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This book is not a complete documentation of every occurrence in the life of
Charles Backstrom. The more obvious omissions include greater exploration of
his more than six dozen academic publications, additional recollections by friends
and colleagues, and more commentary by family members. Some abbreviation is
the result of a lack of available sources, some is due to the effort of keeping this
book to a reasonably readable length, and some is due to the desire to ensure that
this first effort was printed and made it into the public sphere during Charles’s
lifetime, allowing him the opportunity to get feedback personally from readers.
Each review of each draft sparked thoughts of more work that could be done
and of more stories that could be included. Charles’s sister Rita MacKenzie – a
motivating force for this project – said when contributing recollections of her
brother: “It is interesting how memory evokes memory evokes memory…” The
effort to document Charles’s innumerable life experiences showed just how true
this sentiment is.
Still, the sample of Charles’s writings and recollections contained herein offers
quite a comprehensive overview of the variety of roles Charles played in his life,
what he got out of it, and what he gave back. A reader of one draft noted “how
compellingly Charles’s voice, courage, compassion, professionalism, with,
leadership, and ingenuity come through.”
This book may turn out to be worthy of revision when, in Rita’s words, these
memories evoke new memories, and in turn additional information about Charles
friends, colleagues, and family is gathered. Readers who would like to submit a
story, recollection, impression, or other information about Charles to add to this
living history should send such information to:
Brian Backstrom, 45 State St., Box 206, Valley Falls, NY, 12185
bbackstrom@gmail.com

Contributions to the Charles H. Backstrom Scholarship in Political Science may
be sent to:
College of Liberal Arts, Office of External Relations, Univ. of Minnesota,
225 Johnston Hall, 101 Pleasant St. SE, Minneapolis, MN, 55455
Please make checks payable to the University of Minnesota Foundation, and
note that the donation is in support of the Charles H. Backstrom Scholarship in
Political Science.
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The Beginning
From humble beginnings in rural North Dakota, Charles Backstrom
made quite a life for himself.
The roles Charles has played throughout his life – which started just
before the Great Depression and continues through this technologydominated age of “Gen-Z”– reveal incredible experiences and
accomplishments, a full life lived happily and with great reward. Son
and brother, student and teacher, worker and soldier, family-man and
church parishioner, author and researcher – each part played showing a
different, magnificent side of Charles.
Here is a brief glimpse of this overflowing life, each chapter
presenting one of these unique roles. It is a combination of Charles’s
own writings, commentary from people who worked with, learned from,
and befriended Charles, and statements taken from many hours of
personal interviews.
It’s a wonderful life indeed.
Charles said:
If there is one statement about me that conveys the essence
of every role I played in this life, of everything I tried to
undertake, it is that I wanted to know about everything.

Here, then, is some of what Charles Backstrom came to know.

i

1.
Son
Charles Herbert Backstrom was born on October 5, 1926, in Valley
City, North Dakota, the closest town with a hospital to his home in the
small village of Wimbledon (population: about 500). His parents were
school teachers: Carl Henning Backstrom was the son of Swedish
immigrants, and Helen Irene Stroud was a daughter in a locally
prominent German-Scottish family. Shortly before Charles was born,
Carl was promoted from teacher to administration, serving as the school
district superintendent in Wimbledon.
Charles was the second oldest of the seven Backstrom children:
Helen Faye (born 1923); Charles; Arland Gene (born 1930); Donald Lee
(born 1932); Carol Ann “Kelly” (born 1934); Rita Irene (born 1936); and
Sharon Elaine (born 1940).
I remember my mother telling me that she quit her teaching job in
Idaho and moved back to North Dakota because her father wouldn’t
let her marry her new-found boyfriend, who was a Mormon. Mother
said that she wouldn’t marry him anyway because he wanted seven
kids. So she married my father. And then had seven kids.
No baby was planned farther in advance than Kelly. Faye
always wanted a sister, but three boys followed her. She won on
the fourth try. Not only did she insist on having a sister, but she
dictated the name: Carol Ann, to be called Kelly.

Charles readily pointed to traits of his parents that shaped his character:
My father influenced me in many ways: his piety; his emphasis on
workmanship; his excitement about singing, speaking, writing, and
teaching; his ambitious house-fixing projects; the way he noticed
scenery; the importance he placed on community service; the fun of
“pick-up” picnics; his love of music; and his open showing of
affection. He was loud and boisterous, too, and a real jokester. To
use his own characterization, he had “a good personality.”
Mom’s influence on the way I chose to my life also is obvious:
her generosity; her devotion to helping the needy; her involvement
in community service; her encouragement to perform in music and
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plays and to go on adventures; how she was endlessly flexible with
guests and created an open home for them.

On the impression of his father as an educator:
Dad was a teacher of speech and debate, and took the 1920
Wimbledon debate squad to the North Dakota State finals. By all
accounts, he was a colossal speech teacher. I wish Dad would
have been able to have more time as a teacher, not as an
administrator, to do what he loved and what he was fabulously
capable to do.
Good writing really inspired Dad. He read everything slowly,
pondering every sentence. He clipped and marked-up sermons,
editorials, essays, and personal letters that had something to say
and said it well.
He was a constant editor. Even when commenting on others’
speeches, Dad loved using the phrase: “He missed several good
stopping points.”

On how his father emphasized the value of workmanship:
I remember Dad building a playhouse for us when I was about 11
years old. He conceived the design well, and built it very soundly.
He said: “My father always told me, ‘Work hard and do a
workmanlike job.’” Then he recounted with admiration how Greek
sculptors always finished the backs of statues even if they were to
be displayed in a niche where the backsides would never show.
“They were complete craftsmen,” Dad said. He always expected
and usually appreciated hard work.

On his initial exposure to civics:
My parents had big sepia-brown newspaper pictures of Presidents
Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover. I would march around the
dinner table singing, “That’s my Calvin Coolidge! That’s my Herbie
Hoover!” I never asked my folks what they thought when I became
a Democrat several years later.

On “family time”:
We would lie down next to Dad on a narrow cot in the living room
right before or just after dinner. He would sing folk songs with us,
such as “Go Tell Aunt Rhody.” Sometimes we would have contests
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where one of us would rap the timing of notes in a song on the wall
and the others would try to guess the tune. I remember choosing to
tap out “My Country ‘Tis of Thee”; I like to think I stumped them all.
Dad also used to love to play on the floor. He’d pick up my
ankles and run me around like a wheelbarrow, bumping me up
against a wall and yell “keep your feet a’going” and then we’d both
break down laughing.

On showing hospitality:
Mom was a splendid party-thrower. I was impressed that she was
always a gracious and generous hostess, and always devising
clever entertainment and games for her guests. Mom’s sharing of
our house, our food, and our time with friends and neighbors
showed me how meaningful these seemingly simple get-togethers
could be.

On the importance of building a community:
Dad was always building stage props for community plays,
advertising for upcoming community events, and raising funds for
this or that function. Looking back, he played an important and
valuable role in making our community rooted and more closely
bonded.
I remember one time when a gentleman being asked to donate
to some cause questioned Dad about why he would ask a
businessman such as himself to donate money to this event when
he already paid taxes. Dad told him: “This is a wonderful and
special place. You should be overjoyed for the opportunity to give
and to help support this community in any way possible.” And he
meant it.

As with any family, some of what one learns from his or her parents
is what traits are best not to inherit:
I was able to recognize characteristics of my parents that I didn’t
want to let influence me: I think I was able to reverse my father’s
tendency to deny praise that was due to his children, and I think I
did pretty well discarding my mother’s tendency to gender-role
stereotype. I take some reward in that.
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As a child, Charles watched his family grow throughout the 1930s.
Amidst the economic devastation hitting the country during the Great
Depression, a far more personal challenge befell the Backstrom family.
In 1937, when Charles was seven years old, Charles’s brother Gene died
of undiagnosed spinal tuberculosis at the age of three-and-a-half.
My parents never talked about preparing for Gene’s death, nor
talked about him after he died. They simply weren’t talking to us
about it. Faye had the room next to Dad’s, and his voice always
boomed, so she heard a lot. I remember standing on a snowbank
with Faye talking about Gene’s disease, and how the doctors told
my parents that he had only a 1-in-100 chance of recovering
enough “to be a cripple.”

Things were different after Gene’s death. The resulting six-year gap
between Charles and Don created a corresponding gap in how the
children were raised.
It was always Faye and me, and then the Little Kids. As the oldest,
we not only were viewed as built-in babysitters for the other four
children, but I always felt we were treated differently, too: we were
not expected to be child-like, and the Little Kids were not expected
to be mature.
I remember very sadly how my parents didn’t play much with the
other kids after Gene’s death, either.

Charles’s sister Rita felt the impact of the age gap between the
kids in a different way, looking up to the two oldest as sages:
When Charles and Faye were together, we younger kids often were
spared the need to talk, or even think, because we were so fascinated
with their world. I remember having the impression that they knew
so much about so much, and that of course they must be infallible.

The economic devastation of the Great Depression consumed the
family, too. A several-year drought hit hard in North Dakota, and set the
conditions for the dust-bowl of history books.
I remember coming home from school when I was 9 and finding
dust drifts – just like snow drifts – blown through the cracks in the
doors onto the floor. I tasted the dust in my mouth every day.
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Charles recalled how their family struggled to make do on the little
income they had available, how they endured painful cavities for a lack
of dental care, how his father didn’t have enough money to buy new
clothes for himself or the kids, and how his mother would make his
sisters’ clothes with any spare material she could find. Charles needed
glasses, but the family couldn’t afford those either. He finally saved
enough of his own earnings to buy a pair:
Walking home that first day with glasses I broke out laughing
because the trees looked so funny. I had never been able to see
the branches as having individual leaves!

As they and others around them tried to scrape by through this tough
period, the compassion practiced by Charles’s mother was dramatic and
served as an example for Charles throughout his life:
Many hobos came through the more backwater towns, like ours,
asking for food. My mother would make every one of them a fried
egg sandwich. We had little, but what we had we shared without
hesitation. It seemed only natural to me at the time; looking back
on it, I realize what a selfless and compassionate gesture Mom had
made.

Charles never got to know his paternal grandparents. His
grandmother died when Charles’s father was just five years old, and his
grandfather lived in Lincoln, Nebraska. After his father moved out of
the Nebraska homestead to North Dakota, Charles’s grandfather moved
out to California to live with Charles’s Aunt Elen.
His maternal grandparents were another story. H.M. and Amanda
Stroud lived right there in Wimbledon, North Dakota, and left lasting
impressions.
Grandfather had a very sharp mind for figures, adding faster than
any machine. He had an insatiable curiosity, and loved to teach
what he knew. He outwardly admired the beauty of nature, talking
about the stars or the waving flax field. He also was always
involved in his community, whether selling raffle tickets or hauling
school band members around to advertise local functions.
Grandmother had an incredible devoutness about her, and inspired
my own moral growth and love of learning.
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In the midst of the Great Depression, Charles and his family fled
North Dakota “to keep from starving,” as he recalls being told. The
school district had moved to cut Charles’s father Carl’s salary in half,
and Carl tendered his resignation without a new job in hand. Even
though the family moved across the border into Minnesota, they
continued to stay close with their North Dakota relatives.
When I was 12 or so, I began spending a month in the summers
back in North Dakota with my grandparents. I would ride around
the wheat fields in the bin of the combine. Sometimes I’d shoot
gophers from the car window, too – a necessary skill because
they’d eat up the grain.

One of those summer trips was with his brother Don, when Don was
8 years old and Charles was soon to be 14. This trip helped get the boys
out of the house before their last sister, Sharon, was born. Don
remembers:
Pop Stroud bought us firecrackers – a real treat, as they were illegal
in Minnesota. Charles came up with the idea to set them off under a
tin can, and we had a lot of fun seeing how high we could make that
can fly.

Charles’s friends were ever-changing. Life as the son of an itinerant
school superintendent meant being the new kid on the block several
times over.
We moved to Hitterdal, Minnesota, just before fifth grade was about
to start. I hadn’t got to meet any of the kids beyond those on our
block. One evening there was a knock on our door. My mother
opened the door to reveal about eight boys who said they had
heard there was a new boy in town and they wanted to play with
me. Mom said not to be gone too long as it was getting dark. We
started walking toward the school grounds, and when we got there
the leader of the group pointed to a boy about my size and me and
said “let’s you and him fight.” I said I didn’t fight, but they said I had
to. We started grabbing and pulling at each other, and soon were
on the ground. I knew nothing about how to inflict pain, so just
battled to keep my parts moving. Somebody shouted out “OK –
now stop.” I picked myself up, and the group of boys just moved
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on, not saying anything. I went straight home and up to bed,
worried that I would reveal a wound to my folks. I had no
knowledge about the new-kid-on-the-block social structure, and so
it came only later to me that I had passed muster, and I was proud.

Charles grew up quickly. The age gap between the two groups of
Backstrom kids and the difference in how each group was treated by
their parents, surviving the Depression-era economy, the strict ethnic
culture of the region, all contributed to what Charles viewed as a stunted
childhood.
I never was an adolescent. In the little Lutheran, Scandinavian
towns of northern Minnesota there was no social life. School
dances were not permitted, for example. And add to the staid
social atmosphere that I simply was not very outgoing. I grew up
fast because that was what was expected of me.

Charles enlisted in the Army at age 17, and left for his assignment
the night he graduated from high school. After returning from active
duty in Europe, Charles obtained the reluctant permission of the
administration to enroll in college in the fall of 1947, as the quarter had
already begun. After earning his B.A. and B.S. in June 1949, he
immediately began teaching high school. Two years later, he was
enrolled in graduate school on his way to becoming a professor.
My parents always wanted me to become a journalist. I don’t think
they ever said outright: “be a journalist,” but the influence was there.
They never said anything bad about my choosing a different path,
however, and in fact I remember them being very proud when I got
the professorship at the University of Minnesota.

Charles’s siblings all went on to become successful professionals,
too. Three of his sisters became nurses, Faye training at the hospital in
Fargo, North Dakota, and Kelly and Rita at Swedish Hospital in
Minneapolis.
I remember hearing that our folks told a neighbor lady that Rita
followed in the footsteps of Faye and Kelly and had just become a
nurse. The neighbor responded, “How wonderful to have in the
family three nurses and a doctor!” (referring to me and my Ph.D.).
My mother responded: “Oh, but Charles is not the kind of doctor
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that does anybody any good.” I don’t know how true this story is,
but I’ve taken it and made it mine nonetheless.

Don became an engineer, and Sharon a music teacher.
Don becoming an engineer made a lot of sense to me: I always
thought that he had the mind of an engineer. He was always fixing
things. I remember him as a little kid sitting with a screwdriver in his
hand trying to fix a broken clock. I knew bigger things were in store
for him.
I always thought that, as the youngest child, Sharon gave my folks
an extra 10 years of life. Sharon was in a fun-loving, musical
house, and went on to a teaching school to become a music
teacher. Even then, they had a college kid running around again,
and I’m sure that it helped keep them young.

Charles remembers warm feelings of growing up with his siblings:
My siblings have always meant a lot to me, and there were very
kindly feelings among the kids. We were pleased with what
happened in each others’ lives, and rarely had ill feelings about
anything. We were happy to have each other, and proud about how
each other’s lives had developed. We had a good household, one
that was typically pleasant and fun-loving with no sulking.
My sister Faye showed me the importance of knowledge of the
world, of intellectual growth, and of fighting for independence from
one’s parents. She was a true survivor, and showed those values
to me.
Sharon once told me “You are responsible for me becoming part of
the music world.” I said “How’s that?” She remembers the
phonograph I bought and brought home when I started teaching at
Moorhead High, and how I played Haydn’s “The Surprise” over and
over and over. Sharon said she was bored for a while, but the
symphony’s magnificence eventually sank in and had a lasting
effect. She also inherited from me the album Rusty in
Orchestraville, where the main character goes deliberately through
the orchestra meeting each instrument. She played that one many
times herself.
Rita said that she would have never been acquainted with classical
music unless I had invited her to North Dakota Agricultural College
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(now North Dakota State University) to hear the classical pianist
Artur Rubinstein for her 15th birthday. The concert was held in
Festival Hall, nicknamed “The Barn.” With album in hand, I tried to
get the Maestro’s autograph backstage, but he declined and was
rushed away by his manager. I gave Rita my James Melton album,
too, and she listened to the classical tenor’s album repeatedly. She
said she began to realize that there was a wider world out there.

As Charles’s family grew up, many of his siblings married and half
moved away: Kelly went to California, Don to Ohio, and Sharon to
Michigan. But the rest of the Backstrom kids stayed local.
There came to be a knot of our family – Dad and Mom, Faye and
Rita and their families, and my family – that settled in and around
Minneapolis.

