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RY: Please tell us how and when you first became associated with Columbia-Greene Community College and how long you were associated with it.  
CS: Actually the first thoughts of Columbia-Greene started with the group from the Industrial Management Club in Columbia County.  This was started by a man named Barney Brennan and included Jim Salerno, who both later became trustees, and Ed Post, who was the member of the Board of Supervisors.  We were discussing in general the future of Columbia County.  Out of this group came recommendations for a community college, for a county airport, and for county planning.  Because of the involvement of the supervisor, he introduced this to Columbia County in the early '60s.  He met with the Columbia County Board members and that started it.  Paul Orvis was very helpful at that time in guiding us down our path.  
RY: And Paul was?

CS: I don’t know what his title was but he was the guy that was, as far as we knew, in charge of community colleges at the State University.  I think Neal Robbins came along but I’m not sure whether Neal worked for Paul or not.  In any event, it came to a point, at the end of ’64, beginning of ’65, when the Columbia County legislature got together and appointed a study committee together with Greene County.  This was after they had some discussions with Greene County and ascertained their willingness to participate in a community college.  About that time I wrote a memo in response to a request of Sam Aldrich about how to go about starting a community college.  This was when I worked with the State Division of the Budget and had been working on community colleges and the State University budget.

RY: And I see you have a copy of that memo.  That’s wonderful.

CS: This became the basis for more discussions with Greene County.  As we got into it, as suggested by Paul Orvis, we started the study committee or steering committee to discuss the feasibility of sponsoring the college.  It was a little bit delicate in the beginning…not really knowing the desires, or the directions, or aims of the other county.  It straightened out pretty quickly.  The steering committee produced a report about the feasibility of the community college.  Part of the discussions included visits by both boards to their other board, being careful of not appearing to be overwhelming.  
Columbia County was the larger by population, and we had the problem of the other county as to where would the college be?  We couldn’t hang it off the bridge, and we couldn’t put it on a barge on the river so it became involved then with the State’s acquisition of Olana.  Sam Aldrich was involved in the acquisition of Olana, not contributing, but gathering money in Columbia County.  It was proposed to the state legislature that it be purchased.  At that time, for the first time in many years, the Assembly became Democratic because of one man one vote reapportionment.  The speaker of the Assembly would only agree to acquire Olana if there was a public purpose to it.  It became a natural because Olana is close to the bridge.  But the site question continued for a while because when the historic trust formed its group for supervising Olana, they didn’t want the college at Olana.  So then the question was, "What next?"  Eventually some representatives of the study committee from the counties met with the head of the historic trust.  It was one of the Rockefellers, down at Rockefeller Center; and they agreed to buy land adjacent to Olana for the development of the community college.  And that’s how we did it; the site was then picked.  This pleased many people from Greene County because it was just across the river from them, and Columbia County was happy because it was in Columbia County.  There was a question for a while of Greene County agreeing to this site; Bill Walker, who was the local chairman of the committee, asked me to go over and meet with the Board of Supervisors in Greene County to answer whatever questions they had.  I was surprised at that because I had only lived in the county for a relatively short period of time; I was a New Yorker.  Anyway, I met with Bill Walker and I asked him what were my directions in speaking with them, and he said simply “no equivocation;” “Answer their questions directly.”  I did; and one of the questions asked was, "Well suppose we don’t want to join?"  I said “you’re going to pay anyway.”  They were kind of taken aback at that because they were not aware of charge-backs, and I said you’re already paying Hudson Valley and some of the other community colleges for charge-backs now.  It would be the same thing here.  Whether it would be capital costs, operating costs.  I answered whatever questions they had at that point.  There were some other meetings subsequent, and it was agreed that the site would be in Columbia County.  We then proceeded to appoint the boards.  A cost sharing agreement was prepared regarding the sharing of operating costs, capital costs, trustees' appointments and so forth.  Basically it was agreed that the operating costs and capital costs would be shared on the basis of pupil population, which would be calculated every year.  

RY: And is it still carried out that way?

