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 Throughout Black History Month, HEAT will be focusing on professionals from across our respective fields
of medicine, psychology, public health, and social justice. Today we are focusing on the first African

American physician, Dr. James McCune Smith, MD and Joel Bervell, a Medical Student at Washington State
University. Both of these distinguished men focus their work on debunking medical myths through their

research and improving health outcomes for Black Americans. 
 

Dr. James McCune Smith, MD (pictured) was the first African American to earn a medical degree.
He was also a writer, abolitionist, and  activist. Dr. Smith was born enslaved in New York City in 1813.
He received his primary education at the African Free School #2 in Lower Manhattan and was freed
by the Emancipation Act of New York in 1827. He studied several languages, becoming fluent in
Latin, Greek, and French, and conversational in Hebrew, Italian, Spanish, and German. He was
denied admission into American universities because he was Black, however, he graduated from
the University of Glasgow in Scotland where he earned his Bachelor's, Master's, and medical
degrees by age 24. 

Dr. Smith returned to New York in 1837, where he established his medical practice and pharmacy,
making him the first Black doctor with his own practice in the US. He worked to challenge
pseudoscientific justifications for African American oppression, publishing research, writing case
studies, and presenting lectures on the topic. Smith worked with Frederick Douglass to start the
National Council of Colored People in 1853, the first permanent national organization for Black
Americans. For further reading, please see the links in the resources section on page 2.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frederick_Douglass
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=National_Council_of_Colored_People&action=edit&redlink=1
https://nmaahc.si.edu/events/through-window-and-mirror-career-conversation-joel-bervell-medical-mythbuster
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Joel Bervell (pictured) is a Ghanaian-American medical student at Washington State University and 
is the first Black medical student at WSU. Joel is known on social media as the 'Medical Mythbuster,' 
spending his spare time debunking medical myths, while shining light on racial disparities in 
healthcare, the hidden history of medicine, and overlooked biases in the healthcare industry. He is 
dedicated to fighting health disparities and healthcare bias through education. He will be featured in 
an upcoming online Smithsonian event called 'Through the Window and into the Mirror,' where he will 
talk about his lived experiences as a STEM professional and answering questions submitted by the 
audience. Click here to attend. You can follow him on Instagram @joelbervell
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Further Reading and Resources:

https://academic.oup.com/jid/article/222/Supplement_6/S550/5905461?login=true
https://nmaahc.si.edu/events/through-window-and-mirror-career-conversation-joel-bervell-medical-mythbuster
https://www.instagram.com/joelbervell/
https://www.everydayhealth.com/healthy-living/african-american-pioneers-who-changed-healthcare/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/james-mccune-smith-america-first-black-physician-180977110/
https://chaamp.virginia.edu/node/4028
https://nmaahc.si.edu/events/through-window-and-mirror-career-conversation-joel-bervell-medical-mythbuster
https://www.instagram.com/tv/CewaX3GDo36/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link



