For nearly 30 years, the U of M's Dr. Michael Osterholm has been warning
anyone who would listen about the risks of a worldwide pandemic.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

IN THE FACE OF extraordinary times, all of us struggle. We try
to find a way to name—and tame—the myriad emotions that
engulf us, and desperately look for reassurance, hope, and a
way to process the unprecedented.
In the span of less than three months, the ground has
shifted beneath our feet in a deeply unnerving way. The novel
coronavirus and the still-mysterious disease it causes, covid-19,
have burst into our lives. Millions of Americans are scared,
unemployed, and increasingly desperate, and millions more
across the globe are facing economic and personal despair.
When the world as we’ve always known it ceases to be—at least temporarily—to
whom do we turn?
To borrow a sentiment from the always calm, beloved children’s television host
Fred Rogers—Mr. Rogers, if you will—in times of trouble, look for the helpers. And in
this case, many of those helpers have been found at our own University of Minnesota.
While covid-19 has thrown a merciless wrench into daily life for all of us, the
response from the U of M has been extraordinary in its own respect.
Experts at the U of M have leapt into action in response to the onslaught. When
ventilators were a crushing issue, our researchers found ways to build them quickly,
cheaply, and out of easily sourced parts. When a lack of reliable testing for covid-19
threatened to delay or even deny our ability to return to any semblance of normal,
researchers at the U of M, the Mayo Clinic, and the Minnesota Department of
Health pushed through new tests at a rate exponentially above what previously
had been possible. When healthcare workers on the front line needed help to
continue their almost insurmountable task, students from the medical school made
themselves available for childcare, errands, and whatever else those brave individuals needed.
The list goes on and on.
For some, the reality of having a major research university in our own backyard isn’t
top of mind in normal days. These people may drive through campus or hear about
research coming out of the school in a piecemeal fashion, but those accomplishments tend to get drowned out in the more pressing business of daily life.
For my part, in times of trouble, I want the best minds available working on a
problem, and in this case, they are. The expertise available through the
U of M—deployed in this instance to help all of us—has been humbling, and it’s left
me deeply #UMNProud.
Until next time, may you and yours stay well and safe, and be comforted by the fact
that many brilliant individuals at the University are collectively working on our behalf.
We’ll get through this together.

Kelly O’Hara Dyer can be reached at ohara119@umn.edu.
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When the World Comes Undone

LETTERS

Feedback on Finding Your Purpose
I was unhappy with the Minneapolis Public
School textbooks that seemed to stress
war and violence. In 1986, I applied and was
granted a sabbatical leave from the Minneapolis School Board to develop a Peace and
Non-Violence curriculum. When I returned
in 1987, this course was approved by the
administration. I taught this course in several
Minneapolis high schools, e.g. Washburn,
Southwest, and South. It was well received by
the students and is available for free on the
internet at www.cecilram.com, with versions
for both high school and grade school.
I ask that U of M alumni who are teachers
be informed of this curriculum so that it can
be taught at grade schools and high schools.
We are here to create a more peaceful
planet.
Cecil Ramnaraine, B.S. ’60
Minneapolis

Everyone has purpose. Everyone’s purpose is
different. It might include organizing/advocating/entrepreneurship etc. It might include
disrupting patterns. Anything that needs to
be changed that is powerful and uplifting.
Purpose should feel good and lead to happiness. It should be in alignment with passion,
gifts, talents and abilities. Living in purpose
and honoring purpose creates space for
others to do the same. We are here to express
ourselves in healthy and productive ways. To
listen, to learn, to experience, to be.
Jennifer Owens, B.S. ’11
Oakdale, Minnesota

Feedback on Editor’s Note, “A
Purposeful Life,” Spring 2020
That was a great article. Thanks so much.

Note: U of M
Tackles covid-19
The University of Minnesota
Alumni Association is compiling stories from across
the breadth of the U of M
related to covid-19 research
efforts. This resource offers
helpful articles on coping
with covid-19, innovative
instructional and inventive
practical developments created by faculty and staff, and
other useful information.
You can access the site at
umnalumni.org/covid.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?
Steven Bauer, B.A.E. ’78
Riverside, California

Send letters and comments to
umnalumnimag@umn.edu
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Zoom, Zoom

The entire Alumni Association has adapted
to a new “virtual workplace” and continues
to produce compelling content for alumni.
A recent weekly staff meeting featured
crazy headgear to help keep spirits high.
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covid-19 and Curds

“

It completely
exploded. All
day we kept
accumulating
orders.

”

—Alise Sjostrom

ecessity is the mother of invention.” That sentiment came fully to life for cheesemaker Alise Sjostrom (B.S.’08) in March, when—in the first week of the covid-19
quarantine—she found herself with 200 extra pounds of cheese curds. With
restaurants closing, her distributor losing orders, and her Brooten, Minnesota,
business, Redhead Creamery, needing cash, Sjostrom and her husband took to social media
to promote same-day deliveries of those delicious curds.
“And it completely exploded,” she says. “All day we kept accumulating orders. We left at 3:30
p.m. for the Twin Cities and didn’t get home until after midnight.” On that first trip they mostly
delivered directly to homes (“Boy, were we glad to have Google maps!”), but after fielding
repeated requests, they quickly established a set schedule of delivery runs—weekly to the Twin
Cities and monthly to places like Sioux Falls, Rochester, Fargo, and points in between.
“We had to react quickly, and we soon realized this might be the best way to keep our
business going,” Sjostrom says. Although Redhead Creamery also ships its products, the
deliveries proved more popular—both for the lower cost and the human touch. “It’s been a
way for our customers to connect with someone when they otherwise couldn’t,” she says.
Meeting mostly in parking lots, Sjostrom and family members—including her two older children—have fulfilled dozens of orders. The first things they ran out of, she says, were comfort
foods like creamy Havarti cheese and Sjostrom’s mother’s homemade apple pies.
“We’re grateful for the excitement and that it’s working so far,” says Sjostrom, who started
the business at her parents’ dairy farm in 2014. “Just when a lot of people have been bored
and stuck at home, it’s busy every day here.”
You can find more details at the Redhead Creamery Facebook page.
—Lynette Lamb
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Professor Shares covid-19 Care Advice
BY NOW we’ve all been told that we
should quarantine at home with milder
cases of covid-19, but what does that
mean in terms of self-care? We
asked Renee Crichlow, M.D.,
an assistant professor of
family medicine and community health, to share
some insight.

How should you
quarantine if just one
person in the family is sick?
If you get sick, decrease your interaction
with others in the home. The best option:
stay in your own room and bath and wear
face masks when interacting with others.
Shared areas of the home should be
cleaned and disinfected regularly. If you
live in a smaller space, stay out of shared
areas until you have been fever-free
(without medicine) for more than 72 hours.
Should well family members
leave the home?
No, because it could spread the virus
beyond the family unit. If one family member becomes ill, consider all
members infected and act accordingly:
do not engage with people outside the
household for at least 7 to 10 days after
symptoms have resolved.

Should covid-19 sufferers use
cold and cough medicines?
Mild to moderate covid-19 can be treated
at home with over-the-counter cough and
cold medicines. Current recommendations suggest using acetaminophen
(Tylenol) rather than ibuprofen (Advil) for
treating covid-19 fevers.
When should I go to the hospital?
Only if you have signs of serious illness
such as trouble breathing, persistent pain
or pressure in the chest, confusion and an
inability to arouse, or bluish lips or face.
How safe are we here in Minnesota?
Minnesota has one of the finest healthcare systems in the country. If we all follow
recommendations for social distancing
and appropriate care, we can decrease
the rate of virus spread and increase the
ability of medical professionals to help
those most in need. Social distancing will
save lives.
Online resources

For the most recent CDC information on
covid-19, including an online “Self Checker”
tool and tips for what to do if you or someone
you care for is sick, go to cdc.gov/coronavirus.

Angelou: CC BY-SA 2.0

OVERHEARD

“

No sun outlasts its sunset, but will
rise again and bring the dawn.
President Joan Gabel shared one of her favorite Maya Angelou
quotes in a recent note to U of M faculty and staff.

”

President
Gabel Presents
Initial Budget
to Regents
On May 7 and 8, U of M President
Joan Gabel addressed the Board
of Regents, presenting them
with initial budget operating
recommendations in light of
the covid-19 outbreak.
As with other higher-learning
institutions, the U of M may face
significant financial challenges
in light of the pandemic.
Gabel asked the Board to
approve a balanced budget
predicated on the assumption
the University can generally
return to regular operations by
the start of the fall semester in
a covid-19 Adjusted Budget.
In addition, Gabel discussed
two frameworks for contingency
budget plans, one based on
reduced operations continuing
into the fall semester and
another based on reduced
operations throughout the
entire fall semester.
Gabel and her administration
have taken a 10 percent pay cut
starting in FY21 and continuing
until the University returns to
normal operations. Nearly 200
senior leaders also voluntarily
agreed to forgo a week of salary
before June 30, and salaries and
bonuses have been frozen for
all employees throughout the
University system for the coming
fiscal year, with the exception
of labor-represented faculty
and staff units with collective
bargaining agreements.
You can learn more about the
recommendations at regents.
umn.edu/meeting-materials
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Advice for Managing
in Troubled Times

WHEN workplaces and
schools started closing in
early spring and people were
asked to work and learn from
home, many families found
themselves caught off guard.
Accustomed to lives in which
family members spent their
days headed in different
directions, suddenly it was as if
everyone was living through a
blizzard that wouldn’t end. And
all that togetherness isn’t easy.
Luckily, the University of
Minnesota has experts, such as
Family Social Science Professor
William Doherty, who by midMarch was already giving talks
on this very subject. Following
are a few of his recommendations for coping, both during
quarantine and otherwise.

Create a routine. Families,
especially kids, need predictability. Go to bed and get up
at the same times each day,
schedule periods for work,

school, meals, relaxation, and
family fun.
Reassure children. It’s
important to let younger kids
know that they aren’t likely to
become sick, and if they do, it
probably won’t be any worse
than colds and flus they’ve had
in the past. Reassure them that
their parents will be okay. As
for older kids, find out what
information they have and
correct any inaccuracies. Don’t
soft-pedal the risks, but don’t
be an alarmist either. Remind
them that you’re taking all recommended safety precautions.
Set goals. Read that novel
you’ve always meant to tackle,
listen to podcasts, organize
your photos or your spices.
Write down your goals and
check them off.
Connect with family and
friends. Stay in touch—espe-

cially with elders—through
phone calls, or video links
through FaceTime and Zoom.
Pay special attention to those
who live alone and are thus
more isolated.
Limit news consumption.
Check in with the latest news
once a day and then stop.
Use both buffering and active
coping methods. Buffering
coping methods, says
Doherty, involve actions such
as limiting news, eating well,
sleeping enough, meditating,
etc., whereas active coping
methods involve things like
helping a vulnerable neighbor
with shopping, contributing
money to food shelves, and
supporting local restaurants.
During this stressful time, says
Doherty, “Both kinds of coping
are important.”
—Lynette Lamb

PROM. High school graduation. Semester

abroad. College graduation. First career jobs.
For teenagers and young adults, the covid-19
crisis has meant the loss of many milestones.
We talked to Pauline Boss, an emeritus
professor in the Department of Family
Social Science, who first coined the concept
of ambiguous loss, which she explores in her
book, Ambiguous Loss: Learning to Live with
Unresolved Grief (Harvard University Press).
She shared ways parents and caregivers can
help young people process their feelings
during this complicated time.
Be honest, but reassuring. Give explanations that provide validation for their
feelings and reassurance that we will get
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through this together. She
recommends statements
such like “It will get better,
but not right away,” and “If
someone in our family gets sick,
we will figure it out and manage it.”

Boss. Model good self-care for
your kids by doing activities
that lift your spirits during these
confusing times, whether it’s a
living room workout, Zoom party
with close friends, or a bout of baking.

Do something. Boss recommends taking
on projects or activities that accomplish
something, whether that’s cleaning a room,
walking the dog, reading a book, going for
a daily jog, or texting a grandparent every
day, just to check in.

Revere resilience. “Kids are stronger than
parents think,” says Boss. This can be a
time for kids to step up and discover how
adaptive they are and how they can cope
in an uncertain time full of real stresses.
“Resilience means you are stronger than
you were before,” says Boss. “Our young
people will be proud that they survived this
and have grown from it.”

Take care of yourself. “We can say we are
afraid, but we should also share how we are
coping and taking care of ourselves,” says

—Elizabeth Foy Larsen

Pancake: Jayme Halbritter

Coping with Missed Milestones

Together, driven by a belief

in a better tomorrow

As COVID-19 began to change life as we
know it, the University of Minnesota
community came together to help
those most in need. Your gifts have
brought hope to students facing
financial emergencies and
provided critical equipment to
front-line caregivers working
to keep us all healthy.

