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CommenCement Issue

commencement, 1951 – New York State Fairgrounds coliseum



Location! Location! Location! "Do You RemembeR When?"

While processing into the War 
Memorial for this year’s Commence-
ment, one might assume that the event 
has been unchanging – steeped in ritual 
and rich Jesuit history. Because of the 
heroically efficient labors of many Col-
lege personnel, you might think this 
event is an immutable, platonic perfec-
tion that is ever the same year after year. 
However, archival treasures tell a differ-
ent story. Location, among other varying 
factors, was one of constant debate.

 In 1951, Le Moyne College 
planned to hold the very first Com-
mencement outside on the grounds of 
the New York State Fair, but an all-day 
rain forced it inside to the Coliseum. 
After the initial Commencement, cer-
emonies were held at the War Memorial 
until the mid-1960s, at which time there 
arose a strong movement to bring the 
event to the campus.

 In 1964, the Le Moyne student 
government proposed a formal vote 
to move graduation exercises from the 
War Memorial to the campus. They 
proposed an outdoor program, with the 
newly built Athletic Center serving as 
a back-up location should weather be 
inclement. The student government was 
disappointed that year as the change lost 
by a “squeaker” vote. 

But views changed. From 1968 to 
1971, graduation was held on the lower 
campus in front of the Athletic Center. 
During those years, people were happy, 
because the sun god beamed down gen-

tly. However, one year, as an experiment 
the ceremony was moved to the front of 
the administration building; the thought 
was that the building would be an excel-
lent formal backdrop. Unfortunately, 
the temperature hit almost 90 degrees; 
no shade was available. Participants in 
heavy dark robes melted, sweating rivers; 
aides dashed about distributing water to 
prevent collapse from heat exhaustion; 
people were more intent on fanning 
themselves than paying attention to 
the ceremony. Due to fears of an event 
like Syracuse University’s 1966 gradua-
tion in which 225 people required first 
aid because of the heat, it was decided; 
never again! The next year, 1973, the 
ceremony was to be returned to the 
lower field, but a rain storm convinced 
prudent people that Syracuse weather 
was too fickle to hold the rite outdoors.

This started a 25 year tradition of 
holding commencement in the Athletic 
Center. The location seemed good, if 
not ideal.  Individuals, especially stu-
dents, had wanted graduation on the 
lower campus field because it made 
graduation a Le Moyne event at which 
they could have unlimited guests. The 
Athletic Center did enable the com-
munity to keep the event on campus 
for some time, but in 1992, over 3,700 
attempted to squeeze into the building 
with a 3,200-seat fire code limit. The 
overflow was directed to the dining hall 
to hear a broadcast of the proceedings. 
The audio visual department, having set 
up the remote viewing for these fam-

1951 graduating senior kisses 
Bishop Foery's ring



ily and friends who were 
‘exiled,’ declared that it was 
a poor substitute and that 
the move had alienated 
those whose graduation 
expectations had been 
dashed. 

Even as early as 1992, 
a number of post-Com-
mencement reviews indi-
cated that size was a major 
problem with the Athletic 
Center. This would be a 
constant concern in the 
future. Incoming classes 
were larger, graduate 
programs were becoming 
popular; there was the new 
Physician Assistant Studies Program. 
The number of those graduating rose 
constantly to average above 400 and then 
even above 500. As a result the number 
of guests in the Athletic Center had to 
be limited to five or seven per graduate. 
Discontent led to consensus that the 
ceremony must be moved, but a disagree-
ment arose. Robert Mitchell, S.J., wanted 
to go back to the outdoor ceremony 
because the campus looks so elegant 
in early June. Thomas Marciniak, S.J., 
director of Campus Ministry, was dead set 
against it. It is believed that Father Tom 

added a rain dance to his prayers to sub-
vert the outdoor plan. He was successful. 
In 1997, it rained constantly for the two 
weeks before the graduation date. People 
had visions of women with spike heels 
getting so bogged down that they would 
have to abandon their sunken shoes in 
the mire.  Mitchell capitulated. 

Finally, on-campus nostalgia had 
to give way to reality. The solution was 
a shift to the War Memorial where the 
event would be safe from the weather and 
where there would be unlimited space for 
guests. The War Memorial has been the 
Commencement site ever since. ■

Voice fRom the Past

Ted Furze, director of development from 1972 to 1984, relates his 1980 
commencement experience.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

William Bosch, S.J.:  So, what was the Charlayne Hunter-Gault story?

