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About the Book

A tearaway young man from Norfolk, Astley Cooper (1768-1841) became the world’s richest and most famous surgeon. Admired from afar by the Brontës and up close by his student Keats, his success was born of an appetite for bloody revolutions.
 

He set up an international network of bodysnatchers, won the Royal Society’s highest prize and boasted to Parliament that there was no one whose body he could not steal. Experimenting on his neighbours’ corpses and the living bodies of their stolen pets, his discoveries were as great as his infamy.
 

Caught up in the French Revolution, and in attempts to bring radical democracy to Britain, Cooper nevertheless rose to become surgeon to royals from the Prince Regent to Queen Victoria. Setting the past against his own reactions to autopsies and operations, hospitals and poetry, Burch’s Digging Up the Dead is a riveting account of a world of gothic horror as well as fertile idealism.
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Prologue

When I was four or five years old my mother took me to see a dead man.

He was sitting about ten houses away, along the road from where we lived. My mother lifted me up to see into the front of his car. It was one of those small white transit vans. There were only the two seats in the front, the back part crowded with boxes of tools. Something happened when the man stopped for lunch, and he died.

Childhood memories are difficult things. Do I really remember seeing the dead man? Perhaps my mother told me the story so many times that I came to remember how I imagined it to be. It seems odd now that he should have been sitting dead in his car so peaceful and so undisturbed. How did people know he had died? Why weren’t there police and paramedics there, trying to get him breathing again? How did my mother know – and how did she have time – to take her small son along in order to try and show him that dead people were not terrifying, and that corpses could be peaceful?

The experience did not stop me being frightened of death and corpses and skeletons, particularly at night, throughout my childhood. Yet it was not the original source of my fears, either, since those had grown up with me. Perhaps it had been noticing those terrors that prompted my mother to walk me up the street that early afternoon in London in the 1970s.

As I grew a little older I became fascinated by dinosaurs. There seemed nothing terrifying about fossils, or about huge carnivorous monsters with teeth bigger than my small body. Things that were so far away did not disturb me. What disturbed me, what made me shiver and look over my shoulder when it grew dark, was the thought of what lay close at hand. Skeletons were much more frightening than fossils. There is nothing very familiar in the vertebrae of a stegosaurus, or in the three horns on the head of a triceratops. But skulls are closer to home. You can feel them when you put your head in your hands. You can see their shape beneath the skin of your mother’s face. There is very little that is troubling about death in the abstract, but walking past a quiet graveyard at night is to find death closer than is comfortable.

It took too much time and trouble to move aside all the earth and clay piled on top of a coffin. To snatch a body, a resurrectionist had to be quick. The work was paid at piece-rates, except for the bodies of children and fetuses. They were priced by the inch. You had to make haste to make money, even given the astonishing sums a good snatcher might earn in the late eighteenth century. And the work was dangerous: body-snatchers were not popular.

Men worked in darkness and in haste. The semi-literate diaries that some took pains to leave suggest they also worked drunk, lubricating their fears and stoking their courage. With strong arms they moved the soft earth, newly laid, but only from the head end of the coffin. The rest was left covered while they removed the body. The grave robbers forced a specially shaped crowbar between the head end of the lid and the casket. With muscular force and the weight of earth pressing down on the lower part of the lid, the wood snapped widthways where it passed over the corpse’s chest. The hungry men dragged the body out, stripped it naked, bundled the shroud and clothing back into the coffin, and then pushed back the earth over the grave.

The technique varied to suit demand. When there was a local glut of deaths, several coffins might be placed one on top of another in a single grave. Then the prize would be richer, but a snatcher had to remove all the overlying soil in order to lift out the higher coffins and extract all the bodies. Sometimes the poor were buried in pits without coffins. That made it easy to dig up several at a time, but more likely some of them would be so decayed you would have to put them back again.

The more surface soil the thief had to move, the more care he had to take to tidy up afterwards. Graveyards were renewable resources, but only if the local parishioners believed no harvests were taking place:

The extent to which this precaution was carried, and the manner of accomplishing it, formed the chief point of distinction between what was termed a good or slovenly workman … A bit of stick, an oyster shell, a stone, or a planted flower, were marks which were recognised at once, and noted by the practised body-snatchers.

A wooden spade was useful since it made less noise when it hit stone; earth with gravel in it had to be flung carefully away in order to deaden the sound.

You put the body into a sack, then, if you had one, onto a carriage. If you didn’t, you wrapped the corpse tightly in cloth to disguise its shape and carried it over your shoulder to its destination. That was a hospital or a school of surgery, but often such buildings were inaccessible or closed in the middle of the night, and grave-robbing was not a daylight occupation. Sometimes the goods needed to rest overnight, perhaps in a pub or at a private home, perhaps tucked out of the way by the roadside. Surgeons were helpful here, making sure their homes could accept discreet deliveries at unusual hours and even offering temporary accommodation to heavy sacks destined for different destinations the next morning.

Sometimes the deliveries covered longer distances. The rural poor who had never left their parish in life might become better travelled after death. Trade wasn’t limited by county or national boundaries, only by the pace at which bodies rotted. When the poet John Keats studied to be a surgeon he lived in the part of south London still known as the Borough, sharing the house of a tallow chandler, a candle-maker, with another surgical student. The student’s name was George Cooper, although he was no relation to the subject of this book. John Flint South told of how when Cooper moved across the river to Brentford they arranged for a body to follow. Packed in a hamper it came by boat across the Thames.

