
Shrey Majmudar  0:01
Okay. Well, thank you both for being here. Why don't we dive right in? First question for you is
what are your names?

Mary Pat McMahon  0:13
I'm Mary Pat McMahon.

Gary Bennett  0:14
{Aside: Mary Pat or Mary Patricia?}

Mary Pat McMahon  0:18
Mary Patricia. {Subtle laughs.}

Gary Bennett  0:18
I'm Gary George Bennett Jr.

Shrey Majmudar  0:20
{Repeating back with laughs:} Gary George Bennet Jr. Where were you both born?

Mary Pat McMahon  0:24
I was born in Holyoke, Massachusetts.

Gary Bennett  0:28
{Singing, in a serenade style...} I was born by the river!

Gary Bennett  0:31
Sorry, it's a great song. {Smiles.}

Gary Bennett  0:33
I was born in Camden, New Jersey.

Shrey Majmudar  0:35
Thank you. How old are you both? And feel free to say a range if you don't want to give a
specific number.

Mary Pat McMahon  0:40
I'm approximately six months older than Gary George Bennett Jr.

Shrey Majmudar  0:44
{Everyone laughs.}

Gary Bennett  0:44
I'm in my early 40s.



Shrey Majmudar  0:52
Okay, what are your pronouns?

Mary Pat McMahon  0:56
She/hers.

Gary Bennett  0:57
Him/he.

Shrey Majmudar  0:58
Thank you. And lastly, where are we at the time of this interview?

Mary Pat McMahon  1:01
[The] Brodhead Center, also known as West Union.

Shrey Majmudar  1:04
Great. First question for you both. What's your connection to the Duke community, both right
now, but also back over the 2019-20 academic year? This could include any roles or
connections to Duke that are important to you.

Mary Pat McMahon  1:16
I worked here at the time as the Vice President/Vice Provost of Student Affairs, it's still my role.

Gary Bennett  1:23
I am professor of psychology, neuroscience, and global health and the Vice Provost for
Undergraduate Education. That was my role then, still is.

Shrey Majmudar  1:31
Great.

Gary Bennett  1:31
Also, an alum.

N/A  1:31
{Interruption from a student passing by who asks the VPs: "How are you?" Shrey gives the
student a ‘go away’ glare.}

Mary Pat McMahon  1:36
{Hearty laugh.}

Shrey Majmudar  1:37
Would you all be able to briefly describe what your roles entail the back in spring 2020, as Vice
Provost for Student Affairs and for Undergraduate Education respectively?



Gary Bennett  1:50
Well, [we were, we actually] I'm charged with overseeing the undergraduate educational
experience at Duke and helping to develop academic strategy at their undergraduate level for
the institution, and also lead the Office of Undergraduate Education. But in the spring of 2020,
we had recently returned from Duke's campus in China: Duke Kunshan University in the last
week of January, and we were in China to see, effectively, the beginnings of the pandemic. And,
we arrived home. And I've been managing COVID ever since.

Mary Pat McMahon  2:31
Ever since! {In agreement.} Role then: supporting undergraduate and graduate & professional
students in the co-curr {Stops.} in the not co-curricular, but the sort of Student Life space: health
counseling, career development, housing, dining, identity cultural centers, student engagement.

Shrey Majmudar  2:49
Awesome. So if you could take us back to Spring 2020: when did you both realize that your
approach to work needed to change? What was that moment like, given your respective roles?
And was there anyone that you went to for guidance?

Mary Pat McMahon  3:03
There's a very specific moment, which is, so the COVID meeting {daily University Leadership
COVID Update & Planning calls, also referred to in Amy's interview} started when when we got
back from China, right? So [we got] I got back on Sunday the 19th. And then the meeting, the
COVID meeting, started on Tuesday, the 21st of January {and} the meeting happened today,
right? The meeting continues. And there was a point where was sort of seven or eight meetings
a week, plus all the different sorts of inter-team meetings, several different moments in that, in
that timeframe. I'll name one which is over spring break, {we} had a team meeting, thinking
about how we were going to think about, sort of, engaging campus communication... You {Gary}
came over to—it was the Student Affairs group in the UCAE {University Center Activities &
Events} Student Leadership space, and just you know how little we knew about COVID, we're
all sitting there, and we ordered all this food

Gary Bennett  3:45
Pizza!

