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NOVEMBER 12 LIVING WELL WORKSHOP

Robyn Birkeland, PhD, is a study interventionist and 
coach with the Families and Long-Term Care Projects 
team at the University of Minnesota School of Public 
Health (SPH). She provides coaching support to family 
care partners and individuals with memory loss. She also 
delivers presentations and participates in various com-
munity outreach events and initiatives.

In her presentation for UMRA’s Living Well Workshop 
via Zoom at 11 a.m. on Tuesday, November 12, 
Birkeland will explore loneliness and the importance of 
meaningful activities and social engagement for older 

adults. She will also consider barriers to social engage-
ment, and discuss ways to encourage and promote 
well-being and living safely.

In addition, Birkeland will share information about the 
SPH Home Alone program, a research study for older 
adults with memory concerns who are living alone. 
The focus of the program is on home safety and social 
engagement for adults 55 and over who do not live in a 
residential setting that provides care and services.

Making sense of the 2024 U.S. elections
The 2024 election season has been long and intense. The 
U. S. presidential race has been front and center in our 
minds and the media, but the outcome of the congres-
sional elections, plus state races across the country, could 
tip the balance of power. It is a particularly critical year, 
and controversy over the results is likely.

To help us digest whatever happens, UMRA is extremely 
honored that one of Minnesota’s foremost election ana-

lysts, U of M political scientist 
Kathryn Pearson, will join 
us to provide her insightful 
analysis of this year’s elec-
tions as the guest speaker for 
UMRA’s luncheon forum on 
Tuesday, November 19, at 
Midland Hills Country Club 
in Roseville.

Kathryn Pearson, PhD, is an 
associate professor of political 

science in the U’s College of Liberal Arts. She focuses on 
American politics, including Congress, elections, polit-
ical parties, and gender bias. She earned her doctorate 
from the University of California, Berkeley; worked on 
Capitol Hill as a legislative assistant for two members 
of Congress; was a research fellow at the Brookings 

Institution; and is a recipient of the Morse-Alumni 
Award for Outstanding Contributions to Undergraduate 
Education at the U of M. 

Pearson has authored many articles, and a book titled 
Party Discipline in the House of  Representatives, published 
by the University of Michigan Press. She is currently 
working on a new book project, Gendered Partisanship in 
the House of  Representatives, analyzing congresswomen’s 
pursuit of power in a partisan era.

If you don’t recognize her name, you will surely recog-
nize her voice. Pearson is a frequent guest on Minnesota 
Public Radio and the Twin Cities PBS weekly news and 
public affairs program Almanac, as well as other news 
media. She has spoken to UMRA several times and 
always provides valuable perspective. Her insights into 
not just what things happened but why they happened 
will help us understand what is certain to be an extreme-
ly significant election.  

Long-time UMRA members know that Pearson is always 
a popular speaker, so make your reservation soon for 
UMRA’s luncheon forum on Tuesday, November 19, at 
Midland Hills. And come prepared with questions on all 
things surrounding the 2024 elections. 

—Julie Sweitzer, UMRA president

See WORKSHOP on page 7 ...

UMRA FORUM

The importance of social engagement

Kathryn Pearson

https://retirees.umn.edu/


To support the interests of  U of  M retirees and provide 
opportunities to learn, serve, and connect. UMRA seeks 
to benefit members, the University, and the community 
through an array of  informational, social, travel, volunteer, 
and support activities. 

Learn, serve and connect. UMRA 
provides opportunities for each 
of these in abundance. We learn 
from the speakers in our monthly 
forums and living well workshops. 
I learn about national and global 
matters from the Armchair Traveler 
speakers, and about matters large 
and small from the Hiking Club. 

Professional Development Grants for Retirees recipi-
ents continue their research or inquiries into new fields. 
UMRA’s online Journal of  Opinions, Ideas & Essays 
provides a wide array of informative articles written by 
University-associated authors. And, just think how well 
informed the members of our two book clubs are! 

We serve UMRA members and our community. The 
University Retirees Volunteer Center formally became 
part of UMRA in 2022, but we’ve been partners for 
decades. Our Silver Gopher Service Corps volunteers 
help the Office of Admissions and other University units 
with events. And our many UMRA volunteers serve our 
own organization by making things happen. 

A critical element of vital aging 
We connect frequently, in person and by Zoom. The 
Special Events Committee is planning another winter 
celebration in January to provide a chance to connect in 
person during the season when UMRA programming 
is mostly online. As many of our guest speakers tell us, 
research shows that staying socially connected to others 
is a critical element of vital aging. 

Another important connection we make is through our 
Cares Committee. Members of this committee connect 
with families after an UMRA member dies and send 
meaningful, handwritten condolence letters. I hope 
you agree that we are fulfilling our mission. And if you 
want to learn, serve, or connect by helping make UMRA 
activities happen, we welcome your participation.
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From the President

Living our Mission Statement

Julie Sweitzer

This is a volunteer-run organization. If someone doesn’t 
volunteer to do it, it doesn’t happen. To find out more, 
contact me or anyone doing the function you find 
intriguing. Many thanks to all of our current and past 
volunteers who have served UMRA over its nearly 
50-year existence!

