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Gert: We are all where we are be-
cause of our parents’ decisions. We 
are what we are, you know? You’re 
not a cause of something, you’re a 
result of something, right? What 
you learn, you learn from your folks 
and the older you get, the more you 
turn into your relatives. 

J: What keeps you inspired?

G: First and foremost, it’s the neat 
people who I work with. Many, 
many people tell me that I should 
retire. But I know I couldn’t stand  
to stay home. What keeps me  
inspired is the fact that I come here  
and interact with people. I couldn’t 
think of anything worse than to 
have to spend time with old ladies 
...or old men ...while we’d be talking  
I’d sit there and think, “I don’t want 
to know about your pain, I’ve got  
my own.”

So doing what I already do inspires 
me. Sometimes I come to work at 
8:30 and other times I don’t arrive 
until 9:00. I have a terrible time  
getting up in the morning. Some-
how or another, I sleep better after 
the alarm goes off.

J: That’s probably why it’s called 

a “snooze” button: so you sleep 

deeper after the alarm goes off.

G: In recent years I went from “I’ve  
got to get up” to “no, just another 
five minutes...”

J: Having passion for your work 

probably helps to kick you out 

of bed. For many, motivation 

for forcing their feet out of the 

covers and setting them on the 

ground comes back to the idea of  

doing what one loves. Out of habit,  

necessity or fear, not enough of 

people follow their passion. If 

people did, the world would be  

a happier place. 

G: Well, you have to have your  
priorities. For my own children, 
Sally and Cathy, who followed their 
dreams, having the best new pair of 
shoes isn’t as important to them.

J: (chuckles) Though I’m sure they 

know a good place to get some if 

they’d like…

G: (Smiling back,) Yes they do, but 
it’s just not as important to them. 

J: You have three very different 

children: Tim, who leads Colum-

bia Sportswear; Sally, who is an 

accomplished artist; and Cathy, 

a successful business woman 

with her company, Moonstruck 

Chocolates. It must be a beauti-

ful thing to see them all come into 

their own, and—

G:—Not have to borrow money 
from you? (laughs) Yes, my kids 
have been very successful. Tim is 
president of Columbia and runs me 
as well as the show. I don’t know  
if you’ve noticed, at first your  

                                           ost people are aware 
                           of  the story of how, in  
                  1970, a sudden heart   
attack claimed the life of Gert Boyle’s  
husband Neal. She was a 46-year-old mother of three 
young children and, out of necessity, had to trade in her apron 
for a briefcase to fill her deceased husband’s shoes in leading  
Columbia Sportswear. At the time, Columbia Sportswear was 
a small, financially-struggling outerwear manufacturer. Fast 
forward to the over-billion dollar publicly traded business at 
which “Ma” Boyle is at the helm, with the help of her son, Tim, 
and a crew of caring employees. 

Yet Gert remains steadfast, warm and dedicated to the  
community through her personal involvement with Special 
Olympics, CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates) and 
many other organizations to which she quietly dedicates both 
time and money. 

As for Columbia Sportswear, they engage in their own  
goodness on a local and global level. They fund and devote 
thousands of volunteer hours to organizations that, accord-
ing to their Web site, “provides support to organizations that  
specialize in human assistance, conservation, the environ-
ment, the arts and education. The Rethreads program provides  
garments that are returned or slightly flawed, but still wear-
able, to people in need throughout the United States.” There’s 
hardly a business, social or environmental corner of Portland 
where (pardon the pun) Columbia’s footprint is not felt.

Janna: Let’s start by talking about the influence of your 

family’s immigrant history. Your Jewish parents fled from 

Augsburg, Germany to America in 1936 a few years  

before the full-scale Nazi invasion. Your father left  

behind a wholesale shirt manufacturing business to 

find safety and promise in Portland, Oregon. Looking at  

everything you’ve accomplished, do you ever just stop to 

absorb how one key decision made by your parents has  

influenced your life?

Grit, Gumption         
       & Gert
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parents are your parents, then  
your children turn into parents. “Don’t 
do this, don’t do that, go here and  

watch this,”... right? 

