Humanism in Medicine and in Life:

A Profile of John P. McGovern, MD

DR. JOHN P. MCGOVERN

is one of Houston’s
twentieth—century medical
pioneers. He has dedicated
much of his career to the field
of allergies and their treat-
ment. In addition to his
grounvﬂ)realeing work in aller-
gies and founding the
McGovern Aﬂergy Clinic in
1956, McGovern has held
teaching appointments at
nearly all of the (legree—
granting institutions in the
Texas Medical Center. He pro-
vided an allergy clinic at Texas
Children’s Hospital for some
cighteen years, and also was
the principal co-founder of the
American Osler Society.

The influence of Sir
William Osler’s teaching on
John McGovern is profound
and has been a guiding force
in his life from his first day as
a student at Duke Medical
School. Osler, a renowned
pl’)ysician and medical educa-
tor, emphasized humanism in
medicine, the notion that “the
practice of medicine calls equaﬂy for the
exercise of the heart and the head.” This
was a creed that ]ohn McGovern
embraced as a student and applied in every
aspect of his life’s work as a physician,
scholar, humanitarian, and philan’chropist.

]ohn P. “Iacle" McGovern was born at
Walter Reed Hospital in Washington D.C.
on June 2, 1921. His father, Dr. Francis
X. McGovern, served on the hospital staff
as a surgeon. Francis McGovern had met
his Wi£e, Charlotte “Lottie” Brown, while
worlzing at Walter Reed. ]aclz McGovern
said that he “just worshipped” his father
who had been a standout baseball player
during his coﬂege J.ays and later became a
dedicated surgeon and physician. The
McGoverns lived in a D.C. area apart-
ment where young Iacle inherited his
father’s love of sports, especiaﬂy baseball.

Although he playecl well as a child, he
s’cruggled to make the freshman squad in
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high school. Because a career in baseball

pro]oal)ly was out of the question, he
decided to focus on his other love. Jack
McGovern was sure that he wanted to
become a doctor. “My dad never pushed
me into medicine,” he said years later.
“Nor did my mother. But I had told her
several times that I admired the way my
dad gave of himself. He believed in service
and he reaHy put the patients before any-
ljody, inclucling himself. He was one of the
old type doctors.”

Foﬂowing a path to coHege in 1936,
cluring the Depression, was a chaﬂenge. l
had to make a decision on where to go to
school because nobody had any money
and I didn’t want to take any money from
the household,” McGovern recalled. His
friends wanted him to go to Duke
University, but ]aclz McGovern also con-
sidered attending Drexel University in

Philaclelphia. “I was debat-
ing between those two uni-
versities because

I knew..I was a pretty con-
fident fellow. I ﬁgured, no
matter what it was, I could
make it happen."
McGovern learned that his
Aunt Marian had left
$2,000 in her will for his
co”ege education. That
was a considerable sum

in 1936 and enabled
McGovern to begin his
coHege education at Duke
University.

Highly motivated,
McGovern dove into his
undergraduate studies in
order to qua]ify quiclely for
admittance into the med-
ical school. Part of the
process for being admitted
into the Duke Medical
School was to be inter-
viewed by the dean, Dr.
Wilburt C. Davison.
Davison was well known in
medical education and had
studied under Sir William
Osler at Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar.
When he entered Davison’s office for his
interview, the dean’s telephone rang. The
interview process was extremely important
and McGovern, with a weak gracle in
cl’lemis’cry, was concerned that it go well.
But Davison continued his telephone con-
versation. “As soon as he put the pl’lone
down it rang again and he got on the
phone again. | just got as jittery as I could
be,” McGovern recalled years later. “I
looked up on the wall and I saw right to
the side—Davison didn’t have any diplo—
mas or anything, he just had pl’lotographs
on his wall.” One photo in particular
stood out to the young McGovern, a man
with dark, piercing eyes and a handlebar
mustache. McGovern later said that he
could not sit still anymore and rose from
his chair to get a closer look at the photo
while Davison continued his telephone
conversation. Eventually, Davison con-



firmed the identity of the commanding
iigure on the wall, Sir William Osler.
Davison proceecieci to tell McGovern
about Osler and his own experience s’tudy—
ing under him as a Rhodes Scholar. But
the time allotted for the interview was
quickly running out. Finally McGovern
blurted out, “Dean Davison, when are you
going to interview me?” He told the dean
about his low grade in an organic chem-
istry class, thinking that perhaps he also
had sunk his chance to be admitted to
medical school. But Davison had already
discussed McGovern's grade with the
chemistry professor. The dean informed
McGovern that he would be acceptecl
for the next term. “That was the highiigh’c
of my life,” said McGovern. But Davison
had an assignment for McGovern. He
said, “l want you to go get a copy of
Aequanimitas,” a collection of essays writ-
ten hy QOsler, “and read it.” This was
McGovern's introduction to William
Osler. A few weeks later, he received a
formal acceptance to Duke University
Medical School in the mail. Aiong with
the letter was a note from the c].ean,
“]acie, I hope . . . you enjoy Aequanimitas
as much as I did. ~W.C. Davison.”
McGovern studied at Duke Medical
School and gracluatec]. in 1945, From
there he interned at Yale-New Haven
Medical Center. Eventuaiiy, he received an
appointment to teach at Tulane
University in New Orleans. During those
years, McGovern did research, taught his
assignecl ciasses, and became interested in
pediatric aiiergy. Sometime ciuring the
spring of 1956, he gave a presentation at
the Triangie Medical conference in
Beaumont, Texas. After the evening ban-
quet, McGovern visited with friends who
convinced him to explore the possibility
of a move to Houston. He located a con-
verted house on Montrose Bouievarci,
owned by a local allergist’s widow. The
downstairs had a desk, small examining
rooms for patients, and every’ching

