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Dean of Faculty, Carol Folt 

Dear Colleagues, 

It is now my great privilege to take a few moments to honor President James Wright, 
in this, the last faculty meeting of the Arts & Sciences over which he will preside. I 
cannot and will not even try to do justice to all Jim has accomplished in his 40 years 
at Dartmouth, or to his very special relationships with so many people, not only in 

this room, but across the campus, and 
indeed across the world.  What I can do is 
express the admiration and respect the 
faculty have for Jim Wright – as a man of 
principle, high standards, commitment to 
excellence in all facets of the College, and 
to core values like diversity, student 
access regardless of financial background, 
faculty strength, academic freedom, and 
the value of the liberal arts.    

Jim, as many of you know, has held 
numerous positions at Dartmouth College. 
In each of his roles here he has touched 
many lives.  He is a deeply caring person.  
Individuals mean a lot to him. There are so 
many examples of his and Susan Wright’s 

personal touch and private generosity.  He joined the Dartmouth faculty in the 
history department in 1969, moving up the ranks to become a Full Professor in 1980 
and the Associate Dean in 1981.  He was appointed Dean of Faculty in 1989, Provost 
in 1997, and President, the 16th President in the Wheelock succession, in 1998. 
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His personal story is one of accomplishment by hard work, giving unselfishly, and 
never seeing limits.  And he continues to impart these powerful values to each 
generation of students and faculty by his and Susan Wright’s own examples.  Jim 
grew up in the mining town of Galena, Illinois, and he and four buddies enlisted in 
the United States Marine Corps for three years when he was 17 years old to avoid, as 
he says, going to work in the zinc mines. He really only determined to pursue college 
after he was honorably discharged as a Lance Corporal.  He says this was the result 
of reading, loving to read, and finding a passion for history. He ended up working in 
the mines anyway to help pay for his own education, and his early roots in hard 
work, determination, and finding his passion have echoed throughout his life and 
career. 

Jim received his PhD from the University of Wisconsin, the first member of his 
family to graduate from college.  And he came to Dartmouth, where he has thrived 
and ensured that Dartmouth would thrive as well. The 40 years Jim has been at 
Dartmouth has been a period of remarkable historical consequence that has touched 
our campus and influenced his own work – from the protests and rallies on the 
green in the late 60’s by a thousand protesters against the Vietnam war, to co-
education in 1972, changing Dartmouth forever; to shanties on the green in 1986 to 
convince the College to divest of holdings in South African companies supporting 
Apartheid; to the development of the one of the first campus-wide email services 
(our blitzmail) in 1988; to the adoption of  new wireless technologies which resulted 
in wireless magazine calling Dartmouth the “prototype of tomorrow's network 
society”; and, more recently to hosting the democratic Presidential debates in 2008 
which eventually led to the nomination and election of the first African American 
President of the United States.  These historic changes, in all of which Jim has been 
very involved, have been drivers of the evolution of our campus, and in the last 20 
years especially Jim has been in the driver’s seat. 

When Jim came to Dartmouth it was largely a Caucasian male faculty and student 
body.  Less than 5% of the faculty was female, and less than 20% of the student body 
comprised minorities. In contrast, today we have the highest percentage of tenured 
women in the Ivies, our entering class is the most diverse in our history, and the 
financial costs of all students are met regardless of need and for the first time in 
Dartmouth’s history, regardless of nationality.   These are only a few of the changes 
that Jim Wright has been essential to enacting, and that have kept Dartmouth 
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outstanding and relevant, while also remaining the enduring institution it has 
always been.  

In my own time at Dartmouth, I have had the pleasure of observing Jim wearing 
many different hats.  I have seen him – with students at Class day, where by my 

calculation he has personally welcomed 
as President nearly 12,000 incoming 
first-year students; with faculty and 
with Susan hosting lovely dinners at 
their home for all newly promoted 
faculty; with him on the CAP, watching 
him read with such enthusiasm and 
pride individual faculty fellowship 
applications, and promotion materials.  
You might be very interested to know 
that in the last 20 years, Jim has been 
on or presided over the reappointment, 
tenure and promotion cases of 84% of 
all faculty here at Dartmouth today 
(that is all but 37 full professors and 25 

assistant professors, not yet in their third year)! And I have seen Jim with alumni, 
many of whom remember him fondly as their professor, and observed as he spoke 
with so many of them so personally, and shared stories of their families, going back 
generations. 

