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ON JULY 1, we will have the first University of Minnesota 
president who is a woman in the U’s 168-year history. Joan 
Gabel, who was chosen unanimously by the Board of Regents 
in December, has acknowledged this important turn of events, 
while at the same time stating that, “Five minutes after you 
start, it’s about the work.”

Clearly, the U didn’t hire Gabel because she’s a woman. Her 
skills, talents, and accomplishments got her the job. But, can 
we stop and reflect for a moment on how significant it is that 

the U didn’t not hire Gabel because she’s a woman?
Once, higher education was largely denied to women. Too many ideas, it was 

thought, would corrupt the female mind, which was believed to be inhospitable 
to intellectual, economic, and scientific complexities. Also, it was feared that 
female students would distract serious male scholars with their flirtatious winking 
and skirt rustling.

Slowly, these ideas were buried under an avalanche of female achievements and 
“firsts.” In 1855, the University of Iowa was the first state university in the U.S. to admit 
women and men on an equal basis. In 1886, Winifred Edgerton Merrill was the first 
American woman to earn a Ph.D. in mathematics. In 1975, biochemist Lorene Rogers 
became the first female president of a public research university, the University of 
Texas at Austin. In 1994, Judith Rodin became the first permanent female president 
of an Ivy League school, the University of Pennsylvania. In the early 1980s, for the 
first time, female college students in the U.S. outnumbered male students. By 1982, 
women were earning more bachelor’s degrees than men. Since 1987, women have 
earned more master’s degrees. And beginning in 2009, women have received the 
majority of doctoral degrees.

Yet, according to a recent American Council on Education study, in 2016 only 
30 percent of college and university presidents were women. Today, among the 14 
schools of the Big 10, Joan Gabel may take the helm as the lone female president, 
unless Michigan State or the University of Maryland—both searching—hire a woman 
before July.

Some will argue that the tackling of this “first” at the U is just a matter of semantics— 
it’s a change in pronoun; so what. They’ll say it’s vaguely insulting to women to 
acknowledge that Gabel is not just our next president, but our first female president.

I disagree. It’ll be nothing short of monumental to see a woman sitting at the big 
desk in the president’s office in Morrill Hall. However Gabel does during her tenure 
here, her selection serves as hard evidence that the U is prepared to treat men and 
women equally at all levels. As a woman, an alumna, and a U employee, I’m happy to 
cross yet another “first” off the list.

ADDENDUM: After I wrote this, it was reported that former President Nils Hasselmo 
passed away in late January. He served from 1988 to 1997, during my time as a jour-
nalism student at the U. I recall that the U felt like a very open and welcoming place 
then, largely thanks to Hasselmo’s work, even for a student with a lousy high school 
academic record. He championed the U and its unique role, writing on his last day in 
office: “It should not and cannot be exactly like any other institution.” 

—Jennifer Vogel
Jennifer Vogel (B.A. ’92) can be reached at voge0022@umn.edu.

Why “Firsts” Matter
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Kudos from a Fellow Editor
I’m an Alumni Association life member and 
former (1976-1986) University of Minnesota 
employee. As usual, when I receive the 
alumni magazine, I read it virtually cover to 
cover. As a former news editor and sports 
editor of Drake University’s Times-Delphic, I 
enjoyed Jennifer Vogel’s column very much 
[“We Can Handle the Truth,” Winter 2019].

I also was thrilled to see a familiar 
name as author of “The Weather Did 
It.” Lynette Lamb was a former colleague 
on the University Relations staff where 
she produced some terrific work for our 
publications. Thank you and thanks for a 
consistently excellent alumni magazine.
J. Paul Blake
Seattle, Washington

The Magic of the Pen
I am a life member, and a retired 30-year 
UMPD Officer. I read Elizabeth Larsen’s 
article, “Everybody’s a Storyteller,” [Winter 
2019] and I don’t know if I qualify as a 
storyteller, but I have found something very 
interesting. Quite some time ago, I decided 
to write my memoirs and now I’m on my 
fourth legal pad. When one articulates 
events, you do tell the story of that event. 
But when one puts pen to paper, I find that 
it’s more like a cascade of memories. Why 
the pen does this I do not know. Thinking 
back to when I took reports from students, 
mainly on crimes of a violent nature, I 
wonder if I had asked them to write the 
details instead of verbalizing them whether 
the outcomes could have been different.
Lee North
Peoria, Arizona

Good Times in Pioneer
Cynthia Scott’s article on Pioneer Hall 
[“Inside Pioneer Hall,” Winter 2019] 
brought back fond memories for me.  
I worked as a desk clerk from 1980 to ’82, 
and to this day, that job was one of my 
favorites. I answered phones, issued room 
keys, checked out dormitory equipment, 
stuffed mail boxes, issued meal tickets, and 

reconciled petty cash boxes. It was the 
perfect way to meet fellow students while 
earning a modest income.
John “Jack” Schmidt (B.A. ’82)
Rochester, Minnesota

Keep Dreaming in Pillsbury
I just read Jennifer Vogel’s editor’s note 
[“We Can Handle the Truth,”] and it 
brought to mind some thoughts. I hope the 
remodel of Pillsbury Hall does not destroy 
the open, dreamy, imagination-stimulating 
nature of its attic area. Years ago, I worked 
for Facilities Management. On a regular 
basis I was assigned to service the equip-
ment in the building. I would usually begin 
with the pumps in a crawlspace under the 
first floor, accessible by a large metal hatch 
in the floor. I always saved the attic for last. 
As I completed my rounds, I would take 
a few minutes in the east attic to let my 
mind wander; to look up at the marvelous 
underside of the roof and out through 
the windows; to think of historic tales and 
current stories from the perspective of an 
ancient retreat. I do hope this space is kept 
relatively open with a relaxing arrangement 
of new furnishings that do not change the 
atmosphere. It is a marvelous old building.
Martin D. Milanese (B.A. ’71)
Edina, Minnesota

Poison Ivy, Inconvenient at Best
Lynette Lamb’s review of A Field Guide 
to the Natural World of the Twin Cities 
[“Off the Shelf,” Winter 2019] brought back 
memories of my plant taxonomy botany 
class in the mid ’60s. We were on a field trip 
to the last stand of native prairie in the Twin 
Cities. We were standing in a field south of 
Crosstown 62 and west of 55 admiring the 

grasses when one of our class commented 
about the nice patch of Toxicodendron 
radicans, aka poison ivy, we were standing 
in. I imagine the field was plowed over 
when the final connection between the two 
highways was built.
Rolf Tandberg (B.S. ’70)
Missoula, Montana

More to the Bundt Story
Editor’s Note: Daniel Nussbaum II, a reader 
and retired developmental pediatrician 
in Rochester, New York, read Elizabeth 
Foy Larsen’s story about the origins of the 
famed Bundt pan [“Everything Bundt,” Win-
ter 2019]. He noted that we left out a few 
details about the women who approached 
alumnus and pan inventor H. David Dalquist 
with the idea that led to the 1950 creation. 
So, here is more information, thanks to 
Nussbaum, who was a pediatrics fellow at 
the U in the 1970s.

Rose Joshua and Fannie Schanfield, both 
members of the local chapter of Hadassah, 
a women’s Zionist organization, approached 
Dalquist to see if he could come up with 
a lighter, more modern version of a pan 
used to make a traditional cake. Hadassah 
was founded in 1912 with the mission first 
to improve conditions in Palestine—by 
sending doctors, nurses, and more—and 
then to support the establishment of an 
independent Jewish state. In fact, the 
society raised money through the sale of 
hundreds of pans donated by Dalquist.

“Rose Joshua, may she rest in peace, 
was a pre-World War II refugee from Nazi 
Germany who arrived in Minneapolis with 
her husband Herbert,” Nussbaum wrote. 
“Bundt pans are another gift people fleeing 
Hitler’s Europe brought to America.”

LETTERS

“I think Minnesota has a  
unique culture where the arts...are 
allowed to flourish and frolic.”Author Mickie Turk (B.A. ‘81), responding to “The Weather Did It”  

via our online forum at MinnesotaAlumni.org 
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Exhibit
High school students from 
around the state displayed their 
creativity at the 2019 Minnesota 
Scholastic Art Awards at the 
U’s Regis Center for Art. 
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ifty years ago, in January 1969, 70 black 
students occupied Morrill Hall on the U’s 
Twin Cities campus to protest institutional 
racism and the lack of outreach, support, and 

culturally relevant coursework for students of color.
The takeover, which lasted for 24 hours, was 

peaceful. And it was powerful, succeeding in 
changing the campus forever. For one, it spurred the 
establishment of the U’s African American and Afri-
can Studies Department, among the nation’s first.

Professor emeritus John Wright, who just retired 
from that very department, was at Morrill Hall as a 
recent graduate; he’d authored the list of demands 
presented to the administration on behalf of pro-
testers. “Right-wing student groups tried to disrupt 

the takeover, and they were trying to break into the 
building to get at us,” Wright recalls. “They were 
shouting profanities and the usual racial epithets.” 
He remembers phoning his parents to round up 
bail money. “We thought we’d end up in jail—but 
with honorable precedents.”

When Wright (B.E.E. ‘68, M.A. ‘71, Ph.D. ‘77) came 
to the U in 1963, the country was in turmoil. “The 
Civil Rights movement was peaking,” he says. “And 
over the course of my five undergraduate years, 
the focus of that movement shifted from dealing 
with Southern de jure segregation, and started 
moving northward to deal with various forms of 
de facto segregation, in housing and jobs and on 
university campuses.

“We saw the rise of Black Power,” he says. 
“Young black people were becoming more and 
more globally aware for multiple reasons, including 
decolonization in Africa and the Caribbean.” 
Why, students wondered, wasn’t this reflected in 
University policies and programming? “We were as 
segregated intellectually as we were socially.”

At the time, few students on campus were black. 
Statistics from 1973, the earliest available, show 
that just 2 percent of the student body was African 
American. Black students began seeking educa-
tional enrichment outside campus, forming study 
circles with community organizations focused on 
racial justice. In 1966, they created Students for Racial Le
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Remembering the 
Morrill Hall Takeover

Professor emeritus John Wright participated in a 
pivotal moment in the U’s history.  By Susan Maas

Rose Mary Freeman, 
Horace Huntley, and 
Warren Tucker Jr. after 
the 24-hour occupation
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Progress (or STRAP, which became the Afro-American 
Action Committee) to agitate for equality at the U.

STRAP brought Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to 
campus to speak in 1967 and, soon after, Stokely 
Carmichael. “We wanted to hear both sides—the 
Civil Rights agenda and the Black Power agenda,” 
Wright says. Both informed STRAP’s actions as it 
began confronting systemic racism on campus.

When King was assassinated in April 1968, long-
simmering racial tensions came to a boil. A wave of 
civil rebellion swept the country, from Washington, 
D.C., to Chicago to the West Coast. Wright and his 
fellow students were ready to take action.

Wright grew up on his grandparents’ farm in what’s 
now the Minneapolis suburb of Robbinsdale. His 
father and aunt had attended the U in the 1930s, dur-
ing the presidency of Lotus Coffman, who enforced 
policies barring black students from living in campus 
dormitories—policies his aunt had helped organize 
the first black student organization to oppose.

A high school math and science standout, Wright 
graduated early with honors. He might have chosen 
a historically black college in the South, but he 
planned to study engineering. The U’s engineering 
school was unmatched by any of the HBCUs, his 
father said, and in-state tuition was low.  

Wright soon discovered that Minnesota’s premier 
public university was still jarringly inhospitable to 
students of color. “As soon as I got on campus, I 

comprehended the reality that 
there were only a handful of black 
students,” he says. “I was the only 
black student in any of my classes 
in the Institute of Technology. The 
sense of isolation was intense.” 
Nonetheless, he would earn a 
bachelor’s degree in electrical 
engineering, a master’s in English, 
and a Ph.D. in American Studies 
and the History of African Peoples.

The Monday after King’s 
assassination, Wright was asked 
to write a position statement for 
the Afro-American Action Com-
mittee. He drafted a set of seven 
demands, which were submitted 
to then-President Malcolm 
Moos. They included increased 

recruitment of and scholarships for black high 
school graduates, counseling and support for 
black U students, representation of black students 
on policymaking groups, and the creation of an 
African American Studies program.

The administration’s response wasn’t hostile 
(Moos later called the students’ demands “eminently 
reasonable”) but bureaucracy kicked in almost 
immediately. “The University did what universities 
do, which is to set up a task force to study the 
issues,” Wright recalls. “I don’t think it was a matter 
of bad faith, but a standard procedural response.” 
Wright helped launch a recruitment team that went 
door to door talking with prospective students 
of color; beyond that, “we saw little evidence that 
much was being accomplished.”

That led the 70 black students to occupy Morrill 
Hall the following winter, on January 14, 1969, which 
Walter Cronkite reported on the CBS evening news.

Two of the group’s three main leaders, Rose Mary 
Freeman (B.A. ’70, M.A. ’74) and Anna Stanley (B.A. 
’71, M.A. ’75), were women—the third was Horace 
Huntley (B.A. ’70). Wright notes that, “black women 
had always played key leadership roles in Civil 
Rights movements. That historic role has been 
underreported, underestimated, and undervalued.”

The situation might have devolved into chaos, 
given the presence of angry counter-protesters. But 
AAAC members were committed to nonviolence, 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

A new exhibit, “Takeover: 
Morrill Hall, 1969,” in 

Northrop’s fourth-floor 
gallery, tells the story of 
the protest. The exhibit 
features archival docu-

ments, photographs, and 
recordings—some shown 

publicly for the first time. It 
runs through December.

northrop.umn.edu/events/
takeover-morrill-hall-1969

The U’s Office for  
Equity and Diversity

oed.dl.umn.edu

CLA’s Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Program

cla.umn.edu/student-
services-advising/advising/

rev-dr-martin-luther-
king-jr-program
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“I wanted to  
get lost in the 
big city, the big 
time, the chance 
to be in a place 
ambitious about 
life and work.”

and an allied group, the U chap-
ter of Students for a Democratic 
Society, showed up to form a 
barrier between the demonstra-
tors and counter-protesters. 
In the end, no one was hurt. 
And though Freeman, Huntley, 
and a third demonstrator were 
indicted, the most serious 
charges were dismissed.

The protests prompted the 
creation of the Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Program in the 
College of Liberal Arts, which 
provides admissions and coun-
seling services. Wright ran the 
program in the early 1970s. And, 
most significantly, the call for 
a department of black studies 
was answered. Wright taught 
his final graduate seminar—
Introduction to Studies in Africa 
and the African Diaspora—there 
in December.

Yet, a half century later, “there 
are many unfulfilled hopes.” 
Wright cites the closure of 
General College a decade ago, 
rising tuition costs, and a lack of 

African American faculty as fac-
tors inhibiting the recruitment 
and retention of black students. 
In Fall 2018, students of color 
made up 21 percent of the Twin 
Cities campus student body; 5 
percent were African American.

For today’s activists, the Mor-
rill Hall takeover offers useful 
guidance. But, Wright cautions 
against trying to replicate the 
past. “People can get caught 
between historical romanticism 
on the one hand and historical 
anachronism on the other 
hand—idealizing the past or 
inappropriately projecting the 
tools and outlooks of the pres-
ent onto the past.”

