JOHN THOMAS NORMAN JUNIOR: HIS CAREER, HIS MOUNTS, HIS TIMES AND HIS FAMILY

Peter B. Paisley

Sydney, Australia

Two slides turned up recently, signed “J. Norman”. 
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Images courtesy of Brian Davidson

The initial looks rather ambivalent (either “T” or “J”), so one question is – can this be the elusive Thomas, third son of J.T. Norman senior? 
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Another slide, below, bears the same handwriting and was dated 1866 by its (unidentified) owner.  The addition, Polar ½̎, may be by John T. Norman senior, who had a liking for cobalt blue ink, and “Polar” handwriting resembles that inscription on some early Norman slides.
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In 1866 Thomas Norman was 12 years old: an improbable age for production of a well made mount with such mature label handwriting.  The slide immediately above, moreover, may have been made earlier than the owner’s acquisition date.  Other evidence suggests John Thomas Norman junior as maker of all three slides above.  The writing is not that of William, and family initials, excluding the patriarch, yield no further candidates.  Whoever wrote on those labels still did so with consistent handwriting after the Challenger voyage finished in 1876, and some years beyond, as will be seen presently.  

Thomas vanishes from records by the 1871 census.  My best guess is that he died from cholera in the 1866 epidemic, which killed over 4,000 in inner London in three months.  Prevalence, incidence and mortality were heavy in St. Luke’s and other parishes around the Norman residence.  Burials could be hasty, in mass pits: under such circumstances, victims’ names might not be recorded in the normal way by death certificate.  Parish records may yet reveal something: until such evidence is found, the matter remains speculative.

A digression on provenance and probability

Identification by courts of handwriting often relies on provenance.  In Sydney, the most frequent items handled by one expert are cricket bats allegedly signed by Don Bradman: these might fetch thousands of dollars at auction.  Not surprisingly, ambitious forgers find the prospects inviting.  Decisions, like all others in the British civil law tradition, go to balance of probabilities.  Provenance, in the shape of reliable witnesses swearing they saw a bat in question signed by the Don, is the most important factor to tip the balance in favour of a genuine article.

I raise this since handwriting in a notebook has been assumed to be that of “Uncle Will”, the second son of John Thomas Norman senior.  Brian Bracegirdle’s 1996 paper in the Quekett journal shows examples, as in the illustration below.
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No one doubts the integrity of those involved in identification.  But what is the provenance?  Anyone who saw William Norman writing in the notebook, and survived until the Quekett paper, was a century old, and then some: if any such existed, their memories could be faulty.

Uncle Will’s notebook, yes – but who wrote in it?  William and his wife were together for many decades, and censuses list no children.  His wife Mary is not listed as having any occupation, in censuses from 1881 on.

[image: image6.jpg]T v N C R L 09





From the 1881 census

She was not doing nothing, for all those decades.  Presumably the couple shared interests, and butterfly scale arrangements were a major occupation for Uncle Will (in later censuses, he gave his name as “Will Norman”.)  The handwriting is not seen on any Norman slide label, and is starkly different from that on a William Norman signed slide and others, illustrated in this April’s Micscape.  Occam’s Razor might prompt an explanation: William Norman made the mounts, and his wife assisted the enterprise with secretarial work.  The slide below looks like William’s work, sold via Baker: handwriting on the upper label is closely like that in the notebook (image courtesy of Brian Davidson).
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I see no reason to suppose that Mary Norman never helped with her husband’s work.

John Norman junior’s career

Like his brothers, John Thomas Norman junior made mounts.  By the 1861 census, he and his brother William were described as “microscopic object makers”.  Although a year older, John probably began large scale mounting later: William’s handwriting is seen on many papered slides, but John’s is rarely if ever there (I know of no examples), and all my slides which bear his handwriting are unpapered.  The small slides below are undated: the handwriting resembles that of John junior.  Their overall style is archaic: they may be from early in his mounting career, which he probably temporarily abandoned, or curtailed, in favour of other activity: they are however impossible to date with any confidence.
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These slides, of slightly irregular size, measure an average of 2.5″ x 0.5″

