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Introduction
Johns Hopkins University stands as a beacon of academic achievement and
transformative impact, not only in the United States but across the globe. Founded in
1876 in Baltimore, Maryland, the university emerged from one man’s extraordinary
vision for what higher education should and could become. The life of its founder,
Johns Hopkins—a Quaker merchant and philanthropist—set the stage for a bold
reimagining of research, education, and service that continues to resonate to this day.

What sets Johns Hopkins apart is its pioneering role as America’s first research
university. Drawing inspiration from European academic traditions, Johns Hopkins
challenged entrenched educational norms by placing the advancement of knowledge
through research at the very heart of its mission, inextricably linking it to classroom
instruction. Under the leadership of its inaugural president, Daniel Coit Gilman, the
university became a model for innovation, scholarship, and intellectual rigor—a
blueprint emulated by countless institutions nationwide.

From its earliest days, Johns Hopkins University has consistently been a site of
remarkable firsts and enduring legacies. The institution’s medical, public health,
engineering, and arts programs have yielded a cascade of discoveries and advances,
many of which have directly improved lives, expanded our scientific horizons, and
shaped global policy. Whether through the landmark “blue baby” surgery, the
development of CPR, or the medical breakthroughs made possible by the immortal
“HeLa” cell line, the university has been at the forefront of scientific progress.

Beyond its research and institutional milestones, Johns Hopkins has always recognized
its duty to serve a broader community. Its deep engagement with the city of
Baltimore, the nation, and the wider world is matched by an institutional ethos rooted
in inclusivity, respect, and integrity. The university's willingness to reckon with its own
complex history—including its founder’s connections to slavery, as recently
examined—demonstrates a commitment to confronting the past and striving for equity
in the present.

Today, Johns Hopkins is a constellation of ten academic divisions, global research
centers, and innovative partnerships that span disciplines and continents. Its alumni
and faculty lead in fields as diverse as medicine, music, engineering, education, and
diplomacy, while its students are encouraged to question boundaries and pursue
knowledge that has real-world impact.

This book traces the rich and multifaceted history of Johns Hopkins University—from
its visionary beginnings to its future-facing endeavors—exploring how one institution's
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relentless pursuit of discovery and service has helped define the course of American
higher education and changed the world beyond its gates.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Man Behind the Name: Johns
Hopkins
The story of Johns Hopkins University, an institution synonymous with groundbreaking
research and medical innovation, begins not in a hallowed academic hall, but with the
remarkable life of a man who bore its name. Johns Hopkins, born in 1795 into a Quaker
family in Anne Arundel County, Maryland, was a figure of his time—a self-made
merchant, shrewd investor, and, ultimately, an extraordinary philanthropist. His life
trajectory, from modest beginnings to immense wealth, embodies a particular strain of
American ambition and altruism that would forever alter the landscape of education
and healthcare.

Young Johns’s early life was marked by the practicalities of rural Quaker living. His
parents, Samuel and Hannah Hopkins, were farmers, and like many children of their
era, Johns received an education that was more hands-on than academic. The Quaker
tenets of industry, frugality, and community responsibility were instilled in him from a
young age—principles that would guide his business dealings and later, his
philanthropic endeavors. This upbringing, far removed from the scholarly pursuits he
would eventually champion, provided a foundation of discipline and an acute
understanding of the value of hard work.

At the tender age of seventeen, Johns Hopkins left the family farm for Baltimore, a
burgeoning port city already establishing itself as a commercial hub. It was here that
he would begin to forge his own path, entering the wholesale grocery business with his
uncle, Gerard T. Hopkins. This apprenticeship was more than just a job; it was a
rigorous education in commerce. He learned the intricacies of trade, the ebb and flow
of markets, and the art of negotiation. The experience honed his keen eye for
opportunity and his innate business acumen.

After a decade of working alongside his uncle, Johns Hopkins ventured out on his own,
establishing his own wholesale commission merchant business in 1819. This was a
bold move, requiring both courage and conviction in a competitive marketplace. His
business thrived, dealing in a wide array of goods that moved through Baltimore’s
busy harbor. His success was not merely a matter of good fortune; it was a testament
to his tireless work ethic, his shrewd decision-making, and his unwavering dedication
to his ventures. He built a reputation for integrity and reliability, essential qualities in
the mercantile world of the 19th century.

