Homer G. Phillips and the Legacy
of Public Hospitals in St. Louis

In 1905 Dr. John Green, President of the St. Louis Medical Society, with a keen
understanding of the plight of public hospitals in other cities issued this charge to
St. Louis physicians on the eve of opening a new City Hospital:

“Will it vouchsafe to the pauper a medical care equivalent to that
which his pecuniarily more fortunate fellow citizens receive? Will it
Sulfill to the utmost its function of providing instruction in practical
medicine to the undergraduate student? And will our hospital be
thoroughly in accord with the spirit of medical enlightenment?”

Presidential Report, St. Louis Medical Review
January 14, 1905

A succession of public hospitals failed in that charge -- City Hospital No. 1 (Max
C. Starkloff), City Hospital No. 2, and St. Louis County Hospital, despite their
professed missions, opened as segregated facilities. Only under duress, and toward
the twilight of their existence, did they admit and treat irrespective of race, creed or
color. There is one bright exception, the Homer G. Phillips Hospital. It opened its
doors as a truly “public” facility in 1937, still shrouded in intrigue after the
mysterious assassination of its main advocate and benefactor, attorney Homer
Gilliam Phillips. At a time in American society when people of color were
restricted from most medical training programs, the Homer G. Phillips Hospital
became the premier training ground for African American medical professionals —
many of whom remained to deliver high quality health care in the St. Louis area
and who later assumed prestigious positions throughout the nation. The successes
of its subsequent years of operation (as well as the complex issues surrounding its
closure) became legendary in the annals of public hospitals. It closed its doors on
August 17, 1979, followed by St. Louis City No. 1 in 1985, St. Louis County
Hospital in 1987, and St. Louis Regional Hospital in 1997. While we cannot now
walk the halls of Homer G. Phillips Hospital, we can learn much from its history,
presented by the very people who strived diligently to provide culturally sensitive
care to the patients who so deeply trusted and loved them and their hospital. This
lecture series is named in honor of the historic Homer G. Phillips Hospital in St.
Louis.
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