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Dr. Adam Thomson was born ancl efhicated in ~ cotlantl. [491 

The exact elate arnl place of his birth have not been ascer­

tained. but, it is said., that he was on his way to Leith to 

claim hi share of the family estate when he sickened and died 

m ew York in the year 1767. In his memorable and elo­

quent Discourse on the Preparation of the Body for the mall-

pox and the Ianner for ReceiYing the Infection, he refer to 

" th famous Monro of Edinburgh" as one 0£ his first ma ter [50] 

in the healing art. 
He settlecl in Prince George's County, in the Province of 

Maryland, early in the eighteenth century. In 1748 he went 

to Philadelphia where he continued the practice of hi profe~­

sion, his services being in demand throughout the colonies 

because of his eminence and success ac:: an inoculator. 

Dr. Thomson was one of the original members of the Phila­

delphia Assembly (1748) ; a fournler of the t. \nclrew's 

ociety of Philadelphia in 1749, and vice-pre"ic1ent of that 

body in 1751. He is credited ,vith the leadership in the organ_­

ization of the t. nc1rew's .__ ociety of the 'tate of X ew York, 

having been elected the first vice-pTesident in 175G; and its 

president the ucceeding year. 
In 1738 he began hi method of 1m::paring the body for 

mall-po.-. It consisted of a two-weeks' cour"e of treatment, 

or "cooling regimen" preparatory to inoculation_, to "·it: a 

light, non-stimulating diet, the administration of a combina-

1 An address read before the Johns Hopkins Hospital Historical 

Club, ovember 9, 1908. 
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(150) tion of mC'rcun and antimony, anc1 moderate bleeding anc1 
purgation. JI c. ac1mittcd that Boerhaavc'. 2 A\~lwri m ~ ~ o. 
1;392 nclvanC'c<1 the "J1int" that mercur:r and antimony prop­
erly prepared arn1 adrn ini .. tercc1 "might act a an antic1ote for 
the variolous contagion.'' Dr. 'rl10m on' phenomenal ucce s 
with the method convinced him that "mercury under proper 
management i, more 0£ a pecific agent again t the effect of 
the nuiolous than the venereal poi on." He was careful to 
give it within the bound. of ealirntion anc1 to modify the 
regimen to uit the patient's a0 ·e and conRtitution. 

In his Di cour e h . ays: " On every occasion, for the 
space of twelve year that I have been called upon to prepare 
people for the mall-pox, either for rcceivincr it in the natural 
way, or by inoculation (for I have prepared many for both), I 
have con tantly us'd such a medicine as mention'cl, and I can 
honestly declare that I never aw one so prepar'd in any con­
siderable danger by the di ea e." 

After the preparatory treatment, Dr. 'rhorn on preferred 
his patients to receive the infection by inoculation rather than 
by exposing them to mall-po.· it elf; hi experience having 
shown that thoRe inoculat d e.caped evcre ore throat, and) 
usually, had a milder type of the di ea.,e than tho e allowed to 
contract it by direct contact. He inoculated on the leg, hc­
cau. e he was of the opinion that the seat of local reaction 
should be at a point mo t distant from the brain and vital 
organs. To prevent or remedy a trouble ome ore he advi.-·ec1 
"about 3 or 4 half dram 0£ J e uit' bark given at o many 
doses durincr the day." 

Hi explanation of the manner in ·which immunity i ac­
quired again t small-pox i most intere ting, and sugge ts to 
reader· of to-day Pa teur's e.·bau tion hypothc"i... He tate::;: 
"It appears to me then highly probable, that there i a certain 
quantity of an infinitely ubtile matter, which may be called 
the variolou fuel, equally, intimately and universely diffu ed 

2 
Boerhaave's Aphorism, 1392: " Some success from antimony 

and mercury prompts us to seek for a specific for the small-pox in 
a combination of these two minerals, reduced by art, to an active, but not to an acrimonious or corrosive state." 
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through the blood of every human creatur , in some more, [50] 

in others lcs", that lies still and quiet in the bocly, never how-

incr itc::elf in any manner hitherto discovered, until put in 

action by the variolous contagion, at which time it is totallv 

cxpellcc1 by the course of the disease." He believed that me;­

cur_v ancl antimony mitigated the malignant quality of the 

variolous fuel. 
Dr. Thomson found the average mcclical practitioner of 

~\rncric-a poorly cducatecl, and therefore a source of clanger in 

the community. He rccommencl in the Di~c·our. c that the 

lcgi.Jature interpose in behalf of the safety of the people and 

appoint proper persons to judge of the qualifications of those 

permitted to practice. 1'o pre,·ent harmful re~ults from the 

u::--e of hi .. method in the hancls of the uneducated, he, ay : "I 

ha\c pnrpo el:r avoiclcd criving any formal directions about the 

preparation, thinking it sufficient to propose the general inten­

tion to b pur uecl, which every judiciou. ph~· ician easily 

know how to execute, and a(lapt to different con titutiont,;; for 

I think non cl. e ought to be entrusted ,vith a matter of thi 

sort. or clo I mean b~1 Ruch, all tho e who by the courtesy 

of .1 nierica arc stil'cl cloctors, because it i well known that 

._urgcon , apothecaries, chymi ts, and druggi t or even mere 

smatterer in any of the~c, arc all promi::;rnously call'd by that 

title, as well as real physician ." 

