
Could George 
Have ^Bitten 

The Bullet?’

By Dave Larsen

Ge o r g e  W a s h i n g t o n ,
were he alive, would be 
243 years  old on S a lu r -  

:day. And he'd have more trouble 
’ biting the bullet" than rhost of 
us.

The Fa the r  of Our Country is 
never pictured smiling. And for a 
V'ery good reason — his mouth 
was hilling him,

Down through the years, he 
tried dentures made of lead, gold 
and the tuslcs of elephants, h ip ­
popotami and walrusfes. They af­
fected him so severely th a t  not 
only was his in tak e  of food 
limited, b u t  he had to avoid "s"  
sounds in his speech.

"P erhaps  it is not surprising 
t'nat Washington's second inau­
gura l address  was less th an  a 
page long, the shortest in presi­
dentia l h is to ry ,"  observed Dr. 
Reidar F. Sognnaes.

Sognnaes, professor of ana to ­
my, and oral biology at the Uni- 
V'ersity of California a t Los An­
geles, has made it  a scholarly  
liobby to study the dental tr ibu ­
lations of bur first president. He 
even went to South America, on 
the  trail of a missing Washington 
denture which he believes to be 
ttiere.

W ash in g to n ,  the doc to r  
points  out. was very sensitive 
about his oral problems.

"W hen Washington did seek 
den ta l  care, he in s t ru c te d  hi<? 
staff th a t  the m a tte r  'no t  be 
made a parade o f , "  Sognnaes 
said. “ In fact, he once camou­
flaged his dental bill by paying it  
as a ha t bill."

The president's dilemma, ac ­
cording to Sognnaes. resulted  

"from bad gums, ra th e r  th a n  
tooth decay. By the time he took 
of I ice a t age 57 he had only one 
of his own teeth,

“ He w asn 't  alone in having 
denture  problems." said Sogn­
naes, found ing  dean of the 
U C LA  School of D e n t i s t ry .  
"D uring  his time there was ho 
good method of fitting and no 
good material to stand up in the 
m outh .”

Si i r l i on  ( .up

I t  w asn 't  until abou t  1880 
th a t  there was an improvement 
in the re tention of false teeth, 
namely a s-uction cup mounted 
on the denture.

Sognnaes has re-created most 
of what Washington wore in his 
mouth. The first set of dentures 
known to have been worn by the 
president and still in existence 
(a t  the New Yorl: Academy of 
Medicine) was made in 1780 by 
New Yorl; d e n t i s t  Jo h n  
Greenwood.

The lower d en tu re  was tas- 
tened through a hole in the ivory 
base to W ash in g to n 's  own re­
m a in ing  too th ,  a lower left 
premolar. This tooth eventually 
loosened and came out. and it 

, was giv4n to the den tis t ,  who 
kept it on a watch chain.

T he  base of th is  d e n tu re ,  
Sognnaes ' research has d e te r ­
mined, is of elephant ivory.

Another set, a ttr ibuted  to a r t ­
ist Charles Whllson Peale, was 
made of lead.

"T h e  dentures were-connect­
ed by two powerful steel springs, 
which pressed the plates to the 
gum tissue," the professor said. 
“ The entire set weighs about a 
fourth of a pound."

T he  low'er te e th  were from 
h u m an s  and e lephan ts ,  bu t it 
tool; quite a bit of sleuthing by 
Sognnaes to discover what had 
been used in the uppers of this 
lead denture.

C .o u l d n ’l Di ipl icalt* . .

Tradition had it tha t elk teeth 
had been implanted, but Sogn­
naes could not make any th a t  
duplicated the originals.

I t  w a sn 't  until  Sognnaes 
visited a Vernon. Calif., packing 
house tha t  he found what he w’as . 
looking for — cattle teeth. The 
reshaped incisors of a cow were 
a p p a re n t ly  w'hat W'ashington 
chewed w'ith in his lead dentures.

Another set made by Green­
wood. and now on exhibit in the 
Smithsonian Institution, had an 
upper plate of gold.

“ In trying to duplicate this. I 
found that the teeth had appar­
ently  been prepared from the 
jaw' of a hippopotamus." said the 
professor.

These teeth were secured to 
the gold plate with braces whose 
sharp edges must have pained 
W asliington's tongue and palate. 
This upper denture was held by 
spiral springs a t ta c h e d  to the  
bac'it of the lowers.

The base oV the lowers was of 
elephant tusi:. Fixed onto it W'ere 

.teeth carved from hippo ivory.
“ I t  is in these lowers th a t  we 

have Washington's only contact 
with wood. " said Sognnaes. “ Al­
though wooden teeth were used 
in ancient China, the president 
never had such a set.

" T h e  two segments of teeth in 
the lowers of the gold dentures 
were fastened to the base by 
m eans of six wooden pegs the 
diameter of toothpicirS."

The fou r th  known existing  
■VV ashington dental relic is a total 
ivory carving — both base and 
te e th .  Sognnaes was able to 
duplicate it from a walrus tuslc 
o b ta in e d  from the Fowler 
Foundation Museum hr Beverly 
Hills. Calif.

“ One half of the original lower 
is at the University of London." 
he said.

“ T he  w alrus  d e n tu re  came 
into the possession of the first 
dean of the B alt im ore  D en ta l  
College, One of his d augh te rs  
married an Englishman, which 
explains  how p a r t  of the relic 
w ound up in London."

Tw'o of the deait 's  o th e r  
daughters married into families 
in Brazil and Argentina in the 
19th cen tu ry .  W h e th e r  or not 
the missing half of the Washing­
ton denture was intentionally re­
moved. it is reported tha t  one of 
these daughters too'it it with her.

Sognnaes. 62, who uses much 
of his own money in pursuing Ins 
W' isliington research, hopes to 
locate the missing half by the 
bicentennial in 1976.

- ; ? l

U l—Th« :Pit<i<bu<r.9><i 9r«ii, Sunday, Fabruary 14, 1 9 /4


