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Many would say that “the middle of nowhere”
is at worst a fair description of Kenyon’s location. Indeed,
located in the rural town of Gambier, Ohio, we’re not exactly
talking New York here. Heck, we’re not even talking Cleveland. But
that doesn’t really matter, because this little school makes up for
what it might lack in location by the strength of its academics,
now rivaling Oberlin for the reputation as Ohio’s best.

Once students actually arrive at Kenyon’s
800-acre campus, they’re usually hooked. Set on a wooded hillside
with grand Gothic architecture and “a few gargoyles thrown in for
effect,” Kenyon’s campus is as beautiful as they come. “Fall in
Gambier is like fall in heaven, I’m sure,” marvels one student.
Another proclaims, “A Rockwell picture image is an appropriate
comparison.” The college’s oldest building, Old Kenyon, dates from
1836 and is one of the oldest collegiate buildings in the
nation.

Along with the
physical beauty, Kenyon’s tight sense of community sets the tone
for a learning experience that one student describes as “liberal
arts education in a pure form.” The strongest programs are the
social sciences and humanities. This is the home of The Kenyon
Review, a prestigious literary quarterly, and not
coincidentally, the English department is exceptionally
strong….

-FISKE GUIDE TO COLLEGES, 1993
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 Chapter One

ADMISSIONS

Every time I travel
this way, driving north from Columbus, coming in off the interstate
highway, I feel that I’m entering another country and that
somewhere along these winding roadkill roads, somewhere among these
small farms with Mail Pouch chewing tobacco signs splashed on
rickety barns, somewhere near a sleepy, white-clapboard Ohio town
like Homer or Brandon, there should be a guardhouse and a gate
across the road, customs and immigration agents checking passport
and visa, shots and tickets, before waving me on toward Kenyon
College, a dozen miles away.

“Where you headed?” I imagine one guard
asking, while his partner walks around the back, peering at boxes
of books, suitcases, food, and spices I won’t be able to find at
Kroger or Big Bear. Both men have the tired, spavined walk of a
failed farmer kicking through a field of stubble. Everyone who
works around here looks like a farmer doing something else on the
side, delivering mail, cutting hair, whatever.

“Up the road to Gambier,” I say. “Kenyon
College.”

“Uh huh … you a professor?”

“Part-time, sort of,” I say, glancing over at
my wife. “I write and I teach.”

“A writer. You written anything I might have
…”

“Herm,” the second guard interrupts, pointing
into the back of our jeep. “Got something here you should maybe
look at it.”

He reaches in and lifts up a jar filled with
decaying vegetables swimming in orange-flecked fluid that might be
formaldehyde.

“It’s kim chee,” I protest. “Cabbage that’s
aged … and soaked in peppers and … Koreans eat it.”

“You in the Korean Department at Kenyon?” He
sounds suspicious.

Word is out, I guess. There are all kinds of
departments at Kenyon these days.

“English,” I say. That calms them both, it
seems. They’ve heard of the Kenyon English Department, by God.

“Hope you know what you’re getting into,”
Herm says, waving me through.

“I hope so, too,” I answer, pulling away, but
not so rapidly that I fail to hear one of them saying to the other:
“It’s okay. He’s not tenure-track.”

The miles of garden apartments and shopping
malls, ranchettes and golf courses around Columbus have finally
dropped away, though every year it takes longer to lose them. Now
we move through a downbeat, abandoned-feeling country where weeds
grow in railroad tracks that lead to rusted trestle bridges left
behind from an America that used to be. It’s as though all these
towns were once connected to something larger but they got
unplugged fifty years ago. Trains connect. Roads bypass. Or
obliterate.

If it is not another country that I am coming
into, it is a particular place. Sometimes I think of it as an
island, with all the island qualities: a sense that everything is
connected, nothing is ever over, and everything that happens ought
to be taken personally. The kind of place that, on its good days,
can feel like the heart of the universe, the perfect center of a
well-spent life. On other days it’s simply nowhere, it’s nowhere
squared: not just a small college but a small rural college, a
small rural college in the Midwest, a lightly endowed,
wrist-slicingly isolated college with English roots and eastern
airs, national and international aspirations, some wishful, some
warranted, a college poor but proud, less conservative than
old-fashioned, less elitist than peculiar, not a pushy, voguish
college, not this one, but a college that stands at the edge of the
party and waits and waits politely, sometimes it seems like
forever, to be recognized and remembered and appropriately
introduced: Kenyon College, Gambier, Ohio. A place I sometimes
love, with a history that rolls like the seasons, down through the
years, and moods that change like the weather.

It’s not your typical
college. With fewer than 1,500 students, it’s smaller, far smaller,
than most. It’s also far more expensive: Kenyon costs around
$20,000 per year. Eighty percent of American college students
attend public institutions; Kenyon is private. Still, chances are
that when you picture a college, you see a place like Kenyon. For
here in Gambier, Ohio, is the very image of a college—the college
of memory and dream, out of Hollywood movies and Plato’s cave, a
college that is a confluence of people and place, of character and
fate, architecture and landscape, college as a personal style, a
way of life, college as a place where history matters and people
remember, an island in space and time. Also, my alma mater.

I should begin by telling
you something about my parents. They are both naturalized citizens,
having been born in Germany and come here in the 1920’s. My father
is a machinist and his father was a tinsmith…. I have lived in
“Suburbia” all my life.

My application to
Kenyon College, dated November 20, 1959, shows a snapshot of
someone I have trouble acknowledging; bad haircut, big ears, black
knit tie, solemn but inexperienced face. Spaces are filled, “in
ink” as instructed, in a handwriting that barely resembles what I
write this morning. I see the New Jersey address I called home till
Kenyon came along, and I see a phone number that I haven’t dialed
for years, except in memory. I listed Pop as a machinist foreman.
They didn’t ask what Mom did. Reading on, I discover the awkward,
unformed kid I was, earnest and sweet and clueless, proud of being
a newspaper editor, a Key Club member, a National Honor Society
inductee, who listed “foreign service work or foreign
correspondence” as his life’s goals. Early failure faces me when I
note that I was a Boy Scout, a junior assistant scoutmaster, a
member of the Order of the Arrow, and yet just a Life Scout, never
an Eagle. I went for soft, nerdy merit badges, things like World
Citizenship, Soil and Water Conservation. Physical Fitness daunted
me: those impossible, non-negotiable chin-ups.

My minor interests, which may or may not interest
you, are taking walks, looking at sunsets, and humming to myself. I
don’t suppose any of my “ideas” would strike you as particularly
original or profound. I’ve done a lot of watching, listening, and
reading, and am beginning to get an idea of what “beauty” and
“good” and “truth” are like. My thoughts still remain vague, but
are generally becoming clearer. I hope that with the benefits and
encouragement of a college education they will become clearer
still.

