The Founding of Illinois State Normal University:
Normal School or State University?


On February 18, 1857, William H. Bissell, the first Republican governor of Illinois, signed “an act for the establishment and maintenance of a Normal University.” The statute constituted a fifteen member “Board of Education of the State of Illinois” as the legal entity that owned and governed the State’s first public university.
 The measure had two curious features.  The first was the designation of the new institution as a university. As the example of Illinois Wesleyan shows, the word university was employed loosely in the antebellum period. Cornell, which was established in 1865, is generally considered to be the first real American university, that is, an institution that emphasized research and provided postgraduate and professional education.
 But even in the 1850s it was preposterous to use the term for a school that prepared as teachers men and women who had at best an eighth-grade education.  In fact, Charles E. Hovey, the University’s first principal (the title was changed to president in 1866), was asked point blank in 1859 at the first convention of the American Normal School Association why his normal school had been called a university.
 
The other oddity in the statute was the General Assembly’s charge that the Normal University not only prepare teachers in “all branches of study which pertain to a common school education,” for example, arithmetic and spelling, but also “in the elements of the natural sciences, including agricultural chemistry, animal and vegetable physiology.” To implement the latter mandate, Hovey persuaded Dr. Joseph Addison Sewall, a physician, to study the natural sciences for two years at Yale and Harvard with the nation’s foremost scientists.
 Did the legislators really imagine that children would conduct scientific experiments in ungraded, crudely furnished, one-room country schools?

The answer is that the founders never intended the new University to be simply a normal school.  If their plans had been realized, the normal school would have been merely one department in Illinois’ state university and in the nation’s first land grant school.  John H. Burnham, Class of 1861, the first director of the Illinois State Historical Society and for a brief time in the 1860s the editor of the Bloomington Pantagraph, wrote in 1882 in conjunction with the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the University’s foundation: “The intention was to gather around the new institution the different colleges,--classical, agricultural, industrial, law, medical, and the other departments of a university,--until, in the end, the State should have here a grand university, equal to any in the land.”
 These unfulfilled aspirations explain many of the peculiarities of the early history of the Normal University: its designation as a university; the legislative mandate to teach “agricultural chemistry, animal and vegetable physiology;” the design of Old Main—the plans called for an art gallery and a museum and the total cost of the building’s construction was an astonishing $187,000, approximately eighteen times the University’s operating budget in Fiscal Year 1858;
 the layout of the quad by William Saunders, a prominent landscape architect who subsequently designed the national cemetery at Gettysburg and the park system of Washington;
 and the Board’s sponsorship of John Wesley Powell’s expeditions to the Rockies and the Grand Canyon.
 These actions make sense only if one realizes that the Normal University was from 1857 to 1867, as Jurgen Herbst, a historian of higher education at the University of Wisconsin said, “for all intents and purposes the state university of Illinois.”


Yet the founders’ original vision for Illinois State has been nearly completely forgotten; and they have been described as duplicitous in calling the new foundation a university.  For example, Francis G. Blair (1864-1942), Class of 1892, who served as Illinois’ elected superintendent of public instruction from 1906 to1934, wrote in a 1933 letter, on behalf of the Normal School Board, to the president of St. Viator College in Bourbonnais, that the founders, in establishing a normal school, “played a verbal trick which was not altogether creditable to their sincerity,” so they could procure the funds that had been set aside to establish a state university. Several decades later Charleston, DeKalb, and Macomb “were called frankly normal schools.” Blair assured Reverend Maguire that while the General Assembly had authorized the normal schools in 1907 to grant bachelor’s degrees so that they could prepare high school teachers, there was no plan to transform the teachers colleges from “rather narrow professional and vocational” schools into liberal arts colleges.
 For the next thirty years the University’s alleged foundation as a teacher preparatory institution was repeatedly invoked in opposition to all proposals that it broaden its mission or change its name.


I want to examine in this article the founders’ original intentions, why their plans failed, and why the early history of the University was subsequently rewritten to stress the school’s teacher preparatory mission.

