
SO1'.IE EPISODE IN THE HI TORY OF THE F OC1 DI11"G 
OF THE l\1EDICAL COLLEGE OF THE STATE 

U I"\7ER ITY OF IOvVA 

[The following brief aeeount was \Yritten by Jno. P. Irish, ,vho l1ad a part 

in the founding of both the Law College and the l>ieclical ollege of the • tate 
University of Iowa. Two letters by the san1e "'riter with regarcl to the founcl­
ing of the Law College are printed in THE Io,v A .JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND 

PoLrTics, Vol. v ... III, pp. 553-557 .- EDITOR.] 

Though the pre ent intere ts and occupie n1en. a11d t l1r f,1tl1re 
fixes their attention, tl1e pa t, the field of tl1e beginni11g of tl1i11gs, 
alv'·ays fascinate . When \'re ,~.ritne .. tl1e re1narkable drvelop111e11t 
of the two great profe ional college .. of the "(T11i,.rer~1t)· of To,, a. tl1e 
Colleges of La,v and ::\Iedicine, ,,·e tl1ink of tl1e1 r di. tant brgi11111ng · 
and of their early .. tr11ggle. ancl ,,·011ld kno,,· 110,,· the;· ·a111e to be. 

I have alread~1 ,,yritten of the founding of the La,,- College, and 
of the causes that led to it. In dealing ,Y1tl1 it and ,v1tl1 tl1e ~fedical 
College I have to deal with r11y o, n part i11 the origi11 of botl1. :\I,\· 
activities '"ere inspired b}1 a determination that Io,va . l1ot1lcl l1a,·e 
a great UniversitJ' and that it . hol1ld not be . tarved to <.lea tl1 1))" R 

combination of the man)· de1101ninational roll(lges a11d nracle1l1ies of 
the State, who e manager 111i. takenl)" a~8t11necl that tl1eir ptare 
,vo11ld be more ecure if the l"Tni,1ersjt1" ,,·ere 'v''"eake11ed or p\·en de-• 

· stro)1 ed. There ,va a co1r1bat and it field ,,·as tl1e pri1r1it1,.. Io,,·a 
of a half centur),. ago. The re ct1e of tl1e "("niver ity fro1l1 1t lo\\' 
condition 1·equi1~ed a call upon tl1e taxpa:vers for upport, and tl1 i~ 
put a strong ~.,eapon into tl1e ha11d of it. ene1nie . It.. <lenon1i­
national rivals '"'ere upported bJ· tl1e vol11ntary contrib11tions of 
the sects they repre ented. The)' dre,~.- notl1ing fro111 tl1e l)t1blic 
revenues, and they were not to be bla1ned fo1 .. 11sing thi~ a a11 aro-11-
ment that made a ve1~), po,verful appeal to the taxpa)1 er . 

When I introduced the bill for the first appropriation to tl1e 
Unive1""Sity out of the tate treast1ry, I ,ya, acc11sed of i11tending· to 
establish '' an aristocracy of learning '' at tl1e expen r of the tax­
payers. After this opposition ,vas overco1ne in the legi latt1re, and 
the appropriation meast1re wa pa~. ed, I ,,·as elected b}· t lie legi -
lature a Trustee of the Universit)". Believing that tl1e battle £01~ 
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the 1n t1tl1tio11 ,, a " on]~~ begun, I ougl1t to strengthen it bJ' sr­
C'l11·1ng the support of the professio11. of la\,\' and medicine through 
tl1e e. tRbl1shn1ent of a Depc1rtn1ent for each. In the ea e of tl1c 
~Iedical Depart n1ent there ,, ere peculiar cliffic11lties in thr. ,va;\·. ln 
Keokuk ,, a an e. tabli ·l1ecl rr1eciical • cl1ool , kno,Yn a a branch of 
the tate 1Jniver it)·. It principal \\·as Dr Hl1gl1e . a po,verfuJ 
111un, of attracti,·e personal 1t.,·, arid ,\·ith great perso11al and polit-
1eal 1nfll1enee. I-Ie ,rc1 able to e11list in l1is figl1ting foree the gradu­
ate of 111s cl1ool and otl1er of tl1e pl'ofession all o,·er the tate 

t Jncler tl1e. e c1rcun1 tanre 1t ,va evident that the fo11r1ding of a 
::.\fed1cal Depart1nent ,, 011lcl be a far rnore cliffic11lt 11r1clertak1ng th:i11 
the creating of the I.Ja ,v l)epart1nc11t. 

