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About Chris  
A Life in Pursuit of Thriving for All  

This is the story of and by Chris [Gary ñChrisò Christopherson] and his 

lifelong pursuit of a thriving future ï all thrive forever. It begins and ends 

in rural western Wisconsin. But so much happens, much in Washington 

(DC), in the intervening 70+ years. 

Chris has spent his college and adult life preparing for and pursuing a 

thriving future for all. The powerful vision is ñAll Thrive Foreverò ®. 

ñAllò is every human, all other creatures and Earth. ñThriveò is everybody 

and everything doing well. ñForeverò is as long a future as possible.  

At this time in human history when we desire to thrive, when we need to 

survive, when our future is most endangered, and when we are most 

capable, Thrive!  ®, all of us together, can and must build, achieve and 

sustain this thriving future. This is why Chris created Thrive! and Thrive! 

Endeavor® and why he continues its mission. ThriveEndeavor.org 

Chris dedicated his life to public service in a career that spanned over 30 

years. Throughout his career, he worked toward building a thriving and 

surviving future. Initially focused on health (HealthePeople®). Later 

focused on everything that determines survival and thriving. (Thrive!) 

Much of this public service, as Senior Executive, was with U.S. Federal 

government. Much took place in Washington (DC). HealthePeople.com  

Chris created the Thrive! Center. Created from restored/renovated 1885 

farm with farmhouse, beehouse and barn and located on Mississippi River 

bluffside in rural Wisconsin. Center houses Thrive!, HealthePeople and 

Thrive! Sculpture by GChris. Center is nestled within public Thrive! Park. 

Chris is a sculptor of abstract art, creating over 200 ñThrive! Sculptures by 

GChrisò over 50 years. He has had his own galleries. He wrote and 

illustrated several fiction books for children and people of all ages. All 

sculpture and fiction supports the Thrive! vision and mission. GChris.com 

Chris created Thrive! to push a positive view and future. Thrive! manifests 

itself in Chrisô many nonfiction books, websites, blogs, and eMedia 

messages and images. All advance the Thrive! vision and mission. 

All this is for and is the thriving future Chris has been and continues 

pursuing with Thrive!. Though time is running out, Chris still has hope. 

Chris still believes that humans can move beyond current selfishness and 

shortsightedness and build and achieve a thriving future for all.  

All Thrive Forever! 

  

http://www.thriveendeavor.org/
http://www.healthepeople.com/
http://www.gchris.com/
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Chapter 1. Personal Life in Pursuit of Thriving 

for All 
 

This is the story of and by Chris [Gary ñChrisò Christopherson] and 

his lifelong pursuit of a thriving future ï all thrive forever. It begins 

and ends in rural western Wisconsin. But so much happens, much in 

Washington (DC), in the intervening 70+ years. 

 

Birth (1948) Through High School (1966) Through Present 

 

Garyôs (Chrisô) life began on February 25, 1948 in St. Elizabethôs Hospital 

in Wabasha (MN), a small rural community on the Wisconsin and 

Minnesota border and along the Mississippi River. The total bill for his 

prenatal care and hospital delivery was about $125. 

Gary was born to Irene and Lynn Christopherson, a farm family living in a 

valley just about five miles east of the Mississippi River and less than ten 

miles from the hospital. He had two Siblings - Bonnie (older sister) and 

Randy (younger brother). 

Their original home was partly a log house with additions. Later a new 

house was built near where the old house had been. 

In the original home, heating was by a large basement furnace that used 

both wood and coal. The furnace tended to either produce too much or too 

little heat in the winter. The firewood for the furnace was stored in a 

woodshed and was carried into the basement by hand. Gary was often the 

person who carried the firewood. 
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Relationships 

During his life, Gary was extremely fortunate to have close 

relationships with three women. To protect their privacy, he does not go 

into detail about those relationships. The first close relationship was 

with Lana Cook during his senior year in high school (1965-66) and for 

a short time later. The second, closest and longest relationship began in 

college with Patricia Haeuser whom he married in 1970, remained 

married for almost twenty years, divorced by mutual agreement, and 

remained closely connected for the next thirty plus years. The third 

close relationship was with Aimee Ebersold starting in 2016 and ending 

after about two years. 

 

In the early days, the original house had no internal plumbing. The 

bathroom was a multi-holed outhouse just west of the house. Later, the 

house gained a fully functioning bathroom and running water. The water 

came from a hillside windmill powered pump feeding a cistern that fed a 

pipe down into the house and barn. 

