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Fast Forward
From robots and space flight to education and aging,  

Texas A&M University researchers tackle 12 questions about our future.



Despite the 20th century’s 
overabundance of violent 
con flict, radical cultural shifts 
and political upheaval world -
wide—which, at one point, 
had humanity teetering on 
the edge of nuclear annihi-
lation—there was always a 
collective fascination with 
the future. Generation after 
generation, artists imagined 
how life might look decades 
or even centuries ahead. “Buck 

Rogers” depicted heroic space battles 40 years before the moon 
land ings, “Star Trek” showed humanity united across galaxies at the 
height of the Civil Rights movement, and when I was a teen ager, 
“Back to the Future Part II” promised we’d have flying cars and 
hoverboards by 2015.  

Some of these futuristic stories were dark and dystopic, but 
even those usually ended on a note of stubborn optimism for the 
world to come. In recent years, though, it seems like that optimism 
has gone increasingly out of favor. TV shows and movies imag-
ining a utopian future are few and far between, replaced by grim 
visions of totalitarian governments, like “The Hunger Games,” or 
high-tech nightmares inspired by our fears of technology gone 
too far, like “Black Mirror.” The pessimism on screen often reflects 
a widespread sense of unease and uncertainty toward the decades 
ahead and even a lack of faith in humanity to overcome its most 
pressing challenges. It’s enough to ask: Is the future just not what 
it used to be? 

At the Texas A&M Foundation, our explicit mission is to 
build a brighter future for Texas A&M University, one relation-
ship at a time. We do this because we believe a brighter future for 
this university precipitates real hope for the state, nation and 
world as a top-tier institution for higher education and research. 
A combination of public support, impactful philanthropy, and 
passionate students, faculty and staff has made Aggieland an epi-
center for innovation across almost every field and industry. If 
there’s a problem endangering our future or a discovery that will 
enhance it, you can bet that someone at Texas A&M is already 
working on it. 

In this issue’s cover story, you’ll meet researchers from across 
the university tackling daunting questions in their respective fields—
questions with answers that will impact not just our lives but also 
those of coming generations. Whether they’re implementing sus-
tainable farming practices, building robots that work alongside 
humans or even slowing down the cognitive effects of aging, these 
researchers are pushing their fields forward for the good of hu-
mankind. Our nation and species may not have it all figured out, 
but for all of humanity’s destructive tendencies, it’s worth remem-
bering that ingenuity, persistence and compassion are at the core 
of who we are. We may not have flying cars, but if we can work to -
gether, we have every reason to keep dreaming. 

Thanks for all you do. 
 
 
 
 
Tyson Voelkel ’96 
president & ceo, texas a&m foundation  

President’sPost

The World of Tomorrow 

Ready to get started on your legacy in Aggieland? Download our free 
Giving Guide using this QR code or learn how you can support the 
campus initiatives in this issue of Spirit at give.am/Summer.



Do you have a Good Bull story to share? Send 
your submission to our editor, Dunae Reader ’15, 
at dreader@txamfoundation.com.

Born almost three months prematurely, Mike Miesch ’55 
(right) developed a severe hearing impairment that affected 
his speech. Starting early in life and continuing into his col-
lege career, assorted “experts” tried to limit his options. 

Fortunately, Mike had brains, grit, resilience and the 
loyal support of his younger brother, Pete ’55 ’62 ’63 (left). 
Because the siblings communicated easily with each other, 
Pete embraced being Mike’s interpreter—even following 
his brother to school on the first day to keep tabs on him.  

Soon the 4-year-old Pete joined Mike in first grade, form -
ing an academic partnership that would span the broth ers’ 
undergraduate years at Texas A&M University, where they 
roomed together and supported themselves by working in 
food services and parking cars at football games. Both 
earned degrees—Mike in entomology and Pete in petro-
leum engineering—before going their separate ways. 

Apart, the two continued to succeed, with both earning 
master’s and doctorate degrees, raising devoted families 
and enjoying successful careers. Pete worked on Texas’ 
Eagle Ford Shale and recently donated valuable geologic 
maps, well logs, cross-sections and seismic lines of the 
area as a gift-in-kind to benefit the Department of Geology 
and Geophysics.  

But Pete’s biggest contribution remains helping his 
brother smash through society’s limiting beliefs and pre-
vail, in a true embodiment of the Aggie core value of loyalty. 
“I’ve never seen camaraderie between two siblings like 
this,” said Pete’s daughter, Liz. “Most people would be bro-
ken by everything they’ve faced—but not them. Nothing 
can break the special brotherly bond they share.”  
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Spirit is published three times per year by the 
Texas A&M Foundation, which builds a brighter 
future for Texas A&M University, one relationship 
at a time. Through com  pelling stories and photo -
graphy, Spirit celebrates unique in di vid uals, the joy 
of giving back and the Aggie can-do spirit from a 
perspective that spans the entire cam pus. Di  rect 
in quiries to the Marketing Office, Texas A&M 
Foun  da tion, 401 George Bush Drive, College Sta -
 tion, TX 77840- 2811, call 800.392.3310 or 979. 
845.8161, or email info@txam foun dation.com. In -
for mation in this magazine is for educational 
pur poses only and should be examined by inde -
pendent legal counsel due to possible dif  ferences 
in local laws and individual needs. 
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ON THE COVER  
 
This issue includes six illustrations from 
Spain-based artist Señor Salme, including 
this cover scene depicting a futuristic 
space station in the shape of the number 
. His art, which takes style cues from 
retro science fiction pulp magazines, is 
also featured in the cover story and below.

FAC ULTY F I E L DWOR K   

What’s Next With Artificial Intelligence?  
Faculty discuss artificial intelligence’s rewards, limitations and impact on our lives.

T R A I L BL A Z E R S   

Pleasant Good Morning to You  
For almost 30 years, Horace McQueen ’60 was the voice of Texas agriculture. 

S T UDE N T I M PAC T   

Howdy, Ivan Sanchez ’26  
Regents’ Scholar Ivan Sanchez ’26 is spreading the sound of Mexican culture 
through College Station as president of Aggieland Mariachi. 

42

The musically talented 
economics major can 
play the saxophone and 
vihuela, but it’s the  
violin that has captured 
his heart. 

32

DR . RU I H ON G HUA N G 
Associate Professor 
Computer Science and Engineering
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It was one of those insufferably hot 
days, and I was walking from the 
Langford Architecture Building to 
the shuttle bus on the exact oppo-
site side of campus. I took a short-
cut and noticed more than a few 
people with smiles almost as large 
as the scoops of ice cream dripping 
down their cones. In my head, I 
heard the tunes of the ice cream 
trucks of my youth! I asked some-
one where they’d gotten such huge 
cones in the middle of nowhere. 
One sweet young lady walked me 
to the door of the Creamery.  

I asked, “How is the chocolate? 
Or is the vanilla more decadent?” 
With a wink, this angel suggested 
the strawberry…and she scooped 
me what seemed a half gallon on a 
cone. It was like biting into a frozen 
juicy strawberry! I visited often after 
that with my friends. To this day, I 
have never had ice cream as good 
as the confections that were the 
Creamery ice creams. 
  
 DAV I D  A P P L E B AU M  ’    

Pacific Palisades, California  
 
 

My friend Mary Michelle Hawver 
Ellis ’82 and I recently talked about 
how our friendship formed over 
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Mailbox

Next Up  

What’s the nicest thing  
a fellow Aggie has  
ever done for you?  

 
Share your answer with our  
editor, Dunae Reader ’15, at  

dreader@txamfoundation.com. 

trips to the Creamery back in 1979. 
Our favorite outings started at the 
Cow Hop for the best nachos ever, 
and then we’d head to the Cream-
ery for chocolate malts. We were 
both in the theater program, and 
we’d often head to the Creamery 
to reward ourselves after finishing 
work in the scene shop building 
sets. Mary and I became lifelong 
friends; we think it may be because 
neither of us ever had regrets about 
overindulging at the Creamery! 
 
 L AU R I E  JAY  ’     

McKinney, Texas 
 
 

The vanilla ice cream was the best! 
I loved the aroma as you got close. 
You knew what was waiting! 
 
 B A R B A R A   B L A I R   G R A H A M  ’     

Nolanville, Texas 
 
 

After the fall semester of my fresh-
man year, I left the Corps of Cadets 
to walk on to the Texas A&M foot -
ball team as Coach Jackie Sherrill 
was taking over the program. In 
the Corps, I had dropped weight 
to 182 pounds—not very good for 
a linebacker. I went by the Cream-
ery almost every day for a choco-
late shake or ice cream for 50 cents 

Readers write in: 
Do you have a fond memory of the old 
Texas A&M Creamery?  
Read more responses online at give.am/Creamery.



days. I would call ahead and order 
about 16 milkshakes for us to pick 
up as we departed to Austin, Waco, 
Houston, Dallas-Fort Worth, etc. 
It was always the highlight of our 
travels and fostered a bit of team 
bonding! 
 
 DAV I D  H E AT H  ’    

Bryan, Texas 
 
 

The Creamery is where I found 
the freshman 15! It was such easy 
access as a floriculture major to walk 
out the back door of the Plant Sci-
ences Building and pick up that 
creamy chocolate malt as I headed 
to the shuttle bus stop. 
 
 L E A N N  W I R E Y  ’     

San Antonio, Texas 
 
 

As a Fightin’ Texas Aggie Band 
member, I remember walking from 
class on hot autumn days and stop -
ping by the Creamery to get a large 
cone. It made the long drill prac-
tices more bearable and gave me 
the energy to do my best! 
 
 H E N RY  LU D D E K E  ’     

Cuero, Texas 
 
 

On my way to class on Mondays, 
Wednesdays and Fridays, I would 
stop at the Creamery for the best 
5-cent ice cream cone in the world. 
It was something to look forward 
to each week! 
 
 JA M E S  H O P P E R  ’     

Dallas, Texas 
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or something crazy cheap like that. 
It helped restore my playing weight, 
and it tasted so good doing it too! 
 
 C A L  M C N E I L L  ’     

College Station, Texas 
 
 

The ice cream was always a treat 
after classes. At least once a week, 
someone dropped a scoop on the 
sidewalk! 
 
 L I N DA  H E I N E M A N N  ’    

Houston, Texas   

As a freshman, I lived in Mosher 
Hall and walked daily to the Aca-
demic and Agency Building (now 
the John R. Blocker Building) for 
class. Stopping in the Cream ery 
once a week was a real treat, espe-
cially on a warmer day. I loved the 
chocolate malts and convinced my -
self that the daily walking on cam-
pus burned all the calories! 
 
 L AU R A  F U LTO N  ’     

Houston, Texas 
 

I grew up in Ohio. Keep in mind 
this was before the internet. Some-
how, my mom found out about the 
Creamery, and we had to go there 
when I first visited Texas A&M’s 
campus. That was some of the best 
ice cream. Dare I say, even better 
than Blue Bell? 
 
 H U G H  AY L E S  ’     

Cedar Park , Texas 
 
 

The Creamery was a real treat. I 
would stop by and get a choco late 
malt. After four years of Sbisa and 
Duncan dining halls, most things 
out of the ordinary were a real treat, 
but this was the best. 
 
 BI L L  R I C H A R D S O N  ’     

San Marcos, Texas 
 
 

As a home-grown Aggie raised in 
Bryan, my mother often brought me 
and my two brothers over to the 
Creamery for a sweet treat! We 
usually drove our 1969 baby blue 
Ford Country Squire station wagon 
with wood panels. This continued 
for many years and often included 
a trip to the airport to watch planes 
arrive and depart Aggieland while 
enjoying our cones. 
 
 KY L E  F R I TS C H E  ’     

Longview, Texas 
 
 

The Creamery was a favorite of 
basketball coach Shelby Metcalf 
and became a team favorite for travel 

The Creamery was out 
of my way but well worth 
the detour. I loved their 
vanilla ice cream with its 
extremely high butterfat 
content.  
 
 JA M E S  W I L S O N  ’     

Longview, Texas 

The campus Creamery 
(below) opened in 1956 
and moved locations a 
few times before closing 
in 1995. By the 1980s,  
it made and sold more 
than 300 gallons of ice 
cream per week using 
Texas A&M’s dairy 
herd. Read about the 
newly opened Creamery 
on page 6. 



“Fond memories will be made here. 
This is going to be a very special place as it matures, and 
it’s something that Texas A&M needed.”  

