
Centennial reflections
Observations from OSU’s 100th birthday bash in 1968

By Hannah O’Leary

On those spectacular fall afternoons, when the rain goes away 
and it’s all crisp and blue-skied, alumni, students, staff and oth-
ers celebrate the beginnings of Oregon State — consciously or 
not — as they stroll the pathways in their orange and black.

Through the gates they go, and up the elm-lined Lower Campus 
corridor planted by Charles Darwin’s gardener, passing the first 
building on campus, Benton Hall to their right, the second-gen-
eration Trysting Tree off to their left. 

Canopies of maple leaves in transition from summer’s green 
to Beaver orange sing the season’s change as generations of 
Oregon Staters stop and point out landmarks in their personal 
geography; over there the dorm they lived in, around the corner 
the lecture hall or laboratory that forever changed their educa-
tional journey, across campus the spot where they first met their 
beloved. They pull open doors and visit innovative spaces — by 
modern standards or for the times in which they were built. 
From then, the Kidder Hall Language Laboratory; for now, the 
Learning Innovation Center’s circular lecture hall.

It’s a fine time for memories. October 27, 1868 is Oregon State’s 
charter date. The centennial celebration that began in 1968 was 
set against the backdrop of a nation divided by the Vietnam 
War and the Civil Rights movement. Boeing’s first 737 flew its 
maiden flight. Kathrine Switzer became the first woman to run 
the Boston Marathon.

As we head toward the sesquicentennial — OSU150 — divisive 
and seemingly intractable issues remain, as does a promise the 
university made to itself in 1968. 

“It can and will undertake with pride in and gratitude for the 
wholesome traditions and the sturdy foundations created by 
those who have gone before,” Oregon State said of itself at its 
centennial. “Most of all, the university will seek, in the lessons of 
the past, guidelines for continued growth towards greatness.”

Although we started celebrating our 150th birthday in summer 
2017 — more than a year early — and will finish in fall 2018, our 
forebears were perhaps a little more patient. Their 100th birth-
day party began nearer the true centennial, with a fall parade 
honoring “The Spirit of 1868.” It snaked through downtown 
Corvallis and campus, led by Governor Tom McCall and Presi-
dent James Jensen dressed in historic garb, including Jensen’s 
top hat and tails. Shuttle buses carried crowds of townspeople 
onto campus as the university opened its doors and showed off 
then-and-now displays in more than 90 buildings.

Visitors enjoyed special attractions including the radiation cen-
ter with its nuclear reactor, a computer center with its massive 
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electronic brains, x-ray center, newly built Finley Hall, the TV 
teaching center and the Kerr Library, which would one day be 
expanded and become our Valley Library.

They streamed into Horner Museum in the basement of Gill 
Coliseum to say hello to Bruce the Moose and view a centennial 
exhibit.

Up the hill, the governor and President Jensen hosted an 
informal reception in the university’s living room, the Memori-
al Union Lounge. In the afternoon, the lights were dimmed as 
friends and alumni viewed a short black-and-white film celebrat-
ing OSU.

The centennial festivities continued with a series of conferences 
that winter term, and in the spring culminated with commence-
ment for the first class of OSU’s next century. As before and 
since, they moved their tassels from left to right, formed lines, 
shook deans’ hands and exited with diplomas to hug friends and 
family as tears freely flowed.

In our 100th year, enrollment was 15,791‚ and in the spring 
2,867 degrees were conferred. Nearly 50 years later, enrollment 
would top 30,000, with 6,807 graduates and 7,097 degrees.

Yes, we’ve experienced rapid growth and change, but our mis-
sion is still there, timeless and strong like the familiar red bricks 
that built our learning spaces:

And 50 years later, that promise made during the centennial still 
urges us forward:

“Seek, in the lessons of the past, guidelines for continued 
growth towards greatness.” q

Hannah O’Leary ’13 is the Oregon Stater’s associate editor for photog-
raphy and for history and traditions.

OSU president James Jensen donned top hat and tails to join Ore-
gon governor Tom McCall in celebrating the university’s centen-
nial. The graduates of the centennial year were called “The Class 
of the Century,” and a special commemorative golden seal was 
stamped into the cover of the 1969 “Beaver” yearbook. (Images 
courtesy OSU Special Collections and Research Center) 
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