He seems to have trained as an electrician.  By mid century, construction of overhead electric telegraph lines was conspicuous in London.  The work of Michael Faraday and others had caught popular attention, and new things were taught in schools.  Apparatus makers produced all manner of electrical instruments and gadgets, as well as microscopes.  Perhaps the Norman household had a copy of Edward Palmer’s 1840 catalogue, whose cover must have caught the imagination of young boys; its lavishly illustrated contents would have caused further excitement.
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                    Many popular works in the mid nineteenth century contained illustrations like those in Palmer’s catalogue- fascinating stuff for young boys

Palmer held many patents from railway carriage design to printing apparatus (copies of some original applications can still be had from antiquarian booksellers.)  His electrical gadgets, and similar ones depicted in popular books and magazines, could have intrigued young John Norman.  If he started mounting later than his brother William, as seems likely, that matches an interlude for electrical training.  He was not the only Norman brother to try alternative occupation – Alfred, for instance, worked for a time as a clerk, and as a porter.

Whatever the case, by 1878 John had been mounting for the family firm at City Road since the 1861 census, and probably for some time before that: but by 1879 he had set up a business at 123 Queen Victoria St., and then at 34 Whitecross St., in partnership with an electrician, Samuel Fynn.  All kinds of microscopical material – even revolving tables – were for sale, and presumably electrical apparatus was too.

Why did John junior’s business fail?

John filed for bankruptcy in 1880.  His occupation was given as “electrician”: how well qualified, I’ve not discovered.  Before, during and after the failure, he continued mounting.  Possibly he wished to avoid staining the family firm (which remained throughout at 178 City Road) with suspicion of failure – no mention of “optician” occurred in his gazetting for debt.

From start to bankruptcy in little more than a year is extraordinary.  Financial strain may have been a factor: the two shops may have been open simultaneously for a time: advertisements in Nature for both appeared within 5 weeks of each other, as below:
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Advertisements in Nature: left, June 12 1879 and right, July 17

This however seems insufficient to explain such a rapid business failure.  John junior was right to see the combination of “optician” and “electrician” as a booming financial opportunity.  The Norman name was at maximal prestige as a mounting concern, and electricity was at its peak as an innovative all pervasive influence.  Microphones, telephones, electric lighting, lightning conductors, the telegraph – these were just a few of its applications.  The extent of business can be seen from many advertisements in Nature which appeared at the same time as John’s.
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A few of the other advertisements appearing in Nature throughout 1879

John’s partner Samuel Fynn has proved elusive to trace: it is possible that he was unreliable, or dishonest.  Even if that was so, John might have re-couped the situation had not other factors intervened.  Competition in electrical trades was increasing, but commercial opportunities were expanding even faster.  Something else must have prevented him from concentrating on business: while I cannot document it, I believe the something else was illness (more of this presently).  The 1881 census (below) does not record him in the family home.
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(Interestingly, at that time there was a jeweller opposite, possibly contributing to Norman family expertise on mounting rock specimens.)

John junior still may have been in London some years later, since he was recorded as donating material to the Royal Microscopical Society in 1884. He does not seem to have been at City Road in 1884 when the London Business Directory was issued, since the only J.T. Norman listed there (or at any other address) was his father.
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The prodigal may have returned to City Road for a time, before or after 1881: his ultimate fate, so far, has been undocumented, and I can find no trace of him after the 1884 mention by the Royal Microscopical Society.

Some remarks on handedness

On John’s labels, a backhand style raises the possibility he was left handed.  Correlation of handedness with backhand script is fraught with uncertainty: not all left handers write backhand, and some right handers do.  I believe John was indeed left handed.  Peer pressure at school, at home, or both, and at times some (unjustified) stigma, can provoke left handers to attempt to write forehand.  Their most common aid is rotating the writing surface – in this case labels – resulting in an apparent forehand style.  The two slides below seem to show that John was probably sometimes doing exactly that.  On something as small as labels this doubtless proved too cumbersome for frequent deployment.
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John junior slope variations

Such a manoeuvre is likely under self-consciousness - as for instance at a wedding.  Signatures are notoriously idiosyncratic compared to an individual’s usual style: but the marriage certificate could hardly have been signed by anyone other than John junior, for legal reasons alone.
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Signatures on John T. Norman junior’s 1878 marriage certificate

More rotation seems apparent below, where John wrote both ways on the same label.
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Generally John reverted to his natural script angulation, to variable degrees.

[image: image21.jpg]



Not much self –consciousness here!

