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Holiday Letter to 
Our Colleagues 
and Friends 
Raymond Sawaya   

   Happy New Year!  Here’s a rundown of the 
past year’s events in the Department of 
Neurosurgery. 

   We began 2008 with the twelfth annual 
Milam E. Leavens Lecture, honoring Dr. 
Leavens, the first chief of the M. D. Anderson 
Neurosurgery Service.  Ossama Al-Mefty, MD, 
PhD, Professor & Chairman of Neurosurgery, 
Univ. of Arkansas for Medical Sciences, Little 
Rock, AR, spoke this year on “Management of 
Meningiomas:  Cure or Temporizing.” 

   The 13th annual Milam E. Leavens 
Lecture will be presented January 15, 2009, 
by Edward H. Oldfield, MD, Prof. of 
Neurosurgery in the Dept. of Neurological 
Surgery at the Univ. of Virginia, 
Charlottesville, VA, speaking on “State-of-the-
Art of Pituitary Surgery 2009:  Lessons 
Learned from 1000 Cases of Cushing’s 
Disease.” 

   Dr. Syed Azeem, a specialist in spinal 
surgery, joined our staff this summer as 
Assistant Professor.  He was formerly at 
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in 
New York and Loyola University in Chicago.   

   Dr. Oliver Bögler was a Nat’l. Institutes of 
Health (NIH) grant reviewer in several study 
sections from January through September.  
This year he became the Scientific Advisory 
Chair of the National Brain Tumor Society.  He 
was also appointed Director of M. D. 
Anderson’s Annual Symposium on Cancer 
Research for FY 2008.  Significantly, he 
became the co-PI on an NCI SPORE grant for 
brain tumor research (5-yrs, $12.5 million).  
He also obtained an NIH grant titled 
“Polynuclear platinums for targeted and 
combination glioma therapy” and will receive 
$186,000 annually for 5 yrs. 

   Dr. Franco DeMonte was Visiting Professor 
at the respective neurosurgery departments of 
the Univ. of Florida, George Washington 
Univ., Univ. of W. Ontario, Univ. of Calif. at 
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   Dr. Amy Heimberger became a member of the 
Conflict Study Section and an external grant reviewer on 
Brain Disorders and Clinical Neuroscience institutional 
research grants (IRGs) at NIH.  She also became a 
grant reviewer for the Scholarship of Excellence 
program of the Univ. of Geneva, Switzerland.  She 
received the 2008 M. D. Anderson Faculty Scholar 
Award, with an annual $3,000 salary supplement and an 
annual allotment of $7,000 for research (or clinical or 
academic activity) for 3 years.  In addition, in Dec. 2008, 
she was awarded the 2007 U. S. Presidential Early 
Career Award for Scientists & Engineers (PECASE).  
She obtained a $50,000 1-year M. D. Anderson IRG 
titled “A STAT3 blockade agent with antitumor and 
immune activation activity for GBM patients” and a 1-yr 
NIH SBIR grant titled “Development of STAT-3 blockade 
agents for immunotherapy in patients with cancer” for 
$142,000.  She also received a 2-yr $200,000 Brain 
Tumor Society grant titled “Targeting gliomas with a 
novel inhibitor of the JAK2/STAT3 pathway” and 
$110,000 for 1 year from the Dr. Marnie Rose 
Foundation to research this same topic. 

   Dr. Suyun Huang was a grant reviewer for the 
National Medical Research Council (Singapore) in 
February and April.  She also chaired Section VI:  
“Tumor Microenvironment” at the 3rd Mayo Clinic 
Angiogenesis Symposium. 

   Dr. Frederick Lang joined the Editorial Board of the 
journal Translational Oncology.  He passed the 2008 
American Board of Neurological Surgery MOC exam 
and also became a grant reviewer for the NIH Discovery 
and Development SEP P01 Study Section.  He directed 
the course, “Brain Tumor Update,” at the CNS annual 
meeting, and he also was appointed to the faculty of the 
the Univ. of Texas Graduate School of Biomedical 
Sciences at Houston (9-1-08--8-31-09).  He received a 
1-yr $50,000 grant from the Nat’l. Brain Tumor 
Foundation on “Targeting glioma cancer stem cells 
using bone marrow-derived mesenchymal stem cells” 
and is co-PI on a $1.5 million (over 3 yrs) grant from the 
Ben & Catherine Ivy Foundation titled “Glioma cancer 
stem cells and tumor-derived mesenchymal stem cells:  

San Francisco, and at NIH.  He was “invited faculty” for 
the Dissection Course at the Univ. of Florida, Dept. of 
Neurosurgery, and he served as codirector of the 2008 
North American Skull Base Society (NASBS) Senior 
Neurosurgical Resident Workshop.  He presided as 
President at the annual NASBS meeting in Vancouver, 
BC, in September, and he presented the first annual 
Khatib Lecture in Skull Base Surgery at the Univ. of 
Calif. at San Francisco in October. 
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role and cross-talk in human gliomas.” 

