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BAKER HOUSE (l)iike ])hoto by Spnrks)

Baker House in 
Transition

Space problems loom large on the 
local as well as the in terna tiona l scene. 
W ith  D uke Medical Center growiu!? 
as rap id ly  as the cost of bu ild in" , the 
need to make the most of every nook 
of the existing facility  is felt every
where.

This sp ring  B aker House again 
bends w ith the needs of the Medical 
Center and  ceases to be p r im arily  a 
residence fo r  house staff ])ersonnel 
when about fifty  rooms will be con
verted  to m uch needed office space for 
the Medical School faculty . W ith in  
the m onth no one will be able to call 
B aker House “ hom e.”  Roughly  half  
of the space in  the build ing will be 
occupied by ofifices w ith  the rem aining 
half  used for call rooms and  lounge 
facilities fo r  house staff officers on 
d u ty  a t  night.

W hile this m ay move m any senti
m entalists to grieve over the fact tha t 
th ings a r e n ’t  the same anymore, a 
closer look a t  the h is tory  of this bu ild 
ing shows i t  to be a rem arkably  adaj)t- 
able edifice. B u il t  back in 1!)81, it 
was known only as the N u rse s ’ Home 
for almost 12 years. The opening of 
the N u rse s ’ Home a t  the end of the 
N ursing  School’s first year of exist- 
en<;e was a welcome relief for the 
s tuden ts  who had  previously been 
housed and  fed on the E as t  cam])us.

Back in those years B aker House 
was separa ted  from the main hospital 
by about 200 feet of woods. A t this 
time the bu ild ing  was a residence 
only— the nurses had classes and  ate 
in the hospital. D u rin g  the first 
tw enty  years few changes took place 
except fo r  the renam ing  of the bu ild 

ing in 1943 in honor of Miss Bessie 
Baker, the first dean of the Duke 
School of Nursing.

A lthough  Miss Baker held her post 
as dean for only eight years (when 
she resigned due to illness), it is ai>- 
p a rcn t  from  ta lk ing  to any  of the 
original members of the hospital stafi' 
th a t  this woman left a  lasting  im])rint 
on both the hospital and  iiursing 
school. As form er Dean W ilbu rt  C .  

Davison says, “ Miss B aker was a d y 
namic |)ersonality, a forceful char
acter and  compelling leader with a 
sense of Inimor who left a lasting im
p r in t . ”  Miss B aker was lu red  to 
Duke in its opening year by Dr. 
Davison (w ith  the help, he says, of a 
southern, sp ring  day in M arch) from 
her job in Minnesota. She came here 
with an  enviable repu ta tion  among 
medical educators across the country  
for her work in the midwest and  as 
head of Johns  Hoj)kins I lo s in ta l ’s 
W orld  W a r  I F ie ld  Hospital.

H e r  Ir ish  background was easily 
recognizable in her ability  to work 
hard , her tem per and her sense of 
humor. She was a member of the old 
school who believed whole-heartedly 
in the role of nurse  as one tra ined  in

the a r t  of service to the jnitient and 
the doctor. To make sure th a t  ]>a- 
tien ts  were being well taken care of. 
Miss Baker made daily  rounds on 
every ])atieut in  the hos])ital. In 
spite of this constant s tr iv ing  for ])ro- 
fessional excellence, friends like to 
recall her inab ility  to learn to di'ive a 
car. She kep t try ing , bu t accn- 
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(I)ukc plioto by Sparks) 
This portrait of Miss Bessie Baker, painted 
by Mary Tillery, was presented to the Uni
versity by the Alumnae of the School of 
Nursing on June 4, 1939. I t  hangs in the 
lobby of Hanes House.


