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Afive-hour drive north of Salt Lake City and seemingly a century away is a stunning valley located north and east of 
the Continental Divide along the Montana-Idaho border. Centennial Valley contains the largest wetlands complex 
in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, complete with rivers, alpine meadows, and wildlife. Nestled in the heart of the 

valley is an old ghost town called Lakeview, which has turned out to be a true treasure and a magnificent gift to education.

Thanks to the extraordinary generosity of John and Melody Taft, and Bill and Sandi Nicholson, who bought and 
renovated the entire town, Lakeview is now a new home for University of Utah education: The Taft-Nicholson 
Environmental Humanities Education Center.  

The Tafts and Nicholsons, both landowners in Centennial Valley, shared a vision of preserving its unique ecosystem while 
educating future leaders with an ethic and understanding of the environment. Together they brought about the multi-
million dollar restoration of the abandoned ghost town—a process that has taken more than 12 years to complete—in the 
hope it could serve as the educational center they envisioned.  

“Lakeview was a disaster,” notes Melody Taft. “And it’s at the heart of this very sacred valley.” She didn’t want to see 
the ruin and abuse continue. Her husband John says that in the beginning, he had no great plan for the town. He just 
knew he had to do something. “I find a challenge in building,” he says. “I love it. I’ve done it for years in one form or 

The Taft-Nicholson Environmental Humanities 
Education Center
A Ghost Town Reborn

Lakeview, Montana

Cutlines if needed.



- 2 -

Education Center Cont.

another.” So together they started, bit by bit, and the project took on a 
life of its own. 

Three years ago, the Tafts and Nicholsons entered into a partnership 
with the U’s College of Humanities to establish the Environmental 
Humanities Education Center, a unique education venue that quickly 
became self-sustaining and now attracts students from across Utah and 
Montana. The center hosts workshops, research activities, private events 
and retreats, literary and environmental educational classes, meditation 
classes, and artist residencies.

The success gave the Tafts and Nicholsons confidence that the University 
would be good stewards of their vision, and this past fall they gave the 
entire town to the University—16 beautifully landscaped acres and 

24 fully renovated and furnished buildings, including a dorm, private 
cabins, meeting spaces, and a cantina. The gift was celebrated at a gala 
held at Red Butte Garden.

The Tafts and Nicholsons have built a center that provides an enhanced 
educational experience, preparing students to face a changing world 
head-on. “We want to provide a transformative experience for our 
students at this center, and translate theory into practice,” says Robert 
Newman, dean of the College of Humanities.

The Taft’s and Nicholson’s vision is now being realized as the University 
of Utah takes ownership of the legacy created by these amazing people 
who brought an old ghost town to life. “Our world is in trouble,” says 
Melody Taft, “and this place gives people their souls back.”

For 100 years the University of Utah has been preparing piano students 
for professional careers in performance, musical accompaniment, 
and teaching as Utah’s premier center for piano education. The U is 
commemorating this legacy with a centennial campaign focused on 
increasing resources to ensure student success. With a goal to raise 
$100,000 by spring, the one-year campaign for the piano is part of a 
larger five-year effort to raise $500,000 to ensure that the next century 
remains as successful as the last for the School of Music.

A Century of Piano at the U Campaign chairs are Craig and Melissa 
Ballard. Melissa received both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 

piano performance at the U and is founding chair of the School of 
Music Advisory Board. Craig, a business graduate and managing partner 
of a private equity firm, has been a piano scholarship donor and a 
School of Music supporter with Melissa. 

The areas of greatest need include scholarships, K-12 outreach programs, 
and educational enrichment experiences. 

Scholarships
The rigors of practice make it difficult for piano majors to work while 
in school. With in-state tuition above $8,000 a year for music majors, 

scholarships are needed to support students 
and allow them to complete their degree in a 
reasonable time.

K-12 Outreach
Through its programs for children, the Piano 
Area develops not only piano proficiency, but 
also broader life skills including discipline, 
focus, and goal achievement. A decade-long 
partnership between the U and the Salt Lake 
City School District employs U students to 
teach piano in Title 1 schools, which have 
high percentages of students from families 
living in poverty. Research has shown that 
music instruction helps students improve in 
core academic subjects, including math and 
reading, while helping prevent behavior and 
truancy problems. 

