






































- By the time King‘was buried, after being gunned down in
Memphis on 4 April 1968, huﬁdreds more would die in the
subsequent nation-wide violence. '

The halls of America's colleges and ﬁniversities were
nqumbre”immune‘to the tension and bloodshed than the streets
of Watts or Detroit. Student activists in large and small
communities began to face off with school administrators and
local officials, chalienging the precepts of the "older
generation's" establishment. Their protests demanded every-
thing from dormitory visitation priviledges to a full tioop
withdrawal from Vietnam. The methods students used to voice
their displeasure with the status quo were borrowed from as

divergent sources as David Henry Thoreau and Malcolm X. As

with the civil rights movement, the “"student movement" re-
pudiated earlier attempts at gaining a voice in decisions

- that affected the lives of young people. Teach-ins, forums
and picketings gave way to new and orten destructive strat-
egies, _
| Demonstrations and riots became almost commonplace
occurrences on the larger campuses., One of the worst was

the Dow Riot on 18 October 1967 at the University of Wisconsin
in Madison. David Zieman, then a student of English at UW,
witnessed the event as students protested the recruitment

of students on campus by Dow Chemical Corporation,- the
principal manufacturer of the lethal napalm used by U.S.

forces in Vietnam. Zieman noted that by the time Wisconsin




‘National Guardsmen were called in, the number of protesters
had s&elled to over five thousand. City police and the
militia proceededkto round up all students and instruct-

ors in an attempt to clear the entire UW campus. Over
sixty persons were injured and the university was effective-
ly shut down for days until officials could assess the

scope of the damage, both physical and emotional., Said
Zieman of the riot's aftermath: "I had the feeling that
there was a strong possibility, from then on, that our soc-
iety might crumble., A feeling that would grow stronger over
the next year or two".8 The Wisconsin State Assémbly, in
‘session at the outbreak of the rioting, voted ninety-four

to six condemning the student protesters -- some law makers

even prop&ééd that’fioting students be shot on sight.
Events similar to the Dow Riot would continue throughout
the decade and into the next. On 4 May 1970, four students
- were shot dead and nine more injured as National Guard
forces opened fire into a crowd of demonstrators“at Kent
State Uni?ersity in Ohio. Reaction to the incident was
swift as campus after campus exploded in anger. At four
o'clock on the morning of 9 August the same year, a bomb
went off at the UW Army Math Research Center. Student
Robert Fassnacht was killed, unable to escape the blast
during the two minutes that elapsed between the warning
telephone‘call and,the time of the explosion,9 For the

American people, like David Zieman, it did indeed séem that




» SOC1ety was approaching its collapse.

"Peace, love and happlness" had been but one of many
hopeful slogans of the Counter Culture during the 1960s.
The movement developed out of a genuine desire to somehow
ref¢rm or re-create a world that had "gone wrong". By the
time the smoke cleared, however, the nation was reeling,
dazed by events that had occurred all too quickly and de-
stroyed all too needléssly. Student activism, the civil
rights movement and the Vietnam War succeeded in overturn-
ing vast elements of society. As Allen J. Matusow statés

in his book The Unraveling of America:

In the long run, though it proved ephemeral, the...
movement was profoundly significant, portendlng as
it did the erosion of the liberal values that had
sustained bourgeois society, the character type that

had been its foundation, and the ethic that had
undergirded efforts to accomplish its reform.10




CHAPTER TWO
LETHARGY AND AWARENESS AT
WISCONSIN STATE UNIVERSITY-LA CROSSE

During the 1960s, La Crosse, Wisconsin resembled in
many ways most small cities thfoughout the American Midwest.
_Politically and sociaily, Ia Crosse's citizens were gener-
ally conservative, relying on strong religious beliefs,
traditional family values and hard work to guide them
through both prosperous and lean times. Each academic year
saw an influx of new students at WSU-1L, eager to pursue a

college education and build a rewarding future. Kenneth

Teachout, City Editor of the Ia Crosse Tribune during the

Sixties, recalled that many of these young men and women
~were what he termed "first generation" students from rural
or lower income families, These were young people who,
accérding to Teachout, felt fortunafe in being able to study
at the university, and they were generally less inclined to
éngage in political or social activism.

