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The following is the transcript of an interview conducted by Dr. Carl S. Taylor of Dr. 

Clifton R. Wharton, Jr. on leadership that was recorded on April 9, 2021, by phone.   

 

CST: I want to start with a question regarding leadership. The first question I'm 

asking is, Dr. Wharton, when you were elected president of Michigan 

State University, what experiences and qualifications did you have for that 

leadership role? 

Dr. Wharton: It's great to be interviewed by you. This is the question sometimes asked 
when I first arrived, because initially, when you looked at my background, 
you wouldn't necessarily see some of the things that were relevant for my 
service as Michigan State's president. 

 I would say that usually a university picks people who have a strong, 
academic background.  In fact, I did. I had one, which most people were not 
quite aware of because it was an unusual one.  It was unusual in the sense 
that, I had actually engaged in substantial teaching, research activities, and 
et cetera. Let me explain. 

 When I was working for John D. Rockefeller III in Southeast Asia, I was 
attached to a university, the University of Malaysia, and it was in Singapore 
at that time. And I taught courses every year, like any other faculty member, 
even though I was, at the same time, a regional representative for a 
foundation. 

 For example, I taught undergraduate courses. Also, I taught the graduate 
students in master’s degree. The teaching was very similar to the teaching 
in the United States. My average per week of courses was to teach 12 to 16 
hours, which is a heavy load.  

 In addition to, traveling around the different countries in Southeast Asia, 
while I was there, I also engaged in research. I did research projects, which 
were published in the journals that were related to the subject of 
development and economics. So, I had an academic background. Now I 
also had an experience, which was relevant for the university, which was 
that I had engaged in research grant making. My foundation had programs 
where I would go around into various universities in the region and make 
grants to the faculty members in Southeast Asian universities. 

 That grant making experience meant that at Michigan State I already knew 
how to go about getting research grants done.  The only other thing, which I 
should mention, is that I had a program, which was at the ADC foundation, 
where I ran a special program to develop research capabilities in US 
universities to conduct research in foreign countries. It was for people who 
did not have any foreign experience. 

https://www.rev.com/


Interview with Dr. Wharton  Page 2 of 16 

4-09-2021, 157 PM (Completed 04/20/21) Transcript by Rev.com 

 

 So, I had experience in philanthropy. I think that the actuality was that 
probably, I would guess the only background that I did not have, which was 
really substantial, but it was important was that I had no experience in 
administering large organizations like the university. The organization I was 
with was very small, but we worked with a lot of universities. The people at 
Michigan State who were supporting me for a presidency, all knew about 
that background. So that was one of the reasons why it was so strong in 
their support for me. 

CST: Well, I might point out that I think you've been very modest because you 

were more than qualified. This was a very back room and MSU was very 

lucky to get you. I think without going any further, I would have to say that 

I've read it, but anyone looking at this, reading this and listening, it is the 

autobiography that you get, The Privilege and Prejudice, The Life of a 

Black Pioneer, and it was long, but it's worth every page. You get a really 

upfront understanding of what you've done. So, I was going to point that out 

again and again, you need to read the book and it is quite a book. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: My second question is [as] the first Black to become president of a 

predominantly white major US university, did you have any special 

background or experiences or talent that helped you succeed in that role? 

Dr. Wharton: Well, it's interesting that you say that because one of the things that some 
people don't realize is that being a Black pioneer was not just dropped on 
me.  My father was the first Black to pass the Foreign Service exam for the 
United States government for him to become a diplomat abroad. So, I was 
aware of the fact that my ancestors and my father had pioneered. And so, I 
sort of had that in my genes, if you want to think to use it that way. 
(Laughing) But I keep in mind that I asked because of this, we lived in 
foreign countries. I spent my early childhood in the Canaries of Spain. 
That's how I became bilingual. 

 In that post, I was able to become friendly with the young people, my peers 
who were Spanish and French, and German. So, there was a real 
international community there, which I was raised in. Another aspect of this 
that was important, I think was that I was very conscious of being an 
American Black, but I was not concerned about it. And because everybody 
around me looked just like I did. I did go home once for home leave. And 
my mother put me into a local public school in Boston. And I had an 
experience that was probably very seminal to me. 

