


























in the office of tycoon Charles T. Yerkes
as they were at the lectern before the
Chicago Woman’s Club. Faculty members
such as educator John Dewey, physicist
Albert A. Michelson, sociologist W. 1.
Thomas, and archaeologist James Henry
Breasted were each adept in different
ways at finding receptive donors and pre-
senting their research needs in compelling
terms. And Ernest DeWitt Burton, a
faculty member who later became presi-
dent, exemplified the ideal of an academic
leader who was able to harness educa-
tional dreams to the goals and schedules
of a demanding capital campaign.

Finally, a word should be said about
the comparative size of the gifts men-
tioned in the exhibition relative to today’s
inflated dollar. The Consumer Price
Index maintained by the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics since 1913 provides one
standard of comparison for the purchasing
power of the dollar over the past nine
decades. Using the Consumer Price

Index, a gift of $1,000 in 1913 can be cal-
culated to be equivalent to more than
$17,700 in today’s economy. A gift of
$200,000 would be worth the equivalent
of more than $3.5 million. And John

D. Rockefeller’s cumulative gifts of $35
million to the University of Chicago from
1889 to 1910 would be worth no less
than $620 million today.

Building for a Long Future: The Univer-
sity of Chicago and Its Donors, 1889-1930
is based on correspondence, minutes, pho-
tographs, architectural plans, and other
historical records of the University of
Chicago Archives in the Department of
Special Collections. Additional materials
for the exhibition are drawn from the
Manuscript Collections and Rare Book
Collections in the Department of Special
Collections and the General Collection
of the University of Chicago Library.
Unless otherwise noted, materials repro-
duced as illustrations in this catalogue are
from the University Archives.

The exhibition was undertaken at the
initiative of John W. Boyer, Dean of
the College of the University of Chicago
and Martin A. Ryerson Distinguished

Service Professor in the Department of
History and the College. Dean Boyer
played a central role in shaping the
themes of the exhibition and contributed
substantially to refining its emphases.
Brandon L. Johnson, doctoral candidate in
the Department of History, conducted
the archival research and wrote the basic
text for the exhibition and catalogue.
Alice Schreyer, Curator of Special
Collections, made important additional
contributions to the research and writing.
The design and installation of the
exhibition and the production of this cat-
alogue were the responsibility of
Valarie Brocato, Exhibition and Preserva-
tion Manager in Special Collections.
Lynn Martin designed the catalogue, and
the results testify to her practiced eye
and elegant style.

Danier MEever
Associate Curator of Special Collections
and University Archivist
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n his 1916 history of the University of

Chicago’s first quarter century, long-
time Secretary of the Board of Trustees
Thomas Wakefield Goodspeed accorded
an esteemed status to its early donors.
They resolutely stood by the institution,
he wrote, as it “passed through periods of
extraordinary difficulty and no small
peril.” While the University’s shortcom-
ings “tried [their] patience and tested
[their] loyalty,” he wrote, they still
‘carried it triumphantly through all its
difficulties.” The University’s benefactors
“became in very many instances its fast
friends and were always ready when the
need arose to repeat their gifts,” often
more than once. Generous donors almost
single-handedly brought the University
of Chicago, as he put it, “out ‘into a wide
place,” with its future assured.”

Goodspeed’s chronicle, like most other
institutional histories, lacks a truly critical

perspective and occasionally rises to
hyperbole. Not all donors to the Univer-
sity were so stalwart that they remained
forever loyal to the cause. The institution
had its reluctant patrons, its offended
benefactors, and its soured contributors.
But Goodspeed was correct in arguing
that it enjoyed many extremely generous
champions. By 1930, a growing number of
Chicagoans, as well as alumni and other
contributors from outside the city, had
given the University millions of dollars to
create a beautiful campus and support
distinguished research and teaching pro-
grams. In a very real sense, these indi-
viduals created, funded, and maintained
the University of Chicago.

These founding donors did not, how-
ever, invent the idea of a university in
Chicago. As early as the middle of the
nineteenth century, Chicago had been the
site for another institution of higher edu-

cation named for the city, one that was
profoundly different from the university
that eventually succeeded it in name and
mission. The first discussions about a
university in Chicago were responses to
an announcement by Senator Stephen A.
Douglas in 1856 that he would donate

a section of land on the city’s near South
Side to the religious denomination that
would build a college on it. The Pres-
byterians considered Douglas’s offer but
chose to decline. So a group of local
Baptists, led by First Baptist Church pas-
tor John C. Burroughs, mobilized them-
selves and secured title to the land.

The organizers then selected a board of
trustees, including Senator Douglas as its
president, and in January 1857, by act of
the state legislature, the college was incor-
porated as the University of Chicago.
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