—Julie Sweitzer, president, jsweitzer@comcast.net

Membership renewal reminder 
Please renew your UMRA membership if you have 
not already. Go to retirees.umn.edu > Renew Your 
Membership. Review and update (if necessary) your 
information and then select “Save Changes & Renew” to 
proceed to the payment page. Scroll down the page to 
“Past Membership Fees” to see when you paid your last 
“Renewal Fee.” If you have questions, or to pay by check, 
email Virgil Larson, UMRA membership manager, at 
virgil.larson1@gmail.com. 

Update your login email address 
If you have changed your email address, please update 
your UMRA login email address. Go to retirees.umn.edu 
> Change Login Email Address and follow the prompts. 
Questions? Email Cathy Lee Gierke, UMRA webmaster, 
at cjlgierke@gmail.com. 

You may not read the UMRA Mission Statement every 
day, but it is worth reviewing at least once. The mission 
of the University of Minnesota Retirees Association is:

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA RETIREES ASSOCIATION

PRESIDENT • Julie Sweitzer
PRESIDENT-ELECT • Diane Young
PAST PRESIDENT • Eric Hockert
SECRETARY • Laurie Koch
TREASURER • Kristy Frost-Griep
URVC COUNCIL CHAIR • Jerry Rinehart

DIRECTORS
John Bantle • Bradley Clary • Will Craig • Diane 
Gihl • Michael Hancher • Wendy Pradt Lougee 
• Russell Luepker • Kate Maple •Ron Matross •Jan 
McCulloch • Jan Morlock • Peggy Mann Rinehart 
• Barbara Shiels

UMRA News
EDITOR • Kristine Mortensen, akm@umn.edu
PRODUCTION EDITOR • Sadie Brendalen
CONTRIBUTING EDITORS • Kristine Bettin, 
Julie Medbery, and Becky Yust
CHAIR, MEMBERSHIP AND COMMUNICATION 
COMMITTEE • Ron Matross
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Giving back in retirement
Welcome UMRA’s newest special 
interest group
UMRA’s Membership and Communication Committee 
has been working to expand our outreach to retirees 
across the University of Minnesota System.

Our first effort resulted in a connection with the 
University of Minnesota Morris Retirees Association 
(UMMRA) last spring. U of M Morris became part of 
the University system in 1960, when it was established 
as a liberal arts residential college. As the Morris cam-
pus grew and some of the original faculty started to 
retire, UMMRA was founded in the late 1990s. By 2001, 
UMMRA had 117 members. 

“The purpose of the retirees group was to support UMN 
Morris in whatever way we could,” current Morris cam-
pus retirees leader Joan Reicosky told us. “Our activities 
included helping direct visitors at graduation or special 
campus events, helping at the U of M Morris booth at 
the Stevens County Fair, contributing to scholarships in 
the name of faculty members who had passed away, and 
recognizing newly retired faculty and staff with a recep-
tion in their honor.”

Staying in touch with fellow retirees 
By 2019, many Morris retirees had moved away from the 
area, and UMMRA’s membership declined to about 55. 
But interest in staying in touch remained strong. Since 
COVID, the association has been holding Zoom meet-
ings. However, now that many members are losing their 
University email addresses, it is becoming more difficult 
for the Morris retirees to remain connected. 

“With some investigation and talking with the officers of 
UMRA, the Morris Retirees Steering Committee deter-
mined that joining UMRA and establishing an UMRA 
special interest group would provide the best way for 
Morris retirees to keep in contact, and would also pro-
vide our members with more opportunities and better 
communication throughout the University system,” 
Reicosky said.

We have several ideas about how we can help the Morris 
retirees feel welcomed into the system-wide UMRA 
organization, and we invite your ideas for how we can 
also engage retirees on the Crookston, Duluth, and 
Rochester campuses.

—Eric Hockert, past president and Membership and 
Communication Committee member,  
ehockert@alumni.umn.edu

VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT

Counting her time as a student, Pat Jondahl has been 
affiliated with the University of Minnesota for nearly 50 
years. When she made the decision to retire in 2021, the 
self-described “people person” knew she needed to stay 
busy, and she wanted to stay connected to the University. 
One of her first steps in retirement was to join UMRA, 
and a quick next step was to look into the activities 
promoted by UMRA and by the University Retirees 
Volunteer Center (URVC).

As a child, Jondahl learned the importance of volun-
teering from parents who believed in helping people. As 
an adult, she understood that volunteering was a way to 
connect with others, meet new friends, and try new and 
different activities. A list of her volunteer experiences 
ranges from supporting food banks and ensuring school 
children have meals on the weekend, to helping with a 
Habitat for Humanity project and making blankets for ill 
or traumatized children through Project Linus. 