Mary Pat McMahon  3:46
And it was a mob. Everybody was like, shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh, sitting together in
this space talking about how we're gonna deal with the pandemic. And that's when you said, you
said, everybody [sort of, you know], one of the things to know about pandemic management is
that "you won't be effective unless people feel like you are overreaching." And so this sort of
traditional parameter where you talk about how to do things in a way that, sort of, is
collaborative and people feel like they're partnering with you: that's not gonna happen here
because you won't be affected. And then like you, like characteristic of what you have to do next
is to overreach. Remember that?



Gary Bennett  4:15
Mhm. I haven't thought about that in a long, long time.

Mary Pat McMahon  4:18
Mhm.

Gary Bennett  4:18
Yeah. Yeah. I haven't thought about it a long time. And I remember I was sitting on some boxes
as, as you're getting your team together. And I don't think I appreciated how serious it was going
to, going to become.

Mary Pat McMahon  4:33
No. No. {In agreement.}

Gary Bennett  4:34
But I did realize that it was this really [...] – it was an interesting moment for us professionally,
[because I, I was] because the other thing that happened during that meeting was that our
communications teams began to talk together.

Mary Pat McMahon  4:48
Yes, together, yes.

Gary Bennett  4:49
And we began to discuss student communications. And it was the first time that I imagined that
we were going to be doing a lot of communicating with students and that we would be doing it
together. And that wasn't something that I had imagined. And it was. Yeah, it was, it was, it was
really something. Yeah.

Shrey Majmudar  5:06
Thank you.

Mary Pat McMahon  5:06
We had a different meeting in Penn {Pavilion}, and you came into that meeting unexpectedly –
just sort of joined the meeting. That was another time. Okay.

Shrey Majmudar  5:14
So talking about the rest of spring 2020—and thank you for that—your roles changed drastically
in terms of other duties as assigned. Could you share a bit about the different ways that you
both, and your teams, had to step up to help Duke students find community and purpose, as
most students were unable to return to campus from spring break?

Mary Pat McMahon  5:33
The other answer I was gonna give you around the, [sort of, moment that you realized, that]
when I realized things were gonna be very different was: we were writing the message that said,



"hey, spring break's gonna go an extra week, and you're not coming back," right? And then we
were writing the chaser message for international students, because we wanted to make sure
that international students did not, sort of, just get that message of no support. We had not done
any great with international students earlier in the week, [we had,] we had done a lot of pivoting.
And sort of other duties as assigned piece, with a connection to that, is that it became clear that
everything else we were trying to do was not going to happen. It was, it was really that first
phase was getting MiFis {wireless hotspots} to students in non-wireless spaces, shipping
people's cellos home, going back and getting retainers out of people's rooms, thinking about,
you know, the conversation with you and other DSG {Duke Student Government} leaders
around credit fail, and to, [you know, kind of,] how to, sort of, suddenly: the amount of things that
happen in a compressed period of time, that were totally unusual, and making these different
calls: setting up the Student Assistance Fund, recognizing when people were, sort of, really in a
challenging spot... It was, sort of, you know, any given stretch of five hours was the equivalent of
a month's worth of work.

Gary Bennett  6:47
Yeah. Yeah. For me, other duties as assigned became the job.

Mary Pat McMahon  6:52
Yes, correct. Yeah.

Gary Bennett  6:54
My original job just ceased.

Mary Pat McMahon  6:56
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  6:57
And what was, what was amazing about that time was that, for me, it was that, you know, while,
while Mary Pat was thinking about how to get into people's rooms to get their stuff – which, to
me, just seems like, for my little academic brain, seemed like a completely insurmountable
task... You know, I was trying to figure out how to set up a regular cadence of meetings with
academic leaders across the institution and figure out how to support faculty to try to determine
how to reach out to students who were were distant from the University, but who had
connectivity challenges, and trying to think really carefully with you {Shrey Majmudar} and
others about our academic policies and how they needed to adjust to accommodate this, this
switch of 6,000 classes online. And it became very, very clear very, very quickly that there was
nothing, there was no bandwidth to do anything but that during the day.

Mary Pat McMahon  7:47
Correct.

