
Party on High Street

-- Doug Wilhide

It was April, 1968, as tumultuous a time for America as any since the Civil War. Miami was not as engaged with the social unrest as some places -- Oxford then, as now, has its own kind of insularity  -- but tensions were ramping up.  

Anti-war protests from Berkeley to Boston were in the news. Draft cards and bras were going up in flames. Freedom Riders, some of whom had trained at Western College, were confronting prejudice in the South. Miami students, challenged by tight schedules from the experiment with trimesters, were finishing papers, preparing for finals and trying not to get distracted by a beautiful, warm, early spring. The campus was blooming; love was in the air.

Phil Shriver has been president of Miami since 1965 but he still seemed like the new guy to many of us.  We liked him -- he was more engaged with students than his predecessors -- but for many of us there was a definite sense of disconnection with the administration.  There were divisive discussions about everything from in loco parentis rules to curriculum content. The Honors program had been challenged along with the ROTC.  We wanted change and we wanted it now.  The administration seemed like a conservative drag, out of touch, standing (as Bob Dylan put it) in the hallways and blocking the doors.

I first met Dr. Shriver at one of the afternoon teas he and his wife, Martha, hosted for small groups of students in the President’s House. I don’t remember why I’d been invited.  Maybe it was because I recently had been elected to the English Honorary society, Alethenoi, (under protest -- my grades didn’t qualify, but I had friends in high places: my future wife was the President.)  I do remember what a gracious, elegant event it was.  Dr. Shriver was human, understanding, knowledgeable, funny.  His wife, Martha, was even more so.  For some reason she spent a good deal of time talking with me -- and listening -- and I felt like I had found an understanding advocate. It was my senior year at Miami and I was way over-committed.  At the end of the event she told me to quit messing around and get my work done.  And she told me to get a haircut.

Alethenoi was an organization in transition.  In 1968 the English department was one of the biggest on campus and the best students were selected for the English honorary by professors and existing members.  Meetings had been dull affairs, usually held in seminar rooms with a faculty advisor present and a discussion topic declared in advance.  But recently a few meetings had been held in downtown bars and the conversation grew a lot livelier as the beer went down, a buck a pitcher.

I was sharing an apartment at the west end of High Street with two roommates that term.  It wasn’t anything fancy -- three bedrooms, a bathroom, a sitting room, no kitchen, the top floor of a small house.  The landlady lived downstairs.  We were good tenants but there had been a couple scoldings about noise, music and “all those young women coming and going.”

At the end of March we had decided it would be fun to have a party.  I convinced the Alethenoi leadership to have its April meeting at my place -- we could discuss literature and other things easier there than in a bar.  It was a popular choice and we expected good attendance.  

Then came the fourth of April.  We got the news that Martin Luther Kind had been assassinated in Memphis and shared in the shock that gripped most of the country.  Riots and violent unrest were about to hit cities from coast to coast and colleges were worried they would be next.  There was talk of ending classes early and shutting down campuses.

Our party plans changed.  I suggested we invite some English faculty members and make the Alethenoi gathering a focus for discussing the King assassination and what it meant to us, to Miami, and to the country. A dozen professors said they’d try to make it.  My roommates and I talked to our landlady and told her we would be having a party, but we’d try to keep the noise down and we’d clean up after.  I told her some professors would be there.  She seemed mollified, even a little proud.

Then I stopped by the President’s House.  Dr. Shriver wasn’t in, but Martha was.  I told her about our event and invited them both to attend.  I said it was a sizable group of English students and professors and that we’d be discussing how to respond to the events in Memphis.  She said she’d pass the word on to Dr. Shriver. On the afternoon of the party he called and said he would stop by.

This upped the ante.  We straightened the place up and cleaned the bathroom. We had stocked cases of beer, treats, some wine and -- as I recall -- there were supplies of controlled substances around.  People started to arrive about 6PM and I passed the word that Miami’s president planned to show up, so it might be wise to go easy on the beer early on.  Professors showed up and joined the growing crowd.  Many were surprised to see so many students engaged in serious discussions on a Friday night. Many more were surprised to hear Dr. Shriver planned to attend.  

He showed up around 8PM. I met him at the door and asked what he wanted to drink. He asked for a glass of 7-UP.  One professor, who had brought his own bottle of scotch, quickly hid his glass and asked in a subdued voice “What’s HE doing here?”  The apartment was full and warm, but the discussions went on even as the buzz went around that the college president was there.  We switched the music from rock and roll to jazz.

My memories of what happened after this have grown a bit hazy over the years.  Dr. Shriver sat with various groups, listened to our concerns -- in many cases our grief -- and said the right things.  I refilled his 7-UP a couple times.  Controlled substances were quickly put away and windows were opened.

One of my roommates found me and said our landlady was on the warpath because of the crowd and “the funny smoke smell.”  I asked Dr. Shriver if he’d say hello to her and he did and she left.  In the middle of all this I got a phone call.  It was the FBI.  I tried not to panic.  It was someone in Washington who said I’d been listed as a reference for a friend who was applying for a State Department job. I tried to sound reasonable and say the right things.

Dr. Shriver left after an hour or so. We had decided that Alethenoi members would join other groups in a commemorative march in a few days to honor Dr. King. The party went on late into the evening.  People drifted in and out and a few decided to stay over and sleep wherever there was space.

Miami didn’t cancel classes early. I joined Dr. Shriver and several hundred students and faculty on a peaceful march from the Res (later the Shriver Center) up through campus. I finished my course work.  I talked with Martha Shriver again at an awards ceremony for Miami student writers. She said if I didn’t get cleaned up before my parents arrived for graduation she was going to trip me as I came across to collect my degree.  I cut my hair.

Dr. Shriver was more than a good leader, a good teacher, a builder of institutions, a healer in a time of trouble.  He was a friend.

