
ANCIENT THREADS ||| PRESERVING 9/11 ||| PATTERNS TO PREDICTIONS

T H E  G E O R G E 
W A S H I N G T O N 

U N I V E R S I T Y 
M A G A Z I N E

S U M M E R  2 0 2 6



GW M QG Q ZI N E /  Summer 2026



GW M AG A ZI N E .C OM /  1

The Walk for Peace—a group 
of 19 Buddhist monks on a 

108-day, 2,300-mile journey 
from their monastery in Fort 
Worth, Texas—concluded its 

trek at GW in February.
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BOUNCING ALONG]
A moment of joy at the 

university’s annual 
Spring Fling festival.

C O O P E R T Y K S I N S K I



GW M AG A ZI N E .C OM /  5

 

[THE OPEN ROAD]
“Other Bikeriders” explores the rich, 

often misunderstood and personal 
world of motorcycling. The multimedia 

project was created by university 
photographer William Atkins, M.A. ’26, 

and featured in the Corcoran School 
of Arts and Design’s NEXT Festival.

  C A R A TAY L O R
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[PRESERVING HISTORY]

Prying 
Government 
Secrets Loose

A champion of the public’s right to 
know, Tom Blanton has been director 

of the National Security Archive 
since 1992. The archive moved to 

GW’s Gelman Library in 1995. 

The National Security Archive, housed 
at GW, plays a vital role in democracy 
and history and gives students a 
unique experience. By Greg Varner

It was a boon for journalism 
and democracy when, in 
1985, the National Security 
Archive was founded for the 
purpose of bringing classified 
government documents about 
topics of public interest, such 
as nuclear weapons, covert 
operations, foreign diplomacy 
and human rights, to light. 
Since 1995, thanks to an 
initiative spearheaded by 
George Washington University 
President Emeritus Stephen Joel 
Trachtenberg, the archive has 
been housed in Gelman Library.

Inside the archive’s suite on 
Gelman’s seventh floor, almost 

every room is stuffed with boxes 
full of documents containing 
information that used to be 
classified. A few of these eye-
opening papers are displayed in 
a series of frames on a wall near 
the entrance.

Side by side on the wall, 
there’s a set of identical email 
exchanges from 1987 between 
William Cockell Jr., a former 
executive secretary of the 
National Security Council, 
and Colin Powell, then deputy 
national security advisor. One 
version, from Powell’s inbox, 
and one from Cockell’s outbox, 
were reviewed 10 days apart 

by the same declassification 
reviewer from the Security 
Council in response to a lawsuit 
by the archive. Surprisingly, 
each version contains different 
redactions.

“The subjectivity of so much 
of national security secrecy is 
one of the reasons we exist as 
an institution, to keep pushing 
against reflexive, bureaucratic 
sensitivities,” said Tom Blanton, 
director of the archive. “One 
of the main reasons we were 
founded by historians and 
journalists back in 1985 was to 
pursue this kind of stuff.”

Another frame on the 
wall contains a page from a 
Guatemalan death squad diary, 
a report with photographs 
and information describing 
the victims—men and women 
who were labor organizers 
or associated with left-wing 
groups—and their deaths.

“Each of these people was 
murdered by a Guatemalan 
death squad,” Blanton said. 
“Why were such records kept? 
Well, why did the Nazis keep 
records? Because if you don’t 
keep records, if you don’t have 
the orders, then you’re just a 
murderer. But if you follow 
the orders, you’re ‘saving 
your national security,’ you’re 
‘protecting the state,’ you’re 
‘doing your patriotic duty.’”

Even the conference room 
is crowded with boxes, stuffed 
with documents rescued from 
the Wilson Center, a nonpartisan 
policy forum, after it was closed 
by Elon Musk’s advisory agency 
DOGE. When staff members 
at the center were suddenly 
relieved of their jobs, Blanton 
said, a “bucket brigade” was 
formed by GW students, who 
carried the boxes down from 
the eighth floor of the Reagan W
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Building to a rental van and 
hauled them to the archive. Five 
of these boxes contain important 
records of Joseph Stalin’s 
diplomatic conversations.

One of the invaluable services 
the archive provides is compiling 
a selection of electronic briefing 
books containing documents on 
a key issue or moment, such as 
the circumstances surrounding 
President George H. W. Bush’s 
joining multilateral climate 
negotiations. (This e-book, 
“The U.S. and Climate Change,” 
shows why Bush thought it was 
important for national security 
to agree to restrict pollutant 
emissions.) Some 900 of these 
e-books have been compiled to 
date, including titles such as 
“Ronald Reagan: Climate Hero” 
and “Che Guevara and the CIA 
in the Mountains of Bolivia,” and 
may be viewed for free online.

Examples from the more 
ridiculous side of government 
classification may be viewed in 
the archive’s e-book compilation 
of “Dubious Secrets.” But 
sometimes government secrecy 
is justified.

“We agree with the 
government that there are 
real secrets that have to be 
protected,” Blanton said, 
“because people can get killed. 
Documents deserve to be 
classified if they would give 
an advantage to an adversary. 
Weapon systems, for instance—
we don’t want North Korea to 
build a better missile. But in our 
experience over time, especially 
with historical records, after five 
or 10 years, it’s probably under 
10% that really deserves to be 
secret for the long haul.”

In theory, Blanton said, 
nothing need be classified 
forever. An exception might be 
data from 80 years ago when 
nuclear scientists were at work 
on the Manhattan Project.

“I could understand the 
government wanting to keep that 
secret,” Blanton said, “because 
there might be other would-be 
bomb builders in the world who 
would gain something from 

knowing why we didn’t pursue a 
particular path.”

