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Dr. James Latham {c. 1734-1799): Pioneer inoculator in Canada

Dr. James Latham, British military surgeon and  imoculator, was
the first lwown person to have practised inoculation for smallpox in
Cantada., He came tp Canada with his regiment in July'1768_1 and undertook
inoculation in Quebec and Montreal im the years 1768-70 and again imn
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1786. His efforts were recorded in the Quebec Gagetfe and have been

liberally quoted by wvarious authorities om the history of medicine
in Capada.? But to date little has been kmown of his life or subsequent
career. Recent work has re—assessed the role of inoculation im reducing
the incidence of smallpox in the 18th c:entm:y.4 In an age where smallpox
was considerable inevitable, inoculation with live smallpox matter
could reduce the mortality from the disease from ome im six deaths

from natural smallpox to one in £fifty deaths for those inoculated.”

Latham’s early efforts to combat smallpox in the province of Quebec
have earned him a place as pioneer in medicine im Canada. It is the
intention of this short biography to examine the broader content of

his career as an inoculator and his years in North America,

James Latham was probably born in England, but nothing is known

6 or his early preparation for the practice of medicine.

of his early life
He joined the Bth (or King’s) Regiment of Foot as surgeon’s mate in
1756 and served twelve years in Great Britain and on the continent,
three years of these inm Germany.7 He was promoted to surgeon in 1767
and received his commission July 15.8 Before coming to Camada he had

prepared himself as an inoculator, learning his skills from the Sutton
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family, prominent English inoculators.? Robert and Daniel Sutton had
refined the technique of inoculation to produce in the patient as mild
a reaction as possible. By keeping their method and medicines secret,
except from those designated as "partmers", to whom their procedure
was revealed for -a fee, they had built up a lucrative p:l:r:lcn‘:ic:e.10
Latham claimed to be the sole rvepresentative of the Suttons "in all
America."l At the time of his arrival in Quebec he was already married,

father of one daughter; a second daughter was born later that 1,T.=_=211n,]""2

latham was undoubtedly motivated in his practice of imoculation
by the prospect of augmenting his pay as surgeon. He was encouraged
in this by the British army, which paid ome guinea for each soldier
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inoculated outside of the barracks. The first advertisement for

Latham’s sérvices as imoculator appeared in the Quebec Gazette 15 September

1768, in which he offered his services as an accoucheur as well as
an inoculator. 1In September amd October 1768 he inoculated several

14 and a few weels later his eldest daughter, a

groups of soldiers,
child of two or three years of age. By means of these examples and
regular advertisements in the Gagette he was able to builq up a small
clientele. Although his fee for incculation was not stated, he did
offer to inoculate free of charge all those unable to afford the pro-
cedure.l3 By the following spring he had inoculated 303 persons 16
Sufficient interest in his progress had been aroused to enable him
to publish two pamphlets for the use of those undergoing inoculationm:

Repiments for Children, in English, and Regiments for Adults, translated

into French. 17

In July 1769 he removed to Montreal, where an epidemic of smallpox
the following autumm increased the demand for his services.18 As a
result, he opened an inoculation house so that those who wished could

remain under his care while undergoing inoculation.’® Bis notice in
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. the Gagette of 16 November 1769 stated that 200 persons had been recently
inoculated without ome loss of life. By the summer of 1770, when he
moved on to New York, he was said to have inoculated 1250 persoms in

Canada.zo

In New Yorikk, he again set up inmoculation apartments. His charge
was now advertised as [ 3/4 New York Cl.u:r‘.el:u:y.,21 As in Quebec, the
fee could be adjusted to the financial circumstances of the patient.
He was joined in Mew York by another Suttonian Mr. Shuttleworth, brother-
in-law to Mr, Sutton. Shuttleworth was authorized to inoculate in
all parts of America south of Philadelphia; Latham continued to be

the sole representative north of that city.22

latham’s practice prospered. By 1773 he was operating a chain
of inoculation hospitals in Wew York province, Commecticot and
Massachusetis, aﬁd had taken an "associate" in each of seven towns.2o
In addition, Hammond Beaumont, sﬁrgeon to the 26th Regiment of Foot,
was named "Sutton and lathawm’s. principal partner” in Canada.Z* Latham
himself had moved out of the city and was living on a farm in Livingston
Manor some ome hundred miles morth of Hew York.2? That he profited
from the system of associates in attested by a contemporary, who stated
that latham "prepared and furanished" all medicines used by his partners,
that they agreed to pay over to him one half of all monies received
to the amount of /300, and after that, one third of all further monies

"from the business." At the same time, those taken as partners were

mot to attempt to discover the composition of the medications used, 26

As private inoculation hospitals multiplied throughout New England,
opposition to their presence arase in some towns., This was particularly
noticeable in time of epidemic, whem inoculation was blamed for the

27 Latham was involved in omne such incident in

spread of smallpox.
1774, 1In January of that year, augry citizens of Marblehead, Mass.,

burned their imoculation hospital to the ground. This action rebounded
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against Latham, who was carrying out inpculation in nearby Salem.
Salem citizens forced the closure of their own hospital in early March,
and Dr. Latham was called before subscribers to defend his '_(;n:r;u:tice.2?3
Strong criticism appeared in the local press, mot only of his performance
as an incoulator, but also of the Suttonian method in genmeral: its
avident use of mercurials, its policy of secrecy, and its binding financial

obligations on those talten as partners.

