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Further reducing the emphasis 
on value-based care would rep-
resent a missed opportunity for 
the federal government to imple-
ment public-sector policies that 
could hold down costs for pa-
tients and taxpayers and influence 
private-sector purchasing prac-
tices. It could lead to a perma-
nent change in the zeitgeist and a 
resurgence in health care spend-
ing growth.
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The Value Zeitgeist

The beginning of the Ameri-
can War of Independence, 

250 years ago this week, was me-
morialized by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow in words that would 
be recited by generations of Amer-
ican schoolchildren: “Listen, my 
children, and you shall hear of 
the midnight ride of Paul Revere.” 
Longfellow immortalized Revere’s 
summoning of militias on April 
18 and 19, 1775, to defend Con-
cord from a British raid. But 
Longfellow’s version obscured the 
work of a doctor, Joseph Warren. 
It was Warren’s intelligence net-
work that uncovered the British 
plans. It was Warren who sent 
Revere and William Dawes on 
their mission. It was Warren who 
fought on the front lines as the 
British retreated from Concord, 
treating the wounded along the 
way. And it was Warren who gave 
his life in June 1775 at the Battle 
of Bunker Hill.

Warren’s position in society 
epitomized the complicated sta-

tus of physicians of his time. 
During the Revolution, more than 
in any subsequent American war, 
doctors played critical roles be-
yond their medical functions. They 
served as political, military, and 
social leaders — and sometimes 
spies — who guided a colony, then 
a country, at war.

Born in 1741 in the Province 
of Massachusetts Bay, Warren was 
the oldest of four boys in the 
family of a prosperous farmer.1,2 
He attended Roxbury Latin School 
and enrolled in Harvard College 
in 1755. After a stint as a school-
teacher, he studied medicine and 
apprenticed himself to the dis-
tinguished physician James Lloyd. 
At the age of 22, Warren hung up 
his shingle in Boston and built a 
successful practice. The courage 
he displayed while inoculating 
patients during a 1764 smallpox 
epidemic established his repu-
tation. He took on his own ap-
prentices, including his youngest 
brother, John Warren, and Samuel 

Adams, Jr. Like many successful 
physicians, he purchased an en-
slaved boy.

Warren’s political activity grew 
with his medical practice. Start-
ing in 1765, the British govern-
ment imposed taxes and tariffs 
on its American colonies. A long-
time friend of Samuel Adams, 
Warren authored dozens of edi-
torials excoriating British poli-
cies. As the British established 
additional garrisons in Boston, 
confrontations between civilians 
and soldiers increased. In March 
1770, in what would come to be 
called the Boston Massacre, Brit-
ish soldiers fired into an unruly 
crowd; Warren cared for the 
wounded. Two years later, he de-
livered an oration commemorat-
ing the massacre, a highly visible 
protest. His friend and fellow 
physician Benjamin Church de-
livered the commemorative ad-
dress the following year. Many 
historians believe Warren played 
a central role in coordinating the 
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Boston Tea Party in December 
1773.1,2

The British government re-
sponded forcefully. It named Gen-
eral Thomas Gage the royal gov-
ernor of Massachusetts (he arrived 
in May 1774), gave him more 
power over the government and 
courts, stationed additional troops 
in the city, and closed the port of 
Boston to trade (the “Intolerable 
Acts”). Gage sent troops to seize 
military supplies from arsenals in 
Somerville, Portsmouth, and Sa-
lem.3 Working alongside Samuel 
Adams, John Adams, and Church, 
Warren served in or led many of 
the groups that organized the 
growing resistance to British rule, 
including the Sons of Liberty, the 
committees of correspondence 
(Warren led the Boston commit-
tee), and the Massachusetts Pro-
vincial Congress. Despite his poli-
tics, Warren continued to treat 
patients who were loyalists.

As tensions mounted, both sides 
gathered intelligence.1-3 Warren col-
lected information from his pa-
tients and other informants in 
Boston. Fearing another British 
raid, he advised local militias in 
February 1775 to move their artil-
lery to Concord, a safer location 
farther from Boston. Gage, how-
ever, had cultivated his own infor-
mants, including the well-placed 
Church, who, along with another 
spy, warned Gage that the colo-
nists had stockpiled their cannons 
in Concord. Tensions continued to 
escalate. In March, Warren again 
delivered an address commemorat-
ing the Boston Massacre. In April, 
Gage received orders from London 
to take stronger action against the 
colonists and arrest their principal 
leaders. Gage thought it wiser to 
seize their weapons. He targeted 
Concord.

When Warren learned about 
Gage’s plan to march on Con-
cord, he decided to summon the 
colonial volunteer militia, the Min-
utemen, to thwart that mission, 
sending Revere and Dawes on 
their midnight ride. An initial 
skirmish in Lexington led to a 
larger battle in Concord that 
forced the British to retreat un-
der fire to Boston. Warren rushed 
to the scene, one of at least 10 
medical men who fought the Brit-
ish that day. He engaged the re-
treating British soldiers at Men-
otomy (now Arlington), losing a 
lock of his hair to a nearly fatal 
musket shot. Dr. Eliphalet Down-
er joined the fighting there and 
bayonetted a British soldier to 
death. Warren and the other doc-
tors also cared for the wounded, 
both colonist and British. They evi-
dently saw no contradiction be-
tween their roles as fighters and 
their obligations as healers.