Despite the vagaries apparent 
in government classification, 
Blanton said, there are people of 
integrity in government doing 
their best to apply the records 
laws. Unfortunately, with recent 
reductions in resources and 
staffing, fewer are tasked with 
keeping up with requests for the 
growing flood of government 
information. The amount of 
such information has increased 
exponentially with the growth of 
the digital sphere.

Every year, Blanton teaches 
GW Law students how to use 
the Freedom of Information Act 
as part of litigation strategy. 
Some GW faculty members 
send their classes to the archive 
in connection with their 
coursework. Mark Croatti, a 
lecturer in the Department 
of Political Science within the 
Columbian College of Arts 
and Sciences, said his students 
invariably find the experience 
fascinating and that it gives them 
a good sense of working in an 
intelligence-related career.

“I want students to know 
that making a Freedom of 
Information Act request always 
has the potential to bring 
valuable information into the 
public domain,” Croatti said, 
“and also to know how much 
information has already been 
made public thanks to the hard 
work of the National Security 
Archive staff.”

Curious about Elvis Presley’s 
visit to the Nixon White House? 
Want to learn more about the 
U.S. role in the overthrow of 
Chilean President Salvador 
Allende in 1973? Students 
frequently contact the archive 
as part of their research, as do 
professional writers in search of 
information for use in books or 
articles.

“We often have something 
that would help them,” Blanton 
said. “We then say to them, ‘OK, 
you’re out there working on your 
book. What are you finding? 
When you interview people, are 

you asking if they’ve got any 
documents in their basement?’”

Archive staff file numerous 
requests under the Freedom 
of Information Act, not as 
broad fishing expeditions, but 
searching for specific documents 
that we know about from other 
sources, Blanton said. Recently, 
the archive received documents 
pertaining to conversations 
between Vladimir Putin and 
George W. Bush. Sometimes, 
when requests are refused, or if 
the response takes too long, the 
archive files a lawsuit—but only 
if the documents are particularly 
important.

“We’re not saying these 
documents are the truth,” 
Blanton said, “but they’re 
evidence. A good researcher 
or journalist has to interrogate 
that document. Who wrote it? 
Why did they write it? Who 
was supposed to read it? Who 
actually did read it? Why was 
it classified? Was there real 
damage to national security if 
this was released? Or is it just 
embarrassment? These are some 
of the questions that we ask of a 
primary source when we break 
it loose.”

About 20 full-time staff 
members keep the archive 
functioning, for an annual 
budget of approximately 
$3 million, which comes 
from foundations as well as 
private donors. Last year, the 
organization celebrated its 40th 
anniversary, and its 30th year on 
GW’s Foggy Bottom campus.

“Kudos to Steve Trachtenberg 
for bringing us here,” Blanton 
said, characterizing the ongoing 
relationship between the archive 
and GW as mutually beneficial.

“It’s a two-way street,” he 
said. “The archive has enriched 
the GW educational experience, 
and we’ve gained from having 
all those students come through 
asking good questions, working 
for us as interns or research 
assistants, or as students in 
classes we’ve taught. Our website 
draws folks on the internet to 
learn about the university.”  

NATIONAL SECURITY 
ARCHIVE BY THE 

NUMBERS

1985
year founded by 

journalists and scholars

31 YEARS
at Gelman Library 

full-t
20
ime staff 

members

$3 MILLION
operating budget

provided by foundations 
and private donors

100,000
declassified 
documents
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Grace Speights

LEADERSHIP TRANSITION]

OUTGOING BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
CHAIR GRACE SPEIGHTS LEAVES 
LEGACY OF STEADY LEADERSHIP
The GW Law alumna has guided the 
university through defining moments while 
advancing initiatives that will define its 
future. BY NICK ERICKSON

After 13 years of service and 
leadership to the George 
Washington University’s 
Board of Trustees, including 
seven years as chair, Grace 
Speights, J.D. ’82, ended her 
tenure having helped guide the 
institution through some of its 
most defining moments and 
position it for what comes next.

Speights advanced university 
initiatives while navigating 
periods of significant change and 
disruption, with the COVID-19 
pandemic being chief among 
them. During her tenure, she 

supported three university 
presidents and oversaw the 
presidential search that brought 
President Ellen M. Granberg 
to GW, helped advance a 
new strategic framework 
and celebrated a milestone 
achievement in the university’s 
admission to the Association of 
American Universities.

Under her watch, the board 
launched trustee working 
groups and task forces on 
environmental, social and 
governance priorities, as well as 
naming and shared governance, 

which led to actions ranging 
from removing fossil fuels from 
the endowment to renaming the 
Student Center and moniker. 

“It makes me feel so proud 
that I’ve been able to be a part of 
this trajectory of the university,” 
said Speights, who first arrived 
on campus as a budding law 
student on a full-ride scholarship 
in 1979. She has for more than 
40 years served as an award-
winning attorney at Morgan 
Lewis law firm. 

Her tenure on the board, 
which began in 2013, coincided 
with a period of extraordinary 
change both at GW and the 
world beyond its campus. From 
a global pandemic to national 
conversations about race and 
belonging, Speights helped 
lead the university through 
uncertainty with a thoughtful 
and resolute approach. 

“Throughout her service as 
board chair, Grace has led with 
courage, integrity and a deep 
belief in GW’s mission and the 
well-being of our community,” 
Granberg said. “She has been 
a steady and trusted presence 
during some of the most 
consequential moments in the 
university’s history, and it has 
been my privilege to count her as 
not just as a trusted partner and 
mentor but as a friend.”