 I went to the school and because my mother had been teaching me 
overseas, it was a correspondence course. They tested me when I got to 
the school in Boston and I had eighth grade reading, second grade math 
(laughs), and, and sixth grade geography. So, they put me into the fourth 
grade and because I could read very well, the teacher wanted to put me at 
ease. So, whenever anybody in the class made a mistake, when they were 
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reading in class out loud, if they made a mistake, she would say, "Clifton, 
show them how to read it." So, I would get up and I would read what they 
had not. 

 When we had outdoor play, one of the boys in my class came up to me and 
he said, "You think you're so smart, but you're just a, a nigger." And, and I 
had never heard that word before. And before I went to school that day, my 
mother had said to me, "You may hear lots of words today that you have 
never heard in your life. Don't use any of those words until you check them 
up with me." So, I didn't know what this word nigger meant. So, I came 
home, and I said to my mother several words. She said, "No, don't use that 
word." I said another word, she said, "No, don't do that." So, then I said, 
"screw." And she said, "I don't know." She said, "You mean like with 
wood?" I said, "I don't think so." (laughing) And she just nodded. She said, 
"Don't use that word." 

 But then I said, “nigger." She said, "Ah, Now Clifton," she said, "I want you 
to know that's a word that white people use to try to put you in a box, to give 
you a negative position." She said, "Don't ever in your life let anybody put 
you in the box." And I have to tell you that it lasted with me all my life. I 
never ever let anybody put me in a negative box of racial hatred.  That 
advice helped me throughout my life. 

CST: In your various pioneering positions did that advice help?  

Dr. Wharton: Yes. I also think there's another aspect to this, which is that I did not 
necessarily seek to be a first Black pioneer but being a first in different 
areas helped me to be, the first Black president of a major research 
university. Keep in mind that, I was the first Black student to be admitted to 
the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. And I didn't 
discover until later that I was first. They argued tremendously about letting 
me into the school. The school then was located, as it is now, right in 
Washington, D.C. and Washington was totally segregated. 

 Some of the faculty did not want me to come, but they finally admitted me 
and believe it or not, the school had the students live in the school building 
right there in Washington. And I was living in that building with the students 
in segregated Washington. That was a real hoot.  I was there for a year.  
The Dean of the school would invite students to have lunch with him every 
day. He never invited me to have lunch with him while I was there. But the 
students, when they discovered that I could not go to local restaurants to 
eat, they boycotted them. That was amazing.  

 But when I graduated, the secretary of the board said to me that I ranked 
second in my class. And I was the youngest student in the school. I also 
pioneered at Chicago where I went to study economics, and Dolores and I 
were married. And of course, we had our first son Clifton.  I became the first 
Black to get a PhD in economics from the University of Chicago. When I 
was a student there, the students elected me to be president of the 
graduate students in economics club. 
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 So, I had a base of experience of Black pioneering.  I had learned the 
techniques of how to deal with this issue of racism or objection to me. 
When I was at SAIS, I decided that I didn't want to go into the Foreign 
Service like my father. I wanted to do international development assistance. 

 When recruiters came to the school to interview the students, I had two 
interviews. One was to be with a banker in Latin America. And another one 
was with an oil company in Latin America. Each time, I could tell they were 
not going to recruit me. And the oil company representative said, "You 
wouldn't be happy."  I said, "Well, Latin America has a lot of Blacks." I said, 
"They've got Blacks in Venezuela where they have oil, and Blacks in 
Brazil." He said, "No, no, you wouldn't be happy." 

 Okay, so he didn't hire me. So, one of the SAIS professors said, "I think you 
should go to talk to the Rockefellers because Nelson is interested in Latin 
America." And I of course I'm bilingual. So, I went and that's how I got hired. 
I went to see him, and I saw his top aide and he interviewed me. And you 
may or may not remember when I went to see him, it was in Rockefeller 
center, the 56th floor. 

 He said, "I hear you're looking for a job." I said, "Yes, sir." He said, "What 
can you do?" (laughs) And I sat there dumbfounded. I said to myself, "What 
on earth can I do?" So, I looked at him, I said, "I can think." So, he said, 
"Okay, there'll be a job here for you in public relations, but I wouldn't advise 
you to take it." So, I tried to get up and he said, "No, sit down. “So, then he 
spent the whole hour interviewing me. And eventually I got a job working 
with Nelson Rockefeller on programs in Latin America. 