Learn how you can make a difference
for those who need it most: give.umn.edu/covid-19

DISCOVERIES

The Pig’s Pandemic
In the U.S., many outside the agricultural world have never
heard of African Swine Fever. However, this deadly-to-pigs
infection offers an example of how devastating—and
hard to fight—viral diseases can be. By Kelli Billstein

nfortunately, covid-19 isn’t the only pandemic on the
planet these days.
In recent years, another viral disease known as African
Swine Fever has spread swiftly throughout much of the
world, and especially across China, where it has killed 50 percent
of the country’s pigs. The disease—which only affects pigs—is not
dangerous to humans, but it provides an illustration of how difficult
treating and mitigating viral pathogens can be.
The ASF virus—which is not related to covid-19—is, however, also
highly contagious. It can wipe out entire herds of hogs in a matter of
days with up to a 100 percent mortality rate.
As its name implies, ASF first appeared in Africa in 2007, where
it’s thought to have originated in wild hogs. From there, ASF spread
into parts of Europe, South America, and the Caribbean. Since its
appearance, it has been reported in multiple countries across Africa,
Asia, and Europe in both domestic and wild pigs. To date, it has not
appeared in the U.S., although many fear it may do so one day. If it
does, it would be devastating to pork producers across the country,
which is why researchers have been studying it intently for years.
In August 2018, one of scientists’ worst fears became a reality:
ASF developed a strong foothold in China, the world’s largest consumer and producer of pork. Despite efforts to contain and control
the outbreak by culling entire herds and disposing of affected pigs,
ASF still swept across the country. It resulted in the devastating loss
of an estimated 50 percent of China’s pigs, and consequently 25
percent of the world’s supply of pork.
Gordon Spronk (D.V.M. ’81), president and CEO of Pipestone,
an agribusiness specializing in animal health and operations for
farmers, has made more than 300 trips to China to observe ASF
firsthand. He doesn’t mince words. “ASF is a different virus than
any of us—veterinarians or producers—has ever dealt with in North
America,” Spronk says. “It’s the worst virus that pigs can be infected
with in the world. If you get the deadliest strain, up to 100 percent
12 MINNESOTA ALUMNI Summer 2020

of the pigs die. We can’t say that with any
other virus. This is the worst animal welfare
situation you’ll probably ever see.”
Not only does ASF lead to the worst-case
animal welfare scenario, it also has serious
implications for the economy. Pork accounts
for more than one-third of meat produced
worldwide and is an important component
of global food security, agricultural
economies, and trade. (The recent closure
of hog-processing plants in the U.S. because
of covid-19 infections among workers has
also demonstrated this fragility within the
food chain.)
The struggle that China is going through
to fight the spread of ASF is also a reminder
of how hard it is to stop a deadly disease
from reaching wildfire proportions. And
while vaccines are being developed, no
definitive one is on the market yet.
John Deen, D.V.M., a Distinguished Global
Professor in the Department of Veterinary
Population Medicine, specializes in the
epidemiology of swine diseases and swine
health. He points out that outbreaks grow as
a result of human behavior. “When you try to
control an outbreak, you have to recognize
that you’re fighting against nature,” Deen
says. “We have to ask ourselves how we
must change our behavior so that we’re not
inadvertently supporting the epidemic.”
Transportation of pigs across long
distances is a prime example of human
behavior that spreads ASF. Because this
virus transmits through live pigs and pork
products (even frozen pork) and can remain
infectious over long periods of time, the
need to halt transportation to contain an
outbreak is paramount. In March, the USDA
announced that if any cases of ASF are
found in the U.S., all shipment of pigs will be
fully stopped for at least three days.
For Deen and other researchers at the
College of Veterinary Medicine, biosecurity
is a big focus. They’re looking closely at how

Lincoln Agnew

to keep viruses and harmful bacteria out of
pig populations and recommend that farmers install air filtration systems in barns. This
and careful sanitation and clean equipment
are good disease-prevention methods.
Deen also researches how viruses like ASF
get transmitted from one pig to another
and across herds, and he develops models
to understand webs of interconnectivity
that spread disease across populations.
Preparedness in the event of an outbreak
still keeps him up at night.
“Pig farmers in North America are reliant
on exports to maintain a viable enterprise,
and we’re selling in excess of 25 percent
of pork outside the U.S. If an agent such
as ASF is recognized in pigs in the U.S., it
would shut down a lot of those markets
and collapse the price for pork products,”

Deen says. “We have to ask ourselves, can it
happen? Have we identified all the potential
points of entry? Frankly, we haven’t, but
what can we do?”
Deen still offers reassurance, suggesting
that compared to China, the U.S. would
be better able to quickly respond should
ASF ever be detected here. The U.S. also
has a stronger diagnostic capability for the
disease, he says, and is already carefully
monitoring for its presence. Further, authorities have already put a plan in place to shut
down all movement if ASF appears.
“We have to have a vision that we can
keep ASF out of the U.S.,” Spronk says.
“We have to be intentional about how we
behave and make decisions. Set it in your
mind: We are going to keep ASF out of our
national herd.”

“

We have to ask
ourselves how we
must change our
behavior so that we’re
not inadvertently
supporting the [asf]
epidemic.

”

John Deen, D.V.M., a Distinguished
Global Professor in the Department of
Veterinary Population Medicine
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The decline in the honeybee
population is a well-known challenge to both hobby gardeners
and the agricultural industry,
where honeybee pollination
contributes $15 billion to the
economy each year. Now, a
recent study by University of
Minnesota researchers has
found an important link between
a common virus and the decline
of colonies across the world.
U of M researchers discovered that deformed wing virus
(DWV) attacks the sensory and
behavioral centers of a bee’s
brain, which in turn causes bees
to forage prematurely. That’s an
issue because if honeybees act
older than they are, they disrupt
the order of their hives, which
are organized according to agespecific tasks. If there are more
foragers, for example, there are
fewer younger bees to tend
to the hive’s larvae and queen.
Researchers also theorize that
these infected and disoriented
bees may be spreading the virus
to additional colonies.
The hope is that these insights
will allow scientists to develop
physical and molecular interventions to prevent colony decline
14 MINNESOTA ALUMNI Summer 2020

due to DWV. “Our findings
could provide new insights into
the host-pathogen relationship,”
says Declan Schroeder, the
study’s coauthor and an associate professor in the College of
Veterinary Medicine.
This study was originally
published in the February 20
issue of Nature.

Thin and Strong
An international team of scientists that included professors
from the College of Science and
Engineering have made a discovery that could one day improve
efficiency in the production of
gasoline, biofuels, and plastics.
Using atomic-scale imaging
made possible by high-resolution
transmission electron microscopy (TEM) in a lab on the U of M
Twin Cities campus, researchers
were able to identify one-dimensional defects in two-dimensional
MFI, an ultra-thin zeolite (a
porous mineral that’s used as
a commercial absorbent and
catalyst) nanosheet. Being able
to view these MFI nanosheets
at the atomic level was a
breakthrough as the crystals are
often damaged in the process of
imaging them using high-energy
electrons. The results will help

Reducing
Police Violence
The statistics are disturbing:
Studies show police officers are
approximately three times more
likely to kill Black men than their
white counterparts. In an effort
to understand what’s driving
these grim numbers, the School
of Public Health surveyed 48
stakeholders—including young
Black men ages 14-24, parents
and educators, police officers,
and staff in youth organizations—to learn more about why
people think violence occurs
between law enforcement and
Black youth in their communities. They were asked questions
in three areas:

• To identify causes of violent
encounters between police
and young Black men.
• To describe police officers
who live in their communities.
• To describe interactions
between police and young
Black men.
Researchers found that,
with the exception of police,
respondents felt that these
violent encounters happened
because the police didn’t have
connections to the communities
they were patrolling. Racism,
prejudice, and fear and distrust
between young Black men and
police were also cited as contributing challenges. Respondents
also said that any positive
interactions between police and
young Black men were the result
of trusting relationships that
were developed over time.
The hope is that the study’s
results will be used to both
identify the need for experiences and programs that create
a sense of shared values and
opportunities for compromise.
“Any organization that wants
to address violent encounters
between police and young Black
youth should note where there is
common ground in perceptions,”
says SPH Ph.D. student Collin
Calvert, a coauthor of the study.
“It’s going to take cooperation
between groups—police officers,
teachers, youth organizations,
health care providers, and others—to address the issue.”
Originally published in the
January 2020 issue of Journal
of Urban Health.
As always, huge thanks to University News Service as well as the
Minnesota Daily.

William Jones-Warner/iStock

Keeping
Bees Buzzing

scientists better understand how
these zeolite nanosheets work
and improve their efficiency as
molecular-level filters.
“The discovery by TEM of
one-dimensional intergrowths
in two-dimensional nanosheets
and the practical implications
suggested by modeling bring
the potential of this concept to
a new level and suggest new
opportunities for targeted synthesis that we have not imagined
possible,” says Professor Emeritus Michael Tsapatsis, who is now
at Johns Hopkins University.
Membranes made from these
enhanced nanosheets were fabricated by a research group led by
Tsapatsis. They were then tested
under industrial conditions by
ExxonMobil. Those tests showed
record filtration performance.
The results of this study were
originally published on February
24 in Nature Materials.

FROM THE
PRESIDENT

Meeting the Challenge
he last few months have been trying ones for
our University. For many of us, it feels like the
whole world has completely changed.
When I challenged our incoming freshmen
last August to cultivate their passion and commitment to
define their generation’s moment, little did I know that
midway through the spring semester they would be fully
immersed in this challenge. Few also could have anticipated virtual or alternative learning as the norm, or the
postponement of time-honored traditions, like in-person
spring commencement.
The rapid change and uncertainty that we’ve recently
experienced, and that surrounds covid-19, leaves many
of us with an unsettled feeling. I recently read an insightful article in the Harvard Business Review titled, “That
Discomfort You’re Feeling Is Grief.” The author, Scott
Berinato, interviewed David Kessler, a grief expert, who
notes that what we are feeling right now is a number
of different griefs—grief that things will be different;
the loss of normalcy; the loss of connection; the fear of
economic toll, etc. Kessler also highlights the importance
in finding meaning in this moment, and as we navigate
through this experience.
So, whatever that meaning is for you now, or will be,
I hope it encourages those across our University family
to explore more opportunities for self care, like longer
and meaningful phone/video conversations with old
friends, listening to music, or appreciating a walk. I hope
that it helps to reinforce the importance of focusing on
the things we can control, and serves as a reminder of
the incredible support system our alumni network is and
how they can support you to be your best. We all want
members of our University family to continue to thrive
and grow, but also stay well.
It’s also important to know that while the challenges we
face today are unique, they are not entirely unprecedented.
Over a century ago, our University confronted the
1918 flu epidemic, which brought many new elements of
uncertainty to our University community, and even compelled the postponement of class opening. Nearly three
decades later, the state of Minnesota experienced a polio
outbreak that caused the cancelation of the Minnesota
State Fair and delayed the start of school. Interestingly,

the University’s radio station at the time, KUOM, produced an on-the-air classroom program called “School By
Air” for students quarantined at home—a precursor to the
virtual learning our students recently experienced.
These and other examples highlight how societal conditions have dramatically modified University activities
over time. Yet, throughout these challenges, students and
alumni like you at all levels—undergraduate, graduate,
and professional—have demonstrated the character,
strength, and resiliency to ever-reinforce our mission
of discovery, learning, and service. And throughout the
toughest moments of this challenge, our University community has exceeded all expectations.
ALTHOUGH I CAN’T INDIVIDUALLY THANK every one of you

in person, as I would like to, I do want to express my sincere
appreciation for everything alumni and supporters like you
are doing to support the University and our most important
asset—our people—through this challenging time.
I would also like to welcome the Class of 2020 into our
University alumni family. We all stand in appreciation to
you for your flexibility and understanding during these
challenging times, and share
in anticipation for the day
to come when we can all be
together again.
Until then, be healthy, safe,
and well—and thank you for all
that you do for the University of
Minnesota.
With warmest regards,
Joan Gabel

“

While the challenges
we face today are unique,
they are not entirely
unprecedented.

”
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For nearly 30 years, the U of M's Dr. Michael Osterholm has been
warning anyone who would listen about the risks of a worldwide pandemic.

AND THEN IT
HAPPENED.
BY JOHN ROSENGREN / PHOTO BY NATE RYAN
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Mike Osterholm (M.S. ’78, Ph.D. ’80, M.P.H. ’80) wraps up a radio interview with
WCCO’s Chad Hartman, steps out of his office for a quick bathroom break and sees
me waiting. He reaches out his hand to shake mine, catches himself, and offers his
elbow instead. Once he’s left, his secretary asks, “Did he just shake your hand?”
For all of his knowledge, one of the nation’s leading experts on infectious diseases is
still struggling to adapt to the new normal like any of us. Forgive him. He’s been busy.
Since inexplicable clusters of viral pneumonia began appearing in China in late December, Osterholm has been in constant demand. Regional, national, and international
media—including CNN, MSNBC, CBS, and even irreverent comedian and podcast
host Joe Rogan—have sought him out. The Washington Post and New York Times have
published his op-eds. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), and the World Health Organization
(WHO) all seek his counsel. So do the White House and officials from other governments. Minnesota Governor Tim Walz has even adopted some of his catchphrases,
telling Minnesotans, “This is not a blizzard but a Minnesota winter.”
Osterholm, the McKnight Presidential Endowed Chair in Public Health and director of
the U of M’s Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy (CIDRAP), has deep knowledge of infectious diseases, a long track record of being ahead of the curve in understanding their impact, and a decided knack for distilling complex situations into comprehensible
terms. Along the way, Osterholm has also raised visibility for the University of Minnesota
as a source of credible, reliable information at the heart of a global pandemic.
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AFTER EXCUSING HIMSELF for a moment,

Osterholm steps back into the room, makes a
quick call to check in with U of M President Joan
Gabel regarding the CDC’s latest directives,
and then meets with me for a scheduled interview, slotted in before a call with the Washington Post. Seated in C316 Mayo at a conference
table strewn with stacks of papers and a laptop
open before him, he’s cordial, engaging, and
charming, yet a bit weary, resorting on occasion
to sound bites. At one point, when I ask him
about his background, he hands me a copy of
his book Deadliest Enemy: Our War against
Killer Germs and says, “It’s all in here.”
Indeed, it is. Three years ago, Osterholm laid
out the unfolding scenario of a global influenza
pandemic originating in China that portended
the current covid-19 situation with eerie accuracy. Though Osterholm did not know when such
a pandemic would occur, he was certain it would.
“Pandemic influenza is absolutely inevitable,” he
told local news organization MinnPost when the
book was published. “It’s going to happen.”
Osterholm wrote in Deadliest Enemy, “When
[a pandemic] happens, it will spread before we
realize what is happening. ... And unless we are
prepared, it would be like trying to contain the
wind…Infectious disease is the deadliest enemy
faced by all of humankind.”