This proximity provided for many family get-togethers – picnics in the
rolling back yard of Charles’s parents, Thanksgivings at Charles’s house,
visits with Faye and her family on Lake Minnetonka, and numerous
celebrations with Rita’s family.
Despite the distance between them, Charles still managed to keep in
touch with the non-Minnesota-based Backstrom siblings.
I made it a point to coordinate a visit with Kelly every couple of
years when I had a conference or some other business on the west
coast. I would call her up, and I’d stay over a day and she would
take me on a tour of the local sites and we’d go out to dinner. It
was good to reconnect like this.
I was in the San Francisco area doing research and conducting
interviews for a politics of AIDS project in the fall of 1989, for
example. I traveled out to Sacramento one day to talk with some
government officials, and in the middle of the interview, I felt the
office building sway and saw waves develop in the fish tank. “Is this
an earthquake?” I asked my host. “Yep – and pretty big one. There
went San Francisco!” he said jokingly. Later reports confirmed a
7.1 quake had struck, and I recognized one area of San Francisco I
had visited the day before as among the ruined sectors of the city.
Kelly’s house was severely shaken, too. Kelly went into the hills
near the epicenter of the quake to help victims, and later developed

10
some severe breathing problems. I think it was because of all the
dust and after-quake pollution in the air.
Our summer camping trips to the East Coast provided opportunities
to keep in touch, too. We’d often stop in Lima, Ohio, and stay for a
couple of fun, rewarding days with Don and his family. We made it
up to see Sharon a couple of times, too, during these cross-country
treks.

The interactions Charles had with his siblings as they grew up and grew
families often left lasting impressions. Rita recalled Charles’s joy of life
and family in particular:
Charles always seemed so cheerful, upbeat and full of clever –
though sometimes irreverent – nonsense, always eagerly shared with
whoever was in his presence.
As we matured and had families of our own, Charles displayed
much more affection for all of us siblings that we’d shown for each
other in our younger years. It has helped me to become more overtly
affectionate to friends as well as family, and I thank him for that.

The spouses of Charles and his siblings were quickly and completely
accepted as part of the Backstrom family, and Carl and Helen showed
genuine appreciation for these new additions:
Dad and Mom would come back from a visit to Ohio, saying “that
Don and Martha Jo are just about the finest people we know.”
Then, months later, they would return from California saying “we
really like that Bill Swanson and Kelly – not for anything else other
than they are such good people.” Every time there was interaction
with our various families, it would end with Dad and Mom
unabashedly praising our wives and husbands. That meant a lot to
me.

The death of Charles’s mother in 1969 put a natural ending on what
Charles viewed as a complete, well-lived life.
My mother always said she’d die on the day she was 70, which
would have been on October 8. On November 3rd, Mom had a
heart attack. A round of emergency phone calls was made, and all
of us local siblings met at the hospital. Don even got there from
Ohio in time to see her and sit with her awhile. Mom seemed to
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stabilize, and while Faye stayed with her, the rest of us went home.
Mom died early the next morning, and we all came back to the
hospital.
I remember patting her foot and saying “Well, you called it real
close, Mom.”

In 1973, Charles’s father remarried, taking as his new bride Helen
Katherine Shontz – also a former schoolteacher and from, appropriately
enough, Correctionville, Iowa. Although everyone else in the family
called her Helen, Carl felt he should distinguish his new wife from
Charles’s mother by calling her by her middle name instead: “I’ll call
you Cathy,” he declared. Everyone else stuck with “Helen.”
I think that we kids were pleased that Dad got remarried. This was
something he really wanted to do. Helen was a very nice woman.
Whatever she was able to get from Dad, she surely earned.

Charles’s father died on December 27, 1979, in Fort Dodge, Iowa, at a
residential care facility to where he had moved with his second Helen.
Dad had developed some kind of an infection, and Rita and Faye
and I went down to Iowa together. We had an idea that something
was up, and we were all sitting around the bed after having been to
breakfast. Faye held Dad’s hand and rubbed his arm, telling him
“It’s OK, Dad. Let go.” And he did. Dad died in his room of
congestive heart failure.

The deaths of his mother and his father were not marked by
an outpouring of emotion by Charles or his siblings:
I remember my wife Barbara thinking it odd that when the family
was all together, even at the very next Christmas after Mom died,
no one mentioned my mother. Maybe that was just Swedish
restraint, but it fit with how we were as a family.
I also remember reflecting shortly after Mom died that she had
quite a full life, and she had it end without withering away, just how
she wanted it. Dad, too, had a completed, well-lived life.
I always thought there was really no point in being a Christian if
you don’t understand that you’re going to die. Once you get that,
you can die with grace. My parents did just that.

12

2.
Student
Charles had a passion for learning that was evident from his first day
as a student. If his genetic composition as the sum of two educators
didn’t predestine him to become a teacher, his love of learning probably
sealed the deal.
Even as a youngster, I was an eager student. I did well, but I
remember showing weakness in math, “manual training”
(woodworking), and penmanship (I got better in math, but not the
other two). I also slipped in a category called “citizenship.” Simply
put, we weren’t supposed to whisper, and I was always talking.

With his father’s itinerant position as a small-town school
superintendent, Charles attended three different schools during his
elementary years, the first two in North Dakota and the third in
northwestern Minnesota: Northwood (grades 1 and 2); Rolla (grades 3
and 4); and Hitterdal (grades 5-11).
It was hard for me to go into new classrooms all the time, but I
seemed to make friends soon.

Even during his early years in Rolla, Charles regularly earned awards
of merit in all subjects. Somewhere early along the line, Charles began
extracurricular activities, too.
Where we were, even grade schools had interscholastic
competitions. When I was 9 or 10, I won a blue ribbon singing a
solo. I was so nervous that, even after I won, I found I had given
myself a tension headache. I think I had that one for about half my
life.

When the family moved to Minnesota, Charles’s father Carl landed a
job at a tiny school in the tiny town of Hitterdal in northwestern
Minnesota. Charles enrolled in the fifth grade.
I got a first-class education, even then and even there. There were
so few teaching jobs available that only the cream of the crop got
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hired. There were only 13 people in my class. Though I was not at
all an athlete, I was drafted to play on my class’s basketball team
for an intramural tournament simply because there were not enough
boys.

Charles’s father was socially active in Hitterdal, serving not only as
school superintendent but as a community leader as well.
My father was an imaginative school activities director and town
festival organizer. We often had class plays, stunt nights, and
community performances (my mother usually directed). I was in
many of these class plays, and even helped write one – a farcical
radio program with singing commercials (“Sneezy soap dust is the
best; Sneezy soap dust leads the rest. Try it once you’ll try it twice;
It is really very nice. Once you’ve tried it you’ll agree, it is really
nifty”).

Charles participated in other school-related social activities, too. For
example, in 11th grade, in 1943, Charles volunteered to be in charge of
his Junior-Senior banquet. The team planned a Latin America theme,
and Charles made flags of each country and coached a girl to walk
around as Carmen Miranda, complete with a mile-high headdress made
of artificial fruit. “It was a roaring success,” Charles recalled.
By the start of his senior year of high school, in 1943, the Backstrom
family made the final move of Charles’s school years, relocating 50
miles or so northwest to the “major metropolitan area” of Crookston,
Minnesota: population about 7,500.
They had a movie theater. A swimming pool. A library. It was hard
to start a new school as a senior, but the thrill of the bright lights of
the big city helped ease the transition.

Crookston Central High School reflected all the promise that a big
city held for Charles. His senior class was “huge” – about 65 students,
compared to his class in Hitterdal one-fifth that size.
The teachers in Crookston were just excellent. I took Journalism,
and I became one of the editors of the school newspaper. Editing
like this helped me immensely in learning to write well.
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One of the highlights of Charles’s senior year was the springtime
production of the Thornton Wilder play “Our Town.” Charles played the
lead as the Stage Manager. The Crookston Daily Times noted the
tremendous reception to the play: “Over 950 satisfied spectators who
watched the production of ‘Our Town’ by the Central High School
senior class last evening went away with the almost unanimous opinion
that they had seen one of the outstanding performances of its type given
in a number of years here.”
Outside of physical education (in which he typically earned a B),
Charles was an unwavering A student throughout high school.
I also participated in declamations each year, memorizing and
reciting humorous or serious dramatic readings, including about the
war. I performed well enough that Crookston gave me a letter in
declamation in 1944.

Charles graduated at the top of his class of 62 students, and delivered
the valedictory address at the graduation ceremony. This was not
without some controversy. The principal did not want to recognize
Charles as first in his class, as he had spent only one year at the school.
Charles’s teachers insisted, however. But the principal wouldn’t relent
until he talked with the top two of “his” students. The situation was
explained to both students, and both noted without hesitation that
Charles was the best student. The principal was convinced. Charles,
however, did not learn about any of this dust-up until later, his parents
filling him in on the details with obvious pride from how others so
readily acknowledged the accomplishments and talents of their son.
It was a magnanimous and moving act by the teachers and my
fellow students. I am grateful to this day for their testimony, and
how it affected both me and my parents.

Charles also had won the “Prize Scholarship,” an award of half the
first-year tuition at one of a dozen Minnesota colleges, including
Carleton, Macalester, and his father’s alma mater, Gustavus Adolphus
(Charles opted not to go to any of these schools, and thus the prize went
uncashed). At the graduation ceremony, it was announced that Charles
had also won the American Legion citizenship award.
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Charles’s 1944 high school graduation transitioned immediately into
three years of active service with the Army, where he helped in the mopup of Europe after the end of the conflicts of World War II. Two weeks
after getting out of the regular Army and now 21 years old, Charles
enrolled in Moorhead State Teachers College on the western border of
Minnesota, across the Red River from Fargo, North Dakota.
Moorhead State was another small school – 600 students total at the
time (now about ten times that size), and located only about 50 miles
south of Charles’s old high school town of Crookston. Charles found the
small-college environment to be a perfect fit, with excellent teachers just
as he found during his middle-school and high-school years,
opportunities to participate in many kinds of school and extracurricular
activities, and access to class leadership positions.
I sang in the choir, acted in plays, and was a humor columnist for
the school newspaper. I became editor of the weekly newspaper,
the Western MiSTiC, too.
I would participate in fundraising efforts for the school, too. One
time, the fraternities and sororities got together to put on a dozen
skits or so to raise money for a new stage curtain. (In preparation
for the invitations, I put together a database of all the students. My
advisor then asked me to expand it to include alumni, which I’m
sure formed the base for several other efforts by the College.) Our
skit was a spoof on the popular radio show The Life of Riley’s
“Digby O’Dell: The Friendly Undertaker.” It was a hit, and I was
asked to re-enact my performance more than a dozen times for
different neighborhood groups.

Continuing the tradition of his high school years, Charles earned all
As at Moorhead State. On June 10, 1949, having graduated at the top of
his class with a perfect average, a major in Social studies, and minors in
French, physical sciences, and history, Charles was awarded a High
School Certificate from the State of Minnesota qualifying him to teach in
any high school in the state, plus grades seven and eight.
Charles also had kept his singing “studies” going while at Moorhead
State by joining the Amphion men’s chorus in Fargo, North Dakota,
where he sang his first Messiah. His sister Rita recalled how the
rehearsals by Charles and their father of the baritone parts first
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introduced the “Little Kids” in the family to the beauty of Handel’s
choral masterpiece.
In 1953, after a brief stint teaching high school, Charles resumed his
studies and enrolled in graduate school at the University of Wisconsin at
Madison.
I knew I was in over my head almost right away. But I vowed to
stay until I was broke, went insane, or got a Ph.D. All of the above
happened.
I took extra classes the first summer to get a good start. One
professor had a heart attack the last day of classes, and our final
papers had to be graded by a teaching assistant. I got a B, and it
hurt. But it saved me from the pressure of thinking that I really had
to earn all As to be worthwhile.
Four years later, when I was about to apply for a job, I got a
copy of my transcript. Lo and behold, I had straight As! I don’t
know if the professor changed the grade that his TA gave me or
what, but you can be sure I never questioned it. I didn’t tell many
people either.

Charles earned his M.A. in 1953 and his PhD in 1956, successfully
defending his dissertation, The Progressive Party of Wisconsin, 1932-46.
Charles’s thesis examined what this unique party was, what it had to
become to win, and what ruined it.1 He won the G.G.Herfurth Award for
the best social science thesis of the year. Later that year, the Wisconsin
Historical Society sent Charles a letter requesting to publish his
dissertation – if only he “eliminated the political science.” Charles never
quite got around to making those edits.
At the end of July 1956, Charles took the opportunity to continue his
special graduate-school friendship with Dick Gray (Dick and Charles
started grad school together, and Dick would go on to become Charles’s
best man). While Charles finished his doctorate right on schedule, Dick
still had his dissertation to complete by the time graduation day came
around. Dick was now living in Cuba, teaching two English classes at
the Cuban American Institute as a Buenos Aries Convention fellow and
still trying to finish his thesis on Jose Marti, the “George Washington of
Cuba.” Charles vowed to help Dick cross the finish line by critiquing
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any completed chapters while on a nearly two-week trip to the island
nation.
We saw some of the more upscale hotels, such as the Hotel
Nationale (the Habana-Hilton was not yet finished being built), and
stopped at places such as the University Swimming Club (with a big
pool that used ocean water), drank limeades and fresh-pressed
cane sugar juice, and ate at wonderful $2 steak houses. We saw
virtually every war memorial and fortress enclave there was to see.
We didn’t see Ernest Hemmingway, who lived in Cuba at the time,
but we did dine at the roof garden terrace restaurant of the hotel
where he penned A Farewell to Arms. We came across policemen
everywhere – in every town there was a national police barracks, or
an army garrison carrying General Battista’s personal colors.
We went to the world-famous Tropicana club one of our last
nights there. ‘The world’s most beautiful club,’ they called it, and
without a doubt this was not just a brochure blurb. It had its own
ballet and show company, and put on two complete floor shows
with dancing on the catwalks as well as on the stage.
On the way back to the airport, I was busy snapping pictures out
of the shuttle bus window, chatting gaily about the passing scene. I
pointed once and asked, “Is that a concentration camp over there?”
Dick seemed to almost have a heart attack, and all his comments
during the ride from then on were cryptic and atypically vague. It
was only after we arrived at the airport that Dick pointed out the fat
policeman who had been sitting just behind us, and he admonished
me for forgetting that we were in a police state. I think I will never
learn how to properly behave in an authoritarian country.

A 30-year-old Fidel Castro would start his 25-month struggle to
overthrow General Fulgencio Battista four months after Charles’s return
to the United States.
In 1960, Charles was invited back to Moorhead State College (the
“Teachers” part of the title having been dropped by the state university
system) to deliver the college’s commencement address. The President
of the College, John J. Neumaier, said the following of Charles’s
appearance at his alma mater:
Your splendid commencement talk certainly was the best
commencement speech since I have been at the college, and I am
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sure that it was the best commencement speech for many a year. I
heard enthusiastic comments from faculty members and students
alike… Your humor as well as your incisive intellect were
appreciated by students and faculty alike. It was obvious that the rest
of the audience paid equal attention to your remarks. At this point I
naturally hope that our graduates will take your advice seriously,
since at this juncture of world affairs, the future of our political
system may well depend upon it.

President Neumaier also took the opportunity of Charles’s appearance to
try to lure him back to the faculty at Moorhead State with the promise of
a substantially higher salary than he had landed at the main campus of
the University of Minnesota (Charles said “no”).
In October 1972, during homecoming weekend, Moorhead State
College gave Charles a final honor, conferring on him a Distinguished
Alumnus Award that noted his many academic and civic
accomplishments.
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3.
Soldier
For the United States, World War II started when Japan launched a
massive surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, with designs to deal a
death-blow to America’s Pacific Fleet. Charles remembered that day in
1941:
I was 15. While studying on Sunday, December 7th, I heard the radio
announcement by President Roosevelt. I knew where Pearl Harbor
was from listening to Don Winslow of the Navy on radio.2

The son of a soldier (Private Carl H. Backstrom, #2135906, discharged
from duty in France on June 9, 1919), Charles responded to the call as a
patriotic 15-year-old could.
As a sophomore in high school, I started a War Bonds savings
stamps program for the whole school. We also collected metal,
rubber, paper, and waste fat for munitions. I participated in
declamations each year, memorizing and reciting pieces about the
war.

Called to Serve
As America’s involvement in World War II increased over the next
two years, Charles had little question about his role. He enlisted in the
Army in 1944 when he was 17, and left town the night he graduated from
high school. Charles’s sister Rita recalled the send-off:
On the stroke of midnight, with the whole family and many friends
gathered at the train depot, we sent Charles off to Fort Snelling. I was
impressed at how he hung out the window, signing the last few
autographs in friends’ yearbooks, and trying to hold hands with his
girlfriend. I have to admit, though, that as an 8-year-old I probably
was more excited simply that our folks let us stay up until midnight.

Charles recalled his first taste of Army life:

22
I was sent to South Dakota State University at Brookings in a preengineering and military prep program.3
As the conflicts of WWII began to subside, the Army transformed
its college-based Army Specialized Training Programs, or ASTP, into
ASTRP – the extra R for “Reserve.” We affectionately called the
training “Ass-Trap.”
The program was a high-pressure 23-credit series of courses, but
I did well. Even in my most challenging subjects of math and physics
I got As. We were a combination of college students and soldiers in
training, with civilian instructors and army officers in control of our
lives. My roommate there was Rich Wolters, and he became my best
friend throughout my training.
I liked the military, and was ‘snappy’ enough to fit the
commanders’ expectations of a good soldier.