I smile and wince at
all this, at the odd blend of high seriousness and utter naïveté,
blended shyness and arrogance I can still find in myself. No doubt
about it, I was a child of the fifties, a scholarship kid and, any
way you looked at it, a virgin. When it came to college, we all
were virgins, the whole family, that whole generation of immigrant
parents who wanted their kids to have the chances they’d never had,
not that they knew where that might lead.

I won’t pretend that I come from an extremely poor
family—I don’t. I have always had enough to eat and wear. But my
parents, already in their mid-fifties, are approaching old age and
have never been rich. I will not impoverish my parents and risk
their well being in old age in order to go to college. Bluntly, I
cannot attend Kenyon or any college of a similar caliber without
substantial scholarship aid.

True believers, my parents operated on faith
about the value of an education, never imagining what it was like
to have a son who was an English major. Who knew from colleges?
Colleges were an unknown America, something about success and
happiness, however they combined. I was “college material,” school
counselors had warned them. And someone told us that a small
college was a good place to be. That must have appealed to our
immigrant caution: Sure, a small college, that sounds about right
for Freddy. Start small. Kenyon, Wesleyan, Hamilton, and, for
insurance, Rutgers. Free-agent style, we would let the money
decide, the scholarship money, and, when it turned out they all
offered the same amount, I chose the last place I’d visited. I’d
seen the others in winter when they were bleak and daunting. I made
my first trip to Kenyon in April when the quads were green, when
arching maples turned Middle Path into an arcade, when ancient
classrooms exhaled dark-wood wisdom and there were violets coming
up in the grass outside the chapel. It was beautiful then. And with
forty faculty, five hundred students, all male, it was small. It
was plenty small, all right, a small and improbable place: an
English campus surrounding a rickety Appalachian village, perched
on a hill in the middle of Ohio. Almost the last hill. Ahead, west,
lay thousands of miles of corn belt plains. The East was a day’s
ride behind, that whole twinkling, magic coast I soon learned to
miss, high school girlfriends, daily newspapers, bread with a
crust, all gone. The nights were dark in Gambier, the stars bright.
Did Pascal say he worried about the distance between the stars? I
was concerned about the hundreds of turnpike miles that divided me
from home. I pondered the distance between radio stations, those
horrifying, staticky silences, broken only by hog belly and Bible
quotes.

I was isolated, shipwrecked, stranded. I was
on an island. And that, it turned out, had been the point, back in
1825, when the college’s founder, Episcopal Bishop Philander Chase,
selected this hill as the permanent home for the
college-seminary-grammar school he’d founded near Columbus the year
before. A mural on the Gambier post office wall depicts the
founder’s first visit: two men on horseback pausing in a wooded
clearing, one carrying a map and the other, Philander Chase,
pointing toward a rolling green horizon, a river, a valley, distant
undulating hills. “Well, this will do,” Philander Chase said that
morning the college was born here. Chase was a passionate,
imperious man, larger than life. Opposed by rival prelates in his
plans for an Ohio college, Chase journeyed to England to raise
money from aristocrats. The town, the college, its streets and
buildings carry their names, and something of their style. And
something of his style, too: heroic beginning, heartfelt
commitment. And bitter ending. In 1831 he left the college he’d
built, the place he’d called “the Star of the West,” ousted by an
alliance of faculty and trustees. “Bishop Chase never could believe
that any way was so good as his way, or that those who opposed him
did so from motives entirely pure,” writes a college historian.
Leaving Kenyon, Chase wintered in a run-down cabin in a neighboring
county. From his exile, he headed to Illinois, where he founded
another college near Peoria, Jubilee College. It didn’t survive.
Its grounds, a state park, include Philander Chase’s grave.

After Chase’s departure, through the rest of
the nineteenth century, the college’s growth was anything but
steady. Power struggles, intramural Episcopalian disputes, chronic
money shortages, and up-and-down enrollments brought Kenyon to the
edge of bankruptcy. The college entered the twentieth century with
just thirty-three students. There was vitality in the place, there
was quality. There was also chronic poverty and frustration. And a
dismaying series of accidents.

In 1905 a vigorous young president, William
Foster Peirce, had just been installed. With the support of Mark
Hanna and other Midwest industrialists, the college was poised to
grow into a heartlands Princeton. But on Saturday evening, October
28 of that year, Stuart L. Pierson, a Kenyon freshman about to be
initiated into Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity, was placed on a
railroad trestle and run over by an unscheduled train. Did he fall
asleep on the tracks? Did he awaken, disoriented, and lurch toward
his death? Or was he tied, unable to move off the tracks? The
college’s history, otherwise lucid, gets vague and speculative on
this point, finally concluding that the sleep-deprived Pierson ran,
staggered, fell into the train’s path. The tabloid press surmised
otherwise, concocting “Perils of Pauline” illustrations that showed
a bound victim about to go under the wheels. “Newspapers in America
and in foreign lands continued for months to speak of it,” the
college history reports. “Some eminent preachers told of it in
their sermons; parents declared that never should their sons be
sent to a college where it was the custom to tie freshmen to the
railroad track. The enrollment at Kenyon immediately fell off, and
not until ten years had gone by did it fully recover.”

In 1949 Kenyon made the papers again, the
only time a Gambier, Ohio, dateline has appeared on the front page
of the New York Times. Old Kenyon, the massive pile of stone and
timber that was the heart of the college, was destroyed in a fire
that took the lives of nine students. The lightly endowed college
diverted funds, scrambled for donations, and managed to rebuild Old
Kenyon, stone for stone, but the fire remains “by far the greatest
tragedy ever to strike Kenyon College.”

The death on the railroad tracks was ancient
history when I arrived in 1960. So was the Kenyon fire. They were
the stuff of ghost stories, local color. But on May 8, 1956, there
had been another sudden death, that of Kenyon’s fifty-two-year-old
president, Gordon Keith Chalmers, from which Kenyon had still not
recovered. An intense, beetle-browed authoritarian, Chalmers
arrived at Kenyon in 1937 and set about turning a likable, genteel
college—a place where students played polo and faculty played
bridge—into a first-rate institution. Indifferent to balanced
budgets, inept at fund-raising, frequently at war with the faculty
he hired and fired, or attempted to fire, Chalmers built Kenyon’s
reputation with star recruitments, with an advanced placement plan
that became a national model, and with a flurry of activity in
Gambier, speeches, symposia, conferences. Above all, he hired the
poet-critic John Crowe Ransom to teach at Kenyon and to become
founding editor of a new literary quarterly, the Kenyon
Review.

There’s nothing like a writer—the right sort
of writer—to spruce up a neighborhood. Robert Lowell came to study
under Ransom, Peter Taylor to teach, Randall Jarrell to teach and
coach tennis. Other poets and writers followed: James Wright,
Robert Mezey, William Gass, E. L. Doctorow. And then there were
those summer conferences, the foundation-funded Kenyon School of
English, which brought together murderers’ rows of literary
critics, Barzun, Bentley, Burke, Brooks, Empson, Kazin, Mizener,
Rahv, Schorer, Tate, Warren, and Winters.

