Remembering “Mike”

“He came, as do all tramps, out of the gray mysterious past close to everybody but himself.  He looked the situation over, and contrary to all of the set rules of trampdom, he decided to settle down.”

1928 Tower Yearbook
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No one knows exactly when Mike arrived on campus.  He was simply one of the many dogs who found their way to the Administration Building during those early years at Northwest Normal. But Mike wasn’t like all the other dogs on campus. He became a campus mascot and cherished friend to all who knew him. “Mike being on campus wasn’t unique,” says Tom Carneal, chair of the Department of History/Humanities and the University’s curator. “Mike himself was a unique dog.” 

    Soon after his first appearance on the Normal School grounds.  Mike endeared himself to everyone.  He had his favorites, however, particularly M.D. Boase, secretary to Northwest Normal’s president Ira Richardson.  The two soon became fast friends and were said to be “unseparable.”

    But despite a tremendous devotion to humans, sometimes a dog’s gotta do what a dog’s gotta do.  According to the Tower Yearbook, if the weather was warm, Mike would spend his days on campus chasing rabbits, digging for ground squirrels and “superintending the work about the grounds.  He would dig holes in the tulip bed and in the soft turf of the campus, and the holes would be filled in and new flowers planted.”

    But if it was cold outside, Mike could be found attending classes in the Administration Building.

    “He behaved with profound dignity,” says the Tower Yearbook in a 1926 tribute to Mike, “occupying the place of honor under the instructor’s desk, like Buddha under a canopy, a little fuzzy, dirty gray Buddha, with wistful brown eyes that spoke of a sagacity far beyond the scope of human understanding.”

    At night, Mike visited around, first at the home of one faculty member and then another, returning frequently to the homes where he liked his bed and food.  During this time he came into contact with George Colbert, dean of faculty, and his family.  

    It was the beginning of a relationship between two boys and their dog.  One of Colbert’s sons, Phil, was a student and cheerleader at Northwest at the time, Phil’s brother Edwin Colbert of Flagstaff, AZ, remembered Mike recently in a letter.  “My mother made a little blanket (green and white with an ”M” on each side) for Mike, and Phil and Mike would appear together and put on an act.”  Edwin writes, “Mike had a trick of “bowing” to the audience, and this wowed the assembled multitude.”

    According to the Tower Yearbook, Mike pretty much had the run of things at the Normal School basketball games.  He drank out of the water pail on the sidelines and was a frequent visitor on the court while the game was going on.

    While it was Phil to whom Mike was attached during game days, it was Edwin who would play with the dog after school.

  “He had some original habits of his own,“ Edwin writes. “His procedure for bathing in a pail of water was something to behold; he would jump in head first, and if he could manage to back out without tipping over the bucket he would try to get out tail first.          Usually this maneuver would tip the bucket on its side; never mind, he had managed to get reasonably wet.”

    Edwin also writes about a mischievous side to Mike.  “I remember once walking to the Normal with Mike accompanying me, and when we got opposite the Mutz house he spied a pail of water in the back yard, placed beneath a line of laundry.  He began his ablutions, at which point Mr. Mutz came out of the back door.  Mike’s antics amused Mr. Mutz so completely that he sat on the back steps and roared with laughter.  This brought Mrs. Mutz out, by which time Mike was standing beneath the clean laundry and shaking himself, spraying the clothes with left over bath water.  Mrs. Mutz was not amused, and she took after Mike with a broom.”

    Mike’s curiosity got the best of him on May 15, 1917.  That day the agriculture class was spraying trees with lead arsenate.  After chasing a rabbit, the little dog was thirsty and quite naturally tried to quench his thirst with a drink of the stuff.

Neither the efforts of the students on hand nor the veterinarian they called could save the life of the little dog, and at 4:50 p.m., that day, Mike died.  The devastation was felt all across campus.

    “I was fond of him, and I was devastated when he died,” Edwin Colbert recalled. “He was very popular at the Normal.  The school was then a small place and everybody knew everybody else.   Mike was a part of the family.”

    The next day, students put up a box on campus with a sign, “For the love of Mike” , on it and collected a sum sufficient to purchase a little tombstone, suitably engraved (MIKE, To the Memory of our Dog, Died May 15, 1917), and placed it at the head of Mike’s grave on campus.

    It remains there to this day as generation after generation of Northwest students learn about the little campus dog.

    “Mike made his presence known to everyone on campus,” Carneal said.  “There have been other dogs on campus over the years and in fact, the 1917 Tower Yearbook shows photos of four or five other dogs.  But no one writes about the other dogs.  They all write about Mike.”





By Dave Gieseke, former News and Information Director
