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SUN 1:31 PM>  A CAMPUS FOOTPATH
There’s nothing like a dirt trike to bring out 
the competitive spirit of a first-year student. 
Two members of the Commonwealth 
Honors College Class of 2020 pounded the 
pedals at New Students Orientation on 
Labor Day weekend. They are Alex Eggers 
(left), an engineering major from New 
Ipswich, New Hampshire, and Vincent 
Clark, a biochemistry and molecular biology 
major from the Bronx. Alex won the race.
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BEACH BASICS
I found your story about the UMass geo-
science students studying the sand budgets 
of several Massachusetts beaches [“Sand vs. 
Sea,” Summer 2016] interesting on several 
levels. Their work is an excellent field study 
for future sedimentologists, but I suspect it 
will not yield much new knowledge.

I worked as a field assistant for another 
PhD student doing a similar study of beach 
profiles the winter of 1969–70. We were 
part of a fairly large group of sedimentology 
students under Professor Miles Hayes. He 
and his students published several detailed 
studies of beach dynamics in the early 1970s 
as products of the Coastal Studies Institute. 
For my part, every weekend for a year I 
visited and profiled five beaches: Salisbury, 
Massachusetts; Hampton and Rye, New 
Hampshire; and York and Wells, Maine. Other 
students were studying Plum Island and 
Monomoy Island.

Beaches are interesting. Finer sand 
makes flat beaches, while coarser sand 
makes steeper beaches. Winter storms 
erode beaches, moving the sand offshore 
into longshore bars. These, in turn, resupply 
the depleted winter beaches during calmer 
 summer weather. Longshore currents move 
sand laterally until interrupted by barriers 
such as inlets or groins. Unfortunately, beach 
management efforts nearly always create 
more erosion problems than they solve, and 
they are prohibitively expensive. Natural 
beaches are healthy; developed beaches 
never are.
James W. Mulholland ’75PhD
GRANBY, COLORADO 

UMASS PROUD
Kudos to the editors and writers for the 
Summer 2016 issue of UMass magazine.  
One of your finest efforts.

I await the publication of each issue with 
anticipation because I know I will always, and 
I mean always, learn new and exciting things 
about my alma mater and my fellow alumni.

This year I am observing 50 years since I 
received my degree, and I am in awe over how 
UMass has grown in stature and in what the 
campus has become. Living in Concord, which 
is only 75 miles from Amherst, I have come 
“home” to UMass many, many times for sport-
ing events, concerts, etc. On occasion, I have, 
on the spur of the moment, gotten in the car 
and driven back to simply walk the campus 
and marvel at the transformation since 
I was a freshman in 1962. And, with each 
visit, my admiration and love for my school 
grows stronger.

To the staff of the magazine, keep up the 
excellent work. Inquiring minds want to know.
Brian Silman ’66
CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS

LOVING LEON
Thank you for your interview with Donna 
Leon [“Blunt Force,” Summer 2016]. I have 
read every Commissario Guido Brunetti book 
she has written. I would also like to add her 
latest, The Waters of Eternal Youth, to the list 
of her best books.

I eagerly await the publication of her next 
book. Brava!!!
Joyce Wagner ’71, ’72G
NORTHRIDGE, CALIFORNIA

A member of the  
class of  ’42, GGE,  
wrote this letter on a 
Hermes typewriter. 

IN OTHER WORDS >

To read the poem 
GGE sent to UMass 
magazine, go to  
umass.edu/magazine.
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I am an unabashed lover of all things UMass,  
including UMass magazine. But I’ve got to say that 
your “Interview with a Falcon” [Summer 2016] was 
one of the most interesting pieces I’ve read over the 
years. Creative, humorous, and educational—and  
I enjoyed it tremendously. Thanks  .  .  .  and GO UMass!
Kevin J. Garganta ’75  ASSONET, MASSACHUSETTS

I’m surprised Donna Leon didn’t include the 
irritating “up-talk” paramecium that has 
invaded our speech. Great article. Thank you  
for publishing it.
Marilyn Day
WESTFORD, MASSACHUSETTS

A TRUE GIFT
I was delighted to read that Diana Mara 
Henry had made a gift of her iconic photos of 
the women’s movement to the UMass Rising 
campaign [“UMass Rising,” Summer 2016].

Though we had never met Diana before, 
my family had the privilege of staying in her 
home in Springfield when we gathered there 
for my mother’s funeral in 2000. Diana was 
a kind and gracious hostess. I remember 
sitting down for breakfast in her dining room, 

becoming aware of the photos on her walls, 
and rising to study them. They gave me such 
a close look at the strong, determined women 
involved in the women’s movement.

My daughter Kari had several conver sa-
tions with Diana about her photos, the book 
she was putting together, and her concerns 
about what should eventually be done with 
her photos. Within the year, she had sent  
Kari a copy of her book of photos. She also 
encouraged Kari to continue writing.

Our family would like her to know her 
kindness to us was much appreciated. I also  
want her to know that I am so pleased that 
she has seen fit to make UMass a gift of 
her photos.
Britt C. Cain ’67
AUSTIN, TEXAS

OUR NEW LOOK >
As one of the nation’s top public universities, it is important to 
the University of Massachusetts Amherst to publish a first-rate 
magazine to inform and inspire our readers. With this issue of 
UMass, we unveil a new look and format for our print publication and 
debut our magazine website. Based on reader feedback and working 
with the talented people at Landesberg Design of Pittsburgh, our 
staff has created dynamic ways to present memorable stories from 
the UMass community. To better reflect the growth and success 
of our campus, we made our new print magazine bold, vibrant, and 
thought-provoking. Our new magazine website is visually appealing 
and easy to navigate with room for multimedia content. Our goal 
for both the print and online editions is to celebrate how UMass 
benefits the commonwealth, the world, and our shared future.

In the 20 years we have been publishing UMass, we’ve enjoyed 
receiving an abundance of letters from our readers. Please keep 
them coming! Let us know how we are doing and what we can do 
better. Send us your memories of UMass and your story ideas.

With pride in our great university,
The UMass magazine team

>

>

Write to us: 
magazine@umass.edu

Go to our new website 
umass.edu/magazine.



STAGE 
PRESENCE

DESIGNER DAVID KORINS REVEALS THE INSPIRATION, 
DETAILS, AND BIG IDEAS BEHIND HIS SET FOR THE BROADWAY 
PRODUCTION OF HAMILTON. > BY PATRICIA SULLIVAN
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Korins onstage at the Richard Rodgers Theatre.
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Korins’s current endeavors also include a 
couple of “can’t talk about them” jobs for Google 
and designing a restaurant on West 46th Street 
across from the theater that houses Hamilton. 
Korins has long taken on other types of projects 
to support his theater habit: He has designed 
sets for operas and a few films and for Mariah 
Carey, Bruno Mars, and Kanye West concerts. 
His first major foray into television, the sets for 
Fox’s 2016 telecast of Grease: Live!, which drew 
14 million viewers, earned him an Emmy award 
for Outstanding Production Design. 

Reflecting on the jobs he selects, Korins says: 
“In the end, there are 6,224 things you are going 
to do in your life and then die. How much are you 
enjoying the things you choose to do? Who are the 
people you choose to be with? For me, it’s about 
the process and not the product.”

That was true for his work on Hamilton, the 
megahit about the Founding Fathers that put 
Broadway back in the center of the cultural con-
versation with its mix of hip-hop, rap, and show 
tunes, politics, and a love story. When Korins read 
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s play and listened to the 
music, he knew he wanted to be part of Hamilton. 
“I was struck by the story,” Korins says. “Of course 
I didn’t know it was going to be the juggernaut 
it’s become.”

The set is deceptively simple—essentially a brick 
structure hung with catwalks and scaffolding. 
And like the play’s music, the look of Hamilton 
is now familiar even to those who haven’t seen 
the show. The loops of the ropes, the grain of the 
floorboards—Korins had envisioned every detail 
of the iconic set, down to considering 33 different 
shades of brick for the walls.

The visit to the Richard Rodgers Theatre was 
a rare, quiet interlude for the charismatic Korins, 
nominated for a Tony for Best Scenic Design of a 
Musical for Hamilton. The previous weeks had 
been a whirl of parties, receptions, interviews, 
congratulations from his scores of theater friends, 
and—as has been the norm for Korins since his 
arrival in New York immediately after graduating 
from UMass Amherst—plenty of hard work.

