
S U N S T O N E  

"1 never aspired to be a popular President. 
I did aspire to get things done, and the two were not always compatible." 

I know we at the BW 
are operating the 
Lord's school, but I 
have to admit we are 
doing it with very 
human people. And I 
suppose that until 
the Millennium we 
will continue to have 
personal feuds. ' 

-Ernest L Wilkinson 

w ITH HIS AP- 
POINTMENT, 
in 1951, as sev- 

enth president of LDS 

WILKINSON THE MAN 

By Gary James Bergera 

league William E Edwards 
remembered, "and to pay 
whatever price was re- 
quired to achieve them.n6 
"[Ernest] certainly knew 
what he was working for 
and knew how to work to- 
ward it and get it," added 
an early BYU appointee, 
Virgnia Cutler, "and he 
knew pretty well how to 
work with the General 
Authorities. Oh, it's polit- 
ical, it really is."7 

True, Wilkinson did 
not labor alone. He was 

church: owned Brigham Ernest L. Wilkinson and students supported by a wife who 
Young University, Ernest L. subsumed her own 
Wilkinson inherited what "There is no conflict in the principles taught in theological dreams to those of her am- 
one BYU dean called courses and other courses at the ~ m .  The students bitious husband and 
"nothing more than a high- raised their five children 
class junior college."2 therefore have no real mental conflict to overcome. " more or less singlehand- 
Twenty years later, the feisty 
Ogden, Utah, native had 
transformed the lackluster school, in part by sheer force of his 
domineering will, into one of the largest private universities in 
the United ~ t a t e s . ~  An inveterate overachiever, Wilkinson had 
spent his first fifty years trying to rise above the poverty and 
shame of the seedy, two-bit streets he had grown up in.4 Now, 
at the pinnacle of an impressive, hard-won law career, which 
had earned him both respect and wealth, he desperately 
wanted his alma mater "to appear well on paper."5 Wilkinson 
"had the ability to set extremely demanding objectives," col- 
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edly He also gathered 
around him a tightly knit 

corps of loyal, hand-picked "lieutenants," who shared his 
single-minded commitment to BYU's future even if they some- 
times privately disagreed with his methods. "Ernest and I 
didn't have the same philosophy of life nor did we have the 
same philosophy of education," recalled BYU Vice-President 
Harvey L. Taylor, who later became acting LDS commissioner 
of education. "[But] I made up my mind when I came that I 
was going to be loyal to him and support him regardless of our 
differences. . . . If I couldn't, I'd leave."' Finally, Wilkinson en- 
joyed the virtually unqualified support of Church President 
and Prophet David 0 .  McKay, as well as the backing of a board 
of trustees, who jointly served as high-ranking Church leaders. 
But more than any other single factor, it was a combination of 
Wilkinson's unrelenting drive, intimidating personality, and 
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autocratic management style that both defined and propelled 
his vision of BYU as the university of the Kingdom of God on 
earth. 

FIRST IMPRESSIONSLATER OBSERVATIONS 
"Don't you know I don't have time to be polite?" 

A FTER twenty-five years as a prosperous Washington, 
D.C., attorney and congressional strategist, 
Wilkinson returned to Provo, Utah, in early 1951, 

fully aware of the larger-than-life, no-nonsense persona he had 
not only cultivated and encouraged but was equally victimized 
by "I never aspired to be a popular President," he admitted. "I 
did aspire to get things done, and the two were not always 
c ~ m ~ a t i b l e . " ~  ~m's official history, which Wilkinson oversaw 
and helped edit following his resignation in 1971, acknowl- 
edges that the erstwhile educator could be "abrupt," "inflex- 
ible," "gruff," "inconsiderate," "even coldly uninterested." 
"Subordinates with sensitive feelings or temperamental per- 
sonalities," the document continues, disingenuously, "some- 
times found it frustrating to endure the pressure of working 
with him."1° 

"There is no time to discuss matters when a contact is made 
with you," Dean Ashael Woodruff complained shortly after 
Wilkinson's inauguration. "We get the impression . . . that 
many of our problems are not important enough to receive 
much time, or that you have made up your mind about some 
matters before we feel they have been fully aired.''" Two 
decades later, top-ranking Church leader and occasio~al ad- 
versary Harold B. Lee publicly characterized the equally pu- 
gnacious Wilkinson as "tempestuous," "strong-willed," and 
"powerful in speech."12 "When I get to my feet and speak ex- 
temporaneously," Wilkinson joked, "only the Good Lord can 
restrain me, and he generally doesn't."" "I suppose that I have 
some day got to learn the lesson of keeping my own trap shut," 
he conceded, "since I am criticizing others for opening 
theirs."14 "Don't you know," he would say, "I don't have time to 
be p~li te?" '~ "President Wilkinson didn't understand the word 
NO very much," commented the school's public communica- 
tions director. l6 

Convinced that "we grow more by criticism than we do by 
praise,"I7 Wilkinson once complimented one of his vice-presi- 
dents "because he let's [sic] me know what is going on and is 
candid and frank with me in his opinions. Others of my asso- 
ciates fail to let me know what is going on and often do not 
talk frankly to me."" Yet while he stressed that he did not 
want "yes men," Wilkinson insisted that "ultimate policies will 
be my responsibility and . . . your decisions must in turn be re- 
viewed by me."19 Wilkinson knew he could be "too blunt, not 
tactful with people, and impatient with other people who did 
not produce as much."20 He valued the political appearance of 
consensus and harmony, explaining that "it's unwise to publi- 
cize the criticisms of one['ls enemie~."~' Once, fearing the re- 
proach he knew his aggressive temperament could elicit, he 
ordered that "all [campus] news stories be severely scrutinized 
with the objective of avoiding the possibility of the following 

charges being leveled against him [Wilkinson] personally and 
B.Y.U. as well: 1. Extravagance[,] 2. Boasting[,] 3. Ambition." 
"I think you and I are both completely cognizant of the criti- 
cism that he faces," his aid gingerly wrote to the school's public 
relations director, "if stories are released with an undue em- 
phasis on any of the above-mentioned points."22 Wilkinson 
later directed "All Who Prepare Letters for the President's 
Signature" that "1. Letters for the General Authorities are to be 
signed 'Faithfully Yours.' 2. Letters to friends of mine should 
be signed 'Cordially' 3. Letters to alumni and friends of the in- 
stitution should be signed 'Sincerely' I do not use the phrase 
'Yours very truly,' " he closed. "It is a commercial phrase and 
not appropriate for my letters."23 