Jondahl has been an avid volunteer with UMRA’s Silver 
Gopher Service Corps since its inception. “It’s exciting 
to help guide prospective students into a new chapter in 
their lives,” she said, describing one project to support 
the Office of Admissions.

Jondahl retired from the Office of Sponsored Projects 
Administration as a senior grant and contract adminis-
trator. “After devoting so many years of my life to the U 
and its research mission, it’s also great to help promote 
and participate in research activities. The last project I 
participated in was for the Department of Kinesiology 
and dealt with balance issues that can develop as you 
get older,” she said. “I greatly appreciate UMRA’s and 
URVC’s hard work at coordinating the volunteer oppor-
tunities that allow me to give back to the U during my 
retirement years.” 

To learn about volunteer opportunities available on cam-
pus or in the community, email URVC@umn.edu or call 
612-625-9016.

—Marjorie Savage

Pat Jondahl with Goldy outside Coffman  
Memorial Union on the Twin Cities campus.

mailto:ehockert%40alumni.umn.edu?subject=
mailto:URVC%40umn.edu?subject=
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Ilene Dawn Alexander, Center for Educational 
Innovation, education program specialist 

Mary Allen, U of M Duluth, Office of the Vice 
Chancellor for Finance & Operations, financial analyst

Mary Elizabeth Bezanson, U of M Morris, 
Communication, Media & Rhetoric, professor 

Kerrin Brelje, School of 
Public Health, Division 
of Epidemiology and 
Community Health, direc-
tor of operations

Kathryn (Kathy) Brown, 
Office of Human Resources, 
vice president

Steve Carnes, Office for 
Student Affairs, executive 
office assistant

Nancy Carpenter, U of M 
Morris, Division of Science 
and Mathematics, professor 

Karen Dewanz, College 
of Food, Agricultural and 
Natural Resource Sciences 
(CFANS), finance director 

Ann Duin, Department of Writing Studies, professor

Gregory (and Jacalyn) Evenson, Facilities Management, 
mechanic 3

Cooper Falteisek, Carlson School of Management, 
Management Information Systems Research Center, 
logistics analyst

Lynn Gershan, Department of Pediatrics, assistant pro-
fessor and medical director for Integrative Health and 
Wellbeing at M Health Fairview

William (Bill) Gershan, Department of Pediatrics, pro-
fessor

Andrea Gilats, College of Continuing and Professional 
Studies, associate department director

Jacqueline Gilliard, Office of Human Resources, 
employment specialist

Nancy Goranowski, Parking & Transportation Services, 
senior accountant

Norman Goranowski, Housing & Residential Life, 
financial analyst

Margaret Mary Hilgemann, 
Boynton Health, nurse practi-
tioner

David (and Vesna) Kittelson, 
College of Science and 
Engineering, professor

Jill Lane, Department of 
Medicine, executive administra-
tive assistant

Tucker W. LeBien, Department 
of Laboratory Medicine and 
Pathology, professor 

Patricia M. E. Lorcin, 
Department of History, professor

Susan Madden, College 
of Education and Human 

Development, Institute on Community Integration,  
researcher 4

Peggy Martin (and Ellie Emanuel), Occupational 
Therapy, program director 

Regina McGoff, CFANS, business development coordi-
nator

Kristine McKeon, Finance, finance director

Jill Merriam, Office of the Executive Vice President and 
Provost, finance director

Becky J. Olson-Kellogg, Department of Rehabilitation 
Medicine, associate professor

Chris Paola, Department of Earth and Environmental 
Sciences, professor

Joan Reicosky, U of M Morris, Division of the Social 
Sciences, instructor

Welcome new members 
Please give a hearty welcome to 43 new members (and partners), from the U of  M Twin Cities unless otherwise indicated, 
who joined UMRA as of  October 1, 2024. For contact information, go to umra.umn.edu > Member Portal > Member 
Search or Member Directory.

On a scale of 1 to 10, the early October day was a perfect 
10 for members of the UMRA Hiking Club to explore Wil-
liam O’Brien State Park north of Marine on St. Croix, led 
by Michael Luxenberg and Bev Moe (at right).

See NEW MEMBERS on page 5 ...

http://umra.umn.edu/
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Nicolas Sabah, University Dining Services, cook

Thomas Schmidt, Academic Support Resources, Office 
of Student Finance, associate director 

Pam Snopl, Center for Transportation Studies, senior 
editor

Deborah Stadsvold, College of Veterinary Medicine, 
animal care technician specialist

Russ (and Diana) Straate, Research and Innovation 
Office, Venture Center, director

Barbara Titus, College of Arts, Humanities, and Social 
Sciences, instructor

Michael Wade, School of Kinesiology, professor

Valerie Watson, Office of Human Resources, director

Julie Wickard, Carlson School of Management, manager 
of event and building services

UMRA’s financial status is good
UMRA’s FY2024 Financial Report shows that our overall 
financial status is good.

