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Irving Feller, founder of U-M's Burn Center, poses
for a photograph in his Chelsea home library. The
center is celebrating its 50th anniversary. Melanie
Maxwell | AnnArbor.com

University of Michigan celebrates creation
of burn center after 50 years

Irving Feller was in the middle of his
residency in the 1950s when two young
patients were admitted to the University of
Michigan Hospital with relatively minor
burns.

Days later, both were dead.

“Burn treatment wasn’t popular. The
mortality rate was very high, and the
patients took a lot of time to heal,” Feller
said.

It was that disturbing trend that led Feller
and a team of health care workers to
assemble one of the first centers for treating
burn injuries in the United States in 1959.

U-M’s Trauma Burn Center was born from
that effort and is celebrating its 50th
anniversary today.

A reception and presentation, along with
tours of the burn center, are being held this
evening at U-M’s Towsley Center to
commemorate the milestone.

Today, U-M's burn center is a world-class trauma burn center and is the state's burn
coordinating center, said Stewart Wang, the current director of U-M’s Burn Center. The
burn center is a Level 1 Pediatric and Adult Trauma Center and a Burn Center verified by
the American College of Surgeons.
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It has about 10 intensive care unit beds and six step-down
beds specifically devoted to the center. It's staffed by a mix
of about 300 nurses, physicians and therapists who help
treat patients.

"It's a huge team. That's what a burn center is," Wang said.

When Feller first came up with the idea of creating a unit specially for treating burn
patients, there weren’t many models to follow. The chief of general surgery issued a
challenge to the young doctor: “Don’t tell me, show me.”

Feller traveled to a couple hospitals around the country that had fledgling burn treatment
programs and were themselves looking for ideas.

Shortly after he returned, a young girl who was about 10 years old was brought in after
her clothing caught fire. She’d been burned over 56 percent of her body.

Feller asked for responsibility to care for her. That didn’t usually happen, he said.

He soon got help from a long-time nurse who took special interest in the young girl and
began working extra hours to care for her wounds. Others from different specialties
pitched in with her treatment - for the first time, a systematic approach to her treatment
was used and included a therapy of antibiotics to fight infections, along with regular
bandage changes and physical therapy.

The young girl became the first person to survive after suffering from that degree of burns.

“That got everything started,” Feller said. “It was the people that came together that made
this work.”

The creation of the burn program grew into its own
unit at U-M and eventually led to the creation of the
first intensive care unit at the hospital. It fostered
the start of burn treatment partnerships between
other local hospitals and the weekly burn seminars,
which helped start the American Burn Association.

Feller said it also led to research into effective burn
treatment and prevention efforts, and to
self-published literature about effective ways to
establish a burn treatment program at a hospital.

Feller was contracted to help start burn centers at
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hospitals across the Great Lakes region and served as director of the center until 1990,
when he retired.

In 1986, U-M created a new burn unit. In 1991, it expanded to become the U-M Trauma
Burn Center to handle all burn and trauma cases as the hospital.

According to the American Burn Association, there are about 40,000 hospitalizations in
the U.S. for burn injuries every year. More than 60 percent of those cases are admitted to
the 125 hospitals that have specialized burn centers.

The prominence and challenges of burn wound care have changed markedly in recent
years, Wang said, particularly in the post-9/11 world where terrorism is a threat all burn
centers must prepare for.

In the attacks that occurred in Madrid, Spain, and London in recent years, 30 percent to
40 percent of injuries included significant burns, Wang said. Even situations like industrial
explosions require a response to mass burn casualties, he said.

"How do you handle that? How do you prepare a team for that?" Wang said. "The new
world is one where we have to think about that."

Today, Wang said he is impressed to see how many more similarities than differences
there are in burn treatments, modeled after Feller's work.

For instance, modern burn treatment relies on
improvements in the understanding of what's happening at
the cellular level when a patient is injured. But the
systematic approach to pulling together a team of experts
from different disciplines is still central to the treatment of
burn wounds.

A focus on reducing preventable infections and preventing
burn wounds in the first place is still central to the burn
center's mission.

“He was a visionary, he really was,” Wang said. "Things we're doing are things that he got
started way back then."

Tina Reed covers health and the environment for AnnArbor.com. You can reach her at
tinareed@annarbor.com, call her at 734-623-2535 or find her on Twitter @TreedinAA.
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