
TRIBUTES to Dr. Stephen Drance  (May 22, 1925 – Sept 2, 2020) 

It is with very heavy hearts that we communicate to you the passing of Dr. Stephen Drance 

yesterday morning, on Salt Spring Island, at age 95. We lost a giant in our field, one of the most 

influential Canadian ophthalmologists of all time and, for those who had the immense privilege 

of working and spending time with Stephen, we lost a generous and wonderful mentor. Stephen 

not only trained his fellows in the science and art of glaucoma, but also taught them many other 

pearls about life. 

Stephen was a master with words, probably one of the most accomplished communicators we 

have ever listened to, in any field. He could control an audience like no other, with a mixture of 

charm, humour and science, transmitting his message clearly, but always respecting other 

people’s opinions. 

Stephen loved life, loved his family as well as his extended family of former fellows and friends. 

He will be dearly missed by many, but his legacy will carry on in Canada and around the world. 

Among Stephen’s legacies, we should remember that he was one of the founding members of the 

Canadian Glaucoma Society, and very influential early on in its success. 

Marcelo Nicolela and Ray LeBlanc 

 

During this sad time, it is heartwarming to read and share with each other. Stephan really was a 

hero - our hero.   A mentor and friend to many, he was deeply respected and admired for his 

sharp intellect, devotion and contributions to glaucoma. The unforgettable twinkle in his 

eyes, his excitement for the field, shaped many careers early on, mine included for which I am 

deeply grateful. A wonderful human being, incredible philanthropist, and great leader, he has left 

us with many gifts that continue to touch our lives, and to inspire. 

Sincerest condolences to his family. 

Neeru Gupta 

 

I am late to reading this and do so with much sadness.  One of the truly greats and a great 

Canadian.  Thank you for everything you have done for our field Dr Drance.  May you Rest In 

Peace in the Heavenly gardens of the Glaucoma Gods. 

Ike Ahmed 

 

Dr. Drance led many thoughtful discussions and education sessions during his career, guiding 

thousands of budding glaucoma specialists that learned so much from him. 



I for one vow to always and only refer to disc hemes as Drance Hemorrhages in his honor for the 

rest of my career. 

Condolences to his family but know that very few people give back as much in a lifetime as 

Stephen did! 

Dustin Coupal 

 

I agree with everybody:He was a great  Man : a great  doctor and a very Great 

OPHTHALMOLOGIST 

Sorry for this lost 

Marcel Amyot 

 

It is sad news, but still a life to be celebrated. Dr. Drance was a visionary and his research was 

marked by his open mind but also his focus that allowed him to accomplish so much. He was so 

far ahead of his time that I keep on uncovering papers of his from 30 and even 50 years ago that 

are still relevant and inspiring. He was central in unearthing some of the great enigmas of 

glaucoma. 

On a lighter note, he once told me that he worked his way through Medical School by playing 

jazz in bars. He was well known for his love for music. 

Mark Lesk 

 

"The top glaucoma specialist in the world and the top ophthalmologist in Canada,” I often used 

to describe Stephen all through the 1970’s, 80’s and 90’s. 

I had met him first when I dropped in on him in early July 1967 as I turned left at Vancouver 

during my car trip from my residency in London, Ontario to my glaucoma fellowship with 

Robert Shaffer in San Francisco.  He very graciously and humbly showed me about his working 

area, and when I left after a half hour I realized that my knowledge of glaucoma and appreciation 

of concepts underlying it had just doubled. 

During my year in San Francisco Stephen came down and gave a lecture to the assembled 

ophthalmologist population of the Bay area. 



He asked for a show of hands, "With no other pathology of any kind, how many would not treat 

if the pressure in an eye were 36?”  No hands went up. “35, 34, 33, 32 — a couple of hands went 

up; 31 — more hands, and eventually down to 28 and all hands went up. 

Then began his "what ifs":  What if there was strong family history? significant cupping?  a nasal 

step (already in the vernacular)? a narrow angle? disc asymmetry? a positive water drinking 

test?  a strong steroid response? permutations and combinations of the above?  Lower and lower 

became the pressure below which the audience would not treat. 

While reminding us of some of the major risk factors of glaucoma, he also was, in effect, 

demonstrating setting a target pressure, fourteen years before Doug Anderson gave his Jackson 

Memorial Lecture at the AAO on the subject in 1981. 