HIS BOOK WAS NOT THE FIRST time Osterholm

had sounded the alarm about a pandemic
sweeping the world. Fifteen years ago, he wrote
in the international policy magazine Foreign
Affairs, “Time is running out to prepare for the
next pandemic. We must act now with decisiveness and purpose.” He followed that up with
similar warnings in the New England Journal of
Medicine and the British journal Nature before
publishing Deadliest Enemy in 2017.

An image from
Osterholm’s Dec 17,
2019 speech titled
“Preparing for the
Next Epidemic,” which
he delivered at the
Healthy Futures Summit
at the University of
Minnesota’s School of
Public Health

Though some have criticized Osterholm over the years for
his doomsday predictions and attempted to dismiss his dire
warnings, he has proven over and over again to be prescient on
the subject. In 1982, as chief of the Acute Disease Epidemiology
Section at the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH), he published a paper in the Journal of Infectious Diseases about the
relationship between tampons and toxic shock syndrome that
exposed the “wrong conclusions” the CDC had made on the
subject, which he claimed caused serious illnesses and deaths.
Two years later, he contradicted President Reagan’s Health and
Human Services Secretary Margaret Heckler’s assertion there
would soon be an AIDS vaccine, saying he didn’t think it would
happen in his lifetime. “I was one of the first to come out and say
HIV was going to be a major tragedy,” Osterholm says.
And so it’s gone throughout his career: Osterholm as oracle,
issuing unpopular prophesies about food-borne diseases,
antibiotic resistance, bioterrorism, and infectious agents such as
Ebola and Zika, many of which have in turn played out. He also
forecast the novel coronavirus, which causes the disease known
as covid-19, would become a global pandemic a month before
the WHO declared it one.
A coworker needlepointed one of his quotes on a small pillow
and it sits on a bookshelf behind him: “Right is right even if nobody
is right. And wrong is wrong even if everybody is wrong.”
“We just need to tell the truth,” Osterholm says.

OSTERHOLM HAS RAISED VISIBILITY
FOR THE U OF M AS A SOURCE OF
CREDIBLE, RELIABLE INFORMATION AT
THE HEART OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC.
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OSTERHOLM FOUNDED CIDRAP, part of the U of M’s Office of the Vice

“YOU CAN’T HAVE ONLY VISION—YOU NEED
BOOTS ON THE GROUND TO IMPLEMENT IT.”
Alumna Kristen Ehresmann, director of the Infectious Disease Epidemiology, Prevention and Control Division at the MDH
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Peter Callaghan/MinnPost

Throughout the pandemic,
Minnesota Governor Tim Walz
has delivered daily briefings
to state residents, along with
various high-ranking medical
officials. He appears here with
Kristen Ehresmann (M.P.H.
’90), director of the Infectious
Disease Epidemiology,
Prevention and Control Division at the MDH. Osterholm
both taught Ehresmann and
hired her for her first job.

President for Research, in 2001. He wanted to ground policy in solid
science, with the mission “to prevent illness and death from targeted
infectious disease threats through research and the translation of scientific information into real-world, practical applications,
policies, and solutions.”
On March 13, with new information on the coronavirus emerging by the hour, CIDRAP launched an online
covid-19 Resource Center to provide accurate and upto-date information for public health experts, business
leaders, government officials, and the general public.
It was quickly recognized as an authoritative and comprehensive resource, drawing between 500,000 and
750,000 users daily, according to Osterholm. CIDRAP
has continued to publish throughout the pandemic,
compiling the latest scientific information from around
the world. (cidrap.umn.edu/covid-19).
Osterholm’s fascination with infectious diseases
dates back to his youth in Waukon, Iowa, during the
’60s when he regularly read “The Annals of Science”
column in The New Yorker about science detectives
solving medical mysteries. He decided that was
the career for him before he even knew the word
“epidemiologist.”
After completing his bachelor’s degree at Luther
College, he did his graduate work at the University.
He began working at the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) as a
graduate student in 1975 and rose to the level of state epidemiologist in
1984, a position he held for 15 years. He has served as special advisor to
the national Health and Human Services secretary on bioterrorism and
public health preparedness under the George W. Bush administration,
been appointed to the interim management team of the CDC, sat on
the National Science Advisory Board on Biosecurity, and is currently
a member of the National Academy of Medicine and the Council on
Foreign Relations.
Throughout, Osterholm has taught. He holds the title of Distinguished
Teaching Professor in the Division of Environmental Health Sciences in
the School of Public Health and is an adjunct professor in the medical
school. “The single most important thing I do is teaching, which I’ve been
doing for 44 years,” he says.
Another major contribution Osterholm in particular and the School of
Public Health in general have made to help combat this pandemic are the
students who have been taught at the University.
“You can’t have only vision—you need boots on the ground to implement it,” says Kristen Ehresmann (M.P.H. ’90), director of the Infectious

“THE SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT THING I DO IS TEACHING.”
Michael Osterholm

Disease Epidemiology, Prevention and Control
Division at the MDH. “Mike’s been able to train
many people in a variety of roles to work in
different capacities.”
She’s one of them. Back in 1979, as an SPH
graduate student, Ehresmann applied for a
position as a research assistant under Osterholm at the MDH. “I waited all day for his phone
call, sitting on the floor of my living room,”
she says with a laugh. It finally came, and the
position was hers. “I remember having lunch
with my dad, saying, ‘I wonder if I get my foot in
the door at the health department, if it could be
a good thing?’ Here I am, 30 years later as the
head of infectious diseases.”
In her role, Ehresmann leads MDH’s operations, what she calls “the guts of the response”
to covid-19. She’s quoted nearly daily in the
media, offering both cautions and explanations.
Throughout, Osterholm has been both mentor—sharing ideas and offering encouragement
to her during their regular talks—and model.
“Mike is really good at explaining things in the
media,” she says. “That has been my goal: to
emulate him in that way.”
Ehresmann has been perhaps the most
visible among SPH alumni in the media after
Osterholm, but many others have been on the
front lines these past few months. Jill DeBoer
(B.A. ’84, M.P.H. ’90) has been working long
days, seven days a week since January in her
dual role as deputy director of CIDRAP and
director of the University’s Health Emergency
Response Office. She likens the latter to air
traffic control. “When there’s a health issue on
campus, we address all aspects of it,” she says.
That has made her an essential aide-de-camp
for President Gabel in directing the University’s
evolving response to the coronavirus. DeBoer
credits her education in community health,
community organization, and epidemiology
with preparing her for the moment. “I use those
skills every day,” she says.
Like Ehresmann, DeBoer also points to her
work with the MDH as a graduate student in the

late ’80s, where she met Osterholm the first week and had the
chance to work on issues such as AIDS and bioterrorism. “Everything in my career leads back to that opportunity to finish my
degree in public health and that first student placement,” she says.
And the School of Public Health’s reach extends far beyond
the state’s borders. With more than 11,000 living alumni around
the world, it’s not surprising they are also engaged in fighting
covid-19. Sara Ann Palmer (B.A.S. ’05, B.S. ’05, M.P.H. ’19), for
example, is an infection preventionist at McKenzie County
Healthcare, leading the critical access hospital’s preparation for
covid-19 in rural western North Dakota. Nathan Kemp (B.S. ’13,
M.P.H. ’19) is an epidemiologist at the MDH who has been fielding
calls on the department’s hotline, providing accurate information
to the public. Teigan Dwyer (M.P.H. ’17) has worked with WHO in
Geneva and New York assembling its daily report, which is the
most downloaded document on the organization’s website.
As a master’s student, Dwyer says he gained valuable skills
during an assignment managing research in Tanzania. “The
discrepancies between what we learn in class and what’s feasible
didn’t hit me until then,” he says. “Right now, in a pandemic situation, it’s so relevant to what we’re doing. We don’t have time to
prepare studies.”
In addition to Osterholm and Ehresmann, media have sought
out at least a dozen more SPH alumni and faculty to interpret and
analyze various aspects of the coronavirus pandemic. A group of
faculty and students have also worked with the MDH on models
employing the most recent data to map and predict the spread of
the pandemic to help hospitals prepare for potential spikes.
SPH Dean John Finnegan says it’s not surprising that health
authorities and the public are looking to the University for this
expertise or that U of M alumni are fortifying the ranks of those
responding to the pandemic. Even though SPH was not founded
until 1944, Finnegan traces the University’s influence on public
health matters back to 1873, when it hired Charles Hewitt, a Civil
War physician, to teach the subject, the first such academic
appointment in the United States. “We’re a top 10 school of public
health—right there with Johns Hopkins, Harvard, Michigan—producing 350 to 400 graduates a year who are the next generation
of health care professionals,” he says.
Finnegan has been especially proud of Osterholm’s role lately.
Considering the breadth of Osterholm’s career and his consistent
call for preparedness, Finnegan adds, “I wish I had 10 Michaels to
raise the profile of the importance of prevention around the planet.”
John Rosengren is a Pulitzer-nominated writer working in Minneapolis. He
has just released his debut novel, A Clean Heart.
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DIARY FROM THE

DIAMOND
PRINCESS

A U of M alumni couple share their day-by-day notes after a cruise during
the early days of covid-19 left them in quarantine for nearly a month.
Story and photos by Ron Hildeen

Editor’s note: On January 18,
Ron Hildeen (B.A., ’71) and Amy
Liljegren Ellefson (B.A., ’69) flew
from Minneapolis to Tokyo to take a
15-day Asian cruise on the Diamond
Princess. They were traveling with
Amy’s cousin, Arnie Hopland, and his
wife, Jeanie, and enjoyed ports of call
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not just in Japan but also Hong Kong,
Vietnam, and Taiwan.
At the tail end of the voyage, the
crew announced that a new sort
of disease, then called the novel
coronavirus, had just been detected
in several of the countries the cruise
ship had visited. Passengers had their
temperatures taken and then enjoyed
a normal day on board, eating, and
mingling with their fellow travelers.
On the last night of the cruise,
Hildeen and Ellefson packed their suitcases and put them outside their cabin
to be picked up for disembarkation.
Later that evening, there was a knock
on the door. They were told they
wouldn’t be getting off the boat in
Japan and that they needed to bring
the suitcases back inside. A day later,
they were confined to their rooms.
Hildeen used Facebook to communicate with friends about what
happened from that point forward.
Sometimes funny, sometimes
sobering in hindsight, his posts
create a compelling chronicle of the
early days of a pandemic that was
still not widely understood by the
overwhelming majority of Americans.
The couple would spend 12 days in

their room on the ship. After they
were allowed to return to the U.S.,
the couple spent a further 14 days in
mandatory quarantine at Travis Air
Force Base in California
“As members of a generation that
have weathered many memorable
events, we never thought this 15-day
Asian cruise would turn out to be
one of international importance,”
Hildeen says today. “As the cruise
date neared, I joked about my visiting
Vietnam 50 years after almost being
sent there while I was in the Army. I
joked about Gilligan’s Island and the
resulting long-term nature of the
short cruise. Both pale in comparison
to what lay ahead of us.”
Hildeen gave Minnesota Alumni
permission to reprint excerpts of
his posts. We’ve edited these lightly
for space, but otherwise, the posts
appear as Hildeen shared them. They
help provide a glimpse of how what
is now known as covid-19 evolved
from an unknown entity into the
pandemic it has become today.

Hildeen and Ellefson
would spend 12 days
quarantined inside
their cruise stateroom,
and then 14 more at
Travis Air Force Base,
initially unaware of the
gravity of the situation
unfolding around them.
Left: The duo
enjoying the sights
before the covid-19
pandemic exploded.

JANUARY 30

First time on internet for a while. Except for the
inability to post my adventures in Asia with friends and family, I
can’t say I have missed it much.
FEBRUARY 3

End of the trip should be simple, right? NOPE.
Have you seen news of the virus in Asia? Well some guy on the
cruise got it and Japanese health folks are taking no chances. So
here we sit, quarantined, at least until all passengers and crew
have their temperatures taken. Waiting our turn. Good news is
that we don’t seem to have it. Missed our tours of Okinawa and
Tokyo, bummer. Glad we have a later flight back home.

