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Interview with Varl Wilkinson, August 4, 2004
Conducted by Tom Vance, at the Wilkinson home in Grand Ledge, Michigan
[This version contains additional information provided by Mr. Wilkinson on March 30, 2005]
TV:  You were superintendent of Portage Schools from 1947 to 1970. With that, let’s start off with you talking about your background before coming to Portage Schools. 

Mr. Wilkinson: Okay, I grew up in the little town of Baldwin, Michigan, about 75 miles north of Grand Rapids. I was graduated from Baldwin High School in 1933 and was class valedictorian. During my high school years, I played both basketball and baseball. In fact, I started playing on the high school baseball team when I was in 6th grade. I’m not sure whether or not there were eligibility rules then or not, or whether our school officials were not aware of them. I know there were when I was in high school. My first recollection of hearing about Portage was in 1932; my junior year of high school. We had a new coach, Ronald Bigelow, who had done his practical coaching at Portage the previous year while a senior at Western. Our team went to the quarter finals in Class D that year and were beaten by Brethern by 3 points. That was the year Portage won the Class D state championship and as I understand it, they beat the same team – Brethern – in the state finals. Our coach hoped that we would meet Portage as he knew many of their players, but it didn’t work out. Little did I know I would be superintendent in Portage – one of the players on that team was Tony Schuring, who was on the Board that hired me. 

After graduation I attended Ferris Institute for a year, in what was called, at that time, the normal department, which was a program where you go for one year to get a teaching certificate to teach for three years in one-room rural schools. I didn’t teach immediately after that first year. I went to Western Michigan University, at that time it was Western State Teachers College, and was there one year. My first year at Western, I did play on the freshman baseball team. And then dropped out to teach in a one-room rural school and I taught two years in the one-room rural school in Peacock, which was about 12 miles north of my hometown. My first year’s salary was $65 a month which translated into $585 for the year. And of course in the one-room schools of that time, you had to do the janitor work, and build the fire, and so on. However, there was an elderly gentleman across the street from the school and I paid him a dollar a week to build the fire and sweep the floors. Then, after the two years at Peacock, I returned to Western and was graduated from there magna cum laude in 1939. When I went back, I switched from a physical education major to a math major. I did make the varsity basketball team, but with my change of majors and because I would not likely make the regular line-up as the regular second baseman (also a junior) was back, I thought it wise not to continue on the squad. About half of my class load in my junior and senior years was in math, which was a heavy load. 