The University was founded to meet the State’s urgent need for teachers.  Since the 1820s northern educational reformers like Horace Mann had been campaigning to establish tuition-free, tax supported, and state-regulated systems of common or public schools. These schools were to provide all children, regardless of their parents’ economic and social status, with an education that inculcated republican morality and that promoted personal and societal improvement.
 Abraham Lincoln, seeking his first public office in 1832, put it this way: 


Upon the subject of education . . . I can only say that I view it as the most


important subject which we as a people may be engaged in.  That every man

may receive at least, a moderate education . . .appears to be an object of


vital importance. . . For my part, I desire to see the time when education, and


by its means, morality, sobriety, enterprise and industry, shall become more


general than at present, and should be gratified to have it in my power to


contribute something to the advancement of any measure which might


have a tendency to accelerate the happy period.

After a thirty-year battle Illinois had been in 1855 the last Free State to create a system of free public instruction, reserved exclusively, it should be noted, for white children.
 The passage of the School Law of 1855 caused an explosive growth in the number of schools and the demand for teachers. At the end of 1854, 79 Illinois counties reported that they had a total of 4,215 schools; two years later, there were 7,694 schools in 95 counties.


The reformers believed that normal schools were the appropriate institutions to prepare teachers. The French revolutionaries had established in 1794 the first normal school, the Ecole Normale, so-called because it was to teach the standards or norms of pedagogy. This school was intended to provide future teachers with a four-month course “on the art of teaching morals and of molding the hearts of young republicans in the practice of private and public virtues,” but it closed in a few months.
 However, the reformers’ real inspiration was Prussia, which had founded some forty teachers’ seminars after 1819 to prepare the sons of peasants and artisans as elementary school teachers in rural areas. Victor Cousin, a professor of philosophy at the Sorbonne, wrote an enthusiastic report in 1831 about the Prussian educational system. Cousin’s work was published in English, first in London in 1834 and then in New York in 1835, and prompted several American reformers including Horace Mann and Henry Barnard of Connecticut to make between 1835 and 1843 their own fact-finding trips to Germany. Parenthetically, the literal translation of the phrase Cousin employed to describe the Prussian seminars, école normale, is the source of the term normal school.
 Under Mann’s leadership Massachusetts established in 1839 at Lexington the first normal school in the United States (today Framingham State College).
 John S. Wright, the major spokesman for the common school movement in Illinois, proposed already in October 1839 that a similar institution be founded in Illinois.
 

If Illinois has the dubious distinction of being the last Free State to provide its citizens with free schooling, it was equally slow in offering them the opportunity for a public higher education. By 1850 all of Illinois’ neighbors and sister states in the Old Northwest had founded state universities.
 Like the small denominational colleges, the curriculum of these state universities emphasized the teaching of the classical languages and mathematics; and many of their presidents and professors were in fact Protestant clergyman.
 The financially struggling private colleges had little difficulty in blocking, therefore, the few attempts to establish a competing public institution in Illinois.

 Jonathan Baldwin Turner, a Congregational minister and professor at Illinois College, who had been forced to resign in 1848 because of his commitment to such radical causes as abolitionism and his abandonment of Calvinist orthodoxy, focused the State’s attention on higher education.  In an address at Granville in Putnam County on November 18, 1851, Turner attacked the existing system of private seminaries and colleges that served only the professional classes, who were at most five percent of the population, and called for the establishment of an industrial university that would teach agriculture and the mechanical arts for the benefit of the productive segments of society.
 There was nothing particularly new about Turner’s proposal.  By the early 1850s criticism of the collegiate classical curriculum had become commonplace, and reformers were demanding the inclusion of more practical subjects, including agriculture and engineering, in the course of study.
 The real importance of Turner’s proposal is that it initiated a discussion about the role and nature of public education in a state that was lagging behind its neighbors. A convention of Turner’s supporters in Chicago in November 1852 decided to form an Industrial League to lobby the legislature and to arouse support within and outside Illinois for Turner’s plan.
 The name of Jesse Fell headed the list of members of the McLean County chapter of the Industrial League.


Two points about Turner’s proposal are of particular relevance to the history of Illinois State.  Turner had said nothing at Granville about the training of teachers or common schools, except for the negative comment that “reading, writing, etc. are, properly, no more education than gathering seed is agriculture, or cutting ship-timber navigation.” John S. Wright, who had been since 1839 the chief advocate for the agricultural and educational interests in Illinois, therefore, refused to publish Turner’s plan in his journal, the Prairie Farmer.  In response, Turner added in June 1852 “a department for normal school teaching, to thoroughly qualify teachers for county and district schools,” to his proposed industrial university; and Wright endorsed the revised plan.


