Serendipity and Synergy

Looking Back 30 Years at Warren Wilson’s Environmental Program 

Alan Haney

        A few weeks ago, I sat on a mountain-top in the Wind River Range in northwest Wyoming.  In nearly every direction, I could see a hundred miles or farther.  To the east, I could see the glaciers crowning the peaks along the Continental Divide.  To the west, the snow-capped peaks of the Wyoming Range marked the border with Idaho. Far below, the headwaters of the Green River began their journey toward the Colorado River, ultimately to be diverted to vegetable farms and golf courses in southern California, or fountains in Las Vegas. Tiny circles of green to the southwest were alfalfa fields in the desert, irrigated by glacial melt-water to feed beef for fast-food chains. Nearly invisible except with binoculars, I could see a coal-train winding its way eastward, 120 cars piled with fossil energy that would be transformed into electricity.  It was passing through an oil-field, with pump jacks slowly nodding their approval.

     The world appears different when viewed from a mountain-top.  From the mountain-top, I could not see the hunger that faces nearly a quarter of Earth’s human population.  I could not see inadequate or unsafe drinking water that confronts over three billion people daily.  I could not see the tens of thousands who die daily from disease and hunger.  I could not see the children made homeless by the ravages of militias supporting resource-hungry countries thousands of miles away.

      I could see and appreciate, however, the working of nature, the natural processes that provided the water, the fossil energy, the clean air, the soil, the lodgepole pine and wildflowers around me, the mule deer and elk.  It was deeply satisfying to know that long before there were people, these processes were at work, and long after we are gone, these processes will repair the damage we have done to the global ecosystem.  

     Our challenge as students, as citizens of the global ecosystem, is to understand and protect these processes, and as Aldo Leopold might have put it, to understand how to be better citizens of the global community. Can there be a higher calling for education?  

     I believe the quality of education provided here, at Warren Wilson, does a superior job of preparing young people for this calling, an opinion that is obviously shared by many, considering the accolades the College has received.  I’d like to tell you that the success of this program resulted from a carefully prepared plan.  Indeed, an immense amount of planning and hard work has gone into it.  But institutional programs evolve, and like biological evolution, involve a great deal of serendipity and synergy.  

    My purpose here today is not to discuss evolutionary theory, or how to become better global citizens.  Your studies here at Warren Wilson, under the tutorage of this excellent faculty and staff, cover that quite well.  My purpose is to share my perspective of why Warren Wilson is the best place to prepare to become a global citizen, and how it came to be that way.  

     Looking back over 30 years is a bit like looking at the world from a mountain-top.  I believe such perspectives are valuable because they help us learn from our mistakes and our successes.  For example, we know how to grow alfalfa in a desert, but we don’t know much about managing our water as a sustainable resource.  We know how to extract oil and coal from the earth, but we haven’t yet learned how to avoid the resulting climate change when we dump carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.  A historic perspective on Warren Wilson’s environmental program, might help us better understand why it is successful, and therefore, how to sustain it.  As I prepared these remarks, several key points occurred to me that I particularly want to share with you.

     First, it is important that we recognize that everyone has a different perspective.  My view of the world is different than yours, mostly because I have had different experiences.  We each tend to think of our perspective as the correct interpretation of the world, but my perspective is no more valid than yours.  I may see some things more clearly because of my background and experience, but you will see other things more clearly, for the same reason.  If we can accept this, much of the dogmatic disagreements that plague ideology, as well as day-to-day strife, would disappear.  As educated people, we should accept that disagreements are points for discussion, not conflict.  Diplomacy should always trump conflict.  The former leads to greater understanding; the latter creates barriers to it.

      The second year I was at Warren Wilson a memorable incident drove this home.  Ernst Larsen was Farm Manager.  He literally grew up at Warren Wilson where his father and mother were important community members.  When I arrived in summer 1978, filled with youthful energy and optimism, the opportunities for greater integration of the land, the work program, and academics were quite exciting.  The foundation was already here, well established as part of the vision and history of the institution. I promoted the concept of a forestry crew, and without much discussion, we began working our way through a backlog of timber stand improvement projects.

