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CAC: This is Clarke Chambers. I'm interviewing this afternoon-this is the day after the Fourth 
of July, a nice one for interviewing an historian, at least a director of an historical society-Nina 
Archabal, who has been with the society for fifteen years and director for the most recent years. 
We're doing the interview in her office, which is in the lovely Minnesota History Center in St. 
Paul. 

I was suggesting, Nina, before we turned on this funny machine that it's always helpful to people 
who listen to this or if we have a transcript to those who read it to have a little bit of an 
intellectual academic autobiography so we can see where you're coming from and how you ended 
up. I know that you are a musician and in musical history. What on earth is someone like that 
doing running-that's the question lots of people ask you I'm sure-the state historical society? 
What about your background? 

NA: I grew up in Lincoln, Massachusetts, which is a suburb of Boston. I went to high school 
at a public high school, Weston High School. My father was an electrical engineer. Mother was 
a wonderful homemaker. I have one brother. I went on from Weston High School to Radcliffe 
College where I started in 1958 and graduated in 1962. I began college thinking I would be 
involved probably in some sort of scientific pursuit. Mathematics was something that interested 
me a lot, not actually a subject which is often paired with music. I think the level of abstraction 
appeals to both parts of the brain apparently. 

CAC: And theoretical physics ... they all go together. 
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NA: I took care of physics by failing physics, which satisfied my dad as an electrical engineer 
that I did not have much potential as a physicist. I had tried to take physics without doing the 
problem sets; that was a mistake. Math I did all right in, but music I discovered I loved; so, I 
did the B.A. degree in music at Radcliffe, which was really to do it at Harvard in those days. 

CAC: You performed? You sang? You played? What did you do? 

NA: Actually, I would have to say that, in those days, at Harvard, those of us who had 
performance background were discouraged from performing. I sang in the Harvard University 
choir; but, performance was always seen as somehow an intrusion on the theoretical study on 
which we were to place our emphasis. 

CAC: But you did play the piano or some other instrument? 

NA: I played the piano. I played the piano as a young girl and throughout my high school years 
and did continue to take lessons when I was in college apart from Harvard. I stayed on at 
Harvard through 1963 and took a master of arts in teaching and fully expected to teach music, 
which I did do for two years. I taught for one year in Sharon, Massachusetts, and a second year 
in Wesleyan, Connecticut. That was the ftrst year that John and I were married. He ftnished a 
degree that year, in the spring of 1965. He had, as a graduate student there, met a professor by 
the name of Jergen Herbst-I never had met anybody named Jergen before ... have since met 
a few-who was a graduate of the University of Wisconsin and recommended that John come to 
graduate school here at Minnesota. He had remembered some of the great names in American 
Studies here at the University of Minnesota and recommended that we come here for John to 
pursue a Ph.D. in American studies. 

CAC: That was a pretty exciting program in the 1960s. 

NA: A very, very exciting program. Herbst's memories were of it from the earlier time, a time 
when he talked about Tremaine McDowell. We came with big dreams of the intellectual greats 
who had really started this program here and had had a lot to do with the beginning of the 
American studies concept. We came and I fully expected to be teaching at University High. 
Back in those days, if you had reasonably good credentials, you could get a job in teaching 
without a problem. That year, I had also had our son who was born in August and I was to 
come out for a contract signing. My obstetrician at the time said that he was not awfully happy 
about my flying that soon after this child had been born and would it be all right if I waited an 
additional week? I remember calling University High and whoever the administrators were and 
saying that I would be a week late for my contract signing. I got a call back saying that women 
with young babies were not welcome, particularly if they had no family and were moving half 
way across the country, and that I would miss too much work so I couldn't have the job. This 
was in August of 1965. So, the question was, did we come to Minnesota or not at that point? 
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We packed our bags ... decided that, indeed, we would come ahead and we would just figure 
it out when we got here. We came with no means of supporting ourselves and with John to start 
graduate schooL John went to wherever it was that graduate students met their advisers and he 
was lucky enough to encounter Mary Turpie, who, at that point, was heading the American 
Studies program. After she had gotten John all set up in his courses . .. I think he did have a 
half-time TA [teaching assistant] job at that point and that was the only source of income we 
had. Mary said to John-you have to appreciate Mary to know that she would say this-" John, 
is there anything else? Is there any other aspect of your life with which you need some help?" 
wandering into areas where, perhaps, a wiser person would not wander. He said, "As a matter 
of fact, we do have this little problem, which is no way to pay the bills." 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: She asked John some questions about me and she said, "Oh, that wouldn't be a problem." 
She thought she could probably help with that. A day or so later, John got a call and Mary 
Turpie said that I should report to the Music Department, that there was some work that I could 
do there. I went to the Music Department and was told that I was assigned to Professor Arnold 
Caswell ... 

CAC: Ahhh. 

NA: ... and that I would be working with him. I went and met Professor Arnold Caswell and 
was given a half-time teaching assistantship. Having never had one of these before, I didn't 
know that there were certain lines that were attached to a teaching assistantship. I think there 
were either two or three courses. I went with Professor Caswell, who-my memory is-showed 
up for about the first two sessions and, then, I was pretty much on my own. 

CAe: [laughter] He had a wonderful voice. 

NA: He did. He had a wonderful voice and he was teaching music education courses; so, I was 
to teach conducting . . . 

CAC: [gasp] 

NA: ... and something else. I don't remember what the other was. I had never taught 
conducting. 

CAe: For apprentice teachers? 

NA: For apprentice teachers. I didn't know anything about conducting; but, I was a quick study 
and I knew that this was the lifeline to bread on the table. 

CAe: How wonderful. 
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NA: I began to teach these courses for Arnold Caswell. Meanwhile, John would cut his 
classes-we were living on Seventh Street South East-and I would watch from a comer and as 
I saw him round the comer on what was surely one of the coldest winters in memory, at least 
that's what impressed me at the time, I would race downstairs and run off to teach my classes. 
That was the way we kept the whole thing together. 

CAC: You didn't have to farm-out baby? 

NA: We didn't have to farm-out baby. We took care of baby ourselves. That was fme and I 
wrote my continuo parts at the table until two and three in the morning. I was teaching arranging 
as well. 

CAC: You had to be taking courses also? 

NA: That's the interesting part of the story. Thanksgiving rolled around. It was a Wednesday 
afternoon and I had gone into the Music Department to pick up my check. Roy Schuessler, who 
was one of the nicest people on earth, stepped out of his office and he said to me, "How do you 
like your classes?" I said to him, "Professor Schuessler, I like my classes very well. I have 
wonderful students and they're motivated. I'm really hitting my stride. I'm enjoying it." He said, 
"No, Nina, I mean the classes you are taking." I said, "Sir, I'm not taking any classes." 
Whereupon, he said to me, "1 think we need to do something about that." 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: He disappeared into his office and I didn't realize what kind of trouble we were in. He 
called over to the graduate school and sent me scurrying at some time before four and five 
o'clock on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving and the only person up there was Dean Hein, 
who admitted me ... 

