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‘Leave a Mark on Your Alma Mater’
Alumni Construction Professionals See a New Side of VMI
By Mary Price
This academic year, construction
equipment and noise seem to be everywhere on post, as renovations continue to
both Preston Library and Scott Shipp Hall.
Many of those working on the projects,
of course, were unacquainted with VMI
before their work brought them here.
Some, though, already knew their way
around post, as they once wore cadet
uniforms, lived in barracks, and ate their
meals in Crozet Hall.
A number of alumni are working on the
renovations to both Scott Shipp and the
library, while a few others just completed
their work at the Institute. Bill Madison ’90
was involved with the post infrastructure
project, while Mike Jeffries ’91 assisted with
the recent renovation of the press box at
Foster Stadium. When asked about their
See Alumni Construction Professionals, page 12

Crews install a 135-foot-tall crane during Thanksgiving Furlough for the Scott Shipp Hall renovation
project.—VMI File Photo by Kelly Nye.

Fulbright Offers Firsthand Glimpse at Struggle for Democracy
By Mary Price
When he received word in the spring
that he’d been selected for a Fulbright
award allowing him to teach in Hong Kong
for the fall 2019 semester, Col. Howard
Sanborn knew that rumblings of civil
unrest were beginning in the former
British crown colony, now officially a special administrative region of the People’s
Republic of China.

However, there was no way that
Sanborn, professor of international
studies, could have known that not only
would the pro-democracy protests come
to his host campus, the Chinese University
of Hong Kong, but that they would rise to
such a level that the rest of the semester
would be canceled in mid-November. Nor
could he have known that he’d wind up

fleeing the campus on foot, carrying a
week’s worth of clothes in a rucksack.
Originally, Sanborn, an East Asia and
comparative politics specialist, had hoped
to use his time in Hong Kong to study the
city’s legislature, the Legislative Council,
a 70-member body that’s made up of a mix
See Fulbright, page 6
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of individuals elected
the U.S. consulate,” he said. “They
from the citizenry
were incredible, keeping an eye out,
by a popular vote
asking if I was okay, asking if I needand people elected
ed anything.”
to represent certain
After a week in the hotel,
sectors of society such
Sanborn flew to Tokyo to celebrate
as finance, insurance,
Thanksgiving with his wife and
and education.
three teenagers, who’d flown over to
“[The Legislative
join him there. Originally, the family
Council] offers an
had planned to spend the holiday in
interesting natural
Hong Kong, but with safety in mind,
experiment to see how
Sanborn and his wife decided to
people from traditionhave another kind of Asian holially democratic conday instead.
stituencies … pursue
In late November, Sanborn flew
their careers versus
back to Hong Kong for another two
the people from
weeks there before returning to the
these sector-specific
United States.
[groups],” Sanborn
Now, he’s busy not only teaching
Col. Howard Sanborn’s wife, Jenny, walks through the campus of the Chinese
noted. “That was the
his
own classes, but also serving as
University of Hong Kong, where leaflets and other protest art line the ground.—Photo
germ of the research.”
courtesy of Col. Howard Sanborn.
acting department head while Foster
However, the
is on leave this semester.
Legislative Council was closed for much of
if he’d like a ride to a safer part of the city,
He’s also been fielding a plethora of
the time Sanborn was in Hong Kong because
Sanborn accepted.
questions from cadets and fellow faculty
protesters had vandalized its building over
Before leaving, he let a friend know
members. In mid-January, Sanborn related,
the summer. Instead, Sanborn used the
where a spare key to his apartment was
he went over the syllabus for an applied
four months he was there to teach a class on
located, just in case she ran out of food and
statistics class he’s teaching and then asked
democracies in the west, and also to network needed more. Then he set out on foot.
if there were any questions, thinking cadets
with others and pursue another line of
“I took a week’s worth of clothes, not
might seek clarification about the syllabus.
research—this one having to do with higher
knowing when I’d come back,” he recalled.
Immediately, a cadet’s hand popped up: “Tell
education and its effect on citizenship in
“The protesters were fine. They didn’t give
us what you did in Hong Kong!”
Hong Kong.
me any problems.”
Sanborn also noted that his experience
It was a challenging time to be a univerAfter climbing over several barricades,
abroad was not quite the adventure that
sity professor. When Sanborn first saw
and helping others to do the same, Sanborn
cadets imagine it was.
a student roster for his class, there were
met up with his friends and took a ride to a
“They expect a mixture of Indiana Jones
approximately 50 names. However, many
hotel, where he stayed for approximately
and Jason Bourne,” he commented. “They’re
students wound up dropping the class,
a week.
a little deflated when I tell them, ‘No, I was
and others often didn’t show up because
“I never felt physically in danger,”
just there to study legislative politics.’”
they were taking part in class boycotts
Sanborn stated. He was worried, though,
On a more serious note, Sanborn has
encouraged by protestors. At one point in
about what might happen if the electricity
returned from Hong Kong with a message
October, there were fewer than 10 students
or water were to be cut off.
not only for the VMI community but also
in Sanborn’s class.
Others, though, were quite concerned for
his fellow Americans as a whole: don’t take
“It was difficult to build a rapport with the
Sanborn’s safety. No sooner had he checked
American democracy for granted. It’s a lesstudents because of all of the stuff going on,”
in to the hotel than he was on the phone with son he learned from watching young Hong
Sanborn reported.
Col. Dennis Foster, chair of the international
Kong residents wave American flags and
Then, in mid-November, the protests
studies department, and Brig. Gen. Robert
carry posters depicting President Donald
struck close to home. As conflicts between
“Bob” Moreschi, deputy superintendent for
Trump as they protested Chinese rule.
student protesters and police escalated,
academics and dean of the faculty.
“Americans have democracy, freeSanborn began to realize that although he
“The dean and [Foster] were concerned
dom, liberty, fairness, and equality,” said
was safe in his high-rise apartment, and he
for the right reasons,” said Sanborn. “They
Sanborn. “It’s the values that support the
had plenty of food, there was the possibility
were very, very supportive.”
waving of the flag that matter to those
that he’d be barricaded in his building by
Sanborn also reported receiving good
people. … Now more than ever, we have a rethe ongoing conflict and unable to get out for support from U.S. officials in Hong Kong.
sponsibility to stay engaged and participate
more supplies. When friends called to ask
“I was in constant communication with
and lead as democratic citizens.”
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Sanborn’s Hopes Remain High
For several years now, Col. Howard Sanborn, professor of
international studies, has made regular trips to Asia, often doing
research on democracy there. This past fall, though, he got a
front-row seat on the struggle for self-rule when he traveled to
Hong Kong for a semester thanks to a Fulbright grant from the U.S.
State Department.
“Generally, the protests, to my eye, were very peaceful,” said
Sanborn. “I would come across a few hundred or a few thousand
people walking out, let’s say, during lunch.”
And as much as he might
have liked to immerse
himself in the moment—and
come back with an even
deeper firsthand perspective of what it was like to be

