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some of Washington’s family3 before return-
ing to England in 1807, and then back to 
America for 1812–13. He, like the Italian 
Grimaldis who were famous in London in 
the eighteenth century as actors and den-
tists, had found that being an actor-manager 
(his wife was the sister of the famous actress 
Sarah Siddons) was no impediment to dental 
activity of an itinerant nature.

With the new nation and the new profes-
sion of dentists, free from old associations, 
came fresh thinking, and, as detailed in a 
previous article in this Journal, it was the 
American Parmly brothers who trialled the 
concept of the dental institution or school 
in London early in the following century.4

Official appointments  
in North America
While North America was still British, 
Gazettes published in England covered hos-
pital appointments in the Colony. However, 
in 1776, at the start of conflict, no dentists 
or operators for the teeth were listed on the 
staff of British hospitals in North America5, 
and nor were they in 1783 at the end of 
the war.6 Clearly, after independence, there 
would be no Royal appointments but Baker, 
le Mayeur and John Greenwood (1760–
1818), three of the practitioners consulted by 
George Washington, the first President of the 
United States following the Constitution of 
1789, were all ‘dentists’ or ‘surgeon-dentists’.

An undated trade card, reproduced in 
the first volume of the American Journal 
of Dental Science (the first such jour-
nal in the world), carries his likeness and 
declares Greenwood to be ‘Surgeon Dentist 
to his Excellency George Washington’.6,7 The 
Journal also relates some episodes from 
his life and exciting times during the war. 
Washington experienced a large number of 

INTRODUCTION

North America before  
and after independence

The history of dentists in North America 
is the history of boldness and enterprise, 
of men prepared to undertake the hazard-
ous journey to cross the Atlantic, and once 
across to establish themselves in a new 
profession under the new name of ‘dentist’ 
which they took with them. That some then 
became enmeshed in the revolution of 1775 
until 1783 was not to be foreseen, but is a 
reason why at least some of their history was 
recorded. Paul Revere (1734–1818) and his 
ride on April 18th 1775,1 and the dental tribu-
lations of George Washington (1732–1799, 
President 1789–1797), ensured historical 
immortality to men who otherwise might 
have sunk into obscurity.

The exchange was by no means one way. 
Men like Robert Wooffendale (1742–1828) 
whose wife was American, and whose son 
John also went to America in 1794, moved 
to and fro, finally settling there in 1795. 
American dentists like Peter Whitewood 
(–1799) came to London. Jacob Hemet 
(1727–1790) went to New York in 1769, and 
was in America at least until 1773, returning 
later to London. Charles Edward Whitlock 
(–1822) was another who moved to and fro 
across the Atlantic, to Annapolis in 1793 and 
then via Philadelphia, Charleston, Boston, to 
New York.2 He is recorded as having treated 

This series of papers examines how the Anglo-American dental profession was established in the eighteenth century, 
examining its need for a name and identity, public recognition and official status. This final paper describes the presence of 
the new dentists in North America before and after the revolution.

dental complaints, and he lost all his teeth by 
1796. The Science Museum in London holds 
a copy of a letter dated 20th February 1795 
from Washington to Greenwood, thanking 
him for a denture and enclosing payment of 
60 dollars (Fig. 1). 

Robert Wooffendale, John Baker, 
Thomas Hamilton
In 1766 the first dentist under that name 
to arrive in North America from England 
was Robert Wooffendale. He advertised his 
services in New York in September that 
year,8,9 ‘ROBERT WOOFFENDALE, Surgeon 
Dentist, lately arrived from London; (who 
was instructed by Thomas Berdmore, Esq; 
Operator for the teeth to his present Majesty) 
begs Leave to inform the Public, that he per-
forms all Operations upon the Teeth, Gums, 
Sockets, and Palate: Likewise fixes artificial 
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• Examines the move of the new title of 
‘dentist’ across the Atlantic to North 
America.

