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A Classroom of Many Stories
uranjit Tilakawardane ’07 has been a member of

S

intellectual property protections, or treaties on deforestation

Frosh Revue, rowed crew, played IM broomball and

… completely different.”

spent Winter Break, however, very differently from his fellow

international student who had grown up in an educational

students.

system with a strict curriculum and was amazed at the

performed with the step-dance group Sankofa. He

Home in Sri Lanka, he and his family had planned a trip to

Art Department Chair Mike Glier ’75 recalls advising an

freedom Williams afforded her to shape her own course of

the beach for the morning of Dec. 26 but then inadvertently

study. “She shared her delight of this opportunity with her

slept in. That may have saved their lives. It certainly freed him

classmates,” he says, “reminding those who had always

to help the tsunami relief efforts, sorting emergency food

enjoyed such autonomy how precious it was.

supplies, before returning to campus for Winter Study. He
arrived back at Williams changed by the experience.
Not all of our growing number of international students

“At this moment, as the world struggles to accept variety
so that we can coordinate globally, it’s essential that Williams
students work in a classroom that is filled with many stories,”

(6 percent of each class, up from 3 percent in the late 1990s)

Glier adds. “Here they can learn from this yeasty mix to

have had such dramatic encounters, but each brings to

recognize the subjectivity of their own point of view and to

campus a unique background and perspective.

become curious about the experience of others and tolerant

As part of the College’s strategic plan, we decided to
increase the number of international students and to diversify

of their opinions.”
As a result, all of our students become more in touch

the group by becoming one of the very few colleges and

with the increasingly international world in which they will

universities in the country to admit international students

live and work.

without regard to their financial situations, while promising

This helps to explain the time and energy so many

to meet the financial need of each of them for four years.

students, faculty, and staff have put into responses to the

Faculty have long been clear on how these students

Asian disaster. They’ve organized benefit concerts, faculty

enliven the classroom.
“They’re exceptionally well prepared academically, tend to

forums, the placing of donation boxes on campus and on
Spring Street, disaster-related programs on Martin Luther

be more practiced at independent work and have a complete-

King Day, and an effort advocating debt relief for the hardest

ly different point of view,” says Political Science Department

hit countries.

Chair Cheryl Shanks. “They tend to see connections among

For Suranjit, his involvement in these activities had to

countries and among institutions such as the market and

wait. Three days into Winter Study his class, which is studying

the international media as central political agents. They’re

the political economy of South Africa, left for Cape Town.

less likely to view countries as discrete and autonomous and

Another day in the life of increasingly international Willliams.

individuals as discrete and autonomous. International politics
looms larger in the texture of their daily lives.

—Morty Schapiro

“So imagine how my international law class was
transformed the last time I taught it. Students were from
Bulgaria, India, Jamaica, Romania, Russia, South Africa,
South Korea and Taiwan, as well as from Hawaii and from
Berkshire County. A conversation about war-crimes trials, or
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Fishy Business
Steve Zottoli

A

s an undergraduate biology major at

and Neuroscientist” in a 1994 issue of Brain,

is, research oriented to gaining fundamental

Behavior and Evolution. Zottoli’s research

by his mentor if he’d like to assist him in research.

knowledge without a focus on specific

interests also have expanded over time to include

Today, a mentor himself, Zottoli feels strongly

applications. His goal is to learn step by step how

comparative approaches to studying the nervous

about providing similar research opportunities to

these central nervous system cells respond to

system and predator-prey interactions.

