Dear Jamie - 

 

It has been ten weeks since we arrived in Williamstown. The time has been like no other, and nothing like I expected.  Well, frankly, I don’t know what I expected. Waves of nostalgia? Traumatic flashbacks to foolish escapades of yesteryear? Dreams of Bill Busl chasing me through the snow? Nothing of the sort happened, it’s just been too long. As I told one dean, the strangest thing about being back was that I knew my way around, in some cases better than faculty who have been here years. I realized this when a colleague in the Economics department tried to explain where Fernald was. I said, “yeah, right by Lehman” and he was nonplussed, never having quite identified the name of the dorm his office overlooked.  

 

Of course I was struck by the things that changed and those that remained the same. As far as the physical campus is concerned I’m more struck by how little has changed. Baxter, of course, is gone, though it is rumored that it will return.  The snack bar apparently exists but in exile in Mission Park, where it is effectively inaccessible to faculty. Construction is everywhere -- no change for those of us who lived in Lehman freshman year, when the music practice rooms were being built. The other day I almost did have a wave of nostalgia when I was woken up by a jackhammer outside my window (on Spring Street) but it was a two day pavement reconstruction job, thank god. A new science building has snuck in behind Bronfman, there is a new theater, and Images remains but no longer has a marquee. Driving down Rte. 2 the day we arrived though, I was astonished to see Perry, Brooks, Spencer, Morgan and the Greylock Quad all seemingly untouched by age.  

 

The most noticeable changes in a way were in the library. Many of these just reflect changing times. Computer terminals are everywhere, the coffee machine in the reserve room has moved up and out to the walkway on the first floor – but the coffee tastes exactly the same, though my tolerance for it has changed. The reserve room is no longer directly accessible from the first floor, so the infamous library incident – that turning point of our freshman year – could not happen now. Smoking is of course no longer allowed in the reserve room but the “monkey carrels” remain. I climbed up in one and thought about bringing my laptop down to work there. But then I remembered how little I actually got done in those things and changed my mind. Besides there was no reason to hole up in the library basement when it was sunny out and I had an office with a window. 

I must be one of the few people in our class who has never been here in summer. Well, the rumors are true.  Summer in Williamstown is just a blast. We caught three plays at the Festival, went down to Tanglewood for a concert and stopped into the Guthrie center for some folk music. I have already almost used up the discount card I bought for Images Cinema. We go up to Bennington periodically – a wonderful place in its own right, and one with a night life of sorts, or at least the coffee shop stays open till nine whereas in Williamstown it closes at six. The Log seems to exist only for special functions now – a good thing, as our bedroom window overlooks it.  But most of all, I have gotten to drop by the Clark several times, visiting with old friends. 

 

School has started now, and my mind does flash back, though only occasionally, especially to a Labor Day weekend 28 years ago when I was being shepherded around campus. I watched this year’s JA’s run around wearing T-shirts that said “Williams JA” for days and wondered if they washed them or had several or what. I remember that I entered an impromptu freshman speaking contest, and pulled the topic “Resolved: Williams should have a dress code that bans Lacoste shirts and Bean boots” and didn’t know what these terms meant. Looking around I realize that this proposed dress code actually seems to have been implemented. At the moment at least, I am struck by how differently students dress. 

 

And, to some degree, look.  I believe I was the only student of Indian or even South Asian heritage in our freshman class although others transferred in later. I was one of only two or three South Asian students on campus that year and there were no South Asian faculty during my four years here. I ran into one of my former professors, now retired, who observed that I was probably his first Indian student. Well, not any more.  There are many South Asian students around, both second-generation immigrants and students directly from all countries in the subcontinent.  And faculty too. 

 

And that brings me to my closing thoughts. On being a faculty member at Williams. This bit is actually quite special and quite a trip. I am teaching Intro to Comparative Politics exactly one flight up from the room in which I took Intro to International relations as a freshman. I have taught high school students as well as undergraduates at five institutions, three of them as prestigious in some ways as Williams, but never before did I get to introduce myself by saying “oh I went here myself.”  Where else could I commiserate with a senior scrambling to get his PE credits by saying, “yeah I went through that too?” Or be  addressed as “Professor Swamy” on the very spot where I might once have been trying to change the letters on the movie marquee? Or walk convocation in my doctoral gown into the very hall where my own professors marched? I almost missed doing that, by forgetting to RSVP but was allowed in anyway. Some things, as I said don’t change. 
Cheers. 

Arun.  

