
BEFORE THE NHS 

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF A COUNTRY GP 

As an amateur family historian, the idea of giving a presentation about the 
longest serving GP in Lowick interested me from a local history point of view 
but I soon  realised that he was present during the enormous transformation 
of medical practice and welfare that happened in the first half of the 20th 
century. 

The man in question was Dr John Elliott. He came to Lowick in 1899 and stayed 
for 57 years. When he died in Berwick Infirmary in 1956 he had seen the 
village through two world wars and great changes in the care of the sick. 

His birthplace on 21 Jan 1863, 
was the village of Shettleston 
on the outskirts of Glasgow but 
he grew up in an area of Glasgow 
called Hutchesontown; in McNeil 
Street just over the Clyde from 
the city centre in an area 
eventually incorporated into The 
Gorbals 



 

 

 

His father collected payments for a life insurance firm and by the age of 18 
John was doing the same. He got married for the first time in 1887 aged 24, to 
Margaret Spence Robertson. 
He was widowed in 1887 only 2 months after marrying Margaret when she died 
of pneumonia and bronchitis. 
Her death certificate shows that she died in Aikenhead Road 

 



Glasgow had become a major centre for heavy industry and shipbuilding and 
the wealth it brought in the early days resulted in the building of many elegant 
classically styled houses and mansions. 

But by the 1820s overpopulation was such a serious problem that many people 
were living in overcrowded and squalid conditions with poor sanitation - and 
many of those fine buildings were used to house a dozen or more families. 
By 1840s infectious diseases like Typhus and cholera were common. 

 

Disease and pollution were 
the status quo. 

Even breathing was injurious 
to health.   The smog 
problem was so well known 
that cartoons appeared 
about it. 

 



This was the 
reality. 

This map shows in detail the heavy industry and railways in the area of Glasgow 
where she lived 

Aikenhead Road is seen surrounded by steam railway tracks, there’s a colliery, 
two iron works, brick works and several mills. 

After moving back with his parents he decided, in 1891 to enrol at St Mungo’s 
college to become a doctor. 



 

He enrolled on 
the “Triple 
Qualification” 
courses 

This qualification came about following the Medical Act of 1851 that required 
that anyone practicing Medicine should have passed recognised exams and be 
entered on the Medical Register. While university students graduated with MD 
qualification, the medical colleges were allowed to provide a new qualification 
called the Double and then the Triple Qualification 
So rather than “MD”, John Elliott was listed in the Medical Register with this 
long list of letters. 

         “Lic.R.Coll.Phys.Edn.,LicFacSurgGlasg.,Lic.R.Coll.Surg.Edin” 

Medical training would have been a far cry from that of today but will have 
equipped him well for what was possible in those days. 
 
He would probably 
have watched 
operations in a 
viewing 
amphitheatre like 
this 



 

He may have got his first 
taste of general medicine is as 
a volunteer at The Medical 
Missionary Society. 

This organisation ran two ‘dispensaries’ in Glasgow, one of which was very near 
St Mungo’s college. It was founded in 1867 and if you earned less than 20/- a 
week you could be seen there for 1d. This was a hugely valuable source of 
medical care when about one in five Glaswegians died without ever seeing a 
doctor. In 1890 it saw 40,000 consultations including some home visits and 
these  were provided by medical students as well as doctors and nurses 

 

The ambulance service 
was in it’s infancy. 



John married again in 1896 while still a student - Mary Hall MacRobert, who he 
eventually brought with him to live in Lowick. Her brother Thomas was a 
minister in the Evangelical Union Church and was one of the two ministers at 
the ceremony. 

After graduation on Aug 2nd, 1897 he lived for a short time in Gallowgate, 
Glasgow before taking over the practice in Lowick. He was to stay on the 
Medical Register until his death in 1956. This is his entry in the 1900 Medical 
Directory. 



He rented part of The Old Drapery at 50 Main Street, Lowick. This lovely old 
photo from about 1900-1910 is from Robert Sinton’s collection. 

It gives a good idea of how Lowick looked when he arrived. The public 
subscription school is on the right. You can just see his house. It’s the one near 
the far end with the windows jutting out 

This later photo shows it more clearly. He had the right hand half of the 
property. Patients accessed the waiting room and surgery down a passageway 
on the right. 



Here is Dr Elliott in the 1901 census with his wife, Mary and a servant, 
Catherine Leach, from East Ord. 
 

And in 1911 he is shown living with Mary and a servant Cecilia Morton from. 
Buckton. 
Over the years he employed various women as cook or housekeeper.  
In 1939 Elizabeth Rule was cook and Louisa Rule, servant. Later on Mary 
Waters and Dorothy Patrick worked for him. 

