
A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o

J o h n  S c h i e b e l

It is February the 8th, 1999; this is
an interview with John Schiebel, the
former Vice-President of Finance for
Columbia College Chicago.

And Mr.  Sch iebe l ,  i f  you would

star t  by  te l l ing  us  what  the

c i r cumstances were  that  b rought

you to  Co lumbia .  

Well, I was looking to change jobs,
and I saw an ad in, I believe it was,
the Wall Street Journal. And I
responded with a letter and a
resume to a box number which, of
course, was reviewed by Mike
Alexandroff.

Right .

Mike called me in for an interview
and then later on, I came back for
another interview with two Board
members: Mr. Perlman and Mr.
Follett. And sometime after that, I
received a call from Mike saying
that I was the preferred candidate. I
then—I believe my first, my offi-
cial hiring date was September 1,
1976. Personnel records would
probably verify that. 

What do you r emember  o f  the

inter v iew with  Mike,  and then

even the inter v iew with  the two

Board  members ,  i f  you r emember

those?

Well, it was a very long time ago,
but it would be a typical interview.
I thought it went well, I got along
with Mike very well, and we...
basically, we just discussed educa-
tion. He told me something of the
history of the College, and—oh, at
that time, the College was located
on Grand Avenue, in rented quar-
ters. And he mentioned to me that
the College had just bought a
building and it was undergoing

remodeling for the College. A very
typical interview. He had my
resume, of course, and he knew
something of the University of
Chicago, my alma mater, and we
discussed that a bit. I can’t remem-
ber anything else in particular. We
got along fine. Then later on, I
received another call and I came in
to meet with Mr. Perlman and Mr.
Follett. That interview, too, went
along normal lines. I do remember
how... these were real gentlemen, of
the old school. And I recall that I
had parked some distance away and
had walked—it was July, I believe,
of 1976, and I had walked about
three blocks to get to the College’s
offices. And I have glass eyeglasses
that darken in the sunshine and
then lighten inside, and when I
walked in, they were quite dark.
And, of course, it happens so grad-
ually that I’m unaware of it, you
know. I still have that type of
glasses. But I recall sitting on a sofa
in Mike’s office, and I was facing
the windows, and then Bud
Perlman and Dwight Follett and
Mike were sitting in chairs in front
of me, and Mr. Follett suddenly
noticed that I had the light from
the windows in my eyes, and my
glasses were dark, and he thought
perhaps I had some problem with
sensitivity in my eyes (laughs). But
the thing that struck me was that
he was so caring and so gentle-
manly, and asked if I would prefer
to take a different position, and I
assured him that my sight was fine
and that it was just the glasses did
darken up in the sunlight, and that
they would soon clear. But I was
struck with the quality of these
men, that they were really... really,
I don’t know any better way to put
it: gentlemen of the old school. 

Did you know anyth ing about

Columbia  before  you app l ied? D id

you have any  impress ions o f  the

inst i tut ion?

I didn’t know anything of it. I
discussed it with Mike during the
first interview, and he told me a
fairly quick scan of the history of
the College, and the curriculum,
the departments, that sort of thing.
I was not aware of it otherwise, no.
My impression was that it was an
interesting opportunity. I’d been in
industry most of my life, and I had
been in consulting, but also with
industrial concerns, and it struck
me as being just a very interesting
place to work. As a matter of fact,
it turned out that way. I didn’t
realize, at the time, that we were -
I don’t know if any of us did - that
we were just on the brink of a
tremendous growth in [FTE] and
the amount of money we were
handling and that sort of thing.
Things were very informal in those
days, and it did turn out to be
quite an exciting experience. 
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How long were  you at  Co lumbia?

From ‘76 unt i l . . .

‘89. 

OK.

I retired on August 31st, 1989, so
it was about 13 years.

Yeah.  And cou ld  you descr ibe

maybe the ear ly  r espons ib i l i t ies—

and you cou ld  a lso  address ,  i f

your  job  changed,  you know,  as

you just  sa id ,  wi th  the Co l lege

growing so  rap id ly.  And a lso ,  i f

you cou ld  speak to  any  o f  the

un ique cha l lenges that  the inst i -

tut ion ,  you know,  f r om your  po int

o f  v iew as  V ice -Pres ident  o f

F inance,  the  cha l lenges that  the

inst i tut ion  faced and how they

were met .

Well... obviously, in the beginning,
the College was quite small. As a
matter of fact, if memory serves, we
registered 2,000 students that
September. And, of course, I had no
means of—nothing to compare that
with, but I did notice that everyone
else was quite excited. The College
was—that represented quite a bit
of growth over the preceding year.
It was basically a situation where
everybody wore three or four hats.
Mike did much more than he had
to later on, when he could concen-
trate on being a president, you
know. Bert Gall, obviously, was
handling a dozen balls in the air at
once. And it turned out that so was
I, and indeed, most of the people
on my staff, which, of course, was
quite small at the time. As we
grew, the challenge was to... basi-
cally, to keep up with the growth,
and to build staff, and to train
people and begin to distribute
some of the workload. Money was a
problem in those days, but one of
the big responsibilities was to get
control of the flow of money and to
manage it properly and meet
payroll (laughs), which is obviously
very important. 