Gary Bennett  7:49



And, you know, as challenging as it was, when I think back on it: it was, there were times when
it was exhilarating, to be able to make progress in some of these, and there were times when it
was deeply inspiring, and there times when it was just completely emotionally draining. At times,
it was just painful. But I will say that [one of the] for me, one of the points that [was most] was
most inspiring was actually the first time I heard Mary Pat and her Team talk about the idea that
we can keep international students on campus. And that was just mind blowing for me. And the
fact that [there was] there was unanimity on the leadership team around making that happen
was just, that was just, {trails off...}

Mary Pat McMahon  8:30
And kids from whom Duke is their primary home.

Gary Bennett  8:33
Yeah.

Mary Pat McMahon  8:33
Right? And I think the, [you know, right, we just passed...] Robert {Coffey, Executive Director of
Duke Dining} just walked by, again, you know, think about how you get dining going, so that
people could actually access food, like there are so many different things, the bus schedule,
and, and the amount of people who are willing to like completely, entirely change what they
were doing on a daily basis, and still, think about those two: it really spoke to me like our
housekeepers, our dining staff, our student health people, everybody in the {Identity and
Cultural} Centers, they're here to support the students and when [...] there was this, sort of like,
an idea that there are students {for whom} this is, this is home or they can't get home. And just
watching people {Trails off...}

Mary Pat McMahon  8:33
I was telling somebody the other day about the idea that there were students whose gender
identities didn't make it safe for them.

Mary Pat McMahon  9:12
Yeah, that's right.

Gary Bennett  9:12
To go home.

Mary Pat McMahon  9:13
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  9:14
And, and they, they stayed, and that was, it was just, it was remarkable, right? And so yeah, it
was, it was pretty, there were moments like that, that were pretty inspiring.

Shrey Majmudar  9:27



Very, very well put. Talking briefly about student mental health during this time: there are
students who are obviously torn away from the Duke campus and community, some were thrust
into unhealthy home environments, and whatnot. And unfortunately, we had two back-to-back
student suicides in spring 2020. I'm curious what your reflections were navigating that period, as
the two foremost leaders responsible for the undergraduate experience on campus? What were
some strategies that your team took in response to these losses?

Mary Pat McMahon  9:58
Yeah, so um, anytime we lose anybody, it is a searingly painful thing that we cannot fix for that
student's friends, faculty, coaches, mentors, family, and the hardest one is the family. And when
you have two situations within 36 hours, and we had students who were friends with both of
those people, there were lots of different ways that it was sort of compoundingly painful for so
many members of our community. The, you know, and we couldn't do the things we normally do,
which is to pull people together in the same space. So we did, you know, we had probably at 11
o'clock at night, that Thursday night, a sort of prep meeting for the support team, for everybody
who was going to work with Raj's friends, Grey's friends {the two students who passed a way},
do outreach, do it safely in the pandemic, people that were working with those two families or
directly contacting them. I took a screenshot of all these people there, they're just, you know, on
the Zoom call there's probably 25 of us on the Zoom call: it was from 10 o'clock/10:30 to 11
o'clock/11:30. Thinking about how to engage and support and keep each other – I'm struck by
the like, random detail, like everybody had a sweatshirt on, like everybody was wearing a Duke
sweatshirt, a Duke t-shirt. And there's this whole other second level on that – to your
conversation, Gary's been very involved in it, around—I mentioned this to the class {that Shrey
teaches on higher education} the other night—which is to think about, what does it mean, like,
do we have a risk of suicide contagion in that situation? And how do we think about how we
communicate it to campus? I remember because, you know, the, we talked to people at
Columbia, who are national experts on this, our own, like, psychiatry department. It was
interesting, because like, it was, you know, I don't know, I guess I'm just gonna include this in
the oral history, which is, it was instructive to me, because there are folks who theorize and
research on this, who did not have experience in like getting—this kind of goes to the thing you
just said—around getting, making it happen, and having it be insurmountable, you know, [there
were] the internet and students knowing about it, the risk was immediate, present, and real. And
the folks who wanted to get it exactly perfectly right were, [were, were,] unaccustomed to
working in an environment where it just "had to go," right? So we got it out. I remember you
{Gary} and I talked about the scrutiny around how we frame things, how we talk about [...] – we
talked to Raj's, about how we frame things, why we frame things. But the scrutiny on every
single word, how you say it, what does it do? And what's the cumulative effect? And you {Gary}
said, Mary Pat, our words don't have that much power. Do you remember that conversation?