CAC: Andy Hein, yes. 

NA: ... to Graduate School. 

CAC: Oh, my heavens! 

NA: I can still see him typing with two fingers, hunt and peck with two fmgers, a two sentence 
letter that admitted me to Graduate School ... no transcript, no certification that I had the B.A., 
the M.A., or any other degree. That's how I started in Graduate School at the University of 
Minnesota. 

CAC: There's an institution that was user friendly. 
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NA: This was user friendly. There was never any question about whether I would be 
admitted-I was admitted. 

CAC: You posed more naive than I had perceived you in your career. I can't imagine anyone 
not knowing that you had to be registered. 

NA: I didn't know enough to know that. 

CAC: That's what I say. 

NA: I didn't know that. I had no idea. 

CAC: It says something about the relaxed nature of the School of Music for one thing and of 
the university beyond that ... 

NA: Exactly. 

CAC: ... and of helpful people like Mary Turpie. 

NA: And Roy Schuessler and Dean Hein, as a matter of fact, who didn't ask me a lot of 
questions. He just simply did what needed to get done. 

CAC: That's a remarkable story. 

NA: This compared to registration, which, thereafter of course, I had to do, I remember as one 
of the user unfriendliest processes that anybody ever encountered. Certainly, those faculty 
members in those early days were just very, very helpful. I would have to say that my memory 
of being given the huge amount of responsibility that I was given by a faculty member with 
precious little supervision was probably a level of relaxation that went beyond what was 
reasonable. 

CAC: They probably had an experience of intuitively choosing persons who were good at it, as 
you were and just giving them their [unclear]. 

NA: I certainly gave it my best shot; that, I can tell you. After having backed into Graduate 
School, I continued to work not very earnestly. I didn't come with any intention of doing a Ph.D. 
It was only gradually that it really began to grab my interest and attention. I worked with John 
[Johannes] Riedel in the Music Department, who actually snapped me away from Arnold 
Caswell. 

CAC: Johannes was in American Studies also ... 

NA: Right. 
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CAC: ... and a dear man. 

NA: Absolutely. He was very good to me. I had very interesting work with him. We worked 
together on a number of his publications, essays that he wrote, books that he wrote on Latin 
America. 

CAC: You helped do research for him and some of the writing? 

NA: Helped do research and helped him do some of the writing as well because his ftrst 
language ... 

CAC: What a wonderful experience. 

NA: It was a wonderful experience, a really wonderful experience. I had good experiences in 
Graduate School and just sort of wandered my way through the place and, fmally, wandered out 
with the degree in hand. I think it was in 1979. It was a long trek. Along the way, a lot had 
happened. I had taught, for example, when Bob Laudon from the Music Department went on 
leave. He taught a big required course on Medieval Renaissance music. They asked me if I 
would teach that when I was a fairly advanced graduate student, which I did do. I enjoyed it, 
and I enjoyed teaching, and I think had the world had opportunities for faculty people, young 
women coming out of graduate school in 1974 or 1975, I probably would have ftnished that 
degree and gone right after a job. When I fmished my course work and took my prelims, it was 
quite clear that without making a move either to another state or taking a job that I really didn't 
want to do, there was very little likelihood that I was going to be able to start down the track of 
being a professor of music, even though I would have been quite happy at that point in my life 
to do that. I realized I needed to fmd some other way to put my life together and I did that. 

Through my work with John Riedel, I had gotten interested in the compositions of an American 
composer by the name of Carl Ruggles. John Riedel guided me to doing a dissertation on 
Ruggles and, along the way, I think probably with less speciftc guidance than I should have 
had-John has big ideas and he's interested in the big subjects-and in retrospect, I think he 
would have probably served me better had he narrowed my interests more tightly and narrowed 
my work more tightly; but, he sent me off on kind of a wild odyssey. 

CAC: Which may have been better in the long run because you picked up art as well as music? 

NA: That's true. It took me into museums. 

CAC: Did he know that Ruggles was also an artist? 

NA: Yes, he did. He knew that through his association with John Kirkpatrick, who had been 
a performer and a professor at Yale University. John had, I'm quite sure, had seen some of the 
paintings at that point. The only way to do this research was to actually see these paintings. I 
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began to travel. The big question on my mind was, Was there any relationship between the 
music and the art here and the undertaking of the two enterprises? 

CAC: Did you have any formal training in reading a painting? 

NA: No ... really no formal training. I had taken a course in classical art at Harvard. 

CAC: You had to make up those things really as you went along? 

NA: I did a fair amount of reading on my own. I got to know some people in the Art History 
Department, but I certainly didn't have formal training. Being married to an American studies 
Ph.D. candidate, the idea of sort of synthesizing ideas and talking about the relationship ... 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

NA: It wasn't an alien idea. It was something that I saw going on all around me with other 
graduate students. I took on the topic, did some travelling, did a fair amount of research, and 
thought that it would be a nifty idea to bring these paintings together in one place so that other 
people could see them. I set out to put together what I called a Carl Ruggles Exposition, which 
meant gathering up some of the paintings and fmding some museums that would show them, 
getting some of the local musical organizations to perform some of the works. 

CAC: Ohhh. 

NA: In 1973, 1974 just acting as a graduate student, I went and knocked at some doors. I went 
and visited with Sam Sachs at the Institute of Arts. I went and visited with Bruce Carlson at the 
Schubert Club. Basically, people were at that point . .. I look back on it and I'm not too 
surprised I guess, looking at it from my perspective. A woman walked in the door who was 
willing to raise money for the project, had an idea ... why not? If I could raise the money, they 
would do it. 

CAC: The money hadn't run out yet; this is the early 1970s. 

NA: That's true. This was in 1974. The Minnesota Orchestra did perform. Ruggles' son, 
Tredor . . . the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra redid a concert that had been done in the 1930s 
where some of Carl Ruggles music had been performed by the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra when 
it was still associated, with what was then, St. Thomas College and with another early American 
composer by the name of John Becker, who was performing wild, newly composed American 
music in the Twin Cities during that period. I was able to get these organizations, the Schubert 
Club, the Institute of Arts, and the University Gallery to cosponsor a showing of Carl Ruggles' 
paintings. The gallery was the place that actually would show it. 

