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JV: Mr. Mawhinney, what was your first involvement with OCC?

DM: It is my pleasure to be involved and help in any way I can with the history of the college.  I’m glad to see you this afternoon.  My first involvement goes back to my time on the Board of Supervisors, which was the Legislature of Onondaga County back in the 1950s.  I went on that legislative body in 1958 and we started talking about whether to have a community college in Onondaga County.  About 1959 we had an ad hoc committee, which included I’m sure then Legislature Chairman John Mulroy who later went on to become County Executive, and another leading legislator that I remember off-hand was Ephraim Shapero, who succeeded Mr. Mulroy as Chairman of the Legislature.  He had our committee meetings, two or three of them, and we decided that we would go to an expert on this subject of higher education, who was Syracuse University Chancellor William Pearson Tolley, who was a highly respected educator nationwide.  We actually thought that he would give us some good advice.  I personally thought he would say well you have LeMoyne College, you have Syracuse University, and you have Maria Regina and you don’t need another college in our small community but he invited us into his office up at Syracuse University and told us to have a chair and he said I want to start right off by telling you gentlemen I appreciate you coming up and I understand that we’re going to talk about community colleges.  I can sum it up very easily – it is my recommendation that you follow the trend, which is that community colleges are here, they are a great thing, they are here to stay and our wonderful community should have the benefit of having a community college in Central New York.  He said that if there is anything that I, as Chancellor, or Syracuse University can do to help you with this project, you just call us and we’ll be right there to help.  So that was the first contact.  Then we have our legislators gather together and we’ve got a consensus and there was a resolution adopted in 1961, I believe, adopting the concept for our Onondaga County and we went on to appoint five members of our community as the first county contribution toward the nine member board.  The other four were to be appointed by the Governor under the state education law that set up the concept of community colleges.  So that was my first involvement and without asking me my friends and colleagues on the county legislature went ahead and appointed me as their representative on this first Board of Trustees.
JV: What year was that?

DM: That was 1961 and I have had the privilege of serving ever since.

JV: And you have served in that capacity from 1961 until this point today, correct?

DM: Yes.

JV: In fitting in with this from what you just said about Chancellor Tolley, what is your concept of OCC’s mission?

DM: Well, the mission is to provide for the needs of our community specifically in the context of the State University of New York for the whole state but to specialize in educational needs of our particular community.  So, we’ve had Dental Hygiene and we’ve had Electrical Engineering and Mechanical Engineering; we’ve had many different courses and they’ve changed over the years both fine arts, liberal arts and the more mechanical type of things that industry is looking for help with right off the bat, and the concept is to have open access to as many people as possible who want to come to seek the very good education that the two-year college people provide.  We’ve had an excellent group of faculty members from the beginning and it’s not very often that you can have the benefit of small classes and professors and assistant professors of that high-level teaching especially at a sophomore college.  So we feel that we do provide, and have for forty years, excellent education tuned to the needs of our particular community and I think we have fulfilled at least that commission.  We’ve gone from zero students to I think we have maybe 25,000 or 26,000 students going up there and other people in the community taking advantage of the facilities at OCC.
JV: Excellent. Thanks.  How would you describe the students and staff at OCC from your relationship with them over the years?

DM: Well, the students have been wonderful.  It’s a wonderful variety of people, cross-section of our community, plus we now have students coming from maybe fifty different countries around the world, which is interesting.  But we have a very diverse student body.  They are all interested in bettering themselves with the help of their professors and they have the right motivation whereas they might not have had it somewhere else.  I have talked to parents who have said they’ve sent their children to one four-year university or another at great expense, weren’t able to click, left for one reason or another - often lack of motivation - and they have seen the light and come to OCC where they have been treated to the kind of remedial assistance that they needed and the kind of inspiration that our professors provide.  So that it’s been a wonderful experience to see people that may have failed in life brought around to where they become great successes.
JV: That’s great.  What would you say then was most rewarding about your experience at OCC?  What did you find personally rewarding?
DM: Well, I think just being there day after day, year after year, having the opportunity to participate in this very worthwhile endeavor provided by the community, including the State of New York, which is a partner with our sponsoring county, Onondaga County, and thereby having a chance to work not only with the students and the faculty but Onondaga County government people, wonderful people, our partners and the State of New York.  I have spent a lot of time with all of the Chancellors who have served in the State University of New York because of the opportunity that I have been given and it’s been very rewarding and it’s still a springboard to greater and more wonderful achievements in education.  So I’m glad to be included in this group.

JV: That’s great.  What were the greatest challenges that you’ve probably faced while you were at OCC?

