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Introduction
The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign stands as a towering symbol of public
higher education in the American heartland. Its story is both a chronicle of the
evolution of American universities and a reflection of the nation's commitment to
expanding knowledge, fostering innovation, and serving the public good. This book
traces the journey of UIUC from its founding roots as an industrial university on the
windswept Illinois prairie into its current stature as a world-class research institution,
recognized for its far-reaching academic influence and impact.

Established in 1867 under the auspices of the Morrill Land-Grant Act, the university’s
inaugural mission was a radical departure from the educational norms of its time.
Guided by land-grant ideals—providing a practical education in the agricultural and
mechanical arts—UIUC nevertheless became an institution that fiercely defended the
importance of the liberal arts and scientific inquiry. Its earliest leaders, including the
visionary John Milton Gregory, insisted on a broader curriculum, setting a precedent
for the comprehensive educational approach that characterizes the university today.

Throughout its history, UIUC’s evolution has mirrored—and often shaped—the wider
currents of American society and higher education. Whether weathering the economic
storms of the Great Depression, adapting to the rapid technological advancements of
the 20th century, or responding to the call for greater inclusivity and global
awareness, the university has continually renewed its commitment to meeting
society’s changing needs. Its campus architecture tells the tale of shifting priorities,
from historic farmhouses and classical halls to cutting-edge research facilities and
sustainable designs.

The university’s impact is felt far beyond the bounds of Urbana and Champaign. From
the invention of the LED and the MRI to pioneering work in accessibility and computer
science, UIUC’s faculty, students, and alumni have enriched the world with discoveries
and innovations that touch everyday lives. Its diverse student body, one of the largest
in the nation, hails from all corners of Illinois, across the United States, and around the
globe, embodying the institution’s dedication to fostering a vibrant and inclusive
learning community.

Today, UIUC stands at the forefront of research, education, and engagement,
consistently ranking among the top public universities in the United States. Its
partnerships, economic contributions, and commitment to sustainability point the way
toward a future grounded in both tradition and transformation. As this book unfolds,
readers are invited to explore the extraordinary history of the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign—an enduring story of aspiration, service, and impact at the very
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heart of America.
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CHAPTER ONE: Roots in the Prairie: The Founding of
the University
The story of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign begins not with grand
academic halls, but with the vast, fertile expanse of the Illinois prairie. It was within
this landscape, shaped by both nature and the ambitions of a growing nation, that the
seeds of a new kind of higher education were sown. The institution that would become
UIUC was born from a revolutionary idea: that public land could fund public
universities, bringing practical knowledge to the common person and fostering the
industries essential for a developing America.

In the mid-19th century, the educational landscape of the United States was largely
dominated by private institutions, often with a strong classical or religious focus.
Opportunities for higher learning were typically limited to the wealthy elite. However,
a movement was gathering momentum, advocating for a more accessible and
utilitarian education. This was the era of industrialization and agricultural innovation,
and many believed that colleges should serve the needs of the "industrial
classes"—farmers and mechanics—by providing instruction in subjects directly
relevant to their trades.

A key figure in this national shift was Jonathan Baldwin Turner, an Illinois educator who
passionately championed the idea of federally funded "industrial universities." In 1853,
the Illinois General Assembly adopted a resolution, drafted by Turner, urging Congress
to enact a land-grant bill that would establish such colleges in each state. This early
advocacy from Illinois helped pave the way for a landmark piece of federal legislation.

That legislation arrived in 1862, amidst the turmoil of the American Civil War.
President Abraham Lincoln, a son of Illinois himself, signed the Morrill Land-Grant Act
into law. This pivotal act, named for Vermont Congressman Justin Smith Morrill,
granted each state a significant portion of public land—30,000 acres for each of its
congressional representatives. The proceeds from the sale of this land were to be used
to fund colleges that would focus on agriculture, mechanical arts, and military training,
alongside other scientific and classical studies.

Illinois, with sixteen congressional representatives, was granted 480,000 acres of
public scrip land, valued at $600,000, under the Morrill Act. The state legislature
officially accepted this grant on February 14, 1863, setting the stage for the creation
of its own land-grant institution. The challenge then became where to locate this new
university. A fierce, four-year political struggle ensued as various Illinois cities vied for
the honor. Ultimately, in 1867, Urbana was chosen as the site for the new institution.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

With the location secured, the state established the university in 1867, initially naming
it the Illinois Industrial University. This name directly reflected the intent of the land-
grant mission—to provide practical education for the working people. The newly
formed university, however, would soon face a debate over the true scope of its
curriculum. The Morrill Act included a crucial phrase, "without excluding other
scientific and classical studies," which left room for interpretation and would shape the
university's early academic philosophy.

The university officially opened its doors on March 2, 1868. Its beginnings were
humble, with just two faculty members and a modest enrollment of 77 students, all
male. The institution's roots were literally in the muddy fields between the Illinois
Central train station in Champaign and the courthouse in Urbana. James Newton
Matthews became the university's first student, enrolling in March 1868. He was
among the founding editors of the Student, a campus publication that would later
evolve into the Daily Illini.

From the outset, there was a dynamic tension between those who envisioned a purely
"industrial education" and those who, like the university's first president, John Milton
Gregory, championed a more comprehensive curriculum that embraced the liberal
arts. Gregory, a Baptist minister and former Michigan educator, believed strongly in
uniting scientific and artistic education to create both practical artisans and true
scholars. He famously declared his desire to achieve this "not in one or two arts, but in
the whole round of human industries."

This early philosophical clash was not unique to Illinois; many land-grant institutions
grappled with similar questions about the balance between practical and classical
studies. Gregory's progressive vision, however, was particularly influential in shaping
the trajectory of the Illinois Industrial University. He insisted on the inclusion of
literature, natural science, and other humanities alongside the expected agricultural
and engineering courses. Though this stance initially met with opposition from some
state residents and lawmakers, it ultimately set the precedent for the university's
broad academic offerings.

A tangible link to the university's agricultural origins, and indeed its earliest days, is
the Mumford House. Constructed in 1870, just two years after the university opened, it
served as a model farmhouse for the experimental farm. Designed by J.S. Searfross, it
was intended to be a "tasteful in appearance, economical in cost, and compact and
convenient" example of a regional farmhouse. This unassuming structure holds the
distinction of being the oldest building still standing on the Urbana-Champaign
campus.

In its initial years, the university grew slowly. Early colleges included Agriculture,
Engineering, Natural Science, and Literature and Science. While most students
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gravitated towards engineering and other practical fields, Gregory's persistent
advocacy for the liberal arts remained a defining characteristic of his leadership. The
first library, established in 1868, opened with just over a thousand volumes, housed
within the original University Hall.

The name "Illinois Industrial University" eventually proved to be a bit of a handicap. By
the late 1870s, opposition to the "Industrial" modifier began to surface. Nationally,
there was a sentiment against such restrictive names for land-grant institutions.
Locally, the term "industrial" was seen by some as implying a reformatory or
charitable institution with compulsory manual labor. In 1885, reflecting its expanded
curriculum that now encompassed agricultural, mechanical, and liberal arts, the Illinois
Industrial University officially changed its name to the "University of Illinois." This
change, championed by Regent Selim H. Peabody, also aimed to avoid confusion with
reform schools and acknowledged the increasing enrollment in the engineering school.
This new name would remain in place for many decades, as the university continued
its remarkable journey of growth and transformation.
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