History of the Georgia State Medical Association (GSMA)

Founded in 1893, the Georgia State Medical Association (GSMA) was established to
advance the practice of medicine and improve health outcomes for African American
physicians and their patients across the state of Georgia. At a time when Black physicians
were prohibited from joining many majority physician associations because of their race,
twenty-four physicians came together to charter the first statewide African American
medical association in the country.

Early leaders included pioneering physicians such as Dr. Robert Fulton Boyd, Dr. Henry
Rutherford Butler, Dr. William H. Harris, Dr. Thomas H. Slater, and Dr. G. N. Stoney,
whose leadership helped establish a strong professional network dedicated to advancing
medical education, professional collaboration, and equitable healthcare.

GSMA also played a historic role in the advancement of organized medicine
nationally. Leaders from the Georgia State Medical Association were instrumentalin the
founding of the National Medical Association (NMA) in 1895 in Atlanta, Georgia. The NMA
was created to represent African American physicians and their patients at a time when
Black physicians were excluded from the American Medical Association and many
professional institutions. Today, the NMA remains the nation’s oldest and largest
organization representing Black physicians and their patients.

Throughout its history, GSMA has been shaped by the leadership of many distinguished
physicians who helped break barriers in medicine. Physicians such as Dr. Calvin Wayne
McLarin, Dr. M. Delmar Edwards, Dr. James Densler, Dr. Booker T. Poe, Dr. Patrick Griffith,
and Dr. Ruth Neal, among others, were pioneers in their respective specialties and among
the first African American physicians practicing in their fields in Georgia. Their leadership
helped expand opportunities for future generations of physicians while improving access to
care for communities across the state.

For more than 130 years, GSMA has remained committed to improving the health and well-
being of Georgia’s communities while supporting the advancement of Black physicians and
healthcare professionals. The association has played a vital role in addressing health
disparities, promoting physician leadership, and strengthening healthcare systems
throughout the state.

GSMA has also maintained a long-standing tradition of convening physicians and healthcare
leaders for its Annual Convention, which for more than 60 years has been held in Hilton Head
during Father’s Day weekend. This gathering has served as an important space for continuing
medical education, professional fellowship, and collaboration among physicians dedicated
to improving health outcomes in Georgia and beyond.
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The association was also instrumental in the founding of Morehouse School of Medicine.
GSMA members worked closely with Dr. Louis W. Sullivan in the early development of the
institution, providing both financial support and physical resources to help establish what
would become one of the nation’s leading medical schools focused on primary care, health
equity, and the training of physicians committed to serving underserved communities.

GSMA has also played an important role in strengthening relationships between physicians
and policymakers. Dr. Booker Poe, a respected GSMA leader, established the annual
legislative breakfast tradition, where physicians host educational discussions with
Georgia legislators. These gatherings provide an opportunity to share medical expertise,
discuss emerging health challenges, and emphasize the importance of collaborative
policies that expand access to essential healthcare services for all citizens across the state.

Over the years, GSMA has partnered with numerous organizations and academic institutions
to mentor and sponsor the next generation of healthcare leaders, supporting undergraduate
pre-med students, health professional trainees, medical students, and residents as they
pursue careers in medicine and related fields.

Today, GSMA is proudly affiliated with the National Medical Association and is one of eight
state societies within NMA Region lll, representing physicians across the southeastern
United States. GSMA continues to serve as a vital network of physicians, medical students,
residents, and healthcare leaders dedicated to excellence in medicine and service to
communities across Georgia. Through its programs, partnerships, and annual convenings,
GSMA proudly continues a legacy of education, professional networking, mentorship, and
philanthropy that has strengthened physicians and improved health outcomes for more than
a century.





