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Obituary 
Dr. Harold Griffith 
1894-1985 

Dr. Harold Randall Griffith was one of the great 
contributors to world medicine. The outstanding 
achievement of his career was the introduction of 
muscle relaxants to the practice of anaesthesia on 
January 23, 1942. On that day he made it possible 
for anaesthetists to take a giant step forward in 
reducing anaesthesia morbidity and mortality, 
which allowed for the rapid development of surgery 
of all types which we now take for granted. The 
anaesthesia world has recognized his achievements, 
for there are few physicians who have made as great 
a contribution to medicine in the 20th century. The 
book, Arrows of Mercy by Phillip Smith, published 
by Doubleday Canada Limited 1969, is an exten- 
sive biography and life story of this modest genius 
who captured the admiration and affection of so 
many whose lives crossed his path. 

Harold Randall Griffith was born July 25, 1894, 
and died May 7, 1985. The last two years of his life 
were years of progressive debilitation from Parkin- 
son's disease but were endured with the same great 
courage that propelled him through his ninety years. 

He graduated from the High School of Montreal 
in 1910, received his BA from McGill University in 

1914, and his MD CM in 1922. Hahnemann Medical 
College in Philadelphia granted him an MD in 
homeopathic medicine in 1923. 

His training in medicine at McGiU was inter- 
rupted by World War I during which he served in 
No. 6 Field Ambulance (a McGill unit) as a 
stretcher bearer. He was awarded the Military 
Medal for"bravery in the field" at the battle of Vimy 
Ridge. An opportunity presented itself for transfer 
out of the trenches and mud of France to the blue 
skies of the Mediterranean, which he took, and he 
finished that war as a probationer Surgeon Sub- 
Lieutenant in the Royal Navy. It is interesting to 
note that in World War II he was a consultant in 
anaesthesia to the Royal Canadian Air Force and, 
thus, had the distinction of serving in all three 
branches of the armed forces of his country. 

He developed his interest in anaesthesia as a 
medical student during which time he gave many 
anaesthetics and developed an acute awareness of 
the subtleties essential for safe anaesthesia practice, 
with the drugs and techniques available at that time. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that anaesthesia 
became his professional career and that he served as 
Anaesthetist-in-Chief at the Homeopathic Hospital, 
subsequently called the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, 
from 1923 to 1959, and remained active as an 
anaesthetist until 1966. 

During World War II there was a dire need for 
anaesthesia personnel at base hospitals and he 
helped to organize a teaching programme in anaes- 
thesia for physicians in the armed forces. Some of 
these early trainees subsequently became highly 
respected and well-known anaesthetists. More im- 
portantly, however, it led him to organize and 
develop the McGill Diploma Course in Anaesthe- 
sia. A feature of the original diploma course was the 
weekly meetings to which all staff and residents 
went, including those from the University of Mont- 
real. At these a resident presented a paper and there 
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was a guest speaker. Basic science lectures were 
organized with the co-operation of other McGill 
staff. 

In 1946 he was made a Lecturer in the newly 
formed Department of Anaesthesia under Professor 
Wesley Bourne. He was promoted to Assistant 
Professor in 1948 and from 1951 to 1956 served as 
Professor and Chairman of the Department. He was 
named Professor Emeritus in 1956. Thus, Dr. 
Harold, as he was affectionately known, became 
one of Canada's best known anaesthetists without 
ever having had any formal training in anaesthesia. 
He attributed this to the incredible good fortune of 
having as good friends the three men he believed to 
be the leading anaesthetists in the world. They 
were: Dr. Frank McMechan of Cleveland, who 
founded the International Anesthesia Research So- 
ciety; Dr. Wesley Bourne of Montreal, and Dr. 
Ralph Waters of the University of Wisconsin. 
These three men were fighting the difficult battle of 
gaining recognition for anaesthesia as a specialty 
and they soon had Dr. Griffith deeply involved in 
the fray. He realized that much needed to be done to 
improve anaesthesia and he developed an intense 
interest in trying out every new idea. He was 
practising in the Homeopathic Hospital where his 
father served for 30 years as the first Medical 
Director. His brother, Jim, was the Surgeon-in- 
Chief, and Harold, the Anaesthetist-in-Chief. 