Gary Bennett  12:38
Mhm.

Mary Pat McMahon  12:39



And, you know, if they did a lot more things would happen because of what we do. Right? You
know, the service for Raj was in Raleigh, and it was couple days later, you spent a lot of time
with Gray's family, you know, so you know, holding space for those families, holding space for
their peers and their friends. I contacted the rest of COFHE {Consortium on Financing Higher
Education}, to say, because I was afraid that we were looking at something that was going to be
resonant across colleges, universities: Air Force Academy lost a couple of students at the exact
same time. So you know, you start thinking about, like, "what can you do," and then everybody
in my world wants to be able to fix everything for everybody all the time. And it's the time that
you can't give some. And so yeah, I could say more. But...

Gary Bennett  13:25
There's not, there's not much for me to add, except that just to say that. [...] So I am like, I am a
clinical psychologist, and, and I don't practice anymore, but I have dealt with suicidal ideation
and suicide cases. But one of the things that I realized: I'm presumably, I'm taught to deal with
these things. Right?

Mary Pat McMahon  13:47
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  13:47
Well, one of the things I realized in this situation was [that, that,] that training [was,] was does
not prepare you for the community impact. And, and the need and the challenge of how you
caretake for, for the teams, for the, for the broader student community, for families, for faculty
alike, [it's a] there's a completely different order of magnitude. That was, sort of, one thing. The
other, the other, part of it was that [it, as it relates to the], you know, there's so much that was
unknown during the pandemic and the contagion—the potential for contagion—was[, was, it
was just such a] it was such a challenge for us to figure out how to how to respond. And, and
even though I really believe that our words aren't that powerful, there is a part of doing these
jobs that makes you want to intervene and to heal and so there's that. The other part is that like,
is that yeah, that the emotional health challenges in the pandemic have been considerable. We
talked, we talked often about mental health challenges prior to the pandemic. But one of the, for
me, one of the interesting challenges of the pandemic is that, you know, we are, you are, we are
normally in the mental health space trying to help people to feel better, to find a path to feeling
better, and helping people to realize that the circumstances that they're experiencing might have
bright spots that allow them to feel better. The challenge in the pandemic was this pandemic,
and there's a lot of bad things happening, and that was a completely reasonable way to feel.
And so, and we couldn't very well say that they were glimmers of hope, because we didn't know
that they existed. And so how you, kind of, hold space for that, and help prevent people from
declining further and sitting with feelings of negativity in a negative situation. It's just been a
persistent challenge.

Shrey Majmudar  15:33
Well put. This must have been an incredibly tolling time for you both. Personally, I saw firsthand
the impossibly long hours that you worked, dealing with extraordinarily difficult matters. How did



you find your own personal community that helped you stay afloat during this time? And what
were some strategies that you use to take care of yourselves?

Mary Pat McMahon  15:53
You start!

Gary Bennett  16:00
Uhh, you start!

Mary Pat McMahon  16:00
You start!

Shrey Majmudar  16:00
{Laughs.}

Gary Bennett  16:00
Umm.... I don't know that I did a great job like this during the pandemic at all, where like, we
talked all the time.

Mary Pat McMahon  16:08
All the time.

Gary Bennett  16:09
And that was extraordinarily helpful. We rode the Peloton in the morning with a group of senior
administrators: that strangely helped a lot.

Mary Pat McMahon  16:21
Yes.

Gary Bennett  16:21
And, you know, one of the bright spots for me was was being able to be home with my kids. So
even amidst all the challenges of it, I still needed to make breakfast and dinner. And that was,
that has a way of helping one balance. But I don't, I don't, you know, at this point, the pandemic,
I'm, I'm really tired. Really, really tired. And I think most of us are, I hope I don't think I'm the only
one just like that. And so it does make me wonder whether I've done a sufficient job over the
last year and a half, two years.

Mary Pat McMahon  16:51
I don't know how anybody wouldn't be. You can't... I don't think it's possible. To let you know, I
think I definitely realized there was a point in the summer of 2021. I know a little bit in the
summer 20. We tried in summer 2020. And we just couldn't, like it was at, you know, we we all
like went away. We tried to do stuff, we tried to take pauses, and it was just impossible. So like,
you know, I went on a vacation with my family. And I said, I feel like I got a real break. And my
husband said, "you actually worked every day from seven to four."



