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FEATURES

WHAT BECOMES A 
LEGEND MOST?

by JOHN LONSDALE

This is weird, isn’t it?” says Erin 
Wilgenbusch, Greenlee senior 
lecturer, after introducing 

herself  to a lecture hall filled with 400 
Journalism 101 students. It’s the Monday 
after Barbara Mack died in her sleep, and 
the second week of  the fall 2012 semester. 
The students sitting in Kildee Hall 
produce nervous laughs and muster 
a collective yeah.

“I know it is, and it’s weird for me,” 
Wilgenbusch says. “I’ve just lost a friend 
and it’s a weird situation, but we’re all 
going to honor Barbara’s memory by 
making the best of  it and having a great 
semester and picking up where she left 
off, because she isn’t one to let grass grow 
under her feet.”

A month later, Wilgenbusch says 
that’s exactly what the class did. “I think 
we all needed to acknowledge what had 
happened, and that we were all feeling a 
little awkward,” she says. “We were going 
to have to get used to one another and 
things were going to be a little different 
than what they thought they were going 
to be for the class. But I think it’s all 
turned out.”

When she found out she would 
take over Mack’s 101 “Mass Media 
and Society” course a year earlier than 
planned, Wilgenbusch decided to log on to 
Blackboard, the new Iowa State standard 
electronic learning module, to add her 
syllabus. There she found a note to the 
Jl MC 101 students posted by Mack just a 
few days prior. 

“There was this announcement from 
Barbara that she had sent the previous 
Sunday night saying, ‘Hey, I can’t wait 
to see you, glad you’re in my class.’ You 

know, things like that,” Wilgenbusch says. 
“And it kind of  took my breath away for 
a minute. It’s still out there. I told the 
students I’m going to leave it out there … 
Her syllabus is still out there in the course 
content area alongside of  mine. But I told 
the students I just can’t … I’m not ready 
to delete it, to make it go away.”

From 101 to 460

Jake Calhoun, Iowa State Daily sports 
editor, made a point of  sitting in the front 
row of  Mack’s Jl MC 460 (Mass Media 
Law) course. His favorite takeaway from 
that grueling class? When Mack asked if  
anyone in the room weighed more than 
235 pounds. Calhoun and one other 
student raised their hands. 

 “I wouldn’t have guessed, but I can’t 
bench press you,” Calhoun remembers 
Mack saying to him. 

“That, in my mind, is going to be one 
of  those lasting images that I’ll always 
have in my mind of  her,” Calhoun says, 
“that I was one of  her few students she 
couldn’t bench press.” 

Mack taught her final media law 
course on a Wednesday morning, Aug. 
22, 2012. Junior Katherine Klingseis 
remembers the assignment for the 

following class period included reading 
the Declaration of  Independence and 
the Bill of  Rights. Jermaine Johnson, an 
Iowa State Ph.D. student now teaching 
Mack’s media law course after serving as 
its teaching assistant the first week, was 
at home with his sick 2-year-old daughter 
that Wednesday.  So he had only one day 
in the classroom learning from Mack. But 
so far, he says, teaching the course has 
been a lot of  hard work but a good 
experience for him.

The Friday after Barbara’s death was 
“surreal” for Klingseis and others in that 
media law class. “I kind of  half-expected 
her to come in the room when we were 
sitting there,” Klingseis says. Instead, the 
Greenlee School director Michael Bugeja 
walked in the room, followed by grief  
counselors. 

And the mending began. 

Breakfast with Barbara

“Every time I drive in from Route 30 
to the campus, if  you go left, or south, 
you go to the Gateway. If  you go north 
you head to campus,” Bugeja says. “And 
Barbara and I used to have breakfast on a 
regular basis at the Gateway, so every time 
I come to that intersection, it’s been very, 
very difficult for me to make that right 
hand turn [to campus].” 

On the menu, for Bugeja: oatmeal 
with raisins, cinnamon, and brown 
sugar; and for Mack: three scrambled 
eggs, bacon, toast, fruit, juice, and warm 
ketchup. (“Ketchup had to be warmed.”) 
And coffee. A lot of  coffee. 

