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I began my sojourn here in January 1991 as the assis-

tant university archivist. I knew few details of Oregon 

State University’s past. As a student of history, I had a 

general understanding of the 1862 Morrill Land Grant 

Act and what being a land grant university meant. But 

I was not yet aware of OSU’s far-reaching impact.

I arrived just as OSU began grappling with the reali-

ties of Ballot Measure 5, which passed the previous 

November, four days after my on-campus interview. I 

quickly delved into the University Archives’ holdings 

of university records, publications, photographs and 

other materials to better understand those collections 

(essential for providing access to the myriad of users) 

and to begin learning about the history of this institu-

tion and how OSU has transformed Oregon, the na-

tion and the world. I have been learning about OSU’s 

history and impact ever since.

After working at OSU for more than 27 years, many 

stories about the university’s history have stood out, 

in part because they mirror my own personal interests 

and expertise. Here are my reflections on four of them:

Reflections on OSU
OSU’s chief archivist selects some favorites

THE BEAUTIFUL BENNES PLAN
I have been an advocate of historic preservation longer than 
I have been an archivist. The beauty of OSU’s red brick clad 
campus struck me that first year here, as did the amazing 
landscaping and the impressive number of historic buildings 
that remained in the core of campus. I came to learn from our 
archives that one person was largely responsible for the look of 
many of those buildings — Portland architect John V. Bennes. He 
designed at least 36 buildings for Oregon State between 1907 
and 1941, as well as many building additions and renovations. 
Twenty-four remained, one of the largest assemblages of build-
ings designed by one architect on a college or university campus. 
Bennes’ work was lauded for its “unity of design” — not cookie 
cutter buildings, but rather buildings with similar attributes, 
such as the red brick and terra cotta, plus their own distinctive 
features. 

Guiding Bennes’ work was Oregon State’s first campus plan – a 
60-page narrative developed by John C. Olmsted, the nephew 
and, later, stepson of renowned New York Central Park designer 
Frederick Law Olmsted. John Olmsted, at the behest of Oregon 
Agricultural College president William Jasper Kerr, spent several 
days on campus in June 1909. His October 1909 report laid out 
several recommendations and guidelines, many of which were 
adopted and are still evident in OSU’s campus planning. Olmsted 
recommended buildings designed in a “simple, restrained variety 
of Classic” architecture, compatible with “the new large Agricul-
ture Hall” (north wing of what is now Strand Agriculture Hall and 
designed by Bennes). He specifically recommended adopting 
the use of “a good quality of rough red brick for the main walls 
of buildings, permitting some range of choice of stone or terra 
cotta for trim.” Bennes took this to heart; almost all of his new 
building designs followed Olmsted’s recommendations. We owe 
them and Kerr a debt of gratitude for a campus that remains the 
envy of colleges and universities across the nation.

32    OREGON STATER



FOOTBALL TRIUMPH
When I arrived, our football program had just experienced its 
20th consecutive losing season. Like thousands of other Beaver 
fans, I was excited and relieved when OSU achieved a winning 
season in 1999 under coach Dennis Erickson. And I was thrilled 
when the Beavs defeated Notre Dame the next year in the 2001 
Fiesta Bowl to cap an 11-1 season — this coming from someone 
who grew up in South Bend, Indiana, and still harbors a fond-
ness for the Fighting Irish. But Jan. 1, 
2001, was the Beavers’ day and I was 
behind them all the way. The 1999 
and 2000 seasons were transforma-
tive, as they seemed to provide new 
optimism on campus and momentum 
for the sorely needed upgrading and 
expansion of OSU’s athletic infra-
structure. The completion of Reser 
Stadium and the Truax Indoor Prac-
tice Center, the significant upgrades 
made to Gill Coliseum, and numerous 
projects that followed all seemed to 
connect directly or indirectly back to 
that Fiesta Bowl victory and the two 
successful seasons leading up to it.

But there is also something deeper, as earlier seasons contribut-
ed to a legacy that led to that iconic win on the first day of Jan-
uary 2001. Our very first football game was played against our 
neighboring school, Albany College (now Lewis & Clark College), 

on Nov. 11, 1893, on the OAC campus, on a field that is now 
part of Lower Campus. We came away with a 62-0 victory. OAC’s 
1907 team went undefeated and un-scored-upon in six games. 
The 1933 team, dubbed the “Ironmen,” tied defending champion 
USC 0-0 while only using eleven players. These feats would be 
unachievable today. 

A few years later, the Beavers played in their first Rose Bowl 
and defeated heavily favored Duke 20-16, on Duke’s home field 

in what is known as the trans-
planted Rose Bowl. Last fall we 
celebrated the 50th anniversary 
of the Giant Killers, the 1967 
team that defeated No. 2 Purdue 
at West Lafayette, Indiana, tied 
No. 2 UCLA in Los Angeles, and 
stunned No. 1 USC and O.J. Simp-
son (number 32 in image at left) 
in Parker Stadium. And leading 
up to the 1999 and 2000 seasons 
was the 1998 heart-pounding, 
season-capping 44-41 victory 
over Oregon in double overtime 
on Ken Simonton’s incredible 
16-yard touchdown run. Maybe 

that was the transformative moment; I rank that game as one 
of the best Beaver victories ever. And today we are fortunate to 
have the MVP of the Fiesta Bowl win, Jonathan Smith, back on 
campus as head football coach. (See story, page 48.)
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WORTHY OF A BAND NERD’S AFFECTION
I am also a band nerd, having played trumpet since fourth grade 
— which is 50-plus years of blowing the horn. I have been fortu-
nate to have played in community bands most of my adult life. 
In 1992, I was asked by then-director of bands James Douglass 
to sit in with the OSU Symphonic Band. I did so for six years, 
which included overseas trips to Costa Rica and Taiwan. That 
experience spurred my interest in the history of OSU’s band 
program. By just a few months, or maybe even weeks, ours is the 
oldest band program among Pac-12 schools. The program was 
established in late 1891 and, after a fundraising campaign for 
purchasing instruments, gave its first public performance in the 
spring of 1892. 

