
1940s

Ireland boasted 14 teaching hospitals associated with 
six medical schools, all offering a comprehensive 
medical and surgical service staffed by general 
physicians with at least one individual with a special 
interest in cardiovascular medicine. 

First closed mitral valvotomy successfully performed 
on a pregnant woman by Bob O’Connell in 
St Vincent’s Hospital, Dublin.

1948 
Maurice Hickey appointed to the first thoracic 
surgical post in Ireland operating in Castlerea, Rialto 
and Mallow.

31 May 1949
An informal meeting by invitation was convened 
by Patrick T. O’Farrell to discuss the formation of a 
cardiac society. There was enthusiastic support for 
the project.

3 November 1949
The inaugural meeting of the Irish Cardiac Society 
was held at St Vincent’s Hospital. The Society was 
formally established as an all-Ireland society with 
agreed objectives, constitution and rules. Patrick T. 
O’Farrell was elected first chairman, Brian Mayne 
secretary/treasurer with committee members. A 
specialist library was established and postgraduate 
training courses in cardiology were also considered.
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1950s

1950
Timothy Counihan, Risteard Mulcahy and Sean 
O’Toole were elected to the Irish Cardiac Society, a 
significant event in that they were the first members 
to have worked and trained in London in specialist 
cardiology, and thus introduced modern technology 
to Irish cardiac services.

1953
Cardiac surgery was first performed in, the now 
closed, St Patrick’s Hospital, Castlerea by Maurice 
Hickey and Des Kneafsey, assisted by cardiologist 
Sean O’Toole. They pioneered anaesthetic 
techniques including hypothermia and advocated for 
the surgical/medical team approach. The original 
hospital is now the site of Castlerea Prison.

1955
Guest lectures by invitation became an annual event 
in the late 50’s and were usually widely advertised 
and held in the Royal College of Physicians in 
association with the Royal Academy of Medicine. 
They were popular and well 
attended events often the 
highlight of the year. 

Robert Steen (ICS President 
1955–56) and later RCPI 
President (1960–63) presented 
a line drawing of William Stokes, 
which became the Society emblem 
and subsequently part of the 
Presidents Chain of Office. Towards 
the end of the decade the Society 
produced a comprehensive review of 
cardiology services estimating future 
requirements and a detailed document was 
forwarded to the Department of Health. Pr
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2000s

New horizons in the 21st century include the 
expansion of cardiac subspecialties including 
electrophysiology, imaging, adult congenital heart 
disease, inherited cardiac disease, structural heart 
disease and advanced heart failure with Irish 
Cardiologists at the forefront of developments and 
innovations.

2004
Michael Martin, the then Minister 
for Health introduced a ban of 
smoking in the workplace in 
Ireland on 29 March 2004, the 
first country in the 
world to institute an 
outright ban. The vital 
support and guidance 
from the Irish Cardiac 
Society and the Irish 
Heart Foundation was 
acknowledged. 

Eighth World 
Congress of Cardiac 
Rehabilitation and 
Secondary Prevention 
held in Dublin.

2005
Cardiac Rehabilitation 
Units established across the country as an integral 
part of the management of patients with Acute 
Coronary Syndrome.

Electrophysiology being performed in Belfast 
City Hospital, Mater Hospital, Beaumont Hospital, 
St James’s Hospital, St Vincent’s Hospital and Cork 
University Hospital.

2007
A new focus on sudden cardiac death in the young 
with the establishment of the CRY unit in Tallaght 
Hospital and the Family Heart Screening Clinic in the 
Mater Hospital.

The Society established a traveling scholarship 
in memorial to ICS member, Brian McGovern, 
awarded annually to a cardiology trainee embarking 
on subspecialty training in a centre of excellence 
overseas.

2008
First TAVI case performed in Royal Victoria Hospital, 
Belfast, in February.

First TAVI case performed in Dublin by Martin Quinn 
and Peter Crean (ICS President 2004–05) in 
Blackrock Clinic, in September.

