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INTRODUCTION

Founded by twenty-four of the most prominent physicians in Philadelphia,
the College of Physicians was created not as an academic institution as its
name suggests, but as an association of concerned physicians whose pur-
pose was to advance the science of medicine, promote high ethical stan-
dards in the profession, exchange medical information, and act as a guard-
ian of the public welfare. The first recorded meeting of the College took
place on 2 January 1787. There had been at least three meetings held prior
to this date, however, with the earliest occurring sometime during the sum-
mer of 1786. By the time of the first recorded meeting, the Fellows had
elected the first officers, including John Redman as President.

The 65-year-old Redman (1722-1808) was an appropriate choice, for he
was the most eminent physician in Philadelphia at that time. After receiving
his medical degree from the University of Leyden in 1748, Redman
returned to Philadelphia and soon acquired a large practice. Elected a mem-
ber of the first medical staff of the Pennsylvania Hospital, he was for many
years a trustee of the College of Philadelphia (now the University of Penn-
sylvania) and of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton). A preceptor of
many of his younger colleagues, Redman was trusted and respected by all
in the profession.

Although Redman was a man on whom all the Fellows could agree for the
office of President, his leadership was neither visionary nor active. He did
not define the duties of the Fellowship nor did he offer a set of objectives for
the institution. In fact, his first presidential address was nothing more than
an apology for his physical infirmities and a humble admission of his inca-
pacity to carry out the responsibilities conferred upon him. The enunciation
of the aims of the College and its Fellows was thus left to a younger, more
energetic Fellow—a man of many ideas, and one who was not afraid to voice
them—Redman’ former apprentice, Benjamin Rush.

A graduate of the medical school of the University of Edinburgh, signer of
the Declaration of Independence, popular teacher, prolific author, and a tire-
less advocate of humanitarian reforms. Rush (1746-1813) was the most cele-
brated physician in the United States at the time of his death. Familiar with
a number of medical societies in America and abroad. Rush had entertained
hopes and plans for a society in Philadelphia for a number of years prior to



prior to the founding of the College of Physicians. In a 1783 letter to his
friend, Dr. John Coakley Lettsom (1744-1815) in London, Rush responded to
the latter’ encouragement to establish a medical society:

| approve of your plan for instituting a medical society in Philadelphia, and

am not without hopes of seeing it carried into execution as soon as the

minds of our literati are more perfectly detached from the political subjects

that have swallowed up all the ingenuity and industry of our country.'

When the time came for establishing the College of Physicians four years
later. Rush played a dominant role. He was not only one of the founders, but
he assisted in drafting its constitution and, more importantly, he was asked
by the Fellows to deliver an address on the objectives of the institution.

Rush’ discourse on the aims of the College was the principal business of
the second recorded meeting, held on 6 February 1787. Repeating and
expanding on the purposes set forth in the College’ constitution. Rush tried
in his address to distinguish between a college of physicians and a medical
society, claiming that the College would embody both functions. While
Rush’ paper reveals his uncertainty about the character of the institution, it
shows that Rush expected the College to be an active organization, with its
Fellows energetically and aggressively assuming the guardianship over the
health and safety of the community.

As a college, Rush saw the Fellows creating and maintaining order in the
profession, addressing principally matters of public concern, sucb as under-
taking a national dispensatory and offering advice to legislative bodies “in
matters that relate to the health and happiness of our fellow citizens,” and
promoting inquiries and observations “upon the prevailing diseases of the
city.” As a medical society. Rush continued, the Fellows would collect and
publish these inquiries and observations, hold meetings, cultivate a botani-
cal garden, and create a library.

Rushs address ended as it had begun—with unbridled confidence and
patriotic fervor. He had opened his address by proudly announcing that “the
late revolution, which has given such a spring to the mind in objects of
philosophical and moral enquiry, has at last extended itself to medicine.” As
his optimistic conclusion shows. Rush expected American physicians in
general, and the Fellows of the College in particular, to play a significant
role in this continuing revolution.

Many disorders, once deemed incurable, now yield to medicine. No wonder
then that a general expectation prevails—that a revolution is soon to take
place in favour of human happiness ... And when | consider the influence

of liberty and republican forms of government upon science, and the vig-
our which the American mind has acquired by the events of the late revolu-
tion, 1 am led to hope that a great portion of the honor and happiness of
discovering and applying these antidotes may be reserved for the physi-
cians of America.

