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Q. Can you tell us where you’re from and your name and how you ended up coming to Ohio 

State? 

A. My name is Mike Williams. I’m from Coshocton, Ohio. It’s about 75 miles east of 

Columbus. I came to Columbus, to Ohio State, in 1961, because I was going to major in 

Engineering. The track I probably would have taken was to follow my cousin who went 

to OU [Ohio University]. But they didn’t have an Engineering School. I don’t know if 

they didn’t have an Engineering School at all, or it wasn’t the standard five-year program 

that Ohio State had and was recognized for. So, I came here to be in the Engineering 

program. And I came in the fall of ’61. 

Q. Did you have siblings or had your parents been to school? 

A. My parents had not been to college. They were both high school graduates, and neither 

had been to college. They were very literate, but they were not educated beyond high 

school.  I have a sister who is a year older than me who went to Ohio State. They used to 

have these technical programs. She became an X-ray technician. So, she came here and 

took her training at Ohio State University Hospital, but it was the affiliation with Ohio 

State that mattered. So, she got certified as an X-ray technician. So, she had come ahead, 

sort of paving the way, so I was comfortable, seeing how she was doing at Ohio State, 

and she was big on Ohio State. 

Q. And what was your first impression when you got here? Or second impression? 

A. Interesting you ask that now. I just came from a discussion in which they were asking for 

a first word they think about when they arrive at Ohio State. One person said, “Fun.” 
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That wasn’t my first impression. My first impression was, “Wow.” It was kind of beyond 

fun. It was bigger. Ohio State at that time was around 30,000 students. My hometown had 

about 10,000 people. So, coming from a different environment made Ohio State a wow to 

me in all kinds of ways. The physical geography of the campus, the size of it. The kinds 

of things that happened. Our high school football team came over to a game at Ohio 

Stadium the year [October 1960] that Jesse Owens’ daughter was the homecoming queen. 

So, I saw that and was taking that in. The place was huge. I knew it was huge but to see it 

and be in the stadium; everything was big. And so being on campus, the bigness did not 

bother me in the sense of any negative [perception], except that the bigness was probably 

its biggest distraction to me. I was kind of in awe of it. I was in awe of the trees, the 

leaves, the people, the vastness of the campus, all kinds of things. I was in awe of Ohio 

State.  

Q. As a black student in particular, what was your experience like? How did you make your 

way to find other black students? We talked on the phone about the Black Student Union 

and getting together at the meeting. Can you talk about finding community? 

A. Well, there are two different time periods. I was here as a freshman in 1961. I left – I  

flunked out – left and came back in ’66. So, it was a night- and-day experience for me 

because of who or where I was. Ohio State was so much different then, and I was 

different. And when I came in ’61, the process of finding people was not much different. 

The Ohio Union, one of my favorite places, has a lot of memories for me, and it had what 

I call a sense of place that I identified with very much. I’ve been around other college 

campuses to see them and interact with people. They don’t all have what that Union does, 

and the Union that’s here now does not reflect that to me. But there was a kind of 
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dynamic there that I don’t think exists commonly, in the sense that there are these places 

within that building, where certain kinds of things happened. And you met people and 

interacted withnthat building. It was easy to meet people through other people because of 

the natural interaction and the flow through the building. People who lived in the city 

who were on campus, who were going through the Union on the way to catch a bus, all of 

that. So that’s kind of how I connected in general.  

But my first day on campus, there was a student who saw me moving in ,and he 

said, “Hello, welcome to Ohio State.” And I thought, “Who is this clown?” Like he was 

like unofficial ambassador. It was over the top. It was funny. So, I got out of the car. My 

mom and my sisters, I believe both of my sisters were with me. There was a trunk and 

maybe a suitcase or something. I moved in, and this guy I met in the lobby had been on 

the loading dock and he went into the lobby and we shook hands and met, that kind of 

thing. I went to my room and saw the layout and what my roommate situation was. And 

my new buddy and I later went to Derby Hall, that was where we knew the bookstore 

was, the campus bookstore. There were other bookstores around, but the on-campus 

bookstore was in Derby Hall. And we were on our way over there to just get a sweatshirt 

or whatever you get when you think you’re celebrating being at Ohio State. We met 

another guy on our way over, and he was kind of obviously on his own and trying to 

figure out things. He had an unusual walk to him, the same guy who had sort of messed 

with me when I was getting out of the car, messed with him and said, “You don’t know 

nothing about Ohio State. What are you doing here?” So, we all laughed and got together, 

and the three of us became close for that whole time. That was how that relationship 

developed.  
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I met two students who I still have some contact with today. One of them was the 

first upper-class, black female student I met. We would say black girl in those days. 

Yeah, black female student, black girl. The first two black girls we met on campus were 

together, coming across the Oval. My new friends were both pretty mouthy, more than 

me, as I was kind of hanging back. They introduced us and we became, all of us, friends 

and interacted from that time on. The three of us, the three guys and these two ladies 

became friends. They were both sophomores. And that bridge, from the first people I met 

to finding out where things are, going in the Union and seeing people, actually interacting 

with people, being there at a certain time of day, you saw people who you didn’t know, 

but for whom it was not a big step to just go up and say hi. When the students were 

talking with us the other day, I wrote a question that one of the students actually spoke to 

and I was going to ask that question but she spoke to it. I said, “Is it a speaking campus 

now?” Because it was a speaking campus when I started. If you were black and you saw 

another black person, you spoke. I don’t mean anything more than just nodded or said hi. 

