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CAC: This is Clarke Chambers. I'm conducting an interview this afternoon, October 15, 1984, 
with John Borchert of the Geography Department. John's been a member of the department here 
in Minnesota since 1949 ... one of the old war horses-if that's all right? John, you don't know 
but today is National Grouch Day and I can't think of anyone less grouchy than John Borchert; 
so, certainly, it may not be an appropriate celebration. The interview is being conducted in my 
office, 833 Social Science Tower. It's a rainy October day. The leaves are almost fallen. 

John, as I suggested to you, it's kind of fun to start these interviews with the individual, where 
he came from. This is not a family history but really an intellectual, academic history. I've done 
about forty interviews now and it's so interesting to see how people got engaged in their 
discipline and how that played itself out. So, why don't we work with that briefly? I know you 
were a small town Indiana boy in 1918. You can take it from there. 

JB: As a result of family circumstances that just led up to it, when I was very small ... My 
mother took me every other week for a day, or two, or sometimes three, to visit friends in 
Chicago. We lived in a small town about forty miles from the heart of the Chicago loop, which 
at that time, especially in that direction, was not on the commuter range. It was a typical Com 
Belt county seat, small ... My home town, at the same time, was forty miles from downtown 
Chicago and fifteen miles from the [unclear] of the Gary steel mills. This town was almost all 
German culture. Peasants had settled there no more than two generations earlier. Many of the 
old folks still spoke German. I was about six years old when the Missouri Synod church shifted 
to English services. We had a very large family clan of several hundred people who were 
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descendants of a patriarch, who was a '48er who had settled there. They were about one-third 
Catholic, about one-third Lutheran, about one-third agnostic. I had an uncle who lived on a fann 
and refused to have the road graveled because he couldn't see any sense in it, and refused to put 
in running water, refused to have electricity put on his fann. He thought if there was no 
telephone . . . he said if he didn't want his wife spending all day talking and not getting the work 
done. He thought the privy was quite adequate. He had three sons who had a lot of mechanical 
ability who were just growing up there, and the flxing machinery, and all drove automobiles to 
commute to Gary to work. One of them was an organizer for John L. Lewis in the steel mills 
in the early 1930s. All three of them, under his influence, became card carrying members of the 
communist party. Two of them, at the same time, owned a General Motors dealership in a small 
town south of Gary and they saw no conflict between being communists and General Motors 
dealers. 

CAC: [laughter] Of course not. 

JB: It was a very pragmatic but a very interesting and highly specialized cultural group. At the 
same time, my mother, was a Chicago girl. She had had an eighth grade education and had 
grown up on the near north side. She had gone to work at about age fourteen in the old Gray 
Bart Western Electric plant-it was known as the largest factory in the world-on the west side 
of Chicago. It had about 30,000 employees and she was a flling clerk. She worked there, 
apparently, until she was in her twenties and had this close group of friends in Chicago who 
always referred to one another as "the girls." They had all gone their own ways. She had 
married this postal clerk from this small town in Indiana. The others, at that time . . . one of 
them was married to a common laborer who shoveled tin cans at the Carnation Plant on the 
northwest side and lived in one of these old rickety frame row houses in what later became some 
of the worst slums in the world. At that time it was just a dirty worker's neighborhood near the 
north branch of the river. There were others and one was married to a suburban bank president 
and one was married to a guy who became the vice-president of one of the largest hardware 
wholesalers in the country at that time, which was mainly wholesaling to general stores. He was 
trying to flgure out why the whole thing was going down the tube as the automobiles were 
coming in. 

CAC: And you're a bright youngster observing all of this. 

JB: The unionization of the steel mills. .. I'd go and sit on the river bank on the northwest 
side while my mother was visiting all these folks and one of those kids and I would go out, and 
sit and watch the barges, and talk about what was going on. I would go to the north shore 
suburbs, go down to the beach with these college bound contemporaries who were from these 
wealthy families. I'd go back out and listen to uncle Will preach about why the flush toilet 
would never replace the privy and listen to his communist sons. 

CAC: [laughter] 
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JB: My problem was how the hell to make sense out of all this stuff. [laughter] Nobody was 
giving me the background. In the school I was at, in the length of time I'd had on earth, you 
couldn't absorb the background necessary to understand how you could have all this stuff going 
on in such a small area. Of course, I didn't realize until much later that this place was unique 
in the world at that time. There was no place else on the face of the earth where you could go 
in forty miles, or in one hour between such sharp and contrasting places as you could in that 
Calumet district, and through metropolitan Chicago, and out in the [unclear] Kankakee River 
Com Belt. As I reflect, I realize it's like everything else, it was episodic, and idiosyncratic, and 
unique. 

CAC: But you had no one to help you understand that? 

JB: You could explain everything but you couldn't forecast it. You could only explain it in 
retrospect and then you weren't sure. There was nobody to help understand it; that's right. There 
were other things that made it even more interesting. Crown Point, being the county seat for 
Gary and Hammond ... in this rural country court house, you had the trials of all these 20,000 
southern Blacks who were by that time living in Gary. I know this was the only small town 
country newspaper in the world with a court docket every week that included rape, and sodomy, 
grand larceny, arson ... every week. 

CAC: I used to sit in the court house in Blue Earth but it was a different [unclear]. 

JB: Dillinger escaped from jail there and Al Capone's gang came out to get married by the 
justice of the peace. See, I had all of this crazy stuff. It turned out, finally, that I got to 
DePauw. It was sort of an accident. I had, by that time, had about made up my mind not to go 
college. This is a long story. I went to DePauw and by virtue of having met the president of 
the place one night in a totally unlikely situation and been just enormously impressed with how 
much insight he seemed to have in so many things. It was through auspices of our Methodist 
minister who had sort of taken an interest in me-thank God! There was no geography there. 
I didn't know the field existed and wouldn't have understood much about the whole thing if I had. 
By this time, there were two things that really gotten burned into my mind. One was the 
compulsive desire to understand this sort of geographical, and historical, and economic, and 
ethnic complexity that I had had to learn how to live with, not as a scholar but as just someone 
who was in the middle of it and had to figure out what the hell he was going to do the next 
morning in terms of just operating with all these characters, and all my contemporaries as well, 
as this clan. I had developed really-I guess I really even knew it by the time I got to college-a 
great deal of curiosity about the mechanics and the mysteries of human society and its geographic 
expression because you couldn't separate, in that particular gradient, the ethnic, and the social, 
and the rest of it from these vivid geographical variations as you went from the north shore, to 
downtown, to the south side, to Gary, to the farm, and the railroad yards, and the [unclear], and 
the enormous importance of circulation in understanding what was going on there. In its 
position, it was a northern world circulation system and in the national system of very 
considerable importance. I didn't have any idea of any of this stuff. When I was three years old 
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or four, we'd get on the train and the guy would be calling-this damned train that went to Crown 
Point-Cincinnati, and Norfolk, or Columbus, or New York, or Cleveland, or Buffalo. We'd get 
on the train and go out to the west suburbs and he'd be calling Omaha and Los Angeles. I got 
very curious about this stuff very early on. 

CAC: Daughter] 

JB: [unclear] one of my greatest moments was when somehow I discovered at a newsstand 
somewhere these atlases ... 

CAC: Ohhh. 

JB: ... and [unclear] logs, and that kind of stuff. The other thing that was really going into my 
mind from that same peasant background, small town background, was that the purpose of 
growing up was so that you could go to work, and raise a family, and own a home, and do the 
things that, goddamn it, had to be done. 

CAC: Because you were a boy? 

JB: Yes, I suppose, that's right. 

CAC: Girls would have been having different signals. 

JB: The interesting thing was, of course, at that time the changes were coming; so, you were 
really involved in all of that confusion, too. When I went to college-even though I went to 
DePauw which was a liberal arts college-of course, I didn't realize that none of the professors 
had my view of what's going on there at all. 

CAC: Not at all. 

JB: I guess I just assumed I was going to college so I'd improve the kind of job I'd get. Then, 
I was thrown into these courses to meet the liberal arts requirements. I could see the journalism 
possibilities in English and I could see the business possibilities in economics. I had to take a 
science and I took geology. Especially when we got to the Pleistocene, this really opened up 
something. When things like Lake Michigan, and the lllinois River, and [unclear] with things 
like the Rhine and the Alps . . . this was, of course, a tremendous experience. I went on to 
graduate school in geology. 

CAC: In geology? 

JB: Yes. I had several field jobs, summer field jobs, [unclear] long stories. I was a Depression 
kid and I had [unclear] working my way through college. I had to have a scholarship and I had 
to have jobs. In the process of getting these, of course, I learned a lot about academia and a lot 
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about majors [unclear] biology majors and all kinds of things. Between undergraduate and 
graduate school, I worked for, what was then, the Socony Vacuum Division of Standard Oil, in 
their fIrst exploration in the Williston Basin. That's where I met Jane. She was a school teacher 
home for the summer in Bismarck. 

CAC: This is the late 1930s? 

JB: It was 1941. I was a young geophysical crew member out there. So, then, my graduate 
work in lllinois was interrupted by the war and I . . . 

CAC: I'm driven to intervene just for a minute. It's interesting that you say that you were 
introduced to the Pleistocene and this led to land and space. I was introduced to Pleistocene by 
Larry Gould, and it introduced me to time, and I became an historian, in part, because of 
Pleistocene. Isn't that wild? 

JB: You see the whole historical geology course starting with the Pre-Cambrian had introduced 
me to time but about the closest thing it did was put man and woman into that context of natural 
processes [unclear] way and at the same time, over here I was taking yet another requirement, 
a course in interpretation of the Bible ... the one course I earned my only C ... in fact, one 
of my few grades below A in that entire year in that course. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: This reminds me of one time when [unclear] Ukrainian refugee came to my offIce at age 
sixty and said he wanted to do a master's degree here in the early 1960s. He said, "Here's my 
undergraduate record from the Soviet Union from the Agricultural Institute of the Ukraine in the 
late 1920s." I looked at it and he had 98, 96, 97, 95, 100,93, until I got to dialectic and he had 
65. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: I said, "I understand this completely." [laughter] You can see, my intellect is slowly 
developing and coming out into the daylight. I wound up at MIT [Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology] and had what amount to a year and one half of work in meteorology in nine months 
... really a powerful program. After a short period after I fmished that, I was assigned in Great 
Britain and went rather quickly up through the group jobs to a position that I occupied for about 
two years where I was one of the dozen or so people who did all the operational weather 
forecasting for the Eighth Air Force over Europe ... a tremendous experience. You know, to 
be a twenty-seven year old kid and Doolittle says to you, "What the hell is that thing you've got 
south of the Alps? How are we going to get to Schweinfurt tomorrow?" I said, "Well, you 
know, it's going to stay right there and with the high clouds it's going to go over the Alps." He 
said, "Do you want to bet on this?" I said, "Okay, what do you want to bet on it?" ... a hell 
of an experience. You'd have 10,000 people flying on your forecast; so, you really matured 
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rapidly. That experience did a great deal for me in a couple of respects. I learned an awful lot 
of self confidence and also got an appreciation of meteorology, of complex dynamic systems, 
three-dimensional complex dynamic systems, [unclear] through time and the enormous power of 
a map with the right data, and with some fairly decent preliminary models and recursive 
refurbishing of those models from your experience as you go along, in understanding these 
systems. It was a lot like a lot of the three-dimensional stuff in petroleum geology and 
geophysics, except that the rate of change was quite a bit different; and it added that dimension. 
It was even faster than human history but it added dimension to this thing that became very 
important in my own thinking later on. 

CAC: You had the advantage of the weather data coming from Iceland so that your map is 
moving that way, right? I did weather work in the tropics and it was an entirely different 
weather system. 