Had anyone managed i t  be fore

you came,  o r  were  you—

My predecessor was a fellow named
Ron Kowalski, and he had been
with the College, I believe, about
four years, and then he decided to
move on. And he had done quite a
bit of work, although he, too, had
difficulty keeping up with the
workload because of a very small
staff, and it just—I believe it was
somewhat overwhelming. And basi-
cally, I just picked up where Ron
left off, and had the finances and
the handling of the cash and the
accounts and that sort of thing. It
was fairly informal, at first. And
the whole problem was getting
more formalized, and operating
more like, well, we used to say, like
a real business, you know. And that
was a never-ending process, and
that was going on when I left, and
my successor, Mike DeSalle, picked
up the ball when I left. And I’m
sure, from what I hear—it seems to
me that Lou mentioned to me that
you now have about 9,000
students, and I think we were
approaching 6,000 when I left.
Now, of course, the computer is
omnipresent, but I remember days
when we didn’t have a computer, so
getting the computer up and on-
line over a period of several years
was a job. And then, of course, we,
during my time there, floated three
bond issues, backed by the—I
believe they call it the Illinois State
Educational Facilities Authority.

For  the layperson,  maybe exp la in

what  that  means.  Because par t

o f—I  th ink what  your  cont r ibu -

t ion—you know,  th is  is  a lways,  o r

f r equent ly,  an  unto ld  k ind  o f

aspect  o f  the  h istor y  o f  an  inst i -

tut ion .  And so ,  i f  you cou ld

maybe exp la in  what  the bond

issue is ,  and a lso  maybe the idea

that  Co lumbia ’s  tu i t ion  dr iven.  I

mean,  is  that  where  most  o f  the

cash f low came f rom,  f r om

tu i t ion?

Yes, yes. Most of the cash flow
came from tuition, although as we
became better known, and through
the generosity of many of our
trustees, we were able to begin to
out together an endowment,
although it was never very large
during my tenure. We were grow-
ing, and we needed to—basically,
we needed to acquire buildings. We
needed to acquire space. And we
did not have enough money on
hand to fund the complete remod-
elings that we necessary. In those
days, we bought the building on
Wabash Avenue, and then we
bought the theater building, and
now I understand there’s two or
three more buildings that have
been purchased. 

Right .  

We needed money to do that. The
Educational Facilities Authority is
a state—well, I don’t know what
you’d call it. It’s an authority, a
group of people who operate under
the aegis of the state and review
applications for bond issues. The
significance is that the bonds are
tax-free. Now, the state does not
take responsibility for the ultimate
payment of the bonds, but the
state, through the operations of the
Facilities Authority, reviews all the
applications for bond issues, and
insures, as best they can, that the
bonds will be paid off, that the
organization requesting the issue is
bona fide, and probably able to
make good use of the money. But
the aegis of the state enables the
bonds to be sold as tax-free bonds,
free of federal income tax. Well, it’s
quite a process, of course. You have
to make up a prospectus—they call
it a... of, I forget now, they called it
the general statement or something
like that. But it’s a prospectus for
the bonds, and it requires, you
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know, the indenture has to be
prepared and—it’s six months of
work, whatever you do it. Of
course, we were borrowing, I think,
first two million and then four
million and, I believe, the last bond
issue we did during my tenure was
for 10 million dollars. And it was a
very interesting process, but as I
say, it requires a lot of intensive
legal and accounting work. I found
it fascinating, anyway.

And the major  r eason fo r  the  ra is -

ing  o f  th is  money was to

purchase bu i ld ings as  the Co l lege

grew?

Yes, yes. Educational facilities. So it
was definitely for—we couldn’t use
it to pay salaries, for example. Or
to buy equipment. We had to use it
to actually buy a building and
refurbish it. It was an educational
facilities—that was the use of it.
But it required, when we did
acquire a new building, it required
a great deal of money in a short
time, naturally we would try to get
the building into shape as soon as
possible, and move our classes into
it. 

Right .

So it—you know, it required a lot
of investment, and that’s the way
you acquire the investment.

Mr.  Per lman,  that ’s  who I  was

inter v iewing ear l ie r  today.

Buddy Perlman?

Yes.  

How is he?

He’s  good.  He’s  ver y  good.

Oh, I’m glad to hear that. He is—

He had been s ick,  and i t  took a

whi le  to  schedu le  the inter v iew,

and he sa id  that  he  had been

d iagnosed with  emphysema,  but

he sa id  i t ’s  not  gonna k i l l  h im

and,  you know,  I  th ink he sa id ,

“Being an SOB might ,  but  not  the

emphysema.”

(Laughs) He’s a great guy, I tell
you. You know, most of the Board
members—we were all very
friendly, and most of them, I knew
them by their first names, we were
on a first-name basis, but always I
called Buddy Perlman and Dwight
Follett, I referred to them as Mr.
Perlman and Mr. Follett.

