
© Jonathan Reinarz 2009

 All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation 
no part of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system,  

published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast, transmitted,  
recorded or reproduced in any form or by any means,  
without the prior permission of the copyright owner

First published 2009
The Boydell Press, Woodbridge

isbn 978 1 84383 506 6

The Boydell Press is an imprint of Boydell & Brewer Ltd
PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk ip12 3df, UK

and of Boydell & Brewer Inc.
668 Mount Hope Ave, Rochester, ny 14604, USA

website: www.boydellandbrewer.com

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

The publisher has no responsibility for the continued existence  
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites  
referred to in this book, and does not guarantee that any content  

on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

This publication is printed on acid-free paper

Designed and typeset in Adobe Caslon Pro by 
David Roberts, Pershore, Worcestershire

Printed in Great Britain by
CPI Antony Rowe, Chippenham and Eastbourne

BIRMINGHAM.indb   4 08/09/2009   14:16



Contents
	 List of Illustrations  vi
	 Foreword  ix
	 Acknowledgements  x
	 List of Abbreviations  xii

	 Introduction: A History of the Birmingham Teaching 
Hospitals, 1779-1939  1

part i 
The Emergence of the Voluntary Hospitals 

1779–1900
  1	 Birmingham’s First Voluntary Hospital  11
  2	 Optic and Orthopaedic Charities: Birmingham’s First 

Specialist Hospitals  30
  3	 Birmingham’s School of Medicine and the First 

Provincial Teaching Hospital  46
  4	 Mid-Victorian Specialties: Hospitals for Women, 

Children and the Deaf  67
  5	 The Importance of Good Teeth and Skin  93
  6	 Late Nineteenth-Century Reorganisation:  

The Associated Teaching Hospitals  112

part ii 
The Teaching Hospitals in the Twentieth Century 

1900–1939
  7	 Reconstruction Delayed: The Development of the 

Teaching Hospitals, 1900–1919  133
  8	 The University of Birmingham Medical School  159
  9	 The Hospitals in the Interwar Years  184
10	 Modernising Medical Education in the Midlands  216

	 Conclusion  240

	 Appendix I: Hospital Locations  248
	 Appendix II: Patient Numbers at the Hospitals, 1780–1939  250
	 Bibliography  251
	 Index  261

BIRMINGHAM.indb   5 08/09/2009   14:16



11

chapter 1

Birmingham’s First Voluntary Hospital

Nationally, � Birmingham was relatively slow to construct its first 
voluntary hospital. Of England’s provincial centres, Winchester and 

Bristol were the first towns to found such institutions, both of these com-
munities having been served by hospitals from 1737.1 By the end of the 
eighteenth century, another two dozen towns, of which Birmingham was 
one of the last, established similar medical charities.2 Although situated 
in an industrial region with its numerous associated hazards, Birmingham 
established a general hospital only in 1779, approximately thirty years 
after similar institutions had appeared in Liverpool, Manchester and 
Newcastle.3 Largely following a pattern that had almost become routine, 
the Birmingham project still managed to stand out as unusual, given that 
it was originally championed in 1765 by Dr John Ash, who was both an 
outsider and a doctor, most other institutions having been founded by local 
clergymen and funded by wealthy merchants, as well as ordinary shop-
keepers and tradesmen.4 As was common to many of such early charitable 
initiatives, meetings concerning the establishment of a 100-bed hospital 
in Birmingham were held at a public house, in this case the Swan Inn. 
William Small, a local physician, was the only other local medical man 
to join Ash on the organising committee.5 Thereafter, as had occurred in 
nearly every community where voluntary hospitals appeared, a group of 
trusted and energetic supporters commenced to canvas the homes and 
businesses of the region’s inhabitants in order to fund the venture.6
	 Not surprisingly, given the time it initially took for such a project to 
emerge in Birmingham, matters continued to proceed at a very slow 
rate, despite Ash having acquired a suitable plot of land and assembled 

1	 R. Porter, ‘The gift relation: philanthropy and provincial hospitals in 
eighteenth-century England’, in The Hospital in History, ed. L. Granshaw and R. 
Porter (London, 1989), 150.

2	 A. Wilson, ‘Conflict, consensus and charity: politics and the provincial 
voluntary hospitals in the eighteenth century’, English Historical Review 111, 442 
(1996), 601.