McGovern would need to begin a practice.

He called his friend, Dr. Grant Taylor,
who was head of pediatrics at M. D.
Anderson Cancer Center. Taylor told
him, “Come on down. Houston is wonder-
ful...it is hot as hell but everything is air-
conditioned.”

During his visit to Houston, he
accepteci an appointment at Bayior

College of Medicine as Clinical Professor

in the Department of Pediatrics and
Adjunct Professor of Allergy in the
Department of Microhioiogy and
Immunology. He also made arrangements
to rent the space in the office on
Montrose, the first step in establishing the
McGovern Aiiergy and Asthma Clinic.
McQGovern insisted on heing non-salaried
iacuity. “I could do all the ’ceaching 1
wanted and all the research I Wantecl,
because I liked that. I reaiiy did. I loved
academia, but I loved my freedom.” In this
way, McGovern could teach and do
research, while not being obligated to
serve on iacuity committees. With a new
clinic to run, he would have little time for
committee work too. As he said ]ater, “It

worked out just great.”

[ don’t like to be called a

philanthropist. I would rather just

be known as ]aclz McGovern or
Dr. McGovern, a fellow who did

a good job in his research and

teaching and patient care.

Shortiy after he iormaiiy opened his
practice, McGovern established the
Junior League Allergy Clinic, which
operated out of Texas Children’s
Hospitai. For the next eighteen years,
McGovern provi(ieti, the doctors, medical
staff, suppiies, and serum, to treat chil-
dren with allergies.

His medical practice began to grow
and so did McGovern's academic career.
In time he would puhiish over 252 arti-
cles and some twenty-six books, which he
wrote or co-authored. He held iacuity
appointments to more than twenty uni-
versities, as well as hospital staff and clin-

ical appointments at fourteen hospitals.

Along the way, in 1961, he established
the ]ohn P. McGovern Foundation. It
seemed that McGovern, a child of the
Great Depression, had a talent for invest-
ing. In time, the McGovern Foundation
became one of the major philanthropic
foundations in Houston. Over the years,
McGovern has supporte(i Wor’chy causes
in e(iucation, medicine, substance addic-
tion research, puhlic parizs, and the
Houston Zoo.

One of ]ohn McGovern’s first stops

on his initial visit to Houston was at the
Texas Medical Center Lihrary. “I have
aiways been very interested in libraries,
particuiariy medical libraries,” said Dr.
McGovern, “and particuiariy the archival
and the rare book sections. My hohhy 18
history and phiiosophy of medicine and
coiiecting old and rare medical books.”
McGovern became an honorary curator of
the rare books in the library. Eventually,
he donated his personal collection of rare
medical books and also his collection of
writings by Sir William Osler to the
1ihrary's History of Medicine collection.
In time, he also provided financial support
for what became the Houston Aca(iemy of
Medicine-Texas Medical Center Library.
In recognition of his support, in 1996 the
Library created the John P. McGovern
Historical Collections and Research
Center, which houses the History of
Medicine collection along with photo-
graphs, papers, and artifacts detaiiing the
history of the Texas Medical Center and
an extensive collection of other historical
medical literature.

Reﬂecting upon his iong career in
meclicine, McGovern once said, “You
1znow, medicine is woriz, but it is reaiiy not
if you are in the right place for yourself. I
just loved worhing with patients and I
loved teaching. I didn't go into medicine
and teaching and research with any idea of
being a philanthropist or making a lot of
money.”

McGovern will be remembered for
these reasons and also for his phiianthro—
py. His name is attached to many institu-
tions and programs he has supportecl in
the Texas Medical Center inciuding the
McGovern Historical Collections and
Research Center, the McGovern
Commons, the McGovern Campus (old
Nabisco Building) of the Texas Medical
Center, the John P. McGovern Museum
of Health and Medical Science, the
McGovern Proiessorship at The
University of Texas Medical School at
Houston, and the McGovern Center for
Heaith, Humanities, and Human Spirit,
which opened in Septemher 2004, also at
The University of Texas Medical School
at Houston. l

Information for this profile article came
from a series of interviews with Dr.
John P. McGovern by William H. Kellar
during the spring of 2000.
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