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Dr KJ Lee: From Penang to Presidency of
the AAO-HNS… and beyond!
BY KEYU LIU

Anyone who’s ever stopped to wonder about the personalities behind well-known
names in ENT will enjoy Keyu Liu’s article on Dr KJ Lee, rich with stories of
his travels, inspirations, and personal philosophies, alongside his momentous
achievements.
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“Life is better when you are happy, and life is
best when other people are happy because
of you”. However, his life experience has not
been without obstacles. When he was 15
years old in Penang, Malaya; a developing
country at that time, Lee accidently flipped
through a magazine that introduced three
institutions, Harvard, Columbia and Yale.
He had a dream then; to study at two of
them and become a professor at the third.
However, in 1957 SAT exams were not
offered in Malaya, and there were no college
counsellors. Lee did not even have addresses
for these universities. Frustrated that the
secretary of the American Consulate would
not give him an appointment, he decided
to create his own opportunity. He rode his
bicycle to follow the American consul home,
and asked him how to locate the addresses
of Harvard, Columbia and Yale. Fortunately,
the consul was a sympathetic man who was
also a graduate of Columbia. With his kind
assistance, Lee embarked on the path that
he built for himself, overcoming his initial
frustration.
First stepping foot in the United States at
the age of 17 from Malaya, Dr Lee finished
his undergraduate studies with honours at
Harvard and attended Columbia University
College of Physicians and Surgeons; he
subsequently completed his otolaryngology
residency at Harvard. He served in the
United States Army during the Vietnam War,
during which he helped develop the Madigan
Army General Hospital Otolaryngology
Residency as Assistant Chief. In the 1980s,
Dr Lee researched and gave courses on
argon, YAG and CO2 laser surgery. His
Triological Society thesis was on the transseptal approach to the pituitary, which

“To the younger generation Dr Lee would smile and offer
the following words of encouragement: you have to have
love and passion for your work”
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Figure 1. Dr Lee with President Clinton.

“A good doctor
takes care of the
disease, a great
doctor takes care
of the patient”

Figure 2. With President Obama.
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Figure 3. Dr Lee with Warren Buffet.

Figure 4. Dr Lee with his three sons.

received the Honourable Mention. He also
partnered with the state telephone company
to carry out clinical trials in the early
model of the auditory brainstem response
instrument.
Surprisingly, being an ENT doctor was not
Dr Lee’s initial choice of career. The teenage
Lee was greatly motivated by two events in
1957: the launch of Sputnik and the award
of the Nobel Prize to two Chinese nuclear
physicists, Yang and Lee. Deciding to strive
for a similar path, though against his father’s
wishes, Dr Lee chose nuclear physics as
a possible career. However, not achieving
the required level of accomplishments
at Harvard, he decided to switch to study
medicine. How did he choose the specialty
of otolaryngology? From the age of two,
Dr Lee had suffered from two or three
episodes of otitis media per year, leading
to right facial paralysis at the age of 16 and
right mastoidectomy at the age of 23, which
finally cured the recurrent otitis media. Yet,
unfortunately, he later developed right-sided
Ménière’s disease during his residency. These
experiences led Dr Lee not only to choose
otolaryngology as a profession, but also to
subspecialise in otology. To continue his
contribution to the field, he would like to
donate his temporal bones for research.
He first attended the annual meeting of
the American Academy of Otolaryngology
in 1967 as a first-year resident. He was
so impressed with the rich educational
opportunities and networking that he has
attended the annual meeting every year
since 1971, except for 1976 when he had
surgery on his back for fibrosarcoma. He was
fortunate to be nominated to the American
Academy’s Board of Directors in the early
1980s. Since then he has served on the
board for 18 years: as secretary / treasurer
for six years, international coordinator for
six years, and as president in 2001-2002.
He is honoured to have received three
Presidential Citations, an Honour Award,
and two Distinguished Service Awards

50

from the American Academy. When asked
about his style of leadership his advice is to
“always listen to others, always give credit
to others”. He believes strongly that the
international communities bring a wealth
of knowledge to the American Academy.
He has also served as chairman of the
hospital medical board and president of
the hospital medical staff as well as the
New Haven County Medical Association. He
was president of the Centurion Club of the
Deafness Research Foundation for several
years. Outside of medicine, he has served on
the board of trustees of his church as well
as on the finance committee. He was past
president of a municipality called Sachems
Head Association and has been appointed
a harbour commissioner to protect the
environment.
Dr Lee is optimistic about the future
of medicine, but feels there are areas for
improvement which demand further focus.
The American electronic health records
system has been in chaos since its inception.
Doctors almost unanimously complained
about the non-user friendly interface
which decreases efficiency and increases
errors. Together with MIT engineers, Dr
Lee is developing a user-friendly interface
app for use by all EHRs to solve this crisis.
His current frustration is convincing
engineers to program the software to
follow the doctors’ workflow! In addition to
his endeavour for medical efficiencies, he
recently cofounded the TPIU (The Patient Is
U) Foundation. TPIU’s mission is to educate
all healthcare providers, government
officials, insurance companies, and anyone
with patient contact to treat as if “the
patient is you”. Lee stresses the importance
of having “knowledge to treat” and a “heart
to care at a sensible cost”. On the political
front, Dr Lee has been involved in healthcare
reform with the Clinton and Obama
administrations, as well as discussing similar
issues with American business magnate,
investor and philanthropist, Warren Buffet

(Figures 1-3). To honour his family, Lee has
also endowed the CT Lee Lectureships
(named after his parents) at Harvard, Yale
and Columbia, which aim to bring spirituality
into our profession. Of all his successes,
Dr Lee values his family as his greatest
accomplishment (Figure 4). His loving wife
and best friend of 52 years, Linda, attended
Vassar, Columbia and MIT. She contributed
significantly to the first edition of Essential
Otolaryngology. Their three Harvard
educated sons are a barrister (litigator),
a private equity managing partner and a
movie / media consultant in Hollywood.
To the younger generation Dr Lee would
smile and offer the following words of
encouragement: “you have to have love
and passion for your work”. And if you
ever noticed, inside the top left pocket
of Lee’s suit, right by his heart, there is a
pen that lights up in the dark upon a click,
and engraved on its side is the line by
Hippocrates: “Cure sometimes, treat often,
comfort always”. Indeed, just as the line
implies, the motto of Dr Lee’s career is, “A
good doctor takes care of the disease, a great
doctor takes care of the patient”.
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