
1 8 ON WISCONSIN

As Chancellor David Wa rd pre p a res to finish his tenure ,

the search for his successor is on. How hard can it be 

to fill one job? As those involved with the search are

discovering, it can be very hard indeed.

By Michael Penn MA’ 9 7

Looking for a Leader



If Bernice Durand needed 
c o n f i rmation that this summer
would be anything but a re s p i t e ,
she received it in the form of a
gift from her husband. Before
making their customary summer
move to Colorado, Loyal
Durand, like Bernice a 
U W-Madison physics pro f e s s o r,
gave her a telephone headset
similar to those worn by stock-
b rokers, telemarketers, and the
u l t r a - c o n n e c t e d .

The summer break usually
a ff o rds the Durands a rare
chance to get a change of scenery
and re c h a rge for a new year,
while conducting in-depth
re s e a rch at a world-class physics
c e n t e r. But two days before the
end of the semester, Bern i c e
Durand was named chair of the
twenty-one-member committee
c h a rged with re c ruiting and
s c reening candidates to succeed
U W-Madison Chancellor David
Wa rd MS’62, PhD’63 when he
steps down at the end of the year.

As Loyal Durand re c o g-
nized, that changed things.

In early July, Bern i c e
Durand acknowledged over the
lines of her new headset that
indeed things had changed. Her
days have been filled with hun-
d reds of phone calls, e-mails, and let-
ters about the quest to find the
u n i v e r s i t y ’s next chancellor. “So far, ”
she says, “the search is ruling my life,”
adding that at least she can sit on the
couch while she’s on the phone.

When Wa rd announced in mid-
M a rch that he planned to end his
t e n u re as chancellor, it marked the off i-

cial start of a search for new leadership
that has entangled dozens of people. To
some, it might seem that Wa rd ’s notice
came with a luxurious amount of lead
time. Eight months to fill one position
— how hard can that be?

As it happens, very hard. Seeking
out and attracting candidates at this
level — in a market that has become
highly competitive — is something that
can rule not only one life, but many.

TTH E BO S S
Hiring university chancellors is nothing
new for Katharine Lyall. As president of
the UW System, she oversees all thir-
teen four-year UW campuses, a network

of thirteen two-year colleges, and
UW-Extension, which includes
Wisconsin Public Radio and Wis-
consin Public Television. That
makes fifteen chancellors who
report to Lyall, and it seems that,
at any given time, at least one is
coming or going. (Until 1965,
UW-Madison’s executive leader
was called a president, and some
schools still use that term. But the
top executives on UW campuses
are now called chancellors.)

In fact, since Lyall assumed 
her post in 1992, she has hired
twenty-five UW chancellors. One
of her first searches on the job
resulted in Ward’s appointment
in June of 1993.

When facing the task of hiring
Ward’s successor, Lyall appointed
a search committee of eleven fac-
ulty, two academic staff, two stu-
dents, two administrators, and
four community members to
build a pool of candidates and
winnow it down to a selection of
finalists. If all goes well, by late
fall the committee will present at
least five names to Lyall and a
subcommittee composed of five
members of the UW Board of
Regents. Lyall and the subcom-
mittee will then interview the
finalists and recommend one per-

son to the full board, which ultimately
makes the hiring decision.

When Ward first announced his
plans, Lyall expressed confidence that
the search process could be completed
by the end of the year, meaning that
there would be no interim between
Ward’s last day and a new chancellor’s
first. That goal of a seamless transition,
however, has relied on quick and pro-
ductive work by the committee during
the summer and early fall, when the 
candidate pool was being built and
screened. And perhaps a little luck.

Lyall knows from experience how
tight the market for top academic lead-
ers has become. Many experienced
administrators are now reaching 
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Facing page: the chancellor’s office, as David
Ward has seen it for the past eight years. The
first-floor Bascom Hall suite has hosted
every UW leader since Bascom’s south wing
was completed in 1899, and there are many
reminders of its history. Ward’s 
Federalist-style desk has been used by
administrators since the 1920s, and another
table dates to John Bascom’s days.

hose engaged in the searc h

believe that to achieve their charg e

of identifying five outstanding 

finalists, they needed to be heard

by thousands. 

T
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retirement age, paralleling a trend in
academia often referred to as “the gray-
ing of the faculty.” As a result, dozens of
major universities now find themselves
in the market for leadership. A list of the
schools searching for top executives
within the past two years reads like a
U.S. News rankings list: Harvard, Stan-
ford, Brown, Vanderbilt, the University
of North Carolina, Purdue University,
Indiana University, and the University
of Illinois-Chicago are just a few.

And if they’re not retiring, many
university presidents are burning out on
the twenty-four-hour-a-day require-
ments of the job. Once able to focus pri-
marily on campus affairs, modern
presidents are pulled by new stresses —
the ever-present need to raise private
money, the pace of technological change,
and the creation of affiliated businesses
and enterprises. Those forces are erod-
ing the average tenure of university
presidents, especially at public universi-
ties. A study published by the American
Council on Education found that public-
university presidents now serve terms of
fewer than six years, the shortest aver-
age since the 1960s, and about half the
typical term at the beginning of the
twentieth century.

“It takes a particular type of per-
sonality to be a chancellor,” Lyall says.
“ You must be secure in your own skills
and values, yet willing to let others take
the credit. You must be tolerant of
ambiguity and external political pre s-
s u res, yet knowledgeable of the share d
g o v e rnance process and comfort a b l e
working within that stru c t u re . ”

Universities are going to greater
lengths to find and keep such people.
The University of Minnesota, for exam-
ple, recently raised the base salary of its
popular president, Mark Yudof, to
$335,000 in an effort to keep other
schools from plucking him away. It is
not rare for well-heeled private universi-
ties to offer top candidates packages that
exceed $500,000.

Conversely, schools troubled by
financial or other crises are now finding
it difficult to hire in a market that favors

the people being hired. At the University
of Florida, all six finalists for the presi-
dency dropped out of contention after
the state government publicly debated
disbanding the school’s supervisory
board. The school has now asked its
interim president to take the job 
permanently.

UW-Madison is well regarded
nationally and has plenty to make it
attractive to candidates, says Lyall. But
the university can’t afford to be compla-
cent. “Good people simply won’t become
candidates unless we actively court them
and make a compelling case,” she says.

Thus, the pressure falls squarely on
the search committee. In charging the
group, Lyall was unequivocal about the
importance of its task. “This committee
literally holds the future of the UW-
Madison campus in the palm of its
hand,” she said.

TTH E CO M M I T T E E
At nine o’clock on a late spring morn-
ing, the members of the search and
s c reen committee (including two con-
nected via teleconference) convened in
a Bascom Hall meeting room to off i-
cially begin their search for a chancellor.
The mood, says Durand, was some-
w h e re between excitement and fear.

Regent President Jay Smith spoke
first, calling the job of chancellor an
“awesome task.” He said that Wa rd ’s
successor would be expected to “take
the university to the next level,” to con-
tinue the great pro g ress that UW off i-
cials feel has been made under his
leadership. Lyall told the group to be
p re p a red to market the university, and
that, at first, the best candidates would
know more about UW-Madison than
the committee would know about them.

Over the next four weeks, the com-
mittee took a crash course on leadership
at UW-Madison. They learned about
the backgrounds of previous chancellors
(see sidebar) and became familiar with
the many facets and roles of the modern
university leader. By the end of the
f o u rth meeting, Durand says, “I think

i t ’s fair to say that everyone expressed a
c e rtain awe” about the magnitude of the
position they are seeking to fill.

The stakes riding on the commit-
t e e ’s work are high, probably higher
than they have been during pre v i o u s
chancellor searches. UW-Madison is a
complex engine with many parts, and a
g reater share of its funding now comes
f rom private donations and federal
re s e a rch grants. The chancellor position
has evolved to be similar to that of a
corporate CEO, requiring someone who
can be an intellectual icon on one day
and a visionary entre p reneur the next.

But it is not an impossible job,
Durand notes. “In fact, we are hearing
about people out there who are doing
g reat jobs now,” she says.

She adds, though, that the commit-
tee will not limit itself to people who are
c u rrently running universities. Histori-
c a l l y, UW-Madison has hired several
successful leaders from its ranks,
including Wa rd, who was a graduate
student, pro f e s s o r, and administrator
b e f o re becoming chancellor. To find
someone capable of following Wa rd —
who, Lyall and Durand both say, has
raised the standards for leadership at
the university — the committee has
looked every w h e re, both within and
w i t h o u t .

Those engaged in the search believe
that to achieve their charge of identify-
ing five outstanding finalists, they
needed to be heard by thousands. The
committee spent the early part of the
summer turning every stone and beating
e v e ry bush to build their list of candi-
dates. The formalities of placing ads in
national publications were quickly
taken care of. But those tactics alone
d o n ’t go very far in the new market-
place, Lyall says. 

Durand sent out more than ten
thousand letters seeking leads and nomi-
nations. The recipients included faculty,
staff, alumni, UW and government offi-
cials, community leaders, and the heads
of national educational associations and
every major research university. A Web
site {www.news.wisc.edu/packages/
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1 8 4 9 – 1 8 5 8 John Hiram Lathro p
1 8 5 9 – 1 8 6 0 H e n ry Barn a rd
1 8 6 0 – 1 8 6 7 John W. Sterling
1 8 6 7 – 1 8 7 0 Paul A. Chadbourn e
1 8 7 1 – 1 8 7 4 John W. Tw o m b l y
1 8 7 4 – 1 8 8 7 John A. Bascom
1 8 8 7 – 1 8 9 2 Thomas C. Chamberlin
1 8 9 2 – 1 9 0 1 Charles K. Adams
1 9 0 1 – 1 9 0 3 E d w a rd A. Birge (acting)
1 9 0 3 – 1 9 1 8 Charles R. Van Hise

1 9 1 8 – 1 9 2 5 E d w a rd A. Birg e
1 9 2 5 – 1 9 3 7 Glenn Frank
1 9 3 7 G e o rge C. Sellery (acting)
1 9 3 7 – 1 9 4 5 C l a rence A. Dykstra
1 9 4 5 – 1 9 5 8 Edwin Broun Fre d
1 9 5 8 – 1 9 6 2 Conrad A. Elvehjem
1 9 6 2 – 1 9 7 0 F red Harvey Harrington *
1 9 6 4 – 1 9 6 7 Robben Fleming
1 9 6 7 – 1 9 6 8 William Sewell
1 9 6 8 B ryant Kearl (acting)

1 9 6 8 – 1 9 7 7 Edwin Yo u n g
1 9 7 7 Glenn S. Pound (acting)
1 9 7 7 – 1 9 8 6 I rving Shain
1 9 8 7 B e rn a rd Cohen (acting)
1 9 8 8 – 1 9 9 3 Donna E. Shalala
1 9 9 3 – p re s e n t David Wa rd

* At this time, the UW had both a president, who over-
saw external relationships, and a chancellor, who
a d m i n i s t e red campus. Harrington served as pre s i d e n t ,
while Fleming (and every person since) was chancellor.

IN THEIR FOOTSTEPS
U W- M a d i s o n ’s leaders through history

A nationally respected
educator, Barnard was

highly sought after by the
regents, but left after only

one year.

One of the only early
chancellors not to have a
building named for him,
Twombly’s support of co-
education doomed him

with the regents.

A New York maga-
zine editor and well-
known orator, Frank
had no advanced
degree and was a
hands-off manager.

The first UW alumnus to 
run the university, Van Hise
ushered in the “combination
university,” with missions
of teaching, research, and
public service.

Hired from the U.S. Geological Sur-
vey to bolster research, Chamberlin
helped to create a discipline-based
structure before the University of

Chicago lured him away.

A labor management expert, Young was
recruited to help patch relationships after

the friction of the 1960s.

