Good afternoon, everyone.

My name is Maria McNurlen, and I am a second year medical student at the Carver College of Medicine. I would like to share my thoughts and my gratitude today not only as a student who benefited from your loved ones’ gifts but also as a fellow family member of participants in the Deeded Body Program at The University of Iowa. 

Both my grandmother and grandfather elected to donate their bodies to science here at Iowa. My grandmother was an elementary school teacher, and my grandfather was a college professor. Few people recognized the importance of learning as much as they did, and it’s easy to see why they chose to give to a program so valuable to education.

When my grandfather died, I was close to two years old. I was too young to understand the deeded body process, and it would be more than twenty years before I would see first-hand the benefits of such a gift. When I was older and as I became drawn to a career in the medical field, my dad explained that my grandfather had donated his body to The University of Iowa, where he would help students learn anatomy. My dad told me how he wished he could have written a note to the students who would learn from the body of my grandfather, sharing a little bit about his life. My grandfather was an avid cyclist up until he died of a heart attack in his seventies, and my dad and I talked about how fascinating it would have been for anatomy students to see such well-developed leg muscles on a man of his age.

I was eighteen when my grandmother died. Unlike with my grandfather, I was now old enough to understand donating one’s body to science and what an extraordinary gift it is. I could envision students learning from my grandmother’s body and delight in how she, a retired teacher, continued to educate students even after she died. But with this appreciation came many wandering thoughts. I recalled this braided metal bracelet my grandmother wore for as long as I could remember. Would medical students notice an indentation or a tan line on my grandmother’s wrist from years of its wear? Students could probably tell that my grandmother had breast cancer, but would they have any idea that I spent almost my whole childhood not knowing she was a breast cancer survivor because of her unmatched optimism? And what did students think when they analyzed my grandmother’s heart? Did they see just evidence of her heart failure, or could they picture the love that heart had for my family and me? A week before my grandmother died, I guess the radiologist told my dad that my grandmother’s heart was massively enlarged. I found it fitting because of how loving she was, and I finally saw exactly what my dad had meant years before when he had wanted the anatomy students who received my grandfather as a donor to know something about his life and about his cause of death.

A couple of years after we received my grandmother’s ashes, just as many of you will for your loved ones, I started medical school. I am here to tell you that we students wonder things just like those I mentioned. We spend so much time thinking about the lives our donors must have led: “What was his scar from? I wonder how many children she had. Was there a wedding ring on this finger? What kind of work must these hands have done? Did they write poems? Did they build a house? Farm several acres? Did those hands ever hold grandchildren or maybe even great-grandchildren?” Our curiosity extends beyond the anatomy before us.

Referencing our donors doesn’t stop when anatomy class ends. Think of it this way: you know how when we have a friend who has a certain disease, we somehow become more aware of that condition? We hear an advertisement for a medication or fundraising event for that disease, and our minds just jump to that friend. The disease that was previously a yes-or-no checkbox at the doctor’s office now has a deeper meaning.

Your loved ones are that friend to each of us. When I hear an anatomical term or am examining a patient, I’m not referencing a diagram in my mind; I’m thinking about my donor –your loved one, whose generous gift educated me. The knowledge from that donation doesn’t just benefit me as a medical student. In my future years as a physician, what I learned in anatomy class will still be with me, and I will still be thinking of my donor from anatomy lab. The gift of your love ones doesn’t stop there, either; it will help the lives of all of the patients we care for and the students we teach for years to come.

To the friends and families here and to our gracious donors: on behalf of the students of the Carver College of Medicine, we thank you and may God bless you for the gift you have given.

