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Sir David Attenborough reached the remarkable age of 100 years on the 8th of May. The 
incredible natural historian brought distant ecosystems into people’s homes, transforming 
the public understanding of nature, inspiring people from all nations to care about the planet 
and changed the world for better.  
 
Anaesthetists may ponder what Attenborough has to do with what we do daily in our 
operating theatres. On a closer look, Sir David has qualities that resonate deeply within our 
profession - the power of observation, the value of patience, curiosity, teamwork, calm 
communication and scientific progress.  
 
OBSERVATION 
Attenborough taught viewers that the most important events in nature are often subtle - 
revealing a much larger story. Long before advanced monitors and imaging, medicine relied 
on observation. Today the anesthetists still rely on their ability to notice subtle changes: skin 
colour, a shift in breathing, a variation in vitals, a change in capnography and an alteration in 
patient’s demeanour before induction or under sedation.  
 
PATIENCE 
The most memorable wildlife sequences in his documentaries were captured after days, 
weeks or months of waiting for the right moment. Anaesthesia, too, rewards patience - the 
meticulous optimisation of a patient before surgery, the careful placement of a regional block 
and the deliberate management of a difficult airway often prevents complications before they 
occur. Success lies not in dramatic action but thoughtful preparation.  
 
CURIOSITY AS A LIFELONG HABIT 
Throughout his career, Attenborough remained fascinated by new discoveries and emerging 
science. Even in his tenth decade, he continues exploring new scientific discoveries and 
communicating them with enthusiasm. Medicine demands the same mindset. Anaesthesia 
has evolved enormously from relatively crude techniques to a sophisticated specialty with 
pain management, perioperative and critical care. The best clinicians retain the curiosity of 
trainees by asking not only “What do I do?” but “Why do I do it this way?” 
 
TEAMWORK 
Attenborough is the public face of natural history broadcasting, and he always acknowledges 
the researchers, camera operators, producers and support staff. Similarly, anaesthesia is 
never a solo endeavour. Surgeons, nurses, theatre staff, pharmacists and porters all 
contribute to patient care. The best outcomes are from collaboration rather than individual 
heroics.  
 
CALM COMMUNICATION 
Attenborough’s voice became famous not because it was loud, but because it was 
measured, reassuring and authoritative. He translated complex science into stories that 
people could understand and remember. Anaesthetists understand the value this attribute - 
explaining risk before surgery, reassuring words before the induction of anaesthesia often 
reduces anxiety more effectively than medication, and clear composed communication in a 
crisis.  
 
PROGRESS 
Attenborough was born in 1926, when antibiotics were not yet in routine use and mechanical 
ventilation was in its infancy. During his lifetime, pulse oximetry, capnography, ultrasound 
guidance, pEEG and minimally invasive surgery has become routine. Attenborough 



advocates environmental sustainability - reminding us that every generation is responsible 
for the future - healthcare should balance excellence in patient care with environmental 
stewardship.  
 
As we celebrate Sir David’s centenary, may we recognize that the distance between the 
rainforest and the operating theatre is not as great as it first appears. June is South Africa’s 
National Environmental Month and Friday, 5th June is World Environmental Day. As we 
commemorate these, may we remember his word “In my lifetime I’ve witnessed a terrible 
decline. In yours, you could and should witness a wonderful recovery.” Happy Birthday Sir 
David! 
 
 


