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CAC: This interview is with O. Meredith Wilson, president of the University of Minnesota from 
1960 to 1967. It is being conducted by Clarke Chambers at the home of President Wilson in 
Eugene, Oregon. We are recording on Friday, September 9, 1983. 

It's always difficult in a period as complicated as the 1960s were to know where to begin. 
History always has a kind of preface and introduction. Perhaps, we could start with some 
prefatory remarks about your career before you came to the University of Minnesota. All the 
documentary records have all the details but it impressed me that following your winning of the 
doctor's degree at California-Berkeley, you were an assistant professor for awhile at the 
University of Utah, then went to Chicago, and very quickly, in 1945, became associate dean of 
the college, and from then on you were teaching for awhile; but your career came to focus 
primarily in administration: Dean of the arts and sciences at Utah, then secretary/treasurer of the 
Fund for the Advancement of Education at the Ford Foundation, and then president of the 
University of Oregon before you came to Minnesota. I wonder if, maybe, we could start with 
some personal recollections you might have on how you made those commitments. They are a 
combination, I'm sure, of chance and choice. 

MW: Yes. I think that one of the differences in academic life between the 1930s when I was 
taking my degree and 1983 when we are having this conversation is the difference in the values 
placed on administration. My memory of California includes an awareness of intense rivalry for 
the succession to the chairmanship of the Department of History among professors who were 
very distinguished scholars. In 1983, there would be an intense effort to avoid becoming head 
of the Department of History . . . 
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CAC: [laughter] 

MW: ... by the same people and for reasons that are, perhaps, partly scholarly but also partly 
cultural. In my first introduction to academic life, the logical way to establish whether you were 
achieving well or not was the way you moved up in the pecking order. The pecking order was 
related to being chairman of the department or chairman of a subcommittee of the department; 
so, there was no negative judgment about the relations between administrative obligation and 
scholarship, which I think may actually exist now. 

When I went to the University of Utah after receiving my degree, I thought I was going to be 
a teacher the rest of my life. I had been there a year and a month, merely, when I got an 
invitation to go to Chicago. I was actually teaching in the fall term at Utah when Chicago called 
and asked me to come. I told them three times that I was busy, that I had a class, and was not 
coming. They, finally, called the president of the university and asked if I were deranged. 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: When the president of the university said, "We'll give you a leave of absence if you want 
to, but you're silly not to go," I decided that if administration urged me to leave, it was not an 
abandonment of my students; so, I went to Chicago. Since it was mid-term, I left Marian and 
my family in Salt Lake City, and went alone, and found a place to live, and brought them back 
after the Christmas holidays. 

My scholarly career might have been substantially different and, I hope better, because of my 
going to Chicago. I learned for the first time that academic people could speak their minds, be 
as candid as could be, sometimes create angry response, and still have a social relationship after 
the anger subsided. Chicago was a place where, more than any place I had ever been before, 
and, perhaps, more than any place I have ever been, there were sharp doctrinal positions taken 
about what was solid education. Those sharp doctrinal positions affected the relationships of 
staff. I happened to be engaged in teaching in the college but had said I wouldn't come unless 
I could get an appointment in the Department of History; so, I was both in the college and in the 
Department of History. I should have known when I arrived in Chicago something about the 
values placed on administration because as soon as I arrived, the History Department met 
together and elected me secretary. It was quite clear that I was named secretary because I was 
the newest man on the block and nobody else wanted the chores. Being innocent and thinking 
this was an indication that I was going to be dealt with responsibly, I was excited and took over 
the chore. 

Soon after, I attended my first college faculty meetings where the men who had invited me to 
come broke into sharp factions about how the curriculum should be ordered in the college. It 
was partly because in the contest about principle in relation to the liberal arts curriculum that 
should be in control of the college student's life, I found myself becoming an administrator. The 
dean of the college who had been the man who had invited me to was engaged in a difficult 
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struggle with his own department, which was English, on the question of how to handle literature 
and the humanities in the college. In the midst of his struggle, he asked me if I'd be associate 
dean. I felt that, as a matter of loyalty to him and because he needed help, I should become 
associate dean. I became the associate dean for the social sciences, partly as a result of having 
seen exciting arguments about the qualities of curriculum, what is proper for curriculum, what 
is sound education? If somebody engaged in that struggle thought I'd be a good associate dean, 
I thought that was something that I should take seriously and I tried it. It is true that for the 
remainder of my time at Chicago, I taught just as much . . . I had one graduate seminar in 
Colonial American History and I had two lecture courses-we didn't call them lecture courses; 
we called them sections-in which we tried to force discussion and in which I gave two or three 
lectures in the year to a large body of people in an as aspect of American History. It was a full 
teaching load, plus being an administrator. 

I left Chicago to go to Utah, partly because it was clear to me that things were changing in 
Chicago and the thing that I was excited about there was going to be different ... [Robert] 
Hutchins was going to leave and [Lawrence] Kimpton was going to become president and I 
thought the exciting doctrinal discussions or exciting discussions on the principles of education 
were going to subside. Utah came and asked me if I would come back and be dean. It was only 
about four years after I'd come out of my doctoral examination myself, and that seemed to be 
an opportunity, and it was an opportunity. I was allowed to look over the curriculum and the 
system under reorganization to get a liberal arts college. We called it the University College 
there because it had a little difficulty with semantics. 

It was at that time when I took a trip through the East to try to find faculty and found Ad[amson] 
Hoebe1 in New York and wanted him to come to Utah. Incidentally also, I went to Iowa and 
tried to hire the sweetest, logical positivist in America [unclear]. I visited Herbert Feigl on the 
Iowa campus and tried hard to persuade him to come at the same time I persuaded Ad Hoebel 
to come. Herbert Feigllived up to his reputation as the nicest, logical positivist in the country 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: ... but he also lived up to up his reputation as being wise and turned me down. I was 
at Utah for five years. At least one of the members of the Board of Regents said I had to 
become president and I did not want to become president. I was invited to go to the Ford 
Foundation and that seemed to be a good way to solve the problem; so, I left Utah and went to 
Pasadena where the Ford Foundation was first incorporated. I had only been there a few months 
and they moved to New York and I found myself having to live in Connecticut and commute to 
New York. I could not believe that I was the man who was caught up in the morning crowds 
when the train arrived in New York City and was carried by the crowd without any volition to 
my office. I didn't get to see my children in the daytime or in the light during all of that spring 
and much of the summer. Nine months after that, I was invited to be considered as the president 
of the University of Oregon. I thought anything was better than living in New York. When they 
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invited me, I called Bob Hutchins and Clarence Faust and asked their advice. Bob Hutchins said, 
"Taking a reduction in pay to become a university president doesn't mean a thing. Nobody lives 
as well as a university president and you ought to accept it." It is true that I did take a cut in 
pay. It is true that being a university president in Oregon was an absolutely a glorious 
experience. I did enjoy the tour very much. Oregon was a delightful experience for me. 

I had earlier, while at the University of Utah, helped to organize, what is called now, WICHE, 
Western Interstate Commission on Higher Education. The dean of the medical school at the 
University of Colorado and I had been responsible for keeping the threads together until there 
was an agreement among five states. For about a year, while I was dean at the University of 
Utah, I served also as the head of WICHE. They had a conference at Mt. Hood in Oregon to 
discuss the final organization after which, we did employ a man named Bill Jones as the director. 
While I was at that conference, the Oregon representative of higher education, a man named 
Bums, took me aside and asked if I would be willing to succeed him as chancellor. I told him, 
"No, I have no interest in being a chancellor." In my own mind, I could enjoy and might be 
useful in the direct contact with faculty but the chancellor in the university system in Oregon is 
a sort of executive secretary detached from the campuses, with no real influence on the 
curriculum on the campuses, and no real part in the academic life, which I thought was the heart 
of a university. 

Having said, "No," to becoming the candidate for the first office in Oregon, I guess it was a little 
surprising three years later to accept the presidency at one of its units but to me there was 
nothing strange about that. Being president of the University of Oregon was a very distinguished 
privilege for me and I've discovered that the Board of Higher Education in Oregon, at the time 
that I became president, was composed of a group of very distinguished people. I suppose that 
I got my taste of first-class management from that board. One of the members was a direct 
descendant of one of Thomas Jefferson's compatriots when they founded the University of 
Virginia and it was his constant determination that he would do nothing in higher education in 
Oregon that would not do credit to the reputation of his triple great grandfather who had founded 
the University of Virginia. I guess his one greatest sorrow was that nobody but him ever gave 
his great, great, great grandfather the credit that he deserved for the University of Virginia's 
greatness. 

[break in the interview] 

Henry Cabel was a distinguished attorney in Portland who probably anchored the Board of 
Higher Education among the people of substance important but insisted upon their attention being 
on the academic and scholarly. We had a woman on the board, Mrs. McNaughton, Cheryl 
McNaughton, who had been the wife of the president of Reed College and, then, had been the 
treasurer or the registrar of Reed College, and had married the chairman of the board, Mr. 
McNaughton when they had an interim without a president. He became president for a brief 
time; so, she had been the wife of two presidents of Reed College. You could not be that close 
to Reed College and its determined interest in academic things without also insisting that in 
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academic life for the state of Oregon, you look at the matter of scholarship first. The chairman 
of the board was a man named Kleinsorder, a physician from Silverton, who was an honest wise 
paragon of a country doctor. The rest of the board were good but those people provided a flavor 
for the board which was remarkable. 

CAC: A good background for the kind of board you would have to work with at Minnesota? 

MW: Yes. I feel a little embarrassed not to mention the other names because the others were 
good, too. I chose those partly because I wanted to emphasize the importance of having 
experience, first, working at a university where the doctrine of academic scholarship took shape 
and, then, working in Oregon with a board, at least three members of which were committed to 
the idea of academic life in which scholarship was the real and, perhaps, the only norm that you 
used for a mission. Those experiences made my first introduction to being an academic officer 
pleasant. 

When I was invited, after not quite seven years at Oregon, to allow myself to be considered as 
the president of the University of Minnesota, I was very much of two minds. In fact, I again 
called Clarence Faust and Bob Hutchins and said, "I've been invited to be considered for the 
University of Minnesota and I'm reluctant. I've been weighing the matter and I've been asking 
myself whether it be more important to become the president of a great university or to share in 
the experience of trying to make one." I thought maybe I was wiser to stay and try to make one. 
I want not to be misunderstood in this next comment because I have a deep affection for the 
people who were in charge of Minnesota prior to my coming; but the advice of both of the men 
I called to ask which was the better career said, "1 think you're right, that the better career is to 
make one but Minnesota needs it, too." So, I went to Minnesota and, I must say, in my first 
interviews, I found that at that time the Board of Regents of the University of Minnesota had the 
same general respect for education or seemed to have the same characteristics of dignity and 
devotion and the same concern that the university serve the entire state that I had discovered at 
Oregon; so, I felt comfortable with the board. After a brief conversation, I said, "Yes." 

CAC: The decision was made to come to the University of Minnesota. I was reading in my 
background research a going-away interview you had with the Minnesota Daily in the summer 
of 1967. At that time, you said that when you came to the university, there were three issues 
that were foremost. One was the credibility of the university with the legislature. A second was 
the relationship, the expansion, on the West Bank, and the increasing student enrollment, and the 
building a program and being involved there. A third was the reorganization of colleges, 
particularly of the place of the sciences at the University of Minnesota. I know that these were 
three issues we would want to talk about. Why don't we start with the university reorganization 
issues, the College of Science, Literature, and the Arts was beginning to fragment. Particularly, 
I think, Astronomy and Geology were seeking another home and this set in motion a project, by 
my reading of the documents, that must have taken three or four years to accomplish. Does that 
give you enough of a lead to comment on how you perceived it at the beginning and how events 
shaped themselves? 
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MW: Yes, I think it does. I did not ever believe that I could transport somebody else's system 
to a university, that an educational program had to grow out of its faculty; but I did have a 
conviction that a faculty should have kept before it a limited number of possible ways to organize 
itself so that it could make its choice and build systematically instead of just allowing things to 
flow without direction or order. One of my own convictions was that the central part of a 
university was composed of the liberal arts; but the liberal arts to me were the liberal arts and 
sciences to other people. At the level where young college students are being introduced to the 
sciences, much of it is as history, or as is sociology, or as is literature; it is not so much the 
active development of frontiers of research but it's becoming acquainted with the achievements 
of men in developing systems of thought about mathematics, or systems of thought about life, 
and so on. In some sense, therefore, there is an aspect of history in the science that's presented, 
or the biology that's presented, or the mathematics that is presented. You try to give the most 
economic and orderly presentation of the achievements of the race till now so that having 
understood what the race has achieved before you came, you can use those achievements to make 
the next steps. The liberal arts college was supposed to provide the platform of social and 
cultural understanding from which a person could launch his own independent career of 
scholarship-that was my conviction. So, if the world had been precisely as I would have liked 
it, we would have had a strong element of science, and a strong element of humanities, and a 
strong element of the understanding or the study of men and political organizations all in one 
community of teachers guiding students to understand the achievements of our culture so that 
they could become independent developers of better understanding of those issues once they 
graduated. 