It was a rather warm day, and, as the subject was known to be for skeleton making, it was probably not very fresh, and certainly rather odoriferous. The perfume was not long undiscovered. ‘It is a very warm day,’ observed one lady to the other. ‘Yes, ma’am, it is very close,’ was the reply; and this was immediately followed by – ‘Captain, there is a very unpleasant smell from that basket.’ ‘Yes, ma’am, I dare say; I brought it from a tallow chandler’s in the Borough and very likely it is graves!’ The basket went on its way without further observation and was duly deposited by the boat’s captain at my friend’s house, with the observation, ‘Well, sir, I have brought you a stiff ’un.’

The conjunction of the tallow chandler and the corpse is probably coincidental, but that isn’t certain. Surgeons often laboured over their cadavers when there was no sunlight to see by, or no window by which it might enter. They sometimes used candles made from the fat that was closest to hand.

Nothing is quite so strange as that which is half familiar. We know that bodies fail and die, that after death they change and decompose. We realise that much of what was familiar to us in a living person will still be present in the corpse. The overlap, the uncertain boundary, is what disturbs. As a medical student I had expected that going into a room full of half-dissected corpses would be nightmarish. It was, but that feeling quickly wore off. Soon I could reach into a large fluid-filled plastic bucket and pull out a flayed and bobbing shoulder without remembering how unsettling it had seemed a week before. But in other ways the experience was more intrusive, more insistent. It lingered. Memories came back during normal life, insinuating their way into the time I spent with the living. I may have left the dissecting room far behind, have scrubbed and showered and changed, but the recollections haunted me. They came back as I watched the living muscles moving in the bodies of friends and family. They came back – the intruding texture and smell of preserved human flesh – as I sat down to eat.

It wasn’t surprising to find myself reluctant to pull dead flesh apart. You approach a face or a chest with a certain degree of reluctance, knowing the body will look a little less human as a result of your work. But I found the most difficult parts of dissection were unexpected ones, moments when something crept up and took me by surprise. You recognise that it will feel personal to dissect a head: it was far more haunting to be consumed without warning by the odd intimacy of dissecting a hand. I thought how familiar the contours of it must have been to the dead person, more than those of their own face. Then there was the slow surprise of touching someone else’s genitals, of carefully pulling them apart. Those who are cold and dead cannot protect their privacy.

Nothing makes somebody come alive so much as passion. For Astley Cooper, the great passion of his life was anatomising. Born into a large family in rural Norfolk he became the greatest surgeon of his day, his pre-eminence spanning the four decades between the start of the nineteenth century and the reign of Victoria. He was a strikingly tall and handsome man, imposingly physical and with a taste and talent for boldness. He soared to become the attendant of kings and prime ministers, chief among a surgical profession starred with scientific and social celebrities, a caste of tremendously innovative and adventurous men. But he never for a moment lost his interest in what first had captured his imagination. The bodies of the dead and of the living, animals strange and familiar, the subjects of his previous operations and experiments, the remains of those he had admired and loved – all served his consuming interest in the physical stuff of life. The corpses he dissected were often putrid and as a result were frequently deadly to those who worked with them. The animals Astley vivisected were stolen at great expense and significant risk. What was it that interested him? What was it that pulled him, again and again, to take such risks and make such efforts in order to cut up the living and the dead? What made him so fabulously famous in his day and why is he so little known in ours?

I first came across Astley Cooper whilst reading about Keats, who himself trained and worked as a surgeon. For Keats, poetry and medicine were twinned. Apollo, the god of both, was frequently in his thoughts and letters and verse. Faced with a world full of pain and death, Keats felt compelled to address suffering, to relieve it or to make it bearable by finding meaning in it. Images of fever and illness, of the balms and cures and hopes and despairs that came with them, these things spilled freely between his hospital experiences and his poems. He never lost his feeling that the two activities – at least in the first decades of the 1800s – were related. The reality of pain, both of the body and the mind, had to be borne – ‘because’, as he told his friend Bailey, ‘women have Cancers’. As a child he helped to nurse his mother through her own illness and early death from tuberculosis.

The book that put me on the path to meeting John Keats and Astley Cooper, who taught Keats when he trained as a surgeon, was off-putting. It had been on my shelf for a year or two before I got around to opening it. The front cover was garish: a coloured-in portrait of an affected and dreamy young man. It was a modern edition of Keats’s letters.

My bed was along the back wall of the house, on the first floor. It was early autumn and there was sunshine everywhere. I read sitting on the bed, my elbow leaning out of the open sash window. There was a flowering privet underneath, and the scent of its flowers was particularly strong in the early evening. Each day I read the book after I got home from work. The days were long and light and felt as though they would never cease. In the mornings I made my way by a gloriously slow bus journey across the golden Cotswolds, to a town of warm and glowing yellow stones. There, in a beautiful three-storey Georgian house with a green wisteria across the front, was the doctor’s surgery where I was working.

It was a General Practice of seven full-time partners. I was a medical student, attached to them for a few weeks. Each morning, the patients came to the surgery. They would hobble or limp or frisk their way into the consulting room: every class of person in every state of life, with the immediately noticeable presence of two groups that, back then, I was less used to seeing. There were the very young, the constant stream of babies and toddlers, with rashes, coughs and streaming noses, or flirtatious wide-eyed smiles and slobbering toothless gums. And in even greater abundance came the old. Moving slowly, thinking slowly, talking slowly. They came in couples or alone. They entered the consulting room full of independence and stoicism, or worried by fear and tormenting anxiety. Each appointment was ten minutes, and if it ran over, the next one had to be correspondingly shorter. It was exhausting.