Jim was extremely supportive of what Harold 
was trying to do. It was an age when there was very 
little government interest or control of doctors' 
activities. "Let your conscience be your guide" was 
literally the principle which controlled all that 
doctors wanted to do. Thus, he soon found ethylene 
to be superior to nitrous oxide and used it for ten 
years, from 1923 to 1933, and was the only doctor 
in Montreal to do so. It was during this time that he 
began to write articles for anaesthesia journals 
emphasizing anaesthetic techniques that would 
reduce anaesthetic risk. Dr. Waters introduced him 
to cyclopropane which he used from 1933 (the first 
Canadian to do so) to the end of his career. He wrote 
extensively about cyclopropane and became recog- 
nized as a world expert in its use. It was always his 
practice to carefully monitor respiration and record 
vital signs. It was with this background that he knew 
that he could produce muscle relaxation with curare 
and improve operating conditions for the surgeon. 

As Chairman of the Department of Anaesthesia at 

McGill he felt that teaching had to be supplemented 
by research and he persuaded Sir Henry Dale and 
the Wellcome Trust to support a research professor- 
ship. Sir Gordon Robson set up the Department of 
Research in Anaesthesia which is now directed by 
Professor K. Krnjevic. 

Progress in anaesthesia, as in all fields, depends 
on communication between workers in the field and 
this led Dr. Griffith to develop an anaesthesia 
society in Montreal in co-operation with French 
Canadian doctors in Qurbec. He then set about 
organizing anaesthetists throughout Canada. He 
became the first president of the Canadian Anaes- 
thetists' Society and served as a member of Council 
for the next 20 years. He was also chosen by Dr. 
McMechan to take an active part in the work of the 
International Anesthesia Research Society, which 
was the principal anaesthesia association prior to 
the founding of the American Society of Anes- 
thesiologists. In the 1950's he became interested in 
the world-wide organization of anaesthetists and in 
1956 led a delegation to Cuba, and in 1957 was 
chairman of a congress in London and one in Paris. 
He worked with representatives of several countries 
to create the World Federation of Societies of 
Anesthesiologists. He became its first President at 
the inaugural congress in Holland in 1955. At the 
second congress which was held in Toronto in 1959 
he was given the permanent title of Founder- 
President. He accomplished all this while being a 
busy clinical anaesthetist, researcher and presti- 
gious writer. His seventy-three publications to 1963 
were collated in a book entitled "The Boundless 
Realm of Anaesthesiology" and presented to him in 
commemoration of the 21st anniversary of the use 
of curare. 

In 1943 Dr. Griffith established the first post- 
operative recovery room in Canada which he be- 
lieved may have been his major contribution to 
patient care. This was done in spite of considerable 
opposition by hospital authorities who claimed it 
was just a useless way to spend money. Another 
pioneering advance in patient care that he instituted 
at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital was the opening of 
an Intensive Care Unit in 1961. 

The enormity of his energy becomes evident 
from his numerous activities which he carried on 
while acting as hospital administrator, chairman of 
the Department of Anaesthesia, and researcher. He 
was secretary of the Montreal Society of Anaes- 
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thetists from 1940-43, first president of the Cana- 
dian Anaesthetits' Society from 1943-6, president 
of the International Anesthesia Research Society 
(IARS), 1948, chairman of the Board of Trustees of 
the International Anesthesia Research Society 
1949-52, chairman of the organizing committee, 
World Federation of Societies of Anesthesiologists 
1951-5, trustee of the IARS and member of the 
editorial board of Anesthesia and Analgesia 1952- 
61, vice-president of the American Society of 
Anesthesiologists, 1946, vice-president, Academy 
of Anesthesiologists 1952-5, and president of the 
World Federation of Societies of Anesthesiologists, 
1955. 

The prodigious efforts of this humble, quiet, 
unassuming but energetic man did not go unrecog- 
nized and he received numerous awards for his 
magnificent contributions to the expanding spe- 
cialty of anaesthesia. 

In 1922 Dr. Harold married Linda Aylen, a 
schoolmate, and they had a long and happy life 
together. He is survived by his wife of sixty-three 
years, by two daughters, Linda Mary Jacobson and 
Barbara Clark, and by five grandsons, one of whom 
is now a medical student at McGill, and by great 
grand-daughter, Anna. In addition, he had a special 
family from many national backgrounds: all those 
who were honoured to call him Uncle Harold. 

It is fitting to quote Dr. Griffith who wrote, "1 
give thanks to God for giving me such a long and 
happy life, such a fine family and so many friends - 
a life that has been full of useful work and lots of 
fun." 

w e  salute and remember a friend, wise coun- 
selor, innovator, and loved physician, Harold Ran- 
dall Griffith, oc MM MD CM FRCl:~ FFARCS. 

- Feltrinelli Prize of Academe dei Lincei, Rome, 
1954. 

- Hickman Medal of Royal Society of Medicine, 
London, 1956. 

- Distinguished Service Award, American Society 
of Anesthesiologists, 1959. (Only non-Ameri- 
can to receive this award.) 

