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THE EAHLY DEVEUH»MENTT OF ANAESTHESIA in Manitoba, and probably in Western
Canada, was due mainly to the single-handed efforts of the man whose biography
follows. I deem it a special privilege to have been granted the opportunity to
write this sketch. From the very beginning of his medical career Dr. Webster
dedicated himself to the pursuit of scientific knowledge with particular emphasis
on anaesthesia. Frequent refresher studies and application of current teaching
methods characterized his life until the very end.

William Webster was born in Manchester, England in 1865. Educated as a
teacher, he came to Manitoba at the age of 23 to teach in a small community
called Snownake, situated about 100 miles from Winnipeg. Soon after his arrival,
he decided to become a doctor, and so, in 1891 he enrolled in the fledgling Mani-
toba Medical College (it had received its charter only seven years before) and
graduated with distinction in 1895. After spending some years in general practice
he went back to England for further studies in pathology and on his return to
Winnipeg he continued in his general practice. It was during this period that he
married Miss Jessie Gunn and fathered a daughter and two sons. During the next
few years he developed such an interest in practicing anaesthesia that in 1905 he

"Head, Department of Anaesthesia, St, Boniface General Hospital; Associate Professor, De-
partment of Anaesthesia, University of Manitoba.
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was given the position of Honorary Anaesthetist at the Winnipeg General Hospital
and an appointment as Lecturer at the Manitoba Medical College,

As his concern with anaesthesia rose, his interest in general practice declined
and in 1907 he became a full-time anaesthetist at the Winnipeg General Hospital,
the first physician in Western Canada to limit his practice to this specialty. He
held this position continuously until his death in 1934 with the exception of a leave
of absence during World War I when he served as a Lieutenant Colonel overseas.
In 1919 he was appointed Chief of Anaesthesia at the Winnipeg General Hospital
and was given the rank of Associate Professor of Clinical Surgery in Anaesthesia
at the University of Manitoba. When he was first appointed Lecturer at the Mani-
toba Medical College in 1905, he inaugurated the practice of supervised labora-
tory instruction for medical students and was one of the first teachers of anaes-
thesia to give practical instruction in anaesthesia to 4th year medical students.

Under Dr. Webster's influence there was a steady growth of the specialty of
anaesthesia in Manitoba; by his enthusiasm, precept and example, he stimulated
others to practice anaesthesia on a full-time basis. Further, he raised the study of
anaesthetic drugs and techniques to the scientific level by demonstrating its de-
pendence for safety on sound basic physiological and pharmacological principles.

Dr. Webster participated in every aspect of medical endeavour. In 1897 he read
a paper at the inaugural meeting of the Winnipeg Medical Society, and in 1922
he was elected President of the Canadian Society of Anaesthetists, a forerunner
of the present Canadian Anaesthetists' Society, The distinct honour of this elec-
tion can be appreciated fully only when one recalls how far, in time, Winnipeg
was from larger Eastern centres in those years. Among his closest friends was
Dr. E. L McKesson. During a long and fruitful friendship, Dr. Webster bartered
his laboratory and historical data for Dr. McKesson's mechanical expertise.

In 1924 Dr. Webster wrote the "Science and Art of Anaesthesia"1 which was
not only the first textbook on anaesthesia by a Canadian but has remained so un-
til very recent years. In addition, he published many scientific papers.

Dr. Webster's war career was no less brilliant than his medical career. The
ambulance unit commanded by Webster took part in heavy engagements at Ypres,
the Somme and Vimy Ridge. In January 1917, he was awarded the Distinguished
Service Order and was also mentioned in despatches the same year. His other
military awards included the Colonial Officer's Auxiliary Forces Decoration, the
British War Medal and the Victory Medal. On his return to Winnipeg in 1918, he
was given the post of Assistant Director of Medical Services.

As can be seen from his photograph, Dr. Webster was the owner of a fine
mustache and beard, one which must be the envy of many of the readers of this
biography. Some of the physicians still in practice recall the specially designed
masks he had made to preserve the surgical cleanliness of the operating room
without the need to sacrifice his magnificent.adornment.

