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Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure and an honour for me to intro-

duce you to, as an honorary member of ESOT, Prof.

Thomas Earl Starzl (Fig. 1).

Prof. Starzl was born on 11th March, 1926 in the small

Iowa town of Le Mars. He completed his medical studies

with distinction at Northwestern University in Chicago,

where he obtained his PhD in the field of neurophysiolo-

gy. After his surgical training at Johns Hopkins Hospital

in Baltimore and at the University of Miami, he returned

to Chicago where in 1959 he began liver transplant

research in dogs.

The basis of his interest for this almost unexplored

medical territory was a one-page article (we would now

call it a Letter to the Editor) published by Welch in 1955

in Transplantation Bulletin, the forerunner of the current

transplantation. Welch stated that one day it would be

possible to cure patients with liver disease by replacing

their liver. Following his first human liver transplant trial

in 1963, Starzl performed the first successful transplant at

the University of Colorado in Denver in 1967. At that

time, the Denver Transplant School containing several

European surgeons and researchers was established. His

move in 1981 to the University of Pittsburgh was the start

of a dazzling medical adventure.

Working hard and relentlessly in all possible different

conditions – application of basic research in clinical prac-

tice, study of all errors and knowledge of all aspects of

the ‘transplant business’ – led him to show that kidney,

liver and ,much later, multi-visceral and intestinal trans-

plantation could become clinical realities. Since then, over

150 000 liver transplants have been performed, of which

65 000 in Europe.

His ever-physical presence in the hospital was paral-

leled by prolific scientific activity. He has authored and

co-authored more than 2500 papers, making him the

most cited scientist in the world. His two books, Experi-

ence in Renal Transplantation and Experience in Hepatic

Transplantation, I would dare to call them the old but

may also be the new testaments of transplantation, merit

a special mention.

The renal book, dealing with 74 transplants, is the most

quoted book in the history of medicine! These classics –

approaching 1000 pages – describe not only the many

battlefields of solid organ transplantation, but also give a

wealth of information on which the actual knowledge of

transplant research, medicine and surgery was built.

Many views on the approach to allograft rejection and

tolerance – we can indeed find back all notions of clonal

exhaustion, graft adaptation and even about xenografting

– were already critically analyzed in these books that were

published almost half a century ago.

The introductory text of this textbook about liver

transplantation, written by Waddell, underlines the value

of the concept of this book:

In this work can be discerned a model that deserves

study of how to advance medicine and surgery

against the grudging opposition posed by the

unknown. Central to the effort has been the attitude

that laboratories are to help people and, more specif-

ically, patients. In relating the fascinating story of

liver transplantation, Dr. Starzl has written about aFigure 1 T. E. Starzl: the usual picture.
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small group of patients, a larger number of partici-

pating researchers, and the accomplishments of a

vigorous segment of the scientific community.*

Thomas Starzl is not only an outstanding scientist and

a real ‘doctor medicus’, respecting the patient in all his

aspects and diversities, but he also has an exceptional per-

sonality with many extraordinary, often hidden, faces

(Fig. 2).

Those who trained under his umbrella – more than

250 leading-Europeans did so in Denver and Pittsburgh –

know that he is able to combine a tough way of live with

an extreme sense of humanity, compassion and empathy.

Those qualities can be found back in his memoirs, The

Puzzle People: Memoirs of a Transplant Surgeon – a book

which is highly recommended to all young transplanters.

Many episodes and aspects of his personal, family and

professional life are remarkable. As he said himself, life is

a great book with chapters of different sizes. We may say

that in Starzl’s book almost all – if not all – chapters were

of considerable size.

His work resulted in the creation, in 1996, of the most

prestigious and world famous, The Starzl Transplantation

Institute, one if not the Mekka of transplant medicine.

Thomas Starzl is a living example of Martin Luther

King’s quotation that the ultimate measure of man is not

where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience

but where he stands in times of challenges and controver-

sies. Without any doubt, his personal and professional

achievements are in line with these statements.

Dear Prof. Starzl, the ESOT is extremely proud to hon-

our your outstanding contributions in the field of organ

transplantation with the title of honorary member of the

society. This highly deserved recognition should be seen

as a token of esteem for all what you have done to pro-

mote and develop transplantation medicine in Europe.

Jan P. Lerut

President of ESOT

Abdominal Transplant Unit University Hospital,

Saint-Luc 1200 — Brussels — Belgium

Figure 2 T. E. Starzl: the unusual picture.

*Reproduced with permission from Startzl: Experience in Liver

Transplantation, 1969, Elsevier Inc.
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