Revenues appear to be significantly up in FY24, but 
some of that is because we started collecting FY25 dues 
earlier, in May 2024, and our members responded well 
to that. We also collected about $2,000 more in dues 
revenue in FY24 due to membership growth. We solicit-
ed $1,300 more in sponsorships, and we added a winter 
social in January that brought in equal amounts of rev-
enue and expense to our financial statements, approx-
imately $3,000. Luncheon revenues increased due to 
increased costs and increased participation. Finally, we 
received donations of $2,735 from generous members in 
FY24, which helps our organization greatly—thank you! 
Total revenues for FY24 were $73,873.

Expenses were a mixed bag. We saved money on our 
newsletter costs due to a reformatted newsletter plat-
form, and lower Big Ten Retirees Association conference 
attendance costs in 2024. We had increased costs on 
luncheons and social events because they were very well 
attended, and food costs were up. Other costs remained 
relatively stable. The primary expense for the University 
Retirees Volunteer Center was student workers, fol-
lowed by a volunteer management software subscription, 
parking vouchers, and miscellaneous costs of operation. 
Overall, UMRA had net income of $18,103 but if the 
effect of FY23 and FY25 cash activity are removed, the 
true net income for FY24 was about $6,500.  

Our reserves were higher as of June 30, 2024, which 
will be very helpful as we go into FY25 with anticipated 
higher expenses for luncheon forums, audio-visual costs 
for living well workshops and forums via Zoom, and 
newsletter printing. We also need to build reserves to 
help cover the cost of hosting the 2026 Big Ten Retirees 
Association conference.

Your board and committee members are working hard to 
save on expenses in every possible way even as costs rise, 
and we will continue to do so. We are also looking for 
ways to increase revenues.

To see UMRA’s FY24 financial report in chart form, go 
to umra.umn.edu > Governance Documents > Officer 
Archives > Treasurer > 2023-2024 Annual Report.

—Kristy Frost-Griep, treasurer

 

... NEW MEMBERS from page 4.

http://umra.umn.edu/
http://z.umn.edu/estateplanningkit
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HELLO, my name is Thomas Skovholt
Hometown: St. Paul

When did you become a member of UMRA? 2019.

What was your very first job? Together with my 
brother, I shoveled snow, mowed lawns, and had a paper 
route. At 13, I went to a cafeteria and asked for a job. 
The boss said, “How old are you?” When I said I was 13, 
he said, “Come back next year.” As I turned to leave, I 
thought, that’s an eternity!

What was your occupation when you retired from 
FT work? Professor of counseling psychology in the U 
of M College of Education and Human Development 
Department of Educational Psychology. Now, I am a 
part-time psychologist practicing, consulting, writing, 
and speaking. 

Do you have a favorite place on campus? The Knoll, 
a park-like area between Burton Hall and University 
Avenue. Magnificent oak trees and green space. 

What sparked your interest in counseling psychol-
ogy? My mother was my first role model as a helper of 
others. I had a great father, too, but he was an engineer 
and had a different focus. I had a psychology course in 
high school in 1961 and was captivated by the topic. 

I really enjoyed teaching undergraduate and graduate 
students for 46 years. However, my experience is that the 
counseling and therapy process, not always but some-
times, is a more powerful catalyst for human develop-
ment. It directly addresses human suffering, helps repair 
human emotional scars, and increases human well-being. 
Of course, the process is often slow and sometimes inef-
fective. But the positive change from the days when psy-
chology, counseling, and psychotherapy were stigmatized 
until the present has been spectacular. I think of it like 
the rise of dentistry, from simply pulling teeth to creat-
ing strong teeth and beautiful smiles.  

Your work in recent years has focused on resiliency 
development and burnout prevention in health and 
helping professionals. What have you learned that 
could be applied to self-care for older adults?  
One term I developed from qualitative interviews with 
therapy experts is “boundaried generosity.” Individuals 
in the relationship-intense professions are focused on the 
needs of the other. This is the generosity part.

The boundaried part relates to preserving the self. There 
is a dynamic balance for the individual to maintain. It is 
a term older adults may apply to their own self-care.  

What is a fun fact about you we might not know?  
I send a TGIF joke to my grandchildren every Friday. It 
is fun. I get an occasional five-star review. 

Professor Skovholt won a 2024 
Professional Development Grants 
for Retirees award that enabled 
him to present his work and 
conduct a workshop on burnout 
prevention for health and helping 
professionals at the University of  
Stavanger Hospital in Norway. 
He said, “The grant was like 
rocket fuel for my ongoing work 
and collaborations.”

There’s still time to apply 
2025 PDGR

The application deadline for UMRA’s 2025 Professional 
Development Grants for Retirees competition is 
December 31. Funding of up to $5,000 per grant is avail-
able to support U of M retirees’ research, instructional 
history, new scholarship, or creative interests. To learn 
more about the program and how to apply, go to umra.
umn.edu > Serving You > Grants for Retirees.

If you have questions, including how to make a finan-
cial contribution to support the PDGR program, please 
contact John Bantle, MD, PDGR Committee chair, at 
bantl001@umn.edu.

