Our Tribute to Dr. W. Brad Walker

Dr. Brad moved from New Haven, where he graduated from Yale medical School
and became the head doctor at Rumsey Hall School in Cornwall.

Our family’s first encounter with Dr. Walker was when Edith And Avery Vaill of
Goshen, CT became one of his first patients. “Doc”, as he was so fondly called,
resided with his wife, Katherine and 3 sons, Brad, Edward, and Thomas, on Pine
Street in Cornwall. Thomas also became a doctor and was our family surgeon.

He drove his Nash Coupe all over Goshen, Cornwall, and Torrington making
house calls and visiting patients. Since the roads were mostly dirt or gravel back
in the early 1900’s, when the weather was inclement, Avery Vaili told his
grandson, Derwin Vaill, that Doc’s car would get stuck and have to get pulled out
by a horse or team of horses so that he could complete his round of patients.
Doc had a reputation of “driving like a maniac”. He hit many deer and wrecked
more than a few vehicles. | remember him telling me that a patient bought him a
car once. A typical day would be spending time at Charlotte Hungerford Hospital
in Torrington after spending a long day taking care of house calls and office visits
at 9 Mason Street with his attendant, Sophie Shuhi and “Bert” Grobel, R.N.,
where he resided on the second floor before moving to the first floor in his later
years in practice.

My husband Derwin, had a particular memory of “doc” as a young child. He was
bit on the chin by a neighbor’s dog, and since he needed stitches, he was
brought to Doc’s Pine Street office. His son, Tom, who was usually around his
father, gave Derwin a metal toy wind-up dog that did back flips to keep him
occupied while Doc sewed up his chin. Derwin still has the toy dog. Tom, who,
because of his affliction with diabetes, could not endure the long hours of a
general practitioner, went on to become a fine surgeon in his own right. We
became very friendly with Tom and his wife Midge after they retired to Sanibel
Island, Florida.

Doc would be known as the epitome of a “country doctor”. He delivered all 7 of
my children. He would walk into the delivery room with a lit cigarette hanging out
of his mouth and would have to be told to throw it away. But, when | was in
labor, | couldn’t have asked for a gentler or more compassionate person. He
would talk to me and rub my back; anything to help me get through the delivery.
One can only imagine how many times the man just got home after a long day
longing for sleep and the hospital calls or a patient had an emergency. Doc
always came through for me no matter when | called. As was typical of most
“country doctors”, Doc had a big cabinet in his office with remedies for everything
that ailed you. When | would bring in the children when they were sick, he would
examine them, slide a few pills into an envelope with instructions written by
Sophie on when to take them and charge us 2 or 3 dollars. Because he knew we
were struggling financially at the time, sometimes Doc wouldn’t charge me at alll



or he would include the medicine for nothing. He even made his own cough
syrup and tonics. | kept some of the old apothecary bottles that Doc gave me
and passed them on to my children. My surgeon, Dr. William McGeehin, who
had heard of Dr. Walker, but had never had the occasion to meet or know him,
was very appreciative when | gave him Doc’s old eye wash cup.

Doc was the true meaning of “general practitioner”. He was a family physician,
surgeon (tonsils, appendix, etc.), and also had an X-Ray machine and
Fluoroscope long before there were technicians to do those things. He really
cared for his patients as much as his patients cared for him. Sometimes on
Saturday, | would bake him an apple pie and take it to his office. If he was in the
area, he would stop in for coffee, pie, and some conversation.

Probably the only bad habit that Doc Walker had was his penchant for smoking
cigarettes. He got me “hooked” on Kool cigarettes — a habit that | have,
fortunately, given up. Nowadays, can you imagine a person coming in to have
his arm stitched and having the doctor sitting across from you with a cigarette
ash hanging from his cigarette and blowing it off as he’s stitching you up? That
happened to my husband Derwin. However, this one negative quality certainly
did not detract in any way from the number of wonderful qualities about Doc
Walker.

The saddest day was when Doc died in 1977. The memorial service was held on
an icy and snowy day. My father-in-law, mother-in-law, and | were invited by
Katherine, Doc's wife , to the house for coffee and lunch. Because the weather
was so bad, Doc’s son Tom asked us to stay over, but “Gramps”, what |
affectionately called my father-in-law, got us back to Torrington safe and sound.
We have visited Doc’s and Katherine’s grave stones at Cornwall Cemetery many
times. We felt as if it was only a fitting tribute to a man that was such a wonderful
doctor and friend to all the Vaill family. Doc Walker, thank you for being that
person.
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