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ABSTRACT

AIM: To present one of neurosurgery’s earliest pioneers, Dr. Vahdettin Turkman, who contributed to neurosurgical practice globally 
from east to west (Iraq, Tukey, England, Germany and the United States) in the early 1960s. 
MATERIAL and METHODS: This paper is the result of numerous interviews conducted in Turkey, Iraq, USA, and Canada.
RESULTS: During Dr. Turkman’s brief life, he accomplished a great deal that contributed to the global advancement of modern 
neurosurgery.
CONCLUSION: Dr. Turkman’s contributions and achievements have inspired many neurosurgeons trained at Ankara and Hacettepe 
Universities, Neurosurgery Departments in Turkey, and around the world. We honor Dr. Turkman and pay tribute to his memory.
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Turkman’s Life and Career

Vahdettin Tevfik Turkman was born on December 30, 1924, 
in Kirkuk, Iraq, to the Sheyhlerzade Turkman family. He 
graduated from the Faculty of Medicine at Istanbul University, 
Turkey, in 1947 (Figure 1). He returned to Iraq after graduation 
and joined the army to complete his military service (Figure 
2). Because of his strong interest in neurosurgery, he decided 
to pursue a residency program in the USA. He specialized in 
neurosurgery at the University of Pennsylvania, USA, under 
the supervision of Dr. Francis Grant at the University of 
Pennsylvania Graduate Hospital (8).

Dr. Turkman intended to continue his career in Iraq after 
specializing in neurosurgery. He returned and worked there 
for a time (Figure 3) but was forced to leave due to political 
issues in Iraq in 1958. He relocated to Turkey and began the 
visa application process to return to the USA. The larger goal 
of Dr. Turkman was to continue his research and improve 

█   INTRODUCTION

The history of neurosurgery is littered with pioneers who 
established the science and inspired future generations 
to practice evidence-based neurosurgery worldwide. 

Many of these neurosurgeons have already been recognized, 
but there are still undiscovered revolutionary heroes whose 
achievements continue to inspire future generations. In the 
early 1960s, one of neurosurgery’s earliest pioneers, Dr. Vah-
dettin Turkman, contributed to neurosurgical practice globally 
from east to west. This paper is the result of numerous inter-
views conducted in Turkey, Iraq,  United States of America 
(USA), and Canada, for which Prof. Selcuk Palaoglu, M.D., 
Ph.D.  was tasked by the late Profs. Aykut Erbengi, M.D., and  
Vural Bertan, M.D. During his brief life, Dr. Turkman accom-
plished a great deal that contributed to the global advance-
ment of modern neurosurgery.
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neurosurgical practice. It is known that he worked in England 
and Germany for a time, but no precise information is available. 
While in Turkey, he was invited to establish the Neurosurgery 
Department at Hacettepe Children’s Hospital. He established 
and contributed to the department until he moved to the USA 
in the spring of 1960, where he worked until his death (Figure 
4).

Dr. Turkman married Kirsten Violet Pedersen, a nurse, in 
August 1962 (Figure 5). Yasemin and Erik Faik were their 
two children (Figure 6). He got his helicopter pilot’s license 
(registered on the USA Civil Aircraft List; Figures 7 and 8) so he 
could fly to nearby hospitals for neurosurgical emergencies. 
He enjoyed tea, music (particularly Beethoven), and horseback 
riding as hobbies. Dr. Francis Wood (“Frank”), a friend from 
his residency at the University of Pennsylvania, recalls them 
riding together fondly. Their residency program left little time 
for leisure, but when their schedules could be coordinated, 
they enjoyed renting horses for an hour and riding in the 
Philadelphia suburbs. They would find an open field, and 
Frank joked that “Turk” (Dr. Turkman’s nickname) would gallop 

Figure 1: Dr. Turkman 
(date unknown).

Figure 2: Dr. Turkman’s military ID (translated from Arabic: Iraq 
military forces group no 430; Class/military rank: Doctor/leader; 
Name & Father Name: Wahdeddin Tawfiq; Folder No: 105; Date 
& Place of Birth: Kirkuk/1924; Date of participation to the army: 
03/02/1948. Signed by the staff colonel).

