
      Dr. John Frederick Ridlon (1852 – 1936) 

        “Father of Orthopedic Surgery” 

  

Early Years 

John Joshua Ridlon was born Nov. 24, 1852 in Clarendon, son of Noel Potter Ridlon (1813 – 1866) and 
Nancy Bromley Hulett (1823 – 1888).  He was named after his grandfathers John Ridlon and Joshua 
Hulett but he disliked his middle name and changed it to Frederick.  His two younger brothers Emmet 
Noel (1859 – 1859) and Charles (1861 – 1863) died young, Charles at 2 years 9 months of inflammation 
of the brain and lungs and Emmet at 3 months of an undocumented cause.    

West Tinmouth Rd where John grew up had Ridlon and Colvin relatives nearby.  Two of his father’s 
siblings married Colvins and one of his father’s grandmothers was a Colvin.   One relative that John 
particularly admired was his grandmother Tabitha (Eddy) Ridlon (1784 – 1875) who was widowed at 42 
with 8 children and a 40 acre farm on West Tinmouth Rd.  See the Noel Potter Ridlon Site entry in the 
Cellar Holes collection and the Ridlon Artifacts entry in the Artifacts collections for more information on 
the site of John’s early childhood home as indicated at the time of the 1854 map compilation.  The 
family subsequently built a home further north on West Tinmouth Rd noted as the W.F. Barnes property 
on the 1869 map.   

Tragedy again struck the family Oct. 12, 1866 when his father Noel was struck by a train and killed.  See 
the Noel Ridlon Hit By Train 1866 entry in the Events collection for more information about that 
accident.  His extended Ridlon family lived in the immediate neighborhood but 14 year old John took 
charge of the family’s West Tinmouth Road farm following his father’s death.   

Up until that point in his life young John had very little in the way of schooling.  From age 8 to 12 he 
sporadically attended the Chippenhook School but the loss of his father two years later set in motion an 
educational journey that resulted in John becoming a pioneer in developing the science of orthopedic 
surgery and a long career as an educator and surgeon.   

In 1867 the family farm was rented out and John and his mother moved to Poultney where he attended 
Lansley’s Commercial College.  There he studied commercial arithmetic, commercial law, and 
bookkeeping in anticipation of becoming a clerk in a country store and possibly someday owning one of 
his own.  Following graduation in 1868 he continued on at Barre Academy in Barre, VT.  He left a year 
later, taking a clerk’s job in Granville, NY for $125 for a year plus board.  It should be noted that the farm 
had been sold in 1868 with John taking full control of his approximately $11,000 share of his father’s 
estate despite being only 16 years old.  Given his financial independence, taking a job at $125 for a full 
year was perhaps seen as part of his education and training for that country store he anticipated owning 
someday.   

With John living in Granville, NY his mother Nancy remarried to Algernon Sidney Vail of Momence, IL in 
1869.  How that wedding came about is not clear but a family connection played a part.  Two of Nancy’s 



sisters had married Vails.  Sidney’s 1st wife had died in 1869.  Following Nancy’s death in 1888, Sidney 
again remarried quickly in a matter of months.   

Nancy remained in Momence, IL until her death in 1888.  Presumably she was brought back to 
Clarendon by her son John for burial in the Chippenhook Cemetery with her 1st husband Noel Ridlon.  
Her name appears on the monument as Noel’s wife w/o mention of her second marriage.  Nancy’s Will 
written in 1879 left everything she had to John.  What that amounted to is not known.   

Education 

In 1870 John visited his mother in Momence and while there he took a job “carrying level-rod” for a 
brief period with a civil engineer corps on the Chicago, Danville, and Vincennes Railroad.  This seems to 
be the point where he set his sights much higher than his prior store clerk aspirations.  John returned to 
Barre, VT and enrolled in the Green Mountain Central Institute and did a 3 year course in 2 years.  His 
graduation in 1872 included his delivering their first ever Latin oration seen at that school.  Tufts College 
followed but rather than continuing his fast track serious studying he pursued various entertainments 
that pushed the limits of Tuft’s expected behavior.  Following what he described as mild discipline his 
freshman year he sought to be compliant the following year but two weeks prior to the end of his 
sophomore year he was dismissed from the school.   

Leaving Boston he headed to Chicago in 1874 where he entered the University of Chicago.  Reverting 
back to his pre-Tufts intense focus on studying and working through the summer on junior year studies 
he was able to enter the senior class of 1875.  His success at the University of Chicago was such that he 
was chosen class poet on class day and had the salutatory oration awarded him at commencement day.  
Some at the school regretted him having been allowed to give that oration when he proceeded to speak 
on the infallibility of the Pope.  Though he felt he had treated the subject in a purely logical and scientific 
way, he was denounced as a Catholic.  At an alumni dinner an ex-president resolved that no Catholic will 
graduate from that school in the future.  No indication has been found that John Ridlon was ever a 
Catholic which if so would mean his speech was purely academic in nature.  He had become a Methodist 
while in school in Vermont, married in the Episcopal church and in the early 1880’s had described 
himself as more agnostic than anything else. 

