
 

1 

Romario Ortiz 

Professor Yvonne Elet  

CLCS/Art 120 The Vassar Campus 

19 October 2019 

      The Forgotten Graduates: Vassar’s First Male Graduates 

 Like many incoming first year students, when I received the news that I was accepted 

into a college in upstate New York by the name of Vassar, most of my friends and even my 

immediate family had never heard of the college. Others were under the assumption that the 

college was still an all-female campus. Nevertheless, I began my journey much like those before 

me in the fall of 2017. Little did I know at the time, that my status as a Posse veteran scholar on 

campus was not all that new; not new in the sense of there were other scholar classes before me 

in the Posse program, not new in the sense that we were, all of us, not the first military veterans 

to study and graduate at Vassar. 

 The subject of the first men at Vassar is not one often heard in conversations today. The 

college became co-educational in 1969, but the first males at Vassar predate this by more than 

two decades. Who were these men? Which theater of operations did they serve? How many were 

there and where did they go and study? What sorts of questions arose and what controversies 

may have abounded from having men study at a women’s college? Was the faculty, and even the 

trustees of the college, on board with having them on campus? Questions such as these, and 

countless others emerged in my search for answers. 
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      The story of the first men at Vassar begins in the aftermath of World War II. The 

returning men were soon to be recipients of an educational benefit enacted from congressional 

legislation known as the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, the G.I. Bill.1 This was a law 

that provided a range of educational, employment, and housing benefits for returning World War 

II veterans. The goal of this legislation was to reduce the possibility of a postwar depression 

brought on by massive unemployment. It was estimated by the Department of Labor that after 

the war, 15 million men and women who had been serving in the armed forces would be 

unemployed.2 This act would also help avoid the highly disputed and postponed "cash bonus" 

payout for World War I veterans that caused political turmoil for a decade and a half postwar. 

 Among these recipients were a group of individuals native to the mid-Hudson valley area 

of Poughkeepsie, New York. The capacity of local colleges and universities that accepted men 

were overwhelmed and soon became overcrowded. So, by order of  Governor Thomas Dewey of 

New York in an “emergency education program”, educational institutions were asked to help 

with the overcrowding, to include Vassar college. Thirty-six of them entered Vassar in April of 

1946.3 That fall, their numbers almost tripled. Altogether, according to information from the 

registrar's office, 170 male veterans took classes at Vassar in the post-war years. Most left Vassar 

                                                 
1
 “Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944).” Our Documents - Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944), 

www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=76#. 
2
 “Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944).” Our Documents - Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944), 

www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=76#. 
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before graduating, either transferring to another institution or for employment. Those who stayed 

to earn bachelor's degrees were awarded their degrees by the State University of New York, not 

Vassar, whose charter prevented the college from awarding degrees to men.4 Since most of the 

veterans entered with the class of 1950, they have, over the years, been affiliated with that class. 

Half of these veterans who graduated via Vassar did so in 1950.5 

          Of the thirty-six men enrolled at Vassar in the Fall of 1946, six of them were from 

Poughkeepsie; they were Carmine J. Calenti, Themistocles G. Aposporos, Joseph J. Damico, 

Peter Theodoropoulus, O. Howard Winn, and Kenneth W. Kaeli. All entered Vassar in 

September of 1946, with the exception of Mr. Calenti who entered in 1948 after having spent his 

first two college years at Triple Cities College of Syracuse University.6 These men were seen as 

optimal candidates for study at the college since they were local and could pose no problem to 

being housed since they lived nearby. However, this didn’t deter the college from admitting male 

students from areas as far away as Rockville, Maryland. Moreover, since the G.I. Bill was passed 

in 1944, this gave many institutions the time needed to prepare and accommodate the influx of 

returning veterans.  

