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GODFREY ALEXANDER
Sydney’s First Chiropodist
By R, H. MONTAGUE, F.A.Ch.A.

Long before the Universities of Britain and Iurope
aceepted Jewish students many talented members of that
faith entered, improved or ploncered branches of the heal-
ing arts not then established at academie level. They were
particularly skilled in dentistry and chirvopody. Until the
mid-nineteenth eentury these two prefessions were often
praetised in conjunction with each other; neither had any
form of formal training and neither had yet become estab-
lished as a true profession.

Highly regarded ameng the early practitioners was
Abraham Durlacher. i'leeing from Baden in Germany in
the late eighteenth eentury le seitled in Bath, Somerset,
also a spa area, and made a reputation for himself as an
operator on the teeth and corns. The Wolff family were
established in Londen in much the same way for three
generations, through the best part of the nineteenth
eenfury.

A consicderable numher of these pioneers were to he
found at this time in the more libheral ecountries of western
Eurvope, having made their way from middle and eastern
European eountries to esecape from the traditional forms
of persecution. Many were highly skilled in their voeations
and quickly became leaders within it. Four generations
of the Durlacher family were appointed as surgeon ehiro-
podists to four suecessive British monarchs. Tobias Koen
was similarly honoured in France, being ehirurgien-
pedicure to Napoleon Buonaparte and to two I'rench kings.

During the eighteen-thirties and forfles most of the
West Furopean eountries were involved in eeonomie de-
pressions ov revolutions and this gave rise to yet another
wave of migration. This time it was the sons ot grandsons
of European Jews who moved on to other English speaking
lands, mainly the United States and Australia.

The carliest Ameriean chiropodists were itinerent in
their mode of praetice and during the eighteen thirties and
forties several newspaper advertisements give details of
them. The Pennsylvania Inguirer ran one for a David
Cohen who saw his patients at a room in a hoarding house.
In 1843 the same newspaper published a elassified adver-
tisement that showed Julins Davidson as practising in




532 Australion Jewish Historical Society

rooms in Philadelplhia on a permanent basis. Davidson is
usually eredited as heing the first chiropodist in Ameriea
to do so.

After little move than fifty years of Buropean setile-
ment, Ausiralia did not offer many opportunities for
luxury trades, espeeially those requiring a substantial
population. Those who practised any sort of chiropody
in those early days would have done so in eonjunetion with
some other trade. Albert Beirens, a Jewish chivopodist
from London, advertised in a Melbourne trade direciory
in 1857, but by the time the next edition was compiled he
had moved on. Ten years passed before another attempt
was made to start a full time chiropody practice in Mel-
bourne, and this was done by Vietor Schobbert, who open-
ed in 62 Cellins Street, what became a family business.

Sydney reccived its first ehiropodist by a somewhat
indiveet route. At about the same time that Napoleon’s
Empire was being divided up, a ladies’ tailor called Israel
Alexander was planning to get married. He and his bride,
Hannah Lyvons, were married in an Inglish provineial
town and afterwards moved to London. They had two
sons called Amos and Godfrey who were to malke them-
selves a new life in Australia.

‘When (odfrey was seventeen years old he and his
brother, Amos, sailed from England and landed at Port
Phillip. Unfortunately the passenger lists are available
only from after 1849, which means that it is not possible
to traee the name of the ship they arrived on. After land-
ing they went to Portland Bay township and opened the
“Liondon Mart”, the first draper shop in that distriet. A
few years later these pioneer drapers moved to the larger
town of Geelong and began a number of drapery and
clothing businesses. Until 1854 their main store stood on
Market Square at the south side of Malop Street.