My sister taught in Peacock for three years before I did. We sort of traded off going to college and helped each other by paying tuition and board and room. We each lived at home while teaching during those Peacock years and helped my dad in his general store (coal, feed, and groceries). After completing her degree, my sister taught in Traverse City. When I was teaching in Peacock, I would stop at the store and do the delivering or stay in the store while my dad did deliveries. We both attended college during the depression and our helping each other made it possible, along with, of course, help from our parents. 
After graduation from Western, I took a job in the small town of Ortonville, in Oakland County; kind of an interesting situation. I didn’t want to be over on the eastern side of the state, but I interviewed with the superintendent who was going to be new there that year, and after a few weeks I received a contract. I sat on it for a while, but jobs were kind of tough at that time and finally I received a telegram saying “please return contract, signed or unsigned.” So I signed it and went to Ortonville to teach in the fall of 1939. Nancy, my wife, graduated from Central Michigan and she also went to Ortonville to teach in the same year, that’s where we met, and we were married in 1940. Taking the job in Ortonville certainly gave direction to my life.  
My wife and I met, and instead of a coaching career, I had the opportunity to get into school administration early in life. I coached basketball and baseball and taught math and social studies; also in my contract was that I would be the Boy Scout leader – can you imagine that nowadays? The summer of 1940, I played baseball and worked in the Morgan cherry factory up in Traverse City and while there the superintendent called me and wanted me to go see him. He offered me the position of high school principal and I was high school principal for three years. I still taught a full class-load and did the coaching. I became superintendent in 1943 and was superintendent in Ortonville from 1943 to 1947. And incidentally, that was during the war and coaches were difficult to get, so for the first two and a half years, I was not only superintendent and taught four classes, but also coached basketball and baseball. When a bus driver was ill, or couldn’t drive, I drove the bus. It was an interesting four years. An interesting story that wouldn’t happen today. We had a custodian and handyman, who also was a bus driver who became ill, and couldn’t work. A local man who drove a truck for the C.F. Smith grocery chain came to me, and said, “I’ll drive the bus at night [end of school] because I get back here about 3 o’clock,” and I said, “I could drive in the morning.” This bus driver was ill for probably five or six weeks, and finally passed away. But during this time this truck driver didn’t want any money and of course as superintendent I couldn’t take any money, and we paid the bus driver all that time, his regular salary. As I say, the type of things that you could do back then that you probably couldn’t do today. Incidentally, we had no sick leave at that time in Ortonville.
TV: Much more complicated today. 
Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, much more complicated today.
TV: How was it that you became superintendent of Portage Schools?
Mr. Wilkinson: Well, I went to Western to interview teachers.  Dr. Burge was head of the placement office and he said, “I’ll try to line up some teachers for you to interview.” When I returned to his office, he said, “You haven’t updated your credentials.” And I said, “No, I guess I hadn’t thought too much about it.” And he said, “Well, I think you’d better do that.” And so I did and that spring he called me in to interview with Richland [schools]. At that time Richland was associated somewhat with Western’s in training student teachers and had been for a number of years, as was Portage and Paw Paw. Richland offered me the job, but the school at that time was the same size as Ortonville and I was under contract in Ortonville, so I turned it down. I thought, well, I probably cooked my goose with Dr. Burge. But the next year Portage opened, and he called me again, and he recommended me highly to Portage. In fact, at that time, Portage had five or six teachers that were on Western’s payroll and the superintendent received half his salary from Western and half from Portage. Western had to approve the superintendent. I was offered the job at Portage as superintendent in mid-spring. I remember I also had an application in at Holly, which was over near Flint, and I came home from the last night that I interviewed with the Portage board and my wife said, “Well, how did it came out?” and I said, “Well, I can have the job if I want it.” And she said, “Good, because I read in the paper that they hired a superintendent in Holly.” Incidentally, my first time I was at Portage, I remember interviewing with Stuart McCamley; I interviewed him out in his barn, Paul Romence at his greenhouses, Tony Schuring at Schuring Greenhouse, Clair Brunch at The Upjohn Company, and Gandner Garlick at home. I did not meet with the whole board, until the time they offered me the contract. Incidentally, I didn’t mention that when I was at Ortonville I went summers and took Saturday classes at University of Michigan and received my masters in school administration in 1942.
TV:  So you became just the fourth superintendent at Portage Schools and served for quite a long time.
Mr. Wilkinson: 23 years.
TV:  That’s a long time for a superintendent.
Mr. Wilkinson: It’s interesting, there had only been three superintendents before me. Cleora Skinner was the first, followed by Hugh Archer, who left to go into the service. Then Lewis Crawford was there for four years and joined the staff at Western when I took over. It’s interesting from 1947 to 2002 when Rikkers retired, there were only three superintendents. It seems to me that that’s something that stabilizes a school district. And to think of only seven superintendents from 1922 to 2002.
TV: Before we get into talking about your tenure as superintendent, maybe you could say something about what you’ve done since you retired Portage Schools.
Mr. Wilkinson: When I left Portage, I took a job as deputy director of Michigan Association of School Boards, a service organization for local boards. It’s not part of the state department [of education] like some people think it is. And so I took a job with them in 1970 and worked with them for 11 years, retired from there in 1981. I worked mainly with legal problems, policies and programs for training board members and that kind of thing. I also had responsibility for the Michigan School Board Journal, a monthly magazine. At that time, we only had three professional employees at the school board association; now they have a much larger staff. One of my duties was to attend the State Board of Education meetings and committee meetings where we might be involved. But it was interesting work, and of course, less pressure than the superintendency. We went out and met with boards, with superintendents where there were problems, and that type of thing. It was interesting and took a lot of time and a lot of effort, but not quite as much pressure at the superintency was getting to be by 1970. Of course, I was in Portage when the first collective bargaining began in 1965, which changed the superintendency.  Previously you went to the Board and fought for teacher raises, but now you had to represent the board in negotiating those raises; sort of changed the situation. I might add that I wrote a column in the School Board Journal covering legal problems and decisions of interest to school boards. It was very popular. For several years, before and after I retired, I taught some school law classes, evenings and summers at Michigan State. 
TV: And you’ve lived here in the Lansing area since you retired.

