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FOREWORD 

On July 2, 1862, in the midst of one of the darkest periods 
in our national history, Abraham Lincoln turned aside from 
the overwhelming problems confronting him to sign a bill 
which was fraught with incalculable potentialities and op­
portunities for good in the nation's intellectual, social, and 
industrial life. This bill is known in educational history as 
the Land Grant Act of 1862. Its author and untiring champ­
ion through five years of debate and struggle in Congress was 
Senator Justin S. Morrill of Vermont. The Land Grant Act 
of 1862 brought into being the great system of Land Grant 
Colleges and Universities, developed on a cooperative basis 
between the Federal government and the several states; it 
also brought into existence a new philosophy of education, 
national in scope, progressive in outlook, and peculiarly ap­
plicable to the important new trends in American civilization 
which were taking form and substance by the middle of the 
nineteenth century. 

Senator Morrill was not a college graduate. However, he 
recognized the limitations in scope and outlook of the pre­
vailing classical college, and he was convinced that it did 
not meet the nation's educational needs. He foresaw that the 
warfare of the future would be fundamentally industfrial and 
commercial and that the nation which would secure and main­
tain supremacy• in this competition must be adequately 
trained for the work. 

No clearer or more convincing statement of the philosophy 
of this new education and its place in our educational system 
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can be found than in Senator Morrill's addresses in Congress 
during his fight for the passage of the Land Grant Act, and in 
his later utterances. He did not desire that the classical col­
lege be superseded or in any sense retarded. flis interest was 
centered on a progressive, reasonable, and practical extension 
of the educational facilities of the nation. 

Speaking at the Massachusetts Agricultural College in 1875, 
Morrill said: 

"These Colleges were founded on the idea that a higher and 
broader education should be placed in every State within the reach 
of those who may choose industrial vocations where the wealth of na­
tions is produced. The design was to open the door to a liberal edu­
cation for this large class, and to offer not only sound liter~ry instruc­
tion but something more applicable to the productive employments 
of life. The colleges were established on a sure foundation, accessible 
to every one, where all the sciences needful for the practical vocations 
of life may be taught, and where agriculture, the basis of present and 
future prosperity, may find troops of loyal and earnest friends studying 
its familiar and recondite economies and at last elevating it tu the 
highest standards of intellectual attainment." 

In harmony with the philosophy and clear intent of the 
Land Grant Act under which it was established, the Iowa 
State College has for seventy-five years dedicated herself to the 
thesis that the education of young men and women in the pure 
and applied sciences and in the humanities is the most effec­
tive means whereby modern science may become the con­
structive instrument of man. Specifically, the College has 
devoted her thought, talents, and energies to the advance­
ment of the agricultural, industrial, social, and spiritual 
resources of the Commonwealth of Iowa; holding steadily to 
her distinctive role and refusing to allow that role to become 
ill-defined. 

Doctor Ross has portrayed in vivid and scholarly lines the 
growth and progress of the Iowa State College, its origin, its 
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early struggles, its place in the State and in the intellectual 
world. The book is much more than the history of a single 
institution of higher learning. It is in essence the fascinating 
story of one of the most significant and far-reaching educa­
tional movements of modern times. 

AMES, IOWA 

OCTOBER I, 1942 

CHARLES E. FRILEY 

PRESIDENT OF THE IowA STATE COLLEGE 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE VISION OF A NEW EDUCATION 

The Industrial Movement Comes to Iowa 

* * * 
The Iowa State College, in its inception, was not "just 

another college" to promote local aspirations, to satisfy sec­
tarian zeal, or to provide personal gratification. The open 
prairie site was located only by survey bound~ries, the sponsor­
ship and control were wholly public, and the establishment, 
aside from certain initial local gifts, was financed by state 
appropriation. There was no benefactor to provide endow­
ment, name, and advice. Motive and purpose were to be 
found rather in the vision-which Hawkeye reformers shared 
with those of other states--of a new education for a new age. 
This vision, though at times blurred, was a true one. Simple 
and primitive as was the initial organization, undeveloped and 
halting as was the program, mistaken as were certain of the 
immediate objectives, here was the pioneer state's response to 
the most influential movement in modern higher education. 
For this "Industrial Movement" was an effort to keep educa­
tion in line with the trend of a democratizing and industrial­
izing nation, by providing a technological training that was 
popularly available. The ultimate solution was the modern 
land-grant college of which that of Iowa was to be typical. 

A NEW EDUCATION FOR A NEW SOCIETY 

Educational extension had been one of the major demo­
cratic reforms of the twenties and thirties. Attainments varied 
as greatly as the forms of organization, but there had come to 
be a general agreement on underlying principles. The free 
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school, the free academy, and the state university were defi­
nitely on the way to realization. To complete the system, the 
chief remaining need was a technological content and method. 
This emphasis, too, in a tentative way, had its precedents. 

From early days the homelier needs and their vocations 
had not been overlooked. Scientific effort was applied to 
existence, security, or comfort; there was no time for the 
luxury of the pure and abstract. Franklin's researches were 
all directed to such pragmatic ends; his plans of education, 
and those of his sympathizers like Dr. Rush, included them. 
Throughout the agitation for free schools earning efficiently 
was stressed, if not always logically. The Fellenberg manual 
labor schools joined to their other aims that of agricultural 
and mechanical skill, and certain of the lyceums were even 
more directly vocational. The pioneer Rensselaer Institute, 
kept from bei1tg merely another of these visionary ventures 
by the ability and foresight of its leadership, became a perma­
nent center of1 technical training, though with its program 
greatly restricted from the original, over-ambitious design. 
All of these preliminary efforts but prepared the way for the 
American phase of the Industrial Movement, which came 
with the new economic order. 

In the two decades before the Civil War, in response to the 
changing economic scene-the increasing mechanization of 
farm and factory, the·extension of transportation and com­
munication, the growing mercantile and financial complexi­
ties, and the rise of a p~rmanent labor problem-there arose 
a demand for a corresponding change of emphasis in educa­
tion. Why not, it was demanded, have special training for the 
farmer and mechanic as well as for white-collared or high­
stocked professions and the military establishment? The agita­
tion, scattered at first, developed into a more or less concerted 
effort corresponding to the parallel European movement. 
The representatives were nationwide. Agricultural society 
leaders and journals, North, South, and West, joined agri-
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cultural education to the demand for state and federal boards. 
Labor mutuals, becoming increasingly class-conscious, gave 
trade education a leading place on their agenda. Crusaders 
for women's rights sought to have their cause included though 
they were usually regarded as embarrassing allies. Some agi­
tators had the breadth of social vision to include all these 
causes in their schemes of popular education, as Horace 
Greeley did in his proposed people's colleges and Jonathan B. 
Turner of Illinois in his industrial university plan. 

This great opportunity found the existing collegiate system 
wholly unprepared. The basic sciences were coming in slowly 
and on unequal terms, with inadequate equipment and, too 
often, incompetent instruction. Concessions made here and 
there to the new trend by chairs of applied chemistry, agri­
culture, and civil engineering generally alienated the old 
interests without winning the new. President Francis Way­
land's report to the trustees of Brown University in 1850 gave 
classic statement of the plight of a system that had served the 
past but was failing to meet the needs of the present and hence 
was being rejected, as declining enrollments testified. 

An enduring but not an immediately felt influence came 
from a group of American scientists who had studied at 
European universities. These native research leaders with 
immigrant recruits laid the foundations in the forties of the 
Sheffield school at Yale, the Lawrence foundation at Harvard, 
and of less notable beginnings in certain other institutions: 
But these early centers of research and advanced study had 
little contact with the occupational masses, and their leaders 
were generally not in sympathy with the practical reformers. 
There was need for reformers, educators, and scientists to 
unite on a program that, while scientifically sound, would 
arouse popular interest and thus win public support. So slow 
and difficult was such a task that of all the state agricultural 
colleges projected, only one-Michigan-had been actually 
established when the Iowa legislature passed its founding act. 

3 
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FORMATIVE EDUCATIONAL INFLUENCES IN IOWA 

Iowa's provision for an agricultural college was one of the 
modernizing policies that followed the great migration of the 
middle fifties. Strategy of location on the direct line of west­
ward movement and availability of natural resources had 
brought statehood to this trans-Mississippi territory before 
the last fruits of the Northwest Ordinance had been garnered 
(by the admission of Wisconsin); and these same natural ad­
vantages insured cross-state transportation even without has­
tening subsidies. But the earlier comers were largely pioneer 
river and timber dwellers-patch-clearers rather than settled 
farmers. Permanent homemakers and institution builders 
came with the spectacular rush of settlers in the fifties which 
was to treble the population by the end of the decade. This 
migration, mainly from New England, New York, Pennsyl­
vania, and the Old Northwest, with certain special foreign­
group settlements, mainly Scandinavian, German, and Dutch, 
was to bring political and social transformation as well as 
economic expansion. In the election of 1854 the old Jack­
sonian control passed to the free-soil interests, who were com­
mitted to an extended program of governmental activity. The 
new constitution followed in 1857 authorizing a banking 
system and providing permanent location of the capital and 
of the state university. 

;Economic life was moving from the extractive and sub­
sistence stages. Improved cattle were being i.µiported. Nursery 
stock was being adapted and acclimated. Settlements were 
leaving the forest fringes and moving out boldly to the open 
prairies. In 1854 the first locomotive was ferried across the 
river at Davenport, and two years later rail connection had 
been made with the temporary capital at Iowa City and 
another line projected between the rivers which was shortly to 
rescue the college farm from prairie isolation. Local agri­
cultural societies were started in the forties, and in 1 853 the 
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state society was founded by a group of progressive farmers of 
the southeastern counties. The first state fair held the follow­
ing year ranks among the outstanding events in the making 
of modern Iowa. Another sign of growing agricultural sta­
bility was the establishment of the state's first agricultural 
paper-The Iowa Farmer and Horticulturist-at Burlington in 
1853. James W. Grimes, who added to his other interests 
agricultural and horticultural improvement, was a founder of 
this paper and served as editor until his election as governor. 
Mark Miller's Northwestern Farmer followed at Dubuque three 
years later. 

Other agencies of information and improvement were not 
lacking. Newspapers multiplied. Of state imprints for 1858 
half were educational and fraternal and the rest about equally 
divided between religion and regional promotion. Hiram 
Alvin Reid's "Harp of the West; a poem in five parts" showed 
literary aspiration at least. Historical consciousness at this 
early stage was indicated by the existence of a Hawk-Eye 
Pioneer Association, a Pioneer Settlers' Association, and a 
Plymouth Society. In the "cultural period" of the lyceum, 
18!)5-60, the nation's best talent came to the state. In addition 
to Emerson, the intellectual sage, and Greeley, the political 
oracle, there appeared scholars like George P. Marsh, Edwin 
P. Whipple, and Professor Haddock of Dartmouth, who was 
heard, no doubt with great profit, on "The Province of 
History"; reformers like Parke Godwin and Wendell Phillips; 
and, in lighter vein, readers like Park Benjamin and John G. 
Saxe. 

Home missionary devotion and competitive zeal, which 
insured the extension and diversification of religious sects, 
led to an inordinate multiplication of colleges and seminaries. 
Probably at least a score of these uncertainly classified founda­
tions had reached some stage of existence during the decade, 
and about a dozen had survived the depression of the late 
fifties. But however great the initial contribution of the sec-
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tarian groups, the main responsibility for education was early 
recognized as a public one. The free-school system was on the 
way to establishment. The Horace Mann-Amos Dean report 
of 1856 had pointed the way, and the new constitution had 
given the powers. The State University was opened in 1856 
with a federal land grant as an endowment, the promise of 
the Old Stone Capitol as a home, and a relatively broad cur­
riculum on an elective basis as an intellectual inducement. 
Even such a liber3.l program was not sufficiently extended to 
meet Hawkeye desires. With the prevalent ideas and the 
special opportunities and interests of the state, industrial 
education was bound to be urged. 

EARLY INTEREST IN TECHNICAL EDUCATION 

Schemes for technical education paralleled the history of 
the territory and the pioneer state. At the session of the Wis­
consin territorial legislature held at Burlington in January, 
1838, an act of incorporation was passed for the "Davenport 
Manual Labor College." The design of this institution left 
nothing to be desired in training for vocation, citizenship, 
and social adjustment; it aimed to promote "the general 
interest of education and to qualify young men to engage in 
the several employments and professions of society, and to 
discharge honorably and usefully the various duties of life." 
Lack both of funds and of available students prevented the 
trial of an enterprise that.,...-even for a manual labor establish­
ment-was most ambitious. 

Other projects of the period had the same general aim. In 
1842 the Mechanics' Mutual Aid Association of Iowa City 
organized an academy and erected "the finest school building 
in all the Territory." The "male department" was in charge 
of two brothers from Kenyon College, and the "female" was· 
directed by a graduate of Emma Willard's celebrated Semi­
nary at Troy, New York. In addition to the elementary and 
"cultural" studies the Academy advertised courses in natural 
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philosophy and astronomy, natural science, chemistry, sur­
veying, civil engineering, geography of the heavens, and civil 
and political economy. Althoygh the association assured the 
public that their institution would be made "one of the best 
Literary Institutions in the Valley of the Mississippi," the 
promoters soon lost interest, and the enterprise was aban­
doned. Similar institutes and instructional "lyceums" were 
tried throughout the older settled area during this decade. 
In I 8 54 the Dubuque Reporter referred to a "people's college"­
meaning; in accord with current usage, a manual labor 
institute-as the "highest worldly pride" of a thriving western 
village. The following year the famous Wittenberg Manual 
La&or College was started. Western College, a sectarian 
enterprise, was founded in 1856 with a view to agricultural 
instruction and student labor. A professor was chosen "to 
take charge of the college farm, to furnish work to students, 
and conduct the whole upon scientific principles." 

PROPOSALS FOR PUBLIC AID 

The idea of public aid for technical training was held from 
the beginning of statehood. Ten years before the founding of 
the Agricultural College, January 24, 1848, in the extra session 
of the First General Assembly a memorial was sent to Congress 
seeking "the donation of the site and buildings at Fort Atkin­
son, in this state, together with two sections of land, including 
the same, which shall form a branch of our state university." 
The reasons urged provide an admirable statement, for this 
early period, of the aims and plans of agricultural education. 
"Agriculture being the leading interest in this state, we desire 
to elevate the conditions of those who engage in it, to cause it 
to be regarded as a progressive science; and for this purpose 
to furnish our young men with the means of combining sound 
theory with useful observation and experiment. To effect 
this object we contemplate the early establishment of our 
agricultural school upon the manual labor plan. . ." The 
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location was held to b~ "one of the finest agricultural portions 
of the state" and one that would "soon be surrounded with a 
dense population." The buildings were well adapted to this 
purpose and would house and provide recitation rooms for 
from one hundred to two hundred students; with the disband­
ment of the garrison they would be of little service for any 
other use. 

In the early fifties there was much sentiment for using the 
university fund for a polytechnic institute that would give 
special emphasis to agricultural instruction. The Farmer and 
Horticulturist' favored such an establishment and in March, 
1854, published an elaborate and well-reasoned article, "State 
University-Scientific and Agricultural School." The writer, 
George F. Magoun, a graduate of Bowdoin College, was a 
pioneer religious leader and reformer who was to become the 
first president of Iowa College at Grinnell. At this time he was 
both a pastor and a practicing lawyer. The need for scientific 
training for the farmer, he held, was no longer in dispute-­
the "good sense of the age" had settled the question. He 
proposed to submit certain reasons why the university fund 
should be devoted to this purpose. In the first place, the pos­
sible uses of the fund were either a school of applied science 
or another old-line college. With the latter type the state was 
adequately supplied by private initiative. "Local and denomi­
national zeal will be likely to supply us with all the Colleges 
we shall want for fifty years to come. It is a superfluous and 
needless effort to build another on the basis of the State 
University Fund." 

By reason of this multiplication of local and sectarian foun­
dations he was convinced that a state university could not 
secure the requisite general patronage from all sections of the 
state, for, as he quaintly put it, "local or denomination zeal is 
stronger than State zeal, the latter is a more enlarged and dis­
interested feeling; and when once the former has the field the 
latter has small chance." Whatever was to be the ultimate 
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organization of the state's higher education, there was the 
limiting condition that the existing fund, according to the 
most generous estimate, was inadequate for a "university" of 
the usual sort but would probably provide adequately for a 
science school which would be a start toward a true uni­
versity. With the medical school at Keokuk as the first unit, 
one of "Sciences and Arts" should now be added. "A Poly­
technic School, like that of Paris, would certainly answer 
better the idea of 'a Universal School' than a mere college." 
If at first the fund was sufficient for but one chair, he suggested 
it be that of chemistry applied to the arts, and urged "how 
much such a professor might do for the State, for the whole 
State, for our industrial classes-Mechanics, Manufacturers, 
Machinists, Farmers!" With other states making provision 
for industrial education, should "Iowa alone be destitute?" 

With complacent optimism Magoun was sure that "for a 
School of the Arts we could obtain men of the very first rank­
advanced s~holars, lecturers, and demonstrators. The highest 
minds of the age are enlisted in such enterprises. They could 
develop the magnificent resources of the State, now sleeping 
in the soil, and in the minds of our young artisans and agri~ 
culturists." The "active or industrial classes" were in the over .. 
whelming majority in Iowa, yet no provision had been made 
for their special training and uplift. Their opportunity was 
now at hand: "If they speak, especially if THE FARMERS 
speak, the thing can be done, and our University Fund saved 
from being squandered, or from being devoted to ends for 
which it is inadequate or is not needed." Motivated as it was, 
in considerable part, by a desire to prevent competition of 
state with sectarian higher education, the plea was both 
plausible and realistic. 

After such agitation in his paper it was natural that Grimes 
as governor should support the plan. In his first inaugural 
address in 1854, he made the recommendation with character­
istically logical appeal: 
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"I do not believe it to be sound policy to establish a literary institution 
that shall come into rivalry with the various denominational colleges now 
struggling into existence. These institutions should be encouraged, and not 
depressed. They can and will educate the young men who wish to enter 
the professions of law, physic and divinity. But the State has a greater 
want, than of lawyers and doctors. She wants educated farmers and me- , 
chanics, engineers, architects, chemists, metallurgists and geologists. She 
needs men engaged in the practical duties of life, who have conquered their 
professions, and who are able to impart their knowledge to others. She 
wants farmers who shall be familiar with the principles of chemistry, as 
applied to agriculture; architects and mechanics, who will adorn her with 
edifices worthy of so fair a land; and engineers and geologists who will 
develop her resources, and thus augment the wealth and happiness of her 
citizens. This want can only be supplied by the establishment of a school of 
applied sciences. I have no hesitation, therefore, in recommending that the 
University fund be appropriated to establish a practical scientific or poly­
technic school." 

In vetoing a bill for an appropriation for the medical college 
at Keokuk, January 23, 1857, he asserted that the people of 
the state had the right to expect that the University should 
"furnish the ground-work of education that is important to 
the successful prosecution of every trade and profession in 
life." It has been charged that Grimes as "an eastern man" 
lacked an appreciation for the western state university type 
of higher education, but with his rare insight into western 
ways and problems it may well be that he sensed truly the 
type of education most needed by the new state. Had funds 
been available it is very likely that the University would have 
been organized at this time in accord with the recommenda­
tion. Such an early emphasis would not have precluded later 
development along broader liberal and professional lines as, 
for instance, the history of the "Illinois Industrial University" 
has shown. Schemes for an industrial emphasis in the Uni­
versity continued throughout the founding years. Among the 
bills to establish branches of the University, presented in the 
Sixth General Assembly, 1856-57, was one for an agricultural 
school at Delhi in Delaware County, and a member of the 
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constitutional convention assumed the offering of agricultural 
instruction at the University in urging as one of the advantages 
of locating it within the five-section grant in Jasper County 
that there would be room for a model farm. 

AGITATION FOR AN AGRICULTURAL COLLEGE 

In any case, the more ardent industrialists in Iowa, as else­
where, strongly favored a separate "agricultural college." 
Suel Foster, the pioneer Muscatine horticulturist, was the 
earliest and the most persistent champion of industrial educa­
tion in the state. Foster was a native of New Hampshire and 
had settled in Iowa a decade before statehood was attained. 
He belonged to the chronic agitators of the Middle Period and 
supported many causes, to the good of the community but 
often to the detriment of his nursery business. He gained a 
worthy supporter in his educational crusade in 1855 when 
William Duane Wilson became editor of the Iowa Farmer. 
This veteran journalist-who had curiously acquired his title 
of "General" from service as general superintendent of light­
houses on the Great Lakes and who was the eldest uncle of 
Woodrow Wilson-was another who never lacked his causes, 
and the main one for the next few years was agricultural edu­
cation. These congenial co-workers, in articles in farm papers 
and addresses before agricultural and educational gatherings, 
now and throughout their lives, advocated "practical" agri­
cultural colleges, with farms for demonstration and experi­
mentation and with manual labor required of all students. 
With the single-mindedness of the devotee they rationalized 
their scheme to meet all pedagogical and research require­
ments and to bring solution to all known problems of the 
country-economic, social, physical, and moral. 

Their most specific "Plan of an Agricultural School" was 
given by Wilson in the Farmer and Horticulturist for June, 1856. 
There were three 'essential features. A model farm well stocked 
and equipped would demonstrate the most approved up-to-
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date methods and organization. An experimental farm was 
essential to test and extend knowledge in the main branches 
of the occupation. Instruction was to be provided in all the 
sciences concerned with cultivation and husbandry, namely, 
in the editor's enumeration, chemistry, meteorology, miner­
alogy, zoology, animal and vegetable physiology, and veteri­
nary medicine and surgery. Surveying might be added as 
desirable for a "liberal agricultural education." For all three 
purposes a museum of agricultural products, a collection of 
agricultural implements, and a veterinary hospital were neces­
sary. A college thus equipped and with adequate staff, Wilson 
concluded, would give the most thorough test and the widest 
dissemination of the information that the Iowa farmer needed. 
To secure the fullest and most immediate benefit to the occu­
pation, Wilson and his fellow agitators advocated an agri­
cultural bureau to supplement and cooperate with the college. 

PRE LIMIN ARY LEGISLATIVE EFFORTS 

Such appeals met little direct opposition, but the lack of 
means, and indifference and prejudice occasioned discourag­
ing delays. Times became so hard that the smallest appropria­
tion seemed a burden. But whether times were good or bad, 
there was a traditional suspicion of any sort of positive gov­
ernmental activity. Such an attitude was glaringly reflected 
in a legislative reaction of this period. 

In the first annual report in 1854 the State Agricultural 
Society appealed to the Fifth General Assembly for a modest 
yearly support fund of a thousand dollars and for the estab­
lishment of a bureau at the capital with a provision for geolo­
gists and chemists to investigate, make observations, and con­
sult with farmers on special problems. The resulting achieve­
ments in applied science, the petitioners were convinced, 
would "ultimately lead to the institution of agricultural 
schools, upon experimental or pattern farms, where the whole 
circle of the natural sciences will be taught and practically 
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applied, without which it is quite safe to say that the highest 
capabilities of land culture, horticulture, and stock raising 
can never be elicited." The appropriation was granted, and 
the Senate passed the bill to establish a bureau, but the action 
in the House indicated the contempt with which such a func­
tion was regarded as well as the lack of belief in public eco­
nomic aid and supervision of any sort. A member, with as 
curious as mistaken a sense of humor, moved an amendment 
that "The Secretary of said Bureau shall at his own expense 
procure one pair of every kind of animals, and for their 
accommodation he shall cause to be erected in the forks of 
the Raccoon and Desmoines, a building similar to Noah's 
Ark; that he shall also procure one pair of every kind of fowl 
which shall be permitted to run at large in the State House 
yard and roost on the trees; provided always, the drawer of said 
Agricultural Bureau shall always be kept a little open for 
Shanghais to lay in, which eggs shall be preserved and dis­
tributed equally amongst the members of the next General 
Assembly." On the formal roll call th<? burlesque motion was 
lost by only nine votes whereupon the bill was laid upon the 
table. Fortunately, this contemptuous disposal of the measure 
did not reflect the prevailing sentiment toward policies of 
agricultural improvement, as the next session was to indicate. 

