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JOHN SHAW BILLINGS 

Dr. John Shaw Billings was an outstanding figure in American medicine 
and public affairs from the mid-1860’s until his death in 1913. He achieved 
an international reputation as physician, librarian, bibliographer, statistician, 
educator, hospital planner, and sanitarian. His accomplishments won him 
honorary degrees from Edinburgh, Oxford, Munich, Budapest, Dublin, and 
Harvard, and membership in many learned societies. 

Born in Indiana in 1838, Billings obtained his early education chiefly 
through reading. After graduating from Miami University at Oxford, Ohio, 
in 1857, he attended the Medical College of Ohio at Cincinnati where he 
earned his M.D. degree in 1860. He joined the U.S. Army Medical Corps 
in 1862 through competitive examinations in which he made a brilliant 
record. He organized Army hospitals in Washington, D.C., and saw field 
service at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg. In 1864, he was assigned to 
the Surgeon General’s Office in Washington, D.C., to organize medical 
records of the Union Army. In 1865, he was placed in charge of the Library 
of the Surgeon General’s Office, and he devoted the next 30 years to building 
this institution into a national resource. This year marks the 100th anni-
versary of that assignment. 

On the occasion of his retirement in 1895, 259 physicians from Great 
Britain and America sponsored a testimonial dinner at which Dr. Billings 
was presented with a silver box containing a check for $10,000. That box 
and his portrait, painted in oil by Cecilia Beaux of Philadelphia, are now in 
the National Library of Medicine. (The painting hangs in the Reading 
Room.) After leaving the Library and the Army, Dr. Billings became pro-
fessor of hygiene at the University of Pennsylvania and subsequently was 
appointed Director of the New York Public Library. 

When the National Board of Health was given quarantine powers and 
responsibility for reporting on diseases, Dr. Billings served for four years 
(1879-82) as vice president and was, effectively, director of the Board. In 
this post, he succeeded in obtaining from the Congress a $500,000 appropria-
tion-remarkably large for those days-to aid States and localities in dealing 
with epidemics. With these funds, he launched the first Federal grants-in-
aid research program. He also devised a system by which Federal grants 
could be awarded to competent authorities, many of whom were university 
professors, for “special scientific investigations,” including studies relating 
to air pollution, food and dru, 0‘ adulterations, and infectious diseases such as 
yellow fever, diphtheria, and malaria. 

Helped Plan Hospitals 

From the Civil War on, Dr. Billings was regarded as an authority on 
hospital construction. He was medical advisor to the trustees of the Johns 
Hopkins Hospital, recommended the selection of William H. Welch and 










