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CAC: This is Clarke Chambers. I'm interviewing Robert Odegard in his office in the University 
of Minnesota Foundation to talk about the origins, the functioning of the foundation since its 
founding in the early to mid 1960s. 

Bob, you're very kind to take this time for history and for posterity. As I've said informally, 
although, I have an agenda of questions that interest me, if at any point that you want to veer off 
and let us know how this place has worked the last thirty years, that's really what I'm interested 
in and what the historian of the future will be interested in. Why don't we start with you, 
yourself. You're probably the most senior person now in terms of regular service with the 
foundation? 

RO: Yes, I have been here longer than anybody else. 

CAC: I know that you were in the ministry and you were in the state legislature. What attracted 
you to come to this kind of a position? 

RO: I really was attracted to the uninrsity initially by my predecessor at the University 
Foundation, by a fellow by the name of Roger Kennedy whom Malcolm Moos had recruited to 
manage the foundation and the university's investments. 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

RO: Roger did such a good job of professionalizing the financial management of the institution 
by picking up a Ford Foundation study which recommended professional management for 
institutional money that he attracted the attention of the Ford Foundation. Henry Ford and Jay 
Irwin Miller were so impressed that they hired him to become the fmancial vice-president of the 
Ford Foundation after he had been here only nine months. Roger and I had been friends in 
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political actIvIties prior to that; so, he knew about my interest in the university and the 
foundation. He persuaded me to leave the investment business in downtown Minneapolis where 
I worked for the then 1.M. Dain Company to come to the university. The university was the last 
school in the Big Ten to become interested in private fund raising. 

CAC: Although, it did have an alumni fund. 

RO: They did, something called the Greater University Fund. 

CAC: Right. 

RO: It had one employee for awhile. 

CAC: Good grief. 

RO: It had never gotten into the business like the rest of the schools in the Big Ten had. There 
was a feeling in the legislature that it would be kind of unfair for the university to compete with 
all the fine private schools in the state; so, they really discouraged the university from getting 
into that business. 

CAe: I should think that would have prevailed in Ohio, Wisconsin, lllinois, and so forth? 

RO: It did but for some reason not to the same extent. I can't explain why that happened. I was 
in the legislature at that time and I remember very distinctly that feeling. Malcolm [Mac] Moos, 
toward the end of his tenure-this was in 1969-hired Roger Kennedy. He brought him over 
from the Norwest Bank in St. Paul and put him in charge of the foundation and the university's 
investment program. He made some very unfortunate investments and went into equities at a 
time when the stock market dipped precipitously back in 1970. He was under a certain amount 
of pressure locally because of his investment policies; but, he was also attracted by the Ford 
Foundation offer and he left only nine months after he had been here. Malcolm Moos realized 
that we were behind the game. When I came, they transferred most of the investment functions 
to Hale Champion, who was then the financial vice-president and gave me the exclusive job of 
building the foundation. 

CAC: Which means you had no capital or very little capital in the bank to start with? 

RO: That's right. I think our total income was $20,000 from the few investments that we had. 

CAC: This is now 1970 and the foundation had been started in 1963? 

RO: Yes, sir. 

CAC: It must have been awfully slow getting off the ground in the early years? 
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RO: It was. It was started in 1962 by Met [Meredith] Wilson who, again, realized that we ought 
to be getting into this business; but, they didn't throw any resources at it. They didn't even have 
any employees. The fellow who was running the foundation office was an employee of George 
Brakelee and Associates, a New York consulting firm. When I came, it really was the first time 
the university had invested any money in establishing a foundation office. When I came, I had 
one secretary and nobody else. 

CAC: If Met Wilson had seen this that clearly, why was it not subsidized and set up in a 
business-like basis before Mac Moos? 

RO: I don't know that I can answer that question, except to say that it was the prevailing opinion 
that it was unfair for the university to compete. 

CAC: That prevailed even after the foundation was started? 

RO: Even after it was started ... that is correct. 

CAC: I see. 

RO: When I came in 1970, Roger had gotten so involved in the investment activities at the 
university, that he paid very little attention to the foundation. The foundation Board hadn't even 
met for several quarters even though they were supposed to have quarterly meetings. When I 
came, it was a matter of rehabilitating the operation and attracting some of the influential people 
in the community to take an interest in this subject. We were fortunate to have a fellow named 
Brent Motley, who was chairman of the foundation, and Bernie Ridder, who was the publisher 
of the St. Paul newspaper, both of whom had been on the foundation Board and were committed 
to seeing that it amounted to something. They were able to attract another group of influential 
people from downtown: Donald Dayton, from the department store; Curt Carlson, who, of course, 
turned out to be our greatest benefactor in the long run; Jim Binger from Honeywell ... very 
important; and Jay Phillips ... 

CAC: These persons had not been sought out before the early 1970s? 

RO: A number of them had been on the board but they hadn't been asked to do anything 
because there was no staff here to manage it. All of sudden, the thing began to take fire, catch 
hold. It really caught on fire. The thing has succeeded beyond my wildest dream. 

CAC: Many of the persons you mention as part of the original thrust, if not in 1962 at least with 
the expansion, must have had eastern university and private university connections? 