Gary Bennett  17:18
Yeah. Yeah.

Mary Pat McMahon  17:18
"But the fact that you didn't work from 4 to 10 {PM} made you feel like you got a break. We didn't
see you on this vacation." I was like "Oh, I thought I did, like, I thought it was really balanced."
The, yeah, I mean, I think like we talked a lot, we talked to Sally {Kornbluth, Provost of Duke
University} a lot. We had a core team that, sort of, like, made a lot of decisions together. And we
had, you know, having really feeling like there was a chance to like, you know, at one point, we
had a long talk about like psychological safety around the decision making team and making
sure that it wasn't like you have to be there in a 'face time' {unintelligible} in order to feel like
people are paying attention and like, there were so many things that were strengths of Duke
that, you know, when we went from the first three weeks, three months, and six months, to 18
month crisis management, we had to adapt a little bit around how we could sort of communicate
support, you know, one of the most fascinating parts was the was the deliberate decision that
Sally {Kornbluth} and Vince {Price, President of Duke University} endorsed around, you know,
taking a behavioral and mental {unintelligible?} strategy as opposed to a punitive strategy to,
sort of, helping students adapt to mask mandates or anything in the fall. So lots of different
examples. I think that constant conversation was really helpful. I definitely: Peloton, old friends,
took a lot of walk and talks with people.

Gary Bennett  18:34
{In the background:} A lot of walk and talks with people!

Mary Pat McMahon  18:34
You know, yeah, the kids, you know, just, you know, I was here almost every day. So there
wasn't, you know, there was a time was me in the Bryan Center with Oscar {Staff Member who
maintains the Bryan Center}. And that was it, [you know, like, and so you know that, so there
was, you know that,] but, you know, I told Gary the other day, like if I ever go missing, the first
person who is going to notice is Oscar, because, and when I did like disappear for five days, he
was like, "Where have you been?" You know, so different relationships. You know?

Shrey Majmudar  18:59
I still remember all those Sunday morning meetings.

Mary Pat McMahon  19:01
Yes. Yeah, yeah, it was. Yeah.

Shrey Majmudar  19:04
So fast forwarding to summer 2020: you both are leading the charge in terms of planning how
we maintain the student community and take care of our students during this unprecedented
summer, while also mapping out the fall semester. There's obviously too much to capture here,



but if you could just share a few thoughts that come to mind on this summer, that'd be
incredible. {Long pause.} Sorry, this is an impossible question.

Gary Bennett  19:31
I mean, what strikes me about this summer were the fits and starts

Mary Pat McMahon  19:36
Yes.

Gary Bennett  19:36
In our plans for the fall because, to your point, we were trying to manage the summer, but I was,
I was heavily involved in thinking about the fall. And, and you know, we had a plan. We put
together a faculty committee and spent weeks developing a plan for our return to campus, that
was really about our first years coming back to campus, and developed an absolutely brilliant
plan, I think, that we then put on the shelf. And, you know, we had all kinds of imaginings for
different health and safety protections that we, you know, the number of permutations as we
learned more about the pandemic... And, I think, it's just, it's unbelievable the amount of time
that we spent writing frequently asked questions and, you know, we haven't, we haven't talked
about, you know, Keep Learning {cross-functional student support team}, which was, you know,
we're responding to student questions and concerns in real time. And it was just, you know,
[there's a, there's a,] there's a concept in psychology, which is what it sounds like, which is like
tolerance for uncertainty. And there is part of that, that we think to be dispositional, right, there
are some people who can tolerate uncertainty, and some people who can't, and then most
people wouldn't prefer to, but there do seem to be some dispositional parts of it. I learned that I
have a very high tolerance for uncertainty that summer, apparently, and it might just be a part of
the job description. But it was amazing. If you look back, and you think about the amount of time
we spent working on things that had to be sunset,

Mary Pat McMahon  20:56
Yeah, yeah.

Gary Bennett  20:57
Because we just have changing conditions, it's unbelievable. And then of course, for the actual
return to campus in the fall, it went and nothing like we imagined.

Mary Pat McMahon  21:06
Nothing, nothing. Yeah, I mean, I think just yes to that, and then, [just like, the,] just remember,
there was [like, the, like] Trump, like issued all these, [like, sort of, like, you know,] immigration
bans for people coming back to U.S. colleges. You know, there were so many external factors
that sort of jumped into.

