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Walter D. Wagoner, Jr.

163 Pease Road

Woodbridge CT 06525

May 30, 1999

To the Trustees of the William Lyon Phelps Foundation:

Recently, I wrote asking for your support in my bid for election to the William Lyon Phelps Foundation Board of Trustees.  I appreciate the expressions of support I have received from several of you.  Since the position is an important one, and since it comes at a significant time in the Foundation’s life, I will spell out ‘where I am coming from’ in additional detail.
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Mike and I are the only ones of our generation lucky enough to have met Uncle Billy, and if Mike has a personal recollection of that meeting, then he is luckier than I.  In fact, we are the first generation not to have known Uncle Billy personally.

But we are all blessed with the legacy of the man who meant so much to our parents, to Mimi, to Huron County, and to 'God, Country, and Yale.'  To the pioneer and entrepreneurial spirit exemplified by the Hubbards, Uncle Billy added his extraordinary gifts of religious spirituality, good humor, and scholarship.  His friendships were legendary, and his broad appeal to the nation at large enhanced the American culture.

These are among the traditions, which give our homestead a quality and significance far beyond immediate personal concerns.  They distinguish us as a family.  They enrich our lives and give us a special responsibility that transcends the ordinary. 

The William Lyon Phelps Foundation is the means to the great end of perpetuating and extending these unique traditions and strengths. As a candidate seeking election to the position of Trustee of the Foundation, I feel a special obligation to set out my views and hopes for the work of the Foundation.  I do not take the responsibility lightly, and I know you care deeply about the Foundation's future course.  

I have spent a lifetime wedded to the mystique and joys of Huron City, the spirit of Uncle Billy, the Hubbards, and all the rest.  For most of my adult life, I have been pleased and contented to know that the daily management of these treasures was in good hands - and I invested myself in many other fields of activity.  

Lately, I have been drawn closer to the work of the Foundation and to the important issues it confronts.  And I have formed fairly detailed views about some of its challenges.  But as a Trustee, working with you on the Board, I know new issues will arise.  And I am certain we will influence each other and influence and enhance each other's perspectives as time goes on.  So these views of mine are no more than another contribution to the on-going dialog.

Let me set out some thoughts in the general categories of Organization and Structure, Purposes, Funding, Staffing, and Planning.

1.
Organization and Structure.


The by-laws of the Foundation are generic, and are designed to give a large measure of discretion to the trustees, within the constraints of federal and state law. The Board has already recognized the essential need for adherence to the intentions of the donors, who in turn have contributed to the work of the museums, and with pass-though gifts for other qualified non-profits.


With a Board of nine or more members, I hope an active committee structure will emerge to address topics including:


*
Museum Presentation ( The MAC )


*
Foundation History


* 
Endowment Management


*
Endowment Fundraising


*
Special Event Fundraising


*
Personnel Policy and Management


*
Legal Issues


*
Community Outreach


With one or two Trustees serving on each of such committees, together with other interested members from the family and the larger community, the work of the Foundation could be enriched without overburdening the Board.  A Coordinating Committee might be specifically charged with the task of organizing the contributions of each committee for the benefit of the Board at its quarterly meetings.  All committees would be advisory in nature.

2.
Purposes


I believe that the purposes of the Foundation are well established, in accord with the intention of the donors.  The Board's role is not to redefine such purposes, but rather to further the donors' intentions. This does not mean that the Board is merely a caretaker.  Indeed, the intentions of the donors surely include the growth and enhancement of the basic structure of the museums and the facilitation of other forms of charitable giving.


The purposes of the Foundation are established, but they are not limiting.  Because of my recent experience with projects involving Uncle Billy, I will speak to the Foundation’s mission as it pertains to his life.  I do not mean to ignore the equally important purposes of preserving and fostering appreciation of Thumb area history, or the important role of the Foundation for pass-through gifts.