Former president of Hunter 
College, Shalala, who became

UW’s first woman chancellor, is
often credited for the UW’s rise
in national profile, especially 

in athletics.



chancellorsearch/} was created to 
dispatch information to candidates and
interested parties. The committee also
printed a brochure for candidates, 
distributing three thousand copies to
ultimately woo an audience of one.

Committee members began work-
ing their personal networks of academic
connections. “At the level of talent we’re
seeking, candidates have many other
o p p o rtunities from which to choose,”
she says. “We have to compete for the
attention and commitment of these peo-
ple, just as we do for our top faculty
members. The search and screen com-
mittee, the regents and myself, and the
e n t i re campus must all sell the UW-
Madison opportunity vigorously if we
a re to get the right person.”

TTH E IN S I D E R
Bill Funk has built a career on his ability
to find the right person. 

An affable Dallas businessman who
until a few months ago had never even
been on campus, he’s been hired to help
recruit the next chancellor, an indication
of how serious UW-Madison is about
this search.

In a sense, Funk is higher educa-
tion’s ultimate insider, its answer to the
Kevin Bacon game: his list of friends and
acquaintances includes the top officials
at nearly every major American univer-
sity. Pick any school on the map, and
you’re likely to find no more than a few
degrees of Bill Funk. 

Working for Korn / F e rry Intern a-
tional, one of the largest executive
s e a rch firms in the world, he has
become the most highly re g a rded searc h
consultant in education. He has part i c i-
pated in the hiring of more than one
h u n d red presidents and chancellors,
including nine of the last ten leaders
h i red by Big Ten institutions. What
makes him so valuable is his ability to
play Cupid in an elaborate mating rit-
ual, where the elite must be ro m a n c e d .

“The really good candidates won’t
respond to an ad in the C h ronicle of
Higher Education, and they’re pretty blasé
about getting a letter from a searc h

committee chair,” says Funk. “They like
to f e e l a school is interested in them.”

Corporations have long relied 
on search firms to help them identify
top-level executives, and it is becoming
m o re common for universities and
other nonprofit organizations to do 
so. Members of a campus search and
s c reen committee seldom have experi-
ence re c ruiting in such a national 
marketplace, Lyall says. Wi t h o u t
F u n k ’s assistance and counsel, the
c o m m i t t e e ’s job would be tougher.
Based on the recommendations of
Lyall and Regent President Smith, the
s e a rch committee voted at its first
meeting to retain Funk’s serv i c e s .

Since then, Funk has delivere d
nearly one thousand letters and talked
with hundreds of people on the univer-
s i t y ’s behalf. A significant part of his
task is to seek out the top prospects —
people who are routinely approached by
potential suitors — and quietly tug them
t o w a rd becoming candidates. These are
often the most enticing, but also the
most delicate, aspects of the search, and
they usually take place in private meet-
ings far away from campus.

Durand says that Funk has alre a d y
b rought to the committee’s attention 
outstanding candidates who were not
known to committee members. The type
of external candidate the committee
wants to hear from, she says, is “some-
body who is doing a great job; who is
happy doing it; and it hadn’t come
a c ross his or her mind to move. This job
may be tempting to those people, but we
have to t e l l them to be tempted.” It often
depends on the discreet pitchmanship of
Funk to reel in these trophy fish.

Chancellors and presidents need to
be cautious about shopping themselves
a round, because so much of their suc-
cess depends on the goodwill and politi-
cal capital they generate. Flirt i n g
publicly with other positions may make
a leader appear less dedicated to his or
her current employer, jeopardizing his
or her effectiveness. Funk can succeed
w h e re a campus committee can’t by
being a neutral third part y. “Many of

these people will trust someone like Bill
Funk more than they will trust other
people [involved in the search],” says
D u r a n d .

Often, Funk’s meetings will end
with a desirable target saying, “No,
thanks,” while hinting subtly that he or
she might be receptive to another pitch.
I t ’s a dance that takes time. One of
F u n k ’s clients, Purdue University,
recently hired former Iowa State Pre s i-
dent Martin Jischke after having its
o v e rt u res rejected for nearly four
m o n t h s .

“The real art to this is learn i n g
when no really means no,” Funk says.

TH E EN D? HA R D L Y
Just who has said yes and who has said
no is the biggest secret on campus.
While Funk’s trophy hunts were going
on during June and July, he would let
on only that he was pleased by the
responses he was hearing. “We ’ re hav-
ing great success. I’m really excited
about the quality of people that we’re
bringing forw a rd,” he said.

As of July 31, the process shifted
into screen mode, and the committee
began assessing its candidate pool.
Funk also shifted his role, from pro-
moter to background checker, helping
to find and interview re f e rences for the
most promising candidates.

As exhausting as the searching is,
the next phase may be even more so, as
twenty-one people of diff e rent back-
g rounds begin to debate the merits of
potential chancellors. This is a gro u p
without wallflowers, many of whom are
known for their outspoken passion on
the direction of the university. The dis-
cussions have been remarkable, says
Durand, and the group is developing
some cohesion.

“ We ’ re on the same several pages,”
she says, laughing. There is a long ro a d
ahead, and skirmishes are bound to dot
the path to pro g ress. But, for now at
least, they’re happy for the journ e y.

Michael Penn is an associate editor of On Wisconsin. 
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As the nation approaches the    
presidential election, UW 
faculty share their tried-and-
true methods for sifting and
winnowing the inevitable 
campaign rhetoric.

Talking    
Po l i t i c s

Talking    
Po l i t i c s

Talking    
Po l i t i c s

I t ’s enough to give you the willies and the
shakes, to say nothing of the heebie-jeebies.
The phone jangles, the fax groans, the 
e-mail box beeps.

Especially around election time, these
a u d i t o ry barbs come zinging day and night
into the life of Charles O. Jones, pro f e s s o r
emeritus of political science at UW- M a d i s o n .
Not only that, the flingers of these zingers —
re p o rters from around the nation — often
want a response sooner than soon.

Jones, you see, for years has been 
one of the nation’s premier pre s i d e n t i a l
scholars, and re p o rters know it. So they
hunt him down to leaven their stories with
his quotes and background analysis.

BY JE F F IS E M I N G E R M A’ 9 3
PH O T O S B Y JE F F MI L L E R
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And this happens not just at election
time, either. During the excru c i a t i n g
b rouhaha over Clinton’s impeachment
p roceedings, Jones received up to eight
media calls a day. Symbolic moments
such as the State of the Union Addre s s
also set off flurries of media queries.

W h a t ’s surprising is that Jones and
other UW-Madison experts such as
those featured here accept the media’s
d rumming with such aplomb. They con-
sider it an important — and satisfying —
aspect of fulfilling the university’s public
s e rvice mission.

“I see it as teaching,” says Jones.
“Besides, I learn from them, too.”

For example, one of his fre q u e n t
callers over the years has been Bob
Shogan, political re p o rter for the L o s
Angeles Ti m e s, who, like the pro f e s s o r, has
written several books on politics.

“Good journalists are scholars, just of
a diff e rent type,” says Jones, adding that
h e ’s noticed a change in the nature of his
media interactions. “When I was younger,
the re p o rters asked direct questions and
wanted quick answers,” he says. “But as
c e rtain re p o rters and I have gotten to
know each other better, we often have

long conversations about issues, instead of
cut-and-dried interv i e w s . ”

A conversation may produce only a
quote or two, but both experts — pro f e s-
sor and journalist — are enriched in
ways that reverberate well beyond the
next deadline.

Jones and other political expert s
pop up on a re p o rt e r’s radar screen to
begin with through re f e rrals from other
e x p e rts, mentions in databases of pre v i-
ous articles, or inclusion in lists of
e x p e rts published by universities (UW-
Madison included) and think tanks such
as the Brookings Institution, where
Jones and UW political science pro f e s-
sor Don Kettl are senior fellows.

And professors who are writing
books on politics may talk to re p o rt e r s
for t h e i r perspectives, as Jones did in
writing Passages to the Pre s i d e n c y.

Another arena of interaction is the
annual conference of the American 
Political Science Association (APSA), of
which Jones is past president. It’s com-
mon to see David Broder of the Wa s h i n g-
ton Post or Adam Clymer of the New Yo r k
Ti m e s show up to attend conference ses-
sions and, sometimes, to present them.

This free exchange between acade-
mic and journalistic experts infuses both
sides with new insights, says Jones. But
that doesn’t make all media experiences
equally fun for him.

“I usually turn down requests fro m
national TV shows,” he says. “They often
edit a half-hour interview down to fifteen
seconds, and to me, that’s not fitting for
the role of a scholar. ”

In contrast, Jones enjoys the 
e d i t i n g - f ree zone of Conversations with 
Tom Clark, a live morning talk show on
Wisconsin Public Radio, which, like his
conversations with Shogan, offers an
exploration of the issues.

When you come down to it, that’s
what experts such as Jones love to do:
e x p l o re the coves of democracy’s shore-
line, where theory meets re a l i t y. Perh a p s
to them, that jangling phone at election
time doesn’t seem so bad because of
w h o ’s at the other end — someone who
wants to talk politics. For the rest of us,
h o w e v e r, following election coverage in
the media can be like piloting a plane
t h rough flak: your chances of getting
shot down or taken for a very bumpy
ride are much better than learning 
anything useful up there .

But your chances may impro v e ,
depending on your navigator. With the
right routing, your ride may smooth
out and your view of the political land-
scape clear up — or at least get a little
less murky.

The UW-Madison faculty is full of
good political navigators such as Jones.
Each of them has politics-related spe-
cialties and has found information
sources that help cut through the clutter
and fluff, make sense of breathless daily
news reports, and, when needed, press
the mute button on cacophonous TV
analysts.

We asked a sampling of these 
UW experts to share their part i c u l a r
a reas of interest and to reveal their
s o u rces — which they’ve graciously done
in their own words — in the hope that
On Wi s c o n s i n readers can better navigate
their own smooth ride through skies full
of political flak.

Charles O. Jones welcomes the constant give-and-take of the American political arena, whether
he’s checking the latest news reports and debates online, reviewing a fax, or answering a
reporter’s questions on the telephone. The emeritus professor of political science views calls
from the news media as another chance to teach. And besides, he says, “good journalists are
scholars,” so an interview can turn into a learning experience for both sides. 
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CHARLES O.

J O N E S
P rofessor emeritus of political science, on
political institutions and the pre s i d e n c y :

I read at least three national newspa-
pers every day: the New York Ti m e s, Wa s h-
ington Post and Wall Street Journ a l. Each
has had outstanding coverage of the can-
didates, including excellent, detailed sto-
ries on their backgrounds and re c o rds. I
read the Internet edition of the Wa s h i n g-
ton Post and frequently scan the Web sites
of other major papers (my favorites: the
Boston Globe, Los Angeles Ti m e s, and D a l l a s
M o rning News). At least once a week, I go
to the national and international news
summaries at www. y a h o o . c o m .

I do not ordinarily rely on the major
weekly newsmagazines. My weekly news
s o u rces include three Congre s s i o n a l l y
oriented publications with fre q u e n t
analyses of the presidential campaign:
The Hill, Roll Call, and the C o n g re s s i o n a l
Q u a rterly Weekly Report. Each has a We b
site, as does the National Journ a l, a sophis-
ticated weekly treating national politics.

[See sidebar for a listing of 
Web sites.] 

I occasionally visit the Web sites of
the candidates and the political part i e s .
N a t u r a l l y, they are designed to favor their
candidates, but they do provide details on
issue positions and travel schedules.

All political junkies rely on the “AllPol-
itics” Web site, which can be accessed as
well through newspaper and television net-
work sites. I do not use this site as much
now as in the past. In fact, I am an impa-
tient “surf e r.” I like the newspaper sites
because they provide current inform a t i o n ,
good summaries of news stories, and access
to other data sources (e.g., candidate pro-
files, issue positions, and polls).