Mr. Wilkinson: We’ve been in this house since we left Portage. I drove back and forth from Portage for the rest of the summer. And we still had a daughter who was a junior in high school and so we had to move when school started. And Nancy began teaching in the fourth grade at Wacoustra Elementary School, which is part of the Grand Ledge system. Our daughter had to go to school and Nancy had to go to school to teach. We lived in a little apartment here and had the house built and moved in the last day of the year, Dec. 31, 1970, and have been here ever since.

TV: Well, your years as superintendent were full of a lot of activity, a lot of growth in the Portage Schools, with increasing enrollment and building new school buildings. Do you want to talk about these highlights.
Mr. Wilkinson: The first year we were at Portage, our total enrollment was 1,200, maybe a little over. I think it might have been twelve-something, between 1200 and 1250 anyway. When I left, I think maybe it was more than it is now, it was 10,800 my last year. The first graduating class [of my superintendency] was 36 students in 1948. I don’t know if you have this background or not, but Portage Schools, for I think two or three years, eliminated 11th and 12th grades. And this was the second graduating class after they moved the 11th and 12th grades [back]. Students went to other high schools; some of them went to [Kalamazoo] Central, Kalamazoo Christian, and some to Saint Augustine, and so on. 
Anyway, the spring, say maybe April or May, before I became superintendent, the Portage Township consolidated several one-room schools with Portage Agricultural School, so my superintency was the first fall in which all of the Portage Township was part of same school system. And then, of course, we took in some other one-room schools, one in Texas Corners and one in the northwest corner of the school district where Angling Road Elementary School is. So I was superintendent the first year when it was operated as a whole complete consolidated school district. Incidentally, the spring before I became superintendent in Ortonville, it also became a township district and I was the first superintendent of that newly consolidated school district, so both of my superintendencys, my first years were both new school districts to some extent. That first year in Ortonville we did operate two of the one-room schools, because we just didn’t have the space. 
The first fall that I was in Portage, (I didn’t have anything to do with the planning of it) they had a building project to build or add a gym and classrooms to the old administration building. Of course, I made every effort to sell it as superintendent, but we lost the bond issue seven to one. And so we had to think of other ways to solve our building needs and formed a committee to study the situation, and the decision was made to put a proposal before the board to build a classroom section of a new high school on the present site, on the old site, and then two elementary buildings located out in the district, and an addition to Lake Center School. Originally everybody was thinking that everything was going to be one campus, especially the people in athletics because they wanted a big high school. So then we went to work and came up with a project of a high school classroom building and two new elementary buildings and an addition to Lake Center. Lake Center was a three-room building which was a part of the consolidation. We continued to operate that building and the old two-room Pershing building which was located on the corner just north of the new Pershing building. The first new buildings were Milham and Pershing. We closed the old Pershing building when new Pershing was built. I’m quite sure the old two-room building is no longer there. They sold the new Pershing when Conti was superintendent. The original property for Ramona Lane was donated by Upjohn, as was the property for the new Pershing, but Pershing was sold to a local chicken business, to Morins. And maybe it’s changed hands or was torn down. Maybe it isn’t there; I haven’t been by there for a while so I don’t know. The original Pershing and Milham were both built from the same plan, in other words we saved architectural fees by using the same plan for both buildings, and both were added to the first vote on that proposal. We passed the bond issue, but in 1947 you also had to pass a millage issue also. The bond issue had to pass by a simple majority, but the millage had to pass by ¾ majority. We passed the bond issue, but failed the millage issue. Then we went back in the spring and passed the millage issue, so we had to do that twice. The high school class room building was the first building that was built after I arrived. The library or the resource center at the old building, is that still the resource center or is that something else?
TV: At the Administration Building?

