
FAITH INSIGHT

Neal Brown, a
distinguished 
educator, dedicat-
ed more than four
decades to the Uni-
versity of Alaska Fair-
banks and inspired
countless individu-
als with his passion 
for discovery and
education. As a UA
Museum of the North
Education Affiliate,
Neal led family rocket
programs and guided
development of aurora
programs for many
years. His impact at
the museum contin-
ues today through the
Neal Brown Museum
Education Support
Endowment.

Born in 1938, 
Brown’s journey led
him from early work
with NASA to becom-
ing a beloved figure in
Alaskan science edu-
cation. After earning
his bachelor’s degree
from Washington
State University in
1961, Brown com-
menced his career at
NASA, focusing on
the complexities of
atmospheric re-entry
for spacecraft. Neal’s
fascination with the
aurora borealis drew
him to Fairbanks in
the mid-1960s, where
he pursued a master’s
degree in geophysics
at UAF. This marked
the beginning of a
lifelong commitment
to understanding the
aurora, earth’s atmo-
sphere, and space.

 
We can’t see them, but there are 

more microbes — tiny
fungi, bacteria, worms
and other living things
— in a teaspoon of soil
than there are people on
Earth.

 
Hungry as you and 

me, those microbes gob-
ble up bits of plant and
animal material. And
just like you and me, soil
microbes release green-
house gases after they
eat.

 

 

 
Unless their bodies
happen to be frozen.
Microbes in permafrost
(soil that has remained
frozen for two or more
consecutive years) can
remain in suspended
animation for thousands
of years. Permafrost
underlies the surface 
of one-quarter of the
globe’s land and more
than half of Alaska.
That frozen ground
would seem to stall
microbes — especially in
winter — but scientists
have been finding robust
emissions of greenhouse
gases from tundra and
forested areas during
spring, summer, winter
and fall.

 

At UAF’s Geophysi-
cal Institute, Brown’s
career and outreach
flourished. He served
as the director of the
Poker Flat Research
Range for 18 years,
overseeing numerous
research projects and
rocket launches. Lat-
er, he led the Alaska
Space Grant Program,
promoting educa-
tion and research in
aerospace and earth
sciences across the
state. In recognition 
of his significant
contributions to the
university and Alaska,
UAF awarded him an
honorary doctorate in
1997.

During his time 

GrantFalvoreported 
highwinteremissions
ofcarbondioxide and
methanefromAlaska
permafrostsites he vis-
itedin2024.Falvo is a
postdoctoralscholar at
NorthernArizona Uni-
versitywhopresented
hisresultsatthe Fall 
Meetingofthe Ameri-
canGeophysical Union 
inWashington, D.C. in 
December 2024.

Falvotargeted long-
termmonitoring sites 

inpermafrost regions 
acrosstheglobe that 
haveforyears been plac-
esthathave taken up
morecarbon from the air
thantheyhave emitted
viasoilmicrobes.

Nineteen of the sta-
tionsexist in Alaska,
Canada and northern
Europe. Following Alas-
ka’ssecond-warmest
winter on record, Falvo
visited Alaska sites in
Healy and also near
Delta Junction and Fair-
banks in late summer
2024.

He found more carbon 
emissions from north-
ernforests and tundra
inwinter than would
happen by chance. That
seemsto indicate that
soilmicrobes were active 
inwintertime when peo-

at UAF, Neal was 
an integral part of
museum outreach. He
served as a content
expert and also direct-
ly led activities at the
museum like rocket
building programs 
for families. UAMN
Director of Exhibits,
Design and Digital
Media Roger Topp
says, “I was new to 
the museum when I
was first introduced to
Neal, and he was mas-
sively influential in
how I now see myself
within informal public
education. He believed
in and caused me to
believe in the phenom-
enon of the museum
experience, and giving
it every ounce of cre-
ativity we have, this
infinitely inventive
space for students and
teachers.” Neal was
celebrated for his abil-
ity to ignite curiosity 
in learners of all ages.
His enthusiasm for 
the aurora was infec-
tious. He frequently
delivered lectures and
workshops, demys-
tifying the northern
lights for audiences far
and wide. In his own
words captured on
video, “I give so many 

ple might have assumed
they were dormant.