Letter formations

From the first two (signed) slides in this article, I have extrapolated upper and lower case letters, for comparison with slides in my collection.  Below are extrapolations from the signed slides, and below them, in each row, extrapolated letters and the slides from which they were taken.
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Letter formations match those on the signed slides at the beginning of this article, so I conclude they were by the same writer, and it is reasonable to assume the mounts were by the same “object maker”, i.e. John Norman junior.  I find consistency, regardless of slope, in my some one hundred slides with this handwriting.  In addition to the script, other features distinguish his mounts from other Norman slides.

The two Johns

John junior seems to have been careful to avoid confusion with his namesake father, John Thomas Norman senior.  A note in the Royal Microscopical Society’s Journal for March 1884 mentions two stickleback slides donated by “Mr. J. Norman, jun.”
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When advertising his ill-fated business in various journals, it was as “J. Norman” or “John Norman”.  His father on the other hand used “John T. Norman” or “J. T. Norman”.  This was not echoed by the son’s monogram, which can be unpacked as “J Norman”, without any “T”.
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All the letters in “J Norman” can be found in this trade mark, but T is conspicuous by its absence.  Norman senior’s early monographs, on the other hand, prominently include the T, as on the version, below, seen on early papered slides.
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A closely similar design to that of the trade mark is found on a box (below) which has survived until the present and was previously in Alfred Norman’s possession.

[image: image55.jpg](GTON Che
NGT! E80,
Y RN

K





John junior’s logo, with Alfred’s address added

One wonders if Alfred honoured John junior’s memory by continuing use of his logo, or close to it.  For reasons I discuss in another article, I believe William Norman could have designed the (non-T) monograms above: he certainly seems to have been the draughtsman in the family.

         
Some remarks about initials, labels, and plagiarism

Not all, but very many Norman labels have “JN” or “JTN” inserted at each corner.  Fonts vary, as does the angle at which initials are set.  The initials are small, and familiarity could cause lack of close scrutiny by buyers or collectors.  Cursory examination may lead to identification of a Norman slide, when this may not be the case.  The handwriting on those below is not like any on Norman slides: but there is a multiplicity of handwritings on Norman labels, and buyers perhaps assumed this was just another variation.
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Images courtesy of Brian Davidson

Whoever made them may have sailed close to the wind regarding forgery.  Logos at the corners would fool many purchasers into acceptance as Norman slides (perhaps by John junior).  They may indeed have fooled the Ross firm – the address on the lower label dates from after the death of Thomas Ross, who probably would have recognised the deception.  It needs a magnifying glass to sort the matter out.
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Corners of labels: above from a known Norman slide, and below from one of the two shown above.

Conceivably, the letters just might be a botched printing of WJN – William’s initials – but the label writing is not his, nor that of his notebook.  I prefer deception as the explanation.  Not quite forgery – the J is back to front, and an extra letter seems to be included.  Perhaps the mounter found success and abandoned those labels: or perhaps the monogram is genuine, and in some obscure alphabet.  If the word “Fly” is anything to go by, the same preparer managed to sell via more than one retailer.
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Future evidence may solve the problem: I leave it to readers to judge the truth of this matter.  At any rate, deception – and out-and-out forgery - was not confined to the nineteenth century, as Brian Stevenson showed in his Micscape article, in the examples below.
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Modern Wheeler fakes, as discussed by Brian Stevenson in Micscape, April 2011

With the Norman look-alikes there is not much problem with mount quality, and the same is true of similar mounts in my collection.  The Normans enjoyed success for many decades: some might be jealous, if they thought their mounts were just as good, but not selling well.  One thinks of Van Meegeren: he painted almost as well as Vermeer, proving it by fooling the world, from Nazi looters to international art experts.

The only moral from such things, in any century, would seem to be caveat emptor.


Mount content

As in Norman family output overall, John junior’s slides exhibit a wide range of material.  Three part wood sections, diatoms, insects, rock specimens, chemicals and botanical subjects are all represented, as in the examples below.
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Some skills deserve particular attention.  His rock mounts are as nice as any I’ve seen, as in the examples below.
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Rocks and fossils go naturally together, as in the rush mount above: other rock mounts too offered combined fossil and petrological interest, as in the coal example below.  As remarked above, a close neighbour – the jeweller John Neuman - in City Road may be relevant here.
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The price of three shillings, above, may be that of original sale

