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JONATHAN M. FOLTZ, SURGEON GENERAL 

OF THE NAVY (1871-72) 
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BY CAPTAIN LOUIS H. RODDIS, Medical Corps, U. S. Navy 

~J )~ATHAN MESSERSMITH 
j FOLTZ, the sixth in succession to 

! ~ld the office of Chief of the 

·f ~u of Medicine and Surgery, and 

~ "= ~ond to bear the title of Surgeon 

if .r.:c:'ll of the Navy, was born in Lan-

~ ' 

sion on young Foltz and was largely 

instrumental in directing his attention 

I' 

' to the navy as a career. · 

Foltz received his degree of . M.D. _ 

in April I 870, when he was just twenty 

years old. He had already resolved 

' ; 

f
. ~.::,Pennsylvania on April 2-5, I 8 IO. , 

.-:-l zs was the birthday of Oliver 

, 
I I 

I
. ~:::-.ell and St. Mark, so that he 

;..-:-3 the day of his birth with two 
• i·: 

{' 

I. 

,. 
f 

'· I I ~~~::: n:::le a n•::::,:,:~~: 
~ ~~:.:.~"town, and Foltz, as his name 

i :--:::CS, was of German descent. 

. . ' ~ 

l 
J 

<~:;h small, Lancaster was qf con­

.;;:....blc importance as a manufactur­

"{ ::ntcr of the long-barreled, small­

•-:': muzzle loading rifles which 

t-~ed push our frontier westward. 

: ;t.~crmore, until I 812, two years 

;~ Jonathan's birth, it had been the 

:;-ir1l of the state. One realizes how 

·~ 1go this was when it is recalled 
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Jonathan M. Foltz · · 

' :t J:~mes Madison was President · ' ; 

•'c~ Foltz was born and the famous to enter the navy. There were two hun- . ·· :; 

I =·0· ~bdison was the "Queen of the dred applicants, only seventeen of :.. . ~ ,. 
\\cc House." whom received permission to take the 1 ' .. 
f!c young man studied medicine examination. Five passed with Foltz · · · ' 

c.!.:r 1 preceptor, as was then the com- standing one on the list_. Afraid that , . · ' 

'l.'Jt pr:~ctice, and later attended J effer- . in spite of this he would not be com- . ·- . · . :. 7' • 

<"~ ~!cdical College in Philadelphia. missioned, he collected letters of recom- · · · 

Ht:-: one of his professors was Dr. mendation from several leading citizens , : ~ 

\t, P. C. Barton, the distinguished including · one from . James Buchanan, . . . · ' _, I 
vr.:....:St and naval surgeon, and first. afterward ~resident .of the United ' . . · ·. ·. • 

~'tl of the . Bureau of Medicine. ahd States, and walked to Washington < ;. )' :· 
.! ... 'P'f. Barton ~ade a. great impres- . ,when he received his appointment. An- · '- :. : · .. . , ·, ( 
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446 The Military Surgeon-April, 1942 i 
drew Jackson was President when he Cilley was killed. Both men we-_ ~ 

·~ ·-~"'1').. ~ was commissioned on April 4, I 83 I. hers of Congress, and as Henrv C·- t His first duty was the friga~e Potomac, was a friend of Graves, and h4J k: t' then fitting out for a three-year cruise consulted re~ard~ng the challc:-:~. 
1 