Educational Enrichment
Master classes with world-class artists travel to 
international competitions, and solo recitals on 

A Century of Piano at the U

Students Lindsay Tarbet and Harvey Dam  work with faculty member Vedrana Subotic.

Sandi and Bill Nicholson Melody and John Taft
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Century of Piano Cont. Recent Major Gifts
We thank the following supporters for 
their generous gifts received between  
October 1, 2013 and December 31, 2013.

Adiuvo, Inc.
Ally Bank
The ALSAM Foundation
American Express Public Affairs
American Express Travel Related Services 
A. Scott and Jesselie B. Anderson
Apache Corporation
Frank A. and Nan Applegate
Avis and Nicholas D.*  Badami
Ruth Eleanor Bamberger and John Ernest
   Bamberger Memorial Foundation
Stephen C. Bamberger
Beehive Cheese Company, LLC
Gainor L. and Joseph C. Bennett
H. A. and Edna Benning Endowment Fund
Anne K. and Jeff Bingaman
Brahma Group
Brinson Foundation
Kenneth P. and Sally R. Burbidge 
  Foundation #1 and #2
Dick and Timmy Burton Foundation
R. Harold Burton Foundation
Robin E. and Robert H. Cannon
The Jeffrey and Helen Cardon Foundation
Child Family Foundation
Bruce G. and Lynn F. Cohne
The Community Foundation of 
   Greater Atlanta
CONSOL Energy, Inc.
Cultural Vision Fund
Roger M. and Dawn Crus
Cumming Foundation
The Lawrence T. and Janet T. Dee Foundation
Thomas and Candace Dee Living Trust
Hellmut H. and Gerda Doelling
Edmund W. and Carol B. Dumke
George S. and Dolores Doré Eccles Foundation
Vernal E. Edlund
Matthew B. Ellis Foundation
C. R. England, Inc.
Robert G. and Mary Jane Engman
ExxonMobil Corporation
First Security Foundation
Kem C. and Carolyn B. Gardner
Garff Enterprises, Inc.
The Georgopoulos Family
Florence J. Gillmor Foundation
Glanbia Foods, Inc.
Gerald J. Gleich and Kristin M. Leiferman
John B. and Geraldine W.* Goddard
Google, Inc.
Roger Leland Goudie Foundation
Richard A. Graham and Audrey D. Schwarzbein
Jordan A. and Dana C. Gross
Ashley Colla and Neil Murray Hafer
Kenneth J.* and Geraldine G. Hanni
Heavystone Laboratory, LLC
Brett Christopher Helm

the symphony stage offer extraordinary opportunities to prepare students for the competition they will face as 
performing artists.

The U’s internationally trained piano faculty offer diverse instruction and preparation for performance. (The 
U is the only school in the state to offer a doctoral degree in piano performance.) In addition, the U is one of 
only 135 all-Steinway educational institutions in the world, meeting Steinway’s rigorous standards of quality 
and excellence. As part of an all-Steinway university, the School of Music offers some of the finest performance 
pianos and facilities in the country. 

One additional aspect of the program includes an annual international piano festival, which is held on campus 
each summer, giving participants the opportunity to fine-tune their skills by participating in classes and learn-
ing from prominent teachers and concert pianists. The festival’s challenging program prepares participants for a 
final piano competition at which winners receive cash prizes. 

Jason Lu plays solo in Libby Gardner Concert Hall.

“Our history of dedicated 

faculty, innovative 

teaching, community 

partnerships, and 

leadership opportunities 

for students has produced 

graduates who have 

become outstanding 

piano performers and 

teachers, well-prepared 

for careers in music and 

leadership roles in their 

communities.” 

—Susan Duehlmeier
Piano Area Chair

The Ladies in Red include, left to right, Lindsey Lambert Wright, Mary Anne Huntsman, Amy Morgan Davis, Stella Markova, Cassie Olsen-Taylor. Piano Area Chair Susan 
Duehlmeier stands at the left, in the doorway. 



Young girls’ minds are full of fancy—maybe 
they daydream about the latest fashions, 
pop bands, or shopping at the mall. A U 

program is adding to those dreams by showing 
how the opportunity of a college education can be 
part of any young girl’s future. Young women who 
otherwise might not consider going to college are 
broadening their horizons by participating in the 
Go Girlz Community Initiative.