DM: Well, the challenges are probably too many to enumerate.  I served as the Chair of the Board of Trustees on two different occasions and then, of course, working up to that particular position we always served as Vice Chair and before that our other corporate office of Secretary.  Every day there are new challenges but they are wonderful.  The first challenge, of course, was just creating the college itself and that was very much in doubt and there was discussion in the community.  Some people thought we should just be another BOCES, but the state law helped us because we were to come within that framework.  Liberal Arts had to be included because it was supposed to be a broad-based education.  That was a challenge.  Another challenge for me as Chairman of the Campus Building Committee was to decide where the new campus should be.  We started at Midtown Plaza in downtown Syracuse in 1961-62 and it was very nice down there, everybody has a good time, but it wasn’t constructed for a college campus.  It was very limited in many ways.  The college wanted and was entitled to its own campus.  The campus could not be in that location because our partner, the State of New York, which shares 50/50 capital expenses, had some rules and one of them was that you had to have a minimum of 25 acres of campus.  There wasn’t 25 acres available in downtown Syracuse to meet that preliminary requirement.  So even though there were people who thought it would be harmful to leave downtown Syracuse, we made the difficult decision with the blessing of the County Legislature and the County Executive who was then the Honorable John H. Mulroy, and we moved to the county farm, which the county already owned and received a very nice credit toward its fifty-percent share of the cost of building the campus.  We ended up with 130 acres of wonderful land with a beautiful view and the worries that the people couldn’t get there because it was up on a hill outside of downtown area turned out to be false because as you can see we have thousands of people going up there including an extra ninety thousand people enjoying the jazz festival with no trouble at all.  So, I guess that the decision to go there turned out to be a good one.
JV: Absolutely.  Thank you.  What do you think were the most important changes to occur at OCC over the years?  Maybe in curriculum, or in…

DM: That’s difficult for me to really carve out specifics but the changes have just been the normal changes of creation, growth, societal changes – different things became important.  We, at the college, tried to be flexible and work with the community and meeting the needs of the community.  We tried to and still listen very attentively to what people tell us in the community.  We have lots of adjunct professors as well as the full-time professors.  They come on our campus and also do a wonderful job teaching our students and in that way we keep up with the changes.  So, I think it’s the continual changes, a continual thing we keep our eye on and our new president, Dr. Sydow, is very good at feeling the pulse of the community and the State of New York and meeting its needs.

JV: Excellent.  My next question would be more about some specifics of the history.  What did you think were the highest and lowest points in OCC’s history that you remember?
DM: Well, that’s a tough question too.  I don’t know; this is a Tim Russert question.  I know that you have no ulterior motives in asking me questions.  But, once again, from my perspective, from the beginning…are you talking about challenges now or the most important changes or the highest and lowest points?  Well, the lowest point was when we were just about to start and it’s been on a continual up-curve since that time.  We’ve had our bumps in the road as every institution does, but looking for low points we’re on that upward curve and I have a very positive feeling even after I’ve been in the line of fire lots of times over the years.  I don’t feel that we have any really low points.  We’ve had some differences of opinion but we’ve worked those out and we’ve been blessed by an understanding and very cooperative faculty.  You know, the college can’t operate without the faculty and ours happens to be an excellent faculty.  So, as far as I’m concerned, faculty never did anything but help us in a very positive and constructive way.  So, there are no low points with regards to the faculty.  Students have been there doing their thing all these years.  I don’t remember any real low points with regard to students.  Each student has the challenge to get the most out of his or her education as possible.  They have been doing that.  I don’t see any low points there.  Nothing but up-swing.
JV: Right.  Great.  OK, then.  I guess maybe I would ask you how you might characterize relations between OCC and the community.  There is a relationship there, obviously.

DM: Yes.  There had to be one there to begin with to create the college because it is a community college.  The concept is that this would belong to all the people of Central New York, the taxpayers and those people we want to educate so they can become taxpayers and good citizens in our community.  I think we’ve had an excellent relationship with the people in business, the people in the Chamber of Commerce, the arts; we have good representation at the college in various fine arts.  With the new Jazz Fest concept we are able to use the college campus for this enlarged purpose that gives everybody a good time and the college can show its appreciation to the community by sharing its facility.  We are doing the same thing in a much smaller way with the swimming pool and physical education building.  They have regular community organizations that come in there.  We try in every way we can to share with the community and the community responds by being good contributors mainly with talent and with participation with the college.  We just had a wonderful annual get together with high school art people from all over Upstate New York.  It really is a heartwarming thing to see the young high school artists who were exhibiting their work at the Whitney Building and other buildings come and receive the recognition they deserve, and OCC puts it together with some specific sponsors.  I think in this case Verizon was the sponsor.  So, it’s a continual day-to-day sharing with the community.  We are their college and they are our community.
JV: Excellent.  Finally, I thought you might give some of your thoughts on what the future holds for OCC.

DM: Well, it’s nothing but positive further up-swing.  It’s a joy just to be along to watch it, participate in it a little bit.  The students who are coming through have so much potential; it’s a joy to see them starting to realize it and use it and to share with them their optimism about their future.  The college is there, I hope it will be there forever in many ways.  So the future is a wonderful picture from where I sit.
JV: That’s wonderful.  I’d really like to thank you for your time for this interview today.  I hope we’ll be able to talk again in the future because I know that you’ve been very involved.  Thank you very much.

DM: Thank you for the opportunity to talk with you, Julian.
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