Dr. Carl Apstein, 64; was mentor to cardiologists at BU
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Dr. Carl S. Apstein was an expert on heart function who taught a generation of cardiologists at Boston University -- and had fun doing it.

''He was a mensch -- warm, decent, and funny -- and one of the most supportive bosses I've ever had," Emelia J. Benjamin, a professor at Boston University of Medical School who trained with Dr. Apstein, said yesterday.

Dr. Apstein, former director of the Cardiac Muscle Research Laboratory at Boston University, died of pancreatic cancer Tuesday in Massachusetts General Hospital. He was 64.

''Everybody found working with Carl incredibly productive and stimulating, but you also had a wonderful time," said Laura Wexler, a former member of the faculty at BU who is now associate dean of the University of Cincinnati College of Medicine.

In 2004, Dr. Apstein was presented with the Women in Cardiology Mentoring Award by the American Heart Association.

''Dr. Apstein communicates a joyful, passionate enthusiasm for the process of discovery. He manages to make working in his lab fun, while teaching rigor and meticulous precision in things scientific," according to the citation for the award.

But his many male admirers felt left out.

''After the award, male doctors came up to me and asked why the award was just for mentoring women," said Benjamin. ''He mentored many men, too."

Dr. Apstein was born in Brooklyn, N.Y. He graduated from Cornell University in 1963 and from New York University School of Medicine in 1967.

He became a member of the faculty at Boston University School of Medicine in 1973 and founded its Cardiac Muscle Research Laboratory, which he directed from 1978 to 2004. Dr. Apstein was also chief of cardiology at Boston City Hospital from 1982 to 1996.

''He had an incredibly exacting approach to patient care that was delightful, " said Benjamin. ''But we also had fun. He always had a huge smile and a good joke."

Dr. Apstein's research centered on preventing cardiac cells from dying after a heart attack. He theorized that a combination of three common substances -- glucose, insulin, and potassium -- could protect heart muscle when it was deprived of oxygen. His work led to an ongoing clinical trial of the procedure in ambulances sponsored by the National Institutes of Health.

Dr. Apstein was a visiting professor of the British Heart Foundation and the former president of the New England Cardiovascular Society.

When he was 50, Dr. Apstein took up the piano. ''It was something he always wanted to do, and he was going to do it later in life," said his brother, Michael of Newton, who is also a physician.

Never a man to do anything halfway, Dr. Apstein took piano lessons and music theory classes at BU and recorded a compact disc of works by Bach and Chopin.

''He was a man who was very intense and took everything he did seriously," said his brother, ''but he never took himself seriously."

In addition to his brother, Dr. Apstein leaves his wife, Barbara (Holt); and two sons, Daniel of Newton and Andrew of Boston.

A memorial service is being planned. 
