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Bill Lowman, pictured in November of 1984, in his 
new role as headmaster.
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By John Blodgett

 One day in Aug. 1985, William “Bill” Lowman, 
executive director of Idyllwild School of Music 
and the Arts (ISOMATA), and Richard Richardson, 
development director, got into Richardson’s car 
and started the drive off The Hill. To Lowman, the 
school’s future — the survival of its founders’ dream 
— was at stake that day. 
 They headed for Riverside to meet with Glen 
Stephens, president of the Idyllwild Arts Foundation 
(IAF), the school’s governing 
board, and Richard MacNeal, 
board member and angel 
donor. Lowman had been 
hired to firm up ISOMATA’s 
financial foundation, and now, 
eight months into the job, 
having made some inroads, he 
still faced a $300,000 deficit 
and no means to cover it. 
 In an office in Stephens’s 
law firm, MacNeal and the 
others listened to Lowman’s 
report. Then MacNeal 
dropped a bombshell. Having 
previously gifted the school 
thousands of dollars, he 
now said he had almost $19 million of stock in the 
software firm he had co-founded, which he was 
willing to use to support ISOMATA. As Lowman 
recalls, MacNeal said to “go back out there and 
figure out what we’re going to do with this place.”      
 Lowman and Richardson returned to The 
Hill, stopping along the way to buy a bottle of 
champagne.

Following a dream — then 
passing it along
    ISOMATA was opened in 
1950, four years after Max 
Krone, Dean of the University 
of Southern California (USC) 
Institute of the Arts, his wife 
Beatrice, and some backers 
had incorporated as the IAF. 
The school’s post-war mission 
was to unite people through an 
intensive summer arts program. 
    In ensuing years the school 
forged a reputation that 
attracted committed students 
and renowned faculty, but the 
IAF struggled to support the 

campus year-round. In 1964, eyeing both a $400,000 
operating deficit and the school’s future, Max Krone 
worked out a deed-of-gift contract in which USC 
would assume the school’s debt and maintain the 
summer program in exchange for the 205-acre 
property and its buildings. The IAF assumed an 
oversight role, and ISOMATA became USC-Idyllwild.
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HOW AN ARTS EDUCATION DREAM WAS SAVED

“It was just crazy. 
But in a certain sense 

it was fantastic.”
- Bill Lowman



full control of USC-Idyllwild even before USC, in a 
June 16 letter to Stephens, stated that under the terms 
of a new contract USC would “not agree to sell the 
property back to the Foundation.”
 But by then the IAF had signaled its intent 
to repurchase the campus and its buildings and 
regain control of the program. The existing contract 
stipulated attractive repayment terms of twenty 
years at an annual percentage rate of 6 percent with 
no down payment. What remained to be settled was 
the price, contractually dictated to be the original 
$400,000 debt assumed by USC, plus any capital 
improvements made by USC, minus depreciation of 
those improvements. 
 Eventually, in late summer 1983, the IAF signed 
a promissory note for $537,000. It was a bargain – 
some estimates put the market value at around $2 
million – but the first payment of $47,000 was due 
Oct. 1 and the IAF didn’t have the money to pay it.
 Enter Richard MacNeal. A part-time resident of 
Garner Valley, he had seen the software company 
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The first embodiment of Max Krone’s dream was this first class  
offered by ISOMATA in 1950.
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ISOMATA ... (continued from page 1)

 Institutions of higher education 
typically operate at losses, requiring 
offsetting endowments, gifts and other 
revenue sources beyond tuition; USC-
Idyllwild’s operating losses were 
compounded by its summer-only schedule. 
Conferences and Elderhostel provided 
some off-season income, but not enough. 
Over the years, USC-Idyllwild’s deficits 
remained.