But it does come down to family. I 
hope that the bigger the company gets, 

we still somewhat keep the feeling that 
we care. That we’re not just another big shoe 
mill and don’t care about the people we 
work with. We have close to 3,000 employ-
ees, yet we have to have that, you know?

J: Looking at all the pictures around your 

office, it’s hard not to notice the caliber of people 

that you’ve had the honor of meeting. (scan-

ning Gert’s walls which are covered with dozens 

of photographs of her standing next to famous  

people, such 

as Bill Gates, 

President Bill 

Clinton, Jerry 

Seinfeld…)

G: (…points 
beside her) 
There’s Nel-
son Mandela.

J: That must 

have been 

pretty incred-

ible.

G: (points to 
the photo) 
He’s with 
Schwarzeneg-
ger, too. Actu-
ally, this was 
for Special 
Olympics to 
um, Africa. 

And, I met Mandela then. He did all his interview 
in his cells, that picture was in the cell. I made this  
contact through Eunice and Maria Shriver. I really  
enjoyed both Eunice and Maria. They are both so 
smart and nice. 

J: You seem so comfortable to be 

around either denim or diamonds 

so to speak. In your own way, 

you’re a celebrity. So many peo-

ple have seen your face in ads, 

billboards. Does it ever make you 

uncomfortable to be recognized? 

G: Doesn’t bother me.

J: Do you consider it part of the 

job?

G: I always tell people, “You know, it 
really doesn’t bother me, because I’m 
so much better looking than those 
pictures.” Really, I’m not that well-
known. Maybe here in town people 
know who I am and I may go into 
restaurants and people might come 
up to me. If they say, “Can I have your 
autograph?” I say, “Are you sure you 
want my autograph?” and I think to 
myself, “Get a life...”

J: Seems like there are lots of 

changes in the air, so from a busi-

ness standpoint, what are you 

looking forward to? 

G: We are looking forward to getting 
back to the old way of doing business. 
I want you to go out and pick Colum-
bia because it’s the best, the styles are 
good and the fit is good, not because 
it’s the in-thing with the young peo-
ple. I want people to buy it simply be-
cause it’s the best. It’s difficult being 
in business these days. The competi-
tion is something else and so much 
has to do with advertising. Agencies 
spend too much time thinking about 
what young people want and like. But 
I buy things because I like those kinds 
of things, but if we made clothing that 
I liked then it certainly wouldn’t be a 
pair of denims that are already torn. 
But that’s what they want...

J: In today’s world you pay more 

for less fabric. 

G: I don’t get it. 

J: We seem to be a little less 

fashion-focused here in our city 

compared to other major met-

ropolitan areas. What are some  

of your favorite things about 

Portland? 

G: I like having the uniqueness of 
the big city, yet still having a home-
town flavor. My husband used to 
notice that we’re from the only 
place in the world where, if you’re 
out of town and tell people where 
you’re from and if they’re from the 
same area, they’d say “Oh, you’re 
from Portland, Oregon …what 
high school did you go to?” And 
do you know why? Because if you 
know anything about Portland,  
depending on what school you 
went to, you’d be able to iden-
tify social status. If you went to  
Lincoln, your father was a lawyer.  
If you went to Franklin, he was 
probably a blue-collar worker. 

Right along with that, our schools 
need to be improved. People will 
now take a job because it’s a job. 
But it used to be you’d take a job in 
a certain area because of what that 
area’s schools were like. 

J: The talk among various indus-

tries is that the largest threat to 

our global status is our views and 

approach to education. Nothing 

else we do will ruin us or get us 

in the tank quicker if we don’t 

address our education system. 

G: Many don’t really realize how 
important education is and, in a 

global economy, we could end up  
a third-world country.

J: I heard that China has  

surpassed us.

G: Well, India too...Have you been 
to India yet?

J: I haven’t.

G: It’s amazing. They have the poor-
est of the poor, and then they have 
those who pull up themselves by 
their bootstraps. My sister used to 
live in India and I visited there, so...

