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Lorna Thomas: Her Dream Deferred

WHEN LORNA THOMAS DECIDED IN HER MID30s to act on a lifelong dream of becoming a doctor, her
physician friends, she says, were dismissive. “You’ll never
get in,” they told her. “You’re too old.”
“Well,” says Thomas, “the best thing you can do is tell
me I can’t do something …”
Thomas, a ninth-generation Detroiter who grew up on
the city’s east side, knew she wanted a career in medicine
by the time she was 6 years old. “I never wanted dolls,”
she recalls. “I wanted a doctor’s kit, but people kept giving me these damn dolls! I just dissected them.”
She excelled in her studies at Cass Technical High
School, focusing on biology and chemistry, and was the
valedictorian of her class. At Wellesley College, virtually
every other woman in her dormitory had been valedictorian of her high school class. “It was very humbling,”
she says. Thomas graduated from Wellesley in 1964, fully
intending to continue on to medical school, but life intervened. She married a Harvard law student and worked in
a lab to support them while he was in school. “It was the
prelude to what I now call ‘my dream deferred,’ ” she says.
In the blur of working in a lab, married life and raising
a son, another 10 years flew by with Thomas’ dream of
a career in medicine still unrealized. One morning, she
says, she had an epiphany. “I woke up and sat straight
up in bed and thought, ‘I’m 36 years old; I’d better get
moving!’ ” She drove to Ann Arbor and applied to the
Medical School.
Soon a letter came from the U-M requesting an interview, and after that, her letter of acceptance. “Michigan
saw something in me, and I will always love them for
that.” Thomas soon found that the maturity that some
considered a liability was actually a boon. Efficient,
focused and most of all thrilled to finally be there, she
sailed through her classes and still had time to coach her
son’s baseball team. She earned her medical degree in
1983, at the age of 41. Following a dermatology residency
at Henry Ford Hospital, Thomas began practicing in
her beloved Detroit in 1987. Her office is in the historic
Fisher Building downtown.

“I have a glorious career,” she says. “I get up every
morning happy to be going to work.”
Now divorced, Thomas shares a home with her mother
who herself started a career late in life — in real estate
management — retiring in her 80s. Their house is filled
with works of abstract and figurative African-American art
Thomas has been collecting for years. She serves on numerous civic and cultural boards, including the Detroit Institute of the Arts, the Detroit Symphony, Michigan Opera
Theater and the Detroit Medical Center. She is chair of
the board of Detroit Receiving Hospital. Her son, Samuel
“Buzz” Thomas III, is a senior senator in the Michigan
State Legislature, representing the city of Detroit.
In 2008, Thomas established the Lorna L. Thomas,
M.D., Scholarship in the Medical School. Says Thomas,
“It’s not really a big deal; it’s just my way of saying thank
you to Michigan for letting me do what I did. I don’t
know of a single person in my class who isn’t doing well.
We’ve all had fabulous careers, and I think we should all
say ‘thank you’ in some way. It feels really good!”
—WHITLEY HILL
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