Share your views with the Regents
The best way to make the University of Minnesota 
regents aware of your opinions on matters they consid-
er is via the Board’s Virtual Forum, a public comment 
portal that becomes part of the regents’ public record.  
There are Guidelines for Use of the Public Comment 
Portal. Written, audio, and video formats are accepted. 
Anonymous comments, threats, personal attacks, or 
information and comments on matters covered by data 
privacy laws will not be accepted. If you prefer, you can 
contact the board office or individual regents directly by 
email or phone. The Board of Regents’ meeting schedule, 
agendas, and priorities can also be found online. 

—John Finnegan, liaison to the Board of Regents

Thomas Skovholt

https://umra.umn.edu/grants-retirees
mailto:bantl001%40umn.edu?subject=
https://regents.umn.edu/boards-virtual-forum
https://regents.umn.edu/guidelines-use-public-comment-portal
https://regents.umn.edu/guidelines-use-public-comment-portal
https://regents.umn.edu/contact-information
https://regents.umn.edu/meeting-schedule-priorities
https://regents.umn.edu/meeting-schedule-priorities
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... WORKSHOP from page 1.
Home Alone study participants work with a trained 
Home Alone coach in seven weekly sessions, each last-
ing about one hour. Coaches share strategies for lifestyle 
planning and increasing activity and social engagement. 
The coaching sessions are deliv-
ered via telehealth secure video 
conferencing or by phone, with 
select in-home sessions available 
to those who live near the U of M 
Twin Cities campus.

For more information about the 
study, including how to enroll as a 
participant, go to sph.umn.edu > 
Research > Research Projects and 
Studies > Home Alone. 

Birkeland earned her bachelor’s in psychology from 
Rollins College and master’s and doctoral degrees in 
clinical psychology from the University of South Florida. 
She has nearly 25 years of experience providing counsel-
ing to adults and families.

Go to z.umn.edu/UMRA-Workshop-November-2024 
to register for this free Zoom webinar at 11 a.m. on 
Tuesday, November 12. 

—Diane Young, president elect and Program Committee 
chair

Robyn Birkeland

Upcoming programs
January 21 Workshop: Sleeping better for a healthier 
brain. Michael Howell, MD, professor and head of the 
Division of Sleep Medicine in the U of M Medical School 
Department of Neurology, will discuss healthy sleep, 
brain function, and how sleep research at the U of M is 
helping to develop cures for Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s 
diseases.

January 28 Special Event: Winter celebration with 
music, food, and fellowship at Midland Hills Country 
Club in Roseville. Music for the mid-afternoon social 
gathering will be provided by the student-run U of M 
Twin Cities a cappella ensemble Urban Sound.

February 18 Workshop: Healthy at home. Cathy 
Lauring, MS, geriatric nurse practitioner and vice pres-
ident of Lifespark Health in St. Louis Park, will explore 
resources to assist with aging in place, including physi-
cal, emotional, cognitive, and financial services. 

February 25 Forum: What our pets can teach our fam-
ilies about end of life. Our presenter, Barbara Klick, RN, 
MBA, recently retired CEO of Sholom Community 

Alliance, has decades of experience working in human 
and veterinary medicine and will bring her wisdom and 
perspective to our discussion.  

UMRA’s January and February workshops and February 
forum will be held via Zoom. Full descriptions of all the 
programs will be published on umra.umn.edu in the 
coming months. 

November  
Luncheon and Forum 

Tuesday, November 19 
Midland Hills Country Club 

2001 Fulham Street | Roseville MN 55113

Guest speaker 
Kathryn Pearson, PhD 

Associate professor of political science 
U of M College of Liberal Arts

Menu 
Deli buffet featuring chef ’s choice of soup,  

deli meats and cheeses, main dish and side salads,  
chips, bread, butter, and cookies.

Reservations, payment, and refund requests  
are due by November 9. 

$32 per person

Go to retirees.umn.edu > Make a Program Reservation 
to reserve and pay online, or email Sandy Weisberg 

at sandy@umn.edu.

Parking and entrance 
Free parking is available in front of the clubhouse.  

Enter the building through the door to the far right  
(east end), where there is also a guest drop-off area.

Check-in and social time 
Buffet lunch and forum

10:45 a.m. 
11:15 a.m.   

https://www.sph.umn.edu/research/projects/home-alone/
http:// z.umn.edu/UMRA-Workshop-November-2024 
http://retirees.umn.edu/
mailto:sandy%40umn.edu?subject=
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FIRST PERSON

Metamorphosis

I remember the first day of retirement when I tossed the 
alarm clock into the trash. The sense of freedom I felt I 
had not experienced in many years; no scheduled time to 
be anywhere and no lists of things to do.

But habits are hard to kick, and before long I began mak-
ing lists. My husband, Bob, laughed as items on today’s 
list moved to tomorrow’s list and then the next day’s 
list. Sometimes items disappeared altogether. Bob loved 
having a day of seemingly infinite possibilities, and we 
negotiated the day between my list and his possibilities. 
It was fun. It reminded me of 
our first days together, before 
children and all the responsi-
bilities of being sensible adults.

