
Bringing you the latest news from B.D.H.S and the 

Museum.  Our News Updates this week is on the subject 

of health and medicine. 

Some thoughts on measuring distance by Mandy Coates 

What are we all supposed to be doing in this strange new “Corona 

Virus “world? 

Social Distancing – stay two metres apart and save lives- so we 

are told.   Looking at the chaos of the last few weeks, the panic 

buying and then the crowds on the beaches, in the tube and in 

the shops, it is obvious some people have no idea what 2 metres 

looks like, would we find it easier if we were told to stay 6ft 7 

inches apart, probably not. I decided I would look up some 

examples of things that are roughly 2 metres or 6ft 7inches 

apart, here are a few: 

• the arm span of a normal size adult 

• the length of a double bed  

• the width of a super king bed 

• the height of a door  

• and for gardeners the length of a bean pole (i.e. an 8ft cane 

pushed into the ground)  

• More than the distance droplets from the mouth of an 

infected person can travel before falling to the ground.  

 

Do you think if people could visualise these familiar things, they 

would be more likely to stay the safe distance apart, well maybe? 

  

This started me thinking about how measurements came about in 

the first place so I thought you might like a little history lesson   
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It all starts with the cubit, Egypt’s measurement of length around 

3rd millennium BC and you can see they used what was readily 

available, the human body. 

 

The common cubit was the length of the forearm from the elbow to 

the tip of the middle finger about 18 inches 
  

The cubit was divided into 

• the span of the hand or the length between the tip of little finger to 

the tip of the thumb (one-half cubit, 9 inches),  

• the palm or width of the hand (one sixth of a cubit, 3 inches) 

• the digit or width of the middle finger (one twenty-fourth of a cubit, 

¾ inch).  

• The Royal Cubit, which was a standard cubit enhanced by an extra 

palm, thus 7 palms or 28 digits long. This was used in constructing 

buildings and monuments. 

 

The inch is the length of the thumb from tip to first joint (= 3 

Barleycorns) 

Barleycorn = 1/3 inch  

Finger = 7/8 inch 

Hand = 4 inches, as horse lovers know 

A fathom is the distance between arms 

outstretched, from fingertip to fingertip, equalling 

6 feet. 

A foot is the length of a man’s foot (somewhere 

between 11 ½ and 13 inches). 

A yard relates to a human pace but also derives 

from 2 cubits (3 feet or 36 inches) 

A mile is in origin the Roman mille passus - a thousand paces  

 

Another form of measurement comes from ploughing, farmers could use 

up to eight oxen 

two abreast and 

secured together 

with yokes 

attached to the 

plough. There were 

no reins to control 

the oxen, the 

ploughman worked 

with a boy, who carried a long stick, which he used to keep the animals 

moving by reaching across and giving them a tap.  

The plough boys stick was called a rod, pole, or perch depending on the 

locality and at 5.5 yards long enough to reach the farthest oxen. If the rod 

was laid 4 times across the field, that made 22 yards, laid 40 times down 

the field, that made 220 yards, the area was called 1 acre, the amount of 

land that could be plough in a day.  22 yards is a chain, (the length of a 

cricket pitch) and 220 yards was known as a farrow length or furlong. 

 

Weren’t our ancestors ingenious.  

 

Stay safe and keep a door height apart at all times - Mandy 
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The Museum has an amazing collection of 

medical items.  They are displayed in the Tudor 

Central Bedchamber.  Well worth a look when 

we open in the future by Marian Barker 

 

 

Pills and potions. 

 

 

 

 

 

Inhalers 

Clover's inhaler  

1. Invented by Joseph Thomas Clover (1825-1882). English doctor 

and pioneer of anesthesia. 

Clover assisted at the surgery of public figures including Napoleon 

III of France, Princess Alexandra of Denmark and her husband 

Florence Nightingale.  By 1871 he had administered anesthetics 

13,000 times without a fatality.  This portable inhaler remained in 

use well into the 20th century. 
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2. This object is labelled in our 

display as a 'pill burner to relieve 

bronchitis'.                                                                           

It was one of many different 

inhalers manufactured by Solomon 

Maw's company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   

 

                                           Syringes & needles 

6. In the 1850s the French veterinary surgeon Charles 

Gabriel Pravaz and the Scottish doctor Alexander Wood 

developed a syringe. It had a hollow needle fine enough to 

pierce the skin. Syringe barrels were initially made of metal 

(7), but by 1866 they were made from glass (8) (the needles 

remained metal). This enabled doctors to see what 

medication remained in 

the barrel. (Wikipedia) 

 

 

 

3. This inhaler was also 

made by S. Maw & Co. 

 

4. Zodiac Electro Massage Machine 

Patented in 1909 by Thompson & 

Capper Ltd, Liverpool.  It supposedly 

cured many medical ailments such as 

Loss of hair, Lumbago, Neuralgia, 

Wrinkles, Obesity, Rheumatism, 

Constipation, Nervous Disorders etc. 

