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ABSTRACT
Alton Ochsner was a giant of American surgery. His career
encompassed patient care, teaching, and research as symbol-
ized on the original seal of the Ochsner Clinic. His ideas were
innovative and groundbreaking on many fronts, making him and
the Ochsner Clinic nationally and internationally known.
Examination of his card file, a simple metal box with 3 3 5
index cards and subject dividers, gives extraordinary insight into
the professional interests of this remarkable physician and
surgeon.

INTRODUCTION
The history of the Ochsner Clinic and its namesake

founder has been well chronicled.1–3 Recordings of
excerpts of his lectures have been made available by
the Ochsner Division of Philanthropy and give yet
more insight into his philosophies and character.4 I
was not fortunate to have known Dr Alton Ochsner
during his lifetime. However, I did have the privilege of
receiving fellowship training at the Ochsner Clinic
under Dr John Ochsner and have benefited from the
Ochsner tradition. In the late 1990s I received Alton
Ochsner’s card file from John Ochsner. After several
years on my library shelf, I examined it while
researching an article on Rudolph Matas,5 whom
Alton Ochnser succeeded as Chairman of the
Department of Surgery of Tulane University School
of Medicine.6 It was a pleasant surprise to find a
unique profile of medical history and insight into a
giant of American surgery.7,8 That card file is the basis
for this contribution.

THE CARD FILE
The card file is a simple metal box (Figure 1) with

subject dividers and references typed on one side of
plain or lined 3 3 5 index cards. Minor corrections of
references and notes were made in pencil by Alton
Ochsner. There are 74 subject sections that contain a
total of 573 individual card references and 49 cross-
references from a given section to others (Table 1). All
were authored by Alton Ochsner. The references are
to articles, monographs, book chapters, and presen-
tations. All were published. The card file covers nearly
50 years, with the earliest entry being 1923 and the
latest being 1971. It spanned such major 20th century
events as the Great Depression and World War II.
Broken down by decade, the most prolific period was
1950–1959 (Table 2). Not surprisingly, the topics most
populated are ‘‘Cancer Lung’’ followed by ‘‘Medicine,
General’’ and ‘‘Cancer Bronchogenic.’’ Of particular
interest are those topics relating to medical history,
medical education and surgical training, and profes-
sional ethics. These topics are covered across several
sections (Education Medical; Executive Obsoles-
cence; Group Hospitalization; Group Practice; Med-
icine, General; and Surgery). All are nonclinical in
scope. These sections cover his ideas across the
wide spectrum of medicine as a profession.

Dr Ochsner’s appreciation of medical history is
illustrated in the ‘‘Memorials’’ section. His articles
regarding Rudolph Matas, whom he called ‘‘that
unfailing and inexhaustible source of knowledge,’’9

are especially poignant.10–13

THORACIC AND VASCULAR SURGERY
His surgical career was all encompassing. Spe-

cialization would evolve during his lifetime. It is
worthwhile to look at 2 clinical arenas in which his
pupil, Michael E. DeBakey, and his son, John L.
Ochsner, would become renowned. In fact, Michael
DeBakey was coauthor on 107 of the clinical
contributions. John Ochsner would receive training
under DeBakey in Houston. Several sections, when
grouped together, give a solid profile of thoracic
surgery of that era. These sections include Bronchi;
Bronchiectasis; Cancer Bronchogenic; Cancer
Esophagus; Cancer Lung; Chonechondrosternon;
Coronary Disease; Empyema; Esophagus; Funnel
Chest; Lung; Pleura; Pollution; Smoking; Thorax;
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Tuberculosis, Pulmonary; and Tumors. These refer-
ences sum to 154, or 27% of the overall total.

With regard to peripheral vascular disease, the
following sections give an interesting profile in the
evolution of vascular surgery as a specialty: Alpha
Tocopherol; Anticoagulant Therapy; Embolism; Phlebi-
tis; Sclerosing Agents; Sympathectomy; Thrombophle-
bitis; Thrombosis Venous; Ulcers, Leg; Varicose Veins;
Vascular Disease Peripheral; and Vena Caval Ligation.
These sections sum to 97, or 17% of the overall total.

The collaborative treatises of Ochsner and DeBa-
key (Figure 2) on coronary artery disease in 193714

and peripheral vascular disease in 1939 and 194015,16

were lengthy, detailed, and comprehensive for the
day. Thoracic and vascular surgery accounted for
nearly half (44%) of his reference cards. Clearly, this
simple analysis could be applied in regard to other
areas such as surgical oncology or gastrointestinal
surgery and would likely reveal similar results,
demonstrating the depth of his surgical career.

