It is with great sadness that I write about the passing of our friend and colleague Tom Minor at the all too young age of 64.  Tom was diagnosed with bladder cancer this fall and his condition took a severe turn for the worse in the last month.  He leaves behind his wife Cheryl and two children Kellyn and Sean.  They were continually at his bedside in the final hours.

Tom’s loss leaves a void in our Department and field.  Currently, he led a vigorous research program where he mentored 2 graduate students and a virtual army of undergraduates that examined the effects of stress on behavior and physiology.  The work ran from basic animal models to applied research involving military personnel undergoing combat stress. He was exploring how metabolic challenges resulting from stress adversely impacted behavior.  Tom was always wonderfully passionate about his work; his current passion was how to build resilience to stressors to prevent the development of post-traumatic stress disorder.  Tom’s contribution to teaching at UCLA was also exemplary; he always taught more than was required of him and did so with joy. He was a terrific colleague.

Tom and I go back a long way.  We met in 1981 at an Eastern Psychological Association meeting in Baltimore.  I was a first year Assistant Professor at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute on my way to a position at Dartmouth College.  Tom was a postdoc in Vin LoLordo’s lab and had just presented a fascinating discovery at the meeting.  He showed that for learned helplessness to transfer between situations a stress odor had to be present in both the stressful and testing situations (Minor & LoLordo, 1984).  Previously, it was thought that learned helplessness was unbounded and not restricted to a context but Tom had discovered the mediating event.  Furthermore, the effect was learned; any salient odor present at the time of stress could induce the helplessness phenotype.  Tom also had the provocative theory that helplessness occurred because the stress caused the rats to adopt a submissive character.  These ideas immediately led to the sort of intense, heated and downright fun scientific discussions that characterized our friendship for the next 37 years.  I remember the 1985 Winter Conference on Animal Learning where Tom and Cheryl convinced me to apply for a position at UCLA and Tom led my recruitment out west.

Tom’s research was a thoroughly programmatic analysis of the behavior and physiology of learned helplessness.  His perspective was bold and unique and derived from a deep sense of the broadest literature on stress. He always supported his views by powerful evidence.  Rather than learning helplessness, Tom theorized that the detrimental behavioral changes occurred because of the demands, often metabolic, placed on the brain by the intense fear produced by stress.  Controllability was not primary, but rather had its benefit by reducing fear.  Other manipulations directed at fear, such as signaling the termination of the stressor, could have similar effects.  According to his model the energy demands caused by sustained intense fear triggered an energy saving conservation-withdrawal response mediated by the inhibitory effects of adenosine. But that state had its costs, leading to depressed behaviors. Blocking adenosine receptors or providing glucose to meet the energy demands could reverse these negative behavioral effects.

Besides his science, I also remember Tom as an avid basketball player.  As a freshman at Syracuse, he played point guard on the college team.  On the court he was a formidable adversary; my attempts to guard his unstoppable jump shots from beyond the 3-point line were futile.   As a teammate I barely thought of my next move when his bullet pass found my hands.  His educational generosity also showed here as he spent several summers coaching inner city Los Angeles kids in the game.

Many will miss him.
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