This was proved incorrect and was 

later known as quack medicine 
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'Thank goodness for our modern NHS.  A massive 

thank you to all of the staff working flat out so we 

can stay safe.' 
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Home remedies by Nicky Crewe 

The Old House Museum has a small but fascinating collection of 

gadgets and remedies that predate the NHS. It’s great that they 

made it into the collection as it is so easy to forget their social and 

historical significance when you are clearing out the bathroom 

medicine cabinet.  Before the development of pharmaceuticals and 

the health service we appreciate so much today, people had their 

own family home remedies. Some still make a lot of sense.  

Peppermint and chamomile tea bags are available on the 

supermarket shelves, both good for digestion and colds.. Licorice or 

senna pods are still used for constipation.  

In the past it would be brimstone and 

treacle that would keep you regular. We 

still use the old favourite, syrup of figs.  

In the past people would collect their own 

favourite herbs, prepare them and save 

them for a time of need, either as dried 

plant material or tinctures. Comfrey salve 

and calendula or marigold ointment were 

used for bruises and cuts. Comfrey is still 

sometimes known as knitbone. 

There were remedies for all the everyday ailments. Docks, 

dandelions and nettles came into their own too. I’m sure many of us 

have rubbed a dock leaf on a nettle sting, but both are a good source 

of iron in the early spring, when we all need a tonic after winter. 

Dock pudding and nettle soup were still on the menu when I lived 

in West Yorkshire in the early 1970s. Dandelion root can be 

prepared as a diuretic. Its French name is piss-en-lit, a bit of a clue! 

The leaves can make a good salad, as can fresh wild garlic leaves. 

                                                                                          

  Dandelion root 

 

Some home or folk remedies are less appealing. Roasted mouse was 

once considered a cure for consumption! What doesn’t kill you 
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makes you stronger. The juice of an onion steeped in brown sugar 

was a cold and cough cure. A roasted onion held by the ear was said 

to cure earache. A sweaty sock was a remedy for a sore throat. Cider 

vinegar and raspberry vinegar are more palatable alternatives still 

in use. 

Wart remedies are fascinating. Rubbing the wart with a piece of 

meat which is then buried to rot was a tried and tested one, and 

some people had a reputation as wart charmers. Buying a wart from 

someone was kinder than impaling a snail on a thorn and waiting 

for it to die.  

Housemaid’s knee could be cured by judicious use of the family 

Bible, brought down hard and unexpectedly on the bursa or 

swelling. Rosehips were recognised as a source of Vitamin C during 

the Second World War and I remember having spoonsful of delicious 

rosehip syrup from the Children’s Health Clinic as a post war child.  

 Rosehips 

Patent medicines like Vick’s helped many a child with a bad chest. 

Andrews liver salts cured more than hangovers. The days of being 

covered in goose grease and sewn into a vest for the winter had gone 

when I was a youngster but we had extra warm ‘liberty bodices’ for 

the winter months. 

Part of the history of the Old House Museum involves the 

Robinsons’ family business, based in Chesterfield. They produced 

bandages for WW1 and then developing sanitary towels and 

disposable nappies. When I worked in the Greater Manchester 

County Archives a few years ago we were looking through our WW1 

related material. Opening a box of papers, I came across an unused 

bandage, still in its wrapper. It had obviously been at the Front and 

we probably shouldn’t have touched it, but it was an amazing 

survival and souvenir of that man’s particular wartime experience. 

Sometimes a humble object can tell the biggest story. 

And as a final thought – does anyone remember the adverts for mail 

order slimming pills that used to be on the back pages of women’s 

magazines in the sixties? At school the rumor went around that 

they contained tapeworm eggs! Needless to say, we never bought 

any.  Nicky 
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Alternative Medicine - Hydrotherapy - by Mandy Coates 

If you were ill in the mid 1800’s you may well have sort “The Water Treatment or 

Hydrotherapy” as a means of cure especially if 

your illness was chronic or not responding to 

established medicine. 

Hydrotherapy is defined as the treatment of 

disease by water used outwardly and inwardly, the 

active component of treatment is hot and cold with 

water as the vehicle. There are numerous ways to 

administer this treatment.  

The 

Romans 

worshiped 

water, using warm spring water or water 

impregnated with mineral salts to bathe in for 

relaxation and possibly to alleviate some health 

issues, and they introduced the concept to Britain. 

Unfortunately, when the Romans left, the use of water fell into disuse. Even in the mid 

1800’s few houses had a bathroom or even running water, in fact the poor did not 

want them, water was looked on with suspicion, it was dangerous stuff.  

Sir John Floyer a physician published a book in1702 on cold water bathing being both 

safe and useful, it was probably not a best seller, but an abridged edition was 

published in 1844 around the time Captain RT Claridge opened the first hydropathic 

establishment in England. 

