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plus President Eric Kaler prepares to step down while Gopher Coach Lindsay Whalen is just getting started.

Truth tellers, fiction weavers, and bone chillers.  

  It's our Winter books issue.



Non-Profit Home Care Agency

We accept major insurance plans; Medicaid and private pay.

Call us and ask about the possibilities!
866-935-3515  •   Metro 952-935-3515

SERVING PEOPLE STATEWIDE 
www.accracare.org

HELPING FAMILIES FOR
OVER 25 YEARS.

Accra provides support to families that need help in their homes for a 
loved one with a disability.  We’ll help you navigate the different services 

available to you. One of our services, PCA Choice, allows you to 
choose a family member or friend to be your paid caregiver.
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“Having our wedding at 
McNamara was such a dream!”

“The University of Minnesota has been such an integral 

part of our lives and our relationship that it felt like such 

a natural fit to get married at McNamara. We couldn’t 

have been happier with how the day turned out.”

— RACHEL & ALEX SCHWEGMAN, U OF M ALUMNI

Alumni Association 

 Life Members receive 

$100-$300 off their 

wedding package.

Call today for a tour 

 or visit our website to 

check available dates, 

view photos, and 

sample floorplans.

   Now Available in 2019:

   Saturday, May 25

     Saturday, July 13 + 20

McNamara Alumni Center 
University of Minnesota 

IA® 
ALUMNI 
ASSOCIATION 

t 

www.mac-events.org 



45 convenient Twin Cities, greater Minnesota and 
western Wisconsin locations.

Early morning and evening appointments.

Preferred provider for most insurance companies.

Locally owned by dentists who care.*

*111 of our 130 dentists are University of Minnesota alumni.

Trusted dentist for theparkdental.com

Visit us online to 
find your dentist 
and schedule an 
appointment today.

W
ith U every smile of the way.

~ Park Dental 
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When I started as a journalist, as the police reporter for the 
Minnesota Daily, I absolutely hated making calls for stories.  
I would screw up my nerve, hesitantly dial, and hope the callee 
wouldn’t answer. Be at the grocery store, I said to myself. Be 
in the shower. If I reached voicemail, I left a long message that 
explained in excruciating detail what I wanted, with the goal of 
scaring the person to death so I’d never hear back. 

I gained a lot at the U’s J school and the Daily, but the most 
valuable acquisition was the confidence that comes with 

having a mission. In my case, that was fulfilling the public’s right to know. Digging 
for information that was hard to find or that had been intentionally concealed was 
endlessly appealing and I threw myself into it.

Other writers answer different callings—exploring life’s excruciating emotional 
terrain, nourishing reader imaginations, or generally making people feel less alone. 
Still others write for entertainment. Writers have always been the culture’s analyzers 
and seers, the people who can’t be duped or who can explain things in a way nobody 
knew was possible. These are the people who pour their hearts and brains out and 
then put their names on the results.

This issue is dedicated to writing and writers, books and stories. We’ve included 
a profile of biographer and Pulitzer Prize finalist William Souder, a poem from Ph.D. 
student and native Honduran Roy Guzman, a piece about the U Crime Family of 
mystery and murder writers, and a review of rapper and writer Dessa’s new essay 
collection. You’ll also find an intriguing story about storytelling itself and how it’s 
being deployed in new ways.

So, after a little while at the Daily—once I realized what I was doing and why— 
I became more than confident. Being a journalist gave me a potent context for 
understanding and operating in the world. In short, I was drunk with power. One 
day, my editor received a letter from the U Board of Regents, complaining that I had 
barged into a meeting and interrogated members for a story. (Thank you, Regent 
Chair David McMillan, for speaking with me voluntarily for my profile of departing 
President Eric Kaler, also in this issue.)

If there is any doubt that the U values writers and storytellers of all stripes, let 
me point to the nearly-century-old University of Minnesota Press, one of the most 
innovative academic publishers in the country. You’ll find a story about it in the 
pages ahead.

And, if that’s not enough to convince you, look no further than the castle being 
prepared for the English Department on the Minneapolis campus. Pillsbury Hall, 
which was built in 1889, will be revamped at a cost of $36 million—mostly from the 
Legislature, with the U footing a third of the bill. Construction on this regal mass of 
Hinckley and Fond du Lac sandstones will begin in 2019, with the goal of opening in 
summer 2021. It’ll house English, the Creative Writing Program, public event spaces, 
and collaborative study areas.

Pillsbury stands between two main University Avenue entrances like a fortress. 
Well into the future, it’ll stand tall for words, critical thinking, and expression. Of  
that I am confident.  

—Jennifer Vogel

Jennifer Vogel (B.A. ’92) can be reached at voge0022@umn.edu.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Send letters and comments to 
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A EDITOR'S NOTE 
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Remembering Antarctica
“On Ice” [by Tim Brady, Fall 2018] was a 
very interesting article. I “wintered over” 
at McMurdo Station from October 1967 to 
October 1968, courtesy of the United States 
Navy. A personal growth experience!
Terry Wade (B.A. ’73, J.D. ’76)
North Oaks, Minnesota

Bob Rutford was a TA in geography when I 
was a student. He was an officer in the U.S. 
Corps of Engineers when I was a corporal. 
I remember him as an officer, teacher, and 
football player. I’m proud to have known him.
Bob Scroggins (B.A. ’63)
North Oaks, Minnesota

More visuals, please
I enjoyed the article on the Sagrada Familia 
in Barcelona [“The Most Beauty Anywhere,” 
Fall], but was surprised there weren’t more 
pictures. I visited Barcelona in the late 
1960s and would love to go back and see 
the Sagrada Familia again.
Ned Pratt (B.Arch. ’74)
Albany, New York

Editor’s response: We hear you. The travel 
story in the current issue, on winter in 
Norway, includes more photos. Also, the 
online version, at MinnesotaAlumni.org, 
contains even more photos. Thanks for 
the suggestion.

On Secretary of State Steve Simon
Regarding Britt Robson’s article about our 
Secretary of State, Steve Simon [“Will Your 
Vote Be Hacked?”]: I just read it, and I am 
a friend of Steve’s—and I found it delight-
ful and full of information that I didn’t 
know. And it confirms for me what we say 
at our house about him: Steve Simon is an 
excellent human!

Thank you for a well written, informative, 
and timely article.
Jane Zimmerman (B.S.N. ’75)
Cologne, Minnesota

I was troubled by the article on Secretary 
of State Steve Simon in your Fall issue. Min-
nesota is very lax in its verification of voter 
eligibility. For this reason, the Minnesota 
Voters Alliance sought voter registration 
records from Secretary Simon under Minne-
sota’s Government Data Practices Act. When 
he refused to fully comply, the MVA sued 
him successfully in Ramsey County District 
Court. Secretary Simon has appealed the 
decision, and the case is now pending.

While Mr. Simon’s status as Minnesota’s 
Secretary of State may merit an article in 
your magazine, his portrayal as a hero of 
election integrity is rather misleading.
Michael Barg (J.D. ’87)
Bloomington, Minnesota

Editor’s response: Our portrayal of Steve 
Simon was based on Minnesota’s typi-
cally high voter turnout and few verifiable 
instances of voter fraud, and a March 2018 
report from the Office of the Legislative 
Auditor that found high satisfaction with 
our voter registration system among elec-
tion officials in most counties. The judge in 
the MVA case stayed her ruling, which the 
Secretary of State’s office opposes citing 
voter privacy. We’ll be watching to see how 
that case plays out.

Minnesota Alumni is a winner
The magazine received a veritable love let-
ter from the Minnesota Media and Publish-
ing Association at its awards celebration on 
November 1. We placed in nine categories, 
winning silver awards for cover design, 
column, and our Spring Human Rights 
issue, and gold for the exquisite design of 
our Summer Bell Museum feature and our 
amazing Alumni Angle newsletter.

LETTERS

Driving a future  
filled with promise

A gift in your will creates a 
brighter tomorrow for talented 
students, transforming their lives 
so they can transform the world. 
Learn more at driven.umn.edu/
waystogive or call Planned Giving  
at 612-624-3333.
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Nature gives up its secrets at the U’s epic 
new Bell Museum and Planetarium
By John Rosengren  •  Photos by Sara Rubinstein
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The Bell Museum has molted. It has left its 
cramped, dilapidated quarters on the University of 
Minnesota’s Minneapolis campus for a sustainable 
design of local granite, steel, white pine, and glass 
set among a pond and grassy fields on the St. Paul 
campus. Established in 1872 as the state’s natural his-
tory museum, the Bell has evolved from a collection 
of Minnesota still lifes into a dynamic, interactive 
journey that explores our place in space and time.

When doors open in July, you can try to seduce 
a sandhill crane with a mating dance. You can walk 
around a freshly constructed, life-size woolly mam-
moth from prehistoric Minnesota. And the second 
floor rotunda invites you, among suspended planets, 
to ponder questions inked on the walls such as “Are 
we really made of stars?”

Thirty percent bigger than its former home, the 
$79 million building, wrapped around a 120-seat 
planetarium, features an expanded Touch & See Lab, 
is topped by an observation deck and green roof, 
includes a new gallery to highlight faculty research, 
and has space to display temporary exhibits and 
items from the Bell’s expansive collection of 1.2 mil-
lion specimens. The world-famous dioramas remain 
the backbone of the museum. Each one tells a story 
on its surface—and more underneath.

Francis Lee Jaques, a renowned wildlife artist who 
spent part of his youth on a farm in Aitkin, Minnesota, 
and worked as an artist at the American Museum 
of Natural History in New York City, returned 
to Minnesota in the 1940s to paint the diorama 
backgrounds. He traveled to the settings for each 
scene, where he made sketches and painted color 
keys (color film was not reliable at the time), then 
returned to create amazingly realistic scenes with 

oil on canvass adhered to the curved walls. Florence 
Jaques added secret details to her husband’s work 
like the small critter hidden on the ground in the tall 
grass among the sandhill cranes that one can uncover 
by zooming in on a touchscreen. Once the paintings 
were in place, taxidermists Walter Breckenridge and 
John Jarosz constructed the scenes with such care 
that it is difficult to distinguish where the floor ends 
and the wall begins.

The wolf diorama tells how the museum got its for-
mer home on Church Street and University Avenue. 
James Ford Bell, General Mills founder and faithful 
conservationist, wanted to promote the nobility of 
wolves at a time when they were despised as vermin, 
but the museum’s location at the time (just east of 
Coffman Union) didn’t have the space to accom-
modate a wolf diorama. So, Bell donated half the 
funds for a new building. The diorama, completed in 
1942, depicts three wolves hunting on Shovel Point 
in Tettegouche State Park. Jaques painted a deer 
among the birch trees and Breckenridge and Jarosz 
made plaster casts of the rocks at the site to recre-
ate them. Bounty hunters contributed the wolves.

The hunting scene casts the wolves as seen in the 
wild, in their natural setting, rather than in artificial 
poses, a portrayal that set the tone for future diora-
mas. It made the once undesirable wolves desirable. 
“These wolves were not understood at the time, 
but now they’re being used to teach people about 
the value of wolves in North America,” says Andria 
Waclawski, Bell Museum communications manager.

The moose diorama tells the story of Breckenridge’s 
ingenuity. After blocking out the scene, Breck—as 
he was known—set out in 1944 with several other 
museum staff members and Pat Patterson of the 

THE  
BELL 
COMES 
ALIVE

This polar bear has been 
in the Bell’s collection for 
decades, but has never 
been on display. Until now.
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Instrumental
Master organist Paul Jacobs and the 
Minnesota Orchestra, with Music 
Director Osmo Vanska, rehearse 
for this restored pipe organ’s 
debut in October at Northrop.

Photo by Mark Luinenburg
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Fewer Skipped Meals
A new student group takes aim at food 

insecurity on campus.  By Meleah Maynard

EBECCA LEIGHTON (B.S. ’15, M.P.H. 
’17) was a graduate student at the 
U’s School of Public Health when an 
assignment required her to come up 

with a solution for a community nutrition prob-
lem. The exercise was intended to give students 
some practice doing professional tasks, including 
needs assessments and budgets. But Leighton’s 
project, which was researching nutrition issues on 
campus, took a real-life turn when she discovered 
a growing, but still largely hidden, problem: Many 
students are eating nonnutritious foods because 
that’s all they can afford. Still others are eating 
little or nothing because they don’t have enough 
money to buy food at all.

Student hunger has for years been an increas-
ingly troubling issue on college campuses across 
the country. Researchers continually release 
studies trying to grasp its scope, including a 
comprehensive 2018 survey by Temple University 
and the Wisconsin HOPE Lab, which reported 
that 36 percent of students at 66 surveyed U.S. 
universities and colleges don’t have enough 
to eat. Leighton was alerted to the U’s hunger 
problem when, during her preliminary research, 
she read Boynton Health’s 2015 College Student 
Health Survey and found that 17.5 percent of 
undergraduates were “food insecure,” meaning 
they worried about running out of food before 
they could afford more. Ten percent reported 
they had run out of food in the past 12 months.

Knowing how important good nutrition is to 
academic success, Leighton decided to devote 
her master’s thesis to researching food insecu-
rity and began interviewing students to better 
understand how to help. “People know that not 
eating healthy food is bad for your body,” she 
explains. “But studying nutrition, I’ve also learned 
how constantly worrying about where your next 
meal is coming from interferes with students’ 
ability to focus in class and learn.” The stories 
students told Leighton made the reality of being 
hungry while trying to learn painfully clear: “I skip 
meals, usually lunch and breakfast,” one student 
said in a survey. “I mean, there are days where I 
don’t have to go out. Then I’ll just not move so 
much so I don’t get so hungry.” 

Having read that many other Big 10 schools 
had opened free food pantries for students, St
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Leighton started a student group called Nutri-
tious U, which hosted two pilot pantries in early 
2017. Both were so successful, Boynton Health 
gave the pantry a permanent home in Coffman 
Union. All students are welcome to visit the 
pantry, which is open three days each month and 
offers primarily healthy, fresh foods rather than 
canned and boxed fare. Nutritious U distributed 
32,668 pounds of food and served 2,573 individual 
students—for a total of 5,611 total visits during the 
seven times the food pantry was open in 2017.

Why student hunger is escalating on college 
campuses is not fully understood, but many advo-
cates believe the problem is more widespread 
than the data shows. Rising college costs and 
insufficient financial aid and scholarships are 
usually to blame. But unpacking the problem, 
experts say, requires a closer look. Low-income 
student enrollment has increased in recent years, 
as many colleges and universities have expanded 

needs-based scholarship and grants programs. 
At the U, for example, financial support for low-
income students has risen to about $148 million 
per academic year, compared with $130 million 
six years ago. The additional funds are believed 
to have helped boost four-year graduation rates 
for low-income students from 31 percent in 2009 
to 60 percent in 2017. 

But that additional support is often not enough 
to cover students’ expenses. As a result, those 
students experience food insecurity the most. 
“The U tries to help as much as we can, but we 
know some students are skipping meals or not 
eating, and that has a major impact on their 
academic performance,” says Bob McMaster, 
the University’s vice provost and dean of under-
graduate education. “One thing we know is that, 
as soon as a family makes $75,000 or so a year, 
the student gets a much smaller grant. So, I bet if 
we dug into the data, we would find that a lot of 
middle-income students are food insecure too.” 

