By JCEEPH S. ISEMAN

1 became acting president of Ben-
nington Collere suddenly last January.
President Gaii Parker had left after a
bitter intramural dispute since referred
to as “one of the most taiked about
academic flaps in years.”

Until then, I had known the 600-
student liberal arts coliege solely from
a - trustee's viewpoint—l had served
seven years on the college's board. I
fancied my half-year term as a sort of
sabbatical from 35 years of New York
City law practice. I would lcarn to
puff reflectively on 2 pipe, wear leather
elbow patches and find time to teach
2 seminar with a weighty name iike

. “Law and Society.”

That was an illusion. I found the
president of a smalif rutal coilege must

-be poised around the clock to make

“tough and immediate decisions—not

only in educational policy but also in
cog control and electric power sup-
ply. As crisis after crisis surfaced, I
soon felt like the Dutch boy whose
thumb in the dike heid back the raging
sea.

On a snowy day just after I arrived
in VYermont the college’s main power
Jine disintegrated—totaliy. It had to be
replaced in hours or i wouid have to
send students home,

My two experts, doughty outdoors-

./ men, disagreed on whether to place the

new line underground or on poles.

“If ye go aerial with the cable and
‘Hendricks’ it,” Mr. Billings said to me,
“the frost can't bile up and heave the
fine when the ground thaws.”

1 nodded, pretending to understand.

“Naw,” Mr. Wilkinson interrupted in
disgust, “th’ ice storm’ll pull down an
overhead line. Ye'd better trench the
cahle five fert down and conduit it.”

Both proposals cest the same. In my
mind 1 fli,;:ned a coin. Heads came up,
2nd I authorized the overhc=:! poie
Yinc. A month later, lichtning - ‘ruck it.
No one had warned e aboui .a2

Problems zeroed in on me from every
corner of the campus. The students
wanted new varieties of wheat germ
and vogurt on the menu. Everyone
scemed to have brought a pet and a
Volkswagen to school. Dogs formed
into predatory packs; cats shredded up-
holstery; cars congested and polluted
the beautiful campus.

When I ordered a round-up of all
stray animals and imposed a $23 fce

‘to redeem cach impounded pet, the

student council formally notified me
that my policy. was acceptable for dogs,
but “as to cats, it represents overkill.”
My efforts to confine the VW's to
peripheral parking lots brought screams
{rom instructors whose cars were tick-
cted while they picked up their mail.
. Academic problems were just as
exotic. Should the drama division bhe
required to teach an alternative to the
Stanislavski method? How much Amer-
jcan history should be offered in this
Bicentennial year? Had a teacher of
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expressionist  painting  demonstrated
sufficicnt professional cachet to de-
serve academic tenure? Did the music
and black music’ divisinns reallv re-
quire scparate but equal piznes? Would
it Le better, in view of budget limita-
ticns, to freeze {aculty salarics or re-
-duge positions?

As the world now knows, Benning-
ton has a defiant tradition of open gov-
ernance, and 1 was required to defend
my decisions, some of them far from
popuiar, before the entire faculty.
Meetings were held in a hall shaped
like a Roman arena. I stood in a sort
of pit while the faculty above—in-
dividualiy friendly to me but coiisctive-
ly still prickly from the previous term's
tensions—questioned my decisions for
hours on cnd. During these inquisi-
tibns, which called upon ali advocacy
skills T had ever learned, 1 was often
tempted to reiieve my aching fcet by
sitting down. I wouid fantasize that all
my tormentors suddenly turncd their
thumbs down and brought in lions to
martyrize me.

1 found uses for techniques I had
learned as a lawyer: negotiating with
the maintenance employees’ union;
controlling a nonprofit affiliate that
conducted summer programs; dispos-
ing of surplus college real estate; serv-
icing a hond issue floated to construct
the new arts center.

I also had diplomatic functions: wel-
com'ng new students; touring the na-
tion to raise funds from alumni; orat-
ing in medieval Latin at a mock
academic ceremony; binding up old po-
litical wounds by inviting past enemies
to the same cogktail party; meeting
with presidents of other smzall col-
leges on common problems; appearing
nightly (and enjoying) student piays
and concerts; introducing Betty Ford
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“Couldn't tr adomic activitics
v ————— I
“No.” we replied. “We want our ciuti-}

Five ycars ago Rosemarie and I  dren to understand that helping 2 1oy
decided school was getting in the way d‘,d C\";‘ld to swim, or doing b - ’
of our son's education. Rob was 11 and ;; 2 ;,"_';h,af\sxf],‘p‘“““‘ wa S =
attending Jamesviiic - DeWitt  Middle ““But vou're expecting Rob to hane’ |
School in DeWitt, N.Y. The school  the entire curriculum in three day
had a fine academic reputation and weck. Suppose he can't? a teacsiid
Rob was doing quite well there. But  asked. ’ T
we felt that he was spending too “We would simply drop somathir|
much time being a student and not  out of school so we didn't aifect ba
enough time buing a wuseful human  education in any way.” ‘ i
being in the community, There were “Are you really then, teaching negid
other important ways and things t0  tive attitudes toward the school?" 3
learn besides what school offcred, we “No." we answered. “That would 3
thought. _ a waste of Rob’'s enerpy.” . &

We came up Wwith an alternative “But what about credentials and 3
educational plan and asked for 3 meet- soctal development? \\,70,\-[ ym[ 3
ing with the school. Our plan was for shortchanging him?" B g
Rob te go to school three days a week. “Look at 1t ‘hi‘g way,” we offers
One day would be spent as an appren-  “Credentials are imporiant but docs § |

tice to his uncle, who works in a build-
ing trade. And on another day he would
perform some socldl service such as
working with r:’(ilfdf‘d’ children, School
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as specaker at the dedication of the arts
center—it had been completed & few
hours before Mrs. Ford's arrival.

A flood of paper enzulfed me. All
incoming muil nog at ooosed to a par-
ticular department scsamehow found its
wav to the president’s desk., Everv
criticism had to be given a consigor=d
answer. Relations nwd to be muan
tained with sources of Federal ani
state funds, foundations and other do-
nors.

I was interviewed regularly by th=
local media. Newsletiers to the collcas
community had to be composed.

One day 1 was told that the timsz
.had arrived for the 10-vear accrediin-
tion study of the coliege.
have to he spent preparing ¢

statements on every facet of fie
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I heard tnat the accred
a new director vho
into his j2b as su A
and was equally over his hza i
I found him receptive to postponing the |
accreditation study for a year.

The snowy landscape merged into
spring mud and then summer greenery,
campus politics subsided, classes pro-
ceeded, students re-cnroiled and Joseph
Murphy of Queens College was seiected
president and would succeed me in thg|
fall. I began to feel less like the littie |
Dutch boy.

The senior class asked me
commencement speaker, and the col-|
lege year ended as [ handed them their|
diplomas. I felt strong Kinship with thel
seniors. We were graduating from Bei-|
nington together. !

In early July, as my wife and I drove|
away from the administration huiding|
1o rcturn to New York, the staif i
up, cach holding a large letter. Toge
they spelled: “Thank you and G
speed.” My term was over.
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matter how he gets them? Rob 1.,
be able, through independent stu
pass a math Regents and never
a math class, Or, he conld «
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