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John Bowman, February 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Don Richardson, Interviewer.

Q. This is an interview with John Bowman concerning his stay at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison as advisor to the SDS [Students for
a Democratic Society] Chapter there.

A. Take one. (laughs)

Q. Take one. The Bowman interview. I suppose the first thing we ought
to ask is what's your name?

A. My name is John D. Bowman. I live at 318 Toronto Road and T just
turned thirty-eight years old, and I hate it. (laughs)

Q. You're a professor at Sangamon State [University]?
A. Yes, I teach economics.

Q. Okay. Now we're going to talk about that little stint that you
did at Wisconsin as an advisor to the SDS Chapter. How long were you
the advisor there?

A. Well, I arrived at Wisconsin in September, 1965, and about two weeks
after I was there T became the SDS advisor and I was their advisor until
they voluntarily disbanded in spring 1970, so that was about a five

year period. '

Q. Why did you do it?

A. TI've never known for sure why I was asked but the then student of
SDS, Marty Tandler, came to my office sometime towards the end of
September of 1965, and asked me if T would be the advisor to SDS. Their
previous advisor had been Jack Barbasch, also a professor of economics
and in retrospect he quit at the right time. He told me once he saw the
trouble coming and got out. I didn't--at that time I'd never heard of
SDS so my first reaction was what was involved in tevms of work and in
terms of the university rules at that time? There wasn't much involved
and so I said yes.

Q. How big was the group when you took over the job?

A. 1I'll give you a number in a moment, but let me explain why I'm
going to have trouble at all times telling you what the actual membership
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was. So let me tell you how they operated first. The rules they used
at a meeting, this sort of includes membership rules that anyone who
showed up at a meeting had a right to talk and to vote. And I never
saw their membership list.

Now the first year or two that I was advisor they supposedly had at
least a list of officers. I never saw those lists and frankly I never
really knew what the actual membership was and the real problem was—-in
the real sense I might even back-track and say I'm not sure they were
an organization in the strict meaning of that term. In the early days
I was there the first year perhaps somewhere from eight to twelve
students would show up to a meeting. Near the end of their reign and
what led to their downfall they called a mass meeting and some twelve
hundred people showed up. But I really can't say what their actual
membership ever was.

And T'd like to stress again that it wasn't clear to me that it ever
really was a membership organization. There were members who did pay
some dues, there were officers part of the time, probably all of the
time, although at one point the officers went underground, so that one
didn't know who the officers were.

But to quickly go through it again then, the first year 1 attended maybe
three or four meetings and the attendance seemed to vary from eight to
twelve students at a meeting or people plus feds [federal agents] or
whatever. The next year the numbers had grown to maybe fifteen or twenty
and the third year which was getting towards their peak of power and
prestige and whatnot an average noncrisis meeting might have been running
around thirty to forty people showing up. The only time they had very
big turnouts, that is in the hundreds or more, would be when there was a
specific action being planned and they would call for a mass rally which
meant then that most of the people who showed up were not formally
members of SDS.

Q. What about the people--the type of people you would get?

A. Well, as you'll see from the notes L wrote down an answer to that was,
well, one word "freaks." Yes, the first two or three years, well the
first two years, the third year not so clearly, it was relatively easy

for me to gauge how militant the meeting would be by the number of long
hairs there, both male and female. This was again I stress 1965 to 1966
and 1966 and 1967 when long hair was not quite as common. In that period
most of the--though not all of the leadership and most but not all of the
self-styled, very militant or radical people were pursuing a radical life
style at least in terms of dress and appearance. So dress and hair styles
were avant~garde for the time are now common.

If you take a look at other aspects, in the first two years I would say
that certainly the leadership and much of the membership would clearly
have been superior students. In terms of my contacts with faculty at
Berkeley and Michigan and other campuses. The early years at least it
was true that the membership were amongst the very best students on
campus. They were bright, articulate, if they gave a damn about it they
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got good grades, although increasingly they didn't give a damn about
it. I can't in fact stress how much they were extremely articulate
in voicing their viewpoints in meetings. The leadership could give
an instant spontaneous half hour speech without notes, and in general
I would say very high quality in terms of intellectual capabilities
and verbal skills,

I'm less sure of this other trait that--because I only knew a few of
the people well enough to know some details of their background, but
I would say that the stereotype that they were mainly middle class
and upper middle class and up in terms of their families was also
accurate. That is these people came really from the upper income
levels of society rather than coming from the bottom.