While the Nutritious U pantry is helping 
alleviate hunger, it is not a solution to the 
larger problem, which will take commitment 
and creative collaboration from many different 
angles. Currently, McMaster is working with the 
University of Minnesota Foundation to bring in 
more need-based money so students can, ideally, 
get by without having to work too many hours 
and/or take out loans. Leighton, too, is focused 
on the future and, in addition to running the 
pantry, she is researching ways to address the 
root causes of hunger. “I’m glad the pantry has 
been a success,” she says. “But my goal is not to 
expand it. What I want for students is that they 
don’t need it anymore.”  

Meleah Maynard (B.A.’91) is a freelance writer and editor 
in Minneapolis.

“Its crisp texture and spritely flavor make it an 
excellent choice for fresh eating.”Horticultural senior research fellow David Bedford on the U’s new First Kiss apple variety, which 

ripens about a month earlier than the Honeycrisp, as told to the Star Tribune.

Students Cahya Yunizar (opposite page) 
and Kushai Sehgal (above) pick up groceries 
at the Nutritious U Food Pantry.

Student Resources
The U offers certified financial 
wellness counseling—whether 
about money management or 

loans—by appointment or drop in:
onestop.umn.edu/finances/

financial-wellness-counseling

For everything you always 
wanted to know about student 

financial aid, go here:
admissions.tc.umn.edu/

costsaid/finaid.html

If you’d like more information 
about the Nutritious U Food 

Pantry, visit this page:
facebook.com/NUPUMN/

C 
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F YOU’RE THINKING of spitting into a 
tube for one of the genetic testing 
companies, such as 23andMe or 
Ancestry, Heather Zierhut (M.S. ’06, 

Ph.D. ’12), assistant professor in the Col-
lege of Biological Sciences, has advice 
for you. A genetic counselor, Zierhut 
helps people understand the implica-
tions of the tests and how to choose 
the right one; she also researches their 
ethical and public health implications.

How accurate are these tests?
When it comes to reading the DNA let-
ters, they are up to 99.9 percent accurate. 
That means if a testing company is look-
ing at a million different letters—or parts 
of the code—they are going to be wrong 
at least 1,000 times. If that wrong spot 
is an important letter, that impact can 
be substantial. It’s possible to compare 

one test to another and see some dif-
ferences. Most people don’t care when 
they’re talking about ancestry. But when 
they are digging deep into increased 
risk of disease, those differences are 
more significant. Anytime anybody finds 
something they are concerned about, 
they should have it repeated in a clinical 
lab and speak to a medical professional 
such as a genetic counselor.

If a test says you are predisposed 
to heart disease, does that 
mean you’ll get it?
Not necessarily. The ability to predict 
disease accurately is different than 
the accuracy of the test. If you look at 
heart disease and cancer, there are 
lots of different factors, including envi-
ronmental, family history, and lifestyle 
factors. The test has the potential to 
help people understand very specific 
genetic information, but it does not 
give you the full story. 

Will a genetic test tell me the cities 
in which my ancestors were born?
At-home tests are getting better at spe-
cifically nailing down where in Western 
or Eastern Europe you are from, but 
in general you will get a broad area or 
region. As they add more people to the 
databases, they are able to do a better 
job of predicting. But one may say you 
are 20 percent German and another 
might say 12 percent because there are 
differences in how they may interpret 
the data. Certain ethnic backgrounds 

have more information and are there-
fore more accurate than others. 

What should a person look for when 
deciding which test to take?
If you are looking for a relative in the 
U.S., find one with a large database 
of customers from the U.S. If you are 
looking for where your Swiss and 
German relatives are, look for one with 
an international database. Go to the 
websites and see what their portals look 
like. Knowing what you’re looking for 
and what the testing results will look like 
is an important first step.

Is privacy a concern?
As with any data that is stored 
electronically and is accessible, there 
is the ability for hacking and breaches. 
Even more concerning is when you take 
that data and share it with third parties. 
When you sign up with some of these 
companies, you agree to allow data to 
be accessible by others and even some-
times included in anonymous public 
databases. Some use it for research 
and other purposes outside the original 
reason for the test.

Should people brace themselves for 
the revelation of family secrets?
You may not think you’ll find a DNA 
surprise, but they are more common 
than people think. I have had individuals 
find cousins they didn’t know existed. 
I have had people discover they aren’t 
genetically related to their fathers. 
They say, “My father put a test in, I gave 
him the test for Fathers’ Day, but we 
didn’t connect. What does that mean?” 
Another situation that’s becoming more 
common is when children conceived 
by IVF and sperm donation discover 
biological relatives; there are reports 
of 20 siblings being connected via one 
donor. It helps to bring people together 
who didn’t know they were relatives.  

ASK A PROFESSOR

Exploring Ancestry
Six quick questions for genetic testing 
expert Heather Zierhut   By Jennifer Vogel
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DISCOVERIES

SATELLITES SNAP MILLIONS of images of 
virtually every acre of Earth, providing a 
potentially valuable database of shifting 
patterns of crops, grasslands, forest, 

and other land use. The information could help us 
understand changes in agriculture and the environ-
ment, as humans respond to a growing population 
and climate change.

But the amount of information is enormous—and 
growing daily. To categorize and make sense of it is 
a challenge. That’s where the University of Minne-
sota comes in. A handful of U researchers recently 
won a $1.43 million National Science Foundation 
grant to help figure out how to analyze the data. 

Researchers from the College of Science and 
Engineering; the College of Food, Agricultural, 
and Natural Resource Sciences; and the Min-
nesota Supercomputing Institute (MSI) have 
proposed scanning, categorizing, and analyzing 
the images using machine learning, the next 
frontier of artificial intelligence, in which computer 

systems are able to train and teach themselves 
without being explicitly programmed.

In essence, these computer algorithms “have 
the ability to learn on their own,” says Mehmet 
Akçakaya, assistant professor in the Department 
of Electrical and Computer Engineering, who uses 
machine learning in a health-care-related project. 
When shown new images, “they can learn what to 
do, essentially, just like us.”

Through machine learning, humans can analyze 
data that is so voluminous or complex that the task 
would take mere mortals ages—or it could not be 
done at all. U scientists are at the forefront of the 
revolution, using these algorithms for tasks ranging 
from predicting the likelihood of death to counting 
wildebeests. By integrating machine learning into 
research, scientific discoveries and advancements 
are taking the fast track.

The satellite imaging project will rely on machine 
learning’s ability to quickly scan and interpret 
images, says James Wilgenbusch, senior associate 
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How machine 
learning allows 
U researchers to 
learn like, well  
. . . machines.
By Greg Breining

The Big 
Electric Brain
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director of the MSI and a project coinvestigator. 
The algorithm will “train” on the image database 
to distinguish forest from grassland, conifers from 
deciduous trees, corn from soybeans. The results will 
be incorporated into the U’s unique GEMS platform, 
which integrates genomic, environmental, management, 
and socioeconomic data to show, for example, how 
planting cover crops affects water quality.

“Those are practices that are difficult to actually 
monitor outside of survey data to determine whether 
there are positive benefits to certain types of practices,” 
says Wilgenbusch. “With the existing data we feel that 
we can do that.”

Patterns in human health 
Nishant Sahni, M.D., a hospitalist and adjunct assistant 
professor in the Department of Medicine, recently 
collected electronic health records from nearly 60,000 
hospitalizations. A “random forest” algorithm combed 
through data to determine the combinations of test 
results that predicted a patient had less than a year 
to live. Sahni wants to incorporate the program into 
electronic medical records to alert caregivers to “the 
highest-risk patients who might benefit from additional 
help,” including end-of-life counseling, or who might be 
spared unnecessary procedures.

“The next step is proving we can actually use the tool 
and do something with it clinically,” he says, “that we can 
intervene earlier, or have increased use of palliative care, 
improve our consultations, or increase patient satisfaction.”

Schooling researchers
Machine learning can identify hidden patterns in data 
that escape the notice of researchers, says Edward 
McFowland III, assistant professor of information and 
decision sciences in the Carlson School of Management. 

A recent study showed that assigning a teacher’s aide 
to classrooms didn’t benefit elementary students. But 
when McFowland reexamined the data with a machine 
learning algorithm, it identified a subgroup of class-
rooms with highly experienced teachers that showed 
impressive gains. That pattern suggested several 
avenues of further research. “Machine learning has the 
ability to generate the hypotheses that ask the question 
that we don’t even know to ask.”

Deep learning in a heartbeat
A special category of machine learning is “deep learn-
ing,” where software learns to recognize patterns in 
sounds and images by mimicking the layers of neurons 
in the human brain. Deep learning is even more capable 

than standard machine learning of self-training.
Mehmet Akçakaya is training a deep-learning 

algorithm to speed up the acquisition of magnetic reso-
nance imaging. Patients would benefit by spending less 
time in an MRI machine. Researchers could get accurate 
imaging of split-second events like a single heartbeat 
or the flash of a neuron. “You always want to go faster,” 
Akçakaya says. “If I can keep the person there for five 
minutes instead of 10 minutes, that’s going to reduce the 
cost. That’s going to reduce the patient discomfort. It’s 
going to be important both in the clinic and in research.”

Capturing motion
Through a deep-learning algorithm, Hyun Soo Park, 
an assistant professor in the Department of Computer 
Science and Engineering, is able to accurately track and 
analyze movements of human bodies, whether dribbling 
a basketball or swinging on a playground.

And he can do it without the strategically placed body 
markers that are used to make computer-generated 
imagery for movies, for example. Park has been able 
to do the same with free-roaming monkeys, which are 
widely used in studies to track the connection between 
brain signals and body movements. “Neuroscientists 
have been very interested in how their brain signals are 
correlated with their behavior,” says Park.

Counting wildebeests
Craig Packer, director of the U’s Lion Research Center, 
teamed up with a deep-learning expert to analyze the 
millions of camera-trap photos from his African field 
research. Packer relied on volunteers to read photos, 
but the volume became overwhelming.

The images are not nicely composed photos of easily 
recognized species. “Some of these brown antelope can 
look pretty similar to each other,” says Packer. “It could 
have its head down, facing the other direction. It does 
take an experienced person, if all they’re seeing is the 
rear end of a wildebeest, to say that’s a wildebeest. Like-
wise with a computer—if you put in enough examples of 
wildebeest pictures, all kinds of different angles, it can 
have the same kind of recognition capacity.”

The algorithm that Packer and his colleagues devel-
oped classifies and counts the species. “It’s really quite 
stunning in its abilities,” he says. “It’s something that will 
probably become integrated into almost every camera-
trap study of any species anywhere on earth.”  

Greg Breining (B.A. ’74) is a nature and science writer who lives in 
St. Paul. His latest book is Paddle North: Canoeing the Boundary 
Waters-Quetico Wilderness.

“MACHINE 
LEARNING HAS 
THE ABILITY TO 
GENERATE THE 
HYPOTHESES 
THAT ASK THE 

QUESTION THAT 
WE DON’T EVEN 
KNOW TO ASK.”.
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Teaching Literacy 
with Facebook
Minnesota is home to the larg-
est U.S. population of Somalis, 
many of whom spent years in 
refugee camps after fleeing 
their country’s ongoing civil war. 
Given the lack of functioning 
schools during wartime, a high 
number of Somali teenagers 
arrive in Minnesota not only hav-
ing to learn English but acquire 
basic literacy skills, including 
how to properly hold a pencil.

What these students do 
know how to do, often with a 
high degree of sophistication, 
is use their phones and other 
tech devices. With that in mind, 
researchers at the University of 
Minnesota’s College of Educa-
tion & Human Development 
wondered whether social 
media might be an effective 
tool for teaching literacy. They 
piloted a high school social 
media unit where students 
practiced their English by using 
Facebook to share information 
with each other.

The results were promising. 
Not only did Facebook’s “like” 
feature make it easy for students 
to give and receive positive 
feedback; it also offered a safe, 
familiar environment where 
students felt more comfortable 
practicing their written English. 

“Findings from this research 
are relevant to all classroom 
teachers in our region,” says 
Kendall King, one of the study’s 
authors and a professor of 
second language education in 
the Department of Curriculum 
and Instruction. “While many 
refugee-background youth do 
not have a wealth of experience 
in formal academic writing, 

many are highly competent 
communicators and writers 
using social media. Students had 
mastered the technical aspects 
of using Facebook and also 
understood that social media is 
a powerful communication tool 
and connector.”

This study was published 
in the volume 17, 2018 issue of 
Journal of Language, Identity & 
Education.

Preemies and Abuse
The School of Public Health’s 
Susan Mason was sorting 
through data on child abuse and 
neglect when she uncovered 
a serious issue: Compared to 
babies who are born full term, 
preemies (babies born before 
37 weeks of gestation) are 1.6 
times more likely to be readmit-
ted to the hospital within their 
first year for injuries indicating 
maltreatment. What’s more, 
the data shows that infants who 
had long stays in the Neonatal 
Intensive Care Unit are 1.8 times 
more likely to be readmitted to 
the hospital for abuse-related 
injuries before they turn 1.

What accounts for these 
findings? “It is possible that 
these early challenges at birth 
contribute to the risk of later 
maltreatment because they 
are highly stressful and/or may 
disrupt normal parent-child 
attachment,” says Mason, a 
social epidemiologist and 
assistant professor. “If this is 
the case, then intervening to 
reduce stress and focus on 
bonding in these families may 
be important.”

Mason, who is continuing her 
research, hopes these findings 
will inform public policy, educa-

tion, and targeted supports for 
families. She says states and 
communities can help by linking 
data—such as hospital records 
and birth certificates—to aid 
researchers in spotting abuse 
patterns and warning signs, 
paving the way for prevention 
strategies.

This research was published 
in the September 2018 issue of 
Annals of Epidemiology.

When Stars Collide
In June 1670, French monk and 
astronomer Père Dom Anthelme 
described a star he’d never 
seen before, located just below 
Albireo, the star that marks the 
head of the constellation Cyg-
nus, the swan. How it got there 
was a mystery that astronomers 
puzzled over for more than 300 
years. That is, until now.

The star, which is called CK 
Vulpeculae and is not visible to 
the human eye without a tele-
scope, was originally thought 
to be a nova—a star that gets 
brighter when it blows off mass 
and then returns to its original 
state. Now, an international 
team of astrophysicists, includ-
ing two U professors, have 

determined that what Anthelme 
discovered in the night sky was 
actually the explosive merger of 
white and brown dwarf stars.  

While white dwarfs are 
remnants of sunlike stars that 
are nearing the ends of their 
lives, brown dwarf stars are their 
unglamorous siblings; they don’t 
have enough mass to power the 
kinds of thermonuclear reactions 
that make the sun and other stars 
shine. But when they merge with 
white dwarfs, the brown dwarf’s 
material heats up and sparks fly.

“It was as if you put salsa 
fixings into a blender and 
forgot to put the lid on,” says 
Charles Woodward, a professor 
in the School of Physics and 
Astronomy. “The white dwarf 
was like the blades at the bottom 
and the brown dwarf was the 
edibles. It was shredded, and its 
remains spun out in two jets.”

This research was published 
in the September 2018 edition 
of Monthly Notices of the Royal 
Astronomical Society.  

DISCOVERIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Send letters and comments to 
UMNAlumnimag@umn.edu

Or, visit our new website at 
MinnnesotaAlumni.orgD
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star was a mystery 
until now.
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YOU COULD PROP OPEN a castle door with a copy of The 
True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer, by Jackson 
Benson, a cradle-to-grave biography that clocks in at over 
1,100 pages. Jay Parini’s 535-page John Steinbeck: A 
Biography, published a decade later, in 1995, doesn’t miss 
many details either.

So why has William Souder spent the last couple of 
years crafting his own take on the famous author of The 
Grapes of Wrath, East of Eden, and Of Mice and Men—an 
opus currently titled Mad at the World, John Steinbeck 
and the American Century and due out sometime in 2019?