3	 Ibid., 602.
4	 Porter, ‘The gift relation’, 161.
5	 R. Waterhouse, ‘Portrait of a medical man: Dr John Ash and his career’, in 

Medicine and Society in the Midlands, 1750–1950, ed. J. Reinarz (Birmingham, 
2007), 16.

6	 BCLA, gh/1/2/4.
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Health Care in Birmingham12

a thirty-one-member building committee.7 While this rate of progress 
was not unusually slow, there were several reasons for the dilatory man-
ner in which matters subsequently progressed. To begin with, it was not 
the first medical institution in the town, a workhouse having existed in 
Birmingham since 1733.8 Several of its rooms, as at 500 other workhouses 
in existence throughout the nation in 1750, would have been occupied by 
ill and infirm paupers. In response to criticisms that the parish’s suffer-
ing poor were already sufficiently served by the workhouse, Ash claimed 
that half the town’s sick came from outside Birmingham and, because they 
were not legally settled in the parish, were not entitled to local Poor Law 
services. Many other sick and injured inhabitants were denied access to 
such pauper institutions given their earnings and were expected to pay for 
the services of a medical practitioner. Nevertheless, the charity’s supporters 
were confronted with additional evidence that clearly suggested that the 
presence of another medical institution was not critical, at least at that pre-
cise moment. For example, according to the records and writings of local 
practitioners, Birmingham was a relatively healthy environment and, as 
such, inhabitants may not have perceived a need for another costly charity.9 
Furthermore, the fact that other ventures were promoted as vigorously as a 
medical institution, including bridges, roads and even canals, only hindered 
the hospital committee’s fund-raising efforts, especially after war broke out 
against the American colonies when concerns were naturally directed to a 
projected decline in foreign trade.10 As a result, the charity was shelved for 
approximately a decade, the hospital abandoned as a boarded-up, empty 
shell, its grounds in subsequent years hosting a number of informal, local 
sporting events, including football matches.11

	 Only in 1778, with the cessation of hostilities and the completion of 
competing projects, were building activities resumed. Following a sus-
tained effort in that year, the hospital was finally completed by local trades-
men, although the building had been somewhat reduced in size, opening 
its forty beds to patients, including the Lichfield labourer William Jones, 

7	 J. Reinarz, The Birth of a Provincial Hospital: The Early Years of the General 
Hospital, Birmingham, 1765–1790, Dugdale Society Occasional Paper 55 
(Stratford, 2003).

8	 Aris’s Gazette, 18 November 1765; J. Money, Experience and Identity: Birmingham 
and the West Midlands, 1760–1800 (Manchester, 1977), 11.

9	 Tomlinson, Medical Miscellany, 205.
10	 E. Hopkins, Birmingham: The First Manufacturing Town in the World, 1760–1840 

(London, 1989), 63; Money, Experience and Identity, 88, 202; Waterhouse, 
‘Portrait of a medical man’, 16–18.

11	 For a more lengthy coverage of the hospital’s early crisis, see Reinarz, Birth of a 
Provincial Hospital, and Wilson, ‘Conflict, consensus and charity’.
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on 2 October 1779. In the process, the once neglected institution, much 
like others elsewhere, such as the soon-to-be-built Derby Infirmary (1810), 
had become a showpiece for local trades and industries, furnished as it was 
with water-closets, an ‘elaboratory’ and iron beds, which were to be found 
only in a limited number of eighteenth-century provincial hospitals at this 
time.12

	 Like many other hospitals designed and built in these decades, the 
General was very domestic in appearance, looking much like a large, three-
story mansion with an extensive basement. On entering the building from 
the front entrance on Summer Lane, ‘a dirty, narrow lane’ in the words of 
Birmingham’s first historian,13 patients and all other visitors found them-
selves in the main hall, facing an apothecary’s dispensary and a less-than-
conspicuous adjoining bedroom.14 A corridor to the right conducted visi-
tors to the hospital secretary’s bedroom, a physician’s room and a staircase 
leading to the wards above and a basement below. Behind the secretary’s 
and physician’s rooms and to the back of the house one passed through an 
anteroom before reaching a large committee room, where the governors 
and staff held their weekly management meetings, usually every Friday 
afternoon. Beyond this and to the very rear of the building on the right 
side lay a secretary’s office and a privy. Most patients never saw the admin-
istrative section of the building unless they were called before the man-
agement committee for questioning or to complain about their medical  
treatment.
	 Unless simply collecting a prescription, most patients would have been 
directed to the left of the entrance hall, where the surgeon’s rooms were sit-
uated. Across from these examination rooms was a ward with twelve beds 
and its own privy, as well as another staircase. Like that on the opposite 
side of the entrance hall, this stairway was wide enough to accommodate 
a sedan chair; it led to a chamber story comprising two main wards with 
room for twenty beds each, two smaller wards at the centre of the building 
each contained a dozen beds and two single-bed wards on either side of a 
ward that overlooked the entrance yard. As on the main floor, privies were 
located at the rear of the building at the end of the largest wards, strategi-
cally positioned to keep the building ‘sweet’. The attic floor was identical to 
the floor below, the only difference being that the rear-facing room at the 
centre of the building, with capacity for six beds, was originally used as the 

