

Marjorie Harris (#1330)


UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON ARCHIVES

ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview #1130
HARRIS,  MARJORIE

HARRIS, MARJORIE (1920-)
Administrator, African Studies Program

At UW:  1964-1990

Interviewed:  2013

Interviewer:  M. Crawford Young

Index by:  M. Crawford Young

Length:  00:24:42


Abstract:  In her April 2013 interview with Crawford Young, Marjorie Harris retraced her footsteps from childhood in Denver, to the University of Chicago during World War II, then after marriage to Madison, where her husband Chester Harris was a faculty member in the College of Education.  In the early 1960s a social friend urged her to consider an administrative position in his program; Philip Curtin, another friend, intercepted her and recruited her to a post of administrative assistant in the newly created African Studies Program.  She knew little about Africa at the time, but in her quarter century with the Program she became attached to the continent, finally having an opportunity to visit late in her career.
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00:00:00  Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:33  Question:  Can you say a few words about your family background?  Answer:  Her father was a newspaper executive in Texas; he moved to Denver to create an advertising agency.  Denver was her home until she married.

00:00:58  Question:  Where did you do your university study?  Answer:  She studied at the University of Chicago.  It was during the war, and at the time that Robert Hutchins was President.  She heard about a secret project underneath the former stadium, but no one knew what it was.  Only after the war did one learn about the atomic bomb research there, and the work of Fermi.

00:02:15  Question:  How did you get from the University of Chicago to Madison?  Answer:  Marjorie Harris (MH) found her way to Madison through marriage to Chester Harris, who then received a faculty appointment at the University of Wisconsin.

00:02:37  Question:  Did you have any employment before joining the African Studies Program (ASP)?  Answer:  No, not that she can recollect.

00:03:00  Question:  How did you find a position at ASP?  Answer:  She was contacted by a friend of a friend,who introduced her to Norman Sachs, then head of the Ibero-American Studies Program.  He asked that she come in to discuss a possible position.  She demurred, saying that she was not interested in employment, but he insisted.  Philip Curtin, another friend, saw her coming out of the Sachs office and asked what she was doing.  When he learned Sachs was trying to persuade her to accept a position, he said she was in the wrong office, urging her instead to join the (newly-founded) ASP staff.  Though she protested she was not seeking employment, Curtin persisted and persuaded her to come as administrative assistant.

00:03:50  Question:  Did you have any background in Africa?  Take any undergraduate courses concerning Africa?  Answer:  She could not remember any previous connection with Africa.

00:04:08  Question:  Who besides Curtin was in the ASP office when you agreed to join the staff?  You began in fall 1964, at which time Curtin had stepped down as Chair and asked me to replace him.  Answer:  At the time the staff consisted of one part-time graduate student.

00:05:27  Question:  Was your move part of a trend by which the many highly educated and talented faculty wives were recruited to administrative positions?  Answer:  She recalled that a number of her contemporaries followed this route, many as undergraduate advisors.

00:07:02  Question:  What was the nature of your responsibilities?  Answer:  ASP was then housed in two small rooms in the Social Science Building.  The chair would come in once a week to sign documents, but her responsibility was managing the flow of routine business that came to the office.

00:07:46  Question:  Do you remember anything about the financial resources available to the program at that time?  Answer:  She recalls that there was very little funding available.  One of the first major responsibilities was preparing a proposal to the Department of Education for a grant under the NDEA Title VI program, which kept her in the office till midnight a number of times.  [MCY:   I recollect that Curtin came by the office one fall 1964 day with a 3-4 page application form with the admonition that it had to be submitted at once; though much work was required, compared with the vastly longer application forms of recent years it seemed very simple.]

00:09:18  Question:  Do you have any recollections about the early years and expansion of ASP?  Answer:  One early Chair was an Australian, Robert Smith [Geography].  After a brief tenure he returned to Australia.  Soon after David Wiley [Sociology] became Chair.  He was a little difficult because of his predilection for over-achievement, doing more work than was necesssary.  In preparing NDEA Title VI requests he assembled far more material than was required, involving many midnight marathons; finally the Office of Education told him we were submitting much more information than they needed or wanted.

00:10:59  Question:  When Wiley failed to receive tenure in Sociology, do you recollect who replaced him?  What was your title at the time?  Answer:  The title was Assistant Director, as she recollects.  Possibly Fred Hayward was the next Chair.

00:12:33  Question:  Were you also provide administrative assistance to the Department of African Languages and Literature?  Answer:  At first she helped with the Department as well, but in due course they acquired their own staff.

00:13:01  Question:  During your quarter-century with ASP, you worked with a number of chairs.  Are there any that stand out in your mind?  Answer:  Curtin of course was important.  Beyond that it is difficult to identify anyone as especially important.

00:14:13  Question:  What were some of the high points in your career with ASP?  Answer:  She especially appreciated the opportunity to work with many interesting people from a wide range of departments.  The work was always interesting.  And finally she found a way to visit Africa.

00:15:03  Question:  Where did you visit in Africa?  Answer:  MH visited Senegal on two occasions.

00:15:53  Question:  Among the various chairs you worked  was Jan Vansina.  What are your recollections of your collaboration with him?  Answer:  Vansina was a fine chair.  The health problems facing his wife were a concern for him.

00:17:40  Question:  Were there any low points in your career with ASP?  MH could not identify any.  The work was always interesting, and she learned a great deal from it.  The job carried important responsibility, since often the chair came in only once a week to sign documents.

00:17:40  Question:  Did ASP change very much over the years?  Answer:  There was a good deal of change.  Over time the number of active faculty increased considerably.  Much depended on whom was chair; some were very active, others much less so.

00:20:40  Question:  Did you notice any change in the University overall during your ASP service?  Answer:  The Area Studies Programs became more visible.  They were also somewhat apart from the University, so any changes that might have occurred in the University did not seem to affect them. 

00:24:42
  End of Interview. 
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