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Storm chasers provide early weather warnings  |  page
When severe weather moves into the Golden Triangle area and storm warnings send most people 
seeking shelter, a group of students at MSU springs into action. 

Bringing the People's University to the people  |  page
In 2008, a group of MSU employees traveled more than 3,800 miles to interact with alumni, 
friends, students, prospective students, and parents.

Magic man Turner pulls new career out of hat  |  page
Schillig Scholar Joe M. Turner graduated in 1992 with a degree in physics and chemistry 
education and embarked on a magical career.

Wind ensemble travels abroad  |  page
Members of Mississippi State's wind ensemble spent nine days this summer in Ireland, Wales 
and England for the band's ® rst trip abroad.

Back home again  |  page
Dr. Mark Keenum became Mississippi State's 19th president Nov. 12.  Keenum earned 
three degrees from Mississippi State and most recently served as undersecretary for the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture's Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services. 

More than just a knife  |  page
For MSU alumnus and Purple Heart recipient Aaron Rice, a knife he carried into Iraq was 
destined to be a family keepsake from the moment he received it as a Christmas gift.

Design studio helps Gulf Coast rebuild  |  page
The Gulf Coast Community Design Studio has helped renovate or rebuild more than 100 homes 
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.   

On the cover: In November, the Board 
of Trustees, State Institutions of Higher 
Learning selected Dr. Mark Keenum to serve 
as Mississippi State•s 19th president.
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When Joe M. Turner joined the university's ® rst class of prestigious Schillig 

Scholars in 1987, he planned to major in aerospace engineering. Five years later, he 

graduated with a degree in physics and chemistry education.

ªAfter I got to Mississippi State, my interests broadened on a massive scale and I 

explored so many different areas, my plans changed,º Turner explained.

In fact, his plans changed so much that instead of a career as an astronaut, he now 

makes a living as a professional corporate magician. Of course, this change didn't 

happen overnight.

As a Schillig Scholar (now called a Distinguished Scholar), Turner and the other 

three Schilligs met monthly with then-MSU president Donald W. Zacharias. 

ªI loved those meetings,º Turner enthused. ªDr. Zacharias challenged us to think 

of things in terms of the larger impact you can have. He also gave us a book to 

read that was a huge in ̄uence on me: The Closing of the American Mind by Allan 

Bloom.º

While the Brandon native counts Zacharias as a major in ̄uence in his college life, 

he also puts the late Famous Maroon Band director Kent Sills in his ªtop twoº list.
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A trumpet player in the 

marching band and pianist in the 

jazz band, he explained, ªFrom Dr. 

Sills, I got such a sense of how to 

be a leader. He also said that when 

you wear the maroon and white (band 

uniform), you represent the university.º

He added, ªIf you respect the university and 

give back, it will reward you.º

Under the in ̄uence of those two men, Turner 

continued working on a degree from the College of 

Education and earned a bachelor's in 1992. However, 

while working on that degree he made another decision that 

would affect his future dramatically.

ªI went to a musical here, `HMS Pinafore,' and loved it and 

thought that would be fun and that maybe if I tried out, I could 

be a tree or something,º he said, laughing. ªWell, I did try out 

and got a principal part in the production of `The Pirates of 

Penzance.' And, I loved it and continued to act in shows while I 

was in school.º

He explained that acting was something he had ªnever, 

everº considered doing before, but he enjoyed it immensely, 

garnering awards and two summer internships in musical 

theater in Maine.

ªI found all this at State,º Turner explained. ªNone of this 

existed in my world when I graduated from high school.º

At MSU, he also found time to continue in both marching 

and jazz bands, take vocal and piano lessons, learn German, 

and try his hand at creative writing. In addition, he was, in his 

words, ªthe only physics major in the student chapter of the 

Center for International Security and Strategic Studiesº before 

changing his major once again, this time to education.

After earning a degree, a job offer in Atlanta took Turner 

and new wife Rosemary, who also was an MSU student, to 

Georgia. He was working for Bank of America in 2000 when 

of® cials wanted to transfer him from Atlanta. At that 

point, he decided to quit banking and perform magic 

full time.

Now, magic was something Turner had been dabbling 

in off and on for years, at least since he was 5 years old, 

and he had gotten pretty good at it. He was so good, in 

fact, that one of his ® rst full-time gigs was with Coca-Cola. The 

company was a sponsor of the ® rst Harry Potter movie, ªHarry 

Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone,º and it was seeking a proposal 

for a big literacy promotional tour to tie in with the movie's 

release.

ªSo, I wrote a proposal for what was, basically, a consulting 

project that involved theater, education, training, and magic. I 

got the gig,º Turner said.

ªMy work with Coke gave me credibility and proved that 

this is not just children's birthday parties,º he continued.

In addition to belonging to professional magician 

organizations, he has his own Web site, turnermagic.com.

Being a serious magician is a long way from the card tricks 

Turner used to perform in his dorm. He has gotten so good 

that he has performed numerous times at Magic Castle in 

Hollywood, considered the Carnegie Hall of magicians.

And, as a member of the committee that selects the next 

batch of Distinguished Scholars, Turner is proud to be a part of 

the university that helped determine his life's course.

ªI've found the most important thing about education is 

to not compartmentalize what you learn,º Turner said. ªThe 

real mark of an educated person is to cross the lines of each 

discipline.º

Although his intention of becoming an astronaut wasn't 

realized, Turner still is over the moon about his career, 

admitting, ªI can't believe what I get to do for 

a living.º

If you respect the university and 
give back, it will reward you.
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