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“With meticulous research and gifted storytelling, Siedel evokes the majesty of Michigan Ross and distills the ingredients of its success.”
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“George Siedel details the century-long history of this remarkable, magnificent institution with grace, fidelity and, yes, even love.”
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George J. Siedel


Introduction

THIS BOOK ORIGINATED with an email I received on November 12, 2021, from Francine Lafontaine, interim dean at the Ross School of Business at the University of Michigan. She asked me to serve on a small team created to plan a celebration of the business school’s centennial anniversary in 2024. The team was co-chaired by Amy Byron-Oilar, the school’s chief of staff whom Francine described as “the go-to person for all that is well-organized in the dean’s office,” and Rajeev Batra, a chaired professor of marketing and leading expert on global branding. Other members of the team were:

• Lynnette Iannace, Director of Events

• Caitlin Johnson, Director of Alumni Engagement

• Jennifer Monaghan, Chief Marketing Officer

• Jim Walsh, a chaired professor of management and organizations and past president of the Academy of Management

As great leaders are inclined to do, Francine assured me that the “amount of work should not be much.” Two years and eighteen meetings later, we completed our task. Amy’s leadership matched her reputation, and our well-organized meetings were filled with a combination of intense planning and laughter that reflected our respect for each other and dedication to the school. Our work finished, Jennifer, Lynnette, and Caitlin did a remarkable job implementing our recommendations.

Early in our planning, it dawned on me that I have taught at Michigan Ross for fifty of its one hundred years. I served under eight of the school’s eleven deans and have taught a diverse range of students from Baby Boomers to Generation Z. Among my colleagues when I arrived at Michigan Ross were two members of the first graduating class in 1926 (one I would often see in the faculty lounge) and four members of the original faculty. My experience as an associate dean at the school provided an administrative perspective. (This experience qualified me to become a member of an association of former associate deans called the Society of St. Sebastian, the long-suffering martyr whose body is pierced with arrows in seventeenth-century paintings.) As a visiting faculty member at other schools (Berkeley, Cambridge, Harvard, and Stanford), I also had an outsider view of the school.

These experiences caused me to think about a question that arose when strategic planning was one of my responsibilities as associate dean: What is the “secret sauce” that has made Michigan Ross one of the world’s leading business schools? A starting point in searching for an answer is a history of the school called Tradition, Vision & Change, prepared by a team of staff members to mark the 75th anniversary of the school in 1999. This book provides a wonderful 126-page survey of the school’s history through the end of the twentieth century but does not address the secret sauce question.

As an undergraduate, my senior thesis focused on social history, sometimes called “history from below.” While social history carries a variety of definitions, to Charles Tilly (a prominent history and sociology professor at Michigan), the field emphasizes the role of people’s lives in historical change. I decided to use this people-oriented approach to search for the secret sauce.

The result is a book that highlights stories about the people of Ross, often using their own words and occasionally complemented by experiences from my half-century at the school. The book also provides an in-depth, behind-the-scenes perspective on selected topics and extends Tradition, Vision & Change by adding the last quarter century, from 1999 to 2024. During this period, the school experienced momentous change driven by disruptive technology and other developments in the business environment.

This Book’s Organization

Michigan Ross Then and Now. This book’s first four chapters provide a snapshot of the school at three points in time: the mid-1920s, the mid-1970s, and the mid-2020s. Chapter 1 covers the school’s birth, emphasizing Dean Edmund Day’s negotiations with President Marion Burton and his subsequent efforts to organize the school quickly. Chapter 2 animates the early days of the school by examining a day in the life of beloved professor “Doc” Wolaver, closing with a sad epilogue on the death of his youngest son.

Focusing on the 1974–75 academic year, Chapter 3 surveys the incremental changes occurring during the school’s first fifty years. Chapter 4, on the 2023–24 academic year, delves into the significant changes, primarily driven by technology disruption, at the school during its second fifty years, including what happened when the technology crashed at the beginning of the year.