The tensions at Minnesota when I arrived were related to Astronomy, and Geology, and 
Mathematics-at least those are the ones I remember. Two of those departments already had 
committed themselves to the idea they wanted a different home. They would like to be out of 
liberal arts and in the Institute of Technology, as I remember it. The Mathematics at Minnesota 
was, for me, an entirely new experience. We actually had two distinguished Departments of 
Mathematics: one in the College of Science, Literature, and the Arts and the other in the Institute 
of Technology. The first of these was the oldest of the two departments. The second had been 
built up within the Institute of Technology as a service department for the technological 
instruction that the Institute of Technology was responsible for. But given the way Mathematics 
and the Sciences had developed, the energy of the department in the Institute of Technology was 
substantially greater than the energy of the one that had been the original department. For me 
personally, the issue of Mathematics was the most painful of all of the decisions about 
organization that I had to face. The head of the Department of Mathematics, which had been the 
original and distinguished department and which was located in the College of Science, 
Literature, and the Arts, was a man named [Robert] Cameron. He was a humanist. He was 
deeply religious. He was devoted to the idea of mathematics as a science but also mathematics 
as an art and he had a national reputation. It was a very painful experience for me to have, in 
the interest of what I thought was that long-range development of Mathematics at Minnesota, to 
disappoint Cameron because disappointing Cameron also was disappointing to me. I was having 
to put Mathematics in the Institute of Technology and was having to remove what was a major 

O. Meredith WilSon Interview 6 



part of letters and arts from the College of Liberal Arts when I agreed that the reorganization 
should take place and Mathematics should be in the Institute of Technology. The alternative was 
to maintain two departments at tremendous expense to the university with a great deal of 
duplication and to allow the continued fostering of not only competition but anger among 
scholars that ought to be friends. There was no conceivable way, given the way I understood 
modem science to be developing, that I could take Mathematics out of the Institute of 
Technology and there was no comfortable way, given my doctrine of liberal education, that I 
could take it out of the College of Liberal Arts-but I did. That was something I asked the 
university faculty to ... 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 

[Tape 1, Side 2] 

MW: ... confirm, to follow with me. I did it never feeling as though I could be happy with 
it. 

CAC: Could you say something about the process that led to these decisions. I know that the 
Senate Committee on Educational Policy, that was chaired first by Lloyd Short and then by Ad 
Hoebel, have these related items on their agenda but, also, obviously, you were having to have 
discussions with individual faculty members, deans of the colleges. How did those mesh 
together? How did the process go along? 

MW: The first thing, I guess, I should be careful to record is that a university president really 
doesn't accomplish anything without the faculty. 

CAC: Sure. 

MW: Anything that I say in this interview that seems to imply that I made a decision or that 
I did could easily be remembered by a faculty member as something they decided or they did. 
I was active with the faculty committees when the issue of Mathematics was being considered 
... much more active than I was with the issue of Geology and Astronomy. The later was an 
almost fait accompli when I arrived. There were only single departments and the departments 
wanted to move because they thought the new environment would be healthier for them, and they 
could hire better, and they could have interactions more freely. At the Mathematics, there were 
two departments. They were both good. Cameron could not be ignored. He was a man of 
considerable stature and his position would be my position if the world were a pure world. I did 
participate with the faculty committees. I do not remember the period when Short left and 
Hoebel took over; but our conversations were logical, academic, trying to weigh the values. 
They were also economic. I had to present the cost of maintaining two major Mathematics 
Departments. They were organizational. I had to deal with the question of, Why, if we have two 
Mathematics Departments, we don't soon have two or three English Departments or we don't have 
special departments of English to provide English as report writing for the Science people, 
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instead of having them take the English literature courses? It seemed to me that one department 
was enough for anything as important as Mathematics. 

CAC: You're portraying Mathematics as the center piece of this discussion. 

MW: In that particular issue, it was for me. 

CAC: It involved also, however, in time, by 1964, the creation of a College of Biological 
Sciences, which from some of the reading I've done in university history, was one of the ftrst 
such cluster colleges created. Now, did that flow out of the Mathematics situation or was it 
separate from it? 

MW: The College of Biological Sciences emerged, in some respects, for the same reason that 
the resolution of the Mathematics Department finally became a single department in one place. 
I do not think it flew out of but it was a piece of the same attempt to create logic and get a 
promise of strength with an equal amount of money, which seemed to be the chore of an 
administrator. We had, while we were at Minnesota, very distinguished biologists in the Medical 
School, very distinguished biologists in the College of Science, Literature, and the Arts, and very 
distinguished biologists in the Agricultural College. When I would start discussions of how we 
could get a symbiotic relationship among these, I found it very hard to get any sort of serious 
conversation with the people in Medicine who dealt with Biochemistry, and the people in 
Agriculture who dealt with Biochemistry. Excuse me, but I think I made a mistake. I believe, 
as a matter of fact, the Biology and Chemistry that I was concerned about were really in the 
Institute of Technology not in the College of Science, Literature, and the Arts. But as a matter 
of fact, the issue was still the same. 

CAC: Botany and Zoology were [unclear]. 

MW: That's right. The problem really was heightened by the fact that we had a lot of 
potentially attractive things, for environmental biologists for example, that could profit from the 
service of the distinguished people in the College of Medicine if we could find some way to get 
them to think naturally of problems outside clinical medicine. We actually had, a man named 
Visscher ... 

(1" ,. 

CAC: Morris Visscher in Physiology? 

MW: ... Morris Visscher in Medical Physiology who may really have been as wide-ranging 
a biologist as there was in America and not to have the advantage of MGIrls Visscher's leadership 
into other areas just because he was in Medicine seemed a dreadful waste. I can't really now 
recall all the individual factors but it seemed clear to me that if having two Mathematics 
Departments were expensive, that it was at least true that having three Biology communities that 
were not reinforcing each other was a waste of energy. We may not save any money but we 
were not getting as much leverage or we're not getting as great a distinction. We probably were 
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not in some areas hiring people who were as strong as we might with the same money if we 
were organized differently. 

CAC: In these conversations, was Dr. Visscher one of those who was helpful in creating a new 
cluster College of Biological Sciences or were there others who were, also from the faculty, eager 
to join this kind of a novel administrative setup? 

MW: I don't really think there really was initially any groundswell for the change but there was 
no great resistance. I do remember that at the same time that I was trying to think through a 
possible reorganization, James Perkins, who was president of Cornell, was trying to do the same. 
We arranged to have a meeting with key members of his biology people and key members of our 
biology people and we met somewhere on neutral territory ... probably, in Michigan-I've quite 
forgotten the site but it was away from our homes-to talk about what could be done and how 
it could be done. We had enough differences of opinion so we couldn't actually create templates 
that each could follow but we were encouraged by the way each of our people were thinking 
about it. I suspect that in the long run what I hope has been a positive development at Minnesota 
was made possible because of our fortune in the man we hired to become the dean. 

CAC: That was Professor [Richard] Caldecott? 

MW: That's right. He was the one that all three of the constituents admired. 

CAC: He's still dean. 

MW: Yes. They could rally around him. There was enough interest so that when Caldecott was 
invited to come, it seemed to guarantee to be successful. I hope it has been. 

CAC: I think that judgment is sound. He's still the same dean and, I think, has a national 
reputation for having initiated another kind of approach to unifying [unclear]. 

MW: I also think it has not in any way adversely affected the constituent bodies that gathered 
together to create a Biologic College. 

CAC: I think it's one of the happiest. There was a great deal of debate around it, as I read the 
records but, finally, certainly consensus. 

Part of the reorganization was the creation of an All University Council on Liberal Education. 
Would you comment on your role in that and how it got through the Senate Committee on 
Educational Policy? 

MW: I can give you my faulty memory. We needed to have some guarantee that if a person 
had a University of Minnesota degree, they met the minimal standards for understanding our total 
culture. There wasn't any guarantee of that sort. We did not have any part of the curriculum that 
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belonged to the university as a whole. In conversation with the faculty, there was an 
agreement-I thought an adequate agreement ... I hope it was-of voluntary accession to the idea 
that in a great university that handed out a bachelor's degree for the University of Minnesota, 
there ought to be an assurance to any part of the university that anybody who had the title, 
bachelor of degree in anything, was educated. Educated meant more than being a great chemist 
or computer specialist; it meant knowing something about our literary tradition and our historical 
tradition. The only way that there could be a guarantee that something under-pinned the 
specialized education at Minnesota, of which we could all be proud, would be to have some part 
of the curriculum belong to the university. The first step in trying to get that was to appoint a 
Council on Liberal Education that would bring parts of the whole university together. It would 
talk over what was the minimal amount of liberal education that we would be willing to accept 
as adequate for a degree at the university. My memory is that I asked Don Smith if he would 
chair it. 

CA C: Correct. 

MW: And I can say with enthusiasm that I had tremendous respect for Don Smith's capacity to 
deal with people and tremendous respect for his own understanding of what I thought was the 
cultural minimum that ought to be a part of the curriculum. 

CAC: I'm sure that the faculty was receptive generally to the strategy you're talking about. I 
hear also echoes, as far as your part is concerned, of the concept of liberal education as central 
rising out of your Chicago experience, Utah, and Oregon ... the same kind of perception you 
were able to administer and see through. 

MW: When I came to Oregon as opposed to here, there was a part of the faculty that was really 
afraid I was going to try to transplant Chicago College to the campus, which had never been my 
intent. I had a conviction that Chicago's collegiate curriculum was good because Chicago's 
faculty had developed it. The people who were teaching it had sweated longer and, I think, spent 
more time than any academic people I had ever seen driving toward what they thought was the 
critical body of materiaL I think it was successful at Chicago when it was successful because 
the faculty did own it. They had done it. 

CAC: But also Hutchins was there to promote it and inspire it? 

MW: Hutchins didn't promote it and inspire it so much as endorse it. 

CAC: I see ... the initiative came elsewhere? 

MW: Clarence Faust. .. Actually, said Hutchins it ought to be but he didn't ever interfere 
while I was there. He occasionally would have lunch with me or drive me someplace to talk 
about it but never tried to push his idea. He just wanted the faculty to think about the idea and 
assumed that they would rational enough to come up with a sensible approach. My opinion was 
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that the University of Oregon should be willing to let a president say, "We really ought to look 
at the content of the curriculum and get an Honors College"-which we did. But I shouldn't be 
coming to you and saying, "Look here are a bunch of syllabi that we worked out at Chicago, and 
you read it." 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: And say, "You just ought to face the problem of what is an education in our kind of 
culture? Then, you ought to organize it on the basis of your intellectual convictions." That's the 
best a president can do, I think. The faculty has to do it. That's what I had in mind in 
Minnesota. I just put the problem to the Council on Liberal Arts and, perhaps, did try to 
manipulate in the sense that I chose Don Smith whom I thought would be first -rate for the chore. 

CAC: And earlier, perhaps, had some capacity in appointing Ad Hoebel to chair the committee 
that really saw through the structure of it? 

MW: Yes. 

CAC: Let's tum to another matter that I'd suggested earlier, having in mind your memory in 
1967, of the three major problems you faced. One was reorganization, which we've discussed. 
Another was the move to the West Bank and the enlargement of student emollment that was 
behind that move. I know that a number of the decisions had been made when you came in the 
summer of 1960; but I know that there were many loose ends. That's a very general kind of 
invitation to you to comment, particularly, on the centrality of the Library, as you remember 
those issues. 

