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PBATS Legendary Friend — Dr. James Andrews

Magie Lacambra, MEd, ATC

legendary 50-year career as a top orthopedic
surgeon in the field of sports medicine has come to
an end, but his impact will last for years to come.

James Andrews was destined to be a physician since
he was a little boy. While his father was away overseas
in the military serving in WWII, he developed a close
relationship with his grandfather. “My grandfather used
to rock me on his lap and say to me, “You are going

to be my young doctor when you grow up,” shared
Andrews. Being a doctor was Andrews’ grandfather’s
dream that he could not fulfill, so he passed the dream
on to young James. As you can see, he planted a seed.

In pursuit of his dream, Andrews graduated from
Louisiana State University with a bachelor’s degree and
a SEC Pole Vault Championship in 1963 and a medical
degree in 1967. Andrews continued his training with an
orthopedic residency at Tulane Medical School from
1967-1972, where he was fortunate to spend the 3rd year
of his residency with Dr. Jack Hughston, who was one of
the early pioneers of sports medicine. Fellowships under
Dr. Frank McCue at University of Virginia Medical School
and under Professor Albert Trillat at the University of
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Lyon helped shape Andrews’ path in orthopedics, as well
as introduce him to athletic trainers.

During his fellowship at UVA, Andrews met and became
friends with Joe Gieck, ATC, PT, Cavaliers’ Head Athletic
Trainer. “Joe was Dr.McCue’s sidekick, and they were
literally joined at the hip. | learned a lot from their
relationship and how to treat patients,” shares Andrews.
“Over the years, Joe became my sidekick as well,” he
continues. This relationship was the beginning of many
more to come between Andrews and athletic trainers.

As stated, Andrews spent his 3rd year of residency

at Tulane under the tutelage of Dr. Jack Hughston in
Columbus, GA. “Dr. Hughston was the epitome of a team
physician,” recalls Andrews. Dr. Hughston was a pioneer
covering high school football games on Friday nights.
He was also the team physician at Auburn University
and convinced the head football coach that he needed
an orthopedist to cover his games on Saturdays.

“Dr. Hughston instilled in me the importance of the
relationship between athletic trainer, physical therapist,
and physicians,” said Andrews.
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Dr. Hughston was one of the top 3 or 4 orthopedists that
worked on knees, so football players from all over the
area would go to see him in his clinic, and eventually
the word spread to baseball players. “l was fortunate to
have been able to join Dr. Hughston in his practice in
Columbus, Georgia in 1973 and spent the next 13 years
working with and under him. More than anyone else,

Dr. Hughston instilled in me the importance of athletic
trainers when taking care of athletes,” recalls Andrews.

Andrews discovered the local Double AA team, the
Columbus Astros, an affiliate of the Houston Major
League club. A young athletic trainer, Rex Jones, was
working with the Astros then. Andrews took George
McClusky (Hughston’s Head PT) with him to meet the
team and offered to provide medical coverage for them.
“At that time for baseball, having a physician care about
the athletic trainer or the team, was unique,” recalls
Jones. “They wanted to work with us, help us, and learn
from us.”

Andrews spent as much time as he could with the team,
learning about them and the stresses of the game,

and caring for their injuries. Word quickly spread of

his great care, and soon Andrews was taking care of
major league baseball players from Houston in addition
to the minor league roster. One day, Andrews heard
that the team was going to be sold because the owner
was losing money. Concerned that he would lose his
learning source for baseball injuries, Andrews had to act
quickly. “George McClusky and | went to the local bank
and borrowed $40,000 and bought the team,” shared
Andrews. This kept the team in Columbus, securing their
learning source and relationships with baseball.

Week-long stays in California, learning from Dr. Frank
Jobe and Dr. Bob Kerlan and how they treated baseball
players, strengthened Andrews’ knowledge and
reputation in the south. “I learned a lot about baseball. |

went from being naive as a baseball doctor, to one that
everybody recognized,” shares Andrews. He continued
in Columbus for a few more years, before selling the
team and moving to Birmingham, Alabama in 1986.