That was just the beginning.  I could tell ten more such stories just as most everybody reading 

this could.  We have all been able to manage numerous glaucoma patients to a better visual 

outcome and quality of life because of his contributions. 

May he rest in peace! 

Robert Read 

 

We certainly have lost a giant in our field and an amazing human being. Thank you for sharing 

such touching tributes.  I also have wonderful memories of times when I interacted personally or 

had the privilege of hearing Dr Drance speak. 

One special memory for me was at the World Glaucoma Congress in 2013 when Gordon 

Douglas did a wonderful introduction for Stephen. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RBkJaAygn_qivEYEZC0w-9xyVIRPAC_X/view?usp=sharing 

Agree with Katie - so glad we have a CGS award named after him! 

May his soul rest in eternal peace and may his family have strength and courage to bear this great 

loss 

Best regards to all 

Karim Damji 

 

Too many stories about Stephen to tell but I will pick one. When my mother was in hospital for 

an extended period I came from Calgary to Vancouver to visit her. Her good friend Stephen 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/drive.google.com/file/d/1RBkJaAygn_qivEYEZC0w-9xyVIRPAC_X/view?usp=sharing__;!!Ibyq0D7xP3j_!7QwuIY53Mf12d0wI_5ruiqiOHEejmCTLnY0grOi_tObHpkCqqZntP507Ntu6MpPZprRaDhu3$


came to the hospital room and said a quick hello and left while saying that he just wanted to 

make sure she had a visitor every day. A typical selfless act by a very special person. 

Andy Crichton 

 

Very sad news though a life well lived. 

What a wonderful and fitting tribute, Fred.  Thanks for sharing it with us. 

He was very inspiring- a true visionary, who made a difference. 

My condolences to his family. 

Lisa Gould 

 

Dr. Drance, a truly inspiring master in this challenging field of glaucoma. 

His legacy lives on and will keep shaping the future of our subspecialty. 

Condolences to his family. 

Monica   Carrillo 

 

Stephen was arguably Canada's foremost academic ophthalmologist. 

A world class glaucoma researcher, teacher, administrator/leader and physician. 

An inspiring role model. 

He will be sadly missed 

Sincere condolences to his family 

Graham Trope 

 

I recall meeting him one time. He was such a nice man. I recall 

him telling me about some time he had spent in Saskatoon. A great pioneer in our field. 

Krish Rao 



 

Such sad news. If anyone is in touch with his family please send my most heartfelt condolences. 

May he live on through everything he selflessly shared. 

Xavo Campos 

 

I will always remember Stephen as a very fine gentleman and mentor. It was a privilege to have 

spent a year as his student. 

Fred Feldman 

 

Stephen was indeed a legend and I am honoured to have been able to spend time with him over 

the years. My cherished memories include in 2009 when I recorded him for my podcast in his 

living room, when he would show up whenever I spoke at Grand Rounds - taking in every word 

even though you would swear he was sleeping - but, no, he was just concentrating, processing 

and ready with insightful questions. 

His landmark contributions to our field are legendary: spotting a hemorrhage in a photo at 

someone's ARVO (?) presentation resulting in disc hemorrhages being named after him; the 

Armaly-Drance testing strategy for perimetry; and, contributions to our understanding of Normal 

Tension Glaucoma have altered our understanding of our field to the point that Glaucoma is 

something that we may one day fully understand. 

I am also grateful for our talks we had about building a world-class department, working with 

donors and industry. He was someone I turned to at a few key points in my career for advice. He 

was there for me after my heart attack in 2005 and gave me a kind of support nobody else could 

offer. As Yvonne said, he was a gentleman and humble despite his greatness. 

Rob Schertzer 

 

Sad to hear of the passing of this giant in the world of glaucoma who called Canada his home. 

Stephen, in addition to his many accomplishments, was a gentleman and humble. 

Many years ago I spent a day with Stephen and his wife visiting Monet’s garden in Giverny. The 

trip was memorable for many reasons but mostly our conversations while traveling to and from 

Paris. Stephen’s insight in both the medical and business side of ophthalmology specifically 

working with industry I found very useful and these helped to form my path. 

Stephen’s legacy is so great that he will never be forgotten. 



Yvonne Buys 

 

A sad news. 

He made us proud of being a canadien glaucomatologist. 

Our condoleance to the family. 