That steadiness was tested 
almost immediately after she 
assumed the chair’s role in June 
2019. Nine months later, in 
March 2020, an unprecedented 
global public health crisis 
challenged the higher education 
world like never before, as 
leaders were tasked with not only 
keeping its communities safe but 
also adjusting in real time how 
they would continue offering 
world-class education to future 
leaders. 

Through a robust testing 
system and community buy-in 
to safety measures such as mask 
and vaccine requirements, GW 
became a leader in the response 
to COVID-19, ultimately bringing 
students, faculty and staff back 
to campus safely. 

“We had so many different 
things that occurred that were, 
in fact, crises,” she said. “When 
you think about the pandemic—
who had ever gone through a 
pandemic before? But we didn’t 
panic. The whole university 
mobilized, and we got through 
that.”

The challenges extended 
beyond COVID-19. In 2020, the 
murder of George Floyd sparked 
a wave of reflection and dialogue 
across campuses nationwide, 
including at GW. Through each 
moment, Speights emphasized 
deliberation over reaction, 
grounding decisions in the 
university’s mission and values. 

That approach left an 
impression on her peers, 
including fellow trustee Roslyn 
Brock, M.S. ’89, who praised 
Speights for her “steadfast” 
leadership. 

“During some very important 
moments in the life of George 
Washington University, Grace 
led with calm and clarity,” Brock 
said. “Even when the stakes were 
high and the pressure was real, 
she kept the board anchored 
to what mattered most: the 
mission of the university and the 
integrity of the process.”

Mark Chichester, B.B.A. ’90, 
J.D. ’93, who served as Speights’ 
vice chair and succeeded her 
as chair starting on June 1, said 
that there are times leaders of 
an institution or governing body 
must be assertive, and other 
moments where they must step 
back, listen and facilitate.

Chichester, who praised 
Speights’ integrity, said she does 
an exemplary job walking that 
line.

“She knows the room, she 
knows her fellow trustees and 
she’s just very adroit at making 
sure that the perspectives and 
viewpoints that need to come 
to the table and be discussed, 
debated and argued at times, get 
to the table,” Chichester said. 
“And out of that, we’re just a 
better governing body. We’ve got 
a very healthy governing culture, 
and I attribute much of that to C
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Grace’s leadership.”
While navigating crises 

was a defining part of her 
tenure, Speights pointed to the 
board’s efforts to strengthen 
how decisions are made at GW, 
namely focusing on transparency 
and inclusiveness. 

Early in her time as chair, 
Speights convened task forces 
that brought together faculty, 
students, staff, alumni and 
trustees on issues of import to 
the university, including shared 
governance. These efforts helped 
establish new guidelines and, 
more importantly, new habits of 
engagement, including a regular 
meeting of the board’s Executive 
Committee with the Faculty 
Senate Executive Committee. 
She held quarterly conversations 
with Student Government 
Association leadership, 
university leaders and supported 
an ongoing dialogue with GW’s 
Staff Council, especially at its 
inception.

“It allowed us to get input 
from the constituents here at 
the university, which is very 
important,” said Speights, 
noting that some things might 
not necessarily have surfaced 
up to the board if they weren’t 
receiving that input. 

For many across campus, 
those changes were meaningful.

“As the inaugural Staff 
Council president, I’m deeply 
grateful to Chair Speights for 
offering staff a true seat at the 
table,” said Bridget Schwartz, 
GW’s director of student 
employment. “Through our 
conversations, it’s clear that she 
genuinely cares about the staff 
experience and making GW a 
stronger community for all.”

Students felt that 
commitment as well.

“She really cares deeply 
about the student experience 
here,” said senior Ethan Lynne, 
the SGA president during the 
2025-26 school year. “I’ve really 
met no one who is a better 
listener and more caring and 
compassionate about anything 
that we brought her.”

Interim Provost John Lach 
said that faculty, too, benefited 
from this approach, noting that 
Speights’ leadership reinforced 
the conditions that allow faculty 
to thrive.

“One of the things that I’ve so 
admired about Chair Speights’ 
leadership is her commitment 
to the things 
that are really 
important 
to faculty, 
everything 
from academic 
freedom 
to shared 
governance to 
that push to be 
a preeminent 
university,” 
Lach said. 
“Those are 
the kinds of 
things that 
faculty want 
to be a part 
of. It helps us 
recruit faculty, 
it helps us keep 
them here and 
it really helps 
them achieve 
that level of 
excellence that 
we know they’re 
capable of. 
Chair Speights 
sets a great tone for that.”

That foundation of trust and 
collaboration proved critical 
as the university looked ahead 
to its future, particularly 
in what Speights called the 
single defining moment of her 
tenure, which was the selection 
of Granberg as GW’s 19th 
president. 

She still remembers the 
satisfaction she felt when 
Granberg accepted the role, 
which the university announced 
in January 2023. To Speights, 
the appointment represented a 
renewed focus for a university 
that had just begun its third 
century. 

“Going through that process 
with her, and actually getting 
her to accept, for me reflected 

sort of a new era at GW—that we 
were going to be moving forward 
with a new leader who had great 
strategic vision,” Speights said. 

That shared quest for a 
strategic vision came to light 
with the development of a 
university-wide strategic 
framework—Raising Higher: 

OneGW’s 
Path to 
Preeminence—
officially 
launched 
last fall. The 
framework 
offers a bold 
roadmap for 
the university’s 
future and 
was another 
milestone 
achievement 
that provided 
clarity after 
years of 
disruption.

“I am happy 
that we now 
have a strategic 
framework that 
will allow us to 
move forward 
into the future 
as strong as 
ever,” Speights 
said. She also 
highlighted 

GW’s 2023 admission to the 
Association of American 
Universities as a marker of the 
institution’s upward trajectory, 
cementing its status as one of 
the nation’s premier research 
institutions. 