Few associates found the five-foot, five-inch tall president 
likable, describing him as paternalistic, dictatorial, inconsid- 
erate.24 "Lots of people go away shaking their heads at that 
man," remembered BW'S public relations director. "It's just that 
he makes them so angry, and it goes back to that lawyer's 
training," he theorized.25 "A lot of people didn't like him at 
all," agreed Family Living Dean Virginia Cutler, "because he 
was so certain of what he wanted."26 For them, he was the 
"Little General," "Little Caesar," "Little Napoleon," "Tasmanian 
Devil," or "that evil genius."27 Yet for others, he could be ener- 
getic, committed, even sympathetic-an "academic George E. 
[sic] Patton, unafraid to tell it like it is."28 Wilkinson was "easy 
to caricature," Academic Vice-President Robert K. Thomas ob- 
served.29 He could be "rough," "crude," "hard to get along 
with," and a "fighter," "determined to have his own way"30 "I 
can't see why people get angry," Wilkinson wondered. "In law 
we fight with each other, but we go to lunch right after because 
that's part of our game. I find now that oftentimes I talk to 
people and I find them getting angry because we differ."" 
"When two combative people get together," he added, "the air 
gets warm."32 Fine Arts Dean Gerrit deJong remembered that 
Wilkinson was "raised under the motto, 'If you are right, plead 
for the law If you are wrong, shout like hell and get your way 
anyhow"'33 "He had the tenacity of the proverbial English 
bulldog," another faculty member recalled. "I guess that's one 
of the qualities that enabled him to do what he did, both as a 
university president and within his life."34 "I don't know of 
anyone I have enjoyed working for more than Ernest 
Wilkinson," reported BYU Physical Plant Director Sam 
Brewster. "You always know where you stand with him. You 
know what he wants; he doesn't hesitate to tell "It is 
easier to put brakes on him," J. Reuben Clark, counselor to 
Church President David 0. McKay, commented, "than it 
would be to get someone who needs some dynamite all of the 
time."36 While his wife, Alice, frankly wondered if her hus- 
band's "impatient temperament could fit into a group of acad- 
emician~,"'~ Wilkinson freely granted that she "had made the 
friends," he "the enemies. "38 

A quintessential man of action, Wilkinson did not consider 
himself "contemplative," was "uncomfortable simply sitting 
and listening," and "seldom" read scriptures or "any other 
book." He lived to work, espousing what he termed "a prag- 
matic spirituality,"3g and routinely spent weekends-in- 
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cluding Sundays-in his a flood of memorandums 
office.40 "I hope the good from you requesting addi- 
Lord or his' 
bearers who judge me," he 
wrote, "will take into con- 
sideration that while I 
often violated the . . . 
fourth commandment to 
'rest on the Sabbath,' I did 
[try to] attend my meetings 
and the work I did the re- 
mainder of the day was 
never in pursuit of plea- 
sure but [was] to build and 
strengthen His 

Nor did he 
have much time-or 
desire-for literature, art, 
drama, or music. 
Following an exhibition of 
some of-the sculpture of 
nationally recognized 

Ernest L. Wilkinson, Emma McKay, David 0. McKay, 
Stephen L. Richards, and J. Reuben Clark 

tionai kinds' of s&istical 
information, different 
ways of doing things, 
questions to answer, etc. 
that I feel over- 
whelmed."49 More hu- 
morously, one custodian 
remembered being asked 
by Wilkinson to dispose 
of some carbon copies of 
memos (which the custo- 
dian called telegrams). 
"We did not have paper 
shredders," he recalled, 

however we did 
have an inciner- 
ator . . . We took 
the telegrams to - 
the incinerator 
confident that we 

Mormon-born artist "The peace loving soul that he [David 0. McKay] is, it is could bum them 
Mahonri Young, he without incident. 
recorded: yqot being an very diffiinnltfor him to make decisions regardless of their However the - 
artist, I was neither im- merits where there is violent objection." paper on which 
pressed by the works of the telegrams 
Young that were exhibited, were written was 
nor by the purpose of the exhibit, but I think that's because I'm light and the draft from the fires was so great that it 
uneducated in this field, and I would not intend to put an end took the telegrams up the chimney and deposited 
to it."42 them all over campus . . . The outside fringe of the 

His campus office in the Karl G. Maeser Building (and later paper was all that was burned so the telegrams could 
in the Abraham 0. Smoot Building), which custodial staff easily be read. 
christened the "hornet's nest,"43 was a scene of organized con- An irate Wilkinson summoned nearly the entire physical plant 
fusion, BYU'S student newspaper reported in 1958. "On one staff to collect the confidential debris. "It was quite a sight," the 
table are three stacks of desk trays numbering 17 in all," and custodian continued, "men crawling around on hands and 
the waIls were lined with portraits of Mormon leaders, past knees on tops of roofs, roadways and lawns, collecting the elu- 
BYU presidents, and U.S. Supreme Court justices. His life's sive telegrams . . . [they] eventually ended up in the city dump, 
goals, the report continued, were "to eat three good meals a buried beneath the rubble."50 
day, have health to work until the end, and to die in the har- "I am not unaware of the fact that at times I seem to be un- 
n e ~ s . " ~ ~  He also reserved, for his own daily use, a fully reasonable and unyielding," Wilkinson confessed to one of his 
equipped weight room in the Smith Fieldhouse. Custodians long-suffering secretaries. "While many people think that I 
would usher him in and then lock the door behind, so that no have boundless energy, the fact is that I often get very tired. But 
one could disturb him; they called it the "therapy room."45 I have learned that mind is superior to matter and that if I will 