He also mounted a wide variety of chemical material: a selection is shown below.
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Like nearly all Norman slides, John junior’s are usually very difficult to date, except within fairly broad limits.  A few, like the 1866 example already shown, bear dates, and two more are shown below.
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Images courtesy of Brian Davidson

The coal fossil slide may date from 1880 – 1884: an advertisement for the Postal Microscopical Society in 1884 indicates the possible period.
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The Normans evidently reached an agreement with Wyville Thomson to prepare material for mounting from the famous Challenger expedition.  I have been unable to discover details of the contract, if there was one: the ship returned to England in 1876, and the Norman firm was advertising its material in Nature by December 1880.  Challenger slides which survive from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, bearing labels from many other well known preparers, may owe their genesis to specimens bought from the Norman firm.
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Advertisement in Nature, December 1880

By 1880 John Norman senior was in his seventies.  I have suggested he remained as eminence grise, but that his sons were the main driving forces behind the firm’s mounting, long since (see my remarks in the April Micscape on William Norman).  If that is so, the eldest son John may have played an important rôle.  He may have been active in liaison with Wyville Thomson: a surviving Norman address book confirms Thomson as a client for Norman mounts.  A slide below made by John junior bears an unusually detailed label, and comes from a forerunner of the Challenger voyages.  I have seen none from the Lightning, but this slide is from the Porcupine voyage.
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As one might perhaps predict, an equally detailed description is found on another of John’s slides, this time from the Challenger.
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The Challenger mount is another dated example (but 1874 is from the voyage, rather than the time of mounting).  Those below are not dated, but I believe they were also made from Challenger material: while they do not specify that, the three locations were all Challenger ports of call.  If those above and below were made at City Road, which seems not unlikely, John junior was presumably still there in the mid to late 1870s.
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Geelong, Halifax, Manila: Wyville Thomson’s ship dropped anchor at all of these

Watson labels above are of much interest.  It is commonly held that Watson did not retail slides until 1884.  But four mounts illustrated above in this article have pre-1878 Watson retail labels.  Around then, John junior therefore supplied them with slides, and prestigious Challenger ones at that.  The fact that two were sold by Watson soon after the return of the Challenger shows that the Norman mounters were making slides of material from the voyage before the appearance of their 1880 advertisement in Nature, and it brackets the time of production of the slides above within around a year of the ship’s return.  It also may imply that John junior, Thomson, and Watson were involved in three way negotiations to make and sell the mounts.

Overtly identified mounters on Watson slides are rare: consider, for instance the number of Wheeler slides which only have the small circular Wheeler logo replaced by an identically sized Watson one, or the number of different handwritings on other Watson labels devoid of mounters’ identification.  Those above herald the kudos of the Norman name, possibly John junior’s in particular, although Norman slides with other handwriting also bear the earlier Watson stickers, as below.
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More Norman mounts with pre-1878 Watson retail stickers: not John junior’s handwriting this time

Such acknowledgment by Watson of who made their on-sold mounts is not unique – a Cole example is shown below.  But it is certainly rare, and the practice probably ceased around 1880.
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A Cole mount with the pre-1878 Watson secondary label

Judging by my collection, John junior had a strong interest in diatoms: like most prolific mounters, he made slides with a variety of other botanical material: a selection is shown below.
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Another pre-1878 Watson label appears on the ginger mount, left, above

He also, as already illustrated, mounted insects: a further selection is shown below.
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Here he may sometimes have been unsure of his ground: a rare example below has a label with the handwritings of two Norman brothers, and it was William who added definitive identification.  (the addition could have been made after John junior’s death.)
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The slide above has John junior’s, and William’s, handwritings

Antipodean connections

Sales success in the USA for Norman slides, including those of John junior, is well documented.  Smith & Beck were firmly established in London as clients for Norman mounts, from the early days of both firms, and they had a business presence in Philadelphia for a time, whence Norman slides were sold.  Subsequently, Queen and McAllister retailed Norman slides, as evidenced by their labels on many slides.  So far as I know however, Australia has not hitherto been recorded for sales: the mounts below – one by John junior - were retailed in Melbourne.
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Two Norman slides retailed in Melbourne, by Seward and Gaunt: the aventurine mount is by John junior

Thomas Gaunt in particular is of interest here: he was the most prestigious optician in Victoria, with a thriving business and many government contracts.  His sales of Norman mounts speak of world renown for the Norman name. 

