




cover[image: Cover]















[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2018 Harlow Giles Unger


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Da Capo Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


dacapopress.com


@DaCapoPress, @DaCapoPR


First Da Capo Press edition 2018


Published by Da Capo Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Da Capo Press name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376 6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Unger, Harlow G., 1931–


Title: Dr. Benjamin Rush : the founding father who healed a wounded nation / Harlow Giles Unger.


Other titles: Founding father who healed a wounded nation


Description: First Da Capo press edition. | New York, NY: Da Capo Press, [2018] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2018012566 (print) | LCCN 2018012680 (ebook) | ISBN 9780306824333 (e-book) | ISBN 9780306824326 (hardcover)


Subjects: LCSH: Rush, Benjamin, 1746-1813. | Statesmen—United States—Biography. | United States. Declaration of Independence—Signers—Biography. | Revolutionaries—United States—Biography. | Physicians—Pennsylvania—Philadelphia—Biography. | College teachers—Pennsylvania—Philadelphia—Biography. | University of Pennsylvania—Faculty—Biography. | United States—Politics and government—1775–1783. | Social reformers—United States—Biography. | Philadelphia (Pa.)—Biography.


Classification: LCC E302.6.R85 (ebook) | LCC E302.6.R85 U55 2018 (print) |


DDC 973.3092 [B]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018012566


ISBNs: 978-0-306-82432-6 (hardcover), 978-0-306-82433-3 (ebook)


E3-20180730-JV-NF


















[image: image]

Frontispiece: Portrait of Benjamin Rush, M.D., by Charles Willson Peale, 1783. (WINTERTHUR MUSEUM)
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CHRONOLOGY



January 4, 1746 Benjamin Rush born in Byberry Township, on Delaware River near Philadelphia.


1754–1759 Attends uncle’s academy; prepares for College of New Jersey at Princeton.


1759–1760 Attends Princeton; graduates with B.A.


1761–1766 Medical apprentice to Dr. John Redman, Philadelphia.


1766–1768 Attends University of Edinburgh (Scotland) Medical School; graduates with M.D.; advance medical studies in London; befriended by Benjamin Franklin, other London luminaries; visits Paris.


1769 Begins practicing medicine in Philadelphia; named Professor of Chemistry, College of Philadelphia.


1770 Publishes first American chemistry text.


1772 Founds American temperance movement; publishes works on dangers of drink, tobacco.


1773 Joins abolition movement.


1774 Joins American Philosophical Society; publishes landmark work on native Americans; hosts Continental Congress leaders; helps Thomas Paine write Common Sense.


1776 Marries Julia Stockton; elected to Continental Congress; signs Declaration of Independence.


1777 Goes to war; appointed Surgeon General, Middle Department; serves in field and military hospitals.


1778 Resigns over mistreatment of wounded troops; publishes historic proposals for saving soldiers’ lives.


1780 Testifies in court martial of director of military hospitals; resumes practicing medicine.


1783 Joins staff of Pennsylvania Hospital; founds Dickinson College.


1786 Helps found Philadelphia Dispensary, the first free clinic in America for the poor.


1787 Joins College of Physicians of Philadelphia; helps found Franklin College in Lancaster; elected to Pennsylvania Constitution-ratification convention; emerges as leading American humanitarian: calls for free public schools and universal education, women’s rights, penal reform, an end to capital punishment, humane care for the mentally ill, other social reforms.


1789 Named professor of medicine at College of Philadelphia; publishes first volume of epic four-volume Medical Inquiries and Observations. (See Appendix A, here).


1791 Helps found Philadelphia’s first church for African Americans.


1792 Appointed professor of medicine at University of Pennsylvania Medical School.


1793 Calamitous yellow fever epidemic; government flees Philadelphia; thousands die; heroic Rush efforts; critics assail Rush treatment techniques.


1794 Publishes account of 1793 epidemic; new epidemic strikes; press attacks intensify.


1795 Chairs national convention of abolition societies.


1796 Named chairman, Theory and Practice of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania Medical School; completes and publishes landmark four-volume Medical Inquiries and Observations.


1797 President John Adams appoints Rush treasurer of the US Mint; new yellow fever epidemic; Rush buys farm to escape city; sues press critic.


1800 Rush wins precedent-setting libel suit; editor Cobbett flees to England.


1803 Elected president of abolition society.


1805 Resumes friendship, correspondence with John Adams.


1807 Introduces veterinary medicine to the United States; helps found American Bible Society.


1811 Effects reconciliation between former presidents Adams and Jefferson; they begin historic correspondence.


1812 Publishes first American psychiatry text, Medical Inquiries and Observations upon the Diseases of the Mind.


April 19, 1813 Dies in Philadelphia; buried in Christ Church Burial Ground, near Benjamin Franklin.


Children of Benjamin (1746–1813) and Julia Rush (1759–1848)


John Rush (1777–1837)


Anne Emily Rush (1779–1850)


Richard Rush (1780–1859)


Susanna Rush (1782–d. at 4½ months)


Elizabeth Graeme Rush (1783–d. at 4½ months)


Mary Rush (1784–1849)


James Rush (1786–1869)


William Rush (1787–d. at two months)


Benjamin Rush (1789–d. at two weeks)


Benjamin Rush (1791–1824)


Julia Rush (1792–1860)


Samuel Rush (1795–1859)


William Rush (1801–1864)


Note: Without knowingly altering the intent of the original writers, the author has modernized spellings, punctuation, grammar, and syntax in some eighteenth- and nineteenth-century letters, manuscripts, and publications cited in this book. Readers may find the original language, spellings, and punctuation in the works cited in the notes. Unless otherwise noted, illustrations were obtained from the Library of Congress or sources in the public domain.















Prologue



BENJAMIN RUSH, M.D., was the Founding Father of an America that other Founding Fathers forgot—an America of women, slaves, indentured workers, laborers, prisoners, the poor, the indigent sick, and mentally ill. Ninety percent of the population in the United States lived in that other America—without money, uneducated, often illiterate, barred from voting, without rights to life, liberty, or the pursuit of happiness, either before or after American independence from Britain.


Alone among fifty-six signers of the Declaration of Independence, Rush heard the cries from that other America, renewed his pledge to sacrifice his life, fortune, and sacred honor, and set out to heal the nation’s wounds and eliminate injustice.


