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JG: We welcome President Al Light to our oral history project.  Would you tell us how and when you first became associated with Clinton Community College and how long you were associated with it?
AL: I was employed as president of Clinton Community College starting in February of 1971 and I continued until I retired in September of 1986.

JG: That’s a considerable time.

AL: I was there 16 years.

JG: Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked  at the college and what do you remember best about their contributions?

AL: When I arrived at Clinton the person who had been the acting president was the dean of the college, James Pletcher.  He was the acting president at the time.  He served the college very well.  He was one of the first employees of the college.  He brought great experience to it.  Along with him was the person who was the dean of students, William Eveleth.  Now those two people were outstanding and had done much for college up to that point.  For the next quite a number of years they served the college very, very well.  

JG: Obviously you did get to know members of the faculty and staff.  Which ones were most interesting or helpful to the college?

AL: There are quite a few of them.  I think going back, the people were: Adele Wightman, Clark Herdic, Phil Hardy, and a very young fellow at that time, Mike Helinger.  I think Mike Helinger is still on the faculty there.  

JG: OK.  Thank you.  Were there ever any town-gown problems or problems with the relationship with the sponsor?

AL: Undoubtedly there were before I came, because I was not the first president of Clinton Community College.  The first president was asked to leave.  From what I was told, again I did not experience this, he and the board of supervisors of Clinton County were at one another’s throats for about a year and a half.  This was during the initial stages of the set-up of the college.  The college was chartered in 1966.  It did not start its first class until 1969.  In that time they had planned to start a class in 1968 but problems occurred.  I don’t know what those problems were.  The first class actually was enrolled but then they were asked to transfer to Adirondack Community College in Glens Falls, so it was a year later that the classes actually started on the new campus, which was the old hotel.  
JG: During your time do you recall any town-gown problems or problems with the sponsor?

AL: Fortunately, no.  We had some serious discussions on occasion but not real serious problems.  Our greatest problem from the very beginning was money.  As a result of that I think our Board of Trustees were all appointed on the basis of their conservatism.  That led to some problems later on.  

JG: Yes, I imagine it would.  

AL: The problems that occurred later on were, again, financial.

JG:  When did collective bargaining come to the campus and what do you remember about how it affected the college?
AL: It started out initially on the basis of money, salaries.  At times it got to be quite serious, with picketing and this kind of thing although we never had people leave the classroom.  They did picket for many, many, periods of time.  All of it, again, was on the basis of salaries and, truthfully, salaries were low.  

JG: You mentioned picketing.  I wondered if there were any other special problems or achievements relating to collective bargaining.

AL: My reaction at the moment is that most of it was negative.  They did not achieve what they had hoped to achieve.  What they did as a result of the picketing was to create a wall that was very difficult to overcome.  It finally settled down, but it took many years for it to settle down.  It created, also, animosity in the community.  
JG: Do you recall how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings?  

AL: I’m not familiar with how they initially set up.  When they got the charter they started working on finding property, finding places to have classes and established many, many different routes.  Most of them did not really take place until they finally settled on renting Hotel Champlain, which is on the bluff overlooking Lake Champlain.  It was on a rental basis and it was not until, I think I was the president when this happened, and it was probably about 1974 or '75 when finally they agreed to purchase the hotel and adjacent properties.  This was almost 10 years after the charter.

JG: Oh really?  Were there problems about developing the new campus?  
AL: Of course we had the usual problems.  We had all of the construction-type problems.  First we used the first floor for our few offices and for classrooms.  Then we moved to the second floor, then to the third floor, then to the fourth floor.  We did it by stages.  Again, all of this was on the basis of money.  Once the county and the state purchased the building then we went into a serious renovation program.  That was not completed until, oh my goodness, in the ‘80’s.  

JG: Did the change to a permanent campus affect the atmosphere of the college?

AL: Yes it did.  Definitely.  It was a very positive step both for the community and for the faculty of the college.  It gave some permanence to what was going on.  People began to look at the college as a transient no longer.  It was something that was established and was going to stay there.  