Following endorsement by the State Society at its annual 
fair in 1856, a measure was introduced in 1857 for "the 
establishment of a State Agricultural College." The bill passed 
the House by a vote of thirty-nine to twenty-two, but the 
Senate amendments of which the House disapproved arrived 
too late for adjustment at this session. The supporters had 
the assurance of Governor Grimes that, although he thought 
such a separate establishment was somewhat premature, he 
would approve the bill. Legislative victory was now clearly 
in sight. 



CHAPTER TWO 

COLLEGE, FARM, & BUREAU 

" The Entire Agricultural Interests of the State" 

* * * 
The Seventh General Assembly, which convened on Janu­

ary 11, 1858, was the first to meet at the new capital and the 
first to act under the new state constitution. Its composition 
and achievements were worthy of the occasion. B. F. Gue, 
who wrote from long and intimate experience, characterized 
the Seventh as "The most important legislative body that 
ever convened in Iowa," and the no less experienced Edward 
H. Stiles concurred in this opinion. The roll in both houses 
contained names which were to become famous in both state 
and national leadership. Among the senators were Josiah B. 
Grinnell, Samuel J. Kirkwood, William Loughridge, William 
H. M. Pusey, Nicholas J. Rusch, Alvin Saunders, William G. 
Thompson, Henry H. Trimble, and David S. Wilson. The 
House membership included William W. Belknap, Cyrus C. 
Carpenter, Lincoln Clark, Benjamin F. Gue, George W. 
McCrary, Dennis A. Mahoney, Stephen B. Shelleday, William 
H. Seevers, James F. Wilson, and Ed Wright. The situation 
of the state called for the combined efforts of all available 
talent. The new constitution was to be established under the 
most critical conditions. The national depression had swept 
away all but a few strongly established business concerns, 
destroyed credit both public and private, and reduced living 
conditions to a subsistence basis. 

IOWA IN 1858-59 

Even that primitive security was to be threatened by a crop 
shortage resulting from a year of unprecedented rainfall. In 
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reviewing this year of social and natural calamities in his 
Thanksgiving proclamation Governor Lowe found the chief 
of their mercies the realization of "the strange evanescence of 
riches that have wings-the folly of attempting to fare sump­
tuously every day, by vain schemes of speculation, instead of 
hardening the hand, and moistening the brow with honest 
toil." Climatic derangement could not by any sort of moraliz­
ing be accepted as a "mercy," and after a winter "of special 
trial and destitution to many of our people" the chief executive 
recommended that Friday, April 22, 1859, "be observed by 
all the people of this State as a day of Fasting, Humiliation 
and Prayer, that thereby we may propitiate a kindlier provi­
dence and be fed once more with the heritage of Jacob." 

The legislature, overcoming narrow partisanship, except 
on the sectional issue, enacted a program that enabled the 
state to emerge from primitive disorder to modern stability. 
A banking system was founded, taxation was reorganized, 
the school laws were revised, and provision was made for 
utilization of the railroad land grants. And not the least of 
the achievements of this historic session was the creation of an 
agricultural college. The interest in technical education at a 
time when life had been reduced to the elementals of existence 
is evidence of the effectiveness of the appeal of the agricultural 
reformers. 

LOWE'S RECOMMENDATIONS 

Governor Lowe reflected the growing popular interest in 
his inaugural address. He repeated almost verbatim the pro­
posals of the State Agricultural Society. After the rather 
superfluous reminder that "agriculture from the character of 
our soil and the nature· of our geographical position, must be 
the great leading avocation of our people, and therefore the 
first interest to be considered and improved," he made recom­
mendations to that end. The first step, after suitable encour­
agement to county and state societies, was the establishment 
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of an agricultural bureau that "should hold the same relation 
to the people of the State, that a similar department in the 
Patent Office at Washington City does to the whole country." 
In cooperation with the federal bureau and "all the Agri­
cultural Societies in the land, its great office would be to intro­
duce new and valuable seeds, both of the cereals and vege­
tables; direct their culture; gather up agricultural statistics 
and information from the best farmers everywhere, and dis­
seminate the same largely among the generation of free 
laborers who now or may hereafter occupy our plains." But 
in addition there was needed an application of science to the 
occupation, and this necessitated "at a proper time" the 
establishment of "Agricultural Schools, in connection with 
experimental farms, where the natural agencies bearing upon 
her domain may be taught and applied; such as geology-or­
ganic chemistry-botany-physiology-zoology-atmospheric 
propertie~ and influences, etc." The Governor wisely re­
frained from further specifications. "To elaborate the connec­
tion between these sciences and the object of Agriculture, 
which has its outgoings in the infinite," was, he was convinced, 
"neither expected nor demanded in this communication." If 
rather indefinite, this was nevertheless a friendly gesture and 
no doubt went as far as the Governor felt he could commit 
himself in the hard times in which his term fell. 

FRAMING AND INTRODUCTION OF 

THE COLLEGE BILL 

The college agitators, after having their measure so long 
ignored, were convinced that this session was the "proper 
time." They were supported by petitions from the directors 
of the State Agricultural Society and from citizens of various 
counties. The leading spirits were three young reformers­
pioneer farmers living in log cabins-Benjamin F. Gue of 
Scott, Robert A. Richardson of Fayette, and Ed Wright of 
Cedar. They had come to the state in 1852, Richardson and 
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Gue from New York and Wright from Ohio. They were ardent 
reformers-abolitionists, prohibitionists, religious liberals, as 
well as champions of industrial education. They were to 
render long and useful public service: Richardson as a lead­
ing farmer of his section and a member of the college board; 
Wright, after service in the Civil War that brought a brevet 
brigadier generalship, as a state employee in various capaci­
ties to his death; and Gue as a state senator, college board 
member, lieutenant governor, journalist, and the first impor­
tant historian of the state. At this time they were over­
conscious of their lack of educational opportunities and de­
termined that the coming generation of country children 
should not be under this disability. In the legislature, accord­
ing to Gue, they "sorely felt the meager equipments which 
poverty had entailed upon them as they attempted to meet 
in debate the educated professional gentlemen, lawyers skilled 
by long practice in public speaking, with all the advantages 
of a college education; and it raised the inquiry, why should 
land grants and money endowment be given to enable the 
wealthy who choose the so-called learned professions to get 
all the inestimable benefits of a university education while 
the sons and daughters of the mechanics, farmers and all 
grades of workers were deprived by virtue of scanty incomes 
from participation in the benefits of a higher education?" 
The extent of collegiate training among the legislators, even 
of that unusually talented session, was doubtless greatly over­
rated, but the feeling of disparity between the pioneer farmers 
and the professions was real. 

Gue has left a vivid narrative of the framing of the college 
bill. On the evening of February 4, 1858, in a rooming house 
on the east bank of the Des Moines River in the pioneer capi­
tal city amid a howling blizzard, the three young reformers 
prepared a revision of the bill introduced in the last session. 
The following day Richardson presented their draft under the 
cumbersome and double-purposed title, "A bill for an act to 
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provide for the establishment of a State Agricultural College, 
with a State Board of Agriculture, which shall be connected 
with the entire Agricultural interests of the State of Iowa." 
The board proposal was evidently found to be a handicap; a 
month later, March 5, Richardson substituted "A bill for an 
act to provide for the establishment of a State Agricultural 
College and Farm with a Board of Trustees, which shall be 
connected with the entire agricultural interests of the State." 
The new bill emphasized the type of educational institution 
that would appeal to the farmer constituency and sought at 
the same time to include the essential functions of a board of 
agriculture. An initial appropriation of $20,000 was to be 
provided. Richardson sought reference to the agricultural 
committee, but James F. Wilson, the aggressive young chair­
man of ways and means, insisted on the prior claim of his 
committee. 

COMMITTEE ACTION 

Meanwhile there was an effort to establish an agricultural 
professorship at the State University. In the Senate, February 
1 7, J. B. Grinnell reported from the committee on schools and 
state university a bill making appropriations for the Uni­
versity with the following amendment: "And the further sum 
of two thousand dollars to be expended in establishing an 
Agricultural Professorship in connection with said University, 
whose duties shall be defined by the Board of Trustees of said 
University; which board shall consult with the President of 
the State Agricultural Society, in the establishment of said 
Professorship, and in determining the duties thereof." The 
amendment was adopted, but on March 2, on recommenda­
tion of the committee on ways and means, this provision was 
dropped. 

The action of the corresponding committee in the House 
proved no more favorable to the proposal for a separate agri­
cultural college. On March 1 o Wilson reported the bill with 
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recommendation that further consideration be indefinitely 
postponed. The innocuous as well as ineffective recommenda­
tion was added, no doubt as a gesture to the rural voters, that 
the committee on agriculture be instructed to prepare and 
report a bill for the establishment of an agricultural bureau 
"in connection with one of the State offices at the Capital of 
the State." The explanation for rejecting the college proposal 
was that the state had no money to squander on such a vision­
ary experiment. The bill's supporters, anticipating the oppo­
sition, had laid their plans for the legislative struggle. The 
three sponsors were joined by William Lundy of Muscatine, 
the chairman of the agricultural committee. General guidance 
was left to Wright, who was an unusually skillful parliamen­
tarian. W. H. Seevers, the chairman of the judiciary com­
mittee, and John Edwards, the head of the committee on 
expenditures, united with Wilson in arguing against the 
expediency of such a use of state funds at this time. 

DEBATE AND ENACTMENT 

In presenting and defending the bill Gue delivered his 
maiden speech and, after overcoming a temporary embarrass­
ment, made a telling plea and sounded a defiant challenge. 
To the objection that the proposed institution was far in 
advance of the time and that all the present status and needs 
of the occupation warranted was an agricultural bureau to 
distribute seeds, he replied shortly that the supporters of the 
measure, who were all practical farmers, knew best what was 
needed and demanded by their great constituency. That need 
and demand was nothing less than an opportunity for agri­
cultural education equal to the training for the other profes­
sions. The lack of such opportunity was causing ambitious 
country boys to seek other occupations and rural leadership 
was fast being depleted. They proposed to train leaders in 
business and public affairs as well as expert technicians. "We 
want the young men so trained and educated, that it will not 
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be necessary for them to forsake their chosen avocation, to 
become qualified to occupy any station, or hold any office in 
the country. We want them to be able to stand on this floor, 
and in our national councils on terms of equality with the best 
legal men of the times and there be able with equal talent, 
education, ability and eloquence, to urge there our claims, 
advocate our principles, and defend our interests." 

The bill as now presented was the result of long and careful 
consideration of all proposed plans and of consultation with 
representative farmers by the committees of botJ::i houses. The 
"legftl gentlemen" he recognized might not be ready for such 
a forward step but he served notice that the "Working, pro­
ducing classes," which included "not the farmers alone ... 
but all the laboring classes, the mechanic, the day laborer, 
the inventor and the manufacturer," were all ready and 
urgent. 

The issue, the young reformer concluded, would be clearly 
drawn in the recorded vote between the supporters of higher 
education for the privileged few and the advocates of educa­
tional opportunity for all. If this measure were defeated the 
great constituency would understand where the responsi­
bility rested, and the popular will would not be thwarted for 
long. 

Such a threat brought action. Beginning with Cyrus Car­
penter of Webster the opposition capitulated. The opposing 
chairmen disclaimed any hostility to the aims of the bill and 
hastened to express full agreement with the claim that all 
classes should receive equal privileges from the legislature. 

, But, they explained, the proposition was a new one; they were 
"not aw~re that a similar college had been established in any 
state." For the present they proposed a compromise on the 
appropriation, and Lundy's amendment cutting the amount 
in half brought ready acceptance. After some delay in select­
ing the trustees, the bill was passed in the Hduse, March 1 7, 
by a vote of forty-nine to five. In the Senate the following day, 
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after three substitutions had been made in the membership of 
the board and the action reconsidered, the bill passed twenty­
four to five. Charles Foster of Washington was the leading 
supporter in the upper house. The act was approved by 
Governor Lowe on March 22-which thus became the true 
founding day of the College. 

ANALYSIS OF THE ACT 

The organic law was an extreme example of the social 
crusaders' distrust of administrative discretion and their confi­
dence in their own ability to provide complete and minute 
specification in subject matter and method as well as in 
organization. Consequently the act furnishes a prospectus of 
the standard agricultural college as sought by the ardent 
champions of industrial education. The blanket enacting 
clause providing for a "State Agricultural College and Model 
Farm, to be connected with the entire Agricultural Interests 
of the State" was sufficiently inclusive and elastic to make 
possible the type and functions of agricultural education and 
organization desired. 

The governing body was a board of eleven trustees chosen 
by the legislature from nominations made by county agri­
cultural societies and apportioned by judicial districts. The 
governor and the president of the state agricultural society 
were given ex officio membership, and the president of the 
College was to be the chairman. The board was authorized to 
purchase at least a quarter section of land, after considering 
rival proposals and weighing their advantages. The proceeds 
of the five sections granted for capital buildings were, with the 
consent of Congress, to be added to the college fund. Strict 
requirements were made for keeping financial accounts and 
farm records, even to a "register of the weather," by a compe­
tent bookkeeper chosen from the faculty or from the advanced 
students. 

Tuition was to be "forever free to pupils from this State 
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over fourteen years of age and who have been resident of the 
State six months previous to their admission." Popular appeal 
was sought in the reduction of the entrance requirements to 
the rudiments of learning and a flexibility of standard that 
left much to the examiner's discretion: applicants "must be 
of good moral character, able to read and write the English 
languag~ with ease and correctness, and also to pass a satis­
factory examination in the fundamental rules of arithmetic." 

To insure a sound industrial program the required studies 
were specified. The list marked a considerable extension of 
Governor Lowe's suggestions and indicated, according to 
existing classifications, the emphasis desired: "Natural Phi­
osophy, Chemistry, Botany, Horticulture, Fruit Growing, For­
estry, Animal and Vegetable Anatomy, Geology, Mineralogy, 
Meteorology, Entymology [sic], Zoology, the Veterinary Art, 
plain Mensuration, Leveliing, Surveying, Bookkeeping, and 
such mechanic arts as are directly connected with Agri­
culture." After these requirements were provided for, there 
might be added "such other studies as the trustees may from 
time to time prescribe, not inconsistent with the purposes of 
this act." Evidently instruction in mathematics and English 
was assumed. The failure to mention agronomy, animal 
husbandry, and dairying indicated the undeveloped state of 
agricultural science. Even such confident legislators hesitated 
to make a faculty assignment of these subjects and left to the 
board the creation of "such Professorships as they may deem 
best to carry into effect the provisions of this act." 

The bureau function was embodied in the office of the 
secretary. That official was to be selected by the board from 
its own membership. He was to maintain an office in the 
capitol for the performance of a great variety of duties: to be 
the recorder, correspondent, and custodian of 'the board; to 
encourage the organization of agricultural societies; to collect 
and distribute for trial new seeds, plants, a,nd trees; to en­
courage the importation of improved breeds, the invention of 
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agricultural machinery, and the establishment of domestic 
manufactures; to publish agricultural information in news­
papers; to collect and file the agricultural statistics of each 
county; and to report annually to the legislature or governor 
on his activities, and the receipts and expenditures of his 
office and of those of the College and farm. He was given a 
salary of $r,ooo and allowed an equal amount for the pur­
chase and distribution of seeds and for the expense of his 
office. The dignity and responsibility of the office were em­
phasized by the fixing of the bond at $30,000. 

The trustees' only compensation was mileage at the same 
rate as members of the General Assembly for attendance upon 
not more than three meetings annually, but the office was 
regarded from the first as one of dignity and honor. The 
initial selection of trustees named in the act, although subject 
to the inevitable regional and political expediency, was highly 
creditable. The members and their counties as given in the 
law were: M. W. Robinson, Des Moines; Timothy Day, 
Van Buren; John D. Wright, Union; G. W. F. Sherwin, 
Woodbury; Wm. Duane Wilson, Polk; Richard Gaines, Jeffer­
son; Suel Foster, Muscatine;]. W. Henderson, Linn; Clement 
Coffin, Delaware; E. H. Williams, Clayton; and E. G. Day, 
Story. Williams and Coffin declined to serve, and John Pattee 
of Bremer, then auditor of state, and Peter Melendy of Black 
Hawk, were chosen to fill the vacancies. The membership 
included some of the outstanding leaders in agricultural im­
provement in the state. Foster and Wilson have already been 
noted; Timothy Day was the state's first importer of Short­
horns; and Peter Melendy, who was to render the College a 
unique service, wa's a leading stock raiser. ~fost of the others 
were prominent in the state and local agricultural societies. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOARD 

The Board held its first meeting January 10, 1859, and was 
organized by the election of Wilson as secretary and Richard 
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Gaines as treasurer. Since the president of the College was to 
be the presiding officer of the board, the selection of that offi­
cial was considered. A letter was read from Hugh D. Downey, 
a prominent lawyer and banker of Iowa City, to Governor 
Lowe strongly recommending Dr. Jesse Bowen, the retiring 
president of the State Agricultural Society, as "an intelligent, 
practical, talented, and experienced western leader whose 
appointment to the Presidency of the College would give very 
general satisfaction." The selection was postponed until the 
June meeting. Meanwhile Messrs. Sherwin, Foster, and Wil­
son were named as a committee to correspond with and report 
on candidates for the presidency and faculty. So few proposi­
tions for location were presented that the Board voted to 
extend the time for making offers to May 1. 

If at this preliminary meeting little was achieved in the way 
of organization, the spirit and aim of the proposed institution 
was not left in doubt. Upon motion of John Pattee it was 
resolved "that although the legal name of this Institution is 
fixed by Statute, we deem it expedient to designate a shorter 
name: Therefore, we would recommend that in general use 
(but not in legal instruments) the 'Iowa Farmers' College' be 
the designation." The members further pledged themselves 
to make known to the people of their districts in every possible 
way "the objects of the Farmers' College." The agricultural 
papers readily adopted the popular name. 

At the June meeting, presided over by Governor Lowe, 
appreciable progress was made both in organization and in 
location. Suel Foster, John Pattee, and E.G. Day were con­
stituted an executive committee, and Foster was elected 
"president pro tern of the Board, with power to take charge 
of the Farm." In this position Foster was legally the acting 
president of the College, and he was so designated by the 
press of the state. He was annually re-elected during the next 
five years. In 1865 William H. Holmes of Polk became his 
successor, and at the organization of a new board the next 
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year Benjamin F. Gue, then of Webster, was chosen to head 
the corporation and was continued until the selection of the 
first regular president of the College in 1868. 

At the same meeting, upon recommendation of the organiz­
ing committee, four professorships with specified subjects were 
agreed upon-physics: natural philosophy, chemistry, ge­
ology, mineralogy, meteorology; mathematics: arithmetic, 
algebra, geometry, trigonometry, conic sections, astronomy, 
surveying, civil engineering, bookkeeping; zoology: ento­
mology, ornithology, ichthyology, animal anatomy, veteri­
nary art; botany: fruit growing, horticulture, forestry, vege­
table anatomy, and botany. Sherwin, Foster, and Wilson 
were continued as a committee to receive !lnd investigate 
applications for these positions as well as for that of the 
presidency. Obviously, before a faculty was secured and its 
work organized, the College must be located and developed 
through the formative stage. In response to the prospectus 
a~king for bids for the sale of land for a college farm, offers 
were made by the counties of Hardin, Jefferson, Marshall, 
Polk, Story, and Tama-all but one near the center of the 
state. A committee of three, Sherwin, Pattee, and Gaines, 
was instructed to examine the different proposed sites and 
report at an adjourned meeting. 

SELECTION OF A COLLEGE SITE 

Story-just entering its fifth year of organized existence, 
sparsely settled, and reputed to be unusually swampy-had 
shown a marked interest in the inchoate college. During and 
following the bill's consideration the legislature had been 
petitioned to make the location there. E. G. Day of that 
county as a member of the first Board sought to arouse local 
interest. In September, 1858, he published in the Nevada 
Advocate a request for county products-grains, seeds, min­
erals, building stone--as an exhibit of the region's resources 
with which to impress his fellow board members. On Christ-
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mas Day a mass meeting was held at the court house in Nevada 
to consider means of securing the prize. The meeting had 
been announced in the local paper two weeks previously with 
an exhortation for everybody "to rouse up and turn out." 
George M. Maxwell was chairman, and a committee on 
resolutions from each township was formed. Colonel John 
Scott proposed the calling df a special election by the county 
judge to consider the appropriation of 12,000 acres of the 
county's swamp lands, but after heated discussion a $10,000 
bond issue was substituted. In anticipation of popular ap­
proval of the aid, a committee headed by W. G. Allen, a 
pioneer surveyor, was chosen to represent the county's interest 
before the Board. After further meetings the election, on Febru­
ary 7, 1859, endorsed the issue by the overwhelming vote of 402 
to 48. In addition to this county aid, individual notes totaling 
about $5,500 and nearly 1 ,ooo acres ofland in Story and Boone 
counties were offered. The total value of the Story-Boone 
offer was estimated at $2 1 ,355. 

With the prevailing hard times, ruinously low agricultural 
prices, and inaccessibility to markets involving a subsistence 
or barter economy, the subscriptions involved heroic devotion 
to the cause. Many confessed later that they made their 
pledges without knowing how they could be met. Land for 
those who possessed it beyond their immediate needs was often 
easier to give than a, comparatively small subscription. Henry 
McCarthy, from whom the largest purchase was made for the 
original farm, reduced the price one dollar per acre as his 
contribution. Such sacrifices were not in vain; the combined 
inducement was to prove decisive in the location. 

On June 21, 1859, after considerable balloting, the Story 
County site was selected. In the securing of this decision the 
efforts of pioneer settlers of the county, exerted in various ways, 
were most influential if not determining. Most prominent 
among these supporters were John L. Dana, the county's first 
representative in the General Assembly, Colonel John Scott, 
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George M. Maxwell, T. C. McCall, E. G. Day of the first 
Board, and W. J. Graham, his successor. The county's first 
historian comments on the triumph with restraint: "Take it 
all in all, when it is remembered that Story was then almost a 
frontier county; that her territory was contemptuously styled 
a frogpond; that her people were poor and the times were 
those of great depression, and that the Board was strongly 
disposed to be influenced by the amount of donations prom­
ised, the securing of the location was a great triumph. Had 
the subsequent action of Congress been anticipated it would 
doubtless have gone to a more wealthy county." 

However that may be, the people of Story County, as well 
as their supporters in Boone, felt no sense of inferiority and 
were highly elated at their triumph. They gave expression to 
their feelings in a characteristic pioneer celebration-a Fourth 
of July picnic on the college farm in a grove north of the pres­
ent college armory. The main addresses were delivered by 
John A. Hull of Boone and Colonel John Scott of Story, and 
were followed by the reading of the Declaration by a young 
Nevada attorney. The dinner was worthy of the event and 
appropriate to the aspirations of an agricultural college-the 
recorded menu included turkey, chicken, roast pig, ham, 
mutton, fish, cheese, vegetables, fruits, honey, and pies. The 
usual toasts to the day, the flag, the Revolution and Washing-

. ton, President Buchanan, the army and navy, and our mothers 
and sisters were interspersed by those to the farmers of Iowa, 
to the new college, the locating commissioners, and as a 
climax one by a professor of Boonsboro to "The Rising Genera­
tion, the Hope of the World and a Mighty Sure Crop in the 
Hawkeye State." 