Although the village was in a beautiful rural setting he’d have found the living 
conditions familiar. There were the same dung heaps and poor sanitation in 
addition to a perpetual problem with the water supply. Infectious diseases 
such as Scarlet Fever, Diphtheria and Enteric Fever spread easily in the 
unsanitary and crowded conditions. The most common causes of death in 1906 

were TB and bronchopneumonia. 

This article appeared in the 
Berwick Advertiser in April 
1897 

The problem was that 
sewerage from farm buildings 
was percolating through the 
walls onto the path and main 
street. 



And this is from the Glendale Rural District Council minutes. (All council 
minutes mentioned here were obtained from Berwick Archives).  

The council eventually adopted the Commons Act of 1902 and the common was 
cleaned up 

After a fatal case of Typhoid in 1901, the situation at Bowsden West Farm 
Cottages was discussed at the Parish Council  

An excerpt from the census from the last day of March 1901 shows the four 
cottages mentioned in the report and that there were 11 people living at no. 4 
at the time. Henry, aged 10 was buried a few days later in Lowick churchyard 
on April 8th 



In fact, Elliott’s own rented property was declared unfit for habitation in 
1914(!) and narrowly escaped a closing order after the landlord made repairs 

And even as late as 1934 the following interview took place regarding his living 
conditions, at the public enquiry into Lowick Water Supply 



Even so, I’ve been told by several residents that he would take a cold bath in a 
tin tub every day. 

When he first settled here, he had the opportunity to work alongside his 
predecessor, Dr James Lambie.  
This report is of an inquest that was held in 1900 at High Steads into the 
death of a patient they had both attended 

Rachael Sibbit was about 79 when her foot was accidentally scalded with 
boiling water. Both doctors attended her. The inquest decided that her death 
a few months later was due to old age but may have been accelerated by the 
accident. She is buried in St Anne’s churchyard in Ancroft. 

Dr Lambie merits a few words here. He was very well respected locally and in 
1891 after 20 years of service his patients had a whip-round and organised a 
dinner and presentation for him. The presentation was at the Public 
Subscription School in Lowick, where they gave him a bookcase, a rather nice 
clock and a bag containing 67 sovereigns. 
Later, after dinner at the Commercial pub in Lowick he made a speech in which 
he spoke poetically about his work here. He describes his journeys to Holy 
Island; something Elliott will have done many times. 
 



Many years later an article written for Dr Elliott’s 93rd birthday tells us that 
he did his rounds in a fierce storm one day in 1916 and is said to have walked 
over the frozen sea from Beal to Holy Island and that in all he managed to walk 
26 miles in 12 hours “without having a bite to eat” as he attended to patients 
throughout his district. 
At no time did he own a car. Most consultations in those days were by home 
visits, which of course was useful for helping to keep infectious disease out of 
the surgery waiting room. 
 He would  arrive on horseback, on foot or 
later on by horse and trap carrying an 
assortment of drugs and dressings as well 
as diagnostic instruments and reagents all 
contained in the proverbial Doctor’s Bag. 

The original Gladstone bag wasn’t 
originally designed for doctors but it 
turned out to be ideal for those home 
visits, and being metal framed and made 
from sturdy leather it could open out fully 
without danger of tipping over. 
 



These are some of the items 
that he might have been 
expected to carry in the 
very early days; equipment at 
its most basic. 
Given a sample of the 
patient’s urine, he could test 
for diabetes using Benedicts 
reagent and kidney problems 
with acetic acid. He might 
have also carried Smallpox 
vaccine. 

Smallpox vaccination had been 
made compulsory in 1853 And 
refusal could mean having to 
answer to the Mayor. 

Around the beginning of the century most sick people were looked after by 
their family or neighbours. Often someone might develop a reputation for their 
knowledge of traditional home remedies - and common sense.  
Few working-class people paid for their own medical treatment, with charity 
and the Poor Law helping the poorest. Others outside that system struggled to 
afford treatment. 

 In time, municipal hospitals 
administered by town 
councils developed from Poor 
Law hospitals and treated 
the chronically sick, infirm 
and elderly. 

The Infirmary in Leeds was 
ahead of the pack. ahead of 
the pack. This photo of a 
spotless hospital ward was 
taken in 1895. 



An increasing number of patent medicines with amazing 
claims were sold as an alternative to calling the doctor.  

The BMA decided to investigate them and the results were 
published in “Secret Remedies”, where analysis of the 
products exposed the false claims made for them 

 

This cure for 
whooping 
cough claimed 
that the 
formula was so 
complicated 
that no-one 
else made it. 

It contained nothing but lactose powder. 