- Founder-President, World Federation of Socie- 
ties of Anesthesiologists, 1959. 

- Canadian Anaesthetists' Society Medal, 1962. 
- Ralph Waters Award, Illinois Society of Anes- 

thesiology, 1970. 

- Officer, Order of Canada, 1974. 
- Honorary LLD, University of Saskatchewan, 

1974. 

Deirdre M.M. Gillies Mn CHn FRCPC, 
J. Earl Wynands, MD CM r~CPC, 
Montreal, Quebec. 

Obituaire 

Dr Harold Griffith 
1894-1985 

Le docteur Harold Randall Griffith ~tait l 'un des 
plus grands contributeurs dans le domaine de la 
mrdecine. L'exploi le plus marquant de sa carrirre 
6tait l'introduetion des relaxants musculaires dans 
la pratique anesthrsique le 23 janvier 1942. Ce jour 
la, il a rendu possible aux anesthrsistes de procrder 
d'un grand pas vers la rrduction de la morbidit~ et la 
mortalit6 permettant ainsi ce qu'un prend actuelle- 
ment pour acquis dans le drveloppement rapide de 
la chirurgie de routes sortes. Les anesthrsistes ont 
reconnu son exploi car trrs peu de mrdecins ont 
rralis6 une aussi grande contribution dans la mdde- 
cine au 20e si~cle. Le livre, Arrows of Mercy de 
Phillip Smith, publi6 par Doubleday Canada Limi- 
tre 1969, est une biographic extensive de ce grnie 
modeste qui a captur6 l'admiration et l'affection de 
plusieurs qui, de leur vivant, ont travers6 le m~me 
chemin que lui. 

Harold Randall Griffith est n6 le 25 juillet 1894 et 
d6crd6 le 7 mai 1985. Les deux demirres annres de 
sa vie 6taient marqures par une faiblesse progres- 
sive due /~ la maladie de Parkinson qu'ii avait 
endurre avec le m~me courage qui I'a conduit 
jusqu'~t quatre-vingt dix ans. 

U a obtenu son dipl6me du High School of 
Montreal en 1910, a requ son B.A. de I'Universit~ 
McGill en 1914 et son M.D., C.M. en 1922. La 
facult6 de mfdecine Hahnemann de Philadelphie 
lui a octroy6 son dipl6me de mrdecine homeo- 



O B I T U A R Y  573 

pathique en 1923. Son entrainement en m6decine 
McGill a 6t,~ interrompu par la premiere guerre 
mondiale durant laquelle il a servi comme brancar- 
dier darts l 'Ambulance de Campagne, division 6 
(une unit6 de McGill). On lui a octroy6 la m6daille 
militaire pour "sa bravoure dans le champ de 
bataille" lors de la bataille de Vimy Ridge. Une 
opportunit4 se pr4sentait pour un transfert des 
tranch6es boueuses de France vers le ciel bleu de la 
m4diterran6e. En acceptant ce transfert, il a fini la 
guerre comme chirurgien novice avec un titre de 
sous-lieutenant dans la Marine Royale. I1 est inte- 
ressant de rioter que dans la deuxi~me guerre 
mondiale il 6tait consultant en anesth6sie dans 
l 'Aviation Royale du Canada et ainsi avait la 
distinction de servir dans les trois branches des 
forces arm6es de ce pays. 

I1 d6veloppa son int6r~t en anesth6sie lors de ses 
6tudes m6dicales. Pendant ce temps, il administra 

de l'anesth~sie et d6veloppa de connaissances pr6- 
cises sur les subtilit6s essentielles pour la pratique 
s6cufitalre de l'anesth6sie utilisant les drogues ct 
techniques disponibles. I1 n'est  done pas surprenant 
que l'anesth6sie est devenue pour lui une carfi~re 
professionnelle. I1 a servi comme chef d'ancsth6sie 
dans I'H6pital Homeopathique qui, plus tard, sera 
l'H6pital de la Reine Elizabeth, de 1923/t 1959 et 
demeura actif comme anesth6siste j usqu'~ 1966. 

Pendant la deuxi~me guerre mondiale, on accusait 
un besoin extreme d'anesth6sistes aux h6pitaux des 
diff6rentes bases. I1 aida h organiser un programme 
d'enseignement en anesth~sie pour les m6decins 
des forces arm6es. Certains de ces stagiaires devin- 
rent des anesth6sistes bien connus et hautement 
respect6s. D'une plus grande importance est cepen- 
dant le fait que ceci l ' a  conduit g organiser et 
d6velopper le cours de McGiU pour le dipl6me en 
anesth6sie. Une caract6ristique du d6but de ce cours 
6tait les r6unions hebdomadaires auxquelles tousles 
patrons et r6sidents 6taient invit6s incluant ceux de 
l'Universit~ de Montr6al. A ces r6unions, un 
r6sident pr,~sentait un article en pr6sence d'un 
conf6rencier invit4. Les cours de sciences de base 
6talent organis6s avec la coop4ration d'autres per- 
sonnels de l 'Universit6 McGill. 

