
$5.7 billion during the past two years (and, 
where possible, the cost of debt outstand-
ing trimmed by refinancing). Adjusting for 
that savings, non-compensation expense 
rose a robust 8 percent. In the report’s 
footnoted functional classification of op-
erating expenses, the cost of the libraries 
(one of the major operations being consoli-
dated, as noted in the introductory letter 
by Daniel S. Shore, vice president for fi-
nance and chief financial officer, and James 
F. Rothenberg, treasurer) decreased by 3 
percent, to $230 million: below the fiscal 
2011 level. The institutional-support cat-
egory (including general administration, 
fundraising and development, and other 
costs, including some of those one-time 
items not detailed) expanded $77 million, 
or 12 percent, to $734 million.

Among other noteworthy items:
Beyond its operating budget, Harvard is 

spending a lot on capital projects, includ-
ing the art museums, the Business School’s 
Tata Hall, and the undergraduate House 
renovation (a total of $404 million in fiscal 
2013, up 19 percent), with much more in 
prospect as the campaign underwrites fur-
ther business school building, the Allston 
science complex and other projects re-
cently approved in the institutional mas-
ter plan, and so on.

Accrued retirement obligations de-
creased by $302 million in fiscal 2013, driv-
en principally by postretirement health 
benefits. That change reflects the recent 
rise in interest rates, different assumptions 
about future healthcare costs, and changes 
in the retiree medical plan. Further chang-
es in retiree health benefits, effective Janu-
ary 1, 2014, affecting nonunion employees 
with more than five years to eligibility 
for coverage, will reduce the University’s 
share of the premium cost for the coverage, 
and to varying degrees, increase the num-
ber of years of service to attain the maxi-
mum subsidy. For employees hired after 
that date, the minimum years of service 
and the age to qualify for coverage both 
increase; the number of years of service 
to attain the maximum subsidy rises (by 
a decade); and the University will cap the 
growth in its contribution to insurance 
premiums at 3 percent annually from 2020. 
In the aggregate, these represent poten-
tially large reductions in Harvard’s future 
liability for retiree healthcare.

Tending to past business, Harvard spent 
$345 million during the year to get out of 

the last of the interest-rate swap agree-
ments it put in place a decade ago to help 
finance and build a vast Allston research 
campus—plans later radically downsized 
and pushed back. According to the Uni-
versity’s figures, the cash costs incurred in 
undoing these swaps (intended to protect 
against rising interest rates, they yielded 
enormous losses and demands for collat-
eral when interest rates declined follow-
ing the financial crisis in 2008) now total 
$1.255 billion. The remaining interest-rate 
exchange agreements shown in the finan-
cial-statement footnotes pertain to debt 
outstanding, and are a part of normal man-
agement of interest costs.

Looking to the future, total giving (in-
cluding the current-use gifts cited above) 
climbed to $792 million from $650 million 
in fiscal 2012. Pledges receivable, another 
indicator of the fundraising campaign, 
rose to $1.24 billion at the end of fiscal 2013, 
up from $909 million the prior year.

Characterizing the year, Shore said of 
higher education generally, “There are 
continuing challenges for the sector” to 
which Harvard is not immune. This is the 
third year of essentially break-even results. 
(That includes taking into account the 2011 
and 2012 reclassification of the 0.5 percent 
“administrative assessment” on the en-
dowment as operating revenue, rather than 
a separate capital item—a change that bet-

tered reported results for fiscal 2011 by $129 
million compared to the previously report-
ed figure, rising with higher endowment 
distributions in the subsequent years. See 
“An Allston Accounting Adjustment,” Jan-
uary-February 2013, page 48.)

He pointed to “pent-up spending as-
pirations” in the face of continued pres-
sure on revenues from tuition, sponsored 
research, and endowment investment 
returns. Indeed, the University would ap-
parently be happy if sponsored support 
from all sources remained level in the cur-
rent fiscal year. Reflecting the Corpora-
tion’s spending rules based on investment 
results over time, budgeted distributions 
from the endowment to support academic 
operations, up 5 percent in fiscal 2013, are 
scheduled to increase just 2 percent this 
year—a significant constraint for deans.

