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On the cover: Oakland University students
help co-founder Mrs. Matilda R. Wilson ring

in her 81st birthday, five years after the opening
of the university in 1959. This issue of the OU
Magazine features reflections on Oakland's first
25 years.

A Quarter Century
of Access to Excellence

Photo by Ann Straky

The 25th anniversary emblem
displayed on this page was developed
to express Oakland University’s
respect for and dedication to the
precept of our motto, “seguir
virtute e canoscenza” (follow courage
and wisdom). The sail is a symbolic
representation of the Greek sail of
Ulysses, which is the central element
of the official university seal. The
sail’s significance in this 25th year
of Oakland University’s service to
the citizens of Michigan is reflected
in the many accomplishments of our
relatively short, but dynamic,
history . . . and even more in the
promise for our future.

The wind continues to thrust the
OU sail onward in pursuit of excel-
lence regardless of rough seas and
the uncertainty of uncharted waters
that lie ahead. As in the past, the
university looks optimistically

toward the challenges of the years
to come. Oakland will continue to
manage its affairs responsibly, to
offer innovative, high-quality pro-
grams with concern for the best
interests of students, alumni and
community. It will move forward
with “providing access to excellence”
as its continuing goal.

The spirit and devoted service of
Oakland University people will be
both recognized and honored in
many of the activities of the 25th
anniversary celebration this fall.
Please encourage your family
members, friends, business
associates, and neighbors to attend
the events of their interest, especially
the Anniversary Open House on
September 23. It will provide visitors
with an opportunity to see many
aspects of the university in an
informal setting—the teaching,
scholarship and research, cultural
and student life vitalities of which
we are all proud.

We hope you enjoy the anniver-
sary-related articles and photographs
in this issue. And we hope you will
join us in the events of this fall to
mal«;1 our Z?th annive:l'sfary truly
significant, festive, and fun. %
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A Taste of the Best

Eight Charter Students Relate the Highs
and Lows of Oakland’s Beginnings

The charter class of Oakland University
shares a common bond. We have been
marked with the educational ideals, institu-
tional philosophy and academic purpose that
are the foundation of Oakland University.

The charter class graduates have not
forgotten those first years. Many of us were
the first in our family to attend college;
indeed, for many, the new commuter institu-
tion would offer access to hitherto unattain-
able opportunities. The faculty that taught us
was young, inexperienced and tough. There
was confusion about requirements and
policies. The tiny library was housed in an
administrative office complex. The campus
had no student life amenities. Construction
noise and dirt were constants. There were no
traditions, no upperclassmen, no alumni, no
exam and term paper files.

There was, however, a spirit of
adventure—a pioneering attitude. Coupled
with a deep sense of concern for the students
on the part of the benefactors, the faculty and
the administration, that esprit bespoke a
determination to make the experiment succeed.

Above all, we charter students share a
pride, not in the accident of being first, but in
having made the path along which so many
thousands would travel.

Oakland University Magazine
staff writer Mary Hayes, with research
assistance from Judy Nolish ('71), chose
eight graduates of that first class to be the
focus of this article. The eight include four
who have achieved success in careers outside
Michigan, one who is particularly active in
the alumni association, one who now serves
on Oakland'’s faculty, and two couples who
met at Oakland and were later married. One
couple’s child will continue studies at OU in
the fall. Their stories tell much about the
early years at the institution and the value of
that founding experience.

Joan B. Stinson ('63)
Director of Alumni Relations
Oakland University

“Senior Pictures”

DONATO

Margaret Swoboda Kelly

Margaret Swoboda Kelly,
assistant director of institutional
advancement for Holy Family
College in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, remembers her first day at
Michigan State University-Oakland
(MSUOQ). The students and the
faculty were called together for an
academic convocation. The students
were challenged to learn how to
think and reason and use their
innate abilities to become valuable
members of society. “Those were
not empty words,” said Kelly, adding
that her classes reflected that
philosophy. “We were encouraged to
challenge ideas and question things
that took place.”

Kelly believes she received a
superior education at Oakland
University that has served her well
professionally. “I was taught how to
think and communicate, and that
helped me develop my self-
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confidence,” she said. The faculty
served as role models for Kelly.
They not only were impressive
intellectually, Kelly said, they were
warm and friendly and spent a great
deal of time with students. She
recalled going to professors” homes
for social activities. “You admired
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them and looked up to them and
strived to emulate them,” Kelly said.