Of rabbits, men and other animals

A rabbit, experimentally infested with trichinosis, died around 1869.  It belonged to Johann Thudichum, a pupil of the renowned chemist Justus von Leibeg, and later a practising physician.  Like some other Leibeg protegés, Thudichum settled in England: he pioneered investigation of brain chemistry, and in 1884 published A Treatise on the Chemical constitution of the Brain.  Widely dismissed at the time by the scientific and academic establishment, it is now regarded as a classic.  Earlier, in the 1860s, he studied his trichinised rabbit.  J.T. Norman senior obtained specimens, injecting them, as reported in Science Gossip (August 1869) by James Crowther, and (in October) Norman senior himself.  
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Johann Thudichum

Thudichum was well known for treating nasal polyps with electrical cautery (his nasal speculum design continues in use today).  His experimental work combined neurochemistry, electrical stimuli of nerves and brains, and histology.  He found no conflict between “wet brain” and “dry brain” functional interpretation, and it has taken a century or more for the rest of us to catch up with him.  The Norman rabbit trichinosis specimens cannot but have drawn attention to Thudichum’s combination of many expanding disciplines in his research: some implications must have seemed to bring Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (long since a best-seller) close to reality.  The work of Galvani and Duchenne seemed to bring that anticipated reality closer, and photographs, based on Duchenne’s results, in Darwin’s work on motor expression of emotions, closer still.  (If this all seems nonsense, wear a bracelet forbidding use of chest paddles in the event of your cardiac arrest.)  John junior was probably already involved with electricity, and Thudichum’s work would have fascinated him.  Rabbit material was mounted, from 1869 on, by the Normans, including John junior, whose human trichinosis mounts date from as far back at least as 1866.
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Several family members worked on Thudichum’s rabbit material, as in the examples above. The slide on the right, by John junior, is illustrated by Brian Stevenson at www.microscopist.net : that on the left was made by one of his brothers (later, witness its partially printed label).

Judging by James Crowther’s remarks, these mounts were a hit for the Norman firm:

In Dr. Thudichum’s specimens prepared by Mr. Norman, of 178, City Road, the cysts are very freely distributed in the muscle of the tongue.  In a beautifully injected specimen I purchased there, I discovered in the length of one-third of an inch about fifty, and very strikingly have they built up their houses between the walls of the striped fibre.

                                                         (Science Gossip, August 1869, p.183)

Thudichum’s interest in trichinosis, of course, pre-dated the rabbit experiment, and was the reason for its undertaking: he had a British government commission to investigate meat safety and human trichinosis prior to the establishment of his research laboratory at St. Thomas’ Hospital.  A mount (below) made by John junior in 1866 indicates that the Thudichum connection went back considerably before the rabbit mounts were made.  John junior, indeed, may have been responsible for the liaison in the first place.
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Image courtesy of Brian Davidson

It is a reflection on the firm’s success that clients like Crowther sought the Normans out at home: those who had John Norman senior’s business card would have experienced no difficulty getting there.
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Reverse of the Norman business card

Rabbit material was not the only supply from Thudichum.  The slide below presented “cholephaeine” (otherwise “green biliverdin”), and is interesting in that it found its way into the stock of Frank Keeley, the renowned Philadelphia microscopist.
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As can be seen below, additions on the lower label were probably not made by Keeley, whose handwriting appears to be different.
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Examples of Frank Keeley’s labels: image courtesy of John Ferrante of the Leidy Microscopical Society

Whoever wrote the addition may have been from either side of the Atlantic: Norman slides – including John junior’s - were retailed in the USA by Smith & Beck, Queen and McAllister.  Terms such as “cholephaeine” were used by Thudichum in his work on the chemistry of human tissues, but were soon supplanted by newer nomenclature.  I think it likely that, prior to the rabbit specimens, Thudichum already supplied the Norman firm with material – from 1865 he had a laboratory at London’s St. Thomas’ Hospital, where he had animal subjects, and access to human material, for his research.  The slide material below may have originated there.
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These injected human tissue specimens have survived the years well as deep fluid chamber mounts

(Another human specimen, of spermatic cord, can be seen in Bracegirdle MM&M, plate 27 N.)