One day I spent the morning with the senior partner of the practice. He was a relatively young man, full of vigour. He had lectured to my medical school some time previously, and I remembered him only as a tall figure standing in the shadows at the front of the theatre while we looked at his slides and made notes. In his practice – in Real Life, I want to say – he was transformed. Taken out of the darkness, he came alive.

That morning one patient, a man in his sixties, came in reporting that he had been bleeding from his anus. He was embarrassed and frightened. The energy with which the doctor dealt with it made it bearable for all of us. The intimate examination – a finger inserted up into the rectum and swept around to see what it could feel – the discussion of possibilities, of the bleeding blood vessels of piles or gut inflammation, of the growing menace of a cancer – the spirit of the consulting room made it all tolerable. It allowed the possibility of death to enter in without the existence of life becoming dimmed. It was the achievement of that particular doctor’s character.

After lunch we went on home visits. There were decrepit houses, empty fridges and filthy rotting furnishings. There were places where every net frill was in place around the windows and the plastic cover had never been removed from the sofa. There was a young woman, heavily pregnant with her first child, in a home with scrubbed wooden floors and a kitchen crowded with books and herbs: a general sense of promise.

We visited an Italian couple whose elderly father had come over to stay with them. A fortnight before, he had still been at work, appearing in court as a barrister. Now he was demented and incontinent. The doctor examined him, and afterwards explained to us all that the old man was dying. He spent almost an hour on the phone, trying to arrange for care at home, so that the man could die with his family. He failed. Next he tried to get the old man into a hospice so that he could die with a moderate amount of peace and dignity. There was no room. Eventually he had him admitted to a general ward at the local hospital. It was the only place that would take him. The family were devastated, but they were also relieved. Someone had come into their home and taken away the uncertainty. They had known they were unable to cope without help.

The doctor was in despair, but I only realised that when we went outside into the sunshine and got into his car. The general hospital, he explained, was overcrowded and busy. The old man would die on a foul-smelling and noisy ward with little time for him. If it was a bad day he would pass away on a makeshift bed in the corridor of the emergency department. ‘We need to cheer ourselves up,’ the doctor said to me. So off we drove, across the Cotswolds again, past woods that were still green and gold, to a house where no one had called for a visit. ‘He’s a regular patient of mine,’ the doctor explained. ‘I pop in every month or so to see how he’s doing.’ All of which was true. But it was also true that the patient and his wife were delighted to see the doctor and clearly liked him. Even their dog was pleased. They brought out tea and a cake and gave us, despite the patient’s wheelchair and his slowly degenerating disease, the sense that it was worth carrying on and that the sunshine outside was telling the truth.

That evening I took up the book of Keats’s letters. A handful of tall yellow evening primroses grew across the garden from the flowering privet. I read until the sun faded away from them and then watched the swallows in the darkening sky. After that I went for a drink with my house-mates. My first real tastes of Keats and Astley Cooper came at the same time as this early experience of what it meant to be a doctor. They remain vivid. A year or two later I heard that the doctor with whom I had spent that day died, himself eaten up by a cancer of the gut.

By the time I attended my first real autopsy I had been studying medicine for some years. The shock of the dead had worn off, and the dilapidation of old age was what most disturbed me. The hospital wards smelt to me of sickness and decay, the scents of institutional food and disinfectants mixing promiscuously with the stink of urine or faeces, incontinence and dementia. Hospital gowns and hospital curtains always gaped a little bit open, and what they revealed about human decay was sickening. For a long time physical disgust was the hardest part of becoming a hospital doctor. It persisted long after I learnt from experience what warm and friendly places hospital wards usually are.

So I was not worried about the autopsy. It had nothing to do with the wards that were so troubling me at the time. It had more in common with the science that previous research experience had made me familiar with. I had seen plenty of old people dying in their beds, and had often needed to look carefully to determine whether patients were old and sleeping or had actually died. I entered the post-mortem rooms cheerfully, curious as to what it might be like to be a pathologist. I had already discovered my own taste for what is called histology, for looking at patterns of human flesh that have been frozen and ever so thinly sliced, then stained with incandescent dyes. They make the most wonderful colours and shapes, and it is a marvellous feeling to look at those patterns and understand that they represent something; that this mosaic of bright pink and sky blue shows cells, that these coloured networks are the stuff of life. All one needs to enjoy life as a pathologist is to find corpses interesting too. I was ready to see one of these old people, to help cut them apart and have a look inside.

It was a coldly dislocating thing to find that the person laid out on the chilled metal slab (stainless steel with a gutter down the middle of it like a medieval street), was a young woman of my own age. She was lying naked and supine, her back slightly arched and a delicate tattoo of a butterfly displayed on her thigh. Nothing had been the matter with her body. She had suffered from despair, and jumped from a multi-storey car park. Some bones in her spine had shattered on landing, and the aorta – the great blood vessel emerging from the left side of the heart – had burst.

The pathologist opened her up and her smell was unexpected. She was not like the corpses preserved in formaldehyde; she was fresh. I thought that the smell as her abdomen and her chest were opened down the middle was distinctive. It was unmistakably the smell of Earl Grey tea.

The following week I went to visit some friends. They lived in the Cambridgeshire countryside, and since it was a warm summer day we walked over to a fruit farm nearby. We sat in the sunshine, surrounded by fields of ripe raspberries, and I was gripped by cold horror. In the midst of pastoral tranquillity I had the sudden olfactory hallucination of the young woman’s insides, of the smell of hopelessness and of suicide: of Earl Grey tea.