RO: Yes, they did. "Smokie" [John Gilman] Ordway [Jr.] was Yale. Bernie Ridder was eastern 
educated. All the Day tons went to Princeton, and Yale, and Harvard. It was a matter of 
appealing to their interest in the local economy and the place where they made their living. They 
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recognized, I think, that the university was probably the most important economic engine in this 
part of the world; and therefore, deserved their interest and support. If there was a key to our 
success, it was our luck really in attracting these people, who were really the thought leaders of 
the community, to get behind the operation and to encourage their friends to contribute. 

CAC: There's enormous competition for that talent. 

RO: Yes. 

CAC: I think of the social and cultural cachet that comes with being on the board of the 
Minnesota Symphony, or the Guthrie [Theater], or the Walker [Art Center], or charities. How 
does one then get a Dayton or a Carlson to be interested in a state university when their 
experience was entirely different? 

RO: I don't know exactly how it succeeded but it did. We were able to attract a few bell cows, 
a few of the real thought leaders in the community, who, I think, really recognized the 
importance of the university and the economic development in the state: the timber industry, the 
mining industry, agriculture, the computer industry, which grew so big here. They recognized 
that the community had to depend on the university for training those kinds of people. It's as 
much luck as it was skill that we got the right kinds of people. 

CAC: But, it was your skill. You were putting these things together along with other staff 
persons. 

RO: Yes. It's just been remarkable. 

CAC: Would this suggest that an original thrust was utilitarian or functional; that is, that it was 
perceiving more of the economic benefits, the technological, the business, the professional 
schools to the sacrifice of the liberal arts as a core or did that not enter in? 

RO: Oh, I think they appreciated both sides of the equation. It was really enlightened self
interest, in my opinion, that led to their support for the university. The other factor that worked 
in our favor was the fact that Minnesota, for some reason, has ~ttracted business people with a 
strong sense of social responsibility. As you know, by almost any measure, the Twin Cities 
community contributes more to charity than other city anywhere near its size. They support all 
of these civic endeavors to a greater extent. We have more corporations that contribute 5 percent 
of their pre-tax income. We have more smaller concerns that contribute 2 percent of their pre-tax 
income. It's a phenomenon recognized throughout the philanthropic world. 

CAC: How do you account for the leadership of the Twin Cities in that regard? 

RO: [laughter] I can't, except to say in general terms that this ethnic mix, largely northern 
European, produced a race of people that had an unbelievable faith in education. We had an 
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abundance of natural resources here. I think the university educational system was part of the 
reason that we raised so many entrepreneurs here. As you know, there are more publicly held 
companies started here than anyplace in the whole world-even though its relatively small. 

CAC: The home offices are here? 

RO: Right, the home offices are here. 

CAC: Until recently, there's not been a parade of mercenaries going from one corporation to 
another. Does that play a part in this? 

RO: It absolutely does. Homegrown talent and home-based industries ... that has changed. 
We have now many more hired guns, if you will, imports, professional managers brought in from 
other parts of the world. 

CAC: As with Northwest Airlines ... they come and go. 

RO: Same story. It's the same story up and down main street, up and down Nicollet Avenue 
and Hennepin A venue. 

CAC: What kind of persons are most susceptible then within the business community, which 
is very well networked? Right? Once, you go in through several friends, it's all networked with 
their colleagues? 

RO: Networks, and interlocking boards, and all that sort of thing. 

CAC: What kind of persons-or is it matter of personality and character-are more attracted to 
the university as opposed to these other options they would have where there is, presumably, 
more visibility and more fun? 

RO: More stature. [laughter] I think it's that northern European belief in the value of education 
that persuaded them to take on this task rather than the more glamorous ones at the Art Institute, 
the Walker, and symphony hall, and so on. 

CAC: Would there be a gender difference? Has there been a concentration of men as opposed 
to women who might think more of the cultural activities? 

• 

RO: Definitely. We've worked hard to try to bring in more women. We have had a 
preponderance of males. It's been a whole procession of males that have really headed up our 
operation. 
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CAC: Over the years, do you have greater success in raising funds for a specific project or for 
general support of the univerisity? If it's the former, what part does the giver himself play in 
defining what kind of programs and projects that these capital be used for? 

RO: It's the donor's interest. What we're often asked about ... whether this leads to a skewing 
of the university priorities. 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: I believe that their interests are so diverse that I don't think it has any deleterious effect 
upon the university'S priorities. Very seldom do you have a chance to sway people's interest. 
They know what they're interested in and what they'd like to support. 

CAC: And they come forward? They make it clear to you or whoever is the contact person? 

RO: Exactly. One of our problems here is that while we've raised a lot of money and now have 
about $390 million dollars in assets, we get very little unrestricted money. Almost everything 
is dedicated. 

CAC: I see. 

RO: The problem has been ... the growth struggle is to get growth capital, seed capital, to grow 
our staff. We have been in a constant battle with the administration to give us enough help to 
cultivate these people to continue their contributions. 

CAC: You say, "with the administration." Do you mean Central Administration of the 
university? 

RO: The Central Administration at the university, right. 

CAC: Do they provide overhead expenses but you cover staff salaries? 

RO: They have provided about half of our operating budget. 

CAC: In that sense, the claim of autonomy is a legalistic claim? There IS actually an 
overlapping of these authorities? 

