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Dec. 14, 1799: The excruciating final hours of President George
Washington

It was a house call no physician would relish. On Dec. 14, 1799, three doctors were summoned to Mount Vernon
in Fairfax County, Va., to attend to a critically ill, 67-year-old man who happened to be known as “the father of
our country.”

On the afternoon of Dec. 13, a little more than 30 months into his retirement, George Washington complained
about a cough, a runny nose and a distinct hoarseness of voice. He had spent most of the day on horseback in
the frigid rain, snow and hail, supervising activities on his estate. Late for dinner and proud of his punctuality,
Washington remained in his damp clothes throughout the meal.

By 2 a.m. the following morning, Washington awoke clutching his chest with a profound shortness of breath. His
wife Martha wanted to seek help but Washington was more concerned about her health as she had only recently
recovered from a cold herself. Washington simply did not want her leaving the fire-warmed bedroom for the
damp, cold outside. Nevertheless, Martha asked her husband’s chief aide, Col. Tobias Lear, to come into the
room. Seeing how ill the general was, Col. Tobias immediately sent for Dr. James Craik, who had been
Washington’s physician for more than 40 years, and the estate’s overseer, George Rawlins, who was well
practiced in the art of bloodletting.

Only a few hours later, 6 a.m., Washington developed a pronounced fever. His throat was raw with pain and his
breathing became even more labored.

At 7:30 a.m., Rawlins removed 12 to 14 ounces of blood, after which Washington requested that he remove still
more. Following the procedure, Col. Lear gave the patient a tonic of molasses, butter and vinegar, which nearly
choked Washington to death, so inflamed were the beefy-red tissues of his infected throat.

American history buffs know so much about George Washington’s final iliness because of a wealth of primary
source documents as well as the herculean efforts of Dr. David Morens, an epidemiologist and the Senior
Advisor to the Director of the National Institute for Allergy and Infectious Diseases. Dr. Morens wrote about
these harrowing last hours for the New England Journal of Medicine in 1999. (1999; 341: 1845-1849). Another
fascinating account of Washington’s medical history can be found in a 1933 issue of the Bulletin of the Institute
of the History of Medicine written by Dr. J.H. Mason Knox Jr. (1933; 1: 174-191). And even more intriguing is a
long letter about Washington’s last illness, written by Col. Tobias as the events unfolded.

This 12-page letter is a treasured document at the William Clements Library at the University of Michigan.
Another handwritten copy of these notes repose in the University of Virginia Library.

Dr. Craik entered Washington’s bedchamber at 9 a.m. After taking the medical history, he applied a painful
“plister of cantharides,” better known as “Spanish fly,” to Washington’s throat. The idea behind this tortuous
treatment was based on a humoral notion of medicine dating back to antiquity called “counter-irritation.” The
blisters raised by this toxic stuff would supposedly draw out the deadly humors causing the General’s throat
inflammation.

At 9:30 a.m., another bloodletting of 18 ounces was performed followed by a similar withdrawal at 11 a.m. At
noon, an enema was administered. Attempts at gargling with a sage tea, laced with vinegar were unsuccessful
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but Washington was still strong enough to walk about his bedroom for a bit and to sit upright in an easy chair for
a few hours. His real challenge was breathing once he returned to lying flat on his back in bed.

Dr. Craik ordered another bleeding. This time, 32 ounces were removed even though Elisha Cullen Dick, the
second physician to arrive at Mount Vernon, objected to such a heroic measure. A third doctor, Gustavus
Richard Brown, made it to the mansion at 4 p.m. He suggested a dose of calomel (mercurous chloride) and a
tartar emetic (antimony potassium tartrate), guaranteed to make the former president vomit with a vengeance.

After the fourth bloodletting, Washington appeared to rally somewhat. At 5 p.m., he was having an easier time
swallowing and even had the energy to examine his last will and testament with Martha. Soon enough, he was
again struggling for air. He told Dr. Craik: “Doctor, | die hard; but | am not afraid to go; | believed from my first
attack that | should not survive it; my breath can not last long.” Ever the gentleman, even in extremis, the
General made a point of thanking all three doctors for their help.