Yeah.

They were... I’ll tell ya, they were
heroes in the early days, when the
College was small and about the
only people that knew about it
were some friends of Mike, you
know, that sort of thing. But they
were two sterling gentlemen. I just
have so much affection for them
and keep them in my memory. So
I’m glad to hear that Buddy is still
perking along.

What were  the i r,  maybe,  spec i f ic

cont r ibut ions  or  ta lents  that  you

drew upon or  you r e l ied  upon or

that  they  he lped the inst i tut ion

with? 

Well, they were both businessmen,
and they were older, obviously,
and... just their general knowledge
and guidance. Everything we
proposed to do, other than what we
were going to teach, obviously, but
everything we proposed to do in a
business sense we ran by them. It
was—you know, Mr. Follett owned
a string of bookstores. 

Right .

Follett Bookstores on college
campuses were well known all over
the Midwest. And Mr. Perlman was
a... he managed real estate.

Right .

Bought and sold it, and he was very
smart. I mean, they were just like
having... maybe a wise old uncle
looking over your shoulder and
telling you “I think you ought to
do this” or “Don’t do that” or that

sort of thing. They were just—they
were additional assets, people you
could lean on, people you could
talk to and get a straight answer.
And people with a lot of accumu-
lated wisdom. That was their
contribution.

And d id  you work pretty  c lose ly—

I mean,  would  that  have been who

you worked c losest  wi th ,  o r

how—with  the Board  o f  Trustees,

or  were  there  other  depar tments

or—you know,  you sa id  i t  was

somewhat  in fo rmal ,  so  was i t

k ind  o f  l ike  the Pres ident ,  Mike,

and you and the Board ,  o r. . .  How

did  that  work?

With respect to what? With respect
to the College finances?

Yeah.

Well, I was fortunate in that I was
working for a president, Mike
Alexandroff, who was very
conscious. He didn’t have his head
in the clouds. In one way, he was a
dreamer and an inspirational type,
but he also knew what a dollar
meant (laughs). That was very help-
ful. The Board, in general, was very
supportive. There were a number of
businessmen on the Board. I used
to think of them as wise old owls
that we’d lean on, you know. We
did not work day by day with the
Board, we handled it pretty much
ourselves, but we met with the
Board once a month. And once I
got going and had regular monthly
statements coming out and that
sort of thing, why, then we’d use
those statements as a point of
departure for the discussion. And if
we had a specific problem that we
thought one Board member or the
other might be able to help us with
in terms of advice, we would
certainly call him. But normally,
we would meet once a month at a
Board meeting, and report to them
what we were doing and why we
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were doing it and why we thought
it was all right and then they
would comment. I would say that
they were always available for
counsel or whatever. I would say
that... to tell you the truth, the
College was actually run by Mike
and myself and Bert Gall. And the
Board gave us all the support we
could require. I don’t know if that’s
responsive to your question—

Yes.  No,  and so  i f  you’ve  got  that

k ind o f  t r iumvi rate ,  how would

you—and with  you as  V ice -

Pres ident  o f  F inance,  Mike k ind

of  oversee ing ever yth ing,  i t

sounded l ike ,  and what  was Ber t

Ga l l ’s  k ind  o f  r o le?

Oh, Bert was... a sort of a general
factotum (laughs). Bert worked
much more closely with, for exam-
ple, the faculty and the department
heads than I did. As a matter of
fact, as I look back over the years,
we were growing so fast and
acquiring buildings and Bert
seemed to have a flair for working
with architects and working with
the various academic department
heads to determine what they
needed and what would be the best
way to lay the facility out, and that
sort of thing. He spent... oh, good-
ness, in my tenure there, he must
have spent 85 or 90 percent of his
time on that sort of thing. And, of
course, that’s enough to keep a
person busy, you know. Basically,
he worked on the acquisition of
buildings and the remodeling of
them. And, of course, also the
general operations of the various
departments. Some of them were
quite equipment intensive.  I
would have to say that Bert knew
more about the actual classroom
problems and what they needed.
Well, of course, I was working on
other things, you know. But
between the three of us, we pretty
well had the place covered, you
know. 

I  got  o f f  t rack,  but  the  r eason I

o r ig ina l l y  b rought  up Mr.

Per lman—he ta lked about—and I

don’ t  know i f  th is  is  be fore  your

t ime,  so  let  me know—but  that

there  was k ind  o f  a  spec ia l  r e la -

t ionsh ip  between Columbia  and

Cont inenta l  Bank,  and he r ea l ly

d idn ’ t—couldn’ t  exp la in  i t  except

that  Cont inenta l  took an interest

in  Co lumbia .  Was that  the case

st i l l  by  the t ime you got  here ,  o r

no?