Why was Astley Cooper such an important figure in Georgian London? From the early biographies, from the references to him in newspapers and journals of the day, I learnt that he was a man who had once had a fiery love for revolutionary democracy and who had relished a life of hard work. My own early experiences of wards and mortuaries had repelled me, even though I lived in a world of clean hospitals, antiseptics and effective anaesthesia. What could it have been about bodies and eighteenth-century surgery that had so gripped Cooper? I tried to think through how it fitted in with having an ardour for democracy and for days and nights of constant labour. He lived in one of the most fascinating periods of history – from 1768 until 1841 – and he spent much of it with the dead.

Even our own stories are untrustworthy, like mine of the dead man on my childhood street and the young woman’s smell. I am no longer sure how my own memory may have altered them. Diaries and letters, newspaper reports and books are little more reliable. But they are often all we have, when it comes to figuring out our own lives and trying to understand those of others. What follows is an attempt to dig up the dead, to try to fix and stain and colour a world of two hundred years ago. It is an attempt to trace what is familiar in a vanished life, and to use that as a guide to explore what is endlessly strange – the experience of another person, living in another age. It is a form of dissection, of anatomising. It is a form of what is called an autopsy, which means ‘to see for oneself’.
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Endings and Beginnings

Sir Astley Cooper having been long at the head of the surgical profession in this country, his illness excited more anxiety, and his death produced a stronger sensation, both in and out of the medical world, than we ever before witnessed. We think it indisputable that no surgeon, in this or any other country, ever realised such a fortune, or acquired such widespread fame, as Sir Astley Cooper.

British & Foreign Medical Review, 1841

ASTLEY DIED EARLY in 1841. Fond and admiring obituaries were printed in the newspapers and the medical press. They commented with gusto upon Astley’s successes and dwelt with particular appetite on his unmatched income. The Quarterly Review declared that he had made more money than any physician, surgeon or lawyer that had ever lived; The Times and many others agreed.

To the nephew that bore his own first name, Astley left the gifts that kings had given him: a hereditary title and a silver epergne from George IV, a silver breadbasket from William IV. To another nephew, Bransby, he left a greater treasure: his notes and diaries and journals. Astley’s intention was that Bransby should use them to write his biography. It came out, in two orthodox Victorian volumes of life and letters, in 1843. But even before his nephew entombed him under hundreds of pages of hagiography, Astley had already been buried with a suitably Victorian degree of pomp. His body lay for a while at his house in the West End of the city. On 20 February, at six in the morning, it was taken by hearse to Guy’s Hospital, the horses clattering southwards across London Bridge. The coffin bore the collar, badge and jewel of the Hanoverian Guelphic Order, along with the riband and cross of the French Légion d’honneur. From seven in the morning until three in the afternoon it lay, velvet-lined, in the hospital boardroom. Hundreds of visitors came to pay their respects and to file slowly past. A strikingly large number were women. At half past two the quadrangle outside filled with a swelling mass of people, among them many medical students, surgeons, apothecaries and physicians. When the bells of the city struck three o’clock the coffin was taken up and carried towards the chapel.

Away from London’s bustle, the village church in Hemel Hempstead, where Astley owned a large estate, was hung in sympathetic black. The Times recorded Astley’s medals and decorations in lavish detail, knowing its readers would wish to know the details of the great man’s funeral. Astley was preceded into the chapel by the plume of black feathers projecting forwards from the coffin’s head.

Samuel Cooper, Astley’s father, had been a student of divinity at Magdalene College, Cambridge in the late 1750s. He went on to become a Fellow, but since all academics had to be celibate, the twenty-one-year-old Samuel Cooper then made himself unemployed by marrying. His career at Cambridge implied no particular academic gifts, any more than his leaving of it was a noble sacrifice. The sole two English universities of the day, Oxford and Cambridge, were backwaters when it came to learning. They existed as undemanding finishing schools for the aristocracy, and as springboards to successful Church careers for the less well-off. Samuel Cooper was only following the pattern of his class. His success – and it was something of a family tradition – came from marrying well. Maria Susanna Bransby had a significant fortune, and her landowning father controlled a Church living which Samuel took up shortly after.

In 1768 Maria and Samuel were living in the handsome manor-house of Brooke Hall, about three miles from the Norfolk village of Shotesham. To the Reverend Samuel Cooper’s tenure of the prosperous local benefice of Yelverton was added the living of Morley St Botolph, another gift from his father-in-law. Good connections and proper behaviour won him the approval of the corporation of Norwich, and they expanded his possessions with the curacies of Mundham and Seething. Samuel’s marriage had been only the start of his worldly success.

Both Maria and Samuel were fond of writing, producing reassuringly conservative texts praising the virtues of England’s established order. Samuel’s were in the form of sermons while his wife wrote epistolary novels that gained her a much larger readership. Letters Between Emilia and Harriet came out in March 1762, a month after the arrival of the couple’s first child, a son named Bransby (after his mother’s maiden name). Maria then rapidly produced another two sons – Samuel Lovick in February of 1763 and William Houman in September of the following year – followed by two daughters, Charlotte Maria in September of 1765 and Marianne two years later. The rush of procreation was enough to pause her literary efforts but by 1768 she was gestating her two most successful creations: her son Astley and her next book. The book appeared in two volumes in 1769. The Exemplary Mother told the tale of a heroine who, through dogged virtue, saved her son from moral and worldly ruin. Successful enough to win a large national readership, it was painfully sentimental and piously sanctimonious. Maria’s own letters to her friends and family were of a similar style.