JB: We had a very dense network. Twice a day, we did a Northern Hemisphere chart that went 
across the whole United States and North Atlantic, Europe, eastward into Western Siberia. We 
had the entire American, Russian, German, British, and North Atlantic ... 

CAC: We're you breaking the Russian stuff then? 

JB: The British were breaking the code all the time. 

CAC: I see. 

JB: [unclear] Russians because they were our Allies. 

CAC: Yes, kind of. 

JB: Part of this time, we were operating bases in [unclear]. 

CAC: In the Marianas, we couldn't get the Russians-the weather was coming that way-to 
provide us that because they weren't in the Japanese war until later. We had to shoot without 
anything coming that way. 

JB: This was fantastic. 

CAC: That is something. I didn't even know that. 

JB: [unclear] think about. You'd notice what the weather was at Astrakhan and the Volga Delta 
and North Africa. You'd watch as a hurricane came up the Atlantic seaboard and see what it did 
as it moved on into the extra tropical storm track and went through Scotland. It was fun to read 
in the Stars and Stripes that there had been $50 million worth of damage done by a hurricane 
at Atlantic City, all the tremendous hoopla about it, and follow the thing across. You had eighty-
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mile an hour winds at Atlantic City and half a week later, it's passing north of Hebrides, and 
we've got 110 mile an hour wind that's storming away and nobody is paying any attention to it. 
Up there, they have stone houses and let it beat on the thing. Then, you thought about all this 
kind of stuff. 

CAC: Were you in charge of the weather ... of that particular Eighth Anny Air Corps? 

JB: I was in charge. There were twelve of us at three different stations who did the forecasting. 
It was a high level position but you avoided administration. 

CAC: They were technical, sure. [unclear] a burden of responsibility. 

JB: Yes. So, I came out with a background in geology and meteorology and really a great deal 
experience [unclear] both of them. I'd had a strong desire to be a college teacher-from the time 
I was a student at DePauw-sometime; but, I had figured that the way to do it was to get your 
field experience, and then go back, and get a degree, finish the Ph.D. then, do a master's, and get 
some industrial and field experience, and know how it feels as it's actually used so I can not only 
explain to a student what I'm curious about here in tenns of the great issues of humanity but also, 
what I'd think about the ways in which this really ought to be applied in just getting day to day 
things done. 

CAC: But I'll bet you had very few people at DePauw who had that combination? 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: So, where did you get that perception that that was something ... 

JB: My geology professor. He had a one man department. I was his nineteenth major in twenty 
years. He only had a master's. He had developed some kind of a health problem-I've forgotten 
what it was-while he was working in petroleum geology in South America. He had to quit in 
the field and got this job teaching at DePauw. He had this idea as an NY A [National Youth 
Administration] student-you remember the NY A ... 12% cents an hour which looked like big 
money-that I take care of the fossil collection, and topographic map collection, and get out the 
newsletter once each spring. Getting out the newsletter in my senior year, I did the whole thing 
and I got to know vicariously all of these previous graduates, all eighteen of them and they 
almost all had Ph.D.s by that time. 

CAC: Heavens. 

JB: But half of them were in industry. One of them, in fact, had become already by that time 
a vice-president of [unclear], recently retired and gave a building to DePauw or some damned 
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thing. Then, I could talk about all of these guys, the boys. My mother had the girls, where I 
had the boys. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: So that was the story on it. Many years later, I assumed the chairmanship of the executive 
committee of the Earth Sciences Division at the National Research Council. It was about 1968 
or 1969. I sat down for our first meeting and looked around the table. There were seven of us 
and three of the seven were alumni of that department. One guy was a distinguished professor 
a Princeton, the other one was a vice-president at Penn State. 

CAC: You won't be surprised that there are parallels to this . . . how many people I've 
interviewed ... NYA, GI Bill, federal subsidy to educational careers. Almost always there is 
a person or several persons who opened doors and had perceptions that helped move you along. 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: I've thought more about mentoring since I've started this series than ever I did before. 

JB: It is tremendously important. By the time I, [mally, literally stumbled into geography, I was 
thinking what to do. I was getting very anxious about it. I'd been home from overseas for two 
weeks. This would have been September of 1945. 

CAC: And you were a young groom? 

JB: Melanie, our daughter, was almost two and one half then. 

CAC: You started a family before you went overseas? 

JB: Yes, while I was a student at MIT. Diane was born shortly after went overseas. My 
culture, all of my instincts said, "Look, this has been a great experience and all that kind of stuff 
but I'm unemployed." 

CAC: You got to get going! [laughter] 

JB: "You better get going here." Jane was waiting for me at a cottage up at Detroit Lakes. See, 
this was the Bismarck connection. I came up from Crown Point to meet her. On a warm 
September day, the cold front passed while we were out on the lake swimming. We burned up 
a cord of wood the next week, and were out of wood, and I was out of patience, and we left. 
I had narrowed the thing by that time to either going back into the petroleum business, or in 
staying meteorology, or at least in air transportation. I had talked to the Northwest Airlines 
people and they convinced to the fact that-[unc1ear], the vice-president I talked to-the future 
for me was not in meteorology but something that led up through the administrative end of it. 
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I always had this interest in transportation and world-wide linkages [unclear]. Northwest had just 
gotten their New York and North Pacific route and that's why I stopped to see them, as we went 
from Detroit Lakes back to Crown Point ... [unclear] experience. They made a job for me but 
I turned it down because, in the meantime, I decided on the third choice which was to go to 
graduate school and study geography because I figured ... 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 

[Tape 1, Side 2] 

JB: I went on to do a dissertation which was a climatological study. When I got into physical 
geography, I discovered there was this great scientific question about the reason why the 
Midwestern Prairie Peninsula extended eastward from the Great Plains grassland. It had been 
a grassland at the time of white settlement. It struck me, as I looked at the systems of climatic 
classifications that were being used that the problems were with the classification of climate and 
not with the observations of what was going on there. The whole difficulty had been in trying 
to explain what was seen with an inadequate description of climate. This came up in seminar 
that I was working on, and I got involved in this, and wound up doing a dissertation that was, 
essentially, on dynamic [unclear] climatology. It was a pioneering study in a lot of ways, more 
so than I thought when I was doing it and less so than I thought a little later. It, all of a sudden, 
established me several fields in physical geography, ecology, plant geography, and soils. I think 
it was picked up in agronomy, and range management, and all sorts of things. In fact, thirty 
years later or so, when I was elected to the national academy, I think, some of the folks, I'm sure 
still went back to that. 

My problem was, in the meantime-sure, I was well established and [unclear] now with this body 
of stuff-I had gotten concerned about the lack of integration, in terms of the current practice and 
the intellectual history of geography as I was learning it, between physical and cultural human 
economic stuff. You had these two separate streams and several other small ones to boot. This, 
I guess, bothered my German penchant for neatness and order and, also, it didn't seem to be 
practical. It seemed to me that just from the standpoint of maintaining the respectability and the 
credibility of a field, that in [unclear], in the climate labs there at the universities anyway, that 
you had to get this problem resolved. It turns out that I was much too concerned about this. 
Daughter] There's lots more time to get problems resolved in a university setting than I had 
realized. It did mean that I began to look more and more at the physical geography as a means 
of studying natural resources and really applying the geographic methods to this array of things 
people in other disciplines referred as to natural resources. I thought, hell, I qualify to get into 
this kind of stuff, at least from the standpoint of being able to communicate with a number of 
the relevant physical and natural sciences. I wasn't very well-equipped otherwise; so, I was the 
first geography graduate student down there to go over and take a seminar in land economics. 
I went over to see Ray Pann. Phil Raup wasn't around that year; so, we didn't meet each other 
until we got up here but our paths were destined to cross. 
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CAC: Sure. 

JB: I guess I was mature enough that I very quickly took up with these guys. I liked what I saw 
over there and it was interesting. They were intrigued and pleased to have somebody from 
geography in there. My whole career, I guess, up to that point was ... I had sort of 
inadvertently taken advantage of the possibilities for multi-disciplinary views of things and for 
combinations of academic and non-academic views of things. I had brought all that baggage with 
me to Minnesota when I came up here when [Jan] Broek and [John] Weaver persuaded me to 
come up here and join them. 

CAC: This is 1949 and they're the only two members of the department? 

JB: That's right. 

CAC: [laughter] So, you had come from Wisconsin to a two-person department? 

JB: That's right. We had just built a house in Madison. We had some doubts about whether 
to do this or not. We were very well satisfied but it seemed to me that the opportunities might 
be looser and more open here, less departmental institutionalization, and I was enormously 
impressed with a little thing. I came up to give a lecture on my dissertation research, which was 
just going into publication at that time. I found in this room there in Burton Hall present for my 
talk were people from History, Soils, Agronomy, Agricultural Engineering, Forestry, Botany, 
Geology. [Russell] Cooper was there. Herb Wright was there as a brand new member of our 
faculty. 

CAC: Geology. 

JB: Phil Manson, who I'd never heard of. I didn't know him but here's this farmer sort of 
character who is the world authority on land drainage for agriculture and was fascinated by what 
I had to say about the relationship of the drought in the 1930s to the general circulation on the 
Northern Hemisphere. 

CAC: Oh, my. 

JB: [unclear] Lawrence was there and Rodney Loehr was there. Broek had invited all of these 
people. That was the fIrst thing that would never have happened at Madison. The second thing 
was that they came and that would never have happened there. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: This really impressed me because I guess from the very outset, one of the great curiosities 
and perplexities to me as, I was going through graduate school at Wisconsin, was the-it seemed 
to me-the defensiveness. Even though the fIeld militates strongly against this, somewhat the 
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narrowness of many of my fellow graduate students on the one hand and on the small amount 
of contact they seem to have with students in other fields on the other hand. I was really most 
favorably impressed by what seemed to be the low barriers here as I talked to these people. 
When I came the following fall, I was already prepared for the difference in the way our 
Graduate School operated and for the enormous importance of the Campus Club, things of that 
sort. 

CAC: Boy! when you then move your observation, which many have made, back to an 
explanatory level and try to figure out why at Minnesota? People in the Humanities have said 
this to me. People in Political Science ... all across the board ... Ag-Econ. Where did that 
come from and how does it sustain itself? 

JB: I developed a quite strong-your last question, of course, is almost imponderable-feelings 
about this as time went on and I was here longer. Of course, what I wasn't prepared for was the 
[unclear], the continuing change in my career [unclear]. A number of different things conspired. 
We had this small department. We had this huge university. We had, whether anyone liked it 
or not, as in most universities whether anyone likes it or not, a somewhat enrollment driven 
budget. There was a modest but very significant research tradition in the department dating back 
to [Charles] Hartshorne, [Sam] Dicken, even [Darrell Haug] Davis. So, the department had a real 
problem in playing these various things against the middle. I had had to teach a lot of courses 
that I didn't feel competent to teach-at least not very competent. One of the things that I had 
to do very early on ... Davis had a course on the books called the Geography of Minnesota. 

CAC: Oh, my. 

JB: I was getting along very well in attracting students into the Introductory Physical Geography 
course and Broek thought that Minnesota course probably ought to be offered occasionally 
[unclear] be offered. He was quite sensitive to a lot of practical considerations of cross
departmental enrollments and the like. He was a thoroughly European gentleman. There were 
a lot of things he didn't understand and he admitted [unclear] about American culture but he also 
had pragmatic side to him that very few people in our field are aware of. It was Dutch. It was 
really from his Dutch experience. It was unusual there and it was unusual here for someone like 
that. He had worked in planning and he was the guy really who first opened my thinking to the 
notion that this might be worth looking into. 

