A woman of consequence

By Megan Woolhouse

LICE COONLEY HIGGINS married
Worcester industrialist Milton Prince Higgins I1
in 1936.
Sixty-one years later, they're still in love.
It’s Worcester’s own Yankee fairy tale: Milton
P. Higgins I1, destined to be the third generation to head Norton
Co., then the world's largest producer of abrasives, meets Miss Al-
ice Coonley, of Lake Forest, Ill. She helps him change a flat tire
on their first date and wins his respect. And his heart.

Later, she wins Worcester’s,

For more than 50 years, Mr. and Mrs. Milton P. Higgins have lived
off Salisbury Street, in a house at the end of a long, winding drive-
way. Visitors can’t see the Higgins estate from the road. It is sur-
rounded by 100 acres of rolling lawns and wooded preserve. But the
legacy left by generations of Higginses in Worcester is hard to miss.

The first Milton Prince Higgins, who in 1884 was one of the

founders of Norton Co., was considered the “father of vocational
education” in the United States, His brother, John Higgins, found-
ed Worcester Pressed Steel and established the Higgins Armory
Museum. Aldus Higgins, son of Milton P. Higgins and father of
Milton P. Higgins II, was devoted to WPI and was president of
the Worcester Art Museum.

It was a grand era in Worcester's history. A time when wealthy
and civic-minded families with names such as Jeppson, Wash-
burn, Stoddard and Morgan owned the factories and businesses
that employed many Worcester residents. They were the Old
Guard, the blueblooded power brokers, the captains of industry
who took great interest and pride in where they lived and how
they managed their affairs.

In that tradition, Mr. and Mrs. Milton P. Higgins II made their
mark. He supported the Worcester Art Museum as its president for
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many years and as a benefactor for
whom the Higgins Education wing was
named. He was a member of the
Worcester Redevelopment Authority
and chairman of the board of trustees
of WPL

Yet in this very active — and very
male — tradition, Alice Higgins stands
out for her own remarkable accom-

plishments. In 1962, she became Clark _

University's first female trustee. By
1967, she was named chair of the board
— thought to be the country’s first
female chair at a university. :

She led the charge to build the God-
dard Library and the Student Activities
Center at the college. Whether negotiat-

“ing with Clark’s Black Student Union
or weeding the college’s lawns with stu-
dents, she earned a reputation as a ca-
pable and compassionate leader.

At a 1978 party for Alice that 600
people attended, Milton Higgins toasted
his wife jovially: “I tried to tame her,”
he said, “but I failed.”

Last August, Alice C. Higgins turned
90. She is a lifetime trustee at Clark,
still attending board meetings. She
spends most of her time caring for her
husband, who has Parkinson’s disease.
Together, they are writing a book about
their travels around the world.

" “I've always been ambitious to be
somebody in my own right,” she says.
“To be a writer. [My father] thought he
would make a pianist out of me.”

She laughs, with characteristic good
humor.

“That’s whv I need nine incarnations.”

n a Monday morning in late
January, Alice Higgins sat in
her sun room, recalling one
of the more trying aspects of
her teenage years. It seems her mother,
the prominent Mary Lord Coonley of
Lake Forest, had a wild streak. She per-
formed handstands and cartwheels in
public at unpredictable moments. -

“She stood on her head very well,”
said Higgins, her hands folded on her
lap before her. “Terribly humiliating for
me and my sister at the time, She did
marvelous cartwheels. My father used
to say that our mother had chorus-
girl legs and a Victorian head.

And she did.”

“I'd like to think I was
more like my mother,”
said Higgins. “But [
wouldn’t stand on
my head at Tatnuck
Country Club.”

Wearing a red sweater
and matching patent
leather belt, Alice Higgins %
is the picture of propriety. She
grew up in Lake Forest, a sophisticat-
ed suburb of Chicago. Her father was a
successful businessman who had lost
two fortunes and then made a third.

“There was a horsey set,” Higgins
explained. “There was hunting and
that’s what my father and mother did,
and that’s what I did. I rode horses, 1
rode to hounds. There were people that
did that and then they played golf and
bridge. I didn't play golf and bridge.”

Alice learned to train hunting dogs, a
task rarely given to a girl at the time.
She describes herself as “scrawny” —
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lice with her
Lord Coonley.

people were always telling her she
didn’t eat enough, she said. She was
also raised with an acate awareness of
the disciplines of ladyhood.