Aroused by Patrick Henry’s call to war, Rush recruited troops, lobbied Congress to fund the war, and wrote fiery pamphlets that raged against British oppression and won him election to the Continental Congress of 1776. The only “M.D.” to sign the Declaration of Independence, Rush rode off to war, charging onto the field of battle at Trenton—not to kill, but to heal. Later, he barely escaped capture at the Battle of Brandywine as he treated the wounded in the face of gunfire from advancing British troops. After watching troops die unattended, he set off a bitter conflict with General Washington and Congress by demanding up-to-date medical care and field hospitals and spurring establishment of the Army Medical Corps.


Although he lacked the wealth and property of other Founding Fathers, Rush emerged from war as the nation’s first great humanitarian—a champion of abolition, equal rights for women, universal public education, universal health care, and public sanitation. He fought to ban child labor and badgered the Pennsylvania state legislature to build free public schools and hospitals, end the slave trade, reform state prisons, and end cruel punishment of prisoners, including forced labor and capital punishment for noncapital crimes.


Fighting cruelty and injustice wherever he found it, he demanded that hospitals and state authorities treat mental illness as a disease instead of imprisoning “the maniacal” as devil’s disciples or perpetrators of willful misbehavior. A pioneer in treatment of the mentally ill, he developed an early form of psychotherapy, occupational therapy, and medical treatment for mental illness a century before Freud, earning the American Psychiatric Association designation as “Father of American Psychiatry.”


And when the worst yellow fever epidemic in American history swept through Philadelphia in 1793, he worked heroically, day and night for months, risking his life to treat as many as one hundred fifty patients a day—sustained on the one hand by his passion for healing the sick and, on the other, by the love of his beautiful, devoted wife, Julia.


Named professor of medicine at the University of Pennsylvania Medical School, Rush changed the world of science and medicine in America, teaching and training more than 3,000 students and publishing hundreds of papers and books. Many of his works formed the foundation of American medical education, medical practice, and medical ethics for more than a century after his death.


Rush admittedly meddled in “everything under the sun” and constantly alienated entrenched interests across the nation. He advocated temperance, opposed tobacco use, scolded newspaper editors for biased reporting, and criticized fellow physicians for carelessness, incompetence, and greed.


“A better man than Rush could not have left us,” Thomas Jefferson grieved in a letter to John Adams after learning that their mutual friend Rush had died. Jefferson told Adams he knew no one among the Founding Fathers “more benevolent, more learned, of finer genius, or more honest.”1


John Adams agreed. Calling Rush his closest friend, Adams lamented, “As a man of Science, Letters, Taste, Sense, Philosophy, Patriotism, Religion, Morality, Merit, Usefulness, taken all together, Rush has not left his equal in America, nor that I know in the world.”2















CHAPTER 1
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The Making of a Physician


FREEDOM’S FIRES HAD lit the souls of his ancestors for five generations, beginning with Captain John Rush, Oxfordshire’s legendary “Old Trooper,” who led a troop of horse in Oliver Cromwell’s army against King Charles I.


“He was once ordered out with command of a reconnoitering party,” Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush recounted the family history to his children. “Soon afterward his mare came into camp without him.


“‘Poor Rush is no more,’ Cromwell sighed. ‘He has not left a better officer in my army.’ But then the Old Trooper came in covered with mud and was received with joy. His mare had fallen into a ditch and thrown him off. The enemy thought him dead and pursued his mare… [while] he rose from the dead and returned to camp.”


After exposure of a Protestant plot to kill Charles III, John Rush, his wife, six sons, and a daughter climbed aboard a boat crowded with fellow Quakers fleeing the king’s wrath and followed William Penn to America in 1683, settling by the Delaware River near Philadelphia.


“I know nothing of his family in the part of England from which he came,” Benjamin Rush continued his tale to his children, who sat at his feet enraptured by their father’s warm, rich voice. “It is sufficient gratification to me to know that he fought for liberty and migrated to a remote wilderness in the evening of his life to enjoy the privilege of worshiping God according to the dictates of his own conscience.”1


Although one of the Old Trooper’s relations in England had begged him to leave at least one grandchild behind before leaving, he refused. “‘No! No! I won’t,’” the Old Trooper responded, according to Rush. “‘I won’t leave even a hoof of my family behind me.’ He had been persecuted for his religious principles and left his native country in a fit of indignation at its then intolerant government.… He and his whole family were Quakers.…


“I am the eldest son of the fifth generation descended from him,” Rush smiled at the sixth generation seated on the floor before him.2


Benjamin Rush greeted life on January 4, 1746, in a comfortable stone house on his Quaker father’s prosperous, ninety-acre farm in Byberry, Pennsylvania, twelve miles from Philadelphia on the Delaware River. “Before the house flowed a small, but deep creek abounding in pan-fish,” Rush recalled. “Behind the house… an orchard planted by my father… bore fruit. My family were pious people,” he said, “chiefly Quakers and Baptists whose conversations centered on wolves and bears and snakes in the first settlement of the farm… [later] cows and calves and colts and lambs… [then] reapers and mowers and threshers… and at all times, prayers.”3


Benjamin Rush was only five when his father died. Four years later, when he turned nine, his mother, Susanna, also of English ancestry, sent Benjamin and his younger brother Jacob to West Nottingham Academy, an academically demanding preparatory school for the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University). Founded and run by Susanna’s brother-in-law, the renowned Presbyterian minister Samuel Finley, Nottingham Academy offered what was then a traditional classroom curriculum—writing, mathematics, geometry, algebra, astronomy, physics, history, logic, rhetoric, Latin, Greek, English, French, and German. In addition, Finley prepared his boys for frontier life with instruction in “hunting and gunning.” Although Rush disapproved of both as “a risk to morals and health,”4 he embraced the rest of Finley’s curriculum, as well as the man himself.