Bugeja and Mack discussed the news, 
their animals and how to uphold standards 
in the classroom. Now, he fondly
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remembers how Mack first met him and 
took him to meet her horse.  Or how she 
would use “newsroom” (some might call it 
“truck driver”) language in her classes at 
times. When talking with Bugeja, it’s easy 
to see he’s lost one of  his best friends.

“I have met many people in this 
world,” Bugeja says. “Very, very few have 
influenced me or befriended me in the 
warm and generous and enlightened 
way of  Barbara Mack. I just finished 
ethics class [which Bugeja took over for 
Mack in August], where we have an 
exercise where we do our highs, lows and 
turning points. One of  my lows was the 
passing of  Barbara Mack, and I’m sure 
that passing will eventually turn into a 
turning point and a high as I try to apply 
her many life lessons.”

Still in the grieving process, Bugeja 
says he mistook Jane Peterson, assistant 
director of  the Greenlee School, for Mack 
one day recently. For him, Mack’s death 
didn’t seem real at first. 

“That really – that kind of  shook 
me,” he says. “And then one day I walked 
into the journalism school and she was 
gone. She was just gone. I didn’t feel her 
anymore, but I had her lessons at heart 
and her memories. And I guess that’s   
how people grieve in their own way. 
Everybody grieves differently. That’s how 
I grieved. 

“And actually what got me over the 
grief  is something I think is a tribute 
to Barbara,” he continues. “And that is 
making sure I take care of  her students. 
And I’m doing that as best I can, given the 
time constraints I have – three classes and 
directing a school. I also have to say that 
all my colleagues have been wonderful. 
All of  them have come together to help 
plan the memorial, to grieve with me, to 
forget our smaller concerns and embrace 
Barbara’s larger principles.”

What Happened on 2nd Floor...

What does colleague Lulu Rodriguez 
remember best about Mack? “There are 
so many things that I don’t even know if  
I should let you know,” says Rodriguez, 
Greenlee professor, with a laugh.  

Like the trips she and Mack took 
together at least once a semester since 
2000 that “had nothing to do with 
work.” With Mack in the driver’s seat 
of  Rodriguez’s car “exercising” the car’s 
limit, on their way to a weekend getaway 
to some “crummy” motel along the 

Mississippi or some place in Iowa City, 
Wisconsin or Peoria, Ill., Rodriguez says 
she was able to “discover Iowa that way.” 

Rodriguez and Mack’s offices shared 
a wall, and, for Rodriguez, it’s taking a 
while to adjust to not having the woman 
around who was “a champion” of  and 
taught Rodriguez so much about the 
First Amendment, the woman who could 
probably fill an entire day researching 
everything on the Web, the woman who 
was a “master in the classroom” and an 
“active scholar,” using examples instead of  
written scholarship. “This is the toughest 
part for me, because I have been used to 
this thing that she’s just next door. Yeah, 
this is the toughest part for me.”

Tom Beell, Greenlee professor, shared 
another of  Mack’s office walls, and the 
two of  them were giddy pending their 
phased retirements; Mack would finish in 
December 2012 and Beell in May 2013. 
Mack hadn’t been around Hamilton 
Hall during spring 2012 and Beell grew 
accustomed to not seeing her. 

“I think it’s made it easier for me to 
accept the fact that she’s not going to be 
here,” Beell says. “Although I will say, I 
swear to God, from time to time I think 
I hear her in the office. I almost hear her 
singing, actually.”

They conducted numerous 
conversations through that wall – some 

without words. Beell recalls once hearing 
a pounding sound coming from Mack’s 
direction until a nail suddenly appeared 
on his side. She had been nailing one of  
her “magnificently big pictures,” and 
Beell says it was a memory the two 
laughed about often. 

And sometimes Mack would sing. 
Beell would play music and sometimes 
he’d hear threatening thumps on the 
wall, but she’d also sing. He recalls not 
only the exaggerated operatic vocals of  
signature Broadway show tunes, but also 
the pleasant voice that would carry the 
sweetest tune, “stanza after stanza.” Beell 
says Mack had a way with remembering 
the lyrics of  any song. (And in fact, she 
bolted into the Greenlee School’s main 
office and belted out a song the day 
before she died.)