Although he says he has pared down his 
workload in the wake of Hamilton’s success, 
moderation is not in Korins’s nature. His 13- 
person company, David Korins Design, has 20 
projects underway. Those jobs include scenic  
design for three more Broadway-bound musi-
cals: Dear Evan Hansen, a bittersweet story of 
a high school misfit; War Paint, starring Patti 
LuPone and Christine Ebersole as makeup moguls 
Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden; and The 
Bandstand, a show set in 1945 about veterans 
turned big-band musicians.

N THE AFTERNOON OF THE 2016 TONY AWARDS, DAVID KORINS ’99 
SAT ON THE DARK SET THAT HE DESIGNED FOR THE BROADWAY MUSICAL 
HAMILTON AND TOOK A SLOW LOOK AROUND. 
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Above, Korins at work on 
a model of the Hamilton 
floorboards and his sketch 
of the set. When the 
actors take the stage, the 
set works as a frame for 
the action.D
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t age 39, Korins had already established himself in 
New York theater as the set designer for close to 
20 Broadway shows, among them Annie, Misery, 
Motown: The Musical, Lombardi, and Godspell. 
He had worked with members of Hamilton’s cre-
ative team, yet he prepared for the interview to 
become the show’s scenic designer as if he were 
new to Broadway. “I usually don’t bring in draw-
ings, but I did,” he recalls. “I did a lot of thinking, 
and I went into the meeting and said ‘I feel like we 
are the young Founding Fathers of our generation 
in the theater.’ ”

Working on Hamilton, he says, “has been an unbelievably 
blissful experience, not just because the show was so successful, 
but because it was such a cohesive production. The creative team 
worked in lockstep—the lighting, the sound, the set, the choreog-
raphy, the costumes—the whole thing is in service to Lin-Manuel 
Miranda’s unbelievable score. It’s a work of genius.”

For his part, Korins realized that, given the vast number of 
words in the Hamilton score, there wouldn’t be time for scene 
changes as the 30-year epic unfolds over multiple locations. 
“I went to some of the actual places, such as Hamilton’s home in 
New York, and looked at others, like Washington’s tent, in books 
and on the Internet. I hung pictures on my wall, and, after a lot 
of sketching and a lot of conversation, came up with a theatrical 
metaphor,” he recalls.

The result, reminiscent of a ship or a construction site, serves 
as a launching pad for the people who built the framework of our 
country. “It’s an aspirational place,” Korins says. As America 
evolves, so does the set: Not many theatergoers notice that the 
brick walls actually ascend eight feet between the first and second 
acts of the show. Additionally, the few carefully selected props 
on the stage change from rifles and buckets to maps and books.

Hamilton’s stage floor features double turntables that rotate 
the actors and build the show’s momentum. Korins had used turn-
tables in other productions, including Misery, and felt that the 
cyclical nature of Hamilton, with scenes such as a swirling hurri-
cane and the storied duel, was well suited to that theatrical device. 
“The turntables became intrinsic to the storytelling,” he explains.

In the end, he says, “What makes the set special is how it 
serves the show.”

Korins’s Hamilton set embodies everything that makes him 
a great designer, according to his former teacher and mentor  
Miguel Romero, retired UMass Amherst professor of scenic  
design. “The set transforms itself and is there supporting the live 
performer without distracting the audience in any way,” says 
Romero. “The ultimate compliment is that it is supportive of the 
piece and not just a pretty picture that calls attention to itself.  
David is a master of the technical side of our profession, but he 
is also a born storyteller, which is something you can’t teach.”

orins came to UMass from Mansfield, Massa chu-
setts, without declaring a major, following his two 
sisters, Robyn (Korins) Stewart ’94 and Karyn 
Korins-Boyd ’97. He’d been an avid basketball player 
in high school as well as an actor and musician.

A failed high school audition—he wanted the 
lead role as Billy Bigelow in Carousel but got the part 
of the bad guy, Jigger Craigin—led a drama teacher 
to encourage Korins to help out backstage. “When 
I got to UMass,” Korins says, “I knew I wanted to 
continue working with the arts and I knew I didn’t 
ever want to be an actor.”

He enrolled in a theater course that covered all aspects of 
 theater design—lighting, scenery, sound design, and costumes—
and by the end of his sophomore year, he had run through the entire 
under  graduate theater design curriculum. Romero encouraged 
Korins to assist him and to enroll in  graduate-level design courses.
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Congdon, now a prominent playwright, has seen Tales of the 
Lost Formicans performed hundreds of times around the world. 
Nearly two decades later, she remembers the UMass production 
vividly. “David’s set made it really special,” she says. “He cre-
ated a whole world that was sui generis; you were in the world 
of this play.” 

Romero recommended Korins for an internship at the 
Williamstown Theatre Festival, where he quickly built connec-
tions and skills. He returned to Williamstown for three summers. 
When he went to New York City after graduation (with honors), 
he founded Edge Theatre Company with Carolyn Cantor. He and 
Cantor have two daughters, Stella, age 11, and Vivian, age 7.

Korins says, “I figured out really early the bare minimum 
amount I needed to get by on the Lower East Side—for rent, cell 
phone, food, my college loan. I assisted designers and painted sets—
to earn the money I needed to live. The rest I invested in shows.

“I worked seven days a week, and I believed that good work 
begets more work.”

The toil has more than paid off professionally. Although the 
UMass grad didn’t take home a Tony for his restrained Hamilton 
set, he did take the stage with Lin-Manuel Miranda and others 
when their collective work won Best Musical. Tony recognition 
and his 2016 Emmy for Grease: Live! have put Korins, already 
well-known as a versatile, collaborative designer who can ace 
challenging projects, in even greater demand.

Says Korins, “I am excited about several upcoming  projects—  
Dear Evan Hansen, War Paint, and our new restaurant, among 
others—but the greatest career challenge I am facing right 
now is navigating new business opportunities and developing 
interesting ways to tell stories and create memorable experi-
ences.” Characteristically, he adds, “I’m not done. This is just the 
 beginning.”  UM  

“David was ambitious in the 
best possible sense,” says Romero. 
“It was clear that he was planning 
on turning this into his profession. 
He had a great understanding of the 
collaborative process, force of per-
sonality, and, of course, talent.”

Korins built puppets for 
Aristophanes’ The Birds and was 
an assistant set designer for The 
Importance of Being Earnest. The 
first set he designed himself was for 
Antigone, presented at the Hampden 
Theater in Southwest. “The power 
went out and we ran the show for 
35 minutes without lights,” Korins 

recalled. “It was an inauspicious beginning to my career.”
Korins worked with lighting designer Ben Stanton ’99 

on Antigone. In an authentication of the UMass Department 
of Theater’s prowess, Stanton was one of two other alumni 
nominated for a 2016 Tony, for Spring Awakening. Justin 
Townsend ’97 received two 2016 nominations, Best Lighting 
Design of a Musical for American Psycho and Best Lighting 
Design of a Play for The Humans.

After Antigone, Korins went on to Tales of the Lost Formicans, 
by Constance Congdon ’82G, turning the Curtain Theater into an 
installation art piece. He replaced the seating with salvaged lawn 
chairs and sofas, crammed the stage with street signs, a birdhouse, 
and a working fountain, and blew in scents of freshly cut grass 
and burnt toast.

“It was a very visceral experience,” Korins recalls. “I learned 
about immersive theater by doing. Later, I used that experience 
in Blackbird.”

“DAVID’S SET MADE [TALES OF 
THE LOST FORMICANS ] 
REALLY SPECIAL. HE CREATED 
A WHOLE WORLD THAT WAS 
SUI GENERIS; YOU WERE  
IN THE WORLD OF THIS PLAY.”
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To see David Korins discuss Hamilton,
go to umass.edu/magazine.

Grease: Live! (below) 
combined the best of 
theater and television. 
Korins’s set for Kanye West 
at the Coachella festival 
(left) was monumental.

With his student design for Tales of the 
Lost Formicans at the Curtain Theater, 
Korins wanted to blur the line between 
performers and audience.>
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IMPACT
P rofessor Gerald B. Downes rushes into his laboratory, 

his mind whirring with possibilities for research that 
could lead to cures for diseases. “Sometimes I forget 
to say, ‘Hi,’ ” says the professor of neurobiology. “I just 
say, ‘Here is what we need to do.’ ” 

Downes obviously is a man on a mission—actually 
several missions. With the help of a 10-member lab team and 
thousands of zebrafish, an ideal animal for studying neurobiology, 
Downes investigates neurological diseases with an eye toward 
finding treatments. As a professor, he wants to do more than teach 
biology; he wants his students to be critical and strategic thinkers. 
He selects undergraduates and offers them meaningful research 
experiences that give them an advantage in applying to medical 
school, graduate school, or the workforce. It is also important to 

him to reach out to the community to give young people an image 
of a scientist unlike Einstein or Doc Brown from the Back to the 
Future movies. 

