
A host of1md;1;ons has com< and 
gone at 0 1' Mizzou during its century-and
a-half existence. There were freshman 
beanies, Jong afternoons at the Hink. and 
late night sessions at the Shack. 

One tradition has held its own -
students' irrepressible sense or humor. It's 
a tradition that explodes with pranks and 

stunts and 
practical jokes. 

Some of those 

proportions. 
Like the time 

engineering 
students 

built a 
seventh co umn on Francis-Quadrangle in a 
single night. 

Or there's the rivalry between the 
engineers and agriculture students. During 
Engineering Week, chickens and sheep in 
the ag barns have been dyed green in honor 
or St. Patrick. Aggies retaliated by 
dumping manure on the shamrock in the 
engineering courtyard. lbere was even 
some suggestion that ag students were 
behind the high-profile kidnapping o r a 
newly crowned engineering queen from 
the St. Pat's Ball in the early 1960s. 

Have the times changed? Probably so. 
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The streaking phenomenon has been under 
wraps in recent years. At least there hasn't 
been a repeat or the 1974 incident. when 
hundreds or nude MU students vied for the 
world streaking championship by nashing 
flesh all over campus. 

For nearly I 00 years, students have fell 
challenged to climb to the top of Jesse Hall 
dome, just to say they did it. That still 
happens, but the miscreants are handled a 
liule more efficiently. Today, when a 
student pulls down the fire escape ladder 
outside Jesse to start the long climb, an 
alann rings a quarter-mile away in 
University Police headquarters. An officer 
is dispatched to coax the student down for 
an unceremonious arrest. 

Culled from campus records, interviews 
and recollections from alumni, here are 
some of Mizzou's best pranks. 

Note8 from the w1derground 
OK. Mike Fierman is ready to 'fess up. 
He's now an independent television 
producer in California. Back in the mid· 
1960s, Fierman, AB '66, lived in MU's 
McReynolds Hall where he was a member 
of the Phelps House Commandos - a self
appointed group dedicated 10 tick.ling 
Mizzou's funnybone. 

One or Fierman's duties as house social 
chairman was to conduct the traditional 

sewer tours that wound underneath campus 
and the streets of Columbia. 

"We had intricate maps of all the 
sewers from the campus area up to 
Broadway in downtown Columbia. Several 
times a year. we just knew it was time to 
go," Fiennan recalls. When the mood 
s1ruck, he and the others put on their 
special "Phelps House Commando" 
sweatshirts and hats, and climbed into a 
sewer entrance just across the street in 
Peace Park. 

"We would usually plant one o r our 
commandos above ground. next to a 
manhole cover or drainage grate, then wait 
for someone to come by," Fierman says. 
"When the cue was given from above, we 
would raise the sewer cover. or reach out 
or the grate and grab our fellow 
commando by the ankJe. He would scream 
wildly for lhe passerby to help." 

Typically, the innocent victim was 
scared out ofhis skin and would run for 
help. "Our man on top would then come 
back down in the sewer with us until we 
decided which comer we would hit next. 
We knew it was time to stop when we 
heard police sirens coming too close to our 
position." 

One or the ir favorite spots was the area 
in front of the Missouri Theater on Ninth 
Street, which was jammed with 
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moviegoers most evenings. "Maybe this 
confession will clear up some unsolved 
mysteries," Fiennan says. " I figure the 
statute of limitations has passed. so I am 
pretty safe." 

Murder at 01' Miuou 

Heckel. Outside, a car pulls up; two men 
grab the body. load it into the car and 
speed away. 

Sirens scream as police rush to the 
scene. A horrified crowd mills around the 
University hospital, waiting for White's 
body to be delivered. For some reason the 

It was a shocking murder on the steps of corpse never arrives. 
Jesse Hall, the kind of passionate crime 
that usually screams out from tabloid '\. 
headlines. ./ ...._ '\.. 

