
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
 
Date:  November 2, 2015 
 
To:  Board of Trustees 
 
From:  Ron Anderson, Vice Chancellor for Academic and Student Affairs 

   
SUBJECT: Honorary Degrees Report for 2014-2015 
 
Attached is the Honorary Degrees Report that is submitted to the Board of Trustees 
per Board Policy 3.18, Part 7. The report provides details on honorary degrees 
awarded for fiscal year 2014–2015. 
 
Please let me know if you have any questions. 
 
c:  Chancellor Steven Rosenstone 

Leadership Council 
Lynda Milne 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Pursuant to Board of Trustees Policy 3.18 Honorary Degrees and System Procedure 3.18.1 
implementing Policy 3.18, an annual report to the Board of Trustees on the conferral of honorary 
degrees by system colleges and universities is required. This report addresses the requirement of 
Part 7 of Board Policy 3.18 and reports on honorary doctorates awarded through the close of 
summer semester in fiscal year 2015. 
 
REPORT 
 
Three colleges awarded honorary degrees. The types of degrees awarded, the named recipients, 
and the rationale for the award are set forth below. No universities conferred honorary degrees 
during fiscal year 2015. 
 
DAKOTA COUNTY TECHNICAL COLLEGE 
 
Recipient:  Harold E. Gifford 
When:  May 15, 2015 Spring Commencement  
Degree: Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters  
 
Rationale:  On Friday, May 15, 2015, DCTC honored Retired Air Force Lieutenant Colonel 
Harold E. Gifford for his wealth of lifelong learning from his 91 years that elevates him to a 
level far above the typical Credit for Prior Learning (CPL) student.  Among his many 
accomplishments and commendations Gifford progressed to an officer level in the Air Force 
without a high school or college degree, then to the rank of First Lieutenant when he was 
honorably discharged in 1946 and later to Lieutenant Colonel for Meritorious Service when he 
was discharged in 1972 from the Air Force Reserves.  
 
Gifford served as commander of the Tactical Airlift Group based at the Minneapolis/St. Paul 
Airport, flight instructor with command pilot status and advocate for veterans for tuition 
assistance he has also received multiple commendations and citations from the Air Force. As a 
civilian pilot he had managed an air charter service, served as chief pilot for two large 
corporations, flew crop dusters, jets and helicopters and earned an Air Transport pilot rating. 
 
In addition to his military experience Gifford was a licensed real estate agent, a licensed 
securities agent, was a journeyman glass blower (through the G.I. Bill), owned and operated a 
gas station, started a business brokerage firm, owned a seafood restaurant and a bowling alley as 
well as served as a senior warden and sang in the choir at his church.  
 
Gifford is a published author of the book, “The Miracle Landing. The True Story of how the 
NBA’s Minneapolis Lakers Almost Perished in an Iowa Cornfield during a January Blizzard.” 
The book is his account of the former Minneapolis Lakers’ flight from St. Louis in 1960, bound 
for Minnesota during a January storm.  Shortly after taking off they had a total electrical failure 
leaving them without radios, heat or lights and no navigation equipment.  Due to the skill, heroic 
efforts and critical thinking of Harold Gifford, who served as co-pilot, and the flight crew of the 



 

 
 

Lakers’ DC-3, 23 lives were saved that night by an emergency landing of the aircraft in a 
cornfield in Carroll, Iowa.  
 
In 2013, at 90 years of age, Gifford earned an honorary high school diploma from Loyola 
Catholic School in Mankato.   
 
"Harold Gifford is a one of a kind individual," said DCTC’s Interim President Tim Wynes. 
"Despite missing large pieces in his formal education, his passion for learning afforded him a 
wonderful career and opportunities to see the world. His service to our country didn't end with 
his discharge from the military but continue to this day - advocating for veterans and their 
education into his 91st year. Harold Gifford honors our college and MnSCU by accepting 
DCTC's Honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters." 
 
Gifford served as commencement speaker, inspiring graduates to "Love what you are doing and 
you will be good at what you do.”     
 
