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My father’s father, whose name was William Hutchinson, was 31 years
old when his only son was born. That son, my father, whose name was
also William Hutchinson, was 35 when his new bride gave birth to me.
This is not a riddle — add them up. They amount to the fact that I knew
my grandfather, although he died at the good old age of 77, only in the
last few years of his life and the first few sentient years of my own.

William Hutchinson was, in the second half of the 1950s, a retired
collier. He lived in a small bungalow on the south bank of the River Tyne
in north-eastern England. A Victorian by birth and upbringing, he
adhered in the middle of the twentieth century to what I now recognise as
the minor habits of the nineteenth-century working classes. He broke
away the shells of soft-boiled eggs, tipped the white-and-yellow ooze into
a bowl and sipped it from a spoon. He poured his morning tea firstly into
a cup. He stirred sugar and milk into the cup and then transferred its
contents to a deep saucer, held the saucer in both hands and drank the
dark brown liquid carefully from the rim.

Those are the wide-eyed memories of the boy that I was when he died.
I have few others. But among them is the impression that he seemed
entirely housebound. He could walk, but rarely did. Some of his children
had motorcars, but he never allowed himself to be taken out for a drive.
There was a small front garden by his cottage, and beyond it a threadbare
village green, but he never set foot in them. It seemed as though he had
transferred, overnight, his working life underground fto his retirement
indoors, preferring even in the brief freedom of his eighth decade to stay
away from the direct light of the day and the hubbub of the busy world on
the sutface of the earth.

If, unlike everybody else that this child knew, my grandfather never left
his house, he did have one intriguing and entirely compensatory asset.
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Unusually for a man of that class at that time, and doubly unusually for a
man who in most other respects seemed to belong to a previous era (he did
not own and might have had difficulty operating a telephone), he had a
television. As we at home did not, that screen in my grandfather’s cottage
was the doorway to wonderland. I am not sure what he — sitting stiffly
in his armchair — preferred to watch. Of coutse, as there were only two
channels, the exercise of preference was, in the late 1950s and early
1960s, limited almost to having the TV set turned on or off. But I was
entranced by every moving black-and-white image, from the puppet shows
to the news bulletins and the glorious Hollywood movies.

So, like my grandfather, I spent my time at his cottage indoors, on the
floor beside his armchair, absorbed in the television set as he sat
enigmatically silent and still above me.

It was on one such occasion that another of the few episodes which
drilled themselves into my memory occurred. An American made-for-
television western was showing. I cannot remember which one it was.
Wagon Train, perhaps, or Gunsmoke. There arrived a lull in the action,
during which the camera panned lovingly down a wooded valley towards a
plume of smoke wafting vertically through the still air. The source of that
plume of smoke was a small log cabin, set alone in a glade, surrounded by
rough timber fencing, studio-recreated in the frontier style.

My grandfather sat forward in his chair. He pointed an index finger at
the screen and spoke to me his first words of the evening. (Of the day? Of
the week? Of the month?)

‘T used to live there,” he said.
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1
Rest-Stops on the Road
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1885

‘For Disappointments, that come not by our own Folly, they are

the Tryals or Corrections of Heaven: and it is our own Fault, if
they prove not our Advantage.’

— William Penn (1644—1718), founder of the

Province of Pennsylvania and the city of Philadelphia.

On a winter morning early in 1885 a young woman looked
from the deck of the passenger steamer British Crown upon a
new city whose name had haunted her since childhood. Rosina
Hutchinson, her husband Miles, her brother-in-law Chris-
topher, her baby son William — whose second birthday had
occurred during the voyage from England — and their 139
shipmates were in pursuit of the fantasy of Philadelphia and the
fertile interior of the state of Pennsylvania in the United States
of America.

Rosina, William, Miles and Christopher Hutchinson were
far from being alone. Twenty-seven thousand Europeans had
already arrived in Philadelphia in the single year of 1884: about
500 men, women and children made unsteady landfall on the
Delaware wharves each week. More than a quarter of the city’s
800,000 population had been born outside the USA. Half of
those 200,000 immigrants were Irish, 50,000 of them were
German, and of the rest, perhaps 30,000 or 40,000, had travelled
from England and Scotland.

Among them were three of Rosina’s sisters, who had preceded
her to Pennsylvania a year earlier. Two of them, Sarah and
Rachel, had followed their husbands overland to Pittsburgh and
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the trumpeted employment opportunities of the western Penn-
sylvania coalfield.

The other sister, Kate, remained on the coast. Kate was blind,
and she and her husband, Tom Wailkinson, were still in Phila-
delphia partly because Tom — a man who had registered his
occupation as ‘farmer’ on the emigrant ship — had no immediate
desire to resume his British occupation of coalmining, and partly
because rich, sophisticated Philadelphia offered remedies for
Kate’s sightlessness which were unavailable in proletarian Pitts-
burgh.