Beell remembers much about his office 
neighbor: how she advised him to get a 
second opinion when he was diagnosed 
with a rare form of  cancer; the times 
she and her car (which she affectionately 
called “Blackie, the Wonder Honda”) 
would fly into her parking space hot off  
her Des Moines commute and having 
outguessed the state patrol cars; her years 
as the Register’s “Grumpy Gourmet” food 
critic; how she helped found the Iowa 
Freedom of  Information Council, and her 
work as a lawyer for the Register, fighting 

for open records and open meetings 
“and all kinds of  great stuff  journalists 
believe in.

“This was a Renaissance woman – she 
could do everything,” Beell says.  

And, of  course, he says, she could 
teach the English language to people in 
the most “remarkable way.

“There are so many sides to her that 
I don’t think I know them all,” Beell says. 
“But anyway, it was just great to know her 
... She was such a force, a powerful force 

THE 
WONDROUS ARRAY
by Michael Bugeja

For Barbara Mack, 
1952-2012

We summon you today as anecdote,
Recalling how you confiscated phones
When freshmen read their Facebook during class
Or how you taught the narcoleptic tardy

Punctuality and punctuation.
You laid down law in law and still they came
To love the level scales of justice
As much as you, replacement mother,

for our program – for our school. And yet, 
we will survive her.” 

Down the hall from Mack’s office is 
Greenlee professor Eric Abbott’s office. 

He mentions how the School had to 
cancel the English Usage Test workshop 
Mack created. “What she did went 
well beyond that course,” Abbott says. 
He considers Mack to have been “the 
Greenlee School grammarian,” someone 
who “could disarm you with a good joke” 
(“When we think of  hearing Barbara in 
the hall, very often it’s because she’s got 
this joke that she’s sharing”), and says 
during the School’s darkest times, Mack 
had the advice to get them through it.

“If  she thought you were wrong she’d 
tell you straight out; there was no doubt 
about it,” Abbott says. “But people kept 
going back. Why? Because, it turned out 
her advice was on the mark. Sometimes 
it was very personal. Sometimes very 
strategic, but if  there was an advice giver 
in the Greenlee School, that was her.” 
Abbott says it’d be “foolish” to try to 
replace Mack. “I doubt there’s another 
one … I don’t think there is. I’m sure 
there’s not,” he says. “We will try to find 
another faculty member whose energy and 
strengths will make it better for students 
and faculty here, but I think we cannot 
replace this one.”

Her Royal Highness

On Barbara Mack’s Facebook page 
are photos of  her beloved horse Mikki, 
or “Her Royal Highness,” a 26-year-old 
Thoroughbred-Percheron cross – a draft 

Away from home and harvest. Far too soon
The drought-resistant corn has tasseled
Tidily in test plots like alumni
Bowing at commencement, row by row.

You left us at your favored time of year,
Another term, proposed to be your last.
We planned to celebrate retirement
With colleagues who assemble here instead

And listen to the peals of campanile 
As you alight among us here, and there,
Untouched but felt, unheard but understood,
Unseen and yet beheld in wondrous array. 

horse measuring at 17-hands high (each 
hand at four inches). The person posting 
the images is Heather (Wiese) Starr, ’96, 
who has known Mikki since Mack, her 
academic adviser, got Mikki. Starr, who is 
Mikki’s “godmother,” worked for Mack on 
weekends during school, some of  which 
included trips to Valley Park Stables to 
groom Mikki, bathe her or pull her mane. 

“[Mack] was an adviser and friend 
and mentor to me well beyond Iowa State, 
and, in fact, was my personal assistant at 
my wedding,” Starr says. “And we stayed 
friends, and I think what really bonded 
us over the years was our mutual love 
of  animals and our mutual passion for 
women’s issues.” 

When Mack had brain surgery for an 
aneurysm seven years ago, she was told 
not to ride Mikki for awhile, so Mack 
asked Starr if  she would do it. That’s 
when, Starr says, she and Mikki grew 
closer. Eventually, Mack asked her to 
be Mikki’s godmother, but Starr never 
thought Mikki would outlive Barbara. (“It 
was devastating.”) 

“In some ways it feels selfish to have 
Mikki because there are so many people 
who love Barbara and are mourning her 
just like I am … but everyday I get to do 
something for Barbara, and taking care 
and loving her horse – you know, it’s a 
privilege and an honor,” Starr says.