It’s tempting to make too much of this. The
Kenyon Review’s circulation never exceeded 3,000, and it had
little contact with students. The rigorous, text-oriented “New
Criticism” associated with the Review was soon supplemented,
if not superseded, by other approaches to literature. Ransom
abandoned it himself by the mid-1940s. Those glittering summer
conclaves lasted only three years. The whole literary-critical
culture was in fact a subculture, temporary and fortuitous, a
college within a college. Later, E. L. Doctorow described himself
and his cohorts as “the exotics,” a tiny cabal in a student body
characterized by “the drinkers and the jocks and the proud
C-average second or third generation Kenyon men who wore grey
flannels and white bucks and school sweaters in the monarchial
colors of purple and white.”

Granted, Kenyon under Chalmers was no
Camelot. The president was opinionated, headstrong, obstinate. He
spurned psychology, a pseudo-science, inappropriate for Kenyon.
Ditto sociology. His abrupt firings galvanized the faculty, some of
whom were obsessed by hate for him. And there were always money
problems. Visiting Kenyon in the forties, the University of Chicago
president, Robert Maynard Hutchens, praised Chalmers. “Don’t ever
let him balance the budget,” he advised. Alas, Chalmers kept the
promise. His last years were fiscally grim.

Still, Chalmers had succeeded in his drive to
make an obscure place important. People still speak of him in
Gambier: Chalmers making a point to spend at least half an hour,
one on one, with every Kenyon student; Chalmers saving money by
taking the upper berth on night trains to New York; Chalmers
inviting a college janitor who wrote poetry to have dinner with
Robert Frost. Chalmers serving hot mulled wine to the college
faculty on Christmas Eve.

When I arrived in 1960, the place had a
feeling of—what to call it?—aftermath, as though I’d gone to Paris,
searching for the Lost Generation, in 1935. Chalmers’s successor,
the gentle, ineffectual F. Edward “Buck” Lund, had come to Kenyon,
he later confessed, “looking for a place to put my feet up.” On
arrival in 1957, at a welcoming dinner, he’d sat through a speech
that old-timers still talk about, a long, lethal performance by
John Crowe Ransom. The poet-critic warned the new president that
Chalmers’s style of arbitrary leadership wouldn’t work anymore: the
faculty ran Kenyon. It was the sort of testing speech that demands
a retort. It never came. Instead, people recall, Lund gave a speech
in which he mentioned William Butler Yeats. Only he pronounced
Yeats as though it rhymed with Keats, or
beets. “It was all downhill from there,” someone tells
me.

Kenyon’s years of
congenial adequacy, of being a pretty good place, comfortable and
clubby, had been interrupted by a quality-driven president who
thought of Kenyon as first-rate, “an eastern college misplaced.”
The place had enjoyed a few seasons of glory, and, though much of
that was over now, the reputation persisted, like a nickname you
can’t shake. And what you do with reputations is a tricky business,
a thin line between living off of them and living up to them. That
was Kenyon’s predicament, and mine.

We’ve had a long day
of driving in August heat, but now conversation perks up again. My
wife senses my excitement, and my dog Max does, too. Comatose on
interstates, he awoke the first time I flipped the turn signal, and
now he stirs and sniffs. I imagine the scents that will be coming
to him: fallen pears and apples, dormitory smells and dining
commons smells and classroom funks. Though my wife will come and
go—her job is in Chicago—Max will stay with me in the year ahead,
while I teach where I once learned.

I remember my Kenyon professors, not my
courses. Who keeps college notebooks, all those years of
stenography, context fading, handwriting indecipherable, memories
and morals turning into mulch? Likewise, those big-ticket textbooks
gather dust, those pages of underlining, exclamation marks, and
marginal notes that remind you of an earlier self, some too
confident hunter roaming through print with a ballpoint pen,
marking, gotcha, gotcha, gotcha. You remember the professors.

I remember Denham Sutcliffe, an English
professor. He knew me before I knew him, knew me before I knew
myself. I can picture him now, a round, florid man, who limped as
he walked—a hunting accident had lamed him. I can even smell him, a
not unpleasant combination of sweat and books I detected whenever I
cruised by his office, hoping he’d throw me a word, a compliment.
And I can hear him, sardonic and ironic, skewering a student who’d
used wise as an all-purpose suffix—”how are you doing,
sex-wise?” —or reciting long chunks of Pope’s “Essay on Man”
from memory, or addressing us at the college’s opening banquet our
freshman year. He talked about the college’s founders, dead
Episcopalians whose portraits lined the walls. He advised us on
study habits: “Do not have her photograph in view.” He told
us it was sin to crack a book’s spine or deface its pages. Then he
told us how Kenyon College was beginning its 136th year, a long
time as time was measured in Knox County, Ohio, and Harvard was
beginning its, say, 300th year, which was certainly a long time in
America, and Oxford was beginning—I’m guessing now—its 1,200th
year, and that was a long time anywhere. Suddenly this small
hick college was part of a great, timeless enterprise. Sutcliffe
was like that: he put here into there. Your coming, and your
staying, made sense.

A lot of the time, of course, I was
miserable. Being miserable was an art form in isolated, all-male
colleges, a theatrical melancholy spawned in dormitories that stank
of unwashed clothing, spilled beer, masturbation, in hangdog
February classrooms, all tracked with mud, at fraternity parties
where the chance of romance was extinguished like a lit cigarette
plunged into a handy bowl of cheese dip. At the end of my sophomore
year, I’d had enough. Part of it was about women. If you had a
scholarship, you couldn’t have a car, because that meant you
shouldn’t have a scholarship. And if you didn’t have a car, you
needed to be able to borrow a car, to pick up your woman at the
Columbus airport, or the Mansfield bus station, or a neighboring
college: neighboring, as in forty, fifty, eighty miles away.
Fraternity boys had the cars and the connections. So on those big
dance weekends, fall and spring, I wandered from party to party,
casting myself as an observer, sardonic and—you’d better believe
it—unattached, moving from one fraternity lounge to another, three
lounges per building in three buildings, the nine circles of hell
and I was Dante. Sure: if Dante were a virgin from New Jersey.

Women were only part of it. Tolerated, liked,
even spoiled, I still sensed I was an outsider, a New Jersey boy in
Ohio, an agnostic in Episcopalia, a working-class kid among the
upper class, a first-generation German-American among long-settled
WASPS, an independent at a place where 90 percent of the student
body joined fraternities. I felt like a foreign student, sometimes.
I could sense it the way some of the old-timers checked me out; I
could guess what they were thinking. “Scholarship … New Jersey … is
that a vowel at the end of his name? … not our type exactly…. You
say he’s doing well?”

I was doing too well, acing courses, flirting
with a four-point. Much was made of that, much was made of me, and
that bothered me too. Life was a series of increasing challenges,
I’d been told. In grammar school, I was warned about high school, a
regional high school that drew from five communities, some of them
with lots of Jews. What a killer arena that was going to be! I’d be
lucky if I passed wood shop!