CST: Well, I have to tell you that again, I underscore the fact that you have 

always been very unique. I remember being a Presidential Fellow and you 

telling me when they explained it to me, you said, when I was young, your 

age, I was playing baseball. And you were watching bull fighting in the 

Canary Islands." 

Dr. Wharton: Yeah. 

CST: And I thought that was really weird until a little bit later in my career. And I 

got it. So that underscores the uniqueness of your relationship. 

Dr. Wharton: There's another one though, when I came back to the states, permanently 
and they stayed overseas. I lived with my grandmother, and it was a mixed 
neighborhood in Boston. And so, I became friendly with the Black students 
and all of the students when outside playing. And I discovered I had never 
played baseball, basketball, football, none of it. I didn’t know how to play 
anything.   

 In the back of the house was a field where the boys played football and 
baseball. It had rocks all over the place. They taught me. One day they 
said, "Well, you gotta play football. “They put a rock in a tin can hidden 

https://www.rev.com/


Interview with Dr. Wharton  Page 5 of 16 

4-09-2021, 157 PM (Completed 04/20/21) Transcript by Rev.com 

 

behind the football for me to kick in front of a rock and they said, “You kick it 
off.” So, I kicked the ball and the rock and boy that hurt. But I had to learn. 

CST: Wow. Well, could you reflect on during your tenure when you first began? 

What were your top priorities when you first started out? 

Dr. Wharton: Well, I had a way in my life where in a new situation, I always developed a 
list of top priorities. I know you can't do everything all at once. You just had 
to do what you're thinking is the most important.  

My first priority was to try to protect myself from some members of the MSU 
Board of Trustees. You may remember that I was selected as president by 
a vote of five to three, and it was, three Democrats and who wanted to have 
a former Michigan Governor, Soapy Williams, to be president of Michigan 
state, not me. 

 And the search committee would not put Williams on the list of people for 
consideration. And so, I was picked and made history.  The three 
Democrats who had supported Williams voted against me on everything in 
board meetings, every single month. When I first got there, I visited with 
each of these trustees before I even arrived on the campus. And I tried to 
find out from them what they thought were the things that I needed to look 
at, what I should consider important. The three dissidents who voted 
against me insisted on meeting with me together and I will never forget my 
meeting with them.   

 They met with me in a Michigan motel. And they attacked me. They 
accused me of working with some kind of campus faculty cabal to get the 
job I wasn't qualified for. They even said Nelson Rockefeller was involved. 
And Trustee Warren Huff, I'll never forget. He said, "Don't unpack because 
by October- November, you're going to be out of here." I said, "I’m going to 
do the best I can. And if I lose, fine. But I'm not going to quit; I'm going to be 
president. And I’m going to try to do all that I can for Michigan State." And 
do you know, at every board meeting, I had something that they would start 
trying to undercut me or get rid of me. 

 BUT I stayed. I outlasted all of three of them on the board, but it was not 
easy. It was tough, but that was my very first priority. You need to have 
support...from the board, otherwise you can't get the job done. 

CST: Well, you certainly had support at least from the starting point; I was an 

undergrad at that time. And those trustees, in particular, Huff and White 

were very unpopular, and they were seen as racist even back then. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: We knew that as undergrad and graduate students. So, when you say this, 

I can not help to ignore the fact about race. How did you handle race?  
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Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: How did do you deal with pro-Black initiatives? This was a very sensitive 

time. 

Dr. Wharton: Oh, the Detroit race riots had been in 1957, which was just three years 
before I got to MSU. 

CST: That's right. 

Dr. Wharton: I would have to say that my second priority was dealing with race at the 
university. I realized that nationally there was a promotion for increased 
enrollment of Black students in colleges. And that was the time when some 
colleges and universities like the ones in New York were admitting 
everybody. They would go into the school, spend a year and then drop out. 
"It's like a revolving door." When I got to Michigan, many people 
immediately assumed that because I was Black, that I was going to have 
free admission for the Blacks to Michigan State. 