It scems reasonable to suppose that Godfrey became
a substantial and respected citizen. Reecords show that in
August, 1849, he was appointed as a trustee of land grant-
ed for use as a burial ground for the Jewish community.
He subsequently became the Warden in 1854 of the first
synagogue to he built in CGeelong. Four years previously
he had married Mirviam Levy at the first marriage ceremony
at which a qualified person officiated. This was Asher
Hyem Hart, an honorary reader of the Hebrew Congrega-
tion in Methourne. The Alexanders then set up a home in
Moorabool Sireet which is now in the heart of the Geelong
business centre.
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The year of the Alexander marviage colneided with
some events that changed both the political and economic
seene in their new homeland. First, the Port Phillip dis-
triet separated from New South Wales and beeame the
new Colony of Vietoria. Next, the biggest gold rush known
in history started close enough to Geelong to have a eon-
siderable effect on its economy and every day life. This
would have contributed encrmously to the prosperity of
anyone in business, especially a Dbusiness that supplied
goods to the diggers who had money and few places to
spend it.

The Alexander family remained in Geelong for the
busiest part of the gold rush era but the loeal directory,
compiled in 1858 shows that they had moved.

On 4th January, 1862, the following classified adver-
tisement appeared in the Sydney Horning Herald:

“Corns extracted without the slightest pain; defeetive nails

and all impurities of the feet thoroughly cured by Mr Alexander,

chiropodist, 324 George Street, Sydney.”

The Sands Divectory for 1863 lists the occupation of
chivepodist for the first time; the first and only name to
appear was (1. Alexander of 324 George Street, Syduey.
However, the dirvectory of loeal residents had shown that
the Alexanders had heen living at 400 Pitt Street, pos-
sibly arriving during the year before the directory was
compiled.

It could be interesting to speeulaie why a respected
an apparently prospercous business man should move a
great distance and begin a new carveer at a little known
occupation in a strange city. Many pessibilities have been
considered and investigated. A thorough seaveh of the
Crown Law and Insolvency files show heyond all doubt
that Alexander had not been in any kind of trouble with
the law; nor had he been involved in a eivil or insolvency
aetion,

Why, after many years of apparent suecess in the
drapery and eclothing trades, did he take up chiropody,
something not even remotely connected with his past
experience. Be that as it may, it is Just possible that there
may he a perfectly simple explanation. Perhaps his busi-
ness suceess had placed him in a position, finanecially, to
satisfy a personal whim. Before the days of formal train-
ing for the chiropody profession it was quite common for
newcomers to have no better reason or gualification for
entering it. Qrganized training did not come to Australia
for another seventy vears. Until then the only praetieal
experience that was available was gained by working as an
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assistant to a practitioner. The only theory a beginner
could obtain was from a very limited number of books.
Only about three written in fnglish would have been on
sale at the time Alexander was starting to take an interest
in ehivopody. Durlacher’s very good book “Treatise on
Corns and Bunions” was first published in 1845, ran to
many editions and reprints and eould have heen purchased
guite easily in Melbourne or Sydney. Most of the surviv-
ing copies are to be found in American and English ehiro-

George Strect, looking north, at the time Alerander ecommenced his
practice. No. 324 was on the right toward the top of the picture.
The site is now @ large Weolworth store.

pody schools. There was one little book that was hoth cheap
and plentiful. That was a poeket-sized volume ealled “The
Art of Preserving the Feet”, written by an anonymous
author ecalling himself “An Experienced Chiropodist”.
First published in 1818 it ran to many editions and a copy
of the fourth edition may be seen at the Mitchell Library
m Sydney.

‘Where and how Alexander gained some knowledge of
his newly chosen voeation can only he gunessed at. But it
is to his credil that he stayed with it for forty years and
apparently prospered. The rooms at 324 George Street
were not used for chiropody purposes for long. Less than
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a vear after Alexander’s advertisement appeared in the
Sydney Morning Herald he moved io premises at 96
Bathurst Street. He was to move his place of work seven
more times hefore his death. When the Alexander family
fivst arrived in Svdney they occupied a home at 400 Pitt
Street, then a residential arvea. At this time there would
have been six ehildven under the age of ten. They stayed
at this address for the next fifteen yeavs, when in 1885
they moved out to 625 Crown Street.