1970s

1970
Noel Hickey reported a 
three-year experience 
with a mobile coronary 
care unit in Dublin. 

1972
The importance of risk 
factor screening had 
begun to be appreciated 
and Gerard Gearty (ICS 
President 1980–81) 
advocated strongly in 
this regard.

1973
Advancing medical technology now made an 
increasing impact with extensive reviews of 
echocardiography by John Horgan (ICS President 
1984–85, then based in the US) and coronary 
angioplasty by Gerard Gearty (ICS President 
1980–81).

1974
Maurice Neligan presented the first report from 
the National Open Heart Unit which had been 
established by Eoin O’Malley and Keith Shaw in 
November 1971. At that point in time there were 100s 
of open heart procedures being performed, including 
valve replacements and the repair of congenital 
heart defects. The portable defibrillator developed by 
Frank Pantridge in the Royal Hospital Belfast became 
widely available.

1977
The William Stokes Lecture was established. Initially 
it was envisaged that the Society would invite young 
Irish graduates training in cardiology abroad to 
present their work to the Society. An honorarium 
of £200 was provided. 
Subsequently this 
prestigious invitation was 
broadened to embrace 
mature cardiologists with 
Irish connections. Paul 
Doherty and William 
Fennell (ICS President 
1996–97) were the first 
two lecturers.

1978
Cardiac Rehabilitation 
introduced in Ireland 
championed by John 
Horgan, (ICS President 
1984–85) and Risteard 
Mulcahy (ICS President 
1965–66) highlighting 
a previously neglected 
area of cardiology. 

1979
First meeting in Belfast at the rooms of the Ulster 
Medical Society.

John Horgan

Gerard Gearty

William Fennell

1960s

1960
Society formally joins the European 
Society of Cardiology.

1961
Risteard Mulcahy (ICS President 1965–66) produced 
data showing a significant association between 
smoking habits and coronary artery disease. 

1966
The inaugural meeting 
of the Irish Heart 
Foundation, the formation 
of which was instigated 
by Ristéard Mulcahy (ICS 
President 1965–66).

Conor Ward (ICS 
President 1978–79) 
presented his 
observations on Stokes 
Adams episodes 
provoked by exercise 
and emotion in children 
with prolonged QT. 
This description was 
published in the Irish 
Journal of Medical 
Science and became 
known internationally 
as the Ward-Romano 
Syndrome.

Frank Pantridge 
established the first 
mobile coronary care 
unit in Europe at the 
Royal Victoria Hospital 
Belfast with the first 
patient treated on 
6 January 1966.

1967
Intensive coronary care arrived with a fanfare from 
Edinburgh. A very comprehensive overview was 
provided by Michael Oliver and Desmond Julian, 

who were, at that time, 
directors of ICU at 
the Edinburgh Royal 
Infirmary. There was a 
packed house at an open 
meeting in St Vincent’s 
Hospital, St Stephen’s 
Green, Dublin.

1968
Coronary care results from Belfast City Hospital and St 
Vincent’s Hospital were presented, the former reporting 
140 acute infarcts over an 11 month period with 21.4% 
mortality, the latter reporting 117 acute ischaemic 
events over a 12 month period with 16% mortality. 

1969
Interventional cardiologists were beginning to 
make a mark with Conor Ward reporting Rashkind 
Septostomy for transposition of the great vessels. 
Keith Shaw reported on experiences with open heart 
surgery, bypass and profound hypothermia at the 
Royal City of Dublin Hospital, Baggot Street Dublin.

Conor Ward

Frank Pantridge

Paul D White and Ristéard 
Mulcahy at inaugural 
Meeting of IHF

St Vincent’s Hospital, Dublin

2010s

2010
Appointment of Carol Wilson 
as the first female President 
of the Society (2010–11).

Formation of the Great 
Britain and Ireland 
International ACC Chapter by John Harold and Brian 
Maurer (ICS President 1988–89).