The kitchen had a somewhat slanted floor that provided great opportunity 

to roll things down it. The kitchen stove was a wood stove which provided 

challenges for my mother to cook on and in. Sometimes in the winter, the 

area behind the stove became a temporary home for baby pigs who needed 

a warm place to survive. They were very cute. 

When people are asked for their first phone number, some older people 

may give a four or five-digit phone number. Not in this house at this time. 

The first phone number for Garyôs family was a simple long and a short 

and a long. This was accomplished by hand crank on side of a wooden 

phone box with separate speaking and hearing parts. Privacy was not to be 

had as the phone was on a party line. When the phone rang, everyone on 

the party line knew whose it was and could listen in. It was a bit 

challenging for Gary, as well as the rest of the family, if he wanted a 

private date-related conversation. 

Near the house was a very large willow tree which served as a major play 

area for Gary and his siblings. Big limbs to climb. Sitting in the large 

crotch of the large tree provided a great opportunity to peruse the 

surrounding world.  
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Further west of the house was Trout Creek, a small creek with few if any 

fish and no trout. A few spots in the creek were just deep enough for a 

small bit of swimming. Next to the creek was a marsh, home to many frogs 

being very loud at night. The whippoorwills could be heard at night. 

The farm was nestled in a valley between two hills in the Driftless Area. 

Though smaller at the time of his birth, it ultimately covered 655 acres of 

tillable and wooded land. Characteristic of farms of the mid-20th century, it 

was a farm with a mix of animals and crops. Diversity as a way to ensure a 

basic income. Animals included dairy cattle, beef cattle, chickens and pigs. 

Crops included corn, hay and oats. It also had a fairly large garden partly 

tilled and cultivated by two older work horses, Pearl and Jewel. 

Compared to other farms of its size, it had just a small amount of 

equipment. A small Ford tractor (8N), plow, disk, cultivator, manure 

spreader, wagon and loose hay loader. Harvesting of the corn and oats 

were mainly done by hiring other people. In the early days, the oats and 

straw were separated by a community crew using an old-time threshing 

machine. 

The dairy cows were milked using a hand-carried milking machine moved 

from cow to cow who stood in stations. Sometimes the cows would 

express their dissatisfaction by kicking the person milking. Milk was 

carried into the milk house and prepared and stored in milk cans to be 

picked up. The heavy cans had to be lifted up into a truck. Later the milk 

was held in a bulk tank before being picked up. One time Gary forgot to 

turn on the bulk tank for cooling and the milk was pretty much ruined. 

As was indicated by the milking process, farming was not easy. Cleaning 

barns by hand in cold winter or hot summer. Pulling milk weeds every 

summer in the hot sunny fields. Gary hated the heat, the weed pulling and 

the sticky hands. Hated following the cultivator on a hillside corn field and 

uncovering the corn covered over by the cultivator unable to stay within 

the hillside corn rows. He sometimes walked nearly a mile to get the dairy 

cows in the dark with only their dog, Sparky to help find the cows. 

Sometimes, he had to listen for mooing cows to locate them in a large 

pasture. 
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In both summer and fall, oats and hay needed to be harvested. For the hay, 

especially in August, the hay mow was getting full, nearing the roof. The 

late summer heat made the hay mow almost unbearable. Dust filled the air. 

Gary was moving hay bales and stacking them near the top of the hay 

mow. For the oats, Gary would be in the top of the granary shoveling the 

oats as they were pushed in. It was hot. The granary was full of dust so 

thick it was hard to see or breathe. In both cases, only a loose bandana 

limited the inhaled dust. 

Then there were times when the work became almost too routine. Hiking 

up a bluff road to retrieve cattle one day, Gary was just walking along the 

bluff road as he had many times before. Oblivious to his surroundings. 

Maybe halfway up the bluff road, he heard a sound. Behind him. He turned 

to see a coiled rattlesnake coiled up in the center of the bluff road. Just 

about a foot from where he had just walked. Fortunately, rattlesnakes are 

pretty docile and are not prone to bite unless seriously provoked. They 

reserve their bites and venom for food, small creatures. Gary was not a 

small enough creature and not really rattlesnake food. 

 

Early Education 

 

Name and Location 

of School Area of Study Degree Received 

Grade 

School 

Trout Creek School, 

Alma, WI 

Nelson Grade 

School, Nelson, WI 

 

 

General 

 

 

Grade School 

Graduation  

High 

School 

Alma High School, 

Alma, WI 

General High School 

Graduation  

 

Education began in a one-room schoolhouse just south of the family farm 

and about a mile from the house. The school had one teacher and eighteen 

students. They covered all the grades, except the third grade. There was 

apparently a ñbadò year in which no Trout Creek area babies were born. 

