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New book “The Organ Thieves” tells the troubling 
story of the first heart transplant in Richmond. 

by Peter Galuszka
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At About 3 p.m. on FridAy, mAy 24, 1968, 
Bruce Tucker finished his job for the day 
as an egg sorter at a plant in downtown 
Richmond. 

He walked to meet some friends 
behind a gas station at 2200 Venable St. 
where they chatted and passed around a 
bottle of wine.

As a thunderstorm began rolling in, 
Tucker, 54, suddenly fell off a wall where 
he had been sitting and struck his head. 
Upset, his friends called an ambulance 
that rushed him to the Medical College of 
Virginia, now part of Virginia Common-
wealth University.

Tucker was in trouble. Emergency 
room staff noted that he had a seri-
ous brain injury. They made perfunctory 
efforts to find his family, but somehow 
failed to dig into his pocket and discover 
the card of his brother, a cobbler named 
William Tucker, who owned a business 
not far away. After about a day and a half, 
Bruce Tucker was dead. 

But ambitious surgeons had a plan for 
him. During this time in the 1960s, MCV 
was caught up in a global status grab of 
doctors transplanting organs. So they 
went ahead and cut out this Black man’s 
heart and placed it into the body of a 

needy patient, a white corporate execu-
tive from Orange County –  a first trans-
plant for MCV. 

All the while, Tucker’s brother Wil-
liam was frantically calling the hospital 
and other sources to locate him. MCV 
had already begun touting its medical 
triumph through standout articles in 
the Associated Press and the Richmond 
Times-Dispatch that left off the name of 
the organ donor.

This is the story that begins the engross-
ing new book, “The Organ Thieves: the 
Shocking Story of the First Heart Transplant 
in the Segregated South” by Chip Jones, an 

Telltale Heart
“The Organ Thieves” 

explores the 
troubling story of the 
first heart transplant 

at MCV in the late 
1960s – when a 

Black man’s heart 
was put into a white 
businessman without 

the consent of the 
donor’s family. 
by Peter Galuszka
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Author Chip 
Jones, a former 

Richmond 
Times-Dispatch 

reporter, has 
written three 

other books.
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author and journalist who reveals many 
important details of the little known and 
horrific scandal that the medical school is 
still apologizing for today. 

Jones worked as a reporter for the 
Richmond Times-Dispatch and was 
part of a Roanoke Times reporting team 
named a Pulitzer Prize finalist in 1990 for 
work on the Pittston coal strike in south-
west Virginia.

As a high school student in the 1960s, 
Jones had been fascinated with Chris-
tiaan Barnard, the world-famous South 
African surgeon who performed the first 
human heart transplant in 1967, and who 
had studied at MCV a year earlier. 

Years later, Jones would work in com-
munications with the Richmond Acad-
emy of Medicine, and his interest was 
renewed. Having started researching 
the university’s archives, he was puzzled 
when files did not reveal the name of the 
donor of the school’s first heart trans-
plant. He contacted the medical school 
and was told “it was against regulations to 
reveal his name,” Jones tells Style Weekly.

The Times-Dispatch eventually did 
reveal Bruce Tucker’s name but the story 
did not get much attention. Tucker’s 
family members sued the school for not 
informing them about the transplant. 
They hired L. Douglas Wilder, a 37-year-
old lawyer who later became a pioneer-
ing politician and the state’s first African 
American governor.

While writing the book, Jones found 
that Wilder, who lost the case, was 
reluctant to talk with him, as was Tuck-
er’s family. 

But eventually, Wilder came around. 
Jones was off and running.

 

A History of Grave Robbing
Organ snatching was a hot business in 

Europe and the United States in the late 
18th and early 19th centuries.

Adding fascinating background to 
his story, Jones’ deeply reported, highly 
readable book reviews the history of 
robbing graves and snatching bodies so 
aspiring physicians would have speci-
mens to dissect. 

Those activities were euphemistically 
dubbed “resurrections.” Robbers were 
“resurrectionists” who were assigned 
their jobs by brokers called “demonstra-
tors” who were often students or profes-
sors at medical schools.

Burial spots were status symbols and 
the rich usually got choice lots that were 
near churches. The farther from the 
church, the better chance for robbery. 
Some of the best opportunities were pro-
vided at cemeteries for people of African 
descent. 

Jones notes that in Richmond and 
other places, Black families referred to the 

“night doctors” who worked ghoulishly in 
cemeteries at midnight. There were fears 
that sick Black patients somehow van-
ished when they were put in an infirmary.

Professor Shawn Utsey, the chairman 
of the VCU department of African Ameri-
can studies, says that a big issue was 
convenience: Richmond was a domestic 
center of slave trading before the Civil 
War, so there were plenty of bodies avail-
able. Burial grounds were often on public 
land and not enclosed.

Utsey’s research led to his 2011 docu-
mentary film titled, “Until the Well Runs 
Dry: Medicine and the Exploitation of 
Black Bodies.” Some readers may remem-
ber the human remains found during the 
mid-1990s in an underground well on 
the medical campus, which came at the 
expense of Blacks, often slaves, used for 
experimentation and research. During 
filming, Utsey heard rumblings about the 
Tucker case but didn’t discover the truth 
for some time, he says. 

