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THE STORY
The Mysterious Life of Dr Barry is a ‘true adventure’ – charting the
extraordinary career of one of the most imminent surgeons of the 19th
century. Assigned female at birth, Margaret Ann Bulkley chose to reject
life as a lowly governess in order to train as a surgeon and travel the
world as Dr James Barry. At medical school in Edinburgh, James dodged
numerous rumours about his unconventional appearance, defying all
odds to qualify as a doctor. Desperate to see the world, he joined the
British Army as an assistant surgeon and set sail for The Cape Colony,
South Africa – his home for the next twelve years. Over the course of
his long and varied career, he fought in a duel, clashed with Florence
Nightingale, and stunned the world by becoming the first British doctor
to successfully carry out a caesarean section.

THE AUTHOR
Lisa Williamson has loved history ever since she was small. In
year nine, she studied the history of medicine and has remained
fascinated by the (often bizarre) procedures once used to treat
illness and disease. Upon leaving school, Lisa was torn between
pursuing degree in history or drama. She ended up going for
drama and worked as an actor for over a decade before turning to
writing. She has written fiction for teenagers (including The Art
of Being Normal, winner of the Waterstones Children’s Book Prize
for Older Readers) and non-fiction for younger children, including
biographies of Malala Yousafzai and Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson.

THE SETTING – THE CAPE COLONY
The Cape Colony was located in what is now known as South
Africa. For centuries, the San and Khoikhoi people lived in
its interior and the Khosa and Zulu people along its eastern
seaboard. In 1652 the Dutch established a trading post on
its southern tip, designed to offer refuge for Dutch ships
during long voyages between Europe and Asia, and soon
Dutch people began to farm the land, leading to conflict
with the indigenous peoples who had been there for
centuries. In 1795 the British defeated the French and took
control of the Cape, and by 1825 English had replaced
Dutch as the language of government, and the pound had
replaced the Dutch rix-dollar, with increased immigration
from Britain leading to further losses of land for the
indigenous peoples.

THE HERO – DR JAMES BARRY
Dr James Barry is widely considered one of the most
skilled surgeons of the 19th century. In 1826 he became
the first British surgeon to successfully carry out an emergency caesarean section, safely
delivering a healthy baby boy. The family were so grateful they named the child after James in his
honour. James was also hugely passionate about improving conditions for the most vulnerable
members of society.
During his time as Colonial Medical Inspector, he fought to improve conditions for prisoners, leprosy
sufferers, the clinically insane and the poor. Beloved by his patients yet feared by his colleagues,
James was famed for his excellent bedside manner and terrible temper. He was also a renowned
flirt and ladies man, winning female admirers wherever he went. However, despite forming a
number of close friendships over the years, he remained single his entire life. Can you sum up what
sort of person James was in a single sentence? Which of James’s actions in the book do you think
was the most heroic, and are there any times where he behaves less like a hero?

DUELLING
A duel was a combat between two people armed with a lethal
weapon, commonly a sword or pistol. Established in Western
Europe in the Middle Ages, it was usually held to settle a
disagreement or to defend a point of honour and was subject
to a number of prearranged rules. In 1819 James challenged a
fellow gentleman to a duel following a silly argument. Shots
were fired and James was lucky to escape with just a surface
wound. Thankfully, duels fell out of favour in the early
twentieth century with the last recorded duel taking place
in 1967. Can you find any other instances in the book where
something happens that we wouldn’t do today? What do you
think has changed to make duels fall out of fashion?

CESAREAN SECTION OPERATION
Also known as a ‘C-section’, a Cesarean is the surgical removal
of a foetus from the uterus through an incision in the abdomen
and is usually performed if the life of the mother or child might
be endangered by a regular delivery. It takes its name from a
child from the ancient Roman family of Caesar born via this
method. The first documented procedure on a living woman
was performed in 1610. However, she died twenty-five days
later. Many more attempts were made but the mother almost
always lost her life, either from infection or bleeding. James’s
delivery of a healthy baby boy in 1826 made him the first-ever
British surgeon to perform the procedure successfully. The
family were so grateful they named the child after James in
his honour.

WOMEN AND MEDICINE
Today, women make up the majority of entrants to UK medical
schools, but back in the 1800s women were either barred
from attending medical school in order to train as doctors, or
prohibited from sitting the examinations that would allow
them to practise. In 1874 Sophia Jex-Blake joined forces with
a number of like-minded women to establish the London
School of Medicine for Women – the
country’s first-ever medical school to
allow women to graduate and practise
medicine. However, progress was
still slow. Only when World War One
broke out in 1914, and the demand for
doctors grew, did increasing numbers
of women begin to study medicine –
though gender discrimination against
female candidates remained in place
well into the 1970s when, finally, the
application process was changed to
judge candidates on merit not their
gender. Are there any jobs that women
are still not allowed to do? Are there
any jobs where woman are held back in
other ways?
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