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Aerial view, campus, 1928.

Charles William McCorkle Poynter looked every inch a Dean, with his stern visage
and commanding manner flavored by a delightful sense of humor. He inspired in those
who met him a respect that augmented considerably the authority of his office.
As a Professor of Anatomy from 1910, Poynter had become a tradition for a whole
generation of students, greatly influencing their personal and professional lives. He was
especially adept at relating the basic sciences to clinical medicine, which was no small feat
during an era when the basic sciences were often taught as pure scientific disciplines. His
term as Acting Dean during Cutter's brief war service had tested his administrative skills,
and he made no secret of his interest in serving the College of Medicine as Dean. Poynter's
conservative philosophy and strong leadership wt:re particularly well-suited to coping with
the difficulties that arose after his permanent appointment on February 9, 1930.

Dr. C. W.M. Poymer,
Acting Dean, 19291930; Dean, 1930-1946.
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(Right) Omaha Bee,
Apri/6, 1912.

World-Herald. Febntary 25, /931.

Hard Times for the College
The greatest and most enduring problem was funding for the College of Medicine
and University Hospital; since the stock market crash of 1929, the budget bad become a
target for economy-minded legislators and governors. Poynter's task of maintaining the
high standards and reputation of the school despite the depressed economy was also complicated by the departure, through death or retirement, of the "old guard,'' some of
whom had led the school since the days of the Omaha Medical College. ln his struggle
with both of these problems, Poynter's strength was his abi lity to recognize the college,s
foundation in the basic sciences, and to insist that this foundation not be eroded by insufficient funding or less than excellent teachers.
Because of his choice of leachjng personnel, Poynter turned a decade of potential
disaster into a time of opportunjty for those at the College of Medicine. The faculty and
curriculum became remarkably stable, and the hospital and dispensary became relatively
streamlined in their dual functions of service and teaching. Despite the belt-t ightening occasioned by salary cuts as high as 22"fo in 1932 and the strahened finances of the decade.
there was a feeling of solidarity and coromitmenr among staff and students that was due in
no small measure to Poynter's firm example in the Dean's position. According to Edward
A. Holyoke, who was both student and faculty member during Poynter's term, "There
was remarkable unanimity among staff and students and a conviction that the College of
Medicine was a first-class operaUon and that you had to work to keep it that way. "68
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Dr. A. L. Bennett, appointed to faculty, 1934.

Dr. A. R. Mcllllyre, appointed, 1931.

Dr. J. S. Lalla, appointed, 1921.

Dr. H. H . Davis, ap-

pointed, 1922.