En 1946, il a 6t6 nomm6 charg6 d'enseignement 
clans le nouveau dfpartement d'anesth6sie sous la 
direction du professeur Wesley Bourne. I1 a 4t6 
promu en 1948 pour fit.re assistant professeur et de 

1951 /~ 1956 a servi comme professeur et chef du 
d6partement. 11 a 6t~ nomm6 en 1956 professeur 
honoraire. Ainsi le docteur Harold, comme il 6tait 
affectueusement appel6, devint l'anesth4siste le 
plus connu au Canada sans m~me avoir aucun 
entrainement officiel en anesth6sie. I1 attribuait ceci 

la chance incroyable d'avoir comme amis trois 
hommes qu'il croyait ~tre les anesth4sistes les plus 
marquants dans le monde. Ceux-ci 6talent: le 
docteur Frank McMechan de Cleveland, qui fonda 
la Soci4t6 Internationale de Recherche en Anes- 
th6sie (International Anesthesia Research Society); 
le docteur Wesley Bourne de Montr6al et le docteur 
Ralph Waters de l'Universit6 de Wisconsin. Ces 
trois hommes menaient la bataille difficile d'obtenir 
la reconnaissance de I'anesth6sie comme une sp6- 
cialit~ et rapidement ont entraln6 le docteur Griffith 
darts l'ar~ne. I1 r6alisa tout ce qui devait 6ire fait 
pour am61iorer l'anesth6sie et d6veloppa un grand 

int6r6t ~ l'introduction de n0uvelles id6es. I1 prati- 
quait clans l 'H6pital Homeopathique ota son p~re a 
servi pendant 30 ans comme premier directeur 
m6dical. Son fr~re Jim 6tait le chef du d4partement 
de chirurgie et Harold le chef du d6partement 
d'anesth6sie. Jim appuyait 6norm6ment les efforts 
de Harold. C'6tait dans le temps oO l'int4r6t du 
gouvernement darts le contrfle des activit6s des 
m6decins 6taient minimes. "Laisser votre con- 
science ~tre votre guide unique" 6tait litt6ralement 
le principe qui contr61ait tout ce que d6sirait faire les 
m6decins. Ainsi il trouva que l'6thyl~ne 6tait 
sup6rieur au protoxyde d'azote et l 'utilisa pour dix 
ans de 1923 ~t t933 tout en 6tant l 'unique m6decin ~t 
Montr6al ~t le faire. C'est  pendant ce temps qu'il 
commen~a /l 4crire des articles pour les revues 
d'anesth6sie stressant sur les techniques anes- 
th6siques qui peuvent r~duire le risque anesth6si- 
que. Le docteur Waters l ' a  introduit au cyclopro- 
pane qu'il utilisa de 1933 (le premier canadien ~ le 
faire) jusqu'~ la fin de sa carri~re. I1 publia 
beaucoup sur le cyclopropane et devint un expert 
mondial sur son utilisation. R4guli~rement dans sa 
pratique il surveillait soigneusement la respiration 
et enregistrait les signes vitaux. C'est darts ces 
circonstances qu'il d6couvrit la possibilit6 de pro- 
duire un relfichement musculaire avec les curares 
afin d'am61iorer les conditions op~ratoires pour les 
chixurgiens. 

Comme chef de d6partement d'anesth~sie t~ 
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McGill, il sentit le besoin de renforcer l'enseigne- 
ment par la recherche et persuada Sir Henry Dale et 
Wellcome Trust afin de supporter un programme 
d'enseignement en recherche. Sir Gordon Robson 
6tablissa le d6partement de recherche en anesth6sie 
qui, actuellement, est dirig6 par le professeur 
Krnjevic. 