Wright believes young activ-
ists “have to develop a historical 
consciousness that will enable 
them to think coherently and 
creatively about what is usable 
and what is not today.

“They need to be clear about 
their philosophy and goals 
around the issues they’re trying 
to confront now.”  

Where discovery  
happens
A gift in your will sparks innovative ideas 
that create a clear and widespread 
economic value in Minnesota and 
throughout the world. Learn more at 
driven.umn.edu/waystogive or call 
Planned Giving at 612-624-3333.

Longtime U English professor Patricia 
Hampl (B.A. ’68), reading from her essay, 
“My Manhattan,” at a campus gathering 

in November marking her retirement.
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oday, 60 percent of cats 
in the U.S. and 56 percent 
of dogs are overweight or 
obese. Julie Churchill, D.V.M. 

(Ph.D. ’01), associate professor in the 
U’s Department of Veterinary Clinical 
Sciences, is on a mission to help pet 
parents understand what they can 
do to help their furry companions live 
healthier lives. 

Pet obesity isn’t on our radar 
in the way that human obesity 
is. Any thoughts about why?
We don’t know what a healthy pet 
weight looks like anymore. When you 
look in the media, all those beautiful 
pictures of cats and puppies are 

usually of overweight animals. Our 
perception is that a roly-poly puppy is 
a healthy puppy.

Why should pet owners 
worry about how much their 
dogs and cats weigh?
Pets who are overweight have shorter 
lives; a lean dog will live an average of 
18 months longer than a dog who is 
as little as 15 percent overweight. But 
there are also chronic health prob-
lems, including respiratory challenges, 
heart problems, kidney function 
issues, and some types of cancers. 
Overweight cats are also at a higher 
risk for diabetes. Up to 77 percent of 
8-year-old overweight Labradors have 
arthritis in more than two joints. But 
only 10 percent of healthy-weight Lab-
radors of the same age have arthritis. 
Maintaining a healthy body condition 
will help pets prosper.

What can pet owners do?
I’d love for veterinary health care 
teams to teach every pet owner how 
to perform a simple method of deter-
mining pet fitness, known as a body 
condition score. When you move your 
hand over your pet’s ribs, it should feel 
as though you are rubbing over the 
bones on the back of your hand when 
your hand is flat—you should be able 
to count the bones but not see them. 
If it feels like it does when rubbing 
over your knuckles when you’ve made 
a fist, that’s too lean. If it feels like 
you have turned your hand palm up, 
that’s too heavy. Also, when seen from 

above, the rib cage should be the 
widest part of the body. Dogs and cats 
should have waistlines.

There are so many kinds of 
pet food on the market. Any 
tips on what is best?
I recommend that pet owners talk 
to their veterinarians for nutritional 
advice. Remember that after a dog 
or cat is spayed or neutered, they 
need 25-30 percent fewer calories 
to account for the changes in their 
metabolism after they’ve had their 
gonads removed. This is an ideal time 
for a change in food to better meet 
their needs.

And exercise?
Ideally, dogs should exercise 30-60 
minutes each day. Exercise can be 
challenging when we live in a place 
with cold winters and hot summers, so 
if your pet is more active in one sea-
son and prone to weight gain in the 
“off season,” be mindful to help your 
pet maintain her healthy weight and 
body condition throughout the year. 
If you can’t—I don’t want my older 
pet owners walking on the ice—you 
may need to change your pet’s caloric 
intake for the season. 

What about when your pet 
begs for food and gives you 
that sad, hungry look? 
Feeding pets is an important way we 
love and care for them. But begging 
for food can also be asking for a 
way to interact with you. Food can 
be a good training tool, but once a 
behavior is formed, pets shouldn’t 
need a treat every time they do what 
you ask them to do. We don’t give 
our children a bag of M&Ms every 
time they go to the bathroom. Look 
for other ways, in addition to healthy 
foods and treats, to express your 
love—including your attention, toys, 
and activities you do together.  

ASK A PROFESSOR

How to Slim  
Those Portly Pets
Six quick questions for veterinary nutritionist 
Julie Churchill  By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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f one thing became clear during Joan Gabel’s 
myriad public forums and interviews, it’s that the 
U’s incoming president is cool under pressure. 
She’s also funny, eloquent, and quick on her feet.

Gabel comes to the U with impressive credentials, 
having most recently served as provost and execu-

tive vice president for academic affairs at 
the University of South Carolina. Raised 

in Atlanta, she earned a bachelor’s in 
philosophy from Haverford College 

in Pennsylvania, graduated cum 
laude from the University of 
Georgia School of Law in 1993, and 
worked as an attorney at a private 
firm before becoming a professor 
at Georgia State University in 

1996. She later taught and served 
as a department chair at Florida 

State University and was dean of the 
University of Missouri’s Trulaske College 

of Business. She was editor in chief of the 
American Business Law Journal.

Asked during a public forum in December how 
it would feel to be the first woman president in the 
U’s 168-year history, she relayed details from a life 
of firsts. She was the first woman dean at Missouri’s 
college of business and the first woman provost at 
South Carolina. “It’s a fact. You acknowledge it,” she 
said. “But, I think what’s also important is, what do 
you do once you’re in the job? Five minutes after you 
start, it’s about the work.”

Gabel was unanimously selected by the Board 
of Regents on December 18, after being named the 
sole finalist for the job. She will earn a base salary 
of $640,000 under a five-year contract. That’s 
slightly more than is paid current President Eric 
Kaler, whose base salary is $625,000. She will also 
receive supplemental retirement contributions and 

may earn performance bonuses. Gabel’s husband, 
Gary Gabel, is a K-12 administrator. They have three 
children: a daughter who lives in Seattle, a son in 
college, and another son in high school. The Gabels 
will live at Eastcliff.

During the interview process, Gabel listed priori-
ties including increasing campus diversity, developing 
new partnerships and revenue sources, exploring 
innovations like online learning, making the most of 
the U’s five-campus system, and better articulating 
to the public the importance of the U’s research and 
deep well of expertise. But, describing herself as a 
collaborator, she also said she wants to get to know 
the U before establishing big, overarching goals.

Asked whether she would “get” Minnesotans, she 
explained that her father worked for the federal 
government and the family moved a lot. “I’m highly 
adaptable as a result of that experience,” she said, 
adding that she enjoys learning about new places 
and cultures. “I want to get you. And I’m studying 
you,” she said to audience laughter.

Reached by email after she accepted the position, 
Gabel expressed great admiration for the U. “High-
er education is changing across the country, but the 
University of Minnesota is strong,” she wrote. “Its 
research, discovery, and outreach are of the highest 
quality and make a tremendous contribution to the 
lives of Minnesotans and the economy of the state. 
At the same time, educational excellence across the 
five campuses continues to develop future leaders 
and field-shaping experts. This institution can and 
will build upon its legacy while also embracing what 
the future holds—and that is incredibly exciting.

“There is so much to be proud of at the University 
of Minnesota and its supporters have made all of the 
difference. I’m honored to become a member of the 
University community and carry on this tradition.” 
Calling the passion of alumni, friends, and donors 
one of the U’s greatest strengths, she added, “I 
look forward to plugging in so we can explore new 
opportunities for partnership.”  

Minnesota Alumni looks forward to sitting down with Gabel 
after she takes office. Keep an eye out for a profile in the 
Fall issue.

Introducing Number 17:  

Joan Gabel
On July 1, the University of Minnesota’s first female 
president will take the helm.  By Jennifer Vogel
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DISCOVERIES

The century-old Agronomy Seed 
House on the St. Paul campus looks 
like the kind of cozy cottage where 
Hansel and Gretel might live. Situ-

ated among more modern campus buildings, 
the vine-covered stucco structure with a 
barn-style roof serves as headquarters to the 
U’s wheat breeding program, which has been 
developing new varieties since 1888.

The program has released 35 varieties since 
its founding and has stepped up the pace in 
the last decade, creating such robust hard 
red spring wheats as Rollag, Norden, Linkert, 
Bolles, Shelly, and Lang-MN. Each variety 
improves on the last, whether with better 
straw strength, disease resistance, or yield. 
In January, the U released MN-Washburn, 
named after Minneapolis’s storied Washburn 
mills, which does well in all three categories.

The Seed House is also a living museum of 
agricultural history. Tall rows of filing-cabinet-
style drawers contain envelopes of hard 
spring wheat varieties. Plastic bins piled on 
the floor contain even more. The U has seeds 
from all its breeds going back to the 1800s, 
some of which are kept in cold storage.

 “They all have different characteristics,” 
says the project’s lead technician, Susan 
Reynolds (B.S. ’01, M.S. ’05), of the varieties. 
Wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, she 
stands next a large rolling cart holding bags 
of a new perennial wheatgrass called Kernza 
(read about it here: MinnesotaAlumni.org/
stories/haven-t-heard-of-kernza), which 
the U is helping to develop. Nearby, there 
are machines that measure protein, weigh 
grains, remove casings, and separate the 
seeds for packaging.
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Since 1888, University of 
Minnesota researchers 
have been breeding 
wheat plants to make 
them stronger and more 
productive. Can they 
make this crop more 
popular in Minnesota?
By Jennifer Vogel

The Cream of Wheat

Susan Reynolds and 
James Anderson, 

with wheat, on the 
U’s St. Paul campus
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Shelly is the highest yielder, according to Reynolds. 
Others are better at resisting diseases such as stem 
rust, leaf rust, Fusarium head blight (also known as scab), 
barley yellow dwarf virus, and bacterial leaf streak. In 2018, 
Linkert was the number one variety sown in Minnesota; it 
was planted on more than a quarter of the state’s wheat 
acres. “It’s named for my predecessor,” says Reynolds. 
“They wanted to use ‘Gary,’ but the name was taken.”

The program’s goal isn’t to get farmers to switch 
from growing corn or soybeans—Minnesota’s lead cash 
crops—to wheat, says James Anderson (B.S. ’87), professor 
of wheat breeding and genetics, who earned his Ph.D. 
from Cornell and now leads the project. Rather, he hopes 
farmers will add wheat as a third crop to their rotations. 

Currently, corn and soybeans are grown on around 
8 million acres each in Minnesota, while spring wheat is 
grown on just over 1.5 million acres, mostly in the north-
western part of the state. Anderson is pushing for more 
wheat and, therefore, more diversity in the cropping 
system (2018 saw an increase over 2017). “In any type of 
a monoculture, when you have the same crop year after 
year on the same land, there will be problems,” he says. 
“Weeds, diseases, soil-borne insects, you may have all of 
those problems.” A two-crop rotation will reduce some 
of the issues. Adding a third crop, planted at a different 
time, is even better. Anderson says solid-seeded wheat 
can shade out weeds; also, wheat doesn’t host some of 
the insects that infest corn and soybeans.

“Lengthening the time between those other crops is good 
for everybody,” he says. “It can also help the soil quality.”

Anderson has been with the wheat program for 20 
years and is only its sixth wheat breeder. A native Min-
nesotan who grew up on a farm near St. Peter, he says, “I 
like working on wheat specifically because of the cultural 
ramifications and the history of the crop. And because 
it’s the one crop that is consumed directly as a food, 
compared to the other major crops.” 

The wheat program is funded by the U, the federal 
government, and the Red Lake Falls-based Minnesota 
Wheat Research and Promotion Council. Growers tell 
Anderson and Reynolds which attributes they want and 
the program endeavors to deliver. In 2018, the majority of 

“IN ANY TYPE OF 
MONOCULTURE, 

WHEN YOU 
HAVE THE SAME 

CROP YEAR 
AFTER YEAR ON 
THE SAME LAND, 
THERE WILL BE 

PROBLEMS.”

wheat acres in Minnesota were planted with U varieties.
Wheat was crucial to frontier farmers in Minne-

sota and to Minneapolis’s burgeoning milling industry. 
According to a 1948 Minnesota Historical Society article: 
“At one time nearly every farmer in the state concen-
trated on wheat production. Wheat was the great cash 
crop. It opened the way to fortune, and so attractive was 
it to the average farmer that he neglected other phases 
of farming almost entirely.”

But then, farmers turned to crops like corn and 
soybeans, which were incentivized by crop insurance 
programs and made even more popular by seed innova-
tions. Markets have been willing to accept genetically 
modified corn and soybeans. Not so with wheat, perhaps 
because it is so directly converted to food and linked to 
bread, considered the staff of life.

That’s why the U’s cross-breeding program is so 
crucial. The wheat program combines plants twice a 
year in a greenhouse and examines the progeny from 
each. “We’ll throw out some of the crosses that don’t 
look good,” says Anderson. “The ones that look most 
favorable, we will derive lines and do repeated testing for 
several years until it breeds true. Then we gather data to 
see if it’s worthy of a release.”

The program has test fields in St. Paul and experiment 
stations, called Research and Outreach Centers, in 
Crookston, Lamberton, Morris, and Waseca. New lines 
are screened for disease resistance and other desirable 
qualities. Then, the resulting wheat goes to a lab in Fargo, 
which mills it and bakes bread with it.

The program’s “unicorn,” says Anderson, is to breed 
wheat that is high in protein, making it good for baking, 
but also heavy, meaning it’ll produce a good yield for 
farmers. Unfortunately, the two characteristics are at 
odds. “The wheat can put its energy into the starch, the 
main component of the grain, or protein,” he explains. 
“You can’t really get both at the highest level.” Anderson 
says that each new variety gets the program closer to 
that goal. Lang-MN, released in 2017, is the best one yet 
when it comes to overall yield and protein.

“Wheat carries more production risk compared to soy 
and corn,” he says. “Part of my job to make it less risky.”  

DISCOVERIES

Andrew Schwartz (B.S. ’78, 
Ph.D. ’84), a neuroscientist 

at the University of Pittsburgh, 
on work that allowed a paralyzed woman to 
move a robotic arm with her mind, according 
to a November New Yorker feature.“Movements are beautiful, and 

I want to restore that beauty. ”
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The call arrived at 7 p.m. from a hospital in Davis 
County, Utah. A worried emergency room 
doctor wanted University of Utah mycologist 
Bryn Dentinger (Ph.D. ’07) to identify a mush-

room possibly eaten by a boy who was a patient.
Called a Lepiota, the mushroom was one of a genus that 

includes several lethal species. Try as he might, Dentinger 
couldn’t positively ID it from the cellphone photo sent 
by the hospital, so the boy’s father drove 30 miles to Salt 
Lake City, bringing the mushroom to Dentinger’s lab.

Dentinger examined the Lepiota under a microscope 
and generated a DNA barcode, determining that it was 
poisonous. Meanwhile, he advised the ER to monitor the 
boy for liver failure.

The child survived and is fine. “It was a very good 
outcome,” says Dentinger, pointing out that the boy likely 
handled the mushroom but didn’t eat it. Had he con-
sumed it, he almost certainly would have experienced 
liver failure, and he may have died.

Identifying fungi for the ER is only one part of 
Dentinger’s work. He also hunts for new species and 
determines their origins.

Though the Lepiota is a known variety, it has been 
found only twice in the local area. Likely, its arrival in 
arid Davis County was due to a seemingly unrelated 
phenomenon: the transporting of sod for agricultural 

and landscaping purposes. Accord-
ing to Dentinger, foreign species 
hitchhike around the nation in these 
carpets of grass.