Kent Moore ’72 revealed his  
excitement about the fall 2022 
opening of the Debbie ’74 and 
Kent ’72 Moore Family Creamery 
located in Aggie Park. Thanks to 
the Moore family’s donations,  
Aggies can enjoy Blue Bell’s classic 
flavors, shakes, ice cream sandwiches 
and several other ice-cold desserts 
while strolling through the park.   
Enjoy readers’ recollections of the old 
campus Creamery on page 4.

Fighting Aggie Hunger 

Launched by the Department of Residence Life in the Division of Stu -

dent Affairs, the Grocery Give & Grab (G3) program is part of an on-

going effort to combat food insecurity and reduce food waste among 

Aggies. Since spring 2019, the program has allowed students to do-

nate any unopened, unexpired and nonperishable food items into one 

of 12 bins placed in residential neighborhoods as they leave for the 

win ter or summer break. Residents experiencing food insecurity are 

en couraged to take items without permission or paperwork.  

“It helps Aggies in a discrete way,” said Marcela Lopez ’23, a stu -

dent assistant working with the initiative. “They can grab food and 

go without shame or judgment.” 

In spring 2022, the Aggie Green Fund—a grantmaking organiza -

tion for campus sustainability projects—provided funding for book-

cases to be placed at permanent donation locations. In addition, 

beginning in fall 2022, G3 locations were added to the 12th Can’s list 

of Pocket Pantries across campus to provide convenient access to 

food for students in need. 

  

Campus
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to an electrical current, to precisely meas -

ure an individual’s blood pressure. The tat -

too is made of a material called graphene, 

similar to what is found in graphite pen-

cils. The material is strong, ultra-flexible 

and adheres to the skin directly over a 

person’s arteries, allowing it to remain for 

up to one week. Circuits within the tattoo 

send the gathered information to a com-

puter to interpret the data. 

“Realizing unobtrusive and passive 

tech nologies for the frequent recording 

Hypertension Tats 
Led by Dr. Roozbeh Jafari, Texas A&M Uni -

versity researchers have created a tempo -

rary tattoo that can accurately measure 

blood pressure around the clock. Invisible 

and weightless, the tattoos have the po-

tential to make blood pressure readings 

more convenient and precise than current 

blood pressure cuffs. 

The tattoos use bioimpedance, a tech -

nique that involves blood flow’s response 
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Sbisa Dining Hall was 
the first university 
dining hall in Texas  
to become a 3-Star  
Certified Green 
Restaurant, a title 

later earned by the 

Commons Dining Hall 

as well. The facilities 

earned the rating  

by implementing 39 

environmental steps 

that focus on reducing 

energy consumption, 

waste, and water and 

chemical usage. 

 

 

Texas A&M researchers 
are helping develop 
walking robots for 
NASA that can navigate 

icy surfaces, crusted 

sand and other rigid 

terrains more easily 

than wheeled rovers. 

The team will integrate 

the robots with  

embedded terrain-

sensing technologies 

and cognitive human 

decision models to 

advance planetary  

exploration. 

 

 

As part of a capstone 

project, five mechanical 
engineering students 
proposed an interior 
renovation of the  
rotating crown atop 
the Queen Theatre in 

downtown Bryan. 

Sponsored by the 

Downtown Bryan  

Association, the team 

redesigned the crown’s 

80-year-old interior 

mechanics and created 

an accurate set of 

shop drawings to  

ensure the building’s 

regal topknot can keep 

spinning for decades 

to come. 

What is KANM’s mission? Our main mission is running the radio 
station and allowing everyone to try their hand at being a DJ. We also 
want to provide a space for people on campus who are really into music 
as well as production and audio engineering. It’s a good organization for 
people who are interested in the social aspects of music in any capacity 
to meet each other and have an atmosphere for discussion. We’re all 
about providing a creative outlet. 
 
What types of music or programming does the station play? 
We give our DJs a lot of free rein, but we follow FCC guidelines in terms 
of what kind of music you can play on-air. First-time DJs must take 
30% of the music they play from our mandatory pile, but every other 
week at Music Review Crew, DJs get to pitch albums and vote on  
recently released music. Experienced DJs can also host podcasts or 
shows about sports and politics. We really want to provide a space for 
anybody interested in radio. 
 
How frequently does KANM air? We’re streaming 24/7 on our 
website, KANM.org. If there’s a time without somebody’s show, we 
have an auto DJ that pulls from our library and plays random songs. 
 
What makes this organization stand out? It’s an awesome  
community. We provide a space for people who don’t necessarily feel 
like they fit the traditional mold. We’re very diverse because we’re all 
tied together by something that transcends everything: music.

of blood pressure to address the world-

wide problem of hypertension is among 

the most important global challenges in 

health care,” said Dr. Roderic Pettigrew, in -

augural dean for Texas A&M’s School of En -

gineering Medicine.  

The project was conducted in collabo -

ration with researchers at The University 

of Texas at Austin and supported by grants 

from the National Institutes of Health, Na -

tional Science Foundation and Office of 

Naval Research. 
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Watch our Giving Academy video series to learn how you can 
create a directed gift through the Texas A&M Foundation  
to benefit the campus area you’re passionate about, just like  
the Horlens.

Conversation 
Becky and Joe Horlen ’73 found a way to support both of their passions—equine 
sports and student organizations—by establishing an endowment for Texas A&M 
University’s Ranch Horse Team.

What is the Ranch Horse Team? As part of the Department of Animal Science, the Ranch 
Horse Team is dedicated to improving students’ horsemanship skills. Its members participate 
in collegiate stock horse shows and compete in trail, ranch pleasure, reining and working cow 
horse events.  
 
Why did you choose to support the team? When we went to competitions, we noticed 
that unlike most teams, Texas A&M University’s team wasn’t funded by the school. We felt 
there was a lack of knowledge about the Ranch Horse Team, and they needed funding. We also 
believe that a quintessential part of the Aggie experience is the “other education.” Through  
student organizations, students learn skills they can’t learn in class. We know how hard it is for 
student organizations to find extra funding, so we believe in the value of giving to them. 
 
What impact will your gift have? We hope our gift will help fund any of the Ranch Horse 
Team’s needs, like travel and training fees. We also hope it will stimulate other Aggies to donate. 
 
What giving advice do you have? Creating a gift is simple. You just contact the Texas A&M 
Foundation or the department you want to support, and they’ll work with you to develop your 
gift. With so many different organizations, programs and colleges at Texas A&M, it’s easy to 
find a cause to support that aligns with your passions. 
 

14p7.5

Drs. Frederick Tan and Julie 
Lim believe that residency is the 
most important time in a doctor’s 
education. As physicians at St. 
Joseph Health in Bryan, the doctors 
have trained countless Aggies in 
Texas A&M University’s Family 
Medicine Residency Program. 
After witnessing their daughter’s 
participation in the program, they 
established a fund that will support 
residents and faculty on their  
journeys to learning family medicine 
and serving rural communities.  

“These doctors-in-training  
will one day become our future doctors, 
and they deserve to have access to the  
best education.” 
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Paul Motheral ’52 credits his success as an engineer to exercising 
both his left and right brain through science and music. He grew 
up in a home filled with music, from his mother’s singing to his own 
clarinet. To ensure other Aggies have access to a balance of arts 
and sciences, Motheral and his wife, Elizabeth, established a fund 
for Texas A&M University’s Wind Symphony, which is open to 
students of all majors. The gift will support the group’s travel as 
they exhibit their talents to audiences worldwide.

Because good leaders should  
be recognized.  
 

Judge David L. Evans ’71 wanted to quietly close out his meteoric 

law ca reer. However, his colleagues had a different idea. On paper, 

the third-gen eration Aggie is a former lawyer with more than two 

decades of private practice experience and nearly two decades 

as a state district judge in Tarrant County. However, to his friends 

and colleagues, Evans is the embodiment of a true Aggie leader. 

“David understands the respect lawyers and judges should 

show one another,” said Evans’ colleague, Neal Adams ’68. As a 

lawyer, Evans was known for arriving at his firm before 6 a.m. Be -

yond the firm, he prosecuted lawyers accused of misconduct as 

the former chair of the Com mission for Lawyer Discipline. He also 

mentored many lawyers and judges throughout the state. 

To honor his dedication to the legal profession and the pursuit 

of justice, Adams and U.S. District Judge Mark Pittman ’97 spear-

headed the cre ation of a Dean’s Endowed Scholarship in his name 

to support students at Texas A&M University’s School of Law. 

More than 60 lawyers and law firms across the state have com-

mitted support, allowing Evans’ legacy to live on for generations.  

“I am humbled beyond words to have this scholarship and help 

law students pursue their careers in a meaningful way,” Evans said. 
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Because everyone’s voice matters. 

Charles Gordone, the first Black playwright to win the Pulitzer Prize 

for Drama, was known for embracing racial unity. As a Texas A&M 

University English professor, he uplifted each voice in his class-

room until his passing in 1995. 

“He believed it was important to embrace all of who you are 

as an individual, but he also understood that it’s important to our 

society that we embrace each other,” said Denica Gordon-Mandel, 

Gordone’s granddaughter.  

Gordone played a crucial role in promoting equality efforts in 

Aggieland. To honor his legacy, Gordon-Mandel created the Charles 

Gordone Foundation Excellence Writers Award for American Voices 

to fund scholarships for students from underserved groups. 

“It’s a wonderful opportunity to help individuals of color and 

those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds get the 

recognition they deserve,” she said. “Learning more about my grand -

father’s impact at Texas A&M has been inspiring, and I hope to pre -

serve his memory and extend his passion for helping everyone 

find their voice.” 

“The Wind Symphony acts   
as a bridge for Aggies from all majors to 
experience the cross-section between 
science, arts and culture firsthand.” 
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Reaching middle age brings two of 
life’s most joyful experiences: grand -
children and retirement. However, 
the passing years also increase the 
probability of life-disrupting sur-
prises, like a dependent elderly par-
ent or health crisis.   

These challenges don’t have 
to adversely affect a person’s long-
term financial health. “We’re big 
believers in understanding where 
clients are in life and helping them 
align their assets with their values 
to achieve their financial goals,” said 
Stephanie Harris ’96, who co-owns 
the S. Harris Financial Group in 
San Antonio with her husband and 
business partner, Scott ’95. Hon-
ored in Forbes’ list of America’s Top 
Women Wealth Advisors from 
2020 through 2023, she shared five 
financial considerations to keep top 
of mind as retirement nears. 
 
1. Create a financial plan. 
A comprehensive plan that includes 
current and projected savings and 
spending rates offers a road map to 
financial security. “Having a com-
prehensive financial plan gives you 
greater peace of mind as you un-
dergo transitions,” Harris said. “We 
regularly meet with clients and ask 
for financial updates as well as 
changes to their health and family 
because these changes can impact 
a financial situation. With more 
knowledge, you can adjust your fi-
nancial picture as needed.” 

2. Take the long view. 
Older adults should maintain a bal -
anced portfolio with an eye on the 
long term. “Someone retiring at age 
60 to 65 may actually live longer in 
their retirement years than their 
work ing years,” Harris explained, 
adding that it’s important to re-
main invested in the stock market 
to stay ahead of inflation. “Even if 
you’re 60, the money you’re invest-
ing in the stock market isn’t typi-
cally the money you’ll need in the 
next five years. It’s to protect the dol -
lars you’ll need in your 80s or 90s.” 
 
3. Prepare for life changes. 
An older adult’s life trajectory can 
rapidly change based on a health di -
agnosis. Therefore, people in their 
50s need to start planning for long-
term care needs not included in 
stan dard health insurance. Harris 
recommends considering long-term 
care insurance, which could help 
cover the cost of hiring assistance 
with daily living activities (such as 
bathing, dressing, etc.) that are often 
part of the aging process. She en-
courages investigating this type of 
policy earlier rather than later since 
most underwriters will not approve 
a policy when there is a diagnosis 
of certain age-related health issues. 
 
4. Continue to track savings 
   and spending. 
Older adults must continually as-
sess their savings and spending rates 

as they age to ensure their finances 
still align with their values and goals. 
This approach (which only requires 
paper and pencil or electronic tools 
and apps) can help individuals spot 
small costs—like daily Starbucks 
trips—that quickly add up and can 
become a surprisingly large per-
centage of a person’s monthly ex-
penditure. “If you’re tracking your 
spending, you can focus on trim-
ming an expense if a category sur-
prises you,” she said. 
 
