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An A .. cting President's Report 
Dy JosephS. Iseman

I became actin t: pre s ident of He n· 
nington Coll r;c sudc'.c r.ly last Janu ary. 
P1<~s 1d c nt Gail Parker haci left a f • e ~ a 
h itt er intramural di o;rn te >i r.c c rcicrr ('d 
to as "o n!°' of the rr.os t ta ikcd about 
academic flaps in ye ars." 

Until then, I had known the 600-
studcnt liberal arts coll ege solely from 
a · trustee's viewpoin t- 1 had serYed 
s even years on the college's board . I 
fancied my ha lf- year t erm as a sort of 
i-abbatical from 3j years of New York 
City law pract ice. I would learn to 
puff reflectively on a pipe , wear leather 
~!bow patches and find time to te ach 
a. semin ar with a weighty name like 
"Law and Society." 

That was an il lusion. I found t..1'11! 
president of a sm all ru1 Jl coii e;;e n~u s t 

. be poised around the clock to make 
·: tough and immediate decisions- n?t 

only in e ducational policy but a lso in 
ciog control and el ect ric power s up-
ply. As crisis after crisi s surfaced, I 
soon felt like the Dutch boy whose 
thumb in the dike heid back the raging 
sea . 

On a snowy day just afte r I arrived 
in Vermont the coli ege's main power 
line disintegrated- total iy. It had to be 
replaced in- hours or l would liave to 
send students home. 

My two experts, doughty outdoors-
_; rrien, disagreed on whether to place the 

new line underground or on poles . 
"If ye go aerial w ith the cable and 

'Hendricks' it," Mr. Billings said to me, 
• "the frost can't bile up and heave the 

line when the ground thaws." 
I nodded, pretending to understand . 
"Naw," Mr. Wilkinson inter rupted m 

disgust, "th' ice siorm'll pull down an 
overhead line. Y c'd hctter trench t he-

' cahle five frr. : ctn"'n and conduit it." 
Both p r c· ;:io ~ .:i : ::i L v :·l t he sJ1nc. ln n1y 

minci l f l;, 11cd a coi n. Heads Cti:i1e up. 
2nd I authori zed the overh• · ·l r oi e 
line. A mont h 1:-tc r. li ghtnin!Z · · ~ uck it. 
No one had wa rne d me abo u~ ._ ;;a t . 

Problems zeroe d in on me from n ery 
corner of the campus. The studcnt.s 
wantetl new vari e ties of wheat germ 
and yogurt on the menu. Everyone 
:;ccmc.d "10 hJ. Ye brought a pct and a 
Vci lkswagen to srilool. Dog;, formed 
in to prec.la to ;:-y p.1ck"; cats shredded up-
hol s tery; cars con;;ested and poll uted 
the beautiiul c..1mpus. 

· When I orde red a round-up of all 
stray a nimals and_ imposed a S25 fee 
'to redeem each impounded _pet . t he 
s t ud ent council fo rmally not1f1ed m e 
that my poli cy. w as acce ptable for d og~; 
but "as to ca ts, it rep r ~ se nt s ov ~~ ~il l. 

My efforts to confine t he V\ . s to 
pl"r iphr ral park ing lo ts bro ugh t screams 
from instructors whose w rs we re t1 ck-
c led whil e th ey pi cked up th eir mail . 
: Acadcl!lic problr ms were JUSt as 
·exotic. Should t he d ram a divis ion he 
r equired to teach an alte rna tive to the 
Stanislavski meth od ? How much .Ame r-
ican hist ory should he offe red ~ n t hi s 
Dice ntcnnial yea r? !lad a learner of 

Jmrnli s. Jsc 11 H111, o ~enio r par l_n_r r i'.1 

exprcss ion1't painti n i:: cl c n~ons lra : r d 
su ff1c1 cn t rro fe~~ 1 o aa l r<1 r hct to <l c-
scr\'e academi c t c nur~ '! Did the mu si c 
a!l d bhd: music · < 1 i vi s inn ~ r C':!ll v r ~
q u i ~ c SC Jl " ra tc bu l cqu:d 11 1,, nr;,·? W ou ld 
it l,c bet ter, ·in \' I CW of b u :!;-. ~ t 11 111 1t ::. -
ti on :; , to freeze facult y ; ;\lanes or re-

