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What more to say about a mentor, friend, colleague, predecessor.  That you are here today means that you know the basics, the central story of Frank Piskor—his life and his place in the history and future of this university.  And you know much of the relationship Ann and I had with Frank and Anne, while she was alive.  I suspect that each of you, in your own ways, had relationships like ours, for Frank paid special, personal attention to hundreds of people.  At the same time, still others felt continually touched by Frank because of a particular moment with him in their lives that had a lasting effect.

If you read the “memories and reflections” alumni posted to the University’s website in the days after Frank’s death it is absolutely clear why so many Laurentians are here today to celebrate his life and memory.  Frank became St. Lawrence’s 14th president at the height of the Vietnam War—a war that lasted through six years of his presidency.  I’m just about finished with Canaan’s Edge, Taylor Branch’s captivating third volume on the King years in America, covering the last three years of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life and work, and the intersection of the civil rights movement with the anti-war movement.  How powerfully it reminds me of the exponentially growing cynicism and declining trust in our government and in leaders of our nation’s major institutions, including university presidents, among the young people in America of the time.  That cynicism had lasting consequences.  It’s something we need to think about today.
It was a very hard time to begin a university presidency for that reason and because also, though certainly no-one knew it at the time, more than a full decade with a stagnant economy lay ahead.  It was even harder for a man like Frank, who inspired trust and inspired others to trust.  Here is what Terry Slaven ’71, said about Frank in his web-posting.  Terry had been a student member of the presidential search committee that brought Frank to St. Lawrence:
I have a vivid memory of the public person, from his first Convocation address:  “I aspire to build the finest arts-centered university in the country,” he said.  What a bold vision!  I was skeptical.  I didn’t appreciate then, as I do now, that lasting accomplishments grow only from great ambitions.

The two years that we overlapped at St. Lawrence—1969 [through] 1971—were tumultuous ones, and Dr. Piskor and I did not always see eye to eye.  My most profound personal memory of him is from my class Commencement.  As president of the graduating class, I was given the chance to offer some remarks.  Dr. Piskor introduced me, and at the conclusion of my remarks he shook my hand.  “I’m proud of you,” he said.  “I hope some day you’ll be proud of me.”

Life does not always afford the opportunity to express your feelings in the way that, looking back, you wish you had.  But in this instance, it did.  My 10th Reunion in 1981 coincided with Dr. Piskor’s retirement year.  We came face to face on the Quad, and again we shook hands.  I recalled to him his pledge at Convocation, and his words to me at my graduation.  I assured him that I was, indeed, very proud of him and all that he had accomplished. . . . . .  Today I mourn a remarkable man, and a good friend.

This year’s Piskor Faculty Lecture—the 27th—was the first, I think, that did not have Frank himself in the audience.  How appropriate that this year’s lecture occurred on Charter Day in the University’s sesquicentennial year—exactly 150 years from the day St. Lawrence was founded—because for many Frank was the franchise, the president who epitomized best the values to which St. Lawrence aspires.


Frank would be the first to say, of course, that he was not perfect.  When we talked about issues I was struggling with, he would sometimes recount how some got away, and how much he wished he could “play them again.”  Then he would say “ but that’s just the way it goes—you give each issue your best shot, sometimes you just miss, and you have to move on.”  

I visited Trustee Katy MacKay ’70 in her New York apartment on Wednesday.  She had hoped to be here with us today but is recovering from a short stay in the hospital.  Her class graduated at Frank’s first commencement.  At her 25th reunion in 1995 Frank became an honorary member of the class of 1970.  Their plan for the reunion parade was to carry protest signs from the anti-war demonstration held on the steps of Vilas Hall in Frank’s first year.  Frank said he’d like to march with them if he could choose which sign he would carry.  The class said: “terrific!”  Frank chose the one that said:  “What we’ve got here is a failure to communicate.”

Frank, of course, was a wonderful communicator.  He sought to motivate and inspire—to get students especially to believe in themselves.  Tom Healy ’76 wrote in his submission to our website:  

When I met with him in the fall of 1975 to request a recommendation to law school, Dr. Piskor inquired about where I was applying.  When he learned that Harvard was not on my list, [he] insisted that I apply there.  I explained that my test scores were not high enough to justify an application to Harvard—that it would be a waste of the application fee.  Dr. Piskor asked the amount of the application fee and I told him it was $35.  Dr. Piskor reached into his pocket, handed me $35, and ordered me to apply to Harvard. 
Frank also knew how to say difficult things, constructively, so that they would be heard.  One learned to listen carefully to him, because he rarely said anything he hadn’t thought about carefully.  How many people do you know like that!

Joanne, Nancy and your families, and especially grandson Nate ‘06 who made Frank so wonderfully proud, we join you today in mourning for your dad and granddad, but we also go forth inspired by Frank to try every day to do the right thing; to try to look back on every day having made a family, a community, a university, a country a better place; to try in the face of occasional discouragement to see and to bring out the best in people.  Frank knew that it is out of these small things that very big things get built and shaped.  His impact on St. Lawrence is everywhere; our memories of him vivid and long-lasting.  That is as good as it gets!
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