                                                 
4
 Faculty Minutes, 1946 Mar 25, Subject Files, Folder 26.36. Vassar College Archives 

5
  Cynthia Mascioli, 1973 Feb 7, Inter-Departmental Memo, Subject Files, Folder 26.36. Vassar College 

Archives 
6
 Office of Public Relations Memo, May 3 1950, Subject Files, Folder 26.37. Vassar College Archives 
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          According to the Board of Trustees minutes, the question of allowing men on campus was 

being discussed as early as May of 1945.7 In that particular meeting, it was decided that because, 

“the charter of Vassar college empower it to grant degrees only to women” the outgoing 

President of the college at the time, Dr. MacCracken, announced the willingness of the 

University of the State of New York and various universities to give credit for any course 

certified by Vassar. In the case that should any of these men wish to transfer to any of these 

institutions they would receive their degrees from them and not Vassar. This was further 

resolved when the faculty of Vassar met the following year in March 25, 1946 and solidified the 

college’s commitment to the veterans by “admitting properly qualified men for study.”8 

          Peter Berg (Class of 1950), who wrote extensively in the March 1947 Vassar Alumnae 

Magazine9, Vassar's fall 1946 entering class of veterans comprised men whose "former ranks in 

the service ranged from private to major, with all branches represented." The average age of the 

men was 21, and their average length of service was three-and-a-half to four years, Berg 

reported. Thirteen of them were married. Before the war, 22 had attended colleges such as 

Cornell, Princeton, Yale, the University of Rome, the University of Vienna, and the GI 

University at Biarritz. They studied, "in order of popularity: english, mathematics, physics, 

                                                 
7
 Board of Trustees Minutes, May 1945, Vassar College Archives 

8
  Margaret Myers, Faculty Minutes, Volume 11, P.396, Subject Files, Folder 26.36, Vassar College 

Archives 
9
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chemistry, economics, psychology," Berg wrote. Many of them planned to continue on to pre-

med or pre-engineering programs as soon as room could be found for them. 

          How did these men end up at one of the most prestigious colleges for women? Essentially 

it was a case of circumstance, necessity, and luck. “Under the G.I. bill, approximately 2,300,000 

returning veterans attended colleges and universities, 3,500,000 received school training, and 

3,400,000 received on-the-job training. The number of degrees awarded by U.S. colleges and 

universities more than doubled between 1940 and 1950, and the percentage of Americans with 

bachelor degrees, or advanced degrees, rose from 4.6 percent in 1945 to 25 percent a half-

century later.”10 Vassar saw this as an opportunity to not only help with the situation but also 

because as stated by Margaret Myers, Chairman of the Vassar Veterans Committee, “colleges 

exist to serve the needs of students.”11 These students were interviewed by a committee, they 

were assessed, and it was their policy to accept candidates who had the equivalent of college 

preparatory work regardless of grades. This policy seemed to be justified by the results. The 

faculty and members of the veterans committee remarked on how none of the applicants who 

were accepted seemed to be a “playboy.” There was no lowering of the standards for the 

veterans. Their grades ranged from anywhere from the straight A record of a Pre-Med student, to 
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  “Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944).” Our Documents - Servicemen's Readjustment Act (1944), 

www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=76#. 
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the straight D record of another who was advised, “not to return in the fall.” Even for students 

who had never done any college work before they now found that they enjoyed the work; even 

more students found that they, “could actually do it.”12 

          The Miscellany News ran several articles about the veterans, their contributions to the 

classroom, as well as their activities within the student body on campus and around the 

surrounding community. Moreover, the veterans became more actively involved with the college 

when they created their own association to promote “the academic standards of the college; act 

as a unified voice for the veteran; and to see that all veterans are given an opportunity for a more 

expanded social life; and are eligible and given their full share of the benefits to which they are 

entitled under the provisions of the G.I. Bill”13  On one such occasion, after the formation of the 

association, the veterans hosted a dance at the college in the Aula, which was their first campus 

wide activity sponsored by their association.14 On December 19, 1947, the veterans hosted a 

