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 Bates and Colby colleges are similar in many respects.  Founded to serve the people of 

interior Maine, both maintained strong ties to the Northern Baptist Convention until after World 

War II.  Bates and Colby were among the earliest liberal arts colleges to admit men and women 

alike, and these schools take pride in their support of abolitionism and other progressive causes.  

Their respective hometowns, Lewiston and Waterville, both became significant manufacturing 

centers by the early 20th century, and each attracted a small but noticeable community of Eastern 

European Jewish immigrants.  When it came to the admission of Jewish students, however, 

Colby and Bates took very different paths.   

 Relations between Maine’s Jews and its Baptist institutions during the interwar years 

were shaped by a profound power imbalance.  The colleges were free to establish whatever 

admissions policies they deemed appropriate, and the opportunities of prospective Jewish 

students were constrained by those decisions.  Bates, like so many colleges and universities 

during the ’20s and ’30s, sought to limit the presence of Jews on its campus.  Colby, in contrast, 

imposed no such restrictions.  The similarities between these colleges enable us to profitably 

explore the factors that account for this difference in attitudes toward prospective Jewish 

students.  Data gathered through archival research and oral history interviews reflects the impact 

of Bates and Colby admissions policies on prospective Jewish students.  This data also sheds 

light on the impact of college education on the careers of those Jews who were fortunate enough 

to be admitted. 
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 The interwar years witnessed a boom in American college enrollment, and for the first 

time elite universities were able to turn away academically qualified applicants.  In an effort to 

preserve the WASP ethos of their campuses, college administrators developed admissions 

policies designed to limit the number of Jewish students.  Application forms evolved to include 

photographs as well as information about the applicant’s religious affiliation and ancestry, all 

intended to help in identifying Jews and, thus, in excluding them.   

 Harvard President A. Lawrence Lowell famously argued in the early ’20s that limitation 

of the number of Jewish students was in fact good for Jewish students, who would be subject to 

less antisemitism and therefore better able to assimilate.  Most college presidents, however, did 

not publicly acknowledge their efforts to keep out prospective Jewish students.  These policies, 

they often explained, were simply intended to prevent overcrowding on campus and enhance the 

geographic diversity of the student body.2  

 Most scholarship on anti-

Jewish admissions policies has 

focused on the Ivies, but these 

policies were also commonplace at 

Northeastern liberal arts colleges 

during the interwar years.  

Bowdoin College is typical in this 

respect.  The so-called “Harvard of 

Maine” enrolled only about 13 Jewish students during each year of the 1920s, even as its total 

enrollment rose from 400 students to 550; overcrowding clearly wasn’t a factor shaping 

Bowdoin’s admissions policies during this era.  At Colgate, a Baptist college, it was common for 
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only five of each year’s 200–300 Jewish applicants to be accepted.  President Harry A. Garfield 

of Williams College asserted that the exceptionally low number of Jewish students at his 

institution resulted entirely from the fact that few Jews applied.  Jews, he explained, weren’t 

attracted to Christian colleges in remote locations with hostile fraternity environments and no 

pre-professional courses.3  Garfield’s description of Williams also applies to Colby; the fact that 

so many Jews attended Colby nevertheless calls Garfield’s assessment into question.   

 Colby’s admissions policies 

from this period stand out as 

particularly open to Jewish 

students.  In the 1930’s, an average 

of 7 percent of Colby students 

were Jewish, while at Bowdoin and 

Bates Jews constituted only about 

4.5 and 3.5 percent of the student 

body, respectively.4  Colby, unlike its institutional peers, did not ask for religious affiliation on 

its application form, and did not limit the number of Jewish students allowed to attend.  As a 

result, Jewish enrollment at Colby increased at more than five times the rate of total annual 

enrollment between 1919 and 1941. 

