A BIT MORE ABOUT HUME

Peter B. Paisley

Sydney, Australia

Recent acquisitions, and reconsideration of slides already in my collection, have clarified points debated in my previous Micscape articles on this mounter, as well as adding further dimensions to his range of interests and variety of slide presentations.

Was Hume a commercial mounter?

To this question, a firm yes can now be given.  The mounts illustrated below were made with the lower labels fixed on the glass ab initio by Hume, before the papers were added (with oval holes accurately cut to accommodate those labels, and overlap their edges).
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The commercial pharmacy labels thus are not secondary stickers in the usual sense (added by the retailer) - the four starch slides were predestined for sale at Thompson and Capper of Liverpool, and for Hume so to have made them surely indicates a contract.  At least one of Hume’s early slides, below, indicates a sale in his youth.
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This was probably sold by Amadio during Hume’s time as a trainee pharmacist: a bit of pocket money on the side doth not a commercial mounter make, but at least it shows Hume was capable of sales from an early stage.  The Thompson and Capper examples introduce an extra dimension.  Their dates are uncertain, but Hume seems to have stopped papering around 1880 or so.  (The Amadio slide is atypical in that context.)  Hume’s connection with Thompson & Capper probably pre-dates his move to Lowestoft: a family member, Edmund Capper, was trading in Bath at the time Hume was training at Gloucester, and Hume slides are known to have found their way to the Bath Microscopical Society.  Hume’s in-laws continued to live in Gloucester after he moved to Lowestoft, and doubtless he visited them from time to time.
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Advertisement in Thomas Preston’s “Domestic Hydropathy”, published in Bristol around 1870

Preston managed the hydropathy establishment at Limpley Stoke (near Bath), and William Willis– Hume’s overseeing pharmacist in his Gloucester trainee days – may have done business there.  Edmund Capper, an Edinburgh MD who “converted” to homeopathy, was almost certainly the chief medical advisor at Limpley Stoke (although Preston’s book does not name him).  The whole Capper family of orthodox medical graduates seem to have undergone similar conversions.  Edmund’s father, Samuel James Capper, was, in addition to his homeopathic activity, the president of the Lancashire and Cheshire Entomological Society, and another family member was the Capper of Thompson and Capper.  Hume’s “in” with the family via Edmund probably forged the Liverpool link.

Unless and until more Hume slides bearing retail stickers turn up, the extent of his commercial activity remains unknown: but at least it is now firmly established.

Was Hume involved in homeopathy?

Once again, the answer is yes.  Today, Thompson and Capper service other companies by making up capsules and tablets, but in the nineteenth century they were primary makers of homeopathic remedies.  I already suspected Hume’s connection with homeopathy, since a medicine bottle in my collection, once owned by a homeopathic physician, was dispensed from his first premises in Lowestoft (see Micscape, August 2011).  Slides indicating a contract with Thompson and Capper now seem to confirm a substantial business relationship.  While the slides are undated, they were made no earlier than the last quarter of the nineteenth century.

This raises interesting questions about Hume’s beliefs and pharmaceutical practice.  By the middle of the nineteenth century, homeopathy was dismissed as quackery without any rational basis, by a vast majority of medical and scientific opinion.  Despite this, its adherents – largely patients, but including some registered medical practitioners – clung to a residual faith in its efficacy, largely where mainstream medicine could as yet offer little effective treatment.  This ensured a continuing market for pharmacists willing to make up various preparations favoured by homeopathy.  It is easy to see one reason for continuing use of these preparations: orthodox treatment today of (say) hepatitis C can involve pretty severe side effects, whereas homeopathic “drugs” (containing almost nothing but water) are unlikely to yield more than placebo effects (which can be appreciable, and pleasant by comparison).  Such fringe remedies enjoyed a minor revival towards 1900, and continue to attract advocates today.

Hume’s focus on starches, and arrowroot in particular, dates from his earliest slides, and seems to have continued long into his career.  Biscuits featured prominently in nineteenth century dietary consideration, especially for children and perhaps even more especially in fringe practice such as homeopathy and hydropathy: interestingly, as the advertisement below from Preston’s book shows, Capper may not be the only Liverpool contact Hume had, since Neave’s had an outlet there too. 
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Plenty of scope here for Hume’s authenticating slides, if requested by the manufacturers

Flour starches of many kinds are basic biscuit constituents, and again these feature in Preston’s advertisements.  Anyone who could bring microscopical expertise to bear on their purity and differential quality would be of value to establishments such as that at Limpley Stoke.  I cannot prove it, but I think it likely therefore that Hume’s starch slides found their first substantial market around Gloucester and Bath.
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Whether or not Hume completely believed in homeopathic and hydropathic methods cannot be determined on currently available evidence.  One thing however is certain: when he moved his pharmacy to London Road in Lowestoft he faced aggressive competition nearby, from Boots, who probably sold anything which would inflate profits.  Apart from anything else, Hume may have dispensed homeopathic medicines there in order to stay in business.  His reputation as a careful investigator of purity, by microscopic methods, probably enhanced his sales success.  His career-long interest in starches, especially arrowroot, is known.  In the eyes of homeopathic practitioners, terms like “pure” or “authentic” assume mystical dimensions: the slides below illustrate microscopical involvement in certifying whatever he dispensed.
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Hume’s Pepper was “pure”, his arrowroot was “authentic”.

It is possible that Hume earned further income from other kinds of mounts, whether or not the results bore commercial retail labels: and with starches, if he had business as far away as Liverpool, other firms may have valued his skills in assaying samples of what they were obtaining wholesale.