Pierre Blondeau 

 

I also have good memories of my, too few, interactions with Dr Drance.  We were both part of a 

Canadian contingent to a meeting in Rome, and he never forgot that we’d met there.  I also 

remember how kind he was when, during a Vancouver COS, he drove me to an art gallery I’d 

asked him about.  We never worked together professionally, but his influence has been 

strong.  I’m so glad that the CGS research award was named in his honour 

Catherine Birt 

 

Dr Drance inspired us all to question, examine, confirm and then come back later to do it again. 

For a man of such authority and clarity, he was also freely uncertain about many parts of this 

thing called glaucoma. As such he never stopped trying to know more carrying many 

ophthalmologists along with him in his quests. 

There have been few clinician-scientists to do so much in their field and leave so much behind. 

We, and our patients, are deeply in debt. 

My sincerest condolences to his family. 

Paul Rafuse 

 

After a long period of no information this news is particularly harsh. I only learned from Bal 

yesterday what the latest was.  Your memories mirror mine in all respects. He was all that you 

stated and more. His contributions also included : music recitals at all levels, his organization to 

build UBC hospital on campus, the UBC/VGH Eye Care Centre, international lectures, and so 

many other activities that will be lasting legacies. 



Those of us fortunate enough to be his fellows will never forget his personal support and 

generosity during our fellowships. An integral part of those memories is Betty his “best friend”. 

I’m comforted that he is now with her. Thanks Stephen! 

Gord Douglas 

 

I read the sad news about Steve. We had been very good friends since 1964. We were also fond 

of Betty, his wonderful, kind and friendly wife. We had a strong British connection. He got his 

medical education at the University of Edinburgh, and I joined that university as a faculty later 

on, so that was a special bond between us. Much more importantly, we had similar interests in 

glaucoma research, particularly about pathogenesis of glaucomatous optic neuropathy. He 

invited me as a visiting professor in Vancouver long ago. In addition to that, we were together at 

many glaucoma meetings, and he invited me as a speaker at several international glaucoma 

meetings he organized. Last year, when I went for the ARVO meeting in Vancouver, I was keen 

to see him, so my wife and I visited him at his retirement place; we had lunch together and spent 

several hours together. He gave me a copy of his autobiography, which was fascinating, 

describing his adventurous life from Poland to Britain and then on to Canada. No doubt this is a 

big loss to the glaucoma community, and there will be endless tributes and obituaries, but it is 

our personal loss, too. Now I am 93 too, I do not have many contemporaries left. 

S.S. Hayreh 

 

Thank you for sharing the sad news of Stephen's passing. 

He was the consummate gentleman and scholar.  I recall him being in the audience on two 

occasions for lectures in which I was discussing disc hemorrhages, so his presence caused me 

considerable trepidation; however, afterwards his comments were so gracious and supportive. 

Albeit having been in absentia, thankfully he was recognized among the AGS President's 

Awardees as one of the Hallmark Randomized Clinical Trial Leaders at our 2020 annual 

meeting. 

Take care! 

Dale Heuer 

 

Stephen Drance was a force of nature who touched so many lives and changed the face of 

glaucoma for generations. I feel honored and blessed to have known him; old and sad at his 

passing. He meant so much to me as a teacher, mentor and colleague. 



I met Stephen for the first time when I was a second year resident in NY. The Drance fellowship 

was internationally renowned and I felt certain that I would not be the single candidate chosen 

for 1989. But I applied as a second year resident and was offered the opportunity to interview 

with Stephen when he was passing through New York.  While I doubted I was going to be 

accepted, I felt this was a priceless opportunity to meet such a giant in the field. We met for 

lunch at a hotel across from Penn Station-- I was so nervous, but Stephen was gracious and 

engaging, direct and focused, but so very kind. 

I was offered the fellowship, had a most amazing year, and was launched on this incredible 

glaucoma journey.  Stephen's love of the research, the questions, the patients, and his adopted 

city provided the backdrop to my glaucoma education. I owe so much to his mentoring, 

absorbing the subtleties of doctor-patient interaction, and how to take care of glaucoma patients 

while continuing to ask and explore the bigger questions. 

I am forever indebted to this incredible human. The world is a little smaller without him. 

Jody Piltz-Seymour, MD 

 

A true giant! I was in awe of his work and his lecture at the World Glaucoma Congress in 

Vancouver a few yrs. ago. 

Nalini Madiwale 

 

Though much can be said about Steve Drance, suffice it to say that I agree with Dale's 

comments, especially regarding Dr. Drance being the consummate gentleman and express my 

condolences to family, us and all of his other friends. 

John Cohen 

 