“Few men,” Rush said of Finley, “have ever possessed or displayed greater talents as a minister of the Gospel and scholar… as a teacher of an academy and as a master of a family. His government over his boys was strict but never severe nor arbitrary.… The instrument with which he corrected was a small switch… he struck the palm of the hand… never more than three times.… He took pains to promote good manners among his scholars.… Many of my schoolmates filled important stations and discharged the duties of useful professors with honor to themselves and benefit to their country.”5
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Benjamin Rush’s birthplace on a farm along the Delaware River near Philadelphia. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)








In 1759, Rush turned fifteen and enrolled at Finley’s alma mater, the College of New Jersey at Princeton. Although he was admittedly “idle, playful, and mischievous” at times, he discovered “some talents for poetry, composition, and public speaking… [and] a love of knowledge.”6


Rush earned his bachelor of arts after two years, and his degree earned him an apprenticeship in medicine under Princeton alumnus Dr. John Redman, Philadelphia’s leading physician. “In addition to preparing and compounding medicines,* visiting the sick and performing many little offices of a nurse to them,” Rush explained, “I took charge of his [Redman’s] books and accounts.… I read all the books in medicine that were put into my hands by my master or that I could borrow.… I kept a commonplace book [journal] in which I recorded everything that I thought curious or valuable.… I studied Dr. [Herman] Boerhaave’s† lectures upon physiology and pathology with the closest attention.”7
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Nassau Hall, the central structure of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton) as it looked in 1760, when Benjamin Rush earned his B.A. To the right is the college president’s house, which British troops burned to the ground with Nassau Hall during the Revolutionary War. (PRINCETON UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES)








Rush passionately embraced the British school of medical thought of Dr. Thomas Sydenham and the Dutch school of Boerhaave. The thinking of both was eminently logical; both believed they had solved the mysteries of disease and sickness. Sydenham said that all diseases were simply “fevers”—in effect, they were all one and the same—transmitted by airborne pollutants, or “miasma,” which invaded the body through the respiratory system and worked its way into the bloodstream. Normally, the vascular system automatically responded by trying to expel infected matter through the stool, sweat, or sputum, but if the disease remained in the blood, a doctor needed to extract it by cutting into a vein with a lancet.


Boerhaave broadened the scope of Sydenham’s thinking, systematizing clinical observation and expanding bloodletting and purging into what he called “depletion therapy”—adding emetics and purgatives to supplement bloodletting as a means of reducing inflammation caused by disease. In an era more than a century before cellular microscopy, Rush found the logic self-evident. Embracing Sydenham’s work with passion, Rush spent all but two weeks of the next five years learning and practicing his new craft.


In the midst of Rush’s apprenticeship, Philadelphia’s Dr. William Shippen, Jr., announced plans to teach the first anatomy course in America—to medical students, of course, but also to entertain “any gentlemen who may have the curiosity to understand the anatomy of the Human Frame.”8 To demonstrate human anatomy in his course, Shippen paid professional grave robbers to steal cadavers from graves of slaves or paupers. Like Redman, Shippen boasted impeccable credentials, having graduated from both the College of New Jersey at Princeton and Scotland’s University of Edinburgh Medical School. Rush joined ten other medical students who enrolled in Shippen’s course—only to have an angry mob block the alleyway and smash the windows of Shippen’s lab to protest his mutilation and desecration of human cadavers. Whenever the mobs appeared, Shippen and his students fled and hid, but he continued buying bodies and teaching his lucrative course for much of his life.


In 1765, the penultimate year of Rush’s apprenticeship, Britain’s Parliament outraged him and many other American colonists by passing the first direct tax ever imposed in America—a stamp tax to help pay costs of military protection against continuing Indian attacks along the frontiers. In effect for decades in England, the stamp tax required consumers, producers, or merchants to purchase one or more revenue stamps to affix on each of fifty-five articles, including legal documents, periodicals and such student essentials as textbooks, diplomas, and college degrees. Parliament’s tax on usually penniless students incensed Rush, who raged at having to buy a £5 stamp from the government to get a degree he had earned and paid for during years of hard work. With other students, Rush leaped into the “public commotions” against the tax and embraced the growing political movement for American sovereignty.


“An effigy of our stamp officer has been… affixed to a gallows,” Rush effused to a friend. “Our merchants have… entered into an association to import no more goods from London… which in my opinion promises more for us than anything hitherto attempted.”9 The Stamp Act not only frayed Rush’s political loyalty to England, it inspired a newfound allegiance to individual liberty.


As Rush was completing his apprenticeship, Dr. Redman urged him to complement his bachelor of medicine degree with a doctorate—preferably at the University of Edinburgh medical school, then considered the finest in the English-speaking world. Rush agreed and, in September 1766, he put American political troubles behind him and set sail for England to begin two years of study in Edinburgh. He arrived on October 22, took a coach to Edinburgh, and following the custom of Pennsylvania travelers to Britain, he wrote to Benjamin Franklin, Pennsylvania’s agent in London, in case he needed official help during his stay.


“As I have the happiness of being born in the province where you have resided many years,” the twenty-year-old wrote to Franklin, “I was anxious to come under your patronage, as I well know your great love and partiality to the Province of Pennsylvania would readily induce you to favor any one of its natives even though unknown to you.”10 Franklin, who enjoyed befriending visiting Americans, sent Rush a gracious reply, wrote letters of introduction to prominent friends in the arts and sciences, and, because of his interest in science, began what would become a lifelong correspondence and friendship with young Rush.
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Eighteenth-century Edinburgh, dominated by its castle, when Rush attended University of Edinburgh medical school.








After Rush found lodgings in Edinburgh, he toured a city that was unlike any he had ever seen or imagined.


“Edinburgh is built upon a third less ground than Philadelphia,” he wrote to a friend in America, “but contains double the number of inhabitants… eighty thousand souls.




The reason they occupy so much less room is owing to the height of their houses, in each of which seven or eight families reside. This way of living subjects the inhabitants to many inconveniences, for as they have no yards, they have no necessary houses [outhouses], and all their filth of every kind is thrown out of their windows… in the night generally. Unhappy are they who are obliged to walk out after ten or eleven o’clock at night.… This is called being naturalized.11





The University of Edinburgh had been founded in 1583 and the medical school a century later under a charter from King Charles II. Famed for its anatomy courses, the university suffered chronic shortages of cadavers, forcing students to compete with professional grave-robbers at night—extracting the dead from their graves and calling it “resurrection.”
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Unfortunate passerby being “naturalized” in Edinburgh, when Benjamin Rush attended medical school








In addition to anatomy, Rush studied chemistry, natural philosophy (physics), medicine, and “the practice of the infirmary.” In summer he studied higher mathematics and restudied Latin, which was the language of medical textbooks then. Repelled by the drunken orgies that marked Edinburgh night life, he used his evenings to “make myself master of the French language and acquire so much knowledge of the Italian and Spanish languages as to be able to read them.”12 During his second year, he took advanced courses of first-year subjects and, on June 19, 1768, received his M.D., following a battery of examinations and publicly defending his thesis on “the digestion of food in the stomach”—a startlingly original study of his own vomitus.*13


Rush then joined the Royal Medical Society, where recent graduates met with professors at informal weekly gatherings to discuss medical matters and cement social and professional ties. In addition, Benjamin Franklin’s friends invited Rush to salons and dinners where the newly minted physician’s modest ways and pleasing personality won the embrace of Britain’s intelligentsia.


