
Dr. Norman Johanson, Esteemed Orthopedic Surgeon, Beloved 
Spiritual Leader, Devoted Husband and Father, has Died at 72

Norman “Norm” Johanson, 72, an esteemed surgeon and for-
mer Chief of Orthopedics at Hahnemann University Hospital in 
Philadelphia, died Sunday, July 3, 2022. He passed away peace-
fully in his sleep at his Chesapeake Bay home on Tilghman Is-
land, MD, his favorite place on Earth.

Norm was born in Greenwich, 
CT in 1950 to father Wilbur Carl 
Johanson, an architect and artist, 
and mother Joy Segerstrom Jo-
hanson. He grew up in Greenwich 
along Long Island Sound, where 
he developed a deep love for sail-
ing that he carried with him for 
his entire life. In his early years, 
Norm developed a penchant for 
adventure and mischief, and – 
while always lovable – sometimes 
“sheer recklessness,” according 
to his older brother Alden Johan-
son. “But because of his infec-
tious personality, he could get away with it.” He broke several 
bones as a young child, the first coming when he was just two-
years-old. He came to refer to Greenwich Hospital as “my hos-
pital”, and his family believes it was in those early years that his 
ultimate career interest was born.

In 1962, Alden and twelve-year-old Norm set sail on a multi-day 
adventure, with plans to sail from Greenwich to the north shore 
of Long Island. They set sail on their father’s 19-Foot Rhoades 
Class Daysailer – not exactly a cruising yacht. On the first day, 
a violent thunderstorm storm came through the Sound and tore 
the rudder off the boat. Alden recalled that, even at such a young 
age, Norman showed an uncanny calm and decisiveness. In an 

instant, he decided to throw an 
anchor off the bow, pointing 
it towards the wind and keep-
ing the boat from capsizing. 
“He was the calm amidst the 
storm,” Alden reflected. Still 
rudderless, the two were res-
cued hours later in the mid-
dle of the night by the Coast 
Guard, which chastised the 
two for their recklessness and 
towed them to port in Bridge-
port, CT, where their father 
picked them up and brought 
them home.

Norm ultimately attended Greenwich 
High School, where he was a stand-
out athlete, especially in track and 
field. As a senior in June 1968, Norm 
competed in the Fortieth Annual 
Connecticut State Outdoor Track 
and Field Championships, where he 
cleared 12’3” in the pole vault, set-
ting a new Greenwich High School 
record. The event that year was won 
with a height of 12’9” by Bruce Jen-
ner of Newtown, CT, who went on 
to win the gold medal and break the 
world record in the men’s decathlon 
at the Olympic Games in 1976.

Following high school, Norm attended Trinity College in Hart-
ford, CT where he played football and studied Biology and Art 
History. After graduating in 1972, Norm took science classes 
and worked in the library at Columbia University in New York 
City, where he met the eventual love of his life, Brenda Crispell. 
Crispell was at Columbia as a critical care nurse working in the 
first trauma anesthesia intensive care unit. Norm ultimately left 
his job at the library and took a job at Columbia’s metabolic re-
search unit, which was next to Crispell’s ICU. 

The two shared a common interest in caring for the ICU pa-
tients, began dating in 1974, and were married at Brooktondale 
Baptist Church near Crispell’s hometown of Slaterville Springs, 
NY on June 21, 1975. Providentially, Norm had previously met 
Crispell and her twin sister, Bonnie, when they were 9 years old 
at the same church where they were ultimately married 16 years 
later.

Norm attended Cornell Medical 
School in the early 1970s, com-
pleted general surgery and ortho-
pedic residencies, and then began 
his practice at New York City’s 
Hospital for Special Surgery (HSS) 
in 1976. It was there that he be-
gan to demonstrate the skills that 
would ultimately distinguish him 
as a world-class surgeon. But it 
was there that he also began to set 
himself apart as a person with other 
unique strengths that came to de-
fine his practice – integrity, loyalty, 
patience, fearlessness, and a perva-
sive sense of purposeful responsi-
bility for the patients he served and 
doctors he mentored. 

A TRIBUTE TO DR. NORMAN A. JOHANSON



In Spring 1981, Norm was senior resident on the Fracture Service 
at HSS. A junior resident on the service, Dr. Don Sisto, became 
a lifelong friend. Dr. Sisto recalled him as a young doctor with an 
unusually strong moral compass. “[Norm] was a gifted surgeon, 
but his greatest strength was his integrity, honesty, loyalty and 
his emphasis on patient care. He became my moral compass then 
and this has continued up to the current time. Everyone I know 
who has been taught by Norm feels the same way – when we are 
faced with a tough case or patient, we all ask ourselves: ‘What 
would Norm do?’ It is the highest compliment you could give a 
doctor.” Sisto described a man for whom money was secondary to 
his responsibility to his patients, especially those in marginalized 
communities. This would be a consistent refrain repeated by all 
who worked with him.

