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CL: Please tell us how and when you first became associated with Clinton Community College.

MH: I became associated with Clinton Community College the very first year, the opening year.  I arrived here on August the 25th, 1969.  I had enrolled the aid of an employment agency and they had indicated I should apply to this new college opening up, Clinton Community College.  I sent in my paperwork and I had an interview on a Tuesday in July.  Two days later, they offered me the job teaching math and on Friday, I accepted the job.  So I then arrived here August the 25th and we went through about three weeks of instituting college academic policy.  Up to that point, nothing was in writing, so there were faculty meetings every single day for almost three weeks before school opened up.

CL: Where did you come from prior to that?

MH: I came from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.  I had served one year as a full-time graduate assistant teaching at least two courses per semester for two semesters.  I had just completed my master’s in one calendar year.  

CL: How long have you been now associated with Clinton Community College?

MH: This is my 37th year of teaching here that I am completing.

CL: Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked at the college and what do you remember best about what their contribution was to the enterprise?

MH: There were, I believe, 13 of us to begin with.  In the math department, there was Adele Whiteman and myself.  In the history department, there was Frank DiSorbo and Donald Boyd.  In the science division, there was Pat Mack and Cornelia Monroe.  She only lasted one year.  The English department had three people.  There was Barry McGee, Raychess Dean and Cary Herrick.  And in the business division, there was Michael Schwartz and Laurie Mazzarapi.  Our first librarian was Ruth Riggs.  

CL: Was there a Healthy Physical Education person, too?

MH: HPE was Clark Hurdick, of course.

CL: So you’re the only remaining person of that initial group?
MH: Yes.

CL: Besides yourself, who do you think made a significant, long-term contribution to the college?

MH: Well, Michael Schwartz, of course, became the Dean of Continuing Education.  He was the first one in that position and so all precedents that were established for Continuing Education were done by Michael Schwartz.  Frank DiSorbo and Don Boyd got the history curriculum underway.  They started from nothing and created the entire curriculum in history that we had up to that time, and it was considerable.  In the math department, there was just the two of us.  Adele Whiteman was considered to be the senior person.  She had spent, I guess, close to 20 years teaching in high school.  I was able to create the calculus curriculum, one, two and three, from scratch.  Adele had already created the two courses Fundamentals of Mathematics, a liberal arts survey course, and College Algebra and Trigonometry, one and two, before I got here, so she certainly got the ball rolling on that.  I was kind of the late addition to the group, having to wait until my master’s degree was completed before I joined the faculty.

CL: Ah, so you were just finishing up.

MH: Of the others, of course, Ruth Riggs got the library going but she very quickly left.  I’m not sure whether it was one year or two years, but very quickly she moved on to another community college.  Cary Herrick stayed for a while but the cold of this area literally affected her aging hands.  For example, she had much worse arthritis within just a few years so she left for a warmer climate.  Laurie Mazzarapi got a better offer.  I’m not even sure what type of school she went on to.  As I said, I know that she got a better offer and left in a relatively short period of time.  

CL: Down through the years, did you get to know many of the faculty and staff and which ones were most interesting in your view?

MH: I naturally got to know the entire faculty as they came and went, at least all of the full-time.  I did not get to know many of the adjuncts, but all of the full-time.  I believe it was the second year, we added two people in the business area; Bill Elliott, who was very interesting because he had programmed the Army’s computer when they had “a” computer.  He had also graduated from Clarkson, as I did, but about 20 years earlier.  Tom Raney, who retired just a few years ago, had also come from Clarkson, and we had graduated at the same time.  We just didn’t know each other when we were at Clarkson.  So he and I did have offices just across from each other and I really enjoyed spending time with Tom.  He seemed to be a good source of advice.  I remember one time that I changed my attendance policy.  It was to be in harmony with his.  The administration had indicated that I needed to do something to change my policy and Tom gave me the best advice.  

CL: Kind of switching gears a little bit, were there every any town/gown problems or problems in the relationship with the college sponsors?

MH: Town/gown.  Is that town vs the college?