Several organizations in Wa s h i n g t o n
— Brookings Institution, American

Enterprise Institute, Heritage Founda-
tion, Wilson Center, Council for Excel-
lence in Government — have pro g r a m s
under way to encourage the candidates
and their staffs to think ahead to the
transition and to governing. These org a-
nizations (mostly think tanks) have We b
sites that provide listings of detailed
studies for those who want greater depth
of information and analysis.

For example, the American Enter-
prise Institute (AEI) and the Bro o k i n g s
Institution conducted sessions on “How
Would They Govern.” Staffs from the
Bush and Gore campaigns, along with
political analysts, were questioned about
how the candidates would manage
domestic and foreign issues. The tran-
scripts are available at the AEI Web site.

KENNETH

G O L D S T E I N
Assistant professor of political science,
on political behavior, interest groups, and
s u rvey re s e a rch methods:

The single best re s o u rce on the We b
for following politics and policy — both
in and out of election season — is the
National Journal. The page contains links
to National Journ a l publications that
cover lobbying, Congress, public policy,
and electoral politics. Unfort u n a t e l y,
access to the home page is expensive.
T h e re is, however, a free version of
National Journ a l ’s Hotline available. The
H o t l i n e is a daily newsletter that compiles
and summarizes information from hun-
d reds of print, radio, TV, and We b
s o u rc e s .

The home page of the Drudge
Report is also a terrific resource.
Drudge obviously has his partisan
predilections and obsessions. Still, once
you get by the hysterical headlines, it is

the Web page with the single best set of
links to media sources, with a link to just
about any media source that someone
following the campaign might want to
read. The set of links to national op-ed
writers is probably the page’s most use-
ful function.

As a matter of fact, I think that re a d-
ing a wide selection of national op-eds is
the best way to stay on top of policy and
political debates. Furt h e rm o re, for
alumni who are preparing to take LSATs

or GREs, or for parents who want their
kids to do better on the SATs, I also
think that reading a wide selection of 
op-eds is better than any expensive test
p reparation course.

Other sources I look at occasionally
include the Center for Responsive Poli-
tics (CRP) and the Polling Report. The
CRP page contains information on 
campaign finance, including the top
soft-money contributors to the part i e s .
It also translates FEC re c o rds into a
m o re tractable program and allows one
to search by zip code, state, district, and
race for campaign contributions. The
Polling Report compiles just about
e v e ry publicly released poll and is a
good re s o u rce for looking at how races
and perceptions of issues have changed
over time.

MAKING SENSE OF 
PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS
The experts tell you where to turn for help



DON

K E T T L
P rofessor of political science, on public
management and government re f o rm :

I’m a newspaper addict and con-
sume four per day — the Wisconsin State
J o u rn a l and Milwaukee Journal Sentinel f o r
Wisconsin news, and the New York Ti m e s
and Wall Street Journ a l for national and
i n t e rnational news. The Ti m e s is the gold
s t a n d a rd for news; the J o u rn a l tends not
to cover as many issues, but what it does
cover in political news, it does better
than anyone. The J o u rn a l’s editorial page
is very conservative, but the rest of the
paper is very balanced. All have We b
sites; all but the J o u rn a l’s are fre e .

Second, I cruise the Web exten-
s i v e l y. Reuters has a nice Web site for
b reaking news. For candidates, I always
check their own Web sites to see how
they choose to present themselves. But
be pre p a red for a pitch to contribute to
their campaigns.

T h i rd, there are useful backgro u n d
sites. The Washington Post is in part n e r-

ship with MSNBC and C o n g re s s i o n a l
Q u a rt e r l y in presenting On Politics,
which includes links to elections, polls,
and other helpful re s o u rc e s .

Reading, however, doesn’t always
cover all the bases. I spend lots of time
with my antennae up — lots of back-
g round conversations with politicians and

their staffs, and interviews with re p o rt e r s ,
too. Part of what we can do as pro f e s s o r s
is try to teach through the media. When I
talk with them, though, I listen care f u l l y
to the questions they are asking (which
p rovides valuable clues about what’s
cooking out there), and I also ask ques-
tions (to learn what the re p o rters are
finding that produces insights that some-
times never appear in print).

I t ’s nice to have a hobby that’s also a
job. Or, is it the other way aro u n d ?

STEPHEN

L U C A S
P rofessor of communication arts, on
American political rhetoric and rh e t o r i c
of social movements:

For readers interested in learn i n g
m o re about presidential contests in our
h i s t o ry, there is no better single sourc e
than the four- v o l u m e H i s t o ry of American
P residential Elections (1971). Edited by
A rthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., this work 
contains comprehensive, top-flight essays
on every election from 1789 thro u g h
1968. Helpful, single-volume works
include Stefan Lorant’s The Glorious 
B u rden: The History of the Presidency and 
P residential Elections from George Wa s h i n g t o n
to James Earl Cart e r, Jr. (1976); Gil Tro y,
See How They Ran: The Changing Role of 
the Presidential Candidate (1991); and Keith
E. Melder, Hail to the Candidate: Pre s i d e n t i a l
Campaigns from Banners to Bro a d c a s t s
( 1 9 9 2 ) .

Although it is easy to dismiss the
speeches of presidential candidates and
their surrogates as “mere rhetoric,” they
have produced some of the most notable
public addresses in American history,
including Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932
acceptance speech, in which he pledged
himself to “a new deal for the American
people.” In the national survey I spear-
headed last year to determine the top one
h u n d red American speeches of the twen-
tieth century, no fewer than seventeen of
the speeches chosen were associated with
p residential election campaigns, and
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National Journ a l
w w w. n a t i o n a l j o u rn a l . c o m /

G e o rge W. Bush
w w w. g e o rg e w b u s h . c o m /

Al Gore
w w w. a l g o re 2 0 0 0 . c o m/

A l l P o l i t i c s
w w w. a l l p o l i t i c s . c o m /

American Enterprise Institute
w w w. a e i . o rg /

National Journ a l ’s Hotline
w w w. h o t l i n e s c o o p . c o m /

D rudge Report
w w w. d ru d g e re p o rt . c o m /

Center for Responsive Politics
w w w. o p e n s e c re t s . o rg /

Polling Report
w w w. p o l l i n g re p o rt . c o m /

R e u t e r s
w w w. re u t e r s . c o m /

On Politics 
w w w. w a s h i n g t o n p o s t . c o m /
w p - d y n / p o l i t i c s /

P residential speeches
w w w. n e w s . w i s c . e d u / m i s c /
s p e e c h e s /

Public Agenda Online
w w w. p u b l i c a g e n d a . o rg /

L i b r a ry of Congre s s
l c w e b . l o c . g o v / g l o b a l /

i P O L L
w w w. ro p e rc e n t e r. u c o n n . e d u /



t h ree of the top ten speeches were 
campaign addre s s e s .

The complete list of the speeches
can be accessed on the Web. To locate
individual speeches online, enter the
name of the speaker in one of the Web’s
search engines. My personal favorite is

Fast Search (www.alltheWeb.com),
which is far and away the fastest search
engine currently in operation. Although
only about half of the top one hundred
speeches are available on the Web,
almost all of those associated with presi-
dential campaigns can be found online.

In addition to the party conventions,
the major rhetorical events of curre n t
campaigns are the presidential debates.
The Kennedy-Nixon debates of 1960
remain the most famous and most studied
of all such debates. They are covered in
brief but edifying fashion by Theodore
White in his classic book, The Making of
the President, 1960. Sidney Kraus’s Te l e v i s e d

P residential Debates and Public Policy ( 2 0 0 0 )
p rovides an up-to-date look at the role of
p residential debates in the television age,
while Kathleen Hall Jamieson and David
B i rd s e l l ’s P residential Debates: The Challenge
of Creating an Informed Electorate ( 1 9 8 8 )
gives a broad historical perspective.

DHAVAN

S H A H
Assistant professor of journalism and
mass communication, on the psychology
of political communication:

C o n t e m p o r a ry electoral coverage,
even the content found in elite news
s o u rces, tends to focus on the “game” or
“strategy” of politics. Too often, bro a d-
cast and print news outlets attend to who
is “winning,” as opposed to coverage of
issues, legislative voting re c o rds, or 
public support for particular policies.
H o w e v e r, a number of readily accessible
I n t e rnet re s o u rces do provide these more

substantive insights into national politics,
potentially encouraging more inform e d
and thoughtful voting.

One such site is Public Agenda
Online. Devoted to detailed discussions
about public policy initiatives, the site is
s p o n s o red by Public Agenda, a nonpart i-
san, nonprofit public opinion and citizen
education organization with two objec-
tives: one, to help citizens improve their
understanding of critical policy issues;
and two, to help leaders better under-
stand the public’s perspective on these
issues. Key political issues covered by 
the site include education, health care ,

national defense, AIDS, crime, the 
e c o n o m y, and the enviro n m e n t .

The second is the Library of 
C o n g re s s ’s “Explore the Internet” We b
page. This page has links to a range 
of government re s o u rces, including the
voting re c o rds of all members of Con-
g ress since 1989, perf o rmance evalua-
tions of current House and Senate
members by special interest groups, 
and the full text of bills, resolutions, 
and public laws. This site is part i c u l a r l y
helpful for checking claims about leg-
islative perf o rmance made in political
ads. A portion of the site also pro v i d e s
links to the executive and judicial
branches of government, including
recent presidential initiatives and 
c o u rt decisions.

The third site, iPOLL, contains
data on trends in mass opinion concern-
ing political issues and figures. One of
its features may be among the most
c o m p rehensive sources available for
examining changes in American public
opinion over time. For re g i s t e red users,
iPOLL provides a full-text retrieval sys-
tem, organized by questions, to sift
t h rough roughly 350,000 questions
asked on national public opinion sur-
veys since 1935. By filling out a short
f o rm, visitors can search a selection of
recent national surveys. 
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Although it is easy to dismiss the speeches of 
p residential candidates and their surrogates as

“ m e re rhetoric,” they have produced some 
of the most notable public addresses in 

American history.



BY JAMES RHEM MA’71, PHD’79 / PHOTOS BY BRENT NICASTRO ’77

They thought they’d put their houses in order way back in 1989. That’s when UW-Madi-
son’s Commission on Fraternities and Sororities made its long-awaited recommendations
to curb the Animal House-type drinking that has earned Madison its “Madtown” moniker.

“It was a bold, but modest attempt to bring about change,” reflects Emeritus Pro f e s s o r
of Sociology Jack Ladinsky, who was named chair of the commission in 1992 after years of
involvement. “We were naïve in re t rospect — a paper tiger — because the university has
limited enforcement capacity. We can remove an organization from the UW, but that’s about
it.” And even then, he adds, it took four years to remove the biggest repeat alcohol off e n d e r
on campus. At least that was the case with the “Fijis,” more infamous for their parties than
famous for their Frank Lloyd Wr i g h t - i n s p i red house on Lake Mendota.

Thanks to a five-year, $700,000 grant from the Robert Wood Johnson (RWJ) Foun-
dation, however, UW-Madison has begun to encourage responsible drinking. Campus units
a re hosting non-alcoholic events for students and launching advertising campaigns to pro-
mote social change. But change is slow to come, experts say. “RWJ has made only a tiny
dent” in students’ attitudes, says Ladinsky. “What we’ve realized is that self-governance is
the only way to make change, and that binge drinking is a deeply entrenched Wi s c o n s i n
s u b c u l t u re . ”
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Could a movement among
sororities and fraternities
be a sign that binge 
drinking will soon be
socially unacceptable?

