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From A Dream To A Legacy


With the help of a fledgling medical school, a courageous black man reared on
the soil of the Old South found freedom from oppression and set future
generations of his family on a most distinguished path.

By KAREN JORDAN 
Staff Writer
I knew Meharry Medical College long before I really understood the significance
of its legacy. Its mere existence overshadows the peaks and valleys it has
endured since its inception more than 125 years ago. 

I grew up traveling its roads, walking across its campus and, unbeknownst to me,
trekking on ground paved by my ancestors who made great sacrifices to gain the
opportunity of a lifetime. During their lifetime, it was considered an ivory tower for the fortunate few.

Those bright men, and eventually women, most of them former slaves and offspring
of slaves from the Deep South and other parts of the country, found in the
institution the key to a future brighter than any of their parents could have
hoped or imagined. 

In a way, it is where my path began - at least the first part of my journey I
can remember.  

It happened long before the countless afternoons I spent visiting my parents,
Harold and Geraldine Jordan, at work when I was a child, or hanging out on
campus while in high school to spend time in Meharry's archives working on a
term paper while hoping to run into a few cute guys. 
Before all of that was a memory: my first. 

Though a bit foggy now, I recall the hallway of Hubbard Hospital, now Nashville
General Hospital at Meharry, the hospital birthed in 1910 to care for blacks as
well as to teach medical students. 

It was at that hospital on Sept. 8, 1972, that I was robbed of my prominent
status as the baby of the family. The day is permanently etched in my psyche. 
Kristi Yvette Jordan came screaming into the world that morning, and as my
parents, two older brothers and family friends huddled, noses practically
pressed against the window of the maternity ward to gaze at the wrapped-up
newborn, all failed to notice that I, with my little toddler self, could not
even see her if I jumped. Still, I tried. Again and again. Finally, mercifully,
my dad glanced down and saw me struggling before quickly hoisting me up, holding
me under my arms to gaze at my sister's sweet face for the very first time. 

Without Meharry, who knows if Kristi, I or my brothers, Harold and Vincent,
would have even existed. Besides the fact we were all born at Hubbard Hospital,
Meharry was the birthplace of my parents' relationship. Both were students, my
dad in the medical school, my mother in the nursing school. Sitting outside,
propped down on one knee, my dad proposed to my mother at Hulda Margaret Lyttle
Hall, her nursing school dorm. The proposal actually fell one day later than he
had originally planned when a commitment to a patient prevented him from getting
downtown before the jewelry store closed. 
Through Meharry, both of my parents were able to accomplish their lifelong
dreams of marriage and careers. My mother, since childhood, had dreamed of
becoming a nurse, while my dad, inspired by his grandfather and
great-grandfather, yearned to be a doctor. The school trained all three men,
thus allowing my dad to forge an inextricable bond with his grandfather, in
particular, traveling the same roads he had traveled more than half a century
earlier. 

However, the link between the two men began long before my father stepped onto
Meharry's campus. 
o o o 

A bond was formed the moment my father took his first breath, in May 1937,
having been born in the house his grandfather, John Henry Jordan, built. A stone
on the front left corner of the house marks the year, 1908, that John Henry, his
wife, Mollie, and son, Edward, moved into the white, two-story Victorian home, a
popular style during that era. John Henry meticulously chose the stone, wood and
stained glass that would make up the house. In addition to the living area, it
also served as his office. 

The hospital he opened was still in existence at the time of my father's birth.It was one of the steady reminders of his grandfather's legacy. As children, my
father and his brother, Emerson, often played with the medical bag their
grandfather used when he was alive. They also took turns spinning around in his
wooden office chair surrounded by John Henry Jordan's haunting presence in the
form of a giant portrait of a man wearing a dark two-piece suit, offering an
expressionless gaze, sporting a mustache and half-shaven beard with his long
fingers folded in his lap. 

He seemed an almost mythical figure to me growing up. I'd simply sit staring at
my great-grandfather's portrait as a child as it loomed overhead from its perch
on the wall in my grandparents' den. I'd look at times in awe, sometimes in
fear. 

