GUEST EDITORIAL: Taking the gamble as vascular surgeons

BY JACK ZELTZER, MD

[Editor's Note: Thiseditorial wasbased on Dr. Zdize's
Presidential Addressat the2016 Medingof theFlorida
Vaoular Soddy]

oertain that those of us (of a certain age) can
early remember an attending senior vascular
geon who carried the essence of certainty and
superiority.

They were pioneersin their field, creators of
proceduresthat often carried their name, definers
of the discipline. They ingpired usto emulation.

Thissdreak of bravery and bravado inspired
them to move forward and often to do outrageous
thingsthat ssemed heretical at the time, and yet
moved the profession forward even when they
failed. It wasa unigue yet congtant phenomenon.

For example, the notion that everything old is
new again applies even to endovascular repair of
abdominal eortic aneurysms Our present “novel”
treatment actually dates back to the 1890swhen
percutaneous needling, wire coiling, and electro-
therapy was attempted, abeit with limited sucoess.

That pioneering spirit, seemingly reckless by our
standardstoday was captured recently in the cable
television seriesentitled “The Knick.” St inthe
1800sin New York City, it chronided the adven-
turesof the fictional Knickerbocker Hospital and its
fabled surgeon-in-chief bhn Thackery, MD, ashe
gruggled to invent new techniquesand ingtruments
to cure cancers hernias, and syphilitic aneurysms
Preoperatively fueled by cocaine (which wasfavored
by Freud as well), he routinely entered the oper-
aling theater in asmock S0 asnot to il hisdreet
dothes ugng hisbare hands and performingto a
tiered gallery of observing surgeonsand dudents

And =0 | have often thought about thisunderlying
current that defines uso uniquely in our particular
vascular pecialty —which takes us beyond the mun-
dane and propels usinto the rarefied @amosphere
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where vasoular surgery resides What makes us—us?

it was actually my vascular surgery mentor who
crystallized that answer for me in amodt intereg-
ing way. | had met him when | wasan intern doing
arotation on hisservice and became 0 mesmer-
ized with the craft that 1 essentially spent my en-
tire training years under histutelage.

About a year ago, while he wasintroducing meto
acolleague, he explained that, when we met while
| wasa student on his service, he knew immediate-
ly that | had “the vascular gene.” That’swhen the
light bulb snapped on! Thisthing we do, our “Cosa
Nodra," cannot be defined simply by book learning
and experience. All the education and training in the
world does not a virtuoso make. Nor doesit turn
out a vascular surgeon. There hasto be some inner
ark, a“genetic’” component, if you will, that de-
terminesthe final product.

And s0 | have conddered just what arethe ele-
mentsof thisvascular gene that so defines us?

Sme aspectsof the gene are obvioudy admira-
ble qualities: the ghility to learn and retain knowl-
edge; the drive to continue learning and advancing,
the gift of ingenuity and inventiveness; the manual
dexterity to accomplish intricate procedures, and
the physca ability to endure prolonged tasks

Yet one could argue that those characteridics
also could apply to a good watchmaker. True, but
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there are other traitsthat could be considered even
dightly sinigter.

We are tenacious and committed beyond log-
ic, often spending many hoursin an attempt to
slvage what o otherslookslike alog cause. We
are abit like Don Quixote tilting & windmills We
have a sense of bravado that exceeds common
gense. We undertake challengesthat others will
not approach. Like fird regponders, we move to-
ward the challenge rather than backing away.

But perhapsthe mod destructive component of
thisgene isthe one that addicts usto thiscraft and
lifestyle.

| suggest that the vascular gene hasa highly
addictive component. That Dr. Thackery may not
have needed cocaine to allow him to perform his
miracles We are the consummate addicted gam-
bler. The proof isin our daily activities We are like
the worgt player at a Las Vegas crapsgame when
we approach the table in our gambling room.

We experience an endorphin high when we pull
off awin. However, we ignore the fact thet, every
time, we are putting our reputations, our econom-
ic security, our mental stability, our loved ones and
our children'sfutureson theline.

What we gtand to earn by doing a procedure
palesin the face of wha we dand to lose. Yet we
congantly go back to the table to risk it one more
time, knowing the odds may be againg us even by
Vegas bookmaking dandards You can't win all the
time. And that isthe definition of atrue gambling
addict. He or she thinksthey can.

