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Laura Helmuth asks, Why are you not dead yet? When I think about it, I could have been. 
 
Those who have died before me: 
 

• I never knew my grandparents, who had all died by the time I was an infant. My maternal 
grandmother died when my mother was 11. 

• I had a brother who died before I was even born. 
• I am a member of the Omaha Holy Name Class of 1974. A classmate of ours died in 

1975. At least a half dozen others in a class of about 75 have passed away since then. 
• My mother died at age 57. My father died at 61. Neither lived to see their grandchildren. 
• I am 64. I have lived longer than any of these people. I have seen my grandchildren. So 

why do I rate? Why am I not dead yet? 
• It is not just me though. After a pregnancy with serious last minute complications, my 

son was born 5 weeks prematurely. His sister’s delivery had problems too. My wife 
learned she had cancer at age 53. All are now fine and well. Why are they not dead yet? 

 
Some possible reasons why my brother is dead but my children are not: 
 

• My brother’s problems were likely the result of a botched delivery, the sort of thing that 
might result in a multimillion-dollar lawsuit today, but didn’t in 1948. My mother kept 
telling the doctor something was wrong and he kept telling her she was fine. She could 
hear him flirting with the nurses while her suffering got worse and worse.  Finally a nurse 
checked on her, saw she was bleeding heavily, and rushed her to the delivery room. My 
brother had the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck; his brain was not getting oxygen 
and he suffered severe brain damage resulting in cerebral palsy. My parents were left to 
deal with massive medical bills and caring for a very sick child who suffered for all of his 
short life. One day he suddenly stopped breathing, and he died in my parents’ arms 
before he could even make it to the hospital. 

• By way of contrast, with 5 weeks to go in her pregnancy, my wife developed sky high 
blood pressure. She was told to go to the hospital immediately. She said she had some 
meetings first. The doctor told her that if she went to them, she might die. So, she 
grudgingly went to the hospital. If you have ever watched Downton Abbey, one of the 
sisters died of eclampsia, and in another day and age my wife might have died from it 
too. 

• Doctors induced labor that same night. My son weighed 5 pounds 4 ounces and then lost 
weight. His uncle may have had poor care in the hospital, but my son benefited from 
some of the finest technology available.  
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• My daughter’s delivery was also a little scary – she wasn’t facing the right way, the 
doctor was clearly worried, and my wife wasn’t liking it one bit – but in the end all was 
well. In a different era it might not have been. 

• Here is one of the earliest pictures of my son (we call it “babies in space”), as well as a 
newer one in his job as the Founder and Director of The Bridge Music Project in 
Olympia, Washington, which teaches at-risk youth how music and songwriting can be 
used as tools to deal with life's challenges. Also pictured are my daughter with her 
mother – who have both been honored for their service to the community – along with the 
four adorable instant grandchildren my daughter gave us when she married in Summer 
2019. 

  

  
 

• So, why is my brother dead and my children are not? My guess is it is because they had 
far superior medical care than he did, and that 50 or a hundred years ago they might not 
have been so lucky. 

 
As for my mother and my wife: 
 

• When I was a freshman in high school my mother, age 50, developed breast cancer. She 
had a radical mastectomy. Quoting WebMD, “During a radical mastectomy, the surgeon 
removes all of the breast tissue along with the nipple, lymph nodes in the armpit, and 
chest wall muscles, under the breast. This procedure is rarely performed today, because 
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modified radical mastectomy, a less extensive surgery, has proved to be equally as 
effective, less disfiguring, and does not carry the risk of secondary angiosarcoma 
associated with this type of surgery.” She was in pain the rest of her life. The cancer 
came back and migrated to another part of her body, and she died at age 57, during my 
first semester of graduate school. 

• My wife was 53 when she learned she had breast cancer. It sort of freaked me out 
thinking that my wife and mother might both die at the same age. But my wife had less 
invasive surgery followed by kind of a miserable year of chemotherapy, and since then 
she has been fine. 