At 45, he has made quick work toward his goals. In one 
breakthrough, his experiments found zebrafish models that can 
be used to develop new treatments for maple syrup urine disease 
(MSUD), a rare neurometabolic disorder that can be fatal. He is 
establishing new animal models to study epilepsy and a disorder 
that combines symptoms of autism and epilepsy. Last year, he and 
colleagues were awarded an $824,000 grant from the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) to study zebrafish to better understand 
how the brain stem controls movement. The research uses an 
integrated genetic, molecular, cellular, and behavioral approach to 
reveal how brain stem neurons integrate sensory information and 

ZEBRAFISH GIVE PROFESSOR CLUES INTO HUMAN DISEASE. > BY JUDITH B. CAMERON ’16G

SMALL FISH:

FALL 2016 13 >
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control locomotion. Basic research into cellular and 
molecular mechanisms of brain circuitry is essential 
to deeper understanding of how brains work, leading 
to new therapies to treat neurological disease. 

Downes, the principal investigator, is working 
on the grant with Josef Trapani, an Amherst College 
neuro  biologist, and James Chambers, a UMass Amherst 
assistant professor in the Department of Chemistry 
and director of the Institute of Applied Life Sciences’ 
micro scopy facility. His innate curiosity motivates 
him. “I was the type of kid who would take apart an 
alarm clock; to me, my research is a continuation of 
that—taking apart something and figuring out how it 
works,” Downes says.

The 26,000 genes of the black and white zebra-
fish (Danio rerio), native to freshwater streams in 
Asia, offer Downes a genetic puzzle. The two-inch 
fish, commonly found in home aquariums, shares 70 
percent of the human genetic code, while 84 percent 
of the genes that cause human diseases are also in 
zebrafish. “Nature doesn’t like to throw away a good 
plan,” says Downes. Besides the analogous genetics, 
zebrafish have other characteristics that make them 
superlative research specimens: They reproduce 
quickly, laying hundreds of eggs every two to three 
days. Their embryos mature outside of a womb and 
are trans parent, allowing for easy, noninvasive study. 

Downes’s fish facility, home to 2,000 to 3,000 
zebra  fish, is three floors below his research lab. Its 
steady hum provides the background track to metic-
ulous care of the fish. The water temperature is at a 
constant 84 degrees Fahrenheit and water quality is 
continuously  computer-monitored and controlled. 
Labels on tanks are color-coded, and feeding and 
cleaning carefully undertaken. When something goes 
awry in the lab, an alarm rings on Downes’s cell phone. 
He is careful and rigorous in training students and 
technicians who work in the fish facility. “Sloppiness 
begets sloppiness, and then before you know it, we 
have problems,” he says, “So I make sure people are 
doing things correctly.” 

Downes is also a taskmaster—with a sweet side—
in his fourth-floor research lab. He eases into Monday 
8 a.m. group meetings with offerings of breads or cakes 
from a local bakery. The lab is neat and orderly with 
the requisite pipettes, beakers, centrifuges, and other 
equipment, as well as a shelf lined with empty bottles 
of champagne and sparkling cider imbibed to celebrate 
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research landmarks or scientific papers published. His stapler is in the shape 
of a zebrafish; his gift to graduating students is, of course, a mug decorated 
with zebrafish. Microscopes hint at the lab’s critical cellular and molecular 
work. Researchers use these and other high-powered scopes on campus to 
examine embryos or young fish to learn the effects of mutations or treatment 
with different drugs.

T rue to Downes’s goals, the NSF grant includes an outreach compo-
nent, with funding for him to visit science classes in middle and 
high schools in nearby Holyoke and Springfield. Last semester, 
he also organized a trip to campus for some 110 local high school 
students, many from disadvantaged backgrounds. “I think there 
is untapped potential in these communities. I also think we have 

a responsibility, as the flagship campus, to reach out to all kids, and these 
kids haven’t had the opportunity to see what we have to offer,” says Downes.

His love of teaching is apparent in his work with local children and with 
undergraduates, who are among his biggest fans. “He expects a lot out of you,” 
says Meghann Zapcic ’16. “At the same time, he gives you all the tools to do 
the tasks he assigns.” Zapcic worked in the Downes lab for three years and 
took one of his courses. A graduate of Common wealth Honors College, she 
majored in psychology on the neuroscience track and now attends Temple 
Uni ver sity School of Medicine. She says Downes invests in his students and 
creates sign ifi cant research opportunities for undergraduates. “We weren’t 
just washing glass ware and putting things into an autoclave,” she says. “We 
had an integral part in taking care of the fish and performing experiments.”

Kelly Anne McKeown ’02G, ’10PhD, Downes’s first doctoral student, now 
teaches at Westfield State University and is on the NSF grant team. As part 
of the grant, two of her students joined the Downes lab for six weeks over the 
summer. They conducted research and attended a Downes-led weekly seminar 
to review published papers. Downes prods students to answer questions and 
explains the intricacies and conventions of science and research. For example, 
he explained the significance of the order of authors listed on research papers: 
the first author named completed the bulk of the experiments. 

McKeown says her goal was to teach at a small 
liberal arts college and worried that Downes, who was 
not yet tenured and faced publish-or-perish pressures, 
would steer her solely into research, which would help 
advance his own work. On the contrary, she recalls, 
“He was very open to listening to me and very helpful 
in getting me teaching experience.” 

Downes, who earned his PhD in 1999 at Wash-
ington University in St. Louis and did six years of 
postdoctoral research at the University of Penn-
sylvania, joined the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst faculty in 2005. Massachusetts is his home 
state and UMass Amherst is the alma mater of his 
father, Stephen F. Downes, who earned a graduate 
degree in engineering in 1981. He says he and his wife, 
Kimball Prentiss (a pediatric emergency medicine 
physician at Baystate Medical Center in Springfield 
and a 2002 graduate of UMass Medical School), enjoy 
Amherst with its easy access to nature. But with a 
three-year-old son and infant daughter, Downes’s 
time for snowboarding, hiking, and cycling are limited. 

When he completed his postdoctoral work on 
mutant zebrafish genes that control swimming, he 
spurned the idea of working at a private university. 
He explains: “I wanted to do something for the greater 
good, and public service and public universities are a 
noble calling.”

Working at UMass, with the support of the NSF, 
his students, and colleagues, along with the big contri-
butions of many small fish, Downes and his research 
hold the promise of help for people with debilitating 
neuro logical problems.  UM

ZEBRAFISH?
THE ZEBRAFISH SELDOM GROWS LONGER THAN 1.6 INCHES BUT PACKS TREMENDOUS POWER FOR 
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH. ITS GENOME HAS BEEN FULLY SEQUENCED AND IT’S THE FIRST VERTEBRATE TO 
BE CLONED. ZEBRAFISH STUDIES HAVE PRODUCED ADVANCES IN DEVELOPMENTAL BIOLOGY, ONCOLOGY, 
TOXICOLOGY, REPRODUCTIVE STUDIES, GENETICS, NEUROBIOLOGY, ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES, STEM 
CELL RESEARCH, AND REGENERATIVE MEDICINE.

S0, WHY



FIELD OF FRESHMEN

T
he UMass Amherst Class of 2020 
gathered after their convocation 
on September 5 to form the shape 

of the commonwealth and create a 
memorable class photo.

29%
ALANA (African American, 
Latino, Asian / Pacific Islander, 
and Native American)

27
UMass Amherst’s ranking 
among the nation’s 700 public, 
four-year universities in the 
2017 U.S. News & World Report  
Best Colleges guide.

4,643 students
870 
out-of-state students

350 
international students

600 
new members of Commonwealth 
Honors College

1225/1600
average SAT score

3.82
average high school GPA

IN BRIEF AROUND THE POND >

Thinking “Here’s the 
beginning of the rest 
of my life.”

Needs the textbook 
Calculus: Early 
Transcendentals.

Wearing new maroon 
Chuck Taylors.

16 > UMASS
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WE’RE NUMBER YUM

W
as it the Halloween 
lobsters? The ethnic 
food? The chocolate 

coconut almond bars? All of the 
above and much more delicious 
and nutritious dining brought the 
University of Massachusetts 
Amherst the number-one 
ranking from the Princeton 
Review for best campus food 
in the nation. UMass Amherst 
has been ranked among the top 
three schools nationally since 
2013. Sam the Minuteman 
made a guest appearance on 
NBC’s Today Show to receive 
the honor and serve up pork 
sliders and napoleons.