I doubt that Hume, a qualified pharmacist, lent support to the more outlandish claims of firms like Thompson and Capper: but even if he questioned the validity of homeopathy, he could assist in ensuring the integrity of what was sold.  The illustration below conveys something of the flavour of Thompson and Capper’s enthusiastic advertising.  That said, there is little doubt that Hume had extensive professional links with homeopathy.
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From the Liverpool Courier, January 15 1897: probably no more fanciful, of course, than the claims for- say - medical magneto machines, which enjoyed a vogue around the same time.

A variety of slide presentations

Some of Hume’s dated slides allow a reasonable estimate of when he stopped papering.  The examples below indicate a transition occurring in the late 1870s: all are dated 1875.
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Sealing of cover slips was sometimes done freehand, as in the gorgonia mount above, but finely accurate sealant edges on other slides show that a turntable was employed, as in the examples below.
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                                       Accurate ring edges like these are well nigh impossible without use of a turntable

Varied finishes, styles and subjects on slides probably indicates a dichotomy between mounts done out of personal interest and amusement, and those prepared for exhibition or sale.  Few might make a mount from match box wood, as on a slide illustrated here earlier, and such things were unlikely to be intended for sale.  In cases like those illustrated below, the style seems varyingly peremptory, for private study only.
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The ringing edges on the alga slide indicate freehand application, and the palm slide has minimalist labelling.   Of incidental interest here is the origin of the Irish algal material, which is likely to have been from McGann, who advertised frequently in the exchange columns of Science Gossip, indicating that Hume may have been a subscriber or at least a reader.  (Judging by what he wanted in exchange for material and slides, McGann seems to have been perpetually short of funds.)
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One of McGann’s many advertisements in Science Gossip (Hume also uses the spelling “Burrin”)

A range of interests

The majority of Hume slides I’ve seen are botanical, but animal and human tissues did not escape his scrutiny.  At his first Lowestoft residence he had a surgeon as a boarder, who may have facilitated human specimen supplies: it is less easy to guess whence he may have obtained a specimen of zebra hoof.  However England, including Norfolk and Suffolk, has never been short of eccentric nobility and gentry with stately homes, large grounds and exotic animals.  There were repeated nineteenth century efforts to domesticate zebras, and to interbreed them with horses or donkeys: around the turn of the twentieth century, Lord Walter Rothschild was widely celebrated for harnessing a team of zebras to his carriage.  The two slides below may indicate Hume’s long term interest in such things.
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Not your average demonstration of horsemanship

Judging by his membership of the Guild of All Souls, Hume was a devout high church Anglican (for this and other biographical details see my article in Micscape, April 2010).  Biblical reading – both Old and New Testament – may have fuelled his curiosity about carob beans, which feature for instance in the Prodigal Son parable, and were thought to have been in John the Baptist’s diet (where a mistranslation instead specified locusts), hence the nickname “St. John’s Bread”.
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Carob starch was used as a food thickener, and chocolate substitute: Hume’s interest in such material is well evidenced by his fascination with arrowroot – but the associated mythology may have enhanced his curiosity.

Hume slides rarely turn up today: if and when more do, they may show yet more of his range of interests.  Those below certainly reveal him as more than the starch investigator evidenced by many of his mounts.
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The deutzia slide above was mounted for direct illumination, which is uncommon in what I’ve seen of Hume.  The foram sample, I think, must have come from the border between Norfolk and Suffolk, Hume’s stamping ground (“March” seems unlikely to indicate a date).  The South American zoophyte may reflect Hume’s Liverpool connection, via Thompson and Capper.  The Literary and Philosophical Society of Liverpool had a policy of including sea captains as associate members, and many (notably Capt. Perry) brought South American material home for microscopical study.  Hume cannot but have been aware of Kitton, who lived not far from Lowestoft, in Norwich: both Kitton and Perry wrote short articles in Science Gossip in 1874, with Kitton singing Perry’s praises as a specimen supplier, and Perry advertised in the exchange columns from time to time.
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If Hume was reading Science Gossip, Kitton’s remarks probably caught his eye.

It cannot have been routine for someone living in Lowestoft to obtain South American specimens, and Hume’s Liverpool connections look likely to have produced material, directly or indirectly, for the slide shown above.

What did Hume sell?

Medicines prescribed by doctors – homeopathic or otherwise – must have provided much of Hume’s core business, as with any pharmacist.  With Boots around as competitors, he no doubt also offered other goods.  He prepared mounts of mustard, pepper and arrowroot: all these could play a part in treatment – as for instance with mustard plasters – but his reputation for pure goods may have made a corner of his shop a mini grocery, frequented by careful cooks, housewives, and homeopathic enthusiasts.  As regulation developed, pharmacy became more specialised, but old customs died hard.  Earlier in the century than Hume’s floruit, grocers’ shops set themselves up as pharmacies, and the reverse was at least partially true.  After all, pure healthy dietary components were, and are, a valid part of clinical care.  Given Hume’s skills in checking various flours microscopically, it seems quite probable that he sold them in more than dispensing quantity, and he may even have sold grains.  He certainly took an interest in rice, as evidenced by the slide below.
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I have yet to see evidence of activity connected to photography, but such may yet turn up.   What seems certain is that his shop offered much more than one might suppose from his professional title as pharmacist.  (Things may change in detail, but not overall: those who doubt this are invited to enter any chemist’s shop today.)  

Envoi

I hope more Hume material emerges for study as time passes: this hitherto underdocumented preparer’s slides provide insights not only into the history of mounting, but much more besides.

Email author: lois737 AT bigpond DOT com
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