As a young professional, Norm displayed an ability to balance an 
intense and committed professional life with similarly deep spir-
itual and personal interests. After becoming married, Norm and 
Brenda joined Trinity Baptist Church where his grandfather had 
been a minister in the 1930s. There, they quickly became leaders 
in the fledgling church and helped lead the congregation through 
a troubled era, ultimately becoming Chairman of the Board.

In 1984, Brenda gave 
birth to the couple’s first 
child, Erik. In 1985, 
they welcomed their sec-
ond child, Kendra. Then 
in 1989, they welcomed 
their third child, Grace. 
In 1990, the family 
briefly moved to Nyack, 
New York, and ultimate-
ly on to Philadelphia, 
PA where Norm took a 
job at Temple Universi-
ty Hospital. There, the 
couple welcomed their 
fourth child, Elise, in 
1992.

In 1996, the family’s home in Ardmore, PA was destroyed in a 
five-alarm fire. When a worker was killed in a structural collapse 
during the clean-up, the family decided to move – first to a se-
ries of rental houses, then briefly to a home in Rosemont, PA, 
and then ultimately to a home in Wynnewood, PA. There, Norm 
and Brenda raised the family for another 12 years, with Erik and 
Grace attending Lower Merion High School and Kendra and 
Elise attending Episcopal Academy.

In 2000, Norm took a job as Chairman of Orthopedics at 
Hahnemann University Hospital, where he worked until the 
hospital closed in 2019. There, he became a beloved surgeon 
to thousands of patients and mentor to hundreds of residents 
and medical students. Patients, administrators and understud-
ies described Dr. Johanson as a technically gifted surgeon with 
a compassionate bedside manner and down-to-earth demeanor, 
despite being named Philadelphia Magazine “Best of Philadel-
phia” for orthopedic surgery for more than a decade and winning 
numerous awards, such as the:
• T. Campbell Thompson Prize in Orthopedic Surgery from 

Cornell University Medical College;
• Lewis Wagner Award for Best Paper by a resident and the 

Distinguished Alumnus Award from Hospital for Special 
Surgery; and

• Sir John Charnley Award from the Philadelphia Arthritis 
Foundation.

According to those that worked 
closely with him, Dr. Johanson 
was one of the most technically 
gifted surgeons they had ever seen 
– machine-like, in fact. According 
to former residents Ross Green 
and Kevin Denehy, in 2014 a 
salesman from a company selling 
robotic systems for knee replace-
ments once called on Hahnemann. 
During the sales visit, the rep 
asked him to do a manual one to 
demonstrate how much more precise the robot was than a human. 
Dr. Johanson “nailed every cut within a degree,” recalled Dene-
hy. “The rep threw up his hands and said he couldn’t sell him the 
robot – because he was better.” He had been selling the robot for 
several years and had never seen anything like it.

While clearly possessing technical gifts, others chose to focus on 
his non-technical attributes, especially a caring compassion for 
his patients. According to Dr. John Fontaine, a Clinical Electro-
physiologist who practiced at Hahnemann during Dr. Johanson’s 
tenure there: “[Norm was] a kind, compassionate, and caring 
physician, who was a true champion of the needy and disenfran-
chised, seeking a higher quality of life and excellence in health.” 
It didn’t matter who you were – Dr. Johanson would ensure you 
received the highest quality of care under his watch.



Despite a successful career resulting in a busy schedule, he was 
never defined by professional achievements. Norm was a deep 
man of faith and considered his relationship with God to be his 
most significant lifelong pursuit. Upon moving to Philadelphia, 
he took on an active role on the Session of Narberth Presbyte-
rian Church (NPC), where he served as an Elder for well over 
10 years. According to NPC Pastor Steve Weed, who moved to 
Philadelphia in the same year as the Johansons and served as the 
family’s pastor for more than 30 years, Norm had unique gifts of 
knowledge and wisdom that came from his walk with God. While 
his relationship with God was deeply personal, he also loved to 
share it with others and taught adult Sunday School Classes for 
several years. 

According to Pastor Steve, Norm’s pursuit of his relationship 
with God was relentless and unwavering. “The words that come 
to mind are ‘lifelong sanctification’”, Pastor Steve reflected. “It 
was an ongoing process of discerning God’s will for his life. And 
it didn’t matter what he was doing – he translated his theology 
into the way he spoke and lived. The verse that comes to mind is 
Nehemiah 4:9 – ‘But we prayed to our God and set guards to pro-
tect us day and night.’ Norm saw everything as integrated – his 
life, his work, his service – as rooted in his personal relationship 
with God. He was a man of strong biblical convictions and was, 
for many years, the conscience of our leadership as a church.” 
The church and its community became such a powerful influence 
in the family’s life that in 2012, Norm and Brenda moved to a 
house in Narberth, PA, less than two blocks from the church. 