 I said to myself "I've got to find a way to have a program to bring in the 
qualified Black students, then help them graduate." That's when I decided 
to create a special commission made up of some people from the board, 
faculty, state of Michigan to help me develop a program for admissions.  At 
the time you may remember there was a program you were in, which was 
already on campus. And we tried to get something better than that. The 
commission on admissions did a report, which said, “We want to admit 
minority students, but also graduate them. We don't want to just bring them 
and make them go through a revolving door.” 

 You may remember, that all the MSU Black programs were held in, Bob 
Green’s hands in the Center for Urban Affairs. 

CST: Correct. 

Dr. Wharton: He had three different major areas of operation. And I felt that that was just 
too much concentration for this important area. So, I created a special office 
for equal opportunity. I also created a program with Jim Hamilton, which, 
was a great one because it was a program that had admitted Black 
students, but they came to the campus during the summer, and we give 
them special courses to see- if they had weaknesses in different fields and 
help them to improve their ability in those weakest academic areas. And do 
you know the thing I'm proudest of, during my tenure after about, I think it 
was about five years, the Black student group that came in under my 
leadership, graduated at the same percentage graduation rate as white 
students.  

 These Black students succeeded and made it. And they worked hard, and 
they did well. And I was proud that they did. And that was my second 
priority. 
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CST: I remember that well, and you're correct. We had some real, very solid 

players come out of that period.  

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: Dr. Hamilton was excellent. And it was a different time. It was a very 

sensitive time- 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: But I do remember that quite well. 

Dr. Wharton: There was another racial area where you helped after you had, in the 
Presidential Fellows program.  You remember when I put you in charge of 
the minority aides in the dorms.  That was tremendous because it meant 
that the aides had access to you, and you had access to me. So, that we 
were able to deal with any issue that might arise quickly.  It came directly to 
me, and I was able to deal with it with you. 

CST: It was very critical, and I would be forever grateful because you also gave 

me my very first real job in the world. 

Dr. Wharton: (laughs) 

CST: And it was a, yeah, it was, it was my first 'cause ironically Jim Hamilton 

gave me my first student job. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: ...but it was, it was Wharton who gave me my first real job. And we had 

quite a network. You know, we knew what was going on because like myself, 

some of us had already been through it. And then we had your ear and that's 

what was critical. 

Dr. Wharton: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

CST: And you sit down and made us, and that's where I begin to learn how to 

organize and- 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: ... how to facilitate young people and how to understand this is what you can 

do, and this is what you can't do. So, it was a very important time when we 

were doing this. Well, what about at that time also, I can-  

I would be remiss if I didn't say something about the student 

demonstrations, how did you handle the student unrest and all the 
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understanding of what was going on without pandering to the different 

groups? Everybody had their own very selfish group- 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: ...and then you were there in a hell of a position. So how did you do that? 

Dr. Wharton: Well, I, first, I started off and made up my mind. "I will not make any 
decisions that I can't live with after the demonstrations are over." I also 
wanted the students to make certain that they saw Dolores and me as 
people, not just as president and the president's wife. And that's, when we 
started having the dorm visits. So, every week we would go as a couple to 
dorms and have dinner with the students in the dorm. They would invite us, 
we'd go in. And then after the dinner, we'd have dialogue in the dorm 
lounges. And the goal was to make me a person, not just a figure that they 
don't know. Another thing I did, I tried to do was never tell a lie. Always tell 
them exactly what you think and what you want to do. 

 Don't try to pander to them. I felt that the people, older people very often in 
those days felt that you had to deal with students by catering to them. I 
said, "No, be yourself." And I was myself whatever I did. And this was 
demonstrated by, for example, Dolores going into the dorms and spending 
nights in the girl’s dorms. It also is demonstrated by the fact that I refused to 
have any police around me when I was confronting student demonstrations. 
One day I never will forget, there was a helicopter hovering over a large 
crowd. It was about 2000 students. 

And I called a State Trooper over and I said, "Tell them to take that 
helicopter out of here, because it’s making everybody unhappy." I think in 
the end, the student demonstrators always respected me. I never closed 
the school as they wanted me to, but they realized that I was being honest. 
We, Dolores and I, had a special background, about the war.  We had lived 
and worked in Southeast Asia and Vietnam.  So we knew what was going 
on in Vietnam even before the war started. Students would come to Cowles 
house, and they talked to us about the war. 