Fungi are one of the least-known 
groups of eukaryotes (multicelled 
organisms), says Dentinger, an associ-
ate professor of biology at the U of U 
and curator of mycology at the Natural 
History Museum of Utah. Therefore, it’s 
important to increase taxonomy, or the 
classification and naming of different 
species. Fungi may just be the stuff of life: 
They have symbiotic relationships with 
90 percent of the plants on Earth and are 
thought to have fostered the colonization 
of land 450 million years ago. They are 
at the base of most food chains.

Cataloging them is tough work for 
mycologists. Fungi are ephemeral, 
and stubbornly evade attempts to 
culture them in captivity. They are 
largely undocumented in much of the 
world, particularly in South America 
and Africa. Dentinger, who started as 

a teenage mushroom hunter in northern Minnesota—he 
was born in Duluth—now works with other scientists 
to establish baselines of knowledge in Cameroon and 
Guyana. They recently identified four new mushrooms, 
two in each country. They hope to determine whether 
there are fungi links between South America and Africa, 
which would indicate that mushrooms formed when both 
were part of the prehistoric land mass Gondwana.

Dentinger began his formal training in mycology at the 
University of Minnesota, where he says he was fortunate 
to work under renowned expert David McLaughlin, 
now a professor emeritus in the College of Biological 
Sciences. “The University has one of the best mycology 
resources available,” Dentinger says, noting that strong 
programs in plant pathology and plant biology provide 
unusual breadth in a study area that is mysterious to the 
average person. Mycology is a small world, which means 
he still routinely interacts with U researchers and has 
even provided mushroom samples for U studies.

For Dentinger, identifying harmful invasives and 
finding new fungi that help piece together our global 
history is all part of mycology’s appeal. “If you talk with 
anyone who studies fungi, there’s a real fascination with 
the treasure hunt,” he says. “Ever since I started hunting 
chanterelles in the North Woods as a kid, I’ve never 
known what I’d find.”  

The Mushroom Man
Mycologist Bryn Dentinger helps make sense of the 

mysterious world of fungi.  By Catherine Arnold
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Preventing  
Police Violence
The headlines have been 
alarming. From the 2014 fatal 
shooting of 17-year-old Laquan 
McDonald by a Chicago police-
man to the death of 32-year-old 
Philando Castile, who was shot 
to death in 2016 by the officer 
who pulled him over in Falcon 
Heights, Minnesota, young 
black men are more likely to 
suffer the consequences of 
police violence than the rest of 
the population. In 2016 alone, 
black men between the ages of 
18 and 44 were more than three 
times as likely as white men of 
the same age group to be killed 
by a police officer.

Research suggests policies 
and programs that address 
this issue head on can help 
reduce fatalities. A new study 
by the University of Minnesota’s 
School of Public Health (SPH) 
assessed public awareness of 
these programs. The findings 
indicate that while there is 
high awareness of programs 
to prevent youth violence, 
people aren’t aware of efforts 
to reduce violence between 
police and younger black men. 
Yet, according to researchers, 
for these programs and policies 
to be effective, the role of race 
and ethnicity in police violence 
must be front and center.

Accomplishing this will mean 
“leveraging resources across 
programs and agencies, as 
well as changing current police 
practices and policies,” said 
SPH Professor Rhonda Jones-
Webb, the study’s lead author. 
Community engagement, also, 
“will be critical in identifying 
community-driven solutions 

to prevent future violent 
encounters between police and 
young black men.” Jones-Webb 
hopes to use the study results 
to create an intervention that 
will reduce these incidents.

This study was published in 
the November 2018 issue of the 
American Journal of Preventa-
tive Medicine.

Bubbling Up
What could be more 
innocuous than bubbles—those 
translucent globes that float 
and pop mid-air and pile high 
to create mounds of bathtub 
froth? According to a multiyear, 
international project led by 
Mrugank Bhatt, a Ph.D. student 
in the U of M’s Department of 
Aerospace Engineering and 
Mechanics, these liquid spheres 
contain more peril and promise 
than one would initially imagine.

That’s because bubbles dis-
play the qualities of cavitation, 
or the creation of empty spaces 
in liquid. Cavitation happens 
when water is subjected to 
both high and low pressure, 
such as when a boat propeller 
kicks into top gear. In addition 
to causing noise and vibrations, 
those bubbles pop and release 
tiny shock waves, which can 
degrade the metallic surfaces 
of motors and other machinery. 
Bhatt has been studying this 
phenomenon in hopes of 
finding a way to predict exactly 
when cavitation occurs, which 
could lead to the creation of 
more efficient marine propul-
sion systems.

By simulating cavitation on 
supercomputers, Bhatt and his 
colleagues, who come from 

universities across the U.S. and 
Australia, are also exploring the 
potential cavitation may hold 
for biomedicine. “We can use 
ultrasound to form and direct 
the collapse of these bubbles to 
break up kidney stones,” Bhatt 
said. “And sonoporation—using 
bubbles to increase the perme-
ability of cell membranes—can 
be used for directed drug 
delivery to a particular organ.”

To read more about this 
project, check out the story 
by Minnesota Alumni copy 
editor Susan Maas: cse.umn.
edu/college/feature-stories/
more-bubbles-you-think

Infections and 
Heart Health
Most people know that 
high cholesterol, high blood 
pressure, diabetes, and 
smoking increase your risk 
of heart attacks and strokes. 
But researchers at the U’s 
School of Public Health have 
also determined that infec-
tions—including pneumonia and 
urinary tract infections—can act 

as “acute triggers,” meaning 
they can increase a person’s 
risk for stroke or heart failure in 
a time frame that’s as short as 
three months.  

Public health Ph.D. student 
Logan Cowan and Associate 
Professor Kamakshi Lakshmina-
rayan used data from a 30-year 
longitudinal study to track a 
large cohort of people from four 
U.S. communities. Their results 
show that infections not only 
substantially increase the odds 
of suffering stokes and heart 
attacks, but that the more severe 
the infection, the higher the risk.

“Inflammation promotes 
plaque buildup in blood vessels, 
and also increases the tendency 
of these plaques to rupture, 
thereby blocking blood ves-
sels,” explained Lakshminaray-
an. The findings are important 
for hospitals, which may want to 
take extra measures to protect 
patients from infections, and 
for the general population, for 
whom influenza and pneumonia 
vaccinations are important 
steps in preventing strokes and 
heart attacks. 

The study was published in 
the November 2018 issue of the 
Journal of the American Heart 
Association.

As always, a big thanks to the 
University of Minnesota news 
service.

DISCOVERIES

WHAT DO  
YOU THINK? 

Send letters and comments to 
UMNAlumnimag@umn.edu

Or, visit our new website at 
MinnnesotaAlumni.org
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Friday, April 26, 2019  •  McNamara Alumni Center

Event information and registration details 
UMNAlumni.org/AC19

ATTEND THE PREMIER ALUMNI EVENT!
Celebrating the outstanding service and 
contributions of President Eric and Karen Kaler.

pop-up 
boutique
FEATURING UMAA’S 
MINNESOTA 
ALUMNI MARKET

improv comedy
PERFORMED BY THE THEATER OF PUBLIC POLICY, 
CO-FOUNDED BY ALUMNUS TANE DANGER 

on-stage interviews
WITH THE KALERS AND OTHERS 
WHO KNOW THEM WELL

Delicious food 
and spirits

Gold Level Sponsors:
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Owned and operated by Ecume n. 

Why are University of Minnesota 
alumni hoosin9 Abiitan? 

Because Jiving well i · an art and Abiit.an en ourages and. 

• • pow _ , t pur ·u ~ the a.r • f ·, ·ng well how•• ·r •ou define l. 

JSo ,•at op , rtunili s an 

th 1t JO U ·ull home. 

uJmr r.i _ ou, . id · our door ... 

Lil" at . hiil 11 llU Ol in th~ mkkHL: c f dyn mi ' <lo mt \ -.1 

• '(>mm1.m1tv- hun1mina with ~nual part. urban 1v y· and , ~ --, ~. 

{icl" • st rn liospitalit~ wh r . J'Ol n pmudly J10\\/ • our Maroon 

<Jl1d Gold! 

o matter your pa · ·.ion vur intere ·t ,or your life tyle, 
Abiitm1 i, m,ad, unique b <Jur Uni1·e:rsity of A'1i1me~o·ta 
alumni-and otl1er re.rid nt,-.- w/Jo Jfre here. 

612.254.6902 
428 5. 2nd Street 
M inneapolis, M innesota 55401 

obiiton.org 

55+ Indepe n de nt Living ]Assist ed Living] Memory Care 



Spring 2019 MINNESOTA ALUMNI 19

State Senator Paul Anderson
Republican 
Plymouth, Minnetonka, Woodland (District 44)

Senator Anderson was elected in 2016 and is serving his first 
term. His priorities are economic and workforce develop-
ment, tax policy, and education; he worked to expand needs-
based student financial aid in Minnesota. Anderson is married 
and has two children. He earned his B.A. from Concordia 
College and was a Humphrey School fellow in 2003.

Why should the Legislature support the U?
The University of Minnesota is a world-class higher educa-
tion institution and is critical to the economic and cultural 
vitality of our state. Through innovation, discovery, and 
education, the U contributes more than $8.6 billion a year in 
economic activity to the state of Minnesota.

The best thing about the U?
As a Big Ten institution, the U has a unique platform for 
showcasing our state. The University continues to be a 
shining example of Minnesota’s talent, uniqueness, and 
leadership around the world.

What do you hope the U discovers next?
My hope is after seeing firsthand the devastating effects of 
dementia and Alzheimer’s on loved ones, a cure is found for 
this terrible disease. On a lighter note, I’m still in awe of the 
delicious First Kiss apple unveiled at the Minnesota State 
Fair last summer! 

Name a hidden gem in your district?
I have too many favorites to choose. But one of the best 
places to visit is the Hilde Performance Center in Plym-
outh. Each summer it features the amazing Minnesota 
Orchestra at Music in Plymouth as well as hosting a wide 
variety of community events—drawing tens of thousands 
to the Hilde each year.

What is the most important quality for a lawmaker to have?
Integrity. Being true to who you are, what you say, what you 
do, what you believe, and how you treat others.

Favorite spot on campus?
Our seats in Section 151 at TCF Bank stadium, watching 
Gopher football. To quote Coach P.J. Fleck, “Row the Boat. 
Ski-U-Mah. Go Gophers.”

State Representative Connie Bernardy
Democrat 
Fridley, New Brighton, Spring Lake Park (District 41A)

Representative Bernardy was elected in 2001 and is serving 
her seventh term. Besides the higher education committee, 
she serves on transportation, elections, and property tax 
committees. She also serves on the Regent Candidate 
Advisory Council. Bernardy is married with two children. She 
earned a B.A. in speech communication from the U in 1985.

Why should the Legislature support the U?
Minnesota is at its best when our institutions of higher 
learning are running effectively and efficiently, pursuing 
research and providing students with the education and job 
training needed to get good-paying jobs in the 21st century.

The best thing about the U?
The University of Minnesota is an economic engine for 
Minnesota and the training ground for the next generation 
of innovators, entrepreneurs, and leaders to push our state, 
nation, and world forward.

What do you hope the U discovers next? 
The U fosters curious and creative minds that extend the 
reach of human knowledge and innovation. I look forward to 
eating the next great apple from the University.

Name a hidden gem in your district?
Springbrook Nature Center is our community’s hidden 
gem. It is 127 acres of urban wetlands with miles of hiking 
trails through oak and aspen forests, prairies, and wetlands 
with floating boardwalks.

What is the most important quality for a lawmaker to have?
To be authentic, approachable, and visionary. I was inspired 
early on by U.S. Senator Paul Wellstone, who was a political 
mentor to me. I strive to carry his spirit with me and put people 
at the center of my work at the capitol and in the community.  

Favorite spot on campus? 
Nothing beats a packed game at the Barn. The tradition of 
going to all the Gopher men’s basketball games began at 
an early age for me and my family. We attended Gopher 
women’s basketball games before they moved to the Barn. 
Go Gophers!

The chairs of the Higher Education 
Finance and Policy Committees in 

the Minnesota House and Senate talk 
about the University of Minnesota 

and share some favorite spots.

IN SESSION
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AMALIA HORNUNG WAS MECHANICALLY INCLINED 
from a young age. Growing up in suburban 
Milwaukee, her go-to toys were Legos and 
K’nex building sets. “As a kid I really liked under-
standing how things worked and putting stuff 
together and taking it apart,” says Hornung, now 
a sophomore studying mechanical engineering 
at the University of Minnesota.

Her coursework has allowed her to pursue 
her interest in structures and devices that solve 
problems. In a class last year, Hornung got to 
play with machines that are changing the way 
new products are developed and manufactured.

The Project-based Inquiry course invited 
teams of students to tackle an engineering 
challenge; Hornung’s team of four focused on 
the perennial problem of small, cramped lecture 
hall desks. Working in an on-campus lab, the 
students designed and manufactured a roomier 
portable desk using 3D printers, computer-
guided laser cutters, and other automated tools 
to fabricate its plastic parts.

“I’m glad to have those skills under my belt,” 
Hornung says. Right now, she’s unsure of her exact 
future career path, but she sees exposure to 3D 
printing—a burgeoning area of automation in 
which demand is high for engineers—as an impor-
tant part of her engineering training, regardless 
of the type of job she lands after graduation.

“To be able to work with a technology that’s 
an important tool in industry is something that’s 
really cool and really valuable,” says Hornung, 

Welcome 
   to the Future

Robots can't do everything. From interpreting 
data to cleaning up water systems to providing 
medical care for the elderly—the University 

of Minnesota is preparing students for the 
careers of the future.  By Phil Davies
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Welcome 
   to the Future

Amalia Hornung, who 
is studying mechanical 

engineering, likes 
to build devices that 

solve problems.
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who has a summer internship lined up with Twin Cities-
based mattress manufacturer Sleep Number.

The elective course taught in the College of Science 
& Engineering (CSE) is an example of how the U is 
preparing students for the careers of the future. Tech-
nological advances, consumer trends, and heightened 
awareness of pressing societal issues such as climate 
change and a graying population have sparked rapid 
growth in some sectors of the economy and given rise 
to entirely new industries. Demand is high for college 
graduates to fill jobs in fields such as automation, health 
care, data analytics, and environmental remediation, and 
is expected to remain so in coming decades. Among the 
occupations projected to grow over 20 percent nation-
wide by 2026 are mathematicians, market research 
analysts, and nurse practitioners, according to the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).

The U is responding to current and anticipated 
demand from students and employers by adapting 
coursework, introducing new majors, and adopting new 
teaching models that emphasize experiential learning 
and collaboration. University leaders and faculty have 
embraced interdisciplinary teaching and research—the 
idea that emerging careers demand diverse skills 
learned not just in one department or college but 
through a variety of academic channels.

It’s impossible to predict with any certainty the shape 
of things to come in the labor market. Many occupations 
that will define the careers of today’s students don’t yet 
exist; some may be invented by those students over the 
course of their working lives.

So students, particularly undergraduates, should 
avoid following narrow paths based solely on job growth 
projections, says Aaron Sojourner, a labor economist in the 
Carlson School of Management. The foundation of any 
successful career, he adds, is a college education that pro-
motes critical thinking, problem solving, communication, 
and the ability to apply core knowledge to novel settings.