Gary Bennett  21:28
Yeah.



Mary Pat McMahon  21:28
Yeah.

Shrey Majmudar  21:29
So final leg of the interview: looking towards the 2020-2021 academic year, it's quite a nutty
time. However, something that most people don't realize is you both, as leaders, are trying to
deal with all of the day-to-day of COVID response, whilst pushing some major transformations to
improve our Duke undergraduate community and living-learning experience for decades to
come through a program called QuadEx. So, would you both be able to share, briefly, about
what is QuadEx, and how you all balanced the day-to-day needs of the Duke community and
community building, with the future visioning and planning simultaneously?

Mary Pat McMahon  22:03
QuadEx is our structural living and learning enterprise that allows us to take all the resources
and supports for Duke students and put them together to create a transformational experience
for every single one of our undergrads.

Gary Bennett  22:17
Just fundamentally focused on helping to improve the social, residential, and intellectual
experiences for each of our students and ensuring that we deliver a residential experience [that]
really is as amazing as everything else is here at Duke. And you know, [there are people who,] I
think there's some people who believe that QuadEx [was an opportunity] that we took
advantage of an opportunity in the pandemic to push QuadEx forward. That's not true. We were
working on it well before the pandemic, and would have moved forward otherwise, but, but I will
say that I found it to be – you're asking earlier about things that we did to try to maintain some
semblance of emotional balance...

Mary Pat McMahon  23:01
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  23:01
For me, the ability like thinking about, with our respective teams, like about how to push forward,
this, this really quite major change in the way that students existed, to experience Duke, was,
like, so important for me, just providing hope and being able to have an aspirational sense of
where the university is going. And just imagining a time after all of this was just, was, actually
really helpful in retrospect.

Shrey Majmudar  23:31
Now, reflecting on the 2020-2021, academic year, everyone was in complete overdrive and
running on adrenaline. What were some general highlights/lowlights from last academic year
and maybe some funny moments. Anything that comes to mind?

Mary Pat McMahon  23:44
2020-2021... {Thinking.}



Gary Bennett  23:47
It's so hard to remember {laughs} those times.

Mary Pat McMahon  23:54
I mean, the first thing that jumps to my mind is like John Legend, doing

Gary Bennett  23:59
Oh yeah! That was awesome.

Mary Pat McMahon  23:59
When he started to sing at

Gary Bennett  24:00
Oh my gosh!

Mary Pat McMahon  24:00
the end of the, you know, just his reaction to like, we're here in person this, but what [...] what
song is it? What did he sing?

Gary Bennett  24:07
Umm.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:07
{Hums.}

Mary Pat McMahon  24:07
That one. What is that?

Gary Bennett  24:11
I can sing it [...] It's from Glory.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:13
It's from Glory, right?

Gary Bennett  24:15
Glory when the morning comes.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:16
Yeah, and you know, and yeah, just like, I think sort of missing the arts, like missing people
being together.

Gary Bennett  24:27
What, for me, stands out is this graduation ceremony we had for Class of 2020



Mary Pat McMahon  24:34
Yes.

Gary Bennett  24:35
In the fall of 2021

Mary Pat McMahon  24:39
Yes.

Gary Bennett  24:39
Which is technically not the year you're asking.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:41
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  24:41
But I'll say it anyway.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:42
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  24:43
What stands out for me?

Mary Pat McMahon  24:44
You're making me go on to the next thing. You go ahead, but I'm gonna have to do the other
thing. Continue!

Gary Bennett  24:49
The student speaker was

Mary Pat McMahon  24:50
Amazing.

Gary Bennett  24:51
Spectacular.

Mary Pat McMahon  24:51
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  24:52



And I just remember that as she was speaking, I was, I was sitting next to Mary Pat, and [I was,
I was in, like,] I was thinking when she was speaking about sending the note to students saying
you're not coming back.

Mary Pat McMahon  25:04
Yeah. And she talked about getting the note!

Gary Bennett  25:07
At that very moment.

Mary Pat McMahon  25:08
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  25:09
She said the words like, "Remember when we got that email that said we wouldn't be coming
back from spring break?" And I, and I just, I just froze, you know, and I looked over at Mary Pat,
and I looked back at the crowd. And as I scan the crowd, in the first couple of rows, I can just
see people tearing up

Mary Pat McMahon  25:24
Yes.

