For rarely are sons similar to their fathers; most
are worse, and a few are better than their fathers.
—Homer; The lliad, Bk. XXIV

William Henry Wishard (1816-1913)
The Urologist’s Father or A Physician of the Old School

XTRAORDINARY are the ac-

complishments of William Niles
Wishard, Sr., of Indianapolis, the
pioneer urologist, second president
of the American Urological Associ-
ation and the man for whom In-
dianapolis General Hospital has re-
cently been named, yet the purpose
of this essay is to trace the life and
times of his father, who preceded
him in service to the medical pro-
fession, and his patients.

My personal interest in William
Henry Wishard stems partly from
the fact that he received his M.D.
from the Indiana Medical College
at LaPorte in 1849 and my own
urologic practice is in LaPorte. Al-
so, I have, through research into his
professional life, become convinced
that he was a unique and good man.
It is fitting that some knowledge of
this medical progenitor should con-
tinue to be promulgated in our own
age. A corollary that arises in trac-
ing the life of William Henry is the
realization that a remarkably short
span of time encompassed the land-
clearing stage of American popula-
tion of the Northwest territory and
the staid Victorian civilization that
was perhaps epitomized by the life
of William Niles Wishard, Sr.

The father, William Henry
Wishard, was born in Kentucky in
1816 and his family left for the non-
slave state of Indiana in 1825,
settling 10 miles south of Indian-
apolis in a forested area which was
infested each autumn with malaria
from the swamps of the White Riv-
er. By 1879, just 54 years later, his
son was elected superintendent of
the Indianapolis City Hospital, a
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post he retained for five years.

The Wishards were making a
name in those days, both father and
son, because William Henry had
been elected coroner of Marion
County in the campaign of 1876
and held office until 1884, He had
originally set up practice in Green-
wood but spent 13 years after 1864
in practice at Southport and his
election to coroner permitted a
fortuitous change to the larger city
of Indianapolis, where the children
could obtain better educational op-
portunities.

His medical education began in
1838 when he entered the office of
Benjamin S. Noble of Greenwood.
Dr. Noble’s brother had been gov-
ernor of Indiana. He wused Dr.
Noble’s books, which were few, and
he purchased a “Practice of Medi-
cine,” “Materia Medica” and “Dis-

eases of Children.” In order to se-
cure skeletons for anatomical
study, he resurrected the bodies of
an Indian couple who had died vio-
lent deaths after imbibing, as he
says “fire water . . . to the full ex-
tent of their capacity . . .
accompanied by a friend, and
equipped with two sacks and @

spade, I . . . soon had two skeletons
in a reasonable good state of pres-
ervation.” However, he was almos

indicted at the next session of the

grand jury in Johnson County “fo

bringing about a premature resur

rection of two Indians . . . (but)
there was an insurmountable ob

stacle . . . as the names of the resur-
rected Indians could not be ob

tained.” So he was let off on g

technicality.

After two years of apprentice
ship, he was given a junior partner:
ship and eventually relocated i
family practice in Southport. Un
like many of the physicians of thost
early years, he tried to get any
formal education that was available
and took the four-month series off
courses at the Medical College of
Ohio at Cincinnati in 1845. Again,
he matriculated at the Indiana Med-§
ical College at LaPorte for the
1848-1849 term. The requirements
for graduation then were successful
completion of two courses of lecd
tures, citizenship, good moral
character and a thesis. Dr. Wishard}
fulfilled these requisites and was
duly graduated M.D. on Feb. 22|
1849. He was 33 years old—not 4
callow youth by any measure. Ac}
tually, it was the same year that he
and 83 other Indiana physician
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founded the Indiana Medical As-
sociation—an organization of which
he would be the oldest living foun-
der after the turn of the century.

It’s difficult today to realize the
travail which parents endured in
the days when childhood diseases
pursued a frequently lethal course.
Altogether, the Wishards had eight
children but the first four died be-
fore the age of five. The story is told
of little Agnes who walked a half
mile at 2 a.m. to a neighbor to
bring help to her mother who was
suddenly taken ill. The child her-
self died shortly thereafter, as did so
many. When Wishard was in school
at LaPorte he wrote back to his wife
at Indianapolis and to their child
Mary. Again, that child was taken
from them. Finally, whether it was
due to the progress of civilization on
the northwest frontier or mere
providential good luck, their last
four children lived through the early
years to productive adult life.

