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Dr. John Henry Jordan, wife Mollie (Ramsey) Jordan, and their son 
Edward. (Courtesy of Karen Jordan)

“The late Dr. John Henry Jordan, whose successful and brilliant 
career as a doctor was cut short by an untimely accident in 
his early forties, was a native of Troup county, having been 

born near Hogansville, March 11, 1870.” So records A. B. Caldwell in 
the 1917 Georgia edition of his History of the American Negro and His 
Institutions. Jordan may have been brilliant and successful. He was also 
my great-grandfather. His story provides one of the many threads that 
make up a largely untold tale: the contributions of African Americans 
to medical history in the United States.

African Americans  in Medicine
African American doctors were a 

rare breed in the late 1800s and early 
1900s. Details about the lives of this 
group of physicians have rarely been 
taught in classrooms. They describe  
a subject most people know very little 
about. Dr. James McCune Smith is 
known as the first African American to 
practice medicine in the United States. 
Due to discriminatory practices in the 
educational system at that time, how-
ever, he could not enroll at an Ameri-
can medical school. Therefore, he was 
forced to cross the Atlantic, where 
he earned a medical degree from the 
University of Glasgow in Scotland in 
1837 (1). The first African American 
to graduate from a medical school in 
the United States was Dr. David J. Peck, 
who finished Rush Medical College in 
1847 (2). It would not be until decades 
later that the first medical schools 
specifically designed to train African 
American doctors in the United States 
would open. 

Howard University School of Medi-
cine in Washington, D.C., and Meharry 
Medical College in Nashville, then 
known as the Meharry Medical Depart-
ment at Central Tennessee College, were 
once considered the foremost educa-
tional institutions when it came to educating African American doctors. 
Howard University opened its doors in 1868 (3). Meharry began training 
doctors in 1876. The classes were small. The majority of the students 
were children of former slaves who made great sacrifices on the path to 
becoming medical doctors. They were a determined lot, most uncertain 
what the future held and whether they would be accepted in their own 
communities once they graduated. There were no guarantees.

At the time, African Americans embarking on medical school 
faced an awesome task. The needs of the population they would be 
expected to serve were greater than those of their white counterparts. 
The former slaves suffered high mortality rates in addition to being 
treated as second-class citizens (4). Many African American doc-
tors themselves were treated as such during the nineteenth century, 
thus resulting in the formation of the National Medical Association 
(NMA) in 1895 (5). It was created in response to the exclusion of Af-

rican American physicians from the 
American Medical Association (AMA) 
when it was formed in 1847 (6). As re-
cently as July 2008, the AMA issued a 
formal apology for its past discrimina-
tory policies. 

Despite such treatment, there 
were notable accomplishments made 
by African Americans. Dr. Daniel 
Hale Williams became the first doc-
tor to perform successful open heart 
surgery in 1893. He also opened Prov-
ident Hospital and Training School 
for Nurses in 1891, which was the first 
African American owned and oper-
ated hospital in the United States (7). 
Dr. Charles Drew, for whom Charles 
R. Drew University of Medicine and 
Science in Los Angeles is named, was 
considered a pioneer in blood transfu-
sions and in developing blood banks 
in the early twentieth century (8). 

How lonely the landscape must 
have been in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, since Afri-
can American doctors were so limited 
in their scope and methods of prac-
ticing. With no chance of even being 
considered to practice medicine at 
white hospitals and with few training 
facilities, these doctors’ resources and 
opportunities were greatly inhibited. 
Still, they persisted. 

Trailblazer: Dr. Edward B. Ramsey
My great-great-grandfather, Dr. Edward B. Ramsey, was among 

them. He was in the second class of students to graduate from Mehar-
ry in 1880. Upon his graduation, Ramsey returned to his hometown of 
Hogansville, Georgia, to set up shop, opening up an office downtown. 
Though he was the first African American doctor in Troup County, 
Georgia, he wasn’t necessarily welcomed there with open arms. It was 



difficult in those early days for him to make a living as a doctor, so 
he began teaching at LaGrange Academy instead. It was a common 
practice at the time. Those doctors were known as “sundown doctors,” 
who made their primary living during daylight hours while working as 
physicians at night (9).

Dr. John Henry Jordan
My great-grandfather, Dr. John Henry Jordan, was also among the 

“sundown doctors.” He followed the same path as Ramsey, who later be-
came his father-in-law when Jordan married Ramsey’s older daughter, 
Mollie Emma Ramsey. John and Mollie both attended Clark College 
in Atlanta, as did Ramsey. John then moved to Nashville to enroll at 
Meharry. He excelled in the classroom but struggled to pay his tuition. 
The son of a sharecropper, John had no support from his family, finan-
cial or otherwise. His father, Berry, thought the idea of a black man 
becoming a doctor nothing but foolishness. John’s mother had died 
when he was two, which probably played a role in his desire to become 
a doctor in the first place. With limited funds, John was forced to drop 
out of the medical college in his third year to work to make ends meet. 
He returned to school a year later, graduating in 1896 as valedictorian 
of his class.