Ever the lawyer, conscious of the need for a good defense, just put my mind to it I can generally overcome my physical 
Wilkinson prided himself on always "keep[ingl a record of un- fatigue. . . . If I sometimes offend people it is not because I 
derstandings made so that there will be no questions about me want to, but because I am determined to get something 
keeping my In fact, his memo-writing became leg- done."51 "I continuously rebel at having to take the time to see 
endary "Writing memos is his hobby," his public relations di- people who come to see me," he confided to his diary "I finally 
rector teased.47 "He lived to write them," agreed the editor of grudgingly consent to see them, knowing in the first place that 
BYU'S student newspaper. "And you could not out memo him. I should happily see them. This is, however, because of the 
He'd always answer a memo with a comment and if you many pressures on me. . . . I have to admit . . . that I do not 
thankled] him for the comment, he'd write you another memo have the energy I once had and at times I get so exasperated 
saying he received yours and on and on into The Second and tired that I am hardly fit to work with."52 "I wish you 

"During the last two days," complained Academic would tell Brother J**," he chastised Fine Arts Dean Lael 
Vice-President Earl C. Crockett, in 1966, "I have received such Woodbury, "that his purported excuse 'that press of other du- 
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ties' kept [him] from replying to [a] letter is completely flimsy 
and not acceptable. If 1 used such an excuse there would be 
hundreds of letters that would go unan~wered."~~ "I have . . .  
been greatly inconvenienced of late by the fact that I have been 
unable to get certain [of you] on the telephone," he once re- 
minded deans and department chairs. "[Wlhenever you are 
not in your office you let your secretaries know where you will 
be so that I will be able to get in touch with you. Today, for in- 
stance, I have wasted two hours of time just waiting to find 
Department Chairmen, without success."54 To a close adminis- 
trator who had asked to be "released" from a particularly 
onerous assignment, Wilkinson replied, "I note your request to 
be relieved from the responsibility of phoning [a secretary to 
the First Presidency] because you don't want to impair your 
friendship [with him]. I am a good friend of his also but I am 
going to take the risk of the impairing of my friendship be- 
cause the time is so important in getting this [letter] out. I will 
call him myself."55 "[Hle [had] a tendency to rule by edict 
rather than persuasion," reported Vice-President Ben E. 
~ e w i s . ~ ~  "This man never gives up," Lewis later said.57 

"Sometimes," Wilkinson counseled, in a particularly self-re- 
vealing address on "strong administrative leadership," "it is 
better to make a wrong decision than to make no decision at 
all." ("Sometimes he acts in haste and repents in leisure," BYU'S 

public relations director cla~ified.~~) For Wilkinson, the strong 
leader must (1) face the realities and problems of life and take 
responsibility for solving them; (2) listen, study, evaluate, and 
make decisions; (3) have faith in himself; (4) demean himself 
so that others may have confidence in him; and (5) be dedi- 
cated to his cause and have faith in his maker. "In making de- 
cisions," he explained (in words that just as easily described 
himself), 

the administrator may often have to reject the advice 
of his closest advisors, and because of the close per- 
sonal relationship, this is one of the most difficult 
tasks that I find for an administrator. In one sense it 
requires more courage than a physical encounter. But 
somehow lieutenants must be taught to learn that the 
decision must be that of the leader. . . . [Then] the ad- 
ministrator must see that [his decision] is enforced 
and respected by all those who are governed by it.59 

In fact, he never made a decision, Wilkinson guessed, that 
"wasn't objected to by someone."60 

Of his sometimes perplexed, sometimes perplexing faculty, 
Wilkinson feared that the lives of too many "have been clois- 
tered on the campus and do not have [a] practical touch."61 
Faculty "eggheads" can be "a little too the~retical,"~~ he 
opined, knowing, as Academic Vice-President Robert Thomas 
sensed, that he would never be completely comfortable in "the 
academic mold."63 "I probably have much more strength in 
rewriting legal briefs than I do in my personal work at the 
University," Wilkinson admitted. "It is easier on me and I do it 
with more effecti~eness."~~ Students, however, were a different 
matter. "It is easier to speak the plain truth to students than to 
a sophisticated faculty," he commented. "We corrode with the 
years."65 In fact, he lamented, "I have found that it's much 

easier to handle the students than it is to handle a sophisti- 
cated faculty; the latter know too much, or think they do."66 
He bristled at having to refer to faculty as "Dr." or "Mr.," 
wishing instead that he could use "the affectionate salutation of 
'Brother' [which] would be far preferable and would be a 
better example for the students."67 His periodic comparisons 
of lawyers and educators invariably resulted in his offending 
the latter. "In the interest of upgrading the performance of our 
[teaching] profession as a whole," he once lectured, 

we would do well to accept more of the process of re- 
view, evaluation, appraisal, competition and measures 
of achievement that are inherent in other professions, 
together with the very real stimulus of relating our 
monetary reward to our effort and performance rather 
than to the stultifying criteria of degrees and tenure to 
which our public school salary schedules are now al- 
most entirely wedded.@ 

STUDENTS 
"I havefound that it is much easier to handle the students 

than it is to handle a sophisticatedfaculty." 

A S Wilkinson admitted, he found it easiest to identify 
with the thousands of students over which he 
presided in loco parentis. Indeed, in some ways he may 

have felt just as heavy a responsibility for and interest in BYUS 
student body as he did for his own children. Financially 
strapped students especially elicited the strongest feelings of 
affection from their president. "There is another side of this 
man that is not commonly known," reported Vice President 
Harvey Taylor. "He never wanted it known how many students 
[he] had helped financially And to my knowledge, during the 
twelve years I worked with him closely, he literally helped 
hundreds of students. . . . Most people, knowing Ernest's re- 
sponsibilities and his achievements, wouldn't ordinarily think 
of his having that tender side. But he has it. . . . That is the 
magnificent obessession [sic] with him. . . ."69 "[Hle has a spe- 
cial spot in his heart for students," agreed Ben Lewis. "Some 
people think of him as being undemonstrative or unemo- 
tional, but there are many things that touch him, especially 
hardships or difficulties that people have to surmount."70 

In a more public-and occasionally painful-demonstra- 
tion of his interest in students, Wilkinson established a tradi- 
tion of personally shaking hands with every new freshman 
each fall. "There's hardly a student who attended BYU who 
didn't shake hands with ELW during regstration," remem- 
bered Jaron Summers, former editor of the student Daily 
Universe. 

