Extracts from the Elizabeth Roberts Archive 

Health

1.
Mrs H, born 1889
Oh I think we managed.  Martha used to come, the midwife, and they used to stop in bed a week in them days.  She wasn't certified or anything but she was one of the good old midwives and it was only a few shillings for a confinement.  I've heard m'mother say that she used to give her 6d a week until she got paid off.  She was a grand old lass.  In George Street that was.

2.
Mrs M, born 1913
If they were expecting children, a baby, there was a midwife who only came when the baby was being born.  You didn't go for pre-natal visits, you booked this midwife when you knew they were expecting the baby.  This midwife would come only when the baby was being born and she would deliver the baby and cut the cord and then this Street Lady had to come, you had to pay her, and she would come then and she would see to the mother and the baby and make her food until she got up.  They used to get up then in two days, they couldn't afford to be in bed.

3.
Mrs W, born 1900

ER
Did she ever tell you when she was having a baby or were you expected not to know?

R
I wasn't expected to know.  I do remember this when Mary was born and, of course, I'm 9 years older.  I must have been about 9 at the time.  She was very, very poorly at the time Mary was born.  It was in the middle of the night, of course, and Dr Sanson got us all out of bed to shout, ‘Mamma’, at the bedroom door.  We were all shouting ‘Mamma’, in the middle of the night.

ER
This was because she'd had anaesthetic?

R
Anaesthetic and he couldn't get her round.

ER
Were you frightened or did you just take it as a matter of course?

R
Yes, I think we took it as a matter of course.  I don't think we were frightened.  You see, we didn't understand really what was going on.  We knew m'father was in the room and m'mother and the doctor was there and the nurse there, and we'd to stand and shout, ‘Mamma.’  I don't think any of us realised.  In fact, I think I got a shock the next day when I got up and we'd got another sister.  I seem to remember getting a shock.

ER
Did you notice she was getting fatter?

R
This is what I'm going to say.  When she got up I remember saying to her, ‘Oh mother, you must have been poorly.’  She looked at me.  I said, ‘Well you've gone so thin.’  Well I didn't know it was the baby, I honestly didn't know.  She said, ‘You know far too much, get yourself out.’
4.
Mr T, born 1886

ER
Did she lose any children?

R
The first one.

ER
That was ever so common?

R
Very common thing in those days.  She lost a big boy.  He would have been about 70 if he had been living.  He was a massive child when he was born.  If I was to tell you how heavy he was you wouldn't believe me.

ER
How heavy was he?

R
Thirteen pounds.

ER
Dear me!  That was enormous!

R
The doctor said in Preston, he had never seen anything like it in his life.  He said, she was finished and there were no more there.  But she had a daughter a few years after.  He said she wouldn't be able to bear another one, but she did.  She had two afterwards.

ER
Why didn't it survive, did the doctor say?

R
There was all sorts of complications I suppose and they wouldn't tell us what it was.  They would never tell you anything in that respect.

5.
Mrs H, born 1889

Then we buried Maggie May.  She was born on Saint Margaret Mary's birthday.  Miss Dillon was an old woman that went round such as m'mother and they'd do it for nowt in those days.  She was the loveliest little thing that ever walked and she started with diphtheria and I've heard m'mother say that she rolled from the top of the bed to the bottom to get her breath.  There was no immunization, no nothing.  The poor little thing died.  Then there was John died and he died with consumption of the bowels, I believe, and there was no cure then.

6.
Mr S, born 1915

ER
When you had scarlet-fever, where you sent away or were you left at home?

R
This is typical of my mother's utter devotion and dedication to me as a child and which probably accounts for my later shortcomings.  It was unheard of for anything other than that you went to an isolation hospital but my mother managed to prevail upon the doctor and the health authority that because I was the only one, she was prepared to take extreme precautions with regard to infection and I was immured in the bedroom for a couple of months and no-one was allowed in the room except my mother.  I remember the blankets and things soaked in disinfectant, hanging outside the door.  It was a most peculiar period.  I saw nobody but my mother and doctor for many, many weeks.  She moved heaven and earth to allow them to let her nurse me at home.

ER
Did they fumigate the room when you were better?  What did they do?

