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NR: Eva, I am aware that you were the first employee of Genesee Community College.  Will you please tell us how and when that came about and what your duties and relationships were at the beginning? 

EY: It was way back in the year 1966, when my children were just entering kindergarten and grade one respectively, and we went around house to house at that time, knocking on doors for a community college here, but we’ll probably get more into that later.  However, once that referendum was passed, then a Board of Trustees was named.  There was word out that they were looking for a part-time secretary to work for the Board of Trustees.  There was to be an as yet unnamed first president.  The hours were to be from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and that certainly fit in with where I was in my life, because I had the good fortune to stay home the first few years with my two girls, but they were both in school and 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. sounded good and it sounded exciting to get in the ground floor of an institution which I believed in and that was good for our community.  So, I applied and I interviewed with two of the trustees, who were on the committee to select this person, and I got the job.  I started in I think it was fall of that year.  My memory doesn’t give me the exact month but I know it was in 1966, I believe in September or October of that year.  Then I also interviewed with the Board of Trustees as a whole.  Following that interview, I was called by one of the trustees on that committee, Warren Dayton I believe, and he asked when could I start.  Then they had to find a spot for me to sit.  At that time, there was an old antique typewriter that they were able to get their hands on because there really wasn’t any money as yet in a budget.  So, I agreed to start and they found a spot in the County building, a little vacant office, and they set me up with a typewriter and some paper and that’s how it all began.

NR: And a telephone, I presume.

EY: And a telephone, yes, a telephone.

NR: You mentioned “we” were going around.  Were you part of the group that was trying to get the college started?

EY: Well, my only role was because I was out in Alexander.  I really didn’t have contact with those that were instrumental in this.  I was only a citizen, knowing that I had children growing that needed, wanted and I would like to have go to college and I knew that a community college would probably be where our budget would have placed them, so my only role at that time was really convincing the citizens of Alexander and my friends there to vote for a community college when that came up.  So I really didn’t, at that time, know those who were leaders…the Jaycees in Batavia were very, very instrumental in getting this off the ground.  But, as I said, I was in Alexander then with little children and that was my role, just getting the word around Alexander.  And, incidentally, that town did vote to have it, although some towns in the area did not. 

NR: Apparently, when you went to work, all nine trustees had been chosen.

EY: Yes, they had.

NR: Would you tell us how often you met with them, was there a chair, how was he selected or she selected?

EY: Yes, there was a chair and the first chair of the Board of Trustees was Mike Ryan.  Those first few months particularly when they were getting established and looking for the first president of the institution, they met very frequently, although at that time I was not really included in their meetings.  I was actually basically sitting at the phone doing whatever paperwork they needed and we did establish a phone number, which exists today, as I recall it was 343-0055.  I would answer the phone, “Genesee County Community College,” which was the first name it was given prior to the official and they dropped the “County” and it became Genesee Community College.  Until the first president was brought on board, I really was not attending the trustee’s meetings but I do know that they were meeting on a very frequent basis.

NR: One of the trustees, then, took the minutes of the board meetings and gave them to you to type?

EY: Yes, and I believe that the first few times, as I recall, it was Almeda George was pretty much taking minutes and recording them prior to my being officially brought on as an administrative assistant to the Board of Trustees, which was following the hiring of the first president.  

NR: Can you tell me about that hiring?  When did it start, how many applicants roughly did they have?  How many did they bring in and why did they choose the one they chose?

EY: Well, I can’t give you exact numbers but I know they interviewed a great deal of names that came before them and the interview process took the normal channels.  As I recall, I can’t give you any specifics about the others who interviewed but I can tell you that, unanimously, when they first interviewed Alfred C. O’Connell, the board just said, “This is who we want.”  It was just a dynamic kind of decision; he walked in and after the first interview, the Trustee said, “This is who we need,” and that’s how it all worked.  But again, they did follow all the processes and procedures.  But I really don’t know, Neal, how many they interviewed.  I can’t give you those figures.  I don’t know who would have them but I certainly can tell you that it was very unanimous when they selected Al.  

NR: And, when did he start?

