
Regional
Page 3Monday, December 27, 2015 — www.theintelligencer.com

2015 will be remembered as a pretty bad year for 
higher education in this country. Erosion of funding 
for public colleges has continued, and has resulted 
in a poor response by college and university leaders. 
Instead of changing the business models of their 
institutions, they have resorted to the myopic reac-
tion of just cutting their budgets. These cuts have 
affected the quality of their quality while increasing 
what they are charging students for their education 
– an obviously unsustainable strategy.

Then we have witnessed pretty ugly racial inci-
dents across campuses, revealing both societal ills 
and lingering racism that has characterized the 
sector since its inception. Yet, attacks on affirma-
tive action policies continue to mount. But these 
problems have not been the only bad news for 
higher education. Campus shootings, narrow-mind-
ed approaches to issues of mental health, continu-
ous obsession with meaningless college rankings, 
blind support for athletics over academics, lack of 
preparedness of higher school graduates, almost 
religious adherence to technological fixes proposed 
by false prophets and their acolytes, and failure by 
the federal government to live up to its promise to 
provide an unbiased and simple way for people to 
assess the performance of colleges and universities 
all contributed to the bad year for higher education. 

Probably what has been even worse for higher 
education has been misinformation about it and its 
role in society. From totally inaccurate “truths” dis-
guised as facts being broadcast in different media to 
just plain disparaging of the whole postsecondary 
enterprise based on a wave of anti-intellectualism, 

the sector has been given a bad name in the last 
few years. No wonder that a pronounced number of 
good people are leaving academia and coming out 
very vocally about it.

Not that we have lacked any good news to share. 
There has been significant improvement in the job 
market, new and more statistics reaffirming that a 
college degree is a worthwhile financial proposition 
and an increase in enrollment numbers by interna-
tional students. Yet, the higher education marketing 
departments seem to keep concentrating on giv-
ing prominence to athletics and “feel good” news 
instead of helping the public in general and the 
powers-that-be to understand the societal benefits 
brought in by investing in higher education. 

The question is, what kind of news can we antici-
pate for higher education in 2016? Probably it won’t 
be much better. Funding in general is expected to 
worsen and cases of institutional failure propelled by 
bad leadership will continue. Boards of trustees and 
college leaders do not seem to envision what is com-
ing or to have learned from past experiences. Case in 
point is the number of colleges and universities that 
have announced closing or severe restructuring.

Also, expect a lot of nonsense to be thrown at 
higher education during the political campaign of 
2016, with more falsehoods being disseminated, 
more demagoguery, and expect the real issues not 

being discussed. The political season will result 
in a climate of fear toward factors – real or imagi-
nary – that professional politicians know they can 
bank on when it comes to electoral dividends. As I 
heard once from a professional politician in private, 
“Talking about education in a political campaign is 
not a worthwhile investment, unless you blame the 
opposition for its current situation.”

Yet, I think that the political campaigns repre-
sent an opportunity for higher education to come 
out stronger, but only if we grasp the opportuni-
ty. For example, the two major candidates of the 
Democratic Party have promised to make public 
higher education free (or at least to make it more 
affordable) while their Republican counterparts 
have remained moistly silent or have objected to 
those proposals. I think that such a discussion in 
2016 can be highly beneficial, but only if we take 
advantage of the opportunity. And the opportunity 
resides in reinstating the benefits of a strong higher 
education sector, the presentation of facts about 
higher education and to bring back to the American 
consciousness how investments in colleges and 
universities have made (and can continue to make) 
a tremendous difference in the well being of the 
nation.

All what we need to do is to recapture the nar-
rative about how support for higher education and 
innovative policies changed for the better the course 
of the country. From the establishment of the first 
colleges in colonial America, to the unequivocal 
support given to the idea of postsecondary educa-
tion by the nation’s founders, to the development of 

the land-grant institutions during the Civil War, to 
the renewed investments made in the aftermath of 
Sputnik, they all changed the country for the better.

Higher education leaders need to learn from pol-
iticians on how to improve their message to reap 
the benefits of a complicated political situation 
even if that means broadcasting messages that seem 
simplistic in nature, but that will resonate with the 
general population. We need to reassert that the 
basis of the American dream is high quality and 
affordable education, that the only way to maintain 
global leadership in different areas is through a 
well-funded and innovative system of colleges and 
universities and that the best way to combat threats 
is by making the population better educated, eradi-
cating the worst of our panic-stricken fears.

We have much to learn from the politicians’ 
playbooks. Of course that means that we, in higher 
education, need to develop an insight in to how the 
system works. After all, most of the funding and 
support for education depends not only on public 
backing, but also the support of people in power. We 
have to learn what works and to model our message 
accordingly. That requires courage and imagination. 

