


THE ELLIS YEARS 
By Rowland H. Smith 

A little less than five years ago a Columbia business 
man wrote to the president of the University of Mis
souri Board of Curators arnl told him that "everyone 
from bootblack to bank president" wants Elmer Ellis 
to be the next University president. 

A campus survey today reveals that everyone from 
bootblack to bank president-and that inclmles ad
ministrators, faculty, employcs, students and alumni 
-is happy about the choice made by the Curators. 
President Ellis has not been jinxecl by being the 13th 
man to hold the title of presidcn t of the 120-ycar-olcl 
institution. 

Perhaps the greatest change in the last five years 
has been the morale of staff members. All seem im
bued with the idea that the University is "going 
places" and they are glad to be on the team. You 
find that feeling throughout the campus, among vet
eran staff members, among recruits, and among 
alumni. 

It apparently boils clown to the fact that President 
Ellis has been an effective president and has clone a 
terrific public relations job. 

Putting your finger on what brought about the im
proved morale is not diflicult:. Salaries are higher, al
though not phenomenally so, and have been coupled 
with fringe benefits that include workmen's compen
sation which covers all University employes; retire
ment programs that clo likewise; and an insurance 
and health plan that extends to more than 75 per cent 
of the staff. 

These are important, but other contributing fac
tors to higher morale are found in a herculean effort 
to bring the library up to standard and to provide lab
oratory equipment and other "tools" for the faculty 
-both of which encourage research into which most 
teachers want to delve. 

Rowland Smith, Arts '29, is assjst:ant managing editor of the 
Columbia Daily Tribune. Since 'i 926 "Smitty" has covered the 
campus for his own paper, for the metropolitan papers of 
Missouri ancl for the wire services and other news agencies. 
His sto1;ies have reported the actions ancl comments of four 
University presidents. The best-known newspaperman on the 
campus, he has worked without interruption for more than 
tluee decades except for an eighteen-month period when he 
served with the Office of War Information in New York City, 
England, and Germany. This article on the progress which the 
University has made under the leadership of Elmer Ellis was 
prepared for the University 's Office of Public Information. 

Various departments in fact have been procldecl 
into more aml more research, both basic and applied, 
which President Ellis believes are of equal impor
tance. Basic research by geneticists who had no im
mediate view toward increasing food supply is re
sponsible, he points out, for development of hybrid 
corn. Research facilities have been expanded, as 
shown by the new Bureau of Government R.esearch 
and the Bureau of Business Research, whose names 
describe their activities, and by the University Press, 
established to publish notable research results. 

The staff members also like the "open door" policy 
of his ollice, of being able to obtain quick decisions 
to problems. They are impressed with his prodigious 
memory that enables him to resume discussions after 
lapses of weeks or months on such minute details as 
plans for a building, how many student housing units 
are on the campus, as well as the more serious prob
lems of administration. 

The cleans respect and atlmire him for his valiant 
fight to retain capable faculty members, for his wil
lingness to go all the way to fill vacancies with the 
best person available, always insisting tha t they get 
a goocl man, scholarly, willing to work, and con
cerned with teaching. 

The University building program, the largest con
centrated program in University history, itseH is a 
morale factor. In the last three years it has il}volved 
nearly .$36,000,000 in construction on the Columbia 
campus and at the School of Mines and Metallurgy at 
Rolla. The extensive program at Missouri is not 
aimed at taking care of the doubled enrollment ex
pected in less than 10 years; it is an effort to catch 
up with two decades of depression and war years 
neglect. University authorities have notified the Mis
souri General Assembly that future building pro
grams will require approximately .$30,000,000 in the 
next 12 years, that present facilities must be nearly 
doubled and dormitory facilities more than doubled 
to meet the enrollment onslaught they know is 
coming. 

President Ellis is credited with being chiefly re
sponsible for the campus building program. By des
ignation of Former Governor Phil M. Donnelly, he 
directed the campaign that resulted, in 1956, in adop
tion of the State's .$75,000,000 capital improvements 
bond issue in which the University's share was some 
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President Ellis maintains "open door" policy, rnahes it easy for callers to see him. 