By the time I came to the College,
the—Continental was the bank for
the College, and their initial
borrowing to fund the rehabilita-
tion of the main building at 600
South Michigan Avenue, the bank
had advanced the money. And I’m
trying desperately to remember the
name of the man there and I can’t
now. He was one of the VPs, and he
was their main contact. I would say
that, over the years, the relation-
ship grew more close, you know.
When I came in, and of course, I
trotted right over to the bank to
meet these people, you know, and
as a matter of fact, as a little
vignette, when I came in, we were
working on the 600 South
Michigan Building. We were still
at our offices in the rented quarters
on Grand Avenue. And we needed
another half million dollars to
finish, and we didn’t know where
we were going to get it. And we
didn’t have any money. And so
there was some discussion of “What
are we gonna do? Probably the
bank won’t lend us any more
money,” that sort of thing. So that
December, by which time I had my
feet fairly well on the ground, and
had acquired a couple more people,
so I had a little bit of time to
think—and I prepared a statement
to date, for the year. We hadn’t had
regular statements before that, and
I went over to the bank and talked
to our fella... God, his name was
Bill something, and I feel—

I t ’ l l  come to  you before  the end

of  the  inter v iew,  I  bet .

Yeah (laughs), 3:00 this morning
I’ll get it. Well, anyway, we had
lunch in their dining room, at the
bank, and I showed he and a fella
who was going to be helping him
and be a contact for the College the
statements, and we talked about
this and that and I told them about
the work on the 600 building and
that sort of thing, and finally, we
were at dessert, and they looked at
me and they said, “John, what do
you want?” And I said, “I want a
half a million dollars.” Both of
them leaned back and laughed and
said, “You got it!” (Laughs)

You’ re  k idd ing.

I’ll tell you, it was an exciting
time. I think Mike had taken a
week off about that time, it was
around Christmas, you know.
When he came back I was so over-
joyed to tell him we got the money,
you know. But that’s the kind of
relationship we had. And then, of
course, as we got bigger and better,
and began to acquire some excess
funds, they were able to put us into
something that paid more than a
checking account, which didn’t pay
anything, you know. And they were
good guidance all the way through,
and I, over the years, worked with
several people over there. And then,
of course, when we did the bond
issues, they underwrote the bond
issues. So I would say that we had a
very, very good and very close rela-
tionship with the bank.

Yeah.  I  th ink that  is  someth ing

that  peop le  would  f ind  hard  to

connect  wi th  today.  Banks are  so

huge and so ,  you know,  nat iona l .

Well, it was quite a large bank in
those days, but they had, you know,
they had about 33 vice presidents, I
suppose, and these were... they
certainly seemed to hire people that
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were good people, and who under-
stood and tried to help and under-
stood the function of a bank, you
know. They were really very nice. I
enjoyed my association with the
people at the bank all the way
through the years. As a matter of
fact, you know, the school threw a
party for myself and my assistant,
Elsie Kotulic. We retired at the
same time, and two or three of the
people that we were working with
at the bank came over to the party.
I was quite touched. 

Hmm. I ’ve  asked th is  o f  ever y

inter v iewee,  and I  th ink that  i t ’s

impor tant  to  ask you as  wel l .  O f

course,  th is  might  be  a  l i t t le  b i t

d i f fe rent  perspect ive ,  say,  than

f rom,  I  don’ t  know,  a  facu l ty

member,  but  how would  you

descr ibe  the miss ion  o f  Co lumbia

Col lege? And d id  that  change at

a l l  wh i le  you were  there ,  o r

evo lve  in  any  way?

Well... we had a mission statement,
which Mike, quite properly, had
prepared and you know, Mike is the
philosopher and the inspirational
one and the dreamer and that sort
of thing, and I just... you know,
I’m a bean counter. 

(Laughs) But  you cer ta in ly  must

have bought  in  to  what

Columbia—you know,  I  mean,

what  Mike was t r y ing to  do and

what  the Co l lege. . .

Well, I thought—and of course, I
met frequently with the depart-
ment heads, and... well, it was the
idea of... well, I remember one of
his key phrases was “College is not
preparation for life, college is a part
of life,” you know, in your youth,
or whenever. And we tried to...
well, first of all, we educated in the
fields that we had, radio and televi-
sion and—

OK.  So you had sa id  that  you

were educat ing in  the  f ie lds  that

Columbia  spec ia l i zed  in .

Yes, and we wanted to give the best
education possible. And I think in
certain areas, we certainly did do
well. And also, too, we didn’t want
to be selective. We wanted to open
the doors to anybody that wanted
to come, in effect. If they were—
no, obviously, we had the
Admissions Department, and they
wanted to be sure that the people
could benefit from the education.
But if they could benefit, then we
made great efforts to ensure that
they could attend. So we spent an
awful lot of money on financial aid,
obtaining financial aid from the
state and from the federal govern-
ment with the programs that were
available, and eventually, we had
enough money that we were able to
fund in-house scholarships and... I
would say democratization of the
College. We didn’t want to be an
Ivy League college. We wanted to
be a... oh, a college of the streets, I
suppose, would be the way you’d
describe it. I was very sympathetic
with that. Now I live in Florida,
and I’m happy I don’t see snow
anymore, but you can take the boy
out of Chicago, but you can’t take
Chicago out of the boy.