The Battle of the Bulge4 started in the middle of December 1944. The
Allied forces’ defensive stand and counter-offensive strike included
approximately 600,000 American soldiers. Although eventually
successful, by the end of January 1945 the conflict had tallied the greatest
loss of American troops of any battle in World War II. The repercussions
were felt back at South Dakota State University.
My classmates and I were rushed through basic training in an effort to
get as many forces to the front as quickly as possible. I was not
shipped overseas right away, however, because I was accepted for
Officer Candidate School. I got to Fort Benning, Georgia, just before
VE Day, and VJ Day came just before we graduated.

Charles became a 2nd Lieutenant in the Infantry at age 18. Though
young in years, Charles was fully enrolled not only in the Army, but in
adulthood:
You flunked out of OCS if you showed the slightest sign of immaturity.
We were supposed to lead other men into hostile gunfire, after all. So
I had to grow up instantly.

European Duty
Just after combat officially ended, Charles was sent to Europe to a
graves registration unit. His unit looked for the remains of men who were
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officially listed as “missing in action” in the Belgian Bulge area. Charles
was assigned to run the area searches, but quickly found himself
participating in the actual disinterments, too, because a soldier in his unit
had simply refused to do the morbid and emotionally taxing work and his
commanding officer allowed this unheard-of dissent to go unchecked.
We would scour the countryside asking village officials and priests if
anyone had seen any bodies in the woods, or if anyone had buried a
pilot who had been shot down. When we located someone, we had
to disinter the grave (if the body had been buried) and remove the
remains to our headquarters. An autopsy was performed to try to
identify the soldier and to match a name with the body. Then we
buried the soldier in a military cemetery, or he was shipped stateside
for a hometown burial, depending upon our ability to determine the
families’ wishes.
This task took extreme self-control. But I learned through this,
more than through anything else, about an important part of me: I
could do what had to be done.

Charles’s service gave hundreds of American parents the closure to the
noble service of their sons they deserved. In a February 6, 1946, letter
home to his parents, Charles wrote about two soldiers he had located,
disinterred, and recommitted to an American military cemetery that day:
Now they are properly buried in a very, very beautiful cemetery.
Previously they had been missing in action or simply declared dead.
That is one of the main things that keeps our men going on this very
ghoulish job: the fact that they have done a service to two mothers
already who did not know where their sons were, and now they know
that they are receiving the full honor and respect abroad that is due to
them on American soil.

The commanders of the graves registration unit were not among the
armed forces’ elite. In Charles’s words, they were “completely
incompetent.” Leadership assignments to this unit were made by an Army
process called “theatre requisition”: each major unit in Europe was
required to send two officers to the designated destination. So as not to
dilute their own efforts, unit leaders typically selected their worst officers
for transfer. Even 60 years later, Charles’s easily recalls the turmoil
caused by the inept leadership of his graves registration unit:
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They didn’t help us locate or get food and supplies, or to even
understand the basic requirements of our assigned work. I remember
driving many kilometers to the French town of LeHarvre, where there
was supposed to be the nearest food depot. It was closed. The staff
executive of our unit had to bargain with local dump operators for the
typewriters we needed to complete the required forms. I was the
paymaster, and the change I was given wasn’t correct. I processed
thick sheaths of paperwork for cemetery burials, and it was refused.
I devised a method to search for soldiers’ bodies by political
subdivision, rather than the typical physical characteristics (by roads
and intersections, for example), to enlist the assistance and records
of existing governmental and social units. I was reprimanded
because it wasn’t what the commanders had in mind. I knew it was
better, and so we did it anyway. Later, the Operations Officer
ordered all the units to do it the way I had done it. I never heard a
word from our unit leadership.

The incompetent leadership of his unit agitated Charles nearly every
hour of every day. Charles complained often – and often loudly – while at
the mess table at headquarters. This, too, had its repercussions. Sure
enough, another theater requisition came through and the graves
registration commanders were ordered to choose two officers for
reassignment. Charles was at the top of their list. “I was pretty burned-up
about this,” noted Charles. “But later I saw how fortunate I was.”
In fact, Charles had been given a prize assignment: the Nazi War
Crimes trials in Nürnberg, Germany. One national commentator recently
called the Nürnberg trials “The most important trial of the modern era,”5
and even then Charles understood the worldwide significance of it all.
Being an officer at the most important prison of its time had its
challenges. As a 19-year-old 2nd Lieutenant in the 6850 Internal Security
Detachment, Charles sometimes was put in charge of the entire prison: 21
major war criminals, hundreds of other lesser officials and doctors
awaiting trial, and about a hundred U.S. troops as guards. Charles knew
that it was a historic occasion to come in contact with people such as
Hermann Goering, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Field Marshal Wilhelm
Keitel, General Alfred Jodl, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, Julius Streicher,
Fritz Saukel, Albert Speer, and more than two dozen other Nazi officers.
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Charles hewed strictly to military laws about jailers and the jailed,
which meant no personal relationships. This wasn’t true for others in his
unit, however, including several who struck up friendly conversations with
the prisoners, and one who went so far as to get Albert Speer, the architect
of some of the most renowned Nazi buildings, to design a house for him.
On execution night, Charles was stationed in shifts with another
officer at the main gate of the prison, making evening rounds with the
German doctor during relief periods. Hermann Goering, having been
sentenced to death about two hours earlier, committed suicide by biting a
vial of cyanide that he apparently had concealed in his rectum. In a letter
home later that week, Charles assured his parents that things were under
control and offered a first-hand explanation of events that night.
I had been making the rounds with the German doctor. We just got
as far as [Arthur] Seyss-Inquart, so I did not visit Göring, but Lt.
MacLinden went with the doctor the rest of the way. I went on guard.
Pretty soon Lt. Roska the doctor came rushing in, and then Col.
Andrus, so when Lt. Pace came down…I asked him what was the
matter. He really looked excited. He says, “Göring committed
suicide.” We’d had it, I thought.
As far as we can figure, this is what happened. He must have put
the vial into his mouth when the guard changed, because, although
there isn’t supposed to be one, there probably was a second or so
when no one was looking in. The guard changed at 22:30. Then
[Göring] just lay there, and about 22:45 crushed the vial. The guard
saw him stiffen a little, then make a choking sound. He yelled for the
corporal of the guard, who called the prison office. Lt. Croner and
MacLinden rushed down with the Chaplain… Croner went for the
German doctor, but Göring died a few seconds later. The chaplain
grabbed his wrist and said, “My God, this man’s dead.” And he was.
His face was twisted in agony as only a violent poison death can do.

Charles kept original notes that some of the principals in the War
Crimes Trials wrote from their cells and passed through the guards to the
commanding officer:
•

Joachim von Ribbentrop politely requested to speak to his lawyer.
Julius Streicher requested a light. Fritz Sauckel bluntly requested
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to see his defense counsel. These three were among the war
criminals convicted and hanged.
•

Nazi Navy Grand Admiral Erich Raeder sent a note to the doctor
stating that he was lying in his cell. Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz,
Hitler’s one-week successor after the leader’s suicide, asked for a
“red sleeping pill” from the German doctor. Rudolph Hess signed
a lengthy typed note complaining of how his suit coat was
confiscated and he was forced to attend interrogations in the
foolish-looking get-up of a heavy winter coat and suit pants. These
three war criminals all received prison sentences.

•

Franz von Papen, Hitler’s ambassador to Turkey, Hjalmar Schacht,
the Nazi finance minister and president of Reichsbank, and Hans
Fritzsche, Joseph Goebbels’s radio propaganda chief, each were
acquitted on October 1, 1946. Charles got their signatures on their
way out of the courtroom.

Copies of these items and other wartime memorabilia Charles collected
are included near the end of this book.
Continued Dedication
Charles continued his service in the Army by staying as an active
reservist for another ten years. Though most of the soldiers coming back
from Europe didn’t sign up, the allure of another promotion in rank
appealed to Charles. His service in the reserves meant training one night a
week plus two weeks in the summer, and it also meant a paycheck and
regular contact with guys in real life.
While in graduate school in Madison, Wisconsin, Charles was
promoted to 1st Lieutenant. When he began teaching at Eastern Michigan
University, he continued his service and would trek into Detroit each week
to report for duty. Charles was a stellar clerk there, so much so that his
colonel didn’t want to offer a promotion to Charles for fear of losing him.
When the colonel himself was promoted, he said he would have brought
Charles along with him on his transfer if he could, but the colonel couldn’t
make it work out. Later, Charles’s past performance plus his highest-in-
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the-unit score on the rifle range helped deliver his final promotion to
Captain.
Charles faced the prospect of active oversees duty again when the
Korean War began. The Army needed troops badly, but there was concern
that breaking up units of trained reserves such as Charles’s would mean
that there wouldn’t be enough competent soldiers around to train new
draftees. So Charles and others in his unit became Army recruiters.
Charles also went to summer camp in Colorado, where he and the
other soldiers learned how to evacuate wounded troops from mountainous
areas. Charles was chosen to be the one strapped into the stretcher as his
fellow soldiers lowered him over the edges of cliffs. He also served in the
Pentagon evaluating soldiers’ files and making decisions about who would
get to go to command schools, the narrow path to the highest military
careers.
Charles remained in the active reserves until 1959. The demands of
acquiring tenure at the University of Minnesota, where Charles began
teaching that year, meant an end to his Army career.
I had worked hard to meet the Army’s expectations for a good officer,
and I was proud that the Army found in me the leadership
characteristics it was looking for.

Reliving Service
Charles’s war experiences resurfaced in 1971 during his family’s
camping trip across Europe. Among the stops made was one at the
Netherlands American Cemetery in Margraten, Holland, the largest and
one of the earliest of the three dozen U.S. military cemeteries on European
soil. Nearly 16,000 American and more than 1,000 other allied soldiers
are interred here. Charles’s son Brian, eight years old at the time,
remembered the cemetery as one of the most memorable stops in the
family’s four-month trek:
I remember being stunned and awed by the endless curving rows of
simple, stark white crosses, smooth lines broken only by the points of
an occasional Star of David. I didn’t know it then, but the American
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soldiers buried here were only about 1/25 of those that died in the war.
What I saw seemed like more than enough, though.
The four of us kids sat with Mom on the steps of the memorial as
Dad read every word carved on the monument. I began to understand
then what “graves registration” really meant and, even more
importantly, why Dad did it. The enormity of it hit me while I sat
there.

Charles remembered this visit affecting his oldest son, Paul, as well:
The day before the visit to Margraten, our family had visited Barbara’s
ancestral village of Schwalenberg, Germany, and had seen the
influence there of Barbara’s distant Meyer relatives. Paul, who was
12 years old at the time, noticed and pointed to a “Meyer” on one of
the grave markers. He asked me: “Does this mean that our relatives
were killing our relatives?” Touché.

Nürnberg also was a destination on the Backstrom family’s European
trip. The house in which Charles rented a room was still standing, and the
Palace of Justice compound, including the gymnasium in which the
convicted war criminals were hanged, had been preserved.
Two other stops during the family’s European camping trip – a visit to
the beautiful Lake Königssee, one of Hitler’s retreats, and a salt mine in
the hollows of a mountain near Salzburg, Austria – reenacted visits that
Charles had made on leave from his military post at Nürnberg. And
nearing the end of this trip, Charles recalled the name of a local translator
whose services he used during the war to help requisition goods for his
unit. Betting on a longshot, he drove the family’s rented Volkswagen
camper van to Marche-en-Famenne, Belgium, and tried looking her up.
Unbelievably, Jeanne del Fosse was listed in the local phone book.
Charles rang the doorbell while the family hung back, and after a brief
explanation and introduction, cookies and milk kept the kids quiet in one
room while Charles and Jeanne relived their slice of world-changing
history.

4.
Teacher
Charles landed his first teaching job in 1950.
When I graduated from Moorhead State Teachers College at age
23, I said I would teach anything, anywhere. Except, that is, I said I
wouldn’t be the advisor for Moorhead High School’s annual. The
next year, I was teaching at Moorhead High School and serving as
the advisor for the annual.

Moorhead High School
Charles taught social studies and journalism for two years at
Moorhead High, and advised the newspaper and the annual both years.
I was really happy to have a job. And as it turned out, this particular
job became a major influence in my life, helping me learn how to
work with this group of kids. I found it very challenging, and had
little time to myself. But I still get an occasional Christmas card
from some of the students I had back then – quite a rewarding
thing.

An article in the local Moorhead newspaper recorded the dedication
and the devotion shown to Charles:
The staff at the Moorhead high school yearbook, the Cho Kio, thinks
a lot of its advisor, Charles Backstrom; so much so in fact, that they
voted to dedicate the 1951 Mid-Century edition of their yearbook to
him.
The dedication of the book, composed by the editors on behalf of
the senior class, reads: “To Charles H. Backstrom, for qualities
admired in a teacher – clear explanations, fairness and impartiality,
ready wit, and a desire to serve – this Cho Kio is sincerely dedicated
to you.”

Charles’s brother Donald noted that the principal at Moorhead High felt
it was best not to assign him as a student in his brother’s class, so he
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never got to experience Charles first-hand as a teacher. “But my friends
who did have him thought he was ‘the best,’” Don said.
Eastern Michigan University
After his teaching stint at Moorhead High, Charles enrolled in
graduate school and earned a Ph.D. in Political Science from the
University of Wisconsin at Madison. In 1956, just before his 30th
birthday, Charles took a job as a professor at Eastern Michigan College
in Ypsilanti, Michigan (changing its name from Eastern Michigan
Normal College that year, and later becoming Eastern Michigan
University). Charles opted for what was comfortable to him: a small
school where he could get to know the students personally. This choice,
however, had its drawbacks.
I guess I just didn’t realize that Eastern Michigan U was only six
miles from Ann Arbor and the massive University of Michigan.
Soon after I arrived, I realized that all the good students chose Ann
Arbor.
I had only one A student in two years. Worse than that,
however, was that whenever a student complained about a grade
he or she was given, the President simply changed the grade.
Even administering objective tests was frowned upon – my first
exam used up my paper allowance for a half a year. But I
persevered, typing and mimeographing my own exams after that.
Several of my early dates with my girlfriend Barbara (who even after
this excitement would later agree to be my wife) consisted of having
her helping me collate and staple exams.

As the months went on, Charles’s discomfort with Eastern Michigan
grew.
I remember coming home one evening so disgusted with the way
things were being run in Ypsilati. I saw an ad in the back of an
American Political Science Association magazine for a
Congressional internship, and I just dashed off an application that
very night. I don’t think I even mentioned it to anyone.
Several months later, I got a letter informing me that I had been
awarded the fellowship, and would need to move to Washington
D.C. if I were to accept it. I realized I had better let the university,
and Barbara, know of my opportunity. Barbara said something to
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the effect of: “You’re not planning on going without me, are you?”
We were married that August, and promptly moved to D.C.

University of Minnesota
After the Congressional Fellowship in Washington D.C., and now
with his and Barbara’s first child Paul (then 6 months old), Charles
returned to teaching in 1959. He landed a position at the University of
Minnesota in the political science department.
After working on congressional staffs, I decided that I didn’t want to
spend my whole life being the alter-ego of a public official. I had
enough of an ego of my own that I wanted to personally give the
speeches I composed and to have my name listed as author on the
papers I wrote. And I knew I didn’t want to go back to Eastern
Michigan.
I wrote to my old doctorate advisor at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison, Professor Ralph Huitt, and he put out
recommendations for me through his connections in the public
administration system within academia. The chairman of the
political science department at the University of Minnesota was a
member of that system, and he was looking for a replacement for a
recent resignation. This wasn’t the usual “letter-lunch-interviewoffer” process; the department needed someone who could begin
teaching immediately and who would run its student internship
programs. So, unwittingly, I was hired through the “Old-Boy
network.” I was offered a 2-year position which the department said
was a temporary one, and informed me that a formal search would
be conducted at a later date.
So we came to Minneapolis, where this temporary position
would turn out to be the start of a 35+-year tenure at the University.

Internship Program
Professor Arthur Naftalin had started the political science
department’s student internship program, but he went on leave from the
University of Minnesota to become the Commissioner of Administration
under Governor Orville Freeman. Naftalin continued to support the
internship program by creating a pipeline for students from the
department into the executive branch. His successor at the university
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was not well regarded, and it was this successor who “resigned” and
created the vacancy which Charles filled.
I remember being asked by Joan Mondale (wife of former U.S.
Senator and Vice President Walter Mondale) how it came to be that
the department was astute enough to get its students actually
involved in the political process. I told her “Art Naftalin.”