Faculty Legends. Chapters 5–9 focus on five faculty legends: Professors Paton, McCracken, Bromage, Edwards, and Prahalad. Because their accomplishments are well-known, these chapters aim to bring them to life and find the person behind the resume. How did a poor farm boy like Bill Paton become the outstanding educator of the twentieth century? What frustration did Paul McCracken express in his diary on March 14, 1939, when he was twenty-three? How did Mary Bromage react when a Michigan professor told her, “No woman will ever assist me”? What did the principal at his small segregated high school in Key West do to inspire Al Edwards to achieve success? How did CK Prahalad shock executives into action during a weekend retreat at a multinational company? In answering these and other questions, the legendary professors tell their stories in their own words whenever possible.

Town and University. An ingredient that is especially important in the secret sauce at Michigan Ross is its location within a major university that, in turn, is located in one of the best places to live in America. Chapter 10 focuses on the city of Ann Arbor, particularly on a business located a few steps from the school: Casa Dominick’s. This popular hangout, the birthplace of one of the world’s largest companies, has a business model that raises a perplexing question for all business students. Chapter 11 explores Michigan Ross connections to the University of Michigan, especially the link between the school and athletics.

The Secret Sauce. Chapter 12 describes the secret sauce’s key ingredients and explains why it is difficult for other schools to copy them.

The Research Process

I conducted my research at the Bentley Historical Library, which became my home away from home during the summer and fall of 2023. The Bentley is a jewel in the crown of the University of Michigan libraries. Established in 1935, twelve years after the founding of Michigan Ross, the library describes itself as a place “where history lives.” It contains 11,000 research collections on the history of the State of Michigan and the University of Michigan.

Conducting research at Bentley felt like going through family boxes in an attic. Sorting through these boxes (over fifty on Paul McCracken alone) was a bittersweet experience—bitter because it brought back fond memories of people long departed and sweet because it enabled me to have conversations with them. I heard their voices as I read their correspondence and other materials untouched by human hands since they were created.

An unexpected treat when conducting research at the Bentley was the discovery that it is a mini-nature preserve. I spotted a flock of wild turkeys on the south side between the Bentley and the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library. While conducting my research, I could look out a glass wall to the north at a garden that a doe and two fawns occasionally visited. Library staff told me that a buck had rubbed his antlers against the library’s brick wall. My favorite character in the garden was a woodchuck nicknamed “General Bentley” by the staff. One day, he peeked into a window by my desk to check how my research was going.
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Figure I.1. General Bentley

In appreciation for the support provided by the Bentley Historical Library and the career provided by Michigan Ross, I am donating my royalties from this book to both of these outstanding institutions.

Advice for Success

This book is filled with anecdotes about the history of Michigan Ross. These include why founding Dean Day was nicknamed “Rufus” (Chapter 1). The dorm that, at the time the school was founded, provided students with maids, a full-time tailor, and waiters in the dining room (Chapter 2). A comparison of MBA starting salaries with those of associate professors in the mid-1970s (Chapter 3). The unexpected meeting of King (then Prince) Charles with BBA students in 2011 (Chapter 4). The intelligence game that Bill Paton performed at a party that, in all likelihood, no current business school professor in America could master (Chapter 5). Paul McCracken’s meeting in Japan with the founder of Toyota, who told Paul that he doubted whether his cars could be successful in America (Chapter 6).

Other anecdotes include Mary Bromage’s memo explaining why women on campus who did not eat the crusts on their bread were still entitled to be served toast (Chapter 7). The personal danger experienced by Dean Bond during a student protest (Chapter 8). CK Prahalad’s unique solution when dealing with a student who refused to participate on a team (Chapter 9). The presence of vampires at a popular hangout a few steps from the business school (Chapter 10). The BBA student (and later CEO) who was the first New York Giants player to gain 1,000 yards in a season (Chapter 11). What happened when a fire destroyed three MBA students’ belongings shortly before exams (Chapter 12).

