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GA Spotlight

Chairman  
of the Boards
A love for the performing arts and a passion for giving back to  
the community keep South Dakota’s Charles Gullickson busy.  
He also got to meet Yo-Yo Ma.

GA Update: Your bio says you have been “active in 
various nonprofit organizations in the Sioux Falls area.” 
How active?
Gullickson: Actually, I’m down to just one Board, 
which is for an organization called the Friends of 
Levitt Shell Sioux Falls. We’re developing an outdoor 
performing arts venue, which will be devoted to pro-
viding free professional concerts all summer. But I’ve 
probably served on six or seven through the years 
(see “Giving Back to Sioux Falls”).

GA Update: What was the first Board you served on, 
and why did you do it?
Gullickson: My first board was the South Dakota 
Symphony Orchestra. I was a fan of the symphony 
almost from the day I moved to Sioux Falls. My 
first real date with my future wife, Liz, was for the 
opening concert of the symphony season in the fall 
of 1982. I didn’t tell Liz at the time because I wanted 
to be coy about it, but I actually bought two season 
tickets—hoping for the best. I had a passion for the 
symphony, and after a few years of being involved, I 
was asked to serve on its Board. That was the start.

GA Update: For those of us who have never been 
on the Board of a nonprofit, what are your duties? 
Gullickson: It’s a varied basket, depending upon 
the individual Board member’s skills and the needs 

Meeting Yo-Yo Ma.



The State of the Guaranty System  |  GA Update  11

GA Spotlight

of the Board. Certainly, the number one priority 
would be to participate in its meetings, its events, its 
programming, and just be an active supporter. I think 
it’s also essential for a Board member to understand 
the organization, its mission, its vision, and how it 
operates.

You have to be vigilant about reviewing and 
understanding its financial statements. I believe 
any well-governed organization has to be capable 
of producing regular and reliable periodic financial 
statements. That’s just absolutely essential. Board 
members should make sure that they review them 
and understand them.

Of course, speaking of finances, there’s also 
fundraising, which just goes with the terrain for any 
nonprofit. That’s pulling out your own checkbook and 
also helping with fundraising in the broader commu-
nity. No matter how big or small the nonprofit is, no 
matter how big or small the staff might be, in the end, 
the Board members still play a pretty significant role 
in the care and feeding of your donor base.

GA Update: You’re an evangelist for the institution 
as well. 
Gullickson: That’s a good way to put it, yes. 
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The South Dakota Symphony Orchestra.               
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GA Update: That does not sound like an insignifi-
cant amount of time. When you’re serving on one or 
more Boards, how do you juggle that with a regular 
life? 
Gullickson: Let me step back for a minute and 
indirectly answer your question. I joined this law firm, 
which is where I’ve been ever since I graduated from 
law school, in 1980. I noticed that among some of the 
older, more senior partners in the firm who were my 
mentors and role models, there was very much a cul-
ture here of engaging with the community and giving 
back to the community. I could see among some of 
the attorneys who were helping to mold my career 
that they were determined to enhance the quality of 
life in Sioux Falls and make it a better community.

Whether it was deliberate or not, I started down 
that path. Once you’ve learned to feel that way about 
giving back to the community, and couple that with 
being passionate about the cause, it’s actually rela-
tively easy to find the time to get involved. You make 
the time to get involved, to go to the meetings, to 
participate.

There can be afternoons where I’ve got a Board 
meeting coming up at 4:00 and I’d really like to skip 
that meeting because I’ve got some urgent work to 
do. But if you’re passionate about it and you have 
that mentality of, “I’m here to help enhance the quality 
of life in my community,” it’s relatively easy to make 
the time for it. 

GA Update: Many of the Boards you’ve served on 
have been related to the performing arts. Was that a 
particular focus? 
Gullickson: Yes. Keep in mind, I am as untutored 
and unschooled and unskilled in the performing arts 
as you can imagine. I’ve come to the performing arts 
as a complete amateur. I went to law school in New 
York, and living in Manhattan for those three years 
really exposed me to what was out there and showed 
me that I actually liked a lot in the performing arts. It 
just really opened my eyes to how much I enjoyed it.

Most of my friends and I were just flat-out broke, 
frankly, but somehow we could squeeze some 
nickels together to go out and enjoy shows or con-
certs. I hadn’t been in New York very long when I read 
a New York Times review of Barbara Cook, the singer, 
doing a show in the Village, which wasn’t all that far 
from my apartment. I probably couldn’t even afford 
the two-drink minimum, but I went to it one night and 
sat just three tables away from where Barbara Cook 
was singing. I realize Barbara Cook is not that well-
known a name, but if you know her you could under-
stand how a 21-year-old farm boy from South Dakota 
would just have his socks blown off having a chance 
to listen to that kind of performance. 

So, even though I’m unschooled in the performing 
arts, I really enjoy them. Plus, I think the arts in gen-
eral, and the performing arts in particular, are essen-
tial to having a high quality of life in the community. 
They create so many opportunities to bring the com-
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munity together. My interest solely as a spectator, 
plus my conviction of what it does for the quality of 
life of a community, just naturally got me involved in 
participating in Boards of Directors for nonprofits.