Christmas party, “for the children of men who died while in service.” They organized for the 

children to receive individual gifts, and all veterans at the college helped participate in the 

program.15 
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 Minutes of Meeting of Veterans Committee, Mar 13 1949, Subject Files, Folder 26.39, Vassar College 

Archives 
13

 Constitution Of The Veterans Association, Subject Files, Folder 26.43, Vassar College Archives 
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 V.C. Veterans News Clippings, Subject Files, Folder 26.38, Vassar College Archives 
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          An editorial in the March of 1946 issue of the Miscellany News elaborated on the positive 

aspects of having the veterans on campus. The former soldiers who had seen so much of the 

world would add to the scope of academic discussions, wrote the editors. The faculty also shared 

this sentiment when in one of their meetings a history professor recounted a story. In one of his 

seminars, the veterans kept the female students, “on their toes.”16 Another professor who worked 

in the laboratories commented on the ways the boys and girls worked together in “friendly 

cooperation but without sentimentality.” When a veteran student remarked to a fellow female 

student about having to solve an experiment, she replied with, “...that’s your problem brother!17” 

(She continued with her work.) 

 

          All in all, the veterans program at Vassar at this time was for lack of a better word, 

successful. The students were treated as equals. Albeit, they were seen with a bit of a celebrity 

status. Many local newspapers and radio stations ran stories and articles about the “Men at 

Vassar.” even so far as to broadcast their life at Vassar on a show called “We The People.18” 

However, this was more often seen as a badge of honor on the part of the veterans attending. For 

the college, a sign of their dedication to actually doing something for the returning veterans. In 

                                                 
16

 Minutes of Meeting of Veterans Committee, Mar 13 1949, Subject Files, Folder 26.39, Vassar College 

Archives 
17

 Minutes of Meeting of Veterans Committee, Mar 13 1949, Subject Files, Folder 26.39, Vassar College 

Archives 
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  William J. McCord, Letter to Chairman of the Veterans Committee, Jan 5 1949, Subject Files, Folder 

26.41, Vassar College Archives 
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another report done by Margaret Myers, she recounts how the veterans were always grateful for 

the opportunity to study at Vassar. “A lot of people talk about doing something for the veterans, 

Vassar is the first civilian group that has really done anything for me.”19 

          Sooner or later all things come to an end, even for the first men at Vassar. Unfortunately, 

just as how the Trustees and faculty prepared for their arrival, the administration was already 

looking for ways to terminate the admission of any more incoming veterans. Most of the 

reasoning behind these decisions were because of a new college president, Sarah Gibson 

Blanding. She felt that the college interests were beginning to outweigh the needs of the 

veterans. In a meeting of the Board of Trustees in October of 1948, the general consensus of the 

board was that a “plan regarding the continuance of veterans at Vassar should be formulated in 

the near future consistent with our own interests as a women’s college.”20 Moreover, by the fall 

of ‘49 and ‘50, most of the original veterans on Vassar had transferred to other institutions of 

learning or were almost ready to receive their diploma. In March of 1949, a meeting presided 

over by President Blanding, the veterans committee, which mostly consisted of representatives of 

the college and college professors, began to discuss options for a “resolution that no more male 

veterans should be admitted as freshman.”21 

                                                 
19

 Margaret Myers,Report Vassar Veterans Committee 1949, Subject Files, Folder 26.36, Vassar College 

Archives 
20

 Board of Trustees Minutes, Oct 12 1948, Vassar College Archives 
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          Whether this decision was made on a purely financial matter could not be ascertained. The 

fact is that the college did not lose anything financially since the tuition was paid for by the 

federal government. Others have speculated that because the college felt the needs of returning 

veterans was completed, by the time the graduating class of 1950 was commenced, only two 

veterans walked in their graduation gowns to receive their diploma. In either case, the story of 

the first men to study and graduate at Vassar college lives on through the memories of those still 

alive today and those of current veterans on campus continuing their legacy of academic 

achievement and community involvement. 
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