JG: That it was there to stay.

AL: Yes.

JG: Was the college foundation active while you were there and how successful do you feel it was?

AL: No.  We had no foundation initially.  It was started on the basis of the man who really looked forward and that was a man by the name of Mark Raybun.  With his idea, and his pushing we finally got a foundation started.  With trustees such as Leroy Douglas and William Forrance and the push of these people, as well as many community people, the foundation was started and is very successful today.  Of course this is quite a number of years later, but once it started, it progressed and kept progressing.
JG: Do you remember what year it started?  Approximately?

AL: I would say in the middle ’70’s; probably ’75 or ’76.

JG: Going back to looking at the college overall in general, what were some of the most interesting or exciting times, situations, or incidents that you were aware of, and what were the outcomes?

AL: Well, I think that the most positive occurrence that I can recall was the purchase of the building and the site.  It had all kinds of potential, and finally the community was able to look at it and say “Yes, this is a good, good place to start.”  Here was a building of national renown that anyone who had been north of Albany knew about.  People began to look at it and say, “Yes we’re really on the way now.”  I think that was one of the biggest occurrences that happened.  As I said earlier, it made people feel that there was a purpose for the college.  Also there was the relationship with Plattsburgh State.  The president of Plattsburgh, George Angell, was probably one of the prime movers behind the community college at Plattsburgh.  He, along with the county legislature, got the whole thing started.  Everywhere along the way, George Angell was always there for support.  That was very helpful to everybody both at the college and in the community.  
JG: Any other particularly exciting things?

AL: The day I retired.  

JG: I’ll bet you got a swell send off!

AL: I can’t think of any other particularly exciting things at the moment.

JG: What do you wish had been achieved that was not?  If there is anything.
AL: I think our goals were met.  That was getting it started, getting it to be a permanent element in the community; giving the people of the community a chance to really move ahead.  The Clinton County area, along with Essex and Franklin that surround us, are very low income communities.  Many, many people back in the ’70’s had no opportunity to go to college after high school.  This college, along with North Country in Saranac Lake, gave people an opportunity that was never there before.  Many of them could not foresee going someplace where they would not be successful and it would cost them far more money than they could afford at the time.  That was a big, big item.  
JG: What do you think are the college’s biggest accomplishments or disappointments? 
AL: You know, I can’t think of any disappointments.  I think of all the accomplishments, the opportunities for the many thousands of people in this area that just could not have that opportunity before.  I think that’s a big accomplishment.  Now, of course, there are programs that did very well.  As an example, we took over from the hospital in Plattsburgh, the nursing program that was a diploma program at the hospital; it was a very good nursing program.  We took it over as a degree program and registered nursing program.  That has been extremely successful, and that the community is always praising, and rightfully.  Of course there have been others that have been added, technical programs which, again, serve the community, started well.  
JG: What, if any, are the most difficult problems faced while you were associated with the college and what were the outcomes?

AL: I think our biggest problem was always the same one: money.  Our county is very conservative.  Our county supervisors or legislators are very conservative.  As a result when they think about the supposed one third, one third and one third funding program, which has never been that, they have always been on the conservative side.  The state does not do enough to finance colleges.  Also, the 50 percent program for construction has always been a difficult one.  So I’m right back to where I started earlier, money was always the biggest problem from my point of view.  
JG: You mentioned the nursing program.  What other programs or college services like student services, community involvement, athletics, do you particularly remember?

AL: Our athletic program was there and available but never what you would call a national leader.  We just did not have the talent and with a two-year program it was very difficult to get talent and, of course, we could offer no kind of scholarship or that kind of thing.  So the athletic program was there and available for people who wanted to enjoy the program but were not looking to go on to become stars in any kind athletic program.  The community services?  It took a while for us to really get involved in community service because we were trying to get established in our academic programs but there has been much done in that area in the last 25 years.  I think, again, the program that’s been the most noted is the nursing program because of our medical center here in Plattsburgh.  We’ve had a hospital here for 100 years and it was a good hospital but now, it’s an excellent hospital.  They always needed nurses and needed them badly.  This has really served a community need that was very, very noted throughout.
JG: In your opinion, what was it about Clinton that attracted students and what set it apart from the other colleges?