Days of the week became iden-
tified with routines: laundry, 
groceries, library visits. I’ll be 
forever grateful to our black 
Lab, Tasha. Her insistence for 
exercise took us to state and 
local parks. We tracked the flowers in bloom and the 
birds we observed, and birthed a new hobby, which I 
turned into another form of list-making.

We rode our bikes on local trails and I remember think-
ing, “It can’t possibly get better than this. It’s 10 in the 
morning and I’m not at a desk.” The physical exertion 
felt so good.

Seeing the world from a different perspective 
We canoed on a lake and enjoyed seeing the world from 
a different perspective, drifting quietly along the shore 
so as not to scare the birds singing in the cattails. After 
a couple hours of bliss, we paddled back to the dock. I 
struggled to stand and step out of the canoe. Every mus-
cle screamed. Wow, this was new!

We paid attention to messages our bodies sent. Our 
tent-camping days ended; I couldn’t sleep on the ground 

even if I wanted to. Not all the changes were physical. 
Our beloved canine companion died a year into retire-
ment, and accepting her loss was harder than accepting 
any physical limitations. Finding balance took time: 
treasuring the arrival of spring and new birth, the nev-
er-ending cycle of life. 

One day Bob found that walking the golf course required 
more energy than he had. We rented a golf cart. Okay, 
one more adjustment to make. His aortic valve had cal-
cified, and he wasn’t getting ample oxygenated blood. 
Open-heart surgery was the gold standard for replacing 
the valve, but he qualified for a new procedure using a 
catheter through the femoral artery.

On one of the coldest days in January, our son and his 
girlfriend and Bob and I entered St. Mary’s Hospital in 
Rochester. “See you in a little while,” Bob waved from the 
gurney as they wheeled him away to surgery.

A different life 
Three of us left the hospital bereft, carrying only a 
plastic bag of clothes, seven hours after entering that 
hospital with a vibrant human being. My life ended; not 
as his ended, but the life I’d known and the retirement 
we shared for six years was over. I had to conceive of a 
different life, an impossible task for many months—or 
maybe it was years. Retirement alone is nothing like our 
shared retirement was.

The Chinese have a proverb: Great loss, great gain; small 
loss, small gain. What have I gained from my great loss? 
New perspectives, new friends, visits to new places, 
classes to learn new things, opportunities and experi-
ences I never imagined. I don’t think we should call it 
“retirement.” I think we should call it “metamorphosis.” 
It’s a time to transform ourselves, to become our best 
selves, to contribute, to be an example, even an inspira-
tion, a time to look forward to what’s next.

By Jo Prouty

If you would like to share a first-person reflection related to aging, whether it’s sobering or humorous or a snapshot 
of what you’re doing in retirement, please contact JOIE Editor Kris Bettin at betti002@umn.edu. 

Jo Prouty

Author Jo Prouty retired as an administrative coordinator in the Department of  Applied Economics. This article is con-
densed from a longer essay she wrote for an anthology of  “Retirement Stories” published by the UMRA-sponsored Journal 
of  Opinions, Ideas & Essays (JOIE). Her chronicle of  Tasha, “The Love of  a Dog,” is available from Amazon.

mailto:betti002%40umn.edu.?subject=
https://umra.umn.edu/journal-opinions-ideas-essays
https://umra.umn.edu/journal-opinions-ideas-essays
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ARMCHAIR TRAVELER

Israel, Egypt, and Tanzania
UMRA’s next Armchair Traveler program will be from 
10 to 11:30 a.m. on Wednesday, November 20, via Zoom. 
Paul Letourneau will take us to Tanzania, and Brenda 
Knapp-Polzin will share photos and insights from a 2023 
family trip to Israel and Egypt.

“Our cruise to Israel and Egypt in August-September 
2023 included my 92-year-old mother, Virginia, and my 
husband, David,” Brenda says. “We travelled from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem and Bethlehem, and then on to Egypt, 
including Cairo, Giza, Luxor, Valley of the Kings, and 
Aswan. Shortly after our return, Hamas attacked Israel. 
I look forward to sharing highlights of our trip and will 
try to provide some insights into the unrest and displace-
ment of refugees from this region.”

Here is how Paul describes the two-week trip he and 
his wife, Carol, took with two friends in 2009, visiting 
five national parks in northern Tanzania: “In the care 
of our driver-guide Wilfred, we drove across the savan-
nah and into bush and woodlands to see, up close, the 
large mammals and beautiful birds that are highlights of 
African wildlife. We also visited a village of the Maasai 
people, who lead a pastoral life herding cattle and goats. 
My images and short videos will provide a brief summa-
ry of our safari.”

A Zoom invitation will be emailed to all UMRA mem-
bers a month before the program, and a reminder will be 
sent a week before. I hope you can join us. 