“The question is always, ‘Well, what do you bring to 
the table,’” says Souder (B.A. ’77), sitting in his living room 
surrounded by meadow and prairie in Grant, Minnesota, 
about 30 miles east of Minneapolis. “And the answer to 
that is, my perspective. My way of telling a story.”

That quiet confidence is not misplaced. Back in 2003, 
Souder, who had never before written a biography and was 

54 years old, decided 
to tackle the life of 
the famous artist and 
ornithologist, John James 
Audubon. Not only had 
there been previous 
books about Audubon, 
but Souder discovered just 

a few months into the process that Pulitzer Prize-winning 
author Richard Rhodes was scheduled to put out an 
Audubon bio at the same time his was due. 

Learning on the fly, Souder stuck to “his perspective,” 
which he defines as “bringing the person to life. Giving the 
reader an actual sense of the human being by exploring 
the time in which they lived.”

There are entire chapters of Under a Wild Sky, John 
James Audubon and the Making of The Birds of America, 
where Audubon is rarely if ever mentioned. But the freedom 

afforded by the wildness of America in the early 19th 
century—where Europeans like Audubon encountered a 
vast trove of never-before-seen plants and animals, and 
Audubon could reinvent his shady past into something more 
noble—brims from Souder’s prose. Under a Wild Sky beat 
Rhodes to the bookshelves and became a Pulitzer finalist. 

Souder’s second biography, On a Farther Shore: The Life 
and Legacy of Rachel Carson, published in 2012, again enliv-
ened his subject, the groundbreaking ecologist and author 
of Silent Spring, via Souder’s acute sense of contextualiza-
tion. “Without overstating his point, Souder draws a portrait 
of cultural and political life in the middle of the 20th century 
and places Carson squarely at the center of it,” gushed the 
Washington Post. Added the Wall Street Journal, “This is 
the book to read about Carson’s short life and work.”

Souder was born in Minneapolis in 1949, moved to Florida 
in the second grade, and didn’t return to Minnesota until 
enrolling at the U in his mid-20s after four years in the Navy. 
He was interested in film and photography, but the closest 
he could get to that in the ’70s was the journalism program. 
That’s where he was mentored by legendary U professor 
George Hage, who encouraged him to become a writer.

Covering the science beat at the Minnesota Daily 
served him well when nearly a quarter century later, 
schoolchildren discovered a cluster of deformed frogs in 
the small town of Henderson, Minnesota. Souder’s story 
about the frogs and their possible damage from chemicals 
landed on the front page of the Washington Post, led Dan 
Rather’s newscast, and drew a call from a literary agent 
in rapid order. The result was his first book, A Plague of 
Frogs, published in 2000. 

By then, Souder was married with four children and 
building the spacious red colonial-style house out in Grant. 
His career had been spent writing and editing weekly 
newspapers and magazines in Boston and the Twin Cities. 
A Plague of Frogs made him realize that his knack for 

Biographer William Souder 
embeds his subjects firmly in 
their places and times. Next up, 
John Steinbeck.  By Britt Robson
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broad, contextual writing was best displayed on a 
book-length canvas.

Now that the house is an empty nest, Souder eats 
a leisurely breakfast and catches cable news before 
heading up to his office at about 8 o’clock. He line 
edits what he wrote the previous day and launches 
into the next book segment—to generate momentum 
he always quits for the day with the next morning’s 
assignment in mind. A typical day gets him close to 
2,000 words by midafternoon.

“Probably the biggest challenge in writing biogra-
phies is organizing the research materials,” Souder 
says. When writing the Carson book, he bought his 
own refrigerator-sized microfilm reader. Researching 
Steinbeck required reading everything he could find 
by the prolific author of novels, nonfiction, screen-
plays, television scripts, plays, political speeches, and 
correspondence—not to mention those two weighty 
Steinbeck biographies.

Souder spent months in California, at the Center 
for Steinbeck Studies at San Jose State and the 
Steinbeck Collection at Stanford. At the National 
Steinbeck Center in Salinas, he transcribed a large 
box of previously undocumented tapes of interviews 
with everyone in town who had known Steinbeck. 
He had to throw up temporary shelves in his office to 
accommodate dozens of binders filled with keys and 
codes to where he’d cataloged his research.

It’s a fundamental part of a biographer’s process, 
but for Souder, not the most vital part. “For me, it is 
always about the story—always about the story,” he 
says. “When I spoke to magazine writing classes, I told 
the students that I used to gather up all my notes and 
transcriptions and interviews and reporting and then 
close the folder and write as much of the story as I 
could without looking at my materials. Because some 
of your most important decisions are going to be 
what you leave out.”

As we talk in late September, Souder estimates he 
is two weeks from finishing his Steinbeck book. He 
spends an hour regaling me with Steinbeck details, 
but the first two minutes define his frame. Steinbeck 
was born in 1902, when no one was driving cars or 
flying planes. He died a few months before Neil 
Armstrong stepped on the moon. During that time, 
America changed from a rough-and-tumble frontier 
to a world power.

By now, the book is in the publishing process. If 
Souder is true to his word, on the day he finished it, he 
took a long walk alongside nearby Birch Lake, as he 
had for the completion of his three previous books. 
The estimated length of this one: a mere 350 pages.  

Britt Robson writes about the Timberwolves and music for a 
variety of local and national publications.

IMPRESSIVE
IF THIS STORY WERE A DOCUMENTARY, it would open 
with a shot of a multicolored coffee mug stuffed with 
pens on University of Minnesota Press Director Doug 
Armato’s desk, framed so you could see the press’s logo 
on it with the book title-cum-rallying cry: Reclaiming the 
Heartland. The camera would pull back to reveal the 
clutter of manuscripts, books, and newspapers piled on 
every surface in Armato’s office, and then would cut to 
an exterior shot of the red brick Barrel House building 
on the banks of the Mississippi, a mile upstream of the 
Twin Cities campus. In that micro-to-macro view, you 
would glimpse the mission, heart, and locus of the most 
innovative university press in the country.

Established by U President Lotus Coffman and the 
Board of Regents in 1925 to streamline the publication 

The first director 
of University of 

Minnesota Press, 
Margaret Harding, 

had the foresight 
to publish the 

Minnesota Multi-
phasic Personality 
Inventory, known 

as the MMPI.
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Armato is just the fifth director over the past 93 years  
to drive the Press’s innovation. The first, Margaret 
Harding, had the foresight and fortitude to publish the 
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), 
created in the late 1930s by University faculty members 
Starke Hathaway (Ph.D. ’32) and John McKinley (M.D. 
1918). UMP is the only university press to have a psycho-
logical test on its list, and it has become the most widely 
used objective personality test in the world.

“Its invention is cited by the University as one of 
its biggest research accomplishments,” says Armato 
of the MMPI.  “Keeping it alive is one of the exciting 
things about the press.”

Harding directed the Press for 25 years before turn-
ing over the reins in 1952 to Helen Clapesattle, a senior 

editor who had written the best-selling his-
tory of the Mayo Clinic, The Doctors Mayo, 
which UMP published in 1941.

In 1957, John Ervin Jr. took over the position 
and published the popular American Writers 
pamphlet series, composed of authoritative 
summaries of the country’s most important 
writers. At a time when standard university 
press procedure called for first editions in 
hardcover, Ervin issued nearly all books in 
paperback in order to reduce costs and 
increase circulation. He also reacquired the 
rights to the MMPI, which had been licensed 
to the Psychological Corporation in the ’50s, 
and published a revised and updated ver-
sion in 1989. (Armato is overseeing the first 
update of the test since the 1980s.)

In 1981, Ervin made the unconventional 
move to prioritize critical theory with the 
Theory and History of Literature series of 
scholarly works from North America and 
Europe, created to spark dialogue across dis-
ciplines. “We became internationally known 
because we were doing it before almost 
anyone,” says Armato. One of the books from 
that series, Literary Theory: An Introduction, 
by British scholar Terry Eagleton, remains 
the Press’s star title, having sold 250,000 
copies since its publication in 1983. 

When Lisa Freeman took over in 1990, 
she started publishing academic journals on 
subjects ranging from architecture to media 
archiving. She enhanced the press’s social 
engagement by steering its theoretical 

IMPRESSIVE
Since 1925, 
University of 
Minnesota 
Press has been 
redefining the 
idea of scholarly 
publishing.  
By John Rosengren

and distribution of original works, University of 
Minnesota Press (UMP) has secured its unique place 
as a world-renowned pioneer of scholarly titles and 
a premier publisher of regional books. “They have 
long been leaders in publishing cultural theory, 
continental philosophy, and have a strong list of film 
and media studies,” says Jennifer Crewe, president 
of the Association of University Presses and director 
of Columbia University Press. “They stand out in 
regional publishing as well.”

With annual revenues of just over $8 million in the 
last fiscal year—the publication of books, tests, and 
journals covers 92 percent of its operating expenses—
the Press is largely self-sustaining. The balance of its 
annual budget comes from grants and the U. 
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IF YOU’VE EVER WONDERED, while perusing your local 
bookstore, why so many mystery and crime writers hail from 
Minnesota, best-selling author Matt Goldman (B.A. ’86) has 
handily summarized the answer for you in the acknowledg-
ments of his first book, Gone to Dust (Forge/Macmillan).

“Boredom, coffee, and bad weather, I couldn’t have done 
it without you,” he wrote. “Minnesota, I hope this book reads 
as a love letter because that’s what it is.”

Goldman, a former writer for Seinfeld, Ellen, and other 
television shows, honed his comedy chops while a student 
at the University of Minnesota. He took up mystery writing 
quite recently, but already has published two books set in 
his home state—in the second, Broken Ice, the action takes 
place at the Minnesota state hockey tournament.

scholarship in the direction of feminist and queer 
thought, making it a leader in these fields.

Armato has been director since 1998 and has 
overseen some of UMP’s most groundbreaking 
innovations. In 2005, he implemented a process 
to publish all titles simultaneously in print and as 
e-books. By 2009, every UMP book published 
since 1925—over 3,000 titles—was available in 
an electronic format. He has also maintained 
Freeman’s social engagement on current events 
with a series of shorter, topical books on timely 
subjects, which include aspirational fascism and 
the politics of Bitcoin. 

UMP’s latest venture in the digital space is 
Manifold (manifold.umn.edu), an online multime-
dia publishing platform, which allows scholars 
to incorporate audio, film clips, and other 
visual materials that would not have a place in a 
traditional print book.

Perhaps Armato’s most noticeable influence, 
certainly to the general public, has been the expan-
sion of the Press’s publishing list to reach readers 
outside academia. By embracing UMP’s regional 
roots with books about the history, culture, and 
environment of the Midwest—including novels and 
children’s books—Armato’s team has increased 
the revenues of nonacademic titles from about 
$120,000 in 1998 to more than $1 million today. 
Of the more than 100 new titles UMP publishes 
each year, half are for general audiences.

The press has also cultivated local talent by tak-
ing on Minnesota authors, including Lorna Landvik 
and Sarah Stonich. The press reissued Stonich’s 
These Granite Islands and published her last two 
novels, Vacationland and Laurentian Divide. 

The quality of the Press’s work has not gone 
unnoticed. The Sioux Chef’s Indigenous Kitchen 
by Sean Sherman and Beth Dooley won the 
2018 James Beard Foundation Book Award for 
Best American Cookbook. The Essential Ellen 
Willis, edited by Nona Willis Aronowitz, won 
the 2014 National Book Critics Circle award for 
criticism. Three UMP titles have been awarded 
John Burroughs Association Riverby awards 
for natural history books for young readers. 
Press authors have also won 10 Minnesota Book 
Awards over the past decade.

Armato credits these successes to innovation, 
vision, and location. “This is such an incredible 
place to publish books because of the book com-
munity and the dedication of people to reading 
in the state,” he says.  

John Rosengren is an award-winning freelance writer 
based in Minneapolis.

A bone-chilling number of mystery and crime writers come from   Minnesota, and the U.  By Lynette Lamb
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nesota Crime Wave. They tour together, have established 
a Facebook page, and once ran a cable news program 
featuring mystery authors. Each has written dozens of 
books, many of them bestsellers. Each has a significant U 
connection: Brookins is a liberal arts graduate, Krueger 
worked in the U registrar’s office and a research laboratory 
for 20 years, and Hart spent a decade cooking for the soror-
ity sisters of Delta Gamma.

Indeed, Hart’s first mystery—written 30 years ago—was 
set in a sorority very like Delta Gamma. Nearly all of her sub-
sequent books have taken place in the Twin Cities, where 
her heroine, Jane Lawless, owns a restaurant overlooking 
Lake Harriet. Hart’s latest novel, A Whisper of Bones (St. 
Martin’s), unfolds mostly in the neighborhood surrounding 
the St. Paul campus. She plans to set her next book at a col-
lege. “I love a college setting,” she says. “Something about all 
those old buildings and young people interested in ideas.”

Hart is often asked why Minnesota has so many mystery 
writers, and she offers two answers: the state’s large num-
ber of readers and the fact that long winters leave “nothing 
else to do but sit inside and think up murders.”

Adds Krueger, “We’re simply a subset of all the artists 
who make Minnesota their home. The people of our state 
support the arts in a tremendous way.”

Star Tribune books editor Laurie Hertzel credits the Loft 
Literary Center, local M.F.A. programs like the one at the 
U, the community Twin Cities Sisters in Crime (twincitysinc.

org), and the encouragement of 
established writers like John Sandford 
(John Camp), Chuck Logan, Mary 
Logue (B.A. ’75), and Krueger. Local 
bookstore Once Upon a Crime, she 
says, is also part of it. The 30-year-old 
South Minneapolis store “has been 
very supportive of local mystery 

writers, holding book launches, readings, hand-selling their 
books, even publishing anthologies of their work.”

Once Upon a Crime manager Devin Abraham cites the 
state’s malevolent weather when asked why Minnesota 
creates such a glut of crime fiction. “When you’re stuck with 
long winters, you tend to write about darker things,” she says. 
“Look at the Scandinavian writers.” High-profile authors like 
Jo Nesbo and Stieg Larsson, purveyors of “Nordic noir,” have 
made an art of weaving dastardly plots from darkness and ice. 

Although Abraham has only managed the store for two 
years, she is already well versed in state mystery writers. 
Three of the four new Minnesota authors she recommends 
are U graduates: Mindy Mejia (B.A. ’00), Goldman, and 
Allen Eskens (B.A. ’89).

Mejia’s new book, Leave No Trace (Atria), is a Kirkus starred-
reviewed thriller set in the Boundary Waters. Eskens’s latest 

A bone-chilling number of mystery and crime writers come from   Minnesota, and the U.  By Lynette Lamb

Minnesota offers much to inspire a certain type of cold-
blooded imagination—from deep lakes and isolated patches 
of woods where a body may never be found to cities and fairs 
from which a person might disappear virtually unnoticed to 
treacherously icy roads and snow that may or may not reveal 
the foot tracks of an evildoer.

In using the varied countryside, cities, and extreme weather 
of Minnesota in story settings, Goldman is far from alone. 
There is a macabre mob of Gopher mystery writers—both 
current and former Minnesotans—for whom subzero temps 
and lakes from Harriet to Superior serve almost as characters 
in their books.

Three of these writers—Carl Brookins (B.A. ’57), Ellen Hart, 
and William Kent Krueger—have dubbed themselves the Min-

THE WEATHER DID IT
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mystery, The Shadows We Hide (Mulholland), 
unfolds in southern Minnesota, but his first 
book, The Life We Bury (Prometheus), largely 
takes place in Minneapolis, where protagonist 
Joe Talbert is a U journalism student, as 
Eskens once was.