Starr credits Mack’s husband, Jim 
Giles, a retired Des Moines attorney, for 
bringing Mikki to her. “Jim has made it 
possible for me to take care of  Mikki,” 
Starr says. “This is a collaboration 
between Jim and I … we’re both keeping 
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our promises to Barbara. When we first talked, he told me 
that if  he didn’t make sure Mikki got a good home that 
Barbara would haunt him. And I think that’s absolutely 
true … When I ride Mikki or groom her I like to think that 
[Barbara’s] smiling.”

Besides her Mikki, Mack’s favorite children were most 
any kids she knew. Says Mack’s close friend Diane Graham 
in an email, “When my husband and I became parents, 
Barbara instantly stepped in as an aunt. It’s probably no 
surprise to learn that Barbara was great with kids, and she 
loved to surprise our daughter with gifts. Once it was an 
antique child’s rocker that Barbara painted and just left on 
the front steps. Another time, it was a 5-foot-tall mummy 
statue that still graces our porch every Halloween. 

“But her best surprise had to be when my daughter 
was no more than 3 or 4. It was Easter, and I stepped out 
to get the Sunday Register, only to realize our entire front 
yard had been blitzed with Easter eggs, balloons, coloring 
books and assorted gifts. My daughter heard me shout, 
rushed out the door and yelled, ‘The Easter bunny’s been 
here!!!!!!!’ She was delighted! What kid wouldn’t be? But for 
me, the big question was, “WHO??!” Barbara was my first 
suspect. So I called to confront her and was greeted with 
that trademark Barbara laugh. “Do you realize what you’ve 
done?” I shrieked. “She’s going to expect this every year!” 
Barbara calmly replied, “ Don’t worry!” And from then 
on – my daughter is now 13 – Barbara would arrive before 
dawn whether it was cold, warm, rainy or snowy and be our 
secret Easter Bunny. So we not only lost a dear friend when 
Barbara died, we lost our Easter Bunny!”

The two friends met while Mack was working as a 
reporter for the Tribune and left for the Register, and 
Graham filled her spot. Graham says she was looking 
forward to spending more time with her friend once Mack 
retired– the walks around Gray’s Lake or the cooking lessons 
Mack was teaching Graham’s daughter.

“It sounds trite, but I miss her friendship. It hurts,” 
Graham wrote. “I miss her phone calls. I miss our lunches. 
I miss laughing while hearing about her latest outrageous 
adventure. I miss her amazing intelligence and zest for 
life. She was always there for her friends. Always. Without 
question. Now, there’s this gaping hole in my life that no one 
else can fill.”

Graham says Mack seemed “bigger than life.”
“That’s probably why it’s hard to accept she’s gone,” 

Graham wrote. “There was only one Barbara. I was just 
lucky to call such an amazing woman my friend. What a gift 
she was!”

Those gifts were celebrated at a campus memorial 
service Sept. 7, and then again two days later at Des 
Moines’ Hoyt Sherman Place. The final speaker at that Des 
Moines memorial service was her husband. “Who here has 
been hugged by Barbara Mack?” he asked.

Hands rose. 
And, later, “I never was much for hugs,” Giles said. “It’s 

one of  the many ways that I failed Barbara Mack … But I 
know now that Professor Mack wasn’t trying to teach me or 
anyone of  you how to hug, she was trying to teach each of  
us to remember to hug. To draw unto ourselves every object 

of  our passions, and our affections, to 
remember to express those emotions … 
I missed an opportunity to hug Barbara 
that last night. I can never, ever get that 
back. Don’t, don’t make that mistake. Hug 
what you love, hug whom you love … [so] 
if  you have ever been hugged by Barbara 
Mack please pass it along. If  you haven’t, 
then study up, because I think you’ll find 
it to be worthwhile.”

14 minutes and 23 seconds

About a year ago, I sat down with 
Mack for an interview when she was 
selected for the ISU Alumni Association 
Outstanding Service to Alumni Award. 
When she told me most people wouldn’t 
know she was a shy person in front of  a 
crowd, it was hard to believe her. Even 
harder to believe was that Mack’s last 
semester of  teaching was approaching, 
and no one was ready to let her go. 