CS: Yes.  After the establishment of the board of trustees based upon the agreement, it was three trustees from Greene County and two from Columbia County and then the governor's split between the two.  From Columbia County it was Jim Salerno; he was the governor’s appointee, and Judge Connor.  From Greene County, it was Jack Gutterman and Jack Lynch, and I’m not sure of the third.  Anyway, we got along pretty well.  One that came along later was Barney Brennan.  Barney had been the head of the industrial management committee, and he was quite a distinguished gentlemen.  He’s still alive too, in California; no, in Florida.  We proceeded to work together to select the president and proceed with the temporary site that we had agreed upon over in Athens, and we were on our way.

RY: And how long were you a member of the Board of Trustees?

CS: From 1967 to 1987, ‘89, something like that.

RY: Over 20 years of service.  That’s wonderful.

CS: Over 20 years, yes.  It was close to 25, but I didn’t quite make it.  Along the way we met with Larry Lane when he became assemblyman for both counties because of reapportionment; he was very helpful.  Lou Pirro from Columbia County, who was Sam Aldrich’s assistant, was very helpful.  What it comes down to very simply is that no one person starts a college.  It requires the cooperation of many.  Sometimes willing, sometimes a little bit less than willing, but basically we saw that it would benefit the community.  From my own point of view, I came up from New York City where there were many college facilities available at all hours of the day or night.

RY: Even back then in the '50s and '60s?

CS: Oh yeah, I went to Brooklyn Poly at night, and got my degree at night.  I was surprised; appalled actually, that so little opportunity was available up here in Columbia County.  Anyway, that was then.

RY: Well thank goodness you arrived when you did because that was the start of the opportunity that you and the colleagues worked for in this county.

CS: I really happened to be in the right place at the right time and was able to work with those people and get something done.  It was an interesting experience for me.  

RY: Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked at the college?  I know that you've cited several already and also their contributions.  Do you want to add to that at this time?

CS: I’m talking basically about in the beginning.  Jack Gutterman was one of the early trustees.  He was very helpful.  Claude Friday was another real gentleman, and then our first chairwoman, Grace Mulberry…a very fine lady.  We all had the same purpose in mind, of education for various reasons.  Jack was in business, an industrialist in Greene County.  Claude worked for the Department of Transportation.  My other trustee with me, Judge Connor, he was nice.  I mentioned Barney Brennan and Jim Salerno.  Really they all were helpful, each in their own ways.  They all brought a point of view but more importantly we all learned to listen and listen for the purpose of running the college without any apparent regard for community interests…my county, your county… that part.  That came up at times later, but this was pretty much the circumstances then.  After the counties got the approval of the State University, we proceeded to look for a president.  The State University made it quite clear that’s the way to go, let them do basically all the work, and we agreed.

RY: I know that later we will be talking about how you chose the first president, so we can touch on that as we move ahead.  Did you get to know members of the faculty and staff, and which ones do you think were the most interesting or the most helpful to the college?

CS: Yes I did.  I’m proud to say that after about ten years or so they were all calling me by my first name and still do; the ones that are around.  The ones I remember?  Don Drum, Rosemary Robinchase or Lyonschase, Nancy Smith, Binnie Tischler, Mary Davidson.  Some of these are retired.  John McCrae.  The wheels aren't clicking…  
RY: That’s okay.  We can always add them later in the interview.  Were there ever any town-gown problems or problems in the relationship with the college sponsors as the years went on?  
CS: Not much.  Not from my point of view.  There were some during the start-up period where local businessmen in Columbia County were concerned that the college would be located in Greene County even though agreements had been reached.  But that wasn’t what you'd call a real town-gown problem.  We had a minor problem with the Town of Greenport.  We had been talking about sharing services with water and sewer.  They weren’t interested in it, so we didn’t pursue it.  So we have our own water and sewer.

RY: And that was in the early years?

CS: Yes, very early years.  That was basically it.

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

CS: I don’t recall particularly when it actually came but I do remember the union being quite interested in the direction of the college.  

RY: Is this the faculty union?

CS: Yes, the faculty union.  The college actually was more of a liberal arts school in the early years; one of our evaluations from Middle States called the college “Harvard on the Hudson,” because we did not offer any vocational technical courses, just primarily liberal arts.  This was the result of the initial hiring.  It did relate to some problems later for President Owens.  But during the course of it and later with President Van Winkle, the faculty was objecting to the direction we were taking.  That was the liberal arts faculty.  President Van Winkle was basically following board direction in moving toward the vocational and technical focus.  That was his charge.  

RY: So the faculty wanted to keep it a liberal arts institution.  