For Speights, however, the 
most meaningful moments often 
came not from boardrooms 
but in conversations with 
students, faculty and staff asking 
questions, offering perspectives 
or raising concerns that might 
otherwise go unheard. She has 
spoken at classes on governance 
and higher education, and 
she especially appreciates 
the questions undergraduate 
students have asked her. 

“Those interactions have 
really been the most memorable 

experiences for me, because 
that’s what this place is all 
about,” Speights said. 

As an alumna herself, she has 
long appreciated the distinctive 
character of GW’s community, 
shaped in part by its location in 
the nation’s capital. Serving as 
board chair only strengthened 
that institutional pride.

“People do not lack opinions 
at this university,” she said 
with a smile. “And I think that’s 
because of where we sit. We 
sit in Washington, D.C. This is 
the center of government, and 
I think our university—our 
students and our faculty—
because they are here, have a 
sense that we need to speak up, 
and they do.”

That sense of place and 
proximity is perhaps most 
visible each spring during 
Commencement on the National 
Mall, a tradition Speights calls 
unmatched. She feels the weight 
of the moment every year as she 
sits on the stage in the shadows 
of the Washington Monument, 
looking out at a backdrop of 
ambitious graduates in the 
foreground with some of the 
world’s most consequential 
institutions behind them.

“What other university has 
their commencement on the 
Mall? No one. That’s an only-at-
GW moment,” she said. “When 
I look out at that large, diverse 
audience of students and parents, 
that’s our future.”

As she steps away from her 
role as chair, Speights does so 
with a deep sense of pride—not 
only in what the university has 
accomplished during her tenure, 
but in the role she has played in 
shaping its path.

“I am so optimistic about the 
future of GW,” Speights said. 
“We have come so far, and I have 
confidence we are just on the 
verge of really taking off.”

Though her time as chair is 
ending, her connection to GW is 
not. And as the university looks 
toward its next chapter, Speights 
is confident it is well positioned 
to meet it.  

“
“Throughout her 

service as board 
chair, Grace has 
led with courage, 

integrity and 
a deep belief in 

GW’s mission and 
the well-being of 
our community.”
President Ellen M. Granberg 
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Edward J. Balleisen

ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP]

GET TO KNOW PROVOST 
ED BALLEISEN
Edward J. Balleisen joined GW on July 1 as provost and executive vice president for academic 
affairs. He most recently served as the senior vice provost for interdisciplinary programs 
and initiatives at Duke University where he led efforts to build an environment that fosters 
highly collaborative, boundary-crossing research, education and engagement. In a wide-
ranging interview—and a quick lightning round—Balleisen discussed everything from 
interdisciplinary collaboration and the future of higher education to student success and 
what he does in his spare time.

WHAT DREW YOU TO THE 
PROVOST ROLE AT GW?

A: GW has fantastic faculty, wonderfully 
talented students, an ethos of engagement 
and service, and a location in the 
nation’s capital that creates many unique 
opportunities.

The university’s strategic framework 
aligns with where I think higher education 
needs to go. The issue of access is so 
important, and there isn’t a way to 
address the many challenges confronting 
communities around the world or to seize the 
opportunities that are in front of us without 
organizing research and education across 
boundaries. 

The emphasis on interdisciplinarity is 
absolutely central to how I’ve been thinking 
about academic strategy for more than a W
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decade. The opportunity to partner with the 
GW community–academic leadership, staff, 
students, alumni and community leaders–to 
advance that vision is incredibly attractive to 
me. 

Q: What would you like the GW 
community to know about you as you 
step into this role?
A: I am deeply committed to the importance 
and impact of higher education and 
very much aware that we need research 
universities that can adapt creatively and 
effectively in the face of the circumstances 
that we now confront.

Q: How would you characterize your 
leadership style? 
A: I would describe it as inclusive, strategic, 
evidence-based and clear-eyed. I value broad 
input, supported by strong delegation, 
coordination and partnership. I aim to 
balance long-term goals with near-term 
challenges, draw on both qualitative and 
quantitative data and remain attentive to 
trends in higher education. And I recognize 
that while the hardest decisions involve 
uncertainty and trade-offs, delaying them is 
often unwise.

Q: You’ve worked extensively across 
disciplines. Can you talk a bit more 
about why that kind of collaboration is 
so important?
A: The problems we face don’t fall into 
disciplinary buckets. You can’t tackle 
challenges like climate change without 
integrating science, human behavior, 
institutional constraints and public policy—
often in partnership with the private sector.

Even a small slice of that problem requires 
perspectives from across disciplines, ideally 
connecting the research and analysis that 
happens in arts and science departments 
with what happens in professional schools. 
And you’re not going to make progress on 
thorny, applied problems without interaction 
between researchers and educators and 
people who are wrestling with these 
challenges beyond campus.

Q: What does student success look like 
to you? 
A: We have a lot of evidence about how 
students thrive. They require a sense 
of belonging, meaningful connections 
with faculty, and opportunities to pursue 
authentic projects that ideally extend beyond 
a semester and push them to grow. Student 

success means having those 
opportunities—and the support 
to integrate them in ways that 
help students find their purpose.

Q: You’ve talked about 
polarization on college 
campuses and the need 
for robust and respectful 
dialogue on campus. How 
can that be achieved?
A: I don’t think there’s one 
strategy; there are many. There’s 
the importance of having 
seminar experiences where 
disagreement is modeled, ideas 
are tested, and points of view 
elicit challenges and questions in 
a respectful context. 