William Niles Wishard was
named for his father’s beloved pro-
fessor at LaPorte, Judge William B.
Niles. One son became a Presby-
terian minister and one daughter,
Elizabeth, wrote the biography of
her father from which much of this
essay is taken.

An interesting sidelight on the
morals and mores of the age comes
through in an address which
Wishard made to the Indiana State
Medical Society (Association) on
the occasion of his presidency of
that organization on May 1, 1889.
He said:

The good old dame of olden times
would point you to her 10 or a dozen
promising sons and daughters, the pride
of her heart and the hope of her old age.
We now have presented to us too often,
one son or daughter with a poodle dog
. . . Gentleman, you know what I
mean. . . .

In the same address he advocated
judicious use of bleeding but de-
cried general spilling of blood thera-
peutically. He said:

It was not unusual for many persons
to be bled every spring (referring to the
early 1800s in Indiana). They had the
superstitious belief that their blood was
too thick, and that the old blood had to
be drawn off to give room for a new
and better article.
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1851-1941

But he also said:

Blood letting was an indispensable re-
medial agent, and when wisely used by
an intelligent physician was a power for
good and saved many valuable lives. . . .
In the first stages of pleurisy and pneu-
monia it was the sheet anchor. . . .

It is ironic that the early physi-
cians had practically nothing of real
pharmaceutical value but quinine
with which to treat their feverish
patients and they were highly re-
vered, while the physician of today
can do so much and perhaps is held
in ill repute. But in the 1800s good
health was apparently not thought
of as a “right” but as a “gift” from a
Beneficent Providence. Who is to
say they were wrong? Perhaps even
now the microbes are regrouping
their forces and all our vaunted
antibiotics and vaccinations will be
impotent. It is said today that man-
kind has conquered smallpox, but
only time will prove that contention.
It is a fact that when the population
was afflicted with these scourges
and the doctors could only console,
the doctor was well loved. A para-
dox of human behavior.

Wishard was overage when Gov-
ernor Morton of Indiana asked him
to take a commission in the Union
Army in 1862. However, he vol-
unteered to accompany the Indiana
regiments as a civilian doctor and
was at Vicksburg when it capitu-
lated to “Unconditional Surrender”
Grant. He was within earshot when

Grant received first word that the
Confederates would surrender.
Thereafter, Wishard was instrumen-
tal in having the Indiana wounded
returned up the Mississippi to their
homes, rather than mouldering in
Army hospitals and cantonments.
His stand in this controversial mat-
ter of transporting wounded home
was finally affirmed by President
Lincoln himself. After the Union
troops occupied Vicksburg, a Con-
federate soldier said to Wishard “I
want to shake the hand of a man
who bears a charmed life.” As a
surgeon dressed in white he went to
the regimental hospital each morn-
ing and presented a good target.
Wishard said “That explains why I
have heard so many bullets whizz-
ing past my ears.” He captained a
riverboat of wounded back to the
Ohio River and then resumed his
practice at home.

His son, William Niles Wishard,
Sr., was superintendent of the In-
dianapolis City Hospital from June
1879 to January 1886 and presided
at the advancement of that institu-
tion from an asylum for destitute
and dying poor to a modern hospi-
tal with all the appurtenances ap-
propriate for the 1880s.

When Will (as his sister-biog-
rapher calls him) decided, after see-
ing the ravages of urological disease
in the denizens of the City Hospital,
to specialize in genitourinary dis-
eases, his father opposed it. But the
son persisted and became the
premier urologist of the Midwest.
The story of his long and fruitful
leadership in his chosen specialty is
another story altogether.* An an-
ecdotal aside which Dr. Frank Bick-
nell of Detroit relates today is that
Will Wishard said the populace of
Indianapolis called him a “gent’s
urinary surgeon” when he first set
up as a genitourinary surgeon.