Williams undergraduates, with whom he works

injury. Although the potential to translate basic

studying the same two cells in fish brains that

results of research to human health and disease

Sea to Shore

first captured his imagination in college.

always exists, Zottoli stresses that his main goal

Zottoli and his student assistants spend part of

is to better understand our place in a complex,

each summer conducting research on marine

changing world.

fish at the Marine Biological Laboratory (MBL) in

Bowdoin College, Steve Zottoli was asked

Startling Research

Woods Hole, Mass. Since 1996, he has directed

Zottoli, the Howard B. Schow ’50 Professor of
Biology, has spent his career at Williams fine-

Beyond Mauthner

a Williams-MBL program funded by a Howard

tuning his research on Mauthner cells, a pair

Like his colleagues, Zottoli has published dozens

Hughes Medical Institute grant to the College.

of unique cells in fish brains named for Ludwig

of articles based on his research in a variety

Though he is stepping down as director of the

Mauthner, who discovered them. The cells,

of scientific journals. But unlike his colleagues

program at the end of the academic year, he

which are large and easily identifiable, initiate

at large research universities, he also is able

will continue to bring students to MBL each

a startle response common to many organisms.

to pursue interests outside of his primary

summer. Zottoli also volunteers with The Grass

Fish, unlike mammals, are capable of functional

research focus, thanks to Williams’ liberal arts

Foundation, a small, private nonprofit foundation

recovery after a spinal cord injury, and Zottoli

environment. In conducting Mauthner research,

chartered to support research and education in

studies the role of Mauthner cells in the recovery

for example, Zottoli learned of the late Julia

neuroscience. He believes such service is a way to

of startle response. Over the years, his research

Barlow Platt, a neuroscientist who “played a

provide neuroscientists in the early stages of their

has led to collaborations with about two-dozen

pioneer role in opening opportunities for other

careers with opportunities similar to the ones

colleagues around the world.

women who followed her.” Fascinated, Zottoli,

that were available to him. Zottoli is a life trustee

with the help of Ernst Seyfarth, at the time a

and current president of The Grass Foundation.

Back to Basics

visiting research associate, studied her life and

In his 24 years at Williams, Zottoli has devoted

subsequently published “Julia B. Platt (1857-

his career to conducting basic research—that

1935): Pioneer, Comparative Embryologist

Whatever inspires an individual

—Jennifer Grow

more hidden, constantly changing.

Beethoven, modern composers—

piece, the single greatest influence

It’s an unconscious process. The

to give them an idea of the

awards include a Cintas Fellowship in

on Perez Velazquez’s work is the

complexity of the polyrhythms of the

possibilities,” she says. “Then I ask

1999, first prize for interdisciplinary

Afro-Cuban music of the island

music of my country is so strong that

them to compose something. I

ensemble in the competition

where she spent her first 28 years.

when it is not present in my music, I

have them start … small: a simple

Encounter of two cultures in 1991

“My music has a very strong

find the piece lacking.”

structure for a solo instrument. I

and first prize in the National Contest

Perez Velazquez’s honors and

rhythmic sense, but not rhythm

When she teaches composition,

try to get them to organize their

of Musical Youth of Cuba for the

in the sense that people usually

Perez Velazquez is careful to let her

thoughts, to express one idea in a

choral piece “yo os ame, amaos unos

perceive it—as a repetitive pattern,”

students find their own sources of

coherent way. They start with what

a otros” in 1987. She has been a

she says. “In my case, rhythm is a

inspiration. “I play many composers,

they can relate to. … They have to

professor at Williams since 2000.

more elaborate process, a pattern

different aesthetics—Bartok,

find their own identity.”

—Zelda Stern
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o ask about Bell’s contribution
to undergraduate education at
Williams is just a bit like asking
about Michael Jordan’s contribution
to NBA basketball.”
So says Rutgers English professor William
Dowling of Robert H. Bell, the William R. Kenan
Jr. Professor of English. A friend of Bell’s since
their days together as Dartmouth undergraduates,
Dowling acknowledges his partiality, but many
others in their profession concur. In November
Bell was chosen by the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching and the Council for
the Advancement and Support of Education as
Outstanding Baccalaureate College Professor of
the Year.
This national honor comes as no great surprise
back home. The Kenan chair Bell occupies at
Williams is awarded to a professor “whose enthusiasm for good teaching, breadth of interest and
achievement show promise of a creative relationship not only with undergraduates but also with
young faculty.” Beyond campus, the American
Association of Higher Education named him
an Exemplary Teacher in 1994, and in 1998 he
received another prestigious national award, the
Robert Foster Cherry Award for Great Teachers.
What does the Professor of the Year make of all
this? That he has a great deal yet to learn about
teaching, and that to do so he must listen more—
“charismatic listening,” Bell calls it. His premise is
that a professor’s knowledge is only half the battle.
Indeed, the more one knows about a subject the
harder it is to remember one’s own introduction to

