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			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Context

			Overview

			Summary

			Timeline

			Cast of Characters

			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			Trivia

			What’s That Word?

			Critical Response

			About David Oshinsky

			For Your Information

			Bibliography

			Copyright

		

	
		
			Context

			Pulitzer Prize–winning historian David Oshinsky presents a comprehensive history of New York City’s famed Bellevue Hospital, from its humble beginnings as an almshouse infirmary to the remarkable evacuation effort put forth by its staff when the hospital closed its doors during Hurricane Sandy. Drawing from numerous historical archives and firsthand narratives from memoirs and oral reports, Oshinsky provides an account of the hospital that is unrivaled in its attention to detail.

			Through this prism, readers also get an historical account of the city of New York—the hospital provided the first ambulance service, operated as ground zero for patient care during every major health epidemic from yellow fever to AIDS, and its personnel was responsible for numerous vital public health reforms. In a broader sense, the book is a history of American medicine. Bellevue staff attended to the multitudes of Irish peasants fleeing starvation via “famine ships.” It was the site of the first American nursing school, and it grappled with every major change in American healthcare policy. When the antisepsis debate came to America, it raged within Bellevue’s walls. While there have been books that capture different aspects or perspectives of the hospital in recent years, a complete history of Bellevue has not been published in 60 years.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Oshinsky traces Bellevue Hospital’s history over a span of more than 220 years, covering major medical developments, public policy changes, distinguished personnel, and the impact of national events like the Civil War and 9/11. The history begins with Bellevue’s gradual metamorphosis from a one-room infirmary through several 19th-century expansions to accommodate New York City’s immigrant population surge. The practice of treating droves of impoverished patients with yellow fever and typhus established Bellevue’s reputation as a refuge for all those in need, regardless of social status, and has continued throughout the hospital’s history, up to today.

			Beginning in the 1860s, Bellevue Medical College became a well-regarded institute of learning where internships were in high demand. When the Civil War broke out, several Bellevue physicians enlisted and served in the Union Army. One such doctor returned with the idea of instituting an emergency ambulance service, the first in the country. When Dr. Joseph Lister brought his “germ theory” to America, stressing the importance of antisepsis practices, its efficacy became a subject of hot debate. It took the death of President Garfield, who was felled by a bacterial infection after being treated by one of Bellevue’s own, to make believers out of the chastened.

			The hospital has had many such instances of controversy, from journalist Nellie Bly’s 1887 undercover report on the mental health facilities, to the on-site murder of a pregnant physician by an insane former patient a century later. In between, Bellevue dealt with Prohibition-related alcohol poisoning, overcrowding and budget cuts, and the horrible blight of HIV/AIDS. Bellevue’s final chapters include accounts of 9/11 and Hurricane Sandy, the first time the hospital was forced to close in its long history.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Introduction

			New York City’s Bellevue Hospital has a long and storied past, from treating yellow fever in the 18th century to AIDS in the 1980s, particularly notable for its commitment to serving immigrant and low-income communities with limited options. It is also a cultural symbol for its treatment of the mentally ill, stemming from Nellie Bly’s famous exposé on the abhorrent conditions of its insane asylum, as well as from the long list of celebrities who’ve checked in, including like Sylvia Plath and William Burroughs. John Lennon’s killer was taken to Bellevue for evaluation while the rock star lay in the hospital’s morgue. In 1989, a homeless mentally ill man murdered a pregnant physician on the hospital grounds.

			The sensationalism of instances like these obscures the real history of Bellevue, a beacon of hope for the sick with nowhere else to go, and a site of innovation. It was the first American hospital to have a maternity ward, an emergency room, and an onsite morgue, and was one of the first to establish antiseptic practices. The doctors who perfected the cardiac catheterization process also worked at Bellevue. 

			Need to Know: Bellevue’s standing and indispensability in the community has continued into the present day. It still serves New York City’s immigrant population, though they are more likely to be African, Hispanic, or Chinese rather than the Irish or Italians commonly seeking treatment in the 18th and 19th centuries.

			1. Beginnings

			Bellevue began inauspiciously as a one-room almshouse infirmary in 1736, located in an area known as “Bel-Vue”; a large addition was established in 1795 amid the scourge of yellow fever. Medical theory at the time suggested that illnesses like these were the result of airborne toxins from sewers and dead or decaying materials. This was known as the “Miasma Theory.” Dr. Alexander Anderson was brought to Bellevue to help care for those infected, largely recent immigrants and those who worked near the water, as the illness was actually spread through mosquito bites. Medicine was very primitive, most physicians held no degrees, and in addition to the Miasma Theory, doctors believed illnesses were a result of imbalances in the “humors”—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. As such, patients were either bled or given calomel, a purgative that contained mercury. Thousands died in New York City during the outbreak. Alexander Anderson resigned from Bellevue in distress after the disease wiped out his entire family. 

			Need to Know: Over the years, construction workers in Washington Square have dug up bodies that had been buried in what was once a Potter’s Field. In 2009, one such body was discovered, along with his headstone, dated 1799, which was mysterious, given that, ordinarily, anyone with the means to purchase a headstone would presumably have the means to afford a proper plot as well. Researchers looking into the matter soon discovered that the prevailing belief was that even after death, victims of Yellow Fever were contagious and they were therefore buried in Potter’s Fields. 

			2. Hosack’s Vision

			In 1788, the New York City population was scandalized by the discovery that doctors were regularly committing grave robbery to supply anatomy classes with corpses to dissect. In April of 1788, after a child reported seeing a corpse through a window at New York Hospital, a lynch mob came for the doctors. Authorities intervened and the doctors were taken to the safety of a jail cell. Not pacified, the mob rioted outside the jail. The state legislature established punishments for disinterring bodies and ruled that the bodies of executed criminals would be donated to science. Present at the riots on the doctors’ side was David Hosack, who would go on to an illustrious medical career.

