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A TribuTe To LArry SechreST

Joseph salerno

Our esteemed colleague, and my dear friend, Larry Sechrest, 
professor of economics at Sul Ross University, died on 

October 30, 2008. The cause was heart failure, and he passed with 
his beloved wife Molly at his side.

Larry was a committed Austrian economist and passionate 
defender of the liberal economic order. At the time of his passing, 
he was a leading advocate of free banking and critic of central 
banking. A prolific and engaging writer, he authored many 
scholarly and popular articles on a wide variety of topics, ranging 
from the economics and institutions of monetary freedom to the 
role of privateering in national defense. While he contributed to 
the advancement of economic theory and political economy, as a 
vocational economist he saw his primary mission as educating 
his students and the public at large in the principles of a purely 
contractual society.  Accordingly, his work appeared in a wide 
variety of academic and policy journals, popular periodicals and 
reference works, including the Cato Journal, the Quarterly Journal 
of Austrian Economics, the Journal of Economics, the Journal of Ayn 
Rand Studies, the South African Journal of Economic and Management 
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Sciences, Advances in Austrian Economics, the Review of Austrian 
Economics, Reason Papers, the Freeman, Ideas on Liberty, The Free 
Radical, the Review of Business, the Journal of Services Marketing; 
and in reference works such as The Myth of National Defense, 
Fifteen Great Austrian Economists, and Magill’s Survey of Social 
Science: Economics.

Perhaps his most important work was his book Free Banking: 
Theory, History, and a Laissez-Faire Model, which, I am happy to 
note, was brought back into print by the Mises Institute a few 
months before Larry’s passing. It is reviewed by John Cochran in 
this volume of the QJAE.  

Larry’s erudition and scholarship were recognized by his peers, 
and he was elected to membership in the New York Academy of 
Sciences and served on the Editorial Boards of both the Quarterly 
Journal of Austrian Economics and the Journal of Ayn Rand Studies.

But Larry was more than an economist, teacher, and scholar; he 
was a consummate gentleman, possessed of impeccable integrity 
and a backbone of steel.

For those who have not heard this before, I will recount an 
episode in Larry’s life that illustrates these qualities. A few years 
ago, Larry wrote a highly perceptive and hilarious essay regarding 
the scholarly shortcomings of today’s college students, focusing on 
his own students as (anonymous) examples. The article appeared 
in Liberty magazine. What followed was an amazing spectacle. 
The mayor of Alpine, Texas, the home of Sul Ross University, as 
well as many other worthies in the community and the university 
vigorously denounced him. There was even a “support Sul Ross” 
parade down the main street, complete with floats and posters, 
protesting Larry’s article—I am not making this up. Larry intransi-
gently stood his ground and never gave an inch while the firestorm 
raged around him. Interestingly while students, professors, 
merchants—everyone—expressed shock and dismay at the words 
he had written, many of these same people knew he was right and 
told him so—in private of course. Then the New York Times got 
involved with a feature article, with interviews with townspeople, 
students and many others. Rarely if ever had Alpine, Texas made 
the national news except this one time, thanks to a single man of 
integrity who dared to tell the truth. 
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Throughout the ordeal, he showed what he was really made of. 
He was light and funny and charming, making jokes and tossing 
off wry one-liners. He didn’t have a heavy heart. On the contrary, 
he seemed completely serene and entirely amused by it all. Not 
once did he back down or back-pedal. He stuck by every word 
in the piece, and used the occasion to explain even more. In the 
end, of course, he came out on top. The parades died down and 
people calmed down, and then everyone began to take notice: this 
man is completely devoted to teaching and completely dedicated 
to his vocation and to his students. His writing was not motivated 
by spite, but by love of knowledge and his profound desire for 
students to take their jobs as seriously as he took his. 

Let me close with a personal anecdote about Larry. A few years 
ago my son, who majored in both finance and economics at an 
exclusive and high-priced private university in the Northeast, 
wanted to take an online course in the summer that would count 
toward his economics major.  So I wrote to the Mises list inquiring 
whether anyone was planning to teach such a course. Larry 
responded and graciously invited my son to enroll in his course 
Comparative Economic Thought—Free Enterprise. The three 
required books for the course were Thomas Sowell’s Marxism, 
Milton Friedman’s Free to Choose, and Murray Rothbard’s For a 
New Liberty. The focus of the course was Marx’s condemnation 
of the capitalist economy and the respective defenses of the free 
market by Friedman and Rothbard.  

My son read through the syllabus Larry had sent and decided 
to enroll. I was so impressed with the structure and content of 
the course that I decided to read along with him. My son then 
forwarded the course description and syllabus to the appropriate 
administrators at his university for formal approval, which we 
had no doubt would be forthcoming. In the meantime, Larry, 
acting on his own, went out of his way to have my son qualified 
for in-state tuition. As it turned out, Larry’s course was approved 
as a general university elective but not, as my son had requested, 
an elective for his economics major. The reason given, or rather 
implied: it lacked sufficient rigor. My son appealed the decision 
and the matter was forwarded to the Chair of the Economics 
Department, who rejected the appeal on the technical grounds 
that Principles of Economics was not listed as a prerequisite for 
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the course. Whether the course was rejected because of a perceived 
lack of rigor or for ideological reasons, I do not know; but what 
I do know, and regret, is that my son missed an opportunity to 
deepen his insight into the operation of the real-world market 
economy under the guidance of a master educator.  

Larry was taken from us much too soon, but his accomplishments 
will live on and inspire scholars and intellectuals in the future. 
Regrettably, we will not see his like again any time soon.


