A Journey to Diversity

Reminiscences by
Wynn A. Gunderson

Introduction by James M. Durant III
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iversity is the "what," and
inclusivity is the "how." A
civilization built on a phe
nomenal human enterprise is
often highly successful when
all members of the society are engaged at
all levels of the endeavor. In essence, a suc
cess/ul society is derived from the full use
of the entire society, drawing the very best
human resources together at the appropri
ate time and at the appropriate place. The
result is usually excellence. We often see
this with, for example, Team USA in the
Olympics, the U.S. Armed Services, and
nonprofit entities such as the American Bar
Association (ABA). Sadly, with regard to
our Diversity and Jnclusivity journey, we
are simply not "there" and will probably
nofreach "there" during our lifetime. But
we are on the path, and it is our path that
truly matters; moreover, this path defines
our "what" and our "how." It is fueled by
hope, trust, and belief and is backed by the
promises of the Equal Protection Clause
of the 14th Amendment of the U.S. Con
stitution, and although it is a wonder/ul
trip marked by indelible milestones, much
travel and learning await us, and we must
engage in careful dialogue. In recent times
we have indeed taken a few steps back
on our incrediblejourney, some steps too
large and too ineffable to mention, but
so long as we continue toward a bright
horizon, marked with equal opportunity
in employment,justice, education, voting,
immigration, etc., ourjourney will be en
hanced, and our society will be made the
better. "Diversity is not an imposition, it
is an advantage; additionally, inclusion
is not a problem, it is a solution" Uamie
Claudio, 2019, U.S. Department of En
ergy Office of Science EEO/Diversity and
Inclusion Manager).
I now introduce to you Wynn A.
Gunderson, Esq., former chair (20002001) of what was then called the ABA
General Practice, Solo and Small Firm
Section (GPSolo). Wynn is a person who
embraces diversity and fundamentally un
derstands thejourney. I am an American
·�
of African descent; during my first year
§ in GPSolo, Wynn told me that one of his
fil, goals is to right the wrongs American so
ciety inflicted on Americans of African
g:, descent. I did not know Wynn too well
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at that time, but for some reason I took
his words as truth. To his credit, Wynn
followed through with numerous firsts in
matters of diversity, including GPSolo's
first Diversity Fellows program, of which
I was a recipient. I could tell you Wynn's
Diversity and Inclusivity story, but it is
better told by Wynn:
I recently received an e-mail from one
of my favorite members of the Division,
James Durant, who asked me if I would
agree to an interview on the subject of
diversity. Back in the late 1990s I had
the privilege of meeting James for the
first time. (Later I pondered, but did not
ask, if he was the brother of the Kevin
Durant of the NBA.) James has a very
likable personality, similar to Kevin's
(perhaps there is a little bit difference
in height ...) and both are consummate
gentlemen. At the time,James was becom
ing deeply involved in the ABA, and his
leadership qualities were evident. It was
not surprising he was later elected chair of
the Division (2009-2010], only the third
chair of color since the Division began.
Even more impressive, he is currently an
appointed career senior executive in the
federal government, where he serves as
the chief counsel for the U.S. Department
of Energy Office of Science, and he is a
retired full-bird Air Force colonel.
Over time, our friendship blossomed
through GPSolo meetings but, sadly,
there came a time when our relationship
suddenly ended up on a very "slippery
slope"! Let me explain: In early May
2002, GPSolo held its Spring Meeting
at Banff National Park, Canada, a spec
tacular venue. During the meeting, buses
were arranged to transport us to view the
beautiful scenery around Lake Louise,
which included many hiking trails and
waterfalls. At one point during the tour,
James thought he and I should hike up
one of the trails to see, close-up, some of
the highly touted waterfalls. Because he
was the senior officer between the two
of us (I am an ROTC grad with only six
months on active duty and achieving
only the rank of second lieutenant), I felt
I should obey him. Up the trail we went,
only to discover that the surface of the
trails did not thaw out until much later
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in May. Consequentially, we perilously
clung to the icy slopes while risking an
occasional glance at the various waterfalls
through the long shards of ice covering
them. Luckily, we survived the hike but
not without assuming the risk of tran
scending many "slippery slopes." Under
the circumstances, I am glad we are still
around, good friends as ever, to discuss
diversity, our favorite subject.

Although the Division
has had considerable
success promoting
diversity, there is
much more to do.
JOURNEY TO DIVERSITY

I'm sure that you are abundantly aware of
how the elderly love to indulge in sharing
memories of the past, and I am no excep
tion. I hope you will bear with me as I
take you on my journey toward adopting
diversity as a way of life. As to my back
ground, I was born in 1933 and raised in
rural South Dakota, a state with a very
small population and almost no diversity.
What little diversity existed consisted al
most entirely of the indigenous people,
namely the Lakota Sioux, who resided
primarily on nine reservations scattered
throughout the state. My feelings about
diversity have been largely shaped by my
experiences in an area that had little racial
discord or violence. The exception was
the treatment given Native Americans
before I was born or that occurred after
but which I never witnessed firsthand
(e.g., the Wounded Knee Occupation in
1973). When I was in grade school, I was
told there was a black lady in our town of
approximately 13,000 people, but I never
saw her. I was about five years old when I
had my first contact with people of color.
That revelation took place while traveling
with my parents and brother on a visit to
the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas.
As we traveled on one of the many back

roads, we came upon two black children
close in age to my brother and me. The
first sight of people of color caused us
no end of excitement. We begged our fa
ther to stop so we could meet and play
with them, and, fortunately, he did. Our
new friends were initially too shy to let
us approach them. So my mother offered
each of them a pack of gum if they would
allow her to take a photo of them and us
together. We barely were able to contain
our excitement while driving back to
South Dakota, where we could show the
photo to our classmates. I often wonder
what our new friends' parents thought
about the Kodak moment that took place
in their front yard.

FIRST VIEW OF DISCRIMINATION

It wasn't until 1954 that I saw my first
sign of discrimination-while stopping
briefly in Waco, Texas, during a train trip
to Lackland Air Force Base in San An
tonio, Texas. The train station had two
water fountains, one marked "Colored"
and the other unmarked. At the time, I
was curious as to what color the water
was in the fountain marked "Colored,"
but those more worldly than me quickly
set me straight.
In 2018 I had the pleasure of attending
a great movie entitled The Green Book
{2018), a true story, which received the
Academy Award for Best Picture. The
movie vividly depicts the color barrier
and cruel/inhumane treatment that was
so prevalent in the deep South during
the 1960s. The only time I actually wit
nessed such gross discrimination was
when I was assigned to Fort Carson,
Colorado, in the late 1950s. It was the
time of the "Little Rock Crisis," which
involved considerable physical violence
between whites and people of color fol
lowing desegregation efforts at Central
High School in Little Rock, Arkansas,
in September 1957. Jimmy, a personable
young ROTC black trainee from Kansas,
was assigned to the same barracks as a
friend of mine and I, along with several
ROTC trainees from Little Rock. Sadly,
there came a time when the trainees from
Little Rock decided to pick a fight with
Jimmy for no other reason than the color
of his skin. In response to their threat,
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