Charles attacked his new assignment with vigor. He would meet
regularly with his student interns to discuss their real-world experiences
– a fairly unique approach that contrasted with how most other
departments and universities typically wrote-off their interns. Charles
ran the internship as a real class, complete with analytical papers, class
discussions, etc., in addition to the work demands of the internship.
Charles headed the program for his entire tenure at the university, and
did so without extra compensation. One year, without any discussion,
chairman Sam Krislov (1969-72; 1975-78) recognized Charles’s efforts
and began awarding Charles teaching credit for running the program.
Charles’s administration of the internship program made a significant
impression on many students. Numbered among his former students are
several who went on to become state representatives, members of the
United States Congress, and even governor of Minnesota. The high
quality of this internship program also proved to be a replicable success.
Glen Halva-Neubauer, a former intern under Charles and a professor at
Furman University in South Carolina, wrote the following note of
recognition at the time of Charles’s retirement in 1996:
Charles’s boundless enthusiasm for Minnesota Politics, political
parties, legislative politics, and local politics rubbed off on me. Not
only did he want to read about these subjects, but he also showed me
the importance of actually participating in these institutions and
having students do likewise. Politics was not some dusty subject to
him; it was alive and dynamic, and endlessly fascinating. …He sent a
strong message to students that participation in the political process
was the responsibility of all citizens. The state and local public affairs
program that I established at Furman owes a great deal to [Charles’s]
pioneering thinking about internships.

The University’s political science department came to have high
regard for the internship program. In trying to get national evaluators to
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elevate the ranking of the political science department, Chairman Phil
Shively (1981-84) wrote that the University of Minnesota had “the best
internship program in the country.”
I took this recognition to mean that I was doing things right. It
meant a great deal to me.

In January 2000, Charles was given the YMCA’s “Minnesota Youth
in Government Award.” In accepting the award, Charles summarized his
philosophical approach to student internships:
When I came to the University of Minnesota to run the field work
and internships, I could see the difference from other states where
the colleges were trying to prevent politicians from speaking on
campus and to keep students on campus and away from politicians.
It was as though the academics thought that real politicians would
poison their ivy. But in this state, the academics and the leaders of
our first-rate political parties realized that the opposite was true:
immerse students in a situation where they deal with the actual
public issue being handled by real politicians, and students will
learn how to be effective and thus will want to join in the process.
This recruitment of young people to replenish leadership is
essential to a democracy.

Charles knew he made a difference through his long-term
administration of a top-flight internship program. The experience was
real, and the coursework associated with it was valuable.
Sometimes the measure of progress is subjective, however. The
year before I retired, one student wrote that over the course of his
internship he went from being naively cynical about politics to being
sophisticatedly cynical about politics. Both he and I classified this
as real growth.

Minnesota Politics
Charles also promoted “hometown” political science by conceiving,
initiating, and teaching the department’s popular Minnesota Politics class
to go along with the on-the-job training offered by internships in state
and local government. That course remains entirely a Backstrom
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domain, as it was cancelled out of the curriculum upon Charles’s
retirement.
Charles further evidenced his special talent for Minnesota history by
writing a “one-stop summary” of the state’s political history for the
state’s 1963-64 edition of the “Blue Book” – officially, the Minnesota
Legislative Manual. The timelessness of Charles’s work here was
evident 35 years later: Minnesota Secretary of State Joan Growe (who
served from 1975 through 1998) asked Charles to re-issue this essay and
allow it to be posted to the “student page” of the department’s website.
The Secretary offered the following editor’s note:
The following essay first appeared in the 1963/64 edition of the
Minnesota Legislative Manual. It seems timely now to present an
updated version in light of the current mood of restructuring
fundamental governmental relationships.6

Upholding the Establishment
Charles’s tenure at the university spanned the Vietnam War era, and
the Twin Cities campus of the University of Minnesota was among the
hot-spots of violent student uprisings that were popped up across the
nation. Students threw up barricades on Washington Avenue, the main
thoroughfare through campus, and the National Guard was called out to
try to maintain order.
I walked into class one of those days, and there was a kid sitting
cross-legged on my desk. When he saw me, he said, “I’m taking
over this class. This institution is run by autocrats, just like this
country is run by autocrats.” I just started my lecture as if he
weren’t there. He started shouting louder, but I kept going. Then
some of my students started shouting the activist back down,
asking by what authority he thought he could try to take over the
class. Frustrated, the guy got up and left.
A year later, when times had changed a bit, that same guy came
back one day during my office hours and said that he learned that I
was working on equitable reapportionment policy. He said that had
he ever known I was doing something he thought was worthwhile in
the real world, he never would have done what he did. He
apologized, I accepted his apology, and he left.
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Student Counseling
Nationally, universities were finding it almost impossible to get
professors to spend time with students, including to advise them on
major papers. Charles, however, took this component of his job very
seriously. He would honor his office hours, make time for any student
requesting assistance, and go the extra mile to help solve problems both
academic and personal.
A student once stopped by Charles’s office, interrupting a discussion
Charles was having with his research colleague and co-author Leonard
Robins. Charles stopped his meeting with Leonard, and sat with the
student offering advice and assistance until the student was thoroughly
satisfied. After the student had left, Leonard said to Charles: “Now
THAT is what student advising is all about.”
In 1987, Charles was awarded the first John Tate Award for
Excellence in Undergraduate Advising.7
There was some sort of “organization of advisers” headed in the
English department that was lobbying for a university-wide award
for student advising. At that time, the chair of the political science
department was Virginia Gray. One of Virginia’s strengths was to
actively seek awards for faculty. Receiving the Tate award
validated everything I was doing on my own. I was proud, and
happy that my colleagues recognized the value of what I did.

Rainmaker
Charles also brought in a sizable student aid program for the political
science department.
It occurred to me one time that the University was prejudiced
against poor students in the way it structured and viewed
internships. Those kids who could afford unpaid work took
internships, got job experience, and began networking for future
possible employment. But students who had to work at Burger King
just to make ends meet couldn’t accept a non-paying job, and thus
faced a structural roadblock to participating in internship programs.
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Charles made his case of a structural bias in the department’s approach
to internships to a federal judge, Earl Larson, who had worked to put
himself and his siblings through the University. The merits of a new
financial aid program targeted to would-be interns held instant appeal for
the judge. The program they created benefited nearly 40 students before
the judge died, and his and his wife’s estate made the program
permanent to the tune of one-half million dollars so that hundreds more
would have internship opportunities.
I was proud of this. I have never thought of myself as a fundraiser,
but now I believe that everyone can play this role.

Office
The just-hit-by-a-tornado condition of the office Charles kept at the
University became legendary. The path from his door to his desk chair
was walled with 5-foot-high stacks of papers that teetered when one
walked by. The amazing clutter was recorded for posterity when a photo
in the Minnesota Daily accompanied an article interviewing Charles
about the student internship program he ran (see “Charles in Photos”
later in this book).
After that photo ran in the campus paper, the department actually
got hate mail. One woman said that she would never send a child
of hers to a university with such messy professors. After Sam
Krislov was named chairman of the department, he told me that he
was happy to have some distinction; at Michigan State, he was
viewed as having the messiest office, but I aced him out of that one.

Retirement
In December 1996, at the age of 70, Charles retired from the
University of Minnesota.
I was struggling to pull the garbage cans as home back from the
curb up our long driveway when I realized: “I’m an old man!”

Charles had taught in the political science department for 35½ years. He
was feted both at the University, a celebration filled with professional
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remembrances and accolades, and at the home of his daughter Anne,
where personal tributes flowed.
Charles credited the political science department for the rewards he
reaped from being a professor at the University of Minnesota.
The most critical aspect of my professional life was to have the
opportunity to be a member of a first-class department. It took me
some time to realize that my major need is to part of a quality
organization. My morale and therefore capability to function day
after day was largely dependent upon the realization that everyone
around me was doing their work in such a way as to make this a
quality place.

Charles’s son Paul summarized his father’s tenure this way:
We’re celebrating Dad’s retirement from the University, but we
know Dad will never retire from being a teacher, one who has
interesting experiences, shares them with others, and adds his own
perspective to make it more interesting, more memorable, and more
valuable.

Charles H. Backstrom Scholarship for
Undergraduate Studies in Political Science
Leonard Robins, Charles’s colleague and co-author, ensured that
Charles’s influence at the university will live on through the creation of
an undergraduate scholarship established in his name. Leonard endowed
the scholarship in thanks for the friendship and assistance Charles
provided to him. On the reverse of a photograph of Leonard in his
graduation gown at his Ph.D. ceremony, Leonard wrote: “To Charles
Backstrom: Thanks for not only taking this picture, but for all your
friendship and help that made the taking of the picture possible. Len
Robins.” But Charles thought Leonard had it backwards:
I told him, “You don’t understand scholarships – you don’t
give it to someone else. It’s having my voice coming across
instead of yours.” I was, of course, tremendously honored.
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Along with that picture of Leonard, Charles keeps a quote by Ralph
Waldo Emerson with a postscript added for personal relevance: “My
chief want in life is someone who will make me do what I can do. p.s.:
And I have Leonard Robins.”
At the May 2003 ceremony held to honor the creation of the
scholarship, speakers highlighted the different effects of Charles and his
work. Ted Kolderie talked of the unique insight and detail that
Backstrom polling always seemed to hold; Dennis Goldenson spoke of
the personal and emotional generosity shown to him by Charles as a
graduate student and a colleague; and Charles’s son Brian spoke of
growing up in an environment of constant learning. Brian said:
Dad helped shape the way we thought about achievement. Striving
for excellence, and the need to earn it, helped us become better.
Better students, better professionals, better parents – better people.

As the honoree, Charles had the last word. He brought the focus back to
the generosity of Leonard Robins, and of the potential this new
scholarship program holds.
It is ironic that this scholarship is named for me rather than for
Leonard. He was a kid from a working class family in north
Minneapolis who didn’t think he had any special talents, but here
was the University, reaching out to him and affordable.
Leonard’s gift allows the University to reach out and become
more affordable for more students like him. I am deeply moved by
Leonard’s action here, and am further honored that friends of
Leonard and me have made it possible for another Leonard Robins
to grow here like the one we already know.

5.
Jack-of-More-Than-One-Trade
Charles’s professional life was not limited to teaching. Political
campaigns, polling, policy analysis for the U.S. Congress and the District
of Columbia, and research on reapportionment, to name a few, were
among Charles’s “extra” professional projects.
At the knee of his father, Charles’s exposure to work began early on:
Dad was a small-town school superintendent with no clerical help.
So he taught me how to type. That is, he showed me the home
position for my fingers on the typewriter, and expected me to teach
myself from there. Throughout my youth, Dad drafted me to help
grading papers, recording yearly grades into permanent records,
and helping with the required annual reports to the state. Later in
life, I’d do much the same with my own kids.

Charles’s first “real” job was as a high-schooler working at the local
Gerner’s Creamery in Hitterdal, Minnesota.
I would take the cream from the farmers who would come in with 5
or 10 gallon cans. I’d take a sample and test it for strength of
butterfat content, grade it, and then dump it into the right vat. It was
heavy work! We’d make butter, too. We’d have to climb into the
vats and scrape the butter off the churn paddles. In the heat of the
summer, it was horrible-smelling. I remember when a cat once fell
into a vat of buttermilk. I told the boss, Harry, who came by, looked
in and fished out the cat, dried it off, and then went on his way. I
went back to doing my job, wondering who would get the pound of
butter with all the cat hair.
I would get to sell ice cream on Wednesday nights, too, when
the movies showed. A 3-scoop cone would go for five cents. By
9:30 on those summer nights, I was trying hard to make something
out of liquid.
I think I made 25 cents an hour – pretty good money for that
time. And I got to keep all the money I earned. I’d bring home a
pound of butter or some ice cream for the family, but I got to keep
my pay.
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I also would have to haul buttermilk down to Hawley, a nearby
town. I remember the tub sloshing back and forth in the back of the
old Ford truck, and it took some getting used to the weight shifting
when I went around the curves. The workers at the Hawley plant
would drain the buttermilk out of the tank and into the dryer where
they made it into powder. I’d pick up pastries while I waited, usually
raised doughnuts, and bring those back to the family, too.
I worked at the creamery with a fellow named Gordon, who
was a few years older than me. He was a really fine person. From
him I learned to work hard, enjoy the work you’re doing, and to be
responsible – pretty valuable traits to gain at one’s first job.

Charles had a few other “pick-up” jobs early on, too. His mother was an
order clerk at the local Montgomery Wards, and her supervisor hired
Charles on Saturdays to go through the mass of items that was delivered
and label each customer’s order.
It was dirty work, so I wore jeans at the beginning. But because I
would have to bring the big items out to the front desk, the manager
said I should wear my bib and tucker because customers would see
me.

The summer before he began teaching at Moorhead High School,
Charles’s father told him about a local house painter who was hiring five
or six workers to help point-up a church in the east part of the state.
Charles took the job.
We had long, long extension ladders – probably 40 feet – that
needed two of us guys to raise. They were very saggy, but the
painters there said that if the ladder didn’t sag and sway, it wasn’t
safe. I kept telling myself that, but was terror stricken every
moment I was up there. It didn’t help that a ladder being used by a
high school kid collapsed and the kid broke his leg. That fall, I was
reminded of the job’s dangers when the kid who broke his leg
showed up in the class I was teaching.

Washington D.C.
In 1957, when he was 30, Charles was awarded a Congressional
Fellowship through the American Political Science Association. As a
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newlywed couple, Charles and Barbara moved to Washington D.C. to
take on this new opportunity.
It was truly a historic opportunity to get to know the Speaker of the
House Sam Rayburn and Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson. I got to
work on the staff of Hubert H. Humphrey, the Senator from
Minnesota, and as a speech writer for Carl Elliott, a U.S.
Representative from Alabama.
Elliott was one of the finest examples of morality and courage
I’ve ever seen in a politician. An ardent advocate for civil rights, I
thought he was Abraham Lincoln reincarnated.
It was supposed to be only a one-year internship, but Elliott
asked – begged – me to stay on his staff for a second year. I
couldn’t say no.
Elliott’s outspokenness was unique position for a white politician
in Alabama at the time, and his beliefs eventually resulted in him
being voted out of office and shunned by local society. In 1990, I
wrote a letter of nomination for Congressman Elliott to be given the
very first John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Award. He won the
award.

On his first day on the job as a Congressional Fellow, Charles was asked
by Senator Humphrey’s staff to analyze what was wrong with the United
States’ position on Latin America.
I knew nothing about the subject going in. But I worked hard and
fast, and I wrote a memo that Senator Humphrey embraced.
In May 1958, Vice President Nixon went on a six-nation “goodwill
tour” of Latin America. In Caracas, Venezuela, Nixon’s motorcade
was stoned by angry mobs and the Vice President was spit upon.
In the Senate, Humphrey was asked what should be done. He
told them to see my memo of three months ago, and my memo
became American policy.

Charles valued the time he spent in Washington, D.C., getting to
experience policy-making and politicking first-hand.
I do have one regret, however. I was invited back to Washington
D.C. four years after my fellowship for the signing of an education
bill by President Lyndon Johnson’s, part of his Great Society
package. I said I was too sophisticated to fall for that kind of staged
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show, and too poor to pay for a plane ticket to go. My kids – and
probably me, too – have never forgiven me for not going and getting
a presidential pen.

In 1965, Charles and his family – by then expanded to include four
children – moved back to Washington D.C. when Charles landed a
fellowship with the National Center for Education in Politics. The
Citizenship Clearinghouse ran programs that tried to get students and
professors involved in politics, and they had some scholarships available
for professors designed to promote learning about state and local
government.
I pitched them that the District of Columbia really should be counted
as a state government, and that I could successfully work to help
reform the D.C. government. They bought it. The only real reform
I was able to accomplish in that year was what I called the
“Backstrom Rat and Roach Control Law.” I was assigned to
evaluate D.C.’s housing programs. I found that the residents really
didn’t care about what census category for substandard housing
they fell into, they just didn’t like to share their domains with rats
and roaches. So a bill was introduced for a pest control program,
but the Republicans laughed it off the agenda. Many opponents
used the defeat of this bill against the incumbents, and when the
Democrats took over in the next election, the pest control bill was
passed.

Even while fully immersed in his teaching career, Charles always
seemed to get into extra projects, most of which ended up taking twice
(or three, or four, or ten times) the amount of time he originally
envisioned dedicating to them.
Political Campaigns
At the time that Charles moved back to Minnesota to continue
teaching at the University, the city of Minneapolis still ran nonpartisan
primary elections. The top two vote-getters, regardless of party,
survived and went on to face each other in the general election. In 1960,
Charles decided to help Art Naftalin, from whom Charles assumed
leadership of the political science department’s internship program, in
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his dark-horse campaign for mayor of Minneapolis. Charles had met
Naftalin’s mother-in-law at the Prospect Park United Methodist Church,
where she worshipped and where Naftalin’s kids went to Sunday school,
so there was a personal as well as professional bond between the two of
them.
Naftalin described his own chances to win as “somewhere between
slim and none.” In a letter to the chairman of the political science
department upon Charles’s retirement from the University, Naftalin
described Charles’s key role in the campaign:
Suddenly the trumpets sounded and out of the gloom there
materialized Charles Backstrom and [fellow U of M political
scientist] John Turner. They insisted that all was not lost, and that all
that was needed was some adroit use of the new skill of political
science, namely, paying attention to the data.
After several nights of analyzing election results, and with their
data in hand, Backstrom and Turner took over my campaign. They
argued that in a city election in which voting was customarily very
low, a campaign tailored to the historical election data could yield
some surprises.
The Backstrom-Turner strategy worked. We came up on
everyone’s blind-side [and came in second in the primary, thus
qualifying for the general election]. Everyone was baffled, except
Backstrom and Turner.
In the general election that followed, our sages now directed us to
reverse our strategy of the primary race. Again, to everyone’s
amazement, the strategy worked, and I became the Mayor, leaving a
dazed polity wondering how it happened.
While I am sure that Charlie and John wanted to find out whether
paying attention to the data really worked in real life, I shall always
believe it was friendship and not necessarily scholarship that
motivated them.