Who was this man? What could he have been like? What made him tick? 
My great-grandfather was a man who, despite his humble beginnings as the son of
a sharecropper, knew in his youth that the field of medicine was where he wanted
to be. While my father was encouraged to pursue medicine by his father, Edward,
my great-grandfather was left to make it on his own. 
o o o 

John Henry's father, Berry, knew nothing about doctors and deemed his son
foolish to even consider the notion of becoming one. Berry Jordan believed the
life of a sharecropper a more stable and ideal one for a black man. 
However, not only was John Henry undeterred, he had a role model to emulate: Dr.
Edward Ramsey, a member of Meharry's class of 1880 and the first black doctor in
Troup County, Ga. Ramsey, known as Edwin at then Central Tennessee College, was
one of eight to graduate that year. He went to medical school at a time when the
program was three years instead of four, and the college was located in south
Nashville instead of north Nashville, according to Barbara Grissom, Meharry's
archives assistant. Ramsey later became John Henry's father-in-law when John Henry married Mollie Emma Ramsey. 

My father shared with his grandfather his dogged determination from an early
age, somehow knowing from around the age of 8 what his life's path would be, he
says. He recalls playing outside with some of his third-grade classmates when
they all began talking about what they would be when they grew up. My father
immediately spoke up, saying he wanted to become a doctor, before he was
admonished by a schoolmate who piped in: "We can't do that." However, my father
said he knew better. He told himself, "I can, because my grandfather was one." 
And if my father ever tried to forget it, those who lived in the small town in
Georgia did not hesitate to remind him. Some who had known John Henry even
referred to my grandfather as "Doc" and my father and his brother as "little
docs." 

It was an irony for my grandfather, Edward Jordan, who was never able to fulfill
his dream of going into medicine. 
Though he would have wanted to attend Meharry and become a doctor like his
father, his plans were cut short. Just 11 years old when his father died at the
age of 42, Edward also faced the death of his mother by the age of 23. He
eventually became a schoolteacher, forever living in his father's shadow. 
o o o 

In addition to being the first black doctor in Coweta County, Ga., Dr. John
Henry Jordan formed a medical organization that met bimonthly to teach his
patients about health and hygiene. He also opened the town's first hospital forblack patients. 

As a child, Edward often accompanied my great-grandfather on medical calls. When
John Henry felt Edward was old enough, he sometimes even allowed him to assist
with medical procedures. On those occasions, while John Henry performed
operations - anything from appendectomies and Caesarean sections to tooth
extractions - Edward was occasionally given the opportunity to administer the
old-fashioned version of anesthesia, dripping ether on a type of cloth draped
over the patient's face. 

My father grew up sitting at my grandfather's knee regaled by these and other
accounts. My grandfather said John Henry was often called in on difficult cases
in town. 

Once, John Henry was summoned by one of the wealthiest white residents in
Newnan, Ga., whose daughter had a marble lodged in her pharynx, a case that
stumped the other town doctors. 

After John Henry arrived at the man's house, he entered from the back door, as
all black people did in those days, then he began to briefly examine the little
girl. John Henry, known to be very practical in his approach, then picked the
girl up and shook her, causing the marble to dislodge itself and come out of her
mouth, as my grandfather would tell the story. The girl's father was said to be so amazed that he told John Henry: "You can come through the front door of our house the next time." 

My father grew up hearing stories told by his grandfather's patients, stories
about this man he never knew, but whose death he says he grieves everyday. 
John Henry's dreams were snuffed out one fall night 91 years ago. He was on his
way to make a house call when his car stopped. It was a night that changed the
course of history for my family. 

My great-grandfather stepped out of his car to ascertain the source of the
problem when a bystander struck a match and ignited the car's gas tank,
according to newspaper accounts at the time. The tank exploded, leaving John
Henry in flames. His injuries proved to be fatal, claiming not only his life but also his
family's hopes and dreams. It was a time my grandfather, a soft-spoken, genteel
man, rarely spoke of. 