T H E



A Day in the Life
Tall, athletic, affable, twenty-year- o l d
Mark (not his real name) could be a
poster boy for the native Wi s c o n s i n
u n d e rgrad. This junior, who eventually
chose not to join a Greek org a n i z a t i o n ,
did go to a lot of fraternity parties not
long after arriving on campus. Free beer
and “girls” were the primary attractions,
he says, calling the non-alcoholic events
the UW sponsors “static” in comparison.
“They try to make them cool,” he
explains. “They’ll have a deejay like it
was a junior high dance.”

Like nearly one-third of all entering
f reshmen, Mark started drinking in high
school. A friend of his even died in a car
accident playing a high-stakes drinking
game called “On the road, off the ro a d . ”
Mark doesn’t drink and drive, but says
that “drinking and college kinda go
t o g e t h e r, especially on the weekends.”

A look at Mark’s typical day and
week underscore the diff e rences between
the world of the young and the rest of us.
He has a part-time job, studies hard until
10 p.m. or midnight, and then still goes
out drinking. When the bars close, a “lot
of frats have ‘after bars,’ ” he says — par-
ties where drinking goes on way past the
2 a.m. bar-closing time.

The Thursday before we met,
M a r k ’s evening went like this: He played
some basketball and forgot about eating.
When he got back to his room, some
friends were in from North Carolina, so
they all “kicked back” with a few drinks
(four by his count: two gin-and-tonics
and two beers) before they went out on
the town. Once they got out, “I just for-
got sort of that I’d had those drinks.” As

they moved through a couple of bars,
they met a Swede who was visiting, and
he bought shots for every b o d y, two for
each — schnapps. “I did it because I was

o ff e red,” Mark re m e m b e r s .
By the time he got home around 

1 a.m., Mark estimated that he had con-
sumed about eleven drinks, much more
than his usual intake. “Friday I took it

e a s y,” he says, and he “nursed” his way
t h rough five or six beers that evening.

“I don’t like to be just plastered,” he
says. “I don’t want people to look at me
and say, ‘He’s hammered.’ ” It doesn’t
feel good, he adds, but “you have to see
what you don’t want,” meaning that you
have to learn from your own experience.

To Mark, alternatives such as going
to the movies seem too expensive and
less social than going out drinking. He
played in a rock band in high school and
as a freshman here, but “there are limited
places to practice,” he says. He likes
“ultimate frisbee,” and indeed, “That’s
m o re fun than drinking, if you ask me,”
he says. With a certain iro n y, he adds,
“But, you know, it gets cold here some-
times. The cold sure encourages drink-
ing. What else can you do in the winter?”

What Is Socially Acceptable?
Like many involved in the study of alco-
hol and student life, Ladinsky points to
the example of smoking as evidence that
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"When you say Wis — con — sin," you say a lot about the state’s
decades-old drinking traditions. And although UW officials declare
that they are not concerned with drinking per se, they are increas-
ingly concerned with the harmful behaviors that often accompany
overindulging. Nationally, 78.9 percent of fraternity members say
that they binge drink, according to a survey by the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation. Moreover, the Provost’s Office describes more
than 20 percent of each class as "high-risk" drinkers. In an effort to
find a path of change, faculty and staff are focusing on what the
Greek system — which encompasses 10 percent of the student body
— can do to alter a deeply entrenched subculture.

Now, more than anything else, it may

be the increasing attention given to

the problems caused to students by

their peers’ drinking — things such

as unwanted sexual advances, physi-

cal injury, and property damage —

that are signaling a real social 

movement in the making.



social movements can change entre n c h e d
behaviors and attitudes. Not long ago,
smoking on airplanes and in re s t a u r a n t s
was commonplace. To d a y, it’s anathema.
T h i rty years ago, fraternities held “smok-
ers” to welcome new pledges. To d a y, it’s
h a rd to find anyone on campus who
remembers that these cigar-filled meet-
ings ever existed.

But it wasn’t the first U.S. Surg e o n
G e n e r a l ’s re p o rt in 1964 announcing that
smoking was dangerous to one’s health
that hastened a change in the culture. It
was the 1986 re p o rt, which described the
e ffects of secondhand smoke, that turn e d
the tide. Smokers began to be viewed as
socially offensive, harming not only
themselves, but others. Now, more than
anything else, it may be the incre a s i n g
attention given to the problems caused to
students by their peers’ drinking —
things such as unwanted sexual
advances, physical injury, and pro p e rt y
damage — that are signaling a real social
movement in the making.

Last October, the Commission on
F r a t e rnities and Sororities issued a

re p o rt. It dealt with much more than the
place of alcohol in Greek life, and it was
notably straightforw a rd in characterizing
the alcohol problem. It called drinking in
the Greek world “an affliction,” and went
on to conclude that, “While it is true that

the UW-Madison fraternity houses have
not suff e red a major tragedy, most expe-
rienced, candid observers — students,
alumni, faculty, and staff — agree that
alcohol abuse at fraternity parties at this
university is widespread and dangero u s ,
that near-deaths have occurred, that sex-

ual assaults have occurred, that trashing
of facilities is common, and that the prac-
tice is entirely unbecoming and dimin-
ishes the ethos of Greek life.”

Faced with these kinds of pro b l e m s ,
a number of colleges and universities
have simply banned fraternities. At Dart-
mouth, for example, all eighty-two fac-
ulty members voted unanimously to
dismantle the Greek system there. Why
not do that here? Why has the university
devoted such time and attention to
re f o rming, rather than eliminating,
G reek life? The “ethos of Greek life”
o ffers clues.

“When it works right,” says Ladin-
s k y, “the Greek experience can be one of
the best all-around experiences students
can have.”

A a ron Bro w e r, a professor in UW-
M a d i s o n ’s School of Social Work and co-
principal investigator on the RWJ grant,
a g rees. His re s e a rch interest has focused
on the factors that make underg r a d u a t e s
successful. “Those students who find a
niche for themselves are the ones who
succeed,” he says. And since 10 perc e n t
of students belong to Greek org a n i z a-
tions, the UW has a strong interest in
making their experiences positive.

Ladinsky goes further: “What I like
about Greek life is that it’s a comprehen-
sive ‘primary group.’ It’s leadership,
philanthropy, and a lot of things all com-
bined.” Unfortunately, he adds, a lot of
the positive aspects of Greek life have
been lost in the last forty years. “Talk to
the World War II generation. They’re
dedicated to the UW, and they still have
friends from their fraternity days,”
Ladinsky continues. “They drank, sure,
but today they don’t want to visit the
fraternity house. ‘The place smells of
beer all the time,’ they say. So when we
talk about the positive traditions of
Greek life, the sad fact is that the stu-
dents today don’t know what their own
tradition is or was.”

And it’s here that Ladinsky sees an
o p p o rtunity for alumni to play a role, to
get more involved, to set a new example,
and create a new model.
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Kegs of beer have been common additions to fraternity/sorority
and student parties for more than half a century. Beer has been
served at the Wisconsin Union Terrace since 1933. The big differ-
ence between the two? "We serve food," says Union food service
director Julie Vincent, noting that, on a typical Friday night, 75
percent of her brat stand customers ordered a sandwich. What’s
more, she says, Union patrons come to listen to music and enjoy
the lake view. Destructive drinking just isn’t part of the equation.

“ T h e re probably is no magic bullet. 

We are doing dozens and dozens of 

little things, no one of which will re a l l y

do much in itself, but all of which

taken together will support and

encourage a change in the campus 

c u l t u re around drinking.”



“The key is to establish a coopera-
tive eff o rt with the students,” he says, “to
involve them, to show pro f e s s i o n a l i s m ,
and get more student chapter pre s i d e n t s
involved with programming — empow-
ering them to make change.” The com-
m i s s i o n ’s recommendations encourage a
cooperative eff o rt among the university,
c o m m u n i t y, students, and alumni in
e ffecting a new social norm. To this end,
the director of the Student Org a n i z a t i o n
O ffice, Yvonne Fangmeyer, supports the
recent creation of a Greek Alumni Coun-
cil, an affiliate of the Wisconsin Alumni
A s s o c i a t i o n .

“When working at its best, the
G reek system can provide one of the
most in-depth student leadership oppor-
tunities available on the campus,” she
says. It teaches personal and pro f e s s i o n a l
skills, she continues, and it provides ser-
vice to others, supports scholarship,
develops financial and management abili-
ties, and creates a sense of belonging.
“These aspects of Greek life connect
d i rectly with the university’s mission,”
she adds. “It’s this potential — what the
G reek community c a n be — that pro-
vides the impetus for change.” In her
v i e w, the recommendations of the Gre e k
commission establish a blueprint that will
set standards of excellence for the Gre e k
c o m m u n i t y.

Some of these standards are also
being dictated by the national fratern a l
o rganizations. Squeezed by the rising
cost of liability insurance, many are
requiring chapter houses to become alco-
h o l - f ree. Sororities at UW-Madison have
a l ready declared that they won’t attend
f r a t e rnity parties where alcohol is serv e d .
Vocal fraternity men responded to that
announcement by saying that they sim-
ply wouldn’t socialize with soro r i t y
women. Understandably, feelings among
f r a t e rnity members on the value of mod-
eration as an ideal norm remain mixed at
best. But one thing’s for sure, says
Ladinsky: “Greek life is going to change;
t h e re ’s no doubt about it.” There ’s a seri-
ousness in the air following a nationwide
i n c rease in student deaths, which are 30-
to 40 percent Gre e k - re l a t e d .

The re f o rm of Greek life curre n t l y
remains more dream than re a l i t y, but the
hope is that just as fraternities have been
an emblem of student drinking at its
worst, they might become a model for
student leadership at its best. The cor-
nerstones of ancient Greek wisdom,
a c c o rding to the classics, lie in two say-
ings of the Delphic oracle: “Know thy-
self” and “In all things, moderation.” The
“golden mean” was not about temper-
ance, which has always carried a moralis-
tic tone in American thinking, but about
balance and the good of society as well as
the soul.

These traditions fuel Ladinsky’s
vision — a vision that sees fratern i t i e s
and sororities becoming living-learn i n g
communities. Ideally, they could evolve
into something akin to the re s i d e n t i a l ,
u n d e rgraduate housing that the Bradley
L e a rning Community and the Chad-
b o u rne Residential College are striving
to become.

Gotta Problem with That?
As you head to the all-alumni tailgate
p a rty at the Field House on Homecom-

ing morning, or join your friends for a
f i re-up outside of Camp Randall, con-
sider this: Is heavy or “binge” drinking
(five or more drinks consumed in one sit-
ting) a problem? 

Almost every story on the subject
begins with the assumption that it is. But
while heavy drinking is common among
students, re s e a rch indicates that it’s a rite
of passage, the behavior of a subculture
that stops when students graduate.
M o re o v e r, the incidence of alcoholism
among former “binge” drinkers is no
higher than in the general population.

So, i s it a college thing? The Har-
v a rd School of Public Health’s national
s u rvey of college student drinking shows
that 87.5 percent of students drink, and
42.9 percent say they drink “to get
d runk.” At UW-Madison, 94.2 percent of
students drink, and 54.4 percent of them
say they drink “to get dru n k . ”

Nationally every year, thirty to fifty
college students die from drinking or
drinking-associated accidents, but there
have been no deaths here. There have,
h o w e v e r, been plenty of close calls and
serious injuries. 
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Drinking in Madison is still as common as it
was in the days of the Mifflin Street block
p a rt y. But police officer George Silverw o o d
notes that the level of violence associated with
drinking has increased a lot since then. So, too,
has there been an increase in the percentage of
U.S. students who don’t drink at all. "Sociolo-
gists don’t understand all the elements," says
the UW’s Ladinsky. "Alcohol re f o rm is just at
the front end of a social movement."