CS: Yes, they did.  And at one time, I don’t think I was board chair, but I was one of the vice chairs, we had a meeting with the faculty union, and they were complaining about the president and wanted to have some sort of petition or whatever about his behavior in that direction.  I listened to them, and I said, you know the president is following our direction.  Are you trying to tell me that the Board of Trustees can’t make policy?  The conversation ended shortly thereafter, and we proceeded.

RY: And President Van Winkle was the second president?

CS: Second president, yes.  I think I should get into the reason at this point.  President Owens was very committed to liberal arts and, having resisted to some extent proceeding in that direction along with some other behaviors on his part, this eventually led to the board deciding that he was not the man any longer to run the college.  He had done an excellent job and the staff was excellent.  He had done an excellent job in many aspects, but he was not meeting what was expected on the part of the counties or Middle States or the State.  So eventually he left. And we hired Van Winkle.  He was charged to proceed with the development of a full curriculum, and including part-time students.  He proceeded that way, and that changed the direction of the college.

RY: Was President Van Winkle in place for many years?

CS: Yes, but I don’t recall how long he was here.

RY: We can check on that.  Do you recall how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings?  

CS: Yes, quite.

RY: Okay.  What were the changes that came about in this area and what were the problems?

CS: Basically I was the chairman of the building and sites committee, and we had the problem of selecting an architect.  We proceeded to eventually hire Edgar Tafel, who actually is someone who worked with the State University Construction Department.  He was not the one I would have hired, but that was something else.  The major step we took at that point, and we followed the State University Construction Fund contract, was to include a clause that said if the bids come in over our estimate, the architect shall redesign at his own expense.  We set a budget and we agreed to it in the beginning, and during the design process, Tafel did come up and say the costs were higher and higher, which caused some consternation.  Eventually he was reminded of that clause in the contract, and he got back to work again. That was one point where my Construction Fund experience helped.  It kept this going without getting the counties unhappy about cost overruns.  

Basically there were the usual physical problems on the campus of too much rock, too much water, working with contractors, cost overruns, change orders, and unexpected conditions of rock, which required substantial a change order in the hundreds of thousands.  In any event, it proceeded and the building opened in September 1974.

RY: Was the college foundation active while you were at the college, and how successful do you feel it was?

CS: It wasn’t too active at that time.  It was starting up.  I wasn’t active in it; peripherally, if anything.
RY: Do you remember any of the foundation leaders?

CS: No.

RY: What were some of the most interesting or exciting times or incidents that you were aware of, and what were their outcomes?

CS: From my own personal point of view the most exciting time is at graduation…each graduation.  It’s nice to see their faces as they walk up to get their diploma.  That’s my reward actually in this whole thing.  Many smiles.  A few question things with "Where am I going?"  Many of them are happy with the accomplishment.  
There were other things that occurred. There was a time when we had President Van Winkle that the dean of administration did not like his evaluation.  It was not high enough to suit his purposes, and he made complaints about the president, some of which were partly so, which caused some consternation with the board.  But the board supported the president in this evaluation, and the dean took us to court.  Federal court.  We went to Federal court.  It was something or other about equal opportunity or one of those parts of the law.  It became quite long, lengthy; it was dragged on for a considerable period of time.  The lawyers were involved in negotiating and so forth, and it could have resulted in a substantial problem.  The newspapers were listening to the dean and making headlines, and we were losing some credibility with the community as well as with the sponsors.  I took it upon myself to meet with the reporter who was writing the stories on what was called ‘background,’ which basically means that he cannot cite the source or even informed sources, or whatever.  I basically said to him, why don’t you ask him certain questions.  He was complaining that the president was having substantial budget problems, and when I looked at it I found out the budget problems that he was talking about were the ones that the dean was responsible for estimating.  So I asked him to ask those questions.  The supervisors had something similar of which they were concerned.  I told them when they went to see the dean, to ask him those questions.  Things kind of quieted down a bit but still there were mixed questions.  One of the trustees was concerned about being sued and the liability of it.  There was a question whether the policy would cover us.  There was some effort to say well only the people on the finance committee or this committee should be the ones named on the suit; the other ones should be withdrawn.  Well this resulted in considerable discussion at the board level.  The result of it was that basically that concern was overcome, and it led to a settlement with the dean for some amount of money. I don’t recall what, and that closed that issue.  It was a difficult period of time.  We had two trustees who died and their estates were vulnerable, as well as each of us personally because of the way the suit had been brought up.
RY: And after the settlement, did the dean leave the college?

