CHAPTER 2

The Dotter Years
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Charles Dotter was a memorable figure for anyone who worked with him or even had a fleeting acquaintance with the man. He was short, strong and wiry, spending off days hiking the tallest peaks in North America. Still, he was no health nut -- Dr. Dotter chain-smoked cigarettes. He liked to drive fast and take risks, and particularly enjoyed persuading less adventuresome folk (pretty much everyone else) to come along. Dr. Dotter talked rapid-fire, his mind moving from topic to topic with little warning. In photographs his eyes look wide, almost manic, but that's probably because he was "on" whenever a camera was around. Off stage he was more low-key, but his focus was intense, particularly with a student or, heaven help them, a competitor. 


Some people called him "Crazy Charlie," but never to his face. He preferred the more dignified "Charles." He was a study in contrasts. Technologists who worked alongside him described him as a good boss, someone who was focused on the work but generally respectful of his employees. But Dr. Dotter could be tough on students or colleagues, particularly if they showed any sign of muscling in on an interesting procedure or recognition. He was a tough competitor.


Charles Dotter had a good sense of humor and a flair for publicity. He took advantage of opportunities to show up in the local press, being available for lighthearted coverage so the reporters would come back when he had some new medical innovation to show off. A fat file of press clippings from those years includes a story in the Portland Oregonian in 1952 about Dr. Dotter's arrival at the zoo with an x-ray machine and a technician to take images of Rosy the elephant's right rear foot, which was injured when the animal stepped on her watering trough. Several years later he was in the news again when he took in Hector, an apparently deceased penguin from the zoo for some last-ditch treatment. He revived the bird and allowed it to recover at his home, where Hector wreaked havoc. A photo appearing in the Oregonian depicts Hector standing on a couch in Dr. Dotter's study looking up the term "aspergillosis," his ailment, in a medical textbook.

The papers also followed his exploits on mountaintops. Charles Dotter was an avid hiker and mountain climber, reaching the top of all 67 peaks above 14,000 feet in the continental United States. But his climbs were often dramatic affairs; he got lost more than once. An August 1959 article in the Oregonian recounts Dr. Dotter and his wife being rescued from a narrow ledge near the 14,000-foot Crestone Needle in Colorado, where they had been stuck for 24 hours. After another such debacle on a mountain some years later, a jokester in the angiography suite put up some helpful signs to help Dr. Dotter find his way to the coffee pot, the elevator and other important clinical landmarks.
An Idea Man
 Charles Dotter boiled over with new ideas, some of which turned out to be useful and some not. He was often seen pulling a stray piece of paper from a pocket and sketching out some new concept. While at Cornell he had invented an automatic x-ray roll film magazine that could produce images at a rate of two per second. Like others pioneers in angiography, he was frustrated by the cumbersome process of having a technician fumbling to change film cassettes quickly to get as many images as possible while the injected contrast medium remained in the blood vessel. The rolling device, complete with two high-speed intensifying screens and a parallel grid, held a 75-foot roll of x-ray film and made two exposures per second. The device was developed in 1949. In 1955, Dr. Dotter worked with x-ray tube maker Machlett Laboratories to create an electronic switch allowing millisecond exposures to get clearer pictures of cardiac movement. 

In those days before federal regulation had caught up with medical device manufacturing, tinkering often took place in the inventor's garage or on a kitchen table. As he began thinking up new and better ways to enter tricky sections of the body's vasculature, he used his imagination. An assistant recalls a trip downtown to a music store to pick up guitar strings to be used as experimental guide wires. He also used a speedometer cable from a Volkswagen car. Perhaps key to Dr. Dotter's ability to come up with truly new ideas was his strong personality and sense of confidence -- he didn't care how outlandish something sounded, and at times even seemed to bait his critics.


For instance. In the early 1960s he was still trying to convince skeptical colleagues about the value and safety of imaging the heart and its vessels with catheters. This was at a time when many physicians believed it would be too dangerous to use catheters around the heart. One morning he was scheduled to make a presentation to the university's medicine grand rounds meeting. Portland pathologist Sam Niles recalled the scene, where Dr. Dotter spoke about using catheters to record the pulse, take an EKG, record pressures, take chemistries and oxygen levels and make images with contrast materials. "So he showed some pictures of these things and demonstrated some movies and so forth, and then he had an EKG going along over here, blip, blip, blip, you know, just like you see on soap operas today, another one showing stuff flowing through the heart or certain vessels," Niles recalled. "And then he said, 'And you know, this is really not hurting anybody at all. It feels fine. This is being taken from me, and here's the wire in my arm, and the sensor is up here in my right atrium.' He had the catheter in his heart all the time. People just fell out of their chairs. It was a seminal event."
