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Jeffrey Jentzen is a man with his eye on "the crease," 

that sliver of ice in front of a hockey goalie, where the 

game may be won or lost by the goalie's ability to focus, 

visualize and react.

But Jentzen's "ice" is a human body, and as a forensic 

pathologist his focus is the reason that body is lying in 

front of him at the morgue.

It's up to him to get the answer.

Jentzen, just-retired chief medical examiner for 

Milwaukee, Wis., is the incoming director of autopsy and 

forensic services at the University of Michigan. He came 

up with the sports analogy more than 20 years ago while 

training in the Minneapolis medical examiner's office.

"One day he came into my office and said he'd figured it 

out," retired Minneapolis medical examiner Garry Peterson 

recalled. "He said it was like being a goalie in a hockey 

game. You have all these cases come in, many are routine, 

and you make all kinds of stops, you figure out what's 

going on.

"He said sometimes you make a dazzling play, find 

something that ends up being key to the case. But if you 

let your attention wander, something dribbles between your 

legs, the red light goes on, and everybody boos."

But no one boos Jentzen.

He's the man who handled the evidence left by the 

notorious serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer, who was convicted 

of 15 counts of murder in 1992. Dahmer's shocking crimes 

included cannibalism. "It was more like dismantling a 

museum than a death investigation," Jentzen said.

Jentzen became chief medical examiner for Milwaukee at the 

age of 33 and was then the youngest person ever to head an 

ME's office in a major metro area.

Dr. Jan. Garavaglia, chief medical examiner for the 

Orange-Osceola district in Florida, known as "Dr. G." on 

her Discovery Channel television show, says Washtenaw 

County residents are lucky to have him.

"He's certainly had some wild ones," she said. But "he's a 

pleasure to talk to, very down-to-earth. A lot of forensic 

pathologists are kind of strange, I've got to admit. But 

he's a down-to-earth sort of guy, a good family guy, the 

kind of guy you need," Garavaglia said.

Jentzen, 54, is going to seem familiar to a lot of local 

people, because he looks and sounds like his identical 

twin brother, Ypsilanti lawyer Steven Jentzen. The 

brothers graduated from Ypsilanti High School.

Jentzen developed an interest in biology in high school, 

then - in college - met future wife Dorianne, whose father 

was a pathologist. "I just kind of fell into it," he said.

Forensic pathologists are specially accredited to not only 

perform autopsies, but collect evidence for criminal 

investigations, determine how an injury occurred, and run 

and interpret toxicology, ballistics, blood and DNA tests.

They must be able to compare witness statements to death 

scenes and wounds to find witnesses credible - or not.

"We develop facts and make observations. Whether someone 

is guilty or innocent is not why we're here. We're here to 

provide objective scientific information to the court and 

jury and prosecutors," Jentzen said.

"We're there to speak for the deceased, but not to convict 

a person. There is a role for advocates, but I don't think 

I can be objective and an advocate at the same time."

Jentzen said he's been told Washtenaw County conducts 200 

to 300 autopsies per year, with about 70 of those at U-M. 

The rest are conducted by Washtenaw County Medical 

Examiner Bader Cassin and his assistants. In addition to 

his role at U-M, which will include teaching, Jentzen will 

be an assistant medical examiner.

Jentzen also hopes to develop the hospital as a "forensic 

center of excellence," encouraging other counties to send 

their autopsies - forensic or not - to U-M.

That, he said, will improve the education of budding 

forensic pathologists.

"It's a specialty in which you learn something on a daily 

basis," Jentzen said. "No day is the same. You deal with 

police officers, attorneys, family members who are 

distraught, and questions on how a person died.

"It's nice to be able to come up with an answer. 

Unfortunately, sometimes we can't," he said.

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

at 734-482-1166.

