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REPORT BY THE VICE-CHANCELLO R ON CERTAI ASPECTS OF A VISIT 

OVE RSEAS DURI NG DECEMB ER 19 79 AND J ANUARY 19 80 ---------------------

Introduction 

After four years of service as Vice-Chancellor th e Council 
granted me leave to proceed overseas during December 1979 
and January 1980. With th~ assistance of the Board of 
Governors of the Rhodes University Foundation, for which I 
duly express my appreciation, I was able to visit numerous 
institutions and influential people in Britain, France and 
the United States of America. During these visits I was 
able to gather useful information and general impressions 
and also to exchange views and make comparisons concerning 
higher education in South Africa and the various countries 
I visited. 

Preliminary Activities in the Transvaal 

My itinerary began with a few days of business in the 
Transvaal. · This included being part of a Committee of 
University Principals' delegation to meet The Universities' 
Advisory Council to seek further clarification concerning 
the offering of Bachelor of Pharmacy degree programme s by 
certain universities in conjunction with Technikons, a 
subject of vi tal importance to Rhodes. I was also ab 1 e to 
meet representatives of a large electronics -company ·who may 
be interested in exploiting an electric power Demand Control 
Unit, currently being developed and tested at Rhodes. 

ActiVities in Britain 

Almost immediately after arriving in Lo ndon with my wi fe 
and younger daughter I addressed a gathering of t h e South 
African Universities' Club. An audience of bet1,ieen forty 
and fifty expatriates from many of our universities heard 
me speak on some of the current factors affecting University 
education in South Africa. 

Shortly thereafter we were able to visit Dr TAlty, first 
Vice-Chancellor of Rhodes, in his home in BiTmingham. We 
found him in excellent spirits and in good he alth, except 
for his eyesight which continues to be of concern after a 
recent cataract operation . He continues to ma intain a 
strong interest in our af f a i r s, and was a mine of 
information on British un iversity affai rs t h rou gh his 
association with Birmingham University . 
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Our ne xt Un i ve rsity vi sit was Oxford whe r e we din d with 
Lord Trend , Rec tor of my former College, Lincol n , and his 
wi fe . New addi tions to t he Coll ege includ~ d t he convers i on 
of th e for me r All Sa ints' Chur ch in to a truly magni fi ce _t 
library, and ingen i ously designed quarters f or gradua te 
students on a s ma ll but we ll-si tuated pl ot of ground wh i ch 
had been in t he posse ssion of t he Col l ege f or 500 years 
and n eve r prope rly exploited un t il new . Pr act ic ally eve ry 
College at Oxford now accepts stude nts of both sexes , with 
men and women in adjacent rooms. Lincoln had only jus t 
welcomed its first women memb ers without so f ar, it was 
claimed, encountering any problems. Nonetheless it was 
with a certain sense of shock that I noted the name s of 
three female residents on my old staircase! 

On the return journey to London we pai d a brief call a t 
Reading University, the only British University to have 
been established between the World Wars, and now housing 
6000 students on its new Wh iteknights c ampus . We had a 
reunion lunch with Professor E S Page, also a for me r 
Computer Science professor, who informed us th at the 
university specialises in activities conne cted with land 
use. 

Back in London I was able to pay brief visits to Imperial 
College of Science and Technology (ab out 3000 students), 
the London School of Economics and Politic a l Science (3300 
students) and Bedford College (1600 studen ts). All of 
these institutions are constituents of th e federally 
organised London University, and enjoy a grea t measure of 
internal autonomy. Bedford College , situat ed in North 
London in a corner of the spacious Regents Park, has all 
the advantages of a small, uncluttered institution, coupled 
with the cultural and communicational b enef its of be ing 
sited in a large metropolis. The other t wo , pa rticul arly 
LSE, are squeezed into a cluttered and cramp ed city 
environment. 

OVerall Impressions Gained 

My discussions at individual univers ities were comp lemented 
by an interview with the Secretary of the Committee of 
University Vice-Chancellors and Princip als , Mr B H Tay lor. 
My impressions of current university prob l ems and 
circumstances in the United Kingdom may conveniently be 
summarized as follows: 

(a) Uriiversity life is plagued by an even great e r degree 
of financial ~ncertainty than is t he case in South 
Africa. They have no fi xe d subsi dy fo r mu la as we 
have, but th e central government decides on a globa l 
sum for universities, wh ich is divided up i n an 
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arc ane and i mpene trab l e pr?cess by ~hat august body, 
t he Un i vers itY Grants Commi ttee, wh 1ch ha s no direct 
university r ep r es en tation . 