—Lynn C. Anderson, Armchair Traveler program chair

Brenda and David Polzin 
at the Great Sphynx of 
Giza in Egypt.

New discounts for members 
UMRA members can now enjoy Twin Cities University 
Libraries borrowing privileges by joining the Friends 
of the Libraries at the annual membership level of 
$40—a discount of 50 percent! This level of membership 
includes unlimited access to online journals, magazines, 
and newspaper subscriptions via public workstations at 
any Twin Cities campus library. Go to libnews.umn.edu/
umnfriends/ to learn more and to join or renew your 
membership.

Gopher Sports has been providing discounts to UMRA 
members for years, and this year we have exciting new 
opportunities. UMRA members are eligible for a 20 
percent discount 
on two season 
tickets for Gopher 
Sports. Wow! Plus, 
Gopher Sports 
will host “UMRA 
nights” with group 
seating at select 
events throughout the season, beginning with these 
three:

•  Gopher Football vs. Penn State at Huntington Bank 
Stadium on Saturday, November 23 
•   Gopher Women’s Hockey vs. Brown at Ridder Arena 
on Friday, January 3 
•   Gopher Men’s Hockey vs. Ohio State at Mariucci 
Arena on Saturday, February 22

Single-game tickets and discounted season tickets may 
be purchased by going to gophersports.com/promotions 
and entering the promo code “UMRA.”  

Go to umra.umn.edu > Member Benefits for information 
on the many discounts available to UMRA members. 

—Bev Moe, UMRA Sponsorships and Discounts  
manager, amoegirl@gmail.com 

Thank you to The Pillars of  Prospect Park and the 
Bakken Center for Spirituality & Healing for sponsoring 
UMRA’s November-January-February 2024–25 newslet-
ter, and to the University of  Minnesota Foundation for 
sponsoring the newsletter and UMRA’s November 2024 
Forum.

http://umra.umn.edu/
https://umra.umn.edu/member-benefits
mailto:amoegirl%40gmail.com%20?subject=
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twentieth century: rampant consumerism, media satu-
ration, novelty academic intellectualism.  

Questions? Email Dorothy Marden at dorothy-
marden52@gmail.com or Margaret Catambay at  
m-cata@umn.edu. Newcomers are welcome.

FF Book Club to meet November 22

Emily Strasser’s memoir Half-Life of  a Secret is about the 
work at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, a secret city for 70,000 
people constructed in 1942–43 as part of the Manhattan 
Project for developing the atomic bomb. Staff were 
unable to talk with each other; truth was sanitized; many 
did not know they were creating the bomb. 

Strasser earned a master of fine arts degree in creative 
writing at the University of Minnesota, where she spent 
time researching and writing Half-Life, her first book, 
published in 2023 by the University Press of Kentucky.

During our discussion, UMRA’s Book Club I mem-
bers agreed that Strasser’s family stories made the book 
meaningful. Her grandfather George Strasser was a 
chemist at Oak Ridge for a decade. He suffered from 
alcoholism and mental illness and was finally dismissed 
because he was “totally and permanently disabled.”

Oak Ridge is still heavily contaminated with uranium 
and other toxic substances. A half-million pounds of 
mercury flowed into nearby waters and still pollute 
streams and lakes. The U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency hopes the site will be cleaned up by 2047.	

Strasser tells about suppression of the truth. Samples 
taken by the United States Geological Survey were 
confiscated. A doctor who raised issues about various 
cancers was persecuted; his hospital cut his phone lines. 
Around 15,000 people died at Oak Ridge. 	

Many injustices 
Our members cited many injustices—to the small farm-
ers displaced to create the city and to the nearly 7,000 
African Americans who worked in Oak Ridge for the 
Manhattan Project—and the immorality of the United 
States dropping atomic bombs on Japan.	

Strasser’s visit to Hiroshima and her conversations with 
the Hibakusha—survivors of the bombs dropped on 
Japan—helped us feel the horror of what our country did 
to innocent people. I agreed with Strasser’s statement

Reckoning with history

FAMILY HISTORY

An African American family history 
You are invited to the meeting of UMRA’s Family History 
Interest Group from 10 to 11 a.m. on Wednesday, 
November 6, via Zoom for a presentation by Earl and 
Rebecca Scott. The Scotts will draw from their family 
ancestry and travels in America and Africa. Their book, 
Forging a Path to Wellbeing: The Journey of  an African 
American Family, was published in 2023, the year the 
couple marked their 66th wedding anniversary.

The family photo on the cover of their book was taken in 
Katsina, northern Nigeria, in 1969. It represents a major 
steppingstone on the Scotts’ path to wellbeing. After vis-
iting Nigeria, they returned 
to Africa many times for per-
sonal and scholarly growth as 
career educators. The Scotts 
joined UMRA in 2007 when 
Earl retired from the U of M 
geography faculty.

An email with the link to join 
the Zoom will be sent to all 
UMRA members one week 
before the meeting. We hope 
you can join us.

