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This is Andrew’s first novel. He was 
a GP in Tewkesbury for twenty five 
years. He was a clinical tutor in Chel-
tenham and also the chairman of the 
Severn Faculty. This book follows in 
the wake of other local books about 
general practice in the Severn patch 
‘A Fortunate Man’ by John Berger 
(1967) set in the Forest of Dean and 
‘Diary of a Medical Nobody’ by Ken-
neth Lane (1982) set in the Somerset 
coalfield. Like them it is a ‘good read’ 
and I highly recommend it to you. 
This is a reflective book that works on 
several levels. The historical and ar-
tistic thread of Van Gogh’s last days is 
woven with the life of a small French 
village and its doctor Paul Gachet, 
in the nineteenth century, with a de-
scriptive sensitivity that makes you 
feel you’re there. The sense of place 
is acutely observed and described, 
with a slow pace that has time for the 
detail that makes the environment 
rich, as a backdrop for the short time 
frame over which the events occur. 
The psychological journeys of Van 
Gogh and his country doctor are em-
pathetically told. Van Gogh’s severe 
and deteriorating bipolar disorder and 
the ability it gave him to intuit deeper 
levels of the psyches of his contacts, 
illustrates one of the book’s themes 
of the wounded healer.  This is wo-
ven into the parallel narrative   of  a 
general  practitioner   suffering a 
developing and disabling depression 
in the twenty first century, for whom 
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the outcome is different - because of 
love. Symbolism sensitively links the 
two narratives, and the story is woven 
with poetic imagery. The character 
development is a result of acute, com-
passionate and - at times - humorous 
observation - the village folk and the 
events of their lives - the story told 
with an economy of words, used for 
maximum effect. Pictures of people 
we feel we know are painted with an 
astute and deceptive simplicity, both 
in the French village and the general 
practitioner’s practice. The story is a 
teaching tale - empathetic description 
of mental illness from the inside, a 
thread of the difference made to life 
by love, of the place of the wounded 
healer and the transformative effect 
of ‘I-Thou’, subject-subject relation-
ships as a healing process; the impor-
tance, in the work of the healer, of that 
which cannot be measured. I was left 
reflecting on the teaching elements of 
the story long after the book was fin-
ished - the interweaving of characters 
and events, linking across time, was 
unforgettable. 

Paul Main
This review has previously appeared in 
Education for Primary Care in May 2012
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