~ around the world. was a factor m h1s defeat in the~ i. The Potomac was sent to the East dential campaign of I 844. Th:.S t , l Indies to punish Malay pirates for at- did n:uch to c.rystallize publi.: ~;: ~ tacks on American merchantmen of the ment m the Umted States again~ .: .. "j~ 1 "pepper fleet" on the west coast of ing. · j Sumatra. After a long voyage by way Among interesting frfcnds nu~"' J of the Cape of Good Hope, she arrived Foltz during this period, were F..!_~.t ! off Sumatra the last day of January Allen Poe, and Samuel F. B. ~I:I"V. J I 832. On :February 6, was fought the the inventor of the telegraph. In ll ·i ~­celebrated Battle of Quallah Batoo and I 839 when Foltz first m~ :!, ~ _ when the piratical stronghold of four latter he was regarded as a c--.. \ t forts and town was captured and de- brained experimenter who \1.~ try·r.~ ~ . strayed by a landing force from the' to get the government to appl"l'fr'.::~ ~ frigate. Foltz took part of this famous money to develop "an elcctric.l ~~ engagement so was thus a veteran of . chine to carry letters about like F-;~~ naval war when less than a year in the ning." It was five years later tl-..: ;rr service. After some further time in the experimental line was built bc:"'tm East Indies, the Potomac returned, in Washington and Baltimore and on~ I 834, by way of Honolulu and Cape 24th of May, I 844, the first tclcsr~~~ Horn, and so by the time he was message "What God hath wrw;'( • • • 1 twenty-four the young naval surg~on was sent. 
had also been around the world. · A cruise in European and ~.;r, The next five years were spent in American waters followed this f<T'-.; ·I Washington, at the Navy Yard, or on of shore duty. In 1842, Doctor r,;~l short periods of special duty in Balti- · wrote several articles on the "Emit ... more, Philadelphia, and other eastern ment of Steamships of War in ~ cities. He published a· book, Medical United States Navy." These were jltb: Statistics forT hree-Yea:r Circumnaviga- lished in the Baltimore A merit.:,;~~ tion of the Globe, and a number of attracted wide attention. The &xrt!:o"l , professional and other articles. From . of the Navy quoted from these :ut):h Yale, in 1 8 3 7, he received the degre·e in his report, a report that led to t\1 ... of Master of Arts "fo'r distinguished appropriation by Congress for ~ achievements in medical and surgical steam frigates, ·Missouri and Mi::t~• ' science." During this period, too, he sippi, the first large steam-propdir.l was an attendingsurgeon at one of the · vessels. of our navy. last and one of the most famous duels · His next experience at sea \nf ff ·. ·-' iri our .history, the Graves-Ciliey duel, the war with Mexico ~hen he senor.! · fought on F~bruary 28, .1838, in which ·in the bloc_kade of th~ ~t coast r:~ .. 
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f ~ "1-td.co, the bombardment of T.am- this time this Union will not be in 

..... ~ l :'J Ah•arado, and the operatiOns · existence as it now exists. There will 

;.~ , ·\:~ t.::ding of Scott's Army at Ver.a be two republics; Maryland and Dela­

~ . .-_::, Of particular interest was ~1s ware will join the North and there 

• ... --'c with scurvy, or rather, w1th will be a civil war or insurrection." . ·,.· 
' .I 

~ ~ ":;,·~-icncy which per~itte'd scurvy In May I 861, ho~ever, the latter 

f ·-11 ;~,dop in the blockadmg squadron part of Buchanan's prophecy was al­

~ · ,., of the well-known and simple ready proved correct, and Foltz, then .. 

i :;;;~needed to prevent it. A num- on duty at the Naval Home at Phila­

f .; CJ.SCS occurred on the U.S.S. delphia, was ordered to join the steam 

f ~;:11 on which Foltz was serving frigate Roanoke, to begin his exciting 

~ ""' his recommendations to obtain service in the Civil War. This service 

,. -.· 

. ,· 
. · . 

. ' 

I. "' \i ...... 

~ ·~\ i;11it and vegetables at New Or- was to make him one of the men who 

i' 
:. '! 

{ ,.;-:q lf'CrC disregarded. . , "fought with Farragut." He was at the 
.l 
: 

~ , ,:::became, in 1847, the personal bombardment of Pensacola and with ' 

~ ,,,.~r~u' of Mr. Buchanan who also Farragut on the Hart ford as Fleet Sur-

~ .. nn i~om Lancaster. When Buchanan geon when that officer who had just ·! 