The rest of Charles’s family, too, was involved in his political
activity. Barbara would take the kids to hold signs and wave at
intersections, and Charles would take one child at a time with him on
what was called “an adventure” door-knocking in a hitherto unexplored
part of town.
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Initiative & Referenda
Charles also played a role in the defeat of a 1980 attempt to amend
the state constitution to give Minnesota citizens the power of initiative
and referenda (I&R).
Al Quie made I&R a centerpiece of his gubernatorial campaign and
went to work on it right after being elected in 1978. By April 1980, the
state Senate had approved a constitutional amendment ballot proposition
by a vote of 47-13, and the House of Representatives had approved it 8647. The question was slated for the November 4th ballot that year.
Charles opposed the proposition in part because he believed that I&R
leads to a decline in legislative responsibility. He was commissioned by
the groups allied to defeat the proposition to conduct a public opinion
survey to test the issue. Charles developed and put into the field
questions that were designed to make respondents react to having their
policy enemies use I&R to get their way.
The pro-I&R campaign was “lackluster,” according to some sources,
but the proposition still managed to score 53 percent versus 47 percent
opposed. In Minnesota, however, any amendment to the state
constitution requires not just a majority of votes cast on the individual
ballot proposition, but a majority of all votes cast in that election. Of the
total number of people who turned out to vote, 12 percent had failed to
cast a vote one way or the other on the proposition. This total, added to
the “no” vote total by law, defeated the proposition.
The editors of the newsletter Politics in Minnesota credited Charles
with helping develop the strategy that defeated the initiative. Charles
identified another reason for the loss: many voters probably failed to
vote on the I&R proposition because they were not tall enough to see it at
the top of their voting machine. This factor alone, Charles found, may
have changed the outcome of the election.
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Other Projects
In the 1970s, Charles was asked to testify on certain election law
provisions.
Attorney General Warren Spannus asked me to defend the state
statute that provides for no rotation of position on partisan ballots. I
undertook a tremendous data study that proved when offices are
party-designated, voters rely on that designation as their cue and
don’t fall back on a substitute like ballot position.
The lawyer from Minnesota-PIRG who brought the suit accused
me of faking the data to meet my predispositions. That spiteful lie
was hard to take. But we won the case.

Charles also prepared testimony as an expert witness on assorted
cases involving campaign practices, aggregated election results, survey
research methods, and reapportionment.
During his tenure at the University of Minnesota, Charles served on
more than two dozen service committees, including the College of
Liberal Arts Committee on Student Services, the Committee on Student
Academic Affairs, the University Health Services Committee (and as
chairman there for two years), and the University Task force on AIDS.
Charles’s off-campus leadership activities also were numerous, and
included serving as the Executive Director of the Minnesota Council for
Education in Politics for six years, as a member of the Governor’s
Bipartisan Commission on Reapportionment, and as a member of the
Citizens Committee on Metropolitan Problems, a steering committee
formed by the governor. Charles also was the Minnesota reporter for the
Midwest Review of Public Administration, and served on the journal’s
editorial board for two years.
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6.
Author & Researcher
Charles has authored five books, written nine chapters of other
books, had more than two dozen articles published, produced a film, and
issued at least 38 papers. He landed eight grants during his tenure to
support his research efforts at the University.
Charles’s success as an author began early in his career, when he
and co-author Nick Masters won the first-place prize of $300 in the
William J. Campbell essay contest as graduate students at the University
of Wisconsin at Madison. Winning this contest with their paper
“Alternatives, Democracy and the Two Party System” gave Charles
something more valuable than the money:
The real prize was the merciless mutual criticism of each other’s
thinking and writing that we offered. It made both of us much
stronger researchers and both of us much better writers.

Polling & Survey Research
Charles had met Gerald Hursh during Art Naftalin’s campaign for
mayor of Minneapolis in 1960, when Jerry was doing polling for the
candidate.
The next quarter of the school year, Jerry showed up in my
Campaigns & Elections class. We ran a survey as a class project.
Jerry and I wrote up the lesson guides, plus the how-to of survey
research, into what would become a best-selling book, Survey
Research.

Issued in 1963, the textbook Survey Research sold 65,000 copies
with just one advertisement. The second edition was published in 1981
and sold more than 10,000 copies beyond that.
Charles also did polling for political campaigns. In 1968, Charles
worked on Hubert H. Humphrey’s presidential campaign (also with Jerry
Hursh), and in 1980 he did polling for President Carter showing how

48

badly he and Vice President Mondale had been beaten. The effort
earned Charles a call from the President (and entry into President
Carter’s official daily diary).
The secretary went to pieces having received a call on the line from
the White House. She ran to my office to tell me that President
Carter wanted to speak with me. Everyone was all excited, but I
acted as if I was too sophisticated to get all worked up. President
Carter thanked me for the help I gave on his polling effort, and I
took the opportunity to go ahead and tell him why he lost the
general presidential election – low black turnout in northern cities.
The call lasted only a couple of minutes, and he was gracious
enough after my comments to thank me again for my help. I
probably should have realized that losing the election was enough
bad news.

One of Charles’s most successful and groundbreaking survey efforts
was his “100-Precinct Sample.” This started as a project for the local
newspaper, the Star-Tribune, to project election results based on very
early samples of returns. Charles’s painstaking data collection and
analysis identified 100 election precincts that provided a near-perfect
representation of the state’s voting base. Projections based on this
sample, Charles professed, would tell the margins of victory in the
election.
I punched cards for each sample precinct as the data came in, and
then ran them through the counter-sorter. It came in as one of the
most accurate projectors of outcomes (within 1%), and projected
state voting totals like never before.
The next year, I decided we needed even earlier results with
time to analyze them. I wrote a Fortran program to do this, but
didn’t have it totally debugged until 4:00 p.m. on election day. Now
my colleagues and I were running hourly reports from 9:00 p.m.
until 1:00 a.m.
The reporters covering the elections for the news media had
never seen a program like this run, and had to take our word for it
about what appeared to be happening. Then, when the election
results came in, they showed a different result. Amidst all the
doubters, we stuck by our projection model and insisted that, by
design, it had to be right. In the end, a review of the results
revealed that one county’s votes were accidentally double-counted.
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Everything I projected turned out to be right, and my model was
quickly endorsed as the wave of the future for election-day polling.

The first year Charles’s model was used was 1964, and his work in this
area laid the foundation for the same-day election result polling that is
used by every major media outlet today (though Charles often feels they
do so with a growing lack of attention to first deriving the perfect base
sample).
In the 1980s, Charles rejuvenated his 100-Precinct Sample for work
with the local WCCO radio and TV stations, and achieved similar
success.
A May 2003 issue of Politics in Minnesota noted Charles’s
contribution to polling:
Anybody in Minnesota politics who wanted to do polling, understand
polling, or interpret polling always started by talking with Charlie
Backstrom. For more than 40 years, we have found little pearls of
wisdom hidden down in the data one could only find in a Backstrom
poll.

Reapportionment
Throughout his entire teaching career, Charles was active in the issue
of reapportionment. In 1964, he accepted a position on the governor’s
reapportionment commission. It was here that the emphasis on equitable
reapportionment – one-person/one-vote – began to take hold.
The Minnesota Legislature had last redistricted in 1913. The old
political lines had frozen the state in unfair districts given the significant
population changes that had occurred over the previous half-century.
The League of Women Voters researched the issue, and they and others
then mounted a court battle designed to require change. The federal
district court accepted jurisdiction, but allowed the legislature one more
chance to make districts more equitable.
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Charles collaborated with one of the leaders of the redistricting effort
in the Minnesota House of Representatives to evaluate the evolving
legislative redistricting plan. But when the final version of the new plan
was rushed to the floor of the legislature, Charles had had no time to
discuss the bill with the legislator. Charles sat in the gallery and listened
to the debate, and when the other side would raise a particular point,
Charles would run down the steps of the Capitol to the door of the House
chamber and send in his rebuttal argument. Then back to the gallery to
hear the next point, and so on.
Despite all the running around, I was truly flattered to have the
Representative show his confidence in me by using my data without
knowing what it really was.

On the last day of the session, the legislature passed a bill they
claimed was equalizing. Charles stayed up all night figuring the
populations of each district. The next day, Charles went into the
governor’s office and showed Governor Karl Rolvaag the results of his
analysis. Governor Rolvaag asked Charles if he should veto the bill.
Charles responded in typical sarcastic fashion:
“You are the governor,” I said. “If you believe that one-person/onevote is satisfied by a bill that has the Speaker’s district exactly onehalf the size of a suburban metropolitan district, go ahead and sign
it.” He vetoed the bill, and the legislative leaders excoriated him the
whole summer for being unreasonable. The figures I had
developed never made it into the public sphere – they remained in a
box under the press secretary’s desk.

Out of his service on the governor’s reapportionment commission,
Charles developed an honors-level course on the policy, practice, and
politics of redistricting. The issue continued to grow in importance
nationally, and Charles enlisted the help of one of his graduate students
at the time, Leonard Robins, and a student in the honors course, Scott
Eller, to write what turned out to be the most influential article of the day
on redistricting and its violations of the one-person/one-vote principal.
The article was cited by the U.S. Supreme Court during a
reapportionment case it heard in 1986. I was excited to have my
research used by the highest court in the land, and decided to go to
Washington D.C. to hear the arguments. Unfortunately, I
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developed viral pneumonia, and the night before the session I had a
coughing fit so violent that I broke two ribs. I was in terrible pain,
and had to take a big wad of Kleenex along with me to the Court so
I could bury my face and keep from crying out each time I coughed.
I didn’t want to be so distracting that I would get ejected from the
courtroom. After the hearing, I practically crawled out of the Court
and called Barbara from a pay phone to ask her to meet me at the
airport and drive me to the hospital. My ribs healed, and while the
pain is long gone, the glow from the notoriety my work achieved
remains.

Charles’s research made the case that gerrymandering – the
deliberate rearrangement of political district boundaries to influence the
outcome of elections – was discriminatory against African-Americans.
Justice Lewis F. Powell, Jr. and Justice John Paul Stevens cited Charles’s
work in the Court’s decision that gerrymandering was unconstitutional if
one party was “essentially shut out of the political process” (Davis v.
Bandemer, 1986). The Winter 2002 edition of Poli Sci Connection, the
political science department’s quarterly magazine, noted: “This is quite a
significant event. Few academics have their work cited by the Supreme
Court.”
Sometime around 1980, the Minnesota Senate established a panel to
discuss the research behind reapportionment – the use of survey data;
methods for drawing of lines; etc. Charles offered extensive testimony.
After I was done, the chairman of the panel asked his colleagues if
anyone had any questions. “Yes,” said a Senator from Fergus
Falls. “When are we going to get a Republican expert to testify.”
That comment taught me quickly that politics is thicker than blood,
and often more influential than facts.

Charles’s work on legislative redistricting kept stirring the political
hornet’s nest. At one point, the issue was creating such heat that the
University’s lobbyist – fearful that the legislature would take out its
anger by cutting the University’s appropriation – called for the Board of
Regents to rule that no University computer space could be used for
reapportionment studies.
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I defended my right, and that of all professors, to study any
scholarly issue, and the University eventually decided not to change
its policy. But all was not forgotten. Sometime later, I was in the
Capitol talking with several legislators just after the daily session
had ended. The University’s chief lobbyist came up, pointed at me,
said “Here is the worst enemy of the University,” and stormed off.
Showing far more maturity than the lobbyist, several of the
legislators speaking with me apologized for these inappropriate,
inaccurate, and hurtful comments.

RAFT
In 1967, Charles landed a $1 million grant for the University from
the Ford Foundation to begin working on a project he conceived and
called RAFT, for Rapid Analysis Fiscal Tool.
This was the best idea I ever had – to model the entire fiscal system
of the state and local governments so that any proposed policy
could be tested in advance for tax and other fiscal impacts. Kind of
a “push-a-button-and-find-the-impact” model. This was a mammoth
project, but naturally I still thought I could finish it in one summer. I
worked night and day on it for seven years more before I had to
take some time off.

The RAFT project brought significant benefits to the public policy
process because it triggered various local agencies and the state to gather
all the data needed to evaluate their proposed tax and spending programs.
This initiated a data collection process never before seen in the
state, and created a data-driven analysis tool never before
encountered by policy makers.

Because every level of government down to school districts could now
see in advance if they were slated to get even a penny less than before,
however, RAFT also resulted in what the project’s advisory board called
“stasis through government by computer printout.”
Charles believed that RAFT helped underscore the importance real
data can and often should play in public policy decision making. This
new focus also was supported by the hierarchy in Charles’s department,
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as the chairman began to emphasize data-driven projects as part of
professors’ teaching and research efforts.
The Politics of AIDS
Charles was on the Faculty/Student Committee of the student health
services at the University of Minnesota when the AIDS crisis began
emerging and gaining national attention.
We started making decisions about what to do about privacy,
education, outreach, and counseling as the AIDS outbreak hit the
campus. After five years of service, I approached my colleague
Leonard Robins saying that we should have something to show for
this effort I had invested. Leonard had expertise in health policy
research, and he was the ideal person to work with to think through
administrative consequences of policy issues.

Charles and his colleague Leonard Robins co-authored several
articles on AIDS policy and politics, including his last six publications.
We selected six states to compare public health action to what was
then a new killer. We talked to public health officials, legislative
leaders, local AIDS interest groups, and the press. We concluded
that public health agencies had won a major victory in keeping the
professionals in charge of a subject they would like know most
about. This made possible the best known ways of inducing
desired behavior in a politically and socially delicate arena. The
alternative could have been a war of words, condemnation, and
degeneration to the point where resources were spent in policy
combat rather than on treatment. We helped show that public
health officials’ work is often vital, though it is rarely classified as so.
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7.
Family Man
Charles’s move to Ypsilanti, Michigan – where the 29-year-old
began his career as a professor at the underwhelming Eastern Michigan
University – brought with it an unintended surprise.
When I was hired, the chairman of my department told me that he
would see to it that I was married by the end of the year. So when
his daughter-in-law’s roommate from Oberlin College came to an
Ann Arbor hospital to work as a physical therapist, he invited the
two of us over to his house for dinner. I was immediately assigned
the task of taking Barbara Meyer home.

Charles knew that it would take a bit more than an obvious
matchmaking attempt to do the trick, however.
Still in the Army’s active reserves, Charles would drive into Detroit
once a week for training. The unit held a Valentine’s Day ball, and the
colonel in charge unexpectedly ordered all members of the unit to attend
– and with a date.
Right away, I asked Barbara if she wanted to go to a dinner-dance.
She said “yes,” and I decided not to bother telling her that I didn’t
dance. I went to a local Fred Astaire studio for a few quick lessons,
concentrating mostly on how not to step on my partner’s feet.
The colonel was a good dancer, as was Barbara. They danced
together quite a bit that night, and the CO enjoyed Barbara’s
dancing so much that as I stood there watching I knew I was in like
Flynn for the rest of my service with the unit.

It was after the dance was over, however, when Barbara made a more
significant impact on Charles:
There was a terrible storm on the way home from the ball, and my
car began to spin on the highway. I said that we were going to
crash for sure, but Barbara grabbed hold of my leg and assured me
that we wouldn’t (and we didn’t). I remember watching in disbelief
as some kids skied down a hill and into the street. Barbara said,
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“I’d never let our kids do that.” She insists that she said “…MY
kids…,” but I liked the way I heard it.
I think it was during that car ride that I felt we became attached
for life.

Not long afterwards, Charles and Barbara began talking about
marriage.
I said to Barbara “What would you say if I asked you to marry me?”
and she responded, appropriately, “Are you asking me?” I said I
was just wondering. Some time later, I dropped Barbara off at work
and her boss came out and said “Congratulations!” I asked, “for
what?” I finally firmed things up a little bit more when I had lunch
with Barbara’s folks and said “Well, we’re talking about getting
married.”

When Charles unexpectedly won the congressional fellowship that
required his move to Washington D.C., he stepped up and became
officially engaged.
On August 25, 1957, Barbara and Charles were married in Ann
Arbor, Michigan. Dick Gray, Charles’s buddy from graduate school,
was best man, Mare Fagerstrom was Barbara’s matron of honor, and
Barbara’s sister Marilyn was maid of honor. Barbara and Charles
honeymooned at Sleeping Bear Dune in northwestern Michigan just
before moving to Washington D.C.
I remember feeling as if we were on an adventure: being in
Washington D.C. as newlyweds; hearing the zoo lions roaring from
our apartment window; sharing a quadriplex with some high school
graduates from North Carolina who partied so loudly that we had to
put mattresses over the door to try to squelch some of the noise.