Where can we start? Let’s summarize what we are 
trying to do with a simple message that will reso-
nate everywhere: “Support for higher education will 
make America great again.” 

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college pro-
fessor with leadership experience in higher education.  
He can be contacted through his website at: http://www.
aromerojr.net

2016 can be a year of opportunity for higher ed
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr.

Letters from Academia

For the Intelligencer

He’s turning 23! The Saint 
Louis Zoo’s bull elephant, Raja, 
will receive special presents at 11 
a.m. on his birthday, Sunday, Dec. 
27, in River’s Edge at the Zoo, 
weather permitting. Visitors are 
invited to sing “Happy Birthday” 
and cheer for Raja.

 Raja was the first Asian ele-
phant born at the Zoo and has 
now sired four female calves – 
Maliha, Jade, Kenzi and Priya!

 For the party, zookeepers and 
volunteers have constructed giant 
birthday presents filled with 
some of the elephant’s favorite 
things, including cereal, melons, 
bananas and popcorn. Large trees 
for Raja to knock over will also be 
provided. Other elephants from 
the family may join in on the cele-
bration in River’s Edge.

 From 10:30-11 a.m., there will 
be keeper chats and animal train-
ing demonstrations at the ele-
phant habitats, weather permit-
ting. After the celebration, visitors 
can sign a super-sized birthday 
card and learn more about the ele-
phants and elephant conservation 
from keeper chats, activities and 
biofacts at Lakeside Cafe until 1 
p.m. Birthday cupcakes and hot 
chocolate will be available for 
purchase.

 The Zoo is open 9 a.m. to 5 

p.m. daily, except on days of U.S. 
Bank Wild Lights when it closes 
to the public at 4 p.m. Wild Lights 
continues Dec. 9-13, 16-23, 26-30 

and Jan. 1-3, from 5:30 to 8:30 
p.m. For tickets and information, 
visit stlzoo.org/wildlights. The 
Zoo will close at 3 p.m. on Dec. 

24 and Dec. 31, and will be closed 
all day on Dec. 25 and Jan. 1. 
For more information, visit www.
stlzoo.org.

Zoo to celebrate Raja's 23rd birthday

Raja
Robin Winkelman/Saint Louis Zoo
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“We’ve been lucky every year we’ve 
had it with the weather. You can 
always bet on a good turnout for this 
event. We get all kinds of people who 
love antiques.” This year, she said, she 
spoke to several people who came 
from outside the local area. 

The house also hosted several events 
that were not fundraisers. Each year, 
there are summer camps.  “We have 
two. We hold Miss Lucy’s camp every 
year and rotate the other one,” Raisner 
said. This year, the other camp was an 
archeology camp. “Two archaeologists 
run it. The weather was awful that 
week, but the students still had fun 
and learned something.” 

Miss Lucy’s camp teaches skills that 
young girls in the 1800s would learn, 
Raisner said. At the end of the week, 
the campers invite their mother or 
a special person to a tea and show 
everything they’ve learned.

The annual Mourning Col. 
Stephenson exhibit was held in 
October. “We didn’t really make any 
changes to the exhibit,” Raisner said. 
The exhibit, which shows mourning 
traditions in the 1800s, is unique for a 
historic home, Raisner said.

The Christmas Candlelight tours 
were held in December. This year, 
changes were made to the tour, Raisner 
said. “We really wanted people to feel 
like they came to a party, not a tour,” 
she said. “We got all good feedback. 
People said they really felt like they 
had come to a party. Lots of people 
joined in the caroling and dancing.” 
The numbers were down a little from 
last year, she said. “The weather on 
the Friday night of that weekend was 
miserable,” she said, with cold rain. 
“I think people just didn’t want to go 
out.”

Raisner said there are plans for some 
new events in 2016. “We’re thinking of 
a having a murder mystery in the 
house.” She said it was still in the plan-
ning stage, but hoped that it would 

happen in 2016. 
Another project that involves the 

house and its occupants is also in the 
works. One of the board members, Sid 
Denny, has written a play about a mur-
der trial involving Benjamin and Lucy 
Stephenson’s son-in-law, Palemon 
Winchester. “There are some theater 
companies looking at it,” Raisner said. 
“We’re hoping it happens next year.” 
Denny was the head of the anthropol-
ogy department at SIUE for several 
years. He has done a lot of research on 
the house, Raisner said.

