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Chris Barnard

To the Editor: With regard to John Terblanche’s tribute to 
Barnard in the August SAMJ,1 your readership might be 
interested in the following correspondence. 

On 3 July 2006, I wrote to the Hunterian Museums at the 
Royal College of Surgeons, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London:

 Open Heart Surgery

 Primarily, I would like to congratulate you on your 
magnificent museums. Any person who has studied 
medicine, or has contemplated its study, or indeed has 
an interest in biological sciences, should strive for the 
privilege of a visit.

 The other purpose of this letter is as follows. In December 
2005 I enjoyed a lengthy first sojourn in the Hunterian 

Museum and noted in the Open Heart Surgery section:

 ‘In 1967 the first heart transplant was carried out’ (full stop, 
paragraph).

 A separate preceding panel, containing a photograph 
of Cooley operating, stated: ‘Denton Cooley is one of the 
pioneers of open heart surgery’ – further paragraph, then: ‘In 
1968 Cooley performed the first successful heart transplant in 
the United States and in 1969 became the first heart surgeon to 
implant an artificial heart in a human patient.’

 One was a little puzzled that no mention was made of 
the surgeon who performed the first heart transplant nor 
of where the operation took place. I thought no more of 
it at the time, but was reminded of the omission when 
I watched a short documentary on the life of Christiaan 
Barnard on the plane back to South Africa a few days 
later. Since then I have discussed both the excellence 
of the museum and this observation with friends and 
medical colleagues at home and in the UK, and have been 
surprised at the almost uniform response. Most felt that 
one had a duty to query this historical/scientific/ethical 
anomaly. 

 Therefore I paid a brief second visit to the Royal College 
of Surgeons on Wednesday 28th June 2006 to confirm my 
facts and to establish via your most helpful information 
desk the appropriate recipient of this letter.

 I look forward to your response and would be most 
grateful for comments on this small but possibly important 
issue.

 Thank you for your email. I am glad you enjoyed your 
visit to the museum. Writing text for museum displays is 
always tricky: covering a broad topic (such as post-war 
heart surgery) in fewer than 160 words is something of 
a challenge. The decision I took as Curator was to try to 
avoid mentioning individual surgeons by name – I feared 
that otherwise the panels would become simply lists of 
names and dates. The addition of the separate panel on 
Denton Cooley’s work was undertaken at the behest of our 
Trustees who felt that his overall contributions to the field 
of cardiac surgery (including, but certainly not limited 
to, his work in heart transplantation) were deserving 
of particular mention. This additional panel was added 
after the main text (with its brief reference to the 1967 
breakthrough) had been installed, otherwise I would have 
added in Barnard’s name to avoid any suggestion that 
his exclusion was in any way deliberate. Hopefully this is 
something that we will be able to correct in future, but for 
the meantime please be assured that our representation 
was not intended as any kind of slight towards Christiaan 
Barnard’s work!

Simon Chaplin, Senior Curator, replied on 6 July 2006:
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WEB-BASED CPD short courses 
in PHARMACOLOGICAL 

Principles of DRUG THERAPY (distance learning) 
– may lead to an Hons B Sc degree in Pharmacology

Enrol throughout the year
This unique Internet and Web-assisted learning programme has been developed 
by the School of Pharmacy (Faculty of Health Sciences) to give medical practitioners 
a general insight into the basic pharmacological and ethical principles on which 
therapeutic strategies are based, enabling them to practise more effective pharma-
cotherapy in community medicine. 

Enrol for the whole programme or selected modules only.

Who should enrol?
• Medical Practitioners and Specialists
• Pharmacists

Why enrol?
• Continued Professional Development (CPD) 
• Stay abreast with the latest trends in Pharmacology
• Empowerment for career development

Candidates can either enrol for the degree programme or specific 
module(s) as certificate course(s).

Some of the certificate courses on offer for you:
• Drugs and the Peripheral Nervous System
• Drugs and the Central Nervous System
• Drugs and the Renal and Cardiovascular Systems
• Drugs for Pain, Inflammation, Fever and Airways Disease 
• Chemotherapy of Infections and Infestations
• Hormones, Hormonoids and Hormone Antagonists Drugs 

for GIT and Skin
• Vitamins, Haematopoietics and Immunopharmacology
• Advanced Pharmacological Principles
• Evidence-Based Medicine

Please visit our website at: 
www.nwu.ac.za/webpharmacol for more information 
or contact: Alsorika Kraukamp 
Tel: +27(0)18 299 2260 Fax: +27(0)18 299 4244
E-mail: alsorika.kraukamp@nwu.ac.za
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Perhaps the exclusion has since been attended to. Failing 
that: should not eminent South African surgeons take up the 
cudgels/scalpels on Barnard’s and Groote Schuur Hospital’s 
behalf?

Robert-Ian Caldwell
PO Box 893
Hilton
3245
ric@caldwells.co.za
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