ON THE COVER

E
H
T
N
I
L
L
A

16 | MINNESOTA MEDICINE | JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2022

FAMILY

ON THE COVER

Physicians who are related—
by blood or marriage—
add support and a common
bond to practicing medicine
BY SUZY FRISCH
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Gillian Luscri, MD, AND Nathan Luscri, MD
SPOUSES

W
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“We have each other to talk about work
but it’s harder to separate from work when we get home.
You have an understanding of each other’s work and
the stresses of the job, and we can chit chat about stuff
happening in our group.” – GILLIAN LUSCRI
keep the household running. When one
person is on call, the other understands
what their partner is experiencing. The
downside to that, though, is that they both
wake up when the on-call person is paged,
Nathan Luscri says.
The Luscris met at the University of
Minnesota when he was a third-year
resident and she was a first-year resident.
They didn’t work together but got to know
each other during social outings with
other residents. Eventually, they both got
jobs at Park Nicollet, he in Bloomington
and she in Burnsville, and got married in
2012.
Being pediatricians for the same health
system with the same last name has led to
occasional patient confusion and crossover. Some families will ask to go to the
other Dr. Luscri if one isn’t available. Other
parents learn about the dynamic duo while
making appointments, when they are
asked which Dr. Luscri they want to see.

Occasionally, a family intends to see one
Dr. Luscri but ends up at the wrong clinic.
Nathan Luscri once treated a patient
whose parents’ first language wasn’t English at M Health Fairview Ridges hospital
in Burnsville. He suggested that the family
see his wife for follow-up care at the clinic
across the street because it was closer than
his Bloomington clinic. When Gillian
Luscri walked into the exam room, the
patient’s parents were unhappily surprised
that the original Dr. Luscri wasn’t there.
“They were so thrown off that it wasn’t Nathan—they had their hopes up to see the
doctor from the hospital,” Gillian Luscri
says. “It was lost in translation.”
Neither takes it personally, and they
view their life as married pediatricians
as a strength. The Luscris have a built-in
resource and support system—and a companion who truly understands their life’s
work.
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hen couples come
home
from work, it’s common to vent about
the day’s difficulties
or to share the joys of
achievements big and
small. Partners get to
vicariously know the
other’s co-workers and
the work environment.
But for Gillian Luscri
and Nathan Luscri,
they’re talking about
the same place and
the same job. Both are
pediatricians at Park
Nicollet clinics.
Though the married couple work at different locations,
they speak each other’s language when it
comes to work. So much so that they have
to prevent themselves from bringing too
much of their workday home. They have a
natural gatekeeper in their daughter, who
starts singing over their conversation if it
gets too involved in work.
The Luscris set ground rules about
avoiding work talk when they first get
home, putting the topic on the backburner
until later, she says. When they are able to
talk, they often consult each other about
how they might have handled a medical
issue or patient concern.
“There are pros and cons. We have
each other to talk to about work but it’s
harder to separate from work when we get
home,” Gillian Luscri says. “You have an
understanding of each other’s work and
the stresses of the job, and we can chit
chat about stuff happening in our group. I
think that’s really beneficial.”
Both physicians work four days a week,
with one shift until 7pm, as well as one
weekend a month. This gives each pediatrician time at night with their two kids,
time to themselves—and bandwidth to
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Julie Bell, MD, AND Christopher Bell, MD
PARENT/CHILD

M

other and son physicians Julie Bell and Christopher
Bell share many career commonalities. They both
are family medicine physicians who were inspired
to medicine at a young age. They enjoy providing full-spectrum
care to patients and have an interest in sports medicine. And they
happen to work a couple doors down from each other at CHI St.
Gabriel’s family medical clinic in Little Falls.
Though they don’t see each other that often at work, the moments they do are extra special. They might consult on a case
or grab a quick lunch. It’s even more meaningful for Julie Bell,
knowing that she almost lost her son two years ago during a medical emergency. “For me, there’s just the joy of even passing by
and seeing him in between patients,” she says. “When you almost
lose someone, just having a few moments is special.”
Julie and Christopher Bell both knew early on that they wanted
to be doctors. The oldest of four boys, young Christopher would
occasionally attend medical school classes with his mom.
“My mother and father had me when they were in high school,
so I really grew up with them,” he says. “I remember going to
class with her and walking into the lab and seeing 50 brains. And
I would go with my mom to work at the clinic and see the different things she would do. It sparked my interest in wanting to help
people out.”
Julie Bell got interested in medicine after watching her dad
grapple with hip problems from childhood polio and later the
lymphoma that caused his death at age 37. By fourth grade, she
was already writing papers about her goal to become a doctor.
Mother and son each attended the University of Minnesota
Medical School and completed their family medicine residency
in Sioux Falls, South Dakota—the first time the program had
welcomed the child of a previous resident. In 2012, Christopher
Bell followed in his mother’s footsteps in Little Falls, along with
his wife, Heather Bell, MD, a family medicine and addiction
medicine physician. There, co-workers got a kick out of the trio,
calling them Ma Bell, He Bell and She Bell.
There are occasional mix-ups at work, when notes, test results
or communications from physicians outside the clinic land on
the wrong Bell’s desk. Or the era when Chris Bell served as clinic
medical director and enjoyed stating to others that he was his
mom’s boss. “He always tried to tell me that he was my boss, and I
would say, ‘That will be the day!’” Julie Bell recalls. Her son adds,
“She never listened to me anyhow.”
The family finds joy in being able to share their experiences in
healthcare. Another son, Eric Bell, DDS, is an orthodontist and
his wife, Jessica Najarian-Bell, MD, is a pediatrician in Stillwater.
The jury’s out on whether any of the family’s nine grandchildren
will pursue medicine, too.

