DR. JAMES CRAIK - Physician

By: John Whiteside

Scotland provided another of its precious sons to the cause for American independence.
James Craik was born in July 1730 in a small town near Dumfries, Scotland. His father,
William Craik, was a large estate owner and member of the British Parliament. Craik was an
intelligent lad and when he was of age, entered medical school at the University of
Edinburgh. Following his education there, he joined the British army where he served as
doctor and surgeon. He eventually was sent to the West Indies with the British military to
continue his work in medicine.

Sometime shortly after 1750, his service in the islands ended as he retired from the army.
He sailed to America, settling in Virginia, where he continued his practice of medicine.
Craik joined the Virginia militia as he was living on the frontier in 1754, and continued to
practice medicine. George Washington was the Colonel of the regiment and they became
close friends, subsequently serving in the French and Indian War together. Craik left the
militia at the end of 1758 after withessing the bloody battle at Fort Duquesne. He traveled
to Port Tobacco,

Maryland to restart his medical practice.

It was there that he would meet Marianne Ewell, and marry her on November 30, 1760. For
the next fourteen years, he would maintain his friendship with George Washington and
eventually become a proponent of independence from Britain. When war broke out and
Washington was named to lead the army, Craik quickly volunteered his medical services to
his friend. By letter dated April 26, 1777, Washington offered Craik a choice of two
positions in the army, Senior Physician and Surgeon of the Hospital, or Assistant Director
General. On May 13, 1777 Craik quickly responded by letter, and he offered to accept the
Deputy Director General for the middle department, saying he could be present within
three or four weeks. Craik joined the army and worked at hospitals around the Philadelphia
area, including those at Bethlehem and Lancaster. Craik also served at Valley Forge where
he was Assistant Director of the General Hospital

Department. While there, artist Charles Willson Peale painted a miniature portrait of him,
the only one known.



More importantly, it was Craik who alerted General Washington about a group of officers
including Generals Mifflin, Gates and Thomas Conway, who were planning to subvert
Washington’s leadership and have him replaced by Congress. Known as the Conway Cabal,
Washington was able to overcome the threat and maintain control of the Continental Army.
In 1781 Craik was promoted to Chief Physician and Surgeon of the Army, and was at
Yorktown, Virginia during the fighting that eventually would end the war.

Following the war, Craik would later move to Alexandria, Virginia where he would continue
his medical practice. He became Washington’s personal physician and continued his
friendship with George and Martha. On December 13, 1799 he was summoned to the
bedside where Washington was dying from an infection. Despite his best efforts,
Washington died the next day. In his will, Washington called Craik, “my compatriot in arms
and old and intimate friend.” Following Washington’s death, Craik was quoted as saying, “I,
who was bred among scenes

of human calamity, who had so often witnessed death in its direct and most awful forms,
believed that its terrors were too familiar to my eye to shake my fortitude. But when | saw
this great man die, it seemed as if the pillar of my country’s happiness had fallen to the
ground.”

Craik would live until February 6, 1814 when he would die at his home in Alexandria,
Virginia. He is buried in the graveyard of the Old Presbyterian Meeting House in Alexandria.
His grave marker reads, “Chief Physician and Surgeon of the Continental Army.” His former
house still stands at 201 Duke Street, Alexandria, Virginia.
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Portrait was donated to the SAR by the Craik family until it was donated to the SAR.

See https://education.sar.org/colllections/artifact/

Other images of Craik all seem to be done from this original by Charles Willson Peale.
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