But there are many other 
contexts that can facilitate open 
inquiry. How does one model 
respectful disagreement in 
public lectures? How does one 
work with people who see the 
world differently? 

One of the most powerful 
ways to appreciate difference 
is to work on a shared project 
with people who are not like 
you. That kind of collaborative, 
practical experience helps 
people develop the tools to fully 
understand disagreement, 
disagree agreeably, and look for 
compromises.

Q: What are you most 
looking forward to in 
Washington?
A: Durham is a fantastic place 
to live, but it doesn’t have the 
array of cultural institutions and 
the vibrancy of intellectual life 
that the nation’s capital has. I’m 
really looking forward to leaning 
into the energy of D.C.—the 
neighborhoods, the food, the 
diversity of the city.

Q: What do you like to do 
outside of work?
A: I’m a lifelong tennis player. 
I’ve also been known to play disc 
golf more than occasionally. I 
like to hike. I am a bridge player, 
and I really enjoy theater.

Q: You’re also a history 

professor. What is your area 
of specialty and favorite 
class to teach?
A: I’m a historian of the fault 
lines of American capitalism, 
focusing on topics like 
bankruptcy, business failure 
and fraud in the marketplace. 
More broadly, I study modern 
regulatory governance. I started 
with the 19th century but have 
migrated more toward the 20th 
and even the 21st century. My 
recent scholarship has focused 
on the evolution of regulatory 
strategies amid globalization 
and increasing skepticism about 
government.

There are lots of classes that 
I’ve enjoyed teaching. The one 
that I developed most recently is 
titled The Modern Regulatory 
State. Although I have not had 
as much time to teach now 
while serving as vice provost, 
I have regularly participated 
in one of the programs that I 
oversee called Bass Connections. 
It fosters interdisciplinary, 
yearlong research teams. I have 
co-led several of those. One in 
particular that aligns closely 
with my research and teaching 
interests examined the run-up 
to the 2008 financial crisis, in 
part through a major oral history 
initiative.

Q: If you weren’t in 
academia, what would you 
be doing?
A: I think it’s quite likely that 
I would have become a lawyer, 
maybe in a field connected to 
policymaking.

Q: Tell me about your family.
A: My wife, Karin Shapiro, is 
also a historian. She has an 
appointment in the African 
and African American Studies 
Department at Duke. I have two 
sons. My older son, Zachary, is a 
back-end engineer for a software 
company in Massachusetts. He’s 
29. My younger son, Aaron, is 27, 
and is a Ph.D. student in social 
and behavioral decision sciences 
at Carnegie Mellon.  

Edward J. Balleisen

LIGHTNING 
ROUND 

Morning person 
or night owl?

Yes

Coffee or tea?
Coffee

Cats or dogs?
No

Window seat 
or aisle seat? 
Aisle (“I’m 6’4.” 
When I get up 
on an airplane, 
I have to unfold.”)

Book you’ve 
recently read?
“The Call of the 
Honeyguide” 
by Rob Dunn

Favorite museum or 
monument in D.C.?
Smithsonian’s 

African American 
History and 

Culture Museum

Would you rather 
be able to fly or 

be invisible?
Fly

Beach or mountains?
Yes
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Staff Profile

Have You Met... 
Bill Rutkowski?
For 30 years, Machine Shop 
Lab Manager Bill Rutkowski 
has helped students and 
faculty at GW bring their ideas 
to life. By Brook Endale

  

Bill Rutkowski

  

There’s music coming from the Machine 
Shop at the George Washington University. 

Tucked away on the basement floor of the 
Science and Engineering Hall, at the end of a 
maze of hallways, is a room buzzing with the 
constant hum of machines and the occasional 
rattle or roar from an electric saw or grinder. 

It’s a space where students and faculty can 
use industrial equipment as they build and 
experiment.

Metal shavings and slabs of precisely 
laser-cut materials, alongside parts of 
projects just started or almost complete, lie 
scattered around.

“It’s loud, it’s messy, it’s noisy, it’s dirty,” 
said Bill Rutkowski, the lab manager at the 
Machine Shop. 

What might feel like chaos for someone 
stepping into the shop’s doors for the first 
time has just become part of the daily rhythm 
of work for Rutkowski.

Over his 30 years at GW, Rutkowski has 
held different titles, from lab manager to 
instrument maker. 

The role doesn’t have anything to do with 
musical instruments, Rutkowski explained. 
But he has fixed a tuba or two—and a 
trumpet. 

“Well, this was years ago, someone who 
worked at GW,” he said. “Her trumpet went 
flying down the metro escalator and got 
pretty bashed up.” 

He didn’t know anything about making or 
repairing trumpets, but he gave it a go. Over 
several months, he carefully worked out the 
dents, polished the metal, soldered the seams 
and returned it to her.

That’s the thing about Rutkowski, he’s the 
guy people come to when something needs 
fixing or a problem needs solving. And he’ll 
find a way to get it done.

When an anthropologist in the Columbian 
College of Arts and Sciences studying great 
apes in the forests of Rwanda needed a way 
to track their development, Rutkowski built 
a specialized camera system that projected 
two fixed laser points four centimeters 
apart, giving researchers a built-in scale to 
measure the animals directly from photos.

And when a former student working for 
National Geographic needed a lightweight 
way to study bears and sea mammals in the 
wild, Rutkowski helped design a camera 
collar weighing under 
six pounds, equipped 

with GPS tracking and a 
timed release so it could be 
recovered after use.

That’s at the heart of 
what a instrument maker 

does—find solutions to problems. 
For more than three decades, Rutkowski 

has been building custom scientific 
apparatus designed to help students and 
faculty at GW make their experiments and 
studies possible. 

