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Our May talk was “Kill or Cure: Dr Walker, Victorian Surgeon” by Liz Davies.  She told us that 

Dr Walker’s diary had been discovered in a skip outside his old house in Peterborough. It 

recorded 3 years of the 40 that he spent from 1860 to 1900 practicing as a doctor in the city. 

Liz said that when he arrived in 1860 Peterborough was very overcrowded both with 

patients and doctors. The 1861 census recorded 40 doctors and 10 chemists in the city; 

along with any number of “quack” practitioners selling miracle cures. A picture of a woman 

pulling teeth on a cart in the market square gave us some idea of what was available. 

The arrival of the railway led to a huge increase in the population of Peterborough as 

industrial jobs replaced those in the countryside. Overcrowded housing meant that diseases 

spread like wildfire among the poor. 

Dr Walker worked some of the time at the infirmary which is now the city museum and 

some of the time in private practice from his home in Westgate. He recorded many 

examples of surgery along with the time taken and the outcome. It was important to 

operate quickly as without anaesthetic shock was often a killer; surgeons competed to 

record the fastest times for amputations. 

Liz explained that Peterborough Infirmary was funded by subscriptions and surgeons 

worked there for free, to enhance their reputation for their private practice. 

Dr Walker recorded outbreaks of both scarlet fever and measles in 1863 both of which were 

often fatal. He attended 2200 patients that year, an average of about seven a day, a mixture 

of surgery and general practice. He also recorded that venereal disease accounted for 1 in 

12 of his private consultations, mostly among well off young men.  

We were told how the introduction of anaesthesia made Dr Walker’s job less stressful for 

both patient and surgeon. Ether was first used by an American dentist in 1847 but was quite 

tricky to use, the dose between anaesthesia and death being quite small. Chloroform was 

less toxic and, after Queen Victoria became an advocate following its use in childbirth, it 

became the anaesthetic of choice. 

Dr Walker practised through 40 years of great change both medically and socially, and it was 

fortunate that his diary was found in that skip. 

 


