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Allen Matusow: Yeah. I'm Allen Matusow. I joined, uh, the Rice, uh, History Department in 
1963 and, um, taught here for 53 years, uh, and I was, uh, on campus, uh, for many of the events, 
um, that are going to be discussed here today. 

Anna Ta: Yeah. Um, so thank you so much. I wanted to start off with just a quick question about 
what you remember the climate on campus, uh, was like during that spring semester of 1970. 

Allen Matusow: Yeah. Um, I, I believe the subject is the Abbie Hoffman crisis and, um, I think 
it, it, it needs a context. If you just focus on what happened here, um, in the spring of 1970, uh, 
you will not adequately understand the event. Um, uh, the '60s saw a rapidly-escalating student 
movement that became more and more radical. And, um, what happened at Rice in the spring of 
1970 was an incident in that and a very, uh, mild incident. What's interesting about protests at 
Rice, really, is it was always behind the radical curve and always less radical than elsewhere. 
Um, we had – the first protest I can remember was in 1965 when the Dean of Men at that time, 
um, fired the, The Thresher editor and there was a, a very significant student protest. Um, but it 
was held at noon, it was coat and tie, there were marshals. This is one year after the free-speech 
movement in Berkeley, where they had a massive sit-in and the cops had to come. Um, but Rice 
was different. Um, the next, the next event I remember, significant protest, was in the, um, 
February 1969, when the Board of Trustees appointed a president and ignored the Advisory 
Board of the students and faculty and that, uh, led to four days of intense protest, in which the 
faculty and the students were almost unanimous in opposing what the, what the President had 
done, what the, um, Board had done, and after four days, the President resigned. Um, I think that 
was, uh, such an intense experience that it might have led to a strike. But it never came to that. 
Um, also in '69, there was a protest over the admission of the first black undergraduate at Rice, 
Charlie Freeman, who had flunked out, reapplied; in the meantime, he had been set up by the 
state and indicted for murder, um, which eventually, um, uh, the state lost the case but, um, the 
administration, actually the trustees intervened to stop his admission. That was another protest. 
So, uh, there are, they're, they're, they're peaceful protests basically. They are not nearly so 
radical as is happening elsewhere. The organization nationally that led the radical movement was 
called the Students for a Democratic Society, um, and, um, by the end of the '60s, it's not an anti-
war movement, it is an anti-imperialist movement identifying with, um, the Vietnamese 
peasantry and, um, committed to bringing down the American Empire. There, there, there, there, 
there's chaos. And they, they see the universities as implicated in this imperial structure, and so, 
uh, in attacking the universities or attacking capitalism, they're attacking imperialism, they're 
helping the Viet Cong. Uh, we actually did have an SDS Chapter on Rice at Rice at least, I can't, 
I can't give you the, uh, must of a history of this, but I know it was there in '69. And I knew a lot 
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of the kids. They were normal kids except politically, they'd gone berserk. And, um, they did 
actually, uh, commit, uh, significant acts. Uh, I, I believe it was in 1970 that the, uh, Office of the 
Dean of Men [Students] at the time, Dean Weirum, was burned down. And, uh, while it was 
never proved, everyone knew that the SDS did it. And I believe around the same time, the SDS 
tried to burn down the ROTC building. ROTC on campus became a symbol of American 
Imperialism. Um, so there were a group of really radical students who did take, um, violent 
action against the campus. But they were only a tiny minority. Um, so, that's some of the 
background. I mean, the Abbie Hoffman thing doesn't co, come out of thin air. It comes out of an 
intensifying, radicalizing, um, mood, that, eh, that was um, um, uh, apparent in most campuses. 
It was apparent here, uh, but, uh, in a, in a kind of paler shade. Um, so, um, uh, there's this Abbie 
Hoffman business. And, uh, Abbie Hoffman was very famous at the time. He and Jerry Rubin, 
uh, his, his, um, associate, were the founders of a so-called political party called the Yippies. 
Um, and the Yippies were, uh, they called themselves Yippies because they weren't hippies and 
they knew weren't, weren't new leftists; they, they mended, melded the two. Uh, they were like 
radical hippies. Given the drugs and rock ‘n’ roll and comedy. I mean, they were, they were a 
pair of great, uh, ff, uh, comedians. And, um, in fact, in, in 1968 they ran a pig for president. Uh, 
and they were famous because they had a gift for attracting publicity. Uh, they went into the, into 
the, um, not the Stock Exchange of the, on Wall Street and, and went to the balcony and threw 
dollar bills down and watched the brokers run for the dollar bills. I mean, stuff like that. They 
were, they were, they were, they were famous, um, figures even though they weren't doing that 
much except, um, uh, stuff that got attention. But they, eh, one of those was Abbie Hoffman. 
And, uh, so, he was invited as, as you know, uh, and there was these serious episodes which I, 