“We’re in our offices 
in winter, and that’s
when these microbes
are releasing carbon,”
said Ted Schuur, Falvo’s
supervisor and a profes-
sor at Northern Arizona
University.

Permafrost, Schuur 
said, has thawed so
deeply in places that it 

doesn’t re-freeze in win-
ter, allowing microbes to
emit greenhouse gases
even if cold air has frozen
the ground above them.

At the same meeting 
Falvo and Schuur attend-
ed, other researchers
declared that Arctic
tundra is now a small net
source of carbon dioxide
when wildfire emissions
are included in the equa-

This Wednesday, 

Do you have a ride to
church? This day marks
the beginning of Lent,
the 40-day prepara-
tion for Easter, where
Christians around the
world will focus on
repentance, prayer and
fasting. These practices
don’t save us, but they
do helps us remember
something we often for-
get: we are just dust liv-
ing by the grace of God.

Ash Wednesday 
famously centers
around the Imposition
of Ashes, usually on the
forehead, as a remem-
brance of baptism. The
minister will make a
cross of ash on one’s
forehead, telling them,
“Remember that you
are dust, and to dust
you shall return.”
A lot of theology is
packed into this sim-
ple phrase. It is nearly
verbatim of God’s stern
saying to Adam after
the fall in Genesis 
3:19. Christians, at Ash
Wednesday, return to
the primordial rela-
tionship we have with
God post-fall: sinners
in need of that Easter
moment. Moreover,
remembering that we 

tion. Not all scientists
agree on this.

For a very long time, 
most researchers con-
sidered Arctic tundra a
carbon sink, a place where
more carbon is stored in
frozen ground and new
plants than is emitted.

Part of that possible 
change is the year-
round work of many soil
microbes that had been 

will die and turn to dust
is part of a biblical spir-
ituality.

All over the scrip-
tures, we are instructed
to remember that we
are mortal. Because we
are “mist that appears
for a little while and
then vanishes” (Jas
4:14), Ecclesiastes
teaches us, “It is bet-
ter to go to a house in
mourning than to a
house party because
that is everyone’s des-
tiny, and the living
should take it to heart”
(Ecc 7:2). Psalm 90
helps us take it to heart
by praying, “Teach us to
count our days that we
may gain a wise heart”
(Ps 90:12). Yet we must
ask: how does this
morbid theology make
us wise? Isn’t it just 
fuel for depression and
despair?

We might take advice 
from the early church.
Origen, a second centu-
ry luminary, taught in
his work “On First Prin-
ciples” that “the end [of
things] is always like 
the beginning.” Take, for
example, a flower: its
end is the seed it pro-
duces, akin to the seed
from whence it came.
Therefore, we should
look at our beginning to
understand our end. Yet
doesn’t that end us in 

the same morbid place:
ashes to ashes, dust to
dust?

Yes and no. Let us 
look at our beginning,
Genesis 2:7: “the LORD
God formed man from
the dust of the ground
and breathed into his
nostrils the breath 
of life, and the man
became a living being.”
Our beginning is dust,
but it is not just dust: 
it is dust that has God-
breathed life. Our end,
then, is like our begin-
ning: dust that becomes
a living being.

The wisdom we gain 
from counting our days
is that Easter Sunday is
our beginning and our
end. What was not alive
is now alive by God’s
grace! Ash Wednesday,
then, is just Easter in
disguise: a celebration
of our miraculous God.
Let us celebrate that 
we are dust and ash
because from dust and
ash came Adam and
Eve, Jesus and Mary,
you and me; when the
trumpet sounds on that
faithful day, God will
again get his hands
dirty, making us anew.

slumbering for thou-
sands of years.