“They gave us a taste of the
best.”

George Corbin

George Corbin, professor at
Herbert H. Lehman College of the
City University of New York, agrees
with Kelly. He did not know how to
study when he started at MSUO
and described his first year as
“horrible.”

Two professors turned Corbin
around during his sophomore year.
They helped him become interested
in art history and psychology. “They
serve as a standard I try to emulate
in my own teaching career,” he said.

Corbin describes the faculty as
active and broad-minded. The
faculty opened up possibilities for
him he never knew existed. “They
were available personally as well as
professionally,” he said.

Corbin worked as a custodian
cleaning floors and doing grounds
work for Chancellor Woody Varner.
He parked cars for parties that Mr.
and Mrs. Wilson held at Meadow
Brook Hall. He remembers Mrs.
Wilson bringing him pop and taking
the time to visit with him.

Corbin says the early Oakland
experience truly shaped him. “It
opened the door to academics.”

Julie (Becker) Fredrick

Julie Fredrick remembers how
tough those years were. Many had
never taught before. “They had high
expectations, and my grade point
suffered,” Fredrick said. In 1959,
there were 525 freshmen. By her
sophomore year, more than half had
left or had been asked to leave. Only
146 seniors graduated, some of
them transfers from other
institutions.

Fredrick recalls the faculty was
caring as well as demanding. “To this
day, if I return to campus and meet a
member of the charter faculty, even
if  didn’t have him or her for a class,
he or she will remember me,” she
said.

In 1979, Fredrick earned a
master of arts in teaching at OU
and now works as a pre-school
teacher and consultant for the pre-
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FREDRICK

school program with Waterford
Public Schools. She attributes her
organizational abilities and the
ability to budget time to her educa-
tional experience at MSUO.

Fredrick was a founding member
of the Oakland University Alumni
Association, taking on a number of
volunteer assignments over the
years. “Oakland University is my
school,” she states.

Daniel Fullmer

Oakland University is also Daniel
Fullmer’s “school.” He is an associate
professor of linguistics and English
in OU’s College of Arts and
Sciences.

FULLMER

Fullmer had not planned on a
career in teaching, but his
experience at MSUQ inspired him to
continue with his education. Fullmer
transferred to MSUQ in 1961
because of an article about the
university that he had read in Time
magazine.

Fullmer has a unique perspective
on OU, because he has been both a
student and a teacher. He observed
that many of the students he
teaches today are like the students
with whom he went to school 25
years ago. Many come from non-
college families. “I try to keep in
mind the original purpose of the
university that I learned as a charter
student,” he said, to bring to
working families the high-quality
liberal arts-based education formerly
available only to the wealthy at
private institutions.

Gary and Kathy (Berry) Acker

Gary and Kathy Acker met at
the first convocation. “Kathy was
sitting all by herself on a stone
bench. Three of my buddies dared
me to go up and talk to her. I did,”
said Gary. However, they did not
get together until their junior year.

The Ackers now live in
Richmond, Kentucky, where Gary is
an area service manager for General
Motors Truck and Bus. Kathy
returned to school in 1977 to
become a surgical nurse. She was
first in her class at Eastern Kentucky
University in Richmond.

Kathy remembers the senior
dance at Meadow Brook Hall. Mrs.
Wilson presented each of the seniors
a gold class ring set with a diamond
and bearing the legend “Oakland
University Charter Class.” Kathy
still wears her ring with a great deal
of pride and a sense of accomplish-
ment.

At breakfast following the dance,
Mrs. Wilson gave hand-chrocheted
shawls to the women, because the
evening was chilly. Although the
women returned the shawls later,
Kathy remembers that warm
gesture.

Kathy believes her independent
nature was shaped by the Oakland
experience. “We were the oldest
class, and we had to grow up faster,”
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she said. “There were no precedents
to follow.”

Both Kathy and Gary recall the
serious intellectual atmosphere.
They remember classes in the first
year where students who failed
were allowed to repeat and erase the
bad grade, but thereafter, “it was
survival of the fittest,” Gary said.
“Prospective employers wanted to
know why I majored in liberal arts,”
he added, “but there was a lot of
prestige in graduating from Oakland
University.”

