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Memories and Research

This book is my autobiography, and most all of it comes from my 
memory, which at this point is rather good. I have done very little research, 
although I have found the Internet useful in checking some of the things I 
remember. This book has been written by me the way I remember it, but 
you may very well remember things differently, and that’s to be expected. 
As a lawyer and as a judge I know that we can have several people all 
observe the same accident at the same moment, yet when pressed for the 
details of what they saw it is quite common they all will remember different 
and conflicting details.

All the mistakes that may be found are mine alone, and I take full 
responsibility for them, and all opinions expressed in this book are mine 
alone.

I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed recalling 
and writing down all of these memories. I really remember much more than 
I have written with countless details and minor events easily coming to 
mind as I look back on various times in my life.  

Sincerely,

Bob
Robert O. Wefald
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Errors, Omissions and Additions

The text of Moments has been thoroughly proofread by my 
former court reporter Lois Scharnhorst, my wife Susan, and my current 
court reporter Betsy Johnson. After each proofreading all mistakes were 
corrected. Nevertheless, the final proofreading was up to me, so any 
mistakes in spelling, grammar or punctuation are solely my responsibility. 
As a lawyer and as a judge I have always done my best to see to it that 
every final document was as perfect as I could make it, before it was 
released. Therefore, I am always disappointed a month or a year or even 
years later that when I look at the document again, the very first thing I 
see is a mistake I missed when I approved it in final form. It appears there 
is only so much your brain can catch when it has gone over and over the 
same material. No doubt my brain simply processes what it reads the way 
I think I want it to read without actually catching mistakes that are so very 
obvious when I see the same document fresh after days or months or years 
away from it. That may very well happen with this book.

In this second edition a few spelling and minor factual errors have 
been corrected. Additionally, several additional bits of text have been 
added. That new material is underlined and italicized to tell the difference. 
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Preface

Some moments go by quickly, while others last a lifetime. 
Some moments have no impact, while others shape your life. Some 
moments, good or bad, are burned into your memory. This is the 
history of moments in my life, all of which I have loved, good or bad, 
happy or unhappy.

Biography is necessarily a truthful accounting of one’s life. 
An autobiography gives the person control over what is said, but it 
still has to be truthful and accurate to be of any value, either to the 
person or the person’s family, friends and descendants. Thus, this 
is a truthful accounting of those moments in my life of which I care 
to share. Necessarily, some things are better left unwritten, and this 
gives me the chance to be the editor of those moments of my life.

The best way to keep a secret is to tell no one. As a lawyer 
I have maintained the confidences of my clients. As a Naval 
Officer I kept the secrets contained in classified documents and 
communications, even though at times I thought the message had 
no business being classified, particularly after the fact. As Susan’s 
husband I have kept the confidences we have shared. I may have 
used this line once in a while when a reporter said, “Off the record, 
tell me about” And I would say, “Can you keep a secret?” And the 
reporter would say, “Yes.” And I would say, “So can I,” and there the 
conversation would end. So please understand, I am not telling you 
everything, but what I am telling you is all true, although I will not 
often use the person’s name. 

Susan knows I love to tell stories about events in my life, 
and although she has heard most of them over and over again, she 
never stops me in a story she has heard repeatedly, and she even 
asks me to tell it again with friends who may not have heard it before. 
She believes I am a good story teller, and she knows that I love to tell 
them. Thus, when we were at the home of our friends Jim and Gail 
Leary for dinner and the conversation turned to the autobiography of 
our 95-year-old friend Woody Gagnon, Susan, Jim and Gail all said 
that I should write my autobiography to put all of my stories down in 
writing for my children and granddaughter. So here it goes - the story 
of moments in my life.



x
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GROWING UP

My First Home Town
1942 - 1946, Excelsior, Minnesota

I was born in an old folks home. Perhaps that’s why I 
have been a conservative most of my life. That, plus the fact 
that I was blessed with being of 100% Norwegian descent. 
The date was July 18, 1942, and the place was the Keyes 
Nursing Home - the only place that passed for a hospital in 
Excelsior, Minnesota. My brother Knut, who is seven years 
older, remembers the day I was born, and he remembers our 
mother walking uphill to the Keyes Nursing Home. My sister, 
Beatrice Ann Wefald, “Beatsy,” or “Ann” as she has called 
herself for many years, was also born there on April 11, 1940, 
but she didn’t get to be very conservative until she started 
always watching FOX News in her 60’s. My brother Knut 
Olavsson Wefald was born in St. Paul on July 6, 1935, and 
my brother Jon Michael Wefald was also born in St. Paul on 
November 24, 1937.

Our parents were Olav Wefald (March 6, 1907 - 
September 22, 1988) and Walma Jorgine Ovrom (April 21, 
1903 - November 29, 1972). They were married at the Little 
Brown Church in the Veil in Nashua, Iowa, on September 14, 
1934. My Dad was the sixth oldest of the ten children born to 
Knud Samuel Stork Wefald (November 3, 1869 - October 25, 
1936) and Sarah Skree (May 19, 1877 - October 31, 1966), 
who were married on June 20, 1899, in Hawley, Minnesota, 
where they both are buried. My parents are also buried in the 
Hawley Cemetery.

My Dad was born and grew up in Hawley, where 
my Grandfather Wefald built the Wefald family home. My 
grandfather got started in politics when he lived in Hawley, 
ultimately being elected to Congress in 1922 and 1924. My 
Mom was the last of the three children born to Waldemar 
“Walter” Ovrom (January 14, 1868 - October 17, 1923) and 
Charlotte Johnson (June 11, 1870 - October 25, 1925), who 
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were married on November 11, 1889, in Waupaca, 
Wisconsin, where they both are buried. She was born in 
Clifford, North Dakota, and grew up in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Both Knud and Waldemar immigrated to America from Norway 
as young men, and both Sarah and Charlotte were born in 
America to parents who had emigrated from Norway. Thus, I 
am proud to be of 100% Norwegian descent.

My Dad’s father and my Mom’s parents all died 
before I was born. The only grandparent I ever knew was 
my grandmother, Sarah Wefald, and she died when I was in 
the Navy. She never really was a warm and loving Grandma 
for me or my brothers and sister, nor I believe for any of her 
grandchildren. When my Grandpa Wefald was in Congress in 
the early 1920s and then in government in St. Paul, he and 
my grandmother sold their house in Hawley to their first-born 
son Magnus, who had a solo private practice law practice 
in Hawley until a few years before his death in 1990. After 
my grandfather died, my grandmother never had any real 
retirement funds, so she essentially traveled around to stay 
for periods of time with each of her ten children. In the early 
1960s, my Dad remodeled a small house for her in Hawley, 
but she never liked it.

All of Knud and Sarah’s ten children born over 22 years 
from 1900 to 1922, grew to be adults. They all had long and 
productive lives, except their second youngest child Sarah, 
who had a self-inflicted hard life and died at age 52.

While my Mom graduated from the Mechanics and Arts 
High School in St. Paul, my Dad was always unhappy that he 
had been denied his senior year at the Hawley High School. 
When they were in Washington DC, Hs parents enrolled 
him for his senior year in the Concordia College Academy, 
followed by two years at Concordia College. He told me all 
he learned at Concordia was to smoke and play pool. He quit 
smoking “cold turkey” well before I was born, but he was a 
good pool player for his whole life. Until she was married, my 
Mom worked as a telephone operator, sitting before a bank 
of phone jacks connecting phone calls. That was before 
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automatic telephone switching equipment mostly ended that 
line of work, although there still are telephone operator jobs 
one can find on the Internet. They met at church and fell in 
love. There was a great picture of them when they were young 
and in love and dating.

Before he met my Mom, my Dad worked as a grain 
inspector employed by the State of Minnesota in a division 
of the Minnesota Railroad and Warehouse Commission. 
Curiously enough, my Dad’s father was one of the elected 
Railroad and Warehouse Commissioners when my Dad was 
hired. He remained as a grain inspector for the rest of his 
working life. When he retired in January 1966, he became 
a dealer in antiques and collectibles. Until we moved from 
Excelsior in 1946, my Mom was a “stay-at-home Mom,” 
although at that time, I’m sure no one ever used that term as 
it was usual for a mother to be at home raising her children.

My brothers and I, like most men, married well above 
ourselves. Knut’s wife, Joan Mary Teliska, Jon’s wife, Ruth 
Ann Joynt, and my wife, Susan Elizabeth Benschop, are all 
exceptionally talented and marvelous women. They gave us 
beautiful children and warm, inviting, and hospitable homes 
and made our lives complete. Unfortunately, Beatsy did not 
marry as well as we did. Galen Damon McKibben, decided 
he didn’t want to be married and walked away, leaving her 
four children. Although he did not have much contact with his 
children, he did pay his child support. Raising four kids without 
a husband was a hard job for her. He did want to be married 
as he married and divorced at least two or three more times.

Knut and Joan have two children and four grandchildren. 
Jon and Ruth Ann have two children and four grandchildren. 
Ann has four children, seven grandchildren (one of whom died 
in a garage door accident in Virginia at age three in 1984), 
and four great-grandchildren.

Since I was only four years old when we moved from 
Excelsior to Garretson, South Dakota, in 1946, I don’t have 
a lot of memories from my four years in Excelsior. A picture 
of the four of us in Excelsior was taken during World War II. 
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I remember my Grandma coming to visit once at our house 
(we called it the “brown house”), which was only one block 
over from the beach of Lake Minnetonka, and I do remember 
wading in the lake. Right after World War II ended, we lost 
the “brown house” we had been renting, and we did not have 
another place to live. Our family was split up for a week while 
my Dad found another place for us to stay. I remember living 
away from my family by myself with family friends, Jim and 
Florence Eddy, until we moved to our next house on Lake 
Minnetonka’s St. Albans Bay just outside of Excelsior. The 
one event I was told about while we were living there was 
following my brother Jon and his friend, who did not want me 
following them. His friend threw a stick at me, and I walked 
home crying with it sticking out of my forehead right between 
my eyes. My Mom pulled it out and just put a bandage over it. 
You can still see the slight scar on my forehead right between 
and above my eyes. She was a great first aid medic.

I’m told my brother Jon once lost a permanent tooth, 
and my Mom simply stuck it back in, and it stayed. Another 
piece of first aid work she did for me. My middle finger on my 
right-hand one-eighth inch longer than the middle finger on 
my left hand. Although I was too young to have any memory 
of the injury, she told me I had caught the tip of this finger in a 
door, and it was nearly cut off when the door was closed. She 
told me she took the tip of that finger hanging by a little skin 
on the left side and put it back on with a band-aid. It grew, and 
I have a nice scar running across that finger to prove it. She 
never panicked and simply took care of things as best she 
could, as I assume she didn’t have the money to visit a doctor. 
The last place I remember living was in a motel by the high 
school where I would watch the kids walking to high school.

Goodbye Excelsior, Hello Garretson!
1946 - 1949, Garretson, South Dakota

I don’t remember anything about moving to Garretson, 
South Dakota, where my Dad moved us as he started his new 
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job as a grain inspector in Sioux Falls. Garretson is about 
20 miles northeast of Sioux Falls. My Dad started his own 
new business as a federally licensed, self-employed grain 
inspector. After two years or more of losing money, he closed 
that business and worked as a carpenter around Garretson 
until he could find other work. My Mom was a legal secretary 
for Garretson’s only attorney. We lived in a second-floor 
apartment on Main Street over a store, which I believe was a 
furniture store.

It was a small town, and even a little kid like me could 
wander around all he pleased. One day a friend of mine and I 
decided to walk to Sioux Falls to see my Dad. We got outside 
of the city limits on the southwest side over the railroad tracks 
when a traveling salesman spotted us and stopped. He had 
the good sense to ask us where we were going. I told him 
we were going to Sioux Falls, and he said he would give us 
a ride after he did something in town. He took us back into 
Garretson, and, of course, my Mom was notified. That ended 
my first “road trip.”

That same “friend” also got me involved in a crime that 
came to an abrupt end. I’m sure he had the bright idea that 
we should steal a paintbrush from the hardware store across 
the street from my family’s apartment. He said he would 
stand guard outside while I went in and took the paintbrush. 
It was a perfect crime until I went home to show my Mom 
the paintbrush I had stolen. She marched me right across the 
street, where I’m sure I was forced to confess and return the 
stolen property. That evening when my Dad came home, he 
called me into the living room and asked me what hand took 
the paintbrush. I held out a hand, and he slapped it hard. I’ve 
always remembered that swift and certain justice.

Although my brothers and sister had all been baptized 
when they were born, for some reason, my Mom did not have 
me baptized when I was born, so I went through my first six 
years as a potentially lost soul. I think it was because back 
then, you were expected to give the minister a small cash 
gift for such a service, and she didn’t have the money. She 
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was a very good Lutheran, and she always volunteered at the 
church. She often played the piano. One day at Garretson’s 
Zion Lutheran Church, somehow, the subject of whether I was 
baptized came up between her and the minister. She started 
crying and told him that I had not been baptized. Well, he 
proceeded to set things in motion for me to be baptized, and I 
got to pick my Godparents.

Dick Eitreim was in high school (I think he was a 
senior), and he was my hero - my first hero. I hung around 
him whenever I could. He and a buddy had a job painting a 
building on Main Street, and I was there all the time. Bobby, 
my family, called me, but he gave me my first nickname, and 
I loved it because it came from him. I sang a song with the 
words, “You get no bread with one meatball.” So he called me 
“meatball,” and he still does.

I picked him for a Godparent along with his parent’s 
Louie and Viola Eitreim. They lived across the street from us in 
an upstairs apartment over the movie theater they owned and 
operated. And they had an adorable blond, blue-eyed girl my 
age named Mary Susan Eitreim. On the day of my baptism, 
September 12, 1948, the four of us stood by the altar, and we 
started the baptism. The minister asked me if I wanted to say 
the vows, and I tried, but I stopped and said they should do 
them for me. My hero, Dick Eitreim, said my baptism vows for 
me.

Included among the freedoms provided in Garretson 
was the fact that I could go with friends to Devils Gulch to 
see the Jesse James Bridge and Jesse James Cave. It was 
probably less than a mile northeast of town. Jesse James 
reportedly hid out here for a while after the Northfield Bank 
robbery [September 7, 1876, in Northfield, Minnesota] in 
which several members of his gang were shot and killed. It 
was an excellent place for kids to play. I remember some of 
us made a lunch of Campbell’s Chicken Noodle soup that we 
heated on a fire we built. It must have started in Garretson, 
but I have always loved Campbell’s Tomato and Campbell’s 
Chicken Noodle soups.
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One day on the way home from Devils Gulch, my 
brother Jon was shot in the back. He had gone to Devils 
Gulch with a friend who had a single-shot .22 rifle. On the way 
back, Jon had gotten far enough ahead of him. He told Jon 
to slow down. Then fired a shot into the ground to scare him. 
The bullet ricocheted and hit Jon in the back, lodging right 
next to his lung. It’s still there. When I heard the news, I was 
angry and said I would beat up whoever did this, but I decided 
against it when I found out it was Butch MacDonald, a real 
tough guy.

We were so broke toward the end in Garretson that my 
brother Knut had to give his paper route money to my folks to 
help out, and he also gave them the money he would get for 
loading hay bales in the summer. My 1st-grade teacher was 
Mrs. Jacobson. In the summer of 1949, my Dad got a chance 
to start a new grain inspection business in Minot, North 
Dakota. I was in the 2nd grade when we moved to Minot that 
fall. My Dad was in Minot several months before we moved 
there, and he would write letters to us. He wrote that there 
was no candy in Minot. I must have told everyone because 
when we took the Great Northern local train from Garretson to 
Wilmar, Minnesota, to connect with a mainline train to Minot, 
family friends gave us a huge box of candy to take with us on 
the train. It was great!

Goodbye Garretson, Hello Minot!
Minot - The Early Years

My Dad met us when we arrived in Minot in the fall 
of 1949. We stayed that first night at the Grand Hotel, which 
I’m sure was the least expensive hotel in Minot. I remember 
there was a chamber pot in the room, and I had never seen 
anything like that before. We moved the next day to the first 
floor of a tiny house near Oak Park in northwest Minot. The 
family that owned the house lived in the basement. In 1949 
after World War II, there was still a shortage of housing, so 
this was the best we could find at a price we could afford. I 
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went to 2nd grade at Lincoln School that fall, and my teacher 
was Mrs. Krag. On my first report card from Mrs. Krag she 
wrote, “Bobby seems to have forgotten what he learned in the 
first grade,” or words to that effect.

One great memory of those first years in Minot is that 
we would go to the Strand Theater on Main Street on many 
Saturdays in the early afternoon to see a movie. For 25 cents, 
you would get a bag of popcorn and get into the theater to 
see a cartoon, newsreel, serial, and feature movie. The serial 
was a weekly “cliff hanger” that made you want to come back 
the next week to see what would happen. The movies were 
usually Westerns, and my favorite cowboy star was Tim Holt. 
Of course, he had a white hat and rode a white horse. His 
sidekick was “Chito Jose Gonzalez Bustamante Rafferty.” I 
still can see in my mind one newsreel from the early part of 
the Korean War, which showed the Marines coming out of the 
Chosin Reservoir with blood frozen to their uniforms.

I was never conscious of the fact we were poor, as I’ve 
always felt like a well off or rich kid, but I know now that when 
we moved to Minot, we were flat broke. However, my brothers, 
being in the 9th grade and 7th grade, were painfully aware 
of the fact we were poor and that we wore secondhand and 
hand-me-down clothes. I didn’t know the difference, but by 
the time kids get into junior high, they are very aware of social 
things and status, and my brothers were both conscious of 
their status as poor kids. No matter their subsequent success 
and the college educations my folks paid for (Knut did get a 
scholarship to RPI - Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, 
New York), they still have memories of being poorer than 
other kids.

Those bad memories were added to in the summer of 
1950 when the people who owned the house wanted to move 
upstairs and use the entire house. The only place available 
for our family at a price my Dad could afford was Pat’s Cabins 
southeast of Minot. Until the spring of 1951, we lived in a 
motel with a shared bathroom between the two motel rooms. 
The four kids slept in one room, and my parents slept in the 
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other, where we had a small kitchen and a kitchen table and 
chairs. Living in a motel was a further humiliation

for my brothers. But I thought it was fine as I was out 
in the country and I could play all I wanted outdoors. My Dad 
or the neighbors would drive us into school in Minot. I was in 
the 3rd grade at Central School, and my teacher was Mrs. 
Mothersbaugh.

My brothers and sister were always very nice to me, 
and they would all play with me. My brother Knut was very 
good at making models and things out of balsa wood. At Pat’s 
Cabins, he made a small town with balsa wood buildings on a 
2’ x 4’ board built on a frame of 1” x 4”s. He made with street 
lights with what were called “grain of wheat” bulbs. He helped 
me make roads and tunnels for my toy cars to drive-in during 
the summer of 1950.

My Dad was always a very hard worker. He started the 
Minot Grain Inspection with a partner, but he soon bought him 
out. My Dad owned and operated the Minot Grain Inspection 
as a federally licensed, self-employed grain inspector until he 
retired in January 1966 at the age of 58. He never took a 
vacation, except for long weekends, as he had to be there 
to do the business. Minot was a hold point for boxcars full of 
grain. The Great Northern Railroad would hold them in the 
railroad yard for several days while my Dad and the men who 
worked for him went into every boxcar and took a five-pound 
sample of grain.

Today all grain is shipped in large covered hopper cars, 
but boxcars were used back then. Before the boxcars were 
loaded at the elevator, heavy wooden grain doors were put 
inside the sides’ boxcar doors. The grain doors were made 
of at least one-inch rough-cut boards nailed double and long 
enough to cover the entire opening of a boxcar door. They 
were two feet wide, and they were nailed to the inside of the 
boxcar on both sides. They were stacked up, leaving about 
a three to four foot opening at the boxcar’s top. The boxcars 
would then be loaded with grain at the elevator from a spout 
with a worker moving the spout back and forth to evenly fill the 
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boxcar to the height of the grain doors.
The first thing every day, Monday through Friday, my 

Dad would go to each boxcar he was supposed to sample. He 
would write down on the sampling card for each boxcar the 
number of the seal on the boxcar door before breaking it and 
opening the boxcar door and the number of the seal he was 
going to put back on the door. He always carried new seals 
with him. He often had to use a crowbar to open the boxcar 
doors, so he always brought a crowbar with him as part of his 
grain sampling tools. He would only open the boxcar door wide 
enough to get a foothold with enough room to climb into the 
boxcar. Before he climbed up into the boxcar, he would lean 
his brass probe covered with a long canvas cloth against the 
wooden grain doors. He had about three or four feet between 
the top of the grain and the boxcar ceiling.

The brass probe he carried with him was about five 
feet long and about two inches in diameter. It had a pointed 
end on the outer tube with about three-inch openings with 
about a half-inch between each space from the bottom to the 
probe’s top. The probe has an inner brass sleeve with holes 
for individual compartments lined up with the outer tube’s 
holes. He would close the probe so the holes were covered 
by the inner tube, and he would thrust the probe down into 
the grain as far as it would go. Then he would twist the inner 
sleeve to open the holes, and he would shake the probe to fill 
the compartments. He would pull out the probe and carry it 
to the center of the boxcar. There he would empty the probe 
onto a canvas cloth, which was long enough to handle all of 
the probe’s grain.

He would probe the grain five times. Once in a far 
corner, once about a quarter way down the opposite side of 
the boxcar, once in the middle, once on the opposite side a 
quarter of the way from the end, and the final probe would go 
into the opposite far corner. He would then gather the cloth 
up and make one end of it into a funnel to pour the grain into 
a canvas grain sack with a reasonably long drawstring, and 
he would stick the card into the grain sack. He would then put 
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the cloth over the probe and wrap the grain sack’s drawstring 
over the end of the probe. He would stick the grain bag end of 
the probe out of the boxcar, climb out and down to the base 
of the boxcar door, grab the probe and sample, lower it to 
the ground, and get off the boxcar. He would then close the 
boxcar door and put on the new seal. He would hang the grain 
bag on the door, and then he would move on to the next car. 
It was hard and relentless work. A picture of my Dad sampling 
grain appeared in the September 1951 issue of The National 
Geographic Magazine, page 297, in an article optimistically 
entitled “North Dakota Comes Into its Own.”

From this hard manual labor, my Dad developed a solid 
grip, which he had for the rest of his life. He could crush my 
hand and easily beat me in arm wrestling, even when lying 
in the Missouri Slope Lutheran Care Center with Parkinson’s 
disease. He was an incredibly strong man, and he was the 
hardest worker I have ever known.

When he had sampled all of the boxcars, he would pick 
up the grain bags and bring them to his office. He would then 
run each five-pound sample through a separator, dividing the 
grain into two one-pound samples and a smaller tray of the 
grain for close inspection. The excess grain was bagged for 
subsequent sale. Each one-pound bag had a tag on which he 
would write the name of the grain’s consignor with other brief 
information. He would take the grain from the smaller tray 
and spread part of it across a pad on a standing-height table 
where he would take tweezers and pick through the grain to 
determine the grain’s grade and the amount of broken grain or 
other dockage. He would then assign the grain a grade on a 
certificate, which my Mom would type for him. The certificates 
and one-pound samples were then placed into large canvas 
bags, one for Minneapolis and one for Duluth, and taken to the 
train depot to be shipped by Railway Express to Minneapolis 
and Duluth. Grain buyers would buy the grain based on the 
grade, and small one-pound samples sent ahead while the 
grain boxcars were being moved to either Minneapolis or 
Duluth.
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My mother worked as my Dad’s secretary every day, 
typing onto the certificate forms all of the information about 
each sample, such as the name of the consignor, the boxcar 
and serial number, the type of grain, and the grade my Dad 
assigned to each sample. My Mom never learned how to 
drive, so he or one of his men would pick her up and bring her 
to the office when my Dad was ready to have the certificates 
typed. She was an excellent typist, and she worked as hard 
as my Dad, plus she took excellent care of all of us kids, and 
she was a great cook.

My Mom and Dad loved one another, but they made 
caring for their family their priority. It’s a real testament to them, 
and especially to my Mom that all of our moves from house to 
apartment to cabins to rented houses to the first home they 
bought and finally to the first home they built, that all of us 
kids always felt we were in a warm and loving home. I always 
felt secure and at home wherever we lived. She always made 
sure our birthdays were celebrated with a birthday cake and 
candles. For me, she would always make an angel food cake 
with white powdered sugar frosting. Knowing I loved angel 
food cake, Susan made me one from “scratch” for my birthday 
in 1970. It didn’t go well for her as she made three cakes 
before the last one turned out reasonably well, but the first 
two were disasters. When we saw my folks again, she asked 
my Mom what her secret was for making a good angel food 
cake. She was surprised when my Mom told her she used 
a Betty Crocker cake mix because I had told her my Mom 
always made homemade cakes for me. Finally, she learned 
the secret of making a great angel food cake from scratch from 
my Aunt Grace Wefald, who lived in Valley City, and Susan on 
my birthday every year since has made me from scratch a 
great angel food cake with white powdered sugar frosting.

My Mom was a devoted Lutheran, with the church 
always being a large part of her life. She made friends quickly, 
but since she did not drive, she could not easily stop over 
to see her friends, so she loved to talk on the phone with 
them. She was a great telephone conversationalist. She was 
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a wonderfully warm and loving grandmother, and I am sorry 
for my children that they never knew her.

My Dad could never take more than a long weekend 
vacation because if the boxcars had to be held longer than 
allowed for inspection, he had to pay demurrage on each 
boxcar, which was a severe penalty for an extra day off. I don’t 
know how much the demurrage was, but it was way more than 
he would make inspecting the grain in the boxcars. Since he 
never taught anyone who worked for him how to inspect grain, 
he had to do it all, every working day, Monday through Friday. 
He did hire men to work for him, sampling grain and running 
the separator, including my brother Knut, who himself was an 
extremely hard worker. Jon never sampled boxcars, but he 
would pick up the grain bags and carry them into the office. 
He also typed the certificates giving our Mom a break. He was 
the fastest and most error-free typist I knew until I hired some 
great legal secretaries. I’m confident he never revealed that 
secret to any of the secretaries or administrators who worked 
for him throughout his career.

In 1951 things were getting better for my Dad as we 
could rent an entire house at 13 Shirley Court in Minot. I 
thought Shirley Court was a great place for us to live as it was a 
small development with about two dozen houses surrounding 
a central court. My brothers and I slept on the second floor, 
while my sister and parents had the bedrooms on the first 
floor. It had a comfortable living room, a small kitchen, a 
garage, and a basement with a coal-fired furnace. There was 
no need to describe the garage as a “one car” garage as no 
one ever thought then of having a two-car garage, let alone a 
three or four-car garage. We stayed there for two years until 
in the early summer of 1953, we moved to the first house my 
parents bought, which was located at 923 5th Street Northeast 
in Minot.

In Shirley Court I attended McKinley School. In the 4th 
grade, I was in a combination 3rd, and 4th grade room and my 
teacher was Mrs. Hoff. In the 5th grade my teacher was

Mr. Marlow Johnson. We had a great big playground 
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where the boys played rough and tumble games of kickball. It 
was an unstructured game, the aim of which was to kick the 
ball anywhere over the opponents’ end of the field, and there 
seemed to be no rules. I got accidentally hit in the mouth by a 
6th grader. I still have that chipped lower right front tooth. The 
west end of that playground in winter was made into a skating 
rink with a warming house. It was a very popular hangout, and 
it had loudspeakers playing popular music such as “There’s 
A Pawn On The Corner Of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,” and 
“How Much Is That Doggie In The Window?” My 5th-grade 
touch football team, on which I played guard, won the city 
championship in the fall of 1952.

A good 4th and 5th-grade friend of mine was Gene 
Anderson, and I was later his best man when he was married 
in 1964. We’d sleepover at each other’s houses. At my house, 
we would sleepover in the summer in a canvas wall tent 
my Dad bought. He also bought me a sleeping bag. I loved 
sleeping out in that tent. Gene moved to his family farm near 
Newburg when we moved to northeast Minot, but he was my 
roommate in my senior year at the University of North Dakota.

When I was in the 5th grade in Shirley Court, I had a 
Sunday paper route delivering the Forum, which was published 
in Fargo. I worked hard to line up customers. President 
Eisenhower came to Minot in 1953 for an appearance, and to 
go to the Garrison Dam to dedicate it on Thursday, June 11, 
1953. Everyone in my family knew all about Garrison Dam as 
my Dad got himself a good camera and took us many times 
to Garrison Dam to take pictures as it was being built. My 
brother Knut has the slides my Dad took of Garrison Dam 
from early 1950 until it was finished in 1953.

My paper boss took a group of us paperboys to the 
dedication of Garrison Dam to sell the special edition of the 
Forum for that day. There was a prize of $5 for whoever sold 
the most papers, and I won it!

In Shirley Court we were only three or four blocks from
First Lutheran Church, where my Mom made sure 

we went to church every Sunday. She also made sure I 
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went to Sunday School, took part in Luther League, went 
to confirmation, and sang in the choirs. My Dad never was 
too involved in church, but he was the enforcer behind my 
Mom’s desire that I would fully participate in everything at 
First Lutheran Church. We joined the church as soon as we 
got to Minot in the fall of 1949. The church was then adding 
an addition. Mom volunteered me to take part in the 1949 
Christmas program. Second graders Norman Graving, Craig 
Gjerde, and I sang “We Three Kings Of Orient Are,” with each 
of us doing a solo on one verse.

I’m sure it was at First Lutheran that I truly became a 
committed lifelong Lutheran. I am very grateful if for no other 
reason than at the Lutheran Student Center at the University 
of Michigan that I met Susan, the love of my life. I was in 
the appropriate age choir every year at First Lutheran until 
I graduated from high school in 1960. I went through three 
years of confirmation, and I went to Luther League until I 
finished high school. It was a perfect church for me, and my 
Mom gave me the foundation for a strong faith, for which I am 
eternally grateful.

In junior high, the first thing every Saturday morning, we 
had confirmation (it took three years to be confirmed) followed 
by choir practice. During the break between confirmation and 
choir, we would go north across the street to the “Beaver 
Palace” restaurant for hot chocolate, caramel rolls, or sweet 
rolls. They were delicious! Right next door to the east was 
“Mulroney’s,” a small one room neighborhood grocery store, 
with the owner, Gertie Mulroney, living upstairs. She was nice 
to us. Frequently a mildly retarded man named George, who 
always wore overalls, would be in the store with us, and he 
would chase us around Gertie’s cash register island in the 
middle of her store. It was great fun, as he enjoyed it, we 
enjoyed it, and Gertie enjoyed it!

Luther League was always lots of fun as we had a full 
turnout of all the kids in our class. One of the games we played 
was “Wink’Um,” in which half of us sat on chairs, usually it was 
the girls, with one chair empty and the other half, usually the 
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boys stood behind each chair. The person standing behind 
the empty chair was it. The “it” person would wink at someone 
who was seated, and that person had to jump out of her seat 
and run to the empty chair before the boy behind her grabbed 
her shoulders so she couldn’t leave. Winking was the only 
communication allowed. We would usually have hot chocolate 
at the end of the meeting.

In 1953, we moved to the first home we owned at 923 
5th Street NE. I was going into the 6th grade at Roosevelt 
School, making it the fifth-grade school in which I was the 
“new kid.” Miss Hilda Hoff was my teacher. As an 11-year-old 
kid, I hit my stride, enjoying the freedom Minot and a bicycle 
offered me. I would ride my bike to Roosevelt Park almost 
every day in the summer to swim. It had a great pool with 
gradually sloped sides all around like a natural beach.

There were lots of kids in the neighborhood, and 
we played outside until bedtime every evening. One of our 
favorite games was “Kick The Can.” We would put a tin can 
in the middle of the intersection under the street light. One kid 
would guard the can, close his eyes, and count to 100 while 
the other kids hid. The goal was to run in without being tagged 
and kick the can. The guard was usually able to tag the first 
several kids who tried to run in and kick the can. Those who 
were tagged had to “go to jail” and stand next to the light pole. 
If there were enough kids, one kid would act as a jail guard 
to tag out the kids who ran into touch and free the kids in jail. 
When someone finally kicked the can, everyone went free, 
and a new guard was picked so that everyone got a chance 
to be the guard. It was a lot of fun and used up a lot of energy. 
Two events happened that summer of 1953. One took place 
on a large hill north of our house. We would slide down the 
hill over the grass on cardboard. I hit a rock and tumbled 
over, breaking the bone above my left wrist. Although it was 
a simple fracture that easily healed, I spent the night in Trinity 
Hospital. No kid would be hospitalized for that today. 

The other amazing event was that television came 
to Minot as the first city in North Dakota to get TV. It was 
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black and white as color TV had not yet made its mark. Of 
course, there were no live network TV programs since there 
were no microwave towers or satellites. Everything was local 
broadcast or old movies and serials, or local productions. That 
fall for the 1953 World Series it was suggested that you not 
listen to the games on the radio. They would fly in the movies 
of the games to be played on TV so you could watch the World 
Series as if you were seeing it live.

Before TV, there was radio with great radio programs, 
mostly in one-half hour segments. One of my favorite programs 
was “Bobby Benson and the B Bar B Riders.” I also loved 
“The Lone Ranger” and “Our Miss Brooks.” You got to use 
your imagination.

After we moved out of Shirley Court I lined up a 
Minneapolis Morning Tribune and Minneapolis Sunday Tribune 
paper route around the Roosevelt School area since we had 
moved from the area of my Forum route. Although we had two 
Cocker Spaniels, one at a time, named Cookie and Sandy, 
when we lived in Shirley Court, neither one lasted more than 
a year. But in our new house, my Dad bought me (I’m sure 
he bought it for me) a Dachshund which he named Snorkel 
Von Wefald (“Snorky”), after the underwater breathing device 
used on German submarines. Every morning for my Tribune 
paper route, “Snorky” would jump up on my bed to wake me 
and watch as I folded my papers. Then he would come with 
me as I delivered the papers. As he walked through the snow 
in the winter, he would whimper and lift his cold feet. Then I 
would carry him the rest of the way in my carrier bag. In the 
spring of 1954, as I was on the last leg of my route, Snorky ran 
out into the street to chase a car, and he was run over. I cried 
as he died there on the boulevard where I carried him. After 
that, I quit my paper route as I no longer had a desire to do it. 
But with both my Forum and Tribune routes, I made my own 
money for the first time, and it felt good.

In 6th grade, I played guard on the Roosevelt School 
touch football team, and we won the city championship in the 
fall of 1953. The only other real noteworthy thing in the 6th 
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grade was my first actual fistfight. I have no idea what the 
fight was about, but we bloodied each other’s nose before 
kids pulled us apart. I always felt that I lost that fight, but he 
never bothered me again.

I played outside as much as the weather would allow. 
We boys would play Army with whatever equipment and toy 
weapons we could collect. When we weren’t playing Army 
with toy weapons, several of us would play with toy World War 
II soldiers and tanks and planes. I also played indoors with 
my building bricks, making buildings, and setting up battles 
using my building bricks. I guess these would be the wooden 
forerunners of Lego blocks. I had lots of fun playing with all of 
these different games and toys.

I know looking back at those years as a grade school 
kid in Minot that I was blessed with what seems like complete 
freedom. No one ever seemed to worry about you or where 
you were going. I can’t imagine today unsupervised 6th grade 
boys taking a .22 rifle out of the closet, grabbing or buying 
some ammunition, and going off over the hill next to our home 
to shoot at various things such as bottles, old model airplanes, 
boards, etc., all of which I did. We would walk unaccompanied 
to downtown Minot to see movies or go to the Y or hang out. 
Minot was a great place to grow up, and the 1950s for me 
were great years in which to grow up.

By the time I was in junior high, things were going well 
for our family as my Dad was making good money. The house 
we bought on the corner at 923 5th Street NE included a large 
lot to the south between our house and the alley. My Dad 
built a platform for my canvas wall tent, so I slept outside all 
summer with various neighborhood buddies. After two years 
or so, my Dad built a new house for us on this lot. It was 
a split level, and I had my own room. And before I finished 
junior high, my Dad bought a lot on Lake Metigoshe on the 
Canadian border facing Canada. He had a contractor from 
Montana build a log cabin on that lot. In high school during the 
summer of 1958 I went up to the cabin frequently to clean up 
the logs and put on three coats of interior lacquer and three 
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coats on the exterior. It was a lot of work.
By the time I entered high school in 1957 my family 

was very well off, which was dramatically different from the 
experience my brothers had in high school. I was on top of 
the world!

In The 1950’s, I Started Traveling

In the 1950’s, my family started traveling to “the Cities,” 
as Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota, were called. We 
would visit my Mom’s brother Norvin Ovrom and his wife 
Tacy, and their daughter Doris Sackett, her husband Ken, 
and their daughters Sandee and Linda. I loved going to see 
them as we would ride overnight on the Great Northern’s 
premier passenger train, the Empire Builder. My Uncle Norvin 
Ovrom would pick us up at the Great Northern Railroad 
station in Minneapolis around 6:30 a.m. the next morning. We 
would always go shopping at Dayton’s, the big Minneapolis 
department store. Sometimes my Dad would drive there for 
a long weekend, and he drove very fast on those old pre-
interstate two-lane roads. I’m sure we often made it from 
Minot to Minneapolis in eight hours.

On one summer weekend, I think I was 11 or 12, we 
drove to Bismarck to see the capitol, and then we drove out to 
visit Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park. It became 
a full-fledged National Park in 1978 when the Memorial 
designation was dropped.

My brother Knut was the first in our family to travel 
for a long distance. Both my Mom and Dad traveled before 
they met. My Dad had quit Concordia College and bummed 
around “riding the rails” [he and hobos would hitch rides 
on freight trains] out to work in California before he met my 
Mom, and before his Mom begged him to come home. My 
Mom also went on a road trip with friends and drove to Pike’s 
Peak in Colorado before she met my Dad. When we lived 
in Garretson, South Dakota, my parents sent Knut, who was 
then about 13 years old, by bus to Salt Lake City, Utah, and 
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back, to visit some very distant relatives. I cannot imagine any 
parent allowing such a trip on a bus today. When Knut went 
to RPI in Troy, New York, he flew to New York in the fall of 
1953. My Dad said he would pay for him to fly if he stayed and 
worked at sampling grain for another few days. He needed 
him at work, but I think he just wanted to hang on to his first-
born son for as long as possible. So Knut flew out to New York 
to go to RPI, the first of many trips.

My brother Jon went to Pacific Lutheran College [later 
Pacific Lutheran University] in 1955. My Dad bought him a 
car after his first year, as he had bought one for Knut, so 
they both drove out to college and back home for summer 
vacation, but they would fly home for Christmas. My first long 
trip was when my Mom, my sister, and I flew out to New York 
for Knut’s graduation from RPI in 1957. I remember that we 
flew in a North Central Airlines DC-3 (a twin-engine plane that 
was used extensively in WWII), making two or three stops 
along the way to Minneapolis. Then we flew on a DC-6 to New 
York, with a stop at Willow Run Airport near Detroit, where 
Knut and his girlfriend, Joan Teliska, picked us up. It was an 
excellent experience for me as I was fascinated looking out 
the window from about 10,000 feet, which is the altitude at 
which non-pressurized planes flew.

In 1958 my brother Jon, my sister Beatsy and our Mom 
drove out to Troy, New York, for Knut and Joan’s wedding. My 
Mom never learned how to drive, so Jon and Beatsy shared 
the driving in my Dad’s brand new 1959 Chrysler Imperial 
four-door sedan. It was baby blue, and it was beautiful! My 
Dad and I flew out to Albany via Minneapolis and New York 
City. They got married on a Saturday. Since the 4th of July 
1958 was on a Friday, my Dad didn’t have to work that day, 
so we left after he finished work on Thursday. We flew during 
the night, landing very early on Friday morning in New Jersey. 
We took a cab to LaGuardia Airport in New York City (my Dad 
was not impressed with LaGuardia) to catch our last flight to 
Albany, where Knut and Joan met us.

It was a very colorful Ukrainian Orthodox wedding. 
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At the reception, there were Manhattans by all of the dining 
places. I quickly drank mine before my Mom said it was 
alcohol, and I innocently replied that I didn’t know that. My 
Dad thoroughly enjoyed the entire wedding and reception, 
and the post-reception at Joan’s home, as he got a little tipsy. 
Before the wedding, he found a Pekinese puppy he wanted to 
buy. So at the end of the day’s receptions, the puppy named 
“Snooky,” and all five of us piled into the Imperial, and we left 
after midnight with Jon driving to start our nonstop return trip 
to Minot. With Jon, Beatsy, and my Dad sharing the driving, 
we got back to Minot early Monday morning, so my Dad could 
go to work. As I said, he was a terrifically hard-working man! 
After that, it was a life of many trips all over the country and 
the world for me.

1952 - 1956, Fargo YMCA Camp
Lake Cormorant, Lake Park, Minnesota

One of the reasons I always felt like a rich kid, while my 
brothers felt like poor kids, is that I knew I had a good life by 
the time I started being status conscious. And a large part of 
that good life was the YMCA. When I started the 4th grade in 
1951, the brand new YMCA opened in downtown Minot. Since 
you had to be in at least the 4th grade to join, I belonged to the 
Y in its first year of operation. My Dad bought me an annual 
pass, and after that until I graduated from high school, the Y 
was at the center of my social life. It took me a few years, but I 
learned to swim through the Y and at Y Camp. It seems really 
out of place by today’s standards, but all men and boys had 
to swim naked in the Y pool. I don’t know why they had that 
rule, but I assume it was to do with cleanliness. Truthfully, it 
feels great to swim without a swimsuit, but you just can’t do 
that anymore.

At the Y they encouraged us to go to camp in the 
summer at the Fargo Y Camp on Lake Cormorant near Lake 
Park, Minnesota. My Dad was very supportive of my desire to 
go to Y Camp as I believe he had been to Lake Cormorant as 
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a kid since it was within ten or twelve miles of Hawley where 
he grew up. Plus, he was making good money by this time 
and was very generous to all of his kids. It’s just that Knut and 
Jon didn’t get to enjoy his generosity while they were in high 
school, except for Jon, who had a couple of non-poor years as 
junior and senior. My brother Jon did go to the Fargo Y Camp 
one summer.

In 1952 I went to Fargo Y Camp for a week. I didn’t 
pass any swimming test or earn any camping award, but I 
loved it! My Dad had already bought me a sleeping bag for 
sleeping out in my tent, but I needed a flashlight and a pocket 
knife before I went to camp. My Dad gave me $5 and told me 
to go to the Army-Navy Surplus store to buy a flashlight and a 
pocket knife. I did that, and I came back to his office to show 
him what I bought. The flashlight was a square red box that 
stood by itself, which was fine. And then I flicked the switch 
on my knife, and the blade popped up. He was shocked to 
see they had sold me a switchblade knife. He stopped what 
he was doing and took me and the knife back to the store and 
chewed them out about selling a little kid a switchblade, and 
he found me an appropriate pocket knife.

I went back in 1953 and 1954 for two weeks of Y Camp 
back to back. In those weeks, I passed the YMCA swimming 
tests for Minnow, Fish, Flying Fish, and Shark, and I passed 
the requirements for the Ranger, Woodsman, and Pioneer 
camping awards. I still have all of those patches. I loved 
playing “Capture The Flag” and braiding lanyards with the 
“Y” in the middle. And I loved my counselors, Jim and John 
Jarret, and Mike Mullen. Jim Jarret was my next hero after 
Dick Eitreim. And I loved the bag swings!

The bag swings were large canvas bags filled with 
sand and tied to a long, strong rope hanging from way up 
in the trees on the north edge of the road separating the 
waterfront from the field where we played Capture the Flag. 
The road was about six feet higher than the field, and to make 
things more exciting, they built six-foot towers on the road for 
each of the three or four bag swings. There was a small rope 
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trailing from the bag swing, which you would grab to haul the 
bag swing to the top of the tower. Then you hung onto the 
big rope, gave yourself a mighty push, jumped onto the bag 
swing, wrapping your legs around it, and flew high over the 
field. It was exhilarating, lots of fun, and a truly fantastic ride!

When I went back for two weeks in 1955, I earned my 
Life Saving and Torch awards. I generally went to Y Camp 
early in the summer. That summer, I got sunburned during 
swimming. It was so bad my back was bright red. We played 
“Capture The Flag” one evening when Myron Way, the camp 
director, who was on the other team, tagged me squarely on 
both shoulders. I must have let out a yell as he stopped and 
asked me to take off my shirt. The skin on my shoulders was 
so sunburned it had split open in several places when he 
tagged me. He took me into the doctor in Detroit Lakes the 
next day where I was given a shot of something and some 
ointment. My back was a mess!

I’m sure he did not want to send me home looking 
like this, so when we got back to camp, he offered me a job 
for the rest of the summer as a dishwasher. One of the two 
dishwashers had just quit or was fired, which meant I could 
spend the rest of the summer at camp, for which I would 
receive board and room as my pay, and I could enjoy camp all 
summer. With the second dishwasher, I helped get the dining 
hall ready for three meals a day and washed the dishes by 
hand [there was no commercial dishwasher]. You had to have 
the water as hot as you could stand it [this helped me out later 
in the Navy during my first night in Japan in 1966]. We washed 
and dried all of the dishes, silverware, pots, and pans. After 
every meal, we swept and cleaned the dining hall and tables, 
and burned and buried the garbage. And I was glad to do it! 
So he took me into Lake Park, as there was no phone at the 
camp. He called my Dad and asked if I could stay at Y Camp 
for the rest of the summer. Surprisingly he said, “Yes.”

