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CAC: This is Clarke Chambers. Here we are on a bright winter's day, December 20, 1995, in 
the afternoon. I have the pleasure of interviewing James Shannon who had a long career in so 
many places, most of them touching on higher education in the state of Minnesota in one way 
or another. The interview is being conducted in my office, 1152 Social Science Tower. That's 
for the record. We always have to know archivally where things are done. 

Jim, we are going to be selective as we talked just a moment ago. You did get a bachelor's 
degree from St. Thomas and, then, for reasons that you said, and I think can repeat briefly here 
for the record, were a graduate student in English at the University of Minnesota, 1948 to 1951, 
and, then, came back to Minnesota after your Ph.D. at Yale and became president of St. Thomas 
College, and had many relationships with the university in a variety of ways. Why don't we just 
get started a little bit with your early career? 

JS: I was a student at St. Thomas from 1938 to 1941. I got my bachelor's degree there in 
classics, specializing in Latin and Greek. I went to the St. Paul Seminary [School of Divinity
University of St. Thomas] and studied there for six years. I was ordained a Catholic priest in 
June 1946 and I was assigned for two years as an assistant at the Cathedral [of St. Paul] and in 
1948, I was assigned as an instructor at the minor seminary in St. Paul. It was called Nazareth 
Hall. It no longer exists. My assignment there was to teach first year college English, senior 
high school English, and fIrst year college Greek. 

I had taken summer courses at the University of Minnesota when I was in college. I managed 
to get through college in three years by taking a couple of summer sessions here. I was not a 
newcomer on this campus. I registered at the University of Minnesota for the beginning of a 
master's degree in the fall of 1948 and I fInished in the spring of 1951 and got my master's 
degree. While was here, as I said to you privately a few moments ago, I had the great good 
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fortune of having Robert Penn Warren as one of my teachers, my first teacher, as a matter of 
fact, in 1948, and also as my faculty adviser. He was of immense help to me. Because of my 
teaching schedule at Nazareth Hall, I could only take courses at the university that were taught 
after three o'clock in the afternoon. I ended up with a terrible melange of courses and Warren 
fmally interceded with me with Leonard Unger in Seventeenth Century literature and Sam Monk 
in Eighteenth Century, to allow me to miss occasionally a course from them and they did it on 
their good faith in the word of Robert Penn Warren. 

CAC: Why did Robert Penn Warren spotted you as real promising? That's a sign of a good 
teacher. 

JS: Warren was a deeply courteous southern gentleman. 

CAC: Ahhh. 

JS: I don't know that he went out of his way for me but he made it his business to get me 
permission from Monk, for example, to attend his Eighteenth Century literature course on 
Mondays and Fridays, and skip it every Wednesday, and borrow the notes from a friend who did 
attend the course. That's not recommended for graduate students, but Warren went out of his 
way. Coincidentally, we both went to Yale at the same time, he to teach and I to graduate 
school. I went to Yale to get a doctorate in history in the fall of 1951. He introduced me to all 
of his friends at Yale. He took me around an introduced me them. I'll make a note to myself 
to send you a column that I wrote in the Minneapolis Star and Tribune about him. Oh, you have 
it? 

CAC: Yes. 

JS: Did I send that to you? 

CAC: Yes. 

JS: I have great affection for him and great appreciation for the university because of the 
consideration they gave me. 

CAC: There were quite a few creative novelists at that time-Saul Bellow was on the faculty 
then, as well-and they all fled in the early 1950s. 

JS: Is that right? 

CAC: That group did not hold. 

JS: Warren left in the summer of 1951, yes. 
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CAC: You spot him as a really great teacher? There are a lot of good teachers. What was the 
quality of that? 

JS: The quality was on several levels. The course that I took from him was called "The 
Technique of the Novel." He assigned us ten novels, one a week for ten weeks. We met for two 
hours once a week from four o'clock until six. We just talked about that novel. Warren never 
talked about literature generically, in the abstract. He talked about what this writer is trying to 
do in this chapter. Is he doing it well or poorly? He was the artist inside the work and trying 
to talk about how you reconcile time, and scale, and point of view, and the omniscient author, 
and characterization . . . these many variables. You'll probably get a good insight into him 
. .. The fust day he came into the class, he said, "The title of this class is the 'The Technique 
of the Novel.' I suppose any good teacher would begin by deftning a novel and I can't do that. 
I don't know what a novel is. I've read several. I've written a few. If you ladies and gentlemen 
will spot me a few points and let me talk as though we all know what that genre is, I would be 
grateful." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: He immediately disarmed everybody by his candor and his deep, deep courtesy. No student 
could ever ask a dumb question to Warren. Warren would take a poor question and fashion it 
into a better question and give it a brilliant answer. He was just superlatively good, and deeply, 
deeply courteous to the students, and a very wise man. I've never met his match as a teacher. 
He was widely read. I learned as much also from Robert Penn Warren about how teachers 
should treat their students as I learned about how novelists should treat their readers. 

There's another anecdote of his that maybe is germane here-I hope it is. He was my adviser and 
I went to see him to tally for one semester, one quarter's courses. He had a young man in his 
office who was a reporter for the old New York Herald Tribune-the Herald Tribune still exists 
in Paris, but not in this country-and this young man came there to interview Warren. Warren 
had just sold the movie rights to All the King's Men for something like $100,000, my memory 
tells me. We thought that was astronomical in those days. 

CAC: The dollar was worth more then. 

JS: Undoubtedly, the dollar was worth more. I said to Warren, "I'll step out so you can have 
your interview." "No," he said, "stay here. That won't bother me or this young man." The 
young man was very inexperienced. He began by saying, "Dr. Warren, how does one go about 
writing a great novel?" Warren looked at the ceiling, and he looked out the window, and he 
looked at his fmgemails, and he said, "Young man, I can't answer that. I don't know how you 
can do that. I'll tell you this. Even in order to write a very bad novel, one must have a vast lack 
of interest in a host of other worthwhile topics." 

CAC: [laughter] 
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JS: I thought, at the time, that that sentence was a compendium of worldly wisdom about how 
to use your talent, your training, and your time, and to focus it to get some results. I've really, 
literally, followed that as a monetum from Robert Penn Warren for years. 

CAC: Pay attention and focus. 

JS: Yes, to do anything, even to do it badly. I think [Gilbert Keith] Chesterton has said, 
"Anything that's really worth doing is worth doing badly." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: That sounds like a ticket for sloppy administration; but, Warren was taking the reverse of 
it and saying, "To write a great novel or to write a poor novel requires focus and you must 
focus." Warren was the star in my firmament. Sam Monk was also on the faculty at the time. 
He taught the Eighteenth Century literature sequence and Leonard Unger taught the Seventeenth 
Century. They were both exceptionally good teachers. David Willson taught in English History. 

CAC: Yes, oh my. 

JS: I took his Tudor/Stuart course and found that same kind of universal, gentlemanly courteous 
concern that Munck, and Unger, and Warren, and Willson had for their students. It was a 
marvelous atmosphere. They were pro-students, and they were pro-learning, and they were pro
reading. 

CAC: But, they were also old-fashioned patricians, which is saying the same thing perhaps. 

