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Dr. Tom Williams, 97
Early P.A. physician, Stanford supporter




COVER: (Center) Early Palo Alto physician Dr. Tom Williams, ’97,
photographed at his cabin on the Williams family ranch
overlooking La Honda. (Clockwise from bottom right) Williams
poses for a funny portrait with his good friend Ray Lyman Wilbur
(right) during a visit at Coney Island in 1901; Williams and friend
Norman B. Scofield (right), a member of the Class of '95; portrait
of Williams as a teenager, taken in 1890 or 1891

FACING PAGE: Dr. Williams in his Autocar, which replaced the
bicycle and horse and buggy he earlier used to visit patients

Photos courtesy Rhona Williams
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Thomas Marion Williams, Stanford Class of ‘97, wasa
man of many firsts.

He was Stanford’s first roving center of the Walter
Camp-coached football team, which was undefeated in
1895.

He was one of Palo Alto’s first physicians and was the
first to construct a building for his private practice.

He was the first and longtime chairman of the Stanford
Athletic Board in days when that organization did a
good deal to change the face of the campus.

The first man he met at Stanford was David Starr
Jordan, the University’s first president, whom he met
under unusual circumstances.

Starting to walk down Palm Drive on his first visit to
the campus, young Williams was picked up by a genial,
husky man who was driving a surrey.

On arrival at the Quad, Williams offered the driver a
dime as a tip, only to learn that his benefactor was
President jordan. This was the beginning of a long
friendship.

Williams arrived at Stanford almost by accident and
not without difficulty.

Born July 16, 1871, in Duo, West Virginia, son of
Albert G. and Elizabeth Donnally Williams, he grew up

on the family homestead. This was a large and isolated
piece of land. The house was nine miles from the en-
trance gate.

The biography of Dr. Williams in the Palo Alto Com-
munity Book reports that: “As a husky boy, he could
survey, throw a bull by the horns, break a team of oxen,
and accompanied only by his horse and dog, drive a
hundred head of cattle 30 miles through the forests to
Ronceverte, the nearest railway station.”

Williams was educated by teachers brought into the
home. His first formal schooling was at the Greenbriar
Male Academy in Lewisburg, and then later at the Uni-
versity of West Virginia, in Morgantown.

At the university he had a roommate who broke up
with his girlfriend and because of this rift decided to go
west to Stanford. He wanted Williams to go with him
and Williams decided to do so.

After they were both accepted at Stanford by corre-
spondence, the roommate made up with his girl and
decided to stay at Morgantown. Williams decided to go
to Stanford anyway.

There is a family mystery about his arrival in Palo
Alto. He lost all his money on the trip, and that was all he
would tell the family about this misadventure, although
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his daughter, Rhona Williams, recalls that there was
always a twinkle in his eye when he mentioned the
mishap.

Williams was fortunate that the banker he went to for
help, George Parkinson, cashier of the Bank of Palo Alto,
was a fellow West Virginian. He soon made arrange-
ments for the young student to have some money in his
pocket.

At Stanford, Williams found himself rebuffed by the
fraternity he had joined at Morgantown because they
considered him “a rube, didn’t play football, and didn’t
spark the girls,” as Rhona Williams recalls.

These were defects he set out to rectify, although he
never joined a Stanford fraternity.

A 5-foot-11, 200-pounder, Williams is remembered in
Don Liebendorfer’s The Color of Life Is Red as the player
who recovered a fumble on the U.C. 8-yard line. This led
to the lone Stanford score in the 6-6 tie that was the only
blemish on the 1897 football team’s record.

President Jordan, in Days of a Man, recalls Williams’
physical prowess in his account of a zoological expedi-
tion that President and Mrs. Jordan undertock to Mazat-
lan late in 1894. Young Williams was one of five Stan-
ford students who went along as volunteer helpers.
Jordan wrote:

“One day as we were drawing a seine on the beach,
idlers crowded around and began to grab the fish. Tom
Williams, redheaded, muscular football center, seized a
young fellow by the shoulders and swung him about in
every direction, thus effectually dispersing the mob.
From that time forward, hangers-on had a wholesome
fear of our gringo colorado, ‘red yankee.” ”

Williams was known to his fellow football players as
“Heff,” a reference to Heffelfinger, the great Yale All-
American.

On the Mazatlan trip a pudding laced with liquor was
served at dinner. Mrs. Jordan, a teetotaler like her hus-
band, pushed her dessert aside. Williams was late for
dinner, but the four other students pushed their desserts
aside, too, not wishing to offend Mrs. Jordan.

When Williams arrived belatedly, he noticed the dis-
carded desserts and ate all of them himself.

Mrs. Jordan’s explanation to the other students was
along these lines: “He’s from the country, where that sort
of dessert is not unusual.”

Probably as a result of the scientific ties established
with Jordan during the Mazatlan expedition, Williams
spent the summer of 1895 on a fisheries project at Payet-
te Lake in Idaho.

During Easter break of 1896, Williams rode by bicycle
to Pasadena to visit his classmate, Dora Estey Moody, in
whom he had long been interested.

She was born in 1874 in Brattleboro, Vermont. Her
mother died when she was a baby, and her grandmother
came to live with her father to raise the child.

The family moved to Pasadena and Dora attended the
University of the Pacific in San Jose, and then trans-
ferred to Stanford, where she was a member of Kappa
Alpha Theta sorority. She met her future husband dur-
ing a Zoology Club outing to the La Honda area.

On graduation from Stanford, Williams decided to do
his medical work at Columbia University in New York.

Williams was roving center on the '96 and 97
football teams

Although his mind was on medicine, his athletic
prowess led to his being “‘kidnapped” to play football for
Columbia. So he won a Block C to keep his Block 8
company.

While at Columbia, he earned still another nickname:
“Ma.” This was bestowed on him by fellow medical
students who saw a young black child hold up his arms
to the young Californian and call out, “Ma!”’

Williams earned his doctorate in medicine at Co-
lumbia College of Physicians and Surgeons in 1901 and
served his internship for the next two years at the New
York Post-Graduate Hospital.

President Ray Lyman Wilbur in his memoirs men-
tions: “My old friend, Dr. Thomas Marion Williams
(‘Heff’ as we used to call him during his football days at
Stanford) was an intern in New York and went around
the city with me for two solid days showing me all over
the hospitals and the city.”

In 1901, during his residency, Dr. Williams was mar-
ried to Dora Moody in Columbus, Ohio, in the home of
Dora’s aunt.

On their return to the Bay Area, Dr. Williams practiced
for a few months in San Francisco. They moved to Palo
Alto in 1904.



