The second issue was Turner’s proposal for funding the industrial university.  Congress had granted Illinois two townships, that is, seventy-two sections of land, to support a seminary or secondary school. The State had sold nearly all of this land at bargain rate prices and then borrowed the proceeds in lieu of raising taxes. Upon becoming a state in 1818, Congress had also earmarked half a percent of the proceeds from the future sale of public lands in the State for the support of a college or university.  Illinois had squandered the income from this University Fund in the same way it misused the money in the Seminary Fund.
 Turner proposed originally at Granville that the six per cent interest Illinois paid on the money it had borrowed from these two funds be used to maintain the industrial university.  Since the private colleges had long coveted these funds and since Wright insisted that they be used to prepare teachers, Turner suggested instead in March 1852 that Congress grant each state, not the proceeds from the sale of public lands, but rather sufficient federal acreage so that each state could endow an industrial university. Winton U. Solberg has called this part of Turner’s plan, the germ of the concept of the land grant universities, “his original contribution to the Morrill Act.”


The Industrial League petitioned the General Assembly in January 1853, accordingly, to request that Congress grant each state public land worth no less than $500,000 to establish such universities.  It should be pointed out that Representatives Cyrenius B. Denio and Samuel W. Moulton, both of whom were named to the Board of Education in 1857, introduced the measure in the House. It passed unanimously in both chambers. Congress did nothing about Illinois’ request until December 14, 1857, ten months after the establishment of the Normal University.  On that date Representative Justin S. Morrill of Vermont introduced for the first time the act that bears his name. Lincoln finally signed the bill, which President James Buchanan had vetoed, on July 2, 1862, after secession had removed Southern opposition.
 
Since Congress had failed to act, the only financial resources Illinois had at its disposal in the 1850s to finance any form of public higher education, unless it was willing to use general revenue income, was the six percent interest the State paid on the borrowed Seminary and University Funds. The 1857 Act conferred this income, which amounted to less than $10,000 in 1858,
 to the Normal University.  It should be stressed that the State appropriated no additional funds to the University and that students who signed a pledge to teach in Illinois did not pay tuition.

Even in the 1850s, $10,000 was insufficient to operate a state university; and the dilemma the proponents of public higher education faced was what to do until Congress acted.  In January 1855 a bill to incorporate “The Trustees of the Illinois University” was introduced in the General Assembly.  This institution was “to impart instruction in all departments of useful knowledge, science, and art, commencing with those departments now most needed by the citizens of the state,” specifically the normal school and the agricultural and mechanical departments.  The Seminary Fund was “to be devoted exclusively to the seminary or normal school department,” while the University Fund was assigned to the agricultural and mechanical departments. The subcommittee of the Senate to whom the bill was referred reported that since Illinois was “utterly destitute of a competent supply of even tolerable common school teachers,” it was absolutely crucial that this lack be remedied first because the “diffusion of practical knowledge among our industrial classes,” though clearly worthy of serious consideration, was not quite so “pressing and urgent.”
 The bill failed, perhaps because the Industrial League and the Illinois State Teachers Association could not agree on the allocation of the University Fund;
 but the General Assembly did pass the School Act, which made the need for a teacher preparatory institution more urgent than ever.

At the meeting of the Illinois State Teachers Association in Chicago in December 1856, Newton Bateman, who had been Turner’s student at Illinois College and who would serve from 1859 to 1863 and again from 1865 to 1875 as Illinois’ superintendent of public instruction and thus as the ex officio secretary of the Board, read a letter from his absent mentor. Turner reiterated his contention that a single institution, containing both a normal school and an agricultural department, would be stronger than a free-standing normal school; but he was ready to defer to the teachers’ wishes so that they and the Industrial League would no longer be operating at cross purposes.  Unlike 1855 Turner was now prepared to assign the University as well as the Seminary Fund to the proposed normal school.  He ended the letter with the oft-quoted words: “It is high time, my friends, that you had your normal school whether we ever get an agricultural department to it or not.  Let us all take hold and obtain it, in such form as you on the whole think best.”
 The League threw its support behind the teachers, and the General Assembly passed the act establishing the Normal University two months later, albeit by a margin of only vote in the House.