After I started work as a dishwasher, I had the first really 
big moment of my life. To go swimming at the waterfront, you 
had to go through the “Buddy Board” gate. When you went 
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in, you put your Buddy Tag down. When you went out, you 
put your Buddy Tag up, and it was bad news if you forgot to 
put your Buddy Tag up. At the end of the noon meal, camp 
Director Myron Way got up to make some announcements. 
The first thing he said was, “Bobby Wefald, come out here.” 
Oh man, I thought I had left my Buddy Tag down. Instead, 
he presented me with my very own bright red Fargo Y Camp 
STAFF T-shirt with bright yellow letters! That was the proudest 
moment of my young life to that point, which I will never forget. 
The cover photo is a picture of me in my Staff T-shirt.

Since I was now a dishwasher and a Y Camp Staffer, I 
got to help shoot off the fireworks for our Y Camp 4th of July 
celebration in 1955. Back then, the big deal in fireworks was 
rockets. They came in various sizes. Ours consisted of about 
a 1-inch diameter tube about a foot long. It  was filled at the top 
with the stuff that went “Bang!” It lit up the sky with a shower 
of sparkles, with the rest of the tube being filled with rocket 
fuel. The tube had a pointed cap at the top and a fuse coming 
out of the other end. The tube was fastened to a long stick 
that stuck out about two feet behind the fuse end of the tube. 
To launch the rocket you would put it in a V-shaped trough or 
a piece of rain gutter angled up at about a 45 degree or 60 
degree angle. You would light the fuse and get back as when 
the fuse burned down to the tube, the rocket fuel drove the 
rocket skyward while showering the launch pad with sparks. 
Of course, it would blow up with lots of colors and a “Bang!” 
when it got to its highest point.

Rockets made for a great show for the campers and 
the rest of the staff gathered around the edge of the Capture 
the Flag field and the bag swings. Of course, it was dark 
where we were shooting off the rockets. There were about 
a half dozen open boxes of 12 rockets per box around the 
launch area, all ready to be fired one at a time. I got to shoot 
off a couple of them. When I turned around to grab another 
rocket, I stepped on a rocket’s stick and broke it in half. Okay, 
I thought, “No problem.” I picked up the rocket with the broken 
shaft, set it in the launch trough, and lit its fuse.
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To my dismay, I quickly learned there was a good reason 
for the long stick as it did not take off and clear the trough. It just 
sat there and burned, showering the entire area with sparks. 
Unfortunately, all of these excessive sparks managed to find 
their way to the open boxes of rockets, which promptly started 
to ignite, shooting off horizontally and blowing up close. And 
the rocket with the broken stick I had lit exploded when the 
rocket fuel burned to the top of the rocket.

It was chaos as it all went up very quickly! The staff 
fireworks crew all jumped for cover as rockets were zipping 
just barely over our heads. It was truly amazing. Fortunately, 
no one got hurt. Some spectators thought it was a spectacular 
fireworks show, but they didn’t let me shoot off any fireworks 
the next year.

The other major explosion I was involved in that 
summer was after lunch one day when the other dishwasher 
and I burned the garbage.  We had our garbage dump in the 
woods behind the dining hall. We would take the trash out 
after every meal, pile it against the one end of this long pit dug 
in the sand about three or four feet deep. One of us would go 
down to the boathouse and get a large tin can full of gasoline, 
which we would pour on the garbage and light. Of course, it 
would go up with a massive blaze. We had to watch the fire to 
make sure it didn’t get out of control. After it burned, we would 
shovel sand from the other end of the pit to cover the remains. 
Over time the garbage pit would move farther back into the 
woods as we dug sand from the other end.

On this day, as we were leaning on our shovels, waiting 
for the fire to burn out, an enormous explosion blew us both 
off of our feet and showered the area with burning garbage. 
Thank God, neither of us was hurt, so we quickly got up and put 
out all of the many little fires all over the place. When he heard 
the explosion, Camp Director Myron Way came running as 
fast as he could. It turned out that someone had put an empty 
and tightly sealed Fels Naphtha can in the trash. Naphtha is 
a volatile chemical when heated and exposed to flame. The 
fire heated the naphtha fumes in the can expanding them to 
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the point where the can ruptured and the fumes exploded. 
Another tremendous explosion for the summer of 1955!

In 1956, I had finished the 8th grade and not yet 
turned 14 years old. It would be hard to imagine this today, 
but that summer, I went back to the Fargo Y Camp as a 
counselor at age 13. I had applied to be a dishwasher again, 
but Myron Way wanted me to be a counselor. I suppose he 
didn’t want me blowing anything up again as a dishwasher. It 
was an interesting experience as I had kids in my cabin and 
Woodsman program, which I ran, who were older than me, 
but it was never a problem as everyone simply assumed I was 
older since I was a counselor with a red staff T-shirt. It was a 
great leadership experience. When I wanted to go back as a 
counselor again in 1957, I was surprised and disappointed 
that my Dad said, “No!” He said he didn’t want any kid of his 
to become a permanent Y Camper.

However, that didn’t entirely end my years at Y Camp. 
In 1968 I went back to the Fargo Y Camp (then called Camp 
Cormorant) as the Waterfront Director. After three years in the 
Navy and law school year, I was ready to take the summer 
off. And it was great. I loved it! I wore a tank suit, flip flops, a 
whistle, and sunglasses all day long. I never got sunburned 
as I gradually got exposed to the sun, and I wound up with a 
great tan. I didn’t like the food, so I lost weight, and my hair 
bleached out white. It was no wonder when I went back to the 
University of Michigan Law School for my second year that 
Susan fell in love with me as much as I had fallen in love with 
her. More about that later, but first, back to Minot Junior High 
and Minot Senior High.

1954 - 1960, Minot Junior and Senior High 
Schools

When I started 7th grade at Minot Junior High in the 
fall of 1954, I had an advantage that I didn’t realize right away. 
Because I had gone to four different Minot grade schools, I 
knew more kids than anyone else. And because I was always 
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the new kid, I had learned to make friends with everyone, 
particularly the kids that were sort of shy and not in the popular 
groups. I learned my first lesson in politics in the 7th grade 
in the election for homeroom representative. Always vote for 
yourself. I voted for the other guy and lost by two votes, mine 
and his. I think I won the next two years.

I did well in my classes and got good grades, and I was 
becoming more social. I remember three events clearly. We 
would get our gym clothes on and walk 4 or 5 blocks from the 
Junior High to “the Highlands” where we would hold our Phy 
Ed games. The toughest kid in my grade was one of a family 
of 21 kids, so I guess he had to be tough just to get fed. I don’t 
remember how it got started, but he and I were on opposite 
teams in some sort of version of softball involving a soccer 
ball. We got after one another when running the bases, and 
I picked up the ball and threw it at him as hard as I could. I 
don’t remember if I hit him or not, but he came after me, and 
foolishly, I went after him. But a miracle happened before I got 
beaten to a pulp. Other guys surrounded us just before the 
moment of contact and held us back while we glared at one 
another. I gained a lot of added stature by standing up to him, 
and he became friendly to me as he must have decided to 
pick on some easier mark.

I got a job selling concessions at the high school 
basketball games with some junior high neighborhood friends 
during several basketball seasons. I had a loud voice and a 
forward way of pushing any concession I was selling, so I 
always sold out pretty quickly and would go back for more. 
The teachers would handle the money as we had to turn it 
in after every load. One time I put my money on the table 
and pushed it forward to be counted. The teacher must have 
thought I was rude as he hauled off and slapped me with his 
open hand hard across my face. I was stunned and slunk 
away crying. I don’t think they let him do that job after that.

One other thing that happened is that we were having 
some sort of western day in school, so I bought a pair of jeans. 
My Dad never allowed any of his kids to have jeans as I guess 
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he thought they looked to “hoody.” When I got home, he had 
me take them off and give them to him. I never saw them 
again. He also hated gum chewing, so we never did that in 
his presence. Years later, after my Mom had died, and he was 
on his own, I saw him chewing gum, and I asked him what 
he thought he was doing. He had decided that chewing gum 
wasn’t so bad after all.

That summer of 1957, after the 9th grade, when I should 
have been at the Fargo Y Camp as a second-year counselor, I 
just hung out around Minot, but I did get a job at the State Fair I 
enjoyed. One of my buddies had another friend who had gone 
off earlier that summer to travel and work with the carnival in 
the Bingo stand, so he suggested we try to get jobs there for 
the eight or nine days of the State Fair. We went out there as 
they were setting up the Bingo stand, we got introduced to 
the Bingo boss - I think the guy’s name was Jimmy - and we 
were hired. Jimmy was a very nice guy and an understanding 
boss. We would each work a side of the rectangular Bingo 
tent from about noon until after the evening’s fair shutdown. 
Our job was to hand out and collect for each Bingo card that 
was played every game. There were lots of kernels of corn 
available for the players to mark their cards.

Jimmy taught me that first day how to physically handle 
cash, and I’ve been doing it that way ever since. He told me 
to take all the bills I had in my apron, arrange them face up 
with the heads at the top, to put my ones on the outside of the 
stack, and then to stack from top to bottom my fives, tens, and 
twenties leaving the ones on the bottom. He then had mefold 
the stack in half with the ones on the outside, and it works 
great to this day. I also learned that all carnival workers were 
sort of one big family, and I enjoyed meeting them. He paid 
me in cash at the end of every day. It seemed to me like a lot 
of money, and I was glad to get it. I remember he paid me a 
cash bonus at the end of the fair.

The YMCA was our social center. We had a Y Canteen 
in the basement of the Y, and we had “sock hop” dances there 
just about every weekend, except that most kids didn’t dance 
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as the girls stood on one side and the boys stood on the other. 
A “Bunny Hop” dance, where we all formed a long line holding 
the kid’s hips in front of us, got us together. Once in awhile I 
would do a two-step dance with a girl. What courage that took!

It was at the YMCA where I met the Reverend Bob Polk, 
the first black person I ever knew. He was the Youth Program 
Director of the Y. He is 15 years older than me. He was a great 
man and example to all of us high school kids who made the Y 
our primary place. Bob and I have been lifelong friends!

In senior high school, things started taking off for me. 
By this time, I had started making lots of friends, but my best 
buddies were Mel Obedin, Clarence “Steve” Stevenson, and 
Ralph “Charley” Charley. My nickname was “Wef” (pronounced 
“Weef” like “Beef”). I had known Mel since McKinley School. 
He is Jewish, and through Mel, I met lots of people and learned 
about the Jewish religion. Mel’s Dad owned Jay’s Men’s 
Store (“Where Good Clothes Are Not Expensive”) on Main 
Street. Steve’s Dad was a traveling salesman. We both went 
to First Lutheran and had known each other since 7th-grade 
confirmation and choir. Steve’s Dad won a Plymouth four-door 
sedan in a sales contest, and he gave it to Steve to use. Mel’s 
Dad also let him use his car all the time. Charley’s Dad worked 
for the Great Northern railroad. All of their parents, Jay & Zelda 
Obedin, Stub & Louise Stevenson, and Roy & Janet Charley, 
always welcomed me into their homes and let us hang out 
and come and go as we wanted. They were all excellent, kind, 
and loving people. So the four of us hung out together, going 
to the movies together, going to the Y together, and generally 
having good times as great friends.

As the 10th-grade started in 1957,  I was a good student 
and reasonably popular. I got involved in Student Council as 
homeroom representative, so I was a member of the Student 
Council in the fall of my sophomore year. I joined “Playmakers,” 
and in the spring of 1958, I got a small part in a musical called 
“The Song Of Norway.” I had tried out for a part, and when 
I saw my name listed with a part, I did not appreciate that 
under my name, it said, “Understudy to the lead.” Well, things 
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started going south for director Bill Robinson, who was the 
drama teacher. He couldn’t line up an orchestra. The senior 
male lead quit. I believe he did not want to play opposite the 
junior female lead. At that moment, the director moved the 
female lead out of her part to play the piano to accompany the 
production, as she was very musically talented. He brought in 
as the female lead a beautiful girl in my class with a gorgeous 
voice. She was a couple of years older than most of us as she 
and her family had come from Germany to Minot after the war 
as displaced persons (DPs). That left me playing opposite her 
as the male lead in my first ever play, let alone a musical. I 
wasn’t comfortable as a soloist singer, but I did sing baritone 
in a cappella, although I should have sung in the tenor section 
as I have in my adult life in my church choir and the “Messiah.”

Things went from bad to worse, but the director had to 
put the play on to recover the expense. I didn’t know what I 
was doing. We did not have separate extra rehearsals of the 
various songs we had to sing, and I had to kiss this beautiful 
girl on stage in front of everyone! She was very nice about 
it, and she helped me get through it. It wasn’t a very good 
production, but we got it done. My Mom and Dad attended 
and said they liked it - you’ve got to love supportive parents. 
It was a horrible experience. I did not act in a play again until 
my senior year in college.

As a sophomore I took debate and speech for a year, 
and I hated every minute of the debate part of the class. I did 
great in the speech part of the class, and I could give excellent 
extemporaneous speeches that would make the whole class 
laugh. But I was lousy at debate as I never understood its 
point, and the insane need to write out countless 3x5 note 
cards on various debate points that could be pulled out and 
used at a critical point in a debate. Essentially, I never did 
write out many cards. Every time he demanded to see all 
of my debate point cards, my teacher would say to me, “My 
stars, boy, My stars!” I have no idea what that meant other 
than I would never be a debater for his team, but he had to 
give me a decent grade as I did well in my speeches.
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Also, as a sophomore in the fall of 1957, I played football 
on the reserve team. I was a 165 lb. guard. I liked playing 
football, although I was not very good at it. In 1958, I was 
moved up to the varsity and assigned a locker in the varsity 
locker room. The coach was Duane Carlson. His coaching 
style called for an unbalanced line. The center played in the 
guard position next to the tackle while the two guards played 
in the line’s center. We would practice after school every day.

Shortly after the 1958 season started, we were 
practicing getting ready for the team we were going to play 
that next Friday evening. Since I was not a starter, I played 
guard as an opposing player against our first team. We were 
taught to come in low when the ball was snapped. I remember 
the first play on which I was hit. I moved into the hole through 
which our big and popular halfback was assigned to rush. His 
knee hit my helmet hard. They told me later the same thing 
happened on the next two plays as they ran that same play 
three times. I got a concussion. I remember finally becoming 
somewhat alert in my home bathtub with my Mom talking to 
me. Back then, they didn’t take you to the doctor. The coach 
didn’t even let me get cleaned up; rather, he had a couple of 
guys take me home. One of them told me later that as they 
were taking me home, I kept looking at my hands and kept 
saying, “I didn’t take a shower.” One of the guys said, “That’s 
okay. Coach didn’t want you to take a shower.” And they told 
me I said, “He may be the coach, but he’s not the sanitation 
officer!” There was also some profanity in there.

The next morning I was able to go to school, and 
Coach Carlson came to my first class to see how I was. I 
told him I was okay, but that my Dad said I was finished with 
football. So I quit the team, and I’m glad I did as ever since I 
have been careful about not getting hit in the head. Too many 
kids continue to play sports after serious injuries that only get 
worse with more contact. Coach Duane Carlson was a great 
guy, and I always liked him.
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1959 - A Remarkably Terrific Year

1959 was a truly remarkable and terrific year complete 
with lots of success. I was inducted into the National Honor 
Society as a junior. For each class in the junior year, students 
with the best grades were inducted into the National Honor 
Society. Then in the senior year of each class other students 
with good grades were also inducted into the National Honor 
Society. So getting in as a junior was a big deal. I think we 
were installed right after the first of the year after our grades 
came out for the first semester of our junior year.

After getting into the National Honor Society, I was 
appointed as Prom co-chairman as the junior class was 
responsible for putting on the Prom in the spring for the senior 
and junior classes. It was an honor to be chosen, and I did a 
good job. I remember it was very nice, and it came off very 
well. We held it in the auditorium of the senior high school. Mel, 
Steve, Charley, and me, and our dates, went out to dinner at 
the nicest restaurant in town, in matching tuxedos with white 
jackets that we all rented at Jay’s.

Many of the junior girls who were going to the Prom 
organized a series of consecutive “After Prom” parties lasting 
all night long. Some type of after Prom party was scheduled 
one after the other at several girls’ homes, so we had food 
and pop, and we listened to records all night long. Of course, 
everyone first went home after the Prom to change into casual 
clothes for the after-Prom parties. It was lots of fun! And it was 
very nice of their parents to host these parties. They achieved 
their goal of not having us kids mindlessly roaming around 
looking for something to drink.

I had racked up another political loss at the end of my 
sophomore year when I ran for Student Council secretary and 
lost to a girl, who I’m sure, did a much better job than I would 
have. But in the spring of 1959, I did much better when I ran 
for Student Council president. There were four candidates, 
and there were rules about posters and banners. We each 
could put one banner on one of the four walls of the study hall. 
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On the wall assigned to one candidate, that person put up two 
banners explaining that it wasn’t two banners, just one wall. 
Thus, another political lesson learned that there will always be 
those who will bend the elections’ limits.

We had an assembly, with all the candidates for Student 
Council president and secretary given some time to campaign 
before the entire school. However, I seem to remember the 
candidates for president each got a little more time than the 
secretary candidates. I was last; perhaps the principal thought 
that was the worst position as the students would be bored 
and would have made up their minds by then. You have to 
have the right people supporting you and working on your 
campaign. I had great, artistic kids making signs and banners 
for me, and I had the most popular senior basketball star as 
my “campaign manager.” It was understood that he was to 
speak for me in front of the assembly, but he didn’t really 
want to speak. I told him not to worry as all he had to do was 
to essentially say, “Vote for Bob Wefald for Student Council 
President. And now, please enjoy this presentation.”

I had recruited three sophomore girls to put on a skit 
to support my campaign. They came out on stage dressed in 
dried grass-type skirts, bare stomachs, brief one-piece tops 
with Panama-style straw hats singing a campaign song for 
me to the tune of, “He wore tan shorts, a pink bandana, polka 
dot shirt and man o’ man. Tan shorts, pink bandana and a big 
Panama hat with a purple hat band,” with new words for my 
campaign. Some teachers were shocked, others pleased, but 
it brought down the house. That, plus the fact I was nice to 
everyone and knew everyone, brought me victory! By the way, 
those girls decided on their own what to wear, how to act and 
what to sing, so I was as surprised as everyone else. And they 
were really cute!

Being elected president of the Student Council was 
another memorable moment in my life as it led to great 
opportunities.

As a junior, I took chemistry, and in the spring of every 
year, you had to enter the Science Fair. I was interested in 
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nuclear power, so I made a model of a nuclear reactor used 
to produce electricity. I made some good-looking posters to 
mount behind the model, which explained the process. The 
Science Fair was held in the spring of 1959 during the day 
in a junior high gym. We had to be there with our projects to 
answer the questions of the judges. Roy Robinson, the physics 
teacher, came by and looked my project over very carefully, 
and he said to me, “It looks like an A project.” Great, I thought. 
I’m home free. While everybody was gone for supper, the 
judges came by and awarded ribbons for the various places. 
When I came back, I had a Blue Ribbon for 1st Place in my 
category. Next, they called all the winners one at a time up on 
stage to be recognized. So I’m up there talking to a guy next 
to me and not paying attention when I heard applause and the 
judge saying, “Navy Science Cruiser Award” and my name. I 
had just won a new award for Science Fairs presented by the 
Navy. I had no idea what it was, but later I found out it was a 
week trip to visit the Navy in San Diego in the fall.

As a winner, I moved on to the State Science Fair in 
Grafton. I didn’t win the big prize there, but I did go on a visit 
to the State Hospital, where retarded people were housed. 
There was no way I could know that I would be dealing with 
this major issue twenty years later. I remember seeing cribs 
with very old looking babies with huge heads, which I never 
forgot.

In June, I was able to go to North Dakota Boys State 
at NDSU in Fargo as one of the 30 or so boys from Minot who 
had just completed our junior year. I was only an alternate, 
but some of the primary candidates could not go because 
they played Legion Baseball. This turned out to be another 
defining moment in my life. When we got there on Sunday, I 
ran into a guy from Grand Forks who I had met at the State 
Class A basketball tournament. He asked me if I was going to 
run for Governor, and I said, “Yes.” He got to work helping me, 
and I worked on all the guys in my Boys State city and county 
so that by Monday afternoon, I was able to win the Nationalist 
Party endorsement for Governor. We ran a good one-day 
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campaign, and on Tuesday, I was elected as Governor of 
North Dakota Boys State! Another memorable moment, if for 
no other reason, it started my lifelong association with the 
American Legion, the sponsor of Boys State.

Boys State was a great experience, but it set me up 
with an embarrassing moment with a girl. Girls State is always 
held the week before Boys State, so the Girls State Governor 
and the Legion Auxiliary women come down to Boys State for 
an evening assembly and be introduced to the Boys Staters. 
As Governor, I presided at the evening assemblies. As the 
MC, I had to introduce all of our visitors and pin corsages on 
them. Of course, I saved the Girls State Governor for last as 
I knew she was the person the Boys Staters wanted to see. 
As I called her forward to introduce her and pin a corsage 
on her, I immediately noticed that I was in trouble. She was 
wearing one of these dresses where there were no shoulder 
straps, but rather it had a gathered top so that with her arms 
at her side, there was a straight line going right across her 
chest over her breasts so that her whole top from shoulder-
to-shoulder was bare. Where could I pin the corsage? So I 
just plunged ahead and stuck my left hand into the top of her 
dress while I pinned on the corsage with my right hand. We 
were both redder than her red hair!

Being elected Governor gave me a great leadership 
experience and set me up to be one of two delegates from 
North Dakota to Boys Nation held in Washington, DC. It was a 
truly wonderful trip. The American Legion sent me First Class 
by rail in a roomette on the Great Northern Empire Builder 
to Chicago, and the Baltimore and Ohio Capitol Limited to 
Washington DC. Along the way, we picked up other Boys 
Nation delegates. It was enormously impressive to be in our 
nation’s capital for the first time, and it was a VIP trip. We got to 
see all of the famous monuments, and we were briefed at the 
Pentagon by senior officers, including General Curtis LeMay 
of the Air Force. We got onto the White House grounds, but 
President Eisenhower was not there, so we did not meet him.

In terms of North Dakota politics, I will never forget 
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my capitol tour and meeting our congressional delegation. 
Representative Quentin Burdick had just been elected to the 
House of Representatives in 1958 from the eastern North 
Dakota district (we had two representatives until the 1970 
census when after that, starting in 1972, we only could elect 
one representative for the entire state). He was the junior 
member of our delegation, and he had the “honor” of escorting 
me and the other delegate, Mike Halcrow, from Drayton, 
around the capitol. We had lunch in the Senate dining room 
with Senator Milton Young, Representative Burdick, and 
Representative Don Short from the western district. I still have 
the picture taken of us in the Senate dining room. I always 
remember what Congressman Burdick had for lunch. He had 
a fruit salad with a scoop of sherbet in the middle. I had never 
seen anyone eat dessert for lunch.

I will never forget about our capitol tour when 
Congressman Burdick took us to see Senator Bill Langer in 
his office. Mike and I sat and listened to them talk about their 
wives, who recently died of cancer. Senator Langer sat behind 
his huge desk, looking like a little old man, all bent over, with 
little hair. He wore huge horn-rim glasses with built-in hearing 
aids. He had a cigar he was not smoking in his mouth with the 
cellophane still on it. He was chewing it, and every so often to 
make a point, he took the cigar out of his mouth and pointed 
the saliva-covered end of it toward us. Senator Langer died 
before the end of his term, and in 1960 Quentin Burdick was 
elected as a senator, a job he held for more than 30 years 
before he too died in office. It must be wonderful to be so 
indispensable that no one can ever take your place.

I wasn’t home for very long before attending the National 
Student Council Leadership Conference in the Rocky Mountain 
National Park, Colorado. I stayed with a family in Denver for 
a few days before the conference started. The mother in the 
family had me take her station wagon with her two kids and 
several other delegates to the big Denver amusement park. 
I was 17 years old, and she gave me her car to drive around 
Denver! The conference was another great experience.
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In the fall of 1959, I was running a good Student Council 
and doing well in school. My first failure as Student Council 
President was that I had to preside over the ending of a long 
Minot Senior High School tradition - the all-school snake 
dance up Main Street to the Highlands for the big bonfire.

In the fall of 1959, I went on the trip for the Navy Science 
Cruiser Award I had won at the Science Fair that spring. It was 
a weeklong trip starting with me taking the train to Fargo and 
going out to the Air National Guard hanger to meet several 
boys from other cities. We were picked up by a Navy DC-6 
[R6D] and flown to San Diego with several stops along the 
way to pick up other Navy Science Cruisers. I had never even 
thought about the Navy before this trip, and I did not think of 
the Navy again until I enlisted for OCS (Officers Candidate 
School) in the spring of 1964.

It was an incredible trip! We stayed at the Naval Training 
Center and took various trips from there. One of our first trips 
was in a large Navy launch out to the aircraft carrier USS 
ORISKANY (CV-34), just outside of the harbor. We spent the 
day onboard watching the take offs and landings of the F-3H 
Navy Demon jet fighter (the predecessor to the F-4 Phantom, 
the premier Vietnam era fighter). It was simply amazing to 
watch them take off and land. The noise was extremely loud 
and piercing.

Getting off the ship that evening in the dark was exciting. 
I was the first one down the accommodation ladder to the 
waiting launch. I quickly learned my first lesson about the sea, 
which helped me immensely in my subsequent Navy career. 
As I got near the platform at the bottom of the accommodation 
ladder, the launch all of a sudden dropped way below the 
platform. I looked down, and then just as quickly, the waves 
carried it above the platform, so I retreated partway up the 
ladder. Not being a dull boy, I realized I had to time my entry 
into the launch just as it was going past the platform going up 
or down. I successfully got into the launch.

Another day they took us for a tour onboard the USS 
REDFISH (SS-395), a submarine that appeared late in World 
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War II. I had seen the movie “Run Silent, Run Deep,” starring 
Clark Cable, and this was the submarine used in the film. 
When I was on active duty in the Navy on a midshipman 
cruise coming back from Pearl Harbor in 1965, another officer 
and I were high-lined over to the REDFISH to ride it for the 
last three days of the cruise back to San Diego. It turned out 
the REDFISH Captain wanted the two of us to play bridge 
with him and the off duty watch officer, so we played bridge, 
watched movies, ate, and slept on vinyl-covered mattresses 
on top of torpedoes in the forward torpedo room. Tough duty, 
but it was interesting to be back on the same ship.

On another trip, they flew us up to Point Mugu near 
Oxnard, California, where they fired a Regulus surface to 
surface missile for us. It was great, especially as the F-100 
Super Saber jet screamed over our heads from behind us as 
it chased the missile. We also visited General Atomics and 
the Navy Electronics Lab, where they showed us what a 
computer could do in the fall of 1959. They had a larger table 
with a frosted glass top. They set up a point on one side, and 
on the other side, they set up the beginning point of a missile 
trajectory. Then they started the problem, and from the first 
point, the computer drew the calculated path to intercept the 
missile track coming from the second point, and they met in 
the middle. Man, it was something what they could do with 
that computer! Amazing for 1959.

I also got the best grades I ever got in school in those 
six weeks as all the teachers assumed I was smart, but it 
wouldn’t last. It was the end of a truly memorable year in my 
life.

1960 - A Year Of Failure

1960 was a year of learning hard lessons in life. My 
best subjects in school were always history and civics, but 
in 1957 the Russians launched Sputnik [October 4th, 1957] 
followed by several months of televised launch failures of the 
Navy’s Vanguard missile. Our German WWII missile scientist, 
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Werner Von Braun, got us into space with the successful 
launch - FINALLY! - of Explorer I [January 31st, 1958]. I 
mention all of this because it set me on the wrong career path. 
I figured our country needed scientists and engineers, so after 
I won the Science Fair with a nuclear reactor model, I decided 
to become a nuclear physicist. Big mistake!

I wanted to go to college at a great engineering school 
or a major university. I wanted to go to Stanford University in 
California. So I took the SAT exam, and I did not do well at all, 
but my guidance counselor said I had one of the best scores 
he had ever seen. Years later, I realized that he probably 
hadn’t seen any better scores, but they were just not good 
enough for Stanford. Others from other good schools followed 
my rejection letter from Stanford until I finally got accepted 
by RPI, where my brother Knut had successfully graduated 
as an electrical engineer moving into a long and great career 
as an electrical engineer for Raytheon. I’m convinced I was 
accepted because RPI saw that Knut did well with much the 
same high school background that I had, but as you will read, 
I quit before I was asked to leave.

A happy moment was our Senior Prom. Mel, Steve, 
Charley, and I all had dates, and we all rented tuxedos with 
red jackets from Jay’s. What made this a happy and lasting 
experience was that when I requested Charlo Peterson to go 
with me to the Prom, she said she would teach me how to 
dance. We practiced behind the curtain on the stage, and I 
learned to Rock N’ Roll, for which Susan is forever grateful as 
we love to dance!

Like most seniors, I had my picture taken for Searchlight
1960, our Minot Senior High School annual. I loved 

that first suit of mine.
As graduation approached Peggy Snyder and I were 

chosen to give the graduation speeches on our class motto of 
“Knowledge Comes, But Wisdom Lingers.” I got “But Wisdom 
Lingers,” and the teacher assigned to work with us was the 
debate teacher - “My Stars, Boy!” Working with him was a 
nightmare, but I got through it and did a reasonably good job, 
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considering that I didn’t know nearly as much as I thought 
I did. Truthfully, I’ve never known more things with absolute 
certainty than when I was a high school senior. It was running 
smack dab into the real world that made me realize I didn’t 
know very much.

Although I was voted “Most Likely To Succeed” in my 
class, having graduated 20 out of 288 kids, by December 1st I 
had failed in college, and anyone who cared knew it.

I bummed around that summer of 1960, not doing much 
of anything, but I did go back to Boys State as the outgoing 
Governor to hand over the gavel. When I got there, they 
were missing one city counselor, so I was drafted as a city 
counselor. My city won the best city government awards when 
I was a city counselor in 1960 and 1961. I later gave both 
scrapbooks to Boys State. I thoroughly enjoyed being a Boys 
State counselor so I did that again in 1961, 1962, 1963, 1967, 
and one more session in the early 1970s. When I settled in 
Bismarck in 1970, I joined the American Legion, and soon I 
became the Bismarck Boys State Chairman, a job I held for 
more than forty years.

As the summer of 1960 ended, I got on the Great 
Northern Empire Builder to head off to college at RPI. I cried 
for the first several miles. Probably I sensed that failure was 
imminent.

My roommate at RPI was Pete Soule from Cape Cod in 
Massachusetts. I’ve only seen him once since RPI, and next to 
Susan, he was one of the best roommates I’ve ever had. I had 
to take the standard load of classes for a freshman physics 
major - Physics, Chemistry, Calculus, English, and German. 
By the time I went to Knut and Joan’s for Thanksgiving in 
Waltham, a Boston suburb, I had Fs in calculus and chemistry, 
a D in physics, an A in English, and a B in German.

In calculus, I was intrigued by the way the professor 
diagramed the problems on the board. Even though I studied 
hard, I got an F on every quiz until I went to see the professor. 
When I told him I took all the math I could at Minot High School, 
with the most advanced course being Advanced Algebra, he 
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told me he was sure I would do better on the next test. I did. 
He gave me an “F+.”

In chemistry, I never did understand Avogadro’s 
Number, which I was told you could use to calculate the 
number of atoms or molecules in a given space. I thought 
since you can’t even see them, how can you count them. 
Besides, I knew before I started that chemistry was not for me 
since when I took chemistry as a junior at Minot High, Phyllis 
Kamins, a senior lab assistant, had to give me the answers to 
the “unknowns” so I could pass the course.

I had more success in physics, not because I understood 
physics, but because I quickly realized that my physics lab 
was on the last day of a two-week lab cycle, so all I had to 
do was talk with students who had already taken the lab to 
find out how to do things and to find out the right answers. 
My lab partner was from Ethiopia, and he wouldn’t listen to 
me as he had to do it all himself. I got an A on that first lab, 
and he got a C. At all of the subsequent labs, he would say, 
“What do we do next, Bob?” I know he was sad when I quit 
school. Before I left school, I visited my physics professor, 
the one professor I liked the most. He had a German accent. 
When I told him I was quitting school, he said to me, “But why 
Wefald? You’re the only one who comes to me for help!” And 
I said, “I’m probably the only one who needs it.”

I got along well in English, and in German, we were 
plodding along through the book. I learned at RPI how to 
study, and I studied as hard as I could. And I also realized 
I was not going to be a nuclear physicist. I taught myself a 
technique for reading books that I still follow. Before I read the 
book’s text, I read all the front and back pages, including the 
printing information, so I know how old the book is and where 
it originated. I read the table of contents, the preface, and 
introduction, I look through the appendix, and I read through 
the glossary. I read the blurb about the author, and when I 
finish all of that, I start on the text. I feel comfortable reading a 
book when I know about it and its author. I have never had a 
problem studying after RPI.
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My one great RPI adventure happened during the 
1960 presidential campaign between Senator John Kennedy 
and Vice President Richard Nixon. At 18, I was too young to 
vote [in 1971, the 26th Amendment was enacted lowering the 
voting age to 18], but I was interested in politics. Vice President 
Nixon was in Troy, New York, to give a speech on a Saturday 
evening, so many students were downtown that night to try to 
get a glimpse of him. The students were crowded four or five 
deep on either side of the narrow street where his motorcade 
would pass. The police wanted it kept clear. Several students 
would jump out into the street and cheer before a cop would 
clear them back into the crowd. My roommate and I were 
several layers of people back into the crowd when a student 
jumped back out into the street again.

A cop grabbed him by the arm and physically shoved 
him well back into the crowd right past me. As he did so, the 
cop said, “I don’t want to hear another word out of you!” As 
the cop walked away, I turned to my roommate and said in 
a loud, clear voice, “That’s one thing I like about Troy, it’s 
friendliness.” Well, the cop spun around, went back into the 
crowd and grabbed the guy and hauled him down the street. 
We just assumed they would let him go a little farther down 
the street, but, oh no, we saw him being taken away in the 
back of a cop car.

The next morning at the cafeteria, a note read, “Whoever 
said Troy’s finest” contact so and so. On Monday morning, I 
was seated in the municipal court’s front row between the Dean 
of Students and the Dean of Freshman as they talked over me 
about students being out of control. The father of the student 
arrested, and his lawyer, flew in from somewhere in New York 
state, so everyone knew he was taking this seriously. I told the 
judge what I had said, and the case was dismissed.

I had gone to my brother Knut’s home for Thanksgiving 
1960 to be with him and Joan and their baby Eric. I had gotten 
a ride from some RPI students who were going to Boston. 
They dropped me off on the south side of the Massachusetts 
Turnpike at the point Highway 128 crossed over it. With my 
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suitcase, I crossed all of the east and west lanes of the Mass 
Pike. I walked up to 128 and stood on the place where the on 
the ramp from the Mass Pike took traffic north on 128. I had a 
sign on my suitcase that said, “RPI to Waltham.” A guy coming 
up the on-ramp to 128 stopped right there and gave me a ride 
straight to Knut and Joan’s apartment. Today I can’t imagine I 
walked across the six or eight lanes of the Mass Pike with my 
suitcase without getting killed!

When I got back to RPI, Pete and I went to see the 
movie, “North to Alaska,” with John Wayne. When we got 
back to the dorm, I said, “Pete, I quit!” I called my folks and 
told them. This came as no surprise as I had frequently called 
them about my lousy performance as a student. I told them I 
was quitting school and that next fall; I thought I would go to 
school at Pomona in California. All my Dad said was, “When 
are you coming home?” It was a long train ride home as I 
thought about flunking out of school, but I had quit before I 
had any grades assigned, so I left with a blank transcript. Not 
having those bad grades on a transcript helped with college 
and law school.

Mel’s brother Elliot gave me a job selling clothes at 
Jay’s Men’s Store. It was great to have a job so I could go 
to work and put this behind me, but everybody knew I had 
flunked out of school. However, I had learned a good lesson. 
I had learned that I was not cut out to be a nuclear physicist.

1961 – 1964, Things Get Better

Right after New Year’s Day 1961, my Dad asked me 
what I was going to do. By then, it was only Mom, Dad, and me 
at home. My brother Knut was married to Joan, and they lived 
in Waltham, Massachusetts, with their little boy Eric. Knut had 
a job as an electrical engineer with Raytheon. My brother Jon 
was in Pullman, Washington, finishing his Master’s degree in 
history. And my sister Ann, as she liked to be called (but to me 
she was always Beatsy), who had married Galen McKibben 
in 1959, had a son Mike. They lived in an apartment in Minot, 
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where Galen had a job while taking some classes at Minot 
State Teacher’s College [now Minot State University]. I think 
my Dad had had it with kids around the house, and he knew it 
was time for me to go.

I told my Dad that I would keep working at my job at 
Jay’s, and he said, “No. That’s like hanging around the house.” 
“Well,” I said, “What am I supposed to do?” He said, “Go to 
college.” I said, “Remember, I’m going to college at Pomona 
next fall.” He said, “No, go to college now.” “Okay,” I said, “I’ll 
go to Minot State.” He said, “No. That will be like hanging 
around the house.” And I said, “Well, what should I do?” He 
wisely said, “Get on the train and go to the university and 
enroll.” That’s what I did, and it turned out to be one of my 
life’s blessings!

I had met the University of North Dakota Dean of 
Freshmen at Boys State, so I went to see him. I told him I 
would go to school in California next fall and that I was just at 
UND to take a few courses to keep my Dad happy. The real 
problem was that everyone knew I had flunked out of RPI. I 
guess I flatter myself in thinking that “everyone” at UND knew 
I had flunked out, but many people did. I was humiliated, and I 
was disappointed in myself. So I just hunkered down, studied 
as hard as I could, and kept my head down.

Because I had taught myself how to study at RPI, I 
would find myself around 9:00 p.m. with all of my work done, 
every assignment read, and all my notes gone over. I took 
Economics from Professor Belmont. I would sit as far forward 
as possible in every class to force myself to pay attention, 
so I was in his class’s front row. During his first lecture, he 
quickly rattled off four or five rich Republicans’ names, and 
I immediately jumped in with the names of four or five rich 
Democrats. He stopped and said, “What’s your name?” I 
said it was Bob Wefald, and he said, “Very good, Mr. Wefald. 
Very good.” He and I got along really well for the rest of the 
semester.

In American History, our class was in a larger lecture hall 
with about 100 students. There was a quiz every two weeks. 
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After the first quiz, Professor Harnsberger told the class, “It 
happens every two or three years that someone turns in a 
perfect paper. Congratulations, Mr. Wefald.” They were always 
true/false, multiple-choice, fill in the blank quizzes. After the 
next quiz, the same thing happened. Another student raised 
his hand and said, “I got only one wrong, and I read everything 
in the book, attended every class, and took excellent notes. 
The answer to the question I missed isn’t there.” Since I got it 
right, I knew where the answer was in the text, so Professor 
Harnsberger said, “Tell him where it’s at, Mr. Wefald.” And I 
said, “It’s in the caption under the picture on page so and so.” 
There was an audible groan from most of the class.

With success in college - finally - I started coming out 
of my self-imposed internal exile. As the end of the semester 
approached, I realized that I loved it at UND! I promptly forgot 
about Pomona, or anywhere else, to enjoy my final three years 
at UND. One summer school and a few extra classes allowed 
me to graduate in three and one-half years, even though I 
missed my first semester. Although I did well enough at UND, 
I slacked off somewhat, knowing I could have done quite a bit 
better.

At the end of the summer of 1961, my brother Jon, who 
had just earned his Master’s Degree in History, was getting 
ready to work on his Ph. D. at the University of Michigan that 
fall while I was going back UND. Jon wanted a newer car, 
and I just wanted a car. Our Dad had always bought cars that 
were not the top-selling brands. In Minot, he bought a Kaiser-
Frazier, a Studebaker, a Volkswagen van for his office, and a 
Nash. When he purchased the Imperial, we were amazed, but 
he didn’t like the Imperial. His test for a car seemed to be if 
he could get in and out of the car with his hat. My Dad always 
wore a straw hat in the summer, and I too wear straw hats in 
the summer. That summer, we convinced our Dad to let us 
trade in his Imperial for cars for Jon and me. Of course, he 
would pay the difference. Jon got a late-model used Chevy 
four-door hardtop, and I got a 57 Chevy Bel Air four-door 
sedan with a 350-horsepower engine. It could take off from a 
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stop sign and go very fast. Its lucky more people weren’t killed 
driving those cars back then as they had no safety features, 
except shatterproof glass windows. No seat belts, a solid 
column steering wheel, and an unpadded steel dashboard.

That fall, I drove with Jon to Ann Arbor, Michigan, to see 
him get settled into graduate school. As planned, I took the 
train back to Minneapolis, arriving there early in the morning. 
My job in Minneapolis was to visit the Checker car dealership. 
Checker was the company that made the big, boxy Checker 
cab, but they also made a private use model. I got to the 
showroom as it opened and examined both of the cars they 
had on display. As he told me to do, I called my Dad and 
described both vehicles to him. He told me which one of the 
cars to buy, and he wired the money to the dealership. They 
got it ready, and I drove it back to Minot that day. This was the 
one car my Dad loved to drive. He could get in and out of the 
car with his hat on, and he could drive the car with his hat on. 
It even had those two foldout jump seats in the back seat. By 
the end of my second year at UND, I started demonstrating 
good military leadership qualities. At UND, all males had to 
take two years of ROTC, either Army or Air Force. I chose Air 
Force ROTC, and by the end of my second year, I was named 
the outstanding Air Science II Achievement Award winner, 
making me the best second-year cadet. Because I had to rely 
on glasses for some of my work, I knew my eyes would not 
allow me to qualify for pilot training, so I did not sign up for 
Advanced ROTC, much to the officers’ chagrin. At the start of 
what was, in effect, my junior year, they made me take the first 
semester of Air Force ROTC that I had missed, and although I 
did my best, they gave me a C. Rather petty of them.

In 1962 I worked the entire summer as a grain sampler 
for my Dad, doing all of the hard work as I described it earlier. 
It was the most satisfying summer and the hardest working 
summer I ever had. What made it very special is that as the 
fourth member of the crew of grain samplers, I had to step up 
and carry a big load when the two longest working and most 
experienced grain samplers summarily quit early that summer 
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leaving me and Cliff Light as the only two grain samplers. My 
Dad did hire some other workers, but most of them didn’t last 
long with the hard work and heat. The heat wasn’t bad in the 
morning in the Great Northern yards, so we tried to get the 
boxcars all sampled before noon. But sometimes we had to 
go out in the afternoon and resample some boxcars, and we 
would often have to sample boxcars on the Soo Line in the 
afternoon. When you climbed into those boxcars on a hot 
afternoon, your body instantly started to sweat profusely.

We would get out to the Great Northern rail yard at first 
light, but my Dad would have already gone through and put 
sampling cards on all of the boxcars. Before he would go out 
to the railroad in the dark, he would wake me up by standing 
in my doorway, holding up his right index finger, and saying 
softly, “Psst, Psst.” It woke me every time. I loved working 
for my Dad that summer, as I knew he needed me. And that 
was the only summer I ever worked for him, since in the 
summer of 1963, I went to summer school at UND and served 
as a counselor for a summer high school science and math 
institute. In the summer of 1963, I broke the navicular bone in 
my left wrist and I had to wear a plaster cast for four months. 
The next summer in 1964, I left home to serve in the Navy.

At the beginning of my sophomore year, a new program 
was started for a few incoming freshmen, a four-year Honors 
Program. I liked all of the professors involved in the Honors 
Program as I had classes from most of them. At the end of 
my sophomore year in the spring of 1962, they asked me 
to join the Honors Program for my last two years at UND. 
They wanted to have one student go through the program 
to graduation first to see how well it worked out. In the fall of 
1962, as I started my junior year, I joined the four-year Honors 
Program with all the other honor students who were beginning 
their sophomore year, and I enjoyed it. My first honor classes 
were French (I didn’t do very well getting only a C, but working 
very hard) and a colloquium on evolution. In the colloquium, 
three or four professors worked together with us for the entire 
semester.
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Later in that first semester, the program director called 
me into his office and told me I had not taken the entry 
test, which I knew nothing about. The test which I took was 
essentially a personality test. I was called back in to see 
the director, who told me the test revealed I was not Honors 
material, and as such, I could not continue in the program, but 
I could finish the semester. At the end of that semester, there 
were only two A’s awarded for the colloquium on evolution, 
and I got one of them. No one ever again mentioned that I 
should not be in the program.

In my senior year for the Honors Program, I had to 
write a senior paper, which I would have to defend before 
a panel of three professors in the spring. They learned a lot 
from my experience as they realized they needed to give 
more guidance to the senior honors students and monitor 
them more closely while pointing the students in the right 
direction for their research. Not appreciating exactly what I 
was supposed to do or what was expected of me, I didn’t do 
a very good job.

I was told my appearance before my senior panel 
would not only relate to my paper, but that it would also be a 
comprehensive review of what I had learned in college, and 
it was expected to take about two hours. The program’s goal 
was to get students to want to go on to graduate school and 
earn PhDs as they did. The first few questions dealt with my 
paper and some very correct criticisms of it. After about ten 
minutes of this, the next question was, “What are you going to 
do after you graduate?” I said, “I’ve joined the Navy.” One of 
them said, “Why in God’s name did you do that?” And I said, “I 
want to serve my country.” The interview ended right then and 
there, and I was dismissed, but I did become the first graduate 
of the four-year Honors Program, which is still going strong at 
UND.

All it took to decide on my life plan was signing those 
papers to join the Navy. It became clear to me that when I got 
out in three years, I would go to law school, although I had 
never seriously considered law school. I took the Law School 
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Aptitude Test (LSAT), and, just to be safe, I took the Graduate 
Record Exam (GRE). I took the tests two weeks apart, and I 
don’t know which test I took first. For one test, I was in perfect 
shape, having had a good night’s sleep, and I was a mess for 
the other one. I had been studying late at the library, and when 
I got back to my fraternity house, I wanted to take a shower. 
There was no hot water because the water heater was out, so 
I went to the basement to light it.