Remarkably, the city and the state could accommodate the
horde of immigrants, and most of their reveries. The continent of
infinite opportunity was only just beginning properly to exploit
itself.

Miles, Rosina, Christopher and William Hutchinson disem-
barked that winter’s day at the very beginning of 1885 on a wharf
at the foot of Philadelphia’s Washington Avenue, to be met by
Kate and Tom. The river behind them swarmed with three-
masted schooners, two-funnelled steamers, yachts, ferries, and
various sea and river-going mongrel hybrids of steam and sail. A
small, wooded island with a handful of houses, the tall, smoking
chimneys of manufactories and a couple of crumbling windmills
stood a few hundred yards oftshore. Half a mile beyond Wind-
mill Island, at the opposite, eastern side of the Delaware River,
there appeared to be a sparse rural settlement.

The Washington Avenue wharves were surrounded by ‘ware-
houses, factories, sugar refineries, freight depots and grain ele-
vators, all connected to the vast yards of the Pennsylvania
Railroad’. The Hutchinson family entered the upper floor of
a two-storey building and passed through a cursory customs
inspection which was chiefly designed to confirm that they were
neither paupers nor felons.

They then walked downstairs and out into a new world.
Before them, as far as the eye could see, the orderly grid of
Philadelphia’s terraced streets stretched westward like a chequer-
board. Horizontally, its pattern was broken hardly at all. Vertically,
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it was interrupted by a handful of mammoth civic and com-
mercial towers. New buildings were rising on every corner; the
roads rattled with horse-drawn streetcars and carriages and
echoed with the abrupt shouts of working men.

Philadelphia coped in a couple of ways with the arrival of
20,000 to 30,000 foreigners on its doorstep every calendar year.
Downstairs from the customs office in that two-storey building at
Woashington Avenue wharves was a railway ticket booth. Those
many immigrants who had prearranged jobs elsewhere — as
farmworkers, perhaps, or industrial labourers — could walk from
the building straight into the Pennsylvania Railroad yard, onto a
train and out of Philadelphia.

And as for the others, such as the Hutchinsons — Philadelphia
put them to work. Large though the city was, it was not a totally
foreign place. English was the default language of most of its
citizens. There were unrelated Hutchinsons, the descendants of
earlier immigrants from the north of England, scattered about its
residential streets and even serving with distinction in its board-
rooms. A famous travelling circus managed by Messrs Phineas T.
Barnum, James Bailey and James Hutchinson had recently
entertained Philadelphia. (James Hutchinson’s share would be
bought out for $650,000 by his partners a couple of years later, in
1887, allowing this particular Hutchinson to retire in unimagin-
able luxury and the show thereafter to tour simply as Barnum and
Bailey’s.)

Badly paid employment and basic lodgings were easily
found. Philadelphia’s tenements were notorious for their over-
crowding — as many as 50 or 60 people sharing a single
tenement terraced house, with a family to each room. Thirty
or forty years earlier the city’s workers had been among the
most militant and revolutionary in America. But when the
Hutchinsons arrived a devastating civil war had ended just 20
years earlier. The nation had still not healed itself; and it was
engaged more with reconstruction and the benefits, however
meagre to most working people, of a Golden Age of com-
mercial expansion. Philadelphia was a calmer place in the 1880s
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than it had been in the 1840s. And besides, those English
immigrants were — and perceived themselves as — birds of
passage. America’s industrial disputes were not yet their own.
Philadelphia’s filthy tenements were merely rest-stops on their
road to a better life.

The Hutchinsons walked out of the riverside complex and
into the town. They made their way past elegant colonial-
Georgian townhouses and picturesque parks. They walked up
broad boulevards lined with chestnut trees and those triumphant
totems of white America: 100-foot-high telegraph poles
weighted down like grapevines with countless clusters of packed
conductor rods. They walked into the city centre through
canyons of tall insurance buildings, trust companies, corporate
headquarters, banks, hotels, real-estate brokers and savings and
investment trusts.

They bought a copy of one of the local newspapers, the
Philadelphia Public Ledger, and discovered an astonishing number
and variety of situations vacant for both men and women.
Philadelphia was in need of cooks and waiters, clerks and
painters, laundresses and factory hands, carpenters, dressmakers,
barbers, nurses, wallpaper hangers and people willing to earn a
basic stipend by caring for other working citizens’ vegetable
gardens. Labourers were in demand throughout the city, from
the wharves to the sensational edifice and tower of the enormous
new City Hall, which had been begun in 1872 and was, like
some medieval European cathedral, still in construction 13 years
later. Earning a daily dollar in Philadelphia in 1885 would not be
a problem. At the end of their first day they felt nervous,
exhausted and exhilarated. They were facing a terrifying free-
dom.