MW: We can talk about the West Bank. 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: This gives me an opportunity to mention one man who isn't, in most people's minds, 
deeply connected with the university. When I mention it, it is not absolutely sure that what I say 
will go down to his favor but it's intended to. When I arrived at Minnesota, the publisher of the 
Star Tribune was John Cowles, Sf. John Cowles, Sf. was the kind of journalistic statesman that 
I think every community ought to have. He called me shortly after I came and said he would 
like to talk to me. The burden of his conversation was, "There's going to be a lot of discussion, 
argument, perhaps even angry disagreement, about the West Bank. I know it's a decision that 
you and the faculty are going to have to make but I want to give you my judgment. I believe 
that the state legislature in acceding to the agreements about the West Bank and the building 
funds for its acquisition made a step they consider to be important. If you, after reviewing this, 
don't think it's wise, remember that changing will come at a price because the legislature will be 
so upset by the change in rules that you'll have a hard time getting other things that you need." 
I thanked him. I thought he was being interested in the university. He was trying to tell me I 
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could use my influence as I liked but that as a man-on-the-scene, he felt he knew the price I'd 
have to pay if I changed. We, then, spent, I guess, a year-time spans could be very inaccurate 
... it could be two years or it could be nine months but over a year, I think-drawing concentric 
circles around the campus, choosing Walter Library as the center and, then, measuring distances 
that students would have to walk from the periphery of the campus to the Walter Library with 
any alternative to the West Bank as a solution. There was no question in the demographers' 
minds that we were going to have to expand and that was not necessarily related just to, Were 
there going to be more students? There were problems requiring expansion or change ... 

CAC: Sure ... physical plant? 

MW: Right. So, we could go out University Avenue where the properties would be very 
expensive and the distance from Walter Library would become substantial or we could go south 
into a district we called . . . 

CAC: Dinkytown? 

MW: No, on the other side, the other direction. It was down the Mississippi. There's a faculty 
housing section out there. 

CAC: Prospect Park? 

MW: Prospect Park, yes. We could go out toward Prospect Park and that would be an 
advantage geographically for the Medical School; but out there the distance to Walter Library 
would increase substantially. 

CAC: Always, it was thought that the center of the university should be the library? 

MW: That's right. Having made all those concentric circles, we then said, "Who are going to 
be the library consumers and where are they going to be if we make some reorganization?" We, 
then, had to deal with the question of the bridge as an integral part of it. 

CAC: Right. 

MW: If we went to the West Bank, how would the concentric circles read and that began to be 
affected by the question, Do we have a new Social Science Building?-and we were going to 
have a new Social Science Building. That could be affected by what we do with Psychology. 
If we remember, I'd like to have you ask me a question about the Psychology later. It would be 
a different piece of business. 

CAC: Okay. 

O. Meredith WIlson Interview 12 



MW: We had enough of these concentric circles drawn ... let's see, we also had a theater we 
built when I was back, didn't we? 

CAC: It came to be the Rarig Theatre. 

MW: And the Humanities Building? 

CAC: Yes. The Humanities never was built. 

MW: It wasn't? 

CAC: No. The Business Tower, the Social Science Tower, and the Rarig Theatre, and the 
complex ... 

MW: They did think there was going to be a Humanities Tower? 

CAC: That was part of the original planning, yes. 

MW: If those things got put over there, then, the question was, Where should the library be? 
There was in the budget, or in the long-range planning budget-as near to long-range as they 
had-something like $1.5 million for a library building. 

CAC: No more, right? 

MW: No. 

CAC: Or what was called-I've been reading the documents recently-the Library Facility. 

MW: That's right. 

CAC: At some point Facility is dropped and the library is italicized. 

MW: After we got the concentric circles drawn, I became persuaded that John Cowles might 
be right for two reasons ... that we really might have a more consolidated campus using the 
West Bank than by going out in any of the other directions and, certainly, we would not have 
a much less consolidated campus, and we would not be paying the price of offending the 
legislature. There was absolutely no sense in a library facility over there of the sort that they had 
in mind. I would go to the legislature if we could have a major library over there. We talked 
with faculty about it. I think the faculty really seemed to agree that that was an all right 
solution-that's my memory. At any rate, I have no scars on the issue of, Shall we change from 
$1.5 million to whatever is necessary and make that a first priority for construction? The 
legislative approach to our West Bank expansion seemed to me perfectly adequate, perfectly 
satisfactory; and I think that the university had less difficulty getting that than they would have 
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for anything else. We did have the problem that was, in a sense, important enough so the rest 
had to be contingent. If we couldn't get the good access across Washington A venue-there was 
an old bridge there ... 

CAC: Yes, a rickety bridge. 

MW: ... that was condemned; I think it was already condemned-and get that replaced, then, 
the problem of the West Bank was not sensible. All of our arguments for West Bank were 
contingent on whether we could get the bridge built. The bridge was identified as being a part 
of a highway system and the federal government was, then, absorbing, I think, 90 percent of 
construction if it were a highway. Our problem was, fIrst, to persuade a man over in the 
highway department in St. Paul and he was a lovely man; I wish I could remember his name. 
He listened, was perplexed at first, disagreed at fIrst, but was persuaded that that bridge was an 
appropriate part of the highway obligation and that the state would use its influence to get the 
federal funds and that [unclear]. Then, as we went through the plans, we said, "There's no way 
we can settle for a bridge that's just one level. We've got to have a pedestrian walkway." They 
said, "Well, all right, we are willing to undertake to build the bridge so it can carry a pedestrian 
walkway; but the United States Highway Department doesn't build pedestrian walkways." So, 
we had a problem. 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: I, fInally, decided to bull it out with them. I said, "You build that bridge without a 
pedestrian walkway and you'll have no highway for fifteen minutes every hour." 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: "You just reconsider whether, as a matter of fact, it is not true that on this particular case 
it is in the interest of highway traffIc to have a pedestrian walkway." After a long discussion, 
the highway department agreed that they would build both levels and then we had to ... 

CAC: Then, you had to cover it? 

MW: ... enclose it; but it also seemed that it had to be enclosed. I guess, one of the saddest 
things for me about the 1960s was that we had just built that walkway, covered it with glass, had 
arranged to carry the heat at that level so that in the winter it would be modifIed some, and, then, 
the student irrationalism developed and people with chains would walk across the outside and 
crash the windows. 

CAC: Vandalism has gone all the way through to 1983. It just seems to be random and 
inexplicable. 

MW: It's shocking to me because it was built to ... 
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[End of Tape 1, Side 2] 

[Tape 2, Side 1] 

CAC: I wonder if you would comment a bit more about the role of different groups in changing 
the commitment from the library facility to a major library. What you've said [unclear] the role 
of Dr. [Ned] Stanford, the director of the library, or others. 

MW: Stanford was the director of the library ... I think [Errett W.] McDiarmid, who was dean 
when I arrived, had been director of the library. 

CAC: True. 

MW: There was a fairly large clientele of people. We had a Library School at the time. I don't 
know that we still do? 

CAC: It was just phased out this year. 

MW: I think, they all generally concurred that we had to have ... at least my memory is that 
the professional librarians all felt that we needed to abandon the idea of a little reading room on 
the West Bank and that we really had to have a major library facility. I think the library people 
might say it was their idea as much as that it was my idea. It certainly was a conviction of mine 
but I think the way the professional librarians reacted, as I remember them, they could very well 
have said, /lIt was our idea all along." They just hadn't had anybody say they'd carry the burden 
to the legislature and try to insist that it be that; so, they really hadn't had the opportunity to 
organize it till then. 

CAC: There was no office of long-range planning at that time so that it was decentralized. 

MW: Actually, while there was no office of long-range planning, the material that had been 
done for [James] Lew[is] Morrill on the West Bank was substantial. Somebody was doing 
planning. They may have had some difficulties. I guess maybe a lot of it had been done in Bill 
Middlebrook's office. If Bill Middlebrook were alive he'd say, /lIt's a canard to say we didn't 
plan. I wrote the book./I 

CAC: [laughter] I think Mr. Stan Wenberg also, who didn't carry the title at that time, was 
involved in a lot of the planning. 

MW: Yes, that's right. Wenberg's role was as more of a facilitator than a planner. He was 
already named vice-president when I arrived. It was apparently an aggravation to some of the 
faculty that he had been named before I arrived. Two people that I learned to appreciate were 
not fully appreciated by the faculty in my judgment. They were Bill Nunn and Wenberg. 
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CAC: Would you say a bit more about each of them? 

MW: Wenberg had been, obviously, a tremendous help to Lew Morrill. I think I am speaking 
accurately when I say that Lew Morrill had always felt a little sad that he couldn't have been 
president without Bill Middlebrook there for awhile because Bill Middlebrook was a little bit like 
the bureaucracy of the State Department in relation to the secretary of state. Lew could never 
quite get loose from Bill Middlebrook's regulations. The nearest thing to getting loose for him, 
I think, were the times when Wenberg was helpful. Wenberg had an indefatigable interest in the 
university. He may not have always been the wisest man but he would not have to take second 
place to anybody for his concern about the university or for his work and effort in its behalf and 
with his close connection with Lew Morrill, he was, I'm sure, of tremendous value. The fact that 
he was made vice-president so that he would be secured in his position when I arrived offended 
some faculty and people thought I might be offended; but I was as determined to work with what 
was there as I could until I knew that it wasn't right. I must say that he was never disloyal to 
me as far as I could tell, he always did the things I felt needed to be done, and on matters of the 
legislature always gave me sound counsel. 

CAC: Bill Nunn's role? 

MW: Bill Nunn was an old navy man who must have prepared speeches for captains and 
admirals. When I arrived, he, on almost every occasion, had a speech on my desk for the event 
and I had never read a speech anybody had written for me in my life and I couldn't ... I was 
a terrible burden to Bill because ... 

CAC: Daughter] 

MW: ... he felt it was his duty, as it had been his duty for his officers, to provide me with the 
thing to say when the time came. I just thought that if you were a university president, you 
either say it yourself or resign. I came to appreciate the fact that, in many things, Bill was really 
noble. He was looked upon by the faculty, I think, as a man to take care of formal affairs, not 
very substantial as an academic person, had something to do with public relations if they weren't 
handled by [James] Lombard over at Northrop, scheduled commencement affairs and took care 
of the details. In retrospect as I look back, he was a kind, puzzled, helpful man and in relation 
to the American Legion, for example, which we probably will speak about later, he was of 
indispensable value. He may not have quickened the hearts of university professors but he did 
know the American Legion and he took the position of the university and, then, he tried to find 
a way to make the university position honest but still acceptable to the American Legion. I think 
he played a particular role in getting for the University of Minnesota something I don't think any 
other university in the world has. It had an American Legion chair paid for by the American 
Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars. 

CAC: I didn't know that myself ... a chair in some specific area? 
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MW: Yes. Bob Good, who may have been the most distinguished pediatrician-also a 
pathologist, also a medical researcher-of his generation, occupied the American Legion chair and 
in the midst of our difficulties with the American Legion and McCarthyism, the annual review 
of the American Legion chair was scheduled over in the Medical School, in the auditorium over 
there-I've forgotten the name of it. Bill Nunn called me first and then Bob Good called me and 
said, "We've got a program all arranged and we want you present ... " We spent an hour and 
a half, perhaps, giving the report on how we had spent the American Legion and the Veteran of 
Foreign Wars money, how the children had profited from it. By the time the hour and a half 
were over, and I'd had a chance to meet the people, and we'd talked about it, we were old 
friends. They, after all, had supported all of this activity. They were a part of the university and 
for that part of the American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars, the university was theirs. 
I don't think that anybody but Bill Nunn could have arranged to have that chair. I think that it 
probably was the access to the American Legion that made my appearance before their 
commander just an event that they were proud of as well as university [unclear]. 

CAC: There are two forks we could take here. One would be to the American Legion and the 
academic freedom. The other, I think I would prefer, is the third major problem, the problem 
of credibility of the university with the legislature and in that both Mr. Wenberg and Mr. Nunn, 
I assume, were helpful; so, why don't we tum to that briefly? 

[break in the interview] 

MW: I should like to mention about Bill Nunn that when he retired, he became one of the best 
country gentlemen in Minnesota. They live in a little place called Champlin and his wife's been 
mayor, I think, from the time it was first organized. 

CAC: And he became quite a gardener. 

MW: He is quite a gardener and 10, his wife, is quite a gardener. We admire them very much. 
They just sometimes didn't seem academic to a lot of the faculty. 

CAC: I'm sure that's true. 