“I had the pleasure of being domesticated in [visiting overnight] several very amiable private families in Edinburgh,” Rush recalled. “Some of them were persons of rank, but they were all distinguished more or less for learning, taste, or piety.”14


Some, such as Scottish historian/philosopher David Hume, Rush said, “distinguished themselves” with a quick wit and biting tongue. Indeed, Rush was dining with Hume when another guest asked Hume to recall a fact from his renowned six-volume History of England.* Hume seemed puzzled, and his questioner persisted argumentatively, “But you mentioned it in your history!”


“That may be,” Hume snapped back, “but there are many things which I have forgotten—including you.”15


Rush met three other people in Edinburgh who made deep impressions. John Bostock, a Scottish medical student, claimed a forebear who, like Rush’s own ancestor, had commanded a company in Cromwell’s army.


“He declared himself an advocate for the republican principles for which our ancestors had fought,” Rush recalled. “Never before had I heard the authority of kings called in question. I had been taught to consider them nearly as essential to political order as the sun is to the order of the Solar System. For the first moment in my life, I renounced… the absurdity of hereditary power.”


After meeting Bostock, Rush concluded that “no form of government can be rational but that which is derived from the suffrages of the people who are the subjects of it.”16


Bostock gave Rush one of Cromwell’s swords and a leaf from Cromwell’s family Bible with a record of his marriage and the names and birth dates of his children “by his own hand.”17


Another meaningful encounter Rush experienced in Edinburgh was with Richard Stockton, an American lawyer from Princeton, New Jersey, and, like Rush, a graduate of both Samuel Finley’s Academy and the college at Princeton. By then a Princeton trustee, Stockton had come to invite Scotland’s renowned Presbyterian divine, Dr. John Witherspoon, to assume the college presidency. To Stockton’s deep disappointment, Witherspoon refused, citing his wife’s fear of ocean travel and distress at prospects of separating from friends and relations. With Stockton’s reluctant approval, Rush went to Witherspoon’s home in Paisley to plead with the divine.


“All America waits… for your answer,” Rush petitioned the Scottish priest. “Must poor Nassau Hall indeed be ruined?… Must that school of the prophets, that nursery of learning become a party to faction, bigotry, and party spirit?”


Predicting the college’s demise if Witherspoon did not assume its leadership. Rush tried flattering the clergyman, citing the widespread popularity of his sermons. “Recollect the pain you will give the friends of the college and the lovers of religion in America.… I tremble to think of the consequences of your refusal. Will you suffer your sun to set so soon?”


Rush turned to Mrs. Witherspoon and displayed what would develop into a gift for calming frantic patients by charming her with the tale of his own, joy-filled sea voyage from America. In fact, he had been seasick most of the way, but he now “obviated such of the objections as she had formerly made to crossing the ocean” and the great priest embarked for America with his family soon afterward.18


Although he could not know it at the time, coaxing Witherspoon to assume Princeton’s presidency would prove an enormous contribution to the college and to his country’s future. Beginning in 1768, Witherspoon transformed the College of New Jersey from a small religious school into one of America’s leading universities, on a par with Harvard and Yale. As president of Princeton, the Scottish cleric would influence the shape of the early US government more than any other single educator in American history. A proponent of the Scottish “common sense” school of philosophy, Witherspoon would teach James Madison, the father of the Bill of Rights and future President; future vice president Aaron Burr, Jr.; ten of the nation’s first cabinet officers; seventy-seven of the first US senators and congressmen; twelve future state governors; and three future US Supreme Court justices. And in 1776, he would be one of only eight foreign-born signers of the Declaration of Independence.
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The great Scottish divine, Rev. John Witherspoon, whom Benjamin Rush convinced to sail to America and assume the presidency of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University). (PRINCETON UNIVERSITY ART MUSEUM)








In September 1768, Rush left Edinburgh for London where he attended “lectures and dissection” by a famed Scottish surgeon, “saw an immense variety of diseases and practices,” and attended informal medical discussions with London’s most prominent physicians, including Sir John Pringle, the court physician. With the new year, Rush put his studies aside and presented himself at Benjamin Franklin’s London home. It proved an exhilarating step for the Pennsylvania farm boy.






[image: image]

Benjamin Franklin as agent for Pennsylvania in London patronized visiting Americans such as Benjamin Rush. (WHITE HOUSE)








“The doctor [Franklin] had acquired knowledge, reputation, and powerful connections,” Rush explained. “It was my peculiar happiness to be domesticated in his family. He introduced me to a number of his literary friends. He once took me to Court with him and pointed out to me many of the most distinguished public characters of the nation. I never visited him without learning something.” One by one, the “public characters” he saw and met filled Rush with a range of intellectual and political ideas that would convert him into one of America’s most brilliant thinkers.




I spent many agreeable evenings with [American artist] Mr. [Benjamin] West*, who introduced me to… the most celebrated… artists in London and in particular to Sir Joshua Reynolds,† by whom I was soon invited to dine with Dr. [Samuel] Johnson, Dr. [Oliver] Goldsmith, and several other distinguished literary characters.





Rush found Johnson’s conversation “offensive” at times, filled with ecclesiastical and political bigotry. He belittled others for “asking questions… not always of the most interesting nature.” Rush grew incensed as Johnson turned on the aging Irish novelist/playwright/poet Oliver Goldsmith, whom Rush called “a man of gentle and unoffending manners.”19


“Dr. Goldsmith asked me several questions relative to the manners and customs of North American Indians,” Rush explained. “Dr. Johnson, who heard one of them suddenly interrupted him and said, ‘There is not an Indian in North America who would have asked such a foolish question.’


“‘I am sure,’ Dr. Goldsmith replied, ‘there is not a savage in North America that would have made so rude a remark to a gentleman.’”20


Rush said Johnson seemed to seek controversy. Rush later dined with Goldsmith, the author of the popular novel The Vicar of Wakefield and the equally popular play, She Stoops to Conquer. “He was entertaining,” Rush said of Goldsmith, “but he wanted the usual marks of great and original genius.”21 Goldsmith would die six years later.