And then in high school, when they’d sorted
us into college prep and vocational ed types, sorted us like
apples, some mashed into cider and applesauce, others polished,
wrapped in tissue paper, crated and marked for export, I was
cautioned about life-and-death combat in college. In college,
they’d take me down a notch or two, all right, and high time!

Now, at Kenyon, I discovered the first truth
about college. It was easy. It was easy if you worked, and it was
negotiable even if you didn’t work. That was the meaning of the
gentleman’s C: minimal effort, moderate attendance, in exchange for
a middling grade. I worked. I worked because my parents worked,
because my machinist father got up while it was still dark to drive
to a factory he hated and my mother earned tuition money as a
cashier at a high school cafeteria. But those other students amazed
me, the ones who bagged lectures—lectures that their parents were
paying for, you could figure it out, so many dollars per
slept-through class! They weren’t upset, they didn’t feel guilty,
they weren’t even worried. No, they walked the campus with a
certain air of entitlement, relaxed, controlled, proprietary. They
seemed content at Kenyon, and Kenyon seemed content with them.

Now I was getting cocky. Throwing immigrant
caution aside, I applied to Yale, applied for admission and aid,
and got both. Then the agony began. Four letters, four envelopes,
four stamps: to Yale, yes and no, to Kenyon, I’m leaving, I’m
returning. My bewildered, heartsick parents couldn’t advise me.
They just wanted me to be happy. Was that so much to ask? In the
end, I mailed the letters that told Kenyon I was returning, told
Yale they’d have to get by without me. I wasn’t out of the post
office parking lot before I’d convinced myself I’d made the wrong
decision, the cowardly, minor league, big fish–small pond,
play-it-safe, bird-in-hand, chicken shit German-American decision,
but I could not imagine the look on Denham Sutcliffe’s face when he
learned of my desertion. The next two years of my life were
his.

If I could cast him as Mr. Chips and leave it
at that, I would remember him less well. But I learned there was
more to him: streaks of bitterness and anger, working-class anger,
something that savaged piety and hated wealth and chafed at the
life of the local hero, his life. I recall a lecture he gave and
the person who introduced him lingered on his accomplishments,
which, though not insubstantial, fell short of major book-length
scholarship. “Thank you,” Sutcliffe said when he arose to speak.
“At one time I would have said that the person you describe sounds
like a promising young man.”

Sutcliffe taught everyone who came to him,
but he lived for exceptional students. They redeemed him. They
atoned for rage. A Rhodes Scholar, Sutcliffe had ambitions for me
and for another English major, Perry Lentz. It was hard to see how
he could miss hitting the jackpot with one of us, maybe both. A
reserved, diligent Alabaman whose shyness was often mistaken for
hauteur, Lentz was a solid, thoughtful, conservative, Episcopalian
DKE. He was writing a novel for his honors thesis, and, what’s
more, he played soccer. I was the scholarship boy, the campus
critic, churning out two hundred pages on Edmund Wilson and John
Dos Passos for my honors thesis. One establishment student, one
anti. The Rhodes people could take their choice, Sutcliffe must
have thought. I hoped that we would both succeed. Or … both … God,
please! … fail.

My senior year, I pulled all-nighters, every
night, reading while the dormitory slept, reading not just books
but whole careers, Orwell, Lawrence, Dos Passos, Edmund Wilson,
orgies of reading, night-long roller coaster trips. Maybe, later, I
got wiser, but I was never faster, smarter, more receptive. I
watched dawn roll in from Pennsylvania, lighting up barns, birds
starting to sing, and there’d still be an hour before breakfast,
and I’d walk around, exhilarated, all full of what I’d been
reading, greeting the night watchman on his last round, watching
the flag-raising in front of the post office, that flagpole that
was the epicenter of this small island, the point from which
distance was measured: faculty weren’t supposed to live more than
ten miles away from that pole, that was as far as anybody was
supposed to go, and then I’d head into Peirce Hall, the first
customer for their breakfast, which was my supper, and then one
morning, it all fell short, fell apart, because Dean of Students
Tom Edwards walked in and quietly announced that Sutcliffe had died
the night before.

Lentz and I were
pallbearers. We’d both missed the Rhodes, after all. Sutcliffe died
before I could bring myself to ask for help on this multiple-choice
question I was having trouble with: whether I had failed Kenyon, or
whether Kenyon had failed me, or whether something else was wrong.
There was a lesson in all this, and with Sutcliffe dead, it was
something I had to work out myself. The lesson was about Kenyon:
that success in a small place doesn’t lead to triumph elsewhere,
doesn’t transplant, doesn’t compound. There were limits to being a
local hero. Sutcliffe was my professor and my guide, and I thought
he had it all figured out for me, my life’s design and purpose. But
toward the end, I’d started wondering if he hadn’t just wanted
company inside this small trap of a place. I was beginning to have
doubts, beginning to sense what Sutcliffe must have known, all
along, the way pride and despair accompany each other in a small
place, the way love and anger, trust and treason, come together on
a college island. Returning now, middle-aged, I detect a surge of
nostalgia and—is it coming from inside the jeep?—a whiff of
doubt.

A few years ago,
while I was on magazine assignment in South Africa, my wife got a
call from Kenyon. There’d been some bloodletting in the Kenyon
English Department, a sudden opening created, a stopgap replacement
required. My old classmate, Perry Lentz, had remembered me. Would I
like to come for one semester, teach two courses, both in fiction
writing, for $15,000? She wasn’t calling to talk it over: she’d
already said yes.

I ended up teaching at Kenyon for chunks of
the next three years. It was all ad hoc: I never knew, when I left,
if I’d be returning. And closed-ended: no thoughts of tenure-track
employment. And part-time: two courses per semester instead of the
usual three. This is my fourth return trip. I’m staying all year
this time, teaching one course of fiction writing, fall semester,
one course of something called “American Literature since 1945” in
the spring. And I am going to write about Kenyon, which, it occurs
to me, is a lot like writing about your parents while they are
still alive and tinkering with their will.

Kenyon’s president, Phil Jordan, was
equivocal when I first described this project to him: “a year in
the life of a liberal arts college, a lively, knowledgeable,
pungent, top-to-bottom examination of the dynamics, the character,
the traditions, tensions and pretensions, predicaments and
prospects of one of America’s least examined, least understood
institutions.” And so forth. He wasn’t wowed. He wondered what good
could come of it at a time when higher education is under
heightening criticism. He also worried that my poking around might
cause local discomfiture. Kenyon, like all colleges, is dedicated
to critical inquiry, free speech, open dialogue, the play of ideas.
It is also, like other colleges, thin-skinned and image-conscious,
a jealous guardian of its own self-esteem. Never mind, there’s no
resisting an idea whose time has come. Even a dangerous idea. And
in the months since we talked, the news about higher education has
gotten worse. Costs are rising, salaries lagging, enrollments
declining, test scores dropping. Admissions departments are in
turmoil, professors are mud-wrestling over what to teach, and
college presidents are fending off federal price-fixing charges.
Add multiculturalism and political correctness to the list.
“Nothing feels settled anymore,” an article in the New York
Times declared a few weeks ago. The headline: “Higher Education
Feels the Heat.” I can’t blame Phil Jordan for having his doubts;
I’ve got some doubts myself.