 During the interwar years, the presidents of small colleges commonly handled admissions 

personally.  Colby’s open admissions policy reflects the progressive educational values of its 

presidents.  Arthur J. Roberts, who served from 1908 to 1927, was known for his commitment to 

increasing enrollment at Colby and his practice of personally recruiting individuals in whom he 

saw potential, regardless of their background.  Colby’s Baptist historian, Ernest Marriner, 
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recounts that President Roberts took three trains to visit a small town in Western Maine just to 

recruit a single student who needed significant financial aid, namely Marriner himself.  Roberts 

devoted similar efforts to recruiting Jewish students, including Lewis Lester Levine, the poor 

boy from Waterville who sold him his Sunday newspaper.  As Levine’s daughter recalls, her 

father explained to the president that while he’d like to go to college, his parents had no money 

to pay for his education.  Roberts simply replied, “If you work hard, and you do well in school, 

Colby will make it possible for you to come.”  Julius Sussman, a Jewish native of Lynn, 

Massachusetts, also fondly recalls the individualized attention he received from Roberts.5  To 

President Roberts, what mattered was personal effort and accomplishment. 

 Colby’s next president, Franklin W. 

Johnson, continued the college’s policy of 

welcoming Jewish students even as he 

instituted a cap on total enrollment.  Johnson, 

who took office in 1929, served previously 

as principal of an ethnically diverse high 

school in Chicago.  In that capacity, Johnson 

insisted that students be judged as individuals, not on the basis of their ethnicity.  “It is not 

always Isaac Goldstein or Pietro Luigi who is caught with the plunder,” Johnson observed in an 

essay on high school morality, “but quite as often those whose names have a more patrician 

ring.”6  Johnson brought to Colby his interest in teaching qualified students of all backgrounds.  

Under his administration Jewish enrollment increased significantly, especially among students 

from out-of-state.   

 The history of Colby’s Jewish fraternity sheds further light on the position of the Roberts 

and Johnson administrations regarding Jewish students, a position that was at odds with the 
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general culture of antisemitism at American colleges.  In 1919, as Jews were being barred from 

mainstream fraternities at Colby and across the country, President Roberts and the Board of 

Trustees approved the formation of Gamma Phi Epsilon, a local fraternity founded by seven 

Jewish students.  Colby’s fraternity-dominated Student Council, however, refused to recognize 

the group.  A faculty committee recommended that Gamma Phi be accepted so long as it was, 

quote, “not founded upon religious or racial lines”; this proposal satisfied Gamma Phi’s members 

but not the Student Council.  The Council finally recognized Gamma Phi Epsilon in 1932, 

thirteen years after its founding.  The group then affiliated with the majority-Jewish but non-

discriminatory national fraternity Tau Delta Phi.  Only Jews, however, sought admission to 

Gamma Phi or Tau Delt during the years before World War II, while Colby’s other fraternities 

and sororities continued to blackball Jewish candidates.  Colby’s faculty and administration 

consistently held that the college and its fraternities should accept students on the basis of 

individual merit, regardless of race or religion, even though most of Colby’s students and 

institutional peers rejected this position.7 

Bates College, the institution most 

similar to Colby, was led by President 

Clifton D. Gray from 1920 to 1944.  In ’23, 

Gray authored a “Statement of Ideals” that 

lays out his views regarding the college’s 

admissions policies.8  Bates, Gray observes, 

was established to serve Mainers and should 

therefore give preference to in-state applicants, especially those from Lewiston and its twin city, 

Auburn.  Although it takes pride in being a co-educational institution, Bates must limit the 

population of women to 40% of the total student body in order to remain attractive to male 

applicants.  “As to races,” to quote Gray’s statement, “it could not permit so many of one race to 
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enter, for which the college was not originally established, as to divert from the purposes which 

have governed it through the years.  It will not exclude any individual of any race from its 

classes, because of race alone, but it may be obliged to limit the numbers of any race, in the 

interests of all, just as it limits the number of young women to a fixed quota.”  Specifically, Gray 

recommends that no race should exceed 3% of the membership of any class, a percentage he 

regarded, quote, “as a standard of assimilation, not of discrimination.”  Gray never refers 

explicitly to Jews, but at the time Jews constituted the only so-called race that pursued higher 

education in large numbers. 