 
FOND DU LAC TRIBAL AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
 
Recipient:  Ernie Strandberg 
When:  May 21, 2015 Spring Commencement  
Degree: Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters  
 
Rationale: Ernie Strandberg has been a gift to Fond du Lac Tribal and Community College since 
he first stepped foot onto campus as an uncertain but hopeful octogenarian student in the College 
for Seniors Program.  
 
From the start, Ernie has tirelessly and compassionately embodied the mission and commitment 
of this college: modeling a passion for learning new skills and revisiting old and forgotten ones, 
exhibiting genuine concern and caring for the entire college community, and exploring culture 
and diversity with a keen mind and an open heart.  
 
Energized by a renewed love for learning and community, Ernie ventured into the college’s 
mainstream course offerings. 
 
Ernie mastered intricate beading and leather design in art, delved deeply into history, dared to 
master online chat room etiquette, and earned the respect of new speakers of the Anishinaabe 
language as he practiced and spoke with unmatched endurance. He became a welcome fixture in 
the Commons, offering many an opportunity to stop at “Ernie’s Table” for a chat, a hug, or a 
pick-me-up. 
     
An already accomplished minister, orator, humanitarian, and artist, Fond du Lac Tribal and 
Community College is grateful Ernie Strandberg chose to generously grace us with his presence 
in this august period of his life. 
 
We are all the better for it.  



 

 
 

 
Therefore, it is with great appreciation, respect, and highest honor that Fond du Lac Tribal and 
Community College awards an Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters to Mr. Ernie Strandberg on 
May 21, 2015.  
 
Larry G. Anderson, President 
 
 
RIVERLAND COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
  
Recipient: Bonnie Besse Reitz 
When:  May 15, 2015 Spring Commencement  
Degree: Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters  
 
Rationale: Bonnie Besse Rietz served 18 years in public service from 1989-2007 as Austin, 
Minnesota City Council member for eight years, mayor for 10 years and president of three 
statewide organizations: League of Minnesota Cities, Coalition of Greater Minnesota Cities and 
Minnesota Mayors Association. In these roles, she testified at the state legislature, traveled the 
state and worked with city officials throughout Minnesota. 
 
Bonnie holds a bachelor’s degree from Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota where she 
was Phi Beta Kappa and Magna Cum Laude. She has taught French at several different levels 
including as adjunct faculty at Riverland Community College from 1982-1997 (with a year off to 
return to Madagascar in 1983-1984). 
 
Bonnie and her husband Tim worked as missionaries in Madagascar through the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church from 1974 to 1997 and 1983 to 1984.  She taught English in a Malagasy high 
school and French at the American School. They have also volunteered in Cameroon, Ecuador, 
Costa Rica, Peru and Haiti. 
 
She currently serves on the Riverland Community College Foundation Board of Directors, The 
Hormel Foundation Board of Directors (vice-chair), and the Blandin Foundation Board of 
Trustees.  
 
Bonnie continues to be active in the community chairing or co-chairing the following 
organizations: Austin ArtWorks Festival, Apex Austin (diversity issues), Austin Area Drug Task 
Force and Austin Page Turners (city-wide book read). 
 
She is a member of Vision 2020 Steering Committee, Rotary, AAUW, Leadership Austin and St. 
Olaf Lutheran Church. She also volunteers at the Austin ArtWorks Center. 
 
Bonnie and Tim enjoy traveling, biking, jogging, cross-country skiing, reading and spending 
time with her 97 year-old mother, their three daughters, three sons-in-law and seven 
grandchildren. 
 
 



 

 
 

MnSCU WEBSITE 
 
A history of honorary degrees awarded is maintained on the MnSCU website at 
www.mnscu.edu.  The Honorary Degrees site provides a listing of all recipients, the name of the 
college or university awarding the degree, and a short biographical sketch of the recipient. 

http://www.mnscu.edu/
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The Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system is an Equal Opportunity Employer and Educator. 
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