The choice of college is the most
extraordinarily uninformed decision otherwise bright people make.
If they bought a house for the same money—$100,000, say, though
education’s going up faster than real estate—they’d check out title
search, termite inspection, public schools, property taxes, roof,
cellar. With colleges, it’s a glossy brochure, a walk around campus
in good weather, and a hearsay reputation that’s thirty years out
of date. That’s my first audience, I told Jordan, the parents you
see touring the liberal arts gulag with their kids, prospective
students, all nods and grins, shopping colleges with little more
information than you can get about the average kennel: “This is the
cage, this is the run, we walk them twice a day, our pets are happy
here.” There’s another group I’ll be writing for, more elusive, but
I know they’re out there. I’ve seen that distant smile that appears
on the face of the $300,000-a-year executive when he hears I teach
at a small private college in the country. I’ve seen that killer
polish recede, if only for a moment, and yield to something much
older, or younger: “I’ve always thought about going back and
teaching.” I hear what they are hearing, choral songs and courtly
voices, chapel bells. I can see what they are seeing, classrooms
lined with dark wood, white houses with friendly porches, cordial
campus paths, years passing in a lively, lovely, resonant place, a
place like Kenyon, small but fine, pink and white dogwoods in the
springtime, leaf raking and fresh cider in the fall, and I know
that, for a moment anyway, I’m envied.

None of this talk of audiences, ripe and
ready, persuaded Kenyon’s president to cooperate so much as that
bellwether argument that, one way or another, with or without,
there was going to be a book. I couldn’t blame him. I told him,
later on, to try not to worry much: I was better than anyone who
was more loyal, more loyal than anyone who was better. He laughed
at that, his hearty, locally famous laugh—hearty if not necessarily
convinced—and promised cooperation. How much cooperation remains to
be seen.

The way a traveler learns a village, I want
to know this college. Who runs Kenyon College? How are decisions
made? What is the dialectic between the president, the provost, the
board of trustees? What about the faculty? Are they scholars?
Dedicated teachers? Can they manage being both? Can they get away
with being neither? Are they happy campers? Whining mercenaries?
How should I picture this island I’m coming to? As a feudal
structure, a benign fiefdom? A business? A scholarly kibbutz? A
summer camp, a country club, a finishing school?

What are the customers getting for their
money? What about grades, standards, intellectual rigor? Is the
customer always right? How hard is it to succeed at Kenyon? How
hard is it to fail?

I want to know what it’s like to be a college
professor. Amazingly, every academic novel I’ve read—Pictures
from an Institution, The Groves of Academe, A New
Life—has been about personal crisis or marital politics.
There’s never a classroom scene, a student dropping by to
manipulate a grade, a lecture that went from good to bad to good
again, a seminar that was a three-hour march through a mountain
range of ups and downs. And where’s the one scene that goes right
to the heart of college life, its bane, its cross, its mainstay:
the mind-numbing, migraine-making reading and grading of one, two,
three War and Peace–size piles of student prose?

The students. I want to know what it’s like
for them, to get as close as I can to answering the ultimate
question: What does it feel like to be you? I’ve no kids of my own,
and I’m not complaining. The $20,000 I’ve gotten for my most recent
book, years of work, just matched what it would cost to send an
offspring to Kenyon. For one year. Still, I wonder about the Kenyon
students who occupy my old premises, the people who will be in
their prime when I am old. What do they know? What do they care
about? What is funny to them? Do they crave excellence? Fear
mediocrity? Do all-nighters? Do any of the things that matter to me
matter to them?

Maybe it’ll be a quiet
year in Gambier, but I doubt it. As sure as shit and feathers on a
chicken coop floor, there’s always something. There are underlying
dramas in admissions and money-raising, there’s deep-dish
Kremlinology about the plans and ambitions of the president and
provost. There are student uproars: date rape, fraternities, and
all. There’s the melodrama of hiring searches. Add all this to the
real work of the college, the teaching and the learning, and if you
don’t have the makings of a movie you’re certainly assured of a
long-running television show, something between “Night Court” and
“Northern Exposure.”

Now we come into
Mount Vernon, seat of Knox County, Ohio, the town to Kenyon’s gown.
Just a few miles more. With its cobbled brick street, Civil War
monument town square, block after block of handsome
turn-of-the-century housing, Mount Vernon would be a chic place if
it were in reach of a major city. It would be Williamstown,
Massachusetts, and Kenyon might be Williams, Williams with a lusty
$333 million endowment, compared to Kenyon’s piddling $35 million.
Kenyon would be Williams, sure, and every go-go girl would be a
ballerina. Never mind: we try harder, maybe, sometimes. Meanwhile,
Mount Vernon is another town where growth and decline seem
tenuously balanced, its downtown Main Street subverted by an ugly,
edge-of-town gamut of supermarkets, discount stores, fast-food
franchises. Hometown of Paul Lynde, boasts Mount Vernon, another
American city that defines itself by the ones who leave. And yet,
there is something congenial about the place: stately houses,
modest bungalows, backyard gardens, quiet streets, a sense of late
summer torpor, terminal and full. Better this than prosperity,
which would spell video dishes outside of mobile homes,
subdivisions in cornfields, and a new, newer, newest shopping
center on the outskirts of town.

Outside of Mount Vernon, Route 229 goes
uphill, past a few showy mansions, old money and new, past a
retirement home for Masonic women, past bungalows and cornfields,
the same landscape we’ve been driving through for hours, but I am
so close now I couldn’t be more stirred if, time warping, I were
somehow crunching over the gravel in my parents’ driveway and it
was thirty years ago and they were outside on a late summer
weekend, my mother in the garden weeding. Days after rain were good
days for weeding, she said. And he’d be on the stoop, relaxing
after spading the garden, a short, barrel-chested man with a
Ballantine Ale in his hand, wearing a pair of shorts with
boxer-style underwear beneath, and the underwear always was an inch
longer than the shorts. That neighborhood is gone now. Coming to
Kenyon is as close as I can get to coming home. Like salmon to
spawning stream, like eagle to nest, like dog to vomit, I
return.

Now I’ve come to the crest of a hill, and,
across a valley where cornfields curve along the Kokosing River and
an old railroad trestle hides in trees, I see the college hill and
race toward it. At the entrance, a sizable marker, donated by a
trustee, names the college and displays its coat of arms. “The tomb
of the unknown college,” students call it. We turn up the hill,
turn left at the top, arrive in the parking lot outside the
freshman dormitory, Lewis Hall, the same dorm I lived in thirty-two
years ago. My wife steps out of the jeep. Max jumps gingerly onto
the ground. Suddenly, as we head toward the dormitory door, vintage
fears assert themselves.