While in Chicago John appears to have kept in contact with his mother in Momence, about 60 miles 
south of Chicago.  After graduation from the University of Chicago he joined the Momence Lodge 481 of 
the Free and Accepted Masons.   

New York City and studying medicine at the College of Physicians and Surgeons was John’s next stop 
starting in Sept. 1875.  There he stayed until he graduated in March 1878.  The now Dr. Ridlon headed 
back to Chicago where just three months later he was awarded a Masters degree from the University of 
Chicago.  Excelling in a competitive examination earned him a spot as an intern at St. Luke’s Hospital in 
New York City starting July 1st of that year that and continuing until April 1, 1880 when he completed his 
internship.  

 



Career 

With his internship completed Dr. Ridlon and began his own practice in the Washington Heights part of 
NYC.  A year later he was appointed to the attending staff of St. Luke’s Hospital as Assistant Orthopedic 
Surgeon, then in June as Assistant Surgeon at the New York Orthopedic Dispensary and Hospital.  In May 
1882 he gave up his private practice to devote himself entirely to surgery with emphasis on the 
treatment of deformities.  A few months later in October 1882 he was appointed 1st Clinical Asst. to the 
Chair of Orthopedic Surgery of the University of the City of NY.  June 1883 saw his appointment as 
attending surgeon of the University Medical College.   

Dr. Ridlon’s rapid rise in the world of orthopedic surgery continued, primarily in Chicago where he spent 
most of his working career starting in 1889 and running until his retirement in 1928.  He became an 
internationally renowned surgeon and has been deemed the “father of orthopedic surgery”.  In 1930 
Northwestern University listed him as one of five builders of the Northwestern School of Medicine.  In 
that tribute they said: 

“He won friends without making enemies and won respect without arousing envy” 

There are many hundreds of articles written about his work.  Duke University maintains a large 
collection of his writings and associated materials in its Rubenstein Library.  That this minimally 
educated 14 year old farm boy in Chippenhook whose aspiration was to be a clerk in a country store and 
who was entirely on his own at age 16 rose to become an elite and pioneering surgeon speaks to an 
extraordinary intellect and character. 

One telling aspect of his character was his being one of the founders of the Chicago Home for Destitute 
Crippled Children, and serving as its chief surgeon for 20 years.   

Marriage and Family 

During his internship period at St. Luke’s, Dr. Ridlon married Emily C. Robinson in Newport, RI June 4, 
1879.  Emily (1859 – 1942) was the daughter of Margaret J. (Kearney) Robinson and John Rudd 
Robinson.  This was a high society wedding reported in the New York Evening Dispatch “At the hour of 
eleven this forenoon Trinity Church was well filled with the elite of this place, to witness the performance 
of a marriage ceremony in the upper ranks of fashion.  The high-contracting parties were Dr. J.F.Ridlon, 
of New York City, and Miss Emily C. Robinson, daughter of Madame M.J. Robinson of Newport and New 
York.“.  Much detail on the wedding and reception was included in the newspaper account.  A month’s 
wedding tour followed, though it was not reported where they traveled to.   

Dr. Ridlon and Emily had 9 children.  Three daughters, Constance (1881 – 1882), Louisa (1892), and 
Beatrice (1895 – 1898) died young leaving them with 3 boys and 3 girls.  One daughter in particular 
became famous herself.  This was Jeannette Piccard (1895 – 1981) who was the first woman to enter the 
earth’s stratosphere.  In 1934 she and her husband Jean Felix Piccard piloted a balloon up to 57,579 
feet.  She eventually became a consultant for NASA and was inducted into the International Space Hall 



of Fame.  See the Jeanette (Ridlon) Piccard 1st Woman in Stratosphere entry in this People collection for 
more on her.   

Duty was important to John, not just in his charitable work but also as evidenced during World War I 
when in 1917 he went into active duty at age 65.  He served as an orthopedic instructor and inspector at 
various camps and also at the Army Medical School in 1919.  Dr. Ridlon had been part of the Medical 
Reserve Corps since 1911 and retired as a Lieutenant Colonel.  His sons John Robert (1883 – 1946), Noel 
(1890 – 1950), and Hugh Owen (1897 – 1966) also served during WWI.   

Their other daughters were Hester Hempstead (1880 – 1964) and Margaret Van Ingen (1887 – 1973).  
Margaret and her husband William Dirk Van Ingen were buried in the Chippenhook Cemetery in the 
Ridlon plot.   