By 8 p.m., blisters of cantharides were applied to his feet, arms and legs while wheat poultices were placed
upon his throat with little improvement. At 10 p.m., Washington murmured some last words about burial
instructions to Col. Lear. Twenty minutes later, Col. Lears’ notes record, the former president settled back in his
bed and calmly took his pulse. At the very end, Washington’s fingers dropped off his wrist and the first president
of our great Republic took his final breath. At the bedside were Martha Washington, his doctor, James Craik,
Tobias Lear, his valet, Christopher Sheels, and three slave housemaids named Caroline, Molly and Charlotte.

Washington’s physicians, as doctors are wont to do, argued heatedly over the precise cause of death. Dr. Craik
insisted that it was “inflammatory quinsy,” or peritonsillar abscess. Dr. Dick rejected such a possibility and
offered three alternative diagnoses: stridular suffocatis (a blockage of the throat or larynx), laryngea
(inflammation and suppuration of the larynx), or cynanche trachealis. The last arcane medical diagnosis (from
the Latin, for “dog strangulation”), which prevailed as the accepted cause of Washington’s death for some time,
referred to an inflammation and swelling of the glottis, larynx and upper trachea severe enough to obstruct the
airway.

Back in 1799, Washington’s physicians justified the removal of more than 80 ounces of his blood (2.365 liters or
40 percent of his total blood volume) over a 12-hour period in order to reduce the massive inflammation of his
windpipe and constrict the blood vessels in the region. Theories of humoralism and inflammation aside, this
massive blood loss — along with the accompanying dehydration, electrolyte imbalance, and viscous blood flow
— could not have helped the president’s dire condition.

A fourth physician, William Thornton (who also designed the U.S. Capitol building), arrived after Washington
succumbed. Thornton had expertise in the tracheotomy procedure, an extremely rare operation at the time that
was performed only in emergencies and with occasional success. Dr. Dick, too, advocated this procedure —
rather than the massive bloodletting — but given the primitive nature of surgical science in 1799, it is doubtful it
would have helped much.

In the 215 years since Washington died, several retrospective diagnoses have been offered ranging from croup,
quinsy, Ludwig’s angina, Vincent’s angina, diphtheria, and streptococcal throat infection to acute pneumonia. But
Dr. Morens’s suggestion of acute bacterial epiglottitis seems most likely. In the end, we will never really know,
which constitutes half of the fun enjoyed by doctors who argue over the final ilinesses of historical figures.

At this late date, it is all too easy to criticize Washington’s doctors. Indeed, even in real time and for decades
thereafter, critics complained that the physicians bled Washington to death. But the truth of the matter is that
they did the best they could, against a pathologically implacable foe, using now antiquated and discredited
theories of medical practice.
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The president’s last hours must have been agonizing to watch and, of course, to experience. Like any human
being, General Washington hoped his physicians would help him to an easy death. Between the massive
bloodletting, the painful blistering treatments, and the awful sensation of suffocation, this was not at all possible.

Excruciating though his death was, George Washington’s life continues to teach us valuable lessons of
citizenship, leadership and devotion to duty. In an era when there are so few heroes in public life, it remains
inspiring to recall the Henry (“Light-horse Harry”) Lee Jr.’'s famous phrase from the eulogy of Washington he
delivered to the U.S. Congress on Dec. 26, 1799: “First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his
countrymen.”

Editor’s note: this post has been updated to reference the correct number of months after the president had left
office until the time he became ill.

Dr. Howard Markel writes a monthly column for the PBS NewsHour, highlighting the anniversary of a
momentous event that continues to shape modern medicine. He is the director of the Center for the History of
Medicine and the George E. Wantz Distinguished Professor of the History of Medicine at the University of
Michigan.

He is the author or editor of 10 books, including “Quarantine! East European Jewish Immigrants and the New
York City Epidemics of 1892,” “When Germs Travel: Six Major Epidemics That Have Invaded America Since
1900 and the Fears They Have Unleashed” and “An Anatomy of Addiction: Sigmund Freud, William Halsted,
and the Miracle Drug Cocaine.”
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