Reclaiming the dream — with an angel’s 
help
 In Jan. 1983, after months of talks 
with the IAF on how USC-Idyllwild 
could increase revenues, USC made a 
dramatic move. Weeks before its next 
Board of Trustees meeting, it released a 
draft resolution notifying the IAF that unless USC-
Idyllwild becomes more self-supporting, USC would 
either substantially reduce its funding or seek a new 
contract with the IAF. If a solution could not be 
found that spring, USC would close USC-Idyllwild 
after that summer’s classes. 
 After USC trustees passed the resolution on Feb. 
2 the pressure to act was on the IAF. Stephens would 
later tell the Los Angeles Times that “the board just 
didn’t like to have the gun at [its] head,” but the IAF 
held the trump card and both it and USC knew it. 
Max Krone’s contract with USC required it to give 
the IAF one year’s notice of any intent to modify the 
program or to sell more than 20 acres of the campus; 
if the IAF didn’t approve, it could repurchase the 
campus.
 As if the resolution didn’t made it clear enough 
that the contract had become a liability to USC, a 
university official told the Town Crier “it is rather an 
unfortunate contract situation…that has brought us 
to this.” The IAF could see USC was angling to gain 

“If a solution could not be found that 
spring, USC would close USC-Idyllwild 

after that summer’s classes.” 
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he co-founded go public in 1983 and wanted to 
do something useful with his new-found wealth. 
Having read about USC and the IAF parting ways, he 
donated $50,000 to “provide strength and courage to 
the board and the administration of ISOMATA.”  
	 “He	became	our	first	angel,”	says	Stephens,	who	
is still a trustee. “We promptly elected him to the 
board.”
 On Oct. 1, 1983, thanks to MacNeal’s generosity, 
the	IAF	was	able	to	make	the	first	payment.	(Within	a	
few years, MacNeal would pay off the balance of the 
promissory note.) 
 Also on that day, USC-Idyllwild once again 
became known as ISOMATA. 

Maintaining the dream on life support
 Independent again, 
ISOMATA	had	to	find	its	
financial	footing	and	fast.	
Stephens had told the Town 
Crier that the school had the 
resources to support itself 
for “about a year, maybe 
even a little longer” after the 
transfer. With no time to lose, 
the IAF had started exploring 
other funding options months 
before USC handed over 
control of the campus. 
 The most promising 
possibility involved 
California State University, 
but those talks would end by 
Oct. 1984, when CSU sought to assume ISOMATA’s 
management	and	operations	but	not	its	financial	
obligations. There were also talks with Mt. San 
Jacinto College about programming and with the 
U.S. Forest Service about a land swap to open up 
land	for	commercial	development	and	profit.	These	
too would go nowhere. 
 Meanwhile, faculty and staff had the 1984 
summer program to run. It would prove to be 
successful, serving over 2,650 students and providing 
for good press. But before it was even over alarms 
rang when the IAF announced staff and program 
cutbacks for the following fall, winter and spring so 
it	could	focus	on	fundraising,	a	five-year	plan	and	the	
next summer’s program. As Stephens told about 70 
ISOMATA associates at an Oct. 17 meeting: “[We’re] 

taking a cold hard look at things…Next summer will 
be	a	learning	experience.	It	may	be	a	final	learning	
experience.”  
 Adding to the uncertainty, in mid-Nov. 1984, 
days after the annual IAF meeting, ISOMATA 
director Patricia Clark submitted her resignation. She 
cited “recent board actions which do not encompass 
my educational interests or personal professional 
purpose” as the “major reasons for my decision.” 
 Two weeks later, the board announced Lowman 
as her replacement.     
 Born in Los Angeles and raised in Las Vegas, 
Lowman was no stranger to the IAF. He had studied 
singing at USC-Idyllwild during the summers of 
1965 and 1966, then returned the following nine 
summers for a succession of staff and administrative 

positions that culminated with his
serving as assistant director for three seasons.
 That connection to the program was important 
to the IAF, but it’s what Lowman did after leaving 
in 1976 that mattered most. He had founded and 
directed the Nevada School of the Arts in Las 
Vegas. In less than a decade, he built the school 
from a three-week summer program serving 150 
children to a year-round facility with an expanded 
summer program, a school-year conservatory and an 
enrollment of over 1,100 students. Perhaps he could 
somehow apply that template to ISOMATA.
 A few weeks before reporting to work on Jan. 
2, 1985, Lowman told the Town Crier, “I decided to 
give up an awful lot in Las Vegas…because I

See ISOMATA, page 5

Before ISOMATA had buildings, students’ dreams materialized in the forest.
IAHS Archive
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ISOMATA ... (continued from page 4)

believe ISOMATA can be a cultural force in Southern 
California.”