                                                                                                                                                              
 

The maker of 
Dodd’s Kidney Pills 
claimed that they 
would cure diabetes, 
rheumatism, kidney 
disease, symptoms 
of menopause and 
any form of heart 
disease.  



It contained the following: 

Cascarilla powder is 
powdered eggshell 
sometimes used in 
Voodoo magic, and 
Jalap resin, from a 
plant root, gets the 
intestines moving. 

In 1901 the MOH published a report on infant mortality in this area. The 
cleaner air here compared to that in towns contributed to lower infant 
mortality, but the greatest problem, apart from sanitary conditions, was a 
scarcity of cows milk. The old system where a family might keep a cow to 
supply milk had all but died out.  

Health and welfare began to improve around the turn of the century and two 
events were at least partly responsible 

The 2nd Boer War.   At the time, the test of fitness for potential army  
recruits was to be able to run 100yds with a rifle, and a surprisingly large 
number failed the test. 
The war itself knocked British confidence as it took 450,000 British troops to 
defeat 35.000 - while taking 3 years to do it. 

  The rugby series in 1903 against the Springboks, Australia and New     
Zealand. 
The British were beaten by nearly all the teams they played and since it was 
played mainly by the more elite classes, the government now feared that they 
were witnessing a decline among men of all classes including those future 
officers on the rugby field 
Basically, the idea of British ‘superiority’ which was thought to be the reason 
for the Empire’s success was being challenged. And so a commission was set up. 
It concluded that 37% of applicants examined had been rejected as unfit, and 
if you included the applicants who were even too unfit to be examined, the 
percentage was close to 60% 

As a result reforms were to be 
made in the care of infants and 
children both at home and in 
school.  Nutritional training 
would be given to mothers and 



education in childcare, school meals and school medical inspections were 
introduced. 

The “nit 
nurse” 

The Midwives Act of 1902 had already been passed at a time when the 
profession was often brought into disrepute, especially in the city. They 
were untrained, unqualified and uncertified. Anyone could practice 
midwifery, often as a second job. In theory, from now on, midwives would 
have to be qualified and have a certificate in midwifery. 

Sadly, despite advances in medical science, the expectation of life for the 
average male in 1911 was 49. 

The National Insurance Act (1911) 

  

Only 40% of the population were covered, with only one panel doctor to every 
1700 people insured. 
Great for the working man, this system largely excluded women and children, 
and patients still paid for home visits, doctors charging different rates 
depending on how much they could afford. Doctors in rural practices were a lot 
poorer than those in the cities. 



With no chemist in the village Elliott would dispense medicines himself and 
leave them at Pringles shop for collection where you would “leave a shilling in 
the pot”. 
 Hospital stays had to be paid for even if you were put in one of the isolation 
hospitals. 
There were also a multitude of schemes run by donations or philanthropists 
but still primary healthcare was something most could not afford. 

When the doctor did visit it 
was treated as a special 
occasion in some households 

Quite often here wasn’t much the doctor could do. Aspirin in various colours 
might have to suffice. 

 

Dr Elliott also offered dentistry - or 
tooth pulling. This is a picture of him 
demonstrating his skills  



By the 1930s, X-rays were in general use and the military were early converts 
because they helped in the removal of bullets or shrapnel and got soldiers 
back on the battlefield. Also, army recruits were X-rayed for chest diseases 
such as TB and it was in the 1940s that mass civilian screening for TB began. 

Dr Elliott had been appointed Medical Officer of Health and Vaccination 
Officer for Norham & Islandshire in March 1900, soon after he arrived. . His 
catchment area included Ancroft, Fenwick, Kyloe and Holy Island. 

In 1904 he was elected to Lowick Parish Council where he made some 
interesting contributions, for example: 

In 1905 he proposed to the parish council that every house with a private tap 
in the village should have a water meter. 

And in 1910 he asked the Parish Council to lay out part of Lowick Common as a  
bowling green for which rent would be paid if used.  

There has been some confusion about his war record. It has been thought 
locally that he was either in the Army or Navy in WW1, and newspaper articles 
confusingly mention a time in the navy, but I’ve found no record of enlistment 
at any time. 

He was 51 in 1914. Below is 
an example of a ‘Sick 
Quarters’ record from 
Ancestry 



It appears that from 1903 until 1923 he served the Admiralty as a Civil 
Officer and is on the Royal Navy “Sick Lists” or “Sick Quarters Lists” for Holy 
Island. 
To find out more about what this means I asked the historian at the Royal 
Navy Medical Archives who didn’t really know, but she could only suggest that  
he was obliged to be available if medical help was needed by the Royal Navy 
Coastguard there. He may have attended rescued sailors or fishermen, and on 
occasion certify death. 

