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Editor Ebert with 
pen in hand, 1967 

Before he joined the Daily Illini, Ebert was editor of 
the Spectator, a weekly liberal Champaign-Urbana 
newspaper.  The paper lasted only one semester 
but lost only $300 during that short time, Ebert 
boasted in a letter to the New York Times’s  
James Reston. 

Wallin and friend at a  
fraternity event called  
the Alpha Tau Omega  
Outhouse Scramble,  
1960

Chaff, Winter 1961/1962. Ebert  
wrote two pieces for this edition of 
the student publication: a science  
fiction short story called “Escape 
Hatch” and an article on science  
fiction fanzines.

Ebert wrote a regular  
column for the Daily Illini.  
In his September 16, 1964, 
column, Ebert celebrated 
the diversity of Illinois  
students. 

S t u d e n t  L i f e  a n d  C u l t u r e  A r c h i v e s

Clarice Davis Presnell, ’52, won election as the 
first African-American Homecoming queen in Big 
Ten history. A Chicago native, Presnell attended the 
Navy Pier branch of the University before coming to 
Urbana-Champaign. Nominated by her sorority  
Alpha Kappa Alpha, she triumphed over seven  
opponents to secure the “Miss Illinois” title in what 
was then the largest vote for Homecoming queen in 
UI history. After graduating, Presnell taught school 
for a time and then turned to the stage, performing  
at Chicago’s Gaslight Club as “Lesa Davies,” a  
singer-dancer-ice skater extraordinaire. She gave 
up her show business career when she married the 
psychiatrist Walter Madison Presnell in 1957.  She, 
however, continued to work in the field of education 
and was a guidance counselor in the New York City 
Public School system when she retired in 1993.  
She died in 1998.

Jane Hayes Rader, ’54, had much in common  
with Amelia Alpiner Stern, Class of 1896: both  
belonged to Pi Beta Phi sorority and both gave 
their all for the University as undergraduates and 
alumnae. A member of a prominent southern  
Illinois family, Rader participated in a wide variety 
of activities as an undergraduate: the University 
Chorus, Star Course, the Freshman Council,  
and Mortar Board, to name just a few. Not  
surprisingly, the 1954 Illio named her a “campus 
leader.” Following graduation, Rader continued to 
benefit the University as a member of the boards 
of the UI Foundation, the Alumni Association, and 
the Athletic Association. In what she considered to 
be her most memorable experience as an alumna, 
she served on the Board of Trustees from 1973 
until 1979.

Rader and friend, Oct. 1952

Bob Hope, with Rader immediately behind him with her hands on 
his shoulders, 1950.  Hope visited campus late in 1950 for a cere-
bral palsy benefit.  Mildred Fogel stands immediately to the left of 
Rader: Fogel, the 1950 Homecoming queen, is better known by her 
stage name Barbara Bain. Fogel/Bain went on to become the  
Emmy-winning star of the “Mission Impossible” television series. 

1951 Homecoming 
program cover

Daily Illini front page  
headline, Nov. 6, 1951.  
The Chicago Defender 
named the University of  
Illinois to its 1951 Honor 
Roll in part because of the 
selection of Davis Presnell 
as Homecoming queen.  
The Tulane student  
newspaper wrote: “We like 
to think of Ms. Davis as a 
symbol of what intelligent 
Americans can do when 
they cast aside their hates 
and prejudices and begin to 
think rationally and sanely 
about what our Constitution 
means when it says:  
‘All men are created 
equal.’”

Rader in 
1954 Illio

When two Illini celebrities met: In 1963 
humorist Allan Sherman, creator of the 
hit single “Hello Muddah, Hello Fadduh,” 
visited the future superstar film critic 
Roger Ebert.
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Beth Dohme Wallin, 1960

Kappa Kappa Gamma 
women mugging for the 
camera, ca. 1960.  Wallin 
is in the second row, third 
from the left. 

Wallin presiding at a  
Panhellenic meeting,  
1960

Clarice Davis Presnell in 1951  
Homecoming program

Pi Beta Phi Homecoming float in  
front of Altgeld Hall, 1952. During  
the 1950s the Greek system flour-
ished and students invested a lot of 
time and effort into having fun.

Presnell and residents of Lincoln  
Avenue Residence (from 1952 Illio).  
She is in the fourth row, the first  
person on the left.  Presnell’s  
sorority Alpha Kappa Alpha didn’t 
have a house in 1951-52 so she lived 
in the Lincoln Avenue Residence, 
which had opened in 1949. The  
University’s residence halls were  
desegregated in 1946 with the  
strong support of newly appointed 
President George Stoddard.

