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Helen Lamb: Some
insight into her
life and times—
Part 2*

First successful total
pneumonectomy
James Gilmore, a physician from
Pittsburgh, Pa, was admitted to the
surgical service of Barnes Hospital,
St Louis, Mo, on April 4, 1933. He
was accompanied with his lifelong
friend, Sidney A. Chalfont, MD.
Gilmore’s operative permit read: “I
herewith request the performance
of the required operation and such
additional work as may be found
necessary or advisable at the
time.”1(p121) The operation was to
be an upper left lobe lobectomy. The
preoperative orders left that day
were for a “routine prep for a lobec-
tomy ‘L,’ morphine 0.15 gm @ 9
a.m., atropine 0.0004 gm @ 9 a.m.,
to OR when called in bed, tempera-
ture, pulse, respiration (TPR) q4h,
bedrest with bathroom privileges,
tub bath, light diet.”1(p121)

The next day Gilmore arrived in
the operating room shortly after 9
AM. Helen Lamb recorded his vital
signs as blood pressure 98/72, pulse
84, and respirations 20. Anesthesia
was begun by mask at 9:35 AM.1(p122)

Lamb removed the pillows from
under Gilmore’s head and with her
right hand on Gilmore’s forehead,
extended his head. Lamb then
inserted a laryngoscope, lifted the
epiglottis, and during inspiration,

inserted an endotracheal tube 2 to 3
cm above the bifurcation of the tra-
chea. This procedure took 10 min-
utes to perform. Lamb then con-
nected the anesthetizing machine
and began delivering 4 L/min of
nitrous oxide and 800 cc of oxygen.
An FIO2 of 16.67% was used to
reduce the risk of fire from cautery.
Adjustment of a catheter expiratory
valve allowed a degree of gas
rebreathing. Lamb inflated an endo-
tracheal balloon with a 10-cc Luer
syringe to seal the lumen of the tra-
chea containing the endotracheal
tube. The tracheal balloon was
clamped with a hemostat. Lamb then
inserted a mouth bite with a string
hanging outside the mouth attached
to which was a hemostat.2(p37-41)

Graham made his initial incision
at 10 AM and entered the chest by
the removal of ribs 6 and 7.1(p122)

When an increase in intrapul-
monary pressure was required by
Graham, Lamb adjusted the
catheter expiratory valve. Anesthe-
sia was maintained with a hypoxic
mixture of nitrous oxide and oxy-
gen. Lamb later authored the chap-
ter “Technique of Administration,
Endotracheal and Endopharyngeal
Nitrous Oxide Oxygen Anesthesia”
in Graham’s textbook, Surgical Dis-
eases of the Chest.2 Hypoxic nitrous
oxide–oxygen was used because it
was the only anesthesia method
available to Graham when he antic-
ipated the use of hot cautery for the
surgery.1(p125) Carbon dioxide was
added to the mixture when respira-
tory stimulation was necessary. 

After careful exploration, Graham
found the mass involved the entire
left mainstem bronchus. He felt it
would be useless to perform a lobec-
tomy but knew of no successful 1-
stage removal of the lung in a
human.1(p122) After discussing the sit-

uation with Chalfont, Graham
decided to perform what was to
become the world’s first successful
total pneumonectomy with Helen
Lamb as nurse anesthetist. Lamb’s
postoperative remarks summed up
how the case had proceeded:
“uneventful anes., pulse good vol-
ume, color good. Glucose given
when B.P. fell and pt. responded. At
completion of operation blood trans-
fusion was given.”1(p124)

Gilmore was discharged from the
hospital 44 days later. He and Gra-
ham went on to develop a friendship
that was reflected by frequent corre-
spondence, gifts, and occasional vis-
its (Figure 1). For the next 24 years,
Gilmore phoned Graham on April 5,
the anniversary of his surgery. 1(p131)

Gilmore lived another 30 years and
continued to smoke throughout his
life.1(p140)

During 1941, Lamb began corre-
sponding with nurse anesthetist
Dagmar Nelson and Vernon C. Hunt,
MD. Nelson provided anesthesia for
the patients of Hunt, a Mayo Clinic
trained surgeon, at St Vincent’s Hos-
pital in Los Angeles, Calif. In 1934,
Nelson had gone on trial for violat-
ing the California Medical Practice
Act and was found not guilty. Hunt
had initiated the correspondence as
he wanted Nelson to visit Lamb to
see her work with Graham. Lamb
was flattered and would make Nel-
son’s visit to St Louis a warm and
interesting visit.3(p94)