5. Keep tabs on changing ways 
   to distribute wealth. 
Unless new tax legislation is passed, 
changing laws will likely increase the 
amount of income and estate taxes 
you pay beginning in 2026. Be cause 
of this, Harris encourages high-net-
worth adults to evaluate making a 
financial gift to heirs before 2025. In 
addition, a tax law passed in 2019 
now requires non-spouse heirs to 
dis tribute funds from inherited 
IRAs over a 10-year time period after 
death. Since this could put the ben -
eficiary in a higher tax bracket, she 
suggests considering a gift to a non -
profit such as the Texas A&M Foun -
dation to reduce taxes. 

Finally, charitable giving op-
tions shift later in life. People over 
70.5 years old can tap their retire-
ment plan to make a tax-free qual-
ified charitable distribution of up 
to $100,000 each year to their fa-
vorite charitable organization.  

Focusing on retirement? Certified financial planner Stephanie Harris ’96 offers five timely tips to optimize your 
finances for the long term starting at age 50.

Legacy
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By  D OR I A N M ART I N ’ 0 6  
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Retirement Ready 

years is the amount of time  
the average American spends  
in retirement. 

20

of your pre-retirement income 
is necessary to maintain your  
standard of living when you stop 
working.

70%

of individuals who reach  
age 65 will need long-term care 
at some point. The median cost  
of an assisted living facility was 
$4,957 a month in 2022 and more 
than twice that for a private  
room in a nursing home. 

70%

90%–



Interested in establishing your own planned 
gift? To get started, download our free  
estate planning kit by scanning the QR code 
below or contact: 

 

THE OFFICE OF PLANNED GIVING 

979.845.8161 
PLANNEDGIVING@TXAMFOUNDATION.COM

The Harrises’ own long-term 
financial plan includes an after-life-
time gift to the Texas A&M Foun-
dation for Texas A&M University 
that will create two scholarships, an 
excellence endowment in financial 
planning and an Aggie Ring endow -
ment. “After the 2019 change to the 
tax law eliminating the ability to 
stretch distributions from retire-
ment accounts to non-spouse heirs 
over their lifetime, we revised our 
documents and contingent bene-
ficiary designations to leave our IRA 
accounts to the Foundation,” Har-
ris said. “This gives us the greatest 
tax efficiency in our overall estate 
plan and ensures that we leave a 
legacy to support the university we 
love.” t 

This article is intended to share general information on finan -
cial planning. Readers should seek professional guidance to 
better understand the best plan for their individual needs. 
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Layne’s Chicken Fingers has served more than 13,777,920 cups 
of its secret sauce since opening in College Station in 1994? 
 

knowdid you

When I sat down with Mike Garratt ’98 for our interview and offered him a glass of water, he respectfully declined, 
pointing to the sweet tea in his hands. The words, “Soon to be famous” were enscribed above the Layne’s Chicken Fin -
gers logo on his Styrofoam cup. An hour later, after learning more about the restaurant that has become so ingrained 
in Aggie lore and tradition, I left thinking that it might be time to strike “soon to be” from the cup’s design.  

By  M A M I E H E RT E L ’ 2 4  

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  J O S H  H U S K I N
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arratt has been part of the Layne’s 
Chicken success story since the be-
ginning. When Mike Layne opened 
the restaurant in 1994, Garratt was 
a regular customer. “I was mowing 
lawns and working construction 
for my dad on a building behind 
Layne’s,” he shared. “I probably ate 
there three times a week.” During 
one of his frequent visits, Garratt 
noted Layne’s flowerbeds were over -
grown and voluntarily tended to 
them. The act caught Layne’s atten -
tion, and he offered the young loy-
alist a job on the spot.  

 
A College Station Classic 
While earning his agricultural sys-
tems management degree from 
Texas A&M University, Garratt be -
gan working as a cook, eventually 
moving up to managing the restau -
rant. In 1997, he bought in and be-
came an official partner but was at 
a crossroads after graduation. “I told 
Layne that I either wanted to buy 
him out, or I needed to leave and 
get a real job.” Garratt became the 
sole owner in November 1999.  

Although he’s introduced new 
business practices and menu items 
over the years (coleslaw was the pre -
cursor to today’s potato salad), Gar -
ratt chose to keep the Layne’s name 
and character of the original Wal-
ton Drive location intact. Its ma-
roon-and-white-checkered floor, 
mismatched booths and famous 
ticket wall—covered with artwork 
and messages from satisfied cus-
tomers—lend a quirkiness that the 
company has embraced as part of 
its brand. And the food remains a 
comforting staple, especially the fa-
mous sauce.  

Two additional Layne’s loca-
tions opened in College Station in 
2006 and 2015, but when it came to 
spreading the secret sauce outside 
Aggieland, Garratt was initially un -
sure. “I’d been approached multiple 
times throughout the years to fran -

chise Layne’s, and I always said no.  
Then these guys called me, and I 
don’t know what it was about 
them, but I liked what they said.”  

Maybe it was less what they 
said, and more about who they 
were: a College Station native and 
his Wisconsin business partner who 
shared Garratt’s love for Layne’s 
Chicken. Matthew O’Reilly and 
Gar rett Reed, who attended high 
school with Garratt, convinced him 
to lay the groundwork for franchis-
ing. Unsurprisingly, the first fran-
chisee was an Aggie, and the first 
lo cation outside College Station 
opened in Houston in 2021. “Aggies 
have a unique loyalty to our brand 
because there’s a shared value sys-
tem,” Garratt explained. “The fam-
ily-friendly atmosphere of Layne’s 
reflects the tight-knit community 
that Aggies are known for.” 

 
Fried Chicken Following 
That tie remains strong as Layne’s 
continues to expand outside Texas. 
More than 10 new locations, includ-
ing some in West Virginia and Wis -
consin, are in the works. At every 
location’s grand opening, there’s one 
constant: a lot of Aggie Rings. “We 
see a ton of former students come 
out,” Garratt said. “They loved us 
from the beginning in Aggieland, 
and they support our new restau-
rants just like the original. They’re 
helping us take this special Aggie 
tradition beyond College Station.” 

The symbiotic relationship be -
tween Ag gies and Layne’s is unde-
niable, and thanks to this support, 
former students can soon look for-
ward to their favorite chicken order 
wherever life takes them after grad -
uation.  

As for me, I’ll take the chicken 
finger basket with extra sauce, fries, 
potato salad, Texas toast and a taste 
of Aggieland any day, anywhere in 
America. t 

G
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Once characterized by vast, open ranges in -

habited by settlers and Native Americans 

alike, the American West changed forever 

in the late 1800s. After the passing of the 

1862 Home stead Act, which provided 160 

acres of federal land to anyone who agreed 

to farm it, land disputes intensified and a 

need for hard boundaries emerged.  

Many turned to fabricating homemade 

twisted wire to enclose their livestock and 

protect their property. But in 1874, Illinois 

farmer Joseph Glidden created an indus-

try when he invented the first commer-

The Wired West  
 
By  S ADI E K A M M L AH ’ 2 5
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cially successful barbed wire. With his 

patent, he introduced a poky product that 

would forever snag shirtsleeves and alter 

how private land and natural resources 

were managed. 

Today, some of that history lives on in 

a unique collection donated to the Depart -

ment of Rangeland, Wildlife and Fisheries 

Management by the late Gaylon Lane, a 

retired soil scientist with the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture’s Natural Resource 

and Conservation Service. Containing 269 

individual strands of barbed wire amassed 

since 1965, the collection shows how fenc -

ing designs evolved from single, smooth 

threads to multiple-strand mesh and 

braided wires with various fixed and me-

chanical barbs. Each strand is labeled 

with its creator, patent name and date. 

The oldest dates to 1853—a smooth, sin-

gle-wire snake-ribbon pattern called the 

“Meriwether.”   

Now housed in the Horticulture/Forest 

Science Building, the collection is a visual 

reminder of both the nation’s history with 

land stewardship and its economic, so-

cial and environmental implications for 

the future. “Land becomes more important 

across generations, not only as it relates 

to the land itself but also other natural re -

sources from wildlife to water,” said de -

part ment head Dr. Roel Lopez ’96 ’00. “This 

collection is a special reminder of the his -

tory that brought us to this point, but it also 

reminds us that the people who walk our 

halls have an opportunity and responsibil -

ity to improve our future stewardship meth -

ods and approaches.”t 

 

TO SUPPORT THE DEPARTMENT’S 

WORK IN LAND CONSERVATION AND 

NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT, 

CONTACT: 
 
SCOTT JARVIS ’00 

DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT 

979.777.0309 

SJARVIS@TXAMFOUNDATION.COM
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FROM ROBOTS AND SPACE FLIGHT TO EDUCATION AND AGING, TEXAS A&M 

UNIVERSITY RESEARCHERS TACKLE 12 QUESTIONS ABOUT OUR FUTURE.

By Bailey Payne ’19By Bailey Payne ’19
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How will we responsibly adopt  
new social technologies? 
 

o DR. GREGORY PAPPAS

 
new social technologies? 
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While interactive technologies like the internet, smartphones and social media con-

tinue to integrate deeper into our lives, widespread faith in these technologies en -

hanc ing our personal relationships and civil society is waning drastically. In a 2022 Pew 

Re search poll, 79% of Americans said social media had divided people in their polit -

ical opinions, and 69% believed it made people less civil in discussing those opinions. 

Beyond political discourse, these technologies have also been criticized for deem pha -

sizing face-to-face connection, incentivizing addictive behavior and harvesting per -

sonal data across platforms. With the promise of only more disruptive technologies like 

artificial intelligence on the horizon, how can we ensure we move forward responsibly? 
      “People tend to split opinions of technology into extreme optimism and pes-

simism,” said Dr. Gregory Pappas, “but most of us are somewhere in the middle.” Pap -

pas is a Texas A&M philosophy professor and a National Humanities Center fellow who 

teaches an undergraduate course on the ethics of technology. “When it comes to new 

technologies, I think we should be experimental but cautious—experimental enough 

to be open to the good, but cautious enough to acknowledge the costs. And then, im -

portantly, we should reflect on how our adoption of past technologies has changed us.” 
      As a more extreme example, Pappas cited Amish communities. Most assume the 

Amish forego modern technology altogether, but in reality, many use cars, electricity, 

modern farming machines and cell phones. Their slowness in adopting the latest trends 

stems from their hard-line convictions about preserving community, family and simple 

living. “We don’t need to go that far, but we can learn from how deliberate they are,” 

Pappas explained. “My concern is not so much that technology will one day replace us. 

It’s that we’ll increasingly use technology to replace our relationships with each other.” 

Individually and collectively, we can still choose to maintain face-to-face communities 

and values alongside new technologies, but only if we treat those technologies as 

choices and not inevitabilities.  
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33Circadian clocks don’t get a lot of respect these days, especially at a university 

like Texas A&M. As finals come around and due dates creep up, students start 

chugging energy drinks like water and daisy-chaining one all-nighter after the 

next. And even if your college days are behind you, the beginning and end of 

daylight savings time can serve as a bothersome reminder of how much even 

one hour’s difference can impact the body. Dr. Deborah Bell-Pedersen, direc-

tor of the Texas A&M Center for Biological Clocks Research, thinks it’s about 

time to consider our clocks an integral part of wellness. 
      “Almost every organism has an internal clock to keep it synchronized with 

the 24-hour environmental cycle,” Bell-Pedersen explained. “Our clocks don’t 

just influence our sleep cycle. They regulate our bodies to ensure certain bio -

chemical reactions don’t overlap. We’re physiologically different people de-

pending on the time of day.” This has effects on how we take prescription and 

over-the-counter drugs.  
      For example, many older people take statins to lower their cholesterol. But 

those drugs are only effective when taken in the evening, as the body doesn’t 

produce the enzyme they’re targeting during the day. Bell-Pedersen has joined 

other researchers in her field in advocating for more consideration of biolog-

ical clocks in medical trials and criticizing the harmful physiological effects of 

daylight savings time.  
      Her research, supported by the WoodNext Foundation, includes testing 

chemical compounds that could “reset” the body’s clock, potentially eliminat -

ing the symptoms of jet lag and helping shift workers like nurses, firefighters 

and truck drivers who are at greater risk for metabolic disorders due to their 

nocturnal work schedules. “We’re studying that as well as compounds that 

could help with sleep fragmentation,” she said. With the center’s myriad proj -

ects, Bell-Pedersen and her team have firmly established Texas A&M at the 

forefront of a burgeoning field. 