THE PRAIRIE PRIMEVAL 

The site of these triumphant if premature festivities was a 
farm of 648 acres in the western portion of the county secured 
from five different owners at a cost of $5,379.12. In the choice 
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of location the sectional divisions that had previously de­
termined county politics were ignored. The Nevada interests 
were led to support the trans-Skunk location by considerations 
of soil and topography, the insistence of the Boone supporters 
upon proximity to their county, and the confidence that no 
effective rival to the county seat would develop to the west. 
The only settlement in the region was the little hamlet of 
New Philadelphia, now the southern part of Ontario. With 
the only direct line of travel the stage road from ;Nevada to 
Boonesboro, the situation was one of extreme isolation. Ten 
years later at the inauguration ceremony, B. F. Gue graphi­
cally described the primeval wildness of the future campus: 

"During these dark days, when the future of our projected Institution 
seemed shrouded in gloom, when the most sanguine of its friends could see 
little hope of success, when we had realized the full magnitude of the under­
taking, utterly destitute of resources necessary to carry out our plans, with 
nothing but a great prairie farm, wild, but beautiful in its wildness, remote 
from railroad, river, cities or towns, it seemed far better adapted for the 
quiet retreat of some pioneer farmer and backwoods hunter, than for a site 
upon which to erect a College for the children of the farmers and mechanics 
of a great State. I remember well my first visit to this spot, years ago, long 
before the North Western Railroad was projected: Striking out north from 
Des Moines, on to the great sea of prairie that then stretched, in almost 
unbroken wildness, to the Minnesota line, the great monotonous plain of 
waving grass only broken here and there by scattered groves, and meander­
ing through it the sluggish river of fragrant name, that, skirted with timber, 
seemed like a long line of straggling sentinels, guarding the great plain from 
the approaching civilization that had just begun to encroach upon its bound­
less domain. A few log cabins of the early pioneers contained the entire 
population that then inhabited the country between the capital and the 
College Farm. Arriving upon the ground designated by that classic name, 
it seeµied to me that it must have been selected as a place of exile, where 
students would some day be banished, remote from civilization and its 
attendant temptations, to study nature in its native wildness. Standing on 
the eminence where the College now looms up, we could only see one of the 
most beautiful landscapes in the west, but almost as wild as when Noah's Ark 
floated over a world of water. When and lww a great State College was to be 
built up here, was a problem too difficult for any of us then to solve. But we 
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had got the idea, the land, and an endorsement of the Legislature, and we 
must work it out." 

The "land," all things considered, was well adapted as a 
site for working ~ut the great idea. The editor of the Boone 
County News after participating in the Fourth of July festivi­
ties, reported that everyone who had seen it "pronounced the 
site of the Agricultural College and Farm an admirable one." 
The joint legislative committee, of which Gue was a member, 
appointed to report on the farm in January, 1864, after giving 
a detailed description of location, topography, and resources, 
expressed the opinion "that it would have been difficult for 
the trustees to have made a selection more fully complying 
with the requirements of the law, than the one purchased. It 
has upon it at least six different varieties of soil, representing 
the prevailing kinds in the State; it has more than 50 varieties 
of timber, bushes, and shrubs, and running water, spring and 
well water in abundance; a plenty of gravel, sand stone, and 
material for brick; high dry land, level dry land, rolling clay, 
second bottom, sloughs, fiat wet bottom, and timber bottom, 
besides the genuine prairie land." The committee was con­
vinced that the farm fulfilled the intent of the law "as com­
pletely as any selection that could have been made." In 
view of the unfavorable judgments made on the quality and 
adaptability of the college farm in the early days this conclu­
sion by the accredited investigators of the General Assembly 
was highly significant. It remained to transform the open 
prairie into a "model" farmstead. 

MAKING THE FARM 

During the first year seventy acres of prairie were broken, 
640 rods of fence were constructed, and contracts were let for 
the excavation and materials for the farm buildings. A con­
siderable proportion of the subscriptions was paid in labor and 
materials. The Board was optip:llstic regarding donations for 
the equipment of the farm. Manufacturers from all sections 
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of the country were offering their implements to be tried; 
breeders east and west would supply foundation stock, and a 
Polk County nurseryman had already promised fruit trees to 
the value of a. hundred dollars. "Numerous will be the dona­
tions/' the report concluded, "embracing the abov~ named 
classes of husbandry, as well as all the others . . . whenever 
we are prepared to receive them, by parties in and out of our 
borders, who feel a lively interest in the prosperity of an Insti­
tution which is destined, at no distant period to wield an 
immense influence for good in developing our Agricultural 
resources, and without which we would lose them." The sites 
for the first buildings for college and farm were selected with 
care, and tentative estimates of their costs were made; but a 
building program awaited the further aid of the General 
Assembly, and before that could be secured there impended a 
desperate legislative battle for existence as well as the uncer­
tain issues of national civil strife. At the fair of the Cedar 
Valley Agricultural and Mechanical Association in September, 
1859,J. B. Grinnell urged that the Farmers' College should be 
kept "without the arena of political strife" and provided ade­
quate initial support. "It is your own, which in infancy asks 
the fostering care of generous parents, whose neglect will be 
as the embrace of death." The admonition was timely, as the 
infant was in imminent danger of perishing from exposure 
and neglect. 

STRUGGLE FOR LEGAL EXISTENCE 

In view of other pressing demands upon the taxpayers, the 
· members of the executive committee in their first report re­

frained from urging an appropriation at this session. They 
hoped with the means at their disposal to be able to erect the 
necessary farm buildings and to put at least a part of the farm 
in good working condition. They were confident that by the 
meeting of the next session the members would know more 
fully the desires of the people regarding the institution. 
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Though they expected no appropriation, they hastened to add 
that they esteemed "our Institution one demanded by the 
imperative necessities of agriculture in the State, and one 
which is heartily endorsed by those who bear the burden of 
taxation." Meanwhile they asked the legislature, in addition 
to filling the vacancies on the Board, to provide for granting 
deeds of the donated land when sold and for legalizing the 
Story County bonds whose regularity had been called in 
question. 

In his outgoing message in r 860, Governor Lowe merely 
reported what had been done in locating the farm and in pre­
liminary organization. Governor Kirkwood, who a few weeks 
later signed the first report as a member of the executive com­
mittee, in his inaugural address gave a very general endorse­
ment and suggestion of legislative action: ''Agriculture will 
be for many years to come, as it has been in times past, that 
interest which underlies and supports all other interests in our 
State; and any aid that can legitimately be given to it, should 
be given generously and not grudgingly. I have not sufficient 
information touching this institution, to enable me to make 
any specific suggestions in regard to it, and can only recom­
mend the whole matter to your careful and friendly considera­
tion." 

The consideration, whether careful or not, was anything 
but friendly from a majority in the House who felt that a 
state-supported college at this time was an unnecessary bur­
den. The active opponents sought to capitalize this sentiment 
for the repeal of the founding act. A resolution was adopted 
directing the committee on agriculture to inquire into the 
expediency of such action. The committee made rival reports. 
The two minority members advocated repeal and offered a 
bill for that purpose. They made four allegations in support 
of their proposal: (r) the institution had not been and was not 
then demanded by a majority of the tax-payers; (2) the cost 
would be entirely disproportionate to the benefit to be derived 
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from the institution; (3) admitting that the College would be 
of practical value to the agricultural interests, they believed 
it unwise to undertake :;o costly an enterprise at a time of such 
general financial distress; (4) the state was young, one-half of 
her territory was unsettled, and it was consequently unjust 
to impose such an unnecessary burden upon the pioneer 
taxpayers. 

Gue argued for the five majority members that repeal would 
be inexpedient and unjust as the institution, established after 
long agitation, had not had a chance to show its value, and 
there was no evidence that any considerable group desired 
such summary action. During the financial stringency the 
supporters would ask no further appropriations but instead 
would "solicit such subscriptions from friendly sources as may 
enable them, when times are more propitious with some assist­
ance from the State, to erect such buildings as the wants of 
the Institution may require; thus relieving the people from 
any apprehensions that this Institution should add to their 
already heavy burthen of taxation." Gue stressed as the tan­
gible evidence of the law's benefits the activities of the "Agri­
cultural Bureau," particularly in the distribution of seeds. 
"Through this department of the College, we are already 
reaping the benefit of the law to some extent, while the Board 
is engaged in making preparations for carrying its provisions 
fully into effect, as fast as the means at their disposal will 
justify." In conclusion Gue made an impassioned appeal to 
the farmer-worker interest. Such a backward step would "be 
evidence to our citizens and to the world, that after having 
once determined to educate our working men, to elevate 
labor and make it honorable and enabling; that after having 
decided to provide an Institution in which the sons of our 
farmers and mechanics may be educated for their chosen pro­
fession, we have repented of our noble purpose, and have 
concluded that ignorance is preferable to knowledge, and 
have chosen darkness rather than light." 
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In spite of the peril of falling to this benighted condition, 
it was evident that a majority of the members were committed 
to the economy move and that the only hope for preserv­
ing the aspiring enterprise was in securing delay. Gue 
accordingly moved that the bill be laid on the table for the 
present, as the opposition was not prepared to act upon it, 

'-and the concession was made-fatal to the hostile design, 
for a two-thirds vote could not at any time in the future be 
secured to call up the bill. Meanwhile the measures regarding 
lands and bonds were enacted, and the supporters were glad 
to let the matter rest until more favorable times. "For one," 
wrote Governor Kirkwood, to Suel Foster, "I will not consent 
to have standing on the farm a pile of unfinished buildings as 
a monument of my folly and business capacity." 

In the report for the year Secretary Wilson made a strong 
class-conscious appeal for the adequate support of their Col­
lege designed "to educate the youth ef the State in enlightened practical 
Agriculture." The friends of the "Farmers' College" should 
present to the legislature the evidence of the popular desire 
and at the same time make known to the farmers themselves 
the opportunity for effective training at a minimum cost. 
Representative leaders of the Industrial Movement in differ­
ent sections were quoted on the national benefits of an 
educated rural population. 

THE COLLEGE SECRETARY AND HIS BUREAU 

Wilson's own work as secretary of the Board, and as such 
the head of the "bureau," was the most effective result of the 
college act in the preliminary years. In the opinion of the 
editor of the Northwestern Farmer, this was a "very important 
office, and should be filled by the right kind of a man; capable, 
industrious, systematic in all his arrangements and one who 
possesses public confidence in the highest degree. He possesses 
the power to limit or extend the influence and usefulness of the 
Institution to a greater degree than any other member of the 
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Board .... General Wilson met all these requirements ad­
mirably." 

Upon assuming the office he had severed his connection 
with his agricultural paper to devote his entire attention to 
the work. He at once invited correspondence with farmers 
and mechanics, and during his term from 1859 to 1864, when 
the office was abolished, rendered a service far in advance of 
the time and one that anticipated a later state department. 
The reports from the second to the fifth inclusive contained 
general surveys of the state's agriculture, discussions of the 
cereals, sorghum, flax, sheep, cattle, and hog production, and 
the progress of domestic industries. There were carefully 
selected statistics and reports of the distribution of seeds and 
plants-secured by purchase and from gifts of the Patent 
Office-and of the experiments with them. The State Register 
found his final report "a valuable collection of facts for general 
circulation, prepared with great labor and care," and was 
confident that "if it could be put into the hands of the indus­
trial classes of the Eastern States it would be a valuable 
stimulus to immigration to the cheap yet fertile lands of 
Iowa." There was the logical suggestion in some quarters 
that this position be joined with that of the secretary of the 
State Agricultural Society, and it was unfortunate that such a 
combination was not made. Following the termination of his 
service with the college Board, Wilson secured employment for 
the next five years with the new federal Department, which 
was established as a companion measure to the act providing 
aid to state agricultural colleges. It was to this latter act that 
the embryo Iowa institution now turned in its desperate 
struggle for perpetuation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE NATIONAL SUBSIDY 

Iowa & the Land-Grant Movement 

* * * 
HOPE OF FEDERAL AID 

Iowa legislators authorized the establishment of an agri­
cultural college with the definite expectation of federal aid 
for their project, either through general grants to the states 
such as that proposed in the first Morrill bill then pending or 
by a special subsidy. The latter was definitely sought two 
weeks before the passage of the Iowa agricultural college bill. 
On March 3, 1858, the legislature approved a memorial to 
Congress asking "a donation of 50,000 acres of land, to be 
taken from public lands in this State, for the purpose of estab­
lishing scientific agricultural schools." The memorial urged 
that "the farmers of the State of Iowa are exceedingly desirous 
to establish a scientific agricultural college and schools for the 
purpose of giving freely to all a profound knowledge of the 
great truths and fundamental principles of nature, whereby 
all may become fully acquainted with the properties of the 
earth, the vegetable kingdom, and the peculiar adaptation of 
plants to certain soils, and likewise to obtain a complete knowl­
edge of animals, that their stock may be brought to the highest 
perfection." Such assistance to the "respectable portion" of the 
community, it was urged, would help all branches of industry. 
In justification of this type of aid, the national legislators were 
reminded that though they had adopted the practice of mak­
ing "munificent grants of land for the endowment of schools 
and universities ... in all cases the interests of that class of 
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the community which is generally termed the backbone of 
trade and commerce has been entirely overlooked." The 
memorial was received on March 1 7, the very day that the 
college bill passed the Iowa House, and referred to the com­
mittee on public lands. 

IOWA AND THE MORRILL BILLS 

A month later the first Morrill bill was being considered in 
the House of Representatives. In this debate the main contro­
versy centered on the southern state rights defense against the 
free-soil interest, with the East and West rivalry involving a 
subordinate controversy._ On the issue thus presented Iowa 
sentiment was strongly for the bill. Even the redoubtable 
individualist, Le Grand Byington, of Iowa City, was reported 
as one of the lobbyists in attendance at the capital. Cor­
respondents from different parts of the state assured Morrill 
of their sympathy. N. S. Young of Batavia wrote on February 
I that though the measure should be supported by the masses 
of farmers and mechanics, he feared that it might not be under­
stood, and he was circulating a petition for it. James Thoring­
ton, who as the state's first free-soil representative in Congress 
( 1855-5 7) had gained notoriety by his zeal for the railroad 
grant, promised on May 1 7 to refer to Morrill's speech in the 
fall campaign and offered to distribute copies of it in his 
district. 0. C. Hale, a Keokuk banker, wrote rather be­
latedly on October 1 6 that Governor Lowe desired a copy of 
the "great speech." 

The Board of the Agricultural College strongly favored a 
federal grant but its members felt that the one proposed was 
inadequate, and on January 11, 1859, they petitioned the 
state's delegation "to obtain for the state of Iowa an amount 
commensurate with her area and present populat£on, instead of 
the proportion contemplated in the conditions of the bill" 
provided such an effort would not "materially affect the 
success of the bill." 
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In the Senate James Harlan, Iowa's first st,1.perintendent of 
public instruction, an ex-college president, and at all times 
an ardent free-sailer, was among theJeading supporters of 
the measure. He argued for the constitutionality of the bill 
on the ground that acceptance by a state was a voluntary 
matter. The complaint of Senator Mason of Virginia that 
the bill would open the way for Congress to substitute the 
New England school system for that of the South aroused 
Harlan's indignation as an educator. He charged that the 
southern leaders were opposed to the uplift and advance­
ment of the masses through education and twitted Virginia in 
particular about having the largest percentage of illiteracy of 
any state--a distinction his state did not covet. His colleague, 
George W. Jones, was a state rights Democrat who, like others 
of his convictions, West and South, had supported grants for 
railroads on the ground of regional interest but drew the line 
there. So on the final vote Iowa's senators were divided. In 
the House both representatives, Samuel R. Curtis, Republican 
of Keokuk, and Timothy Davis, American of Dubuque, voted 
for the bill. 

In the debate on the bill of 1862, with southern opposition 
removed, the division involved a direct contest between the 
older and the newer state interests and provided the most 
clear-cut northern sectional alignment of any portion of the 
free-soil program. In this controversy Iowa interests were 
divided. With public lands subject in part to outside scrip 
location, the state had a defensive attitude toward the pro­
posed grant, but the value and strategic location of her lands 
had led to such rapid pre-emption and sweeping grants that 
the bulk was already on the way to disposal. Positively the 
educational sentiment in the state was unusually strong with 
two chartered institutions desirous of aid. 

The legislature instructed the senators and advised the 
representatives to support the bill, and such action un­
doubtedly was favored by the great majority of Iowans at all 
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interested in the measure. Harlan again was prominent in 
support, though less enthusiastically. He held that, as a 
landed state, Iowa had little to gain, but he felt that the pre­
dictions of injury to western states generally was greatly 
exaggerated, and that in any case the grant was justified as a 
partial measure of compensation to the old states for the liberal 
grants to the new. It was on this plea, much emphasized by 
Morrill, that he mainly based his support. Suel Foster wrote -
two years later that the trustees of the College had been in 
constant correspondence with Harlan about the bill. 

Senator Grimes by reason of his agricultural and educa­
tional interests was favorable to the project and, with his 
Whig background, regarded the grant as a proper use of the 
public domain. Furthermore, he maintained confidently that 
the progress of the western states would be hastened rather 
than retarded by the location of the scrip within their borders, 
as the lands could then be taxed until the holders were forced 
to dispose of them to settlers. The charge by Senator Lane of 
Kansas that Grimes himself when governor had been a specu­
lative holder of large tracts in western Iowa and had thus con­
tributed to the region's economic and social backwardness 
was apparently regarded as undeserving of notice. The states, 
Grimes felt, could protect themselves against landholders, 
resident or absentee, but he was fearful for the territories. The 
limitation of the amount to be located in. any state to one 
million acres and the defeat by eastern senators of his amend­
ment to include the territories in the restriction opened the 
way, he maintained, for large land companies-:-:0ne of which 
was already formed-to carry on speculative colonization 
projects that would postpone for years the admission to the 
union of new free-soil states. For this reason, in spite of the 
instruction of the General Assembly, he v<;>ted against the 
final bill. 

In the House Iowa's two representatives gave no aid to the 
cause. James F. Wilson, who had led the early opposition to 
the agricultural college bill in the legislature though later 
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supporting it, joined with other western free-soil leaders in 
the opposition. The other member, Colonel William Van­
dever, had vacated his seat by active service with his regiment. 

THE LAND-GRANT ACT 

The far-famed Land-Grant or Morrill Act of July 2, 1862-
the organic law of the land-grant colleges-provided a grant 
of public lands or land scrip to each state in the amount of 
30,000 acres for each senator and representative that the 
state had under the apportionment of 1860. The proceeds 
from the sale of the land or scrip invested in United States or 
other safe stocks yielding at least 5 per cent was to constitute 
a . permanent "endowment, support, and maintenance of at 
least one college where the leading object shall be, without 
excluding other scientific and classical studies, and including 
military tactics, to teach such branches of learning as are 
related to agriculture and the mechanic arts, in such manner 
as the legislatures of the States may respectively prescribe, 
in order to promote the liberal and practical education of the 
industrial classes in the several pursuits and professions in 
life." 

The main condition-to be accepted by special legislative 
acts-was that the states maintain the capital fund un­
diminished except that not more than IO per cent might be 
used for the purchase of a site or of an experimental farm. No 
portion of the fund nor of the income from it could be used 
for the "purchase, erection, preservation, or repair of any 
building or buildings." Acceptance was required within two 
years and the establishment of a college within five years. 
The only check of the colleges' work was an annual report to 
be sent to the other colleges and to the Secretary of the 
Interior. 

ACCEPTANCE OF THE G'RANT 

The calling of a special session of the General Assembly on 
September 3, 1862, to consider pressing war concerns, offered 
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an opportunity for early action on the congressional grant. 
Governor Kirkwood in his message recommended immediate 
action, as delay until the next session might enable other states 
to select Iowa lands "and manage and dispose of them in a 
manner very undesirable to us." In response to this warning, 
House File No. I, which provided that the lands "are hereby 
accepted by the State of Iowa, upon the terms, conditions and 
restrictions contained in said Act of Congress" and providing 
for the selection and location of the lands granted under the 
act, passed that chamber without opposition. The Senate's 
amendments respecting the appointment of a commissioner 
to select the lands led to a disagreement which was adjusted 
by a conference, and the bill was approved on September I I. 

Iowa thus became the first state to signify official acceptance 
of the grant. 

RIVALRY FOR THE GRANT 

Acceptance of the grant did not mean that it would go 
automatically to the Agricultural College. In consideration 
of a portion of the grant, the University was willing to launch 
another school at a time when none of its fields of effort was 
fully established. At the next session of the legislature, 
January, 1864, the representative from Floyd, Azro B. F. 
Hildreth, a journalist who had served as a member of the 
state Board of Education and who as a native of Vermont had 
been an intimate friend of Morrill, introduced a bill to provide 
for the teaching of agriculture and mechanic arts at the State 
University and for dividing the federal grant between the 
University and the Agricultural College. Hildreth's argument 
in support of his bill was that the federal grant was not to any 
particular institution but to the state for performing a certain 
service, and the question was how that could best be per­
formed. To develop a new agricultural college with instruc­
tional and housing facilities within the time set by the act 
would necessitate a larger expenditure than the state was 
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prepared to make. If the grant were saved by the organization 
of the required work at the University, the new College would 
be afforded time in which to develop adequately. The present 
intome of the University was wholly inadequate, but by a 
division of the new grant both institutions would have suffi­
cient means. There would be no strife, he assured, between 
the two institutions if they were developed in the public 
interest. Just what the program of the Agricultural College 
would have been after its main subjects were taught at the 
University was not specified. 

That consideration was wholly secondary to Nathan Brain­
erd of the Iowa City Republican in his modest proposal for 
disposing of the national grant: "Let, then, this grant be 
divided between the State University and the College Farm 
giving each one-half; let the department in connection with 
the University be put in immediate operation, and let the 
College Farm institution be coming along as fast as may be, 
without too great expense. In this way the State University 
will be permanently endowed, the College grant will be 
secured without great outlay of money, and two institutions 
will be provided, as the wants of the State demand, and, in 
our judgment, the best possible use will be made of the noble 
grant from the General Government." 

In newspaper letters the Rev. Oliver !vf. Spencer, president 
of the University, argued to the same effect concerning the 
intent of the act and made the illogical plea that if his institu­
tion did not receive increased support disaster would soon 
follow. He cited as precedents for sharing the fund with a 
literary university the cases of Rhode Island, Connecticut, 
and New York, where the People's College was held, not very 
accurately, to be a literary institution. Meanwhile, Judge 
Francis Springer, a trustee of the University, had submitted a 
memorial to the legislature "relative to attaching the Agri­
cultural College to the State University." 

In heated defense of the agricultural cause Suel Foster 
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wrote that the understanding had been all along that the 
grant was.for institutions like the Agricultural College which, 
indeed, in cooperation with similar institutions of other states, 
had been influential in its enactment. The issue was that of 
the right of the masses to higher education: "We appeal in 
most earnest terms to the friends of agricultural education to 
decide at this session of the legislature whether or not the 
great interest of our state, the men engaged therein, are worthy 
of a higher education than the 'common schools.'" 