“I was brought up with a housekeep-
er telling me so many things that ladies
didn’t do and so many things that ladies
in our family didn’t do that I thought, ‘I
don'’t know if anyone is going to appre-
ciate me if I ever grew up as a lady."”

‘With Jane Warner, her “oldest and
dearest” friend, she volunteered at an
area orphanage, taking children to the

beach and on outings.

“I think we thought that up our-
selves,” said Higgins. “Maybe [ have
a missionary streak of some kind.”

Soon it was time for high school.
There were two choices: a school in
Virginia that was “horsey,” and Mil-
ton Academy, in Massachusetts,
which was not horsey at all, Higgins
said. Alice went to Milton Academy.

“My family thought that was a bet-
ter school for me because I was
horsey enough already,” she said.

Higgins speaks highly of her time
at Milton Academy, and sent all five
of her children there. She credits the
school with piquing her intellectual
curiosity. In the early '30s, it was not
widely accepted for women to at-
tend college, but she persuaded her
family to allow her to attend Vassar.
She left college after a year to travel
abroad with her family.

And where did they travel?

“Oh, just the Grand Tour,” said
Higgins. “We lived a very ‘jet set’ life
for about three years when we were
invited to go to the Duke of West-

minster’s and stayed there for the run-
ning of the Grand National, which was
the big horse race in England.”

Then, of course, there were the visits
to Paris, London and Italy.

“It was like living in a novel,” said
Higgins. But then the Depression
struck. Higgins’ father lost his third
fortune and her “jet set” life ended
abruptly when she had to get a job.

She worked as a secretary to Dr.
Austen Fox Riggs, whom Higgins
described as one of the pioneers of psy-



chiatry. Her mother was one of Riggs’
patients at a small institution in Stock-
bridge, Mass., “for the treatment of
what was called ‘psychoneuroses’ in -
those days,” Higgins said.

As luck would have it, Alice met Mil-
ton Higgins there. He was visiting his
father, who was a patient there, and
Riggs introduced them.

They made a date and then came the
flat-tire incident. Alice recalled how
Milton joked years after they married
that she couldn’t cook very well, “but
she could change a flat tire.”

Did she think Milton was Mr. Right?
Not at first.

“ had another beau at the same time

and I had a hard time choosing be-
tween them,” she said.

Yet they fell in love and were married
less than a year later. An enduring part-
nership was formed based on deep love
and mutual respect.

“Milton is my anchor to windward,”

that’s one of the best things about it,”
she said, “People are valued because
other people like them. People in
Worcester tend to gather around groups
they enjoy.”

At the time, Milton was expanding
Norton Co.’s international operation.
In 1941, the company had 11 factories.
By the time he retired in 1971, it had
50 operations worldwide.

In 1949, the Higginses took their first
trip to South Africa. The couple flew in
a four-motor propeller-driven plane on
Pan Am’s second flight to Johannes-
burg. She was a little nervous about the
trip, but she writes in a chapter of her
forthcoming book that she and her hus-
band “shared a streak of willingness to
try anything — once, at least.”

The trip to South Africa opened a
whole new world for the couple.

The Evening Gazette published a se-
ries of articles on those travels in the
’50s, under the byline “Mrs. Milton P.

A teen-age Alice rides Scarlet Lancer.

“I did things in an area that he
couldn’t do and that were not appro-
priate for him,” she said. “In places like
Japan we were met by about 20 bowing
Japanese and it was difficult to sort
them all out in the beginning. I got to
know the wives and I asked them ques-
tions and they took me sightseeing. ...
Every place we went, someone in the
company was delegated to look after
me and sometimes I could control it
and sometimes I couldn’t but I could
always learn something.”

She admires how Milton saw Norton
Co. as a tremendous responsibility
handed down from his father. An
Evening Gazette profile of Milton Hig-
gins in the '60s characterized him as a
“Christian gentleman.”

It was a family tradition. The philos-
ophy of Milton P. Higgins I figured
prominently in a 1955 National Geo-
graphic article called “Cities Like
Worcester Make America.”

~ “Entering the Worcester Boys Trade
High School, I paused at a bronze
plaque,” reporter Howell Walker wrote.
“Under ‘The Philosophy of Learning a
Trade’ appeared this simple wisdom:
‘To make a good living; to have a hap-
py family; to make preparation for hard
times; to wear overalls in the shop with
the same dignity as good clothes are
worn on Sunday ... this is the whole-
some philosophy of learning a trade.
Milton P. Higgins.””