Gary Bennett  25:24
As they were remembering those moments. And it was just, it was, for me, it was like a moment
[when I realized,] when I could appreciate the degree in which our entire community had been
through something profound. And that was counterbalanced by the fact that we were back
together, sun was high in the sky, it was an absolutely gorgeous day. You know, one can have a
vision for a time after all this.

Mary Pat McMahon  25:48
So in the same, like, so I had gotten all fired up about the library, the Dante Exhibit in the
entryway to the library, and just over the, over the archways, the I can almost say which Canto it
is, and I can't, but it's, we came outside to see the stars again. And so we had been talking
about that, because I've been going on and on, and on and on, about sort of what it meant as a
metaphor. And then when the President was talking at the 2020 Commencement, he starts
talking about that, and then I was like, "I'm fucking gone, you know?"

Mary Pat McMahon  26:24
{Hearty laughs from everyone.}

Mary Pat McMahon  26:24
I can't, because it's like, it basically made me realize that, like, you know, we also put on a lot of
battle, like a lot of battle armor, and we got through a very hard thing. It had different limitations,
the mental health piece, the sort of like people suffered, and people like, endured, and were



resilient in a way that is, you know, we're gonna, it's gonna take us a long time to comprehend
what everybody went through. And there's like, gaps in sort of understanding that – it takes a
while, and it's private, right, and it's, but it's collective. And, you know, we had other sort of, you
know, the spring of 2021, when everything shut down again, was the kind of thing, the Omicron,
you know, my team is still kind of seared from the Omicron in December... To add color:
everybody's just pulling over on the side of the highway to start dealing Omicron on December
28. Right, so this, we're ragged now because of that. But that idea of everybody sort of being
somewhere interior scared, processing, and then coming outside to see the stars again, and
recognizing that's our common humanity. Phew. You know?

Gary Bennett  27:22
I have one more moment.

Mary Pat McMahon  27:23
Yes.

Gary Bennett  27:24
Was the moment in the winter 2021.

Mary Pat McMahon  27:27
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  27:27
When we had an escalation in cases, and we changed our messaging strategy

Mary Pat McMahon  27:33
Yeah, yes. Yes.

Gary Bennett  27:33
Away from the supportive behavioral approach to a much more punitive approach. And I think
we both went into that—and since this is an oral history, I'll say—we both went into that not
feeling particularly strongly about doing it, I would say

Mary Pat McMahon  27:49
No, disinclined

Gary Bennett  27:49
And I think almost immediately realized it was a mistake.

Mary Pat McMahon  27:52
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  27:52



And within the next two weeks, [we, that exac ...] it was a massive exacerbation of cases. Now,
note, my previous comments: I don't believe our words are that important.

Mary Pat McMahon  27:59
No.

Gary Bennett  27:59
I do, however, believe that, that there is a culture and the feel of – that we were reflecting a
feeling more broadly in the administration.

Mary Pat McMahon  28:09
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  28:09
At the time. That was: we were tired.

Mary Pat McMahon  28:13
Yeah-ha-ha {in agreement.}

Gary Bennett  28:13
We were tired.

Mary Pat McMahon  28:14
Yeah.

Gary Bennett  28:14
We had just, we just in a way retreated to a place

Mary Pat McMahon  28:18
We actually couldn't, we couldn't fight it anymore!

Gary Bennett  28:18
We couldn't fight it. And it showed, it showed both the success we'd had previously. But it also
showed – like we, we, never returned to it, right, in any of the ways that we engage with
students and we won't

Mary Pat McMahon  28:29
No, no. And the only thing I'll just mention is like just to overlay on this, George Floyd's murder;
the, you know, the Chauvin trial in the spring of 2021. You know, there's this whole other piece
and, sort of like, Living While Black and like these different sort of things that were happening
locally, nationally, you know, on our leadership team that were [sort of, you know,] the
compounding and [sort of like, you know,] extending this and, you know, not pandemic/endemic,
400 year, sort of, gnarly, painful, you know, traumatic, traumatic national problems that
manifests in our campus. Right. So there's, you know, there's that. {Laughs.}



Shrey Majmudar  29:06
So last question: I know you both have to run. Looking towards the future, what are some
lessons from the pandemic that you believe Duke and your respective teams will carry forward,
particularly in terms of helping our students find community, but also what are some
pre-pandemic things that you hope we'll return to?

