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A Century-and-a-Half of Breakey M.D.s

“My dad tried to talk me out of going
into medicine,” says Barry Breakey (M.D. 1953). “He was
sure there was going to be socialized medicine and the
government would tell me what to do. But I was always
going to be a doctor.”
It’s a family affair. Breakey’s great-grandfather, William
F. Breakey, earned his M.D. from the U-M in 1859, only
nine years after the Medical School was established. Then
came his son, James F. Breakey (M.D. 1894); James’s son
and Barry’s father, Robert S. Breakey (M.D. 1924); Barry;
and Barry’s son, Robert A. Breakey (M.D. 1981).
That’s five consecutive generations of Breakeys who
have earned their medical degrees at the U-M.
William F. Breakey was an Army surgeon in the Civil
War, the school’s first lecturer in dermatology and syphilology, and advocated isolating the sick and disinfecting
bedding to curb the spread of smallpox when an epidemic broke out in Ann Arbor in 1888 while he was chairman
of the city’s Board of Health.
James F. Breakey served in the Spanish-American War
four years after earning his degree, returning to action in
France in World War I with his son, who went to medical school after his return. Robert S. was a urologist, as is
Barry, while Robert A. is a family physician in Ann Arbor.
Like his dad, Robert A. Breakey decided on a medical
career early in life. “I enjoyed my studies in science and
biology and think of myself as a ‘people person,’ so back
in seventh grade I decided to become a doctor,” he says.
“I also saw my dad enjoying his career.”
He says he chose family medicine because “I wanted
to focus on helping people maintain their health, and
I have always enjoyed the breadth of all that medicine
has to offer.” Enthusiasm for a wide range of pursuits is a
quality shared by both living Breakeys. Barry is an artist
whose paintings have been exhibited in a number of oneman shows, and a life master bridge player. Robert was
enrolled in the former U-M Inteflex program, whose students could earn their bachelor’s and medical degrees in
six years, but he took an extra year “to give me a chance
to study more of the offerings available in my undergrad

Barry and Robert A. Breakey

years, like art, French and philosophy, and to take a
spring-summer term off to bicycle around Europe.”
The Inteflex program was a far cry from the course of
study completed by Robert’s great-great-grandfather: two
years of lectures on medical subjects, with the second
year a repeat of the first. Each successive generation
of Breakeys faced a higher learning bar: James had to
complete a four-year curriculum, Robert S. had to do a
residency as well, and Barry did an internship in addition
to a residency. When LIFE magazine came to the Medical School to document the study of medicine in 1950,
Barry was part of the story.
Collectively, the Breakey physicians not only span
more than 150 years of what doctors are taught, but also
what they treat. William Breakey offered combined instruction in dermatology and syphilology because a skin
rash was often one of the first symptoms of syphilis. But,
says his great-great-grandson, “I haven’t seen a case of
syphilis in 25 years of practice.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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