Charles’s and Barbara’s first son, Paul Meyer (Barbara’s maiden
name used as the baby’s middle name), was born on March 21, 1959, in
Washington D.C. Back then, even though expectant fathers were
relegated to simply pacing the linoleum floors of hospital waiting rooms,
the night of Paul’s birth was not without its stressful moments:
There was another expectant father in the waiting room with me. I
remember one of the maternity ward nurses coming out to speak

57
with him in not-so-hushed tones. It turns out that his new son was
one of the first babies affected by the drug Thalidomide taken in
Germany by his mother during pregnancy. The boy was born
without arms, and the father was distraught.
I couldn’t think of anything else until I heard “Mr. Backstrom?
You have a new son!” and I counted all ten fingers and toes.

Paul was the only one of Charles’s four children born outside of
Minnesota’s Twin Cities metropolitan area. Anne Elizabeth (August 19,
1960), Brian Dean (September 11, 1962), and Claudia Joan (January 21,
1965) each were born at Methodist Hospital in the Minneapolis suburb
of St. Louis Park.
After Anne was born, Charles and Barbara bought an old Victorian
house within walking distance (about 2 miles) of the University in a
neighborhood known as Prospect Park. It was a three-story
“handyman’s dream.”
There was no heat or electricity to the third floor, where I had my
office. I tried to correct papers and write articles, but it was too
difficult to type and write with mittens on.

Each one of their 35 years in this house included one form of renovation
or another. They made it theirs, and they loved it.
One of the family’s most frequent and beloved activities during
Charles’s summers off was camping. Charles remembers how as a kid
he would stake up a tent in the woods next door to his house all summer
long, and this passion for living in the outdoors carried over to his
adulthood. It fit well, too, with Charles’s tendency toward frugal
budgeting.
We camped all the time, even when Anne was just a baby. Just
after Brian was born, Barbara’s father – who then lived just north of
White Plains, New York – was stricken with cancer and became
paralyzed from the waist down. We bought a tow-behind pop-up
camper just after that so that we could drive out East every summer
and bring the family to Barbara’s folks.

These annual trips to the East Coast from Minnesota were loaded
with stops along the way in both directions. Among the regular stops
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was Lima, Ohio, to see Charles’s brother Donald and his family. “As we
grew into adulthood, we became closer, thanks to frequent visits between
our growing families,” Donald notes. Other popular summer
destinations included Cape Hatteras National Seashore on North
Carolina’s Outer Banks and the coast of Rhode Island.
As his family grew, Charles needed to expand the camper. He
designed and built bunk beds that folded down on top of the two existing
children’s beds when the camper top was closed, and then locked in
place up when the top was popped. Now there was room for four kids to
each have their own bed, while Barbara and Charles had their own
double-bed.
Charles used a label-maker to record these family trips on the side of
the trailer. Strips marked with each year headed a dozen or so columns,
and after each summer’s trip, Charles would type out the name of the
places that the family had camped and stick the labels under the
appropriate year. This homemade travel log grew and grew.
Charles also took advantage of the opportunities his professorship
provided for sabbatical leaves. On one sabbatical, in 1970, Charles took
a job with the CBS headquarters election unit in New York City. After
Charles’s post-election data-crunching assignments, Charles and Barbara
took the children – then 12, 10, 8, and 6 years old – on a four-month
camping trip across Europe in March 1971.
We had camped with the kids every summer, and they were a
pretty adaptable bunch. But looking back, I don’t know how we had
the courage or strength to dive into something like that trip to
Europe. It turned out to be a life-changing experience for all of us.
Climbing a spindly 700-year-old stone tower in Brussels; driving
the freeway in Paris with only parking lights on as the locals
demanded; seeing the Louvre and virtually all its contents; visiting
Versailles and other palaces; being at Mont St. Michel when the tide
came in; seeing the prehistoric cave paintings at Altamera, Spain;
visiting the Alhambra; camping on a cold Mediterranean beach at
the southern tip of Spain and throwing the whole trip schedule off by
staying a few extra days because it was so wonderful; setting up
camp on one of Rome’s seven hills; seeing the art treasures of
Florence and Venice and other works of the amazing Michelangelo;
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marveling at the Alps; attending a Mozart mass at Wolfgang’s own
church in Salzburg, Austria; revisiting Nürnburg and Europe’s U.S.
military cemeteries; taking a hovercraft ferry across the English
Channel; camping on the white cliffs of Dover; seeing Stonehenge;
reuniting with good friends Gordon Davies, a British minister who
served at our Prospect Park church, and his wife Tess; and
countless other experiences.
At one point, our son Brian asked us of this adventurous trip:
“Why are we doing this?” How do you explain experiencing the
liberal arts?
We went there with a book entitled “Europe on $5 a Day” (which
now must be catalogued under “fiction”). We came back saying we
should write our own book: “You Can – and Should – Take Your
Kids to Europe.”

The camping trend continued for years in the Backstrom household,
offering significant family time together. In 1974, Charles and Barbara
towed their pop-up camper to Yellowstone National Park and on to
Spokane, Washington, for the World’s Fair.
I always wanted to take a sabbatical year and spend one week in
each of the state’s capital cities. I thought the kids would get great
cross-cultural exposure from being in a new school every week.
For some reason, a year of driving, constant change, and living out
of a camper didn’t appeal much to anyone else. Barbara said she
would pen her memoirs of the trip: “Laundromats I Have Known.”
Later, I envisioned a more modest trip to each of Minnesota’s 87
county seats. I had worked on so many election returns tabulated
by county that a trip like this just seemed to fit. Somehow, that one
didn’t come to pass either.

On another sabbatical, this one in 1979, Charles and Barbara rented a
small “gentleman’s farm” in the southeastern corner of Minnesota, near
the little town of Caledonia. Their son Paul and daughter Anne both
were in college at the time, and so had little lifestyle disruption. Brian, a
high school junior, and Claudia, a freshman, quickly felt the effects of
being the new kids in town.
Those people who weren’t actually related to each other at least
knew one another well. The kids were clearly outsiders. But they
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made friends quickly, and seemed to adapt pretty well to our new
lives in the country.
We lived off the land – at least to a small extent – with Barbara
gardening and harvesting enough crops to supply our table well into
the winter, and I cutting wood for our winter fuel. We relied on
nature as much as we could, and it put us in close touch with it.
We also put in the first-ever insulation in the small farmhouse to
keep from freezing, renovated an old outhouse to let our “back-tonature” experience feel a little more real, and chalked out a
badminton court in the barn’s hay mow using old hay bales left
there to make court-side bleachers.
I made occasional trips to Washington D.C. as part of my effort
to fulfill my research obligations, and little did I know that this would
turn out to be gossip fodder. It turns out that, in part because no
one could understand in the first place why anyone from the big city
would rent some run-down shack in the middle of nowhere, my trips
to the nation’s capital convinced the neighbors of my true role: I
must be a secret agent for the CIA.
When my oatmeal bread and sticky buns won ribbons at the
county fair – in what was then called the “Women’s Division” – it
caused an uproar. Later, we took two native Nigerian grad students
who had stopped by for a visit to a fundraiser donkey basketball
game in the lily-white town. No one knew quite what to think of us.
We returned to Minneapolis tired, but feeling “cleansed” in lungs
and spirit.

Charles’s Children Grow Up
Not many families these days have as many as four children.
Sometimes I wonder how we were able to do all that we did.
Despite what missteps we made as parents, each of our children
turned into fantastic individuals. And “individual’ is such a great
word to use, as their talents, interests, and personalities are so
unique.
They all were good students, and adapted well to the changes
we put them through – living in New York and going to a new school
when the kids were in 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 7th grades, or the rural central
school in Caledonia when Brian was a high school junior and
Claudia was a freshman. They helped integrate the Minneapolis
public school system without even realizing what they were being

61
asked to do. And it was natural for each to assume that attending
college was a foregone conclusion.
We asked amazing things of them, and they produced amazing
results.

Charles and Barbara were proud to attend the college graduation of
each of their children: Paul from the University of Wisconsin-Madison
with a degree in English; Anne from the University of Minnesota with a
nursing degree; Brian from the University of Rochester (NY) with a B.A.
in political science; and Claudia from Iowa State with a physical
education degree for athletic training.
Each of their children also went on to complete post-graduate
degrees: Paul earned his Masters of Arts degrees in English from
University of Virginia; Anne received a law degree from the University
of Minnesota; Brian got his M.S. in public policy analysis from the
University of Rochester; and Claudia earned a degree in physical therapy
from the University of Minnesota.
Charles reveled in the professional and personal development of each
of their children.
Our children have impressed me with what they have accomplished
in life. Their academic achievements, their successful professional
careers, their personal growth, and the way they have chosen to
live their lives and raise their families are impressive and a joy to
witness.

Paul married Jennifer Davies, whom he met in his first year of
college (at the University of Minnesota, before transferring to Madison),
the summer after graduation, and they went to graduate school together
at the University of Virginia. Unable to find teaching jobs, they moved
back to Minneapolis to work at insurance companies. Paul went into
software development, and Jennifer joined upper management. They
moved to the Seattle, Washington, area in 1992, where they live there
with their son Ian.
Parlaying her work as a nurse in the labor and delivery unit of UCLA
hospital into the specialty practice of medical law, Anne worked for 12
years at one of Minnesota’s most prestigious law firms. In 1999, Anne
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started up her own law firm, Ryan and Brown PA, with her friend and
colleague, Jim Ryan. Anne lives with her husband, Hennepin County
assistant district attorney David Brown (whom she met and married
while in law school) in the suburban Twin Cities area with their two
daughters, Melissa and Emily.
After a few years working for the executive and legislative branches
of New York State government, Brian helped start an independent
nonpartisan policy analysis organization that ruthlessly critiqued state
government operations. Brian and his colleagues transformed the
organization over the years as new policy areas rose in importance, now
becoming the state’s leading think-tank for education reform policy.
Brian met his future wife, Nancy Tottey, a social worker for
developmentally disabled children, while working for the state
legislature. They live in a small village in the Albany, New York, area
with their two children, Erik and Rachel.
Claudia built upon her work with the athletic trainers for many of her
university’s sports teams and took a job as a certified athletic trainer and
physical therapist at the Institute for Athletic Medicine in the Twin Cities
area. There she met her future husband Jamie Hornibrook, who also was
working as an athletic trainer. Claudia continues to do orthopedic and
athletic rehabilitation work, and she and Jamie live in the suburban Twin
Cities area with their daughters, Alaina and Kenna.
Our children are just the type of people you’d hope to have for
children. They are fun and funny, full of love, and have achieved
amazing things. They should be proud of who they are, what
they’ve learned, and what they have done. I know I am.

An Exploration of Ancestry
In 1995, Charles’s sister Rita was able to convince several of the
Backstrom siblings to go to Sweden to meet their paternal ancestors. In
May of that year, at age 68, Charles went overseas with Barbara, his
sister Faye, his brother Donald and his wife Martha Jo, and his sister Rita
and her husband Duncan.
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Karl-Henry, my father’s cousin, said “Welcome back!” upon our
arrival there. It instantly gave me a good feeling of being rooted,
and reinforced that idea that I really was in the family home where
my grandfather grew up. I was struck by the remarkable number
look-alike relatives, too.
Karl-Henry played “Children of the Heavenly Father” on the
organ at my grandfather’s church, and we all sang it just as we
thought Grandpa would have.

Rita remembered how Charles’s work documenting the family’s
ancestral lineage paid off:
I was thrilled to watch him show to all our Swedish relatives a family
tree of the Backstrom genealogy that he had been preparing for
weeks before the trip. It was a wonderful bonding tool for all of us
meeting for the first time, and it gave so much delight to the Swedes
to find their names on the chart brought over from the New World.

Charles spearheaded an effort in 1975 to document his family’s history
from the perspective of his father Carl. That effort resulted in a selfpublished booklet entitled The Backstrom Clan, a personal history filled
with Carl’s memories of growing up as a second-generation immigrant in
middle America and of his Swedish ancestral roots. Armed with much
new information gathered on this trip, in his retirement Charles began
laying the foundation for The Backstrom Clan: The Next Generation
Speaks, to include updates to the family tree and stories from his brothers
and sisters growing up. “Someone else will have to write that edition,
I’m afraid” Charles noted.
In May 2001, Charles fulfilled one more of his dreams and went on a
cruise of the Greek isles. The trip, arranged by his son Brian who
accompanied him and served as a guide over the two-week period, was
everything Charles wanted it to be.
It was my life’s desire to go to Greece. As a student of political
science and political theory, I knew this was the land from where
our forefathers trod. The Greeks invented democracy, and I wanted
to be there to recognize that. I had very strong feelings when I was
there, where I knew Aristotle was the first great political scientist.
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Even as a kid I was awed and inspired by the Parthenon, and I had
that feeling being there in person.
When I was a kid, I had a Mercator projected map of the world. I
convinced Faye that we should take a trip around the world, to
which she readily agreed. I worked for days planning the trip, which
included Greece. In 1966, the movie “Endless Summer” came out,
complete with spectacular scenery of the Greek islands, and I
wanted to go even more.
The sites were everything I could imagine. And I now know why
“Aegean Blue” has to have its own name – the color is so beautiful
and like nothing else in the world. The captain of our ship said that
over the 22 years of his sailing, there never had been this many
days in a row of such spectacular weather.
Greece is my native country, too. It’s part of my culture. If it
hadn’t been for the Greeks inventing democracy, I would not be the
kind of person I am. Democracy was my life, and there I was,
where democracy happened.

Mini-Reunions
With Paul and his family living in the Seattle area, and Brian and his
family living in upstate New York, the occasions when Charles and
Barbara would see all four of their children and families in one place at
the same time were far and few between. In August 1998, however,
everyone got together for a week of sun, sand, and surf in Nags Head on
the Outer Banks of North Carolina. In a rented five-bedroom ocean front
house, Charles and Barbara and their children and families had an
remarkable time talking, laughing, swimming, eating, and simply
enjoying being together. A month after the vacation, Charles sent to
each of his children a note that said, in part:
We were all together amid a vast scan of beach, and water, and
sky, in a perfect spot to enjoy it from. By the end of the week I felt
“family” became a palpable physical reality, beyond the usual web
of personal relationships when we have been together before.

Charles and Barbara and their children and families all got together
at the same time once more in August 2005. This time the party was
hosted at Charles’s new residence, the Presbyterian Homes of Arden
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Hills. True to form, everyone talked and laughed and joked around as if
the whole-family get-together was an everyday occurrence.
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8.
Community Member
Charles and Barbara and baby Paul moved to Minneapolis in 1959
where Charles would start his professorship at the University of
Minnesota. They moved sight-unseen into an apartment that a colleague
was vacating on Bedford Street in a tree-lined neighborhood section of
the city known as Prospect Park.
Charles has always felt a strong need to be rooted. He recalls
participating in a discussion group at Moorhead State University and
talking about “community.” The discussion quickly centered on puttingdown and “growing roots” in one’s neighborhood. So, soon after their
move to Minneapolis, Charles and Barbara began planting their roots.
Church & Choir
We wanted to find a church home, but we didn’t know where any
Methodist churches were. We had driven around Prospect Park,
and had seen Pratt, the local elementary school, but we didn’t
recognize the dingy building across the street as a church. It turned
out that a woman living in our apartment building, Clare Small, was
a congregant in Prospect Park United Methodist Church and invited
us to an upcoming couples club meeting. So we started coming.
We told the minister, Dean Postlethwaite, that we wouldn’t join
because we were temporary. He said we should just join
temporarily then.
It’s been 47 meaningful and faithful years for us as members of
that church. I think “temporary” must have meant something
different to the special folks in those pews who quickly convinced us
that we should stay.

In 1968, Charles and Barbara were elected lay leaders at Prospect
Park United Methodist Church (PPUMC). They were the first couple to
officially fill this role. Prior to this, the man had always been Lay
Leader and his wife, while acting as an assistant or co-leader served
without title. Together, Charles and Barbara insisted on being
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recognized for the truly equal roles they played starting a trend in gender
equality that continues to be emphasized at the church.
It was a tough time for the church – we were undergoing many
changes of ministers, and we had so few members that we had to
take a vote on whether to close the church. We led several honest
and wonderful discussions about this weighty topic, and the
congregation eventually decided that the church was just too
important to us all to let it die.

After his first Christmas season at PPUMC, Charles asked to become
a member of the church choir. Coming home from a Christmas Eve
concert, Charles saw an opportunity to continue his father’s and his
Uncle Axel’s legacy of singing in church. “I’ve got to join the choir,” he
said to Barbara.
During the summertime, choir members were given the opportunity
to sing songs of their choosing. I chose to sing some of my dad’s
favorite pieces, such as “May God Smile On You,” mimicking his
style to recreate the incredibly reverent feel when Dad sang.
Another highlight was singing “Second Word.”
These summer solos, songs I was asked to perform at funerals,
and other special functions by the choir gave me a chance to have
literally hundreds of hours of practice and coaching with Jeanne
Holmquist, our choir director and organist. This was truly invaluable
to my development as a performer and deepened my love of
singing.
The experience I had with the Prospect Park church choir was
just wonderful, and was so much more than simply singing.