• Notes the significance of the new 
dentists coinciding with the new nation.
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Fig. 1  Letter from George Washington to John 
Greenwood. 1795. ©Courtesy of the Science 
Museum/Science & Society Picture Library
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Teeth so as to escape Discernment, and 
without Pain, or the least inconvenience. 
N.B. May be spoke with at his Lodgings, 
at Mr. John Laboyteaux, at the Golden-
Hill, betwixt the Fly-Market and the New-
Dutch Church, from the hours of Nine in 
the Morning to Six in the Evening, said 
Wooffendale intends to Leave New-York, the 
16th of next Month.’10

He was clearly successful enough to 
postpone leaving, and advertised again in 
January 1767 from ‘Mrs. Hunt’s, opposite 
Mr. Roberdeau’s, in Second-street’: ‘From 
the Encouragement he has received from the 
Public, thinks it necessary to stay some Time 
longer in this City –.’11

John Baker (c1732-1796) arrived in 
America on or before 1766 (Weinberger 
1761,12 Encyc. Brit. 176313) in Boston, in 
June of that year calling himself an ‘operator 
for the teeth’.14 However, by 1767, in three 
newspaper advertisements he is termed ‘sur-
geon dentis [sic]’15 which may or may not 
have been a misprint, or possibly a mistake 
from merely hearing the new name rather 
than seeing it in print. (Interestingly, as seen 
in Part 1 of this series, the entry for Joseph 
Fox was similarly misspelled in the Barber’s 
register in 1784). In 1768 Baker’s ‘pupil’ 
Paul Revere (1734–1818) refers to him as 
‘surgeon-dentist’.

The transitional nature of the new pro-
fessional title is underlined by a Thomas 
J. Hamilton, who, as recorded by Anne 
Hargreaves, advertised his presence in 
Boston, Philadelphia, New York, and 
Baltimore from September 1768 to 1800 
as a ‘surgeon dentist and operator for the 
teeth, from London.’16 Another to use a mix 
of terms was James Daniel, wig-maker, hair-
dresser, and operator for the teeth. Somewhat 
surprisingly, although he stated that he had 
studied in London under Marsh, the surgeon-
dentist, he chose not to use the title himself 
in his advertisement in New York in 1766, 
otherwise he would have joined Wooffendale 
and Baker as a pioneer.17

Baker extracted several teeth for George 
Washington at Mount Vernon in October 
1773,18 and he was still in correspondence 
with Washington in 1781, some of which 
correspondence was intercepted by the 
British. A recent and well-illustrated history 
of Baker and Revere may be found on the 
website of J. L. Bell.19

John Baker is the more notable in the 
American histories, partly because, unlike 
Wooffendale, he did not return to England 
(Wooffendale was back by at least 1783) 
and because he has gone down in history 
both as the dentist who instructed the revo-
lutionary hero and symbol Paul Revere and 
as the instructor of the first all-American 

dentist, and neighbour of Revere in Boston, 
Isaac Greenwood, (1730–1803). Greenwood 
termed himself an ‘ivory turner’ when 
offering dental services in 1781, and by 
1789 was ‘dentist’.20 It was his son John 
who would in turn become Washington’s 
dentist.21 

Paul Revere advertised only briefly in his 
dental capacity, in 1768,22 when he did not 
term himself a dentist, but as a goldsmith 
who was prepared to maintain the false teeth 
fixed by Baker, and to construct artificial 
teeth. By 1770, however, he was referring 
to himself as a dentist, (not surgeon dentist) 
able after two years experience and hundreds 
of cases, ‘to fix teeth as well as any Surgeon 
Dentist who ever came from London’.23

In Part 2 of this series, the importance 
of the use of the term ‘patient’ in refer-
ring to those cared for by dentists was 
stressed, and possibly the earliest example 
of this usage in North America appears in 
1768, in an advertisement in the New York 
Journal and General Advertiser inserted by 
Michael Poree, surgeon-dentist. ‘The Number 
of Patients now under Dr Poree’s Care, in 
Philadelphia, prevents his visiting the dif-
ferent Parts of North America….’24 This is 
the same year that Berdmore used the term 
in England.

