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Dr. Phil Gold is one remarkable man- a rainmaker in every sense of the word. The ageless McGill University Health 

Centre (MUHC) physician recently marked the 50th anniversary since he and Dr. Samuel Freedman of the Jewish 

General Hospital discovered carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA). The latter is produced during the growth of cancer in 

digestive cells and was developed into the CEA test - the first blood test used to detect cancer. 

As Dr. Gold, 79, told me last week, while a great deal has changed over the past five decades, the CEA test remains the 

most frequently used blood test in oncology around the world today. Specifically, it is used to monitor the treatment of 

people diagnosed with colon cancer, as well as a marker for medullary thyroid cancer and cancers of the rectum, lung, 

breast, liver, pancreas, stomach, and ovaries. 

“The ‘brass ring’ in cancer research had always been the attempt to find a specific biomarker, a material or molecule that 

was present on the tumour cell and would completely distinguish it from its normal counterpart,” Dr. Gold stated, 

sharing with me a Q&A he did with the McGill Reporter Newspaper. “The discovery of CEA was significant because it was 

the first time that a tumour biomarker had been clearly demonstrated to exist, even though very small amounts of CEA 

were also present in normal tissue ” 

Dr. Gold notes that the blood test for CEA was the first one for cancer sanctioned by the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) in the United States, and then by virtually every country in the world. “It is presently the most common blood test 

for cancer, 50 years down the road from the time that it was discovered,” he says. 

As for whether there will ever be a cure for cancer, Dr. Gold said that he has no doubt that a variety of cures will be 

forthcoming. “Indeed, many are already in place and such conditions as Hodgkin’s disease and Chronic Myelogenous 

Leukemia are now virtually curable,” he said. “In addition, many other common cancers such as those of the bowel, 

breast, and even lung, are now being treated with every increasing success. In addition to the usual therapies of surgery, 

chemotherapy and radiation therapy, all have which have improved, we can now point to the parameter of 

immunotherapy which is proved to be a major step forward. Taken together, then, I think that we’re probably within a 

decade of having the major cancers under control. My concern is that we will not be able to afford the new biologicals 

that are now coming online on a virtual weekly basis since that these can run well over $100,000 per patient per year. 

Dr. Gold told me he has no plans to retire. He loves heading to his office at the Montreal General Hospital each day, 

teaching at McGill Medical School, conducting research and mostly being around young medical minds. He has been 

instrumental in establishing national programs aimed at inspiring the next generation of clinician-scientists, and has 

raised extraordinary sums of money for the medical community. 

Dr. Gold has been the recipient of numerous international awards and been elected to many prestigious scientific 

organizations. National, provincial and local recognition includes being made a Companion of the Order of Canada 

(1986) and an Officer of l’Ordre nationale du Québec (1989). 
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