Dr. rrhom on deliverec1 his Discour e on the Preparation of 

the Hocly for the mall-pox before the tru tee and others in 

the ~\cadcmy of Philadelphia, on Wedncscla~·, .... T ovember 21, 

1730.3 It wa published the same year by Benjamin Franklin; 

reprinted in London in l,!'52, ancl in Tew Yorl· in 1,57. It 

met with fa, orab]e rnviews in America, Englarn1 ancl France. 

Dr. Georcre ·w. Norri~, of Philaclclphia, who had been unable 

to obtain the work, comment aR follows: "It i , poken of as 

being written in a moclest and plain style, the argument. made 

3 An original Frankli::i print of the Discourse, probably the only 

one extant, is on file in the library of the Surgeon-General's Office, 

Washington, D. C. Copies of it may be seen in the libraries of 

the Johns Hopkins Hospital, the Medical and Chirurgical Faculty 

of Maryland and of the CollP.ge of Physicians, Philadelphia. 
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[50J 11 ::;e of a higl1ly plan ible, and the author a _ach~atecl with a 
generous desire to comnrn~jcate salutary atlv1ce m tl~e ma~: 
aaernent 0£ a di. temper wfoch has proved fatal to multitude . 
(11he Early History of Medicine in Philadelphia, Geo. ·w. 
Norris, 1886, p. 106.) 

Dr. Thacher ( .. ..\mer . .Jled. Biograph ·, 1 2 , Vol. I, p. 66) 
refers to the Dit,cour e in the follo-wjng manner: " 'I1hi, pro­
dudion was highly applauded both in \merica and Europe, a 
at tbat periocl ( 1, 50) the practice oI inoculation ,va on the 
decline. The author tate that inoculation wa o un ucce -
ful at Philadelphia that many were di-,po ueu to abandon the 
practice; wherefore, upon the uggestion of the 1392'<1 Apho­
ri m of Boerhaarn, he (Thom .... on) mls led to prepare hi pa­
tient by a corn po, ition of antimony ancl mercury, whil!h he 
had con tantly employed for twelve years, "·ith unintermptecl succes .)) 

(51] Drs. Hedman and Kearsley of Philadelphia, and others, fiLt 
oppo ed the method, but later it wa uniYersally adopted in the 
colonie and wa favorably received abroad. In England it 
w·as u ed and recommended by Huxham, Andrew, Baker and 
other . de La 1orn1amine, in France, recon1ed the succe..,, it 
hacl brought the Enali h and American inoculator y and men­
tioned that the method wa upheld by a -'- r ew York phy. ic-ian 
in hi Leyden the i in 1764.' It soon became kno,rn a, the 
American method of inoculation, and was employed with 
gratifying re ult , notably hy Dr. Gale oI Connecticut, Dr. 
Alexander Garden of Charle ton, 'outh Carolina, Dr . .Jk­
Kane of X ew J er ey, ancl by Dr. Alexarn1er Hamilton of 
Maryland, who wrote ably in its clefense. It wa introduced 
as routine proceclure in the .fir t inoculating ho pital · which 
were establi hed near Bo ton, Mas ., in February, 176-:1:. Dr. 
William Barnett wa called from Philadelphia to upenise 
the work becau e of hi· reputation there as a uc:c0, ful inoculator. 

In describing the ucce of the method in the Transaction::; 

'" Un medecin de la Nouvelle Yorck, en Amerique soutint a 
Leyde l'annee derniere une these en faveur de cette methode," etc. 
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of the Philosophical 'ociet:v for 17G5, Dr. Gale makes thi [5l1 

statement: "A. D. 17G'±. At this pre ent writing, the mall-

po.· in prenllent in the town of Boston; by the last accounts, 

3000 had recoyered from inoculation in the new methocl, by 

the use of mercury, and 5 only had died, viz., chi1c1rcn under 5 

year o.f age; . o that it appcarn, that ,1eath without inoculation 

i l in , or ; by inoculation "·ithout mercury, 1 in 80 or 100; 

by inoculation with mercury, 1 in 800 or 1000." Dr. Gale in 

error, ibid., styles Dr. ,-rhomson "Dr. Thoma of Yirginia;" 

who, he ay , began the "new method" with Dr. :Muri on of 

Long I land and several others in 1, -:1:5. A a matter of fact. 

