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Rediscovering Lewis Leprilete Miller, MD:
A Forgotten Pioneer of Rhode Island Medicine

MARY KORR; ARUN K. SINGH, MD, FACS, FRCS

Every generation of physicians inher-
its the legacy of those who came before.
Medical history often celebrates physi-
cians whose discoveries transformed
medicine, yet many whose greatest
contributions were leadership, com-
passion, and service have gradually fad-
ed from memory. LEWIS LEPRILETE
MILLER, MD, (1798-1870), belongs to
that distinguished group. This article
draws upon historical records, contem-
porary newspaper accounts, and sur-
viving family artifacts to rediscover a
physician whose life exemplified the
highest ideals of medicine.

The Doctor Behind the Portrait
The companion portraits of Dr. Miller
and his wife, ELECTRA SMITH, re-
mained in the Miller family for more
than 160 years before I (AS) acquired
them more than three decades ago
directly from Dr. Miller’s last descen-
dant. In the portraits, Dr. Miller is
seated near a table in formal attire, holding a red leather case
with surgical instruments. In the background is a skull and a
Bell’s Anatomy book—symbols of a young physician devoted to
science and learning. His wife is portrayed with quiet dignity,
reflecting the strength that sustained many physicians’ families
during an era when medicine demanded extraordinary personal
sacrifice.

Initially, I admired the pictures simply as fine examples of
early American portraiture. Gradually, however, they prompted
larger questions. Who was this physician? Why had his family
preserved these portraits for nearly two centuries? Why had one
of Rhode Island’s most accomplished physicians been largely
forgotten?

The search for answers led me through archives, newspaper
accounts, Brown University records, and the proceedings of
the Rhode Island Medical Society. Together they revealed the
remarkable life of a physician whose influence extended far
beyond the operating room.
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Portrait of Lewis Leprilete Miller, MD, and his wife, Electra Smith Miller, shortly after their marriage.

The companion portraits, believed to have been painted between 1822 and 1825, have been attributed
to either Chester Harding or Samuel Waldo and William Jewett.

Medical background

Lewis Leprilete Miller was born in Franklin, Massachusetts,
in 1798 into a family deeply rooted in medicine. His father,
NATHANIEL MILLER, MD, was among Franklin’s most
respected physicians and surgeons. He named his son after his
own mentor, LEWIS LEPRILETE, MD, a pioneering ophthal-
mic surgeon remembered for advertising one of America’s ear-
liest cataract extractions in 1782, and for introducing Benjamin
Franklin’s invention of bifocal spectacles to the public.!

From an early age, Lewis was introduced to the discipline
and responsibilities of medical practice. After graduating from
Brown University in 1817, he received his medical degree from
Brown Medical School in 1820.> Soon after completing his
education, Dr. Miller married Electra Smith of Bristol, Rhode
Island, whose family occupied a prominent place in New En-
gland society. Within a few years, the young couple settled in
Providence, where Dr. Miller’s skill, integrity, and compassion
would establish him as one of Rhode Island’s foremost surgeons.

Entering practice decades before anesthesia, antisepsis, anti-
biotics, or modern hospitals, he belonged to a generation of
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physicians who relied primarily upon careful observa-
tion, sound judgment, technical skill, and the confi-
dence of their patients.

By the mid-19th century, Dr. Miller had become one
of Rhode Island’s leading surgeons. Patients sought
his care from throughout the region, while younger
physicians looked to him for guidance. According to
an acquaintance of Dr. Miller’s, “his office consisted
of two or three rooms, comprising a surgery, waiting,
and a reception room. These were neatly though not
elaborately furnished—the general custom of a physi-
cian’s office at that time.” He wrote that Dr. Miller’s
“great reputation extended beyond the state. Probably
no surgeon before or since has excelled him in those
qualities that make up a great surgeon.”?

[MORTIMER BLAKE. HISTORY OF THE
TOWN OF FRANKLIN, MASS. 1878-1879]

The $50 Operation

Professional honors tell us what a physician accom-
plished. Stories reveal who the physician truly was. Among
the many recollections preserved after Dr. Miller’s death, none
better illustrates his character than the story of the desper-
ately ill child whose life depended upon immediate surgery. Dr.
Miller was consulted, and after examining the child, he quietly
announced that he would operate—but only after receiving $50
in advance. The room fell silent. For a widowed mother in a
working family in the mid-19th century, $50 represented an
enormous sum. Shock quickly turned to resentment. Some
whispered that the famous surgeon cared more about money
than mercy.

AsDr. Miller prepared to leave, family members and neighbors
blocked the doorway and passed a hat until the money had been
collected. Only then did he begin the operation. The surgery
was successful. Before anyone could thank—or criticize—him,

Vintage postcard of Rhode Island Hospital, circa 1906.
[RHODE ISLAND COLLECTION, PROVIDENCE PUBLIC LIBRARY]
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This image of Dr. Miller appeared
in a history of his home town in
Franklin, Mass.
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Dr. Miller quietly placed every dollar
into the mother’s hands. “Besides
surgery, your child will need food,
warmth, and water if recovery is to
be complete,” he told her. Without
another word, he departed.*

What moments earlier had appeared

to be greed was revealed as extraordi-
nary compassion. Dr. Miller under-
stood that successful treatment did
not end with an operation. Recovery
also depended upon nourishment, shel-
ter, and hope. Whether embellished
through generations or preserved ex-
actly as it occurred, the story endured
because it reflected the physician his
community knew him to be.