In the midst of the discussion, the joint committee appointed 
to visit the college farm, headed by Gue, who was now in the 
Senate, in concluding their report of observations and recom­
mendations expressed vigorous dissent to the proposal of the 
University supporters, which they regarded "as manifestly 
unjust and dangerous." The two institutions were not only 
distinct but contrasting in their basic aims and programs, and 
hence their activities could not be interchanged or inter­
mingled. The University was "intended to be a higher grade 
school than any other in the State, in which students from the 
various seminaries, academies and colleges may enter, and 
complete an education in the highest branches taught, afford­
ing facilities and advantages that no other educational institu­
tion in the State possesses. The object is a noble one, worthy 
of our great State, and we trust that the purpose will be fully 
carried out, without endangering its success by 'any entangling 
alliances.' " As it was, both the state and national govern­
ment had dealt generously with this institution of highest 
learning, and it found itself relatively well supplied in build­
ings and endowment. The Agricultural College, in direct 
contrast, was projected with a wholly different aim to be 
realized by its own peculiar plan. A working class college for 
practical training "in the industrial pursuits they desire to 
follow ... must be entirely independent of ordinary col­
leges and universities where theories are taught, without prac-
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tical illustrations." The manual labor requirement written 
into the founding act was basic to the system, socially and 
pedagogically. Such aims and requirements made evident 
the ridiculous futility of a connection with an urban uni­
versity: "Does any reflecting person believe that these most 
important provisions of the system of agricultural education 
can be connected with the State University, located in the 
heart of a populous city, where no experimental farm can be 
connected with it, with no suitable boarding house where 
young boys can be under the care and control of a suitable 
person who would look to their welfare? They would be 
turned loose after school hours, to all the enticements, vices, 
and corrupting influences of a city. They must find boarding 
places among the inhabitants of the town, where their labor 
cannot be employed to defray expenses; a department thus 
conducted can derive none of the benefits contemplated by 
the friends of the Agricultural College, in providing an in­
dustrial school in accordance with the act of our own Legis­
lature, and the law of Congress making the munificent land 
grant, to enable the plans of the College to be faithfully and 
honestly carried out." The committee was "satisfied that any 
such attempt at consolidation would result in endless strife, 
quarrels, jealousy, and confusion, and would go far towards 
destroying the usefulness of both. We believe it to be the duty 
of the Legislature to encourage and sustain both of these 
valuable institutions by judicious and liberal assistance, while 
both are left free to stand or fall on their own merits." 

The public interest in this rivalry was so keen that during 
the session several evenings were devoted to a discussion of 
the quest~Q:n. in the hall of the House of Representatives. 
Kirkwood, recently retired from the governorship to a resi­
dence in Iowa City, led for the University forces, while the 
college cause was supported by Senator Gue and Representa­
tives George M. Maxwell of Story, John Russell of Jones, and 

43 



HISTORY OF IOWA STATE COLLEGE 

Hugh M. Thomson of Scott, later to become the farm super­
intendent. 

AGRICULTURA.L COLLEGE BECOMES A 

LAND-GRANT COLLEGE 

In spite of the distinguished and influential championship, 
with the state's definite provisions for a separate agricultural 
college the University plan was evidently not regarded as 
expedient. A bill approved March 29, 1864, granting to the 
state's Agricultural College the lands received for supporting 
such an institutipn and authorizing the trustees to sell or 
lease the lands for the College's endowment, was opposed by 
only three vote~ in the Senate and by none in the House, 

I 
though more th~n a score of members were reported absent 
or not voting. It was highly significant for the lutuu program 
that this act was confined wholly to the matter of the disposal 
of the lands and the investment of the proceeds and made no 
alteration in the organization and policies of the College as 
provided in the founding act of 1858. Any broadening of that 
act in accord with the provisions of the Morrill Act was to· be 
implied in the acceptance of the grant and not in legal specifi­
cation. Which policy would be the more determining upon 
the College's organization and program remained to be seen. 

The state was thus committed to a supposedly distinct 
division of its higher education. The University, thanks to 
an early start, to inheritance of the Old Capitol, and to some 
devoted leadership, was getting its program under way. The 
land~grant college· remained to be hou8ed and organized~ 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE COLLEGE ON THE OPEN PRAIRIE 

A New Departure in Higher Education 

* * * 
EARLY FARM MANAGEMENT 

In asserting its collegiate status against unfriendly or rival 
interests in the preliminary years, the institution was handi­
capped by the lack of an instructional plant. In the early 
years the "State Agricultural College and Farm" was all 
farm, and that in itself was a major undertaking. In the years 
before the College opened, the prairie was transformed into 
a going farmstead which in spite of captious or jealous neigh­
borS was undoubtedly better equipped and managed than the 
average of that time. With the limitations of resources and 
the primitive conditions, the degree of progress made indicated 
the reliability and resourcefulness of the various superinten­
dents. The improvements of the first years were supervised 
by the executive committee, of which M. W. Robinson was 
chairman. For 1860 a trustee, Richard Gaines, was appointed 
farm agent. By that time the completion of a house and barns, 
the acquisition of essential stock and equipment, and the 
breaking and fencing of an appreciable area of land made 
possible a more systematic cultivation. 

W. · H. Fitzpatrick of New Philadelphia became the first 
occupant of the Farm House and was in charge of the farming 
work from 1861 to 1865. For the first two years he rented the 
farm for $200 payable in part in labor, fencing, and breaking. 
Peter Melendy, of Cedar Falls, secretary of the Board, was 
persuaded to act as non-resident superintendent in 1865, after 
which his fellow townsman, A. J. Graves, took over the work 
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for a year. The service of the Hon. Hugh M. Thomson as 
farm superintendent, beginning in January, 1867, was to 
extend into the college period and afford him, along with the 
perplexities of adjusting his farming operations to the re­
quirements of student labor, the demands of the steward, 
and the varied theories of the professors, the dignity of inclu­
sion with the faculty. But without instructional complications 
the early superintendents were sufficiently distracted in their 
farm operations by the building activities. 

BUILDING PLANS AND TRIALS 

The first report in 1859 presented a well-considered plan 
for a college building, but it was long in realization. It was 
reported th~t the chairman of the executive committee, 
M. W. Robinson, had given much time and thought to the 
planning of this structure. He had corresponded with the 
Michigan and New York agricultural colleges regarding their 
building experiences and visited the Farmers' College and the 
Female College at Cincinnati (which Horace Mann had 
recommended as the best-arranged college building he had 
seen), and the Farmers' High School of Pennsylvania. The 
Board had employed as expert adviser Mr. Milens Burt of 
Muscatine, "architect and builder, a prudent, judicious, and 
excellent mechanic, and a man of much care and prudence 
in all things." Simplicity and economy with the maximum 
of utility were emphasized by the committee with an obvious 
fling at the ornateness of the University's inherited state 
house: "We have studied every way to economize the funds 
of the State, having all the time in view a good school rather 
than a display of architectural beauty-no costly dome or 
curious winding stairs-but a solid stone foundation, a plain 
brick superstructure of four stories, with pilasters, dental 
brick cornice, projecting roof with brackets, with portico over 
the doors at each end: all of good respectable appearance, 
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about good enough for the farmers of our state, and good 
enoughfor any body else." 

But there was still much that they were uncertain about, 
and no doubt the conscientious committee leaned heavily 
upon the suggestions of their "man of much care and pru­
dence." They were undecided for a time whether to con­
struct a single building or three separate buildings "far enough 
apart to be safe from each other"-an ominous reflection on 
fire hazards. After much deliberation they had tentatively 
decided on four rather than three stories as much more 
convenient. The estimated cost of a building which would 
house roo students, the president and family, and two or three 
professors, provide classrooms and library, as well as commis­
sary, dining hall, and kitchen in the basement to accommodate 
120 boarders, was $30,000. One can readily agree that it had 
"required much time and effort and skill to arrange all this 
in one convenient building." It was suggested that if the 
legislature felt disposed to proceed with the large policy this 
session, which was not anticipated, $40,000 would be suffi­
cient to construct arid equip the building "without an appro­
priation of another . cent to complete it throughout"-an 
over-optimistic estimate, as later experience was to show. 

Funds on hand from the balance of the original appropria­
tion and subscriptions in money, materials, and labor were 
felt to be adequate for the necessary farm equipment-house, 
barns, and shops estimated to cost $8,500. Two years later 
the completed exhibit was a basement barn forty-two by sixty 
and a substantial brick farm house, the main portions with 
inside work unfinished. The cost of these improvements had 
been met wholly from subscriptions. At the legislative session 
of this year, 1862, Governor Kirkwood could off er nothing but 
his blessing: "I would gladly recommend liberal appropria­
tions for the erection of the necessary college and other 
buildings, if the condition of our finances would allow, but 
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I cannot now do so. The farm and buildings are in such con­
dition that a failure to make appropriations will not neces­
sarily work any injury to them. The only unfavorable result 
will be delay and to that we must submit until our national 
difficulties are removed. I heartily approve of the policy 
adopted by the Trustees of reserving the lands donated by the 
State and by individuals, and the bonds of Story County to 
endow the institution, trusting to the liberality of the State 
and of individuals in more prosperous times for the erection 
of the necessary buildings." 

With the failure of the plan of Kirkwood and others to 
trade the use of the university plant for a considerable part of 
the national grant it was necessary to provide a "college" as 
well as a farm at the Story County site. Accordingly, after 
assigning the lands to the College the legislature appropriated 
$20,000 as an installment on a building the total cost of 
which could not exceed $50,000. The structure was to be 
enclosed by October 1, 1865. 

The legislature proposed, but building troubles-natural 
and huinan-imposed repeated delays. In April, 1864, the 
building committee-]. A. Bronson, Suel Foster, and Peter 
Melendy-offered a prize of $350 for a suitable building plan, 
and in June the award was :µiade to a Des Moines architect 
who was engaged to supervise the construction. Then the 
troubles began. The first bricks made on the farm were well 
burned but contained pebbles which caused them to split 
and made them unsuitable for facing; the next lot were of 
good material but not as well burned. A new kiln had to be 
made. The architect proved negligent and inefficient. He 
was discharged in September, and another was secured in 
December to report on the work and supervise future activities. 

The new architect's roughly phrased report was a combina­
tion of technical recommendation and sarcastic comment on 
his predecessor. The original plans, he stated, provided for 
a building that would be deficient in appearance, utility, and 

48 



THE COLLEGE ON THE OPEN PRAIRIE 

construction. The lecture roo:i;n as designed provided "no 
place to put the speaker's stand, so that what he was talking 
about could be heard understandingly half way across the 
room, and it could not be seated so as to accommodate one­
fourth of the number of scholars, with a full attendance." 
The laboratory designs were revised by substituting two large 
for four small ones. With true foresight the new architect 
made more ample provision for chemistry, which as "one of 
the most important subjects to be taught in the institution . . . 
should have as· large a room as could be made for it. . . " 
With equal vision the library room was enlarged. The towers 
planned by his predecessor were architecturally unsound and 
wholly lacking in utility or beauty. All other features of the 
planning from chimney-pot to groundsel met his professional 
condemnation. Methods of construction called forth even 
more disgusted denunciation. The foundation upon examina­
tion was found to be unmathematically proportioned and of 
poor material, and hence its replacement was the first step in 
the revised construction. 

As a result of such delays the best accounting that could be 
made to the legislature in 1866 of its appropriation was a sound 
foundation and the bulk materials for the structure. Governor 
Stone in his message to that session warned of the necessity 
of immediate provision for completing the building and open­
ing the College, for the loss of "this magnificent donation by 
our own neglect or parsimony, after having accepted it, 
would not only reflect lasting disgrace upon the State, but 
would be an irretrievable injury to the advancement of our 
agricultural interests." The estimates secured had convinced 
the Board and the Governor himself that the building could be 
completed within the limits set by the act of I 864, and the 
work was entered upon in good faith, "but the estimates of 
expenses being based upon prices prevailing at the time of our 
calculations were, to a great extent frustrated in consequence 
of the unexpected and exorbitant advance in the prices of 
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materials and mechanical labor." In any case the building 
"must be completed at all hazards" and he trusted to the 
legislature to provide the funds to fulfill the conditions of the 
grant on time. As a consolation for the added cost the Gov­
ernor gave the assurance that "next to the l~sane Asylum at 
Mt. Pleasant" the College would be housed in "the finest edi­
fice in the State," and it would be "erected for a much smaller 
sum than the other States have expended upon their colleges 
under the same Grant." The joint legislative visiting commit­
tee subsequently estimated that $g1,ooo would be required to 
complete the building and meet all outstanding obligations, 
and that sum was appropriated. 

The building troubles, however, were by no means ended. 
The new architect with all his critical assurance proved to 
have his own limitations. The new wall had to be repaired 
at considerable expense before construction of the building 
got under way. When the contract was completed in the fall 
of 1868 the building proved far from usable, for in the very 
restrained statement of the first report of President Welch, 
"with a singular lack of foresight the architect had completed 
the structure without making any provision for lighting, 
heating, supplying with water, or for adequate drainage." 
Consequently these necessary facilities had to be added with 
great inconvenience and at increased cost. The Ruttan system 
of hot air heating, recommended as simpler and more eco­
nomical than steam, proved unsatisfactory even after over­
haulings, and in less than a decade it was abandoned for 
steam. Lighting was provided inadequately by gas generated 
in a small plant. Water was successfully supplied from a well 
by a windmill. The sewerage system remained a continuing 
problem until fully modernized. 

THE INITIAL COLLEGE PLANT 

In 1870 the original building was completed. The addition 
of wings and various alterations and repairs brought the total 
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expenditure to the time of its destruction at the beginning of 
the new century to about $230,000-an astounding multipli­
cation of the legislative estimate of 1864. In the history of the 
Iowa State College "Old Main" has a unique place. In the 
early years it provided most of the instructional and housing 
needs, and throughout the first three decades "the College" 
was identified largely with this all-purpose structure. The 
building was not only relatively commodious and adaptable; 
in appearance it conformed to prevailing standards of col­
legiate architecture. As late as 1896 a writer in the Midland 
Monthly termed the much used and abused old hall "one of 
the few examples of the Mansard period of modern archi­
tecture which pleases the eye at any point from which it may 
be viewed." 

The location of the College necessitated housing of a part 
of the faculty,- at least, as well as the students. An appropria­
tion was made in 1868 for three houses for professors. One 
was built with an experimental concrete block which was 
more nearly a grout in which the mixture was too parsi­
moniously thin; the walls collapsed .. The first manual labor 
assignment of the preparatory group in the fall of 1868 was 
to haul away the wreck for building a walk, for which the 
materials proved well suited. The other two professorial 
dwellings were well constructed of brick. One became in 
succession the president's residence, the first domestic science 
hall, and the music hall until its destruction by fire in 191 2. 
The other, starting as the residence of Vice-President Jones 
became eventually the present Hall of Music. 

ORGANIZING COMMITTEE'S TRAVELS 

With all these trials in preparing the physical plant,for the 
reception of the first staff and students, there was an equally 
arduous undertaking in organizing the College itself and in 
selecting a president and faculty to initiate the program. This 
was even more of a pioneering adventure than that with 
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bricks, concrete, and mechanical appliances. Old-'time col­
leges with small staff and narrowly prescribed course existed 
on every hand, but the "new type" industrial college was in a 
highly experimental stage. There were not many going ex­
periments, and their successes and failures were matters of 
dispute. 

Fortunately, the Board recognized the need for especial 
care and deliberateness in providing for initial organization 
and staff. At their January meeting in 1867 a committee of 
three was elected by ballot "to examine into, and, if necessary, 
visit Agricultural Colleges in other states, in order to procure 
all information necessary for the successful organization of 
our College." The selection of Governor Stone, Lieutenant 
Governor Gue, and Peter Melendy, then president of the 
State Agricultural Society, indicated the importance attached 
to this mission. The Governor was unable to act, and Gue 
and Melendy carried on the investigation and submitted their 
report and recommendations. These two enthusiasts for in­
dustrial education entered upon their task in the most thor­
ough manner. Finding correspondence unsatisfactory, they 
conducted an extended and systematic visitation of typical 
colleges, scientific foundations, and governmental bureaus 
with the aim of determining the following essential matters: 
plan and relative effectiveness of the organization; causes of 
success or failure of the several institutions; "the course of in­
struction-how conducted and illustrated"; a determination 
of number and professional grade.of faculty needed for their 
own college and "finding and securing competent men for 
President and Faculty"; a thorough investigation of the man­
ual labor system, noting its successes and failures; determining 
the best equipment for the College. 

In seeking answer and solution to this variety of questions 
and special problems they extended their observations and 
searchings to twelve states and the district of Columbia, 
visited sixteen colleges and schools, as well as the Smithsonian 
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Institution, the federal departments of agriculture and educa­
tion, and the editorial offices of the leading agricultural 
journals. The list of leaders with whom they consulted reads 
like a scientific and educational directory of the period. 
Certainly all shades of opinion on applied science and re­
search were reached in these interviews. One conference of 
great historic significance was not mentioned by Gue in his 
editorial letters to his paper, the Iowa North West, or in the 
committee's official report. In Ncpvember, 1867, members of 
the faculty of the Sheffield Scientific School entertained Sena­
tor Morrill and secured probably the frankest expression of 
his aims for and interpretation of the land-grant act of which 
there is any record. In his memoranda of the conference 
Professor William H. Brewer noted that Gue was one of the 
participants. Undoubtedly Morrill's views were given confi­
dentially and hence no mention was made either of the con­
ference or of the Senator's views. 

THE COMMITTEE'S REPORT 

. Naturally, chief attention was given to the institutions 
that in organization and program were most similar to that 
planned for Iowa. Of these the Michigan exhibit was found 
to be the agricultural college par excellence-in aim, organiza­
tion, course of study; and apparent results. A large portion 
of the report was devoted to this institution. The description 
of the studies with their specified textbooks was printed in 
full, as were the eighteen rules with subdivisions; the manual 
labor system was minutely described, and equipment, income, 
student costs, and personnel were not overlooked. Massa­
chusetts was found to be following closely the Michigan model, 
and the unique Cornell plan was commended. The Pennsyl­
vania institution having abandoned tqe qualifying labor 
system was not, in spite of its name, any longer an agricultural 
college, and the Sheffield School with all of its scientific 
resources did not pretend to be. The westerners' astonishment 
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at Yale's wealth of scientific equipment was somewhat moder­
ated by their observation of the simplicity of its housing in 
"very plain brick buildings, none of them comparing with 
the Iowa Agricultural College in size, architectural beauty or 
imposing· appearance." 

But these true-visioned educational administrators were 
more concerned with men than with buildings and equipment. 
"We became convinced at an early day that the most difficult 
part of the mission intrusted to us, was the selection of a 
corps of professors thoroughly competent for the work­
eminent as teachers of experience in conducting an Agri­
cultural College. On the character and ability of its faculty 
will the character and success of the Institution depend more 
than upon all other circumstances taken together. Buildings, 
cabinets, libraries, and rich endowments, will all be in vain, 
if the living agents, the professors, be not men of ripe attain­
ments, fine culture, ~nd eminent teaching powers." From 
their observations they were convinced that the failures in 
ind'1strial colleges had been due more "to the employment 
of incompetent men as members of the Faculty, than from all 
other causes combined." To avoid this fatal blunder they had 
"determined to rigidly scrutinize without fear or favor the 
qualifications of every candidate for a place, and employ 
none but men of tried and proven ability. Older and ordinary 
colleges may do with second rate men, but ours can only 
succeed with the best men." 

But while "self-nominated candidates" were abundant, pro­
fessors of the caliber required--especially in technical fields­
were hard to identify and often harder to secure. As the best 
solution of this problem of supply and demand they had 
reached the conclusion that professional administrators have 
many times since endorsed, that young men competently 
trained in applied science, ambitious and industrious, with 

...-?- their professional reputations still to make, would provide 
the most available working staff. They realized that they could 
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not hope to attract the Agassizs, Danas, Johnsons, Dwights, 
Chandlers, and Guizots, "but by employing the fn.ost promis­
ing among the younger men, who are willing to ~ork in build­
ing up an Institution that bids fair to take its place, in due 
time, among the great seats of learning in the West, we secure 
enthusiasm, energy, ambition, talent and all the elements of 
success." There was need, to be sure, for a "few thoroughly 
tried and experienced men . . . to direct and control, and 
give to the Institution the benefit of their experience, but for 
the hard work required to build up and sustain such an enter­
prise" they "must have a strong element of young Western 
men." 

Even more difficult was the selection of a president to lead 
and guide the destinies of the whole enterprise in its formative 
stage-one who could combine the requirements of a strong 
administrator with those of a great educator. The qualifica­
tions that they demanded approached perfection-"a man 
clearly comprehending the plan and objects of an agricul­
tural college, who is in full sympathy with its friends, and a 
firm believer in the idea. He must be thoroughly educated, 
that he may inspire respect among other members of the 
faculty and the students; of untiring energy, for his mission 
is to build up an institution that will endure for ages and rank 
among the first in the West." Hesitant or unsound leadership 
would doom the enterprise from the start: "An incompetent 
man at the head of such an institution in its infancy, will inflict 
a blow upon its prosperity that will require years to recover 
from. It will dishearten the friends of industrial education, 
give the College a bad name, keep away the most desirable 
class of students, and, in short, prove as fatal to success, as is 
an incompetent commander in time of battle." To acquire 
such a paragon of leadership would have been sufficiently 
difficult in any period, but it was especially so at just this 
time when other states "were searching diligently for the very 
men we want." For the past year Wisconsin, Illinois, Minne-
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sota, Vermont, New York, Ohio, Indiana, and Massachusetts 
had been seeking heads for their colleges. While the commit­
tee had in mind several persons who they felt could fill the 
professorships creditably without further investigation, they 
were not yet satisfied with any of the candidates recommended 
for the presidency. No wonder Gue was led to declare in 
later years that it was harder to find a well-qualified head of 
an industrial college than a chief executive of the nation. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR THE FIRST STAFF 

By publication of their names in the official report the 
candidates both for the presidency and for the faculty were 
given more publicity than academic propriety of later times 
would sanction. The presidential recommendations in order 
mentioned were A. S. Welch, formerly of the Michigan State 
Normal; Dr. C. M. Witherill, of Lehigh; Dr. Wm. Clift, of 
Amherst; Dr. Paul Chadbourne, former president of the 
Massachusetts Agricultural College; Professor Whitman, for­
merly of Pennsylvania Agricultural College; Dr. George Law 
Olmstead, and J. B. Grinnell, of Iowa; and Dr. Amos Brown, 
president of the People's College of New York. There were 
three suggestions for the chair of chemistry: Professor Root, 
of the New York School of Mines, Professor S. G. Wright, of 
the Ohio Medical College, and Dr. S. H. Kridelbaugh, of 
Page County. The grouping "Botany, Natural History, Ge­
ology, Mathematics, etc." called out an imposing amount of 
talent of which a goodly proportion was from the state-­
Professors Baker, of Indianola; Piper, of Manchester; and 
Brainerd, of Dubuque; Dr. Parry, of Davenport; Dr. Shaffer, 
of Fairfield; and 0. H. St. John, of Waterloo, assistant state 
geologist. In addition, without designated chair, there were 
presented the rtames of Professors Dupins, of Queens Uni­
versity; G. W. jones, of Franklin, N. Y.; Wright, of Williston 
Seminary; Wright, of Yale; and Long, of Western Union, 
Ohio. There were "many others whose qualifications had not 
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been looked into." Gue said later that for the presidency 
there were twelve applicants within the state and seventeen 
without. 

Aside from the two who were elected and accepted it is 
impossible to determine how many on the lists were active 
candidates or even receptive to an appointment. But from 
the statement by the committee that letters had been written 
in their behalf and in a number of cases personal conferences 
had been held, it is likely that the greater number were willing 
to join the pioneer educational institution. 

THE COMMITTEE'S RE COMMENDATIONS 

From their investigations, observations, experiences, and 
cogitations, the committee presented eight definite recom­
mendations to guide in the organization of the College and 
the selection of a staff: ( 1) the staff to consist at the start of a 
president, four full professors, and two assistants; (2) the studies 
to be those specified in the act of 1858 with the addition of 
practical agriculture and landscape gardening and such other 
studies as might be added by the faculty and trustees (there 
was no distinct mention of mechanic arts); (3) a system of 
universal, compulsory, instructive, and remunerated manual 
labor to be instituted; (4) the boarding department to be under 
the complete management of a steward; (5) admission to be 
distributed over the state on the basis of representation in the 
popular branch of the legislature, with entrance requirements 
to be determined by faculty and Board; (6) "Politics and sec­
tarianism of every description to be carefully excluded, and 
never to be permitted to control the selection of students or 
members of the Faculty, and under no circumstances ·to be 
taught in any department of the College"; (7) the best appa­
ratus and equipment to be secured and appropriations made 
at once for laboratory, library, and cabinets; (8) provision to 
be made for three or four non-resident professors-"men of 
eminence and great attainments in particular sciences, such 
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as Geology, Natural History, Chemistry, Horticulture, and 
Fruit-growing"-to deliver a series of lectures to the students 
and the public each year, "that the College may have the 
benefit in this way of the best talent in the country." 

