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owadays there are many 
who I O O ~  backon  theef-  By Kevjn Hannan 
forts of our early physi- 
cians and surqeons with 

disdain, and sometimes wi ih disbelief. 
They use, most unfairly, the yard stick 
of present-day standards of medical 
and surgical achievement, and seldom 
give a thought to antiseptic surgery, X- 
rays, hospitals, trained nurses and, 
above all, the general know-how of the 
profession today. 

The history of medicine and surgery 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies is of great interest, not only-to 
the medical profession, but also to 
those who like to turn back history's 
pages to compare the treatment of 
human ailments in the past with 
present-day methods. 

In times gone by repair men were at 
hand when the human body broke 
down. Some were professionals and, 
w i r h i n  the  l i m i t s  of avai lable 
knowtedge, were good at knowing 
what to do in most cases, and how to 
do it. Others, non-professionals, or 
'quacks', were generally uneducated, 
and prescribed 'remedies' in all cases 
whether they diagnosed the complaint 
or not. Some of the unofficial doctors 
were good in the treatment of minor 
ailments, but on the whole their 
ministrations killed more than they 
cured: yet the professionals could also 
be regarded as dangerous because 
they were more adventurous, since 
they enjoyed a kind of respectable im- 
munity from the consequences of some 
of their more experimental and less 
S U C C ~ S S ~ U ~  treatments. 
The first outstanding medical man in 
Limerick's history was Dr. Thomas 
Arthur, or Thomas Arthur Fitzwilliam, 
as he sometimes liked to  be called. 
This preference, no doubt, resulted 
from the deep respect and devotion 
which he held for his father, William 
Arthur, a wealthy merchant, and his 
mother, Anastasia Rice, a member of a 
prominent local family. 

The Arthurs came from Somerset 
with the Normans and settled in Co. 
Limerick in the district around Pallas 
and Emly, where they farmed suc- 
cessfully for many years before settling 
in the city. Here they were to make 
their name for all t ime as ad- 
m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  m e r c h a n t s  a n d  
professionals. They gave Limerick 
twenty-one mayors two bishops, 

not to mention the long list of sheriffs, 
bai l i fs and other civic off icials, 
stretching through the pages of our 
history. 

Thomas was born in 1593 in the 
lrishtown of old Limerick, probably in 
Mungret St. As one would expect from 
wealthy and influential parents, he was 
given the best possible education. He 
took his degree at the famous univer- 
sity of Rheims, after undergoing his 
medical training in Paris. On his return 
to his native city, he began building up 
a practice among those who could af- 
ford to pay him. 

From the very beginning his out- 
standing talents were in evidence and 
his assistance was sought far outside 
Limerick. In his remarkable chronicle, 
which came to be known as the 'Arthur 
Manuscript', he records at the outset 
the success of his first year's practice, 
with special emphasis on the fees 
deriving from i t  - a handsome f 74.1.8. 
He was so well pleased with this return 
that his emotions were stirred: . . "for 
this and other gifts conferred on me, 
unworthy, I return boundless thanks to 
the almighty who has thus deigned to 
bless the beginning of my medical 
practice". 

Amongst the 'other gifts', no doubt, 
were the proceeds of his land and 
property deals, details of which appear 
all through his diary. This lucrative 
'side-line' was uppermost in his ac- 
tivities. He became a wealthy and ex- 
tensive landlord, and by way of further 
supplementing his considerable in- 
come from the practice of his profes- 
sion and the pursuance of his interests 
in the property market he was also a 
money-lender. For this latter activity he 
seems to have escaped much of the 
stigma that usually attaches to this 
once questionable activity, though 
some commentators have criticised 
him for it, pointing out that such con- 
duct was unbecoming a doctor of out- 
standing eminence, or, indeed, a doctor 
of any standing at all, particularly since, 
only a short time before, the practice 
had been held up to world odium by no 
l e s s  a g e n i u s  t h a n  W i l l i a m  
Shakespeare himself. 