One winter the stove was left on overnight and overheated the 

schoolhouse. Morning came with almost all the crayons melted inside the 

student desks. Playtime was play for all the grades together. One of the 

excursions was to go down to Trout Creek for frogs and fish. 

Unfortunately, there were not trout, only chubs. Sometimes the creek was 

referred to disparagingly as Chub Creek. 
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For Gary, this one room schoolhouse was perfect. Every day he sat in the 

front row. He could see, hear, and absorb not only his first grade learning 

but also the learning from all the other grades. This would prove to be a 

great benefit after the one-room schoolhouse was closed and he began 

school at the Nelson (WI) School.  

 

 

Trout Creek Grade School, 1955, rural Alma (WI) 

Gary is the student in the front desk. 

 

Garyôs favorite toy was a red dump truck that he could sit in and pedal. 

Never easily, as the only place to go was the fairly rough lawn and path. 

He did lots of pretend play, especially when he would go get the milk cows 

and hike in the valley and the hills. 

Once in his life, Gary got to go trick or treating by going from the farm 

into the big Village of Nelson (population of about 400 people) where his 

friends and he went out and essentially covered the whole Village in one 

night. Before going out, he watched TV for one of the first times, watching 

the cartoon Tom Terrific. His family would get television a few years later. 
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The Nelson school had once been both an elementary and high school. The 

high school was closed just before Gary began grade school. Every day he 

would ride the yellow school bus through the valley and over the hills 

picking up other students. He spent his second through eighth grades at the 

Nelson School. 

One of the benefits of it having been a high school was that it had a lab on 

the upper floor. Much of the lab apparatus remained. Gary and another 

student would often sneak up to the lab and play around with the lab 

equipment.  

It also had a small high school gym. Gary played basketball in it. Since he 

was one of the tallest eighth graders, he got to play center. This height 

advantage would never happen again. He was never particularly good but 

just good enough to pay for a small grade school. The gym had one issue. 

The ends of the court were also the walls. Not an easy or safe place to do a 

layup without crashing into the wall. 

Going to the Nelson School was not always a good thing. Like many 

students, Gary was bullied. 

Outdoor entertainment was often softball in a large field between the 

school and the bluff. Always great fun but a bit challenging for a left 

hander. In those days, there were almost no left-handed softball gloves. As 

a result, Gary, usually playing in the outfield, would have to catch the ball 

in the glove, drop the glove and then throw the ball. 

Entertainment was limited. Occasionally, Gary and others would go down 

into a large drainage ditch by the school with a large pipe going all the way 

to the Mississippi River backwaters. It was dark, long and not very tall. 

Often at lunch time, Gary and others would walk down to the main street 

grocery store and buy penny root beer barrels. They made the trip back up 

the hill to the school a bit sweeter. 

The church minister tried to get Gary to become a minister but Gary had no 

interest. One last attempt by the minister was to have Gary play a minister 

in the Christmas program and wear the black minister robe. Nice try but it 

did not work. 

  



 

7 

 

In the summertime, Gary often attended vacation bible school. Often, kids 

would play on the school ground outdoor basketball court. Playing kickball 

one day, Gary ran to catch a flying ball over his shoulder. He was running 

as fast and as hard as he could. What he did not realize was that he was 

running to the large metal structure housing swings and a slide. Running at 

full speed, he hit a large horizontal bar right on the bridge of his nose. 

Knocked him to the ground and bleeding. Later, it was clear the nose was 

broken. It was never reset. As a result, Gary has somewhat restricted nose 

breathing all his life. 

Cattle often made life interesting. One time, Garyôs family and he were 

moving Hereford beef cattle up the hill behind the barn. A mother cow 

thought he was threatening her calf and proceeded to angrily chase him up 

the steep bluffside. Finally, just when she was about to catch him, he 

instinctively reached back his hand. That broke her concentration. She 

slipped and stopped. He made it safely away. Very lucky. 

Graduating from the Nelson School in the last full year before the school 

closed, Gary went on to high school at the Alma (WI) High School, a 

public school with less than 200 students total. Because of his work on the 

farm, Gary was not allowed to do sports. Probably not a great loss since he 

was never particularly good at sports.  