It was of particular significance to the Hutchinsons that the local
newspapers also carried large advertisements from gentlemen
offering cures for most afflictions. Aware of the bad reputation
which had attached to others of his kind, Professor Munyon of
Arch Street announced that: ‘There is no punishment too severe
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. . . for those who deceive or take advantage of the sick. You
may sell a shoddy garment for pure wool, and you only affect a
man’s purse, but when you palm off a spurious medicine on a sick
person, you may cause months of suffering and possibly the loss
of a precious life.’

Professor Munyon’s conscience was clear. ‘In this city alone
more than thirty thousand people declare they have been cured
by his little sugar pellets. Professor Munyon does not claim that
his remedies will cure in every case, but he is prepared to prove
that they do cure over 90 per cent of all curable cases where the
remedies are taken according to directions.’

Sadly, Professor Munyon specialised chiefly in the cure of
rheumatism, asthma, ‘all Female complaints’, kidney troubles,
piles, consumption and neuralgia. His little sugar pellets and
other pharmacological products were not designed to give sight
to the blind.

But others were, and they found a ready market.

The remedies were many and various. Not long after Kate
Wilkinson’s arrival in the United States the Philadelphia news-
papers would report the case of Thomas T. Hayden. Hayden was
a celebrated actor on the north-east coast of America. In 1891 he
was inexplicably — and apparently incurably — struck blind.
Hayden’s 50-year-old widowed mother consequently moved
in to care for her son.

A year later, on the moming of 25 June 1892, Thomas
Hayden woke up, got dressed and ‘groped about the house’
calling for his mother. Receiving no reply, he assumed that she
had fainted. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled
over every floor in the house, including the basement, until he
finally discovered her dead of a heart attack before the kitchen
stove.

Having buried his mother, Thomas Hayden determined to
cure his own blindness. The actor placed himself in the hands
of Augustus Theiss, a practitioner who promised to restore
Hayden’s vision within 12 months.

Theiss’s treatment was painful and expensive, but plausible.
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He had synthesised a liquid ‘remedial agent” which would only
work on a patient’s eyesight if it was ‘brought into close contact
with the blood vessels’. So he had constructed a large wire brush
bristling with 33 sharp steel prongs. Those prongs were placed
against some exposed portion of Thomas Hayden’s naked body.
Augustus Theiss then ‘by means of a spring, drives them into the
flesh for an eighth of an inch or more, leaving 33 distinct
punctures’. Theiss’s remedial oil was rubbed into the holes,
causing ‘great pain for a few moments’.

After just two sessions with Augustus Theiss, Thomas
Hayden was optimistic about regaining his sight despite —
or perhaps because of — having been caused great pain. In the
first treatment Theiss applied his steel brush to Hayden’s body
421 times, causing around 14,000 punctures. On his second
consultation Theiss upped the dose to 22,011 punctures
(Hayden was presumably counting each one). With a total
of more than 36,000 perforations in his body ‘from head to
foot’, Thomas Hayden admitted to having ‘suffered greatly,
not so much from the prickings as from the rubbing of the oil
into the skin, which is blistered by the operation’. The positive
side was that Hayden felt such improved sensations in his body
tone that he was confident of regaining his sight. Dr Theiss
had assured him that after three months he would be able
to ‘distinguish forms’, after six months ‘to recognise friends,
while at the end of the year recovery will be practically
complete’.*

In fact, in the United States of America Kate Wilkinson and
her family were spoiled for choice in their hunt for a cure. The
secret of Augustus Theiss’s ‘remedial oil’ may be found in the
fact that 20 years earlier, in 1872, news had reached the USA of
a German professor who had restored the sight of a blind naval

* Thomas Hayden never did recover his sight. His acting career blighted, he
nonetheless made himself available for recitations from memory at public events
for the rest of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, and took comfort
— like many other performers of his time — from being a member of the
fraternity named the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks.
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captain by injecting him in the armpit with strychnine. Strych-
nine being — ‘as is well known’ — a deadly poison, Professor
Nagel of Tiibingen used only modest quantities, reported the
New York Times. But its effect on the myopic ship’s captain was
dramatic. ‘On the fourth day of treatment, without help, he
succeeded at midday in walking alone through the thorough-
fares of the city to the home of his family, a mile from the
infirmary.’

A cure for blindness presented obvious obstacles to its sales-
men. Blindness was a cut-and-dried, black-and-white condition.
A person was either blind or could see. Unlike maladies such as
cancer, for which remedies were also enthusiastically advertised,
it was difficult to peddle an alcohol-and-morphine-based alle-
viative for blindness and insist that the consequent short-term
relief was the first step towards a full cure. Short-term relief for
blindness was as elusive — and as difficult to feign — as a full cure.
Most ‘scientific’ practitioners like Augustus Theiss therefore
played a long game, warning that their remedies would take
effect only gradually, over an unpredictable but extended period
of months and years, so long as the patient continued to pay for
the treatment.