			After the 1811 expansion, the hospital was reopened, now with the official name of Bellevue Hospital. In 1832, there was a cholera outbreak in New York. The crowded Irish immigrant neighborhood Five Points was hit the hardest, due to overcrowding and polluted wells, though once again, doctors did not know the cause at the time. In a few months, Bellevue saw over 2,000 cholera patients and 600 deaths. Patients were treated with electric shock and tobacco injections. Researchers would not discover the actual cause of cholera, the microorganism Vibrio cholerae, until 1884. 

			Need to Know: Though authorities were still operating under the Miasma Theory, the cholera outbreak did have a few positive impacts. The city began street cleaning in Five Points in 1832, and an aqueduct was constructed to take the place of the tainted wells.

			3. The Great Epidemic

			In this era, the wealthy relied on private practice doctors who usually made house calls. The middle class and working class (a.k.a., the “worthy poor”) relied on dispensaries, basically walk-in medical clinics administering routine care. There was also another hospital, the private New York Hospital, that had a “‘do not admit’” list including drunks and the contagious.

			In the 1840s, a new facility was opened on Blackwell’s Island (modern-day Roosevelt Island) that took a large population of Bellevue’s psychiatric patients, but the hospital continued to be inundated with new immigrant patients, this time bearing typhus. This outbreak was caused by poor conditions aboard ships fleeing Ireland’s potato famine. The fatality rate was 40%, and it took the lives of patients and doctors alike. New York Hospital sent those suspected of having typhus to Bellevue. 

			Just after the typhus outbreak in 1852, the Sisters of Charity opened St. Vincent’s Hospital. It was a private facility, but, unlike New York Hospital, it was open to the immigrant population, provided they were Irish Catholic. A Jewish hospital (later named Mount Sinai) opened in 1855, and later a German Catholic facility in 1868. 

			Need to Know: Despite a growing need due to typhus and the ever-increasing immigrant population, hospitals continued to face stigma. For Bellevue, the problem was compounded by an article in the New York Times reporting on another epidemic within its walls—a rat infestation. 

			4. Teaching Medicine

			Meanwhile, doctors continued to have a hard time getting corpses in order to conduct medical research on them. In 1854, the state passed “the Bone Bill,” allowing for unclaimed corpses from the prisons and poorhouses to be donated to science. 

			It was not terribly common for doctors at the time to attend medical school. It was cheaper to simply become an apprentice to a practicing doctor and then strike out on one’s own. However, The College of Physicians and Surgeons (P&S) was in operation for those who wanted the education, with the esteemed Dr. Valentine Mott, an expert surgeon, on faculty. In 1841, Mott set about opening his own teaching facility at NYU, along with John Draper, author of the Bone Bill, and other high quality medical staff.

			In 1846, the first operation using ether as an anesthetic was conducted at Massachusetts General Hospital, and the days of operating as quickly as possible while the patient was forcibly held down were over. In 1861, Dr. Mott, along with Drs. Lewis A. Sayre, Frank H. Hamilton, and Stephen Smith founded the Bellevue Hospital Medical College. Admission was restricted to white males. By 1864, women were permitted to audit classes, but were treated abhorrently by staff and other students.

			Need to Know: Midcentury saw a surge in popularity for homeopathic practices, some legitimate, some quackery. Those in favor of these practices were a vocal minority led by Dr. Samuel Hahnemann, and they attempted to get Bellevue to add homeopaths to the staff, to no avail.

			5. A Hospital in War

			The day after Bellevue Medical College opened, the Civil War began, rupturing the country and tanking New York City’s economy. Many Bellevue doctors enlisted, including Dr. Frank Hamilton, who tended to soldiers at the Battle of Bull Run and penned A Treatise on Military Surgery and Hygiene in efforts to correct further medical mistakes in the field. At the hospital, younger, less-experienced doctors were hired to fill in. The passage of the National Conscription Act in 1863 resulted in class turmoil in New York City, as poorer citizens were forced into the draft, while the wealthy could pay a fee and be excused. There were riots as a result, and many of the wounded were treated at Bellevue, alongside injured soldiers.

			A few years later, a student of Frank Hamilton’s named Charles Augustus Leale went to the theater to watch a play called Our American Cousin. The play was interrupted when John Wilkes Booth shot President Lincoln. Leale ministered to Lincoln in the theater before advising his handlers move him to a house across the street, where he remained by the president’s side until he passed away. Dr. Valentine Mott, a friend of Lincoln’s, took the news of the president’s death especially hard, and became ill. He died the day after Lincoln’s funeral.

			Need to Know: Written before anyone understood the importance of hand washing, A Treatise on Military Surgery and Hygiene reads, in Oshinsky’s words, is “a virtual guide to death by infection.” But Hamilton still managed to make many valuable contributions to the practice of surgery, like serrated bone cutters, special forceps to remove bullet fragments, various splints, guidelines for bone settings, and even plastic surgery.

			6. “Hives of Sickness and Vice”

			Over the pre- and post-war years, Bellevue’s Dr. Stephen Smith tried to improve health and hygiene for the Irish immigrant population. To do so, he had to go to battle with Tammany Hall, a New York City political institution, rife with corruption, that was meant to serve the immigrant communities. A survey was conducted called Sanitary Conditions of the City which outlined the squalid living conditions of the immigrants, who were often forced to live in cramped quarters without appropriate toilet facilities or proper garbage removal. Smith blamed Tammany for its failure to act in the better interest of the citizens it was supposed to protect. The survey resulted in the 1866 establishment of the Metropolitan Board of Health of New York City, which jumped into action to solve these problems.

			Need to Know: After Smith explained the dire situation to William Cullen Bryant, the journalist penned an article for the Evening Post on the subject and members of New York City’s elite, including John Jacob Aster Jr., August Belmont, and Peter Cooper, formed a Citizens Association to address the immigrants’ plight.