CAC: He encourage you to teach this Minnesota geography course? 

JB: Yes. So, I agreed to do it in my enthusiasm. There were several things that then proceeded 
to come together over the next few years. We were in the Social Sciences Division and I would 
frequently get requests and inquiries from guys in IT [Institute of Technology], and Ag, and even 
on this campus. While we didn't introduce a physical geography course for Science credit, I felt 
totally qualified to do this. It was typical around the campus, as most departments did have this. 
It was their bread and butter. I was very reluctant to do this unless we had a program going on 
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at least through the senior year and preferably into Graduate School that followed up on the kinds 
of things that you do in that kind of a course. It was obvious that we had a lot of what, in 
European terms, would be physical geography going on on this campus in Soils, and Botany, and 
Geology and there was a community of people who did talk to one another. I always told Jan 
when we'd talk about this, and Weaver, too, that I felt the time to look into this when the 
department was large enough to consider just how it was going to fit into what I would see as 
an interdepartmental program given the history of geography in North America and, especially, 
the United States ... that you might as well use your limited resources in the ways that were 
best for everybody. So, we held very strongly to this position in the department and I still do. 
I proceeded then to develop an Introductory Physical Geography course which introduced the 
students to all of the basic principles I thought they needed to know to be Geography students. 
But the title of it ... I made it the Geography of Natural Resources and I organized it so that 
it carried Social Science credit. I used to tell these grad assistants who would come in for the 
first time to work with us . .. They'd be wide-eyed coming from backgrounds . .. I'd hang up 
the population density map of the world and I'd say, "This is the human geography course 
[unclear] the quarter trying to explain the basic outlines of that map. They start with a ratio of 
people to land. In this course, we just reverse the ratio. We start with a ratio of land to people. 
Our concern is what's the nature of the land and what does that have to do with it? 

CAC: Daughter] 

JB: I put everything in that framework. I was at the point where people wanted me to write a 
book on this, and I got the book half written, and I concluded the damned thing would fall 
between the stools. Hell, the field isn't ready for this. Nobody will buy this goddamned book. 
They wouldn't know what to do it. I think I was right. I think the field is just about now getting 
to the point where it's ready for something like this. 

CAC: You can take out your old notes and do it. 

JB: If I had time. 

CAC: Right. 

JB: I've got too many things now that I want to get down. There was a natural history of that 
course, the old Geography I, which was getting more and more resource bent. I was now 
publishing on water supplies, urban water supplies, as their fluctuation and differences in 
occurrence were related to this climatic thing that I'd worked on earlier. In the meantime, I 
started this Minnesota course. We didn't have any material; so, hell, I thought what we ought 
to do here is produce an atlas. We'll let the students produce an atlas. That's what we did. I 
headed their noses into the census, and into all sorts of old maps, and the topographic sheets, and 
forestry, the library maps; and we produced an atlas. Well, it turned out to teachers needed that. 
I thought this is a natural because if I think about the applications of geography, they're all in 
business, and government. and education. So, I got together with the school teachers and Edith 
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West was the one that I made my contact with and Walter Cook and that bunch. I went through 
about a six-year period there where I was part time on the education faculty. In fact, I even 
became chairman during that period. I was on both faculties when I was chairman of Geography. 

CAC: This is when you did the Minnesota Geography book for public schools? 

JB: Yes. I got to going all over the state talking to these school teachers and pretty soon 
somebody asked me to do this thing, which by that time I did. I had a [unclear] on it. We did 
the atlas, the fust edition then which we did by offset over at the print shop. [unclear] Salisbury, 
who was an undergraduate assistant, and I did the maps and we got it out. By the time, we did 
the textbook, Phil [unclear] was here and Phil did the maps. In the meantime, Broek used to talk 
about planning [unclear]. 

CAC: You may be pleased but not surprised that that basic public school text on the geography 
of Minnesota is required reading in the Chambers family. I had my kids read it because they 
weren't getting it at school and so I learned. This was god! when they were age eight to fifteen. 

JB: [unclear] 

CAC: Yes. 

JB: Ted Blegen, I thought gave some very nice citations of it in his revision of his history. It 
wasn't all that much but it [unclear]. 

CAC: Sure, you bet. 

JB: I remember getting [unclear] to visit with Ted one day, over in the Graduate School in the 
early to mid 1950s when Bernice Geste came to me and asked me if I would do an article for 
the Minnesota Journal of Education on Minnesota industry which the teachers could use. I went 
through my notes that I had developed by this time and my outline materials for my course; and 
I told her I thought it would be tough but I could. She said, "Do you want to experiment with 
a series?" I said, "Well .... " Well, we did it. We did a series. There was so much stuff that 
was conceptually very clear but the ground work simply hadn't been done. I went to Ted and 
said, "I've got this job to do this series of articles. I'm fmding that in order to write something 
for school teachers and high school kids, I've got to do some basic research; so I need an 
assistant." He said, "This is a very unusual request." You can imagine [unclear]. We talked 
then for quite a long time about how what the problem was as I saw it. He began to recall some 
of his experiences working with the teachers and through the Historical Society. You know, with 
things like that you get to know the faculty, too. 

CAC: Isn't that something to have a dean of the Graduate School for twenty years who had that 
kind of commitment to public school teaching? 

JoOO Borchert Interview 13 



l},fAW!'P" 

JB: That's right. That's right. These were all tremendous and they were all personaL They 
were personal, yet they also had something to do with the environment in that period, in the 
years that led up to it, I'm convinced. You see, by now, I've got this physical geography for 
Social Science in the planning because by that time I had to teach the field course, too, and what 
to have these kids do? I thought, it's really pretty damned simple. In geography, we borrow 
virtually all of our data; so, they've got to know the basics sources. They've got to have some 
experience in how the census is collected, how [unclear] measurements and weather 
measurements are made, how traffic flow measurements are made, how somebody keeps track 
of the building of a city that winds up represented on a topographic map. They've got to know 
how the building permits are issued and who keeps them, how they're recorded on what kind of 
maps. So, I set up a series of visits to the assessor's offices, the planning offices, a weather 
office, the hydrologic section of the USGS [United States Geological Survey] over in St. Paul, 
and all these things. 

CAC: These are advanced majors in ... 

JB: No, these are undergraduates ... junior, seniors. 

CAC: Okay. But advanced studies ... undergraduate majors? 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: Okay. 

JB: When I prepared to do this, I had to go around and visit with people; so, I had a wide-range 
acquaintance and I already had a large acquaintance with the people on the campus in 
Engineering and Ag, and so on, and dealt with these characters--except in planning. Nobody 
really dealt with that. Dave Wilkes had just come from MIT as a brand new youngster, an 
upstart on the St. Paul Planning Board. I went over to see him one day and told him I wanted 
to bring this bunch of students over. He was busy compiling a land use map of St. PauL He 
said, "We really have to have this. I haven't got any money for it. There's nothing in the budget 
for it; so, I'm doing it myself." I said, "I'll be damned!" [laughter] Of course, then he was all 
the more interested in what I was going to be [unclear] it with and I was interested [unclear]. 
I said, "What we ought to do is do something like this for the whole Twin Cities area. This 
whole thing is going to have to come together." We used to talk about this a lot. It's so nice 
. . . I've got this physical geography in Social Science, the applications to planning, the 
Minnesota stuff. .. We put out that silly little agricultural atlas with just senseless data in it, 
with the simplest straightforward geographic interpretation of it. Todd Sloan called up one day 
and introduced himself as the director of the Ag Experiment Station. He said, "Frank 
Crawford"-or somebody-"just called my attention to this and left a copy of it with me. This 
is really good stuff. I don't know why the hell we've never done this over here." I said, "I don't 
know. Maybe, it's because you don't have any geography over there. I've always wondered why 
we don't teach some courses over there." So, I began to realize the market for all this stuff. 
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Needless to say, I soon got in over my head. I had to decide where I was going to concentrate. 
I decided that the applications to natural resource management policies, urban planning, regional 
planning were where I'd better use most of my time, insofar as it was really constrained by just 
the sheer physical limitations. That was when I got rid of the Soviet Union course, got rid of 
Climatology, got rid of a lot of stuff in the services courses I had been still carrying. We had 
the education stuff at a point where I felt I could in the hands of this cadre of teachers we had 
out there then who had come through our department and through Edith's training and so on, and 
had worked with all of us concerned. At that point, I got more and more involved. In the late 
1950s, I was involved heavily with guys like Clarence Ludwig, and Lloyd Short, and with the 
people in the field who ran the Association of Counties. 

CAC: Oh, my. 

JB: I was beginning to get acquainted with quite a few people in the state bureaucracy, in the 
DNR [Department of Natural Resources] and in highways. Phil and I got on off on that tack, 
too. 

CAC: Phil Raup? 

JB: Yes. It was all part of the bundle as far as I was concerned that these applications of 
geography as I had practiced it and taught it . . . when you read the newspapers or sit on the 
curbstone-this goes back to riding that train at age three from Crown Point to Chicago-and you 
observe this stuff, and you read the editorial pages, and formulate the question in terms of 
location, what do we need on a map here in order to clarify, and begin to test the hypothesis. 
You know, you start doing this; so, then it was a natural, I guess, that by 1960 when the Upper 
Midwest study began, I was already wired into the economists through people like Raup and 
[Walter] Heller, through work with Agriculture and the highway program, and to the planners 
through my contact with [unclear] and I already had students out by that time on the highway 
department. 

CAC: You got them placed. 

JB: They were placed because they were working on things in my field course and in my 
seminars which were had an immediate, direct, obvious, and long term application. 

CAC: You're talking about your graduate students primarily? 

JB: Yes, these were graduate students. Only there was a surprising number of undergrads, also, 
who moved immediately into jobs around town in some of these areas that were then 
unpopulated. 
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CAC: Do you have any sense, John, from 1955 to 1975, let us say, what percent of your 
graduate students, M.A. and Ph.D., went into these kind of practical applied field kinds of 
positions? 

JB: It's been a large number. 

CAC: And the other half in academic? 

JB: I would guess that if you took all the people who matriculated and gradually when they got 
into the program, it might be on the order of one-third to one-half. It might even be larger than 
that. 

CAC: [unclear] placement but non-academic? 

JB: Yes. If you take the ones who completed their Ph.D., then it's a much smaller number what 
I tended to get ... My view is the university has always been very sympathetic to this and these 
experiences also strongly reinforcement my view of the university. I always felt that we were 
in a regional, and now a national business center, a state capital, a big city. Our kids, in those 
days, would be home for dinner every night-two-thirds of them-having to talk to their parents 
around the dinner table about what they're doing and what their parents are doing. I probably 
overestimated the amount of interaction that took place in these households but maybe not by 
too much. 

CAC: This is something you couldn't have done at lllinois or Wisconsin? 

JB: Never! No, sir. Never. So, this, of course, very strongly influenced my view. This 
university in particular, also, I've always felt, affected our experience in everything from 
undergraduate attitudes, toward studies to work, to riots; it's affected all of them. Were so much 
more a part of the diverse and large community. 

CAC: Yes. 