Resurrections provided a status sym-
bol among medical schools. These deeds 
were transmitted in secret language to 
medical professors at universities such 
as Harvard and Columbia. Jones notes it 
extended into medical schools in Rich-
mond and Charlottesville as students or 
professors sought fresh bodies.

The author writes that they often found 

The Times-Dispatch put MCV’s first heart transplant operation on the front page of its May 26, 1968, issue.

Dr. Richard Lower, shown in 1977, was recruited to MCV from Stanford University.
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they were being had by “criminal elements” who stole 
at will and defied promises to be exclusive cadaver pro-
viders to each medical school. MCV got its start in 1838 
as the medical department of Hampden-Sydney College 
and “soon got into a competition with the University of 
Virginia over which could steal the most Black bodies,” 
Jones told Style.

When the public found out what was going on there 
were riots against grave robbery in cities where there 
were medical schools. Among those schools was Yale 
University. In Richmond, the grave robbing practice 
ended years later – but only after the Richmond Planet, 

V
C

U
 L

IB
RA

R
IE

S

The pioneering heart surgery was performed at VCU’s venerable West Hospital.

an African American newspaper, lobbied against it.
Although it was prominent in the “resurrection” 

business, Richmond’s medical school did not have the 
panache of more prestigious institutes in the Northeast, 
mid-Atlantic and Far West.

About 20 years before the Civil War, the city had 
started to grow quickly with factories, an ironworks and 
the second largest slave market in the country after New 
Orleans. As more wealth flowed into the city, the first 
medical school was built in 1844. It was an ornate struc-
ture known as the Egyptian building. The department at 
Hampden Sydney changed its name to the Medical Col-

lege of Virginia in 1854.
In the ensuing years, MCV wasn’t known as a research 

school. Its chief purpose was to produce general practi-
tioners and doctors of all trades who could bring new 
professionalism to medicine. Before then, barbers often 
moonlighted as medical doctors. 

Like many other schools, MCV’s faculty was made up 
of doctors who had outside practices and acted much 
like adjunct professors. The best research was often 
done at schools out of state with full-time professors.

Hard Partying Docs
In the mid-20th century, a wave of medical research 

breakthroughs won global attention. Hidden heart dis-
ease issues got more panache when President Dwight 
Eisenhower didn’t hide his ailment after nearly dying of 
a heart attack while playing golf in 1955.  But MCV was 
behind the curve on this pivot in research.

In his book, Jones ably explains what happened in the 
chapter, “Breaking the Heart Barrier,” a play on the title 
of Richmond-born Tom Wolfe’s popular book and movie 
titled “The Right Stuff” about glamorous pilots and astro-
nauts, he says. 

One way to generate fresh buzz as research hot spots, 
medical schools found, was to move into transplanting 
organs, skin or limbs. Doing so had been tried for cen-
turies but recent successes made it sophisticated and 
stylish. And if a medical school didn’t have homegrown 
talent, it could import some.

That’s what MCV did in 1955. School Dean John Trus-
low had graduated from Harvard Medical School and 
asked an old colleague to identify an upcoming research 
star. The answer was easy: Dr. David Hume, 38, was part 
of the medical team that won a Nobel Prize for trans-
planting a kidney from one twin to another at Peter Bent 
Brigham Hospital, a teaching hospital at Harvard.

Hume had the right stuff. He was internationally 
known as a transplant expert and since “they were 
somewhat limited by their own modest budget” they 
wanted someone “who was affordable,” Jones writes.

Rules on patients’ rights weren’t that advanced 
and it was common for Hume’s assistants to rush just-
removed organs from patients for transplants up stairs 
or in elevators. This cowboy approach was intended to 
raise MCV’s reputation. Both MCV and the University of 
Virginia medical schools had been “stuck at half mast,” 
Jones writes.

Hume was a wild man in other ways. He was famous 
for raucous staff parties at his suburban farm and spots 
such as the Valentine museum where some of Hume’s 
rat pack got so drunk they vomited on the floor. The 
museum permanently banned the MCV surgical staff. 
Hume, Jones says, “built up an extraordinary success 
with transplants but he also stepped on a lot of Rich-
mond toes and Richmond sensibilities.”

Hume’s alter ego would arrive a decade later.
Another transplant whiz, Richard Lower was recruited 

from Stanford University, where he developed innovations 
such as leaving part of the heart’s upper chambers in the 
donor to shorten the surgery. Compared to Hume, Lower 
“was much more cerebral and reluctant,” notes Jones.  

MCV’s star had been rising so quickly that Barnard, 
who would perform the first heart transplant, spent time 
studying at the school, drawn there by Lower’s reputation.

It was Lower who performed the transplant with 
Bruce Tucker’s heart.
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 A Formal Apology
For months, Richard G. Klett, 54, had 

been warning friends and family that he 
wouldn’t have long to live. The white cor-
porate executive from Orange, Virginia, 
had serious, chronic heart problems and 
had been in an out of the University of Vir-
ginia Hospital. He was considered a good 
candidate for a heart transplant.