Rush won over famed historian Catherine Macaulay, who invited him to her weekly evening coterie. “I met there some of the first literary and political characters in the British nation,” Rush recalled. “The subjects of conversation, which were literary and political, were discussed with elegance and good breeding.”22
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The celebrated historian Catherine Macaulay took a great liking to the brilliant young American medical student Benjamin Rush and corresponded with him for years after his return to America. (NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY)








Rush described Mrs. Macaulay as “sensible and eloquent, but visionary in some of her ideas of government [and]… among the brightest of… those illustrious souls who have employed their pens and sacrificed their lives in defense of liberty.”23 Taken by the young American’s passionate acceptance of women as intellectual equals of men, Macaulay confessed that she had been “a thoughtless girl till she was twenty” before reading a volume of history in her father’s house and developing a love of books and writing. After marrying a Scottish physician in 1760, she set to work on her epic eight-volume The History of England from the Accession of James I to the Revolution—a work that transformed her into “the Celebrated Mrs. Macaulay” by espousing the right of citizens to depose their monarch. A harsh critic of British government policies in America, she immediately won both the heart and mind of the young Dr. Rush.


When Rush told her the printer had made a number of grammatical errors in her masterwork, Macaulay smiled: “No, they are my errors and not the printer’s. I have constantly refused to have them corrected lest it be suspected that my history was not altogether my own.”24


Macaulay told Rush that England’s history represented the constant struggle of a people fighting to secure individual rights—much like the struggle of Americans at the time. A few days after visiting her, Rush wrote like a love-stricken adolescent to acknowledge that “the exalted opinion I had always entertained of your character and principles has been much increased by the interview I had with you.




The objects you have in view are the noblest that ever animated a human breast.… All the pleasures of riches, science, virtue, and even religion itself derive their value from liberty alone. No wonder… those illustrious souls who have employed their pens and sacrificed their lives in defense of liberty have met with such universal applause. Their reputations… shall… outlive the ruins of the world itself. You, Madam, will shine among the brightest… inasmuch as you are the only individual of your sex who has hitherto been distinguished in this noble cause.25





While in London, Rush also met Virginia’s Arthur Lee, who, like most of the sons of Virginia’s wealthiest landowners, had sailed to the English “motherland” for their education. As one of the younger of six Lee sons, he inherited none of the thousands of acres in Virginia that his father had accumulated, but he did receive a generous bequest of £1,000 (arguably equivalent to £1,800,000 today) to provide for his education and a comfortable start in life. After traveling to England and graduating from Eton, he decided to study medicine. Like Rush, he obtained his M.D. at Edinburgh, but grew bored and abandoned medical practice and was studying law at London’s Middle Temple when Rush arrived in London. Like four of his brothers, Lee rebelled at the British government’s efforts to tax the American colonies, and he soon became the eyes and ears in London’s political world for his older brother Richard Henry Lee and other American opponents of British efforts to restrict American liberties. Developing close ties to British republicans, Lee became an intimate of John Wilkes, a republican politician and journalist who had won election as the Member of Parliament from Middlesex—only to have the king veto his election and send him to King’s Bench Prison for insulting the king. Supporters flocked to London and rioted outside Wilkes’s prison, shouting “No liberty, no King,” only to have troops fire into the crowd, killing seven and wounding fifteen.


“Mr. Wilkes was the object of universal attention,” Rush remarked. “The nation was divided into his friends and his enemies, according as they espoused or opposed the measures of the government.” Wilkes’s wealthiest supporters saw to his transfer to luxurious quarters in the prison, and Arthur Lee invited Rush to a dinner Wilkes prepared for a few friends. “Mr. Wilkes abounded in anecdotes and sallies of wit,” Rush enthused. “He was perfectly well bred. Not an unchaste word or oath escaped his lips. I was the more surprised at this, as he had been represented a monster of immorality.”26






[image: image]

British radical journalist/politician John Wilkes invited the young Benjamin Rush, M.D., to dine in Wilkes’s prison cell. Rush called him “an enthusiast for American liberty.” (NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY)








Rush wrote his brother Jacob that Wilkes was “one of the most entertaining men in the world. He is an enthusiast for American liberty.”27


Rush visited the Houses of Parliament, sitting for a few seconds, like a mischievous schoolboy, on the throne in the House of Lords, then going to the House of Commons and thinking to himself, “This is the place where the infernal scheme for enslaving America was first broached.”28


Before leaving England, Rush met William Cromwell, Oliver Cromwell’s great grandson. Ten years old when Oliver Cromwell died, he was seventy when Rush met him. “He showed me his [great] grandfather’s commission appointing him Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. It began with the words, ‘To our Trusty and well beloved son.’” Cromwell showed Rush his forebear’s watch and letters and gave Rush wax impressions of two seals Cromwell carried on the watch.


After meeting with Cromwell, Rush watched King George III and his family at a chapel service, then attended a session of the House of Commons to hear speeches by the Irish political leaders Colonel Isaac Barre and Edmund Burke—both of them outspoken advocates of American autonomy. He spent a few evenings at the theater and saw performances by the heralded actor David Garrick before leaving for Paris on February 16, 1769. Franklin gave the young man letters of introduction and a letter of credit that Rush accepted reluctantly. “You may be exposed to unexpected expenses,” Franklin insisted.29


Rush did, in fact, run into unexpected expenses and had no choice but to draw on the letter of credit. Years later, he would repay the loan to Mrs. Franklin in America.


“Nothing worth relating occurred in my journey to Paris,” Rush reported in a blasé comment that reflected, perhaps, a growing nonchalance in the presence of celebrated figures.* “There appeared to me to be but one Frenchman in Paris. There was no variety in their manners. The same taste in dress pervaded all classes.… The same phraseology was heard in their language.” Curiosity, Rush said, drew him to Versailles to explore the palace and gardens, which he conceded were magnificent.
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The British House of Lords (above), where the young American commoner Benjamin Rush could not resist sitting on the throne, and the House of Commons (below). (PARLIAMENT OF THE UNITED KINGDOM)










I saw the king, Louis XV, pass through a large hall to… his chapel, where he went to mass. I stood within a few feet of him.… Let such as maintain divine right of kings come and behold this monarch, sitting with a common prostitute, picked up… from the streets of Paris*… and let them declare, if they can, that they believe him to be the Lord’s Anointed.… I heard Mr. Wilkes say on the day I dined with him… that he had once dined with twelve gentlemen in Paris, eleven of whom declared it their duty to surrender their wives to the king if desired.”30





Rush toured all the noted Paris churches and public buildings, which he described as “splendid.” At a concert one evening, he discovered formal European “court” music—what twenty-first-century music lovers call “classical.” Rush embraced the works of Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713), the Italian composer and violinist who had introduced a new virtuoso style on the violin in orchestral composition.