In addition to these anecdotes, the chapters on legendary professors contain advice for success. Bill Paton, whose teaching was praised by former students who became CEOs of large companies, summarizes his key to business success. The chapter on Paul McCracken reveals the many hours he spent expressing gratitude to others. Mary Bromage provides sage career advice to women that is useful to anyone seeking success. The career of Al Edwards shows how his influence was grounded in his ability to listen to the concerns of others. CK Prahalad’s success exemplifies the advice he gave students: “Leadership is having a point of view about the future.”

An inscription on the façade of Michigan’s Clements Library at Michigan reads: “Tradition fades, but the written word remains forever fresh.” I hope the words in this book will remain fresh and prevent the fading of the wonderful traditions at Michigan Ross.


PART I

MICHIGAN ROSS THEN AND NOW

Chapter 1. The Birth of Michigan Ross

Chapter 2. The Business School During the 1925–26 Academic Year

Chapter 3. The Business School at Age Fifty: The 1974–75 Academic Year

Chapter 4. The Michigan Ross Centennial: The 2023–24 Academic Year


Chapter 1

The Birth of Michigan Ross

THE DEAN OF a leading business school has one of the most daunting jobs in academia. During a recent dean search at Michigan Ross, a search firm listed the dean’s responsibilities and expectations. Here is a partial list:

• Establish the strategic direction of the school “in the face of changing social, economic, and political landscapes”

• Develop the school’s financial strength through fundraising

• Create innovative, interdisciplinary, and global programs that redefine business education

• Provide international visibility for Ross

• Create an environment that promotes excellence in teaching and research

• Recruit, retain, and lead the outstanding faculty and staff necessary to maintain the school’s international reputation

• Engage with students to build the “purpose-driven nature of the community”

• Cultivate ties with business leaders and alumni

Given this job description, a dean might be tempted to wistfully recall the school’s early days when fifteen faculty members taught the twenty-two students entering its new MBA program, disruptive technology was not present, the terms “trigger warnings” and “cancel culture” were not part of the vocabulary, and improving school rankings and fundraising were not part of the dean’s responsibilities.

However, Michigan Ross’s founding dean, Edmund Ezra Day, faced his own unusual challenges when planning to launch the school in 1924. He had to prepare a budget, recruit faculty and students, locate classrooms and offices, create a library, develop the curriculum, and publish information about the school. In addition to addressing these challenges as dean, he had teaching responsibilities. A student described a moment in his statistics class when Dean Day “was putting a lot of equations on the board, filling the board, and he turned to us and said, ‘I never thought I’d get through that.’” According to the student, “You can’t dislike a man like that.”

In the school’s early days, the dean also handled student relations, sometimes with disappointing results. Consider the sad case of Clara Menger. In a letter dated October 10, 1926, Dean Day advised the university’s Graduate School that “Miss Menger was given a ‘D’ in Economics 175, a course she took some time ago. Last year she covered Economics 176 with a grade of ‘B.’ In view of the marked improvement in the second course, and the fact that Course 175 is not needed by Miss Menger for credit, I approve Miss Menger’s request that the record showing the ‘D’ in Economics 175 be stricken out.” When the Graduate School responded that proof of an injustice was required before a grade could be changed, Dean Day reported to Ms. Menger, “I am sorry to have to write you that fate is against you in that you must carry for the rest of your days the dark grade of ‘D’ in Economics 175.”

Early Days of Business Administration Courses at Michigan

Although it is commonly believed that business courses at the University of Michigan were first offered in 1900, business-related courses were taught much earlier. In the fall of 1882, Economics Professor Henry Carter Adams began teaching a course on the “Principles and Methods of Finance,” along with a finance seminar. At the time, no university had an MBA program, and only the University of Pennsylvania had a separate business school for undergraduates, Wharton, which began admitting students in 1881.

Additional business courses were added before the turn of the century. During the 1889–90 academic year, two commercial courses were offered—both on foreign commercial relations. In 1890–91, a course included lectures on commercial crises, and in 1891–92, the course on foreign commercial relations changed its focus to the commercial development of the United States.

