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AA: Why did you undertake a career in cardiac surgery in 

the jcrst place. considering _vou had many choices to 

pursue? What really motivated _vou to get involved in 

cardiac surge,}' which was in a nascent state as World War 

fl was coming to a close? 

Well, I would like to say I had some interest from my 

earliest days of schooling but it was a mostly fortuitous 

thing. When I was an intern, there was almost no cardiac 

surgery, only isolated reports. I was an intern under Dr. 

Alfred Blalock and was invited to be on the surgical team 

in November 1944 that did the first operation for tetralogy 

ofFallot, and even at that time, as a young man, I could not 

anticipate the impact this would have on the development 
of the new specialty. 

AA: Therefore you have been doing cardiac surgery for 

more than 50 years and obviously, _vou entered this field at 

an interesting age and time with a renowned teacher. 

When did you pe,j"orm your first case as the lead surgeon? 

From the time I was a medical student, Dr. Blalock picked 

me up and guided me through the profession. 

By early 1946, I was his first full-time assistant and he 

appointed me to this positiem at a very young age as I was 

only 25 at that time. I managed all of his-cases and set-up 

his schedule everyday. He would assign a certain number 

of cases to me and a certain number to himself, depending 

on the nature of the case, and whether Dr. Taussig would 

object to having a young surgeon like myself operating on 
some of her patients. I had an unusual opp9rtunity at this 

early age even before I had any experience or expertise in 
general surgery and others. 

AA: It has been remarked that you may have pe1jormed as 

many as 100,000 surgeries in your career. What is the 

number of cardiac cases you ·ve done over the years? 

I believe so. Now we think of heart surgery as open-heart 

surgery. In general. our group in Houston has performed 

90,000 open-heart operations on cardiopulmonary bypass 

to date. But now, I personally do about 10% to 12% while 

my younger associates are doing the bulk of the cases. In 
estimation throughout my career, I have perhaps done 

40,000 to 50,000 open-heart operations and, of course, a 

wealth of other surgeries to add to the total. 

AA: Many people are interested to.find out if you are still 

active and continue to operate. lfso. and considering vour 

age, do you experience physical problems or limitations 

when you operate:' 

I operate everyday I am in Houston. There is no problem 

for me only with the exception that sometimes l get a little 

more tired compared to 20 and 30 years ago. l still work 

as usual, play golf and tennis, and do things that I have 

always done. 

AA: At your peak, what number of patients would you 

operate on in a day? 

It is hard to define exactly how many I actually did. To be 

realistic, one surgeon could be involved in one operation, 
just by himself, he would be there for 3, 4, or 5 hours and 

there are so many operating hours in the daytime. I would 

schedule for myself, with my name on them, 8 to I 0 
operations a day. But my residents would make the 

incisions, close-up, and so on. So, when I made rounds in 

the hospital to check on my postoperative patients, there 

could be 7 5 to 100 patients to see. 

AA: You have had a long, successful surgical career and 

as much as we all would like to know, what do you consider 

the "high point" of your career ? {f you could choose one 

event or honor received, and perceived to be the number 

one achievement of your career, please tell us. 

Well, that is difficult to say. I have had some clinical 

experiences which I thought were high points, for which I 

may have been identified. I think the performance of the 

first successful heart transplantation in USA was one of 

those high points, and having the opportunity to implant 
the first total artificial heart. 

AA: When did you implant the first total artificial heart? 

It was in I 969. We did the second in 1981. 

AA: What about the "low point" of your career ? 

I think some of the frustrations were during the early 

transplant experience. I attempted a xenotransplant and 

realized later that this was completely foolhardy, and not 

well-studied beforehand. It was a source of some 
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of this particular mishap in a situation where, in another surgeon's operating room, 
a novice might easil_v have heen soundl_v scolded. 

As I became more and more involved vvith some of Dr. Cooley ·s clinical research 
protocols, I found the occasion to admire his sharp scientific insight. Many times 
when I have been with him in the clinic, seeing patients before or after a rnse or a 
new procedure like transmyocardial revasculari::.ation, I would catch a glimpse of 
how his mind works. From the questions he would nsk, one would know that he was 
seeing through the details directly to the heart of the problem. He would make subtle 
adjustments to accommodate each patient's speci;fic situation pe,fectly to a given 
protocol. Sometimes, he would spontaneously churn out totally new ideas that would 
lead to ,vhole new protocols. 

Finally, I have observed the social personality of Dr. Cooley at the family picnics he 
traditionally gives for the cardiovascular surgery department every year at "Cool 
Acres, "a ranch about a one-halfhourdrive south of Houston. These picnics are trul_v 
festive occasions acclaimed by residents, surgeons, fellows, and personnel from 
various supporting departments of cardiovascular surgery. Spouses and children 
are included and are able to choose from such activities as basketball, volleyball, 
swimming, canoeing, western dancing, skating, ancl dozens of others that escape my 
mind. After generous servings of great southern-style barbecue and beans, the night 
is capped byfireworks as the fire marshal i,vith his huge.fire engine sits parked nearby 
( "City regulations," Dr. Cooley tells me). Kids love every moment of the clay, being 
allowed to run around the huge compound. A special highlight is the hayride on the 
tractor driven by none other than Dr. Cooley himself It is in his relationship with 
children that the truly rnring nature of Dr. Coole_v becomes evident. It is heartwarm
ing to watch this great man be one with the kids while leading the various contests 
among them, making jokes, encouraging them to participate, and praising winners 
and losers alike. 

Having been privileged to work under a celebrated legend of the medical and 
scientific community early in my career has had a profound influence on my life. 
Looking back, I feel grateful for this experience that, in a purely academic 
environment, would have been impossihle for me to obtain. 

Kamuran A Kadipa!jaoglu, PhD 
Cullen Cardiovascular Research Laboratories 

Houston, Texas, USA 

The Asian Annals was honored to conduct this personal interview with Dr. Denton Cooley 

during the 6th World Congress of"the International Society of Cardio-thoracic Surgeons in 

Hiroshima, Japan, July 21-24, 1996. 

Dr. Cooley has forged strong links to the Asian cardiovascular community over the years 

through his residency program at Texas Heart Institute. numerous speaking engagements in 

the region, and of course the operations he has performed on thousands of Asian patients. 

A giant in cardiac surgery for more than a half century, Dr. Cooley has made tremendous 

advancements in the field (and wirhstoocl personal misfortune}, and continues to lead his 

colleagues in Texas and around the world in delivering excellence in cardiac medicine. 

We hope you have enjoyed this brief glimpse into the life a true American hero. 

The Publisher 

Cooley 
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