The histories of Illinois State and the University of Illinois treat Turner’s words as a decisive turning point because the Normal University remained a normal school and because Turner’s plan was realized at Urbana a decade later.
 But the very designation of the new normal school as a university and the legislative mandate to teach “agricultural chemistry” indicate that the establishment of the Normal University was merely a stopgap measure to secure properly trained teachers for the common schools until Congress finally acted.  Regrettably, we do not possess a transcript of the debate in the General Assembly, but it is possible to reconstruct the legislators’ and the founders’ intentions from a variety of other sources.

On January 26, 1857, a month after the Chicago meeting, Simeon Francis, the corresponding secretary of the state agricultural society, wrote to William A. Pennell, who had invited Turner to speak at Granville: “I saw Mr. Turner a fortnight since.  I understand him, now, to be in favor of a State Normal School, and when that was established to perfect it connecting with it our ‘State Industrial University’ project.”
 Moreover, Turner was probably the source of the legislative charge that the new university teach agricultural chemistry because his alma mater Yale had established in 1846 a professorship of “agricultural chemistry and animal and vegetable physiology,”
 the very words that appear in the 1857 Act. As the first president of the newly constituted Illinois Natural History Society, whose collection was to be housed in the museum in Old Main, Turner delivered on June 30, 1858, an after-dinner speech on “Microscopic Insects.” He deplored the millions of dollars of damage that insects caused agriculture every year and called for entomological research to be carried out by the Society in partnership with the University. “We need here a score of the best minds in the country, under some central head, like this society, or the Normal University, provided with the best microscopes and the other needed apparatus . . . We, the people of the State, look to this institution, this Normal University, and this scientific association, to arouse as well as instruct the masses of the Great West. . .”
 Clearly, Turner assumed that an agricultural department would soon be added to the University, and Hovey, who was the secretary of the Natural History Society, presumably agreed.

As for the legislators’ intentions, the speech of Cyrenius B. Denio, the Republican representative from Jo Daviess County, who served on the Board from 1857 to 1863, survives—the only such address to the General Assembly that apparently does. Denio ended his comments in favor of the 1857 Act by saying that the bill was not “in all respects the thing I am in favor of, or have been in favor of.” He had been and was still “of the opinion that something like an Industrial University, on the plan of Prof. Turner, was demanded and should be adopted.” Denio reminded the legislature that he had introduced in 1853 the resolution requesting the Congressional land grant to the states. “But there were too many ‘old fogies’ in the Legislature, and too many men in Congress who preferred to attend to the interests of the railroad companies than the interests of the people and their education. So nothing was done. We now have a chance to do something to promote the welfare of the common schools, by furnishing them with competent teachers, educated at home.” 
 For Denio, the establishment of the Normal University was the best Illinois could do at the moment.

William H. Powell, the first elected superintendent of public instruction, in his 1858 biennial report to the General Assembly on the state of education in Illinois, expressed the hope that the normal school would eventually become a University.  Upon becoming superintendent, Powell explained, he had “immediately presented a bill, essentially embodying the views of those who favored a Normal School proper, at the same time that the bill was drawn, that, while the institution created under it would in the beginning be only a Normal School, it could readily be swelled into the full proportions of a University should the people of the State and Legislature desire it.”


Jesse Fell, who procured the location of the University in North Bloomington by persuading his fellow citizens to make the largest bid, made similar comments at the laying of the cornerstone of Old Main on September 29, 1857.  After saying the institution had been founded to meet “the great educational want of the State,” the Pantagraph summarized Fell’s words. “It contemplated a wider scope than an ordinary normal school.  He hoped to see it developed into a complete University, and to see an agricultural school made a part of the system, with a model farm connected with it and located on a part of the beautiful tract of land donated with the site.”
 Fell was referring to the hundred acres, situated at the current site of Hancock Stadium and valued at $16,000, which Edwin W. Bakewell, Judge David Davis and other citizens had conferred for that purpose in Bloomington’s bid.