RO: There positively is. While technically, legally, we're are separate legal entity, it's a very 
mixed picture because as foundation staff people, we are also university employees who run the 
University Development office. We really operate in two roles now. In many of the schools 
where foundations and philanthropic efforts are older, they totally separate these two efforts. 
They'll have a staff to work for the university and another staff to work for the foundation. 
We've never had the luxury of having enough unrestricted income to totally separate ourselves 
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from the university and set up our payroll system and all the things that go along with it. We 
are still very much a mixed bag. We hope to be able to maintain some degree of autonomy. 
We've never levied any overhead charge on the money that we've raised; but, we have had these 
contributions of roughly half our budget from the university's Central Administration. 

CAC: You undoubtedly keep track of the percentage that overhead takes, which is one 
measurement of efficiency. 

RO: It certainly is. 

CAC: How do we stack up on that as compared to other comparable foundations? 

RO: For years, we were able to operate at about 5 percent. In recent years, as you push the 
margin, of course, that grows. 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: We currently, by our best estimates, are at about 13 percent operating costs for every dollar 
we raise. I, of course, continue to try to argue with the administration that if you can invest 
thirteen cents and get back a dollar, it makes sense to expand it further. 

CAC: Part of that expansion-you would know when it started-was to decentralize some of this 
so that the Arts College, and the library, and all kinds of institutes and projects have their own 
money raiser but are responsible to the Minnesota Foundation? Where does that work? 

RO: You put your finger on the most difficult operating problem of the foundation. We realized 
in the beginning that we had to have development officers in these various colleges because they 
all have different constituencies. When we went to the administration to ask permission to place 
a development officer in the College of Business at that time, the administration frowned on it 
because they said there were much more important parts of the university than the School of 
Business, which simply was applied psychology. [laughter] We had a period of two or three 
years there when they resisted our efforts. We fmally were able then, during the change of 
administration, the change of academic vice-presidencies, to place a person in the College of 
Business, one in Agriculture, one in the Institute of Technology; and the thing has spread out to 
the point where we now have about twenty individual college development officers. 

CAC: Heavens! 

RO: The management problem is this: we never had enough budget to pay for these 
development officers. We started out paying two-thirds with the college paying one-third and 
then rapidly went to the opposite extreme where we paid one-third and they paid two-thirds; so, 
the development officers were more responsive to the dean than they were to the foundation. We 
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still attempt to coordinate these activities. We have periodic meetings with all the development 
officers and try to keep three colleges from calling on the same prospect and that sort of thing. 

CAC: Oh! 

RO: [laughter] It's a very difficult process. 

CAC: Who controls. .. If, for example, the School of Management now or the Arts College 
succeeds in raising a certain fund for a certain project, is that administered by that college or that 
unit or do you folks manage it? 

RO: No, the spending decisions are all made by the university. We try very seriously to keep 
ourselves out of making those spending decisions. 

CAC: Who makes the investment decisions? 

RO: The investment decisions are made by our group, an Investment Committee of the 
University Foundation, which has functioned autonomously. We have quite different investment 
policies than the university itself; although, we utilize the university investment office for ... 

CAC: In what ways do you differ ... more conservative ... more risk taking? 

RO: More aggressive. 

CAC: What's the rationale for that? 

RO: [laughter] Because the members of our committee are skillful and successful businessmen 

CAC: I see. 

RO: ... who have started companies, and made a lot of money, and recognize the risk/reward 
ratio, and are willing to take some more chances than the 'Jniversity Board of Regents would with 
the public money. We have to cross our fingers because recently, we've had some downturns 
in some [unclear]. 

CAC: Sure, everyone has. 

RO: We've had just remarkable success. That Investment Committee has some of the most 
skillful investment people in town on it. Last year, our total return, equity and fixed income 
combined, was 22 percent, which is just unbelievable. We were heavily involved in some 
international funds and some biotechnology company, which were hot then. They've since cooled 
off. This year, we've given a little of that back; but, the results are still very good. 
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CAC: For clarity, you're saying that that range of decision comes from an initiative, primarily, 
of your board members representing the business community and not by staff internally? Could 
the staff internally, for example, say, "That's too risky." 

RO: No. It's definitely the decision and a course selected by our Investment Committee. The 
committee directs the staff rather than the staff directing the committee. 

CAC: Okay. 

RO: This particular group of people are interested in that subject. Many have worked in the 
investment end of things for years. 

CAC: What continuity of leadership do you have in that committee? 

RO: Again, remarkably, we've had the same core of people for ten or fifteen years. 

CAC: If there is turnover, if someone withdraws or dies, then that group really makes up its new 
personnel panel? 

RO: Precisely. They are self-selected; but, they're people who have considerable experience in 
the investment business. 

CAC: What range of issues come before the full board then or is most of the work done in 
committees? 

RO: No, it's all done in committees. The board technically ratifies all these decisions but they 
don't get at the details. 

CAC: That's usually the pattern. How many freestanding committees do you have? The 
Investment [Committee] would be a very important one. 

RO: That's the most important ... well, the Executive Committee is the most important. 

CAC: Sure. 

RO: Investment Committee, Planning and Trends ... 

CAC: What do Planning and Trends do? 

RO: They try to decide what areas the university should concentrate on, and where we ought 
to plan our next campaigns, and how big a staff we have ... that sort of internal management 
decision. 

Robert Odegard Interview 9 



CAC: Would they decide in part on the sex appeal of a given project by how it might appeal 
to potential donors? 

