
A (perhaps not so) Unique ‘Mini-Mac Reunion’
Classmates bring varying roles to a 1985 U.S Senate office occupation

By Jon Schroeder ‘72

Macalester students and alumni are committed to “doing something about the major
issues of the day,” according to our classmate Brian Cronwall, “not just thinking, reading or
talking-about them.”

Brian speaks with some authority having been involved in a number of policy issues over
the years.  With some pride, he noted, “I was arrested on more than one occasion.”  And, one of
Brian’s multiple arrests occurred on February 26, 1985, in the Minneapolis office of Republican
U.S. Senator Dave Durenberger.

But Brian wasn’t the only member of the Mac class of 1972 in Senator Durenberger’s
office that day.  In what became a sort of “Mini-Mac Reunion,” he was joined by fellow protester
Mel Duncan, Mordecai Specter, then a reporter for the alternative monthly Northern Sun
newspaper, and me in my role as Senator Durenberger’s Minnesota press secretary and
home-state “eyes and ears” on defense, foreign affairs and intelligence issues.

There’s more reported below on this “Mini-Mac Reunion.”  But, leaping ahead about
six-months, picture a group of polite Minnesotans (Mac representation unknown) meeting with
Nicaragua’s President Daniel Ortega in his Managua office.

“You folks are all from Minnesota, right?” President Ortega said as he reached into his
bottom drawer and pulled out a copy of La Prensa, Nicaragua’s then-leading daily newspaper.
And right there on the front page was a reprint of Mordecai’s Northern Sun article on the trial of
his classmates, Mel and Brian, for (allegedly illegally) occupying the Minnesota office of U.S.
Senator Dave Durenberger.

Office protest followed reported Contra comments
Back to the now internationally-known “Mini-Mac Reunion,” the (Minneapolis)

StarTribune had run an article three days ahead of the “occupation” paraphrasing Senator
Durenberger as supporting the military overthrow of Nicaragua’s Sandinista government by the
U.S.-supported Contras.

The Strib article, by respected political reporter Steve Berg, provoked a meeting the next
night of Twin Cities Nicaragua activists at which a decision was made to hold a demonstration in
the Durenberger office demanding that he disavow such a position.

In the interest of history, I asked my classmates (and myself) to explain why we each
attended the “Mini-Mac Reunion.”

Mordecai responded simply, “because it was my job.”
I had the same response.
Mordecai was – and is – a professional journalist.  He freely acknowledged the (now

shuttered Northern Sun’s liberal slant that focused on peace and justice issues.
“I guess I was at the Durenberger office that day because I had the paper’s ‘Nicaragua

protest beat’.”



A Minnesota native, Mordecai was involved in a number of activities and causes while a
Liberal Studies major at Mac, both on and off campus, including demonstrations not unlike the
one on February 26, 1985.

“So, I brought some relevant experience to the Durenberger office that day,” he said
recently, “on both sides of my reporters’ notebook and pencil.”

Mordecai has had a long career in journalism in the U.S., Canada and Europe.  He has
been editor and publisher of the Minneapolis-based American Jewish World since 1995.
Previously, he was a reporter and producer for the Canadian Broadcasting System and was a
freelance writer and columnist for several publications, including The Circle.  The
Minneapolis-based monthly serves the Native American Community.

While a columnist for The Circle, Mordecai wrote a long interview for its 40th Anniversary
edition in March of 1985 with Leonard Peltier.  Peltier was an American Indian Movement (AIM)
activist–considered by many an “AIM Prisoner of War,” who was then serving two consecutive
life terms in a Federal prison for the murder of two FBI agents on the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation in South Dakota.

A prolific writer, Mordecai’s latest book is The Language Warrior’s Manifesto.
Meanwhile, I was at the “Mini-Macs Reunion” because I had responsibility for tracking

defense, foreign policy and intelligence issues for Senator Durenberger’s Minnesota office.  But
my job title was Deputy Communications Director – mainly writing speeches, floor statements
and op eds – and also acting as the Senator’s home-state media spokesperson.

While a Political Science major at Mac, I’d taken classes from (former) Vice President
Hubert H. Humphrey, (then) Mac President and (former) U.S. Secretary of HEW Arthur
Flemming and (always venerable) Professor G.T. Mitau.

I’d also had several public policy internships at Mac, including a Congressional
internship in 1970, when Mel Duncan and I were apartment mates just a few blocks from the
U.S. Capitol.  And, prior to my ten years on the Durenberger staff, I’d been a research associate
at the Citizens League and a rural newspaper publisher in my tiny, rural hometown of Elbow
Lake, MN.

So, I did bring some experience to the communications side of my job that day.  But,
when handed the additional responsibility of tracking and connecting with Minnesotans on
foreign policy issues (including U.S. policy in Central America), I literally had to go out and buy
an (abridged) atlas.

The other “ Mac-Mini Reunioners” came better prepared
Contrary to my ignorance, there’s no question that the others at the “Mac-Mini Reunion”

were very well-qualified for their day together in the Durenberger office that rainy winter day in
1995.