EY: I think, in November of 1966 he came on board.  He was commuting from Maryland until they moved the family here.  From the day he arrived until the day he left, it was just a whirlwind of work.  Well, I can tell you from my own perspective, after he came on board, he interviewed me.  He recognized the need for a full-time position for himself as a secretary and to the board, which then became a professional position and became administrative assistant, rather than secretary.  

NR: How did you react to moving from four hours to eight hours?

EY: Well, it took my breath away at first and, certainly, I had to discuss that with the family but it was such a great opportunity to get in on the founding of an institution that history will prove became so successful, I just couldn’t pass it up.  It did put a strain on the family, I have to say that, but I was blessed with an enormous amount of energy that I was able to handle balancing family and work at that time.  And, I have to tell you that very few people, I think, had the good fortune to experience what I did in being a part of the founding of this institution.  

NR: So, from November of ’66, it would be in the, what, the fall of ’67, that the first classes began?

EY: That’s correct.

NR: Tell us, what were some of the major happenings in that first year of Dr. O’Connell’s presidency?  

EY: Well, it began, of course, with bringing on board his key people, getting a curriculum, first of all, finding a spot for some additional administrators to bring on board, hiring a faculty, and getting a temporary site.  That first year was just a blur of activity that went 10 to 12 hours a day, as opposed to the four that I has been working, and meeting with the board fairly regularly.  I would have to say that a week did not go by that we didn’t have one evening meeting and several during the day of committees.  

NR: Can you tell us a little bit about the board members, who they were and why they were chosen, if you know, or what their attitude was or anything you can tell us about them?

EY: Well, I think most of the board meetings were very instrumental in going back advocating for a community college for Genesee County, which then could have become a tri-county; Genesee, Livingston and Wyoming counties.  Many studies were completed and data was collected on numbers of graduates, surveys were conducted on how many of you would go to a community college when you graduate, etc., etc.  There was a lot of data and it was controversial.  It did not pass easily.  And it was not established, as you know, from the regular, normal channels.  It had to go to a referendum because of the controversy.  But, getting back to the original question, most of those trustees; Mike Ryan, specifically, was probably president of the Jaycees at that time but, certainly, very active in the Jaycees, --- Almeda George was an active community member who was also advocating for a community college, Tony Zambito, the same thing.  I would have to say Warren Dayton, Superintendent of the Alexander, school was very high on wanting a community college.  Francis Robinson, I didn’t know his background too much.  He was from Leroy.  They were getting, as you know, I think it was four and five, five local appointees and four by the Governor.

EY: Bob Fussell from Leroy also; very, very active, very bright person.  I think the personalities that they ended up choosing, I would have to say were such a great combination that just weighed so heavily towards this college being a success.  Bill Setchel was president of the local M&T Bank.  It was just a good cross section of people and personalities that brought with them their own unique personalities as well as their own unique knowledge and background.  Tony Zambito, at that time, still had a huge muck farm in Elba, which subsequently he lost for a number reasons.  He also brought that segment with him as well as he had gone to Cornell and had worked on the Manhattan Project, which we all know turned out to be the atomic bomb.  We didn’t know it at that time that he was a member of that.  So, you had a lot of brain power there, a lot of different personalities and an energy level that is just indescribable.  Almeda George and I have talked about it often, and in fact, she has said to me many times, “You really have to write a book on why Genesee Community College was so successful.”

NR: Tell her that’s what you are doing now!

EY: Exactly!  I’m thinking as I am giving this background to you, that’s really what’s coming out of this.  And I’m just talking off the top of my head.  I really didn’t make notes.  I can just feel that energy as I’m talking to you, even though it was 30-some years ago.  

NR: Really.

EY: Really, I really do.  It was just dynamic.

NR: Let’s talk about buildings a little bit.  I’m sure you’re not all sitting for long in that little office you had.  What happened?