The Norman firm doubtless had many contacts, but Thudichum seems likely for the mounts above, and again below.
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Pulmonary tissues from salamander and snake: John junior’s handwriting defeats me on the species for the intestinal slide above

Commercial pressure and changing styles

In the nineteenth century, microscopical clubs proliferated, as did educational institutes.  Markets increased, but so did commercial pressure.  In inner London, the Normans’ major rivals were Topping and Wheeler.  Not only individuals’ but whole families’ incomes depended on sales.  Mounters like John Barnett might compete, but not match the big firms’ output.  Suburbia became attractive for them: Barnett, and later Suter, for instance, worked in Tottenham, where expanding population gave them new markets in addition to those already established.

Competition brought time and motion pressure: Wheeler stopped papering many years before his business sale to Watson, judging by the number of surviving unpapered mounts.  The Norman firm seems to have ceased papering in the early 1860s – a time saving move.  But the Victorian taste for decoration lingered.  I cannot date the two slides below: they are much deeper than the mount materials required, and are elaborately ringed (of which more presently).  Perhaps John junior saw decoration as a selling point, compared to the output of competitors.
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Overall, many of John junior’s slides represent an intermediate stage between the elaborate decoration of early papered Norman mounts and the much plainer appearance of late examples which display the clean lines of modernism.
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From florid Victoriana to form fitting function: much of John junior’s output sits stylistically in the middle

William Norman’s output runs through the entire range of styles: he began mounting early in life, continuing full time through many decades.  In contrast, John junior’s presentations have a more restricted range, which argues for a later start and earlier finish to his mounting career.

Around 1880, less cluttered art nouveau was replacing high Victorian decoration on both sides of the English Channel, but the movement did not gather much momentum until a decade or so later.  Many of John junior’s slides differ in style to most of those of his brothers from around the same period.  As Ernst Gombrich famously remarked, there is no such thing as art – there are only artists.  Perhaps we should regard John junior as an art nouveau pioneer ahead of his time: and, after all, why not?

Label and decorative formats

As commented previously, I have not seen this handwriting on papered Norman slides.  Compared to many exuberantly papered early Norman examples, John junior’s style is somewhat austere, although as documented above he had a liking for stylish ringing.
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Something on his labels is highly characteristic, namely his consistent abbreviation of “diatomaceae”, as in the examples below.
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Another feature is the deliberately plain “J.N” (including a full stop) on some labels.  If it occurs on other Norman slides I have not seen it.  Some Norman labels have the initials JN (without T), as below, but lack the full stop: but none that I’ve seen carry John junior’s handwriting. 

[image: image91.jpg]



There is no full stop between the JN initials here: the handwriting is not John junior’s, but probably William’s
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Examples of initials like the two immediately above, with those fonts, may come from the failed businesses at Queen Victoria St. or Whitecross St.: they certainly accord with advertisements thence as plain “J. Norman” or “John Norman”.
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John junior’s plain “JN”, including the full stop after J: I have not found this on Norman slide labels with other handwriting.

One other John junior feature already illustrated – dating - if not unique, is certainly very unusual in the general context of Norman labels.

When did John junior die?

To date, no definitive evidence has been found.  In 1892 there was an agreement, with Edwin and Alfred by Charles, to refrain from using the proprietary name “J.T. Norman”.  No evidence exists of any such agreement with John junior.  J.T. Norman senior, in late 1892, signed his business over to Edwin and Alfred.  By 1895, or before, Charles had established his own optical business, with premises in Old Street, and William was thriving on his own in Walthamstow.  What does this imply for John junior, who seems left out of consideration in any of these arrangements?  I think the inference is strong for John’s death somewhere between 1884 - the last year in which any trace of him so far survives - and 1892.  He still used labels with Norman insignia at each corner in 1883, as on an agate mount already illustrated.  Unless there was a serious family rift between John and his father and brothers, it is difficult to see why he merits no mention, either in inheritance or in negotiation with Edwin and Alfred.  He was after all the eldest son.  Until a death notice is found, the question is open: but the circumstances point strongly towards death in his middle or late forties.

Concerning longevity

Throughout the nineteenth century, a quarter of all English deaths were from tuberculosis: it was largely a disease of crowded urban households such as the Normans’.  Romanticised by novelists and opera composers, it was a lingering affliction, but deadly nevertheless.  It might involve many organs, but typically the lungs.  Recognised in Greek antiquity as ψθισις - “phthisis”, this term was in common use in the nineteenth century.  Before clinical details and pathogenesis were fully elucidated it probably concealed other pathology, amongst it silicosis.  Norman family members may have endured co-morbidity in this respect.  For reasons still poorly understood, males are more prone to infection, and to progression to advanced TB.  La Traviata and Mimi were tragic heroines not least because they were comparatively unlucky.