. . . -. . -: 
·' •' 

~ <('~ !:"ted President, he had Doctor taken over command of the fleet as-

' ~ : ,;r; ordered for duty to attend him sembled it to take New Orleans and 

i ,,,,1:o,: ~out his inauguration and was open the Mississippi. In the next two 

¥ ,.,..,·1 room at the White House. He years he saw the capture of New Or­

} • .• ~:· :X'd to attend the President to a · leans and Port Hudson, the passage . 

t; ,ll(l>;!.::lble extent for more than two of Vicksburg, ,and numerous engage-

~ "'.>!-:, ,~iting Washington frequently · ments with .Confederate men of war 

}. ~:.r--~~'tf Mr. B.uchanan desire~ his · on the river. 

~ 'f"'i-,~iorul serv1ces. The Pres1dent He fo)lnd time amid these· stirri"ng 

l. 

' I 

\ . 

' .. 

. · ' 

,•. 

' ~-~g :o have consider~d placing him scenes to .record a historic date in the . 

~ • ~.::t:t of the "Med1cal Bureau of history of the Uhited States Navy. In _,: .· :~ · 

1 'If ~il\')'11 as he referred to the newly · his diary, under 'the date of August 31, 

~ .J:..-i:shcd Bureau of Medicine and I 862, he wrote in. capital letters "Last .. · ~ · : ·. · 

·g :,' .-::')·,but did not do so. Foltz, how- Day of Grog in the Navy-The World ;.,, '. 

l ""'· 'OS his personal physician for Moves!" Grog was the name for the : :~. l 

~ 1.~ three years, staying at the White ration of spirits which was originally 

i l;ro~ when he was in Washington, issued in the British Navy, in I740 by· , ·: . :~ .. · 

l n! :--.J)' be considered as the first ·of Admiral Edward Vernon. It is . said ., .; · .. ' 

~ •.;.-:-_\.cr of naval medical officers who · that the Admiral wore a boat cloak 

"'~ ~md in the important capacity made of grogram, a type' of cloth, and · .': ·. : ..... . 

· t ' rt.pician of the White House." · that he was known to his men as "Old . · · .. : 

' • .:r~ bs left one notable recollection· Grog"' and from this the mixture of · · . ·. · :: ':. · -· 

t b:hnan, too, as the pessimistic -· rum arid water. which he ordered used . .. < c.;·: 

.. .;-~ of disunion. In I 8 56, Buchanan in 'the fleet under his command came '-;. : :.: ··,: · 

~ ~--l.ihim that "In four: years fro in · ~o be called grog. The original ·regula- : ._'·.. . . . ; , ' 

. • , · ... .... : ·- '• .:· • . · ·· . ·· •. · .. . · . : ,· i' . ·:. '. '.: .. ·:< .. \ ·">.' .. : . · ~~:: . 
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tions for the government of the Con- and now it was determined to ~""~.!\ 

tinental Navy, written by John Adams strong naval force to Europe, he~,, 

in 1775, allowed "Half a pint of rum by ou,~ most fa.mous admi':'l, F:~.rr~··~ 

per man every day." Various regula- on a conquenng hero cr:u1se" to s..\-,, 

tions were issued for its use. For a the Old World that demOO"lv.· ~·il 

time, whiskey was substituted for rum; survived one of its severest ~J: · H, 

various dilutions were prescribed; it Many commercial and diplomlti.: ,-;r,. 

was allowed for those on the sick list tracts were to be reestablished :u •··"~­

or in the brig; and money allowances The squadron visited England Fr~~~ 
of five or six cents a day were paid in Russia, Sweden, Denmark: ~:..< 
lieu of it. In 1829 Congress directed Greece, and Turkey. Foltz W'c:"~ ., 

the Secretary of the Navy to appoint Fleet Surgeon a~ Admiral F:~.~'a\ 

a board of medical officers to report on . request a~d remamed at sea until 1 ~ ,:, 

the necessity of its use by midshipmen, He was employed as President o.! ~ ~"

