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Figure 1. Erik Moberg sailing at age 85. Photography by Carl-Gdran Hagert. 

On February 14, 1993 Erik Moberg, Goteborg, 
Sweden, passed away at the age of 88. He was born on 
January 5, 1905, in the old university town Lund, 
where his father was Professor in semitic languages 
and for 10 years the Dean of the University as well. 
Erik Moberg graduated from the Faculty of Medicine, 
University of Lund, in 1932 and had his first position 
as doctor 1932-33 in Persia. There he met a young 
Swedish nurse, Marta Jenner, and back to Sweden they 
got married in 1934. After his dissertation on kidney 
function experiments at the University of Lund in 
1936, he began training in general and orthopedic sur- 
gery at the University Hospital. In 1942 he moved to 
the Department of Surgery at the Sahlgren Hospital in 
Giiteborg. Here he came to lead the development of, 
particularly, hand surgery but also fracture surgery in 
general. 

For all time Erik Moberg will be associated with the 
establishment of hand surgery in Sweden and in Scan- 
dinavia. The American surgeon Sterling Bunnell 
(1882-1957), the father of hand surgery, promoted the 
idea that hand and arm injuries instead of being split 
between orthopedic, plastic and neurological services 
should be assigned to surgeons, who would care for 
the whole problem and treat the patient, regardless of 
which anatomic structure had been severed. Through 
this concept, hand surgery became a new discipline in 
America in the early 1940s. Erik Moberg began to 
treat hand injuries early on according to the new rules, 
which today are still valid-bloodless field, atraumatic 
technique for meticulous mechanical wound debride- 
ment and repair, irrigation, adequate immobilization 
and prevention of postoperative edema. In April 1946, 
he could present a consecutive series of hand injuries, 
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which had all healed primarily without infection. This 
was a remarkable breakthrough. In 1947, Erik Moberg 
spent several months with Sterling Bunnell and other 
hand surgeons in USA.,  and back at the Sahlgren 
Hospital he established the first hand surgical ward in 
Scandinavia. On June 30, 1951 he formed the Nordic 
Hand Club, which today is the Scandinavian Society 
for Surgery of the Hand-the first hand society to fol- 
low the American Society for Surgery of the Hand, 
which had been initiated by Bunnell in 1946. In 1968 
the International Federation of Societies for Surgery of 
the Hand, IFSSH, was formed, and Erik Moberg was 
elected the first president. He also delivered the first 
Sterling Bunnell Lecture to the American Society for 
Surgery of the Hand when this series was instituted in 
1962. In 1969, Sweden was the first country in the 
world to have hand surgery recognized as a separate 
specialty. At the Third Congress of the IFSSH in 
Tokyo in 1986, Erik Moberg was named Pioneer in 
Hand Surgery. 

Moberg expressed an early interest in fracture sur- 
gery. When he began his work in Goteborg, all frac- 
ture cases were treated by the general surgeons as else- 
where in the country and mixed in the wards with 
patients having all kinds of surgical diseases, even 
infected cases. As over the years he gained confidence 
as a hand surgeon, he also gained confidence in the 
idea of having the fracture cases treated in a separate 
ward, in order to reduce the risk of infection and to 
train some surgeons specifically in fracture surgery. 
Eventually, in 1956, he obtained his own department 
with a personal professorship in Extremity Surgery, 
and in 1958 in Hand Surgery. In October 1959, the 
Department of Extremity Surgery became fully estab- 
lished at the Sahlgren Hospital with 90 beds in 4 
wards, 4 theaters in a separate operating ward, a separ- 
ate out-patient clinic and a staff of 8 surgeons. All 
fracture cases from Goteborg, with surroundings were 
treated at this department, along with all hand cases 
from the city as well as from the whole western part of 
Sweden. Fracture surgery and hand surgery grew up 
under the leadership of Erik Moberg. 

Hand surgery had a great impact on fracture surgery 
as a whole. Moberg strongly emphasized the impor- 
tance of recognizing the soft tissue injuries along with 
the fractures. Nerve function, circulation, muscle 
crush, skin condition-all of this should be thoroughly 

essed and recorded in the chart. A full and detailed 
examination should always precede the radiographic 
examination. He always pointed out the multiplicity of 
traumas with the constant remark to us young doctors 
Don't stop ewmining the patient until you have at 
least 5 diagnoses! Open reduction should be done 
with a minimum of surgical exploration, using the 

atraumatic hand surgical technique, the internal fixa- 
tion should be performed with an absolute minimum 
of osteosynthetic material, mainly aiming to preserve 
the exact reduction while the definite fixation was 
accomplished by a plaster cast. All casts were applied 
by the surgeon himself and were carefully controlled 
by Moberg every ward round. The postoperative phys- 
iotherapy followed strict and simple rules, mainly aini- 
ing to prevent edema. The physiotherapists always 
took part in the ward rounds. 

I n  the early 1960s, when Carl Hirsch became the 
head of the Department of Orthopedics at the Sahlgren 
Hospital, no acute fracture surgery was carried out in  
that department. Some people certainly feared up- 
coming conflicts. However, based on mutual respcct. 
Hirsch and Moberg reached a close and fruitful collah- 
oration. The Department of orthopedics under Hirsch 
was now more and more involved in trauma, and 
finally, in 1969, two new orthopedic departments of 
modern design were foimed: Departments of Orthope- 
dic Surgery I and I 1  with the trauma cases distributed 
equally. Moberg became Ordinary Professor in Ortho- 
pedic and Hand Surgery at the University of Giitehorg. 
What had just been a dream 20 years earlier was now 
accomplished, and today no one would even think o f  
an orthopedic department without full responsibility 
for trauma and fracture surgery. Moberg played, 
beyond a doubt, a significant role in this development. 