Edwin Norman died prematurely aged 39 of “phthisis”.  Tuberculosis may not have been the only pathology: as mentioned, those who made rock sections might have some degree of silicosis: not perhaps to the degree of severity in jewellers, but a risk nevertheless.
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Edwin Norman’s death certificate

Thomas Norman seems to have died in his early teens: I still think the cause may have been the 1866 cholera epidemic, and lack of formal certification matches the haste with which parishes might rush to burial for fear of disease spread.  But if he had TB, resistance to acute conditions like cholera would have been diminished.  Charles died at or before the age of 40, since his wife Susan was widowed and remarried by 1900.  John junior probably died a little older, but still prematurely, accounting for his disappearance from censuses (and lack of evidence for any mounting after 1884).  For the men at any rate, this was an ill-starred family: of the sons, only William and Alfred seem to have survived into their elderly years.

Perplexing matters remain, not least apparent lack of death records for John junior and Charles.  In John’s case, the speed with which his business failed, in little more than a year, probably indicates that illness was already present by 1878.  It is tempting to think he may have become accidentally infected with trichinosis – he was handling both human and animal samples for at least four years.  But then, why is there no UK death certificate to that effect?  And if he died abroad, it seems more likely that the reason was his seeking treatment for TB.

If the agreement with Charles in 1892 involved a buy-out from the Norman firm, Alfred may have known of TB in Charles (but not then in Edwin), and thought that Charles had a chance to recover, given financial aid.  If, as I believe, John junior was already dead by then, this would make sense, as would his absence from the agreements.  John Norman senior must long have had strong fears regarding all his children, as will be made clear presently.

Grinding very hard material like that on the slide below, might add silicosis to other morbidity, accelerating debility and premature death.
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A flint mount, with fossils, by John Norman junior

Remedies and desperate hopes

Prevalence of tuberculosis spawned many “cures”.  The sanatoria offered hope – for those who could afford them, which was not many.  Spa treatment was offered all over England, but even this was beyond the means of most.  Edwin Norman died in Alfred’s home, but if John junior or Charles – or both – were victims, they might have opted for sea water bathing at Cannes, recommended by mainstream medicine, as in the British Medical Journal (October 27, 1888, p.931).  Mediterranean waves were free, and cross-channel travel was cheap.  If John junior chose this, it could account for his absence from post 1871 UK censuses and death records.

The mind boggles at some “cures” on offer: electricity might have appealed to John junior, via medical magneto machines, widely available and used from mid-century in many homes (very probably for sale in his ill-fated shops) to alleviate everything from “the vapours” to “phthisis”.
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Inside the lid of one of my medical magneto machines (I have yet to try it myself for nervousness)
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Electrical “chest treatment”: not high on the recommendation list today

More elaborate methods were trumpeted as highly specific “cures”: for instance, the giant inhalation apparatus of Edwin Alabone, below.  For those who could not afford to attend his rooms, he sold pocket inhalers with vaporising mixtures containing lachnanthes and camphor.  His large apparatus included oxygen inhalation, which doubtless offered some symptomatic relief.
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Alabone (and others like him) made matters more dangerous for crowded households like the Normans’ by denying the possibility of infectious spread.  His book on the “cure of consumption” was a best seller, with over thirty editions between 1877 and 1890: it confidently stated,


The idea, however, of contagion is based upon very meagre, vague, and insufficient evidence.

If all this seems beside the point, it isn’t.  People like the Normans could seldom afford the fees of physicians (who could offer little anyway), nor long stays in sanatoria in Switzerland or even the Isle of Wight, unless someone else paid.  Clutching at affordable straws was a common alternative.

A deadly legacy

Edwin died of TB, but causes have not yet been established for John junior and Charles.  In a large close packed family like the Normans’, only one male case of tuberculosis in isolation would be unusual.   Norman senior, his second wife, and the daughters, survived until their elderly years.  (The entire family of George Brooks, his wife (née Mary Ann Norman) and six children had moved to Kent by the 1881 census: they all vanish from UK censuses by 1891, so I think they must have emigrated).  Of the male children, only William and Alfred achieved longevity.