Hence the importance of embracing “in-
novative revenue sources,” as Shore and 
Rothenberg wrote in their letter. The cam-
paign is the largest such opportunity at 
hand, and deans have a clear incentive to 
work with donors to pledge and accelerate 
payment on gifts for endowment, so they 
can expand distributions beyond the mea-
ger budgeted number. Technology transfer 
from inventions in Harvard laboratories is 
another. And at some point, in some way, 
collecting revenue from the edX online 
courses will likely figure in the mix.

 t h e  u n d e r g r A d u A t e

Goodbye, l.a.
by noah b. p�isner ’14

M y younger brother and 
I were raking grass off the 
driveway when the mailman 
arrived with my rejection let-

ter from Harvard. It came in a parchment-
yellow envelope—business size—bundled 
in the crease of a tractor catalog addressed 
to Our favorite neighbor. 

I hadn’t anticipated a letter, having al-
ready received an e-mail with the very 
same, exciting news of my non-achieve-
ment one week earlier. Thinking, for the 

moment, that the stewards in admissions 
had changed their mind, or that perhaps 
they wanted to say they were “very, very 
sorry” again, I thought it better that I dou-
ble-check this newly arrived hard copy. 
With careful fingers, I held the envelope 
up to the sun and squinted through to the 
boldface text: I am very sorry to inform 
you….

“Oh they’re just rubbing it in,” my 
brother told me.

Not getting into Harvard as a senior in 
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high school was more disheartening than 
devastating, more mocking than mori-
bund, for I’d never actually planned on go-
ing to an Ivy. “I’m just applying to Harvard 
for kicks and gigs,” I would tell my friends 
and family. And yet, as tends to happen 
post-rejection, I couldn’t quite shake the 
feeling that I was somehow inadequate, 
that the neighbor’s snotty-nosed harp 
p r o d i g y  wh o  h ad 
gotten into Yale was 
somehow better than 
I was. Ah well, at least 
the rejection gave me 
the peace of mind to 
do what I had been 
planning all along: go 
to film school. 

“Film,  huh?” my 
teachers would ask, 
muzzling their groans 
through pursed lips. 
Having kept my ambi-
tions of directing and 
screenwriting from 
most people, this was 
a common response; 
after all, the valedic-
torian doesn’t usually 
go to film school, does 
he? Given my teachers’ 
worried expressions, 
I reassured them that 
I’d do it properly, that 
I’d go to school for it, 
that I was, in fact, tal-
ented, that I’d already 
been accepted to the 
very best film schools 
in the world, includ-
ing the best of the best 
at the University of 
Southern California, 
so there was no need 
to worry. With their 
paralyzed blessing and 
a “no” from Harvard 
behind me, I could fi-
nally notify USC. I could finally commit to 
a college—for one year, anyway.

Transferring—not necessarily trans-
ferring to Harvard, just transferring in 
general—hadn’t occurred to me until a 
red-eye flight, heading home to Virginia 
after USC’s midsummer freshman pre-
orientation. I sat by a screenwriter with a 
wine stain on his collar, who told me the 
horrible secret about Los Angeles. 

“No one reads in Los Angeles,” he said. 
I scribbled the fact on the corner of my 

book, committing it to print and memory. 
What did he mean they don’t read? How’s 
a city full of filmmakers supposed to make 
movies without books? I had brought a 
duffel bag full of novels with me to orien-
tation, mostly hardcovers, stuffed between 
two pairs of jeans and an old Frisbee. I in-

sisted upon the extra weight, having re-
cently read an essay by Nick Hornby that 
said that Charles Dickens invented 13,000 
characters in his lifetime. That’s one a 
day, every day for his entire working life, 
or a small town. Hornby said he could do 
so because he read so voraciously, which 
to me meant that if I was ever going to 
be as good a filmmaker as Dickens was a 
fictionist, I was going to need at least to 

double, maybe triple, my narrative intake. 
But would I be able to in a place so ap-
parently unliterary as L.A.? I wondered. 
How do Didion and Ellroy get by? I re-
called something else Hornby once wrote: 
“I can exclusively reveal that if you sit by 
a swimming pool in L.A., wearing swim-
ming shorts and reading [a book], then 
Hollywood starlets leave you alone.” The 

observation was sup-
posed to be a joke, of 
course, but now it ter-
rified me; moving to 
L.A. terrified me. One 
of my professors said 
he felt the same way 
when he relocated to 
Los Angeles from the 
Northeast, like noth-
ing was real.