Trying to follow the instructions, I turned on the gas and 
stuck my right arm into the water heater base with a lit match. 
A ball of flame raced up my right arm. My roommate took me to 
the hospital, where they covered my arm with orange-colored 
stuff and wrapped it in a huge gauze bandage. They gave me 
some sleeping pills and some pain pills and told me to go to 
bed. I laid awake all night and finally got up to go downtown 
for breakfast. When I got to the exam, I explained my situation 
and asked them to tape my answer sheet to the table so I 
could mark it with my left hand. When I went outside at noon, 
I nearly passed out. What amazed me is that my scores on 
both exams were identical, which told me that what you know 
is what you know, and your brain will straighten it out even if 
you are not in the best shape.

Socially on campus I was out of step with my class 
since they all started in the fall of 1960 and I had started in 
January 1961. I joined the Sigma Chi fraternity, in which I am 
still active today as a member of the Bismarck Area Alumni 
Chapter. I ran for student body president, and I ran for Sigma 
Chi Consul (president), and I lost both elections. I was able to 
get a date for several Sweetheart of Sigma Chi dances, but 
that was about it. In the spring of 1964, I was in Shakespeare’s 
“The Tempest” with two other friends, and we were the trio of 
Alonso, Sebastian, and Gonzalo. A much better experience 
than “The Song of Norway.”

My most interesting social experience was the fact 
that a week before I graduated from high school, I swore off 
alcoholic beverages until my 22nd birthday. I did not drink that 
much in high school, and I never got caught taking liquor from 
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my Dad’s liquor supply, but I did something stupid, which was 
enough to convince me that I needed not to let my decisions 
be influenced by alcohol. At UND, like most college campuses, 
drinking was the norm. Since I did not drink, I was sort of 
an odd man out. After things got started at beer keg picnics, 
some of the dates of other guys would come up to me and 
quietly ask me if they could have some of the pop I always 
brought with me.

My Mom and Dad came to my graduation in the UND 
Field House on May 31st, 1964. I made it graduating cum 
laude as the first graduate of the Four Years Honors program. 
My Mom and Dad gave me a ride home to Minot as I had sold 
my car to a fraternity brother, naively believing I wouldn’t need 
a car in the Navy. Big mistake.

Graduation was sort of anticlimactic as I was a little sad 
to be leaving UND and my Sigma Chi Fraternity, and I guess 
I was a little apprehensive about getting started on the rest of 
my life. My Dad had paid for everything up to this point in my 
life. Now it would be up to me.

Going to UND was one of the luckiest things that ever 
happened to me!
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THE UNITED STATES NAVY SURVIVES 
ENSIGN WEFALD

March 23, 1964 - I Join The Navy

In January of 1964, I was looking forward to graduation 
with apprehension. I had no idea as to what I was going to do 
when I graduated. I did not want to go to graduate school, and 
I had no real job skills. So I thought I would let the government 
take care of me for a few years while I decided what I wanted 
to do with the rest of my life. I decided to get a commission 
as an officer, but I had to decide what service. I found out the 
shortest time of commissioned service was two years of active 
duty after completing four or six months of Army OCS (Officer 
Candidate School). The Vietnam War had not yet involved the 
US, except for “advisors,” so it seemed like a safe choice.

I drove my 57 Chevy four-door sedan to downtown 
Grand Forks to see the Army recruiter. When I told him I 
wanted to go to OCS, he asked me why I hadn’t taken Army 
ROTC at UND. I told him I took two years of Air Force ROTC, 
that I was the outstanding Air Science II cadet, and didn’t think 
I could be a pilot because of my eyes. He arranged for me 
to go to Fargo to take the Army entrance physical, so on the 
appointed day, I drove down to Fargo and took the physical 
with a couple of busloads of guys who were being drafted. At 
the end of the day, this big sergeant said to me, “Mr. Wefald, 
you flunked.” Incredulously I asked him, “How can you flunk 
a draft physical?” And he said, “You’ve got too much acne.” 
Well, my plan was shot down. I think what happened is that 
the doctor saw that I was a college senior and probably figured 
that I was being drafted out of school, so he flunked me.

The next day I was depressed as I walked through 
the UND Student Union when I spotted an officer in a Navy 
uniform standing by a table with brochures with no one talking 
to him. I picked up a brochure and started looking through it 
when he said, “Are you interested in the Navy?” Even though I 
had that great Navy Science Cruiser Award trip to San Diego, 
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I had never considered joining the Navy. I lied, and I said, 
“Yes.” Well, going from picking up a brochure to an hour or so 
later, having taken a test and getting one of the best scores 
he had ever seen, I am filling out with him the papers to join 
the Navy and go to Navy OCS. It was fine until I got to the 
question, “Have you ever been rejected by the armed forces?” 
I told him I had just flunked the draft physical because of too 
much acne. He assured me it would not be a problem, and I 
signed the papers.

Several weeks later, I get a letter from the Navy telling 
me that I had to send them pictures of my face, neck, back, 
and chest showing the acne, and I had to get a doctor to 
say that my acne was not that bad. My roommate took the 
pictures, and I drove my 57 Chevy to the Grand Forks Clinic. I 
didn’t make an appointment, and I didn’t check in with anyone 
as I just walked down the hall, obviously lost. A guy with white 
hair and a white coat asked if he could help me, and I told 
him I needed to see a doctor about my acne to get into the 
Navy. He said he was a doctor and that I should step into 
this room and take off my shirt, which I did. He looked me 
over and said, “I can see that this could be a problem in the 
Army with the foxholes and all that dirt, but in the Navy - no 
problem.” Twenty-seven years later, I retired from the Navy! 
Being selected for Navy OCS, I went down to Minneapolis 
to take the oath on March 23rd, 1964. I never regretted this 
decision, which greatly influenced my life.

1964 through 1991 - In The Navy

In June, I reported to Navy OCS in Newport, Rhode 
Island, several days early as it turned out. It was me and all 
of the enlisted guys who were going to become officers. I 
assumed that I could leave for a couple of days after I checked 
in. Wrong! Our barracks appeared not to have been used for 
years, so we cleaned it for two days in the same clothes we 
were wearing when we reported for duty.

I blame the fact that I am a fast eater on my first meal 
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at OCS. The petty officer in charge of us told us that we could 
eat as much as we wanted, but that we all had to go when he 
got up to leave. I had barely sat down and taken a bite when 
he got up and left. We dumped our trays full of food so that 
after that, we were eating what we could as we moved through 
the food line, and we stuffed it in when we got a chance to sit 
down.

We learned to march, dress and take care of things, 
and pay “Attention To Detail,” which turned out to be the 
Naval Officer’s mantra. The physical part of it wasn’t tough 
as I turned out to be in pretty good shape since my roommate 
Gene Anderson and I, in my last semester at UND, would go 
to the field house every so often and run up and down the 
bleachers. I actually did pretty well at OCS, so when it came 
time for us to talk with the people who were going to assign us 
to duty as brand-new ensigns, I got what I wanted. I told them 
I wanted to be on a destroyer in CIC (Combat Information 
Center) homeported in Pearl Harbor or San Francisco. I also 
told them I wanted to go to Navy Justice School right there 
on the Navy Base in Newport. Near graduation, as the orders 
were coming in, it seemed that all the good duty was going 
early, so I was a little worried, but my orders were great! I was 
to report onboard USS LYNDE McCORMICK (DDG-8), an 
almost brand-new ship homeported in San Diego, equipped 
with Tartar anti-aircraft missiles. I was to be assigned as 
Assistant CIC Officer after attending Navy Justice School in 
Newport and CIC School in San Diego.

While I was in Naval Justice School in November 
1964, I got to vote for president for the first time. That was 
the year Vice President Lyndon Johnson swamped Senator 
Barry Goldwater, carrying even North Dakota - the last time a 
Democrat won North Dakota. It is the only election that turned 
out exactly as people said it would. They said if you voted for 
Goldwater, you would get war. I voted for Goldwater, and I 
got war as President Johnson got us deeply involved in the 
Vietnam War, costing us the lives of about 58,000 Americans. 
It was still one of my best votes, although I also really liked my 
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votes for President Ronald Reagan.
When I reported to CIC school in January 1965, it was 

clear I needed a car in San Diego. I went to downtown San 
Diego to a used car lot, and I bought a 1953 Chevy four-door 
sedan for $200. Its paint job was faded, but it got me all over 
Southern California for my time on active duty. When we went 
to WESTPAC (Western Pacific) in 1966, I parked it at a public 
parking lot for $10 a month and simply left it there. When I 
came back six months later, it started right up and cost me 
$60. An ugly but serviceable car.

My First Year On My Ship

On February 5th, 1965, I reported onboard USS LYNDE 
McCORMICK (DDG-8), the day it returned from its second 
six-month deployment to WESTPAC. Ensign John Oehler met 
me on the quarterdeck as I reported onboard and promptly 
told me that I was relieving him as Legal Officer, the first of 
quite a few collateral duties I would have.

Within a matter of a day or two, I was assigned as 
Officer of the Deck (OOD) in Port. My first day on my own, 
I was standing the 1200 to 1600 watch as the Captain 
was entertaining the Commodore and other guests in the 
wardroom.

As I relieved the watch at 1145, I took careful note of a 
fireman asking permission to light fires in 1A boiler. It wasn’t 
long before the phone rang. No one seemed in a hurry to 
answer the phone. The experienced 2nd Class Petty Officer 
of the Watch was sort of slumped over the lectern where the 
paperwork was kept. The Messenger of the Watch was a 
young Seaman, who like me, was new on board. Standing 
there in my Service Dress Blue uniform holding the long glass 
in my left arm parallel to the deck, I knew it wasn’t my job to 
answer the phone and the Petty Officer of the Watch didn’t 
seem to be the least bit interested in answering the phone, 
so I motioned to the Messenger of the Watch to answer the 
phone. It seemed like a long phone call, and he appeared to 
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be in an intense conversation when he put his hand over the 
mouthpiece and said, “Sir, they’ve got a fire in the forward fire 
room.” “Oh God!” I said, “This can’t be happening! A fire on 
my watch!”

I sprang into action, picked up the 1MC (the ship’s 
general announcing system), and got out the words, “Fire in 
the boiler!” As I hit the General Alarm, it cut out the 1MC. All 
hell broke loose! I can still see Lieutenant (LT) Jim Wilson, 
the Chief Engineer, running down the starboard side, yelling 
to me, “Where’s the fire?” I pointed, and he took off for the 
forward fire room. The base fire department arrived as the 
ship’s damage control parties were deployed throughout the 
ship.

After a few minutes, Chief Engineer Wilson came slowly 
and deliberately walking back to the quarterdeck, and he said, 
“There is a fire in the forward fireroom! It’s in the boiler! That’s 
what makes the steam to make the ship run!” Another officer 
relieved me and said, “The Captain wants to see you on the 
bridge RIGHT NOW!”

It was a long walk forward, and when I got to the bridge, 
I was told me to go down to the Captain’s Cabin. To get to the 
Captain’s Cabin, I had to pass right by the Commodore’s Cabin. 
In his doorway stood Captain Robert Pond, Commodore of 
Destroyer Division 172, and he was laughing, not just a giggle 
of amusement, but hard, gut-busting laughter! I entered the 
Captain’s Cabin, and I can still see him sitting there, my ship’s 
Commanding Officer (CO) and my first Captain, Commander 
Jack Boller. He had a cigar stuck in his mouth, and he was 
biting down on it hard. The white fringe of hair around his nearly 
bald head set off his face’s beet red glow. God love him; he 
was doing all he could not to laugh in my face. He managed 
to ask me what happened, and as I related the story, he was 
able to get a grip on himself. He told me he’d much rather 
have the ship sent to GQ (General Quarters) anytime or night 
and be safe, rather than have fires raging while someone was 
trying to decide what to do. The next day my XO (Executive 
Officer), Lieutenant Commander C.E. “Hi” Gurney, mercifully 
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put a note in the Plan of the Day about “yesterday’s fire drill.” 
I liked Hi Gurney, as did everyone on the ship. He was an 
outstanding Naval Officer and a genuinely good guy.

Although I reported on board as Assistant CIC Officer, 
I also had the legal officer’s collateral duty. I had completed 
Naval Justice School (I was not a lawyer as I did not complete 
law school and passed the bar exam until after being released 
from active duty). LCDR Gurney promptly assigned me the 
task of doing a JAG (Judge Advocate General) Manual 
Investigation on a sailor who had been injured away from the 
ship about a year before, which just was not getting done. I 
drove out into the county and got a copy of the police accident 
report and promptly completed my JAG Manual Investigation. 
When I handed it to him, he briefly reviewed it and said, “You’re 
going to work for me.” I’ve always been good at paperwork, so 
I had added to my duties the Ship’s Secretary and Personnel 
Officer’s jobs. Ultimately, I also got to take on PAO (Public 
Affairs Officer) duties, TPL (Tactical Publications Library) 
Custodian and Cruise Book Officer. I loved being the SLJO - 
the Shitty Little Jobs Officer.

I never got the one job was Mess Treasurer, as I think 
Captain Boller thought I had enough to do. However, around 
November 1965, Captain Boller asked me to talk to him about 
what the JOs [Junior Officers - Lieutenants Junior Grade 
(LTJG), and Ensigns (ENS)] thought of the wardroom food. I, 
of course, said, “We love it! It’s terrific!” He must have thought 
I was not sincere as he told me that from now on, he would 
not sign a wardroom menu unless I - Ensign Wefald - first 
approved the menu and signed off on it. I told him that would be 
a little awkward as LT Peterson, the Supply Officer, prepared 
the menu every week, so it would be an Ensign approving 
or vetoing a Lieutenant’s work. He told me he’d take care of 
the Supply Officer, so every week, LT Lowell “Pete” Peterson 
would prepare a menu and give it to me to approve. I quickly 
arranged the menus so that we ate great when I was in the 
onboard watch section in port.

The officers and crew were divided into three sections. 
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At sea, a “watch section” would run the ship in four-hour 
watches. In port, after the day’s work was done, one watch 
section would stay on board to maintain and secure the ship.

I’d have the stewards fix Baked Alaska, Pork Adobo, 
curry, steak, etc. They also made the best hamburgers I have 
ever had, but they would never give me their secret recipe, 
which I think involved mixing in some A-1 sauce or something 
similar. The watch section Command Duty Officers (CDO) 
soon realized what a good deal it was to be in my watch 
section. To be fair, I saw to it that we all ate great! I became 
Pete’s roommate over in WESTPAC, and I think I signed off 
on the menus every week until I left the ship in June 1967.

Captain Boller was very patient with me. For my first 
cruise, we cruised up the California coast to Seal Beach to 
do some rearming with more missiles, after which we pulled 
into the small port of Oxnard for liberty. For some reason, the 
entire wardroom, and the Commodore and his staff, except the 
watch section, all went ashore in our summer white uniforms. 
After a few drinks at other places, we all wound up at the 
same hotel bar with lots of Commanders (CDR) and Captains 
(CAPT) who were there to evaluate some type of exercise we 
had done or were going to do.

I had a few beers while sitting at the piano bar when 
the Commodore came over and sat next to me. He was the 
one who laughed in my face and pointed at me as I walked by 
his cabin to get to the Captain’s cabin so I could explain why 
I sent the ship to GQ for a “fire in the boiler.” As we talked, I 
recall saying to him, “Commodore, you know why we have a 
great ship?” “Why, Bob?” he said. I said, “Because we’ve got 
the Commodore, we’ve got the captain, and we’ve got me!” 
He just thought that was great, and he went around the bar 
telling that story to his CAPT and CDR buddies.

I stayed at the piano bar having more beers singing 
along. A CDR a few chairs to my right says, “Shut up! Shut 
up! You remind me of my son.” So I shut up. Another CDR to 
my left asks me what that was all about, and I said, “I think 
I remind him of his son.” This CDR says, “I know him, and 



58

I outrank him, so you just go ahead and sing all you want. 
What’s your name?” I’m sure I very respectfully said, “Bob,” 
and he said, “Call me Bill (or whatever his name was),” so, of 
course, I started calling him “Bill.” He said, “let me introduce 
you to some people,” and promptly took me around to meet 
all of the CAPTs and CDRs on a first name basis, all the while 
I was being observed by my Captain. It wasn’t too long before 
my Captain sent an officer over to tell me it was time to go back 
to the ship. I went over to say goodbye to the Commodore, 
who said, “Don’t go, Bob! Jack, it’s okay.” After a couple more 
beers, even the Commodore thought it was time for me to go. 
This time I was escorted by two of my fellow junior officers 
(JOs), who were ordered by the Captain to see to it that I got 
back to the ship. Thus, my first night in a liberty port, other 
than my homeport of San Diego, was a real success as I got 
to meet on a first-name basis all of the senior officers.

Sometime the next morning, I climbed out of my rack in 
the forward chiefs quarters, where three or four of us ensigns 
were assigned to bunk. I got dressed and went up to the 
wardroom. I sat down at the other end of the long wardroom 
table, opposite Captain Jack Boller, XO Hi Gurney, and the 
department heads. It was clear I was too late for breakfast. 
A steward brought me a cup of coffee. We were supposed to 
get underway that morning, and I was the Sea Detail JOOD 
(Junior Office Of the Deck). I wasn’t feeling all that great when 
I looked down the table at the Captain and said, “Are we 
underway?” He said, “No, Bob.” And I said, “Oh God,” and got 
up and went back to my rack to sleep it off. I don’t know how 
they got the ship underway without me, but Captain Boller 
never said a word to me about it.

I loved learning about the Navy during the whole year 
we had been getting ready to deploy to WESTPAC early in 
1966, but I loved working for “my XO.” LCDR Gurney left us 
that summer to take command of USS HOOPER (DE-1026) 
on a path to other commands and greater responsibilities, 
retiring as a Rear Admiral. I’ve stayed in touch with him, and 
I always call him “XO.” He would patiently remind me that he 
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was a Captain or later an Admiral, but I told him that to me, 
he would always be “my XO.” He understood it was a term of 
endearment. When he left us in the summer of 1965 for the 
HOOPER, a smaller and older ship, I asked him why he would 
give up being XO of a new, hard-charging ship of the line, to 
be CO of a small DE. He taught me a great lesson when he 
said, “Being CO of any ship is better than being XO of any 
ship.” Another thing he taught me that I’ve used throughout 
my Navy and legal career is, “If you are not having fun, you 
are not doing it right.”

In 1965 three of my shipmates, Joe Mayer - the Missile 
Officer, Russ Hill - the Communications Officer, and John 
Oehler - the 1st Lieutenant, invited me to join them in renting 
an apartment on Mission Beach. I loved living in that first floor 
two-bedroom apartment on Cohasset Court in Mission Beach. 
It was just a couple of houses in from the beach, and it was 
less than two blocks to the Beachcomber - a somewhat seedy 
beer bar that everyone loved. It was a wonderful place for us 
junior officers to hang out and party. Beer, by this time, was 
my drink of choice. I had gotten well past my 22nd birthday 
while I was at OCS, and I didn’t start drinking any alcohol until 
I was in Navy Justice School. But it was in Mission Beach that 
I relly learned to drink beer, and I became quite good at it. 
Susan says I made up for lost time.

In November 1965, I went home to Minot on Thanksgiving 
leave. I usually took most of my leave at Thanksgiving, so the 
married guys could take leave at Christmas. I knew we were 
going to WESTPAC in 1966, and that we’d be off the coast 
of Vietnam. The Vietnam War started for the United States 
in 1964 with the Gulf of Tonkin incidents so that we would be 
going to war. I knew I was going off on a great adventure, but 
my parents weren’t so sure. As I left my house in Minot for the 
last time to drive to Minneapolis to catch my plane, my Mom 
was calm as she kissed me goodbye. My Dad walked to the 
car with me. He was a big, strong man of 100% Norwegian 
descent, who I had never seen cry. He put his arms around 
me, and he just sobbed and sobbed. And I thought to myself, 
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“What does he know that I don’t know?” Neither he nor my 
two older brothers were ever in the service, so he was clearly 
upset about my going to Vietnam as the first in our family to 
serve.

In February 1966, it was about a month before we 
were scheduled to deploy. Of course, that date was classified, 
so all of my fellow junior officers and I were chagrined to 
have postcards sent to the wardroom by the laundry guys in 
Yokosuka offering to do our laundry when we arrived. As I 
recall, they accurately stated our actual arrival date of March 
19th. But early in February, my Captain, CDR Jack Boller, 
called me to his cabin to give me a new job.

I liked Jack Boller as we promptly arrived at a mutual 
understanding when I first came onboard his ship. We both 
agreed that I would not be CNO (Chief of Naval Operations) 
someday, and that as the only reserve line officer on board, 
I would be going home in three years. He loved to kid me, 
and I could get away with things that other junior officers 
would never think of doing. Everyone else called his lovely 
wife, “Mrs. Boller,” but I got to call her “Nancy.” He wrote me 
a recommendation for the University of Michigan Law School 
that got me accepted two years early, and he graciously 
tolerated all of my mistakes. Okay, he did tend to blow up as 
he came aboard the ship when we were in port, but he’d get 
over it quickly once he had his first coffee cup.

As I said, Captain Boller was very kind to me when I sent 
the ship to GQ for a “fire in the boiler.” But when he talked with 
me a year later in February 1966, I was a little surprised when 
he told me that he would give me a new job, and he asked me 
what job I wanted. I said, “What’s available?” knowing every 
job was filled as we were ready to deploy. He said, “I want 
you to be the Gunnery Assistant.” I should have said, “That’s 
great!” as we were going to Vietnam and I would be in charge 
of the ship’s two 5”/54 guns and the gunfire control equipment 
the first time the ship went into combat, but what I said was, 
“There are two problems. One is that I don’t know anything 
about gunnery, and the other is that Virgil hates me.”
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Lieutenant Virgil Hodges, the Weapons Officer, was a 
Mustang (a former enlisted man), and the third senior officer 
on the ship. Thus he also served as the ship’s Senior Watch 
Officer. To be fair, he seemed to hate all junior officers. I had 
several encounters with him during the prior year, but there 
wasn’t much he could do to me since I didn’t work for him.

Captain Boller responded to my concerns by saying, 
“You’ll learn gunnery. Tell Bill Johns (he moved LTJG Johns 
up to Navigator) that you are relieving him. I’ll take care of 
Virgil.”

Although Virgil and I grew to mutually respect one 
another, my very first day in the Weapons Department got 
off to a rough start. He had summoned all of the Weapons 
Department officers to Tartar Checkout (the room where any 
repair work on the Tartar anti-aircraft missiles was handled). 
He had us stand at attention in a straight line and berated us 
all for about ten minutes. Then he made a mistake when he 
said, “Does anyone have anything to say?” Having worked for 
him for less than a day, I said, “Yes,” to my fellow Weapons 
Department officers’ horror. “If I am going to work in this 
department, I expect to be treated like an officer!” He said 
something to the effect that none of us were fit to be officers, 
and I said, “I have a commission and I am entitled to be treated 
like an officer.” I believe we were momentarily nose-to-nose 
before we both backed off. But he did let me do my job, which 
turned out to be easy after my first day with my new division 
at G Division quarters. “Quarters” is the place out on the deck 
where all the people not on watch meet to muster and learn 
about what is planned for the day.

At that 1st quarters, GMC (Gunners Mate Chief 
Petty Officer) Jim Nance called the division to attention. 
As I approached, he ordered a snappy salute for the new 
G Division officer, which I nicely returned. I put the men “at 
ease.” I called Chief Nance and FTG2 (Fire Control Technician 
Guns Petty Officer 2nd Class) Jim Kiner forward. Chief Nance 
was the gunner who knew everything about the guns, and 
Kiner was the senior fire control guy who knew everything 
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about the gunfire control system. In a voice loud enough so 
that everyone in G Division could hear, I said, “I don’t know 
anything about gunnery. Let’s make a deal. Chief Nance, you 
take care of the guns. Kiner, you take care of the fire control 
gear. I’ll take care of the paperwork, and I’ll keep the Weapons 
Officer off of your ass.” They both said, “Deal!” I loved all of 
those guys, and they never let me down.

After that 1st quarters, my G Division guys also got 
along great with LT Hodges because, at that time, this is 
what I told them. “If LT Hodges tells you to paint mount 51 
purple, paint it purple. Don’t argue with him. Don’t tell him that 
Navy gray is the proper color. It’s his department, and he is 
responsible for what happens. The Captain will deal with him 
about his decisions, not you.” That’s still great advice.

WESTPAC 1966

On March 1st, with three other destroyers, we left for 
WESTPAC (the Western Pacific), stopping in Pearl Harbor for 
two days. By this time, I had gotten my “sea legs” so I was no 
longer vomiting when we got past Point Loma. We stopped in 
Pearl Harbor for two days on March 7th, and then we stopped 
at Midway Island on March 12th for four hours to refuel.

Midway turned out to be quite a stop as all four ships 
let two-thirds of their crew go onto Midway Island for some R 
& R. I had to go to the base dental office for some quick dental 
work. As I was walking back to the ship, I found myself, with my 
bright brass ensign bars, as the only officer in a large crowd 
of sailors, many of whom had had a lot to drink. Several fights 
broke out between sailors from different ships, and I boldly 
ordered them to stop and get back to the ships. I was worried 
they would ignore me, but training and discipline prevailed, 
and they followed the orders of the one lowly Ensign who was 
there. Remarkably, I did get the fights stopped, and everyone 
was moving back to the ships when someone rushed by me 
and hit a guy over the head with a bat. The fighting started 
again as they moved to the ships. Being a shallow harbor, 
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there was a long way down the pier to the ships, and fighting 
broke out all over the place. It looked like something out of the 
movies. People were being knocked off the pier. They were 
fighting in the water and on the pier. Curiously enough, the 
Captains simply had the men herded back aboard their ships, 
and we left without anyone, to my knowledge, ever being 
disciplined. Years later I met a sailor, who had been there on 
one of the other ships, and he remembered an ensign being 
pounded in the middle of that melee, but it was me - I believe 
I was the only officer there - and no one ever laid a finger on 
me.

On March 19th we arrived in Yokosuka, Japan. That 
evening this 23-year-old “Prairie Boy” from North Dakota, 
who had never been to any other country except Canada, 
experienced his first foreign port. With four or five fellow 
junior officers, we exchanged some MPC (Military Payments 
Certificates - they didn’t want dollars in the local economy) 
for Yen, and I felt like a millionaire. The yen was 365 yen to 
the dollar, things were cheap, and you got this whole fistful of 
money to spend.

Of course, we hit a bar and had a couple of drinks before 
we all went to a mass production “Hotsi” bathhouse loaded 
with guys being processed, assembly-line fashion, through a 
bath and massage. Although it was not a great experience, to 
this day, I still love getting a massage! Next, we went to a very 
interesting sukiyaki restaurant. We all ordered sukiyaki with an 
appetizer, and we all had lots of Saki. They served it warm in 
what looked like little shallow thimbles. I quickly found out that 
20 or 30 thimbles of Saki gave me quite a buzz. Perhaps that 
helped me get through the entire appetizer, which was served 
on a small stone block. We all got the same thing consisting of 
five small pieces of different appetizers. The middle of the five 
items was a one-inch diameter crab, shell, and all. 

We all ate the other four items, but none of us knew 
what to do with the crab. A little knowledge is often a dangerous 
thing. All I could think of was, “this is Japan, and we can’t lose 
face.” As the three kimono-clad waitresses looked on, I picked 
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up the crab with my chop sticks to their obvious shock and ate 
it with audible crunching sounds. It was horrible, but I believed 
I had “saved face.”

We later wound up at Club Candy’s for more drinks (I’m 
sure we didn’t need them). I know the name was Club Candy’s 
because I still have the ashtray I liberated, which says, “Club 
Candy’s - Officers & Private Room - Upstairs.” Later still, I 
wound up in a Yokosuka neighborhood bathhouse. It was 
divided into two parts by a bamboo-type wall with men on one 
side and women on the other.

When I went in, I was given a basket and a towel - we 
would call it a washcloth. I observed several naked Japanese 
men sitting on very low, small stools, bending over shaving 
themselves in front of a very low mirror, while others were 
sitting there washing and pouring buckets of water over their 
heads and shoulders. I was immediately conscious that lots 
of eyes were watching me, and I thought again about “losing 
face.” I stripped out of my clothes and put them in my basket. 
Squatting on a little stool, I washed myself off and dumped 
several water buckets over my head and shoulders. Then I 
stood up and looked to the back of the room. I could see two 
large tubs of water. Someone had been getting out of one as 
I had entered the room, so I knew I was supposed to go and 
soak in one of the water tubs.

I can still see the scene clearly after more than 40 
years as it was literally burned into my memory. The tub of 
water to the left was slightly higher than the one on the right, 
and it had stairs on its side, so you had to climb up to get in 
the tub. I walked up those stairs, and I could see everyone 
looking at me. I stuck my big toe in the water, and I wanted to 
scream as it was really hot! But my sense that I could not “lose 
face” before these few Japanese men caused me not to utter 
a peep nor change my expression. Instead, I slowly pulled 
my toe out of the water and looked at it. Bright red was the 
color I saw. At that point, you would have thought I would have 
gone over to try the other tub, but “Oh No!” I was committed 
to this tub as they were now really looking at me. So instead 
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of walking away, I got into this tub up to my neck, the red color 
racing up my body just ahead of the water line as I slowly 
settled into the tub.

When I got in up to my neck, I paused a moment, looked 
directly at the several Japanese men in the room, and gave 
them my biggest and best smile. They soon looked away, and 
I stood up, looking bright red from head to toe. I then went to 
the other tub, which was only hot instead of really hot, and I 
settled into it. It felt cool and refreshing in comparison. After 
a decent interval, I got out and dried myself with my “towel.” 
One swipe down my left arm and the “towel” was soaking wet, 
but it didn’t matter since my retained body heat promptly dried 
me.

I got dressed and went outside where a person I had 
met at Club Candy’s was waiting. After a brief and decidedly 
unromantic interlude, when she determined that all of my 
money was gone, she hailed a cab and paid the cab driver to 
take me to the main gate. So, I made it back to my ship safely, 
concluding my first night in WESTPAC. Forever thereafter, I 
was much wiser to the ways and pitfalls of WESTPAC liberty 
ports.

The next day we steamed down to Sasebo, Japan, for 
a few days before we left to steam independently for the Gulf 
of Siam side of Vietnam. We arrived on station in late March 
to go into combat for the first time, firing on targets in a village 
that could not be seen from the ship. It wasn’t much of a fire 
mission, but we were all charged up for it. An Army spotter 
plane was calling in our fire onto the target. The water was very 
shallow as we plowed up mud to try to get close enough. The 
maximum computer range for calculating fire on target was 
20,000 yards, but my fire control technicians figured a way to 
get the computer to plot target coordinates as far as we could 
shoot. The range of our two 5”/54 guns was 24,000 yards, 
but because it was warm, the rounds were more efficient and 
carried to over 25,000 yards.

The 5”/54 was an amazing gun that could be used 
against both air and surface targets. In fully automatic mode, 



66

it could fire 42 rounds a minute. About a thousand switches 
had to interlink to get one round fired properly. Each shot was 
actually in two parts. There was an 80 lb. explosive projectile 
behind which a 70 lb. powder canister was placed. They were 
placed on top of one another down in the magazine several 
decks below the gun and moved up into the gun turret by 
hoists. To crank out 42 rounds a minute, you can believe 
things were moving fast, but when we shot that day, it was 
one round of deliberate fire each time.

As Gunnery Assistant, my station was up on the open 
bridge to observe what was happening. Chief Nance was up 
in the gunfire director above me. It was sort of bizarre that we 
were shooting over fishermen heads in small boats while trying 
to destroy their village. The spotter reported that we scored a 
direct hit on a bunker just as he saw two guys running into it. 
Everybody sort of cheered at that report, but it is a sobering 
thing to know you have probably just killed two people. Of 
all the Ten Commandments, the only one you cannot make 
amends is killing somebody as you can’t bring them back to 
life. I’m happy I did my job that I was trained and ordered to 
do, and I’m not really sorry or apologetic for it, but it still is a 
sobering thought to realize what you have done.

I think we fired several fire missions over several days 
on that station, but it may only have been one rather long day. 
We had a misfire in Mount 52, the after gun mount, during all 
this. That meant there were a projectile and powder canister 
in the gun that had not fired. This was a real problem as the 
gun was very hot with the exploding powder and the friction 
from firing quite a few rounds. Chief Nance yelled down to me, 
“Mr. Wefald, they’ve got a misfire in Mount 52. Let’s go back 
and take care of it.” “Okay,” I said, and we went back to Mount 
52. No one was around as they had cleared everyone out of 
the area, but there were charged fire hoses on the deck. Chief 
Nance told me to follow him into the gun mount. He pointed to 
the heavy breach block and told me he would open it, remove 
the powder canister, and hand it to me. I was to dump it over 
the ship’s side while he quickly inserted a “short charge” (a 
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small powder canister with just enough powder to shoot the 
round safely away from the ship). He said if he did this wrong 
and the breach block did not open all the way, he would not be 
able to get the powder canister out quickly enough to avoid all 
the heat from the gun barrel flowing into the powder canister. 
He said if that happens before we can get out of the way, the 
heat will quickly cook off the powder and the round, and we 
will both be killed. “Okay,” I said, “I’m ready.” It all happened 
quickly, but I can still see it in slow motion. He dropped the 
breach block clear of the barrel, grabbed the powder, and 
handed it to me. Somehow, I immediately got out of the mount 
and threw the canister overboard as I turned to see the short 
charge fired to clear the misfire. It wasn’t until years afterward 
that I realized how close I had come to death.

The other great thing I did on that station was to save 
the ship. We rearmed from an ammo ship, and part of the 
load was 48 rounds of white phosphorous projectiles, which 
everyone called “Willy Peter.” These rounds require special 
handling as they come with a fuse in the tip that contains a vial 
of acid. When the round is shot, the vial ruptures so the acid 
flows into the mechanism that causes the round to explode 
on the target. These have to be carried with the tip up. Tey 
have to be stored and strapped in tip up. We got all 48 rounds 
onboard and securely stored tip up in the magazine of Mount 
51 in the forward part of the ship.

As a Division officer, I dutifully did my required job, 
and I checked every one of my spaces every day. I made my 
rounds of all my spaces that evening as I did every day, and 
that included going down four or five decks to my forward small 
gear locker. When I got to the Mount 51 magazine, I checked 
the Willy Peter rounds to ensure they were secure. I reached 
back in behind the first row of projectiles and grabbed a few 
rounds to make sure they were securely fastened. I grabbed 
the tip of one round, and it was warm. I thought to myself, “this 
round is cooking off.” It must have been damaged as it was 
taken aboard and stowed. I went back to the after part of the 
ship where G-Division was quartered. I found GM2 Waring, 
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the Mount 51 Gun Captain, and I told him we had a problem 
in the Mount 51 magazine. He went with me forward to the 
magazine, grumbling and swearing under his breath all the 
way. When we climbed down three decks into the magazine, I 
showed him the round. He touched it, and his face went white. 
He said we had to get this off the ship. We took turns climbing 
up one deck at a time, passing the round back and forth until 
we got to the main deck where I threw it overboard. Relieved, I 
sought out my boss, LT Hodges, and told him what happened. 
I told him all the other rounds were fine, and I suggested we 
tell the Captain, and he said, “No, don’t tell anyone.” So that 
was that. Virg Hodges has since passed away, and Waring 
got himself kicked out of the Navy, so I am the only one who 
knows what happened. I am convinced that because I did my 
daily inspection of that space, a disaster was averted.

Whenever we were at sea in WESTPAC, the entire 
crew would be on a three-section watch, which meant that 
at all times, one-third of the crew were at their duty stations 
operating the ship. We stood four-hour watches on a 24-hour 
clock, but every day we would “dog” the 1600 to 2000 watch 
into two two-hour watches so that you would be on watch 
during different watches every day. For instance, if I stood 
the “mid-watch” from 2400 until 0400, I would stand my next 
watch eight hours later from 1200 to 1600. The following two 
watch sections would stand watch for two hours each from 
1600 to 1800 and 1800 to 2000. My section would then come 
back on watch at 2000 until 2400. Then we would stand watch 
again at 0800, but actually, we would eat breakfast and start at 
0700, so the off-going watch section could get breakfast. With 
this rotation of the watches, we all were treated equally. And 
you were always expected to relieve the watch 15 minutes 
early so the person you were relieving could fully brief you as 
to what was going on.

I loved standing the “mid-watch” since it was usually 
peaceful as everyone who could do so was grabbing some 
sleep. But sleep was a rare commodity. The most sleep I 
could ever get was after I got off the 2000 - 2400 watch as 



69

then I could generally get in almost six hours of sleep if other 
duties did not interfere. Being at sea is very demanding. Not 
only do you stand eight hours of watch every day, but you also 
have to do your regular job. In my case, managing G-Division 
and checking all of my spaces every day. You also take care 
of your collateral duties. Plus going to GQ (General Quarters) 
for drills and action as well as replenishment operations.

What I liked best about being deployed to WESTPAC 
was that we spent a lot of time at sea, which meant I got a 
lot of time on the bridge driving the ship. I loved being on 
the bridge as that was where all the action was. I was one of 
three junior officers who stood watch as JOOD (Junior Officer 
of the Deck) most of the time we were in WESTPAC, which 
I took as a real sign of confidence in me by my Captains. I 
say Captains because while we were deployed, CDR Boller 
finished his Commanding Officer tour, and he was relieved by 
CDR John A. McCook as Commanding Officer. The Change 
of Command took place on April 21st, 1966, in Subic Bay in 
the Philippines, where we had a large Navy base.

I spent a lot of time driving the ship and did all kinds of 
maneuvers. The JOOD worked for the OOD (Officer Of the 
Deck), who was in charge of the ship for the Captain, and all 
four of the regular OODs let me drive the ship for them most 
of the time. Being qualified as an OODF (Officer of the Deck 
- Fleet Steaming) was a real honor, and I truly wanted to be 
qualified, but I was never given a chance. Today in the Navy, 
there is an established program to qualify junior officers to 
become OODs. Still, back then, most Captains only qualified 
as many OODs as were necessary to run the ship for them 
as you got “no points” as a Captain for qualifying your junior 
officers.

I was disappointed in not being qualified as an OOD as 
I thought I was clearly qualified after six months of driving the 
ship in WESTPAC, but as a Reserve officer who was going to 
leave active duty, it was not going to happen. What made it 
sting all the more was that when we left WESTPAC to head 
home on ten days of steady steaming, several junior officers 
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who were career officers were moved to the bridge to stand 
JOOD watches while I was moved into CIC to stand watch. And 
those few guys were all qualified as OODF by the time we got 
back to San Diego, even though we were only trailing the USS 
RANGER (CV 61) in the plane-guard station. One was even 
qualified to stand duty as Command Duty Officer without ever 
having stood a single CDO watch. That was my one and only 
disappointment about my 27 years of Navy service. In 1973 
on a Navy Reserve two-week cruise from Japan to Taiwan I 
did receive a qualification as OODI (Independent steaming).

As an aside, at our 2004 All Hands Reunion in San 
Diego, I gave so much grief to Captain McCook about not 
qualifying me as OODF that he typed out a Letter Qualifying 
me as an OODF and read it to everyone at the banquet. 
Although he got some of the facts wrong, he was genuinely 
trying to be nice to me, and I appreciated that.

After our first work doing gunfire missions, we spent 
the rest of our time in WESTPAC operating with the aircraft 
carriers as an escort, often in the plane guard station. In that 
position, we would steam 1,000 yards astern of the carrier 
and just a little right of the carrier’s centerline so that when the 
pilots flew in for landings, they would fly directly over us, and 
they would be lined up straight down the center of the angled 
deck. When the carrier was not doing Flight OPS (Operations 
when the carrier launched and landed aircraft) we would 
generally be stationed 2,000 yards ahead of the carrier. If 
there were two destroyers, each ship would be on a forty-five 
degree angle from the carrier. Maneuvering around the carrier 
was always lots of fun, and often very exciting.

One pitch black evening toward the end of my 2000 
- 2400 JOOD watch, I was driving the ship 2,000 yards 
straight ahead of the carrier - USS CONSTELLATION (CV 
64) - while another destroyer was 2,000 yards directly astern 
of the carrier. We were holding steady course and speed as 
the carrier was rearming from an ammo ship on her starboard 
side. A replenishment ship is obligated to maintain course and 
speed as other ships move toward her or away from her to 
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begin or end a replenishment. The carrier completed rearming 
and gave our formation a forty-five-degree turn to port to 
steam away from the ammo ship. Well, the carrier wanted to 
reverse course, so it essentially looked over its right shoulder, 
and when it saw that it was clear, our formation was given a 
turn to the right to settle on a course 180 degrees opposite of 
the course we were on during the rearming.

Looking back on this situation years later, I realize it 
all must have happened very quickly, but it seemed to go in 
slow motion as if I had all the time in the world. I assume the 
replenishment speed was about 12 knots, which is 12 nautical 
miles per hour, with 2,000 yards to a nautical mile. At 12 knots, 
it takes five minutes to travel 2,000 yards.

A big problem was immediately apparent as the carrier 
had turned us right into the ammo ship’s path. I promptly 
assessed the situation and determined that we were on 
a steady bearing with decreasing range to the ammo ship, 
which meant we would hit her! Being 2,000 yards apart while 
traveling directly toward one another, we would collide after 
each traveled 1,000 yards. At 12 knots it would take us 210 
seconds to cover that 1,000 yards. I confirmed my very few 
options with CIC (Combat Information Center) as we had to 
turn out of the way, one way or the other. But we could not turn 
right as you must absolutely never turn in toward a carrier. I 
asked the OOD what he wanted me to do, and he said you’ve 
got the CONN (I was the Conning Officer responsible for 
driving the ship).

Meanwhile, we were still on a collision course, so 
I gave orders to come hard left and increase speed. I told 
the OOD we needed to call the Captain to the bridge, as that 
was every Captain’s standing order whenever there was any 
kind of problem, and he said, “No.” I said, “He’s got to be on 
the bridge for the collision,” and he said, “No.” So I just kept 
driving to the left until I could see that the ammo ship had 
a right bearing drift, which meant in relative terms, he was 
moving to our right and we were no longer on an absolute 
collision course.
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I didn’t appreciate how close we came to the ammo 
ship until we passed within less than 50 yards of her starboard 
side, and I could see all of the little lights on her deck, and I 
heard her screws beating through the water. Oh man, that 
was close. The OOD did something right when the Admiral on 
the ammo ship called us on PRITAC (Primary Tactical radio 
net). His call sign was Key Brook Kilo, and ours was Airpower. 
“Airpower, this is Key Brook Kilo himself. That was the worst 
exhibition of seamanship I have ever seen (he clearly wasn’t 
assigning any blame to the carrier),” and the OOD simply 
replied, “Roger out.” That was the end of that as my Captain 
never asked me about this incident. I asked him years later at 
a reunion, and he simply said, “Don’t worry about it.” I guess 
since we didn’t crash, there was “No harm, no foul.”

As I said, I was involved in lots of interesting maneuvers, 
and I got to be very good at doing them all.

The longest we were ever at sea for one time was 37 
days when we spent the month of May sitting in the middle 
of the Gulf of Tonkin, just barely making 2 or 3 knots to just 
sit there and watch our airstrikes going into and out of North 
Vietnam. Our job was to track them on radar and make sure 
no “bad guys” were trying to sneak in behind them.

America’s involvement in the Vietnam War was revealed 
to the public as a result of two incidents in August 1964, when I 
was in OCS at Newport, Rhode Island. But, in fact, the United 
States was actively involved in Vietnam well before August 
1964. The earliest date for a combat death on the Vietnam 
War Memorial in Washington DC is December 22nd, 1961, 
and the last date for a combat death in May 15th, 1975. The 
first of the two incidents occurred on August 2nd, 1964, in the 
Gulf of Tonkin, situated between North Vietnam and Hainan 
Island, which is part of China, when the USS MADDOX (DD-
731) was attacked by North Vietnamese PT (Patrol Torpedo) 
boats. On August 4th, 1964, the USS TURNER JOY (DD-
951) also reported it was attacked. Although there is a picture 
taken from the MADDOX showing PT boats in a daylight 
attack, there is conflicting evidence of whether the TURNER 
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JOY was attacked.
I know there is a peculiar phenomenon in the Gulf of 

Tonkin. One very black night when most of us officers were in 
the wardroom watching the movie “Zulu,” the ship was sent 
to GQ. I went to my station on the open bridge, where my 
guys got two .50 caliber machine guns ready to go. The ship 
was tracking a target coming straight at us at 30 knots, but 
we could see and hear nothing. It happened several times in 
a row. We had a P-3 reconnaissance plane fly over and drop 
flares, but there was absolutely nothing there. I wondered all 
of these years if there ever really was a Gulf of Tonkin incident 
that could serve as a basis for us going to war.

After being at sea for a while, we would pull into port for 
a few days of liberty and maintenance. Our main liberty port 
was Subic Bay, in the Philippines, with Olongapo’s city as our 
liberty city right outside the gate. We were there four times 
for twenty nights of liberty, but we were also in Hong Kong for 
four nights, Sasebo for five nights, and Yokosuka twice for five 
nights. A couple of liberty stories are worth sharing.

Sometime after my new Captain took command of the 
ship on April 21st, he set up a new requirement that there 
would have to be a full seating at the wardroom table when we 
were in port. This was a bummer as when we finished work, 
we wanted to go into Olongapo on liberty. The first time there 
was not a full seating, so the XO had to start ordering officers 
to take their turn being present for the evening meal.