The outbreak of the Revolution the following year disrupted to
an extent the Suttonian mnetwork, but it alsc =xtended the practice
of iuoculation as new recruits in both the American and British armies
were routinely éubjected to the procedure. "latham, N.Y." is listed
as having "attended soldiers” during this peiiod,z_g The Revolutiom,
however, introduced ideologiéal conflict for Latham, whose residence
in Livingston Manor brought him in contact with Robert R. Livingston

and other large landowners. They themselves were divided on the path
30

the Revolution should take. Latham was evidently torn between his
loyalty to Britain and his desire to protect his investment in the
commnity in which he had bacoms established. He resigned his commission
"before August 1775,"31 but whether this was to avoid entering British
éervice, as Roberﬁ.Livingston later sr:.ated,:'s2 or because of the "great
and flattering prospect of succeeding in his profession," as Latham

mintained,33 is a matter of judgement.

Latham continued to show ambivalence throughout the revolutionary
period., As his income from inoculation decreased, he was forced to
find other means of augmenting it. An atiempt to provide flour for
the use of "His Majesty’s Army from Canada"™ led to its confiscation
and a persoﬁal loss for Iatham of ,(5120(}.34 Suspected of treasom,
he sought the support of Livingston who disclaimed knowledge of Latham’s
"oolitical character™ but vouched for him as an "honest man and gentlemen,"
one who had never shown M"orejudice™ towards the American cause.l?

Subsequent attempts to recoﬁp his loss by shipping merchandise from
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from New York to Philadelphia — for which purpose he obtained a permit
from the British authorities to "pass and re-pass the lines"” — resulted
by mid-1782 in a further debt of £1000.38 Before this loss could be
rectified, peace was declared. TForced now to take a stand, Latham
presented a memorial to Sir Guy Carleton, Commander—in-Chief of the
British Army, 13 May 1783. Ta this he outlined the dilemma in which
he found himself, declafing his consistent loyalty to the Crown, his
rejection of all efforts on the part of "individuals in power" to enlist
him in the rebel cause, and prayimg for such relief as "might'be thought

proper M3

The immediate outcome of his petition to Carleton is not kmown.
Tn fact, his movements over the next few years are difficult to establish.
That he re~joined the British army is evident, but exactly when is
not clear. In August 1783 he negotiated a lease for his farm in Livingston
Manor, to zun "“for and ‘during the natural lives" of Wilhelmina Latham,
and his sons Jemes Latham and Livingston John i,atham.38 His name is
recorded im various account books and ledgers for Livingston Manor
from 1776 until January 1787.3% 1In 1786 he returned briefly to Canada,
for his advertisement as an inoculator appeared at Iintervals in the

Quebec Gazette from 28 Septenﬁber to 30 November. Described as "late

Surgeon to the King’s Regiment of Foot," he had arrived in Montreal

"from New York" with the intentiom of faking up residence. Yet in
40

i788 his name is entered once more as doctor om Livingston Manor.
It is mot until 1790 that relevant documents confirm his presence in
the British army. ' On 4 March 1790, James Latham relieved Dr. James
Connor as surgeon to the garrison in 'Kingston, in the Province of Quebec,
soon to be Upper Canada.*! Whatever family crisis transpired in the
years between 1783 and 1790 is not known. Whether Latham’s wife remained
in New York, or ‘whether she had died before he returned to Canada has
not been determined. What is certain is that he was alone in Kingston

and that his children remained behind in the general arvea of Livingston
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Manor .42

In Kingston, Lathasm set about once wmwore to establish himself.
As well as his duties in the garrison, he was responsible for the medical
supervision of the Indians and of the Naval Department.43 He was also
required at times to give his professibnal opinion on medical matters

44

in cases gppearing before the Court of Common Pleas,™  or sit as member
of a Board of Survey with other officers of the garrison.
the community, he was one of the original benefactors of the new English
church, later St. George’s Cathedral.*® Tn 1790 and 1795 he applied
for land according ‘to his rank as surgeon and was later granted 2000
acres.*]  Tn 1795 he also applied for and was recommended to receive

a tovmn 1ot~.4g'

Just how mach latham carried out the practice of inoculation in
Kingston has not been ascertained. TImoculation had reached its peak
in colonial America and Canada during the American Revolutionary war
and gradually declined as major smallpox epidemics became less frequent.
Military authorities restricted its use to time of epidemic, and even

then, with resevvations A9

Latham may well bave practised privately,
et despite recurrent outbresks of smallpox in the area, only one record
has been found of his Ffulfilling his former role as imocnlator. 4nd
in this instance he was ultimately to be disappointed. During a smallpox
epidemic in the winter of 17967 large mmbers of Indians were expected
to come to the post to be i.ﬁbwlated.sp Latham received special orders
from Dr. Mervim Nooth, Physicians to the Forces in (uebec, to prepare

st yet by mid-Jsnuary none had a\ppeared-.52 Although

for their reception;
Mohawk Indians at Burlington Bay and Mississauga Yudians at York were
inoculated the following x’spring,f-’.3 there is mno clear evidence that
any were inoculated at Kingston. Latham died suddenly 28 January 17997

and was buried from the parish church in Kingston.,SS

James Lathsm was representative of many of his coutemporary aries
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whose lives were disrupted by the American Revolution. Although he
played a role in the established commmnity in his new home, fimancial
logses sustained in America were never recovered; nor did he regain
his earlier position of relative prestige. Cut off from his fawily,
no longer in demand as an incculator, he finished his days in a pioneer
settlement in the routine role of surgeon to the garrison. His death
occurred on the eve of the widespread dissemination of the new "inoculation"

with cowpox. 56

As an inoculator, Lathem was following a trend already established
in England and America. His personal contribution to the reduction
of the incidence of smallpox cannot be measured. Yet daspite his limited
practice in Canada and his frankly materialistic approach to his craft,
nevertheless he attained recognition in both colonial America and Canada

as a pioneer in his field.
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