You definitely made eye contact. There are places in the country and in the city and on 

the campus, I’m sure, where there is not that identity that gives you permission or 

suggestion of making eye contact with somebody. And for me, as a small-town guy, it 

was more natural to make eye contact than not. I’ve lived in places like New York City, I 

still speak to people. And people who are with me say, “What are you doing speaking to 

people?” I say, “I just see a friendly face and say how are you doing.” So that was a 

natural part of being a small-town kid, I tell people now. I am a small-town guy, micro 

and macro. I had a micro experience but a macro vision. I knew that I was supposed to be 

part of something world-wide. I had this small-town guy, world-wide vision kind of 
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thing. Vision is probably not the best way to put it. I sensed that, I wouldn’t call it a 

world stage, but the planet was sort of the ground that I was supposed to be dealing with. 

I was supposed to be interacting with people in a global way. And that was part of my 

uneasiness and my angst coming here. The fact that I was in awe of Ohio State meant I 

was in awe of it, pretty much, period. It was what kept me looking out the window in 

study halls at the trees and the birds and all that kind of thing, when I could have been 

spending more time in what I was supposed to be doing productively.  

Q. So, when you came back, how were you different?  

A. A couple of ways I was different. I think just considering that I had sort of come of age in 

the sense that I was no longer a teenager. I think when I came back I was 21 or 22. And I 

was coming back to a place I had been before but I was different and it was different. It 

was similar in a lot of ways but also, I was aware of the differences. There were more 

black students. Seemed to be anyway and I believe they were more present in the places 

where I was. And the culture was a more vibrant, student culture. The Black Greek 

organizations had a greater interaction it seems to me with students than I remember from 

earlier. But that part was different. For me, I was dramatically different because I, having 

flunked out of the Engineering Program, I had no idea what I was going to do 

academically. And the math that had gotten me there wasn’t strong enough to make it 

easy for me. I could still do math, but math wasn’t my strong suit. I didn’t know that. 

From high school, if I had been paying attention, writing was what I was supposed to be 

doing. When you take those preference exams in high school and they say what kind of 

careers, they say writer or journalist, those kinds of things. I dismissed that because I 

didn’t see a paycheck associated with that. I saw that engineers got paid the most. JFK 



6 
 

said we’re going to the moon. Okay, cool. I’ll go and make some of that engineering 

money. So, college was strictly about cashing in on something. That is, the approach to 

college from a curriculum point of view.  

But when I got to college, it was the world of college. College was intoxicating to 

me. I was in awe of it really. Even when I came back in the late ’60s. Not as much and 

not in the same way, but I came back with a different level of intention. I had been 

involved in activist things when I was in California. One of my good friends dated the 

sister-in-law of a guy who was to become a US Congressman, Congressman Ron 

Dellums, from Berkeley. My good friend dated his sister-in-law. And one Thanksgiving 

Day I spent time with the family. It was the most at home I ever was, when I was in 

California. It wasn’t that I missed home, but it just reminded me that that’s the kind of 

Thanksgiving that we would do if I was back home. But when you’re 21 you don’t care 

about stuff like that. Except that when you experience it and it’s positive, you say, “I like 

these people. I like what they do.” The family was great. So, I’m coming back [to my 

story]. He got us in a demonstration. My buddy and I saw him one Saturday, and he was 

on his way to this event that was called, “A March in For a Summer of Progress,” or 

something like that. It was about education and holding the schools accountable and more 

opportunities for black kids, probably called Negro kids at that time, in Oakland and 

Berkeley. And we joined the motorcade. We were riding along with him. He was in his 

little sports car and we rode with him and followed this motorcade to downtown Oakland 

and heard a speaker talk about the issues of the day. It was a first for me in that sense, 

that I was joining a part of something that was an event. At the end of the ride, we got out 

of our cars and we went over to a rally. So, in that way it was participatory in more of a 
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greater way. It was very natural. So, when I came back to Ohio State I was probably a lot 

more politically conscious. I lived in San Francisco in Haight-Ashbury. I lived a block 

from the corner of Haight and Ashbury. And it was the summer before the summer of 

love or right around there. Summer of ’65 was my last year there. But when I came back 

to Ohio Iand realized they’re talking about my area. That’s my street. So, a lot of things 

were happening in the country. Post-civil rights. Civil rights in a transition. Because it 

was past that time period when the sit-ins were going on. But there was still activity 

going on. SNCC [Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee] and those organizations 

were starting to come into being and would be more active. So, when I came to Ohio 

State, back again, I was more politically sensitive or sensitized and interested. That’s who 

I was in late ’65, early ’66.  

Q. Can you talk about 1968 and kind of the context socially of the country but then 

specifically what happened on April 25th that led into the [students’] takeover [of the 

Administration Building] and kind of what happened from there? 