Establishment of all Ireland network for paediatric 
cardiac surgery and cardiac 
interventions with these 
being performed in Dublin 
on a shared care basis.

Establishment of National 
Acute Coronary Syndrome 
Programme for Ireland 
led by Kieran Daly (ICS 
President 2000–01).

2015
Society launches historical 
memoir 1949–1989. The 
original minutes book 
resides in the library of the 
Royal College of Physicians 
at Kildare Street in Dublin.

2016
Ian Graham appointed 
Secretary Treasurer of 
the European Society of 
Cardiology.

Contributions by Peter 
Kearney led the way to the 
development of the first 

ESC curriculum in General Cardiology. 

Launch of cross border PPCI service facilitating 
patients from Donegal being transferred to 
Altnagelvin Hospital for PPCI. Initiative led by Jim 
Crowley (ICS President 2018–19) and Albert McNeill 
(ICS President 2016–17).

Jim Crowley Albert McNeill

2019
Cardiology on the Green – A Joint Meeting between 
the Society and the Mayo Clinic.

October 2019 – 70th Annual Scientific Meeting 
& AGM, Galway. The annual meeting is now the 
largest cardiology meeting in the country bringing 
together consultant cardiologists, trainees and allied 
healthcare professionals with over 400 delegates 
attending each year.

Kieran Daly

Ian Graham

Carol Wilson

1980s

The Society acquired official 
notepaper and an emblem.

Interventional cardiologists were using balloons for 
coronary dilatation as well as valvular interventions. 

The Irish Cardiac Surgical 
Register was established by 
Kieran Daly (ICS President 
2000–01) and Ian Graham. 
Data showed that internal 
mammary grafts were 
superior with Hugh O’Kane 
(ICS President 1990–91) also 
reporting on its use.

John Horgan (ICS President 
1984–85), and Michael Walsh 
(ICS President 1992–93) recognised as founding 
fellows of the European Society of Cardiology.

Launch of Fermanagh Heart 
Bus by Mahen Varma (ICS 
President 2002–03) and 
colleagues offering risk factor 
screening and intervention to 

public at local farmers market – 
the first of its kind in Northern Ireland.

1985
The Kilkenny Health Project was launched 
raising awareness of heart disease in Ireland and 
highlighting the importance of prevention.

Maurice Nelligan performed the first heart transplant 
in Ireland at the national cardiac surgical unit in the 
Mater Hospital Dublin. 

CPR Training for paramedics – and subsequently 
for members of the public – in conjunction with 
the Douglas Chamberlain unit in Brighton was 
established for the first time by Mahen Varma (ICS 
President 2002–03) in Enniskillen, Northern Ireland.

First joint meeting of Maryland Heart Association 
and the Irish Cardiac Society held in Fota House and 
Ballymaloe with a return meeting the following year 
in Annapolis.

Tom Aherne appointed Cardiothoracic Surgeon in 
Cork leading to the restarting of cardiac surgery 
and coronary revascularisation in Cork and Munster 
operating single handedly for ten years before the 
appointment of Aonghus O’Donnell.

1986
Introduction of pre-hospital 
thrombolysis in Ireland and UK 
driven by Mahen Varma (ICS 
President 2002–03).

1987
Joint meeting of Irish Cardiac 
Society and Maryland Heart 
Association in Enniskillen.

Committee chaired by Michael Walsh 
(ICS President 1992–93) prepared 
guidelines to inform Government policy to improve 
cardiac services in Ireland. This was published in the 
Irish Medical Journal and led to the launch of the 
Cardiovascular Health Strategy.

Mahen Varma

Hugh O’Kane

1990s

Clinical cardiologists, including Norman Campbell 
(ICS President 1994–95), were illustrating the superior 
value of trans-oesophageal echocardiography in aortic 
and mitral valve evaluation.