Gary worked part time in
maintenance as a student. One day
he was trimming bushes at
Chancellor Varner’s home, and
Varner invited him in for lunch.
“That was a memorable, yet
commonplace experience at OU,”
Gary said.

Contrasting the family-like
quality of the MSUO student body
with the sprawling campus the
Ackers found when they attended
the Charter Class’ Twentieth Anni-
versary Reunion, Kathy
commented, “Your life then was an
open book, because everyone knew
everything about everyone else.”

Ronald and Beverly (Donato) Miller

Ronald and Beverly Miller, of
Auburn Hills, Michigan, met at
Pontiac Northern High School. Both
were charter members of that
school, and Beverly thinks the
experience helped them survive the
rigorous academic program charter
students experienced at Oakland
University.

She had taken college prep
classes while many of her friends,
who went to OU because it was
close to home and inexpensive, had
not. “They weren’t academically
prepared, and they didn’t make it,”
she said.

Beverly believes she received a
superior education which included
the writing and communication
skills that she uses in her job as a
librarian with the Avondale school
system and as she continues her
education in OU'’s legal assistant
program.

Ron Miller, principal of
Berkshire Middle School in
Birmingham, remembers the first

convocation, when the charter class
was told that “this university was
founded to produce students with
sharp, abrasive edges—thinkers and
doers.”

He also remembers his first
term, when students discovered
how tough OU really was. “ Almost
everyone failed the economics class,”
he said.

“I was provided the best liberal
arts education that anyone received
during that period of time,” Ron
said. He is well aware that univer-
sities are under pressure to prepare
students for careers and believes
that trend may not be beneficial. He
thinks it is important that students
receive a well-rounded education.
“Even in my area (middle school)
there is a push to broaden educa-
tion,” he said.

Ron and Beverly, married in
1963, are members of the Oakland
University President’s Club, a sig-
nificant long-term financial
commitment, because the university
is so important to them. “We feel a

(" 25TH ANNIVERSARY )

closeness to OU,” Beverly said. “In
our personal life experiences, OU

has always been there.” %

The tradition continues

Ronald and Beverly Miller’s son,
Robert, is completing Kis freshman
year in the premed program at
Oakland University.

Robert did not decide to attend
OU until his last day of orientation.
Now he is happy he did. Although
his original plan was to stay at OU
only for his first two years, he now
plans to continue as an
undergraduate because of the
research opportunities for students
at the university.

“My parents had a lot of
influence on my choice to stay at
Oakland University,” said Robert.
“A smaller institution such as this
has a more personal atmosphere.
They told me it would, and I
certainly have benefited from it—
both socially and academically.”

Ronald, Robert and Beverly Miller
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Promise, Dedication, Camaraderie and Hard Work
OU Charter Faculty and Staff Look Back on 25 Years

Then...

SWANSON

When Oakland University cele-
brates its twenty-fifth anniversary
this fall, it will honor the people who
helped build it—people such as
founders Matilda and Alfred Wilson,
first chancellor Woody Varner,
then-MSU President John Hannah
and the charter members of the
faculty and staff.

Those were exciting years, those
first years. They were filled with
promise and dedication, camaraderie
and hard work. There was a sense of
purpose that made staff and faculty
tasks seem even more important.

“The prospect of a new place
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intrigued me,” said George Mat-
thews, professor of history, charter
faculty member and interim univer-
sity president from November 1979
to February 1981.

“All of our energies went into
building an undergraduate curricu-
lum,” Matthews said. “We started
with the freshmen class and built
each succeeding year’s curriculum.”

In 1959, the 570 new students at
Michigan State University-Oakland
(MSUO) could take classes in liberal
arts, engineering science, business
administration and teacher educa-
tion. All classes were heavily supple-

mented with liberal arts and
sciences. There would be no pre-
college courses, no extracurricular
activities, no departments. The
emphasis was on education and
quality.

It was the post-Sputnik era and
American education was thought to
be deficient. Instruction at MSUO
would be devoted to academic prin-
ciples rather than job application.
The curriculum would be of the
highest caliber and taught at the
highest possible level. “The empha-
sis was on excellence and the stan-
dards would be high,” said
Matthews.

The Meadow Brook Seminars,
held in the fall of 1958, helped set
the tone and the rigorous intellectual
style that characterized those early
years. (see related article, page 7).
The seminars created a feeling of
uniqueness among faculty and
students.