“There was very little written about 
the murder,” Raisner said. “Winchester 
was accused of killing someone. His 
lawyer got away with so much in the 
courtroom, just over-the-top antics.”

There are no major renovation proj-
ects coming up, but general upkeep 
and maintenance are ongoing. “We 
did some tuck-pointing earlier and the 
bricks were waterproofed. You have to 
seal old bricks,” she said. “We’re hav-
ing some shutters redone next year,” 
she said. “Some of them, especially 
those with southern exposure, need to 
be replaced.”

The house has a separate building 
with restrooms. “We’re having a cou-
ple of bathroom doors replaced with 
more modern materials that should 
last,” she said.

“There are some things we have to 
repair in the cellar,” she added. “We 
have to replace some bricks. They’re 
1820 bricks.” The roof on the house 
was redone in 2014. “At some point, 
the roofs on other buildings will have 
to be replaced, but not anytime soon.”

The Friends of the Stephenson 
House is always looking for mem-
bers, Raisner said. “We stay afloat 
through memberships, fundraisers 
and grants,” she said. “We don’t make 
enough money through tours. As any 
homeowner knows, there is always 
something that has to be done.” In 
addition, she said the house always 
needs volunteers. “We need people to 
give tours and demonstrations, work 
in the garden, give fundraising help 
and work in the gift shop,” she said. 
“There are never enough volunteers to 
go around.”

HOUSE

Abandoned bunkers draw visitors
MARION, Ill. (AP) — After a winding, 

three-mile trip on a gravel road, the first of 
several trapezoid-shaped buildings come 
into focus — a reddish-brown door set into 
the middle of a hunk of concrete, with letters 
and numbers atop the doorway.

About 150 yards apart, more emerge out 
of what appears to be a clump of trees and 
thick brush in an otherwise immaculate, 
cleanly mowed setting. Over the years, seeds 
for the trees and brush have fallen atop the 
soil covering the domed structures, nestling 
into the soil and taking root.

This is the middle of the former Illinois 
Ordnance Plant area, a section of the 44,000-
acre Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge 
that was created in 1941 and 1942 as a site 
where ammunitions for the war effort were 
made. 

It lies quietly — except for the occasional 
deer or workers working in their area — to 
the southeast of the busy Illinois 13 and 148 
quadrant.

"It started out as a recreational area," said 
Beth Kerley, contract compliance specialist 
at Crab Orchard, "and we started out with 
the (bunkers) and now we have both."

It ceased to operate as a ordnance plant, 
making the military weapons and other 
materials in in 1945. 

On Aug. 5, 1947, the 44,000 accumulated 
acres were transferred to the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service.

A whole little community
Something heavy did happen here: For 

a few years in the 1940s, this part of Crab 
Orchard National Wildlife Refuge had an 
industry that was a "loading site for high-ex-
plosive shells, bombs and components," 
according to its history.

The work started in August 1941 and by 
December, the plants were up and running 
with an abundant workforce from which to 
choose, said Sam Lattuca, president of the 
Williamson County Historical Society.

Factory workers — as many as 10,000 
during the height of its production — made 
500-pound bombs, 120-millimeter shells 
for the Howitzer guns and tank landmines 
before operations stopped after V-J Day in 
1945.

The manufactured products were stored in 
the bunkers, which are now only visible to 
the public on the tour days on the last two 
Sundays in October.

That's where visitors see the many bun-
kers, locked with padlock systems owned 
by businesses that rent them to store explo-
sive-type items.

Kerley said there is a waiting list to rent 
the bunkers — she tells businesses that their 
wait is "indefinite." Most on the waiting list 
eventually move on to find storage space 
elsewhere, she said.

The businesses that lease the bunkers are 
responsible for the upkeep of the grounds 
that they occupy. Some bunkers have 
grass that is neatly trimmed and branches 
trimmed, while others have more of a bram-
bly look.

"Some people visit their bunkers often," 
she said. "Some people are here every three 
or four months," she said, referring to areas 
that needed grooming.

Kerley opens the door to one of the empty 
bunkers, showing off a semi-circle shaped 
interior with a domed roof and concrete 
floor and walls. 

Voices echo deeply inside the dark hole, 
bouncing off the two-foot thick cement walls.

Two other bunkers in Area 13 have been 
designated at habitats for bats. Inside them 
are wooden structures from which the bats 
hang.

"Huge" impact in area
The ordnance plant was actually phase 

2 of the government's work in that area, 
Luttuca said.

A few years earlier, in 1936, the govern-
ment sought to reclaim the land as part of 
the Crab Orchard Creek Project, partially to 
"aid in eliminating economic and social dis-
tress" from the Depression.

