Last Week in Class of ’86 History

November, 2010

For the past month I’ve known that I wanted to write about a tradition we experienced at Wheaton that has since gone by the wayside as sometimes traditions do: Mothers’ Weekend. And since Mothers’ Weekend is about our mothers, I need to begin with a story about my mom. 

My mother belongs to a national organization devoted to keeping the work of a single author vibrant.  Gladys Taber (1899-1980) lived and wrote for the better part of the of the 20th century about the pleasures of a simpler life in New England.  She published novels, memoirs, articles in popular magazines like The Saturday Evening Post, Ladies’ Home Journal, and Family Circle, and even a few cookbooks.

Every year members of the Friends of Gladys Taber (FOGT) gather for their annual meeting at a location significant to the author’s life, usually one of her childhood homes or places where she’d lived and wrote about as an adult.  Last year, however, the group met for the first time ever at Wellesley College where Taber graduated in 1920.  Members of FOGT from all over the country convened to discuss Taber’s work, attend a lecture by a Wellesley history professor about Gladys’ college life, visit the dorms where she lived, and even take a guided botanical walk that Taber likely took many times.

My mother organized this FOGT weekend and wrote the subsequent article for the FOGT newsletter about the gathering.  Feedback from members praised my mother for her extraordinary efforts to recreate such an authentic experience, almost as if they were going to college with Gladys as opposed simply to learning about her college years.  Over a year later people still contact my mother to thank her.

What I find ironic about this story is that my mother did not graduate from any college, let alone one as hallowed as Wellesley.  After one semester at Salem Teachers’ College (now Salem State University) in the fall of 1960, she decided she didn’t want to be a teacher and returned home to be closer to her family in Gloucester, MA.  In the next three years, she would uproot to Hartford, CT, begin dating my father, get married, and have her first baby, me, in April, 1964.  She did all this by the time she was twenty years old.   

Last week in Class of ’86 History we twentyish-year olds were coming off of our final Mothers’ Weekend at Wheaton on November 8th and 9th, 1985.  Each one of these weekends was packed with Whims and Wheatones concerts, an opportunity to attend classes (which my mom always did), brunches, shopping tours, tree walks, and various receptions.  My mother adored coming to Wheaton every November, and I was too self-absorbed in forging my own Wheaton experience to give a second thought to what the experience of coming to college might have meant for her. Listening to her talk about her plans to create the FOGT Wellesley weekend, however, provided some further insight. 

As my admissions process moved into the interview and campus visit phase in the spring of 1982, I became more anxious about getting in to my first choice: Mt. Holyoke.  My high school English teacher had graduated from Holyoke and was grooming me to follow in her footsteps. She’d even taken me on a tour of her alma mater during my junior year; it was a magical event.  Every step on the campus came alive with the stories of her time there.  It wasn’t hard to fall into the trap of wanting to follow exactly in the footsteps of the person I most admired.  But my interview and official campus tour the following February was fraught with my own discomfort.  I could feel palpably how I didn’t fit in while struggling to keep it to myself and make a good impression so I could get in.  I knew my mother knew, and I knew she was withholding judgment for the time. 

We visited Wheaton a few weeks later. Everything clicked even while I was resisting it.  I remember distinctly getting in the car in the visitors’ parking lot behind White House.  The doors slammed shut, and the first thing my mother did was break the silence and say, “You know, this wouldn’t be such a bad place to go.”  She said nothing else.  She turned the key in the ignition, and we drove the two hours back to Connecticut in silence.  In April, I would learn that I had been wait listed at Mt. Holyoke and accepted to Wheaton. I agonized for weeks about whether to hold out for Holyoke, finally, begrudgingly, agreeing with my mother that I should just accept Wheaton’s offer.  In many ways, my mom chose Wheaton for me and for herself.  
Reunions get pitched to us as about returning to a campus where we lived in the company of our classmates.  And for most of us, that’s the story.  However, as I reflect on my mother’s connection to Wheaton and our four Mothers’ Weekends, I’m reminded that reunion also may be a time to reconnect with experiences and people we did not appreciate at the time -- because we were younger and did not have the perspective that the reach of time often provides.  In addition to seeing what life at college was like for me from 1982-1986, every November my mother also was getting a taste of what her college might have been like had she chosen a different path. 

So as I leave behind these thoughts of Mother’s Weekend and move toward Thanksgiving, here’s a debt of gratitude to our classmates who were involved in the planning of these weekends, creating these annual opportunities for us to connect with our mothers in whatever ways we were able during our college years.  And here’s another debt of gratitude for my mom. She steered me in the right direction without knowing the direction herself, and I’m certainly the better for my Wheaton experience twenty-five years later. 
Next Time:  Thoughts on the debut issue of The Wheaton Wire, Thursday, November 21, 1985.