“Got a guy here sneaking a woman into the
dorm,” I imagine someone saying. It’s the same off-duty farmer I
pictured down the road, right across the county line, or his
brother. Only now he wears the uniform of campus security. His
arrival is SWAT-like, with flashing lights and crackling intercoms.
“What’s your name?”

“P. F Kluge … class of ‘64.”

“Her name?”

“Pamela Hollie.” The security guard’s pause
stretches into an embarrassing silence. A Knox County sheriff’s
vehicle pulls in beside the security guard’s jeep. And lights snap
on in the faculty house across the way. Who lives there, I ask
myself. Joan Slonczewski, Biology Department. Writes feminist
science fiction. Great!

“Look, we’re married,” I hear myself saying.
I glare at my wife, as an old irritation revives. “Legally married.
She kept her name.” God, I don’t mind women getting a fair shake,
honest, only why did I have to be in the first generation to live
through it?!

“No women in the dorms,” my nemesis repeats.
Down the road—it’s hard to be sure—I see a couple people walking a
pair of dogs. Untrained dogs, straining at the leash, spotting Max
and pulling Kenyon’s president and his wife toward the scene of the
crime.

But no. I open the door, and the long
corridor, freshly waxed, awaits me. My wife and my dog and I walk
down the hall, and the building swallows us.

 



 Chapter Two

1st Orientation

Summer still
blankets Gambier. The worst drought in years fills the air with
dust, bakes the ground adobe, turns grass into thin, sad strands an
old man might comb over a bald spot. Papery corn, dead on its feet,
riffles in a wind that brings no rain, small streams, called
“runs,” have gone dry, and the Kokosing is less a river than a
drainage ditch, green and stagnant. Up on the hill, Kenyon just
begins to stir, sluggishly, the way you rouse yourself after a
night when you’ve gotten too much sleep or too little.

I never feel that I’m back at Kenyon until
I’ve walked the campus from end to end. Unpacking will wait, calls
and visits, a dog-food run to Big Bear. First we need to walk the
place. This isn’t about people—hi, hello, you’re back, what are you
working on? is it a novel? no? nonfiction? with real names?—this is
memory lane stuff, tying up past and present, right here where they
meet under a mopey August moon. In a few days this place will fill
up with all ranks and types: it belongs as much to them as to me.
But this first walk makes another point: the place belongs as much
to me as to anybody.

Max dawdles behind Pamela and me, not
greeting the campus with the enthusiasm I’d hoped for. He sniffs
like a prospective student forced by parents to go through the
paces at a third-choice college. He senses the emptiness too,
maybe. At the south end of campus, the three older dorms, Hanna,
Leonard, and Old Kenyon, are ominously dark; the only lights,
running straight up and down, are in the stairwells. Doors are
locked, lawns are clear, and the absence of noise is unsettling.
These buildings are most alive when suffering. Now they’ve gone
mute: a zoo with empty cages. The library, too, is dark, like a
patient gone brain-dead. That’s what it comes to when there aren’t
students: no vital signs.

We walk the village of Gambier, that one
block of businesses and offices that separates the south end of
campus from the newer north end. This is the place people picture
when they think about returning, this college village. The picture
varies with the amount of time they’ve been away. In my time, the
place was run-down, like a New England hamlet hijacked to the
Ozarks: wooden sidewalks, creaking floors, false-fronted shops. The
Peoples Bank was the solidest place in town, and it—we boasted—had
been robbed, back in the thirties, by an offshoot of John
Dillinger’s gang. That was Gambier: the sort of place robbers might
knock over on a whim, and not the starting team, either, not the
ten most wanted, but some felons way down the list, wanna-be
wanteds. The post office sat next to the bank. Next door, the
bookstore, mostly textbooks, then a couple faculty houses, then the
alumni house, where visitors stayed. Across the street, a gas
station, a couple grocery stores, a couple barbers, and a one-pump
gas station.

Endearing and decrepit in my memory, Gambier
has been spruced up now, Williamsburged into a state of postcard
prettiness, so that it makes that all-important nice first
impression, like a roughneck, climb-under-the-hood garage grease
monkey converted into a beaming, crisply uniformed,
clipboard-carrying Mr. Goodwrench. Things have been pruned,
planted, painted, and red-brick buildings stand where the
ricketiest of the old structures used to be. Moved across the
street, the Kenyon Bookstore dominates the village, a likable,
late-night, seven-days-a-week place doubling and tripling as a
candy store, snack shop, and sweatshirt emporium. Faculty don’t
live on Main Street anymore. The sole residential holdout is Jim
Hayes, a longtime grocer, who lives in a red-brick house next to
the Village Inn restaurant. In his seventies now, Hayes spends half
the year in Florida. When in Gambier, he misses the old all-male
days, the fraternities singing up and down Middle Path at night. He
also misses that black ceramic stable boy he had in front of his
house: some students offed it during the seventies, making Jim
Hayes Gambier’s first victim of political correctness.

Gambier looks outward
more than it used to, counting on company, and the outside presses
in more than it used to. But tonight it’s still Philander Chase’s
small college on a hill in the middle of nowhere, a place that
1,500 students are heading for this minute. A few are already
present, soccer and football players, residence hall advisers.
Tonight will be the last quiet night. You can almost hear them
coming, packing compact discs and fake IDs, piling into cars, first
the freshmen, then the upper-class students, bundles of talent and
dyslexia, procrastination and possibility. Sutcliffe used to say
that every student who came to Kenyon, every one, would leave a
mark. I wonder if that’s true. Tonight, though, Gambier doesn’t
belong to this year’s paying customers, the ones who raise their
hands when roll is called. It belongs to the past. At Kenyon, the
past isn’t over. It sticks around.

“I still remember
going out into absolute darkness,” Bruce Haywood recalls, “glimpses
of trees, a road that dipped and twisted, and, my God, I wondered,
is there a college at the end of this?” I spent a lot of time
foraging in Kenyon’s past last summer, talking with trustees,
alumni, and—for the first time in fifteen years—with Bruce Haywood,
a professor of German at Kenyon when I was a student. Later, he
served as college provost, before leaving in 1980 to become
president of Monmouth College in Illinois. It’s remarkable how
people remember their first sight of this god-blessed, god-forsaken
college, their tales of driving through town and missing the place
entirely, asking a befuddled farmer the whereabouts of “downtown
Gambier,” getting off a train and walking through dark woods, up
the hill. Right then, I suspect, a basic choice is made: some
begrudge every mile they have to travel, others love arriving in a
far-off, small place. Two groups: the passers-through and the
stayers-on, the ones who say, “Oh, my,” and the others who
pronounce “Oh, shit!”