Eskens’s college trajectory might be familiar 
to undergraduates of the ’80s, many of whom 
took a while to graduate. “I had to put myself 
through college,” he says, “so every couple 
years I quit school to earn more money. It took 
me seven years to finish. I never goofed off or 
partied. I went to classes and worked full time 
as a baggage handler for Northwest Airlines.”

Eskens was never a journalist, going 
straight on to law school and then practicing 
law in Mankato while studying creative 
writing. Many years later, he published The 
Life We Bury, a finalist for Edgar, Anthony, and 
Minnesota Book Awards, with a film version in 
development.

His U years, though distant now, had a big 
impact on Eskens. A reporting assignment to 
interview a stranger led him to meet a man in 
a nursing home, which is exactly how his first 
novel opens. Another scene in that book is set 
in the Wilson Library archives, a room that has 
lingered in Eskens’s memory.

As for crime writer Erin Hart (M.A. ’95)—no 
relation to Ellen—it was a short story she 
wrote in a U class, which won a Glimmer Train 
award, that launched her writing career. She 
credits instructors Paulette Bates Alden, 
Carol Bly, and Madelon Sprengnether as 
important influences and sources of encour-
agement as she learned her craft. Her four 
mysteries are set in Ireland and St. Paul, with 
important action in at least one book centered 
along the Mississippi.

In the end, it may be Minnesota’s geograph-
ic and meteorological offerings that do the 
most to spark this dark writing. “Minnesota is 
rich with settings,” says Eskens. “Not only do 
you have farmlands, cities, lakes, and woods, 
and the privacy of the far north, you also have 
the weather—from very hot to very cold. It’s 
nice having all those things to play with.”  

Lynette Lamb (M.A. ’84) is a longtime mystery reader 
with the book bills to prove it. She works in Minneapo-
lis as a freelance writer and editor.
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Roy G. Guzmán (M.F.A. ’17) is a Ph.D. student and Honduran poet whose first collection will be published by Graywolf Press in 2020.  Z Akhmetova is a nonbinary, Russian-   born illustrator and cartoonist who lives in St. Paul.  Poem originally published in Connotation Press.  
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THE VAST UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA Libraries system—
in possession of millions of books and magazines, and 
able to address tens of thousands of research questions 
annually—provides U faculty and students with compre-
hensive coverage of the humanities, arts, sciences, and 
other areas of study.

But, if U libraries is the universe, the Department of 
Archives and Special Collections is its glorious Pegasus 
constellation. Housed mostly in the Elmer L. Andersen 
Library on the West Bank, the department is a storehouse 
of the idiosyncratic: the rare, the very old, and the highly 
unusual. Letters, books, medieval manuscripts, antique 
maps, recordings, artworks, and even toys have come 
to the collections from donors obsessed with particular 
subjects; they are cared for and lovingly added to by 
curators who understand obsession. 

The department is divided into 17 subdivisions, includ-
ing the Givens Collection of African American Literature; 
the Children’s Literature Research Collections; the 
Immigration History Research Center Archives; the Tret-
ter Collection in Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender 
Studies; and the Wangensteen Library of Biology and 
Medicine. These deep-dive collections are teaching and 
research tools, of course, but they’re also available to 
anybody who wants to come and look.

Out of this richness, we’ve selected five treasures that 
shouldn’t be missed, with the help of Timothy Johnson, 
curator of Special Collections and Rare Books, which 
oversees materials that need extra special care, and 
Marguerite Ragnow, curator of the James Ford 
Bell Library, which focuses on international trade 
and navigation from the Middle Ages through 
the 18th century.

Of course, there’s much more in Archives 
and Special Collections: the New Testament 
portion of the original King James Bible; 
exquisite 300-year-old anatomy books; a 
hand-drawn map of an Amazon tributary 
by Alexander von Humboldt, the greatest 
naturalist of the early 19th century—a universe 
of rarity, beauty, and significance owned and 
offered by our University.  

Jon Spayde is a writer and editor who lives in St. Paul.

The U is home to a weird and wonderful 
collection of bookish artifacts.
By Jon Spayde

A LITERARY TREASURE HUNT

A MAGNIFICENT 
MEDIEVAL MANUSCRIPT 
ENCYCLOPEDIA

Le Propriétaire des Choses 
(“On the Nature of Things”) 
is a 14th-century translation 
into French of a Latin original 
from the 1200s. “It’s the first 
European encyclopedia 
to incorporate knowledge 
from the Middle East—both 
Arab and Jewish—especially 
scientific information,” says 
Ragnow. “It has amazing illu-
minations and decorations, 
including animals both real 
and mythical, surrounding 
all of this science.”

4,000-YEAR-OLD 
BUREAUCRATIC MEMOS

Ancient Sumer, in what’s now 
southern Iraq, was a well-
organized place. Bureaucrats 
in the third millennium BCE 
were expected to keep care-
ful track of all expenditures 
and record them on clay 
tablets in cuneiform, the 
Mesopotamian script. Among 
its oldest artifacts, special 
collections has 16 of these 
tablets, which were created 
by hardworking government 
men like, for example, 
Lu-Ninubur, who accounted 
for “two reed mats to cover 
a boat, their size 1/2 sar, for a 
flour boat, place of Ur-Ulpae.”

C 
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A LITERARY TREASURE HUNT

TWO COPIES OF THE 
LARGEST PUBLISHED 
BOOK IN THE WORLD

Digital artist Michael Hawley, 
director of special projects at 
MIT’s Media Lab, often took 
his students on international 
study trips. One of his favorite 
destinations was the Himalayan 
kingdom of Bhutan. “Hawley 
wanted to do something for 
the children of Bhutan,” says 
Johnson, “and in the end he 
came up with the idea of doing 
a photo book of Bhutan, five 
feet high, seven feet wide 
when it’s opened, and 130 
pounds”—and considered the 
world’s largest published book. 
Hawley first produced it in 
2003 using MIT’s gargantuan, 
high-tech digital printer and 
sold it for a whopping sum, 
with proceeds benefiting 
Bhutanese schools and educa-
tional programs. The U has two 
copies of this behemoth.

THE WORLD’S LARGEST 
COLLECTION OF 
SHERLOCKIANA 

Yes, the biggest treasure 
trove of material relating to 
Sherlock Holmes, some 60,000 
items, is housed near the 
Mississippi, not the Thames. It’s 
actually a separate division of 
the department, and caring for 
it is rare-book curator Johnson’s 
other main job. He explains that 
an initial purchase of a small 
collection of Holmes-related 
books was vastly expanded by 
the rarities donated by 1950 
Nobel prizewinner and Mayo 
Clinic consulting physician Philip 
Hench and his wife Mary. But 
the trove didn’t attain world-
record status until New Mexico 
entrepreneur John Bennett 
Shaw, who has no connection 
to the U but was impressed 
by its collection, donated his 
hoard of Holmes artifacts, from 
board games to bars of soap.

A MAP THAT NAMED 
TWO CONTINENTS—AND 
CAUGHT A FORGER

Two continents in the Western 
Hemisphere are called 
“America” thanks to German 
mapmaker and printer Martin 
Waldseemüller. In 1507, he 
decided to name what we now 
call South America after the 
Florentine explorer Amerigo 
Vespucci, who proved that what 
Columbus had reached was a 
“new world,” not Asia. His wall 
map exists in only one copy, at 
the Library of Congress, but 
Waldseemüller also created 
versions meant to be pasted 
onto globes. Three are known to 
exist—and the Bell Library has 
one. It was in the news in January 
2018, explains Ragnow, because 
it helped catch a forger. When 
a purported Waldseemüller 
was offered at auction by 
Christie’s, it was shown to have 
a small rip that forgers had 
copied from the Bell map.
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THE TRIAL WAS YEARS AGO, but Mary Moriarty (J.D. ‘89) 
still remembers the puppy. Moriarty is Hennepin County’s 
chief public defender; she’s telling me about a case where 
she represented a client who had been convicted of 
murder and was being tried for a related robbery.

Moriarty knew from interviews with her client that 
he’d been in a taxi when he was arrested. He’d teared 
up when he told her that, in the blur of police cars and 
officers with guns, he’d been holding his puppy.

It was a detail Moriarty thought would help her 
client—she believes he is innocent of the murder and 
the robbery—convey a side of himself that jurors might 
not otherwise see. So she used it to help him tell his 
story. While he hadn’t testified in the first trial, this time 
Moriarty put him on the stand.

“When he testified, we went through that sequence, 
and he started to cry,” Moriarty remembers. “He was 
talking about being so frightened and not knowing 

what was going on and how he was holding his puppy. 
He never knew what happened to that puppy after he 
was arrested.”

Public defenders are increasingly using storytelling 
techniques to advocate for their clients, whether it’s to 
set more advantageous bail terms, negotiate sentenc-
ings, or plead their cases in trials. Where in the past, a 
defender might have focused exclusively on relevant 
legal issues, part of the job these days is building sympa-
thy and human connection so juries and judges don’t see 
defendants as mere “others.” The formidable Gideon’s 
Promise organization in Atlanta, where Moriarty teaches, 
trains public defenders nationwide in the art of storytell-
ing. In Texas, defenders have recruited creative nonfic-

Personal narratives have become the currency of 
the moment for eliciting sympathy and goodwill 
toward noble causes. But what about when they’re 
used to sell software and sweaters?  By Elizabeth Foy Larsen

EVERYBODY’S A
STORYTELLER

tion writers to tell life stories of people facing the death 
penalty—using standard plot devices and character 
development—with positive results.

Hennepin County trains its lawyers in storytelling 
techniques, from how to actively listen—Moriarty admits 
that interrupting people is an occupational hazard—to 
spotting key details that will give judges and jurors a 
more nuanced understanding of their clients.

I’m talking with Moriarty in her 14th floor office, across 
the street from the Hennepin County Courthouse in 
downtown Minneapolis. I’m here because as a journalist 
and author, I’ve noticed that my stock-in-trade—weaving 
anecdotes and memories and accounts together to 
create narratives—has become a trend. From Snapchat 
to TED Talks to marketing campaigns, these days, 
everybody is a storyteller.

Stories have existed since cave painting, of course. But 
this new iteration is different. The primacy of social media 
has created a moment where personal narratives—often 
self-relayed—have gained new potency, becoming one of 
our culture’s most precious currencies.

Companies from Nike to Microsoft employ “chief 
storytellers” who do what marketing people used to do, 
but in a new way that’s focused on personal experiences, 
which, they insist, boost transparency.

A few years ago, at a creative technology conference 
in Calgary, a prominent designer told attendees, “I’m 
actually quite critical of the storytelling theme—I think 
all the storytellers are not storytellers.” He told of a 
roller coaster designer calling himself a storyteller. His 
response: “No f***head, you are not a storyteller, you’re a 
roller coaster designer!” Do I sound like I’m guarding my 
turf when I say I agree?

Because let’s face it, there is no denying the power of 
the story. When Moriarty describes her client’s almost 
childlike response to being arrested, I cannot only feel 
his vulnerability, I want to know more about him—where 
he grew up, what he likes to eat for breakfast. And I 
suddenly want to know more about Moriarty, too. I 
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uses the personal to surface hard truths and explore 
dark but important cultural corners in a way that’s more 
nuanced and complex than a sales pitch.

In her novel Love Marriage, Ganeshananthan fictional-
izes the Sri Lankan Civil War, giving voice to opinions and 
viewpoints that had been silenced. “None of the stories 
will be absolutely complete,” she writes. “But their tellers 
will be absolutely certain. This is how we make war.”

She explains to me what she means. “Authenticity can 
be deployed for many things, including misinformation,” 
she says. “Stories that don’t acknowledge the existence 
of other stories seems to me to be a kind of propaganda.”

Yet, personal stories can also correct misinformation. 
Jillian Fish, a Ph.D. candidate in the U’s counseling psy-
chology program, was working on a storytelling project 
at the U’s Immigration History Research Center when 
she realized that asking Native Americans to tell their 
own stories was a way to reclaim history. “For most of my 
life, whatever institution I’ve been in, from as far back as 
middle school, I realized that the people who were telling 

know from my research that she grew up in New Ulm, 
where her father was a public defender. I want to know 
why she chose to enter the profession. And, I want to 
understand why I now care.

Moriarty has the answer. “Stories resonate,” she says. 
“They provide empathy … an understanding of dry facts.”

THAT STORYTELLING PROVOKES an intense emotional 
response is an insight backed up by brain science. 
Research by Claremont Graduate University professor 
Paul Zak shows that stories produce oxytocin in the 
brain, which then triggers empathy and a desire to help 
others. If you are fundraising for a good cause, according 
to Zak’s research, people will be more willing to open 
their wallets if the ask is accompanied by a specific 
person’s experience.

Traditional storytellers like U Creative Writing Assis-
tant Professor V.V. Ganeshananthan, a fiction writer and 
journalist, have always instinctively known this. Literature, 
which springs from the desire to enlighten and entertain, Su
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the stories of Native Americans were not native 
people,” says Fish, who is from the Tuscarora tribe 
and grew up on a reservation near Niagara Falls.

Fish launched the Native American Digital Storytell-
ing Project, which is also the topic of her dissertation. 
“Native American people can change what is spoken 
about us, who can speak for us, and what stories are 
told about us,” she says. “It gives us the power to be 
the author of our own life instead of other people, to 
go from biography to autobiography.”

THE CURRENT VOGUE for nonliterary storytelling was 
jet fueled by the founding of StoryCorps, a digital 
initiative that encourages average people to share con-
versations they’ve had about meaningful events in their 
lives. StoryCorps (storycorps.org) started in 2003 as a 
booth in Grand Central Terminal in New York City. By 
2005, their stories were being aired weekly on National 
Public Radio. Five books, a MacArthur award, and a 
$1 million TED prize later, StoryCorps has launched 
initiatives to collect LGBTQIA stories, conversations 
between people of different political persuasions, and 
experiences with the criminal justice system. 

“The magic of StoryCorps is that it’s just us being 
ourselves and speaking as we do in a conversation,” 
says Emily Janssen, StoryCorps’ associate director of 

community training. “That’s something we don’t take 
time to do in our lives, without the distraction of a 
dog, or a phone ringing, or kids asking for something. 
It’s the intention to honor each other with our time 
and questions and curiosity.”

StoryCorps has branched out to conduct trainings. 
For Maggie Dreon (M.S. ’11), a 2015 course convinced her 
that storytelling could help her make a greater impact 
in her job as a genetic counselor at the Minnesota 
Department of Health. “In newborn screening, parents 
have a moment where life changes, regardless of what 
their baby’s diagnosis is,” she says. “I felt like this way of 
capturing stories would be a powerful way to bring the 
community together, rather than continuing to separate 
them according to a baby’s specific diagnosis.” 

The result is MinneStories, a series of audio 
recordings of parents talking about the moments 
they received news of their babies’ diagnoses. The 
voices are raw and natural—these are not professional 
actors. But they are also drenched in love and a 
determination to advocate for their children. In that 
way, they are calls into the dark, a resource for other 
parents who need to know they aren’t alone.

“There is that opportunity to realize that you have 
a shared experience that is so much more than the 
specific disorder that your child or children have been 
diagnosed with,” says Bridget Busacker (B.A. ’15, M.A. 
’17), an educator in the health department’s newborn 
screening division. Her team is exploring options for 
using digital storytelling in additional public health 
campaigns that go beyond technical terminology and 
online resources. 