Late in the evening on May 24, 1968, 
things were not going well for Bruce 
Tucker, either. His fall had caused bleed-
ing and a contusion. Lower had been in 
touch with MCV’s cardiology team about 
Tucker, Jones writes.

About 3 a.m., the MCV staff called the 
Richmond police who had twice driven 
by Tucker’s home address but came up 
empty. No one found his brother’s busi-
ness card in his pocket. The next day, 
Tucker’s health continued to worsen. 

At 2:30 p.m., William Tucker was in his 
shoe repair shop when he got a call from 
MCV, telling him to drop by. He would go, 
but was delayed by customers in his shop.

A little more than an hour later, Bruce 
Tucker was pronounced dead. About that 
time, his brother called MCV and was told 
by an unhelpful receptionist that Bruce 
was in the “recovery room.” 

At 4:30 p.m., he called and was told 
that Bruce was at St. Philip Hospital, an 
all-Black segregated hospital nearby. Wil-
liam went there but could not find him.

 Finally, he learned his brother would 
be having an autopsy and that he could 

have the body later and he should make 
funeral arrangements. Shocked by the 
news, he was bewildered that he didn’t 
even know what his brother’s ailment 
had been. It would be some time before 
he was told they had cut out his brother’s 
heart for a transplant without Bruce’s or 
his family’s knowledge and consent.

Klett lasted only seven days with 
Bruce’s heart before dying.

Shortly after, the Tucker family 
contacted Douglas Wilder, who is 
key to “Organ Thieves” book. Jones 
told Style that Wilder was reluctant to 
participate in the project but relented 
and gave Jones a trove of documents that 
helped the author fashion a proposal for 
a publisher.

At the time, Wilder dug into the case 
and came up with enough to file a law-
suit seeking $1 million with William as 
the plaintiff. If that sum sounds paltry, 
it got worse: A judge lowered available 
compensation to only $100,000, saying 
that they had missed a deadline for filing 
court papers.

According to Jones, there was an out-
pouring of sympathy for MCV. Times-Dis-
patch science reporter Beverly Orndorff 
revealed Bruce’s name in print and then 
was ostracized by the MCV surgical staff, 
Jones says. 

“They were very unhappy that I had 
done that,” Ordnorff  tells Style. “They felt 
that my story glorified [Tucker] because I 
had spoken with his boss and learned he 

was a good worker.”
Orndorff explains that the Tucker trial 

had national implications because it 
helped to better define medical death. “Is 
it when the brain stops, or the cessation 
of the heart?” 

During the trial, the powerful medical 
community, including visitors from Har-
vard, closed ranks in favor of the brain 
being the determining factor.

Medical ethicists Robert M. Veatch 
and Lainie F. Ross note in the book that 
the case “leaves many questions unan-
swered including issues related to the 
lack of consent for procuring organs.” 

Orndorff doesn’t believe that first heart 
transplant really hurt VCU’s reputation 
because it has developed such a strong 
international record for transplants.

The MCV Foundation, however, does 
include an apology on its website explain-
ing the first heart transplant:

“The foundation acknowledges with 
regret the lack of consent from Bruce 
Tucker’s next of kin before his heart was 
used in the first transplant performed at 
MCV. The reality of this incident com-
plicates the legacy of a medical break-
through and underscores a collective 
and ongoing imperative for all of us at 
VCU Health on the MCV Campus to listen 
to an accept criticism and to learn from 
our past as we work to honor the dignity 
of all whom we serve.”

Jones says that what happened to 
Tucker was “abominable.” New regula-
tions, procedures and laws should pre-
vent it from happening again. But the 
legacy of abusing and underserving the 
African American community is deeply 
rooted, he notes. 

In 1951, Johns Hopkins University 
Hospital in Baltimore harvested Hen-
rietta Lacks’ cervical cells before she 

died of cancer, and then grew them in 
a lab for researchers. Billions were sold 
without her permission. That story was 
the basis of an excellent 2010 book by 
Rebecca Skloot (“The Immortal Life of 
Henrietta Lacks”) that compares well to 
Jones’ work.

Utsey says that he doesn’t believe 
the Tucker story will hurt VCU “because 
they are telling the same story in a dif-
ferent way. The best approach is for 
the school to own up to what it did and 
make things right.” 

He was pleased to learn of the MCV 
Foundation’s website apology, but he 
says more must be done since the African 
American community has contributed so 
much to the success of medical science.

That may seem ironic since there is so 
much evidence that Blacks are still badly 
underserved on health matters. Jones 
points out that Black Americans are cur-
rently facing COVID-19 infection rates that 
are three times the normal average. S

Hard-partying Dr. David Hume (far right) and his staff led MCV’s research 
renaissance.

Douglas Wilder, then a young lawyer, 
filed suit against MCV on behalf of 
Tucker’s family. 
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VCU celebrates its success with this marker but offers an apology on its website 
for not informing Bruce Tucker’s family.