Manufacturihg and agriculture had combined to make
Ia Crosse one of the state's most productive and vibrant
communities. The rural regions of western Wisconsin depend-
ed upon Ia Crosse for the consumption and marketing of farm
- production. Extensive railroad, highway and river communi-

cation facilitated the distribution of both agricultural
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' manufactured goods., With this distribution came strong
links with larger urban centers throughout the Midwest
and the dissemination of information and ideas, Despite
a desire, during the Sixties, to preserve La Crosse's
‘repdtation as a quiet community suitable for raising a
family, city and university officials would eventually face
many elements of the Counter Culture already thrusted upon
dities‘around the country.
1966

1966 began quietly enough for Wisconsin State University-
La Crosse. While protests and other demonstratiohs of stu-
dent activism had already erupted in other parts of the

country, ILa Crosse remained peaceful. As Kenneth Teachout

recalled: "I think as far as the student movement was
concerned, it was considerably later in arriving here...and
it never did arrive with the full vehemence...(as) in Madison,

or in Chicago".12 The lLa Crosse Tribune, furthered, was

"less than aggressive" in reporting on issues such as the
civil rights movement or the war in Southeast Asia. In this
way, said the former city editor, the Tribune provided
Ia Crosse "...with a mirror image of itselgn, 13

With so few blacks in ILa Crosse in the Sixties, the
people of this community had difficulty understanding the
frustration and anger behind the recent outbreak of rioting

in Harlem, Atlanta, Watts and Detroit. As Teachout ex-

plained: '"When you've got such a small, small non-white

"""" 14




- One WSU-L student, Prentiss Byrd of Maywood, Illinois,
deécfibed the nature of thié dilemma in an "Open Forum"
article he wrote‘in November 1966 for the Racquet, the
university's newspaper. Said Byrd: "...(N)orthern
Caucasian liberals frequently regard race as a 'peculiarly’
southern problem that would be solved by desegregating
southern businesses, schools, jobs and the like".15 For
Byrd, as well as otheis who were familiar witﬁ racism and
nde facto" segregation in northern towns and cities, the
struggle for equality was not restricted to southern blécks
alone. Byrd maintained that until all Americans realized
that bigotry was a distinctly national issue, and until

white men and women made concerted efforts to truly under-

stand thé civil rights movement, race riots, lynchings and
cultural hatred would continue to plague the nation.

On 13‘O¢tober 1966, the'Racguet printed part one of
a two-part article by William Vettes, WSU-L professor of
Historyé that preSented a detailed and comprehensive analysis
of the war in Vietnam, Vettes's paper, entitled "The
Vietnam Question", represented the newspaper's first bal-
anced account of the conflict from both the South and North
Vietnamese perspectives. The professor's article called
into question the integrity of U.S. policy statements re-
garding the North Vietnamese people and their leader

Ho Chi Minh. The Racquet editor, Nick Moran, had expected

several responses to the controversial Vettes article, but
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~ he was soon disappointed. No students responded. In the (

J
J/

20 November issue of the Racquet, after both parts of Vettes's
article were printed, Moran referred to "campus lethargy" in

his editorial comments. Said Moran:

 +esthe "Open Forum"...was designed to stimulate thought
and opinion. The writer(Vettes) was well versed on his
subject and presented some very thought-provoking points
of view on Viet Nam. However, it seems to the Racquet
that no one person had any thoughts on the article. We
consider this not only an insult to the author but to

the paper as well...16

Despite President Lyndon Johnson's escalation of U.S.
miiitary involvement in Vietnam the previous year, it
appeared that the students at WSU-L were not generally
aware of the consequences this action would have. Onme

anonymous stqdent, however, spoke out angrily against the

war through the words of a poem printed in the Racquet on

1 December 1966:

The air nothing but bullets, firing back blindly
Into allies, men burned with the napalm, yellow
With lydite.

Lurching with head tilted as if in a dream,
Vomiting blood on comrades...

The lust to kill in turn, bestial cruelty, this is war
A tradition of man and we justify

The carnage with words about ideals,

Some hell of a tradition.17




CHAPTER THREE

PRESIDENT GATES'S VETO OF CHARTER FOR
STUDENTS FOR A DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY

That faculty and administration of Wisconsin State
University-Ia Crosse believe that it is the task of
the University to make people safe for ideas, not
make ideas safe for people., Beyond formal class
lectures and discussion the University should pro-
vide opportunity for the presentation of diverse
views in order to stimulate thought and discussion...

