
Summer 2015  BOSTONIA  3

LETTERS      READERS WRITE BACK

DEBATING SILBER’S LEGACY
The opinion expressed 
in this article (“Silberado,” 
Winter–Spring 2015) that 
John Silber “turned around 
a moribund streetcar 
school” lacks historical 
perspective. When Silber 
arrived in 1971, BU was not 
a “streetcar school” in the 
traditional meaning of that 
term. Thousands of out-of-
state students attended 
BU and lived both on and 
off campus. Also, BU was 
not “moribund.” It was 
a large, vibrant, well-
regarded university with 
good students, a good facul-
ty, and good resources.

Joel Krakow (CAS’73)
Newton, Mass.

I strongly suspect you 
will not be interested in 
hearing a dissenting voice 
to Tom Wolfe’s lionizing 
of John Silber. And I am 
certainly deficient in the 
star power department 
in comparison to Wolfe 
(Hon.’00). But here is mine.

I was a sophomore at 
BU when Silber became 
president. The immediate 
effect of his pres idency on 
me was the abolition of the 
excellent Honors Program 
that had initially brought me 
to BU and the reduction of 
the full-time course load of 
five three-hour classes per 
semester to four four-hour 
classes with no cost/benefit 
gain for tuition paid. 

Additionally, in a time 
when the sentiment among 
many Americans that there 
was something horribly 
wrong with the Vietnam War 
was growing, Silber treated 
those of us who expressed 
our discontent with the war 
as pariahs. 

I understand Boston 
University is con sidered to 
be a more credible academic 
institution today than 
it was at the time Silber 
took the helm; this is an 
accomplishment for others 
to celebrate. The legacy of 
Silber’s reign for me was the 
destruction of the academic 
environment I chose when 
I decided to enroll in BU 
and resentment of the 
dictatorship I per ceived to 
serve interests other than 
mine and those of my fellow 
BU students. 

Eric Rosenbaum (CAS’72)
Yonkers, N.Y.

Visionaries are seldom 
appreciated in their own 
time. John Silber demanded 
that Boston University 
strive for excellence. If that 
angered his opponents, 
he did not seem to care. 
While this article seems to 
damn his accomplishments 
with faint praise, Silber’s 
contributions to education 
and to BU’s legacy will never 
be forgot ten. I am honored 
that he served as president 
of my alma mater. With 
that said, President Brown’s 
tenure has been quite 
impressive in its own right, 
and I hope that he is duly 
recognized for raising BU’s 

stature even more following 
Silber’s departure.

Steven Masse (CAS’93)
Randolph, Mass.

John Silber gave the 
Com mencement address in 
1996, the year I graduated. 
I remember it well—I was 
hoping for Oprah Winfrey, 
and instead I got cranky 
old Silber. I was not a fan, 
though I will likely purchase 
a copy of Silber’s book. In 
my older age, I can probably 
appreciate his wisdom 
much more than I did as 
an undergraduate.

Adrianne (Scully) 
Spencer (COM’96)

Moraga, Calif.

THE DUGOUT: PART
OF THE BU FABRIC

Thanks for the fun 
article on the Dugout (“The 
Little Dive with a Long 
History,” Winter–Spring 
2015). My great memories 
go back to 1968. After DGE 
midterms, we descended 
on the Dugout at 10 in the 
morning. The only song on 

the jukebox was “Hey Jude.” 
And the beers kept coming. 
A key part of the BU fabric.

Lisa Schmid Halpin 
(DGE’69, Questrom’71)

Buffalo Grove, Ill.

On a cold Novem ber 
1956 evening I was served 
my first legal, but not my 
first ever, draft at what was 
commonly referred to as the 
“D-O.” I think the barkeep’s 
name was Ruby, as he wore 
a large red ring. The beer 
was unbranded and cost 
25 cents.

In my senior year I took 
a night course, which the 
professor introduced by 
saying we could discuss 
anything and meet any-
where. You guessed it, off 
to the “D-O.”

Jack Mulkeen 
(questrom’58)

Buzzards Bay, Mass.