An interest in figure skating
During the 1940s, Lamb became
interested in figure skating, as did
Walter Powell of the Brown Shoe
Company (Figure 2). They became
good friends because of their mutual
interests that included watching and
participating in figure skating,
though neither was ever a competi-
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tive skater. The two could sometimes
be seen going to a skating rink
together at the old Winter Garden on
De Baliviere Avenue in St Louis. A
student of Lamb’s once saw her meet-
ing Powell to go ice skating, and
Lamb was dressed in a short skating
skirt for the occasion (A. Mahan, oral
communication, April 2002). Lamb
described herself as “cutting quite a
figure dancing to music on ice.”4

Barnes Hospital
During the late 1940s, many of the
community hospitals in St Louis had
anesthesiologists on their staff except
Barnes, a major teaching hospital of
the Washington University School of
Medicine.5 Some of the surgeons at
Barnes had worked with physician
anesthesiologists during World War
II, appreciated their work, and felt it
was time Barnes and Washington
University School of Medicine had a
Department of (Physician) Anesthe-
siology. This led to a group of 13 sur-
geons writing a letter to Graham,
demanding he get a physician anes-
thesiologist to head up the anesthesia
department at Barnes Hospital not-
ing the university affiliation and the
increasing complexity of modern
surgery. Graham finally succumbed
to their demand and began searching
in earnest for an anesthesiologist
who would head up a physician
anesthesiology department and teach
in the nurse anesthesia program.

This search was accompanied with a
high level of tension between the
anesthesia and surgery departments
(D. Eastwood, written communica-
tion, February 2002.) 

Lamb felt the anesthetics provided
by her and her colleagues were highly
adequate, and the hospital director
was very happy and protective of the
anesthetic department because of the
continued income it was providing.
In 1950, the hospital was charging a
flat fee of $30 for anesthesia1(p183);
this income helped reduce some of
the fees charged to patients for other
hospital services. The director of
Barnes Hospital, Frank Bradley, MD,
knew that the nurse anesthesia stu-
dents provided inexpensive service.
Graham was torn, yet remained sup-
portive of Lamb and the Department
of Anesthesia (D. Eastwood and C.B.
Mueller, written communication,
October 1999).

Finding an anesthesiologist to
come to Barnes was to become a long
and arduous process. In 1947, Ted
Mallinckrodt, Jr, the chairman of
Mallinkrodt Chemical Company, a
chemical manufacturer and manufac-
turer of anesthesia products head-
quartered in St Louis, Mo, endowed a
chair in the Department of Anesthe-
sia in honor of his son Henry
Mallinckrodt who had died in 1945
from injuries received during World
War II.1(p188) Many physician anes-
thesiologists were interviewed for the

Figure 1. In 1955, Evarts Graham, MD (left), with
James Gilmore, MD, the first pneumonectomy patient

(Reprinted with permission from Becker Medical Library, Washington

University School of Medicine, St Louis, Mo.) (Reprinted with permission from AANA Archives, Park Ridge, Ill.)

Figure 2. Walter S. Powell, undated

chair, and in October 1950, Douglas
Eastwood, MD, from the University
of Iowa, came to head the Depart-
ment of Anesthesia at Barnes. East-
wood would go on to establish a
physician residency program in anes-
thesia, recruit residents, enhance the
anesthesia faculty, and integrate the
nurse anesthesia program with the
physician residency program in anes-
thesia.1(p193)

Lamb did not greet Eastwood
warmly upon his arrival at Barnes
Hospital in 1950. Eastwood believed
that Lamb saw his appearance at
Barnes as a serious threat. Eastwood
now had the strong support of Gra-
ham. He was eager to make changes
at Barnes and had developed a 3-year
plan for the department. However, he
could not develop a close relation-
ship with Lamb. The two would have
serious conversations, at times to the
point of confrontation. Eastwood
would go on to make many changes
in clinical procedures. Many but not
all of those changes were approved
by Lamb. Yet to this day, Eastwood
recognizes the leadership and contri-
butions Lamb made for the depart-
ment and for the profession of nurse
anesthesia. Eastwood later said he
was to learn a lot about the adminis-
tration of anesthesia from Lamb her-
self (D. Eastwood and C.B. Mueller,
written communication, October
1999).