     I failed to appreciate that the Farm Crew, under Mr. Larsen’s supervision, and his father’s before him, had always handled the management of field and forest, alike.  I represented someone “from outside” with a limited history of the land management.  My vision of what was best for Warren Wilson was different from  Mr. Larsen’s.

    He stuck his head in my office early one morning after getting the Farm Crew started and said in his quiet but intimidating way, “We have to go see the President!” 

     I didn’t ask why, and Larsen didn’t elaborate.  I got up and followed him up the hill without saying a word.  We walked into President Holden’s office.   Without preamble or announcement, Mr. Larsen emphatically said, “This place is not big enough for Haney and me both.  One of us has to go.”

    I wish all of you could have known Ben Holden.  For years, he was the heart and soul of Warren Wilson.  I have never known a kinder, more gentle, but persuasive person.  Mr. Larsen’s words surely shocked him only a few degrees less than they did me.  His response, however, was a calm, sincere, “Have a seat.  Would you like a cup of coffee?” said with an understanding smile.

    Thirty minutes later, we had agreed upon a partitioning of responsibilities, and an agreement to “see how it goes.”  Over the years, my perspective of Mr. Larsen changed as I saw his dedication and service to the College.  I came to realize how much he contributed to the values being taught at Warren Wilson.  I guess it “went okay,” because over time he and I cooperated more and more, and the Farm Crew and the Forestry Crew became synergistic partners in managing the land.

    This brings me to my second point…synergism.  Synergism is defined as the interaction of discrete entities such that the effect is greater than the sum of the contributing parts.  Synergism is one of the most important forces among members of a community, equally true of human communities and communities in nature.  One of the great strengths of Warren Wilson, arguably the most important, is the synergy here.  

      I’ve spent several years during my schooling and career at six different universities.  None have come even close to exhibiting the level of synergy I experienced here.  At least during my years at Warren Wilson, what was best for the community was the primary criteria by which every program, every position, every decision was made.  We didn’t always agree on what was best, but we did agree that the College and the students we served were our foremost reason for doing what we did.  We were not motivated to start the environmental program to collect praise and accolades from others.  We started it because we thought it would provide a better education for Warren Wilson students.  The level of shared vision here results in this remarkable synergy.  We all felt it, but it was embodied more than anywhere in President Holden.

     I was often asked why I chose to leave a tenured faculty position at the University of Illinois to take an untenured position at a small college in southern Appalachia with a 50% pay cut.  Not only that, I paid for half the expense of coming to interview for the position!  

        More than anything else, the decision was based on community.  The land, the Work Program, service, and the clear, shared vision that I saw here were tremendously exciting because they all contributed to the spirit of community.

       Timing was also important.  This is really serendipity.  Serendipity, often called “luck,” is being in the right place at the right time with the right attitude and preparation to take advantage of the opportunity.  It is why random mutations sometimes lead to tremendous increases in fitness, and why ideas sometimes lead to successful new institutional programs. Ideas and innovations are to the evolution of institutions as new genes are to biological evolution…without them, fitness is eventually lost.

      My arrival at Warren Wilson came on the wave of an environmental movement.  Across the country, campuses were scrambling to stay ahead of the growing unrest among students regarding the Viet Nam War and dislike of gross neglect and abuse of the environment.  At Warren Wilson, peace studies and an international perspective were already part of the curriculum.  This was a campus rich in history and land resources with a dedicated and talented staff with a shared vision.  All that was missing was bringing a portion of the academic program more in line with the values and resources that were here.  From the very first moment I stepped onto campus, I saw the possibilities, initially on the shoes of Sam Scoville, then dean of the College.

       My parents had retired to Columbus, an hour south of here, and had read enough about Warren Wilson in the paper to be intrigued.  When I visited them over Christmas with my three-year-old son, Ryan, they suggested a visit to Warren Wilson.