“I remember going to class with her
and walking into the lab and seeing 50 brains.
And I would go with my mom to work at the
clinic and see the different things she would
do. It sparked my interest in wanting to help
people out.” – CHRISTOPHER BELL
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Susan Crutchfield, MD;
Charles Crutchfield Sr., MD;
Charles Crutchfield III, MD
SPOUSES/PARENTS/CHILD

W

hen Susan
Crutchfield
and Charles
Crutchfield Sr. applied for
medical school at the University of Minnesota in the
late 1950s, they crossed their
fingers and hoped that they
wouldn’t be called in for an
interview. Then it would be
revealed that they are Black.
Both stellar pre-med students, ages 18 and 19, they
were admitted and received
the training they needed to
become pioneering physicians in the Twin Cities.
Susan Crutchfield was the
Susan Crutchfield and Charles Crutchfield Sr.
first Black woman to graduate from the medical school
and the youngest ever. She went on to a
Then the couple added another chalcareer in family medicine and medical
lenge, but a joyful one: getting married
leadership. The youngest male graduate in
and expecting their first child. That son,
his class, Charles Crutchfield became an
Charles Crutchfield III, was born while his
OB/GYN who delivered more than 9,000
parents were still in school. He carried on
babies during his career of more than 50
their legacy by becoming a dermatologist,
years, including during his 2-1/2 years as a practicing at Crutchfield Dermatology in
captain in the United States Air Force folEagan and serving as a clinical professor
lowing graduation from medical school.
at the medical school. Growing up, he was
“Susan and I were the only Black people asked so many times whether he was going
in our chemistry class, and we became
to be a doctor that the natural answer bepartners and then boyfriend and girlcame yes.
friend,” recalls Charles Crutchfield Sr. “She
After all, Crutchfield was steeped in
wanted to be a doctor, too, and we were
medicine through his parents from his eardynamite together. She encouraged me,
liest days. That meant playing with their
and I encouraged her.”
stethoscopes, listening to their conversaThat support was vital. Medical school
tions about medicine and work and acis rigorous for everyone, but the Crutchcompanying them on rounds at St. Mary’s
fields faced added difficulties as the only
and Ancker hospitals. During medical
Black students in their class. They experischool, Crutchfield even got to complete
enced being confused for workers instead
his family medicine rotation with his
of medical students and struggled to find
mother.
landlords who would rent to them. (The
“It’s so important to have representation
Crutchfields note that they were treated
and role models. It’s difficult to imagine
fairly by fellow students and professors.)
doing something when you don’t see
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someone like you doing it,”
says Charles Crutchfield III.
“All of the people around my
parents were doing it and
I didn’t have doubts that I
could do it, too, if I wanted. I
stand on the shoulders of giants with my parents.”
There’s plenty for Crutchfield to be proud of. Tireless physicians, the senior
Crutchfields also devoted
time to community service,
leadership and academic
medicine. They were pillars
of the Twin Cities medical
community who served all
patients with excellence,
persevering early in their
careers when there were just
a handful of Black physicians.
Charles Crutchfield Sr. worked in private
practice, delivered many generations of
babies at United, St. Joseph and Regions
hospitals in St. Paul and served as chief of
OB/GYN at United. Living near downtown,
Crutchfield often would be called to the
hospital to deliver babies when patients’ obstetricians couldn’t make it in time.
As a family medicine physician, Susan
Crutchfield enjoyed helping patients with
a variety of concerns. Women physicians
were rare when she began her career, but
Crutchfield grew her practice by focusing
on mothers and their children. “The mothers thought their children would get along
better with a woman doctor,” she says.
Later in her career, Crutchfield served as
vice president of medical affairs for Prudential insurance, medical director of the HMO
Metropolitan Health Plan and chair of the
Minneapolis Children’s Hospital board. “I
have patients who come to see me because
Mom and Dad were such good doctors,”
Charles Crutchfield III says. “They took
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1 Charles Crutchfield III, Charles
Crutchfield Sr. and Susan
Crutchfield, a family of physicians.
2 Although not born in Minnesota,
Charles Crutchfield III is home here .
3 Susan Crutchfield was the first
Black woman and the youngest
person to graduate from the
University of Minnesota Medical
School.
4 Charles Crutchfield III followed
the path set by his parents—
right into medical school and a
successful dermatology practice.