Bob Hope 
autograph, 
1950

R
BBeth Dohme Wallin, ’61, accomplished a great deal  

in a much too short life. As an undergraduate,  
Wallin belonged to such honorary societies as Alpha 
Lambda Delta, Omicron Nu, Torch, Psi Upsilon Omicron 
and Mortar Board. A member of Kappa Kappa Gamma, 
she was active in Panhellenic (the governing body of 
sororities) throughout her undergraduate career and 
capped it by being named Panhellenic president.  
The “Outstanding Greek” of 1960, Wallin was also  
outstanding in the classroom, and she graduated with 
honors in home economics. In 1969 the 28-year-old  
was killed along with her husband in a plane crash  
over the Pacific Ocean. The Beth Dohme Wallin Award 
recognizes those women who have contributed greatly 
to the sorority community.

  

Roger Ebert, ’64, wrote his first film review while a 
sophomore working on the Daily Illini. The movie was 
La Dolce Vita and “The Sweet Life” aptly described  
Ebert’s time at the University.  He was a member of  
Phi Delta Theta fraternity and various honor societies, 
but Ebert achieved his greatest campus fame as a  
columnist and editor for the Daily Illini. As a college 
journalist, Ebert wasn’t afraid to ruffle official feathers, 
and University administrators were forced to pay  
attention to the hyper-literate Urbana native. He joined 
the Chicago Sun-Times in 1966 and would remain at the 
paper until his death in 2013. Throughout his career as 
a movie critic Ebert stayed in close touch with his alma 
mater, and in 1999 he helped organize the Overlooked 
Film Festival (later renamed Roger Ebert’s Film  
Festival), which has since become a beloved annual  
tradition. 
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Memorial service pro-
gram, January 29, 1987. 
Students and faculty 
attended a memorial 
service for Merkel held 
at St. John’s Catholic 
Chapel. “Vicki’s life on 
campus was a triumph 
of purpose, dignity and 
human spirit,” Willard 
Broom, then-director 
of student activities, re-
marked at the service.

Chang in the 1989 Illio

Daily Illini article, October 
12, 1987. Chang could write 
well about the sublime  
and the ridiculous–as this 
1987 feature article  
demonstrates.  

Daily Illini article,  
March 1, 1989, and  
letter, Morton Weir to 
Chang, March 3, 1989. 
Chang excelled as a  
science writer. Her DI 
article on the renowned 
microbiologist Carl 
 Woese even attracted 
the notice of Chancellor 
Morton Weir.

S t u d e n t  L i f e  a n d  C u l t u r e  A r c h i v e s

Campbell (on the right) 
and friend, ca. 1969

African-American scholars, including Roberts, who is in the back row, 
fourth from right (from 1972 Irepodun)

Campbell 
and her 
friend Eric 
White at a 
protest near 
the Illini 
Union, 1970

Jeffrey Roberts  
(from 1972 Irepodun)

“Black Vibrations . . .”  
advertisement, Daily Illini,  
October 21, 1970. Roberts 
may have been the first  
African-American to write a 
bylined column for the DI.

Students entering a police van in a mass arrest, September 10, 1968 (UPI  
photo). A dispute over financial aid and housing for Project 500 students led to a 
protest at the Illini Union on September 9-10, 1968, which resulted in the  
arrests of 240 African-American students. Drums, the newspaper of the Black 
Students Association, called into question the claims of some that a riot had  
occurred at the Illini Union that night. Jeffrey Roberts believed that the mass 
arrests “brought people closer together” and radicalized many. “I think it 
turned a lot of people into activists,” he recalled. “People who were sitting on 
the fence and didn’t know what to do got pushed into, ‘I need to participate.’”

Irepodun cover, 1972. Irepodun’s  
last year of publication was 1974. 

In 1998 Iris Chang returned to the Cham-
paign-Urbana area as the best-selling au-
thor of The Rape of Nanking.  After the book’s 
publication, Chang lobbied for a Congressio-
nal resolution urging the Japanese govern-
ment to apologize for war crimes committed 
during the Japanese invasion of China.
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Page from the Alpha Delta Pi scrapbook, 1986.  
Merkel is in the photo next to the word “Great.”

Date Book ’87. As head of Alpha Delta Pi’s 
philanthropy committee, Merkel (left) de-
veloped and worked out the idea for this 
calendar, which featured 12 male student 
models. The money raised from the sale of 
the calendar was donated to the Ronald Mc-
Donald House, a temporary home for fami-
lies with hospitalized children.

Chronology of the early years 
of gay activism in Champaign-
Urbana, ca. 1976

Gay Liberation,  
Student Organization 
Information Card.   
Jeffrey Graubart is 
listed as the treasurer 
of the newly organized 
Gay Liberation group. 

Chi Omega pledge 
class, ca. 1970. 
Campbell is in the 
top row, third from 
left. She was a pledge 
trainer for Chi Omega.  
Compare the camera-
mugging in this photo 
with that of the Kappa 
Kappa Gamma women 
in 1960.

Daily Illini, March 3, 1976. Not long after the Wigwam protest  
in April 1972, Graubart and a friend were arrested by the  
Urbana police and subjected to verbal abuse. Four years later 
Graubart--as determined as Foster North had been in his  
day--staged a 17-day sit-in at the Urbana City Building in a  
bid to obtain justice for this mistreatment.