These proficiencies have long been at the heart of 
the University’s holistic approach to education, and 
remain more relevant than ever as U students pre-
pare to make their mark on a world that constantly 
presents new opportunities and challenges.

“It’s hard to predict what’s going to be needed in 
the workforce,” Sojourner says. “What we do know 
is that change is coming, and the ability to adapt 
to change is going to be really important, no matter 
what the future throws at you.”

Playing well with machines 
From metal fabrication to medical devices and a host of 
other industries, technology is automating the process 
of making things—a trend that is expected to accelerate, 
destroying some jobs but also creating many new ones.

In Minnesota, occupations related to automation 
rank among the top 25 in terms of growth, according to 
Gartner, a Connecticut-based research and consulting 
company that tracks job postings. Employers are 
seeking college graduates with expertise in 3D printing, 
robotic programming, imaging systems, mechatronics 
(a branch of engineering that combines mechanical and 
electrical systems), and other disciplines needed to play 
well with smart machines.

Forging links between a core curriculum and com-
mercial applications such as 3D printing and robotics 
is integral to undergraduate coursework in CSE. “It’s 
about using the fundamental tools of math, chemistry, 
and physics to solve today’s challenging problems,” 
says Paul Strykowski, CSE associate dean for under-
graduate programs. “It’s not enough to just know some 
stuff. Students have to feel that the application, how 
they’re going to use this knowledge in the real world, 
matters to them.”

Professors bring their own research and industry 
experience to classroom discussions of advances in 
computer software, materials science, and sensor 
technology that are driving innovation in automation. 
And students gain hands-on experience by participat-
ing in design and research projects that leverage 
automation technologies.

A gift from Clifford (B.S.B. ’62) and Nancy Anderson 
funded the Anderson Student Innovation Labs, over 
10,000 square feet of space on the Minneapolis 
campus outfitted with the latest 3D printing and other 
automation tools. The two-year-old labs are open to all 
CSE students, including those enrolled in the project-
based-learning course that Hornung took last year. 

This spring, over 160 freshmen were enrolled 
in the course, introduced in 2017.

Hornung returned to the Anderson Labs 
recently to build a robot—the assignment for 

all students in her introductory mechanical 
engineering class. Each robot had to perform 

a specific task. Horning designed hers to 
“reduce the tediousness of the tea-brewing 
process” by lowering a teabag into a cup 
of hot water, steeping it for the prescribed 

"M
an

y 
oc

cu
pa

tio
ns

 th
at

 w
ill

 d
efi

ne
 th

e 
ca

re
er

s o
f t

od
ay

’s 
st

ud
en

ts
 d

on
’t 

ye
t e

xi
st

; s
om

e 
m

ay
 b

e 
in

ve
nt

ed
 b

y 
th

os
e 

st
ud

en
ts

 o
ve

r t
he

 co
ur

se
 o

f t
he

ir 
w

or
ki

ng
 liv

es
."



Spring 2019 MINNESOTA ALUMNI 23

time, and playing a tune when the tea is ready. The 
course culminated in a robot show at McNamara Alumni 
Center where students put their robots to the test. 

Graduate students and talented undergraduates 
have the opportunity to roll up their sleeves and dive 
deep under the hood of automation. Mechanical engi-
neering associate professor Michael McAlpine relies 
on students drawn from a variety of University pro-
grams to help advance research on 3D-printed replicas 
of human organs, for use as stand-ins during surgery, 
and perhaps eventually as replacements. Gradu-
ate students and postdoctoral researchers 
lead projects tailored to their strengths and 
interests, sometimes assisted by undergraduates. 
Students “learn along the way and push into 
new territory that is being defined for the first 
time,” McAlpine says.

In the new Gemini-Huntley Robotics Research 
Laboratory (see “Here Come the Robots,” page 27), 
students work side by side with faculty on an array 
of projects involving robotics and the related field of 
artificial intelligence.

An environmental imperative
Protecting the natural environment is one of the great 
challenges facing society. Concern about environmental 
degradation is spurring investment in new technolo-
gies and conservation strategies to preserve clean 
air, conserve water, and combat climate change. This 
environmental imperative is resonating throughout the 
University, informing coursework and student experi-
ences in many fields.

“We’re recognizing that so many issues—social, 
economic, environmental—are cross cutting and can’t 
be understood in isolation,” says Bonnie Keeler (M.S. ’07, 
Ph.D. ’13), an assistant professor in the Humphrey School 
of Public Affairs whose work focuses on the environment. 
“Whether you’re an engineer, an economist, a geogra-
pher, or a planner, you have to consider the environment.”

This awareness is woven into the fabric of the Grand 
Challenge Curriculum, a University-wide initiative 
launched in 2015 to immerse students in complex global 
issues. Many GCC courses address sustainability topics 
such as renewable energy, global warming, and the 
health impacts of environmental decline. A parallel 
research effort awards grants to projects in key areas 
such as sustainable agriculture and water quality.

The CREATE Initiative, a two-year project focused on 
improving access to clean water in lower-income com-
munities, won a $720,000 Grand Challenges Research 
Initiative grant in 2017. Faculty and graduate students 
from across the U will spend this summer in neighbor-
hoods in Minneapolis and Atlanta, working hand in hand 
with community organizations on water issues. 

“What we’re doing is very different from business 
as usual,” says Keeler, codirector of the project. “It’s 
a chance for students to really get to see the world 

through the eyes of community members and 
learn how the University can be of service to them 
in addressing their concerns.”

Rebecca Walker, one of 11 students in this year’s 
program, is excited by the prospect. 

Growing up on the shores of Chesa-
peake Bay, the doctoral student in 
ecology, evolution, and behavior 

As a student, Aayush 
Agrawal helped 

develop a statistical 
tool for Land 

O'Lakes. Now, he's   
senior data scientist 

at the company.
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saw fishing livelihoods ruined by water pollution. The 
experience inspired her “to study the environment and 
help find a way forward” for communities threatened by 
environmental decline.

She sees her summer fieldwork as basic training for a 
career working on environmental problems at the local 
level. “I see this as laying the groundwork for what I’m going 
to be doing for the rest of my professional life,” she says.

The CREATE Initiative is a joint project of the Humphrey 
School and the Institute on the Environment, established 
at the U in 2007 to bring together students in disparate 
fields for study and research. IonE offers a sustainability 
minor available to all undergraduates, and oversees 
the Acara Challenge, an annual competition in which 
students tackle seemingly intractable environmental 
and social problems. Winners receive awards of up to 
$5,000 in fellowship funding and $500 in prize money.

Winning ideas in 2018 included using GIS data to help 
rural communities in Uganda adjust to climate change, 
and deploying insect-eating bats to combat mosquito-
borne diseases in developing countries.

Bracing for a gray wave
In an uncertain world, one mega trend is indisputable: 
We’re all getting older. The U.S. Census Bureau projects 
that by 2030, one in five Americans will be over 65; retirees 
will outnumber children for the first time in history. This 
demographic tsunami has profound implications for health 
care; millions more people will require treatment for the 
ailments of age, including chronic conditions such as heart 
disease, arthritis, and dementia.  

Medical schools can’t possibly train enough geriatri-
cians—physicians who specialize in caring for the elderly—to 
handle the coming wave, says James Pacala, M.D., head 
of the University Medical School’s Department of Family 
Medicine and Community Health. “What’s needed is to train 
everyone in the workforce who deals with older patients 
in basic approaches to assessment and therapeutics that 
geriatricians have shown result in better outcomes.”

In the Medical School, doctors in training are introduced 
early to modern principles of geriatric care such as work-
ing in teams with nurses, social workers, and other health 
care professionals, and paying attention to nonmedical 
factors such as conditions in the home. Students enrolled 
in long-term care clerkships make a house call to an 
older adult, and recently the Medical School intro- 
duced video case studies that challenge online learn-
ers to assess the health status of an elderly patient.

The School of Nursing is a national hub for teaching 
and research in gerontological nursing, or caring for 
elderly patients. In the bachelor’s nursing program, 
competency in gerontological care is “hardwired into 
the curriculum,” says Christine Mueller, the school’s 
associate dean for academic programs. Students 
studying to become registered nurses take coursework 
on common medical conditions of the elderly and 
learn how to treat them through clinical experiences in 
hospitals, emergency rooms, and nursing homes.  

Nurse practitioners are in high demand in the health-
care industry because they can diagnose illnesses and 
injuries and prescribe medications—services tradition-
ally provided by now-scarce primary care physicians. 
The School of Nursing offers a doctor of nursing prac-
tice program for registered nurses who want to become 

Mark Wanyama is a 
student in CCAPS's 
Long Term Care 
Administration 
program.  He wants to 
improve healthcare 
for the elderly.
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nurse practitioners. Two specialties are available in 
caring for the elderly; in recent years, enrollment in one 
of those tracks, gerontological primary care, has been 
the second highest among the 11 specialties offered. 

Promising careers in elder care are not restricted to 
medicine and nursing. In the College of Continuing and 
Professional Studies, students majoring in health service 
management and working adults can take courses lead-
ing to state licensure as a nursing home administrator. The 
program includes a 1,000-hour practicum at a Minnesota 
nursing home; students shadow the home administrator, 
pull overnight and weekend shifts, and spend a day “in 
residence,” eating in the dining hall and taking part in 
exercise sessions and other senior activities.

Professional managers are sorely needed in a growing 
area of healthcare beset by workforce shortages and 
revenue constraints, says Rajean Moone (Ph.D. ’08), faculty 
director for the Long Term Care Administration program. 
“We need to figure out how to inspire leaders and inno-
vate in an industry that is really, really tough right now.”

The wisdom of Big Data
In the digital age, satellites, corporate networks, social 
media, and web-connected machines produce vast 
amounts of information that can shed light on matters 
once closed to human understanding. The power of 
data analytics or Big Data has been used to thwart inter-
net hackers, boost crop yields, explain the progression 
of Alzheimer’s disease, and search for distant galaxies.

One of the challenges in this exploding field is finding 
the talent necessary to parse rich data stores and divine 
knowledge from them. “Companies are frankly drowned 
in data; they truly lack insight,” says Ravi Bapna, associ-
ate dean for executive education in the Carlson School. 
“Unless you know how to analyze the data to draw out 
the patterns and narratives that inform business deci-
sions, it’s of no value.”

Scientists and other professionals versed in data 
analytics are much sought after by internet companies, 
financial firms, retailers, and others. Hot data-oriented 
occupations include business intelligence analysts, 
information security analysts, and informatics nurses 
(specialists in the management and use of patient data), 
according to BLS and Gartner.

Data analytics has long been a strength of the Univer-
sity, and in 2015, the increasing relevance of data science 
to the economy and society led the U to double down by 
launching a data science master’s program. The two-year 

program is a collaboration between CSE, the College of 
Liberal Arts’ School of Statistics, and the School of Public 
Health. Graduates of the rigorous program—last fall, 
about 20 master’s candidates were admitted out of over 
500 applicants—have gone on to work for employers 
such as Target, Seagate, and Walmart.

CSE plans to introduce a data science bachelor’s 
degree this fall. “Data science … is part of the toolbox 
that we feel students have to have,” Strykowski says. 

Other parts of the University not generally associated 
with data geeks have embraced data analytics. The 
Carlson School debuted its master’s in business analytics 
degree in 2014. As part of the accelerated one-year 
program, students serve as analytics consultants to Twin 
Cities companies. For 14 weeks, firms are paired with 
teams of graduate students skilled in data visualization, 
predictive analytics, and other techniques. “We want 
them to apply their skills to a real-world problem with a 
real-world client, with real deadlines,” says Bapna, who 
serves as academic director of the Carlson Analytics Lab.

Many graduates of the program receive job offers 
right out of school. As a Carlson student, Aayush 
Agrawal (M.S. ’17) worked on a team project for Land 
O’Lakes that involved developing a statistical tool for 
comparing growing conditions on agricultural test fields 
spread across the country. Today, he’s lead data scientist 
for Land O’Lakes, working with students in the Analytics 
Lab on other data assignments for the company.

Agrawal says his student project honed not just his 
analytical capabilities but also his collaborative skills, 
vital for success in business. “As a member of a team you 
get to learn a lot about team dynamics and how to set 
expectations and deadlines,” he says. “No matter how 
good you are as an individual contributor, teamwork is 
something you can’t avoid; you have to work in teams to 
get big things done.”

Food systems: a full menu of career options
In 2013, the U launched a new food systems major for 
undergraduates looking to set their own place at the 

table in an evolving food sector. 
Rising consumer demand 
for healthier, less processed 

foods is driving innovation at food 
manufacturing startups, which are 
often gobbled up by giants like General 
Mills and Kraft Foods trying to break 

into new markets.
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Students preparing to enter an increasingly complex, 
interconnected food industry must understand food 
production “from field to fork,” says Len Marquart, an 
associate professor in the Department of Food Science 
and Nutrition. This entails innovating, collaborating, and 
exercising the imagination as well as mastering technical 
skills. “Students coming out of college have to be willing to 
try new things, take a new approach,” he says.

The food systems bachelor’s degree offered in the 
College of Food, Agricultural and Natural Resource 
Sciences (CFANS) instills systems thinking in students 
aspiring to work for a food company or start their own 
enterprise. Coursework gives students an overview 
of the food industry and shows them how they might 
develop a new ingredient, grow more nutritious produce, 

or market a new breakfast cereal or line of 
healthy snacks. Students can specialize in 
areas such as organic and local food produc-
tion, agroecology (the study of farming areas 
as ecosystems), and sales and marketing. 

Food systems students are following in 
the footsteps of alumnus Eric Sannerud (B.S. 
’13), who as a student put together his own 
food systems major and had a hand in the 
creation of the new bachelor’s curriculum; 
he led a student petition drive and made the 
case to college leaders. “The program was 
something that people in CFANS had been 
talking about long before I was a student,” 
Sannerud says. “I learned about it and 
became engaged in the process myself.... I’m 
hopeful that I helped make it happen.”

Upon graduation, Sannerud founded 
Mighty Axe Hops, a Foley, Minnesota, firm 
that grows the beer ingredient and sells it 
to regional breweries. The CEO is a CFANS 
mentor, providing counsel to students who 
take part in the college’s well-established pro-
gram for networking and career exploration.

Many food systems majors and other 
students studying nutrition and food 
production work on class projects or 
conduct research with food companies in 
the college’s Joseph J. Warthesen Food 
Processing Center on the St. Paul campus. 
Manufacturers develop new foods and 
production processes at the state-of-the-art 
facility, making it an incubator for relation-

ships that can lead to internships and job offers. 
Making connections also means continuing to foster a 

cross-disciplinary approach to teaching about nutrition 
and the food business. Marquart sees the U’s Grand 
Challenges Research Initiative as a catalyst for bringing 
together students from disparate backgrounds to work 
on projects such as developing new crops.

“The idea is that you not only think within the depart-
ment but across departments,” he says, “because food 
science and nutrition on its own is isolated; it has to be 
nested in the context of how it fits in the world.”  

Phil Davies (M.A. ’88) is a Twin Cities-based writer and editor. He 
has written extensively about economics, technology, and the 
environment for local and national publications.