 “Well, you lived in Vietnam?" We said, "Yes, not in Vietnam, but we were in 
Southeast Asia." And we talked to the students about what it was like. So 
all of that was really part of the process of trying to deal with the student 
unrest and demonstration. Our first demonstration was six weeks after we 
got to East Lansing.  Dick Bernitt was the head of MSU public safety.  He 
came over to the president's house. He said, "President Wharton, I think 
you should go out and talk to the students in front of the student union.” 

 I had never, ever done this before. So, I, Dolores, and our son Clifton 3rd, 
who was visiting us for the weekend. And he took us to the student Union 
on the steps. It was, February and snowing.  Bernitt gave me a bull horn 
and I had never, in my life spoken on a bull horn, so he had to show me 
how to use it in the middle of this demonstration. Before we started, Bernitt 
says, "Where's Clifton?" Well, our son Clifton, who was named for me, was 
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a big, tall, 6"4'. He was wearing his anti-war jacket and buttons. He was out 
in the middle of the crowd. 

 So Bernitt, goes out and gets Clifton and brings him up on the steps with 
us.  And he was standing with us there when I started to work the bullhorn. 
I, and in my academic mode, said, "Students at Michigan State, this activity 
is highly counter- productive."  Somebody in the crowd yells, "Up yours." 
And there was a big, tall Black guy in the middle of the demonstration.  He 
said, "Let him talk.” I later discovered that he was a former MSU football 
player. 

 And so, I talked, and I explained to them why I thought that there was an 
alternative, of going to Washington and making their plea there. When I got 
back to the house, Dick Bernitt said, "That was your inauguration." I said, 
"Yeah, right."  Clifton, said,” I never will forget, "How I felt in the crowd, I 
was part of that." “Then suddenly I was with you facing them." It was an 
interesting experience. 

CST: That football player never got over that event. He was a big supporter of 

yours. His name was Green. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes, I remember. 

CST: You really held the students with your honesty. And I got caught in that as a 

presidential fellow. You remember it was an embarrassing moment for me 

that we had a student activist, a young woman who was very fiery and she 

literally, she jumped up, and spit on you as we were going through 

Beaumont Tower. 

Dr. Wharton: (laughs) Yes. 

CST: And I plunged at her, I was not going to do nice things to her. And you 

grabbed me and said, "No." And I was, "Oh my God, you have some spit 

over your lapel, you have a beautiful suit." We got back to the office, you 

called for me. And I thought you were gonna... Well, "Carl that was good, 

but you can't do that." Boy, did I get in the doghouse on that one? And one 

that I lived to remember, and that was the art of your leadership. You said, 

"Carl, you always have to respect the dignity of the office." And when you 

look at what's going on today and you think about what took place January 

the sixth, and you say, "My God,” I looked and I said, "What would Dr. 

Wharton say about this?" But you demand the respect, and the students did 

respect you. They may not agree some of them, but you demanded the 

respect, and you held the dignity. And quite frankly, that's, what's missing so 

much today. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes, yes. Well, I knew that it, for me, it is a weapon, which is important, 
both in terms of the general public, but also in terms of the minority 
students and the minority faculty. If you put on a false front or do 
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something, which really is not yourself, they can tell. They know when 
you're being untruthful. I remember a student came up to me one day and 
says, "Why don’t you have a big afro like student Sam Riddle?” I said, "I 
don’t because I’ve worn my hair this way since I was born. I'm not going to 
change." 

 And he looked at me, and then he walked off, but he knew, I was being 
myself. I was not trying to be somebody I wasn't. 

CST: Well, the joke there is that you had. Most of those guys that asked that 

question, like me, like myself are bald today, and you still have a beautiful 

mane of hair.  

 Could you reflect on the fundraising capacity, at the time you came on 

board?  MSU was there at the bottom of the Big Ten in money and raising 

money and you changed all of that. 

Dr. Wharton: Well, I have to back up on that because, there were many things good at 
Michigan State that, John Hannah did. For example, he started that first 
program for minority students at Michigan State, but he also had some 
mistakes. One of the mistakes was that he felt that too much, private 
fundraising, would then cause the state to deduct it from the appropriations 
consequently when we arrived, as I remember it, we were at the bottom of 
the big ten in private fund.  