      Arriving on campus on a late-December day with my brother and sister-in-law, we were taken with the beauty of the campus.  After an hour walking around, we met a farm-worker coming up from the barns, with fresh hog manure on his shoes. Recognizing us as outsiders, he struck up a conversation.

      It was immediately clear that this was no ordinary farm-worker.  He quickly shared insights about the Work Program and the College that made clear the shared vision of community.  Although he was obviously well educated, we were surprised to learn that we were talking with the Dean.  Perhaps to explain his soiled shoes, or maybe seizing the opportunity to drive home the meaning of community, he explained that he had just come up from feeding the hogs and was on his way back to his office.  

      My brother, an economics professor in the University of Wisconsin System, asked Scoville if the College needed an economist. His reply was, “No, but we’re looking for a biologist.”  After parting ways, my brother observed that Warren Wilson deserved a careful look.  In his words, “A college that has a well-spoken dean who has hog shit on his shoes has got to be a special place.”

      Serendipity, to be sure.  But there was much more.  Upon my arrival, I discovered that Tom McKinney, my colleague in biology, was already teaching an environmental studies course.  He and his students were designing and building a geodesic greenhouse, based on the concept developed by R. Buckminster Fuller at Black Mountain College in the late 1940’s.  Don Collins and his students in physics were exploring the concept of a solar pond for capturing heat energy.  Dean Kahl and Vicki Collins were bringing environmental applications into their chemistry lectures and laboratories. Diane Riggs, who taught psychology, was offering a rock-climbing course and had developed a wilderness-oriented solo experience for her psychology students.  The first Discovery Through Wilderness course grew out of discussions with Diane, and built upon an informal “outing club” that organized trips over fall and spring breaks.  Some of you were part of the first trip I took with students to Bull Island during the 1978 fall break.

      The environmental program began to materialize with the support and encouragement of Sam Scoville and Joan Beebe.  Beebe became dean after Scoville. She was able to secure funding that led to our hiring Jean McGregor, and start-up of the ENS Crew and the Black Swan Center.  We purchased gear to support field trips and outdoor recreation.  McGregor was a visionary who brought renewed energy and enthusiasm, as well as ideas and fund-raising ability.  She was responsible for starting the environmental education program, and was instrumental in hiring Ian Robertson.  He extended Warren Wilson’s influence through leadership with community gardening programs in Asheville, and greatly expanded the role of the gardens.  The educational benefits of building stronger connections to the land were made ever greater.

      The Discovery Through Wilderness class initially focused on exploration of Canadian wilderness.  I thought it important to give the students some good canoeing instruction before we launched onto wild lakes and rivers.  My first white-water training was provided by Ann Leverett, a student.  She and her older brother, Will, also an alum, were expert paddlers, having learned from their mother and grandfather, the first white-water paddler in this region.  John Griffth got interested in paddling, and soon after, began doing canoe trips with students.  This led to regular canoe instruction.  I still remember the faculty dinner to kick-off a new school year when Ben Holden introduced Griffth and asked him to make a couple of comments about how he became an electrician.  John (Lightening) stood, and in his slow draw, said, “Well, when I went to school, I studied philosophy.  So that’s why I became an electrician.”

    The Discovery Class dried and prepared all our own food for our expeditions, and made a lot of equipment.  We built several strip canoes, expedition packs, and even bought and fixed up a canoe trailer for hauling our canoes.  I recall finding the trailer in the “buyer’s guide.”  Some fellow in Asheville had it parked  in his backyard for years.  The price was right, but I knew it would take a lot of work and help from Ron Collins, who was then running the auto shop. Ron was part of the synergy on campus. He was a local guy with all the down-to-earth smarts of a “horse-trader.” I described the trailer to Ron and asked his opinion.  He told me to begin by praising the trailer and explaining how it was exactly what we were looking for, then he said, I should itemize every problem with it I could see, and offer half the asking price.  My offer was accepted without negotiation.  