Saving the dream
 Lowman hit the ground running. Planning for that 
summer’s program was months behind schedule, and 
enrollment figures were alarmingly low. Lowman 
attributes the latter to Los Angeles Times reports on 
USC’s departure that “predicted doom” for ISOMATA, a 
“critical blow” because most summer program students 
came from the Los Angeles area. 
 While Lowman was hurriedly assembling the 
summer program, he was also looking beyond. “There 
was an urgent need to decide what we were going to do 
with the place come winter,” he says. ISOMATA needed 
a more lasting solution for generating income than 
hosting conferences or Elderhostel.  
 Lowman started visiting with various schools and 
organizations to see what he could do. He reopened talks 
with Cal State; he met with Claremont McKenna College 
and the University of Redlands; when he heard the 
California State Legislature was thinking of establishing 
a state school for the arts he flew to Sacramento in an 
attempt to get them to work with ISOMATA rather than 
start something from scratch. None of these panned out. 
 However ISOMATA was to expand, it had to mesh 
with the Krones’ founding vision. “Our strength was not 
to become a business conference center, an athletic camp 
or any number of things” that could have made money 
but would have fallen outside the mission, explains 
Lowman.
 There was one promising possibility. Before hiring 
Lowman the IAF had begun informally exploring 
a school-year partnership with The Elliott-Pope 
Preparatory School (TEPPS), newly renamed but a long-
time Idyllwild fixture as the Desert Sun School. With 
Lowman in the director’s chair these talks became more 
formal and urgent. 
 Partnering with TEPPS would mesh with Lowman’s 
vision for a school-year academy. Rather than invest in 
a “real school from scratch,” Lowman says he wanted to 
use the combined ISOMATA and TEPPS facilities “as 
long as we could make it work.”

Hope, hesitation and a Hail Mary 
 The two school boards determined that a market 
existed for what would be the first boarding school 

for the arts west of the Mississippi River and one of 
only three in the country. A proposed relationship took 
shape: TEPPS would provide college prep courses to 
ISOMATA students; ISOMATA would provide arts 
courses to TEPPS students; students would be bused 
between the two campuses; and at graduation TEPPS 
would hand out the diplomas. 
 Amidst the TEPPS negotiations and other funding 
explorations, Lowman still had to contend with the 
struggling 1985 summer program. He did pull it off, 
and though enrollment was down considerably he was 
able to break even for the summer -- yet ISOMATA still 
faced a $300,000 deficit. 
 It was around this time that MacNeal made his 
roughly $19 million offer. Soon after Lowman and 
Richardson’s champagne celebration, however, TEPPS 
officials began to hesitate. According to Lowman and 
Stephens, they had second thoughts about how well the 
two student bodies would mix. While the TEPPS 
board balked, the IAF board voted to approve the plan 
between the two schools. At that meeting, ISOMATA 
staff asked for two years to prepare the campus and the 
program and complete the negotiations with TEPPS. 
MacNeal then offered to cover all start-up costs -- if 
they could open the school in one year.
 With a renewed sense of urgency, Lowman decided 
to take a calculated risk. With Stephens and MacNeal’s 
blessing, on Sept. 21, at the annual dinner of the 
Associates of ISOMATA, Lowman  announced the two 
schools’ agreement; all that remained, he stressed, was 
formal approval by the TEPPS board.
 Lowman’s gambit worked, kicking TEPPS into 
gear before the news made the front page of the Town 
Crier. The TEPPS board approved the agreement in 
a “special” session on Oct. 4; by month’s end both 
schools’ boards had ratified the agreement.
 Lowman says he was chastised by the TEPPS 
board for jumping the gun, “which I was prepared for,” 
but quickly got to work. He and his staff “had to run 
for nine months” to rebuild summer enrollment while 
marketing the high school, hiring faculty and staff, and 
producing materials. The night before opening found 
them arranging desks and sweeping floors.
 On Thursday, Sept. 11, 1986, right on MacNeal’s 
schedule, 75 ISOMATA students began high school.
 “That’s how Idyllwild Arts Academy started,” 
says Lowman, who would remain in charge until his 
retirement on June 30, 2011. “It was just crazy. But in a 
certain sense it was fantastic.”  V