50 YEARS AT HIGH TABLE

S
tudents, faculty, and University of Massachusetts 
Amherst Chancellor Kumble R. Subbaswamy celebrated 
the 50th year of the UMass Oxford Summer Seminar  

at Oxford’s Trinity College in July. Students enjoy weekly 
formal dinners called High Table in this candle- and chandelier-
lit hall built in 1618, which could double as the Hogwarts’ 
dining hall in the Harry Potter movies. The six-week summer 
seminar exposes students to an Oxford-style education  
and British culture.

MOVING UP FAST

T
he word is out: The last few 
years have been one of 
the most exciting periods 

of growth and accomplishment 
in the history of the University 
of Massachusetts Amherst. 
The campus continues its climb 
among the top ranks of the 
nation’s best public universities, 
moving up another two 
positions this year to number 
27 in the 2017 Best Colleges 
guide released by U.S. News & 
World Report. 

UMass Amherst was ranked 
as a top 30 national public 
university for the first time in 
2014 and moved up to number 
29 last year. There are more than 
700 public, four-year universities 
in the country.

Jo
hn

 S
ol

em

Ke
it

h 
To

ff
lin

g

C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 J
oh

n 
C

ai
rn

s 
Ph

ot
og

ra
ph

y



18 > UMASS

TRUE LOVE DISCOVERED

S
weet historic serendipity: Two years ago, scouring old 
British newspapers while researching black Victorian 
Britons, Gretchen Holbrook Gerzina was caught short 

by an item in an 1893 edition of London’s Daily Telegraph. 
It cited a novel, True Love: A Story of English Domestic 
Life, written by one Sarah E. Farro, described as “the first 
negro novelist.”

Gerzina, professor of English and dean of 
Commonwealth Honors College, had never heard of the 
book or its author and wondered how that could be. Delving 
deeper, she found that the Chicago-born Farro, whose only 
book this was, could claim neither to be the “first negro 
novelist” nor the first black female novelist. She was, 
however, only the fourth African American, and the second 
African American woman, to write and publish a novel.

True Love, published in 1891, is an oddity in that it 
takes place in England, which Farro never visited, and all of 
its characters are white. It reflects Farro’s affection for the 
work of Charles Dickens, William Makepeace Thackeray, and 
Oliver Wendell Holmes. “Today,” Gerzina says, “we assume 
that early African American writers inevitably wrote about 
race, that 19th-century writers necessarily referred to 
experiences of slavery and struggle, and that their access 
to literacy—let alone the Victorian literary canon—must 
have been limited. Finding Farro’s novel changes all of that.”

NEVER TOO THIN

R
esearchers led by  
Distinguished University 
Professor Derek Lovley, in 

the Department of Microbiology, 
have designed new highly con-
duc tive biowires that rival the 
thinnest wires known to man. The 
synthetic ones are 2,000 times 
more conductive than the natural 
biological nanowires that Lovley 
and his colleagues discovered a 
decade ago. The new wires are 
produced from renewable, cheap 
feed stocks without the harsh 
chemical processes typically 
used to produce nanoelectronic 
materials. They are more than 
60,000 times thinner than 
a human hair. Plus, they are 
extremely durable. 

Such wires could even tually 
be used to make smaller, more 
powerful elec tronic devices in 
a sustain able way. They could 
be used in tiny biocompatible 
sensors, for example, or in com-
puting devices or solar panels.

What is the secret ingredient 
used to make these amazing 
new bio wires? It’s the amino 
acid trypto phan, notorious for 
causing drowsiness after eating 
Thanksgiving turkey.

“We were blown away by this 
result,” says Lovley.

LIFE ON MARS? 

S
ince August 2012, NASA’s Curiosity rover has been crawling around the inside of Gale Crater  
on Mars, sending back a steady stream of images and data on Martian climate and geology.  
The vastness of this data requires efficient ways to analyze it, so NASA turned to the College  

of Information and Computer Sciences. 
Funded by a new, four-year, $1.2 million National Science Foundation grant, Sridhar Mahadevan,  

lead principal investigator, is directing a team of researchers to show that new deep learning approaches 
can be a practical and useful tool for handling huge data sets such as those collected by Curiosity. 

“Deep learning is now almost as good as humans at recognizing different objects,” says Mahadevan. 
“Our study will test its ability at understanding planetary geochemistry. The hope is that in four 
years we can show that deep learning can have a much better success rate than previous methods 
of differentiation.” 

Deep learning thrives on recognizing and remembering patterns. Not only is it faster than a human 
at solving certain problems, it can discern details that humans cannot. 

“I see machine learning and cognitive computing as the future of big data science,” says 
Mahadevan. “I’ve been waiting 30 years for this, and now it’s here.”

IN BRIEF INQUIRING MINDS >
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THE GREAT SMOG 

I n December 1952, fog and thick smoke from coal fires combined in the 
London sky to produce a toxic yellow smog that blocked out the sun for days. 
The Great Smog, as it came to be known, killed at least 4,000 Londoners.

It seems perverse to think of this horrific event as a natural experiment, 
but it is useful for studying the underlying cause of asthma and the long-term 
effects of air pollution exposure, says Jamie Mullins of the Department of 
Resource Economics.

In a recent study, Mullins and his colleagues found that children exposed 
to the Great Smog in their first year of life developed asthma at four to five 
times the baseline rate. They also had a two to three times higher incidence 
of adult asthma.

“We feel like we’re shining some light on the underlying causes of asthma 
and bringing attention to the enduring effects of air pollution,” says Mullins. 
“As economists, we often measure things in dollars, but it’s important to think 
about the insight we can bring to people’s well-being.”
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A S THE VIETNAM CONFLICT ESCALATED IN THE LATE 1960S, MANY UMASS STUDENTS AND FACULTY 
MEMBERS OPPOSED THE WAR AND THE DRAFT, BUT CAMPUS HAWKS WERE PLENTIFUL AND VOCAL. 
HUNDREDS OF UMASS STUDENTS—NO ONE SEEMS TO KNOW JUST HOW MANY—SERVED IN VIETNAM, 

SOME WILLINGLY, SOME NOT. FIFTY-FIVE OF THEM DIED THERE. WELL BEFORE THE WAR ENDED, RETURNING 
VETERANS BEGAN ATTENDING UMASS. WE ASKED THREE OF THEM ABOUT THEIR TIME ON CAMPUS.

BACK
FROM

BY JOHN SIPPEL
PHOTOS BY JOHN SOLEM

Joe Cancellieri in the field.
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I got drafted in 1965 and in February 1966 joined the Navy because I 
wanted to avoid the Army. I had no qualms about the war. I felt I was 
doing what all Americans should be doing, meeting their obligation 
to the military. I wanted to be a quarter master or dental technician, 
but ended up a corpsman, a battlefield  medic. It turned out to be a 
lucky break: I got good training, and the nurses I worked with were 
wonderful mentors to me. TO VIETNAM > I got sent to Da Nang and then 
to Camp Evans via Phu Bai. Within hours, I was helicoptered out 
into the field. It was a good initiation: the Marines were relying on 
me, and I was relying on them. My job began when in battle some-
one would shout, “Corpsman up!” Then I’d do my best to get to the 
wounded man without getting killed. DARKEST DAY > On September 21, 
1967, we were guarding a bridge and were attacked. We had a bat-
talion; they had a regiment. For nearly 24 hours it was touch and 
go, espe cially at night. We had to call in jets with napalm to keep 
them from over running us. We had 52 fatalities, including three 
corpsmen, and twice that number of injured. There were almost 
500 North Vietnamese dead. HOMECOMING > It wasn’t very good coming 
home. In many situations we couldn’t wear a uniform or do other 
things. I finished out my service at Chelsea Naval Hospital, near 

Boston. There were often protesters outside the gate, and I had to 
bite my tongue a lot. I recognized their right to protest, but still it 
hurt. Finally I realized that I had to overcome my anger. After all, 
I was in a healing profession, and who wants to be treated by an 
angry nurse? AT UMASS > I got accepted at UMass and liked it from 
the start. But I don’t think I ever told anyone, student or professor, 
that I had been in the military; only my closest friends heard about 
that. There was a Vietnam veterans group on campus, but I only 
went to one meeting. I was ready to move on. IN CLASS > I quickly made 
wonderful friends from among my professors and fellow students, 
and I remain close to many of them. Academically, I struggled every 
year; I never thought I would pass. I had to learn all over again how 
to study, how to prioritize. Once I got into the clinical part, though, 
that was my forte. I graduated cum laude. It was all very gratifying, 
and it prepared me for a truly rewarding career. PAYING BACK > Starting 
in the 1990s, I began to be a very active alum. Now I underwrite a 
scholarship at the College of Nursing and have a room there named 
after me. There is no question that my association with UMass has 
been one of the highlights of my life.

