[

Giants in Chest Medicine

]

Giants in Chest
Medicine
Arthur P. Wheeler, MD, FCCP
Gordon R. Bernard, MD
Nashville, TN

Art Wheeler, an Eagle Scout at the age of 16, has
been a community servant all of his adult life. He
was a doctor for all seasons in that he was a superb
clinician, investigator, writer, leader, and most of
all an outstanding teacher. He was a multiengine,
instrument-rated commercial pilot, and also has a
long list of awards documenting the respect and
appreciation he garnered in each of these categories.
Some I would like to highlight include: the Cohen
award for ability and compassion (University of
Maryland); the Hillman, Morgan, University, and
Reiss awards for teaching (Vanderbilt University); the
Friend of Nursing and Nursing Team awards; and
a continual listing in the Best Doctors in America.
Dr Wheeler graduated with honors from the University
of Maryland in 1978 and attended medical school at
the University of Maryland, ﬁnishing in 1982. From
there, he began his residency in internal medicine at
Vanderbilt University, completing it and moving on to
become chief resident in 1986. He went on to train in
pulmonary and critical care medicine under Kenneth
Brigham, himself a giant in chest medicine. Ultimately,
he was invited to remain on the faculty at Vanderbilt,
where he rose to the rank of Professor in 2011.
During his time at Vanderbilt, I worked with Art and
as a team we explored the role of cytokines and the
arachidonic acid cascade, especially tumor necrosis
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factor-a, thromboxane, and prostacyclin in the response
to endotoxin in sheep. He soon developed an interest in
studying these same mediators and related compounds
in humans with sepsis and ARDS with an eye toward
identifying potential new treatment options for these
syndromes that carried a substantial morbidity and
mortality. Such randomized prospective interventions
as cyclooxygenase inhibition with ibuprofen in sepsis,
n-acetylcysteine/procysteine as potential free radical
scavengers in ARDS, low tidal volume ventilation in
ARDS, optimal ﬂuid management strategies in ARDS,
and antibodies to tumor necrosis factor-a in severe
sepsis, along with many others, were explored. He was
even successful in leading other intensive care leaders
at Vanderbilt to participate in a cluster-randomized trial
of chlorhexidine bathing of intensive care unit patients
to prevent infection.
Perhaps Dr Wheeler’s greatest legacy is his love of
nurturing and developing young scientists and
practitioners. His chief residency at Vanderbilt was
only the beginning of a lifelong odyssey dedicated to
teaching. Over his career, he published 167 original
works and 17 book chapters and delivered 315 invited
lectureships. He coauthored “Critical Care Essentials”
with John Marini, ﬁrst published in 1989 and that
underwent three additional editions, the last of which
was published in 2010. They were coauthors, not
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coeditors—it is unusual in this day and age for a
standard textbook to be authored by only two people.
This extraordinarily popular book was a “must-read”
for students, residents, and all others interested in the safe
and effective practice of critical care medicine. Dr Wheeler
pioneered the development of a critical care nurse
practitioner service at Vanderbilt that has become a model
for the nation as the country continues to try to deal with
the shortage of critical care physicians. Over the years, I
have had the privilege of reviewing the course evaluations
sent in by students and residents after a training rotation
with Dr Wheeler. Not just once, but dozens of times,
the evaluation contained a comment something like:
“Dr Wheeler is the best teacher I have had in my entire
life.” Need anything more be said?
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