One more trait that I might mention that changed over time. The first
year the leadership of SDS at Madison was primarily former civil rights
workers out of the South. They tended to be very pragmatic which changed
dramatically within a three year period, These are people who spent
summers or were still going down on weekends to the South driving food
down, money down. They were accustomed to going to jail, they were
accustomed to getting beaten by the police or local whites down South

and partly as a consequence of this they did not develop or have what

I would later call a crybaby attitute. They expected to be punished
when they stepped outside the law.

But the trait that went along with this kind of background was in the
first two years most of the program and efforts to develop programs were
extremely pragmatic. That is they would tend to identify a specific
problem and seek to find the means that would be most appropriate to
solve that problem. Later on this sort of pragmatic approach was
basically lost and we essentially were asked at the university at
Wisconsin to end the war all by ourselves which we really couldn't do
obviously.

Q. Was there an attrition rate, would be the question? Did you get
many people dropping out or .

A. The only attrition rate that I saw was primarily through graduation
that is, especially that first year's leadership all graduated within a
two year period of time. Martin Tandler, our former president of SDS,
did stay in the state of Wisconsin and seek to organize chapters at
high schools, but most of the rest of the people to the extent I knew
what happened to them ended up going on to graduate school of one kind
or another and I lost track of them, But in terms of people joining
and then quitting after some time there wasn't too much of that. However
a little later on when people were expecting a lot of action--perhaps
mainly freshmen, if they'd heard about the Wisconsin reputation and
were expecting instant action tended to get bored by the very prolonged
and often knit-picking debates that characterized a normal SDS meeting.
By normal I mean non-crises or non-action meetings specifically planned
for tomorrow morning at nine o'clock. But again, let me remind you,
it's difficult to talk about attrition in an organization that was not
clearly an organization and did not clearly have a set membership.
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Q. What was your relationship to SDS members?

A. Well the first year of the relationship was somewhat warm, frankly
I did not play a terribly active role as I said I attended maybe three
or four normal meetings and then was very present at the first grass
git-in which we'll probably get to later. I got to know maybe five or
gix people by name. At that point in time they trusted me and I was
able to be effective. In fact the only thing that I'm sure that I
prevented was in the fall of my second year as faculty advisor; the
local building trades went out on strike and there was one of the more
far out guys wanted to vote that SDS support that strike and volunteer
to help on the picket lines. I pointed out to the meeting that the
building trades unions were the most racist to my knowledge in the entire
country and did raise the question of whether SDS wanted to support
that? Tt seemed to be the one thing I prevented. They dropped it at
that point.

Q. What were the changes that went on?

A. By probably half way through my third year as advisor I'd spent

all the capital I had, I was no longer trusted, I was viewed as the
enemy or part of the establishment. I would really view this not due

to the fact that my role changed but perhaps first and foremost that

the nature of the leadership of SDS changed and I could no longer really
talk or work with them, but also, of course, by that time we'd had more
violent types of action on the campus and SDS was beginning to find out
what they felt to be the nature of the faculty. My previous role and
the role I tried to continue in was as honest broker but I increasingly
had less and less impact. I'm not sure I ever had very much, but what
little impact I had certainly by part way through the third year was
all gone and the people would barely talk to me. T was never told when
there would be a meeting and my role as far as an activist role as a
faculty advisor was essentially over with some time towards the end of
the third year and the fourth year, before they went out of existence

I essentially had no role although I still had the title of SDS advisor.

Q. Did you become a figurehead so to speak?

A. Yes, the university required that there be a faculty advisor for all
organizations on campus, political, fraternal or whatnot. While I said
what I said there were still some individual SDS members who I'd known
from the first early years on who would talk to me and I could find out
what was going on. Basically by the third and fourth years I would talk
to individual people who 1 knew just to find out what was going on. I
would show up to an occasional meeting.

At one of those points——maybe to illustrate how low my stock had fallen
or how high SDS had risen-—myself and one other person were there who
were obviously over twenty-two and at one point in the meeting we were
both challenged to identify who we were—-this is part of the paramoia

of being spied upon, although I later found it wasn't paranoia they were
being spied upon. In fact it was sort of humorous, we were challenged
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in the sense 'would the adults in the room please identify themselves"
and I couldn't resist a comeback, "which adults," T thought we were all
adults, but at that point clearly only a couple three people at that
meeting knew who I was. This is a meeting of maybe forty to fifty
people and only three or four of the people there knew who I was and

said something to the effect, "He's all right, he's the faculty advisor,"
to which there was a round course of, well I viewed them as lighthearted
boos, I'm not sure they were.

Q. What about other faculty members and administration. Did you get
any feedback from them?

A. Yes, that's a tough one to answer and it will take me a while if

you don't mind, to answer it. Let me first start with the administration.
The first two years I was there and the advisor to SDS, a man named Robin
Fleming, was the chancellor of the Madison campus and through him I had
played I think perhaps one of my most useful and major roles. TFleming

is now president at the University of Michigan.