WHILE THE IDEA that stories can make a difference 
to people in need is certainly inspiring, I wonder 
about the role of storytelling in other endeavors, like 
advertising and the shaping of corporate images. 
Does motive matter?

I decide to meet with Steve Rudolph (B.A. ’92), 
who was the chief storyteller at the Carlson School 
of Management before he became director of 

marketing and communications at the 
U’s School of Nursing in 2018. Rudolph 
came to the Carlson School in 2010, 
assuming his job would build on his 
experience in media relations, which 
he’d honed working for Twin Cities 
advertising and PR companies. There 
was just one hitch: “Newsrooms were 
getting so much smaller. Press releases 
weren’t working anymore.”

At the same time, the rise of the internet meant 
that anyone could create their own content, a trend 
that only accelerated with the rise of social media 
and crowdsourced recommendations. Why, Rudolph 
wondered, did the school need others to write its 
story when they could tell it themselves?

That epiphany led to a shift in how Rudolph saw his 
role. Instead of marketing Carlson in the same old way, 
he let students, faculty, and administrators directly share 
their experiences with potential students, including 
real-life tales of business majors who became CEOs, 
complete with missteps along the way. “There is the 
trust factor to stories that are authentically told,” he 
says. “You can reach people directly.”

It’s hard to argue with Rudolph, who is, after all, 

“I’M SURE THE COMPANY WOULD NOT BE 
SURPRISED THAT AFTER WATCHING A FEW OF 

THE VIDEOS, I WENT TO THEIR WEBSITE TO 
BUY A NEW POLAR FLEECE JACKET.”
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promoting education, which most people 
believe has societal value. But what about 
when companies use storytelling to sell 
alcohol or designer handbags? Certainly 
it’s a problem when companies try to paper 
over scandals or bad business practices with 
authentic personal stories.

I’m about to write off corporate storytelling 
when Rudolph points me to the outdoor gear 
giant Patagonia—a company driven by strong 
ethics—as the gold standard. Out are the short, 
highly edited promotional videos of yesterday. 
In is a YouTube channel stocked with environ-
mental advocacy films, including a 37-minute 
documentary on an old-growth rainforest in 
Tasmania and an F-bomb-laced profile of a pho-
tographer’s exploits in the actual Patagonia. To 
be sure, these stories aren’t home movies. But 
they also don’t feel like they’ve been finessed to 
death by a Madison Avenue firm.

Patagonia is no doubt aware of the brain 
research that explains the films’ appeal. And I’m 
sure the company would not be surprised that 
after watching a few of the videos, I went to 
their website to buy a new polar fleece jacket.

Patagonia’s use of first-person narrative 
is done in the service of its bottom line. But 
success has allowed the company to become 
an advocate for the environment in a way 
that transcends greenwashing. They use their 
popularity to spread what they see as urgent, 
if not inconvenient, truths.  

Maybe corporations have caught on to 
something that’s true and good: At a time 
when people feel increasingly lonely and 
polarized, stories humanize our world. And it’s 
not just professional storytellers like me who 
get to provide those vital connections. 

Which brings us back to Mary Moriarty 
and her client sitting in the back of that taxi 
cab clutching his dog. After offering his 
testimony, he was acquitted of the robbery 
charge. Recently, the Innocence Project, an 
advocacy organization that works to exonerate 
the wrongly convicted though DNA testing, 
announced they will take up his murder case. 
Our stories matter.  

Elizabeth Foy Larsen (M.F.A. ’02) writes for many local 
and national publications. She is Minnesota Alumni’s 
senior editor. 
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ANYONE WHO HAS listened to the 
talented Minneapolis rapper 
and singer Dessa (born Margret 
Wander) knows two things: She is a 

compelling writer and her lyrics are dark.
So too her first book, My Own Devices: True 

Stories from the Road on Music, Science, and 
Senseless Love (Dutton), an episodic memoir 

jumping from her south Minne-
apolis childhood to her early days 
as a rapper to her move to New 
York part time a few years ago.

The author herself is quick to 
admit her tendency toward heavy 
lyrics, stating about a third of the 
way through, “I write sad songs. . . .  
I thought maybe it was something 
I just had to get out of my system. 
It turned out to be the only thing in 
my system. It’s what I’m really good 
at. I’ve always run a little blue.”

Many readers might find 
the adjective little to be an 
understatement, especially as it 

concerns Dessa’s (B.A. ’03) tormented on-and-
off love affair with a fellow Doomtree collective 
member, the deep blue thread running through 
this memoir. That relationship—tempestuous, 
heartbreaking, and seemingly endless—haunts 
Dessa, who tries meditating, moving, journal 
writing, international touring and, of course, 
songwriting, to snap that gnarly thread. Her 
lover is talented, charming, smart, but incapable 
of monogamy (he drops the Bible of poly-
amory—The Ethical Slut—into Dessa’s lap right 
before their first couples counseling session). 
Of their decade-long relationship she writes, “It 
resurrects and reasserts itself every few years, 

coming up between the gaps in other romances 
like a weed I can’t spray.”

Finally, it is the science of neurofeedback, 
in the form of an MRI plus a kind of clearing of 
the physical regions of the brain connected 
to romantic love, that seems to do the trick. 
Experts at the U analyzed Dessa’s brain when 
she thought about her ex in order to pinpoint 
where the heartache lived and, presumably, how 
to get rid of it. By the end of the chapter, Dessa 
is feeling more positive, conceding that “maybe 
this little experiment had actually worked,” and 
hoping that she had unwound this particularly 
tangled love knot.

But My Own Devices reaches far beyond 
wrenching relationships and sad lyrics. Dessa 
writes fascinating chapters on her mother, who 
takes to raising and slaughtering her own cattle; 
her father, who designed, built, and flew his own 
glider; and her younger brother Max, who sells 
legal marijuana edibles in Seattle. She also pro-
vides a helpful glossary of hip hop/Doomtree 
touring terms.

Then there’s the chapter on trying to make it 
in New York, a classic artistic struggle that ends 
with the resounding success of Dessa’s recording 
of “Congratulations” by composer Lin-Manuel 
Miranda for The Hamilton Mixtape. That song 
finally put Dessa, long a hometown hero, on the 
national musical map.

With this compelling memoir, she is firmly on 
the literary one as well.

Dessa’s Heartbreak, Holiday Gift 
Books, and Advice for Caregivers
It’s Minnesota Alumni’s quarterly books roundup.  By Lynette Lamb
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And … the roundup
Given that this is a winter books column, I would 
risk being drummed out of the reviewer corps if I 
didn’t mention at least a few gift books. The first 
selection you might even want to buy for yourself: 
The Great Minnesota Cookie Book (University of 
Minnesota Press), a collection of winners from the 
Minneapolis Star Tribune’s annual holiday cookie 
contest. It’s compiled, tested, and edited by long-
time Strib food writers Lee Svitak Dean (M.A. ’89) 
and Rick Nelson (B.S. ’85). I’m gearing up to bake 
Orange Kisses and Almond Ricotta Bars.

For a volume useful to locals year round, pick up A 
Field Guide to the Natural World of the Twin Cities 
(University of Minnesota Press) by John J. Moriarty, 
with photography by Siah L. St. Clair. Beautifully 
photographed and clearly organized by ecosystem 
(prairie, savanna, woods, wetland, etc.), with park 
examples of each, this guidebook will prove helpful 
to the serious naturalist and casual day hiker alike. 
As for me, I found the “Urban and Suburban” sec-
tion most useful (though I’m already sadly familiar 
with one its flora picks, Common Ragweed).

If you’re up for a political tome on a national 
scale—but with heavy Minnesota overtones—grab 
a copy of The Contest: The 1968 Election and the 
War for America’s Soul (University of Minnesota 
Press) by Michael Schumacher. It starts with 
chapters on each of the major candidates for 
president in that hopeful, electric year, moves on 
to the seesawing primary races of Oregon, New 
Hampshire, and California, and then covers the 
tumultuous conventions in Miami and Chicago. 
The book ends, as the election did, with the 
dispiriting thud of Richard Nixon becoming the 
country’s 37th president.

The next one isn’t fun, but if you’re of a certain 
vintage it may be the most important book you 
read all year, Peace of Mind for Your Aging Parents: 
A Financial, Legal, and Psychological Toolkit for 
Adult Children, Advisors, and Caregivers (Praeger). 
The title pretty much sums it up, so I’ll just add that 
the authors—Kenneth Doyle (Ph.D. ’72), a retired 
financial planner, and Larry Houk (J.D. ’69), a retired 
attorney with an expertise in estate planning—
cover everything from art therapy to urns, with a lot 
on annuities, trusts, and insurance in between.

For a lighter read, look for Scott F. Parker’s (M.F.A. 
’14) minimemoir A Way Home: Oregon Essays 
(Kelson Books). Just five inches square, this tiny 
book, with delicate illustrations by Alex Hirsch, 
is a sustained love letter to Parker’s native state. 
Although he has lived in Minnesota and Montana 
for years, Parker is haunted by “the lush verdant 
Willamette Valley I still stubbornly call home.”

Last, some fiction worth mentioning: two books of 
short stories and a novel told through stories. The 
Patron Saint of Lost Girls (Southeastern Missouri 
State University Press), by University of Minnesota 
writing instructor Maureen Aitken (M.F.A. ’97), is 
set mostly in Detroit, the stories as gritty as the 
city; Oranges (New Rivers Press), by U professor 
Gary Eldon Peter, is a quietly compelling collec-
tion of stories about Minneapolitan Michael, a gay 
man who grew up in Iowa; and The Fifth Woman 
(Sarabande Books) by Nona Caspers (B.A. ’85) has 
at its breaking heart the bicycle accident death of 
the narrator’s partner.  C 
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Enter the Scientist
U PRESIDENT ERIC KALER, dressed in a white busi-
ness shirt lassoed by a maroon and gold striped 

tie, rummages through the enormous, stuffed book-
shelf that anchors his office. He looks past bobbleheads, 
award plaques, knickknack chickens, and family photos, in 
search of a particular book. “I’m sure I still have it,” he says 
half to himself, his voice as warm and homey as cinnamon 
toast. “Well, this is embarrassing.”

The hulking shelf is organized by subject, Kaler says, but 
the topics seem to range all the way from electrodynamics 
to physical chemistry. He won’t actually find the errant 
book until after our interview; he’ll have the U’s assistant 
director of public relations email me a snapshot of it: 
Process Systems Analysis and Control.

This is the chemical engineering textbook Kaler used to 
teach his first class, when he was a 24-year-old Ph.D. stu-
dent at the U, back in 1980. “I was going to be the youngest 

vice president in the history of Exxon,” says Kaler, who was 
a bright star in the chemical engineering field. That was 
before he made a fateful detour.

One day, his thesis advisor, H. Ted Davis, the formidable 
head of the Department of Chemical Engineering and 
Materials Science, strode into Kaler’s lab. “I was a third-year 
graduate student, and so I knew that was either a really 
good thing or a really bad thing,” Kaler recalls. 

Davis asked if Kaler would teach a class for a professor 
who was ill. He accepted. “It was really very emotionally 
satisfying to teach that class,” Kaler says. “So, I said to myself, 
I’d like to do this. Maybe I can get a job as a faculty member.”

Kaler is notably happy when discussing his days as a scientist 
and teacher, more so than when he’s talking about the U’s 
budget, the perception of bloated administrative costs, the 
fact that the politics of higher education are tougher now than 
they used to be, or the various scandals—“narrow passages,” Pa
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he calls them—he’s contended with as U president since 2011, 
especially in the medical research and sports programs.

At the press conference last July where he announced his 
departure, Kaler explained that he’d accomplished most of 
what he’d set out to do and that it was, in his words, time to go. 

While some may think Kaler hasn’t been P.T. Barnum 
when it comes to panache in touting his accomplishments, 
he’s leaving a positive legacy. He raised the U’s rankings, 
partnered with the state legislature to increase research 
funding, smoothed the track for ideas and innovations to 
reach businesses and the state, forged a new academic 
medical partnership, held in-state tuition increases to below 
the rate of inflation, cut more than $90 million in annual 
administrative costs, and launched a system-wide campaign 
to address sexual misconduct.

“Despite challenging public funding situations, Eric will 
leave this place in a better standing than it was when he got 

here,” says Board of Regents Chair David McMillan (B.A. ’83, 
J.D. ’87). “And that can be measured in an academic medicine 
space, it can be measured in grants, it can be measured in the 
fact that we’re the 8th largest public research university in 
the country, it can be measured in the rankings of individual 
schools. Those are places where what you can see is a mani-
festation of Eric’s focus on, we’re about academic excellence.

“I think exceptionally highly of Eric as a human being,” adds 
McMillan. “He’s a genuine individual. He cares deeply about 
this institution. He loves it and he’s a pleasure to work with.”

After leaving office, Kaler will spend a year fundraising 
on behalf of the U’s $4 billion Driven campaign, which he 
helped launch in 2011. Then he will return to the U faculty in 
his beloved chemical engineering department. “I do look 
forward to reactivating that part of my brain that can solve 
partial differential equations and maybe deoxygenating my 
political brain a little bit,” he said at the press conference.

KALER WAS BORN in Burlington, Vermont, in 1956, an only 
child. His father was a self-educated Air Force mechanic and 
the family moved a lot. A first-generation college graduate, 
Kaler earned his bachelor’s degree in 1978 from the Califor-
nia Institute of Technology. After finishing his Ph.D. at the 
U in 1982, he worked as an associate professor of chemical 
engineering at the University of Washington. From there, he 
moved to the University of Delaware, where he was dean of 
the College of Engineering. Then, he went to Stony Brook 
University in New York and served as provost and senior 
vice president for academic affairs.

Along the way, Kaler became an expert in surfactant 
compounds, which, put simply, allow disparate substances 
to work together, such as when salt dissolves in water. He 
holds 10 patents. In 2007, he coedited a book called Giant 
Micelles: Properties and Applications. These accomplish-
ments were part of the reason the U’s Board of Regents 
unanimously selected him in 2010—from a field of 148 
candidates—to become the U’s 16th president.

Kaler met his wife, Karen, with whom he has two sons, in 
1979, while on a summer internship at Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory in Tennessee. A Nashville native, Karen Fults 
was a graduate student in art at the University of Tennessee 
and working in a residence hall. When Kaler checked in, 
she accidentally overcharged him. She couldn’t simply give 
him a refund; he had to wait for a check. “Every time he saw 
me, he would say, ‘You know when that check’s coming?’ 

In July, after eight years as University 
of Minnesota president, Eric Kaler will 
step down and return to his chemical 
engineering roots.  By Jennifer Vogel

Enter the Scientist

Eric Kaler with Bee 
Lab researchers Mike 

Goblirsch and Marla 
Spivak during a cam-
pus crawl. “The irony 

is that as you move up, 
what you have to give 
up is teaching,” Kaler 

says. “I miss that.” 
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I thought he was just a guy who was so relaxed about 
money because he was so nice about it. But really, he was 
flirting and then we had something to talk about.”

The two were married six months later and lived near 
St. Anthony Main in Minneapolis—they will move back to 
the neighborhood after decamping from the official resi-
dence—while Kaler finished his Ph.D. and Karen worked 
as a graphic designer. (She’s published two children’s 
books and is working on two more.) When Kaler decided 
to teach that first class at the U, Karen knew he’d like it. 
“An academic life, I just think is wonderful.” 

Though Karen Kaler isn’t paid by the U, attending 
events and hosting parties and generally serving as 
an ambassador is a full-time job. Where Eric—a self-
professed data guy—can sometimes be perceived as 
aloof, Karen is warm and vivacious. “Somebody early on 
said, ‘Well, you are just so normal,’” Karen recalls. “I said, 
‘Thank you, you are too!’ Because I’m very approachable, 
people think they know him because they know me.”