um, read about, uh, to refresh my memory in The Thresher, which I actually didn't remember 
who had invited him, they disinvited him, that, that, uh, the president at the time got all screwed 
up with the thing. I forgot all that stuff. But I thought it was interesting to re, to recall by, by, um, 
by reading The Thresher again. What I do remember is the student sit-in. Um, it was, so far as I 
know, the first sit-in at Rice. There may have been a few others. But I mean, we were not a place 
where students are closing down the university. By the spring of 1970, you had student strikes 
that, uh, that closed down Columbus in '68. I mean, they didn't even have finals!  Um, that 
almost tore apart Harvard in '69. Uh, here, um, there was a radical mood of, of sorts. It's an anti-
war mood ra, rather than an anti-imperialist mood. We're behind. We're in the South. We're a 
private school. Uh, the ki, kids wanna get jobs. Um, but there was this radical core, very, uh, 
numerically small. And I can't, uh, testify for sure, but they were probably the ones that went into 
the building at Allen Center on a Saturday. It was a beautiful weekend. I remember that. 
Absolutely beautiful weekend. Kids were playing Frisbee on the au, an, on the lawn, um, it, it 
was a picnic. And it was a picnic inside the building because they were, they were allowed to be 
there. It was a typical Rice thing. Hey, they're kids, you know, we'll, we'll let 'em be there. And 
everything was fine. Until Malcolm Lovett, who was the Chairman of the Board, and the son of 
the first president of Rice, uh, Edgar Odell Lovett, um, and a very conservative man, goes into 
the building and sees a damaged glass door. And that gave him his excuse to tell the Dean to get 
these kids out of the building. And so, um, they're given a deadline. Some of 'em leave. Some of 
'em stay. Um, that, I think, was a critical moment in the history of the university, because what I 
was told and what I believe, is that there were police on Main Street who would come in and take 
those kids out, just as they were doing all over the country. And the result of that all over the 
country was when the cops came in, to a sit-in, that, uh, that the students refused to stop. Uh, 
they clubbed 'em. There's a class war going on. Eh, uh, I mean, the, the, the, the police come 
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from a class that despised these kids and, um, it was, it was true at the, uh, at the Democratic 
National Convention in 1968 and it was true at Columbia, uh, later that, uh, in 1960, uh, eh, in 
the spring of 1960, it was true everywhere. Wherever the cops went, uh, they used their clubs. 
And when they did that, they radicalized the student body. There's a general kind of liberal anti-
war mood on the campus, just as today there is a mood, uh, hostile to Trump. Uh, that kind of a 
mood, you know? They, that, that, that these guys are, are beyond the pale. And, um, but when 
the cops come in and they do that to their fellow students, they made radicals and, um, when 
those things happened, they created a massive, um, cleavage in the university between the 
students who are now radicalized and the administration who had called the cops. I mean, uh, 
terrible, ter, terrible conflicts. And that night, I didn't see 'em, but I was told and I'm sure 
Malcolm Lovett woulda done it, the cops were there to get those kids out of the building. And if 
that had happened, Katy bar the door. But it didn't happen. And the way it did not happen tells 
you a lot about Rice, a lot about this conflict, um, and eg, uh, how conservative this campus 
really was. Okay, you got radicals in the building. They're not gonna go. They're ready for the 
cops. But before that, the climax of this thing happens, there's a meeting at the University of 
Houston. Abbie Hoffman's, is there. I mean, he's allowed to speak at the University of Houston. 
He's, he's talking to, to these kids and, and suddenly, and this is again, uh, how I remember it. I 
wasn't there but this is what people said. That at this event, somebody said, "Let's liberate the 
kids in the Allen Center at Rice.” And so, that night before the cops got there, people from the 
University of Houston are pouring through the hedges to come and, and, and join their fellow 
radical students. I, I was there the whole day but I went home. So I missed really, um, this major 
event in the history of the university. Um, faculty and students who were not in the building 
locked arms and surround it. To protect them from the invasion through the, the hedges. And 
here is the interesting thing. Our radicals looked out of the windows of Allen Center and they 
saw the hoi polloi from the university coming toward them. And they had to decide: Were they 
really brothers and sisters of these radicals? Or were they really middle class kids who didn't 
want to see their students and faculty beaten up? And at that point, they left the building. Um, 
they didn't really want the hoi polloi of they, of, of the University of Houston to be their 
liberators. Um, in other campuses at that time, that decision would not have been made. It tells 
you something about Rice, something about the nature of the protest, something about the kids in 
the building. And because they left, the cops never came, heads were never bloodied, and we 
avoided that, um, cataclysmic clash that did so much damage to so many other campuses. 
 
