





Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1977

Wirthlin: Nathan Smith (1762-1828) Surgical Consultant to Joseph Smith

17



BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 17, Iss. 3 [1977], Art. 5

books and ledgers from 1811 through 1814 did not reveal a fee for
the service recorded by Joseph Smith and hence no listing of the
service.®

The identification by Joseph Smith of a Dr. Smith and a Dir.
Perkins, in addition to the reporting of other doctors from Dart-
mouth Medical School, leaves little doubt as to the identity of the
physicians involved. In addition, there was not another surgeon
in New England who traveled with a concourse of medical students.
Finally, the operation described by both Joseph and his mother is
as good as a signature to an operative note, as this was an operation
developed and perfected by Nathan Smith.

Joseph Smith’s wounds gradually healed, and his ordeal came
to an end following proper treatment. Joseph, however, continued
to walk on crutches for three years and walked with a limp during
his adult life. When sickness finally left the Smith home, Joseph
Smith’s family moved to Norwich, Vermont.

In the fall of 1813 following the typhoid epidemic, Nathan
Smith moved to New Haven, Connecticut, and accepted his appoint-
ment as Professor of Medicine, Surgery and Obstetrics at the Yale
Medical School. He continued, however, to give lectures at Dart-
mouth until 1816. In 1817 he moved his family to New Haven,
Connecticut, where a tenth child was born. In 1821 a medical school
at Bowdoin College in Maine was opened with Nathan Smith
consulting in the development of the school and giving the bulk
of the medical lectures. His son, Nathan Ryno Smith, had in the
meanwhile become a physician and was appointed Professor of
Surgery and Anatomy at the new medical department of the Uni-
versity of Vermont in Burlington. Nathan Smith also gave lectures
in this school. He continued an active career as a surgeon, lecturer,
and writer until his death in 1828 in New Haven.

Much more could be said about his life. He was an expert in
many areas of surgery and medicine, a master surgeon; there were
few his equal in early America; his influence was felt throughout
New England.

"There were listings, however, of services to a Mr. Smith, father of Joseph
Smith. In the daybook of Smith and Perkins 1812-1813, p. 184, there begins on
2 April 1913 a listing of fees to a ""Mr. Smith, father of Joseph Smith, of this town.”
This would refer to a Joseph Smith of Hanover and not Lebanon. The daybook, No-
vember 1812 through May 1815, lists nine visits to a Joseph Smith beginning in
April of 1813. Joseph Smith was certainly a common name in New England; the
1810 census of Hanover, Grafton County, New Hampshire, lists two Joseph Smiths.
It is probable that the Joseph Smith mentioned in the Smith and Perkins daybooks
was not the same Joseph Smith of Lebanon, New Hampshire.
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William Henry Welch, in commenting on Nathan Smith’s role
at Yale Medical School, wrote the following:

Dr. Nathan Smith, when he came to New Haven from Dartmouth,
was already a star of the first magnitude in the medical firmament.
. . . Nathan Smith shed undying glory upon the Yale Medical
School. Famous in his day and generation, he is still more famous
today, for he was far ahead of his times, and his reputation, unlike
that of so many medical worthies in the past, has steadily in-
creased as the medical profession has slowly caught up with him.
We now see that he did more for the general advancement of medi-
cal and surgical practice than any of his predecessors or contem-
poraries in this country. He was a man of high intellectual and
moral qualities, of great originality and untiring energy, an ac-
curate and keen observer, unfettered by traditions and theory;
fearless and above all, blessed with an uncommon fund of plain
common sense.%?

For members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
it 1s important to realize that Joseph Smith received treatment that
was generations ahead of current practice and was attended to, on
at least one occasion, by the most highly trained and experienced
physician in northern New England who was also the only physician
in the United States who aggressively and successfully operated for
osteomyelitis and thereby prevented amputation. Thus Joseph re-
ceived the best of care that was available for many years to come
from a giant of a man who lived, taught, and practiced in Hanover,
New Hampshire, only a few miles from Joseph Smith’s home.

William Henry Welch, “The Relation of Yale to Medicine,” address at the Two
Hundredth Anniversary of the founding of Yale, 21 October 1901, cited in Harrington,
The Harvard Medical School, 1:349.
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