Once in Birmingham, Andrews opened Alabama Sports
Medicine and Orthopaedic Center and also became the
team physician for Auburn University and the University
of Alabama, as well as local high schools. A year later, in
1987, Andrews opened the non-profit American Sports
Medicine Institute (ASMI), a research lab that focuses on
biomechanics to reduce injury risk in throwing athletes.
This was similar to a throwing lab that Drs. Kerlan &
Jobe had in California, and that Andrews believed was
essential to continue their learning about baseball
injuries. Run by Glenn Fleisig, PhD, since opening its
doors, ASMI is considered the top pitching lab in

the country.
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Andrews became one of the first physicians to use the
arthroscope on a shoulder. Roger Clemens, a rookie
from the Boston Red Sox by way of the University of
Texas, was one of Andrews’ first baseball players to
have a labral tear cleaned up arthroscopically. Nine
months post-op, Clemens broke the major league
strikeout record, giving Andrews much attention across
the country.

“l was young and daring to use a scope on the shoulder
of high-caliber athletes,” admits Andrews. “| treated
everyone like they were a special patient, no matter
what level they were in.” Andrews shares one of his
rules, “Don’t try to do something special because
someone is a special athlete. Do things as a routine,
regardless of how special they are. Develop a routine
because that is how you do it best.”

In 1998, the Tampa Bay Devil Rays emerged as an
expansion team of Major League Baseball. Andrews
quickly learned that they did not have anyone taking
care of the team, so with his relationship with its athletic
trainers he became the Rays Medical Director and
assigned two of his former fellows to work with the
team. Jamie Reed, the Devil Rays’ first Head Athletic
Trainer recalls, “Dr. Andrews gave immediate credibility
to the Rays when he became medical director”

Despite having performed some 45,000 surgeries,
trained 650 fellows, made surgical advances resulting in
shorter post-op recovery, or the many sports medicine
clinics and surgical centers he has across the country,
Dr. Andrews is most proud of his relationship with
athletic trainers and his work with youth athletes.

“I should have been an athletic trainer,” admits Andrews.
“They are the glue that holds the sports medicine team
together. | realized early on in my career that to be a
good sports medicine doctor, | had to have a strong
relationship with athletic trainers.”

PBATS values Andrews and his contribution not only to
baseball but to making them all better practitioners. As
a result, Andrews was inducted into the PBATS Hall of
Fame in 2018.

As proud as Andrews is about his relationship with
athletic trainers, he is also very proud of the work he
has done, and continues to do, for youth sports. “560%
of Tommy John injuries in adults began in youth,” states
Andrews. Witnessing this growth in youth shoulder and
elbow injuries through his clinics, Andrews dedicated
the second half of his career to preventing and treating
injuries of young athletes. From research done at ASMI,
he developed a pitch count program for youth baseball
players to limit the number of pitches thrown and allow
for adequate rest to reduce the risk of overuse injuries.
This has been adopted by Little League Baseball and
all the other youth leagues — as well as high school
baseball programs — across the country. Additionally,
Andrews has been a member of various youth sports
and safety boards and helped found the Coach Safely
Foundation, an organization that led to the requirement
of coaches working with athletes 14 years of age and
younger to be accredited in a safety course for early
recognition and treatment in youth sports.

Andrews also teamed with Children’s Health’s Andrews
Institute in North Texas, making it a destination for
youth athletes needing orthopedic treatment for early
recognition and prevention of injuries. Through his
Andrews Sports Medicine Orthopaedic Centers across
the south, Andrews also provides athletic trainers to
many high schools as well.

When asked how he wants to be remembered, Dr.
Andrews replied, “As a guy that spent much of his
devotion and time preventing injuries in youth sports.”
He pauses for a moment, then adds that availability
and communication were his trademarks, along with
being humble, kind, open-minded, and always having
tremendous respect for athletic trainers.

“He would always take a phone call from a PBATS
member,” shares Reed. “As great of a physician as he
was, he is a greater friend,” states Jones.