The committee was aware that it would "require several 
years to fully develop and properly arrange all the depart­
ments of our College" and that there was much yet to be 
learned regarding its needs. But they closed with a tone of 
assurance: "It is gratifying to note the increasing interest that 
is- yearly being manifested in the subject of industrial schools. 
The doubtful problem of a few years ago is today a fixed fact, 
tried and proved. Agricultural Colleges are now among the 
necessary institutions of growing civilization, destined to sup­
ply the great want so often felt by the sons of toil, that will 
enable the most lowly and obscure of farmers' sons to secure 
a thorough education suited to their wants and avocations." 

PRELIMINARY ORGANIZATION AND STAFF 

The legislature visiting committee in 1868 added the addi­
tional recommendation for the prohibition of intoxicating 
liquors within two miles of the College. This action was 
sought in petitions to the committee and to the legislature by 
"citizens of Ames station and vicinity." The legislature com­
plied in the act of April 7, 1868, "to Provide certain Police 
Regulations for the Protection of the Iowa State Agricul­
tural College and Farm and of the Students therein." The 
petition to the legislature had included billiard halls as well 
as saloons, but the legislators doubtless felt that the college 
authorities could provide a portion of the protection for them­
selves in their own code. The trustees hastened to inaugurate 
such a code at the May meeting when the use of tobacco and 
all intoxicating drinks was prohibited. 

Having provided such moral safeguards, the Board, at the 
same meeting, took the positive action of establishing co­
educatfon. In 1864 Suel Foster had announed in an address 
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to the State Agricultural Society that the College would pro­
vide agricultural training for the boys and hQrticultural in­
struction for the girls, and at its annual meeting in January, 
1868, the State Horticultural Society had asked the Board 
"to make ample provision in this College for the thorough and 
practical education of the youth of the state of both sexes, on 
equal terms." The organizing committee was impressed with 

. --the success of such systems where they had observed them and 
urged that girls should be educated for farmers' wives as well 
as boys for farmers. This proved to be the overwhelming 
opinion of the Board. On "the proposition to admit females 
to the privileges of the College on the same conditions as 
males" the vote was nine to three. The opposing votes came 
from the members of the first three judicial districts in the 
southeast, where, perhaps, sentiment was a bit more con­
servative than in the rest of the state. 

With the building nearing completion and the preliminary 
organization effected, the Board proceeded at last to name a 
president and the nucleus of a faculty. The selections were 
made upon the recommendation of the organizii:ig committee. 
President T. C. Abbot, of the Michigan Agricultural College, 
had told the committee that if it could get A. S. Welch he 
would be "the best man in America" to organize the college. 
Endorsements by the presidents of the universities of Michigan 
and Kans~s, the Michigan superintendent of public instruc­
tion, the president of Antioch College, and others all pointed 
to Welch's special qualification and adaptability. He had, in 
fact, shown an outstanding leadership in the new education. 

Adonijah Strong Welch was born on a farm near .East 
Hampton, Connecticut, in 1821. As the eldest child of a 
widowed mother, he developed a resourcefulness and industry 
that, added to an observing and inquiring mind, were to be 
his leading characteristics. Attracted by the reputed oppor­
tunities of its new university he went out to Michigan in 
1839, and after preliminary training at an academy entered 
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the University of Michigan and received a bachelor of arts 
degree in the second class, in 1846. He was an honor student, 
and during his senior year taught in the preparatory depart­
ment. The A.M. was awarded him in 1852 and the LL.D. in 
1878. Following graduation he studied law, but soon turned 
to teaching. He organized the first graded school in the state 
and was principal for two years. His career was then pictur­
esquely varied by a year in California gold fields, where he 
made invaluable observations for a psychologist and social 
scientist along with a modest return for his labor. In 1852 he 
was elected principal of the new state normal school at 
Ypsilanti-a foundation that was to be classed as a repre­
sentative product of the industrial movement. He served 
general education by the promotion of teachers' institutes and 
of a state teachers' association and aided technical training 
by service on the board of the agricultural college. 

In 1865, failing health caused him to seek a milder climate; 
and he went to Florida, where he engaged in lumbering and 
fruit growing near Jacksonville in partnership with his brother­
in-law. The following year the deaths of his wife and his 
partner unsettled his plans, but by the spring of 1 868, when 
the Iowa committee sought his service, a new career seemed 
opening to him. His leadership in reconstruction politics had 
been felt among the northern residents of Florida, and he was 
offered one of the senatorships of the restored state govern­
ment. No doubt, too, his ambition was heightened by his 
marriage to the widow of a former colleague at Ypsilanti, 
Mary Beaumont Dudley, a woman of strong personality and 
wide culture. 

In April Glue wrote Welch inquiring if he would accept the 
presidency of the College. The reply, delayed for a month, 
was favorable; he would accept if elected unanimously for a 
relatively long term at a salary of $3,ooo and house, and, in 
order to assume the duties as promptly as possible, he would 
take the short rather than the full term in the Senate. On 
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these conditions Welch was promptly selected by a unanimous 
vote with the understanding that he might complete his sena­
torial term. On June 1 7 he was chosen by the Florida legis­
lature for the short senatorial term ending March 3, 1869, took 
his seat on July 2, and served the remaining twenty-five days 
of the long session before assuming his academic duties in 
Iowa. 

At about the same time selections were made for the first 
faculty. George W. Jones, a young Yale graduate who had 
been principal of a school at Franklin, New York, was elected 
to the chair of mathematics-to which other subjects and 
manifold extra duties were to be added. For the chair of 
"Practical Agriculture" a man of varied talents and experi­
ences was chosen. Norton S. Townshend, English born, had 
taken a medical degree, been an army surgeon, served in the 
Ohio legislature and a term in Congress, but his main in­
terest was in scientific applications in agriculture. His efforts 
to establish state supported lectureships in Ohio had made 
him a pioneer in organization as well as in research. He 
combined, according to Gue's editorial comment, "the neces­
sary qualifications of a thoroughly practical farmer with great 
scientific attainments, a fine scholar, and an accomplished 
lecturer and instructor." Albert E. Foote, another doctor of 
medicine, a recent graduate of the University of Michigan, 
only twenty-four years of age, was selected as assistant pro­
fessor of chemistry. These, with a matron, teachers of the 
sideline subjects of music and French and German, and the 
ex officio farm superintendent, constituted the original faculty. 
0. H. St. John was elected assistant professor of geology, but 
though his name appeared with the original staff, he never 
reported for duty. 

PREPARATORY TERM 

The President and his family arrived on an unfinished scene 
at the beginning of October and were conveyed from the 
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station in a farmer's lumber wagon drawn by a mule team­
the only available transportation at the time. The students, 
sixty-six men and nine women, proved as unprepared as the 
plant, and both underwent a finishing process in the prelimi­
nary fall term that extended from October 2 I to January 7. 
The learned scientists gave their efforts to elementary sub­
jects, arithmetic, geography, and English grammar. Mrs. 
Welch, "an experienced and very accomplished teacher,'' 
taught the President's classes during his absence in Wash­
ington. 

The opening day was enlivened by a visit from the Boone 
County teachers who, assembled in their institute at the 
neighboring village of Montana, decided that an inspection 
of the new enterprise in higher education would be profitable 
and came in a body on the morning train, sixty strong. The 
train stopped at the farm, and the delegation was cordially 
welcomed by Dr. and Mrs. Welch and Dr. Townshend. 
After inspecting the building and its equipment they enjoyed 
a basket picnic. In the afternoon President Welch addressed 
the gathering on Florida. "Having been a resident of that 
state for the past three years and at present representing it in 
the United States Senate," in the reporter's judgment, "he 
was well qualified to speak of the moral, social and political 
condition of the unfortunate sister state." Dr. Townshend 
then "handled the subject of Animal Organization with ability 
and was listened to with great attention and interest." 

According to the reporter, the teachers departed "firm in 
the belief .that at no ~ery distant day the Iowa State Agri­
cultural College will stand foremost among the educational 
institutions in the Western States." They recorded their ap­
preciation in resolutions, one of which involved a matter of 
especial concern to such a group: "That the course of study 
as laid down for the students and left open for ladies as well 
as gentlemen, thus fitting them for the practical duties of life 
is in striking contrast with the more aristocratic system of 
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ladies' boarding schools which teach only etiquette and the 
necessary requirements for fashionable society, but neglect 
the more practical duties of housewifery." 

Following the board meeting early in December an inspira­
tional convocation was held at which_ Messrs. Gue, Melendy, 
and Cusey for the Board expressed gratification at the success­
ful launching of the enterprise, and President Welch gave 
admonitions on diligence in the labor service and in strict 
observance of study hours that suggest that some of the prob­
lems of the undertaking had already arisen. But the President 
expressed full confidence in the institutional program in an 
interview with the Chicago Journal on his way to Washington 
to complete his senatorial term. 

SENATOR WELCH . 
In his brief congressional service, while, as became a 

southern carpetbagger, Senator Welch was regular in the 
support of his party's reconstruction program, he found occa­
sion to assert some of his dominant convictions with character­
istically logical and assured tone. In supporting the fifteenth 
amendment he made a strong plea for political equality and 
decried all racial discrimination. As an ardent champion of 
women's rights he urged equal pay for female employees in 
government service. Most appropriately his final speech was 
in defense of the Bureau of Education against unsympathetic 
critics who held that its functions were non-essential or un­
desirable and proposed to withdraw its small appropriation. 
In reply to Senator Grimes' declaration that his state did not 
desire any federal educational help or recognize any depend­
ence upon the national government for such aid; the college 
president-elect reminded him that Iowa had accepted 240,000 

acres of land from which it realized an income of $30,000 and 
asserted significantly and courageously; in view of the posi­
tion that he was to occupy in a fortnight, the national responsi­
bility to secure compliance with its avowed aims. "It seems 
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to me that it would be well for this Government to see that 
the vast amount of land it has donated for the progress of 
agricultural and industrial science is so appropriated as to 
secure the great objects for which it is made; and that is one 
great purpose for which this Department is established." 

THE IN A UGURATION 

With the President's congressional duty performed, a faculty 
selected, a student body "prepared,'' and a building for their 
living and labors nearing completion, the time had arrived 
for the formal inauguration. The academic gathering of 
March 17, 1869, in spite of transportation limitations was 
representative of the young state and its interests. The at­
tendance was estimated at over 1 ,200--three times the number 
expected-and included the state's most notable political and 
educational leaders and nine representatives of the press. The 
members of the board of the State Agricultural Society had 
been especially forehanded in planning for their attendance 
by instructing their secretary at the annual meeting in January 
"to address the several railroad companies, and solicit passes 
to enable the members of the B~ard to accept the invitation 
of the Trustees of the Agricultural College to attend the formal 
opening of the Agricultural College and Farm." 

Whether pass-holders or not, the audience was reported as 
"mainly from the farmers." A group of them met in the eve­
ning following the exercises with Col. John Scott as chairman 
and Dr. George Sprague, an editor of the Homestead, as 
secretary. A committee consisting of John Cleghorn, of Potta­
wattamie, Judge C. E. Whiting, of Monona, and Col. L. Q. 
Hoggatt, of Story presented resolutions which in addition to 
praising the efforts at preliminary organization, thanking the 
speakers of the day, and requesting that their addresses be 
printed, recommended that the Board petition the legislature 
to appropriate the payment from the nation for the expenses 
incurred by the state in the war "for the purpose of enlarging 
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the capacity of this the most useful institution of learning in 
the State." The adoption of these resolutions was at least a 
gesture of good will and was in full accord with the spirit of 
the gathering. 

The surroundings· were still far from attractive. Gue said 
of the setting, twenty years later, "Looming upon the bleak 
prairie farm, windswept and desolate in all its surroundings, 
no more unpromising College enterprise was ever la'1nched 
into existence-even in the 'wild west.'" Western wildness 
was offset by western enthusiasm for a local enterprise and by 
that of the devotees for the great. cause which the institution 
represented. Already the prairie College was beginning to 
attract new settlers to the county, and the neighboring village 
of Ames, not quite four years of age, boasted some 650 souls 
and industrial, mercantile, and professional establishments 
that included four general stores, three "family groceries,'' a 
hardware store, two drug stores, three milliners, two dealers 
in grain and agricultural implements, two lumber yards, two 
blacksmith shops, a wagon shop, a paint shop, two cooper 
shops, two furniture manufacturers and dealers, two jewelers, 
three shoe shops, two harness shops, a livery stable, two hotels, 
two land agencies, two attorneys, five physicians. Over 1 oo 
houses had been built the previous year. But the rising "col­
lege town" was still. subordinated to the more mature coun'ty 
seat, and it seemed appropriate that the welcoming address 
should be given by a representative citizen and leading state 
official of that city. 

Lieutenant Governor Scott, an early and continuing friend 
of the College, in a few "appropriate extemporaneous words 
of welcome" predicted a great future for. agricultural educa­
tion but urged that adequate time be allowed for the full de­
velopment of the program. He advised the students to abide 
by the rules and in their study of crops to "leave out the sowing 
of wild oats." To complete the morning exercises "Mr. and 
Mrs. Button and Mrs. Sanders . . . enlivened and rendered 
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doubly pleasant the occasion with soul stirring instrumental 
and vocal music." Dinner for all followed "so far as the 
capacity of the dining room and amount of eatables would 
hold out." 

At the formal afternoon program B. F. Gue, as president of 
the Board, spoke at length nominally for that body, though 
mainly for himself and his educational ideas. Governor 
Merrill presented the charter and seal, and John Russell of 
the building committee the keys to the building. The Presi­
dent gave his inaugural address, to which Townshend re­
sponded briefly for the faculty; and in closing, a visiting repre­
sentative, Professor H. W. Parker, of Iowa College, Grinnell, 
read a poem for the occasion. 

Two main ideas were iterated throughout the program­
the great and essential mission of industrial education as it 
was here interpreted, and the equality ofopportunity for the 
sexes. Their "People's College," for which they had struggled 
so long and earnestly, was open, Gue assured, to "all of God's 
people" of both sexes, but they were dedicating it especially 
to the "education of the working people of Iowa." Governor 
Merrill felt that the prosperity of a state with lands of un­
developed fertility and with people of pioneer stock depended 
upon the general diffusion of scientific training. "Here, then," 
he exhorted, "let utility of scientific labor be demonstrated. 
From this institution let there go forth, in annual procession, 
a line of educated, intelligent husbandmen, trained in the 
secrets of nature which underlie their profession, and filled 
with an earnest, devoted enthusiasm for their work." 

President Welch expounded the keynote theme with char­
acteristic formality and elaborateness of argument. The Col­
lege was committed "to the promotion of two great and salu­
tary educational reforms . . . the withdrawal of the ancient 
classics from the place of honor which they have largely held 
in our college curricula, and the liberal substitution of those 
branches of natural science which underlie the industries of 
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this beautiful_ State . . . [and] the free admission of young 
women, on equal terms with young men, to all the privileges 

·and honors which the institution can bestow." 
In the Doctor's exposition of the disciplinary and cultural 

values of the sciences, a critical hearer might have detected a 
marked divergence from the utilitarian viewpoint of his board, 
and foreseen in this difference of attitude the basis for future 
dissension. But the audience was not inclined to be critical, 
and the speaker turned rather quickly to the second reform, 
to which he devoted more than two-thirds of his address. To 
a lifelong women's rights champion this theme was most con­
genial. At great length and with logical exactitude he demon­
strated that the higher education of women-heretofore 
generally denied-was justified and demanded on grounds of 
natural right, social expediency, and the "advancement of 
general morality and virtue." 

Dr. Townshend for the faculty endorsed the program and 
its aims with added commendation for "the broad and un­
sectarian character" of the institution; for while the faculty 
would aid their students in attaining to the standards of 
Christian gentlemen, they could not fail to express their grati­
fication that the feet of their pupils were "not to be tortured 
or dwarfed by the Chinese shoe of sectarian limitations." 
Such frank expressions of elemental morals were to bring 
censure upon the good Doctor during his brief tenure. 

Even the poet of the day in his port(ayal of "The Ideal 
Farmer and His Wife," as if by unified plan, tuned his muse 
to the prevailing theme--the scientific farmer in contrast to 
rule-of-thumb ne'er-do-well neighbor and the scientifically 
educated farmer's wife. Not content to stop with the general 
contrast of enlightenment with ignorance and superstition, 
the versifier sought to contribute his bit to the exaltation of 
the broad-minded West over the narrower-visioned East. 
With overstrained poetic license, Wells College was pictured 
as an academic convent and Cornell University as a monastic 
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institution in contrast to the coeducational liberality of the 
West-and thus his climax was reached: 

"Well done, 0 East, but not the best! 
Here in the fresh and fearless West, 
We smile to think of monks and nuns. 
We dare to trust our noble sons; 
We dare to trust creation's Lord;-
His chorals give no ill .accord; 
The manly and the maiden mind 
Together grow more bright, refined. 
That place is holy ground and sweet, 
Where earth and heaven together meet." 

Unfortunately for his devotjon to the West, the writer-a 
professor of natural science, not of literature-later went to 
the Massachusetts Agricultural College, from which the Iowa 
Agricultural College could not attract him after formal 
election. 

For the audience assembled, the reiteration of these appeals 
in impassioned exhortation, logical argument, or passably 
rhymed verse had much the superfluity of Irving's English 
parson who endeavored to prove in his Christmas sermon that 
people should be joyous on that day. But if the faithful did 
not need confirming at this time, the sentiments were an 
affirmation and a challenge to the classical camp and to the 
unconvinced or indifferent public. And in the degree and 
distinctness of emphasis upon its cardinal tenets the Iowa Agri­
cultural College stood out in the industrial crusade. The aims 
were declared forcefully and confidently; but measurably to 
realize them, the staff and board needed in full measure the 
divine aid which the President invoked in his address to the 
faculty: 

"God give us faithfulness and devotion;-God give us mutual confi­
dence-mutual esteem, and mutual helpfulness. Thus shall we be able to 
gather and concentrate all the elements of strength we possess-and thus, 
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with the Great Father's blessing, will the rolling years bring their full harvest 
of fruits." 

THE FIRST YEAR 

The practical application of these high resolves and aspira­
tions came all too soon. Upon the inspiration of oration, song, 
and poem the five-thirty rising bell next morning must have 
sounded with discordant clang. But such was the reality of 
industrial education. A people's college could not woo the 
muses in classic shades or loaf and invite the soul; the call was 
to be up and doing. 

Entrance examinations were held on the two succeeding 
days in subjects that followed the specifications of the original 
act-local geography, arithmetic, grammar, reading, and 
spelling. Those regarded as "proficient" were admitted to the 
college class; those whose deficiency could probably be made 
up in a year were classified in the preparatory department; 
and a "few who had never studied English grammar and had 
made little advancement in geography and arithmetic were 
rejected." Within the standards set for freshmen and prepara­
tory students there was no problem of securing full quotas. In 
less than a month every available room was filled and there 
were in addition 15 "day scholars." Eight vacancies occurring 
during the first term were promptly filled, and 22 applicants 
were refused for lack of room. For the first term the enrollment 
in the freshman class was 93: 77 men and 16 women; in the 
preparatory department 80: 59 men and 21 women. In the 
second term the College classification dropped to 78, the en­
rollment of men showing a loss of 14 but the women only 1. 

The preparatory group increased to 90 by additions of 4 men 
and 6 women. In this enrollment of women at the start the 
Iowa Agricultural College was the first of the land-grant 
colleges to be coeducational in fact from the beginning. 

According to the Board's apportionment each legislative 
district was entitled to one student for every representative in 
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the lower house. Applications were to be made to the county 
superintendents, who according to an uncertain statement of 
procedure would "examine each candidate and decide by 
lot" the successful applicant. The uneven distribution of 
students over the state made this provision of little significance. 
In the total enrollment for the first year of l 92 students, 58 
counties were represented. Next to Story's 29 and Boone's 16, 
the leaders were Wapello, 15, Benton, l l, and Harrison, 7. 
Clinton, Dubuque, and Jones each had 5. Polk had but 4, a 
number equalled by Black Hawk, Dallas, Johnson, and Scott. 
The good showing of certain counties was due to the influence 
of a board member or of other agricultural leaders in those 
districts. 

Probably a considerable number of these first students wert: 
attracted more by the low costs and opportunities for support 
than by the special program. Some, it is known, were con­
cerned with being freed from the classical college requirements 
rather than by the special appeal of the subjects offered. 
Whatever the limitations as to regional distribution, scho­
lastic preparation, and occupational interest, there were more 
applicants available than could be provided for with existing 
facilities. From the beginning there was the characteristic 
problem of state institutions of congestion and inadequate 
equipment. 

As the full college courses were provided for the first class, 
there was the necessity of securing a certain number of addi­
tions to the faculty if not to provide the full quota of chairs 
planned at the beginning. In his first biennial report, l 868-69, 
President Welch listed fifteen additional professorships to be 
filled "under the organization contemplated": human physi­
ology, hygiene, and physical culture; English language and 
literature; political economy and constitutional law; logic and 
psychology; botany and horticulture; zoology and entomology; 
chemistry, general and analytical; geology and mineralogy; 
physics and mechanics; descriptive geometry and architecture; 



THE COLLEGE ON THE OPEN PRAIRIE 

civil engineering; science and art of teaching; military en­
gineering; French and German languages; vocal and instru­
mental music; supplemented by an instructor in drawing; and 
a preceptress and instructor in domestic economy. His con­
templation showed a broad and liberal view of the scope of an 
industrial college but in a number of subjects anticipated 
interest and emphasis by many years. By the second year 
there had actually been added four professors and an instruc­
tor. Captain James Mathews of Knoxville, whose varied 
career included unusual success as a pioneer fruit grower, was 
placed in charge of horticultural work with the title "profes­
sor of pomology." The Captain was a native of Ohio where he 
had practiced law, served in both houses of the legislature and 
for two terms in Congress. After removal to Iowa in 1855 his 
public career continued. He served as prosecuting attorney 
of Marion County, was provost marshal of his district through­
out the Civil War, and postmaster of Knoxville when called 
to his professorship. His selection was due mainly to his leader­
ship in the State Horticultural Society. "The Captain," the 
State Register commented, "is probably the most thoroughly 
experienced horticulturist in the State. He will fill the chair 
to which he has been called with practical good sense and the 
most general satisfaction." 

