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WILLIAM THOMAS GREEN MORTON, M.D.,
DISCOVERER OF SURGICAL ANESTHESIA.

“By whom pain in surgery was averted and annulled.
Before whom, in all time, surgery was agony.
Since whom science has control of pain.”

Inscription on Dr. Morton's moni-
ment erected by citizensof Boston,

. in M, Auburn Cemetery, Mass,
."-'_r perpersiron of e ( calury O,
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MEMORANDA RELATING TO THE DISCOVERY OF SUR-
GICAL ANESTHESIA, AND DR. WILLIAM T. G.
MORTON'S RELATION TO THIS EVENT.

BY WILLIAM JAMES MORTON, M.D., NEW YOREK,

I

At the request of many interested in the subject, an attempt
is here made to gather together, without bias and in brief form,
a few facts relating to a notable discovery, for no event in the
history of medicine in this country stands forth more conspicu-
ously than that of the discovery, in 1846, of the safe use of ether
in surgery.!

William T. G. Morton, M.D., medical student in the Harvard
Medical School, dentist and physician, was born in Charlton,
Mass., August 19, 1819, and died, aged 48, in New York City,
July 15, 1868.

His early education was received at the Northfield Academy
and at the Leicester Academy in Massachusetts. His father
failed in business and the lad set out to make his own way in
the world. Alternating, like so many self-made and self-edu-
cated New England young men, between the counter and the
school room, earning what was demanded for his support, he
finally concluded to become a physician. As a first step, in
1840, at the age of 21, he was enrolled as student in the Balti-
more College of Dental Surgery. This college was connected
with the Washington Universitv of Medicine, which subse-
quently became' the College of Physicians and Surgeons of
Baltimore. In 1849 Dr. Morton received the honorary degree

1. See Trials of a Public Benefactor, New York, Pudney & Russell,
1859. See statements supported by evidence on the claim of W. T. G.
Morton, presented by Mr. Davis and referred to the select committee,
32d Congress, 2d session, 1853, Washington, 1853, See six congressional
Reports referred to later on. See Report of the Trustees of the Massa-
chusetts General Hospital and Dr. Morton's Memoir to the French
Academy, both in Littell's Living Age, March 18, 1848. See the Amer-
ican C clgpedia, New York, D. Appleton & Co., 1875. Article, ** Mor-
ton,, ?&’ . G.,”" p. B55. See Encyclopedia Britannica, ninth edition.
Article, ** Anesthesia.”” See the Cenfury Illustrated Monthly Magazine,
New York City, August, 1894. See McClure's Magazine, September,
1896. See Harper's Magazine, June, 1899p.,44, SeeSurgical Anssthesia, ad-

dresses and other papers, by Henry Jacob Bigelow, AM., M.D., LL.D.,
Boston, Little, Brown & Co., 1900.
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I told him I had something better, and saturating my handkerchief,
gave it to him to inhale. He became unconscious almost immediately.
It was dark, and Dr. Hayden held the lamp while I extracted a firmly-
rooted ‘bicuspid tooth. There was not much altération in the pulsé’ and
no relaxing of the muscles. He recovered in a minute and knew nothing
of what had been done for him. He remained for some time talking
g!a?ut the experiment. This was on the 30th of September, 1846,

‘«The first public notice of this event appeared in the Boston
Daily Journal of Oct. 1, 1846, in the following terms:

* Last evening, as we were informed by a gentleman who witnessed the
dperation, an ulceérated tooth was extracted from the niéuth of an in-
dividual without giving him the slightest pain. He was put into a kind
of sleep, by inhaling a preparation, the effects of which lasted for about
three-quarters of a minute, just long enough to extract the tooth.

This publication induced the eminent surgeon, Dr. Henry ]J.
Bigelow, to visit Dr. Morton’s office, and he was present at a
large number of successful inhalations of ether vapor by the new
method in which teeth were extracted without pain.  So im-
pressed was he with the magnitude of the event and the per-
fection of the.method of anesthetic inhalation in Morton's
hands, that he at once warmly espoused Morton's desire to
make public demonstration of his method. Largely through
his instrumentality,. permission was secured from Dr, John C.
Warren, senior surgeon. of the Massachusetts: General Hos-
pital, to make trial of the new method, and on Oct. 16, 1846,
at. this Hospital, occurred the first public demonstration of
surgical anesthesia, in the presence of the surgical and medical
staffs in an amphitheatre crowded to overflowing with students
and physicians, .

