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John S. Najarian, MD (left) and the author, Mary E. Knatterud, PhD. 

 

John S. Najarian, MD, my longtime boss in the University of Minnesota’s storied 

Department of Surgery, died at the age of 92 on August 31, 2020. With no public funeral held for 

him this eerie first year of the pandemic, I was honored when the department he and I each 

served for decades asked me to write some of what made him so dear to me and to countless 

others; a small portion of what follows was posted on the Surgery website in the fall of 2020. Its 

communications director, Amanda Brower, graciously gave me written permission to publish my 

full musings on the incomparable Najarian, aka Big John or simply JSN, in JOIE.  

Najarian’s professional ties to the Gopher State officially began in July 1967 when he, at 

the age of 39, succeeded Dr. Owen H. Wangensteen as chair of the Department of Surgery. But 

years earlier, he had married a nurse he met during medical school, Mignette Anderson, who 

grew up on a farm in western Minnesota; they were married in her hometown of Benson in April 

1952 and enjoyed a long marriage until her death in May 2019. They both became unique, 

treasured friends of mine; I will never stop missing them. 

Himself a native of the Golden State, Najarian completed his undergraduate studies in 

just three years at the University of California, Berkeley, graduating with honors in 1948. He 

then entered medical school at the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF), earning his 

MD (Alpha Omega Alpha Honor Medical Society) in 1952. He finished his general surgery 

residency—interrupted by 2 years as an Air Force surgeon based in Albuquerque, New 

Mexico—at UCSF in 1960.  

After a year doing research in immunopathology at the University of Pittsburgh, he and 

his young family moved back to California, where he spent a year and a half furthering his 

knowledge of the immune response at Scripps Clinic and Research Foundation in La Jolla. 

In 1963, he joined the faculty at UCSF, where he established a soon-thriving clinical 

kidney transplant service and developed a promising novel method to purify horse 

antilymphocyte globulin (ALG), a powerful antirejection drug for use in organ transplant 
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recipients. In 1964, he was selected a John and Mary Markle Scholar of Academic Medicine. 

Najarian’s titles at UCSF included director of the Surgical Research Laboratories and chief of the 

Transplantation Service; by 1966, he was a full professor and the vice chair of its Surgery 

Department.  

After moving to the University of Minnesota in 1967 to chair its Department of Surgery, 

Najarian continued his research on ALG, refining its production and helping save tens of 

thousands of lives.  Unfortunately, in 1992, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

placed a clinical hold on ALG, and Najarian was indicted for allegedly violating drug safety 

laws. He resigned his nonclinical University positions in February 1993. But vindication soon 

followed: he was acquitted of all charges in federal district court, whose presiding judge 

afterward publicly criticized the FDA for its conduct. 

Najarian had a lasting, overwhelmingly positive effect on nearly everyone who came into 

contact with him. After more than a quarter-century as Department of Surgery chair, he remained 

a beloved and influential figure in surgical and academic circles, much in demand as a visiting 

professor and an exuberant mentor well into his 80s.  

His accomplishments as chair, and beyond, are too numerous to detail, but highlights 

include the following: 

• He nurtured one of the world’s largest and most innovative transplant programs, 

which has now performed thousands of kidney transplants and pancreas transplants, 

as well as hundreds of heart, liver, lung, islet, bowel, and combined transplants. He 

and his team achieved unparalleled outcomes with diabetic, pediatric, and older 

transplant recipients.  

• In 1977, as president of the American Society of Transplant Surgeons (ASTS), he 

gave a trailblazing speech calling for a formal national training program for aspiring 

transplant surgeons—modeled after the one that he had established at the University 

of Minnesota with Dr. Richard Simmons (who was among the first faculty members 

he recruited). Two years later, Najarian was named chair of the ASTS education 

committee and helped solidify rigorous standards for transplant center accreditation 

and transplant fellow training. He always took immense pride in the 85-plus 

transplant fellows (as well as the several hundred general surgery residents) he helped 

train at Minnesota. 

• He was devoted to his general surgery practice, which accounted for more than 60% 

of his clinical activity. 

