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NEW RUTGERS PRESIDENT
RICHARD L. MCCORMICK

RETURNS TO HIS

ROOTS AT A PIVOTAL JUNCTURE IN

THE UNIVERSITY’S HISTORY. By Bill Glovin

he large doors to the
clegant board room at Winants Hall
slide open with a flourish o reveal the
Rutgers Board of Governors and Board
of Trustees at a U-shaped mahogany
table, They are about to formally and
unanimously appoint Richard L.
McCormick as Rutgers’ 19th president.
When McCormick strides through a
side door and steps up to the podium,
people rise to their feet for a standing
ovation, celebrating the end of a
successful search that took a
dramatic, surprising twist and acknowl-
edging the dawn of a new era in the
university's 236-vear history.

“Let me tell you from the bottom
of my heart how pl'(m(l Iamto accept,
and let me tell you how proud [am to
be home,” McCormick begins. “Becom-
ing president of Rutgers is something
I've always thought about; it’s a dream
come true.” He thanks his family—all
present and scated behind him—for
their support and talks about the
strengths of the university and the chal-
lenges ahead. “l appreciate the opportu-
nity you've given me to lead,” he says in
closing. “I do not intend to let you down.”
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Those words echo what
McCormick, 54, said when he was
named president of the University of
Washington (UW) in 1995. By all
accounts, he didn't let UW down, im-
proving on its already considerable
stature and earning a reputation as a
tireless, effective leader. “A lot of
people are visionaries, but Dick had
the guts that go along with vision,”
UW's governing board president
Gerald Grinstein tells a large audience
on McCormick’s last day there. “Dick
has had a prolound impact on this
university and the one thing I'll always
remember about him is something that
Edison said, ‘Invention is 99 percent
perspiration and 1 percent inspiration.’
Dick is the hardest-working person |
have ever encountered.” As McCormick
leaves the podium, Provost and new In-
terim President Lee Huntsman remarks,
“That will be a hard act to follow.”

McCormick, the leading candidate
in Ruigers’ cight-month search for its
next president, pulled out of the
process on September 30, days before -
the release of a report recommending
the revamping ol higher education in
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New Jersey. The board of governors subsequently sus-
pended the search and named former Rutgers-Newark
Provost Norman Samuels as acting president. Lloyd
Gardner, Beard Professor of History Emeritus and vice chair
of the presidential search committee, suggests that the board
left the door open in case McCormick changed his mind.
They may have even prodded him a bit: *Dick never applied.
He had 1o be talked into being considered, and then the
board of governors wouldn't take no for an answer.”

For two weeks, McCormick struggled with his decision,
and then—with the blessing of his wife, Suzanne Lebsock,
and their two children, Elizabeth, 17, and Michael, 13—
phoned Gene O'Hara, chair of the board of governors and
the screcning committee, and asked to be reconsidered. Says
Gardner, “It was not easy for him to leave Washington,
where he was very well thought of, and come 1o New Jersey,
where huge challenges loom.” Back in Seattle, McCormick’s
colleagues joke that perhaps Tony Soprano himself put the
squeeze on their popular president.

he campus that McCormick once played on as a child will be
where he faces some of the most formidable challenges of his
career, including a complex proposal to merge Rutgers with
the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey
(UMDN]) and the New Jersey Institute of Technology (N]IT).
Meanwhile, Rutgers—already bursting at the seams—is under
pressure to admit more students as it copes with a $23.5 mil-
lion cut in last year's state appropriation.

“In these first few months 1 will listen and listen hard 1o
all of the university’s constituencies,” says McCormick. He is
true to his word soon alterward, spending three days visiting
all three campuses. In Newark's Center of Law and Justice, he
already hints at decentralization: “It's your turf, you know
what needs 1o be done.” In the Camden campus center, he
announces that one of his first tasks will be 1o examine the
structure of the central administration. "Coming on board as
a new president provides a logical opportunity (o take a look
at how the place is administered.”

He also pledges to visit Camden and Newark regularly
and meet with faculty and students. “In my travels to bring
the message of this lmi\'(rl‘sil}' to the citizens of the state,
Il need you at my side,” he tells students. “You can make
the case for Rutgers better than anvone.” Following his
addresses, he lingers, answering questions and looking
like he enjoys meeting people and making them feel a litde
better about the future of their university.

il
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atheryne McCormick (GSEd'73) shows off her son’s
former room in their modest ranch home on River Road
in Piscataway. They moved into the house in 1950, five
vears after coming to Rutgers from the University
of Delaware. Richard P. McCormick (RC'38, GSNB'40), a
prominent history professor whose distinguished career spans
decades, wrote Rutgers: A Bicentennial Hf.\rm_‘.‘ in 1966, be-
came the subject of a biography published last year, and has a
dormitory on the Busch campus named for him. Katheryne,
a former chemistry and math instructor and administrator,
was active in local Democratic politics and served as presi-
dent of the local chapter of the League of Women Voters,

The McCormicks were genuinely surprised when
their son changed his mind and became Rutgers’ presi-
dent. "We've been out to UW;it's one of the most beauti-
ful campuses in the country and a fine institution,” says
Richard P. *I don’t think we e¢ver realized how attached
Dick was to Rutgers.”