Haywood was in the “Oh, my!” group. Born in
Yorkshire, working-class, Bruce Haywood served in World War II,
came to the United States in 1951, did graduate work at Harvard,
which he disliked. Early in 1953, his Ph.D. still incomplete, he
traveled to New York to interview for a job at Kenyon. He went to a
hotel. Gordon Keith Chalmers, Kenyon’s president, sat on the edge
of a bed, Haywood in the room’s only chair, and they talked about
Thomas Mann. Soon afterwards, he was asked to visit Kenyon.

“The first sense I had about the senior
faculty,” Haywood continues, “was that, with a few exceptions, they
were men who had been handpicked by Gordon Chalmers because they
embraced his ideas about liberal arts and the identity of the
college. That was the word I heard again and again. The
college. ‘The college would have it …”The interests of the
college …’ One never heard about the department. The department
didn’t count for much. Our offices were all together in Ascension
Hall, economics and math professors across from each other. If ever
a place deserved the rubric ‘community of scholars,’ the little
Kenyon of that time did. Everybody knew everybody. Looking back, it
seems every Friday afternoon you were at somebody’s house,
visiting, talking.”

How good a place was it? I wondered aloud. If
I asked that question today at Kenyon, I would be asking for
trouble. The short answers are suspect, and the long answers go
from here to the airport, breaking into divisions, ranks,
categories, into lists of the schools you compete with for
students, for money, for prestige, the schools you compete with in
fact and in fancy. A simple question—how good is this
wine?—backfires till your curiosity seems vulgar and you wonder why
you ever bothered asking.

“I suppose if Amherst, Haverford, Williams
were the best, if you thought of them as an A, then Kenyon was not,
Kenyon was a B,” Haywood replies. “Damn good. The best students had
the opportunity to spend time with the best teachers. Sometime in
the mid-fifties, the Chicago Tribune published a list of the
ten best men’s colleges. And Kenyon was the third-best, behind
Amherst and Haverford. That was the kind of quality Kenyon aspired
to. That was the controlling sense. Kenyon wasn’t encouraged to
relate to Ohio Wesleyan or Ohio State but to Williams, Amherst,
Haverford. Everyone walked about four feet off the ground, until
Sutcliffe told them what the Chicago Tribune called itself:
the world’s greatest newspaper. That ended it.”

This was Haywood’s Kenyon, the Kenyon of the
Magic Mountain. A professor of German, he took Thomas Mann’s huge
metaphor and imprinted it on an Ohio hillside, persuading
generations of Kenyon students that four years of clean, clear
thought, of dialogue and discovery in isolation was something that
they should esteem, not resent, because they would be better for
it, and the world better for them. By teaching skill and force of
personality, Haywood became a prevailing figure, especially after
Sutcliffe’s death. Then things changed, and the first change was
one that Haywood had himself endorsed: coeducation.

“Everything we saw told us that young men
were not lining up to enter all-male institutions,” he says. “The
really prestigious ones could go on for a while, but they changed,
too.” Then he reminds me of one of my own lines, something from an
editorial I wrote in the student newspaper, one of those lines that
goes off and gets quoted and takes on a life of its own. “‘Going to
Kenyon is like traveling cabin class on a sinking ship,’“ Haywood
quotes. “Kenyon was going under if not for radical change. There
was simply no choice.”

By 1965 plans were in place to bring women to
Kenyon, plans made without the participation or support of the
college president, E. Edward Lund, Haywood says. “I think he was
confident that the trustees would shut it down.” In 1967 the
trustees approved the plan; President Lund was not enthusiastic.
“He came in one morning at 9:00 A.M.,” Haywood says, “at a time of
day I’d never seen Buck Lund in Ascension Hall. He plunked himself
in a chair, while I was still catching my breath at seeing Buck
Lund at that time of day. ‘I’ve got to tell you,’ he said, `I’m not
going to allow it to happen.’“

Within a week, with the intervention of a
powerful trustee, Lund was on his way out. Haywood was offered the
presidency, which he didn’t feel ready for. He suggested the job be
offered to William Caples, a Kenyon alumnus who was a vice
president at Inland Steel. The idea was that Caples would be a Mr.
Outside, Haywood a Mr. Inside. Their relations were marked,
however, by what Haywood saw as “an increasing antagonism” toward a
faculty the president criticized as lazy. Then, when Phil Jordan
followed Caples in 1975, Haywood was troubled by the new
president’s way of looking at the college. Haywood saw the college
as a centered, conservative place, a “community of scholars.”
Jordan, it seemed to him, saw the college as a confluence of
elements and factions, “a body politic.” Quick to acknowledge
Jordan’s intelligence, Haywood felt that Jordan “always seemed to
be quoting someone else.” But Haywood’s deepest discontent had less
to do with presidents than with the way Kenyon itself was
changing.

“My arguments for a larger, coeducational
Kenyon had brought it to a state I wasn’t happy with,” Haywood
says. Part of it, surely, was growth: the college almost doubled in
a four-year period. Another part was how it grew. Kenyon shunned
doing what it in any case could only rarely afford: hiring senior,
tenured professors away from other institutions. Its new hires
tended to be young, mobile, ambitious, and they were divided—by
youth, mobility, ambition—from Kenyon’s older faculty. The
old-timers, mostly, were content to repose in Gambier forever, to
live and teach. Some did scholarship, i.e., published work. For
others, scholarship was reading, at least they said it was. Still
others didn’t read: gentility faded, unmarked, into senility. The
newcomers were different.

They wanted to do research. They wanted
recognition outside of Gambier. They wanted employment for their
spouses. They wanted whatever the college could provide and some
things it couldn’t, and their whole lives didn’t necessarily point
toward the churchyard in back of Rosse Hall. They were free
agents.

The first fault lines that developed between
generations were followed by fissures between departments, now
grown large enough to be segregated, self-serving, combative. The
congenial gemütlichkeit of Ascension Hall, Classics
hobnobbing with English, Math drinking coffee with Economics, all
that disappeared as the larger departments, English, History,
Political Science, were moved into separate houses on the edge of
campus, a Balkanization that led to war.

As a result of a number of decisions, many of
them correct, some unavoidable, a small college had turned into a
larger place, a place that despite its size and health was
somewhere Haywood felt less at home.

Philander Chase’s isolated college on a hill,
Chalmers’s eastern college misplaced, Haywood’s Magic Mountain was
now more like other colleges, like a quirky country town annexed,
subdivided, and suburbanized. Grow or die: that had been the word,
back in the sixties. But growth didn’t only enlarge, it
transformed; it enriched and it diluted. Make that, grow and
die.

“By 1980 the only thing that was left to
celebrate at Kenyon College was toleration,” Haywood says. He had
reservations about the sports center, the swimming pool. He was
tired of refereeing departments. He didn’t want to have to fight
off gender studies, which was headed Kenyon’s way. By the time he
left, even his famous comparison of Gambier to the Magic Mountain
had fallen out of favor: it was dated, it was literary, snobby,
elitist. (“Bruce had an image of the college that, when he
articulated it, had great justificatory and explanatory power,”

Phil Jordan tells me later. “That Magic
Mountain gave you a glimpse of eternity. What troubled the faculty
was, they weren’t always sure that was the facility they were at.
It was inspiring, but it was not the college they wanted to
attend.”)