Inspired by Rush’ lofty vision of the future, the Fellows commenced
working toward the goals outlined in his wide-ranging program. In fact,
during its first decade, the College addressed, with varying degrees of suc-
cess, virtually all of the objectives defined by Rush.

As with every medical society. Rush hoped that the presentation and
exchange of scientific information would be a major activity of tbe
College—and indeed it was. The meetings of the College were devoted, in
part, to the presentation of papers and communications from Fellows and
other physicians, both American and foreign. The first paper read before
the College (besides Rush’%) was a communication on 4 September 1787
from Dr. Thomas Dolbeare of London to Rush describing “a Singular Case
of the Curvature of the Spine.” In the ensuing five years over forty papers
were presented to the College on such topics as tetanus, influenza, measles,
hydrocephalus, and an account from a Maryland physician of a “Headache
cured by the discharge of a worm from the nose.” Following the suggestion
of Rush, the College published a number of these papers in its first volume
of Transactions, which appeared in 1793.2

Rush also proposed that the College create a botanical garden to “furnish
us with an opportunity of cultivating that part of the Materia Medica, which
is derived from the vegetable kingdom.” In April 1787 tbe College orga-
nized a committee for this purpose, and in March of the following year
petitioned the General Assembly for a piece of land in the city for the gar-
den. The Assembly, however, failed to act on the measure.

The Fellows were more successful with another of Rush’s proposals, that
of creating a library to “help diffuse knowledge among us upon easy
terms.” During the spring of 1788 a committee was formed to draft a plan,
though the committee’s plan was nothing more than a request of the Fellows
to present volumes from their libraries. Not until December of that year
were the first volumes received, when John Morgan (1735-1789), one of the
founders of the College and the founder of the first medical school in Amer-
ica (what is now the Medical School of the University of Pennsylvania),
donated sixteen volumes. Other Fellows soon followed Morgans example
and, before long, the College allocated funds to purchase and bind books.



and to erect a bookcase to hold them. Meanwhile, more books came to the
College as a bequest from Morgan, among them a handsome copy of
Morgagni’s De Sedibus et Causis Morhoruni (Venice, 1761), which the great
pathologist had given Morgan in Italy.

One of the chief responsibilities of the College, according to Rush, was to
create and maintain order and uniformity in the profession, not through
examinations and licenses, but “by establishing incentives and rewards for
character.” This concerned the regulation of the practice of medicine, as
well as professional ethics. The Fellows involved themselves with the
former issue in March 1794, when a committee of the State Legislature
requested the assistance of the College on a bill it was drafting on the sub-
ject. In response, the Fellows recommended that prospective practitioners,
excepting graduates of the University of Pennsylvania, should be examined
in Philadelphia by a board selected by the College from its own ranks; and
that apothecaries also undergo a similar test. While the committee of the
Legislature approved this recommendation in principle, the bill did not
pass.

Regarding the thorny issue of ethics, the College was forced to take
action on charges of unprofessional conduct against two of its Fellows dur-
ing its early years. Of the case against John Linn (or Lynn) (d.1793), little is
known except that his name was struck from the roll, apparently without a
hearing, which Linn charged as “unconstitutional, cruel, and unprece-
dented.” Another case was that of John Foulke (1757-1796), one of the found-
ers, who was charged with unprofessional conduct by another founder, Wil-
liam Currie (1754-1828). Currie claimed that Foulke had violated Article 6 of
the College’ by-laws, which forbade any Fellow from attending or prescrib-
ing for any patient under the care of another Fellow, except as a consultant
or in a case of emergency. After hearing the evidence, the College con-
cluded that there was no cause for action against Foulke.

Rush hoped that the preparation of an American dispensatory would be
one of the first accomplishments of the College, but it was not until 1833
that the College was in any way involved in such a project. In that year,
George Bacon Wood (1797-1879) and Franklin Bache (1792-1864), two Fel-
lows of the College, published their Dispensatory of the United States of
America? This superb work of scholarship was designed especially to illus-
trate The Pharmacopoeia of the United States of America (Philadelphia,
1831),*which was largely the work of the College. The creation of a national

pharmacopoeia had been a project of the College since its founding.

