
Interview with William Owens, President of Bridgeport Engineering 
Institute, 11 October 1985 

Owens: O.K., my name is William J. Owens, President of 
Bridgeport Engineering Institute. 

Allen: O.k. now, Bill, do you know that I'm working ona history 
of the University of Bridgeport and I've run across several 
references, as I told you on the phone the other day to BEI, and 
relationships, first with the Jr.College and then with the 
University of Bridgeport and have had not had too much documen-
tary evidence. So let me tell you briefly what I have. 

Owens: All right, that will be fine and actually you must recog-
nize that anything that occurred before about 1948, I, it would 
be just heresay as far as I'm concerned. 

Allen: O.k., now just before '48, in Feb. of '41 when we were 
thinking of moving from Fairfield to Marina site, the Board of 
Trustees noted that we would be vacating valuable property and 
could be made available to BEI. And there was also a conference 
with the directors of the BEI to be sure they understood how we 
were going to expand. Then a week later Schine, Ike Schine had 
met with Keating and reported that Keating had made good arrange-
ments with the city and were not sure of being able to support 
the building by themselves. 

Owens: This was true. I heard this discussed, however, I say it 
was heresay and it was mentioned after I arrived and when other 
things were discussed that that was the case. 

Allen: O.K., then after the war in Nov. of '45, Dr. Tyrus 
Hillway, the Veterans Administration counselor, wrote a letter to 
the board suggesting a grouping of higher education in southern 
Connecticut into a Univ. of southern Connecticut and Ike Schine 
was asked to contact the Directors of BEI for a meeting and then 
in Jan. of '46, Schine reported on a conference with Hillway and 
a poss le merger of BEI and Jr. College. It would be desirable 
but takes time. Now we heard nothing more in the minutes of the 
board meeting on this and 

Owens: I wonder if there might be something in the minutes of 
the BEI board meeting. I don't think I have the minutes that far 
back here but we do have the archives and I could find out and 
later on you can give me those specific dates and I will try to 
identify something nearby and that might work out well. We may 
find a reference in BEI minutes. 

Allen: I'm just jotting those down. Now I'm giving you those 
dates on this piece of paper which has a reference to the dates 
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in the Jr. College 

Owens: The two times of Jr. College. Time number one was where 
the Jr. College building which was on Fairfield near Clinton. 

Allen: Right, on Fairfield, right next to Bassi ck and what is 
now Fruitrich Cadillac. 

Owens: I remember that quite well. In fact I interviewed for a 
position and later on was unable to do it because I had my 
relationships changed with Mr. Cortright. I went down and talked 
with him and it was for teaching of Science or Math or something 
of that sort that was a question of mine. That probably was 
about 1944-45, toward the end of the war years. 

Allen: Right, and then we began adding faculty like mad. Then I 
have a reference, now here's where I have some documentary 
evidence • In Jan. of '47, Dr. Littlefield wrote to the Conn. 
State Dept. of Education in regards to a proposed relation with 
BEI and it had been discussed in the Chamber of Commerce survey, 
Education Survey Committee, and then in the Spring of '48, Mr. 
Keating presented the plan of coordination which was the basis 
for discussion. Now have you seen that plan? 

Owens: I have never seen it but IO've heard it discussed. I was 
aboard at that time, you see, but just as a beginning instructor 
I was starting. However ,later on I did hear it discussed at 
faculty meetings and it is a fact that a donation was pledged by 
BEI, a small amount, $1,000. or something like that. 

Allen: According to board minutes,it was $10,000. 

Owens: $10,000, I thought it was smaller than that. Back in 
those days, $10,000. was a lot of money. 

Allen: However, the negotiations didn't go along very well. In 
the fall of '48, there was a meeting and Keating took the posi-
tion that the plan was adopted, and the UB trustees said it 
needed more study so it was then that Keating withdrew his 

Owens: And I remember when he withdrew his pledge and to go from 
what I heard that Dr. Keating felt that perhaps UB was thinking 
of abolishing BEI and just making, you know, a part of and he had 
a love for BEI and felt that, one of the things, one of the 
things that made him make this decision was the fact that he lt 
that BEI would lose its autonomy and he was very anxious to main-
tain the autonomy of BEI. 

Allen: Throughout all the discussions and the proposed plan 
which he suggested, the autonomy was to remain. There would be 
separate, no merger, although they did not rule out a sometime in 
the future, a merger. 
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Owens: I think tht's what caused the problem. 