CAC: It was still up in the top floor of Northrop? 
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NA: Yes. At that point the mstitute of Arts, didn't have any gallery space open because they 
were in the process of doing the new addition to the building at the time. Sam Sachs was more 
than happy to have the mstitute of Arts' name on a project in the community because they were 
essentially dead in the water. I would know that today; but, I didn't know it then. 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: I just took the prestige and walked with it. Meanwhile, I met Barbara Schissler who was 
then head of the university art museum, the University Gallery in those days. Barbara was a 
wonderful person to start out one's museum career with because she didn't think any idea was 
impossible and, as a result, I didn't think any idea was impossible. She allowed me to raise the 
money and to organize that exhibition. We not only had the exhibition; but, I got the idea that 
the exhibition ought to travel to five communities in the state because Ruggles had lived in 
Winona. If it was going to go to Winona, why not some other places? So, we put the exhibition 
on the road. I went out and spoke. Minnesota Orchestra performed in Winona. It all, basically, 
came together. As a part of this idea, the notion that the University Art Gallery could use 
projects to reach out into the community took on a life of its own. Barbara saw what happened, 
that it was a positive thing for the gallery. 

CAC: Was this one of the first times that the gallery had reached out? 

NA: It was the first time. It was the first time, as far as I know, that they had done any 
travelling exhibitions. 

CAC: I'm going to interrupt just for a minute. I had an interview the other afternoon with Vern 
Sutton and his conversation about the outreach of the School of Music for many years is really 
a beautiful story. 

NA: mteresting. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: This happened; it went to five communities. The communities embraced it. I met 
wonderful people around the state. The project was successful. 

CAC: Did you have local committees? 

NA: We had local committees and local folks. 

CAC: But, you had to stir them up, too? 

NA: I had to stir them up, but to get it done, why not? 
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CAC: Sure. 

NA: I met a lot of really wonderful people in that process. Meanwhile, our relationship at the 
University Gallery, even though I was really sort of an adjunct person . .. The gallery was 
reporting, at that point to Gerry Shepherd. 

CAC: He was vice-president for Academic Affairs. 

NA: Exactly. Gerry Shepherd is still a great lover of the University Art Museum, now the 
[Frederick R.] Weisman [Art Museum]. He was a great admirer of Barbara and became a friend 
of mine as well as of Lyndel King, who is now the director of the Weisman Art Museum. 

CAC: What was Lyndel at that time? 

NA: Lyndel was not even assistant director. She was actually on the staff of the museum. 
When the Ruggles' project was completed, it was travelling even into late 1974 and into 1975. 
In 1975, the University Art Museum, the gallery, was hard at work on a bicentennial exhibition 
of Minnesota art and architecture. Having watched the success of the travelling component of 
the Ruggles' project, it was not lost on Barbara Schissler that this might be an interesting thing 
to do with the bicentennial exhibition as well. In February of 1975, I got a call on the phone and 
it was Barbara asking me to come to work half-time for the university-I think my title at that 
time was already assistant director for humanities-to somehow develop programming around that 
exhibition and help to plan a statewide tour of that exhibition. It was an incredibly ambitious 
exhibition itself. It showed at Dayton's auditorium. 

CAC: How many artifacts and canvasses did you have? 

NA: I think there were over 200 paintings in the show. 

CAC: This is really a major ... 

NA: I think there were about 400 architecture photographs. 

CAC: How many in the Carl Ruggles' exhibit? 

NA: I think there were thirty some. 

CAC: So, it's a different order of size. 

NA: I was not organizing this exhibition. We had consultants. A book was to come out of it, 
Rena [Neumann] Coen's book, which is still pretty much the deftnitive work on Minnesota art 
and architecture. It was a huge project. I remember we had a California designer by the name 
of Mark Tribe who said, as we sat there having lived on hamburgers from McDonald's and 
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working day and night, around the clock, in Dayton's auditorium with a tiny staff of about twelve 
people to get that project done, "This project would have been a major undertaking for the 
Met[tropolitan Museum of Art]." 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: Those words have stuck in my mind. All I knew was that we had raised the money, 
worked on NEH [National Endowment for the Humanities] proposals, raised over $300,000. 

CAC: From local foundations? 

NA: Local foundations. All I knew, at the time, was that it was an opportunity to roll your 
sleeves up, get something done. Lyndel King was a person of enonnous energy. Barbara had 
left. She met and married Lou Nazinow, who was on the Physics faculty at the university. He 
took off and I think his fIrst job was in Gainesville, Florida. Barbara was essentially gone and 
the project was left to these young women who were utterly inexperienced, but who knew no 
limits in tenns of what was in the realm of the possible. 

CAC: Basically, what the university provided was encouragement? 

NA: What the university provided was encouragement. 

CAC: Sometimes, that's pretty important. 

NA: Yes. There at least was no discouragement at that point. The project happened. I 
remember planning that tour. The exhibition went to nineteen communities in nine months. If 
some staff member were to come to me today and say to me, "Nina, I'm going to put an 
exhibition on the road to nineteen communities in nine months. It will have forty or fIfty 
paintings"-not all of the show but a good piece of it would travel-I would say, "Come to your 
senses. This is not reasonable." It wasn't reasonable; but, it happened. 

CAC: It's risky also from an insurance point of view? 

NA: We made it all work. There was no damage that came out of that adventure. I learned a 
whole lot as did the museum. 

CAC: It meant that staff had to do a lot of hands-on work as well as planning. 

NA: It meant that staff had to literally fIgure out how to transport this. I met a man by the 
name of Jim Denn, who later became commissioner of transportation here in the state. He was, 
then, head of the Minnesota Motor Transport Association. We were able, Lyndel and I, to 
convince the Minnesota Motor Transport Association to take on the statewide tour of this 
exhibition. They'd never been associated in any way with art. They thought it was kind of neat 
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to be associated with the University of Minnesota since it was an unlikely association for some 
truckers, trucking companies, and truck drivers. They dedicated what, I came to learn, was called 
a reefer, which is a refrigerated truck which would control the temperature in which the paintings 
would travel. Thermo King supplied the unit that would heat and cool the unit. The 916 
vo[cational] tech[nical] school provided the drivers, a truck driver instructor, and each of, what 
were then, the major trucking fIrms provided a different tractor that would move that trailer from 
community to community around the state. I hired a woman to travel with the exhibition, a 
woman by the name of Karen Dummer, who subsequently went to work for the University Art 
Museum, and ultimately became director of the Children's Museum in St. Paul. I hired Karen 
and put her on the road. We had no money so she couldn't stay in motels; she stayed with 
families. She worked with volunteer communities to hang these paintings in communities all 
around the state. It sounds crazy and it was crazy; but, it worked. It established a relationship 
for the University of Minnesota in those nineteen communities that was a very important 
relationship. 

CAC: Gerry Shepherd saw that? 

NA: Gerry Shepherd saw that. He was the one who subsequently approved, after the success 
of that tour, the creation of a position within the University Art Museum so that the travelling 
shows would become a regular part of the work of that unit and I was in charge of it. 
Subsequent to the bicentennial exhibition, there were a number of other shows that we put out 
on the road. That, I believe, has continued. I think they still have shows on the road even 
through what have been some difficult fmancial times for that unit, even despite its new building. 

