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Hey Buddy, I’m Bill Exhibit at the University of Iowa Libraries  
Remembers the Exceptional Life of Bill Sackter
By Brad Ferrier, Special Collections & Archives, University of Iowa Libraries

Curated by Jen Knights, marketing and communications 
manager for Performing Arts at Iowa in the College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and Brad Ferrier, digital 
projects librarian in Special Collections and Archives at 
the University of Iowa Libraries, the exhibit Hey Buddy, 
I’m Bill in the Main Library Gallery is a chronological 
exploration of Bill Sackter’s extraordinary life. From 
his 44 years living in an institution through his release 
and eventual move to Iowa City, the exhibit shows how 
Sackter became a local celebrity and nationally recognized 
advocate for people with intellectual disabilities. The 
exhibit’s narrative places Sackter’s experiences within the 
context of disability rights and the historic treatment of 
people with disabilities and stands as a testament to the 
power of storytelling, friendship, and empathy.

Bill Sackter serving coffee at Wild Bill’s. Photo by Barry Morrow.

Who Was Bill Sackter?
Bill Sackter (1913–1983) was born in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
He was the son of Russian Jewish immigrants. When Bill 
was seven years old, his father died from complications of 
the Spanish flu. His mother was left with three children 
and spoke very little English. Bill, who was having 
difficulty in school, was placed in the “State School for the 
Feeble-Minded and Epileptic” in Faribault, Minnesota. 
His mother petitioned to have him released several times, 
but Bill was institutionalized for 44 years.

Sackter was released from Faribault in 1964, when the 
public opinion of mentally challenged people changed. 

He lived on his own, in a halfway house, but was still 
a ward of the state. While working as a handyman and 
pot-scrubber at the Minikahda Club in Minneapolis, he 
met Bev and Barry Morrow. As Morrow tells it, during a 
staff party that he attended with his wife, Bev, who was a 
waitress at the Minikahda Club, Sackter jumped from his 
seat and approached him with his hand extended and said, 
“Hey buddy, I’m Bill.” They were instantly friends. Not 
long after this, Morrow accepted a job as a multimedia 
specialist at the University of Iowa School of Social Work. 
After Sackter experienced a health emergency in the Twin 
Cities, Barry became Bill’s guardian and brought him to 
Iowa City.

Tom Walz, Bill Sackter, and Barry Morrow. Photo by Barry 
Morrow.

Sackter quickly became a friend to everyone he met in 
Iowa City. “If you ain’t got a buddy, what do you got?” 
was one of his key philosophies. Tom Walz (1933–2018), 
director of the School of Social Work at the time, who had 
hired Barry Morrow, also hired Sackter as a developmental 
disabilities’ consultant “with 44 years of experience.” 
Eventually, Sackter became well known in Iowa City for 
his role as the proprietor of Wild Bill’s Coffee Shop, a 
project dreamed up by Walz and brought to life by Sackter. 
He was also beloved for his talent for the harmonica and 
his kindness to children. His personal business card styled 
him as a “clinical optimist.” Thanks to an article written 
by Barry Morrow, which then was made into a TV movie 
in 1981 for CBS, Sackter became a national celebrity and 
advocate for the intellectually disabled.
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Bill Sackter passed away peacefully at home in Iowa City 
on June 16, 1983.

Bill Sackter holding up the article “Bill’s Triumph” in the Des 
Moines Registrar, 1977. Photo by Barry Morrow.

The Initial Idea, Challenges, and Resources
Curating the exhibit began with a passion for telling Bill 
Sackter’s story. Jen Knights was working at the School of 
Social Work and as the manager of Wild Bill’s when she 
had the idea for this exhibit. It was planned for 2023, 
the 110th anniversary of Sackter’s birth and the 40th 
anniversary of his death. She wanted to see that his story 
was told again and that the artifacts associated with him, 
many of which were housed at the School of Social Work, 
could be preserved. She decided to submit an exhibit 
proposal to the Main Library Gallery. It was shortly after 
this that she asked me to join her as cocurator.

Knights had worked with University Archives staff to 
transfer additional materials related to Sackter that were 
given to the School of Social Work. In addition to those 
acquisitions, we had previous collections: School of Social 

Work Records (RG06.0035.001), the Tom Walz Papers 
(RG99.0344), a small number of items in the Bill Sackter 
Papers (MsC1028), and several items related to Barry 
Morrow. Additionally, we reached out to Barry Morrow, 
Jack Doepke, Rabbi Jeff Portman, and the Minnesota 
Historical Society, among others, to gather information, 
artifacts, and stories about Sackter’s life.