Gary went deer hunting once. Fell down a snowy, slippery hillside and cut 

his hand on the shotgun trigger area. Bleeding badly, he decided he did not 

like hunting or killing deer. The deer had won. 

Garyôs first car was burgundy Corvair, a fun car but not the greatest for 

staying on the road. During his later high school years, Gary had lots of car 

accidents, mostly due to his falling asleep. One night coming home, he ran 

off the road and down an embankment, left the car leaning against a fence 

and went home and slept. Waking before dawn to help milk cows, he told 

his father. Together and still fairly dark, his father and he went to get the 

car, sawed through the bottom of a fence post, cut the wires, drove the car 

out and patched the fence. Not sure what was thought when fence owner 

found the sawed off fence post just sitting loosely on top of the base. 

It was during Garyôs senior high school year, that he met and dated Lana 

Cook. A sophomore student who transferred into the school. They were 

very close throughout the year but went different ways after he graduated. 
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His senior year was a tragic year. It was Easter weekend 1966. He lost his 

Father, Lynn Christopherson. In spring of 1966, his father, his grandfather, 

and he were relocating a television wire from the west bluff to the east 

bluff. A single wire was used to connect a blufftop antenna down to the 

houseôs television. His father was pulling the wire up the bluffside and 

Gary and his grandfather were down near the house.  

At one point, the wire got stuck on a tree on the bluffside. His father pulled 

hard on the wire to get it unstuck. When it came unstuck, it bounced 

upward. It hit a high tension power line. A flash. Then no sound. Everyone 

knew something awfully bad had happened. His father did not respond to 

calls. Gary ran up the bluffside and into the woods. He found his father 

lying on the ground. His father had been electrocuted and died 

immediately. A major tragedy for the family. 

The rest of the summer was spent farming and figuring out what to do next 

with the farm. That fall, Gary was to begin his studies at the University of 

Wisconsin ï Madison. His father was always clear that Gary was not to be 

a farmer, was not to stay and was to leave and get a college education. 

Fortunately, Gary was a very good student, earning very good grades 

throughout his high school years. He graduated with honors. At graduation, 

he was selected to give one of the graduation speeches. As was somewhat 

prophetic, he chose the theme ñProfiles In Courageò, a link to President 

John F. Kennedy. 

His mother sold the family farm the year after his father died. She moved 

to Nelson WI with his brother Randy and went to work at Alma School. 

She worked there for over a decade. She lived the rest of her life in the 

same house in Nelson. She passed away peacefully one night at age 98. 

 

Pets 

During his life, Gary had five close pets. The first was farm dog, Sparky, 

a ñhybridò dog and part English Shepherd. The second was a Hereford 

calf named Princess. The third was Jacy, a ñhybridò dog who he shared 

with Patricia and who is buried near Camp David. Also shared with 

Patricia was Taj, a purebred Golden Retriever. She is buried on a 

mountain in Shenandoah National Park. Also shared with Patricia was 

GTI, a black cat who ran away one night and never returned. 
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In college, Gary had a modified British racing green MG Midget. It was a 

fun nice car but it always had trouble with locking in second gear. This 

would require him to lie on his back, get under the car, open up the 

transmission and use two screwdrivers to unlock the gears. He even did so 

one New Year's Eve when it was around zero degrees. Driving it down a 

Nelson country road one night at a pretty good speed, he realized, at the 

last second, that he was on a T road rather than crossroads. He could not 

stop in time and went flying off into a cornfield. He used it one summer 

painting houses to earn college money. A great image was his very big 

adult friend trying to get out of the car with a big ladder sitting across the 

top of the car. 

During years 1969-70, he started dating his greatest love, Patricia Nelse 

Haeuser. He had met her earlier when she was dating his freshman college 

roommate. They married on Memorial Day in 1970. Marriage was in the 

back yard of the house in which they were renting the upstairs. Attendees 

were just the immediate family, close friends, and their dog Jacy. The 

reception was at her Uncleôs farm. Patricia, their friends and he spent that 

night on a sand bar in the Mississippi River. Visited often by a turtle. 

 

 

Wedding photo, 1970, Madison, WI 
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Their marriage was based on a true partnership. One example was each 

supporting the otherôs effort to achieve a Doctorôs degree. Patricia, 

strongly supported by Chris, successfully completed and received her 

Doctorate of Philosophy from the University of Wisconsin ï Milwaukee. 

Also strongly supported by Patricia, Chris completed most of his 

coursework and thesis work before deciding not to complete his Doctorate 

of Science at Johns Hopkins University in favor of a new position with the 

U.S. Congress. 

