The Edwardian doctor, Dr Langston Day
Part 2: his medical practice

Dr Day came to Baldock in 1893 when he bought a practice in the town. He was taking over
from an older doctor who kindly agreed to stay on for a couple of weeks and show him the
ropes. Dr Day was a kind and considerate man so his introduction to medical practice in
Baldock was a bit of a shock, I think.

At his first surgery working with the retiring doctor, someone came in to have his stitches
removed. Dr Day was about to fetch his instruments when the older doctor said
“Instruments? Tcha! Come here”. He abandoned the septic wound he was dressing and
ripped out the stitches of the other patient just like a woman would pull out the tacking
threads from her sewing.

The older doctor may have been Dr William Jenner of Hitchin Street, said to be related to the
great Edward Jenner, the inventor of vaccination. According to Reginald Hine the local
historian, who was born and brought up in Newnham, Dr William Jenner used to gallop
across the fields from Baldock in broadcloth, breeches and gaiters to visit his patients. When
he discovered that young Reginald was pretending to be ill because he did not want to go
back to boarding school, he flogged his naked body with his hunting crop to teach him a
lesson.

However, when Reginald was recovering from a genuine attack of measles, William Jenner
gave him half a crown to spend on his journey back to boarding school. In gratitude, the
young lad spent some of his time and money on visiting the statue of the other Jenner, the
famous vaccinator, in Kensington Gardens, London.

Qualifications and appointments

Dr Day had the letters MRCS Eng. and LRCP Lond. after his name meaning that he was a
Member of the Royal College of Surgeons of England and a Licentiate of the Royal College
of Physicians of London. He was also a Fellow of Royal Institute of Public Health.

Locally, he had a string of appointments. He was Surgeon and Medical Officer of Health for
Baldock Urban District Council, Hitchin Urban District Council and Hitchin Rural District
Council. He was Medical Officer and Public Vaccinator for the 5™ district of the Hitchin
Union, part of the workhouse system. He was a certifying surgeon under the Factories Act
and surgeon to the Post Office.

Dr Day was briefly in partnership with Dr Robert Hicks of Whitehorse Street until it was
officially dissolved in 1895. Both doctors continued to practice in the town but separately. In
1906, Dr Day was in partnership with Dr Lorimer Clifford Nash but this didn’t last long
either. Dr John Purser Griffin was his partner in 1914 and Dr Griffin continued in Baldock
briefly after Dr Day’s death in 1917. By 1922, Dr Griffin was replaced by Dr Bertram Suggit
who is still well remembered in Baldock.

Perhaps Dr Day’s partnerships did not last long because he was very lax about extracting any
payment from his patients. This must have been very frustrating for his medical partners.
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His patients

Baldock was a town of about 2,000 people and, in the days before the NHS, some people
could afford to pay for a doctor but many couldn’t. Dr Day’s daughter, Dorothy, describes the
situation: “There was in those days real poverty. To the majority of patients who could ill
spare a shilling or two for advice or treatment, no charge was made. It was soon taken for
granted that if the baby cried too much or grandma complained of her rheumatism the kind
doctor would come. No-one was denied medical attention, or indeed help of any kind. Many
would pour out their troubles to him and often he would spend an hour or more in a cottage
giving advice on all the family difficulties, even lending or giving money in cases of extreme
hardship, though he could ill afford it.”

We know what advice Dr Day gave to Reginald Hine as it is recorded in his book
“Confessions of an Uncommon Attorney”. Reginald Hine suffered from depression although
we don’t know if that was what his consultation was about. He recalled the conversation as
follows: “No physic will do you any good” declared the honest physician Dr Langston Day
of Baldock “but here is a small suggestion: never miss your tea and go to London once a
week. “ Reginald Hine continues: “I smiled and promptly invited myself to tea with him and
his artistic wife”

His surgery

This postcard of the High Street, poéted in 1914, shows Dr Day’s house, called The Gates,
with his surgery to the left of the picture.