MW: They were wonderful. Stan Wenberg was an immediate resource for me because the 
legislature was an immediate problem. The legislature is half of a university president's 
constituency if it's a state university. Stan had kept in touch with all of the critical leaders and, 
in general, had a very warm relationship with them. The legislature, too, in the time that I was 
there, seemed to me to be of a superior character. They had a man, an attorney named [Gordon] 
Rosenmeier, from Little Falls, Minnesota, who was often the most severe judge but I think was 
always the most fair person that you could get in the legislature when you finally came down to 
putting your case. I think intellectually his stature and the stature of the chief committees that 
dealt with the university at the time would do honor to a state. I was proud of them and they 
were pleasant to work with and Stan's relationships with them kept us well-informed. I don't 
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know anybody who worked harder with that constituency or with the student constituency than 
Stan. We had at Minnesota a good fortune that most universities didn't share in the 1960s-this 
leads me to something not on your list. We had a man named [Edmund] Williamson who was 
dean of students . . . 

CAC: You bet. 

MW: '" and he and Stan worked closely together, worked hard to keep the president from 
making mistakes. I remember that they had a tradition of having all the student leaders meet 
with the president for one night each term, a rather substantial meeting. It hadn't been explained 
to me adequately the fIrst time. I was invited to the meeting at Williamson's home, and I went 
and sat on the stairs, and listened to the students discuss, and had a glass of punch, and left. It 
was a major catastrophe in the minds of Williamson and Wenberg. I'm sure they debated how 
they were going to bring to the attention the president the fact that he had made a grave error-it 
was an error. I had thought this was a meeting that was scheduled for Stan and for Williamson, 
and that if I stayed out till ten o'clock, that was past my bedtime, and I had work to do; so, I left. 
I discovered later that this was a meeting that Williamson and Wenberg scheduled really for the 
president, though it was advertised as though it were for them. After that the meeting was 
changed some and at least half the time, it met at our home and, then, I didn't ever leave until 
it was over. 

CAC: Daughter] 

MW: The effect of Williamson-I have to give Stan a role in it-on the students was such that 
they never really felt like they were entirely excluded. During the period that I was there, we 
had student problems. I had a sit-in with ... but as, a matter of fact, we had become so 
civilized in our relationship that before the sit -in took place, I was visited by the head of the SDS 
[Students for a Democratic Society] and the Young Republican Club together to tell me in 
advance that they were going to have a sit-in. 

CAC: What was the subject of that sit-in? I don't know that story. 

MW: This sit-in took place because we had determined to raise tuition. 

CAC: Oh. 

MW: There may be more to be said about this but in this particular case, they came to say, 
"We're going to have sit-in." I said, "How long?" They said, "Twenty-four hours." It was 
commencement period and I had, while I was in Minnesota, accepted the responsibility to give 
three high school commencements one year and three college commencements the next year. 
This was that season and I told them, "If you're going to have a sit-in, I need to know in 
advance. I have an obligation to do a commencement address tomorrow. Will I be able to get 
in and out of my office or must I stay home?" They said, "We will stay three feet apart, and we 
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will be orderly, and you can come and go as you please." In the first place, I think that the 
civilized relationship Williamson had developed with the students was responsible for their 
coming to give the warning. I said, then, to our security people, "This building has all of our 
academic records and all of our money, we can't really afford not to have security; so, I want to 
have an adequate number of security people, all young, all dressed in civilian clothes and I don't 
want them to make any noise, abuse, or ridicule the students. I'd like them to serve coffee at 
midnight." For the remainder of my time there whenever there was a difficulty the [unclear]. 

CAC: [laughter] Let's come back to the legislature briefly, that is the raising of the central 
budget. I do gather that there was a gap of credibility, perhaps, it related to the failure of 
emollment to come up to expectations of financing? 

MW: It did. As a matter of fact, for the first three years that I was at Minnesota, I had 
emotions that I was sure I would never have in a relation with a university. It had always been 
my assumption that a university did not require numbers to be great, that you became 
distinguished by doing well with whatever number you had; but for three years, I kept saying, 
"All I want to do is to get 30,000 students. As soon as we get 30,000, then I don't care if we 
ever grow at all." The reason was that their projections of student emollment had been at 30,000 
for three years before I arrived and part of their budget was based upon the resources from 
tuitions. They'd had a deficit in those three years because of the shortfall in emollments. Any 
new president would be in the position to establish a fresh base for building credibility. This was 
the promise of an earlier administration; so, all we had to do was to make the case that as nearly 
as we could tell, the administration prior had, on good faith, projected emollments that didn't 
materialize. We were not going to ask for anything that we didn't need, that we acknowledged 
the shortfall, and we made our new budget on the assumption of new projections, and would like 
to be judged on our own record. At that time, I think some faculty thought because he was a 
part of the earlier administration, Stan would be a bar to building a fresh record. He was not 
really. He worked well with new figures. He kept his old friends and the issue was not whether 
my [unclear] were or were not credible ... the problem was Wilson. I tried never to make a 
statement which was extravagant. 

I tried a new business approach, which fell through the floor. When I arrived, partly due to the 
credibility gap and the shortfall in funds because of tuition but partly due to the way they arrived 
at costs, we didn't have any money for equipment. I thought we were probably the less well 
provided for in matters of equipment and what you would call logistic support for faculty than 
any place I'd ever seen. My first approach was to say, "The University of Minnesota has had a 
budgeting procedure for getting new equipment but there's never been any systematic attempt at 
depreciation of materials on hand; so, I want to introduce a provision for arriving at a budget by 
formula in which you take into account a ten-year depreciation of major equipment items." That 
flew like a lead balloon. The legislature quite obviously wanted no formula that would arrive 
at a figure. They wanted to be able to think through it, vote a budget without having to face 
down any apparently automatic figures that would commit them. I learned two lessons-maybe, 
it's the same lesson-from the two events ... this event, plus the desire of the state legislature 
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to have a college in southwest Minnesota. They appointed me as chairman of the committee to 
choose the location and I kept telling them that I thought they ought to start with a junior college 
down there and see if it could grow up to be a college but the two leaders from southwest 
Minnesota were committed ... they had to have the college. So, why not build a formula? I 
said, "What we'll do is to take concentric circles thirty five mile in radius on the assumption that 
thirty-five miles is the maximum distance for a commuter in the state of Minnesota. That's very 
generous because in the winter thirty-five miles is a long way to travel but we'll do that." So, 
we built concentric circles. As soon as I got a formula for arriving at why you ought to have 
a college, they screamed to high heaven. 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: They wanted to be in a position to choose themselves and to get the credit. If a formula 
gave them the direction, then they couldn't claim that they were responsible, which is really part 
of my view of legislatures that led me and Mulford [Sibley] to have difficulty. We'll have a 
discussion of it later, I think, but in the Sibley/[Milton] Rosen debate, I went to listen, sat in the 
audience and I asked him to come and see me after. He came to my office and I said, "Mulford, 
I think that you've got a right to speak freely and I have to protect you in the right to speak. I 
even think that if the chips are down, I'm the one that ought to be expulsed instead of you 
because the university can afford to fire a president but it can't afford to fire a professor; but I 
think you ought to do it right. I think what you said over there is wrong." He said, "What did 
I say that was wrong?" "Well, you said that nobody has the right to tell you for what you're 
responsible and you're the leading advocate of liberty on this campus. The way I read the books, 
when you are free, you're responsible. If you're not free, you're not responsible because it would 
have happened anyway. Anytime you say that you are free, then, you have to say that you 
accept the responsibility for what happens." The legislature wanted to be free from a formula 
so they could choose. Mulford wanted to be free but he didn't want to be responsible. His 
answer to me that day was, "President Wilson, why don't you come and join me in a seminar 
with my students?" 

CAC: [laughter] You probably know that in 1970, the faculty adopted a statement on freedom 
and responsibility ... 

MW: No, I didn't know that. 

CAC: ... in which precisely the philosophy you're laying down was articulated by a faculty 
committee? 

To change the subject now again because we do have limited time . .. One of the new 
initiatives that was taken while you were president was the very dramatic improvement of the 
retirement program and, then, later the improvement of salaries but I think the whole area of 
faculty welfare was a waiting problem in 1960. I would like you to comment on how this was 
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brought to your attention and staged forward. I think by 1963 and 1964, there is a new 
retirement program in place? 

MW: There was a very good faculty committee that was in place at Minnesota when I arrived. 
I think it's the Faculty Advisory Committee, but I'm not sure that that's the title. Do you 
remember? 

CAC: There is a Senate Consultative Committee which had some of these things. 

MW: It probably was the Senate Consultative Committee and it was already in place. 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: It was composed of distinguished, caring members of the university faculty. When we 
developed a budget ... 

[End of Tape 2, Side 1] 

[Tape 2, Side 2] 

MW: ... you didn't have a percentage of your salary set aside. You got a sort of arbitrary 
block of money funded for the future and when I added up the amounts, they were blocks that 
were tied to expectations in the 1920s. There was no functional way to have the blocks modified 
by the changes in salary scales as society changed, or inflation developed, or as we got more 
distinguished faculty and had to pay higher salaries. I had been a member of the Board of TIAA 
[Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association] for a time, and was aware of what I thought were 
better things, and knew that it was easier for me to work toward equity for the faculty if I could 
get the faculty to agree that a percentage arrangement for retirement could be used instead of a 
set of arbitrary blocks that were really resistant to change. The Consultative Committee wanted 
to know what I might have in mind, particularly, in the light of the fact that all of the Minnesota 
retirement was at the time carried by two Minnesota insurance companies. I told them what I 
had in mind was that we use the sort of formula that the Carnegie people had developed when 
they set up TIAA and CREF [College Retirement Equity Fund] and that if we did that, it would 
mean that when we employed a faculty member, a percentage of his salary would be figured 
toward retirement. The question was, How much would the university put in to match that? My 
proposition was that all of the money that we had for faculty was voted as an amount by the 
legislature and whether it were described as a percentage withdrawn from your check to be 
invested for TIAA or whether it were an independent amount provided by the university was 
almost academic. Say, we had, in those days, $20,000 assigned for a professor of history. If we 
thought that the proper amount to set aside for retirement was 15 percent, then, we'd take 15 
percent, $3,000, and we'd set it aside for retirement, and you'd get a check of $17,000 or since 
all of the money is appropriated for salary and retirement is a part of the reward, we'd say, we 
will give you $17,000 salary, and we'll put $3,000 into retirement, and you pay no taxes on that. 
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It looks like the university is paying it all but it's just the same as though we brought it into your 
contract and your pension. For the Consultative Committee, my proposition is, you decide 
whether you want to have it assigned as contract first or not. The second question and one that 
they felt strongly about was, young faculty don't feel very strongly about retirement ... they 
want the money to spend now ... are we going to be father knows best and tell them that they're 
going to have to have retirement anyway or not? Our initial discussions turned on that. I 
considered that it was not a matter of just father knows best. In the issue of retirement, a 
university has a stake of its own. It needs to be protected against any of its people being 
indigent or any wife being turned out in complete poverty. It has a reputation of its own. It 
cannot afford to be in a position of turning people out on the street. It has a problem of, How 
do you acquire the best possible professor? In my judgment, a good fringe benefit was often 
more important than a contract. We had to deal with all those things. The Consultative 
Committee, finally, agreed that we ought to do it on percentage and, then, the insurance company 
said, "It's dreadful that the new president is planning to take the business from two Minnesota 
insurance companies." 

I, then, took a position which you may wish I hadn't taken but it was my best judgment at the 
time. It was that I did not care whether it was TIAA or two University of Minnesota insurance 
companies as long as the two insurance companies would give the faculty an election to have a 
variable annuity if they wanted it. If they could, either through their own policy or by state 
legislation, get in the position to authorize a variable annuity to the faculty that wanted to choose 
a variable annuity, I would not use my influence to go outside the state. They did come in with 
an agreement and we did stay with the Minnesota insurance companies. I think we do just as 
well with them as we would have done with TIAA and CREF. The difficulty is that for ten 
years after we set up the variable annuity, it worked very well but starting in 1974 to 1980, it 
was a dog. The people who were largely in a variable annuity from about 1974 to 1980 got 
substantially less than they would have done if they were on a fixed income retirement program. 
I only created the opportunity. [laughter] 

CAC: Sure. Making those decisions ... who within the administration were most helpful? 
Retirement's a technical problem. Was there within the faculty or within the administration 
persons who were most useful? 