More than three dozen years as a member of the PPUMC church
choir came to an end in 1997 as Charles tendered his resignation. He
began to find the task of learning new music each week a little too
challenging and the long nighttime drive after his move to the suburb of
Shoreview too dangerous for him. Even so, one of his last performances
was a solo.
Shortly before I quit the choir entirely, I sang at a funeral “Hold Thou
My Hand, Dear Lord” – one of Dad’s beloved oldies. The widow
said that ten years earlier on one summer Sunday when I sang it,
her husband poked her and said, “That’s the song I want at my
funeral.” She filed the bulletin, and pulled it out upon her husband’s
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death. I told the minister I was out of the business of singing solos,
but the request was so touching that I couldn’t turn them down.
I probably should have taken a swig of blackberry brandy before
I started, something Dad said he did to smooth the roughness from
his voice. If not for the genuine benefits, then at least as a tribute.

In October 2005, PPUMC honored Charles and two other long-time
choir members through song and commentary. Charles’s sister and
brother-in-law, Rita and Dunc MacKenzie, and son-in-law David Brown
joined in as guest performers as the choir sang tunes chosen by the
honorees. For Charles, it was William Billings’s “Creation”:
When I with pleasing wonder stand,
And all my frame survey,
Lord, ‘tis Thy work; I own,
Thy hand thus built my humble clay.
Our life contains a thousand springs,
And dies if one be gone.
Strange that a harp of thousand strings
Should keep in tune so long.

For the Children’s Sermon that day, the minister gathered the
children around Charles, and had him relate the role singing played in his
life. Charles spoke of how his father and uncle were transplanted from
Nebraska to a college in Minnesota because of their great potential in
vocal music and how they brought music into his North Dakota boyhood
home. He related memories of singing with his grandparents and father
in the church in Wimbledon as a boy, how he memorized almost all the
songs in his hymnal with thoughts of becoming a minister, and the
impact of his 37-year membership with the PPUMC choir. Charles
noted that the tribute left him “aglow,” and that folks should be assured
that “PPUMC does important things in nice ways.”
I don’t think that anyone before has ever asked me why I sang. I
started singing because I heard my father sing so much – at home,
at church, for special services such as weddings and funerals. I
continued singing as part of my way of worshipping God, who
blessed me with the voice I had.

70

Also in 2005, Charles was the feature of a “dialog sermon.” The
minister asked Charles various questions about his life and spiritual
outlook. The theme of the Billings song he chose for his tribute by the
choir was prominent here: “Strange that a harp of thousand strings
should keep in tune so long.”
Throughout Charles’s membership at PPUMC, the church
experienced several changes in ministers and several cycles in
membership levels, and the church continues to live on. Recently, a
young woman who was joining the church said, “I came because of the
minister, but I stayed because of the congregation,” a sentiment Charles
echoes.
University Hospital Partnership
Starting in 1982, with all children now off to college and four empty
bedrooms in their house, Charles and Barbara offered their home as a
precursor to the not-yet-formed Ronald McDonald House for families of
children receiving treatment at the University of Minnesota Hospital.
We would host the families of critically ill children. While the kids
were getting repaired – new kidneys or livers; bone marrow from
their sisters; internal “systems” repair – we offered a quiet haven for
their parents away from it all. Some of the moms and dads would
want to talk every night when they’d get back from the hospital;
others would just walk up to bed to be alone with their thoughts.
Virtually all of the children we met died. Illnesses too severe,
and problems too uncorrectable. I remember Barbara mentioning
that maybe we weren’t doing something right, but we knew that God
and the doctors had that end of the deal – we did our job of
supporting the families pretty well, I think.
It was far, far harder than we had imagined – not physically, but
emotionally – but we made some fine friends out of it all, forging a
unique and lasting bond through the tragedies.

Community Forums
One of Charles’s favorite community activities was participating in
the monthly discussion group held at Schneider Drug Store, a small old-

71

fashioned establishment on the corner of University Avenue and Bedford
Street at the northeast corner of Prospect Park. Tom Gupta, the owner
and pharmacist, sponsored the current-events sessions.
Tom would recruit members as he filled their prescriptions, testing
their value to the group by asking them questions such as “what do
you think of what President Bush did yesterday?” as he handed
them their pills. There were always a good group of politically
astute, liberal men and women from the neighborhood every month,
and Tom would just set up chairs wherever there was room up and
down the small aisles. There were many wonderful and thoughtprovoking discussions.

Charles joined yet another political discussion group after he retired,
this one called the Hemenway Forum. The group signs-up various
Democrat-Farmer-Labor (DFL) candidates running for various offices,
and then listens to those candidates’ presentations. The Forum usually
recruited speakers before the “hot season” of campaigning began, and
the discussion that followed the presentations thus was atypically candid
and free-flowing.
I felt that I was getting a preview of the political season, insight
about some of the DFL people that soon might be in a leadership
role. It was fun to be involved at this stage of the process.

Charles was asked to give a considerable number of speeches to
various community groups on one political topic or another. Included
among these was a presentation to the League of Women Voters on how
to be effective with the state legislature, a speech to a graduating class at
Moorhead State University on being active politically, dedicating a
newly named hall at his alma mater in honor of teachers, and leading a
discussion group of retired University faculty on the two-party system.
It was an honor to be asked to share some of what I had
learned during my life with people who really seemed to be
interested in hearing it. I thought of it as teaching, but just in
different styles of classrooms.
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9.
Epilogue
By the time of Charles’s retirement in December 1996, he and
Barbara were ready to sell their Prospect Park home of more than 35
years. They found a beautiful townhouse in a new development in the
second-ring Minneapolis suburb of Shoreview, and moved in April 1997.
The family room and deck of their new home looked over a small
pond in the development, and the height and closeness of trees around
the pond gave the feeling of being in a tree house. They were practically
able to touch nature right from their home – mornings and evenings
filled with duck-watching, the chatter of songbirds, the occasional deer
wandering down for a drink – as Charles said: “offering the sense that
they were occupying the animals’ space, not the other way around.”
Their new home fit perfectly with Charles’s and Barbara’s lives, and the
transition from being long-term residents of the Prospect Park
neighborhood to life in suburbia went far easier than anticipated.
The day before he retired, Charles was diagnosed with Parkinson’s
Disease.
Barbara had suspected for a while that I had Parkinson’s, with her
health-conscious eye spotting my increasingly expressionless face
and my growing shuffle as I walked. When she pointed this out to
me, I called the University’s health clinic and got an appointment for
the next day. The exam confirmed Barbara’s suspicions. I thought
I needed a new doctor.
I followed-up with a top-notch neurologist that specialized in
Parkinson’s, Dr. Paul Tuite. He, too, confirmed the diagnosis,
explaining “this is a mighty disease.”
I remember saying to myself, “Well, this is just what happens to
some people. I can do whatever it is that needs to be done.” Still, I
wasn’t ready to admit that I needed the help I would get from doing
things such as attending a support group with other afflicted people.
Dr. Tuite eventually ordered me to go, saying “Everyone is entitled
to a little self-denial, but you’ve exceeded your quota.”

74
The disease has an insidious nature: no matter how hard I work
at it, I keep getting worse. I told my granddaughter, who was
writing a paper on Parkinson’s for a school project , that this fact
made the disease “un-American.”

In May 2005, after steady increases in the use of in-home health care
services, Charles and Barbara made the decision for Charles to move into
an assisted-living facility. Presbyterian Homes in nearby Arden Hills,
situated on beautiful Lake Johanna, provided what Charles and his
family were looking for.
My family planned the room’s layout, bought and assembled all the
furniture, created an efficient office area, transported important
personal items from the townhouse to my new room, and decorated
the place with family pictures and other meaningful items. They
helped make my new residence feel like home from the first
moment I walked in.

As the Parkinson’s Disease progressed, Charles needed greater levels
of care than could be provided in the assisted living wing at Presbyterian
Homes. In July 2005, he was switched to the nursing home wing of the
facility, where he now resides.
My list of needed services will undoubtedly grow even from here,
and things will get harder to do, not easier. As the disease affects
my brain more and more, I’m finding that the “reality business” is
getting harder and harder. I am discouraged and dismayed in the
face of this awful degenerative disease. I’ve thought many times
“I’ve seen all it has to throw at me,” but then new symptoms seem
to appear again. My mental capacity has always been the locus of
my ego, and it is devastating to watch as it withers away.
But I am not bitter. I have had nearly 80 years of mental prowess,
and I have lived a good life full of great rewards.
Growing up, my family instilled in me the tremendous values of
good moral character, hard work, love of one’s neighbors,
compassion and generosity, the value of education, and love of
family. These are indelible, invaluable parts of me.
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It was an honor to serve my country, and I believe the way in which
I did so was honorable and meaningful both to the families of our
fallen servicemen and to the country as a whole.
I do fear that the long account of my student and teaching career
offered here is prosaic. It should convey what a fantastic
opportunity I had to spend a lifetime doing what I enjoyed so much
and cared for so deeply. I had the opportunity to go to school every
day, to learn about government, and then to teach others. The
taxpayers of Minnesota – from the farmers around Hitterdal to the
income taxpayers in the depth of the Great Depression who created
an equalizing income tax directed to education to the supporters of
the University – all made this possible for me. The vision people
hold of what their children need the most and how much they are
willing to sacrifice to deliver it is hard to fully comprehend. I am
humbly and proudly a product of that investment.
And no words here or anywhere else can convey how dearly I love
my family, and what they mean to me.
In my time, American culture required a full-time job for the man,
who had to aim high and succeed according to the needs of the
family. The career ladder was chosen by the man, with the wife so
rarely even consulted. And so it was with me. I ask now for all the
permission and consent I should have asked for back then for the
commitment I made to my chosen career.
And what a career I had! I went interesting places, did challenging
things, developed my intellect, and interacted with top-line
colleagues. I know that I could never have done what I did nor
achieved what I was able to achieve had it not been for the support
of my family. Many of my work projects, especially my election-day
polling projects, meant endless nights of work. I would get home
long after Barbara and the kids had gone to bed, tumbling in without
even a check on how they all were. Once Barbara said her
competition for me was a mistress named “Control Data.” I know
that I could never have achieved what I was able to achieve had it
not been for the sacrifices of my family, too.
I loved so much being a husband and father. The family that
Barbara created with me provided the humanizing side of life. My
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greatest joys in life have come from loving and being loved by my
wife and my children, and from watching my children in turn love
and be loved by their children.
I have played many roles in my life. It is remarkable and rewarding
how much I learned from playing each one, and how much I
enjoyed it all.
It’s been a great ride.

Tidbits and Tales
Charles the Brother
Charles and I were very close. He knew everything I’d
learn at school, like when I was taught to sing-song my
ABCs. He played dolls with me; I built things with him
(such as his farm complexes in the sandbox). We took
turns hauling each other – blindfolded – in the wagon and
making each other then guess where we ended up before
the blindfold came off.
We walked to the back of the local hospital and
climbed the stairs to the laundry. The old couple in
charge there always welcomed us without question. I got
to mangle pillowcases there, standing on a stool because I
was really too short to be working the machine. We never
told our folks, of course.
? sister Faye

I have always admired Charles’s academic and
professional achievements. But I guess as siblings are
prone to do, we tend to take these things for granted and
fail to give them the respect they deserve. So now here
you go, Charles.
? brother Donald

Among the most memorable visits between our family
and Charles’s was in the summer of 1966 when Charles
was living in Washington D.C. Charles had prepared a list
of 20-some “must-see” places, to which he proceeded to
guide me and Martha Jo. After the first day, Martha Jo
professed “monumental” leg pain and happily stayed
home with Barbara and the kids. Charles and I completed
the ambitious tour, and I felt as if no one could have had a
more knowledgeable guide.
? brother Donald
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After getting out of the army, Charles was such a stickler
for good posture and could not stand slouching. He had
the habit of coming up from behind and forcing our
shoulders back. To this day, I think of him when I find
myself correcting my posture.
? sister Rita

Charles the Student
In the ninth grade, when Charles turned 14, his school
district followed standard educational practice and
administered to all students a “Vocational Inventory.”
The results page from this test noted that it “should be
kept in a safe place and should be referred to frequently
through school and college career.” Although Charles
never followed this directive, the analysis was
surprisingly accurate in retrospect: Charles had the
strongest showing in “Law and Government,” followed
by “Scientific Pursuits,” and “Literary Pursuits.” Ranking
dead last was “Artistic Pursuits.” This same analysis also
rated Charles’s personality as an “ambivert” (someone
who is both extroverted and introverted).
? Results from Minnesota’s official
“Vocational Inventory”

The food in college was never really good, but I didn’t mind it as
much as most of the guys. It became pretty standard procedure
for folks to ask me if I wanted to finish what they had left on
their trays. Soon me and my iron stomach earned the nickname
of “Garbage Can Backstrom.”
? Charles
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Charles the Teacher
As a professor, Dad was a meticulously fair grader – what you
earned, you got. He told one night about how a student stormed
into his office at the University, irate about the grade she had
received on a paper. “I am NOT a ‘B’ student!” the woman
screeched. So I asked Dad: “Did you tell her, ‘You are now’”?
? daughter Claudia

I taught Barbara how to drive. This is not recommended for
people seeking smooth early years in their marriage. She was an
excellent badminton player, though, and I was not remotely
athletic, so she said she’d teach me how to play badminton to
reverse the roles. She became a good driver, but I never
effectively swooshed a birdie.
? Charles

My most famous student was Mrs. Bucher. This 90-year old
woman showed up in my night class. She had taught in a oneroom school in South Dakota with a 6-week teachers certificate,
but always wanted to join American Association of University
Women (AAUW), so decided to complete her degree. In the
final exam, she wrote a 1-inch essay in the bluebook. I couldn’t
bear to flunk her, so gave her D-. The next year, there she was
again. She said she had learned so much from me in the previous
class she wanted to study with me again. She made real progress
that year, because she earned a D-. Years later she turned up on
national TV on the program “I’ve got a secret.” The panelists
couldn’t guess she had got a BA at age 97 and joined the AAUW.
? Charles

Elizabeth Dunbar was the first recipient of the Charles Backstrom
scholarship (2003). Her research examined the media’s role in
Latin American democracies and relationships between watchdog
journalism and democratic accountability. Matthew Painschab
was the 2005 recipient of the biannual Charles Backstrom
scholarship. He undertook research examining feudalism’s role
in the debate and policies over stem cell research funding.
? U of MN Political Science Department
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Charles the Family Man
While camping in London in 1970, we had taken a long day trip
out toward Greenwich. The kids, as always whenever a spare
moment arose, had made up a game to help pass the time. They
started a contest to see who could look out the train window and
first spot the name of the upcoming station stop. The regular
fares thought it cute to hear Anne call out “Cutty Sark!” or Paul
“South Quay!” or Claudia “Shadwell!” They laughed out loud
when Brian mistook one sign for the station stop and yelled out
“Gentlemen!”
? Charles

We were friends with a Dutch family down the block, and
one time my friend Mark asked his father a question.
“You vil haf to ask Paul’s fazer, who is a pghrofessorrgh
of political science,” his father responded. “I haf no idea.”
It was an early hint for me that being a professor wasn’t
completely ordinary.
? son Paul

Charles the Data-Head
It has always bothered me that I am listed as having been
born in Valley City. It wasn’t the precise recordkeeping I
thought it should be. My folks simply left our
Wimbledon home, went to the nearest hospital for my
birth, and returned home with me. I increased the
population of Wimbledon by one, not Valley City. It has
been 80 years now, and I still haven’t convinced anyone
of the need to change this. I wonder where my kids say
they were born – the birth certificates for the three
youngest say “St. Louis Park,” where Methodist Hospital
was, rather than “Minneapolis,” where we actually lived.
? Charles
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At the Carter-Mondale headquarters in Minneapolis on
election night, the computers went down. Everybody else
thought they were out of luck, but Dad pulled out his
pocket calculator and got to work, and kept the news
flowing, bad as it was for their camp. There are different
views of what doing things “by hand” means. To people
there, Dad did it all by hand. To him, with his calculator,
he was only a technology or two behind.
? son Paul

Charles the Stud
I was 6’2” and weighed about 140 lbs. when I enlisted in
the Army. Even the smallest pantsuit that was tall enough
for me was so wide that I had to take folds of material
from both sides, wrap it around me, and cinch-up a belt
around my waist to hold it all in. I remember one time
during calisthenics one of the guys laughing: “Look at
Backstrom! He’s doing jumping jacks, but his pantsuit
isn’t even moving!”
? Charles

Charles the Frugal Guy
When we went camping, Dad would always send us out
to recently vacated campsites to scavenge for firewood. I
remember being totally embarrassed in Yellowstone as
we kept scrounging until we had an armful of freebie
wood to bring back. Now I make my kids do it with me
when we go camping. Can’t fight genetics, I guess.
? daughter Claudia
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Charles the Boss
In the post-industrial social model, parents disappear for
the day and the rest of the family has no real concept of
what they do. Some parents compensate by bringing
work home, others by taking their kids to the office on a
Saturday. Dad overcame that barrier by hiring us to help
him, at young ages. First came potty training, then came
keypunching and data coding. A colleague once asked
him if he paid us minimum wage. “It’s pretty minimal,
all right,” he said. But once in a while, we got a carton of
chocolate milk as a bonus.
? son Paul
Charles the Goof
While Dick Gray and I were waiting for our table at the
world-famous Tropicana in Havana, Cuba, we went into
the casino. I put a nickel in and hit the jackpot, and the
slot machine pumped out enough coins to fill both pockets
in my jacket. They were so heavy in the lightweight
material that I had to support one pocket with each hand –
inelegant in such an elegant setting, but I was too cheap to
abandon the money.
? Charles
Dad often arrived home from work with stories that
showed his goofy side. Consider the following:
§

We were living at Mom’s folks’ home in Thornwood,
New York, just north of New York City, where Dad
was working on the national elections for CBS. Dad
tried to take the subway everywhere, and one evening
somehow had gotten on the wrong line. Too cheap to
pay the fare for the necessary transfer, Charles exited
at the next stop and went up to street level. He found
himself in the middle of Harlem, dressed in suit and
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tie, carrying a briefcase. He began walking quickly,
whistling to himself to ward off fear. Unfortunately,
the family had just seen the movie Oliver on
Broadway, and the tune that popped into his head
which was whistled loudly through the streets was
“You’ve Got to Pick a Pocket or Two.”
§

Dad was late coming home from work one day. In
explanation, he told us how he was walking home,
crossing the Washington Avenue bridge over the
Mississippi River, when someone started shouting
“Frank! Hey, buddy!” and veered off his path toward
Dad. Dad kept walking until the stranger came right
up to him. The newcomer talked of how great it was
to see his long-lost friend Frank, asking about family
and work and other such stuff. Dad talked with this
man for about a half-hour, engaging in very pleasant
banter, never letting on that he had no idea who this
person was. “Well – it was GREAT to see you,
Frank,” the stranger said as they parted, asking to
schedule a time when they could catch up more.