12	 J. Howard, An Account of the Principal Lazarettos in Europe (London, 1789), 
131–6, 179, 198.

13	 Hutton, History of Birmingham, 258.
14	 The remainder of the hospital’s description is based on drawings produced by 

the institution’s architects, the Wyatts. BCLA, gh/3/5/988.
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operating theatre, given that it was fitted with skylights, which made it the 
brightest room during the day.
	 The basement, by way of contrast, was a collection of small, dark rooms. 
To the front of the building were vaults and the apothecary’s storage room, 
containing those items required for compounding pills, potions and most 
other prescriptions. These store rooms were framed by a laundry to the left 
and the matron’s private room to the right. Behind the matron’s bedroom 
lay the kitchen, scullery and pantry, with a servants’ privy at the very rear. In 
the centre of the basement, below the apothecary’s rooms, was a hot bath, 
a ‘sweating’ room for venereal patients, and another bedroom, presumably 
used by the house porter. Behind the laundry, in the rear left wing, lay 
another store room, a cold bath, a final privy and the dead room, in which 
the bodies of only half a dozen patients were laid out and examined in 
the hospital’s first year. While mortuaries would progressively be removed 
from the main hospital building in subsequent generations, the only facili-
ties which lay outside the hospital in its earliest years were the brewery, 
laundry and bakehouse, as well as a laboratory, all of which were housed 
in two detached structures on either side and to the front of the main  
block.
	 Like other eighteenth-century hospitals, the charity was supported 
largely by voluntary philanthropy, comprising primarily annual subscrip-
tions, which for the next century averaged a guinea. While sources of 
finance did not vary as much as they would in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, donors’ motivations often did, and though these have been explored 
in countless histories of hospitals and philanthropy more generally, they are 
worth re-examining, as subscribers’ motives were often subject to change 
with time and location, if not with each donor.15 Besides John Ash’s initial 
arguments in support of the hospital, perhaps the earliest and most endur-
ing of incentives for contributing to medical charities was that rooted in the 
Christian tradition, the religious impulse behind much philanthropy hav-
ing flourished particularly in these years as a result of a revival in the eight-
eenth-century church. Furthermore, Nonconformists, well represented 
among the middling sorts in unincorporated towns such as Birmingham, 
engaged in what has been described as practical Christianity, supporting, 
most noticeably, good works within their communities, often stimulated by 
a certain distrust of the state’s powers.
	 Many other motives were of a more secular nature, though no less 