   Dr. Nicholas Levine, of the Univ. of South Florida, 
recently joined our faculty as Assistant Professor.  
His clinical interests include open and endoscopic 
skull base surgery & minimally invasive 
neurosurgery. 

   Dr. Ian McCutcheon became chair of the Society 
for Neuro-Oncology’s Bylaws Committee, and he 
was Visiting Professor at the respective 
neurosurgery depts. of N.Y. Univ. School of 
Medicine, the Medical College of Wisconsin (June 
and October), the Univ. of Texas Southwestern 
Medical Center (Dallas), and the Univ. of Minnesota.  
His article “Leadership, Strength, Devotion, and 
Generosity:  Remembering Samuel J. Hassenbusch 
III, M.D., Ph.D.” appeared in the March issue of 
TANS NEWS. 

   Dr. Sujit Prabhu was promoted to Associate 
Professor, effective September 1, 2008.  He was a 
member of the Program Planning Committee for the 
Neuroscience Frontiers Conference, Dubai, UAE, 
and he became our department’s representative on 
M. D. Anderson’s Credentials Committee. 

   Dr. Ganesh Rao was a member of the CNS 
Executive Committee Meetings in January, July, and 
September, and moderator for the Digital Masters 
Video Symposium at the CNS annual meeting. 

   Dr. Laurence Rhines attended the AO Spine 
Needs Assessment Taskforce Meeting in Florence, 
Italy in July.  He also received a 1-yr $45,000 M. D. 
Anderson IRG to study “Use of mesenchymal stem 
cells as a therapeutic delivery vehicle to prevent 
tumor progression in a mouse model of human 
spinal metastasis.” 

   Dr. Raymond Sawaya headed the Search 
Committee to select the chair of M. D. Anderson’s 
Psychiatry Department, a joint program with Baylor 
College of Medicine.  He was Visiting Professor at 
Allegheny General Hospital in Pittsburgh (March) 
and at the Dept. of Neurosurgery at Stanford Univ. 
School of Medicine (April).  He became President-
Elect of the American Radium Society at their 
annual meeting in May, and an honorary member of 
the Turkish Society of Nervous System Surgery in 
November.  He also presented the 16th Annual 
Charles Eckert Lecture titled “Management of Brain 
Metastasis: An Overview,” at Albany Medical 
College, Albany, NY. 

   Dr. Dima Suki became a member of the Editorial 
Board of The Open Neurosurgery Journal in August.  
She also was reappointed as a member of the M. D. 
Anderson Institutional Review Board 4. 

   Dr. Jeffrey Weinberg was the moderator for 
“Other Techniques for Intraoperative Imaging,” at the 
first annual meeting of the Intraoperative Imaging 
Society, Lake Tahoe, NV.  He was reappointed to 
the M. D. Anderson Faculty Senate (9-1-08--8-31-
11), and he received a 1-yr $74,147 grant from 

BioTex, Inc. for a “Pilot study evaluating the feasibility of 
real-time, magnetic resonance thermal imaging and 
magnetic resonance imaging-guided laser-induced 
thermal therapy for treatment of metastatic brain 
tumors.” 

   Residents for 2008 included Sheila Smitherman, MD 
(11/07-2/08), and Gareth Adams, MD (11/07-2/08), 
Ashwin Viswanathan, MD (6/08-10/08), Joshua Chern, 
MD (3/08-6/08), Andrew Roeser, (3/08-6/08), Roukoz 
Chamoun, MD (6/08-10/08), Daniel Fahim MD (11/08-
2/09), and Vikram Nayar, MD (10/08-2/09)--all from 
Baylor Coll. of Medicine, plus Rob Franklin, MD (1/08-
6/08) from UT Medical Branch, Galveston, TX, and Clint 
Howard, MD (3/08-5/08) from UTHSC-Spine. 

   New Clinical Fellows this year were Eric St. Clair, MD 
(N.Y. Univ.; 7/08-6/09), Adam Wu, MD (Univ. of 
Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Sask.; 8/06-8/08), David 
Rosen, MD (Univ. of Chicago; 12/08-6/30/09). Finishing 
their fellowships (7/07-6/08) were Luis Almodovar, MD 
(Univ. of Puerto Rico). John R. Floyd III, MD (Vanderbilt 
Univ., Nashville, TN), Robert Schapiro, MD (McGill 
Univ., Montreal). Claudio Tatsui, MD (Univ. of Miami 
Jackson Memorial Hosp., FL) returned for a 2nd year, 
8/07-8/08). 