Ernie delighted in pumping the arm (and damn near 
breaking the fingers) of the frosh as they came out of 
the fieldhouse after registration. He was sly with his 
timing; you see he waited until after the freshmen had 
gone through the exhausting trial of registering in an 
era I'll call BC (before computers). He was proud how 
he could out[-]crunch thousands of the frosh and just 
to make sure no one forgot what he was doing, Ernie 
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had someone 
standing by with 
a pocket counter. 
Lots of the frosh 
thought it was 
strange that as 
they shook BYU's 
president's hand, 
a cricket would 
chirp. That was 
no chirp, it was 
the pocket 
counter. Each 
year Ernie shook 
hands with more 
frosh and each 
year the number 
was faithfully 
recorded in BW'S 

camDus news- 

FACULTY 

T HEOLOGICALLY, 
Wilkinson was 
conservative and 

orthodox, and he occa- 
sionally had to face off 
with more intellectual 
faculty, whose indepen- 
dent views could, he 
wonied, hinder relations 
with his board of 
trustees. "It may be that 
there are certain isolated 
statements made by dif- 
ferent members of the 
General Authorities with 
which some [faculty] . . . 
could not agree," he be- 
lieved. "but it is incum- 

71 paper. . . . bent upon all . . . at the 
Harold B. Lee and Ernest L. Wilkinson 

After one such session, in BW to support these 
September 1963, Wilkin- "Very fm of them [the general authorities] General Authorities - - in 
son wrote: the performance of the 

In the after- 
want to oppose him [Harold B. Lee] and even the First functions of their 

noon from 1:15 Presidency caters to him on matters." offices."73 While a few 
until 3:45 EM. I 
shook hands with 1,418 freshmen or transferee stu- 
dents. This is always an invigorating experience. I 
never do this but what I note the great variation in na- 
tive endowments and in cultural background of the 
various students. Some little girls in dresses which are 
obviously very inexpensive but which are in good 
taste and immaculately clean give a very pleasing ex- 
perience. As to others, one wonders whether they 
have any sense of dress at all or whether they know 
the first principles of grooming. The same variation 
exists in the boys. 

Some are quite at home although they have only 
been on the campus for a day or so; others are so 
timid and frightened that when one asks their name 
the shock is so great they can hardly remember it. 

Each year I wonder whether it is worth the time to 
do this but I am satisfied it is and I hope I will always 
continue it.72 

Eventually, Wilkinson's parental concern expanded to cover 
student behaviors previously untouched by the university 
Under his personal guidance, BYU established specific clothing 
and grooming regulations regarding the length of men's hair 
and women's skirts; broadened the honor code, and removed 
it from student control, to cover not just cheating but itemized 
infractions of the Church's moral standards (including an at- 
tempt, later abandoned, to discourage birth control); banned 
certain kinds of music, dances, films, publications, and 
speakers from campus; and even enlisted student aid to report 
on suspected subversive faculty members. 

apostle-cum-trustees 
were convinced that some BYU teachers were sowing "spiritual 
doubts into the minds of your students,"74 Wilkinson tried to 
downplay any problems: "There is no conflict in the principles 
taught in theological courses and other courses at the B.Y.U. 
The students therefore have no real mental conflict to over- 
come."75 

However, individual faculty were another matter, 
Wilkinson soon learned. Less than three years into his presi- 
dency, he informed one particularly vocal professor that "we 
would not recommend his coming back unless his attitude to- 
ward the Church leaders and general Church doctrine were 
changed." The faculty member answered that President McKay 
had privately assured a teacher at the University of Utah that 
"there was plenty of room in this Church for diverse religious 
beliefs." When Wilkinson relayed his conversation to McKay, 
an apparently annoyed Church president promised Wilkinson 
"his complete support in refusing to renew the contracts of any 
teachers who did not teach the doctrines as they were inter- 
preted by the leaders of the 

Three months later Wilkinson warned Bw faculty: "It is just 
as disloyal to this institution to destroy the faith of a child, as it 
is disloyal to our country to give to the enemy secrets of the 
atomic bomb. And that constitutes treason. . . . (Every member 
of the Church on this faculty should therefore understand that 
anyone guilty of destroying the faith of a student may not re- 
main on this faculty.)"77 He then suggested that those who be- 
lieve "BYU can never be a great University because we cannot 
have freedom of expression in postulating religious truth . . . , 
by their very statement, admit that they do not accept in en- 
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tirety the Restored Gospel as interpreted by its leaders," who 
have prophesied that "this will become the greatest university 
in the The following year, President McKay who dis- 
liked controversy and criticism, may have feared a campus- 
wide purge, or at least the public exposure of one, and urged 
Wilkinson "to be tolerant, understanding, and kindn with fac- 
ulty "who for a temporary time departed from Church doc- 
trine," because "they often after further education and learning 
generally become devout members."79 Wilkinson may have 
tried to follow President McKay's advice, while looking for 
more effective ways of instilling orthodoxy. After a visit to an- 
other religiously oriented school, Bob Jones University, he 
recorded: "The entire emphasis [there] is on religion. In some 
respects I think perhaps they do a better job than we do. I 
sensed a little more religious dedication on the part of the 
members of the faculty than on the pan of some of ours. . . . 
We should keep in touch with this institution because we have 
something to learn from them."80 

Tensions at BYU escalated less than four years later, when 
the history department sponsored a public discussion of the 
future of Mormon intellectualism. According to reports, 
Wilkinson wrote, the "meeting apparently turned out to be the 
most vigorous criticism of Church tendencies and Church 
leaders that has been held on the campus since I have been 
here. It is probably the most serious thing that has happened." 
"A matter of this kind requires great delicacy of handling," he 
noted, "because if I strike out vigorously against those who 
were the ringleaders, it will make martyrs of them and thereby 
accentuate rather than minimize what they have done. At the 
same time it is apparent [that] we have faculty members who 
do not accept wholeheartedly the divine nature of our Church 
and I must find some way of getting rid of them."" 