He visited the medical school, of course, and the world’s first school of veterinary medicine. He visited all the public hospitals, finding the Hôtel de la Charité “remarkably neat and clean,” but the huge, central Hôtel Dieu “crowded and offensive. I saw four persons in one bed.” In talking with physicians, he deemed them fifty years behind those in England and Scotland.


Treatment of the insane stunned the young American, witnessing for the first time half-starved, naked, and unkempt humans in heavily barred prison areas, chained to floors and walls, soiled by their own excreta, subject to whip-snaps at the whim of attendants.


The Foundling Hospital won his heart, however: “Eighteen or twenty children were admitted the night before I saw it,” he wrote in his journal.




The door of the hospital is always open, and a basket, made like a cradle, is placed near it into which the infant is placed. A bell is then rung to give notice to the keepers of the hospital.… It is supposed that one-eighth of all children born in Paris are brought up by means of this institution. The motto over the door is very appropriate: “Mon père et ma mère m’ont abandonné. Mais Le Seigneur a pris soin de moi.” [“My father and my mother have abandoned me, but the Lord hath taken care of me.”]31





Before leaving Paris, Rush used letters from Franklin to meet two men of consequence. The first was Jacques Barbeu-Dubourg, a physician friend of Franklin and translator of Franklin’s writings into French. Unbeknownst to Rush, he was also a secret intermediary for the French court in its dealings with Franklin and other independence-minded American leaders. The other contact of great consequence was the celebrated Denis Diderot, author of the monumental L’Encyclopédie. A great admirer of Benjamin Franklin, Diderot invited Rush to his astounding library, where he showed the young American a portrait of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Diderot introduced Rush to Rousseau’s Social Contract, or Principles of Political Rights,* a tract that had stunned the world in 1762—and now stunned Rush—with a revolutionary socio-political concept: L’homme est né libre, et partout il est dans les fers. [“Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains.”]32


Scoffing at the myth of divine right of kings, Rousseau pronounced men born in “a state of nature”—like other species. But unlike other species, man had joined others of his kind in forming governments to provide mutual protection. Government was therefore an instrument of people rather than the reverse, making slavery of any kind an abomination. Rousseau’s pronouncements represented heresies that would help spark the French Revolution decades later. For the moment, it set off a revolution in Benjamin Rush’s thinking, turning him into a dedicated humanitarian, an implacable foe of slavery and other injustices.


With his curiosity about France satisfied, Rush left Paris, crossed the Channel to Dover, and boarded the coach for London—only to have the driver stop by a wood midway, saying he had heard a voice calling for help.


“I ran to inquire the cause of it,” Rush related, “and discovered a poor woman lying upon a blanket upon the ground who told me she was in labor. I told her I was a physician and offered to relieve her.” With the help of a lady from the coach, “I delivered her of a fine boy. She was speechless… but in this state she took my hand and pressed it to her lips in the most affecting manner.” A few minutes later, her husband arrived with help, and Rush ordered his coachman to take them all back to the nearest village where “we left her in a comfortable house with as much money as was sufficient to support her for several days. I was informed two years afterwards… that she had called her little boy by my name.”33


Rush spent his last days in Britain with Franklin, whose “paternal friendship,” as Rush put it, “attached me to him during the remainder of his life”—and further inspired Rush to devote his life to improving the human condition.34 Before leaving London, Rush delivered a letter from Diderot to David Hume, “which gave me an opportunity of spending part of a forenoon in his company.”35 Hume tried explaining his empirical approach to science and medicine, insisting that every disease was tied to its cause not only by proximity in time and place but by a “necessary connection” not always evident to the human observer.


Hume cited the case of a billiard ball striking and propelling a second ball. With both balls present at the same time and place, the connection of their collision makes the cause of the second ball’s movement inescapable. If, in addition, the light of a candle in the room went out at the same moment, an observer would lack any evident connection between the impact of the two billiard balls and the sudden darkness. But, Hume said, the fallibility of the human mind would nonetheless provoke some observers to call the extinguished candle a “miracle”—or, perhaps, God’s punishment for gambling and a clear sign for banning billiards.36
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British philosopher David Hume, like Catherine Macaulay, was fascinated by and liked the young American student Benjamin Rush, inviting him to inspect the extensive Hume library. (SCOTTISH NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY)








Of his visit, Rush could only say, “I now saw that men do not become wise by the experience of other people.”37


Rush did not play billiards.


In June 1769, Rush sailed for America and reached New York on July 14, equipped now with the finest formal education available in the English-speaking world. He had earned a B.A. from the College of New Jersey at Princeton and an M.D. from the University of Edinburgh. He had trained for years under the finest physicians in Philadelphia, Edinburgh, and London, and he had accumulated an endless array of knowledge in history, political science, and the arts from such intellectual giants as Benjamin Franklin, Samuel Johnson, David Hume, Catherine Macaulay, John Wilkes, Benjamin West, Sir Joshua Reynolds, and Denis Diderot—and even Jean-Jacques Rousseau, albeit indirectly.


A week after landing in New York, he reached Philadelphia intent on healing the sick. He settled in a house with his only surviving brother, Jacob, who was setting up a law practice, and his sister Rachel, who had just divorced her husband and, without a home of her own, willingly assumed housekeeping chores for her two brothers.


Despite his wealth of education and training, however, Benjamin Rush had no patron in the medical community to help him begin practicing. Making matters worse, he had spent his last funds returning to America and arrived without a penny. Rush was bankrupt, and, without family wealth, influence, or connections, he had no money of his own to open an office or buy into an established practice. He faced poverty and an abrupt end to his medical career before it had started.





* At the time, American doctors ran their own apothecary shops, compounding and selling medicines they prescribed to patients and assigning apprentices to run the shops and fill prescriptions. Most drugs were either herbal medicines such as rattlesnake root or chemical compounds, often with a base of mercury—to induce vomiting or explosive bowel movements thought to rid the body of disease.


