James H. Black, DO ’62
2008 Recipient of the O.J. Snyder Memorial Medal

Opening Doors in the Military
“Join the Navy and see the world!” That motto has attracted many adventurous young men and women to pursue a career in the United States Navy, and James H. Black, DO ’62, was among them. Always one to embrace new opportunities, Dr. Black never imagined the enormous success he would enjoy when he joined the U.S. Navy in 1974.  During a distinguished military career that spanned 24 years and two oceans, the 2008 recipient of the O.J. Snyder Memorial Medal was one of the first osteopathic physicians to be selected for flag rank by the Navy, retiring as a rear admiral in 1998. 
Throughout his years of service, Dr. Black remained intensely proud and loyal to his osteopathic roots and to PCOM.  A charter member and past president of the Association of Military Osteopathic Physicians and Surgeons (AMOPS), he worked tirelessly to raise awareness and respect for osteopathic physicians within the Navy. As the first military representative on the American Osteopathic Association’s committee for post-doctoral training, he helped military osteopathic physicians and their internship and residency program directors to gain acceptance for their programs from the AOA. A member of the PCOM Board of Trustees since 1999, Dr. Black helped smooth the way for more PCOM students to receive Navy scholarships and has proudly presided over the commissioning of PCOM students into the U.S. Navy at Commencement for more than 15 years. 

Dr. Black first learned about osteopathic medicine from his family physician, the late William Martz, DO ’50. “Looking at the patient as a whole person and not a disease seemed like a good philosophy to me,” says Dr. Black. He decided to pursue a career in medicine while an undergraduate student at Gettysburg College and applied to only one medical school. “Dr. Martz and his wife took me to PCOM for a visit and I was sold,” he recalls.

His first adventure after graduating from PCOM was an internship at Fort Worth Osteopathic Hospital in Texas. He went there sight unseen on the word of his friend, Lawrence Barbour, DO ’62, who believed that this would be a good opportunity for both of them. Dr. Black went on to complete a residency in anesthesiology under the late Francis Wheeler, DO ’53, and remained in practice at Fort Worth until 1974. 

During that time, several of his fellow physicians decided to start what would become the Texas College of Osteopathic Medicine. Although somewhat skeptical at first, Dr. Black’s bold spirit won out and he became one of the initial donors to the new college, now part of the University of North Texas. He also served as a member of the school’s admissions committee and was appointed a clinical instructor.
By 1973, Dr. Black was becoming disenchanted with his daily routine in the OR. “Those four green walls day in and day out were beginning to close in on me,” he recalls. He was ready for a new adventure. One day, while attending a Texas Osteopathic Medical Association meeting, he stopped by a U.S. Navy recruiting booth. “A career in the Navy sounded like it would be a lot of fun,” he relates. Encouraged by an osteopathic physician colleague who had previously served in the Navy, Dr. Black approached his wife, Joann, with the idea. “What would you say if I decided to join the Navy?” he asked.

“I think you’ve lost your mind!” was her initial reply. 
“I wasn’t surprised that he was thinking about new opportunities, but I didn’t expect the Navy!” relates Mrs. Black, his wife of 50 years. Nevertheless, she supported her husband’s career move, and in 1974, packed up their four children and joined him in this new journey.  

“The best decision I ever made was to join the Navy,” says Dr. Black. “I had so many more opportunities in the military than I ever would have had in a civilian career. And we lived in beautiful places like Hawaii, Japan and San Francisco where most people only go on vacation.”
Commissioned as a commander, Dr. Black completed his training in aerospace medicine at the Naval Aerospace Medical Institute in Pensacola, Florida, and was designated a flight surgeon. His first assignment was senior medical officer on the USS Ranger, an aircraft carrier in the Pacific Fleet with 5,000 on board. “Being brand new to the ship and the Navy, I had a lot to learn,” he recalls. “One of the biggest challenges was learning all the Navy acronyms!”

Dr. Black also recalls challenges at sea. “One time, we had to get out to a submarine where a young seaman was suffering from appendicitis. They dropped me from a helicopter in a harness down onto a destroyer,” he relates. “Then we took a motor whale boat from the destroyer to the submarine. The sea that day was rough with very high swells. It was very difficult to get the patient back to the destroyer to examine him.” They navigated a safe return to the ship where the patient received much needed care.

After two years in the Pacific, Dr. Black headed to Washington, DC, for assignments in the Navy’s Bureau of Medicine and Surgery where he served as head of the aerospace physical examination review section and handled medical officer assignments. Since the Bureau also processed Navy scholarship applications, Dr. Black seized the opportunity to advocate for PCOM students who were applying.

“At that time, PCOM students were finding it difficult to be accepted for Navy scholarships,” recalls Carol A. Fox, MM, associate vice president for enrollment management. “Dr. Black’s advocacy was instrumental in helping more PCOM students receive scholarships. He also smoothed the way for the commissioning of PCOM students by advocating on our behalf at the local Navy recruiting office.”
From his post in Washington, DC, Dr. Black headed west again, serving in a number of assignments that included commanding officer of naval hospitals in Oak Harbor, Washington and Yokosuka, Japan. 

Later, as fleet surgeon for the entire U.S. Pacific Fleet, Dr. Black was responsible for the medical care provided on all ships, submarines and aircraft throughout the Pacific Rim. He also served as fleet surgeon for the U.S. Atlantic Fleet with additional responsibilities for the U.S. Atlantic Command, which includes all branches of the military, as well as the NATO command in Norfolk, Virginia. In 1993, he was selected for flag rank and promoted to rear admiral. He retired five years later after more than two decades of service. 
Dr. Black continues to encourage students who are considering a military career.  “The career opportunities are tremendous, and the Navy pays for your tuition and books as well as a stipend,” he emphasizes.
Each year, Dr. Black looks forward to the commissioning ceremony at the PCOM Commencement. “It’s very special to him because he remembers a time when osteopathic physicians were not allowed to be officers in the Navy,” notes Mrs. Black. “He has never forgotten his roots and, regardless of his rank and responsibilities, he has always been first and foremost an osteopathic physician.”

Dr. Black emphasizes the importance of giving back to PCOM. “Without the College, none of us would be where we are today,” he stresses. As a member of PCOM’s Board of Trustees and past president of the Alumni Association, Dr. Black continues to give back in myriad ways. “I have great pride in the College and I’m committed to seeing that we continue to maintain our excellent standing among medical schools.”  
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