
Freedom House Ambulance Service 

Freedom House Ambulance Service was the first emergency medical 
service in the United States to be staffed by paramedics with medical training 
beyond basic first aid. Founded in 1967 to serve the predominantly Black Hill 

District of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, it 
was staffed entirely by African 
Americans.Freedom House Ambulance 
Service broke medical ground by 
training its personnel to previously 
unheard-of standards of emergency 
medical care for patients en route to 
hospitals.The paramedic training and 
ambulance design standards pioneered 
in the Freedom House Ambulance 
Service would set the standard for 

emergency care nationally and even internationally. Despite its successes, the 
ambulance service was closed eight years after it began operating.

Prior to the mid 1960s, ambulance service in the US was typically provided by 
either the police or a local funeral home. Such services provided, at most, 
basic first aid and rapid transportation to a hospital. In police-operated 
ambulances, the ambulance crew would typically load the patient into the back 
of a police van, and rush to the hospital.The U.S. medical system had yet to 
incorporate advances in emergency care made in battlefield medicine. 
Suburbanization in the U.S. following World War II led to more car accidents 
and more injuries far from hospitals, exacerbating this lack of medical care 
provided en route to hospitals.

In 1966, the National Academy of Sciences published a white paper titled 
"Accidental Death and Disability: The Neglected Disease of Modern Society." 
The paper stated that up to 50,000 deaths each year were the result of 
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inadequate ambulance crews and lack of suitable hospitals within range, 
drawing attention to the need for improved pre-hospital care. The severity of 
the situation in Pittsburgh was brought home when the former Governor of 
Pennsylvania and former mayor of Pittsburgh, David L. Lawrence, suffered a 
heart attack and was transported to a local hospital by police. Lawrence had 
no brain activity when he arrived at the hospital and died after being removed 
from life support, a death that could have been avoidable with adequate pre-
hospital care, in the view of the physician who treated him, Peter Safar.

In Pittsburgh, the city police handled ambulance service within the city, 
transporting patients via paddy wagon while funeral homes provided 
ambulance service in the suburbs. Wait times were often longer for service in 
predominantly black neighborhoods,especially in the economically depressed 
Hill District. Additionally, tension between police and the community made 
many reluctant to call the police.

The program received its initial funding from Lyndon Johnson's War on 
Poverty and the Maurice Falk Fund.The Falk Fund was headed by Phil Hallen, 
a former ambulance driver, who was seeking to improve responses to medical 
emergencies as well as create employment opportunities for African-American 
men in Pittsburgh.

Upon hearing that Hallen was working to improve ambulance service in 
Pittsburgh, Safar reached out to him. Safar's daughter had died of an asthma 
attack following transportation to the hospital without provision of care en 
route, and he had previously worked on emergency pre-hospital care, 
including the development of cardiopulmonary resuscitation and advocating its 
use by laypeople.He offered his ideas on how a new standard of care could be 
provided by the new ambulance service. His ideas included intense paramedic 
training and improved ambulance design.

Hallen contacted Freedom House Enterprises to help recruit paramedics for 
the new ambulance service. At that time, Freedom House Enterprises worked 
on civil rights projects including voter registration and organizing NAACP 
meetings as well as offering job training and assistance with job searches to 
black Pittsburghers.Freedom House agreed to partner on the ambulance 
program.
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