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The relative rarity of eighteenth-century provincial coroners' records, with their striking details of death and disaster, makes this a welcome volume to medical historians. These 2,779 inquests held during four decades give a remarkable and vivid picture of how hazardous everyday life was for all classes.

   The county coroners were surgeons and apothecaries, travelling across Wiltshire at 9d. a mile to investigate sudden or suspicious deaths. Fatal accidents associated with animals were particularly commonplace; cows crushed herdsmen, horses threw, kicked, and trampled their riders, so that even one of the coroners in 1771 "fell from his horse and died". A large number of deaths were by drowning, in quarries, pools, and streams, while fatal scalds and burns, especially of children, typified domestic mishaps. 
   The variety of injuries the coroners inspected was considerable, most beyond eighteenth-century medical intervention; fractures, contusions, and amputations abound in these entries, many recorded in the characteristically unemotional tones of the period for events of unmistakable horror. In some instances the deceased was the victim of others' incompetence, particularly with tools or firearms, but a proportion of deaths resulted from an individual's own violent behaviour, and explains the predominance of men among those on whom inquests were held. Apart from misadventures, coroners also acted in cases of natural death, suicide, and murder. 
   Although the causes of natural death were not specified in the majority of cases, those that the coroners could name provide, after 200 years, a disastrous roll-call of physical suffering. These cases, more than any formal statistics, give some indication of medical conditions from which recovery was unlikely, and illustrate the frail hold on life and the immediacy of death for many people, apparently fit and well, to whom an accident became a gangrenous wound or for whom diarrhoea was fatal. The inclement weather, vermin, and lack of food or clothes were common reasons for death, while the activities that preceded death, and were thought contributory, included bell-ringing, intemperate eating or drinking, quarrelling, fighting, and sports.

   Recently, suicide has become of greater interest to social historians, and the Wiltshire examples, most of whom were said to be lunatic, reinforce other evidence, so that hanging, drowning, and cutting their own throats were the commonest methods used. More inventive suicides jumped into deep wells, out of windows; poisoned, shot, or stabbed themselves. 
   Murder inquests show the greatest variety; all social classes were victims, perpetrators were frequently relatives, and the acquittal rate was high. Of those found guilty, the added punishment of being dissected and anatomized was specified in a dozen instances, and one coroner was himself the recipient of corpses.  Infanticide particularly concerned contemporaries as a means of concealing bastardy, and historians will welcome firm evidence for the practice. In Wiltshire, some fifty cases were investigated and the majority of guilty mothers acquitted, but a small group, for reasons not apparent at the inquest, were executed and subsequently dissected.
     It in no way detracts from the Editor's achievement to describe this book as a very useful tool; for those working on the later eighteenth century generally, it contains much material not easily available in print, and medical historians of the period will appreciate the accessibility of some splendid new sources. 
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