But first, just the facts: The south --' ::::-\-..__ _ _.., 
steps of Jesse Hall , early afternoon, - • • • • • , 
March 25, 1935. While crowds of 
students are on their way to class, 

:~~::i~~~: ;l:~:=a~:~ ~~~psharp ]l 
White. "You're fooling around with my 
gal," Lester shouts, then pulls out a .38 
revolver and pumps a few rounds into 
White. 

Students scatter. White slumps 
forward as a dark bloodstain 
creeps across the front of his 
shirt. The would-be murderer 
runs to the Jesse Hall office 
of Albert Heckel, dean of 
men. "I killed a man, I 
killed a man," Lester 
sobs to Dean 

Within a few hours, both Lester and 
White are cooling their heels in jail. 
telling police how they cooked up the 
hoax. The bullets were blanks; the 
bloodstain was from a balloon of red ink 
that the victim popped with a pin. 

Sam Montague, BJ '36. of Overland 
Park, Kan., remembers all the details 
because he mastenninded the scam. 
"Lester lived in my rooming house and 
he had a desire to get on the stage." 



Montague says. "He was trying for Major 
Bowes Amateur Hour and wanted to 
know wha1 he could do to get some 
auention. I came up with this prank." 

Authorities were not amused. The two 
men spent Lhe night in the lockup and 
were fined for their escapade. Montague 
adds a footnote to all the shenanigans: 
"As far as I knew, no one ever connected 
me with it. Twenty years later, when I 
was working in Mexico City, I received a 
letter from journalism Professor Tom 
Morelock. asking me to host a function 
for Mexican alumni." Montague says. " In 
his le Iler Morelock wrote. •A lot of water 
has flowed under the bridge since the last 
murder on the steps at Jesse Hall."' 

Black J ack turns blue 
Students either loved him or hated him. 
but j ust about everyone had an opinion 
about "Black" Jack Matthews. As dea n of 
students for 20 years. Matthews, BS Ed 
'28. MA '38, EdD '46. who died Oct. 9, 
was Mizzou's head disciplinarian. 
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Generations of students dreaded a trip 
to Matthews' office and more than a few 
plotted revenge. 

Students once locked two sheep in the 
dean's car overnight. By the time 
Matthews liberated the animals the next 
morning, his car was a smelly shambles 
and had to be sold. 

Late-night prank phone calls were a 
constant headache at the dean's 
household, but sometimes he turned the 
joke around, his widow, Kathryn 
Matthews, recalls. Many of the caJls 
came from freshmen who' d been put up 
to the stunt by upperclassmen. 'They had 
no idea who they were calling," she says. 
" Jack would say, 'Do you know to whom 
you're speaking? This is Dean 
Matthews.' Then he' d keep the student 
on the line, chatting about everything. 
He'd say, 'We'll pull the same trick on 
whoever is watching you."' 

In the early '50s, he agreed to be one 

of the high-profile targets in a dunking 
booth at the old Farmer.; Fair. The 
contraption was rigged with a hair 
trigger, and even a near miss dropped Lhe 
dean into the drink. One student managed 
to slip a package of dye into Lhe tank and, 
after the next dunking, the dean emerged 
a bright blue. He scrubbed for hour.;, but 
couldn't get all of the dye out. Kathryn 
remembers that he had to fly to a meeting 
in Washington that evening with his 
fingernails still blue, and a strange tint to 
his hair. 

The prankster didn't get off easy. A 
group of ag students hunted down the 
culprit and escorted him to the shearing 
barn. where his head was shaved and 
dyed an appropriate shade of blue. 
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Revenge and cotton 
What could be more of a college tradition 
than an old-fashioned panty raid? 
Lingerie-looting has quieted down in 
recent years, but Mizzou has had its 
share. During the infamous panty raid of 
1952, thousands of males ripped through 
residence halls and sorority houses 
pilfering panties and similar 
unmentionables. During other episodes. 
women retaliated by dropping 
watermelons or buckets of water on the 
rampaging men. 