Anna Ta: Do you remember anything about Abbie Hoffman's actual visit to campus? 
 
Allen Matusow: No. 
 
Anna Ta: Okay. 
 
Allen Matusow: Um, he walked on that campus, I think around noon, and, uh, I don't know that 
anybody knew it was coming. Probably some people must've known but, and, uh, again, uh, what 
I remember was said at the time was he a, appeared a Willy’s statue and made a short speech and 
went home and that was the end of it. Um, but the oth, the other thing we're doing here is we're 
trying to recreate history and the one thing I think historians could tell you is the most unreliable 
source for writing history is human memory. So this is what I remember, but I can't tell you that 
it, that's the way it happened. 
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Anna Ta: I also wanted to ask about, um, the sentiment among faculty regarding the crisis. Um, 
obviously you were there and you can't speak, but you can't speak for, um, all of the faculty or 
even necessarily exactly how you felt during the time. I did print out, um, an op-ed that you 
co-wrote with David Minter with the English Department. Um, it's pretty difficult to read. Um, I 
don't expect you to be able – 
 
Allen Matusow: Be, be, – 
 
Anna Ta: – to. 
 
Allen Matusow: – because of the way it's written or the way it printed out? 
 
Anna Ta: No. Just the, I think it was low on toner, the printer. 
 
Allen Matusow: Yeah. 
 
Anna Ta: Um, I'm tryin' to – 
 
Allen Matusow: See, I don't remember this at all. I, – 
 
Anna Ta: Yeah. 
 
Allen Matusow: – I have absolutely zero recollection – 
 
Anna Ta: Mm hmm. 
 
Allen Matusow: – that David and I wrote an op-ed. 
 
Anna Ta: Mm hmm. 
 
Allen Matusow: You want me to read it or? 
 
Anna Ta: Um, it is, it is pretty faint, unfortunately. Just I think, also because the, the newspaper 
itself had probably deteriorated a little. Um, but I just wanted to hear your thoughts on the many 
faculty meetings that were occurring during this time; uh, the general sentiment and any of the 
things that you recall at all. 
 
Allen Matusow: Yeah. I don't remember faculty meetings at the time. Um, there may have been 
many of 'em, but I, I don't remember 'em. Um, but the people I knew, we were all against the 
administration. Um, we all thought that this is a free-speech issue. We're liberals. We're not 
radicals. We don't wanna burn down buildings. But we do think that, um, dissident voices should 
be permitted. It's a, it's a fundamental principle of academic freedom. There's nothing radical 
about it at all. And, um, I can't speak for the Science and Engineering side of the faculty, which 
is always more con, more conservative than the, than the Social Science, especially Humanities 
but, the, and the people I know, and there, there were scientists, um, I don't think there was 
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anybody that I can recall. I, I, I can actually remember some very conservative faculty, but they 
were in a very small minority. Um, almost everybody was against the war by that time. Even 
Nixon was against the war. Um, eh, he was trying to get out of it. So, uh, there is, uh, a anti-war 
climate, there is a, uh, sympathy for the brack, black revolution. Uh, there is, of course, um, uh, 
support for the principles of academic freedom and, uh, the administration, which is caught 
between the faculty and students on one side, and the, um, trustees on the other, um, had a 
terrible time. 
 
Anna Ta: Yeah. 
 