Dr Day and his family lived in the large house called The Gates in the High Street. The
surgery was in the old saddlery which was part of the stables and located to the left of the big
black gates, approximately where Taste cafe is now. Dorothy describes how the patients
“filed in through a small door in the gate to sit on a bare wooden bench, stamping their feet
on the brick floor of the corridor that served as a waiting room. The surgery itself had none
of the amenities of comfort or hygiene today [she was writing in 1969]. The boarded floor
was bare. The room was heated and lighted by gas, there was a sink with cold water only, the
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walls were lined from top to bottom with bottles, and the whole created a dark sinister effect.
Instruments were sterilised and some medicines brewed on the kitchen range and kettles
there, were continually kept in readiness for emergencies.”

Resident patients

As mentioned, many of Dr Day’s patients were too poor to pay and those who could afford it
often “forgot” to pay despite receiving a quarterly bill. Consequently, he was always looking
for ways to raise his income. One way was to have patients who lived long term in the house
with his family. Dorothy mentions two: first a schoolboy with ringworm, a highly infectious
fungal condition of the skin. Later there was a bishop “Suffering from a painful disease, the
latter’s temper and language were far from holy and his nurses would leave his room flushed
and distraught”.

The census records more resident patients. In 1901, John Mildmay, aged 33, was described as
a lunatic, which probably covered a whole range of mental health conditions that would be
more treatable today. His resident attendant was John Cole who was himself described as
“sick™. In the 1911 census, John Mildmay was still living there but Elizabeth Lawmon, who
was a servant in 1901, was now the resident nurse.

John Mildmay was very well connected. He had been born in 1868, the son of Henry
Bingham Mildmay, a wealthy merchant living in Berkeley Square, London. His older brother,
Francis Bingham Mildmay, became an MP from 1885 to 1922 and was then raised to the
peerage as the First Baron Mildmay of Flete. | presume it was more acceptable to such a high
flying family to have a “lunatic” brother living with a doctor rather than to have him sent to
an asylum.

I don’t know what happened to John Mildmay after Dr Day’s death but he must have
continued to live locally as his death is recorded in 1947 in the Hitchin district which includes
Baldock.

Payments in kind

Dorothy describes the charter fair’s visits in October when each caravan was halted outside
the town and inspected by the doctor. She says that the showmen were “cheerful and grateful
people, and in return for free medical aid, coconuts and other offerings were humbly brought
to our door. With affectionate enquiries, they remembered the kind doctor many years after
he was gone”’.

IlIness and epidemics

Dr Day was the Medical Officer of Health for north Hertfordshire and one task was to visit
all the state schools once a year. His daughter remembered preparing the hundreds of record
cards with her father and noted just how many children showed evidence of malnutrition.
Nits were common as was “pulex”. By “pulex”, I think they meant human fleas whose
scientific name is Pulex irritans. Given the poor living conditions of many people, the
presence of fleas would not be surprising.

There was no isolation hospital, so anyone with an infectious condition was sent to live with
a lady who lived in one of the cottages. On one occasion, Dr Day sent her a patient with
virulent smallpox but when he next visited the patient he found that the woman and her
husband had fled in terror leaving the patient alone.
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Dr Day spent all night holding down the delirious patient until a nurse could come the
following day. Dr Day was so horrified that, as soon as he got home, he taught his wife how
to vaccinate others against smallpox. We don’t know how his wife felt about taking on this
task!

Typhoid epidemics were another problem especially in some of the villages where Dr Day
knew there were polluted wells. However, the “squire” was not cooperative and accused him
of “cooking” the water sample sent for analysis.

And finally.....

In the end, Dr Day seems to have worked himself into the ground. With a shortage of doctors
during the First World War, he struggled on whilst battling his own health problems. The
battle was lost in 1917. Dorothy commented “When other doctors took his place, many
patients registered astonishment and dismay when payment was asked for”.

In Baldock Mail issue 217, there was a companion article about the family life of Dr Day
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