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To my childhood physician, Dr. George F. Simms, who traveled to his first patients via horse and buggy and was still practicing medicine seven decades later,

and

To my present GP, Dr. Michael A. Parziale, who is highly knowledgeable and informative and does his work with easy grace and humor





There are men and women, but not a great number, created for the service of Medicine: who were called to be doctors when they were not yet called to be babies.

 

Dr. Stephen Paget, 1908





  
    Preface
  


THE cast-iron radiator in Johns Hopkins Hospital operating room 706 rattled and hissed but didn’t give off much heat on the morning of November 29, 1944. Outside, a miserable, cold rain was falling, allowing only a feeble bit of gray light to seep through the room’s large windows.

The somber atmosphere was matched by the mood of the surgeon, Dr. Alfred Blalock, and the seven other people who made up his surgical team. And for good reason. The patient they were about to operate on, Eileen Saxon, was eighteen months old and weighed only 8.8 pounds. Eileen had a severe congenital heart defect that made it difficult for her to breathe and turned the skin on parts of her body an unhealthy-looking dark color. Dr. William Longmire, assisting Blalock that morning, was absolutely horrified by what he saw. “I took one look at the little patient and thought, ‘My God, this man isn’t going to operate on her!’ I thought that after [the initial] incision . . . this child would surely die.”

Others had worried that simply administering the anesthetic might kill Eileen. Dr. Austin Lamont, the chief of anesthesia at Johns Hopkins, felt the girl’s health was so fragile that he refused to assist Blalock.

No doctor who examined the girl would have disagreed with Lamont’s assessment. Eileen was gravely ill and about to die. But Blalock and the head of the Children’s Cardiac Clinic, Dr. Helen Taussig, had argued that it was precisely because she was so close to death that the surgery was necessary. Eileen’s condition was rapidly deteriorating, they explained. She might live for a few hours, possibly even a day, but probably not much longer. The operation, if successful, was the only way to prolong her life.

The procedure was allowed to go forward, but the words “if successful” haunted Blalock. Responsibility for the operation and for Eileen’s life rested squarely on his shoulders. Self-doubt had been nagging at him since he’d first scheduled the surgery a few days before. At one point, he grew so upset over some research experiments that hadn’t gone well that he blurted out to Longmire, “Bill, I am discouraged. Nothing I do seems to work these days.” His lack of confidence had been following him everywhere and at all times. The night before the procedure Blalock had a difficult time sleeping; the next morning he was so distracted and nervous that he decided he couldn’t drive safely and asked his wife to drive him to the hospital.

It wasn’t only that the operation was very complex and risky. The surgery he was about to perform on Eileen’s struggling heart had never been done on a human before, let alone one so tiny or frail. This was why the balcony-type observation stand along the west side of room 706 was packed with curious Johns Hopkins staff and why a movie camera had been set up pointing at the operating table. If the operation worked—if the patient survived—history would be made.

Moreover, Blalock had never performed this procedure, not even on an experimental animal. In fact, the only person to have done it successfully, start to finish, wasn’t an official member of the surgical team. According to hospital rules, he wasn’t even supposed to be in the room. But he was there now, at Blalock’s request, standing just behind the surgeon on a wooden step stool. His name was Vivien Thomas, and most people at the hospital thought he was a janitor.


CHAPTER ONE

In the “Dog House”

VIVIEN Thomas took one look at the old Hunterian Laboratory on the Johns Hopkins campus and his heart sank. The building was squat and dour looking, an unruly growth of vines barely covering an undistinguished brick exterior. The interior was no better. The walls were painted a “drab hospital-green,” Thomas remembered, and “[Dr. Blalock and I] were greeted by the odor from the [experimental] animal quarters in the basement. No wonder people referred to the building as the ‘dog house.’”

Thomas had mixed emotions about following Blalock to Johns Hopkins University as his research assistant in 1941. The city of Baltimore was teeming with activity because the United States would very soon be at war with Germany and Japan. In addition to being a major seaport, Baltimore was a center of shipbuilding and steel production, both important industries during wartime. “Baltimore was one of the busiest cities in the country,” Thomas noted. “Jobs were plentiful and people were coming from all over the country to fill them.” The arrival of thousands of workers and their families had resulted in a severe housing shortage.
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Vivien Thomas with his wife, Clara, and their daughters, 1941.



 

Thomas and his wife, Clara, had grown up in “individual dwellings with lawns and trees that allowed for some outdoor living—what I called a little elbow room.” The Thomases were unable to find such a place in Baltimore. Rental houses of this type were unavailable, not just because the recent influx of workers had made housing scarce, but because Thomas and his wife were African American. Real estate agents simply refused to show them houses in all-white suburbs.

Racial prejudice and segregation weren’t new experiences for Thomas and his wife. They had always lived in the South, first in a moderate-sized Louisiana town near the Gulf of Mexico, then in the larger city of Nashville, Tennessee. Both states had oppressive Jim Crow laws on the books, statutes that kept African American citizens separate from their white counterparts. Public bathrooms, restaurants, trolley cars, schools, hospitals, cemeteries, swimming pools, drinking fountains, prisons, and even churches existed for whites and blacks, but never for both together. Even with these unfair restrictions in place, Thomas had always been able to rent a real house with a yard. Until, that is, he got to Baltimore.

Thomas had been hoping that Baltimore, being farther north than any other city he’d lived in, would be somewhat more tolerant. Sadly, as the historian C. Fraser Smith points out, “There was little difference from the deep south. There were just as many exclusions for black people in Baltimore as anyplace else.” A glance around Johns Hopkins would have told Thomas this: every bathroom was clearly marked either WHITE or COLORED.
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When Thomas moved to Baltimore, the city was strictly segregated. Most amenities and facilities were clearly marked for who was allowed to use them. Even buying a soda from the wrong machine could lead to arrest or violence.



 

Frustrated and annoyed, Thomas was forced to search for an apartment in the “congested, treeless, grassless” inner city. “Many of the apartments that bore ‘for rent’ signs could hardly be classified as fit for human habitation,” Thomas complained. “I finally found an apartment which was really marginal as living quarters, but I decided to take it with the hope of finding something more suitable [at a later time].” It would take Thomas and his wife more than a year to find a larger, nicer apartment.

Now he and Blalock went up the stairs at the foul-smelling Hunterian Laboratory where they would work. Thomas found their spaces a dirty wreck, with peeling paint, old, rusty pipes, a thick layer of dust on countertops, broken glass and wadded pieces of paper on the floor.

 


[image:  ]
The Hunterian Laboratory at Johns Hopkins, referred to as the “dog house” because it smelled so awful.



 

Thomas nimbly slid his tall, thin body around the dirty tables, benches, and chairs. He ran his long index finger along the surface of a table, looked at the sooty dirt gathered on his fingertip, and shook his head in disgust. There was no excuse for such neglect and filth, especially in a medical research laboratory.

After they discussed the dilapidated condition of the laboratory and office, Blalock asked Thomas to clean up the space and paint the large classroom-laboratory and two smaller adjacent rooms a lively color. Having already worked for Blalock at Vanderbilt Medical School in Nashville for more than eleven years, the thirty-one-year-old Thomas had
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