			7. The Bellevue Ambulance

			Another member of Stephen Smith’s public health team was Edward Dalton, a doctor who had served in the war and witnessed the Battle of Antietam where the first horse-drawn “ambulances” were used to move injured soldiers from the battlefield to safety. Back in New York City, Dalton employed stagecoaches to make runs from the sites of medical emergencies to Bellevue, toting a doctor and medical equipment in the carriage. By the 1890s, ambulances were responding to an average of 4,400 calls per year, but Dalton, who died of tuberculosis, would not live to see the service’s widespread success.

			Need to Know: The ambulance service became renowned after the Orange Riots of 1871, a bloody clash between Irish Catholics and Protestants where hundreds were injured (most of them sent to Bellevue) and 60 were killed.

			8. Bellevue Venus

			In 1867, Bellevue hired a medical photographer, Oscar Mason. Mason’s major contribution was the “Wall of the Unknown Dead,” where photographs of the dead could be identified by loved ones, who could then claim their remains. Mason took the first photograph of a blood transfusion in progress, a famous photograph of a young woman with elephantiasis, and photos of a man whose middle finger was grafted onto his nasal cavity after his entire nose had rotted off from an infection. When Bellevue acquired its first X-Ray machine in 1896, Mason became the operator.

			Need to Know: Mason’s photographs improved Bellevue’s public image by creating a visual representation of the hospital as the site of cutting-edge procedures and medical research.

			9. Nightingales

			In 1873, the Bellevue Training School for Nurses opened, the first of its kind in the nation. Around this time, there was an epidemic of women dying from puerperal fever in the maternity wards and a controversy over the cause of the disease. Many nurses cited Florence Nightingale’s regulations on cleanliness and argued that the deaths were a result of poor ventilation and unhygienic practices. Meanwhile in Europe, Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis saw a potential link between puerperal fever and the fact that doctors moved directly from conducting autopsies in the morgue to delivering babies. As a result of the nurses’ complaints, the maternity ward at Bellevue was moved and hand washing on the ward became mandatory.

			Need to Know: Florence Nightingale did much to increase the field of opportunity for women in medicine. But some of her mandates also detracted from the perception of nurses as authority figures in their own right. In addition to her tenets on cleanliness, she stressed complete deference to doctors as the “experts” and a borderline saintly tenderness toward patients, qualities that can sometimes undermine a nurse’s perceived professionalism. 

			10. Germ Theory

			By the 1870s, Bellevue’s reputation was soaring and internships were a coveted commodity. Two particularly noteworthy interns of the era were William Welch and William Halstead. After interning at Bellevue, both men furthered their studies in Europe, where they adopted Joseph Lister’s germ theory, although, at the time, they were still in the minority. 

			Welch returned to New York City in 1878 and was hired by Bellevue to teach the first pathology course offered anywhere in the country. Halstead returned to the States in 1880, joining Welch at Bellevue where the two men found themselves contending with germ theory deniers like Frank Hamilton. Stephen Smith, however, was a Lister man.

			Need to Know: Though some of the medical vanguard were hesitant to embrace germ theory, Robert Wood Johnson, an apothecary’s assistant who attended the Philadelphia conference, was inspired to start a business with his brother selling sterile bandages. They called it Johnson & Johnson. 

			11. A Tale of Two Presidents

			On July 2, 1881, President Garfield was shot by Charles Guiteau at a Washington train station. Secretary of State James Blaine called Frank Hamilton to come join the president’s medical team. Garfield’s death on September 19 was not the direct result of his injuries, however, but from a bacterial infection contracted due to the poor sanitary practices of his physicians. When Hamilton tried to charge the government $25,000 for his services, he was chastised and laughed out of Washington with one-fifth of what he asked for.

			In 1884, William Welch received a lucrative job offer from Johns Hopkins University. Bellevue attempted to retain him via a new pathology lab donated by Andrew Carnegie, to no avail. William Halstead continued to make a name for himself as a surgeon at Bellevue until 1885 when he developed a severe cocaine addiction after testing the drug for medical purposes. Welch convinced his friend to check himself into a hospital to kick the habit, and then hired him on at Johns Hopkins, where Halstead had a productive career and continued to preach the germ theory gospel. 

			Need to Know: The medical community learned their lesson—in 1893 Bellevue’s Dr. Joseph Bryant, a student of Stephen Smith’s, took part in a secret operation to remove a cancerous lesion from President Grover Cleveland’s mouth. The surgeons took all necessary sanitary precautions and the procedure was a complete success.

			12. The Mad-House

			The facility at Blackwell’s Island continued to be the destination for most patients with psychological problems, but these patients were admitted to Bellevue first for evaluation. It is because of this relationship that Bellevue is still closely associated with mental illness. In 1887, journalist Elizabeth Jane Cochran, a.k.a., Nellie Bly, was hired by Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World to conduct an investigation into the conditions of Bellevue and Blackwell’s facility by pretending to be insane. At Bellevue, Bly faced some ignorant and untrained staff, but at Blackwell’s she was neglected and waterboarded. After Bly’s report, the city voted for a massive increase in funding for both Blackwell’s and Bellevue, but it would take a lot of work and time to restore their good standing.

			In 1900, New York World relaunched its investigation, sending a male journalist this time, who claimed to have witnessed three male nurses strangle a patient to death at Bellevue. The only witnesses besides the journalist (who had a history of dishonesty) were mental patients, and the nurses were acquitted, though this incident further stigmatized Bellevue and its male nursing staff in particular. Bellevue’s school for male nurses was shut down a few years later amid allegations of homosexual conduct.

			Need to Know: Not everyone at Bellevue was in the dark. Nellie Bly’s admission there was reported on by the press, as it was unusual for a highborn, attractive young woman to be exhibiting symptoms of insanity. When asked for comment, superintendent William O’Rourke declared the whole situation “humbug”—and was consequently scolded for his insensitivity, despite being correct.