GA Update: Are you rubbing elbows with opera 
singers, actors, and other performers?
Gullickson: I have had a chance to meet and chat 
with a couple of famous people. For example, Yo-Yo 
Ma was a guest artist of the South Dakota Symphony 
once, and there was a backstage reception with 
him. I had a chance to chat with him and enjoy a 
drink. What struck me was how modest he was, how 
unassuming he was, and how kind he was. It was 
just kind of fun to catch a glimpse of the personality 
of somebody so well-known and respected for what 
they do. I had similar experiences where I had the 
chance for backstage conversations with Dionne 
Warwick and Arlo Guthrie. He was an amusing fellow 
in many ways.

Maybe less famous, but I had a chance to attend 
a similar event with the classical pianist Emanuel 
Ax. I got a chance to chat a bit backstage with the 
conductor of the Boston Pops, Keith Lockhart, and 
with conductor Leonard Slatkin. So, there have 
been some fun people along the way who I’ve had 

a chance to meet and talk with. That certainly has 
enhanced the richness of what I’ve been doing. 

And I remember a well-timed after-concert party 
we hosted at our house when two New York–based 
and Metropolitan Opera–trained vocalists—one of 
whom was a high school classmate of mine—sang 
happy birthday to Liz in our kitchen. It brought tears 
to Liz’s eyes.

GA Update: You’ve served on a lot of Boards. Is 
there one that’s closest to your heart?
Gullickson: That’s kind of like asking a parent to 
pick which one is their favorite kid. But I suppose if 
I thought about it, it would probably be the Wegner 
Arboretum, which I realize is moving off from the per-
forming arts a bit.

It’s my favorite because, in some ways, it’s been 
the toughest challenge. About 15 years ago, a very 
small group of people developed a vision to establish 
an arboretum on a site along the Big Sioux River, 
just on the perimeter of Sioux Falls. I was one of the 
founding Board members.

But it’s been a challenge, because there are some 
people who just ask, “What is an arboretum?” It’s not 
instantly understandable as to what it is and why it 
exists. Unlike, say, a symphony or an art museum or 

Giving Back to Sioux Falls
Here’s a list of the Boards on which Charles Gullickson has served:

•  Chair of the Sioux Falls Visual Arts Center Board

•  Member and Chair of the Board of Trustees of the Washington Pavilion of Arts
and Science in Sioux Falls

•  Board member of the South Dakota Symphony Orchestra

•  Member and Chair of the Board of the Wegner Arboretum Society, which is
fostering a development of the Mary Jo Wegner Arboretum and East Sioux Falls
Historic Site

•  Member of the Board of the Sioux Empire Housing Partnership, a public/private
partnership devoted to fostering affordable housing in Sioux Falls

•  Board member of the Friends of Levitt Shell Sioux Falls, Inc., which is
developing an outdoor performing arts venue in downtown Sioux Falls to provide
regularly scheduled free music programming to all segments of the Sioux Falls
community

•  Council member and congregational President, First Lutheran Church of Sioux
Falls, and Board member of First Lutheran Church Foundation
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something like that. Also, developing an arboretum 
is very much a long-term venture. You’ve got to have 
the vision going out—what is this going to look like 
50 years from now? 

So, although we had tremendous support and 
cooperation from the city of Sioux Falls and from a 
couple of major donors, it has been a lot of work to 
get to the point where we have the momentum we 
have now—the confidence that we’ve actually made 
this vision happen. It’s close to my heart because 
it’s been a fair amount of work and I’ve learned a lot.

GA Update: From the symphony to the arboretum, it 
seems like the theme running through your volunteer 
work is “places that bring people together.” Is that 
accurate?
Gullickson: Very accurate. That would be a core 
mission of this new organization I’m involved with, 
which is the only remaining Board that I serve on: 
the Friends of Levitt Shell. Which, again, is designed 
to be a connection point for the community—con-
necting communities through music. We are offering 
paid, professional concerts in the summer, and 
they’re free. So, it’s very much the theme of that 
organization—bringing people together. And music 
is what brings people together. I’m looking forward to 
it. The first concert is set to occur on June 14. 

GA Update: Do you have any suggestions for 
someone who would like to get involved in their com-
munity in this manner?
Gullickson: First of all, identify what you want to 
get involved with, what you’re passionate about. 
Because if you don’t have the passion to be involved, 
it’s not going to be much fun. Then start to get 
involved. Go to an event. Go to the shows. Buy the 
tickets. Start making donations, and then introduce 
yourself to the Board President or the organization’s 
Executive Director and offer to buy them a cup of 
coffee or lunch. Off you go.

GA Update: Anything else?
Gullickson: I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowl-
edge the role of my beautiful wife, Liz. First of all, she 
has tolerated the demands on my time that these 
things have created. But secondly, she is equally 
committed to being involved with nonprofits and the 
community. Our interests don’t perfectly align, but 
they align quite a bit. It’s just been fun for us over 
the years, over the decades, to jointly participate in 
these kinds of opportunities. Sometimes together, 
sometimes apart, but it’s been great to go down this 
road together with Liz.  P  
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