FEBRUARY 6

Greetings from the Diamond Princess (aka HMS
FLUBUG). As they keep transferring people to off-ship medical facili-

ties, we remain cloistered in our 20 x 25 cabin. Not all hardship: We
do have internet, TV, movies, hot water, and three meals per day. They
are letting select groups of cabins out on the open decks for fresh air.
This all reminds me of a mashup and updating of ’30s prison movies
and World War II Japanese POW movies. Haven’t started making
shivs or planning an escape yet, but we are only three days into our
sentence. There are some folks here with multiple small kids, one
family of two 80+-year-old grandparents with 20+-year-old grandsons
in an inner (no window) cabin. Could be much worse.
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A GUY IN FULL HAZMAT REGALIA SHOWED UP AT OUR DOOR
WITH TWO ENVELOPES. HE ASKED HOW WE WERE.

FEBRUARY 7

News from the front, day four of the quarantine.
We got to leave our rooms and go outside to walk. Must be masked
and rubber gloved. Met up with Arnie and Jeanie to liberate their
game of Scrabble. Yet another game to lose. All going well.

FEBRUARY 8

News from the front—day five. Nine days left for
quarantine. Not much happening today. Still cloistered in our rooms
hoping the flu bug doesn’t get us. They took a few more off ship
today for unrelated medical issues. The captain says mental health
counselors are available should there be repercussions about
being confined. My thoughts go to those with young children in
inner cabins.
Every couple of days the ship goes back out to sea to perform
necessary deep-water chores, then back to dock. I am thinking
reloading desalination tanks and other obscure things. I would
like to volunteer our window for a good cleaning, taking pictures
through it gives the impression of looking through waxed paper.
We are able to see Mt. Fuji on the return trip.
Good food, lots and lots of rice. Still have to pay for beer though.
FaceTiming with the kids, playing games, and watching movies
occupy our time.
Even during their
Good news, no snow and blue skies.
quarantine, the couple
FEBRUARY 10

News from the front, day seven—halfway there.
So what’s new here on the Diamond Princess?
Yesterday we got snazzy new masks. These masks replace the
Dollar Store ones. Plastic gloves gone, replaced by a glop of hand
sanitizer—nasty stuff. The piano bar guy said that it would be ironic
if the hand sanitizer was the stuff spreading the virus.
The inmates are getting restless, some suggesting a desolate
island setting for quarantine—perhaps Hawaii.
They are feeding us well. Food coma a possibility.
Internet is up and down, maybe the resident computer guy got
sick or something.
Seven days done, seven to go. This life certainly takes some of
the glow off the tiny house craze. Although it’s sorta like having a
cabin in the Tokyo bay.
Good food, lots of movies, and comfy bed.
More to come, stay tuned.
FEBRUARY 12

News from the front—day eight, six to go (I hope).
Being on the other side of the world has its disadvantages. Trying to
figure date and time back home is one. Now for instance, 8:51 p.m.
here is 5:51 a.m. there [in Minnesota] with day confusion on top of it.
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reported that food
was plentiful, although
rice appeared at
nearly every meal.

That explains the post about watching Sunday
night Academy Awards on Monday morning
here. Very confusing.
We took a cruise out to sea again to do some
technical stuff that requires the ship to leave
port, cruise around a bit, and return. This time
we were docked with our room facing shore.
And on shore were a bunch of ambulances
waiting to pick up more sick folk, not us—we
seem fever-free.
We keep getting fed well. Lots of meat, veggies, and tons of rice. During the cruise there
was a whole buffet to choose from. During
quarantine, not so much. During the cruise
there is a great burger, hot dog,
and pizza counter. After eight days
I would really like a good burger or
hot dog and/or a nice slice or two of
pizza—no rice please.
One thing the food service folk
don’t seem to grasp is the American
NEED for coffee. Call room service,
they say. The line is always busy. I
started calling the front desk—oddly not too
busy these days. End result was about one hour
later someone showed up with a couple cups
full. I think the repeated calls from the wild-eyed
Americans finally got to them since this evening
a cart with a bunch of coffee cups and two air
pots showed up after dinner. Always works to
look just a little crazy.
Watched a bunch of movies, played some
card games, and had a nice nap. A nice day here
in our all-inclusive free tiny house floating in
Tokyo Bay.
FEBRUARY 16

[Editor’s Note: Hildeen and
Ellefson’s travel companion, Jeanie Hopland, tests
positive for the virus. She is hospitalized in Japan
and then returns to the U.S. on March 1. Her husband, Arnie, is placed in quarantine in Japan and
returns to the U.S. a week after his wife arrived back
home. Hopland says she felt like she had a cold—no
shortness of breath or high fever.]

I REPLIED—“YOU TELL US.”

On that same day, after a 12-day quarantine, Hildeen and Ellefson
were notified that all American passengers could choose to take a
bus from the ship and a chartered airplane at the airport for transport to either Travis Air Force Base in California or a base in San
Antonio, Texas. Their other option was to wait out the quarantine
on the Diamond Princess and be transported later. They chose to
leave the Diamond Princess to fly back to the U.S., where they had
to undergo a second 14-day quarantine.
FEBRUARY 17
FEBRUARY 19

We are back in the USA. More when I wake up.

News from the Western Front. Day two of 14.
Having made a daring late-night escape from the mysterious East,
we are now in an encampment in Travis AFB in California.
Traveling to this wonderful place we used bus and air transport.
Five-hour trip to the airport from the Diamond Princess, usually a
20-minute trip. A salute to Japanese precision, we couldn’t leave
until all nine buses were filled and the military escort assembled.
Then another 2 1/2-hour wait at the airport so passports could
be matched with people. Hard on the nerves and bladder. The
plane was a 747 converted to a cargo plane. The conversion turns
an elegant air liner into a flying barn. A pallet containing possibly
300 seats, in case you wonder where plane seats go when jets are
refurbished. Mounted with about 6 inches of leg room. Two pallets
containing porta potties, four in all, of which two were duct-taped
shut. The two working toilets brought to mind the worst of any
outhouse ever experienced. Ten hours in this thing.
We landed and were “processed” at the Air Force base,
assigned quarters and literally fell over, sound asleep. The processing was well-run and very efficient; the overall move, not so
much. Note to those needing case studies: This would be a great
study on how not to do this.
Travis AFB is a nice military post. We were assigned a suite with
chairs, couch, kitchenette, etc. However, there were no dishes, no
silverware, a one-cup coffee thingy. (With no coffee.)
The first thing we saw the next day was a guy setting up a chain
link fence around the place. Not your parents’ motel.
Food is good, weather sunny and mild. “Guards” are very nice
and helpful. We are able to go outside for walks and have a picnic
table for Scrabble or cards.
I think we made the right decision to make a break from the
ship. They are finding more sick passengers and crew daily. Rumor
has it that additional quarantine time may be forthcoming for
those who stayed.

FEBRUARY 23

Live from the front, day seven
of 14—halfway there.
A couple of people turned up positive for
the virus, immediately sent off to hospital
somewhere.
Another incentive to stay healthy: a conference call informed us that our insurance will be a
factor in any hospital stay. Co-pays, deductibles,
etc., will most likely be on our dime. Great!
Still testing bug-free. No fever.
In the morning at 7 a.m., over loudspeakers,
there is Reveille. I had forgotten that from 50
years ago when I was stationed at Ft. Knox.
The weather here is great: 70s and sunny.
Still the chain link fence and guards at the four
corners. Asked one of the guards if there have
been any breakout attempts. Not yet. Took a
picture of the sign saying no photos allowed.
Not a good pic—had visions of the guard getting
twitchy about my efforts. But by being a child of
the ’60s, when you confront something saying
prohibited, you have to try it.
They opened a “free store” with coffee (yay),
pop, munchies.
They had a conference call yesterday. People
asked questions about our getting out of
here. One asked if coffee mugs were available.
Another wanted to know about commemorative
T-shirts. Still another wondered if some diversity
of food was possible.
Right now, I would kill for a good cheeseburger.
Upon completion of quarantine, we will get a
paper saying we are bug-free and free to travel
again. I found out that our passports have been
flagged that we are one of those who have been
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quarantined. The official on the other side of the call
said that would be removed when we get our official
been-there-done-that form.
FEBRUARY 24

News from the western front.
Day eight. We were told that either Sunday
(yesterday) or today folks would come to take us
away, ha ha. That is, those who had tested positive
to the nose and throat swabs. Instant paranoia. No
one wants to go to the hospital, and no one wants
to be Typhoid Mary, either.
Someone tripped a fire alarm on the other side
of the fence. Heads popped out of their doors. Is it
for me?
Today the results came. A guy in full hazmat
regalia showed up at our door with two envelopes.
He asked how we were. I replied—“you tell us.”
He did. Me—negative on all tests, Amy—negative
on all tests. Woo hoo, like a great weight removed
from our shoulders!
If we remain free from fever, we are outta here
during the first week of March.
Fingers remain crossed.
Watch this space for more as things develop.
I can almost smell that cheeseburger.
MARCH 8

Report from the other side of the lines.
We survived the 15-day Asia cruise, which, unlike
the doomed boat of Gilligan’s Island, ended after 45
days. While being away from Minnesota for half of
January and all of February is usually a good thing,
this version left a little to be desired.
We were bused to the airport, given our “get out
of jail papers” and were free to go on our merry way.
Arrival at the Minneapolis St. Paul Airport was
interesting, with reporters and cameras from the
local TV stations waiting for us. As they interviewed
us, I watched onlookers wondering who we were
and what all the commotion was. Between that and
a couple of onboard FaceTime interviews, we have
pretty much used up our 15 minutes of fame.
Back to home, facing normal routines and the
like. Being an old school kinda guy I am slowly going
through 45 days of newspapers (18 inches deep).
Closing comments. An interesting way of spending a month and a half. Would we go again? Yup.
Will we take another cruise? Yup, again. Where to?
Anyplace warm.

U of M students studying public health in India
returned home shortly before the covid-19
pandemic exploded. What they found there
underscores the importance of public health
efforts, and how hard this pandemic will hit the
poorest in the world. Story and photos by Elizabeth Foy Larsen
Above: In Kolkata, dense
populations and overcrowding
threaten the health of residents.
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THE EDUCATION OF A

PUBLIC HEALTH
WORKER
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Editor’s note: In early January,
Minnesota Alumni senior editor
Elizabeth Foy Larsen accompanied
a group of U of M School of Public
Health (SPH) students on a two-week
volunteer trip to India. The students
were in the country to gain international experience in health issues.
While the students assisted a local
organization called Jan Seva in Kolkata, a mysterious respiratory virus
roughly 1,700 miles away in China was
just starting to make headlines. On
January 30, less than two weeks after
the students had returned to the U.S.,
India reported its first confirmed case
of covid-19.
Public health education such as
that offered at the U of M covers a
multitude of arenas, including epidemiology, or the science of disease and
how it spreads. Epidemiologists have
been among the most quoted public
health experts in recent months as
covid-19 has marched across the
globe. Public health efforts, however,
cover a much wider scope than just
epidemiology, and include trying
to ensure people remain healthy
wherever they are, and whatever
challenges they face locally.
As the coronavirus crisis has made
abundantly clear, public health efforts
are critical to keeping people across
our interconnected world safe. And
we have learned, to our dismay,
that public health calamities in one
area of the globe can soon become
everyone’s problem.
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n a rainy morning this past January, Jeanne Moua
(M.P.H. ’21), Zoe Kusinitz (M.P.H. ’21) and Hannah Currie
(M.P.H. ’20), sipped tea and nibbled cookies as they
listened to the community health team at the Jan
Seva Centre in Kolkata, India, describe their initiatives
for the upcoming year. The Jan Seva team explained that tuberculosis
remained an issue for the families in their area; the center is located in a
high-poverty suburb of the East Indian metropolis and provides healthcare, vocational training, support for children with special needs, and a preschool for 225 children between the ages of 2 and 6. Health team members
also told the U of M students they wanted to educate their community on
a range of public health issues, including dental care, menstrual hygiene,
cancer awareness, early marriage, safe touch, and self-defense for women.
The roster Jan Seva’s four-person team described was ambitious, and program
coordinator Indrani Dey and the school’s public health officer, Debolina Roy, told the
three graduate students they welcomed any advice the trio could offer during the
two-week field study.
The gesture was both gracious and heartfelt. And yet, the Jan Seva team’s deference caught the three students off guard.
“You are the experts,” Kusinitz demurred, while Moua and Currie nodded and
smiled. “We want to support the work you are already doing.”
The work being done at Jan Seva is funded primarily by Pathways to Children (pathwaystochildren.org), a Twin Cities nonprofit founded by Minneapolis-based philanthropist
Grace Strangis and her late husband, attorney Ralph Strangis (B.S.L., ’58, J.D., ’60).
The school operated by Jan Seva is an oasis of stability for its families. Painted
in shades of pinks and greens and yellows, the classrooms and common areas are

cheery and spotlessly clean. Jan Seva also has a bountiful
vegetable garden; a kitchen staff makes nutritious, homecooked meals for the students. For many of the hundreds
of children who attend the school, the only protein in
their diet is what they eat while they’re there.
Since 2016, Pathways to Children has paid for SPH
graduate students to spend winter break getting field
experience on the ground at Jan Seva. A former corporate travel executive, Strangis believes these educational
opportunities make textbook subjects come alive in a way
that has a lasting impact for the common good. “We are
a global society,” she says. “Especially when it comes to
public health. How do you understand who these people
are and how they live if you haven’t visited them?”
Faculty at SPH have also been espousing the
importance of this type of world-focused insight since
the school was established in 1944. Over the decades,
SPH’s global initiatives have included everything from
training engineers in the 1950s to build wells for fresh
groundwater to launching a global trials network in 1999
that coordinates clinical trials across countries to ensure
that study sites are run consistently.
Beth Virnig, the SPH professor who created the
Jan Seva field experience and who now oversees its
implementation, says exposing students to conditions in
the real world makes them better prepared to address
current and future public health crises.
“Public health professionals who have had these
immersive global experiences are able to help in … global
crises because they are able to put themselves in people’s
shoes without judgment, and to then help them use
information to make decisions that keep them and their
families healthy,” Virnig says.
In the great metropolitan area of Kolkata—with a population of over 14 million—density and poverty are both
factors that play heavily into the potential for disease
spread. This became grimly evident on March 24, when
Indian President Narendra Modi mandated a lockdown
that prohibited any movement in the entire country for
three weeks. Despite his efforts, at press time the spread
of covid-19 in India, including in the region visited by the
SPH students, was reported to be growing dramatically.
“To see a city that is so enormous made a huge impact,”
says Currie, who had previously spent a semester as an
undergraduate studying in Ghana, where she worked at
a tuberculosis clinic. “It was more the population density
and scope of what happens and the fact that Kolkata is
one city and India is an enormous country. This is life for
so many people.”