MW: We dealt with it in the Consultative Committee like any other intellectual problem. We 
didn't allow it to become technical. We felt comfortable with the idea that the technical problems 
could be handled by TIAA and CREF or by the two insurance companies, if they would give us 
the privilege of having a variable annuity. The degree of technicality as far as those discussions 
were concerned arose on the issue-really almost not technical but moral---do we tell an assistant 
professor he has to have retirement whether he wants it or not? We elected to tell him he had 
to have retirement. From the standpoint of whether you have fixed annuity or variable, there is 
some degree of sophistication required but I thought I knew enough about that already and I 
know that the economists in the Consultative Committee knew a lot more about it than I. I didn't 
think that the academic minds that were working on that problem needed much help and if we 
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needed help at all, then, there were two people ... We had Larry London who was very good 
with investments and there was a man over in the state capitol, who managed a variable annuity 
fund for the state capitol, who had been an assistant to Larry at one time, who was of some use 
to us at least in getting concurrence in the capitol with us doing differently about retirement. 
Once we established the agreement, I think it was very easy for the legislature to accept the 
agreement because what we told them was, "We're asking for a solid faculty reward budget, 
which we will distribute among the faculty both on the basis of an appropriate salary contract 
for the individual and on the basis of an appropriate arrangement for retirement, all from the 
same funds. We didn't have to have a separate argument about that. 

CAC: This discussion of financing, both through the legislature and the through approvement 
of the Faculty Welfare Retirement Program, may lead to another topic, which I think is central 
to the seven years you were there, and that is, the reorganization of fund raising . . . I think, 
perhaps, most notably, the creation of the Minnesota Foundation in December of 1962. 

MW: I have to be very careful about that because there is an alumnus who thinks that he did 
it and he was important. He is a fellow named Carlyle Anderson and I don't want ever to have 
him feel offended. But there is a close friend of the university, Jay Phillips-is he a name to 
you?- ... 

CAC: Oh, yes, indeed. 

MW: ... who every time he sees me says, "[unclear] says he organized that foundation and I 
know damned well that you did it in my home." [laughter] 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: I'll give you a little background ... While I was at Oregon, it looked to me as though 
we badly needed better non-legislative support. There was quite a distinguished alumni secretary 
of the University of California and a quite distinguished alumni secretary of the University of 
Michigan whom I invited out to come and sit in a sort of committee with me to tell me how they 
had managed to be so successful-they were the two most successful public university fund 
raisers-and they both had pretty good ideas. One of the two said that external help of a contract 
nature was probably the best thing to go for and suggested a man named George Brakely. So, 
I got a few alumni here to provide enough money so we could hire them. I couldn't use state 
funds to employ such a person. George Brakely's organization came and made a survey of the 
state, got what you might describe as a Harris Poll of the state, the subject being, [unclear] is the 
university regarded by? They had quite a fat volume that was instructive. It did tell a lot more 
things than about dollars that might be university problems. I've forgotten the fee we paid 
Brakely ... it seemed substantial to me then but these days it would not seem substantial. We 
set up an Oregon Foundation. I believe, we called it here originally the University of Oregon 
Development Fund. That foundation has become an effective one and I'm now on its board. Our 
first special appeal was to create a group called the President's Associates and people paid a 
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substantial fee to get called a president's associate and that got us a membership, which became 
the core. It worked quite successfully. I felt comfortable with it. When we got back to 
Minnesota, it became clear that we had an equal or greater problem and a much better 
opportunity because in Oregon, we had a single board for several institutions and in Minnesota 
we had a board for the University of Minnesota; so, it had a more complete commitment. We 
had a problem in both places of not affronting and, therefore, creating negative publicity by not 
[unclear] the private colleges. 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: I had to meet with the private colleges in each place, and talk to them about what we had 
in mind, and try to persuade them that raising funds for educational system helped to loosen 
funds for all educational institutions-which is, I think, practically true-and, generally, we did 
not have difficulty. In Minnesota, after I'd been there a little while, I was persuaded we needed 
to try it, and we got George Brakely to come again, and Brakely helped there as well. Carlyle 
Anderson was one of the important persons who did help a lot. Jay Phillips was an important 
person. We did work hard to get a distinguished board for the foundation. The last two 
meetings I had in Minnesota before I left were in relation to it. We had, I thought, a good board 
but I felt like it was not rooted as carefully in the economic strength of the state; so, I called, 
first, the CEO [Chief Executive Officer] of Minneapolis Honeywell. He was married to a 
McKnight woman ... [James] Binger. I called Binger and asked him if he'd come to the 
university and have lunch with me. I told him that I was leaving, and that I was uncomfortable 
unless I could leave the board of the foundation stronger than it was, and I would like him to 
accept membership on the board. He said that he'd have to go home and think about it with his 
wife and with the corporation. Then, I called Ridder who was head of the Ridder paper in St. 
Paul. 

CAC: Robert Ridder. 

MW: He's a big one ... and I asked him if he would come and I went through the same 
[unclear] with him. He gave me the same answer. But they both said, a week later, that they 
would accept; so, I had a St. Paul and a Minneapolis man of strength that would come on it as 
I left. 

CAC: Well, the first board represents pretty good strength, too. You had Henry McCall as the 
chairman, and John Pillsbury, and Edgar Zelle on the board. How does one go about building 
that? Did you have contacts out to ... ? 

MW: Let's go back to the first part of that ... Henry McCall. Henry McCall is dead now. 
Henry could have a claim to being the founder. Jay Phillips would not agree with that either. 
The confusion about origin is like the confusion in a university about who's responsible for what, 
and the president thinks he did something, and the faculty thinks they did something. I would 
have to say that McCall was an absolutely devoted man. I think that the initial step was getting 
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Brakely; that's my memory but I won't swear to that. I think McCall caught on and was excited 
and kept the thing from slipping. 

CAC: Was he an alumnus of the university? 

MW: I don't know that; I presume so though. 

CAC: He had a commitment to the university before you approached him? 

MW: Yes, that's right. I'm sure he was alumnus and Anderson was an alumnus. Anderson lives 
still in Chicago. 

CAC: I think many of the board-if I can interpose a minute-were really persons who had their 
degrees from eastern universities. 

MW: That's right. I used to kid them. John Pillsbury's father went to the university and I used 
to kid him, "You earn all your money here and, then, you send your kids off to get an education 
elsewhere. Then, pretty soon maybe, their children will come to the university, and we1l restore 
their strength, and, then, they can have children that go off." 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: The founder of General Mills ... 

CAC: James Ford Bell? 

MW: ... James Ford Bell, Sr., was originally one of the strengths of the university, was giving 
money in a disorganized way and, in a way, this may be partly the origin of it. James Ford Bell 
used to come to me-he was on the board. He was extremely wealthy. He was very generous. 
He'd given a lot of money for the Natural History Museum. 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: He'd say, "Met, just tell me what the priorities are. I'm getting a request from everybody 
on the campus. Tell me where I should give the money." It seemed to me every time he'd raise 
it, I'd try to answer, and I wasn't getting much success. The logical step was to say, Let's get 
a foundation, and they could give it to the foundation, and, then, the priorities can be established 
or he can have a priority of his own and tell the foundation where it goes. I think, maybe, my 
conversation with James Ford Bell made it seem to me that a more substantial and a more 
professional organization than the Alumni Association could provide was necessary and I got 
Brakely to come help. We got some of the [unclear] books about clientele and the attitude 
toward the university, and the state, and that sort of thing. 
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CAC: There are so many demands on persons of wealth and influence within a metropolitan 
community or a state community . . . orchestra, and art, and charity, and welfare, and health. 
Do you have any sense of what persons commit themselves to a university as distinct? I know 
a lot of these people were active in the other enterprises as well. How does a university claim 
that attention, a state university particularly? 

[End of Tape 2, Side 2] 

[Tape 3, Side 1] 

MW: You were asking how people are made constituents of the university giving program. I 
believe that it's true that the United States tax policy is responsible for creating the giving habit 
in the United States. The problem for a state university is only to establish the fact that there 
are reasons why support from the public in ways other than through the legislature is not only 
appropriate but important. We never had any major difficulty in my experience either at 
Minnesota or with anger at the fact that the state university is entering an area of giving that 
belongs to the private institutions. Indeed, there was a president of Carleton College who 
proceeded ... 

CAC: My president, Donald 1. Cowling. 

MW: Donald J. Cowling, who was of tremendous help to me when I was going to do this. 
Donald J. Cow ling was a good friend of the University of Minnesota Medical School and he was, 
by definition, a great friend of private education. He considered that it was of tremendous 
interest to him and, probably, of value to the private colleges that we were stimulating the idea 
of giving to education. One of the ways that we were able to get the climate for success in 
Minnesota was to have the good fortune to have Donald 1. Cowling in the area and a constituent 
of the university. I have great and fond memories of him. I believe that's all I need to say about 
that ... I'm not sure. 

CAC: Does the university attract, however, within this community certain kinds of leaders that 
are distinguished from others? I'm, again, thinking of the prestige that being associated with the 
Minnesota Orchestra Board always brings in the Twin Cities. I wonder if there is a comparative 
weight with the university. 

MW: I think that there may be a special interest for people who have been graduates of the 
university; though as a matter of fact, there are people of the state of Minnesota who are 
successful and have a substantial view of the state, are capable of being statesmen, and of 
rallying around a problem just because it's Minnesota and needed in Minnesota. I don't think we 
ever had any difficulty-if we did, we never did have much difficulty-in attracting people for 
help whom we wanted to get to help. It may really be that the way we met them led us to a 
natural selection of people who would be sympathetic and would respond; but, I am of the view 
that the state of Minnesota is composed of a very superior community of people. Somehow, I 

O. Meredith WilSon Interview 26 



suspect Scandinavians breed good character-I have to change that because the Iron Range is not 
Scandinavian. One of the things that I remember about Minnesota with so much affection that 
sometimes it makes me a little dreamy is the number of political leaders that came from the 
Range who were the first people to go to college in their family and who felt an obligation to 
serve the state because of the opportunities they had received there. I think it's a great state. 

CAC: Now, we have Governor [Rudy] Perpich, of course, the fIrst governor from the Range. 

MW: Right. 

CAC: He does have that kind of commitment. While we're speaking of community outreach, 
there was also toward the end of your administration, the creation of the University Community 
Development Corporation, which I think relates to the West Bank ... 

MW: Partly. 

CAC: ... development. That's an invitation to ... 

MW: We had a number of problems in the region. One of them was Augustana College ... 
is that the right name? There is a Lutheran College ... 

CAC: It's Augsburg. 

MW: We have Augsburg College. We had a hospital ... St. Mary's? 

CAC: St. Mary's and Fairview both. 

MW: St. Mary's also had a nursing school. 

CAC: And a junior college. 

MW: And a junior college. At the other end of a sort of strip, there was a protestant seminar? 

CAC: There's a Luther Seminary. 

MW: Yes, Luther Seminary and I think another junior college over towards St. Paul. At any 
rate, we had a common interest in an area, most of it was related to the West Bank. It became 
clear that what was in the interest of St. Mary's, and the St. Mary's Junior College, and their 
nursing school, or Augsburg College, and what was of interest to the University of Minnesota 
ought to have a common component. We met ... we had Stan Wenberg and, then, we had 
Gerry [Shepherd] and Don [Smith], a number of the people on our staff, who spent time at 
Augsburg. I think Ben Christiansen was the president. 
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CAC: Oscar Anderson. 

MW: Oscar Anderson, that's right. We really wanted to make sure, that as the University of 
Minnesota made policy that did not conflict with Augsburg College but would in a way reinforce 
their interests; and they wanted to have a sense that they were going to be consulted. We were 
probably going to be spending the most money and doing the most development. They wanted 
to be consulted about it. It seemed to us the wisest thing to do was to create a corporation that 
covered an area that would lead to automatic discussions when major changes or developments 
were going to take place so that you wouldn't depend upon casual conversation. I don't know 
whether it still exists or not. 

CAC: Oh, yes. In reviewing the record before our interview, I was struck by what appeared to 
me as a delay in creating this corporation. When one looks at the other initiatives that were 
taken very early in the 1960s, the record would show that there were suggestions for this kind 
of a corporation in 1960, even 1961, and, yet, it was 1966. Do you have any idea what would 
explain, what seems to me, the delay in moving in this area? 

MW: My memory won't help. I do know that we did develop excellent relations with Augsburg 
College while I was there. They were nice enough to give me an outstanding achievement 
award, whatever their substitute is for a doctor degree because they don't give them. I went over 
and gave an address at their place. Stan spent a lot of time at St. Mary's, which is I think a 
Catholic institution ... I understand it's strong Catholic? 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: Larry London spent time with the financial officer at the Fairview Hospital. By the way, 
he became a very close friend of the university ... the manager of the Fairview Hospital was, 
as a matter of fact, one of the most active members of the community organization. Why we 
waited until 1966, I don't know. I can't tell you. 