Following a thorough investigation, Wilkinson could find 
only one teacher who admitted "he did not have a testimony of 
the Gospel." He explained that he had never been asked 
during any of the interviews prior to being hired-including 
one conducted by Elder Harold B. Lee-if he believed in the 
divinity of Mormon teachings. Wilkinson reported this to Lee, 
"whose main weakness as far as I can see," Wilkinson wrote, 
"is that he cannot accept criticism." Lee interpreted 
Wilkinson's comments as "serious criticism on my part of 
him." Two weeks later, Lee testily told Wilkinson that "he had 
been disappointed that I had not gotten rid of about a third of 
the faculty who did not have a testimony of the Gospel." 
Wilkinson thought that Lee's estimate was exaggerated, but 
Lee countered that "I must be awfully naive if I did not know 
the large number of our faculty who did not have a testimony" 
Elder Lee, Wilkinson believed, "was smarting very much 
under what he thought was my criticism of him for not having 
properly interrogated Brother F* * *** * * ."82 

Elder Lee was not alone in his complaints about intellectual 
enterprises, however exaggerated or inaccurate the specifics of 
his criticisms may have been. The following year, for example, 
First Counselor J. Reuben Clark, who also feared the effects of 
unbridled intellectual activity, candidly told Wilkinson: "You 
have got some members of the faculty who are destroying the 

faith of our students. You ought to get rid of them." Wilkinson 
answered that "I had in my hand at that time . . . a list of fac- 
ulty members who had been giving us some trouble and that I 
hoped before the end of the week was over to resolve the ques- 
tion with respect to some of them. I told him we would prob- 
ably terminate the services of some of them." President Clark 
"thanked me for that and I left."83 By the end of the next 
month, Wilkinson had resolutely vowed that "before even con- 
sidering [prospective faculty], we want to make sure of their 
Church loyalty and faith. I am convinced," he concluded, "that 
we must do a better job if we are to avoid administrative prob- 
lems concerning teachers on the staff whose faith does not jus- 
tify their being here in the first place."84 At the end of his 
twenty years at BW, Wilkinson had released, or encouraged to 
leave university employ, at least six faculty members, all or in 
part for "lack of testimony" or "church/religous problems."85 

Wilkinson's approach to governance was unapologetically 
hands-on and unilateral. "The Administration is always happy 
to have the suggestions of students, faculty members, and the 
Universe respecting matters for the advancement of the pur- 
poses of the University," he announced within weeks of his in- 
stallation as president, 

but it must be understood that in the final analysis, 
the determination of what shall be the policy of the 
University with respect to any matter rests with the 
Board of Trustees composed of the First Presidency, 
the Quorum of the Twelve, . . . [and the] Church 
Commissioner of Education. . . . In the administra- 
tion of University affairs, the President may, in his dis- 
cretion, submit certain matters to the Deans' Council, 
or the Faculty, or the Studentbody, or any other com- 
mittees, but the decisions of these groups, or any of 
them, are only advisory to the President, or Board of 
Trustees, either of whom may accept or reject them in 
his or its sound di~cretion.'~ 

On this point BYU'~ trustees were unanimous. "As an institu- 
tion of the Church there is no separation of this university 
from the Church," Apostle (later President) Howard W Hunter 
proclaimed to faculty "His chairman of the Board of Trustees 
of this institution stands a prophet of God. We follow this lead- 
ership for from this source comes the truth and the path is 
pointed out to "We are aware," then Apostle Marion G. 
Romney continued, "that there are universities in which the 
administration, in large measure, determines policies. There 
are other universities in which faculties have a major voice in 
determining policies. In some universities the students them- 
selves dictate. Whatever justification there is in such universi- 
ties for this type of government, it does not exist here."" "This 
is Brigham Young University," Apostle (later President) Gordon 
B. Hinckley added. "But in a larger sense, it is the university of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Its policies are 
determined by those who are sustained as prophets, seers, and 
revelators. You cannot be critical of its policies without being 
critical of those who have been 'called of God, by prophecy 
and the laylng on of hands,' to direct the affairs of this 

"The philosophy of this institution," Wilkinson 
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summarized, "has been that the council in 1970.'03 "This insis- 
Board determines the policy The tence that he be completely in 
President is the administrator and control of the school," BW'S offi- 
the faculty has little to do with ad- cia1 history concluded, "became 
ministrati~n."~~ (In fact, he was one of the characteristics of 
sometimes tempted to add that ad- Wilkinson's administrati~n."'~" 
ministration "was no business of 
the fa~ulty"~') BOARD OF TRUSTEES 

Wilkinson repeatedly insisted 'When [Wilkinson] appeared 
that all correspondence with before the Board, FeJ could make 
trustees and other Church leaders black look white." 
be routed through his officeg2 so as 
"to prevent the Church Authorities w ILKINSON believed 
from being bothered with minor that his first priority 
details which should be taken care on campus was "to 
of by the administration . . . [and] convert" a lackadaisical board of 
so that the Administration will be trustees to his expansive vision of 
aware of criticisms, and both sides BYU (even to the exclusion of a 
can be pre~ented ."~~ He also be- good working relationship with 
lieved that much of the informa- his faculty), and "spent lots of 
tion that had to be taken into con- time preparing for . . . Trustees 
sideration in making decisions was meetings."105 His strategy was vl-  
confidential and should not dis- atively-perhaps deceptively- 
closed to facultyg4 "Any person on simple: (1) present his proposals 
the faculty having a gripe," he  ugh 6. Brown for change to the board, (2) secure 
stressed, "ought to be man enough "He is the St. Paul of this generation. the board's endorsement, and (3) 
to come to the administrative offi- implement the board's decisions 
cers and make that gripe direct Howeve? his talents begzn and as official BYU policy. 'New 
rather than by anonymity under end with speech-making." brooms sweep cleaner than old," 
the cloak of some irresponsible he remarked to an early confi- 
~ommi t t ee , "~~  or especially by dant, "and I know that while I'm 
going to the media.96 Not surprisingly, most faculty recognized new, I have a better chance with the board."lo6 He appreciated 
that their "voice in university policy-making" was "limited."97 that "relations with the Board . . . is a very delicate matter, and 
Wilkinson eventually came to belleve that a lack of enthusiasm one stumble may be more devastating than many trips up the 
among graduating students was due, in part, "to criticism of  stair^."'^' More particularly, he worried that he always seemed 
the Administration which they hear from their  teacher^."^^ to "run into difficulty" whenever he went to board meetings 