John and Emily retired to their “cottage” Rhuddlans on the Cliff on Seaview Avenue in Newport in 1928 
but had been summering there previously for many years.  Emily’s mother Madame M.J. Robinson 
owned several properties in Newport, this home amongst them.  During retirement John continued to 
volunteer his services in the local schools and giving medical lectures.   It seems he was always generous 
of his time and talent throughout his adult life.   

Clearly Dr. Ridlon continued to see Clarendon as “home” or he wouldn’t have been buried here after so 
many years in Chicago and Newport.   A handful of Rutland Daily Herald newspaper articles from 1927 
and 1929 covered visits to the area: 

Aug. 18, 1927 – was a guest of Dr. & Mrs. G.W. Fiske of Roberts Ave. 

Aug. 23, 1927 – spoke on congenital dislocation of the hip at a meeting of the Rutland Clinical Club at 
the Rutland Hospital.  He was a guest of Dr. George W. Fiske of Roberts Ave in Rutland. 

Aug. 25, 1927 – visited his cousin Mrs. Eliza Griswold 

Aug. 23, 1929 – visited Mrs. J. D. Everests 

Aug. 27, 1929 – visited Mrs. J.C. Colvins 

John Ridlon passed away in Newport April 28, 1936 of chronic myocarditis.  After John’s death Emily 
moved to her daughter Jeannette Piccard’s home in Minneapolis and passed away there Nov. 26, 1942.  
John was buried in the Chippenhook Cemetery.  Emily was buried at St. Columba’s Chapel in 
Middletown, RI with her mother Margaret Robinson and John & Emily’s 3 daughters that died in 
childhood.   

Robinsons 

John Ridlon’s mother-in-law Margaret J. Robinson was a remarkable woman herself who possibly played 
a not insignificant role in his life.  Her daughter Emily was born in Cottage Grove, MN, Emily’s father 
John Robinson (1827 – ?) having been born in Franklin, Connecticut and her mother Margaret Johnston 
Kearney (1832 – 1907) in Ireland.  Margaret’s family moved to France when she was young.  John was a 



sailor at the time of his 1848 enlistment in the Army and in the 1850 census.  He and Margaret met and 
married in Bordeaux, France in 1854 at the US Consulate and then returned to the US.  Their first child, 
James was born in Franklin, CT in 1856 and the family soon relocated to Minnesota where they are 
found in an 1857 census.  Another child followed that did not survive followed by Emily in Dec. 19, 1859 
in Cottage Grove, MN.   John had disappeared from the household in Sept. 1859 and was not seen again 
but in 1860 he was issued two patent deeds in Olmstead and Meeks Counties in MN, neither being near 
where they had been living in Cottage Grove in 1959.  At the time of the 1860 census we find Margaret, 
James and Emily back in Franklin, CT with John’s extended family.  That 1860 household consisted of 
John’s brother Henry, a blacksmith, Henry’s wife, John’s mother & grandmother, a sister and her child, 
and Margaret and her two children.   On Dec. 30, 1864, Margaret petitioned for divorce in RI, which was 
granted several months later. 

By 1861 Margaret and children relocated to Newport, RI where Margaret taught French in public and 
private schools and to the children of summer residents.  According to her obituary she saved her 
money and soon ventured into owning boarding houses that catered to higher end clientele.  This 
included two on Seaview Avenue on the cliffs, one of which John & Emily Ridlon summered in and then 
retired to.  Her personal home and her first boarding house were in town at #12 and 14 Catherine 
Street.  She held more than $100,000 worth of real estate in Newport when she died in 1907.   

Whether Margaret’s rapid success in Newport came entirely from her efforts vs perhaps an inheritance 
from her family abroad, in 1872 we find her sending her then 16 year old son James on a trip to Europe, 
presumably to visit relatives.  This would seem to be indicative of Margaret’s family ties being 
maintained.  In 1923 Emily got a passport to travel to France and Switzerland to visit relatives.  Her 
daughter Jeannette Piccard was living in Switzerland at the time but perhaps there were some of her 
mother’s relatives living in France as well.  Emily did a second trip in 1930 but the nature of that trip is 
not known in that her daughter Jeannette had moved back to the US in 1926.  Whether Margaret ever 
traveled back to Europe is not known. 

Margaret Robinson also appears to have maintained a home in NYC as evidenced by the account of 
Emily & John’s wedding saying Margaret was of Newport and NY. 

Emily’s brother James moved out west as a young man, first to Colorado by 1875 staying there until at 
least 1884 when his only child Hugh Burton Robinson was born.  By 1900 he is in Washington State but 
his mother’s 1907 obituary lists him as then being in New York.  He apparently was divorced at some 
point as he is remarried for 6 years at the time of the 1900 census.  His 1st wife had remarried in 
Scranton, PA in 1899. 

Margaret Robinson’s Will was exceptionally detailed in listing all manner of objects she bequeathed to 
her children James and Emily and to each of her seven grandchildren.  That perhaps speaks to a detailed 
nature that contributed to her rapid economic and societal rise in Newport.   
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