CL: Yes.  You know, Plattsburgh vs the college in relationships or with the legislature, the sponsor.

MH: There were a number of difficulties between faculty and legislature or faculty and Board of Trustees, but I would not characterize them as town/gown.  The City of Plattsburgh and the Town of Plattsburgh have really welcomed the college pretty much with open arms from the beginning.  

CL: When did collective bargaining come to the campus and what do you remember about how it affected the campus?

MH: Actually, collective bargaining was here essentially from the start.  There were mandates, State law, etc., to implement the Taylor Law the year I was hired.  I remember that, after several interviews, college Presidents and division chairs indicating they were having a problem hiring because the Taylor Law was being implemented and they really didn’t know how many they could hire, etc.  Positions were not fully cleared, so the Faculty Association, I recall, was created in the process of the first year.  It had pretty much begun in that three-week period before school opened and it became a finalized form during the first semester.  

CL: At that time, it was just faculty on it, not other groups?

MH: Yes.  That’s basically what was here.  There was the administration and then there was the faculty.  There just wasn’t anybody else.  

CL: What do you think the impact of the collective bargaining unit being established was on the college history?

MH: There have been definitely times when this process has put people who should be allies at each other’s throats.  I can remember there was a time when I was the lowest paid assistant professor in the State of New York.  We had for a long time a history of trading the very bottom position with Columbia Greene.  So it left a very bad taste in our mouths, in general.

CL: Do you recall how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings on campus?  Were there any problems around this?

MH: When we first opened, we were only using the bottom two floors of the main building.  The cottages, etc. were basically vacant and not much attended to.  I remember that first year, there were huge sheets of plywood that were preventing people from going up any other stairways that went above the second floor.  The only way to get up there was to use the freight elevator.  It went around the plywood.  Of course, only faculty and the buildings and grounds or maintenance people were to be using that freight elevator.  It was amazing the amount of furniture and so on that had been left in those upper floors.

CL: I think maybe it might be interesting to note, for the record, what this college was before that, what that furniture was.

MH: Directly before the college acquired this building, it had been a place where the novitiate for a group, I believe it was the Dominicans, there was literally a monastery here.  Soon-to-be priests were doing what they called their novitiate here.  They were doing training of a sort here, educational work, and before that, it had been a luxury hotel.  It has been said that it was specifically a luxury hotel which had discriminated to the point where its clientele was essentially Jewish.  So rather than discriminating against them, it discriminated in their favor.  

CL: Could you describe some of the changes that came about in terms of buildings as it went along?

MH: After we had been here two years, they started to open the third floor.  I remember there was a time my first office was on the first floor next to what became the elevator.  The elevators came along after we had gotten up to the fifth floor, in the process of going up to the fifth floor.  We had opened up just the third floor and that was, like I said, after a couple of years.  I would say it was close to a period of 10 years before we opened up the fourth floor and with it, the fifth floor.  The faculty almost entirely moved to the fifth floor and that must have been the late, actually the mid-‘80s.  I remember that my office at the time was on the third floor.  I believe it was something like 321.  It was out in the wings next to the fire doors.  A construction worker on the fifth floor had left a hose running over the weekend.  So literally, this water poured down.  It literally dripped on one of my math books for a particular class, drenched the entire thing, ran off of my desk, went through the floor and went clear down as far as the President’s office on the second floor.  I understand that there was a music system, a stereo system that was destroyed.  I’m not sure about computers.  We didn’t have too many at the time, but there was a considerable amount of damage done.  I remember drying out my book on my wood stove at home.  That would have been right around 1985.  So in 1985, we were in construction for the fifth floor.  At that time, our offices were scattered throughout the building.  Mine happened to be on the third floor.  There were quite a few people on the third floor and down.  
CL: Was the college foundation active in the early days of the college and how successful do you feel it was and do you remember some of the early leaders of that foundation?