His wife, Mary had left Lowick some time between 1918 and 1928. 
Her death certificate shows that she died in 1928 of pneumonia at her 
brother’s Congregational Manse in Ayrshire. They hadn’t divorced and she still 
gave her address as “The Surgery” Lowick. 

Besides his practice, John Elliott was 
much involved in the social activities of 
the parish. Particularly football.
In this news cutting from 8th May 1908 
he presided over an evening in the Drill 
Hall for the Lowick & District Football 
league. He was donor of the Elliott 
Challenge Cup which he presented that 
evening to Fenwick Villa. 



 

And here he is at the club’s 
headquarters, the White Swan, 10 yrs 
later as honorary president. 

 

He seems to have 
adopted country 
pursuits too. He’s 
standing outside the 
entrance to the 
practice at the side 
of what is now 50 
Main Street, Behind 
him is the 
passageway leading 
from the street. 
 

Another newspaper report, in 1910, 
describes a concert party that he 
organised in Bowsden Schoolroom in aid 
of children's’ sports. Among the 
performances were, two sketches by 
the so called “Lowick negro troupe”, 
trained by Elliott, who we are told, 
caused much amusement. 



He was Scoutmaster too, but ran into trouble with the council in October 1914 
for encouraging scouts to skip school and help the coastguards in Bamburgh in 
defence duty. “This is a bit strong” the article says, when the boys have 
rendered invaluable service to the country in crisis. 
 

 

This clipping is about another 
concert he organised in the 
Public Subscription School in 
aid of Lowick Boy Scouts - 
featuring interestingly, “The 
Lowick Orchestra.” 



Later, he seems to have concentrated more on First Aid training and in 1934 
he gave a talk in the Council School which was described as a most interesting 
and instructive lecture on Physiology of the Body as part of a series of weekly 
talks. 

And in wartime 
1940 he ran 
courses in Holburn 
and Lowick that 
led to a 
certificate in 
First Aid. 

A report on a court appearance in Berwick gives some more insight into his life 
in Lowick. In April 1935 at 
the age of 72, he was called 
to the witness stand 
regarding a court case 
against a James Foreman. 



He was in the White Swan one night when Mr Foreman came in, having been 
refused service at another pub, and joined him in a game of dominoes. Foreman 
was just looking on the floor for a lost domino when a policeman walked in and 
spotted that Foreman was inebriated. It seems that Elliott attempted to 
rescue the situation, took Foreman by the arm and led him out of the pub. 
When questioned in court Elliott maintained that he couldn’t say one way or the 
other if the man was drunk.  
In any case, Foreman was found guilty of being unlawfully drunk and fined 10s 

Few people remember him now. I am grateful to the late Tony Carr who was 
delivered by him in 1928 and Henry Hall, for digging deep for memories of him 
and special thanks to Kathleen Glen who was able to supply more details from 
her own memories and collection at home.  

Henry’s description of him in his later years is of a large broad man about 5’ 
10” with a bushy white beard. He liked telling jokes and might stop you in the 
street with “Have you heard the one about….” 

Kathleen Glen told me that she and her mum lived next door to him when she 
was a child.  He would have been in his 80s. She remembers him as a stout man 
with a trilby hat, white moustache and white hair. He had a black & white curly 
coated collie called Jack that he would walk every day. He also liked a glass or 
two of whiskey. 
This letter survives from when she was 13, inviting her to a birthday party 

Miss Rule, the housekeeper would make ‘exotic’ cakes and jellies along 
with sandwiches and scones.  



Every Christmas there would be a knock on the door at 9am with presents from 
“Father Christmas” and at New Year he might invite them to tea with the Rule 
sisters, to share fruit cake that was sent to him from friends in Canada. 

In his later years his patients tended to drift away to more up-to-date GPs in 
nearby villages but he remained on the Medical Register until his death and was 
still seeing patients on Holy Island in his 80s.  

Kathleen told me that a chap 
called Selby Allison would take 
him there in an old Ford with 
dodgy brakes and we have a 
confirmation of that in a little 
clipping from The Berwick 
Advertiser of March 1951.  
It describes how Selby was 
unable to take him to the Island 
for the first time in 53 years 
because a stream from Goswick 
Lough had flooded the sands.  
He would have been 87 yrs old 
at the time. 

. 



 
He was honoured in 
1955 for his long 
service with a 
dinner and 
presentation where 
he said he hoped to 
keep going until 60 
years had been 
served, but died in 
Berwick Infirmary 
in 1956, just 3 
years short. 



 

If you go into Lowick churchyard and look to the graves on the right hand side 
about 20yds from the main gate, you should find his very simple gravestone. 
 