RO: Absolutely. That's a very important part. Typical procedure is to hire a consultant to do 
a feasibility study-as we're faced with right now. The Management School is out on a campaign 
to raise money for a new building. Mechanical Engineering got a matching grant from the 
legislature for a new building there. There will be the same kind of a procedure gone through 
there ... a feasibility study. If it looks favorable, then, a consultant is hired and separate staff 
is set up to organize the campaign. That goes on over and over. The only big major all
university campaign that we had was the one that was completely in 1985, a five-year campaign 
for faculty chairs, which you're familiar with. 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: That turned out to be hugely successful. 

CAC: Because the chairs could be spotted in ... ? 

RO: Anyplace. That's exactly right. Otherwise, a specific college campaign runs into 
competition from every other college that wants to do something similar. But, this one had broad 
approval because any college could participate and almost every college did to some extent. 

CAC: Sure. The colleges put it down to the departments. 

RO: Right. That had a unifying effect on the campaign. It was successful beyond our wildest 
imagination. We set out to raise $300 million and raised roughly $360 million. 

CAC: This $360 million is administered and invested by the foundation itself. The proceeds, 
the dividends, income, whatever goes ... ? 

RO: The income goes to the university who makes ... 

CAC: But they are dedicated to using that money as the money was raised? 

RO: Exactly, you've got it. 

CAC: Who in Morrill Hall then has to be the chief liaison? Is it the vice-president for Finance? 

RO: Yes. More than anybody else in the university, it's the vice-president for Finance. 

CAC: What role does the Academic Affairs officer, vice-president, provost play? 
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RO: I would say his influence is enormous on the financial vice-president. I think it's really 
those two people and, of course, the president has always taken a great interest in this. The 
president attends most of our board meetings and works very closely with the foundation officers. 

CAC: You, yourself, have worked with many different vice-presidents and presidents? 

RO: I have ... I think eight or nine presidents and nine financial vice-presidents in twenty-four 
years. 

CAC: Posterity wouldn't expect you to order them from A+ to C-; but certainly, there must be 
some vice-presidents or some presidents who more imaginative, more vigorous ... to look at the 
higher end of the scale? 

RO: It's an interesting question. 

CAC: They must have different styles of administration and politicking? 

RO: Yes, totally, totally, different. The most interesting vice-president I ever worked with was 
Hale Champion, whom you probably remember. 

CAC: Yes. He went to Harvard. 

RO: He went to Harvard; but, while he was here, I thought he made a great contribution toward 
improving the operation of the foundation and toward securing us a budget so that we could 
begin to expand. He was very important. All of the presidents have been supportive of this 
effort. 

CAC: I'm going to bait you just a little bit. Support is one thing. It can be formal. It can be 
enthusiastic. It can be intrusive. It can be assertive. It can be cordial. There are all kinds of 
modes of relating to this kind of a project. They'd all like more money. I have no question 
about that. 

RO: The two brightest presidents that I worked with were Ken Keller and Nils Hasselmo. They 
stood out above all the rest going clear back as far as Met Wilson. Met Wilson was great and 
very perceptive. Of course, he was gone before I got here. 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: The Keller story is unfortunate because I thought he was very instrumental in helping the 
foundation forge ahead. I thought he was very perceptive in his concept of what the university 
should become and, yet, he became the most unpopular president that I can remember-to the 
general public. 
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CAC: It raises the questions of how the opinion of a general public makes itself felt on a large 
institution ... 

RO: Daughter] 

CAC: ... because Mr. Keller had a great deal of support internally. 

RO: Yes. It's a fascinating question ... the way the general public and the legislature took such 
a dislike to Keller and really forced his hand and forced him out when he was clearly, I thought, 
the most visionary, the most intelligent of any of the presidents up until the time Nils came. 
Nils, I think, is almost equal in his intellectual capacity but is much more acceptable to the 
general public and to the legislature. He's much easier to work with. 

CAC: Another quality that comes to mind playing that role-presidents must play so many 
different roles-is their comfort level working with leaders of the financial and industrial 
investing world. There aren't very many academic people who feel comfortable. They may be 
intelligent-you've used that word-and intelligence is certainly part of it. How do you get an 
intuitive sense of that comfort level? 

RO: You've put your finger on a key issue. I guess that's why I think both Keller and Hasselmo 
were far above any of their predecessors in their ability to.feel comfortable and work with the 
business and political leadership in the state. 

CAC: How much do they have to invest with the Minnesota Foundation ... for example, a 
president? Is this a sometime affair or is it a major ... They have to do it by doing more than 
coming to board meetings? 

RO: Oh, yes. I think when you really boil it down, the president is the chief development 
officer of the university. I think he spends some, maybe, 15 to 20 percent of his time gathering 
resources because that's one of the principal tasks of a president ... to gather resources from 
both the public and the private sides. There is not a week goes by certainly, scarcely a day, 
when they don't pay some attention to their philanthropic efforts. 

CAC: You spoke earlier-as a former legislator, you would be sensitive to that--of resistance 
of the legislature to having the university compete with good private colleges: Macalester, 
Carleton, St. Olaf, and so on. Is it your perception that that has now largely dissipated or 
disappeared or been weakened? How far along that line are we? 

RO: It totally disappeared when we began to have some results. 