MH: I do not really remember the early leaders.  I do not really remember how early it existed.  I would say, from the early years on, it was just nowhere near as active as it has become.  I know that now Steve Frederick is a person I work very closely with, whereas earlier people…the foundation, for example, put on a Hotel Champlain night and it was a very successful thing.  A golf tournament had been one of the early developments.  But other than those things, the people who were directing that foundation were isolated enough from the faculty that I don’t even remember them off the top of my head.  

CL: What were some of the most interesting or exciting times, situations or incidents that you were aware of?

MH: I remember the first year we had difficulty with the very first President.  We had a day that was called Black Saturday, when that first President came in and his concern was Saturday and evening classes just hadn’t been set up.  He literally, as Jim Pletcher put it that day, crucified the Dean in front of the faculty.

CL: Jim Pletcher was the first Academic Dean?

MH: Jim Pletcher was the first Academic Dean, and he literally was crucified by the President in front of the faculty, reproached and any other type of humiliating word you can think of, for a public embarrassment.  

CL: This was a public meeting?

MH: This was a meeting of the entire faculty on a Saturday morning.  It had been called with very short notice.  I believe it was called on Friday for Saturday.  One of the things that immediately happened was that we had a faculty meeting that Friday afternoon and wrote a letter to the President saying that we didn’t feel that this so-called emergency meeting was with sufficient notice or with sufficient agenda and was inappropriate on a non-school day under the circumstances.  And that day did not sit well.  Basically from that time on, the faculty and that President were at odds.  We did go to the Board of Trustees.  Finally, that President was terminated and Jim Pletcher was made Dean in Charge and we had a celebration party after that.  It was one of the best shindigs we ever had here!

CL: Did you establish evening courses and Saturday courses at that point, or did that come later?

MH: The evening courses were started fairly quickly.  There was not much in the way of a math offering at that time, but I do remember that, shortly after that time within a few years, a standard part of my load was two math courses at night.  I was teaching both Monday night and Wednesday night for a very long part of my career.  I would say at least 10 years, perhaps more.  

CL: Other interesting or exciting events that come to mind as you think back?

MH: I particularly remember the Last Day parties that became a tradition for a long time.  It was, of course as I said, Last Day, so exams, etc. were all over and when all of the academics for the semester were over there was a party.  The Student Government funded this party.  Back then, the drinking age was different.  This was not a dry campus, so there was generally a quantity of beer available, a dance band and dancing.  There was quite a party each year.  Those were certainly memorable.  Moving up to the fifth floor was certainly an eventful time for the faculty.  I remember that we even had to go through a form of, as it were, picking names out of a hat and seniority, etc. to establish who was going to be in which office.  But it certainly marked some progress of the college.  I am not quite sure when the gym was opened.  I believe it was in the vicinity of 1990.  That was the first additional building that was added to the campus, and it was a long time in the planning.  Before that, we had to use other school’s gyms.  As I recall, we used the gym on South Catherine Street,  Our Lady of Victory, as I recall, was the gym we used until we had our own gym.  We also used some of Plattsburgh State’s facilities.  For example, we had a hockey club for a considerable length of time and we had to use the ice at Plattsburgh State for that club.

CL: What do you think the impact of Clinton Community College has been on the community and what are some of its biggest accomplishments?

MH: I think, as far as the impact, it really has had a tremendous educational value for the community.  Despite the fact there was already a four-year school here, our focus was entirely different and our students were, for example, people who could not get into Plattsburgh State because of their high school backgrounds and who did not really have the funding for Plattsburgh State.  At that time, a book had come out, Down and Out in Academia, and it spoke of the community college student at that time as at least being a basically underprivileged person.  I remember it being said, when I came here, that the reason the Federal Government was putting so much money into this particular community college was that, at the time, Clinton County had the lowest literacy rate north of the Mason Dixon and east of the Mississippi River.  So it had a reputation for low academia and the college has had a tremendous impact on that, I believe.  Many of my former students are now teachers in this area, some of them outstanding teachers.  One of my former students is a principal at Plattsburgh High.  Literally, at times there have been as many as a dozen of my former students teaching here at this community college.  I would say the overall quality of education in the area has certainly been impacted by Clinton Community College.

