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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Dr. Williams residence at 445 East 42nd Street is located on the south side of 
42nd Street, facing north. The building is situated about i block east of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Drive on a block of lower-middle or working class structures, most of which 
are in fair to good condition. The area is pleasant.

The structure itself is of frame construction, two stories, being about 26'x45'. The 
home is unpretentious, being of a style described as "cottage" with Queen Anne or 
picturesque details. The exterior was originally lapped wood but now is covered with 
asphalt siding.

The interior of the home is little changed for the most part with no apparent struc­ 
tural changes.

00

The present owner, Mr. Morris, said his mother bought the home from Dr. Williams m 
in 1929. According to property records and city directories it would appear that Dr. rn 
Williams lived here from 1905 or 1906 to 1929. Style-wise the house also appears to 
have been built at about this time, therefore, Dr. Williams could quite possibly have 
been the first owner. There are no building: permits for the home in the city's files.
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Afro-American History

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Daniel Hale Williams, an outstanding black doctor, is best known for his pioneer 
work in heart surgery. Though his work in this area was a great feat in itself, it does 
not begin to define the scope of his magnificent career which spanned nearly half a 
century.

. i

Daniel Hale Williams was born in Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania, in 1856, the fifth 
of seven children. When young Dan was eleven, his father died. His mother appren­ 
ticed him to a Baltimore shoemaker and moved to Rockford, Illinois. At twelve years 
old he traveled West, working in barber shops and on lake boats. He later moved to 
Janesville, Wisconsin, where he worked part time in Harry Andersen's Tonsorial Parlor 
and Bathing Rooms and attended school. In 1878, a year after Williams graduated from 
the Classical Academy in Janesville, the town's leading physician, Dr. Henry Palmer, 
Wisconsin's Surgeon-General, accepted Dan and two whites as apprentices. By the 
fall of 1880, the three young men were enrolled in the Chicago Medical College, an 
affiliate of Northwestern University. Boarding with a distant cousin and subsisting on 
a succession of loans, Dan Williams completed his course in March, 1883, after having 
served an intership in Mercy Hospital.

Dr. Williams was the fourth Negro doctor in Chicago when he opened an office at 
3034 Michigan Avenue, in a well-to-do racially mixed neighborhood. As his reputa­ 
tion as a good practitioner grew, his clientele swelled.

During this period in medical history, surgeons developed as cases were thrust upon 
them. They learned techniques as they operated. Dr. Williams found an opportunity 
to perform minor operations regularly by securing an appointment to the surgical staff 
of the South Side Dispensary. As he operated he gave clinical instruction to Chicago 
Medical College students. He also served as one of the school's demonstrators of ana­ 
tomy. Due to these professional affiliations, when a former professor retired, Williams 
was appointed to replace him as staff physician of the Protestant Orphan Asylum, an 
unpaid job but a valuable one for experience and prestige. Williams later became a 
surgeon for the City Railway Company, and in 1889 and 1891 was appointed to the 
Illinois State Board of Health.

Although he was given many opportunities to develop as a surgeon and as a general 
practitioner, Dr. Williams keenly felt the need for a hospital where black interns , 
nurses, and physicians - usually rejected by white-controlled hospitals - could train
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and enjoy staff privileges. In 1890 he launched a drive to found a hospital. On January 
23, 1891, the Provident Hospital and Training School Association was incorporated. Pro­ 
vident was the first hospital in America founded and fully controlled by blacks. Under Dr. 
Williams' exacting leadership, Provident set high standards, had an integrated staff and 
patients, built a good reputation, and soon became a mecca for black interns, nurses, and 
patients from all over America.

The Provident Hospital and Training School Association included a Nursing School which 
soon became a distinct source of pride for the black community. It was the first such train­ 
ing school set up for Negro nurses in the United States and Dr. Williams allowed no compro­ 
mises in his nurses' training program. The training period was set for eighteen months, as 
long as any in the city, and the instruction was "most rigid," including all details of anti­ 
septic preparation and nursing for surgery and care of serious medical cases.

Within a few months, the hospital's excellent standards were widely known and it be­ 
came necessary to move the student nurses into rented quarters nearby to make room for the 
influx of patients. At the end of the first year, Dr. Williams made a public report of the 
hospital's work. Of 189 sick and injured, twenty-three had improved, three had not, 
twenty-two died, and 141 recovered entirely, a ratio of which any hospital would be proud,

It was here that Williams performed his famous heart operation on July 9, 1893. James 
Cornish, a Negro expressman, was rushed to Provident Hospital with a stab wound in the 
region of the heart. Medical thinking of the day demanded that heart punctures be left, 
either to heal themselves or prove fatal. Dr. Williams dared to do the unthinkable, risking 
his reputation and that of his fledgling hospital, to save his patient by operating on the 
wounded heart.

Six doctors were invited to attend the operation. Williams had to thread his way 
through an uncertain, highly dangerous network of blood vessels and nerves as he entered 
the thoracic cavity and proceeded to perform a surgical exploration of the heart. At the 
same time, he had to be certain to do nothing to interfere with the continuous beating of 
the life mechanism. It should be noted that all of this operation was done without the 
benefit of experience or the aid of X-ray, modern anesthesia, or life-support systems now 
considered common and necessary to such cases. Williams found that the pericardium, the 
sac surrounding the heart, had been punctured by the knife and that the heart muscle, too, 
had been nicked, but did not require suturing. Dr. Williams deftly repaired the damage, 
sewing up the pericardium, and successfully completed the operation. Cornish walked out 
of the hospital in fifty-one days and lived another twenty years.