			13. The New Metropolis

			As New York City’s population surged to 3.5 million, plans were drawn up for another Bellevue expansion, though the initial lavish design by architects McKim, Mead & White was scrapped in favor of something more practical. A tuberculosis outbreak in the early 1900s fueled this need for bigger and better facilities. The immigrant demographic shifted to include Italians and Jews fleeing persecution in Europe.

			The second decade of the 20th century was an era of reform. A Carnegie Foundation report decried the inadequacy of North American medical schools, though the ones serving Bellevue came out relatively unscathed. Another report on the conditions of hospitals themselves resulted in a salary bump for Bellevue’s overworked and underpaid staff. In 1915, Cornell, Columbia, and NYU/Bellevue medical schools began admitting female students. Other minority groups faced more stubborn discrimination. Only five internships were granted to African Americans between 1920 and 1950. Jewish applicants fared a bit better at Bellevue, since its NYU-based medical school did not have a limited number of spaces for Jews, as many others did. 

			In 1918, the “Great Influenza” struck New York. Record numbers flocked to Bellevue for treatment, while private hospitals turned away patients who could not afford the cost of healthcare.

			Need to Know: Bellevue saw a massive rise in its number of patients in the waning years of the 19th century and the early years of the 20th, due in part to a change in the public’s attitude towards hospitals. Facilities like St. Vincent’s began offering nicer accommodations for those who could afford them and antiseptic practices lowered mortality rates.

			14. Cause of Death

			The 1920s brought a number of changes to New York City and the hospital. Citizens rebelling against Prohibition came in with alcohol poisoning from drinking tainted bootleg liquor, organized crime was born, and two of Bellevue’s finest doctors invented basic forensic science.

			In 1918, Bellevue’s director of laboratories, Dr. Charles Norris, was made chief medical examiner (coroner) of the city of New York. Norris and his assistant, a chemist named Alexander Gettler, set about revolutionizing criminal investigations, studying bullet trajectories, poison, drownings, and the effects of alcohol. Gettler provided expert testimony in an average of fifty court cases per year at the height of his career.

			Meanwhile, deaths from alcohol consumption were an increasingly common occurrence, particularly as the government intentionally poisoned the alcohol produced for industrial use to discourage drinking. The number of alcohol-related deaths in New York City shot up from 47 in 1919 to 741 in 1926. Norris and Gettler’s forensics lab at Bellevue was instrumental in analyzing the fatalities, providing information that helped steer the government towards a repeal of the amendment, which occurred in 1933.

			Need to Know: Unfortunately, Alexander Gettler relied heavily on animal testing, drowning a number of dogs and forcing others to consume alcohol. These cruelties did not go unnoticed by the era’s animal rights activists, whose complaints reached a pinnacle when a lab assistant committed suicide on site, suggesting he was haunted by what he’d witnessed there.

			15. The Shocking Truth

			Dr. Menas S. Gregory became the director of the Bellevue Insane Pavilion in 1903 and set about instituting reforms to make it a more humane facility. In 1933, Bellevue opened a brand new eight-story Psychiatric Building. Shortly thereafter, a fissure began to grow between Dr. Gregory and his staff, which included a number of Jewish refugees, like Paul Schilder, a student of Sigmund Freud. The staff were interested in cutting edge research, whereas Gregory was of the old guard. He was ousted in a coup after New York City’s hospital commissioner S. S. Goldwater accused him of corruption and he botched the handling of a mental patient who went on to commit a heinous murder.

			Before he was struck by a car and killed in 1940, Paul Schilder married a coworker, Lauretta Bender, who would go on to have a controversial career. Bender was a psychiatrist in Bellevue’s children’s ward and an early adopter of convulsive therapy. Convulsive therapy was first introduced in the form of insulin-induced seizures, and later in the more commonly known electroshock variety, or ECT. Dr. Bender conducted ECT on children, some as young as 4, with pronounced symptoms of autism. Bender was adamant that the therapy worked, but many parents of her charges disagreed. 

			Need to Know: ECT went out of favor due to negative public perception as a result of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and other disturbing portrayals, but it has recently experienced a resurgence of popularity. Bellevue began using the treatment again in 2015 on a “limited” basis. 

			16. Survival

			In 1956, Bellevue researchers André Frederic Cournand and Dickinson Richards won the Nobel Prize in Medicine for perfecting the cardiac catheterization process. This process allowed for unprecedented study, and therefore, prevention of heart-related conditions, elevating the prestige of Bellevue’s Chest Service department. Another doctor operating in this department at the same time, Edith Lincoln, was conducting research on tuberculosis when she discovered the effectiveness of multidrug therapies on the disease. Decades later, this discovery would play an important role when the AIDS epidemic came to Bellevue.

			Despite these remarkable achievements, the conditions at Bellevue were bleak. Rats still ran amok, wards were overcrowded, and equipment was obsolete. Then in 1965, Lyndon Johnson signed Medicare and Medicaid into law. This created a patient shortage, as private hospitals were now more affordable. The city debated the possibility of shuttering the public hospitals entirely before assigning the matter to the Health and Hospitals Corporation, a council featuring a mix of private and public sector representatives. The council voted in favor of a $200 million expansion for Bellevue.

			Need to Know: In 1966, amid the patient shortage, the medical schools at Columbia and Cornell severed their relationship with Bellevue. NYU’s medical school remained attached to the hospital.

			17. AIDS

			The year 1980 brought a new menace to Bellevue when two patients in one week showed up with pneumocystis pneumonia, a rare diagnosis. Meanwhile, a patient with Kaposi’s sarcoma was seen in the dermatology department. By July 1981, the media was reporting on a “gay cancer.” By the mid-1980s, AIDS would be the leading cause of death for New York City men aged 25–40. A special facility was opened at Bellevue for the care of these patients (for their own protection, since AIDS weakened the immune system) referred to as “17 West.”