JS: That's right. They were old-fashioned. Now, the other side of that equation ... The only 
qualitative requirement for a master's degree in the curriculum at Minnesota, at that time, was 
a one-quarter course in Old English. It was taught by Amy Armstrong. Amy Armstrong was 
the most mean-spirited teacher I have ever seen in a classroom. I was told privately that her 
mother was ill, and she was nursing her mother, and that she had a lot of private anxiety and 
worry in her life. I've always given her the benefit of the doubt. After we had been in that class 
less than a month, she sailed in one morning, and plumped her books on the table, and she said, 
"I understand that a delegation from this class has reported me to the dean of Liberal Arts for 
my mean-spirited pedagogy. I want to make it perfectly clear to you, I've been reported to the 
dean of this university every time I've taught a course here for twenty years; so, you're not going 
to make any difference in my life." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: At that time, the president of St. Thomas was Father Vincent Flynn, my friend and my 
former teacher. He got his master's here and his doctorate at Chicago. When he found out I was 
going to the university, he said, "Have you been invited to join the AAAA?" I said, "No, I don't 
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even know what that is." He said, "You'll be invited shortly because that's the Association for 
the Assassination of Amy Armstrong." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: I don't know what was troubling her, but she was a mean-spirited lady. I think I got a B 
from her and I got the qualitative requirement out of the way. 

CAC: You were fortunate, as you were saying before the machine was turned on, in coming into 
a department that was really at its golden age right then-this is my judgment, but it's the 
judgment of many others, I'm sure. 

JS: I was not aware of that comparison; but, I think, in retrospect, I certainly had a remarkable 
group. William Van O'Connor was also in that department at that time. 

CAC: And Huntington Brown. 

JS: Huntington Brown was at the end of his best years as a teacher. I had him for one 
Shakespeare course and one pre-Shakespearean drama course; but, he was not at his peak. Leo 
Marx was here teaching American Literature at that time. Henry Nash Smith was here teaching 

CAC: Both of them in American Studies. 

JS: He had written Virgin Land. Although, I didn't have a course from him, I met him and 
listened to some of his lectures. There was great talent here. I was fortunate in that regard at 
that time. 

CAC: And you're learning things that switch across disciplines. You're learning English, but 
you're learning matters and method. 

JS: Yes. You see a teacher there and you say to yourself, "This is a great teacher." Warren 
came into that class on the first day with one sheet of paper and a package of cigarettes . . . 
Folwell Hall, third floor. There were two big signs on the wall, "No Smoking." He smoked 
from the beginning of the class through a two-hour class. He must have smoked a half a pack 
of cigarettes. All he had on that sheet was the name of ten novels. He said, "I want each of 
you, ladies and gentlemen, to buy a paperback copy and it's on this sheet. I'll give you copy of 
this. When I'm talking about what the author is writing on page seventy-nine, I want the same 
thing on your page seventy-nine." He would occasionally tear a page out as kind of a dramatic 
illustration of what his focus was. On the very first day, I was just impressed so much by his 
passion for what he was doing, his low-key passion, which he wanted to share with us. We have 
all had, by the time we're in college or a university, teachers of English who rhapsodize about 
some passage, but don't give the poor student any clue as to why it's great or to why it's good. 
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I'll give you an example that comes to me now. We read [Ernest] Hemingway's novel about the 
lieutenant in the American Army ... 

CAC: Farewell to Arms. 

JS: ... Farewell to Arms. This lieutenant is injured and he's in a military hospital in Italy. 
Two doctors come to see him at different times: the Italian doctor and the American doctor. 
When we came in that day, we had all read the novel, eighteen of us. Warren said, "Which of 
the two doctors in this novel is the more competent medical man?" There were eighteen of us 
in the class, Clarke, and all eighteen agreed that the American doctor was superior, qua doctor. 
Warren said, "That's not in the book." "Oh, it must be." "Show me. Where is it in the book?" 
So, we all scampered through this. There's a sequence in it in which the man is wounded. He 
doesn't know how badly and he doesn't know what his chances are. This Italian doctor comes 
in immaculately groomed, clean fingernails, white shirt, shiny shoes, stethoscope, the works. The 
American lieutenant says, "Hey, doc, what are my chances? What's going to happen to me?" 
The doctor gives him this long and involved highly technical medicalese answer, which is non
informative. Then, a little later in the day, this American doctor comes in. He's in uniform. His 
uniform is disheveled. He hasn't shaved. He's somewhat bleary-eyed, smelling of strong drink 
and uses very strong language, a little vulgar, a little obscene, very direct; but, when the guy asks 
him, "Doc, what are my chances?" he tells him in intelligible terms. The doctor leaves and the 
man now knows his condition medically. Warren says, "There's no place that Hemingway says, 
'Gentle reader, the American medical is a better doctor.' But, you all think he is. Now, if you 
all think he is, you must have got it from the book; but, how did you get it?" Finally, we caught 
the point and we began parsing the sentences. The American doctor's language ... the verbs in 
his sentences were all imperatives. He shouted at the nurses. He blasted the patient. He 
complained about Army regulations; but, implicitly the reader thinks, if this person uses the 
imperative all the time, he must be a person of command. He must know what he's talking 
about. Warren said, "Hemingway communicated with you in an unwritten psychological implied 
kind of implicit diction. That's great writing. That's terrific writing." 

CAC: And it's good teaching. You remember this fifty years later. 

JS: That's right. It comes back to me now as I talk to you. As I've said before, Warren was 
a deeply courteous southern gentleman. He and I coincidentally left Minnesota to go to Yale at 
the same time. He introduced me to Cleanth Brooks and some of his friends and treated me as 
a peer; and I was just a young graduate student. 

CAC: I suppose it's not entirely nostalgia. I've talked with a number of people who are older, 
that is, they are in their sixties, seventies, and some in the their eighties, who talk about, in the 
academy generally, not only at the university but elsewhere, a loss of this sense of gentleness. 

JS: Yes. It's a rougher world and not just in academia. It's a rougher world in politics. 
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CAC: Discourse is quite different, isn't it? 

JS: Yes. Yes. I don't know how we recoup that. How do we get back to that? 

CAC: You use this word courtesy. I don't think very many people would say that, except for 
exceptional individuals. Most of our institutions are not courteous in that broader cultural sense. 

JS: Unfortunately, that's true, yes. Keep me on your topic here. 

CAC: Daughter] Oh, well. Maybe we'll come back to that because I'm really interested. So 
many people have commented about this in their conversations with me. They became academics 
in the 1940s, 1950s, 1960s because they had an experience and an expectation of what that life 
would be and it was jarred pretty seriously in the 1970s and 1980s. You've seen it operate 
elsewhere; so, we may come back to reflect on that. You went to Yale for history or American 
studies ... which? 

JS: I wasn't sure I was going to study American studies there. I was accepted at Yale for the 
fall of 1950 and the diocese couldn't spare me; so, I went a year later. My name had gone to 
the top of a seniority list and I got a full scholarship at Yale. David Morris Potter was another 
deeply courteous southern gentle man .' .. 

CAC: Ohhh, yes. 

JS: ... who was a history professor; but, he was then the chairman of American Studies. He 
had seen my transcript and he told me that, if I would use my M.A. in English from Minnesota 
toward a Ph.D. in American Studies at Yale, I could do the Ph.D. in two years there by just 
doing the history part; so, what I did at Yale was history. I got the Ph.D. I really was ftnished 
with my work in 1954, but my thesis was too late to qualify. So, I came home for a year and 
then went back there in 1955 and got my degree. 

CAC: Like many of us, Jim, you did autobiography for your dissertation with the Irish 
settlements in Minnesota, right? 

JS: Yes. Catholic colonization. 

CAe: How did you come into that topic? How did you find it? 