Later in our WESTPAC cruise, I moved from the 
four-man JO bunk room (I had moved up there from the 
forward Chiefs’ quarters around the middle of 1965) to share 
a stateroom with my roommate and lifelong good friend LT 
Lowell “Pete” Peterson, the Supply Officer. He was a great 
roommate. The two of us were ordered to have supper in 
the wardroom, but we decided to go to the Officers’ Club 
before dinner since we had both finished our work. They were 
having a special on Beefeaters gin martinis for 10 cents each. 
Between us we had $1.35, so they gave us the 14th martini 
for five cents. The club manager wisely had a driver take us 
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back to the ship. I recall nothing about dinner that evening. All 
I know is that the evening full table dinner requirement ended 
right after that dinner.

It was also in Olongapo that I came onto the edge of a 
brief gun battle. I was assigned as an Ensign to lead a two-man 
Shore Patrol (SP) unit made up of two sailors from another 
ship. We wore our summer whites with big “SP” armbands, 
and the two sailors wore garrison belts with nightsticks. Our 
job was to go in and out of the various bars to make sure 
things stayed calm that evening. We were headed down the 
big street running perpendicular to the main drag leading out 
of the base when about a half a block ahead of us, gunfire 
broke out between the Filipino police and someone on the 
second floor of a building. Being a courageous leader of men, 
I yelled, “Get down! Let’s get the hell out of here!” So, my first 
and only time being anywhere near gunfire, I think I did the 
wise thing.

When we pulled into Hong Kong for four days of liberty 
on May 31st, everybody was ready for liberty after 37 days 
at sea. It was a great liberty port still being run by the British 
at that time. We moored to a buoy in the harbor and took the 
water taxi to the city. Two things stick in my mind. One was 
that I was ordered to give a woman named Mary Sue two 80 
lb. solid brass projectiles used for calibration, as the brass 
was very valuable to her. In exchange for these two projectiles 
and the right to collect the leftover food from the sailors’ trays 
as they went to dump them after dinner, she had her crew 
paint the ship’s entire exterior. Her crew used buckets of paint. 
Her painters would wrap rags wrapped around both hands, 
stick them into the buckets, and paint by rubbing their paint-
covered hands all over the vertical surfaces and the ship’s 
hull. The sailors were pretty shocked that people would work 
for their garbage.

It took me a few days to get past the first rows of bars 
as I was tired and needed to rest and have a few beers. On 
one of those days, I did find a tailor and had a couple of suits 
made for me. I paid him and left. My fellow JOs thought I 
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would never see the suits or the money, but on the last day 
in port, the tailor showed up to give my suits to me. I thought 
they looked great, and I wore them on a few dates with Susan. 
She was okay with them, but she let me know they were not 
her favorites after we got married. I thought the “sharkskin” 
look was cool. She didn’t like what she said were the old-
fashioned look of the suits.

On the third day in port, I got into a cab and had the 
driver take me up the mountain in the middle of the island 
until I could only see Chinese people. I had him let me out, 
and I walked back downhill into the city. I came to a sign that 
said, “Ivory Factory,” and I went in and spotted two beautiful 
ivory chess sets. The 3” king set was $45, and the 2” king was 
$30. I “knew” you were supposed to argue over the price, so 
I offered him a lower price for each set. He said, “If you don’t 
want them, leave.” My negotiations ended with me paying full 
price, which was still a bargain. I gave the 2” set to my brother 
Knut. Later I the 3” set to my daughter Kate.

While we were in the middle of a combat zone, we got 
the word that the ship would be going into the shipyard at 
Long Beach for five months of major overhaul work. Captain 
McCook had the great idea that not only would we write up 
all of our shipyard work requests now, but that every division 
would prepare PERT (Program Evaluation and Review 
Technique) charts to schedule the flow of their work through 
the shipyard. A PERT chart was a new way to approach the 
management of tasks, and it involved designing a flow of work 
so that in the end, it all came out to a unified finished product. 
As one of two reserve officers on board (another reserve 
officer, Steve Hart, had come on board and relieved Russ Hill 
as COMM Officer as Russ was transferred to another duty 
station), I didn’t get too excited about this project. My guys did 
prepare work requests, and I was fine with that. After a couple 
of weeks my boss, LT Virgil Hodges, came to me and told me 
he needed my PERT chart as in the morning, the Captain was 
meeting with all of the department heads to review the PERT 
charts. I didn’t have one to give him, but I had seen many of 
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the other division officers preparing elaborate charts with all 
kinds of flow diagrams, so I told Virg I would get it to him.

I went down to DP (Dual Purpose) Plot - the computer 
room for controlling my two 5”/54 guns and fire control gear 
- where my FTs hung out. It held this huge computer with all 
kinds of plug-in circuit boards. I’m sure there is more computing 
power in my wristwatch today. I had Kiner, and Chief Nance 
bring me all of their work requests, and I got a large sheet of 
butcher-type paper. I knew we were scheduled for five months 
in the shipyard, so I divided the sheet into five columns, and I 
labeled the columns by month. My goal was to fit all the work 
requests into a timeline so when they were each finished by 
the shipyard workers, my PERT chart would show a unified, 
completed job, so I drew a circle in the far right-hand column 
and wrote in it “All Work Completed.” Since I had guns and 
fire control gear, I worked backward going to the left in two 
tracks - sort of like a sideways pyramid - drawing in circles and 
boxes with an ever-increasing number of lines going to the left 
side of the sheet, until on the left side I had a box for each 
work request. Then I simply went in and filled in the names of 
various work requests and my schedule as to when I thought 
all the work should be completed, of course, having no idea 
of what actually happened in a shipyard as to scheduling 
jobs. It looked fairly good when I finished, but it had no real 
relationship as to what might happen in the shipyard. I gave it 
to Virg. He took a look at it and basically said, “Oh God,” and 
that he would try to hide it from the Captain.

I saw him the next morning after the department heads 
meeting with the Captain. He told me that when they were all 
ready to start the meeting the Captain said, “Lt Hodges, let me 
see the PERT chart on the bottom of your stack.” He gave my 
PERT chart to the Captain, who examined it and pronounced 
it to be “Perfect.” Since no one else had done their PERT 
chart like I did, they all had to redo theirs. Amazing!

We left WESTPAC on August 16th after four days in 
Yokosuka, where we offloaded ammunition and our two .50 
cal. machine guns so they could be given to other ships arriving 
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in WESTPAC. I bought a lot of stuff, including electronics, 
dishes, and silverware for a potential apartment while I was in 
law school. Susan actually used the dishes and flatware for 
a few years before she found better tableware for us. They 
asked us to volunteer to go over to the carrier in port to give 
blood, which with the war going on, they truly needed. An 
Army unit was drawing blood. I looked up at the soldier who 
was drawing my blood, and it was Don “Camshaft” Cameron, 
one of my Sigma Chi fraternity brothers. Small world!

Fortunately, we did not have the same experience 
as other later Vietnam veterans did of being treated with 
disrespect when we arrived in our homeport of San Diego 
on August 26th, 1966. We arrived at the secure 32nd Street 
Naval Station to be greeted only by family and friends. I’ve 
always felt bad for those Vietnam veterans who spat on.

Going to WESTPAC and Vietnam was the most 
significant and most intense experience of my 27 years in the 
Navy, and I loved every minute of it! I loved the guys I met and 
the things we did. I had been promoted to LTJG (Lieutenant 
Junior Grade) in WESTPAC on schedule after 18 months of 
commissioned service, and I felt I had gained a great deal of 
experience.

Being in the shipyard after my Thanksgiving leave was 
uneventful - as my PERT chart proved. By the time we got out 
of the shipyard, Ensign Brian Sibold from the Naval Academy, 
who had reported on board in WESTPAC, was assigned as 
Gunnery Assistant so he could take over and learn the job 
before the ship went back to WESTPAC in the fall of 1967. 
Since I was being released from active duty in July, his 
assignment made sense, but it left me without any real job. 
Before I was released from my ship, I had one last hassle with 
my Captain.

As a former Boys State Governor, I was going to be 
invited to attend the 25th anniversary of North Dakota Boys 
State in June 1967. When an Air Force officer returned for 
the 20th anniversary in 1962, the Air Force paid for him to 
attend. Dave Wolf, the Executive Director, wrote to the Navy 
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to ask them to send me, and he sent a copy of the letter to 
my ship. Since I was no longer Gunnery Assistant, I had gone 
back to my old job as Ship’s Secretary in charge of all of the 
mail, among other duties. I would open the mail and route it 
to whoever was supposed to take action. I routed this letter 
to the Captain and put a note on the bottom of it that said, 
“Captain, how about granting me leave for this?” I knew he 
would say no, and that was what I wanted him to say as I 
didn’t want to burn leave time or pay to get back to Fargo. So, 
I told Dave Wolf that I couldn’t get any leave.

The next thing we get is a copy of a letter to Senator 
Milton Young, who was on the Senate Appropriations 
Committee. The letter said, “Dear Senator Young: Please 
don’t do anything about this, but the Navy won’t send Bob 
Wefald back to Boys State, and they won’t give him leave.” 
We were at a wardroom lunch at the O Club when the Captain 
said to me, “How’s your old political influence coming?” I 
said “pretty good” and that I expected him to get a letter from 
the Navy. He laughed. A few days later, our ship received a 
copy of a message from the Chief of the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel (BUPERS) to the Commander, Cruiser - Destroyer 
Force Pacific (CRUDESPAC) saying basically “Congressional 
interest involved. For the good of the Navy, send LTJG Wefald 
to Boys State. Here are the TANGO numbers to pay for this 
trip.” A message order promptly came in from CRUDESPAC 
saying, “send LTJG Wefald to Boys State.” When the Captain 
got a copy of this message, he called me into his cabin and 
told me that I had to turn it down. I said to him, “Captain when 
I get an order from CRUDESPAC, I have to obey it.”

Without being asked by higher authority to respond, 
the Captain sent a message back to BUPERS with a copy to 
CRUDESPAC saying in essence, “Operational needs of this 
ship prohibit a trip by LTJG Wefald.” Remember, I didn’t have a 
critical deployment job as I was leaving active duty in July. We 
then went to sea for an exercise, and the XO found me in CIC 
around 2400 as I was about to complete my watch. He told me 
I was going to go to Boys State. I asked him what happened, 
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and he told me not to worry about it. The next morning Steve 
Hart, the COMM Officer, told me what happened. The Captain 
had been called on ship to shore telephone (well before cell 
phones, of course) by the Admiral or his Chief of Staff at 
CRUDESPAC, and he was told that when he got an order 
from CRUDESPAC he was to obey it.

I knew it was only a matter of time before he would 
find a way to get back at me, and that happened when we 
were at sea during a gunfire exercise against a towed surface 
target. About the time I completed my assignment as Gunnery 
Assistant, a new Weapons Officer reported on board. Although 
I was not working for him, he sought me out and told me that 
as the officer with the most gunnery experience that he wanted 
me to take charge of an exercise in Refresher Training after 
we got out of the shipyard in which a team of officers fired 
four rounds at a surface target in a “surface action” drill. He 
told me that he would “give the battery” to me and that as the 
officer in charge, I was to go ahead and carry out the exercise.

When the exercise was about to commence, the word 
came down on the sound powered phones to me in the Gun 
Director’s seat in Mount 51, “Mr. Wefald, you have the battery.” 
When I saw the target off to the port side, I swung the gun 
into position and fired four quick rounds, all of which missed 
within the range they were programmed to miss since we did 
not want to actually hit the towed target. Ceasefire alarms 
sounded, and the word came down, “Who told you to fire? Mr. 
Wefald, to the bridge.”

After standing around on the bridge waiting to be 
punished, the Captain summoned me over to his starboard 
wing chair and chewed me out. Among the things he said to 
me was, “do you realize you endangered people?” To which 
I said, “No. No one was in danger, and I had control of the 
battery to shoot the exercise.” I’m sure what had happened 
was that he wasn’t ready when we shot the four quick rounds, 
so he was surprised and upset. His final statement to me was, 
“You don’t like this ship and the men on it,” to which I replied, 
“I do like this ship and the men on it. Good afternoon, Sir.” I 
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saluted and left, never to be bothered by him again.
Before I left for Boys State, another message came 

in from CRUDESPAC detaching me from the ship when I 
left for Boys State and ordering me to report to the staff of 
CRUDESPAC on my return. When I returned from Fargo to 
San Diego, I checked in at CRUDESPAC, and I was told to 
report to the Chief of Staff. When I went in to see him, he said, 
“What in the hell is going on in that ship?” Captain McCook 
had fired the XO shortly after he took command. He made 
life miserable for the ASW Officer and the Chief Engineer. He 
put the Disbursing Officer on “restricted to quarters” status. 
He just wasn’t very good at relating to the officers under his 
command. I poured out my heart to the Chief of Staff for about 
an hour, explaining as much as possible. “Okay,” he said, “I 
might have you talk with the Admiral.” “Fine,” I said, “but I 
have orders allowing me to leave active duty any time in July, 
and I intend to leave on July 1st.” I never did get called in to 
see the Admiral.

There was one final Navy moment defining my use 
of alcohol. For my last several weeks on active duty at 
CRUDESPAC I had no job to do, and I was partying with my 
shipmates. I either had a lot to drink or too much to drink every 
day. That all ended one morning when I got out of bed in my 
room in the BOQ (Bachelor Officer Quarters) at the 32nd 
Street Naval Station in San Diego. I went over to the small bar 
on the O Club’s side to get a drink, and I found it was locked. 
Before I got a grip, I banged on the door and asked myself, 
“what the hell am I doing here at 1000 looking for a drink?” I 
backed off and generally have had control over myself ever 
since. I often wonder what would have happened to me if that 
door had been open.

My Dad drove out to San Diego to pick me up and 
take me home to Fargo, where my parents moved when my 
Dad retired at age 58 in January 1966. I joke that we split 
the driving. He drove out, and I drove home. We went to San 
Francisco so he could see “the hippies,” and we went through 
the magnificent Northern California Redwoods. As we were 
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driving east on I-94 in Eastern Montana approaching North 
Dakota, it had been raining. As we entered North Dakota there 
was a double rainbow with the ends of each firmly planted in 
North Dakota arching over and on each side of I-94. I have 
always taken this to be a “Welcome Home” sign for me and a 
very good promise of a bright future in North Dakota. I indeed 
found my “pot of gold” and a great life in North Dakota.

My 24 years in the Naval Reserve with one drill weekend 
per month and two weeks of active duty each year went 
quickly from 1967 until 1991. I had great duty assignments, 
and I served with wonderful shipmates and lifelong friends. 
For most of my last year and one half of law school, I served 
onboard USS AMHERST (PCER-853), a ship assigned to the 
Naval Reserve Center in Detroit. It was a lot of fun as we 
could go out steaming on either Lake St. Clair or Lake Erie 
one weekend a month doing various maneuvers, after which 
we would pull into a small Canadian port for some overnight 
liberty. After we moved to Bismarck, I would drive 193 miles 
one way one weekend a month to attend drills. In my first 
two years at the Naval Reserve Center in Fargo, I was the 
XO of the number one large surface division in the nation 
the first year and the XO of the number one medium surface 
division in the 9th Naval District during the second year, with 
a different Commanding Officer for each unit. I was regularly 
promoted, commanding four units along the way, and having 
two weeks of active duty in Hawaii, Japan, Taiwan, Portugal, 
ships on both coasts as well as three tours at the Naval War 
College. It was a great career, and I am very proud that I was 
twice awarded the Navy Commendation Medal for service 
in the Naval Reserve. I retired as a Captain on October 1st, 
1991. The timing was perfect as on that day I made sure I 
was in San Diego to watch my ship being decommissioned. 
It was special for me that my ship USS LYNDE McCORMICK 
(DDG¬8) and I both left the Navy on the same day. It was an 
incredible career!

I learned my retired status was that of Captain, US 
Navy, with no distinction as to Naval Reserve – now the 
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Navy Reserve. When I turned 60 in 2002,I started drawing 
my Navy Reserve retired pay. Susan and I were both well 
employed. I had thought about buying a convertible, and now 
I had the money. I bought a 2002 Chrysler Sebring Limited 
convertible. It has room for two adults in the back seat unlike 
many convertible backseats in which you would be lucky to 
put a good size dog. Another benefit came into being when 
Congress decided veterans should get health insurance. 
TriCare For Life provides outstanding health for Susan and 
me for the rest of our lives.

It needs to be pointed out that service in the National 
Guard and the Reserve components today is entirely different 
as a result of the Persian Gulf War in 1991, the year I retired 
from the Naval Reserve. In my 24 years of Naval Reserve 
service, I was never once mobilized or deployed. The closest 
I came was during the San Francisco earthquake in 1989.

At Navy Reserve conferences, we talked about the 
need for a bigger mission for the reserve components in the 
real world. Still, it wasn’t until I retired that the Guard and 
Reserve became tactical units as opposed to remaining as a 
part of the nation’s strategic reserve. Anyone in the Guard and 
Reserve today is almost guaranteed an overseas deployment 
of at least 12 months “boots on the ground.”
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LAW AND LIFE

1967 - 1970, The University of Michigan Law 
School

At our 1970 orientation class in Ann Arbor at the 
University of Michigan Law School in the fall of 1967, I 
immediately got excellent news. One of the law school deans 
spoke to our class and said, “If you are smart enough to get 
into the University of Michigan Law School, you will graduate.” 
I said to myself, “Thank you, Jesus,” and I never worried about 
whether I would graduate. At our 35th year reunion in 2005, 
I confirmed with several classmates that indeed that is what 
one of the deans said. It was such an incredible relief to know 
I could simply do my work and do the best job I could without 
having to worry about flunking out. I quickly discovered that 
there were lots of very bright students in my class, most of 
whom were three years younger than me.

I ran for and was elected to the one three-year term 
for my class on the Student Board of Governors, so I was in 
the student government for my entire law school years. As a 
veteran who had been to Vietnam, I had no worry that fall, 
when the graduate school draft deferments were eliminated, 
thus within a year, more than 100 classmates from my class of 
about 320 students were drafted or enlisted. Our class of 1970 
is still the smallest class since the 1950s. My first success on 
the Student Board of Governors was to lead the push to get 
the Dean to promise that our classmates who were called to 
serve would have a place waiting for them back in law school 
when they completed their service. Most of them did come 
back and graduated with other classes. One classmate was 
killed in Vietnam.

I did as well as I could and graduated in the lower part 
of my class, but I went through all three years of law school 
stress-free. I had saved $5,000 when I was in the Navy, 
which, when I entered law school, was enough at that time to 
pay for all six semesters of out-of-state law school tuition. The 
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tuition went up, however, so I had to request assistance. I was 
given a half scholarship/half loan at 3% to cover my last three 
semesters. After studying on many evenings, I developed a 
routine that I would walk down to the Village Bell or Pretzel 
Bell bars and have a few beers before going to bed. In the 
morning after my first class, I would have a coffee and a donut 
at Dominick’s, across from the south side of the law school.

My income in law school came from my Naval Reserve 
drill pay, the G.I. Bill, which went into effect that fall, and a few 
part-time jobs at the law school. Aside from the half loan I got 
for tuition for my last three semesters, I never had to take any 
student loans. And I didn’t have to hit my Dad and Mom up 
for any money. The only time I ever hit my Dad up for money 
after I graduated from UND was when I was home in Minot for 
Thanksgiving leave in 1965. I thought I could cash a check I 
had at the bank where I had my Navy savings account, but the 
check was somehow restricted, so my Dad gave me $100. My 
Dad had paid for my entire college, personal expenses, and 
“walking around money” when I was at RPI and UND, so I 
always figured I could pay for myself after all of that, and I did.

I’m sure it was my stressless law school life that allowed 
me to win my first-year case club competition. Case club was 
a student-run appellate advocacy competition designed to 
teach us how to write a brief and to argue the merits of our 
case to an appellate court. We would be in teams of two to 
compete against another team of two law students in our case 
club. In the spring of 1968 for our contest I was very relaxed as 
I came up to the lectern with a cup of coffee. After my partner 
and I finished, I felt okay about it. She wanted me to go with 
her to the case club banquet, where they would announce 
the winner in each of the 16 case clubs. I was surprised when 
they announced me as the winner of my Butzel Case Club. 
I asked the law school senior who was in charge of our club 
how this happened, and he said, “You didn’t write the best 
brief, and you didn’t give the best argument, but you were the 
best overall.”

The winners of each case club competed the next year 
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in the Campbell Competition. I made it to the semifinals and 
did well enough that they asked me as a senior to chair one 
of the 16 case clubs. And the Dean asked me to chair the 
case club banquet in the spring of 1970. He also asked me to 
arrange for the drinks at the Dean’s cocktail party at his home 
for US Supreme Court Justice Byron “Whizzer” White, who 
was there to judge the Campbell Competition. I met Justice 
White at the Dean’s cocktail party and offered him one of the 
Whiskey Sours or Salty Dogs I had made. He said the drink 
wasn’t very good, and I said yes it was. I knew he was in the 
Navy in WWII and that he had served on destroyers like me. 
I asked him what his job was, and he told me he was on a 
destroyer squadron staff. And me, Mr. Smart Mouth, said to 
him, “Oh, you’re a staff puke,” a term of endearment for staff 
officers. Not very wise. I am fairly sure he remembered me 12 
and 13 years later when I argued - unsuccessfully - two cases 
in the US Supreme Court when I was Attorney General.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about my 
three years of law school, except that I got through it and 
graduated. But the best thing about the University of Michigan 
Law School was meeting and marrying the love of my life, 
Susan Elizabeth Benschop!

Easter Sunday Morning, April 14, 1968
A Truly Great Moment of My Life

When I got to Ann Arbor after three years on active duty, 
and a lifelong history of growing up as a Lutheran - specifically 
a Norwegian Lutheran - I knew I needed to decide once and for 
all how important being a Lutheran was going to be to me for 
the rest of my life. While all my classmates were studying very 
hard to succeed in law school, I started attending the Lutheran 
Student Center, including church on Sunday and Wednesday 
evening suppers, and taking a course on Lutherans in North 
America. Thus, I was taking another course in addition to 
my law school courses. Probably not very smart. I liked the 
Lutheran Student Center and its old-time minister. I wasn’t 
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looking for anyone, but fate allowed me to find someone.
On my 1968 spring break, I was home with my Mom 

and Dad in Fargo, where they moved from Minot when they 
retired in January 1966. I got a call from someone at the 
Lutheran Student Center asking me to run for the Student 
Vestry, and I said I would. The Sunday after I got back from 
spring break, they had the Student Vestry candidates come 
to the front of the church so the small congregation could see 
them and we could be introduced. As I returned to my seat 
there was a tug on my sleeve by a young woman who was 
also just elected to the Vestry. She said, “How did you get on 
the Vestry? I’ve never seen you in church.” And I told her, “I’ve 
been here every Sunday and most Wednesday evenings, and 
I’ve never seen you here.” Her name was Susan Elizabeth 
Benschop.

Within a week or so, there was an organizational 
meeting of the Student Vestry. I was the oldest one there. 
When the discussion came to electing a president, I said, 
“Don’t look at me. I’m a Vietnam veteran, and I’ve been in 
those places you read about in foreign ports.” Of course, they 
all wanted a sinner as president, so I got elected. I didn’t do 
more than drink a few beers on liberty, but the truth doesn’t 
compete very well with the perception of “spending like a 
drunken sailor.” Politically, I should note it is a real disservice 
when people complain about Congress spending “like drunken 
sailors,” since unlike Congress, sailors earn and spend their 
own money.

One of my first jobs as president of the Vestry was the 
Easter Sunrise Service Breakfast, which I mostly prepared, 
with one or two other Vestry members, through setup, cooking, 
and cleanup. It was a gorgeous, bright Easter morning. Susan, 
who had not helped with the breakfast or the cleanup, came 
into the kitchen where I was finishing the final bit of cleanup. 
She was wearing a bright yellow wool suit (she still has it), 
and she asked me if I would walk around the block with her. I 
said, “I will if you take out the garbage.” She did, and I’ve been 
taking out the garbage ever since!
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With a little bit of trepidation, as I wasn’t very good with 
women, I called a day or two later and asked her if she wanted 
to go to Dominick’s the next evening for coffee, and she said, 
“Yes.” She later told me that she had prayed that I would call 
her, so there is hard evidence that God answers prayers - for 
both of us. For her, that first coffee didn’t go very well, as 
she later said I mainly talked about myself, but when we went 
to coffee again, she felt I did better as I asked her all about 
herself - clearly a lifelong lesson learned by me right from the 
start. The semester was drawing to a close for both of us. She 
was completing her junior year at the University of Michigan, 
and she was going to go to New York City to work that summer 
of 1968 for AFS (American Field Service). This organization 
arranged for her to be a foreign exchange student in Omuta, 
Japan in 1964.

I was heading to Cormorant Y Camp (formerly Fargo 
Y Camp) for the summer as the Waterfront Director, where I 
had been a camper and counselor as a kid from 1952 through 
1956. Another example of how little stress I felt at law school 
was that in the 1968 spring semester I took a University of 
Michigan phy ed course to be certified as a Waterfront Safety 
Instructor, which I told the Fargo Y I would do if they would hire 
me as Waterfront Director. The instructor was Gus Steiger, the 
U of M swimming coach and the then-recent US Pan-American 
swimming coach. He quickly sized me up as an older student, 
learned that I was in law school, and completed three years of 
active duty in the Navy. I told him why I was taking this course 
and that I had a prior life-saving certification. While the other 
students watched, he told me to get in the pool and then tried 
to drown me. I easily parried his every move and got him in a 
life-saving hold and swam over to the edge hauling him in my 
grip from which he unsuccessfully tried to free himself. After 
that, when he would choose not to come to class, he would 
leave a note for me about what he wanted me to teach the 
rest of the class. It was fun.

After my last exam in the spring of 1968, I borrowed 
Jim Cribley’s car and took Susan to dinner in Detroit. Jim 
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was a fellow law student and my shipmate. He was the CIC 
Officer and my boss onboard USS LYNDE McCORMICK 
(DDG-8), when I was Assistant CIC Officer. Susan’s semester 
had already ended, so she was back home in Royal Oak, 
Michigan, a Detroit suburb. Someone in her family was flying 
out of the Detroit Metropolitan Airport, so Susan rode out to 
the airport and waited for me. It was a convenient place to 
meet her on our way into downtown Detroit for dinner at a nice 
restaurant. When I drove her to her house, I walked her to her 
front door and gave her a goodbye kiss for the summer. I later 
found out that her mother was looking out the window to get a 
good look at me. She didn’t get a perfect look, but she figured 
that I would be back in the fall if I was the right guy.

For all three years of law school, I was a member of 
the Cook’s Inn Toastmasters as I enjoyed the people in the 
Inn and the dinner meetings we held every week. Two fellow 
Cook’s Inn Toastmasters were second-year law students who 
were going to work in New York that summer, so I introduced 
them both to Susan. She had a great summer in New York, 
dating both of them. The truth of the matter is that I thought 
I could handle the competition. As it turned out, I wound up 
dating the wrangler at Y Camp for the last part of the summer. 
She was on the verge of getting engaged to a medical student, 
and I had hopes that things would work out well for me with 
Susan when we both returned to Michigan in the fall. Susan 
would be a senior undergraduate, and I would be a second-
year law student.

I didn’t want Susan to be surprised, so when Y Camp 
ended for the summer, while she was still working in New 
York, I wrote to her and explained that I had been dating the Y 
Camp wrangler who, like her, was going into her senior year 
of college at NDSU. She was upset when she received my 
letter, and she showed it to one of her roommates, who told 
her, “He’s either a creep or a terrific guy,” or words to that 
effect. At our first meeting that fall, she was a little cold to me, 
but our next date went well, and we were soon engaged. I had 
purchased a used Pontiac at the beginning of that summer, 
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so I had my own wheels while dating Susan. Although it was 
always requiring repair or maintenance, it lasted until we were 
ready to leave Ann Arbor.

We Get Engaged

I was smitten. I had found the girl for me, and I was 
ready to ask Susan to marry me. I should first explain that 
from our first conversation, I had let Susan know that I would 
go back to North Dakota to practice law and get involved in 
politics as I did not want her to think I would consider any other 
plan for my life. Her Mom’s cousin, Norbert Mueller, played 
in the 1st Violin section of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra 
for fifty years. On October 5th, 1968, the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra played a concert in Ann Arbor at the University of 
Michigan, and I took Susan to it. After the concert, she took 
me forward to meet Norbert, and then we drove to a quiet spot 
and parked. I figured she was in a good mood after hearing 
such a wonderful concert, so I boldly plunged ahead and asked 
Susan to marry me. She said, “Yes!” without any hesitation. 
Every time she tells anyone of how we got engaged, she says 
when I asked her to marry me, it was understood that I was 
also asking her, “Will you move to North Dakota with me?” 
She says she knew her answers had to be “Yes, Yes,” or it 
would be “No. No.”

Fortunately, Susan was ready to move to someplace 
like North Dakota even before she met me. As a schoolgirl she 
had read in the Weekly Reader about population explosion. 
Living near such a big city like Detroit, she was genuinely 
worried about where everybody would live. In the summer 
of 1959, her family took a car trip vacation to Yellowstone 
National Park, and they drove across South Dakota as I-90 
was being built. As they crossed South Dakota, she recalls 
looking around at all of that space and realizing there was 
plenty of land. She even thought about marrying a farmer, but 
she wound up with me, a city kid from a prairie state.

A lovely event for Susan happened for her later that 
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evening after I brought her back to her Alpha Gamma Delta 
sorority house. They had a tradition that when one of the girls 
was given a lavaliere [I guess that is sort of a necklace with 
some kind of crest on it], was pinned [being given the guy’s 
fraternity pin - I did give her my Sigma Chi pin, but I got it 
back as soon as I gave her an engagement ring], or engaged, 
someone would ring a bell and everyone would gather in a 
large meeting room seated in a circle on the floor with the 
lights out. A candle would be lit and passed around the circle. 
The girl who had the good news would blow it out when it 
came to her if she had received a lavaliere that evening or 
let it go around twice and then blow it out if she was pinned. 
Finally, on the third time around - as everyone was getting 
very curious - she would blow out the candle, meaning she 
was engaged to be married. Susan said her sorority sisters 
were all really surprised as basically, no one knew she was 
going out with me even more so since the fall semester had 
barely started.

On October 8th, 1968, I wrote her parents, John and 
Irma Benschop, a letter telling them I loved their daughter, I 
wanted their permission to marry her, and I would care for her 
and provide for her. Her parents kept that letter, and we still 
have it. Neither Susan nor I heard anything from her parents. 
That Saturday, her parents and her sister Beryl Johnson, who 
was there for the weekend, came to Ann Arbor for a football 
game. Susan and I rode back with them to their home in 
Royal Oak, where Susan had lived since she was born. No 
one mentioned a thing about our engagement at the game 
or during the ride home, although Beryl quietly asked Susan 
what was going on. When we got to her house, her Mom took 
Susan aside and said they had received a letter from Bob 
saying that he wanted to marry you. “Do you know anything 
about this?” said her Mom. “Of course I do,” she said, “Bob 
and I are going to get married.”

I think it was a shock to them as I had only met them 
once right after I got back to law school that fall when Susan 
took me to meet her parents and to visit the Michigan State 
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Fair. No doubt they thought things had moved quickly. So that 
evening, they took us out for dinner at a Chinese restaurant 
to celebrate our engagement. Come to think of it, they never 
did expressly give me permission to marry Susan, but they did 
put on a truly wonderful wedding for us.

A couple of days after we got back to school from 
her parents’ home, Susan came right to the point with a 
penetrating question. “Where’s the ring?” Of course, I hadn’t 
even thought about an engagement ring, but I realized she 
was absolutely correct. So, we went into downtown Detroit 
to Hudson’s, the big department store at that time, and we 
picked out an engagement ring with a beautiful blue sapphire 
stone. I paid for it with a check, but since I had no credit with 
the store, Susan’s Dad had to come over and countersign my 
check. They had to properly size her ring so it wouldn’t be 
ready until the next Friday. Susan had to be home that Friday 
to have all four of her wisdom teeth removed, and she wasn’t 
feeling very well besides, but she got out of her sickbed and 
had her Dad drive her down to Hudson’s so she could get her 
ring, which she promptly put on.

Although Susan’s mother suggested to her putting 
off the wedding for a year, we wanted to get married after 
Susan graduated in May 1969. They checked with Good 
Shepherd Lutheran in Royal Oak, which they attended, and 
picked out June 21st, 1969, for the wedding. While Susan 
was finishing her senior year at Michigan, she and her Mom 
were making wedding plans. Those eight or nine months of 
our engagement were beautiful for both of us as we had fun 
together and knew that we would share a great life. I was 
with her whole family in Royal Oak for Thanksgiving and met 
lots of relatives and family friends as we would go to Susan’s 
home in Royal Oak for various weekend events. I went home 
for Christmas with my parents in Fargo, and Susan flew out to 
meet my parents right after Christmas. Of course, my mother 
loved her immediately, and she completely took over my Dad. 
After a few days in Fargo, Susan and I took the train at night 
to Minneapolis, where she met my sister and her family before 
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we flew back to Michigan. Susan’s mother was very concerned 
that her daughter was riding the train at night with me.

June 21, 1969 - My Date For Life

On Saturday, June 21st, 1969, our wedding at the Good 
Shepherd Lutheran Church in Royal Oak, Michigan, was truly 
wonderful! Susan was a beautiful bride! And all their well-
thought-out plans and preparations were flawlessly carried 
out. Her sister, Beryl Johnson, was her matron of honor, and 
her sister Jean Benschop was her maid of honor. Her friend 
Judy Alexander was her bridesmaid. I believed I was calm 
and completely ready as I had waited for this moment for a 
long time. Jim Cribley was my best man, and my brothers 
Knut and Jon were my groomsmen. Of course, my parents 
and Susan’s parents were there, along with lots of Susan’s 
relatives and family friends, my sister Beatsy, and Knut’s wife 
and their two kids. Their daughter Lisa was the flower girl. I 
was surprised and delighted when my shipmate Joe Mayer 
and his wife Ellie, showed up. There was a nice size crowd 
there to share our wedding day with us.

Pastor Don Zill, our pastor at the University of 
Michigan Lutheran Student Center, married us. He gave an 
excellent homily involving law and our lives. I was just a little 
apprehensive as the service came to a close as my Mom did 
not like these long, drawn-out, deep kisses by newlyweds in 
front of the church. I must have hesitated for an instant as 
Susan said to me in a stage whisper, “You can kiss me now!” 
I did, and everyone applauded. As we were about to march 
down the aisle and into our married life, Susan told me that I 
was now her date for life, and what a great date it has been!

After the service, we were out on the porch with our 
immediate families for a wonderful family picture of Pastor 
Zill, our parents, Susan’s grandmother, and my niece Lisa 
Wefald as the flower girl and Susan’s attendants. There was 
a reception and dinner at the church featuring corned beef, as 
Susan requested, and it was excellent. After the dinner, my Dad 
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drove us to the Benschop home at 2228 North Wilson Street 
in Royal Oak for a continued celebration. The photographer 
took a great picture of us looking out the back window of his 
car as we drove to the Benschop home. Susan’s Dad was 
the Detroit office manager of Mickleberry Meats, a sausage 
company. Various sales agents would give him bottles of 
liquor every year, which he stashed in the basement for his 
three daughters’ weddings and other special family events. 
The ping pong table in the basement and just about every 
other flat surface was covered with wedding gifts that Susan 
and her family had opened as they arrived to admire the 
gifts and correctly mark them down so Thank You’s could be 
properly written. Yes, of course, Susan wrote all of the Thank 
You notes.

In May 1969, as the law school year ended, we rented 
an apartment in Ann Arbor for my third year of law school. It 
was the second floor of an old home about 10 or 12 blocks from 
the law school. It had a small kitchen, bedroom, bathroom, and 
living room. I found out about it from a graduating law student, 
and it worked out well as we had to sign a one-year lease, 
which would end when I finished law school. Susan came out 
to get things squared away, and she started her gardening 
career by planting some flowers and a few tomatoes. She 
also used the flatware and dishes I had purchased in Japan 
in 1966, which we used for a few years until we decided to 
replace them once we moved into our home in Bismarck.

Since I was getting married that summer between my 
second and third years of law school and was not going to seek 
work at a major law firm, I stayed in Ann Arbor and worked 
as a passenger service agent for United Airlines (UAL) at the 
Metro Airport. Of course, this was before computers were 
widely available at every check-in counter, so we did many of 
the tickets by hand filling in the blanks on the tickets.

While Susan and her Mom planned the wedding, I 
planned the honeymoon. I didn’t tell Susan what I had planned, 
so she was completely surprised. For that first night, I rented 
the Edgar Allen Poe cabin at the Dearborn Inn in Dearborn, 
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Michigan, and it helped make for a truly memorable first night 
of married life. The next morning, we had breakfast in the 
Dearborn Inn, and I told her we were going to Montreal with 
an overnight stop in Toronto. She called home to tell everyone 
where we were and where we were going. All of her family 
and all of my family were there for breakfast, so they all found 
out the plans.

Before the wedding, I had hidden our car very well so 
no one could decorate it. Since I was living in our apartment 
in Ann Arbor, I would drive into Royal Oak for every wedding 
event. I had planned that following the rehearsal and the 
rehearsal dinner, and a post-rehearsal social at Susan’s 
home, that I would drive back to Ann Arbor and spend my 
last night as a bachelor in our apartment, with all my clothes 
for the wedding and honeymoon, but her mother insisted that 
I could not drive back to Ann Arbor that evening so it was 
arranged that I would stay in the home of her bridesmaid, 
Judy Alexander. Of course, it was her parents’ home, and they 
were there, but I thought it was strange to sleep over at the 
home of a bridesmaid the night before the wedding. When 
I got up, Mrs. Alexander made me breakfast, and I drove to 
Ann Arbor to get ready for the wedding that afternoon. I even 
stopped by Jim Cribley’s home to help him get ready. I made 
it to the church, all ready to go in plenty of time.

We got a late start out of Dearborn, so our stop at a 
motel on the fringe of Toronto was well-timed since we had a 
full day that Monday to continue our drive to Montreal. Susan 
wanted to stop along the way to see various forts along the St. 
Lawrence River, and we even crossed over to Ogdensburg, 
New York, to visit the Frederick Remington Art Museum. When 
we got to Montreal, we stayed at a Holiday Inn motel out by 
the airport since I had not planned far enough in advance to 
beat the crowd that showed up for the St. Jean Baptiste Day 
Celebration in Montreal, but it worked out just fine.

And we both remember the St. Jean Baptiste Day 
parade on Tuesday, June 24th. We were standing on the steps 
of a building near some shops, and office buildings as the 



95

parade’s end passed. There was a phalanx of police in full riot 
gear walking backward at the tail end of the parade, keeping 
many protesters at bay. They were shouting, “Viva Quebec, 
Viva La France.” They were part of a separatist group. When 
they got even with us, the crowd surged through the police 
lines and started tipping over floats and breaking windows. I 
told Susan to stick those tourist brochures in her purse as I 
was shouting “Viva Quebec.”

We survived the riot and had an awesome honeymoon 
in Montreal. Although neither one of us remembered too much 
about Montreal, I could use my UND French to order a crepe 
with bananas and ice cream. It was great! We drove back in 
one day and stopped in Windsor, right across from Detroit, 
to check on Susan’s formal dishes. Although our schedules 
were a little off, with me leaving for work early and with Susan 
sleeping in, we did have a great summer as newlyweds.

Third Year In Law School

That fall of 1969, Susan got a job as the secretary for the 
University of Michigan Law School Law Review, which is the 
closest connection I ever had with Law Review. She enjoyed 
that job, and I liked my third-year law studies. We went to 
plays and events, enjoying what Ann Arbor and Michigan had 
to offer, including home football games. Another shipmate, 
Steve Hart, who was the communications officer, started 
that fall as a first-year law student, and we would have him 
over once in a while. There was one play I simply had to see. 
Jimmy Stewart and Helen Hayes were staring in “Harvey,” so 
I waited in line all day to get four tickets for Susan and me and 
our lifelong good friends, Bob and Ellen Knight, who were in 
law school with us. Regrettably, on the evening of the play, 
I was sick. So, my shipmate, Steve Hart took my place and 
went with Susan to see “Harvey.” She came home and said, 
“That was the best stage production I have ever seen.”

There was one memorable incident in class that fall, 
which says a lot about me. I took a class called The Lawyer 
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As A Negotiator, taught in the evening one night a week by a 
law professor and a psychologist. They gave assignments to 
two-member teams every couple of weeks, giving each team 
a written set of facts and objectives. A team of two would be 
assigned to negotiate with another team of two. Your grade 
would be based on the results of your negotiation, so if you 
did not reach a negotiated agreement, all four of you got a 
zero for the negotiation. I had to go into Detroit one day in 
uniform for something I had to do at the Broadhead Naval 
Reserve Center. I took the train, and when I got back to Ann 
Arbor, I had to go straight to the law school library, where with 
my partner and the other team, we were going to conduct our 
negotiation. I was still in my Dress Blue uniform.

In the negotiations, both teams had different information, 
so there was no common ground for negotiation. This 
negotiation was not going well, as neither team was getting 
anywhere. After a while, I was making a point, and a fellow on 
the other team said, “I don’t have to take any shit from boys in 
blue.” I was genuinely insulted as I have always taken pride in 
being in the Navy and in my uniform. I said, “You’ve insulted 
me. This negotiation is over.” I walked out knowing all of us 
would get a zero. At the next class, each group was asked to 
report on their negotiations. The law professor was J.J. White, 
a fighter pilot in the Air Force Reserve, close crew cut and all. 
He asked me why the teams in our negotiation were the only 
ones who did not reach an agreement. I explained it just like 
I wrote above, and I told him when the other guy said, “I don’t 
have to take any shit from boys in blue,” that I was insulted, 
and I walked out. So this guy immediately raises his hand and 
says, “I don’t know why he was insulted. I’m in Army ROTC, 
and it doesn’t bother me when people say insulting things to 
me when I am in uniform.” Instantly I shot back, “That’s the 
difference between ROTC and the Fleet!” The entire class 
and both professors just roared with laughter. All four of us 
still got zeros.

The other thing I had to do that school year was to 
find a law job in North Dakota. In January or February, I flew 
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to Fargo and borrowed a car from my Dad. I visited some 
law firms in Fargo, Grand Forks, Minot, and Bismarck without 
getting any offer of a job. I guess I really should have worked 
harder at getting good grades in law school, but it all turned 
out for the best as I got a job as a law clerk for the North 
Dakota Supreme Court. Through my experiences at Boys 
State, I had met Chief Justice James Morris, and we mutually 
liked one another. Although he was retired by the time I was 
looking for a law job, through him, I had met Justice Ralph 
Erickstad. Chief Justice Morris was a World War I veteran, 
and Justice Erickstad was a World War II veteran. They were 
both members of the American Legion and big boosters of 
Boys State. I had written Justice Erickstad that I would like to 
be considered for a law clerk job, and he invited me to visit the 
Supreme Court when I was in Bismarck. I met Chief Justice 
Alvin Strutz, and Justices Obert Teigen, William Paulson, and 
Harvey Knutson. My interview consisted of having coffee with 
all five of them in their conference room. They were interested 
in my experiences at the University of Michigan Law School. 
After a few stories, they offered me a job, which I accepted. 
Now we knew where we were going when we got out of law 
school, which was a great relief.

What I remember most about graduation from law 
school is that at the ceremony, I regretted not having been 
elected as the president of the Board of Governors at the end 
of my second year as I would have liked to have given our 
graduation speech. One or two years after graduation, the law 
school contacted me and asked me to serve as class agent 
for the Class of 1970, which I did for more than 20 years, 
successfully organizing our 20th-year reunion in Ann Arbor in 
the fall of 1990.

My job was starting on July 1st, 1970, so we planned a 
month-long vacation between law school and work. But first, 
we decided to get a new car since our vehicle was just about 
dead. Several years before we were married Susan and her 
sisters each received a $3,000 inheritance from their great-
uncle Jimmy, who was a relative of their mother. We used 
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Uncle Jimmy’s money to buy a brand-new Pontiac four-door 
sedan, so we were all set for our vacation and our move to 
North Dakota.

About that time credit cards were being pushed by gas 
stations, and I always like Standard Oil products. I applied for a 
Standard Oil credit card as we would need it on our trip. I wrote 
them a letter with my application explaining that I was about 
to graduate from law school and take a law job in Bismarck, 
North Dakota, and I said I would be a good customer even 
though I had no real credit history. They promptly sent me a 
credit card, which I used for years.

Our vacation took us first to West Virginia to see her 
sister Beryl and her husband Ed Johnson and their little boy 
Teddy in Morgantown, West Virginia. Ed was an associate 
professor and director of graduate programs at the University 
of West Virginia College of Commerce. Beryl was a research 
associate at the Appalachian Center at West Virginia 
University. We went to New York City for a few days via 
Pennsylvania, stopping to see the sights along the way. We 
went to Westwood, Massachusetts, to visit my brother Knut 
and his wife Joan and their children, Eric and Lisa, in their 
new house in which they are still living. We went to Maine 
and Acadia National Park, and we traveled through New 
Hampshire and Vermont to Fort Ticonderoga in New York, 
and then to Niagara Falls and back to Royal Oak via Canada. 
I’m still not sure how we could pay for all of this, but we did. 
It was a great vacation, and the first of many vacations, all of 
which have been well planned by Susan.