Ower breaktast in Seattle a week later, McCormick talks
about changing his mind. "People I've known all my life
asked for my help, and T couldn’t let them down. 1 really
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thought I'd be in Seattle forever. Rutgers is the only other
place I would have considered,” he says. “I've spent 33 of my
54 years of life on the Rutgers campus.”

One of his earliest memories is taking swimming les-
sons at the College Avenue gym and afterward going with
his dad to the home of William H. Demarest, the 11th pres-
ident of Rurgers. “I would play while they talked about
Rutgers' history for my dad’s book.” The five-year-old was
intrigued by a replica of the Liberty Bell on the former pres-
ident’s desk—which Demarest had obtained as a Rutgers
Prep student in 1876 at the 100th anniversary commemo-
rating the signing of the Declaration of Independence in
Philadelphia—so Demarest gave the bell to the boy, who has

kept it on his desk ever since.

A few years later he was sneaking into games at the
Rutgers football stadium near his house, working on
school projects at Alexander Library, and playing Little
League games on a field that is now part of the Busch
campus. At Piscataway High School, he delivered the
Home News, edited the school newspaper, and [ounded the
foreign-student exchange program.

AND NEW BRUNSWICK
(NEAR LEFT); HITS THE BOORS

WITH HIS MOTHER AND KID
SISTER, DOROTHY (KR LEFT

AND (
WELCOME IN NEWARK

What he doesn't say is that he was also an outstand-
ing student. “I was interested in American studices, so my
dad queried the director ol admissions of Rutgers about
the school that had the best department in the country,”
McCormick recalls. “He said Amherst, so | applied as an
carly admission candidate and was accepted.” He entered
Ambherst in 1965 and was immediately inspired by such
noted cultural historians as Leo Marx and John William
Ward. “It was a turbulent time in America, and 1 had the
advantage of trying to figure out the essence of what it
meant to be an American through the eves of some bril-
liant people,” he recalls. McCormick grew his hair long
and joined Delta Kappa Epsilon, serving as the fraternity’s
president his senior vear.

At Amherst, McCormick ook particular interest in
the social injustices that African Americans have faced
throughout American history. It began a lifelong commit-
ment to civil rights, one that would later shape his career
as a historian and administrator. “But it wasn't enough to

just understand the black t'xp('rit‘n(‘(' in America; | wanted

to feel connected,” he savs. And so he put off graduate
school at Yale to teach sixth grade at an inner-city public
school in West Philadelphia in 1969.

“1 was terrible,” admits McCormick. “It wasn't that [
couldn’t explain things: I just didn’t have a knack for main-
taining control. 1 was too rigid and I could see that my
African-American colleagues, especially the women, were
able to keep the kids' attention and foster an atmosphere
where learning went on.”

He left the cinder-block school the next fall for the
ivy-covered walls of Yale, locusing on the post=Civil War
period and Progressive periods in what he calls “the best
history department in the nation.” After recciving his doc-
torate in 1976, he applied for teaching positions at four
universities, including Rutgers.

Richard P. describes receiving a surprising phone call
from his son soon afterward. “I was the dean of Rutgers
College at the time and I didn’t know of any openings in the
history department. But [ 1old Dick, ‘Come for a visit any-
way.”" It turned out that the chair of the history department
had traded funding for three teaching-assistant positions 1o
the graduate school for one full-time faculty appointment. *1
knew nothing of the swap or the search,” says Richard P,
who later taught a course in U.S. politics with his son.

Lven though McCormick’s father was a “towering™ fig-
ure at Rutgers, “I don’t think it ever bothered Dick,” says Paul
Leath, the provost in New Brunswick at the time. "He did his
own thing. Somehow it never
became an issue.”