The American War of Independence
The American War of Independence, which 
lasted from 1775 until 1783, with France 
joining the new United States in war against 
Britain in 1778, might have placed American 
dentistry firmly in the French camp. 
However, there is little sign of this having 
happened either linguistically or in the inter-
change of personnel. In his list of dentists 
and surgeon dentists practising in America 
in the eighteenth century, Weinberger identi-
fies only two using the French spelling – F. 
Raymond in Baltimore in 1792, dentiste and 
oculiste, and Liber in Philadelphia, chirur-
gien dentiste.25

The porous nature of the Anglo-American 
front line during the revolution is clearly 
demonstrated by the move of Whitewood 
to London in or before 1777,26 where he 
was important for his instruction of Waite 
senior, and, in the opposite direction, the 
French dentist Jean Pierre Le Mayor who 
left London in 1781 after several years in 
practice as a surgeon in Gt Portland Street 
for practice as a dentist (not dentiste) in 
America where he also anglicised his name 
to John Mayer. Having taken exception to 
something said at dinner by an English gen-
eral, he hopped over, and is noted as one 
of George Washington’s dentists. The whole 
story is related by Weinberger.27

Immediately after the war ended, Andrew 

Spence arrived in Philadelphia in 1784. He 
was the nephew of Thomas Spence, who had 
instructed him, and who was ‘dentist to his 
Britannic Majesty’ – which Andrew obvi-
ously considered to be no bar to his own 
success in independent America. Another to 
make his way across the Atlantic was the 
second son of Bartholomew Ruspini who 
offered his services as surgeon-dentist for a 
short time at 34 Hanover Square, New York 
City in 1786.28

Numbers of dentists in America  
in the eighteenth century
Weinberger in his comprehensive History of 
Dentistry in America mentioned above, iden-
tifies some 51 dentists and surgeon dentists 
between 1766 and 1799, a number which 
compares favourably with the numbers (71) 
Wright recorded in London (see Part 2 of this 
series). He records as the earliest surgeon-den-
tist William Baker in Virginia in the context 
of treating George Washington, on the basis 
of an entry in Washington’s Ledger of 26th 
November 1755. The ledger, which is now 
available to all online, identifies this Baker as 
a hatter, not a dentist, and the circumstantial 
evidence offered by Weinberger is not suffi-
cient to allow for Baker to be cited as the ear-
liest user of the title dentist in America. This 
usage would have pre-dated the confirmed 
use in England. Possible, but unlikely. In what 
was to become Canada, the European popu-
lation was small, particularly so in English 
speaking North Canada, and it would seem 
that the word dentist did not appear in print 
in the eighteenth century.  South Canada was 
predominantly French speaking.

Public service; Hornby  
and Richard Cortland Skinner
Weinberger draws particular attention to a 
Mr Hornby, surgeon-dentist from London, 
who in 1772 advertised that he would give 
‘ADVICE and MEDICINE to the POOR gratis’. 
This limited pro-bono activity, though to be 
commended, is of a different order from the 
position of the dentist who closes this account, 
Richard Cortland Skinner (–1834). If the den-
tists who cared for George Washington are 
the equivalent of the Royal appointments in 
England, Skinner is the counterpart of those 
in England, Rae, Parkinson and others, who 
had been appointed to serve, either pro-bono 
or as official appointments, in orphanages 
and dispensaries. The benevolent institu-
tion founded by Bartholomew Ruspini was 
noted in Part 2 of this series. Skinner was a 
pupil of Ruspini, from whom perhaps he had 
acquired the motivation towards his public 
service. He had practised in Philadelphia but 
is noted here for his appointment as Dentist 
to the Dispensary of New York in 1792.29
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The certificate given by the Board of 
Managers of the Dispensary of the City of 
New York to surgeon-dentist Skinner on 
September 2, 1792 reads: ‘Sir, The Board 
of Managers of the Dispensary received 
yours addressed to them; they directed me 
to acquaint you of the acceptance of your 
offers, in such cases as may be of a aid to 
the Dispensary. It gives pleasure, Sir, to 
find that an institution founded upon such 
motives, will meet with your benevolent 
attention...’. Skinner added the rider that; 
‘Poor people afflicted with complaints in 
the teeth and gums, will be attended at the 
dispensary, Hospital, Alms-house, or at the 
house of the operator, No. 64 Fair Street, and 
relieved gratis. A request from any physi-
cian or surgeon of this city, or any of the 
superintendents, trustees, or official visitors 
of either of those benevolent institutions, will 
be immediately attended to, and assistance 
given free of any expense.30 It is interesting 
that Skinner refers to himself here as ‘the 
operator’ as late as 1801 although dentist is 
used elsewhere in the text.