"My first two or three years were the most fruitful," he "feeling a little over~onfident."'~~ Whenever one of his pro- 
wrote nostalgically after seven years. "My complete lack of un- posals was not approved, he routinely blamed his "miserable 
demanding that most matters should go through faculty com- presentation."'09 
mittees was a godsend to me. Otherwise many of the reforms Still, whatever his shortcomings, Wilkinson could be im- 
that we have accomplished would not have been achieved. I pressive when he used his rhetorical skills and legal training 
am afraid I have now become too cautious. I have today re- and experience to their fullest. "When [Wilkinson] appeared 
solved to again be more forthright in what I am doing."99 He before the Board," President David 0. McKay once teased, 
found most faculty committees to be a waste of time, and "[he] could make black look white. . . . [He] would come in 
groused, "In any other place than an educational institution and say [he] would just take a few minutes on a matter, and 
[questions] would be decided by one or two parties quickly, then [he] would take a half h ~ u r . " " ~  "When he comes into our 
and I rather think with just as good a result."100 "Faculties are meeting," Counselor J. Reuben Clark agreed, "he is so well pre- 
notoriously unresponsive in meetings, the opposite of stu- pared that he presents matters as though he were presenting 
dents," he added. "With students, their emotions are pretty them to the Supreme Court, and we don't have any answer for 
much on the surface. Faculty members bury theirs and then his arguments.""' "Ernest comes in here with the most elabo- 
seal them in."'" (A majority of faculty would have concurred, rate set of hogwash that I have ever seen," Elder Lee reportedly 
although for different reasons, that their meetings with admin- concurred. "And he always gcts [what he wants] because there 
istrators were largely "ineffe~tive."'~~) Only after two decades is no point at which you can attack it; there is no point where 
of sometimes rancorous give-and-take-coupled with encour- you can show that it is wrong; there is no point where you can 
agement from outside accreditation agencies-did Wilkinson show a fallacy in his argument."112 
begrudgingly allow formation of a strictly advisory faculty Furthermore, Wilkinson nurtured a "special arrangement" 
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with President McKay-which he termed "priming" or "lob- 
bymg"113-giving him privileged access to the venerable 
Church leader,l14 a relationship McKay cherished as we11.115 
As president of the Church and chair of the board of trustees, 
McKay could overrule with his one vote an otherwise unani- 
mous board decision. "I recognize that at times you may have 
thought I was pressing certain matters a little vigorously or 
probably proceeding a little fast," Wilkinson wrote to McKay 
after three years in office, "but I have done this on the theory 
that you would very much prefer to tighten the reins that 
apply the whip."l16 "If Wilkinson wanted something and was 
turned down by the board," explained BYU's treasurer Keifer 
Sands, "he'd . . . go around the board and go straight to David 
0. McKay . . . Brother McKay was easy pickings for 
 ilki ins on.""^ "He could get an audience with President 
McKay when he needed to," reported Joseph T. Bentley 
Wilkinson's special financial assistant. "Sometimes [when] the 
Board wouldn't give him something [that] he thought the 
school needed, he'd go to President McKay and get it on a 
short cut which wasn't good procedure, I suppose, and it 
didn't make the Board happy"118 Indeed, for many Church 
functionaries, Wilkinsonh "end runs" threatened not only their 
own lines of authority but Church protocol.11g "One of the 
most constant frustrations I have at the Church Office Building 
(I am not alone in this)," Wilkinson complained to his diary in 
1960, 

is that of trying to get to see President McKay through 
his secretary I found that she was in her ofice, but 
she told me that my wife had called and I was to call 
back to Provo immediately and that I could do so at 
another telephone outside. By the time I got this tele- 
phone through, she had locked the door on me. 
There was no question that it was purposeful. 

I waited until 8:15 [a.m.] and then knocked hard 
on her door. She told me that she would let me know 
when President McKay came in. Nonetheless, I 
watched for him and when he went to go in the door 
I was behind him. 120 

In others Wilkinson recognized this tendency as "human na- 
ture which I have met before." "[Wlhere self-interest is at 
stake," he observed, "human nature will still assert itself."12' As 
for his own direct appeals to President McKay however, 
Wilkinson emphasized that he was acting in the best interests 
of BW, not out of his own ambition. This strategy of ex parte 
intervention became another hallmark of Wilkinson's adminis- 
trative style. 

Predictably, when the Prophet's health started to fail in the 
1960s , '~~ Wilkinson's base of support began to erode. "The 
President is slowly deteriorating in health," Wilkinson wrote in 
1965, and "unfortunately he does not remember anything 
after conferences had with him unless he has a written memo- 
randum on it. . . . [Elverything I take up with him must be in 
writing or he will not execute it. This is a sad development."123 
With President McKay in decline, his counselors and others 
stepped forward to take up the slack, though not without 
crossed signals and mixed messages. "It generally happens that 

when the leadership is not able to crack the whip," Wilkinson 
recorded several months later, "his lieutenants start feuding, 
and this unfortunately is true at the present time."124 "When 
there is no one person in active charge," he added in 1967, 
"there is a tendency for the brethren to go off in opposite di- 
rections with the result that faculty members confer with 
General Authorities whose views they think they share. This is 
most unfortunate and lends itself to great difficulty in adminis- 
tration at the BYU."'~~ 

Two years later, the situation had worsened. "Problems are 
multiplying," Wilkinson confided. "We will have to face them 
some way or another. The difficulty is that President McKay 
does not have the physical energy to give directions and others 
are going off in many directions. It's a time of lack of top lead- 
ership in the Church which causes no end of problems."126 
"The balance of the day I spent on miscellaneous matters 
having to do with the complete turmoil in Salt Lake City occa- 
sioned by President McKay's illness and therefore lack of lead- 
ership," he wrote the following September. "Everyone seems to 
be trying to fill in, with all kinds of cross currents going."127 
The predicament would only resolve itself four months later, 
in January 1970, with President McKay's death. 