Yeah.

I love the city, and I love the people
of that city. I worked there all my
life, I’ve known Chicagoans from
the North Side, the South Side, the
West Side, the East Side. All very
fine people. That’s where my roots
are, that’s where my family roots
are, my father and mother were
raised in Chicago and so on, and I
just think it’s a wonderful city. And
I thought that, you know, we were
doing something pretty good there,
you know. We were educating
people in the field where there
could be some impact on their abil-
ity to make a living, and to work at
something that they enjoyed, and

something creative. And our—what
we were trying to do was bring it
to, in effect, the masses, you know. 

Mm-hmm.

And we spent a great deal of
agonizing times as we would
prepare a budget, trying to keep
the tuition as low as possible, and
the fees as low as possible so as not
to let money be a bar to anyone
that might come and might benefit
from it. So we were always kind of
scrimping, because we were
tuition-driven, and we were
always—well, we were trying to
put five pounds in a one-pound
bag, you know. We tried to keep
the tuition low, and yet at the same
time, improve—for example, some
of the equipment that we required
is quite expensive, and we would
make two and three year plans to
acquire equipment, especially in
the technical areas like TV and film
and, to some extent, radio, and
even when we opened up a science
department, I remember we finally
got a spectrometer. I was excited as
hell that we had a spectrometer,
you know. I’m not real clear on
what it does, but—

I  don’ t  know what  i t  does,  e i ther.

I have somewhat of an idea of what
it does, but I wouldn’t try to claim
any expertise in the area. But
anyway, Zafra finally got her spec-
trometer, and I was very excited
about that. So it was—ah, it was
almost like a crusade, I suppose.
Anyway, that’s as near as I can tell
you what the mission was. 

No,  I  th ink that  that  po int ’s  wel l

taken,  and that  i t ’s  come up

before . . .  Co lumbia ’s  ro le  was in

the Ch icago community,  and

that ’s  someth ing that ,  I  th ink,  in

the late  ‘90s,  is  lost  o r,  you

know,  or  peop le  aren’ t  aware  o f ,

o r  whatever ’s  happened.  But  i t ’s
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that  you are  not  the f i rs t  to  ta lk

about  that  i t  was integra l  to ,  you

know,  the community,  the  la r ger

community  o f  Ch icago.

May I interject a question?

Sure .

Do you work for the College?

Uh-huh.  

Beg your pardon?

Yes,  I  do .  I ’m a  par t - t ime inst ruc -

to r  and I  teach h istor y  here .

I see. I see. Well, that’s fine. Well
then, you must have some sense of
what the heartbeat is over there. Of
course, I have to realize I’ve been
gone almost 10 years, and—

Wel l ,  i t ’s  r ea l l y  been through th is

Ora l  H istor y  Pro ject  that  I ’ ve

learned i t .  I  came in  1990,  and I

must  say—and i t ’s  more  d i f f icu l t ,

too ,  as  a  par t - t ime inst ructor

than,  perhaps,  a  fu l l - t ime inst ruc -

to r—but  that  the sense o f  the

Col lege’s  h istor y  is . . .  you know,

i t  cer ta in ly  was lost  on  me unt i l  I

s tar ted work ing on th is  p ro ject .  

Yes, I can see how that would be,
sure.

Yeah.  You sa id  that  you met

f r equent ly  wi th  depar tment

heads.  Who do you r emember  the

best?  And why,  o r,  you know,  who

st icks out  in  your  mind?

Oh, there were a number of
people—early on, Thaine Lyman,
who started the Television
Department, when he made card-
board boxes with tin cans on the
front to mimic a television.
(Laughs) [We didn’t have] the
equipment. This was before my
time. But Thaine Lyman, Al
Parker... there’s a fine man, Al
Parker. You know, it’s strange, but
as I look back now and think about
them, I’m surprised at the affection
I have for all of them yet. It was
more than just a place to work. I

mean, we were really... there was a
spirit there, there was a spirit there,
and I remember those people with
such great affection, and I guess
that was part of being involved all
together in this thing where, oh,
sometimes you don’t know if you’re
going to make it, you know. But
we did, and we all had the same
idea. But there were a number of
them. Gee, Ed Morris came in after
Thaine died, and he was a great
guy to get along with. John
Mulvany is a guy I remember with
a great deal of intensity, you know.
John Schultz had been there
forever, and—