EY: No!  Well, in that little office, once Al O’Connell was named president, he swiftly brought on board his dean of faculty, Bob Trantham from the community college in Baltimore, where he was from, Hartford.  He also brought with him Stu Steiner as dean of students.  One of his, best decisions, I have to say for many reasons, was having Bill Collins as his dean of business.  Bill was a longtime Batavian.  He was a businessman to begin with.  I can’t remember what his official position was with the Batavia High Schools, whether he taught or was in the business office, I’m not sure, but he was just a well-rounded and well-connected individual in Batavia.  When anything needed to be done, whether it was a plumber to fix the sink in the temporary building, Bill could get on the phone and have him there in five minutes.  He was invaluable to the process of getting this community college in a temporary facility.  Absolutely just a gentleman’s gentleman that worked diligently…well, we all did.  We all worked hard and I guess I can put in parentheses and this may not be quoted in the book, we played hard, too!  We would take opportunities to relax and have social get-togethers as well because they all worked so well together and definitely socialized well together.  But, getting back, once Al had brought these people on, he needed a place for them to work when they came.  So, we were in the middle of urban renewal at that time in Batavia and they were tearing down some buildings and they were scheduled for demolition so they gave us a building on Jackson Street that was going to be demolished in the near future.  So, we set up housekeeping in there temporarily.  

NR: Was that a house or an office building?

EY: No, it used to be an old store or an old dry cleaner’s.  It was a business of some sort as I remember.  So, we did have several rooms that we could kind of split off as offices.  We worked very well there, as I remember.  Stu Steiner and Bob Trantham were commuting until they were able to get here, so they were only here maybe two or three days a week and then they would go back to Baltimore.  But we did have a spot for them.  I have to tell you that the restroom in that building left a lot to be desired.  (Laughs)  It left a lot to be desired!  

NR: We’re not getting into toilet talk right now!

EY: No, no, we’re not getting into that!  It’s just that, you know, you didn’t want to watch those cockroaches walking around.  We only used it when absolutely necessary.  The other person that they brought on early on, was another secretary…it soon became apparent that I needed some help.  And Stu and Bob also needed some help once they started.  You know, Stu got right on recruiting students and advertising, etc. and all those things that you have to do.  So, they hired Dorothy Edgerton.  Dorothy Edgerton became a very vital part of that first group as well.  She and I were pretty much doing the same kinds of things…I was more doing Al’s work and the Board of Trustees and Dorothy really then started doing Stu’s work and helping him with recruiting students and getting the word out and going to high schools and acting as director of admissions (almost).

NR: How long did you stay in that building?

EY: We were there until we acquired what was known as Value Tech, because it was a large building out on West Main Street that is still in existence.  So, we were only in there, Neal, probably maybe six months I would say, give or take.  It took us about five or six months to acquire the Value.  It used to be an old Value Hardware, a large facility, no windows, but it was available.  It had the amount of square footage that we needed and we quickly renovated and got classes started by September of 1967.  The staff that was on board at that time, we probably moved in the summer of that year.  So, let’s say we were in Jackson Street about six months and then we had the facilities ready at the Value building, GCC as it then became known.  The nickname was Value Tech.  Bob was busy hiring faculty.  Stu was busy recruiting students.  Bill was busy getting our finances going and Al and the Board of Trustees were busy getting curriculum approved and getting housing for the faculty.  I literally did whatever was needed to be done and it was just an exciting time.

NR: Approximately how many students came in that first class?

EY: I want to say 300 but I might be off on that number.  Maybe not, because I think we ended up graduating over 100 in the first graduating class, which would make sense, you know, because you would have dropouts and all of that.  You might want to get that figure somewhere else.  It might be a little more.

NR: You mentioned two counties that seemed to be considering becoming part of the college.  What happened with that?  Was that an actual idea that someone was pursuing that didn’t come through or was it just a thought?

EY: Oh, no.  In fact, I’m trying to think of the person’s name, somebody by the name of Marlow.  This idea didn’t germinate right in Batavia itself.  Somebody in Wyoming had actually started a grassroots kind of thing.  So, it really emerged that we could service the tri-county area with commuting, you know what I’m saying, being a commuting college.

NR: Yes, but there was no formal or legal relationship at that point?

EY: I don’t think so.

NR: I don’t think so either.  But it was just the idea that they added to the area that you could service and that was more support for having the college.