I tried to act as what I called an honest broker that I would exchange--T
would talk to the administration, in this case this actually meant the
chancellor. He was quite open and accessible unlike future chancellors
were and I was able to talk to him and let him know what's going on, not
specifically because T didn't want to be in a position of being a
tattletale. TIn fact, I might add both SDS leadership and Fleming knew
that I was passing information up and down the chain. So far as I know,
Fleming viewed me as useful. He appointed me to a number of committees——
one of his top aides who I was dating at the time, I might add a female,
had charge of making up one of the committees and I told her specifically
to leave me off of it, but I later learmed that he would not accept that
and put me on it. So he essentially used me in a very useful and open
sense to. try and maintain a dialogue. In fact, he was most effective,

no real violence occurred under his reign and I believe only three
students were arrested at one incident that was under his reign. Now
whether or not he could have maintained that record is hard to tell.

The next chancellor who lasted one year was also quite willing to work
with me, but having been a faculty member at Wisconsin for oh, fifteen
or twenty years, felt that he knew the situation very well and didn't
need much help and unfortunately he was virtually blown out of office
about three months after he assumed the office and so he lingered on
in the office until the following June. But with him T essentially
played the same role but remember again that this was the third year
and I had less information to pass up because I had less contact with
SDS and my efforts to pass information back down were increasingly
unsuccessful as SDS leadership and membership had made it clear that
they didn't give a damn what the administration had to say.

The third chancellor, whose name I remembered a moment ago and I will
again and write it down--I've had a blank all evening—-I had the least
effective contact with. The only information he wanted from me was the
kind of information that would make the police more effective at breaking




John Bowman 6

up demonstrations. For example he wanted to know from me whether they
were day people or night people, which I interpreted to mean should

the police be out at 7:00 in the morning or should they wait until 9:007?
I did answer the question but I told him that I didn't view my role as
that kind. If he was dumb enough not to know they were night people
somebody should tell him. (laughs) No demonstration is ever started
before nine-thirty.

So, with this exception the third chancellor who by the way still, I
think respected me--T just remembered his name, it's Ed Young, and he

iz still the current chancellor up there. We were still relatively
cordial, I can't say that he mistrusted me, in fact I learned through

a third party, that he was worried that I didn't trust him, which
unfortunately was an accurate statement, that I didn't trust him and

he felt on that basis that he couldn't work with me and I felt that I
couldn't work with him because by that time the only solution to
demonstrations was to bring in the county sheriff, the National Guard
and/or the city police. In fact T believe the terms on which the previous
chancellor Sewell was fired and that Ed Young was hired--this is gossip
not real knowledge—-was that he would '"be firm" towards students which
it was felt that Sewell was not firm enough. That's beautiful syntax.
And I think he had very few options left open to him. In fairness it
never changed my mind that he was a decent man but our relations were
colder though I don't think he was opposed to the position I was playing.
In fact on a couple of occasions when he'd had a couple of drinks—-T
might mention he was an ex-dean and an ex-chairman and an ex—member of
the econ [economics] department so I had closer ties with him than would
be normal because he attended economics faculty parties. So when he was
relaxed I was relaxed and the shit wasn't about to hit the fan and we
could have a good civil talk. Well that sort of takes care of the
administration.

The faculty within my own department, the major faculty view was that 1
was quote, "The conscience of the department." I was told this several
times. In fact, that was one of the bases that was used to try to get
me a tenured promotion there that I was of more than adequate service
elsewhere. 8o amongst my colleagues within econ the overwhelming
majority viewpoint was that I was a good guy doing the best I could.

I believe there were two or three members, possibly more, who viewed
me as a radical. I think by the time I left those people had changed
their mind. I never would define myself as a radical nor would anybody
who knew me, I'm a good straight boobezee leaning to the left I guess.
So again then amongst the people I knew my relations were quite good.
I'm sure that there were faculty who had they known I was the faculty
advisor to SDS would have shrunk away unless some contamination strike
them.

In terms of mixup over a room where SDS had been told they had a room,
there was a chemistry seminar going on and it was really nobody's fault
perhaps, except the chemistry department as I later found out had not
checked with central administration but rather had taken the room for
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themselves, they refused to get out and the students increasingly

crowded in and I essentially pleaded with the faculty member in charge

of the thing to please to avert violence would they please find another
room. He viewed my suggestion as being crazy and after that when we

met he would never talk to me again. It was one--well that was again

one of the minor things where I might have avoided some kind of a flareup.