. Farst public demonstration of Surgical Anesthesia.—It was a
trying moment to this medical student when he determined to
exhibit his discovery of practical ether anesthesia before his
classmates, professors, and the public. But so convinced was
he by reason of his experience gained in private practice, of
success, that he ‘was willing to face this ordeal. Morton came
in to the amphitheatre late, delayed by waiting for the com-
pletion of a new inhaler. Just a few minutes before; Dr. War-
ren had remarked, *“ As Dr. Morton has not arrived, I presume
he is otherwise engaged,” apparently conveying the idea that
- Dr. Morton was not likely to appear. As he was about to
proceed with his operation Morton entered. Amidst that sea
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does the lwmg surgeon, who is ready to resign the scalpel, grasp it, and
wish again to go through his career under the new auspices,

And Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes in his introductory lecture
delivered before the medical class at the Harvard University,
November 3, 1847, vividly said:

The knife is searching for disease—the pulleys are dragging back
dislocated limbs—Nature herself is working out the primal curse which
doomed the tenderest of her creatures to the sharpest of her trials, but
the fierce extremity of suffering has been steeped in the waters of for-
getfulness, and the deepest furrow in the knotted brow of agony has been
smoothed forever.

Quickly the medical journals of the country were teeming
with reports of surgical operations performed under the influ-
ence of the new agency and the newspapers spread the news far
and wide. As soon as the steamer which left Boston after the
16th of October had reached Liverpool the news rapidly spread,
and testimonials from Germany, Russia, India and lands even
more remote, were quickly added, bearing witness of the effi-
cacy and safety of the process and the pleasure with which it
had been received. On Dec. 21, the eminent surgeon Liston
amputated a thigh under ether anesthesia, and expressed his
surprise and delight as follows:

Hurrah! Rejoice! Mesmerism and its professors have met with a
heavy blow and great discouragement! An American dentist has used
the inhalation of ether to destroy sensation in his operations, and the
plan has succeeded in the hands of Warren, Hayward and others, in
Boston. In six months no operation will be performed without this
previous preparation. Rejoice!

Sir Benjamin Brodie, in a letter to Dr. Chalmers struck a
note of warning:

“1 have heard of this before,”” he writes. ** The narcotic properties
of inhaled ether have been long known and I have tried it on guinea-

pigs, whom it first set asleep and then killed. One question is, whether
it can be used with safety.”

“ The People’s London Journal ”’ of Jan. 9, 1847, wrote:

Goop News FromM AMERICA! Hail, happy hour! We Have Cox-
QUERED PaiN. This is, indeed, a glorious victory to announce; a victory
of pure intellect. And from America comes the happy news.

The London Lancet, well-known as the organ of the surgical
and medical profession in Great Britain, said of the discovery:

The discovery of Dr. Morton—more striking to the general than to
the scientific mind —will undoubtedly be placed high among the blessings
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Boston,” bearing the following inscription written by the late
Dr. Jacob Bigelow:
WILLIAM T. G. MORTON,
INVENTOR AND REVEALER OF ANESTHETIC INHALATION,
BEFORE WHOM, IN ALL TIME, SURGERY WAS AGONY,
BY WHOM PAIN IN SURGERY WAS AVERTED AND ANNULLED.
SINCE WHOM SCIENCE HAS CONTROL OF PAIN.

On the outside walls of the new Public Library in Boston
are memorial tablets with about 500 names of writers, artists
and scientists. Here Boston inscribed Dr. Morton’s name.

A still more eloquent expression of the gratitude of Massa-
chusetts is the inscription of Dr. Morton’s name upon the base
of the dome in the new chamber of the House of Representa-
tives in the State House in Boston, among the selected 53 of
Massachusetts’ most famous citizens—‘‘ Names selected,” as
stated at the time of the event, “in such a way that they
shall either mark an epoch, or designate a man who has turned
the course of events.” The following names will indicate the
general trend of the selection: Morse, Morton, Bell, Emerson,
Hawthorne, Holmes, Longfellow, Lowell, Edwards, Channing,
Endicott, Winthrop, John Adams, J. Q. Adams, Webster,
Sumner, Choate, Everett, Bowditch and others.

General Grant and Amesthesia.—An interesting incident is
mentmned‘. by John H. Brinton, Professor of Surgery in the
jeﬁﬂrsun Medical College of Philadelphia, in his valedictory

; address of 1892:

In the early summer of 1864, during the fierce contest in the Virginia
wilderness, I was present officially at the headquarters of Lieutenant
General Grant, on whose staff I had previously served. When in con-
versation with him an aide approached, and said to him that a stranger,
a civilian doctor, wished to see him for the purpose of obtaining an
ambulance for his personal use, in visiting the field hospitals. The
answer of the General was prompt and decided. ‘' The ambulances
are intended only for the sick and wounded, and under no circumstances
can be taken for private use.”” This response was carried as given to
the waiting applicant, a travel-stained man in brownish clothes, whom
at the distance I thought I recognized. I went to him, and found that
he was Dr. W. T. G. Morton. I asked him to wait a minute, and re-
turned to the General. On repeating his request, I received the same
answer. ‘‘ But, General,"” I ventured to say, " if vou knew who that
man is, I think you would give him what he asks for.” * No, I will
not,'’ he replied. * I will not divert an ambulance to-day, for anyone;
they are all required elsewhere." ‘‘ General'" I replied, “ I am sure
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mitigate the pains of colic and figures an apparatus for its
administration. In 1795 Dr. Richard Pearson published a
pamphlet upon this subject, and in a work of Dr. Beddoes,
published in 1796, a case is noted of deep sleep produced by
the inhalation of ether. Among American authors the stupe-
fying effects of the inhalation of ether were noted by Godman
(1822), Mitchell (1832), Professor Samuel Jackson (1833), Wood
and Bache (1834), etc. In ‘ Pereira's Elements of Materia
Medica,” Morton's text-book at the Harvard Medical School
stood recorded, ** If the air be too strongly impregnated with
ether, stupefaction ensues.”

Most remarkable is the statement of Sir Humphrey Davy
in his Researches on Nitrous Oxide made in 1800. After re-
ferring to the exhilarating properties of nitrous oxide gas
which caused it to be popularly termed ‘‘ laughing gas ' and
after recording observation concerning people whom he had
seen made temporarily insensible by inhaling it, he writes, p. 32,
“ As nitrous oxide in its extensive operations appears capable of
destroying physical pain, it may probably be used with advantage
during surgical operaiions in which no great effusion of blood
takes place."

Observations such as those thus far quoted went on apace
and it was not long before “ laughing gas frolics ' and ‘' ether
frolics " became fairly well established. For Faraday already
in 1818 had written, “ When the vapor of ether mixed with com-
mon air is inhaled, it produced effects similar to those occa-
sioned by nitrous oxide.”

Among actual operators who produced anesthesia for sur-
gical operations was Dauriol, who specifies five cases of painless
operations under the effects of anodyne vapors, and more re-
markable, Hickman, a surgeon of London, who in 1828, in a letter
to the French Academy of Medicine, published his results and
described a method of ** suspending sensibility by the methodical
introduction of certain gases inio the lungs'' during which * the
most delicate and most dangerous operations are performed without
producing pain in the individuals submitted to them.” Here we
have a precise statement of modern anesthesia as practiced
daily, But what the gases were we do not know. Take Davy's
statement and this statement together and it is evident that
it was necessary for Morton to take but a very small step for-
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- a spectator) accepted from Cooley, and Cooley and Wells, to-

gether with Colton and Riggs, proceeded to make application of
it, by operating upon Wells. Wells was the patient, Colton
administered the gas, and Riggs pulled a defective wisdom tooth,
Wells experienced no pain and was profoundly impressed with
the success of the operation. We quote the only essential
part of his first published statement, made to the Hartford
Courant, Dec. 7, 1846, about two months after the Boston an-
nouncement by Morton:

I accordingly resolved to try the experiment of inhaling an exhil-
arating gas myself, for the purpose of having a tooth extracted. 1 then
obtained some nitrous oxide gas, and requested Dr. J. M. Riggs to per-
form the operation, at the moment when I should give the signal, resolving
to have the tooth extracted before losing all consciousness. This ex-
periment proved to be perfectly successful: it was attended with no

pain whatever. I then performed the same operation on 12 or 15 others
with the same results.

No one to-day would regard this degree of consciousness as
compatible with true anesthesia.
- Cooley subsequently manufactured the gas, and he and Wells
entered into a partnership to administer gas and pull teeth.

“ Our plan was,"” says Cocley. testifying in 1852, when the subject
came up before Congress, * to keep the whole matter a sccret and under
our sole control, which would insure us a large and lucrative business.”

But Wells now abandoned the matter. Cooley, in his tes-
timony, continues:

*“ He (Wells) said he was disappointed in the effects of the gas,
and that it would not operate as he hoped and thought it would, as there
was no certainty to be placed upon it, and consequently he should aban-

don it, as he had so much other business to attend to, and as the gas
would not operate in all cases alike, and, therefore, could not be trusted.”

This abandonment and failure is proven by many witnesses.
Probably the most interesting of these is Wells himself, who as
above quoted, has merely claimed that in a period of time com-
prising two years (Dec. 1844 to Dec. 1846) he had ** performed
the same operation on 12 or 15 others,” although he was in
the active practice of dentistry.

After a fourth experience in extracting *teeth in Hartford,
in January, 1845, Wells visited Boston and secured permission

1. Statements supported by evidence, submitted to the Senate Com-
mittee, 32d Congress, 2d session, Jan. 21, 1853. Appendix, p. 7.

























