
John Milton McLean

October 24, 1909 — May 3, 1968

Dr. John Milton McLean was born in New York City on October 24, 1909, the son of Ella Louise Powel McLean 

and William McLean, Professor of Ophthalmology at New York Medical College. He died from a malignant lipo-

sarcoma on May 3, 1968, at the age of fifty-eight.

He prepared for college at the Collegiate School, graduating in 1926. He then entered Stevens Institute of Technology 

from which he received an M.E. degree in 1930. Four years later he graduated from Cornell University Medical 

College where his high academic attainment was recognized by election to the honorary medical fraternity, Alpha 

Omega Alpha.

In 1934 he became an intern at the Johns Hopkins Hospital and was advanced in sequence in ophthalmology in 

the Wilmer Institute to assistant resident, fellow, and resident, completing his graduate training in 1939.

He was appointed to the staff of the Johns Hopkins Hospital with the title of associate in ophthalmology in 1939 

and held this post until 1941 when he resigned to become Associate Professor of Surgery (Ophthalmology) at 

the Cornell University Medical College and Associate Attending Physician (Ophthalmology) at The New York 

Hospital. One year later he was appointed chief of the section and Attending Surgeon in the hospital and in 1943 he 

became Clinical Professor of Surgery (Ophthalmology). He was designated Professor of Surgery (Ophthalmology) 

in 1967. These positions he held until his death, fulfilling them with meritorious distinction.

Dr. McLean, as Professor of Surgery (Ophthalmology) and Surgeon in charge of Ophthalmology at The New York 

Hospital, was a most effectual contributor not only to this medical center, but also, in a very real sense, to the 

world at large. Dr. McLean, the physician, was attentive to all patients, thorough and accurate in their evaluation 

and management, precise in his surgery and, with it all, direct, candid, and kindly. As a clinical ophthalmologist 

he was avid, eager, and meticulous—the basis for a diagnostic acumen exceeded only by his surgical precision 

relative to the problems of vision. John McLean was a teacher of undergraduates and graduates of medical school. 

For the former, within the restrictions of an always-crowded curriculum, his clear and concise presentations of 

the essence of ophthalmological problems engendered an interest that opened a path to lifelong pursuit. This was 

enhanced by an oft-repeated philosophical concept that today’s accomplishments are but a prelude to tomorrow. A 

problem so presented became a challenge, something for which youth are always looking.



His monumental accomplishment was in the training of graduate students preparing to specialize in ophthalmology. 

Significant and appreciated by our own medical center as this training was, perhaps of even greater import was 

the recognition of the national and international needs for which the training provided assistance. No precursor 

of this inspiring teacher approached the goals he set and established during the twenty-six years he directed the 

division of ophthalmology. His integrity and perception of knowledge in his field created an aura unequaled by 

his peerage of teachers in ophthalmology. Perhaps his unrivaled reputation was due to the unique conciseness 

with which the clinical problems were presented by him combined with his dedication and deep conviction that 

solutions were to be developed through research based upon sound, scientific principles.

He trained forty-eight residents at The New York Hospital-Cornell University Medical Center, and three of these 

have become heads of ophthalmological surgery. Others of his students are destined to comparable posts. In 

addition, there were many visitors from foreign clinics who were deeply appreciative of the opportunities that he 

made available to them. Indeed, these visitors became a nucleus for the extension of his concepts and teaching in 

other institutions around the world.

No other worker in ophthalmology has ever been more productive than Dr. McLean. His research interests 

included clinical glaucoma, retinal detachments, cryosurgery, complications of ophthalmological surgery, surgical 

technique, the use of ACTH in pathological conditions of the eye and neuroophthalmological determinations—

all of these are but a partial list of his research intents. These and other contributions are left to us by him in 

publications in some 110 scientific papers, two text books of which he was author, and five others in which he 

provided sections of particular interest to him.

His colleagues have been articulate in expressing their admiration for his many developments in clinical work. 

These include the McLean corneoscleral suture in cataract surgery, innovations to reinforce the strength of the 

superior and inferior oblique muscles, the standardization of the tonometer, the establishment of the first corneal 

eye bank, and the therapeutic and diagnostic use of ACTH. Indeed, so broad a range of new additions in clinical 

practice attracted all scholars in ophthalmology, and all gained thereby.

Dr. McLean was a world traveler—his interest in ophthalmology took him to almost every country around the 

globe. As a recognized authority in his field he was constantly besieged with invitations to attend many meetings 

beyond the Americas. These he was most generous in accepting, often going to those areas where advancement 

had been limited. He had great interest in the ophthalmological problems of the South American countries and 

great affection for their people. He was a member of the Pan-American Association of Ophthalmology and 



served as its president from 1964 to 1968. He was an actively contributing member of the International Council 

of Ophthalmology and the International Congress of Ophthalmology. He was president of the Oxford Congress 

(England) and the National Society for the Prevention of Blindness. The honorary memberships which were 

bestowed upon him from foreign countries are indicative of his international standing. They include, among 

others, the Ophthalmological Societies of Chile, Mexico, Brazil, Peru, Australia, New Zealand, France and Spain.

One of the most illustrious members of the professional staff of The New York Hospital-Cornell Medical Center, 

Dr. John McLean, has died, and those who remain are well aware of our great loss. However, he leaves much to 

us and those who follow. It could well be said of the many facets that were reflected from the activities of John 

McLean, the physician, surgeon, that they blended together with a common quality of the highest titre. Perhaps 

among the precious stones, there is a parallel in the cut diamond; when its surface is viewed from any angle, the 

reflected rays are enriched by the composite structure of the whole jewel.

Frank Glenn, M.D.




