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‘Always be ethical and honest, always take the best care
of your patients, always remain life-long learners. ..’

The collection of representations and images of Olga
Jonasson can be viewed most coherently in the context
of a revolution—a liberation movement in which she was
at the forefront. Dr. Jonasson, was a pioneer in trans-
plant surgery; her contributions to the practice of medicine
spanned more than 40 years. As a very humble person who
disliked being lauded, she would not have acknowledged
the comments offered by her many friends, colleagues, for-
mer students, neighbors, fellow parishioners and peers in
response to her death—comments such as ‘smart, intimi-
dating, kind, tough, a luminary, respectful, larger than life,
compassionate, principled, supportive, direct, loyal, gen-
erous, unforgettable’. Diminutive would not befit Olga, or
0J, as those who had the great fortune to be among her
colleagues affectionately called her. In both stature and per-
sonality, she was indeed a grand woman.

Born in Peoria, Dr. Jonasson moved with her family to
Chicago, where her father was a Lutheran minister and
her mother was a nurse. When her family moved on later
to Connecticut, Olga stayed in Chicago to begin her stud-
ies at Northwestern University; she was 16. She attended
medical school and did her surgical residency at the Univer-
sity of lllinois. After her residency, she became a postdoc-
toral Fellow under the guidance of Dr. EImer Becker at the
Walter Reed Army Institute of Research in Washington,
D.C., and followed with a clinical and research Fellowship
at Massachusetts General Hospital under the direction of
Dr. Henry J. Winn and Dr. Paul S. Russell. She also com-
pleted a Fellowship in cardiovascular and thoracic surgery
in Chicago.
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Dr. Olga Jonasson.

She became one in the tiny community of women sur-
geons, at a time when few had known or heard of any, and
male patients and colleagues often dismissed them. By
taking the inevitable hits, and doing so unflinchingly, Olga
made it easier for all those women who followed as well as
for others who had been arbitrarily excluded from a surgical
career because of equally irrelevant ethnic reasons.

At the time Dr. Jonasson was certified by the ABS in 1965
she was only the 37" woman certified, while the number



of men certified to that date exceeded 14 000. She was
well on the way to becoming a leader who would change
forever the demography of medicine, and specifically the
specialty of surgery.

She became the first woman transplant surgeon, estab-
lished the division of transplantation at UIC in 1968, per-
formed the first kidney transplant in lllinois in the same
year, and was a founding member of the National Tis-
sue Typing and Histocompatibility Organization in 1974. In
1976, she became the first woman member of the Board
of Regents at the Amercian College of Surgery. A year later,
she was named chief of surgery at Cook County Hospital. In
1987, she left Chicago for Ohio State University, where she
became the first woman in the country to lead an academic
surgery department at a co-educational medical school.

For her outstanding mentorship of minority surgeons, Dr.
Jonasson was named honorary member of the American
College of Black Academic Surgeons. In 1988, she was
inducted as an honorary Fellow of the Royal College of
Surgeons of England. Thereafter she became the Chief of
Surgical Education and Research at the American College
of Surgeons, where she initiated multi-center clinical trials
on the topics of inguinal hernia repair and surgical quality of
care, garnering in excess of $13 million of research funds.
She continued to work as Education Editor of the Journal
of the American College of Surgeons until her death. She
was featured at a recent exhibit at the National Institutes
of Health's National Library of Medicine, profiling ground-
breaking female doctors.

No one would suggest that Olga Jonasson's body of work
was ‘remarkable for a woman’. It was simply remarkable,
by anyone's standard. That, in fact, is the only praise Olga
would want or would accept.

One of her toughest jobs resulted from the passage by
Congress in 1983 of the National Organ Transplant Act.
Olga subsequently was named Chairperson of a task force
that held meetings and hearings to determine how this
complex legislation could be enacted and enforced. As a
policy instrument, she was the lightning rod to which wildly
disparate points of view, ugly protests and bitter criticisms
of the law itself were directed. She presided over her task
force with dignity and always with intelligence and firm-
ness. Olga could not be swayed by false arguments. She
had an uncanny ability to identify people who were lying or
were out for personal gain. After it was all over, many peo-
ple took credit for the resulting American transplant sys-
tem that quickly became an object of national pride, and a
world-wide standard. The one individual who never claimed
any kind of personal credit was Olga Jonasson. Yet, we all
knew that nothing could have been accomplished without
the presence of this magnificent leader.

Dr. Jonasson'’s life-long quest for knowledge set the bar for
all who followed. She rigorously provided several levels of
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peer review in study sections, editorial boards and surgical
societies. Having meticulously researched her opinion, she
frequently provided formidable mental sparring. Dr. Jonas-
son was generous with her knowledge and served as con-
fidant and advisor to many nationwide; she enjoyed helping
careers behind the scenes with the beneficiaries frequently
unaware of her assistance.

An inspiring teacher, Dr. Jonasson was renowned for her
‘lively" and rigorous student/resident teaching rounds. This
commitment to excellence in teaching was acknowledged
numerous times; as the 1971 Outstanding Educator in
America Award and with several Golden Apple Awards.
The Chief’s club, a three-decade-long monthly tradition of
dinner for chief residents held in her home, was prized
(and feared) for the after dinner Socratic ‘grilling’ by an in-
vited expert. She opened her heart and her home to furnish
newly emerging surgeons with the art and critical thinking
needed in excellent surgical practice.

There is no way to know the frustration, despair and ul-
timately the exhilaration and redemption of a unique in-
dividual like Olga Jonasson who was willing to give so
much for her noble causes. In winning these battles, she
taught those around her how to maintain the humanity
often lost by people under perpetual siege. When asked
why she chose surgery, she responded, (theractrofractuz
ally intervening in someone’s suffering was a prime mo-
tivation? Giving to others and responding to their needs
were strong family values that influenced all aspects of her
life. Known among her friends, colleagues, neighbors and
students for her gracious hospitality, she quietly dedicated
her personal time to causes and communities that were
important to her. When the Church of the Epiphany was in
desperate need of repairs to address safety hazards and
deterioration, nearly single-handedly, Dr. Jonasson raised
almost $3 million and gave hundreds of volunteer hours
herself.

With the passing of Olga Jonasson, the world has lost not
only a pioneer in transplant medicine, but also a dedicated
leader, a renowned mentor, a remarkable teacher, a good
friend and a most generous soul. In the ways she lived her
life, personally and professionally, she set an admirable ex-
ample, and made a place for those, men and women alike,
who followed in surgery. While her accomplishments and
honors denote contributions to the practice of medicine,
most importantly, they advanced the care of surgical pa-
tients. Truly she cared for everyone. May she be eternally
rewarded for all her good works.

A symposium in tribute to Olga Jonasson will be held on
October 4, 2007, at the Chicago Art Institute. For more
information, please contact Stephanie Brooks, UIC Division
of Transplantation, 312-996-1673.
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