Allen; Now, along with this, I think one of the problems was 
that under Dr. Keating's plan, BEI would handle all of the eve-
ning programs and UB would handle the day. And there was an ar-
rangement for monetary compensation if one when from one program 
to the other. However, according to a memo, which I have, this 
would interfere with our developing plans for cooperative educa-
tion which would necessarily mean that some of the students would 
have to be part time. And that seemed to be 

Owens: Another one of those stumbling blocks. 

Allen: Now another stumbling block which has been eliminated, of 
course, in subsequent years, was the accreditation for BEI. BEI 
had EPCD accreditation but at the institute or technical level. 

Owens: Not New England 

Allen: And not New England and as a technical institute. Now 
this is not a criticism of BEI courses, it did not have New 
England. 

Owens: A technical institute at that time was defined as a 
school which was not a terminal institution. However, very 
shortly thereafter, by the time this was discussed, ECPD started 
looking upon technical institutes as terminal institutions, ones 
that you couldn't go on to a collegeate education. In other 
words, they were beginning to look upon it as being less col-
legate and more vocational and this caused problems subsequently. 
This has nothing to do with the UB situation where it really made 
our position, as a technical institute untenable. we just 
couldn't continue with that title. And of course we went on and 
applied for degrees and so forth and things finally did happen 
but it took several years for this to occur. 

Allen: Incidentally, this attitude towards technical institutes 
is a major problem in the world today, particularly in developing 
countries. 

Owens: Yes, India has a real problem. 

Allen: All of Latin America has. 
Degree and nobody wants to take the 
of a technical institute and they 
that problem. 

Everybody wants a Bachelor's 
"terminal vocational courses" 
have not been able to solve 

Owens: Well, the real difference and of course, this is not 
recording something that is not important to this, is the real 
difference is whether it is collegate or not collegate and if you 
go to some states, the technical institute types that are put on 
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as state technical colleges are not collegate, they are 
vocational. They are truly terminal. The State of Connecticut 
it is truly a collegate program and that's why OB and BEI and New 
Haven and everybody can transfer them in because they are truly 
just a four short engineering program and they are engineering 
technology but engineering has engineering technology in it 
That's part of its component. 

Allen: Now aside from these points, I remember as a faculty mem-
ber hearing some talk occasionaly about the possible cooperation 
merger, etc., etc. You don't know of any other instances? 

Owens: Well, of course, there was the problem, the re was the 
thing that ocurred in '72 under Manning's administration. 

Allen: What was that? 

Owens: Well, that was when we went to Sacred Heart, that we had 
a similar offer from the Univ. of Bridgeport, that must be 
documented, must be in the minutes. 

Allen: I haven't gotten that far yet. 

Owens: At that time, the Univ. of Bridgeport made an offer iden-
tical almost to the one at Sacred Heart. The building that they 
would devote to us is the one that's up behind Cortright Hall 
they used it for a building for mailing. And at that time, for 
our size, it would have been a reasonably good size for our labs 
and our off ices. However, by now it would have been a useless 
situation, we've tripled our size since then so what has happened 
is that at that time there was actually a vote taken by all the 
components of the institute. There was no special weight put on 
whether it was a student or a faculty member or but it is really 
an opinion poll. What do you want? And I must admit that 
Sacred Heart won overwhelmingly and for one reason. Parking, you 
know, this is the major reason. However, amongst some of the 
faculty and among some of the board, there was a feeling that, 
well, perhaps, it was not in the best interst of BEI to go UB be-
cause they might be totally obliterated by OB. That has always 
been a common thread throughout this whole situation. You go 
back earlier, there was another situation where BEI was offered 
and I think used sometime in the 20's or early 30's for the 
summer, your facilities. 

Allen: Yes 

Owens: You'll find that somewheres. Now I don't know the exact 
dates on those, it might have been several years but it was at 
least one year because the schools were not open during the sum-
mer and we met during the summer. There was one other incident 
and this I'm sure, you'd best speak with Parrott. He knows more 
about it than I did. John Beardsley, after the death of Art 
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Keating, became quite concerned about what was going to happen to 
the Institute. He was the chairman of the board at the time. 
And John actually went down and spoke with people at UB. I think 
the one he spoke with primarily was Littlefield, I have that 
feeling. It could have also been Halsey. I mean, Halsey was 
Chancellor then, wasn't he in '70 and Littlefield, what happened 
there now? 

Allen: Littlefield retired about 70. 