• He was an expert, empathetic communicator. An imaginative researcher and avid 

writer, he had more than 1,300 published articles and several books to his credit. For 

the period 1981-90, he was the world’s 14th most prolific scientist and 9th most cited, 

per the Institute for Scientific Information. A sought-after speaker, he was widely 

known for the week-long continuing-education surgery course that he planned and led 

every year with Dr. John Delaney.  

• From 1986 to 2007, he was the editor-in-chief of the journal Clinical Transplantation. 

He also served on the editorial boards of 15 other journals.  

• His many standout achievements include Honorary Fellowship in the Royal College 

of Surgeons of England (1987). As president of the American Surgical Association 

(1988-89), he presented a far-reaching address titled “The Skill, Science, and Soul of 

the Surgeon” (later published in Annals of Surgery). He was also president of the 

international Transplantation Society (1994-96) and the International Pediatric 
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Transplantation Association (1998-2000). In 2004, in Vienna, he received the 

Medawar Prize, regarded as the world’s highest award in the field of organ 

transplantation.  

• In 2007, the John S. Najarian, MD, Surgical Chair in Clinical Transplantation was 

established in his honor at the University of Minnesota.  

• In 2009, the memoir that he meticulously researched and joyously wrote was 

published, titled The Miracle of Transplantation: The Unique Odyssey of a Pioneer 

Transplant Surgeon. I edited the entire manuscript, twice (he was very methodical!), 

and then surprised him with the foreword I wrote in his honor. 

Najarian’s scientific, educational, and administrative pursuits all centered, ultimately and 

unwaveringly, on his main passion: patient care. As he noted in his memoir, “I have worked with 

famous surgical patients (Vice President Hubert Humphrey, pediatric liver recipient Jamie Fiske) 

and with thousands more, just as special, who never made the headlines.” He was fearless in his 

career-long quest to ensure the best and most compassionate care for each and every patient.  

Especially in his later, semi-retired years, I often chatted with him in his office in the 
Phillips-Wangensteen Building on the Minneapolis campus, later at his townhouse in 
Stillwater, and, in the end, the memory-care unit. The day after what turned out to be his 
last birthday in late December 2019—seemingly a lifetime ago for the whole planet—my 

husband and I hand-delivered a card to him in which I had penned, “Happy Birthday on this first 

full day of being 92!” He was eagerly awaiting the start of the Monday-night Vikings-Packers 

game, yet made much, as always, of our visit. We discussed the imminent Christmas/New Year 

holidays and my family’s upcoming annual January vacation in Honolulu (inspired by his many 

winters doing the same with Mignette and their sons). We helped him settle in to savor the game 

and left him contentedly beaming at the opening kickoff.  

These past few years, I had tried to visit him every few months. He always remembered, 

with granularity and gratitude, the standout scientific manuscripts, academic society presidential 

speeches, carefully thought-out book chapters, and upbeat newsletter articles he and I had sent 

out into the world. As his editor, I collaborated with him for several decades, from the fall of 

1987 until well into his semi-retirement, and I never tired of polishing his already-vibrant 

wording. 

Our longest-term project was his poignant 2009 memoir. Anyone who wants a detailed 

chronicle of his compelling life story, intertwined with his monumental career as a surgeon-

scientist and department chair, would relish it. As I proclaimed in the foreword, Najarian was a 

“trusting delegator (rather than a tormenting micromanager or a tone-deaf non-communicator)” 

who “gave, from the outset, those of us lucky enough to be his colleagues the freedom and the 

autonomy to use our individual expertise in the wisest manner possible.” I witnessed firsthand 

his deeply felt caring not only for his patients and his family, but also for his work family. The 

guiding spirit of our passionate community of faculty and staff, he made the University of 

Minnesota Department of Surgery a world-changing and joyful (most days!) place to thrive. 

Najarian did not worship the bottom line, let alone boxes on flowcharts. At least from my 

vantage point, he wielded an abiding respect for the intellectual contributions of every dedicated 

employee of the department, no matter our subject matter. He shared power. Ever learning 

himself, he was confident yet humble, capable of changing his mind and evolving. He 

encouraged us to do the best we could. He enthusiastically supported our participation in national 

conferences in our various subfields.  



