
February 27, 2023 

 

Hon. Eric Adams, Mayor 

City of New York 

City Hall 

New York, NY  10007 

 

Hon. Sarah Carroll, Chair 

New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission 

One Centre Street, 9th floor 

New York, NY  10007 

 

Dear Mayor Adams and Chair Carroll, 
 
I write to share with you additional information regarding the historic 
significance of the endangered New York Eye and Ear Infirmary (NYEEI) 
building at 216-222 Second Avenue/301-309 East 13th Street. Our prior 
submission documented the building’s extraordinary significance to the 
history of health care, ophthalmology, and people with hearing and vision 
disabilities, challenges, and differences. We have since become aware that 
the building also holds extraordinary significance in relation to Black history 
in this country.  
 
NYEEI, and specifically this building, is where Dr. David Kearny McDonogh, the 
very first African American Ophthalmology and Otolaryngology specialist or 
eye doctor in the United States, practiced. His doing so here was no mere 
coincidence; he was able to do so because of the extraordinary commitment 
to equality of the hospital’s founder, Dr. John Kearny Rodgers, who mentored 
McDonogh, and the hospital’s commitment to treating all fairly and equally 
when doing so was largely unheard of. Extraordinarily, Dr. McDonogh was not 
only the first practicing black eye doctor in America, but also the first enslaved 
person in America to earn a college degree.  
 
David McDonogh was born into slavery in 1821 in New Orleans, where he was 
“owned” by John McDonogh, one of Louisiana’s richest and largest 
landowners. Early in David’s lifetime, John McDonogh underwent a dramatic 
change of heart about slavery, and determined to free all his slaves, but only 
upon the condition that they buy their freedom, and return to Africa under 
the aegis of the American Colonization Society.  
 
As part of this arrangement, David McDonogh was granted permission to 
attend Lafayette College in Pennsylvania at the age of 19 along with fellow 
enslaved person Washington McDonogh whom, along with David, John 
deemed particularly “promising” and hoped would become leaders of the 
newly-established freed slave colony in Liberia. At Lafayette, David was very 
successful in his classes and well-liked by many of his peers. However, due to 

https://media.villagepreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/27085921/Request-for-Evaluation-New-York-Eye-and-Ear-Infirmary.pdf
https://media.villagepreservation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/27085921/Request-for-Evaluation-New-York-Eye-and-Ear-Infirmary.pdf


his color and his status as a slave, David was nevertheless segregated from his fellow students in 
many elements of daily life and study.  

 
Not long into their matriculation at Lafayette, Washington decided to follow through on his 
commitment to John McDonogh and leave for Liberia, along with 90 other freed slaves. David 
however chose to stay at Lafayette to complete his studies, and defiantly informed John McDonogh 
that he wished to study medicine. John McDonogh threatened to force David’s return to the 
plantation if he insisted upon continuing his studies in violation of their contract, and made clear he 
would no longer support David. David refused to return, and John McDonogh cut all ties to him, 
leaving him to fend for himself. Fortunately, John had previously enlisted his friend, anti-slavery 
Pennsylvania Senator Walter Lowrie, to serve as David’s guardian while at school in Pennsylvania. 
While John McDonogh abandoned young David, Senator Lowrie (who made a name for himself 
opposing the extension of slavery in the West via the Missouri Compromise) agreed to continue to 
support David, in whom he saw great ability and promise.  
 
David became Lafayette’s first African American graduate in 1844, and in the process also became 
the first formerly enslaved person in America to earn a college degree. Following graduation, 
McDonogh applied to several New York medical schools, and was rejected by all of them. This 
changed only when he made contact with the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary’s co-founder Dr. John 
Kearny Rodgers, likely with the help of Senator Lowrie.  
 