William A. Anthony, a Yale graduate, was brought from 
Antioch College to teach physics and mechanics. General 
James L. Geddes, with distinguished record in both the British 
and Union armies, came from the School for the Blind at 
Vinton to become "professor of military tactics and engineer­
ing." William Hillis Wynn, a classical scholar with a decade 
of service in the ministry and teaching, was secured from the 
state department of education as professor of English litera­
ture. A more modest appointment was to have profound sig­
nificance in establishing the College's program. Charles E. 
Bessey, an enthusiastic young graduate of the Michigan 
Agricultural College, was taken a year on trial as instructor 
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in botany ~nd horticulture. Meanwhile the agricultural chair 
had become vacant by the return of Dr. Townshend to Ohio, 
and the geology professorship was still unfilled. Thus it was 
found that even more difficult for the firm establishment of 
the pioneer technological institution than the problems of 
buildings and equipment were those of competent, adaptable, 
and fairly permanent personnel. Both necessitated an ade­
quate and assured income. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE PURSE & ITS CONTROL 

Getting & Managing Endowment & Appropriations 

* * * 
THE FINANCIAL PROBLEM 

"As the success and usefulness of the Institution, in a large 
measure, must depend upon its financial affairs, considerable 
attention ought to be directed to what will be its permanent 
fund,'' the college treasurer as conclusively as obviously ob­
served in his report for 1867. Compared with modem times 
"financial affairs" then were simple in the extreme. In those 
days of small equipment and modest salaries, vast endow­
ments to maintain expanding budgets were unthought of. 
At a time when all but one of the nation's colleges had budgets 
well below $100,000, only two had over 50,000 volumes in 
their libraries, laboratories were restricted to a limited demon­
strational equipment, and the traditions all affirmed as simple 
living as supposedly high thinking for the professors, pnancial 
demands were most restrained. For the new land-grant insti­
tutions particularly, extreme economy was felt to be both 
appropriate and feasible. There was an especial sentiment 
for making minimum demands upon the state-if possible 
nothing beyond the modest building program that the federal 
act made mandatory. Gue and Melendy in reportjp.g on the 
Michigan Agricultural College in 1867 observed that it had 
realized nothing thus far from its land grant, but had "relied 
for support upon appropriations of the Legislature, a very 
uncertain and unpleasant method of procuring an endow­
ment." Iowa's college was to remain independent of state 
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support longer than most, but only by careful management 
of its grant. 

Up to the opening of the College the income from the 
various sources-state appropriations, receipts from the five­
section (Jasper County) grant, interest on the Story County 
bonds, and donations-had been expended in buildings and 
farm maintenance. For regular support the College was de­
pendent upon the return from its land endowment. 

SELECTION OF COLLEGE LANDS 

The act of acceptance of 1862 provided for the appointment 
of an agent to select the lands, and Governor Kirkwood 
promptly designated Peter Melendy for this task, which was 
to prove the most important contribution of his long service 
for the College. His preliminary report to the Board was made 
in January, 1863. After receiving his commission on October 
3, 1862, he spent some time in preparing maps and plots and 
began his field work the first of November. He traveled over 
a thousand miles in twenty-eight counties and made selections 
in twenty-three. The agent sought so far as time permitted to 
make observations of the physiography and resources of the 
various counties in which lands were chosen. He considered 
not only quality of soil and availability of fuel and building 
materials but also accessibility to markets. He was handi­
capped in the work by restriction to one assistant, and his 
selections were limited by the federal requirement that not 
less than 160 acres should be selected in any tract, the state 
prohibition on selections from uncertified swamplands, the 
tendency of pre-emptors to lay claim to available timber 
lands, and his desire to leave in every township lands equa\ 
in quality to those selected, for the inducement of settlement 
under the various land disposal acts. 

The extent and variety of the various claims complicated 
and delayed the certification of college lands. Owing to 
conflicts over other grants, and to preemption claims, Me-
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lendy's original selections were extensively revised in 1863 to 
meet the requirements of the federal Land Office. The lands 
sought within the limits of railroad grants were reduced by 
more than one-third. The total acreage finally certified to 
the State in December, 1864, for its A. and M. college, making 
allowance for the double minimum value of the railroad lands, 
was 204,309.30. The totals for the various districts stated in 
round numbers were: Fort Dodge, 138,400; Sioux City, 
59,000; Fort Des Moines, 6,800 (in Greene, Winnebago, and 
Worth counties). Three adjoining counties, Kossuth in the 
Fort Dodge district and Palo Alto and Emmet divided between 
the Fort Dodge and Sioux City districts accounted for 63 
per cent of the total; in Kossuth alone over 84,000 acres 
were selected. Woodbury, Clay, Ida, Buena Vista, Dickinson, 
and Plymouth in the Sioux City district, and Wright, Poca­
hontas, Webster, Calhoun, and Humboldt in the Fort Dodge 
area provided the bulk of the remaining acreage. The Board 
approved Melendy's selections and as an evidence of their 
appreciation of his faithful service "at no small pecuniary 
sacrifice" requested the Governor to continue him as agent 
to present the lists to the Department of the Interior and to 
complete the settlement; and he subsequently conducted the 
negotiations to the end. Inevitably there was adverse criti­
cism, especially in later years, of some of the sele~tions, but 
under the circumstances the work seems to have been well 
performed. 

LEASING SYSTEM 

Whatever the ultimate value of the lands, the immediate 
problem was to secure an income from them to enable the 
College to function. They were for the most part inaccessible 
to transportation, in a timberless region, and surrounded by 
government lands subject to homesteading. It seemed un­
likely that they could be sold for as much as $1.00 per acre. 
To hold for future rise in value and secure a return from this 
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potential asset, a system of long-time leases was devised by 
the ever alert Gue, Governor Kirkwood, and Senator Coker F. 
Clarkson. 

The act of 1 864, which assigned the grant to the Agricul­
tural College, provided that not more than 10 per cent of the 
land should be sold before April, 1866, and for not less than 
$ 1 .oo per acre. The trustees were authorized to lease the lands 
for an annual payment of 6 per cent of the appraised valua­
tion, which could not be less than $1 .25. The leasee had the 
privilege of purchase at the appraised value. Failure to pay 
the interest within six months after it became due involved 
forfeiture of the lease with the improvements made. The 
leasing system was modified and made more definite by the 
next legislature in an act of March 29, 1866. The sale and 
lease price of the lands was advanced 50 per cent above the 
1865 valuation, and the interest rate was increased from 6 to 8 
per cent. The amount to be leased to any one individual was 
restricted to 160 acres-a provision circumvented at times by 
entries of different members of a family. In any case so favor­
able were these terms to the settler that a historian of Kossuth 
County, writing in 1913, was led to assert with understandable 
hyperbole that "if there were any spot on earth today where 
such fertile lands could be procured on such extraordinary 
terms as they were here in that period, the whole country 
would become almost depopulated on account of the citizens' 
rushing out to avail themselves of the privilege." 

In 1865 a land agency· was established at Fort Dodge, the 
largest city in the vicinity of the main holdings, and an agree­
ment was entered into with an attorney, George W. Bassett, 
to serve as land agent. The agent was compensated from fees, 
and there was no expense to the College. Bassett, who had 
had a 4istinguished war service and had been a state senator 
for two terms (1864-67), served continuously and faithfully 
until 1887, when he resigned to move to Calif'ornia. He was 
succeeded by the college treasurer, Herman Knapp, who han-
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dled the loans until all lands were patented during the first 
decade of the new century. 

INVESTMENT OF THE ENDOWMENT 

By 1868 the accumulated interest was in excess of the im­
mediate needs of the College and an investment was made in 
the land scrip of other states. Over 15,000 acres were secured 
at about $1 .05 per acre. The scrip was located in the name 
of a board member, J.C. Cusey, who deeded the lands to the 
state. The lands were subsequently appraised at from $2.00 

to $2.50 per acre, and this made a substantial addition to the 
College investment. There was also a gain of about $wo,ooo 
on increased valuation of forfeited lands. By the close of 1869 
all of the lands except 150 acres-where the title was in con­
flict with swampland selection-had been leased at an average 
valuation of $2.39 per acre. The leasing of lands was hastened 
by the post-war movement of settlers and encouraged by the 
ruling of the attorney general that the holdings were not sub­
ject to taxation while in the possession of the state. This 
policy was changed by a law of 1874 providing that land in 
future leases should be taxable. 

The legislature in 1866 had given the trustees power to 
invest the interest from leases that accumulated in excess of 
current needs, but the legal restrictions on such inve~tments 
constituted a serious limitation. The federal act required the 
investment of the permanent endowment to be in government 
or other safe stocks. With the accumulation of a considerable 
capital fund, this restriction pr9ved hampering, as the most 
available investments were in farm mortgages; and in 1882 
the General Assembly petitioned Congress to allow the fund 

• to be loaned upon real estate security, and the concession was 
made by special act. By act of April 14, 1884, the l<;gislature 
gave the trustees charge of the endowment fund, which might 
be invested either in stocks approved by the executive council 
or in real estate mortgages upon improved lands up to 40 per 

77 



HISTORY OF IOWA STATE COLLEGE 

cent of the value for terms not to exceed ten years and at 
rates from 6 to Io per cent. The law further authorized the 
appointment of a financial agent to negotiate the loans for the 
trustees. D .. S. Sigler of Corning served in this position from 
I884 to I89I, and W. A. Helsell of Odebolt from that time 
until the creation of the finance committee under the Board 
of Education. So profitable were the returns from the invest­
ments and reinvestments that from I 869 to I 890 the College 
received an average annual income of about $39,000. The 
eventual total endowment of some $850,000 was far in excess 
of early estimates. In I 863 the State Register predicted that 
"if skillfully managed the lands would bring $200,000, a 
noble endowment." 

INSTRUCTION AL EXPENDITURES 

In accord with prevailing standards of public and private 
colleges this income was fairly satisfactory, but demands for 
reasonable expenditures increased still more rapidly and ne­
cessitated economies that were at times restrictive. Salaries 
started on a relatively liberal schedule. The president received 
$3,ooo and the full professors $2,ooo. Houses, so far as avail­
able, were provided in addition. When campus living quar­
ters were not to be had, an allowance of $200 was usually made 
for the staff members of professorial rank. In I 872 the plea 
was made that owing to the isolated situation of the College, 
the president was forced to provide an unusual amount of en­
tertainment and, against the protests of a minority of the 
Board, his salary was increased to $3,500 with a residence. 
For the staff the seventies marked the inauguration of a lower 
range of salaries-$I,8oo became the maximum for full pro­
fessors, and the average was about $I,6oo. Allowance of from 
$I50 to $400 was made for administrative work and the con­
duct of chapel. This schedule was to continue until the nine­
ties. Executive salaries fluctuated in the period. In I878, 
after a five-year agitation by members of the Board with 
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zeal for economy, President Welch's compensation was re­
duced to $3,IOO, and in 1882 to $2,800. Knapp, in the com­
bined position of president and professor of agriculture, 
received $2,500 and his home. Hunt's salary was fixed at 
$3,ooo, with $200 additional in lieu of a residence. Chamber­
lain had the same base salary but with house allowance in­
creased to $350. 

In accord with the democratic practices of the College, 
the earlier custom was for staff members, including those of 
junior grade, to petition the Board directly for increases in 
compensation. As a protection against such multiplying im­
portunities the Board resolved in November, 1886, "That 
the practice of the Junior Professors and other employees of 
annually petitioning for an increase of their salaries in their 
reports has a tendency to hamper this Board in recognizing 
merit and doing jHstice to those who do superior work; there­
fore, the President of the College be requested as ask them to 
discontinue it so that the Board may augment their compensa­
tion on evidence of their worthiness derived from disinterested 
persons." 

Whatever the compensation, the early staff members were 
subject to call at any time during the year for such services as 
might be assigned to them. A rule of the Board adopted in 
March, 1873, provided "That all Professors and annual em­
ployees of this Institution be required to perform all duties 
without extra pay, that the exigencies of the case may require, 
whether the same be in term time or vacation, unless by 
special contract in writing, the contrary be agreed upon." 
A misunderstanding over this matter of vacation employment 
contributed to the resignation of Professor William A. Anthony 
of physics, one of the ablest of the early professors. In 1878 the 
professor of chemistry asked for a leave of six weeks during 
the winter vacation to deliver lectures at Griswold College, 
Davenport, upon the condition that his compensation above 
expenses was to be used for laboratory equipment for food 
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analyses. After favorable report from the executive committee 
the request was granted. Faculty members were in some cases 
elected to teach certain specified subjects and perform "such 
other duties" as might be assigned to them. The scope of such 
extra service was, theoretically at least, limited by a regulation 
in 1885, by which the president "was instructed to employ the 
services of any professor whose time may be found after full 
consultation to be not fully occupied, provided that the addi­
tional work shall' be such as the professor· assigned is quali­
fied to perform or that shall be germane to the duties to which 
he has been elected by the Board." All absences had to be 
approved, and a pro rata reduction in salary was made unless 
a special leave had been gr~ted, as for attendance at scien­
tific meetings. 

Admini~trative salaries aside from the president's were kept 
to the minimum. The librarianship was joined to other posi­
tions throughout the formative period. Students were in 
charge at the prevailing hourly rate of pay (from seven to nine 
cents) until 1876, when J. C. Arthur, '72, demonstrator in 
botany and zoology, was appqinted librarian at a salary of 
$200. During 187g-84 Professor J. K. Macomber was pro­
fessor of physics and librarian. From this time the position 
was added to that of women teachers in mathematics, modern 
language, or elocution. Appropriations for books and labora­
tory equipment were correspondingly modest. Until the last 
years of the period, when special provision was made for 
cataloging, the total library budget was kept within a thousand 
dollars. 

BUILDING APPROPRIATIONS 

However adequate for immediate needs the income from 
the endowment might be, the state was obligated to provide 
and maintain the plant, and the enrollment of the College 
was limited by available accommodation. In successive re­
ports the presidents as well as the governors pointed to the 
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neglected opportunity in failing to provide for all who might 
qualify. There were equally frantic appeals for the professors 
who had to seek shelter, often very unsatisfactorily, two long 
miles of snow or mud-bound roads distant, and thus were 
deprived of all social contact with the college life. With the 
development of the program the demands of farm and labora­
tory for specialized buildings were constantly increasing. 

Although there were no new major building projects en­
tered upon between 1870 and 1890, a total of $290,305.14 was 
appropriated for new construction, repairs, and improve­
ments. In comparison with the traditional liberal arts college, 
the varied demands of a technical institution must have seemed 
insatiable to the legislators. The growing needs of the main 
building, which was designed for too varied and inclusive 
functions were a great and continuing drain-for completion 
of the wings, heating, lighting, supplying water, sanitation, 
and repairs. Relatively small farm and horticultural struc­
tures absorbed considerable sums in the aggregate. 

The largest single appropriation of the period was $50,000 
in 1870 for completing the wings of the main building. 
Twenty-five thousand were provided for a general laboratory 
building in 1872, and the same amount two years later for a 
physical laboratory. In addition half a dozen houses for pro­
fessors were built or purchased, and numerous appropria­
tions were made for rooming and boarding cottages, small 
barns and shops, and, inadequately, for equipment and re­
pairs. An act of 1880 provided $ 1 ,ooo annually for re­
pairs-a sum small in amount but dependable. For the next 
biennium there was a significant forecast in the provision of 
$1,500 each year for experimentation in agriculture. and 
horticulture. 

FINANCIAL MISMANAGEMENT 

In contrast to the success in investing the endowment and 
in general in utilizing the building and improvement appro-
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priations was the showing in the relatively simple task of 
keeping the funds. Where the trustees were guided by specific 
act and delegated authority to competent agents, the publ}c 
interest was well served, but where the administration was 
left to their direct acts the performance was at times, in the 
early years, most negligent. For five years (1868-72) the 
treasurership was held by Major Samuel E. Rankin, who was 
at the same time serving his three terms as state treasurer by 
successive election. For the years 1869 and 1871 he had 
served without bond, the trustees, as they later alleged, being so 
confident of his probity that they had not given special thought 
to the formality. In the latter year it developed that through 
involvement in manufacturing and land speculations he had 
appropriated for his pressing creditors some $s8,ooo of the 
college funds, covering the default by drafts upon the state 
treasury. With the hope that the Major's friends would rally 
to his support if his credit were maintained he was re-elected 
for another year. The aid did not come, and in December, 
1872, the Board made a settlement by which the former treas­
urer turned over all his assets except his household furniture. 

Rankin asked the legislature for an investigation of his 
acts, and at the special session in the winter of 1873 a joint 
committee held hearings and made its report. The committee, 
in view of the ex-treasurer's refusal to testify, questioned his 
good faith in seeking the investigation and concluded that 
"an abnormal desire on his part to grow rich by speculation" 
had led to his betrayal of a public trust. Hardly less condem­
nation was put upon the Board, and especially upon Secretary 
Thomson, Governor Merrill, and President Welch as ex­
officio members, who were held to have been negligently 
indifferent. The committee recommended to the General 
Assembly "a complete revision of the law organizing and 
controlling the institution and its property." 

The committee estimated from the information in their 
possession that not over 50 per cent of the defalcation could 
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be realized on the property turned over to the College, and 
unless collection could be made on the bond of I 870 the re­
maining amount would be lost. (The property was later 
transferred to the state as a condition of an appropriation and 
realized, it was claimed, an amount considerably in excess of 
the shortage.) As further evidence of irregularity, the commit­
tee found that the interest fund had in a number of cases been 
used for the purchase of land and for buildings and improve­
ments "without authority of any existing legislative enactment." 
Alleged understandings by trustees with members of the legis­
lature were held to involve no legal sanction. In contrast the 
committee was convinced that the endowment had been 
"wise(y, judicious(y, and honest(y managed, so far as any evidence 
accessible shows, and that the leasing of the lands was the best 
policy that could have been pursued, and make them available 
and remunerative to the College." There was no evidence to 
show that any college officer had ever "speculated in or ap­
propriated to his own use, any of the funds of the college, or 
acted in bad faith in the management of the same." 

FINANCIAL INVESTIGATION OF I 874 
AND AFTERMATH 

This much publicized financial irregularity became one 
of the major counts of the indictment against the administra­
tion of the college in the legislative investigation of 1874, 
which but confirmed the conclusion that the Board's business 
was loosely and at times irregularly conducted. The scandal 
was thus particularly unfortunate for the college administra­
tion at a time when its opponents were concentrating their 
attacks, but there was the salutary effect of demonstrating the 
essential soundness and honesty of purpose, in spite of negli­
gence in details. The lesson was not lost. Men of integrity 
were put in charge of the funds with General J. L. Geddes as 
the deputy and later full treasurer, to be succeeded at his 
death by the ever-dependable Herman Knapp. The founding 
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act of 1858 had provided that a bookkeeper and cashier should 
be appointed from the faculty, and Professor George Jones held 
this position during his connection with the College and was 
succeeded by General Geddes. A book store was conducted 
in connection with the department. Students were employed 
as assistants, and one of the earliest was a student who was to 

be honored by being handed the first diploma at the initial 
commencement-Edgar W. Stanton, who thus began his life­
long service with the institution. Stanton was born in 1850 
on a farm in Wayne County, Pennsylvania, and had obtained 
his early education in a local academy, the Delaware Literary 
Institute at Franklin, New York, and the Eastman Business 
College at Poughkeepsie where he secured a diploma in the 
"Course of Practical Telegraphing." He had earned his way 
by farm labor, janitorial service, and country school teaching. 
At the suggestion of Professor Jones, his teacher of mathe­
matics at Franklin, he had come to Ames and entered the 
sophomore class in 1-870. Stanton lived with the Jones family 
at "the Maples" which was soon to become his permanent 
residence. Following his graduation with the first class in 
i872, he was elected to an instructorship and soon after 
entered upon his continuous administrative duties. In the 
position of secretary of the Board, which he held from 1874 to 
1909-with intermissions as acting president-he kept a care­
ful record and close check on all the financial dealings. No 
other was in as strategic a position and as well qualified to 
advise the governing authorities. His daughter in her memo­
rial sketch reports that he took deeply to heart the lessons of 
the financial negligence brought out in the investigation of 
1874 and that ever after he insisted on the most careful dis­
tinctions regarding the different funds and their legal status. 
Stanton and Knapp, it has been well said, made a perfect 
team in their keeping of records and management of funds. 



CHAPTER SIX 

POLITICS IN ADMINISTRATION 

Selection & Tenure of Governing Board, Presidents, & Staff 

* * * 
The college program which the endowment and physical 

plant were developed to realize depended mainly upon the 
competence and breadth of view of the governing body, 
president, and staff and the freedom which they would have 
to carry. out their ideas and plans. As in every other public 
institution there was the ever-present danger that having 
freed itself from sectarian control~ the College would be domi­
nated by political influences. 

ADMINISTRATIVE STANDARDS 

All state administration, it should be remembered, was in 
the dark, benighted days before centralized control and syste­
matic organization and intelligent standards and . practices. 
The spoils tradition and practice were still at their height, 
and no public offidal was free from the influence of the 
baneful system-a chaplain as well as a customs collector and 
a college president-and if worth the effort a professor, no less 
than a postmaster. Educational standardizing bodies and 
professional organizations had not yet developed to create 
professional consciousness and to influence public thinking. 

With the unfavorable influences for public education in 
general there were special difficulties that hampered the land­
grant colleges. Lack of agreement as to aim, organization, 
and emphasis in the early years prevented the· unity that 
would have freed the colleges from internal strife and brought 
acceptance sooner in the state at large. Attacks from the 
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extreme sectarian camp made on all state institutions were 
especially concentrated on the A. and M. group, as with 
their scientific emphasis-even to the Darwinian arch-heresy­
they were regarded as of all secularized organizations of 
higher education the most godless. Finally the very zeal of 
the constituencies that had contributed so largely to the 
founding of the agricultural college brought a desire to con­
trol it in particular ways-often more popular than profes­
sional. A "people's college," it was felt, should be directly 
responsive to popular desires and minister to the people's 
difficulties in a practical way and on call. This attitude was 
intensified by the agitators of discontent in the early stages 
of the "agrarian crusade." Considering these influences, gen­
eral and specific, instability of organization and errancy of 
program, though unfortunate and costly, are readily under­
standable. And in noting these unhappy developments it 
should be said for the Iowa Agricultural College that fac­
tional, partisan, and personal divisive· and disruptive influ­
ences, sufficiently pronounced in all conscience, were still 
not nearly so prominent and determining as in many other 
states. 

INSTABILITY OF GOVERNING BOARDS 

The board of trustees was subject to periodical alteration 
of composition and even more of tenure. The original board 
of thirteen, eleven representing judicial districts, and the 
governor and president of the State Agricultural Society serv­
ing ex officio, was named in the act, and future elections were 
to be made by the legislature for four-year terms. The plan of 
nominations by county agricultural societies never functioned 
actively and soon became of no effect. With the addition of a 
new district in r 866 another board member was added, and 
by r 873 the number had become fifteen, thirteen district 
members and the two ex-officio. 

As always in the case of a representative lay board, stand-
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ards of competence, delimitation of functio~, and traditions 
of impartial public service were necessary for stability and 
efficiency. Iowa's experience in this regard followed that of 
other states. The system of selection, while an improvement 
over that of states making a mistaken effort at popular con­
trol by election on party tickets, was inferior to appointment. 
Selections too often were made for political expediency, espe­
cially with the appearance of pressure groups in the farmers' 
movements. Terms of service were too short and re-elections 
were too infrequent. By the time that a member began to 
gain familiarity with organization and policies he was dis­
placed by a new member who had to learn about collegiate 
problems with the handicap of his prejudicial notions about 
them. The more competent found other duties too pressing 
or were dropped for more compliant appointees. Some mem­
bers, under the system, were certain to be incompetent and 
neglectful and a few dominated in the formulation of policies. 

With the natural desire for improvement in the efficiency 
of the governing body there was the erroneous notion that a 
smaller body would be more effective. Such a change was pro­
posed by the visiting committee of 1868, and with the financial 
entanglement that developed early in the seventies the demand 
for reorganization of system and personnel became insistent. 
The joint committee to investigate the College's finances in 
the special session of 1873, after setting forth at length the 
delinquencies of the existing board-that "each were sworn 
officers, each had a duty to perform besides that of receiving 
regularly their mileage, and each one should be held account­
able for an ignorant or wilful neglect of duty,"-made frank 
and definite recommendation for changing the basis and policy 
of selection. "The position of a trustee of the agricultural 
college is designed and intended to be honorary in its char­
acter, and the committee is of the opinion that the 'office 
should seek the man, and not the man the office.' Men should 
be chosen for that position who have a pecul~ar fitness for the 
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place, and not to satisfy local pride or political predilections. 
Hence, we recommend that the law providing that one trustee 
be elected from each judicial district be repealed, and that 
hereafter they be selected from those best fitted, wherever 
found within the state. The State has now invested in the 
institution the sum of two hundred and sixty-nine thousand and.five 
hundred dollars, besides the two hundred and forty thousand 
acres of land donated to the state, and by it held in trust for 
the promotion and dissemination of agricultural education, 
and cognate branches of learning. This land is worth, at a 
low estimate, one million ef dollars. All of this vast sum of more 
than a million and a quarter of dollars is entrusted to the manage­
ment of a 'board of trustees, who have generally been chosen 
on account of locality, and by reason of some local political 
influence or importance. They come together two or three 
times a year, spend a day or two, ratify the acts of the execu­
tive committee or president, draw their mileage and go home, 

I 

without really knowing, or caring to know, much of the inner 
workings of the concern." 