THE ELLIS YEARS continued 

$22,000,000. He persuaded the General Assembly to 
adopt legislation permitting educational institutions 
to borrow funds for repayment more easily and ef
ficiently from revenue such as is earned through dor
mitories and cafeterias. This fall for the first time in 
history the University will have all the space needed 
to house women students. However, it is still short on 
facilities for men and married students, and of ac
ademic facilities. He hopes to do something about 
that. His relations with the executive and legislative 
branches of government have been excellent-as dem
onstrated by the more than doubling of University 
operations appropriations in five years and the nearly 
tripling of those for the Rolla campus. His speeches 
before alumni, educational, professional and other 
groups in recent months have repeatedly stressed the 
need for more state funds-not for the University 
alone, but for all the state colleges and all state serv
ices. At the same time he has been concerned with 
the problems of the private and church-related in
stitutions. He has not hesitated to take the leadership 
for Missouri's total program of higher education. 

He calls it an illusion that a low tax rate attracts 
business and industry and consequently stimulates 

economic and social growth. He contends that sta tes 
which are developing most rapidly are those where 
taxes are high and the level of public and private 
service is high, adding that it is foolhardy to allocate 
too little to one of the very things which made it 
possible for the wealth to be produced-education. 

Forty-two states appropriate more per capita than 
Missouri for higher education and Missouri is lower 
than all but four states in per capita state taxation, 
he contends. 

President Ellis is not one who favors reckless spend
ing of public money, educationally or otherwise. He 
repeatedly has advocated educational reciprocity pro
grams with adjacent states to offer specialized train
ing and avoid expensive and unnecessary duplication; 
he has been plugging for a larger public junior col
lege program in Missouri, particularly in the St. Louis 
area, through which education costs can be kept rel
atively low. 

President Ellis does not want to deny college op
portunities to those who can do creditable college 
work. He has opposed raising admission requirements 
that would tend to eliminate some on the fringe. In 
an era when higher education is faced with shortag·es 
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of almost everything but students, he has urged a 
state program to encourage the proper types of high 
school graduates to go to some college and to enter 
the various professions. He has little respect for the 
students who do not take seriously the opportunities 
offered them. He has told incoming freshmen that 
they do not belong at M. U. if they do not have a 
serious purpose of preparing themselves for a larger 
and more productive life. That such utterances have 
been effective is indicated by a better quality student, 
a 50 per cent increase from the top 20 per cent grad
uating from Missouri high schools in the last eight 
years. 

He has prodded and hammcrecl in an effort to ob
tain adequate funds to operate the University. When 
it appeared that legislative action would not provide 
the University with sufficient funcls last spring, he 
informed the General Assembly that it: was earmark
ing Missouri as one state which will meet a crisis in 
higher education by refusing to increase its level of 
support. He has told Missomi alumni that great uni
versities are not built from public funds alone, and 
has urged "substantial and regular contributions" 
from alumni and other friends as an essential part of 
a total first-rate program. 

Aside from his University activities that would tax 
the stamina of any man, President Ellis has partic
ipated extensively in programs of the North Central 
Association of Secondary Schools and Colleges, an 
accrediting agency that serves the 19 North Central 
states as a liaison between secondary schools and col
leges; in the American Council on Education, for 
which he was chairman £or three years of the com
mission on instruction and evaluation; on the Harry 
S. Truman library committee as chairman; and on 
the board of the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery in 
Kansas City; and as co-chafrman with President Paul 
Reinert, S.J., of St. Louis University on the Missouri 
Commission for Education Beyond High School. He 
retired this year as chairman of the Secretary of the 
Army's Advisory Committee on the History of the 
United States Army after five years of service. He is 
also on the board of foreign scholarships of the 
United States State Depa'rtment. These activities were 
in addition to those normally expected of a president, 
such as active participation in the Association of 
American Universities, the Associaton of Land-Grant 
Colleges and State Universities, and others. 