Yet some experts ask, “What’s the
h a rm?” And the thirty-four bars (not to
mention the four liquor stores and numer-
ous restaurants and gro c e ry stores that
sell liquor in the downtown campus are a )
a g ree. Why all the hoopla? “Drinking
helps us to unwind, relax; it eases intro-
duction to the opposite sex; and is just a
lot of cheap fun,” some students say.

F r a t e rnity members especially say
that. Nationally, 78.9 percent of them
binge drink, according to a survey by the
R o b e rt Wood Johnson Foundation. But
i t ’s not just fraternity members who
drink heavily on the UW campus. The
P ro v o s t ’s Office describes more than 10
p e rcent of each class as “high-risk
drinkers.” An annual survey by the
C h ronicle of Higher Education released in
June found a 24.3 percent increase in
student arrests associated with alcohol
use nationally, the largest increase in the
last seven years.

U W-Madison topped the list with
792 arrests, up from 342 in 1997. That
i n c rease results from a number of fac-
tors, including that the way incidents are
re p o rted can vary from campus to cam-
pus. For example, if a street lamp is bro-
ken by a group of rowdy students who

have been drinking, UW law enforc e-
ment officials might re p o rt it as an alco-
h o l - related offense, while on another
campus, a similar incident might be
re p o rted as pro p e rty damage.

For some students, the statistics end
up re i n f o rcing a point of pride, instead of
sounding an alarm bell. Like the Bud-
weiser commerc i a l - t u rn e d - U W- f i g h t -
song says, “When you say, Wis – con –
sin — you’ve said it all.” For more than
half of the UW’s students, going to col-
lege and drinking with abandon are 
s y n o n y m o u s .

The numbers on drinking arre s t s
seem to confirm what most people
a l ready think: that Wisconsin is a hard -
drinking state where long winters and a
N o rt h e rn European settlement history
have created a culture that thrives on
beer and brandy. The state’s pro f e s-
sional baseball team is the Brewers, and
for years, ads have proclaimed that
“Milwaukee” means beer. Of the eight
cities in the nation with the highest
number of taverns per capita, seven are
in Wisconsin. Only California — with
five times Wi s c o n s i n ’s population —
consumes more brandy. Given the cul-
t u re, it stands to reason that drinking-

related problems — and how to addre s s
them — are n ’t the sole purview of col-
lege students.

No Simple Solutions
The university identified excessive drink-
ing as the number-one threat to student
health as long ago as 1973, according to
Assistant Vice Chancellor for Academic
A ffairs Mary Rouse, former dean of stu-
dents. Yet it had little success in convinc-
ing students to view drinking as a
p roblem or a danger, despite its long-
standing and varied eff o rts to put the neg-
ative consequences of drinking in front of
them. With one voice, university off i c i a l s
d e c l a re that they are not concerned with
drinking per se, but with the harm f u l
behaviors that often accompany it.

Many students see the situation dif-
f e re n t l y. They see the drinking age law as
hypocritical and unfair, and feel cert a i n
that the dire consequences of excessive
drinking — well covered in UW-
Madison orientation programs — 
w o n ’t happen to them.

Among students, drinking at, before ,
or after age twenty-one is seen as a right.
Those who’ve studied student drinking
o b s e rve that no matter what the age, the
m o re disconnected, angry, lonely, or
rebellious the student, the more likely it
is that drinking to get drunk plays a part
in his or her student life.

And there the matter stands: com-
plex, vexing, and seemingly intractable.

Madison Police Captain George Sil-
v e rwood ’71, who was in charge of polic-
ing Sector 403, the campus area, for the
last four years, will tell you that the level
of violence associated with drinking —
the number of batteries and aggravated
batteries — has increased markedly since
he was a student bartender here twenty-
five years ago. But while the statistics cry
out for attention, the drinking culture
and the drinking problem have the out-
w a rd appearance of something if not sta-
tic, at least constant — like the tides or
the seasons — something that will never
fundamentally change.

But something i s changing. While the
p ro p o rtion of binge drinkers (those who
have consumed five or more drinks at a
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“LUTHER’S CONDITIONS”
UW–Madison wants campus-area bars to voluntarily
accept the following conditions on their alcohol licenses
— conditions agreed to by the owners of Luther’s, a
blues club and restaurant opening near campus:

•  Not to give away any drink or sell a drink at a special price.

•  Not to increase the volume of alcohol in a serving without 
p ro p o rtionately increasing the price.

• Not to offer drink specials that rely on buying multiple drinks.

• Not to sell or give away an unlimited number of drinks during a set period of time for a fixed price.

• To provide at least two nights per month during which all or a portion of the premises will be declared alco-
h o l - f ree and during which entertainment will be pro v i d e d .

• To familiarize security staff with the city’s Unruly Patron Ordinance, and to have them contact the police
immediately when there is a pro b l e m .

• To forbid very drunken people from being served or entering the pre m i s e s .

• To put security personnel through a training curriculum approved by the Madison Police Depart m e n t .



sitting three times or more in the last two
weeks) in college has remained the same
since the early 1990s, the number of stu-
dents who don’t drink at all has been
i n c reasing very steadily. In 1993, 
it was 15.4 percent of the student 
population nationally. In 1997, it was 
18.9 percent, and last year it climbed to
19.2 percent. Some sort of polarization 
is going on. Scholars such as Harv a rd ’s
H e n ry We c h s l e r, who conducted the
re s e a rch and came up with the five-drinks-
at-a-sitting definition of “binge” drinking,
says it’s unclear why this is happening.

“Sociologists don’t understand all
the elements,” says the UW’s Ladinsky.

“Alcohol re f o rm is just at the front end of
a social movement.”

W h e re Do We Go from Here ?
At the moment, the most visible activism
by the university centers on Pro v o s t
John Wi l e y ’s very public involvement in
hearings of the Madison Alcohol Licens-
ing and Review Board. That activism
h a s n ’t been welcomed by tavern owners,
but it has already had some success.

Wiley says that until re c e n t l y, the
university had no evidence suggesting
that an increase in the number of bars
led to an increase in the amount of stu-
dent drinking. But when he opened the
newspaper one morning and learned for

the first time that a six-hundre d - p e r s o n -
capacity establishment was about to open
right on the university’s doorstep, he felt
obliged to act.

E v e n t u a l l y, the owners of Luther’s
( m o re a blues club and restaurant than a
b a r, the owners say) agreed to a set of con-
ditions that will be written into their liquor
license. These call for, among other things,
a l c o h o l - f ree nights and no “two-for- t h e -
price-of-one” drink specials. The “Luther
Conditions” have become a pledge that the
university wants other campus-area bars
to accept. While tavern owners don’t like
this initiative, they’d like a 1911 idea
re c o rded in University Archives even less.
It called for the establishment of a “dry
zone” around the campus in order to dis-
courage the spread of “blind pigs”
(speakeasies) and road houses.

Wiley sees the situation this way:
Admission standards have been steadily
rising at the UW. Accepted students have
been carefully screened and ought to be
able to do the work. Still, 25 percent of
those admitted leave without a degree. 
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Binge Drinking Reflects National Tre n d
The Harv a rd School of Public Health released the results of its 1999 College Alcohol Study last spring. The
s t u d y, which was conducted by Henry We c h s l e r, shows continued high rates of binge drinking at UW- M a d i-
son (defined as five drinks or more in a row  for men and four drinks or more in a row for women), and
the associated negative consequences, from 1998 to 1999:

1 9 9 8 1 9 9 9
A b s t a i n e r 1 0 . 1 % 7 . 9 %
Non-binge drinker 35.3 % 2 4 . 7 %
Occasional binging 2 4 . 8 % 2 4 . 5 %
(one to two times in the two weeks prior to the surv e y )
F requent binge drinker 2 9 . 8 % 4 2 . 9 %
( t h ree or more times in the two weeks prior to the surv e y )
“ B i n g e r s ” 5 4 . 6 % 6 7 . 4 %

The 1999 numbers for UW-Madison show that, due to binge drinking, 16 percent of students have been pushed, hit, or insulted;
23.4 percent have suff e red pro p e rty damage; and 34.4 percent have experienced unwanted sexual advances.

"Greek life is going to change; there’s no
doubt about it," says sociologist Jack Ladin-
sky, chair of the Commission on Fraternities
and Sororities. The key is to establish a coop-
erative effort with the students, he says, and
to empower them to make change. With the
help of alumni mentors, Greeks could create
living-learning communities that connect
directly to the university’s mission — and
create a new social norm.    

M o re Choices
A broad coalition re p resenting the university and
the community are working together to offer stu-
dents attractive alternatives to drinking, with fund-
ing from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation:

After Hours
To help steer underage students away from the bar
scene, the grant helps support late-night, alcohol-
f ree activities at two university re c reational facilities.

Aw a re n e s s
To foster a better understanding of high-risk drink-
ing, RWJ staff and volunteers present alcohol
a w a reness and safety pro g r a m s .

Union Activities
Club 770 music and dance events, organized by
and for students at Union South, are attracting 200
to 400 students each Friday and Saturday night.

WASB Mini-Grants
The Wisconsin Alumni Association Student 
B o a rd supports student organizations that s
ponsor late-night, alcohol-free activities.

E S C A P E
This Web site features events that focus on 
activities other than drinking, and averages 
2,000 visits a month: danenet.wicip.org / e s c a p e .

Continued on page 54
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“About a third of that number will dro p
out with a grade-point average below
2.0, which is related to alcohol pro b l e m s
or binging in some way,” he says.

In loco pare n t i s d i d n ’t work in the six-
ties, and laissez-faire didn’t work in the
seventies and eighties, but Wiley isn’t
willing to just let social Darwinism or a
“ s u rvival of the fittest” attitude take its
toll on otherwise capable students. Even
though federal law now allows the uni-
versity to inform parents if their child
has gotten into trouble relating to alco-
hol, the university has made a policy
decision against doing so. “We ’ v e
decided that maintaining a trusting re l a-
tionship with students is more import a n t
than getting them in trouble with their
p a rents,” says Wi l e y. “We try to get them
into counseling.”

Not everyone agrees with this pol-
i c y, but most agree with Wi l e y ’s assess-
ment of how to change things. “Our
feeling is that there probably is no magic
bullet,” he says. “We are doing dozens
and dozens of little things, no one of
which will really do much in itself, but all

of which taken together will support and
encourage a change in the campus cul-
t u re around drinking.”

“The change I’d like to see,” says
P rofessor Bro w e r, “is one where the first
thing people think of when they think of
Wisconsin isn’t drinking. I wouldn’t even
c a re if it were the third or fourth. Alcohol
is not the evil here. The behaviors are . ”

The chair of
the Commission on Fraternities and
Sororities takes that philosophy one step
further, putting it into action.

“If we can start empowering 
10 percent of the student population —
the Greeks — to make a change, then
maybe we can begin to re p rogram a sub-
c u l t u re that we’ve allowed to grow for
f o rty years,” says Ladinsky. “To ask
chapter houses to drop alcohol at part i e s
and to go back to traditional values
misses the point. One big piece of change
has to come from alumni.” 

( E d i t o r’s Note: If you are an alumnus of the
u n i v e r s i t y ’s Interf r a t e rnity or Panhellenic net-
work and would like to get involved with the
f u t u re of Greek houses on campus, contact Ed
M i recki, Fraternity & Sorority Adviser, Stu-
dent Organization Office, mire c k i
@ redgym.wisc.edu, 239 Red Gym, Madison,
WI 53706, (608) 263-4597. For an electro n i c
copy of the Greek commission re c o m m e n d a-
tions, refer to http://soo.studentorg . w i s c . e d u . )

James Rhem is a native of Kentucky, and has been
fascinated by Wi s c o n s i n ’s drinking subculture since he
moved to Madison in 1969 to study eighteenth-century
English literature. He founded The National Teaching 
and Learning Foru m in 1989, and lectures nationally. His
book on photographer Ralph Eugene Meatyard is being
published in France this fall.