During this time was the military draft and the draft lottery. Gary drew a 

fairly low number. He had to go for the draft physical in Minneapolis 

(MN) area which was then red light district. The draft physical was 

uncomfortable. 

Rather than going into the military and facing going to war which he 

opposed, Gary became a conscientious objector (CO). When he was 

preparing his defense as a conscientious objector, Patricia and his friends 

helped prepare him by strongly challenging his views. He had great written 

support from a Wisconsin elected official, senior political leaders, the head 

of UW student affairs, two college professors and a high school teacher. 

His mother was very supportive, including going to the draft board. 

Patricia was a very strong supporter.  

Garyôs local draft board turned him down on the CO but he won on an 

appeal by a 3-2 vote of the State Board. He was re-classified from 1-A to 

1-O. He was required to do two years of non-military service. 

Beginning in 1971, Gary spent much of his conscientious objector service 

with the Center for Conflict Resolution. The Center for Conflict Resolution 

provided good learning about conflict resolution, creative problem solving, 

and integrative solutions. For the last portion of service beginning in 1972, 

he switched to Problem Solving, Inc. He completed his service in March 

1973. 
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Gary Christopherson, 

Selective Service 

Classification as 1-O, 

Conscientious Objector 

 

 

ñconscientious objectionò, Thrive! Sculpture by GChris 
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One of the challenges for Gary throughout his professional career was that 

he always spoke to fast when he did speeches. One tool that helped was 

that he used to wear a rubber band on his wrist to remind himself to slow 

down. He also used to write the word "slow" on his speeches as another 

reminder. He was much better in later years but still speaks a bit too fast. 

Over many years and continuing, Gary created and maintains a series of 

tools utilizing Excel spreadsheets. He uses them for laying out future 

strategies, personal resources, contact info, job opportunities and analysis, 

options for his property and living circumstances, etc.) 

In 1983, Patricia and Chris purchased the home at 4327 Clagett Road in 

University Park, MD in the greater Washington, DC area. Patricia and 

Chris lived there for several years. For nearly 30 years (1983-2012), Chris 

lived in this home. 

While shopping for a replacement vehicle in 1998, he decided to look at 

Jeeps. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied a red Jeep Wrangler. Though 

far from practical, he thought it would be fun to drive for a few years. He 

has already owned it for over 20 years and probably will never sell it. 

 

 
Jeep on Skyline Drive in Shenandoah National Park 
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In 1999, Gary purchased a ¾ acre wooded lot in Reads Landing (MN) as 

potential second home. It was a great place facing and along the 

Mississippi River with lots of eagles. Later, the property was donated to 

the University of Wisconsin Foundation to help support the Thrive! 

Scholarship Fund. Unfortunately, Wabasha County changed the rules for 

building and decided the lot was unbuildable. The result was that the lot 

lost almost all its value, at least $25,000. Essentially, nothing was available 

to be used for the scholarship fund. Gary argued and fought against the 

change but the County would not budge. 

In 2003, Gary purchased the E298 Cleveland Street, Nelson property and 

started restoring/renovating it for what would become the Thrive! Center.  

He wrestled whether to live in Nelson or Washington, DC. He always 

loved living in the greater Washington (DC) area. But he had a great 

affection for the newly acquired Nelson bluffside property. For a while he 

was inclined to stay in the University Park (MD) house and maybe keep 

the Nelson property as well. 

In 2012, he decided that it no longer made sense to have two homes 

located 1100 miles apart. He liked them both and decided to put both the 

University Park home and Nelson property up for sale at the same time. He 

was comfortable with going with whichever sold first. He decided he 

would try selling the University Park home himself. He had some help 

from a friend realtor.  

In eight days, he sold the University Park home for full price of $449,000, 

a price that was a bit higher than expected. The new owners wanted to 

move in as soon as possible. This forced Chris to move very quickly. He 

moved to the Nelson home in late October 2012. 

But the move did not go well,  Wheaton movers did the moving and 

destroyed or damaged several sculptures. After much back and forth, they 

paid damages of $10,000.  