Extensive nationwide newspaper publicity was given to the unprecedented operation. 
Four years later, medical journals learned that a similar operation, unknown to Williams 
at the time, had been performed by Dr. H. C. Dalton in St. Louis in 1891, but his patient 
remained hospitalized 103 days and it was not known how long he lived thereafter. Stan­ 
dard texts continued to list Williams' case as the first fully successful heart operation, a 
major contribution toward modern heart-transplants.
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In years following this highly publicized case, Dr. Williams succeeded in many other 
daring operations far ahead of his time, including two stabbed heart cases, several Caesar- 
ean deliveries, removal of difficult uterine tumors, brain surgery, and suturing of the 
spleen. Many of these operations were recorded in national medical journals as "firsts" 
or "only such" cases: for example, his removal of an eighteen pound uterine tumor from a 
pregnant woman, saving both the mother and child; and his ability to suture the spleen 
despite common medical opinion that this could not be done successfully due to the tenden­ 
cy of the spleen to tear when sewn. The publication of Dr. Williams' papers and lectures 
regarding procedures and techniques employed in these operations, afforded the medical 
world knowledge previously unavailable.

Dr. Williams' work with Provident Hospital and his reputation as an outstanding surgeon 
influenced President Grover Cleveland to appoint him surgeon-in-chief of the 200 bed 
Freedmen's Hospital and Asylum in Washington, D. C. Dr. Williams served for four years 
in this position, during which time he elevated the run-down institution to respectable 
status. Dr. Williams assembled a staff of twenty nonsalaried specialists and systemized 
the hospital into seven departments: medical, surgical, gynecological, obstetrical, derma- 
tological, genitourinary, and throat and chest. He also set up two modern adjuncts, a 
pathological department and a bacteriological department, and an ambulance system. His 
next step was to set up a system of interns hips to supplement the staff of twenty doctors. This 
move almost completely did away with the need for two former paid assistants and placed 
within the reach of young black medical graduates an opportunity for advancement which 
was accorded them only at Provident.

Dr. Williams next turned his attention to establishing a nurses' training program. His 
big difficulty lay in the prior existence of a so-called Training School for Nurses under­ 
taken by the Howard University less than two years before. The Howard plan offered only 
out-moded didactic instruction two evenings a week with a promise of "some" practical 
experience in Freedmen's Hospital. In order to reduce the high mortality rate at Freed­ 
men's, Dr. Williams wanted to eliminate all unfit attendants. He knew that carefully 
selected student nurses could, when supervised by a qualified superintendent and her as­ 
sistants, give the bulk of the services in the hospital at the same time they were learning. 
The University agreed to carry on both schools, side by side. By the end of the year, the 
disgraceful mortality rate of the hospital had tumbled to an unprecedented low.

Dr. Williams resigned his post at Freedmen's in 1898 and returned to Provident and his 
Chicago practice. He served on the surgical staff of Cook County Hospital from 1900 to 
1906, and became associate attending surgeon at St. Luke's Hospital from 1907 through 
1931. After his return to Chicago, many southern blacks traveled to Provident to be at­ 
tended by Williams. Forbidden entrance to white hospitals, or treated offensively when 
they were admitted, many southern Negroes died by the thousands annually from lack of 
proper medical attention.
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With these practices by white hospitals in mind, Dr. Williams decided to again impress 
upon Booker T. Washington the need for a medical and surgical center for blacks in the 
South. It was a matter he had already suggested, but without success. Again, the idea 
was not accepted. In 1889, however, he was approached by George W. Hubbard, aging 
dean of Meharry Medical College in Nashville. Hubbard asked and Williams agreed to go 
to Meharry as visiting professor of clinical surgery for a week or ten days each year without 
recompense. The situation, however, demanded more than a yearly visit. Hospital facil­ 
ities were mandatory. Patients required postoperative care, and no black doctor or intern 
was allowed in the hospitals of Nashville.

In 1900, due chiefly to Dr. Williams' insistence, Nashville's black community opened 
its own hospital. Here Dr. Williams held his clinics, the great event of the Meharry med­ 
ical year, attended not only by students but by alumni and doctors from the country over. 
He opened the whole field of modern surgery to Meharry's faculty and students as he had 
done at Howard and Provident.

Meharry was just the beginning of a new dimension in Dr. Williams 1 career. Soon, 
despite his heavy private practice and the demands upon him in Chicago, Dr. Williams 
was traveling at the call of black doctors who asked for his assistance. He was willing to 
assist any individual, group, or school interested in providing first rate medical care and 
training for blacks. Within a few years, under his forceful persuasion and guidance, blacks 
in some thirty cities throughout America founded hospitals.

An inspiration to countless young doctors, he was so wrapped up in his work and so 
little attuned to medical politics that he failed to pander to powerful people and to protect 
himself. Undercut and outmaneuvered, he was forced to resign in 1912 from the staff of 
Provident. Prior to his resignation, however, he was appointed associate attending surgeon 
at St. Luke's Hospital. Dr. Williams served in this capacity from 1907 through 1931. His 
remarkable reputation was not impaired and it preceded him wherever he went. His repu­ 
tation was such that in 1913 he became a charter member of the American College of 
Surgeons, and for many years was the only black accepted in that body.

Dr. Daniel Hale Williams died on Tuesday, August 4, 1931, in his home in Idlewild, 
Michigan.

Dr. Daniel Hale Williams is of national historical importance because he performed the 
first fully successful heart operation. He advanced theories and practices in gynecology by 
several decades and he advanced the medical training of young black doctors throughout 
the country by his association with hospitals and medical societies. He established and 
administered the first hospital funded and controlled by blacks in the United States. Dr. 
Williams also founded the first training school for black nurses in the United States and was 
a charter member of the American College of Surgeons.
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