Figure 3: Dr. Turkman 
(date unknown).

Figure 5: Dr. Turkman and his wife, pregnant with Yasemin (date 
and location unknown).

Figure 4: Dr. Turkman (date and location unknown).
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his horse like a “Turkish Calvary charge.” They would return to 
the stables with Turk’s horse “all lathered up.” Dr. Turkman is 
remembered as a witty man who could connect with people 
from all walks of life.

On August 27, 1965, Dr. Turkman was killed in a car accident 
while driving to the hospital for an emergent case of 
subarachnoid subdural hematoma. He was 40 years old. His 
wife was pregnant with his second child (Erik Faik) and sadly, 
they never met. Dr. Turkman was laid to rest in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania (Figure 9) (10).

█  TURKMAN’S PROFESSIONAL ACHIEVEMENTS 
and CONTRIBUTIONS

The United States (the First Period)

Dr. Turkman’s achievements in neurosurgery during his 
brief career stand out. Unfortunately, the specifics of his 
contributions are lost in the memories of his family, friends, 
and even patients. Furthermore, records of training from that 
time period are scarce, as neurosurgery training was in its early 
stages in the early 1950s, and formal residency programs in 
the USA were not well developed.

Figure 6: Dr. Turkman 
with his daughter, 
Yasemin (1963/1964 
in Pittsburgh, PA).

Figure 7: The registry 
of Dr. Wahdeddin 
Turkman on the 
United States Civil 
Aircraft List.

Figure 8: The registry of Dr. Wahdeddin Turkman on the United States Civil Aircraft List.
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Turkey

Dr. İhsan Dogramaci, the founder of Hacettepe Children’s 
Hospital (formerly the “Child Health Scientific and Social 
Research Institute” in 1956), invited Dr. Turkman to establish 
the hospital’s neurosurgery department after leaving Iraq (3). 
Dr. Turkman accepted the invitation, founded the department, 
and worked in it for the first 10 months (Figure 15) (7). Thus, 
Dr. Turkman established the first neurosurgery training center 
in Ankara (the third in Turkey) in 1959 (8).

During the 1958–1959 academic years, this department 
had great success in many fields of medicine, including 
neurosurgery. Later on, the institute established two of Turkey’s 
most important neurosurgery departments at Hacettepe and 
Ankara Universities. In 1963, Hacettepe School of Medicine 
became part of Ankara University, and in 1965, it became an 
independent university led by pioneer neurosurgeons Profs. 
Aykut Erbengi, M.D., and Vural Bertan, M.D. Until 1965, Dr. 

During our research on Dr. Turkman, we discovered the fol-
lowing certificates: Resident Physician in Neurosurgery at the 
University of Pennsylvania Hospital (June 1953–1956; Figure 
10); Resident in Neurosurgery at The Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia between June 1 and December 31, 1954 (Figure 
11); board certification from the American Board of Neurolog-
ical Surgery (October 1955; Figure 12); Fellow of the Ameri-
can College of Surgeons as qualified in the Art and Science 
of Surgery (October 1958; Figure 13); and membership to the 
Congress of Neurological Surgeons (October 1961; Figure 14). 
Also, in 1957, he was listed as “Wahdeddin Turkman” in the 
directory of Neurological Surgeons in the USA (11).

Iraq

Dr. Turkman returned to Iraq after his initial training in the USA 
to become the modern Iraq’s first known neurosurgeon. Based 
on our research, he is believed to have founded the Depart-
ment of Neurosurgery at Baghdad University and worked in 
private practice in Kirkuk in the late 1950s (14). He performed 
complex neurosurgical procedures for conditions, such as hy-
drocephalus, tumors, and trauma, and he was the first in Iraq 
to use modern neurosurgical procedures.

Figure 9: The commemorate ceremony published in Kardeşlik 
magazine (Kirkuk/Iraq) about the loss of Dr. Turkman (Dated: 
October, 1965).

