
With
honors
Engineering alumnus
reflects on lessons of
a lifetime
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Dr. Denham Ward came to
UMaine in 1965 to major in
electrical engineering. He
received a Distinguished
Maine Scholarship and was
enrolled in the Honors
Program. It was in honors
that he discovered a wide
world of possibilities. His
honors thesis focused on a
computer simulation of the
suspension system of a wire-
guided self-driving
automobile. His professional
career moved into medicine.
To recognize the importance
of the Honors College
throughout his career, Ward
and his wife Debra Lipscomb
created a scholarship for
first-year UMaine
engineering students in the
Honors College.

OWN A quiet, rural road in Bowdoinham,

Maine, engineering alumnus Denham Ward

settles into retired life and collects antique

maps of the state. The maps, which collectively

illustrate the dynamic evolution of Maine’s historical borders,

hang on the walls of a more than century-and-a-half-old

house — a family home that Ward’s great-great grandfather

built.

Ward graduated from UMaine as an electrical engineering

major and an honors student in 1969, and much like the

borders of the state, his career has changed shape and

direction over time. It has spanned both the engineering

and medical fields, and has carried him between both coasts

— twice.

But through it all, his passion for mentorship and a

deep appreciation for the pursuit of new knowledge has

remained constant. Ward says the seeds for his illustrious

career were planted during his time in UMaine’s Honors

College.

Ward grew up in Clinton, Maine, and when he finished

high school in 1965 he was the only youth from a graduating

class of 27 to go to college.

“If you weren’t working in the mill or in the forest, you

went to school for engineering and you got a ‘good’ job,”

says Ward.

During the fall of his senior year, Ward’s father, then

the principal of Clinton High School, took him to visit

MIT. However, coming from a town with a population of

less than 2,000, Boston proved to be too overwhelming for

the young student. Instead, he applied to UMaine.

Ward entered UMaine during its centennial year to

pursue a degree in electrical engineering. He was admitted

as a Distinguished Maine Student, a scholarship reserved

for Maine’s brightest students attending the university. The

scholarship covered the student’s first semester’s tuition and

granted entry into the first semester of the university’s

Honors Program.
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UMAINE’S HONORS College gathers students from diverse

academic focuses across campus in an intensive interdisciplinary

curriculum that exists alongside the coursework of their

chosen majors. The four-year program culminates with the

development of a written thesis, one that is based in research

and has a strong focus in faculty mentorship. The Honors

Program, founded in the 1930s, is one of the oldest in the

country.

“Coming from a small high school with not a lot of

opportunity, the Honors College

really set the stage for my diverse

career,” says Ward.

In the Honors College, Ward

was immersed in new readings and

intellectual discussions with students

and faculty from many different aca-

demic backgrounds and goals. Late

UMaine Professor Emeritus Geddes

Simpson was the preceptor of Ward’s

first honors colloquium. 

“I remember writing an honors

paper my first year about the Vietnam War and learning a

lot about things that I felt most Americans didn’t know,”

says Ward. “(The Honors College) opened my eyes to much

larger academic and intellectual worlds.”

Ward also was particularly inspired by late Professor

Emeritus of Mechanical Engineering Richard “Dick” Hill,

who was one of his preceptors for honors seminars in the

College of Engineering. His honors thesis focused on a

computer simulation of the suspension system of a wire-

guided self-driving automobile.

FROM UMAINE, Ward headed west to attend graduate

school at the University of California Los Angeles. A

fellowship with Hughes Aircraft Company provided funding

for his graduate work and he received his M.S. in systems

science in 1971, with a thesis that developed a mathematical

model of highway traffic flow.

Ward continued at UCLA, working toward a Ph.D. in

systems science. In 1973, he left his fellowship at Hughes

and began looking for a more traditional research assistantship

on the UCLA campus. Ward received a position with a

newly hired medical school professor, J. Weldon Belleville,

who was seeking engineering students to help set up a

medical research lab to study respiratory physiology.