A California native, Brian Cronwall was an English major at Macalester and was active in
student government and media.  And, after graduation, he held leadership positions in Middle
East Peace Now and the Minnesota Peace and Justice Coalition, working on issues ranging to
Central America and the Middle East to arms control and the “Nuclear Freeze.”

He’d been arrested several times at demonstrations, including one sponsored by the
Honeywell Project, a group that worked over a number of years to end the Minneapolis-based
company’s dependence on its military weapons business.



Settling down a bit, Brian worked several years for Minnesota Public Radio.  And after
getting his Masters Degree, he began his career in higher education, teaching in Minnesota and
Wisconsin and then a 22-year stint at Kaua’i Community College in Hawaii, where he retired in
2015.

Brian’s poetry has appeared in numerous national publications.   And, in 2021, he was
the winner of the Oscar Wilde poetry award given by the Gival Press, a highly regarded literary
publisher.

He’s remained active on a number of public policy issues including his service as a
member of the University of Hawaii’s Commission on the Status of LGBTI Concerns.

Meanwhile Mel Duncan had been a well-known campus activist and Political Science
major at Mac, where he was often seen in on-campus and Washington (DC) demonstrations
against the draft and war in Vietnam.  He also holds a Masters Degree from the University of
Creation Spirituality in Oakland (CA).

Mel and I became good friends when – in 1969 an1970 – we lobbied in the Minnesota
Legislature and worked on a successful statewide referendum campaign to lower the voting
age.  Relevant to the 1985 “Mini-Mac Reunion,” he spent his Freshman Interim Term in Costa
Rica, living with the family of a student his family had hosted under an exchange program in his
Senior year at Davenport (IA) High School.

After college, Mel was involved in several advocacy organizations, living in the Twin
Cities and New York City.  He was co-founder of the Minnesota Alliance for Progressive Action.
And, in 2002, he co-founded and became the long-time Director of Nonviolent Peaceforce (NP),
a world leader in unarmed civilian protection.  NP provides direct protection to civilians caught in
violent conflict and has worked with local groups in a number of counties.

Mel's been recognized with several prestigious international awards and, in 2006,
Macalester’s Distinguished Citizen Award.  In 2016, Nonviolent Peaceforce was nominated by
the American Friends Service Committee for the Nobel Peace Prize.

Back to the 1985 "Mac-Mini Reunion"
February 26, 1985, began as a pretty regular – though (unusually) rainy – day in the

Durenberger office on the 10th Floor of the Plymouth Building, located at Sixth Street and
Hennepin Avenue in downtown Minneapolis.

Then, according to the detailed timeline I kept that day, at 8:55 am, I was informed –
breathlessly – by a fellow tenant and friend that, “a sizeable group of people is gathering on the
sidewalk downstairs, including some with signs that have your boss’s name on them!”

So, I cleared my throat, picked up the phone and called the building’s security manager,
who – based on his manager’s instructions – said he’d give the Minneapolis Police Department
a “heads-up.”

Five minutes later, our first “visitors” started gathering and, by 9:30 am, they’d been
joined by sixty or seventy.  Our pretty small lobby – supervised by our usually unflusterable and
“Minnesota nice” receptionist, Dianne Johnson – was soon pretty crowded.

So, I wasn’t surprised when she came flying down the hallway to my office and said
something like, “Get your g-- d--- a-- out here!”

Learning things they don’t teach you in college



So, after calling our Chief of Staff in Washington to get some general guidance, I put on
my navy blue blazer, tugged up my rep-striped tie and went out to face the troops.  By then,
we’d been joined by all four local commercial TV station, the StarTribune and a reporter from the
Associated Press.  Two state legislators added some credibility to what Dianne Johnson had so
disparagingly informed me of.

After welcoming the group and trying to establish some credibility by noting my long-time
friendship with Mel, I spent the next two hours answering questions and doing my best to
respond to concerns about the previous Saturday’s Strib article.  The group also presented a
statement demanding a written clarification of Senator Durenberger’s reported comments, an
in-person meeting and his attendance at an upcoming State Legislative hearing.

At 11:30 am, I went to my office, took off my blazer, loosened my tie and wrote a
two-sentence statement – “I do not now, and never have, advocated the overthrow by the
United States of the government of Nicaragua or any other country.  Any published statements
to the contrary are erroneous and steps are being taken to correct them.”

At 11:45 am, after getting it approved “from Washington,” I tightened my tie, put my
blazer back on, rejoined our guests and – while the cameras rolled – read the two sentences I’d
written.  I also said I would get a more detailed statement from Senator Durenberger and a
response to their request for an in-person meeting by later that afternoon.

I’ll now admit – for the first time – that my crisp blue dress shirt was sticking to my back
under my navy blue blazer.

Between 11:45 am and 4:30 pm, about three-fourths of our guests left, including some
who joined the demonstration on the street ten floors below.  The remainder stayed.  So, I
ordered – and paid-for – pizza for lunch for our guests in our conference room, who then
showed slides, had a group discussion and generally conducted themselves appropriately, while
our staff did their best to do their daily business.