How did the early specialists con-
vince their peers that they could do

*He was the first to do prostatectomy
through a combined abdominal and per-
ineal incision in 1891 and described his
use of the cautery on the prostate and
bladder through a perineal incision in
1892.
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the job better? It must be remem-
bered that they blazed the trail
which all of us so easily follow to-
day.

However, returning to Will’s fa-
ther—the senior Wishard was well
educated for his time and, along
with lectures at Cincinnati and La-
Porte, he went back to the former
school in 1851. He gave a chloro-
form anesthetic at that time.

This agent was used in LaPorte
and is reported as early as 1847 in
the LaPorte County Whig. It was
new to Indianapolis and the family
of a young man with a dislocated
shoulder was against its use. How-
ever, Wishard prevailed by asking
the patient, who was of age, if he
would consent. When regaining
consciousness he was loud and agi-
tated. The crowd said he “had taken
leave of his senses” but he shortly
gave a testimonial in favor of the
anesthetic.

The old timers in medicine didn’t
lack courage—there were few mal-
practice suits but then there could
be instant retribution. It seems that
tar and feathers have gone out of
fashion and it is just as well. There
was a violent group of people out-
side the surgery of Ephraim Mc-
Dowell of Danville, Ky., when he
performed the first successful ovari-
otomy in 1826. Would knowledge

He was a man: take him for
all and all, 1 shall not look
upon his like again.—Hamlet.

of these primeval conditions make
our modern malpractice insurance
payments an easier pill to swallow?

Once Wishard was called to see a
child with severe facial cutaneous
infections which the mother was
covering with goose grease. She per-
sisted in spite of the doctor’s ad-
juration against such treatment. Fi-
nally, he asked her if the grease was
from a goose or a gander and at
what time of the month the bird
was killed. She had no idea, of
course, and Wishard contended
that the medicament was, there-
fore, ineffectual and prescribed
periodic cleansing of the child’s
face. The healing was then satisfac-
tory. This incident epitomizes the
superstitious barriers which imped-
ed good medical care in the old
days.

And so, after 60 years in prac-
tice, William Henry Wishard died
on Dec. 9, 1913. Shortly afterward
millions were to die in the trenches
in France and elsewhere during the
Great War. The world which he
knew with its simple rules and aspi-
rations was to be no more. A copy

of the privately printed biography
of William Henry Wishard is in the
possession of the Indiana State
Medical Association. On the fly-
leaf Will, his son, has written:

“The man I knew best and the
best man I knew”—dated October
10, 1936. On this note the story of
the pioneer physician can end.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

History of LaPorte County, Indiana and
Its Townships, Towns and Cities.
Jasper Packard, S. E. Taylor & Co.,
Steam Printers, LaPorte, 1876, pp.
105-107.

A Twentieth Century History and Bio-
graphical Record of LaPorte County,
Indiana. Rev. E. D. Daniels, Lewis
Publishing Co., Chicago, New York,
1904. pp. 519-522.

American Education, Its Men, Ideas and
Institutions. Medical Education in the
United States Before the Civil War.
Wm. Frederick Norwood, Arno Press
and The New York Times, New
York, 1971. pp. 332-336.

One Hundred Years of Indiana Medicine.
(1849-1949) Part 1II, A Charter Mem-
ber and His Son. Elizabeth M.
Wishard. Published by the Indiana
State Medical Association, Drs. Kiser
and Combs, editors. 1949. pp. 30-37.

The History of Urology. Leonard J. T.
Murphy, Charles C Thomas, Spring-
field, Ill.,, 1972, pp. 392, 393, 425.

William Henry Wishard, A Doctor of
the Old School, Elizabeth Moreland
Wishard, The Hollenbeck Press, In-
dianapolis, 1920.

Fox Village Medical Bldg.

LaPorte 46350

Specializing in Professional Car Leasing
ALL MAKES AND MODELS AVAILABLE

We are proud to offer a Leasing Plan approved by ISMA

McClain Car Leasing, Inc.

1745 Brown St., Anderson, Ind.
Phone 317/642-0261

188

JOURNAL of the Indiana State Medical Association




	WH Wishard 1977  1
	WH Wishard 1977 2
	WH Wishard 1977 3