With all his activities, he has found time to meet 
with all but two organized University alumni groups 
within the Nation; is seldom able to reject a speaking 
invitation, even working in two or three high school 
commencement addresses each year; startles his fac
ulty by the apparent amount of reading he does by 
sending them clippings of interest from newspapers, 
magazines and books; has a good attendance record 
in the Columbia Rotary Club; lives what appears to 
be a normal social life with Mrs. Ellis, centered 
around their home on the campus; manages with her 
to slip quietly into church services on Sundays when 

he is in Columbia; attends Tiger football games reg• 
ularly, despite his apparent disgust with the 50-yarcl
line ground level box seats where viewing the game is 
difficult, and obviously enjoys basketball as indi
cated by attendance at home games and even the Big 
Eight tournament in Kansas City. His favorite per
sonal sport is swimming. 

The 58-year-olcl native of North Dakota came up 
through the ranks after joining the Missouri faculty 
in 1930 as an assistant professor of history. He served 
as associate and full professor, then for a year as vice
president of extra-divisional educational act:iviti-es, 
ancl as dean of the College of Arts and Science be
fore he was asked on Sept. 1 o, 1954, to serve as acting 
president while the Board of Curators sought a suc
cessor to Dr. Frederick A. Miclcllebush as presiclent. 

The Curators spent eight months in their search 
before Dr. Ellis was named president formally on 
April 16, 1955. The Curator "search" committee from 
the start was amazed at the recurrent questions of 
educators from other states as to its reasons for look
ing away from the Missouri campus for a president 
when the logical man for the job was located in Co
lumbia. Almost invariably their recommendation was 
Elmer Ellis. 

In a relatively short span as a teacher before mov
ing into administration, Dr. Ellis established him
self as an outstanding member of the history faculty. 
He woulcl go to his popular course in Recent United 
States History armed, not with a load of books, but 
with newspaper and magazine clippings that truly 
mafle his teaching "recent." He interspersed his lec
tures with pertinent ''Mr. Dooley" quotes, and re
ceived a Guggenheim fellowship to complete a book 
on Mr. Dooley's creator, the political satirist Finley 
Peter Dunne. As an example of his inf-luence on stu• 
dents, history department chairmen of three major 
institutions in a neighboring state are former stu
dents of Dr. Ellis, ancl some forty doctoral graduates 
of his department are in institutions of higher educa
tion in the United States, scattered · from California 
to the East Coast. 

During his administrative career he twice made Eu
ropean trips, one under a Fulbright grant on which 
he spent a year as a visiting professor at: the Univer
sity of Amsterdam and as a teacher at the famous 
Salzburg Seminar of American Studies in Austria, and 
again as a delegate of the Association of American 
Universities to meetings of the Association of Uni
versities of the British Commonwealth. 

It was as clean of the College of Arts and Science 
that he first demonstrated administrative ability that 
lecl to his selection as president. Ancl it was while he 
was dean that he became concerned with improve
ment of instruction and directed an in-service training 
program for improvement of teaching financed with 
a $50,000 grant from the Carnegie Foundation. 

As president, his major concern has been the edu
cational progress of students. Colleagues say that he 
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The Ellis Years from page 5 

wants a school where serious students can make prog
ress, and he won't tolerate any interference with that 
progress. He relies completely on subordinates. He 
gives them a job to do and lets them do it. He pro
vides a quick answer, frequently by telephone, when a 
policy decision is needed. The outer door to his ollice 
always is open except when he is in conference. His 
office sta ff says he actually appears at a loss when his 
desk work is caught up and no one awaits him in the 
outer office. But they complain mildly that he makes 
appointments without informing them, resulting in 
frequent connicts. 

President Ellis has given academic management of 
the University to his faculty, and that, too, has been 
a morale factor. At any university, in theory at least, 
the faculty does manage academic affairs. But, dur
ing the post-war expansion, many of the prerogatives 
of the faculty at Missouri had been absorbed by the 
business office. Under President Ellis this came to an 
abrupt halt. One of his actions taken last year was 
consolidating into one office, academically adminis
tered, student aids and awarcls. Loans, scholarships and 
other student financial aids had been handled sep
arately in uncoordinated business offices previously. 
Other business office improvements have included a 
centralized purchasing office, establishment of a per
sonnel office for non-academic employes, and a cen
tralized student housing office. The business office and 
faculty contribute to an over-all campus planning 
program. 