CL: So you would say that the education impact has been its biggest accomplishment.

MH: I would certainly say so.  There has been some cultural impact, but the main impact is that of academic.

CL: Has there been any real disappointment that the college wasn’t able to achieve something it should have or followed through on something it should have done?

MH: There have been a number of people, myself included, who would have liked to have seen more in the way of a pre-engineering curriculum and transfer to that type of school.

CL: Spoken like a Clarkson graduate.

MH: Yes!  While we have had isolated students who went that route when they left Clinton, we have never really been able to get something going.  When we had the electrical technology program, for example, it was terminated after a relatively short period of time.  Other programs in that technology-type area have fallen flat, whereas really and truly, students, if we had an accurate reputation, would realize that doing their first two years here and then going on to their engineering schools…Clarkson now is close to $40,000 a year.  So students coming here for their first two years even up as a junior at Clarkson would be saving themselves close to $80,000.  

CL: So do you think that’s a marketing problem?  We don’t market that or is it the quality of our programs in those areas never got established well enough?

MH: There was a problem very early on in the math/science area of courses, like Calculus 2, being cancelled for low enrollment.  Unfortunately, it was very difficult to convince isolated administrators of the importance of letting low-enrolled, required courses go early on, and that really hurt the program.  If a person is thinking of going on to a top-rate engineering school or science school, they don’t want to be shut out of a required, an important course like calculus or physics.  They want to know they can get what they need when they’re here.

CL: You may have already responded to this one, but I’ll just highlight it anyway.  What do you wish, if anything, had been achieved that has not been achieved?  That may be similar to what you just said.

MH: I think our marketing as a source for transfer has not really been accomplished to the extent it could be.  The value of our Stafford science and arts has never really been fully marketed.  We have, for example, a clean room and clean room technology has not really been exploited there, even though we have had Wyatt, up north of us, which could have used it to a much larger degree.  We have state-of-the-art technology throughout the school.  For example, a faculty member who recently attended a conference at Monroe Community College was aware that someone needed smart board technology for their particular presentation.  It was pointed out that they had to borrow the smart board and its associated technology from a school in Toronto.  They did not have it at Monroe Community or any of the local schools, but we had that in many rooms.  I, myself, was able to put my notes on a daily basis on my web site so that students could, almost instantly, see notes if they had missed them.  So we have state-of-the-art technology and it just has not been accurately conveyed to the community.
CL: What, if any, are the most difficult problems that were faced while you were associated with the college?

MH: Low morale.  Whenever we went through negotiations, morale dipped tremendously.  I remember at least once when we went to work to rule, the following year when students were asked to take the senior survey, they rated Clinton as the very lowest when it comes to professor accessibility.  So the work to rule was effective.  We certainly conveyed that we were only available for 15 working hours and five hours of office hours.  But that type of thing conveys very, very low morale and it pervades even search committees now.

CL: What programs or other college services, such as student services, community involvement, athletics or especially programs of study, do you remember well?

MH: I remember the hockey club that we had that even went to the Eastern Junior Championships.  They were at least in the final four and I remember the championship games being played in Lake Placid.  I remember going down into the very cold, big arena in Lake Placid and watching that game.  So that was certainly a draw and, unfortunately, it was dropped.  The basketball program has certainly been something that always had the support of the college and the community to some extent, but it struggled from the beginning.  Now it’s a blossoming program.  Soccer from the very beginning played a big role in our athletic program.  There are a lot of very good high school teams in this area, so we can draw well from them and both the men’s and women’s teams lately have been championship teams.
CL: Any particular program of study that you think has stood out?

MH: The electrical technology was certainly pioneering.  Business at times has really been outstanding, but it has really had its difficulties; at times, low enrollment.  Post-Vietnam War, it was a big draw because people, who had been anti-establishment because of the war, suddenly realized that they did have to work in this nasty, wicked world.  Business was one of the areas that they chose to work in and become educated in, so it had a very big draw and, all of a sudden, boom, its market began to decrease.  Again, what was the reading of that question?