(b) The pres ent government is ~eterrnined to _ redu~e _ public 
spend in g , incl ud ing that d ~rect ed to _un1vers1t1es .. 
To that end i t has determined t ha t 1n f uture fo re 1gn 
students wiil en joy no furt her benefit from the 
British t axpaye r, but must p ay in fees th e full cos t 
of their education. Academic fees as high as £3 000 
p.a. for science and £5000 p.a. fo r me dical student s 
are certain to result. 

(c) 

(d) 

Sometime in the mid-eighties the total enrolment of 
students is expected for demographic re asons to drop 
off very sharply. Thi~ coupled with a potential 
reduction in foreign students, is likely to affect 
certain institutions very gravely, particularly 
those, like LSE, with a high percentage enrolment of 
foreign students. Ther'e was open speculation th a t 
certain institutions may not survive, especially 
those with very specialised interests. London's 
School of African and Oriental Studies was one 
mentioned on more than one occasiori. Job prospects 
for young would-be academics were regarded as dismal. 

All commentators were unanimous that today's British 
students were much more serious minded, job oriented 
and apolitical than their immediate predecessors. 
Insofar as they do express political preferences they 
are much more conservative than their lecturers, 
especially the younger ones. Even the notorious LSE 
no lon~er merits its pink reputation. 

During our stay in England, together with a brief visit to 
Paris, I was able to meet quite a number of influe nti a l 
people from whom I was able to gain valuable insi gh ts into 
the present political and scientific climate in Britain. 
Among them were Sir Robert Birley, former headmaster of 
Eton, the South African Foundation representatives in 
London and in Paris, and Sir Michael Edwardes, ~-lanaging 
Director of British Leyland, on whom we shall shortly be 
conferring an honorary degree. A comp lete list of people 
and institutions visited is provided in an appendix. 

Activities in the USA 

After about three weeks in England we were ab le to spend a 
simil~r period in the USA, in upstate New York and in 
Massachusetts. The first institution we visited there was 
Vassar College in Poughkeepsi~, N.Y ., f ormer ly a famous 
women's college that went co-e d in 19 71 . Wi th 225 0 studen ts 
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on a be autiful 1000 acre c ampus Vass ar ha s many f ea t ure s 
i n co~~on with Rh odes . In spite of residen ce and ac ademic 
f ees tot al ling $6600 per annum and no direct pub lic 
s ub sidy, Vassar has five applicants fo r every studen t 
admitted . Firm believers in "Small is beautiful" Vassa r 
has no intention of increasing its enrolment. Dr H P 
Sullivan, Dean of the Faculty, had t hree firm p i eces of 
advice, gleaned from painful hindsight:-

(i) 

(ii) 

(iii) 

Under no circumstanc~s have men and women living 
under the same roof. The resulting atmosphere i s 
not one conducive of serious study . 

The closing of individual halls and replacing them 
by one vast central cafeteria s ystem is hi gh ly 
destructive of social cohesion. The centralised 
preparation of food and self-service arr angements 
per se do not have this effect, but the preservation 
of smaller groups of the orde r of 200 taking the ir 
meals in what they regard as th e ir own territory is 
definitely worthwhile. 

The construction of Oppidan style "town houses" 
right on the campus had had th e counterproductive 
effect of making the conventional r esi dences very 
junior in composition and consequently r ather nois y . 

Other institutions visited were Hampshire College, one of a 
group of five or six cooperating colle ge s and universi ties 
in the Connecticut Valley and, of cours e , Harvard. 
Hampshire, with about 1500 students, is a fairly r ecently 
established college with an innovative and experimental 
curriculum which enables students to study unusual 
combinations of subjects, not all necessar ily taken on the 
home campus. In some quarters its programme is re garded as 
too loose and unstructured but it is too soon yet t o 
prognosticate how successful its approach ~ill be. 

Harvard is completely sui generis and sti l l ea3 ily maintains 
its position as the premier university in No rth Ame rica. 
With its 1978-79 budget of $343 000 000 , more th an enough 
to run all of South Africa's universiti es , and an inves t men t 
portfolio of $1 300 000 000 its scale of operation is hard 
to comprehend. The telephone statistics a lone are mind­
boggling. It has two complete telephone exchanges s e r ving 
13 000 extensions, and th e an nua l telephone acc oun t is 
$6 000 000~ For all that, as far as studen t numbe rs are 
c6ncerned, the scale remains human . Harvard Coll ege has 
only 4 000 undergraduates, while approximately 11 000 

·postgraduates are clustered in groups of no more th an 1 500 
in world-famous schools of Arts and Sciences, Law, Economi cs, 
Business , Government, Med icin e , Dent istry , Design and 
Divinity, to n ame t he be tt er known ones. Under graduate 
compos ite residence/academi c fees are now approaching 
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$10 000 , hi o ev ~by North Amer i can standards . The 
fi nanc ial c! rcumst anc es of each i nd i v idu~l ~~udent are 
c a r eful ly examined , an~ a combine d cont r 1b U ~1on fr om _ 
parents, th e s t uden t h1mself by means of p a1d part- tlme 
wor k, government grant direct to t he s t udent, l oan~ and 
schol arshi ps , i s carefully co mp il ed . I n order to 1mprove 
fa culty salaries an appeal for a further $2 50 000 000 of 
endowment funds is currently unde r way . 