Faculty Changes
The passing of many of the senior faculty during the early 1930's seemed to happen
all at once. The death of Harold Gifford, Sr., in November of 1929 was followed over the
next few years by the deaths of A. F. Jonas, W. 0. Bridges, J. E. Summers, and H. M .
McClanahan. These men had served medicine and medical education in Omaha since the
1880's and 1890's and their deaths were solemn occasions for the entire comm unity . By
the middle of the decade, several more of the elder statesmen of the college- B. B. Davis,
Alfred SchaJek , J.P. Lord, and J. M. Patton- had died, leaving large vacancies for their
successors to fill and high standards for them to match. Several long-time facu lty members moved to the West Coast; Henry B. Lemere took up practice in San Francisco, wruJe
LeRoy Crummer and William N. Anderson began practice in Los Angeles.69
Poynter's seJections to fill these many vacancies proved, almost to a man, to be
superb choices to carry on the coiJege's t radition of strength in basic science teaching and
excellence in the clinical fields. After the departure of Dr. Otis M. Cope to New York
Medical College and the retirement of A. E. Guenther, Poynter appointed Drs. A. R.
Mcintyre and A. Lawrence Bennett to lead the Department of Physiology and
Pharmacology. Millard F. Gunderson took over in bacteriology, and the experienced
Harold E. Eggers stayed on in pathology: Both were excellent teachers who were respected
by their students and their colleagues. Dr. John S. Latta was by this t ime a central figure
in the Department of Anatomy and the de facto head of the department, aJthough Dr.
Poynter maintained the chairmanship until 1941. Dr. Manuel Grodinsky was in charge of
gross anatomy from 1931 until his health failed toward the end of the decade. Edward A.
Holyoke was appointed as instructor, the beginning of his career as master teacher and
later chairman of the Department of Anatomy.70
In the clinical areas, there were holdovers from the 1920's: G. Alexander Young in
neuropsychiatry, Edwin Davis in uroJogy, and C. W. Pollard in gynecology and obstetrics. But there were new faces too. T he death of B. B. Davis occasioned a search for a
successor in the Department of Surgery; Dr. Poynter chose J. ~ay Keegan who, though a
neurosurgeon, had tlie stature to administer that department as chairman. Rodney W.
Bliss was appointed chairman of internal medicine; Howard B. Hamilton, of pediatrics;
William Stokes, of ophthalmology; W. P. Wherry, of otorhinolaryngology; and C. C.
Tomlinson, of dermatology. In 1931, a recent graduate, J. Perry Tollman, returned to
take over the hospital pathology service. There were other appointments of highly qualified clinicians who would lead the school well into the 1960's: Drs. Earl C. Sage, W. B.
Moody, Leon S. McGoogan, H. H. Davis, J. C. Davis, J. H. Judd, Dewey Bisgard,
Charles W. McLaughlin, and Chester Q. and Warren Thompson.7l
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Dean Poynter in his office, ca. 1931.

Poynter as Administrator
Despite this cast of strong-minded personalities and highly qualified professionals,
Dean Poynter had great authority. In an interview conducted in 1979, Dr. Charles
McLaughlin recalled Poynter as "a one-man institution in that he was the director not
only of the Medical School but the Hospital as well. He was the administrator, the arbitrator, and the conscience of the school. "72 Poynter's personal control over administrative processes that in a later era would be bureaucratized and depersonalized appears
to have been nearly complete. Poynter hjmself was the entire admissions committee; while
he did consider a prospective student's pre-medical grades, Poynter used a personal interview to decide whether or not a candidate would be admitted. Each year, according to
McLaughlin, the Dean would call in members of the senior class and tell them at which
hospitals they would intern. In difficult disciplinary situations, whether the case involved
faculty or students, Poynter would dedde the individual's fate in a single interview in his
office. In McLaughlin's memory, Poynter's autocratic decisions were never disputed.
Mclaughlin relates a personal story about his efforts to gain Poynter's blessing for
the younger doctor's enlistment in the Navy at the time of World War II.

Tsaid, "Dr. Poynter, I want to enlist in the Navy. He said, "You
can't. You are an essential teacher here. I said, "I don't think I'm
essential." He said, "You're carrying a tremendous load and I
need you." I said, "Dr. Poynter, this is war and I want to go." He
said, "Get out of here." So I waited about two or three weeks and I
went back in and I said, "Dr. Poynter, I don'tthink we're going to
win this war. Tt's the greatest show man's ever seen and you can't
tell me any conceivable way we can win this war today, and no
sensible person can, except that I think I've got to get in it." He
said, "Young man, that's ridiculous. I need you here teaching." I
said, "Dr. Poynter ... if you were in my position at 36 wouldn't
you be standing in my shoes?" He looked at me for about 30
seconds and said, "You win." H e picked up the house phone and
called Roy Fouts downtown and said, "I've got a couple of boys
who want to get in the Navy. !'Iller them go. "73
11
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To portray Poynter simply as an autocrat is to ignore his other dimensions: his continuing interest and involvement with the sciences, his active role in community Jjfe, the
strongly paternal interest be took in younger faculty members, and above•all, his sparkling sense of humor that made his associates like him as well as respect him.
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One of a series of illustrations, "Surgical Amputation of the Knee."
Anatomical illustrator Rose M.
Anatomy Department, 1929.

