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 B
y many measures, it has been a remark-
able evolution: from campus radical to 
Wall Street executive, from youthful 

firebrand to éminence grise. 
In April 1969, Tom Jones ’69, MRP ’72, 

was among the dozens of African American 
students who took over Willard Straight Hall 
on the Saturday morning of Parents’ Weekend, 
in what would become the first armed occu-
pation on an American campus. Today, he 
is a trustee emeritus and a member of the 
University Council, the Big Red’s premier 
leadership group for distinguished alumni 
and friends. 

In the occupation’s immediate aftermath—
when the University seemed in danger of 
reneging on the agreement that ended it, 
and tensions were at a fever pitch—he infa-
mously said in a radio interview that Cornell 
“has three hours to live” and menaced several 
faculty and administrators by name. Now, 
he is the longtime benefactor of a campus 
prize for interracial understanding—named 
in honor of James Perkins, the Cornell presi-
dent who resigned under a cloud in the wake 
of the takeover.

But in some ways, it was the Tom Jones who 
was photographed leaving the Straight toting a 
rifle—one of the event’s iconic images—that 
was the incongruity, the unorthodox step on 
his life’s path. He had, after all, been elected 
president of his freshman class. He’d joined 
Army ROTC, served on the student judicial 

board, pledged a popular fraternity. As Jones 
himself puts it: “If you would pick the most 
unlikely people to be in the middle of some-
thing like this, it would be a person like me, 
who loved everything about Cornell from the 
minute I got there.”

It’s a Friday in mid-January, and Jones is 
speaking with CAM in the airy living room 
of his expansive home in the Connecticut 
suburbs. While the house’s classic gray stone 
exterior and New England charm blend in 
with the affluent neighborhood like it’s been 
here for a century, in fact it’s relatively new; 
Jones and his wife of forty-three years, Addie, 
had the house they’d lived in for decades 
demolished and a new one—with a traditional 
façade but an open, modern interior—built 
in its place.

For Jones, the many years of commuting 
to Manhattan—of breaking barriers as he 
climbed ever higher in the overwhelmingly 
white world of finance—are in the rear-view 
mirror. These days, he runs TWJ Capital, a 
small equity investment firm based in nearby 
Stamford that focuses on expanding compa-
nies in several software sectors as well as 
in specialty retail. (He’s the senior partner; 
the other partner is his eldest son, Nigel.) At 
seventy—an age, he notes, to which none of 
the men in his family had previously lived—
he’s in a reflective state of mind. In April, 
timed to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary 
of the Straight takeover, Cornell University › 

At seventy, Tom Jones ’69, MRP ’72, ponders his 
unlikely journey ‘from Willard Straight to Wall Street’

By Beth Saulnier

‘If you would pick the 
most unlikely people 
to be in the middle of 
something like this,’ 
Jones says of the 
takeover, ‘it would be 
a person like me.’

A HALF-CENTURY LATER: Jones at home 
in Connecticut (left). Above: His new 
memoir from CU Press.PH
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Press is publishing his memoir, a book it took 
him five years to write and revise. 

Entitled From Willard Straight to Wall Street, 
it covers such topics as his time on the Hill, his 
early career in Boston at the accounting and 
consulting firm Arthur Young & Company, his 
rise to lead TIAA-CREF (the nonprofit sector 
retirement fund that counts Cornell among its 
institutional clients), and his tenure as head of 
asset management at Citigroup. The latter job 
ended, painfully and abruptly, when he was 
forced to resign following a scandal involving 
the firm’s private banking operations in Japan. 
Jones, who denies wrongdoing and says he was 
unfairly scapegoated, vehemently fought the 
ensuing SEC charges against him, and they 
were ultimately dismissed. As he puts it with 
a rueful laugh: “I was one of that first wave 
of African Americans who reached the top of 
the corporate ladder—and one of the first who 
was thrown off.” 

In addition to parsing his professional and 
personal journeys—including a brief first 
marriage to Stephanie Bell ’71, BFA ’72, whom 
he wed as an undergrad after she became 
pregnant with Nigel, and his long union to 
Addie, with whom he has two daughters and 
a son—Jones serves as a witness to some nota-
ble historic events. Not only was he a youth 
during the civil rights movement and the era 
of Black Power, he was in his Citigroup office 
in 7 World Trade Center on September 11, and 
served on the board of the federal mortgage 
lender Freddie Mac at the dawn of the home 
lending crisis.

Jones’s Cornell experiences bookend the 
memoir. It opens with his time as an undergrad 
government major and AAP grad student—he 
stayed on campus for a master’s in regional 
planning, largely because he wanted to help 
ensure that the University honored its pledge 
to establish an African American studies 
program—and concludes with his alumni 
service as a Medical College overseer and 
Cornell trustee, as well as his establishment of 
the Perkins Prize, given annually to a campus 
group that promotes interracial understanding 
and harmony. Perhaps surprisingly, his student 
days comprise just a few dozen pages, and he 
covers the events surrounding the Straight 
takeover in fairly concise terms. “I didn’t go 
into greater depth because of my conscious 
decision to just tell my story,” he explains. “I’m 
not trying to tell the stories of all the other 
black students who were there, to interpret 
the events that they lived. I’m not inside their 
heads and hearts.” And, he adds, he had no 
interest in assigning blame or virtue—either 

to the activists or the administration. “You had 
good people on both sides,” he says. “Everybody 
was well-intentioned. Nobody was a bad 
person. But because of the communication 
breakdowns and other dynamics, you ended up 
in this almost unimaginable confrontation.”