The interventionists, amongst them Gerard Gearty 
(ICS President 1980-81), Kieran Daly (ICS President 
2000-01), Peter Crean (ICS President 2004-05) 
and Declan Sugrue (ICS President 2008-09), were 
now employing intra-coronary stents to maintain 
vessel patency after PTCA.

The Irish Heart Foundation established a register 
in relation to Acute Myocardial Infarction which 
recorded and evaluated all admissions to Coronary 
Care Units through the republic monitoring 
particularly the use of thrombolytic therapy.

Cardiac transplantation firmly established in the 
Mater Hospital.

1992
Introduction of a training 
curriculum for cardiology, a 
joint initiative of the RCPI and 
the Irish Board for Training in 
Cardiovascular Medicine, a 
sub-committee of the Society. 

John Horgan (ICS President 
1984–85) appointed National 
Specialty Director (NSD).

Joint Meeting of Irish Cardiac 
Society and Maryland Heart Association in Trinity 
College Dublin.

Spotlight on Heart Failure and formalisation of 
Heart Failure Strategy led by Ken McDonald (ICS 
President 2014–15) building on the earlier efforts of 
Brian Maurer (ICS President 1988–89).

Ken McDonald Brian Maurer

1999
Building Healthier 
Hearts, the report of the 
Cardiovascular Health 
Strategy Group, was 
launched – providing 
for the first time a 
comprehensive review 
of Irish Cardiology 
Services and a blueprint 
for the development of 
cardiology services into 
the future.

Cardiac surgery unit established at St James’s 
Hospital by Eilis McGovern.
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INTRODUCTIONS

A debt of gratitude is owed to the small group of 
individuals who had the foresight in 1949 to form the 
Irish Cardiac Society with clear and focused objectives 
which continue to guide activities today. The Society 
has grown and developed, keeping apace with the 
tremendous advancements which have taken place 
within the profession of cardiology over the last seven 
decades but the objectives set out in 1949 remain as 

relevant today as they were upon their introduction 70 years ago. 

1. To further the study of Cardiovascular diseases of various means and to enable 
those most interested in cardiology to pool their experience.

2. To give increased facility to the teaching of cardiovascular diseases to 
undergraduate and postgraduate students.

3. To enable contact to be made with similar societies in other countries.

This historical booklet recognises some of the key developments within Cardiology 
in Ireland over the history of the Society and highlights how Irish Cardiac Society 
members have been at the forefront of the progression and advancement of 
our profession. The creation of a strong society which supports its members, a 
world class training programme and the many mutually beneficial links forged 
with colleagues and similar societies and associations throughout the world, has 
contributed to the Society becoming a vibrant, dynamic and respected entity of 
which we can all be very proud.

My thanks to all former presidents and society officials who have worked tirelessly 
and voluntarily to ensure the continued growth and development of the Society, 
placing it in a very positive position as it looks to the next seventy years and beyond.

Prof. Jim Crowley, MD, FRCPI, FACC, FESC

———————————————————————————————————————————————————————

Compiling a seven decade history on the Irish Cardiac Society is a significant task 
which was a privilege. Over this period there has been a revolution in the treatment 
of cardiovascular disease in particular the management of acute myocardial 
infraction and arrhythmias, both of which were major causes of patient mortality. We 
now have portable defibrillators, thrombolysis, percutaneous coronary intervention, 
electrophysiology, ablation, pacemakers, and left ventricular assist devices, with 
more innovations on the horizon. 

In this brief summary of milestones over 70 years of the Irish Cardiac Society we 
have tried to highlight the significant events that have shaped Irish Cardiology. In 
compiling the booklet we have endeavoured to be all inclusive but there could be 
some unintentional omissions. 

We wish to acknowledge the vital role played by all physicians, surgeons and their 
teams who cared for patients with cardiac disease over 70 years in Ireland. I would 
like to thank all those who have contributed to the compilation of this history booklet 
and, in particular, Barbra Dalton for her help.

Prof. Mahen Varma, OBE
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