A. Yeah, I talked about this in a program earlier. My experience or my recollection about the 

April 26th really goes back to the summer/fall of ’67, because there was a student 

organization that [OSU student] John [Sydney Evans] and I and some other people from 

Ohio State and some people from other campuses were part of. We started an 

organization. It was kind of a student advocacy organization but not on a specific 

campus. Some of us were from OSU. Some from Tennessee State, Spellman. Mostly 

from Columbus or located at Ohio State who were there in the summer. So, they would 

have been going back to college that fall mostly, and we were in Columbus and we would 

be back at Ohio State in the fall. So, when we got together with other students in the fall 
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on campus at OSU specifically, we kind of felt it’s time to start launching this effort that 

we were starting to put into place in our own heads and in our conversations into 

something that’s activist-oriented. And there was a dance, I’ve said this two or three 

times, the Deltas [Delta Sigma Theta] had the “icebreaker.” Big deal. First dance of the 

season, fall. And we had talked to people that we knew in the organizations, saying, 

“When you guys get a good moment we’d like to pause the music and tell people what 

we’ve been up to and what we’re going to be trying to do here on campus in terms of our 

awareness.” And black awareness was a new word. Black was a fairly new word even at 

that time in ’67 – ’66 I believe was the year that Stokely [Carmichael] introduced Black 

Power. And everybody was reacting to it. Black Power, oh my God. Negro strength. Say 

something other than that. Oh, black, why do you say black? Black was an insult. Yeah, 

we flipped it. We took that word that was always used to denigrate us and flipped it and 

made it into a positive. So, black is what we identify as and we’re not apologizing for it. 

We’re not going to be invisible anymore. We’re going to be right out there with it. So 

that fall, the first Friday of that fall, at the dance, I’m standing on one of those vinyl 

chairs in the room behind the tavern, trying to be stabilized so I don’t tip over on this 

chair, just telling people what we’ve been up to, what we’re going to do, and we’re going 

to be out on the Oval. Whatever day was coming up in the next several days, probably 

Tuesday or Wednesday. I don’t think it was Monday. So, we want people to join us at 

12:00 noon. I’m almost sure it was 12:00 noon, because that would have meant 

something to us psychologically. High noon kind of thing. At 12:00 noon we’re going to 

be meeting on the campus, join us. It’s not something we have a name for except to say 

we’re going to “be in.” So, we started using the term, it’s just a be-in. It’s not a 
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demonstration per se. We’re not going to be carrying signs. We’re not doing what people 

might expect. Just join us if you feel that you’re with us. Just come out and support what 

we’re doing. And there were about 12 or 15 of us. And we were reminded of that, that 

place and that moment, when we went to the campus and the Oval on the morning of the 

26th of 2018. So, we recalled that it was the beginning of our starting to organize, and The 

Lantern captured it, a photo, that said something like, “Negro students gather on the 

Oval.” It wasn’t a news article but it was a photo, a photo with a caption.  

That began the process of outreach to other students, to let them know what we 

were trying to do. What are you guys doing? Why are you out here? The interaction that 

day led to more interaction. And people began to inquire. Black students, white students [ 

were asking,] what are they doing? What’s going on? So, the meetings of students, black 

students on campus, the gathering and recruiting and making the case and listening to 

people about what their concerns were, what their experiences were that might have been 

different from ours. All of that began to be a part of the process. We were meeting almost 

daily. There might be more than one meeting going on. There might be a meeting in the 

dorm or classroom. At that time, there were things they called teach-ins, which was a 

kind of demonstration format, where they would gather around and they would have a 

professor or somebody of perceived authority or genuine authority, do a lecture of some 

kind on a subject that was related to what was going on. At that time, it could have been 

Vietnam. It could have been Black Power. It could have been any of those things. So, 

teach-ins were happening. And that was one of those things that was going on. But there 

were also just dorm meetings where they would have, like, a Wednesday night meeting at 

such and such hall, there’s a campus meeting and they’re going to be talking about the 
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issue of civil rights – that would have been the topic for the meeting. And that would be a 

common heading or theme of what we were specifically talking about – talking to black  

students and talking to the University about our rights and making sure they understood 

how things needed to be.  

Now, that’s the beginning of the fall. So that goes on and we start meeting in the 

Union every Thursday. That’s part of that signature that we talked about with the place 

that fits the need for gathering. And that room in the Union, I don’t know if there was 

even a name for it, there probably was because all of them had names, but it was a place 

on campus where students from all over the place came into that room at 6 or 6:30. I 

think somebody today said it was Wednesday. I thought it was Thursday. Whatever day 

of the week that was, at that same time. It usually was about an hour to an hour and a 

half. And we would be talking about issues that are happening, things that are happening 

on campus. Observations that people had made. It was going through my mind [today], 

what would keep us there for that length of time? I remembered that a lot of what 

happened to make the meeting was the reaction to what we were doing. Black people 

who were in favor of what we were doing, and those people who were resistant to it and 

the questions the concerns that the students had. [At a meeting someone might bring up 

that] There’s such-and-such event coming up. We need to make sure, as we get close to 

finals or midterms, that we’ve got some people in here who are good at accounting or 

whatever it is. If you are in accounting, so and so, Bill, Bob, Sue, raise your hand. And 

they would point out people who might be able to help them with things that were 

coming up.  
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One of the things that we were trying to deal with and ended up dealing with a lot 

was, the fact that fraternities had their vehicles for helping members of their fraternity. 

But they were not as resourceful as they would have been if they had combined, and they 

didn’t help each other. So, we started trying to move to get more collaboration, more 

contact, cross-contact or communication between fraternity leadership and sorority 

leadership amongst the six at the time, to create a framework for a more unified campus. 

That led to, I remember one of the biggest splashes that occurred, was the Black History 

Week of that year. It was probably the biggest thing we had done that was kind of an 

institutional positive, in the sense that we sort of showcased black history with the things 

that we would later see on calendars, like photos of Benjamin Banneker and other historic 

figures, displayed on the walls. We had art from students who had chalk and oil and other 

kinds of work that they brought in to be displayed. This was all on the High Street side of 

the Union as you came in and went up the steps. There was this exhibition going on and 

tables where we were interacting with people around the issues of what was then called 

Negro History Week. That led to the continuation of consciousness and discussion.  