At the first annual convention of the American Normal School Association in Trenton in 1859, Hovey informed his fellow principals, according to the minutes: “It [the Normal School in Illinois] is located on a site of sixty acres, and adjoining it is another hundred acres given by the citizens of Illinois, on which we shall build an agricultural and mechanical department.”  When the president of the association, William F. Phelps, the principal of the normal school in Trenton (today the College of New Jersey), asked why it had been called a university, Hovey replied to general laughter: “There was a university fund unappropriated, and in order to get the proceeds of that fund, we had to establish a university.” Then Hovey added: “But we do not contemplate that it shall simply be one department, so that it shall become, instead of a normal school, the University of Illinois. We mean that it shall be a university in fact as well as in name.”
 Quite simply, Illinois’ normal school was designated a university in 1857 because everyone expected the new foundation to become, after Congress finally passed the land grant bill, Illinois’ state university.

But why had the institution been called Illinois State Normal University rather than, say, the University of Illinois or Illinois University? Bronson Murray, the president of the Industrial League, explained in a letter to William A. Pennell, dated January 12, 1858, that Senator Joel S. Post of Macon County, who had introduced the 1857 Act in the Senate and who subsequently served on the Board, had changed the name from Illinois University, the name that had appeared in the failed bill of 1855, to Normal University and had so secured its passage in both houses.  According to Murray, “(t)he opponents of Turner voted for it to prevent the Industrial men from getting the fund [the University Fund] and the friends of Turner voted for it because they were let behind the scenes. So all is well.”
 In short, the name, Illinois State Normal University, had been a political compromise.

Even so, the 1857 Act passed by only a single vote in the House.  The minority Republicans provided 26 of the 39 votes needed for passage.
 In fact, the foundation of Illinois State Normal University was very much the product of the Republican ascendancy in Illinois.  The new Republican Party, which held its first convention in Bloomington on May 29, 1856, had elected in the fall the former Democrat William H. Bissell, who signed the act, as the first Republican governor and William H. Powell, who drafted the law, as the first elected superintendent of public instruction, though the Democrats retained control of the General Assembly.
 Moreover, several of the personal and political friends of Abraham Lincoln, who was by 1857 the real head of the party in Illinois, played a prominent role in the University’s establishment.  The first chair of the Board of Education was Ninian W. Edwards, who was married to the sister of Mary Todd Lincoln. Fell, who had known Lincoln since 1834-35, subsequently became the secretary of the central committee of the Republican Party in Illinois and persuaded Lincoln to write the autobiography that figured prominently in his campaign for the presidency.
 Fell and his colleagues, Judge David Davis and Leonard Swett, who had ridden the eighth circuit with the future president and who were among the subscribers and guarantors of Bloomington’s bid for the University in 1857, secured Lincoln’s nomination in 1860.
 Lincoln himself was the Board’s attorney.


One other point is worth making about the political context of the University’s founding.  On February 16, the day before the House passed the 1857 Act, an interesting parliamentary maneuver occurred in the House. The legislature had received “sundry petitions of free white citizens of Illinois and of certain colored inhabitants thereof, asking that the colored race have the rights of citizenship, of suffrage, &c.”  To understand how radical these petitions were, the Supreme Court was to rule several weeks later in the infamous Dred Scott Decision that all persons of African descent, slave or free, could never become citizens of the United States.  The legislature preferred to keep such politically charged petitions in committee, but the Republicans moved to reconsider.  The motion failed by a vote of 28 to 42, with the Republicans casting all the votes in favor.  The only Republican who voted against the motion also voted against the establishment of the University.
 This legislative background helps to explain why The Jonesboro Gazette in southern Illinois could declare on December 5, 1858: “The Normal School at Bloomington is most obnoxiously Radical—a negro equality, amalgamation concern.”


