
"L" is for La Crosse

I have always shaken my head in wonder at the matchless chutzpah Dean Acheson displayed
calling his 1969 memoir about the making of the post-WWII world, Present at the Creation. It’s a
title I’d love to steal for today’s look back at the Child Neurology Society’s creation myth. But I
wasn’t actually present when the CNS began, so part of me feels I shouldn’t. And yet, I was so
close, so innocently and unwittingly close, that another part of me thinks I could: that part of me
that would put a memoir by a stuffed shirt former diplomat back on the shelf to pull down a
celebrated novel published the same year. The opening line, of Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-
Five, or, The Children’s Crusade fits my overall approach to this 50-Day Countdown quite nicely,
in fact: “All of this happened, more or less.”
 
Maybe Slaughterhouse Five is a little too toney for my take on the CNS creation myth. Maybe
Disney’s 1953 animated masterpiece, Ben and Me, about a fictional church mouse’s faux-
forgotten role in making Ben Franklin a Founding Father is a little more like it. Even that may be
claiming too much for what follows. Maybe my claim to being present at the creation is more like
your pet Golden Retriever claiming credit for you being a child neurologist, having curled up at
your feet while you studied for the MCATs. With that in mind, I suggest you read this and all past
and future entries warily: they are interpretive takes on CNS history, not authoritative by any
stretch of the imagination, mine or yours.
 
I have written before about starting my 9th grade year at Central Junior High in Rochester, MN a
few weeks after and three blocks away from where the American Board of Psychiatry and
Neurology (ABPN) issued the first six certificates in Neurology with Special Competence in Child
Neurology in the summer of 1968. Turning in a science project the previous spring that could
charitably called “Our Friend the Chipmunk: a dioramic case study in plagiarism and pastiche”
pretty much closed the door on any future in medicine I might have shared with my classmates,
the sons and daughters of Mayo Clinic physicians. And it closed off, or seemed to anyway, any
conceivable reason I might have for working with the ABPN in the future. But History follows its
own crooked path.....more or less.

There simply is no straight line from the 15-year-old me to the 67-year-old me preparing to
celebrate the 50th Anniversary Meeting in Boston of ABPN-certified child neurologists. And yet, in
walking past the ABPN offices to buy The Portable Thoreau at the Lucy Wilder Bookstore, I did,
unwittingly, take that crucial first step in the general direction of Boston (or nearby Walden Pond,
anyway). And who’s to say that what Thoreau had and has to offer isn’t part of the mental make-
up of many (most?) of the child neurologists who would also end up in Boston in September 2021:
“If a man (sic) does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different
drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.”



In February 1971, Ken Swaiman discussed forming a national organization of child neurologists
with J.T. Jabbour in Memphis, then engaged Richard Allen in the same conversation in Ann Arbor
in May. Both colleagues were enthusiastic and encouraging. In August, Manuel Gomez invited
Ken to drive down to Rochester to meet him at the Mayo Foundation House (originally William
Mayo’s house, on 4th Street SW). Meanwhile, my senior year at Mayo High School had just
begun. Bill Dobyns had just graduated from Mayo the previous spring, thereby dropping the
average IQ of the 1500 students filing in for the new school year by at least a dozen points. No
matter, we would press on, albeit in a more literary than scientific direction, resigned as most of us
were to the futility of following in Bill's footsteps. In that vein, my favorite book read over the
summer was The Great Gatsby; I spent many moonlit nights in the late summer and early fall
wandering through the back gardens of the Mayo Foundation House that Drs. Swaiman and
Gomez met at, trying to imagine myself as Nick Carraway sizing up Jay Gatsby’s mansion next
door. Twenty-five years later, in September 1996, while the CNS was meeting in Minneapolis to
celebrate its 25th anniversary, St. Paul celebrated F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 100th birthday. I missed
much of that CNS meeting to attend the unveiling of the Fitzgerald sculpture in Rice Park created
by my good friend (and Godfather to my two kids), the late artist, Michael Price. Many CNS
attendees may remember staying through Saturday night to attend the special live Prairie Home
Companion show with Garrison Keillor, and the Gala at the Ordway that followed, bringing the
Fitzgerald centenary celebration to a close. 



In October 1971, Dr. Swaiman followed up on his Rochester meeting, inviting Dr. Gomez to join
seven other midwestern child neurologists at the Holiday Inn in La Crosse WI on November 26
and 27. Everything was now lined up for the fateful meeting of the infamous La Crosse 8: Richard
Allen, Ann Arbor; William Bell; Iowa City; Raymond Chun, Madison; Paul Dyken, Milwaukee;
Manuel Gomez, Rochester; Kenneth Swaiman, Minneapolis; George Wolcott, Madison; Francis
Wright, Minneapolis. In thinking about History and Memory, it's worth noting that in his 1996
review article, “The Organization of the Child Neurology Society: A Personal View,” published in
Pediatric Neurology, Ken got the dates of the crucial La Crosse meeting wrong, (assuming, that is,
the multiple letters involving multiple authors, all referencing November 26 and 27 both before
and after, got it right in real time, while Ken mis-remembered the meeting a quarter-century later
as taking place November 18. 1971). 
 