Then, the issues around the women’s treatment by the police department on the 

bus [on April 25, 1968]. I remember going to the police station after the reports that 

students were handled improperly, inappropriately, female students, girls, our women are 

being messed with. So, we went from a meeting at the Union to the police station – big 

numbers [of people]. I saw an article that said it was, like, 50-something, easily could 

have been that. Small room, a lot of us in there. And we just kind of said, “This is not 

going to happen. This is not going to work this way.” But probably a louder tone than 

that. A lot of anger. And the next day, with the meeting already scheduled in the 
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Administration Building, that took place, there are details to it that I don’t remember. 

First of all, I don’t know, because I wasn’t there in the beginning. But other things I don’t 

remember as well because a lot of time has gone by. But the meeting, I was not there at 

the beginning. I worked nights. I was graveyard shift at the bank downtown. And I left 

my job, went to my apartment. My roommate, who later was indicted, Dave Phears, and I 

were talking about, is this going to happen right away in the morning. I liked to be either 

going into the meeting and then coming back and go to sleep. I needed to go to sleep. So, 

he said, “Why don’t you go ahead and go to sleep and if anything develops, we’ll have 

somebody come and get you. We’ll send for you,” is the term he used. I said, “That’s 

good.” Because 11-7 was a hard shift for me. It wasn’t one of those jobs where you could 

get a nap. So, I slept on the couch, not even in the bed because I didn’t want to sleep that 

long. I slept a couple of hours and went to the Union. And I didn’t see anybody I knew at 

the Union. In the cafeteria where everybody was always in that cafeteria. And I see a 

student that I know and she says, “Are you going back over to the building?” I said, 

“What do you mean back over to the building? I just came in.” She said, “Well, we’ve 

got the building.” I said, “What?” She said, “Yeah, we’re all in the Administration 

Building. We have the building. We’re all over the place.” I said, “Wow.” So, she walks 

with me back over to the Administration Building from the Union and shows me where 

the entrance is. This open window on the back of the Administration Building. I didn’t 

remember what it was that I went through, what the window led to, until I went into the 

Administration Building yesterday. It was the ladies’ room. We came through the ladies’ 

room window. She showed me how to get in. She didn’t go back in, but she showed me 

how to go through. [She said,] “Just go on through there and you’ll see all the students.” 
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So, I did, and she left. I went through and by that time there were white students 

on the first floor and a few black students who did not go upstairs. A couple of grad 

students bragged about the fact that they didn’t go upstairs. I didn’t quite get that. They 

were saying they were too smart, sort of. I think they were probably less committed. But 

they were on the first floor – a large number, probably scores of white students. So, I go 

up the steps and I’m thinking – I get in this building and I’m thinking – “Whoa, my 

people.”  I go upstairs and one of the students who later was indicted who I think about a 

lot when I think about the takeover, the first person that greeted me who was a core 

member of the group, was named Sharod Irvin. And Sharod greeted me at the top of the 

steps with a big hug, and wow, it was a wild moment for me. It was like wow, what’s 

happened? This is beautiful. I didn’t even know the details of what was going on. I just 

knew that there was a presence in there, for lack of a better word, Black Student Union 

owned the second floor. And I was just appreciative of the effort and the people taking a 

stand and who had gotten to that point. And as I got there, one of the first things that I 

saw, that I was talking to people about. Just talking to people who were there. This is out 

in the front area, not in the back where the meeting was. And they had a list, a note pad 

with peoples’ names on it. And they said, “Here, Mike, you want to sign, to get excused 

absences.” I said, “Please, they’re asking about excusing me from a damn class.” wasn’t 

18 years old. So, I’m sure, I’ve talked to people who said they didn’t understand why 

somebody would sign the list, sign the sheet. I could see it. If I was 18 and I was 

concerned about whether or not that might affect my grade or if I missed an assignment 

or something like that and I couldn’t make it up, I could see that happening. But I was 

nowhere near that. I was a Philosophy major at that time and I’m thinking that if I’m on 
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my 700 courses and saying you should have been here, I would say, “Get out of my 

face.”  

Then I went into a meeting, the meeting where a great number of students were 

meeting. And I just came in and I was welcomed in. It was happening. I was seeing it 

happening. And I was just kind of in awe of the fact that it was happening. I know very 

few details because I was late in. But I know what I felt like and I know what it looked 

like. And it felt triumphant, just getting up to the top of the steps and seeing it. It felt 

triumphant then. And as we were going through discussions and back and forth, there was 

this serious tone that it had taken on. We had these demands for months, and we had 

issued them and talked about them and gotten to that point where we knew what they 

were and what we were talking about and were very insistent upon measuring these 

things that we knew were out of balance and making sure that the University was on 

notice that we knew these things were out of balance, and they needed to do something 

about it. So those things seemed to be being taken seriously. That was just good to see. It 

was another level of serious. And I liked that. I don’t know how much longer we were 

there before we got the agreement approved, and then left. But I just remember the first 

triumphant thing for me was getting to the top of the steps and seeing. Pretty good 

coming through the building through the back window. That was pretty good, seeing that 

there were students on the first floor. And then to the top of the steps and seeing Sharod 

and all these other people. It was like, wow.  