Given his disdain of group decision-making,12* Wilkinson 
realized early in his administration that working with a board 
of trustees-whom he described as fifteen "bosses"129-could 
be just as frustrating as managing a diverse faculty At the same 
time, he knew that, despite McKay's support, such intra-group 
politicking was unavoidable: "I have little patience for singling 
out the members of my Executive Committee and spending a 
long period of time . . . to try to convert them to a point of 
view, but I am nevertheless certain that [conferences of this 
kind] will be beneficial to me even if I [do] not accomplish my 
specific ends."130 He also discovered that trustees were some- 
times more concerned with moral and religious questions than 
with "technical problems of education," including the acad- 
emic preparation of faculty members, and that many held 
"conflicting viewpoints" about the future of BYU.131 After four 
years, he 

concluded that, since matters of administration in- 
volve questions of judgment and not principles of 
theological interpretation, I would hereafter take 
fewer things to the Board of Trustees, use my best 
judgment in making many decisions myself, knowing 
that, in any event, members of the Board of Trustees 
would not all make the same decision and knowing 
further, based on my experience, that, unless I make 
some serious mistake, the entire Board would gener- 
ally support me in my decision. I have found that 
great deference is paid by the Board of Trustees to the 
Administrator, and he is generally supported even 
though individual members of the Board of Trustees 
may have decided otherwise in the first instance.132 

Once, in response to the criticisms of one trustee, he 
recorded, "I am sure . . . that the entire Board does not feel this 
way so we are ignoring this protest."'33 On another occasion, 
he complained directly to President McKay about a recent 
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board decision. "I told him I 
thought we had probably 
failed in using proper judg- 
ment and imagination in our 
leadership," he wrote. "I fur- 
ther told him I was not ready 
to recommend a reversal of 
our recommendation, but I 
wondered if he had any ob- 
jection to me personally reex- 
amining the entire ques- 
tion. . . . He was enthusiastic 
about this suggestion and 
told me to proceed."134 At 
other times, he expressed dis- 
appointment that trustees 
"didn't penetrate deeper into 
[his] recommendations so as 
to have the benefit of a sharp 
exchange of views, which is 
always helpful,"135 or feared BYU Board of Trustees 

church. 13' 

In 1961, after a particularly 
off-putting experience with 
one Church official, he re- 
solved "that I was going to 
beg off from any other as- 
signments given to me by 
the First Presidency be- 
cause in exchange for an 
awful lot of work all I got 
was ingratitude."140 At 
times even President 
McKayS intervention could 
not be relied on: "The 
peace loving soul that he 
is," Wilkinson admitted, "it 
is very difficult for him to 
make decisions regardless 
of their merits where there 
is violent ~bjection."'~~ In 
fact, Wilkinson thought 

that the questions trustees "One of the problems in a theocracy that McKay had "difficulty 
asked "revealed that the making categorical deci- 
Board really was not aware of is that the Brethren are sometimes unwilling s i o n ~ . " ~ ~ ~  was "not a 
what was going on."136 "One to speak their minds on dgerent strong executive 
of the problems in a theoc- matters that are raised. " "never successfully disci- 
ia~y," he acknowledged plined his associates to 
shortly before his resignation, keep them in line,"144 and 
"is that the Brethren are sometimes unwilling to speak their felt that one of McKayh counselors, Stephen L. Richards, had 
minds on different matters that are raised. I think they ought actually been responsible for many of McKayS decisions 
to speak their minds at the time and if the First Presidency during the 1950s . '~~  "I would one hundred times prefer to 
want to overrule them they can do so."13' argue a case before the Supreme Court than 1 would this 

While most board meetings were orderly, congenial, and matter [i.e., offering a Ph.D. in engineering at BW] before the 
harmonious, others were marked by special interests, divided Board of Trustees," he groaned in early 1968, "because in the 
loyalties, personality clashes, and outright feuds. "Even among Supreme Court I knew I would be given a full hearing and 
the General Authorities," Wilkinson observed, "when it comes here I knew that some members of the Board were against 
to administrative matters there can be sharp differences of it."146 
opinion." "Try as best the Brethren do to resolve their differ- "Even the brethren can be better inspired," he noted, after 
ence," he explained, "there still are individual differences in ten years as president, "if they know what the facts are when 
judgment and I suppose always will be. But I still have a strong they decide a question and I don't believe that the good Lord 
testimony as to the divinity of their respective callings."138 "I intended that they would always be inspired when they made 
had been disappointed in one aspect over my present job," he decisions without the facts when those facts are a~ailable."'~' 
subsequently admitted to senior Church administrator J. "Even when one is dealing with the brethren, whom we look 
Reuben Clark, upon as being inspired, and I think that on the whole they 

that I sometimes in accordance with decision, would are," he added, "yet one has to be very persistent in order to at- 
cross certain bridges and then have the bridges tom tain his ends."14' "I am reminded of what Brother J. Golden 
out by the brethren through changing their minds Kimball once said," he sometimes consoled himself, 
and that I had been left stranded. I told him that I ex- namely, that he was sure the Gospel was true or oth- 
pected such things in politics but I didn't expect in envise the missionaries would have ruined it long 
Church Administration. He said he knew that certain ago. May I add that if the Gospel were not true the 
change of decisions had been made that couldn't be human characteristics of some of the General 
justified after I had gone ahead, but even though I Authorities would have ruined it long ago. We must 
stayed I should expect more of the same kind of mis- make distinction, however, between the Gospel and 
takes. He said that Elder John A. Widtsoe used to certain procedures in the church. The revealed world 
comment often that he was sorry the Lord had such of God is sacrosanct. The procedures and day to day 
imperfect hands to execute the decisions of His administrative decisions to carry out the Gospel are 
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not, especially when lieutenants of the President try 
to impose their will on decisions which he should 
rnake.l4' 

Still, the going could be rough. "I have had some serious dis- 
putes as to the methods of operation and growth of the Church 
School System," he noted in 1965. "As to these I have some- 
times been overruled, but decided to go along with the 
Brethren, and unless I can do that I had better resign."'50 Four 
years later he added: "There have been many times when I 
have appeared before the [Executive] Committee [of the Board 
of Trustees] when because of the cantankerous nature of some 
of the members, I wondered whether my efforts were worth 
p~r su ing . " '~~  "The General Authorities, like everyone else," he 
wrote after his resignation, "are human and when their own ox 
is gored they want special c~nsideration." '~~ 

Of all ranking Church authorities, Wilkinson crossed 
swords most often with Counselor Hugh B. Brown and senior 
Apostle Harold B. Lee. At first, Wilkinson applauded Brown's 
calling to high Church office. Shortly after Brown's ordination 
as apostle and appointment to the executive committee of the 
board of trustees, Wilkinson recorded: "I was very happy he 
did not hesitate to speak up in opposition to the views of one 
or two of the older brethren. I think he is going to make a very 
valuable member of the Executive ~ o m m i t t e e . " ' ~ ~  However, 
Brown's moderate political and religious views brought him 
into repeated conflict with the ultraconservative Wilkinson. By 
the end of President Brown's first decade in office, Wilkinson 
wrote: "He is the St. Paul of this generation. However, his tal- 
ents begin and end with speech-making. He is not an adminis- 
trator and therefore practically the entire load of the First 
Presidency now falls on President [N. Eldon] Tanner. In many 
things his judgment is not sound, as the Brethren have come to 
know. He has very little support among his associate~"'~~-not 
the least of whom was Wilkinson himself. Eventually, 
Wilkinson went so far in his criticisms of Brown, whose of- 
fenses Wilkinson would never forgive or forget, as to accuse 
him of disloyalty.'55 The sentiment may have been mutual, as 
Brown had tried several times during the mid- to late 1960s to 
have Wilkinson replaced as university president. 