—Lynn C. Anderson and Craig Swan, FHIG co-chairs

Book Club I to meet November 15
Mary Jane Towle will lead the discussion of A Fever in the 
Heartland: The Ku Klux Klan’s Plot to Take Over America, 
and the Woman Who Stopped Them by Timothy Egan 
when the UMRA Book Club meets via Zoom at 2 p.m. 
on Friday, November 15. This book is an historical thrill-
er about the Klan’s rise to power in the 1920s and the 
charismatic charlatan—D. C. Stephenson, grand dragon 
of the Indiana clan—who became one of the most pow-
erful people in 1920s America.

Questions? Email Pat Tollefson at p-toll@umn.edu. 

UMRA’s Fourth Friday Book Club will discuss White 
Noise, the eighth novel by the master storyteller Don 
DeLillo, when it meets on Friday, November 22, by 
way of Zoom. Published in 1985, the book has been 
characterized as absurdist comedy. It includes several 
themes that were apparent in the mid-to-late

BOOK NOTES

See BOOK NOTES on page 11 ...

mailto:marden52%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:m-cata%40umn.edu?subject=
mailto:p-toll%40umn.edu?subject=


NOVEMBER–JANUARY–FEBRUARY 2024–25  11

Based on notification from the U of  M Office of  Human 
Resources, published notices, and next of  kin, the UMRA 
Cares Committee informs membership of  current and past 
members who have died, and sends condolences to fami-
lies. If  you learn of  the death of  a member and would like 
to share that information, please let me know. —Jeanne 
Markell, Cares Committee chair, mark002@umn.edu

David James Polzin, d. September 25, 2024. College of 
Veterinary Medicine. (He joined UMRA in 2023.) 

Peter Poss, d. July 31, 2024. College of Veterinary 
Medicine. (2001) 

If you wish to honor a deceased colleague, please consid-
er submitting a tribute to the UMRA-sponsored Journal 
of Opinions, Ideas & Essays. Contact JOIE Editor Kris 
Bettin at betti002@umn.edu for more information.

In remembrance
that at Oak Ridge and Los Alamos, “The bomb was 
glorified while the victims were erased. … I believe 
this land, these people, were hurt. It matters that fish 
and other species still carry 
elevated concentrations of 
mercury, that radioactive 
materials still trickle into the 
streams and rivers. What is 
the half-life of a secret?”

In 2024, Strasser received the 
Reed Prize in Environmental 
Writing (book award) from 
the Southern Environmental 
Law Center. She teaches cre-
ative nonfiction, journalism, and writing about climate 
change at Tufts University in Massachusetts.

—Judy Helgen, UMRA Book Club

... BOOK NOTES from page 10.

explore
your
wellbeing.
The Bakken Center for Spirituality & Healing holds 
free online webinars, free weekly online Mindful 
Mondays, and many mindfulness programs which 
are offered on a sliding pay scale.

Learn more about the Center at 
csh.umn.edu

mailto:mark002%40umn.edu?subject=
http:// 
http://Peter Poss, d. July 31, 2024. College of Veterinary Medicine. (2001)
http://Peter Poss, d. July 31, 2024. College of Veterinary Medicine. (2001)
https://umra.umn.edu/journal-opinions-ideas-essays
https://umra.umn.edu/journal-opinions-ideas-essays
mailto:betti002%40umn.edu?subject=
http://csh.umn.edu


November programs and events
4	 Hiking Club 
6	 Family History Interest Group 
11	 Finance and Legal Group 
12	 Living Well Workshop 
12	 Photo Club 
13	 Cabinets of Curiosity 
15	 Book Club I 
19	 Luncheon Forum 
20	 Armchair Traveler 
22	 Fourth Friday Book Club 
23	 Football: Gophers vs. Penn State

Go to umra.umn.edu > Programs & Events > 
Annual Calendar for a listing of  all future events.
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McNamara Alumni Center
200 Oak Street S.E., Suite 250
Minneapolis, MN 55455-2002

PILLARSSENIORLIVING.COM/PROSPECTPARK | 612.623.7000

S E N I O R  L I V I N G  |  A S S I S T E D  L I V I N G  |  M E M O R Y  C A R E

CALL TODAY FOR A TOUR

612-623-7007
22 Malcolm Ave SE • MINNEAPOLIS, MN

TAKE A 
CLOSER 

LOOK: The Pillars of Prospect Park is a unique senior living community in the historic 
Prospect Park neighborhood. Our beautiful high-rise building is an urban oasis 
that offers anything but the typical senior living experience. You’ll be surrounded 
by an award-winning caring team that compassionately supports everyone in our 
community — independent living, assisted living and memory care residents alike.

 ASK ABOUT OUR MOVE-IN SPECIAL: 
 UP TO $3,500 VALUE 
 Limitations apply.            

LEARN MORE: 612.623.7007

AN URBAN OASIS:    SAVE $3,500

https://umra.umn.edu/annual-calendar
http://pillarsseniorliving.com/prospectpark