-d u::e ;' •) .-. i: ion'? 
As the worid now knows, Benni ng-

ton has a def iant trad ition of open gov-
ern ance , an d l was requi re<l. to dcfC' nd 
mv d ecis ions, some ot them fa r fro m 
p (. ~, uia r , befo re the en tire fac ulty. 
~!ee t in;! S we re hel d in a hall sh2ped 
li ke a Roman a rena. I sto.O<i in a so rt 
of pit wh_il e t he fac ulty ii O~\ e-:- i n · 
divi dual iy tne nd!y to me but co_:;::cuv: · 
Jy still or ickly from the pre vious term s 
t-ens ions- ques ti oncd my decis ions fo r 
ho urs on end . Dur ing iiH»e 1;ct;u:<; ;-
t iO-ns, which called u ;ion z!: ;;d' oc2 cy 
skil ls I had eve r lc<'.rncd . 1 ·sas of :cn 
tcm;:it ed to reiicve .my achi ng feet by 
s ittin g down. I w ou1d fan tasize tha t a_ll 
my tormentors suddenly turne:d t heir 
t humbs down a nd brought in lions to 
rnartyrize me. 

I found uses for techniques I h_ad 
learned as a lawyer: negotiatmg w ith 
the maintenance emp loyees' um on; 
cont rollin g a nonprofit affili ate_ t ha t 
cond ucted su mmer programs; cl 1spos -
ing of surplus college real estate : serv-
ici ng a bond issue floa ted to cons truct 
the new a rt s cente r. 

I al so had di plomatic fun cti ons: wel -
corr ·ng new s tudents; tou ri ng t he n 11.-
t io n to raise funds from a lumm: ora t· 
in a in medi eva l La tin at a moc k 
ac~demi c ceremony; bind ing up old po-
litica l wound s by inviting past enemies 
to the same co~k t ai l pa rt y : mec li ni! 
wi th preside nts of ot her small col -
leges on common proble ms; a ppeari ng 
nioh tly (and enjoying) st udent plays 
an°d c.oncerls; introdcic ing Be tty Ford 
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By ROilEl1T F. lllJNDY 

Fi1·e ycJrs ago Rosemarie and I 
dec ided ~,- :;vo l was getti ng in the wa y 
of our sn n's cJ uc:i t ion . Ro!-i w as 11 and 
a tt end ing J.;n;csv1 i: c · D-: Wit t :.l iddlc 
School in DeW itt, N. Y. The school 
had a fine aca demic r l' putJ tion and 
Rob was doing qui te well t here . Bu t 
we felt that he wa~ spendi ng too 
much t ime being a student and not 
enough t ime t)l' 111 g a_ usefu l hum an 
be ing in th e community. Thcr_e w ere 
o ther imporLrnt w ays an d thmgs to 
lea rn besides wha t school offered, we 
thou ght. . . 

We came up w ith an alte rn a!1\'C 
educat ional pla n .rn ,f ; 1~ked for a mee t-
ing w ith the !: Ch oo!. Ou r pl an was for 
Rob tr. go !fl <; d HX>I three days a wee k. 
One dav would b t ,;ren t as an ap pren-
tice to i1 is unt·lt', who works in a build· 
in;:: trade. And nn .1noti1 er day he wo•1ld 
per form ~ nmc _,ex 1.11 serv ice 5uch as 
work in p, w ith, r:: t a'. _J~ ·d• ;h,i ldrcn. ~ c hoo l 

;i s spea ker at the dt:dicati·)n of L~e art~ 
cc;Hcr- it lnd been complrtcd a. few 
ho urs before :.! r>. ForJ·~ ;ir;i\·al. 

,.\ fl ood of r.1rc r en;:t:lfcd r11c. Ail 
i 11 co n1 ;11~ Jl1.(I: r :.) ~ ,1 ·'. :- C .. :.c :J to ~l p~r~ 

t1cul ar d1~p a r 1 r:1rnt , _, ,nc·iww ft,ur.d i:; 
.,,.a \· to t he prrs1dc;it's de~k. L \ en· 
cri i1 cisn: hi rl to be 1:i1 f'n a rnmi0Pr~d 
answ er. Rc-i;,t 1on s ,·,.id to be m.<1;1 
t a ined wit h ;ou rc .:> .; of Federal ar.,i 
s tate fund s, foundations and other do-
nors. 