And then as we left the building, the process concluded itself and we left the 

building. It was like a thunder bolt. I told somebody that I thought I remembered an 

actual thunder bolt. But I have not been able to verify it. I probably shouldn’t be saying it 
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now because it makes me sound like I’m a crazy guy. I guess it can’t be verified. I was 

telling myself, I need to check and see what was the weather report on that day. What 

was the weather on April 26? Was there rain? Was there a thunderstorm? And it wasn’t 

like it was raining when we came out. That’s not what I remember. It could have been, 

but what I remember specifically is the thunder. I haven’t mentioned it to anybody else, 

to see if they also remembered it. It was triumphant. It was like a fist up in the air. 

Somebody was saying earlier today that there was an amnesty provision in the agreement. 

I didn’t remember that specifically. But I know that coming out of the building we 

thought there was no action that took place against it. So, we thought that’s good, we’re 

looking good. And so, we go on to sort of, I don’t know that we celebrated, per se, as 

much as were kind of like relieved and feeling good about it and going to the Union, 

which was our collective home anyway. Just celebrating the day in a small way. There 

was no party type thing. But there was a sense of accomplishment and hugs all around. 

That kind of thing. Hugging probably wasn’t in in those days. Probably a lot of 

handshakes. Kisses on the cheek. But that was my recollection of it on the 26th and the 

days leading up.  

Then, the announcement that the prosecutor was looking at bringing in a grand 

jury to consider charges, including potential felony charges. So, we didn’t know what to 

make of that. But we were all concerned, just because it was kind of a fluid time period 

and we didn’t have a sense of when we would know or what was going to happen. But 

nobody, I think, thought that it was going to be something more than trespassing. So, I 

think they were thinking misdemeanors. This is another one of those things I’m going to 

check. There were students demonstrating against the war in the library that same week 
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or around that same time. And they had been arrested for, what do you call it, being 

someplace you’re not supposed to be, trespassing. They were arrested on those charges. 

So, when we come back to this, we’re thinking, “Well, they didn’t arrest us for 

trespassing, so I guess we’re good.” That was my thinking. And it was weeks before the 

indictments were announced. And because, if you can imagine that these are 34 people 

who don’t live in the same area or who you can identify geographically in some kind of 

way. It wasn’t like one dorm or someplace where you’re going in to get 34 people or 

something. Some people are being arrested, literally. Some people are getting notified by 

informal channels that there is a warrant for them and that kind of thing. I remember 

feeling that and I remember looking at the list and seeing who was on the list and who 

wasn’t. I wasn’t; other friends of mine were not on the list. I kind of figured if they were 

going to do anything serious, John would be in it because John was so identifiable. One 

of the things I’ve thought about since then is, if I had been there earlier I’m sure I would 

have been indicted. But I never felt bad about it because I knew that the discussion that I 

had had, that I’ve got to sleep. I’ve got to get me a couple of hours anyway. I’m a zombie 

here. So that part, I think, would have been different had I been there earlier.  

So you had this happening to the 34 who were indicted, but all the people who 

were not indicted were kind of head scratching and trying to figure out, how do we help? 

And my job then became, as probably the best-known person in the BSU who was not 

indicted and probably one of the best on the issue anyway, was to try to advocate for 

those who were indicted. So, one of the things that I did, the primary thing, was to get 

jobs for students. Because there were students who were from out of town, and during the 

summers they would have normally gone home. But because the legal stuff was going on 
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we didn’t want them to be gone and have to worry about getting back to check on legal 

issues. So, I worked on a program with CMACAO (Columbus Metropolitan Area 

Community Action Organization), the anti-poverty agency in town, to try to get students 

placed. And the Executive Director had embraced us as a group of students that he 

appreciated and he identified with. Nobody wanted to see us take over the building or 

anything like that, but he was sympathetic and he wanted to be proactive. He wanted to 

be helpful. And there were other people like that. But he specifically had programs and 

funding for programs where students could fit, like community outreach programs and 

service centers and things like that. So, we had several people who worked in service 

centers. I worked with thes Director to get a program funded that would have been much 

easier for those students. But it got shut down. We had a sponsor and we had identified a 

dollar level. It was either $1,500 per student for the summer times 10, or 15 times $1,000. 

I can’t remember which. I think it was $1,500 per student for 10 students. It seems like 

the figure of $15,000 was an identified figure, plus administrative costs and financials. 

But we took it to the “leadership group” in Columbus, people that they wanted to get a 

sign-off for. And they turned it down. They said no. And we said, “Okay, why would 

they turn down this opportunity?” And they kind of did the flip on us. They kind of said, 

“We take care of our own.” And I’m thinking, “Okay, what kind of ‘take care of your 

own’ do you have in mind?” Because it looks like these people are going to be stuck if 

this money doesn’t come in. So anyway, that’s where that went. That’s what I was doing, 

speaking to organizations that were interested in what happened. Because I didn’t have 

the indictment I could speak about the people who were and speak about their character 
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and their intention and all of that, because I knew them. I knew leadership. I knew the 

five or six core people very well and I knew a lot of the other people well too.  

