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I
t has been said that William English Kirwan, known as Brit by friends
and peers, speaks with a tone in his voice as though he is waiting
for something to be discovered. It is true. 

Kirwan is the Chancellor of the University System of Maryland.
From his post, he is both an

advocate for and an audience to the
discovery that happens daily in
Maryland’s public universities. But
what stands out in the minds of his
admirers, specifically Dr. Freeman
Hrabowski, president of UMBC, is
Kirwan’s contagious enthusiasm for
people and education. “He has this
quality of neoteny, of being forever
young, and he is always laughing and
helping to motivate and inspire people. When you mention the name ‘Brit’
in Maryland, people smile.” 

A similar smile passes across Kirwan’s face when you mention Maryland.
“I love the size of Maryland. It is a state where you get things done because
it is possible to have very strong personal contact with people. It’s a state

where nobody is more than an hour
away. So people with common
interests and the energy to make
things happen can really come
together in Maryland.” 

Maryland’s university system
has grown both tangibly and philo-
sophically in the past few years
under Kirwan’s leadership. Tasked
with developing and maintaining a
budget that is approved by both the
State government and the UMS
Board of Regents, Kirwan cites the
students as the most important
beneficiaries of his work. Ideally,
the System could keep costs down
for individuals while at the same
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I
t’s not easy to lead academic institutions,” notes Jay Brodie, presi-
dent of the Baltimore Development Corp. “There are a lot of little
kingdoms within them and it takes someone who can build consen-
sus within the institution, first of all, and then can also build con-
sensus with the outside community.”

The local leader Brodie says he admires strongly is David Ramsay, pres-
ident of the University of Maryland, Baltimore. Ramsay, he says, is a “big
picture” person that thinks beyond the walls of his fiefdom and has a cer-
tain leadership quality that is notable for its rareness – the ability to quick-
ly engender trust among people who don’t know him and have good reason
to be suspicious.

Ramsay has been an active leader in redevelopment of the city’s west
side. The Hippodrome Theater, for instance, evolved out of an estate
exchange deal with the University. But to understand what Brodie is talking
about, it’s better to look at the UMB Biopark project that is currently being
developed with hardly any of the usual friction that has accompanied most
past institutional expansions within this city.

“The best illustration of his exemplary leadership was David’s willing-
ness to think about and follow up with the notion of crossing Martin Luther
King Boulevard with what is now the Biopark,” asserts Brodie. “This
involved discussions with Poppleton, a historically African-American neigh-
borhood that tended to view the university with distrust and suspicion.
There was some historic distrust there, but he spoke with Dr. Doris Hall and
some other people and out of those conversations quickly came harmony. He
showed that there could be a real wide variety of jobs created. It’s come
together in an amazingly short period of time.”

Brodie points out that Ramsay not only was able to reach across MLK
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time increasing the quality and caliber of the available education.
Therefore, Kirwan is constantly flexing his mathematical genius by keeping
busy calculating places within the system for cost-savings.

For a math scholar, Kirwan is innumerably adept at communicating. He
is a true ambassador for the state, for the public university system, and for
each of his constituents. He is also an ambassador for constant education,
and in closing, he even educated me a bit on a European ancestor of mine
who had discovered something formidable in quantum mechanics. AM

He has this quality of
neoteny, of being forever
young, and he is 
always laughing and
helping to motivate and
inspire people. 
When you mention the
name ‘Brit’ in Maryland,
people smile.
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