She remembers driving with her family to Florida for 
many years on spring break vacations. She remembers 
driving endlessly at the end of the day looking for a motel, 
finding them full, one after the other. She vowed never to go 
through that when she was married. Thus we have always had 
reservations at a good place along the way. She always found 
at least an AAA rated motel for us to know where we would 
be staying. Susan says she enjoys each vacation three times. 
Once when she plans it, once when we take the trip, and one 
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more time when she reviews it and looks at the pictures.
Literally, the day we left the Benschop home, Susan 

received the final word from her doctor that she was in early 
menopause, and thus we would never have children born to 
us. After we were engaged, Susan and I had discussed that 
she was seeing a doctor because of her irregular periods and 
that she might not have children. We even asked Pastor Zill if 
he knew anything about adopting children, and he said indeed 
he did as his children were adopted. As we left her mother 
on the doorstep on our way to North Dakota, she was doubly 
sorrowful and crying because her daughter could not have 
children and because she was leaving for the vast prairies of 
North Dakota.

We arrived in Bismarck a few days before the end of 
June 1970, and we happily have lived here ever since. It has 
been a great place for us to live, raise our family, develop 
our careers, become involved in community affairs, faithfully 
participate at our Trinity Lutheran Church, and experience 
political successes and failures. Bismarck is situated on the 
beautiful Missouri River, surrounded by the Missouri Plateau’s 
hills and prairies. We have both simply loved living in Bismarck, 
and we both feel very fortunate our lives took us here. Bismarck 
will be the city for our retirement, where we will continue to live 
in our lovely old home in a good neighborhood.
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LIFE IS GREAT IN NORTH DAKOTA

Our First Year In Bismarck

The first people we met in Bismarck became lifelong 
friends and our landlords for our first two years. Tom and 
Sharon Smith had just placed an ad in The Bismarck Tribune 
to rent their two-bedroom semi-basement apartment at 1215 
North 2nd Street. It was perfect for us and well located. I think 
we paid $104 per month. We had a living room, bathroom, 
kitchen, and two bedrooms. We could also use their washer 
and dryer, and part of their freezer on the other side of the 
stairs leading up to their house. I loved the fact that Sharon 
always had Oreo cookies in a cookie jar over her refrigerator. 
It was an unfurnished apartment, so as soon as we rented 
the apartment, we rented a U-Haul van and drove to Dilworth, 
where my parents were then living. We filled it with extra 
furniture they gave us. One item we got was the first piece of 
furniture my parents had purchased. It was a tall secretary with 
three full bottom drawers, a slanted fold out desk revealing 
small drawers, and several pigeon holes with two glass 
doors on top with two or three shelves. Years later, we had it 
refinished, and we gave it to our daughter Sarah Miller, and 
she has it proudly in her living room. We quickly became very 
comfortable in our cozy apartment. Whenever Susan could 
not find her shoes, they would be up in Tom and Sharon’s 
kitchen or living room as she would often take her shoes off.

I started my new job as a law clerk for the Supreme 
Court on Thursday, July 1st, 1970. In addition to working as 
a law clerk, I had to get ready for the North Dakota State Bar 
Examination, which I had to pass to be admitted as a member 
of the State Bar Association of North Dakota so I could be 
licensed to practice law. The bar exam was going to be given 
all day on Monday and Tuesday, and on Wednesday morning, 
July 13, 14, and 15, 1970, consisting of fifteen one-hour essay 
questions. I got busy on a bar review course that I had ordered. 
The first hour’s question was on divorce, a subject I had never 
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studied in law school. At noon on that first day, several of us 
were having lunch when A.J. Pederson of Kenmare, one of the 
bar examiners, joined us for lunch. He told us that he had just 
completed grading the first question and that everyone had 
done a good job, so I thought, “O.K., I did well on a subject I 
had never studied, so maybe there’s a good chance I’ll pass.” 
All of us passed the bar exam that year, and on Friday, July 
17th, the day before my 28th birthday, I was admitted to the 
practice of law in the great State of North Dakota. Forty years 
later, I am still very proud of that achievement, as the law has 
been great for my family and me.

Our apartment was only two blocks from the capitol 
building that housed the Supreme Court on the tower’s 
second floor. When I started, in addition to the chief justice 
and the four justices and their secretaries, there was a clerk 
and deputy clerk, a librarian, and assistant librarian. Lots of 
people are employed at the Supreme Court almost 40 years 
later. Bob Wirtz and I were the only law clerks. Bob worked 
for Justice Paulson, followed by a long career with the tax 
department. I worked for Chief Justice Teigen for the first half 
of my clerkship, and then I worked for Justice Erickstad for the 
rest of my clerkship. A law clerk’s job is to assist the justice 
in working on an opinion by doing much of the research and 
working on a first draft, but the final opinion is always the work 
of the justice.

The first case I worked on was an appeal from a jury 
verdict by a Grand Forks cab driver who had been convicted 
of a double murder. There were lots of issues with the case. 
To me, none of the arguments were such as a matter of law, 
his convictions had to be reversed. But Chief Justice Teigen 
thought there were big problems, so much so that he told me 
to draft the opinion to reject the exclusionary rule. He wanted 
to adopt in North Dakota the common law rule of admissibility. 
The only test for the admissibility of evidence would be whether 
it was competent, material, and relevant. I correctly argued 
the US Supreme Court had decided the exclusionary rule and 
that we had no choice but to apply the exclusionary rule. He 
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thought that critical evidence would have to be stricken, but I 
thought there was no problem with any evidence. I drafted the 
opinion the way I was directed to do so, and when he brought 
it to the conference with the other justices, it was rejected.

The opinion was reassigned to Justice Erickstad, 
and I was reassigned to him, along with the opinion. Justice 
Erickstad told me to throw away everything I had done and 
start over. This time every issue was covered, and as a matter 
of law, no evidence had to be excluded. I worked on several 
other opinions, but most of my time was spent on State v. 
Iverson, 187 NW2d 1 (ND 1971).

It was a good year for me to see how appellate practice 
works, and I got to observe some excellent appellate lawyering. 
Besides, I had a lot of fun. They did not have a Christmas 
party planned as they had never had one, so I planned one 
for December 1970, and they have had one every year since. 
I asked retired Chief Justice Morris to speak, and he talked 
about the Christmas he spent in Germany as a judge at the 
Nuremberg trials on the I.G. Farben case. Both Chief Justice 
Morris and Justice (and later Chief Justice) Erickstad were 
friends of mine until they died.

The Lutheran church closest to our apartment was 
Good Shepherd Lutheran Church, which we attended until we 
moved from that part of town when we bought our house. Since 
we knew we could not have children, we went to Lutheran 
Social Services later in the fall of 1970 to talk about adopting 
a child. The social worker was simply wonderful to us. We 
completed all of the paperwork and had several conferences 
with her. One thing she asked us was what we were looking 
for in a child, so I said, “I want an all Norwegian baby. That’s 
better than I can do at home.” We all laughed as Susan told me 
to knock it off. The wait for a child at that time was about two 
years, and we were in no hurry as we wanted to get ourselves 
established, so we told them we would contact them when we 
were ready to go on to the waiting list.

Since I was interested in politics, I tried to get involved 
right away. Tom Smith, who knew where “all the bodies 
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were buried,” was my mentor who told me all about politics 
in Bismarck and North Dakota, and his Mom could tell me 
anything Tom couldn’t. The primary was held in September 
1970. Neither Susan nor I could vote since we had not lived 
in the precinct for 90 days (it’s 30 days now). Dick Elkin, who 
we would have voted for, lost to Bob McCarney, a real political 
maverick, by three votes. So it would only have been one vote 
if we could have voted, but at that time, there was no law 
authorizing a public paid recount, and Dick Elkin didn’t have 
the money to pay for a recount by himself. Dick Elkin’s path 
and my path intersected many times in politics, as it did with 
Bob McCarney’s. I later came to like Bob and Betty McCarney 
as they always supported me when I ran for office.

I volunteered to be a block worker in my precinct, but 
Elmer Dewald, the law librarian, thought it was prohibited 
activity by a law clerk. I did it anyway. My Republican political 
career started in Shirley Count in Minot in 1952 when I 
delivered campaign material for Republican presidential 
candidate Dwight David Eisenhower door-to-door. I came by 
my Republican affiliation through my very conservative Dad. 
My Dad’s father (my Grandpa Wefald) started as a Republican 
being elected to the Minnesota House of Representatives in 
1912 and 1914. As a founding member of the Farmer-Labor 
Party, he was elected to Congress in 1922 and 1924. His 
last Farmer-Labor job was his appointment to the Minnesota 
Railroad and Warehouse Commission in 1933, serving until 
his death on October 25th, 1936. That agency is now known 
as the Public Utilities Commission - the PUC. I guess I was 
born with politics in my blood. It’s an interesting coincidence 
that Susan was appointed to the North Dakota Public Service 
Commission (PSC) effective January 1st, 1999. She was 
elected in 1994 to the last two years of the unexpired six-
year term to which she was appointed. She was subsequently 
elected to consecutive six-year terms in 1996 and 2002 before 
she retired on December 31st, 2008. Previously she had been 
elected to the Bismarck School Board in 1988 and reelected 
in 1992. She is the most successful Wefald politician ever as 
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she won five elections without losing any election.
In the spring of 1971, as my law clerk year was drawing 

to a close, I had not found a job with a law firm, but I don’t recall 
looking very hard. Sometime in late May, an experienced solo 
practice attorney, R.W. “Bert” Wheeler, stopped by my office 
and said he had heard I was looking for work. I said I was, 
and he said, “I can’t afford to pay you anything, but I’ll give 
you a place to hang your hat.” I said, “That’s great. I’ll take 
it.” Thus, in July 1971, I started from scratch in the office of 
an experienced lawyer. All the money I ever earned in private 
practice was from my clients as no firm ever paid me to be a 
lawyer. It was a satisfying feeling to make your way with your 
clients.

But first, we went on vacation. With our post-law school 
one-month vacation to West Virginia and the northeast, Susan 
had gotten me hooked on taking vacations. When my law 
clerk job ended on July 1st, 1971, Susan and I went on a 
weeklong vacation canoeing on the Lake of the Woods out 
of Ely, Minnesota, with Knut and Joan and their children Eric 
and Lisa, who were 11 and 9 at the time, and their dog Pippa. 
It was a nice trip, but there were lots and lots of mosquitoes. 
We haven’t canoed there since.

Becoming A Private Practice Lawyer

For my first six months of private practice, my total 
gross income was about $2,500, but with Susan first working 
as a teacher’s aide and then as a social worker for Burleigh 
County, we got along just fine.

With all of today’s laptops, PCs, cell phones, and other 
personal communications equipment, I need to point out that 
in July 1971, the very best piece of office equipment you 
could have in your law office was an IBM Correcting Selectric 
typewriter. When your secretary made a mistake while typing, 
she could hit a key with an arrow pointing to the left, and it 
would lift off the erroneous letter from the paper. Wow, was 
that something. A year or two before I was elected Attorney 
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General, we bought our first IBM Mag Card typewriter. It was 
a large computer about desk height connected to the IBM 
typewriter. You would insert a plastic-type magnetic card into 
the Mag Card, and you could electronically store on it one 
page of text. Thus, you could simply correct and print out an 
entirely new page of text.

Bert Wheeler’s office was on the lower level of the 
old Dakota National Bank building on 4th Street between 
Broadway and Thayer Avenues. Sharing office space with 
Bert and me was Albert A. “Al” Wolf. In 1973 the three of 
us formed a law firm, and we brought in with us B. Timothy 
“Tim” Durick, who had worked at the tax department. Our first 
partnership of Wheeler Wolf Wefald & Durick lasted for several 
years until Tim wanted to join his brother in another firm, now 
known as Pearce and Durick. He was replaced by David L. 
“Dave” Peterson, an excellent trial lawyer and a good friend 
on my slow-pitch softball team. The firm became Wheeler 
Wolf Wefald & Peterson.

My practice thrived in our firm so that by 1979 I was 
making about twice as much as a state district court judge, 
but without the benefits. One of the first legal secretaries who 
worked for us was Diane Taix. She taught me what to expect 
out of a great legal secretary. My practice was relatively 
broad-based, with me doing some business law, divorces 
and domestic relations, real property, personal injury, criminal 
defense, and some part-time city prosecution work.

Fred Saefke was the city prosecutor, and whenever he 
couldn’t make it, he would ask me to handle the cases for the 
afternoon, and he paid me a flat fee of $100. One other paid 
“volunteer” job was my appointment to the Burleigh County 
Mental Health Board, which I did for almost all of the 1970s. It 
was a three-member board consisting of the county judge, a 
doctor, and a lawyer. I was paid $10 (they later raised it to $15) 
for every hearing, and the three of us had to decide whether 
a person should be committed for mental health treatment. 
I liked it even though I had no psychiatric or psychology 
training. Almost everyone we saw was clearly in need of help. 
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That system was ended, I believe by the 1981 session of 
the legislature, and replaced with a much better system of 
evaluations and hearings.

I met John Graham shortly after we moved to Bismarck. 
He was a former Marine about my age, and he was an attorney 
on the Legislative Council staff. John got me a part-time job 
as Assistant Committee Counsel for the Interim Judiciary 
Legislative Committee that rewrote the entire criminal code 
during the interims before the Legislature’s 1973 and 1975 
sessions. It allowed me to learn all about criminal law, being a 
very valuable learning experience that served me well for the 
rest of my legal career.

An early lousy experience was my first and only jury 
trial in the 1970s. I can’t remember when I tried it, whether it 
was a civil or criminal jury case, who my client was, who was 
the opposing counsel, or what the result was. All I remember 
is that the judge literally screamed at me during voir dire - 
the jurors’ examination - and it completely unnerved me 
about ever doing another jury trial. Thus, it slowed down my 
development as a trial lawyer. It wasn’t until I went back into 
solo private practice in 1985 and started successfully trying 
federal criminal jury cases that I began to develop into a 
reasonably good - never great - trial lawyer.

Even though I was not developing into a trial lawyer, 
I was having success for clients in a wide variety of areas. 
It makes no sense to try to recall every case, even though I 
remember fairly well many of the cases I handled. One case I 
handled did lead to an enormous financial disaster after I went 
back into private practice in 1985. One client who provided 
me with lots of work hired me to represent him after I had 
gotten him into court to recover some third-party collateral his 
business was holding. He told me I would never get it, but got 
him into court that afternoon, and I got a court order awarding 
my client the property that same day.

After that, he hired me as he thought I could get things 
done with the court. He was a very friendly and personable 
salesman - okay, he was a con man. His business was selling 
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heavy equipment “out of trust,” and creditors were moving in. 
Clark Equipment was the biggest creditor, and they put an 
agent in place to watch what happened day-to-day as they 
would rather have the business sell equipment to pay them 
back instead of closing it down. Another large creditor was 
Komatsu Equipment. The money man for the business lived in 
Minneapolis and was a successful car dealer. Two Japanese 
businessmen from the San Francisco office of Komatsu came 
to Bismarck, and they wanted the million dollars they were 
owed.

My client, the two Japanese businessmen, and I flew 
to Minneapolis in the company airplane to meet with the 
money partner in the Minneapolis Athletic Club bar. I had a 
check for $100,000 in my suit coat pocket, and they knew I 
had it. Remember, I got a zero in the one negotiation in law 
school negotiation class. We negotiated for more than an 
hour, getting nowhere. They wanted all their money now, and 
that was it. Finally, I had to get back to Bismarck, so I told 
the Japanese businessmen that I was sorry we had offended 
them as I understood how important this was to them, but 
the negotiations were now over, and we were all going home. 
They said, “What about the check?” And I said, “I wouldn’t 
think of offending you with a check for only $100,000.” We 
hammered out an agreement in about five minutes on the 
back of a bar napkin, and they were happy to get the check.

Being rather social, I got involved in the Burleigh County 
Bar Association as I enjoyed being with other lawyers. I quickly 
went annually up through the chairs of secretary/treasurer 
and vice president becoming president in 1975. The next year 
I was appointed as general chairman of the Annual Meeting 
of the State Bar Association of North Dakota (SBAND), which 
in 1976 was held in Bismarck. I recruited the local committee, 
and we put on a great annual meeting. It had a bicentennial 
theme, and it was well attended and well received. It is still the 
best SBAND Annual Meeting I have ever attended. I hired a 
professional group from the University of North Dakota to do 
the registration and handle the money. That was the first year 
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SBAND ever used a third-party registrar. It worked well. Later 
in 1976, I organized the “Burleigh Bar Bicentennial Barrister 
Ball” featuring dinner and dance to a live dance band. For 
the next few years, I organized annual “Burleigh Bar Barrister 
Balls.” Lots of lawyers loved them, but after I became Attorney 
General, they died out.

Having served as general chairman of the 1976 SBAND 
Annual Meeting, I met lawyers from all over the state, and I 
attended subsequent annual meetings in the 1970s. Being 
elected as the first president of the South Central Judicial 
District Bar Association in 1979, I served on the SBAND Board 
of Governors for two years. All of these contacts served me 
well when I ran for Attorney General.

To help get me into the community, I joined the Capital 
City Kiwanis Club and made quite a few lifelong friends. Later 
in the 1970s, I served one year as president. I enjoyed Kiwanis, 
but in 1981 when I assumed office as Attorney General, I 
didn’t have the time for noon meetings. I dropped out, and I 
have never joined another service club.

Another activity I got involved in was slow pitch softball. 
I organized a team in 1971, and we played together for five 
years, getting a little bit better every year, but never developing 
into a championship team. Through this team, Susan and I 
developed several lifelong friends, including Dave and Diane 
Peterson, Don and Sylvia Schmid, Neil and Kathy Person, 
Al and Mary Lou Person, and Jim and Sharon Wilson. Dave, 
Don, Neil, Al, and Jim were all on the team. I finally gave up 
the team because some guys started taking it too seriously, 
sort of like they wanted to win the World Series, and it stopped 
being as much fun.

John Graham and I were both very interested in World 
War II and Civil War board games. In the early 1970’s we 
started playing war games once a week on game boards 
set up at our homes involving the movement of hundreds of 
counters with battles between the sides governed by a fairly 
think rules pamphlet. Since he retired to Florida, we continue 
to play war games through the Internet and our computers. It 
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has always been a delightful hobby.
I guess my real service club for all my years in Bismarck 

has been the American Legion, an organization I truly respected 
ever since I attended Boys State in 1959. When I was a law 
clerk, I joined Bismarck’s Lloyd Spetz Post No. 1. [It’s a long 
story, but for about 90 years, we used the wrong spelling of his 
first name, which is Loyd; we finally got it corrected.] The war 
in Vietnam was still going on. Unfortunately, Vietnam veterans 
were not too well regarded by some older Legionnaires. I 
participated in some Post No. 1 meetings, but my real interest 
was to serve on the local Boys State committee to recruit 
junior boys and sponsors to send them to Boys State. Within 
a few years, it became a committee of one, and except for a 
few years when I was Attorney General, I was the Bismarck 
Boys State chairman for about 40 years.

In the Legion, I suffered my first Bismarck political defeat, 
which should have taught me something. In 1972 several 
Legionnaires asked me to be a candidate for chaplain. The 
other Vietnam veteran running that year was Mike Thompson, 
who was running to be the first Post No. 1 Vietnam veteran 
to serve as commander. He had a good campaign, but I 
honestly didn’t think a campaign for chaplain was necessary 
as generally, for most offices, Legionnaires ran unopposed. 
I think it was because we were Vietnam veterans that non-
Vietnam veterans were recruited to run against us. We were 
the only two candidates with opponents. It was okay with me, 
since I didn’t want the job if they didn’t want me. Mike won and 
became an excellent commander. I lost but continued to be 
active in the Legion, limiting myself to just taking care of Boys 
State year after year. Ultimately, I became a very involved 
Legion leader, but for years all I did was take care of Boys 
State for many years.

Our Family Comes Together In Quick Order

Although we had told Lutheran Social Services (LSS) 
we would let them know when we were ready to go on to the 
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adoption waiting list, they called us in December 1971 and 
asked us if we were ready to be placed on the waiting list. We 
told them we would be ready to be placed on the waiting list in 
six months. Early in June 1972, I wrote to LSS and told them 
we would be ready to get on the waiting list as of July 1st, 
1972. Things were settling in for us. My practice was going 
well, and Susan enjoyed her job at Burleigh County Social 
Services. June was going to be a busy month for us. I was 
going on two weeks of active duty, taking a destroyer from 
Long Beach to Pearl Harbor. I was also an alternate delegate 
to the Republican State Convention; and we had just agreed 
to buy our house at 312 Avenue B West, with our moving in 
date set for July 1st. All of that information was included in my 
letter. A few days later, I got a call from a man at LSS, and he 
asked me if we were sure we wanted to get on the waiting list 
as of July 1st. “Definitely, yes,” was what I said.

We had looked at several houses, but from the first 
moment, we both liked the house we bought at 312 Avenue 
B West. The house, built in 1916, is a prairie style two story 
brick exterior home with a full basement and a room built into 
the attic. It has a fireplace in the living room and a fireplace in 
the southwest bedroom on the second floor. It has beautiful 
oak hardwood floors in the living room and dining room with 
double beveled glass doors between the living room and 
dining room. It also has a beveled glass front door and side 
windows, and the upper window of all the windows in the 
house has individually cut and mounted diamond-shaped 
glass windows. The lot is 60 feet wide by 150 feet deep. It 
has a retaining wall in front. We bought the house from John 
and Ilene Larson, who had just built a new two-stall garage 
on the east side of the property with a long sloping concrete 
driveway leading up to it.

We have done things which have improved it over the 
years, but it was a great house for us from day one. My Dad 
thought we were crazy to pay $31,000 for this house, but 
it’s been worth it. We also bought their two-year-old Maytag 
washer and dryer for $500, and they ran well for forty years. I 
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was able to get 100%, no down payment, VA financing at 7% 
over 30 years. John Larson asked me why we were buying 
such a big house, and I told him we would fill it with kids, but I 
didn’t realize we would be starting right away.

We moved in on Saturday, July 1st, 1972, and we were 
barely getting settled in when on Friday, July 7th, we got a 
call from LSS telling us that they had a baby girl for us and 
that we could come to Fargo and pick her up on Wednesday, 
July 12th! We were both excited and a little overwhelmed. Our 
families were all excited about our good news. We drove to 
Fargo early on July 12th and went straight to the LSS office. 
The social worker talked with us for a while, telling a little 
about the baby and her biological parents, who were young 
and unmarried. She asked us if there was anything else we 
wanted to know. We asked if the baby was healthy, and she 
said yes. She asked several times again if we wanted to know 
anything else, and each time we said no. “Well,” she said, “You 
will want to know this. She is over 7/8ths Norwegian!” I had 
kidded Susan by telling her that I was the last kid and the last 
chance for my parents to have all Norwegian descendants, but 
instead, I married my beautiful Dutch and Bohemian Susan. 
To get a Norwegian baby was a bonus!

She brought the baby to us, and we immediately fell 
totally and completely in love with her! She left us alone with 
her for a few minutes, and when she came back into the room, 
she asked us if we wanted to keep this baby. “Yes!” we said, 
as she already was our baby. She asked us for the name we 
had chosen, and we told her Sarah Anne, which are the first 
names of our grandmothers. We had a small ceremony in the 
chapel as Sarah Anne was blessed and joined with us. We 
were so very happy; it still brings tears of joy to me as I type 
this. We drove over to Dilworth so my Mom and Dad could see 
and hold Sarah. My sister and her kids were there, so they 
got to see our new baby too. Sarah was five weeks old as she 
was born on June 6th, 1972, in Fargo.

We had no strapped-in baby car seat as they were not 
common at the time. Instead, we made a crib for her in the 
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back seat of our car. It was July, and poor Sarah was dressed 
warmly by her novice parents, but we made it back to Bismarck 
without any problem. Since we had a few days’ notice, Susan 
was able to get a crib, and a baby’s room put together. A few 
days later, Susan’s Mom came out to help, which was very 
nice of her as she helped a lot with the baby. Sarah’s only 
problem was that both of her feet were completely curled in so 
that the soles of her feet were almost straight up. After four- or 
five-days, Susan’s Mom returned to Royal Oak with all going 
well with Sarah and us.

We both wanted Sarah to be seen by her pediatrician 
as soon as possible, so Susan called the Q & R Clinic for 
an appointment. She was told Sarah could be seen in a 
couple of weeks or a month, and we both thought that was 
too long to wait. As a social worker, Susan got to know Dr. 
Pieter Smeenk, who was from the Netherlands. With Susan’s 
half Dutch ancestry, they got along very well. She called Dr. 
Smeenk directly, and he told her she could bring Sarah in late 
the next afternoon. We both went to the appointment. When 
we got there, the nurse showed us into a room and told us 
to get the baby undressed as the doctor would be in shortly. 
Dr. Smeenk walked in and sat down at his desk without more 
than a glance at Sarah. He heard Sarah give a tight little 
cough, and he perked right up and said, “That sounds like 
pneumonia.” He immediately went to Sarah and listened to 
her with his stethoscope. He called for the nurse and told her 
to bring him two large hemoglobin shots and something else, 
and he stuck those big needles into our little Sarah. He told 
us to take her right down to the x-ray department. They took 
her right in, and when the lab tech came out, he said to no 
one in particular, “That’s the worst case of pneumonia I have 
ever seen. Both lungs are full.” Dr. Smeenk told us to take 
her immediately to St. Alexius Hospital, where she spent the 
better part of a week in a crib covered by an oxygen tent. 
Gradually her lungs cleared. On the second or third day we 
were at the hospital, we ran into Dr. Smeenk, and he told us 
he was glad we brought her in to see him as she would have 
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died at home. We have always thanked God for protecting our 
little Sarah and healing her!

To fix her curved-in feet, Dr. Smeenk referred Sarah to 
Dr. Ralph Kilzer, who prescribed a metal bar with baby shoes 
fastened the wrong way on either end of the bar and mounted 
so that they could be turned and fixed in place. Every night 
as we put Sarah to bed, we would put this on Sarah to hold 
her feet about a foot and a half apart. Every couple of days, 
we would turn the shoes out another notch. Once in a while 
we would hear her lying in bed and lifting and dropping her 
feet and the bar onto her mattress. It did limit her ability to 
turn over, but in a few months, her feet and legs were back to 
where they should have been, and to this day she has never 
had any problem with her feet. As far as I’m concerned, Dr. 
Smeenk “sits on the right hand.” I sort of hoped that if one 
of his kids got in trouble, I would save them, but his children 
never gave him and his wife any problems.

Sarah became the center of our lives, and life kept 
getting better for us. Pastor Unruh baptized her at Good 
Shepherd Lutheran Church in Bismarck where we were still 
attending. Although Susan took Sarah to work with her at 
Burleigh County Social Services for a few weeks, she soon 
quit her job to work part-time from home.  Being the director of 
Meals On Wheels allowed her to be a full-time Mom, which she 
was to all of our kids until Tom was in school. Then she took 
a job as a credit counselor with The Village Family Services.

The three of us went to Royal Oak for Thanksgiving 
1972, and the trip went well. Earlier in September, Susan had 
gone to see her gynecologist, Dr. Joe Cleary, an excellent 
physician, who confirmed that she continued to be in premature 
menopause. While we were home in Royal Oak, her sister 
Jean mentioned to Susan that it looked like she was putting 
on weight. When we returned to Bismarck, Susan went on 
a diet, although she has always eaten well, and she started 
doing exercises.

On Wednesday morning, November 29th, 1972, Susan 
called me at my office, and she was sobbing. My first thought 
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was, “Sarah!” but she told me my Dad had just called her to 
tell her that my mother had died that morning from a heart 
attack. I should be ashamed to admit it, but I was relieved that 
it wasn’t Sarah. Her funeral was at the First Lutheran Church 
in Fargo, and she was buried in the Wefald plot in Hawley with 
my Grandparents, Knud and Sarah Wefald, and my Dad’s 
Aunt Emma Wefald. We still miss my Mom and Dad as well 
as Susan’s Mom and Dad, but we are so glad for the heritage 
and strengths they gave us. And I was so glad my mother 
got to see and hold Sarah a few times. My Dad came to our 
house for Christmas that year. It was joyous with Sarah but 
bittersweet without my mother.

In February 1973, a few days after Valentine’s Day, we 
were lying in bed, and I put my hand on Susan’s belly when 
I felt a kick. I said, “What’s that?” And Susan, “Oh, I’ve been 
having muscle spasms.” I said, “That’s no muscle spasm. 
You’re pregnant.” She thought it might be a tumor, and she 
had already made an appointment with her doctor, which was 
a day or two away. When I got to my office the next morning, 
I got out the Lawyers Medical Encyclopedia and read the 
pregnancy section. I went home for lunch and read it to her. 
According to this, she was pregnant. The next day Dr. Cleary, 
the same doctor who in September told her that her she would 
not have children, said yes indeed she was pregnant. Susan 
said she was relieved to get into maternity clothes.

Susan got ready as best she could, but we didn’t know 
when the baby was due. She finished her last Lamaze class 
on Saturday, May 19th. On Sunday morning, May 20th, Susan 
started having contractions. We were told you could time 
the contractions, and as they got closer together, the baby’s 
birth was near. We tried timing those contractions, and they 
were all over the place. I got Sarah up and fed her, and I did 
some laundry. Finally, I called Dr. Cleary, and I told her about 
Susan’s contractions, and he said to bring her right down to 
the hospital. I called my neighbor Denise Brown and asked her 
if she could watch Sarah while we went to the hospital. She 
came right over to care for Sarah. When we got to St. Alexius 
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Hospital, we didn’t check-in; rather, we went straight to the 
maternity floor. They put Susan in a room, the nurse took one 
look at her, and they wheeled her straight into the delivery 
room. I got a hospital frock on and went in with her. The nurse 
got her into position and said, “Hold on. Don’t push yet. We’ve 
got to wait for the doctor.” In the next moment, he was there, 
and he told Susan to go ahead and push. She didn’t have to 
push too many times before out came a beautiful baby girl. 
We named her Kathryn Mary. They got her all cleaned up and 
wrapped up. After they wheeled Susan into her room, they 
brought Kate to her. My job of standing and watching for the 
moment was done, so I left the two of them in the room, and 
I went home to be with Sarah. I am absolutely confident that 
I was at the hospital for less than an hour. Denise couldn’t 
believe it when I came home and told her we had a baby girl. 
I think it went very well for Susan as she was in great shape. 
All she wanted to know from the doctor was whether Kate was 
a full-term baby. “Yes,” he said, “we just don’t know what the 
term was.”

Everyone was happy for us as we now had our two 
little girls 11½ months apart. Later that summer when I went to 
Japan for two weeks of active duty for a cruise of four destroyers 
to Taiwan, Susan went to Royal Oak with the girls. I wanted 
to check on them, so I called the Benschop home from Japan 
to talk with Susan just as they got there from the airport. All 
was well, as I knew it would be with Susan in charge. When 
Kate was old enough for a stroller, we went from a single-seat 
stroller to a double-wide side-by-side stroller for them. They 
were happy going for stroller rides with their Mom.

Like Sarah, Kate was baptized by Pastor Unruh at 
Good Lutheran Church, but soon after, we decided we should 
go to the church closest to us, so when the kids got older, they 
could walk to church. We changed our membership to Trinity 
Lutheran Church, which was only 41/2 blocks away, and we 
have been very happy and involved there ever since. The 
church records show that we joined the church on December 
2nd, 1973. Within a few years, I joined the Chancel Choir to 
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get out of having to usher, and I’ve been in the tenor section 
ever since.

After bringing Sarah home to Bismarck, we always 
used proper car seats for our kids, as appropriate child car 
seats were just starting to be pushed at that time. When Sarah 
and Kate were both toddlers, we would have them in toddler 
car seats in the back seat. To help keep them entertained, I 
made portable fold-up desks for each of them that fit over their 
laps and the sides of their car seats so they could draw and 
do other activities. We would go to Dilworth once a month to 
stay with my Dad as I attended my Naval Reserve drills at the 
Naval Reserve Center in Fargo. Of course, we also went on 
vacations with them. For either Christmas or Thanksgiving, 
we would usually fly to Royal Oak to spend the holiday with 
Susan’s parents, while my Dad would come out to Bismarck on 
the holidays we were not in Royal Oak. I know we took Sarah 
and Kate to lots of places. They were both good travelers, and 
those desks I made for them worked very well.

Maintaining and Improving Our Old Home

Our family life was going great, as was my law practice. 
We soon started making improvements in our “new” old home. 
Susan got to work in the yard as she has always loved to 
garden. The west side of our yard had a row of huge Chinese 
Elm trees, there was a very tall fir tree in the front yard, there 
was a topped elm in the middle and toward the front of the 
back yard, there was an old alley easement across the north/ 
back ten feet of our lot with an old shed on it (which was soon 
removed), a row of three or four Juniper- type trees on the 
south side of the easement, and a large Chinese Elm behind 
the garage. There were wall-to-wall carpets in the living room 
and dining room hiding the beautiful oak hardwood floors in the 
house. There was a rather ugly fake wood-paneled closet in 
our bedroom to replace the closet that had to be removed when 
the people before us built a bedroom into the third-floor attic. 
The kitchen cabinets were not very good. The basement was 
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dark with large hard to use shelves (which I quickly removed 
so I could paint the walls and brighten things up). The coal 
bin had been converted into a room in the early 1930s. There 
was a bit of state history built into the conversion of the coal 
bin into an office as a large false fireplace was installed using 
several large rock steps taken from the ruins of the old capitol, 
which burned on December 28th, 1930. The hot water heating 
system was serviced by a huge old-fashioned coal-fired boiler 
converted to gas in 1931. We finally replaced the boiler with 
an efficient boiler in 2007, and it works great. Susan loves the 
hot water radiators as in the winter; she sits on them to warm.

By the end of the 1970’s, we had the house and the 
yard pretty well shaped up. The first project was simply 
repainting the kitchen to suit us temporarily until we decided 
what we wanted to do with the kitchen. Another priority project 
was to have a 1¼“ square tube handrail installed on the 
east side of the house between the sidewalk/steps and the 
driveway. In the back yard, we started having trees removed 
along the west side of the yard as we wanted to build a 4’ 
high chain-link fence around the yard so the kids could safely 
play outside. Along with removing some trees, I wanted to get 
the unused alley easement vacated. Since I was a lawyer, I 
looked up the record title owners of all the lots on the block 
and the mortgage holders. I prepared a document to vacate 
the easement running into our yard 20’ wide from the north 
side of the block and 10” wide across the back of our lot. 
The easement going to the west for my neighbor on the west 
to have access to Raymond Street was not touched. Every 
owner and every mortgage holder were glad to sign.

After the easement was vacated, we fenced the back 
yard and removed the juniper- type trees. First, I had the 
posts for the fence installed, and then I had a retaining wall 
of railroad ties built, being notched into my side of the fence 
posts just inside the lot line, and then fill placed along the 
retaining wall to make the backyard level all the way across. 
After the fence was installed, the backyard was a safe place 
for our kids to play. When the girls were old enough to run 
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and climb, I built them a playhouse behind the garage with 
a ladder inside so they could climb up and play on its roof. 
When the kids were grown and outbuilding their own lives, we 
converted the play house into a place for Susan to pot plants 
and sit and enjoy her garden.

Aside from the back yard, our next major project 
was the total renovation of our kitchen and our second-floor 
bathroom in 1976. I stripped both rooms right down to the wall 
studs, which was a real mess from the plaster and lath and 
all the dust collected over time. I had a dumpster put against 
the house right under the north kitchen window. I shoveled the 
plaster and lath from the upstairs bathroom into the kitchen 
through an opening in the floor. Then I shoveled all of the 
plaster and lath out the kitchen window into the dumpster. 
Those few exterior walls were insulated as there was (and 
still is) no insulation in any of the other walls. New wiring and 
plumbing were installed, along with a new sink, dishwasher, 
and bottom cabinets of birch, which we painted white and 
wall cabinets in oak. The oak cabinets on the south wall are 
covered with four doors holding stained glass windows with a 
design suggested by Susan and created by the Stained-Glass 
Workshop in Fargo. I hired my Kiwanis friend architect Don 
Jiran to layout and design our kitchen. His design included the 
indirect fluorescent lights in the oak beams on the ceiling. In 
the second-floor bathroom, we kept the cast-iron bathtub that 
Susan still loves, but we put in a new sink, better lighting, and 
a towel/miscellaneous cabinet. Overall, it turned out great. 
The kitchen is still the same except for several new floors and 
countertops.

In 1997, we had the house all to ourselves once again. 
We had the second-floor bathroom, and the room in the 
northeast corner was made into one large bathroom designed 
by Susan featuring her cast iron bathtub situated at an angle in 
the northeast corner of the room. The sink was mounted in an 
antique dresser, which was cut to fit in perfectly. The old part 
of the bathroom became a shower room for me as until then, 
I had always had to shower in the basement. The doorway to 
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the old bathroom was made into a display cabinet with glass 
doors. We’ve had all the wood floors refinished several times, 
and we’ve had interior and exterior painting done. We have 
done our best to keep our home well maintained.

I’m sure it was before the kitchen project, but we 
expanded the patio with bricks at the front of the backyard 
adjacent to the concrete patio slab. I installed it one brick at 
a time on my knees. It has a rounded curve edge of brick 
perpendicular to the pattern of the installed bricks. Even though 
I wore knee pads, I felt every brick going in, but it turned out 
well as it still looks okay after all of these years. After years 
of trying different trees, we finally planted a Norwegian Maple 
in the circular opening toward the patio’s west side. We took 
down the last of the large elm tree in our back yard when 
we bought our house. A lovely tradition we have followed is 
placing into our patio name bricks for our beloved pets with 
their names, and the years they were with us as part of our 
family.

Having maintained our home, Susan and I expect to 
spend a long and happy retirement in Bismarck’s lovely home. 
One final note about our house. Old Bismarckers know it as 
“The Old McKinnon House,” but the McKinnon family only 
lived in it for 28 years, a record which we have long since 
surpassed. I hope someday Bismarckers will refer to it as 
“The Old Wefald House.”

Tom Completes Our Family

By 1975 we decided we wanted to adopt another child, 
so we went back to Lutheran Social Services and went through 
the process once again, but this time we tried to start waiting 
immediately. More special needs babies were being placed 
at that time, and we were told the wait would be shorter for 
a special needs baby. The social worker, however, did ask 
us what we wanted. I said I wanted a normal, white healthy 
baby boy. Susan said something like, “Oh, Bob.” But early in 
November 1977, we were called to come to Minot to pick up 
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our baby boy, who we named Thomas Olav Wefald. Indeed, 
having a good friend like Tom Smith made us favor the name, 
and we gave him my Dad’s name as his middle name. We 
took Sarah and Kate to Minot with us to pick up Tom, and they 
were just great with him. After a small ceremony adding Tom to 
our family, we drove back to Bismarck. It was an exciting drive 
as a dangerous prisoner had escaped from the Ward County 
jail, and we went through three law enforcement barricades 
with officers behind vehicles with weapons pointed at our car.

Tom had been born in Williston, and his heritage 
is 3/8th Norwegian, 1/4th Swede, 1/8th French, Dutch and 
Irish. Sarah, of course, is well over 7/8ths Norwegian with 
a little Swede, while Kate is half Norwegian, 1/4 Dutch and 
1/4 Bohemian. The wonderful thing is that with three different 
sets of biological parents, our children have similar looks, so 
we all fit well together in our family. There is a great picture 
of us taken in 1983 on the capitol lawn when I was Attorney 
General. We always, from the very beginning, made sure we 
talked about adoption with the kids. We said Sarah and Tom 
were adopted while Kate was homegrown. One evening as 
Susan was putting Sarah to bed, she talked with her about 
what little information we knew about her birth parents. When 
she told Sarah what we knew, Susan asked her if she had any 
questions. Sarah’s question was, “What kind of car do they 
drive?” We knew she would be fine.

The routine Susan and I developed when we had Sarah 
and Kate served us well when we added Tom to our family. 
For all three kids, when I came home from work, Susan would 
hand me the one who had been fussing a little. As babies, 
I would put them up on my right shoulder while patting the 
baby’s back with my left hand as I walked the baby around 
the first floor. It worked to calm them down every time. Susan 
would always make supper, and after supper, we took turns 
doing the dishes or bathing the kids and getting them ready 
for bed. After the kids were old enough to no longer need 
help with bath time, I did the dishes every night. Some years 
later, I started doing the laundry for the family, and I still do 
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both the dishes and the laundry, and Susan still cooks great 
meals. Whenever I would ruin one of Susan’s garments in the 
laundry, she would never get upset; rather she would simply 
tell me how to do it in the future. Then she would go out and 
buy a new replacement garment. Susan loves gardening and 
working outside, so all I do outside is shovel snow. I did build 
several trellises for her. We’ve always had a great family and 
home working/sharing relationship.

As a lifelong Girl Scout, Susan got involved with 
Girl Scouts as soon as we moved to Bismarck. When she 
volunteered, they asked her to be a trainer of adult leaders. 
When she told them I was an attorney, they said, “Great. 
He’s on the Finance Committee,” and I served for most of 
the 1970s, helping to raise money. Susan also got the girls 
involved in Brownies. Of course, our vacations and trips now 
included Tom, who was as great a traveler as Sarah and Kate. 
Just before he turned two in October 1979 I went to a Boston 
seminar and I took Tom with me as he could fly for free. I 
carried him as I did Sarah and Kate in a lightweight and very 
simple backpack carrier to have his head even with my head, 
and he could look all around. Geridee Wheeler, Bert’s then 
wife, asked me why I took him to Boston, and I said, “He’s 
never been there.”
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NORTH DAKOTA POLITICS AND ME

Getting Deeply Involved In Politics

Throughout the 1970’s I worked my way up in the 
Republican party from block worker to District Chairman 
to candidate for Attorney General. It took a lot of work, but 
I enjoyed it. When I arrived in Bismarck, Burleigh County 
was one legislative election district - District 32 - with three 
senators and six representatives. With the Republican party as 
dominant as it was, the Democrats had no chance of electing 
any candidate to the Legislature, since with one Burleigh 
County mutli-senator/representative district, all of the voters 
got to vote for all of the senators and representatives. Thus, 
every Republican candidate usually got more votes than any 
Democrat candidate.

The “North Dakota Blue Book” issued during North 
Dakota’s Centennial, covered all of the Legislatures since 
statehood. It shows that Burleigh County was one single 
legislative district - District 27 - from statehood through the 
Legislature’s 1965 session with only one senator. From 
statehood through the 1911 session of the Legislature, District 
27 had two representatives. It had three representatives from 
the 1913 session of the Legislature through the 1963 session 
of the Legislature. During the 1965 session of the Legislature, 
District 27 had five representatives.

1966 must have been a painful year for the old 
Burleigh County politicians. That year, they lost the District 
27 designation for Burleigh County, becoming District 32 as 
a single county legislative election district. But for the first 
time, Burleigh County gained two senators for a total of three 
senators and six representatives in the 1967 session of the 
Legislature. It remained that way through the 1971 session 
of the Legislature. In 1972 District 32 shrunk from being all of 
Burleigh County to only include the City of Bismarck, but it kept 
three senators and six representatives for the Legislature’s 
1973 and 1975 sessions. Following the 1975 session of the 
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Legislature, North Dakota was redistricted into 50 election 
districts.  Districts 40 and 50 were combined to include the 
Minot Air Force Base. Districts 17 and 18 were combined to 
include the Grand Forks Air Force Base. These combined 
districts had two senators and four representatives each.

In 1976 Bismarck was divided into three legislative 
election districts - Districts 32, 47, and 49. In 1976 the 
Democrats were able to elect a senator and one representative 
in District 32. Our address of 312 West Avenue B put us in 
District 47, the most heavily Republican district.

It was against this background of the politics of 
redistricting in the Legislature and in the courts that I worked 
my way up in Republican politics in the 1970s. My first big 
political test came in 1974 when at the District 32 Republican 
Convention, in concert with my good friend Tom Smith, I led 
a successful effort to change the way delegates from District 
32 were elected to the State Republican Convention. Up to 
that moment, delegates were selected by a small handful of 
political insiders as a slate of delegates was simply presented 
to the District 32 Republican Convention for what amounted 
to automatic approval. The slate typically consisted of lots of 
big donors and very few actual “in the trenches” Republican 
workers. Some of us were a little disturbed that at the 1972 
State Republican Convention, the Bismarck delegation did 
not contain very many “in the trenches” Republican workers. It 
seemed the way to become a state convention delegate was 
to donate money and skip the burden of getting our candidates 
elected.

Tom and I prepared a written motion we were going to 
make, and we handed it out at the beginning of the District 32 
Republican Convention in the ballroom of the Grand Pacific 
Hotel on Fourth Street so everyone could read it. It would be 
brought up in new business at the end of the convention. The 
motion called for 60% of the delegates to the State Republican 
Convention to be selected by the precincts with the other 40% 
to be chosen by the nominating committee. This was a radical 
change not favored by the power structure of the District 32 
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Republican party. An attempt was made to block this motion 
from coming to the floor, but I was prepared with the correct 
response, and thus I was able to make the motion. No one left 
the convention early as everyone wanted to see what would 
happen. Of course, at the District 32 Republican Convention, 
the majority of the people there were the party workers, and 
they loved the idea. Some of them had worked for years and 
had never been chosen as delegates to the State Republican 
Convention. The motion passed overwhelmingly. Ever since 
delegation selection to the State Republican Convention has 
been more open in Bismarck and lots of hard-working, small 
money Republicans have gotten to be delegates.

With Bismarck’s redistricting in 1976 into Districts 32, 
47 and 49, the Republican parties in all three districts had 
to reorganize. When District 47 reorganized early in 1976, I 
was on active duty in San Diego, so I was not able to run for 
chairman, but after the election, District 47 had to reorganize 
as all-district political parties do after every election. When we 
reorganized, I was elected as chairman. With that job, I provided 
some leadership with the Districts 32 and 49 Republican 
parties to form what became a very successful political force. 
The three districts formed the Bismarck Area Republican 
Council - BARC. I did most of the bylaws’ work, which allowed 
for three voting representatives from each district. Burleigh 
County, and then Bismarck, enjoyed tremendous Republican 
success when they were a single legislative district. BARC 
allowed us to retain the semblance of a strong and unified 
Bismarck Republican Party. Although the Democrats enjoyed 
some success in electing people for a while, Bismarck has 
essentially remained a very good Republican stronghold.