Changing the Culture
Continued from page 33

SOCIAL NORMS 
One approach to changing the drinking culture on a campus is called “social norms marketing.” Plans call
for adding it to the mix soon at UW-Madison, according to Provost John Wi l e y. Some, like Jack Ladinsky,
who’ve been recommending the approach for a long time, will be glad to see it get a try.

Most students believe that their peers are drinking much more than they actually are. When con-
f ronted with an accurate picture of the real norm, students are freed from the tyranny of their “perc e i v e d
n o rms” and motivated to conform with what’s actually going on.

Michael Haines, director of health services at Nort h e rn Illinois University (NIU) in De Kalb, is a leading
spokesperson for the value of this approach, which his campus has followed for the last ten years. It has led
to a 47-percent reduction in injuries to self among students at NIU, and a 76-percent reduction in injuries to
others. It’s also led to a 46-percent reduction in heavy drinking, and has been successful at a number of
other schools.

“I would bet money that if they surveyed the population, the UW would find positive norms which, if
fed back or re i n f o rced in students, would lead to more moderate drinking,” says Haines. “People are hung
up on [Henry] We c h s l e r ’s definition of binge drinking as five drinks in a sitting, but it’s the norm that mat-
ters in changing behavior. ”

In July, a national center on social norms opened at NIU. For the time being, more inform a t i o n ,
including sample “social norms marketing” posters, can be found at www. s t u a ff . n i u . e d u / u h s / n o rm s . h t m

“Those students who
find a niche for
themselves are the
ones who succeed,”
says Aaron Bro w e r, a
p rofessor in UW-
M a d i s o n ’s School of
Social Work, whose
re s e a rch focuses on
the factors that
make underg r a d u-
ates successful. In
addition to encour-
aging re f o rm in the
G reek houses, the
university is spon-
soring events that
help steer underage
students away fro m
the bar scene, and
back to some of the
many other activi-
ties available on
campus, such as 
c o n c e rts on the
Union Te rr a c e .



BY MICHAEL PENN MA’ 9 7
T h e re is always a moment, usually after
the tall grasses are lit and the wicked curl
of flame begins arching into the prairie,
when Steve Glass MS’88 feels the 
transfixing Zen of fire .

B u rn days are rarely relaxing for
Glass, who is the land-care manager for
the UW Arboretum, the university’s
1 , 2 3 0 - a c re outdoor laboratory. He moves
a round like a symphony conductor in
re t a rdant clothing — coordinating fire
t rucks, supervising field staff, telling

photographers where they may and may
not stand, checking and rechecking the
w e a t h e r, and fighting off the backgro u n d
m u rmur of dread that always accompa-
nies a decision to intentionally set land
on fire. Often, in the moments after the
c rews apply torches to the perimeter of a
swath of prairie, he asks himself, “What
was I thinking?”

That panic subsides as Glass sees
months of planning and preparation pay
o ff, and the fire sweeps into the desig-
nated burn area as he has anticipated.

“Once it’s behaving as you pre d i c t e d ,
and you can see that it’s going to be 
successfully completed, there are a few
minutes where you can sit back and
a p p reciate it,” he says.

“ I t ’s really a beautiful thing to watch.
I t ’s like a ballet. It really does seem to be
alive — and it is, in some ways.”

STEVE GLASS ISN’T THE FIRST
person to look into a flame and see 
something that lives. In some culture s ,
f i re re p resents a life force or the human
spirit. Fire for some is not only alive; it is
the primordial flicker of life itself.

M o d e rn-day re s e a rchers are no less
fascinated by fire as one of nature ’s fun-
damental phenomena. Apart from its
appearance, fire has other seemingly vital
qualities. A spreading fire, for example,
appears to defy physical laws. Where
and how hot it burns vary with infinitesi-
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IN T H E L I N E OFIN T H E L I N E OF

FIREFIRE

With wildfires sweeping the country, why would someone
intentionally set land on fire? At the UW Arboretum, 
they do just that — to learn about the deadly but 
multifaceted force of the flame. Here ’s how they do it
without getting burn e d .



mal changes in weather and enviro n m e n t
— almost with a human fickleness.

During the spring wildfires that 
ravaged the forests around Los Alamos,
New Mexico, the flames seemed hell-bent
on destruction. On one day alone, May
10, the fires torched eighteen thousand
a c res and destroyed two hundred homes.
Some embers rode winds for more than a
mile to start new blazes elsewhere, mak-
ing any attempt at control almost impossi-
ble. Yet it is very likely that, on another
d a y, those fires would have been easily
manageable — and they would have
helped to prevent the very sort of cata-
s t rophe that they ultimately became.

In fact, it is fire ’s ability to help as
well as harm that makes it so intriguing.
Scientists are learning that fire can help
to improve the health and vigor of cert a i n
landscapes. Prairie lands, which once
dominated the American heart l a n d ,
s t ruggle to exist without fire, and for that
reason many landscape managers con-
sider fire a valuable tool for re s t o r i n g
them and keeping them healthy. Periodic
f i res also can improve the aesthetic and
biological sanctity of old-growth forests. 

And such is the great quandary of
f i re. During the past twenty years, the
practice of controlled burning — inten-
tionally setting fires to burn off undesir-
able elements — has been quietly gaining
momentum in the nation’s public lands,
parks, and conservancies. But in the
wake of the disastrous New Mexico 
incident, which began when a contro l l e d
b u rn set by the National Park Serv i c e
became anything but controlled, the prac-
tice has become controversial, with many
now arguing it is too risky. U.S. Secre t a ry
of the Interior Bruce Babbitt, long an 
outspoken proponent of burning, quickly
a p p roved temporary injunctions barr i n g
federal agencies from doing burns. And
several We s t e rn states are responding to
political pre s s u re by considering limits on
the practice — or even banning it entire l y.

At UW-Madison, one of the first
universities to re s e a rch the use of fire on
landscapes, the interest has not cooled.
At least a half-dozen projects involving
f i re are currently in pro g ress, as pro f e s-

sors here try to find answers to the
dilemma. Their work comes as
re s e a rchers and policymakers alike 
grapple with the tough questions about
setting intentional fires: When and how
should they be done? What can be
gained? Are the risks too gre a t ?

At the UW Arboretum, about ten
f i res are set each spring — and occasion-
ally a few in the fall — to experiment
with the land-altering power of the
flame. Mark Leach PhD’96, Arbore t u m
ecologist, allows that the burns carry an
element of danger. But, he says, they also
g reatly assist the Arbore t u m ’s mission of
restoring lost landscapes.

“If we’re going to do our jobs to
re s t o re and pre s e rve the biological 
diversity of these communities, we need
to continue to re p roduce the pattern of
natural disturbances that these plants
and animals are genetically adapted to,”
he says. “We do our fires in a way that
the risk is very small, but the benefits are
v e ry larg e . ”

The re s t o red prairie regions in the
A r b o retum are fire dependent, which
means that they wouldn’t survive without
f i re to burn off the trees and aggre s s i v e
plant life that would otherwise dominate.
Leach says that each fire not only
re s t o res a natural landscape, but it gives
ecologists a chance to learn how nature
regulates its plant and animal diversity.

The fires themselves, though, are
anything but trial and erro r, set with all
the coordination and planning of a mili-
t a ry offensive. Small areas — usually no
m o re than thirty acres — are designated
for burning, and each is closely moni-
t o red by a crew of at least six, all of
whom carry forty-pound water packs to
help contain the fire. Glass keeps con-
stant scrutiny on the weather, watching
for the right mix of moderate tempera-
t u re, light and consistent winds, and mid-
range humidity. If any of these elements
a re missing, the burn is called off .

Not more than about a dozen days
each spring offer those precise condi-
tions. For some areas — such as a patch
of oak savanna that lies close to a re s i-
dential neighborhood, necessitating a
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Trial by fire: Prairie burns are carefully
orchestrated, following a deliberate,
rehearsed plan. First, a line of fire is ignited
along one edge of the prairie, top. As the
fire moves into the designated area, crew
members equipped with water tanks guard
the perimeter to keep flames from spreading
into new areas, center. Depending on the
weather, it may take hours for a piece of
prairie to burn completely. Once it has,
workers survey the ground and extinguish
any remaining hot spots, bottom. 



westerly wind to carry smoke away fro m
the houses — Glass is lucky to have two
days a year when he can orchestrate a
b u rn. “We’ve had a hard time finding
those days where we get a westerly wind
and the other factors that will give you a
good burn,” he says. In almost every
recent year, Glass’s crew has ended up
doing fewer burns than they’d originally
planned due to uncooperative conditions.

The paradox is that Glass is looking
for a day when a fire will spread well —
but not too well. A day not conducive to
fire would defeat the purpose and kill
the burn. But if he were to pick a day
with high winds, or a swirling breeze
that suddenly changes direction, the fire
could spread into areas that he didn’t
intend to burn.

That was the scenario in New 
Mexico, where strong winds surprised
f i re managers and took the flames past
lines of firefighters assembled to contain
the burn. Glass doesn’t worry about a
New Mexico-type fire happening in the
A r b o retum, however, because the moist
vegetation in southern Wisconsin doesn’t
b u rn at all like the dry, piney forests in
the southwestern United States. “We
would never have a fire [here] like they
had . . . because we don’t have that kind
of combustible fuel,” he says.

Yet even with careful planning, it is
v e ry possible that a fire can get away
f rom the best-pre p a red cre w. Glass says
that it is a matter of doing one’s home-
work to predict the fire ’s behavior — to
outguess the fire, so to speak — “and
having a good back-up plan if that 
p rediction is wro n g .

“When you get right down to it, the
only thing a fire manager has control over
is the planning and the decision to light
the fire. After that, you really don’t have
c o n t rol over what’s going to happen.”

THE PRAIRIES THAT GLASS
b u rns today were among the first places
w h e re modern-day scientists sought to
explain fire. Professor John Curtis and
graduate student Max Partch PhD’49
w e re trying to re c reate the prairie on the
A r b o re t u m ’s land a few miles south of
campus, and not having much luck doing

it. In the early 1940s, they began to 
regularly burn the landscape, based on
their knowledge that fire used to be a
p retty frequent visitor there .

Historians have long known that
many parts of North America were 
a ffected in presettlement days by larg e
f i res, mostly sparked by lightning. And
evidence shows that many Native Ameri-
cans made use of fire to clear lands.

Setting an intentional fire, though,
went against all perceived logic at the
time. In that era, one could hard l y
a p p roach a woodsy area without encoun-
tering the irre p ressible figure of Smokey
the Bear, reminding all that “only you
can prevent forest fires.” The campaign
was based on the fervent belief of people
in government and science that fire s
should be suppressed, period.

Monica Tu rn e r, a professor of 
z o o l o g y, says Smokey was successful
beyond anyone’s wildest dreams, and
that fighting fire became ingrained in
the collective intellect. “It’s been such a
s t rong influence for so many generations
that changing that attitude has been a
challenge,” she says. But she became
convinced early in her ecological care e r
that the attitude needed changing.

Tu rner was getting ready to do
re s e a rch in Yellowstone National Park in
1988 when wildfires took hold of the
park — and the public’s attention. The
p rofessor was one of the few who arg u e d
publicly that the fires were not necessar-
ily a terrible calamity for the cherished
park. Appearing in several national news
re p o rts, she made the bold claim that big
f i res were a natural part of the historical
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In early spring, Curtis Prairie takes on a rustic beauty that has made it a beloved campus scene
for nearly half a century. Arboretum ecologists say that its vitality and botanical diversity are
to some degree owing to fire, a natural force that has shaped the prairie landscape for millen-
nia. The Arboretum’s controlled burns try to replicate a pattern of burning that ecologists
believe existed for thousands of years until recently, when we began aggressively fighting
fires to protect land and property. 



p a t t e rns of fire there, and they would
eventually burn themselves out.