CAC: Does the Weisman do that? 

NA: I believe the Weisman still does. Colleen Sheehy is the person who has been in charge of 
that. Gerry saw something that he thought was important for the university and he was very, 
very supportive; so, we continued to do that work. 

Meanwhile, I was working on a show that was going to travel, which dealt with WPA [Works 
Progress Administration] artists. I came over to the Historical Society. I had gotten a call from 
the Historical Society about some work that they needed to have done here and I was, frankly, 
not interested. I loved my work at the university. I loved being at a university. I, basically, 
except for the couple years I taught school, had not ever been off of a university campus since 
I arrived at Harvard in 1958. I loved being on the university campus so why would I ever think 
about leaving it? I had called the person back who had called me from the Historical Society 
and said, "No, I am not interested." That was fme. 

One day, I had gone over to the society in its former headquarters and was doing some research 
and I thought, the courteous thing to do while I'm taking a break from research would be to go 
up and meet this person who called me and just say, "Hello." In my jeans, I went upstairs and 
said that I was there, that I was not interested at all in working, but I appreciated the thought that 
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they thought well enough of me even to approach me about the job. That was fine. It turned 
into, however, a conversation that went beyond just a casual drop off. I was, I guess I would 
say, pursued. 

CAC: This was Mr. [Russell] Fridley? 

NA: No, this was Vickie Sant, who at that point headed the education division here. 

CAC: But, she knew of the things that you had done? 

NA: She knew. Even more important than I think the fact that she knew, was the fact that June 
Holmquist, who then headed the society's publication's division, knew me through some 
publication I had done here at the society. I had done some work on Frances Densmore, which 
resulted in an essay that was in the anthology that Barbara Stuhler and Gretchen Kreuter put 
together, Women in Minnesota: [Selected Biographical &says]; so, I'd met June and I'd been very 
impressed. That had been my flrst sort of experience with an editor and I thought what editors 
could do for you was really terrific. I liked June. 

CAC: It's nice the flrst time you need an editor to have a good one, isn't it? 

NA: Oh! I was in great hands. June knew me and I think June had recommended me to Vicki. 
That was how that all came together wanting a ... 

CAC: This is going to lead to the society story? I'm going to stop you just a minute and back 
up. 

NA: Okay. 

CAC: Can you say something about the subculture of graduate students in American Studies and 
Music in the late 1960s? Different departments have different cultures for their graduate 
students. I guess I'm prejudging your answer a bit but American Studies has a reputation of 
being really a collegiate unit of shared work, and shared perceptions, and shared troubles, and 
so forth. I know nothing about the Music [Department]. I'm inviting you to comment on that. 

NA: I'm not sure how much I can say about that. My sense is that when we flrst came here 
there was a collegiality among graduate students in American Studies. I remember very early 
on being invited to a party at Bernard and Lucy Bowron's home. Certain of the friends that John 
and I made, we made out of American Studies early on; but, I would have to observe that 
because-maybe, it's true of graduate students everywhere-you have families, you may have 
spouses or signiflcant others, while I made individual friends in the Music Department, there was 
not a culture. I think I probably became closer to faculty members, as a matter of fact, over 
time. 
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CAC: That's sometimes the way a culture operates. 

NA: Right. I think that was what happened. 

CAC: To socialize someone to what it is to be ... what it is you're working to become. 

NA: Although, it's very complicated for a graduate student, and it was for me, in that when you 
get close to, in a department that's a small department, faculty members who have their own 
differences and difficulties, on the one hand you're one of them but on the other hand, ultimately, 
you're being judged by them, it's a very complicated place to be. 

CAC: Oh, you bet. You particularly would have been sensitive to that and the dangers of 
choosing out were being seen as . . . 

NA: Very dangerous. There were some deep divisions in that department. That was not a 
comfortable place sometimes to be. 

CAC: I would invite you to say something also ... I think that you were doing some work with 
committees. I ran across. your participation-not in your own CV [Curriculum Vitae] here-on 
the Long-Range Planning Committee of the Arts College, which would have been in the mid 
1970s and I think at the time of our fIrst serious retrenchment. 

NA: That's true. I can't tell you quite how that happened. I was invited to be the representative 
for the graduate students. I was the only student on that committee in my recollection. 

CAC: That's frequently the case. 

NA: It was chaired by Nils Hasselmo who, at that time, was the associate dean under Frank 
Sorauf. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: It was an eye opener, an absolute eye opener. 

CAC: Let's open eyes there. 

NA: It was an eye opener to see the facility from other departments in a very different context. 
I remember Roger Page was on that committee. I remember Ed Coen from Economics was on 
that committee. I remember being very impressed at Nils' gentle but fIrm kind of leadership. 
I remember being overwhelmed with the problems that they were facing as we talked about 
cutting what ultimately must have been many, many times, over and over again, more and more 
cutting of supply and expense budgets and talking about faculty lines. I remember some of the 
difficult conversations actually around one particular faculty member in one department where 
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there was a woman. It looked to me, as I sat there,like a revolving door. If this process were 
to continue, we were going to see brand new untenured women faculty who were going to find 
themselves in that revolving door. It looked like trouble to me early on. 

CAC: You bet. 

NA: It was an all consuming process. I remember Jones was also on that committee from 
Journalism. 

CAC: Sure, Bob Jones. 

NA: Bob Jones actually was a neighbor. I used to ride with him. John Howe may have been 
on that committee, I'm not sure. 

CAC: He was associate dean for Social Sciences or something with Frank Sorauf in that time. 

NA: He was around this process in any case. All I remember is that it was all consuming, that 
it took Saturdays and Sundays. 

CAC: What a terrible imposition on a student who was trying to ftnish graduate work and do 
all these other things. 

NA: To say nothing of having a family. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: But, it was interesting. I don't remember feeling that I was being imposed upon at all. It 
was like a new window through which to see the university and a new way in which to 
experience the university. The other thing that we've not talked about in terms of experience at 
the university is that I was at the university during some of that very difficult period when the 
student strike was on. 

CAC: Do you mean this is Cambodia? 

NA: Yes. 

CAC: It was the spring of 1970, I think. 

NA: Right. That I remember as a very, very, very difficult time. I think I had some pretty 
major teaching responsibilities at the time. 

CAC: You had to choose to meet them or to do something else? 
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NA: I believe that I did meet my teaching responsibilities with an arm band at the time. 

CAC: The Music Department ... 

NA: They did hold its classes, if I recall correctly. 

CAC: They were accepting of your strategy? 

NA: Yes, they were accepting. It felt like any strategy that worked in any quarter was okay in 
those really difficult days. 

CAC: Just to stagger through another quarter. 

NA: Exactly. They were very different times at the university. 

