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First Interview Session (February 26, 1998): Tapes 1-2
Tape 1/Side 1
00:00:09
Eugene Cameron (EC) was born in Atlanta, Georgia in 1910.  His father, who was in the southern lumber business, moved a lot because of the nature of the business. As a result, EC attended thirteen different elementary and secondary schools. Throughout his childhood he received steady encouragement toward higher education from his parents. By the time he finished high school, it was taken for granted that he would attend college, despite the fact that his family was not well off.

00:02:04
Neither of EC’s parents had attended college. His mother, however, had concert piano training by a pupil of Franz Liszt in Germany. EC’s father was a self-made scholar who was fluent in both German and Spanish. From them EC received encouragement and support. He also had an uncle in New York City, an assistant cashier in the Chase National Bank, who got EC a summer job in 1927, thus making it possible for him to attend New York University. EC was employed as a page to Dr. Benjamin M. Anderson, chief economist of the Chase National Bank.

00:04:00
EC hoped to attend school during the day and work at night. He applied for admission to Chase National’s night force, but was turned down because of his age. Anderson heard about this and summoned EC into his office. Anderson and other officers at the bank had raised a fund to pay for his tuition and books for one year with the stipulation that his parents would provide him with room and board.  After his first year of college, EC got a job working nights at Chase National.

00:08:28
EC got into geology by accident. He was late in registering, and the biology sections were all full. Dean McClosky, the freshman dean, advised him to take a semester of geology instead. As a freshman in the Geology Department, EC studied under two fine teachers, Leslie Erwin Spock, Jr. and George I. Finlay.  Spock had recently returned from an expedition to Mongolia with Roy Chapman Andrews. He was a meticulous teacher and a wonderful man. Finlay was extremely enthusiastic. “Between the two of them I was hooked on geology by the end of the year.” When they asked EC to serve as a teaching assistant in his sophomore year, he accepted. It was Spock who later suggested that EC work with Paul F. Kerr, a professor of mineralogy in the Geology Department at Columbia for his graduate work.

00:11:09
At NYU, EC developed an interest in geology, particularly in mineralogy and petrology. He attributes this in large part to good teachers and guidance. He tells about the time Spock asked if he might consider a career in geology, and then briefly discusses his first field trip, which was in the Kingston area near Rosendale, New York. None of the teachers EC worked with at NYU did research, but all were excellent teachers. They instilled in him the importance of good teaching, a lesson he would always remember. He believes that good teaching should be given the same support as good research.  

00:16:13
From NYU, EC went to Columbia to work under Paul F. Kerr. In addition to mineralogy, Kerr was an accomplished petrologist and a good economic geologist. It was because of Kerr that EC became interested in economic geology, which deals with all aspects of the application of geologic principles and methods relating to the discovery, exploration and mining of a vast array of industrial minerals and metals.

00:20:36
Kerr served as EC’s advisor for his dissertation, which was on geology and mineralization of the West Humboldt Range in northwestern Nevada. Columbia had a rule that no doctoral candidate would be granted a Ph.D. until his thesis had been published as a book or in a formal scientific journal. Although EC had finished his thesis in 1936, it was not published until 1939—which meant he did not officially get his degree until three years after he had completed his thesis.  EC discusses his research on the Humboldt Range.

00:24:19
From 1936 to 1939 EC served as a lecturer in geology at Columbia, and from 1940-1942 he served as an instructor. His main course was geology for engineers. The class consisted primarily of mining engineers and a few civil engineers. EC found the students hard- working and enthusiastic. It was during this period that EC began his work in ore microscopy. He also worked on the geology of an area in northwestern Connecticut and spent a couple of summers doing field work there, aided by his wife Adrienne.

00:26:36
After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, EC felt he needed to leave Columbia and become more directly involved in the war effort. In the fall of 1942, he went to Washington, D.C., where he paid a call on the U.S. Geological Survey. There he met a man who worked with lead and zinc deposits in the central United States.  Both minerals were absolutely essential to the war effort. EC hoped to land a job with this program, but was told all the posts were filled. He was instructed to go down the hall and talk to H. M. Bannerman, who was developing a program in New England dealing with a group of deposits called pegmatites, which also contained minerals essential to the war effort. He ended up working on this project for nearly five years, until 1947. EC talks about his job responsibilities on the project.

