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Neurosurgery at the U: 75 years young 
In July 1937, neurosurgery separated from general surgery  

Seventy-five years ago, physicians couldn’t rely on a CT or MRI scan to help diagnose and treat 
brain and nervous system diseases. Surgery often focused on immediate, practical needs, and the 
technology was crude. Even then, however, the diagnostic and surgical skills required for neurologic 
diseases differed drastically from those of general surgery. 

“It became increasingly difficult for general surgeons and neurosurgeons to cover for each other 
and provide each other the disciplinary support they needed,” explains Stephen Haines, M.D., head 
of the Department of Neurosurgery at the University of Minnesota today and holder of the Lyle A. 
French Chair in Neurosurgery. 

Recognizing the increasing specialization, Owen H. Wangensteen, M.D., Ph.D., who led the 
University’s Surgery Department, appointed William (Bill) Peyton, M.D., Ph.D., to direct a new 
Division of Neurosurgery in July 1937. Renowned as a skillful surgeon and thoughtful teacher, 
Peyton guided the division until 1960. He 
emphasized excellence in both clinical 
training and research, a focus that continues 
to this day.

One of the division’s first major achievements 
was using radioactive isotopes to locate brain 
tumors. When Shelley Chou, M.D., began his 
neurosurgery training in 1950, he continued 
this work. A somewhat infamous photo shows 
him with an early, improvised brain scanning 
device. “It really looks like a 1950s mad 
scientist movie,” Haines comments.  

Chou joined the department faculty in 1960 
and performed some of the earliest complex 
spinal reconstructive surgeries. 
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Neurosurgeon Shelley Chou, M.D. (right), tested a hand-built 
brain scanning device in 1952. 

Photo courtesy of University of Minnesota Archives



Longtime faculty member Lyle A. French, M.D., 
Ph.D., took over the Neurosurgery Division in 
1960 and continued to promote both clinical 
and research activities. He introduced the use 
of dexamethasone, a steroid drug, to relieve 
swelling of the brain—a treatment that’s still 
used today.

The division officially became its own Medical 
School department in 1968. When French was 
appointed vice president of health sciences 
for the University in 1970, Chou stepped in as 
head of the department, a position he held until 
1989. French, in his new role, established the 
Neurosurgery Research Labs.

“We still have active research laboratories,” Haines 
notes. “Neurosurgery, despite being 75 years old 

in Minnesota and more than 100 years old in the 
United States, is still a young frontier specialty.”  

Research priorities in the department today 
include stem cell–aided recovery from stroke 
and spinal cord injury, immunotherapy and 
vaccine therapy for brain tumors, and deep 
brain stimulation. Haines expects the next  
75 years to bring as many changes as the pre-
vious 75 brought, as neurosurgery evolves into  
a practice of restoring and modifying function. 

“The provision of excellent neurosurgical care 
for the people of Minnesota drives us,” he 
says. “Excellent clinical care, training the next 
generation of neurosurgeons, and moving the 
field forward with research continue to be why 
we’re here.”
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A father-son gift to a shared profession
Neurosurgery chair Stephen Haines, M.D., 
often chats with the program’s oldest 
living graduate—his own father, a retired 
neurosurgeon who lives in upstate New York. 
Now 92, Gerald Haines, M.D., Ph.D., trained 
in the same University of Minnesota building 
where his son has spent much of his career. 

Gerald Haines has seen many of the 
advances in neurosurgery firsthand. He 
conducted some of the early research on 
radioactive isotopes for detecting brain 
tumors. The technique represented a major 
improvement over the previous method of 
localizing a tumor, he recalls.

“We had to detect brain tumors by injecting 
air in the ventricles of the brain,” Gerald 
Haines says. “You had to make a little hole 
in the bone, put a needle in, take out some 
fluid, and put air into the cavities. Then an 
X-ray was taken. It was quite painful.”

Because the neurosurgery program has 
played such a key role in both Haineses’ lives, 
the two men wanted to give something back.

“In talking with my dad about things we might do 
to help the department, we settled on a lecture 
endowment to bring in prominent neurosurgeons 
to interact with the faculty and residents and 
stimulate thought on important topics,” says the 
younger Haines.

They each donated $50,000 to establish the 
Haines Family Lectureship on Clinical Research in 
Neurosurgery. The first lecturer, Beverly Walters, 
M.D., will speak at the department’s 2012 William 
T. Peyton Society Meeting in July.

“Beverly Walters is one of the pioneers in 
applying sophisticated clinical research methods 
to neurosurgery,” says Haines. “She’s internationally 
recognized in the area of evidence-based 
neurosurgery and guidelines development.”

This year’s meeting will also celebrate the 75th 
anniversary of neurosurgery at the University. 