JS: I found it because of an historian named Marcus Lee Hansen. 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

JS: Marcus Lee Hansen had taught at lllinois and then went to Harvard ... died young. You, 
as an historian, will recall that Marcus Lee Hansen was a exponent of the theory that in talking 
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about migrations, you should talk about the antecedent culture and the successive culture, and 
compare them, and not choose up sides because people don't shuck their identity when they leave 
Europe and come here. He was the advocate for people talking about the culture of the people 
before they left Europe and after they came here. 

CAC: You didn't study with him personally? 

JS: I did not. 

CAC: You read a great book that he wrote that said this? 

JS: I read one essay, Clarke, just before he died. He knew he was dying. I don't know what 
malady he had; but, he knew that his time was limited and he wrote an essay which was an 
attempt on his part, I think, to get in print several things that he would like to leave behind him. 
He said, "If I had world enough and time and I got some graduate student from Minnesota 

" 

CAC: Oh, for heaven's sake. 

JS: "I would like to fmd a graduate student who would study the attempt by Archbishop John 
Ireland to establish Catholic Irish farming colonies in western Minnesota." I took that one 
sentence to David Potter and I said, "I think that there's enough substance for this because there 
are archives that can make this possible." 

CAC: Of course. 

JS: Potter immediately agreed. Ralph Gabriel was on that faculty. 

CAC: Ohhh, my. 

JS: Ralph Gabriel ... another deeply courteous gentleman. So, Potter and Gabriel both 
reviewed my prospectus and they said, "There's enough stuff there. There's enough substance 
to it ... the question is archival material." I said, "Let's leave that up to future study." I maybe 
committed a real boner at that time. This was just after Oscar Handlin had published The 
Uprooted, which was a Pulitzer prize winning book ... 

CAC: You bet. 

JS: ... in the geme that I would be writing. I said to Mr. Potter one day in his office, "I don't 
know that there's anyone at Yale right now who is deeply immersed in the field of migration as 
a field of study. Maybe it would be worth my while to drive up to Harvard and talk to Oscar 
Handlin." Potter was very courteous. I don't know exactly what he said; but, it was something 
like this, "Father Shannon, I don't think it would be necessary for you to drive all the way up to 
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Cambridge to talk to someone from Harvard." [laughter] He gave that the cold water. But, 
without his approval, I did go up to Harvard and I talked to Handlin. Again, this great generosity 
in academia . . . he said, "That is a prime topic. I've been waiting for years for somebody to 
walk in here and tell me what you're telling me." He gave me all kinds of leads and told me 
where archival material was. 

CAC: Ah! 

JS: It was just marvelous. Then, when I was writing the thesis, after I finished my courses and 
took my orals, I used the academic year 1953-1954 to do the writing. In order to demonstrate 
that certain colonies were successful, one had to have examples of colonies that were not 
successful; so, successful according to what ... what standard? There were some failures in 
Nebraska. There were some failures in Kansas, and there were some failures in North Carolina, 
and one serious failure in the state of Virginia. I had taken about four trips to these places, 
driven myself by car, studied the archives, and concluded that they were indeed failures. I hadn't 
visited all of them, but I had visited most of them and had contemporaneous material on them 
so that I had sources for my judgment. One night in New Haven, late at night, I was reading a 
book which had been sent to me which was a recently published doctoral thesis by a nun from 
California written at the Catholic University of America. She referred to this colony in the 
southwest comer of Virginia as a thriving, successful Catholic rural community to this day. 
Clarke, I thought I'd have a heart attack because I had already completed that chapter and I had 
said that that was a failure, and it had closed, and it was dead, and non-existent. Here, this 
woman had just said, "It's a thriving colony." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: I went to see Potter the next day and I said, "David, this is serious." I showed him my 
archival material, which was a series of letters, correspondence, to and from the colonists. He 
said, "Father Shannon, I think it's time for you to crank up that Plymouth and go to Virginia 
because we can't go ahead with your book unless we get this cleared up." I went to Virginia. 
Virginia, then, was one Catholic diocese and I went to Richmond to see the bishop. I showed 
him what the nun had said. She was writing about a parcel of ground in the southwest comer 
of Virginia that had two names. It was called Barnesville up until the Emancipation 
Proclamation because a man named Samuel Barnes had named his plantation Barnesville. After 
the liberation of the slaves, it was no longer called Barnesville. He persuaded the Catholics in 
Philadelphia to buy a big tract from him and to use it as a settlement, as a colony of Irish 
Catholic immigrants from Ireland by way of Philadelphia. The mayor or Richmond, Virginia, 
then was a man named Anthony Keeley; so, they named this place Keeleyville. I showed the 
book to the bishop and I said, "Bishop, I have to study a parish in your diocese and I have to go 
there. It's either called Barnesville or Keeleyville." He said, I've lived here, man and boy, all 
my life and I've never heard either of those names." That's good news for me. He said, "Where 
was it?" I said, "It's in the southwest corner of the state." One of the letters I had from a journal 
published in Philadelphia was by an angry and saddened woman, a widow in the colony who 
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said, "We were misled when we came here. We were told that we would be on the railroad. 
We're eight miles from the railroad. My husband was killed last week by a falling tree. We 
don't have a priest, so he didn't have the consolations of religion. I'm packing up my children 
and we're going back to Philadelphia. We never should have come here." So, I had his name, 
the approximate date of his death, and the fact that the colony was eight miles from the railroad, 
and in what county it was. That's all I knew. I said to the bishop, "This place, wherever it is, 
is eight miles from the Richmond Danville Railroad." He said, "I hate to tell you this but there 
is no Richmond Danville Railroad anymore." I said, "If there was, presumably, it ran from 
Richmond to Danville." He said, "Yes," I took a plain ruler on a road map, just an auto road 
map, and I drew a straight line from Richmond to Danville and then through that county. I 
calibrated eight miles on either side of that line. I said, "Somewhere in that corridor is the place 
I'm looking for." I went there with Father John Sankovitz, your friend. 

CAC: Heavens. 

JS: We spent three days ... every county road. We stopped at every bar, every filling station, 
every garage, every grocery store. Nobody had ever heard of Barnesville or Keeleyville. I said 
to him one day, "We've got to quit and go back. I don't know what we're going to do about this. 
I'll have to go and see that nun and see what evidence she's got." I stopped. There was a man 
hoeing some tobacco. I got out. I was in my Roman collar. I walked up to him and introduced 
myself. I said, "I'm looking for a place called Keeleyville. Have you ever heard of it?" He said, 
"No, sir, I haven't." I said, "Have you ever heard of a place called Barnesville?" He said, 
"Mister, you're standing on it." I said, "Is there a Catholic church anywhere on this property?" 
He said, "No, sir." I said, "Was there ever one?" He said, "Yes, sir." I said, "Where was it?" 
He said, "It was right on that hill." I said, "What happened to it?" He said, "It burned down." 
I said, "What's up there now?" He said, "Just the burying ground." I said, "Who owns that 
land?" He said, "I do. I don't touch that. I don't mess with that. It's just the way it was left." 
He took me up there. There were mounds that you could see ... maybe twenty graves; but, no 
headstones, no permanent markers, but several piles of sawdust where wooden markers apparently 
had decayed. There were four or five markers that had been carved apparently with the point 
of a knife on soapstone, very soft sandstone. 

CAC: There is soapstone in that country. 