In quick order, the voung,
energetic professor published
three books and was granted

MICK MEETS
s IN CAMDEN (Tor)

tenure. Paul Clemens, professor
of history at FAS-New Brunswick
and a member of the search com-
TS A WARM mittee that hived MeCormick in

(continued on page 44)
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1976, remembers teaching a large under-
graduate class with him. Clemens recalls
that his colleague suggested reenacting the
Lincoln-Douglas debates to hold the class’s
attention. “Dick played an engaging
Stephen Douglas, who was pro slavery,”
says Clemens, who plaved Lincoln.
“Dick also reenacted Teddy Roosevelt's
advance up San Juan Hill. 1t isnt

commonly known that Teddy had a | lwm

rather high-pitched voice. Dick’s de-
livery of “charge!” was very funny.”

utgers reorganized its under-
graduate colleges and merg-
ed its history faculties in the
'80s, which brought McCormick
together with a colleague who would
later become his wife, history profes-
sor Suzanne Lebsock (see below). In
1987, he became department chair.
After McCormick took the lead
in establishing a faculty council [or the
New Brunswick campus, a much-
needed advisory body, Leath named
him acting dean of the Faculty ol Arts
and Sciences in 1989, an appointment
that was made permanent a year later. At
the time, New Jersey faced an economic
downturn and department budgets were
being cut across the board. McCormick
describes his year as acting dean as *brutal,
challenging, excruciating. [ knew that my
carcer was headed in a new direction, even
though I hadn't gotten on that train inten-
tionally. By the time I opened my eyes a
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 21

[ew years later, I was an administrator.”
McCormick took another step up the
career ladder in 1992 when he left Ruigers
to become provost and chief academic
officer at the University of North Carolina-
Chapel Hill (UNC). Ten months later,

MCCORMICK'S FAMILY—INCLUDING 1

black students occupied UNC's South
Building, demanding that the university
build a black cultural center, “There was a
segment of the university for it and a scg-
ment against it,” says Lawrence Gilbert,
associate vice chancellor at the time, “The
idea for the center upsel traditional liber-
als because they felt it harkened back to
the segregationist South.”

L, AND WIFE SUZANNE LEBSOCK—
SPENDS PART OF EVERY SUMMER ON Cart: Con,

McCormick quickly opened up lines
ol communication with the dissenters and
discovered that they wanted a center that
would promote both Alrican-American cuk
ture and study, and be open to the entire
university community. He not only re-
solved the dispute but also launched a
$7-million fund-raising drive for the
center, “UNC leads the country in the
number of black students that were ad-
mitted this vear, and Dick’s work here
had alot to do with that,” says Gilbert.

UNC's chancellor, Paul Hardin,
was 5o taken with McCormick’s per-
formance thal
title—executive chancellor—for him
alter In 1995, when
Hardin announced his retirement,
McCormick was one of two linalists
for his position. “It was disappoint-
ing not to get that job, but it helped

he created a new

I8 months.

me immeasurably,” says McCormick.
“It made me consider all that goes
along with running a university, and
it made me think and talk like a uni-
versity president. I feel certain that 1
got the Washington job because of
my candidacy at Chapel Hill.”

n McCormick’s last day at UW,

students on the campus'’s red-

brick plaza toss Frishees, prac-

tice skateboard tricks, and walk to class.

Barcly anyone notices a student attempt-
ing to balance a bicycle on his nose.

Nearby, in a massive student center

Chapter Two

MacArthur Fellow Suzant

t the end of a banquet on her hus-

band’s Last dayar UW well-wishers

al\pm,\:h Suzanne Lebsock to wish

her gtmd Tuck ar Rutgersy "' not gding any-

where vet,! says Lebsock, a professor of his-

tory, 1 can't desere my, students. The plan is

toy finish ehe year here, move Back! to New
Jersey, and rejoin the faculey”

Lebsock, a 1992 MacArchur Founda-

tion "gcniu.\" granc recipieht who has has

carved out anational reputation as a hisrori-

an, will miss Seartle,

e Lebsock rejoins the faculty

“It’s wrenching a leave after seven years,
r.spm:i.l]l_\' considering that we were always
rrepted s micely and that this is suchin beautis
ful place!’ 'she' says. “But we have a lat/off
friends at Rutgers [Lebsock was on the
R\lrgrr.'i history |‘:|cull}' from 1977 to 1992]
and the hiktory department and wormens st
iks program in New Brinswick ate superb

A native of North Dakora, Lebsock
earned her bachelors degree from Carleton
College in Minnesar and her master’s and
doctorate from the University of Virginia,

“Suzanne is clearly one of the foremost figures
in American womens historyy says, Rutgers
colleague Panl) Clemens. Hler ook The Fiee
Wanen: of  Petersbuers (Norton, 1985), which
Clemens calls "a major historical work!" exam-
ines the Jives of " [9checentuny Virginian
woman, in urban settings, 1o won the Bancrof
Prize in 1985, awarded annually by Columbia
Urﬁ\'crsit}' for disring%lishcd works of hi.\lur_v_

