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BACKGROUND TO THE FOUNDING OF
NORTHWESTERN MICHIGAN COLLEGE

It was 1950 and, since the end of World War II, the Traverse City area
was experiencing one of its greatest growth periods. The returning veterans
were starting new families and there were many new people moving into the
area. New homes were being built and new businesses were being started.
There was a demand for new occupational skills and an expansion of
professional services. People were becoming aware of their community and
its future possibilities. They began attending meetings called to study local
problems and to discuss ways of bringing about civic improvements. Many
needs were discovered, but none was greater than the need to expand

educational facilities and services.

This was the climate for the establishment of a college in the Traverse City

arca.

There had been previous efforts to bring higher education to the region,
but these had met with limited and short-lived success. There was Grand
Traverse College in Benzonia, which struggled against financial odds for
several years during the last half of the 1800s, only to be finally closed at the
turn of the century because of the lack of support. The Needham Business
College was established in Traverse City about 1910 to train students for office
work and to offer a six-week program that qualified high school graduates to
teach in rural schools. It was followed by the Dockery Business College and
the Lewis-Chapin School for Business. However, without state assistance and
with limited tuition and gifts as sources of income, these institutions were soon
forced to discontinue operation. During World War I the state legislature

recognized the need for more teacher training and approved the establishment



of a county normal school in Traverse City. However, it never became a

reality because the legislature failed to vote the funds to operate it.

Several times during the 1930s and early 1940s the Traverse City Chamber
of Commerce initiated studies regarding the possibilities of creating a college
in the city. College planning committees were formed from time to time,
composed of civic-minded leaders, but always there was the insoluble problem
of finance. These were the years of the Great Depression and the very slow
recovery which followed. A further obstacle was the Michigan law setting a
minimum population base for the establishment of a two-year college.

Traverse City did not qualify.

In 1940 the lack of higher education in the Traverse City area was
recognized as the region’s most pressing problem by a newly-formed
Community Council. As a result the local public school board decided to take
action. It began to make plans to provide a traditional junior college
academic program for the youth of the area, using high school facilities after
hours. But the plans again had to be shelved. World War II began, and

people’s major efforts were involved in winning the war.

It was not until the late 1940s that the community leaders were able to
again do some planning for a college. They had many things going for them
now. The city was growing, and this increase in population and business
activity helped their cause. There was the unusual response to the adult
education program initiated by Superintendent of Schools, Glenn Loomis.
The program, which had started slowly in 1944, had an enrollment by 1950 of
over 2,500 people in some 100 technical, avocational and cultural courses.
There was the newly formed Chamber of Commerce Committee under the
direction of auto dealer James Clune that began to promote a "talking-up"

campaign for a college. There was the Grand Traverse Area Community
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Service Program, sponsored by the Michigan Department of Education with
financial assistance from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, which selected as one
of its major projects the promotion and development of a Traverse City area

college.

And then there was Les Biederman, a native of Philadelphia, who came
to Traverse City and began the operation of radio station WI'CM in 1940. It
was Biederman and his "Educational Fund, Incorporated" that gave the

impetus and provided the leadership for the founding of the college.

In the fall of 1950 Mr. Biederman invited a group of community leaders
to a dinner at the Park Place to discuss the needs for higher education in
northwestern Michigan. He had facts and figures that were hard to dispute.
He talked about the number of high school graduates who could not afford
to go away to college and how those who could manage this expense generally
did not come back to the area. He had a map of Michigan which showed the
complete lack of higher education facilities in the northern part of the lower
peninsula and the concentration of colleges and universities in the southern
part of the state. He talked about the economic feasibility of establishing a
college in Traverse City. His enthusiasm was unbounding and his arguments

were convincing. The group decided that the time had arrived for action and

further meetings were scheduled.
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