Q. Ultimately, what was the outcome of the indictments? 

A. You know, the legal, I’ve heard this from other people. There were people who 

apparently were charged. Everybody was charged. But in the hearing process, I believe 

that people had a chance to plead to a lesser charge. And I believe that’s what happened 

with some. But everybody who I know refused to. I talked with somebody about this 

yesterday. Everybody, I believe, who refused to plead guilty to anything because they 

didn’t do anything wrong, ends up with no record. I don’t remember if there might have 

been a few people who were identified that they knew they were going to target for some 

charges, and it was a question of what charges. So, I don’t even know who was charged 

with what. But I remember those discussions because all the lawyers who got involved in 

this, and I know there were some really helpful and supportive people in all this process. 

Some of it was moral support. Some of it was raising money. Not big money but money 

to help out with legal fees, that kind of thing, and in some cases it was providing legal 

support. Because the lawyers came from various sources, and all of that was key to 

keeping us comfortable enough to know how to go. You could go a little bit wacko trying 

to figure out how you were going to handle a potential sentence of 305 years, and you 

don’t have your own lawyer. So, I remember discussions with lawyers and being in 

meetings where that kind of thing was being talked about. But I don’t know what actual 

charges were brought after those original charges were given to everybody, or the 

indictments were for all those charges for everybody.  
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Q. So, to come back to the University, there were people who traveled far to get here, but for 

yourself coming back to the campus now and President Drake and Hale Hall and the 

students that you’ve met, what does it feel like now? When you think about then and 

now? 

A. I don’t think I have this dramatic shift as other people do because I lived in Columbus a 

long time. But it’s also because there’s some perspective that I bring to this that’s a little 

bit different. I have a daughter who graduated from here in ’92. So, I had interactions. 

I’ve seen physical things. Meaning the physical geographic growth of the campus. I had a 

granddaughter who did a summer program in the sciences on the west campus. And I’ve 

gone to events. I’ve got grandkids who run track. So, I’ve been to Jesse Owens Stadium. 

But those were all kind of, “Isn’t that nice.” they were in isn’t that nice kind of 

stuff. I’ve never felt, I’ve never seen, I’ve been to Ohio State, the things I’ve been to are 

mostly marginal, but the things that I’ve been to that were on campus must have been in 

time periods when it was not peek presence for students, because I haven’t seen the 

volume of people on the Oval before. But I did come here once for a blood drive and I 

remember going into the library, very different kind of library, going up onto the Oval 

and just looking around. I think the William Oxley Thompson statue is still there. I think 

I remember going out and just kind of looking around and saying, “Okay, it’s still here.” 

But my sense was, where are the black people? That was not this time, that was just when 

I came up here for the blood drive.  

Once, I went to the Administration Building because there were a group of black 

students protesting in something like 1998, which was like 30 years after [our] 

Administration Building event. It was that spring. I came across a guy from the 
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Columbus community who I knew, who was an activist. He was on the school board. I 

was going up to the Oval and he was coming off of the Oval. We met and we shook 

hands and talked about he was going to see the kids. I said I needed to go check them out 

and see if they needed anything, and tell them this was 30 years since we were up here, 

and let them know that they are not alone. I wanted to let them know that this has 

happened before and we appreciate that they’re doing that. And he said, “Yes, you go talk 

to them Mike, because they’re on the right path but they need some reassurance from 

people who have been there before.” I said, “Yeah, that’s what it felt like to me.” When I 

saw the students I just spent a few minutes talking with them. I gave them some money 

so they could buy drinks and ice and things like that. I gave them $40 or $50, something 

like that and said, “I appreciate what you’re doing. Wish we would have left it less 

undone, so you don’t have to come back here. But I appreciate the fact that you guys 

picked up the torch. I’ll let people know what I know, let them know that you guys are 

doing this. ” So that was probably 1998. So, when I came back here this time, I’m seeing 

Ohio State differently in the sense that I see these programs that I really like and I see 

people, the Hale Center, which used to be in the building that we used to call Bradford 

Commons. It had been changed into the Hale Center. This new building was a surprise 

for me because when my daughter was here, it was in the old Bradford Commons, which 

wasn’t built for that purpose. It didn’t serve that purpose very well. This is a great 

facility. The programs that are going on, not just in and through there, but the programs 

that are going on to support students that I saw, made me feel really good about 

somebody’s vision and what kids need. I still feel the fear of the phenomenon of student 

loneliness that I felt, not just for black kids, but for kids on a very large campus. The 
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potential for being alone and feeling alone. So, I’ve been talking to people about where is 

it that people go as a touchstone? Where do you check in? And where are the places that 

reinforce the value of your being here just to say hi, I’m fine, how are you doing, which 

would have been some sort of version of the old Union but is not present in the new 

Union. That’s not a knock on the new Union because it has physical characteristics that I 

can see people would want. But there are dimensions to it which seem to be limited to 

me, in an era when the campus is large, elite, hard to get into, academic pressures always 

go with that, and I’m thinking, “Where’s your fallback? Where do you go to get a sense 

of home?” That kind of thing was very much in the forefront of my mind, not way back 

somewhere. It’s like I see  what I remember from first being at Ohio State. Somebody is 

jumping off the stadium, committing suicide. A lot of people in San Francisco used to 

jump off the bridge, the Bay Bridge. Crass people will say and I was one of them in some 

ways, “Whoops, number 47 off the Bay.” At Ohio State it was smaller numbers and it 

was closer to you because it was somebody closer to your age. But people committed 

suicide off Ohio Stadium. And I remember some kind of suicide happened that drew me 

back into that in recent years. I don’t know what the situation was specifically, but I 

remember a place where it would have been an iconic place to do it. And I’m thinking, 

what’s the iconic place for refuge? Refuge began to be the thing that I’m thinking about. 