Developed in 2004 by the Women’s Resource 
Center at the U, Go Girlz has a goal to target 
underserved female students in grades six to 12 in 
the Salt Lake City School District and give them 
early exposure to higher education. Many of the 
recruits include minority, first-generation, and 
economically disadvantaged students. 

Go Girlz received initial support from the U’s 
Office of Student Affairs, and then grants started 
coming in. With generous support from the 
Lawrence T. & Janet T. Dee Foundation and 
the Hemingway Foundation, Go Girlz in 2013 
expanded to 75 the number of students it reaches each year. Support 
from University Neighborhood Partners this past year allowed the 
program to have its first full-time coordinator. 

During the school year, the coordinator meets 12 times with each 
school cohort and provides  programming to address self-esteem issues, 
study skills, classroom behavior, creative projects supporting personal 

growth, and other types 
of activities that are meant 
to guide the girls toward 
an understanding of what 
preparing and pursuing higher 
education involves. 

Female college students from 
the U serve as mentors, often 
sharing their experiences, 
such as personal choices and 
study habits they developed 
to prepare themselves for 
higher education. The program 
strives to provide role models 
who can reflect back to the 

young girls their socio-economic and racial profile. Some classes will 
have primarily African American girls, and others might be Latina and/
or Pacific Islander students. Regardless of the makeup of the cohort, 
mentors are recruited who can relate directly to the students.

“As of fall 2013, we have graduated six Go Girlz from the University of 
Utah and have 27 former Go Girlz students currently enrolled here,” 
says Debra Daniels, director of the Women’s Resource Center. “We see 
the Go Girlz program as an early intervention and early recruitment 

effort to address not only the goal of educating young women who have 
historically fallen through the cracks of public education, but also to 
address the stated goal of the University of Utah to recruit and retain 
women and minority students.”
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Bryant Middle School Go Girlz, 2011-12

Go Girlz at Jackson Elementary School, 2012-13

Go Girlz Introduces Young Women to Higher Education

Becoming a part of Go Girlz in 2007 
was one of the best decisions I could 
have made. I was able to apply for 
and receive scholarships which 
allowed me to obtain an education 
that would have been very difficult to 
get otherwise. Go Girlz gave me the 
confidence to aim high and because of 
this, I have been given the opportunity 
to work with under-privileged youth in 
New York City with Teach for America 
upon graduation.

—Evangeleena Manzanares

A survey of Go Girlz students this past year shows an 

increase in their school involvement, more confidence in 

their academic ability, and more certainty that they will 

attend college since participating in the program.
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John R. Park: A Legacy of Giving James S. and Carolyn C. Hinckley
Robert H. and Diana B. Hinckley
Scott S. and Ann M. Hinckley
P. Dan and Kim W. Huish
Huntsman Cancer Foundation
Jon and Karen Huntsman Foundation
IM Flash Technologies, LLC
Instituto Mexicano del Petroleo
Intermountain Healthcare
Intermountain Power Agency
Intevac, Inc.
Carolyn Tanner Irish and Frederick Quinn
Clark and Christine Ivory Foundation
JMP Foundation
Jeffrey J. and Sharon Jonas
Emma Eccles Jones Foundation
David and Annette Jorgensen Foundation
Robert A. and Joan Judelson
Lisa Marie and Jeffrey W. Kellogg
Kornerstone Guaranty Insurance Co.
Kowa Company, Ltd.
Gerald G. Krueger and Melissa M. Weidner
Frederick Q. Lawson Foundation
Janet Q. Lawson Foundation
Michael W. Louis Charitable Trust
Ben B. and Iris M. Margolis Foundation
J. Willard and Alice S. Marriott Foundation
Bradley and Amy Mayeda
MHTN Architects, Inc.
Van and Donna Midgley
Larry H. and Gail Miller Family Foundation
Mark and Kathie Miller Foundation
Montana Equestrian Events, Inc.
John A. Moran Charitable Trust
J.P. Morgan Chase Foundation
Myriad Genetics, Inc.
Nanoshell Company
Debbie and Mark Nelson
J. Randy and Sandra Okland
Adele Parkinson Trust
Dinesh and Kalpana Patel Foundation
Polycom
John and Marcia Price Family Foundation
Primary Children’s Medical Center Foundation
Joseph M. and Paula Quagliana
Questar Corporation Arts Foundation
S.J. & Jessie E. Quinney Foundation
Ronald O. and Eileen Ragsdale
Reaud Charitable Foundation, Inc.
Don B. Reddish
Don L. and Rebecca E. Reese
Regence BlueCross BlueShield of Utah
Research to Prevent Blindness, Inc.
George R. Riser
Robin S. and Shane V. Robison
Rocky Mountain Power
Rolland H. Reiter Living Trust
Joseph and Evelyn Rosenblatt 
   Charitable Fund
Thomas F. and Susan S. Rugh
A. J. and Carolyn R.* Schilly
Schmidt Family Trust

