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“Cleveland drunk is a more valuable asset to this country than the
whole batch of the rest of our public men sober”
Samuel Clemens'

Abstract

Grover Cleveland rose from being the mayor of Buffalo to
the governor of New York to the president of the United
States. At the start of Cleveland’'s second term as presi-
dent, the nation was involved in a severe financial crisis,
the extent of which was not known by the general public.

President Cleveland was to make a strong appeal to
Congress in the coming months to repeal the Sherman
Silver Purchase Act of 1890. He thought this would set the
nation on the road to fiscal recovery. However, his vice
president, Adlai Stevenson, strongly opposed repeal of the
Sherman Act. Prior to scheduling his appearance before
Congress, President Cleveland noticed a rough spot on his
palate. A biopsy confirmed that it was cancer, and it was
determined that surgery was needed. Cleveland and his
advisors thought the nation would be thrown into a panic if
the President's health did not remain a secret.

A surgical team, which included a dentist, performed
the surgery in secrecy while traveling aboard a yacht. A
prosthetic obturator was fabricated by a New York
prosthodontist to close the surgical defect. Cleveland
recovered well, made a forceful speech before Congress,
had the Sherman Act repealed and lived without a recur-
rence of his oral cancer for the rest of his life. The public
remained unaware, for the most part, of the gravity of
President Cleveland's health for decades.



IN 1893, THE UNITED STATES was suffering through a terrible
financial crisis. The president, Grover Cleveland, was enduring his
own personal health crisis.

The nation’s leaders and economists were divided on the issue
of backing the American currency by both gold and silver, The
Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890 called for United States
Treasury notes to be redeemed in either gold or silver. It also man-
dated that the United States Treasury purchase a large amount of
silver monthly: Silver prices declined and the Treasury’s gold supply
was becoming depleted. President Cleveland strongly favored
repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890. His vice presi-
dent, Adlai Stevenson, was a staunch silver advocate. Cleveland
planned to make a strong appeal to Congress to repeal the Act.

In March of that year, Cleveland noticed a rough spot on his
palate. The lesion was examined. It was determined to be cancerous
and surgery was strongly recommended. Due to the grave financial
situation of the time and the fact that Stevenson would assume the
presidency if Cleveland died or became unable to fulfill the duties
of the Office of the President, it was decided that the surgeries to be
performed on President Cleveland would remain a secret from the
American people.

A clandestine surgical team, sworn to secrecy, was assembled.
A dentist was chosen to be part of this team. The surgery was suc-
cessful. A New York prosthodontist constructed a maxillofacial
prosthesis to close the surgical defect. This prosthesis enabled
Cleveland to later address Congress as planned, and the Act was
repealed. The cancer was formally diagnosed many years later, in
the 20th century, when slides of the lesion were examined using
modern equipment and techniques. It was determined to be verru-
cous carcinoma.

Dentists today, as in the day of Cleveland, play an integral role
in the diagnosis and treatment of all forms of head and neck can-
cerand in the postoperative reconstruction of the patient. The only
difference in the case of Cleveland’s cancer is that the fate of a
nation lay in the hands of the few individuals performing the
surgery and reconstruction.

Grover Cleveland

Grover Cleveland was born in New Jersey in 1837, the son of a
Presbyterian minister. He was raised in upstate New York and prac-
ticed law in Buffalo. He became mayor of Buffalo in 1881. A year
later, he was elected Governor of New York State.

Cleveland was elected president in 1884 and became the only
president to be married in the White House when, in June 1886, he
married 21-year-old Frances Folsom. He also became the only pres-
ident to serve two non-consecutive terms, winning the presidential
election of 1892 and, thus, becoming the nation’s 22nd and 24th
president?

In retirement, Cleveland lived in Princeton, NJ. He died there of
a myocardial infarction in 1908.°

The Surgeries

On Sunday June 18, 1893, Dr. R.M. O'Reilly, the future Surgeon-
General of the United States Army, examined a rough area on
President Cleveland’s palate. The lesion was classified as being the
size of a quarter dollar and extended from the maxillary molars to
within one-third of an inch of the midline, encroaching slightly on
the soft palate. Some diseased bone was also noted.

Dr. O'Reilly sent a specimen to the pathologist at the Army
Medical Museum. The patient’s identity remained unknown to the
pathologist. The pathologist indicated that the specimen was high-
ly indicative of malignancy. Surgery was subsequently recommend-
ed to President Cleveland.

On the night of June 30, 1893, President Cleveland, the surgical
team and a small entourage boarded the yacht “Oneida,” owned by
President Cleveland’s close friend Commodore Elias Benedict. The
surgical team included Dr. Joseph Bryant, a prominent New York sur-
geon; Dr. William Keen, professor of surgery at Jefferson College; Dr.
John Erdmann, recruited to act as a surgical assistant; Dr. Edward
Janeway, a prominent New York internist; and Dr. Hasbrouck, a New
York dentist, who would administer the anesthesia.*

On the morning of July 1, 1893, the “Oneida” set sail, traveling
half speed up the East River of New York City. The surgical team
members retreated to the cabin of the yacht as it passed
Manhattan’s Bellevue Hospital, so as not to be recognized by any
hospital staff.* The surgery commenced and Dr. Hasbrouck extract-
ed President Cleveland’s maxillary left first and second premolars
under nitrous oxide. Dr. Bryant then made incisions in the palate,
also under nitrous oxide. Dr. Janeway continuously monitored
Cleveland’s pulse and general condition.* Topical and injected
cocaine were administered and supplemented with ether.”

Dr. Bryant, assisted by Dr. Keen and Dr. Erdmann, resected the left
maxilla.’ The remaining left maxilla, exclusive of the medial wall and
infraorbital plate, was removed once it became obvious that the tumor
had invaded the maxillary antrum and involved the floor around the
roots of the molar teeth.” This procedure was performed in a piecemeal
fashion and the cavity was packed with iodoform gauze.* Hemostasis
was obtained using pressure, hot water and galvanocautery.

This procedure was performed in 1 hour and 20 minutes and
the patient tolerated it well.

At 2:55 p.m., an injection of one-sixth of a grain of morphine
was administered. This was the only narcotic given to Cleveland.*

President Cleveland was able to get out of bed late in the day on
July 2 and was active aboard the yacht the entire day on July 3. Dr.
Hasbrouck, the dentist, was let off the “Oneida” in New London, CT,
on July 2. Dr. Keen left the yacht on July 4 at Sag Harbor, NY.
President Cleveland arrived at his home, Gray Gables, in Buzzard’s
Bay, MA, on July 5 and walked from the launch to the house with lit-
tle apparent effort.*

A second, smaller surgery was performed on President
Cleveland on July 17 by Dr. Bryant to remove a small residual lesion.
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