Arthur's forays in this sordid activity 
can perhaps be viewed in a more 

tolerant light to-day when so many of 
our citizens are caught in the thrall of 
the ruthless modern money-lenders - 
the banks, finance companies and 
building societies - institutions that 
operate with the blessing and protec- 
t ion  of successive governments. 
Moneylending, far from being a dis- 
reputable occupation, has now become 
an acceptable, even respectable, way 
of life. Thus many of our young cou- 
ples, when they move to their new 
homes, are burdened for the rest of 
their lives with crippling interest rates 
that would have appalled Thomas 
Arthur and astounded Shylock himself, 
who, after all, only wanted a pound of 
flesh, and not the sweat of a lifetime's 
endeavour. 

Thomas Arthur seems to  have es- 
caped the adverse verdict of history for 
his condemnation of the Confederates 
and his unflinching loyalty to the es- 
tablishment, and also for the neutral 
course which he steered during the 
period leading up to capitulation of the 
city to the Cromwellians and the dread- 
ful atrocities of the occupation forces 
afterwards. He was imprisoned and ex- 
communicated by his fellow citizens, 
but he emerged in his lifetime as one of 
the greatest and most respected 
medical men in the British Isles. 

In his absorbing chronicle he has left 
us one of our greatest literary treasures 
- a wonderful picture of Limerick life in 
the seventeenth century. This almost 
perfectly preserved document was at 
one time in the possession of Maurice 
Lenihan, the historian of Limerick, who 
left us the benefit of much of its con- 
tents in his monumental History of 
Limerick. In the last years of his life 
the poverty-stricken man was forced 
by necessity t o  sell this, one of 
Limerick's most valuable documents, 
to the British Museum. This transaction 
was a blessing in disguise, for thus the 
manuscript escaped the holocaust of 
the Custom House. 

In the seventeenth century, as now, 
Dublin was the place to be if one 
desired to rub shoulders with those 
that mattered. It was the hub from 
which the social, professional and 
cultural life of the country was direc- 
ted. Arthur found it impossible to resist 
the pulling power of this magnet and 
set up practice in the capital in 1624. 
He tells us that this important move 
was made as a result of pressure from 



'persons of influence'. He also took up 
residence in Dublin but found great dif- 
ficulty in looking after his business af- 
fairs in Limerick. 

From a close study of his casebook 
one must conclude that he was strictly 
partial in the selection and treatment of 
his patients, for there is no evidence 
that he ever treated anyone out of 
charity. 

His greatest success in the medical 
field was his treatment of James 
Usher. the sham Archbishop of Ar- 
magh. This outstanding and powerful 
figure was at once an archbishop, 
historian, poet and antiquary. Together 
with these remarkable attainments, he 
was a life-long hater of Catholics. 

Perhaps the humiliation of being 
cured by a staunchly Catholic doctor 
was offset by the prospect of living a 
normal life again; after all, his ailment 
had baffled the best Protestant doctors 
in England, who had given him up as a 
hopeless case, with only a short time to 
live. Usher's gratitude may be gauged 
by the fee of £51 which he paid his 
deliverer. This was almost as much as 
the doctor received for his first year's 
practice. 

The success of his ministrations on 
so prominent a figure secured for him 
the patronage of other V.I.P.'s, in- 
cluding the Lord Depu& Viscount 

Arthur's Quay. 

Falkland, and James Butler, Duke of 
Ormond and Viceroy to Charles II. The 
Duke was treated for a serious and 
stubborn complaint, but he was so full 
of his own importance that he con- 
sidered i t  an honour for any doctor to 
be called in to treat him. However, he 
reckoned without Thomas Arthur, the 
astute businessman who loved money 
better than patronage. He was slow to 
settle the doctor's account, but Arthur 
stuck to him like a leech and pressed 
home his claim for payment with his 
customary vigour. The reluctant Duke 
finally instructed the Treasury to pay 
the bill of £ 10. Though a supporter of 
Ormond's all through the civil war, the 
doctor, with characteristic detach- 
ment, treated him as just another 
patient. And there is more than one in- 
stance of his relentlessness in pursuing 
a debtor beyond the grave by continu- 
ing the action against the next-o-kin. 