   Visiting Scientists this year included: Dewei Li, PhD, 
Wenxue Chen, MD, PhD, Hongbiao Gu, MD, and Young 
Gao, MD--from the People’s Republic of China.  We had 
16 Postdoctoral Fellows in our department in 2008. 

   Yolanda Mendoza, our departmental administrator for 
12 highly productive years, retired in February.  In 
addition, Mandy Sowell, our operations manager, who 
actively mentored support staff and developed budgeting 
and financial reporting processes during her 14-yr 
tenure, accepted a position as business manager at 
Baylor College of Medicine (Neonatology division).  We 
wish them both the best in their future endeavors. 

   We also wish to welcome Catherine Pettinos, our 
new departmental administrator as of April.  She has 17 
yrs of managerial experience, with 11 yrs at M. D. 
Anderson. 

   We regret to report that Dr. Samuel J. Hassenbusch, 
a well-respected faculty member, passed away Feb. 25, 
2008. (see Dr. McCutcheon’s tribute article on p. 3 of 
this newsletter for details.) 

   We thank our friends, Kyle C. and Eleine Brooks, 
Paul Oreffice, Bill Dore, James Dannenbaum, and 
Annie and Jane Owen for their generous support that is 
certain to further advances in brain tumor research. 
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Leadership, Strength, Devotion and Generosity 
Remembering Samuel J. Hassenbusch, III, MD, PhD 
by Ian E. McCutcheon, MD 
 
 
(reproduced with permission 
from TANS NEWS 
March 2008) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Samuel J. Hassenbusch III, MD, PhD, immediate past president of the 
Texas Association of Neurological Surgeons and professor of 
neurosurgery at The University of Texas M. D. Anderson Cancer Center, 
died on February 25 after a long struggle with glioblastoma.  He was 54 
years old. 
   Sam was an energetic leader of our Association who led a drive to 
increase membership, participated fully in the state and national debates 
on socioeconomic issues in neurosurgery, and worked on a personal level 
with state legislators to educate them on issues of importance to 
organized neurosurgery.  His passion for involvement in organized 
medicine was reflected in his longstanding affiliation with the Council of 
State Neurosurgical Societies, as well as in his liaison role as 
neurosurgery’s representative on the highly influential CPT editorial 
panel of the American Medical Association.  As such, Sam made 
frequent trips to Washington to advocate and consult on new codes 
covering neurosurgical innovation, and frequently taught in AANS 
coding courses.  He was one of the first members of our specialty to 
recognize the importance of effective coding in maintaining our 
specialty’s viability within the fiscal turmoil of the modern healthcare 
system.  His expertise in coding and in health care finance led to his 
appointment as medical director of the Physicians Referral Service (the 
practice plan of the M. D. Anderson Cancer Center), which he served 
ably and with great distinction in managing an enterprise with revenues 
in excess of $350 million per year. 
   Born and raised in St. Joseph, Missouri, Sam was an honor student and 
Eagle Scout who received a B.S. and then M.D. degree from Johns 
Hopkins.  He stayed at Hopkins for residency training in neurosurgery, 
and also did a 3-year research fellowship in pharmacology that earned 
him a Ph.D.  Having developed research interests in drug delivery and 
pharmacodynamics of analgesic agents, he then joined the Cleveland 
Clinic as staff neurosurgeon and head of the section of pain management.  
After 4 years in Ohio, he came to Texas in 1993 to join the fledgling 
department of neurosurgery at M. D. Anderson, where he rose through 
the academic ranks to full professor in 2001.  Although he never 
completely lost the Missouri in his speech, he reveled in Texas traditions 
and quickly became a devoted wearer of string ties and cowboy boots. 
   Sam Hassenbusch was an outstanding clinician and a fine technical 
surgeon, whose work on the neurosurgical treatment of pain made him 
one of the world authorities on that subject.  He was an early proponent 
of the use of intrathecal infusion of both traditional analgesic agents and 
of newer drugs like clonidine.  To broaden the availability of such 
therapy, he conducted lab research on a sheep model of chronic spinal 
infusion at M. D. Anderson’s large animal facilities in Bastrop, while 
maintaining an active clinical practice in Houston.  Sam was always on 
the go, and traveled more than any other member of the department, so 
much in demand was he as a speaker at national and international 
conferences on surgery for pain.  As one of the leading innovators in his 
field, he was honored with the presidency of the American 
Neuromodulation Society, American Academy of Pain Medicine, and 
Texas Pain Society.  He was chairman of the Joint Section on Pain in 
1995-96, and led TANS in 2006-07.  Sam made friends easily, and 
although a confirmed individualist, he was also a joiner who believed in 
the need to band together, and who fought hard for our specialty on many 
fronts. 