HOMETOWN Boston, Mass.
RANK AND UNIT Corpsman, 
Hotel Company, Second Battalion, 
Fourth Marines
IN VIETNAM May 1967–June 1968
MEDALS Bronze Star for Valor, 
Purple Heart
UMASS DEGREE BS, Nursing
POST-UMASS CAREER Military medical, 
surgical, OR, and ER nursing 
and teaching; civilian ER nursing 
and interventional radiology

JOSEPH J. CANCELLIERI JR. ’75
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HOMETOWN Barrington, R.I.
RANK AND UNIT Buck Sergeant, 
Fifth Infantry Division
IN VIETNAM 

July 1968–June 1969
UMASS DEGREE MEd
POST-UMASS CAREER 

Counselor at three high 
schools; contractor

ROBERT SCHMID ’74G



FALL 2016 23 >

By the time I got to Vietnam, I was opposed to the war. The vast 
majority of guys I served with went in very cynical about it. We were 
between Quang Tri and Dong Ha, eight miles south of the demilita-
rized zone, in a really bad area. I was a finance clerk, in charge of a 
pay team. We had a tent right in our camp where we made out pay 
vouchers on typewriters. When enlisted men got killed or wounded 
we had to close out their records, so I knew who got killed, who got 
wounded, who got sent home. It was surreal: the mortars, artillery, 
rockets, firefights were just constant, 24/7. One other job could be 
traumatic: once a week we had to do nighttime guard duty at one of 
the bunkers lining the perimeter. HOMECOMING > I got out of Vietnam 
a month early, after being accepted into a  master’s in teaching pro-
gram at Wesleyan University. At Cam Ranh Bay several of us—still 
in uniform, dirty, and smelling horribly—got on board an American 
Airlines flight that stopped in Honolulu. The airport there was 
full of people celebrating something or other. No one, and I mean 
no one, looked at us, spoke to us, said anything to us. Nobody said 
anything nasty; they just ignored us. We were invisible. THE TOLL > 
Once I got home I was pretty messed up: smoking a pack and a half 

a day, jumpy, nervous about everything. I had a very sweet girlfriend 
who couldn’t under stand why I didn’t have fun swimming or going 
for bike rides, or why I got so angry watching the TV news from 
Vietnam. I taught history at St. Paul’s School in Concord, New 
Hampshire, for two years. It was good for me for a while, but I got 
tired of teaching and felt isolated. AT UMASS > I decided to enter the 
graduate program in counseling at UMass’s School [now College] 
of Education. I was accepted by Professor Jack Wideman, who 
was a Korea vet; I remember his face sort of lit up when he heard 
about my being in Vietnam. But in my first week I had to attend a 
group meeting for new students. We sat in a circle. We talked about 
what we’d been doing, and I mentioned Vietnam. After ward, several 
people were like, “What? You were in Vietnam? Why would you 
do that?” Not hostile, but incredulous. I thought, “Wow, I guess 
I’m not gonna talk about this anymore.” ASSIMILATION > But other than 
that I liked the atmosphere at the school, how open-minded and 
dynamic it was. I felt safe, able to say what I wanted to say. It was 
kind of a wild time at the School of Ed, very experimental. That 
was perfect for me, because that was where I was at. 
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I was a platoon leader at Cu Chi. I felt myself becoming harder and 
harder every day I spent there. I was losing my soul and becom-
ing a well-disciplined soldier. I was fearful but accepted the fact 
that I had chosen to walk into the Valley of Death. I was tough; 
that was my image and my mask. HARSH EXIT > I was wounded June 
26, 1966, after 56 days in the field, leading a counter-ambush to 
rescue five men. A gun shot wound shattered my right arm and 
ripped up my shoulder muscles. I felt overjoyed to have been hit; 
I knew I was out of there. TRANSITION > I spent about three months 
in traction in a hospital in Japan. I began reading, which helped 
me regain my  sanity. I needed to know the history of the U.S. in 
Vietnam. I felt I had earned the right to question anything on 
this planet; nobody, nothing was my superior anymore. I really 
enjoyed trashing author ity figures. I was the only authority I had 
any respect for. HOMECOMING > I came back to the States in September 
1966. While being driven to my parents’ house in an ambulance, I 
sat in the front. All I could see was potential ambush positions: my 
body tensed whenever I saw shrubbery perfect for concealment. 
AT UMASS > In early 1967, I went back to the UMass graduate program 
in political science that I had left to join the Army. The department 

was split into two camps, hawks and doves. I was treated warmly 
by all. No one spat on me, no one called me a baby killer. My right 
arm was in an extended support cast that covered half my body; 
I thought of it as my hair shirt of penance. One day I was walking 
into the Student Union and a student asked if I had broken my 
arm skiing. I told him I had gotten wounded in Vietnam. I was the 
first Vietnam veteran he had encountered. He wanted to know all 
about what it was like and whether we were doing the right thing. 
HEALING > Graduate school was great therapy for me. I had a lot of 
time to acclimate and de-escalate. I had serious conversations 
with people about the war and the morality of it. I helped them 
think about it, because I let them know that I had doubts. They 
probably helped me even more than I helped them. PROTESTING > 
I joined the anti war movement in the summer of 1967 and was part 
of the October 1967 march on the Pentagon. In November 1967, I 
became a part of the McCarthy for President campaign. I helped 
organize Vietnam Veterans Against the War in 1968. That period 
seemed full of tremendous promise; I felt we were about to take 
control of our lives. It didn’t turn out that way, but I felt at home. 
UMass, not the U.S.A., was my home.  UM
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HOMETOWN Holyoke, Mass.
RANK AND UNIT First Lieutenant, 
Combat Infantry Platoon  
Leader, 25th Infantry Division
IN VIETNAM May–June 1966
MEDALS Bronze Star for  
Valor, Purple Heart, Combat 
Infantry Badge
UMASS DEGREES BA, Government; 
MA, History  
POST-UMASS CAREER Social 
studies teacher, Longmeadow 
(Mass.) High School; coeditor, 
The Vietnam War: A History in 
Documents (2003)

JOHN J. FITZGERALD ’63, ’78G
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Why in the 
world would 
you spend  
the night with 
jaguars?

Carolina Sáenz-Bolaños

For me, field work is everything,” says Carolina Sáenz- 
Bolaños, PhD student in environmental conservation.  
“I love all the things that I live: to share with park rangers 

and indigenous, local people, to see millions of stars, to taste 
fruits that we cannot find in the city, to hear the grass hoppers 
at night and cicadas during the day.”

Sáenz-Bolaños bushwhacks her way through the forests 
of Costa Rica tracking Panthera onca, the jaguar. Jaguars are 
threatened throughout Central and South America by habitat 
loss, poaching for trophies and dubious cures, and conflict 
with ranchers who view the big cats as a threat to their live-
stock. Using camera traps and radio collars, and recording 
tracks with a notebook and pencil, Sáenz-Bolaños is one of 
three researchers working with Professor Todd Fuller to 
study jaguars’ distribution through different forest biomes. 

The first time she installed a radio collar on a wild jaguar 
was a wonderful experience, Sáenz-Bolaños says. “I could 
smell what a jaguar smells like. To touch a jaguar is like 
touching a big dog with thick hair. I never imagined that it 
could be so soft.” 

Understanding is a critical factor in the jaguar’s sur vival, 
so Sáenz-Bolaños also shares her scientific knowledge of 
jaguars with local people. “If they don’t know what they have, 
how can they understand that it is important to conserve 
or coexist?” she says. “We explain why jaguars go outside 
of protected areas and hunt livestock, why it is not good to 
poach the jaguars’ prey or fragment the ecosystem, what to 
do if you see a jaguar in the field. We try to turn bad beliefs 
into good beliefs.”

> LAURA MARJORIE MILLER
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BETWEEN 

THE
FRAMES

From Chicago cop to (comic) syndicate boss,  
an English major finds his niche in the funnies 
business.  > By Laura Marjorie Miller
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How many  
’toon versions 
of yourself 
do you have?
The comic strip artists of the syndicate Universal 
Uclick think so highly of its president, John Glynn 
’90, that they have drawn or name-checked him into 
over 30 strips to date. Sometimes Glynn is invited to 
sit in for an artist and will make his own signature tag 
(slipping a UMass coffee mug into a panel of Dilbert 
while subbing for Scott Adams, for example)—but 
often artists like to surprise him, such as Pearls 
Before Swine’s creator, Stephen Pastis. 

Glynn says the Pastis drawings are his favorites 
but adds, “He makes me much heavier than I look in 
real life.”