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, that long building in the back. Is that still the resource center?

TV: Oh, that’s Technology now.
Mr. Wilkinson: Well, that was the cafeteria. They didn’t have to vote a bond issue for that addition. They got approval for a loan with an advance on their state aid to build that. It was planned and architectural work was done before I got there, but it was opened – in fact I guess it was under construction when I took over – but that was opened about the middle of the winter of the first year I was superintendent and that was the cafeteria. And later it became a media center, and partitioned some space at the back for a couple of classrooms. One year we had band out there. So that was, initially, the first year. From then on we were passing bond issues almost every year or two. 
TV:  Was the growth pretty steady during your years?
Mr. Wilkinson: Fairly steady. There were some years it would be 400 to 500 and some years it was around 1,000. There were many years, with turnover and the additional teachers, which we’d have to hire, maybe about 100 teachers. We’d have to add a lot of teachers every year. But growth was pretty steady. I have a couple pictures here. 
TV:  Sure.
Mr. Wilkinson: It was interesting selling bond issues. 
TV: So this is a picture entitled Elementary Enrollment Growth, Kindergarten through Sixth Grade, and it was for 1958 to 1964. 

Mr. Wilkinson: That would average 400-500 students. This was one of the first ones. That’s when I was projecting what I thought our enrollment would be. 
TV: And this is you during a public meeting?

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, and the other one is too. 

TV: So, these were special meetings to explain to the public your needs. 

Mr. Wilkinson: Sometimes we’d go around to each of the Elementary Schools. They had Mother’s Clubs and sometimes I would make arrangements to be present at one of the Mother’s Clubs to explain a bond issue or whatever it might be. And also PTAs and that type of thing. And, of course, the Optimist Club and other various public groups would give us time. After we lost that first time, we never lost a bond issue for a building. The last year I was there we lost a millage, a one mil millage for operation. That was the only one. But of course, this was an unusual situation – see, The Upjohn Company was just building its manufacturing building the year that we went to Portage. And of course we had a good tax base and the people moving in had young kids so most of our bond issues would pass five, six, seven to one. 

TV: Were a lot of the incoming families Upjohn families?

Mr. Wilkinson: Many of them were, but I don’t know any percentage. I never had any idea. It seemed to be the way the city of Kalamazoo expanded. I think the school had something to do with it. We had a tax base that we could do some things educationally that maybe others couldn’t. It’s a time when people were moving out of Kalamazoo and Portage seemed to be the way. When we went there in 1947 South Westnedge was pretty much celery farms.
TV: Did this have a lot to do with when Portage became a city in 1963, 1964, when Portage went from being a township to a city.

Mr. Wilkinson: I don’t think it had much effect on growth; I think it had an effect on support. But we did continue to grow and built Central Elementary -- that was the last building that was built while I was superintendent. Now practically all the buildings that you have [were in place when I left] except Moorsbridge, and West Middle – those are the only two buildings since I left, of course you’ve had additions put on [others]. The high school was added to, kind of a hodgepodge. While I was superintendent, the gym, music rooms, shops, etc., were added in order to meet growth and expanded curriculum.  

Regarding Portage becoming a city. A group of citizens in Kalamazoo were having a meeting to plan to petition the county to annex The Upjohn Company to Kalamazoo. One of the men invited his son-in-law, who lived in Portage, and whose wife taught for us, to attend the meeting. When he found out what was being planned, he left the meeting and called the Portage township supervisor John Plantifaber, who contacted the township attorney. The attorney prepared petitions for Portage to become a city. They circulated the petitions and finished them about a half hour before the annexation request was made to the county clerk. The Portage petitions took precedence, though a court case was filed by the Kalamazoo group which Portage won. Portage then had to vote to become a city, which passed by a wide majority as I recall. Very fearful of losing their schools to Kalamazoo – or at least the financial support for them – was a big factor in their strong support for becoming a city. 
TV: During the Conti years, a lot of the buildings were being closed. 

