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Alma Matters: Describe a unique
freshman-year experience that you’ll
never forget.
Bondareff: When I came to Cornell—as
a country girl—I was overwhelmed; there
were so many people. Freshman year I
didn’t join a sorority, but someone told
me it would be helpful to get around,
and it was. It was fun to go to the fra-
ternity dances, which were supposedly
highly chaperoned . . . but really weren’t.

Eaton: It was my unique method of ar-
riving on campus. At sixteen I soloed in
a 1947 Aeronca Chief—a single-engine,
two-passenger, side-by-side, wood-and-
canvas airplane. When I learned I could
not have a car on campus, I decided to
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bring my plane. I joined
the Air Force ROTC
and immediately be-
came the major ’s best
friend since we now had
air superiority and could
beat the Army and
Navy ROTC units in
every battle. I even flew
WVBR’s transmitter to
Schenectady to have it
recalibrated at the GE
plant, so the station
was only off the air for
twenty-four hours. Those
were the days.

Butler: I experienced
total independence for
the first time. Connec-

tions to home were limited: a weekly
letter and call on the hall phone.

Lynham: One unforgettable experience
was being elected president of the Baker
Dormitories, along with two of my high
school classmates who were elected
presidents of their dorms as well. That
meant we dominated the Freshman
Class Council, so we suggested that
“goodness” and “mercy” should be added
to the watchwords “freedom with re-
sponsibility.” Those were heady times,
and we Council members were looking
for ways that freshmen could have an
impact on an institution as large, promi-
nent, and important as Cornell.

A s Cornell continues its Sesqui-
centennial celebration, Alma
Matters concludes its two-part

series comparing the thoughts and rec-
ollections of some of Cornell’s great vol-
unteer leaders, all Frank H.T. Rhodes
Award winners (Eleanor Applewhaite
’59, Ruth Zimmerman Bleyler ’62, Es-
ther Schiff Bondareff ’37, Nancy Taylor
Butler ’64, William Eaton ’61, Penny
Skitol Haitkin ’65, Muriel “Micki”
Bertenthal Kuhs ’61, and Richard Lyn-
ham ’63, BME ’65), with those of cam-
pus leaders from the Class of ’15
(Atticus DeProspo, Rachel Gerber, Lipi
Gupta, Courtney Koelbel, Karen Li, Eric
Pesner, Casey Phlegar, Thaddeus Talbot,
and Haley Velasco).

Those were the days: Ersatz campus signage (above left) as seen in the 1961 Cornellian, and female students on a group hike in an
area gorge in the Thirties.
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Kuhs: First impressions do count: grow-
ing up in NYC, I had to get used to the
quiet of the campus and people actual-

ly smiling as
they walked
across it. 

Haitkin: Al-
though it was
not freshman
year, the cel -
ebration of
Cor nell’s cen -
tennial — a
much easier
word than
sesquicenten-
nial—was a

magnificent experience, full of pomp
and circumstance with Adlai Stevenson
speaking to a crowd-filled Arts Quad.
What an amazing privilege to be a part
of the Cornell community celebrating
its 100th, 125th (our 25th Reunion),
and now 150th birthday.

Applewhaite: My worst experience at
Cornell occurred early in my freshman
year. There was something called a “cor-
ridor date” which would be arranged by
an RA in the girls’ dorm and one from
the boys’ dorm. Just imagine, in 1955,
ten white guys, nine white girls, me—
I’m African American—and the two
RAs going to a restaurant with a juke
box for dancing.

From the stu-
dent leaders:
Gupta: I was
very shy when I
arrived at Cor-
nell, until I met
someone on my
floor who asked
me to join her
and her room-
mate for dinner.
Naturally, we’ve
been insepar -
able ever since.
It was a simple
thing, but I was
excited to meet
new people and
enjoy that first meal with new friends.

Valesco: One unique experience was my
first Slope Day after joining my sorori-
ty, Alpha Epsilon Phi. It was such a fun
and exciting day and I loved being able
to share it with my sisters. I remember
running to Appel for a huge breakfast
and then joining all of my new friends
at our mixer. It was one of the best days
of college.

DeProspo: I remember eating lunch at
Mac’s Café on a Friday afternoon when

I saw several students dressed in busi-
ness attire walking toward Statler Au-
ditorium. Out of curiosity, I followed
the crowd into the auditorium, where
the vice president of Carnival Cruise
Line was speaking to first-year Hotel
students about how he used his Cornell
education throughout his career. I re-
member thinking how remarkable it
was to have the opportunity to learn
from leading experts in numerous fields
all in one place and feeling blessed to
have the opportunity to attend Cornell.
The experience motivated me to make
the most of my education. 

Talbot: I never thought I’d be in an all-
male pageant until I competed in the
first ever Men of Substance showcase,
hosted by a women’s empowerment or-
ganization called Les Femmes de Sub-
stance. The contestants had to perform
a talent, model swimwear, and answer
questions to win $500. I won second
place and $300, enough to replenish
my Big Red Bucks account.