CAC: When it does get started, again it's an example to me of the tapping of the elite. You 
have Judson Bemis, and Ben Berger, and John Myers, and Oscar Anderson all on the first board, 
which is, again, a pretty Blue Ribbon group. 

MW: When you list those names, you really list some of the people for whom I have a great 
debt. John Myers was a neighbor. He was a president of the symphony. He was a member of 
the board of Carleton College. Judson Bemis was president of the symphony. 

CAC: Also active at Carleton. 

MW: Yes. One of the things I remember about Judson-this shouldn't be gossip- ... 

CAC: A little bit is all right. 
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MW: I was very, very happy with our relationship with the symphony at Northrop. The maestro 
and the board of the symphony constantly insisted that Northrop was too large, too [unclear] to 
provide an adequate melding of the chords. The maestro couldn't hear whether his playing was 
going well or not. It didn't mix well in all parts of the hall. It was not a good instrument for 
a symphony. They always accused me of resisting progress because I had the best seats in the 
house. 

CAC: [laughter] The presidential box, right. It sounded good there. 

MW: It always sounded good where I was so they couldn't persuade me that it was not an ideal 
voice box for . . . 

CAC: It probably was not a good instrument. 

MW: While I was there, I was on the board of Northern States Power and I chaired the 
committee that determined who got gifts. They were wanting a donation from Northern States 
Power for the new symphony hall. I had left Minnesota by now but I was sure that it was not 
good for the university for the symphony to leave; so, I kept giving them a bad time about 
Northern States Power ought to be [unclear]. We, finally, did play our role in granting money 
for the building of the place. Judson Bemis and his wife invited Marian and me back the first 
year after to be their guests at the symphony ... 

CAC: So, you could hear it. 

MW: ... so we could see how mistaken I had been. 

CAC: Yet, you were able to tap Judson, and John Myers, and others to work on this community 
development. 

MW: Oh, yes, we were very close. They are wonderful people ... a great help. 

CAC: We're talking about people. One of the, I would guess, major tasks of a chief executive 
officer of a university is the selection of officers to work with him. We've talked about Mr. 
Wenberg, whom you inherited, about Mr. Middlebrook, who was also on the scene and was one 
of the persons you inherited? 

MW: No. 

CAC: London was in by that time? 

MW: London had [unclear]. London was [unclear] someplace. 
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CAC: There are others ... Mr. [E.W. - "Easy"] Ziebarth became dean of the Arts College; Mr. 
[Don] Smith became assistant vice-president for Academic Administration; Gerry Shepherd, of 
course, in 1963 as the vice-president for Academic Administration which became, as I read it, 
the first among equals with real clarity at that point. Would you like to talk about Dean [Bryce] 
Crawford of the Graduate School, Ziebarth in CLA, Shepherd in the Academic Administration 
... Don Smith? 

MW: I guess what you will note in the list that you have just presented to me is my 
parochialism. All of them came out of the faculty; none of them were imported from a national 
search. I think you had noticed that, maybe? 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: Actually, McDiarmid was dean when I arrived. 

CAC: Right. 

MW: I did not appoint him. Crawford was named dean of the Graduate School while I was 
there ... I think that's right. He was one of the National Academy of Scientists, a very 
distinguished bio-chemist-I hope that's right ... he was a chemist and I think he was a bio
chemist. He was committed to the university community. Who was graduate dean before Bryce? 

CAC: Ted Blegen. 

MW: He didn't immediately succeed Ted, did he? 

CAC: Yes, he did. Ted was there from 1940 to 1960. 

MW: If that is true, then, Bryce must have been appointed by Lew because Ted had already 
retired when I arrived. 

CAC: I see. 

MW: Ted Blegen was one of the great characters of the university and I was very, very fond 
of him. 

CAC: He was one of my dearest friends, yes. 

MW: But he was not a co-laborer with me . . . he had retired; so, I think Bryce must have 
already been named. That's something I can't tell you anything about; except that he, with 
McDiarmid, was an active member of the Baker Street Irregulars. 

CAC: Were you a member? 
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MW: No. 

CAC: "Easy" was, too? 

MW: "Easy" was, too, yes. That section of the faculty [unclear] were the Baker Street 
Irregulars. "Easy" Ziebarth was a man of unusual parts, to me ... graceful. I was not really 
sure what his tastes would be for administration but Mac [McDiarmid] was in trouble as dean 
of the College of Science, Literature, and Arts. He was in real trouble. Something needed to 
be done about it and it seemed to me that it needed to be done in a kindly way. The succession 
of a friend who was as generous and as gracious as "Easy" could be would save him any sense 
of distress and we could make him a professor of Library Sciences and leave an old battle
scarred [unclear] without a sense of distress. I hope this part doesn't get around to "Easy" but 
I really think that McDiarmid was in trouble and he needed ... 

CAC: Oh, I think he knows that. 

MW: ... to be helped out of it. It seemed to me that "Easy" could perform the role-if he 
would perform the role-as well as anybody and he would be no affront or offense to Mac. I 
thought that my concern for Mac was a legitimate concern, if I could take care of the university 
as well; so, rather than go for a national search that would advertise that Mac was going to be 
replaced, we could do it comfortably and internally; and the university people seemed to concur 
so it was all right. Is that the sort of thing you're interested in? 

CAC: It's at your perception of interest ... 

MW: That is my perception, yes. I don't know if you have an alternate view or not? 

CAC: No, no. 

MW: [Malcolm] Willey was already vice-president when I arrived. He was a better sociologist 
than the faculty thought he was, in my judgment; but, he never really did have a full confidence 
of the faculty. We couldn't get things done through Malcolm in the way that I thought they 
needed to be done. Indeed, all the time that Malcolm was there, I participated in many of the 
decisions almost as though it was a joint decision-in fact, it was a joint decision. Malcolm's real 
independent performance was in relation to Jim Lombard, and to the Arts Program, and the 
Northrop Auditorium. I really don't want to discount what Malcolm did because he did deserve 
more respect than I think he got; but, the absence of that respect made it hard for him to perform 
the role as vice-president or the equivalent of a rust officer of Academic Affairs. His wife died 
and he really wanted a new life. He met a woman whom he wanted to marry. It was his 
election to go to the Ford Foundation, and go to India where he could have a life of his own with 
his new wife, and where he had his rust child. He had an almost ecstatically happy-ending life. 
He came back after his career in India and took a job at a place called St. Mary's in Tennessee. 
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CAC: Right. 

MW: He, and she, and their little boy, [unclear] really had an absolutely wonderful life until he 
died; and he was happy there as a professor of sociology. My memory of Malcolm at the 
university was never a happy one because I felt he was beleaguered. When he left, the problem 
was, What's the balance we need on the campus? I had a view that Athel[stan] Spilhaus, a very 
distinguished man in many ways, was not the satisfactory dean of the Institute of Technology. 
That's not a part of what you wanted done here though? 

CAC: Any free association is fine with an interview. 

MW: I felt, first of all, we needed to have somebody who would help give stability in the 
relationships between the president's office and the Institute of Technology; and Gerry Shepherd 
was head of the Department of Electrical Engineering and a man who was devoted to the 
university and he was interested in the change. Athel Spilhaus went out to create the science 
exhibits for the Seattle World Fair, and, in my judgment, he did not pay enough attention to the 
institute to get the chores done, and I asked him to accept an appointment as a university 
professor, to give just one or two lectures a week or to set his own tempo so we could have the 
advantage of the sort of flair he had; and we sought out a new dean of the Institute of 
Technology. With Gerry coming as vice-president for Academic Affairs, I felt that we needed 
a balance that related to, what I considered, the traditional center of the university liberal arts 
program and thought he needed an associate. Don Smith seemed to me to be exactly the right 
balance. I think he and Gerry Shepherd became very close friends ... 

CAC: They did. 

MW: ... and were a remarkable pair together. They existed as officers as a pair, in my 
judgment [unclear] to provide the stability in [unclear] the sciences and Don Smith really was 
a general university statesman as well as an associate dean. While I could have had two 
academic vice-presidents, Don would never have been a subordinate. There was no real way to 
do that that I could see. 

CAC: I know that he felt it was a partnership. 

MW: London was there and London was an absolutely wonderful support for me. He was an 
experienced financial officer who used to get me 3 percent money. If you could get 3 percent 
money these days ... 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: I think we talked about the rest of those. 

CAC: Very good. 
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MW: I would like to have the record show my tremendous gratitude to Williamson. 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: I think he, too, was not always appreciated by the faculty but from the standpoint of an 
administrator, when the student times were troubled, he was a godsend. I think he saved 
Minnesota from things. I understand that after I left things blew up but ... 

CAC: Well, blew up but not as seriously at Minnesota as so many other places. That tradition 
may have carried. 

MW: Clark Kerr had already been thrown out before I got through. Jim Perkins was thrown out. 
Jim Perkins could never understand why it was so much easier at Minnesota than someplace else. 
Did I say [unclear] Williamson had created an environment of students co-option as much as 
cooperation? 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: It was of tremendous value to the university in a period of general instability. 

CAC: Very good. We're turning now to the issue of academic freedom, which, like the others, 
is a very complex one. I think I had mentioned to you earlier before we had the microphone on 
that I was surprised-perhaps, as an historian, I should not have been-that the spirit of 
McCarthyism had lingered and survived into the late 1950s so that the whole issue of loyalty 
oaths and disclaimer affidavits was still a very active one by 1960. 

MW: As a matter of fact, the major intellectual concern which I faced at the time I went to the 
University of Oregon was McCarthy and the last thing I had to say to the regents or to the Board 
of Higher Education in Oregon before I left for Minnesota was related to disclaimer oaths. The 
result was that almost the first statement that the regents heard from me in Minnesota was about 
the disclaimer oath; and there was some press anger at the fact that the new president seemed 
to think it was his obligation to teach Minnesota their moral proprieties before he'd even gotten 
on board. That, plus the fact that my origins as a Mormon had led the Negro press to question 
the issue of whether I was a racist or not, created a sort of tension from either side when I 
assumed the position as president. The issue of disclaimers remained strong, in my judgment, 
all through the 1960s; it may even be strong now, I don't know. There was never a time when 
I felt that I could afford to relax my sense of commitment to the freedom of expression in the 
university for fear if I did relax it some action either by a constituency outside the university or 
some part of the regents might take advantage of that relaxation. 

It early seemed to me that it would be useful and might, in academic circles at least, be a healthy 
advantage for the University of Minnesota if we faced the issue of academic freedom frontally 
and to make a positive statement instead of always having to respond to some criticism. So that 
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by the end of the third year that I was there, we had had a Board of Regents' committee working 
with me to prepare a statement which the Board of Regents could accept as their own outlining 
or defining the freedom that they were responsible for protecting, outlining the environment that 
was their responsibility, so that when the faculty came to their classrooms, they would know that 
there was a regents' policy that permitted them to speak their minds. 

CAC: With whom on the regents were you working? 

MW: We had a man named Hughes from St. Cloud ... 

CAC: Yes, Fred Hughes. 

MW: ... who was a wonderful regent. He was a lawyer. He was thoughtful. I rather think 
that both in relation to academic freedom and in relation to the tensions we had about private 
practice of medicine in the Medical School, we used Fred Hughes as the chairman of the 
committee. I can't actually tell you the membership of the committees but I would be very 
surprised if Otto Silha were not a part of it. I know how Fred Hughes was central. I think that 

[End of Tape 3, Side 1] 

[Tape 3, Side 2] 

MW: ... it's probably true that Marge Howard was also on the committee. 

CAC: You met with the committee regularly in the fall of 1963? 

MW: Right. The drafting was sort of the committee's and mine. We worked at it jointly till 
we had something that we thought. . . Then, Fred Hughes brought it to the board as a statement 
and the board adopted it. Then, we had it put up into a little narrow publication of it. 

CAC: That document is still located in many places. I ran across it in the archives six different 
times. 

MW: Oh, did you? 

CAC: So, I'm sure it was well preserved and distributed. As I read the statement, it referred 
back-I think it was an interesting way to do it-to an earlier statement, I think in 1954, of the 
Association of American Universities. 

MW: That is true. It was a good Board of Regents that worked on that problem and it was an 
affirmative statement, which was designed to put the position of the university before somebody 
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raised the criticism instead of always being responsive to external forces. I hope it still reads like 
an adequate statement. 

CAC: There are a number of particular incidents that came along before that statement. I think 
it was 1962 that Benjamin Davis, who was a vice-president of the Communist Party-USA, was 
invited to speak on campus, and this was defended; and that would have been a whole year 
before the statement. 