Eric Sannerud 
helped establish 

CFANS's food 
systems major. He 
went on to found 

Mighty Axe Hops.
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IN THE FUTURE, robots will 
serve as eyes in the sky 
for farmers, surveying 
fields to help increase 
crop yields; they will 
undertake hazardous mis-
sions such as exploring 
ocean bottoms; and they 
will communicate with 
humans, diagnosing ill-
nesses or simply keeping 
us company.

The future seems 
close at hand inside the 
Gemini-Huntley Robotics 
Research Laboratory, a 
new University of Minne-
sota facility dedicated to 
pushing the boundaries 
of knowledge in one 
of the hottest fields in 
high tech. The $13 million 
complex of nine labs 
and flexible work space 
for faculty and students 
doing robotics research 
opened last November in 
the Shepherd Laborato-
ries building on the East 
Bank in Minneapolis. The 
Lab was funded primar-
ily by private donations, 
with an additional $2 
million in state funding 
coming through the U’s 
MnDRIVE initiative.

Last year, the University 
ranked fifth nationally in 
robotics research, accord-
ing to CSRankings, which 
tracks the performance 
of computer science 

Photos by Eric Miller

Here Come 
the Robots

Students program 
drones to avoid obstacles 
in fruit orchards and 
measure crop yield.
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Clockwise from left: 
Students jump while 
a deep-learning 
algorithm captures 
their movements; 
tune up a solar car; 
test parts in the Solar 
Vehicle Project team 
space; program an 
amphibious robot; 
and brainstorm on 
a white board.

institutions based on the 
number of publications 
by faculty. The lab is 
expected to further 
enhance the U’s standing 
in the field by fostering 
collaboration and 
providing access to the 
latest robotics research 
technologies and tools.

On any given day a 
heady mix of research 
goes on in the facility, a 
two-story honeycomb of 
glass-walled labs, confer-
ence rooms, and open 
areas for spontaneous 
brainstorming.

A team led by Professor 
Nikolaos Papanikolopoulos,
director of the U’s 
Center for Distributed 
Robotics, is experiment-
ing with a solar-powered 
“transformer” drone 
that can both fly like an 
airplane and hover like a 
helicopter, the better to 
conduct surveys of agri-
cultural lands. Nearby, in 
the Interactive Robotics 
and Vision Lab, computer 
science Assistant Profes-
sor Junaed Sattar and six 
students are researching 
computer vision with 

a camera-equipped 
amphibious robot that 
can “see” underwater 
objects and create real-
time maps of lake and 
sea bottoms.

Other research 
projects involve develop-
ing drones that can flit 
from tree to tree in apple 
orchards, gathering data 
on the size and health of 
the coming harvest; using 
high-resolution cam-
eras to capture distinctly 
human behavior such 
as gestures and facial 
expressions; and working 
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Clockwise from 
above: This robot rolls 
between crop rows 
to detect problems; 
another picks apples; 
students work on a 
solar-powered drone. 

with pint-sized humanoid 
robots that interact with 
young children—poten-
tially helping to spot early 
signs of autism.

By bringing together 
robotics researchers 
under one roof, the lab has 
galvanized inquiring minds 
working in diverse fields 
like computer science, 
mechanical engineering, 
data analytics, and artificial 
intelligence. Sattar says 

he can feel the buzz; since 
moving into the lab, he’s had 
more conversations with fac-
ulty and students from other 
departments, and students 
come to him every day with 
new research proposals. 
“There’s a general sense 
of enthusiasm,” he says. 
“People are more energized, 
more active, more collabora-
tive; all of those good things 
are happening.”  

— Phil Davies
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     hen I was 21 years old and working toward my under-
graduate degree at the U, I took a summer course on 
feminism in film. The students happened to all be women, 
and my teacher was a Canadian lesbian with an aversion 
to Michael Douglas (“He’s always playing the victim to 
strong women,” she said; after watching Disclosure, Basic 
Instinct, and Fatal Attraction, I agreed). We did watch 
other, non-Michael Douglas films in class and studied 
criticism and theory.

During one discussion, a classmate raised her hand and 
said this was the first time she had taken a class outside her 
major. This was also the first time anyone had ever asked for 
her opinion in a classroom. In her regular courses, she said, 
“No one cares what you think.”

It’s been over 10 years, but this moment has stayed with 
me. It boggled my mind that having an opinion was a form 
of luxury and the ability to share that opinion even more so.  

In this day and age, when student loans are piling 
up, many students feel the pressure to major in math, 

science, or technology—hard skills that will, in theory, 
land them high-paying jobs. Some of the liberal arts have 
fallen out of favor, with declining enrollment in programs 
like English, history, and political science.

Since the eighth grade, I knew I wanted to be a writer, 
but I also felt pressure to make a practical living. In ninth 
grade, I joined a program at the Pioneer Press to learn 
about journalism; it didn’t suit me. I made myself attend 
the same program in tenth grade—just in case. It still 
didn’t suit me. So I did what any practical teenager would 
do: I attended a summer program at William Mitchell 
to learn about law. (My career aptitude test had listed 
“attorney” as a second ideal job.) It turned out lawyering 
also was not for me. 

In my third year of college, I did what I should have 
done as a freshman: I declared myself an English major. 
This was a big deal. As a Hmong American, I was part of 
the first generation in my family to go on to higher edu-
cation. My parents came to this country as refugees and 

WHAT A LIBERAL ARTS 
EDUCATION DID FOR ME

As a first-generation American with no interest in 
becoming a lawyer, my English degree showed 

me how to live as an artist.  By May Lee-Yang
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lived in survival mode. They worried about basic neces-
sities like housing, food, and clothing. They wanted me 
to become a doctor or lawyer. They would have settled 
for social worker, too. It wasn’t that they had unrealistic 
expectations for me; they just didn’t know enough about 
the American workforce to see other options.                  

Though I was officially a refugee too, entering this 
country as a 9-month-old baby, I was a different kind of 
refugee: loud, lazy, and mouthy—in essence, American. 
Still, even I felt it was audacious to study a field that was 
about ideas and not something physical, about self-
expression instead of community, about “fun” instead of 
“work,” a field that, in theory, didn’t guarantee a job.

My parents unknowingly contributed to my journey as 
an artist. When I was a teenager, they feared that, in spite 
of my thick glasses and social awkwardness, I would join a 
gang—or that they’d recruit me. Gangs were apparently 
not very discriminating then. Restricted to the house, 
my siblings and I passed the time watching TV, playing 

video games, and I took things a step further by reading 
books. This was not just a form of escapism. Books, in fact, 
taught me about invisibility. I don’t need to relate to every 
story—that would be narcissistic. However, because there 
were few or no stories about people who looked like me, I 
hungered for more. This led to my foray into writing.

During and after college, I worked a 9-to-5 job at vari-
ous nonprofit organizations and did my art making after 
hours. Though I loved working with young people, espe-
cially around leadership development and gender equity, 
in 2009, I was at a job where my opinion didn’t matter. I 
found myself listening to Radiohead’s “No Surprises” on 
repeat for six months. The lyrics go like this:

A heart that’s full up like a landfill 
A job that slowly kills you
Bruises that won’t heal

I quit that job. I didn’t want to transition from burnt out 
to toxic. When you get to that stage, you’re not good for 
anyone or anything. I assumed I would just get a new job. 
I didn’t. Instead, I accidentally became a full-time artist. 
When asked what I do for a living these days, the quick 
answer is that I write plays, I perform, and I teach. The 
more complicated answer is that I get to tell my story. I 
work in collaboration with people to amplify marginalized 
voices. I get to do something unprecedented in my life: I 
get to bring my full self to the table.

This past summer, Theater Mu in St. Paul produced my 
play The Korean Drama Addict’s Guide to Losing Your Vir-
ginity, which is about a Korean drama-obsessed Hmong 
woman and what happens when she meets a real-life 
Korean heir. The play is packed with Korean drama, music, 
education, romance, cultural clashes, Midwestern passive 
aggressiveness, and ghosts. Like ramen and American 
cheese, the play might seem like something that shouldn’t 
work together, but it does. We had a sold-out run after all.

I’m almost 40 years old now and I’ve learned that there 
is value in nurturing our whole selves, in doing work that 
doesn’t kill your soul, in having an opinion and being 
heard. To paraphrase the mission of Springboard for the 
Arts, one of Minnesota’s great arts organizations: There 
is value in not just making a living, but also a life.  

May Lee-Yang is a writer, performance artist, and teaching artist. She 
received her B.A. from the U in 2006 and returned to get her M.F.A. 
so she can complete her memoir projects. She is a Playwrights' 
Center McKnight fellow and a former Bush Leadership fellow.
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Josephine Tilden  
(B.S. 1895, M.S. 1896)
Born in Davenport, Iowa, 
and raised in Minne-
apolis, Josephine Tilden 
was the first woman on 
the University’s science 
faculty. An expert on 
Pacific Ocean algae 
and author of the first 
textbook on marine 
and freshwater algae, 
she traveled widely and 
created an important 
algae collection, which 
she kept in her house for 
further study after she 
retired. She died in 1957.

Roy Wilkins  
(B.A. ’23)
Born in St. Louis, Roy 
Wilkins was raised by 
an aunt and uncle in the 
Rondo Neighborhood 
of St. Paul. He was a 
prominent activist in the 
Civil Rights Movement 
and cofounded the 
Leadership Conference 

on Civil Rights, a power-
ful coalition that built 
support for legislation. 
He also helped organize 
the March on Wash-
ington in 1963, where 
Martin Luther King 
Jr. gave his “I Have a 
Dream” speech. Wilkins 
served as executive 
director of the NAACP. 
He died in 1981.

Helen Claytor  
(B.A. ’28)
Born in Minneapolis, 
she was a cum laude 
graduate of the 
University of Minnesota, 
where she was among 
a small number of black 
students at the time. She 
spoke out for interracial 
education and improved 
race relations and 
became president of 
the national YWCA. She 
died in 2005.

Harrison Salisbury  
(B.A. ’30)
A graduate of Minneapo-
lis’s North High School 
and the U, Harrison 
Salisbury was a longtime 
reporter with United 
Press and assistant 
managing editor and 
associate editor of the 
New York Times. He 
covered the Civil Rights 
Movement, the Vietnam 
War, and the student 
demonstrations in Chi-
na’s Tiananmen Square. 
He won the Pulitzer Prize 
for international report-
ing and twice received 
the George Polk Award 
for foreign reporting. He 
died in 1993.

Hubert Humphrey  
(B.A. ’39)
This South Dakota 
native served as the 38th 
Vice President of the 
United States. Hubert 
Humphrey was the 

Democratic nominee for 
president in 1968, but 
lost to Richard Nixon. 
He helped found the 
Minnesota Democratic-
Farmer-Labor Party 
and Americans for 
Democratic Action. He 
was a lead author of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
He died in 1978.

Walter Mondale  
(B.A. ’51, J.D. ’56)
Born in Ceylon, Min-
nesota, this U graduate 
became the 42nd Vice 
President of the United 
States. Walter Mondale 
was the Democratic 
Party’s presidential can-
didate in 1984—choosing 
Geraldine Ferraro, the 
first woman on a major 
party ticket, as his 
running mate—but lost 
to Ronald Reagan. While 
in the U.S. Senate, he 
championed consumer 
protection, tax reform, 
and women’s rights. 
President Bill Clinton 
made him Ambassador 
to Japan.

Dan McFadden  
(B.S.P. ’57, Ph.D. ’62)
This econometrician 
won the Nobel Memo-
rial Prize in Economic 
Sciences in 2000 for his 
work analyzing “discrete 
choice,” or how people 
make decisions between 
finite alternatives. 
Currently a Presidential 
Professor of Health Eco-
nomics at the University 
of Southern California, 
Dan McFadden was 
advised at the U by Leo 
Hurwicz, who won his 
own Economic Sciences 
Nobel Prize in 2007.

Herb Brooks  
(B.A. ’62)
In 1980, Herb Brooks 
led the U.S. Olympic 
“Miracle on Ice” hockey 
team to a gold medal 
in Lake Placid, NY, over 
the heavily favored 
Soviet team. Born in St. 
Paul, he played Gopher 

HAPPY 150th ANNIVERSARY, CLA
From politicians to poets, the U’s College of Liberal Arts has launched  an impressive roster of world-shaking alumni.
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hockey from 1956 to 
’59 and, as a coach 
from 1972 to ‘79, led 
the Gophers to three 
NCAA championships. 
Brooks was inducted 
into the Hockey Hall of 
Fame in 2006. He died 
in 2003.

Patricia Hampl  
(B.A. ’68)
A memoirist, writer, 
lecturer, and professor, 
Patricia Hampl has 
published 11 books. She 
is best known for her 
memoirs, including A 
Romantic Education 
and The Florist’s 
Daughter. She has 
won many awards and 
recently announced her 
retirement as a Regents 
Professor and McKnight 
Distinguished Professor 
in the U's English 
Department. She was 
one of the founding 
members of a poets’ 
club that went on to 
become the Loft Literary 
Center in Minneapolis.

Libby Larsen  
(B.A. ’72, M.F.A. ’75,  
Ph.D. ’78)
Born in Delaware, Libby 
Larsen’s family moved to 
Minneapolis when she 
was very young. That’s 
where this Grammy 
Award-winning classical 
composer had a musical 
awakening while watch-
ing her older sister’s 
piano lessons at home. 
After attending the U, 
she was appointed a 
composer-in-residence 
with the Minnesota 
Orchestra. She cofound-
ed the American 
Composers Forum and 
has composed hundreds 
of works.

Mark McCahill  
(B.A. ’79)
This son of an oil 
executive led the U 
team that developed 
POPmail, one of the first 
Internet email programs. 

Then in 1991, McCahill, 
as head of the U’s 
Microcomputer Center, 
led another team in 
developing Gopher, an 
early internet protocol. 
Gopher’s use of menus 
and full-text search 
engines paved the way 
for popularization of the 
internet. He is currently 
a computer systems 
architect at Duke 
University.

Lou Bellamy  
(M.A. ’78)
A longtime U associate 
professor, Lou Bellamy 
taught acting, directing, 
and specialty classes. He 
founded the Penumbra 
Theatre Company in St. 
Paul in 1976 to create a 
forum for African Ameri-
can voices. He enjoyed 
a close relationship 
with playwright August 
Wilson and Penumbra 
produced more of his 
plays than any other 
theater. In 2007, Bellamy 
won an Obie Award for 
directing Two Trains 
Running.

Cheryl Strayed  
(B.A. ’97)
Born in Pennsylvania, 
Cheryl Strayed’s family 
moved to Chaska, Min-
nesota, when she was 6. 
Several years later, she 
moved with her family 
to rural Aitkin County, 
where they lived in a 
hand-built house on 
40 acres. She wrote 
the bestselling Wild: 
From Lost to Found on 
the Pacific Crest Trail, 
which was made into a 
movie starring Reese 
Witherspoon, among 
other books. She also 
cohosts the public radio 
podcast Dear Sugars.

Dessa Wander  
(B.A. ’03)
Born Margret Wander, 
this singer, rapper, 
author, poet, speaker, 
and entrepreneur was 
raised in Minneapolis 
and earned a degree in 

philosophy from the U. 
A member of the Doom-
tree hip hop collective, 
she has released three 
albums, recorded a song 
for Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 
Hamilton Mixtape, and 
published a memoir, 
My Own Devices: True 
Stories from the Road 
on Music, Science, and 
Senseless Love.