It’s a job that requires him to be 
innovative. He moves from one challenge to 
the next and never works on the same thing 
twice. 

It’s the perfect job for him. 
When he was a kid, his parents would 

ask what he wanted to be when he grew up, 
and the answer was never the same. One day 
it was a treasure hunter, another it was an 
Arctic explorer or jungle adventurer. 

In many ways, Rutkowski said, this job 
has let him live all of that out.

Through the work that comes through his 
shop, he has helped build tools and devices 
used all over the world. 

In addition to that sense of adventure 
he’s carried since childhood, Rutkowski has 
always valued being a fixer.

He credits much of that to his 
upbringing. As a child, he spent hours in his 
grandfather’s garage, surrounded by cars, 
boats and a steady stream of projects in need 
of repair. His father taught him how to fix 
things around the house, and expected him 
to know how to handle it himself when they 
broke again.

His time in the Navy further reinforced 
the importance of being a person of action. 
At 22, he left his hometown in New York 
for San Diego, driven by a desire to do 
something more, and enlisted. There, 
he learned to be resourceful, and the 
importance of being a doer.

“I often think one of the hardest things to 
teach somebody is troubleshooting. If there’s 
a problem, how do you come to that problem 
so it’s fixed?” Rutkowski said.

Over the years, he has watched both his 
field and the world shift away from hands-
on work. Fewer and fewer students come 
in having taken a shop class in high school. 
There’s less know-how on how to fix things or 
build things. 

But through all the changes, he has stuck 
with it. 

“I’m proud I held the line,” Rutkowski 
said. “I held the line for my field.”

And each day, as students 
come through his shop with 
problems to solve, he’s there 
to help them figure it out 
and pass on those skills. 

“Because, what else is the 
point?” Rutkowski said.

Go into the Machine Shop 
with Bill Rutkowski on  

GW Today’s site 
gwtoday.gwu.edu
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GW rising senior 
 Bryson Handy

GIVING BACK]

FOR GW TRUMAN SCHOLAR, PUBLIC 
SERVICE MEANS OPENING DOORS
Bryson Handy credits his family with inspiring 
his commitment to public service and belief 
that a more equitable world is possible. 
By Brook Endale

George Washington University 
rising senior Bryson Handy has 
always loved learning history. 
What continues to amaze him 
most are the people throughout 
the years who created lasting 
change by improving people’s 
lives.

To him, that is what public 
service is about.

“It’s the idea that you are 
going into a career not to enrich 
yourself or to enrich someone 
else, but to improve the lives 
of Americans and citizens all 
around the world,” said Handy.

That desire to create change 
on a larger scale has motivated 
nearly everything he has done 
since high school, including his 
decision to study international 
affairs and economics at the 
Elliott School of International 
Affairs.

It is also what led him to 
become the recipient of the 
prestigious Truman Scholarship, 
one of the nation’s top honors 
for students pursuing careers 
in public service. Awarded to 
55 exceptional college students 
out of 781 applicants in 2026, 
the scholarship was created 
by Congress in 1975 to be the 
nation’s living memorial to the 
33rd president.

Handy spent years working 
to grow his experience and 
commitment to public service. 
From contributing to student 
think tanks by writing about 
public policy, to interning at 
places like the Department of the 
Treasury and tutoring students, 
encouraging them to believe in 
their dreams. 

His passion for public service 
stems from his desire to help 

create a more equitable world. 
“I think about my own 

family’s history,” Handy said. 
His mom is an immigrant 

from Jamaica who built a new 
life in New York. His dad grew 
up in northwest Mississippi in 
the segregated South, attending 
a segregated school until he was 
in the third grade.

They went through a lot of 
adversity in their lives—racial 
violence and hatred that no one 
should have to experience, and 
discriminatory policies that 
closed many doors to them. 

That lack of opportunity has 
always struck Handy.

“Considering that legacy, 
that the people before me, my 
parents, my grandparents, faced 
so many constraints, no one 
should have to face that,” Handy 
said. “I want to help remove 
constraints for every person 
across the world so that we can 
have that freedom of choice, 
the freedom to pursue what we 
actually want and simply enjoy 
life to its fullest.” 

Those stories from his 
parents’ early years inspired his 
commitment to creating a more 
equitable world. 

And it’s his parents’ enduring 
spirit of grit and perseverance 
that lets him know it’s possible. 

“Even though they faced all 
this prejudice and oppression, 

they didn’t come out of it with a 
hate in their hearts,” Handy said. 
“They’re like my grandparents, 
especially in their faith. They 
don’t believe hate is going to 
make the world any better.” 

And in striving toward 
a better future, Handy has 
dedicated countless hours 
toward giving back. During his 
time at GW, he has served at 
places such as the King Center 
for Nonviolent Social Change 
and Onero Institute while 
also holding internships with 
the Brookings Institution and 
Council on Foreign Relations. 
Handy is also a Posse Scholar at 
GW. 

It’s in those moments, when 
he’s working in the community 
or tutoring students and sees 
the spark on their faces as 
something finally clicks, that he’s 
reminded even small acts by one 
person can create change in the 
world.

“Once they actually get it, 
learn something new, it unlocks 
not only job opportunities, 
but other classes that they can 
take. It unlocks a whole new 
world that was once closed off 
to them. Education, knowledge 
is powerful,” Handy said. “You 
just see a light turn on and to 
see someone really like discover 
what they love and then be able 
to pursue it, it goes back to why 
I’m interested in public service. 
The idea is to give people those 
opportunities.” 

What he’s most excited 
about is the mentorship and 
network that comes with being a 
Truman Scholar because it will 
open doors that’ll allow him to 
continue this work as a career. 

