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a b s t r a c t 

The definitive account of the life and work of Horace Wells, the dentist from Hartford, Connecticut, who 

experimented with nitrous oxide anesthesia in 1844, is that published by W Harry Archer for the cente- 

nary of Wells’s work. A major source of original material was a collection of letters, by Wells and others, 

that Archer found in the house in Hartford, Vermont, in which Wells was born. In later support for 

Wells being better recognized for his role in the introduction of general anaesthesia, Richard J Wolfe and 

Leonard F Menczer published a collection of essays in 1994. However, their preparation was hampered by 

their (mis)understanding that the ‘Archer’ letters (which were lodged in the Pittsburgh University Library) 

were “missing”, a belief which continued, but has been disproved by a new author. Before his death, John 

Bunker encouraged his anthropologist daughter, Emily, to continue a project he had been planning on 

the history of anesthesia, and the result is a new book, “Horace and Elizabeth: Love and Death and Painless 

Dentistry ”. First and foremost Ms Bunker has discovered that the Archer Letters are very much available, 

and has been greatly helped by the University of Pittsburgh Library in producing her book. She has used 

reproductions and transcriptions of the letters (some previously unpublished) and other contemporary 

documents to illustrate Wells’s role in the great discovery. Some of the material, especially from before 

the ‘Colton’ demonstration of 1844 is remarkable; it is almost like hearing the story from Wells himself. 

© 2020 Anesthesia History Association. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. 
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Anyone with even a passing knowledge of the origins of gen-

ral anesthesia knows that the history of its ‘discovery’ is blighted

y controversy, claim and counterclaim about who deserves the

redit. There are many accounts of these events, one of the best,

artially because it is the one least influenced by bias in favor

f person or academic centre, is Barbara Duncum’s 1947 review. 1 

hat is undeniable is that on October 16th, 1846, William Morton

ave a demonstration in the operating room of the Massachusetts

eneral Hospital that amazed those present. He administered a va-

or to one Gilbert Abbott before John Warren removed a tumor

rom Abbott’s neck without any reaction from the patient who

ater said that it felt no more than if his neck had been scratched.

hat is equally undeniable is that the story of what led to this

emonstration very quickly became very murky indeed! 

Rightly, the news of what was one of the greatest medical ad-

ances of all time sped around the world as fast as the sailing ships

f the time could carry it. Morton deserves huge credit for engi-

eering that successful demonstration, but sullied his own repu-

ation through his subsequent actions 2 : first , he attempted to gain
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nancial benefit, initially by trying to obscure the nature of the

gent he had used in the hope of taking out a patent, and later by

eeking a ‘reward’ from the US Government. With large sums of

oney at stake it is not surprising that others who had been in-

olved sought a share, the likely base motive behind much of the

ontroversy; second , and in support of the first aim, Morton denied

thers even academic credit for, or involvement in, the work lead-

ng to the demonstration. 

Like most advances, the ‘discovery’ of general anesthesia was

he result of the work of many, something reflected by the lack

f any name on the ‘Ether Monument’ erected in Boston’s Public

arden to mark the event. However, Morton and his demonstra-

ion became the key elements in most accounts, with the contribu-

ion of one man in particular, Horace Wells, being virtually ignored.

ells was a dentist in Hartford, Connecticut who two years earlier

ad successfully used nitrous oxide for tooth extractions. 3 How-

ver, his 1845 attempt to demonstrate the agent to a class of the

arvard Medical School went badly, his subject, although recall-

ng nothing afterwards, crying out during the extraction. Wells was
erved. 
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Fig. 1. . The house in Hartford, Vermont in which Horace Wells was born, and 

where W Harry Archer found the collection of family letters. Photograph taken by 

the author in 1983. 
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eemed to have failed and reacted badly, the episode being fol-

owed by, perhaps even triggering, a depressive phase of his men-

al illness, 4 and he faded from the immediate scene. 

The public acclaim following the 1846 demonstration did not 

elp Wells’s depression, especially as Morton continued to deny 

im any role in the affair. This was particularly unkind because

ells had been his teacher, partner and friend (close enough to

ttend his wedding), and Morton had actually assisted with the at-

empt to demonstrate nitrous oxide in 1845. In early 1847 Wells

raveled to Paris, on a business venture as much as anything, but

e also presented his case for primacy to the Academy of Sci-

nces. However, whether through cause or coincidence, his spiral 

nto depression continued, and he committed suicide in 1848. Sub- 

equently, news arrived that the Academy had found in his favor,

ut sadly it was too late for Wells although a statue recognizing

is contribution was erected in Paris. 3 

Since his death, a small number of people have worked to

chieve recognition for Wells, starting with his family, first his 

idow Elizabeth and later son Charles. Unfortunately, their effort s 

ere limited by lack of funds, the continued adulation of Morton,

nd perhaps the influence of a major center, Boston, wishing to

laim such a major advance as its own. Charles even travelled to

urope in his quest, and obtained some kind words from Britain, 3 

ut sadly achieved little more until his death in 1909. Fortunately,

hrough the 1930s, an oral surgeon at the University of Pittsburgh,

 Harry Archer, undertook a detailed study of Wells and his work.