CS: We didn’t renew his contract.  The bylaws provided for contract periods and renewals for contract periods, and that was the understanding, that the contract was not necessarily renewable.  So we didn’t renew it.

RY: That’s a very interesting situation.  Thank you for sharing it. 
What do you think the impact of Columbia-Greene Community College has been on the community and what are its biggest accomplishments or disappointments? 

CS: Well, there can’t be any disappointments.  I think it’s meeting the needs of both counties.  I went to an Honor Society Induction, and I was impressed by the number of women who had returned to college and who were in the Honor Society.  The college served our purpose for returning women, finished with raising their children or whatever, and going back to college and to work.  But I also noticed that they weren’t very many men, and I felt that because of that, it was a disappointment on my part… that we were not engaging more men to return to college.  
From my own personal point, I felt that one of my joys was when I handed my son, Chuck, and my daughter, Katie, their diplomas.  Katie went on to become a doctor.  She went to Cornell.  They were very impressed with the human services courses that she had here, particularly the practicums.  Also in medical school, for the same reason they were impressed with the education that she got here.  My son, Chuck too; they were both honor students; they’d better be, and they went on and each one has been successful in their own way. 
A lot of graduates are working all throughout the community.  In the medical field now, with the nursing program; in any area you can think of.  Mechanical; automotive; we now have a Toyota Program.  I think the community is better in general because there are more people who know more.  And you pick the way.

RY: I really am glad you shared the story of both your daughter and your son.  It certainly is a tribute to the college and also to both of them having completed here and being so successful.  And to have their father involved in the college in this way is truly meaningful.  Congratulations.  What do you wish, if anything, had been achieved which has been not?

CS: Not too much really.  I think part of it, again, is the lower number of men returning to college. Another part too, frankly, is a sort of a peripheral issue, and that’s having closer cooperation with Olana in offering programs and training.  They’re up the hill, and we’re down here.

RY: And that closer cooperation has not developed to the way that you would like to see it?

CS: It hadn’t when I was initially involved.  It’s pretty independent right now.  The little I know of it.  I think it could mutually benefit both institutions.

RY: That’s a good point.  What, if any, are the most difficult problems that were faced while you were associated with the college?  You actually may have touched on some of them and their outcomes.  Are there any that you would like to add at this point?

CS: One was actually related to ending employment of two presidents, Owens and Van Winkle, and of course the problems that were related at the college.  That was from my point of view; I’m sure there are others with different points of view.  The other was the suit; it turned out all right.  Those basically are the ones I recollect the most.

RY: What programs or other colleges services, such as student services, community involvement, athletics or especially programs of study do you remember?  I know that you mentioned the Honor Society and also the nursing program.

CS: I think the nursing program has been particularly helpful.  It originally was offered by Columbia Memorial Hospital, and there was some hesitancy on their part to transfer it over to college but some members of the Board of Trustees were on their board and that somewhat facilitated the change.  I think it also had something to do with financial problems of the hospital, but I’m not sure of that.  
I think one of the problems also was the vocational technical courses.  I would like to see us have more courses available for the building trades.  Not necessarily two-year degree courses but certificate courses or such in plumbing, electrical, carpentry.  They wouldn’t necessarily be grand courses. And perhaps more courses now in training in the medical areas in the sense of medical administration and the intricacies of the HMOs and the like. 
RY: Certainly very complex.  Well these are excellent suggestions for moving the college forward.  In your opinion, what was it about Columbia-Greene that attracted the students, and what do you feel set it apart from other colleges?

CS: I think one of the major ones that attracted students was the fact that it was here and accessible.  As I said before, I came from New York City and anything was within an hour subway ride.  I also should say that I’m glad my grandson goes here.  Yes, he is going here.  And his grandfather will continue to push him.  
I think our nursing program sets us apart from other colleges.  I think the votech course does, primarily because of its connection to Toyota.  I think the human services program because of its insistence on practicums, practical experience.  I think one of the things too, maybe they don’t realize it, is the library; the availability of the library, and it having more than just college books.  It has a considerable amount of older books.  I think there should have been more of the history of both counties.  That would be nice, but it’s not necessary.