During its storied, 126-year existence, four directors have 
guided the band program. Faculty member Harry L. “Cap” Beard, 
who had led the band as a cadet from 1897 to 1899, was ap-
pointed director in 1905 and served for 40 years. Beard led the 
band on spring break concert tours, a tradition later adopted by 
other OSU music ensembles. Ted Mesang, an accomplished com-
poser of marches, served as band director from 1949 to 1967. 
His bands performed at the 1957 and 1965 Rose Bowls. James 
Douglass, a former U.S. Navy Band trumpet soloist, assumed the 

directorship of the bands in 1968. He greatly expanded the band 
program, and during his tenure the marching band included as 
many as 200 musicians. His top concert bands were regular per-
formers at the Oregon Music Educators Association conference 
and traveled internationally.

Chris Chapman, the present director of bands, has served since 
2006. Under his direction OSU’s top band has toured widely, 
including concert dates at Carnegie Hall and in Japan. Today’s 
band program consists of more than 500 student musicians — 
the marching band alone regularly fields 270 musicians.

Among the notable alumni of OSU’s band program are Vance 
Debar “Pinto” Colvig, who attended OAC in the early 1910s, 
later did voice work for a host of Disney cartoon characters and 
was the first Bozo the Clown; Gordon Finlay ’35, who was a cor-
net soloist with the Navy Band in the 1940s and 1950s; George 
Bruns ’36, who was a music arranger and musical director for 
Disney and received four Academy Award nominations; and 
Toby Oft, principal trombone player for the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra, who attended OSU in the mid 1990s. Many other 
OSU band alumni have gone on to successful careers as music 
educators at all levels.
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DEEP PHOTOGRAPHIC RECORD
Having started my archives career working with historic photo-
graphs, those University Archives’ collections were of particular 
interest to me when I began at OSU in 1991. I was immediately 
struck by the quantity and quality of the photographs that are 
such a vital part of OSU’s historical records. This ultimately 
made my recent work on the book, A School for the People: A 
Photographic History of Oregon State University, both easier and 
more difficult — easier in that I had so many good photographs 
to choose from, and difficult because I had to choose a select 
few (500, in fact) from tens of thousands of great images. 

I attribute this plethora of great photographs in part to the fact 
that OSU has been teaching photography on a for-credit basis 
since 1891. Clearly the college’s leadership at the time under-
stood the scientific and artistic value of photography. OAC’s 
1893 annual report stated that “photography is important to the 
student for its educational value in applying his knowledge of 
chemistry and physics, while for its esthetic culture it is invalu-
able.” 

Local commercial photographer Emile Pernot was hired to teach 
those first courses, which were popular among both female 
and male students. Pernot and his students took hundreds of 
photographs in the 1890s, including the first microphotographs 
used by Oregon State for research purposes. That experience led 
Pernot to become the first head of what today is OSU’s Microbi-
ology Department. 

During the mid-20th century, physics faculty member John 
Garman taught photography for more than 40 years, introducing 
hundreds of Oregon State students to photography and refining 

the skills of many others. Richard Gilkey attended OSC in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s. He came to Oregon State as an 
adept photographer, and, by the time he was a sophomore, was 
shooting cover photos for the Oregon Stater.

Since the 1970s, OSU has produced several award-winning 
photographers. Chris Johns ’74 parlayed a successful photojour-
nalism career into the editorship of National Geographic mag-
azine. Roger Werth ’80 was part of the team at the Longview, 
Washington, Daily News that won a Pulitzer Prize for its cover-
age of the Mt. St. Helens eruption in May 1980. David Gilkey, 
Richard’s son, attended Oregon State in the mid to late 1980s 
and shot photographs for the Barometer and Beaver yearbook. 
David was an award-winning photographer for the Detroit Free 
Press and National Public Radio before he was killed, on the job, 
in Afghanistan in June 2016. David’s OSU classmate, Cheryl 
Hatch, is a documentary photographer and journalist who has 
worked in many countries and has taught at several colleges and 
universities as a visiting professor. 

David’s death had a profound effect on me, even though I did 
not know him personally. Not only is he an important part of 
OSU’s photographic legacy but also represents much of what 
OSU is all about — providing Oregonians with opportunities 
to make an impact and transform Oregon, the nation and the 
world. David’s photography certainly achieved that. The Gilkey 
family endowed two scholarships to support New Media Com-
munications students with a passion for photojournalism.

For those who’d like more, these four stories, along with dozens 
of others, are reflected in the OSU150 exhibit, “Oregon State 
University: A Legacy of Transformation,” at the Oregon Histori-
cal Society Museum in Portland through Sept. 9, 2018. q
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