CAC: I see. 
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RO: This showed the legislators that this eased the burden on the taxpayers and improved the 
quality of the institution. I don't think there is anybody over there that I know about ... 

CAC: This would be relatively recent then? 

RO: No, I think that happened rather quickly when we first began to have some success. 

CAC: In the early 1970s? 

RO: Yes, that's correct. We get almost no complaints about our fund raising activities from over 
there. 

CAC: How do you deal with finance officers at Carleton, Macalester, Hamline, etcetera? Is 
there a competition there or are there shared spheres of market? 

RO: There's both, competition and shared spheres of market. Some of my closest friends are 
people in similar capacities at the private institutions. We collaborate. 

CAC: And you share information with them? 

RO: Yes, we do. 

CAC: At what level? There aren't corporate secrets here of the Minnesota Foundation of 
persons that you're cultivating? 

RO: We don't share prospect information, that kind of thing, but general operating philosophies, 
and we get together with the National Society of Fund Raising Executives and CASE, the 
Council for Advancement and Support of Education, all those kinds of things. We're all toiling 
in the same vineyard and we look on ourselves as brothers. 

CAC: There's no perception of the university being an elephant with antelope? 

RO: [laughter] Y~s, there is. That's a danger and it was one of the things that concerned us 
when we first started on our major Capital Funds Campaign. Some people said that the 
university looks like a steamroller rolling over the state sucking up the resources. 

CAC: Right. 

RO: There were some sporadic efforts to discourage the university from this major Capital 
Funds Campaign but they dissipated rather quickly because I think there is such deep ingrained 
respect for the value of the university to the people in the state. I think popular opinion just 
overwhelmed the opposition and the opposition came from the other major cultural and arts 
organizations. You can hardly find anybody in the state that hasn't been touched or benefitted 
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by the university in some way or other ... with our Extension Service, hospital, Medical School, 
all its other . . . 

CAC: Again, you name the professional and technical ... that's your best sales point? 

RO: No question. Yes. 

CAC: This means, if one is trying to sell the idea of general undergraduate fellowships, 
scholarships, for example, that's a harder sell? 

RO: Absolutely. That's a tough sell and one we've been addressing ourselves to recently. 
Supporting the central core of the university, of the College of Liberal Arts, is a tougher sell 
because so many of their graduates go on to professional schools. 

CAC: Yes, and identify with them? 

RO: They identify with them because it's a smaller group. What you have to do is try to skew 
your internal budget decisions to support the central core of the university and let these 
professional and technical schools raise the money from the private sources. You have to build 
that core of the university internally. 

CAC: Does it happen, and if it happens, how is it resolved, if a private college is working hard 
on a given potential donor and the university already has a connection there? How does the 
donor himself separate that out and make judgments? 

RO: I can't think of a case where that's happened. The donors obviously weigh those two 
choices. They make their own decisions and we're not involved in that. 

CAC: That's not part of the conversation? 

RO: No. 

CAC: You won't go to philanthropist A and he says, "Carleton is really ... " 

RO: Absolutely not. I don't think I've ever had a conversation like that. To give you an 
example of how people of wealth and influence can direct money your way . . . "Smokie" 
Ordway, who was our president some ten to twelve years ago, had an elder aunt, Ellen Ordway, 
who moved to New York and when she was making out her will-she was unrnarried-she called 
"Smokie" and asked him for some ideas about who she should leave her money to. Smokie said, 
"Why don't you put the university in your will for some money?" So, she did. Some ten, twelve 
years went by and she called up "Smokie" and said, "1 put the university in my will for $1 
million; but, I don't know anybody there and I think I want to change that feature of my will. 
He said, "Don't do anything until I talk to you again." Before he could talk to her again, she 
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died and $1 million went to the Mathematics Department at the university, which was an interest 
of hers. 

CAC: I see. She had specified Mathematics? 

RO: Yes, right. Just a telephone call to these people who control this great wealth can bend it 
your way. This is a matter of cultivating those kind of people. 

CAC: I should talk with "Smokie." He goes fishing with my son. 

RO: Oh, does he? 

CAC: They're great fly fishers. 

RO: Ah, yes. I've been to his place up on the Brule [River]. 

CAC: Yes. My son, Robert, often goes up for the opening of the season with "Smokie." Of 
course, there the competition is for the Nature Conservancy, among others. I can imagine 
"Smokie" saying, "Oh, give it to the Nature Conservancy," right ... ? 

RO: Exactly. 

CAC: ... "or to the Ordway Theater downtown St. Pau1." There are lots ... After your long 
intimate experience, you don't know how these folks make those kinds of decisions? 

RO: Absolutely not. I remember "Smokie" coming to me when his aunt, the same aunt who 
gave $10 million to the Nature Conservancy, said, "Is there any way the university could use this 
money to buy up property to preserve nature trails?" I could not find anybody in the university 
who felt that we had enough resources to buy, hold, and manage property like that. By default, 
it went to the Nature Conservancy. [laughter] 

CAC: Probably a better place. 

RO: It might have been. 

CAC: What is your relationship with the Medical School? Do they raise their own money or 
do they do it in partnership with you? 

RO: Both. Most of their fund raising efforts are run by the Minnesota Medical Foundation, 
which preceded this establishment. 

CAC: I see and are autonomous from the university and from this foundation? 
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RO: That's correct. They're really [unclear]. 