Owens: Littlefield retired about that time and then Bigsbee came 
in but it was all, they probably talked the set up and I guess it 
was primarily Littlefield said this is not what you really need, 
you should try to maintain your autonomy. Now that was a dif-
ferent point of view, Now this again is only heresay, even 
though I was here. John Beardsley didn't want to tell me because 
obviously I was the prime candidate for president of the in-
stitute but I think he was looking as an alternative, would it be 
better for BEI not to have Bill Owens, an Engineering Manager of 
GE, would it be better to turn it over to the University of 
Bridgeport. And he was advised, no, it was not the smart thing 
to do, he was being, I think they thought he was being kind of 
making too quick a decision. That he ought to think about it a 
little bit. Go back and think about it. Well, we thought about 
it and you know, things have worked out pretty well and I have 
managed to survive until I could retire and that sort of thing, 
but there are other interfaces as you go along. For instance, 
only this past year we used laboratories at University of 
Bridgeport. Are you aware of that? Our mechanical engineering 
laboratory held numerous sessions down there. We have had other 
interfaces. we talked about forming a kind of consortium of 
deans of engineering between UB, New Haven, Hartford and BEI. 
That didn't quite come through but what came out of it is you had 
regular dean's meetings. I mean, one was only held two weeks 
ago, something like that, where the deans of the four schools 
would get together and sit down and talked. This has been hap-
pening now with a fair degree of regularity over a period of 
quite a few years. So there's a lot of these little inward 
things. Then there was the very close relationship we had during 
the HECUS regime. A number of times during Manning's 
administration, during the administration of Miles, talked about 
BEI coming to be part of the school. we've had discussions, in 
fact there is one under way right now, it's suppose to be a 
secret, so I don't know if you know it's existing but it's going 
on. 

Allen: I'm retired now, so I don't know what's going on. 

Owen: Well anyway it is, your board doesn't even know about it. 
It's going on the record, but be discreet. By the time you get 
to writing this, something may have happened. You will know that 
I knew it. so, again this thread goes through. I know the word 
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you use and I want, it seems like a series of lost opportunities. 
On the other hand we both have survived and grown very well so I 
mean whether we lost something by not doing it becomes a 
question. I think the only, my interest is different probably 
than other people. If it is in the best interest of the students 
that would be BEI students now, potential BEI students and ones 
who have been and are now alumni. If it would be in their best 
interest to become a part of the Univ. of Bridgeport, I'd do it 
without any problem at all. I still think one of the things that 
has come about right now is this Conn. Technology Institute of 
whatever the title is, that Conn. Technology Institute is a 
vehicle, a better vehicle than we ever had, to attach a BEI, you 
know, maybe some engineering contractor somewheres that wants to 
do work and free lance people, that is what I mean by engineering 
contract people, possibly those who are looking to translate, 
define or publish papers, it has a great. There you could hang 
on the sign without being part of it. However, the eternal pos-
sibility for competition always remains. A competition on the 
same campus is more difficult than a competition at a distance. 
It might be possible that we could get a much closer relationship 
with one another and still not be come a part of the campus , 
still keep our independent relationship. Maybe use things like 
your library and your research capabilities in the library ,which 
we are not doing at Sacred Heart. It would be much better at UB 
because they are not an engineering school. They do have a good 
technical person up there and can do research and has done it for 
us right along you know, literature search. A good librarian can 
do it even though they are not, but I mean it would be ever so 
much better at UB. So there are things, there are reasons why we 
would be safer and better down there. However, there is always 
that thread of being, what happens to those students who are UB 
students and again where are the weylister school people, where 
are the Arnold and on and on and on. In fact, for all of that, 
the Jr. College of Conn. A guy is going to say, I graduated from 
the Univ. and he didn't graduate from the Univ. of Bridgeport. 
My student who graduated in the year 1962 or 63, if we became 
part of the Univ. of Bridgeport, would have to say, if we became 
Univ. of Bridgeport, I'm a graduate of the Bridgeport Engineering 
Institute which doesn't exist anymore. So, it's sad. Again, I'm 
saying, I'm not doing it for personal reasons, I'm doing it for 
reasons of my students. How does an Arnold graduate now define 
his position? He says, I'm a graduate of Arnold, but it doesn't 
exist anymore. They've got condominiums out where we used to be 
and UB took it over, but really, it's not Arnold anymore. See, 
that's the one problem and I don't know how you fight that, Bill. 
I don't know how you win that argument. Other combos that have 
been made, Carnegie-Mellon and whatnot, have been true, they've 
both maintained their identity. Carnegie Institute ofTechnology 
is still Carnegie Institute of Technology and it is still there 
and a guy can say, I, well you can't say it's Bridgeport, 
Bridgeport Engineering. you know, it just doesn't work out. So, 
in fact we had people who said we ought to change the title from 
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Bridgeport Engineering Institute to Keating Institute of 
En~ineering. I said, that's wonderful, Arthur would love this, 
it s a great honor to him. However, now you no longer know what 
you' re a graduate of. Where did you go to school. How do you 
handle all these things. Well, anyway, I think I've given you 
most of the interfaces that we've had. There's been a thread 
that ran through all these years, but I don't really feel that it 
truly can be defined as a lost opportunity. There might have 
been certain opportunit s lost and there may still be oppor
tunities out there but I still say, we've both done well, we both 
have filled out our own mission and you know BEI is a funny 
place. Do you know that I have a 1933 catelog in my, one of 
these drawers here, that states the mission of Bridgeport En
gineering Institute and it's almost identical except that it's 
dressed up in a little more modern language than the one that we 
use right now, and it, I mean it's just amazing. so 
historically, we've maintained our mission, historically UB has 
not. 