After he graduates from GW 
next May, he’ll be placed at an 
internship in a public service 
role within the government 
or a public-service-focused 
organization.

As he looks toward the future, 
he’s focused on making the most 
of this opportunity to build a 
career in public service that will 
help others access paths that 
once felt out of reach. C
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Bookshelves

Alumna Maps 
America’s 
Revolutionary 
Past
Darley Newman’s new book, “Revolutionary Road Trip: Hidden Stories of 
America’s Founding Journey,” uncovers lesser-known sites and surprising 
stories from the American Revolution across the original 13 colonies. 
The host of the long-running PBS and streaming series “Travels with 
Darley,” Newman, B.A. ’01, has traveled from South Korea to California in 
search of cultural experiences.

In her latest book, she invites readers 
to look beyond iconic Revolutionary 
War-era destinations like Boston and 
Philadelphia to discover hidden gems 
and untold stories that offer a different 
perspective on America’s founding. 

Revolutionary Road Trip: Hidden 
Stories of America’s Founding 
Journey (Regalo Press, 2026) 

by Darley Newman, B.A. ’01

HERE ARE A FEW OF 
NEWMAN'S FAVORITES

Dillsburg, Pennsylvania
Visit a recreated 18th-century distillery, 
where Murray Small demonstrates 
open-fire distilling techniques and 
serves Martha Washington’s famous 
cherry bounce. Along the way, learn 
about tavern culture and Revolutionary-
era favorites like hot toddies, syllabub 
and whiskey grog. Don’t miss the annual 
Cherry Bounce Festival.

Greensboro, North Carolina
Walk in the footsteps of lesser-
known Black patriots at Guilford 
Courthouse National Military 
Park, where stories of the 
American Revolution continue to 
emerge through citizen archivists 
and historians. 

Camden, South Carolina
Step into Revolutionary-era 
life at historic Camden, a 
104-acre living history site 
filled with reenactors, historic 
buildings and even heritage 
chickens. Nearby, Camden 
Battlefield continues to 
reveal stories through 
new archaeological 
discoveries. The 
annual Carolina 
Cup adds a lively 
equestrian tradition 
to the destination.
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Saratoga, New York
See the pivotal battles of Saratoga that 
changed the course of the American 
Revolution. Along the way, discover surprising 
stories tied to Benedict Arnold, Alexander 
Hamilton, the Schuyler sisters and even a 
baroness who was a war correspondent—then 
unwind at the historic, women-
owned Saratoga Arms Hotel.

Princeton, New Jersey
Discover Revolutionary history at Princeton 
University, where Nassau Hall still stands 
from the colonial era and may bear cannon 
marks linked to Alexander Hamilton. Nearby, 
raise a glass at the historic Yankee Doodle 
Tap Room, home to a Norman Rockwell 
mural and a booth where visitors can see 
Albert Einstein’s name reportedly carved into 
the table by the renowned physicist himself.

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania
Step back into Revolutionary-era America 
at the Dobbin House. Dating to 1776, the 
historic tavern pairs candlelit dining and 
colonial recipes with period décor—and 
be sure to try the signature Rum 
Bellies Vengeance cocktail.

New Castle, Delaware
Stroll through the historic district, an 
outdoor museum of colonial and Victorian 
architecture, and visit one of the oldest 
surviving courthouses at First State National 
Historical Park. The historic courthouse also 
served as an Underground Railroad site.

Charleston, South Carolina
Uncover Charleston’s past at Marion 
Square, where the remains of a colonial-
era fortress still sit hidden in plain sight, 
and tour the Old Exchange and Provost 
Dungeon for tales of ghosts, George 
Washington and 250 years of history. 
Complete the experience with a stay at 
the John Rutledge House, once home to a 
signer of the United States Constitution.
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Bookshelves

‘THIS IS 
A HIJACK’
Alumna Mimi Beeber Nichter spent 
21 days as a hostage. It took her 
five decades to write about it. 
BY RACHEL SHARP

“He’s got a gun. She’s got a grenade.” 
It was 1970, and a young Mimi Beeber Nichter, 

B.A. ’71, was on TWA flight 741 from Tel Aviv to New 
York.

She’d barely made the flight. She was wearing 
a green minidress—something she came to 
regret. She had been working at a kibbutz over the 
summer picking pears and was eager to get back 
to the U.S. and start her senior year at GW.

The pilot had just announced they were flying 
over Brussels with eight hours left to go to New 
York when a woman sprinted down the aisle with a 
man close on her heels. Maybe she was ill, or they were fighting?

Within seconds, it became clear that neither was the case. “Get 
back, get back! This is a hijack,” the man yelled. 

Not long after, a female voice with a thick accent told them from 
the cockpit that their captors were members of the militant Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP). “This is your new 

captain speaking,” she said. “You are being taken to a 
friendly country.” There were 145 people on board.

“I was so naive. I didn't really understand. It happened 
so fast,” said Nichter, whose book, “Hostage: A Memoir 
of Terrorism, Trauma, and Resilience” (Potomac Books, 
2026), recounts her experience for the first time. 

The plane landed in a remote desert in Jordan. 
Outside were uniformed guerrillas with guns. Across 
the aisle, an Orthodox couple were frantically ripping 
up their Israeli passports, swallowing the ID pages and 
stuffing the rest between their seats.

“Those two things—that’s when I realized this 
is really something incredibly serious," she said. 

The hostages were forced to stay on the plane. 
Two other planes had been hijacked as well.

Over the next few days, most women and 
children were sent home, but not Nichter, who was 
accused of being an Israeli soldier. She wasn’t, 
but her captors had found an army shirt in her 

backpack, given to her by a friend, and a photo of her wearing it. It 
was enough.