For more information about the lecture or  
the meeting, contact Susan Whaley at  
whale001@umn.edu. 

Retired neurosurgeon 
Gerald Haines, 
M.D., Ph.D., and his 
neurosurgeon son  
Stephen Haines, M.D., 
together created 
the Haines Family 
Lectureship on 
Clinical Research  
in Neurosurgery. 
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In the fight against ataxia, the University of 
Minnesota sits at ground zero.

Nowhere else in the world do all the pieces—
research, education, clinical treatment, and 
fundraising—come together as they do in the 
Twin Cities, where both the National Ataxia 
Foundation (NAF) and the Bob Allison Ataxia 
Research Center (BAARC) are based. 

These organizations have long provided critical 
support for ataxia research at the University, 
where Institute for Translational Neuroscience 
director Harry T. Orr, Ph.D., has spent the 
past 25 years moving the fight forward. NAF 
and BAARC recently joined forces to provide 
Orr and his team with $100,000 to fund 
research focused on developing a drug to treat 
spinocerebellar ataxia type 1.

“Ataxia is an orphan disease,” Orr explains, “which  
means the big pharmaceutical companies are 
less interested in devoting dollars to developing 
drugs [for it]; the end-user market is just not  
that large. So we need to take our research 
further along.”

Working with previously identified potential 
ataxia drugs, Orr’s team is exploring the 
possibilities. They’re homing in on candidates, 

developing assays, and passing 
those assays to a chemist who 
tweaks the structure of the drug. 

“It’s a back-and-forth process 
that culminates in identifying 
three or four drugs that we can 
take to the next stage,” Orr says. 
“This grant from BAARC and 
the NAF enables that work.”

BAARC board chair Mark 
Allison has a deeply personal 
interest in the outcome of this 
research. His father, Twins baseball great Bob 
Allison, died of ataxia in 1995. Prior to his death, 
Bob Allison and his wife started BAARC to raise 
funds to support research that would one day 
find a cure for the debilitating disease.

“We’re all very excited about Harry’s research,” 
Mark Allison says. “We know that down the road 
his work will lead to great discoveries.”

Michael Parent, executive director of the NAF, 
agrees. “The foundation has been funding re-
search at the University of Minnesota since the  
1980s, and we’ve been proud to support the work  
that’s led us to this point. We need to have cham-
pions like Harry Orr to bring ataxia to an end.”

Teaming up to support ataxia research

Harry Orr, Ph.D., and 
his lab team, including 
graduate student Melissa 
Ingram, are working to 
identify promising drug 
compounds that could  
one day be used to  
treat ataxia.
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News from the Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center

The Line Up

Upcoming events
Karen’s Hope Ataxia Benefit
Thursday, June 21
Oak Glen Golf Course
Stillwater, Minn.

Golf for a Cure for Ataxia
Sunday, September 16
Northern Pines Country Club 
Cicero, N.Y.

Curt’s Classic
Tuesday, October 2
Crystal Lake Golf Club 
Lakeville, Minn.

These events benefit research and care focused on brain, nerve, and muscle disorders at the 
University of Minnesota. For more information, visit z.umn.edu/neuroevents.
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University of Minnesota scientists hope that two  
new studies will enhance understanding of the  
underlying causes of Parkinson’s disease, poten-
tially leading to the development of new drug 
therapies and treatment options for patients.

In one study, neuroscientist Michael Lee, Ph.D., 
and his colleagues examined one of the obvious 
causes of the progression of Parkinson’s: dying 
neurons in the patient’s brain. 

In the lab, researchers discovered a protein 
called alpha-synuclein with the potential to build 
up in the endoplasmic reticulum, the part of a 
neuron responsible for producing dopamine. 
Accumulation of alpha-synuclein can disrupt the 
neuron’s functioning, and the cell eventually dies.

Aiming to confirm their previous finding, Lee’s 
team in another study identified the mechanism 
behind the death of the cells. When they thera-
peutically targeted this pathway, they saw a delay 

in the progression of Parkinson’s disease in an 
animal model.

“Ultimately, our initial study looks to reduce the 
stress placed on the endoplasmic reticulum, 
which we believe would delay the onset and/
or progression of PD,” says Lee, who was the 
lead investigator of both studies. “In our second 
study, we … put [our hypothesis] to the test in 
animal studies. We treated mice and rats with 
the compound Salubrinal, which alleviates stress 
in the endoplasmic reticulum and decreases the 
number of neuron cells that die.”

The mice treated with Salubrinal were signifi-
cantly healthier and lived longer than those that 
received a placebo, he says. 

Lee says this knowledge will inform future 
research on how other compounds like Salubrinal 
could be made more effective and usable in 
humans to one day treat Parkinson’s disease.
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Researchers take aim at causes of Parkinson’s disease

Michael Lee, Ph.D.
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