AS COVID-19 HAS MADE
ABUNDANTLY CLEAR, PUBLIC
HEALTH EFFORTS ARE CRITICAL
TO KEEPING PEOPLE ACROSS
OUR INTERCONNECTED
WORLD SAFE.

The realities of Kolkata—the city transitioned from its
colonial name, Calcutta, in 2001—became all the more real
on the second day the students spent at Jan Seva in January. The local community health team took Currie, Kusinitz,
and Moua to visit a student’s home. The school’s neighborhood combines all the paradoxes of modern India: A
nearby shopping mall was selling saris, blue jeans, and fast
food. But just steps away, behind narrow alleys, thousands
of families were living in slums, in one-room homes with no
windows and dirt floors. The student’s mother, a domestic
worker, smiled as she proudly pointed out a single-burner
propane stove to her visitors, noting she opened her door
for ventilation when she cooked. Blankets for sleeping
were stored on an overhead shelf, and a single fluorescent
light—with electricity jury-rigged off the main power
line—provided the only light source. In addition, the entire
neighborhood shared a single tap, shut off for portions of
each day, for both drinking water and for bathing. All local
residents also shared a latrine down the alley.
With hindsight, those two bleak details showcase how
vulnerable the residents the students met are to covid-19.
The key, often-repeated command by health experts to
wash hands regularly with soap and water is defeated by
the sobering reality that so many lack the facilities to do
even this simple task. UNICEF estimates that 91 million
urban Indians lack handwashing facilities at home. (See
sidebar on pg. 31.)
As they settled into their routines in Kolkata and at Jan
Seva, the SPH graduate students each volunteered to
work on different initiatives that aligned with their experiences and interest.
Moua, who is studying epidemiology at the U of M
and has done field work in Thailand and Laos, offered to
run spreadsheets and research initiatives aimed at raising cancer awareness. In that research, she learned that
residents who agreed to even one cancer screening—
which the school had previously provided—were more
likely to agree to additional screenings in the future.
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At the time the graduate
students from the U of M
School of Public Health
visited Kolkata, the Jan Seva
Centre also hosted a twoday, free dental screening
for all its students, which
was staffed by two Kolkata
dentists, as well as Elise Sarvas and Teresa Fong, faculty
from the U of M School of
Dentistry. The two traveled
independently to India to
volunteer their services.
Studies show that tooth

pain can be a profound detriment to success in school.
Although the dentists
found several local cases
that required immediate
treatment, a follow-up
analysis showed the Jan Seva
students had a rate of tooth
decay comparable to that
in the United States, even
though the students brush
less and don’t have access
to sealants. That’s likely
because there is very little
sugar in the students’ diets.
The dental clinics were
followed by afternoon
education sessions about
dental care, which the

SPH graduate students
attended. They listened as
both mothers and fathers
asked the dentists questions
and heard that persuading
reluctant children to brush
and floss is a parenting
challenge that transcends
borders and economic
circumstances.
The sessions were
supportive, informative, and
enthusiastically received
by the parents. But the site
visits had given the graduate
students new insight into
what’s essential versus what’s
optimal. After all, Jan Seva
parents work long hours only

That showed the work the community health team was
doing was benefitting the community. Moua also created
flyers with graphics to explain warning signs of cervical
and breast cancers, provided extensive resources for
the community health team, and offered suggestions for
follow up strategies with families.
Moua also researched first aid for burns. The standard
advice—to place the burned area under cold running
water—doesn’t work for the majority of Jan Seva families
since they don’t have plumbing. What’s more, any useful
advice was written in Hindi, not Bengali, the local language.
Moua knew from conversations with the community health
workers that a common traditional remedy was to cover
a burn with flour. That led her to create literature for the
folk remedies and traditional medicine approaches identified by the community health team. (For the record,
flour absorbs moisture and protects the skin from irritants.)
Currie capitalized on her past experience working at a
tuberculosis clinic to create a low-literacy screening tool
that the community health workers could use when they
were meeting with families. (India has a comprehensive
plan to eliminate tuberculosis by 2025.) She says she was
careful to present her findings as questions, not solutions. “I’m a student, not a professional,” she says. “But
often our opinions as Westerners are taken as fact. That’s
an ethical issue that comes up when it comes to global
volunteer and mission work.”
Kusinitz, who spent an undergraduate semester in
Copenhagen studying gender and sexuality, focused
her work on menstrual health and hygiene. She learned
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to return to homes without
any modern conveniences,
save for cell phones. Having
the time and patience necessary to enforce flossing
seemed to be just one more
challenge they might not be
able to meet.
It was yet another awareness that will guide the SPH
graduate students in their
work.
“It takes empathy to realize that just because we care
about dentistry, that doesn’t
mean it’s these families’
most important need,” says
Virnig. “We need to reach
families where they are.”

that tampons are not widely used in the area because of
a cultural belief that they compromise virginity, and that
while the community health team wanted to encourage
mothers to use menstrual pads, most Jan Seva mothers
use rags, which they clean at the community taps and
then dry inside their home.
Kusinitz also discovered that douching is common
among the residents and the practice was supported
by the health team at Jan Seva. That was challenging
information from a public health standpoint, because
douching has been linked to problems such as bacterial
vagninosis and pelvic inflammatory disease. But, instead
of correcting the team, Kusinitz instead offered to make
sure the science was backing up her reservations and
presented them with studies they could use to make
their own conclusions.
Despite the tangible assistance the students offered
during those two weeks, they were also humbled and
saddened about the limits of what was possible. After
a self-defense workshop was offered at Jan Seva, a
mother reported that her husband was so angry she had
attended that he beat her. At another home visit, the
mother tearfully explained that her husband was such
a violent alcoholic that she dreamed of making enough
money to send her 13-year-old daughter to a boarding
school for her safety.
“It was incredibly painful to know that there was absolutely nothing we could do to help her,” says Kusinitz. “We
were in her home, listening to her story, but we would
leave soon, and she would continue to exist in her reality.”

Suman Paul Himu/Courtesy UNICEF

Reasonable
expectations

Clean hands are out
of reach for much
of the world
According to UNICEF, in many parts
of the world, children, parents, teachers, healthcare workers, and others do
not have access to basic handwashing
facilities at home, in healthcare facilities, schools, or elsewhere. The group
provided these latest estimates:

Virnig believes that all of these experiences—even
the painful ones—will ultimately help Currie, Kusinitz,
and Moua become more qualified public health professionals, even if they choose to work in the United
States. “Ultimately public health is local and is about
coming up with programs, policies, and guidelines to
help people reach their maximum health,” she says.
“And we can’t do that unless we understand how to listen and learn who people are, where they are coming
from, what their values are, and what they are facing.”
That the students left India with more questions
than answers is, in Virnig’s opinion, proof that the
program is a success. Questions make a person pause
and continue the search to find answers. In that way,
the graduate students’ time in India will stay with
them. “The growth they experienced in two weeks is
equal to years of classroom work,” Virnig says, adding
that she and her students remain deeply concerned
about what will happen to the Jan Seva community
because of covid-19.
“I think it was a practice in empathy and
discomfort,” says Kusinitz about her stay. “It was an
opportunity to be uncomfortable and out of your
element and to find connections and commonality, to
learn from people whose experiences are so different
from your own. I got to experience what it was like to
feel like there was nothing I could do to help. And to
then figure out what to do anyway.”

Children wash their
hands with soap at a
UNICEF-supported
learning center at a
Rohingya refugee
camp in Cox’s Bazar,
Bangladesh.

40 percent of the world’s population, or 3 billion people, do not
have a handwashing facility with
water and soap at home. Nearly
three-quarters of the people
in the world’s least-developed
countries lack basic handwashing facilities at home.
47 percent of schools lack a handwashing facility with
water and soap, which affects 900 million school-age
children. Over a third of schools worldwide and half of
schools in the least developed countries have no place for
children to wash their hands at all.
16 percent of healthcare facilities, or around 1 in 6,
have no hygiene service, meaning they lack hand
hygiene facilities where patients receive care, as
well as soap and water at toilets.
UNICEF also notes that urban populations are particularly at risk
of viral respiratory infections due to population density and more
frequent public gatherings in crowded spaces like markets, public
transport, or places of worship. People living in urban poor slums
are particularly at risk. As a result, handwashing becomes even
more important. Yet:
In sub-Saharan Africa, 63 percent of people in urban
areas, or 258 million people, lack access to handwashing.
Some 47 percent of urban South Africans, for example,
or 18 million people, lack basic handwashing facilities
at home with the richest urban dwellers nearly 12 times
more likely to have access to handwashing facility.
In Central and South Asia, 22 percent of people in urban areas,
or 153 million people, lack access to handwashing. Nearly 50
percent of urban Bangladeshis, for example, or 29 million
people, and 20 percent of urban Indians, or 91 million, lack
basic handwashing facilities at home.
In East Asia, 28 percent of urban Indonesians, or 41 million people, and 15 per cent of urban Filipinos, or 7 million
people, lack basic handwashing facilities at home.

Elizabeth Foy Larsen is the senior editor of Minnesota Alumni.
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CITY OF
SORROW
Reflections from a daughter of Wuhan, China.

By Eva Wu

n March 18, Wuhan, the epicenter of the
initial coronavirus outbreak, reported
zero new cases of covid-19 for first time
in almost two months. As I write this, the
Chinese government has announced that
the city’s lockdown will be partially lifted on April 8, marking a
significant milestone in Wuhan’s battle against covid-19.
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People at a park in Wuhan
after the lockdown was lifted
in April. Wuhan is the capital
of Hubei province and was
the epicenter of China’s
novel coronavirus outbreak.