   He was also a compassionate man with a strong commitment to 
patient care.  It is characteristic of him that he chose to specialize in the 
area of neurosurgery most directly linked to making people feel better.  
He never forgot that the physician’s truest mission is to alleviate 
suffering, and he did this not only by the procedures he performed so 
expertly, but also by his attentiveness and consideration, and by the time 
he spent with his patients.  He was honest, and he was kind.  As a result, 
he was loved by patients, trusted and respected by colleagues, and is 
sorely missed by us all. 
   In the course of his career, Sam published 88 articles and 32 book 
chapters.  He held 3 patents relating to spinal infusion of analgesics.  He 
spent time with his patients, time in the lab and in the operating room, 
and traveled widely to speak and to teach.  His greatest joys, however, 
were his family and (running a close second) his motorcycle. 
   More than anyone else I have known in neurosurgery, Sam combined 
a first-class intellect with an independent personality and an 
idiosyncratic approach to life that imbued him with a host of endearing 
qualities.  His playful streak was legendary, and often took an 
automotive form.  He drove his Dodge Charger, whose powerful engine 
created great throaty rumbles, through our parking garage and revved 
the engine gleefully to set off car alarms as he passed by.  He parked a 
Triumph sports car in the family room (yes, inside the house), bought 
and for a time drove around town in a three-wheeled Messerschmitt car.  
He was also a fount of knowledge on topics ranging from naval battles 
of World War 2 to the scholarly interpretations of the Hebrew Bible.  In 
the early 1990s, he was the first man I ever knew who used e-mail and 
carried a laptop.  We thought it was strange at the time:  now we all do 
it.  He loved movies, and maintained a netflix queue of > 100 at any 
given time.  And most of all, he loved to ride motorcycles.  He would 
ride 30 miles to get home from the hospital, yet he lived only 3 miles 
away.  Always a believer in organizations, Sam formed a motorcycling 
group in the Texas Medical Center and was happiest when wearing full 
helmet and leathers, a bearded pixie on a Victory bike, cruising the local 
byways and catching the breeze. 
   It is one of the ironies of life that Sam’s colorful, immensely 
productive, and giving life was brought to an end by the very tumor he 
spent much of his professional time treating.  He became something of a 
media figure when he was featured in one of the vignettes on the ABC 
television program “Houston Medical,” which followed a young woman 
with glioblastoma on whom he operated.  Three years later he was 
himself diagnosed with the same tumor.  The antigenic profile of Sam’s 
tumor qualified him for a vaccine directed against the EGFRvIII 
epitope, but the methylation profile of his tumor also suggested he 
would benefit from temozolomide chemotherapy.  At the time, the two 
agents were considered mutually exclusive.  Sam argued forcefully that 
if timed correctly, they might be used together to gain a synergistic 
benefit.  Rigorous follow up over time showed that contrary to 
antecedent opinion, the vaccine’s T-cell promoting effect was not 
affected by the chemotherapy agent, and that Sam was right.  Calling 
himself with his usual self-deprecating good humor “a six-foot lab rat,” 
he lived free of recurrence for two and a half years, a much longer time 
than is normally achieved with glioblastoma.  His final publication is a 
case description of himself, and advances the important concept that 
immunotherapy need not be considered a stand-alone treatment for brain 
tumors. 
   Sam devoted a significant portion of his time after his diagnosis to 
encouraging other cancer patients by his example.  He spoke at forums 
for cancer survivors, and was featured nationally in Newsweek and the 
CBS Evening News.  He viewed this publicity as his way of showing 
that a cancer diagnosis need not be the end of a life, and at the time of 
his death, was writing a book on how to be a cancer patient, to make 
exactly that point.  In this way, characteristically, he turned his affliction 
into an opportunity for giving. 
   We will miss this brilliant, accomplished, giving and humble man, and 
are all blessed to have known him, been treated by him, worked with 
him, or to have been touched by his courage and consummate dignity in 
the face of perhaps the most fearsome disease that can afflict a 
neurosurgeon.   He is survived by his wife Rhonda, children Samuel IV 
(Jack), Jason, and Amanda, and several grandchildren.