Maria’s sixth pregnancy was her most difficult, and she spent much of the time sick. When Astley arrived on 23 August, she was worn out. The baby was christened on 9 September and promptly sent away to live with a wet-nurse. It was a slightly odd decision, for all Astley’s siblings were nursed at home. But it meant that Astley, as befitted a future Romantic, was suckled by Love, since his foster mother, Mrs Love, was a local farmer’s wife. It isn’t clear how long he stayed with the Loves and their children (they were his father’s parishioners), but he maintained contact with them throughout his childhood, later referring to them as his adopted family. It was a significant relationship, and the early years Astley spent growing up on the Loves’ large farm marked him permanently. Towards the end of his life, writing a treatise on the breast, Cooper advised against wet-nursing. ‘All animals,’ he wrote, ‘even those of the most ferocious character, show affection for their young, – do not forsake them, but yield them their milk, – do not neglect, but nurse and watch over them; and shall woman, the loveliest of Nature’s creatures, possessed of reason as well as instinct, refuse that nourishment to her offspring which no other animal withholds …?’ Maria Susanna Cooper, at the end of a difficult pregnancy, felt woman should do exactly that.

Brooke Hall, when Astley returned to live in it, was a busy place. It was large and impressive, an imposing brick-built Jacobean house, just the thing for a successful young family. Norwich, then the second biggest city in England, was only seven miles distant. The village itself was pretty, with an open green in the centre where the schoolhouse stood among walnut trees. The grounds of Brooke Hall were bordered by an outer wall. A driveway ran through a large gatehouse, and Samuel Cooper took particular pleasure in making use of it, riding through on horseback or driving in his carriage. The grounds contained a large orchard and kitchen and flower gardens. An oak, upwards of a century and a half old, stood to one side of the drive, next to an encircling moat. It was a fine place to learn to swim and climb and ride, a place where a knowledge of natural history could be picked up while playing. There was a pigeon-house and a coach-house and stable-yards for the family’s four-horse carriage, the smaller chaise and the handsome black horses essential to Samuel and Maria’s professional and social lives. There was a pond for fish (and for swimming, when the children grew tired of the moat) with a boat moored at one side of it. No Enclosure Act had yet turned the surrounding farmland into large unbroken plots, and the village sat in a patchwork of commons and open spaces, cottages scattered amongst them. There were pheasants and woodcock in the woods and snipe in the undrained marshland of the nearby Fens – all fair game for Astley and his brothers. Growing up as a son of Brooke Hall was a privileged way to begin life.

The Reverend Cooper went to church, accompanied by his family, in a carriage pulled by four fine black horses. It was a show of vanity and wealth, there being no need to go to such lengths to travel to a church that was close to the house. And even if the Reverend’s attendance at a more distant parish was required, the four horses remained a glorious indulgence. The Quarterly Review, in Samuel’s obituary, commented pithily that such displays said more for the Reverend’s living than they did for his life.

In the church where Samuel preached the family had a large pew close by the pulpit; on the other side, but in a similarly privileged position at the front, would sit the family servants. In the days before village churches had their own organs, the music was provided by the congregation. Astley and his brothers, when the time came for hymns, walked from their pew to a side door. A staircase took them to the gallery above where they and the rest of the choir sang.

The Coopers’ contribution to the choir consisted of Astley and his three older brothers. Bransby was six years older than Astley, Samuel five and William four. And as if three older brothers weren’t enough, Astley had to cope with the indignities suffered by any little boy in possession of two older sisters – Charlotte and Marianne.

Two younger sisters – Anna Maria and Margaret Bransby – were born in 1769 and 1770. Both died in infancy, as did a third girl born shortly after, Anna Maria Inyon. The disease that killed them was believed to be consumption, one of the many terms for tuberculosis – the ‘Captain of the Men of Death’, the ‘White Plague’ – a disease that was unsettling for many reasons, not least the uncertainty that came with it. Those who had been in contact with it lived under a threat, never knowing if they might develop the illness or not. Even those who definitely suffered from it lived under the shadow of doubt, for tuberculosis was by no means invariably fatal. There was always room for hope, even for painful and pointless hope. As a child Astley was also infected with tuberculosis, and the disease took hold in his lungs – ‘phthisis’ being the contemporary term. It was very much the family disease.

Despite the deaths and their shadow, Brooke Hall remained a home to six living children – seven from 1773, when Astley’s youngest brother Beauchamp Newton arrived. (The Newton name was a nod to the Coopers’ relations with the great mathematician and alchemist; there was also a link to Nelson, but in the 1770s it was not yet something to be treasured up in carefully chosen middle names.) The boys were brought up under the tuition of their father, a man who believed in the worth of an early education in conservative Christian values. As well as religion he taught his sons Latin and Greek. Astley progressed as far as being able to read Horace in Latin and the New Testament in Greek, but he had no interest in books. Whenever possible he escaped, preferring to stretch his legs rather than study his texts. From his mother he learnt English and history, while the local village schoolmaster came to teach the children reading, writing and mathematics. Astley made poor progress in them all. His favourite teacher was his dancing-master, a Frenchman who rode over from Norwich to give lessons. And when they were over, Astley plunged into whatever adventures he could find. He practised his riding without fear and without much respect for his mounts. Starting out on ponies he progressed as far as his size and skill allowed. Donkeys – pronounced ‘dickeys’ in the local slang of the time – were a particular childhood favourite. When he was large enough to manage a horse he taught himself to ride bareback without a bridle. He also made repeated efforts to ride cows. Growing bolder and more skilled, he caused havoc by scrambling up onto a bull and guiding it to drive a herd from the field.

When there was nothing to ride, there would at least be something to climb. Trees offered adventure in their branches and in their fruit: scrumping crops provided good experience in physical challenge, organised theft and the skills required in leading a gang through a successful raid.