Major Gifts cont.

John R. Park was born in 1833 and raised in Tiffin, 
Ohio. He graduated from Ohio Wesleyan University, 
taught school for a year or two, and then attended 
medical school, receiving his degree from New York 
University in 1857. He returned to his home town to 
begin practicing medicine and also took up teaching 
again. Park became head of the grammar school in Tiffin 
and later taught zoology and anatomy at Ohio Wesleyan. 

In 1860, he 
decided to leave 
the medical field 
to follow his three 
brothers, who had 
set out to seek 
gold in California. 
On his way west, 
he stopped in 
Utah in 1861 and 
ended up staying. 
He settled in 
Draper, joined the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and became 
a teacher at what is now called the Draper Park School 
(listed in 1980 on the National Register of Historic 
Places).  

The University of Deseret, the predecessor to the 
University of Utah, was opened first as a business college. 
The school became so popular, and the demands of 
the students were so varied, that it was decided to establish it as a university in the true sense of the word. The 
University of Deseret was reopened as a university in September 1869, with John R. Park as president. Chosen 
by the university’s board of regents, Park served as president for 23 years, from 1869 to 1892, the longest tenured 
president in the history of the University of Utah. At the end of his tenure, the name of the school was changed to 
the University of Utah and discussions were initiated to move the campus to the east bench of Salt Lake City.

Park was one of the U’s earliest benefactors, and when he died in 1900, he left his entire fortune, including his 
library, to the University of Utah. 

That same spirit lives on today. Much like Park, the University is fortunate to have many friends and benefactors 
who have made provisions for the University in their estate plans. More than two decades ago, the University 
of Utah established the John R. Park Society, which pays tribute to Park for his leadership, foresight, and 
generosity, and to all those who carry on this particular tradition of philanthropy at the University. The John 
R. Park Society members support the U’s mission through charitable bequests, life income plans, insurance 
gifts, charitable trusts, retirement assets, and other planned gifts. Through their generosity, John R. Park Society 
members demonstrate how one generation can provide a legacy of support for generations to come. 

“In as much as my life work has 
been devoted to the educational 
interest of my state and mindful 
of its future welfare, I hereby di-
rect that the whole of my estate 
shall be transferred and given to 
the University of Utah.”

— John R. Park
Last Will and Testament

October 6, 1900

For the past 21 years, the University of Utah has 

hosted an annual John R. Park Society event to honor 

its members and provide an opportunity for them 

to socialize and hear from University officials about 

campus initiatives and news. The event also serves to 

recognize alumni and friends whose generosity is vital 

to the University of Utah’s continuing evolution as an 

outstanding educational institution.

According to his last will and 

testament, Park’s gift was used to 

establish two endowments, both of 

which are still in place today. First, The 

Park Library of American History and 

Literature is used for the purchase 

and maintenance of a library.  Second, 

The John R. Park Teaching Fellowship 

enables graduate students and/

or others employed as teachers 

by the University to spend one 

semester pursuing courses of study 

at educational institutions abroad or 

outside the University. The 2012-13 

recipients of the teaching fellowship 

include Darby Lorraine Fanning, 

Marriott Library; Colleen Farmer, 

Department of Biology; and Mira 

Locher, College of Architecture and 

Planning. 
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Advancing Public Health in Ghana
Support from Robert and Lynette Gay expands academic 
mission of Ensign College

On the outskirts of Kpong, Ghana, a campus is emerging on the bank of the Volta River that will be home to the Ensign College of Public 
Health. The University of Utah, along with its longtime partner in Ghana, the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, 
is working with this developing institution to help guide the expansion of the campus and the design of academic and administrative 

programming. With generous support from Lynette and Robert Gay, Ensign College is developing into a world-class academic institution designed 
to advance public health in Ghana and throughout West Africa. Partnering with Ensign College also represents a new level of involvement by the 
University of Utah in West Africa.  

