
From: ÒStuart GreenÓ <stuartgreenmd@yahoo.com> 
To: ÒBenjamin FranklinÓ <dr_benjamin_franklin@yahoo.com> 
Subject: Disabled by the stone 
 
Dear Doctor Franklin: 
 

At some point after your revival, doctors will recommend removing the 
bladder stone that troubled you so in your former life. In this email, IÕll 
explain why you should submit to an operationÑ perhaps one that wonÕt 
require cutting through your skin. 

Because you have gout, your stones are probably composed of uric acid, 
or at least started out that way. Also, youÕve a family history of stones. 
Recall writing nearly forty years before your first gout attack to your 
ÒHonoured Father and MotherÓ with some advice for Òstones and gravel.Ó 
You recommended, ÒMrs. StephensÕs medicine for the stone and gravel, the 
secret of whichÉhas for its principal Ingredient, soapÉÓ You also 
suspected that Òhoney and mellassesÓ were helpful because, as heavy liquids, 
they might, Òencrease the specific gravity of our fluids, the urine in 
particular, and by that means keep separate and suspended therein those 
particles which when united form gravel.Ó 

You later advised your older brother John, Òwhether it be an ulcer in the 
passages or a stone I believe onion pottage may be properly taken and to 
advantage as it lubricates, and at the same time is a dissolvent of calcarious 
matter.Ó  

We know more about your stone problems than those of anyone else in the 
18th century because of your extensive correspondence on the subject with 
friends and well-wishers. The detailed letter you wrote to London physicians 
in 1785 especially impresses historians. Your use of the third person, as IÕve 
said before, seems quaint to modern ears. 

Do you remember what you told the doctors? ÒWhen a 
young man he was sometimes troubled with gravelly 
complaints; but they wore off without the use of any 
medicine, and he remained more than fifty years free from 
them.Ó In the summer of 1782, when seventy-six, according 
to the letter, you experienced Òa severe Attack accompanied 
with what was thought to be a gouty pain in the hipÉÓ and 
that you, Òdaily voided gravel stones the size of small peasÓ 
for which you took honey, about a poundÕs worth in a week.  

After that attack you started Òobserving sand constantlyÓ in 
your urine. About a year later, you felt pain while traveling in 
a carriage and began to have problems voiding: ÒAt times 
when he was making water in full stream, something came 
and stopt the passage; this he suspected to be a small stone, 
and he suffered pain by the stoppage. He found however by 
experience that he could by laying down on his side cause the 
obstruction to remove and continue the operation.Ó  

Considering the dangers of surgical treatment for bladder 
stones in your era, most people would agree that you rightly 
Òwould choose to bear with it rather than have recourse to 
dangerous or nauseous remedies.Ó You obviously sought two 
answers from the British physicians: 1) how to keep the stone 
from enlarging; and 2) how to ease the discomfort. 

Being a doctor myself, I understand why your London 
consultants concluded Òthe symptoms are not so urgent as to 

render life uncomfortable, we approve much of his resolution not to risk an 
operation, or any course of medicine that might endanger his health.Ó 



Having said that, I can also understand your frustration when after a life 
of vigorous activity, the physicians recommended that you stop exercising 
and confine yourself to your house and garden, and to Òavoid all riding in a 
carriage.Ó  

Lithotomy (surgical stone removal) is one of the oldest surgeries in 
existence. With the patient in the Òlithotomy positionÓ (still used today for 
pelvic examinations of women) the lithotomist made an incision into the 
bladder and extracted the stone with a hook. If bleeding could be stopped 
by compression and the subsequent infection remained localized, a patient 
might survive the ordeal  

You displayed a stoic outlook in a letter to your protŽgŽe, the rabble-
rousing pamphleteer Thomas Paine: ÒI have the stone indeed and 
sometimes the gout, but the pain from the stone is hitherto not very severe; 
and there are in the world so many worse maladies to which human nature 
is subject, that I ought to be content with the moderate share allotted me.Ó  

Obviously your stone symptoms worsened because the following year 
(1786) you decided against purchasing a country plantation, Òsince my 
malady, the stone, does not permit me to ride either on horseback or in a 
wheel carriage.Ó  

You no doubt tried medicines to dissolve your stone, Sir, because you 
seemed particularly discouraged by the failure of numerous oral remedies. 
The letter you wrote to Scottish Army surgeon Alexander Small fourteen 
months before your encaskment contained a particularly prophetic 
statement about bladder and kidney stones: ÒI have no hope of it being 
dissoluble by any medicine.Ó  

Sadly, Dr. Franklin, no effective dissolvent exists, either then or now. So 
you see, not everything has progressed.  

Considering the intense bladder pain you endured, Americans applaud 
your fortitude for attending every session of the 1787 Constitutional 
Convention, even though lugged there in your European carrying chair by 
sturdy prisoners. 

I only wish more people today faced the infirmities of old age with the 
same equanimity you displayed when you wrote a friend, Òpeople who live 
long, who will drink of the cup of life to the very bottom, must expect to 
meet with some of the usual dregs; and when I reflect on the number of 
terrible maladies human nature is subject to, I think myself favoured in 
having to my share only the stone and gout.Ó  

 

 
 

Stone removal instrument from 18th century 
 



 
In recent years, doctors have tried different ways to break up bladder 

stones. For example, Russian surgeons invented a contraption that splits 
stones with electrically generated pressure waves inside the bladder. Some 
modern fragmentation strategies use sound waves or even strong light 
beams (called lasers) to break up small gravel in the ureters. If a modern 
surgeon finds a large bladder stone, he or she will simply remove it 
surgically. 

Fear not, Dr. Franklin, modern operations are painless. Do you recall the 
ether evaporation experiments you performed with Professor John Hadley at 
Cambridge in the spring of 1758? That substance has a remarkable 
property: inhaling its vapors induces a deep narcosisÑ greater even than 
tincture of opiumÑ with rapid emergence when the fumes are removed. 

 
Patent application for ether use during surgery 

 
 
In the 1840s, two American doctors began using ether to create a state of 

anesthesia prior to starting their operations, thereby ushering in the modern 
era of surgery. So donÕt despair any longer about your bladder stone; 
surgeons will have it in a bottle shortlyÑ and youÕll be relieved. 

Measures developed in the mid 19th century have greatly reduced post-
operative complications. First in Vienna and later in London, insightful 
physicians realized that their own dirty hands and instruments spread 
infections from one patient to another. Hand washing with soapÑ the same 
kind your father made in his tallow shopÑ prevents such transmittal. 
In a future email, IÕll tell you about how antibioticsÑ one of the great 
discoveries of the 20th centuryÑ also help prevent operative infections. 

 
 
 



 
 

Kidney and bladder stones 
 
 