Armed with a medical degree, John returned to Hogansville, hop-
ing to find success where Ramsey did not. By that time, Ramsey had 
left town to seek new opportunities as far away as Houston, Texas. 
Ramsey became the first black doctor to practice medicine in that 
city (10). In Hogansville, John faced some of the same obstacles that 
Ramsey had, also forcing John to resort to teaching in order to supple-
ment his income. After two years, John set his sights on neighboring 
Coweta County. He moved there in 1898, becoming the county’s first 
black doctor. His medical practice thrived immediately.

He soon opened an office in downtown Newnan, where he saw 
patients when he wasn’t making house calls. John created a Medical 
Aid Organization for his patients to teach them about protecting them-
selves from various diseases and other health-related issues. Similar 
to many of his African American colleagues at the time, as John’s pa-
tient load increased, he unwittingly became an entrepreneur when he 

Newnan, Georgia, home of Dr. John Henry Jordan. Dr. Jordan and his wife, Mol-
lie, are standing on the front porch. Their son, Edward, is sitting on the steps in 
front of them. Two other unidentified family members are also in the photo. The 
small house next door served as the first hospital for black patients in Coweta 
County. Mollie and John lived in the smaller house until the large, Victorian home 
was built in 1908. (Courtesy of Karen Jordan)

opened the county’s first hospital for African American patients. He 
also became part owner of a general store and full owner of a saw 
mill. In addition, his work as a physician and surgeon afforded him 
the opportunity to buy land across the county for his family as well as 
other black people in the county. He was known to purchase the land 
and allow black residents to rent it from him, encouraging them to 
ultimately own the land themselves. As John’s medical practice and 
fame grew throughout the area, white families also began seeking 
him out for medical care. The impetus was when he saved the life of a 
child from a wealthy white family. John was reportedly able to dislodge 
a marble from the child’s throat after the case had stumped several 
white doctors who were initially called upon to help.

The one regret he seemed to have was the death of his and Mollie’s 
firstborn son, Johnny Clementine. The baby was just a few weeks old 
when he died, and it was said that John grieved the fact he could save 
the lives of so many of his patients but not that of his own son. A little 
more than a year later, however, he was given a second chance when 
he and Mollie had a second son. They named him Edward after Mol-
lie’s father. Mollie, who was a music major in college, doted on their 
only son. John made sure they both had the best of everything. Mollie 
was known to order china patterns from Europe. John also gave her a 
piano, which she coveted, often playing hymns that could be heard at 
the Methodist church they attended. She ordered sheet music featur-
ing countless popular tunes from the early 1900s. Mollie was also an 
avid cook, collecting newspaper clippings of some of her favorite reci-
pes, which she compiled in a scrapbook along with articles about some 
of her favorite black singers, poets, and politicians of that time period. 

Edward loved music as well, but his father forbade him to play the pia-
no. John did not consider it a manly thing to do at the time. His sights 
were set on Edward becoming a doctor like he was. He sometimes al-
lowed Edward to assist him with patients, even allowing his son to drip 
ether, that day’s form of anesthesia, as preparation for surgery. 

John was making plans to build the first black library in the area 
when tragedy struck. While driving to a house call on Saturday night, 
14 September 1912, John’s car stopped. As he stepped out of his vehicle 
to check the car’s gas tank, a passerby lit a match thus igniting fumes 

Marriage license of Dr. John Henry Jordan and Mollie Emma Ramsey. They were 
married September 21, 1898, the year in which John relocated to Coweta County.  
(Courtesy of Karen Jordan)

2  OAH Magazine of History • History of Medicine • Special online feature • http://www.oah.org/



from the gasoline, causing an explosion. John was fatally burned and 
died the following night at the age of forty-two. In addition to his wife, 
Mollie, and then twelve-year-old son, Edward, John left behind a host 
of brothers, sisters, and a father to mourn his death. 

My grandfather Edward, a kind, genteel man, never spoke of the 
tragedy to me. His father was immensely important to him. My grand-
father spent his early twenties fighting to save the house his father 
built and loved, determined to preserve his father’s legacy. While his 
efforts were successful, he never achieved his father’s dream that his 
son would become a doctor.  Out of Edward’s three sons, however, one 
of them, Harold, became the fulfillment of the dream. My father, Har-
old Jordan, graduated from Meharry Medical College more than sixty-
five years after John Henry Jordan did, and is still practicing medicine 
today.
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