00:31:25
End of side.

Tape 1/Side 2
00:31:27
EC first heard of a job opening at the University of Wisconsin through Bannerman. He had been aware of the UW Geology Department and such luminaries as W. H. Twenhofel, R. C. Emmons and C. K. Leith. He was brought to Madison, where he spent three days and gave a lecture. EC saw his career at the Geological Survey as primarily administrative, and he was impressed with what he saw in Madison.

00:34:17
EC was, in effect, replacing C. K. Leith, who was retiring. He gives a brief overview of Leith’s career and interests, which extended beyond geology to public policy. In a meeting with Leith, EC learned that he was not only interested in the Department’s hiring someone who was interested in mineral deposits, but also wanted someone who would teach a course dealing with minerals and resource problems from a national standpoint. Leith was pleased to hear that EC had some experience in that area.

00:37:13
EC discusses some of his colleagues when he first arrived at UW in 1947. R. C. Emmons succeeded Leith as chairman. Emmons recognized that UW was growing at a rapid rate and that the scope and breadth of geology had changed significantly during the war. He also recognized the need to bring the Department up to the standards of the day. Emmons thus set out to rebuild the Department. He accomplished this by bringing in new hires like EC and tenured faculty members like Cline, Woollard and Thompson. An excellent lecturer, Emmons taught petrology and a section of the course in elementary geology.

00:40:43
L. R. Laudon was brought in about the same time as EC as a paleontologist and stratigrapher. His forte was teaching elementary geology. He was a talented teacher and generated enthusiasm for geology. He became an invaluable member of the Department.

00:41:36
S. A. Tyler, an excellent teacher, was very able in the field of structural geology.  He did some very good research on the iron formation of the Lake Superior district and was the first to discover forms of life in some ancient rocks.

00:45:08
EC talks about the focus in the Geology Department in the years following World War II. His opinion is that there was too heavy an emphasis on research. The people who influenced EC the most were non-research people, with the exception of Kerr. The Department always assumed you would be a good teacher.

00:47:18
EC remembers that some members of the Department who were excellent teachers were passed over for promotion to tenure. This irritated EC and he fought against it every chance he had. EC discussed the matter with Conrad Elvehjem, who was a strong backer of research. To EC, a love of teaching and a commitment to the welfare of one’s students can outweigh the importance of research.

00:50:09
EC discusses the facilities of the Geology Department when he arrived in 1947.  He characterizes them as miserable. The Department was scattered about three floors of Science Hall. Everything was old-fashioned and out-of-date. Later, when he served as chairman from 1955-1960, EC spent a good deal of time pushing for a new building. His efforts failed, but thanks in large part to the generosity of former Geology graduate Louis Weeks a new facility was finally built.

00:55:53
EC discusses his research interests. When he first arrived at UW, some of the lead-zinc mines of southwest Wisconsin were still active. There were still several questions relating to these deposits that needed to be answered. With the aid of WARF funding, EC developed thesis problems for his students. He mentions some of his students and the deposits they studied.

00:58:35
Initially, EC worked with Upper Mississippi Valley deposits. That changed in 1950 when he met Dean Frasché. Extremely well educated, Frasché was the manager for foreign exploration at Union Carbide. Frasché asked EC if he might be interested in doing some consulting work in southwest Africa. Union Carbide was looking for tantalite and related minerals. EC discussed the matter with his wife and decided to go.

01:02:55
End of side. End of tape.