 F
rom Jones’s first days as an undergrad—
he arrived on campus at sixteen, having 
skipped two grades—he’d felt at home 

on the Hill, despite being one of just thirty-
seven black students in a class of 2,600. His 
family had moved frequently due to his father’s 
career as an engineer, and he’d lived and stud-
ied in predominantly white environments. It 
was a typical background for the few African 
Americans in the Class of ’69 and earlier, 
who often came from relatively affluent, inte-
grated circumstances. But as Jones points 
out, many of those who matriculated in the 
few years after he did—recruited through the 
Committee on Special Educational Projects 
(COSEP), President James Perkins’s program 
to attract black students from less privi-
leged backgrounds—brought a very different 
perspective, one that opened Jones’s eyes to 
the wider world. “They had searing personal 
experiences with the ugly side of American 
racism, and of course that shaped them,” he 
says. “As I talked to them, I began to inter-
nalize how different their experiences were. 
And as I began to read more—and of course, 
all of this was going on at the peak of the civil 
rights movement—I came to understand that 
this harsh side was far more common in the 
experience of most black people.” 

In his memoir, Jones shares a fact that 
will likely surprise many readers: he wasn’t 
among the Straight takeover’s architects. “In 
fact,” he writes, “when the idea to take over 
the building came to a vote the day before, 
I voted against it.” Today, the occupation is 
often described as intended to pressure the 
University to offer coursework that reflected 
the African American experience—but in fact 
that promise had already been made. It was 
actually aimed at convincing Cornell to nullify 
punishments against a small group of black 
students for misbehavior and minor prop-
erty damage during previous protests. And 
as Jones writes, explaining his anti-takeover 
vote: “Hadn’t we already won the university’s 
agreement to launch a Black Studies program, 
and wasn’t that the really crucial point, more 
important than some judicial decision against 
students who had in fact done the things the 
administration accused them of doing?” 

In the years leading up to the takeover, › 

‘You had good people 
on both sides,’ Jones 
says of the takeover. 
‘Everybody was well-
intentioned. Nobody 
was a bad person.’

ADDRESSING THE CROWD: Jones at the 
microphone during the week-long Barton 
Hall teach-in following the takeover (right). 
Above: Jones (left) talking to President 
James Perkins.
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Jones had generally taken moderate stances 
within Cornell’s Afro American Society (AAS) 
and favored working within the system—to 
the extent that some peers derided him as 
“Uncle Tom Jones.” But once he agreed to 
participate in the occupation, he says, he was 
all in. “I felt I needed to have solidarity with 
this group,” he explains. “We needed to be a 
unified community.” 

And what of the guns? The rifles—which 
had been stockpiled at AAS headquarters on 
Wait Avenue and brought into the Straight for 
self-defense following an incursion by Delta 
Upsilon fraternity brothers—instantly trans-
formed what would have been just another 
Sixties-era building takeover into the fraught 
subject of national headlines. A half-century 
later, how does Jones reflect on the decision to 
bring them in? “I put it in context, which is 
that America was an extremely violent soci-
ety,” he says. “We didn’t create that. This is the 
world we lived in.” In the year preceding the 
takeover, he notes, Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Robert Kennedy were assassinated; there were 
bloody confrontations on the streets of Chicago 
during the Democratic National Convention; 
race riots broke out in American cities. “In 
many black communities across the coun-
try,” he says, “there was this arming that was 
occurring, personified by pictures of the Black 
Power movement with their military arms.” 

As Jones notes in his memoir, when the 
occupation ended—when the students filed 

out of the Straight that Sunday afternoon—
he and his best friend, Homer “Skip” Meade 
’69, purposely left last, forming a “rear guard.” 
In their negotiations with the University, the 
occupiers had agreed to remove the ammuni-
tion—but insisted on carrying their weapons. 
“We understood the symbolism of it,” he says. 
“As this was coming to a head, I was actually 
very hopeful. I thought, Who would imag-
ine that something like this would happen 
at a major white university, an Ivy League 
school—that black students would be doing 
this? These pictures are going to reverberate 
across the country and maybe the world. This 
is a powerful statement. So maybe we’ve done 
something really significant.”

Fifty years later, Jones doesn’t shy away 
from the iconic image of himself leaving the 
Straight—right hand clutching his rifle, left 
fist raised in triumph. To the contrary: it’s on 
the cover of his memoir. In his home office, 
a framed blow-up—which graced a wall until 
the house was rebuilt and Addie redecorated—
is close at hand, tucked under his desk. And 
in the quintessential homage of the digital 
age, that vintage photo is on Jones’s iPhone 
home screen. He got the idea from his younger 
daughter, who’d put it on her own cell phone. 
“She had never said anything about it, and 
it surprised me,” he recalls. “Then I said to 
myself, That’s not a bad idea. It’s a constant 
reminder of where you were, and where you’ve 
come from.” n PH
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HONORING PROGRESS: Jones speaking on 
campus at the Perkins Prize award ceremony 
in 2013.
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