When John Henry Jordan died in 1912 at the age of 42, he left many things
undone. He had plans to build the first library in the county for blacks. He was
determined they should have the same access and opportunities as their white
counterparts. And there was also a lifelong regret: the death of his infant son,
Johnny Clementine, born a year before my grandfather. John Henry was said to
never have been able to comprehend the loss. 

"I could save all these people, but I couldn't save my own child," my
grandfather recalled him saying. 
o o o 

While John Henry attended classes at Clark College in Atlanta during his
lifetime, my father enrolled across the street at Morehouse College about 64
years later. 

When my father arrived on the Meharry Medical College campus in the fall of
1958, never having lived outside of Georgia, it was, in a sense, like coming
home. He already knew some of the students since quite a few of them graduated
with him from Morehouse. They, like most medical college-bound black men and
women, had only Meharry and Howard University in Washington, D.C., to choose from, segregation largely limiting their choices. 

My father recalls the campus as a "very friendly, very supportive environment"
where classes were small and students quickly formed lifelong friendships. 
The college was also a close-knit one during John Henry Jordan's days there.
Like almost all 10 of his classmates, John Henry was rich only with ambition.
With no support from his father, he had to make his own way and was even forced
to take a year off from medical school to work to make ends meet. At that time,
most of those who entered Meharry were former slaves or children of slaves. 
My great-grandfather graduated in 1896 as valedictorian of his class. 
My father says his grandfather, as well as his great-grandfather, were the
reasons he chose to attend Meharry over Howard. As my father shuttled from
classes to labs doing everything from examining cadavers to looking at cells
under a microscope, he was constantly in the shadow of his relatives who came
before him. While others would have considered such a legacy worthy of bragging
rights, it was a subject my father never broached with even his closest friends
and medical-school classmates. 

"First of all, it never came up in conversation," my father insists. "And second
of all, if it had, I wouldn't have mentioned it. It sounds pretentious. There
were many fellow students I encountered in college and medical school who had
professional fathers and grandfathers. It wasn't that unique." 

Unlike John Henry, my father chose to stay in his newly adopted hometown of
Nashville rather than return to his home state of Georgia (my mother helped sway
that decision) upon graduation from Meharry. After completing his residency in
psychiatry at Vanderbilt University, the first black medical resident on record,
my father returned to Meharry to teach, wanting to help pave the terrain for
future doctors who looked like him. 
o o o 

Aside from a few years spent away from Meharry as Tennessee's first black
Commissioner of Mental Health and Mental Retardation, my father never strayed
far from his alma mater, devoted to its students and its mission. Thoughts of
his grandfather, in particular, were never far behind. 

"I think of John Henry Jordan all the time because I see myself as fulfilling
his legacy at his alma mater," he says. 

Both men, alike in so many ways, yet different. Both share an aversion to
alcohol, my great-grandfather even going so far as to, along with his wife, sign
in his customary signature, "J.H. Jordan," an official temperance pledge
stating: "We hereby solemnly promise God helping us, to abstain from all
distilled, fermented, and malted liquors including wine and beer and to employ
all proper means to discourage the use of and the traffic in the same." 

Both men considered themselves to be "country boys" though my father is one who
enjoys playing classical music on the piano while my great-grandfather abhorred
the thought of a man indulging in the instrument. 

It saddens me to think of the life John Henry Jordan did not live to see. My
grandfather's graduation, his marriage to my grandmother, Dorothy, or his own
grandchildren. 

However, I am consoled by the fact he enjoyed a full life in a short amount of
time, living, seemingly, the best life he could have lived. And I am proud and
inspired by the fact he accomplished and surpassed the goals he felt destined to
achieve. 

While my grandfather only lived his dream of becoming a doctor vicariously through my father, my dad's dream of one of his own children becoming one has
not been realized. My father was heartbroken when one of my brothers, originally
pre-med in college, chose law school instead. The other went into architecture. 

My sister, this generation's last hope for continuing the legacy, came the
closest with a doctorate. While she chose not to go the medical-school route
either, she did toy with the idea of applying. 

As for me, a journalist, I choose to write their stories. 
I've told my father not to give up hope though. After all, there are always the
grandchildren.   

                                                       # # #