Now,  would  these depar tment

heads come to  you and say,  “ I

need a  b igger  budget”  or  “ I  need

more money,”  o r  how d id  that

work? I  mean,  when you met  wi th

them,  were  you te l l ing  them

“Here’s  how much money we have

for  you and your  depar tment ,”

or—

Well, we did it a little bit more
detailed than that. There were a
number of different categories of
expenditure in each department,
and of course, salaries were the big
thing, and payments to adjunct
teachers and part-time teachers and
all that. That we handled in a
different way, but they needed
equipment, they needed expense
money, there was a whole variety
of—we had, I don’t know, perhaps
15 or 20 accounts that were in
common use. And they... they got
to know how I like to work, and so
they would prepare their requests,
and would organize them the way I
had organized the accounts. And so
they would—we would meet, oh,
we’d begin meeting in... oh, I
would say Spring. And we would
set up appointments, they would
come up, sometimes with their
assistants and sometimes alone,
and, my God, they got to where
they were making professional
presentations (laughs), you know, it

was quite impressive. And why
they needed this and that, and then
we would discuss it. And I had
some idea of what we—I would—
well, between Mike and Bert and I,
we would make forecasts, and I had
some idea of what we could proba-
bly afford. And then in some of the
areas where there was a great deal
of technical business—well, for
example, the TV, the—well, even
in the Art Department, and the
Film Department, they always
required a great deal of very expen-
sive equipment, and I—my feeling,
and I would tell them, “I want you
to have this, except I can’t afford it.
How about next year? Can you
make it out? Is there some other
way, or can we rent this stuff, or
something?” I really agonized
about it. Bert Gall had more of a—
well, he spent more time with
them on the floors, you know,
around the classrooms, and he
would sit in on those meetings as a
sort of an independent view of it,
and would make his thoughts
known. And quite often, the
discussion would get down to
where I’d be sitting behind the
desk listening and Bert and the
department head would be
discussing what he needed, or argu-
ing about it, or something like
that, you know. And it was just—it
was all informal, but gradually, we
would work out something that—if
not mutually satisfactory, at least
something we could go ahead with.
And that’s there I would meet
them, mostly, although I knew
them all, and got along with them
all, and it was no unusual thing for
any of the department heads to
walk in the office and sit down,
have a cup of coffee with me, and
just talk.

Mm-hmm.

And I got to know them pretty
well that way. So, I mean, it was...
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we weren’t—we had procedures
that we followed, but they weren’t
terribly, terribly formalized. I
mean, we were friends, we were
trying to work it out, you know. 

No,  that  seems pretty  c lear.

Beg pardon?

I  sa id ,  that  seems ver y  c lear  that

that ’s  how i t  worked

Yeah. Yeah, there were times
when... to tell you the truth, I
mean, they would need some piece
of equipment, and it was usually
with respect to equipment—oh,
they needed travel budgets and
things like that, dues, budgets for
belonging to various professional
organizations, and that usually
didn’t cause trouble—but because
of the nature of our curriculum—

Right .

And the way we taught, which was
hands-on, you know, they needed
these things. And I wanted them to
have them, you know. And now
and then, I would agonize, and I’d
say, “John, I want you to have it! Is
there any other way to get it other
than paying for it, you know?” And
I think—I think that they under-
stood that, that I really wanted
them to have it, and if I told them
“We can’t afford it,” they generally
believed me. And they could, I was
telling the truth, you know, as best
I could. There were times when a
Fall registration would exceed, by
far, our forecasts, in which case, I
could call them back and say,
“Well, John, you wanted this
super-duper machine, I think we
can afford it now.” And I think
they knew that, too: that if we
could possibly do it, we would get
it for them, you know. So it was—
it was structured, but it was not
formal. In the end, we would put it
all together on a spreadsheet—I
never did get into computers, I did

it all by hand—and then Mike and
I and Bert would meet and hammer
out the budget. And that’s the way
we did it. Of course, it got to be a
bigger and bigger job as we got
more complex and added depart-
ments and, you know, the place
grew, and we had more buildings...
it got to be quite a large thing. 

But, of course, I really had an
excellent staff. They were wonder-
ful people. I remember, I took
them out to lunch twice a year,
once around Christmas and once,
usually, in the late spring. And I’d
have to tell them, and I did, I’d tell
them “You people are making a
hero out of me.” And I used to tell
them, also, and it was true, “I love
you all. Just love each other and
help each other to get through each
day.” And boy, they responded.
What a fine bunch of people they
were. And they did make a hero
out of me. (Laughs) Now and then,
the Board used to say nice things
about me. To my face, you know.
And I would tell them, “It’s grati-
fying to hear you say that, but I
have to tell you that I’m backed by
a very able staff.” I’ll tell you, it
was just—it was a nice, nice job. It
was trying, and it seemed like we
never had enough, none of it was
easy, we were battling the elements,
so to speak, all the time, but by
golly, we were a team. It was good.
It was good. It was the best time I
ever had.

Was i t  hard  to  r et i r e ,  to  leave?

Beg pardon?

Was i t  hard  to  dec ide to  r et i r e

and leave Co lumbia?

No, I... I was 64 years old, and I
was getting tired. And certainly, I
was getting to the point where I
never wanted to see another winter,
you know. And I was about due.
And I’ve got other interests in life,
too, besides work. So... no, I was
ready. Obviously, there’s always a—

you know, you’re seeing some
people, maybe for the last time,
people you’ve worked with so
closely, and who you’ve come to
really, really like a lot, you know,
and... But then I told myself,
“Well, I’d be coming back, you
know.” I think I came back once
and I haven’t been back since. And
now, of course, with the new presi-
dent and... oh, I just—now, I think
if I came back, it may be that
everybody would look and say,
“Who the hell is that old man?”
(Laughs) Is Lya Rosenblum still
there?