1
._ .. 

and also its effects on their health and Medical Examining and R~~:r~ 

morals. The board consisted of three Board at Philadelphia until his 21'i'';;!l' 

of the most distinguished men in the ment in October 187I by P~·tt 

early history of the Medical Corps, two Grant, as Surgeon Genel":l) of 1.\t 

of whom were later to serve as Sur- Navy. 

geons General of the Navy. They were The statutory retiring age :lt t\ct 

· · William P. C. Barton, Lewis Heer- time was sixty-two years. Doctor F.-.!~ • 

. , mann, and Thomas Harris. They re- therefore, retired April 25, I8i:, ~.r ... 

. ; · . ported unanimously against the use of ing held office only about seven m.'Ct~ 

. ·. · -... _grog though no action was taken on · The President continued him in c~ 

· · .·' · their recommendations. Not until until June I 8, and he performcJ ~m~ 

thiry-three years later did Congress di- :_ duty in connection with in~r<·.-~1:~ 

rect that the spirit ration cease-Sep- until April I, I873· His dca:h N 

:-':~ . tember 1862. The "tot of grog" famous curred April 12, I877. His na\'111U'*' 

. . . in naval song and story, ended in 'the ice covered a period of forty·t\\"o 1'"'" 
. ) 

' 

United States Navy, and its end was · With justifiable pride he once~~­

recorded by Foltz as a triumph for both "I have been more at sea than :\d::u-l 

. , sobriety and efficiency. . Farragut, outrank all the captaint ~~ 

With the normal termination of his the fleet, and have been in more:~-:'~ 

. cruise in I 863, he was sent ashore as than any." 

a member of the Examining Board at He had married, in ISH,~~~~ ... 

· Philadelphia. His next sea duty was becca Steinman of Lancaster. 0! ~' 

. .... ': · in 1 8 67. Many of the reactionary ele- . · children, one became a ph pi cU. 'I 5t.t 

· · ments in the governments of Europe his father; another graduated ~r \\''-" 

· . had been elated ~t the troubles of the Point and became a genc~l in t'1to 

. ~- .·.·. · · ·great Republic of the New World, and :· United States Army. A third soo, ~6-. 

. :_,.' _·: ·. · freely prophesied her downfall. Their · Charles S. Foitz, became his (l!~llt''l 

'. ' ·.-. ·· · ' . predi~ions were now proved · wrong; :biographer •. This biography, puhl~f 
~ I -. • • :~ ' ' . ":' • • . 

' ·: _: . ~- . . ·' . . . ~ . . . . . 

. : :· . : ,' .... ... . . . ... . ' ·: . :·: . . ~; ' . . ' . >' .. .-., . . . ·.'<-
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t "193r, under the title of Surgeon of 

f .v Sm, was a best seller among works 

} .j r.on fiction during the year of its 

} ·d:li.:2tion. 

, 

.. ' (;, ~ppearance Dr. Foltz wa~ rather 

,t,:rt 1nd stocky, very erect, and ac­

..• His eyes were blue, his hair brown 
,~-

~ (.~ nvy. He was a man who possessed 

~ i.,;~ 2dministrative talents and great 

~ ,;.fcssional knowledge. Industry, con­

~ ~:ious devotion to duty, and un-

,t 

I 
i 
~ 

. ~ 

·. 
. ' 

l 

I 
1i 

t 

failing patriotism were among his most 

outstanding characteristics. He had 

been the warm personal friend of Presi­

dent Buchanan and his professional ad­

viser. Admiral Farragut placed implicit 

confidence in his ability and integrity. ·. · 

His most marked characteristic was 

summed up by himself in his tribute to 

the sailor: "The sailor's greatest ambi- · 

tion is to do his duty. May I ever do 

mine." 
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