
James McCune Smith, MD
Physician
Physician, abolitionist, author, scholar, and apothecary 

The Department of Medicine Inclusion Council honors and celebrates the
life and accomplishments of James McCune Smith, MD, (April 18, 1813 -
November 17, 1865).  Dr. Smith may be best known as the first African
American to to hold a medical degree, earned from the University of

Glasgow in Scotland.  He also became the first African American to run a
pharmacy in the nation and with his paper, “On the Influence of Opium

upon the Catamenial Functions”, was the first African American to publish
peer-reviewed articles in medical journals.  
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He has been most well known for his leadership as an abolitionist: a member of the American Anti-
Slavery Society, with Frederick Douglass he helped start the National Council of Colored People in
1853, the first permanent national organization for blacks. Douglass called Smith "the single most
important influence on his life."  In 1863 he moved to Ohio to accept a position as professor of
anthropology at Wilberforce College, the first African American-owned and operated college in the
United States.

In November 2018, the New York Academy of Medicine posthumously inducted Smith as a fellow of
the academy, 171 years after his nomination and 153 years after his death. The University of
Glasgow, Smith's alma mater, has named its new Learning Hub building the James McCune Smith
Learning Hub and it opened to students early in 2021.

Dr. Smith practiced as a physician for nearly 20 years at the Colored Orphan Asylum in Manhattan, and was a public intellectual: he
contributed articles to medical journals, participated in learned societies, and wrote numerous essays and articles drawing from his
medical and statistical training, to refute common misconceptions about race, intelligence, medicine, and society in general. 

In 1840, Smith authored the first medical case report by an African American, titled, “Case of ptyalism with fatal termination,” but was
denied the opportunity to present this paper on fatal tongue-swelling to the New York Medical and Surgical Society, “lest it might
interfere with the ‘harmony’ of the young institution”.  He was invited as a founding member of the New York Statistics Society in
1852, and was elected as a member in 1854 of the recently founded American Geographic Society.

James McCune Smith was born into slavery in 1813 in Manhattan and was set free on July 4, 1827, when he was age 14, by the
Emancipation Act of New York. Smith attended the African Free School in New York City, where, as one of the school’s star pupils, he
was selected to address the Marquis de Lafayette when the abolitionist Revolutionary War hero visited the school during his farewell
tour of America in 1924. Upon graduation, at 15, with honors, he applied to Columbia University and Geneva Medical College in New
York State but was denied admission due to racial discrimination.

Smith then apprenticed to a blacksmith, while continuing his studies with area ministers and learned Latin and Greek from his
mentor, the Reverend Peter Williams, Jr., another African Free School alum, and the pastor of St. Philip’s Church, the leading black
church in the city.  Smith also would later master French, and demonstrate proficiency in Spanish, German, Italian and Hebrew.

Williams encouraged Smith to attend the University of Glasgow in Scotland and benefactors provided money for his trip overseas and
his education. In a span of five years, he earned his bachelors, masters, and completed his medical degree in 1837, then completed
his residency in Paris.  Returning to New York City, he opened a medical office and a pharmacy that attracted interracial clientele.
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