it. Meeting students at that threshold and showing
them how to move themselves forward into knowledge is by far the greater challenge.
Bell began working on the battle’s fi rst half in
1951, when he skipped kindergarten. His teacher
found out he was already reading fluently and
bounced the 5-year-old to fi rst grade. In fourth
and fi fth grades, during study hall, he read the
encyclopedia from Z to A. Raised by a doctor and
homemaker, he immersed himself in nonfiction
(with heavy emphasis on baseball and his beloved
Red Sox) as well as every single Hardy Boys
mystery.
He met his fi rst great teachers senior year at
Belmont Hill School, near his suburban Boston
home. English instructor David Aloian introduced him to close reading and what Bell calls
“the allure of language.” Soon he was writing
hopelessly sensitive, though possibly therapeutic, poems and stories for the student literary
magazine. At the same time his “Kennedyesque” history teacher Fred Calder instilled in
him the citizen activism that led Bell to found
Dartmouth’s Students for a Democratic Society
chapter in 1965.
Bell’s vocation came into view the day he and
his favorite professor, Peter Bien of Dartmouth’s
English department, ambled across campus deep
in discussion about James Joyce’s Ulysses. When
Bien mused, “You know, I get paid to do this,”
Bell knew where he was headed. Winner of a
Danforth Foundation Fellowship for exceptional
promise in college teaching, he went directly from
Dartmouth to Harvard, where he earned his Ph.D.

Photos by Caroline Bonnivier/Berkshire Eagle

The Education
of an Educator
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THE EDUCATION OF AN EDUCATOR

Bell admits that his first years teaching at
Williams were “performance-based.” Photo taken
at his home, 1979. Photo by Marcia Johnston
Wood ’79.

The Professor of the Year—
30 years ago—in the Faculty
Face Book, 1974.

Bell arrived in Williamstown in 1972, doctoral
thesis in hand, practically pinching himself to
make sure it was all true. For three decades since,
he has introduced thousands of students to the
full literary monte—from Shakespeare to Austen,
Yeats to Joyce, Eliot (T.S.) to Eliot (George)—and
to a host of “non-canonical” authors as well. This
spring he’s teaching an upper-level course on contemporary writers John Barth and David Foster
Wallace. And next fall, in collaboration with
music professor W. Anthony Sheppard, he’ll offer a
course on Bob Dylan and the Beatles.
Bell admits that his fi rst years teaching at
Williams were “performance-based.” His enthusiasm for the subject, his humor and his youth
made it easy for him to engage students. But he
realized that in order to recreate for students his
own experience of self discovery and intellectual
passion he needed to subordinate himself, allowing
students to make their own way. Gradually evolving into a less theatrical teacher, he focused more
than ever on the material and on his students’
perceptions. Marcia Johnston Wood ’79, now a
clinical psychologist in Portland, Ore., recalls, “By
carefully verbalizing each step and method in his
own reading of poetry and by soliciting students’
participation at every level of the process, [Bell]
made you feel that he was continually learning
along with you.”
Bell also impresses students with his respect for
them. “He wants to know how his students experience life,” says Heather Brubaker ’03, and he occasionally “pauses to solicit a class’s advice on topics
like suggested summer reading for his high schoolage daughters.” (Bob and his wife, Professor of
English Ilona Bell, have two daughters, Kaitlin,
now 21, and Amanda, 18).
Certainly this approach makes for a comfortably collegial and stimulating classroom. Associate
Professor of Geosciences Ronadh Cox, who once
sat in on Bell’s Modernism seminar, remembers
that “each and every individual contributed, even
those who were extremely shy. Bob himself did not
do much talking, but by the end of each meeting I