In his discourse Rush exhorted the Fellows to take an active role “in
matters that relate to the health and happiness of our fellow citizens,” and it
was in the area of public health that the College was most active during its
early years. On 4 September 1787 the College appointed a committee to
prepare a memorial to the Pennsylvania State Legislature, “setting forth
the pernicious effects of spirituous liquors upon the human body” and urg-
ing the adoption of a law “to diminish their consumption.” The memorial,
pronouncing distilled liquors as a cause of dropsy palsy, apoplexy and mad-
ness, was sent to the Legislature that November. Although nothing came of
its petition at the state level, the College continued in its quest for temper-
ance legislation, appealing to Congress in 1790 to levy heavy duties to dis-
courage consumption. The Fellows were no more successful in Washington,
D.C. than they had been in Pennsylvania.

Besides temperance, the College expressed its views on other matters of
public health, calling for the establishment of hot and cold baths in the city
and the erection of a hospital for contagious diseases. The College also
recommended measures to prevent contagious diseases from being brought
into the city by incoming vessels, and offered advice to both the city and the
state during the yellow fever epidemics of the 1790s.

Rush resigned from the College of Physicians in November 1793 as a
result of a bitter dispute with the Fellowship over his controversial treat-
ment of the yellow fever during the tragic epidemic of that year. Although
Rush had departed from the institution he helped create, his ideal of what
the College should be continued to be held not only by his former col-
leagues, but by the generations of Fellows that have followed. Rush’ dis-
course advanced a vigorous plan for addressing the challenges confronting
the eighteenth-century medical community. While the challenges of 1787
are no longer relevant to todays medical community the manner and the
spirit in which Rush hoped to meet these challenges are. Rush envisioned
the College as an active and energetic organization, dedicated to serving
both the community and the profession. For the past two centuries the lead-
ers of the College have not lost sight of this vision.

Today, the College is a distinguished medical not-for-profit educational
institution that promotes discussions and debates concerning the pertinent
issues facing the profession and the community through its meetings and
conferences, collects and disseminates bio-medical information through its



Library, educates through its Mutter Museum, publishes through it Trans-
actions & Studies, and since 1976 has supported historical research through
its Francis C. Wood Institute. In celebrating its bicentennial, the College
looks forward to beginning its third century of service in the spirit so elo-
quently enunciated by Rush two hundred years ago.

Thomas A. Horrocks
Curator,
Historical Collections of the Library
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A DISCOURSE

DELIVERED BEFORE THE

COLLEGE O PHYSICIANS

OF PHILADELPHIA, Feb. 6th, 1787.

ON THE OBJECTS OF THEIR INSTITUTION.

BY BENJAMIN RUSH, M.D. &g Ac.

Mr.President and G entlemen,

I FEEL peculiar pleafure in reflefting, tLat the
late revolution, which has given fuch a fpring to
the mind in ohjefts of philofophical and moral en-
quiry, has at laft extended itfelf to medicine, and
in Icfs than five years after the peace, before the
human faculties had contrafted to their former di-
menfions, a college of phyficians, formed upon
principles accommodated to the prefent ftate of
fociety and government in America, has been ef-
tabliflied in the capital of the United States.

T he defign of the prefent eflay is to point out,
in a few words, the advantages which, may be de-
ba rived



rived from this inflitution, and to fuggeft the ma-
ny refources, which our country offers for the
improvement of medicine.

I SHALL confider the objefts and advantages
of our inflitution. ifl. as a College, and 2ndly,
as a Medical Society.

I. By afluming the name of a College, we fhall
ifl. be able to introduce order and dignity into
the praftice of phyfic, by eflablifliing incen-
tives and rewards for charafter. Men are gene-
rally anxious to preferve the good opinion of thofc
with whom they are obliged to alTociate. The
reception We fhall meet with from each other in
our meetings will ferve to correft or to improve our
conduft. And if we are as chafle as we fhould
be, in the admiffion of members, a fellowlhip in
our college will become in time, not only the fign
of ability, but an introduction to bufmefs and re-
putation in phyfic.,

2ndlv. By afluming the name of a College we
may give a fanftion to an American Difpenfatory
— for | take it for granted, this wifi be one of the
firfl objects of our attention.-------

