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Introduction
Cornell University occupies a singular place in the history of American higher
education. Its founding in 1865 signaled a bold departure from tradition, introducing a
model that rejected the narrow confines of sectarian learning and social exclusivity for
a broader, more inclusive academic vision. Conceived by two men—Ezra Cornell, an
inventive businessman, and Andrew Dickson White, a scholarly statesman—the
university emerged not just as an academic institution, but as a living experiment in
democracy and opportunity.

From its picturesque perch overlooking Cayuga Lake in Ithaca, New York, Cornell has
grown from an ambitious upstart to a powerhouse of knowledge and innovation. Its
story is interwoven with the transformative forces that shaped the United States
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: industrialization, the expansion of
scientific inquiry, the struggles for social justice and equality, and the evolution of the
American research university. With its unique motto, “I would found an institution
where any person can find instruction in any study,” Cornell has continually
challenged boundaries—welcoming women, promoting diversity, and pioneering new
fields of study.

This book traces the arc of Cornell’s history, from the vision of its founders and the
tumultuous politics of the land-grant movement, through periods of tremendous
growth, challenge, and reinvention. Here, the reader will encounter the passionate
debates that marked the university’s formative years, the construction of its iconic
campus, and the development of its signature blend of classical and practical
education.

Cornell’s narrative is enlivened by the men and women who have shaped its
destiny—legendary scholars and teachers, trailblazing alumni, spirited students, and
dedicated staff. Their stories illustrate the university’s role not only as a center of
learning but as an engine of social mobility, scientific discovery, and public good.
Generations of Cornellians have gone on to exert influence in literature, science, the
arts, government, and industry, carrying forward the institution’s traditions of service,
curiosity, and excellence.

As we follow the evolution of Cornell University, we will uncover the tension between
tradition and innovation that has propelled its growth: the resistance to and embrace
of change, the push for ever-wider inclusion, and the relentless pursuit of academic
and societal progress that has marked each era. Along the way, we will explore the
deep connections between the university and the city of Ithaca, the indelible impact of
its research and outreach, and the dynamic ways in which its mission continues to
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resonate in a changing world.

By examining the rich tapestry of Cornell’s past and present, this book aims to
illuminate not only the story of one great university, but also the broader currents that
have shaped—and continue to shape—the American educational landscape. In
recounting the history of Cornell, we delve into a story of aspiration, disruption,
resilience, and vision.
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CHAPTER ONE: Visionaries in the New York State
Senate: Cornell’s Founding Partnership
The mid-nineteenth century in America was a crucible of change, a period of fervent
innovation and profound social upheaval. The nation was grappling with the aftermath
of civil war, but even amidst reconstruction, a powerful undercurrent of progress
swept through the burgeoning industrial landscape. In the realm of education,
traditional models, often rooted in sectarianism and a narrow classical curriculum,
were beginning to feel the strain of a rapidly modernizing world. It was into this fertile
ground that the seeds of Cornell University were sown, not in a grand academic hall or
a venerable library, but within the often-contentious confines of the New York State
Senate.

The year was 1864, and Albany buzzed with the usual legislative machinations. Among
the diverse cast of characters assembled in the state capital, two men, seemingly
disparate in background and temperament, found themselves drawn together by a
shared, radical vision for the future of higher education. These were Ezra Cornell, a
self-made industrialist whose hands had literally strung the wires of communication
across the nation, and Andrew Dickson White, a refined scholar and diplomat whose
mind had traversed the intellectual landscapes of Europe. Their meeting, almost
certainly in January of that pivotal year, would prove to be the genesis of one of
America’s most enduring and innovative institutions.

