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Citation: 

 Demonstrating a passion for excellence, compassion for humanity, and dedication to 

improving the health of present and future generations, W. RANDOLPH CHITWOOD, JR., 

Professor of Surgery and Chief of Cardiothoracic and Vascular Surgery at East Carolina 

University, is recognized as a pioneer in the field of cardiac surgery. 

 In order to understand the scope of Dr. Chitwood‟s accomplishments it is necessary to 

review the state of cardiac surgery when he began his career. In the seventies cardiac surgery was 

a major undertaking for both the patient and he surgeon.  Repair of heart valves was particularly 

difficult as the procedure posed major technical and mechanical challenges.  For decades the 

standard treatment of a diseased mitral valve had been the surgical removal of the valve in an 

open chest procedure and the replacement of the valve with an artificial valve or a porcine valve.  

One of Dr. Chitwood‟s first contributions was to determine the real anatomy and pathology of the 

mitral valve that controls the blood flow between the two left chambers of the heart and to bring 

mitral repair surgery to North Carolina.  Because of his unusual technical skills, he was able to 

demonstrate that many of these delicate valves could be repaired by gentle dissection and 

meticulous reconstructive suture techniques.  Chitwood‟s second major contribution came when 

he recognized that endoscopic technology might provide better visibility and access to the 

diseased valve, and to obtain that advantage with less trauma to the patient.  That is not the end 

of the story.  Dr. Chitwood then recognized that robotic technology might provide surgeons the 

visibility and the freedom of movement required for performing the intricacies of cardiac surgery.  

The resulting ability to repair and preserve a human mitral valve with robotic assistance and a 

much less invasive procedure presents a major contribution to the human race for decades to 

come. 

 Chitwood‟s pioneering work in cardiac surgery has brought national and international 

recognition to himself, to East Carolina University, and to the state of North Carolina.  This may 

best be exemplified by his recent induction into the Royal College of Surgeons of England, a rare 

honor and a testament to his outstanding contributions to cardiac surgery. 
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 Dr. Chitwood has distinguished himself as both a surgeon and a scientist.  North 

Carolinians and all of human kind have benefited from his gifted, innovative, and technically 

brilliant advances in the field of cardiac surgery.  The Board of Governors of The University of 

North Carolina is honored to recognize his many contributions and to name W. RANDOLPH 

CHITWOOD, JR., Professor of Surgery and Chief of Cardiothoracic and Vascular Surgery at East 

Carolina University, as a recipient of the 2004 Oliver Max Gardner Award. 

 

Response: 

 

 So what do you say?  It is somewhat embarrassing to look at a video of yourself, I‟ll tell 

you that.  Mr. Lail, thank you very much for those kind comments and the citation.  I want to 

thank the UNC TV network for doing such a great job on the video.  I really enjoyed that, you 

have wonderful people at the University of North Carolina and at UNC TV. 

 I am very humbled.  This is one of the few things that have sort of taken me aback in a 

long time.  I am very pleased that members of the Gardner Family are here.  We have been good 

friends with the Broughton family for a long time, and I know the Gardners and the Broughtons 

go way back.   

 I was really honored to have learned from President Broad several weeks ago that I was a 

recipient of this award, the O. Max Gardner Award, a very well known and important person in 

this state.  To be chosen from what is really an amazing faculty and staff throughout these sixteen 

campuses in the UNC System, leaves me very humbled and very respectful.  First, I want to 

thank you for the award and I will try to live up to the measures for which this award stands.  I 

believe it stands for very high standards of education.  I am especially pleased to see the Gardner 

Family. 

 My career has been sculpted by the confluence of opportunity and the influence, of 

course, of many wonderful individuals.  To be sure, there has been a measure of serendipity.  We 

all go through life hitting bumps, and crannies and moguls and sometimes just end up in the right 

place.  All of these unfolded to make North Carolina my home, North Carolinians, my people, 

and the Brody School of Medicine, and East Carolina University, and the UNC System, my 

school.  The voyage has been steered by Tammy, a wonderful helmsperson.  I can‟t call her 

helmsman or helmswoman, she is a helmsperson.  Tammy, since I was 17 years old, knew the 
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way (and we call it „the way‟ in our house), and has helped me keep from running aground.  Of 

course, I did run aground from time to time and she was there to tow me off the sandbar to a clear 

channel.  I thank her for her love, her guidance, and her wisdom.  Anne is here today.  She, and 

my son Randolph, have developed and matured me more than I have them.  I am absolutely sure 

of that.  All of their good qualities, their mother is responsible for those.  Each understands and 

never resented my necessity for what Sir William Osler, that famed physician, called the master 

word in medicine.  In our house, that master word has resounded many times over the years, as it 

has to my residents and students, and the master word in medicine is „work‟, W-O-R-K, hard 

work.   

