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The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which outlawed discrimination 
against Black Americans, and the 1965 passage of the Medicare, Medicaid Acts, 
which prohibited federal funds from being dispensed to segregated hospitals, were 
major incentives to include minorities at all levels of medical training and delivery.   
Acknowledging these historic events, the AAPA created the Minority Affairs 
Committee (MAC). The first national MAC meeting was held in New Orleans at the 
AAPA’s 1974 Annual Conference. 

It all began in a broom closet; a closet located down a hallway, around a 
corner away from most of the other hotel traffic; a closet not built for people but for brooms, mops, 
cleaning rags, equipment and soaps.  The odor of cleaning fluids, dirty mops and open detergent 
containers covered the closet like a molded blanket.  One small dirt and oil stained grimy door served 
as our entrance way to our first meeting space, no windows to determine day, night, rain or bright 
sunlight; no air-conditioning to alleviate the New Orleans blistering temperature.  This unnamed, 
unnumbered closet was the MAC’s first ever assigned meeting space, located in The Monteleone, a 
major meeting hotel.  

Joyce Nichols, a founding member of the AAPA and a member of 
the AAPA Board, was appointed chairperson of the newly formed MAC. 
Ms. Nichols was also the first black female graduate from a PA Program.  
Joyce, for those who met her, was a proud, beautiful black woman with 
spirit to match.  She was at least 5’10” tall with skin the color of African 
volcanic soil, dark and smooth; hair that matched the roots of Acacia 
trees; a booming voice which she wielded at will.  A voice that demanded 
attention.  She was smart, empathetic, witty, a friend or foe for life.  Joyce had developed a good 
working relationship with the other organizers of the AAPA.  She was well-aware of what needed to be 
done.  She did not complain or voice wonderment about why this closet was our meeting place.  The 
rest of us joked and laughed about it and the Broom Closet soon became our organizational “rally cry.”  
We all knew that the MAC was something bigger than any one of us or the broom closet. 

Joyce called the meeting to order.  The room was quiet.  Everyone was ready to see, hear and 
learn from everyone else.  Members in the room included 
Molly Robinson, Earnestine Campbell, Percy Golson, Ruth 
Webb, Earl Echard, Steve Turnipseed and me (John Davis). 

Our chair talked about her personal struggles, including	
living in public housing with her husband and children, before, 
during and after her graduation from the Duke PA Program. 
She told us about having to work part-time while attending PA 
classes part-time.  She knew there were doubts by some about 
her ability to perform and to complete the program. However, 
she was proud to be speaking to us as a graduate PA and proud 

of her PA job, providing care to low-income patients in rural North Carolina.  
Joyce used her personal struggles and prominent successes to instill in each of us the concept 

that we must become the caretakers of all people, not just the affluent.  She stressed that we must be 
concerned not only about our financial benefits, but also be willing to address the issues of those less 



fortunate because that is what Dr. Eugene A. Stead (who developed the first PA program) and Dr. 
Richard Smith (who developed the first MEDEX program) would want us to do.  

In the meeting everyone had an opportunity to speak.  We talked about our lives leading up to 
our entry into the PA/MEDEX Programs.  We discussed our struggles, successes, goals and objectives 
for the PA profession.  We talked of families, friends and colleagues, as well as our patients back 
home.   
We knew that to face the future successfully we needed to have goals.  Goals require organization. 
Goals solidify an organization’s purpose and direction. So, we began to realize our goals by organizing 
the Minority Affairs Committee membership and assigning specific duties and responsibilities.  We 
elected a secretary, treasurer and membership committee. The goals of the MAC included increasing: 

• minority participation in the MAC by sharing phone numbers and addresses 
• diverse applicants and graduates from each PA and MEDEX program. 
• the voice of the MAC throughout the profession by members becoming active in their state 

and local chapters 
After several hours the meeting was adjourned.  The energy was still too strong! No one left.   
 

 