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, they closed Pershing, and Milham (that was an elementary building that is now used for community education), Ramona Lane, and Lexington Green. West was built while Conti was superintendent.
TV: Yes, that was 1974. And Moorsbridge, the most recent building, that was built in 1994 when Jim Rikkers was there.
Mr. Wilkinson: The auditorium at Central High School was built after I left. The gym [at the high school, later Central], when that was built it was one of the longest in the state for high schools and that was about 1953. Until then, we played some of our basketball games in the old gym in the current Admin Building, but we played most of our games at the Kalamazoo College gym – we used to rent that – and also occasionally St. Augustine; that’s not where Hackett is, but old St. Augustine’s downtown. So we rented those for basketball games until the new gym was opened in the spring of 1953. We had the [Harlem] Globe Trotters for the opening of the gym.

TV: If the highlights were the growth and the building, what would you say was the most gratifying part of your job as superintendent. What stands out as the most satisfying.
Mr. Wilkinson: Well, of course. all of the success and support of the people is one of the things. We had tremendous support during those years in spite of that rapid growth. Never had a football team until I was superintendent, of course that probably wasn’t that important I suppose as far as a highlight. I think the support of staff; I always felt I had a good repor with the staff and just the overall community spirit and that type of thing were highlights. We really enjoyed being in Portage. One interesting thing might be: my office, first year I was there, was in the old building, and I had a small office and we had an inner office and outer office, with a glass partition between the two. We had one phone and the phone would ring, and the secretary would answer it and if it was a call for me, she would push the phone through a little opening in the glass partition for me to answer it. Of course I think another highlight, was basically the time I was in Portage I had good board supportive boards. And, of course, until the 1960s we seldom had anyone at a board meeting.

TV: I suppose that with hiring so many teachers each year while you were growing, it’s a good thing you had Western here with their great Teachers College.

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes. We also had a number of wives of Western professors that taught for us in Portage and most of those were very good teachers. And I think the growth in the program, and so on, that we were able to do is also a highlight. Of course we had a very good financial base to do things that maybe other schools weren’t able to do. 

TV: What disappointments or low points do you recall?
Mr. Wilkinson: Well, maybe one of the lowest points was the last year that I was there. And it might have triggered my desire, or intention to my moving or taking this other job when it was available, I don’t know. We lost that millage, so we had to make adjustments. We didn’t have to cut like they’re doing now, but we had to make some cuts because a millage like that was a sizable amount of money. I went through the budget and brought to the board some of the things we could do within the amount of money that was going to be available. One of things that I listed was cutting transportation. We were busing every youngster who was within ¾ of a mile from school – I don’t know what their policy is now. The state at that time, for every student transported less than a mile had a deduction. At that time the state was subsidizing transportation. But for every student that was transported less than a mile, you got a deduction equal to your average cost of pupil transportation. So I listed what we’d save if we went to the state regulation. I didn’t recommend we do this, because I did not think we would save enough for the hassle it would cause. And, of course, I was right. So, that was what upset the public, the vocal ones at least. They did not seem to be concerned about didn’t care about larger classes and other cuts, but cutting the transportation. From about the time the board approved the cuts until until Christmas time or a little earlier, we’d have a couple hundred people at board meetings complaining about the cut in bussing. And, of course, who got the blame? The superintendent. It’s always bothered me that some board members did not come out and say, “Mr. Wilkinson didn’t recommend this, but the board thought if we’re going to cut programs, we should cut services.” That always kind of bothered me a little bit, that I was up there defending, and so on, and no one said well, it wasn’t Mr. Wilkinson’s recommendation. 
So I guess that would be one of the times that I felt a little discouraged. But I’ve always said that the highlight of that year, even though we had to make cuts and increase class size, was that we had complete support of the staff. The way I handled that with elementary buildings, I figured out, based on enrollment, the amount of teachers that that building could have, and supplies, and that kind of thing, and let them decide how we were going to do it. For example, at Milham [Elementary] the 6th grade teachers agreed to take 40 kids in their class, so that the elementary classes could be smaller. I let the elementary building with their principal decide about their supplies and that type of thing, so they were in on the decision. I didn’t have any staff problems which was always a pleasure. That went pretty well. I might add that a certain segment of the community began to circulate petitions to recall six board members (one had just been elected, so was not subject to recall). However, another group in the community circulated petitions supporting the board – were very successful – so the anti-board group never filed its petitions. 
TV: Can you address the reputation or image of Portage Schools and how it may have changed or grown from when you came in 1947 up til 1970.