By the 1900–01 academic year, the university decided to group existing business courses to meet the career needs of students. As noted in The Calendar for that year, the courses aimed “to give a scientific training in the structure and organization of modern industry and commerce and thus enable the student quickly to master the technique of any business career.” Additional courses were soon added to the curriculum, including a course in accounting in 1901. Michigan offered what it claimed to be the first university course in marketing in 1902.

The business curriculum soon evolved into a certificate program. According to the 1904–05 Calendar, students taking business courses “are entitled to receive, in addition to their diploma, a certificate signed by the President stating the special or professional courses completed in the course in Commerce.”

Several students taking these courses became influential academics at other universities. The academics included James Adams (an accounting professor who was chairman of the Economics Department at Brown), Ray Leffler (a finance professor who was chairman of the Economics Department at Dartmouth), Roy Cowin (who taught accounting at Carnegie Tech), and Ross Walker (who taught accounting at Harvard).

Negotiations for the Creation of the Business School

Business courses experienced a surge in enrollment following World War I, causing university President Marion Burton to recognize the need to establish a separate business school. He soon began discussions with Harvard Professor Day about creating the new school. Day’s academic credentials included receiving the Rufus Choate Award for scholastic achievement as an undergraduate at Dartmouth, which resulted in his lifelong nickname “Rufus.”
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Figure 1.1. Edmund Ezra Day

President Burton’s discussions came to a head when Day sent him a letter on February 22, 1922, asking for a concrete proposal. Burton responded on March 1, 1922, with an offer letter containing four parts:

1. A position as Professor of Economics and Chairman of the Department of Economics at a salary of $7,500.

2. An assurance that the Board of Regents would “look with favor” if Day recommended creating a business school. Burton noted, “We all agree that the whole problem of business education in American universities is rather acute. We entertain the hope of working out here a plan and an organization which will make a real contribution to the solution of this problem.”

3. An assurance that Day would become dean of the new school at a salary of $8,500.

4. A willingness to allow Day to hire two full professors.

In closing his letter, Burton stated, “I am confident that we are offering to you an exceptional opportunity.”

Day’s reply on March 6, 1922, took exception to this “exceptional opportunity.” He had two financial concerns. First, he felt that the salary offer was too low. Objecting to the salary was delicate because he probably realized that a counteroffer would terminate Burton’s offer. So, instead of directly asking for a salary of $10,000, he stated, “Unpleasant as I find the subject, I have no course but to speak freely about my future salary. . . . If it is decided that the University shall have a first-class School of Business Administration, the position of dean of the School may well carry a salary of $10,000.”

Day’s second financial concern was more general. He had learned that the budget of the Harvard Business School (which already had 500 students and fifteen faculty members) was around $210,000. Given that the new business school at Michigan might be “just as expensive,” Day wondered whether the Regents were “hospitable to the development of comprehensive instruction in business administration entailing, as such inevitably will, liberal financial support.”

In his reply on March 16, Burton agreed to a salary of $10,000. The budget concern was more difficult for the Board of Regents to address, and Burton noted that “this portion of your letter was read twice at the meeting of the Board.” After what was probably considerable debate, Burton crafted this so-called assurance: “I think you may have every assurance that if the work in Business Administration develops and shows real accomplishments that the Board of Regents within its resources will endeavor to provide adequate support.”

Burton’s letter closed by emphasizing, “I cannot conceive how a more appealing or exceptional opportunity could be offered to a man in his chosen field. In my own mind I am confidently assuming that you will accept.” Despite Burton’s ambiguous budget assurance, Day accepted the offer and began planning his move to Michigan in 1923.

In the meantime, Day visited Ann Arbor in November 1922 to work on the budget. What else should he do during his visit? Attend a football game, of course. Michigan was undefeated that year and, earlier in the season, played in the dedication game at the Ohio State University stadium, which the Wolverines won 19-0.

