This Week in Class of ’86 History:

Exactly 28 years to the day, on Thursday, September 23, 1982, the first issue of the 60th year of The Wheaton News made its way to the dining halls and into our hands.

The headline was “Do a good year: Wheaton welcomes the class of 1986” accompanied by a photograph of an unidentified classmate leaping off a platform in a stand of trees into the hands of members of the class of 1986.  Much of the issue devoted its pages to introducing the campus to the incoming first year class.*

By then, we were adjusting to our first weeks of classes. I’d already pulled my first all-nighter in the Meadows study area, pecking away at my first paper on my Smith-Corona Selectric for my composition class, “Writing About Women.”  Monday and Wednesday afternoons fifteen of us, including our current class President, Amy Holland Wittkamper, Michelle Roden Conway, and Anne Nielsen, gathered under the wise gaze of Professor Sheila Shaw on the second floor of Meneely Hall to discuss women’s lives, often by women authors.  I still own my copy of our text, Images of Women in Literature, highlighted and annotated from that first semester, and I have two of the papers I wrote, one on women and anger and the other, “The Absence of Women’s Friendships in Literature.” 

My high school English teacher and mentor, Donna Mattei, a graduate of Mt. Holyoke, had advised me to take first-year composition, despite my six years of English in high school.  She, of course, was right, and “Writing About Women,” remains deeply embedded in my memory as one of those singular learning experiences. I rounded out my schedule with Astronomy, Psychology 101, and History (Populists and Progressives) with the legendary Professor Nancy Norton. I would have to wait until the following semester to take the most talked about class in our class that fall, Government 101, with another iconographic professor, Jay Goodman.
We’d also been spending those first few weeks running around campus. Many of us took up the call to get involved and ran for one of seven available positions as a class officer or representative to SGA’s Senate and Judicial Board. I remember pulling another all-nighter putting up flyers in the bathroom stalls of every dorm. I started early in the evening on old campus where I met folks like Noreen O’Doherty and Roni Jacobsen, a candidate for President. I think Karyn Wheeler let me into Chapin. 

I left new campus for the early morning shift because I knew I could tunnel my way through the dorms. 
We spent a raucous night in the Loft listening to speech after speech by all the candidates.  The Loft was packed to capacity for a pre-speech rally featuring the Gno-Tonzs, singing their famous rendition of “California Dreamin’.” 

I’m sorry that I can’t recall everyone who ran or eventually won.  I believe that Maureen McGee and Michele Barthelemy were elected President and Vice-President or vice versa.  Jennifer Maher was elected Secretary? Nancy Lawlor was one of our two SGA Senators, and yours truly was honored to serve as your Freshman Judicial Board Representative.
About now during our senior year, we were bracing for a different kind of storm. The media and Wheaton administration had been pounding us with what the news outlets had already dubbed “the storm of the century.” Hurricane Gloria would make landfall in Connecticut early on Thursday, September 26th while those of us who lived too far from home or liked the excitement remained on campus.  By evening, we were tucked inside our dorm rooms listening to the rain and wind gusts of over 80 mph rattle the taped windows.  Friday’s classes had long since been cancelled, and we awoke to a campus ravaged by tree boughs and broken limbs.  Along with tens of thousands of residents along the eastern seaboard and its interiors, we were a campus without power.  Over the weekend we huddled together in the parlors eating pre-made sandwiches delivered to our dorms in big cardboard boxes like WWII rations.  As we’d been told we stormed the campus in the fall of 1982, our last fall on campus stormed us. 
Some of us will return to campus in a few weeks to begin preparations for the Class of ‘86 to storm campus again in May 2011, for our 25th Reunion.  I hope you are already making plans to be a part of that story.

In the meantime, I’d love to hear your recollections of attending your first classes, participating in elections, or surviving Hurricane Gloria.  And my apologies for any inaccuracies or misspelled names. 
Next time: the Class of 1986 survives yet another Sesquicentennial event, Norton-Wheaton Community Day. And please send ahead any recollections you have of early October events from 1982-85. I gratefully will make every effort to include any and all stories received. 

* In 1982, despite being a women’s college, and one engaged in a FIPSE grant project called the Balanced Curriculum, first year students were still called “freshmen.” I no longer use the term at the college where I currently am a member of the faculty and have chosen to rewrite history a little in favor of more inclusive language.