CAC: I wore a black arm band chairing the Department of History and our diplomatic European 
historian inquired of me one day, "I didn't know there had been death in your family, Clarke. 
What are you doing with that?" It was not an ironic question; it was an ignorant question. 

NA: Oh. No one ever asked me a question like that one. 

CAC: [laughter] Before you move on to the narrative chronologically, are there other things 
about that university experience that would be helpful? 

NA: The only thing to say about it was that I had the privilege, through my work in the gallery 
and probably through being on this committee, of knowing more senior people at the university 
than most graduate students have the opportunity to know. Certainly, my experience with Nils, 
with Frank Sorauf, certainly with Gerry Shepherd, who has become a friend and a mentor even 
now, and with Henry Koffler, who became dean of Academic Affairs ... I remember All Link 
as well. It was Henry Koffler who was gracious enough to offer me a leave of absence when 
I came to the Historical Society. The University Museum, the art gallery, was at least held in 
high enough regard that they cared about people leaving it. When I told Henry that I was going 
to leave the university, he did grant me a one-year leave of absence to come to the Historical 
Society, and do what needed to get done here, and see how I felt about it, which I think was an 
incredibly tolerant and generous thing to do. 

CAC: He probably had a certain amount of self-interest. He knew you were good and hoped 
you'd come back. 

NA: I don't know. 

CAC: That's another possible reading, Nina. 
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NA: It is a possible reading; but, I think even with that kind of possible reading, it requires a 
certain ease in an institution even to make a move like that. I would hope that still could happen 
at the university, but I see a lot that looks to me like it's tightened down a lot more. I tell the 
story simply to suggest that there was a kind of understanding in those days. I don't feel there's 
that flexibility that may be there today. 

CAC: You have opportunities through friends, and associates, and professional colleagues to 
watch the university from the outside, don't you? 

NA: I do. 

CAC: We'll come to that later. Let's pick up the narrative of your story and, first, resisting a 
job at the society and, then, picking it up. 

NA: Knowing actually intuitively that it was not all good ... I had certain instincts that I 
shouldn't be making this move at all. I remember going to see Gerry Shepherd. Henry Koffler 
was the person in the position to make the decision about the circumstances under which I would 
go; but, it was to Gerry I would go to ask about whether I should go. He was wonderful. He 
said that he didn't want me to go; but, if he were in my shoes, he wouldn't hesitate for a minute. 
He thought it was an opportunity and I ought to pursue it. I came with all the reservations and 
very grateful for the leave of absence. It turned out that actually the situation that I went into 
was a very difficult situation. I went to work for a woman who was in a lot of trouble as a 
supervisor. 

CAC: What was your portfolio when you came at ftrst? 

NA: I was assistant supervisor of the education division here and that was the problem. Vicki 
Sant, for whom I came to work, was a person who had a tremendous need to control and would 
not allow anyone to make a decision. I wasn't accustomed to that nor did I adjust to it very well. 
I came in November 1977 and by the following February, I was ready to go back to the 
university and it was quite clear I was going to go. Meanwhile, Barbara Schissler had resigned 
her position and Lyndel offered me the position of assistant director, at that time, because Lyndel 
had, in the interim, become director herself. I think that's right. I think I would have gone back. 
I knew that it was complicated to work for Lyndel because she'd become a close friend and that 
always complicates matters. I admire her a lot. I did then and I still do today, but I knew that 
it would be difftcult. At about the time that I was trying to make up my mind, Bob Wheeler 
who had been the associate director here at the society announced his resignation, retirement. 
A job was posted. At that point in academia, the idea that a job would be posted was incredible 
. . . that there would be an opportunity someplace. 

CAC: [laughter] 
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NA: I figured, why not? I'm absolutely unqualified for this. There's no reason for anyone to 
think that I should have it. I had been turned down for jobs before. I'd been arrogant, at one 
point, enough to think that maybe I could be head of the State Arts Board having watched 
somebody not do a very good job and I didn't get that job. I thought I can take being turned 
down; so, I applied for it. The long and the short of it is, when you don't need something-I was 
perfectly happy to go to back to the university-it came through. That May, the decision was 
made and I became deputy director for programs, basically all of the programs here at the 
society. I didn't have fmance. I didn't have personnel. I didn't have the legislature. I had all 
the wonderful parts of the Historical Society's operation. 

CAC: At what level was the job offered to you? Was Russell involved in this? 

NA: Oh, yes, it was Russ who made the decision. I will be forever grateful to him. 

CAC: He must have spotted early, too. 

NA: I don't know how that all happened. I know that he wasn't particularly forthcoming about 
the problems that I would face when I came to the society. Actually, John Wood was. He spoke 
to me about it. He was, then, deputy director for fmance and something else. He was very good 
to me when I first came here. He said, "These are serious problems that you're walking into. 
This is not an easy situation." Russ had not been that direct with me. When I was on my way 
out the door back to the university, I was not hesitant to let Russell know what the problems 
were. I was not the first person who had told him what the problems were. He may have 
decided that if he had to choose between my going and her staying that what we needed was a 
strategy for the institution fmally to deal with a problem that it had ... to help this woman. I 
think you could, looking at it a different way, you could say that the institution failed her and 
that it didn't help her to deal with the problems that she had. I became deputy director. That 
was announced in May of that year and, then, it was the following August that I actually started 
my work. 

CAC: It's a wonderful career line because it had any number of possibilities that could have 
lurched you one way or another at any point. 

NA: It's all about serendipity. It's about opportunity. It's not about being planned for at all. 

CAC: I hope that you wouldn't be surprised to know how often, as I've had these 
autobiographies, that's been a reflective commentary of people who had a pretty straight line 
career. It was just good luck that I had that course at Rutgers and so on ... things fell together. 
It's a series of chances. 

NA: Right, it's what happens. It's a series of chances and it could have happened another way. 
Somebody asked me if I would do a piece on helping young people get started on museum 
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careers, to sort of show them the way it's done. I said, "I'd be happy to tell you the story, but 
this is not the way to do anything." 

CAC: [laughter] It's probably the best way. 

NA: It may be. It's a way to make sausage. 

CAC: [laughter] This kind of leads us then to a really large issue and that is the way you 
perceive, now that you have been associate director and then director of the Minnesota Historical 
Society, the university and its resources and how you link up. 

NA: From a personal perspective, the university continues to be for me probably the most 
important institution in this state. I live close to it. I live among its instructors, literally, given 
the location of my home right on the edge of University Grove. It will always be a part of my 
life. In fact, my social life is built around the university. I see university people all the time; 
so, I stay somewhat informed. 

CAC: But, not necessarily in a professional sense? 