As of 2012, Chris lives in the Village of Nelson (WI) at E298 Cleveland 

Street on a beautiful 30 acre Mississippi River bluffside property with an 

1885 farmhouse, barn and beehouse that he fully renovated and with bald 

eagles (winter) and turkey vultures (summer) overhead. He lives there 

year-round. He set up the Nelson property as GChris Sculpture 

Studio/Gallery using house, barn and two cargo containers. This property 

is now the home for the Thrive! Center. 
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In 2016, Gary was recruited to and agreed to serve as the President of the 

Alma High School Reunion for 2016, his 50th school reunion. Recent 

reunions suffered from declining interest and participation. He worked 

with his committee to give this and future reunions a better chance of 

surviving and thriving. Fortunately, the reunion was the best attended and 

most successful in the past many years. To help ensure future success, he 

created the model and recruited the leadership for the next three reunions. 

Also, in 2016 , Gary was recruited for and agreed to help with the Nelson 

School Reunion for 2016. This is the grade school that he attended second 

through eighth grades. Only intending to do so for a year, he continue to 

help in subsequent years. 

He found a new close friend in 2016 named Aimee Ebersold. They became 

very close friends and were together for about two years. 
 

 

Blufftop photo, taken about 1900, of Nelson property (lower center 

buildings and land) and surrounding area, Nelson (WI) 
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To be supportive of the shift from gas to more energy efficent electric 

powered vehicles. he bought a new blue Chevy Bolt in October 2017. To 

help with charging, he added a garage charging station. He also had an 

electric utility vehicle which he uses to maintain his property and Thrive! 

Park. 

 

 

Chevy Bolt, All-electric Car 

 

In 2019, his Mother, Irene Christopherson, passed away at age 98. While 

she had some health issues, it was her heart that finally gave way. She had 

an enlarged heart resulting from childhood health issues and a problem 

valve. Gary always told her she had a ñvery big heartò. She passed away in 

her sleep, just as she said she wished. 

Over the years he lived on the Nelson property, he has been visited by 

many types of wildlife. Many types of birds ï eagles, indigo buntings, 

hummingbirds, turkeys, turkey vultures, piliated woodpecker, red-bellied 

woodpecker, other woodpeckers, owls, red-tailed hawks, rose-breasted 

grosbeaks, goldfinches, and many others.  
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Many types of other animals ï deer, raccoons (see three baby raccoons in 

bird bath photo), woodchucks, squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, bobcat, and 

possum. By far the most impressive was the cougar in 2017 that walked by 

his house, set off the road alarm, stopped for a short time under a light by 

the barn, and cut an impressive figure standing crossway on the road with 

tail curled. Chris has ñadoptedò most of them (not the cougar) and feeds 

them daily. 

 

 

Three baby raccoons in Chrisô bird bath, Nelson (WI) 
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Chapter 2. Preparing for a Life in Pursuit of 

Thriving for All 
 

College Years (1966 ï 1974) 

 
College Education 

 

Name and Location 

of School Area of Study Degree Received 

College University of 

Wisconsin, Madison, 

WI 

Political 

Science 

B.A. (1970) 

Graduate  

School 

University of 

Wisconsin, Madison, 

WI 

Philosophy Graduate Courses 

(1970-71) 

 University of 

Wisconsin, Madison, 

WI 

Urban & 

Regional 

Planning 

M.S. (1974) 

 Johns Hopkins 

University, 

Baltimore, MD 

Health 

Services 

Administration 

Graduate 

Coursework (1981-

83) (Toward Sc.D. 

Degree) 

Preparing for life in pursuit of thriving took its next step. Gary began his 

studies at the University of Wisconsin ï Madison (UW). Earlier, he had 

considered going to Rice University but that was not financially feasible. 

UW-Madison was a great school at an affordable price and not too distant 

from his family. 

  



 

18 

 

The educational challenge he chose was a large one. Gary chose to begin 

his college education in pursuit of a degree in Nuclear Engineering. He had 

always been fascinated by the potential of nuclear energy to solve many of 

our energy supply issues. His main interest was in exploring the potential 

of nuclear fusion as a power source. At that time, very little had yet been 

done to explore that potential. 

Unfortunately, Garyôs high school education did not prepare him for the 

rigors of nuclear engineering. He did not do well. His grades were low. It 

was not going to work for him. He would have to find another path. He 

changed to Political Science. 

In his freshman year, Gary lived in one of the lakeside dorms, common for 

freshmen. He loaned one of his reference books to another student in a 

nearby room. The student, accidentally, broke the book. Gary was not 

happy. For reprisal, Gary got into the studentôs room and placed a water 

balloon trap above the door. It worked quite well. The student, DS 

(Richard Schnetzler), is one his best friends. 

