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Harold Conn’s Two Careers

A. DAVID KORNBLUH

YOUNGER BROTHER OF REVERED U-M
endocrinologist Jerome Conn (M.D. 1932), Harold Conn
came to Michigan with designs on becoming not just a
physician, but also a swimming star with U-M’s national
championship team. He learned, however, that he was
the 25th fastest freestyler on the team. “I became a waiter
instead,” he says.
The physician thing worked out much better. Conn
earned his Bachelor of Science in 1946 and his M.D. in
1950. He left Michigan for an internship at Johns Hopkins, counter to his brother’s warning that the big eastern
hospitals hadn’t taken a Michigan medical graduate in
years. “I told him it was probably time for me to go where
I wasn’t Jerry Conn’s younger brother,” says Conn. “We
divided up the world: He got Ann Arbor; I got the rest!”
Conn did well on his own. His residency and fellowship at Yale — interrupted by service in the U.S. Army
and Air Force — led to his first career: hepatologist. His
spectacular diagnosis of a complex liver case led to a 30year association with Gerald Klatskin, M.D., one of the
first hepatologists in the world. A Veterans Administra-

tion Clinical Investigatorship led to Conn’s appointment,
in 1957, as chief of hepatology at the VA in West Haven,
Connecticut.
Conn’s career included serving as president of the
American Association for the Study of Liver Disease and
being awarded the first Fiterman Award for Hepatic Research by the American Gastroenterological Association.
Perhaps his greatest achievement, however, was collaborating with Klatskin on a histologic atlas of liver disease,
which Klatskin had begun but went blind and later died
prior to its completion. “It took me five years to finish it,
a long labor,” says Conn, “but a beautiful, healthy, sevenpound, two-volume book, The Histopathology of the Liver,
was delivered in 1993.”
Conn retired in 1992, and it was then he began to
notice a “trivial clumsiness” to his gait which worsened
over the next two years. A neurologist diagnosed Parkinsonism, but as the years wore on, Conn could no longer
walk. As his symptoms grew in number, his physician
referred him to a young neurologist for a second opinion. Conn was diagnosed — correctly this time — with
normal pressure hydrocephalus, or NPH, “a disease of
which I’d never heard,” he says. A neurosurgeon drained
60 milliliters of cerebral spinal fluid, and his symptoms
vanished. The remission was made long-standing by
implanting a ventriculoperitoneal shunt. “Within a few
days I had switched my specialty from the liver to NPH,”
Conn says. “I met Salomon Hakim, who described NPH
in 1965, and was practically adopted by him and his three
sons, all of whom are neurosurgeons.”
Conn’s second career has included peer-reviewed
articles about NPH, and, in 2006, an invitation by the
director of the Hydrocephalus Institute in Göteborg,
Sweden, to give the keynote address at a worldwide congress on the topic.
“I feel fortunate to work in this new field,” Conn says,
“where my new interest is in my own head. I now consider my first career as training for my second.” —RK
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An extended version, in Conn’s own words
49
WWW.MEDICINEATMICHIGAN.ORG/MAGAZINE

