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the last page 

b_en _llng's _life_ _ 
By Sandy Ma isel 

Ben Ling '98 nnd Snndy J lnisel nt The Broken Spoke Saloon in [-lustin, 
Texns. �'here they snu: tbeirfm:orite cotmtly musician, Jeny Jeff Walke1; 
pe1[onn. J lnisel describes Ling in Walker's wo1·ds: "contrmy to ordinmy. " 

Editor's note: Ben Ling '98 passed nway ,I ! arc/; 
1 ';', follou:ing n battle with cnncer. Ling, who 
graduated mngnn cum /nude with honon in 
got·emmellt, u•ns elected to Phi Betn Kappa nnd to 
Pi Sigma [-//phn, the politicnl science honor society 

Few students 1n my more than three decades 

at Colby have affected me as d1d Ben Ling. I 
remember so clearly the sk1nny k1d from Houston, 

complete w1th cowboy boots and a black cowboy 

hat, who led the d1scuss1on 1n my Government 

1 1 1  class 1n the fall of 1994. Ben was the linchpin 

for a group of students who stayed together-as 

fnends and many of them as government 

maJors-throughout their Colby careers. 

Ben's fnends wi l l  remem ber h 1 m  for many 

reasons. Three stand out to me and w1 l l  be 

a mll .ar to a I who knew h 1 m .  F i rst, Ben l1ved 

he words of a n  old song by Jerry Jeff Walker,  

Ben's favon e country s1 nger a nd m1ne Ben 

was "con rary to ordmary . "  He d1d th1ngs h1s 

own way-and h1s nends learned to enJOY 

hem Un� ke mme, h1s cowboy hat and boots 

were genume; he was Texan and proud of 1! .  

H e  loved he ou -o -doors and he loved the 

es H 1s 1umor year "a broad" was to Kansas 

S a e and he convmced he B 1ology Depart

mer' ha e cou'd u l  1 1 1  h 1s na ural  sc1ence 

requ remen w1 h courses n agronomy H e  a nd 

h1s nend Chris Coakley '98 had re on y 

snowmob le par ed 1n re ' ha m s  lo dunng 

he r sen or ear  And he d 1d love coun ry 

o ha loud modern coLon ry bu 

64 • B 

He shared 

were contra ry to Col by ord i n a ry ,  lessons they 

w i l l  long remem ber. 

Second,  Ben was fiercely smart and 

i n tellectual. He read constantly and remem

bered and thought about everything he rea d .  

H is comments i n  class a lways made classmates 

take notice and th i n k ,  "Why d i d n 't I see that?" 

Ben and his wonderful friend Lizzie lvry '98 
were my research-assistant team for three and a 

half years. As a resea rch assistant, Ben 

contr ibuted to my projects in im portant ways: 

ra is ing q uestions, seeing connections, th inking 

of new a pproaches. I tried so hard to convince 

him to go on for a P h . D . ,  because he would 

have been a terrific professor. But Ben wanted 

to go 1nto policy work, to help with agricu lture 

and farm policy. Of course, Ben d id not follow 

the normal route. Dunng a semester in Wash

Ington he worked on grazing fee pol icy-an 

obscure spec1alty to be sure. He became a n  

expert, a n d  other experts in Washington 

cont1nued to consult h 1 m  after he returned to 
Colby for h 1s senior yea r .  When he graduated, 
Ben's fi rst JOb was work1ng as a ra nch hand.  He 
loved that l ife and he wanted to lea rn on the 
ground how pol1cy affected ranchers and 
farmers. At the t 1me of h1s death he was a 
leg1slat1ve assistant on agnculture policy for Sen .  
Mike Enz1 ( R -Wyo . ) .  H is approach there was 
Intellectual as well as pract1ca l .  During my last 
two v1s1 s w1th Ben,  while he was f1ghtmg 
cancer, we debated a favonte policy issue, 
comparmg pract1cal and ph1 losoph1ca l a p
proaches to solv1ng 1! .  Ben knew the I m portance 
o both poht1cal cons1derat1ons and JUStice. 

• 0 

B u t  I remem ber Ben most for the depth of 

h i s  friendsh i p . He taught me more a bout seeing 

d ifferent s ides of people and honoring a l l  of 

them than has any other student.  I hope and 

t h i n k  I am a better professor, a better parent 

and a better friend because of lessons I learned 

from Ben. He d rew around him a n  incredi bly 

d iverse grou p of friends.  During his final i l l ness, 

he had visitors from all over the country. The 

a d m i n istrators i n  the hospital sa id that no other 

patient had had so many people fly in from so 

many different places: Col by friends, Washing

ton friends, Texas friends, Kansas friends. 

Litera l ly dozens of people came together with 

nothing in  common except for having been 

touched by and having loved this remarkable 

you ng man. And i n  al l  of o u r  sorrow over Ben's 

i l lness, we marveled at h is courage and at our 

good fortune in  knowi ng h i m  and in meet ing 

each other through h i m .  

W e  a l l  ga i n  s o  m u c h  b y  being part o f  the 

Col by fa m i ly.  Those of us who knew Ben L ing 

wi l l  a lways consider  o u r  t ime with h im one of  

Col by's greatest gifts to us.  Those who d i d n't  

can learn as well  from the terr ib le loss we 

feel-by t h i n k i n g  of the fr iends they a re 

meet ing or have met on Mayflower H i l l ,  by 

honoring those friend s h i ps a n d  by b u i l d i n g  on 

them. L i ke nothing else, the loss of a n  

extraord i n a ry friend-or a contra ry-to-ord i na ry 

one-in the f u l l ness of youth cla rifies what is 

i m porta nt: T ime with good fr iends should be 

precious to al l  of us. 

-Sandy Maisel is the William R. Kenan Jr. 
Professor of Government 
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