But I think probably a substantial number of the faculty would have
viewed any faculty member who was involved with the SDS as a radical

nut, a subversive or whatnot. But these are people I didn't know. So
1'11l have to say again with the people I had somewhat close contact with
I was not viewed as a leper. Amongst the students I was viewed as a hero,
both views I think were inaccurate. I was neither leper nor hero.

Q. Were you ever consulted by press, you know I've been thumbing through
magazines and they are always quoting people like Young and Sewell and
Fleming.

A. Yes, oh God I've forgotten that one oh, a man from the St. Louis Post
Dispatch toured the hot campuses including Madison and sought me out and
we spent an afternoon talking. He later send me a.clipping of the article
and T was not quoted in it at all. The only time I really was quoted in
the newspaper was when I was requested by a joint committee of the
legislature to testify on student violence on campus and depending on the
newspaper I was quoted as defending the right of freedom of ideas in the
liberal press and in the conservative press I was viewed as the promoter
of SDS rather than faculty advisor.

I only got one letter out of that one series of articles that went
throughout the state and it was a very nice kind letter from a little
old lady wearing tennis shoes I think, in La Crosse who said she was for
me. I later received a transcript of an editorial on the Milwaukee
television station where they had essentially suggested I should know
better than to be involved in SDS and they suggested to me that I should
get out of that business. It was not really a personal attack so much as
a view that any faculty member should not be involved in that kind of
thing. I demanded equal time and taped a reply at a Madison statiomn.

I still don't know whether the tape was ever run or not. I threatened
them that I would call in the FCC [Federal Communications Commission]

if they didn't grant me equal time. I presume they did, but I never
bothered to follow it up.

Q. Let's go on to demonstrations. This is going to be a hell of a topic.
(laughs)

A. Well I have some notes so I can at least hit the biggies.

Q. Well those would be the ones that you remember as being really
outstanding. Did it get to the point where the demonstrations didn't
even seem to strike you anymore? The small ones didn't—-I don't know
if you know what I mean?
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A. Well, I can't say I ever saw a major demonstration that didn't

strike me because there was a steady progression of escalation of tactics
used by both the students and of course the police reacted. What T would
call the large ones, which in terms of my notes, we had about six major
ones plus three or four minor ones. I guess the minor ones were so minor
that by the time they occurred it didn't bother me. Had they occurred
early on and I'd seen rocks thrown at buildings early on I would have
been shocked but by the last year or two I was there, to have three
students throw rocks at one building and miss was not terribly exciting.

But in terms of the big riots, there was a fairly steady progression of
violence both on the part of the students and the part of the authorities
whether they be police, National Guard or whatnot, so that in terms of
what T call the big ones; I never got bored shall we say or developed a
ho-hum attitude although I know what you're saying. What I did find
[and] numerous other faculty did was things that would have terribly
upset us a year or two before did not upset us a year or two later, 50
there was a, I guess it was part of being human, of getting accustomed

to that there would be. a riot, that it would probably be a little worse
than the previous one.

As accused by some friends of being a voyeur of riots I personally
witnessed almost every one that was of any size or at least parts of

it and mainly I guess, just out of idle «curiosity I'd never seen a
full-scale riot. When they reached that stage, but also I was interested
in knowing personally who was telling the truth. Were the students
right that the police were overly brutal, or were the police right that
they did not initiate the violence, that it was the students. And plus
it finally got to be a strategic or tactical interest to me to see how
the police would counter a new tactic and what new tactic the students
would develop to counter the police counter to their tactics. In short

it was a learning experience for both parties involved as well as myself.

Q. All right. The thing to do probably would be to go through chrono-
logically.

A. Right, I'd be glad to--have we got lots of tape? I'm fine as long
as we've got lots of tape. I don't have to rum straight through. You
holler when we're out and we can stop. Okay. Well, the spring before
I arrived at Wisconsin, this would be the spring of 1965, there had
been the first incident which I did not witness though we had a much
milder counterpart at the Urbana campus of the University of Illinois.
This was the period when the [U.S.] State Department was sending truth
teams around the country to explain why the war in Vietnam was a good
thing and why our policies were appropriate. I don't know any of the
details except that there was large scale heckling of the State
Department representatives at Wisconsin and I'm less sure of this, if
I recall correctly at least one:or more of the people were prevented
from speaking by nature of the heckling. To my knowledge that is the
first incident of any kind related to the war and T was not there at
that time.
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But a similar situation during the so-called teach-ins, that occurred
down in Illinois, when the same truth team showed up down there fresh
from Madison, Wisconsin not much of anything happened at Urbana which
was in general true of my four years at Urbama. Not much of anything
happened.