Being involved in Republican politics, I met more 
and more active Republicans, the ones who would usually 
be delegates to the State Republican Convention. All those 
contacts and hard work, as well as my work in the State Bar 
Association of North Dakota, gave me the confidence to 
announce in July 1979 that I was running for the Republican 
endorsement for the office of Attorney General. It would be a 
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perfect job for me.
Al Olson was well thought of in Bismarck and around the 

state. He sought and received the Republican endorsement 
for Attorney General and was elected to a four-year term in 
the 1972 general election, being reelected in 1976. I was 
confident Al would run for Governor in 1980, so in the summer 
of 1979, I went to see him to tell him I was running for Attorney 
General in 1980 since there would be no incumbent AG. I was 
confident Al would run for Governor in 1980, so in the summer 
of 1979, I went to see him to tell him I was running for Attorney 
General as I was sure his office would be open.

Before I announced, I started putting together a 
statewide group of Republican leaders, legislators, and 
lawyers to support my candidacy. I was pleased with the many 
positive responses I received, as everyone knew Al Olson was 
running for Governor, even though he had not yet announced. 
I had campaign stationery printed with their names down both 
sides of the page. It was an impressive committee. Most of 
them became delegates to the state convention, which helped 
a lot.

When I announced I was running for the Republican 
endorsement for Attorney General on July 26th, 1979, I was 
the first announced candidate of either party for any statewide 
office for the 1980 general election. The announcement was 
held in the Wheeler Wolf Wefald & Peterson conference 
room in our second-floor offices at 220 North Fourth Street 
in Bismarck. There was an advantage of getting in the race 
first as I could begin contacting people, particularly lawyers, 
to support my candidacy plus, every time someone else 
announced, the article would mention my name as a declared 
candidate.

For the rest of 1979, I paid attention to my law practice 
and stayed in touch with the Republican party in Bismarck 
and all across the state. As District 47 chairman, I went to 
State Republican Party Executive Committee meetings where 
I made lots of good contacts, and I put together a good list of 
supporters.
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There was a downside to being District 47 chairman, 
and thus on the Republican State Committee. John Sellie of 
Cathay was the State Republican party chairman, and he was 
not well regarded by many “in the trenches” Republicans in 
the bigger city districts. He and I butted heads fairly often, but 
we liked and respected one another. He just hated an initiative 
I got the state party to adopt. I proposed we set up a State 
Republican Leadership Trust to which people would give 
$100 a year to help pay for statewide candidates’ campaigns. 
It included a formula on what percentage of the funds would 
be given to candidates for statewide office. This was before 
I announced my candidacy for Attorney General. John hated 
the idea as it would divert money that would otherwise go to 
the state party.

I realized early on in my political career that money 
raised by the state Republican party went mainly to support 
itself, with very little of the funds raised going to statewide 
candidates. I’m sure that’s true with the state Democratic party 
as well. I believe that the state party should fund statewide 
candidates, while the district parties should fund candidates 
for the Legislature for their districts. I have no doubt it remains 
true that the state parties raise money mainly to pay rent and 
salaries of the executive director and staff members. They 
would be better off if both state party headquarters consisted 
of a clerk to send out mailings and a post office box to receive 
the checks. Of course, that is too simple, but the state political 
parties needless overhead and more money in the bank for 
campaigns. It should be noted that very few people agree with 
me as both parties seem to enjoy having big state headquarters 
with an executive director and staff.

Fortunately, through the Bismarck Area Republican 
Council (BARC), we raised money collectively for all three 
districts with an attitude of “all for one, and one for all.” District 
47 always contributed the most campaign funds, which were 
fairly evenly divided among the district campaigns. Legislative 
candidates raised money on their own, but there was a real 
sense of pooling the campaign money, regardless of who 
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raised it, which, of course, led to continued Republican 
victories in Bismarck.

The 1980 Attorney General Campaign

By 1980 I had put together an excellent committee to 
support my candidacy. I was eager and ready to do all of the 
hard work of going to all the district party conventions, which 
had to take place before the Republican State Convention 
in Bismarck, scheduled for April 17th - 19th, 1980. I don’t 
remember the exact time frame of the district conventions, 
but because of the need to get the delegate lists prepared and 
circulated from all 50 districts (four districts constituted two 
multisenator districts as I previously mentioned), the district 
conventions to select the delegates had to be completed early 
in March. My recollection is that they started in the last part of 
January, with most of them being held in February. They were 
all over the state and held without any coordination so all of 
us candidates would have to crisscross the state. One night 
you would be in the southeast, and the next night you’d be in 
the northwest. Mercifully, Bismarck and the bigger cities had 
combined district conventions, so on some nights, we could 
attend three or four district conventions at one time.

There were four of us seeking the Republican 
endorsement for Attorney General - John Olson, a Bismarck 
lawyer; Duane “Dewey” Breitling, a lawyer in West Fargo; Dale 
Sandstrom, an Assistant Attorney General on Al Olson’s staff; 
and me. Duane Breitling had been an attorney longer than 
anyone of us, but he was not well known outside of Fargo/
West Fargo, and he had no exposure in the Republican party. 
Dale Sandstrom had lots of Republican party experience, but 
he had the least legal experience of the four of us, and he 
had no private practice experience. John Olson had some 
Republican party experience and experience as the Burleigh 
County State’s Attorney, so he was relatively well known in 
this area, and he had a good reputation. Of the other three 
candidates, I thought John Olson was the candidate who 
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would give me the closest competition. My strategy was to 
concentrate on beating John Olson. His “secret” asset was 
his then wife Carol Olson, who was, and still is, a very shrewd 
political operative. My “secret” asset was my friend Tom Smith, 
who did know where all the bodies were buried.

All four of us went to all the district conventions. It got to 
the point where we could all give each others’ stump speech. I 
enjoyed campaigning with them as we all got along rather well, 
and no one tried to derail anyone else’s campaign. Of course, 
Al Olson was out there with us running for Governor, and Mark 
Andrews was running for the US Senate to take the seat held 
by Senator Young, who was retiring. They would get the most 
attention, which was natural and very understandable. All I 
wanted was a chance to speak for a few minutes in front of 
everyone and to hang around and shake as many hands as 
possible. We had a great crew of Republican candidates for 
all of the offices.

When the district conventions ended, a list of delegates 
and alternates was provided to all candidates. I immediately 
wrote to all of the delegates and alternates. Looking back on it 
from 30 years, it was an enormous amount of work. But it was 
fun and exciting, and it was what I came back to North Dakota 
to do. This was my chance to run for a statewide office. My 
strategy was simple - work hard. Of course, writing individual 
letters before we had small office word processors was a 
significant job. What helped me was the WATS (Wide Area 
Telephone Service) line I had installed in my law office so I 
could, and did, call every delegate and alternate. I would point 
blank ask them to commit to voting for me or tell me who they 
were committed to already. If they said they were undecided, I 
would briefly describe all four of us candidates for them. I told 
them Duane Breitling had the most legal experience, but no 
real prior involvement with the Republican party; John Olson 
had good legal experience, but he too did not have as much 
prior involvement with the Republican party; Dale Sandstrom 
had lots of Republican experience, but little law experience 
and no private practice experience; and I told them I had both 
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a great record of Republican party service and lots of private 
practice law experience.

It turned out that I was a good party politician and a 
lousy public politician. I knew the delegates to the Republican 
convention were mostly true believers, so strong Republican 
credentials in a candidate were essential to them. I believe 
my phone calls with every delegate and alternate, notably 
those genuinely undecided, won me support, moving Dale 
Sandstrom into second place and putting John Olson into 
third place. I learned from all the work of talking to every 
single delegate and alternate that unless someone tells you 
straight out that, “Bob, I support you and I’ll vote for you,” 
they’re probably going to vote for another candidate. I did 
respect those who told me they were supporting Dale or John 
or Duane as that helped my planning.

By the time the convention opened in Bismarck, I was 
ready. I had a couple of billboards with a huge photo of me 
on them within a few blocks of the Civic Center, and I had 
brochures, banners, and posters displayed around the Civic 
Center. I had recruited Minot attorney Harris Kenner to give 
my nominating speech. He was a good Republican and a good 
lawyer. Representative Jack Murphy from Killdeer would give 
a seconding speech for me. During two legislative interims, I 
had worked with him when I served as a Legislative Counsel 
part-time employee to staff the Interim Committee that rewrote 
the criminal code. He was a great, good old cowboy. And 
Susan would give another seconding speech. I wanted the 
convention to see Susan and hear her speak so they would 
know she is an excellent person. She is a much better real-
world politician than I ever even dreamed I could be.

Friday morning, April 18th, 1980, I had rented a room in 
the Civic Center, and I had a catered breakfast served for all 
of my committee members. There must have been 40 people 
there. Without relying on too many notes, I went over with 
them, district by district, what my count was as to how many 
delegates each of the four of us had committed to us in each 
district. I still have the document I prepared district by district 
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to allow me to calculate the gain or loss by district on each of 
the first four ballots. I thought the voting would take three or 
four ballots for one of us to get more than 450 votes needed 
to win the endorsement as there were 898 delegates. I told 
them I had 249 committed delegates, John Olson had 77, 
Dale Sandstrom had 54, Duane Breitling had 46, and there 
were 472 uncommitted. I asked them to work on the floor in 
their districts to get me more votes. I also told them that I 
had asked people to vote for me on the second ballot if they 
couldn’t vote for me on the first.

The only real mistake I made was believing those 
who told me they were uncommitted. I had 58% of the 426 
committed delegates, so I figured I could get 58% of the 472 
uncommitted delegates, 273. On the first ballot I only picked 
up 50 uncommitted delegates, so I immediately realized my 
mistake - most of the “uncommitted” delegates were committed 
to a candidate other than me. But I shook it off and waded out 
onto the convention floor, going from delegation to delegation 
asking for a few more votes. Many people said they were 
very impressed with how I quickly worked the floor between 
the first and second votes. On the first vote picking up 50 
“uncommitted” delegates, I was the leading vote-getter with 
299 votes. In third place, John Olson was where I had hoped 
he would be having picked up 127 “uncommitted” delegates 
for 204 votes. Dale Sandstrom picked up 193 “uncommitted” 
delegates for 247 votes and second place. Duane Breitling 
picked up 102 “uncommitted” delegates for fourth place with 
148 votes.

On the second ballot, I picked up 80 more votes for 379 
votes, Olson lost 16 votes for 188 votes, Sandstrom picked 
up 9 votes for 256, while Breitling lost 74 votes for 74 votes. I 
picked up 100 votes for 479 votes to clinch the endorsement 
on the third and final ballot. It was indeed a thrilling moment! 
In my enthusiasm, I hugged Chairman John Sellie when I was 
brought up onto the stage, and John, Dale, and Duane all 
congratulated me. The next morning, on both of my billboards 
the Newman Sign Company pasted a big “Thanks!” banner 
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across them. I suppose this would have been embarrassing 
if I had lost, but the company representative had met with 
me earlier and agreed to do this. I know it impressed some 
delegates. One positive political impact of this convention is 
that people left there believing I could win in November, and I 
believed that as well.

I wasted no time switching from a “win the endorsement” 
mode to a “win the election” mode. I hired the Harold Flint 
Agency of Fargo to handle my advertising with Don Nelson as 
the agent who did the work on my campaign. We wound up 
spending $60,000 on the entire campaign, and I had to borrow 
$40,000 of that against the hope of raising that $40,000, which 
I did within a year after the election.

The Democrats endorsed Fargo attorney Alice Olson 
for Attorney General at their convention on Saturday, June 
7th, 1980, in Fargo. Ultimately her endorsement drew enough 
Democrats to support me that I won the election. She was a 
good candidate for them, as the name Olson in itself was a 
major plus. Would the voters appreciate that Alice Olson was 
not Allen Olson? Fortunately, Al Olson won the Republican 
endorsement for Governor and he stood next to me in my 
two TV commercials essentially stating that he was running 
for Governor and he was supporting me for Attorney General, 
thus rather successfully trying to avoid confusion as to whether 
Al Olson was running again for Attorney General.

It was rumored that Alice Olson had been arrested 
during the riots at the 1968 Democratic National Convention 
in Chicago when the Democrats were ripped apart by the 
Vietnam War, so she had a reputation as an antiwar activist, 
but I don’t think that hurt her. But what did hurt her campaign 
and what drove quite a few loyal Democrats away from her 
was Governor Bill Guy’s loss by 186 votes to Senator Milton 
Young in the 1974 US Senate race. Bill Guy was a very popular 
Governor from 1961 through 1972 when he ran against 
Milton Young in 1974. Everyone believed he lost because a 
liberal Democrat, James Jungroth of Jamestown, ran as an 
independent for the Senate and received 6,679 votes, most 
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of which would have gone to Bill Guy. Alice Olson was an 
avid supporter of James Jungroth, and the Bill Guy supporters 
were very angry with her. I had several prominent Democrats 
send me checks and tell me they were voting for me.

Looking back 30 years, while I can see the campaign 
was a lot of work, most of the details have faded. I did campaign 
hand-to-hand all over the state while still trying to find some 
time to practice law and be with my family. I know one-on-one I 
shook hands with and handed brochures to more than 20,000 
people. If I saw anyone discard my brochure, I would pick it 
up and reuse it as I knew how much they cost. Sometimes I 
campaigned by myself, while at other times, I campaigned 
with other candidates. Al Olson invited me to go campaigning 
with him quite often, which was great as he always had a 
driver and perhaps a campaign aide. I rode in a few parades, 
went to the State Fair in Minot, and several county fairs, and 
I went to lots of Republican picnics and meetings. I also took 
advantage of a program promoted by the state party in which 
I stayed in several Republicans’ homes to avoid the costs of 
hotels. A plus was that some of them would send me on my 
way with a check.

In terms of advertising, somehow, we did it all with a 
budget of about $60,000, including billboards for two months 
before the election, TV, radio, daily and weekly newspapers, 
and more than 20,000 brochures.

A reporter with the Grand Forks Herald, Tim Fought, 
best captured the pace as he wrote about being with me as I 
campaigned in Anamoose.

ANAMOOSE, N.D. - It is a numbing routine:
“Hi, I’m Bob Wefald. Republican candidate for Attorney 

General. Won’t you please take this and read it? There’s a lot of 
good information in there.”

It takes perhaps 15 seconds.
The potential voter gets a brochure and a direct look. Wefald 

thinks that steady, eye-to-eye contact will fix him in the voter’s mind.
....
There is little chance for conversation between candidate 
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and potential voter, and Wefald doesn’t encourage it. His goal is to 
be seen by as many people as he can.

He professes to enjoy it.
“I could do this 24 hours a day, seven days a week.” Given 

this perception of the race, it is just as well for him that he likes it.
....
Olson has not campaigned town-to-town nearly as much as 

Wefald, and Wefald clearly thinks that the routine will pay off for 
him.

Voters he said, “like to see us suffer. They like to see us 
work.”

Wefald recently worked the north central part of the state 
along with five other Republican candidates going to Velva, Balfour, 
Kief, Drake and Anamoose in an afternoon.

Wefald proved to be an intense, efficient campaigner. He was 
first always - getting to town first to finish finding as many people 
around as could be found, first out of town.

Visiting the weekly and daily newspapers as well as the 
local radio stations and the TV stations was always a good 
opportunity as they were glad to talk with candidates. They 
would do stories about you and your campaign, so you would 
often get a picture in the paper with a story or be on TV or on 
the radio. All the media did an excellent job of trying to cover 
the election for the voters. The newspapers did a more in-
depth job of reporting on all the candidates.

The polls were not looking good for me, and I remember 
Don Nelson of the Flint Agency trying to prepare me for 
possible defeat. I told him I wasn’t worried about the polls 
and that I would win, and I was going to work as hard as I 
could right to election day. One poll had Alice Olson ahead 
of me 2 to 1. Of course, the only poll that counts is the one 
that includes everyone who votes on election day, and I was 
confident I would come out on top. When I won, Don Nelson 
sent me a letter with three words in big letters, “Confidence! 
Confidence! Confidence!”

With my hard work strategy and plowing straight ahead, 
while taking on the necessary debt, and trying to maintain my 
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practice and my family, I got through it all right up to election 
night. On election night, our Republican Victory Party was 
held at what is now the Ramkota Hotel across from Kirkwood 
Mall. We lined up a babysitter for the kids, and Susan and I 
went to the party after the polls closed. Ronald Reagan was 
already winning for president, and signs were good for most 
Republicans. By 10:00 p.m. many races had been decided as 
concessions were given and victory speeches made. The local 
Bismarck races resulted in a clean sweep for the Republicans 
in Districts 47 and 49 and a senator in District 32. By 11:00 
p.m., my race was still too close to call, so Susan and I went 
home and went to bed. Early in the morning, I got a call from 
a radio reporter Darrell Dorgan, a solid Democrat, telling me 
I was 10,000 votes ahead and that he was declaring me the 
winner. Not too long after that, I got a call from Alice Olson 
congratulating me, followed by lots of congratulations! I can 
tell you from hard experience that you get more calls and 
letters when you win than when you lose.

It felt great to win! The official election results had me 
with 149,189 to 138,092, a margin of 11,097 for 52%. Right 
after the election, I went on two weeks of previously scheduled 
active duty with the Naval Reserve in San Diego, which helped 
me rest. On the middle weekend of my two weeks, I flew to 
Phoenix to attend a meeting of the National Association of 
Attorneys General (NAAG), where I started meeting AG’s from 
around the country and members of the NAAG staff. While I 
was in San Diego, I made some decisions about who I wanted 
to work with me, so I wrote most of the attorneys in the AG’s 
office and told them whether I wanted them to stay. Three of 
them were gone by January 1st when I officially took office.

It didn’t take much work to close down my law practice 
as other lawyers in the firm took over my clients and cases. 
I sold out for a modest sum and left the firm. There was not 
much left of my practice by the time I was elected, so Al Olson 
helped me by hiring me for December as an Assistant Attorney 
General, thus allowing me to receive a paycheck while being 
able to begin to learn my way around the AG’s office. The 
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AG’s staff was very good, with office manager Dormilee “Dee” 
Diede running a very tight ship. She and I came to be friends, 
and we had a great working relationship.

There was one interesting thing that happened as the 
office was passed from Al Olson to me. The term of office 
of all state officials started on January 1st. If you signed the 
oath of office before January 1st, you could immediately start 
doing the duties of your office on January 1st, even though 
the official inauguration was not until a few days later when 
the Legislature convenes. That’s the public ceremony, but you 
are already in the office. Al Olson liked Art Link, the two-term 
Governor who he defeated. He and Art Link both thought Art 
Link should stay in office as Governor until the formal inaugural 
on Tuesday, January 6th, 1981. His schedule did not matter 
to me as I explained that I was moving into the AG’s office 
on New Year’s Day to be ready to go when the Legislature 
opened on Monday, January 5th. So he moved out and was 
“homeless” until the afternoon of January 6th. His kindness 
would come back to bite him when George Sinner, who 
defeated him in 1984, with two Supreme Court appointments 
pending, signed the oath of office and took office one moment 
into January 1st.
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MY ONE TERM AS ATTORNEY GENERAL

It Was A Great Job

I loved being the Attorney General! I had a great big 
office with beautiful real wood paneling and high ceilings, 
which has been used by every Attorney General since 1934. 
When Al Olson went across the hall to be Governor, he moved 
the Governor’s office from the small, beautifully paneled 
office right off the Governor’s reception room into the large 
conference room directly across from the Attorney General’s 
office. That’s the office the Governors have used ever since.

One of the first decisions I made was to hire Calvin 
Rolfson as First Assistant Attorney General. Since I had three 
other lawyer positions open, I hired some new lawyers. There 
were no women lawyers on the staff, and I quickly changed 
that. The Equal Rights Amendment was being circulated 
among the states, so I was very conscious of the women’s 
movement. I was happy to publicly support the Equal Rights 
Amendment as I truly respected Susan, and I wanted a bright 
future for my daughters. Getting more women lawyers hired 
was the right thing to do.

I did not reorganize the staff. The only outward change 
I made was to prohibit the receptionist from screening calls. If 
I was in, I would take anyone’s call, and I expected the rest of 
the attorneys and the staff to do so as well.

Visiting the staff and the various offices was a priority, 
which I enjoyed. In addition to the staff of lawyers, there 
was a consumer affairs division, a licensing division, the fire 
marshal office, the Crime Bureau, and the Drug Enforcement 
Unit. During my four years, I supervised an office staff of 75 
lawyers, civil and criminal investigators, licensing regulators 
and support staff, and 28 lawyers in other government offices 
and more than 30 part-time private practice lawyers working 
on assigned cases for various part-time boards. We also 
managed a biennial budget of $6.6 million, and we regulated 
and controlled the state’s charitable gaming industry.
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Concerning those full-time lawyers located in other 
government agencies, they had all been designated as Special 
Assistant Attorneys General, just like the part-time private 
practice lawyers working on assigned cases or for various 
part-time boards. I thought there should be a distinction 
between full-time lawyers and part-time lawyers. Therefore, I 
appointed all full-time lawyers as Assistant Attorneys General, 
and I gave them very nice certificates of appointment. I also 
gave similar certificates to all of the part-time lawyers serving 
as Special Assistant Attorneys General. I wanted everybody 
to understand they worked for the Attorney General and that 
we would all speak with one legal voice. If conflict ever arose 
between agencies, I picked an agency the AG’s staff would 
represent, and I hired an outside lawyer for the other agency. 
This system worked very well, and I think most full-time 
agency lawyers like having a closer working relationship with 
the Attorney General’s office.

There were two changes I made in office legal 
procedures, both of which have lasted. As a lawyer, I never 
liked the way the Attorney General’s Opinions were written. 
They were in a letter format, and they seemed to me to never 
express a clear opinion. These letters were intended to advise 
state, county, city, and legislative officials who requested it. 
When issued, they would give the official requesting protection 
for their actions when they followed that advice. Staff lawyers 
would write these letters to be signed by the Attorney General.

The very first letter brought to me for my signature was 
on a corporate matter. Although essentially legally correct, the 
advice it gave was not very clear and was contrary to the way 
things were actually done in the real world. I knew I had to get 
this resolved right away, so I had the opinion rewritten and put 
into a new format. The opinions would be numbered. At the 
beginning of the opinion the question presented is stated, and 
the clear answer of the Attorney General is given followed by 
a discussion of the applicable law.

The other change I was thrilled to make was to order 
that all work, briefs, and documents, including all documents 
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filed with the courts, were to be prepared on 81/2 x 11 paper. 
Up to that time, the tradition was that most documents were 
prepared on 81/2 x 14 “legal” size paper. I had refused to 
use “legal” size paper in private practice as much as I could. 
“Legal” size paper did not fit well in files as the document’s 
bottom three inches were usually bent up to fit. When Larry 
Spears of the Court Administrator’s Office of the Supreme 
Court found out what I had done, he asked me to write to 
the Supreme Court to suggest this change be implemented 
statewide for all documents filed in court. Our Supreme Court 
must have been waiting for this opportunity because an order 
banning “legal” size documents was quickly issued. The 
federal court for the District of North Dakota promptly followed 
with a similar order. After I took office, “legal” size paper for 
court documents quickly became a thing of the past within a 
few months.

I also wanted to make sure the lawyers were paid 
professional salaries. I was shocked to find that young 
lawyers in the Attorney General’s office were not being paid 
very well. Several lawyers who came to the AG’s office from 
clerkships on our Supreme Court took a cut in pay. I was 
proud that I pushed for more pay for all Assistant Attorneys 
General. During my first year in office Tax Commissioner Kent 
Conrad came to my office with a red-haired young attorney. 
He said he wanted to hire her and have me appoint her as 
an Assistant Attorney General in the Tax Department. I told 
him I’d be happy to do that, but first, I wanted to know what 
he would pay her. The salary he said he would pay her was 
much lower than the level of salaries I wanted to see for these 
professionals. I told him I would not appoint her unless he gave 
her a competitive salary. This young attorney just sat there as 
Kent, and I negotiated her salary with me wanting it higher, 
and he wanted it lower as he said his budget couldn’t afford 
it. We finally agreed on a two-step salary that would start her 
at a decent salary and then move her to a competitive salary 
within six months. Thus, Heidi Heitkamp became an Assistant 
Attorney General. She became a very successful Democrat 
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politician. Tax Commissioner Kent Conrad was elected to the 
US Senate in 1986, and Governor George Sinner appointed 
her to Kent’s unexpired term as Tax Commissioner. She was 
elected to her own four-year term as Tax Commissioner in 
1988, followed by her election as Attorney General for two 
terms in 1992 and 1996. She lost for Governor in 2000, but in 
2012 she was elected to the US Senate for one six-year term. 
I like to think appointing her as an Assistant Attorney General 
to work in the Tax Department, and fighting for an appropriate 
salary for her helped her out on her successful political career.

Running the office with Dee’s help was easy. Dee 
was a petite woman and a very forceful woman. No one ever 
messed with her as she ran a very “tight ship.” Handling all 
of the issues was more challenging, and there were all kinds 
of tough issues. Al Olson left the ARC lawsuit, jail rules, and 
gambling for me, plus I had the privilege of dealing with law 
enforcement. This is how I handled those issues.

Association of Retarded Citizens Lawsuit

Late in Allen Olson’s final year as AG, the Association 
of Retarded Citizens filed a lawsuit seeking to have the 
treatment of retarded citizens at the State Hospital in Grafton 
declared to violate the residents’ constitutional rights. He got 
an extension of time so his successor, whoever it would be, 
could handle the entire lawsuit. Thus, this was the first big 
problem I faced as the brand-new Attorney General.

Two Assistant Attorneys General, Dan Hovland, and 
Rick Johnson, were assigned to handle this case, along with 
my former partner, Al Wolf, a Democrat with lots of federal 
court experience. The potential cost of the litigation and any 
judgment was going to be in the millions of dollars. Hence, 
lots of people, including the Governor and the Legislature, 
were involved. One of the first things we had to do was 
find an expert who could testify for us. Many experts were 
consulted. The most favorable expert we could find said the 
State Hospital in Grafton was absolutely horrible. The problem 
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was that if the state was going to run a residential facility for 
retarded citizens, it had to do so that we properly cared for 
these people.

My understanding was that I was the lawyer for all 
of the people of North Dakota. As such, I could not in good 
conscious assert that the state was in full compliance. The 
first major decision I made was that we were going to admit 
liability in our answer to this lawsuit, and we were going to 
defend simply based on what the proper remedy should be.

This decision was made without consulting the 
Governor or the Legislature as I correctly reasoned that I was 
responsible for any legal position the state would take on 
any issue. I only consulted the Governor and the legislative 
leadership about the remedy.

In my office, a meeting was called involving my lawyers, 
people from Social Services, the Governor, and the legislative 
leaders. I remember that Governor Olson was there along 
with Earl Strinden, the majority leader of the house, and Dave 
Nething from the Senate and both Democrat minority leaders. 
They were all told that we had worked out what we believed 
was a reasonable settlement for the state. It involved making 
several changes and corrections as well as hiring more staff. I 
told them I would make an offer of judgment and file it with the 
federal court where the lawsuit had been filed. I candidly told 
them I did not think the ARC lawyers would accept this offer of 
judgment as they seemed to want to have a full public airing 
of all of our “dirty laundry,” and it was very “dirty laundry.” But 
making the offer I believed would put us in a better position with 
the Honorable Bruce Van Sickle, the federal judge handling 
this case. I was right.

Indeed, the ARC lawyers did reject our offer of 
judgment, but Judge Van Sickle liked it. He issued a memo 
essentially saying he could accept our offer if it were modified 
to add 20 or 25 more nurses, which, of course, involved more 
money than the offer we had made. Another meeting of these 
same people was called in my office, and I told them what 
Judge Van Sickle had said. I told them his requirements were 
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reasonable and that we should include them in an amended 
offer of judgment. The legislative leadership would not agree, 
and Representative Earl Strinden repeated what he had said 
publicly. That was to the effect that “no federal judge will tell 
the Legislature what it was going to do.” I replied that when 
they get their judgment, “they are going to sell your desk” to 
start collecting it. I explained that with federal supremacy, 
whatever judgment the ARC received would be enforced on 
us, whether we liked it or not. Although as the lawyer for the 
people of North Dakota I had the final authority to determine 
the state’s legal position on any legal issue, I knew I did not 
have the authority to appropriate money, which is what would 
happen if I chose to settle on the terms Judge Van Sickle had 
proposed. 

There was no settlement, and the case went to trial for 
at least three weeks. From a litigation standpoint, the ARC 
lawyers had absolutely no incentive to settle as they knew 
they would be paid whatever their fees were, regardless of 
how long they took to “win” their case. Thus, our lawyers 
had to sit through the “parade of horribles” for days hearing 
evidence of undisputed and admitted facts. The only small 
consolation was that after the trial Judge Van Sickle reduced 
their fees by about one-third for the time they took putting on 
unnecessary evidence. In all other respects, the legislative 
leadership’s failure to respond affirmatively to Judge Van 
Sickle’s modification of our offer of judgment can be seen as 
a financial disaster for the state. Judge Van Sickle appointed 
a special master to run the state hospital for years with 
the complete power to implement all necessary staff and 
equipment/facilities changes and dramatically reduce the 
population at the state hospital by the community placement of 
most patients homes throughout the state. This cost the state 
tremendously more money than if the legislative leadership 
had accepted Judge Van Sickle’s modification of our offer of 
judgment. The judgment took the care of retarded citizens out 
of the control of state officials and placed it in the hands of 
Judge Van Sickle. Even worse for the Legislature, they had no 
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choice but to appropriate all of the money the special master 
wanted for everything he wanted to do.

Although it was more costly for the state, it is my opinion 
that it worked out the best for the people of North Dakota in 
the long run. No longer could we hide retarded citizens out 
of sight. Their group homes would be built in residential 
neighborhoods. They would be seen in the communities and 
the schools. All public schools would spend a lot more money 
as essentially, there had to be a one-on-one aide hired for 
many special needs students. All of this brought the needs of 
retarded citizens out into the open. All could see them, and 
all could come to realize our duty to help. It made us all more 
aware and made us more understanding and accepting. It 
was a better result and a much more costly result than could 
ever have been imagined.

Law Enforcement

Shortly after I took office, the Crime Bureau’s Chief 
Agent brought all ten agents into my office to meet me. They 
were stationed around the state. To emphasize the point that 
I was now the chief law enforcement officer of the state, I was 
presented with a .38 revolver and bullets. I put it in my desk 
and never took it out, even for practice. I had a sense I should 
have replaced the chief agent, but I did not follow my instincts, 
much to my subsequent regret. In the 1984 election, I was told 
he campaigned against me among law enforcement officers 
all across the state.

The ten agents of the Drug Enforcement Unit were 
divided into two five-member teams based out of Fargo 
and Bismarck with a chief agent. I always liked all of the 
Crime Bureau and the Drug Enforcement Unit agents, as I 
thought they all did excellent work. Having been the chief law 
enforcement officer and a judge, I should be embarrassed to 
admit it, but I never have smelled marijuana.

The North Dakota Peace Officers Association asked 
me to sponsor legislation in the Legislature’s 1981 session 



143

to create a Peace Officers Standards and Training (POST) 
Board, which I did and which was enacted into law. The POST 
Board was under the supervision of the AG as any rules 
promulgated had to be approved by the Attorney General. As I 
recall, I had to at least “rubber stamp” the appointments to the 
POST Board. Even before the POST Board was created, one 
of my first duties was to approve the change in the standard 
color of uniforms for sheriffs departments from gray to brown/ 
tan. That decision was one of many that seemed to get some 
officers upset with me as some people liked the gray uniforms 
they already owned, but many officers supported the change 
they recommended.

The POST Board did an excellent job writing rules 
and making law enforcement into an ever more professional 
organization with standards and training all officers had to 
achieve. But even that became a problem as some members 
of the POST Board wanted a commitment in advance from me 
that I would approve whatever rules they wrote, and some of 
them were unhappy when I told them I could not do that even 
though it was likely, I would approve the rules they wrote. One 
rule they wrote, which I did approve, upset quite a few sheriffs. 
You have to understand that some sheriffs view themselves 
as “The Law” in their county, so they did not like someone like 
me telling them what to do by approving rules written by their 
fellow law enforcement officers. The one rule some of them 
hated was that before you could wear a gun, you had first to 
pass an annual live firing test demonstrating proficiency with 
a firearm. It was perfectly reasonable to me, but some sheriffs 
had never fired their weapon.

Jail Rules

The Legislature’s 1979 session authorized the Attorney 
General to write rules that had to be followed by all jails. As I 
recall, the AG was directed to write rules for three jails classes 
- a three-day maximum jail, a 30-day maximum jail, and a 
one-year maximum jail. Nancy Hoff, one of the bright women 
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lawyers I hired, was assigned to write the jail rules. Since there 
were no existing jail rules, she had to start from scratch, and 
she did a lot of work. I knew jail rules would not be popular 
with most sheriffs, so I wanted to get them done as soon 
as possible. When Nancy had completed her first draft, she 
came to me with the rules and told me she had a problem. The 
problem was to write a rule that distinguished between a 30-
day jail and a one-year jail because once you had someone 
in custody for more than three days, due process required the 
prisoners be handled in the same manner.

One year in jail is a long time, so I instantly decided to 
solve this problem. I told her to write a rule requiring one-year 
jails to provide one hour of secure outdoor exercise for every 
prisoner every day. I thought for sure that the sheriffs would 
go ballistic over such a rule, and I was surprised that not one 
complaint was ever heard.

The jail rules’ net result, aside from several sheriffs 
being irritated, was that some sheriffs and cities gladly closed 
their jails for lack of jail staff and enough prisoners. In contrast, 
other sheriffs wound up getting more staff, new jails, and much 
better equipment. And people in custody were better treated. I 
think the jail rules killed any city jails. One very positive aspect 
of the jail rules was increased and certain jail inspections. 
Since the jail rules went into effect, I am not aware of any 
successful lawsuit against a jail or jailer complying with the 
rules. This has proven to be a genuinely significant benefit for 
sheriffs and counties.

Gambling

Even though it was illegal, gambling had been going 
on in North Dakota since territorial days. Under Allen Olson 
as Attorney General, it all came to a head. Essentially, young 
people challenged him that if he wanted to stop drugs, why 
did he allow gambling to occur all over the state. He asked the 
Legislature to authorize a measure to go on the next general 
election ballot to amend the constitution to allow charitable 
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gambling. The voters approved the amendment, and the 
Legislature created a law to allow charitable gaming in clubs 
with their own facilities. Veterans clubs, Elks clubs, Knight of 
Columbus clubs, etc., could conduct charitable gambling if 
they gave a high percentage to charity. I can’t remember at 
that time if the percentage was 70% or 60%, and the only 
game allowed, except for raffles, was pull tabs - a type of 
paper slot machine.

During the 1980 AG’s campaign, I supported adding 
Blackjack while my opponent opposed Blackjack. In the 
Legislature’s 1981 session, my first session as Attorney 
General, gambling was expanded. Not only was Blackjack 
authorized, but charitable gambling was split into two classes. 
Class A gambling was restricted to organizations with their club 
buildings, and Class B gambling was authorized for charities 
that would lease space in bars to conduct gaming. Many bar 
owners wanted a charity to operate gaming in their bars, and 
every bar owner wanted more of the proceeds for overhead 
expenses. As I recall, the maximum percentage allowed for 
overhead was 35%, and it was later raised to 40% while I was 
still in office.

The AG was authorized to supervise and enforce 
charitable gaming, and I had to have Blackjack rules written. 
Since I had no clue how to play Blackjack, I assigned two 
accountants on my staff to write rules for Blackjack. They 
asked me where they should start, and I told them to go to the 
library and check out some books on Blackjack, which is how 
the Blackjack rules got written for North Dakota. They also 
went to Nevada to visit with the state agency that regulated 
gambling, and they visited some casino gambling managers. 
They came up with fair rules which are essentially unchanged 
to this day, as far as I know.

Even that much gambling did not satisfy everyone. 
Gambling enforcement brought about my office’s biggest 
confrontation with a deputy sheriff. Several communities 
continued to put on “Smokers,” and we continued to try to shut 
them down, with mixed results. Smokers were community-
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based gambling to support activities in many towns, so they 
were very popular, even though they were illegal. We tried 
everything to enforce the law. Often people would contact us 
about an upcoming smoker and ask us what we were going 
to do about it. I talked with many sheriffs about upcoming 
smokers in their community, and I’d remind them they were 
illegal. Sometimes they would shut them down, but sometimes 
it seemed someone would tell the smoker sponsor and the 
location would be moved. A political cartoon that appeared 
in the Forum in 1983 made good-natured fun of my efforts to 
enforce the gambling laws.

In Richland County, an advertised smoker was being 
held in one of the towns. Four Crime Bureau agents from 
Jamestown and Fargo went down there that evening to 
investigate. Two agents in plain clothes walked in and observed 
lots of money being wagered on illegal games. They went back 
outside to the two other agents and decided to close down the 
smoker. But before going in, they called the sheriff for backup. 
The chief deputy was enraged they were enforcing the law in 
his county without his permission. He refused to back them up 
and said, “I hope you get the shit kicked out of you.” Without 
backup, the two agents went back inside. One stood on a 
chair and announced they were closing down the smoker. 
He told them they should leave all the gambling money in 
place and leave without being arrested. He said they had 
backup outside in case of any trouble. It all ended peacefully, 
but the county newspaper editor was furious the agents had 
interfered in his county. It was a big deal. I ultimately had a 
“nose-to-nose” meeting with the editor in his office. I told him 
it was irresponsible for him to advocate violating the law and 
support law enforcement officers who refused to back up 
fellow officers—more votes lost in Richland County.

Several golf courses wanted me to approve “Calcuttas,” 
a form of gambling in which you would bet on a player in a 
golf tournament. I never did understand it, but apparently, it 
was very popular. Some people got  angry when I said I had 
no authority to authorize “Calcuttas.” One guy called me from 
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Grand Forks and asked me if they would be okay if they held 
a “Calcutta” tournament in Minnesota. I had to tell him I had 
no jurisdiction in Minnesota.

I did fire a Special Assistant Attorney General who 
was doing legal work for the State Hospital in Grafton and 
the State’s Attorney. The Crime Bureau agent in Grafton had 
repeatedly asked him for a search warrant for three quarter, 
nickel, dime slot machines in the Park River Fire Department 
(“it’s for a good cause!”). When he threatened to go to me with 
his request, the State’s Attorney reluctantly went to the judge 
and got the search warrant. As the agent was driving to Park 
River to serve the warrant, the State’s Attorney called a fire 
department officer on State Radio to warn that an agent was 
coming with a search warrant. Of course, the agent heard the 
call and reported it to me. I fired him as a Special Assistant 
Attorney General for the State Hospital. I probably should 
have charged him with a crime, but we did seize the slot 
machines—more votes lost in Walsh County. I hired Rodney 
Webb as Special Assistant Attorney General for the State 
Hospital. Rodney later became US Attorney and US District 
Judge.

Indian Law and the Relations with Tribes

One problem I did not inherit from Al Olson, and which I 
made for myself, was my effort to reach out to the Indian people 
and the tribal governments to foster better relationships. I 
hired a Special Assistant Attorney General who was a Native 
American lawyer from a tribe in Connecticut to advise the state 
on Indian Law issues. I made trips to the four reservations to 
visit the tribal leaders.

The real problem was dealing with non-Indians and 
tribal jurisdiction over hunting and fishing on tribal lands. 
In particular, the Three Affiliated Tribes issued hunting and 
fishing licenses for Indians and non-Indians to hunt or fish 
on tribal lands. Lake Sakakawea divides the reservation of 
the Three Affiliated Tribes, and tribal game wardens started 
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stopping boats out in the middle of the lake. Our position was 
that the state had jurisdiction over Lake Sakakawea, but that 
if fishermen entered the lake through tribal lands, they had to 
comply with the tribal game and fish laws. Wow, were the non-
Indian fishermen unhappy with me.

Boards and Commissions

In addition to serving as general counsel for the State 
of North Dakota’s government and serving as the state’s chief 
law enforcement officer, I was a member of the Industrial 
Commission. It managed the Bank of North Dakota, the Oil 
and Gas Division, the State Mill and Elevator, and the Housing 
Finance Agency), the State Land Board (which managed 2 ½ 
million mineral acres and 750,000 surface acres), the Pardon 
Board, the State Laboratories Commission, and the Judicial 
Conference.

As to all of these boards, I am sure the reason the 
Attorney General was on them was to provide legal advice. 
While serving on these boards is very interesting, the Attorney 
General would not be a member of any board or commission 
in a perfect world. When Wayne Stenehjem was elected as 
Attorney General in 2000 and took office on January 1st, 
2001, his First Assistant Attorney General, Sandi Tabor, asked 
me whether there was a conflict of interest in being Attorney 
General and serving as a member of these commissions and 
boards. I said, “of course there is,” but I added that our state 
constitution and laws trumped any ethical concern in the North 
Dakota Rules of Professional Conduct.

Having served as Attorney General on these 
commissions and boards, I think the Attorney General should 
be taken off all of these commissions and boards as there is an 
inherent conflict. The Attorney General is responsible for the 
legal position the state takes on any matter, so you can wind up 
legally on the opposite side of a board or commission position. 
However, people who support the decisions you make on these 
commissions and boards often make campaign contributions.
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Looking back on my four years, I am amazed about 
how little I knew about the Attorney General’s job concerning 
all the policy decisions I would have to make as a member 
of these commissions and boards. I knew I could handle the 
lawyer part of being Attorney General and the administrative 
and law enforcement responsibilities. Still, I was inexperienced 
concerning what needed to be done as a member of these 
boards and commissions.

The Industrial Commission had the most responsibilities. 
Its constitutional membership consisted of the Governor, 
Attorney General, and Agricultural Commissioner. The 
chairman was newly elected Governor Al Olson, was a friend I 
had known since Boys State in 1959. He was an experienced 
member of the Industrial Commission since he had served on 
it for eight years as Attorney General. The other member was 
newly elected Agriculture Commissioner Kent Jones. All three 
of us were Republicans.

Industrial Commission - Bank of North Dakota

I was most familiar with the Bank of North Dakota 
(BND), the only state-owned bank in the country. There is 
an excellent book on the bank’s creation and history through 
1980 called, The Bank of North Dakota - An Experiment In 
State Ownership, by Rozanne Enerson Junker. She describes 
how the turbulent history had completely moderated by the 
time I became a bank director as one of three members of the 
Industrial Commission. The only troubles we had were some 
bad loans.

Our first job was to decide on the president of the bank. 
When he was Attorney General, Al Olson had tried to get Herb 
Thorndal fired as president of the bank. Still, Governor Art Link 
and Agriculture Commissioner Myron Just, both Democrats, 
supported Herb Throndal. I was surprised when I visited with 
Governor Olson after our election as to who he wanted to 
have as president. He said he wanted to keep Herb Thorndal 
as he thought he had done a good job. I supported his choice. 



150

Herb Thorndal stayed on as president, and he did a good job. 
It’s interesting to note that after Democrats George Sinner and 
Nick Spaeth were elected as Governor and Attorney General 
respectively in 1984, becoming the majority, they got rid of 
Herb Thorndal, even though he was a Democrat.

Herb Thorndal did a good job of running the bank, and 
once I got used to how decisions were made about loans of 
different sizes, I was always comfortable with the decisions 
made by Thorndal and his bank officers. They carefully 
reviewed loan applications, and when they had any concerns, 
they ran them by the bank advisory board of appointed 
citizens and bankers who gave good advice to the bank. We 
would only see the big loans or the “political” loans. I would 
usually follow the bank recommendation. I mean by “political” 
loans were the local “booster” loans requested by various 
communities. “Our local bank can only loan 10% of the $1 
million loan we need, and it will be great for our community, so 
please, BND, loan us the other $900,000.” I always had the 
feeling that we were simply appropriating money that would 
be spent and never repaid. Truthfully, I do not know how many 
of these loans, if any, were not repaid. All I know is that every 
year we were setting aside several millions of dollars as an 
allowance for bad debts and that often we had to write off 
loans to take them off of the bank’s assets.

The first big “booster” loan I voted “Yes” involved a 
sunflower plant, which I believe located in Enderlin. I went 
along with Al and Kent, so the loan was made for multiple 
millions of dollars. I believe it was all gone in less than six 
months, and we had nothing to show for it. Perhaps the plant 
is still there today and working, but I don’t know one way or 
the other. After that, I became a lot more skeptical of these 
big booster loans, and I usually voted “No.” One such loan 
on which I voted “No” was the Valley Bean Cooperative loan 
in the eastern part of the state. The Bank for Cooperatives 
already had a multimillion-dollar loan on this huge elevator 
and all the beans stored in it. The Valley Bean Cooperative 
was in trouble. The plan was for the Bank of North Dakota to 
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buy out the Bank for Cooperatives. With an additional loan, the 
Valley Bean Cooperative could make this fantastic multimillion 
bushel sale of beans in Mexico; thus, the bank would be paid 
back with a profit, and everyone would be happy. Well, this 
loan took even less time than the sunflower loan to go “belly 
up,” and the bank lost most of the money it had lent. I had 
publicly said it was a bad loan, and I was right. After that, Al 
and Kent seemed to try to handle these “booster” agriculture 
loans on their own.