Tape 2/Side 1

01:03:07
EC traveled to southwest Africa to view the deposits. When he called Frasché from Johannesburg, Frasché suggested that he stop in Uganda to look at a large deposit of pyrochlore as a source of rare metals and phosphate. Visa problems developed, however, and EC was forced to remain in Johannesburg for about a week. Two of his guides asked him if he would like to view the Bushveld Complex. Approaching from the north, they viewed the Winterveld-Jagdlust chromite deposit, which was thought to be six miles long. EC could not believe his eyes. He wrote a report on what he had seen and turned it over to Frasché. A few months later Frasché called and said that Union Carbide was interested in the chromite deposits and that they had a contact who indicated they might be available for option. Frasché asked if EC would examine the site and write a report.  EC suggested they map the deposits, and Frasché agreed. EC took several students and mapped then drilled the deposit. The deposit was thought to be 10,000 feet thick with the seam being exposed intermittently for 45 miles.

01:13:55
EC worked in the Bushveld during the next several summers. The Complex was layered, and he became interested in how it developed. The Complex itself is without parallel on earth. He discusses other large deposits, such as the Stillwater Complex in Montana and the Great Dyke of southern Rhodesia. Union Carbide was most generous in allowing EC to conduct research in areas not confidential to the company. Furthermore, it provided him with a fund of about $2,500 per year which he used to support summer fieldwork or other work relating to student theses. EC had nothing but cooperation from the Union Carbide people. His most recent visit to the Bushveld was in 1981.

01:19:20
EC talks about changes in the Bushveld between his first visit in 1951 and later visits. One of the most noticeable was in race relations. This was especially true in Johannesburg. Early on, the only blacks EC saw in restaurants were waiters. By 1981, things had changed dramatically. He discusses the economic discrepancies between the races and how they relate to mining the country’s natural resources.

01:23:22
EC discusses his work in microscopy. He talks about ore microscopy and how it is supplemented today with a device called the electron microprobe, which is important in determining the chemical compositions of the ore being studied.  EC’s book, Ore Microscopy, is a tool for understanding the methods and theories involved in the investigation of ores.

01:26:33
EC wrote Ore Microscopy, which was aimed at students in geology and mineralogy, because there was no book like it available at the time. Ore microscopy was first developed by the economic geologists. It is a key method in unraveling the history and processes of crystallization. Although somewhat out of favor now, it is still an important tool in geology.

01:30:13
In the late 1960s, EC became involved with several of the Apollo space missions and served as a principal investigator for Lunar Samples from 1968-1971, in part because of his reputation in ore microscopy. EC was sent samples of rock, and he studied them under a reflecting microscope. At the time there were several ideas about the composition of the moon, some which were confirmed by study of the samples and some which were not.
01:32:00
End of side.

Tape 2/Side 2
01:33:57
EC discusses oxygen on the moon. NASA’s policy at the time was very good.  They sent out portions of samples to several different research institutions, which were, in effect, in competition and acted as checks on one another. This was NASA’s way of getting the best possible information. Everybody was excited about the project.

01:37:34
Over a period of years, EC worked with Gerald Kulcinski concerning the possibility of retrieving Helium-3 from the moon. EC gives some background on Kulcinski’s project, which is aimed at developing a reactor in which a certain form of hydrogen and helium could be fused with the release of tremendous amounts of energy. EC discusses some of the problems inherent in the research, one of which is the enormous amount of material that would have to go into the type of design called the tokamak. Another problem was that after a relatively short period of time the walls of the reactor would be so damaged that they would need replacement. Kulcinski’s group became concerned that there would not be enough material available on earth to build them. At that point Kulcinski talked to EC, who, along with help from a student, worked on answering that question.  The end result was that there were sufficient materials available.

01:42:26
A few years later, after EC had retired, Kulcinski contacted him again. This time the question that needed to be answered was how much available helium is on the moon. EC served as a consultant on that project from 1986 to1992.

01:44:49
EC’s book, At the Crossroads: The Mineral Problems of the United States, was published in 1986. It is aimed at non-geologists. EC gives a brief history of the course that used the book, which he taught annually. He believes the book was a success and the reviews were quite favorable. Sales, however, were disappointing.  An earlier book of his, The Mineralization of the United States, sold very well.