One cold night this past October I 
found my old iPod. I went straight to the 
‘Voice Memos’ playlist and guessed which 
of  my next clicks might contain Mack’s 
voice from our “Glimpse” interview.

“9/23/2011 10:38 AM.” Click. 
A question, and then: “I came to 

Iowa State in 1971, and my life has 
been involved with the University since 
that time,” Barbara said. “I have a deep 
respect for this institution and its 
history of  great education for the 
common person. 

“Being honored for service to alumni 
is one of  the proudest achievements of  my 
life. I keep trying to pretend it’s not going 
to happen, because I’m kind of  scared … 
I do not like to be in places where I’m 
the focus.”

Ahh…Barbara Mack’s voice 
once again. 

The voice of  a woman who was a bit 
“younger than a traditional Boomer” – a 
teacher, academic, lawyer and counselor. 
The voice of  a woman who “never lived 
more than three miles from the hospital 
[she] was born in” (“I think that’s one 
reason I like traveling so much,” she  
told me.) 

The voice of  a woman who re-read 
her complete collection of  Jane Austen’s 
novels at least once a year to revisit “a 
world in which things were lovely and 
genteel.” The voice of  a woman who 
wished she had volunteered for the Peace 
Corps, who wore a navy blue vest and 
a plaid skirt to Catholic school from the 

Most of you here today are way too young to have known 
Barbara Mack as an undergraduate student at Iowa State.

She was brash, bold, brash, driven and determined – so 
driven, in fact, that she polished off her bachelor’s in just three 
years – largely by taking 20 or 21 credits a quarter.  

In those days, Barbara was a slim striking brunette weighing 
about 120 pounds…. With her work load she obviously didn’t 
have time for eating.

I was on the faculty then, but never had Barbara as a student.  
However, my office was next to her academic adviser, Ed Blinn.

Ed, who died about a decade ago, was a short, bald-headed 
Irishman – in fact, very Irish – with a wonderful sense of humor.

I remember once when he walked up to his long-time faculty 
colleague, Karl Friederich, who was very German…. Ed walked 
up to Karl, gave him the Nazi salute and said, “In case we lose.”     

You can pretty much imagine how Barbara adopted Ed as her 
pet – even though she very much respected him as her adviser 
and as the department’s media law expert.

I had a good view of this relationship and was often 
summoned to Ed’s office to hear his young protégé’s latest 
pronouncements.

Ed, to put it mildly, was stricken – and smitten – by Barbara –
and the feeling was mutual.

Barbara used to flounce into Ed’s office, plant herself right 
on the corner of his desk and charge ahead with whatever was 
on  her mind.

They were almost like Siamese twins. Only he called her Ms. 
Mack or Barbara – and she called him “Sweetie.”

I remember one occasion when she announced – while 
perched on his desk – that her goal in life was to have Ed’s job, 
teaching law at Iowa State.

Of course, she prefaced this by saying “Sweetie”… and 
ended her pronouncement by kissing him smack on top of his 
very bald head.

Ed loved it. And, happily, he was still on the faculty in 1986 
when she was hired.

I cannot begin to tell you how thrilled and proud Ed was to 
have his “Sweetie” on the faculty.

Had Ed been here today, he would be heart-broken – as we 
all are – but in his own very special way.  

By Tom Emmerson, ‘60

A PROF AND HIS PROTÉGÉ

first to eighth grades and finally upgraded 
to navy blue business suits for freshman 
and sophomore years and charcoal gray 
business suits for her junior and senior 
years (“I looked like a lawyer from the 
time I was 14.”). 

The voice of  a woman whose good 
friend would later tell me Barbara’s family 
took Sunday drives when she was a child, 
where Barbara would see the Des Moines 
south of  Grand house she so loved and 
would someday live in and name “Ralph.” 

The voice of  a woman who corrected 
your grammar, always, and made you 
never forget about saying “like” when your 
mouth couldn’t catch up with your brain. 
The voice of  a woman who loved history 
and animals and good food and traveling. 
The voice of  a woman who was ready for 
a retirement filled with volunteer work 
at the Animal Rescue League. The voice 
of  a woman whose brilliant words were 
cut off  all too soon, at the 14-minute and 
23-second mark on an old iPod.
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