“Permafrost isn’t perma-
nent,” Schuur said.

 

The Rev. Oliver Bergh is
pastor of Fairbanks Lutheran
Church. Faith insight
sponsored by the Tanana
Valley Christian Conference.

Sincethelate 1970s, the
University of Alaska Fairbanks’
Geophysical Institute has
provided this column free in
cooperation with the UAF
research community. Ned 
Rozell ned.rozell@alaska.
edu is a science writer for the
Geophysical Institute.
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ALASKA SCIENCE FORUM

Northern soil microbes staying up all winter
By Ned Rozell
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Neal Brown, pictured here teaching a
model rocket building program at the
museum in 2003, supported museum
programs that encouraged people of all
ages to learn and discover.

In July 1980, Neal Brown, Fran Tannian,
Michael Sweet, Nat Brown, Steve Sweet,
Melody Brown Burkins and Kris Brown
posed with their dog Puddles in front 
of the entrance to Poker Flat Research
Range where Neal was the director for 18
years.

A research plot at Bonanza Creek Long Term Ecological Research site maintained by
scientists with the University of Alaska Fairbanks Institute of Arctic Biology.

Ash Wednesday famously centers around the Imposition of Ashes, usually
on the forehead, as a remembrance of baptism. The minister will make a
cross of ash on one’s forehead, telling them, “Remember that you are
dust, and to dust you shall return.”

Ash Wednesday reminds us that
our beginning is a lot like our end

By Oliver Bergh

AT THE MUSEUM

Neal Brown: A legacy 
of science exploration
By Aelin Allegood
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talks to people about
the aurora. I tell them
how to photograph it. I
tell them about what is
going on. Many times 
I tell them, ‘Don’t even
worry about it, just go
out and look at it.’”

His family seeks to 
honor his legacy by fos-
tering the same sense 
of wonder he instilled 
in others. His son, Kris
Brown explains, “Fol-
lowing the death of my
beloved father Neal
Brown in 2021, I and my
brothers Steve, Nat and
Michael, as well as my
sister Melody and step-

Most fans of the 

the best — or, at least,
realest — part of the
show is when the TV
screen shows all five
acting nominees, wait-
ing to learn if they’ve
won while working on
their conciliatory, “yes,
they really deserved it”/
loser faces.

Daniel D’Addario’s 
novel, “The Talent,” 
lives in that moment
between “and the nom-
inees are” and “the
Oscar goes to.” It begins
with the best actress
prize about to be pre-
sented. (The five nom-
inees are fictional, but
part of the book’s fun 
is guessing on whom
they’re based: Is that
one Cate Blanchett? Is
her rival Jodie Foster?
Emma Thompson?).
Then, it backtracks 

to the event-filled
months leading up to
what’s become known
as “awards season,”
which “Schitt’s Creek” 

1. “Onyx Storm (Deluxe
Limited Edition)” by
Rebecca Yarros (Red
Tow- er) Last week: 1

2. “The Nightingale 
(Deluxe Edition)” by Kris-
tin Hannah (St. Martin’s)
Last week: —

3. “Onyx Storm” by 
Rebecca Yarros (Red Tow-
er) Last week: 2

4. “Midnight Black” by
Mark Greaney (Berkley)
Last week: —

mother Fran, decided to
honor him and his work
with the Neal Brown
Museum Education
Support Endowment, 
a unique collaboration
between the Museum 
of the North and the
Geophysical Institute to
promote his passion for
learning and instill in
others his deep curiosity
and interest in Alaskan
science.” Kris reflects on
his father’s joy in edu-
cation: “My father loved
nothing more than to
watch the eyes of a young
child, senior, or any-
one just light up as he
explained the wonders of
the aurora.” The endow-
ment honors the mem-
ory of Neal by providing 

character Moira Rose
famously declared her
favorite season. We
meet six possible nom-
inees and learn who is
fighting with whom,
who is knocking back
too many cocktails, 
who is willing to do just
about anything to win
and who are competing
for the affections of a
swarthy co-star.