• My wife probably had better genes than my mother did, but I am sure that superior 
medical technology and access to better doctors helped a lot too. Here she is in 2015 at 
the groundbreaking for one of her affordable housing projects where she was joined by a 
possible future President of the United States: 

 

 
 
As for me, why am I still here, and all these others, including my parents, are not? 
 

• I did not die as an infant. I was in the hospital 5 times before I was 2 ½. One morning my 
mother found me covered in blood as I was hemorrhaging after what was supposed to be 
routine surgery. But multiple incidents of pneumonia and other problems did not kill me 
the way they might have in an earlier era. 

• My classmate died in a drunken driving accident. People didn’t use to die in drunken 
driving accidents, so maybe he would have been better off in an earlier time. I suppose I 
could have been killed by a drunk driver too but I wasn’t. Drinking has often been a 
factor when Notre Dame students have died. 

• My parents were high school graduates – like some of you, I too was a first-generation 
college student. They struggled with medical bills most of their lives. Thanks, in part, to 
the sacrifices they made for me, I was able to get a PhD and land a decent job at a place 
with health insurance that is way better than they ever had. Even today, millions of 
Americans do not have the kind of affordable health care that I do. 

• Unlike my father, I don’t smoke. The anti-smoking campaigns had begun in force by the 
time I was a teen-ager and I knew better. I never had to serve in the military; my mother 
always feared that one of her remaining sons might die in Vietnam but the draft ended 
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when I was 17. My father was in several of the major battles of the Pacific, and people 
who knew him before and after the war said it forever changed him. He had serious 
health problems and was hospitalized multiple times during the 26 years that I knew him. 

• While I didn’t smoke, I did unfortunately go to McDonalds, which Ray Kroc’s version of 
started a few months before I was born. At one point I weighed 50 pounds more than I do 
now. In 2000 I went to a health fair at Notre Dame and they did a test that said my blood 
sugar was 386. I didn’t think much about it, but when I told one of our office staff (whose 
husband eventually died of diabetes) she gave me this look of horror and ordered me to 
go to the doctor immediately. I did, I have been on medication ever since, and my 
diabetes control has been fairly decent. 

• BUT, it may not have been perfect. On May 12, 2017, I finished my grading for this 
course. It is a good thing I did, because on May 14 I suffered a stroke. I was hospitalized 
for 13 days, had rehab therapy for months, and was on medical leave for a semester. 

• But, as horrible as I thought it was, the doctors all thought I was a mild case. In the 
hospital I saw people that were far worse off than me. One African American woman was 
on her 9th stroke, and a man in his 70s was partially paralyzed. Had my diabetes not been 
discovered sooner, if I had not taken medication for 15+ years, it could have been a lot 
worse. (On the other hand, if Ray Kroc had not founded McDonald’s the year I was born, 
I might never have gotten diabetes in the first place.) 

 
So, why am I not dead yet?  

 
• Improved Medical technology has no doubt helped. Also I was born at a time that 

enabled me to just miss being in the military during a war and when the harms of 
smoking had become well known.  

• But I think my socio-economic status has also been extremely important. I have had high 
quality affordable health care for 30+ years. I have never had to worry about medical bills 
like my parents did. I have never avoided health care I need because I could not afford it. 
(Before insurance, some medical bills have been over $100,000). I have never lost pay 
because I could not work. Of course, even today millions of other Americans are not so 
lucky. 

 
If I give this talk in the future I’ll add something about why I didn’t die from Covid-19.  
 

• At 64, I am one of the oldest members of the Sociology Department. My age puts me in a 
higher risk group. The fact that I have diabetes and have had a stroke probably does not 
help much either.  

• But, I have not had to keep riding the subway to work like some poorer people in New 
York have had to. I can do my job while still social distancing. My socio-economic status 
again gives me privileges many others do not have. 

 
Of course, if I do not give this talk in the future it may be because I wasn’t so lucky! But I will 
still at least have lasted longer than my parents and grandparents and my brother. I have not lived 
anywhere near as long as I want, but no matter what happens in the future I have been blessed to 
get a much better deal than they did. 
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