Yes she is .  

I’ll be darned

Yes she is .  I  in ter v iewed her  the

last  go ‘ r ound.

Uh huh. How’s she doing?

Ver y  wel l .  I  don’ t—you know,  I

don’ t  know her  ver y  wel l ,  but  I

r emember,  you know,  the inter -

v iew be ing ver y  interest ing.  She

ta lked about  how great ly  her,  you

know,  r espons ib i l i t ies  have

changed over  the  years  that  she’s

been at  Co lumbia .

Well, yeah, she was Dean of the
College in the beginning, and it
was quite a burden. And Lya, my
goodness, Lya was... well, she’s a
year younger than me, I guess, and
I certainly don’t want to work
anymore. (Laughs) I’m surprised
she’s still there, although I think
the College and her job was her
life. As long as she’s happy.

Yeah.

She and her husband, Lou, are two
fine people. I’ll tell you, I just...
you know, just speaking with you
now, and harking back to all these
people, it just...

Br ings back a  lot  o f  memor ies .  

A lot of memories, yes. And we
were—we were always on a crusade,
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we were always working too hard
and never had enough money, you
know, and trying to do too much
with what we had, and yet, we felt
a certain—because every year, we
advanced, quite a bit. In terms of—
certainly from my point of view, in
terms of money, you know. We
finally had enough to do most of
the things we wanted to do, and we
were developing some respect in
the academic community, and then
we went through a... when the
North Central comes out, accredita-
tion process again. That took some
time, but we came through with
flying colors, and it was just—there
was a feeling of accomplishment, as
we—well, it was a period of great
growth, and it was fun. 

Now,  you’ve  a l r eady  addressed

severa l  examples  o f  th is ,  but

were  there  any  other  major  cha l -

lenges that  the inst i tut ion  faced?

You know,  you’ve  ta lked about

acqu i r ing  the bu i ld ings,  and

cer ta in ly,  not  hav ing the money

at  hand,  and then the expense o f

upgrad ing the equ ipment  or

acqu i r ing  equ ipment ,  par t icu la r ly

spec i f ic  to—

That was my job, finding the
money.

Right .

And then spreading it around. I
mean, that’s what I did, you know.

Did you star t  to  r e ly—l ike,  d id

the nature  o f  the  Board  o f

Trustees change at  a l l ,  d id  you

star t  to  look to  them to  ra ise

more money,  o r. . .

Well, we did, and those kind of
relationships were more in Mike’s
area.

OK.

But we did, and they were as

generous as they could be. I recall
that Mike used to tell me that he
hoped to have an endowment of 10
million by the time we left. I don’t
think that we had anything like
that, but I mean, I certainly would-
n’t presume to lean on them. I
certainly told them we need money,
you know.

Wel l ,  no ,  I  d idn ’ t  mean lean.  Mr.

Per lman had sa id  that  that ’s  one

of  the  r easons he le f t .  Not  that

he was be ing leaned on,  but  he

fe l t  that  he  had made—that  the

nature  o f  the  Board  o f  t r ustees

was changing,  perhaps.  That  h is

st rength  was in  r ea l  estate ,  and

adv is ing and that—

Yes.

But  that  what  the Co l lege r ea l ly

needed the next  phase was

people  to  come in  and ra ise

money,  and he was uncomfor tab le

do ing that .  And I  cer ta in ly  know

that  the  cur rent—under  the

cur rent  admin ist rat ion ,  that  has

been an impor tant  th rust .  

Yeah. Well, I... I was never much
into actually fundraising. Jack
Wolfson, of course, was in charge of
development. You’re aware of Jack
Wolfson?

No.  

He’s somebody you should talk to.

Tel l  me a  l i t t le  b i t  about  h im,

because he has not  been

ment ioned

Well, I—

He was in  the Deve lopment

of f ice?

He was—yeah, he was in charge of
development and, basically, money-
raising, you know. And all of the
things that go on in that area. And
oddly enough, he was a friend of
Mike’s, I think they’d grown up
together as boys, and he had been
in this area of work for most of his

life, and eventually either met Mike
again or something, and came with
the College. He was there when I
came in, and I think that the whole
development effort was Jack and
maybe one assistant or a secretary
or something. But he... golly, he
would put together brochures, and
he would meet with all the Board
members, and he would go out and
raise money where he could... what-
ever a development officer does,
that’s what he did. And he had
said, at times, to me, that the func-
tion of a Board was to come up
with money, and I really didn’t
think of it that way. I thought of
them as advisors and help when we
needed it, in their areas of expert-
ise. But I rather had the impression
that Jack... I mean, whenever we
had an affair where we’d have, you
know, all the Board and their wives
and friends of the College and this
and that, Jack was the one that set
it up and chaired the whole thing.
You know, that’s what development
officers do, I think, you know,
make those kind of arrangements.
Really, do look into Jack Wolfson.

