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The millowner and the doctor:  Henry Hicks and Edward Jenner – an unlikely pairing

Stephen Mills    October  2023

Many  hi s torical  pu bl i cations  tend  to  pai nt  a  pi cture  of  mi l l  owners  of  the  18 t h  and  19 t h   c enturies  as 

s tereotypi cal  call ous ,  hard  tyrants  with  l i ttle  res pect  f or  th eir  work  f orces  and  no  i nter e s t  beyond 

making mon ey to fun d their l avi s h li f es tyl es . Thi s can be a s omewha t s i mp l i s ti c vi ew, as a l i ttl e r es earch can 

s ometimes r eveal ch arac teris ti cs no t  gen erally report ed.

Such was the cas e wi th Henry Hicks . Readers may r ecall hi s name f rom e arlier a rticles – h e bec ame
Lord of the M anor of Eas ti ng ton and bui l t up a li ttle empire that a t one ti me to tall ed five wo ol l en cloth
mi l ls. It w as Hicks tha t was larg ely r espon s i ble for drivi ng the local d evelopm ent of cloth m a nu f acture
duri ng the fi rs t qu arter of the 19 t h cen tury, i nv es ting i n new technology and s te am powe r. In s ome
res pects , he f i tted th e pi cture of many mi l l owners – he appa rentl y rem ained fairl y al oof from hi s
workers , and he bu i l t hi ms el f a l arge n ew m ans i on i n the vi l l age s et i n i ts own grounds . Bu t on the
other hand, he provi ded f un ds f or rud i mentary s chool i n g, s up ported the church, and cont ribu ted i n
various  ways to helpi ng  the poor.

But th ere was yet ano ther s i de to the man, o ne th at has be en l arg el y overlooked. T he d evelopment of
Hicks’ wooll en cloth bus i ness brought hi m into conta ct with a numb e r of inf l uential col l eagues and
contac ts i n th e i nd us trial world, s ome of whom wer e m aj or pl ayers on the na ti onal s tage . Howev er , hi s
sphere of conta cts extended w ell beyond t hi s , and he als o had s ome important s ocial connections . One of
the mos t notabl e w as Berk eley res i de nt Dr Edwa rd Jenn er of s mall pox fame. In cen turies pas t, every
to wn and vi l l age s uf f ered outbr eaks of often f atal di s eases - one of th e mos t f eared was s mall pox .
Over th e centuries, s mall pox had go ne by many n ames , perh aps one of the mos t f righteni ng bei ng ‘T he
Angel of Dea th’ . It was ev erywher e , and a t its heigh t, kil l ed o ne person i n ev ery t wel ve and di s figured
countl es s mi lli ons more. It un dou btedly paid regular v i s i ts to many parts of Gl oucestershi re.

As everyon e knows , J enner w as the country doctor who champi oned vac ci nation, havi ng di s covered i n
1796 tha t i nocul ati on with cowpox p rovi ded i mmuni ty to s mall pox . An epidemi c of s mall pox had
s wept through G l ouces te rs hi re i n 17 88 and J enner was one of the do ctors i nv ol ved i n tr eating the
outbreak. H e noticed tha t peopl e previous l y i nf ected wi th the much mi l der cowpox escape d th e
ravages of s mall pox and noted tha t even wh e n entire fami l i es s uccumbed to s mall pox , cowpox vi cti ms
remained un aff ec ted and he althy. In 17 96 J enner c arried ou t hi s f i rs t i nocul ati on experi ment and
within a s hort p eri od, i t be came appar ent ho w effec ti v e th e va ccination t rea tment w as .

J enner and Hicks w ere clos e f riends . In thei r f requent corres pon dence, J enner us uall y affectionatel y
addres s ed the l att er as ‘Harry’ . Al ong s i de hi s medi cal ac tivi ties, J enner was als o a keen nat urali s t. For
exampl e, i n 17 8 8, a pu bli cation call ed Philosophical Transactions cont ained a l ong paper of hi s that
exami ned the behaviour of the Cuckoo. For s ome reason, i t was apparen tly wri tt en i n a cottage that
was owned  by Henry  Hicks and s tood  clos e to  hi s  home in Easting ton .

Hicks was cl earl y conf i dent enough i n J enner ’ s vaccination work to l et hi m l oos e on two of hi s own
children, along with 16 s ervants and workers f rom Churchend Mi l l ( I wonder how enthus i as tic they
actually wer e!). T he i nocul ations took pl ace i n Eas ting ton on 27 t h N ovember 1798 using cowpox
‘matter’ obtained f rom th e a rm of a fa rm b oy i n Stonehous e the day b efore. L at er th e s ame year,
J enner wro te:



Having bee n re ques ted by my fri end, Mr. H enr y Hicks, of Eas tingto n, in this co unty , to i nocul ate two of
his chi l dren, an d at th e sam e tim e som e of hi s servant s and t he pe ople em ploy ed i n his m a nufactory ,
m atter w as tak en from  the arm of t his b oy for  the pur pose.  The  num bers i noculat ed were  eighte en.