While highjinks and hilarity can be a 
necessary safety valve for the daily grind 
of classes and studying, things can get 
out of hand. So when Julie Burge decided 
she'd had enough, she got even. 

As a freshman. Burge, AB '83, DVM 
'87, Jived in Wolpers Hall, not farfrom a 
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group of men 's dorms. She says her 
studies were interrupted frequently by 
panty raids - as many as four in a single 
night. 

"My roommate, Audrey, and I decided 
to retaliate by organizing a 'jock raid.' 
More than 200 women turned out to seek 
revenge and cotton," Burge says. The 
women even had a battle song to sing as 
they marched on each men's dorm (to the 
tune of Row. Row, Row Your Boat): 

Throw, throw, throw your jock. 
Gently give a toss. 
Tum around and don't look down, 
'Cause your support is Jost. 
"We got more than we bargained for 

when we were bombarded by water and 
toilet paper along with the underwear," 
Burge recalls. 

"Men were mooning us from upper
noor windows, and lhey ran out of the 
dorms wearing towels and lampshades. 
When a campus police officer asked us to 
stop, I told him we were entitled to equal 
rights, since I had never seen them 
intervene during a panty raid." 

The male rowdiness put an end to lhe 
women's grassroots retaliation. "We ran 
back to lhe safety of Wolpers to count 
our Fruit-of-the-Loom prizes." Burge 
says. 

Blue suede tort8 
Enough with the lawyer jokes already. 

Mizzou's aspiring attorneys have 
presented an airtight case that the School 
of Law can hold its own with pranksters 
anywhere. Exhibit A is the bust of Lee 
Tate, a 1913 law graduate whose parents 
helped build Tate Hall in his memory. 
Each year, the statue is decked out in 
costumes that represent different holidays 
and events. At Christmas. Tate is dressed 
in a Santa outfit. and for the annual 
Barristers' Ball he usually sports a top 
hat. 

Then there's the ,;Rogue's Gallery," a 
row of formal portraits of former faculty 
members who frown down a third-floor 
hallway in Hulston Hall . Several years 
back, the painting of one eminent jurist 
disappeared for a time and was replaced 
with a velvet Elvis painting. 

Law professors don't always get off 

scot-free, either. A faculty member once 
regaled a class with details of a strange 
dream he'd had lhe night before. In this 
dream he was being chased by a busload 
of people with pumpkins on their heads. 
When the professor showed up for the 
next class, his students were all wearing 
pumpkin masks. 

Poelic jusliee 
Eugene Field, the noted newspaperman 
and poet, didn't distinguish himself 
academically when he attended Mizzou in 
the 1870s. When it came to practical jokes 
though, Field was at lhe head of his class. 

Just to give you an idea- he spent two 
years as a junior at MU. It was the last in a 
string of colleges he attended before going 
on a distinguished career as a journalist 
and the author of children 's poems like 
"Little Boy Blue." 

Townfolk remembered Field as a tall, 
awkward, irrepressible kid who delighted 
in pulling gags and bedeviling any 
authority. He led a student mid on the 
wine cellar under old Academic Hall. On 
another occasion he was arrested for 
disturbing the peace and defended himself 
so persuasively during the seven-day trial 
that he was acquitted. 

But Field saved his most imaginative 
pranks to tonure University President 
Daniel Read. The president was 
inordina1ely proud of his fine carriage 
horse. Field shaved the horse's mane and 
tail, then disguised himself and offered to 
buy President Read's "old gray mule." He 
white-washed another of Read's horses. 
and the befuddled president had the 
animal removed from his property as a 
stray. 

One cloudy nigh1, Field and a handful 
of friends poured a circle of gunpowder 
around President Read's front door. Then 
they knocked loudly and ducked into the 
shadows. Read stepped out on the front 
porch, and the conspirators lit 1he powder, 
leaving the dignified scholar to the 
explosive results. 

Maybe Columbia historian William 
Switzler said ii best "As a boy, Gene was 
hardly a model for rising generations, but 
he turned out all right in spite of his early 
shoncomings." IB 
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