Together with Uncle Chuck, I have worked on a long-range plan to acquire Uncle Billy's home at 110 Whitney Avenue, in New Haven, as a gift to Yale University.  Endowed by special giving from former students of Uncle Billy, the magnificent home could become a Center for the Study of Western Civilization, in the broadly humane and inclusive spirit characterized by Uncle Billy's life and example.  We have explored the issue in depth with Yale, with potential donors (known to Chuck), and with the present owners of the building.  So far, we have not achieved that goal.  But I am determined to help keep after it.
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Secondly, my interest in new forms of communication has enabled me to initiate a new collection the works of Uncle Billy at very modest cost.  Recently, I have acquired over a dozen of his books, mainly through the use of the Internet auction service called eBay.  The way things are going, I may have a tremendous number of books in short order. (If you go to eBay, please do not engage me in a bidding war, as I intend to donate these books to the gift shop in due course).


These personal experiences have caused me to reflect on two aspects of Uncle Billy's life in particular: the extraordinary effect of his great teaching, and the enhancement of America's popular culture due to his very popular books and articles.  His lovely little 1927  volume entitled Happiness, for instance, went though numerous printings, and taught a generation that 'the happiest man is the one with the most interesting thoughts,' (and much more.)   


Some of Uncle Billy's views may be quaint and dated.  But I find myself pouring over the volumes I receive now every day from all over the country.  I find they speak to me in a very direct and helpful way.  


In May of 1998, I spent some of the last day of my father's life reading out loud to him from Autobiography with Letters, of the lessons Uncle Billy learned as he climbed the high tower of age, and his conclusion that we are better for growing old.


The purposes of the Foundation are renewed in each of us as we revisit the themes, which inspired the founders to create the William Lyon Phelps Foundation.


I believe it is possible, even likely, that the life and works of Uncle Billy will find new expression and purpose in a 21st century America and a world that needs precisely what he offered in such abundance.  And I foresee an exciting role for the Foundation if this should come to pass.

2.
Funding


The wealth of the Foundation has seen comendable growth over the years, and the endowment may now be capable of sustaining the essential work of the museums.  Trustees should be knowledgeable about the endowment's history and management and should place great emphasis on safeguarding its integrity and future direction. Together with the physical assets of the Foundation, it is the key to a secure future.


I believe that the endowment's growth is the result of sound and skillful management.  Just as important, the Foundation has received new infusions of cash and other valuables with regularity over the years.  Attention should be paid to the patterns of giving that have benefited the Foundation, and every effort made to compensate living donors with careful attention to their intent, expressions of appreciation, and cultivation of on-going relationships.  


As with any charitable enterprise, we should should familiarize ourselves with the history of this generous support, and devote ourselves to the nurturing of such relationships.   

3.
Staffing


The Foundation’s staffing issues are well known, and are receiving a great deal of attention at the present time, and this is to the good.  I have expressed deep appreciation of the wide-ranging skills represented by Chuck, Paul, and Henry.  And I have expressed concern about important staff and personnel issues.


I believe that a careful line must be maintained between the Foundation and the private interests of our family.  In that regard, one essential step should be a detailed itemized staff time record routine that will establish without question that the Foundation is "getting what it pays for."


As with any staffed enterprise, serious and challenging personnel issues emerge with regularity, and the Foundation confronts its share.  I am gratified to see that personnel policies are the subject of on-going attention, and I believe a standing personnel committee is in order, to deal with regular evaluation and dispute resolution.

4.
Planning


My experience with the Museum Advisory Committee in recent months was enjoyable, both as a way to share with gifted and personable cousins, and as a vehicle to imagine the endless possibilities of our work together.  We looked at a wide range of issues, including museum maintenance and renovations, Red Letter Day, the gift shop, communication with those who knew Uncle Billy, community and national outreach, and a host of other matters large and small. 


I look forward to a spirited process of planning and growth under the direction of the Board of Trustees.  Neither I nor anyone else can foresee the range and direction a planning process will lead us in.  Rather, I suggest that the very process of planning is the best plan of all.  As we work together, building trust and enthusiasm as we go along, the journey should become its own reward.


In sum, please accept these thoughts not as an inflexible platform, but as an offering, an indication of my intention to do the best I can to contribute to the work of the Foundation.  Please write or call me (home 203-389-9205; office 865-0024) to discuss these issues further.  I would like to be in close personal contact with each of you.


This is as vital and important a task as any service I have undertaken in my life.  I would normally say 'with the exception of family,' but of course this is family, and so that exception may not apply.  

In time, I believe we will give ourselves to the larger community; our family foundation will become a more public foundation (in which our family will play a role and take deserved pride).  But for now, it is still our family's great public work, and it demands the best from all of us.

With love
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