CAC: You don't do much for them or with them? 

RO: Yes, we do. For some reason, some of the faculty projects come to us because maybe they 
didn't get along with someone in the Medical Foundation. So yes, many of our major gifts have 
been for the Medical School, even though most of their activity goes through the Medical 
Foundation. They are two separate entities. 

CAC: Down the line-I'm asking for the historian of the future-I should talk to someone in the 
Medical Foundation as well? 

RO: Absolutely ... David Teslow, who is the current executive director. Yes, you should. 
That was originally set up by Owen Wangensteen. He had a falling out with the people running 
it then; so, Owen's personal money and the money he raised all came through our foundation. 
I don't know whether you remember that or not? They had quite a bitter fight over how to use 
some of the money that they had raised. Owen was one of our major benefactors when I first 
came here. 

CAC: When I talk with people who work with the legislature, for example, they talk about the 
prominence of the football team, and basketball team, and sports generally as having the best 
visibility and a good team will make the legislature more generous. What activities within the 
university would attract people to the University of Minnesota Foundation? That's a bad way to 
put the question; but, I'm thinking of the troubles within the Medical School the last year, year 
and a half, two years. Does that dampen the enthusiasm for persons to contribute there? What's 
the climate? How does this work? 

RO: You obviously have done a lot of thinking about this because you put your finger on the 
hot spots. The interesting thing about controversies, like the one with Keller and the remodeling 
of Eastcliff and the football and the basketball scandals, is they depress alumni membership and 
they discourage small gifts, but the sophisticated people continue to contribute; so in total, our 
contributions have continued to rise. 

CAC: That's interesting. 

RO: Last year, I think we came in at about $67 million, which is a newall-time high for a non
campaign year. 

CAC: The alumni office raises money for general purposes? 

RO: No, practically nothing. They really concentrate on membership service and membership, 
travel ... 
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CAC: Do they steer potential donors your way ever? 

RO: Yes, oh, sure. There are contacts. We try to have joint meetings with the Alumni 
Association when we're traveling in different parts of the country. Yes, that's the idea that they 
be part of the prospecting tool for us. They really don't do anything substantial in the way of 
fund raising. That's also a potential point of conflict in many schools. Public schools often have 
had bitter fights between the alumni and the foundation. Private schools are smart enough to 
discourage that kind of activity and they look at alumni and development activities as two sides 
of the same coin. 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: They work much more closely together. There's been a long history of conflict in the major 
Land-Grant institutions in the Big Ten ... fights between alumni and development people. 

CAC: Of the major donors the last twenty years to the foundation, what percent would have 
been also alumni of a professional school or a [unclear] college? 

RO: We're not sure how many of these so-called non-alumni gifts were motivated by alumni. 
This is suspect. We have done a much poorer job of raising money from our alumni than we 
have from general supporters. Our alumni contributions are very low. Fifteen to twenty percent 
of our contributions theoretically come from alumni; although now, some of that has been 
encouraged by alumni that we don't know about. For 100 years, we neglected our alumni 
membership and we didn't have any development activity. Nobody was out there trying to 
generate school spirit. For many years, as you know, we didn't have any all-university 
convocation. The Alumni Association was five miles off the campus. When we came here, the 
total number of alumni on our mailing list was 100,000 but 20 percent of those were bad 
addresses. We've built that back to somewhere around 465,000. We neglected our alumni in our 
development efforts for 100 years. We're still fighting that. Of course, the fact that this is a 
commuter campus ... 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: ... located in a major city where the Capitol is, people don't have much of a chance to 
build college spirit here. For years, we didn't even have any homecoming. 

CAC: With such a late start-to come back to your initial observation within the Big Ten-I 
don't know by what criteria of judgment one could make an evaluation but the University of 
Minnesota stands where, relatively, to the other large Big Ten universities? 

RO: For quite a few years, we've been in the top ten and in many of those years, we've been 
top by two or three of all institutions. 
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CAC: All state, public, private? 

RO: All institutions. I think we're somewhere around seventh or eighth this year. That includes 
the big ones, like Harvard, and Yale, and Stanford. 

CAC: That would not reflect total current assets but an annual success? 

RO: Correct, yes. 

CAC: That means that there's a lot of ground to be made up. 

RO: Yes. 

CAC: Harvard and Stanford have a little bit of a head start. 

RO: [laughter] Correct. That's exactly right. 

CAC: Do you get a sense that the functioning, the way the foundation forms, differs greatly 
between these large prestigious universities, Harvard and Stanford, for example, and Ohio, or 
Minnesota, or what have you? 

RO: They are much older, much more experienced, much bigger, and much more successful. 
A friend of mine was head of his ... 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 

[Tape 1, Side 2] 

CAC: We've covered a good number of topics. When we began, I suggested that I would have 
to rely on you to fill in gaps that I was not aware of or if I didn't ask the right leading questions. 
Are there free-lance offerings that you want to make to posterity and the future so we understand 
really how this thing has worked? 

RO: [laughter] I'm not sure I understand myself how it worked. All I know is that it did. 

CAC: It's a lot of credit to you. You were in the 1970s and 1980s ... 

RO: It was tough going starting out with 100,000 names and 20 percent bad addresses. First, 
you have to locate the people. We had a crew of students that started out calling every night. 