OBSERVATIONS
When the individual cards are examined, it is of

interest to note the coauthors, subject matter, date,
journal name, and language. The diversity of the
publications gives testimony to the depth of his
professional career and illustrates the wide breadth of
his interests and influence. This breadth of knowledge
and influence was remarkable. No topics were too petty
to discover. No subject was too unimportant on which
to elaborate. No journal was too small in which to
publish. No case was too isolated to report. No group,
venue, or forum was too minor to address. This card file
is local, regional, national, and international in scope. In
addition to the nation as a whole, Ochsner shared his
knowledge and medical information with cities, states,
and foreign countries. Ever the educator, he was

published in 17 different state medical journals and
authored ‘‘Surgery’’ for Britannica’s Book of the Year
from 1959 to 1963. He stressed the importance of the
National Library of Medicine in 195617 and surveyed the
readership of the journal Surgery, which he edited, to
better determine what surgical information would best
serve its readers in 1960.18

His thoughts on graduate training in surgery,
published in 1938, demonstrate sound principles that
are very relevant today.19,20 He clearly had a passion
for medical education,21–23 surgical training,19,24 and

Figure 1. Alton Ochsner’s card file (courtesy of the author).

Table 1. Section Headings in the Card Filea

Abscess (13; crc) Ileus (24; crc)
Adhesions (8) Infection (10; crc)
Alpha Tocopherol (crc) Injuries (11)
Amebiasis (9) Intestines (1; crc)
Anesthetics (3) Liver (17; crc)
Anticoagulant Therapy (7; crc) Lung (10; crc)
Appendicitis (9) Lymph Node Resection (2)
Blood Transfusions (2) Medicine, General (31; crc)
Breast (4; crc) Melanoma (3; crc)
Bronchi (6; crc) Memorials (15)
Bronchiectasis (6; crc) Miscellaneous (11)
Burns (1) Neoplasms (2; crc)
Cancer, General (10; crc) Pancreas (6)
Cancer, Breast (3) Peritonitis (1; crc)
Cancer Bronchogenic (27; crc) Phlebitis (crc)
Cancer Colon (4; crc) Pleura (1; crc)
Cancer Esophagus (2) Pollution (2; crc)
Cancer Liver (1) Postoperative Care (8; crc)
Cancer Lung (42; crc) Roentgenography (6; crc)
Cancer Stomach (21; crc) Sclerosing Agents (7; crc)
Cholecystitis (crc) Smoking (11; crc)
Chonechondrosternon (2) Surgery (19; crc)
Colon (crc) Suture Material (4)
Coronary Disease (2) Sympathectomy (5; crc)
Education Medical (7) Tetanus (3)
Embolism (7; crc) Thorax (3)
Empyema (6; crc) Thrombophlebitis (21; crc)
Esophagus (12; crc) Thrombosis Venous (19; crc)
Executive Obsolescence (1) Thyroid (9; crc)
Funnel Chest (crc) Tuberculosis, Pulmonary (5)
Gallbladder (3; crc) Tumors (17; crc)
Gastrointestinal Tract (11; crc) Ulcers, Leg (4; crc)
Geriatrics (3; crc) Ulcer, Peptic, Gastric,

Duodenal (16; crc)Group Hospitalization (2)
Varicose Veins (8; crc)Group Practice (5; crc)
Vascular Disease Peripheral

(15; crc)
Hiatal Hernia (1)

Vena Caval Ligation (4; crc)
Hypertension (2)

X-Ray (crc)

a N, number of reference cards; crc, cross-reference cards.
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organized medicine.25 He held the profession in the
highest esteem.26,27 He believed a reciprocal rela-
tionship existed between physicians and patients to
their mutual benefit.28 He believed that both general
practitioners (now primary care physicians) and
specialists, working together, offered optimal patient
care,29,30 and that scrupulously honest reporting of
results led to true advances in the inexact science of
medicine.31 He advocated practicing medicine based
on laboratory research and sound scientific principles
and not empirical evidence.32 His article detailing the
hospital’s treatment of patients’ relatives is a classic
treatise that should be read by all physicians and
surgeons, and it is a tribute to the Ochsner Clinic.33

His perspective was global and he believed the
brotherhood of medicine transcended geographical
and societal borders. He encouraged involvement in
political and cultural affairs as well as reaching across
barriers with medicine as a bridge.34–37

He was in favor of group hospitalization plans in
the 1930s.38,39 His 1945 article regarding the post-
World War II problems and challenges facing medi-
cine was prophetic.40 His comments at the time on
government-controlled health care are not unlike
those heard today, 65 years later: ‘‘It would be
extremely undesirable for the program to be con-
trolled by the government because the character of
the medicine practiced would be definitely inferior,
much more expensive, and less efficient.’’ Also, ‘‘The
principle of free choice of physicians and hospital by
the patient must be assured to the end that the
responsibility of the individual physician to the
individual patient will always be maintained.’’ He
was an advocate of group practice and thought it to
be a significant advantage as specialization and
Medicare impacted medicine.41,42 In 1966 he predict-
ed that one day the entire medical record could be put
on tape, saving paper and space, noting ‘‘the practice
of medicine is going to become increasingly more
difficult.’’42

Three articles offer a unique trilogy encompassing
the seasons of one’s entire professional life. Aptly

titled ‘‘The Joy of Working,’’43 ‘‘Success in Medi-
cine,’’44 and ‘‘Prevention of Executive Obsoles-
cence,’’45 these contributions detail timeless wisdom.

