The Gus Hall Affair

On February 12, 1962, the General Secretary of the
Communist party USA, Gus Hall, spoke to an overflow crowd
of nearly 2,000 people at the Oregon College of Education
Stadium. Hall spoke about thirty minutes and then fielded a
few questions from the audience. After about six questions he
left, escorted by two bodyguards and the crowd quietly
dispersed in the drizzling rain. Although this scene does not
lend itself to excitement, it is the tumultuous uproar that

preceded that is the heart of the story.

On February 2, student leaders at OCE, received a letter from

a group at Reed College, asking if they would be willing to
have a leader from the Communist Party USA come speak
on campus. Fred Staab, editor of The Lamron, reported this to

OCE’s Administrator in Charge, Ellis Stebbins, who stated that
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The presidents of both groups responded in favor of the invitation. However, among the Young
Republicans, there was an inconsistent opinion concerning the invitation to Hall. Some members
felt it was against Republican ideals to support the presence of a Communist speaker on campus.
In response to this, Judi Wells, president of the club, issued an emergency meeting to vote on the
issue. In front of an audience of 125 faculty, students, and representatives of the news media, the
club members debated the pros and cons of supporting a Gus Hall visit. The vote was 14-9 in favor
of supporting the Hall invitation, and subsequently, several members resigned from the club in

protest of the decision.

The general opinion of the OCE community was in support of Stebbins’ and the club members’
decision. Most people considered Hall’s right to free speech as the pivotal reason for allowing him
to speak on campus; others also felt that it was their job as students to learn different points of

view and philosophies.



Some merely supported the decision as a backlash to
the communist phobia that had permeated the
country. In response to massive opposition, President
Stebbins issued this manifesto to defend his decision

to allow Hall to speak at OCE.

As other schools struggled over the decision whether
to allow Hall to visit their campuses as well
(excepting Oregon State University’s President
Jensen, who issued an immediate and firm ‘no’),
Stebbins received much criticism from local residents
and government officials, including Governor Mark
Hatfield. The chancellor of the state system of higher
education and the former president of OCE, Roy
Lieuallen, maintained a neutral position on the
situation and allowed individual institutions to make

their own decisions.

TO OCE STUDENTS:

The decision to permit organized and responsible student groups at Oregon
College of Education to invite to our campus persons who are controversial or
whe represent conflicting points of view as speakers is based upon the follow-
ing premises:

1, Colleges and universities are dedicated to a continuing search for
truth, and truth can be arrived at only through cpen and free dis-
cussion in which all sides of an issue mre examined in an atoosphere
of objectivity and intellectual honesty.

2. In a free society the right of freedom of speech is cne of man's
most priceless possessions even though the beliefs and values ex-
pressed say be contrary and even repugnant to many others.
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« Dur confidence in the superiority of the democratic system of values
which the Aserican heritage represents is such that we feel no fear
that they will suffer by comparison with conflicting views or with
foreign ideclogies.

4. Our confidence in the intelligence and devotion of American youth
is such that we feel no concern as to their subversion by open dis-
cussion of controversial issues or by personalities representing
extremist positions.

5. A college campus, where faculty personnel who are skilled in assist-
ing students in the evaluation of opinions and in distinguishing
between that which is true and that which is false, that which is
good and that which is valueless, provides the best possible atmos-
phere for the examination of controversial issues.

6. Cellege youth, who scon will be and are now involved in directing
the destinies of America, should be given the right to exercise,
within the bounds of legal limitations and public decency, their
judgment in deciding whom they shall invite to their campus.

7. Teachers in the public schools are constantly forced to deal with
the problem of handling controversisl issues in the classrocm. It
is particularly important that those preparing for teaching learn
early the nature of these issues and the problems they create for
teachers.

Ellis A. Stebbins
Administrator in Charge
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Eventually, several other local universities joined OCE in its decision to allow Hall to speak. Later,

the presidents of these schools, along with Stebbins, were nominated for the American Association

of University Professors’ Miekeljohn Award, an award honoring those upholding the freedom of

speech.

Letters of Protest and Support

FROM NORM BISHOP
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PORTLAND. OREGON

Would you allow Adolph Hitler to speak to your students
if we were in the middle of World War Two? What is the
difference in allowing Gus Hall to speak?

Are you aware of the fact that The Supreme Codrt of the
declared that Communism is dedicated to overthrowing

our Government and our way of life? Did you know that

J. Edgar Hoover has stated that we are, in fact, now at

war with the Communists this very day?

Beacuse of the facts, I am sure you will agree that I must
e attitude that you an raitor to our country
; the Communi 1 any way. You might se that
you are not helping th but I would have to disagree.
Having an open mind is one thing but allowing students
to listen to an enemy agent is another.

by help

Throw Gus Hall Out f"

An example of the many letters sent to Ellis Stebbins
regarding the appearance of Gus Hall at OCE

Numerous letters from concerned parents,
alumni, church groups, members of the
American Legion and general anti-
Communists were sent to President Stebbins
before and after the Gus Hall incident.
Although a small percentage of letters were
supportive, the overwhelming majority were

in opposition and sometimes derogatory.

Support came largely from the academic
community, especially from Stebbins’ own
faculty, students at OCE and other schools

and the media.



Hall’s visit is best summed up by a headline featured in Salem’s Capital-Journal the next day: “Gus
Hall’'s talk fizzles in the drizzle at O.C.E.” His audience felt that his speech was unpersuasive and
that he evaded the questions asked by students. The pandemonium caused by Hall’s possible
appearance at OCE was made to seem ridiculous by the anti-climactic event held on February 12,

1962.

Nuisance Cards

In early April of 1962, a boy was found hanged from the beam in his parent’s bedroom. The person
was Newton Armstrong Jr., an editor for a right-wing student newspaper at San Diego State
College. His father, a member of the extremely anti-Communist group, the John Birch Society,
claimed that the boy’s death was the result of a “ritualistic murder by Communists or other
subversives.” No proof of foul play was found and the coroner stated that the death was due to

suicide or accident.

One month later, Ellis Stebbins began to receive postcards from an anonymous source. The
majority of the cards were received during the months of May and June of 1962, and about 112
cards in all were collected. An inspector from the Postal Department took these cards for

investigative purposes, but the cards were only labeled as ‘libelous’ and no investigation

commenced.
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This is a sample of the second group of postcards received by Ellis
Stebbins, after Gus Halls’ speech at OCE.
One year later,

Stebbins received 99 cards of the same nature, but with “We Never Forget” stamped at the bottom
of each. Though other schools in Oregon allowed Gus Hall to speak on their campuses, OCE’s

Administrator-in-Charge was the only one to receive these cards.