§

Dad occasionally tried to get a bit of exercise on the
way to work. He would fold-up his dress shirt into his
briefcase, and then jog along the sidewalk to work in
his undershirt. One time, he tripped on a crack in the
sidewalk. Dad described how his fall seemed to be in
slow motion, and that he had time to realize what was
happening and to process options while falling. He
described thinking that if he put his arms straight out,
he could jam his shoulder. So he bent his arms and
kept his hands up alongside his body. Of course, his
head plowed right into the concrete, and Mom had to
break out the first aid kit to tend to the scrapes all over
his face. At least his shoulders were OK.
? son Brian
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Charles the Outdoorsman
Elton Brown was the minister at Prospect Park United
Methodist Church for 20-some years of Charles’s
membership there. Always an outdoorsman, Elton led a
contingent of the congregation’s more senior members on
a canoe trip to the forever-wild Boundary Waters at the
Canadian border. At age 58, Charles went on his firstever canoe trip, complete with long, slick, and trecherous
portages.

Charles the Ethicist
At one time, Arne Carlson – who would go on to become
governor of Minnesota – was sued by his political
opponent for using the supplies of his public office at the
time to print literature for his election campaign. The court
said that Carlson was guilty, but noted that his opponent
had missed the deadline for filing a complaint and
therefore the court was powerless to do anything. I was
asked about this in class one day, and I commented that the
ethical violation was the nut of the issue, not the timing of
the complaint. Later that day, the student who raised the
question met up with a friend of hers. “Why weren’t you
at the Carlson headquarters last night to volunteer?” asked
the friend, who was an intern for the campaign. “I’ll never
work for that guy – he’s a crook!” responded my student,
explaining that she heard all about the case from her
professor. The campaign worker evidently ran back to
Carlson to say I was telling my students he was a criminal.
I found out from the chairman of my department at the
time that Carlson had tried to get me fired over this.
? Charles
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Charles the Handyman
Not all of my home improvement ideas got built. Our
back yard was shady (even after a tornado ripped down
one of the trio of our oak trees), and we had only a small
square of dirt behind the garage to use as a garden. I
proposed installing a level platform on our garage roof,
held up by 2-by-4s at the corners, which we would fill
with topsoil and make a nice, big roof-top garden. Of
course, all gardening would need to be done while
standing a ladder, but I thought that would be only a
minor inconvenience.
I also thought I could cure the problem of the toocurvy driveway by digging a tunnel from our basement all
the way out the back of our lot to the street that ran at the
bottom of the slope behind our house. No snow
shoveling, and since we were digging anyway, we could
add a one-lane swimming pool and a bowling alley.
Somehow, these plans never made it into reality.
? Charles

One of my early memories is when Charles arrived at the
backdoor around suppertime with a bloody gash over one
knee. I was horrified. But he wasn’t crying, or even
complaining much. Upon question by our folks, it was
revealed that Charles and his friends had tried to build a
ferris wheel in the woods on the edge of town, and my
eldest brother had volunteered to be the test passenger. I
think he caught heck for his poor judgment, but I
withdrew from earshot when the scolding began.
? sister Rita
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Charles the Singer
We had a unique alarm clock on Sundays. When it was
time to get up and get ready for church, Dad would come
into our rooms and do his vocal warm-up exercises until
we woke up. I can hear it now: “Where shall I go-o
today? Where shall I go-o today?” and “Me-me-me-meme-me-ay, me-me-me-me-me-me-ay.”
? daughter Claudia

During the dark times that came upon me in the first days
and weeks after my diagnosis of lung cancer and therapy,
the hymn “God of Grace and God of Glory” came back to
me out of the blue to become my daily mantra. And the
refrain always came with the ringing sound in my head of
the bass line sung Charles Backstrom’s way – the way the
Welsh men do it, as he said – with a rising crescendo,
bold, firm, and with gusto. Well, I finally returned to
PPUMC again to worship one Sunday in the Fall. The
church invited me in using a very special form of Grace.
The first hymn sung that day, my first time in the
sanctuary after many months, was my mantra hymn, “God
of Grace and God of Glory.” I could hardly believe it. I
stood there, surrounded by the sounds of the hymn and
the sounds of my family of faith. And with Charles just a
few feet from me off to the right. Through tears of
wonderment, I tried to channel the strength of Charles and
sing the bass part just right. It was a weak effort, but it
felt grand.
? PPUMC parishioner Bob Feigal

Charles in Pictures

Rita

Charles

Helen

Sharon Donald

Carl

Faye

Kelly

The Backstrom Family (1944)

9th Grade (1940)

C College Graduation (1949)
Army Enlistment (1944)
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Charles as Stage Manager in his high school production of “Our Town” (1943)

Charles in his legendary office at the University of Minnesota.
Charles’s colleagues posted this picture, which ran in the University’s campus
newspaper, at the department secretary’s desk and began a caption contest. One of the
more memorable entries: “D_ _ _! I just straightened that clock!”
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Reference in Jimmy Carter’s daily diary of the President’s call to Charles
thanking him for his help on election polling.
(http://jimmycarterlibrary.org/documents/diary/1980/d111980t.pdf)
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Crunching election data (1965)

Charles in front of his “ancestral home,”
the Parthenon in Athens, Greece (2001)
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Barbara & Charles at Niagara Falls (1957)

Parents of the Bride, Clifford & Maude Meyer

At a park (1957)

Parents of the Groom, Carl & Helen Backstrom

Wedding Day
(August 25, 1957)
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1959, with Paul (2 months)

1961, with Paul (14 months) and Anne (9 months)

Charles and Barbara on New Mother’s Days

1963,
with Paul (4), Anne (2½), and Brian (8 months)
1965,
Paul (6), Anne (4½), Brian (2½) & Claudia (5 mos.)
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70 Arthur Ave. SE in Minneapolis
Charles & family’s home for 35 years (1961-96)

Reenacting Grant Woods’ American Gothic
at the sabbatical-year farm in
Caledonia, MN (1979)

The collapsible bunk-beds Charles
designed and built in the family’s
tow-behind camping trailer. (1966)
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Jamie, Alaina, Claudia & Kenna
Hornibrook

Anne, Emily, Melissa & David
Brown

Paul and Ian Backstrom &
Jennifer Davies

Charles & Barbara

The Charles Backstrom Family, August 2005

Brian, Erik, Rachel, &
Nancy Backstrom

Charles Backstrom’s Nürnberg Collection

Rudolph Hess was Deputy Führer
and the No.3 man in the Nazi
hierarchy. He was sentenced to
life in prison at the Nürnberg
trials.

The picture below, from the Harry
Truman Library, shows Rudolph Hess
being interrogated before the War
Crimes trials and wearing a winter
overcoat because his suit jacket had
been taken from him. Hess
complained about this coat situation,
saying it made him look foolish, in the
letter Charles possesses (right).
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Hermann Goering was the
Nazi’s Commander- in-Chief
of the Luftwaffe, President
of the Reichstag, Prime
Minister of Prussia and
second-in-command of the
Third Reich. Goering
committed suicide in his cell
at Nürnberg about two hours
before he was to be hanged.
Charles obtained this photo of Goering eating chow in his cell.

Grand Admiral Erich Raeder
was Hitler’s Chief of the Navy,
and the primary strategist for
the capture of Denmark and
Norway. At the Nürnberg
trials, Raeder was sentenced
to life in prison.

Raeder’s short note to the doctor that Charles kept.
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Letter home after Goering’s suicide. Charles’s parents kept more than 100 letters, and upon his return
home Charles bound all of the letters into three volumes: “ASTP and Basic Training, May 1944-April 1945”;
“OCS and Stateside Duty, April 1945-January 1946”; and “Overseas Service, January-November 1946.”
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Doenitz requesting a sleeping pill in a note Charles kept.

Julius Streicher assumed the
unofficial title of "Jew-baiter #1"
of Nazi Germany. For 25 years,
largely through publication of his
newspaper and his speeches,
Streicher coaxed the German
people to hatred and incited
them to the persecution and
extermination of Jews. Streicher
was sentenced to death and
hanged at Nürnberg.

Creator of Germany's World War II
U-boat fleet, Admiral Karl Doenitz
succeeded both Admiral Erich
Raeder as Commander-in-Chief of
the Navy and later Adoph Hitler,
after his suicide, as Reich head of
state in the final days of Nazi
Germany. Doenitz was sentenced
to10 years in prison at Nürnberg.

Streicher asking for a light.
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Joachim von Ribbentrop, Hitler’s
Foreign Minister and general
trouble-shooter, was the chief
negotiator with Japan and Italy
and strategist against Russia,
the U.S., and England.
Ribbentrop was sentenced to
death and hanged at Nürnberg.

Charles has this note from Ribbentrop, who courteously requests to speak with his lawyer.

Fritz Sauckel was responsible for
mobilizing German and foreign
workers for the Nazi military
industrial complex. Sauckel
oversaw the deportation of some
five million workers from their
homes in the occupied territories,
instructing that these slave
laborers be exploited "to the
highest degree possible at the
lowest conceivable degree of
expenditure." Sauckel was
sentenced to death and hanged
at Nürnberg.

Sauckel asked to see his lawyer.

101
Charles collected the signatures of Hjalmar Schacht, Franz von Papen, and Hans Fritzche
on the day of their acquittals at Nürnberg.

Hjalmar Schacht was a key Nazi fundraiser,
and was economics minister and Reichsbank
president until relieved of power by Hitler.
Schacht grew increasingly uncomfortable with
the “illegal” acts” against Jews and spoke out
publicly. Schacht’s involvement with the Nazi’s
was deemed too early to be tied to the war
crimes.

Franz von Papen was Hitler’s vicechancellor, and served as ambassador to
Austria and then to Turkey after the
anchluss. He was charged with
conspiring to start WWII. As with Schacht,
von Papen’s Nazi involvement was
deemed to have occurred too early to be
tied to the war crimes.

Hans Fritzsche served on the staff of the
Ministry for People's Enlightenment and
Propaganda as Joseph Goebbels’s radio
propaganda chief. Fritzsche was
deemed to be just a “talking head,” not
worthy of a jail sentence.
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Charles’s sketch of the prison and courthouse compound
for the Nürnberg War Crimes trials.

Charles’s Nürnberg I.D.
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Family Tree:
Direct Ancestry
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Direct Ancestry of

Elen Antonia Backstrom
Axel Gottfrid Backstrom
Anton Gottfrid Backstrom (1855)
Carolina Pehrson (1855)
Karl Petter Backstrom

Carl Henning Backstrom (1893)
|
Helen Irene Stroud (1899)
Helen K. Shontz |

Gustav Backstrom

Emil Backstrom

Karl Backstrom
Jon Backstrom
Erik Backstrom (1792)
Anna Karolina Backstrom
Anders Backstrom (1828)
Lisa-Kajsa Petterson (1831)
Karin Backstrom

Emil Backstrom
Axel Backstrom
Elizabeth Backstrom
Johannes Backstrom
Hulda Backstrom
Henning Backstrom
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Charles H. Backstrom

Paul Meyer Backstrom (1959)
Ian Davies Backstrom (1993)
Jennifer Patricia Davies
Helen Faye Backstrom
Anne Elizabeth Backstrom (1960)

Charles Herbert Backstrom (1926)

Melissa Margarette Brown (1988)

David Craig Brown

Emily Elizabeth Brown (1992)

Brian Dean Backstrom (1962)

Erik Anders Backstrom (1997)

Nancy Allyn Tottey

Rachel Leigh Backstrom (1999)

Barbara Ann Meyer (1930)

Arland Gene Backstrom
Donald Lee Backstrom

Claudia Joan Backstrom (1965)
James Scott Hornibrook

Carol Ann Backstrom
Rita Irene Backstrom
Sharon Elaine Backstrom

Alaina Rebecca Hornibrook (1995)
Kenna Nicole Hornibrook (1997)
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NOTES
Chapter 2: Student
1

Charles’s thesis documented a bias toward the typical two-party system, and detailed
how pushing a third party to fight back and win was asking a lot of the system. Despite
this, Charles noted, Wisconsin’s Progressive Party became successful instead of just
assuming a role as a spoiler. His paper explored the nature of being an issue-oriented
party rather than a majoritarian one, and how such parties serve a noble purpose but
rarely if ever win. Charles documented how even Bob La Follette Sr., the Progressive
Party’s founder, ran as a Republican to acquire power and then created the Progressive
Party from that base.

Chapter 3: Soldier
2

Frank V. Martinek was a naval officer in the 1920s and a veteran of World War I
naval intelligence. From his experiences, he developed the character of Don Winslow
and the details for storylines that would show how U.S. naval forces operated to help
address the issue of low naval recruitment in the inland portions of America. The Don
Winslow radio program began on NBC Blue on October 19, 1937, and ran for two
seasons. It was resurrected on October 5, 1942, sponsored by Post Toasties, in an effort
to support the World War II effort.
3

Charles officially entered service on May 15, 1944, at Fort Snelling near St. Paul,
Minnesota, and reported to South Dakota State College in Brookings on June 10, 1944.
He was assigned as a private to Company C, 150th Battallion, 91st Regiment. Charles
was transferred to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, on December 19, 1944; to Camp Hood,
Texas, on December 28, 1944; and to Fort Benning, Georgia, on April 27, 1945. Upon
his transfer to Fort Benning, Charles was assigned to officer candidate school. By
August 30, 1945, Charles was promoted to 2nd Lieutenant. On September 11 of that
year, Charles was transferred to Camp Robinson, Arkansas, and then to Camp Lee,
Virginia on December 3. In preparation for shipping overseas, Charles reported to Fort
Hamilton, New York, on January 10, 1946, set sail on the Montclair Victory on January
15, and arrived in Namur, Belgium, on January 26, 1946. On June 17, 1946, Charles
was transferred to Nürnberg, Germany. Charles left Bremerhaven, Germany, on
November 30, 1946, sailing to New York on the General Sturgis and arriving on
December 10. From port, Charles was shipped to Camp Kilmer in New Jersey, and
then to Fort Sheridan Illinois, where he was relieved from active duty on December 17,
1946, effective January 1, 1947.
4

Officially, the Nazi’s Ardennes Offensive, a massive strike on a lightly defended
section of the Allied line in eastern Belgium and northern Luxembourg.
5

Walter Scott, “Walter Scott’s Personality Parade,” Parade Magazine, June 5, 2005,
noting that “modern era” excludes the trials of Socrates and Jesus of Nazareth.
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Chapter 4: Teacher
6
7

[http://www.sos.state.mn.us/student/backstro.html]

The Tate Award recognizes and rewards high-quality academic advising, and calls
attention to the contributions of academic advising toward helping students formulate
and achieve intellectual, career, and personal goals. The award is named in honor of
John Tate, Professor of Physics and first dean of University College (1930-41).

109

110