Comic strips aren’t what first pop into your head 
when you think of fame, until you remember how per-
vasive they are. They have serious cultural clout. The 
print wars between Hearst and Pulitzer in the early 
20th century made “funny pages” a staple, as the pub-
lishers “were trying to make daily newspaper reading 
a habit by hooking kids,” Glynn says.

Universal, founded in 1970 as Universal Press 
Syndicate, currently represents 400 comics on its 
GoComics site. Eighty of these are in print and include 
titles you immediately recognize: Doonesbury. Garfield. 
Cathy. Yet as anyone who has followed the  fortunes 
of print publication knows, the 21st century has been 
tough for newspapers and thus for print comics. 

Glynn, who joined Universal in 2000 as an asso-
ciate editor, has been a big cheese in this transitional 
period between print and electronic media and an 
eyewitness to its effect on comics. 

How do you become president of a comics syndi-
cate in the first place? Glynn came to UMass as an 
art major, but discovering himself to be “more of a 
 doodler,” graduated with a major in English that helped 
him land a copyediting job at a trade magazine in his 
hometown of Chicago. He moved on to a position in 

sales at the same organization, but “I’d get a stomach-
ache every Sunday night,” he says—a sure sign that you 
are in the wrong line of work. After taking a vacation, 
Glynn gave his notice.

Glynn happened to have a blue-colored parachute: 
his grandfather and uncle had been police officers in 
Chicago. “They urged me, ‘Take the test!,’ ” he recounts. 
“ ‘It’ll always be a backup!’ ” So he became a police 
 officer, working midnights from 1996 to 2000. 

Yet the third shift is not conducive to starting a 
family, which Glynn and his wife very much wanted to 
do. So he returned to publishing, relocating to Kansas 
City to work at Universal—and they now have three 
kids together.

Glynn’s affinity for storytelling makes him a 
strong judge of quality in overseeing the aggressive 
expansion of Universal Uclick into the digital world. 
“I was involved in acquisitions very early on,” he says. 
“Every piece of material we launch still comes over 
my desk.” (It also makes him a good-natured fabulist: 
his colorful alumni file claims that he was involved in 
Women’s Drill Team, Animal Husbandry Club, and 
Opera Workshop—all of which are rhubarb.)

It’s said that crisis and opportunity are the same 
thing, that how you look at a situation makes it one or 
the other. The squeeze on print newspapers has caused 
them to be less likely to take risks, limiting comic page 
real estate and making the entry point for new comic 
artists even narrower—a pinch that Glynn feels: “We 
used to launch three new print comics a year; now we 
launch one.” 

However, the transition into more electronic 
forms does present vast opportunities—some unex-
pected. For example, the online format has produced 
a surprising new business model.

FALL 2016 29 >
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The Elderberries, 
by Corey Pandolph, 
includes two names 
known to comic 
insiders: Glynn and  
Paul Gilligan, creator of 
the Pooch Café strip.

Glynn is name-checked 
on a head stone in Non 
Sequitur, by Wiley Miller. 
Left, Dave Blazek, who 
works for a rival comic 
syndicate, drew Glynn 
 in Loose Parts.Re
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Glynn surfaces again 
in Dark Side of the 
Horse, a Finnish comic 
strip by Samson.

The sequence of comic merchandising used to be 
that a strip—such as Garfield, say—would gain traction 
in print and after accumulating enough material be 
compiled into a book. But the online format is revers-
ing that formula. For example, after its initial success 
online, the innovative strip Phoebe and Her Unicorn, 
by Dana Simpson, went on to become a book series 
“and then we took it to syndication,” relates Glynn with 
emphasis. “In this case, it was backed by more than edi-
torial hunch, by people actually responding to it. And 
it’s become one of the top seven debuts in our history.

“The audience for Phoebe showed up imme-
diately,” Glynn continues. “It started lapping older, 
more established strips. It’s impressive that in this day 
and age a new product can have that kind of impact, 
and it gives us more data to convince editors to carry 
a comic.” 

A large part of the success of online comics can 
be attributed to social media. Whereas you used to 
clip comics you identified with out of 
the paper and tape them to your office 
door, now you can “broadcast yourself 
on a much bigger level,” says Glynn. 
Sarah’s Scribbles (by Sarah Andersen), 
the “Heart and Brain” installments of 
Nick Seluk’s The Awkward Yeti, and 
Brian Gordon’s Fowl Language are all 
popular shares online. 

Online comics possess a distinct 
advantage in allowing a freedom of 
expression not often found outside 
the editorial pages. There have been famous inci-
dents of papers not running installments of strips 
like Doonesbury, Bloom County, and The Boondocks. 
Because of the broad nature of their markets, and 
the incendiary nature of today’s ideological climates, 
newspaper comics often play it safe. They “have a hard 
time pushing the envelope with anything controver-
sial,” says Glynn.

“You read the words in your own 
head, in your own voice. You don’t 
have to sit through an ad. It’s fast, 
bite-size entertainment. The 
investment you put in is minimal, 
but the payoff can be great.”

But even though newspaper editors “have loos-
ened up from the Eisenhower era” (Glynn’s words) 
and allow more controversial matter than they used 
to, “on GoComics, we’ll still run something a lot of 
editors won’t,” says Glynn—whether that content be 
edgy or racy. 

Glynn is quick to point out that it’s too soon to 
declare the end of the funny pages. “It’s a misconcep-
tion that everything is evolving away from print,” says 
Glynn. “Small and medium markets in particular are 
chugging along. I suspect newspapers will be around 
for a while—Jeff Bezos and Warren Buffet have been 
making major investments in newspapers recently. I 
don’t think anyone questions their investment acumen.”

For aficionados of popular and print culture, now 
is definitely an exciting time to watch—quite literally. 
Comic publishers like Universal Uclick are experi-
menting with new formats for devices, developments 
that could shape the way the art form is perceived and 

even mentally processed. Expect to see more single 
panels, which are best for tablets, and for more verti-
cal layouts that facilitate storytelling while scrolling. 
Glynn’s firm is looking at how to reconfigure classic 
strips while maintaining their integrity, and exploring 
ways to make GoComics a deeper experience. 

You might also catch a glimpse of John Glynn 
in  your favorite comic strip, now that you know 
to look.  UM
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IN BRIEF  SPORTS TALK >

OLYMPIAN TAMARA TATHAM

F
ormer UMass women’s basketball 
standout Tamara Tatham ’07 returned 
to the Olympic stage this summer 

for the second time as a member of 
the Canadian National Team. Her best 
performance of the games came in the 
team’s 90–68 opening match win against 
China, when she led the team in scoring 
with 20 points. She played in all six of her 
team’s games in Rio, and has played in 
more than 150 international games for 
Canada since 2005. Last year she led 
the Canadian team to its first-ever gold 
medal at the Pan American games and 
was named a tournament all-star when the 
team went undefeated to win the 2015 
FIBA Americas Women’s Championship 
and qualify for the Rio Olympics. She 
and her sister Alisha ’08 run Love, Live, 
Hoop, a program to help young female 
basketball players in their athletic and 
personal development.

LONGTIME RUNNING

W
hen men’s track and field and cross country coach Ken O’Brien ’63 
arrived on the University of Massachusetts campus as a student in the 
fall of 1959, he came to play sports and become a physical education 

teacher and coach. A four-sport standout athlete at Foxboro High School, he 
hadn’t decided which sport he wanted to play and he wasn’t even sure how to 
try out for a team. So on the first day of school he went to Curry Hicks, home 
to all the coaches’ offices, and approached the first person he saw who looked 
like a coach. Come back at 2:30 ready to run he was told. Without knowing what 
sport he was getting into, he returned at the appointed time and with some other 
students was driven five miles from campus. Run back to campus, they were 
instructed, and “if you make it before five, you can get dinner.” 

“Not only did I not have a plan,” he quips, “I didn’t even have a clue.” 
He quickly learned he had joined the cross country team. So began O’Brien’s 

long career at UMass Amherst, first as an athlete, and then as a coach, inter-
rupted for only a couple of years at Ohio University to get his master’s degree and 
a year as head track coach at the University of Bridgeport. He returned to UMass 
in 1966 as assistant cross country and track and field coach, and 18 months 
later was named head coach, a position he has held ever since.

“It was the perfect place for my family and me,” says O’Brien, of UMass and 
the Pioneer Valley. Perfect, indeed. He began his 50th season coaching at UMass 
Amherst this fall, and in that time, in addition to coach, he has been advisor and 
mentor to thousands of student–athletes. His teams have been successful, 
winning Yankee Conference, Atlantic 10, New England, and IC4A championships, 
and individual athletes have fared well at NCAA championship meets. He has had 
six All-Americans, and has been honored as NCAA District 1, New England, and 
A-10 Coach of the Year. He also started the women’s cross country and track  
and field teams in 1975–1976 and coached them for more than a decade.