Older brothers were occasionally to be feared, even as playmates. Bransby and Samuel, only a year apart, spent more time together than with the much younger Astley. Bransby was sedate but Samuel, although not as wild as Astley, would at least sometimes play with him. During one session Samuel managed to stab his younger brother. The two children were playing, and Samuel was holding in one outstretched hand a sharp knife. When Astley ran towards him, the blade happened to be at head height. It entered the lower part of Astley’s cheek and travelled up and in, stopped by the lower part of his eye socket. The blood flowed briskly and a local surgeon was hurriedly sent for. Even when the bleeding had stopped, the wound caused serious concern: infections around the eye could be rapidly fatal or permanently disfiguring. The local surgeon visited for some weeks. Eventually the wound healed over, leaving only a small scar.

Brooke Hall was dominated by Astley’s father. Samuel Cooper was an austere man, fond of his own opinions and the sound of his own voice preaching them. His wife, valuing her own strong sense of duty, followed his lead. Her grandson painted an evocative picture of their relationship:

Perhaps she submitted rather too obsequiously to his will, either for his, or her own, happiness; for as my grandfather was naturally a little wayward, the pliancy of his wife’s disposition encouraged a spirit of self-importance rather more than was quite consistent with that mutual deference to the wishes of each other, so necessary to conjugal happiness.

In the evenings, her children and her household at relative peace, Maria Cooper sat down to her writing. A brood of seven young children left her no space for a room of her own, but for all her ‘pliancy’ and conservative orthodoxy, Maria continued to write. Her books never had her name displayed prominently, but she grew confident enough to include it after their forewords. Women had a right to use a pen, she had her characters say, arguing that ‘men … will scarcely be afraid of women, because they are capable of being agreeable companions, and useful friends’. She wrote without a desk, her children spilling about her as she sat with a quill in one hand and paper in the other.

Of all her children Astley was the most active. He returned home covered with bruises on a regular basis: sometimes falling out of a tree, sometimes from tormenting a donkey into kicking him. The bruises made him neither bad-tempered nor secretive. Open, cheerful and brimming with physical courage, he was an attractive child. He was reckless both with his own safety and with the feelings of the animals, brothers and assorted friends that were around him, but his enjoyment of jokes and childish exploits made him popular, both with his peers and with his family – particularly the female half, fond of his spirit and his good humour. He had enough vigour and self-confidence to make him animated and independent, and enough openness to make others take as much pleasure in it as he did. The nearby common was open grazing land, a playground largely free of fences. Once, when Astley caught a horse there he turned it towards a resting cow, urging it on towards a leap. Seeing the horse and rider bearing down upon it, and unaware of its planned role as a surmountable obstacle, the cow rose up in alarm precisely as the child and his mount passed overhead. Astley returned home with a broken collar-bone and an undimmed spirit. There is no record of the fate of the horse or the cow.

If testing his adventurousness was one part of his childhood, another was trying out different identities, putting on stolen clothes and stolen voices. His brothers’ wardrobes were raided, as were his father’s mannerisms and speeches. Other people’s property was also subject to Astley’s childhood whims. He smashed the windows of a tailor he disliked and then, regretting his violence, returned to apologise and pay for the repairs. He altered the clock hands on the church while his father was inside, confusing both the villagers waiting outside and the Reverend alone within. From the top of the church tower he tore open pillows, sending a rain of feathers down onto the puzzled parishioners below, and another time he fell while clambering about the gallery, the drop onto the stone floor doing nothing to put him off heights. He enjoyed sprinting along the eaves of barns, falling sometimes but always luckily – on one occasion when the fall was steep enough to kill or seriously injure him, he landed softly in a large pile of hay.

Astley’s experiments centred on seeing what he could become, what he could get away with, what role he could play. Aged about twelve he could still play a girl, and when he heard of a neighbour’s reputation for making sexual advances to his maids he dressed himself up in the clothes of one of the family’s servants and applied for the job. His mimicry won him both the post and the man’s attentions, and when his new employer walked him halfway home after the interview the two paused at a stile whilst the master tried to kiss his young servant’s lips. ‘I have often heard you were fond of the maids,’ declared the unabashed boy, throwing off his disguise, ‘but I am Astley Cooper.’

Stories emphasising Astley’s vitality and mischievousness come from different sources. His nephew Bransby, Samuel Lovick’s son, collected them together from friends and family, and recalled Astley dwelling on others himself during his later life. Still more, written down by Astley in the years before his death, were presented to Bransby deliberately. They draw a consistent picture. It might not represent the truth of a young boy’s childhood, but it certainly shows how he and those close to him saw it in mature retrospect. Another story describes Astley hiding in his father’s church, copying his voice and his words and puzzling the old man who commented afterwards that he ‘had never noticed an echo in that place before’. In an odd Shakespearean episode Astley dressed as Satan, convincing the sexton’s drunk wife to sell him her soul. She woke the next day, believing the memory to have been an intoxicated dream, to find to her horror that she was in the possession of some very real money.

Other anecdotes describe Astley experimenting with more helpful roles. Outside a local boarding school a boy snatched the hat from the head of a younger child and threw it into a nearby pond. Unmanned by the assault and the prospect of further punishment for losing his hat, the child stood and wept while his schoolmates mocked him. Astley, aged thirteen, was riding past on his way home from the village pub, where his dancing-master had held a lesson. Pleasure in his own striking appearance was evident in his dress. He wore a triple cocked hat, his dark hair emerging to fall in ringlets down his back, and a scarlet coat with black glazed collar. He stopped to find out why the young boy was crying. Hearing the story he dismounted, strode to the pond in his white silk stockings, and waded out into the water to fetch the boy’s hat. When he came out he was soaked and muddy from the waist down.