For his first fwenty vears as a chiropodist, Godfrey
Alexander appeaved to have no opposition to contend with.
Some time during 1884 a John Dunlop appeared on the

A modest, almost ethical advertisement hat was inserted in the
Sydney Morning Hevald on Jawwary 4th, 1862.

scente and began practice at 19 IHunter Street. From now
on it appeared as though Alexander was trying to get
premises as elose to his old competitor as possible. From
410 George Street where he has moved to the year of Dun-
lops arrival, he moved through three lots of vooms in
Pitt Street getting closer to Hunter Street. By 1894, an
ageing man by now, he succeeded in getting a room in
Humnter Street at No. 11.

However, his old competitor stayed only another wear
or so i Hunter Street, for by 1895 he had retived and
moved. Alexander’s last move was fo No. 15 in 1898, only
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two doors from Dunlop’s rooms. He was now seventy-eight
years old and living at the Hsplanade Bast in Manly. Barly
in 1900 he moved in with his youngest son, Abraham, at
22 Great Buckingham Street, Redfern. The Chiropody
practice of forty years’ standing was appavently allowed
to lapse as none of the five Alexander sons followed their
father’s profession.

He died on 9th September, 1900, from the effects of
old age. His ten children survived him, but his wife,
Miriam, had pre-deceased him in 1880.

On 11th September, 1900, the Sydney Morning Herald
reported in the deaths eolumn:

“Oth September, 1900, at his residence at 22 Grea$ Buckingham
Street, Mr. Godfrey Alexander, in his 81st year, dearly beloved
father of Mr. and Mrs. Louis Alexander of Enmore.”

5y

A typicel advertisement by a chiropodist of the same period.

When he died, Godfrey Alexander showed many signs
of prosperity. It is quite feasible that he had other business
interests besides chiropody. The fees eharged by chiropo-
dists during the latter half of the 19th century were usually
one shilling for each foot and stayed at this level for many
years.

During the early years he was in praetice, he could
have experienced hardship as a result of ignorance and
prejudice. Very few of Syduey’s ecitizens of that period
would have had any knowledge of a chivopodist’s duties.
Even the so ealled respeetable members of mid-Vietorian
society would have heen reluctani to even admit to go to
a non-medical man for any kind of treatment. On the
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other hand he could have gained something by not having
competition for his first twenty years in Sydney.

Whatever his degree of sueeess, he suceeeded in bring-
ing up a family of ten children and was able for most of
his time, to live in prosperous, middle elass loealities.

Alexander was unknown to loeal historians until 1965
when the writer was asked to write a history of chiropody
in Australia. He seems to emerge as a modest, humani-
tarian man; the wording of his advertisements seems to
suggest that, but, like so many unknown pioneers he eon-
tributed something in a small way, perhaps, to the comfort
and well-being of life in Australia.
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BOOK REVIEWS

“SBACK TO COOMA CELEBRATIONS” by Pelix I\
Mitehell, Cooma, 1926, reprinted 1967 through the
co-operation of the Cooma Municipal Council, Monaro
Shire Council, Snowy River Shire Couneil.

It stands to the credit of the above-named authorities
to have reprinted this small booklet whieh traces one hun-
dred years of the Cooma Distriet history.

This supplements what is of concern to Aunstralian
Jewish History, the not very aceurate paper by Dre. M. AL
Schalit, “A glimpse into early Jewish history in Monaro”,
published in Volume 11, Part 4 of this Journal, and M.
Irrol Lea-Scavlett’s bhook, “Queanbevan, Distriet and
People”, reviewed in Volume V1, Part 6 of this Journal.

The booklet is espeeially valuable, because it not only
relates probably accurate biographies of the carly settlers,
some of whom were Jews, but supplies us with their photo-
graphs also.

We are, thevefore, able 1o reproduce the pietures of
two of the most prominent Jewish resicdents of Cooma.
Charles Solemon and 1. A, Shannon.