Reuters/Aly Song

The dawn may be near, but the city is still mourning.
Born and raised in Wuhan, I left the city in 2009, when I transferred
to the University of Minnesota to study journalism. I’m currently
living in Vancouver with my husband and son, but I have watched this
pandemic unfold online.
From the outset, I was worried about my loved ones. I had daily
video calls with my family and joined local Wuhan volunteers’ efforts
by posting online help requests. I shared information over social
media, which has been a very powerful way to raise people’s awareness of what is really happening in Wuhan and directing people to
available resources and assistance.
I monitored the news online and watched as the noisy and busy
megacity was cut off from the national transportation network. All
the residents in the city, including my parents, friends, and relatives,
were required to stay at home unless they were buying groceries
or dumping their trash. My parents live just one block away from my
grandmother, but they could only have video calls with her.
As the crisis unfolded, my friends told me that they woke up every
day and checked the numbers of positive cases and deaths. “I sometimes feel very angry and disappointed at what’s going on,” one friend
texted me. “Other times I feel sad, powerless, and filled with grief.” I
didn’t know how to respond or cheer her up.
Among the 50,000 infected cases in Wuhan, over 3,000 families
experienced the loss of one or multiple loved ones. Some people didn’t

even see them after they passed away, because the bodies
needed to be burnt as soon as possible to contain the virus.
A video literally went viral where a girl was weeping and running after a van carrying her mother’s body to the crematory.
Behind all the numbers of death, there were broken families
and broken hearts. Chang Kai, a Wuhan film director, his
parents, and sister all died from covid-19 within two weeks.
His farewell letter was posted on social media while his wife
was still in critical condition. There were news reports of
people waiting in line for four hours in order to get their family
member’s ashes.
Still, I have been moved by so many acts of kindness and
love. Doctors and nurses from other provinces left their
homes to treat patients; people delivered groceries to

community members; volunteers collected protective supplies
and distributed them; businesses worked creatively to provide
services without face-to-face interaction.
Ultimately, the battle with covid-19 will end and Wuhan and
others will celebrate that success. I hope survivors will reflect
and even repent by asking questions: Is there a way to ensure
information transparency in the beginning of a public health
crisis, so that the public can be aware and properly react? Can
we protect whistleblowers like doctors and reporters? Let’s try
to avoid repeating the same mistakes, learn from experience,
and love and help one another to get through the crisis.
Eva Wu (B.A. ‘11) is a cross-cultural communications professional. She
lives in Vancouver.
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A BROKEN CHAIN
By April, with covid-19 affecting most of the world, global
and local supply chains and distribution efforts had begun
to creak. On April 13, the New York Times reported that the
nation’s food supply chain, composed of the farmers and
distributors and packagers and retailers who fill our grocery
stores, was showing strain.
For instance, dairy operations that sold to commercial
vendors throughout the country were dumping milk
because, with restaurants and schools closed, much of
their customer base was gone. Distribution and packaging
challenges made donating the milk very difficult, even while
many in the country were going hungry. CNN reported the
Dairy Farmers of American estimated between 2.7 million
and 3.7 million gallons of U.S. milk could be dumped a day.
Vegetable farmers were also being forced to plow under
thousands of acres of ready-to-harvest crops, due to shuttered restaurants and a dearth of other markets to absorb
production. Farms also lacked workers to pick the crops.
“For some Minnesota growers, restaurants were 90 to
100 percent of their market,” says Constance Carlson, the
codirector of Statewide Sustainable Agriculture and Food
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Systems at the U of M’s Extension Regional Sustainable
Development Partnerships (RSDP). RSDP is collaborating
with the Minnesota Department of Agriculture and the
Minnesota Grocers Association to help growers tap into
emergency market channels.
Even with that support, it’s a devastating situation.
“Agriculture moves slower than the consumer response to
a pandemic,” says Sarah Swan Ray, a supply chain development specialist at RSDP, who focuses on more vulnerable
growers, including Latino and Hmong farmers. “And the
farmer gets a bad reputation. This is a travesty.”
Some growers will decide not to plant this year, reasoning
that a financial loss before production is preferable to paying
labor costs for goods that may never get to market. Others
may move ahead with planting and hope for the best.
It will be difficult, even in a best-case scenario, for growers
to donate unsold produce. “They would have to spend
money to harvest, clean, package, and move it off the farm,”
explains Swan, who notes that many farmers operate on
such thin margins that even in good times they don’t pay
themselves a salary. “If a crack team of emergency response
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t the end of March, shortages of ventilators, surgical masks, and other personal protective equipment (PPE)—not to mention panic-induced runs on items from toilet paper and hand sanitizer
to eggs and flour—were giving Americans a crash course on supply chain management.
Supply chain management—formerly a somewhat obscure economic concept—started
to become a topic of public concern as daily newscasts covered shortages and tallied scarce items delivered
to medical facilities. The supply chain, as most Americans soon discovered, affects every aspect of our daily life,
from what we eat to what we can buy to what critically needed supplies are available in times of crisis.

A Bitter Pill
Could covid-19 affect the
supply chain of life-saving
drugs in the United States?

Supply chain disruptions are affecting
everything from food to medical
supplies to Covid-19 testing. The U of M
is helping meet these challenges.
By Kelly O’Hara Dyer and Elizabeth Larsen
Illustrations by Serge Bloch

produce harvesters could take care of the labor, I think farmers would be happy to [donate their products].”
Likewise, it will be challenging for many growers to
pivot to alternative options, including farmer’s markets or
community sponsored agriculture (CSA), where consumers
buy local, seasonal food directly from farmers. Social
distancing at farmers markets will reduce capacity; selling
directly to consumers puts farmers at risk for getting sick.
Ray says that older growers and more traditional communities—including many Hmong farmers—are less able to
adapt to touchless systems, such as ordering on websites
or paying with Venmo or other cash-free options. While she
and other experts see potential in these new ways of doing
business, they note that it’s hard to implement new systems
in the middle of the growing season.
Another problem affecting animal farmers came into
sharp focus in mid-April, when the first of the nation’s
meat processing plants, owned by Smithfield Foods in
Sioux Falls, South Dakota, was forced to temporarily close
because so many of its workers were ill. This was followed
quickly by the covid-19-related closure of a number of

The Resilient Drug Supply Project is
an initiative of the U of M’s Center
for Infectious Disease Research
and Policy (CIDRAP) that maps the
supply chain—from raw materials
to patients—of critical medicines
used in the United States health care
system. In late March, preliminary
findings from CIDRAP identified
156 drugs that are critical to keeping
Americans alive, noting many
of these drugs are sourced or
manufactured in countries that have
experienced production shutdowns,
including China, India, and Italy.
However, because drug
manufacturers aren’t required by
law to disclose to the Food and Drug
Administration or the general public
where their products are made,
it’s difficult to estimate the precise
health risk to Americans due to
possible supply chain disruptions.
As a result, CIDRAP publicly called
upon pharmaceutical companies,
their suppliers, and manufacturers
to disclose supply chain details on
these critical drugs.
“This is life and death, and the
public needs to know where their
drugs come from and be assured
they will always be available in
a timely manner,” according
to Stephen W. Schondelmeyer, coprincipal investigator of the project
and professor in the College of
Pharmacy at the University; Century
Mortar Club Endowed Chair in
Pharmaceutical Management &
Economics; and director of the
PRIME Institute, an independent
and global research, education, and
consulting organization that studies
economic and policy issues to help
improve access to pharmaceuticals
and pharmaceutical services.

other meat processing plants. That left a number of farmers, particularly in Minnesota, without a place to sell animals
as they reached market weight. Some farmers were forced
to cull young animals because they lacked space to raise
them, given that their lots were already full.
Some worry that these distribution issues could continue
to affect the availability and price of meat months from now.
In response, on April 28, President Trump signed an executive order under the Defense Production Act, mandating
that meat-processing plants remain open as part of the
nation’s critical infrastructure.
Medical Matters
As experts scrambled to address those issues, other supply
chain problems were also becoming apparent: Entities such
as the U of M’s Center for Infectious Disease Research and
Policy (CIDRAP) warned it was possible the key ingredients
for drugs could be disrupted by the global pandemic in
coming months (see sidebar on pg. 35).
Perhaps most critically, as experts said additional testing
for covid-19 is needed to safely reopen the country, false
starts hampered those efforts. Supply chain issues slowed
the rollout because tests didn’t work or lacked the critical
supplies necessary to properly conduct them.
By late March, the U of M announced it had created
an on-site covid-19 testing location, but tests would be
limited to just 64 per day because of the nationwide
shortage of testing and extraction supplies. “If we’re
planning for a 30-day window of testing, assuming that
we receive no other supplies, we can do 64 tests per
day for the next 30 days,” Sophia Yohe, M.D., associate

Within sight: A
healthier life for all
A gift in your will fuels life-saving
research in a world where the health
of people, animals, and the environment
is inextricably interconnected. Learn
more at driven.umn.edu/waystogive
or call Planned Giving at
612-624-3333.
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professor in the Department of Laboratory Medicine and
Pathology, said at the time.
To help circumvent those issues, by mid-April the U of M,
the Mayo Clinic, and the Minnesota Department of Health
had developed tests to detect antibodies in people who suspected they had had covid-19 and to test for active infections.
The lab of Marc Jenkins, (B.S. ’80) a Regents and
Distinguished McKnight University professor at the
medical school and director of the Center for Immunology,
completed initial work on this new test. In less than three
weeks, Jenkins’ team both completed the enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assay, or ELISA, that allowed for detection
of covid-19 antibodies, as well as tested its accuracy.
Fang Li, associate professor in the Department of
Veterinary and Biomedical Sciences, was among the first
to publish a peer-reviewed article detailing the underlying
structure of covid-19. Li provided protein material to the
Jenkins Lab, and by April 9, with the U of M’s Advanced
Research and Diagnostic Lab led by Amy Karger, M.D., the
test was further validated.
“What makes this test different is that it was developed
here in Minnesota, meaning we aren’t relying on an outside
supply chain for kit parts from another part of the world,”
said Tim Schacker, M.D., vice dean for research at the medical school. “That’s important because we have more control
over the process and can more easily deploy testing where
it is most needed.”
On April 22, Gov. Tim Walz announced the state would
allocate $36 million to the medical school and the Mayo
Clinic in support of a plan to begin testing 20,000 Minnesotans a day, starting with those who are symptomatic.

Life-Saving Links
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As part of its swath of destruction,
covid-19 will also impact the delivery of
humanitarian aid. By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
Carlson School of Management
Assistant Professor Karthik
Natarajan specializes in supply chain
issues, especially as they affect
humanitarian aid.
While the World Health Organization and others have been warning
about the possibility of an airborne
pandemic for years, Natarajan says
most countries haven’t developed
plans for how to deal with one.
“We’ve had pandemics before
that impacted supply chains,” says
Natarajan, referring to both the
SARS outbreak in 2002-2004 and
the spread of H1N1 novel influenza
in 2009. “The difference is that
today global supply chains are so
interconnected.”
Natarajan began working in
supply chain management as an
undergraduate student at the Birla
Institute of Technology and Science
in India. “Supply chains span everything from raw materials to making
your products and services and
getting them on a cargo container,
putting them on a ship, bringing
them into the country, clearing
customs, loading them onto a truck,
delivering them to local stores, and
then having [customers] go to those
stores to buy them,” he says. “There
is no economy without supply
chains. That’s what fascinates me.”
Natarajan says a future casualty
of covid-19’s supply chain disruption
may be that vulnerable people in
developing nations won’t receive
the humanitarian supplies they need
to stay alive.
As just one example, UNICEF is
the largest procurer of vaccines for
children in the world. In 2019 alone,

Health officials in the Jumla District in Nepal collect test swabs from people in quarantine as part of a mass contact-tracing effort by the government, with monitoring
and technical support from UNICEF and other partners.

the nongovernmental organization
provided an estimated 2.43 billion
doses to reach up to 45 percent of
the world’s children under the age
of five. However, up to 40 percent
of these vaccines are shipped using
commercial airlines, which means
that vaccination deliveries have
been disrupted due to countries
closing their borders and airlines
cancelling flights. Several countries
also have refused to accept shipments from countries where there
are covid-19 outbreaks.
“Vaccines happen on a schedule
in order for a child to get the
maximum protection,” explains
Darla Silva, vice president of global
programs and humanitarian response
at UNICEF USA. “Any disruption
along the way can cause a ripple
effect.” She notes that UNICEF
continues to work with the World
Health Organization, the Centers
for Disease Control, and thousands
of global suppliers to find alternative
ways to transport the vaccines.
UNICEF also reports other supply
chains have been disrupted due to
covid-19, which has meant shortages of everything from malaria
medications to hand sanitizer to
educational supplies.
Natarajan says in addition to all
the supply chain factors that are at
play in for-profit businesses, humani-

tarian initiatives have to factor in
variabilities with government funding and charitable donations. Any
uncertainties in funding, whether it’s
the amount of the donation or the
timing, impact an organization’s ability to serve people. A delay in funding
can mean shipping a life-saving drug
or product via airplane instead of on
a ship, which dramatically increases
the cost of that product. “So for the
same $100,000, instead of feeding
10,000 kids, you might only be able
to feed 5,000,” he says.
Lane Bunkers (B.A. ’85) is based in
Nairobi, where he serves as Kenya’s
representative for Catholic Relief
Services (CRS). Because a large
portion of the work CRS does is
humanitarian relief, the nonprofit
manages an elaborate supply chain.
With covid-19, his office in Kenya
has been working to procure test
kits, PPEs, and hand sanitizing
stations. “But as the crisis unfolds,
we will most likely see the more
traditional humanitarian needs
increase as vulnerable populations
will be most affected economically
as the country shuts down.”
Bunkers says that CRS has
already reconfigured its budget for
2020 and 2021 to take into account
a decline in donations and the fact
that CRS’s endowment is invested in
the stock market.
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OFF THE SHELF

Surgical Firsts at the U of M, Gold Medals,
Minnesota Alumni’s
quarterly roundup
of notable books.
By Lynette Lamb

Lynette Lamb (M.A. ’84) is
a Minneapolis writer, book
reviewer, and editor.
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innesota has long been known for
its excellent medical care, especially the oft-told tale of the Mayo
Medical Center and its eponymous founders (made more famous still by
Ken Burns’s 2018 PBS documentary The Mayo
Clinic: Faith. Hope. Science). Less well known,
but equally vital in the annals of U.S. medicine, is
the story of the golden age of
University of Minnesota surgery.
This period of rapid advances
and developments was founded
and nurtured by the late Owen
Wangensteen (M.D. ’21) and carried on by one of his students,
Henry Buchwald, M.D. (M.S. ’66,
Ph.D. ’66).
Now in his late 80s and a
professor emeritus, Buchwald
has written a remembrance
of those heady days: Surgical
Renaissance in the Heartland:
A Memoir of the Wangensteen
Era (University of Minnesota
Press). Buchwald and his wife
Emilie (Ph.D. 71, founder of Milkweed Press), both New Yorkers whose parents
had fled the Holocaust, landed in Minneapolis
in 1960 so he could begin a surgical residency at
the University of Minnesota.
Among the many pleasures of this book for
longtime residents are its glancing references to
a city now disappeared: the Foshay Tower as the
city’s tallest building, the Curtis Hotel, Charlie’s
Café Exceptionale. But it is the surgeons and
their groundbreaking work that rightly dominate
the memoir, and an impressive lineup it is, too.

