
ON A CLOUDY Tuesday morn-
ing as his retirement nears, 
George Dennison sits in an 
old leather chair and stares 

around his office at all the relics collected 
during 20 years at the helm of The Uni-
versity of Montana. 

There’s the sleek war club from New 
Zealand, a gift during the university’s 
centennial. The slim baby-blue vases 
from China, given by a far-off institution. 
And then there’s the bottle labeled “King 
George’s Brew,” made by a group of pro-
testing students as a gesture of truce, al-
though that item remains hidden away. 

Surrounded by these reminders of the 
past, he awaits his future. 

Soon Provost Royce Engstrom will be-
come the 17th president of UM and move 
into Main Hall’s corner office — Denni-
son’s office —  the most powerful space 
on campus. With wood paneling wrap-
ping around tall walls and windows 
looking out across the Oval, the room is 
steeped with history.

DENNISON, 74, announced his 
plans to retire after 20 years 
during his State of the Uni-
versity address on Jan. 25. 

The end of the longest serving adminis-
tration in UM history came as a surprise 
to many, but for Dennison the time was 
never better. 

“I wouldn’t have pulled the plug if I 
didn’t think it was the right time,” he said. 

The final months of Dennison’s tenure 
have been unusual ones as his planned 
retirement date of Aug. 15 came and 
went. Yet years of experience had pre-
pared him for this. 

“If you’ve been around the academy very 
long you know pretty well that things don’t 
always go as you thought they would,” he 
said. “But you’ll get there.” 

Even as his career moves toward its 
end, Dennison has been clear that his de-
parture from the president’s office is not 
a sad occasion. He has continued to work, 
preparing annual goals and delivering 
the State of the University address. He 
has continued to occupy the office that he 
has called home for 20 years. 

But now he knows it’s time to go. With 
big plans for the next phase of his life, he 
has been looking forward to his sched-
uled retirement day. 

“I’ve been looking forward to it since 
the day it passed,” he said, with a dry 
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summer research trip.
But one year the group was 

slowed by harsh heat and a wind that 
whipped upstream.

Ronco, her sister and her niece 
couldn’t quite keep up.

 “We have no hat, no sunscreen lo-
tion, no water,” Roncos said. “It was a 
long trip and all of a sudden we didn’t 
see anybody around.

“My sister starts panicking actu-
ally. She wanted to leave the canoe.”

That was when Engstrom paddled 
back around the bend and up the riv-
er to find them. He tied his canoe to 
hers and towed them to camp.

“Paddling was easy for him,” Ron-
cos said, chuckling.

It’s not a surprise: Engstrom doesn’t 
just pilot canoes. He builds them.

After cutting thin strips of white ce-
dar, he steams, bends and nails them 
together along a row of wood forms. 
He rolls a white sheet of canvas over 
the hull and binds it with a thick, sticky 
polymer before painting it.

“It was a technique started in the 
1800s and used until World War Two,” 
Engstrom said. “It takes a couple hun-
dred hours to build one.”

He learned the craft in graduate 

school when he couldn’t afford to 
buy a canoe. He, instead, read design 
books and experimented with the 
process. Years later, after wedding 
Mary in 1979, his first canoe floated.

“There are few things more peace-
ful to me than floating down a river in 
a canoe,” Engstrom said.

He and his wife try to float or hike 
with their two dogs at least one day 
every weekend but lately the time has 
been harder to find.

The past several months were 
busier than ever as Engstrom 
auditioned for the presiden-
cy.

“Every hour I was with a different 
group of people,” he said. “I found it 
all very energizing and rewarding.”

One typical morning last week, he 
met professor Neil Moisey at 6:30 a.m. 
for the drive to Butte and tossed his 
suit jacket in the Prius’ backseat. He 
asked Moisey to pull into the Burger 
King drive-through before entering 
I-90 East on West Broadway.

He drank his fresh coffee, chatted 
and thought about his pitches for cre-
ating the 2020 curriculum, better con-
necting the affiliated campuses with 

a new meeting schedule and creating 
new channels of communication.

Two hours later, when he arrived 
in Butte, he bypassed the podium 
and walked past the first two rows of 
empty tables to speak with the faculty 
and staff who gathered to meet the 
only presidential finalist.

One professor asked pointed ques-
tions about creating a doctoral degree 
program and the authoritarian reign 
of King George and the Regents.

By the third question, Engstrom 
addressed him by name.

“Yes, Matt?”
Matt thanked Engstrom as the fo-

rum ended at 11 a.m.
For Engstrom, it was back on the 

road, this time to Helena.
Engstrom set his white, boxed lunch 

of turkey sandwich, lemonade, Doritos 
and an M&M cookie on the Prius’ roof.

He took off his jacket and threw it 
in the backseat.