S what makes usdo it ?It can't be the money.
There are eader and safer waysto earn money.
And we are certainty smart enough to learn those
ways Either we have all been blessed with the
heart of Mother Teresaand are doing thisfor the
good of mankind or —as | sugged —the vascular
gene carries an addictive component that compels
usto roll the dice just one moretime. m
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GUEST EDITORIAL: Taking the gamble as vascular surgeons

BY JACK ZELTZER, MD

[Editor’s Note: This editorial was based on Dr. Zeltzer’s
Presidential Address at the 2016 Meeting of the Florida
Vascular Society. ]

am certain that those of us (of a certain age) can

clearly remember an attending senior vascular

surgeon who carried the essence of certainty and
superiority.

They were pioneers in their field, creators of
procedures that often carried their name, definers
of the discipline. They inspired us to emulation.

This streak of bravery and bravado inspired
them to move forward and often to do outrageous
things that scemed heretical at the time, and yet
moved the profession forward even when they
failed. It was a unique yet constant phenomenon.

For example, the notion that everything old is
new again applies even to endovascular repair of
abdominal aortic aneurysms. Our present “novel”
treatment actually dates back to the 1890s when
percutaneous needling, wire coiling, and electro-
therapy was attempted, albeit with limited success.

That pioneering spirit, scemingly reckless by our
standards today was captured recently in the cable
television series entitled “The Knick.” Set in the
1800s in New York City, it chronicled the adven-
tures of the fictional Knickerbocker Hospital and its
fabled surgeon-in-chief John Thackery, MD, as he
struggled to invent new techniques and instruments
to cure cancers, hernias, and syphilitic aneurysms.
Preoperatively fueled by cocaine (which was favored
by Freud as well), he routinely entered the oper-
ating theater in a smock so as not to soil his street
clothes, using his bare hands and performing to a
tiered gallery of observing surgeons and students.

And so I have often thought about this underlying
current that defines us so uniquely in our particular
vascular specialty — which takes us beyond the mun-
dane and propels us into the rarefied atmosphere
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where vascular surgery resides. What makes us — us?

It was actually my vascular surgery mentor who
crystallized that answer for me in a most interest-
ing way. [ had met him when I was an intern doing
a rotation on his service and became so mesmer-
ized with the craft that I essentially spent my en-
tire training years under his tutelage.

About a year ago, while he was introducing me to
a colleague, he explained that, when we met while
I was a student on his service, he knew immediate-
ly that I had “the vascular gene.” That’s when the
light bulb snapped on! This thing we do, our “Cosa
Nostra,” cannot be defined simply by book learning
and experience. All the education and training in the
world does not a virtuoso make. Nor does it turn
out a vascular surgeon. There has to be some inner
spark, a “genetic” component, if you will, that de-
termines the final product.

And so I have considered just what are the ele-
ments of this vascular gene that so defines us?

Some aspects of the gene are obviously admira-
ble qualities: the ability to learn and retain knowl-
edge; the drive to continue learning and advancing;
the gift of ingenuity and inventiveness; the manual
dexterity to accomplish intricate procedures; and
the physical ability to endure prolonged tasks.

Yet one could argue that those characteristics
also could apply to a good watchmaker. True, but
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there are other traits that could be considered even
slightly sinister.

We are tenacious and committed beyond log-
ic, often spending many hours in an attempt to
salvage what to others looks like a lost cause. We
are a bit like Don Quixote tilting at windmills. We
have a sense of bravado that exceeds common
sense. We undertake challenges that others will
not approach. Like first responders, we move to-
ward the challenge rather than backing away.

But perhaps the most destructive component of
this gene is the one that addicts us to this craft and
lifestyle.

I suggest that the vascular gene has a highly
addictive component. That Dr. Thackery may not
have needed cocaine to allow him to perform his
miracles. We are the consummate addicted gam-
bler. The proof is in our daily activities. We are like
the worst player at a Las Vegas craps game when
we approach the table in our gambling room.

We experience an endorphin high when we pull
off a win. However, we ignore the fact that, every
time, we are putting our reputations, our econom-
ic security, our mental stability, our loved ones, and
our children’s futures on the line.

What we stand to earn by doing a procedure
pales in the face of what we stand to lose. Yet we
constantly go back to the table to risk it one more
time, knowing the odds may be against us, even by
Vegas bookmaking standards. You can’t win all the
time. And that is the definition of a true gambling
addict. He or she thinks they can.

So what makes us do it? It can’t be the money:.
There are easier and safer ways to earn money.
And we are certainly smart enough to learn those
ways. Either we have all been blessed with the
heart of Mother Teresa and are doing this for the
good of mankind or - as I suggest — the vascular
gene carries an addictive component that compels
us to roll the dice just one more time. »
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