Graubart (holding sign) 
picketing Wigwam, 
Daily Illini photo, April 
14, 1972.  Accusing the 
Wigwam management 
of harassment toward 
gays, the Gay Liberation 
Front picketed the  
campus bar between 
April 13th and 15th.  On  
the 15th some picket-
ers were assaulted and 
slightly injured. Not 
long after, the Wigwam 
closed its doors.

Daily Illini photo of  
demonstrators and  
National Guardsmen,  
May 1970. Following the 
Kent State killings,  
protests rocked the UI 
campus, and the National 
Guard was called in.  
The student strike lasted 
over a week, peaking on 
May 11 and 12. 
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VVictoria Lynn Merkel, ’87, was a natural leader,  
a force of nature who inspired others with her 
boundless energy, creativity, and optimism.  
A native of Mount Prospect and a biology/ 
anthropology major, Merkel belonged to no less 
than twenty campus organizations as a senior,  
including Alpha Delta Pi, the Ma-Wan-Da honor  
society, and the Illini Union Board. She was also  
the co-chair of From Greeks, For Greeks, a novel  
Interfraternity Council/Panhellenic Council program 
set up to teach responsible drinking.  As had Beth 
Dohme Wallin, another campus dynamo, Merkel 
died at a grievously young age:  In January  
1987–before the start of her last semester as an  
undergraduate–she was killed when the car she 
was riding in crashed into a barricade near Lake 
Geneva, Wisconsin. Some 1,000 people attended her 
funeral service. Her parents and family established 
the Victoria Lynn Merkel Memorial Award to honor 
sorority members devoted to “helping others lead 
better lives.”

Iris Chang, ’89, honed her exceptional writing skills at 
the University and went on to become a best-selling  
author and, like Rayna Simons Prohme before her,  
a champion of the Chinese people. A University  
Laboratory High School graduate, Chang was a  
superstar on the staff of the Daily Illini: everyone  
there knew she was destined for great things.  
While working at the DI she also wrote for the  
New York Times, producing six front-page articles for 
the “Paper of Record” in a year. After stints at the  
Associated Press and the Chicago Tribune, she enrolled 
at Johns Hopkins University and obtained a master’s 
degree in writing. Chang then launched her career  
as an author, writing three books, including the  
best-selling The Rape of Nanking. She died in 2004.
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DDianne Sautter Campbell, ’72, publicly endorsed a 
nationwide student strike in the wake of the killings 
of four students at Kent State, sparking controversy 
with her fellow townspeople and with her father, 
who was an Air Force lieutenant colonel stationed in 
Bangkok. A native of Highland, Illinois, a small town 
near St. Louis, Campbell entered the University at a 
time of rising student activism, much of it directed 
against the Vietnam War. Her early years at the UI 
were largely taken up with academics–she was a 
James scholar–and with the affairs of her sorority, 
Chi Omega, but the Kent State killings in May 1970 
“served as a catalyst,” in her words, to political  
action: she and five hometown friends wrote a letter 
to their local newspaper supporting a student strike 
and condemning the U. S. intervention in Cambodia 
and the Kent State killings. After graduation,  
Campbell taught in Chicago and helped launch  
the city’s first magnet school. She later became the 
founding director of the Chicago Children’s  
Museum. She retired in 2000. 

Jeffrey Roberts, ’72, played an important role in 
the Black student movement that swept campus 
in the late-1960s and early-1970s, and, like  
William Walter Smith seventy years before him, 
he brought a strong new voice to the pages of the 
Daily Illini. The Chicago native was one of the 565 
students admitted to the University in 1968 as part 
of Project 500–a program set up to enroll those 
students traditionally under-represented on  
campus. A James scholar and a member of the 
Black Students Association, Roberts in 1970  
began writing a column for the Daily Illini called 
“Black Vibrations. . .” that offered DI readers an 
African-American perspective. In 1972 he edited 
the University’s first African-American yearbook–
Irepodun (Swahili for “unity is a must.”) After 
graduation, Roberts dabbled in politics and  
eventually became an insurance agent.

Jeff Graubart, 1970-73, braved humiliation 
and hostility to fearlessly campaign for gay 
rights in Champaign-Urbana. In the fall of 1970 
Graubart co-founded on campus the Gay  
Liberation Front, an offshoot of the national 
group that had formed in 1969 after the  
Stonewall riots. Initially the campus GLF  
occupied its time with consciousness  
raising and rap sessions, but Graubart moved 
the group into a more political direction.  
Under Graubart’s guidance, the newly  
militant GLF helped secure the repeal of  
anti-cross-dressing laws in both Champaign 
and Urbana, organized a boycott against  
the Wigwam, a campus bar accused of  
discriminating against gays, and marched on 
the Champaign City Council demanding that 
it pass a gay rights ordinance.  Early in 1973, 
Graubart ran for Urbana mayor as a Socialist 
Workers Party candidate. After leaving the  
University, Graubart became a computer engi-
neer and a prominent member of the Chicago 
gay community. In 1993 he was inducted into 
the Chicago Gay and Lesbian Hall of Fame.