care of them or delivered
them or took care of their
kids.”
The Crutchfields
all found their way to
medicine after impactful experiences with
physicians. Throughout
their careers, they have
provided a foundation of
support and encouragement to each other. And
they bonded over their
fascination with science
and life goals to help
others.
Although neither of
the senior Crutchfields
was a Minnesota native—
Charles Crutchfield
Sr. was born in Jasper,
Alabama, but came to
Minneapolis on vacation
when he was 15 and then
stayed, living with an
aunt, and Susan Crutchfield’s parents relocated
from West Virginia to
Minnesota when she was
a small child—there is no
doubt that Minnesota is
home.
“We have done what
we have done with all of
our heart and soul and
might to make a difference in the world,” says
Charles Crutchfield Sr.
“The state of Minnesota
was good to us, and I’ve
felt that we gave back. We
paid it forward and tried
to help other people.”

1

2

3

4

“It’s so important to have
representation
and role models. It’s
difficult to imagine
doing something when
you don’t see someone
like you doing it. All of
the people around my
parents were doing it
and I didn’t have doubts
that I could do it, too, if
I wanted. I stand on the
shoulders of giants with
my parents.”
– CHARLES CRUTCHFIELD III
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Chris Wenner, MD; Michelle Wenner
Chestovich, MD; Rachel Wenner Ruzanic, MD;
AND Gretchen Wenner Butler, MD (IN BIRTH ORDER)
SIBLINGS

T

he Wenner family went four for
four in medicine. Rachel Wenner
Ruzanic, MD, likes to joke that
she and her siblings all became physicians
thanks to a strange genetic mutation.
Ruzanic is a dermatologist. Chris
Wenner and Michelle Wenner Chestovich
are family medicine physicians. And the
youngest sister, Gretchen Wenner Butler,
was a radiologist who died by suicide in
2021. Their father, Joseph Wenner, DDS,
was a pediatric dentist and their mother,
Mary Wenner, NP, was a pediatric nurse
practitioner. They laid the groundwork for
this passel of doctors by stressing the importance of education, helping others and
keeping the community healthy, Ruzanic
says.
Sharing a profession with siblings adds
an extra layer of support and understanding, whether that means receiving care
packages with gummy bears and special
pens during board exams or advice from
someone who’s been through it all. And
when it’s time for a holiday meal and
someone needs to work, there’s no guilt
trip, Chestovich says. Instead, there is
empathy, gratitude, caring—and food set
aside.
“For me, it’s been really helpful to have
that support. It is unique,” Ruzanic says.
“All jobs have their challenges, but in medicine, the stakes are high. It’s people’s lives
and health. I’m lucky to have a support
group of people who are my own family.”
The Wenners note that there was no
pressure from their parents or siblings to
become doctors. They individually came
to that decision, in their own way. Inspired
by his parents’ work in healthcare and
other doctor relatives, Chris Wenner also
realized he enjoyed the art and science of
medicine.
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Gretchen Wenner Butler’s siblings—all physicians—joined her in their caps and gowns in 2013 when she graduated
from Creighton University School of Medicine.

“We share stories and help each other through.
Medicine can be challenging and tough to talk about.
[My siblings] know the rigors and the pressures of being
in medicine, and it’s helpful to talk through some of that
with them.” – RACHEL WENNER RUZANIC
Chestovich was fascinated by science
and nature and knew she wanted to pursue a career that combined those interests
with helping others. She and Ruzanic both
decided during college that they wanted to
go to medical school.
Butler, Chestovich says, was passionate
about science and an athlete who loved to
challenge herself. Initially planning on a
career in orthopedics, having been injured
several times herself, she ended up gravitating to radiology. She liked revealing to
emergency medicine physicians, surgeons
and patients the problem they were experiencing. Butler completed a fellowship in
breast imaging at the University of Minnesota and worked at Hennepin Healthcare
in the hospital and its breast care center.
Ironclad support runs throughout the
Wenner family, starting with parents who
encouraged their kids to pursue their