— T he
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— T he variety in the degrees, and perhaps na-
ture of our difeafes, and the many remedies which
are peculiar to our country, which have as yet no
place in foreign difpenfatories, render this under-
taking a matter of abfolute neceflity.

gdly. By means of our affociation, under the
title of a College, we fliall be better able to attraCl
the attention of the government of our country,
in matters that relate to the health and happinefs of
our fellow citizens. In the year 1725, the Col-
lege ofPhyficians of London, prefented anaddrefs
to the Britifh Houfe of Commons, in which they
bore fuch ateflimony againfl: the pernicious effefts
of diflilled fpirituous liquors, as laid the foundation
of feveral excellent laws, that were calculated to
leffen the confumption, and of courfe, the fatal con-
fequences of thofe liquors. The difintereflednefs
of fuch interpofitions of a medical faculty, in fa-
vour of the health and morals of their fellow ci-
tizens, cannot fail of enfuring their fuccefs with a
legiflature.

4thly. By flated meetings as a College, we may
promote enquiries an'd obfervations upon the pre-
vailing difeafes of the city. Here the timid may
be encouraged, and the fanguine may be. taught
to doubt. Here the young praClitioner may pro-
fit by the experience of the old, and the old by the
boldneis

11



boldnefs of enquiry, and modern improvements of
the young. Here, uniformity in principle, and
praftice in medicine, will gradually infinuate thcm-
felves. Nor will the advantages of our confer-
rences end in the acquifition of knowledge. The
heart will naturally interefl: i;fclf in the purfuits of
the head. Here friendfliips will be contrafted
and cemented, and occafional and unavoidable
fufpicions or difputes may here be "accommodated
by explanation or mediation. By thefe means
we fliall become, not only the guardians of the
honor of the profeffion, but likewife of each
other’s charafter.

Il. As a Medical Society affociated for the
purpofes of collefting and publifliing medical ob-
fervations and enquiries, an ample field lies open
before us.

The human body ftill contains fecrets which
have eluded the enquiries of the anatomifts and
phyfiologifts of the old world. Who knows but
they may be referved by Heaven, to give immor-
tality to the name of an American phyfician.

Ouu. country abounds with objefts for the im-
provement of Chemiftry, Botany, and Materia Me-
dica. How few of the foffil and vegetable

fubftances peculiar to America, have been exa-
mined

12

mined by men capable of applying them to the
purpofes of medicine!

The winds, the local fit'uations of the dilFerent
parts of America, and the particular diet— drefs
— cuftoms-manners— occupations— and buildings
of our country, furnilh immenfe opportunities for
the improvement of pathology.

It remains yet to be difeovered and recorded,
whether the extent of human life has been encreaf-
cd or diminilhed in America.

The effefts of agriculture, horticufture, ma-
nufaftures, commerce and civilization, in their pro-
grefs from their firfl: to their lafl ftages, upon the
health and life of man, can at prefent be afeertain-
cd with precifion in America. Here, too, we may
difeover the fymptoms which gradually accompany
the change of natural into artificial difeafes.

The comparative elFefts of the different arti-
cles of agriculture upon health, fuch aswheat, In-
dian corn, rice, tobacco and indigo, remain yet to
be explored in this country.

T he cutting down of our woods has had a fen-
fible effeft upon our climate, and upon the health
of our inhabitants. It remains yet to be determin-

ed

13



cd whether the increafe of fevers from this caufc,
is produced by the tncreafe of exhalation, or by
the progrd's of eallerly vinds weflward, as has
been fuppofed by Mr. Jefferfon, in his notes on
Virginia.

It yet remains to afeertain the full influence of
cultivation upon our bodies. The highefl; degrees
of it known in America, have had a vifible effeft
upon health. In Connefticut, one of the oldeft
and bell cultivated ftates in the union, remitting
and intermitting fevers are feldom known.

It is certain that more ram and lefs fnow have
fallen in our winters, within thefe few years, than
formerly. It becomes us to enquire, whether the
change in the moifturc of our atmofphcre, from
this caufe, has added to the number or altered the
fymptoras of our difeafes.

T he comparative influence of the moon on dif-
eafes in this country, is a fubjeft worthy of clofc
invefligation, though unfortunately hitherto but
little attended to.