She was led up to the cockpit where a man put a gun to her temple 
and said, “Tell the truth now, or this will be the end of you.” He let her 
return to her seat but warned they were watching her. 

Nichter ended up spending six days and nights on the plane. 

Hostage: A Memoir of Terrorism, 
Trauma, and Resilience 
(Potomac Books, 2026) 

by Mimi Beeber Nichter, B.A. ’71
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During those sweltering 
days, there was little 
food or water, and no air 
conditioning, flushing 
toilets or running water on 
board. 

As soon as they 
disembarked, all three 
planes were blown up. 
Seats, doors, wings, 
windows hurtled through 
the air; thick black smoke 
covered the desert sky.

Nichter and 31 others 
were taken to an apartment 
in Amman. What followed 
was more than two weeks of 
uncertainty and terror. Fighting 
between the Jordanian army 
and the Palestinian guerrillas escalated 
when Jordan’s King Hussein ordered his 
military to attack all suspected guerrilla 
locations. Nichter and her fellow captives 
heard ever closer gunshots, shelling, 
artillery. A house near them was blown up.

During her captivity, two Palestinian 
women—members of the PFLP—came to 
talk to their small group of women hostages. 
These young women described how their 
family had been forced out of their home 
in Palestine in 1948, taking only what they 
could on their backs; how thousands of 
Palestinians were killed and more than half 
a million became refugees; how many still 
lived in inadequate refugee camps. This 
historical account challenged assumptions 
Nichter had grown up with.

“I had been brought up in a Jewish 
neighborhood in Brooklyn and a religious 
Jewish home,” Nichter commented. “I had 
never heard the story from this other side. 
And it made me realize that history could be 
different, depending on who was telling the 
story.”

“I began to think about the plight of 
the Palestinians in a way that I never had 
before,” she said.

After 21 days, the hostages were released. 
“You’re free,” said a captor. “Gather your 
things.” After hours in the war-torn streets, 
Red Cross vans picked them up. They spent 
a night in a hospital, then were flown to 
Cyprus, then Rome, then New York. 

“When I got back, my parents encouraged 
me to just move on,” she said. It’s how she 
was raised in her conservative Jewish 
family—not to talk about trauma or feelings 
at all. Her brother’s debilitating mental 
illness was taboo as well. 

“But that was how trauma was treated 

back then,” Nichter 
said. “Years would pass 
before PTSD entered 
public understanding. 
Soldiers who came 
home from the war in 
Vietnam were expected 
to just resume ‘normal’ 
life. “There was no 
recognition of the 
long-lasting impact of 
trauma.”
When she returned to 

GW, some classmates, who 
like her were anti-Vietnam 
War activists, naively 
thought her experience was 
“far out” because she got 
to spend time with “real 

revolutionaries.” She felt isolated and 
came to believe no one could understand 
what she had lived through.

Life, somehow, moved on. On 
campus, she ran into a familiar face—
Mark Nichter, who she had dated 
before leaving for Israel. He helped her 
adjust back to campus and some years 
later, they married. Nichter went on to 
build an academic career in cultural 
anthropology and is now a professor 
emerita at the University of Arizona. 
Together, they raised two sons.

The experience of writing the book 
after not talking about it for so many 
decades was a difficult one. “Many times 
people write a memoir, and they've 
already processed what they’re writing 
about,” she said. “I was writing it and 
processing it at the same time. A lot 
of the fear inside me that I had never 
examined was now laid bare on the page; 
that was frightening.” 

What does she hope readers will take 
away from the book?

“I hope people begin to understand 
what it means to be a hostage. The actual 
experience and the lasting trauma are 
things that few people understand,” she 
said.

For Nichter, another lesson—and 
one she hopes for readers as well—
is the importance of empathy and 
understanding that history looks 
different depending on who is telling 
it. As she writes in the book, “After my 
return, the wounds from the hijacking 
were raw and open, but they had also 
prepared me for a complex and nuanced 
understanding of the world and perhaps 
my place in it.”  

ABOVE: Nichter prior to 
the hijacking. AT LEFT: 

Passengers on the plane 
in Jordan, explosion of 
the planes, and Nichter 

and fellow hostages 
after their release.

“Most Eligible” (St. Martin’s Griffin, 2026) 
by Isabelle Engel, M.A. ’24

Looking for a beach read this summer? 
Engel has got you covered. In “Most 

Eligible,” journalist Georgia Rose goes on 
the reality dating show “Love Shack” in the 
hopes of writing a tell-all exposé—only to 
discover that the show's host is a country 

singer she had a one-night stand with. 
Their budding romance is set against 

the backdrop of scheming contestants, 
ruthless producers and ever-present 

cameras. “Most Eligible” was named a Book 
of the Month selection and singled out in 

“People” and in “Town and Country.”

“On the Contrary: The Great Contrarians—
Oscar Wilde & Friedrich Nietzsche” 

(Formite Press, 2025)  
by Yahia Lababidi, B.A. ’96

One was a celebrated wit and dramatist, the 
other a reclusive philosopher. Oscar Wilde 

and Friedrich Nietzsche would appear 
to be polar opposites. But the two—who 

were contemporaries but almost certainly 
didn’t know of each other—were both 

provocateurs and cultural agitators who 
did not hesitate to expose the hypocrisies 

of their age and societies, argues Lababidi. 
“As artist-thinkers they were revolutionary 

and subversive in their distrust of 
prejudices, smashing idols and tablets 

of unexamined convictions, in the belief 
that creators of new values must also be 

destroyers of old ones,” he writes. C
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