Although there was mounting 
general support for Turner’s opinions
among people who studied fire, many
segments of the fire-fearing public were
openly skeptical. Time, though, may be
proving Turner right. In the years fol-
lowing the fire, Turner spent endless
summer days crawling through the
blackened char of the park to assess how
the burned lands were recovering. Her
findings have been remarkable.

Although the 1988 fires left nearly
half of the area of Yellowstone burn e d ,
Tu rner found pockets that had little or
no fire damage. They were seemingly
skipped over. She found a plenitude of
plant roots living just beneath the burn e d
g round and thousands of new pine tre e s ,
b i rthed when the fire caused existing
t rees’ pine cones to open and re l e a s e
seeds. Now, those new trees are thriving
and Yellowstone is well on the path to a
healthy re c o v e ry.

“I think people are learning that the
f i re wasn’t so bad after all,” Tu rner says.
“ Yellowstone is turning out to be fine.”

I t ’s possible that the outcome marked
a turning point in people’s perception of
f i re. Whatever the reason, re s e a rchers say
that the number of fires set as part of con-
t rolled burning has increased significantly
since that time. In fact, the federal govern-
m e n t ’s position has almost completely
flipped, from one of active fire suppre s-
sion, to one that endorses frequent 
c o n t rolled fires, with a cabinet off i c i a l
(Babbitt) leading the cheers. Champi-
oning the Forest Serv i c e ’s new contro l l e d -
b u rning regimen during a speech in 1997,
Babbitt said, “Fire is neither good nor
evil. It is part of the natural process of
change, a tool, a complex force that can 
be used to meet restoration goals.”

WHEN BURN ADVOCATES SUCH
as Babbitt discuss the use of fire, they
speak frequently of the “fuel pro b l e m ”
plaguing many American forests, espe-
cially those in the Southwest. It’s a deli-
cate way of saying that our forests are a
mess. By historical standards, they’re

denser and more overg rown than ever,
full of accumulated deadwood, shru b s ,
bushes, and small trees such as white fir
that have taken hold under the canopy.

This vegetative clutter, re s e a rc h e r s
s a y, is the evidence of a century of fire
s u p p ression. You wouldn’t find so much
g rowth in the forests of one hundre d
years ago, they argue, because in that
era, fairly intense ground fires swept
t h rough about every seven years or so.
These fires might burn for days or even
months, but, since they consumed mostly
small grasses and short trees, they’d
never climb into the crown of a fore s t ,
w h e re they could spread . . . well, like
w i l d f i re. Without much fuel, those fire s
w o u l d n ’t become hot enough to kill off
the thick-barked trees, so they acted
rather nicely as a kind of recycling tru c k ,
cycling through to take out the trash.

These days, forests are brimming
with what firefighters call “ladder fuel,”
because all the piled-up overg ro w t h
makes a handy ladder for fire to climb
into the canopy. A forest canopy is kind
of like a fire superh i g h w a y, with plenty
of interconnected leaves and branches to
usher flames along. Controlled burning is
seen as a way to rid the forests of much
of this excess fuel, which, if left alone,
could cause an otherwise benign gro u n d
f i re to become a holocaust.

This layers a new rationale for burn-
ing onto what re s e a rchers Curtis and
P a rtch discovered. Whereas they were
primarily concerned with the biological
health of the land (and the prairie specif-
ically), the new logic is economic. It
a rgues that if we burn off some of the
fuel, we can prevent the huge fires that
do millions of dollars in damage.

“I think it is very important to sepa-
rate those two [arguments], because
t h e y ’ re always getting mixed up,” says
Paul Zedler MS’66, PhD’68, a pro f e s s o r
of environmental studies and a re s e a rc h
scientist for the Arboretum. Zedler joined
the UW-Madison faculty in 1998, coming
f rom San Diego State University, where
he studied We s t e rn wildfires closely. 

When he began working with land-
scape managers in the 1970s, most

w o u l d n ’t dare suggest burning. Now
many agree with the economic logic,
because, if executed pro p e r l y, a burn can
remove a greater share of fuel than
would be possible to remove by hand.
But Zedler’s experience cautions him to
be wary of relying on fire for economic
gains, since it is so capable of re n d e r i n g
huge economic losses.

M o re o v e r, Zedler’s re s e a rch demon-
strates interesting paradoxes. While
Tu rner found great benefits from fire to
the lodgepole pine populations in Ye l l o w-
stone, for example, Zedler has noted that
f i re is largely to blame for huge declines
in Tecate cypress populations aro u n d
s o u t h e rn California. That such a tree —
genetically similar to the lodgepole —
s u ffers from too much fire shows that
sweeping statements about fire can be
d i fficult and dangero u s .

“Using fire is like threading a 
needle,” Zedler says, noting that the
re s o u rces and safeguards re q u i red may
make it economically worse than the
a l t e rnative. “It’s possible that there is no
way — using fire alone — to bring
f o rests back to this hypothetical stage in
which fires would tend to be smaller and
m o re controllable,” he arg u e s .

Z e d l e r’s point — one that is being
h e a rd often these days — is that for 
c o n t rolled burning to work, you have to
have the perfect fire. You need a fire that
s p reads just far enough and burns just
hot enough to consume what you intend.
But no more. That’s a challenge for even
the best fire managers.

And that’s why even the Arbore-
t u m ’s ecologist is reluctant to wholly
endorse fire as a management principle.
Mark Leach says that “nothing works 
as well as fire” to achieve the UW’s
re s e a rch agenda on the prairie. But when
others come to the Arboretum to watch
the fires, he worries that they may get
the wrong idea. “The danger is that a
person can be involved with one or two
f i res and [go away thinking] that fire can
be managed easily,” he says. “That’s one
of my fears.”

Michael Penn, an associate editor for On Wi s c o n s i n, can
b a rely keep a controlled burn going in his back yard grill.
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An estimated forty to fifty million
Americans, or about 20 percent of the
population, suffer from allergies. Some
seventeen million Americans have
asthma, which is triggered by allerg i e s ,
and the incidence of asthma increased 
75 percent between 1980 and 1994.

No one knows for sure why the
number of allergies is soaring. But a
recent theory posits that the virtual epi-
demic may have been fostered by the fact
that we have actually created too clean of
an environment for ourselves. Impro v e d
hygiene, vaccinations, and antibiotics

may not give young immune systems
enough of a challenge to fully develop.

One re s e a rcher has found that farm
c h i l d ren, who grow up near the plentiful
bacteria of the barn that have coexisted
with humans for eons, actually had
fewer allergies. It is thought that early
e x p o s u re to these pastoral micro b e s
may have some sort of protective eff e c t .
Other studies have found that having a
cat or dog in the house, growing up in a
l a rge family, or starting day care before
the age of one seem to confer a similar
benefit on infants.

BY NIKI DENISON / PHOTOS BY BOB RASHID ’87

llergies. They can be a minor annoyance, or they can 
make life miserable. In extreme cases, they can be fatal.

People in Austin, Texas, have been known to suffer 
so much congestion when the cedar trees are pollinating that

they have to leave town for a few days just to catch their breath.
Sometimes, these victims of “cedar fever” leave for good.

The sorry symptoms of sniffles, sneezing, and itching have been
with us since ancient times. King Menes of Egypt is thought to
have died from the bite of an insect that caused an allergic reaction
in 2641 B.C. But it’s only in modern times that allergies have been
steadily increasing at an alarming rate, although this increase has
been largely restricted to developed nations. 
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Patients flock from all over the 

Midwest and beyond to receive a novel 

treatment offered by David Morris MD’54.

Physicians at Morris’s clinic use
antigen drops under the tongue,
rather than traditional shots, to
fight allergies.

DOCTORING ALLERGIES

A



A Diet of Rice and Peas
hatever the causes, the specter
of allergy suddenly took on an
ominous meaning in the life 
of Stewart Macaulay, a UW-

Madison professor of law. He had always
had a severe allergy to crabmeat and lob-
s t e r, and suff e red from hay fever. But
when he hit his late forties, food allerg i e s
kicked in with a vengeance. 

His ability to do his job was compro-
mised, he says, because his tongue
became covered with sores and swelled
up so much that he sounded as if he were
d runk when he gave his lectures. He was
w o rried about his throat closing up.
Macaulay says that the only things he
could eat without experiencing symp-
toms were rice and peas. After physi-
cians had ruled out other causes, the
p rofessor was diagnosed with food aller-
gies and told he had to live with them.

“ E s s e n t i a l l y,” says Macaulay, “I was
being told I couldn’t go out to a re s t a u-
rant, I couldn’t go out to a dinner part y,
and I was being asked to limit the plea-

s u res of eating at home
to just about nothing.”

F o rt u n a t e l y,
M a c a u l a y ’s family physi-
cian, Jay Keepman ’49,
MD’54, told him there
was a doctor in La
C rosse who had had
success in treating food
a l l e rgies. Keepman, who
had gone to medical
school with David Mor-
ris MD’54, had also
gone to his 
f o rmer classmate seek-
ing relief for his own

a l l e rgies. So Macaulay went to see Mor-
ris, who tested him and prescribed 
a treatment called “sublingual therapy. ”
The patient was told to squirt antigen
d rops under his tongue, count for 
fifteen to twenty seconds, and then 
s w a l l o w, repeating this pro c e d u re thre e
times a day.

M o rris says that the antigens, which
a re substances that stimulate the pro d u c-
tion of antibodies, are made up of the
same substance that allergists use for
injections. Both shots and drops fall
under the category of immunotherapy,
which seeks to increase tolerance to aller-
gens by exposing patients to successively
higher doses of the offending material.

It took about two years, but “I now
eat almost everything,” Macaulay says.
(He must still avoid milk and MSG.) 
“I can teach my classes,” he continues. 
“I am a totally satisfied patient.”

T h e re ’s only one problem with this
happy ending. Although Morris says that
he has been able to help thousands of

patients like Macaulay over the years,
the professional organizations govern i n g
the practice of allergy in the United
States re g a rd sublingual therapy as
“ u n p roved and invalid.” The drops are
also used to treat a wide range of other
a l l e rgies, including those that cause re a c-
tions to mold, pollen, and pet dander. But
practitioners who use the novel method
of delivering antigen are frowned upon
and can even be the targets of hostility
f rom their peers.

P roponents of sublingual therapy 
say that the drops are less expensive and
m o re convenient, since patients can take
them at home and don’t have to visit the
d o c t o r’s office once a week for shots.
Advocates believe the approach works
especially well for children, who may 
have a fear of needles.

But much more common is the 
view of Susan Hefle ’83, MS’87, PhD’92,
who is co-director of the Food Allerg y
R e s e a rch and Resource Program at the
University of Nebraska. She says that
sublingual therapy “has not been pro v e n
to work for food allergies. . . Curre n t l y,
t h e re is no treatment for food allergies.” 

She points out, however, that 
potential cures may be on the horizon.
R e s e a rchers are in the process of devel-
oping a vaccine for peanut allerg y.
Another potential new treatment is a
d rug that blocks the antibody known as
immunoglobulin E, or IgE. Pre v e n t i n g
this antibody from attacking foreign sub-
stances may in turn prevent symptoms
f rom food and other allerg i e s .