J: India’s not on my list of must 

see’s. I think the economic dispar-

ity would be disturbing.

G: Yes, it is, because you see some  
of these people that are so poor, 
poor, poor, it’s terrible, and then 
you go into the Taj Mahal, and it’s  
a whole other existence.

J: There are probably a lot of  

other countries I’d rather go to  

before India.

G: For instance, Hawaii? (jokingly)

J: Any opportunity I can get, I’m 

on that plane. Actually, I want to 

go to Italy.

G: My daughter, Cathy, went to 
school her Junior year in Italy. She 
met a kid from Milwaukie, Oregon, 
Frank, and married him. She was at 
the University of Oregon and Frank 
went to Oregon State. They both 
joined the same oversees program. 
You never know how relationships 
can happen. 

J: Even though a lot of time has 

passed since the death of your 

husband, Neal, do you ever won-

der what would have become of 

him? What would have  

become of you? What 

would have become of 

your marriage?

G: I do. I know we used to 
laugh a lot. We didn’t have any 
money to do anything else, 
so we laughed a lot. We had a 
good relationship. Somebody 
asked me, “How come you’ve 
never married again?” And I replied, 
“I had perfection. So why ruin that?”

J: Did you or do you date much?

G: I mean I had friends but ah...I don’t date, no.  
I mean old men? There’s just something about it. And 
they just, ah, you know, they need attention and… 
so I borrow other people’s husbands for things  
I need around the house when they come over.  
Like my friend Mary’s husband, Jerry. She had to 
come over to pick up some clothes we were go-
ing to donate and I said, “You see Jerry, it’s a good  
thing you came in here. I have an old television set 
and I got one of those TV boxes put on yesterday.  
I don’t know how to connect them. I’m sure you do. 
You can do that for me.”

J: Does the TV have foil and rabbit ears?

G: No, it isn’t that old! Though I prefer the simpler 
days of television where all you have to do is flip  
a single button to turn it on! Or phones that all  
you have to do is plug it into the wall. It took me  
the longest time to figure out how to use my car 
phone and there’s something about putting a  
phone in your pocket that just doesn’t seem right.  
I like some of the old stuff better. I don’t want to  
go look for my phone. I just wanna know it’s up 
against the wall, right where I left it.

J: Isn’t it great the Portland is a friendly enough 

town where you can borrow friend’s husbands 

for technology dilemmas and home repairs? 

There are some great people in Portland.

G: There are. Some of them are more outspo-

ken than others. And some, they like to remain  
more hidden even though they do so much in the com-
munity. Have you ever interviewed [Mary Oberst] the 
governor’s wife?

J: I have met her and spoken with her, but haven’t 

formally interviewed her.

G: Do you know what she does when she goes  
to the dinners? She knits. She intently listens 
to everyone at the table, but everybody thinks  
she’s asleep. She’s smart, understated and has  
this amazing talent for beautiful knitting. Can you  
believe it?

J: Do you knit?

G: Well, I know how, but I wouldn’t be caught dead 
knitting. Do you know how to finger knit?

J: I have no patience for knitting. Finding 

me in India and knitting are two things 

that will not happen in this lifetime.

G: You should write the story, “Things 
that will not happen in my lifetime.”

J: Though as a mother and as 

a woman in business, I have 

learned to never say never.

G: Indeed, I’ve learned that too!  
If there’s one thing, you won’t 
find me in a kitchen. That’s why 
God made cooks!

Tim and Gert, 1975
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son. “For example, younger women don’t all have  
mastectomies. Some have chemotherapy.” 

“Mommy Found a Lump” includes pages on 
which children can write or draw. “I wanted to give  
children a chance to express their feelings,” says 
Johnson. Drawings also help parents see how kids 
are coping. The book is available from Amazon.com 
and Lulu.com. This year, Johnson will complete her 
second book, explaining breast cancer to teens. 