General Observations Concerning the USA 

With its 1 500 private and 1 600 publically supported 
universities and colleges, any generalisation about American 
tertiarv education is hard to substantiate . One can, 
however' state with a reasonable de gree of confidenc e th a t 
the pri;ate institutions particularly are under varying 
degrees of more or less se ve re financial pressure. Student 
enrolments have peaked, and academic jobs, except in cert ain 
technical fields, are definitely in short supply. A trend 
towards unionisation is clearly discernable, although a 
Court has recently ruled that academic faculty at pri va te 
colleges may not join unions bec ause they are part of 
"management" in that they determine curricula and set 
academic pqlicy . . Undoubtedly a considerable number of th e 
literally hundreds of institutions will clos e their doors 
during the next ~ecade. 

A subject on the agenda of virtually eve ry interview wa s 
the questi~n of disinvestment from companies doing business 
in South Africa. Some universities with small portfolios 
have done so, but the brokerage costs alone would run into 
millions of dollars in the case of the larger institutions. 
Th e Attorney-General of one State has issued an opinion 
that Trustees of endowment funds would be personally li able 
for losses sustained if a disinvestment policy could b e 
shown to have reduced the income of the institution they 
serve! Harvard, as usual, had produced a mos t intelli gent 
document on the subject, in the form of an open letter from 
its President, in which all th e factors had been most 
carefully weighed and assessed. Their final decision has 
been to consider each such company individually on meri t, 
a typical criterion being adherence to th e well publici sed 
Sullivan code. 

Wherever I went I was received with the utmo s t courte 5y and 
friendliness. The difficulties under which English-sp eaking 
uni versities operate in South Africa were for the most p art 
we ll unde rstood and appreciated. Th e t our wa s worthwhile in 
eve ry r e spec t. I met interesting and symp at hetic people and 
was exposed to new and stimul a ting i de as wh ich wil l i nfluence 
th e way I op e rate, both dir e ctly and i ndirec tl y , fo r s ome 
time to come . 
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Although th e tour could fairly be described as a working 
ho liday , I can assure members of Council and th e Board of 
Governors th at there were amp l e opportun iti es f or cultural 
and sigh tseeing pursuits of a more relaxing na t ure. I am 
confident that my work as your Vice-Chancellor wi ll benefit 
from these opportunities as well. 

D S Henderson 

5 March 1980 
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ITI~E RARY OF I NSTITUTIO · A. ·D INDIVIDUAL S VISITED DUEI NG 
THE ·rcE - CHANCELLORlS TOUR DECHJBER 19 79 - JANU~RY 1980 

;o -embe r 

Thursday 29 

Decembe r 

Monday 3 

Wednesday 5 

Friday 7 

Sunday 9 

Monday 10 

Tuesday 11 

Wednesday 12 

Thursday 13 

1'-!onday 17 

•·' 

CUP deleoate to j oint CUP/UAC meet i ng on 
Pha r macy

0

Educat ion i n Pre t or i a 

Lunch with representatives of large 
Johannesburg electronics firm to discuss 
possible exploitation of electrical Demand 
Control Unit 

Lunch with Mr Roy Macnab, London 
representative of S.A. Founda tion 

Dinner and talk to approximately 40 London 
members of S.A. Universities' Club 

Visit Dr T Alty, former Vice-Chancellor of 
Rhodes, in Birmingham 

Dinner with Lord and Lady Trend, Lincoln 
College, Oxford 

Inspect new faciliti es at Linco ln College 

Visit Reading University. Lunch wi t h 
Vice-Chancellor, Professor E S Page 

Visit Mr B Lloyd Davies, Deputy Coll ege 
Secretary, Imperial College of Science and 
Technology 

Morning visit with Sir Michael Edwardes, 
Managing Director of British Leyland. 
Afternoon visit to London School of 
Economics and Political Science . 
Interviews with Professor A C L Day , Pro­
Director and Professor A S Douglas , 
Professor of Computer Science 

Lunch with Mrs H Nixon, for me rly Senio r 
Lecturer in French at ill1odes. 
Brief discussion and walking tour of part 
of Paris with Mr Desmond Colborne, Old 
Rhodian and Paris repres en t a tive , S.A. 
Foundation 
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