CL: What programs or college services, such as student services, community involvement, athletics or especially programs of study, do you remember?

MH: OK, so I mentioned the electrical technology, the business.  Math/science, of course, is the area I’ve always been associated with.  I’ve certainly had some outstanding students.  In fact, one of my former students became a PhD in electrical engineering; I should say, acquired a PhD in electrical engineering, and actually was involved in developing the stealth on our B1 and B2 bombers – world-famous engineer.  So the math/science program has certainly been well-qualified.  It just doesn’t seem like we can attract enough of the best-qualified students to it.

CL: That kind of segues to my next question.  In your opinion, what was it about Clinton Community College that attracted the students?  What set it apart from any other colleges?

MH: What has always attracted students to this college has been the fact that we have the open door.  Students who find themselves kind of slacking, for lack of a better word, in high school, who really now wanted to go ahead and get a good education, found themselves unable to go to the big name colleges, and so they felt that Clinton, with the small classes, was a good place to start.  I think that has been the best draw from the very start, the fact that we had small classes, a homey atmosphere, that the faculty was always interested in their students.  They knew that, if they went to a big school, they could be simply a number or a name in a seat.  

CL: What was the relationship between the college and SUNY Central?  Did this relationship change over time?

MH: We’ve never had what I would describe as a close working environment with SUNY Central.  It has remained what some people might describe as a distant big brother.  Certainly, they were governing and laying down rules, law, so to speak, dictum, but they were not somebody that we could approach with good ideas or as a source of good ideas.  They were not advisory, so to speak.  Programs had to go through SUNY Central but not much in the way of help from them.

CL: Some of these next few questions you may or not be able to answer.  Are you aware of how and why the need for a college came up and were there opponents to the idea?
MH: I don’t know about opponents.  I know that local politicians, people involved in governance here in the County recognized an economic need for better-trained workers, more opportunities for people.  Young people, in order to get a good job, had traditionally had to leave Clinton County in order to get a good job.  Long before I was on the scene, the college was founded in 1966, a number of local politicians, local government officials recognized, with a great deal of foresight, the need for Clinton County.

CL: Do you remember how they chose the first President and why they chose that person?

MH: The first President was chosen long before I got here.  The first President, as well as the Academic Dean, was involved in my interview.  My interview was basically just with those two people.  

CL: What attracted you to this college?

MH: I had already done a number of interviews.  Nothing was forthcoming.  An offer, that was reasonably good for the times, came up immediately, as I said within two days, from Clinton Community and there was also the fact that it was known that a lot of Federal money was coming into Clinton Community College, so that when it came to any kind of technology that I had been working with, I was assured by the President that all I had to do was ask for it and we would have it.

CL: Did you face any special challenges coming in here?

MH: I had worked at RPI for a year.  I had taught its freshman calculus class.  I had also taught architectural engineers, or architectural students, linear algebra.  I had people in the class that I knew were a lot smarter than I was.  I came from that environment to Clinton Community, where everything I was teaching the first year, I knew before I left high school.  So it was a challenge to adjust to the students we had at Clinton Community College and to properly esteem them and respect them.

CL: These are just quick, follow-up, ending questions.  Are there any other questions I should ask or any other comments you would like to make?

MH: I remember the first year one of the interesting things we did was, it seemed like every other day, the electricity would be off and, the days that the electricity was on, the heat was off.  So we had many, many classes out in what is now the second-floor lobby around the big fireplace and the students, together with the buildings and grounds people, would build a large, wood fire in that fireplace and that’s literally how we would conduct our classes, two or three classes, in that lobby.

CL: And for the record, it’s still cold in this room today.

MH: Yes.  So I would have a portable blackboard, which I remember several times, as I put pressure on the chalkboard, it literally swung around and hit me from behind.

CL: I think I’ll take this opportunity to thank you very much for your time and for your good memories that you have shared.

MH: You are quite welcome.  I enjoyed the experience.
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