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of Fraternities 
and Sororities

Members of Beta 
Kappa Phi in 1976. 

THE FIRST GREEK letter society at UMass Amherst, 

Phi Sigma Kappa, started in 1873 when six sophomores 

came together to form “a society to promote morality, 

learning, and social culture.” But they weren’t always so upstanding: in their 

spare time, the founders of Phi Sigma Kappa stole each other’s mattresses, 

had massive mud fights, and horsed around in chem lab. 

Brothers  
and Sisters, 
 Morality  
and Mud



“Campus fraternities are almost as 
old as the university itself,” says Michael 
Wiseman, the director of the office of 
fraternities and sororities for UMass 
Amherst. Through the years, fraternities 
and sororities have gone through boom 
and bust cycles and been the source of 
many alumni’s best memories and deep-
est and most enduring friendships. And, 
as at every other campus, the groups 
give administrators fits in cases of too 
much mud and not enough morality. 

As the chief supporter and minder of 
fraternities and sororities, Wiseman has 
the complex job of balancing the desires 

The rise and fall and rise of fraternities and sororities 
By Patricia Sullivan

of students, administrators, alumni, na-
tional fraternal organizations, and the 
town of Amherst and of convincing all 
of them to work together. He’s helped 
by 20 years of experience in his role 
and historical knowledge that goes back 
much farther; in 1996 he wrote a major 
graduate class paper on the first 90 years 
of UMass fraternities and sororities. 

As Wiseman recounts in his paper, 
Massachusetts Agricultural College and 
its fraternities remained small until the 
early 1900s, when there was a large in-
crease in enrollment. By 1916 MAC had 
nine fraternities and its first sorority, 

Delta Phi Gamma.  Sororities caught on 
in the 1930s, as more and more women 
came to Massachusetts State College. 
When most of the male students en-
listed to fight in World War II, women 
students moved into empty fraternity 
houses and replaced the Varga girl pin-
ups with pictures of men in uniform.

The years following World War II up 
until the early 1960s saw peak participa-
tion in fraternities and sororities on cam-
pus. At the time, at least a quarter of all 
students belonged to a Greek letter society.  
The year 1953, when 767 male students, or 
34 percent of the male enrollment, were in 

Sigma Sigma Sigma 
sisters in 1976. 
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fraternities, may have been the high-water 
mark of pledging at UMass. 

Wiseman says, “The 1950s was a 
time when the editor of the Collegian 
belonged to a fraternity and so did the 
captain of the football team. The basket-
ball team was Lambda Chi Alpha. The 
average chapter sizes were larger than 
they are now; chapters averaged 50 to 75 
members. When alumni from the fifties 
come back, they talk about how the fra-
ternities ran the campus.”

Membership fell at the start of the 
Vietnam era and through the 1970s, 
before stabilizing in the 1980s, mirror-
ing national trends. The counterculture 
saw fraternities and sororities as part 
of the establishment, and antithetical to 
the era’s quest for individuality, explains 
Wiseman. The system seemed anach-
ronistic. “You can really see the drop 
in numbers when you walk through 
chapter houses and look at the compos-
ite photos on their walls of members 
through the years,” says Wiseman. “The 
photos from those decades show far 
fewer members than today.”

Today there is resurgence in frater-
nity and sorority membership at UMass 
Amherst, again in step with a national 
trend. Although Greek letter societ-
ies will probably never again dominate 
the vastly varied social scene, member-
ship has doubled since 2005, from ap-
proximately 600 fraternity and soror-
ity members to around 1,200 today, or 
5.5 percent of the campus population. 
There are more than 46 fraternities and 
sororities at UMass Amherst, 12 with 
chapter houses. New groups are com-
ing in and old ones returning, including 
Kappa Sigma, whose UMass roots go 
back to 1869.

Wiseman and other experts attri-
bute this upsurge to students’ desires 
to develop leadership skills, perform 
community service, and network across 
generations.  “They are coming from 
middle schools and high schools where 

Greek Time
1867  First students enroll at 

Massachusetts Agricultural 
College (MAC).

1869  A German society (DGK) 
in North College and a 
Latin society (QTV) in South 
College become the first 
campus fraternities. 

1873  Phi Sigma Kappa becomes 
the first Greek letter organi-
zation on campus.

1909  Alpha Tau Gamma is estab-
lished. Affiliated with the 
Stockbridge School, it is one 
of the oldest local fraterni-
ties operating in the country.

1911  MAC decides to encourage 
the creation of fraternity 
rooming houses.

1916  The first campus soror-
ity, Delta Phi Gamma, is 
founded.

1921  Delta Phi Alpha, a Greek 
society for Jewish men, 
granted official campus 
recognition.

1933  Delta Phi Alpha affiliates 
with the national Jewish 
fraternity Alpha Epsilon Pi.

1934  Second Jewish fraternity, 
Phi Lambda Tau (later Tau 
Epsilon Phi) forms.

1941-44 During World War 
II, many  
fraternities close 
while several new 
sororities open.