EY: Of course.  Exactly.  Yes.  Because then they could go to the legislature because, incidentally at that time, Bill Stewart was the chairman of the legislature.  They were called the County Supervisors at that time.  He was from Elba and he was not for the college at first, a very soft-spoken gentleman, but really wasn’t all that supportive.  He ended up being one of our staunchest supporters, just turned completely around and, in fact, today and soon after the permanent college was built, a room was named after Bill Stewart.  But it was a strong sale.  It was not an easy sell for the Jaycees and others who eventually became the trustees.  Then Al O’Connell just had this magnetic personality that sold it completely then to the community and to the legislatures.  They all got on board and the rest is history, so to speak, when you see the numbers today.  

NR: How long did you stay in that building that you were in?

EY: We moved there in ’67 and we moved to the new permanent campus, I believe, in ’72.

NR: That sounds about right.

EY: Yes, because soon after we were up and running with students and the college flowing, the next item on Al’s agenda was a permanent campus.  That was another whirlwind of activity that was just as exciting.  Several sites were looked at.  The board and the legislature all got involved before the site on the hill was ultimately chosen.  There were several sites that were looked at and demographics and all of the data collected.  It turned out that the selection that was made had to be voted on, obviously, by the trustees and then the Genesee County Legislature.  That’s when they purchased the parcel of land.  We called it the Wood property.  Most of it was owned by a family of farmers by the name of Wood and they still own a portion of a farm close to the area there.  It wasn’t an easy selection.  There were many pros and cons.  It came down to, I think, three main areas.  One was closer to the city, this particular area, and I’ve forgotten, Neal, where the third one was.  Again, they went through the process of pros and cons on each of the sites and that’s what ultimately ended up being selected.  

NR: Tell us what you remember about the faculty.

EY: Here again, I can almost liken that to the kind of energy that the board brought.  It was unique, as any first of anything is unique.  This was also a unique faculty; Bernie Horbelt from math, Ted Ashazawa for music, Frank Jackson for English, Roy Pipitone for Math.  Roy didn’t end up staying and, I have to say, he might have been one of the reasons that Al O’Connell didn’t stay around.  And I only say that because I gained this knowledge later on.  He was instrumental in getting a faculty association going.

NR: A union, in other words.

EY: A union, in other words.  That did not sit well with Al O’Connell at all.  He felt that we were very competitive.  We treated the faculty well.  We gave them an excellent benefit package.  And I think he took that sort of personally.  And, in fact, I shouldn’t speak for him, but I think I’ve heard him sort of admit that did not sit well with him.  It may have been one of the reasons he chose to leave as soon as he did.  That was a big disappointment to the trustees that he didn’t stay to see us move on to the new and permanent home of Genesee Community College.  Maybe that’s just my personal view, but that’s just giving you a little background on the faculty.  It was a very strong faculty, very dedicated, very excited about coming and starting a new institution.  It was just a great experience. 

NR: Do you have an idea what most of their background was?  Were they from K-12 education or other colleges or just graduating from graduate school?

EY: Some were just graduating.  I think Nick Gergen was probably the only one who had a couple of years at another community college as I remember.  Frank Jackson was coming in with more experience.  It was a young faculty overall.  They were coming with some experience from other community colleges, some from the high school level.  But they certainly all had the degrees that were required for the positions that they were applying for.  Again, it was just a young, dedicated and enthusiastic faculty.  Those first couple of years we really became like a family.  It was wonderful because it was just so exciting and everybody was just giving 110% of what they could give.  I really, truly believe that those first graduates got a very, very fine education by coming to that college.  In fact, I work closely right now with the first graduate.  Her name at that time was Pam Allen and she was the first to walk across the stage and receive a diploma from Genesee Community College.  She now is Pam Whitcomb and she lives in the area and she and I volunteer on many organizations together here, so isn’t that life turning kind of full circle?  Somebody with the name starting with “Ab…” graduated that year as well but chose not to go through the ceremony, so she is really known as the first graduate to walk across the stage.

NR: That’s very interesting that she is still in the community.

EY: And she’s still here in the community.  Yes.

NR: I guess the next big operation was the construction of a new campus with the Wood property as your site and you began the process of developing a new campus.  What can you tell us about that?