Dr. Swaiman writes the following in that 1996 mini-Present at the Creation memoir: “The evening
session began and ended in the Holiday Inn’s bar. We struggled to name pediatric neurologists in
the Midwest, writing the names on a cocktail napkin.” Out of which came the one and only sacred
relic from the Society’s founding: “la Serviette de La Crosse.” A younger generation, when told
this story, would likely look up from the smartphone nestled in their hand, thumbs poised above
the keys, to ask in utter perplexity, “Why would someone write on a napkin?”



“We had even greater difficulty naming pediatric neurologists in other sections of the country,”
Ken continued, “a problem that was to consume time and energy in the coming months. Our later
discussions centered on whether or not we should attempt to form a midwestern group with such
broad geographic coverage. Would the organization have enough attendance and enough
scientific papers to make it worthwhile? The next morning we resolved this issue and agreed to
hold a spring meeting in Madison, Wisconsin. The debate became very heated over the feasibility
of forming a national organization. No one wished to be a member of an organizing committee of
a society which would not succeed, but many felt that there was a need for such a group. We
decided to poll pediatric neurologists around the country to ascertain their interest in forming such
a society.”

“The previous evening,” Ken noted, Paul Dyken had begun to search for a name for the society.
After several outrageous suggestions were vetoed as inappropriate, he suggested ‘CNS,’ the
‘Child Neurology Society.’ In a most unusual sequence of events, the name of the society was
chosen before the concept of organization was accepted.”
 
I don’t know that I’ve ever been in the Holiday Inn in La Crosse, or whether it even still exists. If I
were making a movie now, however, I would absolutely have the 17-year-old me sidle in and take
a table next to those eight venerable gents, maybe even have him ask if this new organization
they were talking about forming might be interested in looking over his resume (he had none), or
reviews of his 8th grade science project (there were none). I love the irony of the 17-year-old me
fraternizing that fall with the sons and daughters of Mayo Clinic physicians busily forging fake IDs
to get into Wisconsin bars 70 miles away (the drinking age in Wisconsin was 18) at the very same
time the La Crosse 8 were trying to forge a genuine identity for child neurology. It would make for
nice dramatic counterpoint and narrative tension: My misspent youth vs their missional drive and
focus.
 
A few months later, the stars began lining up even more closely, such that I seemed destined to
find myself in Boston 50 years later. In December 1971 I escorted a young beauty named Betsy to
the Mayo HS Christmas Dance, learning later in the evening, among other things, that her father,



head of cardiac surgery at Mayo, was about to take a job offer at Harvard Medical School (he
ultimately passed on it). Like any smitten teenage boy, certain I had found “the One,” I
immediately fast-forwarded 50 years to family gatherings in Boston, perhaps even including walks
around Walden Pond. Alas, it was not to be. In February, Betsy dumped me. My heart and faith in
the future sank at roughly the same time and rate Ken Swaiman's, in Minneapolis, rose as he
shared with the La Crosse 8 the results of the 189 questionnaires he sent out in December.

Or, should I say, "Mary Currey, his secretary, sent out?" Mary typed and photocopied all 189
questionnaires, folded and inserted them in the189 envelopes she had previously manually typed
addresses on, then sealed, stamped and dropped those 189 envelopes in a mailbox. As amazing
as that seems now, what's even more amazing (staggering, actually) is the fact that fully 146 of
them came back with responses. We're talking hand-written/checked, re-folded responses that
someone inserted, sealed, addressed, stamped and dropped in the mailbox). That 77 per cent
response rate, requiring 5x the time and effort of today’s on-line surveys, is roughly 3x the rate of
return any survey has seen in years.

The results were amply encouraging. Fully 85 percent of those responding thought there was a
need for a national organization of child neurologists, and 77 percent expressed interest in joining
it. The road to Boston 50 years hence, seemed set.

The rest, as they say, is History: "All of this happened, more or less." Following a promising spring
meeting in Madison, plans moved forward quickly toward a 1st CNS Meeting in Ann Arbor, a
founding event touched on briefly with “A” at the outset of this Countdown, and one we will no
doubt revisit when the Countdown journey ends on September 29 with the opening of the 50th
Meeting in Boston.

I will be there in Boston on the 29th. Betsy won’t.

"L" is also for Logo

In that same 1996 review article on the Founding of the CNS, Ken Swaiman noted the following:
"A solid organizational base was needed to provide a sense of stability and substance at the first
meeting. For example, we wanted a logo to place on the membership certificates. Denae Kasbi,
an illustrator in the Department of Biomedical Graphics at the University of Minnesota and I, after
some trial attempts, developed the logo that adorns the certificates and virtually all CNS materials
to this day."



The certificates have gone the way of most paper documents, but the logo lives on.

Until tomorrow ("'M' is for Minnesota Twins")
Roger
 
Roger Larson, CAE
Executive Director

On-line Registration is Open!
Registration is now open for the long
awaited 50th Golden Anniversary Meeting
of the Child Neurology Society in Boston.
Registrants attending this milestone
meeting live and in-person in Boston will
want to register early (some sessions are
limited and reservation-only). You will also
want to book hotel rooms ASAP. A link and
access code to the Sheraton Boston Hotel
will be included in your registration
confirmation email.

Click to
Register

2021 CNS 50th Annual Meeting
For more information, click button below.

Click for More Info

https://www.badgeguys.com/reg/2021/cns/register.aspx
https://www.childneurologysociety.org/colleagues/network/cns-annual-meeting/