e found a great deal of original material and used it as the ba-

is for a range of publications, two being particularly important:

rst, in 1939, what is now known as a ‘timeline’ of Wells and his

ork 5 ; and second, in 1944, a fuller biography published initially

s a journal article. 6 

The latter was commissioned by the American College of Den- 

ists for a meeting to mark the centenary of Wells’s work, but with

oth articles appearing during World War II they seem to have had

ittle impact beyond American dentistry. Duncum’s book, 1 while 

iving a very fair account from other sources, refers to neither pub-

ication, and her book was, of course, published to mark the cente-

ary of Morton’s demonstration. That anniversary, coming after the 

ar, attracted a great deal more attention at a time when celebra-

ion was perhaps still in the air so that, in medical circles at least,

orton’s name remained pre-eminent. Archer continued his work 

ntil his death in 1980 so there was some overlap with the next

ndividual to pursue the case for Wells, Leonard Menczer. He was

 dentist working in Public Health in Hartford, Connecticut, and, 

n 1974, was appointed Curator of the city’s Historical Museum of

edicine and Dentistry. 

Menczer’s primary role was to expand the museum’s dental ex- 

ibits, but there was a small collection of Wells artifacts, 3 previ-

usly unloved and kept untidily in a cardboard box! Menczer set

bout exploring their provenance and in doing so learned more 

nd more of the story and determined to promote Wells’s role in

he development of anesthesia. He missed no opportunity to pub- 

ish short articles or give presentations on Wells, but also recruited

 range of individuals to assist with more serious research on the

rtifacts. Eventually this resulted in the publication, for the 150th 

nniversary of Wells’s experiments with nitrous oxide, of ‘ I Awaken

o Glory,’ 3 a collection of essays describing the findings. It was co-

dited by Richard Wolfe, Curator of Manuscripts and Rare Books at

arvard University’s Countway Medical Library in Boston, his ex- 

ertise contributing much. Sadly, his role became more important 

ecause Menczer died just before the work was complete. 

As the title of his 1944 publication suggests, one of Archer’s

ajor finds was a collection of Wells family letters. This was in

he house in Hartford, Vermont, where Wells was born ( Fig. 1 ),

nd which was lived in at the time of Archer’s visit by a lady

amed Wales, Wells’s wife’s maiden name. The letters were given 
Downloaded for Anonymous User (n/a) at University of Pitts
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o Archer, used as valuable source material for his account and

hen deposited in the library of the University of Pittsburgh. Ob-

iously Wolfe and Menczer hoped to access such an important 

rchive in preparing their book, but gained the impression that the

ollection was “missing”. This, it seems, was erroneous, but it was

hat they believed, and they had to make do with quoting from

hat had already been published. There, until now, the case for

he role of Horace Wells in the development of anesthesia rested. 

However, a new book now adds more to the story. 7 John P

unker was the foundation chairman of Stanford University’s 

epartment of Anesthesia, and a keen student of the history of

ur specialty. Before his death he had been making notes for a

ook on the early days of anesthesia in the USA, but with the

ocus on Wells, and he offered the material to his daughter, Emily.

he accepted the challenge, was able to access the collection of

etters in Pittsburgh, and has done her father proud. Fascinated 

y the letters, her careful analysis, with the perspective of an

nthropologist rather than clinician, has produced a wonderful 

ddition to the published work on Wells. 

Modern scanning techniques mean that high quality images 

generously provided to her by the University of Pittsburgh) of let-

ers, by Wells and others, are presented alongside transcriptions, 

aking for a visual treat for the reader. These, interspersed with

mages of other contemporary documents, mean that the story is 

old almost as if by Wells himself, particularly because Ms Bunker

uotes previously unpublished material. Without wishing to steal 

er thunder the most important component of the book is her pre-

entation and analysis of the material from the period before the

ateful weekend of December 10th and 11th, 1844. 

The traditional story is that on the 10th Wells conceived of a

linical use for nitrous oxide after noting that a young man, under

ts influence during an ‘entertainment’ by Gardner Quincy Colton, 

uffered injury without pain. The following morning Colton was 

ersuaded to administer nitrous oxide to Wells himself in suffi- 

ient amount to allow extraction of a tooth by his partner, John

iggs, and to begin “a new era in tooth pulling ”. Although the de-

ailed records are a little inconsistent, there can be no doubt that

uch an event did take place, but this new book provides both evi-

ence and analysis to support a far more proactive and studied ap-

roach by Wells. There is also a letter from a US Senator relating to

 failed demonstration of nitrous oxide in 1853, the attempt having

een made without the presence of an expert such as Riggs who
burgh from ClinicalKey.com by Elsevier on January 24, 
ion. Copyright ©2022. Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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ad learned the method with and from Wells. Is this the first, ever

ecorded suggestion that specialists make for better anesthesia? 

Those who believe in the primacy of Horace Wells in the de-

elopment of anesthesia will want to buy this book; those who

re unconvinced must buy it! However, perhaps its greatest im-

ortance is that it tells historians of anesthesia that an important

rchive is still available to them ( Fig. 1 ). 
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