I  w i l l .

I thought of Jack as being—
certainly not in—he wasn’t a
[wine] officer... not even as much as
I was, but he was out on the edge
there, doing the College’s business,
you know, trying to raise money.
I’m surprised that no one’s
mentioned Jack to you. To tell you
the truth, I think Jack was there
when I left, so if he’s not around
now... Well, of course, Jack was
getting on, too, I imagine he’ll
retire eventually too. You know,
we’re all getting on.

You ta lked about  the impor tance

of  your  sta f f .  

Yeah.

Are there  any  longt ime sta f f

members  that  you r emember,  care
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to  ment ion? And the i r,  you know,

spec ia l  cont r ibut ion?

Well, they were all great. I can
mention a whole group of names to
you. Norma [Callalang] was
Controller. She was a Filipino lady
of Chinese descent who was
Controller for a number of years,
and then—reporting to me of
course—and then she finally left,
and Ann Kennedy took over. And
gee, I remember Ann when she was
only 17 years old. She was working
in the mailroom when I came in.
But she wanted to get into the
accounting department, and we had
an opening and she came to me and
said, “John, I’d like to apply for the
job.” I said, “In accounting?” And
she said, “Yes.” And I said, “Ann,
what you want to work in account-
ing for?” She said, “I think it’s
fun!” (Laughs) Well, anyway, she
went to College, got her degree,
got her CPA, and now, the last I
heard, she was still Controller over
there. And Pearl Cristol was a
tower of strength. She handled the
payroll, which was one of the most
difficult jobs, getting it right,
because of so many different condi-
tions of employment and that sort
of thing, and the College growing
by leaps and bounds, so I remember
Pearl very well.

I ’m inter v iewing her  later  th is

month.

Say hello for John.

I  w i l l .

Tell her I love her. She’s a great,
great person. And then my assis-
tant, Elsie Kotulic, was a tower of
strength. Elsie was highly intelli-
gent and could do anything. She
could learn anything. And I had
worked with Elsie before in other
places, and developed tremendous
respect for her.

Did you br ing  her  a long here

eventua l ly?

No, I couldn’t afford her, for a
while. But as—toward the end of
‘76—well, maybe late Fall ‘76, we
could afford her, and so I, you
know, called her and asked her if
she’d like to work at the school and
told her about it, and she said,
“Yeah,” you know, so she came over
and she—she handled a whole vari-
ety of things. She was my assistant,
but it got to the point where she
was really a force unto herself.
Among other things, she handled
all of the health insurance claims
and the policies and the mechanics
of getting enough money into it to
pay the claims. She was—well, at
one time, she kept all the personnel
records. I guess they’ve got a
Human Resources Department
now, but she was the human
resources department, too. She was
highly intelligent and could do
anything. Then there was Peggy
O’Grady, who was the Chief Bursar.
And when I came in, Peggy had
maybe two or three people working
for her, and eventually, that got to
be quite a large department,
because of, you know, you need so
many bursars per hundred students,
that sort of thing. So that depart-
ment grew quite a bit, and Peggy
supervised it all the way through
and Peggy... you know, a lot of
people think of it as the accounts
receivable department, but basi-
cally, they did a lot of counseling to
kids and helping them out. I mean,
hell, we had students that wouldn’t
go to the counselors, they’d go to
their bursar to talk about their
hopes and ambitions and dreams.
Peggy was—she was just kind of
like a mother hen. She was great.
Peggy O’Grady. 

Huh.

And well, of course, Bernadette
McMahon. She runs the computer,
and came in, oh, some years ago,

when we were just really getting
into computing, and she came in as
an assistant to Ed [Eddons], who
was our first rational computer
person that we had, and ultimately,
Ed got very sick and left, and
Bernadette took over and did a hell
of a job, and as I understand, is still
doing a hell of a job. And then
there were a number of people—
[Cathy Tupey] was Peggy
O’Grady’s assistant, she was a real
smart girl. And there were just a
number of people there that were
really, really good. Really good.

Wel l ,  anyth ing e lse? We’ re  wind -

ing  up the hour,  and anyth ing

that  we haven’ t  ta lked about  that

you fee l  shou ld  be inc luded,  o r. . .

Well, I’m not clear on exactly what
you would want from me, but I—
from what Lou told me, the College
is shooting up like a rocket, and I
think that—I think it’s fine.
Actually, I’ve learned more from
you, and just from sitting here and
thinking back to those days, you
know, in response to your ques-
tions. I think it’s—it has become a
force to be reckoned with in educa-
tion in Chicago, and I’m proud of
my association with it. It was a
happy, exciting time, and I just am
happy that I was part of it.

That  sounds—I mean,  i t ’s  c lear

that  you have a  lot  o f  fond memo-

r ies .  

Yes, yes. You know, day to day,
obviously, there are strains and—
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