NOTICE: This material may be protected by copyright law
(Title 71 U.S. Code).



UNM MEDICAL CENTER LIBRARY
ORAL HISTORY OF MEDICINE PROJECT

Interview with Charles R. Key, M.D., Ph.D.
May 26, 1994
Albuquerque, New Mexico

The following is an interview with Dr. Charles R. Key, of the UNM Medical School Faculty. He'sa
member of both the Department of Pathology and the Department of Family, Community, and
Emergency Medicine. Dr. Key came to the University of New Mexico in 1969 and for the
subsequent twenty-five years has been a key figure in the history of the Department of Pathology,
but more directly, perhaps, in the development of the New Mexico Tumor Registry. This interview
focuses on the history of the development of the Tumor Registry. This interview was held in Dr.
Key's office at the UNM Cancer Center on Wednesday, May 26, 1994. 1, the interviewer, am
Professor Jake Spidle, of the UNM Department of History.

SPIDLE: I'd like to do three things, if I may, Dr. Key. First of all I'd like to get some of your
personal biography on the record. I've looked at your C.V. carefully and done other kinds of
research so that I'm fairly clear on dates and so forth, but basic questions, such as how you decided
to come to New Mexico, need to be explored. You are very near your 25th anniversary as a faculty
member here, so, maybe this is a good time to look back over 25 years in the pathology business in
New Mexico. We want to document your career here, surely, but also use you as a witness on this
institution. Next year is its 30th year.

KEY: The first class, I believe, began in the fall of 1964, and graduated in 1968.
September will be thirty years.

SPIDLE: Your career actually overlaps some of the really old-timers, as in the first Dean,
among others. So, let's start, if we can, with some of the basic facts on your personal background on
the record. You are a Southwesterner, sort of unusual within our sample.

KEY: [ grew up in Oklahoma, went to school at Oklahoma A & M College, now
Oklahoma State, then medical school at the University of Oklahoma and stayed at the University of
Oklahoma for my pathology training.

SPIDLE: [s there any medical background in your family?

KEY: No. No, medical background that I'm aware of, except for my wife's father who was
a dentist and her older brother is a physician and her younger brother is a dentist. But nothing on

my side of the family.
SPIDLE: By the time you'd linked with her you were already committed?
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KEY: Actually, we met on the very first day of the freshman year of college and got
married six or seven years later.

SPIDLE: What made you choose medicine as a career and then so rare a field as pathology?
KEY: I guess the summer following graduation from high school was the significant

summer. My mother's cousin had retired from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in west Texas
and was building some houses during the building boom in Amarillo, Texas. Having nothing else
lined up for the summer, I signed on to be a helper in the group. The group consisted of the father
and two of his sons who were college age, a little bit older than I. One of them had just finished
pre-med and was starting medical school. As a result of talking with him during that summer, I

changed my pre-enrollment from engineering to pre-med.

I came back to Oklahoma at the end of that summer and started out in pre-med and stayed on that
course. Then, as far as pathology is concerned, it was during my third year of medical school that
the professor of surgery came around to our group and said, "You have a three-months' vacation
coming up; what are your plans?" My only plan at the time was to work as a scrub tech or scrub
nurse at one of the local hospitals, which I'd been doing evenings and weekends before. He said,
"Well, there's an opportunity for two of you to spend three months at the University of Rochester, in
Strong Memorial Hospital in Rochester, New York. One will be a student fellow in pathology for

three months and one a student fellow in radiology."

Sounded interesting, so a classmate and I borrowed my parents' car for three months and drove from
Oklahoma to Rochester, New York and spent that winter working. While there I got introduced to
what a pathologist does, which included hospital laboratory, surgical pathology, autopsy pathology,
and teaching medical students, all of which I found very exciting. I came back intent on doing a
residency in pathology, which I did.

SPIDLE: Could you just have easily been the fellow in radiology?

KEY: Probably.

SPIDLE: And we might be sitting in a different building now.
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KEY: True, and I might be richer. (both laugh)

SPIDLE: Almost surely so. Have you ever looked back, by the way, or are you content that
these things fortuitously fell together just right?

KEY: [ feel very fortunate. I feel that there has been a tremendous variety of experiences
available. Certainly the course I have taken is not typical for pathologists. Much of what I've done
probably relates more to epidemiology than pathology. How that happened relates to the doctor
draft and the Berlin crisis and some of those things.

SPIDLE: Well, let me look here and see if I can get that on the record. An internship at the
University of Oklahoma Medical Center '59-'60. Just a general rotating internship?

KEY: Actually, it was an internship specializing in Pathology. It was really a new program
and three people in my class opted for that program.

SPIDLE: So that Rochester experience really fixed you? Then you got some general exposure
elsewhere as an intern, but even as early as that you really focused on pathology. Frankly, I
understand the difference between anatomical pathology and clinical pathology, but I really have
little feel for the subdivisions within the field. How differentiated was it as of the early '60s?

KEY: Well, the training program was basically divided in half. The clinical pathology
which may also be called laboratory medicine, dealt with the different sections of the hospital
laboratory including the blood bank, microbiology, clinical chemistry, hematology.

SPIDLE: It's really broader than the label suggests then. Laboratory medicine is more
meaningful, in a way.

KEY: Anatomic pathology typically has two major divisions: surgical pathology, which is
the examination of all tissues removed in the operating room, or all biopsies; and autopsy
pathology. Forensic pathology is really a further specialization of the autopsy pathology, in the area
of medical/legal, violent deaths, accidents, unexplained deaths.

SPIDLE: But its spin-off and its development is a function of the last 20 years or so, correct?

KEY: That's correct, and New Mexico has been a leader in that area, as a matter of fact.

SPIDLE: Why? Just accidental, or...?