Arthur was in Limerick during the 
fateful siege of 165 1. This was an ap- 
palling period for the besieged and 
besiegers alike. The coldness, gloom 
and despair, which were the prevailing 
features of every street and lane of the 
festering city, made the fruits of victory 
sour and unsavoury for the weary 
Cromwellians, for they had to share 
much of the hardships which had for so 
long afflicted the despairing citizens. 

Right through the catastrophe 
Thomas Arthur maintained his in- 
dependence and high standing in the 
disease-ridden city. The dreadful condi- 
tions excited his compassion to the ex- 
tent that he organised whatever 
assistance was possible for the afflic- 
ted. He was not deflected, however, 
from attending to his accounts and his 
treatment of the better-off citizens - 
that is, if they were not suffering from 
the plague. Like all other doctors of the 
period he had a healthier respect for his 
own preservation than that of his 
patients. Amid the turmoil and misery 
he went about his daily rounds of at- 
tending to his privileged patients and 
j o t t i n g  d o w n  the i r  names,  and 
somet imes their complaints, but  
always the fees he received from them, 
while the heads of some of his old 
friends were rotting on spikes over the 
gates of the Irishtown. 

In times of pestilence sufferers were 
usually surveyed from a distance and if 
the remote diagnosis indicated signs of 
contagion they were usually left alone 
by all but their nearest and dearest. If 
their condition worsened hopelessly 
they were brought to the 'pest houses' 
to die. These places were used to 
isolate persons suffering from con- 
tagious diseases, and were the forerun- 
ners of the fever hospitals. It is of in- 



terest to note that it was in the pest 
house in Mungret Street that Bishop 
Edward O'Dwyer was arrested. 

Many victims were comforted by a 
few heroic and charitable people, es- 
pecially the Vincentian Fathers, who 
daily risked their lives among the afflic- 
ted. Bishop,Teren~e O'Brien's brother, 
who spent all his time among the dying 
poor, contracted the disease himself 
and died. 

The plague visited victor and van- 
qu ished al ike.  Even the  p r o u d  
Commander-in-Chief of the invading 
army, Major General Henry Ireton, did 
not escape its ravages, despite the at- 
tentions of Arthur. He suffered the 
same melancholy fate as the lowly 
citizens he came so far to subjugate. 
After his fateful malady had been 
diagnosed, i t  is said that his close 
friendships were sorely tried and he 
was left alone to  bemoan his fate, 
remorseful of his harsh treatment of 
the Bishop of Ernly a short time before. 

Among those successfully treated 
by Arthur after the capitulation were 
Dr. Credanus, who was severely injured 
by a shell during the siege, and 
Dominic FitzDavid Rice, one of the out- 
standing defenders of the city, who had 
a leg amputated. These were two 
special cases that illustrate the doctor's 
surgical skill. 

We find the high-ranking Puritan of- 
ficer, Colonal lngoldsby paying 16/- for 
unspecified treatment. Major May paid 
f l .2s.Od, and several ensigns paid 
10/- each. Also treated at this time was 
Lady Hmoria O'Brien, daughter of the 
Earl of Thomond, who paid f 2. It would 
appear that the above sums reflect the 
social position not unknown among our 
present day physicians. 

Thomas Arthur lived through one of 
the most difficult periods in our history. 
From the rebellion of 1641 to the 
Restoratior] his political opinions dif- 
fered trom those of the vast majority of 
the people amongst whom he lived and 
worked. He was courageous enough to 
stick to his ideals at all times. even 
when his life was at stake, although 
there were those who charged that he 
tried to  court the favour of the 
Cromwellians so as to safeguard his 
vast properties. We have, however, 
ample proof that this was not a man to 
'beg up' to anyone. He had consistently 
supported the establishment long 
before 1641. It would, therefore, be 
unfair to criticise him for his politics; 
rather must he be remembered for his 
great skill as a doctor and surgeon, and 
for his gift of a delightful account of his 
life in Limerick during the turbulent 
period in which he lived. 

Despite his long standing allegiance 
to the establishment, his estate was 
broken up under the Act of Settlement: 
to the Cromwellians he was just 
another Irish 'papist'. Much of his 
property was restored to his family af- 