JB: You can dislike this or like it. I happen to like it. My view was that these kids were here 
for what we could give them and I was teaching them not only for that but for what I could get 
from them that would help to reinforce my own discipline, my own work. I was teaching for 
experience and I figured they were studying for experience; and we were in this damned thing 
together. I never really worried too much about whether the kid really got his degree. That in 
itself didn't matter to me. If it didn't matter to him, it didn't matter to me unless I felt that we 
really needed this guy in the field at that time to teach. In which case, for god's sake, he better 
get his Ph.D., and get it quickly, and get on with it. You have so many types of personalities, 
and so many different types of interests, and background, and opportunity, why should I try to 
persuade a guy that he shouldn't take a job that might get him up to a vice-presidency of Dayton
Hudson one day? He doesn't know that. I don't know that. The pay is good at the outset. He's 
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doing things that he likes to do. He's doing geography and he's teaching because the people he's 
working with don't know anything about the field and it's high time they're learning. [unclear] 
to all these people; so, this guy's going to be teaching. He's going to be doing what he likes to 
do. He's going to be making better money than [unclear] in the next ten years. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: He's going to [unclear]. Why should I tell him that he should stay here, and finish his 
degree, and then hope he can get a job with [unclear]? I just kind of let nature take it's course 
in all of this. 

CAC: Do you have support in the geography [unclear]? 

JB: I never felt that I needed it. 

CAC: It would be much better if you were networked into the department itself ... ? 

[End of Tape 1, Side 2] 

[Tape 2, Side 1] 

JB: The answer is that we had a lot of collegiality. It went back a great deal to the coffee hour 
which Broek initiated, that weekly Friday afternoon coffee-you've taught there, I'm sure-and 
the faculty were such a small group. 

CAC: You come in and you're number three but, then, you build a department. There are more 
of you ... 

JB: By that time, we were probably up to eight or nine. There was a great deal of tolerance, 
and breadth of curiosity in the department, and a lot of complementarity of interests. My own 
approach to a lot of issues was, I guess in retrospect, one of kind of enthusiastic naivete. A lot 
of these serious institutional questions crossed my mind often but I didn't ever give much time 
to them. I preferred to kind of let them settle themselves and to just go ahead and keep 
identifying, it seemed to me, major intellectual and applied questions for geographers, which were 
imbedded in this stream of issues, and questions, and [unclear] knowledge that keeps pouring 
across your desk all the time and through your life, and to do that best ... to pick out the ones, 
as they went by, which looked like the relativity few that we could afford to concentrate on and, 
then, to keep on teaching what we'd always taught. A very interesting thing about the curriculum 
in this department is that it's quite traditional in the minds of people around the country; and I 
think to many of them who don't know us very well, it's always been sort of a puzzle as to how 
we could have this strong ... 

CAC: Innovative ... 
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JB: ... [unclear] and applied, and innovative luster and, yet, be one of the few graduate 
departments that still teaches a lot of regional courses and that kind of stuff. I don't have any 
problem with this at all. It was perfectly logical. There's a nice simple logic that takes care of 
all of this, it seems to me, so you don't have to use so much time and energy worrying about 
methodological. Of course, when you get onto the job ... 

CAC: You're also saying that most of your colleagues, as this department was built in the 1950s 
and 1960s, shared, in some level or another, this enthusiasm? 

JB: I think so. 

CAC: That meant that those of you were in leadership positions were seeking out persons to hire 
who would have those qualities? 

JB: I think we looked for people who showed a strong interest in students, and in teaching. 

CAC: But also in the applied, and practical, and field connections? 

JB: No, not really. 

CAC: All right. 

JB: I guess we didn't really do that ... I don't think we did it really in any case. We might 
have done it in the case of Russell Adams and even there ... 

CAC: Or with John Adams later? 

JB: No, not with John, I wouldn't say so. We wanted people who were concerned about doing 
good geography and about teaching. We tried to show them the department as thoroughly as we 
could and see how they warmed up to it. We wanted people who seemed genuinely to like the 
way things operated here, the openness, the freedom, and the responsibility, and the community 
service. I never felt, and I know that Fred [Lukermann], and [John] Webb, and Jan never felt 
that there was a particular pattern, or a particular segment of the community that you should 
work with, or that there's a particular formula for applying geography. 

CAC: So you were eclectic? 

JB: I'd be the last to ever admit that that kind of thing ought to be done. 

CAC: This was an eclectic and pluralistic view? 

JB: Absolutely, yes, very much so. It's taken on to differing degrees and in differing ways with 
different people. 
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CAC: Sure. 

JB: And in the meantime, the community changes so you just kind of let nature takes its course. 

CAC: One imagines that the college leadership in these years is open and sympathetic to this 
strategy-or permissive? Which? 

JB: I think it's grown interactively in the department. I wouldn't take more than my [unclear] 
share of the credit for it. 

CAC: I understand, sure. 

JB: But I think it has become now something of a tradition and like most traditions anytime you 
have a large turnover and a large increment of new people, you have to worry about getting the 
community back together again and passing on some of the lore. 

CAC: One is training here persons who have a college kind of mission perception? I'm just 
thinking of John Webb, Fred Lukermann, and Phil Porter ... 

JB: And John Adams. 

CAC: .. , John Adams, and Dick Skaggs, and yourself. It seems that a lot of your department, 
over thirty years, has had a college kind of connection, which may, indeed, be reciprocal and 
reinforcing. 

JB: Let"s hope so. [laughter] 

CAC: [laughter] You said earlier, however, that it's difficult to explain how a small group of 
geographers who are dedicated, and skilled, and high level build a department that goes from two 
persons to fifteen and achieves national distinction of a very high order in a very quick time, 
twelve, fifteen years. 

JB: I think one shouldn't underestimate the factor of the relatively small size of the field. 

CAC: Nationally, you mean, yes. 

JB: On the other hand, we did it ... still we did it. That's an interesting question. The reason 
I hesitate a great deal in trying to start to interpret that phenomenon is, first of all, the fact that 
I don't really know why these other people all rated us the way they did. 

CAC: [laughter] That's a becoming modesty. 
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JB: It would be very easy to jump to a lot of totally irrelevant and erroneous conclusions. It's 
my impression that name identification, just pure and simple first of all, and, then, identification 
of those names with more of those specific things, notably citations in journal articles and in 
textbooks, monographs ... 

CAC: Sure. 

JB: ... the standard stuff, and national offices in the association, and word of mouth 
impressionistic descriptions, comments, [unclear] stories, narratives, among your graduate 
students, and former students, and all of the others of their generation . .. Well, you see, we 
had a number of things going for us in this respect here. In the frrst place, we had this period, 
[unclear] intermediate when we didn't have this reputation. We were very few. We had some 
reputation but it was highly localized, specific to certain places where a few of us had contacts 
and so on. The result was that we drew a high percentage of our graduate students from our own 
seed bed at a time when our seed bed was highly innovative, and creative, and, in some ways, 
twenty years ahead of the field, and in the ways that were just coming in then like the 
quantitative revolutions. Having come out of my background, I was not scared of mathematics, 
or calculus, or this kind of crap; so, I could be quite at ease with these ... plus the fact that we 
weren't cultivating this seed bed of local kids in Fayetteville, Arkansas, or Athens, Georgia. It 
was in Minneapolis with all of these legacy that we now come back to ... the kind of climate 
that made Ted Blegen, and o. B. Jesness, and these guys able to do what they did from this pad. 
So, in a grandiose version of these absolutely fantastic things that happened at Fargo in the 1920s 
at North Dakota State. .. I've heard guys from Washington come back and say, "Oh, yes, I 
taught at Minnesota"-I run into guys around country, an old USDA [United States Department 
of Agriculture] type [unclear] or a Council of Government type-"Yes, I taught at Minnesota in 
1947," or something like that or 1938, "and the winter was hell but oh! those students!" 

CAC: Ah! 

JB: We were still in the vestiges of that pre-war culture, and it was still a streetcar culture at 
Minneapolis, and still the gravel road culture of the state. We benefitted from that as our whole 
generation did, of course, in this inexplicable outburst of affluence of the whole country in that 
period of the 1950s and the 1960s. We benefitted from this unique combination, I think, of an 
unusual departmental situation, a lot of student/faculty interaction on real questions and about 
geography, and these kids who came, most of them, from ordinary homes around the city, and 
around the state, or the neighborhood, kind of a mix of students. Clarke, a lot of these kids 
[unclear] people at that time were natives. If you take the recent bunch ... look at the president 
of the AAG [American Association of Geographers?] this year ... is Ron Abler who was one 
of our Ph.D.s. He's newly elected; he'll be president next year. He was a country boy from 
western Wisconsin and from Milwaukee. He came up here to work with Fred. He had done his 
undergraduate work at Madison and came up to work with all of us really. The presidential 
address at out meetings last spring was given by John Adams, a Minneapolis boy. The current 
president is Risa Palm, a north Minneapolis Jewish girl. The thing is, we could go on and on 
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but, obviously, I have some rather strong biases about this part of the country and some rather 
strong curiosity about how a number of us happened to fit into the evolution of this place at that 
time. 

CAC: Apart from your own department but within the college, the institution, the university? 

JB: I'm sure it's probably true even if I went to Control Data, or Northwest Airlines, or National 
Car Rental. I think I'd probably get a lot of the same kinds of stories. 

CAC: What we're describing is a communiversity long before the term was used by most of 
those ... 

JB: Oh, heavens, yes. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: Long before the phenomenon was insulted by the term. 

CAC: Yes. If I can rephrase it and then you can spin off of that ... we're talking about 
students in a variety of disciplines who are intelligent but-that would be found anywhere-what 
we're really talking about is a sense of engagement and of being rooted in a community in which 
they would have these range of questions? You're really talking autobiographically about 
yourself when you were young? 

JB: Yes. It's also got to be a community which, either accidentally by virtue of something in 
its location or deliberately by virtue of something in its culture, is providing the information and 
the access to that world network of knowledge and just current data that will give a kid the 
chance to be grabbed and to get into that wider stream if he wants to. 

CAC: Now, you're talking about politics, government, public affairs, business, banking, 
transportation. 

JB: Whatever it is that does this around here. 

CAC: But now, you're saying that, having described it, it's a mystery of why it should have 
happened here from 1940 to 1970? 

JB: To me, it isn't really so much of a mystery. It just happened. 

CAC: But I mean ... [laughter] 

JB: I can explain by description and, therefore, explanation, at each step, what went on. I 
couldn't have predicted any of it. 
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CAC: But after the fact, you see some factors operating? 

JB: Yes. I can identify those factors. I've described all of them. We could encode them. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: But then to take them and apply them to that student in his present situation ... well, we 
come down to some sort of platitude in these things. We started talking about keeping this 
system open ... 

CAC: The real question ... what makes Minnesota work? 

JB: Yes. That's part of what this book is about that I'm working on; so, obviously everything 
drifts in. 

CAC: Oh, I see, sure. 

JB: It isn't really, except that I can't describe the geographic ... 

CAC: You're suggesting the university is linked into more of these communities than would be 
true in many other universities? 

JB: Oh, I think so, yes. I think that's been a huge factor. 

CAC: Yes, and the university has been open to it? 

JB: At the International Geographical Congress at Paris last month, in August, Jane and I had 
dinner one evening with Ron Abler. He was reminiscing. It was really interesting to hear him 
reminisce, to see this kind of stuff through his eyes at his age now in the late forties. [unclear] 
Risa Palm. They're both at Paris. They're both international people in the full sense of the word, 
in every way and, certainly, in the discipline. I don't think Bloomington, even with all of her 
talent, could have produced or could have turned out the Risa Palm that I know. She was a 
peculiar product of this place-and that's the story, it seems to me. 

CAC: That's very interesting. Internally, then, it gets socialized and it builds morale and a sense 
of community, for example, through such a simple thing as a Friday afternoon, every Friday 
afternoon? Say a bit more about that because the people hearing this tape won't know about it. 

JB: Broek was chairman at the time we moved into Ford Hall and he, personally, with the help 
Warren Cress who was one of the great institutions in the department . . . 

CAC: Oh, yes, yes. 