O’Brien continues to put in long days and weeks; his athletes compete in all 
three seasons. “Cross country starts the first weekend of the fall semester and 
we usually have our last track meet the weekend of Commencement,” he says. 

He still gets excited when athletes make a breakthrough. “It’s like I’ve also 
reached that moment. I like to see them get it and that I might have helped turned 
the light on,” he says. “I am devastated if I can’t find a way to help a student. 
 I really feel as though, given a little time, I can help anybody reach their goals.”

“Working with UMass kids is really fun,” he says. “It’s also very, very rewarding. 
I am in a place where there are great kids, and I can be a part of their success.”

> ROBERT LINDQUIST
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BRINGING HOME THE CUP

I
t was quite a year for former UMass hockey captain Conor Sheary. In July 2015, he signed  
a two-year contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins, who had previously signed him to an 
amateur tryout agreement after his senior season in 2014. He began the 2015–2016 

season with the Penguins’ AHL farm affiliate in Wilkes Barre/Scranton and ended the season 
winning the Stanley Cup with the Penguins, defeating the San Jose Sharks, and fellow UMass 
hockey alumnus Justin Braun ’10, in the six-game championship series. Along the way, the 5'8" 
rookie from Melrose, Mass., played an important role in the Penguins’ midseason turnaround 
and ultimate success. He played left wing on the Penguins’ top line alongside NHL all-star 
Sidney Crosby, scored his first NHL goal against the Boston Bruins in his second NHL game, 
and tallied seven goals and three assists in 44 regular season games. He impressed further  
in the play-offs scoring four goals, including the game winner in overtime of Game 2 of  
the Stanley Cup Final, and six assists, including one on the eventual cup clincher in Game 6.
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WHAT IS A DOG?
Raymond and Lorna Coppinger 
University of Chicago Press, 2016

Everyone assumes that humans 
domesticated dogs, perhaps at multiple 
points in prehistory. But what if this 
humancentric view is keeping us from seeing 
that dogs actually domesticated us? 

In What Is a Dog? biologists Raymond 
Coppinger ’64G, ’68PhD and Lorna 
Coppinger ’67G propose a dogcentric origin 
story based in behavioral ecology. They  
direct their gaze at the three-quarters of  
the world’s dogs who are not pets, but rather  
are their own masters—the free-roaming, 
free-breeding dogs who inhabit the dumps 
and villages of the world. 

When you travel, you may notice 
that feral dogs from Africa to Mexico have 
the same build of around 30 pounds. The 
Coppingers make a convincing case that 
dogs—their behavior and body type—were 
created by the niche they inhabit alongside 
human civilization.

Dogs are highly evolved scavengers with 
a specialized nutrition-acquisition style. 

Unlike wolves, dogs basically sit and wait for 
food to arrive. Whether their providers are 
dump truck drivers or affectionate guardians, 
dogs have learned to exploit humans for food. 
“We created the niche for dogs to inhabit,” 
Ray Coppinger puts it simply. “Dogs would go 
extinct if we didn’t exist.”

The Coppingers have a long history of 
dogs: they used to raise and race sled dogs all 
over New England, including near their home 
in Montague. Their book exudes respect for 
the animals’ inherent resourcefulness while 
raising thought-provoking questions about 
our relationship with dogs.

AWAY RUNNING
David Wright and Luc Bouchard 
Orca Book Publishers

David Wright ’96MFA, now a writer 
and teacher of writing at the University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and 
journalist Luc Bouchard met as teammates 
playing semi-pro American football in a 
poor suburb of Paris. It took them nearly 
20 years and several false starts to figure 
out that young adult fiction was the most 

meaningful genre in which to write about 
the racial tensions and class divisions they 
saw there. Their book, Away Running, draws 
on their experiences to tell an authentic and 
compelling tale of football and identity that 
culminates in a confrontation between the 
police and Muslim boys of color.

As Wright says, “Given recent events 
in Paris, the issues raised in Away Running 
are unfortunately all too topical. And at this 
moment when confrontations between the 
police and black kids are front and center 
in the news here in the U.S., a book that 
addresses this difficult issue strikes my 
coauthor and me as especially important.”

Critics agree. Kirkuk Reviews calls 
Away Running “timely, nuanced, and highly 
respectful of readers’ intelligence.” It was 
named a Junior Library Guild selection.

FULBRIGHTS SHINE
Steven Tagle ’16MFA won a prestigious 
Fulbright award from the U.S. State 
Department to study in Greece as part of a 
project to interpret Greek myths in light of 
the country’s financial and refugee crises. 
With 16 graduate and undergraduate students 
teaching or studying abroad on Fulbrights 
this academic year, UMass Amherst was 
recognized by the Chronicle of Higher 
Education as a “Top Producing Institution” 
for the Fulbright scholarship program for the 
second consecutive year.

VARSITY VOCALS
A cappella singing has long been strong 
at UMass Amherst, with many styles of 
ensembles rehearsing in stairwells. Since 
the 2012 movie Pitch Perfect, more fans 
have come to share the love of collegiate a 
cappella. This summer two UMass groups, 
the all-female S#harp Attitude and the 
self-described “bunch of music dorks” 
Hexachords, starred in Sing It On, a reality 
show produced by John Legend for Pop TV. 
The Hexachords placed third in the tough 
Northeast division of the International 
Championship of Collegiate A Cappella 
while S#harp Attitude was honored for 
outstanding choreography.

“I have witnessed the impact of poverty, 
discrimination, addiction, and mental 
health challenges in the lives of thousands 
and thousands of people. What I have 
come to learn is that few people—even  
the overwhelming majority of people we 
sentence in Superior Court—are bad 
human beings.”

quotable

For more new books by UMass authors,
go to umass.edu/magazine.

DAVID LOWY ’83, speaking during his July confirmation hearing before 
the Governor’s Council. Lowy was confirmed as the first UMass 
alumnus to serve on the state’s highest court, the Massachusetts 
Supreme Judicial Court.

ACCOMPLISHED >

>



STEVEN TAGLE ’16MFA 
IS ONE OF 16 GRADUATE 
AND UNDERGRADUATE 
STUDENTS TEACHING 
OR STUDYING ABROAD 
ON FULBRIGHTS THIS 
ACADEMIC YEAR.

MAKING GREAT 
MUSIC, SANS 

INSTRUMENTS. 
S#HARP ATTITUDE, 

AT RIGHT, AND 
HEXACHORDS, 

BELOW.
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NEVER MIND THE MESS. 
STUDENTS THINK OUTSIDE THE 
SCREEN AT THE STUDENT UNION 
CRAFT CENTER, EST. 1971. 
> BY LAURA MARJORIE MILLER 
PHOTOS BY JOHN SOLEM

GLUED.
PAINTED.
CUT.
DYED.
SEWN.
STAINED.
MADE.
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You might not think that busy university students would willingly submit themselves to the 
time-consuming process of making crafts with their hands, yet every week the spacious, vibrant 
room of the Student Union Craft Center thrums with the quiet energy of many makers leaning  
intently over their projects.

For over four decades, students have been drawn to the Craft Center as a creative sanctuary 
that furnishes tools and supplies to nonart majors and encourages their creative juices to flow.

The staff members—all students—were trained by Paula Hodecker ’89, center director from 
1997 until she retired this past summer, to be proficient in every craft. That thorough training 
enables them to guide student crafters who 
might have no experience in the medium. Yet, as 
self-sufficiency is one of the values of the center, 
they can’t do anything for you. “That’s against 
the rules,” explains senior public health major 
Tova Weinronk. 

The array of crafts offered dazzles in its 
wealth of options: glass staining, silversmith-
ing, leatherworking (a hippie-ish poster out-
lines the steps for making “sandles”), beading, 
silk- screening, silk painting, batik making, 
book making, tie-dying, mask making, and but-
ton making. An old-school chemical dark room 
is available for black-and-white photography. 
Students on college budgets make decorations 
for their rooms, clothing at the sewing machine station, and gifts here for their loved ones—one 
couple recently made their own wedding bands. 

“You have to specialize so much at college that it can limit your ability to do things outside your 
major,” says silversmith Phoebe Arteaga ’17. “But this expands you.” 

Having to work methodically develops problem-solving skills and an insider’s view of the story 
of objects. “Once you know how something is made, when you see it in a store, you think, ‘Wow! 