CAC: That's on the alumni side? 
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RO: No, that was the development activity. We have still a group of students come in here 
every night and call alumni. 

CAC: Heavens. 

RO: Of the people they reach, about a third of them make gifts, not enough to make any 
difference. The average gift is something like thirty-five or forty dollars; but, the hope is that 
once you get them started by telephone, then you can keep them alive by mail. We're trying to 
develop our mailing lists and our annual contributions. 

CAC: How large a central staff is there in this office now? 

RO: Roughly, fifty people. 

CAC: Of those, how many are professional and how many are support? 

RO: Ten would be professionals. The rest would be support staff. 

CAC: These ten professional support staff are committed, primarily, for their daily routine to 
seeking out potential donors? 

RO: Correct, yes ... some annual giving professionals, some deferred giving, some experts in 
estate planning, and wills, and trusts, and that kind of thing. Some of our major gifts have come 
by way of deferred gifts. 

CAC: Yes. That would be true of any ... 

RO: Philanthropic activity. That's what you do ... you hope to get people started with a small 
annual gift that gradually grows, then a major gift, and then the final step obviously is to put the 
university in their will for part of their estate. If they don't give it away, the government will 
get a good share of it anyway. It has great appeal. 

CAC: Of these professional persons, how many are lawyers? I'm asking the question to see 
whether there are really a lot of legal problems that come up here as well as financial. 

RO: No, we use outside lawyers. We have no lawyers on our staff. 

CAC: I see. Do you borrow lawyers from the Morrill Hall legal staff? 

RO: Not much. We tend to use outside lawyers. 

CAC: Is there an area in which there are legal technicalities that have to be addressed [unclear]? 
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RO: Oh, absolutely. Everyone of these major estates has to be carefully scrutinized by the 
lawyers and carefully drawn. 

CAC: You do that by contract rather than in-house? 

RO: Right, that's correct. 

CAC: This frees the ten persons on the professional staff really to be beating the [unclear] all 
the time. 

RO: That's correct. 

CAC: The director, himself, must be consumed by doing liaison work with all these different 
constituencies ... not only the donors but the university and the Board of Regents? 

RO: You're absolutely right. That's what makes it a difficult management job. The dilemma 
you point out is that we, theoretically, coordinate all these people in the colleges-I said ten 
professionals; it should be twenty rather than ten if you count the people out in the colleges-and 
yet, they're responsible to the dean for their budget and their salary. You're absolutely right. My 
recollection of this job is going out of the office at five thirty on Friday night, never having 
gotten to the three most important things because there were so many calls from donors and 
faculty members with projects. It's a matter of coordinating. 

CAC: Major donors finally want to talk to the director. 

RO: Yes, sir. [laughter] Yes, they do-or the president if it's a big enough one. There's a 
magic in the presidency. 

CAC: Have there been any persons on the Board of Regents the last twenty-five years who 
would playa major role in assisting, promoting, setting up contacts, and so forth or is that not 
part of the perceived responsibility of a member of the Board of Regents? 

RO: It is and I would have to say that the regents have been remarkably supportive of this in 
sort of the same way that the legislature has come to be supportive of it. They like seeing this 
flow of money. 

CAC: They like it; but, do they aggressively seek out their friends or associates? 

RO: Yes, a number have . . . quite a number have and just saying good things about the 
foundation. 

CAC: Do you ever call on a particular member of the Board of Regents to go with you to visit 
somebody, for example? 
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RO: Absolutely, absolutely. The best solicitation technique continues to be one professional 
person and one volunteer to call on somebody that they might know better than ... 

CAC: This might be a volunteer from your own board ... ? 

RO: It could be. 

CAC: ... or from the Board of Regents? 

RO: Correct or just somebody in town that knows your prospect. 

CAC: I see ... in which case, you would have to make the contact to that person? 

RO: It's better if their closest friend makes the contact and says, "We'd like to come and see 
you." For years, "Smokie" Ordway and I went out to call on people for our Corporate Associates 
program, which was a program to attract unusually talented graduated students to the university 
in Business and IT [Institute of Technology]. When I'd call up and say, "Mr. Ordway would like 
to come and see you," they were very responsive. [laughter] Many in the Minneapolis business 
community knew about the Ordway fortune and mystique; but, they had never met him. 

CAC: How many do you suppose would ever go fishing with him? 

RO: [laughter] Not many. 

CAC: There's an angle for you, Bob. 

RO: Do more fly fishing. I remember Bernie Ridder who was very instrumental in getting 
Ordway on the board-they were close friends-saying, "I'd just do anything if we could get 
'Smokie' to take an interest in the university." Between us, we got him on the board, and he 
became president, and then he and I went out and made all these calls. He enjoyed it and he was 
very effective. You know what an unassuming, quiet sort of a guy he is representing this huge 
fortune? 

CAC: Yes. 

RO: All the contacts with these big companies that we made ... it was a great adventure. 

CAC: Let me shift back to personally for just a moment. I hadn't realized you were an 
undergraduate class of 1942 ... at what college? 

RO: Agricultural Business Administration. My adviser was Oscar B. Jesness, [unclear]. 

CAC: Yes. He's a hero of legendary standing. 

Robert Odegard Interview 21 



RO: A great fellow. 

CAC: Then, you leave the university, I assume, for service and then back to a private career? 

RO: That's exactly right. 