realized that he had managed to get the students to
make the points that he wanted to come out of the
discussion.”
And students work harder and learn more in the
climate Bell fosters. “Bob’s popularity has nothing
to do with coziness,” says his colleague Stephen
Fix, the Robert G. Scott ’68 Professor of English.
“He expects students to be prepared, though he’s
never out to embarrass them. His is a powerful combination of warmth and toughness and
candor.” Or, as Bell put it in a Nov. 18 USA Today
article on his Professor of the Year award, “I can
be more demanding by being more personal.”
While growing as a teacher, Bell has been active
on the scholarly front, contributing frequently to
academic journals from the American Scholar to
the Milton Quarterly. He’s edited Critical Essays
on Kingsley Amis (1998), contributed to The
Columbia Companion to the Twentieth Century
Short Story (2001) and co-written the forthcoming Reader’s Guide to David Foster Wallace’s
“Infinite Jest.” He’s also published essays on
Shakespeare, Boswell and Joyce as well as several
pieces on teaching.
His “big book” came mid-career, with
Jocoserious Joyce: The Fate of Folly in “Ulysses”
(Cornell University Press, 1991). An exploration
of Joyce’s comic vision, Jocoserious earned acclaim
from the exquisitely discerning community of Joyce
scholars. The book, according to the Review of
English Studies, “deserves a place on the shelf along
with [the] classics of Ulysses criticism. … It has
absorbed what they have to teach and, correcting
the tendency they share to be over-serious about
Joyce’s meanings, moves easily to another level of
sophistication.”
The accolades relieved Bell of the mild “what
if?” burden that might shadow any young professor who chose to teach at Williams rather than,
say, Harvard. “Since Jocoserious Joyce,” he says,
“I have found myself more inclined than ever,
in some sense freer, to define myself as what I
essentially am, an undergraduate teacher. Though
I write constantly, my highest priority is teaching.”
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Left to right:
Ashley Ulmer, Amy Shapiro
and Dellie Sorel, all Class
of 2005, photographed by
Roman Iwasiwka at the
Williams College Museum
of Art, December 2004.
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and students are concerned about their
privacy. Nevertheless, the College continues to explore new ways to help those
students who are running into trouble
and to intervene before problems become
entrenched.
Williams also participates in a national
“Body Image/Eating Concerns Day,”
when the Health Center dispenses information about these issues. The center also
provides information on its Web site, in
dining halls and in training rooms.
And then there are projects like the one
undertaken by Shapiro, Sorel and Ulmer.
The three friends were enrolled in Art
History 101-102 and studied Professor
Peggy Diggs’ “Domestic Violence Milk
Carton Project,” a series of illustrations
and statistics placed on 1.5 million containers of milk in the New York and New
Jersey areas in late January 1992.
The milk cartons, like the coffee cups,
not only dispensed important information but also sent a strong message: “If
this is on the side of a milk carton, this is
happening to a lot of people,” Diggs says.
“So I’m not alone. This is an issue.”
When the students approached her
with their idea, Diggs offered to help in
any way she could, from reviewing the
images to giving advice on where to have
them printed.
“I very much enjoyed their enthusiasm,
initiative and willingness to try something,” says Diggs, who subsequently had
Ulmer and Sorel (a chemistry and math
major who plans to study medicine) in her
team-taught class “Practicing Feminism
and Activism.” “I am very impressed that
they bit the bullet and did this.”
Their work was funded with $200
from the Health Center, and coffee
cups were donated by dining services.
Although the project was small in scope
and scale, the three students say it had a
tremendous impact on their lives.
Shapiro, a psychology and art major
who plans to attend Mount Sinai Medical
School to pursue a medical degree and
master’s in public health, spent last summer helping a pediatric endocrinologist
research obesity in children. “I was also
confronted with the other spectrum

of disordered eating with anorexia and
bulimia,” she says of the experience. “I
saw several adolescent patients suffering from the disorder and, contrary to
popular stereotype, I saw a male patient
suffering from anorexia.”
Ulmer took the sociology course
“Image and Representation” last semester and did a final project on how the
dynamics of exercise and of workout
rooms on campus affect non-varsity
female athletes. Using photographs of
equipment and rooms as visual cues,
she interviewed students about their
attitudes toward exercise. She says the