1 was intcr\'i ewed regululy hy th 0 

local media . ,'\cwslrtters to :l:e col:~;::~ 
commun ity hacl to be composed. 

One day l was told th.:tL the tirr,<': 
_h2d arri1 ed fo ~ the 10-yc:u 2c .:re:1i<'· 
t ion s tudv of the col!q:,c. \'; , .;~~~ wo~· .d 
ha ve to ·he spent pn:p.1rin;; dcta1bi 
s ~ 3 tem cnts o n C:\ ~rv !acct of T e nning~a ~1 . 
I hea rd ; r.at t he accrediting ~_:;ency h :(' 
a new d irector v. ho had t2cn t~'.: c: : , 
in to hi s j0h as >t :cd<r.ly 25 J Ind t;:r.1 , 
a nd \vas eq:.ially 01 er hi:; h2;:d in wcri-;: : 
I found h im receptive to postponing the j 
accreditat ion study for a year. 

The snowy landscape merged into 
spring mud an d then s<Jmmcr greenery, 
ca mpus polit ics subsided, classes pro-
ceed ed , studen ts re-cnroiled and Joseph 
Murp hy of Queens College was selectc-<l i 
president and would succeed me in l;1c / 
fall. I bega n to feel less like the litt;~ I I 
D~l~~~ ~~t;'i.or c!:i;s .;skt:d ;';l;:> tc-. ::i: i:s j 
com mencem ent spe2.kcr, <!nd th: co! · I 
lege year ended as l han_ded _them th::1~ I 
dipl omas. I felt strong k1nsn1:~ w1th tnc ! 
se ni ors. \Ve were graduating 1rom J3c;1 · 1 
nington together. . . I 

In early Ju ly as my wife and I aro,·e J 
a \\'3\' from the' admini stration bt:dc!n~: 
10 return to New York, the staii i:r1c1~ j 
up. each hol din?. a lar;::c ictter.Tohcll~?r 1 
they spel led : .:Th ank you and Ge...!· 
~ r.ced .' ' ~!y term ;\'as over. 

...-"' !"') t _'-Q ·;·I 
t •.. · · " •. ~ ...... ·'-·' 

I 
"C ouldn ' t til e non academic .icti' ,._;,,, 

Oi'cu r on the weekend''" · 
"No." we rcolied. " We wc.nt our c111:- .. 

drC' n to un derstar.d thJt hc!p!~ :~ :l r:·i 
t .1~ dcd chi ld to 5\': im, or dcing b~:;u ;r _j 
rc ; ·~ i : r . . 1. it." as in1p(1i l2.ri: ~$ -'' ilt:i1::; 1::1 
a:i n!~:·: ~r:i r!:iss." ~ 

" ilu • y:iu'rc ex r::ctin;-: Rob to i1J1: :: I 

the entire curr icu lum in three d;1\' --~ 
wrck. Su ppose he can't?" a tea.c:ic;! 
asked. I 

"We would simp ly dror sor.:eth!~ :-~ 
out of sc hool so we didn 't a!(cct r. · ~ 
educa tion 111 any way." ~ 

" .-\re you reJlly then, teachin~ n?f -·~ 
t1 vc attttud r s toward the school?" ~ 

"No," wr. ans wered. "That 1·;ouid c-j 
a waste or Hoh's encrr. y." . ~ 

"But wh at ahout crcdrnt 1als and I ;, 
soc1«I dcl'c lopm rn t? Won't you '4 
s h o rt ch ~ng rng him?" ~ 

"Look a t 1t this w;;v," we off._-r ,' J 
1
'Cr r·dent iaL<i arc i;rip0ri:!nt hu~ dPt.q 3 

matt er how he gets them·? Hui> i.;., ~ 
be J bk. throui::h i11dcpr.ndl'nt ~.tuJ,·. 1 I 
p J s ~ a lll~ th Hci:: en t ~ :i11d nn·l·r ~· '" 
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