Writes Buchwald: “The foundations of surgery
for bowel obstruction, obesity, open-heart
procedures, heart transplantation, pancreas
transplants for diabetes, intestinal bypass
for elevated cholesterol levels, implantable
infusion pump therapies, and other landmark
procedures originated [at the U of M].”
Alongside Wangensteen march the names
and careers of his many protegés, among them
the famous Lillehei brothers, C. Walton (B.S.
’39, M.D. 4
’ 1) and Richard (M.D. ’51), the former of
whom helped develop the first pacemaker and
prosthetic heart valve.
Surgery was a white male world back in the
1960s and mostly a WASP one; in the late ’50s,
Buchwald reports, he and a friend were “the
only Jews on the [Columbia Presbyterian Medical] surgical service, breaking an institutional
precedent.” Buchwald recalls he encountered
very little prejudice at the University of Minnesota. However, he notes, unbeknownst to them,
the suburb of Edina—where he and his wife
began renting a home in 1960—was infamous for
its restrictive real estate covenants.
Through his 50-plus year career, Buchwald,
like all surgeons, became more and more
specialized. He writes that when he started out,
he operated in the abdomen, chest, head, and
neck and extremities, but by the time he retired
at age 82, he was strictly a bariatric or obesity
surgeon. Regardless of what part of the body
he operated on, Buchwald was definitely the
kind of surgeon any patient would seek. In his
epilogue he writes, “I never took an operation
for granted. I never believed there was minor
and major surgery; there were only minor and
major surgeons.”

and Memoirs
THOUGH IT IS NO LONGER snow season, that

shouldn’t stop devoted winter sports fans
from devouring Brave Enough (University of
Minnesota Press), the memoir of 2018 Olympic
cross-country skiing gold medalist Jesse Diggins of Afton, Minnesota. Diggins, along with her
journalist coauthor Todd Smith, tells the story of
how she, the hyperkinetic child of two outdoorsy
parents, rose to become an internationally
ranked skier. Along the way, Diggins faced down
not just her own training fears and competition
demons but the equally real adversary of an
eating disorder, which she ultimately conquered
with the help of Minnesota’s Emily Program.
For a very different young woman’s memoir,
read Miracle Country (Algonquin Books) by
Kendra Atleework (M.F.A. ’16). She grew up in the
tiny desert town of Swall Meadows, California,
in the eastern Sierra Nevadas, with a couple of
rebellious siblings and a mother slowly dying from
a rare autoimmune disease. Atleework’s poetic
memoir beautifully weaves together her own
compelling story with the political and natural
history of the mysterious dry land she calls home.
Norway couldn’t be more different from the
eastern Sierra high desert, but its landscape
comes equally alive in Peter Geye’s new novel,
Northernmost (Knopf). In his latest offering,
Geye (B.A. ’00)—author of the well-received
Wintering—weaves together two dramatic family
stories, both of which take place in the remote
Arctic Circle town of Hammerfest, Norway: that
of late 19th century Norwegian Odd Einar Eide,
once thought to have been killed by a polar bear,
and his American great-great-great granddaughter Greta Nansen, who returns to her ancestral
village for reasons even she can’t explain. Epic in

scope, Geye’s book brings together two compelling tales of love and survival.
Survival was also difficult for the protagonist
of Sheila O’Connor’s unusual novel, Evidence
of V: A Novel in Fragments, Facts, and Fictions
(Rose Metal Press). O’Connor (B.A. ’82), who
teaches writing at Hamline University, was long
intrigued by the story of her grandmother. As
a Minnesota teenager, that woman—known in
the novel as V—was incarcerated for immorality
when she became pregnant and was then
forced to give up her baby (O’Connor’s mother)
for adoption. The author tells her grandmother’s
compelling story through a blend of fact and
fiction, using family secrets, documents from the
era, and a court case file.
Survival is also the compelling theme of The
Language Warrior’s Manifesto: How to Keep
Our Languages Alive No Matter the Odds
(Minnesota Historical Society Press) by Anton
Treuer (M.A. ’94, Ph.D. ’97). Treuer, who has an
Ojibwe mother and a German father, grew up
on northern Minnesota’s Leech Lake Indian
Reservation. As a young man, he came to realize
that the language of his nation was dying out.
Through much hard work, he learned Ojibwe,
and today he is a professor of the language at
Bemidji State University, as well as the author
of more than a dozen books on Indigenous
history and language. In his manifesto, he makes
a strong case for revitalizing the world’s many
dwindling languages (he notes that only 100
of the world’s 6,700 spoken languages are
actively and widely taught), writing “Indigenous
language is vitally important for Indigenous
people … but there’s more at stake. … The rest of
the world needs our ideas.”
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Will Collins made the
switch from corporate
work to teaching and
leading students of color.
He says the move has
fed his soul. By Susan Maas
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is mom—a lifelong elementary school
teacher, beloved by her students—
warned Will Collins (B.S. ’04) about
the perils of becoming an educator.
“You know how parents are,” Collins recalls,
“wanting to protect their children from needless
pressure and hardship. She was like, ‘[teaching]
doesn’t pay enough; it’s such hard work.’
“But,” he adds, “we always do the things our
parents tell us not to do.”
It turns out the calling to teach was hereditary for Collins, and it eventually lured him out
of a corporate career and into a classroom in
the Chicago area.
After six post-undergrad years working for
Target and Home Depot, Collins “decided to take
a step back and sort of interrogate the work I
was doing: Was working in the corporate sector
speaking to and feeding my soul and purpose?”
The applied economics major says he liked the
business world well enough, but education beckoned. Back living in his hometown of Chicago
after a decade in Minneapolis and Atlanta, he
realized just how much of an influence his mother
had been on him—and on generations of kids.
“My mom is a 32-year-veteran of Chicago
public schools. I always admired her,” Collins
says. “I’m an only child. She put everything she

had into me and I always understood [education] as a path to success.”
Today Collins is national vice president of
development and external affairs at the Surge
Institute, whose mission is nurturing leaders of
color in the urban education sphere. His road to
that role included six years of classroom teaching
at his southside Chicago high school alma mater,
while he earned a master’s degree in curriculum studies and administration from DePaul.
“I love the classroom; I love working with
students. Not just academic material, but
real-life skills,” he says. “The greatest reward
was seeing my students come into high school
as timid freshmen and leave as really confident
young adults. My influence was critical in a lot
of students’ lives, and I say that humbly now
because I’ve been able to see how far they’ve
gone.” (Several of Collins’ former students were
even part of his wedding last summer.)
A few years into teaching, Collins began contemplating how he might “scale my personal
impact and serve students and families I would
never otherwise get to meet.” He’d heard about
an organization called Education Pioneers, a
group that offers fellowships for business professionals wanting to deploy their knowledge
and skills to help transform education; Collins

Courtesty Will Collins

Beyond
the Classroom

applied and won a spot. “It opened my
eyes,” he says, to different ways he might
help make a difference at the systems level.
Collins went to work for OneGoal, an
education equity organization promoting
high school graduation and college readiness for students from under-resourced
communities. While there, he learned about
the Surge Institute, and successfully landed
a Surge fellowship. Surge emphasizes
cultivating education leaders who look
like the communities they serve and that
resonated deeply with Collins. He also knew
from experience how vital this is. “Students
have to see what they can be,” Collins says.
“It’s about getting those adults in front of
them; showing them, here’s a model for you
to think about as you craft your own future.”
Founded in Chicago, Surge currently
operates in three other cities: Oakland,
Kansas City, and Indianapolis. The one-year
fellowship trains leaders of color “who are
working in the youth-serving ecosystem.
Not just in schools, but anywhere people
are serving on behalf of youth: juvenile

justice, law, policy, nonprofits, and more,”
Collins explains. “There is so much value in
having these folks at the table. When kids of
color win, everyone wins.”
In addition to schools and school systems,
fellowship alumni are working in foundations, advocacy groups, higher education,
and government. Chicago’s first chief equity
officer, civil rights attorney Candace Moore,
is a Surge alumna; her role is identifying
and working to correct racial disparities in
municipal policy and outcomes."
Since the COVID-19 pandemic brought
business as usual to a halt this spring, Surge
has pivoted to bring fellowship meetings,
trainings, and other events to a virtual
format. And recognizing that communities
of color will be hardest hit by the virus and
its effects, the organization launched a relief
fund April 1 to help students, families, and
educators most impacted by the crisis.
The move to online instruction—in Chicago and elsewhere—has highlighted one
aspect of educational inequity in particular,
Collins says: the digital divide. Students in

households with spotty or nonexistent wifi,
and who lack laptops or must share one, are
falling further behind than their peers with
more resources. “Many students have not
had the resources to make the switch,” he
says, so the work of organizations like Surge
will likely become more urgent than ever.
Collins turned down several Ivy League
schools to accept a full-ride scholarship to
the University of Minnesota 20 years ago,
and it was the right choice, he says. “I met
my best friends at the U—lifelong friends.”
He calls his adviser, Karl Lorenz (now director for the Office of Diversity and Inclusion
at the College of Food, Agriculture and
Natural Sciences), one of his chief mentors.
“He was my biggest cheerleader and
motivator,” Collins says. “He instilled this
idea that I already had within me the right
tools for success.”
Helping other young people of color
experience the same kind of success and fulfillment Collins feels today is a joy, he says. “I
love the work that we’re doing. I have never
felt as empowered as I feel right now.”

The smart way to consolidate your debt
Apply for a customized low-rate loan* tailored to
consolidate credit card debt, save on interest, and
make your financial goals a reality.
• Rate discounts available
• No pre-payment penalty
• Affordable monthly payments

See if you qualify:
save.freedomplus.com/minnesota
844-210-8651

*Subject to credit approval; terms apply. Cross River Bank, Member FDIC is the lender of the loans offered.
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Lee Wallace helms
Peace Coffee with
a commitment to
growth and its fairtrade mission—even
during COVID-19.
By Suzy Frisch
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ong before social entrepreneurship
became an established concept, Lee
Wallace sought a way to engage in a purpose-driven business that makes money
and does good. She found that combination at
Peace Coffee, the Minneapolis-based roaster and
wholesaler of fair trade, organic coffee.
As CEO since 2007, Wallace (M.P.P. ’05) has
guided Peace Coffee through steady growth and
brewing competition in the coffee industry. Today,
she’s focused on steering the company through
rough and uncharted waters, where uncertainty
abounds in the age of COVID-19. But thanks to
some of her decisions in the past couple years—
including expanding Peace Coffee’s roastery—her
business has been withstanding the pandemic
shocks. Peace Coffee’s four Minneapolis coffee
shops were still shuttered in mid-May and coffee
bean sales to other coffee shops and restaurants
had plummeted, a hit to 25 percent of its business.
But on the brighter side, e-commerce and sales of

roasted beans to grocery stores, natural
food shops, and big box retailers were
up 20 to 30 percent.
Wallace says that like many in the
hospitality business, the company had
to lay off its coffee shop employees, but
many were able to find work on a new
second shift at Peace Coffee’s roastery.
Navigating through this uncertainty
hasn’t been easy. “I’m a very empathetic
and compassionate person, and the
hardest thing for me is that people are
having a tough time,” Wallace says.
“You have to stay flexible and know that
things are going to change. We have
to narrow our field of vision to shorter
chunks of time and think about the next
30 days, not the next six to 12 months.”
Fortunately for Wallace, she can build
on Peace Coffee’s expertise and experience that dates back to 1996. A for-profit
company, Peace Coffee enjoyed an early
entry into the ethically sourced market,
powering up inside the Institute for
Agriculture & Trade Policy, a nonprofit
focused on developing sustainable food,
farm, and trade systems locally and globally. When Wallace took the baton, she primed the
company for a strong future.
First, she aligned employees behind a new mission to grow as much as possible without sacrificing
its core values. Wallace also created a culture where
people want to come to work. Calling themselves
starry-eyed dreamers, Peace Coffee employees
embrace each other’s individuality and appreciate
generous pay and benefits. They are devoted to the
company’s environmental sustainability, including
its eco-friendly building and staff that deliver more
than half of its beans by bicycle.
“I think a key to our success has been building
on our base of early adopters,” Wallace says.
“We’ve built this thing to be a force for good since
day one. That’s something to be proud of.”
Last year, Peace Coffee imported 760,000
pounds of green coffee from nine countries and
was on track to hit 900,000 pounds in 2020, before
COVID-19 interrupted business as usual. Revenue
in 2019 was $7.9 million, and Wallace says it was on

Courtesty Peace Coffee

A Stimulating Success

Many of Peace
Coffee's offerings
support the public
good. This particular variety benefits
local pollinators.