NA: No, I see them far more socially than I see them professionally. I continue a close 
relationship with Lyndel King at the Weisman. I certainly watched the saga through which that 
building was built. It has become one of the great successes of the university in recent years. 
Myrna Smith is another close friend who works in the Graduate School and is associate dean or 
assistant dean in the Graduate School. Those are the two primary contacts who are weekly 
sources of information. Also, through their friendship with Ken Keller, some continuing 
knowledge and the fact that the Weisman reports continues to report to Jim [Etorre] Infante today 
means that the information I'm getting is fairly close to what's happening in Central 
Administration. 

CAC: I'm sure you know, because you know your way around nationally, that in many state 
historical societies, the link to the research university of a given state is a crucial coalition to 
work out, right? Could you say something about that? 

NA: I think it doesn't exist here. When I was fearful about leaving the university to come to 
the Historical Society, I was right to be fearful because it was a big step. It really was a step 
away from the University of Minnesota because the University of Minnesota was not close to this 
institution, certainly in that period when I came to the society. I remember making an effort to 
try to encourage university faculty and graduate students, as well as the faculty of other colleges 
and universities, to try to use our collections. One of the ongoing frustrations here is that the 
university's graduate students do not use what is a major research institution to the extent that 
I think it could be used. We're a resource that's underutilized by them; but, we were never 
particularly successful. The format apparently was wrong. 

Nina ArchabaI Interview 18 



CAC: The cast of characters may have been wrong. 

NA: The cast of characters may be wrong on both sides. 

CAC: Let me share something with you because you can respond to it. One of these days, I'm 
going to interview myself. 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 

[Tape 1, Side 2] 

CAC: ... historian got wind of it-I didn't keep it secret. I think it's the only time in my entire 
academic career that any senior professor came to my office and said, "Mr. Chambers, I want 
to make one thing perfectly clear. No one is going to do anything in Minnesota history except 
me." I was non-tenured and he was the only senior person then in the American history field. 
I got the message rather clearly. He was the link there for twenty-five years. You didn't know 
that specifically, but you must have known that Mr. [Philip] Jordan was a very difficult person 
in his relationship with the university ... a wonderful scholar in his own right. 

NA: Clarke, to tell you the truth, I didn't know enough to ask that question. I didn't know 
enough about historical societies at that point to know that, for example, at an institution like 
Wisconsin that there would naturally be a close relationship. I certainly observed that there 
wasn't. I also observed that there was a kind of anti-intellectual streak, in some ways, that ran 
through this institution or at least anti-academic streak. I think anti-intellectual is too strong. 
Anti-academic, I don't think is too strong. 

CAC: That's too bad with the reputation of Dean [Theodore] Blegen and Paul Buck. 

NA: But, I think it came from the later years and it may have been attributable directly back to 
this other problem. For all that Russell knew and for his intelligence, which is great, and for his 
ability as a writer, which is substantial ... the fact that he didn't have a Ph.D. probably was a 
problem at the university. 

CAC: It was with this one individual. I don't think many of others of us would have cared or 
even known it. 

NA: Right. I think it's a piece of the history that is problematic. 

CAC: Yes. So, whatever the root causes ... 

NA: There was no relationship. 
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CAC: Was there with other historians from other colleges in the surround here? There are so 
many good colleges within thirty miles of the state historical society. 

NA: There have been and continue to be relationships. I think the relationship continues to be 
a relationship built on individuals as apart from a relationship that's built on programmatic 
connections . . . 

CAC: I see. 

NA: ... with the exception of History Day, which we can talk about a little later if you'd like 
to. 

CAC: Oh, indeed! Yes. 

NA: That certainly has become a relationship that's about a program. 

CAC: It really has. 

NA: I think about the social historian at Carleton, Clifford Clark, and a relationship there. There 
are some relationships with faculty members at Macalester. But, the relationships have tended 
to be relationships that were through our publication division and some through our exhibition 
program and a little bit through historic preservation. They have been relationships with 
individuals as opposed to relationships with institutions. For myself, I would have to say that 
one of the very nicest things that happened to me when I became director of the society in 
February of 1987 ... that year, I was asked to speak at the graduation for the Graduate School, 
which I took as a tremendous honor and a kind of affirmation of a relationship and pride in one 
of their own, that is, a University of Minnesota alum[ni] had become director of this institution. 
I took it, perhaps, for more than it was; but, it was important to me. 

CAC: Sure. 

NA: It was my own alma mater expressing some pride and expressing some respect for the 
institution. It wasn't a straight course. I think the Music Department continues to not quite know 
what to make of me. 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: I've not brought them any kind of honor at all. I don't pay that much attention to the things 
that were supposed to have been important in my life. I can't pay attention to everything. That 
was a nice thing that happened. We have individuals on our staff who do work through the 
university, who teach and are helpful to university faculty members, and we continue to have 
faculty who are using the society's collections; but, the biggest single programmatic link I think 
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today is the link through History Day, a program that I had been aware of and that Russ had 
some mild interest in. 

CAC: Before we get into that, let me just make one more comment on this earlier link. It's also 
significant that when Mr. Jordan retired, we did not add another Minnesota historian. We kind 
of farmed it out with two persons, one who is really African-American social history and the 
other is, basically, labor, immigration history. The course on Minnesota history was a sometime 
thing that the department did not really ... We permitted it and we encouraged it, in a way, but 
not with real enthusiasm or with a green light to develop the possible alliances that would be 
there. So, there was a failing on the university'S side in the Department of History. 

NA: Right. I always saw the failing on this side and it never occurred to me to look and to see 
that the failure was happening on the other side. 

CAC: We still teach Minnesota history as a sometime thing. 

NA: Right. Spoken from the other perspective ... when I was at the university gallery, I 
remember that this institution seemed to me very limited when many of the paintings that we 
showed in that exhibition came from the collections of this institution. The collections were in 
dreadful shape and we were trying to raise money to get those collections conserved and didn't, 
frankly, get a whole lot of cooperation out of Russ or from this institution. It wasn't something 
that had a very high priority. So, sitting from the university'S perspective, I watched this 
institution not even do what, from my perspective, was in its own self-interest; so, there is a lot 
of reason to misunderstand. 

CAC: An enormous gap. 

NA: Yes. 

CAC: Let's move to a more positive story then and, that is, the development of History Day. 

NA: I don't have the pleasure of working directly in that program. I get to touch it in various 
ways throughout the year; but, I'd say it is a very exciting story. In the early days, Russ had 
some interest in it, enough to have lunch once a year with Stan Lemberg, who was the ... 

CAC: Then chair. 

NA: ... chair of History. I remember coming over and having lunch with him in Coffman 
[Memorial Union] up on the fourth floor. Each year, about twenty-five students would 
participate in History Day. I'm not quite sure how it all happened; but, the good news is, it didn't 
die. I think had it not been for Stan Lemberg, it probably would have died. 

CAC: I think Stan really put up TA money to fmd somebody who ... 
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NA: Yes. He found some way not to let it die. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: It could very well have died. He didn't let that happen. I don't quite know the specific 
circumstances; but, it was not really until Tim Hoogland took hold, as far as I can see it, in the 
staff of this institution, and made it happen, and made the relationship with the university happen 
in some way. 