I also tried to calculate a couple other things I have observed and even participated 
in at least in part – like the number of meals that he (and Susan) have eaten with all 
of us in the last 10 years – and came up with an estimate of nearly 5,000 meals.  I 

estimate that he has shaken close to 20,000 hands (what with graduation, and other 
big events), and that he has walked across our beloved green between 7,000 and 
10,000 times in just the last decade or so greeting all of us, as our President, a man 
whom we know and respect and who knows and respects us. 

Before concluding, I would like to make a couple final observations about Jim Wright 
that I think help to define his extraordinary career at Dartmouth.  What I see so 
clearly is that Jim knows a college community and appreciates the needs of the 
students and the faculty in the way that only a lifelong teacher and historian can.  I 
see that he has a powerful memory, which allows him not only to remember so 
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many of us as individuals, but also to bring experiences from the many and varied 
parts of his life to bear on important concerns of this place and our times.    

As a mill town kid, going into the marines and then on to college – how fitting that 
he has been a leader in developing the college’s commitment to need-blind financial 
aid, to building a program to support wounded vets to go to college, and to funding 
student scholarships. 

As a professor with complete roots in the faculty – how fitting that he has worked to 
grow the size of the faculty and to improve our compensation to historic highs, and 
to develop support for our scholarship and appreciation of our creative work in the 
world. 

As an accomplished historian, scholar of the American West and member of the 
American Academy of Arts & Letters whose own work is rooted in historical context 
– how fitting that he has always led with an appreciation of the ties from generation 
to generation that connect us to our history, but also with a recognition of the 
necessity for innovation and opening of the mind in order to maintain Dartmouth’s 
strength in the future. 

And as a teacher, which I think is probably his favorite role – how fitting that he has 
a never-ending appreciation for students. Jim has said that his main goal has always 
been to make sure that every student who comes to Dartmouth has the opportunity 
to participate in the full richness of the experience we offer.  Well, Jim, we believe 
that you have succeeded. 

I would now like to make a motion to 
be entered into the minutes of the 
meeting, but before doing so, I have 
one last anecdote about Jim to share. 
You probably all have heard or seen 
Jim in action, especially when he is 
arguing on behalf of issues and people 
that mean something important to 
him.  He can be quite fiery and I think 
you can see it in the eyes of this Jim 
Wright who may have been the Jim 
Wright who led the faculty in its last 
battle over grade inflation, or the Jim 
Wright who led the faculty not once 
but twice to redo the entire 
undergraduate curriculum.   

 

But you may not all have seen Jim when he is letting loose with his wicked sense of 
humor. So I offer one story.  Recently, Jim led the dedication of the Red Rolfe 
baseball field at Biondi Park. It was the same weekend that the baseball team was 
fighting Cornell for the Ivy championship. Jim Wright, our most Presidential of Ivy 
League Presidents, went to the plate to throw out the first pitch and it sailed 
beautifully over the plate.  As he walked off the pitcher’s mound and passed by the 
Cornell bench, in a most unusual presidential moment, he turned to the Cornell 
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players, paused (with a most imposing aspect) and said in his deep voice, “I hope 
you saw the movement on that ball”. Well, it is not surprising that Dartmouth went 
on to win the championship. As we all know and it was proven once again, it is great 
to have Jim on our side. He sure knows how to psych-out the opposing team! 

Now I would like to put forward the following motion for the faculty of Arts & 
Sciences:  

The faculty of Arts & Sciences wishes to recognize and express our sincere 
appreciation to James Wright, the 16 th President of Dartmouth College for 
his leadership and service and to celebrate his many accomplishments on 
behalf of the entire Dartmouth community .  

Please join me in thanking our friend and colleague, President James Wright.  
 
 

 

Click here for a comical interpretation of Jimôs life at Dartmouth, and see how he plans 

to spend his retirement (a special thanks to Professor Hany Farid for his help in creating 

this).  Also, for a preview of Jimôs post-retirement career tune into the start of the Red 

Sox game on June 6
th

 when he throws out the first pitch. 

 

http://www.cs.dartmouth.edu/farid/temp/JimWrightMorph2.mov