MW: Right. 

CAC: Do you recall ... was there a public pressure stirred up by that decision? 

MW: There were several such events. There was Benjamin Davis. I think there was a man 
named Hall who was actually a Minnesota man. 

CAC: I don't ... 

MW: You don't know of him? Then there was a Russian medical exhibit that was presented in 
the Union Building. These are the three things that I remember. 

CAC: These would all have been early in your administration, before the regents' statement? 

MW: The Davis one was. If Hall did come and I think he did, he was. 

CAC: Gus Hall, that was his name. 

MW: Gus Hall, yes. He was Minnesota born. 

CAC: That's right. He was a Finn. 

MW: I cannot tell you for sure how the timing was for the medical exhibit but I'll talk about 
it. The position that we took in the administration was that an audience of students who would 
listen to Ben Davis would find the answers themselves if Ben Davis weren't around. An 
audience of students denied the opportunity to hear Ben Davis would really wonder what he had 
to say that would be damaging. If you really had the interests of freedom at heart or if you had 
the interest of the American society at heart, no matter what your political persuasion, your 
answer should be, if someone wants to have him speak, he should be allowed to speak. The 
logical mind of a student will answer his own indiscretions or his own errors. That, therefore, 
the best defense of a university community against a Ben Davis is to let him expose himself. 
The Board of Regents bought that. It was raised at the Board of Regents. There were some who 
doubted. The position we took was that they should examine as a Board of Regents what the 
implications would be if we told the students they were too young to hear Ben Davis and what 
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the implications were if we said our students are adult and Ben Davis can't do them any harm 
if our institutions are sound. The Board of Regents accepted that. It was not a difficult problem. 

CAC: The discussions on the Board of Regents were after you had played a role in opening the 
meetings of the Board of Regents to the press and to the public generally, so that the discussions 
were generally available? 

MW: We would not be able to answer that unless I could set times on the events and the time 
when we opened the Board of Regents. It must have been that some of these conversations took 
place before they were opened and some took place after they were opened here. 

CAC: Or in informal settings? I really know so little about the relationship of a president to 
the board. 

MW: We tried not to have informal settings. When we had a board meeting, we had a board 
meeting. When we had a board meeting and it was open to the press, it was open to the press. 
We always had one exception we insisted upon. If personnel matters came up that could be an 
embarrassment to the persons discussed, then, we would keep them closed no matter what the 
press said about it. I rather think that the first discussions about Ben Davis took place before 
the policy of open meetings. 

CAC: It did. Yes ... that would have been in 1962 and the statement was in December of 
1963. 

MW: Now, as to the medical exhibit ... we had a medical exhibit by the Russian Medical 
Society in the Union building. I think it must have been about 1963 but it could be a year later. 
It was a real display of scientific ingenuity in medicine. They showed exhibits in which they 
used clamps instead of sutures for closing wounds and that sort of thing. It occupied a fair part 
of the front of the Union building. The exhibit traveled to several sites, maybe more than several 
sites, through the United States. It was scheduled on our Union building program for, I think, 
fall ... at least the weather was not bad when it took place. The person who was responsible 
for public relations of the exhibit, the Russian, was supposed to have traveled with an escort and 
the exhibit wherever it went. He broke loose from the escort, and came unattended to Minnesota, 
and talked to the associate director of the Union building, who was just a young kid. He 
persuaded him that at any place where the exhibit took place, they flew the Russian flag. 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: So, he said, "Fine, if that's what they do at every place, we'll do it here, too." 

CAC: Sure. 
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MW: So, they had the Russian flag up on each side of the doors to the entrance to ... I think, 
it must be the west end of the Union building where the exhibit was. At that time, there was a 
man named Eldon Johnson, who had been president of the University of New Hampshire, who 
had just been forced out of office by the publisher of the Manchester paper. 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

MW: He had been an admirable president and the faculty had asked if they could have a 
banquet and a memorial in his honor since he was being fired against their will by the right-wing 
press in Manchester. It was arranged and, then, they asked me to come and speak at his 
ceremony, at his party. While I was there, I got a telephone call from Minneapolis, "We're in 
a terrible mess! There were these flags out in front of the building, and students started a 
rampage, and some student got a flag and burned it, and pressure was brought on the Union 
Building; and they are writing a letter of apology to the Russian ambassador. What are we going 
to do?" I said over the phone, "I'm not there to really see it as clearly as you but I would send 
no apology to the Russians until it had been carefully worked out with the State Department. 
If you don't know who to get in touch with, there's a man down there named Barnes." He was 
undersecretary or something ... I've forgotten what his actual position was but he was a 
Minnesota man and he would understand our problem. I said, "You get in touch with him, and 
read what is intended as an apology, and ask him if the state department expects that or would 
like it. Don't send anything unless he says, 'Yes. III So, they got a hold of Barnes who was, by 
the way, the son of my next door neighbor. They called me back and said, "Well, Barnes said, 
'Don't send the letter." Then he said, "The man who got you to put the flags there had no 
business doing it. He had violated his visa rights and had escaped from the group and gone there 
deliberately to create a problem. If you're going to send a letter at all just send a letter that 
acknowledges that it was burned and don't have any flowery language at all." I said, "In that 
case, just don't send a letter till I get back." That's what I remember having said anyway. At 
any rate, we downplayed it and did it only as we were advised by the Russian [unclear] of the 
department of state. When I got back, I found out that the student had burned the flag after 
being paid five dollars by a television reporter so he could take the pictures so he'd get them on 
the press. Then, I got the letters from the American Legion being terribly upset flying the 
Russian flag; so, I had to go, then, and get some American Legion people to come and see that 
the flag up there was the United States flag and this was a little flag down by the door. We, 
finally, were able to defuse the event but it was one of the more bizarre experiences. 

CAC: That's the way events flare up. We talked earlier about the Sibley/Rosen debate in 
January of 1964 just before you left for England. Then, when you came back, there was the 
scheduled debate between Sibley and the gentleman from the John Birch Society. Perhaps, we 
should just comment briefly on that. 

MW: The Sibley/Rosen debates were between a very distinguished Quaker political scientist and 
a political philosopher at the university and a man who was on the St. Paul city council, if I 
remember correctly. 
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CAC: Right. 

MW: They were debates supposedly about how much freedom was supposed to be available. 
I actually don't remember much about the issue that created that event. I do remember having 
listened to the debates and do believe that the criticisms from Rosen were probably related to a 
letter Sibley wrote to the Minnesota Daily ... 

CAC: In early December. 

MW: ... claiming certain kinds of instruction should be offered, including free love and some 
other things that were counter-indicated by conventional or conservative Minnesota standards. 
In my own judgment, nobody won in the debate. The later Sibley/Birch Society debate-which 
was scheduled and which I insisted had to be postponed if it were to be held on university 
property-was related, in a sense, to the distresses that were created by the Sibley/Rosen debate 
and the letter Sibley had written to the Minnesota Daily. It was scheduled just as I had come 
back from England and, at the time, it seemed to me that it was unwise to have the debate take 
place for the following reason: the Senate of the Minnesota Legislature had been given notice 
that they were going to discuss the question of Sibley and might really pass a resolution in 
relation to him and his activism. My own judgment was that that discussion as to whether a 
resolution should be passed would be exacerbated if there were a Sibley/Birch Society debate in 
advance. I postponed it. If it were to be held on the university property, I could run into trouble 
with my faculty. If I didn't postpone it, Sibley might become a cause celebre and the legislature 
might insist that he be fired. In my judgment the university can't afford to fire a professor and 
they can afford to fire a university president. By postponing it, I put the issue on whether I 
should be fired or not. I hoped to defuse the problem. I didn't satisfy all my university 
constituents but it seemed to me prudent and I did it. 

CAC: We can tum to other issues but let's take a break now. 

[break in the interview] 

CAC: Let's pick up our conversation again with the trip to England that you had planned in the 
fall of 1963 and, then, went on in February and May of 1964. 

MW: I asked the Board of Regents for a three-month leave. My memory is that the university 
had a leave provision of three months after four years or a full year after seven, but I may be 
wrong. At any rate, I had a strong interest in trying to find an intellectual resolution to the 
problem of size. The primary criticism of a university the size of the University of Minnesota 
was that it was too big to provide individual contact and the human relationship that could allow 
a distinguished scholar to lift a promising student. My own judgment was that the total size of 
the university was not the prevailing or the critical issue. The problem was how the university 
organized itself to bring a promising student and the distinguished scholar together. If you had 
enough distinguished scholars and you arranged your academic program with contact between 
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scholars and students as your objective, you could do it with 40,000 students or 50,000 students. 
My purpose was, therefore, to spend three months at a British university watching the tutorial 
system operate and see how it could be adapted to the education of students in a large American 
university. I chose to go to Cambridge and there it was not a tutorial but a supervisory but it 
was the same institution. 

CAC: Sure. 

MW: I made arrangements through Sir Eric Ashby, now Lord Ashby, who was the master of 
Clare College-while I was there, also the vice-chancellor of Cambridge-to be connected with 
Clare College and to have him as my supervisor. For three months, Marian and I stayed close 
to the Cambridge academic scene. I visited professors of language, professors of history, and 
law, and physics to talk with them about how they arranged a tutorial and what their confidence 
was in the tutorial system as a teaching engine. I was told that by general consensus a man 
named Morris, I believe it was, was considered the best supervisor in Cambridge; so since he was 
by consensus the best, I got him to spend time with me. While I asked these same questions of 
others, the questions I asked him seemed most important because of his accepted stature. The 
first question was, Do you think that only a one-on-one relationship is acceptable if you're trying 
to be a tutor and he said, "There is nothing more deadly than a one-on-one connection. If the 
student is dull, it's an impossible situation and if the student is very bright, it still is a [unclear] 
situation. There's no real variation." In what he taught, he considered that a minimal number 
of students for a good tutorial was four. If I pressed him, he could say, "I could expand it to 
eight and feel that I lost no real intimacy and, indeed, I could schedule the tutorials so that if I 
asked for papers to be prepared, the value of a student's paper to the other papers was so 
substantial and the capacity for them to hear me criticize others was so valuable, that it was a 
great improvement to have a number of people present." I, then, talked to them about how much 
they used lectures and I went to a number of lectures formally scheduled on the Cambridge 
calendar. I went to hear a man named Clark give lectures on economic history ... 

CAC: Oh, of course. 

MW: ... in the early Victorian period and found them fascinating, and useful, and not 
substantially different from lectures to large bodies of people in American universities. I'd spend 
time, then, with Eric Ashby talking to him about the financing of these, and weighing my 
impressions with him, and asking for new suggestions about professors or dons I ought to see. 
I visited the most distinguished professor of language at Cambridge, or at least alleged to me to 
be the most distinguished, while he gave a cocktail party for all of his supervisees, of which that 
evening there may have been about eighteen. He must have seen them in separate sections but 
he was responsible for about eighteen. I sat and talked to them about the effects the tutorial had 
on them and what the impact of the professor was on them. I had a chance to hear students 
report on it. Then, I sat down with Marian and we'd talk it over and see how you could adapt 
these, if you could, to a large American university. I developed some hypotheses and actually 
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prepared a paper that I read once to an academic senate meeting . . . it was larger than a senate 
meeting. How many people would ... ? 

CAC: Oh, a senate would be 120 people. 

MW: This would have been about 500 people. It was in a large physics laboratory, I think. 
Anyway, after I got back, I prepared a paper making some suggestions. To give you a word 
about it . . . my objective had been to find out whether I couldn't bring the advantages of 
intimacy and retain the advantages of size, of which I thought there was [unclear]. I was 
prepared to make the case that if you got so small you couldn't afford a distinguished scholar and 
all you had were tutorials run by graduate students, all you had was a bull session in which there 
was no big mind to lift the discussion, and where there were enough people to get gossip, and 
where poor judgments multiply. I did develop a formula which ran something as follows: no 
student should ever be allowed to graduate from a university without intimate contact with a 
distinguished scholar in his own field and it ought to be intimate contact with a distinguished 
scholar in the last two years of his education. My memory of the paper is that it proposed that 
the student might even begin in his fIrst year a shorter tutorial with the serious assignments in 
what he hazarded as his likely major, in which he had assignments that required his individual 
effort with literature, trying to organize the literature around the problem that he and the 
professor agreed with; but by the time he got to be a junior, he should have clear identifIcation 
of his objective and, then, he might, in the period of two years, write at least four papers. The 
papers should never be written on the assumption that when they were handed in, the professor 
would grade them A through F but rather that the professor should meet with the person who had 
written the paper and a group of up to seven more, so a total of eight. I chose the total of eight 
with the proposition I was not ruling out twelve if on practice you could get the twelve. You 
would meet with the people and the paper would be read by the student before the group . . . 