A merica furniflies almofl the only fpot on the
furface of the globe, to determine whether diffe-
rent forms of government have any influence upon
health and life. In countries where pow'cr is con-
fined, by hereditary fucceffion, to a few hands the
cffofls of political paffions are much limited. But
even in thefe countries, we often read or hear of

their
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vheir baneful operation upon the human body.

The abbe Richard tells us, it has more than
once happened, that cardinals have died in
tw'ent'y-four hours after the elefHon of a pope—
and 1 have heard a well-atteflcd anecdote of a
Swedifli officer, who was feized with a bilious co-
lic, which terminated in a palfy, from a rebuke
which he met with from the prefent King of Swe-
den. In acountry, where the fafety, power, and
offices of government are the objefts of attention
or defire of every man, it is a matter highly
interefting to know what are the effeffs of the
paffions, which are excited by thofc objefts, up-
on the human body. Are madnefs, melancholy,
the hyfteria and hypochondriafis, more frequent
in republics than in monarchiesl think we are
pofTeffed of a fufficient number of fafts to deter-
mine this queftion.

It remains yet to determine the comparative
effefts of labour and learning upon health and life.
At prefent the former, compared with the latter, in
the middle and fouthern ftates, is in the ratio of
four to one. From the number and growth of
the colleges and fchools lately eftablifhed in thefe
ftates, it will be in our power to determine, in a
few years, whether we have increafed or diminifh-
cd, with knowledge, the health of our fellow citi-
zens.

T he

15



T he influence of religious opinions upon health
and life may be difeovered in America; for, by
the principles and forms of our conffitutions, a
boldnefs and freedom of enquiry upon religious
fubjefts have been introduced among us, which
have been hitherto unknown in the world.

T he effefts of emigration upon life and health,
have as yet been the fubjeff of no enquiry. Is the
maladie depays, or homeficknefs, fo diftrelTing and
fatal to tbeSwifs, common to all the emigrants from
Europe on theirfirftarrival among us ? Are they mofi;
fub]efl to our epidemic difeafes, the JirJi orfecond
year after they arrive in our country ? Is there
any mode of preventing thefe difeafes ? And laflly,
do thefe perfons exceed in health or life the na-
tives of America? W e have many faffs which will
enable us to determine each of thefe queftions.

T he eflFeffs of the mixture of the human fpecies
of different nations and countries upon health and
life, may here be determined by accurate obferva-
tions. It is certain, that the inferior fpecies of
animals are improved in ftrength by the mixture.
6 ut further; the mulatto poffeffes ftronger ftamina
than belonged to his father or mother. The fize,
ftrength, health and longevity of Englifhmen have
been aferibed to the intimate mixture of the blood
of half the nations of Europe, from which they

arc
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arc defeended. To the effcfls of this mixture,
likewife, may be aferibed that elevation and per*
feftion which the human underftanfting has ac-
quired in Great Britain. | take pleafure in facri-
ficing national prejudice to truth and philofophy
by introducing this obfervation, efpecially as | an-
ticipate the fame national charafter from the ope-
ration of fimilar caufes upon the citizens of Ame-

rica.

There are feveral difeafes peculiar fto our
country which have never been deferibed.

T he vomiting and purging, which are fo fre-
guent and fatal in the fummer months, in all the ci-
ties of America, would furnilh an excellent fub-
jeft for medical enquiry.

T he caufe of the decay of the teeth, which is fo
frequent in the middle and eaftern ftates of Ame-
rica, will admit of much curious and ufeful fpecu-
lation.

T he fudden and often fatal effefts of a draught
of cold water upon the human body in this city,
and the remedies proper to remove them, will fur-
nifli another fubjeft for a medical communication*.

T he

* This fubjeft has fmee been examined by the author, in
a Volume of Medical Inquiries and Obfervations, pubtilhed
in 1788.
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T he qualities of our pump water, and the in-
fluence of building upon it, are proper fubjeffs for
chemical inveftigation.

T he reafon why the fuburbs and fouth end of
our city are more fubjeft to autumnal fevers than
its centre and north end, and why thefe fevers
are lefs frequent within thefe three years than
formerly, deferve our attention.

T he high price of fire-wood, makes it ne-
ceflary to examine the effefts of foffil coal, and
flove rooms, upon health and life.

T he fymptoms and degrees in which our acute
and chronic difeafes agree and difagree with the
deferiptions of the fame difeafes publifhed in Eu-
rope, will furniflit ample matter for obfervafion.