RY: Well it’s wonderful to learn about your library. Libraries are certainly very important to campuses.

CS: And the wide range of programs we have, I guess attracts many students, both for the two-year degree and the certificate courses.  For a small community college we have quite an extensive availability of degrees.  It takes some doing on the part of the administration.

RY: What was the relationship between the college and SUNY Central, and did this relationship change over time?

CS: The relationship with SUNY Central in the beginning was with Paul Orvis and then later with Cornelius Robbins and John Weirs.  It was excellent.  They were very helpful.  I remember Paul Orvis had a book and a little pamphlet on how to start a community college, which was very helpful to us, in addition to the meetings.  They really guided us away from any pitfalls.  From what little I know the relationship didn’t change over time, except they were less involved as the board became more experienced.  We had, on a part-time basis, Murray Block here often, and he’s been very helpful in what he’s done as well.  He was working more for the college than he was for SUNY Central.  But his experience was very helpful, as well as his guidance.

RY: How did you choose the first president and why?

CS: Well we set up a search committee, again with help from SUNY Central people.  We looked for somebody who appeared to be energetic enough and experienced enough to start a college. That means all of the administrative work, the hiring of faculty.  I think our first president did an excellent job of hiring faculty.  They all stayed around for a long time, and we were pleased with him.  The problem was he didn’t have enough faculty outside of the liberal arts area.  But the ones we had were excellent.  Still are.  I’m sad to see them going now but they are just maturing out.    
RY: I think that as we look at the next question, what attracted you to the college and what challenges did you face, you may have touched on all of that early in the interview.  But let me ask you, are there any questions that I should ask or any comments that you wish to make at this time?

CS: Well one thing is about the daycare center…setting up the daycare center.  We were fortunate to have a Dean of Students, Bernadine Lamantia, who was excellent.  She did an excellent job regarding services for women and so forth.  I think I would have liked to see more done in services for men too, but what she did was excellent.  

RY: And your daycare center is certainly very active.  
CS:  Oh yes, it helps many women, and the occasional man, return to college.  The community benefits from this. The more education you have in the community, the better off it is.  

RY:  Are there any interesting colleagues that you suggest we also talk to?
CS:  Yes, I’d suggest Jim Salerno; he was in the original Industrial Management Club, became a President after a while and he became a Trustee here. Also, Bernie Brennan, but I don’t think he’s capable anymore
RY:  How would we get it touch with Jim Salerno?  Is he still in this area?  
CS:  Yes he is.  His wife is Chairman of the Columbia Memorial Hospital Board of Directors.  He was on that Board as well.  
And one person from the county who was very active in the beginning was Bill Walker.  He’s 92; still lives in Canaan, and he’s still alert.  I talked with him in the past few weeks about the start of the college to get his point of view.  In the warm weather he sits on the porch in his walker.  He’s very much a gentleman.  He was the one that gave me the ‘no equivocation’ suggestion.
RY:  Okay, I’ll certainly suggest these people to Neal Robbins so as he moves ahead he can make decisions on if he wants to move in this direction.  It’s wonderful that there are still people from the earliest days who are still available and could still participate in these interviews.

CS Oh, one more thing.  All of this was an education for me.  My experience as a civil engineer was mostly in design and construction, and then later, when I worked for the State, it was more in finance and administration, but mostly in working within organizations—small and large.  I was fortunate from my construction experience because one thing that it did teach me was how to talk to people.  Many people in the construction projects were not natives…Portuguese, Italians….And I learned to talk to them directly.  This did me good up here because I learned that many times people who worked in the city tended to look down on the local governments, underestimate them.  But many of these people are quite smart; they might not be very sophisticated, but they’re quite smart.  And they are quite honest’ well not always honest, all of them, but I learned not to talk down, not to talk up, but to talk to them straight.  This worked for me in many jobs, but as far as the college was concerned this was my first experience in local governments and local communities where there is so much more citizen involvement--planning boards, town boards, supervisors.  I learned a lot about that, and that was of benefit to me. I think maybe they should give me a two year degree…an honorary degree…for this honorary work.
RY:  I really thank you for sharing all of this information on what Columbia Greene Community College is about.  I think that the study being conducted by Dr. Robbins will certainly profit from what we’ve learned through your interview today.
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