R
It was a process my mother called 'stoving', everything that I had used or touched had to be burnt.  All my clothes and all my toys, anything I had used at all was destroyed.  Some chaps came from somewhere and there were some ghastly smells.  I think they called it 'stoving' of the room took place.

7.
Mrs D, born 1908

R
Now when I was a little girl, on the top of the landing here, there were some rails.  Now, she were carrying me down when I were a baby and she tumbled down the stairs.  To try to save herself she had got hold of this rail and it broke and it threw her downstairs, she hurt her breast but she saved me.  Now it took five years for that to come in her breast.  She went to Leyland to see Doctor O'Donald.  He said it was the Infirmary.  But my mother said she didn't want to go in the hospital and would he do the operation.  He said that he would.  My mother has told me many and many a time.  You could have heard a pin drop into the street.  Everybody was so quiet while the operation was going on.

ER
She had it done at home, had she?

R
She had it done at home.  When he come he were reeking with drink and he asked my dad for some ginger biscuits.  My dad had particularly got some in with him coming as he knew he liked them.  He had some of these and do you know, he did a marvellous operation.

ER
Did she have her breast off?

R
No.  Mind you, she was very ill but he made a marvellous cure of her.  That was just with tumbling downstairs.

8.
Mrs W, born 1910

R
Oh yes, I did.  Yes I had bronchitis as a little one and the doctor seemed to be always coming.  We were only saying the other day that mother used to say that he used to come every day for about a week and then every other day.  She used to say, ‘Oh, I do wish he wouldn't keep coming’, once I started to get better but of course they kept coming because every time they came it was half a crown, half a crown a visit and half a crown for a bottle of medicine.

ER
It would take her ages to pay off?

R
They used to nearly die when the bill came because they only sent them monthly or quarterly, but I know mother sort of used to have a fit when the bill came.  Every three months I think you used to get your bill.  She used to say, ‘Oh another doctor's bill.’  By the time you'd paid it you'd had a few more visits and you knew there was another one.

9.
Mr F, born 1906

ER
Did you ever go to the dentist?

R
No.  Not that I know of.

ER
Except to have them out?

R
I never had any out when I was a child.  I think I must have been fourteen or fifteen before I had a tooth out.  The dentist, it was horrifying to go to the dentist in our day.  If it was Thursday afternoon of their half day closing, there was only cocaine, there was no gas.  There was cocaine or cold steel and I had them out with cold steel.

ER
And they just pulled them out?

R
They just pulled them out.  They used to say, ‘Just pull my coat if I'm hurting you!’  You were too petrified with fear to do anything.  You just opened your mouth and he yanked it out!  And you weren't taught to clean your teeth like they do today.  I don't remember toothpaste anyway!  I remember trying to clean them with salt and water but most people had a mouth full of rotten teeth and pyorrhoea.  I suffered agonies of hell with pyorrhoea until I was eighteen or so.

10.
Mrs C, born 1887

I remember one friend of mine had the toothache and she had a great big black eye, like that, and there was a herbalist.  I don't think there is a herbalist today .... you took a cup or something and they used to have a big jar with leeches in.  I've been for many a leech for 6d, and then the father would put it on her face and it would suck all the blood away.

11.
Mrs A, born 1892

ER
What would you have if you had a cold?

R
We used to have a tallow plaster put on our chest, made a heart-shape of brown paper and mother used to rub either goose grease on it or tallow, real tallow candles and she would warm that and it was cut in a heart shape and you had that on your chest.  That's what you had.

ER
How long would she leave it on?

R
She'd leave that on for a day or two and if it didn't get any better you got another one slapped on you.  You'd get one on your back.  But goose grease was mother's favourite and that was her remedy for anyone's chest.  The neighbours used to come and ask if the babies were bad or owt.  ‘Have you got such a thing as a bit of goose grease by you?’  I've had it for m'own children.

12.
Mr T, born 1886

ER
What happened if you had a stomach ache when you were a little boy?

R
Foster's Chemist in Friargate, he had a cordial there and I used to have to go there for this cordial and they give it to infants as well.  It was a great reliever of pain.  It was a little yellow substance, I think it was about 6d a bottle.  6d was a lot of money in the old days.  It would last you about 12 months.  That was one great thing that they thought about, Infant's Cordial, from Foster's Chemist, at the corner of Heatley Street in Friargate.  I have gone there many a score time.

