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It’s the most remarkable story imaginable: how a group of returning World War Il veterans,
concerned that their state of Minnesota did not have a program to teach veterinary medicine,
formed a political lobby so effective as to overcome resistance of the very university that would
eventually grant them their DVM degrees. If there ever was an example of the impact and
power of students to effect meaningful change, this is it.

After World War Il, thousands of battle-weary veterans returned home, clutching in their hands
and hearts the desire to get a university education. Many who aspired to become veterinarians,
like Glen Nelson of Minnesota, were married and impatiently ready to get on with their lives.

After he was discharged in 1945, Glen and his wife, Mary, motored in their 1940 Buick to Fort
Collins, Colorado, home to one of the ten existing veterinary colleges. Glen was in the process
of submitting his application when the dean called him into his office.

You know, Glen, I've got to be honest with you, If you stay here for five years [as
an undergraduate] and get straight ‘A’s, | can’t assure you that you’ll get into vet
school because we have to take residents first, then residents of adjoining states,
and it will be more than five years down the road regardless of what you do.*

The Nelsons returned home, dejected but not beaten. Glen enrolled in Animal Husbandry at the
University of Minnesota College of Agriculture, and there met Ithel Schipper, a graduate
student in Dairy Bacteriology who was also interested in becoming a veterinarian. They started
to meet at the student center to discuss a plan, and soon they and other aspiring veterinarians
formed a pre-vet club that grew to over 80, mostly veterans.

The group lobbied state legislators, the Farm Bureau, the Farmers Union, the Grange and the
American Legion. With the encouragement of one state senator (Anchor Nelsen), Glen Nelson
rounded up 70-80 students who donned their ribbons from the war and assembled on the
Rotunda of the Capital.?

Despite the support they received from many organizations, the university was opposed. The
administration was concerned that a new veterinary college would siphon off resources from
what they feared to be a zero-sum appropriation from the Legislature. However, like in so many
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Midwestern states, the power in the legislature was agriculture and the battle came down to a
struggle between the university’s board of regents (of which only two strongly supported the
new veterinary school), and the legislature.

The political issues between the university and some members of the legislature became so
heated that one state senator (Oscar Swenson) expressed the opinion that the College of
Agriculture (which would be home to the nascent veterinary program) be “divorced” from the
rest of the university so that the legislature could exercise more control over funds appropriate
to agriculture.3

There was even opposition within the agricultural college as current veterinary college dean,
Dr. Trevor Ames, reported on his understanding of the mood of Nelson and other veterans at
the time.*

There is a great story of Glen being called to the dean’s office of the College of
Agriculture and being told that he and the rest of the pre-vet club needed to stop
their political lobbying for a new veterinary school. The story goes that Glen boldly
informed the dean that he had just spent four years in Europe as a tank
commander and certainly wasn’t going to be intimidated by a university
administrator.

During that same session of the legislature, a bill was advanced to lay the groundwork for
establishing a veterinary college at ‘university farm,” part of the agricultural college on the St.
Paul campus.®

The justification for veterinary medicine was buttressed by the assertion of the sponsor of the
veterinary bill that Minnesota “faces a ‘critical’ shortage of veterinarians and a total lack of
school facilities. As a result, many ex-servicemen who desire to follow the profession are denied
training opportunities.”® The fact that Minnesota’s 409 veterinarians were an average of 51
years, and that Minnesota (the third ranked state in livestock production) was unable to enroll
students in other state schools because of the backlog of competition from their own residents,
strengthened the arguments.” These were the very arguments that Nelson, Schipper, and their
colleagues had been making for months as well pressing the need for veterinarians familiar
with such public health issues are tuberculosis and brucellosis.
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Original Veterinary Anatomy Building
(Photo courtesy of University of Minnesota, College of Veterinary Medicine, 2014)

The 1947 legislature appropriated money to start the school® and 24 students matriculated that

fall. For the college’s first ten years, it was administratively part of the College of Agriculture,
Forestry and Economics.

Original Veterinary Hospital Building

(Photo courtesy of University of Minnesota, College of Veterinary Medicine, 2014)

Glen Nelson graduated with the first class in 1951. He served in the Army Veterinary Corps in
Korea and became a faculty member at the University of Minnesota from which he received the
Distinguished Service Award in 1990 and a similar citation from the Minnesota Veterinary
Medical Associate the following year.® In his waning years, Dr. Nelson reflected about the
composition of the first class, of which he was a member.
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Most of us were veterans. We had a B17 pilot who was shot down over France and
escaped back to England with the French Underground. We had a B29 pilot that
flew over Nagasaki the day after THE Bomb. | was a tank officer under Patton in
North Africa and Italy. We had a prisoner of war in our class, an ex-POW from the
Germans, and one that was shot up pretty bad on Saipan. Going to the student
center was like sitting around the American Legion Club.*°

Glen Nelson, DVM (U Minn Class of 1951)
(Photo courtesy of University of Minnesota, College of Veterinary Medicine, 2014)

In the history course | teach to veterinary students at Cornell, | always take time to describe this
story as a case study of the impact that veterinary students can have on the outcome of the
profession. Surely there is no better example.

Dr. Smith acknowledges the research assistance from Nathan Watson (Cornell, 2017). He is also
grateful for the provision of photographs and support of Dean Trevor Ames and Ms. Sue
Kirchoff of the University of Minnesota.
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LEADING QUESTION:
What veterinary college was established by aspiring veterinary students?

META-SUMMARY:
Following World War Il, Glen Nelson and other returning Gls successfully lobbied to
establish a veterinary college at the University of Minnesota.
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