


Medical
Heritage




© 1995
Lancaster City & County Medical Society

Our Medical Hz*n'tri'gu‘



Section 3

f

inen

Prom

Physicians

R

,,.M"a..u__ﬂq \{

m;ﬁ
lif
s .i |

139



Chapter 28

Jonathan Foltz, M.D. ;
19th Century Surgeon in the U.S. Navy r
i

Over 160 years ago in 1831, Jonathan Messersmith Foltz was one of five
candidates recommended to President Andrew Jackson for u::n:mrm'n1551»*:rn1ngB
as an assistant surgeon in the U. S. Navy. Dr. Foltz walked almost 100 miles
from Lancaster, Pa. along the dusty roads to Washington to present his peti-
tion, with a recommendation from James Buchanan, to receive his commis-
sion from President Jackson at the White House. ;

In April 1831, Jonathan Foltz launched a career that was to be filled with-
adventure and introduction to, and sometimes comradery with, famous per- |
sonages of his day. He saw Queen Victoria as a young lady; he was the at-|
tending physician at the Cilley-Graves duel, a duel that was to put an end tu{ |
this dangerous activity in this country. He chatted with Abraham Lincoln,
became a personal friend of Samuel F. B. Morse, and lent money to Edgar
Allan Poe; he provided medical attention to James Polk and James Buchanan. 5
He met Napoleon III, Dom Pedro, the Duke of Wellington, President Zachary
Taylor and other famous personages. He rose to the position of Surgeon-Gen-

eral of the U.S. Navy under President Ulysses S. Grant. A
Jonathan Foltz was born in Lancaster on April 25, 1810, and graduated
from Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia in 1830. }t

In 1831, practically all ships were sailing ships and the steamboat was a ’l
novelty. His first naval assignment after his commissioning was aboard the |
frigate, Potomac, with Commodore Downes in command. They sailed for -
Sumatra from New York via Rio de Janeiro and around the Cape of Good |
Hope. The ship departed from New York on August 19, 1831 and arrived off
the Sumatra coast on January 31, 1832. The purpose of this mission was to
punish the pirates of Malay in one of our long forgotten little wars.

Whenever the Navy was not in need of his services, he practiced part-
time in Washington. During this time, he became friends with Edgar Allen
Poe and Samuel F. B. Morse.

In 1839, he was assigned to the Great Western steamship under Captain
Hoskins. The wharves and every ship and all of the windows along the East
River and Battery were crowded with people to see the unusual sailing of a
ship powered by steam as they departed amid the roar of artillery. Their des-
tination was Bristol, England to be followed by the island of Minorca.

Assistant Surgeon Foltz served in the War with Mexico in which sea power -
was of considerable value. After his involvement in that war, he became ill
and went to Newport to recuperate. While he was there, James Buchanan, -
then Secretary of State, sent for him to come to Washington to care for a per-
sonal medical problem.
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Scurvy had appeared in the Gulf (of Mexico) Fleet, and in 1848 the Ameri-
can Journal of Medical Sciences published “Report on Scorbutus” by Dr. Jonathan
Foltz telling about the effect this malady had on our naval forces.

In strange contrast to his hectic days on the Mexican coast, he returned to
Lancaster. While attending the Moravian Church the young physician looked
at the “two pew-family” near him. The family was headed by the hardware
‘merchant, John F. Steinman. Jonathan noted how the children had grown,
especially the daughters. With one of them, dark-eyed and black-haired
Rebecca, he immediately fell in love. In spite of the

fact she would not look his way that Sunday morn-
ing, he did manage to meet her and they were mar-
ried several years later in June, 1854.

In 1848, President Polk requested that Dr. Foltz
accompany him as his medical advisor to Bedford
Springs Hotel in Bedford, Pa. The President had
some respiratory problems and sought a rest
and reprieve from his weighty problems in
order to improve his health. Although he did
survive his term as President, he died three
months after its completion.

Dr. Foltz maintained a close relationship
with James Buchanan. After Mr. Buchanan was elected President of the United
States, he accompanied the President-elect to Washington to choose his cabi-
net and prepare for his presidency. James Buchanan stayed at the National
Hotel against the advice of many. While there, he and some of the other no-
table guests became ill. Dr. Jonathan Foltz was kept busy caring for the Presi-
dent-elect and some of the other guests. James Buchanan became alarmed
‘about his condition and sent for his personal physician, Dr. Henry Carpenter,
in Lancaster. Dr. Carpenter spent one week with the President-elect until he
had recovered.

This was Washington and this incident prompted an investigation, even
tlmda}vs SEVEfal Euncluslﬁns emerged One was that the hotel had been
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