1945  Sigma Delta Tau 
becomes the first 
Jewish national 
sorority at UMass.

1955  Help Week replaces Hell 
Week; new fraternity members 
are assigned philanthropic 
work.

1956  UMass implements a fraternity 
code to discourage hazing and 
alcohol abuse.

1957  Board of Trustees implements 
an anti-discrimination policy 
for fraternity and  
sorority system.

1958  Fraternity houses required to 
have resident housemothers.

1966  Plans made for a 23-building 
fraternity/sorority park on East 
Pleasant Street with 20 acres 
for recreation.

1972  Sorority women join fraternity 
men in Arcon, the selective 
student guide service.

1982  First historically black frater-
nity comes to campus.

1985  First historically black sorority   
comes to campus.

1998  First Latino and Asian fraternal  
interest organizations join the 
Greek system.

2005  Campus and Community 
Coalition to Reduce High-Risk 
Drinking formed.

2006  UDance, a program to raise 
funds and support for the 
Baystate Children’s Hospital in 
Springfield, is established by 
the fraternity and sorority sys-
tem.  The program has raised 
over $120,000 for the hospital.

Iota Phi Theta 
brothers in the 1980s. 

Rushing season  
in 1926. 



Pinned!

RUTH FREEMAN GEISSLER ’55 and Arthur Geissler Jr. ’54 were UMass 
Amherst sweethearts during the golden years of fraternities and sororities. 

They met when Arthur was a houseboy at Ruth’s sorority, Sigma Kappa. 
“The houseboys waited tables and did the dishes,” Ruth recalls. “I was living 

in the Lewis dorm at the time and he offered me a ride home. Of course I had 
made sure to stay long enough to be offered a ride!”

Arthur was president of Phi Mu Delta, which pledged one of the few 
African American students on campus, John Garrett Penn ’54. Penn 
became chief judge of the Washington, D.C., Superior Court, while Geissler 
went on to a long career at John Hancock in Boston and then ecumenical 
work for the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts. 

By Ruth’s account rush week was competitive and invitations to weekend 
fraternity parties were highly sought after, but Greek activities were for the 
most part tame in the 1950s. “The wildest thing that went on were the panty 
raids,” she says. “A lot of energy went into building the snow sculptures for 
Winter Carnival. And there was always a bridge game in progress in the smoking 
room of Sigma Kappa. If you had 15 minutes between classes you’d just grab 
somebody’s hand where they had put it down.” 

Ruth and Arthur crossed the chains of their fraternity and sorority pins at UMass, 
signifying, Ruth explains, that they were “engaged to be engaged.”  They wed five days 
after her graduation. Ruth’s childhood friend from Winthrop, Mass., poet Sylvia Plath, was 
her maid of honor. The Geisslers were married for 57 years before Arthur passed away in 
January 2013.  Ruth says, “I thank UMass for 60 years of a wonderful life together.”

club participation was important,” he 
says. “And fraternities and sororities 
were networking long before there was 
Facebook or any other social media. I’m 
hoping that a lot more students are see-
ing the fraternity and sorority system as 
a way to have real face-to-face connec-
tions with people and as an investment 
in their future. 

“While the fraternities and sorori-
ties of the post World War II genera-
tion had the numbers and the campus 
leadership,” Wiseman continues, “our 
time is about being leaders in com-
munity service and in achieving more 
academically. Over the last 20 years the 
grades of students in fraternities and 
sororities have vastly improved. And al-

though dealing with the dark side of the 
story—problems related to alcohol, vio-
lence, and vandalism—will always be a 
concern, it is not as much of my job as 
when I first started.” 

In addition, today’s Greek societies 
are more racially and ethnically diverse 
than in the past. “The African American 
and multicultural fraternities and soror-
ities are some of our most active groups; 
they are truly Greek for life,” says Wise-
man, “and we have more diversity with-
in the entire system.”

Fittingly, Phi Sigma Kappa, the cam-
pus’s first Greek fraternity, illustrates 
the changes afoot. Its membership has 
leapt from 15 two years ago to 40 today. 
With the help of very active alumni, the 

chapter is in the midst of a $175,000 
renovation of its big brick house behind 
Mahar, built in 1914 as the first campus 
fraternity house. This year, the Phi Sig 
brothers hosted a 5K run to benefit the 
March of Dimes, among other chari-
table events, and they headed to Lake 
Wyola to kayak and canoe.

Says Phi Sigma Kappa President 
Brian McDonald ’15, “There’s been a 
change in mentality about what it means 
to be a Greek organization. We see join-
ing a fraternity as a way to develop as 
leaders on campus. There’s something 
special about being a member of a 
fraternity with such a rich history at 
UMass, and we’re trying to leave our 
mark.”  

Winter Carnival  
in the 1940s. 
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