In 1968, Gary was a student volunteer with the Bobbie Kennedy for 

President campaign. He campaigned door-to-door and attended a rally in 

Whiting, Indiana. All that ended when Bobbie Kennedy was assassinated. 

This was devastating for Gary. 

Staying involved in politics in 1968, Gary worked on Wisconsin State 

democratic politics for a while with the State Party. He helped lead the 

student effort for Les Aspin (Treasurer), Richard Cudahy (Attorney 

General) and Fred Risser (State Senator). 

Gary traveled to and attended parts of the 1968 Democratic convention in 

Chicago. He was involved in the effort to get Teddy Kennedy drafted for 

the presidential nomination. Not successful. He was not really involved in 

the protests but experienced it all. 

During these campaigns, he became good friends with an African-

American Democratic activist who lived in southside Chicago. He invited 

Patricia and Gary to a party in his neighborhood.1 When they arrived, they 

found they were the only white people at the party. It was a major 

education as to what it feels like to be a minority. Still, it was only for a 

few hours. His friend was a very gracious and supportive host. 

  

 
1 Patricia always knew and referred to Gary as Chris. 
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Gary and Patricia participated in many demonstrations and marches while 

at UW, but always just as marchers. There was lots of tear gas. One scary 

moment was Gary coming across a machine gun mounted on a military 

jeep positioned behind Bascom Hall. Neither Patricia or Gary ever 

committed any violent or destructive act. 

To help pay for college, Gary needed to work. Not being qualified, he still 

applied for job as light mechanic in a service station. Fortunately, the 

owner was sympathetic, hired him and trained him to be a light mechanic. 

He also allowed Gary to do repair work on Garyôs Pontiac LeMans. 

Gary received his Bachelorôs Degree in Political Science (1970) from the 

University of Wisconsin in Madison. 

After the Bachelorôs Degree, Gary did graduate work in Philosophy. He was 

known as someone who could not communicate well through writing. 

Several times he had to verbally explain to his professors what it was he 

was trying to communicate in writing. They were very accommodating. 

Hegel and Plato were his two favorite philosophers and helped inspire much 

of his thinking. Key for Gary in philosophy was Plato's form's concept. He 

especially valued Platoôs The Republic. Another key for Gary in philosophy 

was Hegel's Absolute Knowledge and the path to it. Gary rejected the use by 

some of Hegel's work as a justification for Hitler. Though very difficult to 

read, Gary found Hegelôs Phenomenology of Mind to be a great and 

meaningful piece of philosophy. 

By 1972, he had changed his graduate studies from Philosophy to Urban and 

Regional Planning. He took a wide range of courses, including from the 

Business School and Industrial Engineering (Ideal Systems) School. He 

created the concept of PLIMP (planning and implementation) and BEM 

(behavioral effectiveness model). During this time, Gary did an internship 

with the Goals for Madison project doing a citizen participation project in the 

City of Madison Planning Dept. His Masterôs thesis was entitled ñPeople 

Planning - Increasing Planning Effectiveness by Working with User and 

Implementer Behavior.ò Gary received his Masterôs Degree in Urban and 

Regional Planning from the University of Wisconsin ï Madison in 1974. 
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Much later, during 1981-83 and while working full time for Johns Hopkins 

Medical Institutions on a program for The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 

he did doctoral work in health policy and management at the John Hopkins 

University School of Public Health. He completed almost all his coursework 

with high grades. He had chosen his doctoral thesis topic and had collected 

most of his thesis data. 

But Gary decided to discontinue his pursuit of a Doctorate of Science from 

Johns Hopkins when he was offered the position of Director of Health 

Legislation for the House Select Committee on Aging. Patricia and he both 

wanted to move to Washington (DC). 
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Chapter 3. Creating Thrive Sculpture and 

Thought 
 

1970 Through Present 

 

Sculptor of Abstract Art . Focuses on mobile and stabile sculptures and 

having created over 200 sculptures, primarily working in copper and 

American black walnut wood. (GChris.com )  

He has his GChris Sculpture Studio/Gallery in the Thrive! Center, 

Nelson (WI). It was formerly in University Park (MD) and Georgetown, 

Washington (DC).  

His sculptures with their messages can also be viewed on his websites ï 

GChris.com GChris.org ThriveSculpture.com and ThriveSculpture.org. 

 

Garyôs art and writing career spans 30+ years. He is known as Chris and 

uses the signature ñGChrisò for his sculpture,. What began as helping his 

best friend Patricia with an art project then became a lifelong passion.  