Especially in its bon-
kers character names
(Contessa, Davina,
Bitty), there’s a Chanel
No. 5-scented whiff of
Jackie Collins in “The
Talent,” which practical-
ly screams “Don’t read
this trash in public!” In 
a reverse of “Hollywood
Wives,” D’Addario’s 
book features women
with interesting careers
and men who are either
invisible or boring, or
both. “The Talent” also is
unlike Collins’ oeuvre in
another key way: No sex.

It’s still plenty trashy, 
though. Two of its con-
tenders are bickering
over who’s the real star 
of their movie and, thus,
which of them can cam-
paign as best actress and
which as best supporting 

actress (the one who’s
sorta like Meryl Streep,
but meaner, wins). With
shades of Streep and
Jessica Lange, two others
have competed for the
same parts throughout
their careers, with one
inevitably coming up
short.
D’Addario, who has
covered the awards for
show business bible
Variety, clearly knows
what he’s talking about.
He describes actors
jockeying for position 
at group photo shoots,
agents in negotiation for
new gigs while their not-
yet-loser clients are still
hot, forced conviviality 
at pre-awards banquets,
disastrous awards cam-
paign moves (hosting a
late-night variety show
goes south, the exact
opposite of the Oscar
bump Timothée Chala-
met got for hosting “Sat-
urday Night Live”) and
brief moments of genu-
ine connection between
women with red carpet
dreams.

One thing “The Tal-
ent” is not, is hilarious.
The light-heartedness
of the premise (Who 

support for education
and public programs at
the museum. The focus
is on science outreach in
the community, includ-
ing partnership with the
Geophysical Institute.
Fran Tannian, Neal’s
wife of 40 years, shares,
“As a father and hus-
band, Neal brought great
curiosity into my and 
our children’s worlds.
Neal gave me a spark to
my life that I would not
have had without him,
and I know also enlight-
ened the lives of all of
those around him. And I
love this Education Sup-
port fund because his
memory will continue 
to give joy and promote
curiosity for generations 

to come.”
The endowment’s 

inaugural initiative,
“Spring Break Sci-
ence,” is set to launch
this March at the UA
Museum of the North.
Designed to engage fam-
ilies in a flexible way, the
program offers a vari-
ety of science-themed
activities throughout 
the week. Participants
can access a free activ-
ity guide, available for
download or pickup,
featuring at-home and
outdoor exploration
ideas. The museum 
will host daily drop-in
sessions, showcasing sci-
ence films and providing
materials for self-guided
activities such as scav-
enger hunts, scientific
sketching, snow goggle
design, and aurora art
projects.

The “Spring Break Sci-
ence” event perpetuates
Neal’s commitment to 

really cares who wins?
Quick! Name the
reigning best actress)
seems to call for humor, 

and the book jacket
describes “The Talent”
as “satire,” but it’s not
very funny. D’Addario’s 

making science accessi-
ble and exciting for all.
Through the Neal Brown
Museum Education Sup-
port Endowment, Neal’s
passion for learning and
his deep curiosity about
Alaska’s science will be
shared with generations
to come.

 
Take part in Spring 

Break Science from
March 10-14. A detailed
schedule and the activity
guide will be available
on the museum’s web-
site, bit.ly/springbreak-
science.

Family programs from 
the UA Museum of the
North are focusing on
moose during March.
Early Explorers, for chil-
dren 5 and younger with
their caregivers, will be
held on March 7. Sib-
lings are welcome.

Family Day: Moose 
will be held at the muse-

writing glides along 
smoothly but a few 
more jokes would make 
it go down even more 
easily.

