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John Hunter : Surgeon and Naturalist

loss of memory, which lasted for half an hour. A fortnight
later, while making a round of professional visits, he was
seized with sickness and vertigo. Again there were the peculiar
symptoms now known as ‘‘ Lilliputian hallucinations,” for,
according to Home, “ objects were smaller than the natural
recollection of them, his idea of his own size was that of being
only four feet high ; objects also appeared to be at an unusual
distance as if seen through a concave glass.”” For a week
he could not raise his head from the pillow; recovery was
slow and some impairment of memory persisted until his
death.

As was to be expected, the end came suddenly. On 16th
October 1793 he was attending a meeting of Governors of
St George's Hospital, and a question arose regarding the
eligibility of two young Scottish students who wished to attend
the hospital. Having had no previous medical training, they
were debarred from attendance, according to the existing rule.
John Hunter spoke in support of the candidates. During his
speech he made a statement which one of his colleagues at
once contradicted. Hunter, seeking to suppress his anger,
ceased speaking, staggered into an adjoining room and fell
dead. Thus died the great John Hunter, on the very day,
curiously enough, that Marie Antoinette was beheaded in
Paris.

He was buried in St Martin’s-in-the-Fields and there his
body remained until 1859, when it was reinterred in West-
minster Abbey. This reburial took place at the instance of
Frank Buckland, whose four little volumes of Curiosities of
Natural History are still well worth perusal. Buckland,
reading in The Times that the vaults of St Martin’s Church
were to be built up and closed, immediately obtained per-
mission to search for Hunter's remains. For sixteen days he
searched among the 3260 coffins, hardly a task to be envied,
for he tells us that “ the sickly effluvia which emanated from
these vaults were truly overpowering and poisonous.” In
No. 3 vault, where Hunter was believed to be buried, there
were over 200 coffins. Amid the piles of coffins revealed by
the light of his bull’s-eye lantern were those of another John
Hunter and of a Mrs John Hunter, both burials of more
recent date. At last there were only five coffins to examine
and one of them was that of John Hunter. This was re-interred
on 25th March 1859 in Westminster Abbey by the Royal
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