SUMMARY
A question not infrequently heard in relation 
to the profession of dentistry, is, ‘Dentists were 
barbers, weren’t they?’ To reply, ‘Not really, 
although some barbers did do some dentistry, 
particularly extractions’, is both long-winded, 
(made worse if an explanation of operators for 
the teeth is attempted), and defensive. 

This paper brings to a conclusion a 
sequence of four which provide contempo-
rary evidence showing that the introduction 
of the term dentist to describe practitioners 
of dentistry over the fifty years from 1745 in 
England (including the 13 states in North 
America until 1775–86) and then the new 
nation of the United States, was much more 
than a passive process of adoption from the 
French or Italian, but an active, and indeed 
essential contribution to the creation of the 
modern profession.

In North America the profession took vig-
orous root, and if, as described in a previous 
paper, Americans attempted without success 
to start a school in London just 20 years into 
the next century, it was in America that the 
first school for dentists was to be success-
fully launched in Baltimore in 1840.

By adopting a name and fulfilling the 

three Hancocks’ criteria, the new dentists 
in both old and new countries created their 
profession. In nomine erat omen.* In answer 
to Shakespeare’s question, examined by 
Hancocks; ‘What’s in a name? That which 
we call a rose By any other name would 
smell as sweet’ (Romeo and Juliet, Act II, 
Scene II.), the answer for the dentist was, and  
is, everything.

These analytical essays would not have been pos-
sible without the huge amount of data recorded 
by the historians of the profession. If Hillam, 
Hargreaves, Menzies Campbell, Weinberger and 
King are singled out for particular mention, it is 
only because they have provided the bulk of the 
material used. Michael Gunningham advised on the 
Latin. The assistance of the Librarians and Curators 
at the Honourable Company of Barbers of London, 
the British Dental Association, the Royal College 
of Surgeons, the Wellcome Institute, the Science 
Museum, and the British Museum and Library is 
gratefully acknowledged.

Bibliography
The main sources used are:
• The Medical Register for the year 1783 

online.
• The Royal Archives, the Purland 

collection at the Wellcome Library, the 
Menzies Campbell Collection at the 
Royal College of Surgeons of England, 
the records of the Honourable Company 
of Barbers of London, the British 
Library and the British Museum, the 
Guildhall Library, the Science Museum, 
and the Court and Social Registers.

• Hargreaves A S. White as whales bone; 
dental services in early modern England. 
Leeds: Northern Universities Press, 
1998.

• Hillam C (ed) Dental practice in Europe 
at the end of the 18th century. Rodopi-
Clio Medica/The Wellcome Series in the 
History of Medicine, 2003.

• Hillam C. Brass plate and brazen 
impudence. Dental practice in the 
provinces 1755–1855. Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 1991.

• King R. The making of the dentiste 
c.1650-1760. Aldershot: Ashgate, 
1998.

• Lindsay L. A short history of dentistry. 
London: J. Bale, sons and Danielsson, 
1933.