The thing people don’t realize about Kaler, she says, 
“is that his weakness is that he cares too much.” During a 
recent spate of cell phone robberies on the Twin Cities 
campus, she says he couldn’t sleep.

It’s no wonder, then, when asked about his greatest 
disappointment as president, Kaler points to the case of 
Dan Markingson, a 27-year-old screenwriter who killed 
himself in 2004 while in a poorly managed clinical drug 
study at the U. Though the death happened before 
Kaler’s watch, the case was mishandled for years as the 
U deflected blame. “When I arrived, there was a lot of 
evidence, which I reviewed, saying this is a closed deal,” 
he says. “But I eventually became persuaded that yes, we 
really need to look at this. And the result that came back 
was incredibly disappointing and dismaying. That took 
too long for me to address. I should have gotten a third 

party to come in and vet the situation sooner than I did.” 
Kaler apologized in person to Markingson’s mother for a 
tragedy that seems to genuinely pain him still.

On the other hand, and perhaps thanks to lessons 
learned, when in 2015 U Athletic Director Norwood 
Teague was found to have inappropriately touched and 
sent graphic texts to female coworkers, Kaler acted 
swiftly. “He was separated from the University within 
two weeks,” he says. “And we brought in a third party 
to thoroughly look through the attitude and culture in 
athletics.” With the hiring of Director of Athletics Mark 
Coyle, Kaler is confident the U’s challenges in athletics 
are being carefully monitored.

THE PART OF THE JOB Kaler has enjoyed most over the 
past seven and a half years is interacting with students. 
“There is so much enthusiasm, opportunity, ambition, and 
promise in those young people that’s fun to help develop 
and grow,” he says. Early on, he launched monthly “office 
hours,” where students can talk about anything they 
want. “Most of the student office hours are very positive 
and fun. Occasionally they are treated as a visit to the 
complaint department, but that’s OK, too.”

The U, in Kaler’s view, is a “big, messy, complex” place, 
where not everybody gets everything they want. “That’s OK. 
That’s part of the tension of being a dynamic organization.”

Trish Palermo (B.A. ’18), who was president of the 
Minnesota Student Association before going to work in 
D.C. for Congresswoman Betty McCollum, says Kaler took 
student concerns seriously. “He was very responsive on 
the issue of sexual assault and also on DACA,” or Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals. “It meant a lot to students to 
see him take such a strong stance on that topic.”

“He lights up with students,” says Jay Weiner, who was 
Kaler’s speechwriter for seven years before departing for 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. Weiner tells the 
story of a teaching assistant who came in with a physical 
disability. He was a veteran working toward his Ph.D. But in 
the building where he taught, the elevator kept breaking 
down, making it tough to get to classes and the restroom. 
“He told all of this to Eric. I’m not sure whether Eric got 
angry or started to cry, but he said, ‘This is crazy.’” Kaler 
recalls the visit and says he went to University Services 
himself to ensure the elevator was fixed tout de suite.

Weiner and Kaler enjoyed a close working relationship, 
with Weiner calling his former boss smart, a good listener, 
selfless, a problem solver, and a delegator who trusts the 
people who work for him. “I like to say he was a chemical 
engineer who never gave speeches and I was a sports 
writer who never wrote speeches,” Weiner says. “We 
were a perfect match.” But there is a reason the story C
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Kaler at the U’s 2015 
Homecoming parade.



 Winter 2019 MINNESOTA ALUMNI 35

UMAA MEMBERS RECEIVE A 10% DISCOUNT ON  
CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION COURSES.

What drives you?

Leader. 
Innovator. 
Strategist.

Josh K.

ccaps.umn.edu

08_PDP_UMAA_Fy19_Ad_10.22.18.indd   1 10/17/18   1:57 PM

about the veteran came from Weiner and not 
Kaler. “It’s a struggle to get him to talk about 
himself. He gets choked up. He thinks personal 
stories are maudlin.”

What Kaler likes is information. “Most of his 
speeches are data driven,” Weiner says.

After he completes the president’s job and 
the year of fundraising, Kaler will again work in a 
lab. “I’m too old to realistically start up a labora-
tory on my own again,” he says. “But this is a field 
that I remain interested in. I can contribute. I 
have some eligibility left.” He’ll also get back to 
the classroom. “The irony is that as you move up, 
what you have to give up is teaching. I miss that.”

THE BOARD OF REGENTS began its search 
for a new president almost as soon as Kaler 
announced his departure. By the time this maga-
zine goes to press, there may even be finalists.

Kaler is not involved in choosing his successor, 
but he has some advice. “You have to have a very 
thick skin,” he says. “You have to have high integ-
rity and a history that will enable the respect of 
the faculty. You want somebody who has the 
executive skills of being present and setting an 
agenda and understanding the importance of 
hiring really good people. This is a very big and 
difficult job. That is an understatement.”

He cites changing public attitudes toward 
higher education as the biggest challenge fac-
ing the U. “Most people realize that an educated 
population and workforce is really important,” 
he says. “But, funding the mechanism to 
generate that educated workforce—i.e. the uni-
versity—is not as easily endorsed by the public 
for a variety of reasons. Sometimes universities 
are perceived as too liberal, politically. They 
are perceived as being wasteful, with too many 
administrators. That is an urban legend that is 
really difficult to defeat.”

Come July, these will no longer be Kaler’s 
problems to address. He’ll still be around cheer-
ing on the Gophers, as a diehard fan, but he 
might wear a little less maroon and gold. “The 
good news about no longer being president 
is that the steady stream of maroon wardrobe 
items entering my house will slow,” he says, only 
half joking. “We’ve got a lot. I have 105 maroon 
and gold neckties.”  

Jennifer Vogel (B.A. ‘92) is editor of Minnesota Alumni. 
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INDSAY WHALEN won the 2017 WNBA cham-
pionship with the Minnesota Lynx at Williams 
Arena and played three of her four years there 
as a Golden Gopher. But does she remember 

her very last play as a college player on that storied court?
“I remember quite a bit of that game, the energy and 

the feeling and the way the crowd was,” says Whalen, by 
phone from Dallas during her last season with the Lynx. 
“That was really special.”

Special is what Whalen has been to the University of 
Minnesota since the Hutchinson native become arguably 
the most beloved Gopher of all time. For anyone who was 
there that winter night in 2004, the last play of her senior 
season was indeed unforgettable: With Kansas State van-

quished and the Gophers’ Final Four appearance in sight, 
Whalen brought the ball up court on a fast break and hit a 
teammate with a bounce pass from midcourt for a lay-up. 
The Barn erupted, and Whalen backpedaled to the bench 
to one of the longest and loudest standing ovations ever 
in that 90-year-old building.

Fast forward to 2018, with Whalen now head coach of 
the Gophers. In hindsight, it seems fitting that her last 
play as a Gopher at Williams was an assist. 

“I think Lindsay’s a special breed, because she’s not 
only a point guard, she’s a true leader,” 
says Gophers assistant coach Carly 
Thibault-DuDonis, pausing to talk at 
the end of Whalen’s first practice in the 
state-of-the-art Bierman Field Athletic 
Building. “It doesn’t always work both 
ways, where you’re a good point guard 
and you’re a good leader, and she’s got 
both. The only real adjustment for her 
is, as a point guard she always knows 
what needs to get done on the floor, who 
needs to get a bucket, who needs to get 
a touch. Now it’s delegating somebody 
else to do it on the floor.”

That Whalen has never been a head 
coach has led some Gophers fans to 
worry her star power won’t be enough 
to propel the team forward, a concern 
that Thibault-DuDonis’s father and 
Washington Mystics head coach Mike 
Thibault, who drafted and coached 
Whalen with the Connecticut Sun, 
dismisses. “I think a point guard has a 
little bit of an advantage in that regard, 
because they’re responsible for so much 
during a season: play-calling; having 
the feel of your team, who’s hot, who’s 

not, how to get people shots,” he says. “I also think she’ll 
have a huge recruiting advantage, because she’s from 
Minnesota. She can get in any door in the Midwest and 
she’s got immediate credibility with kids.” 

The only four-time MVP in U history, Whalen led the 
Gophers to their sole Final Four appearance in 2004. 
She won WNBA championships with the Lynx in 2011, 
2013, 2015, and 2017, and Olympic gold medals in 2012 
and 2016. She retired from the WNBA with 2,345 assists 
(third in WNBA history) and as the league’s career leader 
in games won (323).

Despite these accomplishments, Whalen has always 
been quick to deflect praise and talk about other players 
and the importance of team. “I think her humility will serve 

It’s Whalen Time
In case you haven’t heard, Lindsay Whalen 
is back at the U as head coach of the 
women’s basketball team.  By Jim Walsh

SPORTS

Coach Whalen 
with player Kenisha 
Bell during the 
Gopher women’s 
opening game 
on November 9
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her well,” says Lynx head coach Cheryl Reeve, of Whalen’s deadpan 
humor and knack for spreading around the credit. 

Asked what kind of player she’ll recruit to the Gophers, Whalen 
says, “Hard-nosed, tough kids, which I would say is how I’ve played 
the game. I wasn’t highly recruited in college, and I just had to 
work my way through that. So definitely maybe the kids who have 
been overlooked, who have some stake in the game, who you’d do 
everything for every year, and they’d do everything for you.”

The Gophers finished fourth in the Big Ten last year with a record 
of 24-9. In April, coach Marlene Stollings resigned to take over at 
Texas Tech, and athletic director Mark Coyle hired Whalen, whose 
retired jersey number 13 hangs from the Williams Arena rafters. The 
team has never approached the success achieved during the 2003-
2004 season, and hasn’t been back to the Final Four since.

The hope, of course, is that Whalen’s demanding nature and 
incredible track record will add up to success for the team she now 
leads. Her first practice as head coach was marked by the same 
enthusiasm that marked her playing style. Back pats, smiles, laughs, 
and high- and low-fives were the order of the day, not to mention 
a low-burn intensity where much of the practice concentrated 
on Whalen’s newly instilled and, by the early looks of it, ferocious 
woman-on-woman (not zone) defense. 

Many of the Gophers players she’s coaching grew up idolizing 
Whalen, and the expressions on the players’ faces at practice—of 
concentration, respect, focus, and admiration—say it all. “She’s a 
player’s coach; she can easily relate to us and what we’re going 
through and how we’re feeling,” says sophomore guard Destiny 
Pitts, who was named Freshman of the Year in the Big Ten.

  Almost 20 years after she first arrived on campus, when she biked to 
practice and classes in all weather for her sports management degree, 
Whalen’s 2003-2004 Gophers remain the gold standard. Though 
the program has known success, including 10 NCAA tournament 
appearances, it has not reached the top tier. Now the point guard is 
back where it all started, and determined to make Minnesota proud. 

“I want to do well for the state of Minnesota,” says Whalen, who is 
married to U alumnus and golfer Ben Greve (B.S. ’05). She regularly 
gets back to her hometown to visit friends and family, including her 
parents, Neil and Kathy Whalen, and her four younger siblings. “I’m 
from Hutchinson,” she says. “I have a lot of pride in where I’m from, 
and it’s driven me my whole career, my whole life. And I want to do 
well for the people that I grew up with, for sure.”  

Jim Walsh (B.A. ’90) is an award-winning author, journalist, columnist, and 
songwriter from Minneapolis.
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T’S THE MIDDLE OF JANUARY and I’m 
284 miles above the Arctic Circle 
on a guided mountain hike outside 
Hammerfest, Norway, one of Europe’s 

northernmost cities. As we crest a small hill 
on Mt. Salen, the wind lunges toward us with 
the force of a cheetah chasing a gazelle. 
Tumbleweeds of snow roll through the air. It’s 
afternoon, but the sky is nearly dark, offering 
just a suggestion of light—a cutout above the 
horizon the shade of an unripe peach.

The group reels and stumbles, straining 
to catch the fragments of instructions that 
dissolve in the wind the moment they leave 
the guide’s mouth. Finally, she gives up and 
points a shadowy ski pole in the direction 
of what looks to be the summit. She panto-
mimes slow, exaggerated steps and waves to 
keep us moving.

I’m in Norway with my 78-year-old mother, 
who has agreed to join me for a week on the 
Hurtigruten, the legendary Norwegian ferry 
that has hauled mail and passengers up and 
down the 780-mile coast between Kirkenes 
and Bergen since 1893. Today, the vessels 
still ferry goods and passengers, especially 
in winter, when northern mountain roads 
can be blocked by snow and ice. But the 
journeys also double as cruises, albeit with 
ports of call that occur at all hours, waking 
passengers with the beeps and grinds of 
forklifts transporting cargo.

We have chosen January because during 
winter, the sun doesn’t rise above the hori-
zon for 10 weeks. We want to understand 
the Norwegians’ famous appreciation of 
this cold and dark season, during which they 
ski, gaze at the dancing northern lights, and 
snuggle up at home.

My mom declined the hike, so I’m taking in 
the scenery on my own. When viewed from 
the ferry, the mountains rise up from the 
fjords so abruptly—there’s no shoreline, just 
water hitting rock—that you can’t help but 
feel intimidated. But from the height of Mt. 
Salen, the peaks seem soft as meringue. The 
cobalt sky is streaked with rivulets of rose and 
magenta and the clouds, perhaps because 
of that treacherous wind, unfurl across the 
horizon like smoke leaking from a volcano.

It won’t be until later that night, when I’m 
nestled under a duvet and uploading my 
photos, that I really examine the scenes I’ve 
witnessed. And that’s when it hits me that 
rather than dwelling on the frosted-over 
windshields, icicled toes, and the tempta-
tion to rue life in a cave of black days, the 
Norwegians concentrate on what’s distinct 
about this time of year. They don’t focus 
on the dark, I realize. Instead, they see the 
sapphire-colored air and the glow of candles 
and fire. They see the light.

So Blue

JOURNEYS

Winter in Norway’s Arctic Circle is dark, but not completely.
By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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Riches of the  
Emerald Isle
Featuring Host Lisa Lewis,  
UMAA President and CEO

JUNE 26 – JULY 7, 2019 
FROM $4,595

Delve into Ireland’s rich culture and explore 
fascinating landscapes on a 10-night adventure 
through Ennis, Killarney, Mallow and Dublin. 
Listen to storytellers, sample whiskeys and 
explore natural areas, including the Burren  
and the Cliffs of Moher.

Sign up for this tour now with our partner,  
AHI 800-323-7373. To view trip details and other 
alumni travel offerings, visit umnalumni.org/travel.

EXPLORE  
THE WORLD  
with the UMAA Travel Program

“  I’ve traveled on alumni association-

sponsored destinations around the world. 

Each trip was special in its own way, 

however, the Riches of the Emerald Isle 

was truly exceptional. It was one of the 

best trips that I’ve experienced. ”
— Margaret Sughrue Carlson, CEO Emeritus, UMAA

If you go, alumna Laura Castor (M.A. ’85, Ph.D. ’94), a 
professor in American studies at the University of Tromsø, 
recommends these Norwegian wintertime favorites.
• Located above the Arctic Circle, Tromsø is the 

largest urban area in northern Norway; locals enjoy 
frequent northern lights sightings. When the sky 
is clear, you can try spotting them from one of the 
city’s many nature trails—just remember to bring a 
headlamp and to wear a reflective armband or vest.

• Do as the locals do and head out on Tromsø’s groomed, 
lighted cross-country ski trail, which runs across 
the entire city. Arrange rentals or guided tours 
through Tromsø Outdoor (tromsooutdoor.no).