Norm also was a man who never lost his sense of humor and pen-
chant for fun, even as he learned to channel those personality 
traits more productively during his adult years. His favorite mov-
ies included What About Bob?, a 1991 comedy about a patient 
(played by Bill Murray) with a full compendium of phobias who 
trails his self-involved doctor who, after a series of mishaps, ends 
up losing his own mind. He created goofy awards such as the 
“The Gold-Plated Diaper,” given to resident Bob Cho in honor of 
Christopher Walken’s 2000 “More Cowbell” portrayal of Bruce 
Dickinson on Saturday Night Live.
July 2005, he partied with a minivan full of college kids at “Live 
8”, a day-long global string of benefits concerts with its United 
States location on the Benjamin Franklin Parkway in Philadel-

phia. It was scorching hot 96 degrees that day, and lines at the 
concession stands were long. By mid-afternoon and desperate 
for water, he reached for a bottle on the picnic blanket, no doubt 
proud that his kids had planned ahead and brought some. He took 
a big swig only to realize that it was a water bottle full of straight 
vodka. While clearly displeased, he understood that day that his 
discomfort was a product of his own genetics. It was not the first 
nor the last time Norm was victimized by his own children push-
ing their own limits.

In 2015, Norm had a near-death experience stemming from 
acute high blood sugars and atrial fibrillation, a disease that low-
ers one’s cardiac output. He was ultimately diagnosed with Type 
1 diabetes and in 2017 had surgery to fix the atrial fibrillation, 
requiring three additional surgeries through 2021, mostly per-
formed by Dr. Fontaine. The Type 1 diabetes, however, needed 
to be managed from that point forward, and doing so was a chal-
lenge that Norm and Brenda dutifully handled as a team.

Also in 2015, Norm and Brenda wel-
comed their first grandchild into 
the world, Ally Jane, to son Erik and 
daughter-in-law Katy. Their second 
grandchild, Milly Grace, was born to 
Erik and Katy in 2018; their third 
grandchild, Joy, was born to daughter 
Kendra and son-in-law Brint in 2020; 
and their fourth grandchild, Grace 
Brinton, was born to Kendra and Brint 
in June of 2022. Their fifth grandchild, 
Lennon Nora (in honor of Norm) ulti-
mately would be born to daughter Elise 
and son-in-law Bobby three days after 
Norm’s death in July 2022. Spending 
time with his grandchildren was among 
Norm’s favorite pastimes.

Hahnemann University Hospital’s closure in 2019 had a deep 
impact on Norm, who had poured so much into his work as a 
surgeon and as a mentor to residents and medical students there. 
The abrupt ending was difficult to process, but in the years to fol-
low it became ever clearer just how deep of an impact Norm had 
on those around him during the years the hospital was open. Doz-
ens of former residents sought him out for impromptu gatherings 



and reunions, some going to great lengths to alter travel plans to 
spend time with him at professional events all over the country. 
“He knew his residents so well and treated us like his family,” said 
Dr. Bob Cho, one of Norm’s residents at Hahnemann during the 
2000s.

Forced into quasi-retirement, Norm took up a part-time job at 
Shore Medical Center in Somers Point, NJ, where he was able to 
practice just a couple of days per month. This newfound flexibili-
ty was a blessing that provided an opportunity to spend more time 
in a new house that Brenda and Norm had purchased Tilghman 
Island, MD, on the Chesapeake Bay. Having grown up in a sailing 
family, the Tilghman Island house instantaneously became a fam-
ily treasure. Upon moving in, Norm reflected to daughter Kendra 
while watching the first of hundreds of spectacular Chesapeake 
Bay sunsets: “This is where I want to die.”

Over the course of the next five years, Norm would bear witness 
to a lifetime’s worth of spectacular Chesapeake sunsets. He 
bought a “Pearson 30” sailboat and particularly enjoyed sailing 
it with Brenda and son-in-law Brint, who was also an avid sailor. 
Family gatherings at the Tilghman Island house became some of 
the happiest moments of his life.

His last day on Earth, July 2, was one of his very best. He woke 
up and spent time in his favorite chair by the windows looking 
out on the bay, reading and reflecting on Scripture. He sat in his 
chair with his granddaughter Grace during the morning and then, 
when the wind looked favorable, headed over to the Marina with 
Brint for a midday sail. Brint recalled a conversation on the boat 
that day where Norm was reflecting how some of his friends had 
previously graciously entered into their final season of life – Da-
vid Metcalf, Dr. Allan Inglis, Dr. David Levine among them. But 
as he often would throughout his life, Norm did not finish this 
thought, out loud at least – he was a man comfortable with both 
reflective words and with contemplative silence, and even on his 
final day, as he drifted into thought.

The winds were strong and steady coming in from the south, 
which drew in wave energy to the bay that made it feel like ocean 

sailing, which he loved. The two sailed into the middle of the bay 
and then returned to dock the boat, head home and check in with 
the family. Norm spent the afternoon installing a new bench on 
the dock where he sat and watched the sunset that night playing 
some of his favorite music – Jackson Browne, James Taylor,G-
Gordon Lightfoot. After dinner, the family watched in awe as a 
lightning storm passed over the Chesapeake to the north. Norm 
remarked with the July 4 holiday looming: “that was more than 
enough fireworks for me.” The family then settled in on the porch 
for the rest of the evening before retiring to sleep, having lived 
another day to its fullest extent. There lay a man who loved life, in 
all of its artistic beauty, to the very end.