• Menzies Campbell J. From a trade to 
a profession. Essays in dental history. 
Privately printed, 1958.

• Weinberger B W. An introduction to 
the history of dentistry in America. St 
Louis: The C V Mosby Company, 1948.

• Dental Historian. Lindsay Club Newsletter

1. Longfellow H W. Paul Revere’s ride. The Atlantic 
Monthly. Jan 1861.

2. Crouch K A. Whitlock, Elizabeth (1761–1836). In 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004. Available online 
at http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29316 

(accessed 24 November 2014).
3. Hargreaves A. Dentistry in the British Isles. In Hillam 

C (ed) Dental practice in Europe at the end of the 
18th century. Clio Medica 72. Amsterdam-New York: 
Rodopi, 2003.

4. Bishop M G H The ‘Dental Institution’ in London, 
1817–21. A prototype school for dentistry, the 
vision of Levi Spear Parmly. Br Dent J 2014;  
216: 83–87.

5. The court and city register; or, gentleman’s  
complete annual calendar: for the year 1776. p 110. 
London: printed for J.Joliffe J.Walter et al.,1776. 
Facsimile available online at http://books.google.
co.uk/books?id=dvI9AAAAcAAJ&q=Dentift#v=one
page&q=Operator&f=false (accessed 25 November 
2014).

6. The Medical Register for the Year 1783. pp 152–156. 
London: Joseph Johnson, 1783.

7. Trade card undated. Reproduced in The American 
Journal of Dental Science Vol 1, Issue IV, 72. New 
York: George Adlard and Baltimore: Armstrong 
& Berry, 1839/40. A reproduction is available 
online at http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosefir-
erising/393571079/in/set-72157594542763179 
(accessed 25 November 2014).

8. Hillam C. Robert Wooffendale, chemist, druggist and 
dentist: the making a reputation. Pharmaceutical 
Historian 1991; 21: 11–12.

9. Hillam C. Robert Wooffendale, the making a reputa-
tion. Bull Hist Dent 1993; 41: 7–13.

10. The New-York Journal or The General Advertiser. 
September 10th, 1766. Available online at http://
nycnuts.net/ancestors/laboyteaux/john1738/ 
(accessed 25 November 2014).

11. Pennsylvania Chronicle and Universal Advertiser, 
January 15: 1767; Available online at http://www.
ideals.ac/members-only/bulletin/Bulletin-1.2/Welie.
htm (accessed 25 November 2014).

12. Weinberger D D S, Wolf B. An introduction to the 
history of dentistry in America. St Louis: The C V 
Mosby Company, 1948.

13. Encyclopaedia Britannica Online. Entry for ‘den-
tistry’. Available online at http://www.britannica.
com/EBchecked/topic/158069/dentistry/274 271/
Dentistry-in-18th-and-19th-century-America 
(accessed July 2014).

14. Boston Post-Boy, 30th June 1766. Available online 
at http://boston1775.blogspot.co.uk/2007/03/john-
baker-operator-for-teeth.html (accessed July 2014).

15. Boston Newsletter 29th Jan 1767.
16. Hargreaves A S. White as whales bone: dental 

services in early modern England. p 192. Leeds: 
Northern Universities Press, 1998.

17. Daniel J. Advertisement in the New York Mercury. 
July 21-Nov. 13 1766. Facsimile in Weinberger 
B W An introduction to the history of dentistry in 
America. p 21. St Louis: The C V Mosby Company. 
1948.

18. Washington G. Diary entry for 13 Oct.1773. 
Available online at http://boston1775.blogspot.
co.uk/2007/03/john-baker-surgeon-dentist-moves-
south.html (accessed 25 November 2014).

19. Bell J L. John Baker: “Operator for the teeth”. Blog 
online at http://boston1775.blogspot.co.uk/2007/03/
john-baker-operator-for-teeth.html (accessed July 
2014).