John Borchert Interview 22 



JB: ... designed the quarters. They decided what was needed in the way of floor space for our 
half of that floor, or our 20 percent of it, whatever it was ... we were all on in those days. 
Broek felt there should be a seminar room; and we all talked about what should be in it and all 
had considerable influence on this. Needless to say, the runs of a number of international 
journals, a small number of select international journals, were in there because Broek thought 
they should be there. The runs of census material and certain runs of basic data were in there 
because I thought they should be in there. Weaver had a bunch of atlases that he thought should 
be in there. It was a small space but it was a pretty good basic reference shelf for students. 
Broek also thought there should be a kitchenette, which in those days was quite an unusual idea; 
so, we had one. We had a kitchenette next to this seminar room and reference shelf. The coffee 
became a regular kind of thing. It became the basis for a lot of camaraderie and, also, intense 
discussion of what's geography, and what are we going to do about it, and of the specifics of 
work that was being done at the time and, also this formal coffee hour every Friday afternoon, 
the last thing of the week at 3:30 when people were ready to let down. We'd all come in there. 
We had a speaker. It was a standard seminar, colloquy format. [unclear] We didn't have a big 
budget. We used a lot of invited guests from other departments on the campus. We were too 
small. We would have soon milked ourselves dry. And of course, we encouraged all of our 
students to take work within the departments because we couldn't offer everything that they 
should have even if we had wanted to, which we didn't. 

CAC: Of course. 

JB: We'd encourage the students to suggest people from other departments to come in and most 
people came, most of the faculty, most of the students, most of the time-and it's gone on. It's 
just been kept up; it still goes on. It's hard to conserve the real spirit of it and keep it from 
getting to be just purely institutionalized and ritualized; but I think it has survived that way. I 
gather in going around the country to the undergraduate departments, this is still not as common 
as it seems to me it should be. 

CAC: I'm sure you're right. 

JB: I have noticed when I go to speak a number of places that the faculty who are there will 
come together for the first time in months. I was just at Toronto last week and talked at their 
faculty coffee hour and it was very much like ours. I was intrigued by that because I have long 
had respect for that department. It's an excellent place. It was very similar. 

CAC: I'm going back to the outreach just for a moment. You had mentioned earlier-then we 
didn't have time to explore it-in the early 1960s, the directorship of the Upper Midwest 
Economic Study. I think that is a major illustration of some of the things you've been talking 
about. Perhaps, you could say a bit more about that. 
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JB: There were some things that came here out of left field, as far as I was concerned. The 
initiative for that thing, of course, came entirely from off campus really, to the best of my 
knowledge. 

CAC: I'm sure it is. 

JB: There may have been some suggestion and whispering into somebody's ears from the 
campus but as far as I know, it was really basically from off campus. When it was first set up, 
the university contacts for it were entirely through Economics, that is, the intellectual academic 
contacts. I think Cameron Thompson felt that there should be a big study made. 

CAC: Who was Cameron Thompson? 

JB: He was the board chairman of Northwest Bank Corporation at that time. 

CAC: Okay. 

JB: Cameron Thompson thought that there should be a large study made of the Federal Reserve 
District and he had his own reasons for this. We had to deal with the future economy of the 
region as seen through the eyes of an old time banker at that time. I gather that when he went 
to the Ford Foundation for funds, they encouraged him to have some kind of university tie before 
they would give him anything. So, the economic study was set up and there was a small 
advisory group here that met from time to time. I was on it because of my contacts with the 
economists through the highway department, the highway work, the work that Phil Raup and I 
had done together; but I didn't really have anything to do with the organization's study. Then, 
when it was decided-I think as a result of some interaction between [David] Loeks, who by now 
had taken on the new Metropolitan Planning Commission [MPC] as of late 1950s and 
Winnick at the Ford Foundation-that there should be an urban and regional planning 
kind of side car attached to this Upper Midwest Economic Study motorcycle. They agreed that 
there was a chunk of money that if it could somehow relate the urban planning problems and the 
unique approaches that emerged in the Metropolitan Planning Commission in the late 1950s here 
with the long-ranged economic type of planning that Cameron was trying to figure out how to 
think about, then, so much the better. Then, the question came, who could run something like 
this? I was, I suppose, credible with economists, the university people. I was a known quantity 
to Loeks from our long experiences together in figuring out how to study a metropolitan area 
before there ever was an MPC. I was credible to Loeks's commission and this job was going to 
have to be hired on through the MPC because I had, as a result of being involved in the early 
educational efforts that needed to be done to sell that idea to the county boards, and community 
leadership, and the mayors, and so on, been heavily involved just telling them what I had been 
learning from my own studies of the area. In fact, Freeman had appointed me to fill in a 
vacancy ... 

CAC: This is Orville Freeman, the governor? 
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JB: Yes ... on the commission. So, I had been a member of the commission. So, I had 
credibility with the Clarence Ludwigs, and the Orville Freemans, and the Dave Loeks's, and the 
Phil Raups, and the Walter Hellers. They explained to Cameron that this guy could probably run 
this thing and not do any harm to Cameron's [unclear]. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: I'm interpolating some things here that may not be true but, in any case, I was appointed to 
that position; so, now I was on a whole new circuit nationally with people in regional economics, 
the Harvey Perlof wing of the economics profession. 

CAC: What is that saying? 

JB: Harvey was a leader in regional economics and chair [unclear]. 

CAC: And was a resident where? 

JB: He was a professor at Chicago. 

CAC: Okay. 

JB: He chaired a group called the Committee for Urban Economics. He was one of the 
founders, I believe, of Resources for the Future ... is certainly one of the early people there and 
into all manner of things that had been another world to me. Now, I was interacting with that 
group and running this study. That got me into all manner of other connections here in the state 
and the metro area. While I was running that program ... 

CAC: Was this released time from the university when you'd take on things like this? 

JB: I took full leave for two years ... 

CAC: I see. 

JB: ... except that I continued to teach a seminar. While I was running that program, of 
course, I was becoming more and more visible to the local governmental community and to some 
of the key members of the Minneapolis and St. Paul legislative delegations when they were 
involved with it. These were the days when the disorganized aftermath of the postwar ... 

[End of Tape 2, Side 1] 
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JB: ... building boom and the baby boom were at their peak. We were very busy getting ready 
to prepare for the next baby boom, the next postwar everything, except nobody looked at it that 
way. I would say that sometimes; but, people didn't like to hear it. The stirrings were then 
coming as to how to make this a metropolitan planning effort now that we had a lot of 
information and had done a lot of good research, which, incidentally, was done to a large extent 
by former students of mine. The question now was what to do next. The rumblings were 
coming along of the reorganization, to form something like the council, and at the same time the 
state planning law was being formulated in the minds of a lot of people because the notion of 
having this one multi-county region ... with the possibilities that presented for a metropolitan 
lobby in the legislature if it would ever get its act together, and looking at population projections, 
I think this began to make Gordon Rosenmeier's mind turn. 

CAC: For our listeners, Gordon Rosenmeier ... ? 

JB: He was really the intellectual and political leader of the Minnesota Legislature, I would say, 
during that period. 

CAC: You bet he was. 

JB: No question about it. 

CAC: Yes. Isn't that something ... a towering figure like that? 

JB: Yes. I think Gordon could see the possibility and other people around him. Another key 
personality-I don't want to get into all of this-along with him was this man Robert Edman who 
had been chairman of the Metropolitan Planning Commission and had decided answer the 
mayoralty of Mendota Heights. He was a very intelligent guy, very eclectic in his approach to 
things, including his own management of his own career. He owned a religious printing business 
in St. Paul but he aspired to be a community servant, and leader, and planner. He had a lot of 
problems but intelligence and zeal were not among them--except maybe he had too much of 
both. Edman became a kind of adviser to Rosenmeier and to a number of the people who were 
very influential in the legislature at that time. I think, out of that chemistry came the notion that, 
perhaps, some planning . . . wall to wall planning regions in the state. Then, the question 
obviously arises [unclear], this is not a bad idea. In fact, it's a damned good idea, I felt, and 
that's why I supported it. The question immediately arose then, what are they going to do? 
What responsibility do you write into a law to give them? I became sort of heavily pulled into 
that. As a matter of fact, while I was directing that project over there-this is all ancient history 
now . . . I guess it may be so secret-Elmer Andersen came to my office one day over there. 
Needless to say, this caused great excitement among the ... 

CAC: This was when he was governor? 
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JB: When he was governor ... and here came the governor in my office to look me up and to 
ask me if I would take the directorship of the State Planning Agency if the law passed. I felt 
that I couldn't. If I had, goodness knows where I'd be now. I thought I had a damned good idea 
of how it ought to be done, and how it ought to be run, and what ought to be done with. At that 
same time, Henry McKnight was deciding to run for the Senate, to go into politics. I don't know 
that people know who he was but he was an heir to, I think, lumber fortunes and a very solid 
member of the old Lake Minnetonka and Minneapolis elite, who became more and more 
interested in civic affairs in his middle age. In fact, as you know, he eventually got involved in 
new town planning with Jonathan and then the Cedar Riverside. He was a man who had a lot 
of high aspirations, not for himself so much as for society; but there were a lot of things about 
the carrying out of those aspirations that he didn't understand in political, and social, and 
economic context. He became interested in the conservation and really environmental problems 
long before the word environment was the code word for this. Conservation was still the code 
word. He was interested from the standpoint of preservation and maintenance, improvement, 
utilization, in some kind of a systematic way that recognized all of the different values. He 
started moving through the Forestry School and the DNR, the old Conservation Department, and 
things like that like a prairie fIre. About that time, the State of Wisconsin passed its one cent 
cigarette surtax, which was dedicated to state park improvement; and when Henry read about this 
in the newspaper, he was off and running. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: He organized a committee-I've forgotten the name of it-and the net result of that 
committee's activities after about a year and one half was a publication, which I think to this day 
is still an outstanding example of a piece of educational literature developed to promote a 
particular public cause. It had to do with this ... 

CAC: What publication was this? 

JB: I can't remember the name of it. 

CAC: Okay. 

JB: He hired a PR [Public Relations] man and put the thing out in the form of the U.S. News 
and World Report, in that format. 

CAC: I see. 

JB: There were thousands and thousands of copies of it circulated in the state and when the 
smoke had cleared, Knight was a senator and the fIrst natural resources bill was in the legislature 
and was, obviously, going to pass. I say this really with great respect for the way it was 
manipulated by the leadership in the legislature. It was my fIrst exposure to this aspect of the 
whole scene. The bill was written, fmally, in such a form that a commission, not a committee 
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but a commission, would be created to oversee the expenditure of these funds that would roll in 
from the cigarette tax, these dedicated funds, dedicated to resource improvement and development 
acquisition and to be responsible to the full legislature for disposition of this money. The feeling 
was, I suppose, that this could be a sizable pork belly at the very outset if it started bringing $7 
million a biennium, which was a big chunk in those days. 

CAC: Ohhh. 

JB: This commission, in order to see to it that its work was really constructive, was comprised 
of senior members of both parties in the appropriate numerical proportions in both houses. This 
man Edman, who had been working on metropolitan affairs with Senator Rosenmeier and other 
legislators, now becomes a key figure in the establishment of a consulting and staffmg 
arrangement for this commission. The session hadn't been over very long before all the 
commission members realized that they had ajob on their hands because they were going to have 
to report back two years later on what they had done. They really needed, I think, in the context 
of that whole situation, some kind of independent staff. I think any of the principals who were 
there at the time would agree with me in retrospect now and it was obvious at the time if you 
looked at it. The kind of advice they were getting from the different sectors of the Conservation 
Department, soon to become or just having become the DNR, tended to be self-serving to both 
the, on many occasions, bureaucracy in that section and the lobbies of the constituencies of 
hunters, fishermen, and so on, who supported them through these different independent licensing 
arrangements. So, this was a real quagmire politically and intellectually ... research ... in that 
sense, it was a real quagmire. There's a real long interesting story there but to make it short, I 
was asked to come in through this multitude of networks-by now my name was known-and be 
their principle consultant on the development of a research program which would meet their 
needs. 