Johnson, who attended the Medical College of  
Virginia and served as Commissioner of Health 
for the U.S. Virgin Islands, adds kindness and  
compassion to her sterling credentials. She 
hugs patients – all of them. “Men come in with  
melanoma and I say, ‘Cancer is frightening.  
Can I give you a hug?’ And they just …” She mimes 
a tight embrace. 

Johnson also prays with patients, even the atheists. 
“I say, ‘I know you don’t believe in God, but I do. 
Do you mind if I pray with you?’ I’ve never had any-
one say no.”

For patients who fear surgery, Johnson sings – “gos-
pel mostly, but sometimes “The Banana Boat Song.” 
Word gets around and some patients ask her to sing 
just for the pleasure of it. 

If being serenaded by your surgeon seems unusual, 
consider another of Johnson’s gifts to patients: her 
first name. She introduces herself as Nathalie and 
that’s what patients call her. “I figure they know I’m 
the doctor,” she says, gesturing at her white coat. 

Johnson feels blessed to work with breast cancer 
patients. She says, “With modern treatments, most 
do pretty well. It’s not unusual for me to meet wom-
en years later at the grocery store.” For many, cancer 
becomes a life passage. Johnson says, “It’s inspiring 
to walk with people during their treatment. I meet 
them at the point of their worst fears and hope to 
see them blossom and go on with life.” 

Johnson is also quick to credit Legacy’s services 

for cancer patients. Staffers called Nurse Naviga-
tors walk patients through the array of available  
services and support. An art therapist helps patients 
cope through painting and creative movement.  
Other offerings include yoga and low-impact  
aerobics, t’ai chi and caregiver training. Legacy  
employs Sa-
cred Flight, an 
organization 
of musicians 
who play for 
terminally ill 
patients. 

Patients also 
benefit from 
new ways of 
d i a g n o s i n g 
and treating 
cancer. “We 
were first in 
the area to of-
fer molecular 
breast imag-
ing,” Johnson 
says. She is 
referring to 
breast-specific 
gamma imag-
ing (BSGI), 
which uses 
images to 
d e t e r m i n e 
the spread of 
cancer and to 
find areas of 
disease invis-
ible on a mammogram. Easier and less expensive 
than magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), BSGI is 
at least as good at finding disease. A study of BSGI 
by Johnson and her colleagues appeared recently  
in the “American Journal of Surgery.” 

Legacy cancer researchers maintain a tumor bank 
to help scientists develop new treatments. “People 
are so good about giving us their tumors,” John-
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 athalie Johnson, M.D., knows cancer. 

She knows how patients and families feel when a diagnosis shatters normal 
life. When Johnson was 12, her mother had breast cancer. Friends and relatives  
wondered aloud how the family would survive. 

Johnson’s mother survived after a double mastectomy. Despite the radical  
treatment, Johnson remembers her mother’s optimism and faith in God. The 
surgery also failed to shake her self-esteem. “My mother was a beautiful woman,” 
Johnson says. “After surgery, she said, ‘I am not my breasts.’ She went to the beach, 
wore a bathing suit. People forgot she had ever had cancer.” 

Johnson’s mother passed her strength on to her daughter. Now Johnson and  
another Portland cancer specialist, Brandon Hayes-Lattin, M.D., are helping  
cancer patients in new ways. Johnson is medical director of the Legacy Hospitals  
Cancer Program and directs the Legacy Breast Health Centers. A partner at Surgical  
Associates, she specializes in breast and skin cancers. 

Her mother’s courage helped inspire Johnson to 
write a children’s book, “Mommy Found a Lump,” 
published in 2008. When she talked with breast 
cancer patients, she realized they needed a way to 
explain cancer the way her parents explained it to 
her: matter-of-factly, with hope. 

ighting cancer – from 
storytelling to technology

 
Through the eyes of a 7-year-old named Juliana, 
“Mommy Found a Lump” follows a family from 
the mother’s diagnosis through recovery. It cov-
ers realistic situations: a teacher’s reaction to the 
news, a late-night talk with a sibling. “It addresses 
the whole experience of breast cancer,” says John-

By Genevieve J. Long 
Photos by Joni Schrantz