Mr. Wilkinson: Well, I think the first year – of course the defeat of that first bond issue – so bad, you know, but I realized that it would be a really big jump in the tax base. I didn’t mention that the south end of the old building [current Admin Building], you can tell that it’s a new section that was open the first year I was there. And the people had voted a bond issue to support that. Again, back then, things were different because the limit of time that you could pass a bond issue was five years, in other words you had to pay for it within five years, so they had just voted that bond issue the year before, or the spring before actually. I think that had something to do with the opposition to that first bond issue. But I would say that from almost the beginning I felt the support of the public. After the first bond issues passed, we didn’t have to worry too much. The bond issues usually passed by a sizable majority. For later bond issues, the valuation was growing to the extend that we did not have to increase previous millages. And after about the mid 1950s, all you had to do was vote the bond issue and you could levy the necessary millage to pay for it. Before you had to vote two votes. But people were pleased with the program we could offer. As for the reputation and image of the school system, it improved tremendously during that period. I believe Portage had the reputation of being one of the best, if not the best, in the area and also in the state. 
TV: That leads to my next question; the quality of the students. Performance or quality of our graduates 

Mr. Wilkinson: Over the years, I believe that the quality of students and their performance continued to be above average. I have always been impressed, when I got back for class reunions, by the attitude of the former grads and the success they have had in life. I believe Portage has been and continues to be an outstanding school system. I hope I had some little part in building it. As enrollment increased, we could steadily expand our programs, which offered opportunities to kids which we couldn’t offer in earlier years. For instance, my first year there, the only thing we had in the line of shop was wood shop in that old building, I guess it’s still there…
TV: Behind the admin building?
Mr. Wilkinson: In front of the bus garage. That was a two-room building and we had band in one room and shop in the other. All we had was 7th and 8th grade wood shop and I think one high school wood shop class. So, we expanded our program to machine shop and welding shop, auto shop, and drafting and all those other type of things. So I think we were providing over the years a better program or more opportunities for kids. For instance, the only language we had my first year was Latin. Then we were offering German, French, and Spanish. I don’t know if they’re still offering Latin or not. We had a number of students pay tuition to attend our high schools from some of the neighboring districts because of our expanded programs. 
TV: And of course, you were the superintendent when the second high school [Northern] was added. That was a big undertaking.
Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, that was a big undertaking. We had to sell that idea, because, again, there were people who thought we should have one high school. So you had to convince the public. I had no problem convincing the board. I think most people saw that it was for the best. Our last graduating class at Central (before Northern was built -- our second daughter was in it) was 565.

TV: If Northern hadn’t been built, you would have had to have increased Central significantly.

Mr. Wilkinson: You would have had to double it. It wasn’t a practical thing to do that. I think that some, particularly those looking at athletic success, preferred one high school. There was concern how the split would affect athletics, especially Leon Roberts. He was an excellent athlete, football, basketball, and baseball. In fact, he played major league baseball – and you had to divide the district in to two attendance areas in a logical way and stick to it. Leon was in the Northern district, and lived in the Lexington Green area; that’s another building that was closed. But, anyway, we had a few problems but not much. We had no problem getting the bond issue passed. We had a little problem with splitting staff, but we didn’t have what I would call really serious problems. Arlene Martin was principal of Central at that time and he moved to Northern. In fact, we gave him a year before it was opened to get everything organized. Jim Pellowe took over as high school principal at Central. I think he had the whole year, at least a half year, to work out staffing problems, and so on. That was one of the big steps.