WSU-I Catalog, 1965-1966 Edition'S

In the spring of 1966, Rexford Mitchell retired as
president of Wisconsin State University-ILa Crosse after

serving for nearly thirty years. Mitchell's leaving, in

several ways, marked the closing of an era as WSU-L, like
most universities during the Sixties, entered into a period
—.of confusion and animosity. Mitchell's successor, Samuel
Gates, came to the campus with an agenda for addressing the
rising tide of student activism. One of his first acts as
ﬁreSident became his most controversial and would subse-
quently bedevil the balance of his administration.

On 5 December 1966, President Gates denied the contro-
versial organization Students for a Democratic Society(SDS)
a petition to charter a local chapter on the WSU-L campus.
In explaining the motivation for his denial, Gates made

‘reference to certain alleged actions taken by the national

SDS chapter that were illegal, violent or both. Said Gates:
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It is most difficult for me to conceive of this
University giving its official approval and en-
couragement to an organization which nationally
has made a mockery of law and of orderly change.
We here at Wisconsin State University-Ia Crosse
are commited to freedom!19 :

President Gates's veto of the Organizational Board
recommendation for recognition of SDS caused a flurry of
letters and editorials in the Racgue . Despite the apparent
approval of his decision throughout the community, as

“indicated by the Ia Crosse Tribune's editorial section,

reaction on the WSU-L campus was generally opposed to the
veto of the SDS charter. Addressing the veto by President
Gates, the Racquet editorial on 8 December stated:

Whatever his reasons are, fear of student unrest,
fear of a "communist!" oriented organization ("far

right" point of view) on campus, or whatever other
reasons he has come up with, he has forgotten a very
important principle in his action. The SDS has just
as much right on this campus as the Young Americans
for Freedom. Therefore, he has, in effect, discrim-
inated.20

Geri Ruehl, a member of the Organizations Board,
denounced President Gates's decision in a letter to the
Racquet. Ruehl urged the Campus Controls Council, WSU-L's

student government at the time, to "...abhor and protest

21 She continued:

this veto vehemently..."
This action...is alarming to those of us who feel
that one of the essentials of an academic community
is freedom of thought and expression; moreover, it
is a rebuttal to the essence of our committee
structure and thereby threatens to mute our commun-
icative channels.22

On 15 December, President James Smart of the Campus

.. Controls Council argued that the veto of the SDS charter:
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.so.denies the very intent of Controversial Speakers ;
Committee Resolution of the spring of 1966...(and) J
implies that our student body is incapable of :
reaching adult, mature decisions and thus needs to
be protected...23 ' o ,
Dennis QO'Keefe, the leading proponent of a Ia Crosse chapter
of Students for a Democratic Society, outlined the organ-
ization's national aims in the Racquet. Although SDS
generally opposed school administrators "...acting as inde-
pendent sovereigns and using students and faculty in only
advisory positions...", O'Keefe emphasized that each chapter
of the organization was afforded "complete local autonomy"
and decentralized authority in decision making.24
The controversy surrounding SDS would continue toward

the end of the 1960s as local advocates pursued the issue

through fhe WSU~-L Faculty Senate, the Board of Regents, and
finally the Wisconsin Supreme Court where President Gates's
initial veto decision was upheld. While various organiza-
tions and individuals took up the question of students'
right of association at the university, other concerns arose
throughout the Sixties that contributed to activism on the
WSU-L campus., The‘following chapter will briefly outline
some of the important events that took place at WSU-IL, from
which this essay will attempt to draw a conclusion regarding

student social and political activism in Ia Crosse.