 Will we harness our  

circadian clocks 
 

  
o DR. DEBORAH BELLPEDERSEN

  

circadian clocks 
 

  
o DR. DEBORAH BELLPEDERSEN

In the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey, news 

media and public sentiment focused on 

Houston, which experienced severe flood-

ing that overwhelmed more than 200,000 

homes. While the massive response to dev -

astation in the city was warranted, some 

of the areas hit hardest by the storm were 

small, rural communities along the Gulf 

Coast that had fewer resources dedicated 

to extreme weather events. “They have less 

data, less planning and less consideration 

for what they may need,” said Dr. Michelle 

Meyer, director of Texas A&M’s Hazard Re -

duction and Recovery Center. “Sometimes, 

the town’s mayor, emergency manager and 

volunteer firefighter director are the same 

person. It’s our job to help them however 

we can with what they have.” 

       Meyer comes from a sociology back -

ground. Much of her work at the center ex -

amines how disaster prepared ness and 

re sponse policies can inadvertently threaten 

some communities more than others. “For 

example, lower-income people are buying 

and increasingly renting cheaper homes 

that often aren’t built to code and can’t 

with stand damage from a disaster,” she ex -

plained. “Or they can only afford to live in 

neighborhoods that are less expen sive pre -

cisely because they’re more apt to flood.” 

And while federal funds aim to mit igate 

losses, those funds are often doled out 

based on property values rather than per-

sonal need, sending disproportionately 

more money to middle- and upper-class 

owners and leaving out renters entirely. 

       The Hazard Reduction and Recovery  

Center is now heading a project to help 

small towns and rural communities, partic -

ularly low-income communities and com -

munities of color, build resilience to more 

prevalent climate hazards. In addition to 

that project, the Department of Energy re -

cently awarded a grant for Meyer and Texas 

A&M researchers to collaborate with The 

University of Texas at Austin, Prairie View 

A&M University, Lamar University and Oak 

Ridge National Lab to study the risks and 

impacts of flooding and air pollution in 

Beau mont, Port Arthur and the greater 

southeast Texas area.  

to enjoy healthier lives?to enjoy healthier lives?
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When people think about how humans 

and ma chines work together today, they 

might imagine an automotive manufactur -

ing plant where robotic arms dance around 

the assembly line, welding parts with me -

chanical precision. But these, along with 

other manufacturing robots, tend to work 

in secluded cages, as their imposing size 

and speed combined with unwieldy pro-

gramming makes them too dangerous to 

function alongside their human counter-

parts. Stavros Kalafatis, a professor of prac -

tice in the Department of Electrical and 

Computer Engineering, is working toward 

a new vision. 

       Specializing in data center system op -

timization, Kalafatis enjoyed a long and 

suc cessful tenure at Intel before pivoting 

to academia. He pursued robotics research 

after former President Barack Obama di-

rected billions of dollars toward creating 

advanced manufacturing robots, allowing 

Kalafatis and other Texas A&M researchers 

to secure funding through the Advanced 

Robotics in Manufacturing consortium at 

Carnegie Mellon University. “If you look at 

that car assembly line example, robots pri -

marily handle the more dangerous parts 

of the manufacturing line, with humans do -

ing more detailed work like polishing the 

dashboard and attaching small parts in the 

cabin. We’re developing robots that could 

work with humans at a close dis tance—

inches away, in fact.”  

       To operate safely, these smaller robots 

must detect human movement accurately 

and predictively, veering out of the way be -

fore a worker encroaches on its space. “We 

use artificial intelligence to train robots in 

a virtual environment,” Kalafatis said. “They 

learn to recognize limbs moving, hand ges -

tures and even facial expressions that might 

indicate frustration in the human opera-

tor.” He envisions robots and humans be-

coming increasingly collaborative, uniting 

their respective talents for precision and 

decision-making and building the future 

together, hand in metal hand.

How will humans and machines 
work better together? 
 

o STAVROS KALAFATIS

 

work better together? 
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Biofuels have a complex reputation in the 

world of energy. Their potential is promis -

ing: carbon-friendly renewable energy from 

sources like corn, vegetable oils and lum-

ber waste. Corn-produced ethanol, for ex -

ample, already comprises around 10% of 

gasoline at the pump partly because it 

helps petroleum burn more efficiently. But 

just as you can’t have your cake and eat it, 

too, if we burned all our corn for fuel, we 

wouldn’t have any left to make tortilla chips, 

popcorn or high-fructose corn syrup. Also, 

we would starve. 

       To avoid burning more valuable food 

supplies, scientists have developed a fuel 

produced from corn stover—all the husks, 

stalks and leaves we don’t eat. Reusing 

this byproduct is an admirable solution 

that has its own setbacks. For one, it takes 

a lot of the stuff to produce at economies 

of scale. “One biorefinery designed to pro -

duce 30 million gallons of ethanol annu-

ally would require about 375 tons of corn 

stover,” explained Mays Business School 

researcher Dr. Neil Geismar. “To visualize 

that, imagine a stack of corn husks 100 

feet tall, 100 feet wide and 20 miles long.” 

Storing and transporting material of that 

magnitude can incur steep costs within 

the supply chain. 

       Dr. Geismar’s research investigated 

whether reducing these costs could have 

prevented several recent failures by large 

biorefineries. Rather than have farmers take 

their stover directly to biorefineries, he pro -

posed a network of depots that could com -

press the material into pellets, which are 

cheaper to store and transport. These pel-

lets also have a longer shelf-life than does 

raw biomass, which deteriorates between 

its harvest and its use. “This supply chain 

structure reduces logistics costs, but the 

real savings comes from creating pellets 

that do not decay,” Dr. Geismar said.   

       As America continues to test emerg-

ing energy resources to decrease green-

house gas emissions and dependence on 

foreign oil, work like Geismar’s will be crit -

ical in exploring ways to sustainably power 

the country.  
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How will organizations navigate   
human-made disasters? 
 

o DR. ANDRES JOLASANCHEZ

 

human-made disasters? 
 

Dr. Andres Jola-Sanchez grew up in Colombia amidst violence between the 

gov ernment, paramilitary forces, guerilla groups and powerful drug cartels—

a layered conflict that still wages on at a low level today. “I saw the evolution 

of that conflict through the ’90s to the present,” he said. “It was inform ative, 

so to speak.” His perspective only grew deeper after he started working for 

the Colombian government’s National Planning Department and Ministry of 

Finance. As an assistant professor at Mays Business School, he draws from his 

experience to study how human-made disasters like war and conflict impact 

operations across firms.  
      “In any civil war or conflict, you have so many actors involved,” Jola-San -

chez said. “You have the public sector, private companies and humanitarian 

organizations, and the conflict affects them all differently.” He pointed to in-

ventory management as an example of how armed conflicts turn conventional 

operations strategy on its head. “In peacetime, inventory is a tool to mitigate 

fi nancial risk. But in conflict, keeping a large inventory could actually increase 

risk by turning your supplies into a strategic target.” 
      For companies operating in conflict-affected areas, continually assessing 

and mitigating risk is critical. However, it’s easier said than done, especially since 

human disasters are often more unpredictable than natural ones. “When a 

hurricane strikes, you know when it will make landfall and roughly when it will 

stop so you can start rebuilding,” Jola-Sanchez said. “Most human conflicts 

don’t have a set end date. When you don’t know if a war will end in a week, a 

year or a decade, it makes it difficult to accurately forecast what your firm will 

need and when.”  
      As the world grows increasingly interconnected and large companies 

broaden their span across continents, Jola-Sanchez emphasized the impor-

tance of global firms monitoring the areas they operate in and preparing their 

operations for the unpredictable ripple effects of modern conflict. 
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It starts with a scenario out of a Tom Clancy 

novel: Nefarious actors have attempted to 

smuggle nuclear material into the United 

States, only for it to be intercepted by au-

thorities before their plan could come to 

fruition. In the ensuing days, federal inves -

tigators would need to determine the ma -

te rial’s origins and other characteristics 

quickly and accurately. If it’s plutonium, it 

would have had to come from one of the 

world’s 439 nuclear power reactors scat-

tered across 30 countries or from one of 220 

research and training reactors across 53 

countries. Knowing which one would prove 

critical in determining our government’s 

response—the fate of nations would be 

at stake. 

       “We’d take a sample from the inter-

cepted material to verify whether the ma -

te rial is plutonium,” explained Dr. Sunil 

Chirayath, professor of nuclear engineer-

ing and director of Texas A&M’s Center for 

Nuclear Security Science and Policy Initia -

tives. “If so, we’d analyze for three focused 

param eters: What type of reactor produced 

it? How long ago was it produced? And 

how long did the uranium burn inside the 

reactor to produce the plutonium sample?” 

Nuclear forensics researchers like Chiray-

ath would then use statistical methods to 

analyze a “fingerprint” from the sample to 

determine all three parameters of interest 

and match them to a small grouping of po -

tential reactors. But this method wouldn’t 

work if an adversary mixed material from 

two different sources to conceal their ori-

gins. “That’s where artificial intelligence 

comes in.” 

       Utilizing machine learning, a type of 

artificial intelligence (AI), Chirayath and his 

research team have developed a method-

ology that can simulate different material 

mix tures, producing a database of identi fy -

ing markers for investigators to reference 

in their search. To validate the methodol -

ogy, doctoral student researcher Dr. Patrick 

O’Neal ’16 ’20 ’23 successfully used it to 

identify the sources of three plutonium 

sam ples with known origins. While this 

AI-assisted approach has great potential, 

Chirayath emphasized, “It’s not a silver bul -

let. Technical forensic techniques can only 

go so far. You need policies, agreements 

and other intelligence gathering to prepare 

for potential threats and attribution.”  
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A serene field stretches toward a tree line 

in the late afternoon. Light birdsong and 

the occasional high-pitched chorus of ci-

cadas fill the air. The environment isn’t 

quite photorealistic, but as the user audi -

bly crunches leaves beneath their feet and 

even smells the piney air, their heart slows 

as they stroll through the calming virtual 

world projected through their headset. 

This is Dr. Jay Maddock’s vision for a more 

conscious application of virtual reality (VR) 

technology designed to give residents of 

bustling urban areas and others without 

ready access to nature, like astronauts, a 

chance to experience the natural health 

boost of a walk in the woods. 

       “We can look at biometrics to see that 

just being in nature has tangible posi tive 

effects,” said Dr. Mark Benden ’90 ’92 ’06, 

who oversees Maddock’s research in the 

School of Public Health. With more young 

Americans than ever reportedly struggling 

with mental health, Maddock and his team 

at the school’s Center for Health & Nature 

are exploring VR as a therapeutic tool for 

anxiety and mood disorders. Artificial na-

ture scenes are not meant to replace the 

real deal, he said, but combined with other 

forms of treatment, they could provide a 

“hair of the dog” solution for young people 

entangled in our fast-paced digital society. 

“The target audience is more likely to adopt 

a technological solution, and we want to 

see if this can positively impact them.” 

       As director of the school’s Ergonomics 

Center, Benden is interested in how tech -

nology and product design can encourage 

healthier, safer habits on and off the clock. 

Complimenting Maddock’s work, Benden 

and his team are also exploring using VR 

to train workers in hazardous oc cupations 

the same way commercial pilots train on 

simulators. “We could teach someone how 

to use a tool on a particular valve in a con -

trolled environment, so they don’t have to 

figure it out on an oil rig in the dead of win -

ter,” he explained. As VR technology un -

folds and is touted as a means of escap ing 

reality, Benden, Maddock and their peers 

continue to imagine new ways to use the 

vir tual world to improve the real one.  

Will virtual reality help 
us thrive in life and work?  

o DR. MARK BENDEN ’ 9 0  ’ 9 2  ’ 0 6  & DR. JAY MADDOCK

Will virtual reality help Will virtual reality help 

TEXAS A&M MAINTAINS FORMAL AGREEMENTS FOR RESEARCH 
COLLABORATIONS AND FACULTY-STUDENT EXCHANGES WITH 
MORE THAN 117 INSTITUTIONS IN 40 COUNTRIES, PLUS  
ACTIVE RESEARCH PROGRAMS IN ALL CONTINENTS.
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Modern medicine has done wonders for extending overall life expectancy across the 

developed world, promising more golden years to spend with those who matter most. 