01:49:04
The last solid effort made on mineral policy in this country was under the Reagan administration. The Mining & Materials Policy Act was passed in 1980.  President Reagan did his best to implement the report, but he did not get much of a response. EC discusses how important mining is to our state, yet we know little about it. He talks about the course he taught for non-geologists and the first lecture he gave, which dealt with the role of mining in modern civilization.  Course registration varied from year to year, reflecting the ebb and flow of public interest. Unfortunately, At the Crossroads was published at a time of low interest in the field.

01:55:20
End of side. End of tape. End of interview session.

Second Interview Session (March 19, 1998): Tapes 3-4

Tape 3/Side 1
00:00:05
EC joined the Geology Department in 1947. It was a distinguished department, and he recognized that it could provide the kind of support needed for a broad program in economic geology. The Geology Department could be regarded as a family or team. EC viewed UW as a place where he would be encouraged to develop his program.

00:03:31
EC discusses his teaching experiences at UW. He carried a full teaching load throughout his career. Every spring he taught “Minerals as a Public Problem.” Besides this course, EC taught courses in economic geology and ore microscopy.  He also gave a course, whenever possible, that featured a spring field trip to mines in various parts of the country. He mentions some of the mines that were visited, including some in Canada. The trips, which occurred over spring break, lasted about ten to twelve days.

00:07:57
During EC’s tenure at Wisconsin, fifty-five graduate students completed their master’s degrees under his supervision and thirty-five obtained their Ph.Ds. His original aim when he came to Wisconsin was to teach and conduct research. The only change he would make if he had it to do over again would be “to try and find more energy to do more of each.” The reason he was a good teacher was because he had good students. “It takes good students to make good teachers,” EC notes.

00:10:35
The role of women in the Geology program has changed dramatically over time.  The opportunities for women in geology in the 1940s and 1950s were very limited. That all changed in the 1960s and 1970s. As soon as it became apparent that opportunities for woman existed, the number of female students and faculty members began to increase. By and large, in the case of the Geology Department, this increase did not come from outside pressures but rather from the recognition of a gradual evolution of the role of women in society. EC cannot recall any resistance on the part of the Geology faculty to this movement. He taught several excellent female students before he retired.

00:14:10
EC talks about his committee work on campus. He discusses his service on divisional committees, which serve an important function in screening applications for tenure. EC describes how the divisional committee he served on operated. It was through his service on the Physical Sciences Divisional Committee that EC began to learn about the true nature of UW and the important role the faculty played in the governance of the University.

00:19:03
EC also served for seven years on the University Research Committee, which was chaired by Dean Conrad Elvehjem. The Committee went over applications for funding from WARF. He explains how the Committee operated and how funding decisions were reached. One of EC’s assignments was research applications submitted to the College of Engineering. He also spent a year or two evaluating proposals from the Chemistry Department. As a result, he learned more and more about the quality of the institution.

00:21:20
Because of his experience on the University Research Committee and service as chairman of the Geology Department for five years, EC was elected to serve on the University Committee for a three-year term, from 1966-1967 to 1968-1969.  Not only was the size of the campus increasing at the time but society and the University were changing as well. EC briefly discusses his involvement with the University Faculty Council.

00:25:45
The importance of the University Committee stems from two facts: first, the Committee was staffed by people familiar with the University; and second, it had access to an incredible amount of information about campus life. The University Committee is influential but essentially powerless. The real power lies with the faculty, where it belongs.

00:28:59
The trouble with Dow Chemical started in the winter of 1966-1967. EC gives some background on the early campus protests against Dow. The issue of whether or not to ban Dow Chemical from campus became a serious issue. The Dow riots took place in October of 1967. The Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), a national organization, were responsible, at least in part, for encouraging the riots.

00:31:07
End of side.

