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Abstract: In his 1992 interview, Willard W. Blaesser recalls what it is was like to participate, as a student, in the Experimental College program during 1930-1932.  Blaesser goes on to discuss the demographic make-up of the EC student population and the problems encountered by non EC students and UW Madison faculty. Blaesser also discusses his involvement with various student clubs on campus whose activities centered on fundraising, speaking to high school students and their parents and organizing social functions for the student body.  This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW—Madison Oral History Program.
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Tape 1/Side 1

00:00:29 WB was born in Cedarburg, Wisconsin. When he was five years old, his family   moved to Manitowoc, Wisconsin. WB says his mother made him wear white stockings, which elicited WB's participation in a number of fights with name-calling playmates.   WB says he won the respect of his playmates by winning most of these fights.

00:01:25 He reports having a normal secondary school background, although he had to stay after school often because of insubordination.  His grades depended on his respect for his teachers.  He talks about a discussion with one particular teacher concerning his behavior, after which WB began making straight-As.

00:02:40 WB reports hearing about the Experimental College (EC) through some friends.  He said he was intrigued by the EC because it did not require attending formal classes and involved working with an advisor individually or in small groups.  WB came to Madison to interview for a place in the EC and was accepted.  He was a student at the EC between 1930-32. He talks about Alexander Meiklejohn, the orientation process for the EC, and other faculty members involved.

00:06:48 WB describes Meiklejohn as the most effective teacher he has ever encountered, and describes some of Meiklejohn's qualities as a teacher.  He goes on to talk about the EC's informal classes, called "meetings," which would usually stimulate "bull sessions," or academic conversations among students after class was over.

00:10:00 WB says he felt a bit behind in his preparation in the beginning because some of the other students had already attended college for a year. WB says that Meiklejohn sometimes met small groups of students and attended the weekly convocation meetings.  At times he would give lectures at the convocations. Students were also occasionally invited to Meiklejohn's house for tea.

[bookmark: _GoBack]00:13:59 During the first year of the curriculum, EC students studied the Golden Age of Greece, including Greek politics, economics, drama, and practicing Greek sculpture and painting. Students met in small groups for initial discussions, followed by individual research and writing.  All of the advisors, including Meiklejohn, were available for individual consultation, WB says. Papers were critiqued by advisors and by other students in the context of small discussion groups.

00:18:58 During the second year, WB says, students studied American Civilization, comparing it with Greek Civilization. One aspect of this second-year study involved a "regional survey," in which each student would travel to his home town to do research and conduct interviews on that particular region. WB talks about his research in Manitowoc. He comments that the paper resulting from this project was almost as long as his dissertation.

00:23:30 WB says that the grade which a student received for the two year period of study was based in large part on this regional survey paper. WB comments on a book by Henry Adams which was required reading in the EC curriculum.

00:26:30 Part of the curriculum included doing laboratory work in order to meet scientific requirements, WB says. Students who had completed two years at the EC were eligible to become juniors at the UW. WB says that the regional survey was designed to "pull together" the two years of study and to give students the experience of looking at a whole community. WB, whose father was a dentist, comments that he was exposed to the poorer sections of his town for the first time through the regional survey.

00:28:35 WB talks about Walter Agard, who served twice as WB's advisor. The EC tried to expose students to as many different advisors as possible, WB says. He goes on to talk about some of the other EC advisors: Malcolm Sharpe, Carl Boghold, John Powell, Delos Otis, Herman Giles, John Beecher and others.

00:33:19 The EC had a small library which was located in one of the wings of Adams Hall, WB says, and operated on the honor system. The EC also had a music room in Adams Hall, which contained phonographic records and a piano. Each wing of Adams hall contained two houses. Across from the library, there was a small laboratory used for scientific experiments.

00:37:55 The role of the house fellow was to keep order and to be available as a counselor.  WB talks about an incident in which the house fellow solved a conflict between WB and another student.

00:40:17 WB says that the EC had no official uniforms for students, although special blazers with the EC emblem were available for dressy occasions.  Students would sometimes dress up for the weekly convocation meetings.

00:42:26 WB says that the EC students ate at a cafeteria with students from the regular college.  He adds that there existed a rivalry between the two groups of students.

00:43:17	End of side.

Tape 1/Side 2

00:43:42 WB says that about one third of the EC students were from rural Wisconsin, while the rest came from Chicago and the east. He says that the EC students generally got along well, although there was some kidding based on regional identity.  WB says that the students considered themselves a "community of learners." At times, he adds, the EC students could be arrogant towards other students about their identity as EC students.

00:46:54 WB recounts a story about he and another EC student hanging a pair of red underwear out of a window on May 1 in mock commemoration of the Communist Party takeover of Russia. WB says that the EC students were generally more left of center politically than other students.  Other students, he says, called them guinea pigs, implying that the EC students were being manipulated for political reasons. WB says he was left of center, but was not a communist or true radical.