Campus Changes

Reynolds joined

Despite the financial squeeze of the Depression years, Poynter strongly defended the
college and hospital budget from further cutting. Rather than spreading quality thin and
hoping for the best, he closed a number of hospital wards, thereby reducing the hospital's
services rather than compromising on his standards of care. The size of incoming medical
school classes was cut to 85. And even with the state's moratorium on capital expenditures, Poynter managed to have some important buildings erected during this period
by taking advantage of federal monies for work programs and public buildings. 74
The first addition to the campus during the decade was the west wing of Conkling
Hall (1931), which was needed urgently to provide expanded dormitory and classroom
space for nursing students. The heating plant was rebuilt in 1932, the service building on

(Above left) Nurses' Dormitory to supplement crowded Conkling Hall, 1929.
(Above right) South view of Conkling
Hall showing west addition, 1931.
(Right) Service Building, /936.
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Emile Street was erected in 1934, and a new laundry was constructed in 1938. Finally, the
South Laboratory Building gained a west wing, the last addition on campus before World
War II. All of thh construction changed the face of the campus very little, and the old
graduates who came back after 10 years or so felt perfectly at home. There were the same
two lab buildings flanking the hospital. There were the same driveways, the same nurses'
home. There was the same empty space west of the hospital with the baseball diamond
and cinder track . T he same high clay banks flanked Dewey Avenue and what there was of
44th Street. There were the same beautiful flower beds and well-kept lawn, tended by
Richard C. Darcy, and the huge and magnificent lilac hedge that flanked the north border
of the campus.
Richard C. Darcy,
groundskeeper, 1913/947.

(Left) Campus green·
house.
(Below) Flower beds at
42nd Street entrance to
campus.
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Class of 1945 in uniform.

World War II and its Effects
The stability and calm of this period was shattered by Pearl Harbor and the U.S. entrance into Wo~ld War II; once again the school was forced to cope with the exigencies of
a wartime medical curriculum. Many staff members joined the armed forces, the fouryear curriculum was compressed into four nine-month academic sessions in three calendar
years by accelerated scheduling, and there were shortages of funds and equipment. Wartime students were sometimes less qualified than their predecessors, which added to the
accumulated difficulties of the time, especially for the weary overworked faculty members
left behind. Dr. J. Perry Tollman recalls the period:

The functioning of the Medical College changed rather abruptly
with the outbreak of the war. First, of course, a number offaculty
members joined the armed services, reducing the coverage of the
wards, and all of us felt the pressure of having to do more work.
Rather shortly the teaching program was put on a three-year cycle.
The general formal of the educational program was not significantly changed at first; vacations simply were eliminated so that
we were working around the year. Soon the students were mostly in
uniform. This led to some variations in the students' program. The
Army instituted a Saturday drill program. We, of course, had representatives of the Army on campus and the students had to make
their reports regularly. Those who were in the Navy program were
not in uniform and had no drill. This led to a considerable amount
of needling between the services. Shortly, a student selection pattern was instituted by the armed services in which a representative
of each of the schools met at intervals at a centra/location to review
the applications of students whom the service was considering for
admission to medical school. . . . We did not choose individual
students for our particular schools, but these were assigned by the
military in whatever fashion they chose. 1S
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With the end of the war came the end of an era in medical education both in Nebraska and across the entire nation. The nation's experience of the war, with its trauma
and its innovative problem solving, had disclosed a whole new world of possibilities to
federal policy-makers and health science professionals. These new ideas would affect
medicine and medical education profoundly. But before these changes took place at the
University of Nebraska, Dean Poynter resigned at the age of 71, and Dr. Harold Lueth
became his successor in 1946.
No one retiring ever left a more devoted staff behind him. His former students established the C. W. M. Poynter Foundation in his honor. Perhaps he was best remembered as
Professor of Anatomy because of the close personal contact with his students. However,
his record as Dean marks Dr. P oynter as one of the true leaders in the story of the University of Nebraska College of Medicine.

World-Herald, April 14, /946.

World-Herald, September 29. 1946.