There were issues beyond Sackter’s story that we thought 
we should address in this exhibit too, such as the 
institutions in Iowa and the individuals or organizations 
doing advocacy work in the state. I looked at materials at 
the State Historical Society of Iowa, the Johnson County 
Historical Society, and the office of the Johnson County 
Recorder, as well as at the University of Iowa Libraries 
Special Collections & Archives, to answer the question: 
Would Sackter’s life have been any different if he had 
grown up in Iowa instead of Minnesota? I found institutes 
throughout Iowa that were very similar to Faribault and 
information about the Johnson County Poor Farm and 
Asylum and Iowa State Psychopathic Hospital, which 
were both located in Iowa City. I looked at the UI Iowa 
Women’s Archives at the University of Iowa Libraries and 
at Drake University Archives & Special Collections for 
information about advocates like Senator Tom Harkin 
and local advocate Elizabeth Riesz. The Johnson County 
Historical Society provided information about what was 
once called the Association for Retarded Citizens, now 
known locally as the Arc of Southwest Iowa.

One of the most daunting challenges faced by us as 
curators was summarizing Sackter’s extraordinary life 
within the confines of an exhibit. We hoped to capture his 
story through carefully curated artifacts, documents, and 
ephemera as well as anecdotes shared by Barry Morrow 
and the people who knew him. We knew that we could 
not tell the story completely. There were many materials 
and parts of the story that were left out.

In addition to the physical objects on display in the exhibit, 
colleagues on the exhibition team selected digital items 
available to the public to help tell Sackter’s story. These 
included recordings of him playing the harmonica, an 
interview with Tom Walz speaking about his relationship 
with Sackter, the eulogy given by Morrow at Sackter’s 
funeral, and more. We all also created a LibGuide as a 
space to share other resources on or about Sackter and 
his buddies. Additionally, Knights and I gave visitors an 
opportunity to share their own stories about disability. 
These stories were made available, with permission, online 
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and in the gallery for others to read. That storytelling 
aspect was a significant portion of the exhibit from the 
beginning.

Front display at the entrance to Hey Buddy, I’m Bill in the 
Main Library Gallery at the University of Iowa Libraries, fall 
2023. Photo by Tim Schoon, courtesy of the University of Iowa 
Office of Strategic Communication.

We would not have been able to put this all together 
without the expertise of many people. Just a few of them 
that should be mentioned here are Kalmia Strong, creative 
coordinator for the University of Iowa Libraries, who was 
responsible for the design of the exhibit and the exhibit 
guide; Bill Voss, exhibit preparator and conservator 
technician, who was responsible for creating custom 
mounts for each of the items on display; and Sara Pinkham, 
exhibition and engagement coordinator for the UI Main 
Library Gallery, who was responsible for producing the 
exhibit and related programming. We cannot thank them 
enough for everything they contributed to make this 
exhibit a success.

The Reception and Triumph of Hey Buddy, I’m  Bill
The exhibit opened in time for the fall 2023 semester and 
has drawn patrons from various backgrounds and age 
groups. From university classes on disability studies and 
museum studies to community groups like the Arc and 
local retirement communities, the exhibit has had a great 
impact on visitors. Many come away with an appreciation 
for Bill Sackter and for the progress American society has 
made for people with disabilities.

The opening celebration, which featured special guests 
Barry and Bev Morrow, was very well received. Barry gave 
a talk about his friendship with Sackter and reminisced 
about his time living in Iowa City. For the Morrows, and 
others who remember Sackter, seeing the exhibit was a 
moving experience. It was a reunion of sorts and evoked 
memories of a friend who personified kindness. For those 
who were unfamiliar with Sackter’s story, we hope the 
exhibit was an introduction to a remarkable individual 
whose legacy and kindness continue to influence Iowa 
City and the world.

From its opening on August 21, 2023, to its close on 
December 19, 2023, Hey Buddy, I’m Bill was not merely 
a display of materials. It was a celebration of the power 
of friendship, inclusion, and the importance of telling, 
sharing, preserving, and embracing every individual’s 
unique story. As curators, Jen Knights and I hoped to 
teach a new generation about Sackter’s story. There are 
fewer and fewer people who know the name Bill Sackter. 
This exhibit hopefully introduced, or reintroduced, him 
to a community that he had a tremendous influence on.

MIXED MEDIA—Continued 
Matrice Young, Assistant Editor 


	14Mixed