CAC: We could check that out. I think he had that experience at our end before he moved. 

NA: Could be ... could well be. I don't know what the connect is on the other end. 

CAC: He's one of our candidates and I think that Stan had assigned him to this project. 

NA: Whatever he did, he assigned the Pied Piper of Hamelin ... 

CAC: Right. [laughter] 

NA: ... to History Day. I'm not sure what the exact number is but I believe this year 
somewhere between 11,000 and 15,000 students state-wide did History Day projects. 

CAC: And a couple of Minnesota kids won national prizes. 

NA: Honors ... fantastic! It happened last year and the performance was even stronger in 
Washington this year. It was, I think, the spring of 1993 when I went over for the first time to 
give the award in Minnesota history to the winners at History Day here in Minnesota. I was 
stunned when I arrived at Willey Hall which was full, absolutely full of kids. There wasn't a seat 
to be had in the place. 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: The projects I had reviewed were, I thought, some of the them, absolutely outstanding. 
When it came to meet the kids not only were they normal kids . .. I think Willey Hall must 
hold 1500 people and there were 1500 young people hooting and hollering, doing the wave, 
having a great time, wearing buttons that said, "1 am a history scholar and very proud." I 
thought, this is a fantastic thing that is happening. I think it is in many ways the personality of 
Tim Hoogland, and his determination, and his love for these kids, and his love for history that 
comes together. 

CAC: And his capacity to network with high school teachers. 

NA: Right. Phenomenal ... absolutely phenomenal. 
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CAC: But, he has the green light from you folks now. 

NA: Absolutely, he has the green light. When we have these History Day projects underway, 
these kids drive our-quote-serious scholars-unquote-and our serious reference librarians 
absolutely crazy. 

CAC: Good! [laughter] 

NA: They make noise. They demand all kinds of materials. The good news on the otherside 
of it is, Clarke, I understand it from our curators that we have started to collect materials that are 
specifically geared to the kinds of projects that kids doing History Day projects need; so, it's 
affecting the kinds of materials that are coming into this institution. I can't be more specific, but 
I know that that's happening. 

CAC: The infection takes place higher up, too. I've been retired five years but an Honors' 
student in the undergraduate history program came to me earlier to talk about these collections 
that she was fmding on Sister [Elizabeth] Kenny and on the Minnesota Nurses Association. 

NA: Christina Sharp? 

CAC: Yes. She fmds her way over here and by gosh! she ... 

NA: She makes some things happen. 

CAC: You bet. 

NA: So, things truly are happening. I have to comment on Hoogland in that just how thorough 
his sense of networking is. He has not let the society's board miss any of this. He managed one 
day last winter to just happen to be outside my office on the day when our executive committee 
was meeting, and just happened to have some young people who had done a project on the potato 
famine, and wouldn't we like to have a little presentation at our board meeting of these young 
people? Of course, I checked with the president and said, "Wouldn't it be nifty if we had a little 
presentation?" The president said, "Yes, that sounds like a good idea." These kids came in and 
did it. Tim has a sense of the places where he needs to get support right up to the board level, 
certainly in my office, apparently at the university. The day I gave the prize, it was Julia Davis 
who was there giving the prize on a Saturday with me. Clearly, the message has gotten to 
university administration as well that this is something to pay attention to. He makes it work and 
I have this sense that he is probably one of the best illustrations that I know of how one person's 
absolutely dogged commitment can make a whole array of things happen that it might otherwise 
take an army to make happen or not happen. He's incredible. 

CAC: From our end, I would observe that it seems to me that increasingly there are students in 
history and sister disciplines who have found the resources of the society and are now getting 
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over here on their own or, in a seminar, are being encouraged to try out a subject for which 
materials would be here. I think this happens far more informally that it did ten or fifteen years 
ago. 

NA: I think it's working at the problem from the right end. Instead of trying to get the graduate 
students who don't have the habit of using these collections and may not even have the habit of 
using, sometimes, primary source materials, we now have a whole generation of kids who come 
through who know this institution, who know what it means to do primary research because 
they've used primary research materials when they were fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: That's a pretty wonderful thing. 

CAC: You bet it is. It's a real reservoir of folks there. It's always difficult to end our 
conversations. Your's has thrown light on a number of things that will be very helpful. I often 
ask people to just reflect on how the university appears. When I was a kid, it was the University 
of Minnesota, in southern Minnesota-I didn't go here myself-and it was the important institution 
out in the greater Minnesota. I'm not sure that that is there entirely now. Would you reflect on 
those matters? 

NA: I think I said early on that the university for me is probably the most important institution 
in this state. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: It's the reason I came here. I live in its midst. I socialize in its midst. I want it to succeed 
so badly that it hurts me; that's how much I want it to succeed. I would have to say, as just a 
chronic optimist, I'd be telling an untruth if I didn't say that it seems to me that over the years 
the morale of the university has fallen lower and lower and of people associated with it. At the 
same time that its morale has fallen . . . 

CAC: Do you think that's primarily a matter of retrenchment or are other things happening here? 

NA: I guess I haven't thought a lot about it. There have been things that have happened. Ken 
Keller's problems, which I don't fully understand, frankly. I think he was on the right track. I 
never found him arrogant, but others did. I have some troubling ideas deep down that I worry 
about in regard to somehow his inability to succeed in Minnesota. I see Nils looking like an old 
person. 

CAC: Ohhh! 
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NA: This hurts me a lot when I think back about Nils sitting with all kinds of optimism loving 
this university. I have a sense that this man is a lover of this institution. 

CAC: Ohhh, deep loyalty and affection. 

NA: For him to struggle to succeed ... 

CAC: Or even to survive. 

NA: ... even to survive under what seem like, in many ways, unfair conditions. I don't fully 
understand all that has gone wrong with the Medical School. Always the Medical School has 
seemed like a separate fiefdom with its own power and life. It certainly has brought 
embarrassment if not disgrace to the university and, yet, even at that, as some of us have joked, 
"If we'd need a transplant done, we'll have it done in Sing Sing [Prison], thank you very, very 
much." 

CAC: [laughter] 

NA: It's just been a very, very hard times. As I listen to my friends talk about the university 
. .. I don't know. This is the university I know best. The place of my own college, I don't 
know in the same way and I probably have a view that is too much of an insider's view because 
I hear things that the general public is not hearing. 

CAC: Sure. 

NA: I have a sense that we need to come to our senses and recognize that university bashing 
is not a healthy thing. If this institution is not great, the state won't be. I came here and the 
university's biggest problem, at that point, was that it was beginning to lose faculty to the 
University of Wisconsin. The perception was that they were somehow gaining ground on us. 
My sense is that we have not had, since that period, a period in which the university has had a 
sense of its own power, and growth, and strength. It has a been a process of nasty attrition and 
I think it's very, very painful. 