project “has revealed how the layout
and arrangement of these spaces does in
fact reinforce and perpetuate competitive
environments of eating and exercise.”
Ideally, Ulmer says, “There is always
the hope that in our future careers, Amy
and Dellie, as doctors, and I, as a
potential graduate student in women’s
studies, might come together again on
these issues.” ■
Kate Stone Lombardi ’78 is a free-lance
writer based in Chappaqua, N.Y., and
a regular contributor to The New York
Times.

FIGHTING TOGETHER

A

s a senior, Katie Rocker ’03 was inspired to write an opinions piece for The Williams
Record about her own private struggles with anorexia. The following is excerpted from
her May 13, 2003, essay.
“I’m a senior now, about to graduate, and I was anorexic during my freshman year. Anorexia
is a subject with a lot of stigma attached to it, and it is a condition that is inherently personal.
Though I don’t know for sure, it seems that anorexia is a subject that is spoken of behind closed
doors at Williams, but one that rarely comes to be addressed on a community level. At least in my
experience with anorexia, one of the hardest parts was feeling very alone, that there was nobody
else I knew who felt the same way I did. Once I recovered, it became very important to me that
others not feel the way I did. …
“In my case, I was very fortunate. Although my anorexia developed over the course of many
months, in April of my freshman year I finally went to the Health Center and talked to Dale [Newman, the College’s nurse practitioner] about what I thought was a potential problem. I ended up
canceling a trip I was planning for the summer and going home to recover. I saw a nutritionist,
a psychologist and a doctor for the entire summer, and with the help of these people and many
other loved ones, I was much better in time to go back to school. Although the bulk of my recovery was very quick, it has taken a long time to feel separate from the illness.
“During the spring of my sophomore year, I took ’Drawing 100,’ and for my final project I
constructed a piece about my experience with anorexia. I gave it to the Health Center after I was
done, and it hangs there now, behind the first set of double doors and across from Dale’s office. I
like to think that sometimes students see it, and that it makes even a small difference.
“I write all this because I really hope that it helps to read one person’s profile of anorexia, and
of recovery. Nobody is alone, and if you or someone you know is struggling with disordered eating in any form, there are many resources available. You can talk to anyone at the Health Center,
Peer Health, JAs or friends and adults you trust. … The most important thing is to get the conversation going. Anorexia does not have to be a sickness of isolation; we can fight it together.”
Katie Rocker ’03 is a fourth-grade teacher at a private school in New York City. The drawing
she did about her experiences with anorexia still hangs in the Health Center. For the full text of
her essay, visit www.williamsrecord.com/wr/?view=article&section=opinion&id=4609.
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SIG NAT U R E

by Patrick Cavanaugh ’54

The Muskrat Man

W

and embraced the Ivy League look with a fervor

long-suffering wives who grind the meat, bones

that still burns, the only evolutionary change being

and all, into a sort of unrestrained sausage,

hen I was young, I spent a lot of time

the acceptance of the two-button jacket, courtesy

heavily flavored with mysterious herbs. Muskrat is

perusing my father’s closet. As befit-

of John Kennedy.

served at all political meetings on the shore, and

ted an ex-Army officer, everything

My generation of businessmen dressed up.

woe is to the poor aspiring politician who cannot

hung neatly in place. Rows of handmade worsted

Coat and tie every day, pants creased, shoes

cheerfully eat at least three plates of ’rat, grinning

suits from Jacob Reeds lined up in ever-darkening

shined, no worn heels. Everyone wanted to look

vacuously at the ladies of the Auxiliary.