Ezra Cornell, though now a man of considerable wealth and influence, carried the
unmistakable aura of a pragmatic pioneer. Born in 1807 in the unassuming locale of
Westchester Landing, New York, his early life was far from privileged. He was, by all
accounts, largely self-taught, honing his skills as a carpenter and mechanic through
sheer determination and an innate curiosity. His journey into the annals of American
enterprise began with a seemingly humble yet profoundly impactful innovation:
telegraphy. Hired by Samuel F.B. Morse, the visionary behind the telegraph, Cornell
was tasked with the formidable challenge of laying the vital lines of communication.
His genius emerged in the practical solution of suspending wires on glass-insulated
poles above ground, a method that revolutionized the industry and became the
standard practice. This stroke of ingenuity, born of necessity and practical insight, laid
the groundwork for his immense financial success.

As a co-founder of Western Union, Cornell amassed a fortune that made him the
wealthiest man in Tompkins County, the region he now called home. Yet, his wealth
did not lead to a life of indolent leisure. Instead, it fueled a deeper, more profound
ambition: to apply his practical wisdom to the advancement of society. He possessed a
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keen interest in agricultural development, understanding that the prosperity of the
state, and indeed the nation, was intrinsically linked to advancements in farming and
the mechanical arts. This practical orientation, coupled with a philanthropic spirit,
propelled his desire to establish an institution that would offer more than just classical
studies; it would embrace the burgeoning fields of science and technology, providing
an education relevant to the real-world needs of a developing nation. His commitment
was not merely rhetorical; he pledged his own farm in Ithaca as the initial site for the
proposed university and offered an astounding $500,000 as an initial endowment—a
sum equivalent to over $12 million in today’s currency, a testament to his profound
dedication.

In stark contrast to Cornell’s self-made, pragmatic demeanor stood Andrew Dickson
White. Born in Homer, New York, in 1832, White’s trajectory was one of academic rigor
and intellectual refinement. A graduate of Yale University, he pursued advanced
studies in Europe, immersing himself in the intellectual currents of the continent. His
time abroad included a stint as an attaché at the U.S. legation in St. Petersburg,
Russia, exposing him to diplomatic intricacies and international perspectives. Upon his
return to the United States, White joined the faculty of the University of Michigan,
serving as a professor of History and English literature. It was from this academic
perch that he entered the political arena, eventually being elected to the New York
State Senate.

White’s vision for a university was shaped by his extensive academic background and
his exposure to European educational models. He dreamt of a truly great university,
one that would serve as an "asylum for Science—where truth shall be taught for
truth’s sake." This was a bold pronouncement in an era where many institutions were
still tethered to specific religious doctrines. White was a fervent champion of the
nonsectarian ideal, a controversial stance at the time, which sought to free academic
inquiry from denominational control. He also advocated for a curriculum far broader
than the conventional offerings of mid-19th century American colleges, believing that
a comprehensive education should encompass a wider array of subjects, including
those that were considered "practical" alongside the traditional liberal arts. His
academic foresight extended to the very infrastructure of a modern university. He
understood the critical importance of a robust library and comprehensive collections,
and he actively sought to build these resources, even traveling to Europe to acquire
rare texts and to observe the latest innovations in technical education. White’s
progressive mindset also led him to promote the establishment of the first Department
of Electrical Engineering in the United States, recognizing the transformative potential
of this nascent field.

The meeting of these two extraordinary minds in the New York State Senate was
serendipitous, yet profoundly impactful. Cornell, the practical industrialist, brought the
financial resources and a deep understanding of the real-world applications of
knowledge. White, the erudite scholar, brought the intellectual framework, the
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academic rigor, and a vision for a truly comprehensive and forward-thinking
institution. Their shared ideals for a new kind of university quickly blossomed,
transcending their different backgrounds and forging a formidable partnership. They
recognized in each other not just a shared ambition, but complementary strengths
that, when combined, could bring their revolutionary concept to fruition. This
convergence of practicality and intellect, of wealth and vision, was the essential
catalyst that would transform a bold idea into a tangible reality. The legislative session
in Albany, usually a forum for political wrangling and compromise, became the unlikely
birthplace of an institution that would redefine American higher education.
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