Tape 3/Side 2
00:31:08
Chancellor Sewell issued a statement declaring the University an educational, not a political, institution. He went on to note that if the University attempted to serve one political cause after another, it would destroy itself as an educational institution because there needs to be room to express all points of view. This statement was discussed and supported unanimously in long meetings of the University Committee. It was decided that the University Committee would present a motion to the faculty supporting the Chancellor’s position. EC presented the motion for support at a special faculty meeting. He describes the atmosphere at the meeting as “potentially explosive.” The vote ran about two to one in support of Sewell’s position. It is impossible, EC says, to have a campus run by protest groups and still have academic freedom, and academic freedom is what this University is all about. EC says that in light of what has been happening in recent years, the University would do well to remind itself of the basic principles of academic freedom. He talks about the special faculty meeting held in the Union Theatre when James Cleary advised the University Committee that the meeting be a meeting of the faculty meeting as a University Committee of the Whole. Thus the rules would be more flexible, a point that might prove important. EC tells how Cleary’s advice helped defuse a potentially dangerous situation. The concept of faculty governance held up very well during the days of student unrest, EC notes.

00:40:36
EC discusses faculty governance before the current Faculty Senate system was initiated, which had a town hall type atmosphere. The major drawback was that only a minority of the faculty was truly represented. Some faculty members were reluctant to see this fully democratic system replaced by representative government. The size of the University, however, made it impossible to keep the town hall functioning in an effective way. In consequence, the provision for a Faculty Senate was formulated and approved by the faculty.

00:45:49
The University Committee held fifty-one regular and special meetings between June 20, 1967 and June 7, 1968. EC notes how his time with students and for teaching preparation were affected by the amount of time he spent on campus issues.

00:48:31
When EC came to UW, he succeeded C. K. Leith, a well-known American economic geologist who was intensely interested in U.S. mineral policy. EC came out of the Strategic Minerals program of the U.S. Geological Survey, which taught him what happens to a nation when it neglects its mineral problems. At one point Leith summoned EC to his office and started questioning him—not about his qualifications as a geologist but about whether he was interested in the mineral policies of the United States. EC was delighted that Leith felt so strongly about the issue because EC already had intended to raise those issues as part of his teaching program, which he did in “Minerals as a Public Problem.”

00:53:03
EC talks more about the student protest movement. He discusses aspects of the demonstrations that he witnessed. He kept Sewell informed about the University Committee’s activities.

00:58:28
In looking back on nearly a half century of service to the University, EC is somewhat dismayed about the extent of the reversal of the policy of academic freedom which has taken place on campus in the last ten years or so. University investment policies should not be influenced by politics. EC notes that the University Committee on which he served insisted that any breach of the principles of free speech and academic freedom should not be tolerated.  Furthermore, any attempt to convert the Madison campus from an educational institution into a political one should be rejected.

01:02:11
End of side. End of tape.

Tape 4/Side 1
01:02:17
EC served on and chaired the Parking & Transportation Committee. The campus was growing rapidly, and University policy encouraged walking from one part of campus to another. The Committee “took the bull by the horns” and put in place a parking plan that is still in effect today.

01:04:00
The Parking & Transportation Committee’s policies were approved with only minor dissent. One of the most important things the Committee did was set up the Walnut Street parking area, which today is known as Lot 60. It provided much-needed parking at reasonable rates. The campus bus system was instituted at that time as well.

01:08:58
EC discusses his involvement with state and national geological organizations.  The most important professional organization that he has belonged to is the Society for Economic Geologists. He gives a brief history of the Society, which he joined in 1940. He later served as secretary, vice-president, and as president. EC also is a life member of the Geological Society of America. For a time, he also maintained memberships in the Geological Association of Canada and in the Geological Society of South Africa. He dropped those memberships, however, when he retired. EC was also quite active in the Mineralogical Society of America for several years.

01:12:43
In conclusion, EC notes that it has been almost exactly fifty years since he joined the University of Wisconsin faculty. He sensed UW was a dynamic institution and liked what he found in the Geology Department. The most important issue he has had to deal with in his years at UW has been the issue of academic freedom. EC is confident that as long as the University of Wisconsin conforms to the basic principles of academic freedom, it will remain a great university.

01:14:58
End of side. End of tape. End of interview session.
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