track pre-pandemic to reach $9.4 million this
year. It’s too soon to tell how things will shake
out, with all elements of its business in flux.
She is grateful that Peace Coffee’s previous
growth prompted it to launch the roastery
expansion, which tripled its capacity. That was
an accidentally well-timed decision because
its roasting business is now booming.
In 2018, Peace Coffee’s strong growth
led the Institute to sell the company, and
Wallace and an investor partner stepped up
to buy it. In short order, she established it as
a B-Corporation, a for-profit structure with
commitments to social and environmental
accountability and performance. Wallace
then launched other new initiatives, including
rebranding, launching a coffee truck, and
opening a fourth Minneapolis coffee shop.
The shops are a love letter to Peace Coffee’s
hometown and a fruitful way to stay connected to consumers, she says.
Wallace developed her life’s goals while
growing up in upstate New York, with the
influence of her father, an attorney, and grandfather, who worked for the State Department.
They stressed cultivating a global mindset
and supporting small businesses and farmers.
“There’s a side of me that’s always really
interested in making the world a better place
and having an impact,” Wallace adds.
She came to Minnesota to attend Macalester College, then stayed to work at the
nonprofit Resource Center for the Americas,
a nonprofit that provided information
about Latin America and globalization. She
received her master's degree in public policy
from the Humphrey School in 2005.
When the Center closed, Wallace again
pursued that sweet spot of mission and
money. It led her to consult, then become
CEO of Peace Coffee.
Wallace champions growth with wholesale

customers and in coffee-growing countries.
Since 1999, Peace Coffee has benefited from
its membership in Cooperative Coffees,
an importing collaboration of 20-plus likeminded companies. Together, they purchase
coffee directly from farmers, at fair prices,
while supporting environmentally sustainable
and ethical practices.
This structure has made a difference
globally. Peace Coffee’s steady purchase of
ethically sourced coffee year after year gives
farmers the consistency and stability they
require to improve and expand. In 2019, 98
percent of the beans Peace Coffee and the
co-op purchased were from partners they’ve
had for more than five years.
“That’s incredibly important and very
unique thing about Peace Coffee’s model,”
Wallace says. “We know that if you purchase
from a community year after year, that’s how
you truly have impact.”
Peace Coffee’s fair trade history and deep
support of farmers has endeared the company to retailers and consumers in natural food
markets, grocery stores, and mass retailers.
Julie Griffin, director of private brands for
regional grocery chain Lunds & Byerlys, says
Peace Coffee is both its top-selling organic
coffee brand and its roaster of private-label
organic coffees.
“Lee is so open, and she’s so trusting and
trustworthy,” Griffin says. “It’s easy to pick up
the phone and call Lee and work through an
idea with her. You don’t always find that in
a supplier. It’s also the team that she’s built.
If there’s something we need, they will just
instantly get that done for us.”
Wallace finds challenge and satisfaction in
her work, whether it’s pivoting while leading a
growing business, learning about sustainable
coffee farming practices, or building community with employees and customers. On top
of successfully blending Peace Coffee’s mission with financial success, “I enjoy employing
people,” she says. “We spend so much time at
work. If you can create a place where people
really enjoy going to work, that might be the
greatest achievement I ever have.”
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You can include the
Alumni Association in
your estate planning?
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UMNAlumni.org/give
for information
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CONGRATULATIONS, CLASS OF 2020!
Dear Members,
With the outbreak of COVID-19, the world has changed seemingly overnight. The phrase “the
new normal” now constantly makes its way into conversations, yet what this new normal is isn’t
yet clear.
These are admittedly challenging times. However, I remain optimistic about what lies ahead,
and that optimism springs from you—the community of alumni, friends, and students of this
incredible institution who embody its excellence.
The U of M has a long tradition of educating resourceful leaders. Our newest alumni, the Class
of 2020, will continue that tradition, and have already shown how resilient they are. Disrupted
by the coronavirus around spring break, this class was asked to abruptly pivot from a last push
toward graduation to a new world of social distancing and digital learning. They did so brilliantly.
“What’s different about this class?” a Star Tribune intern asked me during a conversation
about alumni services for this group. “Nothing’s different about them,” I noted; instead, it’s the
circumstances around them that have changed. In fact, what strikes me most about this class is
all the important ways they mirror those who came before them: Like all U of M alumni, these
2020 graduates will use their education to create an impact on the world.
We all recognize this class faces some obstacles unique to this time and place, including virtual
interviews and networking, a challenging economy, public health concerns, and the uncertain timeline around this “new normal.” That said, I know this group will thrive and continue to enhance the
reputation of the U of M, and the alumni family will be there to help them. This is already happening
in multiple ways. Many of you are sharing career expertise with students in the Maroon and Gold
Network, our online platform for career-related networking and mentorship. You’ve left messages
of inspiration and encouragement on Flipgrid, an alumni-created video discussion website, that
were shared at virtual commencement events. And, of course, the theme for this year’s commencement was “Hail to Thee,” words chosen to reflect admiration for these resilient students.
Collectively, let’s keep an eye on the Class of 2020 and support them in all the ways that a
robust Alumni Association can. With the help of our global alumni community of 591,000, we
can help ensure these newest graduates succeed, despite the unusual
circumstances created by this global pandemic.
Ski-U-Mah and Go Gophers!
Warmly,
Lisa Lewis
President and CEO
Life Member and Alumni Leadership Circle Donor
University of Minnesota Alumni Association

Although graduates of the U of
M’s class of 2020 weren't able to
share an in-person commencement ceremony, multiple efforts
at the University took place to
mark this important event.
The Alumni Association
recognized these newest alumni
through two events, including a
Virtual Send Off.
The Virtual Send Off was a
variety-show-style online format,
held May 12 and hosted by alumnus Tane Danger (M.A. ’16). The
event featured notable alumni and
special U of M featured guests.
In addition, the Alumni
Association hosted a virtual Class
of 2020 Trivia Night on May 11,
featuring prizes.
Alumni were also invited to
share messages with these recent
graduates, including recording
a video, and we thank all who
participated!
Web Exclusive
Visit minnesotaalumni.org for a
link to the virtual ceremonies and
to see well-wishes for graduates.
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MAROON AND GOLD FACE MASKS WILL BE DONATED
At the request of alumni, on April 28 the Alumni Association launched a
pre-sale for maroon and gold reusable cloth face masks to help slow the
transmission of COVID-19. Sold for $15 through the Alumni Association's
Minnesota Alumni Market, one mask will be donated for each one
purchased. Within a week of launch, more than 10,000 masks*
had been designated for donation to M Health Fairview for use
by patients and their caregivers, as well as others in need.
The program was made possible thanks to our partners.
Visit mnalumnimarket.com to learn more.
*Available while supplies last

VIRTUAL CAREER
SERVICES

With an increasingly uncertain job
market, the Alumni Association continues to ramp up its virtual offerings
to help U of M alumni build career
momentum. Upcoming opportunities
include webinars on timely topics,
including how to create a compelling
cover letter and conquer a virtual
interview, and virtual networking
events to help alumni make valuable
career connections . Visit umnalumni.
org/virtual to learn more.

UMAA
BOARD LIVE
VIA ZOOM

Like many others, the Alumni Association's board of directors has made the switch
to virtual meetings, regularly convening to discuss business and future plans.
The Alumni Association has also pivoted to digital engagement, making multiple
webinars and other distance-gathering events possible to encourage and support
recent alumni, deliver useful information, and keep the Gopher spirit thriving.

Web Exclusive

SHOW YOUR SUPPORT FOR THE U OF M ON TWITTER
Even though the regular session has now ended, if
you want legislators to know you believe supporting the University is important, contact them via
Twitter. Since 86 percent of state legislators use
Twitter, this makes it an effective tool for alumni
to be heard.
And if you’d like some suggestions to help you
do that, the Alumni Association has created a
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brief video tutorial showing you how. Adam Yust,
the UMAA’s alumni advocacy director, shares tips
on identifying and mentioning an elected official,
sharing University news with your legislator, and
"liking" their tweets.
You can watch the video at minnesotalaumni.
org. Additional resources can be found at:
umnalumni.org/tweet.

NETWORKING
GOES ONLINE

While networking events and coffeehouse meetings are on hold, accelerate your career with the Maroon and
Gold Network, a free, online platform
developed and managed by the University of Minnesota Alumni Association for networking and mentorship.
Connect with other alumni for advice
on your career path. Give back by
sharing advice with current students.
Learn more at umnalumni.org/
maroonandgold.

A SPECIAL WELCOME

MEMBER ADVANTAGES

to our newest Life Members!*

Thank you for being a member! Don’t
forget to make the most of your member
advantages. Here are just a few:

By joining more than 20,000 loyal and enthusiastic UMAA
Life Members, you are changing lives and creating possibilities for the U of M community, including students and recent
graduates. Your membership accelerates careers, creates
local and global connections, supports alumni-owned businesses, sparks learning, and so much more. Thank you.

NEW!

u Protect your digital and financial identity
with a complimentary Essential Individual
plan or save 20% on plan upgrades through
Securus ID. umnalumni.securusid.com
u Protect your next trip with travel
insurance through USI Affinity.
u Save 20% on purchases with Woodchuck
USA, an alumni-owned business.
PERSONAL & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

u Invest in yourself with a course
in the Carlson Executive Education
program (save 10%).
u Access two University Libraries
databases online (alumni edition).
MEMBERS-ONLY ACCESS

u Join other makers in the Minnesota
Alumni Market, where all products are
alumni-made. If you are a graduate of the
U of M, a member, and own a business,
let us know! mnalumnimarket.com
u Advance notice and special pricing on
exclusive events. Keep an eye on your inbox!
u Continue receiving this award-winning
quarterly magazine! Membership
includes your print subscription.
SPECIAL SAVINGS SECTION

u 20% savings on U of M Bookstores'
apparel and gifts in store and online.
u Receive discounted rates on
auto and home insurance.
For details, visit:
umnalumni.org/benefits

STAY
CONNECTED
UMNAlumni.org
/MinnesotaAlumni
UMAA
@UMNAlumni
/UMNAlumni
/UMNAlumni
/UMNAlumni

#UMNAlumni
#UMNProud
UPDATE
YOUR INFO
update.umn.edu
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THE LAST WORD

The Grandmother
I Never Knew
A legacy of the 1918 flu pandemic
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By Gary L. Hanson

he was christened Anna Elise Eidal but
my grandmother’s friends and family
knew her as “Lizzie.” Lizzie was one of
eight children born to Kolbjorn and Kari
Eidal, who emigrated from Norway in 1880. Their
surname originated from the Eidal family farm,
which is still inhabited today in Sigdal, Norway. Four
children were born in the old country; only one
survived infancy. The youngest four—including
Lizzie—were born in Minnesota.
Lizzie’s family settled in Stony Brook
Township near the Grant County
seat of Elbow Lake, in west central
Minnesota. Elbow Lake was a quiet
but growing little community,
steadily increasing its population
thanks in part to the Norwegian
immigrants who journeyed to
that part of Minnesota because
of its inexpensive, rich farmland.
The sixth child in her family, Lizzie
came along in 1890.
When I was a child, people told
me no one was better liked than
Lizzie Eidal. Nature blessed her with
a bright intellect and sweet disposition.
One well-known story goes that upon high
school graduation, she was offered the gift of a
piano or a trip to Europe. The musically talented
Lizzie chose the piano and became quite an
accomplished pianist. She served her church as the
organist for Ness Lutheran in Elbow Lake.
Lizzie spent all of her life in or near Elbow Lake,
teaching at the same school she attended as a
child. She married the town’s pharmacist, O.G. Hanson, in 1913, and settled into a home of her own. My
father, Lyle, was born in 1916 and his brother, Warren,
a year and a half later. At 28, she was happily married
and primed to enter the best portion of her life.

The worldwide influenza pandemic of 1918 had
other plans. The so-called Spanish Flu lasted from
January 1918 to December 1920 and infected 500
million people—about a quarter of the world’s
population at the time. Most influenza outbreaks kill
the very young or the very old, but this particular
pandemic resulted in a much higher mortality rate
for young adults: As many as 50 million people died
worldwide. One of them was Lizzie Hanson.
Her obituary from the Grant County Herald
read, “She was worn and tired from caring for
loved ones who were ill, when she herself was
taken down with the disease. She made a valiant
struggle for life, but the grim reaper was not to
be denied, and the end came five days after the
death of her sister, Clara.”
Lizzie’s brother, Lennie, my great uncle whom I
remember well, was in Europe at the time, fighting
for the Allied forces in World War I. To maintain
morale, military censors often minimized or hid
U.S. pandemic death reports from soldiers. But
upon learning of the deaths of his sisters, Lennie
sadly wrote in a letter home, “Here I am, fighting
overseas to protect my family, yet back home they
are dying of a disease.”
A few years later, my grandfather married Lizzie’s
best friend and they enjoyed a good marriage for
the next 52 years. I loved my step-grandmother
dearly. Yet, I’ve always regretted that I never had the
chance to meet the gifted and loving woman who
gave birth to my father. Regrets are especially deep
since I am Lizzie’s only grandson. Tragically, in helping
others, she left our world far too early.
The catastrophic results from that flu pandemic
continue to amaze me. Until now, I believed that
because of modern medicine, the effects of
such an event over 100 years ago could never be
repeated. We can only hope that through God’s
grace and all of us pulling together, it will not be.
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