Gary Bennett  29:27
People matter, leadership matters, matters a lot. I think Vince {Price, President of Duke
University} was spectacular in the pandemic, Sally {Kornbluth, Provost of Duke University} just
rocked, and it allowed all of us who worked for them to be able to [...] they really allowed us to
lead in the ways that we thought were best suited for the University. And that was, that was a
good thing. People, one, can become very cynical about leadership and in academic
environments, where it's cool for students and for faculty to hate on the administration. But it is a
– it's remarkable that we navigated the pandemic, with as few job losses with this, without the
health impacts that might have been, had we not had really strong leaders, Kyle Cavanaugh –
people that you couldn't see. Leadership matters a great, great deal. One of the things I'm going
to keep with me is, in my leadership journey, is that there are times when you go through
moments like, like the pandemic, completely engrossed in the decision making, and the
interactions that lead to the decisions, and then you get to the other side, and people have
moved on. And there is a moment that I'm experiencing now where I am still thinking about what
we've been through over the last few years all the time. And people don't know that we were
doing what we were doing. And and that's okay. Right? The point is, from a leadership
perspective, part of it is like being okay with the fact—in the same way that I love creating
things, and then having students tell me all about them years later, when I've disassociated with
them—I have learned that I have to, sort of, tolerate the fact that nobody else will be able to
appreciate the challenges that we imagined and that we experienced in that time.

Mary Pat McMahon  31:27
Yeah. Yeah, I think, I think at the end of the day, there's, there's a certain amount of like, you
have to make a call, right? And so, [and like, you're not like, like,] I think I will never—I
understood this in many ways before this—but I'll never, like, I'll never forget this sort of lessons
of like, you know, making like, sometimes the most dangerous and irresponsible thing you can
do is not make a call: is to go seek more information and get more information. The so I think
there's like a characteristic thing about Duke when people were more willing to like, just go and
like sort of, like get it rolling, and I think I think that was an early advantage for Duke, I think it
was a mid mid-marathon advantage for Duke, I think was an end-ish point advantage for Duke:
that there's a tolerance for also just be like, "let's just live with it. Let's go." I think the partnership
with students like I mean, we didn't talk about this, but like you {Shrey Majmudar} had a huge
role in this, Jay Lusk {former President of the Graduate and Professional Student Government}
in the graduate school, huge role in this: helping like, there's this interesting balance between
like experience and ownership and it's not gonna be perfect, but also having it be something
that allows for stakeholder engagement, right, and people to actually be able to sort of like offer



share opinions, I think I can see how people get farther into sort of, you know, like, "Next, Next,
Next, Next Next," I have a better sense of how like Elon Musk or like, you know, [people like] like
people at Apple must sort of operate and work in the sense of like, they sort of "live, they live,
they go forward, they [...]" we have the experience of being a place or the place that, sort of/kind
of, set the pace car on a whole bunch of different things in partnership with a lot of people on
campus who didn't always get things right. And I really hope it sort of provides a platform
through which Duke can, sort of, become more of a established collaborative leader model for
[...]

Gary Bennett  33:26
Including with our students...

Mary Pat McMahon  33:28
Yes, exactly.

Gary Bennett  33:28
When I say leadership matters... Like, your leadership.

Mary Pat McMahon  33:29
Yes!

Gary Bennett  33:30
Right, Shrey, matters a great deal. You know, we both said it to you in other ways, but since
we're recording this for posterity, I'll say: it would have been impossible for us to navigate

Mary Pat McMahon  33:40
Impossible.

Gary Bennett  33:40
our {COVID-19} response without you in your seat, full stop. And there were certainly other
student leaders who played a very important role, but that: the relationships that we have helped
this university to get through the pandemic, and your strong leadership made a huge, huge
difference. So yeah, and I hope that's a model for how we do this thing.

Shrey Majmudar  34:04
I've made you both egregiously late to your next meeting: thank you so, very, very much for your
time. This was incredible and I'm glad that we're able to tell your story, so thank you, Gary and
Mary Pat.

Mary Pat McMahon  34:12
Thank you!