It was John Smedley, founder of Smedley’s Mill, producer of superior knitted 

underwear and later woollen jumpers, whose conviction and enterprise established 

Hydrotherapy firmly in Matlock, and for a century made it one of the most celebrated 

centers of the "water cure" in Europe. 

John Smedley was not the first to 

recognise and exploit the effects of 

water treatment on various illnesses, 

but it had cured him when all else had 

failed. Doctors and conventional 

medicine had failed to alleviate his 

illness and lethargy, his mind and body 

were at a very low ebb. It was 

suggested he go to the new Ben 

Rhydding Hydro Establishment in 

Ilkley, Yorkshire. He recalled the cold-

water treatment very hard, but he was tough and even survived a second visit.  Later 
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he went to Cheltenham to take the waters, where he was cured and regained his 

health and strength. He became an enthusiastic convert and as a true philanthropist 

wanted to share his experience to help alleviate the suffering of his fellow man. 

John Smedley purchased in 1853, a hydrotherapy establishment started by a 

Mr Davis on Matlock Bank. This was the beginning of Smedley’s Hydro, it was 

ultimately to cost him a considerable fortune, but he always kept clients costs 

low, (3 shillings a day initially raising it to six shillings) the income was used to 

expand the premises. 

Smedley taught himself the practice of 

hydrotherapy as he worked with thousands of 

patients, changing and modifying his ideas and 

methods, experimenting, always watching, 

comparing, introducing new routines of 

treatment and eliminating practices that 

experience indicated were harmful. Nothing 

escaped him. As a result of this experience he 

produced his “Practical Hydropathy” a book of 

evangelical piety and practical therapeutics.  

If we compare Smedley’s Hydro to hospitals of the day (1853, Florence 

Nightingale was in the Crimea), the hospitals were dirty, unhygienic and 

insanitary. The nurses came from the lowest stratum of society and their 

morals were questionable, they were prone to drink and often vicious, it was 

extraordinary that anyone came out of hospital alive and a large proportion 

did not. The Hydro however was clean and orderly, the day started with 

worship and alcohol and tobacco were forbidden. Rules were strict and 

enforced by a scale of fines, but people got well and often returned some 

even became permanent residents. 

 

Smedley's Hydro ran for an uninterrupted 86 years, closed in the 1950s, and the 

building was purchased in 1955 by Derbyshire County Council to use as its 

headquarters. Mandy 
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It has become a much sought after item in this current 

crisis and without it, I would not be here today? Anita 

Spencer 

The humble toilet roll! 

My parents met at the Izal Factory in the early 1950s.  The factory 

was owned by Newton, Chambers & Co, which was first established 

in Chapeltown, South Yorkshire in 1793. Jack worked in the 

warehouse and would also deliver the massive rolls of paper to the 

toilet roll making machines which Phyllis operated. 

  

  

 

 

I like to think they flirted outrageously 

over a large paper roll and a sack truck! 

Newton, Chambers & Co were initially an 

iron works, specialising in cast iron 

products, but over time the company 

expanded into related mining industries 

and products from the fractional 

distillation of coal, including the Izal 

disinfectant range. The disinfectant was a 

by-product of coke making which was 

used to fire the huge blast furnaces. The 

oils from this process was used as a 

germicidal treatment and was made into 

soap, ointments, creams and over 136 

disinfectant products. The humble toilet 

roll being one of the most famous. 
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Not just health but Health and Safety 

A before and after of the steps leading up to the museum from 

Church Lane.  A lovely job by stoneworker Andrew Marsden. Thank 

you David Wilbur for organising this maintenance work over the winter 

period. 

 

I leave you with a poem supplied by a dear friend of mine Hilary 

Fender. 

I do have an original loo roll from those times. 

which I  purchased via e-bay.  I also remember 

Jack bringing rolls home.  A perk of the job! 

Another distinct memory is  how it is was the 

opposite of, quilted, luxury, 3 ply, soft, downy, 

cushioned, Aloe Vera!  However, it did carry a 

very important message which is most 

relevant today and printed on the paper. 

Can anyone remember what that message 

is? 

 

Look to this day 

For it is life, the very life of life 

In its brief course 

Lie all the verities and realities of your existence: 

The bliss of growth 

The glory of action 

The splendour of beauty 

For yesterday is but a dream 

And tomorrow is only a vision,  
But today well lived 

makes every yesterday a dream of happiness 

and every tomorrow a vision of hope.  
Look well, therefore to this day! 

Such is the salutation to the dawn.  

Kalidasa (4thCenutury BC)  

 
 

I hope you have enjoyed 

this issue of 'Updates" 

Suggestions for future 

issues so far are: 
 

Archaeology and finds 

Literature/book 

recommendations 

Crafts 

Museums events 

archives....please do 

send us news and info 

to share with all our 

friends.  Thank you to 

everyone who has 

participated in this 

week’s issue. 

Email your news to: 

bakewellmuseum@gmail.com 

 

Anita in the home office, office 

at home, the loft! 
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