CAC: And all from scratch? 

JB: Yes. Of course, it wasn't really from scratch because it went all the way back to our 
Minnesota agriculture atlas that Neil [Gustafson] and I ... 

CAC: No, no. I mean the commission itself ... for them it was starting from scratch. 

JB: Oh, yes, it was. 

CAC: Who was managing this then? 

JB: The chairman of the commission . .. I'm not sure of my memory now at this point. It 
seems to me it was Senator Henry Harren from Albany. 

CAC: But they must have a skilled person like yourself? 
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JB: They had Edman as their staff coordinator. 

CAC: Oh, okay. 

JB: He really pulled in what he needed to put together [unclear]. That staff produced about 
twenty or twenty-five reports in the next two years, more than half of which probably I had 
designed. It was just quite a job. It plowed a lot of new ground. 

CAC: What happens to that after ... 

JB: It still lives. There is still a legislative commission on Minnesota resources and I still, from 
time to time, visit with them. 

CAC: But it's in the mid 1960s that the initial kind of impact was made? 

JB: That was a crucial period. 

CAC: Yes. You were just zipping off of your Upper Midwest Economic Study at that time? 

JB: Yes. There were all sorts of offshoots. We sent out this research program and, of course, 
as soon as it was found that they had money, there were all sorts of requests coming in for it. 

CAC: Of course. 

JB: One of the things they needed was some help from different people at the university. They 
had questions that needed to involve Entomology, Wildlife, Soils, the soil survey, Forestry, and 
also a lot of other stuff. They began to get these requests from people who already had contacts, 
mostly from the Ag campus because that's where most of the legislative contacts were. I was, 
of course, in the position where I was having to advise them on these things. They were coming 
in totally uncoordinated. There was no coordination over here; so, Stanley Wenberg asked me 
if I would coordinate the university proposals to this commission ... 

CAC: Ahhh, that's where that fits in. 

JB: ... which I did. 

CAC: This kept you at the legislature a good deal. 

JB: It sufficiently impressed enough people over there and over here both that I for years, then, 
had trouble keeping out of other things. 

CAC: Oh, yes, you add to an agenda. 
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JB: Sure. It was obvious what had to be done. The reaction, I remember from the chairman 
of the commission, a senator with many years of experience ... when the university's proposals 
came in that year, he said, "This is the best shape I've ever seen anything come over here in." 
Everything just slid through because everybody knew what everybody else was doing and why. 
They understood over here, I think, what it had to do with the scientific fields that these guys 
were in and they understood over there what it had to do with they needed to know. What 
happened then was that we were getting all these proposals from the consulting fIrms, and from 
the university departments, and what not; and I was getting more and more itchy about this whole 
process and the intellectual direction it was taking. I pointed this out to some of my students one 
day who were working on some of this stuff with me. I said, "We've got all these lakes out here 
and we're getting all kinds of proposals to study lake quality. Lake quality is a problem in a lot 
of places in this state; but the proposals are all for individual lakes and just a few of them 
[unclear] in total population, in specifIc agricultural, or forest, or land use ranges of the state, 
each with its own chemistry, and its own climate, and, more importantly, each with its own level 
of development of settlement around it. There isn't any set of maps, in the way I'd put it, in any 
geographic context, in which you can place all these different studies, and know how to compare 
them, and, therefore, what to do with them from the standpoint of the legislature." I said, "They 
don't understand this and I guess somebody has got to tell them. It's embarrassing but what I've 
got to tell them is that what's missing is the geography in this thing. That's what's missing." So, 
I talked to Henry Harren about this and with several other people. Henry, of course, is an old 
practical newspaper editor and farmer from up in Stearns County and he saw right away what 
the problem was. You didn't have to draw him a picture. I'd really put my fInger on something 
here that was really starting to bother him because he was persuaded this was all good science 
and [unclear] but it wasn't getting less and less clear as to what the [unclear] were going to do 
with it or we're going to do with our own studies because [unclear]. They're all trained in these 
same disciplines, they're all coming to the same thing. Now, this is not to take anything away 
from a lot of really good people and there's a lot of really good stuff being done. There were 
guys who had a real appreciation of the problems that were sprinkled through the civil service 
network over there, too, but they had great communication barriers, and problems, and not much 
incentive lots of times really to do anything that they weren't already doing. 

CAC: Oh, of course. 

JB: I said, I'm not going to any consulting this time around. I'm going to put in a proposal and 
I did. That led to the Lake Shore Development Study . . . 

CAC: Oh, ho. 

JB: ... in which we started dipping in now to this vast array of data sources from the 
courthouses to the various agencies, the federal as well as state, and private stuff, and highway 
traffIc. I organized all sorts of new surveys that people hadn't thought about doing. Pretty soon 
we had this huge data bank and we had a lot of it fIt into 40 acre cells on about 12,000 miles 
of shoreline in the state. We had to computerize the whole thing. So, now we found ourselves, 
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naturally, building a data system. One thing led to another. My approach to this was-this was 
fascinating, too-that we needed these systems guys who understood the computer and we got 
them from MIS and from computer science ... 

CAC: For listeners, MIS is ... ? 

JB: The Management Information Systems Research Center over in the Business School. These 
were really good people but you kept finding that they got fascinated by building the system. 
In this way, there was another dimension to this. We had to get answers to certain problems; 
so, I found myself, from my contacts in the field, identifying what I thought were going to be 
the geographical aspects or dimensions of major problems that were obviously coming down the 
pike, in terms of the state's resource management, and budgeting, and personnel policy issues. 
We'd started doing the geography of this promo about a year in advance and I hit on quite a few 
of these. We'd have our data so by the problem hit, we could put together a report on it when 
other people were stirring around telling what data ought to be collected. We already had the 
data collected and in the computer for that part of the state that was at issue and the response 
you'd get was, "Jesus, this is really good." 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: "Why don't we do this for the whole state?" 

CAC: Ohhh. 

JB: I'd say, "Then, I'd have the responsibility of having to do decide myself whether we should 
do it for the whole state or not." What we wound up doing was building the state-wide land 
Management Information System and, by about 1975 or 1976, coincident with my feeling that 
I had about all I was going to be able to do at CURA [Center for Urban and Regional Affairs], 
I took a sabbatical and spent half of it really transferring this whole project, software, people, 
everything, into the state bureaucracy because the thing had reached the point where more of the 
demands on it were service than R&D [Research and Development]. I guess my own feeling 
about this place, and about the state, and about how things ought to run was at that point, we 
ought to get it out of the university. 

CAC: Hmmm. 

JB: So, we did. We had to create new civil service positions. Oh god! it was a fantastic thing. 
Without the help of guys over at the Minnesota State Planning Agency like [peter] Vanderpoel, 
and Joe Sizer, and sagacious old timers like Jerry Christianson, that couldn't have been done. 
It developed enormous wells of good will that I had in the various departments where even 
though they weren't sure whether they should talk to each other ... 

CAC: Were a threat, sure. 
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JB: ... they would talk to me. We did it and now it's running. 

CAC: I'm going to back up with you, John, because what you're describing with such enthusiasm 
and clarity, what's going on internally, is we're edging toward the Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs, CURA. 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: You are its flrst director. What was the involvement ... 

JB: Lukermann was the ... 

CAC: Yes, I've interviewed Fred so we have that. President [0. Meredith] Wilson was involved 
in this? At what level did he know these things were going on? 

JB : [Malcolm] Moos was here. 

CAC: Oh, this thing is 1966, 1967. This is before Moos gets there. 

JB: Okay. 

CAC: It's late Wilson. 

JB: I didn't realize that . . . 

CAC: Moos comes in just at the time it's getting dramatic. 

JB: This shows what a simple piece of flotsam I'd been on on the seas of . . . 

CAC: Well, by the time you get in CURA in 1968, then indeed, Moos is here. But its origins 
are back in precisely the time you're talking about 1965, 1966, 1967. 

JB: My memory is probably foggy on this but I'm sure that it's possible that I was involved in 
discussions because we got into some of this kind of discussion at the time that the Upper 
Midwest project was dissolved. There were questions of what the university was going to do to 
pick this up and Wilson was involved in those discussions and I was but not a great deal. I 
guess I still didn't have a broad enough . . . 

CAC: You were so busy outside the university, you may not have ... 

JB: I wouldn't have given this high priority and at that particular instant, in 1962 and 1963, 
when that project was being phased out and [ ] Henrison and all of those people being 
brought back into the university and I was coming back in . .. I remember now-you jogged 
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my memory on this-there were discussions-I don't remember the details of them-that involved 
the administration, and the Graduate School, and some of the deans from time to time, and some 
of the department heads about what was going to be done with this thing. I almost systematically 
avoided this. 

CAC: Just about this time, John, you're acting associate dean of the Graduate School for awhile? 

J8: Yes. 

CAC: So, that must have given you another perspective on that. 

J8: 8y that time, Clarke, I was already heavily involved in this other group that was moving 
toward the state planning law, the metro council law. 

CAC: Okay. 

J8: All that initiative was coming out of the Resources Commission, which was this group that 
I got involved with already in the 1964 interim. Edman, and Rosenmeier, and McKnight, and 
some of those people were already getting me sucked into that whole stream at the time that the 
Upper Midwest Council project was phasing out. When I came over here and came back to work 
full time on the campus in 1963, aside from writing some papers and so on ... which is another 
aspect because, particularly, in one of the papers that I'd put out, several things I put in were a 
result of this study. Then, the national stream got me on another whole set of operations at that 
level in the discipline. These guys were pulling me out in that other stream of legislative stuff 
before I had a chance really to get involved in whatever they were going to do here on campus. 

CAC: I see. 

J8: I didn't really get involved in that. 

[End of Tape 2, Side 2] 

[Tape 3, Side 1] 

J8: I guess, starting in 1962 and 1963-it seems to me the Upper Midwest Study maybe wasn't 
even over yet-Henry Harren got me involved along with Frank Crawford and 0.8. Jesness in 
steering this enterprise of his, to build a kind of citizen support for what became the cigarette bill 
and the resources bill. These things all fed into one another. Ted [unclear] and all these people 
all got to be people whom I worked with and respected. As you went around to the meetings, 
and the committee sessions, and the legislative hearings, and the citizen league meetings, and so 
one and were talking about things that they were interested in and I knew something about, 
obviously, the responses couldn't help but influence the way I thought about my own work. I 
was already making commitments, I'm sure by 1963, in these other circles to what would become 
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a significant body of research, a significant part of my research career, a significant episode in 
working on these land use problems in the state on a larger scale, on the larger areas, and broader 
issues. 

CAC: John, what we're talking about now-it just amazes me-is the early to mid 1960s. This 
period, 1961, starting with you and 1965 and 1970 when this university, as many universities, 
are so high energy. This is happening ... women's feminism is beginning to break loose, the 
Civil Rights is beginning to move, the environment that you talk of is beginning to have a 
political and an assertive kind of tone. It builds toward 1968. I'll tell you ... there's just high 
energy from every place. Now, you're coming at it from quite a different set of questions but 
it is community. 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: And it is the region, it is the state, and it is social issues, and cultural issues. They all 
pile in. 

JB: To me the only thing I felt that I could contribute uniquely was my ability to and my 
experience at fairly quickly framing a question in geographic terms; and then if it seemed worth 
it, I'd try to analyze it in those terms of seeing what your results contributed to the answer that 
people were seeking. 