[End of Tape 3, Side 2] 

[Tape 4, Side 1] 

MW: ... and criticized by his student colleagues, and, then, by the professor, and returned to 
the student to be repaired on the basis of the criticism. The student would not be through with 
that particular paper until the professor was persuaded, by his contact with the student and with 
his colleagues, that this was as good as the student could do, and that if when four papers 
centered on the core of his academic ambitions, he were given the practice in assembling 
[unclear] material and the practice of writing it so it could be understood, he might well have 
four chapters which were the best he could do in the core of his intellectual interest. If the 
enterprise had been aimed not at giving him a grade but eliciting from him the best performance 
that was possible to him, he would by the end of two years have had an experience in education 
with a professor that would bring him as close to intellectual maturity as he could get. In my 
judgment, that could be done as long as the rest of the courses could be dealt with, taking 
advantage of the economy of size, with no substantial increase in the budget; and I offered it to 
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any department that wanted to try it with the assurance that they could get financial support from 
me if it were extra until it had been given a trial. Only one department chose to try it. 

CAC: That department was? 

MW: The Department of Speech in the Agricultural College [Department of Agricultural 
Journalism] with a man named [Harold] Swanson. 

CAC: For heavens sakes. What derived out of that experience? 

MW: I got a couple reports from him . . . then, I lost contact but the letters I got from him were 
really quite-after I left, I got letters from him-reassuring. 

CAC: What's your feeling about the lack of response to this? Why couldn't the university 
respond at that time? This would have been 1964, 1965. 

MW: My feeling is that it was a novel idea to them and if I were not conscientious enough to 
stay around and continue to urge it, I couldn't expect that much [unclear]. There wasn't any 
promise that somebody else after me was going to support it. It may not have been a good idea 
but if it were a good idea, which I thought it to be, then, it was a casualty of my deciding to 
leave. 

CAC: A lesser level of intensity ... the Department of History-I have no idea whether we 
derived it from your initiative or not-did introduce in the early 1970s a program in the junior 
and senior year in small groups, moving toward that. It wasn't a relationship with one professor 
but with a cluster; but, it did involve small group discussion, of seniors, around a common 
problem and a sharing of that intellectual experience. 

MW: That wouldn't necessarily have been different from the proposition because they didn't 
have to have stayed with one professor and if, indeed, if one professor became intolerable, they 
could go to another. They had to have that sort of flexibility. I was persuaded that it would 
work. I thought it through carefully. I thought that it would take quite a bit of reformation. I 
didn't stay long enough to give it a chance. If you tried it, whether it was related to my 
proposition or not, I'm glad you tried it. I hope it works. 

CAC: Sometimes initiatives of that sort are taken away by the intrusion of other agenda items 
from the outside. This would not have been happening in 1965, 1966? 

MW: I don't think so. No. There was just so much time you had to spend on things. After I'd 
made that presentation to the faculty and I'd had discussion with several other faculty but the 
only one that really wrote to me after I'd gone, and said they'd tried it, and would like me to 
come back and see it work was Swanson. Do you know Swanson? 
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CAC: I knew him; I didn't know him well. Because time is pressing on us, maybe, we could 
turn to international commitments at the university during the 1960s. In 1963, for example, the 
Office of International Programs was established. Before that, there was Peace Corps training 
on campus. How was the university responding ... out of what kinds of felt needs? 

MW: There's something else [unclear] included in this that I found fascinating. When I arrived, 
there was an organization called SPAN [Student Project for Amity Among Nations] ... 

CAC: Oh, yes. 

MW: ... and it was wider that the University of Minnesota. 

CAC: Indeed. 

MW: But it was important at the University of Minnesota and I was very taken with what it did. 
I thought it was a very imaginative program and it was based state-wide, I think. It made me 
very proud of education in the state that SPAN had been initiated and was working. 

CAC: Our daughter went through the experience. 

MW: Did she? 

CAC: Yes. 

MW: It was something that I felt was a major development, in which I had no part but of which 
I was very proud. I was, during that time, the chairman of the board of the Institute for 
International Education . . . as a matter of fact, all during the time I was at Minnesota, I chaired 
that board. I had a major interest in international education and international events. I think, 
however, the organization of the Office of International Programs was a response to the nature 
of the world more than it was an initiative of mine. I believed in the importance of international 
programs. I believed that it would be more orderly if we had such an office. I'm sure it took 
advantage of the existence already of the Peace Corps training program that already was on 
campus and was working out. I'm also sure it took advantage of SPAN because we had to make 
some selections for SPAN and had somebody working with it. My own career, apart from 
Colonial American History, was related to the problem of the history of international relations; 
so, I had a major academic interest in how you established peace or how you allowed it to be 
fractured and so on. These programs were of personal interest but I didn't intervene much after 
the Office of International Programs was created. 

You have here an inquiry about the long-range planning and Elmer Learn. Elmer Learn had been 
the head of the Department of Agricultural Economics in the Institute of Agriculture. When we 
had to have a reorganization that required the change in Extension and summer school, Willard 
Thompson, who had been my assistant, went over to Extension. I interviewed people to replace 
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him and I wanted somebody from the campus. There were two men I interviewed who were 
fascinating to me. One was Elmer who was employed and the other was in Biology; and he is 
an officer on the campus now ... his name slips me for the moment. I was interested in him. 
I thought I needed to have someone whom I was sure would be on top of statistical forces and 
that sort of thing and I thought I'd get that in agricultural economics. The other man ... he's 
fascinating, was good with students, good with ideas, and confirmed, subsequently in his career 
at the university, the fact that he could have been an excellent man. Elmer did help me as an 
assistant but also took charge of the long-range planning. I think his training as an economist 
made him familiar with models and the techniques for projection. I don't know who has 
succeeded him in the Long-Range Planning office ... 

CAC: It's become more complex. But as you were suggesting earlier, the long-range planning 
potential was there but your office in a variety of ways, centralized it. At the end, it might be 
fun to have your response to your experience at different places-Chicago, Utah, Oregon, and 
Minnesota-with the thought in mind of trying to defme what the total cultural, social, academic 
environment was at Minnesota in the 1960s. 

MW: It's a little difficult for me to make that sort of sweeping summary. I can say that I have 
never had an unhappy appointment. We grew up in Utah so being at the University of Utah was 
congenial. At the University of Chicago, I learned that I could think as honestly as I knew how 
to think, and state it candidly, and achieve more than if I tried to escape the consequences of my 
thinking. It was better to lay it on the line ... that people would take it if you laid it on the line 
easier than if they found out later you didn't mean what you said. For me, I guess, being at 
Chicago was growing up. I really felt like I knew how to deal with the limited world of ideas 
I was going to live with and I knew how to deal with difficult people by the time I had left there. 

CAC: Daughter] 

MW: And I knew how to appreciate bright and wonderful people by the time I left there. I 
think that at Utah, when I went back as dean, I was allowed more virtuosity than I would have 
been allowed anyplace else and really allowed to work with all the departments and learned an 
all whole university. I was allowed even to seek distinguished candidates for appointment in 
departments that normally would have been jealous of handling their own appointments. When 
we came to Oregon, we had a sort of University of Minnesota in small. The people were of 
intellectual quality. The Board of Higher Education was a very distinguished board. The faculty 
was a proud and capable faculty but they had problems, no real science. They needed to build 
it, and I had an opportunity to work with them, and question the [unclear] science was, and what 
you do if you can't afford big cyclotrons and want to have a distinguished science? When I got 
to Minnesota, it was like being at Oregon when we were full grown. I had to get accustomed 
to the question of changes in science. Do you remember a man named Johnny Williams? 

CAC: Oh, yes. 
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MW: Johnny and I had a long talk about we'd do about Physics at the University of Minnesota, 
which was in the Institute of Technology. The president's [unclear] in the Institute of 
Technology. But we really had a problem with quality of our Physics Department. Johnny 
Williams was one of the distinguished ones in the country. 

CAC: He and Mr. [AI] Nier? 

MW: He was off in Washington with, I guess, the president's Science Advisory Commitee at 
the time, when I first arrived. When he came back, I asked him, "What will we do now?" He 
said, "It's too late to do anything with higher energy physics. I was a higher energy physics man 
when you used a [unclear] something machine. That's small in [unclear] physics now. [unclear] 
physics depends on an energy which is on the order of ten times what it was when I entered it. 
Just leave it alone." The fact is, he had an appointment slot with money assigned for somebody 
in higher [unclear] physics. I said, "Johnny, who do we get? Where do we go to get him?" He 
said, "I wouldn't get him. Don't worry about higher [unclear] physics. If we really do need 
somebody, you'll have to go down to Batavia or you'll have to go someplace else to use his 
machine because we could never afford it." Except for occasional problems like that, Minnesota 
was a grownup, full university that had achieved imperfectly but, nevertheless, well, the things 
that I had projected as what we ought to achieve in Oregon. I found it a wonderful place to be. 

CAC: So, the decision to leave Minnesota for Stanford was a difficult one? 

MW: Well, it was not related to the University of Minnesota except in a most abstruse way. 
I had been a member of the board of the center for sixteen years, I guess, when the director of 
the center-the only director they ever had-announced that he had to retire. I was appointed 
chairman of the committee to select a successor. Paul Buck ... is that a name to you? 

CAC: Oh, yes. He had a Minnesota connection, too, and was a great historian and archivist. 

MW: Paul Buck and Logan Wilson were the other two members of the committee. We went 
through all the normal machinery of isolating the scholars. Finally, we met at the Cosmos Club 
in Washington, D.C., and we went over all the work we'd done, and I said, "Let me summarize 
it. We now have eight people that we can take to the board for their review. Don't we have to 
try to put some priority listing in this or do we leave that entirely off the report?" Paul Buck 
smiled and said, "Logan and I have had a meeting about that and we are not going to take any 
names to the board until we see if we can persuade you to be the president." I laughed and said, 
"There's no way! I've got a job. It's an exciting job. It's an important job. I can't leave." That 
was in February, I guess. By May-I've forgotten when I told the board that I was going to 
resign-in the spring, it became apparent that if Logan, and Paul Buck, and some others of the 
board considered that if I wouldn't accept, the center wouldn't survive. Now, that mayor may 
not have been true but that was what was pressed on me. I, then, had to weigh the 
question-assuming that that's true ... it was clearly just an assumption-Is it important enough 
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for me to leave Minnesota to do? I had to say that I doubted that it was true; but I had so much 
pressure from the board insisting that it was true that I felt I had to take it seriously. Then, I said 
that, in that case, it's easy to get somebody to be president of the University of Minnesota. It's 
apparently not in the board's view going to be easy to get somebody to accept the center. Well, 
I, then, said, "1 will consider it now." They said, "Do you want us to go and see if you can get 
some money so it will survive or do you want to accept now and go get the money yourself?" 
I didn't want them going to the Ford Foundation and saying, "Look, if you'll give us so much 
money, Wilson will come." I felt I would rather they didn't go to the Ford Foundation, at least, 
until after I'd been appointed, if I were going to be appointed. It was true that from what I, 
subsequently, learned as a chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank in San Francisco that if having 
more obligations than you can cover with money means bankruptcy, we were bankrupt. 

CAC: [laughter] 

MW: There was real reason to feel like if somebody who knew it, and thought it important, and 
refused to take it, it might not survive. On the other hand, my history in finding a successor to 
me down there makes it clear that it was easier than I thought. I wanted to resign. After I'd 
been there eight years, I'd promised them I'd be there ten; but I told them nine years. I had lost 
any fresh ideas for raising funds for managing the place and it was better to get somebody ... 
that I would like first to ask at least one person if he'd accept if it were offered to him. I said, 
"I'm not going to offer him the job. You'll have to find somebody but I need to know that 
somebody will take the job if I leave it." They shortly gave me permission and I asked [unclear] 
and told them, "If I'd resign, there'd be some other people that would accept." 

CAC: The gain in the center was a loss in Minnesota. 

MW: That's nice of you to say. We loved Minnesota. We loved the center. We loved Oregon. 

CAC: And here you are back in Oregon. 

MW: Yes. We haven't had an unhappy appointment. 

CAC: That's a good high note to end our four hour conversation. I thank you very much. 

[End of Tape 4, Side 1] 

[End of the Interview] 
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