 Analysis of enrollment data from 1925–1942 reveals that Bates did indeed implement 

Gray’s ideals.  One fifth of Bates students came from Lewiston-Auburn through the mid-1930s, 

although that number declined to 15 percent in the late ’30s as Bates came to see itself as a New 

England college rather than one intended specifically for Mainers.  The percentage of women at 

Bates from 1925–1942 fluctuated narrowly, between 38 and 43 percent.  The average Jewish 

population at Bates during these years was 3.5%.9  Bates continued to evaluate applicants on the 

basis of their race and religion until 1950.10 

 President Gray’s concern about the presence of too many Jews at Bates reflects both the 

general prejudices of his era and also, it would seem, Gray’s conception of the Christian 

character of Bates College.  Unlike Franklin Johnson, who came to Colby after serving as a high 

school principal and professor at Teachers College, Clifton Gray’s prior experience was entirely 

within the church, where he rose to become editor of the Northern Baptist Convention’s 

newspaper.  Gray, an ordained minister, emphasized in his inaugural address the importance of 

maintaining “a vital Christian atmosphere” at Bates, and in the years that followed he regularly 

described Bates as “a strongly religious college, a Christian institution.”11  At about the same 
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time as he wrote his “Statement of Ideals,” Gray delivered public talks designed to prove Bates’ 

Christian character.12  Gray also declared publicly that “a Christian college has no business to 

appoint as teachers those who do not profess an active sympathy with the Christian religion.”13   

Gray apparently felt that too many Jewish students would similarly divert Bates from its 

Christian mission.  While Colby’s presidents also emphasized the Christian nature of their 

institution, their rhetoric had no evident impact on either faculty appointments or admissions 

policies.14 

 The impact of Bates’ 

restrictions on Jewish students is 

apparent when one compares the 

number of out-of-state Jews at 

Bates and at Colby.15  Between 

1925 and 1942, over 230 Jews 

from outside of Maine attended 

Colby.  At Bates, the total number 

of out-of-state Jews during this period was only about 70.  As Bates and Colby were similar 

schools in similar locations offering similar courses of study, this disparity in numbers must 

result from Bates’ restrictive admissions policies.  Doris Rose Hopengarten, who attended Colby 

in the late ’30s, offers anecdotal confirmation of this conclusion.  She recounts that it was 

common knowledge among her friends in Boston that Jewish applicants simply weren’t welcome 

at Bates. 
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 When one examines local 

enrollment statistics, however, a 

more nuanced picture of Bates’ 

admissions policies emerges.  

Bates enrolled over 60 local Jewish 

students between 1925 and 1942.  

In fact, approximately one fifth of 

Lewiston-Auburn Jews who 

reached college age during this period attended Bates.16  Local Jews whom we interviewed were 

surprised to learn of Bates’ restrictive admissions policies—every Jewish applicant they knew 

was accepted.  These alumni, moreover, reported no incidents of antisemitism on campus.  Libby 

Goldman of Auburn, who graduated in 1928, recounts that Bates offered her a crucial need-based 

scholarship and that her professors were happy to accommodate her need to miss class on Yom 

Kippur.17  It’s too simple to write off Bates as uniformly hostile toward Jewish applicants. 

 President Gray, it appears, was serious about his commitment to educating local students, 

including the Jews of Lewiston and Auburn.  We lack sufficient data to be sure, but it seems that 

Bates kept its overall Jewish enrollment in check entirely at the expense of out-of-state 

applicants.  In this respect, the story at Bates is the opposite of that at universities like Columbia 

and Harvard, which reduced their proportions of local students as a means of decreasing the size 

of their Jewish populations.  The fact that Jews from Lewiston and Auburn commuted to Bates 

and thus didn’t require space in the packed dormitories may have helped secure their admission 

as well.   

 Because Bates had no fraternities, those Jews who were fortunate enough to attend the 

college weren’t faced with the kind of social antisemitism that confronted Jews at Colby and 



Freidenreich/Shayer, Tale of Two Colleges, 9 

other New England colleges.  It’s also possible, in keeping with the argument of Harvard’s 

President Lowell, that there was less antisemitism at Bates than at Colby because Jews 

constituted a much smaller percentage of the student body.  Whatever the reason, Bates seems to 

have adhered to the distinction which President Gray made in his “Statement of Ideals.”  At the 

level of individual students, the college tolerated, quote, “no distinctions based on color, race, 

heritage or social station.”  Nevertheless, Bates ensured through its admissions policies that the 

total number of Jewish students (and, similarly, black students) was kept at a suitably low level.   