The one loan I screwed up on was a loan of one million 
dollars to finish the Sheraton hotel’s construction work in 
downtown Bismarck (it’s now the Radisson Hotel). Both Al and 
Kent were gone, so Wally Fay approached me at my office 
with one of the contractors. I was told the developer needed 
another million dollars, and that First Bank in Minneapolis was 
not going to lend any more than the $16 million or so it had 
already lent. I understood the First Bank would subordinate to 
allow us to have priority for our million dollars. I was told this 
needed to be approved immediately. With both Al and Kent 
out of town and unavailable, the Bank of North Dakota would 
lend the million dollars if I said it was O.K. I gave my approval 
(I assume the entire Industrial Commission officially approved 
it at its next Bank of North Dakota board meeting). Within a 
year, the developers, having completed the hotel, could not 
make it work financially, and we quickly lost our million dollars. 
It turned out we were in last place, not first place. Unlike 
sunflowers and beans that simply went away, the money 
the Bank of North Dakota invested continues to serve as an 
excellent hotel adding to making Bismarck a better city. And 
that may also be true with the sunflower plant and the bean 
cooperative.

Industrial Commission - Oil and Gas Division

The Oil and Gas Division was the most fun part of my 
Industrial Commission job. Our main job was to decide well 
spacing as companies drilled for oil and gas. We generally 
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spaced wells on 160 acres, or 320 acres, in which case we had 
to decide whether the 320-acre spacing unit was to be vertical 
(east half/west half) or horizontal (south half/ north half) within 
the section. We also made rules to limit the flaring of gas from 
the producing wells. Wes Norton was the Director of the Oil 
and Gas Division, and he and his staff did an excellent job. I 
enjoyed attending as many of those hearings as I could.

Industrial Commission - State Mill and Elevator

Like the Bank of North Dakota, the State Mill and 
Elevator was created by the populist movement around 1919 
to assist farmers in getting out from under the control of the 
big milling companies in Minneapolis. By the time I took office 
in 1981, there was no real controversy surrounding the State 
Mill and Elevator. Susan has always liked the bread flour the 
mill produced. The State Mill and Elevator turned out to be a 
rather good thing for the farmers, and it often made money. Of 
course, like the Bank of North Dakota, it should make money 
since neither entity pays taxes like ordinary corporations. The 
State Mill did not take much of our time.

Industrial Commission - Housing Finance 
Agency

In the 1980 election, the voters approved the Housing 
Finance Agency’s creation under the Industrial Commission, 
so when I took office, this agency had to be established. The 
first job was to find someone to manage it. Today a consultant 
might be hired to help with a nationwide search for a manager, 
but in January 1981, we just hired someone I suggested. When 
Governor Olson and I discussed the manager for the agency 
(I don’t know where Kent Jones was for this discussion as well 
as the discussion on the president of BND), I told him I knew 
of a banker who had recently been employed by the Dakota 
Northwestern Bank [now Wells Fargo Bank] as a loan officer 
who I thought had done a good job. Governor Olson said that 
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was fine with him and that I should contact Pat Fricke and 
ask him if he was interested in running and putting together 
the Housing Finance Agency. He took the job making a real 
success of it by raising millions of dollars through the sale of 
bonds to finance homes for first-time homebuyers and some 
programs dealing with apartments. No one ever said a word 
about how Al and I picked Pat Fricke to lead the Housing 
Finance Agency.

I now realize with 30 years of hindsight, and through 
many discussions with Susan about her 16 years on the Public 
Service Commission, neither Al nor Kent nor I ever worried 
about ex parte communications. We would just decide these 
hiring matters without ever holding a noticed meeting of the 
Industrial Commission. However, I am sure that any formal 
action was done at a proper meeting in which we affirmed 
what we had decided. I doubt things are done that way today. 
Aside from violating the open meeting laws, which we did not 
think of as we discussed these two positions, and which I 
enforced as Attorney General, it wasn’t a bad way to fill these 
two positions.

State Land Board

As I previously noted, the State Land Board’s job was to 
manage the 2 ½ million mineral acres and 750,000 surface acres 
owned by the state. The state has made a lot of money leasing 
these surface, mineral acres in particular, as oil development has 
boomed. The State Land Board consisted of Governor Al Olson, 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Joe Crawford, Treasurer 
John Lesmeister, Secretary of State Ben Meier, and me. Once 
again, the excellent staff was in place to manage it all, so this 
job was fun and easy. Our position was that the State of North 
Dakota would never sell any surface or mineral acres, although 
every once in a while, we would allow a few isolated and cut off 
surface acres to be sold as they cost more to manage than they 
were worth. We believed that state land and minerals had to be 
kept for the benefit of future generations.
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Pardon Board, State Laboratories Commission 
and Judicial Conference

Although it has changed, the Pardon Board consisted 
of Governor Olson, Chief Justice Ralph Erickstad, and me. 
I don’t recall ever pardoning anyone, but we often did grant 
paroles to prisoners recommended by the warden and the 
parole and probation department. We met three or four times 
a year at the prison. It wasn’t a bad job.

The State Laboratory Board supervised the operation 
of the state lab. Governor Olson and I were on the board, 
but I can’t remember who else was on the board. We only 
met a couple of times a year, and there were never any real 
problems. The State Lab has since been restructured by the 
Legislature to combine the functions of several labs and to 
establish a much better crime lab. As a South Central Judicial 
District Court Judge I would preside over jury trials in which 
state lab chemists would often testify in criminal cases.

The Judicial Conference consisted of all the Supreme 
Court Justices, the District Court Judges, the Judges of the 
County Courts of Increased Jurisdiction (which were later 
converted into District Court Judges), a municipal judge or 
two, several members of the bar, and the Attorney General. 
I always felt like an unwanted houseguest as the Judicial 
Conference was all about judging and nothing about law 
enforcement, but I did attend most meetings.

National Association of Attorneys General

The National Association of Attorneys General (NAAG) 
and a regional Western Association of Attorneys General 
(WAAG) turned out to be lots of fun. They allowed me to meet 
many people, including President Ronald Reagan. NAAG 
would meet twice a year, and WAAG would meet once a 
year, and the meetings were always in great locations. The 
first NAAG meeting I attended as AG was the one we held 
every year in Washington DC. The NAAG executive director 
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and staff always had enough “pull” to get us in to see the 
president every March. We missed our visit to the White 
House during my first year because President Reagan was 
recovering from an attempted assassination. However, in my 
first NAAG meeting in Washington DC in March 1981, I visited 
US Attorney General William French Smith in his office.

When I first met with my DEU agents, they told me they 
were very unhappy with a proposal circulating among federal 
and state drug enforcement agents. There was a proposal 
being discussed to merge the federal Drug Enforcement 
Agency into the FBI. That would create problems in 
enforcement internationally of drug laws, and it would have 
consequences in America. I figured since I was an attorney 
general, I could meet with the federal attorney general. Dee 
made an appointment for me. I walked through a large and 
rather ornate conference room and into Smith’s huge office. 
We were both new to our jobs. Smith had been a California 
corporate lawyer, so I believe he was not as familiar with 
crime-related matters. I got the impression he had never met 
with an attorney general before. He stepped from behind 
his desk to greet me, and I indicated we should sit in large 
comfortable chairs. I slid mine close to his, so we were knee 
to knee. I told him my drug agents were very opposed to a 
merger of DEA into the FBI. Sitting close by taking notes was 
his aide Ken Starr, who later gained fame in the Clinton and 
Trump impeachments.

When I got back to Bismarck, I got a call from Dick Held, 
the Agent In Charge of the Minneapolis Area FBI office. He 
said he would like to meet with me. I told him I couldn’t travel 
right then to Minneapolis to meet him, but I would arrange 
my schedule to meet him in Bismarck whenever convenient. 
“No,” he said, “I will come to Bismarck whenever convenient 
for you.” We met for lunch, and we talked about the opposition 
to this merger proposal. All I know is the proposal never was 
put into effect. Thus, I claim I am the one who led to the defeat 
of the DEA’s proposed merger into the FBI. We are better off 
with two separate agencies and jurisdictions. 
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Meeting President Regan

We did get to meet with President Regan in the Cabinet 
Room of the White House in March of 1982, 1983, and 1984. 
In March 1984, I had built up enough seniority to sit at the 
table in the Cabinet Room, but I was not assigned a “speaking 
part.” After we met for a few minutes, President Reagan said, 
“Why don’t we all get our pictures taken,” which, of course, 
was excellent. He stood in one corner of the Cabinet Room 
as we all walked around the table and approached him for a 
picture, one at a time. I could see it was going to be a lousy 
political picture because he was facing each AG, and the 
center of the photograph was him shaking hands with each 
AG as they looked at one another. It would just not be a good 
picture of the two of us as friends. As I came up to him, I 
stepped in very close, and as we shook hands, I turned to my 
right to face the camera, and I placed my left hand on his back 
and gently turned him toward the photographer. The picture 
turned out great as I am looking full at the camera, and the 
president is looking at me.

Two Arguments Before the US Supreme Court

In our Washington DC March meetings, we would 
usually attend an event for us at the Supreme Court, and 
usually, several justices would attend. It must have been my 
first meeting at which the “Chief Justice of the United States,” 
Warren Burger [he did not refer to himself as the Chief Justice 
of the Supreme Court, rather he was the Chief Justice of the 
United States] told us that he expected to see the chief law 
legal officer of the state appear and argue any case for the 
state before the court. Thus, I made two arguments before 
the Supreme Court of the United States. These were North 
Dakota v. United States, 460 US 300, 75 L Ed 2d 77, 103 S Ct 
1095 (1983). The other case was Block v. North Dakota, 461 
US 273, 75 L Ed 2d 840, 103 S Ct 1811 (1983).

North Dakota v. United States, supra., dealt with 
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wetlands near Devils Lake and the state’s ability to allow 
landowners to drain wetlands covered by federal leases down 
to the level they were at before increased water expanded 
the area of the wetlands. Special Assistant Attorney General 
Murray Sagsveen wrote the brief and sat with me at the 
counsel table during the argument. I lost that case, but I did get 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and Justice William Rehnquist 
to concur in part and dissent in part. It wasn’t quite technically 
a nine-zip loss, but it was still a significant loss.

Block v. North Dakota, supra., dealt with the ownership 
of the minerals under the Little Missouri River, a “navigable” 
stream, and the federal Quiet Title Act of 1972. As if they owned 
them, the federal government had been leasing those minerals 
under parts of the river adjacent to or running through federal 
land for quite a few years. The US Supreme Court held that 
North Dakota’s right to bring an action to quiet title to those 
minerals in the State of North Dakota had expired BEFORE 
the Quiet Title Act of 1972 was enacted. The Supreme Court 
rejected our argument that the 12-year statute of limitations 
created by the act should start running no sooner than the 
enactment of the act. Special Assistant Attorney General 
Owen Anderson wrote the brief and sat with me at the counsel 
table during the argument. I am sure that at one of those two 
arguments Justice Byron “Whizzer” White recognized me and 
remembered my remark to him at the Dean’s cocktail party 
when I was in my third year at the University of Michigan Law 
School. Justice White wrote the eight-member opinion, but I 
was pleased Justice O’Connor dissented.

Arguing a case before the United States Supreme 
Court is quite an experience, as it is before our North Dakota 
Supreme Court. It’s just that in North Dakota, I’ve argued 
many more cases. There are definite similarities between 
arguments at both courts, but the US Supreme Court is much 
larger. In fact, the bench behind which all nine members of the 
US Supreme Court sit is so long that the right and left sections 
of the bench are angled in toward the lectern to allow those 
justices to be better able to see and question counsel making 
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an argument. What is very unusual is that when standing at 
the lectern to make your argument, you literally have to turn 
to your left and right to see the justices as your field of vision 
is too narrow to see them all at once since you are so close 
to them. A quaint tradition is a quill pen set at your place at 
counsel table that you can keep as a souvenir. During one 
of my arguments, Justice Brennan got up and walked out. 
Justice Rehnquist (later Chief Justice) looked in rough shape 
as he was frequently spitting into a large soft drink cup. It was 
rumored that he was taking steroids for back pain. It was very 
nice that Susan and her parents were there for one of my 
arguments.

I always enjoyed the Washington meetings, and 
Susan and our kids enjoyed the NAAG summer meetings at 
places such as the Grand Tetons and Mackinaw Island. In 
June 1981, the AG hosting the WAAG meeting backed out, 
so I volunteered North Dakota to host the meeting. It turned 
out great as we held it in Medora, a perfect place for a small 
meeting. They all loved it, including the catered picnic in the TR 
National Park with a guitar player leading us in songs around 
the campfire. For lunch one day, several jaws were dropping 
after I introduced the “speaker.” I hired a belly dancer from 
Williston to perform, and it was a great after lunch “speech.”

NAAG Was A Great Social Organization

It was through NAAG that I had two genuinely 
memorable overseas trips. The first was to Israel in November 
1981, and the other was to Japan in May 1984.

The trip to Israel was sponsored by the government 
of Israel, to which the government of the United States 
contributes about $4 billion of foreign and military aid annually. 
I’m confident the purpose of this trip was to expose Attorneys 
General to Israel and essentially lobby them if they would 
later be of use to Israel. Several AGs have wound up in the 
US Senate, and one - Bill Clinton - became president. No 
doubt, they were just betting on the possibility of getting some 
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influence in the US government.
On the trip to Israel, I went with a NAAG staff member 

and six or seven other Attorneys General and their wives. 
To this day, I regret that Susan and I did not plan for her to 
come with me, but our three kids were 9, 8, and 4, we’d be 
gone for about ten days, and we would have had to lean on 
Susan’s parents to come out and watch the kids. Although 
my expenses were paid for by the government of Israel, we 
would have to pay for Susan’s travel expenses. And we didn’t 
have the extra money because I was making less money 
as Attorney General than I did as a private practice lawyer. 
Money became tighter when I became AG. I regret her not 
coming with me to share the memories of being in the land 
of all the Bible stories. I know Susan would have loved it as 
much as I did. We will get there together in our retirement.

We flew from New York to Israel on El Al Airlines, 
going through multiple layers of much-appreciated security. In 
Jerusalem, they kept us busy with lots of government visits. 
My room in the King David Hotel overlooked the old walled 
City of Jerusalem. After several days we were going to leave 
the city the next morning, and we had not yet toured the old 
city, so our escort asked us if we wanted to go into the old 
city early in the morning before we left on more of our tour. Of 
course, we jumped at this opportunity, and around 6:00 a.m. 
the next morning, we were walking down the Via Della Rosa 
- the Way of the Cross. It was a narrow street with merchants 
bringing goods on small donkeys to the many small business 
stalls - genuinely fascinating. As we came to the end of the 
Via Della Rosa, we walked out onto the Dome of the Rock, 
the Moslem Mosque, built over the place where Mohammed’s 
horse took him to heaven. We went into the mosque, and I had 
never seen anything like it. It was beautiful! We left the Dome 
of the Rock and walked a short distance to pass through a 
small gate overlooking the “Western Wall,” of King Solomon’s 
Temple, also known as the “Wailing Wall.” In a short walk, we 
had seen the center of three great religions. Simply amazing.

As we left Jerusalem and drove east across a desert 
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into the Jordan River valley, I just couldn’t believe that anyone 
would fight over such a barren place. A very interesting trip 
to Masada and a guaranteed “not to sink” swim in the salty 
Dead Sea was followed the next day by a stop at dusk on the 
Mount of the Beatitudes on the Sea of Galilee. It was magical 
with a stillness only covered by the gentle chanting from a 
monastery. And I was impressed with our visit to an Israeli 
tank base in the Golan Heights.

The second wonderful trip was one Susan, and I got to 
go on to Japan - all expenses paid! When I heard about this trip 
I quickly got my name on the list. Bob Abrams, the New York 
Attorney General, at a cocktail party, met a prominent New 
Yorker - Angier Biddle Duke - who was in charge of the US - 
Japan Foundation. The foundation was funded by a gift of $50 
million by a Japanese businessman who was successful “by 
day and by night,” i.e., he controlled all the gambling in Japan. 
It started with us being told that our expenses would be paid 
and that we could bring along our spouses if we paid for them. 
Then they said if we paid to get our spouses to Seattle, their 
trip expenses to Japan would be covered, but we would have 
to first attend a two-day seminar in Seattle and pay our costs. 
We signed Susan up. Then we were told that if we were willing 
to fly business class instead of first-class, the foundation would 
pay for all of our spouses’ expenses. At the Seattle seminar, 
we were told Japan was very expensive, so they could “only” 
give us $200 per day per AG spending money, and they 
handed out the cash on the spot. Once we got to Japan, it 
turned out that most of our dinners, events, and hotels were 
covered. The trip lasted about two weeks. We met with former 
Montana Senator Mike Mansfield, the US Ambassador to 
Japan, we toured several government offices meeting with 
various officials, and we visited the Toyota headquarters. 
During our free time, we did quite a bit of sightseeing. We 
spent a day in and night in Kyoto, where Susan and I stayed 
in a traditional Japanese ryokan (a traditional inn). We were 
also given passes on the Shinkansen high-speed bullet train, 
good for our days of free time. Susan and I traveled to Omuta 
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to visit the family she stayed with when she was an American 
Friends Service (AFS) exchange student in 1964. Our out-of-
pocket expense for everything, including souvenirs, was less 
than $100.

Getting Around The State

I liked traveling all around North Dakota, which I still 
enjoy. I would try to speak every time I would be asked, which 
got me to many towns, and I went to all kinds of meetings, 
many of them Industrial Commission meetings that we 
regularly held throughout the state. Those meetings would 
be well reported, but I was surprised by the results of a poll 
Mark Andrews took during the 1982 election year. In one poll, 
he included a name ID question for every Republican state 
official. Although it showed that I had good name ID in the 
west, my name ID in the east was no better than “plant life.” 
For the next year, I set out on a deliberate travel schedule 
where I made visits every month to small towns and big cities 
in the state’s eastern part. My office public relations part-time 
assistant, M. Darrell Williams, would line up visits with the 
weekly or daily newspaper, and local radio stations and the 
TV stations, asking me any questions they wanted. Usually, 
they would do an interview, and often the local radio station 
would do a live on-air interview with me. By the time another 
poll was taken in 1983, my name ID in the east had risen to 
more than 75%.

That taught me a valuable lesson that has served me 
well as a District Court Judge. I know that it takes an awful lot 
of hard work and perseverance to build name identification 
with people. Sometimes a lawyer would demand a change of 
venue because of pre-trial publicity. If the client’s case made 
the paper or had been on the TV or radio, the lawyer would 
claim we could not find an unbiased jury. I correctly refused 
every request because I know how hard it is to make a lasting 
impression on anyone. Besides, a trial venue should never be 
changed until you have actually tried to seat a jury. I believe 
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quite a few legislators who think about running for statewide 
office mistakenly assume they are well known because their 
name gets in the paper or appear on TV. It takes more than 
that to make an impression.

How I Felt About Serving As Attorney General

I would be lying if I said I did not thoroughly enjoy being 
Attorney General as it is truly one of the best jobs in state 
government. People were usually friendly to you, but I had to 
be conscious that a lot of people were nice to you just because 
of the office and something they may want. People open doors 
for you, and it’s best if you don’t get used to it. I loved traveling 
all across North Dakota, and I enjoyed the trips I took and the 
opportunities I had beyond North Dakota. But in retrospect, it 
was the loneliest and most isolated job I have ever had. No 
one would ever really honestly tell me what was going on, 
particularly if something negative circulated about me, which 
happened during the 1984 reelection campaign. Despite all 
of the people who worked with me and the many boards and 
commissions, I was on. With my extensive connections with 
lots of politicians, both Republicans and Democrats, I now 
know I was isolated from what was happening as it affected 
my family and me. Once I became a District Court Judge 
on January 1st, 1999, I never felt that way again, although 
most people would think I am much more isolated as a judge. 
Attorney General was a good job, but being a judge is so much 
better. I simply cannot believe how much happier I became as 
a judge.

Although Al Olson and I were friends who got along 
very well, something he did in 1982 put us at odds with one 
another. Governor Olson, without consulting me or, to the best 
of my knowledge, any other state official, announced that all 
elected state officials were going to take a ten percent cut 
in pay. Public Service Commissioner Dick Elkin was furious 
about this, and he requested an Attorney Generals’ Opinion. 
Attorney General’s Opinion 82-49 held that the Director of 
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the Budget could not withhold a portion of the unvouchered 
expenses of elected state officials without following the 
allotment procedures set forth in North Dakota Century Code 
(NDCC) Section 54-44.1-12, which provided a way for state 
payments to be withheld under certain circumstances, none 
of which applied to Governor Olson’s order.

Until the Legislature’s 1983 session when statutory 
salaries of elected state officials were adjusted, the Legislature 
appropriated “unvouchered expenses,” for elected state 
officials, which, when added to their statutory expenses, gave 
them what was arguably a competitive wage for their particular 
elected office. This was a way for the Legislature and elected 
state officials to publicly show that the “line was being held” 
on their salaries, while still giving them what amounted to a 
fair salary for their offices. Not only was this silly, but the same 
mentality resulted in the elected state officials being kept out 
of the state employees’ retirement system. We did not start 
receiving retirement benefits until after the 1983 session of 
the Legislature.

It was these “unvouchered expenses” for elected 
state officials that Governor Olson, using the same mind-set, 
wanted to cut ten percent across the board, thus apparently 
showing the public in a time of budget concerns that he was 
being tough on wasteful expenses. Like Commissioner Elkin, 
I didn’t like it either as he was messing with my money, and I 
had already taken a cut in pay when I was elected.

Governor Olson and all the other elected state officials, 
except Commissioner Elkin and me, responded to Attorney 
General’s Opinion 82-49 by announcing that they would 
voluntarily cut their “unvouchered expenses” by ten percent, 
thus garnering the perceived gratitude of the public. At the 
same time, Dick Elkin and I were left to be seen as unwilling to 
help out in this time of budget concerns. For those voters who 
fell for this scheme, Governor Olson and the other elected 
state officials voluntarily gave up some of their money and got 
good publicity, while Dick Elkin and I kept all of our money and 
got bad publicity.
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Thus, Dick Elkin and I got paid our salaries and all of 
our “unvouchered expenses” every month. The other state 
officials’ withheld money apparently accumulated in the 
state account from which these funds were paid. This entire 
episode came back to me like a slap across the face in the 
closing days of the 1984 campaign. I do not remember the 
exact date, but I remember I was driving with Darrell Williams 
on a pleasant October morning south from Grafton going to 
another campaign stop; when listening to the news on the 
radio, I heard that it had been revealed that Governor Olson 
had taken his accumulated “unvouchered expenses.” I pulled 
over and stopped as I could not believe what I was hearing! 
He had quietly taken his money while I had taken the heat for 
taking mine.

The 1984 Reelection Campaign

My abysmally unsuccessful 1984 reelection campaign 
is still painful for me to recall after all of these years. By the 
end of 1985, I had moved on in my life. I hold no grudges, nor 
do I harbor animosity against anyone, including Nick Spaeth, 
who ran a smart campaign, thoroughly trouncing me. But it still 
pains me to look back as I can only see “what I should have 
done,” which is a frustrating and useless exercise. It’s safe to 
say I was oblivious to losing my campaign to get reelected as 
I thought, and I still do believe I had done a great job. But as 
I noted above, with the many challenging issues I handled, 
I can see in retrospect I was laying the seeds of defeat all 
over the place. Looking back on all of this, I am amazed that I 
never once doubted I would be reelected until I saw that final 
horrible poll released on the Friday before the election. Three 
or four weeks before that poll, I was well ahead of my Rhodes 
Scholar opponent 2 to 1, but this devastating poll showed a 
complete reversal of the numbers putting me behind 2 to 1 
with only three days to go. How did this happen?

I see now there were lots of mistakes, and there 
were many people who were unhappy because of the many 
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decisions I had made. “What have you done for me lately,” is 
true. As a politician, you can do nine things a voter likes, but 
that tenth thing they don’t like is what motivates them to vote 
for someone new. I should have held press conferences to 
announce that I was running for reelection so the media could 
have had a chance to ask questions. Instead, I simply sent out 
a press release as I thought they would like that. From my first 
day in office until late in 1984, I had an excellent relationship 
with all press and media reporters and editors. I was told then, 
and I am still told now that I give great quotes, and I never 
avoided the press. I always returned all phone calls, and I 
never ducked any questions. My door was truly always open 
to the media, and anyone who wanted to see me.

But during that summer of 1984, Nick Spaeth and 
the Democrats developed a great campaign strategy to use 
against me. Susan and I referred to it as the “Chinese Water 
Torture of Politics.” Every Friday, they would send out a press 
release making some negative charges against me. The 
reporters would usually get to me late or miss contacting me 
that day, so the negative story would run all weekend with the 
tag line, “Wefald was not available for comment.” When you 
put out a press release on a Friday later in the day, it runs all 
weekend because most media outlets do not have an entire 
news staff on duty. It was very effective. I’m not sure how 
realistic I was about my perception, but it seemed to me that 
the media decided “to make a race” out of the AG’s election, 
so I had the feeling they were less enamored with me. Indeed, 
it is not the media’s job (except in editorials) to support any 
candidate. Still, I know my positive relationship with the media 
changed as the election moved into the fall.

I believed everything was going great with my strategy 
of “I’ll do my job first and my campaign second.” As in 1980, 
I traveled all over the state shaking hands and handing out 
my brochure. It’s hard to realize in hindsight that approaching 
people to shake their hands and give them a brochure was 
not well received by everyone. One of the worst editorials ever 
written about me was in 1984 in the Beulah or Hazen paper. 
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It said I had pushed my way into the newspaper office, forced 
people to shake my hand, and demanded they take my picture 
for the paper. It did not happen like that, but that is the way it 
was told to the readers. While being Attorney General was a 
great job, the 1984 campaign seemed to increase my sense 
of loneliness and isolation. For instance, no one ever told me 
until the damage was done late in the campaign that the Chief 
Agent of the Crime Bureau was traveling around the state bad-
mouthing me to law enforcement. In general, he didn’t like the 
fact that I was his supervisor. In particular, he hated it that I 
required him to use the Attorney General letterhead stationery 
embossed with the seal of North Dakota in gold, which listed 
the several divisions and contact information instead of the 
truly horrible stationery he was using for the Crime Bureau.

The one event that destroyed my campaign and 
pushed most people over the edge against me was perfectly 
orchestrated and timed by the Spaeth campaign. That fall, 
there were regional law enforcement conferences held around 
the state. As evidence of how well the campaign against me 
with law enforcement was going, I was not invited to speak, 
nor did I even know about the meetings of the Southeast 
Crime Conference and the Northeast Crime Conference 
until just before the Southeast Crime Conference was held. 
My opponent was invited to speak, and that was apparently 
publicized because a Drug Enforcement agent in Fargo, who 
liked me, called me and told me Spaeth was speaking, and 
he asked me if I wanted him to do anything. I told him to just 
tell me what he said. That’s it. That was my total involvement. 
Unbeknownst to me, someone in my office told the agent to 
record Spaeth’s speech. Someone brought the tape to me a 
few days later and told me it was a tape of Spaeth’s speech. I 
asked if he had said anything interesting and I was told it was 
the usual candidate speech, so I told whoever it was that had 
it that I was not interested in listening to any part of it, and I 
never did listen to any part of it, nor was it ever transcribed so 
I never read any part of it.
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I was invited to speak at the Southwest Crime Conference 
in Dickinson, as was Nick Spaeth, about four weeks before the 
election. We both did a decent job. I do remember it as being 
on a Friday. As I walked out of the meeting during a break after 
our speeches, a press conference had been set up by Spaeth, 
and I could see him talking with the media. When I got back to 
my office, his allegations were all over the radio and TV. The 
story was that I had Drug Enforcement agents secretly tape 
record Spaeth’s speech to the Southeast Crime Conference. 
The State’s Attorney of the county in which the conference 
was held was quoted as saying that he had seen the agents 
secretly record the speech using hidden body transmitters to 
send Spaeth’s speech out to a van where it was recorded. 
The story played all weekend before I could find out that in 
fact, an agent had set a tape recorder on the table where 
he was sitting and recorded the speech. That was it. A chief 
of police later told me that the tape recorder was fairly large 
and clearly visible. By Monday, I had gotten the straight story 
and responded to the media about Spaeth’s suggestion that 
I had committed a crime of using state property for political 
purposes. My response was that if there was a crime involved, 
he or anyone else could file charges with the State’s Attorney, 
who was cooperating with the Spaeth campaign by making a 
false statement.

Within a few days, another poll was released, and I was 
ahead of Spaeth 2 to 1. So I did not aggressively deal with this 
event, although the damage was done. In the post-Watergate 
era, all it took was the slightest hint of tape recording, and 
the game was over. By timing it the way they did, I simply did 
not have enough time to recover, even if I could have figured 
out what to do. In that last full week of campaigning, I was in 
Hillsboro shaking hands when a good Republican expressed 
dismay at “what I had done.” That Friday morning, I was in 
Wahpeton when I heard a radio report that Spaeth was now 
ahead of me 2 to 1. I called my friend and PR agent, M. Darrell 
Williams, and he confirmed the bad news for me. In three 
weeks, the poll on my race had turned entirely around 180 
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degrees. I had gone from a 2 to 1 lead to 2 to 1 behind. The 
election was over. I had lost.

The silver lining to that poll was that I knew in advance 
of Tuesday’s election that I had lost so I could not be shocked 
in public on election night as the results came in that I was 
handily defeated. When I got home that Friday, Susan and I 
held one another and cried. Later, Susan told me she had a 
real dreadful sense that fall that I would lose because when 
she would see people, they would avoid eye contact with 
her and hardly talk with her. On election night, I knew what 
was coming, and truthfully, so did everyone else who was 
the least bit interested in politics. It was a big-time political 
defeat. Spaeth defeated me 200,731 to 107,191, for a margin 
of 93,540, giving me less than 35% of the votes. There was 
no need for a recount.

Looking back on it all, I realize I was a much better 
party politician than a real-world politician. Party politics on 
either side tend to be more black and white, where definite 
stands are the norm. As I said, I believed my strategy of “I’ll do 
my job first and my campaign second” would get me reelected 
because I had done an excellent job as Attorney General. I 
made the same mistake as many winning ball teams. I ran my 
campaign “not to lose” instead of “playing to win.” I was not 
nuanced enough in my very definite statements and actions 
as Attorney General. Truthfully, that was the way I was, and I 
would not have done much, if anything, differently in my four 
outstanding years as Attorney General.
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LIFE AFTER WINNING AND LOSING

1985 - Getting Started Again In Private Practice

I was awakened early on the morning of January 1st, 
1985, by phone calls in quick succession from Dick Gross 
and Charles Fleming, who worked for our new Governor 
George Sinner. They both asked me the same question, and 
I gave them both the same answer. “Who is the Governor?” 
they both asked, and I said, “Ask the Attorney General.” As 
I wrote at the beginning of my discussion of taking office on 
January 1st, 1981, Al Olson was without a job for a few days 
until the inauguration. In December 1984, Governor Al Olson 
was a “lame duck,” but there were two recent vacancies on 
the Supreme Court, and the process for lawyers to apply for 
appointment was underway. However, as I recall, the process 
would not be completed until early January. Governor Olson 
wanted Governor-Elect Sinner to give him the same courtesy 
he had provided outgoing Governor Link, but Sinner signed 
the oath of office and became Governor right after 1984 
turned into 1985 on New Year’s Eve, so he got to make the 
two appointments. In 1996 the constitution was amended in 
Article V, Section 5, to have the Governor and Lieutenant 
Governor take office on December 15th.

Fortunately, I got my last paycheck right after January 
1st, but aside from that, the only income I had was my monthly 
Naval Reserve drill pay. My one biggest asset at that moment, 
and in my entire life, was the fact I was married to Susan! 
I left office with about $18,000 in campaign debts, and that 
was after many friends and supporters AFTER the election 
made contributions of somewhere in the neighborhood of 
$5,000. I had tried in my last days after the election to line up 
a Bismarck job, but the few law firms I talked with had no room 
for me. I felt like I was damaged goods. Besides, I was tired 
and discouraged, and I needed time to recover.

I essentially took three months off. I did a few projects 
around the house and continued to attend my monthly Naval 
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Reserve meetings, bringing in some money. Susan, with her 
job as a credit counselor for The Village Family Services, 
supported our family. Before I left office, Dee Diede had found 
some office space for me if I wanted to start again in private 
practice as a solo practitioner. I gradually got my act together 
as I got back to normal during these three months, and I made 
arrangements to start up my own law office. My office was 
leased from Morris Tschider for three or four years at 418 East 
Rosser Avenue in the Professional Building, kitty-corner from 
the Burleigh County Courthouse. Morris was a good landlord to 
me. I got a loan from my bank, and I have always appreciated 
my loan officers at Wells Fargo Bank (and its predecessors) 
as they helped me out when I needed money. With the loan, 
I was able to buy office furniture and equipment as well as 
related start-up costs. However, the very best thing I did was 
to hire Marilyn Wagner to be my legal secretary. She ran my 
office for me and nicely took care of everything right up until 
I left her to become a judge on January 1st, 1999. Marilyn is 
exceptionally competent and efficient, very personable, and 
attractive, as well as well-dressed. When we opened the law 
office at the end of March 1985, I’m sure I got a lot of repeat 
business because the clients really liked her.

My practice developed steadily. Some former clients 
came back to me, while other new clients sought me out, and 
other lawyers referred several clients; thus, my practice grew, 
and I became a successful lawyer once again. It took several 
years, but I got my debts paid, and I was able to help Susan 
support our family. As a solo practice lawyer, I had to try all of 
my own cases, including jury trials. I found that I very much 
enjoyed criminal jury trials, and that I was developing into a 
good trial lawyer.

One case I got right away was sent to me by Nick 
Spaeth, as he had a conflict since one of the parties to this 
action involving our state’s anti-corporate farming law had 
been a partner of his in the Vogel Law Firm. It was a case 
started when I was AG, so he figured I should keep handling it. 
When a reporter found out about his assignment of this case 
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to me, the person he had just defeated, I gave the reporter a 
quote which made all of the papers. I said, “Politics is politics; 
business is business. This is business.” We won that case.

When I started back into private practice in 1985, we 
were at the beginning of personal computers’ wide use. I 
bought an IBM PC AT, a dot matrix printer, and a letter quality 
impact printer. I also purchased some sort of computer add-on 
with a second keyboard to access the PC AT from my office, 
but it never worked. The impact printer was so loud I had to buy 
a wood and Plexiglas hood to cover it while it was printing. I’m 
sure all of the computer and printer equipment cost me more 
than $12,000. At that time, we did have good Xerox copiers, 
which helped. Within a few years, lots of offices installed FAX 
machines. We all thought that we would have more time with 
all of this technology, but the opposite was true. Because we 
could produce the work quicker, clients wanted it done faster. 
Thus, like most lawyers, I actually worked harder and had less 
time.

As a trial lawyer, my solo practice continued until the 
end of 1998, the year I was elected to District Court Judgeship 
No. 5 chambered in Bismarck. Since I had to try all of my own 
cases being without a partner, I found that I enjoyed being a 
trial lawyer, particularly trying criminal jury cases. Federal court 
appointments started coming to me right away in 1985, and I 
thoroughly enjoyed the work. I gained lots of trial experience, 
and I successfully defended and received not guilty verdicts 
for several clients. And I was hired and successfully defended 
several clients in state court.

My old client, who was now out of the heavy equipment 
business, returned to me right away in 1985. He was a better 
con man than I was a lawyer. With no banking qualifications 
and no money, he and two friends acquired a former savings 
and loan in Irving, Texas. This was the disastrous time when 
our all-knowing federal government deregulated the savings 
and loan industry and converted them into banks. In the 
transition into banks, the con men moved in. These guys 
provided me with steady work, with the good thing being that 
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they promptly paid all of my statements. However, all of this 
led to my most significant financial loss and my best trial.

My client and nine or ten other con men were indicted 
in Seattle in one of the first significant criminal cases following 
the collapse of the savings and loan industry. He wanted me 
to defend him in a trial that was scheduled to last for three 
months. He would pay me a $50,000 retainer plus expenses. 
The trial started in March 1987. I had already been to Seattle 
with him for some preliminary matters, and I was promptly 
paid every month. He had not yet paid my retainer, but he 
assured me it would be there when the trial started. The trial 
started without the retainer, and I was stuck. I wound up doing 
the three-month trial for nothing. I flew home on several long 
weekends to do some paying legal work as I needed the 
money. By this time, I had paid off all of my initial law office 
start-up debt, but now I had to go back into debt to keep things 
going. My bankers were truly wonderful to me! My client and 
his one buddy were convicted of one conspiracy count out of 
the many counts in the information. The “information” is the 
complaint that sets forth all of the individual charges. Several 
defendants were acquitted, and only one guy was convicted of 
more than one or two offenses. Basically, the government was 
disappointed. The judge appointed me to handle my client’s 
appeal in the 9th circuit, and I won the case getting him out of 
prison in 1988. Deep down inside me, I guess I was hoping 
when he was out, he would con someone else out of money 
and pay me my retainer fee, but it was never paid.

The Justice Department, having lost the case, just 
couldn’t let go, so they tracked down my client and his buddy 
in Montana and found a guy who had made a loan with their 
former savings and loan before the federal regulators took it 
over. They got the US Attorney for the District of Montana to 
prosecute these three, and they gave them the documents 
they used in Seattle. My old client and his buddy got appointed 
counsel. The hardworking and successful farmer/entrepreneur 
who got the loan hired me on my old client’s recommendation, 
paying me in advance for the two week trial in federal court in 
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Helena, Montana, in 1990. It turned out to be the single best 
trial I have had.

Having participated in a three-month trial with the 
same evidence and the same witnesses, just fewer of both, I 
was completely prepared to handle this case. It was a typical 
federal information with 30 or 40 redundant counts. I went to 
trial with a fully briefed motion, and once the jury was picked 
and jeopardy attached, I made my motion to dismiss about half 
of the counts on the basis they were charged on Ex Post Facto 
laws barred by Article I, Section 9, of the US Constitution. The 
laws on which these counts were based had been enacted 
after the events in this prosecution had taken place. The 
judge agreed and dismissed those counts. I got ahead in the 
trial, and I stayed there, ultimately running the defense for 
all three defendants. I was entirely in charge, and the judge 
and everyone else in the court knew it. My old client’s buddy, 
against my advice and the advice of his appointed lawyer, 
insisted on testifying so he could “explain” everything. He 
was destroyed on the prosecutor’s cross-examination, but in 
the half-hour left that day, I examined him and started quickly 
“stitching” him back together. When the prosecutor realized 
what was happening, he objected, but the judge ruled that I 
could do the redirect. He was the only one convicted, and my 
client even sent me a bonus. The judge called me after the one 
guy was sentenced and asked me to accept an appointment 
as his attorney on appeal to the 9th USCA, telling me I could 
try to make it a clean sweep for all three defendants, but I lost 
his appeal. It was a trial in which every single thing went my 
way, and it felt great!

Marilyn and I moved our office four times before I was 
elected District Court Judge to be with other lawyers who could 
cover for me when I was gone. I had good clients and some 
fun cases and a few setbacks, but I loved practicing law, and 
I found out I enjoyed being a trial lawyer. Although I had some 
excellent criminal trials, my good civil jury cases would usually 
be settled, leaving me to try several lousy cases I should not 
have taken as they got worse with each discovery.
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Although bar association politics were all behind me in 
the 1970s, I served on the single best bar committee I’ve ever 
served on, with every meeting being a wonderful experience 
in learning about the law. As I got back into private practice 
early in 1985, I went to the office of the State Bar Association 
of North Dakota (SBAND) to buy a copy of the Title Standards, 
the rules lawyers follow when they examine titles to real 
property to see who owns what. I was told they did not have 
any, but at a cocktail party a few months later, I talked to the 
SBAND Executive Director, who asked me if I would chair the 
Title Standards Committee that had become inactive. I said 
yes, and the next business day, a copy of the Title Standards 
they “did not have” was delivered to my office. I chaired that 
committee for 13 years, meeting at least five or six times a 
year (at least 15 to 20 days during the first several years) as 
we rewrote and published the Title Standards, keeping them 
up to date with annual supplements. My committee was a part 
of the Section of Real Property, Probate and Trust, and our 
section held an annual seminar, which was the best-attended 
bar seminar every year and the one that always made money. 
Most of the solo practice lawyers, and always several of the 
lawyers in law firms, attended our seminar, not only for the CLE 
(Continuing Legal Education) hours, but because we always 
put out useful and timely information about legal matters they 
could use in their practices.

The lawyers on the committee were all very bright and 
knowledgeable about real property and related topics, so 
every meeting was the equivalent for me of a CLE seminar. 
I often thought we should all get CLE credit hours for our 
committee meetings. I would take notes during the meetings, 
which we usually held in Fargo as it was the closest location 
for most members, and as I drove home, I would dictate the 
minutes into my handheld recorder. Marilyn would type them, 
usually running five or more pages. Of course, I would properly 
number the minutes, distribute them, and keep them in an 
ever-growing binder. It was simply an outstanding committee, 
and I felt I did an excellent job for all of the bar members who 
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were involved in real property, wills, trust, and probate. It was 
nice to know I had made an excellent contribution to the law 
and my fellow lawyers.

I was happy in the practice of law right up until I took 
office on January 1st, 1999, as District Court Judge. Law was 
a great profession for me, and it gave me lots of opportunities, 
and the practice of law was gratifying and satisfying. It helped 
make my life complete.

My Family Grows Up

While I was busy as Attorney General and as a solo 
private practice lawyer, my family grew up. I say “my family 
grew up” because not only did Sarah, Kate and Tom grow up 
to be beautiful adults, but Susan and I also grew ever closer 
together as our lives prospered. All three of our kids got off to 
a great start at our outstanding Roosevelt School with Mrs. 
Mary Ellen Jesse as their first-grade teacher. Susan kept our 
family together and heading in the right direction. In addition 
to her part-time paid and volunteer jobs, Susan was a “stay-
at-home Mom.” She faithfully did that job until Tom started 
preschool, allowing her in 1983 to take a job with The Village 
Family Services as a Credit Counselor, in which she excelled.

I’m sure politics with election victory and defeat had 
some impact on our children, but they never really showed 
it as they went on with their own lives and friends. No doubt, 
having their Mom on the Bismarck School Board had more 
impact on them as they went through school. Susan was very 
proud as a board member to hand both Sarah and Kate their 
diplomas when they graduated in May of 1990 and 1991.

Sarah, Kate, and Tom all kept busy with school, church, 
friends, and Scouting. Sarah earned her Silver Award in Girl 
Scouts, and Kate earned her Gold Award while Susan served 
as their troop leader. Susan also served as President of the 
Sakakawea Girl Scout Council and to this day has continued 
as an active Girl Scout volunteer. In the fall of 1985, when 
Tom started the 2nd-grade, he joined Cub Scout Pack 12 at 



176

Roosevelt School, and I started my Boy Scouts involvement 
as an Assistant Den Leader. I always made sure we wore 
Scout uniforms as I wanted Tom to grow in Scouting and take 
advantage of everything Boy Scouts had to offer. Tom’s den 
had the same eight boys in it for 2nd and 3rd grades, and my 
memory is that they had a great time, but they didn’t earn a 
single rank or award. When the 4th-grade year started, we split 
the den, and I became Den Leader of Tom’s den with Derrick 
Brown, Charlie Person, and Jesse Dopson as the other Cub 
Scouts. With the support of their dads, Dick Brown, Al Person, 
and Larry Dopson, we got the boys in two years through all 
of their ranks and required awards up through Webelos and 
the Arrow of Light. To celebrate at the end of the 5th-grade, 
the four dads and the four Cub Scouts took a camping trip to 
Devils Tower. Dick Brown took a picture of my four Arrow of 
Light Webelos Cub Scouts and me as their proud Den Leader.

As the 5th-grade drew to a close, Tom and the other 
three boys all joined Troop #2 of the Boy Scouts at Good 
Shepherd Lutheran Church. We went on our first campout 
with Troop #2 that spring at Cross Ranch State Park, tenting 
near the Missouri River. It was so cold I was miserable, and I 
vowed that would never happen again. The next time we got 
to Minneapolis, we went to the REI store and bought down-
filled mummy sleeping bags good for 30 degrees below zero, 
and I’ve never been cold sleeping out ever again, except 
once, which I will explain.

Tom prospered as a Boy Scout, earning all of his 
ranks and required merit badges through Life Scout holding 
lots of leadership positions, including Senior Patrol Leader. 
Fortunately, he did not mind me tagging along as an Assistant 
Scoutmaster and Scoutmaster [1993 - 1995]. I loved being 
in Troop #2 as the other adults were simply outstanding men 
whose company I thoroughly enjoyed, and whose Scouting 
skills taught me so very much. Tom was a good camper, and I 
loved going camping, which is something I had not done very 
much until Susan turned me into a camper when she bought 
a tent for our family around 1975. We still use this same great 
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Eureka canvas tent with an external aluminum poles support 
system. One summer, only three other Assistant Scoutmasters 
and I took 40 Scouts to summer camp. Until Tom finished high 
school, we went on all the Troop #2 weekend and summer 
camping trips.

Susan continued to plan extraordinary vacations for all 
of us as a family. In the summer of1987, she took our girls to 
Europe for a four weel “Grand Tour” through England, France, 
Switzerland, and Italy, while Tom and I stayed home. They 
returned home on Susan’s 40th birthday, June 30th, 1987, to 
a 40th birthday Surprise Party I had arranged for her at our 
home. She was completely surprised, and terribly tired from 
a long trip home, but she was a good sport and enjoyed her 
party. Sarah and Kate left the next day on a church trip to 
Wyoming.

When it came to Tom earning his Eagle Scout Award, 
he successfully struggled through the last several years with 
lots of other distractions for his time. Still, he stayed with it 
and proudly earned his Eagle Scout Award, turning in his 
completed Eagle Scout packet around 4:00 p.m. on the last 
day of his 17th year, which was fine because he had until he 
was 18 to complete all of his Eagle Scout Requirements. While 
Tom was earning his Eagle Scout Award, I served first as the 
Chairman of the Frontier Trails District, and then as the Council 
Commissioner, receiving the District Award of Merit and the 
Silver Beaver Award from our Northern Lights Council. The 
Lamb Award was also presented to me from the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America. There is a picture of Tom as 
an Eagle Scout with his very proud Dad. My commitment to 
Scouting continued as I served on the Executive Board of the 
Northern Lights Council.

