




Stanford Medical school: . 
an anecdotal history 

This article is adapted from a talk given by Dr: 
Raffel to the Stanford Historical Society on  Jan- 
uary 13, 1991 , the 83rd anniversary of  the Stan- 
ford Boardpf Trustees' vote to take over Cooper 
Medical College. 
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The seeds for Stanford Medical School were 
planted by a remarkable man,- Elias Samuel 
Cooper - in 1859, shortly before the beginning 
of the Civil War and about a decade after Cali- 
fornia had been made a state. San Frapcisco at 
the time was not exactly a cefiter for culture or 
intellectual pursuit. Its main claim to fame was 
the "Bai-bary Coast." There was no museym, QO 

art gallery, no symphony orchestra, no libtary. 
Cooper arrived in 1855 at the age of 33, leav- 
ing behind a-flourishing medical practice in 
Illinois. He died a few later, at age 41. In 
those brief eight years, he managed to found 
the first state medical society, publish the first 
two medical journals west of the ~ockies ,  and 
originate the first school-of medicine in the 
west. These were not remunerative tasks; his 
living came entirely from his medical practice. 
He established Dr. Cooper's Eye, Ear and Or- 
thopedic Clinic on Sansome Street, a success- 
fil venture. 

From all accounts, Dr. Cooper was not a lov- 
able man. He was strongly opinionated, and 
too aggressive in self-advertising for many peo- 
ples' tastes - particularly that of competing 
doctors. Nevertheless, h e  gathered a few 
would-be teachers around him, and started the 
school in an empty attic ki th 13 students and 
four faculty members. He needed formal authp 
rization for granting degrees, so he affiliated 
with a Methodist-Episcopal college in the 

South Bay. The title of the school in 1858Twas 
the Medical Department of the University of 
the Pacific. 

This noble enterprise was not welcomed in ' 
all quarters. San Francisco was -a rowdy, p o ~ t -  
Gold Rush town where people spoke their 
minds. A Dr. Wooster wrote the following in a 
medical journal he founded and edited: 

A medical college was not needed here. 
There is no fund for the endowment of the . ' 
college, and there are no students to attend 
the lectures, and th&e are no capable physi- 
cians who have the leisure and philanthropy . 
to deliver lectures gratis . . . W e  hope our 
Atlantic brethr& will not be deceived; the 
Pacific Medical College is a legitimized sham, 
a legal humbug,  a chartered advertising 
rriedium for this man. . . . - 

But Cooper had a medical journal of his 
own, so after a decent interval, he came back 
with this: 

d 

The medical profession of the world has had . 
.but one genuine and professional Jwlas , and 
he c-hnced to turn up in San Francisco; so 

' let us pass him around and make the most of 
- him. W e  will never have another. Such as his . 

like has never been seen before. 

A little like vintage Twain! 
Three years after opening his school, Dr. 

Cooper died; soon thereafter, teaching 'was sus- 
pended. Meanwhile, a second school had been 
organized by a Dr. Hubert Toland, and students 
and faculty from Cooper's schTool went over to 




