I could make that!’ ” smiles silversmith and senior architecture 
major Margaret Nubuor.

“We are used to getting things quickly. Being here teaches 
persistence because you have to slow down,” says leather and 
silk-painting specialist Amy Hambrecht ’18.

“You might cut your hands occasionally. But you find the 
value of things when you make them yourself. You truly under-
stand the value of things when you know the process behind 
creating them.”  

Students at the Craft Center 
learn to be proficient in real 
time and space, not only as 
they create crafts, but as they 
acquire techniques from 
each other.

Wow! I could 
make that!

hat is the value of 3-D craftsmanship in a digital world?

UM
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Shimmering across the Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy 
Greenway Conservancy in Boston’s North End is 
a colorful, reflective ghost of the marsh the urban 

landscape used to be—and may in the future return 
to being. 

High Tide, created by Carolina Aragón, consists 
of 500 6- to 8-foot-high fiberglass rods mounted 
with colored plexiglass lenses to evoke reeds and 
light on water.

Aragón is a creator of public art and an assistant 
professor in Landscape Architecture and Regional 
Planning. To create High Tide, she pored over maps 
of sea level rise and studied the history of land 
reclamation along the harbor.

The lenses are coated with dichroic film that 
reveals varying colors according to the angle of light: 
“The piece looks different every time because of the 
wind direction,” Aragón explains. “Sometimes when 
the wind comes through, the reeds all move their 
heads at the same time.” As the piece is installed on 
a subtle grade, the circles also reflect the depth and 
volume of water.

“Art is a way for us to make sense of our environ–
ment,” says Aragón. “And public art is powerful. It has 
the widest possible audience: it doesn’t discriminate 
on the basis of language, income, or time. It is free.” 

> LAURA MARJORIE MILLER

TIME AND TIDE 

High Tide is installed at Cross Street in front 
of the former Traffic Tunnel Administration 

Building, and will be in place until winter.

IN BRIEF STATE OF THE ARTS >
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O
utrageously luminous and 10 billion years old—

facts sound like hyperbole when  describing 

rising astronomer Kevin Harrington’s galactic 

discovery. But they are, in fact, facts.

     Harrington began his quest toward finding 

eight new galaxies while slogging through massive amounts 

of all-sky images as an undergraduate researcher in 2013.

He created an algorithm that scouted for specks of 

luminosity in the images. And then, following a scientific hunch, 

Harrington, his astronomy advisor, and J. Ryan Cybulski ’16 PhD 

traveled to an isolated mountaintop in Mexico, home to the Large 

Millimeter Telescope (LMT), one of the biggest, most sensitive 

instruments in the world for studying star formation, to confirm 

that the eight superbright spots were galaxies. Harrington was 

the first undergraduate student to use the LMT, operated by 

UMass Amherst and Mexico’s National Institute of Astrophysics, 

Optics, and Electronics. He documented his eureka moment 

as the lead author of an article in one of the most prestigious 

journals on astronomy and astrophysics, another coup for the 

young scholar. 

Finding the galaxies—billions of light years from Earth and 

brighter than hundreds of trillions of stars—is as extraordinary 

as finding the hole of a needle in a haystack. The discoveries 

provide new insight into the formation of galaxies and the 

origins of the universe. Harrington, who graduated with bachelor’s 

degrees in astronomy and psychological and brain sciences, 

will continue his studies in a PhD program at the Max Planck 

Institute for Radio Astronomy in Bonn, Germany.

Professor of Astronomy Min S. Yun, Harrington’s advisor, 

says Harrington’s story is almost too good to be true. Besides 

his academic accomplishments, he has led the campus’s first 

nondenominational mediation group, played drums in The New 

Africa House Ensemble, and gained inner peace through prac-

ticing Nichiren Buddhism. Says Yun, “He is nothing but genuine 

enthusiasm and no pretentiousness or envy.”

> JUDITH B. CAMERON ’16G

STUDENT KEVIN HARRINGTON ’16
FOUND BRIGHT NEW GALAXIES THAT 
PRODUCE ONE STAR EVERY HOUR.

FAR

AWAY



60 YEARS
OF MARRIAGE IN
5 WORDS
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orothy Alden ’56 and Brendan Whittaker ’57 met  
as freshmen lab partners sifting soil samples in the 
basement of Stockbridge Hall. Immediately after 
Dorothy graduated, they were married in downtown 
Amherst’s Grace Church, decorated for the 
occasion with lilac boughs from campus.

The Whittakers live on 70 acres in Brunswick, 
Vermont (pop. 116), just 11 miles from the 
Canadian border. Bren’s bailiwick is the forest while 
Dorothy’s is the farm, where she raises vegetables 
for a farmers’ market, local restaurants, and her 
roadside stand. “We are growers,” says Bren. The 
couple spent their 60th wedding anniversary 
working, as always, which keeps them strong 
and sharp.

Dorothy boils down the key to their marriage’s 
longevity to just five words: “Joint interests and 
independent pursuits.” > PATRICIA SULLIVAN
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Get all the details at
UMassAlumni.com/LicensePlate

Get Your UMass 
License Plate  

Today!

NO TRIP TO  
THE RMV
The plates will be 
mailed to you.

SUPPORT  
FOR STUDENTS
Special plate fees 
support scholarships &  
programs for UMass 
Amherst students.

RIDE WITH PRIDE
Show off your  
UMass plate.

TAX-DEDUCTIBLE 
The special plate fee  
is tax-deductible.

Ride with UMass Pride



Located in the heart 

of the picturesque

UMass Amherst Campus, 

Hotel  UMass blends the 

excitement of campus life 

with a tranquil, countryside 

escape making it the ideal 

destination for your next 

trip to the Pioneer Valley.  

Whether you’re staying for 

business or leisure, Hotel 

UMass has first-class 

accommodations and 

services tailored to your 

needs.  Voted #1 Hotel in 

Amherst by TripAdvisor, 

book your room today!

Stay in 
the Heart
of the 
Campus

www.hotelumass.com
877.822.2110
hotel@umass.edu

To learn more about giving strategies that best meet your family’s needs, please contact Joseph K. Jayne  
at the UMass Office of Planned Giving: (413) 577-1402 (jkjayne@umass.edu).

SIMPLICITY  
You can establish a 
bequest with a simple 
addition to your will or 
living trust document.

FLEXIBILITY  
You can alter your 
planned gift if your 
circumstances change.

VERSATILITY  
We can help tailor your 
gift to fit your interests 
and circumstances.

TAX RELIEF  
Your estate will benefit 
from a dollar-for-dollar 
estate tax deduction.

 Share Your Passion. Leave Your Legacy.

A perfect way to support  
 UMass Amherst in the future without  
  using any of your assets today.

CONSIDER THE BENEFITS OF A PLANNED GIFT TO UMASS AMHERST.



There’s almost always a line in front of Joanne Keller’s 
six-burner stove in Hampshire Dining Commons. 
Students are here for the omelets—and for Keller’s 
reliably sunny morning greetings. Having cooked 
eggs five hours a day since 2008, she’s perfected 
some signature moves wielding a flexible fish turner 
(a standard spatula works, too). Here’s how to make 
a hearty omelet her way in three to four minutes:

Heat 1 tablespoon olive oil in an 8-inch nonstick pan 
over medium heat. Sauté your fillings of choice until 
soft. Pour 3 beaten eggs into the pan over the fillings.

THE SHAKE. Shake the pan on the burner to distribute 
the eggs and fillings evenly.

THE FLIP. When the omelet begins to lift from the edges 
of the pan, use a spatula and a quick turn of your wrist 
to flip it, following with the pan underneath as security.

THE PRESS. Press down on the omelet with the spatula 
to ensure it cooks through. Flip and press again. 
With the spatula, fold your omelet in half and slide it 
onto a plate. Serve with a smile and, if it’s the student’s 
birthday, a candle.

OMELETS THE HAMP WAY
THE OMELET LADY
Joanne Keller shuffles 
the pans on her six-burner 
stove like chess pieces.
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©2011 The Coca-Cola Company. “Coca-Cola,” “open happiness” and the Contour Bottle are registered trademarks of The Coca-Cola Company.



SUN 1:31 PM>  A CAMPUS FOOTPATH
There’s nothing like a dirt trike to bring out 
the competitive spirit of a first-year student. 
Two members of the Commonwealth 
Honors College Class of 2020 pounded the 
pedals at New Students Orientation on 
Labor Day weekend. They are Alex Eggers 
(left), an engineering major from New 
Ipswich, New Hampshire, and Vincent 
Clark, a biochemistry and molecular biology 
major from the Bronx. Alex won the race.
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