
Ben Wilson was the first of the four Wilson brothers 
(Ben ’69W, Harry ’73, John ’76 and Richard ’81) to attend 
the Academy. Ben’s parents, teachers at Jackson State 
University in Mississippi in the mid-1960s, learned 
Wilbraham Academy was looking for black boys to attend 
the school. In August of 1965, a spot opened up when  
an international student decided not to enroll weeks before  
classes were to begin. The Wilsons took the spot and sent  
their oldest son north.

“I give my parents a lot of credit,” Ben explained. “We were 
a close family. For them to say they were going to send  
their son away to school, at age 14, was tough, especially 
during those times. But they saw Wilbraham as a chance  
for me to measure myself against other boys to see just how 
good I really was.

“After I started going, my brothers wanted to go.  
They had the inside track. At that point, they had a sense of 
what it’s like. That was a fascinating time.” 

And the Wilsons were fascinating teenagers. They excelled 
as student-athletes, so much so they all went on to play 
football at Dartmouth College. Ben said playing sports was, 
and still is, “invaluable. You learn to play as part of a team, 
which is always a good thing. And athletic skills are 
transferable to other areas.”

Also notable athletically, Ben and Harry played on New 
England basketball championship teams their senior years.

“What Wilbraham provided was an opportunity to show 
our intellectual and athletic ability, an opportunity to 
develop that, and an opportunity to test it against others,” 
Ben said proudly of his alma mater. “I think that’s the  
crux of it. Wilbraham meant a lot to us.”

Ben said it was believed throughout the family that Harry 
was the best athlete amongst the four boys. WMA English 
Department Chair Tim Harrington ’73 played football at WMA 
with Harry, who was nicknamed “Super Bee.”

“He was one of the most gifted athletes I had a chance to play 
with or against,” Mr. Harrington said. “He was a star wide 
receiver, he was the sixth man on the basketball team that won 
the New England title in 1973, and he was the starting 
shortstop his four years here. He was probably as good of a 
baseball player as he was a football player.”

“There was nothing Harry couldn’t do athletically,” Ben 
added. “Harry had great body control. Sports are a 
combination of power and force, and then you have to switch 
to finesse. Most people can do one or the other, but he  
could do both.”

Russell Wilson can sure do both as well. He was drafted 
by the Baltimore Orioles after high school and by the 
Colorado Rockies during college for baseball, as well as by 
Seattle for football. Russell chose the NFL, and led Seattle  

Lessons Learned at  
the Academy
in his commercial for Levi’s, Seattle Seahawks quarterback 
Russell Wilson talks about how his dad “helped shape” his 
life and how his dad “helped change” his life.

Russell Wilson’s dad is Harry Wilson III ’73, whose life  
was shaped and changed at Wilbraham & Monson Academy.

“Harry knew quickly Russell had this exceptional  
ability,” said Russell Wilson’s uncle, Ben ’69W. “It must have 
been like being the mother of Whitney Houston. Harry 
really prepared Russell — how to handle an interview; how 
to handle tough questions; how to be a leader; how to 
overcome mistreatment and win anyway. Harry learned 
those lessons at the Academy. 

“Harry loved Wilbraham, loved his classmates, loved his 
teachers, and it was a big deal for us.”

alumni in action: wilson brother legacy by bill wells    Director of Student Promotion

A Father Prepares His Son for Greatness
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to its first Super Bowl in franchise history Feb. 2, 2014,  
with the Seahawks beating the Denver Broncos 43–8.

One of Russell’s greatest memories from the Super Bowl 
season came at the NFC Championship. At the game,  
Ben bumped into former San Francisco 49ers Coach George 
Seifert, who coached at Cornell University in the  
mid-1970s.

“I asked Coach Seifert if he remembered Russell’s dad, Harry, 
who was a wide receiver at Dartmouth,” Ben said. “Coach 
Seifert said, ‘Yes, five catches, 95 yards, two touchdowns.’ 
He remembered!

“I told Russell. He was so happy Coach Seifert remembered 
his dad. You didn’t know Russell had just won the game  
that leads to the Super Bowl. It meant a lot to him that Coach 
Seifert remembered his dad.”

Harry was ill for a number of years and died from diabetes 
in 2010. He never saw Russell play in the NFL. Ben  
hosted a party at his house during the 2012 NFL Draft, where 
he was able to share Russell’s special moment. Ben has  
shared a number of special moments with his nephew, before 
and after Harry’s death. Ben, though, made sure his 
relationship with Russell always stayed the same.

“I never tried to be Russell’s father,” Ben said. “I tried to 
be a good uncle. He had a great father.”  

“He (Harry) was one of the  
most gifted athletes I had a 
chance to play with or 
against … He was probably  
as good of a baseball player  
as he was a football player.” 
 — tim harrington ’73

�Russell Wilson with  
his uncle Ben Wilson ’69W  
and aunt Merinda.
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