Michele Norris  
(B.A. ’05)
Raised in Minneapolis, 
Michele Norris attended 
Washburn High School 
before majoring in 
journalism at the U. She 
went on to be the first 
African American female 
host for NPR when 
she took the helm of 
All Things Considered. 
She won a Peabody 
Award for her coverage 
of 9/11 and another for 
the Race Card Project, 
which explores race in 
the U.S.  

HAPPY 150th ANNIVERSARY, CLA
From politicians to poets, the U’s College of Liberal Arts has launched  an impressive roster of world-shaking alumni.
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ARTS

A year ago at tax time, Ashley 
Hanson (B.A. ‘06) sat at her 
kitchen table surrounded by 
receipts. Dressed in pajama 

bottoms, her hair pulled into a messy bun, 
the self-employed artist calculated the 
income from the three companies she’d 
founded to bring place-based theater to 
rural communities. The financial picture 
wasn’t encouraging. 

“I’d made less than $10,000 in 2017,” 
Hanson says. “I was in that desperate 
downward spiral. How would I be able to 
have a family with that kind of income?” 
Hanson, then 34, thought she’d have to 
quit and forge a new course.

In that dark moment, the phone rang—a 
call from California. Though she was in no 
mood to talk, Hanson picked up. 

The call was from the director of 
the Obama Foundation Fellowship, a 
two-year leadership program for up-and-
coming civic leaders. Hanson’s nonprofit, 
the Department of Public Transformation, 
was using the arts to spur creative think-
ing and economic development in rural 
communities across the country, focusing 
on Granite Falls in western Minnesota, 

where she was the artist in residence. 
She’d applied for the fellowship on a men-
tor’s advice, but considered it a long shot.

So when the voice on the line informed 
Hanson that she’d been chosen to be 
part of the fellowship’s inaugural class of 
20 people from around the world—the 
only artist representing rural America, 
chosen from over 20,000 applicants in 
191 countries—she dropped to her knees. 
While there is no direct financial support, 
fellows receive world-class training and 
leadership development; they collaborate 
with and support each other. 

“Because I was in that place of despair, 
it felt like a sign,” says Hanson, who grew 
up in Aitkin, in central Minnesota. “It was 
an amazing, life changing moment and 
validation that people care about rural 
communities.”

Walking with Hanson along Granite 
Falls’s charming Prentice Street on the 
edge of the Minnesota River, it’s hard 
to imagine that a person who seems so 
preternaturally hardwired with passion 
and optimism could ever have doubted 
herself. She is eager to point out the 
town’s many attributes, from the red-and-

All the 
World’s a 

Stage
Through hyperlocal plays, 

Obama Fellow Ashley Hanson 
helps small-town residents 
think differently about their 

futures.  By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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white-striped Kiwanis Popcorn Stand to 
the K.K. Berge Building, a mosaic-covered 
former mercantile that now houses a gal-
lery and the Granite Area Arts Council.

“There is a history of extraction and oppres-
sion that has been placed on these small 
towns that has led to what I think of as creative 
muscle atrophy,” says Hanson. She believes 
the arts can help revive rural America, which 
has seen decades of population decline and 
corporate disinvestment. “Part of our work 
is about exercising that creativity muscle 
and thinking about what else is possible.” 
Art and theater, she says, can “make magical 
things happen through moments of daily 
wonder. The bigger hope is that these expe-
riences permeate people’s psyches so they 
can start thinking about new ideas, learn to 
trust each other, and stop infighting.”

Hanson’s visionary approach is rooted 
in the fact that as a kid she felt no sense of 
place shuttling between her parents’ homes 
in Aitkin and Farmington. “I didn’t have an 
appreciation for where I grew up,” she says.

That changed when Hanson arrived at 
the University of Minnesota, where she 
took theater and English classes with the 
intention of becoming a drama teacher. One 

course in particular resonated with Hanson: 
Performance and Social Change with Pro-
fessor Sonja Kuftinec. As part of the course, 
Hanson worked with Minneapolis-based 
zAmya Theater Project, which creates 
authentic plays about homelessness. She fell 
in love with the idea that theater could give 
voice to the disadvantaged and designed 
her own major in theater and society, 
combining stagecraft with sociology. 

After graduation, Hanson moved to 
England and earned a master’s in applied 
theater from the University of Manchester. 
While researching her thesis on how 
theater supported economic development 
in rural Scottish communities, she realized 
that place-based storytelling was some-
thing she’d missed growing up in small-town 
Minnesota. She’d found her calling. 

The opportunity to get “hyperlocal” in 
Granite Falls came in 2011, when Hanson, now 
back in Minnesota, met Patrick Moore (B.A. 
’82-Morris), a community organizer who was 
executive director of the nonprofit Clean 
Up the River Environment. Moore wanted 
to create a spectacle on the highly polluted 
Minnesota River. He’d heard that Hanson was 
the person to bring the idea to life. 

The result was Paddling Theatre: From 
Granite Falls to Yellow Medicine. A live-action 
radio drama and play, the May 2013 perfor-
mance took place on an eight-mile stretch 
of the river where actors—playing roles that 
included geologist G.W. Featherston-
haugh and Jacques the Voyageur—and 
audience members were in canoes. 

The project was a hit with the community 
and led to more plays, in Granite Falls 
and beyond, including one set in the 
vacant Fergus Falls Regional Treatment 
Center and another called Otter Tales: The 
Musical!, celebrating Otter Tail County’s 
sesquicentennial. “Ashley’s work unites 
generations,” says Moore. “She uses his-
tory as a point of departure and brings it to 
a new place. And she gets people to find 
their inner power and unleash their creativ-
ity and realize it’s OK to be fun and silly and 
sing your heart out and dance.”

These plays can lead to measurable 
change. After witnessing one of Hanson’s 
productions, Granite Falls resident 
Verona Dalin donated a vacant building 
her family had owned for over 50 years to 
the Department of Public Transformation. 
Called YES! House, Hanson, together with 
the Granite Falls community and Home-
boat, a nonprofit collective of planners and 
architects, is in the process of imagining 
how the tin-ceilinged space—currently 
warmed with space heaters—will provide 
the kinds of events and opportunities that 
spark the city’s creative impulse.

“It’s not just about art; it’s about life 
here and enhancing our experiences as 
residents and citizens,” says Granite Falls 
Mayor Dave Smiglewski. He thinks the arts 
foster an attractive civic environment. “This 
is a fun place to be and things can happen 
here. We don’t have to look to other loca-
tions for entertainment and quality of life.”

Hanson agrees. “There is a buzz about 
Granite Falls. It’s because the artists and 
creative [people] are coming together to 
make shit happen,” she says. “I’m excited 
to see what’s happening here five years 
from now.”  

Ashley Hanson, left, 
worked with a cast 
of local residents to 
create Otter Tales: 
The Musical! in Battle 
Lake, Minnesota.
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G rowing up Asian American in 
Minnesota isn’t easy, and it was 
especially alienating for Wing 
Young Huie (B.A. ’79), raised in 

lily-white Duluth in the 1960s and ’70s.
The only sibling of six born in the United 

States, Huie grew up relating more easily to 
American popular culture—TV, basketball, pop 

music—than to the traditional 
Chinese world of his mother, who 
never learned English.

Huie’s father, Joe Huie, ran a 
successful eponymous Duluth 
restaurant for more than 20 years. 
All six kids worked there, though 
as the youngest, Wing Young 
was granted more freedom, and 
ultimately grew up to become an 
artist—an important Twin Cities 
photographer.

As he grew older, Huie’s 
identity struggles became more 

pronounced, struggles he wrestles with in his 
book Chinese-ness (Minnesota Historical Soci-
ety Press). In the prologue, speaking of the pop 
culture images that formed him, he writes, “The 
everyday realities of my family and myself were 
seldom reflected in that visual landscape, to the 
point that it caused my own parents to seem 
foreign and exotic, while I became a stranger 
and a riddle to myself.”

Traveling to China for the first time in 2010, 
he says, only compounded the confusion. Like 
so many Asian Americans before him, Huie felt 
foreign in the country of his parents’ birth.

This book is his beautiful attempt to explore, 
though photography and prose, how “Chinese-
ness collides with Minnesota-ness and American-

ness” for him and the other Chinese Americans 
featured within its pages. In the section “Other 
Lives,” he includes portraits and profiles of a 
wide variety of Chinese Americans, mostly Min-
nesotans, in which they discuss how they relate 
to their ethnic heritage.

In the section “Because You Are Chinese,” 
Huie looks at such disparate groups as the 
students in Yinghua Academy, a St. Paul Chinese 
immersion school increasingly filled with non-
Chinese; the Philadelphia Suns, an all-Chinese 
amateur basketball team; and young Chinese 
adoptees raised by white parents.

Huie also includes a fascinating section 
called “Motherland,” in which he photographs 
Chinese men—a photo studio owner, a barber’s 
customer, and a passenger at the Guangzhou 
Railway Station, among others—then pho-
tographs himself wearing their clothes and 
standing in the midst of their lives.

Toward the end is a particularly moving 
exploration of the descendants of “paper sons 
and daughters,” Chinese immigrants who took 
on false identities in order to move to the United 
States. These paper children pretended to have 
relatives living in the U.S. as citizens—the only 
way they could gain entry during six decades of 
the Chinese Exclusion Act, repealed in 1943.

For many years, the children of “paper sons” 
Harry Chin, who worked in the downtown Min-
neapolis institution Nankin Cafe, and Fred Moy, 
who with his wife owned and ran Hoe Kow Chow 
Mein in North Minneapolis, knew very little of 
their fathers’ histories. The pride the children 
and grandchildren of Chin and Moy (who were 
brothers) take in the life stories of their brave 
forbears shines through in Huie’s intimate words 
and photographs.

OFF THE SHELF

Exploring Race and Identity, Plus Minne apolis’s Lost Metropolitan Building
 It’s Minnesota Alumni’s quarterly books roundup.  
 By Lynette Lamb

Lynette Lamb (M.A. ’84) 
is a Minneapolis editor, 

writer, and book reviewer.
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As the mother of two young adults born in 
China, I found Chinese-ness to be a vital addition 
to the identity exploration literature written by 
Asian Americans.

However, I suspect this book will be of great 
value not just to Chinese Americans and their 
families, but to anyone interested in learning 
more about the meanings of identity and the 
nature of belonging, especially what Huie calls 
“the stuff that falls into the cracks or resides in 
the back of the mind.”

And . . . the roundup
Has any Minneapolis structure been more keenly 
mourned than the Metropolitan Building? This 
1890 office tower, known for its dazzling 12-story 
iron and glass court, succumbed to the urban 
renewal wrecking ball in 1961, despite the pas-
sionate protests of local historic preservationists. 
In Metropolitan Dreams: The Scandalous Rise 
and Stunning Fall of a Minneapolis Masterpiece 
(University of Minnesota Press), architectural 
writer Larry Millett does a thorough job of 
conveying the beauty and uniqueness of this 
lost landmark, and its role in helping ignite our 
country’s preservation movement.

Another lost Minnesota fixture is the centrist 
Republican, a breed once legion in our state. 
For a close look at one such politician, pick up a 
copy of When Republicans Were Progressive by 
Dave Durenberger (J.D. ’59) with Lori Sturdevant 
(Minnesota Historical Society Press). The retired 
three-term U.S. senator looks back on his own 
career as well as those of the progressive fellow 
Republicans—including former Governor Elmer 
Andersen (B.B.A. ’31), to whom the book is 
dedicated—who preceded him.

A far less positive historical chapter in our state 
plays out in The Children of Lincoln: White 
Paternalism and the Limits of Black Opportunity 
1860-1876 (University of Minnesota Press) by 
William D. Green (M.A. ’76, Ph.D. ’76, J.D. ’89). 
Green takes an exhaustive (500 pages!) look at 
four white champions of African Americans in 
Minnesota who slowly turned to other causes as 
the forces of hatred and prejudice won out.

The story of how Native Americans were treated 
in Minnesota is, of course, equally dismal, and 
two of its ugliest chapters concern the removal of 
Indian children from their communities and the 
disappearance of Native women. In the Night of 
Memory (University of Minnesota Press), a new 
novel by UMD professor Linda LeGarde Grover 
(B.A. ’88, M.E. ’95. Ed.D. ’99), covers both these 
topics through the story of Loretta Gallette and 
her daughters Rain and Azure, who are bounced 
among multiple foster homes before finally being 
reunited with their Ojibwe family.

Farther from our home state but absolutely 
central to the American psyche is the borderland 
between the United States and Mexico. Reams 
of reportage have been produced about this 
border and the immigrants who seek to cross 
it, but for a more poetic take on this iconic 
landscape, turn to Cutting the Wire: Photographs 
and Poetry from the U.S.–Mexico Border 
(University of New Mexico Press). The large color 
photographs by Bruce Berman and the poetry 
by Lawrence Welsh and University of Minnesota 
creative writing professor Ray Gonzalez work 
together so well, you’ll probably never think of 
this land in quite the same way again.  

Exploring Race and Identity, Plus Minne apolis’s Lost Metropolitan Building
 It’s Minnesota Alumni’s quarterly books roundup.  
 By Lynette Lamb
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JOURNEYS

’m lost,” read the text from my 13-year-old daughter, 
Luisa. Unfortunately, I didn’t receive the message right 
away, due to the lack of a cell signal underground.

I was nearing the end of a tour of Diocletian’s 
Palace, the massive 4th century retirement home of the 
Roman Emperor Diocletian. Located on the Adriatic Sea’s 
Dalmatian Coast in the Croatian city of Split, the ruin is 
considered one of the world’s greatest archeological 
sites: a seven-acre treasure that boasts a Romanesque 
belfry, Corinthian columns, and a black granite sphinx.

It’s also, thanks partly to the fact that it served as a 
shooting location for Game of Thrones, maddeningly 
and frenetically packed, especially if, like my family, 
you are visiting during the peak summer travel season. 
Unlike the Roman Forum and Colosseum in Rome, 
Diocletian’s Palace is a living monument that forms the 
core of Split’s old town. There are restaurants, apart-
ments, laundry lines, and rows and rows of street vendor 
stalls, which sell everything from eggplants to soccer 
jerseys to refrigerator magnets. There are mimes and 
street musicians. The scene at night is more open-air 
disco than historic attraction endorsed by UNESCO.

Head underground, however, to the palace’s cellars 
and the crowds recede. The quiet gives you the head-
space to contemplate what life was like, not just at the 
turn of the 4th century but after the fall of the Roman 
Empire, when Roman cities were under siege and locals 
sought refuge behind the walls of the palace. Our guide, 
Dino Ivančić, a former history teacher who specializes in 
tours of the palace, pointed toward the arched ceiling 
and took delight in explaining how these new residents, 
who couldn’t leave for fear of getting killed, bored holes 
in the floor for toilets and garbage chutes. 

A Living 
Monument
Rather than being tucked 
away, Croatia’s ancient 
Diocletian’s Palace is part of 
city life.  By Elizabeth Foy Larsen

Interestingly, it was the trash and the feces—Ivančić 
used a more colorful word— that preserved these sub-
terranean rooms until, he explained, a team led by the 
Town Planning Institute of Dalmatia and the University 
of Minnesota excavated them between 1968 and 1975.

