
The University of Puget Sound is 
celebrating its 125th anniversary this 
year. During its time in Tacoma, the 
institution has mirrored the city’s often 
tumultuous path — tackling financial 
hardship, deep spending cuts, down 
economies and looming uncertainty. 
Yet just as the city of Tacoma seems to 
regularly toe the line between risk and 
renaissance, the University of Puget 
Sound has experienced several rebirths 
over its storied history. From name 
changes to priorities and policies, this 
local institution has seen it all. 

Originally, Puget Sound wasn’t 
supposed to be in Tacoma. After the 
first Methodist Episcopal Church 
conferences in the area, the original 
home for the university was slated to be 
in Port Townsend, but after failures of 
the city to fulfill its financial pledges, the 
conference looked elsewhere. In 1888, 
Tacoma offered $22,000 plus land, a 
pledge that would cement the university’s 
future. The first iteration of the school, 
Puget Sound University, came at a new 
building in downtown Tacoma. 

During the next 15 years, the 
university struggled. A deep economic 
recession prevented Puget Sound’s 
planned growth, and several building 
changes occurred. University trustees 
considered moving the school to what 
would later become University Place, 
where at the time large plots of land 
were available for attractive prices, but 
the plan was unsuccessful. In 1903, the 
buildings that housed the university’s 
academic classes were sold. Puget 
Sound’s corporate demise came as it 
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had no prospects, funds or 
even a place for students to 
take classes. 

The same Methodist 
Episcopal Church 
conference that started 
Puget Sound revived it that 
same year. What followed 
were years of growth, more 
moves and a name change 
— the College of Puget 
Sound remained through 
two world wars until 1960, 
when it became University 
of Puget Sound. 

Former mayor of 
Tacoma, Bill Baarsma, 
was a student at Puget 
Sound from 1960 to 1964. 
“I was born and raised in 
Tacoma, lived in the North 
End, and always knew the 
College of Puget Sound,” 
he said. “When I graduated 
from Stadium High School, 
it was still CPS, but when 
I accepted a scholarship 
and became a member of 
the freshman class in 1960, 
it became the University of 

Puget Sound. This was the first 
of three UPSes, three distinct 
University of Puget Sounds 
… unlike any comparable 
institution.” The Puget Sound 
that Baarsma attended was 
dominated by “townies,” students 
from Tacoma and surrounding 
cities. It was a Tacoma school. 

But in the mid ’60s, Tacoma 
Community College opened and 
was an immediate competitor. 
“The leadership at Puget Sound, 
realizing that TCC would be an 
alternative for the local Tacoma 
townie, and a very inexpensive 
alternative, began to see the 
need to think regional, and 
started to identify opportunities 
outside of Washington and 
Oregon,” Baarsma said. 

Puget Sound was a small 
school in the shadow of big-
city Seattle and the University 
of Washington, and it needed 
to be reinvented. How could it 
appeal to students on a national 
level? Leadership began to think 
about branding the university 
as a winner, which meant a turn 

to big-time athletics. For many 
years, Puget Sound was widely 
considered a loser. To change 
that, leadership pulled Puget 
Sound out of the tiny Evergreen 
Conference and moved it into 
Division II athletics, with the 
eventual goal of becoming a 
Division I athletic program 
(according to Baarsma, baseball 
eventually achieved that status, 
although brief ly). The school 
recruited high-caliber athletes 
on a national level, and Puget 
Sound’s reputation as an athletic 
powerhouse swelled. Its sports 
teams regularly played and beat 
Division I opponents. 

According to Baarsma, two 
other factors helped define Puget 
Sound during what he describes 
as the “Second UPS.” The first 
was the accreditation of the law 
school in 1972. It became the 
second program in the region 
and differed from UW’s in that 
it offered a night program and 
helped put Puget Sound on the 
academic map. The law school 
was eventually sold to Seattle 
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typing classes 
were held in 

the commerce 
department to 
make use of the 

“latest technology.”
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University in a very hush-hush deal, a 
move that at the time angered students 
and caused controversy within the 
Tacoma business community. 

The other factor was off-campus 
programs, one of which Baarsma 
helped create. The Seattle Municipal 
Campus (SMC) in Pioneer Square 
came about when the Seattle police 
chief wanted his officers to obtain 
baccalaureate degrees, and he 
contacted Puget Sound to develop 
a program to achieve that end. This 
program was started with federal 
funding and it, along with other 
campus extensions around the area, 
such as in Olympia, Bremerton and 
Fort Lewis/McChord, were designed 
for older students who wanted to go 
back to school. 