 4 

Interested in our own spouses and kids and parents, Najarian modeled a happy, successful 

personal life while also remaining devoted to everyone else’s professional happiness and 

success. None of us is perfect, of course, but he facilitated as ideal a workplace as possible—

“surrounding himself with worthy residents, fellows, faculty, and staff regardless of their race, 

nationality, or gender,” as I put it in his memoir’s foreword.  

What follows is a cross-section of voices (gathered by me the sad week of his death) from 

the workplace he built. Though not a statistically significant sample, these voices represent his 

satisfyingly significant impact on all of our lives.   

 

From Mary Jane Towle, retired Department of Surgery administrator, University of 

Minnesota: 

“I learned of Dr. Najarian’s passing while traveling in southwest Minnesota, where my husband 

and I had been driving through many of the small towns that were part of the University’s Rural 

Physician Associate Program (RPAP). Dr. Najarian loved going on RPAP visits to these 

community clinics—epitomizing the true physician, teacher, people person, and humanitarian 

that he was. I will be forever grateful for having known him.”   

From Mary Dodds, former executive assistant to Dr. Najarian: 

“My heart just sank [when I heard that he had died]...he was supposed to live forever. 

“As a leader, he innately exuded confidence to his patients and teams, even through his 

well-known physical stature and the awe of his surgical hands. He had a profound love for 

family, friends, and life itself.   

“He had one of those great laughs. Personally, what I’ll miss most is his belly laugh 

whenever he talked to his family and the people he loved.” 

From Rainer W. G. Gruessner, MD, professor of surgery, State University of New York; 

former faculty/staff member, University of Minnesota: 

“John Najarian was a giant of American surgery: a highly respected technical surgeon, innovator, 

scientist, and educator who trained generations of residents, fellows, and faculty. Above all, he 

was a humble and ever-supportive human being who found great satisfaction in seeing his 

students succeed and excel. At the same time, he was a dedicated family man who stood up for 

truth, honesty, and moral values. He will be missed greatly.” 

From Barbara Elick, RN, BSN, MA, retired administrative director, transplant services, 

University of Minnesota:  

“Big John and I often walked the halls in the middle of the night after losing a patient on the 

table. Many times, he commented on Mignette, his wife, who showed her love so much that he 

could scarcely believe how lucky he’d been to find her to share their life with. I was so blessed to 

have been able to stand by his side for so many years.  

“When I first met Dr. Najarian at a transplant meeting in 1980, I boldly declared that his 

program ‘needed me.’ A month later, I was in Minnesota, at the most preeminent transplant 
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program in the world. Over the years, I worked with Drs. Richard Simmons, David Sutherland, 

Nancy Ascher, Chip Bolman, and numerous other brilliant clinicians. Big John, without fail, 

recruited only the most talented and capable people. I had fortuitously orchestrated my way into 

the program at an unparalleled time in the history of organ transplantation. Being with the best 

meant everything to me, and all I had to do was to keep up—which became an unending lifetime 

challenge for me. 

“Big John was a mentor, a friend, and a dear, gentle soul. I will really miss making him 

laugh. I will really miss his warmth. I will always cherish our times together, especially the 

memories of talking football (Go Cowboys!), listening to excerpts from the latest movie he had 

seen at what we dubbed the Bijou (our neighborhood $1 admission theatre), making rounds, 

working with patients, badgering him for something we needed while he was scrubbing into 

surgery, and constantly giving him a hard time. I adored him.” 

From Henry Buchwald, MD, PhD, professor of surgery and biomedical engineering, 

University of Minnesota: 

 

“John Najarian will go into the annals of surgery as one of the most accomplished and productive 

transplant surgeons—a researcher, a mentor of academic surgeons, and a leader. He was also an 

athlete; he played in the Rose Bowl for the University of California on both the offensive and 

defensive line. In my own relationship with him, I found his most endearing quality was his 

genuine concern for his patients, especially his sincere rapport with children.” 