In the Yankee tradition, Milton
Higgins II worked his way up through
the ranks at Norton Co. He knew
many employees by name. When he
became president, “his door was al-
ways open,” Alice Higgins said.

Alice and Milton shared a great
sense of humor. In another profile of
Alice Higgins written in 1982, she told
the story of the night she dressed up,
wig and all, as a maid for a dinner -
party for Norton Co. executives. She
acted absentminded and brought a
platter of meat after dessert. She



A teen-age Alice rides Scarlet Lancer.

she said. “He always has been. He’s the
most mature person I know. He hasn't
a petty bone in his body. And he’s very
astute and he's very wise about things,
very open.”

r. and Mrs. Milton P. Hig-
gins II moved into their
Salisbury Street estate on
Dec. 6, 1941, the day be-
fore the bombing of Pearl Harbor.
“The first 10 years, I was very busy
having five children and coping with
running this place,” she said. “I had to
save my gas, I bought cakes at an or-
phanage, we raised pigs so that our
children had bacon and hams and that
kind of thing. We raised chickens dur-
ing the war ... but all the restrictions
because of gas rationing and food
stamps kept me pretty busy keeping
things going here.”
She said she never thought of herself
as the wife of a fabulously wealthy man.
“He’s not fabulously wealthy and he
never was,” said Higgins. “We have
plenty of money and I would not want
one cent more because I wouldn’t want
that responsibility. It’s overwhelming,
sometimes.”
She liked Worcester because there
wasn'’t a lot of social conformity.
“There isn’t such a thing as an exclu-
sive social set in Worcester and I think
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Higgins.” She wrote of lush scenery, in-
vestigated the “native question” and the
political climate of the time and de-
scribed her independent experiences in-
vestigating market life in Johannesburg.

“When I was alone, I did not like to
lunch at the [Ritz-] Carlton as the dining
room is so big, crowded and imperson-
al,” she wrote. “I was told that there are
no good small restaurants or tearooms,
but as I was walking down the street one
day, I thought I would just go into the
first “Teas” that I saw and try it.

“... The room was dark and dirty
with peeling paint and stained table
cloths. There was no menu, but a
pasteboard sign, hanging crazily on the
wall opposite me that said “Cold
Lunch” and I decided to try that. The
lunch was delicious.”

She also listened to jazz records with
locals and her group was charged by a
wild rhinoceros that was fended off by
locals throwing stones.

Soon, the couple traveled together to
many countries — including Japan,
Chile and back to South Africa again.
Milton Higgins was an avid fly-fisher-
man and she would join him, sitting on
a rock by the water, writing in her jour-
nal or reading a book. Later, she
learned to fly-fish, wanting to share in
her husband’s love of the sport.

They grew closer in their travels.

ing information John and Jeff left with
me,” she wrote. “What had I to offer?
Supposing I made a mess of it? And on
top of everything else, however was [
going to talk to all those eggheads at the
south end of Main Street?”

Higgins learned to enjoy the “egg-
heads.” By 1967, she was named chair
of Clark’s board of trustees. She made
Clark her career and endeavored to pull
the college up and out of hard times, to
“brighten up the campus a little.”

To say she did it with skill is an un-
derstatement. Higgins was involved in
all aspects of the design, construction
and fund-raising for the award-winning
Goddard Library.

“Ed Lucier was the superintendent of
the job,” she wrote. “He taught me to
climb a series of ladders to see the view
from the roof of the library. I was terri-
fied of ladder-climbing, but I could not
lose face, so up I went.”

Only a few years later, she reached

new heights. She mounted a successful .

$5 million campaign to build a Student
Activities building (now the Kneller
Athletic Center). Over the years, Hig-
gins has raised and donated millions of
dollars to the college.

Yet Higgins attained star status not
for her financial benevolence but for
her remarkable humanness. The late
'60s and early '70s were a time of un-
rest at many colleges. Clarl¢’s Black

* about the fact that people are being

flowers at Christmas.”

In 1991, Clark’s Alice C. Higgins
University Center was established in
her honor.

“We named it a University Center, not
a student center,” said Clark President
Richard Traina. “Alice for us is the sym-
bol for community. Alice relates to all
kinds of people. All kinds of people re-
late to Alice. Alice is community.”

t 90, Alice Higgins' charms
are immense, though her
words are frank. Whether the

discussion involves politics
(“a little of the Kennedys goes a long
way"), business practices (“health care
for profit is an exymoron”) or the Su-
per Bowl halftime show (“an orgy of
vulgarity”), you're sure to get an honest
answer.