JS: One of those markers had the name and the date of death of the man who was killed by the 
falling tree in my photocopy; so, I had the right name, the right date, the right place. I was 
talking about this place and this nun was talking about this place. That's a terribly long-winded 
story for your tape, Clarke. I wrote to the nun and told her what I had found and she never 
answered my letter. [laughter] 

CAC: I've got a little place on the Kinnickinnic River, which is a retreat over in Pierce County, 
Wisconsin. We're trying to save it with a land trust. We hired a botanist to come and do a 
census of the botany of the area. They take aerial pictures. You're describing the same routine. 
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Then, when you get the aerial in different seasons, then, you go down on the ground and you 
walk the ground to find out. In botany, it's called ground truthing. Now, isn't that a wonderful 
phrase? 

JS: Ground truthing? 

CAC: Yes. That's what you were engaged in. 

JS: I was verifying. 

CAC: In different disciplines, we do this all the time. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: You get these fancy ideas up here and, then, you've got to go and ground truth it. 

JS: That's a great term ... wonderful. My apologies. 

CAC: No, no, that's an interesting story. It indicates the kind of perseverance that you had and 
the kind of imagination. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: You get your degree and, then, you come back to St. Thomas and right away you're 
president. 

JS: The day I got the degree, I was surprised to fmd that I was awarded the George Washington 
Eggleston Prize for the best thesis in history that year. As Potter handed-there was a $250 
check-me the check, he said to the audience, "I'm not about to say that Father Shannon's thesis 
is the best thesis at Yale in my time; but, it certainly was the most athletic." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: He said, "I think he wore out a car going to all of these places." 

CAC: Jim, it was also your people that you're writing a history of. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: It's the acculturation of Irish. 

JS: In Minnesota ... and John Ireland. There was abundant stuff. 

James Shallllon Interview 11 



CAC: When did your family come? 

JS: They had no connection with that. My father was born in Ireland and he came at the age 
of nineteen in the first quarter of the present century. My mother was native born; although, at 
least, her grandparents were born in Ireland. 

CAC: There must have been a folk history and legend of the coming of the Irish to Minnesota? 

JS: Oh, yes, an abundant folklore of the Irish here. Of course, unfortunately, from John Ireland's 
point of view, he did this for the Irish immigrants; but, most of the people who came to his 
colonies were not Irish. That was unfortunate. He thought that would be a good place for the 
Irish. The Irish didn't want to farm. They had been disappointed as farmers in the famines of 
1848 and 1870s in Ireland. My father was like that. He came from Ireland in good times; but, 
he didn't have a German's respect for the land. He thought the land might betray you. He left 
a farm. 

CAC: What a wonderful word. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: I was born and reared in Blue Earth. There were two strong farming communities. One 
was German Missouri Synod [Lutheran] and the other was Irish Catholic, right south of town. 
That's interesting. So, you're really introduced to scholarship on the grassroots level, the ground 
truthing level. 

JS: I was. I had marvelous resources at Yale. I had Leonard Labere as a professor. I had 
George Pearson as a professor. I had David Morris Potter as a professor and Samuel Flagg 
Bemis who wrote constitutional history. 

CAC: Oh, my heavens. Oh! 

JS: The best of the best. Potter was my mentor on my thesis. When I went to ask him to be 
my thesis moderator, he said, "Have you talked around about me? Have you asked about me?" 
I said, "Yes." He said, "What did you hear?" I said, "1 have heard that you have a heavy blue 
pencil." He said, "Doesn't that scare you off?" I said, "No, that's why I'm here. I want it." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: He gave me two of the best pieces of advice ever. One time when he sensed I was a little 
crestfallen at his critique of a chapter that I thought was fmal, he put his arm around my shoulder 
as we walked out of the room and he said, "Father Shannon, let me give you some fatherly 
advice. Any criticism before you go to press is by defmition friendly criticism. After that, it's 
just criticism." 
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CAC: [laughter] 

JS: Then, the other piece of advice he gave me ... It's very rare at Yale for people to fail in 
their oral exams because these are people that have been brought along, and they're your team, 
and you're committed to them. In my week for exams, there were five of us from the department 
standing for exams, one each day for five days. The man on Monday and the man on Tuesday 
failed . . . unheard of! 

CAC: Yes. It never happens. 

JS: I was the man on Wednesday. 

CAC: I see. 

JS: The night before, I talked to Potter and he said, "Don't be troubled. You're ready for this. 
There are just two rules that I would give you. One is don't bring up any topic, or author, or 
subject that you're not prepared to discuss further and, secondly, don't ever bluff." 

CAC: Ahhh. 

JS: "It's all right to say, 'I don't know,' as long as you don't say it too many times." It turned 
out that one of these men had been bluffing ... who preceded me. He had said, "I have read 
a book." Then, they pressed him on it and he hadn't read the book. I went in the next day and 
Potter said, "Because I'm going to advise Father Shannon on his thesis, I claim the right to ask 
the first question." He said, "Could you tell us anything about Ignatius Donnelly?" I told them 
more about Ignatius Donnelly than they wanted to hear and, finally, one professor said, "Could 
we, please, get this examination on somebody that we've heard of before?" Potter had 
accomplished what he wanted. He put me at ease. He told me, "Relax and enjoy it." I feel I'm 
not staying on your topic very well here. 

CAC: I'm trying to get the culture of higher education the last half of the Twentieth Century and 
this fits into that perfectly. I'm thinking of folk wisdom that is there. No one ever told me those 
two things that Potter told you; but, I've told them to any number of graduate students the last 
fifty years. I didn't make it up. This is the folklore ... 

JS: The folklore somewhere, yes. 

CAC: Yes. It's remarkable how we pick those things up. 

JS: It's wisdom. It is wisdom. 

CAC: Yes. Wow! Let's come back to Minnesota. 
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JS: I came back in 1954, taught at St. Thomas in 1954-1955 and 1955-1956. Father Vincent 
Flynn, the president of St. Thomas, died unexpectedly in the summer of 1956. I was the most 
surprised historian in the state to be told by the new archbishop that I was the new president. 

CAC: You were a young kid. 

JS: I was thirty-five, yes. I tried to talk him out of it. I tried to tell him, "You've got me 
confused with somebody else. There's a Father Shanahan that teaches at the seminary." He said, 
"Don't tell me I've got you confused. Tom Shanahan and I are old friends. I know who I want." 
My appointment started in the fall of 1956 and I was president for two five-year terms. That was 
the agreement, from 1956 to 1966. In that span, I came to know and greatly admire Meredith 
Wilson, who was then president of the University of Minnesota. 

CAC: He came in 1960. 

JS: He came at a very important time. There was a controversy around the country centering 
on ROTC [Reserve Officers Training Corps] programs. We had a big Air-ROTC program at St. 
Thomas and there was a big one at the University of Minnesota. There was a national meeting 
of the presidents of all the schools that had ROTC programs. Meredith Wilson and I went to that 
meeting. I forget where it was but that~s where I met him. We weren't in Minnesota; we were 
somewhere else. He became, simply by the force of his argument, and his reasonableness, and 
his rhetorical effectiveness, the spokesman for the group and eventually, fashioned a settlement. 
I don't even remember what the issue was; but, it was an argument between the military and the 
colleges and the universities about academic accreditation, I think, for their courses. Meredith 
Wilson saved all of those courses and got us on a new footing, a new plateau of understanding 
with the military. That was our introduction. 

CAC: This was a good time before the fuss that Vietnam will bring later? 

