
Get ready for OSU 150 
Here’s what the big fuss will be about

Oregon State University will turn 150 years old in 
fall 2018 and — trust us — there will be plenty about 
that in the next four issues of the Oregon Stater. A 
huge, rolling celebration is planned, starting with 
events around the 2017 eclipse as its path crosses 
Oregon in August and continuing through to a 
closing symposium with a focus on OSU’s next 150 
years. A showcase exhibit on OSU history will open in 
winter 2018 at Portland’s Oregon Historical Society 
Museum, and traveling exhibits will traverse the 
state. President Ed Ray has been a major booster of 
the celebration, so we asked him to discuss why it’s 
so important to take stock of the past when you’re 
working so hard to prepare graduates and conduct 
research aimed at the future.

Let’s tackle the obvious question for those who might 
be a little skeptical. This is a university. Everything sits 
here and gets older and we have a lot of anniversaries. 
Why is this one such a big deal?

“There aren’t that many institutions in America that 
have been around 150 years, including almost every major 
corporation. There’s something to be said for persisting, for 
sticking around and understanding how that happened.

“But an anniversary is only a big deal if you make it a big 
deal. It’s like life: What do you do with your opportunities? 
A lot of them you miss, some of them you ruin and some of 
them you take advantage of to set your future course. In 
effect, an anniversary gives one — whether it’s your 100th 
anniversary or your 150th anniversary — a chance to take 
stock. Where did we come from? What have we turned 
into? What are we going to be like for the next 150 years? 

“So, part of what happens when a moment like this rolls 
around is that it lets you stop and ask, ‘Does everybody 
know our story — how we got started and how we got 
to where we are today and how does it compel us going 
forward?

“It’s a good time to reflect, to look at the people who’ve 
come from here. Some of them are pretty amazing and 
have had an impact around the world.

“And — if you’re at all introspective — it makes you want 
to look at yourself and say, ‘So, uh, what am I doing?’ How 
does what I’m doing stack up against what those who’ve 
come before me did?

“More importantly, what’s all this have to do with what 
we need to do, going forward? Are we going to just sit here 
being self-satisfied, saying, ‘Look what all those people did 
back then, while this place was becoming 150 years old?’ Or 
do we want to think about whether we’re doing something 
that — in 50 years when OSU is celebrating 200 — will give 
people reasons to look back and feel proud of us?

“Here’s an example: When I first came here (in 2003) I 
told people we had to have a university-wide fundraising 
campaign. I said, ‘We’ve never had one, and we can feel sorry 
for ourselves about that.’ A lot of universities had completed 
a campaign or were on their second or third campaigns, and 
they were seeing the benefits of that, and we were not. ‘We 
can feel woeful,’ I said, ‘or we can recognize that if we don’t 
do something now, people who come after us are going to 
look back on us and say, ‘Why didn’t those lumps get off their 
duffs back then?’”

(In case you missed it, under Ray’s leadership, OSU did get 
off its duff; the OSU Foundation’s ensuing Campaign for OSU 
raised about $1.14 billion, which continues to transform the 
university.)

“I think it’s tremendously useful at a time like this to look 
back at what’s been done and let that motivate you going 
forward.

“I’m excited about our planned exhibit at the Oregon 
Historical Society Museum in Portland, and then we’ll have 
some traveling exhibits to take around. We’ll have events 
celebrating the past, and we’ll talk about the present, and 
toward the end, in fall 2018, we’ll have a symposium to look 
at what Oregon State University must do to be as relevant in 
the future as we are now. We want to have as much or more 
positive impact than we’ve ever had, here and around the 
world.

“To the extent that celebration can get us excited, and get 
our competitive juices flowing, that’s all to the good.”

As we consider our past with an eye toward the 
celebration, it seems like common threads run through it 
all. For example, we are a land grant university and that 
means we are service-oriented.

“And that’s not common to all universities. People here 
are incredibly proud of the fact that we are the land grant 
university for Oregon. It’s palpable. It’s wonderful to be part 
of a community that has that sense of history, and a sense 
of being compelled to serve others and serve Oregon and the 
world.

“That’s very unusual, and it’s a wonderful quality for a 
university to have and celebrate. Something about serving 
others that I read somewhere comes to mind: As children — 
especially as teenagers — we tend to be so self-conscious, so 
worried about what people think of us, so ‘me-me-me’ all the 
time. Someone wrote that self-consciousness is the height of 
self-conceit. If you learn how not to be focused on yourself all 
the time, and to focus on serving others, you’ll be fine.”

What would you say to people who might be a little 
impatient with the celebration, who would say, “We’re 
not about then, we’re about now. Let’s get on with it!” 
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“We’re part of a longstanding 
community and a culture that 
have made — over a long time — 
commitments that are not just about 
ourselves. This community has made a 
difference around the world, and now 
it’s time to look at what it took to get 
here and to understand that heritage, 
which should inform and inspire us to 
deal with the challenges we face today, 
and to get excited about possibilities we 
haven’t even considered.

“When you think about it, why 
celebrate a wedding anniversary? 
Because it’s an opportunity to take 
stock of how you can be a better 
partner, or how the two of you can do 
those things together that you keep 
putting off. Maybe it’s been eight years 
since you talked about taking that cruise 
or doing that service work digging wells 
in poverty stricken areas at home or 
abroad, and you make plans to do things 
that are important to you.

“The celebration only matters if you 
make it matter. People are poorer for it 
when they let celebratory moments like 
this pass by, rather than spending time 
imagining and then executing what they 
might do to mark the moment. That 
closing colloquium in the fall of 2018 will 
be all about the future, and will become 
an important part of our strategic 
planning process. We’ll still be working 
on Strategic Plan 4.0, but this will help 
us think about what 5.0 and 6.0 might 
look like.”

OK. With that in mind, before it 
really gets started, what’s your 
hope of what will have changed in 
our community when we’re done 
celebrating OSU 150 more than a year 
from now?

“One of the things I always talk about 
— I do it because I honestly believe 
it — is that our graduates are the most 
important contribution we make to the 
future. But that’s based on an incredible 
presumption on my part, which is that 
they will make choices and take actions 
that make things better.

“I think we need to know our history 
to make good choices about our 
future. There are so many examples 
that demonstrate the importance of 
individuals, institutions and nations 
acting upon choices that are informed 
by an understanding of their past.

“But I think some people are 
‘a-historical,’ in that they don’t care 
about the past. For example, they have 
no idea what the last 100 years were like 
in this country. They don’t know how 
what happened back then — the choices 
that were made — contributed to the 
economic and social progress we have 
made and determined the opportunities 
we have now. “Those opportunities 
weren’t always here. Things don’t just 
happen. Choices have consequences.

“When I think about our graduates, 
I don’t want them to be a-historical. 
I want them to know our history 
and understand the struggles and 
accomplishments of students who have 
gone before them. And then I want to 
say to them: ‘They were students just 
like you. Look what they did! Now, what 
are you going to do?’

“Of course, I realize that not every 
student will want to participate in the 
events, or go see the major exhibit up in 
Portland or even the smaller exhibit that 
we’ll have on campus.

“But the ones — students and the rest 
of us — who do participate as we pause 
to consider our past 150 years will have 
a better chance of making choices that 
lead to positive changes over the next 
150 years.” q
Learn more about the university’s more-
than-a-year-long sesquicentennial 
celebration at OSU150.org. Early events 
include a combined celebration of the 
Aug. 21 eclipse and OSU’s Space Grant 
status, titled “OSU 150 Space Grant 
Festival: A Total Eclipse Experience,” 
scheduled for Aug. 19-21 in Corvallis.
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