She feels the best thing for the Unit-
ed States — and for a good many other
places — might, in fact, be “a sort of
benevolent despotism.”

“Some of the things that are being
done are shocking,” she says. “I worry

trashed and displaced. Things are done
at the expense of other people. The
money made by Medical City, if it goes
the way it's been going, is not going to
stay in Worcester. If it is OrNda, it goes
to Tennessee. If it's Tenet, it goes to
California. But here, it's only going to

party for Norton Co. executives. She
acted absentminded and brought a
platter of meat after dessert. She
poured water into glasses after they
had overflowed. When the group re-
tired to the living room after the meal,
Milton grabbed the maid, ripped off
her wig and kissed her passionately,
much to the guests’ surprise.

n 1962, Norton Co.’s John Jeppson
and Clark University President
Howard Jefferson asked her to
become a trustee at Clark.

She had already done some work in
the community, raising money for
Memorial Hospital by running and ap-
pearing in the High Fever Frolics, a va-
riety show that raised $30,000 to
$40,000 each year for the hospital.

“Oh, that was marvelous,” said Hig-
gins, “I'd done some things like that so
they thought I might be capable and
they decided to do something a little
startling for Clark. ... They thought,
‘Here’s a woman, lets go for broke.””

And they bucked convention.

“One of the bluebloods of Worcester”
resigned from the Clark board when she
was named to it, Higgins said.

Higgins gave a glimpse of her true
thoughts and fears about becoming a
trustee in a 1982 essay, “My Liberal Ed-
ucation.”

“I had no idea what was entailed in
being a trustee, what might be expected
of me, and even whether or not I could
digest the carefully bound, official-look-
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Alice Higgins and Roy Person plant flowers at Clark.




dents both on and off campus untll
conflicts had been negotiated. What
was different, though, was that nggms

became friends with

‘corresponds some of them.

Dorothy Mosakowski, Clark’s coor-
dinator of archives, special collections
and rare books, has known Alice Hi

come outside. Soon she had him kneel-
ing and digging in the dirt.

“She alwa  everyone at ease,”
said Mosakowski. *
at that. And to this day she still sends
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put people out of jobs.”
“predators” in business to-

&1

| 50
ple at the lop can “lme their pockers
she says.
“I think these great big conglomer-
e ” o

sports commentators, either. “They tell
you everyﬂu.ng you can a]ready see for
urst turkey says,

. can’t stand them.
... 1 want to see what's going on on the
tennis court or the baseball field.,”

But she likes to watch Angela
Lansbury in Murder, She Wrote every
Sunday.

“She’s a lady,” Higgins says. “I don't
mean like the tight British caste system.

Parkc 10 times.

While she supports the idea
women working, she laments thaf
families it seems to be a necessity.

| I i
of a couple to choose to dlvorce What

eva'ytlﬂng except matters of clothmg,
“Some of the high fashion mday is

Committee.
can. It's little surpnse that she i
dependent.”

ut

Saint- Gobam None of nggms ﬂve
children live in Worcester, either. How-
ever, several of the children have ac-
cepted a sense of civic responsibility

whxle at Harvard,
better health-care system in Honolulu,
Hawaii. Her daughter Patricia is a
trustee at Wheaton College. Her daugh-
ter, Genie Higgins Rice, of New York
City, is a trustee at Clark. Rice, presi-
dent of a nonprofit group for 15 years,
has fought for neighborhood develop-
ment in the city’s Upper East Side and
East Harlem. The group recently won a
battle that went all the way to the
Supreme Court, managing to get a de-

it means to be a lady ora genﬂeman

ers‘&ﬁ af she’s w1th ” said Bath, “I
don't think you can fake that kind of

thmg I don't know w]mtmkﬁs

Il mm:emed about umamty
ities is in

nuname,an think, ‘How
g

appropriate.”” Jp—
In addmon to her accomphsﬂmeh's
a Ahce Higgins is fun to be

She‘s extremely funny, she said. “Kaep:'

ing up with her is mental stics.”
Ahcel-hggmssh]lhasalutofﬂ:mgs she
wants to accomplish. She spends time
every day writing her travel book and
wﬂh M.I]ton who is now 94.

And she’s bullish about members of
the younger generation, even though
they complain a lot.

“I think the complaining is a step in the
right direction that things are being valid-
ly questioned by [today’s] generation,”
she said. “I think there’s more awareness.
1 see us on the brink of something mar-
velous if we're bright enough, dedicated
enough, sensitive enough to see it.” @