 

From Catherine Statz, RN, MPH, retired nurse-researcher: 

 

“One day about 20 years ago, I went down to the transplant clinic to see a patient who was part 

of a postop surgical site infection study. I walked up and Dr. Najarian—huddled with nurses and 

transplant coordinators, chatting away—said of me ‘This young lady thinks she knows more 

about open wounds than I do.’ Without missing a beat, I replied, ‘And Dr. Najarian is right: I DO 

know more about open wounds than he does, because his infection rate is SO LOW. He hardly 

ever sees open wounds.’ After that, he was speechless but definitely became one of my biggest 

fans!” 

 

From David A. Rothenberger, MD, professor of colon and rectal surgery; senior advisor to 

the Medical School dean for physician well-being; immediate past chair, Department of 

Surgery, University of Minnesota: 

 

“Several thoughts come to mind when I think about JSN: 

(1) his bright, intelligent eyes and his quick smile (you know that look: the twinkle in his 

eye when he let you know he had your back or that you had done a good job in difficult 

situations). 

(2) his ability to avoid becoming bitter after the widely publicized ALG [antilymphocyte 

globulin] saga.  

(3) his ability to relate to surgeons across the state. I remember a Saturday-morning 

Grand Rounds in the Todd Amphitheatre when I was a mid-level general surgery resident. The 

chief resident on his service presented a particularly difficult case with multiple complications 
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and reoperations. The patient had come into a rural northern Minnesota town in extremis; the 

only general surgeon in that area had operated on him and then basically sat by his bedside for 

the next three days.  

It appeared the patient might survive, but this solo surgeon in that rural area was 

exhausted and could not keep up the bedside vigil. He had not trained in Minnesota and called 

JSN with some trepidation. JSN took his call and accepted the transfer. The patient ultimately 

survived.  

During that Grand Rounds in the Todd Amphitheatre, several people voiced concerns 

about the initial operation and subsequent care, but JSN immediately defended that rural 

surgeon. He suggested that none of the faculty at the University, including himself, could have 

done better; that none of us would have sat at the bedside for three days. He said we need to 

remember what it would be like to work in such a rural setting and to not assume that our 

outcomes in our University setting are due to us. Rather, our outcomes come from having a full 

team of experts who together can get patients through tough, complex situations. It was a great 

lesson for me.  

(4) his admirable leadership of the annual postgraduate surgery course with the late Dr. 

Jack Delaney. Those courses were incredible learning opportunities for all of us who were 

residents and junior faculty, giving us the chance to meet and have lunch with the world’s 

pioneering surgeons. 

(5) his attentiveness to what really counts. When we decided enough time had passed 

after ALG to raise money to establish a Najarian endowed chair in the Department of Surgery, 

we went through lots of meetings to first get approval from the University’s then-

administrators. Because JSN was deemed by them to be controversial, we had to be very 

scrupulous with our fundraising efforts, with the needed paperwork, etc. 

After talking with some of JSN’s many supporters in the wider community, I thought we 

could raise the needed money. But I was then told in no uncertain terms that the word Clinical  

had to be in the wording of the official name of the endowed chair, because his academic tenure 

had been stripped away (by the faculty senate, I think).  

I went to see John privately to get his ok to start the process. He just looked at me and 

said something like ‘Great! Any surgeon who would object to having the term Clinical in such 

an endowment wouldn’t be a surgeon that I would want to have operate on me.’  

I then worked with key donors and the University of Minnesota Foundation to raise the 

money for the John S. Najarian, MD, Surgical Chair in Clinical Transplantation. In November 

2007, he enjoyed a well-deserved, wonderful celebration event at the top of the IDS Center.    

John Najarian was a major figure in the world of surgery in an era of many strong 

personalities and dominating figures. He never forgot his Armenian roots and the loves of his 

life: his wife and their kids.”  

 

 

N.B. This spring’s John S. Najarian, MD, Lecture in Transplantation—sponsored in his honor, 

and now his memory, by the University of Minnesota Department of Surgery—invited Allan D. 

Kirk, MD, PhD (David C. Sabiston, Jr., Distinguished Professor and Chair, Department of 

Surgery at Duke University), to speak on May 11, 2021 (online presentation). 

 

 