However, it was not just the wholesale business that contributed to Hopkins’s growing
fortune. He possessed an uncanny ability to identify and invest in promising new
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ventures. His investments were diverse, ranging from banking to insurance, but it was
his early and significant involvement with the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad that truly
distinguished him. The B&O, chartered in 1827, was a revolutionary undertaking, one
of America’s first major railroads, and Hopkins recognized its immense potential to
transform commerce and transportation.

His financial acuity was such that he was appointed finance director of the Baltimore
and Ohio Railroad, a position that solidified his influence and wealth. This role gave
him a unique vantage point on the burgeoning American economy and allowed him to
further expand his investments. He understood that the railroad was more than just a
means of transport; it was a powerful engine for economic growth and national unity.
His unwavering faith in its future, even during periods of financial uncertainty, proved
to be immensely profitable.

While Johns Hopkins was primarily known for his business acumen, his personal
convictions were also deeply held. A staunch supporter of Abraham Lincoln and the
Union cause, he was a man of principle who believed in the abolition of slavery. His
views were shaped by his Quaker heritage, which historically advocated for social
justice and equality. His support for the Union during the tumultuous years of the Civil
War was not merely political; it was a reflection of his moral compass and his belief in
a unified nation free from the blight of slavery.

It is here, however, that the historical record presents a more complex picture. While
traditionally portrayed as an early abolitionist, recent scholarship has unveiled
evidence suggesting that enslaved individuals were present in Johns Hopkins’s
household during the 1840s and 1850s. This discovery introduces a nuanced layer to
his personal history and highlights the intricate relationship between wealth, societal
norms, and evolving moral understanding in 19th-century America. The university, in
its commitment to a complete and honest portrayal of its founder, has embarked on a
thorough investigation into this aspect of his life, acknowledging that historical figures
are often more intricate than initial narratives suggest.

Despite this recently uncovered complexity, Johns Hopkins’s philanthropic spirit
became increasingly pronounced in the latter part of his life, particularly after the Civil
War. He had no direct heirs, and as his fortune grew, so too did his desire to use his
wealth for the betterment of society. His concern for the impoverished and,
significantly, for the newly freed slave populations, became a driving force. He
envisioned institutions that would provide vital services and opportunities for all,
without prejudice or discrimination.

This vision was not merely abstract; it was meticulously planned and articulated.
Hopkins’s philanthropic aspirations extended to the provision of free medical facilities,
a radical concept for its time, and the establishment of orphanages, asylums, and
schools. Crucially, his instructions emphasized that these institutions should benefit
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everyone, regardless of race, sex, age, or religion, with a particular emphasis on
supporting the young. This forward-thinking approach to philanthropy, especially
concerning racial and gender inclusivity, was remarkably progressive for the era.

By the time of his death in 1873, Johns Hopkins had amassed a fortune that was, by
any measure, staggering. It was the culmination of a lifetime of shrewd business
dealings, calculated risks, and an unwavering commitment to financial success. But it
was in his will that his true legacy would be cemented. His unprecedented bequest of
$7 million—an astounding sum equivalent to $162 million in 2023, or a monumental
$1.7 billion in 2024—was, at the time, the largest philanthropic gift in U.S. history. This
single act of generosity laid the foundation for not one, but two enduring institutions:
Johns Hopkins Hospital and Johns Hopkins University, both destined to become world-
renowned centers of excellence.

The sum itself was remarkable, but equally remarkable was the clear and detailed
vision that accompanied it. Johns Hopkins wasn't simply donating money; he was
investing in a future where knowledge, healing, and opportunity would be accessible
to a wider populace. His instructions were precise, demonstrating a profound foresight
into the needs of a burgeoning nation and a deep understanding of how institutions
could serve the public good. The man who began his life on a Quaker farm, who built
an empire through commerce and investment, ultimately ensured that his name would
become synonymous not just with wealth, but with the relentless pursuit of knowledge
for the benefit of humankind. His life, a tapestry woven with threads of enterprise,
principle, and evolving understanding, provided the fertile ground from which a
revolutionary new model of American higher education would spring.
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