CAC: It has its costs. 

NA: It has its costs. It's not alone. I remember, when John and I came here and the second 
year we were here-we were actually at Hamline; John became a dean at Hamline, a very young 
dean of men at Hamline-I remember the excitement every fall when about a third of the faculty 
would come in new. Young faculty would come. They were coming from Yale, and Harvard, 
and Wisconsin, and Minnesota, and Stanford, from all over the country. It was an attractive 
place to be. They knew that they could move on to other places and that institution felt like a 
very lively place. Then, it closed down when there were no more jobs. I have to believe at the 
university that you've had people who stayed on when we needed new ideas and new people 

Nina ArdiabaI Interview 25 



coming in on the faculty and we simply haven't had those doors open. They've been closed too 
long. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: That has a kind of killing and chilling affect on an institution. 

CAC: Some scholar who is listening to this should really check that out ... the mobility of 
faculty in different years, different decades. I think that your perception is possibly true ... that 
the mobility has become far less the last fifteen years. One could check that. There are all kinds 
of figures. 

NA: I'd be interested. Certainly, I observe it having a very direct affect on Hamline. I have to 
believe that the same is true at the university. 

CAC: I'm sure. 

NA: It doesn't feel like a very open place in which breeze moves in and brings fresh air. It feels 
like a pretty closed place. 

CAC: Yes. Do you have a fmal reflection that would end on a more positive note? I was going 
to have one and that is that sometimes I think, What institutions are working well these days? 
Congress isn't working well. The presidency isn't working well. The church doesn't seem to be 
really on top of things. Then, I think of the Minnesota Historical Society, and the Minnesota 
Humanities Commission, and the arts groups in the metropolitan area and I say, "They're working 
pretty well." You must have a real sense of pride and engagement here with an operation that's 
perceived as going well. 

NA: I do. I think that that's true. We're not without our problems. 

CAC: Oh, no, no, no, no. 

NA: We have them just as everyone else does. My satisfaction is that I took a very strange path 
to get to where I am. I've worked with incredibly good people. If there's anything that has 
happened here that has been positive, it has been through hiring people and giving them their 
head, whether it's Tim Hoogland and saying, "Yes, you can do History Day. Show me what you 
can do. Yes, you can have a couple thousand dollars make this program and test it out," and let 
it go and let him run with it or to hire Barbara Franco and say, "How are we going to put this 
museum program together? What's our vision for what this can be," and, then, raise the money 
so that she gets a head of steam and can make it happen. Even to designing the building itself 
... involving staff in that process so that it wasn't board members who, frankly. .. It was clear 
they had a responsibility in the process; but, their responsibility was not to decide whether we 
needed a large service entrance or not-our staff members knew the answers to those 
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questions-or how large the doorways or the hallways needed to be to accommodate the carts that 
we needed or to make us able to do our work. I think this is a bright spot in the picture and I 
would hope that someday, the university's spot could be brighter. But, I have a sense that until 
we can somehow deal with the size issues that the university faces ... without the resources, it's 
inability to shrink in a way that allows it to make some choices. I think someday, we're going 
to have to come to that point. The university's resistant to it. The pressure is on and the 
pressure won't go away until somehow something has to happen. Maybe that's the optimistic 
piece. I think we can't continue to do what we're doing. Something is going to have to give. 
I just hope that Nils can lead us through that process. 

CAC: Those basic needs to reconstruct have been around for twenty years. 

NA: They have. 

CAC: We've had any number of programs that seem to address them. The inertia and the 
clusters of self-interest are there and perfectly legitimate and authentic interests. It's a difficult 
piece to handle. 

NA: There's not a lot of give. 

CAC: No, very little. 

NA: Another thing I would say-this may not be a very politic thing to say-is that I think the 
fact that the regents are a political entity does serve the university awfully well. I understand 
this is a Land-Grant institution and I understand it's in the interests of the people that the 
university be strong; but, I know that one of the things that I treasure here at the Historical 
Society is that, while we are fundamentally a public institution and we serve the people, our 
board members come to our board with only one agenda and that is to serve this institution. 
There isn't any broader political connection. I think that that's somehow pretty fundamental to 
helping an institution to be healthy and keeping it healthy. I think some of the problems at the 
university go right back to the door of the regents. 

CAC: Nina, when I was developing the welfare archives at the university, I had to see lots of 
national leaders in welfare, running great agencies, national umbrella institutions, professional 
societies and associations. Frequently, we would have an informal conversation as well as a 
businesslike one. I'd say, "In your work, what's the most important thing you do?" "Create and 
educate a board." Almost without exception, the ones who were successful, said that. There is 
no way that a president of a university can create a board. They may be able to educate them, 
and lead them, and draw on their best instincts and information. Creating a board as Cheryl 
Dickson has done with the Humanities Commission or you have here, is not a viable option. 

NA: It's not an option apparently. I would say it's been the key to much that has happened here. 
Our board has a responsibility and they take that responsibility. Interestingly enough, in 1987, 
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the year that I became director, the board had not met at all that year. We had pretty much a 
non-functional board. Russ Fridley had been enormously successful with the legislature and he 
was a one-man show. I don't think-I think I'm right-that you could have gotten from where 
we were to where we are here without a board taking responsibility for this institution and 
without the institution being far more externally directed and externally sensitive. There was no 
way that this much money could be involved and the public not have a direct line to what went 
on. That somehow needed to be channelled in a positive way and it was the board through 
which that happened. 

CAC: You made it a real state/community institution. 

NA: It did. At the same time that we are a private not-for-profit, I never have had anyone 
complain to me that this organization is somehow too private and too high-handed. It doesn't 
feel private. It's governed privately, but it serves the public interest. 

CAC: I've observed to you on other occasions and to many others of your staff, that to be a 
committee member, and work in this situation, and know that the staff work is going to be well
done, and that the staff is going to be open to suggestions is a rare kind of combination. 

NA: It does work. 

CAC: It does work, but there's a very delicate line between drift and direction. 

NA: That's true enough. 

CAC: I think you've been able to establish that kind of compromise here that is a very effective 
one. I look forward to coming to our committee meetings. 

NA: You certainly can't shut the door to the public and be working with as much public money 
and with a matter that is as important to the public as their history. You just can't do that. So, 
then, the question becomes, How far is the door open and what do you allow to happen? We 
can't do everything for everyone, clearly; but, we try to find our way between drift and something 
else. 

CAC: Yes. 

NA: It's not a problem unlike what the university has in some ways. Everybody is interested. 
I can't believe there's a person on the street if you asked them a question about the university 
would say, "Who cares?" I don't think you'd get that answer. 

CAC: That may be a good point to say, "Thank you very much." 

NA: Sounds good. 
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