The first large scale—-in terms of numbers--incident occurred in May
of 1966. That was May of my first year at Madison. As I understand
it, initially some Trotskyites--if you want an explanation of that I
will, but let's hold it off-~had organized a draft sit-in and they were
going to seize the new administration building and discuss the draft.
To my knowledge what happened is while the Trotskyites came up with
this~-I might add the Trotskyites were about five people at most--the
friends of SNCC [Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee] leadership
on campus, which at that time was the most radical organization in
MAPAC--MAPAC means Madison area, I can't remember, anyway it was an
anti-war group. MAPAC meant Madison based group to end the war.

These two groups, Madison end the war group and the friends of SNCC
took over the leadership of the sit-in--although one of the spokesmen
in the Trots remained in the leadership role. They basically sat-in in
the main floor of the Peterson Building evenings and by a treaty worked
out with Chancellor Fleming in the daytime they kept a token force of
one or two or three students sitting on the floor and let business go
on as usual. Every night from perhaps starting around six, seven
o'clock at night till the wee hours of the morning there would be
groups of from, oh, I personally witnessed anywheres from perhaps

fifty to--oh these are approximate I'm not good on crowds, maybe three
to four hundred students at one time debating the issues of the war,
the morality of the draft and in particular the morality of the draft
and the Two-S exemption in an egalitarian society.

After some ten days of this debating they brought forth a document
which was a position paper. It was somewhat surprising to find that
the president of IF, their fraternity council, came in and read the
statement that the Greeks supported their position, which flabbergasted
everybody because he was loudly booed when it was announced who he was.

The then president of the student government also came down and essentially
supported the position. I don't remember the details of that position

but basically. it was, that, as I said before the Two-5 exemption is
incompatible with an egalitarian society and therefore should be

abolished and that the University of Wisconsin should not cooperate

in any way with the draft board in terms of informing draft boards

whether or not males were enrolled at school and they then requested

that the university do something about this. At that point they got

up and left the building and thereafter the building was locked and

guarded by police at night.

Now as usual the faculty met and briefly discussed the issue and
decided to appoint a committee to study it, which committee was to
report next fall. This led to a great deal of anger on the part of




John Bowman 10

the students and they met in Great Hall which is, as suggested, a very
large room in the student union and about two blocks from the now-called
Peterson Administration, then called the New Administration Building.

I got wind of the rally and showed up about 8:30 when I would estimate
there was easily a thousand students packed into that hall. When I

got there the mood of the assemblage was pretty ugly and most of the
speakers were suggesting it was time to march over and break down the
doors and/or windows and take control of the building again. The
leadership kept them talking.

At one point I got up and suggested that it wasn't terribly smart to
burn down the building and was roundly booed off the stage for that
and it was my first exercise in trying to be effective in a mass meeting.

The leadership again, and I might add again this leadership was all out
of the South civil rights people who were in their mid and later twenties.
They again kept people talking~-I later realized what was going on though
at the time I was quite concerned. At one point the SNCC people did a
demonstration of how to behave in terms of non-violent reaction to being
clubbed and beaten by police. They went through the usual non-violent
[instruction] of how you fall on the floor and try to curl up into a

ball and try to protect your ears and kidneys simultaneously, which is
not possible. There were lectures about taking your belt off. Girls
were to take the pins out of their hair and the usual thing if anyone's
familiar with that.

I think the leadership did this on purpose, in retrospect, simply to
calm down some of the ardor, and by the way the graphic descriptions
of what to do when you're hit in the kidneys with a billy-club or
kicked in the head and such did seem to have a somewhat calming effect,
but the thing that got to me the most was when our then and now chief
of campus police showed up.

Ralphie, as he came to be known--I'm trying to recall Ralph's last name,
but Ralph happens to be the greatest cop I ever met in my life. He was
asked by the leadership to speak to them and in particular to tell the
meaning of what the violation would be if they went over and took over
the building. Ralph Hanson, I finally remembered his name. Chief Hanson
came on the stage in a very unbelievable way. He was wearing a pair of
black slacks and a red and black checked lumberman's shirt, no uniform,
no pistols, no badges, no sign that he was an officer. T later learned
he had been a state patrolman in Maine.

He probably, had he said, "You won't do it," in his opening words the
thousand people would have gotten up and rushed out and taken the
building to pieces. His opening words, which I still remember very

well were, '"Ladies and gentlemen (pause) ladies and gentlemen it's a
pleasure to speak to you." I was going bananas over this, all very

low key a very quiet kind of voice and hesitant, in fact,kind of voice.

I learned later that that was a partial act, although he was a relatively
shy, reticent man.


































































































