President Ellis is rated high by the faculty for his 
valiant fight to keep salaries on the upgrade, his wil
lingness to go all the way to fill appointments with 
the best person available, and with no hesitation to 
throw departmental salaries out of line if necessary 
to keep a capable teacher from leaving. 

That has resulted in the Missouri campus no longer 
being a fertile recruiting field for other institutions. 
True, capable teachers have left. The University isn't, 
and probably will never be, able to match salary offers 
of some institutions. Yet, by personal persuasion, Pres
ident Ellis has kept dozens of capable faculty mem
bers from accepting more remunerative offers. And 
talks with major staff additions-from football 
coaches to deans-prove that in most cases it was 
President Ellis who in the final analysis was respon
sible for their joining the Missouri staff. Recruiting 
and retaining faculty isn't always a matter of salaries, 
although in the last five years the average Missouri 
professional salary has risen to $9,760 an academic 
year, a rate of about $200 a year above increases of 
the previous five years that hardly keep pace with cost 
of living. Faculty members with years of experience 
in specific fields nowadays don't find their graduating 
students moving into jobs at starting salaries above 
those of their teachers. 

The salary increases came about through good leg
islative relations that resulted in an increase from 
.$10,460,050 for general University purposes in the 
19,rJ3-55 biennium to $21,940,490 in 1959-61 and at 
the School of Mines from $1,445,000 to .$3,411,922 
during the same period. 

Members of the Legislature appear to approve 
President Ellis' above-board, no secrecy program he 
announced at the beginning of his administration. He 
hasn't obtained all the funds he has requested, but 
one key legislator explained, "W"e'd have given him 
more at the last session, but the money just wasn't 
there." He added that the president's budget requests 
have been honest and well documented. 

Dr. Ellis uses his faculty in his staff recruitment 
program, and it was faculty members who worked out 
the retirement program that is so highly regarded on 
the campus. It is a variable, non-funded plan that 
is tied to future living costs by providing for retire
ment pay at half the average salary the faculty mem
ber earned during his last five years of teaching. 
Higher paid administrators or teachers don't have an 
advantage in the program, since their retirement pay 
is based on the "average" rather than actual earnings. 
The plan has been an effective recruitment factor. 

Through all of his busy career and virtual estab
lishment on a pedestal, President Ellis has not lost 
his humility. As one of a family of 11 children he 
apparently learned to get along with people. He cer
tainly does with Missouri's chief executives, legislators, 
fellow-administrators, faculty, st11dents and employes. 
Even the parking lot attendant back of Jesse Hall 
is impressed with him. Living on the campus, the 
president doesn't have a parking problem except 
when he is expecting campus visitors. He steps out
side his office himself to make the arrangements, and 
the attendant is happy that "he always asks if space 
is available. He doesn't tell me. Of course it is always 
available for him." 

Dr. Ellis himself considers the three fringe benefits 
-workmen's compensation, retirement, and the med
ical insurance programs-as the three most important 
developments at the University in the last five years, 
as they have added tremendously to the attractiveness 
of University positions. He declines to take credit for 
them, however, and explains away any success he may 
have had as president to the fact that he has had a 
good Board of Curators and an especially good Board 
president in James A. Finch, Jr., of Cape Girardeau, 
whose tenure as Board president approximates that 
of Ellis as University president. 

But he has hopes and dreams for the future, and 
specifically for the seven-year future that lies ahead of 
him as president before regulations require his re
tirement from administrative duties at the age of 65. 

"We have a unique opportunity here at the Uni-
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versity of Missouri," Dr. Ellis explains. "We are one 
of the wealthiest states with a single state university. 
We can develop one of the great universities if we 
can convince the State of the desirability of it. We 
have the historically-important backgrounds, the ideal 
location, and if we do the right kind of an educational 
job we cari make it one of the great universities of 
the United States. 

"We cannot get it done in a year. We have Wis
consin and Minnesota universities as models of what 
can be accomplished with a single state university, 
and we arc more able to support one such university 
and have just as much need as they do. 

"Dming a perioll of expansion we can adcl judi
ciously to our staff, and that is good because you can't 
build alone by rewarding your present staff. Expan
sion is an opportunity in growth to add quality." 

