
May Edward Chinn 
May Chinn was born in Massachusetts on 
April 15, 1896. Her father was the son of a 
plantation slave, her mother was the 
daughter of a slave and a Chickahominy 
Native American. Due to poverty, she did 
not finish high school but took the entrance 
examinations for Columbia Teachers 
College on a whim, when a friend received 
a scholarship there. To her surprise, she 
passed the exams and enrolled in 1917.  
Chinn studied her first love, music, but then 
a professor mocked her race as unfit for 

playing classical music. At the same time, she received high praise for a scientific paper 
she wrote on sewage disposal, so she changed her major to science and graduated in 
1921.  She studied medicine at Bellevue Hospital Medical College, becoming its first 
African-Native-American woman to graduate in 1926. 
 
After graduation, Harlem Hospital was the only medical institution in the city that offered 
Chinn an internship. Chinn was the first African-Native-American woman to intern there 
and the first to accompany paramedics on ambulance calls. She confronted another 
obstacle when the hospital refused her practicing privileges there. So, Chinn 
established a private practice instead, seeing patients in her office and performing 
procedures in their homes. This experience prompted her to earn a master's degree in 
public health from Columbia University in 1933. Yet, she had difficulty finding a hospital 
that would allow her practicing privileges. The Rockefeller Institute had seriously 
considered her for a research fellowship until they discovered that she was “black”. With 
her fair skin and last name, many assumed that she was white or Chinese.  Yet at 
times, she felt an outcast amongst blacks, since she was so fair. In 1940, Harlem 
Hospital granted Chinn admitting privileges, in part due to Mayor Fiorello La Guardia's 
push for integration in the wake of the Harlem Riots. 
 
In 1944, the Strang Clinic hired Chinn to conduct research on cancer, and she remained 
there for the next 29 years. The Society of Surgical Oncology invited her to become a 
member and, in 1975, she established a society to promote African American women to 
attend medical school. When May Chinn died in 1980, she was the recipient of honorary 
degrees from New York University and Columbia University.  
 
Her work in cancer research helped in the development of the Pap smear, a test for 
early detection of cervical cancer. She also served on the Surgeon-General's advisory 
committee on urban affairs. She did not retire from private practice until she was 81 
years old. She collapsed and died December 1, 1980, while attending a reception at 
Columbia. 
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