Todd Mahr MD’84, an allergist in the
La Crosse area, also re p resents the tradi-
tional view. “Sublingual immunotherapy is

FALL 2000 3 9

Mary Morris MD’83 (inset, left) works with
her father, David Morris MD’54, at Allergy
Associates in La Crosse, Wisconsin. A rising
tide of allergic disease, coupled with the
popularity of the clinic’s less invasive treat-
ment, has attracted some 50,000 families to
the clinic in the last 20 years. David Morris,
left (at his home in Onalaska, Wisconsin),
spends his spare time overseeing the 
construction of a family retreat near Boze-
man, Montana.  
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c o n t roversial,” he says. “There are those
who believe that it works, and then there
a re those traditional allergists who need to
have more scientific proof. . . . Studies that
a re larger and better con-
t rolled need to be per-
f o rm e d . ”

Macaulay knows the
t reatment he received was
c o n t roversial, but he says he
d o e s n ’t care. His pro b l e m s
w e re severe enough, he
says, that “I was willing to
drive to La Crosse for a try,
rather than having the locals
tell me that they didn’t have
double-blind tests that
would prove decisively that
they could do something to
c o n t rol my allergies. We l l ,
while I sat waiting for the
double-blind tests, why, I
still wouldn’t be able to eat much of any-
t h i n g . ”

After all, he adds, “I was intere s t e d
in solving my problems, not in establish-
ing great scientific principles. If some-
body says, ‘Well, maybe it’s the placebo
e ffect, maybe it would have happened
anyway’ — frankly, I don’t care. As a
university pro f e s s o r, I’m all for science.
As a patient, [Dr. Morris] solved the
p roblem. And that’s what I care about.”

Macaulay still sees Morris twice a
y e a r, in the spring and fall pollen sea-
sons. He often shares the drive to La
C rosse with his colleague and fellow
patient Beverly Moran, a UW- M a d i s o n
p rofessor of law and women’s studies.

Moran says she’s had allergies since
childhood, but it was only when she saw
D r. Wayne Konetzki in Waukesha, Wi s-
consin, that she began to impro v e .
Konetzki is another Wisconsin physician
who asked Morris to treat his own aller-
gies, and then was so impressed that he
l e a rned the sublingual therapy technique
f rom Morris and is now using it in his
own practice. “He was my mentor,” says
Konetzki. “Just as he does, I get patients
f rom North Dakota, South Dakota, Ken-
t u c k y, Florida, and Te x a s . ”

Moran says that she has now
become a patient of Dr. Morris, since it

is easier to share the driving with
Macaulay. When her allergies are acting
up, she experiences symptoms that
range from an excessive need for sleep
to intense itching and burning in her feet
and hands. Moran also visited the Mayo
Clinic this summer for an extensive
allergy work-up. 

“I showed them the test that [Mor-
ris] had done for these allergies that I
have,” she says, “and they said, ‘We
don’t accept this test, so we have to redo
the test.’ ” The Mayo allergists neverthe-
less confirmed Morris’s diagnosis — that
Moran was allergic to dust mites, certain
hormones, yeast, and mold. “Speaking
just from the impression of the patient,”
she says, “it seems like what he’s doing is
just as cutting edge as Mayo.”

“No One Was Lining 
Up for Shots”

M orris started treating allergy
as part of his family prac-
tice in West Salem, Wiscon-

sin. For ten years, he pursued the usual
allergy treatments, which consisted of
injections complemented by allergy
drugs. But, he says, “I was disappointed
in what I could do for my farmers, par-
ticularly with sinus problems and lung

problems.” At a conference in 1966,
Morris heard a talk on using sublingual
therapy to test and treat food allergies
by Dr. Frank Waickman of Akron,
Ohio, and he decided to see if it would
also work for molds and inhalants.

For three years, Morris gave his
patients a choice of drops or injections,
and at the end of that period, he says,
“no one was lining up for shots any-
m o re.” What’s more, he says, his patients
w e re getting better. “I still use every
s t a n d a rd method and every standard
p h a rmaceutical treatment, but this is a
step beyond to help the people whom
those things don’t help,” he says.

M o rris shares his practice with his
daughter Mary Morris MD’83 and two
other physicians at Allergy Associates in
La Crosse. David says that the clinic has
t reated some fifty thousand families since
they began keeping computerized
re c o rds in 1980. The clinic’s patients
come mostly from the Midwest, but
many travel fart h e r, such as the couple
who came from Switzerland to get tre a t-
ment for their child. Morris adds that
several physicians in Wisconsin, Illinois,
and North and South Dakota ro u t i n e l y
send him their “tough” allergy cases.

M o rr i s ’s medical school classmate
Keepman says that this isn’t the first time
the allergist has been brave enough to try
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UW law professors Stewart Macaulay, above,
and Beverly Moran (inset, right), have both
endured severe allergies and sought relief at
Morris’s clinic. Macaulay, who was down to a
diet of rice and peas, says he can now eat
“almost everything.”



something new. In the early sixties,
b e f o re he became board certified to spe-
cialize in allerg y, Morris was one of the
first physicians to use a defibrillator, or
“the paddles,” on a patient who was
experiencing rapid heartbeat outside of a
s u rgical setting. Use of the paddles was
originally restricted to a particular type
of rapid heartbeat that occurs during
s u rg e ry. Morris subsequently published
a paper on this use of the defibrillator.
“At that point I was criticized for using
that type of treatment,” he says, “but
now it saves thousands of lives a day. ”

Keepman says that although Morr i s
was president of his medical school class
all four years, and previously president of
his undergraduate class at Carroll College,
“ h e ’s a leader by default. He just kind of
leads by a subtle mode of example.” 

Although he’s not ready to re t i re ,
M o rris now has another undertaking to
occupy his free time. He and his family
a re building a re t reat on twenty acre s
near Bozeman, Montana. Near the west
fork of the Gallatin River, the West Fork
Camp will include two homes and thre e
guest houses at the Yellowstone Club, a
private ski and golf re s o rt. They’re mem-
bers of the club through Morr i s ’s son-in-
law Greg LeMond, the only American to
win the Tour de France bike race thre e
times. (LeMond is married to Morr i s ’s
daughter Kathy. Some readers may
remember her as the pregnant wife
cheering Greg on when he won the race
during France’s bicentennial year. )

The family is close. Mary Morr i s
says she was inspired to go into medicine
when she worked in her father’s off i c e
during the summers, helping to file
c h a rts. “I’m very happy to be working
with Dad,” says the mother of three who
has been with the clinic for eleven years.

Only the Nose 
Knows For Sure

S ince 1967, David Morris has
been crusading for the validity
of sublingual treatment for

a l l e rg y, and most conventional allerg i s t s
wish he’d just drop the subject. Morr i s
published papers on sublingual therapy

in 1968 and 1970, but professional jour-
nals have only agreed to publish one
other paper since then. “There ’s been a
lot of prejudice against it,” he says.

Why does he continue to swim
against the tide? “We’ve been able to help
so many people with difficult pro b l e m s , ”
he says gravely. “I don’t need any more
money or any more patients. But re a l l y,
t h e re are so many people who could be
helped who are n ’t helped [now. ] ”

But he feels the tide may finally be
starting to turn. Morris is honored that
he has been asked to speak on sublin-
gual therapy at the International Rhino-
logic Society meeting (known as “Nose
2000”) in Washington, D.C., this 
September, something he considers to 
be an unprecedented opportunity. And 
a recent position paper by the World
Health Organization stated that 

“sublingual therapy may be a viable
alternative” to injection therapy and
calls for more studies on it.

The treatment is more commonly
used in Europe. Allergist Jean Bousquet,
who is re s e a rching the therapy in
France, says that “sublingual immuno-
therapy is used in around 30 percent of
immunotherapy courses in France . . .
and probably 20 percent in Spain and
G e rm a n y.” Italian allergists say that it is
used even more frequently there .

P rofessor Giovanni Passalacqua,
who re s e a rches the therapy in Genoa,
I t a l y, says that “at present, more and
m o re specialists prefer sublingual
immunotherapy to injections, especially
in children.” This type of therapy, he
adds, re p resents “about 50 percent of
immunotherapy prescriptions, but it 

A l l e rgy Treatment through the Ye a r s

A ccording to Gregg Mitman MA’84, PhD’88, who will join the UW-
Madison faculty in 2001, allergies began to increase after 1860,
when they were seen as the bane of the privileged classes. Mitman, 

who is one of the university’s new interdisciplinary “cluster hires,” will
have a joint appointment in the Departments of History of Science, History of
Medicine, and the Institute for Environmental Studies. A severe asthmatic
himself as a child, Mitman is writing a book on the history of allergies, which
were originally thought to result from the stress of urban living.

During the 1880s, hay fever resorts arose, most notably on Michigan’s
Mackinac Island and in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, which were at
that time free of ragweed. Although there was no effective treatment avail-
able, says Mitman, wealthy sufferers simply spent six weeks out of the year
there to escape the fall pollen season.

“In the late nineteenth century, the term allergy wasn’t even used,” he says.
“It really didn’t come into prominence within the popular literature until the
1920s or ’30s.” The first desensitization shots, which were quite experimental,
w e re developed in the teens and ’20s. In the late ’30s and ’40s, the first antihista-
mines came out, he says, and the public was very suspicious about them
because the danger of drowsiness was even greater than it is now.

In the 1930s, pollen counts became part of the daily weather report, and
a bizarre treatment called “parentectomies” arose. Asthmatic children were
removed from their parents and sent to a treatment center in Denver, since it
was thought that the emotional facets of the home environment gave rise to
their symptoms.

Today, the typical treatment protocol may include the injection of aller-
gen extracts via shots, the use of decongestants and other drugs, and efforts to
control the home environment through reducing such irritants as cat dander
and dust mites. — N.D.
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is expected to further incre a s e . ”
According to one Italian marketer

of immunotherapy materials, the 50-per-
cent estimate may be a little high, but it’s
not too far off. A representative of Stal-
lergenes Italia says that in the first five
months of 2000, Italian market share
was 54.9 percent for injection antigen
and 45.1 for the sublingual variety.

Passalacqua is one of the authors of
some forty papers, almost all conducted
by European re s e a rchers, that have
found positive results using sublingual
t h e r a p y. In the United States, some ear,
nose, and throat doctors tend to be more
open to the therapy, but Morris estimates
that fewer than 1 percent of U.S. aller-
gists currently use it.

An alternate method of delivering
antigen does not seem all that re v o l u t i o n-
a ry when you consider one pro p o s e d
mechanism for action. According to
Frank Waickman, the physician whose

talk first inspired Morr i s ’s work, “when
you inject something in the skin, the den-
dritic cells pick up the antigen, take it to
the regional lymph nodes, and then the
regional lymph nodes crank out the nec-
e s s a ry antibodies.” The area under the
tongue is known to be especially rich in
dendritic cells, he adds.

So why are n ’t more American physi-
cians interested in pursuing this novel
and less invasive treatment? U.S. doc-
tors, typically more skeptical about try i n g
new treatments than their Euro p e a n
c o u n t e r p a rts, believe that more compre-
hensive studies are needed. 

D r. Emil Bardana, president-elect of
the American College of Allerg y, Asthma,
and Immunology, is one of them. He says
that “even the Italians who have done
most of the work — most of it has come
out of Walter Canonica’s area in Genoa,
and another big part of the work has
come out of the Milan area — even they,
if you talk to them, will tell you that
though there is some statistical impro v e-

ment, the results are not really com-
pelling, they’re not really overw h e l m i n g ,
and I think what we need are larger stud-
ies, better controls, and continued docu-
mentation of significant benefit.”

Passalacqua, who is a member of
Walter Canonica’s re s e a rch group in
Genoa, says, “I would like to underline
that there is a position paper by the
World Health Organization stating
clearly that sublingual immunotherapy 
is a viable alternative to injection
i m m u n o t h e r a p y.” Further studies with
l a rger groups are needed, Passalacqua
says, “not to assess the effectiveness, but
to establish the optimal dosage and
schedule, and in particular to verify
whether sublingual immunotherapy has
p reventive and long-lasting effects simi-
lar to injection immunotherapy.” 

As an allergy suff e rer herself, Niki Denison has been 
v e ry interested to learn more about both sides of the
t reatment issues involved.
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