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Abstract (Document Summary)

They are fuzzy and unclear by today's standards, but Dr. Frank LaCamera Jr. still can see the hole in the boy's heart that he was able to 
diagnose by threading a thin catheter into his heart through an artery.

"It's another milestone," said LaCamera, who was director of the catheterization lab for 37 years until Dr. Andrea Woods took over the position 
last year. "The catheterization has become really the most important test in making the final diagnosis."

What's amazing, LaCamera said, is that the diagnostic test has changed very little since he established the catheterization lab at St. Anthony's 
in 1960. At the time, few hospitals outside the nation's major medical centers offered the test.
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The X-ray films show the beating heart of a 10-year-old boy as he lay on a table in 1960 at St. Anthony's 
Hospital.

They are fuzzy and unclear by today's standards, but Dr. Frank LaCamera Jr. still can see the hole in the boy's 
heart that he was able to diagnose by threading a thin catheter into his heart through an artery.

"It's another milestone," said LaCamera, who was director of the catheterization lab for 37 years until Dr. 
Andrea Woods took over the position last year. "The catheterization has become really the most important test 
in making the final diagnosis."

Marie Yeager, who was sent for a catheterization after other tests showed a possible problem, gamely joined in 
a minicelebration at the lab on Wednesday. Following the procedure, balloons were tied to her stretcher, and 
she headed back to her hospital room with a piece of celebratory cake.

What's amazing, LaCamera said, is that the diagnostic test has changed very little since he established the 
catheterization lab at St. Anthony's in 1960. At the time, few hospitals outside the nation's major medical 
centers offered the test.

Physicians still thread a thin catheter into an artery in the groin and manipulate through the artery until the 
catheter is inside the heart. A contrast dye is injected through the catheter while the physician watches on a 
television screen. The way the dye moves through the arteries can show blockages or other problems.

Now, physicians can watch instant replays of the movement of the dye to determine whether more pictures 
need to be taken. Still films also are available quickly.

Then, LaCamera said, "We took the pictures down to the Greyhound bus station and sent them up to 
Jacksonville to be developed, and two days later they would come back." Before the developed pictures arrived, 
the physician had to rely on the flash of a picture he saw as the dye was injected.

That first lab cost $50,000 to set up. The X-ray equipment cost $25,000, LaCamera marveled. X-ray equipment 
purchased in 1990 for the lab cost just more than $1-million, he said.

The lab was financed by the H. Milton Rogers Foundation for Heart Research and was operated independently in 
space provided by St. Anthony's until 1990, when the hospital took over the operation.

LaCamera, trained at the Cleveland Clinic, came to St. Petersburg because of the opportunity to set up a 
catheterization lab. He brought with him the first technology to allow physicians to watch a movie of the dye 
moving through the heart. Earlier catheterizations relied on still X-ray pictures.

This is how new the technology was at the time: Two years later, in 1962, on a trip to Boston, LaCamera gave a 
presentation to physicians at Massachusetts General Hospital about the moving X-ray technology. The Boston 
hospital did not have the machines yet.
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In 1960, too, many physicians still were wary of the procedure, concerned that patients would die on the table 
from a pierced artery.

"It started then, but those of us who did it had to go around the state to prove it worked," he said.

Back then, heart catheterizations were used mainly to diagnose congenital heart defects or rheumatic heart 
problems. Both could be treated.

It was less common to use the diagnostic test to look for clogged arteries, in part because not much could be 
done. The condition at the time was treated with diet and medication.

Now, catheterizations are commonly used for people suspected of having coronary artery disease. Today, 
arteries can be reopened with angioplasty or bypassed during open-heart surgery.
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