In accord with this recommendation, the code of 1873 
provided for a board of five members selected from the state 
at large, no two from the same congressional district, by joint 
ballot of the General Assembly. Compensation of $5.oo per 
day of actual service and 5 cents per mile actually traveled in 
line of duty was now provided with the limitation that no 
member should receive such compensation for more than 
thirty days service. This modest honorarium was reduced in 
1878 for the boards of all state institutions to $4.00 with the 
same limitation on period of service. The term was still to 
be four years starting with two- and four-year classes. The 
first members were to be chosen by the General Assembly in 
1874, and the new board was to take office on May 1, 1874. 
The revelations of the neglect and ineptitude of the governing 
body in the legislative investigation of that spring, as well as 
the bitter divisions in the state over issues of personalities and 
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policies, made the continuance of any of the old board un­
thinkable, and the revised body was thus new in personnel as 
well as size. Ex-Governor Kirkwood was the most distin­
guished member of the new Board and was made its first 
chairman. 

The ·expectation that a small board would make for sta­
bility, continuity of policy, and harmony was rudely shaken 
by·the open and well-nigh scandalous factional division and 
political bargaining involved in the abrupt change of adminis­
tration in 1883. There followed a reversion of public opinion 
to the feeling that a small board involved an undesirable 
concentration of power which had been grossly abused by 
the majority, and after barely a decade a return was made to 
the larger, supposedly more representative and popularly re­
sponsive governing body. The McCall act of March 28, 1884, 
provided for legislative selection by congress~onal districts for 
six-year terms, beginning with a three-class grouping in May, 
1884. With the addition to the membership of the governor 
and superintendent of public instruction in 1 898, the govern­
ing body as thus constituted continued until the establishment 
of the centralized board in 1909. 

The whole experience with separate governing bodies-no 
worse than that of other institutions of the state and much 
better on the whole than the record of many other states­
was typical of the working of governmental processes in fol­
lowing changing public sentiment and prejudice and of the 
prevailing confusion between broad policy determination and 
expert administrative functions. The beginnings of this dis­
tinction were indicated before the end of the pioneer period. 
The long and continuous service of officers of the board­
most notably E. W. Stanton as secretary and J. L. Geddes 
and Herman Knapp as treasurer-gave a considerable degree 
of continuity and security in the midst of fluctuation in organi­
zation and personnel. 

The lack of firm and consistent governing policies was 
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largely a cause, though to some extent a result, of the lack of 
security in the College's administrative head. By reason of the 
influences in establishment, the basis of support, and the· un­
certainty of organization and program the internal affairs of 
the separate land-grant or "agricultural" colleges were un­
usually liable to political interference from the legislature, 
state officials, and other party leaders, especially influential 
journalists. The rise of the farmers' movement, most notably 
the grange organization, developed pressure groups which 
sought to exercise censorship of curriculum and personnel. 
The effectiveness of this influence was limited by indefiniteness 
of demands and lack of unity in their ranks, but the disturbing 
possibilities were great. These interest groups were most 
menacing in their combination with factious elements within 
the institutions. This was more likely in a technical institu­
tion, where applied and general subjects were brought to­
gether, where traditions were unformed, where a considerable 
proportion of the staff had backgrounds of practical men of 
affairs and kept a connection with such groups and interests 
outside the institution, than in the traditional, like-minded 
college. 

WELCH AS ADMINISTRATOR 

When Dr. Welch stipulated to the organizing committee a 
relatively long tenure for himself as a condition of exchanging 
the hazards of a senatorship for those of a state college presi­
dency he was seeking a more difficult stipulation than either 
side, under the enthusiasm of the new educational departure, 
realized. That with all the influences of opposition and in­
stability he was able to maintain his leadership for such a 
relatively long period-far beyond the average of initial land­
grant administrations-was an evidence of unusually effective 
administrational and educational leadership. His training 
was thorough, and his cultural interests were real and broad. 
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His educational experience, which had extended to all levels 
and to different types of institutions, had enabled him to bal­
ance and to a considerable degree to reconcile the claims of 
the old and the new, of the classical and the technical. He 
was a rare teacher who understood and appreciated that 
attainment in others. He picked his staff with care and sup­
ported them against misunderstanding critics on and off the 
campus. Combined with his educational outlook was an inti­
mate knowledge of the world of affairs secured by observant 
travel and active participation in business and politics. A 
gentleman of the old school in the truest sense, he had a nat­
ural dignity, precision, and formality. He brought to the 
pioneer college an urbanity too often ignored or despised in 
the early trials of industrial education. Boys fresh from rural 
surroundings and ways might feel that their president was 
over-punctilious and exacting in social usages, but they came 
to recognize the essential part that his humanizing had had in 
their training. While never departing from his dignity to make 
a popular appeal he was by no means lacking in adaptability. 
Despite prejudicial and demagogical opposition extending at 
times to vituperative abuse, his appeal to the college com­
munity and to the state was real and lasting. Tempering his 
reserve and sense of dignity was a Yankee wit and a true sense 
of humor that relieved many tense situations. He could joke, 
however grimly, with a colleague on the arctic condition of 
sleeping quarters when on an institute circuit. While recog­
nizing that discipline and professional dignity must be main­
tained, he betrayed an amused tolerance for the deference 
demanded by youthful proctors. When to an overflow meet­
ing of delinquents he questioned what the institution was 
coming to and a brash young freshman suggested that most 
of it seemed to be coming to the president's office, he saw the 
joke and marked the future industrialist and philanthropist as 
a lad of parts. To inquiries from readers of the college agri-
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cultural paper as to his practical knowledge of farming, he 
gave frank and good-natured account of his experiences from 
boyhood days as farm laborer and proprietor. 

However conciliatory-up to a point-Welch was of the 
type of the strong executive, every inch a president within and 
without the institution. He was engaged in a great work and 
knew it and did not propose .to have it interrupted by dis­
sentient or distracting counsels and projects. The frail little 
man could be a relentless driver, of himself and others. 

Unfortunately his physical resources were inadequate for 
the exacting labors to which he had dedicated his mature 
years. Never robust, his health was impaired when he came to 
the position and he was poorly equipped physically to carry 
on a pioneer enterprise under elemental conditions of living 
and travel. Subject to periodical breakdowns which necessi­
tated seasons of recuperation, his achievements in administra­
tion, teaching, writing, and the conduct of his personal affairs 
are all the more remarkable. 

Certain admirers have suggested that if Dr. Welch's lot 
had been cast with a large established university rather than 
with a struggling, pioneer college he might have been identi­
fied with the more noted "educational statesmen" of the 
"educational renaissance" of the seventies. But one may ques­
tion whether his ultimate contribution to the cause was any 
less in guiding and directing a typical land-grant college 
through the stormy and uncertain founding years. He pro­
vided the needful guidance and direction and gave the initial 
impetus to the College's career. 

INTERNAL DISSENSIONS 

The testing of his leadership was not long delayed; opposi­
tion within and without soon appeared. The independent and 
irascible superintendent in managing the farm, supervising 
student labor, supplying the steward, and purchasing supplies 
had so many misunderstandings with the Board and adminis-
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tration that his periodic resignation was finally accepted in 
the summer of 1870. Upon the strong recommendation C>f a 
board member an alert young farmer of Jefferson County, 
Isaac P. Roberts, was chosen for this large and responsible 
position. The responsibilities and functions were greatly in­
creased and extended the following year. At the urgent re­
quest of the President instruction in practical agriculture was 
added to the supervisory duties. During the faculty reorgani­
zation in 1873 Roberts, distrustful of board policies and dis­
satisfied with living conditions at the farm house, accepted a 
call to the New York Agricultural College at Cornell, where 
he was destined to have a long and influential career as a 
teacher and administrator. This opportunity came largely 
through the influence of his former colleague in the physics 
department, William A. Anthony, who had resigned the 
previous year and preceded him at Cornell. Anthony had 
become involved in a disagreement with the Board over com­
pensation for summer employment in installing laboratory 
equipment and a misunderstanding regarding opportunity for 
personal research. Both claims seemed unreasonable to the 
governing powers, and the young scientist no doubt was over­
ambitious for his professional status in a pioneer agricultural 
college, but the unfortunate consequence was the loss of a 
physicist of energy and creative mind. 

These differences were the preliminaries of a real adminis­
trative crisis which culminated in the legislative investigation 
of 1874-a combination of tragedy and comedy. Throughout 
1873 the College was under attack from the rising Granger 
interest. The leading organizer of the order in the state, 
William Duane Wilson, an editor of the Homestead and the 
first secretary of the College, was strongly opposed to the 
trend of the farmers' school that he had helped to found and 
was openly committed to the overthrow of the existing ad­
ministration. Local opponents combined personalities with 
policies. An early farmer-labor agitator brought out a journal 
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of brief existence at Ames, Brain and Brawn, which made th~ 
College a leading object of attack. The most picturesque and 
voluble local opponent was Colonel Lucian Quintus Hoggatt, 
a veteran of the Mexican War from Indiana, where he had 
also served in the legislature. He became a pioneer settler 
on the "Squaw Branch" in the future residence district of 
Aines and was active in local politics, serving as sheriff 
throughout the Civil War. He was also a trustee of the 
College in I 864. Hoggatt had been affronted by the failure 
of the President to leave a class to greet him on a visit to the 
College, and the two men, of such contrasting attitudes and 
temperaments, had clashed openly at public gatherings. In 
1 873 the Colonel was elected to the legislature on an inde­
pendent greenback ticket and in the succeeding session exerted 
his ingenious powers to discredit the college administration 
by presenting petitions seeking reorganization of the curricu­
lum, the removal of Welch, and a general investigation. 

Internal faction added to outside assault. Professor George 
W. Jones, who had served as acting president at the beginning 
and held the important position of cashier in addition to head­
ing the mathematics work and teaching civil engineering, 
more and more clashed with administrative policies, while 
Jones' own brusque ways were offensive to some of his col­
leagues. The young professor of chemistry, Dr. Foote, had an 
irascible temper which ill fitted him for the duties of dormitory 
procter as well as for the close restraints of the college routine, 
and he had been saved from removal only by the President's 
support. The venerable professor of pomology, Captain James 
Mathews, in spite of public and professional distinction, proved 
an academic misfit. He had been recommended by the Iowa 
Horticultural Society as a successful fruit grower who would 
promote that industry at the College, but when he failed to 
develop the college work in any effective way the society 
turned against him. These disaffected staff members gradually 
drew together and allied with the farmer opposition in the 

94 



POLITICS IN ADMINISTRATION 

state. Newspaper letters in some cases were inspired or written 
directly by the dissenters. Disgruntled former students added 
further to the complication. Altogether by the end of the 
year the situation had become intolerable. 

At a board meeting in November Dr. Welch offered his 
resignation. It had been persistently rumored that he was 
considering another position. In July he spoke at the Uni­
versity of Arkansas, and the state press reported that he had 
been offered up to $6,ooo to head that new land-grant enter­
prise. Before acting on the resignation the Board declared all 
positions vacant. They then proceeded in the afternoon ses­
;;ion to re-elect all of the staff with the exception of Jones, 
Foote, and Mathews. Jones and Foote were defeated for 
re-election by a vote of five to six. In tendering re-election to 
Welch the Board presented him with a petition from citizens 
of Ames asking his retention. The deposed professors and 
their supporters charged that they were victims of an under­
hand plot, and that the President's resignation had not been 
made in good faith but was a part of a deliberate scheme to 
oust opposing members without a fair hearing. 

LEGISLATIVE INVESTIGATION OF THE COLLEGE 

The culminating element in a readily exploitable college 
scandal was the Rankin defalcation, and the cumulation of 
all the counts made an indictment that the legislature could 
not ignore. At the beginning of the Fifteenth General As­
sembly, in January, I874, a joint committee of eight, five from 
the Senate and three from the House, was authorized to make 
a general investigation of the College but with special attention 
to the charges of misapplication of funds; the defalcation of 
the treasurer; that "the college is drifting away from its original 
intent as a school of agriculture and the mechanic arts, and 
that it is not now fulfilling the purpose for which it was founded, and 
particularly that its course of instruction and practice does 
not tend to make farmers and mechanics, but rather to turn 
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them towards other professions"; and "that the students of 
said college, for whose benefit the college has been established 
and munificently endowed by the State and national govern­
ments, are arbitrarily, capriciously, and often unjustly treated 
by the officers of said college, and that no adequate redress or 
aggrievance [sic] is accorded them ... " More generally the 
committee was to investigate the course of study and methods 
of instruction, and to pass upon the much-mooted issue as to 
whether the farm was "in any true sense, a model farm" as 
contemplated by the original act. The investigation was to 
extend back to the beginnings and to be inclusive in time as 
well as in scope. 

Public hearings were held for over a month, and testimony 
and documents were accumulated to fill an 800-page volume. 
The committee rejected a proposal to secure a .counsel and 
conducted the proceedings in their own original manner. 
President Welch asked for the privilege of cross examining 
witnesses, but instead interested parties were allowed to sub­
mit questions in writing which, if proper to the investigation, 
the committee would ask. Their own examinations proved to 
be awkward, repetitious, and rambling in the extreme. The 
proceedings were not only crudely informal but took a latitude 
that was inclusive of all that proponents cared to present, 
either in the way of evidence or innuendo. Heresay, rumor, 
gossip were admitted along with documentary exhibits. 

The forty-three witnesses included present and former 
board members, representatives of both factions of the staff, 
specially interested legislators, former college employees, 
prominent residents in the vicinity of the College, and former 
students. Nothing could have been better calculated to air 
grievances and to exploit prejudicial attitudes. The people's 
college was subjected to wide-open public inspection. Funds 
and their handling were traced to the smallest transactions. 
Intellectual competence, teaching methods, social attitudes, 
and moral habits of staff members were appraised by fellow 
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colleagues and students. But the investigation centered in the 
administration. The President was given especial scrutiny, to 
determine whether his financial and educational policies and 
personal qualities had contributed to misappropriations, un­
sound program, and dissension. Injudicious financial arrange­
ments, such as the trading of Congressional documea.ts for 
house repairs, and carelessness regarding supplies taken from 

_., the farm were given distorted emphasis. Failure of the Presi­
dent to meet callers promptly at all times was represented as 
a rebuff to the popular constituency, as exclusion of janitor 
and fireman from the presidential dining table was held to 
be an evidence of aristocratic snobbishness wholly opposed to 
the spirit of a labor college. The opposition, especially the 
deposed staff members, charged discriminatory treatment of 
students, but only a few cases could be cited and the facts of 
these remained in dispute. On the "drifting away" charge the 
main allegations were that practical agriculture was not sys­
tematically taught and that the farm was far from a model; 
the latter contention was largely discounted by the lack of 
agreement as to what was meant by this term and as to the 
physical capacity and adaptability of the college acres. 

In reply witnesses favorable to the President alleged that 
the opposition was from a small clique of radical agitators, 
discharged employees, and disgruntled students and that the 
great majority of townspeople of Ames and vicinity were back 
of the administration. Various efforts were made by commit­
tee members to discredit the deposed staff members by sug­
gestions of incompetency, contumacy, and disloyalty. 

The report, condemning, as had been noted, a looseness of 
financial practices and supervision, gave little aid and com­
fort to the opposition. The charge of drifting away from origi­
nal intent was "not sustained." From the evidence presented, 
the students were not being subjected to arbitrary, capricious, 
or unjust treatment. Regarding the personal matter of re­
movals, though the legality was fully admitted, on "the man-
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ner, necessity and propriety," the committee, like the general 
public, was divided and hence passed no judgment. The in­
vestigation, if not the complete triumph for college policies 
that the student paper claimed, and if leaving the way open 
for irreconcilables to allege on certain counts a Scotch verdict, 
was nevertheless an immediate triumph for President Welch 
and established his position securely for the time being. The 
dissentient staff members were not reinstated, and his authority 
in developing his program was undisputed. 

There remained, however, the basic division between the 
practical farm interest and the broader scientific emphasis 
which time and skillful contacts alone could reconcile. The 
selection of S. A. Knapp, a successful stock raiser and popular 
writer and lecturer, to the chair of agriculture in 1879 was a 
reassuring move that seemed to pacify the opposition .. 

WELCH'S REMOVAL 

For a few years the President was apparent master of the 
situation within the institution and in the state, but physical 

. decline both depleted his energy and gave excuse to opponents 
for his displacement. In l 877 he had a breakdown that neces­
sitated a rest in the midst of the year; and when in 1883 the 
Commissioner of Agriculture invited him to inspect the agri­
cultural schools of Europe, the change seemed an advisable 
one. The faculty unanimously petitioned the trustees that he 
be granted leave from September, 1882, to March, 1883. The 
Board,. after first denying the request, made the adjustment by 
designating General Geddes as acting president and Professor 
Bessey as vice-president. This seemed a satisfactory arrange­
ment, and Welch apparently felt that his position was secure. 
But his absence gave his opponents the opportunity they 
sought. The revised small board had a majority favoring the 
opposition and there was a faculty element desirous of more 
emphasis upon vocational training. Again, as in l 873, farmers' 
organizations were involved. 
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The first move was made at the annual board meeting in 
November, 1882. The salaries of the President and of Mrs. 
Welch as lecturer on domestic economy were cut three hun­
dred dollars each. General Geddes' services were discontinued 
and Colonel John Scott was elected professor of military tac­
tics. Professor Beal was changed from civil engineering and 
zoology to geology and the stewardship. Bessey resigned the 
vice-presidency and Knapp was elected to that position, serv­
ing as acting president until Welch's return. 

The action was but the beginning; a year later the full 
blow was struck. Welch was summarily removed; Knapp was 
elected as his successor; and the appointments to the adminis­
trative offices-president, vice-president, secretary, treasurer, 
and steward--were declared to be for one-year terms. Mrs. 
Welch had resigned at the preceding meeting. Professor 
Beal's resignation, understood to be forced, was accepted. 
Captain James Rush Lincoln, an officer in the national guard 
who as a loyal young Marylander had seen active service as 
a Confederate soldier, was made steward and at the beginning 
of the new college year professor of military tactics. 

The Board was divided on the presidency, the vote stand­
ing three to two for Welch's removal. Ex-Governor Kirkwood 
and S. R. Willard cast the minority votes. The entire faculty­
including Knapp, who was reported as stating that the posi­
tion had been forced upon him and that he did not intend to 
retain it permanently-protested against the removal. They 
alleged that the C~llege was prosperous, efficient, and har­
monious and that these conditions were proof of the effective­
ness of Welch's administration, which for the good of the in­
stitution should be continued. A petition signed by 150 resi­
dents of Ames called attention to Welch's highly successful 
leadership and predicted disastrous opposition to the College 
throughout the state if he were forced to retire at this time. 
The State Register announced the Board's action in its regular 
accident column, headed "State Wrecks." Kirkwood for the 
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minoriry urged, in a press interview, that the College had 
grown steadily under Welch's direction and that he was still 
physically and mentally capable and had the support of 
alumni, students, and faculty. 

The main reasons alleged for Welch's displacement by the 
Homestead, the organ of the malcontents, was that he had 
reached the stage of physical and mental decline and that the 
agricultural interest required more vigorous and alert leader­
ship. His supporters in the rival Register, under the direction 
of "Father" Clarkson, urged in reply that he could have 
served effectively for at least five years while a worthy suc­
cessor was being sought with seemly deliberation. 

Personalities entered largely into the discussion. It was 
alleged that some of the new appointments were the result 
of political bargains involving among other considerations a 
United States marshalship. Gue charged in an extended news­
paper letter that there was a deliberate conspiracy on the part 
of the three members of the Board to determine all college 
policies according to their narrow and prejudiced views. 

Sectarian bias on the part of certain board members was 
charged. The G.A.R. was incensed at General Geddes' re­
moval, more especially for the appointment of an ex-Confed­
erate soldier. Charges of misappropriation of funds allegedly 
inspired by the anti-Welch faction at the College led to a 
legislative investigation that completely exonerated the out­
going administration. Welch wrote to the Register from Europe 
in January, 1884, protesting vigorously against the misrepre-. 
sentations and underhand tactics of the majority of the 
Board. 

In reply H. G. Grattan, the leader of the anti-Welch 
trustees, presented a no less vigorous and acrimonious defense 
in the Waukon Democrat which was issued as a broadside and 
sent to members of the legislature. Alumni of various classes 
were quoted anonymously in approval of Welch's removal, 
largely on the ground that he was not a true champion of 
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industrial education. After alleging that the whole case for 
the administration had been built up by a small clique of 
Welch's academic, journalistic, and business associates, Grat­
tan charged specifically that the ex-President was "never a 
scholar," that he was ineffective alike as teacher, executive, 
and business manager, and that in his personal quaHties he 
was a poor example for youth. Rather than having been 
done an injustice, the ineffective and incapacitated exeicutive, 
the blunt phillipic concluded, had long been a burden on the 
College. Underlying the whole controversy was the old line 
of division between the scientists and the vocationalists. The 
legislative abolition of the offending board failed to settle the 
question and bring institutional stability. The situation was 
most unfortunate for the new president, who came to the 
position with a distinguished career in educational and agri­
cultural leadership. 

KNAPP A VICTIM OF FACTIONALISM 

Seaman Asahel Knapp was a native of northern New York, 
descended on both sides from old and distinguished families. 
He secured a classical education at Union College, where he 
was an honor student, being elected to Phi Beta Kappa. After 
a brief career in the ministry, with the aid of his wife he con­
ducted female seminaries in New York and Vermont with 
marked ,success. A crippling accident and a general break­
down from overwork caused him to remove to Iowa in 1866 
for change of scene and outdoor life. He settled on a farm near 
Big Grove, Benton County. His strength proving unequal to 
this undertaking, he became pastor of a church at Vinton for 
the next two years. He then served for five years as superin­
tendent of the Iowa School for the Blind and during that 
period regained his health sufficiently to be able to return to 
the farm. With characteristic energy and initiative he entered 
upon the improvement of livestock, especially of Poland China 
hogs, with such success that he gained a state-wide reputation. 
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He was an organizer and the first president of the Iowa Im­
proved Stoc;k Breeders' Association. For three years (Sept., 
1876-Aug., 1879) he was editor of the Western Stock Journal 
and Farmer at Cedar Rapids. In this position he became inti­
mate with agricultural leaders like James Wilson and Henry 
Wallace. He had contributed to the College's Progressive 
Farmer, and President Welch had referred to him as the out­
standing breeder of hogs in the state and as a leader in im­
proved farm methods. His election as "professor of practical 
and experimental agriculture" upon nomination of Welch 
was a recognition both of the standing that he had come to 
have as a stockman and writer and a concession to those who 
were demanding full and direct training for the farmer. At 
the time of his election it was reported that he had been 
offered the presidency both of the Kansas Agricultural College 
and of Purdue University. 