Dr. Webster's favourite hobby was working with motorized devices and he was
one of the first to own a motor-car in Winnipeg, and soon after he added an out-
board motor to his "stable". It was this latter pastime that led to the tragic acci-
dent that resulted in his death in 1934.
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In 1967, Dr. M. R, MacCharles of Winnipeg wrote about his good friend Dr.
Webster as follows:2

One Saturday afternoon he was starting the motor in his boat to go down the Red River
and the motor took fire. The average individual probably would have thrown in a fire
extinguisher and then would have withdrawn quickly; not Dr. Webster; he went down
to the engine room and proceeded to put the fire out, which he did. In the process he
inhaled so much of the fumes from the fire that he developed acute edema of the lungs
and died that night. Dr. Webster was a classic example of a very fine gentleman-

Thus life came to an end abruptly for Dr. William Webster, D.S.O., V.M., at
the age of 69. From the time of his graduation in 1895, he figured prominently as
a major pioneer in the development of anaesthesia in Winnipeg and the West.
Full-time anaesthesia began in these areas as a result of Dr. Webster's influence.
It is interesting to note that after his death, while anaesthesiology nourished in
other parts of the world, notably Eastern Canada and the United States, no major
advance took place in Manitoba until the sixties. Dr. Webster was a dedicated
man, and a "classic example of a very fine gentleman".2 Winnipeg was indeed
fortunate that he selected it in which to spend his life.

I wish to acknowledge that the major source of my information was an article
published by Dr. D.C. Aikenhead,3 a pupil and friend of Dr. Webster's. Dr. Aiken-
head followed him as full-time head of the Department of Anaesthesia at the
Winnipeg General Hospital until he retired in 1951. Another important source
with particular respect to Dr. Webster's military career was Dr. M.R. MacCharles'
"Letter to the Editor" of the Manitoba Medical Review.2 Finally I wish to ackowl-
edge with thanks the secretarial assistance of Beverley Minuck.

Les debuts de la pratique de l'anesthesie au Manitoba et probablement dans
toute la partie ouest du Canada sont dus en grande partie aux efforts de l*homme
dont la biographie suit, C'est un grand privilege pour moi d'avoir l'occasion d'ecrire
ce m&noire. Depuis le tout debut de sa carri^re metlicale, le docteur Webster
s'est applique a la poursuite de la connaissance scienrifique et, de facon plus spe"-
ciale, k Tanesth&ie. De frequents recyclages et Implication des me'thodes cou-
rantes d'enseignement ont caract^rise sa vie jusqu'aux derniers instants.

William Webster est ne en 1865 k Manchester, Angleterre. II est arrive au
Manitoba a l'&ge de 23 ans; comme il eiait prepare^ pour enseigner, il a travaille*
dans une petite localite* du nom de Snowflake, situ^e k environ 100 milles de Win-
nipeg. Quelques temps apres son arrivee, il d^cida de devenir m^decin et, en
1891, il s'inscrivit a la debutante ecole de m^decine du Manitoba (elle avait recu
sa charte seulement sept ans avant); il obtint son dipldme avec distinction en
1895. Apr6s quelques ann^es de pratique gen^rale, il retourna en Angleterre pour
computer ses eludes en pathologie; a son retour & Winnipeg, il continua k faire
sa m^decine generale. C'est & ce moment-la qu'il contracta manage avec Made-
moiselle Jessie Gunn; ils eurent une fille et deux fils. Au cours des quelques an-
ne'es suivaotes, il a manifest^ un tel interet k la pratique de Tanesthesie que, en
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1905, on lui donna le titre d'anesthesiste honoraire a Ili6pital General de Winni-
peg et un poste de moniteur a I'ecole de m6decine du Manitoba.

A mesure que croissait son interet pour l'anesthesie, son intent pour la pratique
generate diminuait au point que, en 1907, il devint anesthesiste & temps complet
k Hidpital General de Winnipeg; il a e"te le premier medecin de l'ouest canadien
a consacrer tout son temps k cette speciality, 11 a conserve ce poste jusqu'a sa
mort en 1934; il s'est absente durant la premiere guerre alors qu'il a servi outre-
mer a titre de lieutenant colonel. En 1919, il a et£ nomme chef du service d'anes-
thesie a Ili6pital G^n^ral de Winnipeg et professeur agrege de chirurgie clinique
en anesthesie a runiversite" du Manitoba. En 1905, lorsqu'il a ete nomme" moni-
teur a Feoole de me"decine du Manitoba, il a inaugure" la pratique de l'enseigne-
ment en laboratoire pour les £tudiants en m&lecine et il a et£ un des premiers
professeurs d'anesthesie a donner de Fenseignement clinique en anesth^sie aux
eleves de quatrieme annee de medectne.

A cause de son influence, l'anesthesie s'est developpee de facon constante au
Manitoba; son enthousiasme, son enseignement et son exemple ont ere" des stimu-
lants pour ses confreres et les ont incites a pratiquer l'anesth^sie a temps complet.
De plus, il a 61eve l'etude des agents et des techniques anesth&iques a un niveau
scientifique en d^montrant que la securite de leur usage repose sur des principes
de base de physiologic et de pharmacologie.