While Wilkinson's disagreements with President Brown 
were political, philosophical, and even theological, his stormy 
relationship with Elder Harold B. Lee centered in two powerful 
personalities who shared more similarities than differences. 
Again, Wilkinson was initially impressed with Lee. After Elder 
Lee delivered a particularly "dynamic" speech (which "was in 
sharp contrast to that of the night before"), Wilkinson thought 
that rather than base succession to the presidency of the 
Church on length of apostolic service, as tradition mandated, a 
better criterion would be leadership ability156 Clearly, he had 
Elder Lee in mind. Less than two years later, however, 
Wilkinson was beginning to wony: "I do not know how I will 
get along with him [Lee], even if I am President and 
Chancellor when and if he becomes president."15' In fact, 
Elder Lee's influence in the hierarchy was becoming a force to 
be reckoned with: "Very few of them [the general authorities] 
want to oppose him and even the First Presidency caters to 
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him on matters," Wilkinson nervously o b s e ~ e d . ' ~ ~  "The 
Executive Committee is not being run by the Chairman but by 
Brother Lee," he later lamented. 15' Despite Wilkinson's peri- 
odic friendly overtures,160 relations between the two stubborn 
leaders remained tense at best. Elder Lee complained of 
Wilkinson's end runs to President McKay, but, Wilkinson 
noted, "he doesn't object to end runs on the part of the faculty 
to him."16' "In the case of Elder Lee," he subsequently noted, 
"what he says he thinks is right whether it is correct or not."162 
"I know of no one more inconsistent than Brother Lee," he 
added, nine months later. '63 Wilkinson was chagrined but not 
surprised to learn that at least five members of the board of 
trustees "don't express themselves when Brother Lee takes an 
opposite view."164 

President McKay's death, on 18 January 1970, and Elder 
Lee's subsequent ascension to the First Presidency and later to 
the Church presidency itself, as well as Wilkinson's own resig- 
nation the next year, effectively muted-but did not silence al- 
together-the outspoken BW president's criticisms. At a 
farewell testimonial dinner hosted by the general authorities 
for Wilkinson and his wife, Wilkinson wryly noted President 
Lee's conspicuous absence: 

[Alfter the many vigorous controversies I have had 
with him in the Board of Tmstees' meetings, I am 
human enough not to have wept over his absence. (I 
don't mind disagreements, but some of his comments 
were very un-Christian and other members of the 
Board agreed. Since becoming a member of the First 
Presidency he has partly reformed.) Indeed, I was 
prompted to say during the meeting that the peace 
and good will of the meeting was in marked contrast 
to many of our Board meetings, but I didn't quite have 
the courage. I did mention to two of the Board after- 
wards that I had been tempted to do so, and they said 
they had hoped I w0u1d.l~~ 

Near the end of his twenty-year tenure, the strain of his 
sometimes turbulent working relationship with the board- 
especially Elder Lee-was taking an increasing toll. "The 
Brethren really are not interested in what is going on at the 
Brigham Young University except for decisions which they 
have to make," he wrote, during a particularly pessimistic mo- 
ment, "so from now on they will get a famine of information; I 
will confine it just to the decisions which they make, some of 
which they will make without the basic information which 
they must have."166 The next year, as he addressed the board 
for the first time about his departure, he was more mellow: "I 
told them," he recorded, that "this church belonged as much 
to me as it did to them, and that therefore I felt I had a right to 
express my opinion."167 Four years later, now retired, he had 
grown philosophical, even resigned: "One of the peculiarities 
of Mormonism," he reflected less than three years before his 
death, in April 1978, perhaps thinking as much about himself 
as anyone, "is that administrators can get together and gripe as 
to the decisions of the board but in the end they are deeply 
loyal to those  decision^."'^^ 
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CONCLUSION 

T HROUGHOUT his adult life, if not before, what Ernest 
Wilkinson wanted most from family and friends was 
their respect-respect for the poor street rowdy who 

had made good despite almost insurmountable odds. Only in 
his seventies, as he faced the prospects of forced retirement, 
did he also want their love and affection. After struggling 
tooth-and-nail for more than sixty years to earn the respect he 
craved. he found the rewards of his achievement bittersweet. 
For wiih the admiration and deference he now almost effort- 
lessly elicited came fear, distrust, and antipathy As his own 
children watched their father dote on, and occasionally play 
with, their children and grandchildren, they could not help 
but feel a sense of loss for the father they had never known. Yet 
it is unlikely that Wilkinson ever regretted much the price he 
paid for his dreams of greatness. He was not gven to regrets or 
second-guessing. He knew what his strengths and weaknesses 
were, whether he understood them fully or not. He knew what 
he was, what he stood for, what he believed in, and what 
others thought of him. And he knew how he would be re- 
membered. v 
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DRIVING ON THE LAKE BED 
On the freeway in Utah, 
you can look up and see 
a line against the mountains. 

It marks the shore of an ancient 
lake so vast that most of the history 
of two states lies under water. 

Perhaps this is what accounts 
for our feeling a bit in lieu of, a bit 
drowned-in traffic on I- 15 

(say munching a large order 
of fries and swiggmg a surreptitious 
coke-well past 

middle-age but still manylng 
and unmarry~ngl-in view of this, 
perhaps we should almost expect to be 

caught glancing up from time to time 
at the shoreline, to be reminded that maybe 
things were like this before the flood too. 
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