“ G ive  i t  a  fe w 
years,” he said.

By January I was 
asking the same pro-
fessor for a recom-
mendation letter to 
transfer. It was still 
a precarious thought 
at the time—never 
for sure, always re-
versible—but it was 
something I’d been 
thinking about .  I 
thought about how 
transferring meant 
abandoning my film 
career—or at least 
putting it on pause. 
I thought about how 
it would entail facing 
all the told-you-so’ers 
who’d haughtily bit-
ten their thumbs at 
my decision to go to 
film school in the first 
place. I thought about 
how I’d have to justify 
myself to everyone 

who asked: If filmmaking is my passion, 
my calling, my raison d’être, the thing I 
do well, the thing that drives me mad, 
the thing that keeps me sane, the thing 
I’d wrestle the devil for, then why in the 
hell would I want to abandon it? Because I 
wasn’t ready for it. 

I arrived at USC as starry-eyed as the 
rest of the film kids, but the more time I 
spent there, the more I realized that I was 
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forfeiting my undergraduate education 
in favor of a glib professional program. I 
wasn’t ready for my filmmaking career to 
start. I wasn’t even sure if it was the career 
I wanted. Perhaps it is; I still don’t know. 
The only thing I could be certain of was 
my uncertainty. Either way I wasn’t going 
to put a consigning “career decision” in the 
dumb, sentimental hands of my 18-year-
old self. 

I sent out seven transfer applications 
in February 2011, and on May 6, 2011, 10 
days before the end of my freshman year 
at USC, I was accepted to Harvard. I had 
again applied for kicks and gigs—doubly 
so this time, knowing that transferring 
was near impossible: in 2008 and 2009, the 
College hadn’t accepted any transfer stu-
dents. (Interestingly, for those two years, 
it was the only “Top 50” four-year college 
in the country, other than Princeton, that 
didn’t have a transfer program; Princeton 
still doesn’t.) But 13 of us were accepted 
my year, from a pool of 1, 486 applicants (an 
acceptance rate of 0.87 percent, which, it 
turns out, was roughly one-tenth the rate 
at which I was first rejected). 

It’s strange to think about, with gradu-
ation only six months away: what did the 
admissions officers see in me that they 
didn’t see in the other 1, 473 applicants? 
Have I done what they hoped I would 
do? Do they regret their choice in the 
same way I regretted USC? Will it be too 
cheeky for me to hang my Harvard rejec-
tion letter next to my Harvard diploma, as 
if to say, “Behold my second chance!”? I’m 
not sure what I did in the one year I was 
at USC that made me a more viable candi-
date for Harvard, but whatever it was, I’m 
glad as hell I did it. 

Don’t get me wrong; being a transfer 
student at Harvard is no cakewalk. The 
housing system floats and isolates those 
who know no one. For my first semester 
I socialized almost exclusively with the 
other transfers—one junior and a dozen 
sophomores—many of whom I remain 
close to today. My transfer background 
was also for the longest time a crutch in all 
introductions: “My name is Noah and I’m a 
transfer student…yes, Harvard takes trans-
fers…USC…not South Carolina….” I caught 
a break socially when, at the start of my 

junior year, I was able to move from Dun-
ster to Winthrop, where another transfer 
and I were “adopted” by a blocking group 
we’d gradually grown close to. I joined the 
Crimson, the Advocate. I did everything a 
Harvard student is supposed to do.

These days I seldom feel like a transfer. 
Lacking only the awkward run-ins with 
freshman-year hook-ups and a working 
knowledge of Yard dorms, I feel much like 
everyone else—perhaps, though, with 
a lighter step and a bit more perspec-
tive. Now and then, someone still mis-
takes me as being from California. More 
often, someone cursing the Cambridge 
winters will ask me why I’d ever leave 
the Los Angeles sunshine, the California 
girls, the downtown parties, Trojan foot-
ball, film school. Only then do I recollect, 
and joke, “Dude, I know I messed up big 
time, right?” Truth is, though, I prefer it 
here. I prefer the occasional overcast, the 
kettlesful of split-pea soup in the din-
ing halls, the underlit dorm parties that 
end at 2 a.m. on Fridays, the dozen and a 
half novels I’ve checked out of Lamont for 
“pleasure.” For God knows what reason, I 
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prefer this place; I’m cohesive here. 
Do I miss USC? Perhaps perfunctorily, 

