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DOCTOR WHO? By Elsie Jordan

Recently I celebrated? the 82nd anniversary of my birth. I creaked out of bed, looked in the mirror, a brave thing to do so early in the morning, and said to my reflection “Well you’ve made it for another year in spite of all those dire predictions Mum made in your far distant childhood”

Mark wanted to know what I was mumbling about, so I informed him my mother had always been convinced that I would be an early candidate for death from consumption (T.B to you). 

This was because she had lost a sister to that disease many years before and she was sure I had inherited the tendency. So, I had to be cosseted and protected from every ill and chill because of my “weak lungs”. Mark said, “I thought your lungs were okay” I said “Of course they are – they always have been. Maybe it’s because of some of those awful concoctions my mother used to brew up for me, and all those ghastly poultices and foments I had slapped on my chest. Perhaps they really did work”.

Then Mark and I started to reminisce about the way our mothers had dosed and doctored us in childhood.

You see we were children of the Great Depression years, one did not run to a doctor with every symptom of sickness as we do now because, no one could afford it, and Mother could fix it just as good as any doctor. We recalled and laughed over some of those homemade remedies. 

Mark said his mum was great believer in aspirin and quinine, the dreadful, bitter, liquid sort, not the neat little swallow down quick tablets as now. These were used to cure practically everything from headaches to sore toes and everything in between. She also fixed most “off colour” symptoms with a large dose of caster oil (ugh).

Occasionally Mark and his siblings were treated to a good big spoonful of sulphur and treacle! Presumably this was to generally clean out and pep up their systems.

Now on the other hand my​ mother pinned her hopes of curing my (supposedly) poor health by making me swallow various brews she made up herself from recipes gathered from friends & newspaper cuttings, which purported to be “wonderful for curing weak lungs”. I still shudder when I recall some of the awful tasting brews.

Later she heard that olive oil was wonderful for the lungs, so I had to have a great spoonful of that- night and morning! If my internal plumbing was not working properly I was given, not castor oil thank goodness, but a good dose of “Syrup of Figs”. This I rather liked as it was nice and sweet, although its consequences were a tad unpleasant.

Mark and I both recalled Flavine, a disinfectant, and Iodine dabbed neat on cuts and wounds, which sent you practically through the roof. Thank God for Betadine these days. And then there was Bate’s Salve. Anyone remember it? This was a half-inch square stick of some sort of black stuff encased in gauze. The end of the stick was melted with a lighted match & then drizzled onto a piece of cloth and plonked (HOT) onto anything that needed to be brought up to a head.” This included boils, infected sores etc etc. Another little doozie used for the same purpose was a soap and sugar plaster, but was only used when the Bates Salve couldn’t be afforded.

However my own mothers’ “piece de resistance” was some stuff called “Antiphlo- gestine” (I hope that I spelt that right) commonly referred to as “Auntie Flo.”  

This came in a large round tin (aluminium?) container& looked like chewing gum that has been masticated for hour’s- grey & elastic. The tin was stood in boiling water until the contents were spreadable and then, very hot and horrible, it was knifed onto a piece of cloth, covered with more cloth, and slapped hot, hot, HOT onto whichever part of my body my mother considered to need the inflammation reduced. This was usually my poor little chest but occasionally round my neck for swollen glands. This delightful dressing was then covered with flannel so the heat could not escape too easily and bound round with a piece of sheeting. This plaster was left in place, under protest, until it was cold and dry, at which time it was deemed to have done its job and was removed.

Mark remembered having a sore throat painted with a feather dipped in kerosene. How did he survive that one?

I got off lightly by having to gargle with salt and water for the same complaint (except that it made me vomit). We both remembered camphor bags hung round our necks to keep us from colds and from all out friends too!

There was Eucalyptus, three drops on a spoonful of sugar, and also rubbed onto our throats and chests until we were red raw. It used to work though, no self-respecting cold germ would dream of coming near us. If we had a stuffed up nose, we had to hang over a bowl of very hot water with a towel draped over our heads and inhale the steam from the water, to which had been added stuff called “Friars Balsam”.

We must have been quite hardy to survive some of these treatments and who is to say they were not good for us?

After all, we have survived poverty stricken childhoods, the Great Depression years, World War 11, the Sex Revolution, and we are still hanging in there, coping with the Age of Technology. To paraphrase one of Julie Andrew’s songs

“Somewhere in our distant childhood

There must have been something good.”

Elsie Jordan.