Tl1e fir t step. ,,·ere talren i11 111}· office. 'l'he 'I.,1·u. tees of the 
lTn1vers1t:r ,\·er() II011. " an1t1el :.\Ierrill, Gover11or of the tate. Dr 
,Ja111e. . Black, l're. ident of the Tniver it,. a11d Coker F. Clark-

• 
on. R. l\I. Burnett, H. . B11li , C. W. laglr, "\\r. IIobart, I-1. "\V. 

Ro~ , and John P. Iri. h. 

T11e aim at the meeting in 1n~ .. office ,,·a to pre. ent to them n 
c-omplete programme. 

At tl1e meeting ,,,.ere Dr. "\¥. F. Peck, Prof. Gustavt1 Hi11.ricl1s, 
anc] 1nv elf. The FacultJ" tl1en selected \\ a : ~ ~ 

Hon Jno. F. Dillon, Profcs or of ~Tediral Jt1ri prudenc-e 
Prof Hinrich , hemist1·3 .. 
Dr. W. F. Peck, 11rger:r 
Dr. P . . J. Farn ,vorth, :.\Iateria lVIedica 
Dr. J. I-I. 13oucl1er, Anatorn.,· 
Dr. \1l. . Robe1·t on, 'I'heorJ" a11d Prac•tice 
Dr. J. F. Kennedy, Obstetric. 
Dr. W. D l\Iiddleton, Pl1ysiolog.\r 
Dr . . J . . ..__ hrader Di ea es of ,Yo111en and childre11. 

l)r. Kennecl:v did not qualif)" and in J 71 Dr. l,1pp took t}1e place 
of Dr Boucl1er a. Profe .. or of Anatorn)·. 

After lo11g disr11. sion and the di. rlos11re of 111a11y n1i .. g1, i11g .. th(• 
Tr11"' t ee~ endorsecl t}1i.. program1ne a11cl the l)epart1nent ,va.. fo11ncl­
ed. l\f ur]1 oppo ition, ome of it , .. ery vi1'ulent, appeared in man)r 
J)art of the tate, ancl it ,Ya. ev,1clent tl1at tl1e ventl1re ,, a. to have 
a stormy road to go. 

l3ut at t}1e openi11g· a ati. fnctory 11t1111l>()r of .. t11dent.. e11rollecl 
a11cl tl1e profe .. sor~ cnterecl 11pon their ,,rork ,,ritl1 zeal and indu try. 
l~rom t11e beginning the master .·pirit ,va Dr. Peck. He was 

• 
( 

I 

( 

I 
t 
. 
l 

u 
ti 

p 
r 



THE Jj"O l 1 TDJNG OF TI-IE :\IEDI AT..J ( 10LLEC} Ji~ 11'7 

,·ot1ng, vigo1·ot1. , a11d l1ad l1ad a largt exprrienC'C as c111 : r111)· s t1r­
geon dl1ring the Ci,,il \Var. Ile l1acl a rare capaC'it.,r for leat1ers11i1) , 
for he alwa)1 k11e,Y \\·hat to do next. Recalling tl1at ti1ne of '-jtre ·~ 
<1nd strain, I a111 ure tl1at tl1e Depart1nent \\ 011lrl l1a,rr l)ee11 ,, reckccl 

r arly, without hi co11rage and influence. 
1-sy the close of the year 1870 it had fo11al1t 1t \Ya) to c~,.11111er 