One of the first-full time anesthe-
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siologists to practice in St Louis,
Seymour Brown, MD, became cre-
dentialed to practice in several com-
munity hospitals, as did most anes-
thesiologists coming to St Louis at
that time. He recalls:5

Nurse anesthetists almost exclu-
sively administered anesthesia at
Barnes and Jewish Hospitals (teach-
ing hospitals of Washington Univer-
sity), and a large nurse anesthetist
training school continued for many
years at Barnes Hospital. At St. John’s
Mercy, De Paul and St. Louis City
Hospitals, much of the anesthesia was
provided by nurse anesthetists, with
surgeons and residents providing
regional anesthesia.

Brown further recalls Eastwood’s
appointment at Barnes and Washing-
ton University School of Medicine
and his subsequent resignation in late
1955. At that time, many anesthesiol-
ogy departments were a service
under the Department of Surgery, and
a conflict arose among Carl Moyer,
MD, chief, Surgical Department, and
Eastwood and other anesthesiolo-
gists. Moyer wrote a policy that mus-
cle relaxants, especially curare, could
not be used as a part of the anesthe-
sia care plan of surgical patients. He
based his policy on the deaths associ-
ated with its use, as reported by H.K.
Beecher, MD, and D.P. Todd, MD, in
their 1948 to 1952 study.5 Actually,
neither Beecher nor Todd reached
such a drastic conclusion in their
study, although they advocated cau-
tion with their use.6 Brown further
stated that following Eastwood’s res-
ignation, “Dr. Robert Dodd was
appointed Professor and Chief in the
Spring of 1956 with Dr. Bela Hatfalvi
coming soon after. The nurse anes-
thetist program at Barnes Hospital
continued to thrive.”5

Walter Powell and the Saint
Louis Symphony
Even though Lamb’s retirement from
anesthesia in 1951 was because of
the internal conflicts within the
department, her retirement opened
the way for Lamb to achieve other
great accomplishments. Lamb was
yet to experience a new and interest-
ing chapter in her life, for Powell

also retired in 1951. On December
25, 1951, 61-year-old Lamb married
72-year-old Powell1(p183) ( J.L. Con-
rad and L.W. O’Neal, personal com-
munication, May 1999).

Powell’s interest in figure skating
led him to become a referee at the
1952 Olympic Winter Games in
Oslo, Norway, and the 1960 Games
in Squaw Valley, Calif. Powell and
Lamb enjoyed traveling to and par-
ticipating in ice skating events
together, as well as having a passion
for symphony concerts.7 On Febru-
ary 14, 1961, a tremendous tragedy
occurred in Lamb’s life. A plane car-
rying the US Figure Skating Team to
the World Figure Skating Champi-
onships in Prague, Czechoslovakia,
crashed near Brussels, Belgium,
killing all on board. Powell was on
the flight, as he was to serve as a ref-
eree at the championships.8,9

Powell’s estate was reported to be
valued at $1,035,000. In October
1966, the Saint Louis Symphony
began a $4 million capital fund
drive, and Lamb made the Saint
Louis Symphony Society beneficiary
of a $1 million charitable trust to be
given on her death.10-14 In an article
entitled, “$1,000,000 Sings For Her”
in the Chicago Sun-Times newspaper,
Lamb described her decision to
donate money in her late husband’s
memory. Both she and Powell had
enjoyed many wonderful evenings at
the symphony, and Lamb described
their whole marriage as rather har-
monious. When Lamb heard that
there was a possibility of the end of
the Saint Louis Symphony because
of its financial condition, she
decided to make the donation. The
article went on to say that although
neither Lamb or Powell could sing a
tune, nor were either of them musi-
cally talented, both could ice dance
very well.4 Lamb was elected an hon-
orary vice president of the Saint
Louis Symphony Society that year.15

The symphony’s capital fund
drive and Lamb’s donation enabled
the purchase of the old St Louis
Theatre Building, which was built
in 1925.15,16 The theater was pur-

chased in August 1966, renovated,
and renamed Powell Symphony
Hall.16-20 Lamb was unable to attend
the gala opening event on January
24, 1968, because of illness, but she
was represented by a nurse anes-
thetist friend from Louisiana and
Joyce Kelly, CRNA, MA, from Cali-
fornia ( J. Kelly, oral communica-
tion, September 2002).