Or maybe that’s just 
me? I kept imagining 
the wicked fun that, say, 
Paul Rudnick would 
have with this premise. 
D’Addario is going for 
something subtler as he 
moves toward awards 
night (he apparently 
isn’t allowed to call 
his awards the Oscars, 
a possible roadblock 
that he hurdles with so 
much finesse, you barely 
notice).

Having been there/
reported on that, D’Add-
ario knows the awards 
are meaningless and that 
the actors who come to
that realization are the 

luckiest ones. That’s why 
he ends “The Talent” 
with a contender who
doesn’t take home the
trophy but realizes she
came away the winner, 
just the same.

____

 
Daniel D’Addario.

Scout Press, 
315 pages, $28.99.

um on March 22 offer-
ing a chance for all ages 
to explore. Kids 17 and 
under are admitted free 
on Family Days. Learn 
more at bit.ly/uamnfam-
ilydays.

Teens are invited to
register for the ARTSci 

Teen Workshop: Ice 
scheduled for March 20.
Explore the connections

between art and science. 
Info and registration at 
bit.ly/uamnteenwork-
shop.

The museum’s winter 
hours are from 9 a.m. to 
5:30 p.m., seven days a 
week. For more infor-
mation about the muse-
um’s collections, pro-
grams and events, visit
www.uaf.edu/museum 
or call 907-474-7505.

•••
 

5. “James: A Novel” by 9. “We All Live Here: Can’t Say About China” by Morrison (Random Treading the Deep Waters
of Motherhood, Mean Percival Everett (Double-

day) Last week: 5
A Novel” by Jojo Moyes Tom Cotton (Broadside) House) Last week: —
(Viking/Dorman) Last
week: 6

Last week: — Girls, and Generation-
6. “The Anxious Gen- al Trauma” by Melanie 

3. “The Technological eration: How the Great Shankle (Waterbrook) 6. “Paranoia: A Michael
Bennett Thriller” by

James Patterson and 
10. “Dream State: A

Novel” by Eric Puchner 
Republic: Hard Power,
Soft Belief, and the Future 

Rewiring of Childhood
Is Causing an Epidem-

Last week: —

James O. Born (Little, (Doubleday) Last week: of the West” by Alexander ic of Mental Illness” by 9. “The 5 Types of 
Brown) Last week: 3 — C. Karp and Nicholas W. Jonathan Haidt (Penguin Wealth: A Transforma-

Zamiska (Crown Curren-
cy) Last week: —

Press) Last week: 2 tive Guide to Design Your
Dream Life” by Sahil
Bloom (Ballantine) Last 

7. “The Wedding Peo- Hardcover Nonfiction
ple: A Novel” by Alison
Espach (Holt) Last week:
8

7. “Don’t Believe Every-
thing You Think (Expand-1. “The Let Them Theo- 4. “Dinner at Our Place: week: 7

ry: A Life-Changing Tool Recipes for Gathering” by ed Edition): Why Your
Shiza Shahid (Harvest) Thinking Is the Beginning 

& End of Suffering” by 
That Millions of People
Can’t Stop Talking About”
Woods: A Novel” by Liz by Mel Robbins (Hay
Moore (Riverhead) Last House) Last week: 1
week: 9

10. “Good Energy: The 
Surprising Connection 

Joseph Nguyen (Authors Between Metabolism
and Limitless Health” by 

Casey Means (Avery) Last 

8. “The God of the Last week: —

5. “Lorne: The Man Equity) Last week: 8
Who Invented Saturday
Night Live” by Susan 2. “Seven Things You 8. “Here Be Dragons: week: 5

Hardcover Fiction

 
“The Talent,” by Daniel D’Addario.
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BOOK REVIEW

With Oscars on the way, dishy novel 
offers insider look at fictional actors

By Chris Hewitt 

TRIBUNE

Aelin Allegood is the
development officerfor the
University of Alaska Museum
of the North.
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