But there’s a specter hanging over the horizon of our lives: the fear of cognitive decline 

and disorders like dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. There are more than 6 million 

Americans living with Alzheimer’s—about 1 in 9 people aged 65 or older. These diseases 

rob patients of autonomy, greatly distress loved ones, and collectively incur stagger-

ing med ical and social costs. Researchers have searched far and wide for cures to these 

ailments, but one encouraging treatment may have been hiding in plain sight. 
      Dr. Ashok Shetty, professor and associate director at the Institute for Regenerative 

Medicine in the School of Medicine, has performed studies using metformin, a com-

mon drug for treating Type 2 diabetes, to maintain cognitive and memory function in 

the aging brain. It works by controlling microglia, the resident immune cells in the brain. 

“In physiological conditions, microglia are good cells that perform basic housekeep-

ing by removing pathogens and debris,” Shetty explained. But just as white blood 

cells in patients with immune disorders can turn against the body, microglia can react 

to a brain injury or neurodegeneration by continually secreting proinflammatory cy-

tokines, weakening cognitive function. 
      In a 2021 study, Shetty and his team observed metformin regulating microglia in 

aging mice, enhancing brain performance and preventing cognitive decline. He and 

his team aren’t the only ones studying the drug’s unexpected benefits. The American 

Federation for Aging Research is conducting a landmark six-year study of the drug in 

more than 3,000 people between the ages of 65 and 79 to test metformin’s efficacy in 

delaying the development of dementia and other age-related chronic diseases. “Find -

ing a cure for a disease like Alzheimer’s after its onset is very challenging,” Shetty said. 

“Therefore, our focus is also on extending our health spans—the time in which we 

enjoy physical and mental health—to keep up with our improved lifespans to promote 

healthy aging.”  

9
Will we slow down or  

prevent the 
 

  
 o DR. ASHOK SHETTY

 

prevent the 
 

 cognitive effects of aging?cognitive effects of aging?
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When Dr. Joyce Juntune ’97 began her ed -

ucational career teaching pre-K through 

mid dle school students in California and 

Minnesota in the ’60s and ’70s, her princi -

pal regularly preached the power of cre-

ativity. “He wanted to help teachers learn 

how to become better thinkers,” she said. 

“After all, how could we teach students to 

think creatively without doing it ourselves?” 

In California, her school largely taught chil-

dren of migrant workers, many of whom 

spoke English as a second language. Teach -

ing by the book just wouldn’t cut it. “For ex -

ample, before a lesson, I might have had 

my students draw a simple sketch to retain 

what we were learn ing. Later, we would 

learn the words to label that sketch and 

make the lesson stick.” 

       “Using simple but out-of-the-box meth -

ods to stimulate students’ natural creativ-

ity now defines much of Juntune’s teaching 

philosophy. As an instructional professor 

and researcher in the School of Education 

and Human Development, she approaches 

her undergraduate courses with the same 

thinking she learned nearly six decades 

ago. “I ask myself, ‘What will these stu-

dents know at the end of the week they 

don’t know today?’” she said. “‘And how will 

I know they know it?’” Her current students, 

many of them future teachers, learn to pri -

oritize creativity not just as a byprod uct of 

learning but as its driving force across all 

subjects. “When you develop creativity, 

you learn to constantly ask questions, look 

for solutions and then let those solutions 

prompt more questions.”  

       There is ongoing debate in education 

about standardized tests like Texas’ STAAR 

test, which assesses schools throughout 

the state based on their students’ perform -

ance. “When you ‘teach for the test,’ you 

risk being more concerned about your in -

put to students rather than the outcome 

of their learning,” Juntune said. She em-

phasized the importance of teaching each 

student holistically to keep them engaged 

in lessons. “If you can do that, the test will 

take care of itself.”  
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1010 Will innovative farming methods  

sustainably feed the world? 
 

o DR. JULIE HOWE ’ 9 5 ’ 9 9

 

sustainably feed the world? 

11111

Dr. Julie Howe ’95 ’99 isn’t afraid to get down in the dirt. As a professor in the 

College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, her research is grounded in studying 

soil and unlocking its potential through innovative farming and land man age -

 ment prac tices. “Soil is at the center of everything,” she said. “It influences food 

production, water purification and even our air quality.” Texas’ wide range of 

arable soil types, for instance, affects vegetation, land use and water resources, 

which influenced settlers and development throughout the state’s his tory. But 

good soil is fragile, and despite dramatic advancements in agricul tural tech-

niques over the past few centuries, maintaining it has proven challenging. 
      Even when the state survives droughts, severe rainfall and winter storms 

like the dramatic 2021 ice storm, agriculture releases a significant amount of 

car bon into the atmosphere, worsening the effects of climate change and de -

priving the soil of the carbon it needs to stay healthy. “We want to address these 

problems in a way that benefits society and the average farmer,” Howe said.  
      With support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, she and her team 

are working with Texas farmers to implement practices like cover cropping—

planting crops in the off-season for soil health rather than harvest—that aim 

to strengthen soil by retaining organic material, which is made of carbon. “In 

addition, we’re working to reduce the formation and emissions of the green -

house gas nitrous oxide, which forms from poor nitrogen fertilizer manage-

ment. These practices will make agriculture more resilient to environmental 

stress and help mitigate climate change.” 
      Implementing these practices has its share of hurdles. For one, in an indus -

try where one lousy harvest can spell financial doom, farmers are justifiably wary 

of adopting unfamiliar methods, especially when those methods require an 

upfront investment. “Our practices are cost-effective in the long run, but we 

need financial incentives to encourage adoption in the short run,” Howe stated. 

Continuing in the tradition of past Texas A&M AgriLife researchers bolstering 

the state’s agricultural industry with research-backed techniques, she hopes 

her relationships with farmers can foster greater economic viability and envi -

ronmental sustainability at once.  
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With NASA’s much-publicized Artemis pro -

gram and private ventures like Jeff Bezos’ 

Blue Origin and Elon Musk’s SpaceX put-

ting space travel in the headlines, the final 

frontier is returning to the American imag -

i nation. Science fiction visions of coloniz-

ing Mars, interplanetary travel and even 

accessible commercial spaceflight are still 

far from becoming reality. But the perva-

siveness of these ideas has inspired a re-

search push from government entities and 

private interests, who are looking to the 

stars once again. Dr. Ana Diaz Artiles, an 

as sistant professor in the Department of 

Aerospace Engineering, is contributing to 

that push by examining what happens in 

the human body as it abandons the grav -

itational forces that have kept it grounded 

for millennia.  

       Diaz Artiles has dreamed of helping 

hu mankind return to space since adoles-

cence. “In high school, I watched the TV 

show ‘From the Earth to the Moon’ about 

the Apollo program and thought, ‘This is 

what I want to do,’” she remembered. But 

her current research focuses less on help-

ing people leave Earth’s atmosphere and 

more on adapting their bodies to the rad-

ically different conditions that lie beyond. 

“The most-known physiological problems 

we face in weightless environments are 

muscle atrophy and loss of bone mass. 

But those are just parts of the picture.” 

       Besides putting constant, strength-

ening pressure on our bones and muscles, 

gravity also pulls blood and other bodily 

fluids downward. Without that pull, the 

heart no longer has to work as hard to 

pump blood upward, and astronauts ex-

perience blood rushing to their upper body 

the same way it does for children hanging 

upside down from monkey bars. Using spe -

cialized methods such as parabolic flight, 

lower body negative pressure chambers 

and short-radius centrifugation, Diaz Ar-

tiles is investigating how this affects as-

tronauts’ motor function, vision and overall 

cardiovascular health long term. “Our next 

big step will be finding solutions to miti-

gate these issues,” she said. After all, if 

hu manity hopes to one day expand be-

yond Earth or even the solar system, it will 

first need to adapt to a new world of health 

challenges. t  

Will we adapt our bodies to 
thrive without gravity? 
 

o DR. ANA DIAZ ARTILES

 

thrive without gravity? 

LIFE SCIENCES AND ENGINEERING CONSTITUTE THE BULK OF  
THE UNIVERSITY’S RESEARCH EXPENDITURES, COLLECTIVELY  
GENERATING MORE THAN $838 MILLION IN FISCAL  
YEAR 2022.







For almost 30 years, Horace McQueen ’60 was t˙e √oice of Texas agriculture. 

Pleasant Good Morning to You

PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOSH HUSKIN

By Mamie Hertel ’24



It’s Jan. 1, 1980. A new year dawns, and as the sun rises over cattle 
ranches and forest lands in the rolling hills of East Texas, farmers 
and ranchers are well on their way to completing their morning 
chores. For these Texans, the day begins like clockwork with a 
rooster’s crow at dawn and the familiar voice and famous opening 
line of Horace McQueen ’60 on his Farm and Ranch TV News 
program: “A pleasant good morning to you; hope everything’s off 
to a fine start at your house this morning.”  

For nearly three decades, McQueen’s reliable greeting was part 
of every East Texas household’s morning routine. By the time the 
children arose to watch cartoons, McQueen had already reported 
on the latest agricultural news, production practices, weather fore-
casts and market conditions as the well-known and well-respected 
“voice of Texas agriculture.” When asked what it felt like to be be-
stowed that title, he chuckled and humbly responded, “Well, I ap -
pre ciate it, but there were a lot of good folks in farm broadcasting.”  

Yet, his distinctive reporting style and down-home relatability 
made him a central part of rural life for countless Texans. “I was in 
a taco place in College Station in the ’90s and heard two Aggie girls 
in the next booth reciting Dad’s opening line perfectly,” said his son 
Dennis ’82.  

Today, the 84-year-old broadcaster lives with his wife, Carole, 
on their cattle and timber ranch in Grapeland, Texas, just 90 min-
utes up Highway 21 from College Station. It’s beautiful country, 
and the smell of pine is strong. Their ranch-style home sits nestled 
on a hill. Inside, surrounded by a treasure trove of pictures, memen -
tos and awards that document their lives, McQueen reflected on 
his legacy as one of the state’s strongest agriculture advocates. 
 

It All Started With a 

Calf Scramble 
When people from Texas discover I grew up in Montana, they often 
poke fun at my northern, rural roots by asking questions like, “Is 
there Wi-Fi up there?” or “Did you ride your horse to school?” I can’t 
help but laugh while I confirm that, yes, we had internet access on 
my family’s ranch and, no, we did not giddy up to get to class. Ironi -
cally, the only person I know who actually rode a horse to school is 
a Texan: Horace McQueen. 

As youngsters, McQueen and his friend often rode to school 
and tied their horses up under the superintendent and principal’s 
window. “They didn’t like it because there wasn’t air conditioning, 
and the smell got to them occasionally,” he laughed. “They let us do 
it, though. The four miles there and back every day was a good lit -
tle ride; it definitely beat taking the school bus.”  

Growing up on a farm in LaPorte, Texas, just east of Houston, 
McQueen’s agricultural upbringing led to a passion for the indus -
try. He spent his youth mowing pastures, working cattle and “all 
that other good stuff ” on local farms and ranches.  
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In 1955,  fortune struck when Horace McQueen ’60 caught a calf during the Houston Livestock 

Show and Rodeo’s calf scramble.  The following year,  he returned with the calf and was 

awarded the grand champion Brahman heifer.  
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In 1955, fortune struck when he caught a calf during the Hous-
ton Livestock Show and Rodeo’s calf scramble. The following year, 
he returned with the calf and was awarded the grand champion 
Brahman heifer. When prodded to elaborate on his underdog suc -
cess story, he grinned. “Well, let me tell you the full story...she was 
the only Brahman heifer in the show.” Regardless, his grand cham-
pion sold for $700, and those funds helped him enroll at Texas A&M 
University to study agricultural journalism. 

In addition to his calf scramble cash, McQueen received a 
schol arship that made becoming an Aggie financially viable. His 
col lege choice was also influenced by two county extension agents 
who men tored him while livestock judging in 4-H. “I figured if 
they were Aggies, it had to be a good place. I had the opportunity 
to attend Rice University on a scholarship,” he said, “but I wanted 
to study agriculture.”  
 

Fast Track to  

Broadcast 
While majoring in agricultural journalism, McQueen double-
minored in roping steers and riding bulls. He spent many college 
weekends at rodeos before landing his first job as associate editor 
for the National FFA magazine in Alexandria, Virginia, after grad -
uation. A little more than a year later, he became the national editor 
for Farm and Ranch magazine in Nashville, Tennessee, the largest 
circulated farm magazine in the country at the time.  

Just a year and a half into his role, the magazine went bankrupt. 
That’s when McQueen called on his Aggie connections. “I called 
John Hutchison ’36, the director of Texas A&M’s AgriLife Exten -
sion Service,” he shared. “I said, ‘You know, Dr. Hutchinson, I really 
need a job.’ And he had one for me.” The job led McQueen and his 
wife to Lubbock, Texas, where he became the field editor for the ex -
tension service.  