Le progr~s en anesth6sie comme darts tout autre 
domaine d6pend de la communication entre les 
diff6rents travailleurs dans le domaine et ceci a 
conduit le docteur Griffith ~t d6velopper une soci6t6 
d'anesth6sie ~ Montr6al en coop6ration avec des 
m6decins Canadien Fran~ais du Qu6bec. Plus tard, 
il commen~a ~t organiser les anesth6sistes ~t travers le 
Canada. I1 devint le premier pr6sident de la Soci6t6 
Canadienne des Anesth6sistes dans laqueUe il a 
servi comme membre du Conseil pour vingt ans. I1 a 
6t6 aussi choisi par le docteur McMechan afin de 
participer activement dans les travaux de la Soci6t6 
lnternationale de Recherche en Anesth6sie qui 6tait 
l'association principale en anesth~sie avant la fon- 
dation de l'American Society of Anesthesiologists. 
En 1950, il s'interessa darts l'organisation mondiale 
des anesth6sistes et en 1956, dirigea une d~.16gation 

Cuba et en 1957 ~tait le pr6sident d'un congr~s/t 
Londres et d'un autre ~ Pads. I1 travailla avec des 
repr6sentants de diff6rents pays afin de cr6er le 
World Federation of Societies of Anesthesiologists. 
I1 devint premier pr6sident au congr~s inaugural en 
Hollande en 1955. Au deuxi~me congr~s qui 6tait 
tenu ~ Toronto en 1959, on lui attribua le titre 
permanent de pr6sident fondateur. I1 a accompli 
tout ceci tout en ~tant un anesth6siste clinicien 

oceup6, chercheur et 6crivain prestigieux. Ses 73 
publications jusqu'~t 1963 ont 6t6 rassembl6es clans 
un livre intitul~ "The Boundless Realm of Anaes- 
thesiology" qui lui a 6t6 pr6sent6 en comm6mora- 
tion du 21e anniversaire de l'utilisation du curare. 

En 1943 le docteur Griffith a 6tabli la premiere 
salle de r6veil au Canada qu'il a cru ~tre sa 
contribution majeure pour les soins du patient. Ceci 
a 6t6 fair malgr6 une opposition consid6rable des 
autorit6s de l'h6pital qui croyaient inutile de d6pen- 
ser de l'argent de cette faqon. Une autre innovation 
pour le soin du malade a 6t6 l'ouverture en 1961 ~t 
l'H~3pital de la Reine Elizabeth de l'unit6 des soins 
intensifs. 

L'6normit6 de son 6nergie devient 6vidente 
quand on consid~re ses multiples activit6s qu'il a 
accomplies tout en 6tant administrateur de l'h6pital, 

chef du d6partement d'anesth6sie et rechercheur. I1 
6tait le secr6taire de la Soci6t6 des Anesth6sistes de 
Montr6al de 1940 h 1943, le premier pr6sident de la 
Soci6t6 Canadienne des Anesth6sistes de 1943 
1946, le pr6sident de la Soci6t6 Internationale de 
Recherche en Anesth6sie en 1948, pr6sident des 
administrateurs de la Soci~td de Recherche en 
Anesth6sie de 1949 ~ 1952, pr6sident du comit6 
organisateur du World Federation of Societies of 
Anesthesiologists de 1951 i~ 1955, administrateur 
et membre du comit6 de r6daction d'Anesthesia 
et Analgesia de 1952 ~ 1961, vice-pr6sident de 
l'American Society of Anesthesiologists en 1946, 
vice-pr6sident de l'Acad6mie des Anesthesiolo- 
gistes de 1952 ~t 1955 et pr6sident du World 
Federation of Societies of Anesthesiologists, 1955. 
Les efforts prodigieux de cet homme humble, 
calme, modeste mais 6nergique n'ont pas pass6 
inaper~us car il a re~u plusieurs prix pour ses 
contributions splendides dans l'expansion de l'anes- 
th6sie comme SlMcialit6. 

En 1922, le docteur Harold 6pousa Linda Aylen, 
une camarade d'6cole. /Is ont v~cu une longue et 
heureuse vie ensemble. Sa femme de 63 ans, deux 
films, Linda Mary Jacobson et Barbara Clark ainsi 
que cinq petits garcons, un de ceux-l~t 6tant actuelle- 
merit 6tudiant en mddecine ii McGill, et une 
arri~re-petite-fille, Anna, lui survivent. En plus, il 
avait une famille sp6ciale originaire de pays divers 
qui 6taient tous honor6s de l'appeler Oncle Harold. 

I1 est appropri6 de citer le docteur Griffith qui 
6crit: "je remercie le Bon Dieu de m'avoir donn6 
une telle vie longue et heureuse, une belie famille et 
plusieurs amis - une vie qui a 6t6 pleine de travaux 
utiles et de plaisirs". 

On salue et se souvient d'un anai, sage conseiller, 
innovateur, et un m6decin aim6 Harold Randall 
Griffith oc MM MD CM FRCPC FFARCS. 

DMMG 
JEW 