20. Greenwood I. Advertisement in the Massachusetts 
Centinel (sic) May 27 1789.

21. Autobiographical notes in American Journal of 
Dental Science Vol 1 No IV 1839. Available online  
at http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=h9cAAAAAY
AAJ&pg=PA74&lpg=PA74&dq=Isaac+Greenwood
+Dentist&source=bl&ots=EZnMmkLlFk&sig=lMrAl
uCvJwi9lALUjL4RAmg27BU&hl=en&sa=X&ei=mee
AUqLfJsWg7AahvoB4&ved=0CFQQ6AEwBg#v=one
page&q=Isaac%20Greenwood%20Dentist&f=false 
(accessed 25 November 2014).

22. Paul Revere Goldsmith Advertisement inserted in 
the Boston Evening Post 5th September 1768.

23. Boston Gazette 30th July 1770. In Cahn L The  
British influence on American dentistry. Menzies 
Campbell Lecture. Ann R Coll Surg Engl 1971;  
47: 380–395.

24. Poree M. Advertisement in The New-York Journal 
or The General Advertiser: December 8th 1768. 

*The concept of nominative determinism (nomen est 
omen) was given a light-hearted introduction, and 
named, by Hoyland in the journal New Scientist in 
1994, Hoyland J. Feedback, New Scientist, November 
5 1994, although Jung had touched on the subject in 
1952; Jung C G. Synchronizität als ein Prinzip akausaler 
Zusammenhänge, Zürich: Rascher, 1952. Further serious 
study followed in 2002; Pelham B, Mirenberg M C, Jones 
J T. Why Susie sells seashells by the seashore: Implicit 
egotism and major life decisions. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 2002; 82: 469–487.

BRITISH DENTAL JOURNAL  VOLUME 217  NO. 19  DEC 19 2014 693

© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29316


GENERAL

Facsimile in Weinberger B W An introduction to the 
history of dentistry in America. p 24. St Louis: The 
C V Mosby Company, 1948.

25. Weinberger B W. An introduction to the history of 
dentistry in America. p 17. St Louis: The C V Mosby 
Company, 1948.

26. Old Burlington Street. Peter Whitewood, dentist, 
1777–99; John Waite, dentist, 1800–20. ‘Cork Street 
and Savile Row area: Table of notable inhabitants  
on the Burlington Estate’, Survey of London: 
volumes 31 and 32: St James Westminster, Part 2: 

566–572. Available online at http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=41494 (accessed 
25 November 2014).

27. Weinberger B W. Jean Pierre le Mayeur in America 
– no longer the man of mystery (1781–1798 in 
America. Dental Cosmos 1934; 76: 569–578. 
Available online at http://quod.lib.umich.edu/d/denc
os/0527912.0076.001/611:344?rgn=full+text;view=i
mage (accessed July 2014).

28. Independent Journal or the General Advertiser  
of New York 21st June 1786. In Cahn L The  

British influence on American dentistry. Menzies 
Campbell Lecture. Ann R Coll Surg Engl 1971;  
47: 380–395.

29. Cahn L. The British influence on American dentistry. 
Menzies Campbell Lecture. Ann R Coll Surg Engl 
1971; 47: 385.

30.  Skinner R C. A treatise on the human teeth. New 
York: Johnson & Stryker, 1801. Available online at 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/georgewash-
ington/digitalgallery/documents/nlmuid-2572001r/
index.html (accessed July 2014).

694 BRITISH DENTAL JOURNAL  VOLUME 217  NO. 12  DEC 19 2014

© 2015 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved


	'Dentists' and the establishment of the Anglo-American profession in the 18th century. Part 4. North America
	Introduction
	North America before and after independence
	Official appointments in North America
	Robert Wooffendale, John Baker, Thomas Hamilton
	The American War of Independence
	Numbers of dentists in America in the eighteenth century
	Public service; Hornby and Richard Cortland Skinner

	Summary
	Bibliography

	Acknowledgements
	Note
	References




