Professor Harold Ellis - a personal tribute.

We were saddened in March to learn of the passing of Professor Harold Ellis CBE FRCS and wanted to record our own personal tribute to a remarkable teacher who had the most profound effect on our surgical journey.

In the mid-1990’s we were both fortunate to have the privilege to work, six months apart, for Professor Eilis as demonstrators in the anatomy department at Guy’s Hospital, London, as we worked towards our primary FRCS examination. We thus joined the thousands who benefitted from his kindness, expertise and legendary teaching. The days spent in the dissection room under his tutelage, not only led to success in the examination but a lifelong passion for anatomy and teaching. The approachable, nurturing culture that he engendered made learning effective, fun and detailed. His ability to make complex anatomy clearly understandable and clinically relevant was unsurpassed.

His question-and-answer teaching style, with a group of demonstrators at the dissecting table, always focussed the mind. He was always gracious and humorous; we remember his offer of help with the first word of any answer: …..‘Errrm’. His teaching was peppered with anecdotes and details from a book he might be reading or reminiscences from his renowned surgical career. Much of what we learned in those months has stayed with us; we will always remember the location of Poupart’s Junction. His conjecture that reduction in peptic ulcer disease mortality in the 1950’s was directly related  to the appointment of one H. Ellis as surgical registrar at the Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford was very much tongue in cheek!

In preparing us for the then FRCS Part A, he was very adept at adopting the persona of a more ‘challenging’ examiner so we would be less intimidated on the day. But this was more than anatomy learning for postgraduate examinations; it was the underpinning of our future training and careers. We were beyond lucky to have had Professor Harold Ellis to help sink those foundations with us and hope to have been able to echo even a fraction of his skill, wit and commitment as trainers ourselves.

We were amazed and remain honoured that someone as eminent as Harold Ellis, Professor of Surgery at Westminster Medical School 1962-1989, Vice president of the RCS Eng. 1986, appointed CBE in 1987, and the pre-eminent teacher of surgical anatomy, took so much care and time to guide us and set us on our surgical road. He took a real interest in all the demonstrators as people, even  sending us a lovely card on our engagement.

Many fellow anatomy demonstrators will have similar remembrances and mourn Professor Ellis’ passing; our thoughts are with his family and friends. We will remember with huge fondness, a truly inspirational mentor whose impact on our formative surgical lives was immeasurable and for which we will be forever thankful.

If anyone is wondering, Poupart’s Junction has nothing to do with the eponym for the inguinal ligament; it is a railway junction just south of Clapham.
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