In this third editing job, he met Jack Tompkins ’50, who owned 
several farm and ranch TV shows in Oklahoma and Amarillo, 
Texas. McQueen asked Tompkins, “Why don’t we start a television 
show in Lubbock?” Without a second thought, Tompkins replied, 
“Sounds good to me.”  

Tompkins mentored McQueen for a short year, buying a sta -
tion wagon, cameras and production equipment. He then kicked 
the bird, or rather broadcaster, out of the nest. “He told me I was 
on my own,” he said. “I borrowed money to pay for the equipment 
he’d bought, and that’s how Farm and Ranch News started.” The 
move meant that McQueen was in business with himself, produc -
ing for TV stations in Lubbock, Abilene, Midland-Odessa and 
Big Spring. “Carole likes to remind me that the first month of tel-
evision, I brought home $22,” he said. “But it went up from there.”  

In 1973, McQueen decided he wanted to get back to his East 
Texas roots, so he made a deal with TV stations in Tyler and Luf -
kin and moved the family to a ranch near Troup, Texas, about 20 
miles south of Tyler. 
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After the National Association of Farm Broadcasting named Horace McQueen ’60 the top farm 

broadcaster of the year in 1980,  an agricultural chemical company sponsored him on a two- 

week European trip to witness agriculture abroad.  He later traveled to Australia and New 

Zealand as well .  
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Agriculture  

Abroad 
As the producing host, McQueen had a broad autonomy over his 
TV show that allowed him to be live five days a week from 1973 to 
2000. However, his greatest service to the agriculture industry was 
more than his consistent morning reports on the Farm and Ranch 
TV News program. 

During his career, McQueen met with several presidents, in-
cluding Lyndon B. Johnson, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan and 
George H.W. Bush, to advocate for agriculture and serve his audi -
ence. “It was fun to meet them,” he shared. “But it was more about 
the opportunity to talk agriculture with our nation’s leaders.” He 
regularly traveled to Washington, D.C., and spoke with top econ-
omists and leaders to bring national news back home to Texas.  

After the National Association of Farm Broadcasting named 
McQueen the top farm broadcaster of the year in 1980, an agricul -
tural chemical company sponsored him on a two-week European 
trip to witness agriculture abroad. A second successful European 
trip sponsored by the Texas Farm Bureau inspired him to set his 
sights on another continent: Australia.  

Working with representatives from a major Australian airline, 
Qantas, McQueen and a cameraman traveled the outback, film-
ing local farmers and ranchers. The next year, he organized and led 
35 Texan farmers and ranchers across the continent to discover Aus -
tralian agriculture for themselves. The trip was so successful that the 
airline sponsored a third trip for the broadcaster in New Zealand.  
 

Last Man   

Standing 
For the entirety of McQueen’s 26-year career with Farm and Ranch 
TV News, he loyally served his audience in many ways, from shar -
ing whether the day’s cattle prices were up or down to offering 
insights into agricultural practices around the world. His breadth 
and con sistency in the industry were unmatched, and, in 1986, the 
Texas County Agriculture Agents Association named him Man 
of the Year in Texas Agriculture. “When he started in the mid-1960s, 
14 or 15 other guys were doing live shows daily,” shared his son 
Dennis. “When he retired, he was the only one left.” 

In 2000, McQueen could have kept producing his show but 
opted to sell it to the TV station. His departure led to the show’s 
demise, which lasted only a year and change without him. Shortly 
before he left, he was asked what he’d do next. “I don’t know,” he an -
swered, “but I’m dang tired of waking up at 4 a.m. every morning.”  

While Horace got up well before sunrise to start East Texans’ 
morn ings, there was an even earlier riser in the McQueen house-
hold: his wife, Carole, who arose before her husband every day 
to make his breakfast and keep him on time. She ensured that 
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McQueen and their four children—Dennis ’82, twins Deidre ’87 
and Debra ’87, and Dale, a Texas Tech University graduate—had 
a “fine start” to every morning. “Without her, none of it would have 
been possible,” McQueen shared. 

Today, McQueen is applying his broadcasting experiences to 
life on his 700-acre Houston County ranch, a part of which has been 
in his family since 1854. The couple raises Murray Grey cattle, a pre -
mier beef breed he learned about in Australia. Not only did he bring 
the first live animals of this superior breed to the United States for 
his own herd, but he also brought several thousand units of semen 
to help ranchers nationwide incorporate Murray Grey genetics 
into their own cattle operations. Thanks to him, hundreds of ranch-
ers today raise this cattle breed all over the country. 
 

Aggie and  

Agriculturalist for Life 
Despite his time on air ending, McQueen still finds ways to reach 
audiences and contribute to the industry. He writes agriculture 
columns for several East Texas newspapers, while he and Carole 
also support aspiring Aggie agricultural communicators through 
three endowed scholarships in Texas A&M’s Department of Agri -
cultural Leadership, Education and Communications. In 2012, 
the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences honored him with its 
Out standing Alumni Award, a testament to the lifelong Aggie and 
agriculturalist. 

As an agricultural communications and journalism major, I 
couldn’t help but ask for the voice of Texas agriculture’s advice for 
a soon-to-be job-hunting graduate. “There are plenty of opportu ni -
ties out there, but you’ve got to search them out,” he shared. “Prefer -
ably, you’d find some Aggie like I did who knows the ropes and can 
help you open some doors. If you’ve got the right attitude, you’ll 
figure it out.”  

Fortunately, McQueen’s life has already opened many doors 
for agricultural communicators like me. His accomplishments and 
experiences shine a light on the endless ways to get involved in agri -
culture, whether it be editing a magazine or interviewing the pres-
ident of the United States. He inspires every young Aggie to boldly 
ask for opportunities: ask for a job, ask to go overseas, ask to start a 
TV show, but most importantly, always ask how you can keep serv -
ing the people and places you care most about. t  

 

TO SUPPORT THE NEXT GENERATION OF AGRICULTURAL  

COMMUNICATORS AT TEXAS A&M, CONTACT:  
 
BAILEY ALLISON ’21 

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT 

979.847.9314 

BALLISON@TXAMFOUNDATION.COM 
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Artificial Intelligence? 
What’s Next With 

Every time you ask Siri or Alexa a question or use a suggested response for an email or text, you’re inter -
acting with artificial intelligence (AI) technology. The term was coined in 1956 to describe computers 
performing tasks that once required human input, and since then, AI has become entwined in our 
daily lives. As its capabilities advance, will it morph into an all-powerful tool that can solve all our prob -
lems? Faculty members across Texas A&M University weigh in on AI’s impact now and tomorrow.

Faculty discuss artificial intelligence’s promises, limitations and impact on our lives. 
 
 
By  LY DI A H I L L ’ 2 1  

I L L U S T R AT I O N S  B Y  J O E  MCKENDRY
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Dr. Martin Peterson 
 
SUE AND HARRY BOVAY CHAIR OF HISTORY 
AND ETHICS OF PROFESSIONAL  
ENGINEERING, PHILOSOPHY 

Hannah Bloch-Wehba 
 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, SCHOOL OF LAW 
 

Dr. Ruihong Huang  
 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, COMPUTER SCIENCE 
AND ENGINEERING 

A What is free will? What does it mean to have 

agency or moral responsibility? What is creativ-

ity? These are questions philosophers have dis-

cussed for centuries. Now, they have another 

ques tion: Can AI technology ever possess these 

characteristics?  

Not for a while at least, said Dr. Martin Peter -

son. “There is a fundamental difference between 

how a human brain and an AI system works,” he 

said. “If we consider more than just the output 

and focus on how it was produced, we wouldn’t 

say that current AI technology can truly think or 

be creative.” 

When considering current and future AI de-

velopments, Peterson recommends focusing less 

on aspects the average American can’t control 

and more on using it in ways that align with your 

values. “For example, even if an AI could write all 

my phi los ophy papers, I’m not sure I’d want it to 

because I believe it’s important for me to write 

those papers to develop my philosophical skills,” 

he explained. “Even though AI systems can write 

a paper or compose music, it’s still profound 

when humans do these things. AI creates mate -

rial by drawing on existing papers or music, but 

humans can create something entirely new.” 

 

As with any technological development, AI is not 

without its issues. Though Siri offering the wrong 

information might be a small inconvenience, mis -

takes become more serious as AI technology un -

dertakes greater responsibilities, like identifying 

promising job candidates or qualified federal aid 

applicants. Such systems could also be trained 

on incomplete data, causing unintentional bias 

to ward different groups. 

For Hannah Bloch-Wehba, addressing these 

problems is vital as more governments adopt AI 

decision-making technology. “Often, it’s not very 

clear how an AI arrived at a decision, which leads 

to less public accountability,” she explained. 

Currently, AI development and use has little 

regulation, and lawmakers are still in the early 

stages of addressing potential disadvantages. 

“In the past few decades, technology regulation 

has been largely permissive to encourage inno-

vation,” Bloch-Wehba said. “We’ve never con-

fronted technology quite like AI before, so the 

question of the right legal approach is still wide 

open.” As society continues to incorporate AI in 

new ways, lawmakers will have to grapple with 

how to protect values like privacy and equality 

to make the technology better for everyone. 

 

Today, AI technology can pull up the weather on 

command and solve your online shopping ques -

tions. But how does a machine understand what 

we’re saying? The answer lies in the field of natu -

ral language processing, which uses advanced 

AI algorithms to analyze large amounts of text 

and develop word sequence associations. When 

someone talks or types a question, the machine 

draws from these associations to examine the 

con text and predict the best word sequence to 

an swer the question. 

“Researchers are impressed by what AI can 

do with language,” Dr. Ruihong Huang said. “But 

the underlying model is not how humans think. 

AI doesn’t really know what you’re talking about 

be cause it can’t reason.” As the director of Texas 

A&M’s Natural Language Processing Group, Huang 

studies how AI can better mimic human reason-

ing when analyzing language for tasks like identi -

fying social media posts about local disasters or 

detecting media bias in news articles.  

While the human-like AI programs from the 

movies are still a fantasy, Huang hopes advances 

in natural language processing will pro duce ma -

chines with greater accuracy to help people and 

companies with simple yet tedious tasks. “There 

have been amazing develop ments with AI,” she 

added, “but we still have a long way to go.” 

Reasoning that better 
mimics humans. 

New laws that uphold  
our values. 

A discussion of what it  
is to be human. 
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A local to the Bryan-College Station area, Ivan Sanchez ’ was 
first introduced to music by an elementary school teacher who 
hosted an afterschool guitar club. “It wasn’t much—we played the 
same chord over and over again—but that sparked my interest 
in music,” he said. 

Today, the musically talented economics major can play the 
saxophone and vihuela, but it’s the violin that has captured his 
heart. As he works toward a career in real estate, we sat down with 
him to learn about his favorite student experiences, including 
his role as president of Aggieland Mariachi. 

 
 

By H I L ARY N G U Y E N ’ 2 6  

P H O TO G R A P H Y BY J O S H  H U S K I N  

To support first-gen dreams through a 
Regents’ Scholarship, contact: 

 

AL PULLIAM ’87 
ASSISTANT VICE PRESIDENT FOR  

DEVELOPMENT  

979.209.0867 
APULLIAM@TXAMFOUNDATION.COM



MARIACHI UNIFORM 

First-Gen Dreams  
As four-year awards, Regents’ Scholarships support first-generation students whose total 
family income is less than $40,000 per year. A $100,000 endowment permanently supports 
one student at a time by awarding them an annual scholarship of up to $5,000 per year. To aid 
their transition to college, Regents’ Scholars live on campus their freshman year, participate 
in a learning community, and have access to academic and social assistance programs. 

Sanchez’s donors, Carol and Sim Lake III ’66, are enthusiastic about supporting scholarships. 
“My father, Sim Lake Jr. ’38, impressed upon me the benefits of graduating from Texas A&M—
not only the education but also the values of duty and honor that are instilled in Aggies,” Sim 
said. “For that reason, my mother and I established a President’s Endowed Scholarship (PES) in 
his name. Carol and I later established another PES. But as a land-grant university, Texas A&M 
has a responsibility to educate students who might not qualify for a merit-based PES. A Regents’ 
Scholarship provided us with a great way to support first-generation students in Texas whose 
fam ilies do not have the resources to pay for college.” 