in its parts and pieces: my friends, certain-
ly; the USC Song Girls, their red and gold 
costumes falling just below the buttocks, 
tapping and beckoning as the Trojan band 
belts out John Williams; the rows of foot-
ball players in pearl jerseys; the glamorous 
girls with their calico skirts and Vuitton 
bags and blond hair that rises to a slight 
peak and then falls in sunflower petals; 

the clean-cut boys in their pleated pants 
and unfaded black jeans, the rose-tinted 
Vuarnets over each and every wealthy fiz-
zog, oblivious to the fact that their city is 
only a refraction of America brought gen-
tly down to earth. Sure, few people there 
actually read books, but at least the place 
was ripe with friends and characters. 
(Dickens would have a field day, anyway.) 

I’ve only visited the school once since I 
left—for a few weeks last J-term. It was fun 

to go back, of course, but what was more 
satisfying was to guess at the life I would’ve 
lived had I stayed. I’d have joined a fraterni-
ty and wasted time. Certainly, I’d have kept 
on with the film stuff and most likely have 
felt perpetually limited. I’d be happy, I imag-
ine. I hope I’d still be reading. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Noah Pisner ’14 is about to plunge into Great Ex-
pectations.

S p o r t S

over the Moon
Seven straight wins against Yale, and a shared Ivy title

I t took� a victory in The Game, cou-
pled with a Dartmouth upset of Princ-
eton, to cut Harvard in for a share of 
the Ivy League championship, but 

that’s how the 2013 football season shook 
out. With the Princeton-Dartmouth game 
still in progress, head coach Tim Murphy 
was asked at a post-Yale news conference 
about his team’s chances of sharing the ti-
tle. “At this point that’s almost superfluous,” 
he replied. He wanted only to discuss the 
toughness and character of a Crimson team 

that had just dispatched Yale, 34-7, extend-
ing Harvard’s winning streak in the vener-
able series to seven games. Said Murphy, “I 
don’t know if there’s ever been a team that 
we got more out of.”

An hour later, in a Hanover snowstorm, 
Dartmouth finished off Princeton, 28-24, 
consigning the Tigers to their only league 
loss and depriving them of their first out-
right Ivy title since 1995. Harvard follow-
ers, queuing up to get out of Yale Bowl’s 
parking lots, were over the moon.

W i t h  i d e n t i c a l 
records (6-1 Ivy, 9-1 
overall), Harvard and 
Princeton finished 
at the top of the Ivy 
standings. Dartmouth 
took third place, Yale, 
Brown, and Pennsyl-
vania tied for fourth, 
and Cornell and Co-
lumbia brought up 
the rear.

Harvard’s only de-
feat of the season was 
a tense, triple-over-
time loss to Prince-
ton, in a late-October 
contest that looked 
in retrospect like a 
playoff for the league 
championship. The 
game went into over-
time after Harvard had tied the score, 35-
35, with three minutes to play. The teams 
matched points in two overtime periods, 
but the Crimson offense faltered in the 
third session and could manage only a field 
goal. The three-pointer was then trumped 
by a six-yard touchdown pass from Quinn 
Epperly, Princeton’s superhero quarter-
back, to receiver Roman Wilson, who 
made a leaping catch in the end zone with 
just one foot in bounds. The catch was le-
gal, and it gave the Tigers a 51-48 win. Ep-
perly had thrown five touchdown passes 
in regulation.

“Our kids played so hard that they 
willed the thing into overtime,” Murphy 
said afterward. “In the end, [Princeton] 
just made one more play than we did.”

Three other games were also decided 

harvard followers stormed the  
field at Yale Bowl to join players celebrat-
ing the Crimson’s seventh straight  
victory over the Blue. 

“superfan” Bill 
Markus ’60 waving 
the Little red Flag 
at Yale Bowl. 
Crimson loyalists 
have taken the flag 
to 124 Yale games 
since 1884; on 
Markus’s watch, 
harvard is now 
12-1. 
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