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Editorial. 

SURGEON-GENERAL SIR lAMES McGRIGOR, Bt. 

WE publish in the current] ournal a very excellent broadcast account of Surgeon-General 
Sir James McGrigor, Bt., Chief Surgeon to Wellington and the' first Director-General of 
the Army Medical Services; an account which deals with him not only as a most distinguished 
Army Medical Officer but particularly as an Aberdonian both by birth and by university. 
In publishing it, we think that a few stories about him might not be out of place, particularly 
as the" broadcast" deals chiefly with the later and more successful years of his life. A glance 
at Sir James' autobiography provides us with <l" delightful picture of his young days and 
his first experiences as a Regimental Medical Officer after joining the Service./ He was born 
in 1771, the eldest of three sons of a prosperou~ merchant of Aberdeen, Colquhoun McGrigor, 
and his wife Ann, daughter of Lewis Grant, Esq., of Tethendry, in Strathspey, Inverness-shire. 
As a medical student he and a friend, Dr. Robertson, founded the Aberdeen Medical Society 
(1789), now one of the most distinguished of its kind. Entering the Army, his father purchased 
a surgeoncy for him in General de' Burgh:s Regiment, "the newly raised 88th, the Connaught 
Rangers. He would have preferred at that time to be sent to a Scottish regiment, but, 
as the gentleman who was responsible for such appointments said, " a Scotchman will make 

" his way in an English or Irish regiment but in one of their own there are too many of them 
together. They stand in the way of each other." The Connaught Rangers had just been 
raised and, as the only Englishman in it, Major Keppel, told McGrigor, all the other officers 
were Irishmen from Galway and all related to each other. They were a distinctly creditable 
lot and anxious to keep up the good name of the regiment but they were nevertheless "fire 
eaters" when the opportunity arose as the following story will show. At a certain Garrison 
Mess to which they all belonged, their own mess equipment not having yet arrived, the 
officers of the 88th were in the habit of rising from the table at a certain sign and getting 
away before things got too vivacious. McGrigor'was sitting beside a friend of his, Captain 
Sparrow, of another regiment, when the signal to be off.was given. Sparrow, ingreat good 
humour, put "his arm round McGrigor's shoulder and tried to detain him. "You and 
Nicholson had better wait a little longer," he said. McGrigor thought he ought to go so he 
and Nicholson said goodnight to their friends and went out to join the rest. They found 
them in high dudgeon; all of them much annoyed by Sparrow's gesture of putting his arm 
on McGrigor's shoulder! When they got back to their lines a meeting was summoned and, 
though McGrigor and Nicholson protested that it had all been in the friendliest spirit, it 
was decided that the regiment had been insulted and that the two officers must send a challenge 
to Sparrow and his friend. This challenge was duly written and poor McGrigor had to send it ! 
But Sparrow knew the circumstances and, rather than fight a man whom he liked greatly, 
actually apologized on parade, a very fine gesture when one remembers that the Service 
at that time put regimental honour on a high pedestal! 

He remained with the Connaughts for the first eleven adventurous years of his Army 
life and was evidently a much~beloved member of the mess. He served in Flanders where 
he got a bad attack of typhus; he went to the West Indies; was separated from his regiment 
by a chain of unfortunate circumstances and became attached to the 24th with which he 
saw adive service at Grenada; returned to England; went with the 88th to India"; was 
sent with'an expedition to Egypt, now being a rather senior officer, and gives an amusing 
account of his aaventures there; ran a large establishment of servants, horses, goats, pigeons 
and everything that could be useful and held, among his other duties, a special commission 
from the East India Company to be Chief Medical Officer of the Indian Corps. He tells 
a romantic story of how he rescued three ladies from a horrible fate. Hearing the agonized 
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~'Urgeon-lrenera~ ~2r J ames M cGrigor, Bt. . 

c.ies of women and the sound of hoofs outside his billet, he and his servant ran out and 
saw three mounted Turks pursuing a group of females; one was actually cutting at them 
with his scimitar! McGrigor rushed forward and, taking a pistol from his ~ervan't, bade 
the Turks: desist. They stopped their pursu.it for a moment and, the S~l vant coming up 
with McGrigor's horses, they began to ride away. McGrigor galloped after them and 
getting quite outside the lines reflected that the three Turks could master him if they turned 
and so drew rein and let them go. It appears that these ladies, Circassians and blessed 
with a certain amount of beauty, had first attached themselves to .the French Army, then 
to the British, and were being taken by the Turks to be put in sacks and dropped into the 
Nile as a reward for their liking for the Christian dogs; a fate which had already overtaken' 
many of their sisters! 

These amusing stories are told here to illustra'te the lighter side of a life which was always 
spent at high pressure and of which the fruits are to be found in generous accumulation 
at a later date. As our friend says in his" broadcast," McGrigor's endeavours and his 

. gradually acquired experience, added to a natural brilliancy, led finally to the formation of 
the germ of the Royal Army Medical Corps. He returned home, was gazetted to the" Blues,'" 
had much to do with the successful evacuation of large numbers of sick from the Walcheren 
Expedition 'and,after his marriage to Miss Grant in 1810, was finally sent to join Lord 
Wellington in Portugal.. Here he had the real success of his life and his talks with the 
Duke (as he became) make the most int~restingreading. After an inspection of Lisbon, 
Coimbra and Clerico, he proceeded to Headquarters and was asked to dine with Lord 
Wellington. The latter reminded him of their meeting in Bombay and of the 88th and 
then said " I hope from your long living with them you have not contracted any of their 
leading propensities; for I hang and shoot more of your old friends for murders and robberies 
than I do all the rest of the Army!" "At this point," remarks McGrigor, " I felt somewhat 
abashed which Lord Wellington observing continued' One thing I will tell you, however; 
whenever anything very gallant, very desperate, is to be done, there is no Corps in the 
Army I would sooner employ than your old friends the Connaught Rangers.'" At Wellington's 
request he came next day with his hospital reports and happened to meet Brigadier-General , 
Stewart, the Adjutant-General, at Headquarters. The latter said" that I might vome to 
his office and he would transact my business for me with his Lordship whom it was unnecessary 
to trouble. I replied that I preferred doing business directly with Lord Wellington and 
that it was by his Lordship's desire I came there. At this moment the door of his little 
inner apartment was opened by Lord Wellington who, nodding to me, desired me to come in. 
After this I daily made my appearance to take his orders." 

After Vittoria, finding Wellington in a very good humour, McGrigor tried t6 manage 
something that had been in his mind for a long time. He spoke about his medical officers. 
McGrigor: "Nothing could more gratify these officers, nothing could be a greater incentive 

to their exertions on future occasions, than your noticing them in Dispatches." 
Lord Wellington: "Is that usual? " . 
McGrigor: "It would be of the most essential service." 
Lord W eUington: "I have finished my Dispatc.h-but, very well, I will add something 

about the doctors." 
"This," says McGrigor, "was the first time that their merits had been· publicly 

acknowledged. " 
His subsequent career is well known. Wellington said of him, " He is one of the most 

industrious, able and successful public serv~nts I have ever met with." He became a Knight 
in 1814, was made Fellow of the Royal Society in 1816, a Baronet in 1830, and was 
Director-General of the Artny Medical Services from 1815 to 1851. He died, crowned with 
honour, in 1858. To look at his statue by the Mess one would hardly suspect him'of havirig 
been a dashing Connaught Ranger as a young man-but one gets an inkling of it in the eyes 
that look out from his famous portrait by Willkie and which are full of a boyishness that 
not even age and success could diminish. . . . 
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