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Samuel Kountz, MD, had spectacular 
professional career in renal transplantation in a 
life tragically cut short by a debilitating illness 
and early death at age 51 (Figures 1 and 2). He 
performed groundbreaking research in organ 
preservation and the management of graft 
rejection. As chair of surgery at Downstate 
Medical Center in Brooklyn he created a leading 
transplant center in an inner city hospital. 
He supported nationwide reforms to assure 
that minority and underserved populations 
had access to renal replacement therapy and 
transplantation.1

Early life and education 

Born in Lexa, Arkansas, on October 20, 1930, Kountz was one of 
two blacks to graduate from the University of Arkansas School 
of Medicine in 1958. During his residency at Stanford University 
in 1961, he participated in the first non-identical twin renal 
transplant in the United States with Roy Cohn.2 Inspired to enter 
the field he received the Giannini Fellowship Award to conduct 
research in transplantation and immunology at Hammersmith 
Hospital in London.3

Revolutionizing renal transplantation

Kountz was appointed Assistant Professor of Surgery at 
Stanford after residency training. Under an appointment as a 
Fulbright Scholar he performed Egypt’s first kidney transplant in 
1965.3 Folkert Belzer recruited him across town to the University 
of California, San Francisco (UCSF) to serve as his associate 
and assist in the development of a renal transplantation team 
that performed more than 200 renal transplants, researched 
tissue typing, and developed standard procedures to prevent 
and treat graft rejection. Their most enduring contributions 
were in the area of organ preservation. Their work led to 
preservation solutions and perfusion devices that are standard 
procedures in renal transplantation today.4 
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Leader in surgery and transplantation 

Kountz earned an international reputation in academic surgery 
and transplantation. He published 154 peer-reviewed articles, 
with key research in nearly every area important to clinical renal 
transplantation: Use of methylprednisolone to prevent acute 
renal allograft rejection,5 measurement of GFR and creatinine 
in monitoring for allograft rejection,6 donor tissue typing,4 and 
preservation of deceased donor kidneys.7

He was named president of the Society of University Surgeons 
and received honorary doctorates from the University of 
Arkansas and UCSF. In 1972, he was named chair of surgery 
at Downstate Medical Center in Brooklyn. He transformed an 
inner city facility into a leading transplant center.3 With Kountz 
as its chief of surgery, the hospital, at the time thought to be 
the busiest center in the nation, performed more than 500 
transplantations.8

In an era where the high cost of transplantation made it 
unavailable to the urban poor, especially the black community, 
Kountz used his fame to support federal funding for the 
treatment of end-stage renal disease, including kidney 
transplantation.9 As part of his campaign to increase awareness 
of the need for living donors in renal transplantation, Kountz 
performed a living donor renal transplant on NBC’s Today 
television show in 1976. After its airing some 20,000 offered to 
serve as living donors nationwide.3 

A Lasting Legacy 

Kountz died in 1981 after a debilitating illness contacted during 
a visiting professorship in South Africa in 1977.8 Remembered by 
colleagues long after his death, his legacy continues in schools, 
scholarships and awards named in his honor. The National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People presents an 
Afro-Academic, Technological and Scientific Olympic program 
award annually in his memory.3

Acknowledgements

The authors thank Drs. David Kountz, Oscar Salvatierra, and Eli 
Friedman for their personal remembrances.

2



CC2016 Poster Competition • Samuel Kountz 60©2016 by the American College of Surgeons. All rights reserved.

151413121110987654321

References

1 Williams, Nancy A. Arkansas 
Biography: A Collection of 
Notable Lives. Fayetteville, 
Ark., University of Arkansas, 
2000. 

2 Brown MC. Dr. Samuel Lee 
Kountz, Jr.: Kidney specialist. 
University of California, 
Irvine. The faces of science: 
African Americans in the 
sciences. Updated November 
25 2007. Available at: https://
webfiles.uci.edu/mcbrown/
display/kountz.html. Accessed 
November 6, 2016. 

3 Butt KMH. Samuel L. Kountz, 
MA, MD, 1930-1981. Gifted 
with vision, optimism, and 
energy; could be telephoned 
in his office at 3:00 a.m. In 
Salwin MJ (ed.): Downstate 
at 150: A Celebration of 
Achievement. Brooklyn, 
Alumni Association, College 
of Medicine, State University 
of New York, Downstate 
Medical Center, 2010, pp. 
174-176. 

4 Belzer FO. Early experience in 
kidney transplantation. Organ 
preservation: A personal 
perspective. Available at: 
https://web.stanford.edu/dept/
HPS/transplant/html/belzer.
html. Accessed November 6, 
2016.

5 Kountz SL, Rao TK, Butt KH. 
The efficacy of bolus doses of 
intravenous methylprednisolone 
(MPIV) in the treatment of 
acute renal allograft rejection. 
Transplant Proc. 1975;7(1):73-
77. 

6 Kountz S, Cohn R. The 
pathophysiology of renal 
allotransplants in subjects on 
immunosuppressive therapy. 
Proceedings of the European 
Dialysis and Transplant 
Association. 1967;4:335-340. 
Available at: http://www.
era-edta.org/proceedings/
vol4/v4_057.pdf. Accessed 
November 6, 2016.

7 Belzer FO, Kountz 
SL. Preservation and 
transplantation of human 
cadaver kidneys: A two-
year experience. Ann Surg. 
1970;172(3):394-404. 

8 Altman LK. Dr Samuel 
Kountz, 51, dies; leader in 
transplant surgery. New York 
Times, December 24, 1981. 
Available at: http://www.
nytimes.com/1981/12/24/
obituaries/dr-samuel-kountz-
51-dies-leader-in-transplant-
surgery.html. Accessed 
November 5, 2016. 

9 Rettig RA. Origins of the 
Medicare kidney disease 
entitlement: The Social 
Security Amendments of 1972. 
In Kathi HE (ed.): Biomedical 
Politics. Ed. Washington D.C: 
National Academies Press, 
1991, pp. 176-352. 

10 Salvatierra O Jr. A personal 
perspective: Samuel L. 
Kountz. Transplant Proc. 
1997;29(8):3696. 

Legends

1 Samuel Kountz (right) making 
rounds. Courtesy Archives 
and Special Collections of the 
Medical Research Library at 
SUNY Downstate Medical 
Center.

2 Kountz at surgery.