Leadership in Rhode Island Medicine

His colleagues respected not only his technical skill but also his
calm judgment and unwavering professionalism. These quali-
ties naturally led to positions of leadership. In 1846, Dr. Miller
was elected President of the Rhode Island Medical Society, one
of the profession’s highest honors. His election reflected the
confidence and esteem of physicians across the state.’

Ether anesthesia had recently transformed surgery, and phy-
sicians increasingly recognized the need for organized hospitals
where patients could receive specialized care and medical edu-
cation could flourish. Dr. Miller stood at the forefront of this
transformation in Rhode Island. Working along with USHER
PARSONS, MD, and THOMAS POYNTON IVES, a wealthy
philanthropist, as well as other civic leaders, he became a strong
advocate for establishing a modern hospital to serve the people
of Rhode Island. Years of planning and fundrais-
ing ultimately resulted in the creation of Rhode
Island Hospital, an institution that would be-
come one of New England’s leading centers for
patient care, education, and research. Dr. Miller’s
vision and leadership earned him recognition as
one of its founding physicians.

For him, the hospital represented far more
than another building. It embodied a new vision
of medicine—one that united scientific knowl-
edge, skilled surgery, compassionate nursing,
and medical education.

Scholar and Physician

Dr. Miller believed that medicine demanded life-
long learning. Throughout his career he assem-
bled an extensive medical library, reflecting the
intellectual curiosity that characterized com-
petent physicians of his generation. Following
his death, the collection became part of Brown
University’s holdings and is now preserved in
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Portrait of an older Dr. Lewis L. Miller presented to the Rhode Island
Medical Society in 1905. [RHODE ISLAND MEDICAL JOURNAL, AUG. 2019]

the John Hay Library. It remains a lasting reminder that he
considered scholarship inseparable from patient care.

By the 1860s, Dr. Miller had earned the admiration of his
patients, the respect of his colleagues, and a lasting place in
Rhode Island medicine. His greatest challenge, however,
still lay ahead.

The Final Chapter

By the mid-1860s, Dr. Miller had achieved what few phy-
sicians of his generation could claim. During more than 40
years of practice, he had become one of Rhode Island’s most
respected surgeons, earned the confidence of his patients, the
admiration of his colleagues, and helped lay the foundation
for Rhode Island Hospital.

In 1867, however, his remarkable career came to an abrupt
end when he suffered what contemporaries described as a
“paralytic shock,” almost certainly a stroke. Forced to retire,
the surgeon who had restored the health of countless patients
now faced the same uncertainty and physical limitations
experienced by those he had spent a lifetime treating.

Although illness ended his surgical practice, it did not pre-
vent him from witnessing the fulfillment of one of his greatest
professional ambitions. When Rhode Island Hospital opened
its doors in October 1868, Dr. Miller insisted on attending de-
spite his disability. Confined to a wheelchair, he watched as
the institution he had helped bring into existence welcomed
its first patients. It was a profoundly moving moment. The
surgeon who had devoted his life to caring for others entered
the hospital not as a physician, but as a patient.

An elegant ebony walking cane, preserved by his family, of-
fers a poignant reminder of those final years. Engraved with
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the inscription “L. L. Miller to L. Howe,” it is one of the few
surviving personal possessions directly associated with his life.¢
Whether intended as a presentation gift or later returned to the
family remains unknown. More than a historical artifact, the
cane symbolizes a universal
truth: even the most accom-
plished physicians ultimately
become patients.

Two years later, on March
8, 1870, he died at the age of
72, and was buried in Provi-
dence’s Swan Point Cemetery
beside his wife, and among
many of Rhode Island’s distin-
guished physicians and civic
leaders.

Legacy
Dr. Miller’s contemporaries
remembered him less for in-
dividual operations than for
the qualities that defined his
character. The Biographical
Cyclopedia of Representative
Men of Rhode Island,” pub-
lished only a decade after his death, described him
in words that remain as meaningful today as they

Gravestone of the Miller family in
Swan Point Cemetery, Providence.

were in the 19th century: “He possessed firmness

’ of nerve and calmness of temperament, combined

with great gentleness of manner. As a surgeon he

acquired an enviable reputation, and his services
were in constant demand.”

More than 150 years later, Dr. Miller’s legacy
remains woven into the fabric of Rhode Island med-
icine. Rhode Island Hospital continues the mission
he helped establish; his medical library is preserved
in Brown University’s John Hay Library, and his lead-
ership endures through the Rhode Island Medical
Society.

For more than three decades, Dr. Miller’s portrait
has greeted me each morning. It is a daily reminder
that while medicine continually advances, the ideals
of our profession remain unchanged. More than a cen-
tury and a half after his death, he continues to remind
us that the enduring legacy of a physician is measured
not only by the lives we save, but by the compassion,
integrity, and humanity with which we serve our
patients. <

Antique cane belonging to Dr. Miller. It features an ebony
shaft with a gold collar and plaque inscribed: L.L. Miller to
L. Howe. [RHODE ISLAND MEDICAL JOURNAL, AUG. 2019]
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