Lebsock's latest book, A Maurder in Virginia

of a white Woman in Mirginia in 1895 and a

host of suspects, including chree | black

hoping a reader can provide evidence to help

solve the crime,” she savs,

Lu
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Favorite Son

The Shape of Tomorrow

ne of Richard L. McCormick’s top }ﬂ'iﬂl‘itius since becoming Rutgers

president in December has been the proposed restructuring of higher

education in New ]n:r&'{"y. The proposal, announced on October 14 by the
Commission on Health Science, Education, and Training, and endorsed by Governor
James: E, McGreevey, would combine Rutgers, the University of Medicine and
Dentistry of New Jersey, and the New Jersey Institute of Technology into a single
research university system with three separate institutions in Newark, New
Brunswick, and Camden, Each would have a president reporting o a Trenton-based
chancellor. A study group of Rurgers’ Board of Governors and Board of Trustees is
reviewing the report and an internal task force assembled by the universicy adminis-
tration 15 idc—mifying Strategic issues, im‘luditlg opportunities. and ch;lllcngr:-'.
President McCormick will join other higher-education leaders on a statewide review,

plmming. and implementation steering committee appointed by the governor.

known as the HUB, McCormick is saying
good-bye 1o advisory-board members,
regents, trustees, deans, and faculty mem-
bers. “If you had told me a year ago that
this would be my last day as the president
of the University of Washington, I would
not have believed you,” he begins. “The
seven years here have been the best of my
professional life.”

McCormick cites his efforts to skirt
the passage of Initiative 200, a statewide
public referendum in 1988 prohibiting
affirmative action in the admission
process. UW reacted by creating pro-
grams (o better prepare minority K-12
students for college, increasing financial
aid to minority candidates, and institut-
ing counseling and tutorial programs to
help minorities succeed once on campus.
“Higher education is a very important
instrument of opportunity, progress, and
social justice,” says McCormick. *We can
learn as much from each other as we
learn in the classroom. It's the universi-
ty’s responsibility to provide access to
[everyone] on the basis of merit.”

He fondly remembers his annual fac-
ulty field 1ours, five-day-long fact-
finding missions on which he and new fac-
ulty members traveled by bus across the
state and forged relationships that led 1o
team-teaching and collaborative research

projects. David Hodge, UW's dean of the
faculty of arts and sciences, says, “At first,
I thought it was the dumbest idea I had
ever heard, but it tarned out to be bril-
liant. It showed the state that UW is theirs
and was also indescribably important to
the faculty. Every single person describes
it as a transforming experience.”

McCormick’s University Initative
Fund, while initially controversial, was
another hallmark of his presidency. The
fund took one percent from all depart-
ment budgets even as state appropria-
tons declined and university budgets
were cut. The fund, which Hodge
describes as a “self-taxing system to create
a culture of possibility,” encouraged the
kind of collaborations that have helped
UW attract more federal grant money
than any other public research university
in the country for the last cight years.

“The short answer is yes, these are
the kinds of programs 1 hope to imple-
ment at Rutgers,” says McCormick. “I'm
not sure what shape theyll take, bu
there’s little doubt that you need to gel
people fired up about ideas and create a
symbiotic relationship between teaching
and rescarch.”

McCormick winds up his speech in
Scattle with an impassioned plea for
budget advocacy: “My farewell request to

vou is, get involved; let your voices be
heard. The future ol this university is in
vour hands.”

To a New Jerseyan, UW's statistics arc
strikingly familiar: Not only did it suffer a
16 percent decline in stateappropriated
dollars per student over the past decade,
but it takes in almost $92 million less cach
year in state funding than comparable pub-
lic institutions. For Rutgers, state funding
has slipped 14 percent over the last 10
vears. In 2002, for example, it fell $96 mil-
lion below the level recommended by the
New  Jersey  Commission on  Higher
Education. Still, McCormick’s message
hasn’t completely fallen on deal ears. Partly
through his efforts, Washington legislators
appropriated $47 million to renovate UW's
magnificent Suzzollo Library.

Y " cCormick  bids farewell 1o

| /1 Washington having broughi

LV A together the higher education
community. When he came to Seattle, UW
and Washington State University per-
ceived cach other as rivals, but McCormick
and Washington State’s president started
meeting and by the time McCormick left,
they were lobbying legislators as a team,

The new president’s ability 1o [orge
relationships isn't lost on Clement Price,
Board of Governors Distinguished
Service Professor at Rutgers-Newark and
a member of the presidential search com-
mittee. “In Dick McCormick, I believe we
have someone of national stature who, for
the first time, can bring the higher educa-
tion community of this state together.”

But who better than his father o
oller perspective that spans more than a
half-century at Rutgers, After all, the elder
McCormick slept in Winants Hall—the
very building where his son was named
president—when it was a dormitory. “No
one thinks more highly of our son than we
do,” he says. “But our son doesn’t walk on
water and won't solve all of Rutgers’ prob-
lems by waving a magic wand. Consid-
ering all the challenges before the univer-
sity, the success of my son’s presidency is
going to depend on the hard work and
commitment of an awful lot of people.”
Bill Glovin is associate editor of RUTGERS
MAGAZINE.
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