† Herman Boerhaave (1668–1738) was a Dutch scientist who pioneered clinical medical education and development of the academic hospital. His theory of medicine described the human body as a “hydraulic machine,” in which the flow rates of its various fluids determined the degree of each individual’s health. Thus, simple physics—controlling the flow of bodily fluids—lay at the heart of all of Boerhaave’s treatments. Physicians continued citing Boerhaave theories into the early twentieth century, and his name still appears in medical literature in conjunction with “Boerhaave’s syndrome,” a form of esophageal rupture resulting from forceful vomiting.


* Rush titled his 1765 dissertation De Coctione Ciborum in Ventriculo [Latin: “Digestion of Food in the Stomach”]. See also Autobiography, 43.


* David Hume, The History of England [certain volumes carry title of The History of Great Britain], 6 vols. (London: The London Printing and Publishing Company, 1754).


* Born in Pennsylvania, Benjamin West had established himself as an outstanding portrait painter when he went to visit England in 1763. A close friend of Benjamin Franklin, West was so taken by the British and European art world, he never returned to America.


† England’s leading portraitist at the time, Reynolds was a gifted conversationalist and close friend of such London luminaries as Dr. Samuel Johnson, playwright Oliver Goldsmith, actor David Garrick, and political leader Edmund Burke.


* Rush reported his comments in a never-published manuscript he called “French Journal: Account of a Trip to Paris,” which remains today in the J. Pierpont Morgan Library, New York, NY.


* After the king’s former mistress Madame de Pompadour died in 1764, Louis XV spent four years experimenting with a procession of women until his keen eye spotted the beautiful twenty-two-year-old Jeanne Bécu, who, according to one account, was dining with his valet. Said to be the illegitimate daughter of a seamstress, Bécu had gone to work in a Paris brothel at fifteen. Taken by her beauty, the brothel owner took her as his own before using her and other young girls to win favors at court by taking them to the king’s country palace in Compiègne, north of Paris, for the pleasure of the king’s servants. When the fifty-eight-year-old king saw her, the legend goes, she so aroused his lust that he snatched her up and took her to his royal chamber, despite his valet’s warning that she had slept on the streets and might transmit venereal disease. To minimize scandal, the king ennobled her by ordering her to marry Count Guillaume du Barry, who barely finished uttering his marriage vow before the king seized Madame’s arm and, exercising his droit du seigneur—the right of the king to sleep with his vassal’s bride on the wedding night—led her to the royal bed to consummate the Count’s marriage. Prime Minister Étienne-François duc de Choiseul described du Barry as “contemptible scum,” but the king ignored his prime minister and, in April 1769, he held “a formal presentation at court of a whore from the streets of Paris and her elevation to the rank of Royal Mistress.” Harlow Giles Unger, Improbable Patriot: The Secret History of Monsieur de Beaumarchais, the French Playwright Who Saved the American Revolution (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2011), citing Charles Théveneau de Morande, Le Gazetier cuirassé ou Anecdotes scandaleuses de la Cour de France and Mémoires secrets d’une femme publique (Paris: Publiés à cent lieues de la Bastille sous l’enseigne de la liberté, 1772).


* Du contrat social ou Principes du droit politique (Amsterdam: Marc-Michel Rey, 1762).
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The Making of a Patriot


TWENTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD BENJAMIN RUSH returned to Philadelphia from Europe pulsating with what he called “a natural sympathy with distress of every kind.” Without funds to open an office or buy into an established medical practice, he nonetheless walked the streets of Philadelphia determined to cure the ills of the world—or at least those of Philadelphia’s slums—by practicing “street medicine.” Reciting the entreaties of eighteenth-century Dutch physician Herman Boerhaave to “attend the poor because God is their paymaster,” Rush began to practice medicine among the city’s poor, whom God, it seemed, had endowed with the worst ills.


“My natural disposition made this mode of getting into business agreeable to me,” Rush enthused, as he worked his way among the unbathed, lice-infested, malnourished men, women, and children who peopled what seemed a special hell that God—or perhaps the devil—had devised for them alone. Rush slogged through streams of sewerage and other detritus in one alleyway after another, entering each open door to shout, “Doctor calling! Anyone need the doctor?”


Within seconds they responded, like ants marching from their hills to feast on prey. One woman, then another, and another—some with babies in their arms, all with clots of grey-faced children, mucous dripping from their noses and ears, their dirty little hands glued to their mothers’ filthy skirts. No physician ever set foot in the city’s squalid alleys. Yet here he was—a Founding Father and physician—embracing them, cooing to each mother, each child, that all would be well, that he would make hurts stop hurting and give them medicine to make them feel better. And he did—and they did.


Visiting one household after another, Rush treated them all, boasting proudly as he staggered home exhausted at night, his clothes and hands immersed in filth, that he was “fully employed.” Years later, he would look back on his early days in the slums and ascribe “the innumerable blessings of my life [to] my services to His [God’s] poor children.”


Although he could not know it, Rush toiled in what was still a dark age of medicine, with only the most primitive medical knowledge, instruments, and medicines at his or any other doctor’s disposal. Ironically, the century-long Age of Enlightenment that had cast some light on so many other sciences had left medicine in darkness. Newton, Boyle, Watt, Priestly, and others had illuminated and expanded knowledge of physics, chemistry, zoology, minerology, mathematics… every corner of science but medicine. Only doctors still embraced teachings more than 2,000 years old, described in dead languages from extinct civilizations. Few who called themselves doctors had attended medical schools; those who had usually reserved their ministrations for the very rich. The rest were mostly “empirics”—quacks, who concocted alcohol-based syrups they patented as “medicines” to sell to the sick and desperate, as well as the healthy who could not afford conventional liquor. Guaranteed to plunge sick and healthy alike into drunken stupors, patent medicines saved no one, although they let some of the dying slip away painlessly while inflicting such severe “morning-after” pains on the healthy they forgot what had ailed them in the first place.


Rush, on the other hand, seemed to work miracles—without patent medicines. His passion to heal imbued his patients with passion to heal. Those that did hailed him as a saint—not only for his gift of healing but for his kindness and understanding—his evident love in treating the penniless and deprived, whom other physicians refused to visit, let alone touch or treat.