James H. McKay, professor of
mathematical sciences, remembers
the excitement and challenge of the
first years at MSUO. He remembers
helping to develop a curriculum, set-
ting grading policies and admission
standards, and spending hours talk-
ing, planning and writing. “It was a
naturally exciting time,” he said.
“You had the belief that what you
were doing was going to be mean-
ingful for years to come.”

It was that rare opportunity to
help build and shape an institution
that enticed William Schwab to leave
Michigan State University and come
to MSUQ in 1959. “I sensed that it
was the kind of opportunity that
comes once in a lifetime,” Schwab
said. Schwab is now a professor of
English and linguistics and chair-
person of the Department of Lin-
guistics at Oakland University.
Those early years were infused with
a magnificent spirit of camaraderie,
Schwab said. “There was great joy,”
he said. “All of us were committed to
the goal of making this a distinctive
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and distinguished institution.”
Richard J. Burke, chairperson of
the Department of Philosophy,
recalls that Woody Varner used to
give talks telling the faculty how
special they were. The faculty was
going to help build a university that
could give students the kind of edu-
cation they could get at a liberal
arts college but at the tuition of a
state supported institution. There
was a bond between the faculty and
students. “It was the best period of

He and several others were
involved in team teaching a course
in Western Civilization. They had
meetings to determine how best to
teach the class, what the content
should be and to make up exams.
“We had a great opportunity and we
made a lot of it,” he said. "We made a
real effort to work together.”

Robert Swanson, currently vice
president for developmental affairs,
remembers the rigor of the curricu-
lum and the caliber of the students.
“That wide-eyed innocent group of
kids wittingly or unwittingly ex-
posed themselves to a new univer-
sity,” he said, adding that the
Meadow Brook Seminars had estab-
lished the image that MSUQO was
the “Harvard of the Midwest.”
“Those students went through a
baptism of fire because the faculty
was very tough,” said Swanson.
“The survivors are a tough group.”

It was inevitable that traditional
values would start to creep in, ac-
cording to Paul Tomboulian, chair-
person of the chemistry department.
“We were integrating new educa-
tional approaches,” he said, “but we
were constrained by the whole
structure of higher education in the
United States.”

Twenty years ago students were
more career-oriented and academ-
ically prepared and less pressured by
peers, said Tomboulian. “Today
students are more job-oriented and
less prepared.”

There has been a shift toward
learning skills that will qualify a
student for an entry-level job with-
out focusing on a deeper under-
standing, adds McKay. “Lots of
students will major in computer

my teaching experience,” Burke said.

science because they can get a job,
even though they have limited skills
in that area,” he said.

When William Hammerle, pro-
fessor of engineering, started teach-
ing at MSUQ in 1959, he taught
freshmen chemistry. In 1960, he
taught the same students sopho-
more physics. By their junior year,
Hammerle was teaching them
engineering.

We took one of the chicken
coops and converted it into a
classroom . . . the coop had
ceramic tile and concrete
floors. It was everything a
chicken could ask for.

Hammerle characterized those
early students as interested and
serious, but not necessarily prepared
for the rigorous curriculum at the
new university.

“The student of today, on the
other hand, expects to be prepared
for the world, instead of educated,”
he said. “You can’t be prepared
successfully with techniques when
there isn’t a foundation from which
to work.”

The program diversified during
the sixties when nursing, health
sciences and computer science were
added. The curriculum was moving
in a vocational direction and there
was a collision of expectations,
according to Matthews.

“The staff was young, idealistic
and exceptionally well-trained,”
Gertrude White, emerita professor
of English said. She added that many
of the faculty came to MSUO
because it was an opportunity to
give students the kind of quality
education that was only dreamed of
at other institutions.

The faculty took recommenda-
tions from the Meadow Brook
Seminars seriously, although White
now believes that the seminars were
too theoretical and unrealistic. When
faculty members confronted the
“average high school graduate,” they
were not prepared to deal with the
students—and the academic back-
grounds—that actually faced them.

”One of our biggest problems
was the terribly high rate of attri-
tion,” White said.

She believes that the problem
the charter faculty faced in 1959 is
the same problem Oakland Univer-
sity faces today. “The question was,
and is, how to try to cultivate
human beings and better citizens,
while also training these same
people to support themselves,”
White said.

