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Foreword

I was asked to do a foreword to this book; this
assignment was given to me because of my close
relationship to the formative years of this great
institution. The founder of the International
College of Surgeons was my father, the late Max
Thorek. Being in constant contact with him, I
observed and felt the thoughts that were going
through his mind. He knew that there were many
medical and surgical societies but because of
distances and language dissimilarities it was diffi-
cult for the members to communicate. Distances
were being and are being conquered; however,
the surgical Tower of Babel persisted. In our
specialty communication is indispensable; we
must know what other surgeons are thinking,
doing and contemplating. In surgery there can
never be any geographic boundaries or barriers.

It was the brainchild of Max Thorek to create
an international society which would bring
together surgeons from all countries to exchange
knowledge in the various fields of surgery. He
lived to see his dream become reality.

The birth of our society took decades. There
were those who thought it could not be accom-
plished, there were those who thought it would

antagonize other groups; and there were those
who said “Don’t rock the boat”. But the boat had
to be rocked and it was this challenge that was the
stimulus for the formation of our college. It was
not an easy task. The early formative construction
work was done by a coterie of dedicated, distin-
guished surgeons selected by the Founder. These
men represented various and distinct parts of
our globe and were eager for surgical communi-
cation and education. It took years of committed
devotion to accomplish our present state.

Elisabeth Braam has taken on the assignment
of writing this history. No easy task! She has done
a superb job. I am sure I express the gratitude of
our Fellows in thanking her for collating this vast
amount of material.

There is no status quo in surgery. We wonder
where our comprehensive health care system will
take us. We will do our part to remain in the fore-
front of providing the best and safest techniques
that can be offered to humankind.

Philip Thorek, rics
July 1994
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The information in this book was pieced
together, for the most part, from articles in old
newsletters and other documents in the ICS
archives, which were, at times, accompanied by
photographs. We have benefitted greatly from
the work of officers and staff who chronicled
much of the development of the College over
many years.



Introduction

A look to the past for a better
view to the future
Professor Refaat Kamel, ICS President (1993-1994)

Perhaps it is the fast approach of the third
millennium that has given us, the 1CS leadership,
a sense of urgency to look far down the road
towards the future of the College. The calendar
milestone, albeit an arbitrary one, seems to issue a
stronger than usual call to us to take a moment to
reflect. Reflect on what? “The future, of course!”
we answer. “Let us aim for a still higher platform
of progress, let us make plans, chart our course!”
And that is exactly what we have done. During the
last few years, we have engaged in intense brain-
storming sessions, where the present situation
would be bluntly analyzed as a way to uncover
innovative changes; where new ideas were chased
after, tossed around, and shaped into realistic
plans.

Paradoxically, it was then, when we were so
intensely occupied with the future, that I began to
see that we would be better equipped to interpret
the future, if we had a comprehensive knowledge
of the past. Some of you may ask why, at this
point, and to that question I have several, some-
what different, answers.

Chronicling the events that took place as the
College was founded and developed, as best we
can, is certainly of interest in itself, but the real
value of recording the highlights of the past
lies in the opportunity it gives us to assess and
evaluate what happened, and to draw our con-
clusions. That constitutes a learning process
which makes the past meaningful to the present,
as it provides insights in the successes, failures,

and struggles that were part of the founding and
growing process. We will learn much that we can
apply to our thoughts and plans for the future.

But perhaps the greatest gift that we receive
from looking back at the past is pride. Pride,
because we find ourselves in the company of
people of good will, surgeons who wished to share
knowledge with each other, wherever they lived,
whatever their language, beliefs, social or political
status. They deeply aspired to an international
brotherhood at a time, in the thirties and forties,
when division, strife, and violence were the main
items on the agendas of the world. Pride, because
we find ourselves in the company of many men
who were not only brilliant surgeons and scientists,
but idealists as well — idealists who had the
courage to act in the light of their conviction.

We can be proud to belong to an organization
that has brought together thousands of surgeons
who otherwise would never have had a chance
to meet. How much professional enlightenment,
understanding, and insight was sparked between
surgeons from every corner in the world, meeting
in Cairo, Mexico City, Vienna, Manila, New Delhi,
Los Angeles, Buenos Aires, to name just a few of
the scores of cities where meetings sponsored by
our College took place over nearly six decades?
How many barriers of ignorance were broken
down in the process, how much cross-fertilization
of ideas took place, how many surgeons became
friends? As with so many valuable things, this can-
not be measured, but it is fair to believe that the
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College’s global embrace has greatly enriched the
profession as a whole and thousands of surgeons
individually, for the benefit of humankind.

ICS founder, Max Thorek, was 55 years of age
when his preparatory work came to fruition in
1935 with the incorporation of the International
College of Surgeons in Geneva, Switzerland.
Among those working closely with him in the
early years were Albert Jentzer of Geneva,
Rudolph Nissen (then in Turkey), Mario Dogliotti
and Raffaele Paolucci of Italy, Manuel Manzanilla
of Mexico, Hamilton Bailey of England, Ali
Ibrahim Pascha of Egypt, Francisco Grana of
Peru, Felix Mandl of Palestine, and Herman de
las Casas of Venezuela. Foremost on the minds
of these men was the desire to shape a global
surgical fraternity open to all surgeons in good
standing, who would join efforts to raise the
standards of surgery and medical ethics every-
where, improve health care policies, and contri-
bute to peace and understanding.