When I was in my doc-
toral program, one incoming 
student was French—she 
was quite anxious to eat 
there during the first few 
weeks of school. I couldn’t 
quite understand it until 
she pronounced the name 
of the bar as “duh goo” or 
literally, taste. She thought 
it was a restaurant serving 
French cuisine. Actually, if it 
had been, it probably would 
have been gone by now. The 
Dugout survives when so 
many other eateries/bars 
have folded over the years.

Nan Bernstein Ratner 
(SED’82)

Bethesda, Md.
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by Tom Wolfe

I pledge you my word, it came popping out of my mouth just like 
that, as if The Force had commandeered my voice box to make an 
announcement. This was the evening of October 16, 2008, nine-

teen days before the presidential election, Barack Obama vs. John Mc-
Cain, a matter of minus-ten interest to me at that moment. I was here in 
Chicago for a Chicago Public Library book program…holding forth, as re-
quested, upon a book about the original Mercury astronauts and their ad-
ventures half a century ago, The Right Stuff . 

No sooner had I left the rostrum than an ace blogcaster for the online 

Brilliant, relentless, abrasive, a fervent intellectual 
known for his searing public candor and private ges-
tures of charity, John Silber was a man who had a lot 
to say. Now, two and a half years after Silber’s death at 
86, a collection of his speeches and writings showcas-
es what Tom Wolfe (Hon.’00) refers to in his foreword 
as his longtime friend’s “IQ-onic intelligence.” Seeking 
the North Star (David R. Godine, 2014) includes 27 en-
tries, all selected by Silber, that span the period from 
his installation as Boston University president in 1971 
to 2012. Silber retired as president emeritus in 2003. 

Silber’s ruminations on subjects from the threat to 
the humanities to multiculturalism to corporate respon-
sibility refl ect his prescience about shifting educational 
priorities and the “diminished identity” resulting from 
what he called, early in his BU tenure, the “age of be-
wilderment.” Citing a remarkable, severely physically 
disabled BU professor who “was little more than pure 
spirit,” Silber, who with a deformed right arm went forth 
in life without an ounce of self-pity, remarked in a Colo-
rado College centennial speech that “The propensity to 
feel crushed or broken by trivial disappointment is to 
be expected from a generation whose priest and nanny 
is a television set.”  

Silber never passed up a chance at provocation, even 
at events as habitually tepid as the University’s annual 
Baccalaureate, which he addressed in 1981. Drawing 
his theme from Psalm 137 (“By the Rivers of Babylon”), 
Silber asserted “the University has so thoroughly ac-

commodated itself to life in Babylon that it has now 
renamed it Jerusalem and does not even know it is cap-
tive.” As the University’s Commencement speaker in 
1995, he once again issued an urgent call for morality 
and what he called “obedience to the unenforceable,” 
citing the toll of “indecently premature and promiscu-
ous exposure to sex” and the role of the entertainment 
industry in sowing insensitivity and hedonism among 
America’s youth. 

Abroad or close to home, Silber pulled no punches. 
At a 1995 conference in Hiroshima, Japan, titled The 
Future of Hope, Silber was the only speaker to dispense 
with polite euphemism and speak bluntly about the Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki bombings, which claimed at least 
200,000 lives, and the Japanese carnage leading up to 
them. It’s hard to imagine anyone other than Silber po-
sitioning himself at a former ground zero and addressing 
a peace conference with the words “If the consequences 
of using the atomic bomb were devastating, the conse-
quences of not using it would have been still worse.”

The collection concludes with Silber’s thoughts on 
what he called “a growing recidivism” eroding our moral 
sense, in what was to be a speech at the Algonquin Club 
and the Boston Consular Corps. (Failing health prevent-
ed Silber from delivering it.) “Today,” he wrote, “we need 
a war on greed more than a war on drugs or poverty. 
We do not need a new ideology; we need a return to 
common sense, responsible politics, and the search for 
truth.” —Susan Seligson

Excerpted from the foreword to Seeking the North Star: 
Selected Speeches (David R. Godine, 2014).

ilberado
In a new book of John Silber’s speeches, Tom Wolfe remembers 

the man who could not assent to what he knows is wrong
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