 And so, I decided to do something to get private fund raising going. There 
were only about 50 members of the Presidents Club with $10,000 to the 
university per member. Now, that is ridiculous with a campus our size. So, 
Dolores and I decided to find a way of getting more people involved first in 
the university. So that's where we began to have programs where we 
invited them, alumni and, also, members of the faculty, even faculty 
widows, to do everything we could to increase the exposure of the 
university, the good side of the university to people who might give us 
financial support. I hired a, a vice-president for fundraising Les Scott who 
was a great fund-raiser. For our first ever fundraising drive we first talked to 
the faculty, we talked to the workers, we talked to the staff, and we said, 
"We must give first, and then we can go to the public and say, 'Our people, 
the university members, and the faculty and the students --- All are giving 
and giving first.'" 

 We had a goal.  I think of $500,000 from the university. Do you know, 
before we finished, it was well over a million dollars. And I was able to go 
out to the general public and say, "Okay, now you give."  Then we decided 
to have a big fundraising black-tie gala with Tony Bennett and Lena Horne. 

CST: Oh yes. 

Dr. Wharton: You remember that?  
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CST: Oh, how could you forget? 

Dr. Wharton: The night of the event Michigan State had a huge rainfall and a flood. On 
the day of the Gala the campus flooded, and the auditorium where they 
were going to have the concert. And at four o’clock in the afternoon we 
went over to look at the auditorium and there was no way we could've had a 
performance. And somebody said, "Well, we could try to use the ice rink," 
which was brand new. I asked, "You can?" He said, "Yep." So, believe it or 
not the team of university workers did, put a floor on the ice. They put up 
the center platform stand. We re-numbered the new seats. We had buses 
to take people from the former site to the new site. 

 The program went off like clockwork. It was amazing. And that was our first 
fundraising drive. 

CST: I remember it so well, but I didn't know that story. 

Dr. Wharton: I said about the team who did it, "They can do anything," that's the MSU 
motto. It was great. We were, and it was a beautiful program too.  

CST: Could you reflect on a very sensitive subject of the athletic program? In 

contrast to what is going on today, to protect the integrity of the university. 

How did you handle that? 

Dr. Wharton: I'll tell you a story. We had, as you know, there's a President’s box for his 
guests at the football stadium. 

CST: Oh yeah. 

Dr. Wharton: It's up above the 50-yard line. One season early in my tenure, it was a nice 
day, and the Box windows were open.  MSU kicked off to the visiting team 
and they caught it and ran it all the way back for a touchdown. About three 
rows down below the president's box, an MSU fan turned around and 
looked up into the box and yells “Damn another Wharton academic year." 
(Laughing.) They probably thought that we were anti athletics because they 
felt that I was not paying any attention to athletics, at least until I ruptured 
my own Achilles tendon when trying to teach son Bruce how to run. 

 When the NCAA told me that we were being investigated on the football, I 
was shocked. Most schools in those days used to hire a law firm to help 
conduct responses to the NCAA allegations. I won't go through all the 
details because they have a strange and complicated system that you 
would not believe. For example, the people who investigated us for the 
NCAA, then became the people who advised the NCAA committee on 
infractions, when you testified the same committee. 

 I decided that I would not hire a law firm but do it ourselves. I would chair a 
committee made up of MSU faculty, a trustee and the MSU lawyer Lee 
Carr. The press wanted to know the names of the persons who were being 
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charged with violations. I felt that disclosure was not fair because we had 
not yet gotten any evidence that they had or had not. And so, the press was 
angry. But I said, "Until we find out who did or did not do something bad, we 
cannot hurt those individuals who are wrongly accused. Then I spoke to the 
staff of the athletic program. 

 I told them not to release these names, because you would be contributing 
to the university’s legal liability. And they never leaked the names. Do you 
know that more than half of the people who were alleged to have committed 
violations were not guilty? I helped save their reputation because their 
names were never public.  

CST: So, which leads into the next question that, you know, we're looking at 

budgets, but increasing the research grants levels and correct gender bias 

and this is a hot subject today and it was a hot subject back when you 

tapped it 30 years ago. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: How did you do it? 