			Finally, in 1990, two groups of researchers acting independently discovered the effectiveness of multidrug therapies on lowering levels of HIV. One of these groups was at Bellevue, the other at an AIDS research center across the street. The latter received the credit for the discovery.

			Need to Know: In the early days of its discovery, no one knew how AIDS was contracted and plenty of medical professionals refused to treat those exhibiting symptoms. At Bellevue this was very rarely the case. On an emotional par with the fear of contraction was the overwhelming despair at being unable to staunch the tide of suffering.

			18. Rock Bottom

			Bellevue was marred by a controversial tragedy in 1988 when a young, pregnant doctor named Kathryn Hinnant was raped and murdered in her office by a homeless psychopath who had been living in a machinery closet undetected. Steven Smith, the so-called “Beast of Bellevue,” had been a psychiatric patient at the hospital, but he was released due to overcrowding. Smith was sentenced to life in prison for the murder of Dr. Hinnant. A negligence lawsuit against Bellevue was dismissed. This event was evidence of a growing shift in the patient demographic: thanks to an onsite shelter, and deinstitutionalization, the homeless, drug addicted, and mentally ill were showing up in droves. 

			Need to Know: Bellevue was notorious for its poor security. In 1919 a German spy was able to escape the facility, and in the 1970s, a domestic terrorist named William Morales, responsible for several New York City bombings, was broken out by coconspirators. He then managed to flee to Cuba.

			19. Sandy

			Just three miles from the Twin Towers, Bellevue doctors were prepared for a massive influx of patients on the morning of September 11, 2001, after terrorist attacks brought down the buildings. The nature of the impact, though, resulted in mass casualties and only minor injuries. Outside the hospital, however, families posted photos of their missing relatives on an exterior fence that came to be called “The Wall of Prayers.” These photos are now housed in the Museum of the City of New York.

			In the years following 9/11, Bellevue held extensive disaster preparedness training drills. One doctor commented on the need for a plan in case of widespread power loss, and after Hurricane Katrina and the “glancing blow” of Hurricane Irene, steel doors were installed to protect the fuel pumps that served the backup generators.

			Hurricane Sandy—a vast and destructive storm—struck New York City on October 28, 2012. Initially the hospital stayed open as the area began to flood. At 9 p.m. on the 29th, Bellevue lost power but the backup generators kicked in. At 10:30, water flooded past the steel doors protecting the fuel pumps. Evacuation began the next morning, staggered over two days. By the 31st, with no running water, the hospital was officially closed. Patients were carried down staircases by hand or on stretchers in a perilous and time-consuming rescue effort, and more than 700 were evacuated. Since this was Bellevue, officials were faced with the added concern that many of the patients were prisoners, addicts, and the mentally ill, but the mass exodus went off without a hitch.

			Need to Know: Bellevue played a role in identifying the victims of 9/11 and treating first responders, and it continues to see patients affected by 9/11-related lung conditions at the resident Environmental Health Center.

			20. Rebirth

			Bellevue did not fully reopen until February 7, 2013. In the meantime, Bellevue staff showed their usual fortitude by trekking all over the city to meet their patients in whatever facility could temporarily house them. In October 2014, NBC news reported that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) had awarded the NYU Langone Medical Center, a private facility containing Tisch Hospital, more than $100 million more than Bellevue in relief funds. Three weeks later, FEMA awarded an additional $376 million to Bellevue.

			In October 2014, the Ebola virus came to Bellevue in the infected patient Craig Spencer, a Doctors Without Borders volunteer, who had just returned from Guinea. He was quarantined, cared for, and cured by Bellevue staff, overseen by the CDC, and released 19 days later. 

			Need to Know: Hurricane Sandy did not have a completely happy ending. Though all patients survived, Bellevue lost years of research specimens and all of the laboratory animals in the basement of NYU’s Smilow Research Center perished.

			Epilogue

			Bellevue continues to serve New York City’s most vulnerable citizens, including the homeless, the mentally ill, drug addicts, and undocumented immigrants. It is no longer on the cutting edge of medical research, as the minimal funds available are thought best allocated to patient care. The NYU medical school continues its successful association with the hospital.

			Need to Know: NYU’s use of Bellevue as a training ground provides an education not just in medicine, but in the empathy required to treat society’s least fortunate with the utmost care and compassion.

			A Note on Sources: In compiling this history, Oshinsky drew on numerous medical center archives, including those at NYU, Columbia, Cornell, and Johns Hopkins. He also relied on New York City–oriented tomes such as the History of Public Health in New York City by John Duffy and Gotham by Edwin Burrows and Mike Wallace. For personal narratives, Oshinsky interviewed many current and past Bellevue staff members, and drew from memoirs including Eric Manheimer’s Twelve Patients and Julie Holland’s Weekend at Bellevue.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1736: Bellevue begins as a one-room almshouse infirmary for the sick and mentally ill.

			1788: In New York City’s “Doctor’s Riot,” an angry mob tries to lynch a group of New York Hospital physicians for robbing graves to supply the medical students with cadavers.

			1795: The infirmary is expanded and Dr. Alexander Anderson arrives to treat patients suffering from the yellow fever epidemic that killed thousands in New York City.

			1811: Another expansion. When the hospital reopens, it is officially called “Bellevue.”

			1832: An outbreak of cholera ravages the city, and the Irish immigrant neighborhood of Five Points in particular.

			1839: Blackwell’s Island Insane Asylum is opened.

			1846: At Massachusetts General, the first time anesthesia is used in surgery.

			1854: New York passes “The Bone Bill” assuring the medical community a ready supply of cadavers from prisons and poorhouses.

			1861: Dr. Valentine Mott founds the Bellevue Medical College with Frank Hamilton, Stephen Smith, et al., and the Civil War begins.

			1863: The Conscription Act outrages New York City’s middle and lower classes, resulting in the Draft Riots.