My other big commitment was attending Wood Badge 
training at the Canoe base in Ely, Minnesota, in February 
1995. Wood Badge is advanced training for Boy Scout 
leaders with a week or several weekends of required training 
followed by the completion of a project known as “working your 
ticket.” With the memory of our 1971 canoe trip and all of the 
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mosquitoes, one positive aspect of my training was that there 
were no mosquitoes! To this day, my fellow Troop #2 Assistant 
Scoutmasters Dave Vinchattle and Larry Maslowski share my 
amazement that we actually agreed with one another to go 
to northern Minnesota in February, where we knew we would 
have to camp out for at least one night. For the entire week, 
it was literally never warmer than minus 20 degrees every 
morning at daybreak. My 30 below sleeping bag was totally 
put to the test during that week. It’s even more impressive 
that I went back in 1997 as a staff member for another Wood 
Badge class. It is cold up there in February!

After graduating from Bismarck High School in 1990, 
Sarah attended Iowa State University, graduating as a 
Computer Engineer in 1994. Jim Miller, who took Sarah to her 
Junior and Senior Proms, followed her to Iowa State, graduating 
in Computer Science in 1994. On August 14th, 1993, I walked 
Sarah down the aisle in Trinity Lutheran Church when she 
married Jim. They live in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, where Sarah 
is a Senior Software Architect for Rockwell-Collins, while Jim 
does the computer support for IOP, an Internet company.

Kate graduated from Bismarck High School in 1991, 
followed by four fun-filled years at the University of Colorado, 
graduating with a Business Degree in 1995. After three 
years in the Los Angeles area working in the nursing home 
industry, receiving both her US and California certification 
as a Nursing Home Administrator, she moved to New York 
City. She became a pharmaceutical representative, calling on 
doctors in Manhattan. On August 12th, 2006, I walked Kate 
down the aisle in Trinity Lutheran Church when she married 
Rob Freeborn. Rob’s Dad was an officer in the Coast Guard, 
and as a result, Rob lived in several places. When his Dad 
retired as a Captain, the family stayed on in Sault Saint Marie, 
Michigan. Kate and Rob presented us with our first grandchild, 
Grace Elizabeth Freeborn, on December 17th, 2007. They 
continue to happily and busily live in New York, New York, 
“the city so nice, they named it twice.”

In the late summer of 1995, Tom joined the National 
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Guard, serving in a military police company. When he 
graduated from Bismarck High School in 1996, he went to 
basic training at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. I was proud to 
be there when he graduated from basic training. There must 
have been 5,000 parents and friends there to watch the 1,200 
or so new soldiers graduate. I gave him a ride to Fort Lee, 
Virginia, where he completed cooking school. In January of 
1997, he started college at Kansas State University, where my 
brother Jon served as president. Tom joined an Army Reserve 
Transportation Battalion in Manhattan, Kansas, where they 
promoted him to Specialist E-4 and made him the cook. After 
his first drill in April 1997, he called me and told me his unit 
had been mobilized and was being sent to Bosnia and Croatia 
for six months, which was later extended to nine months. He 
was deployed from September 1997 to May 1998. In February 
1998, I flew to Frankfurt, Germany, to spend a week with him 
while he took some leave, and we took the train to Switzerland 
for him to ski and both of us to do some sightseeing. Tom 
enjoyed living in the Monterey, California, area where he was 
a professional caddie at the three Pebble Beach golf courses.

My father, Olav Wefald, developed Parkinson’s 
Disease while living in Dilworth, Minnesota after my mother 
died in 1972. He lived on his own for eleven years running 
his antiques and collectibles business until his Parkinson’s 
Disease became too much for him to handle on his own. I was 
the Attorney General when his condition worsened. The local 
Dilworth police officer liked my Dad, and he would check up 
on him. The officer would often call me at my office to report 
my Dad had fallen and was in the hospital, so I would drop 
everything and drive over to Fargo to see him in the hospital. 
Although my Mom died quickly, my Dad slowly failed for at 
least ten years.

Since my brothers were in Massachusetts and Kansas, 
and my sister was in Minneapolis, I had the privilege of making 
arrangements for our father. My Dad understood his situation, 
and he was not happy about it, but he never gave me any grief 
about the things I decided needed to be done. He resisted 
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my efforts to get him into a care facility, although I did get 
him into the Missouri Slope Lutheran Care Center (MSLCC) in 
Bismarck from October 1st, 1981, to April 17th, 1982. He was 
able to return to Dilworth as he could get along reasonably 
well on his own. When I finally moved him into the Missouri 
Slope Lutheran Care Center for good on February 3rd, 1984, 
he went without any protest. Susan would take the kids to 
visit him, and we would get him over to our home for dinner 
once a week. He loved it when Susan would take him for a 
ride, especially when there was some spring flooding. It was a 
blessing for my family and me to have my Dad close to us in 
Bismarck for the last years of his life.

Back To Republican Party Politics

I spent most of 1985 rebuilding a law practice and licking 
my wounds from the political defeat I had suffered. Early in 
1985, Denny Boyd, a Republican friend of mine, asked me if I 
would take over for him as the chairman of the Bismarck Area 
Republican Council (BARC). I told him I would sit out 1985, 
but that I would get involved again in 1986.

When the State Republican party called me early in 
1985 asking for money, I told the caller I would not contribute 
as I had thousands of dollars in political debts I had to pay. 
Besides, I said I did not like the way the state party spent the 
money it raised. This would hurt me in 1986.

In January 1986, I called Denny Boyd and told him I 
was ready to get involved again in Republican party politics. 
He was happy, and he said he would talk with the four district 
chairmen in BARC. In 1982 the state was redistricted, and 
Bismarck was divided into four districts. District 52 was added 
to Districts 32, 47, and 49. In the 1982 election, the Democrats 
elected senators in Districts 32 and 52, both representatives 
in Districts 32 and 52, and one representative each in Districts 
47 and 49. The 1982 election was not only the high watermark 
of the Democrat party in Bismarck, but it also foretold the 
lousy year ahead for us Republicans in 1984, which is another 
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reason I should not have been surprised for being defeated 
in 1984.

After Denny Boyd talked with the four district chairmen, 
I was told I would be elected BARC chairman at the next 
meeting, but I could not be there as I had to be out of town. 
This turned out to be a worse defeat than losing the election 
for American Legion chaplain in 1972 because in the Legion 
election, I at least had an opponent. A prominent Bismarck 
senator with the state party chairman in tow came to the BARC 
meeting and essentially said that I was not a good Republican. 
I guess because of what I told the caller about how I was not 
too fond of the way the Republican party spent the money, it 
constantly raised, and he apparently said that if they elected 
me, he would quit the BARC organization. Although he later 
became a good friend of mine, I lost the election without 
an opponent. You can see how low my status had sunk in 
Republican politics. I couldn’t even get elected to a job no one 
wanted without even having an opponent! Amazing!

You would have thought that would have completely 
turned me off about Republican politics, but I hung in there 
and worked my way back into the Bismarck Republican 
establishment’s good graces. They even elected me as BARC 
chairman through several election cycles in the mid-1990s.

When George H.W. Bush was elected president in 
1988, there was an opening for the United States Attorney’s 
appointment for the District of North Dakota. President Reagan 
had appointed Rodney Webb, the same lawyer I appointed to 
represent the State Hospital in Grafton, as US Attorney in 1981 
and later appointed him as US District Court Judge in 1987. 
I applied for the position after President Bush was elected. A 
three-member screening committee interviewed me, and my 
name was submitted to the White House for US Attorney in 
North Dakota. I knew I was in trouble when the word came 
back from the White House that they had to have three names 
to consider. I found out I was vetoed by someone close to the 
Bush campaign, and I did not get the appointment.

It turned out to be all right, however, as everything 
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usually does. Steve Easton, the very bright young attorney 
from Bismarck who had a summer internship with my office 
when I was Attorney General, was appointed, taking office in 
1990. He had a shorter-term since literally on the day President 
Bill Clinton took office in 1993, he fired every US Attorney in 
the country without any political protest whatsoever. When 
President George W. Bush fired three or four US Attorneys, 
it created a firestorm of political protest. In sex and politics, 
timing is everything. If I had gotten appointed, I would have 
been fired with less than three years in office, and I would 
have had to start all over once again. I stayed involved in 
Republican politics, attended district and state conventions, 
made donations, and supported candidates.

Getting Back Into My Community

I did start one project in 1985 that took 23 years to 
complete. To get back into the Bismarck community, I joined 
the Chamber of Commerce in 1985 and became a Bismarck 
and Mandan Chambers Joint Military Affairs Committee 
member. At my third committee meeting, I suggested that 
we take on a couple of projects. I proposed, and the Military 
Affairs Committee agreed that we should do two projects. One 
project was to get the Legislature to authorize and establish 
a state veterans cemetery on land near Fort Lincoln south of 
Mandan. The second project was to get the Navy to name a 
second ship the USS NORTH DAKOTA, the first USS NORTH 
DAKOTA (BB-29) having been decommissioned and scrapped 
in the 1920s. My friend Murray Sagsveen volunteered to take 
on the cemetery project. Within a few years, his work resulted 
in our beautiful State Veterans Cemetery on the south edge 
of Fort Lincoln State Park south of Mandan. I took on the 
ship naming project. After 23 years of annual letters to our 
congressional delegation, and others, my letter of January 
2008 finally seemed to trigger success. I closed my letter by 
writing that I did not want to run for Congress when I retired 
in 2010. Senator Dorgan promptly responded to my good-
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natured kidding, taking the lead on encouraging the Secretary 
of the Navy to announce the naming of USS NORTH DAKOTA 
(SSN-784), and giving me a project to work on in retirement.

A three-year term on the Board of Directors of the 
Ruth Meiers Hospitality House gave me a new insight into 
homelessness in Bismarck. I served as president of the board 
for the last two years of my term, taking pride in running 
efficient and timely board meetings, while the Executive 
Director Carrol Meyers successfully led her staff in providing 
a range of homeless services.

Trinity Lutheran Church also was a wonderful place for 
me to get involved. In addition to singing in the Chancel Choir 
since the early 1970s. I was one of the last people elected to 
the old five-member Board of Trustees, serving for several 
years, and then becoming a member of the new Church 
Council, serving as president in 1994. I started singing in the 
tenor section of our annual community-based production of 
Handel’s “Messiah” in 1995, sponsored by Trinity Lutheran 
Church. I’ve been singing in it every year since.

Defeat and Victory in 1992

By 1992 things were going well for Susan and me 
and our kids, so I thought I should redeem my 1984 defeat 
by running for an open ten-year seat on our North Dakota 
Supreme Court. Chief Justice Erickstad had held this seat for 
30 years, and I had clerked for him in the last half of my 1970 
- 1971 clerkship. I was qualified, and I still had good name 
ID, so I decided to run for this nonpartisan position. Susan 
and I agreed to a budget, and we stuck to it. It was a great 
idea, and I was the top vote-getter in the four-man primary, 
but there was still an undercurrent of discontent from the 1984 
election. Truthfully, I didn’t put enough money into the race, 
my advertising was poor, and I don’t believe I had my whole 
heart in the race. In the November general election, I was 
defeated by Bill Neumann, 140,189 to 134,946 for a margin of 
5,243, giving him 51% of the votes. That defeat turned out to 
be a blessing for my family and for me.
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I was resigned to the fact my political career and 
the possibility of public office was over, and I was happy 
merely devoting my energy to private practice. Having had 
my chances for public service in three statewide campaigns, 
Susan told me that she wanted to get a new job after ten years 
as a credit counselor. Ed Schafer, who I knew and liked from 
politics, had been elected Governor, defeating Nick Spaeth, 
who had defeated me for Attorney General in 1984. Since 
the outgoing Governor George Sinner was a Democrat and 
Governor-Elect Ed Schafer was a Republican, there would be 
changes and some jobs opening up. Susan said she wanted 
to try to get an appointed position.

While I had run for the open ten year seat that had 
been held by Chief Justice Erickstad, Commissioner Dale 
Sandstrom of the Public Service Commission ran for and won 
the remaining four years of the ten-year term to which Governor 
Sinner had appointed J. Philip Johnson. Justice Johnson had 
the misfortune of twice being appointed to a vacancy on the 
Supreme Court, and twice being defeated when he ran for the 
balance of the terms to which he was appointed. In what I call 
the “J. Philip Johnson Amendment,” the Constitution, Article 
VI, Section 13, was amended in 1998 to provide that any 
appointed judge or justice would serve in office for a minimum 
of two years, notwithstanding an intervening general election. 
Given that we want experienced judges, we cannot expect an 
experienced lawyer to give up a successful practice and face 
election in the next primary and general election as defeat 
leaves the appointed judge with the prospect of rebuilding a 
law practice.

Dale had worked for Allen Olson when he was 
Attorney General, and he was running the consumer affairs 
division when I became Attorney General. He did a good 
job, and Governor Al Olson appointed Dale as Securities 
Commissioner. He then appointed Sandstrom to the Public 
Service Commission (PSC), where he made an excellent 
reputation as a consumer advocate. His election to the 
Supreme Court left the remainder of the four years of the six-
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year term he had won in 1990 open for an appointment. I told 
Susan she would be perfect for the appointment to the PSC. 
Governor-Elect Schafer would take office on December 15th 
so he could get ready for the Legislature. He wisely appointed 
a transition team to help him find the right people to fill vacant 
positions. The head of the transition team was Tom Clifford, 
the very popular former President of the University of North 
Dakota. Tom and I had worked together for a few years on a 
business venture that never got off the ground, but we grew to 
respect one another.

Susan decided she should seek the PSC appointment, 
so she updated her résumé and wrote a letter to Governor-
Elect Schafer, which he would give to his transition team. She 
heard nothing, so after a week or so, I called Tom, and he 
said they had her application. A week later, Susan won the 
Outstanding Consumer Credit Counselor Award for Region 
VI, a six-state region, given by the National Foundation for 
Consumer Credit, so she wrote to Ed Schafer notifying him of 
her award. Still, she heard nothing. On Tuesday, December 
15th, 1992, I was in my office with a client when my secretary 
told me that Bob Harms, Governor Schafer’s lawyer, was on 
the phone for me. I took his call. He wanted to know if I knew 
where Susan was as the Governor had made a decision. I said 
I did and that she was at the Holiday Inn in Fargo speaking to 
bean farmers on credit issues.

Susan told me later that day that she took Governor 
Schafer’s phone call on a house phone in a hallway, and 
that Ed told her, “Susan, I’m having a press conference in 15 
minutes, and I am going to announce your appointment to the 
PSC. Will that be okay with you?” Of course, she said, “Yes.” 
It was so wonderful for her! And for our family. It turned out to 
be a great appointment as Susan served with distinction for 
16 years, being elected to the remaining two years of her term 
in 1994, and being elected to successive terms in 1996 and 
2002. She retired from the PSC on December 31st, 2008, with 
an excellent reputation! I am proud that my defeat opened 
the door for her appointment and subsequent victories. Susan 
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has never lost in two school board elections and three PSC 
elections, a record I cannot match. My friend Doug Wick, the 
author of the centennial history of Trinity Evangelical Lutheran 
Church 1908 - 2008 notes on page 319 that Susan and I “are 
the only husband and wife to each win a statewide election in 
North Dakota.”
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MY LIFE AS JUDGE BOB

1998 - My Sweetest Election Victory

As 1998 started, all was right in my world. Susan was 
doing a great job on the PSC with election victories in 1994 
and 1996. Sarah and Jim were happily married and busy with 
their careers in Cedar Rapids. Kate was doing very well and 
enjoying life in New York City. The only shadow on all of this 
was the fact that Tom was deployed with his Army Reserve unit 
in a combat zone, being stationed in Hungary, with monthly 
trips into Bosnia and Croatia. We were all worried about him, 
but I was reassured when I visited with him in Germany and 
Switzerland in February. My solo law practice was going well, 
and I was perfectly happy to ride out my career as a lawyer 
until later when I would retire.

I never wanted to be a judge. When I would visit a 
judge in chambers on business in the courthouse, I would see 
a large table perpendicular to the judge’s large desk, both of 
which were deeply covered with files. They would tell me how 
they hated all of the divorces and child custody matters they 
had to handle. No judge ever made me even think they had an 
enjoyable job. The Legislature in 1991 made all of the Judges 
of the County Court With Increased Jurisdiction into District 
Court Judges. While that legislation gave the state 53 District 
Court Judges, it also required the Supreme Court to reduce 
the number of judges to 42 by December 31st, 2000. They did 
this by reviewing every District Court Judge position whenever 
there was a death, retirement, or resignation, as required by 
NDCC 27-05-02.1. Early in 1998, they were just about there, 
but they still needed to eliminate several judgeships. Nine 
judges were serving 12 counties in our South Central Judicial 
District, and it was clear to me that one had to go. In Mandan, 
Judge Hodny announced that he would retire at the end of 
his term, and I was confident that his judgeship would be 
eliminated.

Burleigh County had a very aggressive State’s Attorney 
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who wanted to be a judge. She announced she would run for 
Judge Hodny’s judgeship before the Supreme Court decided 
on that now open judgeship. Another judge up for reelection 
in 1998 was Dennis Schneider, but he was quickly becoming 
disabled with “galloping MS.” When we lawyers talked among 
ourselves, I told everyone to leave Judge Schneider alone so 
he could be reelected without opposition, and so that when 
he had to resign, the Governor could appoint someone. At a 
Burleigh County Bar Association meeting shortly after I came 
home from visiting Tom in Germany, we were sitting around 
the table visiting about all of this. Several lawyers agreed 
with me that Judge Hodny’s judgeship would be eliminated. 
They all feared that when that happened, the Burleigh County 
State’s Attorney would run against Judge Schneider, even 
though she had told she would never run against him. We 
all agreed we had to find a candidate who could beat her 
if all of this happened. Someone said to me, “Wefald, why 
don’t you run? You’ve got the experience, and you’ve won an 
election.” I reiterated that we should leave Judge Schneider 
to run unopposed. Implied in their suggestion that I had won 
an election was the fact Susan’s election victories and her 
consumer work on the PSC had sufficiently cleaned up the 
Wefald name for me to run again. A few days later, a veteran 
lawyer friend of mine, Fred Saefke, called me and asked me 
to run for Judge Schneider’s Judgeship No. 5, and I repeated 
all of my arguments. He was not impressed, and the next day 
he announced that he was running for Judgeship No. 5, which 
I knew would bring the State’s Attorney into the race. I called 
Fred and asked why he was doing this, and he essentially 
said he wanted to force me into the race to stop the State’s 
Attorney, who soon announced she was going to run against 
Judge Schneider. I went to see Judge Schneider, and he knew 
what lots of people were talking about, which was that I had 
to run to stop the State’s Attorney. He told me he wasn’t going 
to run, gave me his unofficial support, and told me his entire 
extended family would vote for me as he was angry with the 
State’s Attorney, who had promised not to run against him.
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When I announced, I had no trouble getting petitions 
filled with signatures, and lots of lawyers said they would 
support me. Ultimately, there were four of us on the primary 
ballot for Judgeship No. 5 chambered in Bismarck. Before 
the primary election, the State Bar Association distributed a 
Lawyers’ Preference Poll to all the lawyers statewide so they 
could rate all the candidates for Judgeship No. 5 in three areas, 
1 to 5, with 5 being the highest rating. I had been through 
such a poll once before in 1992 when I ran for the Supreme 
Court, and the results weren’t particularly good. Although it 
is a preference poll measuring candidates’ ability in three or 
four areas, it is really a popularity poll, to see who among 
the several candidates is best liked by the lawyers, or to put 
it another way, who is least liked by the lawyers. Dislike is 
always a stronger force than like.

My good friend Tom Smith called me when the poll 
results were announced and said to me, “Wefald, you’re not 
that good,” and I said, “I know.” I was the overwhelmingly 
highest-rated candidate, and the State’s Attorney was the 
lowest-rated candidate. The difference was dramatic and 
apparent to almost everyone. In the primary election, she and 
I were the top two vote-getters, but I had about twice as many 
votes. Before the general election, The Bismarck Tribune 
endorsed me. On November 3rd, 1998, I won Judgeship No. 
5 handily, 29,167 to 18,807 for a margin of 10,360 for 61% of 
the votes.

The next 58 days were the busiest days I ever 
experienced in the practice of law. When I was elected 
Attorney General in 1980, I simply left my law firm, and the 
remaining members of the firm took over all of the open 
cases, so leaving practice was very easy. But closing down 
a solo private practice law office proved to be a lot of work 
and worry. I promptly went to the court administrator’s office 
to move up the dates for three or four trials and hearings so 
they could be resolved without having another lawyer have to 
start from scratch. I had to refer files that I could not finish to 
other lawyers, I had to make sure all my bills were paid and 
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that the fees that were owed to me were collected, I had to 
dispose of old files, and I had to sell my office equipment. I 
would find myself lying awake at night, worrying about what 
I might have forgotten. And I also had to “buy the tail” on my 
malpractice insurance to cover me for any claim after I quit 
private practice. It was an enormously stressful and hectic 
time. And I hated leaving my legal secretary Marilyn Wagner 
as I could not bring her with me to the court. But by midnight 
on December 31st, 1998, I had it all accomplished, and I had 
successfully shut down my solo private practice. What a relief!

The Best Job I’ve Ever Had

The benefits of being a District Court Judge were 
immediately apparent as I no longer had any overhead to pay 
every month, and did that feel great! I had a nice office, and I 
had the very efficient Lois Scharnhorst as my court reporter. 
We quickly developed a great relationship, and I depended on 
her as she helped me avoid lots of pitfalls waiting for the new 
judge.

My investiture ceremony was held on January 8th, 
1999, but I had already signed the oath of office, thus becoming 
a judge at one moment after midnight as December 31st 
turned into January 1st. My good friend Tom Smith served 
as master of ceremonies. Darrell Williams - who produced 
great TV ads for me along with excellent newspaper ads and 
a terrific campaign brochure - spoke from the heart about 
our work together. Retired Chief Justice Erickstad spoke and 
presented me with my robe, and Senior United States District 
Judge Bruce Van Sickle spoke as well. It was a very moving 
ceremony for me as it represented my political and legal 
career’s ultimate capstone. And there were lots of lawyers 
there to make sure I actually took office.

Although I was told to enjoy my first six months as 
the work would indeed pile up after that, I can honestly say I 
have never been overworked. All of us judges are frequently 
overscheduled, but at least I am not overworked. We 
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developed a plan to “block schedule” all criminal trials so that 
we have eighteen criminal trial weeks a year in which there 
will be scheduled as many as fifteen jury trials to be tried in 
one week. Of course, that’s impossible, but the reality is that it 
works as we seldom wind up with more than two jury trials in 
a week. Block scheduling simply pushes the defendants and 
their attorneys and the State’s Attorneys up against a deadline 
with the result that lots of defendants decide to enter guilty 
pleas, and occasionally the state will dismiss a case. The net 
result is that we relatively efficiently move a large volume of 
criminal cases through the system.

We also set aside twelve civil trial weeks, but the civil 
cases are usually not block scheduled as they are scheduled 
for definite dates within those twelve weeks. Actually, we get 
very few civil jury trials, and those often involve contract issues. 
The few personal injury jury trials we get often involve bad 
facts or are cases in which the parties simply cannot reach an 
agreement. The insurance companies do a good and fair job 
of settling personal injury cases, so most of the good cases 
are quickly resolved. In fact, several insurance companies 
do not get their defense lawyers involved until their efforts at 
settlement have been exhausted. In my career, I never had a 
great personal injury case to try or defend.

As a judge, I do love the jury trials I ultimately get to try, 
for as a judge, they are relatively easy and quite enjoyable, 
especially if you have good lawyers involved. For me, a jury 
trial is like a play in which I have a minor part. The lawyers and 
their clients, as well as the bailiffs, court reporter, and clerk are 
the cast of characters, each witness is a new act, and the jury 
verdict is the exciting and unexpected conclusion. I use the 
term “unexpected” because I always try to figure out what the 
jury verdict will be once the case is submitted to the jury, but 
I am often wrong. The strength of juries is their fundamental 
sense of what is right and wrong. My main job is to keep the 
trial moving and make sure the jury gets an hourly break. I 
would tell the jurors we would take a ten-minute break every 
hour, usually on the hour. That way they always knew when 
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there would be a break so they could plan accordingly. I also 
get to rule on objections, so with a choice of either “sustained” 
or “overruled,” I have a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right every 
time. I have said that if my life, liberty, or property were at 
stake, I would take a jury every time.

The public seems to believe that judges are isolated, 
which is natural since judges should not have contact with 
either side. While that impression is mostly correct, I felt 
much more isolated and cut off when I was Attorney General, 
particularly from bad news about me personally. On the 
contrary, as a judge, I have thoroughly enjoyed working with 
my fellow judges and all of the court staff. This is genuinely 
the best working relationship I have ever had during my entire 
legal career. The eight of us judges are like a very compatible 
law firm.

One reason is the excellent support we have from 
the court reporters, administrators, referees, and clerks. An 
extremely significant element is that none of us have to worry 
about the one big thing law firms have to worry about - money. 
We all get paid the same regardless of whether we have more 
or fewer years on the bench (our Presiding Judge receives a 
few thousand more dollars for doing additional administrative 
duties, and she is welcome to it). We don’t have to hustle 
up clients, we don’t have to send out bills, we don’t have to 
collect the money owed for services, and we don’t have to 
worry about who is producing more or less money. It is an ideal 
way to “practice law.” We do have monthly meetings to review 
and decide on new procedures to constantly make things run 
more efficiently, and we have fun at those meetings. This job 
has made me very happy!

The excellent working relationship of us eight judges 
is repeatedly demonstrated as we are all very cooperative 
in covering for one another whenever there is a conflict or 
something comes up where we have to be gone. It is just 
great the way we can all depend on one another. And that 
cooperation is critical as we all go to handle the calendar and 
cases in all twelve of the counties in our South Central Judicial 
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District. It is never a problem to get the business in every 
county timely and adequately handled. All of the business in 
all twelve of our courts is rotated amongst the eight of us, 
which means that each one of us gets one out of every eight 
cases assigned to us regardless of what the case is all about. 
Of the seven judicial districts in the state, our South Central 
Judicial District is, in my opinion, the best organized and the 
most collegial and cooperative. It is simply a great working 
relationship!

District Court Judges and Surrogate Judges (retired 
judges who agree to stay available, if needed) are called to 
sit with the Supreme Court when a Justice has a conflict. 
Following the oral arguments in the first case I was called 
to sit with our Supreme Court, we went into the conference 
room. After a case is argued, the Justices and any sitting judge 
retire to the conference room. The newest judge is asked to 
express an opinion first about the arguments just completed. I 
was first to comment, and I said, “First, I want to thank Justice 
Neuman for defeating me,” as I realized I could never be good 
fit for our Supreme Court. Being a District Court Judge was 
perfect for me!

I am so much happier and more satisfied as a District 
Court Judge, where I get to hear the live witnesses and make 
my own decisions without having to get at least two other 
people to agree with me. Being a District Court Judge is such 
a much better job than being a Justice! Besides, my loss in 
1992 “opened the door” for Susan to be appointed to the 
Public Service Commission, which was a blessing for her and 
the people of North Dakota.

As I grew into my job as a District Court Judge, I got a lot 
of excellent and practical advice from my mentor, Judge Gail 
Hagerty. We’ve had a good relationship for years. When she 
successfully ran for State’s Attorney in 1982, she wanted me 
as Attorney General to be the first person to sign her petition. 
I was happy to sign, and then I gave her some practical advice 
on asking people for money for her campaign. She has been 
a great colleague.
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As a judge, I have tried to stay connected with the 
lawyers by attending social events for lawyers where we can 
have a beer or a glass of wine. My one consistent connection 
to what is going on in private practice is my good friend Greg 
Tschider, who has been willing to be seen in public having 
lunch with me. We take turns buying lunch, and we have 
great talks about everything. I have thoroughly enjoyed our 
friendship. If any case of his looked like it would go to trial, 
another judge was assigned to avoid any conflict of interest. 
Another enjoyable contact has been having lunch three or four 
times a year with Marilyn Wagner, my former legal secretary. 
We mainly talk about our families, and usually, we run out of 
time, but we do take turns buying lunch. During the 2003 and 
2005 sessions of the Legislature, I would have breakfast once 
a week with my good friend, the late Senator Dick Brown of 
Fargo, who was an assistant scoutmaster with me for Troop 
#2, a former client and a member of Trinity Lutheran Church 
before he moved to Fargo.

The Big Muddy Bar Association (formerly the Burleigh 
County Bar Association) and the Bruce M. Van Sickle Inn of 
the American Inns of Court have also allowed me to maintain 
useful social and professional contacts with lawyers, new and 
old. My observation is that we have an excellent Bar in this 
area with many excellent lawyers. I particularly admire the 
lawyers who do the unrewarding work of serving as appointed 
counsel for indigent criminal defendants.

As for my work as a judge, I have never let my desk and 
office look like it was piled high with files. I tried not to keep 
any files in my office, except those on which I was currently 
working. On my first divorce trial, I made the mistake of 
allowing the lawyers to file post-trial briefs. When they were all 
in after four to six weeks, I found my memory of what was said 
was not clear; thus, Lois had to prepare a transcript for me so 
I could read the witnesses’ testimony. After that experience, I 
discouraged the lawyers from submitting post-trial briefs, and 
I wrote my opinion within days of the trial. If they insisted, as 
is their right, to submit post-trial briefs, I told them the opinion 
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would be written within days, and it would be held pending the 
receipt of their briefs. If they convinced me of something other 
than what I had already written, I would change my opinion. 
Rarely do lawyers in my court submit post-trial briefs.

As a lawyer, you work hard on every case through the 
end of the trial. Usually, the clients and the lawyers are all glad 
the case is tried and over. As a lawyer, if I won a case, the 
judge would expect me, based on the judge’s Memorandum 
Opinion, to prepare a document called Findings of Fact, 
Conclusions of Law and Order for Judgment for the judge to 
sign as well as a Judgment for the clerk of court to sign. It was 
always anti-climactic, as you had to revisit a case that was 
over. And it was worse as the losing lawyer since you had to 
worry about how the winning lawyer was wording the Findings 
of Fact, Conclusions of Law and Order for Judgment so as to 
put words/nuances in for the judge to sign to influence your 
appeal.

Because as a lawyer, I hated doing them, as a judge I 
have always prepared my Memorandum Opinion to include the 
Findings of Fact, Conclusions of Law and Order for Judgment 
as it was merely a question of a few more keystrokes to do 
that. And to further help the lawyers, I would send them a 
draft copy of my work for them to point out to me any factual 
errors by a specific deadline for them to respond. I would 
prepare the final document and Judgment. One of the lawyers 
would be told to prepare, serve, and file the Notice of Entry 
of Judgment, the document that starts the time in which a 
party can take an appeal. It amazed me that there would 
occasionally be a lawyer who had not responded to the draft 
after all that was done, but who would contact me after the 
Judgment was entered to point out a factual mistake.

Although this is the way I do my work, I believe most 
judges follow the traditional method of simply sending out 
their Memorandum Opinion.They leave the winning lawyer to 
prepare, serve, and file the Findings of Fact, Conclusions of 
Law and Order for Judgment, and the Judgment. Hopefully, 
after my retirement, the lawyers, if for nothing else, will miss 
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me because of this work I did for them. Another reason I do 
this work is to let our Supreme Court know that what is said 
in each document is precisely what I wanted the document to 
say.

Although I have had excellent court reporters, Lois 
Scharnhorst and Betsy Johnson, I have always done all of 
my own draft typing as I became used to doing it in my last 
years of private practice. Lois and Betsy were both excellent 
at cleaning up my work and getting it in perfect final form. 
Lois helped me learn our local court procedures, and working 
together, she put together a great way to index and keep by 
topic all of our orders and opinions. When Lois left to become 
the Morton County Clerk of Court, we were fortunate to hire 
Betsy, who quickly learned the job and who mastered the 
system Lois had put in place. My working relationship with 
both Lois and Betsy has been marvelous.

With the personal computers and software we have 
available to us, anyone should be able to do their own work. 
There is also excellent computer support. One very helpful 
piece of software is West’s North Dakota CD ROM, which 
contains every decision of our Supreme Court since statehood 
and the entire North Dakota Century Code, plus other sources 
of information and a link to the entire West Publishing Company 
library. You never have to worry about copying a citation or a 
quote correctly, as you can so easily copy and paste from any 
case into the opinion you are writing.

I am very proud of what I accomplished during my two 
six-year terms as a District Court Judge. I have tried my best 
to be a good, fair, and respectful judge, as well as a good 
colleague to my fellow judges and the people with whom I 
have had the pleasure and honor of working.

And I am proud that when I have seen something that 
needed to be changed, I have taken the initiative to contact 
the right people to get the problem resolved. One example 
is the Sheridan County Courthouse in McClusky. This three-
story concrete building built in the 1930s was dark, the judge’s 
office was a storeroom for discarded items, and the courtroom 
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was dreary. I wrote a letter to the three county commissioners 
addressing these issues. On my next visit, the terrazzo floors 
had been thoroughly cleaned and years of wax removed so that 
for the first time, you could see the beautiful color and details 
on the floor, and all the walls had been brightly repainted. The 
change was night and day. My letter to the McIntosh County 
commissioners in Ashley spurred restoration of wonderful 
murals and the freshening up of the courtroom. And in 
Bismarck, my comments to the auditor and Commissioner 
Woodcox resulted in the hall murals on the first and second 
floors being refreshed, a damaged wall being repaired, and 
the entryway floor mat being removed to reveal the beautiful 
seal of Burleigh County in the terrazzo floor. It’s remarkable 
what a few letters from a judge can do to set in motion a 
change of events leading to substantial improvements.

Being a judge has truthfully been the easiest law job I 
have ever had, and it’s been the most enjoyable. Coming onto 
the bench with more than 28 years of a wide variety of legal 
experience made this job a perfect fit for me. I have not had 
one single problem handed to me that I have not experienced 
in some fashion as a lawyer and public official. The only 
surprise was the volume of sex crimes or sex-related matters, 
such as domestic violence, as not all of it makes the news due 
to much of it being in restricted files. This is not to say there 
is an epidemic of such sexual violence; it’s just that I was 
surprised there was more of it going on than I had realized. 
With lots of experience and the ability to make decisions and 
not lie awake at night worrying about them, this has been an 
enjoyable job for me.

Another trait I tried to demonstrate was timeliness with 
court starting on time and ending on time, as I believe lawyers 
and clients appreciate that. I do not restrict the time lawyers 
can request from the court administrator for what they need 
for a hearing or a trial, but I do not let them have any more time 
once the time is set. In divorce cases, in particular, I divide the 
time equally between both sides, keeping track of the time 
both sides have used, informing them of how much time they 
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have left. It is my experience that well prepared lawyers have 
no problem managing their time as they avoid useless and 
redundant questions.

Most of the time, when I was in court, the matter before 
me was a criminal case. I rather enjoyed this work as it never 
got to me. Having observed criminal defendants for two terms, 
their most common feature is that many are not very well 
educated. Many could not find and hold a good job. Quite a 
few of them were colorful characters, while only a few seemed 
rather mean. However, I always treated the defendants with 
respect as I found that if you were polite and respectful of them, 
they would be very respectful of you. I never felt threatened.

The worst thing any defendant said to me in court was 
in a hearing in Washburn. I sentenced this fellow who was in 
custody, but who also had another charge pending. I explained 
I had to set a bond for him so that when he completed the 
sentence just imposed, he could post his bond and get out of 
custody pending his new trial. I could see he was agitated as 
he turned to walk back to his seat. It was as if I could look right 
into his head, seeing that little hamster spinning the wheel. He 
was clearly thinking to himself, what can I say to the judge that 
will not get me more jail time? You can imagine what he would 
like to have said to me. He turned and blurted out, “You’re an 
old smarty pants!” I calmly told him to sit down.

Some people think it is challenging for a judge to 
sentence a convicted person, but that was not true for me. 
I never sentenced anyone to jail or prison. Defendants 
sentenced themselves to the maximum sentence for the crime 
they committed. All I did was limit the time they could spend in 
custody, but sometimes I let them stay in custody for the full 
length of the crime they committed.

As a society, we would prefer to have our jails and 
prisons empty with everyone obeying the law. Unless 
someone commits a horrendous crime for their first offense, 
they will likely not go to jail. We try to get their attention, so 
we will never see them in court again. Frequently a first-
time offender will have the imposition of sentence deferred 
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or given a suspended sentence. All we ask them to do is 
not to commit any more crimes and to follow a few simple 
rules. It’s incredible how some defendants cannot follow the 
few rules for probation or out on bond. The only defendants 
I worried about when I set bonds for them were the repeat 
offender, drunk drivers, as those people seem to have no 
internal control on their conduct. I was always worried they 
would get out on bond only to drive drunk again and kill some 
innocent person. Fortunately, the Attorney General sponsored 
the 24/7 program in which 2nd or more DUI (driving under the 
influence) offenders have to be tested twice a day for alcohol.

Perhaps I should have included some “war stories” 
about various cases, but every case and every defendant is 
unique, which is why I generally oppose mandatory sentencing. 
Mandatory sentencing for DUI offenders seems to work, but 
something like the federal sentencing guidelines would not be 
a good thing for North Dakota. No two defendants are alike, 
and no two judges are alike, but every judge is capable of 
imposing a correct sentence for each defendant. And we all 
have lots of “war stories” about the cases we have handled, 
and I’ve got too many to include. But if we meet socially, and 
you want to hear a few “war stories,” let me know, and I’ll tell 
you a few.

My Life Away From The Bench

Although my life changed in many ways when I became 
a judge, I stayed involved in my church and community. Of 
course, I stayed totally away from politics. It has made me 
proud to see my family prosper and grow. Many of these 
events have already been covered, but I cannot emphasize 
enough the great joy our granddaughter Grace Elizabeth 
Freeborn has brought to my life!

Honestly, it has been great having no involvement in 
politics, but it was a little hard on Susan since she was an elected 
Republican member of the Public Service Commission. All 
the other Republican elected officials would always have their 
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spouses with them at political conventions and gatherings. 
Susan missed not having me with her to help and support 
her and show the political world her great husband. People 
thought we were divorced since when her name was listed in 
a program for a political event, she would be listed alone.

The one official biennium event we enjoyed, as I could 
be with her, was the receiving line for the public to greet their 
state officials in the Great Hall of the capitol right after the 
Governor’s State of the State address to the Legislature. Like 
the other spouses, I would stand next to Susan to her left 
in the receiving line, and I could frequently whisper to her 
the names of the people coming down the line, and often 
something about them. The one very positive political skill I 
had is that I am good with names and faces, and I seem to 
remember small details about people’s lives, which I learned 
when I met them. We do very well together. There is a great 
picture of us dancing taken at Kate’s wedding reception in 
2006. We love to dance!

At Trinity Lutheran Church, I co-chaired a capital 
campaign, and I continued to enjoy singing in the choir and 
the Messiah. The Salvation Army gave me a three-year term 
on the Bismarck-Mandan Corps Advisory Board, which at 
their request, I extended for one year to allow me to serve 
as chairperson. In the American Legion, I was elected as 
Commander for the 2000 - 2001 Legion year, and I continued 
to serve as Bismarck Boys State chairman. However, with 
every passing year, it became more and more challenging to 
recruit junior boys. That’s a shame because it is such a good 
program, and it’s all paid for by sponsors.

The one genuinely wonderful volunteer job I took on in 
2004 was chairman of Open Your Heart; the annual community-
supported charity for families in need at Christmas sponsored 
by Loyd Spetz Post No. 1 of the American Legion continuously 
since the first campaign in December 1930. Legionnaire John 
Conyne, who had been involved with Open Your Heart for 48 
years, the last 16 of which he served as chairman, had earned 
a well-deserved break and wanted to step down. It was a lot 
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of work, and Legionnaires were not competing for the job of 
chairman. Having done other things in the Legion, I was never 
active with Open Your Heart, but when they asked me to take 
on this job, I agreed, not knowing the full extent of what was 
involved.

When I took over as chairman early in 2004, I was 
responsible for completely planning and executing the 2004 
campaign. John Conyne was an excellent and well-organized 
chairman, but he had everything in his head as nothing was 
written down. Amazingly, he could fully handle from memory 
all of the details required to conduct a successful campaign. 
He was very gifted in this respect. To help me, he did give me 
several pages of handwritten notes which he prepared for me, 
and he was available throughout the 2004 campaign whenever 
I had any questions. My one big question was whether he had 
a list of all of the hundreds of volunteers needed to carry out 
the campaign successfully. He had no such list, but he said, 
“Don’t worry. They’ll all show up.” And they did show up by 
the hundreds, and every year since hundreds of volunteers 
show up. It is truly a testament to the program and to the spirit 
and generosity of the people of this community that Open 
Your Heart is so well supported year after year. After my first 
campaign, I wrote a rather detailed procedures manual, which 
is updated every year. Open Your Heart continues to be a 
very efficient operation with hundreds of great and capable 
volunteers.

Being a member of Sigma Chi Fraternity has always 
given me great satisfaction, and as an alum, I have enjoyed the 
times when I could be with other Sigma Chi alums. After trying 
to arrange Sigma Chi alumni get-togethers over the years, I 
made a real push to get us better organized with several other 
fraternity brothers. We were finally able to achieve the status 
of a chartered Bismarck Area Sigma Chi Alumni Chapter. 
We always have a good time when we get together for lunch 
meetings and socials. In 2010 I was honored by being named 
by Sigma Chi Fraternity as a “Significant Sig,” an honor 
established in 1935 to recognize Sigma Chi brothers who have 
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achieved a significant level of success in their chosen field of 
work while contributing significant public service. About 1400 
Sigma Chi brothers have been so recognized since 1935. For 
me, this was a very great honor!

I had traveled fairly extensively before 1997, both in the 
Navy and as Attorney General and on business. However, my 
first overseas vacation trip with Susan (aside from the Attorney 
General trip to Japan in 1984) was England and France in 
1997. Since that trip, Susan has had me traveling overseas at 
least every other year. People ask me if we will travel a lot in 
our retirement, and I tell them we will keep traveling until the 
good Lord tells us to stop! One trip I took without Susan was 
in September 2007. I traveled by myself to Russia, taking the 
Trans-Siberian Railroad across Russia, stopping in Nizhny 
Novgorod, Omsk, Angarsk, and Vladivostok.

We will be traveling in retirement as we enjoy it. We 
travel on our own as Susan loves to research and thoroughly 
plan our trips. She says that she enjoys every trip three times 
- once when she plans it, once as we take the trip, and once 
when she reviews the photos from our travels. We are going 
to save cruises and tours for when we grow up.

Every Day Is A Gift From God

After 40 years as a lawyer and a judge, it’s time to enjoy 
the rest of my life with Susan in Bismarck, the city that is home 
to us, and where more moments await us. I have loved every 
day of my life, and I will continue to believe that every day is a 
gift from God. As our friend Karen Botine told me, “That’s why 
it’s called the present.”
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My parents, Walma Ovrom 
and Olav Wefald, when they 
were going together in 1934.  
Wefald Family records.

My brothers and sister.  Knut, me, 
Beatsy and Jon in 1945.  
Wefald Family records.

My Dad, Olav Wefald, did a great 
job supporting his family in Minot 
ND as a grain inspector.  
National Geographic, Sept. 1951.  Used 
by permission of National Geographic. 

Near the waterfront at the 
Fargo Y Camp in 1956.  
Wefald Family records.
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Boys Nation 1959 lunch in the Senate dining room with Mike 
Halcrow from Drayton ND, Rep Don Short, Sen. Milton Young, 
me, Rep. Quentin Burdick.  
Official Senate photographer.

Charley, Mel, me and 
Steve with our dates 
for the 1960 Prom

L to R: Ralph 
Charley & Linda 
Fugelso, Mel Obedin 
& Mary Keating, me 
& Charlo Peterson, 
Steve Stevenson & 
Diane Barsness
Mel Obedin’s collection
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My 1960 Minot Senior 
High School senior 
picture.  
Wefald Family records.

Captain Bob Wefald, US 
Naval Reserve (Ret.) 1991.  
Used by permission of George 
Masseth.

Our wedding, June 21, 1969.  L to R: My parents Olav and Walma 
Wefald, our campus minister Pastor Don Zill, Susan’s grandmother 
Anna Filippi, Susan’s parents Irma and John Benschop, me and 
Susan, my niece Lisa Wefald, Susan’s sister Jean Benschop, 
Susan’s friend Judy Alexander, and her sister Beryl Johnson.  
Wefald Family records.
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Sarah, Susan and Kate with 
Tom and me.  
Used by permission of D’Joyce.

Sarah, me, Susan, Tom and 
Kate.  
Used by permission of D’Joyce.

We happily begin our life together.  
Wefald Family records.
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A political cartoon about 
gaming enforcement.  
Used by permission of the Forum.

With President Reagan in the White house cabinet room 
in 1983.  
Official Whitehouse photo.
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Tom having obtained the rank of Eagle Scout with his 
proud Dad.  
Used by permission of George Masseth.

 My Cub Scout Den in 1989, with L to R Derrick Brown, Charlie 
Person, Tom Wefald and Jesse Dopson.  
Taken by my good friend Dick Brown.
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My granddaughter Grace Freeborn visiting me in my 
office.  
Wefald family records.

Judge Bob Wefald new in 
office in 1999.  
Used by permission of Dave 
Throndset.
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Susan and me dancing at Kate and Rob Freeborn’s wedding in 
August 2006.  
Taken by Jean Olney.
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