Under the guidance of Lynette Gay, Stephen Alder, who serves as chief of the University of Utah Division of Public Health, is working closely with 
longtime collaborator and fellow Ensign College trustee Tsiri Agbenyega, provost of Kwame Nkrumah University Health Sciences, to establish 
this college as a world-class academic institution, committed to producing impact-driven scholarship that will contribute to global knowledge 
for community health development and developing workforce resources to improve health in the region. Ensign College also has engaged other 
prominent individuals in the fields of public health, medicine, and global development, including Dr. DeVon Hale, assistant dean of the U’s 
School of Medicine’s International Medical Education, 
to aid this development process. Working with Dr. 
Christopher Tetteh, inaugural dean of Ensign College, 
the team assembled by the Gays is committed to creating 
an academic institution that will join organizations 
worldwide that are leading unprecedented progress in 
global health development. 

The formal partnership forged between the University of 
Utah and the Ensign College of Public Health during the 
development phase of this institution is now transitioning 
into a long-term relationship. This will provide new 
opportunities for faculty and students from both institutions 
to work together to accelerate the development and use of scholarly knowledge to create healthier, more prosperous communities in places as diverse 
as Kpong and Salt Lake City. Under the guidance of Dr. Vivian Lee, senior vice president for health sciences, and Michael Hardman, the U’s newly-
appointed chief global engagement officer, the link to Ensign College is adding another facet to the University of Utah’s global presence envisioned 
by its president, David Pershing. 

Ensign College of Public Health near Kpong, Ghana

Ensign College Board of Trustees (l to r): Lowell ‘Rusty’ Snow, Tsiri Agbenyega, Nana Togbe Afede XIV, Dr. Samuel Ofosu-Amaah, Dr. Agyeman Badu Akosa, Emelia Ahadjie, Lynette Gay, Patrick Kuma, Kwesi Dugbatey, Stephen Alder, 
Dr. Christopher Tetteh  (Dr. DeVon Hale not pictured)
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John B. Seal
Senser Foundation
Marlin N. and Claudia Shields
Mary W. and John H. Short
David E. and Melinda Simmons
The Simmons Family Foundation
Mark S. Skaggs
James L. and Krista Sorenson
Sorenson Impact Foundation
The Sorenson Legacy Foundation
Dwain H. and Joyce L. Stufflebeam
Paula M. Swaner Trust
John E. and Melody Taft
Norman C. and Barbara L. Tanner
O. C. Tanner Company
Tanner Trust for Utah Universities
Hank and Sally Tauber
The Scott W. and Betsy Thornton
    Family Foundation
Bill and Connie Timmons Foundation
TKJ Charities, Inc.
Arthur and Haru Toimoto
Troutman Sanders LLP
Don H. Tucker and Carolyn Connell
Jeffrey O. and Karen D. Tuft
USG Corporation
Utah Lions Foundation
M. Walker and Sue R. Wallace
C. Scott and Dorothy E. Watkins
    Charitable Foundation
Lawrence C.* and Delores M. Weaver
Wells Fargo
R. Keith Whitaker
Kyle D. and Jamie D. Whittingham
Ann and Brent L. Wilson
Marian Robertson Wilson Trust
Woodbury Corporation
Kristin Hinckley Yeager
Zions Management Services Company
Edward J. and Marelynn W. Zipser 

* Deceased donors (listed if the University of Utah 
continues to receive support from their foundations, 
trusts, or estates).

 

In the pursuit of higher education, many young 
people are unable to reach their goals because of 
the high cost of a college degree. The University 

of Utah’s National Advisory Council has established 
the NAC Utah Promise Scholarship to support 
undergraduates, while helping the U meet its 
obligation to provide all students access to quality 
higher education, regardless of socio-economic status. 
For its first year, the NAC has raised $50,000 in order 
to award five students $3,000 each year over eight 
semesters of study or until graduation, whichever 
occurs first. We invite you to meet the inaugural 
group—the 2013 NAC Utah Promise Scholars.