Obviously, the founders’ plans to turn the Normal University into the state university of Illinois failed.  The Civil War intervened, though secession permitted the passage of the Morrill Act, which required each state to establish at least one institution to provide instruction in agriculture and the mechanical arts. Fell and fifteen other prominent citizens, including William Pennell, prepared McLean County’s bid to be the site of Illinois’ industrial university.  They proposed that it be located on the one hundred acres adjacent to the Normal University that the State already owned and that had been “donated with the distinct understanding of being used for this purpose,” i.e., the land that Edwin W. Bakewell,  David Davis, by then a United States Supreme Court Justice, and others had conferred in 1857 as the site for the farm.
 Although a joint legislative committee appraised the value of McLean County’s bid at $470,000 and Champaign County’s at only $285,000, the General Assembly awarded the Industrial University, as the University of Illinois was known until 1885, to Urbana.  
We will never know for certain what happened behind closed doors, but a few things are clear.  Fell and Turner, who hoped to obtain the industrial university for Jacksonville, were working at cross purposes.  McLean County entered the bidding late, and the problems the county had in honoring its commitment, due to the Panic of 1857, to fund the construction of Old Main may have left lingering suspicions about the reliability of its promises.  But the bottom line was that Champaign County outmaneuvered its rivals in Springfield.  Champaign’s representative Clark Robinson Griggs was the chair of the Committee on Manufactures and Agriculture, the committee through which all bills about the university’s location were routed; and he had at his disposal around $50,000 to promote the county’s case among the legislators.
 Both Fell and Turner were bitterly disappointed by the decision.


The magnitude of Normal’s defeat was not immediately apparent.  As last as 1882, Burnham, after pointing out that the original intention had been to establish a university with different colleges, continued: “The full design has not been carried out, but there are many who still have hopes that the future may yet see its realization.”
 Until the 1890s the University of Illinois was essentially an engineering school. As late as 1894-95, 309 of the 525 undergraduates (59%) were enrolled in the College of Engineering and only 60 of the undergraduates (13%) were women.
 Since there were few high schools, men and especially women who wished to pursue a public education beyond the eighth grade went to Normal.  Charles DeGarmo, Class of 1873, who had been the president of Swarthmore, put it this way in 1907 at the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the University’s founding.

The early educational situation in Illinois gave to the Normal school a


broader influence than could otherwise have been expected.  It was the only


institution of the kind in this State, the high schools were in their infancy


and the State University was just beginning as a School of Agriculture and


Mechanic Arts. The result was that thousands of students who now go thru


the high school and into college or university, then came to the Normal school,


the only institution to which they could gain admission and which would give


them education under the auspices of the State.

In short, Illinois State Normal University was until the end of the nineteenth century, as the historian Jurgen Herbst has said, “the people’s university.”
 The single purpose, teacher preparatory institution, which Superintendent Blair described in 1933, was the anomaly in the University’s one-hundred-fifty-year history.

In spite of this evidence, previous historians of the Normal University, Charles Harper in 1935 and Helen Marshall in 1956, both long-time members of the Department of Social Science, downplayed the founders’ intention to establish a state university in the histories they wrote in conjunction with the seventy-fifth and hundredth anniversaries of the school’s foundation.
  While Harper did not cite Superintendent Powell’s words that the normal school could be turned into a university if the people and the legislature so desired, Marshall did, but undercut their significance by adding “(t)he name too may have been something of a gesture toward the die-hards in the Industrial League. . .”
 Conversely, she ignored Hovey’s comments at the normal school convention in Trenton.  Harper quoted the exchange between Phelps and Hovey about why the school had been called a university, but omitted Hovey’s statement that an agricultural and mechanical department would be built on the adjoining acreage.  However, Harper obfuscated the meaning of Hovey’s response in introducing the quotation:

In spite of the fact that the word university had been used . . . partly to


propitiate, or shall I say, confuse the friends of the Industrial University


scheme and partly to make it entirely legal to secure the interest on the


college and seminary funds, there was universally the feeling that the 


“University” meant something.  There is ample evidence that the 


legislators, the friends of education, the Board of Education and the 


principal of the school intended that this institution should be a brand new


thing—just what its title indicated a “Normal University.”

To put it bluntly, in Harper’s and Marshall’s telling Turner and the Industrial League were dupes and the drafters of the 1857 Act disingenuous. 

Harper and Marshall were defending the University’s teacher preparatory mission and were not inclined to include in their histories any information that called that purpose into question.  At the beginning of the twentieth century, the University of Illinois challenged the right of the normal schools to prepare high school teachers; and Harper’s history was a defense of that right.  Some of Harper’s prefatory comments show the tenor of his work.