“I work for the University of Minnesota!” I almost 
shouted, interrupting him mid-sentence. “I went to the 
U for grad school!” That my slice of Minnesota had a 
hand in unearthing this archeological treasure, even if it 
involved shoveling petrified poop, was thrilling.

Ivančić, however, didn’t seem impressed by my tenu-
ous connection to the excavation. Instead, he moved on 
to discuss how wealthy Romans spent their days eating 
so much they had special vomitoriums where they 
purged their meals. Unearthed toothless skulls showed 
that all the vomiting decayed the rich people’s teeth.

Beauty abounds in 
Diocletian’s Palace.
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When we emerged into the bright Split 
afternoon—Croatian summers are known for 
their cloudless skies—my phone lit up with mes-
sages from my daughter. In the intensity of the 
crowds, she’d gotten separated from her older 
brothers, who I assumed had been distracted 
by their search for jerseys to wear that evening, 
when we planned to watch Croatia play in the 
quarterfinal match of the World Cup.

In that panicky moment, I insisted that 
I needed to leave the tour, a display of 
American-style helicopter parenting that 
seemed to flummox Ivančić. 

“Tell her to take a photo of where she is and 
we’ll find her after I talk about Daenerys and 
the dragon scene,” he said, referring to Game 
of Thrones. Before I could tell him no, Luisa 
had texted me back. Not only had her brothers 
found her, but the ice cream shop she’d ducked 
into had given her a free cone. Ivančić would 
get to finish his talk after all. 

If you go, alumus Goran Majlat (B.S. ’11), 
owner of Perfect Croatia, a tourism company 
located in Split, recommends combining 
Dalmatia’s natural and cultural attractions.

• Raft or zipline down the Cetina River 
in Omiš, a town 15 miles south of Split, 
where the river meets the Adriatic.

• Split’s booming tourism industry has 
spawned scores of new restaurants, many 
of them very pricey. Majlat prefers the 
konobas, which are cozy taverns serving 
homemade dishes, some of which take 
so much time to prepare you order by 
calling ahead. Try the pasticada s njokima, 
a stewed beef dish, and hobotnica ispod 
peke, which is slow-cooked octopus.

• If you like nightlife, head over to 
the island of Hvar, which combines 
stunning beaches with a club 
scene worthy of Ibiza.  

EXPLORE  
THE WORLD  
with the UMAA Travel Program

Visit places you’ve always dreamed of 
with the UMAA Travel Program. View our 
upcoming destinations at UMNAlumni.
org/travel. Email or call to be added to 
our travel mailings: umtravel@umn.edu 
or 1-800-862-5867.

CLASSIC CHINA & THE YANGTZE
OCT 9 – 22, 2019

The Vestibule 
once led to the 
residential part 

of the palace.
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HISTORY

ville Gorham retired in 1998—after 36 years of 
teaching at the University of Minnesota—as a 
Regents Professor, a founding member of the 
U’s College of Biological Sciences, and one of 

the nation’s most distinguished scholars of water ecology.
“I taught limnology and wetland ecology and one of my 

favorites, Biology and the Fate of Man, which was one of 
the earliest environmental courses at the College of Bio-
logical Sciences and quite controversial in its day,” said the 
93-year-old researcher by phone from his St. Paul home.

Back when Gorham arrived at the U in 1962, as a 
young scholar educated in London, his research up to 
that point was centered on a thing that didn’t yet have a 

name. The concept of acid 
rain—rainfall made acidic 
by sulfur dioxide and other 
compounds from fossil-
fuel-burning power plants 
and vehicles—was still as 
unknown as Love Canal, 
Three Mile Island, and the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill.

Yet, Gorham was onto 
something big. His ground-
breaking research would 
figure prominently in public 
debates during the 1970s 
and ’80s over where acid 
rain came from and whether 
it could be mitigated, which 
ultimately led to the Clean 
Air Act Amendments of 

1990, signed by President George H.W. Bush. Gorham’s 
discoveries earned him a nickname: Rain Man.

Born in Nova Scotia, Gorham began his career in 
science as a student at Dalhousie University in Halifax, 
from which he earned a bachelor’s degree in biology and 
a master’s in zoology after World War II. Then he was 
off to London, where he earned a doctorate in botany 
from University College London in 1951. Postgraduate 
research studies in Sweden piqued his interest in water 
chemistry and led him to the Lake District of northwest 
England, where he began his exploration of acid rain.

Working with the Freshwater Biological Association, 
Gorham thought he would study the chemistry of rain com-
pared to bog water. What he discovered was that rainwater 
blown into the region from the Irish Sea was full of sea salt, 

Unpopular 
Science:  
Acid Rain
U researcher Eville Gorham linked 
acid rain to the burning of fossil 
fuels in the 1950s, but the U.S. 
wouldn’t regulate emissions until 
three decades later.  By Tim Brady

while rainwater huffed into the area from nearby Lancaster 
and Northumberland was loaded with sulfuric acid. 

The connection between the belching smokestacks of 
industrial England and what was happening with the rain 
filtering through the region’s ecology seems obvious 
now. But that’s only because of Gorham’s findings.

At the time, even he was uncertain about the greater 
meaning of his research. “I thought it was very interest-
ing and I published a whole bunch of papers on [the 
acidification of rain],” Gorham told an oral historian, but 
none of it “made the slightest ripple in the field.”

A 1982 article in the Canada-United States Law Journal 
put it this way: “By the early 1960s, Gorham had laid much 
of the foundation of our present understanding of the 
sources . . . and consequences of acid precipitation. But 
his work . . . was greeted by a thundering silence from 
both the scientific community and the public.” This silence 
“delayed by at least another 10 years the birth of scientific 
and public awareness of the acid-precipitation problem.”

Meanwhile, the ever-curious researcher was about 
to embark on what would become another landmark 
discovery. A friend of Gorham’s, a medical officer in the 
Lake District, was concerned that radiation from an 
energy plant might be contaminating the water.

The friend had been reassured by the British Atomic 
Energy Authority, but when a fire struck the plant in 1957, 
those suasions felt awfully shaky. Gorham examined 
water samples from local reservoirs but found little 
radioactivity. Based on his past bog research, it dawned 
on Gorham that the sphagnum moss on local hillsides 
would have captured radioactivity more efficiently 
than the water he was testing. He was soon carting 
shovels full of moss back to the laboratory and burning 
the samples. The Geiger counters went crazy when he 
tested their residue.

Soon after testing the moss, he was browsing through 
a Norwegian government report that said the bones of 
reindeer in Norway contained more radioactive isotopes 
than the bones of local sheep. It immediately occurred 
to Gorham why: Reindeer dieted on lichens which, like 
moss in the Lake District, were likely to be high in radio-
active material. As a consequence, people like the Lapps 
(now called the Sami) of Norway, who ate reindeer meat, 
would probably be feasting on radioactive isotopes, too.

Gorham wrote papers on his discoveries. A few years 
later, he read in a London newspaper that a U.S. govern-
ment committee was vetting plans to build a harbor 
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in Alaska for nuclear submarines; the committee had 
found that fallout could enter local food chains. Gorham 
reached out to the committee. “I asked the chairman, 
‘I understand you have some research on fallout in 
northern food chains. Could you tell me what data you’ve 
collected?’ The man said, ‘We’re relying on the work of a 
fellow named Eville Gorham.’”

By this time, Gorham was ensconced in the U’s 
Botany Department (which would join the College 
of Biological Sciences in 1965), teaching classes and 
researching water ecology in Minnesota’s peatlands. 
For all his interest in subjects that verged on envi-
ronmental science, Gorham still considered himself a 
pure research scientist and sniffed at the traditions of 
applied science, with its focus on practicality.

One decision in particular helped turn him into an 
environmentalist. He joined a seminar of U faculty who 
gathered weekly to discuss Rachel Carson’s recently 
published book, Silent Spring. “It suddenly became 
borne in on me that I’d been studying problems of 
practical significance all this time just because I thought 
they were interesting problems, not because I thought 
they were practical,” Gorham recalls. “Suddenly, I 
thought, Rachel Carson is out there telling people the 

real science behind all of this. Maybe I should be out 
there talking about the things that I know about.”

Gorham soon had the opportunity to do just that. 
A colleague asked Gorham to speak on his behalf 
before the Minnesota Legislature on the effects of 
the insecticide DDT on birds, which were cataloged in 
Silent Spring. The lawmakers, who had heard little but 
praise for the chemical until then, were astounded to 
discover another side to the story. DDT would become 
a flashpoint for environmentalists; the Environmental 
Defense Fund was founded with the goal of banning it. 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency held hear-
ings in the early 1970s before finally prohibiting most 
public uses of the insecticide.

Meanwhile, Gorham found himself in demand as an 
environmental advocate. “People started calling me up 
and asking me if I’d go and talk about this or that, and 
then acid rain came along,” he says.

The debate over the cause of acid rain and who should 
address it grew fierce in the ‘70s, with environmentalists 
looking for regulations and the power industry dragging 
its feet. The wider community of U.S. scientific research-
ers began to look seriously at the problem, including 
Gene Likens of Cornell University. His studies on acid C
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rain grabbed public attention. They also helped bring 
Gorham’s work to the fore.

During this period, Gorham lectured at the U and 
spoke to civic groups about the dangers of acid rain. He 
testified before Congress and was one of four scientists 
appointed to the White House’s Council on Environ-
mental Quality. The council was instrumental in drafting 
a plan for the National Acid Precipitation Assessment 
Program, the centerpiece of President Jimmy Carter’s 
efforts to control acid rain.

There were many setbacks and battles to come as the 
smokestack industries took advantage of lax environmen-
tal regulation during the Reagan Administration. A 1982 
New York Times piece noted at the time, “For those on 
whom the acid rain falls. . . the scientific evidence seems 
incontrovertible. Acid rain, much of it coming from the 
smokestacks of coal-burning power plants in the Ohio 
River Basin and other areas of the Middle West, is killing 
life in freshwater lakes, damaging forests and farmland 
and eroding buildings.” But to the power companies “that 
would have to pay for the installation of scrubbers to clean 
sulfur from the emissions of their tall stacks, the implica-

tions of the accumulated data are far from clear. The same 
is true for the . . . Reagan Administration, [which believes] 
that the government must do less regulating, not more.”

By the end of the ’80s, the pendulum had swung again, 
leading to the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990, which 
limited the emissions that cause acid rain. Today, the fight 
that reduced these emissions in the U.S. is considered a 
triumph of science and the environmental movement.

While comfortable in his retirement, Gorham worries, as 
might be expected, about the effects of climate change. “If 
you fly over the peatlands in northern Minnesota, you see 
fire scars across the landscape,” he says. “If the peatlands 
dry out more, natural fires could smolder for decades 
there—and wherever they are found around the world, 
from Siberia to Indonesia.”

Though Gorham no longer tromps around in the bogs 
near the U’s Itasca Biological Station, he keeps his hand in 
the science, publishing academic papers on water ecology 
with colleagues in the College of Biological Sciences.  

Tim Brady, the author of five books, lives in St. Paul. He has been 
writing about the U’s history for this magazine since 1999.

“SUDDENLY, I 
THOUGHT... MAYBE 
I SHOULD BE OUT 
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With its co-op that stocks grass-
fed bison and a folk art school 
where students can build their 
own Adirondack chairs, Grand 

Marais, Minnesota, has more than enough 
amenities to please its upscale visitors and 
retirees. What people passing through this 
charming town on Lake Superior’s North Shore 
may not understand is that jobs in the service 
industries that support tourism often don’t add 
up to a living wage for locals. Many of the area’s 
full-time residents work more than one job 
simply to pay the bills.

In Cook County, as well as the rest of rural 
Minnesota, a family’s economic challenges are 
visible in children’s mouths. Minnesota offers 
some of the lowest reimbursement rates in 
the nation to dentists for their patients who 
receive government assistance, which means 
dentists are increasingly turning away families 
on Medicaid. The problem is especially stark 
in small towns, which often lack any dental 
care options at all.

“We’re the only practice in town,” says Alyssa 
Hedstrom (D.D.S. ’04) who, after graduating 

from the University of Minnesota, moved back 
home to take over Grand Marais Family Den-
tistry from her parents—her father is a dentist, 
her mother is a dental hygienist. Hedstrom 
and her husband, Jonathan, renovated the 
now state-of-the-art office building to include 
an apartment on the ground level, hoping 
that affordable housing will make the practice 
more attractive to prospective employees. 
“Many businesses have hired staff only to have 
them turn down the position because they 
can’t find housing,” she says.  

Hedstrom is such a naturally optimistic 
person—she comes across as equal parts earth 
mother and high school cheerleader—it’s hard 
to imagine anything getting her down. But 
when you turn to the topic of children’s teeth, 
her smile fades. 

“Tooth decay is the most common childhood 
disease,” she explains. It impacts four times 
more children than early childhood obesity 
and five times more than asthma. Studies show 
that a lack of dental care can impact children’s 
speech, nutrition, and general development. 
Nationally, the Surgeon General reports that 

Root 
Causes
An innovative task 
force on the North 

Shore provides 
dental care to 

struggling families.  
By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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over 51 million school hours are lost each 
year to dental-related illnesses. 

Fortunately, dental challenges are 
highly preventable if children receive 
regular checkups and instruction on how 
to care for their teeth. That’s what moti-
vated Hedstrom and Paul Nelson (B.A. 
’71), a retiree who moved to Cook County 
in 1996, to launch the Oral Health Task 
Force in 2013. Nelson, who owned a Sioux 
Falls-based transportation company and 
lived in Minneapolis, became aware of the 
need for preventative dental care during 
a meeting at the local elementary school, 
where a young girl clung to a nurse’s leg 
because she was in so much pain from a 
rotting tooth. When Nelson asked what 
could be done to help her, the nurse 
explained that because the girl’s family 
couldn’t afford dental care, the options 
were limited to an emergency room visit 
and a prescription for painkillers.

“We discovered that children up here 
often weren’t getting any dental care at 
all,” says Nelson, who serves as the task 
force’s treasurer. “Many families couldn’t 
afford the services. Some couldn’t afford 
the gas it would take to drive to the 
nearest dentist.”

Today, the task force visits area 
schools and the Grand Portage Indian 
Reservation, offering preventative 
screenings and fluoride treatments. 
People between the ages of 18 months 

and 26 years old are eligible for two 
dental visits per year, where they can 
receive sealant treatments, cleanings, 
and X-rays on a sliding fee basis. 

The program has been such a success 
that the Minnesota Department of 
Health, the Minnesota Rural Health Con-
ference, and the National Rural Health 
Resource Center awarded the task force 
the Minnesota Rural Health Team Award 
in 2017. The task force is expanding to 
serve a growing number of children in 
neighboring Lake County.  

And its mission, according to Nelson, 
is growing, too: “Now we have to 
educate people out of having cavities 
in the first place.”

ast September, Laura Castor (M.A. ‘85, Ph.D. ’94) was working in her 
apartment near the University of Tromsø, which sits above the Arctic 
Circle in the largest city in northern Norway. It’s a place that’s famous 
for awe-inspiring natural beauty, including the northern lights and the 

midnight sun. But it’s also a place of darkness, where the sun doesn’t rise above 
the horizon from November to January.