JS: It wasn't related to Vietnam. It was related to the accreditation of military courses. People 
teaching the courses didn't have advanced degrees and things like that. That strengthened my 
bond with the University of Minnesota and was the occasion for me to write an article in the 
school paper at St. Thomas on what is and what is not academic freedom. That was an issue 
here at that time. Mulford Q. Sibley was on this faculty. I took the position in the article that 
academic freedom is a necessity. It's an ontological necessity in a free country for free men and 
women doing research that they must be allowed the forum to speak publicly on the results of 
their research. This is what I have found. Now, whether that goes contrary to the folklore or 
the tradition, they must have a forum to say, "I may be mistaken, but this is the procedure I've 
used and I've come to this conclusion." It's imperative that this be granted to every researcher. 
Now, I said, "A teacher can abuse that privilege if he or she says things which he or she doesn't 
believe in order to test the president, or to test the system, or to rile up the faculty." 

CAC: Is it all right to rile up the students? 
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JS: That's right. [laughter] I said, "If that's what's being done in this instance, then that's not 
legitimate." I've even forgotten what the issue was there. The week that that column came out, 
Met Wilson called me. It was a Sunday afternoon and thanked me on the phone. He said, "I 
thank you. My faculty and I couldn't say that because we would be interested parties. I 
appreciate your saying that." That began the friendship with Met and me, which has lasted even 
till now. 

CAC: I think later the AAUP [American Association of University Professors] gave him some 
kind of an award for standing for a sound definition and practice of academic freedom under this 
kind of pressure. 

JS: That's right. It forced all of us to come to a rethinking. What is this? Why is it necessary? 
What are its limits? 

CAC: It would take a theologian, someone trained in theology, to use that word ontological, 
however. 

JS: [laughter] 

CAC: There wouldn't be anybody that -knew what that word meant. Perhaps, at that time they 
might have. 

JS: It slipped out of me, didn't it? 

CAC: Yes. [laughter] 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 

[Tape 1, Side 2] 

CAC: Did you have other relationships on other issues with Met Wilson? We can talk about 
higher education generally in the 1960s. 

JS: There had always been, and there still is, a very vigorous tradition of goodwill between and 
among the state universities and colleges and the private colleges and universities in the state. 

CAC: How does that express itself, at that time, when you were president? 

JS: The most graphic expression of it was when Orville Freeman was governor. It was during 
the time that I was president of St. Thomas. Freeman commissioned a task force to talk about 
the numbers of citizens in Minnesota who would be coming on stream after World War II for 
college degrees. One of the conclusions of that study was that we had to double the spaces in 
the state of Minnesota for college students. This was an obligation for the boards of trustees of 
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the private colleges as well as the university. The private colleges always acted on the premise 
that probably the majority of their faculty had at least one advanced degree from the University 
of Minnesota. This is the engine-I said this to you before-which empowers the whole academic 
system throughout the state: elementary, secondary, college level. I mentioned to you in a note 
a few weeks ago and I'm reminded of it now-I'll come back to Freeman-that when I was a 
young college president, I was disturbed at having lost three very good faculty members from 
three different departments. One went to Harvard. One went to Columbia. One came to 
Minnesota. Jim Simler was the man who came to Minnesota ... economist. 

CAC: Oh, sure. 

JS: I felt very down that we were losing all this promising talent. Dr. [Donald] Cowling said 
to me, "Young man, you're looking at the world through the wrong end of the telescope. Those 
faculty members who have been with you for awhile are people whom you recognized in their 
youth because someone here had the eye for talent. You've had the benefit of their talent for 
three, four, five, or six years. You should be thankful for that. Now, they've gone on to 
Minnesota, and Columbia, and Harvard and there you have the beginning of a nucleus of support 
for your school. You will be able to send your best graduate students to them and they will help 
you. When their graduate students are ready to look for a college job, they will recommend them 
back to you." Clarke, that's exactly what happened with us. The chairman of the department of 
history at St. Thomas, a couple of years ago, was ... 

CAC: Mr. [Robert] Fogerty? 

JS: No, after Fogerty. Bill ... I'm embarrassed; it will maybe come to me. After I became 
president of St. Thomas, George Pearson, the man who wrote the history of Yale, was in town 
for a convention, and he called me, and invited me to dinner. He and I had dinner at the old 
Nicollet Hotel. He said, "I want to tell you privately and confidentially that any time you 
recommend a graduate of St. Thomas to us, we will accept him. I'm doing this because I'm sure 
you will not send us any A- students." I recommended a student to him who went there on a 
scholarship and who eventually became the chairman of the department of history at St. Thomas. 
I'm missing his name now; but, it proves that Cowling was right. 

To stay with Orville Freeman ... That task force was the occasion for regular frequent meetings 
among the university faculty, the state college ... 

CAC: Faculty or administrators? 

JS: The administrators, I should say, not the faculty ... to talk about what we must do and we 
must do it jointly because we're trying to open up as many spaces as we can. That tradition, as 
far as I know, still prevails of amity between the private colleges and the state universities of the 
state. It's related to a larger question I think. You have to be careful if you're from Minnesota, 
when you're outside the territory, that you don't slip into chauvinism. Lots of things, Clarke, 
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work better here than they work around the country ... lots of things. When Bower Hawthorne 
was alive and editor of the Minneapolis Tribune, he would never let anybody get away with the 
statement, "We like the quality of life in Minnesota." He say, "Explain what that means." "What 
do you like? Walleyes?" 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: "Do you like the orchestra? Do you like the rivers? Do you like the lakes? Don't say 
quality of life." He and I began keeping records of specific illustrations. Some of the things in 
my file that I remember . . . Minnesota has the highest literacy rate in the fifty states. We're one 
and two with Utah regularly. The federal government has a poor record of recouping its 
investment in scholarships funded with federal funds to send people to colleges and graduate 
schools; but, when they study their records, the three best states in the nation for paying their 
bills are Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota. Why is that? I don't know. Why is that? 

Hubert Humphrey said, one time when Wilbur Mills was chairman of the Ways and Means 
Committee and he was prancing around the night spots in his drinking days with this stripper, 
Fanny somebody from Washington. Somebody in Minnesota said to Hubert Humphrey at a 
luncheon, "Will Wilbur Mills ever be reelected?" Humphrey said, "Why wouldn't he be?" They 
said, "All this scandal about his drinking too much and he's picked up by the police with this 
stripper in Washington." Humphrey said, "You don't understand. The people in the south send 
congressmen and senators to Washington and want them to get seniority to run commissions to 
get benefits for the south. If their congressmen are seniors and chairman of committees, they 
will never be defeated." Witness Jesse Helms now and Strom Thurmond. He said, "Contrast that 
with Minnesota. One of the benefits that I have or that any congressman has in Minnesota is that 
when we come home from Washington, we will get a civilized, courteous hearing throughout the 
state for any new idea we want to float. Eventually, it may not be adopted into law, but we will 
get a civil hearing from a civilized society. Minnesotans won't throw tomatoes at you. They 
won't shout you down. They won't stop the meeting. That's our benefit. If a Minnesota 
congressman is out drinking at the night spots in Washington and it gets in the press and he's 
fraternizing with a woman who is not his wife, he doesn't even have to come back to Minnesota 
to get his other suit. He is dead because Minnesotans are bluestocking voters on issues like that." 
Why is that? That has to do with values. 

Why are Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota the only three states that have ever had, 
over a long period of time, a third party? [Lowell] Weicker [Jr.] in Connecticut is kind of an 
aberration. 

CAC: Throw in Wisconsin, too. 

JS: I meant Wisconsin, Minnesota, and North Dakota. I didn't mean South Dakota. The 
Progressives, the La Follettes, the Farmer Labor, and the Non-Partisan League in North Dakota 
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CAC: Right. 

JS: On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I think that I am going to write about this sometime 
because there are enough specific examples that there is something different here. A big part of 
it, Clarke, is the fact that the state was settled very quickly in the last half of the last century by 
a multiplicity of ethnic groups, no one of which was dominant. No one of them could control 
it like the Irish in Boston. 