			1866: Stephen Smith’s vital work in pursuit of improved public health results in the establishment of New York City’s Metropolitan Board of Health.

			1871: Bellevue’s fledgling ambulance service finds increased notoriety after the “Orange Riots.”

			1873: The Bellevue Training School for Nurses opens.

			1876: Joseph Lister brings “germ theory” to America at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition.

			1881: President James Garfield dies of a bacterial infection after being treated by Frank Hamilton and others who failed to take adequate sanitary precautions.

			1887: Nellie Bly infiltrates the Bellevue insane pavilion and the asylum at Blackwell’s Island.

			1893: Bellevue’s Joseph Bryant removes a cancerous lesion from President Grover Cleveland’s mouth.

			1915: Cornell, Columbia, and NYU/Bellevue medical schools begin admitting female students.

			1918: “The Great Influenza” strikes New York City. Charles Norris and Alexander Gettler establish their forensic science lab at Bellevue.

			1920s: Cases of alcohol poisoning soar until Prohibition is repealed in 1933.

			1940s: Dr. Lauretta Bender conducts electro-shock therapy in the children’s ward of the psychiatric facility.

			1956: André Frederic Cournand and Dickinson Richards win the Nobel Prize in Medicine for their cardiac catheterization process.

			1965: President Johnson signs Medicare and Medicaid into law.

			1980s: HIV/AIDS comes to Bellevue.

			1988: “The Beast of Bellevue,” Stephen Smith, murders Dr. Kathryn Hinnant in her office at Bellevue.

			October 28–31, 2012: Hurricane Sandy strikes New York City; Bellevue is evacuated and closed for the first time in its history.

			February 7, 2013: Bellevue reopens.

			October 2014: Craig Spencer, a Doctors Without Borders volunteer, is successfully treated for Ebola at Bellevue. 

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Alexander Anderson: Anderson was Bellevue’s first real attending doctor during the yellow fever outbreak of the late 18th century. He quit medicine after the disease ravaged his entire family.

			Lauretta Bender: Bender ran the children’s ward where she administered electroshock (ETC) treatments to kids with autism. The results were unsuccessful.

			Nellie Bly (a.k.a., Elizabeth Jane Cochran): Bly was hired as a reporter by Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World to infiltrate the mental health facilities at Bellevue and Blackwell’s Island. Her report on the negligence and torment she suffered resulted in public controversy and reform.

			André Frederic Cournand: Bellevue doctor and, along with Dickinson Richards, winner of the Nobel Prize for perfecting the cardiac catheterization process.

			Edward Dalton: Dalton served as a Union army doctor during the Civil War and witnessed the utility of ambulances on the battlefield. He initiated an ambulance service at Bellevue, the first of its kind in the nation.

			Alexander Gettler: Gettler was a chemist and assisted Charles Norris in his groundbreaking forensics experiments. Their experimentation with bullet trajectories, drownings, and alcohol poisoning helped establish Bellevue as the world leader in forensic medicine.

			Menas Gregory: Gregory was the original head of Bellevue’s psychiatric department when it opened in 1933. His progressive, research-oriented staff helped organize a coup to unseat him, successful in part because of Bellevue’s release of an insane man who went on to murder a young girl.

			William Halstead: Halstead was a surgeon at Bellevue, a friend of William Welch, and his longtime coworker. When Halstead developed a cocaine addiction, Welch saved his career by getting him into treatment and hiring him at Johns Hopkins University. Halstead was an early believer in Joseph Lister’s germ theory and helped design the first surgical gloves.

			Frank Hamilton: Hamilton was a surgeon and instructor at the Bellevue Medical College. He served in the Union army during the Civil War, and was present at the Battle of Bull Run. He also wrote A Treatise on Military Surgery and Hygiene about his experiences. He attended to President Garfield after an assassination attempt, and was blamed for the president’s death from a bacterial infection.

			Kathryn Hinnant: Hinnant was specializing in cytopathology on the NYU medical faculty, and pregnant with her first child, when discharged mental patient Stephen Smith raped and murdered her in her Bellevue office in 1989.

			David Hosack: Hosack was a physician and botanist who treated Alexander Hamilton’s son Philip, and later Alexander himself after his duel with Aaron Burr. He studied at Columbia College and the University of Pennsylvania before volunteering at the almshouse infirmary that would become Bellevue. He is considered one of the founders of the hospital.

			Charles Augustus Leale: Leale was a student of the legendary Frank Hamilton and happened to be at Ford’s Theatre the night Abraham Lincoln was shot. He leapt into action, but there was nothing he could do to save the president.

			Joseph Lister: Lister was a British surgeon who proved that germ-spreading bacteria from a lack of antiseptic practices led to an increased chance of infection in patients, a.k.a. “germ theory.” He brought his ideas to America’s 1876 Centennial celebration in Philadelphia.

			Oscar Mason: Mason was the hospital photographer who initiated Bellevue’s “Wall of the Unknown Dead” and took photos of medical oddities onsite, including a victim with extreme elephantiasis and before and after photos of a man whose middle finger was grafted onto his nose.

			Valentine Mott: Dr. Mott was an expert surgeon in the days before anesthesia, and a member of the faculty at the College of Physicians and Surgeons and NYU before founding the Bellevue Medical College. He was ambidextrous and renowned for his precision.

			Florence Nightingale: Famed nurse of the British Crimean War, she is credited with bringing legitimacy to women in the medical field and elevating the standards for hygiene in hospitals.

			Charles Norris: Norris was made chief medical examiner of New York City in 1918, at which point he established a forensic science lab at Bellevue that conducted remarkable research on criminal fatalities and the prevalence of alcohol poisoning.

			Dickinson Richards: Bellevue doctor and cowinner of the Nobel Prize for perfecting the cardiac catheterization process with André Frederic Cournand.