Knapp's brief experience as teacher and investigator at 
the College had been markedly effective. He had found the 
farm in a run-down state and had sought to make it a credit­
able enterprise if not a "model" one. His leadership was 
recognized in national gatherings as well as in the state. Con­
ditions without and within the College, however, gave no 
adequate opportunity for his unusual administrative capacity. 
Farm organizations and press were cordial, and the student 
papers and apparently the student body were friendly. But 
the opposition press, including the Ames Intelligencer, and the 
supporters of Welch generally were aggresively hostile. De­
clining enrollments and continuing faculty divisions were 
emphasized to discredit the new administration. Under the 
circumstances, Dr. Knapp probably welcomed the rule that 
automatically limited his appointment to one year. 

The new enlarged Board frankly recognized the necessity 
of reconciling and conciliating the two factions. At their 
meeting in December, 1884, Knapp was dropped from the 
presidency but continued as the head of the agricultural 
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work. Professor Joseph L. Budd was placed in temporary 
charge. Welch was elected professor of psychology and soci­
ology. The delicate military situation was adjusted by a vote 
of confidence in Captain Lincoln, warm praise of General 
Geddes, and the more substantial relief in his election to the 
college treasurership. The relations of the two military men 
were reported to be most cordial. 

In general policy the Board took a step toward more stabil­
ized tenure by repealing the rule that the election of president 
and vice-president should be made annually and by a resolu­
tion declaring it to be "the policy of this Board that the Presi­
dent, all members of the Faculty, and assistant professors of 
the College shall hold their positions during satisfactory serv­
ice." Such a statement at this time was at least a reassuring 
gesture. The Register's correspondent thought the "treaty of 
Ames" a good week's work which had brought greater har­
mony to the College than it had known for years and created 
a confidence in its future. The local Intelligencer reported that 
"the faculty are united and harmonious; and from occupying 
a position of 'armed neutrality,' as some unwise parties inti­
mate, the fight of the factions has closed and we know of no 
one connected with the institution who is so short-sighted as 
to hazard his own position by refusing hearty obedience and 
support to the new order of things." 

Both Welch and Knapp accepted the solution in the best 
of spirit and pledged their full cooperation. The two men in 
different ways had made lasting contributions, but their serv­
ices to the College were nearing an end. The next year Knapp 
secured a leave of absence to establish a rice plantation in 
Louisiana, and in that section in his mature years he was to 
make a contribution in the development of demonstrational 
club work that would place his name among the nation's 
greatest educational leaders. 

Welch remained in his congenial teaching and lecturing 
work until failing health caused a recuperative trip to Cali-



HISTORY OF IOWA STATE COLLEGE 

fornia, where he died in 1889. In the funeral tributes recogni­
tion was given to his foresight, patience, and devotion in 
developing the program of a pioneer technical college and to 
his artistic vision in campus planning. 

LEIGH HUN T'S PERSON AL RULE 

With the passing of the two principals• of the rival groups 
the expected harmony was not secured. The College was slow 
in finding a leader who could win the confidence of the state. 
W. I. Chamberlain of Ohio was the preferred choice, but he 
could not be persuaded at this time to come to Iowa. In­
stead, largely through the influence ofJ. S. ("Ret") Clarkson, 
a member of the new Board, an ambitious young educator was 
chosen to carry on at the beginning of 1885. Leigh Smith 
John Hunt was born in Indiana in 1855 and was thus less than 
forty when selected for this difficult position. His unsyste­
matic training was largely self-acquired and he had the confi­
dence and assertiveness of the "self-made" individual. Hunt 
thus far had been notably successful as a public school ad­
ministrator. He had been particularly effective in conducting 
teachers' institutes and had developed an early system of 
pupils' savings. In Iowa he had taught at Cedar Falls and 
Mount Pleasant and at the time of his election was superin­
tendent of the East Des Moines district. 

With qualities that were to take him far in the business 
world, he had neither the training nor the tact for a college 
president. The young executive seemed over-conscious of his 
dignity and brought social innovations new to the com­
munity. The sight of the head of a farmers' college riding out 
in a trap drawn by a high-stepping cob with a colored footman 
on the rear seat attracted unfavorable notoriety. His un­
familiarity with college customs and procedures and especially 
with faculty sensibilities was all too evident. He brought to 
the College the dictatorial methods of the "well governed" 
high school accordi:ri.g to the standards of the time. Failing 
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to secure the support of the faculty for his policies, he obtained 
a ruling from the Board that the College should be subject 
to an "executive government," which he proceeded to exer­
cise in his relations with students, faculty, and the Board 
itself. He clashed openly with the veteran professor of English, 
Dr. Wynn, who was contemptuous of the executive's aca­
demic deficiencies and his limitations in public address, par­
ticularly in the conduct of chapel. In extreme protest the 
popular professor submitted his resignation in November, 
1885, to take effect at the end of the following year. 

The most spectacular test of "executive government" was 
in a contest with the senior class. Two members were expelled 
for infraction of rules and the whole class went on strike, 
setting up headquarters in the opera house down town. When 
the president of the Board appeared to offer mediation he 
was informed curtly that the head of the College would con­
duct its government in his own way or retire. The member 
returned home without addressing the students and the class 
soon after surrendered. Throughout the exciting struggle the 
faculty kept to its academic wood-sawing, that is, revision of 
the course of study; and there is no mention of the episode in 
the minutes. "Executive Government" was unrestrained. It 
was a victory for President Hunt, but this and similar decisions 
proved too costly to his standing with the College and the 
public, and on the plea of failing health he resigned the follow­
ing spring. The only relief in this tense and hectic term was 
the President's marriage with a popular former student of the 
College. Leigh Hunt's long and truly spectacular career in 
the Pacific Northwest, Asia, and Africa as journalist, interna­
tional financier, and mining promoter was still before him. 
His only later recorded educational activity was in a reported 
political deal for the location of the Washington State College. 
In a newspaper interview while on a visit to Iowa in 1915 he 
expressed the opinion that "We are over-educated. Our insti­
tutions of learning are for the few." At that time his main in-
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terest was in a scheme to establish subsistence homesteads 
for young ,men. 

CHAMBERLAIN'S ELECTION 

After this trying experience the Board sought to be safe and 
deliberate in their selection. Its committee, J. S. Clarkson 
and Joseph Dysart, reported at the May meeting in 1896 an 
imposing list of the candidates with impressive supporters. A 
number of men considered by the committee, including Gen­
eral John Eaton, of Marietta College; President T. C. Cham­
berlain and Professor W. A. Henry, of the University of 
Wisconsin; and Dean I. P. Roberts, of Cornell, proved not to 
be open to call. In Iowa, State Superintendent Akers was 
reported to have wide support, and newspaper discussion 
added the names of James Harlan, C. C. Carpenter, and 
Jesse Macy of Iowa College. Perhaps to the embarrassment 
of their faithful secretary, the committee reported that the 
president of the alumni association and others had "suggested 
and urged the name of E. W. Stanton." There were candi­
dates well recommended from Illinois, Indiana, and even 
New England. 

But the choice returned to the favored candidate of the 
previous year, W. I. Chamberlain, whose training, experience, 
and endorsement seemed to set him apart. The leading public 
men of his state-Hayes, Sherman, Foraker, Dr. Washington 
Gladden, the president and the professor of agriculture of 
the University of Ohio, along with other agricultural leaders 
of the Middle West and the outstanding agricultural journal­
ists gave him hearty recommendations. By every test that 
could be applied, the committee was confident, Chamberlain 
met the qualifications sought better than any other available 
candidate. They had hoped that he would accept the chair of 
agriculture along with the presidency, but he declined-as he 
xplained that he had the offer of two other similar pro-
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fessorships-by reason of his lack of training in the basic 
sciences. He consented, however, to give lectures on practical 
agriculture. The title consequently recommended was that 
of "President of the College, Professor of Moral Science and 
Lecturer on Practical Agriculture." The report was unani­
mously adopted, and Chamberlain, conveniently on hand, 
accepted in a brief speech the position which he assumed 
in July. 

PROMISING LEADERSHIP 

William Isaac Chamberlain was born in Litchfield, Con­
necticut, in 1837, but as his family removed to a farm in 
northern Ohio the next year, he was almost a native Buckeye. 
He entered Western Reserve in 1855 and for ten years after 
graduation taught academy and college classes in the classics 
at his alma mater. Failing health led him to return to the 
family farm, where he was highly successful. His experiences 
were the basis of numerous contributions to agricultural 
papers which caused him to be well known among agri­
cultural leaders. In 1880 he was elected secretary of the Ohio 
State Board of Agriculture and soon expanded its functions 
to include crop reports, fertilizer control, and the develop­
ment of farmers' institutes. His work in the latter field was 
especially noteworthy. His attainments and influence were 
recognized by Rutgers in 1887 and by the Ohio State Uni­
versity in 1890 in awards of the LL. D. degree. 

Chamberlain's selection was well received in college, state, 
and agricultural circles generally, and his administration 
started most auspiciously. A faculty reception in his honor in 
July attended by state officials, representatives of other col­
leges, and alumni was termed by the Aurora "one of the most 
brilliant affairs in the history of the College." Welch exten~ed 
cordial welcome and predicted "a long and distinguished 
career as the honored President" of the College. Chamber-
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Iain's response expressed a somewhat over-conscious sense of 
his inadequacy for so great a responsibility, but was regarded 
at the time as the becoming modesty of a strong leader. 

His inaugural address in November, in which he declared 
for a distinct separation of the land-grant program and em­
phasis from that of the old type college and expressed his aims 
in moral and religious tone, was well suited to the supporters 
of the College, and his thrusts at the old-line colleges were 
tempered with the conciliatory assurance to visiting delegates 
that none of their institutions had kept to such benighted ways. 

That the new President, according to his lights and tempera­
ment, made an earnest effort' to unify and harmonize the 
various groups, there can be no question. For a time he seemed 
to be having commendable success. He sought deliberately 
to secure harmonious and cordial relations with the faculty 
and the student body. At the November,. 1886 meeting of 
the Board he advised a more cooperative and democratic 
system of college government: "By vote of this Board, Nov. 13, 
1885, the government of this College was made Executive. 
I prefer faculty government, subject to the general laws and 
advice of the Trustees. Thus far the Trustees and Faculty 
have been a unit in supporting my views, or rather our views 
have coincided. Whenever I cannot carry Faculty and Trus­
tees I shall deem it my duty to carry out their views cordially 
and earnestly or resign the Presidency." The Board ordered 
that the former rule be rescinded as recommended and that 
"the government hereafter shall be that which is known as 
Faculty government." 

In making recommendation of a successor to Professor 
Wynn he was at great pains to explain to the Board, and to 
the staff and the student body, in the Students' Farm Journal 
that he had had no part in the withdrawal of the beloved 
professor and had the kindliest feelings toward him. In the 
selection of Wynn's successor Chamberlain exerted his per­
sonal influence more than in any other appointment. He 
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recommended that a professor with ministerial training and 
experience who could take charge of the chapel services be 
secured. There were nine applicants that had been especially 
considered by the committee (the President and two board 
members)-from Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and New 
York. Four of the candidates had preaching qualificati't:ms. 
Of the available candidates Chamberlain was convinced that 
one was outstanding, Arthur C. Barrows, a graduate of 
Phillips Andover and Western Reserve who, after teaching 
at the latter institution, had served in the ministry and as the 
head of an important church board. Chamberlain and Bar­
rows had been fellow students and life-long friends, and the 
President's endorsement was in the strongest terms. He 
stressed particularly the fact that Barrows, although a classical 
scholar, was greatly interested in agriculture and in industrial 
education and that he had addressed farmers' institutes on 
horticultural subjects. After presenting an elaborate exhibrt 
of records and recommendations, he concluded with an appeal 
to the Board which made the decision a test of his own influ­
ence: "My own acquaintance with college men is large, but 
I must say that I know of no other person anywhere nearly 
so well fitted for the place as Mr. Barrows is." The final 
decision was narrowed to the President's candidate and an 
Iowa man, and by a vote of five to four the former was elected. 
The selection proved a fortunate one both for the College and 
the President. Barrows was not only a most effective teacher 
but was able to aid and support the administration in various 
ways. 

Unfortunately in the key technical positions Chamberlain 
failed to make as satisfactory appointments. His engineering 
professors showed a stronger professional than collegiate inter­
est and point of view. For the agricultural professorship, after 
failing to secure a recognized leader upon whom he was 
counting to maintain and extend the work of the department, 
he was led reluctantly-as will appear in connection with the 
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development of the course of study-to accept a board candi­
date ill-adapted for the organization and leadership de­
manded. No small part of the discredit of Chamberlain's 
administration was due to the lack of a Marston and a Meeker 
to train leaders and technical experts for the state's industries 
and a Knapp, a Wilson, or a Curtiss to win the confidence of 
Iowa farmers. 

Both for his own peace of mind and the good of the College 
the conscientious executive tried earnestly to uphold the 
Board's avowed policy of permanence of tenure. In carrying 
on a coeducational system under the conditions of cohousing 
Chamberlain was much concerned for the competence and 
continuity of the highly responsible but ill-appreciated posi­
tion of preceptress. The difficulties of securing and retaining 
a proper person for this position were pointed out in his 
recommendation to the Board in 1887. "The problem of 
securing a permanent preceptress is the one that most seriously 
confronts us. There has been no less than four different ladies 
acting in that capacity within about two years. None of 
whom were willing to serve for more than one or two terms. 
Such frequent changes are a most serious damage to the 
college. The place is an anxious, unpleasant and laborious 
one under our present complications with the dormitory and 
boarding system with co-education under a single roof. The 
problem will in my opinion never be fully solved until we get 
a new Ladies' Hall and Domestic Economy building. Until 
then I frankly confess I think we must combine the Preceptress 
with the French and German and pay a salary of $1,200, to 
secure permanence." 

In reporting to the Board in 1886 charges of teaching in­
effectiveness against a professor of mechanical engineering 
and an instructor in modern language he recommended that 
they be given another year to demonstrate their capacity. He 
recommended in the case of the engineer that additional 
equipment be provided for his laboratory and shops, and 
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pledged himself "to sustain him heartily in his work to the end 
that he may live down these criticisms if they are unjust." 
He was very desirous that "the idea of permanence of Pro­
fessorships during good work should prevail ... " He gave 
a great deal of care to selecting new faculty members, and 
though at least one young appointee felt that he lacked under­
standing appreciation, he seems to have acted conscientiously, 
according to his views, toward his entire staff. 

He could report complacently in the student paper in 
July, 1887, a "year of uninterrupted good feeling between and 
among all the professors and students." From his Ohio 
experiences he was enabled to address farm audiences with 
effectiveness. His reports set forth the needs of the College 
and the state responsibility with considerable vigor, and 
though he maintained later that the Board restrained him 
from making major appeals to the legislature, provision was 
made for a general-purpose building-the Morrill Hall­
before the end of his service. In federal relations he was a 
strong supporter of the experiment station act and personally 
represented the College in urging the second Morrill grant 
in 1890. 

TROUBLES, INSIDE AND OUTSIDE 

But by that time his troubles were cumulating. An over­
meticulous administrator, he gave undue attention to minutiae 
and thus dissipated his energies. His religious views were 
thought unduly narrow and an affront to free-thinking scien­
tists -in a state-supported institution. His scruples as a strict 
sabbatarian led to embarrassing complications. His social 
outlook seemed narrow and illiberal. In the spring of 1887, 
when Belva Ann Lockwood came to Ames for a lecture on 
Washington life and personalities, the President denounced 
in advance her dangerous ideas and undignified activities and 
posted an order forbidding the students to attend the lecture. 
About fifty, including some of the most prominent upper-
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classmen, openly defied the exe~utive order. A spy from head­
quarters duly recorded the names, and after the off enders had 
signed a conventional statement of regret and penitence, the 
faculty resolved that "all students who attended Mrs. Lock­
wood's lecture be given final warning in chapel and their 
parents be notified of the same." It is doubtful that the action 
was taken with enthusiasm by the more open-minded mem­
bers of the staff. In general, Chamberlain failed to secure the 
enthusiastic support of the faculty. In the background there 
remained the opposing agricultural factions, and Chamberlain 
himself later claimed that he had been the victim of this divi­
sion for, he held, with all his emphasis upon the practical in 
his writings and addresses he was really more in sympathy 

. with the liberal Welch faction than with the opposing group. 
The broad course in "science and agriculture" neither the 
President nor his eastern-trained agricultural professor was 
able to rationalize and justify effectively to the farmer con­
stituency. Even in .his institute talks, in which he was ac­
counted especially proficient, Iowa farmers were said to be 
affronted by his constant references to his experiences on his 
Ohio farm. 

CHAMBERLAIN RETIRES 

Student disturbance was probably the final discrediting 
influence. The fraternity activity of a small group was bit­
terly resented by the great majority, and the President was 
felt to favor the movement by reason of the membership of 
his son. A small riot that occurred in breaking up a fraternity 
banquet occasioned a scandal which brought only inconclusive 
faculty action with the consequent dissatisfaction of all con­
cerned. At the commencement in 1890 the graduates ab­
sented themselves from the baccalaureate service, and it was 
evident that the President had lost control of the situation. 
His resignation in November of that year was promptly 
accepted to take effect immediately. In facilitating so readily 
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this adjustment of an increasingly unhappy situation, Cham­
berlain had the confident expectation of becoming the head of 
the Ohio State University. In this ambition he was counting 
on the unqualified support of ex-President Hayes, as he told 
certain members of the I. A. C faculty. The uncertainty of 
that highly conscientious board member was indicated in the 
entry in his diary for December 10, 1890. After mentioning 
that certain members wanted Chamberlain for president of 
the University he commented, "It will strengthen us with the 
farmers; make it, in fact, a mechanics' and farmers' college, 
and gain thus in the Legislatur~ the needed votes for its 
liberal support." Hayes had agreed to consider the case im­
partially but he had made no promises-"Believe in making 
the college a people's college, a college for farmers and 'me­
chanics in the best sense--something different from the com­
mon old-fashioned classical college. The truth is, I fear 
Chamberlain is not large enough in head and character for 
the place. But-?" The question was not answered affirma­
tively, and Chamberlain returned to his old position at the 
head of the state board, in which he was influential in directing 
the policies of the University, including the selection of 
presidents. He devoted the last ;years of his long and useful 
career to farming and agricultural journalism. On his visit 
to the campus in 1913 surviving friendships were renewed and 
old enmities forgotten. The best final estimate of his service 
as head of the College in the unsettled years at the end of the 
pioneer period was given by himself in a letter to Professor 
Stanton a few months before the death of both of the former 
colleagues in 1920: "You knew the work I did or tried to do, 
and you know that I was sincere, honest and industrious, but 
I think I was not exactly adapted." 

At the same meeting at which Chamberlain announced his 
retirement, Professor Smith submitted his resignation from 
the agricultural department, as he had learned of opposition 
to him "on the part of some members of the Board," an 
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C. F. Mount withdrew from civil engineering with the sincere 
hope that the work of the department might "still progress in 
the direction of still further usefulness to the many young men 
now doing work in the department." These vacancies, with a 
somewhat more than average change in minor positions, led 
to the comment of the Aurora, "There must have been a 'land­
slide' somewhere along the line, for the next term we will have 
eight new instructors and a new president." 

That student disquietude over appointments may have been 
influenced or inspired by faculty discussion is indicated by 
the protest and recommendation of the Board committee on 
faculty and course of study that "We deplore the general lack 
of discretion on the part of members of the Faculty with refer­
ence to their intercourse with students and others and the 
freedom with which actions of the Faculty and important 
measures considered by it are discussed and bandied about 
among hired help, students and Faculty and we demand that 
a rule be adopted by the Faculty that all such proceedings be 
considered confidential and that the proper place to announce 
the decisions and conclusions of the Faculty is the rostrom of 
the Chapel." The rule was enacted but it did not insure 
acquiescence within or. without with the policies of the Board 
and the administration. 

STANTON TO THE RESCUE 

The college government, indeed, had now reached a critical 
stage. Three presidencies within a six-year period indicated 
an unusual instability, even in those unsettled times. But 
more than this there was a rising opposition from the agri­
cultural interests, who were demanding a reorganization in 
content and emphasis. Whatever excus~s might be alleged, 
the Board was clearly on the spot. As a temporary adjustment 
they turned to their dependable secretary, Professor E. W. 
Stanton, for the first of the four interim terms that he was to 
serve as college head. Following his selection, the acting 
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president was requested to present to the Board "his opinion 
in detail on the question of the relation of the Executive of 
this Institution to the other departments and such reforms and 
changes in detail of Executive management as would in his 
opinion aid more completely to the good order and success 
of the Instit~tion." In his report the Acting-President disposed 
of these matters tersely. "There is no better guide in the ad­
ministration of its affairs than the law itself and no argument 
howsoever ingeniously constructed can do away with the plain 
language of the statute." In its score of years, he asserted, the 
College had done a great work and now stood in the first 
rank among lanp-grant institutions. The true policy now 
was to build up and not tear down. The exhortation was 
prophetic of the new day. The readjustments that followed 
marked the end of the pioneer period of instability. Never 
thereafter were there to be such uncertain, fluctuating policy 
and such disturbing interference with the college organization. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

TRIAL & ERROR 

Adventures in Curriculum Making 

* * * 
CONFLICTING AIMS 

All these weaknesses of the pioneer stage-hesitancy and 
inadequacy in state aid, incompetence and impermanence of 
the governing board, instability of the administration, and 
insecurity of the faculty-were due mainly to lack of definite 
determination and agreement as to just what the College was 
and for what and for whom it existed. Like those of other land­
grant institutions, Iowa A. and M. officials and constituency 
were divided into the narrow-gauge practical agricultural 
school supporters and the broad-gauge technologists. The 
former group had the advantage of th~ precedent and tradi­
tion of the act of 1858, which had not been specifically altered 
by the act of 1862 accepting the federal grant, whereas the 
more liberal elements could maintain that the letter and spirit 
of the grant act required their type of institution. President 
Welch endeavored to mediate between the two extremes, but 
by his training and experience he found himself eventually 
more closely identified with the liberal group. 

"The friction between manual and mental labor is con­
stantly diminishing, and ·the whole enterprise is gradually 
but surely gaining in efficiency and completeness," was his 
hopeful report in 1873. But the friction increased rather than 
diminished, and the administration was conscious of a con­
tinuing need for defense. In an address before the State 
Horticultural Society on January 20, 1875, he explained at 
length that the College· was maintaining a program in full 
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harmony with the law. Agriculture and mechanic arts de­
veloped in co-ordinate position were given the major emphasis, 
and seven-eighths of the studies "related to" these vocations. 
The classics were not taught, and the general subjects were 
those which were essential to every well-trained person. That 
the institution was ministering to the element for whom the 
grant was designed was proved by the fact that thus far three­
fourths of the students had come from farm homes, and four­
fifths could be identified with the industrial classes. 

In a rather elaborate paper on "The True Work of the 
National Industrial School" read at the National Agricultural 
Congress of the Centennial Exposition in September, 1876, 
and presented again in November at Chicago before the con­
vention of Presidents of the State Universities and Agricultural 
Colleges in the West, he frankly stated his belief that the 
training of specialists in particular branches of. agriculture 
was of much greater service to a state than the educating of 
young men for the practical conduct of farms. 

Finally in an address before the State Horticultural Society 
in 1881 on "Science with Practice in Education" he set forth 
his "own educational creed," which was "simple, straigl).t­
forward, and well defined." With ultra-modern emphasis he 
would educate for vocational competence and social participa­
tion. He would adjust a student's curriculum "by an inven­
tory, if possible, of the things he will do hereafter, both in a 
chosen vocation and under his inevitable obligations as a 
citizen and a man." He would go to the length of opposing 
any study "whose practical application to the purposes of life 
cannot be definitely and clearly stated. . . . Learning and 
culture, however deep and wide, are valueless except as they 
become active, and contribute dire~ly or indirectly to supply 
the wants of the world." The agricultural college, "while 
admitting sparingly those studies which fit the man for his 
influence and the citizen for his duties," should organize in 
"judicious proportion those branches which are adapted to 
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