ER
And that was to kill pain, was it?

R
To kill pain in the stomach, and it did.  They would give it to babies as well.  It was safe remedy, I'll say that about it.  What it comprised of, I couldn't really tell you.

13.
Mrs M, born 1917

Anyway m'dad was saying why his kids hadn't got these sore throats and that, and old Dr Aitkin just looked up and there was an old clothes rack as they used to have in those days and hanging from the clothes rack was a big bunch of onions.  Aitkin said ‘How long have you had that up there?’  He said, ‘Now that is where your disease is going.  Take them down and try one.’  He took them down and there wasn't a sound onion, all rotten.  Dr Aitkin said that they had got the disease that was going about instead of the children.

14.
Mrs A, born 1910

ER
When you were ill, did you mother have any special cures for you?  Did she concoct anything?

R
We got rubbed with camphorated and mustard oil, back and front, things like that, if we had a cold, we got rubbed with camphorated and mustard oil.

ER
What about toothache, what would she do about that?

R
She might have given us a little tablet or something.  She would rub chilli paste on our faces and it used to burn.

ER
That was a well-known cure for toothache?

R
It made your face all red though.

ER
What about your ears?

R
We got olive oil poured down our ears and almond oil.

ER
Sore throat?

R
Goose grease on a piece of flannel or a piece of fat bacon with a flannel tied over the top of it.  Then as you got warm the grease ran.  The goose grease had a horrible smell.

ER
What about tummy ache?

R
We had Indian Brandee.

ER
Every family had a great collection of these cures, hadn't they.

R
All the same?

ER
Some of them were the same but there were all sorts of different ones.  Did she dose you with anything like brimstone and treacle?

R
Sulphur tablets in spring.  I never see any of those these days.  They were a lemon green and we used to suck them.

ER
That was to clean you out wasn't it?  Did she make any sort of cough medicines or anything like that?

R
No, probably give us a spoonful of treacle, but she didn't make any.

15.
Mrs M, born 1913

ER
What about a sore throat?

R
We had a big stocking, a woollen one.  A long sock or whatever it was and it used to go around here.  Inside there was a half of a big onion boiled hot and they would put it inside this cloth.  They had to hold it there and gradually when it was cooled off it was pinned at the back.  You had to hold it as hot as you could bear it for a sore throat.

ER
What about coughs?

R
Some linctus, it was called.  It was very brown and it was sweet and it used to burn as it went down.  We got a spoonful of this if you had a cough.  You know how children do, you get a few pimples and you call it acne, that these youngsters have today.  If you had spots in any case if you didn't, every week you had this spoonful of treacle and brimstone.  This powder was ground fine put in this treacle and you had a spoonful of this.  This was to keep your blood pure.  Mind you, you didn't see many pimples I've never had a pimple.  This was to purify your blood.  Also every week, you had to have a big spoonful, when you had your bath, of cod liver oil and malt.  These old fashioned remedies, you know was horrible.  But you had to have it, get it down.

16.
Mr G, born 1903
R
In 1914 my mother and father has a very bad spell.  I had a sister that had meningitis, she was in the Infirmary for six months.  I had a sister died with diphtheria and I went into hospital with scarlet father.  I had another sister went in after I came out.  I went in on my birthday in January.  I came out six weeks later.  I had been home about a month and my sister was taken in.  For six months my mother and father said they never had their clothes off as they were up night and day.  They had the Town Doctor and he used to come to the house and they would say as we had scarlet fever and this house had to be stoved.  It was like sulphur in a round tin and shavings on the top and they put one in each bedroom and they lit it.  They sealed all the bedroom doors and windows up with sticky brown paper.  They would do that in the morning and then at night they would come and take this brown paper off and open the doors and windows.

ER
And it was just burning sulphur was it?

R
Yes, burning sulphur.

ER
Do you remember going to the Fever Hospital?

R
Yes.

ER
How did you get there?

R
It was a horse-cab.  I always remember, my mother went with me and I was on a bed, it was a water-bed.  I didn't know there was such a thing.  With being on the horse and on cobbles in the streets, there was no springs on carts hardly.  When you went in you could have had scarlet fever for a week.  It made no difference to them, they treated you the same.  You went for three days and you were only on slops and they kept you laid down.  They gradually built you up but all the time you were in that hospital, you were hungry.  When the meal come, you would have eaten anything.  Even at tea-time or at breakfast, all you would get was bread and butter.  You used to count how many pieces of bread you got as you were that hungry.  You used to say ‘I'm getting 7 or 8.’  No parents were allowed in.  Later on they could come and look through the window.