			Ignaz Semmelweis: Semmelweis was a German doctor who laid the foundation for germ theory by connecting puerperal fever to obstetricians failing to wash their hands after conducting autopsies. He died in a mental hospital in 1865, unaware of the full impact his ideas would have on improving sanitary conditions.

			Stephen Smith: An early public health advocate, Smith brought down the corrupt organization of Tammany Hall and helped produce “Sanitation Conditions of the City,” a document that led to widespread reform and improvement in the conditions of immigrant neighborhoods.

			Steven Smith: Smith was known as the “Beast of Bellevue”—a discharged psychiatric patient who was living in a Bellevue closet when he raped and murdered Dr. Kathryn Hinnant in her office.

			Craig Spencer: A Doctors Without Borders volunteer who contracted Ebola in Guinea and returned to the United States to be treated at Bellevue. He survived the illness thanks to the preparedness and savvy of the hospital’s staff.

			William Welch: Welch was a Bellevue intern turned surgeon who was lured away by Johns Hopkins University. He and his best friend William Halstead were early adopters of the antiseptic procedures that were the result of Joseph Lister’s germ theory.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“‘Life is at best an unpleasant necessity, but to them it must be an awful punishment.” 

			This quote from a Protestant clergyman refers to the plight of the largely Irish community of Five Points in the 1830s just before the cholera outbreak. The immigrants contended with terribly overcrowded tenements, no proper sewage or garbage removal systems, and contaminated water sources. Cholera killed 600 Bellevue patients over the summer of 1832.

			“‘We were jeered and catcalled … and the “old war horses,” the doctors joined the younger men. All the work at the hospital was made as repulsively unpleasant for us as possible.”

			Looking back on the start of her medical career 50 years later, Dr. Anna Manning Comfort recalled the treatment of Bellevue’s first female interns. She went on to lament her lack of wardrobe options. Square-toed shoes were perceived as too “mannish,” a parasol too feminine. For this reason, many of her cohorts left Bellevue, but Comfort stuck it out.

			“The alarming truth was that New York had become two distinct cities: one prosperous, content, and healthy, the other marred by ‘filth, overcrowding, excrement, putrid exhalations, and disease.’”

			This was taken from the Sanitary Conditions of the City as reported by the eighth ward inspector. Between the 1863 Draft Riots and the publication of this report, class disparity was quite pronounced in New York City. This was especially evident within Bellevue, where the poorest citizens sought medical care. The establishment of the Metropolitan Board of Health in 1866 was a step in the right direction.

			“‘The average man does not select the profession of nurse … unless there is something wrong with him.”

			In 1887 Bellevue opened a nursing school for men. But when three male nurses were charged with murdering a mental patient, there was talk of shuttering the program. Fears for the hospital’s reputation intensified when rumors surfaced of homosexual relationships between the male nurses. This quote came from the director of the Insane Pavilion when advocating for shuttering the program. 

			“‘Bellevue is more than a city hospital; it is the very life beat and death rattle of the city.” 

			As Bellevue continued to distinguish itself as both a center of valuable research (with a Nobel Prize win) and a haven for the unfortunate in need of healthcare, reports circulated that conditions in the hospital were abysmal—rats were still an issue, there was no air conditioning, and the electricity still ran on direct current. This 1957 quote from the Daily News was a call to action for the city to provide more resources.

			“‘But when you’re caring for someone who knows he’s going to die, you know he needs you.… All that’s left are two human beings.” 

			Bellevue’s nursing supervisor referred to AIDS in the 1980s as a “nurse’s disease” because there was very little a doctor could do to treat it. It was the nurses’ skills that proved indispensible to the dying patients.

			“‘Do you think they’d have kept me in there if they thought I was going to be unsafe?”

			During Hurricane Sandy, the billionaire donor and namesake for the NYU Langone Center division of Bellevue, Ken Langone, happened to be checked into the hospital. But when they lost electricity, the medical center was forced to evacuate. All night long, hospital personnel carried 300 patients down the dark stairwells. Some were on ventilators or hooked up to feeding tubes. Later, when Langone was recalling this epic feat in an interview, he was asked if he was ever afraid for his own safety. The quote above was his response.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Writer Norman Mailer spent time at Bellevue’s mental health facility in 1960 after stabbing his wife because she told him he was not as good as Dostoevsky. 

					Yellow Fever was named for the yellow warning flag flown by ships at sea to warn of infected passengers aboard.

					According to one of Dr. Valentine Mott’s students, while providing a surgical demonstration on a cadaver one day, Dr. Mott severed the tip of his finger but kept going with his lesson. Another student retrieved the fingertip and kept it in a jar as a keepsake.

					Dr. Frank Hamilton distinguished himself for his medical prowess on the battlefield during the Civil War. The phrase “bite the bullet” comes from the popular imagination of this era, where soldiers were told to bite down on something to keep from screaming during amputations. Fortunately, this was somewhat exaggerated, most procedures were performed with anesthesia. 

					At Johns Hopkins, William Halstead met a nurse, Caroline Hampton (later Caroline Hampton Halstead) who mentioned that she frequently developed a rash from the harsh chemicals involved in the antiseptic hand washing routine. To solve this problem, Halstead and representatives from the Goodyear Rubber Company designed the first set of sterile surgical gloves. 

					One of Bellevue’s few African American interns of the mid-20th century, Dr. Aubrey Maynard, attended to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. after an assassination attempt at a book signing in 1956, saving the Civil Rights leader’s life. 

					Valley of the Dolls author, Jacqueline Susann, committed her autistic son to the care of Dr. Lauretta Bender at the Bellevue children’s ward, where his condition was exacerbated by ECT treatments. He spent the rest of his life in a mental institution. 

					Linda Laubenstein, a member of the NYU faculty stationed at Bellevue, was instrumental in researching and treating AIDS in the 1980s, and advocating on victims’ behalf in the public policy sphere. She was the inspiration for the character of “Emma Brookner” in Larry Kramer’s play The Normal Heart, played by Ellen Barkin on Broadway and Julia Roberts in the HBO adaptation. 