 Jews were unable to affect the college admissions policies that shaped their ability to 

pursue professional aspirations.  We found no indication that Jewish alumni or members of local 

Jewish communities exercised any influence upon the Baptist presidents of Bates or Colby.  

These presidents set admissions policies in accordance with their own values and their own 

perceptions of what was best for their Christian institutions.  Jews, did, however, exercise agency 

by taking advantage of the opportunities afforded to them, often to great personal benefit.   

 The impact of Colby’s open 

admissions policies are especially 

evident within the Jewish 

community of Waterville, Colby’s 

hometown.  Forty-five percent of 

Jews who reached college age in 

Waterville during the interwar 

years attended Colby, and at least 

60% pursued higher education somewhere.  These numbers are remarkable.  To put them into 

perspective, Joel Perlmann reports that 30% of Russian Jews in Providence attended college; 

Ewa Morawska estimates a similar rate of college attendance in New York City and reports that 
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only 11 to 17% of Jews in Johnstown, an industrial town in Pennsylvania, pursued higher 

education in the ’20s and ’30s.18  The Jewish immigrants who settled in Waterville are similar to 

those of Johnstown in most respects, but their children had exceptional access to higher 

education. 

 Anecdotal evidence indicates that Waterville’s Jews were aware of how fortunate they 

were to live just a few blocks from Colby.  Abraham Hains, who served as Waterville’s rabbi, 

passed up opportunities to move to larger congregations because he wanted his six children to 

get a college education; ultimately, five attended Colby and the sixth went to the local business 

school.19  About 20 members of the extended Levine family, the largest Jewish family in 

Waterville, attended Colby during the interwar years; several of these alumni became life-long 

Colby boosters and, after World War II, major donors to the college. 

 Analysis of the occupations of Jewish men who graduated from Colby reveals the degree 

to which their college education shaped their professional life and secured their socioeconomic 

status.  A significant percentage of Jewish alumni went on to become lawyers and doctors, or 

entered other professions that require a college degree.   Almost all of Waterville’s Jewish male 

alumni secured careers that placed them within the top third of the American population, 

according to Otis Duncan’s socioeconomic index of occupations.20  Among those who didn’t 

take over their fathers’ business, the careers of Jewish male alumni from Waterville average 37 

points higher than those of their fathers on Duncan’s evenly distributed 100-point scale.21  In 

short, the decision of so many members of Waterville’s Jewish community to take advantage of 

Colby’s open admissions policy resulted in that community’s rapid rise into the upper middle 

class, a rise whose rate is unattested among Jews in other small towns. 
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 We lack sufficient data about the much larger Jewish communities of Lewiston and 

Auburn to analyze the college attendance patterns in these communities.  Why, when 45 percent 

of Waterville’s Jews attended Colby, did only about 20 percent of Lewiston-Auburn Jews attend 

Bates?   The answer may relate to differences in the colleges’ attitudes toward Jews, to 

differences in income among the parents of college-age Jews in these towns, or to other factors.  

We also lack sufficient data to measure the impact of a Bates education on those Jews who did 

attend the college, but it seems reasonable to assume that the effect of a liberal arts education 

was the same whether one attended Bates or Colby.  The overall impact of Bates on the Jewish 

communities of Lewiston and Auburn, however, was significantly smaller than Colby’s impact 

on the Jews of Waterville. 

 Examination of the interwar admissions policies of Maine’s Baptist colleges and their 

impact on local Jews offers a valuable perspective on the subject of Jewish-Christian relations in 

New England.  In this instance, as in many others, one should not confuse “relationship” with 

“partnership.”  The actions of Baptist college administrators and Jewish college applicants are 

most certainly related, but each party acted independently, in pursuit of its own distinctive 

agenda.  Presidents Roberts and Johnson of Colby acted on their conviction that students should 

be judged solely as individuals and never as members of ethnic groups; President Gray sought to 

preserve both the Christian character of Bates and its legacy of educating local students.  Young 

Jews, meanwhile, aspired to secure their place within American society by pursuing career paths 

dependent upon higher education.  Unable to shape the agendas of the colleges during the 

interwar years, they took advantage of the opportunities they encountered.  Jews from Waterville 

and Lewiston-Auburn were, in this respect, more fortunate than their counterparts in other 

American towns. 
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