TV: When you look back today, do you have any final comments or reflections of all those years as superintendent?

Mr. Wilkinson: I think I’d say they were very happy years; I’d say we enjoyed Portage. I almost cried when I left, in fact I think I did. I guess, because of the growth, and all of the building and all of the relationship with the staff, I kind of had an ownership that this is my school. 

TV: Well, those were such critical years, having consolidated into the district we know today, and having grown so much. 

Mr. Wilkinson: As I say, we hated to leave. Sometimes after I decided I was going to do so, I’d wished I hadn’t, but I had two years left on my contract. I had a three year contract, and had two years left on my contract, so I had to go the board and ask them for release. 

TV: But 23 years is a long time. 

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, but as I say, you kind of have an ownership of it. If you had problems all those years, you wouldn’t have felt that way. And so it was a real good time for us. Three of our daughters graduated from Portage Central. Our oldest daughter was in the class of 1960, and next one was in the class of 1965, third one in my last class 1970. We had success in athletics, and there were times when we were down, the same as it is now. I remember our first football team; they’d never played football. If we’d had those boys for three years, the way they played, we would have had a real good team. When I went to Ortonville to teach, they’d never had any basketball. So I started a basketball team there and we played in a town hall 26 feet wide and 36 feet long. But as I say, it was enjoyable time and even that last year, except I felt that if we would have passed the millage issue – I don’t think it failed by too much, I can’t remember now – but that was kind of a flap you wish hadn’t happened. But after all of the support we’d had over the years, the one we had in 1947 and what people did to support the schools with buildings and millage and that type of thing.
TV: And unfortunately, your last ten years there, the 1960s, were tough years, with the Vietnam War and racial troubles in the country. And of course these things played out in the high schools.
Mr. Wilkinson: We had very few black students. We had maybe two or three families of black students. We had to develop a policy that we wouldn’t accept tuition students unless they were from a school district that didn’t offer some program which we had. For instance, we had two or three kids come from Mattawan because they couldn’t get languages and some came from Schoolcraft. But we were getting requests from white people in Kalamazoo to send their kids to Portage to avoid the integration. We had to set some kind of policy that would give us authority to not accept them [white families] because they had the same program available to them that we offered in Portage. 

TV: So that limited the number of out-of-district students who wanted to come in.

Mr. Wilkinson: Yes, and most of your small town people didn’t want to. There was a family from Mattawan who wanted a better college prep program. At that time they were quite limited. 

TV: A busy final ten years. 

Mr. Wilkinson: We didn’t have as much building. Well, the first part of the ten years, but not the last part of the ten years we didn’t have as much. We were growing, but our growth wasn’t quite as much. 

TV: According to the 75 Years of Shaping the Future history, it looks like the growth steadied in the early 1970s, between 1973 and 1975 it was flat. And you’d left by then. Looks like 1970 was the high point.
Mr. Wilkinson: For example, I remember making plans for the next year; our kindergarten projection was around 600 or 700, and the kindergarten my last year was over 1,000. The birthrate had gone down. I remember one time, talking to Gayle Werme when we were at an MASB convention; she thought maybe they would have to close a high school. I think she was still on the board then. Up through the time I was there, [grades] 7, 8 and 9 were in the junior high. We used to use some rooms at North Junior High for 6th grade, but for most time, 7, 8, 9 were in the junior high. Of course the first year I was here, 7 through 8, plus most of the elementary were in the old building, where the Administration Building is now. We used the lower floor of the Masonic Hall for kindergarten and had 50 to 60 students each morning and afternoon with two teachers. 
TV: Well, those are all the questions I have, Mr. Wilkinson, unless you have any final comments.  

Mr. Wilkinson: If you think of anything else, let me know. I still think it’s a good school district. 

TV: Thank you very much for your help with this project.
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