CAC: I'm saying this, John-to interrupt you a minute more-because when CURA comes-I'll 
say something, and then you can criticize it or negate it-it comes out of some of the issues that 
you're talking about, felt, practical problems in the community and by the time you get aboard, 
it's taken on a social action and cultural verve that probably was not originally intended. You're 
coming out of one set of circumstances but when you become director of CURA in 1968, there's 
a whole other agenda than things you've been addressing before, like AFDC [Aid to Families of 
Dependent Mothers] mothers. 

JB: Sure. 

CAC: And Blacks. 

JB: That's right. 

CAC: How does that happen? Here you are coming from one context and complexity and I 
would guess you're being brought into CURA for that set of experiences, and contacts, and 
networks, and understandings, and research, and studies; and suddenly, here's another new agenda 
that you have to address and CURA has to address. 

JB: Yes, of course, CURA wasn't totally strange to me but it was strange to a degree. 
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CAC: Fred Lukermann would have been much more attuned at once to the agenda of 1967, 
1968, I'm guessing. 

JB: I think he was. 

CAC: Then, tell me what happens. Your agendas have to switch, not 180 degrees but there are 
new things you have to learn and address quickly, just like that. [snap of the fingers] You must 
have been aware at that time of ... 

JB: Sure, I was pretty aware of all those problems, too. I had, maybe, the advantage, too, of 
knowing that I didn't have the answers. 

CAC: Ah ha. 

JB: There was another thing going on all this time. When I came back from the Upper Midwest 
Study. .. After two and one half years of that, I had finally figured out what the questions were 
that we should have asked in the first place. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: I had become increasingly intrigued by not only the fact that this network of towns and 
cities in this region, including the Twin Cities . .. Of course, I had already done a lot of work 
on the structure and evolution of this metropolitan area; so, the cities weren't strange to me. 
Although the social dimensions of them ... while those dimensions weren't strange, I think what 
was strange to me was the immature and often ill-conceived, yet, highly germane ideas a lot of 
people had about these cities. That was strange. 

CAC: The people you had to work with were strange. 

JB: Oh, yes. Oh, indeed, they were quite a crew. I often thought it would be fun to line them 
all up on the sidewalk and take their picture, the whole bunch of them, all at one time. 

CAC: Here you're used to working with public administrators, and politicians, and businessmen; 
and now you've got a lot of rowdy Blacks, right? 

JB: I was used to running the Golden Valley Planning Commission for ten years, too, and 
having people come in out of field and out of the woodwork and yell at you, even though you 
were their neighbor. I knew how these kinds of things worked. I'd been in enough hearings. 
That whole Golden Valley Planning Commission period ... I spent a hell of a lot of time on that 
thing. It was all education because ... 

CAC: But there are no Blacks in Golden Valley. 

JoOO Borchert Intervtew 35 



JB: No, but Blacks don't have a monopoly on being able to yell at their neighbors. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: This was all very familiar format and behavior, as a matter of fact. Some of the language 
was a little new for public kitchens ... 

CAC: You bet. 

JB: ... but it wasn't new to John Borchert who used to work on the threshing crew in northern 
illdiana and drive the water wagon on the threshing machine. I'd heard all this stuff long before 
these people were ever born and a lot more that I could have spun out to them, too. [laughter] 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: When I came back from the Upper Midwest Study, I had all these ideas about the urban 
structure of the United States because, by god! you had to fit this whole system into it. ill the 
process of doing this research in this region, I had to figure out what in the hell [unclear] place 
Minneapolis was at this level in the hierarchy that included Kansas City, and Seattle, and Atlanta, 
and Miami, and New Orleans, and Pittsburgh and the level above that that included Boston, and 
Chicago, and also the level that was totally missing in this region that included places like Peoria, 
and Wichita, and Des Moines, and Omaha. ill my spare time, in that two years, I had to figure 
this out; so, I had a whole big research agenda when I got through with that thing. 

CAC: Do these other things interrupt that research agenda or does it support it? 

JB: No, because I came back. That's the beauty of having a university base. I came back to 
the department. I had talked to Webb. He was teaching a course in urban geography. I said, 
"I'd like to give a course on American cities, on the geography of the American cities." I laid 
this thing out and presented it, running my seminars all through the whole period while I was 
over in MPC and running the project. I had been running seminars every year, all year . . . a big 
agenda. I laid out a three-quarter sequence on the national urban system because I was already 
ready to publish on some of that stuff. That's another reputation I've got, you see, which is 
totally unrelated to this thing from my dissertation except in my mind it isn't ... 

CAC: Sure. 

JB: ... but in the literature it is. The second quarter was on the internal structure of these 
places. Now much of that is done much better now by John Adams's Metropolitan Analysis 
sequence. At that time, this was the only thing. There were no courses like this in the country. 
There were urban geography courses but that wasn't what I was interested in. Then, the third 
quarter was a field class. I would take these kids through the first two quarters and then the third 
quarter, we'd go out in the city here and we'd visit a few offices. I'd have this all set up before 
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hand, of course, and fmd out what they were working on, and we'd pick a problem, and I'd 
reconnoiter the metro area with the kids and eliminate all new projects [unclear]. We did quite 
a study of mobile horne courts, for example. 

CAC: Heavens. 

JB: I'd have them interview and map and, of course, they'd fmd out some . .. It tickled their 
bones because they would find that what they had done, I'd gather together and it goes a report 
to somebody that wanted it. Then, at the end of the spring term every year-I had set up a three
year rotation-I ran about a five-day field trip. We went to Chicago, St. Louis, and Kansas City. 
I had colleagues there who were working in those places who took us in the field. You couldn't 
avoid in that corridor on internal structure and in this field work interviewing ... in a field trip 
to Chicago, you couldn't avoid a hell of a lot of these . .. Sure, they were land use questions 
but they were a lot of other things. I didn't pretend expertise but I had these kids . .. they had 
been in the Fifth City in Chicago and they'd eaten lunch with the natives. I sort of liked this 
kind of stuff. It was like the old threshing crew days. So, I wasn't foreign to this kind of stuff. 
I had guys like Joe Crowell and all sorts of people who were Fred's assistants then at that time. 

CAC: Fred Lukermann's? 

JB: Yes, who were helping him. 

CAC: With that whole university outreach, you mean? 

JB: Yes. I had had those people in my classes. 

CAC: Ah ha. 

JB: Fred would get readings from them about the field trips and this and that. Of course, this 
was all new stuff then. Nobody was handling it. I had these kids in the ghetto boundaries in St. 
Louis before anybody was talking about this kind of stuff. It was a simple real estate question. 
We pulled up on the bus one day. I always had all the topographic maps. They would have 
entered from the previous quarters all sorts of socio-economic data on the topographic map with 
the census block data. They were looking at the topography on the Mill Creek bottom and the 
way that affected the decisions that the civil engineers made in laying out that early railroad 
network. They had all the topographic map; but they also knew where they were in data on race, 
and income, and housing quality, and sorts of other things. They had the raw numbers on the 
map. We stopped and I said, "Let's get out here and look at this map for a minute." It was a 
nice tree-shaded neighborhood. It looks like it's ... They were commenting on the income 
level, all white. Then, I said, "Now, let's look at three blocks north of here." It's all Black and 
low income. I said, "What I'd really like to know is what goes on in between. Who's living in 
this gradient [unclear] and what in the world do they think about it. Even why is it here?" I 
said, "We could ask a lot of people why it's here. Let's ask the people who live in it and see 
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what they think." We didn't have to do anything formal here because we had done that. They 
had gone through their projects here in the Twin Cities. I said, "Let's just divide up into groups, 
no more than three to a group, and let's just fan out here, and go through that gradient. 
Everybody has to go six blocks north from here towards Mill Creek. Let's take an hour and 
come back. We need to stretch anyway. Take an hour and come back here and talk about what 
we learned." God! Risa Palm was on that field trip. Ron Abler was on that field trip. [laughter] 
Risa was telling me the other day that she's still got a slide of me talking with a little black kid 
who was explaining to me how you bum out a car. [laughter] 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: Some of these kids were coming out of Public Affairs; although, it wasn't Public Affairs 
then, it was George Warp's program. When Fred was dredging up from all sorts of places to 
help him in that [unclear] period, quite a few of those kids had had this course. They had had 
their introduction to 63rd and Halstead and some of their places with me. I didn't know anything 
about the social work aspects of the thing really, except what one reads in the newspapers; but 
I knew a hell of a lot of about the history of those cities, and about the historical geography of 
them, and about the current geography. The kids had put together all sorts of data sets on maps 
and they knew where they were. Will Craig still tells about the time at 63rd and Halstead when 
we pulled up there at noon and these kids would come all the way across from the western city 
limits. These kids hadn't seen, since Ashland Avenue, another white face except their own. We 
come into 63rd and Halstead ... as we're approaching, here's the skyline. I yelled back, "Whose 
got the retail trade data?" Somebody yelled back that they had it. I said, "What's the dollar 
volume in the 63rd and Halstead in the major retail center, in the census of business?" There 
was a long silence and somebody fmally calls back, "Two years ago, it was $63 million." By 
that time we're into it. There's just a sea of Black faces. It's Saturday noon and everybody is 
out shopping, a nice day in the spring, just a sea of Black faces. Craig recounts this . . . I said, 
"We ought to be able to get some lunch here if they're doing that much business. That's as big 
as Southdale." [laughter] I said to the driver, "Pull over. Let's stop and let's make a lunch 
stop." Will said, you could feel everybody cringing to the back of the bus. 

CAC: Ohhh. 

JB: I said, "You know, before we open the door, most of you won't, but some of you are going 
to go on into graduate work in geography. When you do, certainly you'll do some field work 
and there's a good chance it'll be in a foreign area. When you do, you're going to have a couple 
of experiences that will really make your adrenalin flow. The first one is that you suddenly 
realize that there's no one around like you, that you're different, that you stand out like a sore 
thumb, that you can't speak the language." Of course, that was even true there to some extent. 
I said, "You're going to wonder what in the hell to do first. The second experience that you're 
going to have that you'll never forget is that you will start talking with people and you'll find that 
they are as curious about you as you are about them . . . " 
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CAC: [laughter] 

JB: " ... that they have a lot of the same interests, and a lot of the same concerns, and fears, 
and hopes, and that if you approach them with the realization that they know more about the area 
than you do, and ask them questions to which you don't know the answers, things that are 
geographical about the place, then you suddenly fmd that you have the exhilarating experience 
of discovering that rather than not be able to converse with them, you can't get them to stop 
talking. They'll want to tell you the story of their lives. Let's just go out. There's only one rule 
... no more than three people in a group. You've got to break up. Find a place for lunch. See 
you in an hour." In an hour, nobody was back. I had this happen several times in this three-year 
rotation before I quit doing that part of that course. Quite a few of these kids had been through 
that. Some of them were students of Esther Wattenberg and they'd tell her about this experience. 
Esther thinks, gee! what in the world is John doing down there? This must be kind of 
interesting. It must be good for these kids. I was not completely strange to this and, of course, 
I wasn't strange to the administrative problems of handling a menagerie like this; but it was a 
tough period. I think it was the hardest time I ever remember in my life. 

CAC: You had six years, seven years? 

JB: Seven years of it, yes. 

CAC: In the meantime, consulting with all these other groups that you're attached to and in the 
meantime ... 

JB: During that period, of course, I carried a half-time teaching load. 

CAC: That's what I was going to say, also teaching. 

JB: Yes. The budget went from $60,000 to $3 million. [laughter] [unclear] 

CAC: Your liaison was through Lukermann through much of this period? 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: So, you didn't have to see regularly, or if at all, Malcolm Moos? 