They all took the i nfection, and either on t he f i f th or sixth day a v esicl e wa s p ercepti ble on the
punctur ed p art. Som e of them bega n t o f eel a l i ttle unw ell on t he eig hth day , bu t t he great er numbe r
on t he ninth. Their il l ness, as in the form er cas es d escribed, wa s of sh ort duratio n, an d n ot s uffi ci ent t o
i nterrupt, but at v ery short i n terv als, th e c hil dren f rom their am us em ents, or t he s er v ants a nd
m anufacturers f rom f oll owi ng t heir  ordinary  busine ss.

Three of t he chi l dren who se em ploy m ent i n the m an ufactory wa s i n some de gree l ab ori ous ha d a n
i nflamm ation on t heir arm s bey on d the com m on bou ndary a bou t the elev enth or t welfth day, w hen
the fev eri sh sy m ptom s, w hich b efore were ne arl y gone off , a gain r eturn ed, accom panied wi th i ncre ase
of axillary tumour. In the se c ase s (cl earl y perceiv i ng that th e sy m ptom s were gov erned by t he s tate o f
the arm s) I a pplied on th e inoculat ed p ust ules , and ren ewed th e ap pli cation thr ee or fo ur ti m es within
an h our, a pled get of l i nt, prev i ously so ak ed i n aqu a *ly thargyri acet ati , a nd c ov ered t he hot
efflorescence s ur rounding th em with cl oth s di pped i n cold water. The nex t day I fou nd t his si m pl e m ode
of trea tm ent had s ucceeded p erf ectly .

( *a solu ti on of lead  diacetate,  app arently )

So it s eems  that al l th e gui nea pi gs  cam e thro ugh  the  tre atmen t s afely!

Af ter thes e experiments wer e conclud ed, Hic ks was widely credi t ed as the “ the f i rs t gentl eman that
s ub mi tted hi s own chi l dren to the ne w pra ct i ce”. Thi s gave s ome confi dence to the gen tr y, and hi s
exampl e was s oon fol l owed by the Countes s of Berkeley and L ady Franc i s Mo reton (l ater L ady Ducie).
In deed, i t’ s record ed i n th e Br i ti sh & For eign Medical Rev i ew of J uly - October 18 38 tha t Hic ks l earned
the nec es s ary s ki l ls f rom J enner and even c a rried out a nu mb e r of i nocul ations hi ms elf . In f act, he
s eems to have been pre tty good a t the proc es s and was l ater credit ed as s howi ng “an accuracy an d
fi del i ty whi ch woul d have done hon our to  th e  mos t enl i gh tened phys i cian”.

Amongs t hi s other a chi evements , J enner w a s i ns trumental i n
formi ng a s ociety of l e arned m en aimed at i mp ro vi ng medi cal
s cience. Mee tings were held mainl y at the Fl e ece In n,
Rod borough where, after s eri ous di s cus si ons, members di ned
together. T hey occasi onall y permi tt ed vi s i tors who w ere not
medical men to joi n them for di nner. Hicks ( J enner’s “f aithful
fri end” ) was often pi cked up i n Eas ting ton by J enn er on hi s way
from Berkeley and tak en in hi s carriage to th e meetings . He was
the mos t fr equent  non - medi cal gues t.

In 18 23 , J enner di ed after an ' apopl ecti c s ei z ure with par alys i s
of the ri gh t s i de' ( a s trok e) . Fi t ting l y, Hicks w as with hi m a t the
end. Hicks hi ms elf di ed i n 1836. In 1853, small pox vaccination
was fi nall y made compul s ory in  Engl and and  Wales .

It’s ni ce to thi nk that mi l l owner Hicks was par t of the e arly s tory
of i nocul a tion and pl ay ed al beit a s mall role i n a proc es s that
has si nce s aved mil l i ons  of li ves around the w orl d.

D r Edward Jenne r. S adl y, no port rait  of H enr y Hi c ks has yet come to l i ght.



Jenner’s personal dedi c ati o n  to Henry H i c ks si gned i ns i de the cov er o f one o f hi s  books,  th e  
s nappi l y titl ed ‘An Inqui ry i nto the Caus es and Effects of the Variol ae V ac c i na e ,  a Di s eas e 
D i scovered in  some of the  Wes tern Counti es ’. I t reads fo r “Henry Hi c ks Esq, f rom his obl i ged friend .  
The Author“.

An earl y pai nti ng of Eas ti ngton Pa rk,  the Hi c ks’ fami l y home . I t was bui l t by Henry  H i c ks in 1815 . 
This i s how Edward Jenner,  a  regular vi s i tor, woul d have known it.