Dr. Thom on started his preparatory treatment seven years 

prcviou ly, in the Province of ~[aryland and carried on thin 

pioneer work unaided by other . 

In 1762 there appeared on ,.. ~ ovember 25, in the ::\Iaryland 

Gazette, a long and scholarly letter writrnn by Dr. rrhomson, 

in which he laments the fact that his method of inoculation 

had be n taken up by quacks, and reduced by them to "a 

matter of merchancli e." He particularly c-orn1ernns a certain 

Mr. Barnard of I ew Jersey, whom he style " a man of little 

or no education in phy ic, or indeed in anything el e," and al o 

" the Jersey ecret monger." It seems that Barnard. hal1 

learned the detail of Dr. rrhomrnn's " cooling regimen" from 

a reputable physician, ancl had m:ed it in 1000· cases ,vith hut 

two or three deaths, and the e ocL:nrred " in very young chil­

dren who were said to have died of other di orders." Barnard 

gave Dr. 'J1homson no credit for hi n succc &, but . poke of the 

drug u...,ed as" specific remedie. _:, He was known to haYe sold 

the secret. of the "specific remedies" to other charlatan for a 

"piece of money." And further we read, that among a num­

ber of physicians in and about Philac.folphia, who, from the 

first, had tried to bring Dr. Thomson's method into disrepute, 

v.as one, "Dr. J. R.," of ~ ~ ew J er e~'. This ph~·sician, Dr. 

1'homson tells us, after having openly ridiculed the method, an 

de cribed in the Discourse, publi bed some years later in one 

of the Philadelphia new papers ( osten ibly for the good of 

humanity) an accr,unt or the great success J,e had experi,.mcecl 

in inoculating individuals, "·ho had preYiouJy been put upon 
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[51] a course oI mercury and antimony. He claimed ·with r2al cunning and with great jnju tice to Dr. Thom on that he found the source of inspiration for the neu.: metli od in the ,uitino·s of Boerhaave. 
On ci1c other hand, jn tJ1e letter quoted, Dr. 'I1homson writes: "It gives me plr.asure to do justice to the judgment and c-an­dour nf Dr. Mc-Kane of Xe"· Brunswick in the Jer"cy, on this occasion; for he inoculated a very con.__iclerable number, the , ame time with ::Ur. Barnard, but was so far from acting the mean ancl ungrateful part complained of, that he hone. tly owned all of his patient were prepared in the manner directed in my Discourse .... and he to]d me further, that he never gave his preparatory medicines in such a manner as to affect the salivary gland , and hi i::;ucce s was very great, having never had a patient, so prepared, in the , mall e. t danger.'' 

.\gain ( loc. cit.) he thanks Dr. L lex. Garden, of Charleston, 1

• C., for his honesty in statino- in public there that the uncom­
mon .,ucces follmving the inoculation of a great number of in­<lividual during a very fatal epidemic of mall-pox in 1"7'69, wa entirely clue to the employment of the method recom­mended in the Discourse. 

In conclu ion the writer wishes to empha, ize the fact that 
Dr. Thomrnn's claim of the "pecificity of calomel in small-po.·, 
"when u ed under proper management,'' was strongly sup­
ported by the experience of many impartial and tru hrnrthy 
phy ician . :\foreover, we have een that even quack who 
employed the method omewhat at random, increa eel their 
reputation by the good re ults obtainecl from the u e of mer­
cury. Hence it would seem reasonable to a sume that had 
inoc:u]ation not been ·upcrsecled by vaccination, the American 
method. of preparing the body for mall-pox woulcl have re­
mained, with but slight modification, the m-'.> t rational means 
of reducing the mortality during di a trous epiclemi<:s of the disea e. 

Dr. 'l
1

horn on married the ·widow of Jame. \r arddrop, E q., 
of Virginia. he was Lettice Lee, daughter of Philip Lee, of 
Yirginia, and a great grand-daughter of Richard Lee, the emi­
grant. After Dr. Thom~on's death, she married Uol. Joseph 

(ti) 



Sim.
5 

'he had i sue by Dr. Thom on only, ~Iary Lee rrhom- L51J 

son, who married Col. Lilburn Williams, of ~Iaryland, and 
Alice Corbin Thomson, who marri •d Captain John Hawkins, a 
gallant officer of the 3d Yirginia regiment of the Revolutionary 
Army. 

Dr. Adam Thomson died in .1.Tew York City on eptember (521 

18, 1767.
6 The following notice of his death appeared three 

days later in the :New York Mercury: 
"On Friday morning early, died here, A.clam 'I.1homson, E. q., 

a physician of distinguished abilities in his profession, well 
versed iu polite literature, and of unblemished honor and integ­
rity as a gentleman." 
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