00:51:56 WB says there were some problems with anti-Semitism on campus.  Most of the EC students from the east, he claims, were Jewish. About 10% of the EC students from Wisconsin were Jewish. The general student body accused the EC of favoring Jewish students because of the high overall percentage of Jews in the EC.  Within the EC, he adds, Jewish and non-Jewish students got along well.

00:54:25 WB talks about some minor incidents of anti-Semitism involving students from Tripp Hall.

00:55:45 WB discusses his contact with Glenn Frank while on the Student Executive Committee.  In general, he says, EC students did not have much contact with Frank. However, he says, EC students were very angry with Frank for not defending the EC against its critics.

00:57:18 WB says that he was aware that Dean Sellery was not supportive of the EC. He reports that Scott Goodnight, who was Dean of Men, was worried about disciplinary problems in the EC. WB adds that Meiklejohn was wary of constraining the freedom of the EC students, and so did not strictly enforce rules.

01:01:10 WB reports that Meiklejohn did not encourage EC students or former students to protest the closing of the EC.  WB talks about a final EC banquet which was held at the union.

01:02:15 WB talks about how his experience in the EC influenced his later life.

01:04:24 WB says that the EC Student Executive Committee brought in speakers, who were usually politically liberal, and was involved with various programs on campus.  WB talks about recruiting Earl Browder, who was a national communist leader, as a speaker on campus.

01:06:25 WB says it was difficult to adjust to the curriculum of the regular college after his two years in the EC. He comments that he disliked the strict class schedules, the relative lack of interaction with professors, and the loss of a sense of community that he found in the regular college. After four or five weeks, he adds, he stopped attending classes.  A former high school principal of WB's convinced WB to talk with a scholar who was a friend of the principal's. This person convinced WB to resume attending classes.  WB adds that most EC students had reactions to the regular curriculum similar to his.

01:12:25 After leaving the EC, WB joined the Alpha Delta Phi fraternity and moved into its fraternity house. WB says he joined the fraternity because it was founded on a "literary principle," and membership involved a different member giving a paper every week.  WB says he helped convince the fraternity to get rid of its "hell week," or initiation process. He describes some elements of "hell week" and talks generally about the structure and functioning of the fraternity.

01:19:29 WB says he decided to major in history because most of his credits from the EC were in history and also because a history major was complementary to the pre-law program which he entered.

01:21:18 WB talks about his involvement with the Iron Cross Society.  He thinks that the society was founded by juniors and seniors a few years before he became a member.  It was founded to engage in activities which would be helpful to the university, such as in raising money for the union. He was selected for membership because of scholastic and extracurricular leadership. He talks about the induction ceremony of the society.

01:24:10 WB talks about Frank Holt and the "Truth Squad." The Truth Squad was made up of students and was organized to meet with parents, high school teachers and alumni in order to help dispel rumors that the university was dominated by communists and to talk about the value of the university to the state.

01:26:55 As president of the union, WB was allowed to rent a suite of rooms in the union along with another student.  He recounts a story about oversleeping one morning and having to ask Glenn Frank for a ride to Green Bay for a Truth Squad meeting.

01:29:27	End of side.
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01:29:43 WB talks about his involvement with the Union Board.  Upon encouragement from fellow fraternity members, WB decided to run for a position on the board during his junior year. Former EC classmates campaigned for WB, helping him to get elected.  The main responsibilities of the board was to organize the union concert series, dances, and food purchases. The board started the Union Forum Committee, which brought various speakers to the campus. WB says he became Concert Manager near the end of his junior year.

01:32:56 WB was elected President of the Union Board at the end of his junior year and served in this position through his senior year.  WB talks about the Union Council and its relationship to the Union Board.  The council included faculty members and students and was responsible for making union policies.

01:34:30 WB says he tried working at the Daily Cardinal but did not find it interesting.  WB says he does not think that most of the EC students read the Daily Cardinal regularly.

01:36:34 WB says he was not very conscious of black students on campus because there were so few. He thinks that any black students who met the admission standards were accepted for admission to the university.

01:38:03 WB comments on the WSGA, the women's organization on campus. The WSGA often collaborated with the union on money raising projects.  In addition, he thinks that a representative from the group was on the Union Council. He does not remember women's rights as a prominent issue on campus.

01:39:10 WB talks about Glenn Frank's dismissal as president of the university. WB's impression was that some of the charges against Frank were exaggerated and unfair. He says he assumed that all of the reasons for Frank's dismissal were not made public. He adds that one of the reasons for Frank's dismissal was that Robert LaFollette thought Frank was a "phony liberal."

01:43:23 WB comments on his impression of Clarence Dykstra, Frank's successor.  WB adds that he interacted with Dykstra through the University Personnel Council.  He talks further about the work of the Council.

01:46:44	End of side.  End of interview.
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