CAC: You've seen this strange university from a number of different perspectives. Do you have 
any over all sense of how we have tended and how we have done, thinking now beyond the 
foundation itself? 

RO: Oh, do I! Of course, I think I probably have viewed the university from as many different 
perspectives as most people. I was a student here, graduated in 1942. Three of my sisters went 
to school here and four of our children. 

CAC: Heavens. 

RO: Then, when I came back from the war, our family business was an automobile agency and 
a substantial farm up in Mille Lacs County. We relied on the university Extension Service for 
advice on seed and fertilizer. We never changed varieties without talking to the Extension agent; 
so, I had close relationships with the university then. Later, when I went into the legislature, we 
got another opportunity to look at the university. Then, of course, since 1970, being on the staff 
here, I think, I've viewed from about as many directions as you can. My respect and admiration 
for the place continues to grow. There are very few places like universities in the world. The 
objectivity, and search for truth, and free expression, and all that goes with it are national 
treasures. I hope that the university can continue to prosper. 

CAC: How rewarding for you personally to have been in a take-off position. 

RO: Yes, it was. Half of the success was just being in the right place at the right time. It was 
an idea whose time had come and we hadn't capitalized on it. 

CAC: I'm going to press you once more on that because the foundation's birth is 1962, but it 
lags for eight years. 

RO: Yes. 

CAC: Yet, I know that Met Wilson had set that as one of four priorities when he came here. 
I interviewed Met several years ago. He took great pride in this and I'm still trying to puzzle and 
having in mind this historian of the future, why it took into early Moos to move it forward, to 
implement what was a good idea. 

RO: It was a good idea but no staff. 
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CAC: I know but a president can find staff. 

RO: [laughter] 

CAC: And particularly in the 1960s. There was lots of money in the university and in the 
community and 1963, 1964, 1965, 1966, 1967 ... those are good years. 

RO: Yes, they were growth years in the state. 

CAC: And in the state's economy. This is just growth time. I'm repeating that question because 
in my own mind, if I were writing the history, I can't understand that. 

RO: For lacking a better answer, I think it would be Met's recognition that the legislature didn't 
really want the university to be in that business. 

CAC: He was held back by that perception, which at that time was undoubtedly true. 

RO: It was very strong, very strong. It was strong when I was there. In the mid Moos term, 
they decided to bite the bullet and establish a development office. 

CAC: Do you know what got to Mr. Moos or persons around him to take that risk and go for 
it? 

RO: Yes, conversations with other university presidents. 

CAC: In the Big Ten, primarily? 

RO: In the Big Ten, correct. At that time, George Brakelee had been retained by Stan Wenberg. 
For all the time Wenberg was here, he had George Brakelee on a retainer. He was a professional 
fund raiser from New York. 

CAC: This was President Moos? 

RO: Yes. Brakelee kept after Moos and Wenberg to say, "Look, this ball game is growing. 
You've got to get into it." I think he finally got through to Moos on that score. Then, Roger 
Kennedy was here for that while. 

CAC: Yes, you mentioned his influence. 

RO: He understood it. The two things together, I think enabled us to charge ahead. 

CAC: That's interesting, particularly because I come at Moos, as many people do, from another 
point of view, which is to say that early Moos, 1970, 1971, 1972-kind of mid career-he is 
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facing so much tumult on campus itself of the minority students, and the anti~war movement, and 
so forth. I know from other persons whom I've talked with and just being around the place, like 
you, for forty years that he invested a lot of his own time, and energy, and thought on keeping 
things open on campus with the students. 

RO: Yes, right. 

CAC: You're suggesting that it is precisely at the same time that he's making this opening as 
well? 

RO: Yes. 

CAC: That's a remarkable story. 

RO: It is. I feel very grateful for having been able to playa small part in it. I had known a lot 
of people through our automobile business, and through farming, and through the political 
connections that made it easy for me to circulate in some of these other groups . . . and the 
investment business. All of those things helped. 

CAC: They all came together for you. 

RO: It was totally unplanned. 

CAC: When one talks with young people as I do as a professor-I'm now retired, of course-it's 
that building of career that they so often think of as a single line. It just doesn't work that way, 
does it? 

RO: No, it doesn't. [pause] 

CAC: We're pausing for files to be looked at here. There's a document coming. 

RO: I was thinking of-this isn't for recording-sometime before I came back to the university, 
a guy by the name of Campbell did a lot of studies on students vocational guidance and he called 
me and I had an interview. He wondered what I'd done and why. He showed me an interest 
inventory that had been taken while I was in school. On the interest inventory ... way up here 
was social service, boy scout leader, chamber of commerce executive or public official ... all 
the kinds of things that this job involved but which I was never aware of when I was in 
school-iJr was told about. So through a curious combination of circumstances, I find myself 
back here in the right spot twenty-five years later. [laughter] It was unusual because it's just like 
I road map, just the kind of things you have to do in this sort of a job. 

CAC: Bob, this was an extraordinarily interesting conversation and I think very illuminating for 
persons down the line who will be interested in a very important part of the university's history. 
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RO: You were obviously a keen observer of this. It is an interesting story and one of great 
benefit to the state. 

CAC: Crucial to the state and to the institution itself. We thank you for your career and I thank 
you for the interview. 

[End of the Tape 1, Side 2] 

[End of the Interview] 
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