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Pre-1970s History - Part I 

The Medical and Life Sciences industry in San Antonio (SA) is not new, and the history reflects a consistent example of 

successful public-private partnerships, particularly reflecting the strong military presence. This brief treatise describes SA history 

from more than a century of medical, life sciences, and convergent technology industries and entities. SA has had a recorded history 

from the St. Anthony day mass in 1691 through numerous immigrations, its selection as the Texas state capital in 1773, opening the 

first school in 1789, Battle of the Alamo in 1836, Bexar County organized and  city incorporation 1836-37,  and a long history of 

medicine and health. In 1853 the Bexar County Medical Society (BCMS) in San Antonio was the first county medical society formed 

in the state of Texas and had 93 members in a city a population of 12,000 (BCMS now has over 4000 members and is the 8th largest 

in the US). In addition to medicine and life sciences, other convergent technology industries include aerospace, information 

technology, telecommunications technologies, òArtsMediaó, and manufacturing. 

SA has been the recognized òHome of Military Medicineó since the mid-1800s and a primary location for training, science 

and medicine programs for the Army and Air Force. SAõs development has also been supported through numerous religious 

organizations and activities, and it has a multi-cultural history with strong influences from Mexico, the many immigrants who settled 

in the region, and permanent or transiently located military personnel. These can be explored as part of Texas history and at the 

University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) Institute of Texan Cultures located in downtown SA. These backgrounds, strong 

families, and a sense of loyalty and patriotism, in a city without huge financial resources has led to collaborations and cooperation 

that are part of the core fabric in a unique blended tapestry that are core to the history of SA and its development. 

San Antonio has a strong history of hospital 

building and support from religious groups. In early 

1869, Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word Sisters 

St. Madeleine Chollet, St. Pierre Cinquin, and St. Agnes 

Buisson left Galveston for San Antonio by stagecoach 

on many roads that were nothing more than wagon 

ruts. Undaunted by a fire that destroyed the first 

building, they opened Santa Rosa Infirmary (Hospital; 

renamed in 1930), San Antonioõs first private hospital. 

As the first group to begin the long history of San 

Antonio in battles against infectious diseases, they met 

Santa Rosa Hospital and Milam Park ca. 1930
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a raging cholera epidemic. They announced that the new hospital was open to "all persons without distinction of nationally or 

creed", and admitted 8 patients to the nine-bed hospital on the first day. The infirmary was renamed Santa Rosa Hospital in 1930, 

it was the first Texas hospital to install air conditioning in 1935, 

and the Santa Rosa Childrenõs Hospital opened in 1959.  The 

Sisters of Charity founded the Incarnate Word Academy in 

1881. Today that site comprises the University of the Incarnate 

Word (UIW) and Incarnate Word High School campuses. UIW, 

originally a university for women, was fully accredited in 1925, 

has promoted science education for women and girls, and 

graduated its first nursing class in 1930.  UIWõs first graduate 

was from Mexico and it has continually developed many strong 

international programs and locations, most recently its Feik 

Pharmacy School. 

In 1903, a group 

of 30 or more physicians, 

members of the young 

Bexar County Medical 

Society, together with 

about 30 business and 

professional men, 

organized the San Antonio 

Associated Charities, which 

initiated construction of a 

four-story hospital on Dallas Street, the Physicians' and Surgeons' Hospital, which was the first building that formed the 

foundation of what is now the Baptist Health System. It also boasted the most modern ambulances of the time. 

In 1870 the first 40 acres 

was donated to the US as a site for 

Ft. Sam Houston (òFort Samó). 

The fort was formally founded 

1876. During its early years, the 

post hospital was in temporary 

structures until 1886 when the first 

permanent hospital was built. It 

was in this facility that many of 

Teddy Roosevelt's "Rough Riders" 

were treated for injuries received 

during their pre-invasion training 
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Girls in science class at UIW ca. 1925

 

Physicians and Surgeonõs Hospital ca. 1911

 

Modern Ambulance Service ca. 1912 

 

Fort Sam Army Post Hospital ca. 1900
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conducted in SA (the key recruitment site) before the Spanish-

American War.  The headquarters and garrison have always been one 

of the Army's most important commands. Prior to the Civil War, the 

headquarters controlled 25 percent of the Army's forces. From 1910 

until World War II, Fort Sam was the largest Army post in the 

continental United States. It maintained a separate hospital areas for 

contagious diseases and built a strong reputation for medical 

treatment and care of trauma and burn patients. In 1929, Fort Samõs 

Brooke Army Medical Center (BAMC) namesake, Brigadier General 

Roger Brooke assumed command of the post hospital and provided 

visionary medical and community 

leadership. At the end of the Second 

World War, the Army decided to make 

Fort Sam Houston the principal medical 

training facility. In conjunction with this 

decision, came the determination to 

develop Brooke General Hospital into one 

of the Army's premier medical centers. 