The “shot heard round the 
world” that day transformed sim-
mering tensions into open war. 
Warren, Church, and John Han-
cock, as leaders of the Commit-

tee of Safety, took charge of 
raising an army of 15,000 New 
Englanders that besieged the Brit-
ish in Boston.1,2 As head of the 
Provincial Congress, Warren com-
missioned Benedict Arnold to cap-
ture Fort Ticonderoga and secure 
its cannons. Warren and Church 
(not yet outed as a spy) led ef-
forts to organize medical care 
for the growing army. Each regi-
ment was supposed to have two 
physicians, but in an era before 
licensing, doctors’ training and 
quality varied widely. Warren es-
tablished an examining board that 
attempted to ensure physicians’ 
competence. He also comman-
deered homes to serve as hospitals 
for sick and wounded soldiers.

As the siege continued, both 
sides recognized the strategic im-
portance of the heights across 
the harbor from Boston. Against 
Warren’s advice, colonial forces 
decided to occupy Bunker Hill 
and Breed’s Hill in Charlestown 
on the night of June 16. This 
move surprised the British. They 
launched a counterattack the next 
day. Warren arrived just before 

The Battle of Bunker’s Hill, June 17, 1775, John Trumbull (1786).

From the Trumbull Collection, Yale University Art Gallery.
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the attack, dressed in his finest 
outfit. Immediately recognizable, 
he buoyed morale among the 
troops. By all accounts, he fought 
gallantly and steadied the colo-
nists’ lines. The American de-
fenses held off the first two 
waves of the attack. As their am-
munition ran low, however, they 
were routed by the third British 
charge. Warren helped to cover 
the retreat of the colonial mili-
tias — before being shot and 
killed, one of the roughly 140 
Americans who died on the bat-
tlefield.

Nearly 280 American soldiers 
were wounded but survived, and 
they required treatment.4 Warren’s 
brother and one-time apprentice, 
John, was one of the local physi-
cians who rushed to help. While 
looking for his brother, he was 
attacked by a British sentry who 
stabbed him in the chest; he 
showed his scar with pride for 
decades. Unfortunately, the colo-
nists’ army lacked a proper medi-
cal service. A menagerie of prac-
titioners descended on the region, 
caring for the wounded in homes 
seized from loyalists. John Warren 
worked as a surgeon in a general 
military hospital in Cambridge. 
The dead, including Joseph War-
ren, were covered in quicklime 

and buried in a shallow grave in 
Charlestown.

In the aftermath of the battle, 
Congress created the Continental 
Army Hospital Department. Church 
led this effort until October, when 
he was exposed as Gage’s spy 
and imprisoned.3 It took several 
years for the medical service to 
attain some semblance of orga-
nizational competency. John War-
ren served in the Department 
throughout the war, working as a 
surgeon under George Washington 
in Long Island and New Jersey 
before returning to Boston in 1777. 

After the war ended, he helped 
found the Massachusetts Medical 
Society in 1781 and Harvard Med-
ical School in 1782.

Although Joseph Warren died 
in the second month of the war, 
his early leadership and martyr-
dom made him famous. The first 
hero of the revolution, he was as 
renowned as George Washington 
in the early days of the republic. 
John Trumbull immortalized him 
in a majestic painting (see image). 
Trumbull had served in the 1st 
Connecticut Troops at the Battle 
of Bunker Hill, but he didn’t wit-
ness Warren’s death — his de-
piction is more commemoration 
than documentation.5 Emulating 
The Death of General Wolfe (1770), 

painted by his mentor Benjamin 
West, Trumbull placed Warren in 
a Christ-like pose, illuminated by 
an unseen sun. In contrast to the 
uniformed red coats of the British 
infantry, the varied garb of the 
American soldiers reflects their 
status as a “people’s army.” Em-
phasizing the democratic nature 
of the struggle, Trumbull included 
the two Black soldiers who fought 
with the colonists that day.

Warren’s heroic death, memo-
rialized in paintings, plays, and 
monuments, quickly came to over-
shadow his life. His work as a 
political leader in the decade be-
fore the Battles at Lexington, Con-
cord, and Bunker Hill has largely 
been forgotten. The Journal’s com-
memoration of the centennial of 
Bunker Hill included both a paean 
to Warren by physician-poet Oliver 
Wendell Holmes and a celebration 
of “the connection of the medi-
cal profession with the most im-
portant social and civil events 
of modern times.” By the 20th 
century, Warren’s fame had been 
eclipsed by that of Washington, 
Thomas Jefferson, and eventually 
Alexander Hamilton. Yet it was 
Warren, more than these later rev-
olutionary leaders, whose strata-
gems catalyzed the transition from 
protest to revolution. All that re-
mained was for the colonists to 
win the war.

This is the first in a series of articles ex-
ploring the roles of physicians, medicine, 
and disease in the American Revolution at 
its 250th anniversary.
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Warren arrived just before
the attack, dressed in his finest outfit. 
Immediately recognizable, he buoyed  
morale among the troops. By all accounts,  
he fought gallantly and steadied the
colonists’ lines.
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