Le doeteur Webster a participe, sous tous les angles, aux devoirs du medecin.
En 1897, lors de l'assemblee inaugurate et la societe medicale de Winnipeg, il
presenta un travail; en 1922, il a ete ^lu president de la Soei&6 Canadienne des
Anesth^sistes, le precurseur de la societe actuelle. La mesure de l*honneur de
cette election ne peut s'evaluer que si Ton se rappelle combien loin etait Winni-
peg, en ce temps-la, des centres de Test.

Parmi ses amis les plus intimes, se trouvait le docteur E.I. McKesson. Durant
cette longue et fructueuse amiti6, le docteur Webster a accumute des donnees
historiques et de laboratoire pour Texpertise rnecanique du docteur McKesson.

En 1924, le docteur Webster a £crit l a Science et TArt de l'Anesthesie." Non
seulement ce livre sur l'anesthesie etait le premier ecrit par un Canadien, mais il
est demeure le seul jusqu'a ces dernieres annees. II a publie de plus, plusieurs
articles scientifiques.

Sa carriere militaire n'a pas &6 moins brillante que sa carriere m^dicale. L'unit^
d'ambulance qu'il commandait a participe a de violentes rencontres a Ypres, sur
la Somme et sur la Crete de Vimy. En Janvier 1917, on lui de'cema la medaille de
Tordre des Services Distingue^, et, la metne annee, son nom &ait mentionn6 dans
les d^pe^hes. Ses autres decorations militaires sont: la Decoration des Qfficiers
Coloniaux des Forces Auxilliaires, la M^daille de Guerre Britannique et la M6-
daille de la Victoire. En 1918, lors de son retour a Winnipeg, on lui confia le poste
d'assistant directeur des services medicaux.

Comme le montre sa photographie, le Dr Webster portait une belle moustache
et une belle barbe, de quoi rendre jaloux les lecteurs de cette biographic II y a
des medecins qui pratiquent encore et qui se souviennent des masques sp^ciaux
qu'il avait faits pour conserver la proprete de la chirurgie dans les salles d'opeVa-
tion sans qu'il soit n^cessaire de sacrifier son stimulant ideal.
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Le passe-temps pr6fe>6 du Dr Webster etait de travailler sur les moteurs; a
Winnipeg, il a e"te le premier proprietaire d'une voiture automobile; un peu plus
tard, il ajoutait un moteur hors bord a son garage. (Test ce passe-temps favori qui
entraina le tragique accident et sa mort en 1934.

En 1967, son bon ami, le Dr MR, MacCharles ecrivat a son sujet:2 "Un samedi
apres-midi il partait son moteur pour deseendre la riviere, et le moteur prit feu.
La plupart des individus auraient probablement lance un extincteur chimique et
se seraient sauv£ au plus tdt; ce n'est pas ce que fit le Dr Webster; il descendit
dans la chambre a moteur et eommenca a eteindre le feu et il y reussit En ce fai-
sant, il inhala tellement de fumee qu'il developpa un cedeme pulmonaire aigu et
mourut le soir meme. Le Dr Webster eiait l'exemple classique du parfait gentil-
homme."

C'est ainsi que prit fin brutalement la vie du Dr William Webster, D.S.O., V.M.
a l'&ge de 69 ans. Depuis la date de sa graduation en 1895, il a 6t€ une figure do-
minante et un pionnier dans le progres de I'anesthesie a Winnipeg et dans l'ouest.
C'est gr£ce a l'influence du Dr Webster que des me'decins, dans ces regions, se
sont occupes a temps complet de l'anesthesie.

II est interessant de signaler que, apres sa mort, alors que Fanesthesie progres-
sait dans les autres parties du monde, notamment dans Test du Canada et aux
Etats-Unis, aucun progres notable n'est survenu au Manitoba avant les annees 60.
Le Dr Webster &ait un homme devoue" et 'Texemple classique du parfait gentil-
homme". C'est bien heureux pour Winnipeg qu'il aie choisi cette ville pour y fixer
son domicile.

Je tiens a signaler que j'ai puise la plus grande partie de mes renseignements
dans un article publie par le Dr Aikenhead,3 un eleve et un ami du Dr Webster.
Le Dr Aikenhead a succ£d6 au Dr Webster oomme chef a temps complet du d£-
partement d'anesth^sie de lli^pital G^n^ral de Winnipeg jusqu'a sa retraite en 1951.
Une autre source importante de renseignements pour moi, concernant la carriere
militaire du Dr Webster, a 6te un article du Dr MacCharles intituled 'Xettre a
rEditeur" de la revue medicale du Manitoba. Enfin, je tiens a exprimer ma grati-
tude a Beverley Minuck pour sa collaboration en quality de secretaire.
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