There were, of course, exceptions. William Wailliams was
imprisoned in Atlanta, Georgia, for swindling $2.50 from a blind
man named Robert Ward. Williams had offered to cure Ward’s
blindness, on receipt of the $2.50, by hammering an iron tack
into the back of his skull. Following the operation Ward
remained blind and reported the fact to the Atlanta Police
Department. The tack had not affected him much and had been
removed, but the swindle, said Robert Ward, ‘hurt consider-

able’.

Kate Wilkinson was no more likely to submit to iron tack
treatment than she was prepared to rub the relics of saints on
her sightless eyes. She and her family had not travelled to the
United States of America in search of the superstition and witch’s
brews which were plentiful back in Europe, but to discover the
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latest advances of nineteenth-century medical science. They had
come specifically for the magneticon and other branches of
electro-therapy.

Cutting-edge nineteenth-century medical treatment did not
come cheap. The $2.50 which William Williams received from
Robert Ward for driving a nail into his head was on the lowest
rung of surgical fees, and $2.50 was not an insignificant sum.
While Tom Wilkinson and Miles Hutchinson had no difficulty
finding work in Philadelphia, they were unlikely to become
wealthy. Their unskilled labouring jobs paid them around $12 a
week. Christopher Hutchinson, who had travelled west to join
the other men in Pittsburgh, was already earning more money in
the coalfield. Casual home-based piecework sewing or knitting
would have allowed Rosina and Kate to add a few extra dollars
to the communal funds. But their weekly rental of just two
barely furnished rooms cost no less than $3 a week. Fuel had to
be bought, and although food was plentiful and cheap, it still had
to be paid for. The streets of Philadelphia were paved with
nickel, not gold.

Electro-therapy, magnetism or mesmerism had been gathering
credibility as a panacea for half' a century in the United States
before Kate Wilkinson and her extended family arrived. It was
rooted in the belief that the human body was essentially vitalised
by ‘animal electricity’. If a part of that body malfunctioned,
therefore, an artfully applied electrical current was the logical
way to correct it. There were ‘electro-vital forces’ in the human
physique, argued the qualified Chicagoan physician E. J. Fraser in
1863, which could be ‘augmented or diminished at pleasure, by
the application of artificial electricity’.

By the 1880s, commercial companies were marketing the
battery-powered machines to apply that electricity to patients.
A practitioner would stump up $25 for the battery, $10-$18 for
the appliance and as much as $100 for an internal surgery
galvano-cauteriser. Manuals came with the equipment. They
said that the shocks imparted to patients by electro-therapeutics
could stimulate digestion, calm nerves, remove moles, ulcers
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and tumours, correct sexual dysfunction . . . and restore eye-
sight.

No licence or qualifications were required by electro-
therapists in the 1880s. Later in the century the American
Graduated Nurses’ Protective Association would campaign for
federal legislation to ensure ‘that no person shall practice electro-
therapy, hydro-therapy or mechanico-therapy without holding
a duly registered license as a trained nurse’, but until then it was
an open shop. And in the meantime, according to one authority,
the efforts of qualified physicians ‘to compete with irregular
electrotherapists were actually counterproductive. By offering
the technique in their own practices, they legitimised portable
electric health machines that could easily be purchased by
unlicensed practitioners . . .’

A stranger in a strange land, Kate Wilkinson would have put
herself in the hands of a competent or a charlatan without
knowing the difference. In fact, there was not much difference.
In the United States in the 1880s qualified graduates of medical
schools and unqualified miracle healers shared several identical
debts to electro-therapy, the chief one being to recoup their
$140 investment in the equipment.

That imperative resulted in medical charges — even in such a
competitive environment as Philadelphia, which was pullulating
with physicians — that the Wilkinsons and the Hutchinsons could
not easily afford. Casual labouring in Philadelphia offered them
no great prospects. The booming coalmining industry of western
Pennsylvania, whose output would in just a few years outstrip
even that of the Tyne and Wear field, offered both progress and
regress.

It would be a step forward — possibly a large step forward — in
potential financial reward. It would be a step backwards into the
dark and dangerous world that the men had left behind in
Britain. And although they did not know it, it would take them
into the arenas of industrial disputes more violent and bitter than
any which echoed around the collieries back home at Billy Row
and Cornsay.
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But they went. After those frustrating weeks of getting by and
making do in Philadelphia, a consensus was reached. They would
pack their things once more and travel to join their relatives in
Pittsburgh.