Li: I was a part of a campaign to call for
Cornell to end our business relationship
with Adidas over labor rights violations.
The campaign was successful, but only
after a sit-in at the president’s office in
early May. I’ll never forget staying up the
night before to write the press release and
do last-minute recruitment, having the

sit-in the next day, then going out for
Slope Day a few days later before crash-
ing for finals. It was crazy, but worth it.

Gerber: I had the opportunity to be a
part of the launch of the Cornell Now
campaign—waving red flags, with con-
fetti falling. That was the first time I
felt like a true Cornellian, a true mem-
ber of the Class of 2015, and a part of
something much bigger than myself. 

How has Cornell changed since you
graduated fifty or more years ago? 

Haitkin: It has changed in so many
ways. It is a world-class university with
some of the most accomplished, intel-
ligent, curious, hardworking students
on any campus. What has not changed
is adherence to Ezra’s vision of “any
student, any study,” and “freedom with
responsibility.” 

Butler: Sexist restrictions on women—
curfews, dress, where to live—are gone.
There were few students of color in the
early Sixties and the faculty was virtual-
ly all male. The ratio of men to women
was three to one, whereas now there are
the equal proportions. There’s a variety
of housing choices, including well-
planned living/learning communities,
and an expectation of success for all
students—not the “look to the left, look
to the right” mentality.

Eaton: Cornell has changed in a million
ways, but every time I set foot on cam-
pus, I get a rush of emotion that brings
back the best of memories. Almost every
building has changed, but at the same
time one always feels at home. There
was never enough time to take all the
courses you wanted to, and now the
problem is exponential.

Lynham: Women are omnipresent in
leadership positions; there are no cur-
fews, no dress code, and Cornell has at-
tempted to ensure they have the
training to be the boss. I gather there is
more learning taking place outside the
classroom than there was fifty years ago.
Women are more integrated socially,
which may be the reason why charges
of sexual harassment are more frequent.

Bleyler: Socially, I think women experi-
enced the biggest change soon after our
class graduated. Before then, we had to
be in the dorm by 10 p.m. on weekdays,
midnight on Fridays, and 1 p.m. on Sat-
urdays. We could not wear pants on
campus unless
the temperature
was really low.
We were also not
allowed in the
men’s dorms or
graduate stu-
dents’ apart-
ments. Current
students have so
much freedom,
but need a lot
more maturity to
deal with it.

Kuhs: Cornell has become far more di-
verse, and offers students many more op-
portunities for community involvement. 

Applewhaite: If Cornell had not said
that it would act in loco parentis, I

Sister act: Alpha Epsilon Phi sorority in 1936. Esther Schiff Bondareff ’37 is on the far
right in the third row.
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would not have been permitted to come.
Even with the rules that existed in those
days, I felt I had great freedom to grow.
Second, today’s transportation is both a
blessing and a curse in my view. Because
it was not easy to go far from campus
and because the size of the student body
was only about 7,500, life turned inward
to the Cornell community, which was
the experience I wanted and got. I also
believe that it’s easier today for students
to befriend faculty, who all seemed very
distant in my day.

Bondareff: It’s such a technical age, and
the technology is changing. However, I
remember one year I was asked to come
back to campus and live in a dorm with
the students—and I was shocked be-
cause some of them wanted to learn
how to play bridge. 

Class of ’15: How do you think the
Cornell experience is better for you
than it was for students who attended
fifty to seventy-five years ago?
Phlegar: I imagine that the campus has
become much more diverse than it used

to be. Living and
learning among
such talented
people from all
over the world
has truly been an
opportunity I am
grateful for.

DeProspo: I think
the experience has
improved greatly,
especially for me
as an openly gay
man. The environment and culture to-
day makes me feel comfortable to be
who I am and express myself. There is
an LGBT resource center on campus,
gender-inclusive housing, several LGBT
student organizations, courses, and
health services. While there are still im-
provements to be made, I wouldn’t have
enjoyed my Cornell experience if it
weren’t for all those who came before
me, who made sacrifices to improve the
climate of acceptance. 

Pesner: The Cornell experience has

improved because of the greater amount
of diversity than there was fifty years
ago. Students today come from much
more varied backgrounds, and this pro-
vides us with new perspectives.

Gupta: Cornell has such a diverse com-
munity. I can’t imagine I would have
been able to meet so many interesting,
fun, bright, and enthusiastic people if I
had not come to Cornell in 2011.

Koelbel: As someone of mixed race and
a woman in engineering, I truly appreci-
ate Cornell’s commitment to diversity.
While I think there’s still room for im-
provement, Cornell has made tremen-
dous progress over the last few decades.

Valesco: The University continues to
push boundaries in terms of inclusion.
Cornell has continued to embrace the
“any person . . . any study” philosophy
on which it was founded. Every day,
new advancements are bettering our
university. One day, I hope to look back
on my time at Cornell and see how far
it has come. 

Casey Phlegar ’15

November / December 2014
63

61-63CAMnd14alma_Alma ND2011  10/15/14  2:44 PM  Page 63