Saudi Arabia
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“At the airport, someone was telling us how technologically advanced the country was,” he said. “Then, at the same time, someone
drove by in this truck with a bunch of goats in the back of it.”
Throughout their trip, the cadets enjoyed the chance to get to
know their counterparts from West Point and the Citadel. Atchison,
who is earning a minor in modern languages (Arabic), noted that
one of the West Point cadets knew a good bit of Arabic.
“It was very good to sit down and talk with him about his experiences,” said Atchison. “We’re all ending up in the same place
pretty much.”
Davis, meanwhile, had an even closer connection to report. One of
her best friends goes to West Point, and one of the West Point cadets
on the trip knew that friend quite well.
“It’s a very small world,” said Davis. “We’re all pretty connected,
whether we know it or not.”

there—Sanborn purposely
kept away from the big protest movements.
“I didn’t want to contribute
to this false narrative that
there was a western, secret
project to instigate protests,”
Col. Howard Sanborn

Sanborn explained. He added
that Chinese media were

reporting that British and American operatives were behind the
protests—and in Asia, Westerners stand out in photos.
Instead, Sanborn learned from watching as he traveled back and
forth from his apartment to the Chinese University of Hong Kong,
where he taught a class on democracies in the west. On campus,
evidence of the protest movement was everywhere.
“There, I saw a lot of protest art, a lot of graffiti in support of the
protests,” he commented. He recalled seeing the words “liberate
Hong Kong” written in Cantonese, and also much pro-American

Visiting the Sky Bridge in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, are Maj. Jason Schroepfer,
Morgan Davis ’20, Aiden Atchison ’20, Dr. John Duke Anthony ’62, and Sam
Knapp ’20.—Photo courtesy of Maj. Jason Schroepfer.

protest art depicting President Donald Trump and Vice President
Mike Pence. Sanborn interpreted the American imagery as “a way of
desperately asking for help to support the protests.”
Sometimes Sanborn’s travels to and from the campus would be
impacted by the ongoing unrest. Millions of Hong Kong residents
and visitors use the subway system, known as MTR, every day, and
Sanborn was among them until the station nearest the campus was

Employee Luncheon
VMI faculty and staff were treated to a meal provided by Parkhurst
Dining just before winter furlough Dec. 20 in Crozet Hall. During the
luncheon Gen. J.H. Binford Peay III ’62 spoke to the group and expressed his appreciation for the work that had gone into the previous
semester and optimism for the rest of the academic year.—VMI Photo by
Kelly Nye.

vandalized and then closed for weeks afterward. After that, he took
buses or used Uber to get to campus, although the latter was an
expensive choice. Soon, frustrated Hong Kongers began to call the
train system the “empty R” because so many stations were closed.
But despite the challenges he and others encountered in Hong
Kong last year, Sanborn hasn’t given up on his longtime dream of
someday creating a program that would take cadets to Asia on a
regular basis.
“I’m hoping that down the road, things will die down in the city,
because Hong Kong is a perfect gateway into Asia,” he commented.
“It’s just a great place. It’s beautiful. It’s scenic. It has everything you
could want in a big city.”
– Mary Price
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