On November 9, 1922, economics professor Leo Sharfman wrote a letter to “Dear Day.” (Sharfman’s later letters began with a warmer “Dear Rufus.”) “I wish you would give me the pleasure of being my guest at the Michigan-Wisconsin football game Saturday afternoon. This is our big home game of the year, and the supply of tickets has been exhausted for a long time. It happens, however, that my wife is going east the day before the game, so that I have one of ‘the coveted paste-boards’ (to use the words of the sport writers) to spare.”
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Figure 1.2. Both halves of a “paste-board” to the November 18, 1922, game between Michigan and Wisconsin (from the collection of Joe Siedel)

Day responded to “Dear Sharfman” that he could “think of no better way to top off my visit than by witnessing a first-class gridiron contest. I hope I may see my first Michigan victory.” Unknown to Day, he would soon be asked to chair a committee that produced the “Day Report.” As noted in Chapter 11 of this book, this report created the blueprint for the future of athletics at Michigan and led to the construction of the largest stadium in the United States.

The Birth of a New School

After his arrival in February 1923, Day developed a plan for organizing the School of Business Administration, which he submitted to the Board of Regents on December 14, 1923, on behalf of the Department of Economics. The plan asked the Board to establish a business school that would expand the current business course offerings. Students completing a two-year program would be awarded a Master of Business Administration. The plan called for the opening of the school in September 1924 “with at least a skeleton organization and an offering of its full first-year program.”

The plan explained that a new school was necessary because of the professional nature of the instruction. A separate school would enable the development of “highly important contacts with outside business concerns. . . . These contacts are known to be indispensable in the development of satisfactory instruction in Business Administration, as well as in the pursuit of valuable research in the field.”

When Day developed his plan, there were two models of business school education. Some schools offered a four-year undergraduate program, while others had created two-year graduate programs focused on professional studies. Day’s model was a compromise between the “purely graduate and purely undergraduate types of school.” Michigan students would take three years of undergraduate courses followed by two years of professional study, a plan designed to provide graduates with “excellent training for positions of responsibility.”

At its meeting on December 20, 1923, the Board of Regents—after approving a proposal to spend $100 to purchase Indian relics and before declining a motion to buy radium—approved the creation of the school effective July 1, 1924. Although continuing his appointment as chairman of the Department of Economics, Professor Day now became Dean Day, with a salary of $10,000.

Dean Day received the school’s birth announcement in a letter dated December 24, 1923, from an assistant secretary of the university (a position below that of purchasing agent): “I take pleasure in informing you that at the meeting of the Regents held December 20, the Board approved your recommendations for the organization of the School of Business Administration.”

Launching the New School

Dean Day must have received the Christmas Eve letter with a combination of relief and anxiety. While undoubtedly pleased that his plan had been approved, he had only nine months to prepare for the arrival of the first students in September 1924. What courses would be taught, and where would they be offered? Where could he find high-quality faculty and staff? Where would classrooms and faculty offices be located? Would any students be interested in the new program? How could he promote the school to the business community? Who would draft the school’s first bulletin?

Undaunted by these challenges, Day immediately kicked into action. On December 29, 1923, one week after the school’s birth, a detailed article in The Detroit News described the new school. In the article, Dean Day discussed the two key “planks” of the new school’s platform. One plank—developing the students’ ability to “discover and apply the laws of scientific business management”—was similar to the description of business courses offered earlier by the Department of Economics.

Day’s second plank was inspirational. He wanted the new business school to develop students “with broad social vision who will render service to their communities through the agency of their business management.” This vision was incorporated into the school’s bylaws, stating that the school’s instruction would include “the relationship between business leadership and the more general interests of the community.”

In the article, Dean Day emphasized that the program of study would be challenging. “To obtain the Master’s degree will require long, hard and persistent plugging. Give us but five years and we will turn out a product which we will certify to the business world as satisfactory, sound and capable of the severe tests it has to offer.”

Dean Day continued to promote the school during the spring of 1924. At a University Chamber of Commerce “smoker” at the Union, he described the new school’s goals and location in Tappan Hall. Other activities on the evening’s program included a jiu-jitsu act, a fencing demonstration, and music by a dance orchestra.