AL: Hmm…  I think that what attracted them was the availability or accessibility.  Again, the conservatism of the area plays a role in that.  Some of these people did not feel that they could compete at a state university college or that they would not be successful at a state university college, to say nothing about any university elsewhere.  Also, the cost was within reach.  Those items had become, and I am sure they still are, very, very important.  I think this showed by the growth of the college, which started out with relatively few, about 200 students, to now over 2000.  

JG: What was the relationship between the college and SUNY Central Administration?  Did it change over time?

AL: Yes it did.  When I came here to Clinton there seemed to be a serious distrust among the community leaders here of SUNY Central.  I think that goes back to the importance that was placed on SUNY when they hired the first president.  "They" meaning the county and the trustees who hired the first president.  He was hired on the basis of a recommendation from SUNY Central and that did not work out well.  As a result of that, there was a serious mistrust, or distrust, of SUNY Central.  It took a few years to get that back in order.  I’d say it was probably about 1975 when Chancellor Boyer brought in as associate chancellor a community college president, Neal Robbins.  That made a lot of difference.  
JG: Was there a community college office in Central Administration when you became president?

AL: Yes.  S. V. Martorana but I don’t remember what his title was.  He was the boss, so to speak, at that time.

JG: Are you aware of how and why the need for a college came up?

AL: The discussion of a community college went on among the county supervisors.  We did not have a board of legislators.  All the county supervisors from the various towns and so on throughout the county met as county supervisors.  The discussion went on for about 10 years before it actually was accomplished.  Again, I was not privy to any of that.  I was not here at the time.  I do know there was a long history.  Actually, trustees were appointed to the college before the college was even established so they worked on it for a long while.  Now, again, I tell you this from hearsay.  
JG: Was there opposition to the establishing of the college?  

AL: Among the people in the county I would think there was very little.  Most opposition occurred among the supervisors themselves.  And that opposition was discussion-type opposition.  It never was a knock-down, drag-out battle but, as I said, it took almost 10 years to get the college charter.  It took some time and a lot of discussion before it occurred.  I was not part of it so I can only tell you what I was aware of when I came here.  

JG: What attracted you to Clinton and what challenges did you face?

AL: I was the vice president and academic dean of Adirondack Community College.  I had met with many of the community college leaders.  As a result of that and especially as a result of the leadership of Robert Eisenhart who was the president of Adirondack, as one day he said, “Clinton Community College is interested in asking you to apply for the presidency over there."  I said, “I’m not sure I’m ready for it.”  But anyway…  You don’t want to go into my history but I finally did apply for the position.  I met with the trustees and after many prolonged and excellent discussions, I finally decided, "Well, yes, maybe this is an opportunity because I can only go up from here both personally and of course secondarily because I’m a native of the area."  It was an opportunity to come home.  
JG: What particular challenges did you face?

AL: Everything was a challenge.  This was really on the ground floor.  After the relationship with the first president, things were quite strained; strained with the first president and strained with the state university.  From there it was a matter of building.  It was a real challenge and one that I really enjoyed.  Fortunately it worked out well.  
JG: Now, are there any other questions I should ask or any other comments that you would like to make?  

AL: I suppose there are many but I can’t think of them at the moment.  It was a real challenge which I enjoyed.  As I said, I stayed with it for 16 years and every day was a challenge.  Every day was something new, with the beginning of new programs, the beginning of students coming in, the beginning of the development of a physical plant; all of these were real challenges that I enjoyed.  But then, I got tired.  It was time to quit!  Sweet, isn't it?
JG: Yes, that's right!  Thank you very much for sharing your experiences with us!
AL: You are very welcome.
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