In the 1843 biography, Bransby took care to insert one particular story among the handfuls of childhood anecdotes. It is familiar in form, for many biographies have a counterpart, and it shows the young Astley first having his head turned towards his future career. Bransby explains that when Astley’s foster brother, John Love, was himself thirteen, he was run over by a cart. As he lay on his front in the dirt, the cart came to a halt with one of its wheels on top of his leg. When he was pulled free, blood was spurting in a strong bright red pulse from the back of his knee. The popliteal artery – the main vessel carrying blood to the lower leg – had been cut:

All was alarm and confusion, – when the young Astley, in the midst of the distressing scene, alone capable of deliberating, and perceiving the necessity of instantly preventing further loss of blood, had the presence of mind to encircle the limb with his pocket handkerchief above the wound … and stopped the bleeding. To these means his foster-brother owed a prolongation of life until the arrival of the surgeon who had been sent for …

One of the first operations I saw was an attempted bypass graft of a blocked popliteal artery. It had been blocked by fatty deposits brought on partly by age (the man was in his fifties) but chiefly by smoking. The operation went badly. While it was impossible to see the details of what the surgeon was doing – it was obscured by torrents of blood – I could read the progress of the operation on the surgeon’s increasingly harrowed face. He sat on a stool with his patient’s blood pouring over his lap and forming a congealing pool on the floor. An observant theatre nurse saw the effect the scene was having on me and advised me to step back and sit down in the corner for a moment. She gave me a small purple plastic dinosaur toy and told me to squeeze it until I felt less anxious. A lot of blood flows through the popliteal artery, and when the vessel is damaged more blood spurts out than one would think a man had in him.

Astley’s own account of the episode remained vivid throughout his life, the emotions still strongly felt decades later. But the facts differed from those offered by his nephew biographer. As John Love lay bleeding in the Norfolk dirt, urgent calls for help were sent out to the local surgeons. One protested that he could not come because his attendance was needed by a patient dangerously ill with fever. Another said he had a labour to deal with, yet another protested a ‘pressing case of inflammation of the bowels’. A torn popliteal artery was a thankless job for a surgeon, its only cure being an amputation of the leg at a level where the artery could be effectively tied closed. And there was little by way of a fee to hope for when the boy was not from a rich family. Throughout his life Cooper was scathing about the behaviour of these local surgeons. All were suddenly busy, and none could attend. Instead an old woman, held by some locals to have supernatural powers, was sent for. She sent back a message saying that by the time the messenger returned to John, the bleeding would have stopped. She was correct, for the boy had died.

The operation I saw continued to go badly wrong. The patient lost his leg at the knee as a result of the surgeon’s inability to sort out the blood supply. A few days later, since the circulation to his stump was not very good, he was taken back to theatre to have a higher amputation, this time at mid-thigh where it stood a chance of healing. I lost track of him after that.

In 1781, through the patronage of the Dean of Norwich Cathedral, Samuel Cooper was awarded the perpetual curacy of Great Yarmouth. It was the reward for labour and most particularly for ambition, ‘a large cure of souls, then amounting to 16,000 people, and supported by Easter-Dues, Fisherman’s Doles or Gifts and voluntary contributions’. It was a rich and prestigious living, and upon securing it Samuel Cooper moved himself and his family over to the coastal town of Great Yarmouth itself. There they lived in the vicarage next to the church of St Nicholas. It still stands, and there is still some stained glass in an attic window with the youthful Samuel Lovick Cooper’s name scratched into it.

Despite the step upwards in his family’s fortunes, the move had a personal cost for Astley. He was coming up for fourteen and had formed an attachment with the daughter of a clergyman living near Brooke Hall. Great Yarmouth was almost thirty miles away, with no direct public transport.

After the move, Astley stole one of his father’s horses and set off to ride back by himself to see his young lady. As an old man he was fond of dwelling on this story. He made it safely inland across Norfolk, and walked for a while with his sweetheart in her family’s garden before attempting the journey home. The young woman played no visible part in his future life, but Astley had learnt something important, a lesson that made the memory of his trip stay vivid. Romance was heightened by adventure, and with risk went relish.

The church of St Nicholas at Great Yarmouth was larger and taller than the one by Brooke Hall. There was further to fall for anyone who took a fancy to clambering about in its rafters. But when the Coopers arrived there was building work being done, and when the workmen went home at the end of the day they left their ladders. It was too much of an invitation for Astley to resist, and he scuttled upwards. He slipped while walking along the joists, a bad mistake in what was the largest parish church in the country. It was said to be a seventy-foot drop to the chancel below. Astley caught his leg over a beam as he tumbled, and hung upside down for a while, horrified by the drop beneath, before managing to haul himself back upwards.

Resting awhile from heights, he took advantage of his new location near the coast and decided on a nautical adventure. Taking a small flat-bottomed boat designed to carry a man and his hunting dog across fenland shallows, he set out to sea. The River Yare was just about manageable, with a stone placed in the centre of the boat’s floor to act as a keel and to give it depth and stability, but the craft still drew only a couple of inches of water, and when the ebb tide pulled Astley out to the rougher sea the swirling waters tipped the boat dangerously. The stone began to roll from the craft’s centre, coming to rest between Astley’s legs. Water came rapidly over the boat’s side. Sinking quickly, he was fortunate to be able to reverse his course and make it back to the coast.

If the days were full of physical activity, they were also full of women. His older two sisters and his mother formed a circle of female company that Astley, admired and confident, moved in with poise and enjoyment. He grew up in a house full of mixed company, something that always gave him an easy pleasure. When his sisters wished to drive out, it was often Astley who took the whip on their behalf.