JB: No, no, it was through Lukermann or through [Gerry] Shepherd or through Al Link, 
administratively. One thing though that made it manageable was that a lot of the stuff, half of 
it I'd say, was in the social work and education side. The education side of it, of course, was not 
totally strange to my background either because I had worked for so long over there and also 
with teachers in the field so that it wasn't just a university view of the thing. A lot of it was 
more familiar. It had to do with the people in Civil Engineering, and Ag, and Public Affairs. 
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I, of course, took my own project, which was that MLMIS project in with me; so, some of it was 
stuff that I would have been doing anyway. 

CAC: Was there a flow through of colleagues from other departments? 

JB: Oh, yes. 

CAC: You mentioned Esther Wattenberg. I assume that she is one of the persons [unclear] 
social work [unclear]. 

JB: That's the way that thing worked, you see. In fact, I guess one of the reasons why Fred 
asked me to do it was my view of ... Oh, yes, now, you bring back memories. That's right, 
these discussions of some kind of an interdisciplinary center. That's right, that went way back. 
My view of both the center and the planning program had always been that there should be-in 
the case of the center-no faculty, no tenure, no commitments of that sort, and no degree because 
it seemed to me then, and I guess I still think, that these problems to which academics like 
occasionally to try to apply themselves in their disciplines are ephemeral. They keep coalescing 
and dissolving in different forms, and combinations, and motivations all the time. Some have 
more durability than others, more persistence but they're all really ephemeral; whereas, it seems 
to me that the disciplines as they've evolved, like History, or Geography, or Economics, or 
Physics, and so on, are really dealing with very enduring and persistent dimensions of the world 
so that a lot of your problems of classification, of data, defInition, organization, basic concepts 
can be passed on, and elaborated, and improved, and enhanced from generation to generation. 
This is not true of these goddamned problems. 

CAC: Yes. 

JB: Everybody thought-I was just looking at the Greening of America, that's a good case in 
point-this was something else now this time. This is new. 

CAC: Oh, yes, yes. The kids are going to [unclear]. 

JB: I knew this wasn't true. Christ! I wasn't that old but at least I was old enough by that time 
to know that it really wasn't like this. The last thing that you ever want to do, it seemed to me, 
was organize something like a university around a set of ephemeral questions, or problems, or 
formulations of unenduring questions. 

CAC: Yet, that's what the university was doing with its Afro-American Studies ... 

JB: Exactly. 

CAC: ... Chicano Studies, and so forth. 
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JB: Fred knew that he shouldn't do this and in a way wasn't doing it; but he slipped a few places 
here and there and let it happen. 

CAC: Oh, it was going to happen, John, don't you think so? 

JB: I think it would have happened. Oh, yes, that's why he slowed [unclear] because he knows 
when to quit, and where to draw back, and make a strategic withdrawal. In the case of the 
center, I just didn't want to see if we could help it ... 

CAC: Have it problem center? 

JB: ... going the route that every other university in the country that had done this had gone. 
All of them that did after we did it went the same way. Ours was really unique. I felt the same 
way about the planning program. It had seemed to me that when you set these things up, and 
start planning tenure, and giving them line budgets that you do two bad things. One is that you 
make a commitment to a faculty that is almost certain to become irrelevant if they don't adapt 
drastically within a decade or two. The second thing you do is you relieve the faculty in the line 
disciplines of their responsibility to apply their field to things that are going on around them and 
that need their attention. I wouldn't like to see either one of these things encouraged. 

CAC: I understand what you're saying, and I understand your perceptions of Lukermann-I have 
interviewed him-and they mesh okay. What of your other colleagues with whom you were 
working from different departments who were more problem focused and oriented in CURA? 

JB: You see, this is the beauty of CURA. You could just forget them and let them go their way, 
once you had this thing set up this way. [laughter] If you had some good things going, you'd 
attract some people to it and they'd turn out to be, of course, a very mixed bag. You'd get the 
crazies, the promoters, and you'd also get the people who really had a mission and, also, a 
discipline. 

CAC: It was okay to let them all go, let them all do their thing? 

JB: Up to a point, you had to because you couldn't always be sure. 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: I have a mission and I think I've got command of a discipline but at times I'm crazy and I 
get carried away with missionary zeal; so, you couldn't always be sure. But you did have to have 
the guts to tell somebody to get the hell off the wagon when you saw that this person was really 
not getting the job done. There were things constantly coming and going. That was the way the 
thing ran. It was a revolving door. 
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CAC: That decision is pretty much yours as to which ones are working out and which ones were 

lB: I never asked for or was told to appoint and, therefore, never had an advisory committee. 
I just ran the thing. Daughter] I had some pretty darned sharp people helping me. 

CAC: Sure. 

lB: There were some very good people, guys that really had sensitive antennae and lengthy ones. 
I figured that if I didn't know enough of the faculty, I'd better get out of that job. I had all sorts 
of contacts. 

CAC: You didn't have much trouble saying, "No," then when something wasn't working out to 
ask them to get off the wagon? 

lB: At times it was delicate because you'd be involved ... As Fred could undoubtedly could 
have told you, in much more detail than I could, it was not always a purely internal university 
question. 

CAC: Yes, you bet. 

lB: This is what made it interesting and also tough. You'd have people in your office, maybe 
four people, from two or three different constituencies, to whom you were having to explain why 
you were going to cut this thing back, and what you'd do with it, and enable them to go away 
that they hadn't been screwed. As a result, you didn't always have a full complement of exactly 
the kind of people you wanted. Anybody who has messed around with History, and Geography, 
and the Social Sciences knows what a poor correlation we have all the time between where we 
want to be and where we are. 

CAC: I know that it was recognized within this university community, but your selection as a 
Regents professor rests on national and international reputation really in scholarship. How much 
of this work went into your career, as nationally perceived? Did they know that crazy 10hn 
Borchert was doing these things and wasting his time? 

lB: Yes, it was widely known among ... 

CAC: For later listeners, this was an ironic question. All right? 

lB: Yes. People knew that I was director of the center and that it had a sizable budget. They 
sort of figured . . . 

CAC: But that it was doing lots of goofy things? 
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JB: No, they didn't know what it was doing. 

CAC: I see. 

JB: It's like Soviet/American relations. The Russians judge everything we do by what they 
would do if they were doing it . . . 

CAC: [laughter] 

JB: ... and vice versa. If a guy is running the Center for Urban Studies at Long Beach State 

[End of Tape 3, Side 1] 

[Tape 3, Side 2] 

JB: ... and he-the guy who did that was actually one of my Ph.D.s-doesn't know what I'm 
doing-he didn't-or Bryan Barry is running a huge center with millions of dollars of research, 
pure research money, called the Urban Affairs Studies Center, or something like that, at Chicago 
and Larry Boring is running an Urban and Regional Studies Center at Toronto. They are all 
three different. They all know that I am running one at Minnesota. To each of them, that puts 
me in his status. 

CAC: Yes, I see. 

JB: As I said earlier, I don't know what all the images are that people have of me. I have no 
idea. I know that in my judgment probably most of them are off base. They are either too good 
or too bad. 

CAC: Through all of this runs a current of your own ... You come back to a theme of the 
discipline, a mode of inquiry, addressing fundamental problems, as well as the applied? 

JB: That's right. 

CAC: So, you continue that kind of a career? 

JB: Yes. The urban center here, the Upper Midwest experience, the scattering of journal articles 
I published in the 1970s that were widely used, all established a platform from which I was 
visible and was being continually asked to do things nationally. 

CAC: You were active in all kinds of national groups in the 1960s and 1970s and hold office 
in advisory committees and so forth. 
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[break in the interview] 

JB: What everybody else called outreach, it seemed to me what just part of your teaching. 

CAC: Of course. Well, as you defmed your career from the very beginning when you were a 
kid. You address problems ... 

JB: If you're teaching in a public university in a big city, how the hell can you keep from 
getting ... ? 

JB: In some disciplines ... I can see if you're teaching [unclear], it might be a different 
situation. 

CAC: John, that was a very exciting interview and I thank you for spending these nearly three 
hours. As I've said to others, if you have third thoughts and you want to say, "Oh, god! I want 
to talk about ... " we'll come back. 

JB: I don't think so, Clarke. 

CAC: You think about it. We'll see. This is precisely the kind of material that if Jim Gray had 
had it when he was writing his history, University of Minnesota, it would have made it a different 
book. 

JB: Yes. 

CAC: It's this informal sense of the things that are really important to the history of a university 
and a community, that is, its professors, its students, its research, its outreach. It's all of these 
things that you and I have been talking about for three hours. 

JB: This is true with any institution. You know so much more about this than I do. I'm having 
an interesting experience now in writing up this Upper Midwest book. I just fmished writing a 
piece on the Copper Range. I've got a section in here where I'm talking about the affect of the 
automobile era, the automobile itself on the highway, and the shifts in circulation technology on 
the whole [unclear] pattern. One of the things is the way it shifts these cities themselves from 
the inside out just at that scale. So, I picked about nine different urban areas in the region 
. . . Fairmont, the Copper Range at that level . . . just to write a couple pages about them. Then, 
these four western plains frontier settings that became metropolitan areas in that period: 
Bismarck, Billings . . . 

CAC: Let me check our Fairmont for you. It's my home country. 

JB: Did you grow up there? 
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CAC: No, in Blue Earth. 

JB: That's right, you grew up at Blue Earth. 

CAC: But it's pretty close. 

JB: I just wrote a couple pages on Fainnont that are focusing on the way the pattern changed 
when the town grew from 4,000 to 12,000, and from a square mile and one half to five, and the 
mix, and what happened. [unclear] great. Then, I get to the Copper Range. I was thinking 
particularly there, first, you've got the mechanics of it. It shrinks from 75,000 to 30,000 and you 
have to throwaway just blocks and miles of homes and the streets. That's fme. You try to get 
some feeling out of this, not just the map but the individual structures and the landscapes. Then, 
you get to the people. I'm not going to try to say much about this but I want to say enough to 
be able to give this/eel to the thing. I'm thinking, here's Alexander Agassiz who gave them their 
city park after he fmished being president of Calumet and Hecla [mines] and went back to 
Boston in 1870, the same time that Warren Upham was naming Lake Agassiz for his father. 

CAC: Ohhh, yes. 

JB: There's absolutely no connection between these things except there is ... after all, it was 
his father. Then, I thought time and again on this thing, I'll try to introduce some little bit to 
give the feel for the individual. I got talking about these reunions that you still get in these 
towns up in the [unclear] Copper Range. You'll have a place where the mine shut down in 1898 
and there are two houses left standing there, and maybe one of those empty, and you have 200 
people come in for a reunion from every place from Timbuktu to Los Angeles, driving in in their 
Lincoln Continentals, and their motorcycles, and every other damned thing. I try to give some 
feeling now for them, and why they are there, and their ancestor who were there, or relatives, 
or predecessors, and how the people just keep coming in and out of these revolving doors. 

CAC: All good geographers are historians and vice versa. 

JB: That's right. Except you can't do both full time or you'd have to be two people. 

CAC: Or twenty-five, right? 

JB: The interaction of those two fields and the almost isomorphism of their relationship to the 
other sciences always just fascinates me. It's a thing that the geographers. .. Another beautiful 
thing about this department is that historic relationship with history. 

CAC: Yes. 

JB: That's was one of the things that struck me the first day I was here. 
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CAC: That's a good note on which to end this conversation. 

18: Yes. 

CAC: Thank you. 

18: I'll see you, Clarke. 

CAC: Thank you very much. 

[End of Tape 3, Side 2] 

[End of the Interview] 
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