His “miracles,” of course, were often nothing more than suggestions for improved hygiene and diet. The buildings he entered lacked water; the patients seldom bathed. Many believed bathing in water—especially warm water—allowed disease to enter the body. The few patients who did wash themselves filled a pail or tub at a nearby well and reused the same water to wash the entire family, with father bathing first, mother next, and the children last. Chamber pots sat in the corners of some rooms until their odors grew so oppressive that residents dumped the contents out the windows, turning alleyways below into sewers, as well as playgrounds for children and walkways for all. Streets and dwellings alike reeked of excreta, while the absence of toilet paper only added to the foul body odors of slum dwellers. Everyone lived with body lice and bedbugs, and most patients Rush saw bore festering bacterial and fungal sores and infections.


Philadelphia was a city of 55,000, America’s capital city of sorts, its greatest port and center of trade, its seat of learning. Its gleaming squares, churches, stores, markets, and public gardens made the city center an urban jewel on a continent best known for vast forests and isolated log cabins. Hidden near Philadelphia’s docks, however, an area of frightful slums stood in stark contrast to the elegant Georgian houses of brick and bright white wooden trim that lined the streets and squares where bankers, merchants, and other gentlemen lived. Strolling about as if in London’s moneyed West End, Philadelphia’s elite wore the latest fashions they’d seen in Reynolds or Gainsborough portraits. They cloaked any cranial or facial blemishes with wigs and powder and disguised their distaste for bathing with costly French perfumes. Slaves in showy livery followed at respectful distances with the purchases of their masters or mistresses. Unconcerned with—even unaware of—the slums, Philadelphia’s ruling elite believed God had predetermined the lot of the advantaged and disadvantaged, or, as Calvin had put it, some had been “predestined to salvation and others to destruction.” The members of Philadelphia’s moneyed class believed themselves among the former.1


Benjamin Rush, M.D., however, thought differently. He believed Man himself determined the lot of the advantaged and disadvantaged and that the former had an obligation to improve the lot of the latter.


Like most doctors then, Rush carried few instruments other than lancets for bleeding or removing pus and cloth strips for cleaning and bandaging wounds and sores. The stethoscope lay more than a half-century in the future, as did the simple medical thermometer. He carried pain killers—opium, rum, and “white lightening” (whiskey) were common—and he offered patients emetics and laxatives to rid the stomach and intestines of what he and they believed were diseased foods and prevent them from entering the blood stream. Like other doctors—and every quack—Rush also carried herbal “remedies” that combined with prayer to heal enough of his patients to add to his reputation as a miracle healer.


With most patients unable to pay him, however, Rush remained almost as poor as they during his first days, weeks, and months of practice.


“From the time of my settlement in Philadelphia in 1769 ’till 1775,” Rush later told his children, “I led a life of constant labor and self-denial. My shop was crowded with the poor in the morning and at meal times, and nearly every street and alley in the city was visited by me every day.




Often have I ascended the upper story of huts by a ladder and… been obliged to rest… upon the bedside of the sick (there being no chairs) where… I risked not only taking their disease but being infected by vermin.… When my days were thus employed in business, my evenings were devoted to study. I seldom went to bed before 12 o’clock.”2





While most Founding Fathers simply shrugged their shoulders as they passed the slums that abutted Philadelphia’s elegant core, Rush reacted with outrage at what he saw as an urban cancer infecting the heart of American society. All but destitute himself, however, he could do little to treat it.


It was fortunate indeed that he had anticipated his financial plight before leaving Europe and had applied for a post as chemistry professor at the new medical department of the College of Philadelphia (later the University of Pennsylvania). Founded in 1765, it formed the core of America’s first medical school, with the eminent Philadelphia physician Dr. John Morgan as professor of theory and practice of “physic,” as medicine was then called. A decade older than Rush, Morgan, like Rush, was a graduate of Finley’s academy and the College of New Jersey at Princeton, and the two had met when Rush was still a medical apprentice attending Morgan’s lectures.


Morgan’s appointment was followed by the appointment of four other multitalented professors: a professor of anatomy, surgery, and midwifery; a professor of materia medica (therapeutic medicines or, more recently, pharmacology); a professor of clinical lectures at the hospital; and a professor of chemistry. Dr. William Shippen, Jr., who had taught Rush anatomy, took the chair of anatomy, surgery, and midwifery.


By the time the college prepared to fill its chemistry chair, Rush had gained considerable renown for curing or improving the health of almost all those under his care. In 1774, he acquired his first private patients by introducing a new, all-but-painless method of treating smallpox he had seen in London. “The method of infecting the arm with a small puncture instead of a long incision proved very popular and brought me many patients,” Rush said.


In the first application of preventive medicine in America, Rush organized a group of like-minded physicians to use the new method to wipe out the disease in their city by founding the Society for Inoculating the Poor Gratis. Members of the society used a needle-like instrument* to stick the poor with pox-infected serum free of charge every Tuesday morning in a room in the State House (now Independence Hall). Within weeks, the rate of smallpox in the city had dropped dramatically.


Rush’s application for the chair in chemistry had come with extravagant recommendations by several renowned British chemists, but it was Thomas Penn, one of the “proprietors” of Pennsylvania, who ensured Rush the chair. Penn promised the college a gift of a “chymical apparatus”—a completely equipped chemistry laboratory—if Rush won the appointment. The trustees agreed, making Rush America’s first professor of chemistry. He proved a gifted lecturer and instructor, attracting large numbers of students who endowed his financial stability by paying six pounds each (about $15 then) to hear his lectures.


“I was enrapt,” said Charles D. Meigs, who would later become one of America’s most prominent obstetricians.† “His voice, sweeter than any flute, fell on my ears like droppings from a sanctuary… his earnest, most sincere, most persuasive accents sunk so deep into my heart that neither time nor change could eradicate them.”3


Rush’s wide-ranging interests beyond medicine drew him to the American Philosophical Society, which Benjamin Franklin had founded twenty-five years earlier with some friends with common interests. Winning election to the group in 1769,* Rush became an enthusiastic and active participant for the next forty years, filling a number of offices, delivering many important learned papers, and becoming intimate friends with its members. He delivered his first paper in 1774—a startling landmark study he called “An Inquiry into the Natural History of Medicine among the Indians of North America and a Comparative View of Their Diseases and Remedies with Those of Civilized Nations.” Despite its ungainly title, it revealed for the first time the European role in spreading new diseases among American aborigines.
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