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The man behind the mustache: security’s Russ Motta

Star security guard—and former Burling circulation desk employee—Russ Motta snuck me out onto the 
patio on the second fl oor of the JRC for a quick photo.            AMI FREEBERG

BY JOHNNY BUSE

Since the dawn of man, communities have 
been bound together by storytellers. From a 
bearded man in a cave to a mustached man in 
a uniform, the tradition of tall tales lives on to-
day in the lively and loud conversation of Russ 
Motta. Security man in title and wise elder in 
practice, Russ is one of the defining faces of 
Grinnell staff.

Russ is recognizable to students in many 
different situations: protecting the sidelines at 
basketball games, giving students rides in a Se-
curity truck or officiating Relays. A fixture at the 
college, Motta’s time long predates any student, 
shrouding his past in a haze to most students.

Russ’ career in law enforcement originally 
stretches back to his high school days. An avid 
rock climber from east of San Diego, he had a 
defining moment when he and a friend were 
climbing in the Sierras and were beckoned by 
shouts from a police officer below them. “This 
was ‘68,” said Russ. “When a deputy sheriff 
starts yelling at you while you’re on a rock, you 
think ‘Oh my God, we’re in trouble.’”

But instead of searching for drugs or slap-
ping the two with trespassing charges, the offi-
cer asked for help in a search for a missing child. 
Trekking over the top of the mountain, Russ 
and his friend found the child stranded between 
a steep, dry waterfall and a high cliff. After his 
impromptu service, San Diego County quickly 
hired Russ as a deputy sheriff specializing in 
rock climbing. Two years of search and rescue 
in the Sierras left Russ desiring more, and so 
he packed up and took off for the Flatirons in 
Colorado’s Rockies.

While obtaining his bachelor’s degree, Russ 
worked for the University of Colorado Police 
Department, until accepting a job at the Vail 
Police Department. Even though he was even-

tually appointed Chief of Police, as his children 
grew up, he began to realize there were healthier 
places than Vail to raise a family. 

“Children learn how to be adults by watch-
ing adults behave,” said Russ. “If you’re living in 
a recreational area, [adults] are doing adult rec-
reation. They do too much alcohol, they don’t 
sleep, they make loud noises ... sounds just like 
college, but it’s a ski resort.” Russ and his wife, 
who is originally from Grinnell, ultimately made 
the decision to move to Grinnell.

Russ’s Grinnell career did not begin in the 
security office, but instead at the circulation desk 
in Burling library. His antics proved to be too 
much for the silent confines of the library, and 
continuous complaints from the third and fourth 
floors began to roll in soon after his hiring.  “A 
library job shouldn’t be boring; it should be ex-
citing and fun,” said Russ. “Everyone at Burling 
was having a great time while I was there and 
so was I.  We’d get to singing, telling stories and 
dancing, and then the students would join in.”  

Russ was quickly moved out of the circula-
tion desk to interlibrary loan, where he worked 
until he was offered the job of building Grinnell 
College’s first security department with current 
Director of Security Stephen Briscoe. 

Since the birth of Grinnell’s security depart-
ment, Russ has dealt with smiling students and 
tall tales more than suspects and threats, and he 
sometimes takes on unconventional roles. “I am 
a fully accredited, official keg toss referee,” said 
Russ. “Me and the other security guys are so to-
tally arbitrary that no one argues with what we 
say: I have the final word.” 

Beyond keeping college students safe and 
fair, he keeps alive the tradition of facially-haired 
story-tellers, having sported his signature, bushy 
mustache since his late teens. “His mustache,” 
said Charles Netzer ’11, “is simply majestic.”
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Down 
1 Make the connection 

between Anthony       
King ‘94 and Star Trek 

4 Say Cheese – Squirrels 
eat this?

6 Fruit on cover 
7 The “fruit” on masterpiece 

of Chef Schwartz ‘75 – 
Ans. H2O______

10 Keri Kornelson said these 
are present in snowflakes

Across
2 Beat Kanye West and 

Amy Winehouse
3 Source for antibiotics of 

Baker ’85
5 In “Neighbors,” where did 

Sissy get the lighter from?
8 Trees wear this, just like 

we do
9 Hitchcock’s “Psycho” and 

the Medal of Honor?
11 Cannon ‘02 and a famous 

Beatles’ song
12 Why Doug Jack is related 

to the governor of 
California?

The Student Alumni Association (SAA) invites you 
to try the first Grinnell Magazine Crossword Contest!
 

How to play: 
 
1)  Read the latest Grinnell Magazine. 
2)  Complete this crossword puzzle. 
3)  Send your completed puzzle through campus mail to Jayn Bailey ’05, 

Old Glove Factory. 
4)  Win a cool prize! 
 

Prizes will be given for the 
first four crossword puzzles received. 
 
First Place: A red iPod shuffle
Second Place: A gift certificate to Lonnski’s downtown 
Third Place: A gift certificate to the Grinnell College Bookstore
Fourth Place: A red and black beanbag 
 
Questions? E-mail [saa] 
 

Read The Grinnell Magazine. 
Do the crossword. 
Win a fabulous prize!

 
Thursday, May 1—Laughing Through Finals with Billy Strean ’86 
(6 p.m., Forum South Lounge)
Whether you are stressed about studies or simply want to lighten up 
with laughter, come join Billy Strean ’86 for this fun-filled, interac-
tive experience including laughter yoga (breathing, gentle stretching, 
laughter exercises), discussion of attitudes associated with having 
more laughter and humor in your life, and introduction to some tech-
niques to help you to relax and shift your perspective.

Join us for some of our other upcoming events:
 
Tuesday, April 22—Insurance 101 (4:15 p.m., JRC 209)
Are you freaking out about how you’re going to pay for insurance next 
year? Join SAA and five staff from Ramsey-Weeks Inc., for a short pre-
sentation and discussion on insurance issues you might have as a student 
or after graduation. The presenters will discuss auto, health and renters’ 
insurance as well as financial planning. 