His goal is to accomplish this in the next seven 
years-actually in only five from an appropriations 
stamlpoint as the University now is in a fiscal bien
nial period in which most funds for the next two 

years have been determined by legislative appropria
tions. 

Salary requirements for the faculty and staff will 
always be the No. 1 problem, he explains. That has 
always been President Ellis' theme before the General 
Assembly. Funds must be available to retain capable 
staff members, for "judicious" additions, and the first 
question-regardless of buildings, library, scientific 
equipment, or fringe benefits-is the basic salary 
offer and prospects for future increases. 

The Columbia business man who wrote the un
solicited letter of recommendation to the Board pres
ident had a second paragraph that: seems appropriate 
nearly five years later: 

"I have known the man for 20 to 25 years," he 
saicl in reference to President Ellis. "I have never 
heard an uncomplimentary remark made about him 
-an enviable record for any man." 

It's still virtually impossible to find anyone who 
has uncomplimentary remarks about President Ellis. 
An enviable record, incleecl. 

Johnson: Farmers' Economist rrom page 8 

this congregation organize its first Christian Endeavor 
Society, served 29 years as secretary-treasurer of the 
Sunday School, two years as its superintendent and 
many years in the church choir. 

Besides leading Boy Scout work in his own church, 
he was long a member of the district committee and 
the Great Rivers Area council, serving seven years 
as president of the area council and receiving the 
Silver Beaver award from the National Council. 

In community work he has long served on the City 
Library board and on several other boards and com
missions. At a critical turning point in Columbia his
tory, he served 14 years on the City Council; the 
first eight years in the mayor-council form, and the 
remaining six years under the Charter and city man
ager plan. 

In his family life, 0. R. Johnson inherited and 
put into daily practice the principles that made him 
an outstanding student and educator. 

The oldest of the eight children reared by Henry 
and Matilda Minor Johnson, Oliver Ray grew up on 
a 289-acre tenant farm in Holt County, Missouri four 
miles from the town of Maitland. With the older boys 
working nine months of the year and attending 
school in the midwinter months, the Johnson family 
operated this big farm for . 17 years on the basis oJ 
partnership with the owner. Each of the children 
had definite responsibilities and experienced the joy 
of individual skill and achievement. 

Walking to the Maitland high school, four miles 
and back daily, 0. R. completed the course in two 
winters, graduating as salutatorian of his class in 
1906. And, by the way, his brother Roy, 15 months 
younger than himself, was a classmate graduating as 
valedictorian! Both entered the University of Mis--

souri that fall, promptly qualifying as distance run
ners on the Varsity track team. 

Similar emphasis on family accord and planned 
preparation for worthwhile achievement has char• 
acterized the 0. R. Johnson family on Lathrop Road 
in Columbia. The same year that 0. R. became in
structor in farm management, 19IJ, he married Ruth 
Phillips, daughter of a prominent Kansas City teach
er. She, too, had just graduated from the University 
with degrees in arts and education. 

Their son, Oliver Henry, has three degrees; A.B. 
and A.M. in Chemistry from Missouri and Ph.D. 
from Cornell. During World War II, he served as 
a munitions expert in the African, Italian and Eu
ropean mainland campaigns, rising to the rank of 
Major. On his return to the home land, he was as
signed to the Navy as a Colonel in the Ordnance De
partment, a task which has kept him busy since that 
time. 

Their daughter, Dorothy Elizabeth Irnlach, was 
elected Phi Beta Kappa in l1C1' senior year and has 
two degrees from Missouri, A.B. and A.M. in Bot
any. She, too, is serving in the U. S. Navy as Scien
tific Artist in the Medical Research Laboratory at 
San Francisco. 

For 25 years the Johnson home on Lathrop Road 
was constantly open to informal gatherings of Boy 
Scouts, Campfire Girls and student groups. Match
ing Professor .Johnson's own record in youth work, 
Mrs . .Johnson conducted summer camps for her 
Campfire Girls-always with 0. R.'s help in trans
portation, arrangements for campsites, and pitching 
of tents beside at least a dozen of Missouri's clear
water streams. In all, more than 250 girls shared these 
wisely planned and supervised experiences. 
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