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Donald Lloyd Rasmussen
Respiratory physician who championed miners 
with black lung disease. Born on Feb 24, 1928, in 
Manassa, CO, USA, he died on July 23, 2015, in 
Beckley, WV, USA, from complications after a fall. 

The US state of West Virginia is coal-mining country. Among 
the men who worked in the industry during the 1970s, black 
lung disease was a common fate. By that time the existence 
of this form of pneumoconiosis had been accepted, and 
compensation was available. But it was paid only to those 
whose medical examination had revealed what orthodox 
opinion viewed as objective evidence. Symptoms such as 
tiredness and shortness of breath alone did not qualify. 
Consequently, many miners no longer fi t enough to work 
suff ered great hardship. Donald Rasmussen set out to rectify 
what he viewed as a profound injustice. He succeeded and, in 
so doing, became a hero to the mining community. 

Rasmussen trained at the University of Utah School of 
Medicine, graduated in 1952, served in the US army, and 
then began specialising in respiratory medicine. When the 
then Miners’ Memorial Hospital in Beckley, WV, advertised 
for a physician, he visited the place in 1962, found he liked it, 
got the job, and never left. Professor Robert Cohen, Director 
of Occupational Lung Disease at Northwestern University’s 
Feinberg School of Medicine in Chicago, fi rst met Rasmussen 
in the early 1990s; as a young occupational pulmonologist he 
was pleased to fi nd himself working with a man held in such 
high regard by his patients. They continued to collaborate 
for the rest of Rasmussen’s life. His colleague contributed in 
three ways, Cohen says. First, as a scientist, he developed new 

exercise protocols to show lung damage. Rasmussen did this 
in his exercise laboratory at the hospital in Beckley, a set-up 
well ahead of its time. It was here Rasmussen did the work on 
exercise physiology which was to be instrumental in shaping 
new regulations on miners’ health. Second, he became an 
advocate for the miners, emphasising the eff ect of black lung 
disease, and insisting that they should be fairly compensated. 
Third, Rasmussen was a mining disease examiner, seeing and 
treating some 50 000 miners over several decades.  

Karen Mulloy, associate professor in the Depart ment of 
Environmental Health Sciences at Case Western Reserve 
University School of Medicine in Cleveland, met Rasmussen 
at the end of the 1960s when he off ered her a job as a 
pulmonary technician in his exercise laboratory. “The 
miners had symptoms, such as shortness of breath, that did 
not necessarily show up on chest x-rays. So he’d developed 
a test to measure their arterial blood and determine if these 
people had a fall in oxygen level when doing exercise.” 
The fi ndings showed that many of them did. At that time, 
Mulloy adds, coal dust was regarded as a nuisance rather 
than a cause of disease. The shortness of breath, if it was 
accepted at all, was put down to anything from smoking 
to sleeping on damp mattresses. “Dr Rasmussen was 
concerned that the miners should be compensated, and 
that dust levels should be reduced in the mines.”

Rasmussen’s demonstration that exposure to coal dust 
could diminish the lung’s capacity to take in oxygen even in 
the absence of abnormal radiography fi ndings or spirometry 
readings prompted much controversy. “He was persona-not-
too-much-grata with the coal industry”, Cohen says. Even the 
United Mine Workers’ Union of America, in what was a period 
of union corruption, gave him little initial support. But along 
with medical colleagues Isadore Buff  and Hawey Wells, he 
pressed the authorities to implement change. In the end they 
were successful; the West Virginia Legislature and Congress 
passed new legislation to ensure better protection for miners, 
and compensation for those who had suff ered lung damage.  

“Don was not a rabble-rousing type of person”, says Cohen. 
“He was very thoughtful, very quiet, but very fi rm in his 
opinions. He would tramp around the hills, talking to miners, 
explaining the importance of the exposures and the need to 
protect themselves.” And he always listened to the miners, 
adds Mulloy. “He didn’t discount what they were telling him. 
He believed the miners when they said they were very short 
of breath.” It was Rasmussen who inspired Mulloy to become 
a doctor: “At that time most physicians would treat nurses 
or technicians as kind of inferior”, she recalls. “He wasn’t 
like that. He treated us in the lab as colleagues. He was the 
fi rst person I came across in medicine who saw that people 
should work together as a team.” Rasmussen is survived 
by his wife, Carmen Rasmussen, and stepdaughter, and by 
nine children and stepchildren from previous marriages. 
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