Moberg was an excellent clinician and we, his dis- 
ciples, can testify to his great concern and devotion. 
He had a most impressive examination technique 
based on the functional anatomy, whether he examined 
the shoulder-arm-hand or the hip-leg-foot. Moberg 
was a great anatomist. He ultimately relied on his clin- 
ical observations, and requested radiographic and 
laboratory investigations quite often just to confirm his 
diagnosis. At surgery, he solved the problems in  :I 

rational way and he was highly devoted to the postop- 
erative care. He could spend a long time with the 
patient demonstrating how the hand, for instance, 
should be trained and, while talking and teaching. he 
himself manufactured the necessary training devices 
out of the cheapest material available-plaster of 
Paris, rubber bands, tape, and paperclips. 

Moberg published books and articles over a period 
of more than 60 years. His contribution to hand sur- 
gery is immense and only some parts can be men- 
tioned. Stiffness ol' the hand is a feared complication 
following hand injuries as well as elective hand sur- 
gery. In 1951, Moberg coined the term shoulder-hand- 
finger syndrome for this condition, and in 1955 he 
stated that it has 2 components-a shoulder compo- 
nent and a hand-finger component. In his opinion the 
central feature in the pathogenesis is a disturbed 
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Figure 2. The seeing fingers. First published in Moberg's 
Swedish textbook Akut handkirurgi, reprinted in J Edward 
Flynn's Hand Surgery, 2nd ed. The Williams and Wilkins 
Company, Baltimore, 1975. 

pumping mechanism in the arm. An immediate promo- 
tion of the circulation would therefore diminish the 
risk of stiffness of the hand. This concept was con- 
vincingly proved by Frykman in his thesis in 1967. 
Since then all patients, who are up for hand surgery, 
are given careful instructions both pre- and postopera- 
tively as to how the full shoulder elevation and the fin- 
ger motions should be performed. 

The sensory function of the hand interested Moberg 
all his active life, and he will for ever be considered 
the great pioneer in this field. His favorite picture 
showed a hand, with one eye on each finger pulp 
(Figure 2), he emphasized that a finger without sensi- 
bility is ji~nctionally amputated. He worked exten- 
sively on how to examine and evaluate sensory func- 
tion, and his 2-point discrimination test is used today 
world-wide. He recognized that the hand is not only a 
mechanical organ but, in particular, a sensory organ 
through which we express our emotions and create 
contact with other people. He also studied what role 
the sensibility of the skin plays in the postural sensibil- 
ity. He emphasized that it  is the afferents that initiate 
and regulate the efferents, in other words guide the 
grip. 

In 1971, when newly retired, Moberg started to 
work on the surgical rehabilitation of patients with tet- 
raplegia. This was a most remarkable effort, and it 
came to last for the remaining 21 years of his life. 
With the exception of the last couple of years, he regu- 
larly took an active part in the ward rounds and confer- 
ences at the Neurorehabilitation Clinic as well as in 
the operating room at the Hand Surgery Division at the 
Sahlgren Hospital. He specifically trained 2 hand sur- 
geons in Sweden to specialize in this branch of sur- 

gery, and he helped them establish the 2 centers Swe- 
den has today, namely in Goteborg and Umeb. On his 
initiative, an international society for tetraplegic sur- 
gery was formed, where he participated actively in all 
conferences. He lectured-literally speaking-all over 
the world on this subject. His extensive monography 
(1978) on tetraplegic surgery is today considered a 
bible and, in addition, he published a large number of 
articles, the last one as late as 1992. He had a classifi- 
cation system worked out, defined the indications and 
described different surgical techniques-like restoration 
of elbow extension and the key grip. He used to quote 
his own teacher in hand surgery, Sterling Bunnell: 
For those who huve nothing. a little is a lot .  

Erik Moberg was a talented teacher, who could in a 
simple way explain even the most complicated things. 
More than one thousand medical students have lis- 
tened to him, and hundreds of young surgeons have 
carried his little book, Eniergency Hand Surgery. in 
their pocket while serving in the emergency room. 
Over the years, he trained many orthopedic surgeons 
and hand surgeons from Sweden as well as from other 
countries, primarily the United States. A large group 
of well known and highly respected American hand 
surgeons today consider Moberg their mentor, and 
they have established the Moberg Hand Club in order 
to get together. 

Erik Moberg had many interests besides medicine. 
He had a good knowledge of archeology and ancient 
cultures, and he was an expert on butterflies. He was a 
devoted sailor who, unlike most other sailors, loved to 
sail late in the fall or even in the middle of the winter. 
His ketch Gejion, originally an old fishing boat built 
19 18, became famous among hand surgeons and 
orthopedic surgeons from all over the world and car- 
ried many distinguished guests for informal meetings. 

A presentation of Erik Moberg and his 
exceptionally rich and productive life would just be 
half without mentioning his Marta. She faithfully 
stayed at his side for 53 years. She passed away in 
1987. She was a warm and empathetic person of high 
integrity. Beyond a doubt she ment more to her 
husband than can be properly understood by anyone. 
She kept the family of one daughter and two sons 
together as well as she opened the home for an 
innumerable number of visitors. We, doctors at the 
clinic, no matter we were newcomers or more senior. 
and our wives were regularly invited to the Mobergs 
once or twice a year. Marta was not then just an 
excellent hostess, she became a "mother" for us and 
she particularly cared of our wives. Thanks to Marta 
the staff became a family. She accompanied her 
husband as much as possible when he travelled, and 
particularly in the later days Erik and Marta were 
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inseparable. Their names became synonumous with 
unity. 

We, his disciples, will always remember an out- 
standing teacher. More than so, however, we will also 
together with so many people from so many different 
countries remember Erik and Marta as our good 
friends who cared for us---Our work, our projects and 
our families. 
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