“Before, I didn’t really have much of an interest in biology

but during my time working in the lab, I developed a strong

interest in biology and physiology,” he says, “and that’s how

I went from modeling traffic patterns

to modeling how the brain controls

breathing.”

Ward received his Ph.D. in 1975

and headed back to the East Coast

for an intensive M.D. program at

the University of Miami. The two-

year medicine program was tailored

for those who already held Ph.D.s

in science or engineering. 

He received his M.D. in 1977

and completed an internship in inter-

nal medicine at Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami the

following year.

Ward returned to UCLA to complete his anesthesiology

residency and serve as chief resident. He remained at UCLA

following his residency and did research in the same anes-

thesiology lab he helped set up as a graduate student. A

few years later, he became the lab’s director.

In 1992, Ward, his wife Debra Lipscomb and their

daughter Hannah relocated to Rochester, New York, where

he was named the chair of the Department of Anesthesiology

at the University of Rochester. There, he split his time

between research, clinical practice and teaching.

In 2011, he retired from the University of Rochester as

a professor of anesthesiology and biomedical engineering,

chair of the Anesthesiology Department, and associate dean

for faculty development – medical education. The estab-

lishment of the Denham S. Ward Chair of Anesthesiology

honored his contributions to the university.

To be successful, you must
be adaptable, curious and
hardworking. You must be
willing to walk through
open doors and chase
new ideas.” Dr. Denham Ward

“

With honors
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Ward moved back to Maine and settled into his family

home in Bowdoinham. “Quasi-retired,” he served for four

years as president and CEO of the Foundation for Anesthesia

Education and Research, a nonprofit dedicated to advancing

medicine through research and education in anesthesiol-

ogy.

Today Ward is the co-director for The Academy at the

Maine Medical Center Institute for Teaching Excellence

and is a mentor for students in the Tufts Medical School

Maine Track Program. For the past few years, he has hosted

a “dinner club” for the Maine Track students, several of

whom are UMaine graduates. Once a month, the students

and Ward gather for dinner to discuss clinical research

relating to the patients the students are seeing and to share

their medical school experiences.

Looking back on his time at UMaine, Ward regards his

experience in the College of Engineering and the Honors

College as having a significant impact on his academic and

professional career.

“Many Maine students are from rural areas and the

Honors College gives them an opportunity to be exposed

to a much wider and eye-opening intellectual world,” says

Ward, who was inducted as a Distinguished Engineer in

the Francis Crowe Society in 2008. 

He stresses the importance for engineering students not

to become overly focused on their areas of specialization.

“Engineering students need the broader intellectual perspective

that the Honors College can provide,” says Ward.

“To be successful, you must be adaptable, curious and

hardworking. You must be willing to walk through open

doors and chase new ideas.”

To recognize the importance of the Honors College

throughout his career, Ward and his wife created a scholarship

for first-year UMaine engineering students in honors. The

scholarship pays for the student’s first year of tuition, and

is in the spirit of the Distinguished Maine Student program

that launched Ward’s academic career.

The family hopes to continue expanding the scholarship,

enabling the support of more students in the future. �

In the 2016–17 academic year,
183 engineering majors are
among the 902 students enrolled
in UMaine’s Honors College. 

Honors
College
In the University of Maine
Honors College, a Signature
Area of Excellence, students
are engaged in critical
analysis of the foundations
of our society, fostering
global civic responsibility.
Students focus on
independent research,
taking advantage of the
resources of a research
university, and receive a
rigorous, unified approach
to the liberal arts core.
Small classes combined
with the living-learning
communities of Colvin,
Estabrooke and Balentine
Halls provide Honors
students with an exemplary
student-centered and
community-engaged
learning experience. The
college, built on one of the
nation’s oldest honors
programs, continues to
innovate, build capacity,
create partnerships and
enhance the lives of
Maine’s future leaders in
business, science,
engineering, education, 
and the arts.
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