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Reflections

Eighty-eight-year-old Rep. Willard Munger returned to the House chamber
on March 29, after a bout with cancer. Once the roll was taken, Rep. Dave
Bishop rose to give him a warm and affectionate welcome return, noting that
his light on the voting board had been dark since Feb. 11. Lawmakers and
staff present gave him one of the longest standing ovations and cheers that
anyone has received.

Senior members getto choose where they sitin the chamber, so Munger, the Legislature’s
senior member, acknowledged the ovation by rising from his same seat of 20 years to
thank the body.

Herecognized staff members Betty Goihl, John Helland, and Cecil Underwood for their
dedication and Rep. Harry Mares who gave Munger one of his homemade walking sticks
“for special friends.” Munger used it to help get himself to the House floor.

Rep. Munger is Minnesota’s elder statesman. He is the only House member to hold
officelonger than any other. Rep. Walter E. Day, served almost as long, for 36 years. Three
other lawmakers who served in both bodies hold a record of 44 years in the Legislature.
Munger has served under 12 governors and 16 speakers. He was elected when Dwight D.
Eisenhower was U.S. president, a year after Queen Elizabeth II was coronated in 1953.

Alocal elected official whose record may never be reached is Carl Peterson who served
61 years as a council member in the town of Roosevelt (population 180).

In 1964, Munger ran for Senate and lost. Thus, in 1998, he completed 21 nonconsecu-
tive terms in the House. This 81st legislative session is his 22nd.

Rep. Munger is adorably called “Mr. Environment.” He chaired the House Environ- ...

ment & Natural Resources Committee for 21 years, and he strongly believes that mar,i{f:

should not interfere with the creative nature of the Earth. “Embrace and protectit so that =

it will last long after we are gone,” he said.

He is honored for the multi-use Willard Munger Trail that runs from his hometown of
west Duluth, all the way to the Twin Cities. Also, the Willard Munger Award honors a
worthy environmentalist each year.

Munger is known for cleaning up and conserving the St. Louis, Minnesota, and
Mississippi rivers and for preserving the wetlands, among other successful projects. He
authored the Environmental Trust Fund law in the late 1980s to receive funds from the
Minnesota Lottery. )

Rep. Munger planned to retire in 1997, but before Frances, his wife of 33 years, died, she
told him to stay. “So Iam notleaving until the good Lord thinks I've had enough and have
sponsored enough good legislation,” he said.

Those who challenge Munger’sissues are likely to get along and passionate speech from
him. The word among other “old-timer” legislators in the House of Representatives is,
“When Munger speaks, everyone listens.”

The House chamber is once more complete. All members are present.

~ LeClair Grier Lambert
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