Following in his donors’ footsteps, Sanchez also wants to give back to the Texas A&M com-
munity in the future. “I would not be where I am today without the inspiration and help of Ag gies 
and mentors I’ve met along the way,” he said.  Ho
wd
y
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STAYING IN 
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MORNING BAND PRACTICE 
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I love making music on my own, but there’s an 
indescribable feeling when I perform in a group. 
As members of Aggieland Mariachi, we are  
proud to share not only our art but also Mexican 
culture with audiences through a variety of  
performances, from the yearly Latinx Graduation 
Ceremony to the Houston Livestock Show and 
Rodeo. We’ve been a tradition for  years, and 
it’s an honor to lead the group this year.

I love being outside. My Friday nights generally 
consist of band rehearsals and performances.  
But on nights I’m not busy, I love to just stargaze 
and feel the breeze. 

1

The Aggieland Mariachi uniform is a fun twist 
on traditional mariachi uniforms. Not only are 
they maroon instead of the traditional black, 
but they also feature a Texas A&M emblem  
as the centerpiece. When we go to performances, 
we’re easy to recognize; we’re known to some  
as the “maroon mariachi.”

6

Though I didn’t know it by name, opportunity 
cost—the impact of choosing one option instead 
of its alternative—was how I got interested in 
economics. I was at a pawn shop during lunch 
one day and discussed the opportunity cost of 
buying a game with the owner. He became my 
unofficial economics mentor after that!

4

2

Our group practices twice a week. We don’t  
typically practice in the morning, but I always 
enjoy when we do. It’s almost magical. We’re all 
still waking up and it’s a nice, slow way to start 
the day. Some of my favorite songs to perform 
are “Si Nos Dejan” (“If They Let Us”) and 
“The Aggie War Hymn.” 

3

BUY/HOLD PROPERTY RENOVATE/RESELL PROPERTY

GOING OUT 2 

GAME DAY

AFTERNO ON BAND PRACTICE

ALBUMS

●

●

●

ENSEMBLE 1

OPPORTUNITY COST THEORY    SUPPLY AND DEMAND THEORY
●

●

A  M A R I AC H I ’ S  M U S E  
Get to know this Regents’ Scholar as he shares his favorites things below. 

BLACK TIE

WEEKENDS 

My brothers come back to town on weekends, 
and we all gather at my parents’ house. At times, 
we’ll get our family’s mariachi band together and 
spend the weekend performing.

5

“ HOWDY ”

●

“GIG ’ EM”

WEEKDAYS



Aiding Applicants 
By assisting students from her hometown with college applications, Annabelle 
Hutchinson ’15 is helping brighten outcomes for others. 

By  S ADI E K A M M L AH ’ 2 5

Sixty miles south of Houston and 
only half an hour from the Gulf of 
Mexico sits West Columbia, Texas, 
a small town rooted in community 
and state history as the first capital 
of the Republic of Texas. But his-
toric fame doesn’t necessarily lend 
a helping hand to rural residents 
who dream of more ambitious pur-
suits. For many high schoolers in 
West Columbia, college is not on 
the radar, and those who do apply 
can find it an intimidating task. For 
Annabelle Hutchinson ’15, it was a 
path she had to walk on her own. 

“Coming from a small town, I 
had great community support in 
many ways, but I didn’t have much 
guidance on how to apply to college, 
what to highlight in my applications 
or where to find scholarships,” she 
recalled. But her persistence and top 
performance in high school paid off, 
rewarding her with an Endowed 
Op portunity Award, a scholarship 
from the Houston Livestock Show 
and Rodeo, and the full-ride Terry 
Foundation Scholarship to attend 
Texas A&M University and earn 
dual degrees in political science and 
economics. 

Now a lecturer for the Univer -
sity of Utah and a Ph.D. candidate 
in Yale University’s Department of 
Political Science, Hutchinson is re-
paying her hometown by guid ing 
others through the college applica-
tion process. It’s a tradition she began 

as an undergrad in Aggieland and 
continues each fall. She’s helped 
about two dozen students prepare 
for their SATs, narrow down college 
choices, write admissions essays and 
apply for scholarships. “I started 
doing this because I wanted to en-
sure students from my small town 
had help finding schools where 
they could receive financial aid,” she 
said. “Oftentimes, if students from 
low- and middle-income households 
can get into esteemed schools like 
Texas A&M, the costs can end up 
lower than attending a less presti-
gious school that offers much less 
financial aid. When I discuss college 
options with someone, I always en-
courage them to apply to a wide va-
riety of schools because they won’t 
know what scholarships or aid may 
be offered until they’re accepted.”  

Hutchinson has assisted stu-
dents in applying to trade schools, 
community colleges and big uni-
versities like Texas A&M, The Uni-
versity of Texas, Rice University, 
the University of Houston and 
Texas State Uni versity. West Co-
lumbia native Carson Ohlen cred-
its her for push ing him to follow his 
passions in ac a demia, a move that 
resulted in him earning a Terry 
Foundation Scholarship to attend 
The University of Texas, where he 
is currently a senior. “Annabelle ex-
emplifies that you can do whatever 
you put your mind to, no matter 
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Annabelle serves as an 
example that you can do 
whatever you put your 
mind to, no matter where 
you come from or what 
resources you have.” 
 

CARSON OHLEN  

SENIOR, THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS 

TERRY FOUNDATION SCHOLAR 

“

where you come from or what re-
sources you have,” he said. 

Expanding on this tradition of 
giving back, Hutchinson also hopes 
to offer high schoolers the chance 
to discuss career pathways by con-
necting them with individuals in 
her personal network who might   
serve as mentors. “A lot of people 
think they need to do a huge thing 
to make a difference,” she said. “But 
I’ve learned you don’t need to work 
with a big foundation or non profit 
to make an impact and decrease in -
equality of opportunity. If every-
one gave a little bit back to their 
own com munity, we’d all be better 
off because of it.” t 
 
Do you know an Aggie who serves selflessly 
like Annabelle? Let our editor know at 
dreader@txamfoundation.com, and they 
could be featured in a future issue.



SelflessAgs



The Aggie Apollo Apostle 
One man’s quest to send a Bible to the moon.

 

 

At the height of the Cold War and the global 

contest to explore the next great fron tier 

sits a story of both sci ence and faith. It is 

the remarkable tale of the late Rev. John 

Stout ’44, who served as chaplain to Amer -

ica’s astronauts during a notable career at 

NASA. As the United States’ race to the 

moon against the Soviet Union enrap tured 

the nation, he car ried forth a vision to send 

the first book to the lunar surface: a Bible. 

Stout’s story began in 1922 on the rural 

backroads of Handley, Texas, an archetypal 

small town. There, the young “Johnnie” de -

veloped dual interests in theology and as -

trophysics and desired to attend college. 

At Texas A&M University, he served in the 

Corps of Cadets and played football along -

side All-American Aggie running back John 

Kim brough ’41 while earning a degree in 

chemical engineering. He was handed his 

diploma by Dwight D. Eisenhower, then 

U.S. Army Chief of Staff. 

Following service in World War II, Stout 

and his wife, Helen, spent 11 years in Brazil, 

where he pursued missionary work and 

taught chem istry and engineering design 

at the University of Lavras. While living in 

South America, he fashioned a long-range 

photographic telescope, pointed his make -

shift tripod at the sky and captured the first 

In this capacity, he befriended the era’s 

astronauts, including Edward White II, an 

Air Force veteran and devout Christian who 

became the first American to walk in space 

in 1965 on Gemini 4. For White, the space 

program signified something far beyond in -

ter national pres tige: He believed it brought 

the world closer to the divine. He once told 

a reporter he hoped to carry a Bible to the 

moon, but his dream was cut short when he 

was tragically killed by a cabin fire in 1967 

during a routine launch test for Apollo 1. 

The next year, Stout honored White by 

forming the Apollo Prayer League, a sup -

port group devoted to praying for the safety 

of astronauts. As its membership grew, 

photograph of the Soviet Union’s Sputnik 1 

in 1957. Lyndon B. Johnson, a U.S. senator 

at the time, celebrated the event in a let -

ter to Stout, dub bing him “Moon Watcher.” 

It was just a precursor of his role to come 

in reaching the stars. 

 

The Race for Space 

In 1962, the couple returned to the United 

States. By this time, Stout had earned mul -

tiple degrees in the o logy and science as 

well as a doctorate in linguistics, and his 

ac complishments inspired NASA to recruit 

him as a senior information scientist. He 

ac cepted on the condition that he also act 

as the un official astronaut chaplain.  

By  GR AC E J ONE S ’ 1 7  ’ 2 1

Prior to his tragic death during a 
planned launch test in 1967, Apollo 1 
astronaut Edward White II told  
a reporter he hoped to carry a Bible 
to the moon. In his memory, John 
Stout ’44 (right) formed the Apollo 
Prayer League in part to fulfill 
White’s goal. On Feb. 5, 1971, the 
Apollo 14 lunar module touched 
down on the moon’s surface (below), 
bringing with it 100 copies of the 
lunar Bibles. 



blessing “on the most hazardous and dan-

gerous and great est adventure on which 

man ever embarked.” t 
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TimeCapsule

he provided a source of hope and faith to 

those working tirelessly on the Apollo proj -

ects, but he always recalled his friend’s 

wish for a Bible to reach the moon.  

Utilizing groundbreaking microfilm tech -

nology developed by the National Cash Reg -

ister Company during the 1960s, Stout and 

the Apollo Prayer League sought to create 

a Bible that would adhere to NASA’s in-

flight weight restrictions and could be car -

ried to the moon’s surface. The technology 

reduced all 1,245 pages of the King James 

Bible to a microfilm chip measuring about 

1.5 square inches—a little larger than a 

postage stamp—that could be read by 

microscope.  

To the Moon and Back 
After reproductions were made, sev eral at -

tempts followed to land the Bibles on the 

moon. Several hundred copies were carried 

on Apollo 12, but that mission lingered in 

orbit, unable to land. Before the Apollo 13 

mission, George H.W. Bush—the U.S. am -

bassador to the United Nations at the 

time—distributed 152 copies in small bags 

to the crew, but an oxygen tank explosion 

again prevented a lunar landing. Despite 

not having been to the lunar surface, the 

Bibles became signs of answered prayers 

for the safety of both missions’ astronauts. 

Finally, on Feb. 5, 1971, Stout witnessed 

White’s dreams fulfilled as Apollo 14 slowly 

sank into the moon’s rocky surface, kicking 

up dust as astronaut Edgar Mitchell car ried 

a Bible to the lunar surface. The crew car -

ried 100 copies in the lunar module and 200 

in the command module. News of the first 

lunar book spread to media outlets, which 

reported that the event was like a “breath 

of fresh air,” and the term “lunar Bible” 

was coined. 

Stout remained with NASA until the 

Apollo program ended in 1972. He passed 

away at age 94 on Dec. 8, 2016, the same 

day as as tronaut John Glenn. He always 

treasured his relationships with the peo-

ple who heeded John F. Kennedy’s famous 

call to “climb space” and set sail with God’s 
PH OTO GR APH Y / NA S A BAC KGRO U N D ;  PRINCETON 
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For the Win 
A new partnership between Mays Business School and Texas A&M University Athletics helps athletes keep 
scoring well beyond their playing days. 

By  JE A N N I E R AL S TON 

                 P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  J O S H  H U S K I N

“What did you do to be successful 
in football?” That’s the question that 
got Chris Valletta ’00 started on a 
path to entrepreneurial success. His 
dad posed it when the former Aggie 
offensive lineman, fresh out of the 
NFL, was anxious about starting a 
new job in sales. In response, Val-
letta made a list of traits he used in 
his sports career: dedication, disci-
pline, and the ability to handle ad-
versity and perform under pressure.  

When Valletta applied those 
skills in his first year on the job, he 
became his company’s top sales -
per son. He’s now the co-founder 
of MISSION, a company he created 
with athlete-business icons Serena 
Williams, Drew Brees and Dwayne 
Wade that produces cooling gear 
for active people.  

Realizing that the lessons he 
learned in sports translated to suc-
cess in business, he began lobbying 
for a formal program at Texas A&M 
University to help student-athletes 
capitalize on their instinctual skills 
off the field or court. Today, his vi-
sion has manifested in the creation 
of AmplifyU, a one-of-a-kind part-
nership be tween Mays Business 
School’s Reynolds and Reynolds 
Sales Lead ership Institute and 
Texas A&M Athletics. 
 