 • Savor the great indoors at the Tromsø International Film 
Festival during the third week of every January (tiff.no/en).

• Warm up with a chai latte and a slice of muslibriks, 
a dense multigrain bread made with fruit and 
nuts, at Kaffebønna (kaffebonna.no).  

Read a longer version of this 
essay, and view more photos, 
at MinnesotaAlumni.org.
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WHEN ITS $104.5 million face-lift is complete 
next fall, one of the oldest student 
residence halls on campus will emerge a 
thoroughly 21st-century facility. Pioneer 
Hall’s dim basement dining room will 
give way to a $23 million state-of-the-art, 
ground-level cafeteria with multiple food 
stations; spacious, well-lit hallways will 
replace the building’s fabled labyrinthine 
corridors; elevators, wider doorways, and 
other new accessibility features will create 
a hospitable home for students with dis-
abilities; and residents will enjoy what has 
become a necessity: air conditioning.

 But a burning question remains: Will 
ghostly denizens Arthur and Emily Rose 
still feel welcome? The spectral pair are 
said to have inhabited Pioneer for gen-
erations, wandering hallways and rooms 
slamming doors, opening windows, and 

engaging in various other mischief. The fact 
that Emily Rose is supposedly named after 
a character in a horror film that was sup-
posedly shot at Pioneer speaks volumes 
about the peculiarities and quirks of the 
hulking, Colonial Revival-style structure.

In addition to, yes, false rumors about 
Arthur, Emily Rose, and the horror film, 
Pioneer Hall is whispered to have been an 
asylum in its distant past—a claim perhaps 
made more believable by the sheer weird-
ness of the physical layout: misshapen rooms, 
maze-like hallways clad in dark wainscoting, 
and haphazard staircases. To hear former 
residents tell it, Pioneer was not so much 
a residence hall or dormitory as a beloved 
character in a long-running television series.

Pioneer Hall was constructed in two 
halves—each resembling a blocky letter 
“C” with a tree-shaded courtyard in the 

middle—the first in 1930 and the second 
in 1934. Located at Fulton and Harvard 
Streets on the East Bank, it was built as an 
all-male dorm, with multiple floors of hous-
ing. Approximately 700 students lived 
there at a time, with shared bathrooms. 
Beds, chairs, and desks were provided. 
The last major renovation took place in the 
1970s, when a finished basement and new 
heating system were added.

But Paul Domer (B.A. ’96, M.A. ’08) 
remembers the wildlife. “The squirrels had 
no fear,” he says, recalling that one jumped 
on his bike tire to beg for food while he was 
preparing to ride away. Another encounter 
took place when he and his dad were 
carrying a couch up the winding staircase 
to a third floor suite. “Just as we entered a 
propped door, a squirrel from the courtyard 
came running up to us and jumped on my 

Alumni recount 
their days of living 
at the U’s Pioneer 

Hall dormitory, 
which is in the midst 

of a renovation. 
By Cynthia Scott

Inside      Pioneer Hall
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dad’s chest, ran around both his shoulders 
and back to his chest. It then jumped onto 
the window base inside the stairwell. From 
there, it jumped off and ran through his legs 
and turned around to look at him as if won-
dering why he was in the way. Then it snuck 
back up the stairs, looked around, and ran 
back down over his feet and went outside.”

Hijinks and tall tales aside, one fact is 
indisputable: Pioneer Hall was the first 
home away from home for thousands of 
alumni for whom going to college meant 
stepping into a new world, with new friends, 
new callings, and new loves. Very simply, it 
was where they grew up.

Molly Foley (B.A. ’96) lived in Pioneer 
during her “pivotal” freshman year. “I finally 
escaped my small hometown of De Pere, 
Wisconsin, for the big city, to live the life I had 
always dreamed of,” she says. “Big loves, little 

crushes, new friends who would ultimately 
become old friends—Pioneer Hall was the 
steady backdrop to our drama-filled college 
lives. My new home on Fulton Street pro-
vided comfort after late nights of dancing at 
the Saloon or a concert at First Avenue and a 
place for quiet contemplation upon realizing 
I was in over my head in astronomy, severely 
shaking my confidence as a student.”

Over time, Foley says, she came to under-
stand how significant her freshman year was 
in shaping who she became as an adult. “I can 
only look back with great love for my room 
and my friends and think about all the others 
who have similar memories of new begin-
nings there. Pioneer was the stable friend in 
a sea of change, only too happy to provide 
shelter from the ever-changing tides.”

Yet Pioneer Hall itself was not immune to 
those ever-changing tides. During Pioneer’s 

earliest years, U President Lotus Coffman 
enforced a policy of racial segregation 
that excluded African Americans from the 
dormitory. Students protested the policy and 
Pioneer was integrated in 1937, when Guy 
Stanton Ford became acting president.

Also, it opened as a men’s residence and 
stayed that way until 1960, when women 
were allowed to live in one of the wings. 
From the beginning, the exception to the 
all-male rule was the resident manager, 
who, according to an official U posting, 
would be “a capable woman director, who 
will live in the building and maintain a con-
stant interest in the welfare of its residents.”

Dale Borgeson (B.A. ’62) remembers the 
transition to coed well. “We now had to dress 
better, use better language, and learn social 
skills,” he says. “Strangers one year had a 
panty raid and we were outraged that our 

Men play pool in a Pioneer 
Hall rec room in 1936.
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Pioneer roommates take a break from 
studying in 1964, and residents decorate a 

Christmas tree with strung popcorn.
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Left: Clark Thomas, facilities and operations manager 
at Pioneer Hall, stands in a pre-renovation bathroom 
with one shower that served about 30 students.

Above: An outdated electrical panel in the dorm’s 
kitchen shows years of scribbles.

women friends had their privacy invaded. 
The ladies were locked in on their side of the 
courtyard at 10 p.m., 12 p.m. on weekends, 
while we men could stay out all night. We 
could visit all of the rooms of the opposite 
sex on Sunday afternoons as long as the 
door to the room was open at 45 degrees. 
One dating couple’s door blew shut and they 
were on probation for two weeks.”

Borgeson met his wife, Molly, at Pioneer in 
January 1962 while playing bridge in a com-
mon area. “I asked her out for a coffee date in 
Dinkytown. Two years later we were married. 
My three children and six grandchildren owe 
a debt to good old Pioneer Hall,” he says.

For some students, Pioneer Hall wasn’t 
just home—it was a refuge. Following 
World War II, returning veterans resided 
at Pioneer as they undertook the difficult 
transition to civilian life. Luanne Laurents’s 
(Ph.D. ’86) father, Donald Oliphant, was one 

of them. His academic career interrupted 
by the war, he returned to the U after serv-
ing four years in Italy and Africa. Laurents 
recalls her dad saying that many of the 
veterans spent more time in nightclubs than 
they did in classrooms. “My father used to 
kid that the bookstore was still holding the 
books he never picked up for his classes,” 
she says. During Oliphant’s year in Pioneer, 
he and a buddy drove to Texas to visit a 
childhood friend who had corresponded 
with him throughout the war. That friend 
became Oliphant’s wife and Laurents’s 
mother. “My father died in 1989, just three 
years after I completed my Ph.D. at the 
University,” Laurents says.

Anita Long (B.A. ’93) was a sophomore 
when she lived in Pioneer from 1979 to 
’80. “It was a year of emotional turmoil for 
me as I was struggling to define myself 
and seek out people I could trust with my 

identity as a lesbian,” she says. “Housing 
Services at that time wasn’t focused on 
diverse student populations, so I was very 
lonely. Although lonely and at times pain-
ful, it was a significant time in my life and a 
stepping-stone in my growth.”

Pioneer Hall is slated to reopen in fall 2019, 
when the next generation of pioneers will 
settle in. Time will tell what lore will emerge 
about the new, updated digs. No doubt a 
good deal depends on whether Arthur and 
Emily Rose make themselves at home.  

Cynthia Scott (M.A. ’89) is Minnesota Alumni’s 
former editor.

WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Send letters and comments to  
UMNAlumnimag@umn.edu 

Or, visit our new website at  
MinnesotaAlumni.org

 “Pioneer Hall was the steady backdrop 
to our drama-filled college lives.”
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You know the U of M. But do you really know what the U does for you? 
From revitalizing rural retail to fi ghting the opioid crisis, we’ll share the 
stories that bring the drive to discover home to Minnesota’s doorstep.

Take discovery to the next degree at discover.umn.edu.

Dr. Hye-Young Kim
Revitalizing rural retail

Dr. Perry Hackett
Developing breakthrough cancer treatments

Jake Overgaard
Educating farmers with new tools

Dr. Lucien Gonzalez
Fighting the opioid crisis

Dr. Maria Gini
Detecting autism earlier



The University of Minnesota Health brand 
represents a collaboration between 
University of Minnesota Physicians and 
University of Minnesota Medical Center.
© 2018 University of Minnesota Physicians 
and University of Minnesota Medical Center

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA HEALTH

Executive  
Health

YOUR HEALTH IS JUST 
AS IMPORTANT AS YOUR 
COMPANY

Exceptional service, access to  
today’s latest medical treatments  
and single-day exams, all in one 
convenient location. 

With our Executive Health 
Program, you’ll receive one-on-one 
care from the top medical and 
wellness specialists at University  
of Minnesota Health. It’s a program 
that’s tailored to fit your life and 
your schedule. Experience the 
Executive Health difference and  
let us help you stay your healthiest.

To make an appointment:  
call: 612.676.5777   
visit: MHealth.org/executivehealth

Your membership 
ignites success 
for students and 
alumni, today.

Accelerate Careers

Support Alumni 
Businesses

Spark Learning

Join as a life member. UMNAlumni.org/life

A HEALTH. 
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SKULLS ARE SPINNING. Haunted 
Skull cakelet pans, that is. It’s a 
rainy September morning, but 
inside the 250,000-square-foot 

Nordic Ware factory in St. Louis Park, 
Minnesota, there’s a hint of Halloween as 
hundreds of skeleton heads twirl through a 
mist of nonstick coating. 

“We can’t keep them in stock,” says 
Jennifer Dalquist (M.B.A. ’09), sales and 
marketing executive vice president, of the 
year-round bestseller. Dressed in a pencil 
skirt and safety goggles, Dalquist navigates 
the factory floor with the confidence you’d 
expect from one who’s schooled none other 
than Martha Stewart on the bakeware 
company that her grandparents, Dotty and 
H. David Dalquist (B.S. ’42), founded in 1946, 
after Dave returned from World War II.

Nordic Ware began in the Dalquists’ base-
ment, where the two made Scandinavian 
baking tools, including Krumkake and rosette 
irons. But it’s best known for the Bundt pan, 
which came on the scene in 1950, after mem-
bers of the Hadassah Society (a volunteer 
organization for Jewish women) asked Dave 
if he could create a version of a kugelhopf 
mold—a round pan with a hollow tube in the 
middle that shoots heat, like a chimney, up 

into the baking cake. The old world cast iron versions were inconveniently 
heavy, especially when filled with batter.

Dalquist made the pan from cast aluminum, which is lighter and trans-
mits heat more evenly than other materials. He also stylized the center 
tube so it was sleeker and more cone-shaped. No one seems to know 
for certain why he named his invention the Bundt pan, though the word 
appears to be a play on the German word bund, which means federation 
or association. Jennifer Dalquist says her grandfather added the “t” to 
make it trademarkable. But her father, H. David Dalquist III (B.M.E. ’72, 
B.S.B ‘73), who is the company’s current president and CEO, thinks his 
dad also wanted to distance the product from any unsavory associations 
Americans might have had at the time with Germans. 

The Bundt pan was a reliable, if not overly profitable, item in the Nordic 
Ware inventory. Then, in 1966, the Tunnel of Fudge cake placed second in 
the Pillsbury Bake-Off. Created by Ella Helfrich of Houston, the chocolate 
nut cake with a gooey fudge center became a sensation, and sent the 

 

Everything Bundt

Invented by alumnus 
H. David Dalquist, the 

Bundt pan revolutionized 
midcentury baking.

By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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Above: H. David Dalquist III stands 
with his daughter, Jennifer Dalquist, 

in the Nordic Ware factory.
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“Thanks to a University of 
Minnesota degree, his name  

is ‘Dr. Prince’ now. ”The Star Tribune on the posthumous honorary Doctor of Humane  
Letters bestowed upon Prince Rogers Nelson in September.

Nordic Ware factory into a round-the-clock manufacturing cycle; production 
eventually reached 30,000 pans per day. Today, Nordic Ware produces scores 
of Bundt styles, from a classic Bavarian mold to a pan shaped like a pirate ship to 
those skulls. Jennifer Dalquist says over 72 million have been sold to date. 

Dave Dalquist died in 2005, and it’s clear from the way his son and grand-
daughter talk about him and Dotty—she’s 93 and stopped driving just a few 
months ago—that they care deeply about the Nordic Ware legacy. Dave and 
Dotty’s daughter, Corrine Dalquist Lynch (B.A. ’67, J.D. ‘70), serves on the com-
pany board and is general counsel; her son, Nicholas Lynch (B.M.E. ’11), works in 
the process engineering department. Sitting in his spacious office upstairs from 
the factory floor, David Dalquist says that he and his parents were driven by more 
than a desire to make a unique stamp on America’s baking habits: They wanted 
to create and keep jobs for Minnesotans.

“I didn’t get good training at the U in how to fire people,” cracks Dalquist. 
“It wasn’t in my DNA and it wasn’t in my father’s.” That commitment to local 
manufacturing has been tested many times, as various Nordic Ware competitors 
moved to offshore factories chasing cheap labor. To keep the St. Louis Park fac-
tory going, Nordic Ware couldn’t rely only on the success of a fluted pan. They 
needed to create new products.

When asked which invention he’s most proud of, David Dalquist points to a 
round tray that’s sitting on the bottom shelf of his office credenza. The idea for 
it came in the late ‘70s, when he and his in-laws were spending a weekend at 
their cabin. Microwave ovens were all the rage, but Dalquist’s father-in-law com-
plained that they were a pain to use, given that you had to heat the food for a few 
minutes, stop, rotate the food, and so on. What would happen, they wondered, if 
you created a turntable that did the work for you?

Dalquist, with his degree in engineering, was intrigued enough to ask Nordic 
Ware’s engineers to find a solution. The team’s eureka moment came when they 
discovered it was possible to use metal in a microwave as long as it was shielded 
by another material, in this case plastic. Voila, a rotating food turntable, called 
the Micro-Go-Round, was born. “No single item did more to build the business at 
a critical time,” says Dalquist. “It kept us on the radar screen with our customers.”

Today, the company is known for its innovative microwave products; the Spat-
ter Cover (the name says it all) is a best-seller. “If we were going to keep the plant 
and company in this country,” says Dalquist, “we realized we had to create new 
ideas, new products, and new concepts.”  

N CLASSIC entrepreneurial fashion, 
Arash Allaei (B.S. ‘04) and Kian Salehi 
(B.A. ‘04) saw a broken business model 
and figured out a way to make it so 

much better. They launched Bite Squad 
in 2012 to overcome common problems in 
restaurant food delivery, like slow arrival 
and cold food, with the macro objective of 
improving the overall experience for diner 
and restaurant.

Combining Allaei’s technology prowess 
and Salehi’s experience in real estate and 
finance, the partners have grown Minneapolis- 
based Bite Squad into a food delivery 
giant. Today, its employees serve more than 
875,000 customers in 80 markets—a 19-state 
footprint that doubled in just the last year. 