The sparks of Thorek’s vision kindled the
enthusiasm of surgeons in the USA in particular, a
group that quickly developed into the College’s
first national section, established on December
19, 1936. The group immediately organized
clinical guilds around the nation which did much
to bring surgical training and updates to the
less centrally located cities and hospitals. Fellows
in Mexico organized the second section in 1939,
and by 1945 Argentina, Honduras, Panama, Peru,
Costa Rica, Venezuela, Brazil, Colombia, Bolivia,
Haiti, China, and Turkey had brought the
number of sections to 14. Europe and many other
parts of the world were involved or affected by the
Second World War, which limited the expansion
of the College temporarily. The pace quickened
in the late 1940s when Italy, Hungary, Finland,
Austria, Nicaragua, and the Philippines joined the
ranks of ICS sections, followed in the early 1950s
by more European sections, and sections in differ-
ent regions of the world — Japan, Hong Kong,
Thailand, and Pakistan. Currently the College is
composed of 66 national sections, the most recent
ones having been established in Russia, Bulgaria,
Bangladesh, Singapore, and Lithuania.

The first two international assemblies, which
took place in the late 1930s in Philadelphia and
New York, were hosted by the US section, but
the third one was hosted outside the USA, by the
Mexican Section in 1941, impressing all with
the high quality of the scientific program and the
lavish hospitality. As the number of national
sections increased and, in addition, their vitality,
the international assemblies, or biennial congresses
as they were later called, moved all over the
globe. From 1957 on, when the sections were so
numerous that they needed to be grouped into
federations for greater cohesion, international
congresses multiplied because of the federation
These
international congresses brought panels of fore-

congresses now being held as well.

most leaders in surgery to many different lands,
making available to large numbers of local
surgeons an unequaled surgical update from
around the world, as they do to this day.

The first issue of the College’s scientific journal
appeared in July 1938, its editorial board com-
posed of members from 25 different countries.
All articles were summarized in Spanish, French,
Italian, and German. To the present day it has
provided another on-going update in surgical
advancement and scientific thought from every
corner of the globe. Max Thorek was its Editor-in-
Chief until his death in 1960. Current Editor-
in-Chief since 1979, Professor Giuseppe Pezzuoli
of Italy, has been instrumental in elevating the
caliber of the ICS Journal to new heights.

In a decade the College had grown so sub-
stantially that it was in need of a headquarters
where business meetings of its officers could
be held, dignitaries and other guests received,
and, in addition, to provide consolidation of the
increasing administrative services. The current
ICS headquarters at 1516 Lake Shore Drive in
Chicago, an elegant mansion overlooking Lake
Michigan, was acquired in 1947. An adjacent,
even grander, mansion was purchased a few years
later to house the Hall of Fame and International
Museum of Surgical Science. This was yet another
of Thorek’s dreams realized. Murals, paintings,
antique surgical artifacts, old books, letters of



surgical greats form a unique collection that tells
the story of the history of surgery.

Surgeons’ spouses in the USA and Canada
established a Woman’s Auxiliary in 1952, inspired
by Mrs Max Thorek, and raised substantial
amounts of money with which they supported
the Research and Scholarship program and the
Museum. Hundreds of young surgeons have
benefited over the years from grants, distributed
on a worldwide basis, made available by ICS for
advanced training at surgical centers of excel-
lence. Twenty years later, in 1972, the interest
of active surgeons’ spouses in other countries
prompted the founding of the International
Woman’s Auxiliary.

Max Thorek died in 1960, just a few months
away from his eightieth birthday. He was mourned
by many in every part of the world. With his
passing an extraordinary era came to an end;
but the organization was solid and many capable
hands were ready to continue the work of
the College. Dr Horace Turner became Secretary
General and the Founder’s son, Dr Philip Thorek,
took over as Editor-in-Chief of the Journal.

In the 1970s, the valuable work of the College
was recognized by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and several pertinent United Nations’
groups, with which the College became affiliated,
such as UNICEF and ECOSOC. Under the
auspices of the WHO the College launched a
major undertaking when, spearheaded by Professor
Paride Stefanini of Rome, the surgical teams’
program was established and implemented in
1974. It was conceived to counteract the “brain
drain” which had been identified by the WHO in
a report asserting that 50% of the surgeons who
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studied abroad on a grant did not return to their
homeland. ICS began sending teams of highly
qualified surgeons, experts in the specialties
requested, to all quarters of the globe, to provide
education and training. It proved to be a mutually
rewarding experience, with the teaching team
learning as much about unusual pathologies and
alternative surgical approaches in the face of
limited availability of equipment and resources.
Twenty years have passed since the first team
went to Kenya in 1974; since then scores of teams
have traveled far and wide to help promote
greater equity in technical and ethical surgical
standards.

The list of eminent surgeons who helped shape
the College, who worked hard to fulfill its mission
to elevate surgical standards of excellence around
the world, is long. Their accomplishments are
numerous, and they have left us a rich heritage
with unlimited potential, for us to unfold. How
can we not be inspired, motivated, and fortified
by their example? How can we not be challenged
by this heritage of opportunities left to us by
fellow surgeons whose vision and altruism shaped
this unique organization?

I hope that the following pages, guiding you on
a little excursion into our past, will inspire you
to forge ahead with courage and optimism as
a surgeon and as a Fellow of the International
College of Surgeons. I welcome each one of you
to help bring about the realization of our vision
and plans for the future of the College, defined in
the last chapter of this book. Together we shall
meet the challenge and enjoy the excitement of
the continuous, fastpaced changes in surgical
concepts and technology.