Just before leaving, Haywood spoke at
Kenyon’s precommencement baccalaureate ceremony, delivering the
Magic Mountain speech, as it had come to be called, for the last
time: “Go now, your college says to you, go to the flatland in
Kenyon’s name, and let your years here sustain you in the fight.”
One faculty member who attended, no friend of Haywood’s, thought it
was the wrong speech at the wrong time: “It was wrong. Not untrue,
but it felt wrong. There were no black students, no interest in
minorities, just a narrow spectrum of upper-class whites. A typical
Kenyon ceremony, heavy PR for parents, names in Latin, a great deal
of pomp and circumstance. Even the metaphor appealed to the
privileged, the intelligent. A lot of people wouldn’t know what the
Magic Mountain was.”

People still talk of
Haywood in Gambier, I discover later. When word gets out that we’ve
spent a day together, people approach me. I learn to be careful
about this, to answer with an uninflected nod, because there’s no
way of knowing how people remember him. When Haywood left, one
professor tells me, it felt like Marcos’s flight from the
Philippines, a weighty past shrugged off, new energies released,
people power! But another professor compares it to “the letting
down of the pilot,” a famous cartoon of Kaiser Wilhelm II—that
would be Phil Jordan, I guess—standing at a ship’s railing while
Bismarck, the shrewd and venerable chancellor, puts off in a small
boat.

“Good morning,”
Philip Harding Jordan intones. “I am reasonably happy to see you,
and I think you are reasonably happy to see each other. I welcome
you back to prickly collegiality after a summer of
individuality.”

I could have skipped this meeting, which is
all about how faculty members are supposed to get students
registered for courses. Having no student advisees, I am off the
hook. But it’s the first meeting of the year and a chance to see
the president’s first performance, to catch that particular blend
of irony and authority, that cheerful, brisk executive tone that
makes fun of things other people had better take seriously. The
United States has had eighteen twentieth-century presidents. Kenyon
College has had six, one of them an interim appointment. Phil
Jordan has been Kenyon’s president since 1975, arriving from
Connecticut College where he’d taught history and served as dean of
the faculty.

“I had that wonderful East Coast sense that
there are numbers of good colleges out there in Ohio and that
Kenyon College was one of them,” he recalled for me a couple months
ago. On his first visit, coming up from Columbus, he saw a snowy
midwestern landscape—”flat and Babbittish”—start to crinkle and
roll. And then he drove up the hill to a college he found
“enchanted.”

“I thought it was exquisite,” he reflects.
“Just a jewel of a college. The setting was perfect for
undergraduate education, a special, magical village. And with
Middle Path running end to end, you can’t be unknown in Gambier.
That’s a little scary, maybe, but you can’t. The students had an
unassuming ease and directness in the way they talked to adults. I
thought, ‘this is a good place that can be much better. It has not
reached its level yet.’“

Jordan had two main competitors for the job
that now pays him $157,000 per year, plus housing and benefits. The
search committee was divided. The outgoing president, William
Caples, had been a businessman, blunt, bottom-line, no nonsense.
Some members of the committee, especially trustees, thought that
another president with a business background was what Kenyon
needed. Their choice was a lawyer who’d been serving as a trustee
at Dartmouth College. Others wanted an academic: they favored a
Yale historian, an impressive scholar, who disappointed them by
dropping out of the search. They argued about the trustee
candidate. “Do we want an academic or do we want this lawyer?” a
member of the search committee recalls debating. “It got fairly
heated. Then came word that the lawyer was withdrawing his
application. By then, we thought that Phil was the person we
wanted. We were very happy with that choice.”

Phil Jordan has been in office sixteen years,
and that, he’s the first to admit, is unusual for college
presidents these days. His term will soon pass Gordon Keith
Chalmers’s and he’ll then be Kenyon’s second most durable
president. There the record will stay. Now sixty, Jordan would have
to work to age eighty-five to pass William F. Peirce, Kenyon’s
president from 1896 to 1937. Jordan doesn’t plan to go for the gold
medal; silver will do.

“The world outside of Gambier is not so sure
these days that colleges are to be trusted and faculty members are
to be relied upon,” Jordan warns the shirt-sleeved, summery crowd.
A tall, round-shouldered man with thinning white hair and
unfashionably long white sideburns, he seems comfortable and in
control behind a podium. “There’s a crisis of confidence in
education,” he warns, “and there are doubts and fears and
expressions of anger.”

An investor’s son, Jordan was born in New
York City, raised on the Jersey Shore, attended Lawrenceville
(valedictorian), Princeton (Phi Beta Kappa, summa cum laude), and
Yale (M.A., Ph.D.). After all his years in Ohio, he still seems a
man of the East, Ivy League, New England, a kind of missionary to
the Midwest, something like a Spanish aristocrat passing his years
in a small Mexican village. He knows the natives’ foibles. And they
know his: how his eyebrows move when he talks, bouncing up and down
his forehead, punctuating, exclaiming. And that presidential laugh,
a hearty, three-beat har-har-har that turns heads in dining rooms
and, in summer, when doors are open, carries from Cromwell Cottage
to Middle Path.

“I’ve had a love affair with academic
institutions, academic life,” Jordan says. “I’ve always enjoyed
collegiate debates. I just love that interchange, the rhythm of it,
and the alternation of activity, the alternation of intensely
engaged hours when you’re living in people’s laps and other times
which are intensely private.”

He was a good college teacher, he says, but
he felt drawn to the college as a whole, “to bring the place
together, in the larger sense of helping the faculty trying to find
its own tangled way.” He wasn’t interested in publishing—”learning
was a passion, research was not”—and so was drawn to
administration, to contending with “ideas in the flesh.” What he
likes, he says, “is discerning the character and direction of a
group, reading the group, the way things get worked out, the right
people in the right situation—it’s an endless fascination.”

Some people have suggested that Jordan has a
love-hate relationship with the professoriate, a kind of “loving
condescension” toward their demands, their complaints, their knotty
proceedings. Sometimes you can catch some of this in the lift of a
Jordan eyebrow or the turn of a Jordan phrase. I can sense it in
his presentation this morning. He takes a downbeat economy and a
hostile cultural mood and uses it as an instrument of control and
suasion, grounds for a preemptive warning that goes something like
this: You ask whether I have a vision for this place, when what you
want is for me to see things your way. You say I don’t listen—that
means, listen to you. When I consider an issue on its merits, you
accuse me of improvising. If I don’t bend the rules, I’m rigid, if
I do, I’m playing favorites. If I move left or right, I’m partisan,
if I do both, I’m a hypocrite. If I do neither, I’m a waffling
middle-of-the-roader. Remember
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