Amplify What? 
“We want you to think about life 
after sports before it hits you in the 
face,” Dr. Janet Parish, director of the 

institute, told assembled student-
athletes in a personal time man age -
ment class. They listened attentively 
as Parish discussed how to maintain 
priorities when their time is much 
less structured in the real world.  

Over the four-day AmplifyU 
immersion course in January 2023—
the second time the program was of -
fered—students took part in short 
courses like Parish’s, as well as com-
petitions, networking mixers, and 
in sightful sessions with former ath-
letes and industry representatives.  

AmplifyU comprises two 
tracks: AmplifyONE focuses on 
personal development topics such 
as personal finance, entrepreneur-
ship, personal brand ing and social 
media, and name, image and like-
ness (NIL) law. AmplifyALL centers 

on leadership topics like marketing, 
management strategy, building busi -
ness teams and problem-solving. 

In many aspects, AmplifyU is 
similar to programs the institute 
already offers engineering and med -

ical students. Like participants from 
other disciplines, student-athletes 
receive a certificate of completion 
and acknowledgment of the courses 
on their college transcript. 

  
Amplify Who? 
Although not directly related, Am -
pli fyU was born shortly after the 
Supreme Court allowed amateur 
players to control their name, image 
and likeness. “I realized more peo-
ple than ever would be trying to take 
advantage of athletes,” said Alex 
Sinatra ’11 ’14, a sports lawyer and 
the CEO and founder of Your Po-
tential for Everything, a strategic 
sports consulting business, who 
helped provide the incentive for 
AmplifyU. “I knew we needed to 
give them the resources and educa -
tion to understand contracts and 
recognize a good deal.” 

AmplifyU satisfies key require -
ments on educating student-ath-
letes on NIL, but as a set program 
associated with a top-tier business 
school, it goes far beyond. Its mis-
sion is to develop well-rounded ath -
letes who compete in any sport, from 
swimming to softball, and to pre-
vent the all-too-common hazard of 
professional athletes going broke 
after their play ing days because “they 
don’t know how to be the CEO of 
their own ca reer,” Sinatra said. 

Dat Nguyen ’98, a former Ag -
gie linebacker, has certainly done 
well after his seven seasons as a Dal -
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las Cowboy. He is now a successful 
Chick-fil-A franchise owner but 
still wishes a program like Ampli-
fyU had been available. “Something 
like this would have helped tremen -
dously with my transition from play -

I hope people will invest 
in athletes as human  
beings whose inherent 
value is not dependent 
upon their performance 
on the court or the field.” 
 

ALEX SINATRA ’ ’ 

CEO & FOUNDER 

YOUR POTENTIAL FOR EVERYTHING 

“



January before the spring semester 
and one in May after the term. Every 
other year, organizers also plan to 
host a conference that will be “an 
ed ucational, mo tivational event and 
networking opportunity for every-
one active with AmplifyU,” Parish 
added.  

To reach these goals, the pro-
gram aims to raise $8 million for a 
permanent endowment. Valletta 
jump-started the program with a 
$60,000 contribution to fund the 
pilot AmplifyU session in May 2022 
and has since added a $100,000 gift 
toward the endowment. “I hope peo -
ple will invest in athletes as human 
beings whose inherent value is not 
dependent upon their performance 
on the court or the field,” Sinatra said. 

Ava Underwood ’26, a Texas 
A&M women’s volleyball player, 
said what she learned in the Janu-
ary course was “truly life-changing” 
because it provided vital insight on 
how to make the most of her talents 
as a student-athlete. “We are blessed 
as Texas A&M student-athletes to 
have the opportunity to be part of 
this special  program,” she said. t 

 

TO TEAM UP WITH AMPLIFYU  

AND HELP MAYS COACH STUDENT- 

ATHLETES FOR A LIFETIME OF  

SUCCESS, CONTACT: 
 
CASSIE MAHONEY ’15 

SENIOR DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT 

979.862.4531 

CMAHONEY@TXAMFOUNDATION.COM 

What’sNext

ing to business,” he said. “As ath-
letes, we lacked a chance for intern-
ships because we had limited time 
between sports and academics.”  

For Jaden Harris ’26, a high 
jumper and triple jumper on the Ag -

gie track and field team, AmplifyU 
introduced valuable topics. “Learn-
ing about things like loans and start -
ing and keeping a company helps 
me have a base knowledge of busi-
ness and networking,” he said. 

Amplify How? 
AmplifyU’s creators would like to 
see the program become a fixture 
at Texas A&M to serve the hundreds 
of current Ag gie student-athletes. 
They hope to offer one session in 

Mays Business School 
has partnered with 
Texas A&M University 
Athletics to create  
AmplifyU, a program 
that helps student- 
athletes like Ava  
Underwood ’26 and 
Jaden Harris ’26  
differentiate themselves 
to leverage their innate 
abilities for success in 
business. 



Hump It,  
 
I gasped for air and debated using 
my 12th Man towel as a sweat rag as 
I surmounted the stairs to the sec -
ond deck of Kyle Field. It was my 
first Aggie football game as a fresh-
man in 2021, and we happened to be 
playing our most formidable op po -
nent: Alabama. “We’re almost there,” 
Anna yelled over the crowd. She was 
the first friend I made at Texas A&M 
University and my guide for the day. 
I huffed out an “OK” and con tinued 
my climb to the third deck.  

Once we settled into our place 
among a sea of maroon shirts, cow -
boy boots and white towels, Anna 
started rattling off all the game day 
traditions I needed to know. “Don’t 
sit down, and wave your towel like 
this when everyone else does, and 
don’t forget to...” she trailed off as the 
whistle signaled the start of play.  

As the clock ran on, the envi-
ronment was electric. Everyone was 
screaming at the top of their lungs 
for four quarters. Music, yells and 
a healthy amount of towel threads 
filled the air. I don’t know much 
about football, but with two min-
utes left, I could tell we had a chance 
to win. As Seth Small ’22 kicked the 
game-winning field goal, the sta-
dium shook as more than 106,000 
fans let loose ear-piercing screams. 
Someone got so excited in the 
chaos that they hurled a water jug 
in the air and accidentally clocked 
me in the head.  

Head injury aside, I had never 
felt more connected with so many 

The football game that made me an Aggie.



people than at that moment. As I 
linked arms with a perfect stranger 
to sing “The Aggie War Hymn,” I 
felt I was exactly where I was sup -
posed to be. My friends and I made 
the 2-mile trek home, and all I could 
think about was the feeling I had in 
that stadium.  

Just months before, I had no 
idea what an Aggie was or what it 
meant to “Gig ’em.” I didn’t attend 
Fish Camp and only toured cam-
pus once before enrolling. Some-
how, this fine university of 70,000 
peo ple had managed to pull me 
into its community, traditions and 
culture in very little time. If you had 
told me five years ago that I would 
be giving a thumbs-up with pride, 
spinning a towel like mad and sway -
ing with strangers, I would have 
been baffled.  

Today, I have an unbelievable 
group of friends and am involved 
in several student organizations, in -
cluding a sorority. You never know 
where you’ll end up, but I’m glad I 
ended up here as a Fightin’ Texas 
Ag gie. As the old saying goes, “From 
the outside looking in, you can’t 
un derstand it. And from the inside 
looking out, you can’t explain it.” t 
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The Right Gift for You 
Directed giving through the Texas A&M Foundation allows you to customize 
your impact on others and create a unique Aggie legacy.

The Texas A&M Foundation raises 
and manages gifts of all types and 
sizes for Texas A&M University but 
specializes in helping former stu-
dents and philanthropic partners 
change lives through directed giv-
ing. With a directed gift, you choose 
exactly what your money sup ports 
on campus. 

Making a directed gift can be 
as simple as visiting our website and 
donating to one of our hundreds of 
online giving accounts. However, to 
create a larger impact through a per -
manent endowment or a planned 
gift that takes effect after your life-
time, there’s an easy process we can 
walk you through. 
 
1. Start the conversation.  
Email info@txamfoundation.com, 
call us at 979.845.8161 or visit our 
web site at txamfoundation.com. 
There, you’ll find a contact form to 
connect you with one of more than 
80 development officers (DOs)—
passionate professionals dedicated 
to helping you navigate the giving 
process. 
 
2. Create a vision. 
Your DO will ask you questions to 
help narrow down the campus area 
you want to impact and how. In the 
same way that newspaper journal-
ists cover one or more “beats,” DOs 
manage fundraising for different 

Texas A&M colleges and schools 
and will offer in-depth knowledge 
to find the perfect gift opportunity 
for you. You can support scholar-
ships, faculty and research, student 
activities and traditions, or college 
programs. 
 

 
3. Decide on a giving method.  
Once you’ve decided what you want 
your gift to support, it’s time to elect 
how you’ll fund it. You don’t need 
to give in cash or all at once; there 
are plenty of other options to make 
a difference in a way that is finan-
cially beneficial for you. For exam-
ple, you could also give real estate or 
stocks. And planned gifts, or gifts 

that take effect after your lifetime, 
could offer tax advantages and even 
provide steady payment streams for 
you or your loved ones. 
 
4. Document your wishes.   
When you’re ready to finalize your 
gift, your DO will give you a gift 
agree ment, a document that lays 
out your gift’s details and binds the 
Foundation to your intentions. This 
stage is also where you can tailor-
make your gift, including its name, 
payment timeline and—in the case 
of a scholarship gift—specific de-
tails outlining the type of student(s) 
you want to support.  
 
5. Celebrate your impact! 
After you’ve signed your gift agree-
ment, it’s time to watch your gen-
erosity go to work. Depending on 
your giving method and timeline, 
you may get to meet your gift recip -
ients and visit campus for updates 
about your impact. If you gave 
through a planned gift, enjoy peace 
of mind knowing that you’ve cre-
ated a unique Aggie legacy to ben-
efit future generations.t 

 

             By  BA I L EY PAY NE ’ 1 9  

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y  C A S E  R H O M E

Star Student Support   

Scholarship endowments are among the 

most popular directed gifts the Foundation 

receives. These endowments allow cus-

tomization options for but not limited to: 
 

n        Student major  

n        GPA requirement 

n        Student hometown or region  

n        Student classification (class year,  

     graduate status) 

n        Involvement in an organization  

     at Texas A&M or in high school  

n        Intention to pursue a particular  

     profession  

n        Name of your endowment  

     (after donor, a loved one or an  

     organization) 



Have more questions about the giving process? Scan the QR code to check out our 
Giving Academy, a short video series with informative courses on why people give to 
Texas A&M, what the giving process looks like and how endowments enable donors to 
make a generational impact. Whether you’re a first-time donor, longtime partner or are 
simply curious about philanthropy’s role in sustaining Aggieland, the Giving Academy will 
help you learn how you can make a difference in just minutes at a time. 

Watch, learn, give with the 
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Arts and Grafts 

Assistant professor of biology and TIRR Foundation 

fellow Dr. Jennifer Dulin ’05 has spent the last 15 

years researching potential treatments for devas-

tating spinal cord injuries. “These injuries are terri-

ble events for anyone who experiences them,” she 

said. “They can cause lifelong paralysis, pain and 

var ious organ dysfunctions. And there are basically 

no treatment options.” However, with funding from 

the Craig H. Neilsen Foundation, the Paralyzed Vet-

erans of America Research Foundation and the Na -

tional Institutes of Health, Dulin’s laboratory is testing 

the viability of a potentially life-changing approach. 

In a 2022 study, she and her team took neural 

pro genitor cells (NPCs) from mouse embryos and 

transplanted them into mature mice with spinal cord 

injuries. NPCs are comparable to stem cells, gener -

ating neurons and other cells that can improve motor 

function. This image is a cross-section of an in jured 

mouse’s spinal cord with the grafted NPCs dyed a 

bright green to track their proliferation through the 

dam aged tissue. The study demon strated that fe-

male mice rejected transplants from male donors, 

which could affect future human clinical trials. 

“The idea is that one day, we could take cells 

from a paralyzed patient’s skin, ‘reprogram’ them 

into NPCs or neural stem cells in a petri dish, and 

then use them to restore voluntary motor func tion,” 

Dulin explained. More research is needed before the 

treatment becomes viable for humans, but each 

study brings her team one step closer to understand -

ing the depths of the nervous system. “I see neuro -

science as biology’s final fron tier. We’ve learned a 

lot about the heart and other major organs, but we’ve 

only seen the tip of the iceberg regarding the brain. 

This is a truly exciting time for the field.” 
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