~ondition , ,vl1e11 '11ddenl)" it ,,ra strt1clr b~· a11 al1no. t fatal blO\\. 
Dn tl1e night of tl1e 31. t of Der e1nber. 1 70, 1 \Ya, 1011. eel fron1 

leep in 1n~· roo111 i11 the old Clinton Ho11. e b~· a r1u111b0r of 111ecliec1 l 
.:·t11dents. ,,·110 tolcl n1e that a grave in tl1e 1oeal ce1neter)· 11 ,1d been 
,·iolated. that the caclaver ,,·a in tl1e De1)art1nent (11 ectin~: rootn 
::1nd the heriff ,, a. getting out a eareh ,,·ar1·a11t to brealt 1n ancl 
recover it. In tant1)· I aw tl1at if it \\·e1·e founcl tl1ere tl1e l) t part -
111ent woulcl l,e de tro,1 ed. I told the stuclent~ to ~encl one of tl1e111 

• 
on l1or eback to tl1e cop e ,ve t of the l Tni,rl 1~1t)y, ancl for the re">t to 
pa the hod~- Olli of the "·indow of the dis. erting roo111, consign it 
to the hoTheman ancl fo1· him to ride into tl1e C<Yt1ntr,~ and co11eca l • 

it in a afe 11lace. 
It \\' as 1n1clnight. ,vitl1 a keen ,vinter air l~rorn Ill); 01)en ,vinclo,,· 

I heard the 1101 e leave the table and go to tl1e rencle/VOll , , ancl i11 

due tirne heard l1i 1100£ beats cro the bridge and die a ,,·,1)~ 011 t]1() 

l1a1,.d 1~oad \Ye t of the river. Within t,vent)· 1n1nute8 a cro,vd fol­
lowed the sheriff do,rn linton treet, aero . tl1e ca111pu to tl1r 
room. of thr Depart111ent in the old ot1tl1 Hall. ... ot sl1aring th ir 
cli appointment at finding nothing, I reti1~ecl and slept. 

The body \Va that of a mucl1 re pected elclerly lacl)r, a frie11cl of 
111ine, and the incident filled ine ,vith confiicti11g ernot1011 ·. At tl1at 
time there was no law in Io,,-a no1~ any "'Te tern state, legc1liz1ng tl1e 
posses ion of the l1urnan cac1aver £or di. ect1011. 111 orga11izing tl1e 
Department I had tipulated that ucl1 111aterial 1101.11<1 not l)e 
taken from the local grave)' ard.. Yet the 1nate1·ial 1n1ist l)e had , 
for the urgeon m11st dissect the dead or 111angle tl1e living. 

The next day tl1e town vla in a turmo1l and I ,,Tas tl1e ob.ject of 
1110 t heated and abusive attacks. The relative ' of th c1ead lad,, • 

·ought me to say that if I v\'ould have the bod)r returned, tl1e 111c1-
dent would end a far a the)' vve1~e concernecl. J3ut I said tl1e)r 
1night later clain1 that I had guilty kno"'·lcdge of tl1e violation of 
the grave. This tl1ey solemnly pro1ni ed not to do, and l di 1ni . eel 
tl1em with the promi e to try. Next I ordered the llndertaker: 
Nixon & Doe, in the old Metropolitan IIall building, "vl1ere the 
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Hotel J effer on no,,1 
• ·tands, to put a coffin at their back cloor at 

t,vent~y minute to t\velve tl1at night and take it in at t"·ent.,· 
111inutes after t,,Telve. I then ent a letter to ever,,. one of tl1e 1ned-... 
ical . tl1dent ordering the body returned and put in that coffin, 
ple(lging the1n that no one '"rould ob erve or di turb tl1e1n. Thi. · 
,,·a .. in orde1 .. that I 1night not kno,v ,vho ret11rned it. ::.\IJ· instruc­
tion \\Tere obe}1 ed. The bodJ1 ,,·a again prepared for burial ancl 
<ll1l3r retun1ed to it .. ep11lchre. 