As the Depression was ending and the 
United States was entering World War 
II, the eastern part of the Crab Orchard 
Creek Project was transferred to the War 
Department, which ordered the construction 
of the Illinois Ordnance Plant.

"The impact of it back in those days was 
absolutely incredible," Lattuca said.

In the beginning, this area had 536 build-

ings, with about 2.3 million square feet of 
space. 

Today, there are about 165 existing build-
ings, according to refuge staff.

The area had its own armed security 
force, three fire departments, hospital, living 
quarters for superintendents and others and 
water system.

"It was self-sustaining," Lattuca said.
Neil Vincent, visitors' service manager, 

agreed: "It was basically just like an army 
base."

This area, far from the eyes of the vast 
majority of the public, can look like Indian 
burial mounds, because of the shape of each 
building and the vegetation growing from it. 

On two Sundays in October, refuge staff 
open the gates for the public to ride in the 
area and watch the fall colors and wildlife.

An occasional deer can be seen, includ-
ing one that stops as it looks toward an 
approaching wildlife service truck, turning 
around to head back into the wooded area. 
Kerley points to the standing rows of dried 
corn stalks across the roadway, saying that's 
where that deer was probably headed. The 
refuge has an agreement with farmers who 
farm there: 

The farmers leave unharvested some of 
their crops so the animals, like the deer, can 
feed off it.

It alternately is reminiscent of a cemetery, 
its heavy bunkers holding their goods, and 
a Native American mounds area, where the 
humps formed by the bunkers and their veg-
etation growing from their roofs.

Lattuca said it's no wonder one might 
be reminded of a cemetery and Native 
American burial grounds.

A lot of families and whole communities 
were displaced when the government came 
in the 1930s to claim the place as the Crab 
Orchard Project: about 200 families, five 
churches and several cemeteries were dis-
placed and relocated.

Another 130-some families were displaced 
when the government decided to expand 
the project and acquire 10,000 more acres, 
Lattuca said.

"So people got moved off their ancestral 
homeland," he said.

Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge has a connection to World War II

Police shooting 
draws criticism

CHICAGO (AP) — Bettie Jones, 
known in her Chicago neighborhood 
for her work with anti-violence com-
munity groups, was killed by police 
responding to a domestic disturbance 
just hours after she hosted family on 
Christmas Day.

The fatal shooting of Jones, 55, and 
19-year-old Quintonio LeGrier, a col-
lege student visiting his father for 
the holiday, at a West Side home 
has raised further questions about 
a police department already under 
intense scrutiny. Grieving relatives 
and friends of the two victims gath-
ered Sunday to remember them and 
criticize city officials who they said 
had once again failed residents.

The shooting happened early 
Saturday morning at the small 
two-story home, where Jones lived 
in a ground-floor apartment and 
LeGrier's father in an upstairs unit. 
Police, who were responding to a 911 
call made by LeGrier's father after an 
argument with his son, have released 
few details beyond a brief statement.

It said that officers "were confront-
ed by a combative subject resulting in 
the discharging of the officer's weap-
on" and added that Jones "was acci-
dentally struck."

Both Jones and LeGrief were black, 
and their deaths come amid scrutiny 
of police after a series of deaths of 
African-Americans at the hands of 
officers across the country gave rise to 
the Black Lives Matter movement. It 
also comes amid a federal civil rights 

investigation into the Chicago Police 
Department that was launched after 
last month's release of police dashcam 
video showing white officer Jason 
Van Dyke shooting black 17-year-old 
Laquan McDonald 16 times in 2014.

Police did not disclose the race of 
the officer or officers, saying only 
that those involved will be placed on 
administrative duties.

LeGrier's mother, Janet Cooksey, 
during a vigil Sunday placed candles 
on the porch of the home. On either 
side of the door, Post-It notes indi-
cated where two bullets hit siding on 
the house.

"I used to watch the news daily 
and I would grieve for other moth-
ers, other family members, and now 
today I'm grieving myself," Cooksey 
said at a news conference outside the 
residence earlier Sunday.

Others who spoke said police 
should have used stun guns or other 
nonlethal methods if they felt they 
needed to subdue LeGrier.

"Why do (police) have to shoot first 
and ask questions later?" Jacqueline 
Walker, a friend of Jones, asked. "It's 
ridiculous."

Family spokesman Eric Russell said 
Jones' many grandchildren had hoped 
to thank her for their Christmas gifts 
over the weekend.

Autopsy findings released Sunday 
by the Cook County medical exam-
iner's office say Jones died from a 
gunshot to the chest and LeGrier from 
multiple gunshot wounds.