 I have asked several friends to be here today.  They are the leaders of the University 

Health Systems of Eastern Carolina and East Carolina University.  They, with your support, the 

Board of Governors and President Broad, have brought to fruition the vision of a broad based 

cardiovascular institute that we started together twenty years ago, when I came from Duke to 

found the Cardiac Surgery program at ECU.  I am limited by time, but I will simply say it‟s your 

award too.  The award is yours, you have each earned it.   

 My interest in medicine was spawned by my father, who was a physician, and my mother, 

a nurse.  My father was a true „country doctor‟ and my grandfather and grandmother also 

preceded them in the same roles.  Dad had the innate ability to combine scientific curiosity with 

compassionate patient care.  I have written about him on several occasions and I call him the 

„true physician‟.  He was more than a physician, he was a voracious reader.  He was always well 

informed regarding not only the currency of medicine, but also the scientific past.  Newton, 

Jefferson, that is, Thomas Jefferson, Darwin, Wedgewood, Franklin, that‟s Benjamin Franklin, 

Osler and more became familiar to me through his studies.  Very early on, he collected 

dragonflies and was an avid photographer.  All this was squeezed in between a solo practice.  He 

reminded me very much of the interest that Darwin had.  His retirement was really when I first 

began to appreciate how much he had stored in his brain.  From the beginning, he taught me that 

we all have a mandate not just to be there.  There is a song that says „when I was a young man I 

thought the only thing I had to do was smile.‟  Well, he gave me the mandate to observe the 

question, to discover, to innovate, and to teach.  I heard, many times, the words “intellectual 

curiosity will keep you going son.”  My mother continues to be an educational community leader 

in her 80‟s and this very moment, this very day, she is being honored at another institution, my 
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local college in Virginia, with the President‟s Award.  My hobbies, when I was a 12 year-old 

were amateur hand radio, everybody thought I was a little nuts and I got electrocuted a couple of 

times, and photography.  These hobbies were reawakened all along my educational path when I 

had time.  And actually, these hobbies culminated in my present day understanding of 

electronics, imaging, as well as composition and symmetry.  These have helped me immensely in 

this work with robotic surgery.  Men like Ed Crawford at my college campus, Hampden-Sydney 

College, a small college in Virginia, and Dr. Dave Sabiston, who was my mentor at Duke and a 

UNC honor graduate, showed me the benefits of hard work, scientific investigation, and the 

attention to detail in every thing that we attempt.  His word was „attention to detail.‟  While a 

medical student at the University of Virginia, Dr. Joe Craver, who is a former UNC football star 

from Shelby and later a cardiac surgeon, drew me to the thrill of cardiac surgery, to see the 

human heart and to see congenital anomalies being repaired.  Dr. Sabiston taught me to be an 

academic surgeon.  He taught me that we have a responsibility, not only to treat our patients, but 

to educate students and to development new methods and techniques to improve patient care.  

We have a tripartite mission, we must do research.  Finally, Dr. Walter Pories, a past O. Max 

Gardner Award recipient, taught me many pragmatic things about just plain old „getting along‟ 

and leadership in an institution. He has been, perhaps, my best recent mentor in that he directed 

me regarding, first the division, and then the department of surgery, the value of and methods for 

teaching, the insatiable curiosity and drive to always seek new methods, to balance the financial 

books, that‟s real important today, to mentor young and older faculty alike, and to set the vision 

for a group people into one focus.  He is really my leadership model.  And lastly I wish to say 

that the work that we have done in mentally invasive and robotic cardiac surgery at ECU has 

become internationally known, as been mentioned.  It is not because I have done it, it is because 

the environment was prepared and the team was right.  It has been said that the wins are the 

team‟s and the losses are the coach‟s, well so be it.  I believe it is the matrix that was there 

because the UNC System and ECU had the leadership.  It is the same leadership, in this room, 

that will continue to hoist many efforts across the sixteen campuses to both national and 

international recognition. Again, I would like to thank you, the committee, the Gardner family, 

the Board of Governors, President Broad, and everyone associated with this award for honoring 

ECU and for honoring me. 

 

 


