Unlikely Path to Potential

 In March of 2002, Richard Carmona received a phone call asking if he would consider accepting an appointment to become the sur​geon general of the United States. His response? “I was floored,” says Carmona. “I thought they had the wrong Rich Carmona!” What would cause a respected Surgeon and professor of surgery, public health, and family and community medicine at a large teach​ing university to be so surprised by the question?
The answer can
be found in Carmona’s unlikely personal history.

Richard Carmona was born in Harlem, New York, in 1949 to a poor working-class family. His parents were kind, but they drank too much. One of his childhood memories was coming home from school at age six to find the family’s belongings on a Salvation Army truck. They had been evicted. For a year he, his parents, and three siblings lived with his grandmother in a housing project— eleven people in one small apartment.

As a kid, Carmona was interested in medicine and dreamed of being a doctor, but he was a poor student. “I was distracted by family problems and hunger,” he says.  In sixth grade he made things worse when he started skipping school. In his senior year of high school, he finally dropped out. It was my own fault,” Carmona explains. “I didn’t go to class. I wasn’t a bad kid, but I was bordering on juvenile delinquency. I was a street kid.”

In 1967, Carmona enlisted in the army after being impressed by a Green Beret in his neighborhood. When he realized that he would need a GED to join the Green Berets, be earned it. He thrived in the army. And he went to Vietnam with the Special Forces as a medic, where he earned two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star. His time in the military changed his life. Carmona says, “They taught me about responsibility, accountability, staying focused, accomplishing missions, and using resources effectively. They gave me the platform for my life.”

Carmona used that platform as a launching point for tenacious per​sonal growth. After his military service, he enrolled in Bronx Community College and graduated with an associate’s degree. He also got married to his high school sweetheart, Diane Sanchez, the daughter of a New York City detective, whom Carmona hadn’t even been allowed to date after dropping out of high school. The couple then moved to California. Carmona became a registered nurse and began working on his bachelor’s degree at the Univer​sity of California, San Francisco. He was the first member of his family to graduate from college.

At each stage of Carmona’s journey, he continued to pick tip momentum. He earned his bachelor of science degree in 1976 and then enrolled in the university’s medical school to fulfill his dream of becoming a doctor. He finished medical school in three years, finishing as the top graduate in his class, and then went on to a res​idency in surgery. But of course, Carmona still wasn’t finished learning and growing. He knew he still hadn’t reached his poten​tial, so he completed a fellowship in trauma, burns, and critical care. Then he moved to Tucson, Arizona, where he went on to cre​ate the city’s first trauma center. In 1985, he became director of the University of Arizona and Tucson Medical Center’s trauma and emergency services.

Most people would be content with those accomplishments and think about resting on their laurels. Not Carmona. Besides ful​filling his duties as a director and professor, he also worked to be​come a deputy sheriff, a SWAT officer, and the medical director for the fire department. And in 1998, he added a master’s degree in public health to his résumé. “My wife says I’m overcompensating for not doing well the first half of my life,” explains Carmona. “It’s my sense of having to make up for lost time.”

Boy, has he succeeded! And he’s still going. Five months after receiving the phone call from the White House, he was sworn in as the nation’s surgeon general. Now he is working to make an im​pact on a larger scale. “If it ended today,” says Carmona, “I have achieved much more than I expected. But there is so much more that I want to do, so many things I see in my community I think I could help to improve. Where many see obstacles, I see opportu​nity;”

Why does he believe he can do so much to help his commu​nity? Because every day he has more to give. That’s what happens when you seek and experience improvements daily. Your potential grows, and so does your ability to make an impact on your world.
