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Chapter 25

History Of The Doctors Atlee

Who Served The Lancaster Community 170 Years
(1820-1990)
Delivered to the Lancaster City & County Medical Society
on Tuesday, May 5, 1981 by William A. Atlee, M.D.

The Atlees in America were traceable to the Parish of Acton, Middlesex
County a few miles from London. Samuel Atlee of England had a number of
sons one of whom was William, who was the founder of the family in America.
He left England in March, 1733, having been appointed secretary to the Gov-
ernor of Barbados. His eldest son was William Augustus Atlee the colonist,
lawyer and jurist who was born in Philadelphia July, 1735. William had three
sons. The eldest was William Pitt Atlee born September 24, 1772 who resided
in Lancaster where he was a coppersmith, deputy sheriff of the County and
marshal of the District.

Edwin Augustus Atlee, son of William Augustus, was born on Novem-
ber 16, 1776 and died in Philadelphia in 1852. He attended Dickinson College
in Carlisle, PA and practiced law in Lancaster. He volunteered for the Army
and was one of General Washington’s guards at Headquarters. He relin-
quished his legal practice and read medicine with General Edward Hand,
who was Washington’s Adjutant General, and under Professor Barton of
Philadelphia. He graduated from the University of Pennsylvania School of
Medicine in 1804 and practiced in Philadelphia until 1820. He and his wife,
Esther, became members of the Religious Society of Friends. He was promi-
nent in Anti-Slavery Movements and became an eminent physician and writer.
He moved to Michigan where he was nominated and served in United State
Congress for two terms. The eldest son of Edwin Augustus was John L. Atlee,
who graduated from the University of Pennsylvania Medical School in 1853
and practiced in Tennessee for about 50 years.

William Pitt Atlee married Sarah Light and they had six children two of
whom were John Light Atlee, M.D. (1799-1885) and Washington Lemuel Atlee,
M.D. (I808-1878). Dr. John L. Atlee, had eleven children, two of whom were
physicians, Walter Franklin and John L. Atlee, Jr.

Walter Franklin Atlee, M.D. graduated from Yale University and studied
medicine and surgery in France. His notes of the lectures of Dr. M. Claude
Bernard (1853-1854) were published by Lippincott and Grambow & Co. in
1854 and covered characteristics of the blood and its contents including red
cells, hematin, iron, magnesium and protein and the size of cells and studies
that Dr. Bernard had made on oxygen, carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide
noting the changes in color of the blood and some superficial observations
concerning acid-base balance. This book was entered in the Congressional
library in 1854.
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John Light Atlee, Jr. (1830-1885) practiced in Lancaster and died the same
year as his father. :

Dr. John L. Atlee, Sr. born 1799 had a son, William A. Atlee, who wasan
attorney and my grandfather. William married Elizabeth Champneys, daugh-=
ter of Judge Benjamin Champneys, who had been President Judge of the Lan-
caster County Court from 1829 to 1842 and a state senator for six years. He.
was Attorney General for Pennsylvania from 1846 to 1848. Their oldest son
was my Uncle Bill, who was a physician some 20 years my father’s senior. =
William A. Atlee, M.D. graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and
studied under Sir William Osler, who was Chairman of the Department of
Medicine. He later moved to Washington and died in the typhoid epidemic
there.

Dr. Washington Lemuel Atlee was born February 22, 1808 and graduated
from Jefferson Medical College in 1829. He practiced with his brother, John L.
Atlee, in Lancaster and is said to have had an office in Mt. Joy until 1845
when he moved to Philadelphia to accept the Chair of Medicine and Surgery
in the Medical Department of that college. He resigned in 1852 and became
an eminent surgeon in Philadelphia particularly noted for his ovariotomies.
He died in 1878. While in Lancaster, Dr. Washington Atlee collected some 400
species of Lancaster County plants. He organized the Academy of Gynecol-
ogy.

Lest I give the impression that everyone in our family has been physi-
cians, I would say we have had our share of attorneys, jurists, businessmen,
coppersmiths, soldiers, sailors, engineers, railroaders, salesmen and artisans.
For our interest, [ would select a few physicians.