colors. Countess Mara was the tie of choice, in

like Gregory Peck in The Man in the Gray Flannel

generous widths of rich fabric and vivid colors. The

Suit. Then came retirement, and the uniform code

mistook me for one of these intrepid hunters, hop-

mahogany dresser contained rows of shirts from

changed dramatically: Goodbye Brooks Brothers,

ing that one of the boxes in the back of my truck

Sulka, their perfection a testament to my mother’s

hello, L.L. Bean. My chapeau of choice became a

held his culinary prize. I was not the Muskrat Man,

skill with a hot iron. Neatly creased Borsolino hats

baseball cap with a Ford logo, worn with the brim

but maybe, God forbid, I looked like one! My mind

rested in oval nests. On the floor were aligned the

to the front like God intended. Cargo pants and

flashed back to class elections, 1954, when, to

finest offerings from French Shriner & Urner, their

flannel shirt. Rubber-soled mocs. The tweed sport

my dismay, I placed first in two categories: 1) Best

shape maintained by wooden shoetrees.

coats and twill trousers languished in the closet

Dressed and 2) Biggest Grind. Beau Brummell had

with the Robert Talbott ties.

become the Muskrat Man!

Do not think my father was a dandy. His
personal history was the stuff of Horatio Alger

But one incident made me think I had shed

And so it was that my friend in the parking lot

I told my wife and family the story, looking for

stories: child immigrant who delivered tubs

my old skin too quickly. I was making a run to the

sympathy, and got only gales of laughter. I was

of beer to the Irish railroad workers in New

recycling center in my pickup and had stopped

reminded of my newfound habit of rising early and

England, sometime Montana cowboy, World

at my insurance agent’s. An elderly man sitting in

dressing in the clothes closest to hand—usually

War I officer decorated with the Croix de Guerre,

a parked vehicle nearby rolled down his window

the ones I had on the night before—and the fact

sales manager for a trucking company, successful

and yelled, “Hey! Over here!” Clearly he was ad-

that I showered and shaved less frequently. There

small-town businessman. He was a three-goal

dressing me. “You got any muskrat?”

was mention of my belief that you don’t need to

polo player and an avid hunter and fisherman.
But the image I have is of him leaving the
house for the Tuesday meeting of the Kiwanis

“Pardon me?”

comb your hair if you’re going to cover it with

“Is it muskrat season yet?”

a cap. The phrase “pretty is as pretty does” was

I had to confess, I did not know. He peered at

thrown around.

Club, smelling of Old Spice and talc, wearing

me intently, taking in the cap, the cargo pants, the

one of Jimmy the Tailor’s hand-cut suits and a

olive jacket. “Ain’t you the Muskrat Man?”

complementary Burberry overcoat. He looked
good. He looked like Somebody. And he must have
felt as far from the drafty, rented stone cottage in
Shanaho, Ireland, as he possibly could.

Sorry, I said, not me. Having no further use for
me, he abruptly rolled up his window.

After some thought, I made a decision.
Henceforth, I would wear my Muskrat Man outfit
to destinations like the County Dump, Southern
States and chicken sexing exhibitions. When I ven-

For those of you who do not know about

tured forth to see anyone with a diploma on the

muskrat, it flourishes on the tidal marshes of the

wall or to borrow money or to go to a really nice

Anyhow, that is where I learned to love

Eastern Shore of Maryland, living in mounds it

party, I would revert to the Slightly Threadbare

clothes. My preference was more Bill Blass than

builds of reeds and mud. It is hunted for its pelt

English Gentry look. When in doubt I would wear

Adolph Monjeu, and I quickly shed any lingering

and meat, which some claim is a delicacy and

a blue blazer over faded jeans, black penny loafers

influences of the latter after my freshman year

others disdain as grossly inedible. Trappers haul

with no socks, and would be mistaken for a recent

at Williams, where, during rushing week, a jaded

their catches to roadside markets, where they

transplant from Cape Cod.

senior eyed my neat linen double-breasted suit

are skinned and hung on a line, accompanied by

and observed, “That’s a nice suit. Did you buy it in

crudely lettered signs proclaiming, “Muskrats

Patrick Cavanaugh ’54 is a retired automobile

Panama?” I hastily repaired to the House of Walsh

for Sale.” Aficionados haul away their prizes to

dealer. He lives in Fruitland, Md.
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