EY: The first big undertaking was selecting an architect.  That process took, again, many meetings, many decisions on why and who and many, many things went into selecting the firm from White Plains.  Their names are escaping me right this minute.  But it was a firm from White Plains, New York and they got on board readily.  Two of their main partners, as I remember, were mostly involved.  They did get others involved in it but, Dave is the name and I can’t think of his last name, was one of them.  They feverishly began their work on a rendering and preliminary sketches, etc., etc.  Then, of course, it was the big, big job of getting the funding.  Then when we went to the to board and Al went to the legislature with the first renderings and proposal, which included a fine arts theater.  Ten million dollar bond at that time was just viewed as way beyond what they wanted to propose to the citizens of the county.  So, what happened was, they dropped the fine arts theater from the original building.  Well, it would have been over $10 million because I think what ultimately was passed for that first phase, the figure that I kind of recall was $10 million.  But, in any case, they did drop off the fine arts building.  Phase One then became what was the Forum, of course, and all of the classrooms, library, the cafeteria, what you needed as basically the basics for a community college, the library, a gym but not any frills.  No frills.  It was a nice building, a very functional building.

NR: I understand it was all under one roof.  

EY: And all under one roof.  Yes.  The concept of the Forum was that space would be utilized by the public for various functions and that is, in fact, today and did become a reality very soon after the college opened.  It was used for many social events, such as the hospital dances that were fundraisers.  Many activities took place in that forum.  The concept of that and building everything around it was so that the community would have that to use, particularly with cutting out the fine arts building, which we do have today, as you know.  Other than what you would need to begin a community college, even with not expanding the curriculum to any big degree, we really just got the basics on that first Phase One.  Today is a very different story but that is the history of the college and where it is today.

NR: How long did you stay at the college?

EY: I left in 1977, so I worked there for 11 years.

NR: Eleven years.  Just tell us a little bit about where the college was at the time you left.

EY: When I left, the curriculum had expanded considerably.  Of course, a number of faculty members had been brought on board.  At that time, tennis courts had been built.  It had expanded considerably in the length of time that I was there but it has gone just way beyond that.  Of course, numbers of students, our enrollment, our full-time equivalents had just gone beyond our expectations even in those first few years, well beyond our expectations.  They started full-time equivalent and evening programs and it just was expanding and growing and adding faculty and it has grown immensely since then.  But it was, even when I was there, going through a tremendous growing period.  It was still exciting for me.  I just had other reasons for leaving at that time and I don’t regret it because I think I had the privilege of being there for those first founding years and, I’m repeating myself, but I have to say that was just a great experience for me and I grew right along with it.  Certainly, that taught me and gave me a lot of skills for the positions I ended up with after leaving the institution.  We all were sorry to lose Al, but our second president, by the name of Neal Robbins, was a very able replacement who did a fine job for the 1975 to 1980 years.  

NR: Well, I have to say, at this point, my own experience working at the college as the second president gave me the same feelings that you have and I think there were a terrific bunch of people there who created a fine college.  I could go on asking you questions for the second part of your service through my tenure there for five years and then Stu taking over as president and being a fantastic president over the next 35 years, but I think you have covered what I was hoping to cover with this interview, which was the very early years, and I’m sure the interviews with Stu and other members of the faculty will cover those other years, so I’m going to suggest that, unless you have something on your mind you think we ought to include in this, this covers what I wanted to cover.

EY: Well, no, I think I’ve pretty much covered it and I agree with you.  I think my input is from those really early years and the others will cover the rest such as moving to the new campus, soon after the big fuss over losing one roof!  I just have to reemphasize that the Board of Trustees of this college was just a dynamic unit that got this off the ground so well.  That’s why today we have the institution that we have.

NR: And I know from my own experience of working with you for five years, you were a big part of that enthusiasm and energy and I really enjoyed and appreciated working with you and I congratulate you for all you contributed to that college.

EY: Well, thank you very much, Neal, and likewise I certainly enjoyed my years working for you as well and you did add to that institution exactly what they needed at that time.  You really and truly, from my point of view, came in at a difficult time for us, at a difficult time for the trustees.  As I indicated, they weren’t quite prepared for that and you stepped right up to the plate and filled that void so well.  You were the personality that they needed at that time and it was a smooth transition.  Otherwise, it could have been a much bumpier road.

NR: Well, we certainly had a good time, didn’t we?

EY: We did!

NR: Thanks for a fine interview, and best wishes, Eva.
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