In New York, under Rodgers’s mentorship, McDonogh was able to attend classes at Columbia’s 
College of Physicians and Surgeons from 1844 to 1847. However, upon graduation, the college 
refused to award McDonogh a diploma on account of his race. Nevertheless, Rodgers allowed 
McDonogh to serve for eleven years on the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary staff as a specialist in 
diseases of the eye. McDonogh subsequently spent two years on the staff of New York Hospital, 
earning the respect of New York’s medical establishment. When Rodgers died in 1850, McDonogh 
took "Kearny" as his middle name, to honor the man who had afforded him unprecedented 
opportunities when no others would. 
 
At this time, McDonogh began a private practice on Sullivan Street, in a racially-integrated section 
of Greenwich Village. McDonogh also joined with Frederick Douglass in abolitionist and worker’s 
rights causes. In 1875, he finally received a medical degree from the Eclectic Medical College of New 
York, where he also became a faculty member. In 1890, McDonogh served as a delegate to the 
National Colored Convention in Washington, D.C., where he was elected one of its vice presidents, 
attesting to his lifelong commitment to social justice and civil rights.  
 
After McDonogh died in 1893 at the age of 72, the McDonough [sic] Memorial Hospital was opened 
on West 41st Street in 1898 to honor his legacy. That hospital offered medical education and care 
and hired staff without regard to race, and was the first medical institution with a charter to train 
black women as nurses.    
 
In further tribute to McDonogh’s legacy, the McDonogh Society of Lafayette College and the Dr. 
David Kearny McDonogh Scholarship in Ophthalmology/ENT were established on November 2, 
2016, at the National Medical Fellowship awards held in Harlem. The scholarship is dedicated to 
increasing the number of African American and Latinx physicians in ophthalmology/ENT programs. 
At its May, 2018 commencement exercises, Columbia University’s Vagelos College of Physicians and 



Surgeons awarded the posthumous medical degree to David McDonogh it had unjutly denied him in 
1847, which was accepted on his behalf by his great-great-grand-daughter Patricia Worthy. That 
same year, the David McDonogh Memorial Scholarship was established at the Vagelos College of 
Physicians and Surgeons, to “provide financial support to medical students who have overcome 
adversity or hardship in their pursuit of a medical education.” 
 

In August of 2020, a painting of Dr. McDonogh, entitled ‘Tribute to David Kearny McDonogh, MD,’ 
created by Leroy Campbell and commissioned and donated to NYEEI by Dr. Daniel and Marjorie 
Laroche, was unveiled in the lobby of the building. 
 
The New York Eye and Ear Infirmary, and particularly this building located at Second Avenue and 
13th Street, hold an incredibly important place in the history of Black Americans, particularly in the 
medical profession, thanks to the fortitude and extraordinary capacities of Dr. David Kearny 
McDonogh, and the commitment to fairness and equality of NYEEI’s co-founder Dr. John Kearny 
Rodgers. The loss of this building, and all the history it embodies, would be particularly tragic.  As 
the building faces imminent danger, I again urge you to act to protect it and designate 216-222 
Second Avenue/301-309 East 13th Street a New York City landmark. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Andrew Berman 
Executive Director 
 
 
Sources: David McDonogh Memorial Scholarship | Office of Development (columbia.edu) 

https://www.nyee.edu/200years/mcdonogh 
https://www.aao.org/senior-ophthalmologists/scope/article/david-mcdonogh-african-american-eye-
specialist 
https://unitedinsolidarity.mountsinai.org/honoring-dr-david-kearny-mcdonogh/ 
https://theophthalmologist.com/this-is-america 
 

 
Cc:  Borough President Mark Levine 
       City Councilmember Carlina Rivera 
       State Senator Brian Kavanagh 
       Assemblymember Harvey Epstein 
       Save NYEEI 
       National Trust for Historic Preservation 
       Preservation League of NY State 
       Municipal Art Society 
       New York Landmarks Conservancy 
       Historic Districts Council 
       East Village Community Coalition 
       Lower East Side Preservation Initiative 
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