Creating sculpture was never something which Chris planned to do with 

his life.. Not sure where the art and carpentry talent and interest came from 

but he suspects it was his Grandma Rose and her husband (he passed away 

before Chris was born). But an event changed all that. Patricia, his woman 

friend and future spouse, was taking an art class. Her assignment was to 

create an Alexander Calder type mobile sculpture. This was not easy for 

her and she asked for some help from Chris. Being somewhat good at 

creating things with his hands, he helped her.  

  

http://www.gchris.com/
http://www.gchris.com/
http://www.gchris.org/
http://www.thrivesculpture.com/
http://www.thrivesculpture.org/
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They both discovered that they could and liked creating mobile sculptures. 

For a time, both created mobiles and sold them, including on a tree at an 

art fair near the University of Wisconsin ï Madison main library. Her 

parents provided the copper wire that would become an important element 

in Chrisô sculptures. Much of his sculpture uses copper in one form or 

another. 

As time passed, Patricia decided she was not progressing and chose to stop 

creating mobiles. Patricia has always been extremely supportive of Chrisô 

efforts, a support that has continued for over 50 years. 

This is where Chris began labeling his sculpture as GChris Sculpture. It 

was a way to shorten ñGary Christophersonò into a more usable form. 

Something both Patricia and he did. Later as Thrive! became more 

important, Chris refers to the sculpture as Thrive! Sculpture by GChris. 

Chris is a self-taught artist by choice. His rationale is that he would 

develop his own technique by applying his basic skill set. Develop his style 

consistent with how he viewed and valued art. Develop his images from 

the filter of his own mind viewing the surrounding world and his own 

imagination. And develop his messages consistent with the ñthrivingò 

perspective he continues to develop. 

 

 

ñencircled but freeò, Thrive! Sculpture with Chris 
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Alexander Calder was Chrisô primary art inspiration. But he took a 

different approach. Calder worked primarily in steel, painted much of his 

sculpture, and, generally, did not create his sculpture based on message or 

mission. Differently, Chris worked primarily in copper and wood, 

generally did not paint his sculpture, and used message and mission to 

drive his sculpture work. Starting after 2012, Chris added color to many of 

his sculpture using a differential heat technique. Using an oxyacetylene 

heating torch, he would vary flame temperature and duration to create 

colors from dark red to blue and green and to scorched black. Calder and 

he both had a whimsical side to their sculpture. For Calder, it was often a 

circus theme. For Chris, it was a whimsical or creature theme. 

Throughout many days, nights and weekends, Chris sculpted abstract art, 

focusing on mobile and stabile sculptures, and creating over 200 

sculptures, primarily working in copper and wood media. Thrive! 

Sculpture by GChris is what he termed "progressive art" and is mission-

driven toward ñsaving the worldò and building a thriving future for all 

forever. GChris sculpture supports our creating and sustaining large, 

positive change and achieving a thriving future.  

Chrisô sculpture has gone through several phases, some overlapping. In the 

1970s, he was just developing the sculpture with general messages. In the 

1980s, he was developing sculpture around ñcreaturesò. That is where the 

ñwhimseysò developed and became the characters for his illustrated 

children books.  

Next he would focus on human creativity and progression, in part focusing 

on maximizing the human potential.  

Vulnerability emerged as a next theme with a focus on how to avoid and 

minimize human vulnerability. Interspersed is these works was the 

ñhealthyò theme with a focus on preventing injury and illness, getting 

healthy and staying healthy. Then he focused for a time on his ñsave the 

worldò sculpture.  

The final phase and highest level focuses on ñthrivingò. In this body of 

work is both the risk of early extinction and the potential for ñall thrive 

foreverò where ñallò includes humans, all other creatures and Earth. 
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GChris Furniture 

Over the years, Chris has designed and built much of his homesô 

furniture using American black walnut, including: 

¶ Armoires  

¶ Beds  

¶ Armchair (arch dining room) 

¶ Armchair (living room) 

¶ Coffee table 

¶ Dining room table 

¶ Holder for Grandfather's pool cue holder 

¶ Mount for Grandparent's outside dinner bell  

¶ Bat house 

¶ Stairway for Thriving (outdoor staircase)  

¶ Loveseat / Couch 

 

 
 

Early furniture (built because they were inexpensive) included a 

monster chair (built using 4x4 timbers) and the first of the special 

open back and winged "love seats". The love seat went through 

three generations until the final one in walnut, pictured above. All 

generations retained a few elements to provide continuity. 

  
























































































































































































