CHAPTER FOUR
STUDENT ACTIVISM AT
WISCONSIN STATE UNIVERSITY-LA CROSSE

On 17 February 1967, President James Smart of the
Campus Controls Council again addressed the issue of
V~Student apathy in his weekly report in the Racquet. OSmart
decried the students' apparent disinterest in how adminf
istrative policies affected their daily lives, and he urged
them to take a more active role in the decision-making
process on campus. Said he:

One who blindly accepts the academic institution deters

its growth as well as his own. A primary aim of edu-~
cation is to promote critical thought and careful
‘evaluation., A constant questioning is a wholesome sign
- of a healthy mind. To conform to standards which are
administratively imposed in deference to tradition,

is to manifest a malformed education.25

Smart's words eloguently reflected many essential

elements of the ﬁnwritten doctrine of the Counter Culture,

'éhd”Were repeated on college campuses all over the United
States. Despite, however, the continued admonitions from
student activists and faculty members, the men and women
attending WSU-L in 1967 generally avoided overt political
or social activism. One event, on 23 May, very nearly

representéd, however, a gradual shift regarding student

participation,in their community. Whether or not the so-

called food riot and subsequent downtown demonstration
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-were genuine expressions of student activism is still
problematical after twenty years. What is certain, however,
is that 1967 was‘a "buffer" year for Ia Crosse. It drew
the demarcation line between the city's complacent past
and its entry into a period of heightened activity. The
early 1960s at Wisconsin State University-ILa Crosse seemed
more closely linked with the days of Eisenhower than with
those of Martin Luther King. 1In reality, the 1960s, as a
time when American society underwent immeasurable change,
began for Ia Crosse in 1968, |
John Medinger was a student at WSU-L in 1968, and he
understood the pqtential for good in American society,

provided young men and women took responsibility as future

leaders and participated in social and political endeavors.
Recalling his own experiences as a political activist on
-campus, Medinger recalled: "I was fascinated by the ability
of college students to exercise political power. There's

26

power there if théy want to use it". Many students, such

as Bill Gresens, took time off from classes in order to
work full-time for a political or social cause. Gresens
made arrangements with his instructors in 1968, in order
that he could dedicate his energies for Presidential can-
didate Eugene McCarthy, senator from Minnesota.27
Other students from WSU-I worked hard hours establishing

new organizations on campus, such as the Humanists, Con-

frontatidﬁ; the Free Organizations Movement, Concerned
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Students for Campus Reform and the Biafran Relief Movement.
The Student Youth Volunteers establlshed a reputation for
caring for the needy in Ia Crosse through its voluntary
relief programs during 1968 and 1969.28 And most telling
- of all that America's youth, when activated, are able to

- literally make the world a better place, the Biafran Relief
Movement collected over five thousand dollars for the

29

 famine victims of Biafra.

In 1969, thousands of students and local community
members turned out together to march or demonstrate their
opposition to the killing in Vietnam. In addition, several

'faculty members at WSU-IL initiated forums and special

lectures, as well as informative newsletters and pamphlets

addre531ng issues such as women's liberation, civil rights
and militarism, The topics for discussion would always
~change from night to night, but the overall message was the
same: "Get Involved",

By 1970, theagradual withdrawal of troops from Vietnam
had beguﬁ. The war was far from over, but society in
America nonetheless began to assess the events of the pre-
vious years and felt pride mixed with shame. Pride in the
achievements and advances that had been realized. Shame
in counting the dead, not only from the battle fields
abroad, but from the battlefields of the inner cities and
spall towns.

La Crosse also experienced a slowing down, a calming

 in the whirlwind of events and people. As many of WSU-IL's
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-student activists graduated and}moved on, a large void
begaﬂ to open on campus. The university gradually re-
turned to calmer times. It would never be completely as
it was before, however, for the spirit and vibrance WSU-L
experienced would leave lasting impressions upon genera-
tions of students to dome

; .Conclusion

Far too often, America's smaller communities are
compared‘with the larger and more cosmopolitan centers,
and are disparaged for what they are or are not. To say
that Ia Crosse, Wisconsin during the angry and ecstatic
period of the 1960s was not a Berkeley, a New York, or

even a Madison is simplistic. In many ways, La Crosse

had not been given the chance to become even more than what

it was, What it was, however, was an example of activism

_on a smaller SCale, but no less important than the cities

with streets aflame., As is true for each individual, each
city, town and village has within it the potential to care
when called upon. The tragic and joyfilled years of the
1960s called upon Ia Crosse to care, and it answered with
all the emotion and hope it could garner. This was IaCrosse,

its community, its university, its people.

N
\‘\‘
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