Dr. Wharton: The thing is that you try to improve the image and the excellence of the 
university, so you highlight programs, which will help in fundraising. If you 
have a good strong programs, like we had, in our university we could use 
that to promote the funding gifts. We built the arts area where Dolores 
made her impact. This ultimately led to the Clifton and Dolores Wharton 
Center for the Performing Arts. 

CST: When you look a little further how did that impact, academic areas of 

potential that, which we have some, something where the academic areas 

of potential strive to achieve greater excellence? 

Dr. Wharton: Yes.  I increased the number of Rhodes Scholars from Michigan State. We 
had not had any of the winners of major prizes. And we got some major 
research grants such as cyclotron. When we got that, everybody was 
shocked that the Michigan State had won it over several major universities. 

 We had a famous international program that had had dropped somewhat 
before I got there. They had previously been one of the major US 
universities that conducted international programs.  And I, of course 
became involved because I had experience in this area. I became chairman 
of the new board for international food and agricultural development in 
Washington, created by the federal government.  I helped create it and was 
the first chairman for about 12 years. That position enabled me to give 
higher visibility to Michigan State. All of these things you do to create 
excellence and the image of the University. 

CST: So, what do you think about gender bias? Is that a problem still? 
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Dr. Wharton: That’s a big one. We had a situation at MSU where the salary for women 
was much lower than men. 

CST: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Dr. Wharton: One year, talking about the budget, with Roger Wilkinson in finance and 
Canton in the provost area, we decided to create and allocate funds on the 
basis that a certain percentage of every allocation to each department must 
be used for rectifying the salaries for women faculty and staff. And boy it 
worked. (Laughs) This is the way to get this done.  You have to provide 
leadership. You have to have leaders who say, not only that you should do 
it, but they work to see that you do it. (Laughs) 

CST: Could you reflect some neglected academic areas to achieve greater 

excellence, such as art, law? 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: …Black academic programs, including the new college of urban 

development? 

Dr. Wharton: I always felt very strongly at why “Ag” colleges were created. Michigan 
State began with agriculture, putting the talents of sciences, to agricultural 
and rural problems. I said, “Now today We need to do the same thing for 
urban areas.” This I fought inside the university to create the college of 
urban development. The committee of the academic council gave me two 
options. One was to have it in a department. And the other was to create a 
college. So, of course, I created a college. And the college was made up of 
two departments, and it was just in its early stages. 

 I believed that this approach would be useful to help solve the problems of 
urban areas as they began to increase in size. They were growing, I knew it 
was not going to stop we left MSU and, guess what? They killed that 
college. I look back today and have places like Harvard, and MIT, these 
have major urban problems solvers. "We could have been the leader in the 
United States. We had started before anybody else had,"  

CST: Well, I think it was one of the big mistakes. I was a graduate student and I 

actually looked forward to working in the College of Urban Development. 

But- 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 

CST: ...soon as you left, they worked overtime dismantling that college. And that 

seems to be the flavor of the month right now, as you look at the political 

forces trying to erase everything that seems to help minorities and other 

disadvantaged groups. 
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Dr. Wharton: Must mention one of my major legacies at Michigan State, which was the 
presidential fellows, like you. (Laughing.)  

CST: Yes. 

Dr. Wharton: When I look back, one of the things that made a major impression upon me 
personally, was my first job in 1948 when I was working for Nelson 
Rockefeller.  It was a Non-Profit operating program. My boss would have 
me do research for him and also prepare materials for the Trustee board 
meetings. I'd never known what a board was. I was 21 years old. He would 
have me go with him to the board meetings.  Many Trustees were 
Rockefeller friends and national figures. I had a front row seat on how they 
functioned.  

 The first year that I was there, they had me be a trainee and they had me 
go to the finance area, public relations, and the program area. I studied 
every area of the activity. Here I was this youngster being exposed to a 
major economic and social institution engine of action in the United States 
in this, at that level in my youth. It gave me a level of understanding, which I 
could not have learned anywhere else at MSU I said, "Well, why don't I do 
the same thing here at the university?” Bright young people can watch me 
lead up close” as I had in the Rockefeller group. 