The real issue of the teachers college was fought out on the question of 


preparing high-school teachers.  The enemy was the growing power of the

state universities.  The fight was direct, bitter and relentless.  Most of the


advantage was with the state universities.  It was to a certain degree the 


prestige of the Illinois State Normal University, her long history of 


educational leadership in her own state, the national reputation of her


former presidents . . .and most of all the aggressive combative nature of


her president, David Felmley, which placed the Illinois State Normal 


University at a crucial position in the success or failure of the general


movement.

President Raymond W. Fairchild could thus inform the Normal School Board in 1936, on the basis of Harper’s newly published history, that the University was taking measures to prevent the admission of any person who “under the guise of teaching” hoped to attain a cheap liberal arts education because “we are very strictly adhering to the purpose for which this institution was founded—that of teacher education.”

Shortly after Marshall published in December 1956 her centennial history of the University, Grandest of Enterprises, Karl W. Bigelow, a professor of higher education at Columbia’s Teachers College, ended his address in February 1957 to the annual meeting of the American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education with this disheartening conclusion: “To repeat my conclusion, the teachers college as we knew it twenty years ago is on the way to oblivion. It is proving to have been a way-station between the normal school and a multi-purpose institution for which teacher education is only one among several functions.”
 By 1956 the four other state teachers colleges in Illinois had dropped any reference to their original mission in their names and had begun to transform themselves into multi-purpose universities.  Only Normal remained true, defiantly so, to its supposed original mission, which was repeatedly cited to justify the University’s stance.
 Marshall, who subsequently testified in 1963 in Springfield against changing the University’s name to Illinois State University,
  the symbol of the University’s abandonment of its sole teacher preparatory mission, was hardly the person to argue that the founders had planned to establish a multi-purpose state university in Normal. 

There was one other reason that Harper and Marshall felt compelled to rewrite the history of the University’s founding.  Edwin W. Bakewell, who had given the University forty acres west of Main Street as the future site of the model farm, demanded in 1875 that the Board return the land because it had not honored the terms of the gift. Bakewell’s suit tied up the University in litigation for more than twenty years, and at one point the General Assembly even threatened to block the University’s appropriation if the Board did not compensate Bakewell.  The Board insisted throughout the proceedings that it was under no such legal obligation because no such condition had been stated in the bond and deeds with which Baker had conveyed the land to the Board.
 Regardless of the legal merits of Bakewell’s case, he had every reason to believe, as Fell’s and Hovey’s words demonstrate, that the farm would be built on his land, but that was not a point that later historians associated with the University could readily concede.  The University’s fourth president, John Williston Cook, who had dealt with Bakewell’s suit in the 1890s, even suggested in his 1912 history of education in Illinois that Bakewell, misled by the phrase “including agricultural chemistry” in the 1857 statute, had conceived the “original idea” to establish “an agricultural experiment station” on the land he had donated and that Hovey might have hired Sewall to teach agricultural chemistry “to satisfy the conditions of the Bakewell gift.”
 In short, Harper and Marshall rewrote the history of the University’s foundation to conceal the moral, if not the legal, weakness of its position in the Bakewell case and to legitimize and protect Normal’s teacher preparatory mission.

Likewise, historians of the University of Illinois gained little by dwelling on the abortive attempt to establish the state university of Illinois and the first land grant university in the United States in Normal.  Such an admission would have drawn only greater attention to the shameful circumstances surrounding the award of the Industrial University to Champaign County. Both universities profited from historical amnesia.  The irony is that the foundations for the future greatness of the University of Illinois were laid here.  The two men most responsible for turning Urbana into a modern research university—Sewall’s most important student, Thomas J. Burrill, Class of 1865, the acting regent or president from 1891 to 1894, and Edmund J. James, High School, 1873, the president from 1904 to 1920—were graduates of the Normal University.
 
As the University celebrates its sesquicentennial, let us—faculty, students, alumni, and friends—reaffirm our commitment to the vision of Jonathan Baldwin Turner, Jesse Fell, and Charles E. Hovey that Normal should develop, as Fell put it in 1857, into a “complete University,” offering instruction to all the people of Illinois.  The Quad, the crowning glory of Illinois State University, which realized Turner’s call for “grounds . . . in which the beautiful art of landscape-gardening could be appropriately applied . . . ,”
 is the living monument to their aspirations. Educating Illinois is not simply a twenty-first century slogan; it has been the mission of Illinois State since February 18, 1857.
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