Allen: Well, our mission statement is virtually the same from 

Owens: From where you started as a university, but as a Jr. 
College, you mission was an entirely different mission. 

Allen: And this is something that causes a lot of problems. 

Owens: Oh, sure it does 

Allen: Originally, it was a two year liberal arts program to 
providefor transfers to other schools, then for survival purposes 
and because there was a need, we went into terminal vocational 
courses and that, I've seen some of the faculty minutes from that 
period, the same argument would have -

Owens: They hated it. 

Allen: Its the same argument we are having today. They are dif
ferent words, but it is the same argument. Because the world it
self has changed. 

Owens: Well, yes, and of course these things vary. They're all 
over the United states. You can go to one state and the attitude 
towards technical education is one thing and you go to another 
state and it is something else. You just cross the boarder line 
into New York City and New York State and the point of view of 
Westchester Community College as opposed to the one just down the 
line, Norwalk Tech. they are as different as day and night. The 
technical side of Westchester Community College is not really 
that important. It's really very terminal. Why make a guy take 
mathematics, if he's going to be, you know that's the attitude so 
we can take UB, BEI, everybody can take students out of Norwalk 
Tech. very easily. You can't do it out of Westchester, they get 
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very mad because you can't take them. They come and you know, 
you don't give them a credits that they get out of Norwalk Tech. 
and that's just 30 miles apart. It is ridiculous. Just because 
it crosses a state 1 ine it's and there's many reasons. One of 
the things that would definitely have to be done and, of course 
that came out in your 1948 problem. Is how could two evening 
colleges stand side by side on the same campus? That becomes 
impossible. In other words you have to make a decision that BE! 
no longer exists and it now automatically becomes the evening 
collee of the Univ. of Bridgeport or BE! exists and the Univ. of 
Bridgeport uses, ignores night work and if they have any part 
time stuff or coop, they do it in the day time, which is duck, 
you are doing day time right now so the old wall is still there. 
We really have to get rid of it, but it is still there. And 
probably the best thing that's come out recently that could tend 
to separate that is this Conn. Technical Institute. That has a 
poss ib il i ty of providing a vehicle, a buffer between the two 
things but, we''ll have to see whether it works out. 

Allen: O.K., Bill, I'll give you the dates. Now these are dates 
of the minutes of the Board of Trustees. 

Owens: Yes, but you see they would be very near to that. Let me 
see if she has them here or if they are up, is this '43 

Allen: The first two are'41 and the third one is '45 and '46. I 
appreciate your time on this. 

Owens: I get a kick of it. Everybody that retires writes a his-
tory of the school. I know you are going to be with Parrott. You 
must realize Wheeler Parrotts knowledge is a personal one • He 
was a friend of Art Keatings, however, he didn't become an active 
member of the institute until about 20 years ago. I guess his 
knowledge is pretty {?) and you are aware of the fact that Art 
Keating's son-in-law is still vice chairman of our Board of 
Trustees, tht's Art King and of course his wife, Art's daughter 
still has a lot of personal knowledge of this thing too. She was 
a kid at home when all of this was going on. Well, in fact, she 
can't be more than about 55, the thing was well under way when 
she was born. 

Allen: end of tape. 
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