Baarsma said that by the time 
Philip Phibbs became the president 
of Puget Sound in 1973, faculty and 
students had begun to push back 
against administration for its devotion 
to athletics and these off-campus 
programs. Undergraduate students 
and their professors felt academics 
weren’t being emphasized enough. 
But the Tacoma community and 

alumni seemed to have the university’s 
back. The Loggers were filling the 
Fieldhouse (Puget Sound’s athletic 
facility) and regularly made the front 
page of the newspaper for athletic 
achievements. But changes  
were coming. 

“Phil was presented with a 
challenge. He had to move with 
caution. There had to be a rationale 
to pull the plug on big-time athletics,” 
Baarsma said. One of the opportunities 
to change Puget Sound’s path came 
with the passing of Title IX. “The 
argument was ‘for us to fully provide 
for comprehensive Title IX, we can’t 
afford big-time athletics.’” Puget Sound 
stopped offering full-ride athletic 
scholarships, and Phibbs also felt the 
whole idea of the off-campus programs 
was in opposition to what Puget Sound 
was supposed to be — a regional 
academic institution that focused on 
liberal arts education for four-year 
students. It turned to obtaining a strong 
national reputation for academics, with 
the goal of recruiting students based 
on academic merit at the national level 
— not just regional — a stark change 
from the previous decade. 

The present University of Puget 
Sound is institutionally similar, if 
not identical, to the final incarnation 
that Baarsma described. In its recent 
history, much like during its early 
history, Puget Sound has weathered 
many storms, including the turbulence 
surrounding the sale of the law school, 
the terrifying events of Sept. 11, 2001, 
and the financial crisis in 2008. But 
through it all, Puget Sound is on track 
for an impressive future in Tacoma.

1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s

the uPS-Plu 
game at the 
Kingdome in 1978

+

Ph
o

to
s 

c
o

u
r

t
es

y 
u

n
iv

er
si

t
y 

o
f 

Pu
g

et
 s

o
u

n
d

+

Mortar Board national 
Senior Honor Society

+

Famous visitors to 
Puget Sound have 

included presidents 
dwight Eisenhower, 

Harry truman, 
richard nixon 

and John Kennedy, 
as well as Hillary 

clinton, desmond 
tutu, timothy leary, 

the Beach Boys, 
Peter, Paul and 

Mary, Eric clapton, 
rod Stewart and 

Bill cosby.
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“The path of one’s life rarely follows the plan that is 
laid out for it at the beginning. But if you have a strong 
sense of what you believe in, and what motivates you, 
and what excites you, and you continue to follow that, 
it ’s going to continue to sustain you through the twists 
and turns of wherever your path leads you.”

thoughts from a universitY President

ronald r. thomas has been president at 
the university of Puget Sound since 2003. He came 
to Puget Sound from trinity college in Hartford, 
conn., where he helped enact the college’s master 
plan as vice president and acting president. thomas 
was also a faculty member at trinity and at Harvard 
university and the university of chicago before 
that. He lives with his wife Mary, a Seattle native 
and former administrator and faculty member 
at trinity college, on campus in the president’s 
residence. We recently chatted with him.

 In 2003, Ronald Thomas was 
hired as president. Part of the 
trustees’ goal upon his hiring 
was to come up with a 20-year 
master plan for Puget Sound. 
The result was a $125 million 
campaign, of which nearly $90 
million already has been raised. 
The campaign will provide 
funds for financial aid, faculty 
support and new facilities 
(Weyerhaeuser Hall, a new 
state-of-the-art science building, 
opened in 2011). 

Ben Ernst, a senior from 
Lake Oswego, Ore., is the 
student body president and is 
studying politics, government 
and music. “The University of 
Puget Sound has prepared me to 
contribute positively to society 
by challenging my whole person. 
For 125 years, this great place 
has transformed students and 

continues to do so. My time here, 
be it in the classroom or out, has 
made me a more engaged and 
concerned citizen, a lifelong 
lover of knowledge and person 
committed to making positive 
changes in the world,” he said. 

The tone of Ernst’s comments 
is ref lective of a motto written in 
Greek upon Puget Sound’s seal: 
pros ta akra. It means “to the 
heights.” The phrase couldn’t be 
more appropriate in describing 
Puget Sound’s unique history 
and its lasting effect on students 
and the Tacoma community in 
which it’s spent the past 125 
years. The motto continues  
to be relevant as the University 
of Puget Sound grows in and 
with Tacoma — it tells us  
that the symbiotic journey 
between university and city is 
far from complete.

1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s
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Puget Sound f inally 
beats long-time 

rivals Plu in football 
on oct. 8, 2005, 
after a 17-game 
losing streak. 

To learn more about 
the University of 
Puget Sound, visit 
pugetsound.edu

Read more of the interview at southsoundmag.com
+

1993 editorial cartoon about Puget Sound’s 
sale of its law school by chris Britt
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