15	 F. K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England 
(Oxford, 1980); F. K. Prochaska, Philanthropy and the Hospitals of London: The 
King’s Fund, 1897–1990 (Oxford, 1992); R. Humphreys, Sin, Organized Charity 
and the Poor Law in Victorian England (Basingstoke, 1995); K. Waddington, 
Charity and the London Hospitals, 1850–1898 (Woodbridge, 2000).
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practical. A shortage of public buildings in these years, for example, aug-
mented considerably the functions of non-religious institutions, such as 
hospitals and theatres. For this reason, the harshest critics of medical chari-
ties have often judged many philanthropic gestures to have been insensitive 
to the needs of the poor, regarding them instead as thinly disguised acts of 
self-interest.16 Committee meetings and fund-raising events, for example, 
offered important opportunities for local leading lights to reinforce their 
social status, and provided many other upwardly mobile members of the 
community with regular opportunities to improve their standing, if not the 
possibility to rub shoulders with an established elite at a charity’s annual 
meeting. The fact that merchants wishing to supply the hospital with goods 
were encouraged to become subscribers has also led many historians to 
question the benevolence of donors.
	 Additionally, such eleemosynary efforts were also used to raise the rep-
utations of entire communities, provincial populations having supported 
certain charitable initiatives to foster urban development more generally. 
Lacking a charter, Birmingham remained notoriously behind other towns 
in terms of development, and many other local projects stand out as efforts 
to keep up with innovations pioneered elsewhere, motivated largely by 
civic pride.17 For example, the fact that the inhabitants of Stafford and 
Northampton had erected their own hospitals by the 1760s would undoubt-
edly have inspired similar hospital-building efforts in Birmingham. While 
eventually depicted as a showpiece of local industry, if not essential viewing 
for all visitors to the region, hospitals remained an expression of secular 
welfare, most manufacturing communities having been especially eager to 
maintain the health of a local workforce, upon which the preservation of 
the region’s industry and wealth depended. Political motives may also have 
played a part in concentrating philanthropy during these years of social 
unrest.18 Finally, charity was not simply inspired by the potential power 
of the lower orders. Though described as a social balm, successfully draw-
ing together individuals representing a multitude of social and political 
backgrounds, medical charities often benefited from a certain amount of 
conflict among local elites, whose generosity grew as the result of peri-
odic struggles to control the institutions from which they derived their  

16	 F. K. Prochaska, ‘Philanthropy’, in The Cambridge Social History of Britain, 
1750–1950, vol. 3, ed. F. M. L. Thompson (Cambridge, 1990), 358–9.

17	 E. Hopkins, Birmingham: The Making of the Second City, 1850–1939 (Stroud, 
2001), 54.

18	 Lane, Social History of Medicine, 82; Wilson, ‘Conflict, consensus and charity’; 
A. Wilson, ‘The Birmingham General Hospital and its public, 1765–79’, in 
Medicine, Health and the Public Sphere in Britain, 1600–2000, ed. S. Sturdy 
(London, 2002), 85–106.
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104, 108, 122, 127–30, 133, 139–41, 146–7, 153–8, 
162, 167, 176, 178, 180, 184, 189, 197, 205–15, 218, 
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infant welfare centres, 217
Infant Welfare Scheme, 194
infectious diseases, 16–17, 27–8, 39, 59, 66, 71–3, 76, 
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102, 111, 113, 118–19, 147, 157, 159–62, 165, 167, 172, 
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Midwives Bill (1902), 208
Midwives Bill (1937), 199
military hospitals, 180
milk, analysis, 175, 235
Millington, Thomas, 122
Milton, John Laws, 109
Mines Research Department, 228
minimum wage, 145
mining, 176
	 hazards of, 39–40, 113
Ministry of Health, 197, 201, 231
	 Cancer Advisory Committee, 231
Ministry of Labour, 214
Ministry of Pensions, 185
miotics, 121
Mitchells & Butlers, 185
Mitre Cut Nail Works brass band, 64
Monmouthshire, 20
Moor Street, 76
Moore, Joseph, 25–6
Moorfields Eye Hospital, 38, 45, 71, 192–3
moral reform of patients, 107
Morrison, J. T. J., 221–2
Morton, Mr Hugh, 212
mortuaries, 14, 197
Moseley, 108, 122, 148
Moseley Hall, 82, 137, 200
motivations, of donors, 14–15
Mott, Frederick, 219
Moynihan, Lord, 212
Mullins, G. E., 157
municipal hospitals, see local authority hospitals
munitions industry, 145, 156–7, 189
museums, 48–53, 103, 121, 164, 166, 228, 234–6
	 appearance, 52
	 donations, 51
	 ethnology, 166
	 glass jars, 164
	 preservative fluids, 164
	 Simons-Freer collection, 164
musical entertainments, 16, 25–7, 60, 130, 154
Music Festival, Triennial, 16, 25–7, 130, 154
mydriatics, 122
Myers, George, 116, 170
Myers, Mrs Leopold, 149
Myers, Walter, 170

National Health Insurance Act (1911), 152, 155
National Health Service, 6, 185, 246
National Radium Commission, 232
National Relief Fund, 207
natural history, 53
	 museum, 53
Nature and Treatment of Deafness and Diseases of 

the Ear (1844), 70
Navigation Street, 63
navy, 120

BIRMINGHAM.indb   270 08/09/2009   14:17