					In 1956, Dr. Lauretta Bender moved from Bellevue, where she conducted electroshock treatments on children, to Creedmoor State Hospital, where she began treating children with doses of LSD. Despite these unusual practices, she remains a revered part of Bellevue history. 

					In 1889, journalist Nellie Bly, still working for New York World, set out to beat the circumnavigation record of Jules Verne’s character Phileas Fogg from Around the World in Eighty Days. She did so easily, making the trip in just 72 days. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Almshouse: A poorhouse. In Bellevue’s earliest incarnation, it was an almshouse infirmary.

			Anesthesia: General or local insensibility, as to pain and other sensation, induced by certain interventions or drugs, to permit the performance of surgery or other painful procedures. The first successful use of sulfuric ether to anesthetize a patient before surgery in 1846 radically altered the medical landscape and simplified the jobs of surgeons like Bellevue’s Frank Hamilton.

			Bedlam: A scene or state of wild uproar and confusion; an insane asylum or madhouse. Oshinsky tries to minimize Bellevue’s status as a mental ward, as this has been the association in the popular imagination since Nellie Bly’s exposé, but this word creeps into the historical record.

			Cadaver: A dead body, especially a human body to be dissected. Requiring bodies for medical research, 18th-century doctors resorted to grave robbing.

			Epidemic: A temporary prevalence of a disease. In Bellevue’s long history, the hospital has seen many epidemics plague New York City, including yellow fever, typhus, cholera, and AIDS.

			Forensics: Pertaining to, connected with, or used in courts of law or public discussion and debate. In the 1920s and ’30s, New York City chief medical examiner Charles Norris and his assistant Alexander Gettler virtually invented forensic science in the Bellevue labs, studying poisonings, drownings, and bullet trajectories, among other phenomena.

			Infirmary: A place for the care of the infirm, sick, or injured; hospital or facility serving as a hospital. See entry for almshouse.

			Negligence: Guilty of or characterized by neglect, as of duty. Nellie Bly accused Bellevue staff of being negligent in their duty to separate the sane from the insane, and Dr. Kathryn Hinnant’s family sued the hospital for negligence after she was murdered by a mentally ill patient who had been released.

			Puerperal: Of or relating to a woman in childbirth. Puerperal fever was a deadly menace at Bellevue and hospitals around the world before antiseptic practices became widespread.

			Quarantine: A strict isolation imposed to prevent the spread of disease. 18th–19th century medical professionals were divided on the possibility of spreading diseases from one person to another. With more information available, doctors knew to keep AIDS patients—with compromised immune systems—in isolation wards, as was Craig Spencer, Bellevue’s Ebola case.

			Sepsis: Local or generalized invasion of the body by pathogenic microorganisms or their toxins. Sepsis was a major issue in late 19th-century medicine. The germ theory believers insisted on antiseptic practices in the operating room, while others thought them unnecessary. The death of President Clover Garfield was powerful evidence in favor of the theory.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			“An eye-opening history of the Manhattan hospital whose name is a byword for asylums everywhere.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“You’ll walk away in awe of this tenacious institution—and marvel at the way Oshinsky also fits a comprehensive but succinct history of modern medicine itself into the same book.” —Entertainment Weekly

			“Oshinsky is a master at finding and relating memorable anecdotes to embody the history. The result is a serious story studded with juicy and occasionally blood-curdling bits from the past.” —Chicago Tribune

			“Mr. Oshinsky’s chapters about the early days of medicine are especially, distractingly interesting—so much so that they’ll inspire you to read them aloud to anyone who’ll listen.” —The New York Times

			“Bellevue is bursting with story lines.… Oshinsky simply has a wealth of great material, and it’s a joy to traverse it with him.” —USA Today

		

	
		
			About David Oshinsky

			David Oshinsky is an American author and historian, a graduate of Cornell University and Brandeis University, where he received his PhD in 1971. He is currently on faculty at New York University and the University of Texas. At NYU he is the director of the medical humanities division and a professor of history. At the University of Texas, he is the Jack S. Blanton Senior Chair Emeritus in History. In 2006, Oshinsky won a Pulitzer Prize for his book Polio: An American Story. His research on polio also earned him a Columbia University Medical Center Cartwright Prize in 2010 and was the subject of a 2009 PBS documentary called The Polio Crusade.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“10 Days in a Madhouse: Nellie Bly’s Living Nightmare.” The Lineup

			“AIDS: Bellevue Tries to Cope With Disease It Cannot Cure.” New York Times

			“A Return to Bellevue After the Storm (Hurricane Sandy).” The New York Times

			“Civil War Medicine.” Civil War Trust

			“Four Days of Fire: The New York City Draft Riots.” History.com

			“Bellevue Hospital Pioneered Care For Presidents and Paupers.” NPR.

			“The Most Bizarre & Inspiring Stories from America’s Oldest Public Hospital & Psych Ward (Interview with David Oshinsky)” Thrillist.com.

			Books

			Dr. Mutter’s Marvels: A True Tale of Intrigue and Innovation at the Dawn of Modern Medicine by Cristin O’Keefe Aptowicz

			Genius on the Edge: The Bizarre Double Life of Dr. William Stewart Halsted by Gerald Imber

			The Gilded Age in New York, 1870–1910 by Esther Crain

			The Knife Man: Blood, Body Snatching, and the Birth of Modern Surgery by Wendy Moore

			This Way Madness Lies by Mike Jay

			Twelve Patients: Life and Death at Bellevue Hospital by Eric Manheimer

			Waiting for the End of the World by Madison Smartt Bell 

			Weekends at Bellevue: Nine Years on the Night Shift at the Psych ER by Julie Holland

			Other Books by David Oshinsky

			A Conspiracy So Immense: The World of Joe McCarthy

			Polio: An American Story

			Worse Than Slavery: Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice
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