It’s not just what’s happening and how’s it going. Here’s how you see what’s going on 

this weekend. But where do you come to in this new place, with all of these people, 

what’s your tribe look like, what’s your circle, do you interact with them, is there a place 

where you interact with people in your circle, do you have a circle, are the circles open to 
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you that you just aren’t engaging with and why is that? But the whole engagement was 

very much a part of what I’m thinking. And that’s juxtaposed with this beautiful stuff.  

One of the students said yesterday that the Office of Diversity and Inclusion is a 

warm and inviting and welcoming place. And I could see that. I saw how they were. But 

they said that in the departments where they have a kind of representation but not that 

feel, I could see that. I could feel that in my stomach when she was talking about it. 

Because I know what it’s like to go into a place where there is no [sense of belonging], 

and people keep saying things like, “people don’t look like me.” But that’s a very 

trivialized version of it. It’s the people, not that they don’t look like you; it’s people who 

don’t regard you as one of them, or as eligible to be one of them. You’re “other.” And 

that is not just the same as somebody with a different color of skin. There is a 

predisposition that disfavors you. And the fact that you’re going into a place that doesn’t 

want to see you succeed, wishes you weren’t here, not necessarily working actively 

against you, but the fact that there’s no kind of openness to it. It’s closed. I use the term 

constrained. I’m thinking like, yeah, and my fear is that, I wonder if that’s seen at the 

depth that it needs to be seen. 

Q. Your daughter, what was her experience? Did she find her tribe here?  

A. She did. She was part of the music theatre scene. I wouldn’t call it tribe because I wasn’t 

thinking about it in that respect. My daughter found her tribe among people who were 

doing things like, she had friends, she was not in a Greek organization but she had friends 

that were. Her first dorm experience was in one of the towers. I can’t remember if it was 

Lincoln or Morrill. But there were lots of black kids on the campus and there were white 

kids who were roommates who she was comfortable with. So, in those suites of 16 kids 
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or something like that, a bunch of them in that suite, that was an easy life for her. That 

was an easy transition for her. And she liked it. And through that interaction – and it 

probably was Drake Union at that point – and the activities, I think the activities she got 

into and the fact that she had been involved in theatre in high school and music programs 

and that kind of thing, she gravitated to anything like that that showed up. So, she found 

her niche in that way. I think she would probably would have liked to have been part of, 

not necessarily a Greek organization, but some sort of organization like a society, if there 

had been a threate group that she felt comfortable with or some group like that, where she 

felt welcome. She would have probably liked that even more.  

She certainly would have been part of the Black Student Association, which 

would have introduced her to a network of people. The fact that that exists, even though 

we talked about this today, I talked about this a lot, Black Student Association was 

nothing like the Black Student Union. It’s actually like a club. Ours was the exact 

opposite. It was like, if you’re here and you’re black, you’re in. And you didn’t have to 

say you were in. And you couldn’t say you were not in. We claimed you. We got you. So 

that can be intimidating to you or it can be welcoming to you. But you’re a member. “I’m 

not a member.” “Yes, you are.” So, the good thing is, and I was talking about this 

yesterday with somebody, activists are not like regular people. They’re really not. I mean, 

when you have a burr under your butt and you’re really anxious to get something done, 

you run up against people who are just trying to make their way, cross the t’s, dot the i’s. 

And sometimes you run headlong into them and you say, “Get out the way, we’re trying 

to get going.” And they just say, “Okay, let’s just slow down. Let’s get us on track so we 

can get it done.” The BSA looks to me like an organization that’s a get-it-done 
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organization, creating a framework for students to interact. And that’s needed. And I 

hope that, as they look at leadership – and a lot of students have talked about leadership – 

that they get the sense that, by virtue of accepting the role in leadership, it may mean that 

you’re on a path that’s not the popular one. It’s not the one where you’ve got a bunch of 

people around you. Maybe sometimes you’re on your own, so you’re in a classroom 

where you have to speak up. I remember things like that, that people don’t even talk 

about now. It’s like, there were classrooms where subject matter or a question would 

come up from the room or from the instructor, that set up a certain kind of dynamic in the 

room. I remember taking a class, a history class, and the professor was talking about, it 

was a major emphasis on slavery. It was 19th century American [history,] with an 

emphasis on slavery. He was big on slavery. He had a book that he recommended and we 

read it. He was talking about the phenomenon of white supremacy, and he said, “Can 

anybody give me a term for that would be parallel to Anglo-Saxon destiny?” I said, 

“White Power.” He said, “Yup.” He said it back to me like he was setting it up for me to 

do, just to say what I said. So, it was like, “Yeah, I get that.” And the reason I mention 

this, it’s not the example of what he said or, is that in the classroom there are situations 

that come up where you can kind of do this, “Oh, here we go. We’re talking about 

slavery. Oh Lord.” We used to say, “We’re not going to make the victim the criminal. 

We’re not going to be ashamed of them talking about slavery anymore. Come on now. 

We’re not responsible for slavery. So, there’s no reason for us to be hiding, slinking back, 

like, ‘Oh Lord, woe is me.’” That’s what we went through. That’s what we came through. 

That’s why we’re stronger now. That kind of thing. That’s probably not an answer to 

your question. Oh, my daughter, her tribe. Theatre and that kind of thing.  
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Q. So, is there anything we haven’t discussed that you feel the record should show or that 

people should know? 