And the co-CEOs aren’t done yet. They 
continue to grow Bite Squad organically and 
through acquisition, adding and integrating 
more than two dozen companies. The food 
delivery category itself is expanding 20 
percent per year, and “we’re growing faster 
than that,” says Salehi. “We’re experiencing 
rocket-ship growth in a very exciting space. 
Restaurants are warming up and wanting to 
work with us; our technology continues to 
improve. Every day is new.”

Bite Squad is not Salehi and Allaei’s first 
endeavor together. They became friends 
soon after starting at the University of 
Minnesota—Allaei from Indiana and Salehi 
from Shoreview, by way of Iran—but went 
their separate ways after graduation and 

A 
Dynamic 

Duo
Alumni Arash Allaei and 

Kian Salehi brought 
the right ingredients to 
launching Bite Squad.
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amassed valuable business experience. 
Allaei, who majored in computer science, 
went out on his own developing ecommerce 
start-ups. Salehi, who majored in economics 
and management, took a job with Minnesota-
based Hemisphere Companies, where he 
worked on real estate development and 
finance for hospitality and gaming projects.

The two reconnected in 2007, quickly 
realizing they were well matched in talent, 
ambition, and disposition. They formed Kasa 
Capital in Minneapolis and pursued their 
first venture, acquiring an Arizona-based 
company in 2008 that offered a robust 
e-commerce catalog of aftermarket car 
parts and accessories. “We’re both passion-
ate about business and we both work seven 
days a week,” Salehi says. “We don’t do 

outside deals and we don’t take each other 
for granted. We might have heated debates, 
but he knows that I want what’s best for the 
business and I know that he wants what’s 
best for the business. It’s worked.”

From the car parts website, they launched 
Kasa’s e-commerce platform, self-funding 
it all the way. Ultimately, Kasa acquired 
scores of other e-commerce sites that sold 
a multitude of consumer-focused products 
from poker chips to paintball guns. Though 
the business was profitable, the partners 
didn’t like that their success relied on search 

engine algorithms. They went look-
ing for something new. 

They found it in 2010 in Crowd 
Cut, a daily deal business similar 
to Groupon that they launched 
and operated in Minneapolis and 
Atlanta. Though the business’s 
subscriber base grew to nearly  
1 million, the model wasn’t sustain-
able, Salehi says. Customers simply 
didn’t stick around after buying a 
few vouchers. One net from Crowd 
Cut, though, was an established 
customer base that helped fuel 
their next business: Bite Squad.

Bite Squad’s success—Salehi 
and Allaei aim to continue its 
growth by expanding nation-

wide—can be attributed to a host of 
innovations. The service employs its own 
drivers; operates a fleet of eco-friendly, 
recognizable cars; and uses brawny tech-
nology that allows control of the delivery 
experience from start to finish. With its 
logistics backbone, Bite Squad efficiently 
routes drivers to make sure they stay busy 
and pick up food at optimal times, while 
allowing customers to monitor their orders. 

What comes next, Salehi isn’t sure. What 
he does know is that he and Allaei work 
incredibly well together. They both get a thrill 
from the process of devising an idea, develop-
ing it into a company, and growing it into a 
successful, profitable business. These serial 
entrepreneurs will most likely do it all again.  

—Suzy Frisch

615 Washington Ave. SE

Minneapolis, MN 55414

Tel: 612 379 8888

graduatehotels.com
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Graduate Minneapolis next time 

you’re in town to relive your 

Gopher glory days.
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The first store by
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Alumni Association.
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THE UMAA CONNECTS ALUMNI 
AND LAWMAKERS
With the next session of the Minnesota State Legislature 
due to begin on January 8, alumni may be wondering what 
Minnesota’s new governor and new and returning lawmakers 
think about topics that impact the University of Minnesota.

Ahead of last November’s election, the Alumni Association 
fielded a nonpartisan survey of candidates for state and fed-
eral offices in order to measure their views on topics related to 
the U. More than 100 candidates participated in the survey.

You can read the responses in their entirety at UMNAlumni 
.org/2018Candidates

As a former Alumni Association 
board member and chair, 
Daniel McDonald (B.E.E. ’82, J.D. 
’85)—a partner at the intellectual 
property law firm Merchant 
& Gould—has given both time 
and money to make the UMAA 
a great resource for students 
and alumni and an effective 
advocate for the U.

“The UMAA plays a unique 
and critical role in many ways,” 
McDonald says. “It provides a 
channel for alumni to volunteer 
through mentoring students, 
network to advance careers, 
and support their alma mater. It 
also provides a communication 
channel that enables the UMAA 
to provide an independent and 
important voice on vital matters 
concerning the University.”

McDonald and his wife, Kim, are 
life members and Northern Star 
donors in the Alumni Leadership 
Circle. They also have given gener-
ously to several scholarship funds.

McDonald became involved 
in supporting the U for two 
reasons. “One, I wanted to give 
back to the place that had given 
me such amazing opportunities,” 
he says. “Two, because the 
University is the single most 
important institution when it 
comes to ensuring a great future 
for the state of Minnesota.”

What kept him involved? 
“Working with great fellow alums 
and support staff and leaders 
who shared my vision about the 
importance of the U and ensured 
that my volunteer efforts felt 
productive and valued.”

He hopes others will join 
him in his efforts. “The U of 
today took 150 years to build,” 
McDonald says. “Let’s do our 
part to keep it moving forward.”

 
Make your lasting impact at 
UMNAlumni.org/give

THE UMAA 
CONNECTS 

PEOPLE AND 
SHOVELS

Our 2018 U of M Day of 
Service, on September 
29, was a huge success. 
More than 600 volun-
teers in 49 cities put in 
close to 1,500 hours to 

make the world a better 
place. Thank you!

DANIEL MCDONALD MAKES THE UMAA HAPPEN

• 
Stay connected. _,-, 

ALUMN 
NEWS EVENTS 
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A SPECIAL WELCOME  
to our newest Life Members!*
As a Life Member, you join more than 19,000 loyal and enthusiastic 
alumni supporting the U’s important work. Dues are invested in a fund 
that provides a stable support for key Alumni Association initiatives. 

MEMBER ADVANTAGES
Thank you for being a member! Don’t forget to 
make the most of your member advantages. 
Here are just a few:

PERSONAL & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
u Take part in a quarterly roster of noncredit 
courses (save 10% on continuing education).
u Invest in yourself with a course in the Carlson 
Executive Education program (save 10%).

EXPLORE CAMPUS
u Visit the Weisman Art Museum, Bell 
Museum, and Minnesota Landscape 
Arboretum (discounted membership rates).
u See the finest Northrop Dance, U of 
M Theatre Arts, and School of Music 
performances (member ticket rates).
u Dine with a view from the Campus Club (local 
and non-Twin Cities membership discounts).
u Tour the Raptor Center for a beak-to-nose 
educational experience (weekend program 
discounts, save 20% on birthday parties).

MEMBERS-ONLY ACCESS
u Minnesota Alumni Market, where 
all products are alumni-made. If you 
are a graduate of the U, a UMAA 
member, and owner of your business, 
we would love to discuss selling your 
goods. MNAlumniMarket.com
u Advance notice and special pricing of 
exclusive events. Keep an eye on your inbox! 
u Online access to U of M Libraries 
(subset of student access).
u Continue receiving this award-winning, 
quarterly magazine! Membership 
includes your print subscription.

SPECIAL SAVINGS SECTION
u Chocolat Celéste offers 20% off online 
purchases with your UMAA member code.
u 20% savings on U of M Bookstores 
apparel and gifts in store and online.
u Academic pricing on select Apple® 
products at the U of M Bookstores.
u 10% discount at Goldy’s Locker 
Room locations in the Twin Cities.
u Show your member card for alumni hotel 
rates at Graduate Minneapolis on campus.

For details, visit: 
UMNAlumni.org/advantages

Paruj Acharya
Shirley Adzick Butcher
Ansar Ahmed
Grant Aldonas
Pamela Allen
Jerid Anderson
Katherine Anderson
Todd Anderson
Josephine Bjerke
Michael Bjerke
Rachael Blackman
James Bohn
Oksana Bohn
Peter Brackin
Eleazar Briones
Janice Briones
Jennifer Buholzer
Rachel Burkard
Grandara Carlton
Mark Carlton
Mingfen Chern
Charlise Clark-Gwin
Cheryle Cunningham
John Cunningham
John Cvetnic
Larry Dahl
David Datt
Vicki Datt
Janet Davenport
Petronella DeWall
John Diamond
Claire Dietzsch
Duwayne Dorfner
Lesley Dorfner
Georgia Duncan
Michele Dunn
Kenneth Edstrom
Allen Eliason
Stephen Fagerlie
Barbara Fieldman
Roger Foster
Leah Frantzen
Natasha Freimark
Rosemary Fruehling
Krishna Gade
Brian Gapp
Steven Geiger
Kristen Gerzina
Roberta Goess

Connie Good
Joshua Goplin
Leslie Gottshall-Decker
Lloyd Grandprey
Valerie Gunderson
Petroula Hansen
Aaron Hanson
Amy Hanson
Marian Heinrichs
Brian Higgins
Richard Hinkie
Justin Howard
Jeffrey Hyde
Teresa Hyde
Carol Johanneck
Stephen Johanneck
Danny Johnson
Mary Jurgens
Nathan Kells
Thomas King
Philip Kirshbaum
Louise Klosowski
Michael Knebel
Sharon Leary
Youngeun Lee
Gregory Luecht
Thomas Luing
David Marty
Joseph Massa
Kristin Maus
Mark McCahill
Michael McGrath
Jay McNamara
Jennifer Molokwu
Jolene Moore
Vinaya More
Joel Moryn
Irene Navarre
Kelsey Neigebauer
Gail Nelson
Jennifer Ness
Aditya Newalkar
Kome Okposo
Pamela Olson

Jeanne Parker
Anneliese Paulson
Kathryn Pharmer
William Porter
Kenneth Prine
Mrithyunjay Ramgopal
David Roberts
Edward Romson
James Ryan
Zoe Ryan
Dora Salazar
Wayne Schoper
Jennifer Schultz
Byron Schwab
Mary Schwab
Kimberly Segar
Joseph Shultz
Nicole Shultz
Moojo Son
Lisa Sorenson
Susan Sorenson
Mindy Spiehs
Hubert Stempfley
Paulette Stempfley
Anna Stone
Marne Stulz
Robin Tellor
Merlin Tostrud
Sue Towey
Jean Van Delinder
Joseph Walseth
Joseph Walsh
Jerrold Walters
Joseph Weber
Jan Webster
Beverly Welch
Colleen Wheeler
Susan Wunderlin
Shanna Yonke
Shigehiko Yoshimura
Yoshiko Zoet-Suzuki

*Reflects July 15– 
October 15, 2018 

UPDATE YOUR INFO: update.umn.edu

Join this list of Life Members by 
upgrading your membership today!  
UMNAlumni.org/join  |  800-862-5867

 UMNAlumni.org

        /MinnesotaAlumni

        UMAA

        @UMNAlumni

        /UMNAlumni

        /UMNAlumni

        /UMNAlumni
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Far left: Kuei-Min 
Chen (M.S. ’96, Ph.D. 
’00), a recipient of 
the Distinguished 
Leadership Award 
for Internationals, 
awaits the start of the 
ceremony. 

Left: Alumni Service 
Award recipient Scott 
Setzepfandt (B.S. ’70) 
with his mother, Carol 
Setzepfandt

Left: Mary A. McEvoy Award for 
Public Engagement and Leader-
ship recipient Morrine Omolo 
(M.S. ’15), on right, with guest 
Kemunto Gekonge

Above: Gabriella Granada (right), 
recipient of the Donald R. Zander 
Alumni Award for Student Leader-
ship, with guest Meggie Dumas    

Above: College of 
Science and Engineering 
Dean Mos Kaveh and 
CSE Alumni Society Vice 
Chair Kari Vokes accept 
the Alumni Association 
award for Outstanding 
Society of the Year. 

Far left: Eric Sannerud 
(B.S. ‘13) accepts his U40 
Alumni Leader award.

Left: Alumni Service 
Award recipient Dennis 
Martenson (B.C.E. ’67, M.S. 
’68) and family

AN AFFAIR TO 
REMEMBER

The UMAA honors alumni 
doing extraordinary things.

On October 4, the Alumni 
Association hosted our annual 
Alumni Awards Affair, which 

celebrates the achievements of 
outstanding individuals, alumni 
societies, and alumni networks. 
The guests sparkled and so 
did the conversation, making 

for a magical evening.
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Lauren Fox earned her 
M.F.A. from the U in 1998. 

She is the author of the 
novels Still Life with Husband, 

Friends Like Us, and Days of 
Awe. She lives in Milwaukee.

Illustration by James Heimer 

By Lauren Fox

CONFESSION: I have never 
slept with my roommate 
while his fiancée, who was 
also my roommate, was at 

work. Further, I have never vengefully 
dabbed my oil-slicked fingers all over 
the beautiful silk scarf of the woman who 
was in love with my dead best friend’s 
husband. I have also never not known who 
the father of my unborn baby is.  

But I write novels, three so far, and 
my protagonists have committed all of 
these questionable deeds, and worse. 
So much worse!

So it never fails to surprise me when 
people assume that my fiction is actually 
memoir, that my characters are just very 
thinly disguised versions of me.

“I couldn’t finish your first book,” an 
acquaintance once confided to me. 

“Oh!” I said, fake-cheerfully, “why not?”
“Because your protagonist … and the 

adultery … and I kept hearing your voice, 
and … it just made me too uncomfortable.”  

“No, but I’m not …” I said. “I’m happily 
married! I mean, of course that’s not me. 
It’s, you know, it’s fiction!”  

She made a little noncommittal hmph.
A few weeks later, we ran into each 

other again at a café where I was having 
an animated conversation with a male 
friend; she raised her eyebrow at me, her 
suspicions clearly confirmed.

I’ll admit, I like to give my protagonists 
curly hair, like mine (because I believe we 
are underrepresented in fiction). And my 
first-person narrative voice is … well, it’s 
mine, so I understand that people who 
know me think they are hearing my voice 
telling them my secrets.

But my books are shelved under fiction. 
And right there, on each cover, under the 
title, it says, “A novel.” Why are people so 
reluctant to believe that fiction is … fiction?  

Nobody asks a lawyer how much of 
her deposition is really about herself. 
Nobody suggests to my husband, an 
English professor, that his syllabus is really 
a confession of his inner soul. (And, hon-
estly, he’s Irish and loves Samuel Beckett 
and teaches Irish lit and tends toward the 
melancholy, so it kind of is.)  

But me, I get emails like this, from a 
“single, 30-year-old guy”: “I am curious, 
since you are married, how much of the 
story was autobiographical.”

A writer friend of mine thinks that social 
media has confused the issue—that we 
represent ourselves on Facebook and 
Instagram under such a pleasing, decep-
tive glow, that people can no longer tell 
the difference between what is true and 
what is made up. But I’m not sure that’s 
completely it.  

I think maybe it’s about darkness. Fic-
tion—at least the kind I write, which traffics 
in complicated relationships, betrayals, 
and regret—is about the dark possibilities 
of our souls, the underside of who we 
actually are: the things we would never do, 
but are, perhaps, capable of. 

Maybe, when people confuse me with 
my main characters, what they’re really 
saying is, “I have secrets, too.”  

Life is complex. We make mistakes and 
we flounder and we make messes of things, 
and sometimes we love badly. Fiction is 
fiction, but it tells us something true.  

I Am Not My Characters

THE LAST WORD
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