It’s fitting, then, that Castor’s task that day was to detail a sobering revelation 
about the human condition. She was writing the afterward to her forthcoming 
book, Facing Trauma: Literary Stories of Survival and Possibility in Uncertain 
Times (Cambridge Scholars Publishing), which explores how trauma in its many 
guises takes center stage in late 20th and early 21st century American literature, 
including Louise Erdrich’s The Round House, Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland, and 
Toni Morrison’s Home.

Castor, a professor of American studies at Tromsø who grew up near Philadel-
phia, says it’s only been since 9/11 that Americans as a whole have focused atten-
tion on the ways trauma—whether in the aftermath of abuse, a natural disaster, 
or a terrorist act—can fundamentally undermine personal ambition and the 
American dream itself. “The trauma in contemporary American life can be seen 

Laura Castor teaches how fiction 
can help us process life’s most 
debilitating events.  By Elizabeth Foy Larsen
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“I enjoy 
being able to 
stand up for 

people, making 
sure their voices 

are heard.”Adam Yang (B.A.E. ’93, M.A.E. ’95) in January, 
according to the Star Tribune, speaking about 

becoming one of the first Hmong-
American judges in Minnesota. 
In 2017, Ramsey County District 

Judge Sophia Vuelo (B.A. ’95) 
was sworn in as the state’s 

first Hmong-American judge.

as the shadow side of America’s promise 
of the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness,” she says. “The guarantee 
that anyone with a little pluck and a little 
luck can achieve a new and fulfilling life 
rings hollow for many people.”

While we have grown more comfortable 
acknowledging personal trauma, there is 
a widespread belief that psychotherapy 
and antidepressants are some of the only 
appropriate methods for processing and 
treating these life-altering experiences. 
Castor suggests an often overlooked 
approach to working through trauma: 
reading texts where deeply disturbing 
events drive the plot.

“People read not because they want 
to bone up on their debate skills, but 
because they need a relief from the stress 
of everyday life,” she says. “They want to 
escape into a great story.” Reading about 
trauma helps people feel seen and less 
isolated. It also can provide a way to sort 

through scenarios that are more com-
plicated than a villain harming a victim. 
“One person’s story is singular but it is also 
connected to larger cultural stories.”

Castor knows of which she speaks. As 
a survivor of a short-lived but abusive 
marriage, she recognized parts of that 
relationship in the books she read, 
particularly Louise Erdrich’s Shadow Tag. 
She says reading about trauma helped her 
recover. “I moved from sympathy to empa-
thy for domestic abuse survivors and for 
survivors of other kinds of traumas.”

Reading novels gives people the 
opportunity to process distressing 
events and even gain insights into those 
who have caused them harm. “Fiction 
allows people to see the points of view of 
characters who can perhaps be difficult 
to relate to,” Castor says. In that way, 
reading can provide comfort, affirmation, 
and even healing. “These texts really chal-
lenge the way we categorize people.”

Your membership 
ignites success 
for students and 
alumni, today.

Accelerate Careers

Support Alumni 
Businesses

Spark Learning

Join as a life member. UMNAlumni.org/life
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GREETINGS, ALUMNI AND FRIENDS!
Exciting changes are underway at 
the University of Minnesota. 

The Board of Regents voted to appoint Joan T.A. Gabel as the 
University’s 17th president. She will begin her tenure at the U on 
July 1. The Alumni Association (UMAA) looks forward to working 
collaboratively with her to serve the interests of alumni and 
continue growing the excellence of the U.

In December, President-designate Gabel visited all five University 
of Minnesota campuses and participated in public forums where 
she answered questions from attendees who included staff, stu-
dents, and members of the public. It was an exciting opportunity 
for members of the Gopher community to ask questions about 
her vision for the U and to share their perspectives. 

Of course, we are grateful to President Eric Kaler (who will step 
down as president on June 30) and Karen Kaler for their service 
and contributions to the U of M. They have consistently personi-
fied the quality and distinction of the University of Minnesota, and 
we look forward to honoring them at this year’s Annual Celebra-
tion. If you are in Minnesota on April 26, we warmly invite you to 
join us for what promises to be an evening filled with delicious 
food; onstage interviews with Eric, Karen, and others who know 
them well; improv comedy; and a pop-up boutique featuring 
alumni entrepreneurs and their products. Details and registration 
information can be found on our website at: UMNAlumni.org/
UMAA-stories/UMAA-Annual-Celebration 

Please be assured, Annual Celebration will not be a “farewell” 
event. As Life Members, Eric and Karen will always be part of the 
Alumni Association family, and we look forward to seeing them 

on campus and at UMAA and University 
events in the months and years ahead. 

I hope to see you at Annual Celebration 
and other Alumni Association events this 
spring and summer.

Warmly,
Lisa Lewis
President and CEO

Late last October, on United 
Nations Day, 200 alumni and 
friends gathered at La Doña 
Cervecería in Minneapolis to 
celebrate the beginning of 
something great. Alumni of color 
were the guests of honor at 
the launch of our new Multicul-
tural Alumni Network (MCAN), 
designed to foster meaningful 
conversations and friendships. 
La Doña is thought to be the first 
Latin brewery in Minnesota, so 
it was the perfect place to start 
the network.

The brewery was founded in 
2018 by CLA graduate Sergio 

Manancero (B.S. ’17), the son of Uruguayan immigrants, 
who was raised in Minnesota. After serving two tours in 
the U.S. Marine Corps, Manancero returned to the state 
to get his sociology degree at the U. 

While in school, he saw the opportunity to make a 
unique contribution to the thriving local craft beer scene. 
“I kept having conversations and everyone seemed to be 
hungry for something new and different in the brewery 
scene in Minneapolis, and the Latin community was hun-
gry for a brewery that could work as a gathering space for 
them,” Manancero says. “I figured I could provide both.” 

THE UMAA 
BRINGS PEOPLE 
TOGETHER
We kicked off 
our Multicultural 
Alumni Network at 
alumnus-owned La 
Doña Cervecería.  

• 
Stay connected. _,-

ALUMN 
NEWS EVENTS 



La Doña is rich in Latin culture, art, dance, 
and club soccer.

The brewery launched around the same 
time MCAN was forming, so the match 
was made. What a perfect example of the 
UMAA not only supporting an alumnus-
owned business, but also making connec-
tions for newly engaged alumni. With sup-

port from campus 
partners, students, 
and alumni, MCAN 
is a centralized 
approach to 
connecting alumni 
of color with each 
other, the University, 
and the community.

“Our goal is to 
assist, mentor, and 
guide students of 
color and fellow 
alumni by leverag-
ing technology, 

resources, and other ethnic minority net-
work groups,” says MCAN Cochair Holly 
Choon Hyang Bachman. The network 
aims to support members while they are in 
school as well as after they graduate. The 
kickoff event and connection made with 
Manancero are just the beginning.

—Steve Davis Jr.

For more information about MCAN email 
Steve Davis Jr., the UMAA’s Director of 
Minnesota and Affinity Engagement, here: 
davis937@umn.edu. Or, visit: 
UMNAlumni.org/UMAA-Schools-
Colleges/Multicultural-Alumni-Network

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

What drives you?

Leader. 
Innovator. 
Strategist.

Josh K.
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University Opera Theatre presents

FOUR ACTS FROM 
GRAND OPERA

opera.umn.edu

A tribute to the golden age  
of opera with selections  
from Verdi’s La Traviata,  
Puccini’s La Bohéme,  
Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier,  
and Beethoven’s Fidelio.  
 
Jeffrey Madison, director  
Mark Russell Smith, conductor 

Tickets:
$20 advance adults;
$25 adults week of performance
$5 students & children
$15 U of M Alumni Association 
Members

April 11 – 14, 2019
Ted Mann Concert Hall

Alumni socialized at 
MCAN’s inaugural 
event with Sergio 
Manancero, below.
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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. 

Larry Anderson
Barbara Andrus
Roberta Armstrong
Bryce Baker
Justin Barber
Anna Beadle
Lynn Belgea
Jesse Bertogliat
Donald Besky
Ingrid Blair
Jessica Boarini
Zachary Boettcher
Judith Bowers
Christie Brand-Edwards
King Brown
Ami Buikema
Linda Burr
Rosemary Campbell
Heidi Carls
David Cartwright
Henry Chang
Qimei Chen
Douglas Christensen
Melissa Christensen
Pamela Christensen
Gary Christenson
Judith Corson
Thomas Courtice
Elizabeth Cutter
Pamela Davies
Patricia Davies
R. Davies
Paul Day
Lois Dellwo
Steven Dellwo
Nellapalli Dharmarajan
Charles Dietz
Laan Dommer
Martin Donakowski
William Drasler
Robin Ehrlich
Erik Englebretson
Sue Ensign
Jodie Erickson
Steve Erickson
Whitney Erickson
Kathryn Farniok
Robert Fiduk
Brian Field

Nancy Field
Ross Galarneault
Gabriel Garcia
Katherine Gerzina
Jessica Goettl
Kimberly Harbinson
Mary Harding
Thomas Harding
Glenn Heuer
James Hocks
Michael Holmberg
Julie Holt
Mark Holt
Steven Huls
Summer Jackson
John Jarvis
Stephen Jewett
D. Ward Johnson
Isaac Johnson
Dushan Kanazir
Cynthia Keith
Judy Kingsberg
Lawrence Kitts
Hyung Min Lee
Wendy Liska
Marcia Lockman
Peter Majeski
Judith May
Patrick McLoughlin
Madelynn Meads
Jerome Molumby
Andrea Mouw
Ann Mueller
Gopinath Munisamy
Mark Munson
Sharon Murphy
Loerna Nagan
Kevin Odell
Laura Odell
Rick Orpen
Kathleen Palmer
Elizabeth Perro-Jarvis
Marcus Pope
Jerry Pottorff
Scott Radunzel

James Ronald
David Rosen
Johan Rosenberg
Ann Runstrom
Maria Ryan
Darcy Samek
Curtis Sampson
Gerald Sandstrom
Roberta Saunders
Ward Schendel
Michael Schmidt
Roger Schmidt
Eric Schroeder
Cynthia Schultz
George Sery
Robert Sheldon
Richard Smith
Kevin Sorensen
Dennis Spano
Terry Stenberg
Maureen Sullivan-Spano
David Tenquist
Louise Testen
Theodore Testen
Ashley Thill
Debra Timm
Jakub Tolar
John Velin
Corrine Wahl
Anna Wasescha
Emily Waymire
Victor Webster
Lanette Wedell
Theodore Wentzel
Brian Wesley
Stephanie Westhoff
Mark Whealy
Bonnie Wilkins
Gerald Wilkins
Barbara Wilson
Perry Wilson
Benjamin Youngstrom

*Reflects October 16, 
2018, to January 15, 2019
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Join this list of Life Members by upgrading 
your membership today!  
UMNAlumni.org/join  |  800-862-5867
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The SMARTEST 
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Stay in the heart of campus at  

Graduate Minneapolis next time 

you’re in town to relive your 

Gopher glory days.
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at The Beacon when you ask about The 

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

NEW!
u Protect your digital and financial identity 
with a complimentary Essential Individual 
plan or save 20% on plan upgrades through 
Securus ID. To activate and learn more, visit: 
UMNAlumni.securusid.com

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).

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, let us 
know. 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 20% savings on U of M Bookstores 
apparel and gifts in store and online.
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

Enjoy a rich and meaningful learning 
experience, from University faculty and 
local scholars and professionals.

d i s
c o v e r

Short Courses, 
Immersions, and Seminars

ccaps.umn.edu/learninglife
612-624-4000

10% discount for 
UMAA members!

Get your official

license plate today!

UNIVERSITY OF  
MINNESOTA

Learn more at  
UMNAlumni.org/plates

A portion of each plate 
sold supports student
scholarships at the U of M.

learninglibe 
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Veronica Kavass 
(M.F.A. ’17) is a criminal 

defense investigator 
and writer based in 

Nashville. She is currently 
finishing a collection 

of essays on Nashville’s 
immigrant history.

Illustration by James Heimer 

By Veronica Kavass

 prefer to go to jail after lunch. 
Afternoons are less restrictive when 
it comes to inmate count, lockdown, 
mealtimes, the client’s mood, my mood.

I am a criminal defense investigator in 
Nashville, Tennessee. When I meet a client 
for the first time, the handshake can be 
awkward because his hands are cuffed to 
the belt around his waist. (I’ve never met 
with a female inmate who was cuffed dur-
ing our meeting.) Sealed off from the rest 
of the jail by concrete walls, I ask inmates 
to tell me what happened the day they 
allegedly murdered or raped or robbed or 
assaulted a person, or multiple people.

Distractions—a guard coming in and 
out of the room, a growling stomach—can 
throw off the way someone tells me his 
or her version of the event that resulted 
in an incarcerated life. Once, a client was 
about to tell me about his relationship with 
the MS-13 gang and a guard opened the 
door to get chairs out of our room. It took 
a month to get him to open up about that 
topic again. 

My job is all about building trust while 
searching for the truth. Sometimes those 
endeavors don’t work well together. It can 
be like getting close to a therapist—perhaps 
you want to get along but you’re afraid of 
their judgment. So we can share a warm 
moment and then I have to follow with the 
question: “But what really happened?”

Since childhood, stories have helped me 
understand why people treat each other the 
way they do. In my work as an investigator, I 
start to piece together stories from the bow-
els of jails and prisons in hopes that criminals, 
when they are presented in the courtroom, 
are given a chance to pursue lives worth 
living. Or a chance to continue living at all. 

But all too often, stories can be so porous 
and erratic—especially the ones that peo-
ple want, more than anything in the world, 

to forget. By the time I meet my client, I’ve 
studied crime scene photographs, watched 
videos of interrogations, and learned the 
names and backgrounds of everyone 
involved. I have this information because 
detectives “discover” the story first and 
assemble their own lengthy reports. I 
retrace the detectives’ steps—with the 
interests of the accused in mind—and 
speak to the people who played a part in 
the event. By the time I meet witnesses, 
months, sometimes years, have gone by. 
Memories and sentiments have changed. 
I put together a version of the story based 
on my findings. In the courtroom, my 
observations face off with those collected 
by the detectives and prosecution. 

Sometimes, I enter the case when the 
client is staring down a life sentence or the 
death penalty. In these cases, I put together 
a story that reveals how the defendant is 
a human being, not just a person who has 
been charged with a serious crime. I meet 
with inmates multiple times and ask them 
about their childhoods, parents, the time 
they broke an arm skateboarding, favorite 
meals, the memory of a best friend dying, a 
gang initiation. Then I back up their stories 
with records that offer proof that their rec-
ollections are true. The prosecution revisits 
this information and usually dismisses it as 
“the abuse excuse.”

The process is an uphill battle in which 
each isolated victory (a case getting 
dismissed; a client winning at trial) propels 
me forward. But the work is also artisti-
cally satisfying. “There is no better way of 
exercising the imagination than the study 
of law,” wrote the novelist Jean Giraudoux. 
“No poet ever interpreted nature as freely 
as a lawyer interprets the truth.”  

I Ask Inmates What Happened
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