An enquiry into the caufes why the Dyfcntery
is equally the confequence of adry and wet fum-
mer, and why it appears on the fummit of high
grounds, while the vallies below them are vifited
with remitting and bilious fevers’, may lead us to
determine, whether that diforder be idiopathic, or
whether it be xhc febris introverfa of Dr. Sy-
denham.

For the fake of obtaining full information and
accurate obfervations of the Hate of the air and
weather

18

weather (fo eflential to obtaining a hiftory of dif-
eafes), | would recommend to the College, to ap-
point one of their body for the following purpofes.

ift. To record and communicate to the College
an exaft account of the temperature of the wea-
ther as meafured by Fahrenheit’s Thermometer.

2ndly. To record the variations in the weight
and moifture of the air, by the Barometer and
Hydrometer.

3dly, To record the ftate of the winds.

4thly. To meafure exactly the the quantity of
water that falls in our city. Thefe obfervations
will be more ufeful, if we can obtain from the fex-
tons of the different churches in the city, fuch a
return of the deaths, as will enable us to afeertaia
the increafe or decreafe of mortal difeafes by the
bills of mortality. To render thefe bills more
ufeful, let the fexton be direfted, in every cafe of
death, to apply to the phyfician who has attended
the patient for the name of the mortal diftemper.

L et the obfervations on each of thefe fubjeSs,
be delivered every month to the College.

To obtain an accurate knowledge of the
epidemics of the city, I would recommend _thc
prefer-

19



prefervatidn of the accounts of the difeafes that
are kept in the Difpenfary. If thefe difeafes be
recorded by the names that are given to thena by
Dr. Cullen, in the lafl; edition of his Nofologia Me-
thodica, the account of them cannot fail of being
highly ufeful and beneficial to the public.* To de-
rive the utmoll poffible advantage from this hiHiory
of our epidemics, let us endeavour to procure fi-
milar obfervations from different parts of the ftate,
and from every ftate in the union.

To render our city as celebrated for medical ad-
vantages, as it has long been for other things, it
will be neceflary to ereft in itwarm and cold baths.
The advantages of both thefe remedies in a coun-

try where the difeafes from heat and cold are fo
predominant, need not be mentioned.

A MEDICAL Libraryf, will help to diffufe know-
ledge among us upon eafy terms, while a botani-
cal garden will furnifti us with an opportunity of
cultivating that part of the Materia Medica, which
is derived from the vegetable kingdom.

Should

* The Tables, with which this volume commences, will
flicw that this propofal has been fully adopted.

f It has been eftablifthed by the College, and now con-
fids of a number of fcarce and valuable books.
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Should an application be made to the legifla-
ture, there can be no doubt of our obtaining a
fuitable piece of ground for that purpofe.

Thus, Mr. Prefident and Gentlemen, have |
pointed out in a few words, the great objefts and
advantages of our College of Phyficians.

I SHALL conclude with the following remarks.
It is a general opinion that the condition of man
in our world is mending. The conveniences and
pleafures of life, are daily multiplying by the in-
ventions of philofophy. Many diforders, once
deemed incurable, now vyield to medicine. No
wonder then that a general expeftation prevails—
that a revolution isfoon to take place in favour of
human happinefs. Natural means appear to be the
inftruments defigned by heaven to fulfil its purpofes
of mercy and benevolence to mankind. | am fully
perfuaded there does not exift a difeafe in nature,
that has not an antidote to it. And when 1 con-
fider the influence of liberty and republican forms
of government upon fcience, and the vigour
which the American mind has acquired by the
events of the late revolution, I am led to hope that
a great portion of the honor and happinefs of dif-
covering and applying thefe antidotes may be re-
ferved for the phyficians of America.
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Rush’ discourse appeared in VVolume 1of the Transactions of
the College of Physicians, which was published in 1793. We at
the Historical Collections of the Library, on behalf of the
College of Physicians, take pleasure in offering this facsimile
as a memento of the 1987 meeting of the American Associa-
tion for the History of Medicine and of the bicentennial of the
College of Physicians of Philadelphia. The College wishes to
convey special thanks to David Y. Cooper, M.D., for his gener-
ous contribution toward the printing cost of this pamphlet.