      There was another factor at Warren Wilson that was critical to the success of the environmental program, a more subtle factor that can only be appreciated from an outside perspective.  Students here have more initiative than at any other campus I’ve experienced.  I am no psychologist or sociologist, but I think it is because of the community spirit.  I have always felt that responsibility is one of the most important characteristics a person can bring to their community.  The Work Program and the involvement of students and staff in the operation of the institution fosters community responsibility, and this, I believe, encourages initiative.

      I recall our ten-year accreditation process that took place about the fifth year I was here.  Dean Kahl chaired the self-study, which took an entire year to prepare.  Students were very much involved in the planning, discussions, and preparations, including the final documents.  When the distinguished team of educators from other campuses arrived for the site visit, meetings with students from across campus were scheduled.  The team was very impressed with the level of involvement and understanding the students had for the operation of the College, and with the clear, shared vision everyone seemed to share.

      As the team was preparing to leave, they found they had a few questions for one of the students (who will go un-named) with whom they had met the previous day.  We scrambled to locate the student for the visiting educators.  Learning that he was relaxing on what was then a patio below Gladfelter, we led the team through the doors.  He was sitting on a wall with a fellow student, fully engaged in a contest.  About ten feet away was a half-filled cup.  The students were concentrating on who could hit the cup most consistently with a spit of tobacco juice.

    I have to share one other story that illustrates two additional points.  First, students tend to be young and filled with youthful enthusiasm, sometimes leading to rash decisions.  Second, Warren Wilson is not a good fit for everyone.

    One year, the Forestry Crew decided to organize Work Day for the campus.  Work Day was started about 1983 to celebrate work and community.  It was always held in the spring, and also served as a celebration of the return to warm weather. The parking lot near the soccer field badly needed a retaining wall, and we thought it would be the perfect project to bring everyone together.  We gathered stone from all over campus, and lined up concrete mixers and trowels for the day.  The weather was perfect…one of those warm, sunny spring days.  Coincidentally, President Holden had invited a wealthy philanthropist from New York City to campus, and we were pleased that he would see the spirit of community at work.

    The day went perfect, and nearly all the wall was built by late afternoon.  Two or three times, I saw President Holden come by with the philanthropist.  After others had left to get ready for the barbeque, I gave instructions to the Forestry Crew of three guys and two women to take all the equipment down back of the gym and hose it out well.  I left to attend to other responsibilities.   

      It was quite warm, and the crew was sweaty from a hard day of work, so hosing equipment soon evolved into hosing one another, then a contest to see who could slide through the mud and water the farthest.  One thing led to another, and a suggestion was made that they shuck their wet, muddy clothes and streak down past Gladfelter.   As I was making my way through the crowd gathering for dinner, along with President Holden and the philanthropist, I heard shrieks and looked up to see my crew running naked down the road between the Administration Building and Gladfelter. 

      The next day I went in to apologize to President Holden.  I hoped, I told him, that the streaking did not ruin what otherwise was a perfect day to entertain a potential donor.  President Holden told me that the philanthropist had decided not to support Warren Wilson.  I felt horrible until Holden went on to explain, with a twinkle in his eye, that the streaking was not the reason…the philanthropist had already decided that a College that dismissed classes to build a stone wall was not within his concept of what liberal education should be.  He had totally failed to grasp the importance of community, and probably also missed what is most important in a liberal arts education.

    For better and for worse, but mostly for better, students have been much involved in the operations at Warren Wilson.  It was how the Farm School was able to function, and it developed into the Work Program, and later into a greater integration of work and study.  It is a good part of the reason the environmental programs here have been successful.  At other campuses, students protest things they dislike, and students are often tokens on planning and policy committees.  Here, students are meaningfully involved.  This gives them the power to exercise initiative and responsibility, another facet of education that is missing for most students at most other campuses.

    From my mountain top, I see clearly why Warren Wilson is recognized as having one of the top environmental programs in the country, and why is has become one of the greenest campuses.  The reason is you, and those who came before you.  It is serendipity that you were here when you were, to have a role in developing and strengthening the program, and creating the synergy that makes it work.  It was my good fortune to have been a part of it.