CAC: None of which was a minority of color, Jim. 

JS: Yes, that's right, the absence of people of color. There's this homogenized white middle 
European stock base; but, that taught these people that they had to learn the democratic process 
because none of them could control it on their own. I have a terrible feeling I'm wasting your 
tape. 

CAC: No, no. [unclear] politics. I want to come back to this amity among different campuses, 
private, public, state university, University of Minnesota and let me share with you. These 
interviews become conversations frequently. When I came here in 1951 as a very, very junior 
person, my chairman, Mr. [August C.] Krey said, "We have an Upper Midwest History 
Conference of the private colleges, the- state universities, and the University of Minnesota and 
you're expected to attend those conferences and to give papers when it's appropriate. When you 
have something to say, that would be a good place." [Robert] Fogerty was a very active person 
from St. Thomas in doing that. This was a very active group. We had sixty, seventy, eighty 
people come. We'd meet at St. John's, or at Carleton, or St. Thomas, and on our campus once 
in awhile. But, sometime in the mid 1970s, fewer people came and, then, fewer people came. 
Then, three meetings were too much. We'll just have two and, now, we're lucky if we have one. 
It's kind of a sometime affair. I think at that level-I'm not talking about presidents and 
provosts-this sense of amity faded. 

JS: Has eroded, yes. Be it said that other things have eroded. Humphrey said that he would 
never be shouted down here. George Bush was shouted down at the university. 

CAC: Yes. 

JS: I wrote about that in my column in the paper and said, "Humphrey is spinning in his grave." 
The times have changed. There's a different code now. 

CAC: There is. Maybe we can come and reflect on that as it applies to higher education later 
on. Are there other contacts with the university? These were presidents who met not on a 
calendar basis . . . ? 

JS: No, no. 

James Shannon Interview 18 



CAC: ... but called together to discuss these policies in general? 

JS: That's right. Governor Freeman wanted the presidents of the universities and the private 
colleges to use this paper as an occasion for talking about the future. It was a very concrete 
document for us because it was the predicate in my time at St. Thomas to tell my board of 
trustees that if we're going to do what the governor and the task force is asking us to do, we must 
separate the college from the academy; so, we bought the property in Mendota [Heights] and 
moved St. Thomas Academy out to Mendota Heights. There were very concrete reactions and 
different other schools had different reactions to it. It was a good planning document. 

What more? 

CAC: Let's get back to the university as an engine of education and other affairs. It's not only 
the placement of our faculty and our students, but I suspect that you had more in mind in saying 
that. 

JS: Yes, I meant to focus on the fact that the University of Minnesota has historically been, and 
is now, a primary source of energy throughout the whole educational system of the state. I'm 
troubled in modem times, in recent times, particularly by arguments in the legislature in which 
occasionally legislators choose up sides- and seem to see the university as a feature of the metro 
center. It's much, much more than that. I use the term, it's the engine. I was pleased this 
morning, on tape, on Minnesota Public Radio, the president of the university, Nils Hasselmo was 
quoted as saying, "The university is the engine of the state of Minnesota." That's a term that I've 
used for a long time and I'm pleased that he uses that terminology. The teachers, the people who 
need special degrees can come here in the summers from teaching positions in the elementary 
schools, the high schools, the colleges and get their advanced degree ... I got summer work here 
when I was getting my degree at St. Thomas. The university is an important part of the fabric. 
It isn't the university versus the private colleges; it's the university and the private colleges. 
We've got this exchange of faculty that I mentioned earlier to you here. 

CAC: Why do you think that the legislature is not as appreciative the last ten, fifteen years as 
they were in the time you're talking about? 

JS: I don't hold myself out as having the answer to that. It's been recognized in the last few 
decades that a split has occurred between the metro center of the state, roughly the Rochester, 
Twin Cities, St. Cloud corridor, and the rest of the state. The Blandin Foundation at Grand 
Rapids, Minnesota, actually has mounted a program which is called One Minnesota, trying to 
address the causes for this alienation or this split. 

CAC: To us, it's very clear. 

JS: Yes. 
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CAC: There is a competition in state universities particularly that legislators in Moorhead, or 
Mankato, or Winona, and St. Cloud have their university ... 

JS: Yes, and that's the place they want funded. 

CAC: ... and that's where their voters come from. 

JS: Yes. Recently, within the past few weeks, a legislator who was challenged by the press with 
misconduct-I've forgotten his name and the misconduct-laughed at the press and said, "They're 
not going to turn me out at the next election. Look at what I brought," and he ticked off all the 
things that have been funded with state money. He's saying, "They owe it to me." That goes 
in the face of our historic allegiance to serve the well-being of the community, the common 
good. In order to form a more perfect union, we surrender a little bit of sovereignty. This is the 
whole burden of the current writing by Robert [Neelly] Bellah at Berkeley and John Gardner's 
writing at Stanford. The permissiveness of our free society, freedom of speech, freedom of press, 
freedom of worship, freedom of economic endeavor-this is a thesis of Bellah's-has given strong, 
energetic, hard-driving, purposeful individuals enormous returns for the expenditure of their 
energy. I suppose the most graphic example of the wrongness of that, that is of good features 
gone wrong, would be the greed of the 1980s. Ivan Boskey going to jail ... Ivan Mielke. Ivan 
Boskey gave a commencement address in which he said, "Greed is not a vice. Greed is a virtue 
and I am proud of my greed." Now, somebody's greed is made at the expense of the non-greedy. 
I'm troubled personally, seriously troubled, by the erosion throughout our culture of our historic 
allegiance to and appreciation for the common good, the well-being of everybody, the well-being 
of the state. 

CAC: We used to call it the common weal. 

JS: I still read The Commonweal, which is a Catholic weekly magazine. 

CAC: Right, one of the great ones. 

JS: Yes. It's a hard thing to rebuild the concern for others. 

CAC: You're suggesting that this fragmentation has accelerated in the 1980s as a national 
disease? 

JS: A national disease, indeed. One of the manifestations of that is that people fight for local 
turf, their local state university in their county. We've got to do a better job in the future with 
our children. We've got to do a better job, Clarke, of transmitting to the next generation the 
folklore, and the culture, and the values that have been transmitted to us. We're losing the skill 
that we once had in doing that. I talked earlier about Robert Penn Warren and David Morris 
Potter ... deeply courteous gentlemen, courteous, and civil, and concerned about others. 
Courtesy and civility are in short supply in our culture ... a troubling fact. 
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CAC: I wish you would tum to that and write some essays on that, Jim. 

JS: I have written some things. I'm very troubled. 

CAC: You're retired as I am. We've both got lots of time to do that. 

JS: [laughter] Yes, that's right. 

CAC: My wife complains, "If you're retired, why do you go over there and work every day?" 

JS: My wife says I'm allegedly retired. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JS: Yes, yes. 

CAC: After you left the presidency at St. Thomas, then, you go directly into foundation work? 

JS: No, I became a pastor. 

CAC: That's right ... became pastor and bishop. 

JS: I was a bishop in my last year at St. Thomas. 

CAC: I see. 

JS: Then, I was an auxiliary bishop of this diocese. I was made a bishop in 1965. I became 
pastor of St. Helena's parish, which is a big Catholic parish on the south side of Minneapolis. 
It's borders go from Lake Street on the north to the Veteran's Hospital on the south and from the 
Mississippi River on the east to Cedar A venue on the west. I was pastor there in 1966, 1967, 
1968 and I left there in 1969. I, then, became the vice-president of St. John's College in Santa 
Fe, New Mexico, one of the great book schools. 

