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OLLEN LEE DENNING, M.D.
1862 -1927

OlIen Lee Denning, who was the first surgeon in Lucknow, N.C. now Dunn, was born in 1862 in Newton Grove in Sampson County. His parents were Catherine "Kitsy" Lee Denning, who traced her lineage back to Col. Richard Lee, and James M. Denning. 

From his earliest remembrance, relatives recalled that he had a burning desire to study medicine. While still a student at the local Fork Church Academy in Sampson he studied at night by a fire built of lightwood near the stables in order to save precious kerosene and not to disturb his parents. 

He attended Bingham Academy in Asheville where he made an outstanding record and was invited to serve on the academy staff while finishing his own course. He later entered Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia, Pa., and also went to Polyclinic Hospital in New York to study eye, ear, nose and throat. His roommate at Jefferson was Frank Highsmith who also had grown up in Sampson County. When Highsmith later founded Highsmith Hospital in Fayetteville he invited Denning to join the staff, but Denning preferred to hang out his shingle in a small but growing town. 

In the days when there were no miracle drugs, no x-rays, no florescent lighted operating rooms, a doctor had to rely on his own intuition and ingenuity. Dr. Denning's daring and expertise as a surgeon working under crude conditions was well known in Dunn and also recorded in medical journals. One such incident involved the doctor's own mother and was recorded in the Charlotte Medical Journal. Dr. Denning operated on his own mother when she was 89 years old. with his friend, Dr. I.F. Hicks holding the lamp, Dr. Denning removed 16 inches of intestines. Too old to be anesthetized, his mother was blocked from the hips down and talked during the operation. She recovered and lived to be 99 years old without any sickness! 

Then there was the time for a patient seriously ill with a kidney infection Dr. Denning prescribed a year of rest and restricted diet--no sweets, no salt and bread (old with mold) and three-day-old buttermilk. The bread mold was a forerunner of penicillin, and the three-day-old buttermilk produced a chemical now marketed by a national pharmaceutical firm as Entropin. the local folk only knew the man who ate the moldy bread recovered! 

Dr. Denning married Meda Lide McDaniel of Fayetteville in 1889. They had a daughter, Bessie, later Mrs. Nathan Johnson, and a son, Lewis Knox Denning. The surgeon was an avid swimmer, a skilled pool player, a lover of classical music and enjoyed an argument or stimulating conversation with such friends as J.C. Angier, Ben Duke and W.A. Erwin, early industrialists of the area. He was a Baptist, a Democrat and a member of many professional associations. 

Lewis Knox Denning recalled that he never sent a patient a bill, that he was often consulted by medical colleagues and practiced actively until his death. Some of his surgical and medical feats for the time were considered almost miracles. "But Dr. Denning thought of such as only part of a day's work" wrote his son in the Nathan Johnson family history book. 
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