
ARCHIVES FIRST RESEARCHERS ARE FROM KOREA 

            Researchers often take from the archives stories that they have found in the old 

records, but it is rare that they leave behind them a story for the archives. This is a tale 

about one.  

           The archives had its’ official opening for public research on April 17th. We didn’t 

have anyone come in that day. But the next day we got our first researchers. They were 

two Korean doctors and a Korean minister! And better yet, they had a Jonesborough 

connection. They were researching the life of Dr. John W. Heron, a one-time physician 

in town. Heron, a native of Knoxville, later settled here, opened a medical practice 

around 1883, and married Hattie E. Gibson. She was the daughter of prominent 

Jonesborough physician, Dr. David J. Gibson. Sponsored by the Jonesboro Presbyterian 

Church, Heron eventually went as a missionary doctor to Korea. There he founded the 

first medical school, which has produced thousands of doctors in the years since. 

           Dr. Tom Kim was one of those physicians. He came to the United States to intern, 

doing so at the University of Tennessee medical program. Where most of his fellow 

medical students from Korea settled in the Northeast and Midwest United States, Kim 

was the only one to settle in Knoxville. Things had miraculously come full circle. He 

ended up living and practicing in the hometown of Dr. Heron, who began the medical 

school that made it possible for Kim to be there. When asked about the amazing 

coincidence, Dr. Kim said, “It is not a coincidence. It was God’s hand,” as he pointed 

toward heaven. Another local connection for Dr. Kim is that he attended Milligan 

College, where he graduated in 1969. Dr. Kim has been operating a free medical clinic in 

Knoxville since 1993. 

           Kim was joined on the research visit to Jonesborough by Dr. Hyoung Woo Park 

and Rev. Shin Kim. Dr. Park, a professor of anatomy, teaches at the medical school Dr. 

Heron founded, Yonsei University College of Medicine in Seoul. Dr. Park and Rev. Kim 

came to Jonesborough and the archives to research the life of Dr. Heron. They 

conducted research in Knoxville before coming to Jonesborough. The archives was able 

to provide a copy of Dr. Heron and Hattie Gibson’s marriage license as well as some 

information about Dr. Gibson, and of Jonesborough at the time Heron lived here. Dr. 

Park hopes to have the research completed and published this fall. 

           But there was also a story within the story being researched. Dr. Kim explained 

that in 1948 his father was the personal physician to Kim Il-sung, the founder of North 

Korea. The dictator insisted that he would make Dr. Kim’s father the head of medicine 

and health care in the country when he came to power. The Kim family, however, did 



not wait around for such an appointment. They fled from North Korea to South Korea 

in the midst of extreme winter weather, battling sub-zero temperatures on the journey. 

Though just six years old at the time, Dr. Kim has vivid memories of this harrowing 

experience. It was interesting that at the moment Dr. Kim was telling his story to 

archives staff, a U. S. Navy aircraft carrier task force was headed to the Korean coast to 

confront the grandson of Dr. Kim’s father’s former patient. 

          How often the past connects to the present. 

 