Yarmouth had its appeal, but Astley’s strongest childhood memories were always those of his first home at Brooke Hall. As an old man he went back. The house had been torn down, the countryside transformed by the enclosures that had turned scattered cottages and commons into the larger, more productive – and less populated – farming estates. And Astley found that the years had diminished the views in other ways, too.

I walked down the village, along an enclosed road, dull and shadowed by plantations on either side, instead of those commons and open spaces [that were] ornamented here and there by clean cottages. The little mere was so much smaller than in my imaginations, that I could hardly believe my eyes: the great mere was half empty, and dwindled also to a paltry pond. On my right were the plantations of Mr Ketts, overshading the road, and for which numerous cottages had been sacrificed … I looked for the old Brooke Hall … for the road which led to it and its forecourt – its flower gardens and kitchen gardens – its stable-yard and coach-houses – and all were gone.
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Apprenticeships

WHEN SAMUEL LOVICK Cooper scratched his name into the glass of the rectory window at Great Yarmouth, he was old enough to make it a slightly curious thing to do. It may have had something to do with the fragility of life, something apparent in a family that had already suffered three young deaths. Samuel was in his late teens, about to go up to his father’s old college of Magdalene in Cambridge to study divinity himself. Bransby, the firstborn, was already at the university, reading law at Newton’s Trinity College. William Houman’s course had also been decided upon: weak in mind and body, his own family thought him unfit for any career. He was brought up under the extended protection of his mother. ‘It seemed early to be determined that he should not be brought up to any profession, and he therefore had no other pursuit beyond that of his own amusement.’ In this pursuit he may or may not have been successful. As they grew up together, Astley was frequently unkind to him.

Visions of wider society came through the regular visits of William Cooper, Astley’s uncle and the senior surgeon of Guy’s Hospital in London. Norwich was England’s second city, but there was no doubt that London was the first. For a young man entering his teenage years, the stories of London society that William Cooper told conjured up a world of beckoning promises.

The Coopers were prosperous and clearly willing to invest in the education of their children. Astley, however, had shown no pleasure in books. With his vigour and his distaste for study, a career in the military seemed an attractive option. But family connections opened up other possibilities: not only was the Reverend Samuel Cooper’s brother William a surgeon, their father had been one too.

The medical profession of the day was divided unequally into three. At the bottom of the hierarchy came the apothecaries. Officially their function was purely to dispense drugs and potions at the instructions of physicians. Given the scarcity and expense of these physicians, this official plan was never realistic. In 1704 the Royal College of Physicians successfully pursued an apothecary named Rose for having prescribed medicine to an ailing man. The House of Lords, offended at the self-interested behaviour of the college, overturned Rose’s conviction on the grounds that the medical needs of patients were more important than the professional pretensions of doctors. It was the beginning of the formal erosion of the college’s self-serving exclusivity. By 1803 the Manchester physician Thomas Percival commented that an apothecary was ‘the physician of the poor in all cases, and of the rich when the distress or danger is not very great’.

Above the apothecaries, but not far above, were the surgeons. For an apothecary to bleed a patient was to encroach upon their exclusive territory. In 1540 Henry VIII had created the Company of Barber-Surgeons, men whose symbol was the red-and-white-striped pole representing blood and bandages. Only in 1745 had the surgeons split themselves off from their barber colleagues. Since then they had increasingly pursued their aspirations to be seen as something better than pullers of teeth and setters of bones. They moved to set themselves up as respectable professionals, aiming to acquire prestige and power and the ability to merit a more lucrative reward. The widespread establishment of large hospitals since the early eighteenth century had helped their cause, but surgeons remained second-class. William Cheselden (1688–1752) of St Thomas’s was the first to achieve a social position significantly above that of a barber. It came to his aid in 1714 when the Company of Barber-Surgeons charged him with human dissection, an activity legally limited to themselves, the Royal College of Physicians and the universities.

Cheselden escaped punishment (and the legal restrictions on who was allowed to dissect were dissolved when the Surgeons & Barbers split in 1745), but even he had no ability to prescribe any medicines that were taken orally. That was the exclusive reserve of the final rank of the medical profession: the physicians. University-trained and proudly carrying the gold-topped canes that marked them out, these were the men able to command respect and rich fees. Formal surgical teaching in Edinburgh, the chief British city for medical teaching for much of the early eighteenth century, consisted of a few rather abstract lectures on anatomy delivered by physicians with little or no practical surgical training. The Company of Surgeons in London – located at the Old Bailey, the better to publicly dissect hanged criminals who made up their only licit source of corpses for study – still represented something that seemed to most people a craft or trade, nothing like the intellectually and socially respected physicians with their royal college.

To be a physician was to achieve something rich and rare; there were still only a couple of hundred in the whole country, and they could command heavy fees. But the exclusivity left a gap in the market, and while surgeons were trying to fill some of it the bulk of the work fell by default to the apothecaries: whatever their official role as functionaries, mere dispensers, they were the only source of medical advice available and affordable to the majority of the population.

Almost as soon as the family moved to Yarmouth, Astley started his training with Francis Turner, a local apothecary, a man who doubled as a surgeon for the excellent reason that there was no one else around who was any better qualified to do so. Apothecaries might become successful small businessmen, and if the training went well there was the potential for Astley to follow his brothers to university and a physicianship, or his uncle to a hospital and a career as a surgeon. And it went well enough, Astley proving himself friendly and adept without discovering any great calling to the apothecary’s profession.

Standing behind his master one day, Astley was doing his best to make another of the apothecary’s students
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