This does not mean all the females escaped infection: while it may reflect the comparatively low rate at which females became infected, it also may reflect the comparatively high rate at which they overcame the disease.  Three premature deaths of sons (four if we include Thomas) from tuberculosis, and significantly greater longevity of the daughters, fits the known socio-epidemiological profile of nineteenth century TB like a glove.  So: where was the source of infection?  Tragically, it is not difficult to identify.
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Death certificate of John Norman senior’s first wife

When John junior and William Norman were infants, John stayed with his grandparents, presumably because Ann was too ill to look after two children under the age of three.
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John junior with his grandparents, from the 1841 census

I cannot tell when John junior came back to live in his father’s house, except that it was before 1847, the year when he and William were christened together.  His father probably feared both might die in infancy, given Ann’s illness.  One likely path of disease transmission was from Ann, through J.T. Norman senior, thence to others in the household while their father was still infective, which could have been for some years while his system fought off the disease. If he was infected, he recovered well, since he lived until he was 88.  His death certificate is singularly uninformative – these days the stated cause might provoke legal questions.
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“Decay of Nature” – not much of a diagnosis!

I have no evidence for where or when John junior died, except that it was probably between 1884 and 1892, in his forties.  If it was in a long stay sanatorium, someone else probably paid the fees.  From the Norman address book, the likeliest candidate is Sir John Lubbock (later Lord Avebury).  He was a client for Norman slides, very rich, and the most powerful politico-scientific mover and shaker in the land.

High in the research establishment in a number of fields, he was by 1890 Principal of the London Working Men’s College, President of the London Chamber of Commerce, and Vice-Principal of the London County Council.  By the time John junior disappeared from records in 1884, Lubbock was a long time member of the House of Commons (and later of course sat in the House of Lords).  His membership of learned societies extended to Ireland, Scotland, Belgium, Germany, Argentina, Italy, the USA, France and Switzerland.  He spent annual time in Switzerland, from 1861 when he went there with Huxley and Tyndall, and in 1898 he published a book on the scenery and geology of the country.  He was a strong political advocate of better conditions for the working class – and a vigorous supporter of better British sanatoria for TB victims.  If anyone had the combination of wealth, knowledge and influence to sponsor Norman sons to a sanatorium, he had.

Unless and until death records are found for John junior and Charles, matters remain uncertain.  As for a cause, the index of suspicion is extremely high for TB, far and away the diagnosis which would best accord with the other evidence.   Judging by lack of UK death records, they probably died abroad.

One of John junior’s chemical slides adds an ironic footnote to this story.
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Roseaniline, with other compounds, was part of the mixture which formed the stain fuchsin – this became a definitive histological dye for demonstrating TB bacilli in pathological preparations.

Envoi

When the Norman firm was thriving as a cottage industry, most if not all of the family probably helped with various tasks.  One cannot therefore assume that every slide label in a particular handwriting always indicates the same mounter.  The oversize slides shown below were presented “by J.T. Norman” as gifts to Thomas Ross.  “J.T. Norman” of course not only describes two people, but was also a company proprietary name – a fact emphasised by Edwin and Alfred in their 1892 agreement with Charles.
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Images courtesy of Peter Hodds

The handwriting resembles that neither of known examples by J.T. Norman senior, nor J.T. Norman junior.  The mounts may have been intended to advertise Norman expertise by appearing under the Ross aegis – the striking format was guaranteed to attract interest.  It is tempting to think the slides may have been at the Ross display for the 1862 London exhibition, to draw attention to Norman’s own display.

John junior’s handwriting is not on those, and it is by far the most idiosyncratic of any of the Normans’.  Perhaps not every mount with his writing was made by him, but after 1861, by when he was described as an “object maker”, it is reasonable to assign the mounting to him.

Some of this article raises more questions than it answers, particularly regarding the deaths of John junior, Thomas and Charles.  Much is based on hard evidence, but some has been speculative.  Speculation, even if based on circumstantial evidence, is the sine qua non for research.  Without it there are no new directions of inquiry, and as Karl Popper never tired of pointing out, nothing to refute.  I hope some of my conjectures stimulate other researchers to seek out evidence.  I have mentioned Occam’s Razor: much beloved of science commentators, it looks pretty shaky to anyone who reads W.V.O. Quine’s short but devastating demolition job in his book Word and Object.  If you’re fond of Occam’s Razor, don’t read that.

Email author: lois737 AT bigpond DOT com
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