 So that's when I decided to have a program, where I would pick one 
undergraduate, one graduate student and one assistant professor, and 
have them spend a year with me in the office, learning what I did and why I 
did it. Go to all meetings with me,, and they'd go to all my speeches, 
confidential workshops where they could grill me on what I had done and 
why I did not know if it would work, but I knew that being exposed cannot 
hurt and so we had this program and I have to tell you, I was so pleased 
and proud at the results, because as you know, there were several who 
became university presidents, assistant vice presidents, also faculty leaders 
like yourself. 

 And the thing that really upset me was when I went to the MSU alumni 
leader, suggesting the MSU Alumni Office should take over the funding 
because I had raised the initial funds for it. It was not paid for by the 
university. And you know he said, "Oh, no, we can't afford that because we 
need the money for the football game, and athletic programs." I was furious. 
"Do you realize that this program makes an investment in future leadership 
as it’s coming from the university.  Many may become future leaders.” Now, 
he's been gone a long time.  When I see the FELLOWS ALUMNI who are 
college presidents, vice presidents, deans, and lead professors, I wish they 
had had the foresight to have kept the program going. 

CST: I would say, so look at the legacy of the presidents of fellowship. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes. 
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CST: And I'm not saying it's simply because of myself, but you look at Jim 

Spaniolo who was your assistant, but not technically a presidential fellow. 

But was there and learned with us. Look at Terry Sullivan, who was the first 

woman president at the University of Virginia. 

Dr. Wharton: Right. 

CST: We had all these very apt leaders that came out of that program. It was a 

pivotal change, a long way. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes, yes. 

CST: It changed everything for me, watching you. I watched you intently, your 

haircuts. I was dazed at this guy, this man types faster than anybody, I know 

Ms. Martin secretary was laughing. I said, "He types faster than any guy or 

woman I've ever seen." 

Dr. Wharton: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

CST: I think that this program was legendary and should have kept on because it 

just produced leadership at the highest level. 

Dr. Wharton: Well, I also lost the race, a fight on the law school. I wanted the law school 
there and I lost by one vote in the Michigan legislature.  

CST: How did you feel about how you promoted the general reputation of MSU 

and the academic excellence of awareness and the recognition? Now, you 

know when we talk about Dr. Wharton, we're not simply talking about 

East Lansing and MSU, but you've promoted this internationally, 

nationally, and in the state, this has made us all very proud and like 

myself while you were here eight years, but your legacy goes way beyond 

that. So, it's important. And I look at leadership now, and that's one of the 

reasons I wanted to do this interview with you. 

Dr. Wharton: Yes, I always enjoy talking about MSU. 

CST: It's because leadership right now is in the ditch. Can we survive? 

Dr. Wharton: My policy is to never comment on my successors, but I can discuss the 
general issue of leadership.  There is always a tendency to believe that a 
person becomes a leader by whom you know, and also that you get extra 
help or that you've done something which is special.  Actually, it is what you 
do which makes you a leader. It's how you do it that makes you a leader.  
It's being able to recognize that you don't, there's a whole series of 
characteristics, I would say, that are involved. Such as being honest, being 
straightforward, having strong values, listening to others, you don't have all 
the wisdom.  I discovered this in the corporate world. I've seen cases where 
people who are the chief executive of a huge corporation and they think 
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they’re the King Tut and they're not, fallible, they ruin it. They don't do it 
well. 

 Good leaders know that they are not just the person at the top who can 
energize other people. You have to be honest, and you have to be truthful. 
You have to have good values and then people will follow you. And there 
are a lot of other tools. I could go on, but that's too long for this program.  
Also, at least in my case, I deliberately did not try to promote myself 
because I think everybody has to have their own unique set of leadership 
principles which makes them comfortable, and which makes them effective.  

CST: Well, I have to tell you that, it's quite an honor to have been able to be 

working under your guidance, but also there are many, and I think people 

need to understand that. It has been a multicultural audience that still loves 

you very much. I have students; you know this, 'cause we had some 

graduates who wanted you to sign their diploma and- 

Dr. Wharton: (laughs) 

CST: ...Gary Wilson and Steve Heinrich, it wasn't simply Black students. It's all 

students... in a multicultural vein that learned from and love President 

Clifton R. Wharton Jr. 

Dr. Wharton: Well, that's very nice. 

CST: Do you have anything to add? 

Dr. Wharton: No, I appreciate your doing this interview and your comments very much.  

CST: Well, thank you so much. 
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