It was his last day of interviews but 
already he was eager to visit the cam-
puses again and to learn more about 
their people and programs.

A week later, back in Butte, the Re-
gents’ vote would allow him to do just 
that: begin another adventure.
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Royce Engstrom 
receives a gift from 

Montana State Univer-
sity President Waded 

Cruzado Thursday 
afternoon after the 

announcement of 
Engstrom as the next 

president of The 
University of Montana.
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(LEFT) Royce Eng-
strom answers the 

questions from Mon-
tana Tech leadership 
during a campus visit 

to Butte last week.
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(RIGHT) Mary (left) 
and Royce Engstrom 

snowshoe at Lolo 
Pass Jan. 2008. The 
couple tries to hike 

every weekend their 
schedules allow.
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laugh and slight smile that has seemed 
to emerge more often in recent months. 

Those big plans include returning to 
his roots of studying history, for which 
he earned a degree in the mid-1960s 
from UM. From there he began teach-
ing at Colorado State and in mid-1970s 
made the jump to administration, a 
move that wasn’t meant to be perma-
nent. By the mid-1980s he was at West-
ern Michigan as a vice president and in 
the summer of 1990, he was a finalist 
for UM’s top job. 

With his three-decade long adminis-
trative detour coming to an end, Den-
nison is looking forward to getting 
back to his passion and hopes to teach 
a history course at UM. His main goal, 
though, is to write a complete history 
of the university, something he believes 
could take up to three years and result 

in a lot of time deep in the archives of 
the Maureen and Mike Mansfield Li-
brary. 

This, along with improving his golf 
game, will be enough to keep busy, he 
said. 

“There’s plenty to do. From what I 
hear from people who have made the 
change is that they are busier then they 
were before,” he said. “Whatever I do, 
I’m going to do it as actively as I can.”

But even with his thoughts on the 
future, he allows himself moments of 
reflection.

“I don’t go out of this feeling as if I’m 
escaping from a cage or from a heavy 
burden. I go out of it thinking I did 
pretty well for what I did and that it’s 
time for me to do something else,” he 
said. “I don’t think I have to leave.”

BUT SOON he will have to leave 
the corner office when Engstrom 
moves in on Oct. 15. Before then 
Dennison will have to pack up 

some of the books and mementos that 
line the walls. 

Walking over to the wall, Dennison 
gazes across the shelves and picks up 
one of his favorites — The war club 
from New Zealand. As he runs his 
hand down the smooth, stone finish 
he jokes about how he likes to swing it 
around to get his way.

Placing it back on the shelf, he again 
glances across the long, wooden wall and  
all the items it holds.

“There’s people with every one of 
them,” he said. 

Some things will stay when Dennison 
moves out, just like some people in the 
office. 

Cathleen Collins is the university’s as-
sistant to the president, and her small of-
fice sits just behind an unnoticeable door 
on the back wall of Dennison’s office. In-
side, Collins sits at a cramped desk sur-
rounded by notebooks and binders, all 
part of her job of scheduling and assist-
ing the president. Every meeting, every 
event, every interview request — all of it 
goes through her.

And while Dennison will be leaving, 
Collins will stay. 

She moved from Seattle to take the job 
five years ago, and she has been working 
well into the evening in recent weeks as 
she tries to facilitate a smooth transition 
of power. With so much work to do she’s 
had little time to think about what the 
end of Dennison’s tenure might be like. 

“On people’s last day you collect their 
swipe card and office keys. Is that the 
same for a president?” She said, laughing. 

But even with the laughter, she recog-
nizes the finality of the coming weeks. 

“I have a lot of respect for him and 
what he does. He’s the president ... I don’t 
know, it’s hard to imagine anyone else in 
that office,” she said. 

But soon enough, she knows Engstrom 
will be walking in. 

Dennison feels confident that he’s 
handing his office keys over to the right 
person. He’d always planned to retire af-
ter 20 years and Engstrom’s arrival three 
years ago put the provost in a prime posi-
tion to take the helm. Dennison said that 
Provost Engstrom showed intense lead-
ership capability since the beginning. 

But as his final day approaches, one 
thing that he is adamantly against is forc-
ing advice on the new administration.

“I won’t offer anything. If he wants to 
ask that’d be fine, but I think it’s got to be 
his show, not mine.” 

 

BUT NOW Dennison is out of 
time to reminisce. On this Tues-
day, he has to make a meeting in 
Butte by 2 p.m., and as the an-

cient clock tower above chimes 12 times, 
he stands up and grabs his jacket. He 
checks his e-mail one more time before 
slipping a book into his bag and sliding it 
off the table as he heads for the door. 

Shortly after noon, Dennison leaves 
the most powerful office on campus and 
shuts the door behind him. 
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