Figure 10: Certificate of residency as physician in neurosurgery at 
the University of Pennsylvania Hospital (June 1953–1956).

Figure 11: Certificate of residency in neurosurgery between 
June 1 and December 31, 1954, at The Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia.
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Nurhan Avman oversaw the department established by Dr. 
Turkman (1,3).

Dr. Yuksel Bozer, one of Hacettepe University’s former rectors, 
emphasized that Dr. Turkman established the department and 
influenced all of his colleagues (2). Dr. Aykut Erbengi, anoth-
er pioneer of Turkish neurosurgery, stated that Dr. Turkman 
brought all of his neurosurgical equipment from Iraq in the 
spring of 1959 to assist in the establishment of the depart-
ment at Hacettepe University, allowing patients to be operated 
on as soon as possible (4,5). Dr. Turkman was an exceptional 
neurosurgeon because of his theoretical knowledge and sur-
gical abilities. Dr. Erbengi emphasized in a letter to Dr. Avman 
dated June 1, 1960, that neurosurgical operations began due 
to Dr. Turkman’s extraordinary efforts. More than 60 patients 
were operated on during this time period, including cases 
of posterior fossa and hemispheric tumors, hydrocephalus, 
subdural hematomas, and meningocele and myelomeningo-
cele (6,7,12,13). Dr. Turkman coauthored two publications in 
Turkish on the surgical treatment of hydrocephalus and hemi-
spherectomy that were published between 1959 and 1960 
(12,13). The first ventriculoarterial shunt operation in Turkey 
was also performed by Drs. Turkman and Erbengi (9). In late 
1959, Dr. Turkman left Hacettepe for the USA.

The United States (the Second Period)

Dr. Vahdettin Turkman worked at Citizens General Hospital in 

Figure 12: Certificate of the American board of neurological 
surgery (October 1955).

Figure 13: Certificate of fellowship at the American College of 
Surgeons (October 1958).

Figure 14: Certificate of membership of the Congress of Neuro-
logical Surgeons (October 1961).

Figure 15: An original picture from Dr. Palaoglu’s archive signed by 
Dr. Turkman during his working period at the Hacettepe University.
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Obeisance

We have been inspired by Dr. Turkman’s contributions and 
achievements as many neurosurgeons trained in Ankara and 
Hacettepe Universities, Neurosurgery Departments in Turkey, 
and around the world. We honor Dr. Turkman and pay tribute 
to his memory.
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New Kensington, Pennsylvania, and several other hospitals 
in the Pittsburgh area. Unfortunately, no information could be 
obtained from the institutions because the registration system 
in those years was not available today.

Dr. Turkman dedicated nearly all of his time to improving 
neurosurgical practice and patient care. After his death, a 
book manuscript titled Pre and Postoperative Management 
of the Neurosurgical Patient was discovered. The contents 
of chapters, such as “General Considerations,” “Cranial 
Trauma; Intracranial Space Occupying Lesions,” “Congenital 
Malformations & Pediatric Problems,” “Spine and Cord 
Lesions; Procedures for the Relief of Pain,” and “Peripheral 
and Cranial Nerves,” are reflected on the first pages of the book 
(Figures 16–18). This unpublished manuscript exemplifies his 
significant contributions to modern neurosurgical practice and 
evidence-based patient care.

Dr. Vahdettin Turkman was a wise neurosurgeon who influenced 
his generation’s approach to more modern neurosurgery. The 
many successes he achieved in his brief life make us wonder 
what else he could have done to advance neurosurgery 
had he lived longer. Today, more than a half-century later, 
we recognize all of the contributions made by such a fully 
dedicated outstanding neurosurgeon who contributed to the 
advancement of neurosurgery from east to west.

Figure 16: Cover page from the unpublished book by Dr. Turkman.

Figure 17: Contents page from the unpublished book by Dr. 
Turkman.

Figure 18: Introduction from the unpublished book by Dr. Turkman.
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