Lamb’s later years
Lamb later married Noel R. Coleman,
a St Louis builder, and she moved to
San Diego with him in 1967.21 Cole-
man had the idea of constructing
freestanding surgicenters, an idea
ahead of its time ( J. Kelly, oral com-
munication, September 2002). Cole-
man died of colon cancer in 1972.19

Then in 1973, Lamb married Jack
R. Frost, a California investment bro-
ker of commercial real estate.22 The
couple lived in San Diego. Frost was
approximately 20 years younger
than Lamb and was described by
Joyce Kelly, a friend of Lamb and
Frost, as “a wonderful person for
Lamb” ( J. Kelly, oral communica-
tion, September 2002). Lamb
became a member of the San Diego
Symphony Association and the San
Diego Opera Guild.21 Frost was
devoted to Lamb and took wonderful
care of her ( J. Kelly, oral communi-
cation, September 2002).

Kelly remembers Lamb as an edu-
cator and a friend. Kelly said of
Lamb, “She looked at things differ-
ently, she had a lot of foresight. Lamb
was a forward thinker, she thought
of things in a different dimension
than I would think of them” ( J.
Kelly, oral communication, Septem-
ber 2002). Powell was a very astute
businessman, and he was one of the
people who insisted that the AANA
become affiliated with the American
Hospital Association, Chicago, Ill.
Early AANA meetings were held
jointly with the American Hospital
Association. But one of the things he
taught Lamb was the importance of
men in business, and Lamb felt that
it was very important to get a man’s
opinion, especially at that time, for
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Saint Louis Symphony Orchestra; May
15, 1967.

19. Helen Lamb Frost services; was sym-
phony benefactor. St Louis Globe-Democ-
rat. September 7, 1979:2A.

20. St. Louis Theater to end 40 years as movie
house. St Louis Globe-Democrat. October
31, 1966.

21. San Diego Area Obituaries. San Diego
Union. September 6, 1979:A18.

22. Helen Lamb Frost. St Louis Necrologies.
1979;32:99.

23. CRNA Helen Lamb Frost, one of the orig-
inal founders of the association, awarded
the AANA Annual Agatha Hodgins Award
for Outstanding Accomplishment. AANA
NewsBulletin. September 1976;30:5.

24. Helen Lamb Powell Frost dies; symphony
benefactress. St Louis Post-Dispatch. Sep-
tember 6, 1979. 

25. Helen Lamb Frost, one of the original
founders of the AANA, dies. AANA News-
Bulletin. September 1979;33:7.
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Helen Lamb is credited for helping
establish that through hard work
and dedication to the profession of
nurse anesthesia.

In 1980, the AANA Board of
Directors established the Helen
Lamb Outstanding Educator Award
for her contributions in the estab-
lishment of the curriculum and min-
imum educational standards for
schools of nurse anesthesia.
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men ran business and medicine, and
she felt that AANA would be stronger
by having men and a viewpoint that
came from a different place. 

By the late 1970s, Lamb had
become quite frail, yet she continued
to attend all of the AANA Annual
Meetings. On August 25, 1976, Lamb
received the second Agatha Hodgins
Award for Outstanding Accomplish-
ment (Figure 3). She gave a moving
acceptance speech, which recognized
her acceptance of the award on
behalf of all hard-working and dedi-
cated nurse anesthetists.23

Lamb had frequent bouts of pneu-
monia. Kelly conjectured that this
was due to the administration of
anesthesia, as there was nothing used
to rid waste gases when Lamb prac-
ticed. For instance, during neurosur-
gical cases, nurse anesthetists were
positioned under the sterile sheets,
“holding a cone upside down on the
patient’s face to keep them asleep,
with a little nitrous [oxide] and oxy-
gen blowing on them” ( J. Kelly, oral
communication, September 2002). 

Lamb was scheduled to attend the
AANA Annual Meeting in 1979, but
died September 3, 1979, in San
Diego, Calif. She was survived by
her husband Frost. News of her
death appeared in newspapers and
publications around the country,
such as the St Louis Globe-Democrat,
as well as the St Louis Post-Dispatch,
the San Diego Union, and the AANA
NewsBulletin.19,21,24,25

The life of Helen Lamb was
summed up by Kelly as “one whose
life was giving anesthesia and teach-
ing” ( J. Kelly, oral communication,
September 2002). Lamb was revered
by her students, surgeons, and other
anesthesia providers for her compe-
tency, thoroughness, and forward
thinking. She was well regarded for
her abilities. She helped found the
AANA, which this year celebrates its
72nd anniversary. Somewhere in the
world a Certified Registered Nurse
Anesthetist is caring for a patient,
each and every moment of every day.

Figure 3. Helen Lamb, nurse
anesthetist, at the 1976 AANA
Annual Meeting where she received
the Agatha Hodgins Award

(Reprinted with permission from AANA Archives,

Park Ridge, Ill.)


