The 1,332nd Meeting of the Brighton and Sussex Medico-Chirurgical Society took place on 8th January 2015 in the Audrey Emerton Building.
The new President, Dr Ruth Barker was introduced by our outgoing President Dr Alan Ireland.
Dr Barker began by thanking Dr Ireland and Mrs Cynthia Lewis, the Society’s secretary, for their hard work during the past year. She then paid tribute to her two principal mentors in General Practice, Dr Chris Tredgold and Dr Roger Figgins. Dr Barker also thanked her family for all their support and patience throughout her busy career.
Dr Barker reminded us that she had started her professional life as an historian and teacher with a particular interest in pastoral care of her pupils, a skill that she could translate with ease to her patients. 

The Presidential Address:
Dr Barker took as her title:
                                          “Death, Dissection and the Destitute”
 This explored the historical ways in which doctors overcame the problem of acquiring corpses for dissection. Some methods were legal but some rather more dubious!
Initially Henry VIII granted the Barber Surgeons the right to take down 4 corpses per year from the gallows to use for teaching anatomy. This right was enshrined in the Royal Charter of 1540; however 4 corpses were soon to prove inadequate.
 By the eighteenth century, when many private anatomy schools sprang up, there was a serious shortage of bodies. The estimated number of bodies required annually began to run into several thousands. Most came from the gallows, prisons and hospitals but this still did not satisfy demand. To solve the problem the so called “Resurrectionists” came up with a novel idea – stealing corpses from their coffins. Thus began the career of grave robbing, on occasion medical students themselves became involved in this grizzly activity.
The notorious pair Burke and Hare went one step further and did not wait for their victims to die but helped them on their way to the anatomists. More by luck than planning they came across Dr Knox who ran his own prestigious school of anatomy in Edinburgh. Dr Knox paid the princely sum of £7 and ten shillings for the first corpse because he was pleased at how clean and fresh it was. He failed to enquire too closely where it had come from! Encouraged, Burke and Hare proceeded to murder a further 15 people before being caught. Hare turned King’s evidence and got away with his life but Burke was hanged for his crimes. Dr Knox got off scot free.
   The public revulsion that followed the exposure of Burke and Hare led to a parliamentary committee being set up to look into the ways of legitimately acquiring dead bodies for dissection. From this was born the Anatomy Act of 1832 giving the doctors the right to take bodies from the workhouses. Sadly the bodies of the poor were worth more dead than alive and fear of dissection after death was added to the horrors of the work house as a disincentive to seeking aid from the state.
Dr Barker drew some parallels between the way the Anatomy Act was engineered through parliament and current political manoeuvres regarding privatisation of parts of the NHS.
The whole talk was beautifully illustrated with appropriate paintings and engravings.