Allen Matusow: There's one other thing I remember about that time. Um, just weeks after this 
happened, on April the 30th, 1970, Nixon went on television to announce that he was going to 
send American ground soldiers into Cambodia. Uh, he was trying to get out of the war. He was 
taking, um, uh, American troops gradually out of the war under a policy of Vietna, Vietnamese-
ation, um, which was we were gonna leave, but we're gonna lea, we'll, we'll leave the, um, the 
South Vietnamese in a state where they can defend themselves. But things that happened in 
Cambodia and there was, there were North Vietnamese there, and it was a sanctuary in Nixon's 
view. They were not, uh, they were beyond attack and they could therefore invade whenever they 
wanted and retard this policy, so even though he's talking about peace and getting out of it, he 
now announces he's gonna expand the war into Cambodia. And, um, that led to the most intense 
eruption of student protests in the whole period. A hundred schools went on strike. Um, it was, 
uh, it was incredible. There's a famous picture, um, which you probably never saw but everyone 
at the time saw it. At Kent State during this time, there was this strike. The governor called in the 
National Guard, and the National Guard opened up fire on the students and one of the students 
was killed and there's a famous picture of this student lying there in the middle of the campus 
with a woman, you know, just devastated. This is, this is a famous picture. And it captures the 
mood at that time. Um, but by that time, classes were over at Rice. And so, um, the convulsions 
that happened elsewhere did not happen here. But the students, we never had a student speaker at 
commencement. The students demanded that they be permitted to have a student speak for them 
at the conv, at the, at the convocation in, in, um, in May of 1970 and the administration agreed. 
Uh, and I knew the student, and his name was Jeff Cox. He was not an SDS student, he was a, 
your typical, uh, left liberal kid of that time. And the commencement was held inside the gym. 
Uh, it was a miserable day and the, and, uh, the gym is a terrible place to have a commencement. 
Um, and Jeff gets up there. He's speaking for the students. You know, they're against the war 
and, and, um, the various alleged crimes of America at the time and, um, you know, half the 
parents there are outraged. 
 
Anna Ta: Hmm. 
 
Allen Matusow: Uh, the, student, student protest was not popular with mainstream America. And 
so, I can remember sitting up in the balcony and watching people walk out and boo, and I mean, 
the whole, the vision of America was in the floor of that commencement in, uh, May of 1970. 
Yeah, you know, people talk about the divisions in America today and they are very deep. They 
are nothing compared to the divisions in this country in 1970. And as I say, they showed up here. 
Not in a radical demonstration, but in a speech by a well-meaning student. 
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Anna Ta: Yeah. Speaking of student gatherings, um, do you remember the all-student 
convocation that happened on the topic of whether or not the students should be allowed to invite 
Abbie Hoffman to cam – 
 
Allen Matusow: No, I don't, – 
 
Anna Ta: – pus? 
 
Allen Matusow: – I don't remember that at all. 
 
Anna Ta: Okay. I was just wondering. Um, uh, do you remember anything else in the sort of 
aftermath of, uh, the events of April, um, in, in the newspapers that I've read and The Thresher it 
kind of seems like everything sort of went back to worrying about classes and – 
 
Allen Matusow: Yeah. That in general, uh, happened to the student movement. I mean, there is a 
final convulsion in the spring of 1971 in Washington, and then it, it dissipated. It looked like we 
were on the verge of revolutionary situation in the United States, and then it was over. Um, why? 
Uh, you could get a million different opinions. Uh, partly in 1969, Nixon got rid of the draft. 
And so, that threat that the government was gonna take you and throw you into the jungles of 
South Vietnam, that was over. And that was important. There's a recession in 1970. So, that, the 
'60s prosperity where everybody got a job, that was over. And just the exhaustion of the thing. 
Um, after a while, how many times can you sit-in? But for, for whatever reason, um, it 
dissipated, that mood dissipated, not only here, but in general in the student movement in the 
United States. 
 
Anna Ta: Okay. Thank you. Um, those are all of my questions. Um, but if you have any final 
thoughts about, um, the Abbie Hoffman crisis or the general political mood of campus during 
that, um, era of turbulence, um. 
 
Allen Matusow: As I say, it was about Abbie Hoffman but it was about a lot more. Um, if that 
same event had happened in 1959 or 1979, uh, it would not stirred up much less controversy. But 
in the, um, gathering student movement of the, of the '60s, um, and the radicalizing among a 
portion of the ss, of, of the American student body, when you do a thing like that, it's like 
striking a match and throwing it on dry tinder. The time, um, the context is crucial for really 
understanding that event. And also, the way it played out illustrates the local truth. And we were 
really a pretty conservative place. 
 