interests. They also fed their curiosity
and gave them a window into healthcare
through job shadowing, Chestovich says.
In addition, the siblings counsel and support each other throughout their medical
experiences.
For Ruzanic, that meant inheriting her
big brother’s medical school textbooks
and gaining a sounding board for questions. “We share stories and help each
other through,” she says. “Medicine can be
challenging and tough to talk about. They
know the rigors and the pressures of being
in medicine, and it’s helpful to talk through
some of that with them.”
Sibling reinforcement was vital to
Wenner as he a considered a career change.
Though he found practicing family medicine gratifying, he was struggling with
working in a large health system. Talking it
through with Chestovich, his fellow family
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medicine doctor, gave Wenner the insight
and support he needed to make a change.
In 2009, he opened his clinic, Christopher
J. Wenner, MD, PA, in Cold Spring, to provide small-town care to whole families.
“She told me, ‘You can do whatever
you want’ instead of jumping ship from
one corporate medicine job to another,”
Wenner says. Chestovich noted that their
father ran his own successful dental practice for decades. “I was able to think critically and develop my own practice. It was
so helpful to me.”
Chestovich worked part-time for 17
years at Entira Family Clinic in West St.
Paul, giving her work/life balance while
raising four children. A certified coach,
she recently retired from clinical practice
to broaden her work supporting other

physician moms. Chestovich was inspired
to devote her time to healing the healers
by her sister Gretchen’s death and experience with burnout.
Through her coaching company MamaDoc, a podcast called Re-Mind Yourself,
and public speaking, Chestovich aims to
offer wellness tools and advice for physicians facing burnout and mental health
struggles.
“The culture of medicine needs to
change. We are taught that we can do it all
and fix it all, and I think women in particular try to put on a face that everything
is fine. Women physicians are 2.5 times
more likely to die by suicide,” Chestovich
says. “It’s time to do something to prevent
this tragedy from happening again.”

The family is still hurting, missing the
one they called a bright star who burned
out too soon. One particular memory of
Gretchen buoys them. During Butler’s
2013 graduation from Creighton University School of Medicine, her physician siblings were invited to don caps and gowns
and stand on stage with her as she received
her diploma.
“It was a very special moment. She
came across the stage and we got to give
her a hug and welcome her to the world of
being a physician,” Chestovich says. “We
are in it together and we are so supportive
of each other and my parents, who supported us all. I always say that Gretchen
was my baby sister and I was her big sister
and we all grew up to be peers.” MM
Suzy Frisch is a Twin Cities freelance writer.

THE TIES THAT BIND

Why is it that some families have
numerous physicians?
BY SUZY FRISCH

Looking at families with multiple physicians, the question
often arises: What’s the secret sauce? Why do some families
just seem to produce physicians? For many, it comes down
to a combination of being exposed to the career, having role
models and absorbing the value of helping others.
In the Wenner family of St. Cloud, grandfather Waldemar
Wenner, MD, paved the way as a beloved otolaryngologist.
His sons, Joseph Wenner, DDS, and Wally Wenner, MD, went
on to become a pediatric dentist and a pediatrician. Daughter-in-law Mary Wenner was one of the first pediatric nurse
practitioners in Minnesota. And Mary and Joseph Wenner
had four children who all went on to become physicians.
The oldest, family medicine physician Chris Wenner, MD,
says that his family was steeped in the culture of medicine.
That meant pairing curiosity about science and nature with a
desire to help others, a way of life his parents modeled every
day. “That culture was very comfortable for all of us,” he says.
“If you’re not in medicine it can be a foreign culture and difficult to understand.”

No one was pressured to go into medicine. Rather, the
Wenner parents encouraged their children to pursue whatever interested them. Michelle Wenner Chestovich, MD, a
family medicine physician, took note of her parents’ enthusiasm for caring for patients and emphasis on helping humanity.
“Their dedication was so contagious. They would say, ‘We
have been so blessed—let’s help others,’” Chestovich says.
Having relatives in healthcare “opens the door to possibilities.
Some families don’t have that, and people think medicine is
out of their reach. I really do think it’s special because you understand what goes on in medicine.”
Having physician role models is a huge part of why dermatologist Charles Crutchfield III, MD, pursued medicine. His
parents, family medicine physician Susan Crutchfield, MD,
and OB/GYN Charles Crutchfield Sr., MD, showed him what
was possible. Seeing that they were successful Black physicians in a very White world gave him something to aspire to.
(continued on next page)
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