So, how do we bring the “Mini-Mac Reunion” to closure?
Meanwhile, I was back on the phone, losing an argument with our Chief of Staff in

Washington about the Senator’s disinclination to meet with our guests.  I did get agreement on a
written statement that had a firm commitment to oppose what we now call “regime change” and
a willingness of his staff (that would be me) to meet with anyone anywhere about anything,
including the upcoming Legislative hearing, which I did attend.

I also told our State Director, Kitty Gamble, that she should probably let the building
security people know that we were likely to have a bunch of people disinclined to leave when
our office (and the building) closed.  She agreed with my advice and a half-dozen Minneapolis
police officers arrived shortly.

What is now KARE-11 News went live at 5:00 pm while I read the statement and
answered a few questions from our guests and reporters.  As I had predicted, when Kitty told
them they’d have to leave when our office closed, some of our guests indicated they’d like to
stay.

At 6:15 pm, the building manager appeared and told our guests that the building would
be closing at 6:30 pm and they would all have to depart.  At 6:45 pm, about a dozen guests
said, “no thanks,” and formed a tight circle on the floor in our tiny lobby.  When the MPD officers



started tightly applying plastic handcuffs and hauling them out, two of our guests decided they’d
rather not go home for dinner.

But eight of them – including Met and Brian – were seen on the 10:00 pm news that
night on three local TV stations.  And our day together was well-reported in the next morning’s
StarTribune and Pioneer Press, on WCCO-Radio, in Mortdecai Spector’s story in that month’s
Northern Sun and in the same article that was later reprinted in Nicaragua ’s (now
“decommissioned”) but then-largest daily newspaper, La Prensa.

Epilogue
About five months later, Mel, Brian and their co-defendants appeared before Hennepin

County District Court Judge Kevin Burke, with Mel acting as the group’s pro bono, unlicensed
“attorney.”  The case never got to the jury, however, because of a complex constitutional right to
peaceful assembly legal argument and precedent that Mel used and Judge Burke accepted.

According to Mel, this resulted in a stormy discussion in the Judge’s chambers during
which the Assistant County Attorney prosecuting the case decided to drop the charges.  The
jury was then dismissed and the defendants – feeling a bit embarrassed about the “light touch”
– went (inventing a new MacPhrase) “Scot Free.”  To top it off, the (now former) defendants and
(largely sympathetic) jurors were then treated to coffee and cookies in Judge Burke’s chambers.
The unhappy Assistant County Attorney prosecutor declined the Judge’s invitation to attend.

I hate to speak for Mel and Brian, but my recollection from history is that there are at
least three overlapping purposes for civil disobedience:  1) To put yourself at risk and be
prepared to suffer the consequences.  2) To draw attention to your cause through the media or
other means.  3) To change the actions or policies of those who are the focus of your action.

During and following our 1985 “Mini-Mac Reunion,” I’d argue all three goals were
achieved – although, other than bruised wrists and too much time spent in a hot paddy wagon,
there was very little in the way of consequences.

On the third objective, however, Mel is eager to recount the day a year later when
something caught his eye when he was in a hand-holding circle on the steps of the U.S. Capitol
in support of a veteran who was 30 days into a hunger strike against U.S. policy in Central
America.

“I looked up and there was Dave Durenberger walking across the street from his office to
the Capitol,” Mel told me recently.  “I told him what was going on and invited him to join us.”

“He looked surprised by my invitation,” Mel recalled, “but grabbed my hand and the hand
of another member of the assembled group.”

“One person in the circle was a fellow-alumnus of St. John’s University in Collegeville,”
Mel said.  “They talked for a while and Dave then resumed his brief walk to a vote on the Senate
floor.

“I haven’t thought about this for a while,” Mel recalled, “but my recollection is that Dave
never again voted for aid to the Contras."

"And, 12 years later, when I called him about something else, he said, ‘You know, Mel, you
guys were right’.”

Mel’s recollection was correct, as was Senator Durenberger’s heart-felt admission.



And, in the summer of 1986, when I was his acting Washington press secretary and he
chaired the Senate Intelligence Committee, he initiated the first – and very damning –
Congressional investigation into what became known as the “Iran-Contra” affair.

Not surprisingly, I had my own takeaways from the 1985 “Mini-Mac Reunion” in Senator
Durenberger’s office.

Put simply, I did my best – during the rest of my career – largely working on Pre-K-12
and postsecondary education policy – to employ the same values about public and community
service that I learned at Macalester and in my tiny hometown in West Central Minnesota.

Within days of the internationally-reported “Mini-Mac Reunion," I also gave away my
wilted navy blue blazer., rep-striped tie and moldy blue dress shirt.  And I haven’t worn a tie —
striped or not — since my younger daughter’s wedding in August of 2019.

Finally, when I was at Senator Durenberger’s house just before the 2020 election, I saw
a “Biden for President” sign in his front yard.  And next to it was a splintered stick clinging to a
well-weathered piece of cardboard with only the word “Hillary” visible to my aging eyes.