Thomas Fitzsimmons, professor
of English, is sorry that the new
ideas and direction that came from
the Meadow Brook Seminars were
never really tried out. "We had an
absolutely Klank slate,” he said. “It
was a failure not to go further with
the experiment. Compromise was
necessary, but it [the experiment]
could have gone further.”

Fitzsimmons indicated that pres-
sure from the legislature and the
real needs of the faculty and stu-
dents changed the innovative pro-
gram to a more conventional one.
“Despite that, he said, “this is still an
excellent place.”

Helen Kovach-Tarakanov, pro-
fessor of Russian, was working in
Detroit as a social worker and
interpreter in 1959. Woody Varner
called the institution where she was
working and asked if they knew of
anyone who spoke Russian who
might be interested in teaching at a
new university. She went to East
Lansing to advise Mr. Varner. He
offered her a job, but Kovach-
Tarakanov was undecided. What
helped her to make the move was an
article in Life magazine. " saw a
picture of a teacher writing a sen-
tence on the blackboard in Russian,
and it had two mistakes in it and no
one saw them,” she said. “So I said,
never mind, I will teach them
myself.”

Richard Moore, associate director
of campus facilities and operations,
regrets he didn’t keep a diary of
those first years. Moore originally
worked for Mrs. Wilson as an all-
around maintenance man and car-
penter at the Meadow Brook Farms
beginning in 1951. In 1958 he
started at MSUQ. “I made runs to
Lansing ¢wo or three times a week
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and to the airport in Detroit to pick
people up to be interviewed for
positions at MSUQ,” he said.

“When we first started, there
didn’t appear to be any levels or
divisions,” he said. “I played poker
and baseball with the faculty. If any-
one had a party, we were all invited.”

Clare McVety remembers the
ground being broken for some of
the university buildings and the first
Meadow Brook Festival in 1964.
McVety, general foreman of build-
ing maintenance, recalls baseball
games and coffee breaks in North
Foundation Hall.

“It gives you a proud feeling to
have been in on the ground floor,”
he said, “to have been there at the
beginning.”

In July of 1958, Lowell Eklund,
currently the executive director of
Meadow Brook Hall and dean of
continuing education, set up an
office to teach MSU extension
classes at the Oakland campus. “We

took one of the chicken coops and

converted it into a classroom,” he

said, adding that the coop had

ceramic tile and concrete floors. “It

zvas”everyt}ﬁng a chicken could ask
or.

Eklund enjoys telling the story of
the Wilson endowment to MSU.
Mrs. Wilson was approached earlier
by the University of Michigan and
asked if she would consider an
endowment to U of M. No, she
hadn’t thought of it, she said.

“The University of Michigan
planted the seeds,” said Eklund,
explaining that Mrs. Wilson was on
the MSU board of agriculture and
was friends with John Hannah, the
president of MSU in 1957.

George Karas was the first
person hired at MSUO.

Karas and his wife were inter-
viewed by Mr. and Mrs. Wilson and
later lived in a cottage on the estate
for seven years. Karas was responsi-
ble for the maintenance of Meadow

... and Now

Brook Hall and Meadow Brook
Estate and the physical plant at
MSUO.

Karas remembers the day he,
Woody Varner, and MSU campus
planners Milt Baron and Harold
Launter moved the prospective
campus from north of Deer Lake on
Adams Road to the current location.
The decision to move the campus
site was made in half an hour, as
they were driving around Meadow
Brook Farms.

“That would be difficult to do
today,” he said. “Now it takes me six
months just to locate a single build-
ing site.”

Karas has a personal feeling
toward Oakland University. Two of
his children have graduated from
Qakland University and two chil-
dren have or are currently taking
classes here.

“It is still a thrill to watch young
people graduate,” Karas said. “l am
proud of what we constructed at

Oakland University.” %

The charter faculty and staff in 1984.
Standing, left to right: George T.
Matthews, William Schwab, Robert W.
Swanson, Thomas Fitzsimmons, Clare
C. McVety. Kneeling, left to right:
George Karas, Paul Tomboulian, Richard
J. Burke. Seated, left to right: Lowell
Eklund, Helen Kovach-Tarakanov,
Richard C. Moore.







