






  
    Skip to main content
  

    
    
        

           
                Intended for healthcare professionals

            


            
                
                    
                

            



            
            
            
                
                    
                        	
        Subscribe
    
	
    

  
    My Account    
  
  	My email alerts




	
        BMA member login
    


  
    Login    
  
  	


  Username *
 



  Password *
 



  Forgot your log in details? 
 




  Need to activate 
 




  




  BMA Member Log In 
 



  Log in via OpenAthens 
 



  Log in via your institution 
 








                        
                                                    
                                  
    

      
  
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Edition: 

  
    US    
  
  	UK
	South Asia
	International



  


  
  



  




 
  

                            

                        
                        
                            
                                Our company
                            

                        


                    

                

            


            
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                            
                                Toggle navigation
                            
                            
                                                            
                                    
                                    The BMJ logo

                                
                                                        Site map

                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Search

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                                                                      
    

      
  
      Search form

    Search
Search







 
  

                                                                                            


                                            
                                                	Advanced search
	Search responses
	Search blogs


                                            

                                        

                                    

                                

                            


                            
                            
                                
                                Toggle top menu
                            

                            
                            
                                
                                
                                                                        
                                    
                                                                                    	covid-19
	Research	At a glance
	Research papers
	Research methods and reporting
	Minerva
	Research news


	Education	At a glance
	Clinical reviews
	Practice
	Minerva
	Endgames
	State of the art
	What your patient is thinking
	Rapid recommendations
	Student


	News & Views	At a glance
	News
	Features
	Editorials
	Analysis
	Observations
	Opinion
	Head to head
	Editor's choice
	Letters
	Obituaries
	Views and reviews
	Careers
	Rapid responses


	Campaigns	At a glance
	Better evidence
	Climate change
	Divestment from fossil fuels
	Patient and public partnership
	Too much medicine
	Wellbeing


	Jobs	Doctor Jobs UK
	Hospital Jobs UK
	GP Jobs UK
	International Jobs



                                        
                                        
                                        
                                            	Archive
	For authors
	Hosted


                                        

                                    
                                


                                                            





                        

                    

                

            

        

         
            
            
                
                
                                        	News & Views
	Wilson Greatbatch
	Wilson Greatbatch

                    

                                        
                                                                                                                                                                                          
    

      
  
       
        

      
    

    
  

  

  
      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    

            Obituaries
    
    
            Wilson Greatbatch
    
    BMJ
    2011;
    343
     doi: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.d6765
    (Published 26 October 2011)
  
    Cite this as: BMJ 2011;343:d6765  

    
    


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Article
	Related content
	Metrics
	Responses
	Peer review
	

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Barbara Kermode-Scott

	kermodeb@gmail.com


Co-inventor of the first practical implanted pacemaker



Many of us are born with a talent, but some are born with a gift that lifts them above the crowd. A select few are born with so great a gift that we call them geniuses. Wilson Greatbatch, born in Buffalo, New York, in 1919, was considered a genius by many. Wilson or Bill, as he was affectionately known, was a creative electrical engineer whose inventions changed medicine forever and have helped save the lives of millions of people around the world.
Heart block and bradycardia
When Greatbatch died in September, aged 92, his achievements were recognised by media around the world, and he was described as the “father of the implantable pacemaker.” But Greatbatch did not invent the pacemaker. Over the years several people had experimented with electrical stimulation of the heart and the design of artificial pacemakers. By the 1950s, early cardiac pacemakers were in use, but they were large, external to the body, and had to be plugged into an electrical wall socket. A lead was implanted in the patient’s heart. These first pacemakers were used in adults and children for heart block and bradycardia. They helped but caregivers, patients, and their families lived in fear of a power cut.
Next came a battery operated handheld pacemaker. Earl Bakken, the US engineer and co-founder of the medical devices maker Medtronic, worked in his … 
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