Dr. John L. Atlee (1799-1885) read medicine under Dr. Samuel Humes in
1815 and graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 1820. He imme-
diately began his practice of medicine in Lancaster. He was outstanding for
his commitment to his community and to his profession. He was a school
director for 40 years beginning in 1822 and he was a senior warden of St.
James Episcopal Church for 30 years. He was the first medical director of St.
Joseph Hospital. He was a organizer in the birth of the Lancaster City and
County Medical Society in 1844 (he served as president twice), the Pennsyl-
vania Medical Society in 1848 (he served as president in 1857) and the Ameri-
can Medical Association in 1849 (he served as president in 1882). He was
professor of anatomy and physiology at Franklin & Marshall College and
that institution conferred an honorary degree of LL.D. upon him in 1878. He
trained a number of students interested in medicine in his office.

He and his brother, Lemuel, revived ovariotomy. They kept careful records
of their ovariotomy work. It is my impression that Washington Lemuel did
the first ovariotomy and John L. did the first bilateral ovariotomy. They did |
an ovariotomy in 1843. McDowell had done one or two ovariotomies in Ken-
tucky in 1809; Nathan Smith in Connecticut followed later about 1829. Drs. |

| |
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John and Washington Atlee revived the operation. These were large size ova-
rian tumors weighing 15 to 20 pounds. One or two of these have been pre-
served in the Mutter Museum of the Philadelphia College of Physicians.

In 1843, Drs. John L. and Washington L. Atlee removed a calculus from
the urinary bladder. This was a mulberry calculus of oxalate of lime which
weighed 4-3/4 to 5 ounces. and its largest circumference was 8 inches and
the smallest 6 1/8 inches. This was believed to be one of the largest extracted
and was reported in numerous medical journals.

| DR JOHN 1. ATLEE DRWA3SHINGTON L ATLEE DR.JOHN L. ATL EE
| THEFIRST JOHN ATLEE BROTHER THE THIRD JOHN ATLEE

It was my good fortune to care for a patient operated upon by Dr. John L.
Atlee of 1799. This was a Mrs. Wiltsie and her case was reported in Lancaster
th-:dicine, October, 1976 - a special issue on the “History of Medicine in Lan-

aster County.” I found this to be a thrilling experience to be doing a trache-
#)tmny for the same laryngeal polyp problem treated by my great grandfa-
er. The case was reported at a meeting of laryngologists by Dr. Jessberg of
alifornia.

Dr. John L. Atlee of 1799 was very active in the Sanitary Committee of
ancaster County and I have a report dated May 26, 1855, extracted from the
transactions of the Medical Society of the State of Pennsylvania. He had con-
kern about problems of cholera in Lancaster County and had written about
proved methods of treatment and hydration of patients whose fluid bal-
ce had been disturbed. Quoting from the transactions of the Sanitary Com-
ittee “he was first appointed to consider Public Water Supply July 6, 1819.
February 22, 1836 or 1837, according to records the imposing spectacle of
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introducing unfiltered water from the Conestoga River into the City of Lan- | "
caster was performed. A great parade was held on the above date from the 1"
Court House to the reservoir site on E. King St. where the arrival of the water § "
was awaited. The delay was brief. About half past ten the water made its first 1#
appearance, slowly entering from the pipes amid the thundering and ring- ¢
ing of city bells. During the first year there were 22 customers who paid a

Filtration Plant was built in 1906.
[ have here a copy of Article 82 from the American Journal of Medical

the sky being overcast with clouds, I had two sperm candles lighted to en-
able me to prosecute the balance of the operation with safety. This was satis
factorily done and the tumor was lifted away.” I note the operation was be-
ing done under chloroform anesthesia. Earlier operations used opium to dulllj
pain.

The description of the brothers, John L. Atlee and Washington L. Atlee
appeared to depict John as having been the older and perhaps more conser:
vative and more committed to his community. Washington Lemuel was
younger and perhaps a more able surgeon. H. B. Clapesattle, of Doctors’ Maya
gives the following description “on his way home from New York Dr. Maya
stopped off at Philadelphia and went out to Lancaster to visit the Atlee broth
ers, the great apostles of ovariotomy.” The older Dr. Mayo, the father of thel
famous Mayo brothers visited Lancaster to observe the ovariotomies being
performed by John and Washington Atlee. Sometime later Washington Atlee
made a trip to Rochester, Minnesota during the winter to perform or assist i
an ovariotomy. It is reported that his sleigh was caught in a severe snow
storm and upset so that he had rough going but returned safely.

The operation for removal of ovarian tumors had first been performed by
Ephraim McDowell on a Kentucky frontier in 1809 under circumstances that
make one of the most dramatic and most often told stories in American medica
history. McDowell’s success in that and succeeding attempts made the op
eration a “Nine Day Wonder,” but after its originator’s death it fell into di
use; it was too seldom successful in other hands. John and Washington re
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