By April 1924, planning had advanced to the stage where Dean Day, in an article in the Michigan Daily, asked students to leave their names with him if they were interested in enrolling in the new school. In May, students were advised that they could pick up preliminary announcements of the new school at the Department of Economics.

The school’s 1924–25 Bulletin listed fifteen faculty members, including the dean. Most faculty members were recruited from the Department of Economics (seven) and Harvard (five). The Bulletin emphasized the importance of a close connection with the business community for case preparation and business research.

The Bulletin also stated that students had to complete an approved program of study to earn an MBA degree. The eight programs of study were Sales Management, Financial Management, Personnel Management, Accounting, Business Statistics, Bank Management, Retail Store Management, and Realty Management. While each program had its own set of courses, all students had to complete a thesis—a requirement that, in the words of two members of the class of 1926, “tried our souls.”

First-semester classes began September 23 and ended February 6, after a one-day break for Thanksgiving and a holiday break from December 19 to January 6. Second-semester classes ran from February 9 until commencement on June 15, with one-day breaks for Washington’s Birthday and Memorial Day and an eleven-day spring recess. The annual fee for Michigan residents was $85 (for men) and $80 (for women). Out-of-state men paid $110 and women $105.

Twenty-two students enrolled in the new school, creating an attractive faculty-student ratio of 15:22. They registered for classes in the dean’s office, where they dropped off a list of the courses they intended to take.

The registration form asked students to state their legal names (forbidding the use of nicknames, pet names, and “any whimsical changes”) and their father’s occupation. They were “urgently requested” (but not required) to state their church membership or preference. After paying tuition, students were entitled to receive an “Athletic Admission book” from the Director of Outdoor Athletics.

The first class, totaling thirteen students, graduated on June 14, 1926. Following a 7:30 a.m. bugle call and raising of the American flag on the campus, these pioneering MBA students marched with other Michigan graduates to Ferry Field, the venue for football games, for commencement exercises.

His mission accomplished, Dean Day left the University of Michigan in 1928 and later became one of six University of Michigan faculty members to serve as president of Cornell University. On October 5, 1949, twenty-five years after the business school was founded, he returned to Ann Arbor to give a convocation address. Recalling that he “attended its birth” and that the experience of creating a new school was “hectic,” he was pleased that current school leaders had continued to “stress the importance of giving to business leadership through professional education a more definite sense of its public obligations.”

As noted in later chapters of this book, linking business leadership to the general interests of the community has become a hallmark of the school. The school’s mission states: “We must unlock the potential of business by developing powerful ideas, purpose-driven leaders, and a community dedicated to making a positive impact. We are globally-recognized thought leaders who put our ideas into action to tackle some of the world’s most important challenges.”


Chapter 2

The Business School During the 1925–26 Academic Year

CHAPTERS 2–4 EXAMINE the history of Michigan Ross by focusing on three academic years. This chapter concentrates on the 1925–26 academic year, which culminated in the graduation of the school’s first class. After discussing the university’s parental role, the chapter features a day in the life of a professor at the time.

Chapter 3 moves to the 1974–75 academic year, when the business school celebrated its 50th anniversary. Chapter 4 focuses on 2023–24, the school’s 100th academic year.

The Parental Role of the University of Michigan When the Business School Was Founded

During the 1920s, students balanced newfound freedom with institutional regulations. They reveled in their independence, enjoying roller skating, driving cars, listening to radios, and going to the movies. As described by Howard Peckham in The Making of the University of Michigan 1817–1992, “this was the era of the flapper—the coed with bobbed hair, painted face, a falling waist line, and rolled stockings.” Her escort, on the other hand, “sported sideburns, pomaded hair, a hat of improbable convolutions, bellbottom trousers, and ‘loud’ socks.” They shared a love for dancing, particularly the Charleston, which epitomized the era’s spirit.

However, students were also subject to governmental and university regulations. Congress prohibited the sale of alcohol when passing the Volstead Act in 1919. The university had its own set of restrictions acting in loco parentis—in place of the students’ parents. Here are examples of the parental regulations quoted from the 1924–25 Catalogue and Register.

Students’ Physical Welfare.
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