ER
How did you actually spend your time for six weeks, it must have seemed to be forever?

R
It did.  You didn't know what the days were.  It was a polished floor same as all hospitals and when you got up you went to a cupboard and you got a pair of slippers.  With being a slippy floor you never lifted your feet up you would just slide along.  My mother come for me and I had never been out for six weeks.  She said, ‘Have we to get a cab?’  I asked if we could walk it as I was that pleased to be out.  Because it was February and the weather was mending a bit.  When I come to the sidewalk I couldn't lift one leg on to it.  These things stand out in my mind.

ER
How did you spend your days in the Fever Hospital?

R
You read and there would be games.  There weren't a lot of games.  There would always be somebody in bed and you would talk to them.  But id did seem a long while, especially for children.

17.
Mrs R, born 1889
R
The result was that they both got hold of this basic and m'sister managed to get it and didn't turn round but backed and she fell over this form and the basin broke and she on it and pieces went in her eye.  Mr Clitheroe heard us scream and he came out and blood was streaming down Cissy's face.  He picked her up and ran with her through to our house.  We just lived across the road and mother was upstairs.  I can remember all this because we followed him.  Mother was changing beds for washday.  I've heard mother telling people years after and she never remembered coming downstairs.  When she came to she was in the yard on this blanket, she'd passed out.  They'd an awful job bringing her round.  That was a terrible thing for my mother.  They sent for a doctor and he said that they would have to get her to Manchester as soon as possible.  My mother had to take her and when she got to the Eye Hospital or infirmary as they call them, she had to leave her.  The outcome was that she lost the sight and she wore a glass eye up to she died.

ER
Do you know if it was very expensive to have eye treatment then?

R
It was expensive for a glass eye.  Lots couldn't afford them and they wore a black patch.  I remember m'sister used to put her eye in a wooden egg cup every night in water, and leave it on the sill in the scullery.  This was when we were in Hawke Street and it had been a very hard frost.  When she come to thaw it, just a bit had broken.  She couldn't wear it and they'd to go to Manchester Infirmary again to see about this other glass eye.  I know that was costly for them.

18.
Mr M, born 1901
R
Not only dirty but it was filthy.  You could sit at a desk and see the lice on the boy in front of your head or if it was a girl I've seen them crawling up her plaits and nits were common.  Every night my grandmother had a small tooth comb and she used to go through our heads religiously every night over paper to keep us clear of them.  They didn't sit the better class boys and the better dressed boys and girls together they mixed you up, you sat next to the dirtiest in the class.  They smelt some of them.

ER
I was going to say did you remember them smelling?

R
Oh yes, they smelt terrible did some of them.

19.
Mrs H, born 1903
ER
Did you ever take her to the clinic?

R
Yes, when she was born the Health lady came and she told me that if I took her to the clinic I would get my food fresher and cheaper.  She said it cost a bit when you can't feed them yourself.  It cost a bit for one little baby.  St Saviour's room at Manchester Road, that's where they had the baby clinic.  It was nothing to do with the hospital or the doctor and they would weigh your baby and they had a nurse that would have a look at it and see if anything was wrong.  You had a card with how much she weighed and how much food you got.  That clinic was a good thing because there was a Mrs T. C. Rainford and she was a J.P. of our town and she was a lovely person and they had a long chain of butcher shops and I loved that woman and I wasn't the only one.  She worked hard at the clinic did Mrs T. C. Rainford.  She could play the piano, and she had the patience of Job.  It was lovely to go because when you had your baby attended to you went out of the small weighing room into the large room, and they gave you a cup of tea, the ladies of the town, and they didn't charge you anything.  We thought it was lovely, housewives having a cup of tea made for you.  We would all be sitting round with our little babies discussing all different sorts of things.  Mrs Rainford would come and she would say, ‘Now, ladies lets have a sing song.’  And she would get on the piano and the people that could sing sang, if you could sing above these babies which would be nattering.