His writings reveal definitive opinions about a
variety of important topics, both clinical and nonclin-
ical. The lessons he shared are as timely today as they
were when he shared them. These contributions
demonstrate a career of professional leadership and
one individual’s guidebook for a life in medicine.

Ochsner recognized the importance of medical
history. Besides his writings on Rudolph Matas, Ochsner
wrote historical perspectives on surgical teaching in the
United States,46 Tulane University School of Medicine,47

the role of serendipity in medical breakthroughs,48 the
evolution of surgery,49 vascular surgery,50 surgery in the
South,51 thoracic surgery,52 and suture material.53

Without his writings, many of us may have never known
about the lives and contributions of C. Jeff Miller,54

Christian Fenger,55 William David Haggard,56 Arthur
Wilburn Allen,57 Rawley Martin Penick,58 Frederick
Amassa Coller,59 and Harold L. Foss.60

The clinical topics are interesting and engaging
reading. For those interested in medical history, the
card file is a unique text of surgical history. Perusal
through the sections provides a mental picture of the
clinical challenges that were faced and the efforts
undertaken to overcome them. His seminal work on
lung cancer, its relationship to smoking, and the
surgical approach to treatment are contained in the
sections mentioned previously. On the reference card
for the initial report of the association between
smoking and lung cancer61 is the handwritten
notation: ‘‘first mention of tobacco as possible
cause.’’ Additionally, he attacked tobacco on all
fronts, ranging from the importance of an accurate
patient smoking history62 to the influence of smoking
on sexuality and pregnancy.63 He felt obligated to

Table 2. Alton Ochsner Card File: References by Decade

Decade Number (%)

1920–1929 29 (5)
1930–1939 135 (24)
1940–1949 109 (19)
1950–1959 149 (26)
1960–1969 132 (23)
1970–1979 19 (3)

Total 573 (100)

Figure 2. Alton Ochsner (right) and Michael DeBakey (left)
(courtesy of Ochsner Medical Library and Archives, reproduced
with permission).
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treat the whole patient,64 and in 1969 he presented a
simple but elegant plea to rid society of tobacco.65

Many of the ideas presented were clearly preem-
inent. In the 1920s, contributions involved blood
transfusions, prevention of adhesions, contrast bron-
chography, treatment of ileus, and skin grafting. In the
1930s, contributions included treatment of amebiasis,
conservative treatment of appendiceal peritonitis,
operability of colon cancer, surgical therapy of coronary
artery disease, postoperative care, value of diagnostic
x-rays, and peripheral arterial disease. In the 1940s and
1950s, he embraced end-of-life care for cancer
patients, anticoagulation and vena caval interruption
for the treatment of pulmonary emboli, association of
venous thrombosis and orthopedic surgery, and post-
phlebitic syndrome. The excellent 1948 review of
surgical practice in the United States is comprehensive
and forward thinking.66 He pointed out the importance
of psychiatry in the practice of surgery in 1950 with
wisdom, sensitivity, and practicality.67 He discussed
the importance of keeping employees well and active
long before corporate wellness programs became
commonplace.68 In 1962 he accurately predicted the
future regarding organ transplants, heart valve replace-
ment, cancer screening, chemotherapy, risk factor
modification for heart disease, endarterectomy and
stenting, vascular bypass, anesthesia, and cerebral
imaging.69 His contributions in the 1960s and 1970s
involved thermal energy in cancer treatment, relation-
ship of hormones and breast cancer, and strategies for
smoking cessation. Importantly, he proffered his
experience in avoiding operative emergencies in 1969
with sage counsel.70

How we file, store, and retrieve knowledge has
changed over the years. For many of us, the card file
(and later, the reprint file) was a useful method to
organize information and remain current. It is worth-
while to recognize how Alton Ochsner filed and stored
information and then shared this knowledge with the
world. His clinical works are well known. His nonclin-
ical works are consistent with empathy and human-
ism, much like those of his predecessor Matas.13 He
was dedicated to his profession and his namesake
institution. The amount of knowledge in a simple,
small metal box with index cards is truly remarkable,
and study of it provides an insightful look into its
author and the associated medical history. It is a part
of the tradition, heritage, and legacy of the Ochsner
Clinic. We should continue to embrace it.

EPILOGUE
The Alton Ochsner card file resides in the Ochsner

Medical Library and Archives. The articles referenced
in it can be obtained through the Ochsner Medical
Library and Archives. They are available without

charge as a benefit of lifetime membership in the
Ochsner Alumni Association. Selections from this
collection make for extraordinary reading, and it is
worthwhile to examine the references of the individual
articles for additional sources of interesting informa-
tion. A published collection of these writings would be
an important legacy to the future.
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