CAC: I had forgotten that, yes. 

JS: I had studied at St. John's in Annapolis. 

CAC: Then, you worked with Dick Weigel? 

JS: Yes. Dick Weigel invited me to come to Santa Fe to be a tutor in Greek and, then, to be 
his vice-president. It was while I was there that I resigned from the priesthood, from the 
ministry, and married. Then, I went to law school at the age of forty-nine in New Mexico and 
I graduated from law school in 1973. 
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CAC: Bravo! 

JS: I practiced law in Santa Fe and Albuquerque. 

CAC: Oh, you did? 

JS: I did. 

CAC: How long was that? 

JS: In 1973 and 1974. Then, I was invited to come back to Minneapolis to be interviewed to 
be the executive director of the Minneapolis Community Foundation and I accepted that. We 
moved back here. Then, I went from there to being the executive director of the General Mills 
Foundation from 1980 through 1988. 

CAC: So from, roughly, the mid 1970s to the late 1980s, you're back in Minnesota in the 
foundation world? 

JS: That's right. I was the first chairman of the Minnesota Council on Foundations. Then, in 
1984 and 1985, I was the chairman of the National Council on Foundations. Since I retired from 
General Mills, I've become a senior consultant for the National Council. Currently, I'm on a 
search committee to identify our new executive director. The executive director of the National 
Council on Foundations is man named Jim Joseph. Joseph has a doctorate in theology from 
Yale. He was born in Louisiana. He's an Afro-American. He's a very well-educated man and 
was a professor and a student chaplain at Claremont College in California. Then, he became the 
president of the Cummins Engine Company Foundation in Columbus, Indiana. In the [President 
Jimmy] Carter Administration, he was an assistant secretary of the interior. I met Frtiz [Walter 
F.J Mondale today at lunch and had lunch with him. I was talking to him about Jim Joseph. 
Joseph has now been nominated by President [Bill] Clinton to be the United States ambassador 
to South Africa. 

CAC: Ohhh. 

JS: That's going through; so, we have to fmd somebody to take Jim Joseph's place and I'm on 
that search committee. It's taking a great deal of time because he's done such an exceptional job. 
Everybody thinks we're looking for someone who walks on water and I think we are. It will be 
hard to fmd him, but, it's a pleasure and a privilege. 

CAC: I would say two things by way of getting us back on the subject. One is that if I had my 
druthers, I'd live in New Mexico. I think that's the most enchanting state. 

JS: It is. It's called the Land of Enchantment. 
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CAC: Indeed, it is. The other is ... now, we're back into the foundation world and you're here. 
Do you see the University of Minnesota from a foundation perspective differently in the 1970s 
and 1980s now? This is [President C. Peter] Magrath and I guess you're even here in the last 
days of [President Malcolm] Moos. 

JS: Yes, I was here when Mac Moos was the president. 

CAC: How does the foundation world generally relate to the university? I don't mean only the 
particular foundations you've been associated with, but you know them alL 

JS: The foundations have a very big stake in the well-being of the universities because the 
foundations are trying to use their financial and other resources to the benefit of society, to make 
a good life possible for more people. Research and education is the classical avenue for that to 
happen. The principal recipient of foundation largess in the country, year after year, is the 
universities and colleges. Now, we have the gift matching program in many of the foundations, 
whereby the company sort of democratizes the process of giving away its money by saying, "The 
foundation will match any gift, dollar for dollar, made by an employee to an accredited college 
or university. 

CAC: Yes, many do that. 

JS: That's grown very steadily. That reaches private colleges and public colleges. There's kind 
of a built-in equity principle there. These people are giving money to their alma mater and, then, 
their employer is giving money to the alma mater for having made these educated people 
available to the corporation and bringing them along. 

CAC: As I look at the philanthropic world in Minnesota, so many of the elite are educated in 
the east. Their connections are with Yale, and Princeton, and Harvard, and Johns Hopkins and 
so forth; and, yet, a certain large number of them make a commitment to a public, secular 
university. I'm really asking you about motive, intent, expectations of these people you know 
so welL 

JS: I think that's based on a premise of good citizenship. Most of the citizens in this country 
get their education in public institutions, tax supported institutions. If most of the people are not 
well-educated, this republic will suffer. That's the premise on which colleges and universities 
are supported by foundation grants, whether they're public or private. Your point a moment ago 
is true; there are a lot of people in the Twin Cities who are in high executive positions who are 
graduates of the private colleges and universities of the east. They maintain their personal 
allegiance to those schools; but, they also, in their own public service, realize the importance of 
having the engine, which is the University of Minnesota, remain healthy. There is, frankly, some 
tension occasionally. It appears on occasions when, say, a state university will have a major 
capital campaign. That asks the foundations to stretch themselves for the benefit of the state 
university. That will generate tension in companies where the top officers are all graduates of 
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the Ivy League. They'll say, "I would be glad to do this for Yale, or Princeton, or Harvard." 
But, that would be a harder judgment to sell to the shareholders. 

CAC: I see. 

JS: Whereas, it's an easier one to sell to the shareholders to say, "We are giving our money to 
strengthen and maintain the calibre of the colleges and universities where the company has a 
presence and where we need the graduates." That's certainly true here. 

CAC: I talked to a person, whom you would know, the other day on tape and he used the words, 
"Now, we have foreign executives. We have foreign control of our corporations." I said, 
"Foreign control?" He just meant outstate. What he meant was-it comes back to the point we're 
talking about here-that the Daytons, and the Pillsburys, and the Cowles, and so forth, these 
people who were home talent and committed and who were Minnesota persons have been 
replaced in their foundations and in their corporations by foreigners, that is, by people who come 
in to govern these corporations and don't have that Minnesota connection and spirit. Could you 
respond to that? 

JS: I think that in some part that's true; but, it's also worth noting that the big transition in a 
corporation is the one from the family members passing from the scene of administration. For 
example, there are no more Day tons running the Dayton's stores. Now, Dayton Hudson is on its 
third CEO [chief executive officer] who is not a Dayton. This is the third one. They have 
continued to maintain their policy of giving 5 percent of their pre-tax earnings to charity through 
their foundation. 

CAC: And primarily to the Minnesota community in one way or another? 

JS: No, no. Because they're now a national corporation, they funnel that to all of the states 
where they have operations. 

CAC: Proportionately, do you think? 

JS: They do it proportionately, which would probably work to the disadvantage of Minnesota 
because now they have a big presence in California and other places. The foreign business 
. . . we haven't seen much of that yet in the literal sense of foreign ownership, except that 
Pillsbury is owned by Grand Met now out of London. Pillsbury has made a concerted effort to 
maintain the level of its giving since it came here. That was a pledge they made when they came 
and they have maintained the level of their giving; although, they have focused their giving in 
a slightly sharper fashion, on issues dealing with hunger, food supply to the poor, and on issues 
of youth. Those are the two principal ones of the Pillsbury Foundation. I think, generally, the 
family bloodline that ran corporations in Minnesota have set some traditions in place which have 
been able to survive non-family administrations of the company. But, there's no doubt that as 
a company become national-this is true with General Mills, too, and it's true of Dayton 
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Hudson-they must, under the rubric of equity, do a fair-handed job with their distribution of 
funds in all the places where they have a presence, not just in the place where their headquarters 
are. 

CAC: What is your sense in the way corporations and family foundations make selections 
among the range of projects: welfare, health, education, the arts, music, and so forth? How do 
different foundations do this? I'm just thinking of Bush, and McKnight, and Dayton's, and so 
forth, they all have a different set of priorities-and happily so. How does that have happen? 