A. The biggest thing that I have, that I recall and that I talk to people about, two things that 

go together. One is, fear. It was scary. The things that people did that were very small 

were sometimes very frightening. That you had to step into, you had to make a choice in 

so many little situations where, like I said, shrinking down in your seat versus standing 

up. There were so many stand-up situations that you ran into, that you would start to 

think, I’m going to be a stand-up person, I’m not going to be a scoot-down person. And 

the minute you become a stand-up person you’re never going to be scooting down 

anymore. You might be awkward as hell. But you’re going to be saying louder than most, 

like whistling through the graveyard, like “YESSSS,” overcompensating for that fear. Or 

that trepidation. Or it’s not your style. I find myself being one of those who, in those 

kinds of scenarios, still sometimes over-modulates. That intensity. Are you willing to do 

it? YESSSS! That fear and the standing up was done, faced and addressed by, hundreds 

and hundreds of people. We all talk about either one person or a small group. The reason 

34 stands out is because they were indicted. There were hundreds of people facing what 

we were facing, and in many cases responding in the same ways, but on their own in 

ways that you don’t even like to think about. They don’t always even want to remember 

facing things and stepping up in the face of those things. There is so much hero worship 

with statues and that kind of thing, that you kind of forget that most of the people who 

laid the framework for movement and change, were small people, small in the sense that 

we don’t know their names. We don’t even know all they did. But you identify people as 

you go through your life and you say, “Boy, I can just imagine what she was doing back 
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then.” Because it’s their heart. There were people who would not allow you to abuse 

them or anybody else from other backgrounds. You can’t bully white people around me, 

let alone black people. Because I’m one of those who get hurt trying to break up a fight. 

And there are others who are first to jump into a fight. No, no, I’ve been hurt trying to 

break up fights in various places. Even 70 years old, my son-in-law called me and said, “I 

heard you were in the mall trying to break up a fight.” I said, “It’s not a choice.” I didn’t 

say, “Oh, there’s a fight going on. I think I’ll go step in.” No, it was unfolding in front of 

me and I ran from where I was to where they were, because I could see it happening. I 

became one of those who are not going to shrink down and who is going to stand up and 

speak up and all of that. It shows up in a lot of ways. And other people are like that who 

don’t necessarily get their name recognized and headlines and that kind of thing.  

Q. Thank you very much for your time. 

A. You’re welcome.  

Q. There seems to be less talk than I would have thought about the seeming problems of 

what you called being let off the hook. Like you’re not going to be punished for taking 

over. That seemed to be a problem. I’m surprised how little shock there was about that. 

Maybe it’s because of the time and atmosphere. 

A. I do think it’s the time [period] because when I said we came out and we were 

triumphant. I mean, we weren’t saying, “We got it, so everything is going to be hunky 

dory.” But we did come out thinking that was it. That there weren’t going to be any 

charges. And so, when this came down, I just thought about this earlier today, there was a 

guy who was indicted. We found out, who was indicted, in front of the Tavern. I did and 

others, in front of the Tavern, somebody had a Columbus Dispatch. And they went down 
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the names, which were in alphabetical order. And Ward Strickland, I can’t remember 

what he was wearing, and I don’t remember exactly how but he ran through the door, the 

plate glass door, opened his forearm and smashed the glass right outside the Tavern. And 

there were people who were tearful. People were hanging their heads and there was a 

major reaction emotionally on that day. But as you say, they’re talking about it now 

without the edge of the emotion at the time. So that’s what happens, you almost must [act 

like] Oprah and say, “What did that feel like?”  

Q. And then after that, all that trouble. The indictments. 

A. There was an intensity of that time created by the charges. Because nothing else changed. 

You don’t drop out of concerns for making rent. You’ve still got to pay rent. You’ve still 

got to figure out what happens with this class and can you still get to graduation on time? 

Or are you still going to be in school? And all those kinds of things. Those things are still 

there. And then you’ve also got somebody calling you from home saying, “What is this 

about you being indicted?” They would say, “You’re going to jail? I sent you away to 

college and you’re going to jail?” There were those reactions. One of the students that I 

talked to, when I called, I got his number when I was looking for people that I knew that 

we had not found yet. I called him and he was all choked up. He said he was appreciative. 

He was glad to know what was happening, and he called me back a couple of hours later 

and he was in tears. He said, “You have no idea what this means to me.” And I wish I had 

thought about that today at this luncheon for the kids. That his family was so tough on 

him, that it still hurts him – not to think about the indictments but about the fact that they 

dogged him about it. And when I say family, I don’t just mean parents. I mean whoever 

knew him in the family. “You’re supposed to be up there going to college and you’re out 
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taking over buildings and all that. What is wrong with you? What is on your mind?” And 

that was not an uncommon reaction from parents and family. 

Q. There was a lot of pressure from different directions, pushing different ways. 

A. Absolutely. He told me that that day and I did one of those long exhales after I got off the 

phone with him and said wow, I’m glad I found him but I didn’t know that’s what, after 

all these years, that it would be that close to the surface. And I think it was not so much it 

was close to the surface, it’s that he was now expecting some positive recognition. And 

he had family who were wanting to come and be part of the celebration now. I’m 

thinking to myself, “I guess so.” You can take it both ways. They dog you when you’re 

feeling bad and they want to celebrate with you when you’re feeling good. It’s like they 

get it however they want it.  

Q. The party is better than the indictment, I guess.  

A. Yeah, yeah.  

  

 