Furze:  When I knew the committee was interested in Charlayne Hunter-Gault, I 
approached Dick Russell [head of WCNY and a presidential associate], and Dick 
Russell contacted Bill Lear. It was through this connection that she agreed to 
come and receive an honorary degree and give the speech … give the Commence-
ment address.  The fact is that Charlayne gave an excellent Commencement 
address, as I recall. She noted at the beginning that it was the 25th anniversary of 
Brown v. the United States decision, and that she had participated as a child; she 
was one of the people that were led into the school down South. 
              After the Commencement, Bruce Ridder [of Covenant House and also 
a 1980 honorary degree recipient] had to be back in New York City as he had an 
obligation to say Mass somewhere and there was no commercial flight. So we had 
arranged to use the Falcone plane and its pilot to fly them down. Well, we offered 
Charlayne the opportunity to go along. She called her husband, and he was 
delighted to meet her at the Westchester County Airport. Michael Falcone tossed 
me the keys to his car. We go out to the parking lot and it was a brown Cadillac. 
And the keys …  It was a big number of keys and I am fumbling around trying to 
find the right key to open the car. I couldn’t even get the car door open. Finally, 
Charlayne kinda grabbed me by the arm and she says, “Tell me honey, you’re not 
flying the plane!”

Charlayne Hunter-Gault, 1980 commencement 
speaker with President Rev. William O'Halloran, S.J.



commencement - the otheR siDe

Pleasant bromides abound as the graduates are told “work for a better world,” “be 
leaders,” and “Commencement means beginning.” Just as consistent as these messages 
are year after year, so, too, would seem the ceremony itself. Clockwork precision. No 
variations. No conflicts. No dissention!  Peace, calm, and joyous harmony exude from  
Le Moyne’s annual Commencement. However, the archival records reveal another side – 
a side that bucks tradition and addresses social change head on.  

Commencement inevitably reflects the times, even though it is supposed to be a 
display of an enduring and static tradition. There have been three particularly memorable 
commencement incidents in Le Moyne’s history, the first of which occurred in 1968. 

One aspect of the late 1960s was religious turmoil. The “death of God” debate 
captivated theology. The Catholic Church was experiencing the tensions and introspec-
tion of the immediate pre-Vatican II period. Ecumenism was beginning. One indicator of 
the last was that Le Moyne had a Protestant theologian as its Commencement speaker.  
In his speech, the Lutheran pastor, Dr. William Henry Lazareth, stated, “God has always 
been able to take care of his enemies; it’s his official friends like me and you that have 
usually given him the most trouble.” He continued on with a passage from The Catcher in 
the Rye about Christian “Holy Joes” “who sound so phony when they open their mouths.” 
Bishop (Walter) Foery took Lazareth’s sentiments as a personal attack. He started to rise 
to give a heated rebuttal, but (William) Reilly, S.J., Le Moyne College president, physi-
cally restrained him. Later the bishop said, “Father Reilly, you prevented me from speak-
ing.”  Reilly replied, “Bishop, you were not ready to speak. You had your Irish up so high 
you don’t know what you would have said.” 

 The second memorable incident occurred in 1975. The Civil Rights Movement 
was succeeding as a political movement. The American brand of racial apartheid took 
central stage in the news. The nation was facing up to its history of bigotry and discrimi-
nation in housing and employment.  John Blasi, director of student affairs and “Mister 
Le Moyne,” was chosen by the students to be the Commencement speaker.  Blasi, never 
one to shrink from controversy, demanded 
in the spirit of the times an account of 
conscience from the administration, white 
students and minorities. He said, “Father 
Reilly, Father Dinneen and John Blasi must 
ask themselves - have they been examples 
of commitment and service for others … 
have they risen above gratification of their 
own egos … have we given you instruction, 
but failed to show by example?”  His evalu-

ation was also highly critical of the atti-
tudes of both white and of black students. 
Blasi even raised the question: Was 
Le Moyne a racist institution?  As one 
would expect, this airing of dirty laundry 
gravely displeased those in power, and it 
may have been a factor in Blasi’s firing 
from the College in the subsequent year.

The third major incident took place 
in 1986. As racial equality and African 
American rights grew, it aroused both 
black pride and a conservative backlash. 
Black culture had a growing influence. It 
was the age of Spike Lee movies and the rise of rap and hip hop. The campus experienced 
a blow-up about music early in that year. White students didn’t want black music and 
the black students didn’t want white music at College-sponsored dances. On April 25, 
an incident occurred in Seton Hall. During Dolphy Day of that year, the Minority Cul-
ture Center in the basement of Seton Hall was vandalized, with furniture destroyed and 
racist graffiti written on the walls with feces. At Commencement time, a number of the 
faculty and ceremony participants wore ribbons pinned to their robes to symbolize that 
“prejudice and discrimination are unacceptable to the Le Moyne community and must 
not be tolerated.”  A distressing rumor had it that at one point in the ceremony the fac-
ulty would have to stand up to express their agreement with all aspects of the protest, but 
actually a moment of silence was all that was requested. 

Although Commencement seems a thing unto itself, it can be caught up in 
the spirit of the times.  It was impossible to prevent these influences from flavoring 

the pomp and cer-
emony, the tradition 
and ritual that are so 
associated with  
Le Moyne gradua-
tions.  So, at the next 
Commencement, 
when you hear all the 
bromides and all goes 
like clockwork, you 
might remember that 
it has not always been 
thus. ■


