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Understanding Place:
How Literature, Geography, Culture &

Walking Around Made Me a Better Doctor

John J. Frey, MD

Emeritus Professor of Family Medicine and Community Health,
School of Medicine and Public Health, UW—-Madison

| learned early that the context of my patients’ lives went beyond their
immediate social structure and included work, schools, neighborhoods,
and local history. Long-term relationships are the heart of family medi-
cine; each is a story. Good physicians learn from those stories. But | have
also benefitted from reading literature, attending community meetings,
and learning from colleagues in the social sciences & humanities. Spend-
ing time driving around and walking in neighborhoods where my patients
live and work helped solidify what “community” means. Spending time

on the “blue highways” where | lived has, | feel, made me a better doctor.

Speaker Bio: | was born in Kansas City, MO, into a German Catholic family
who eventually settled in Milwaukee. | am the first college graduate and
medical doctor on either side of my family. During my time as a medical
student in Chicago in the 1960s | connected with communities there. That
feeling of energy, creativity, neighborhood, and connection has never left,
regardless of where | lived. In 1979, | worked with Julian Tudor Hart in Wales
and was the first US-trained family doctor to practice in the UK’s National
Health Service. Forty years ago, a colleague and | published oral histories of
conversations with the George Washingtons & Thomas Jeffersons of Family
Medicine, and | have since continued recording oral histories. | have edited
biomedical journals since the late ‘80s and have recently been writing
essays. | was Department Chair at the UW School of Medicine & Public
Health for 13 years and my work took me to every part of the state. My
teachers and colleagues have been psychologists, sociologists, geographers,
oral historians, landscape architects, farmers, and, of course, my patients.
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