Brittney Bates 
Born and raised in 
Utah, Brittney, has 
wanted to attend 
the U since she was 
a little girl. Both her 
grandparents worked 
on campus, and 
her uncle was a U 
student. A graduate 
of Woods Cross High 
School, Brittney is 
now a freshman at 

the U. Her involvement with the Bennion Center has 
helped expand her opportunities in the community 
and she plans to continue her association there. “I love 
the act of service and I want to look back in five years 
and say my college years were my best years.” Brittney 
plans to graduate in 2017 and then go into the nursing 
program with a focus on pediatric nursing. 

Natalia Paola Colón 
Medina 
Born and raised in 
Puerto Rico, Natalia 
used to go with 
her grandfather to 
an assisted living 
center to visit her 
grandmother, 
who suffered from 
Alzheimer’s disease. 
“I was fascinated by 
the idea that I might 

change a person’s life by helping or nurturing those 
who need it most,” says Natalia. “So when I applied 
to the U, I had one goal in mind—to be accepted 
into the nursing program.” Natalia hopes to graduate 
in 2017 and continue her education to become a 
registered nurse. She takes classes in human anatomy 
and biology, is involved in the LEAP program, and 
works as an office assistant in the School of Medicine.

Brooks Conway 
Brooks comes from a 
family where college 
was desired, but 
never attained. “My 
parents didn’t go to 
college and both of 
my siblings dropped 
out of high school 
at a young age,” she 
says. “Seeing the 
struggles they have 
had to face makes 

me want to push myself to become something for 
them.” Brooks reluctantly applied for student loans, 
concerned about how she would pay them back. When 
she learned of the NAC scholarship, she was able to 
cancel her loans. “I have never felt so thankful in my 
life. Without the scholarship, I don’t know if I would 
be attending college today.” Brooks wants to graduate 
with a degree in film and says, “I want to show that no 
matter what the obstacles, college is attainable.”

Malia Talley  
Malia grew up in 
Vallejo, California, 
and higher education 
is a priority for her. 
“My parents always 
reminded my siblings 
and me that we need 
to go to college to have 
a stable career so we 
won’t have to struggle 
with money anymore,” 
she says. She moved to 

Utah, graduated from Ogden High School, and is now at 
the U, where she plans to major in biology. She also wants 
to participate with the Bennion Center, and increase her 
extracurricular activities to improve her resume. Then she 
wants to apply to medical school and hopes to become a 
doctor. She considers the NAC scholarship “a blessing.”

David Taylor 
A graduate of 
Highland High School 
in Salt Lake City, 
where he was on the 
rugby team, David is 
now a freshman at the 
U and hopes to join 
the U’s club team next 
year. David works out 
at the Field House—
his favorite building on 
campus—nearly every 

day, and plans to major in either finance or video game 
design and development. “College is important because 
it can help a new generation bring some ethics to the 
current economy and political realm,” he says. When he 
learned he had received an NAC Promise Scholarship, he 
was surprised. “Once I went to the scholarship office to 
receive more details on the matter, I was ecstatic!”

NAC Utah Promise Scholars Major Gifts cont.
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Phonathon is Going Strong
The University of Utah phonathon crew has been reaching out to alumni since 
the early 1980s, and although computers have replaced rotary dial phones and 
the scale of the program has grown, the mission has stayed constant. The primary 
goal is to connect students with alumni—the students provide campus updates, 
and enjoy hearing stories about campus life from the different generations of 
alumni. A second goal is fundraising for the U.

Today the phonathon program employs more than 65 undergraduate students 
representing all areas of campus. For many of them, this is more than a position 
to help pay tuition—they have a passion for the U and a desire to share their 
enthusiasm with others. 

Last fiscal year was record-breaking, as pledges were secured from 9,300 individuals 
totaling $865,000 in commitments. Thanks to many of you, the phonathon pro-
gram is on track for another record-breaking year. Thank you for taking the time to 
speak with a student when you are called, and for sharing your campus experience.

The Phonathon crew takes a break.