Then man31 leading paper of the tate took ttp the e11. ation and 
cle1uanded the abolition of the l edical Department and ,vere re­
e11forced b)" the influence of Dr. Hughe anc1 111any me1nbers of tl1e 
J)rofe ion ln 1 71 I ,,·as nominated for tl1e third tin1e £01· tl1e 
legi lature. In tl1e n1id t of rny campaign I ,,·a. arre ted for bod~1 -

. natching, ga,•e ba1l, and ,vent on ,vith 1n}· fight. The opposition 
Yrent to the people a ki11g if they wanted to be r epre. ented b~· a 
body- natcher 1 

I proceeded to ed11cate the people upon tl1e need of 1nedical an(T 
. 11rgical training and p1·omi ed that if elected I ,, ould promote a 
bill for a la,v to leo-alize the u. e of the human cadaver for di -
. ection. I ~Ta elected and in tl1e en 11ing se ion promoted the bill , 
tl1at I believe i ~ till tl1e la,\ of lo\\·a, and that ha imn1en ely bene­
fited humanity b}r legalizing dis ection. The stude11t 011t of bi 
pre ent abundance of opportunit~T ,vill look back 11pon all thi a. 
11pon tl1e dark age . 

B11t the p11r 11it did not e11d. A bill ,,·a introcl11cecl to legi late 
111e off the Board of Tru tee of the Universit.)r b)r a reorganization. 
A fter beating thi fi,re time in the Hou e, it finallJr pa ed bJ" one 
vote and 1nv offirial connection ,Yitl1 the l Tni,·er itv cea ed. A • • 

f111~l1er att r1npt ,,·a. made in tl1e ne,,· Boarcl to aboli 11 the :.\Iedical 
Department, b11t it ,va beaten b~,. the vote of Dr. Tl1atcher, ,vl10 
became Pre. ic1e11t of the Univer it}1 11po11 tl1e r e ignation of Dr. 
Black. 

J. O\,r ,, hat \Yas sa,,ed \Yl1en tl1e Iecliral Depart1n0nt ,,·a. ._ avecl ? 
All of the plen c1icl r e ults of its s11b .. eq11ent hi tory ; all of the 
ben efit to llffering h11111anit)' by the l Tniversity hospital ; all of the 
i11r ti1nable boon to deformed and di torted infanc, .. conferred b1-,. 

., ' 

the r ece11t fo11ndation for the treatment of deformitv. There ,vas 
• 

. a-ved an eq11ipped Department to take advantage of bacteriolog~r, 
a11d th e ple11did discover3· by Lister of a eptic and antiseptic 
urger31

; of the afet~v- of laparotomJ· of the u. e of the X-ray. 
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Of that Board of Tru tee I a1n the onl:y· 11rvivor. Of that fi1'St 
Facult~, 0111)" Hinrich a11d lapp are J"et living. But tl1eir works 
do follo~' thern, and the l rniver ity enjo)1

, the olid support of the 
great healing profe ion of the tate. 

In all of the foregoing I have of nece ity, had to deal v'' ith my 
o,,~n part in thi historJ1 • When I pron1oted the bill legalizing dissec­
tion, it opponent cha1--ged that I had not onl)1 e tablished at Iowa 
Cit)' 'an aristocracy of learni11g, '' to the impoveri hment of the 
people, but no,"· I propo ed to follow them into the poor house and 
cut up their dead bodie. , like laugl1tered hog . All this was faced 
b~" a teadv" and relentle . di cu . ion of the beneficence of surgery 
and its life saving office. If uch an argument ,vere po,verful then, 
ho,v irre i tible i it nov;r, ,vith the safe expansion of surgery over 
field ,,,.herein it ,Yould have been fatal then? 

"'\T erily Dr. Peck urvives hi1n elf, and he should be commemorated 
b.r· a tablet at the scene of his labors. 

JNO. P. lRISI-l 
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