In 1920, the Medical Field 

Service School opened to train medical 

officers and enlisted medics in field 

medicine. In 1947 it moved from 

Pennsylvania to Fort Sam Houston, 

Texas, and grew into today's Army Medical Department (AMEDD) Center and School to train all medical service providers. 

AMEDD led the way in equal opportunity efforts for women and minorities and at the peak of World War II AMEDD had over 

600,000 medical men and women. In 1945, Capt. Edwin Pulaski established a medical research unit in New York to study 

antibiotic use in surgery. In 1947, the unit moved to Fort Sam Houston, whereñworking with Brooke General Hospitalñit would 

become the US Army Institute of Surgical Research (USAISR), a world-renowned burn center and pioneer of burn treatments. In 

the late 1960s, sulfamylon, an antibacterial cream developed at USAISR, resulted in a 50-percent reduction in burn fatalities due to 

infection. Strengths in military medicine related to infectious disease and trauma continued. 

Kelly Field (later Kelly AFB) and Brooks Field (now Brooks City-Base) have history that parallels the history of military 

aviation and aviation medicine in the United States. After the United States entered World War I, in 1917, the U.S. Army 

recognized the need for trained flying instructors and thousands poured into the tent city for training. SA was chosen for a year-

round training site due to its favorable climate, good water supply and convenient transportation facilities. Kelly was named to 

honor Lieutenant Kelly, the first American aviator to lose his life while piloting a military aircraft. Kellyõs Advanced Flying School 

trained almost all aviators in World War I, including Charles Lindbergh. Kelly was not only the number one supplies and repair 

depot, it led the way in developing field instruments for òblind flyingó and other new aerospace technologies.  
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Hospital of Contagious Diseases ca. 1913

 

 

Brooke Army Medical Center at Fort Sam ca. 1945

 



4 

òWingsó a 1926 silent film was 

filmed at Kelly, which provided 

pilots, aircraft, extras, and 

technicians to assist filming of this 

World War I epic, won the only 

academy award for a silent film. It 

is part of the òArtsMediaó history 

of San Antonio.  In 1947 when an 

independent air force was created 

Kelly Field became Kelly AFB.  

Brooks Field was established on 

February 16, 1918, by the U.S. Army Signal Corps and was 

named after SA aviator Sidney Johnson Brooks, Jr. Cadet 

Brooks died on November 13, 1917 when his Curtiss JN-4 

nosed down as he prepared to land after a training flight at 

Kelly Field in SA. He was awarded his wings and commission 

posthumously. 

Over the next 5 decades the base and its 

responsibilities grew to include the U.S. Air Force School of 

Aerospace Medicine (USAFSAM) which is known 

internationally as the premier center for aerospace medical 

learning, consultation,  medical research, and aircrew health 

assessment, including medical evacuation.  Brooks was critical 

to the òSpace Raceó programs and worked closely with the National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA) in training, monitoring and medical evaluations of 

astronauts, as well as many NASA manned and unmanned programs and research. On 

Nov. 21, 1963, President John F. Kennedy dedicated four buildings in the complex that 

housed the Aerospace Medical Division headquarters and SAM. This was his last 

official act before his assassination in Dallas the following day. 

The USAF Bases at Kelly, Brooks,  and the later Kelly òspin-offó bases of 

Lackland and Randolph had distinct missions and all contributed to San Antonioõs 

history  and regional development. Lackland AFB, home of the 59th Medical Wing, operates Wilford Hall USAF Medical Center, 

the largest medical center in the US Air Force. Lackland was separated from the USAF Kelly Field base in 1942 to train USAF 

cadets and provide support for the troops. In 1957 a new nine-story, 500-bed hospital dominated the north rim of the base and 

displaced most of the 94 temporary buildings of the original hospital complex. Another 500-bed wing was added in 1961. In the 

1930s flying training was expanded or moved to Randolph Field from other locations. Constructed from 1930-1931, the Base 
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Tent City at Kelly Field ca. 1917

 

The Original Hanger 9 at Brooks AFB ca. 1917 has been Maintained as a Historical Landmark

 

Human Centrifuge for Astronaut and Other Training and Research Studies at Brooks ca. 1960s

 

Movie Ad ca. 1927 

 

First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy 

and Others at Building Dedication 

 