JS: There isn't any single way that it happens. Dayton Hudson happens to be the flagship of 
the corporate foundations here because it's got the biggest giving budget. It has the biggest dollar 
amount to give away. Dayton Hudson has a very sophisticated formula for distributing its 
money. Ultimately, a corporation that's giving away its money has to be sensitive to the will of 
its shareholders. Dayton Hudson decided years ago that 40 percent of its giving would be for 
the arts and, principally, the performing arts. You can argue that that's a self-interested 
investment. 

CAC: Kenneth Dayton's influence, do you think ... his interest in the arts? 

JS: Kenneth Dayton was certainly on the board of the company at the time the decision was 
made. They also realize at Dayton's that for every dollar that they invest in the arts in 
Minneapolis, seven more dollars come into the community from people who come and spend the 
night here, go to a hotel, have dinner, and go to the Guthrie [Theater], or visit the Walker [Art 
Center]. That generates retail trade which benefits Dayton Hudson; so, you can argue that there's 
an element there of self-interest. 

CAC: The argument is often made for professional sports the same way. That certainly is an 
attraction of a different order. 

JS: There's a lot of corporate support for the sports for reasons like that. That's being tested 
now. How much can we afford? 

CAC: Yes, you bet. 

JS: Yes. There isn't any single way that corporations make that decision. 

CAC: I'm going back to your art's metaphor. Education doesn't attract people in as consumers 
or as customers in the same way that the dance, the theater, the music will? 

JS: No, that's true. Education is an attractive place to put corporate money because keeping 
those universities open and strong and their graduates well-educated assures the flow of talent 
that's needed to run the companies. When I was at General Mills, we did a quick and dirty study 
on our giving to the private colleges. My board asked me to do a poll by mail of some major 
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foundation executives all over the country to ask what they thought of the wisdom of our giving 
X number of dollars to the private colleges of each state where we have operations. The 
unanimous consensus of the people I consulted was that for a corporation to give money through 
a federated giving program is an ideal way to give away shareholders' money because the 
shareholders cannot accuse the corporation of violating any rules of equity. They tend to give 
the money to the colleges and universities where their employees graduated because when the 
employees have gift matching money, they give their money to alma mater and, then, General 
Mills matches it dollar for dollar. You can't fault that politically. 

CAC: It becomes pretty rigid though. 

JS: It is rigid, yes. General Mills has discontinued some of that since my time at General Mills. 

CAC: Let me reflect other things I've heard from other persons, mainly faculty in this regard 
from the heart of the university, being an Arts College person myself; that is, there is a 
perception that the foundations, and the corporate foundations, and philanthropists generally, 
when there was this great push in the mid 1980s for endowed chairs and they raised $350 million 
. . . that the largest share went to Health, the Medical School, to the Institute of Technology, to 
Engineering, to the Law School, and to what was then the Business School, now the School of 
Management and that the heart of the university-that's your background in English and 
History-the Humanities and Social Sciences ... somehow there is a neglect of that community. 
I think I'm reflecting accurate objective figures that most of the money did go to these places. 

JS: That's true. 

CAC: I'm guessing that you and I would agree that unless the basic disciplines, including the 
basic sciences not the applied sciences, are strong, eventually the professional schools wither. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: How does one overcome that or respond to my general ... 

JS: I would respond that your general observation is correct. It's easier to raise money from 
corporations for entities like the School of Business, the School of Law, the School of Medicine, 
and the University Hospital than it is to raise it for the College of Liberal Arts. That's true 
generically of our culture. No matter what worthy cause you and I as individuals try to advance 
and try to get support for, the more abstract the good, the bonum that we're talking about, the 
more difficult is the sell. If we could count on most business executives being liberally educated 
people and liberal artists themselves who put a great premium on rhetoric, grammar, and logic, 
the trivia and the quadrivium, then our task of raising money for colleges and universities would 
be easier. But, with the passage of time, fewer and fewer of our graduates have a liberal 
education. They are more specialized. This is not umelated to the argument we were talking 
about a moment ago about individualism. 
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CAC: Right. 

JS: The humane, wide-angle vision-Aristotle, or Plato, or Shakespeare, or Thomas Aquinas-is 
an ideal for those who had the leisure, and the guidance, and the time to study those people in 
their youth. Those graduates continue to be somewhat suspect of the specialties. 

CAC: Ancient Greek wouldn't rank very high. 

JS: That's right ... my majors. 

CAC: Yes. [laughter] It does pose, it seems to me, a problem. The governor, within the week, 
has suggested he would like to be part of the process of selecting a new president, which is a 
chancy observation. He also said that the university has to pay more attention to precisely the 
areas that we have ticked off [unclear]. 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: It seems to many of us-I'm not speaking for myself but from 100 people I've 
interviewed-that even in the basic sciences and the Institute of Technology, there is a distortion 
of the research, and teaching, and learning mission of the university in that. 

JS: I completely agree with that. 

CAC: And you don't see how to overcome that in the climate we have now, the cultural climate? 

JS: It's the business of reversing a trend which is big, and powerful, and growing. We talked 
about civility and courtesy. I'm not trying to say that liberal artists are civil and courteous and 
specialists are not. Yale had a graphic example of it last year. They were offered a $20 million 
grant by the Bass family in Texas if they would teach their courses in Western Civilization in 
certain fashion and the Yale faculty said, "This is not possible. We cannot accept the $20 
million." So, they lost the $20 million. This is a cosmic question that we're talking about here. 

CAC: That's true ... why not? 

JS: It goes well beyond the university. 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

JS: It talks about our whole civilization. It's related to the argument in Congress right now 
... the reason that the president and the House and the Senate have not been able to come to 
a consensus about the budget of the United States ... something that's never happened before 
in history. We've actually shut down parts of the government twice within the last month 
because our skills in dialog and in martialing our arguments with force, and effectiveness, and 
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civility have failed. We've got a desperate need for this. Our culture is becoming more vulgar. 
I'm not speaking of populist in the good sense of the term where democratic ... but more vulgus 
... the uninitiated, the uninstructed. That sounds terribly haughty. I've been accused of hubris 
when I've said this on public platforms. At the same time, we have become more highly 
specialized in many disciplines which are narrower, and narrower, and more demanding. 

CAC: Ahhh. 

JS: We've done that at the expense of the liberal arts, it seems to me. 

CAC: Even within the liberal arts, there's been that fragmentation. 

JS: Yes, even within it. I thank God that I got the guidance from somebody to major in Greek, 
and Latin, and history when I was an undergraduate. It's made all the difference in my life, all 
the difference. 

CAC: Where does our conversation go now? We've covered some pretty global, heavy stuff 

JS: Yes. 

CAC: ... a lot of it relating to the university. It may seem that it was marginal, but I think not. 
Someone's going to write a history of the last fifty years of the university in the year 2001 and 
that's basically the rationale for my gathering these conversations. I'm trying, in these 
conversations, to put things in a larger context; so, this has been very helpful. 

JS: I think one specific comment on that, in the light of the governor's request yesterday and 
today, is that the governor's point of view is not the one that I think should prevail. I think if 
we tum over the future of our institutions more and more just to the business considerations and 
the narrow economic considerations ... I'm not anti-business. I worked for a corporation that 
was very generous and magnanimous to me and I thank God for it. But, I think if we specialize 
in the future, increasingly at the expense of our humane ... 

[End of Tape 1, Side 2] 

[End of the Interview] 
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