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Introduction

University College London, known around the world simply as UCL, has long occupied
a distinctive place in the story of higher education—not only in Britain but across the
globe. Founded in 1826 as “London University,” UCL was the first university to be
established in the city and the first in England to be secular in both its ethos and
practice. Its creation signaled a radical departure from the Anglican orthodoxy that
dominated university life at Oxford and Cambridge, emphasizing instead the principle
that talent and intellect should determine opportunity, not religious affiliation or social
standing.

Born from a spirit of reform and the influential ideas of progressive thinkers like
Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and Henry Brougham, UCL dedicated itself from its
inception to making higher education accessible to a broader spectrum of society. This
spirit of inclusion was profoundly ahead of its time, as the college opened its doors to
students of all faiths, and later, from 1878, to women as well—a pioneering move that
foreshadowed the evolution of gender equality in academic life.

UCL’s founding principles of nurturing academic excellence, fostering innovative
research, and addressing real-world problems have shaped its dynamic journey
through history. Despite initial challenges—including opposition from traditional
academic institutions and delays in gaining the power to award degrees—UCL steadily
established itself as a center of intellectual inquiry and experimentation. Its many
“firsts” in subjects like geography, medicine, and engineering, as well as the
establishment of new faculties and schools, set the pace for what a modern, forward-
thinking university could become.

Over nearly two centuries, UCL has grown from its original Bloomsbury site to
encompass a vibrant urban campus and, more recently, to extend its vision eastward
with the opening of UCL East at Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. Its extensive libraries,
museums, research centers, and cultural venues underscore UCL's commitment to the
public good and the creation of knowledge for the benefit of all. Its student body, one
of the most international in the world, reflects the university’s enduring ethos of
diversity and global citizenship.

The story of UCL is inseparable from the achievements of its faculty, staff, and
alumni—Iluminaries who have profoundly influenced fields as disparate as science, law,
the arts, medicine, technology, and public life. From Nobel laureates and pioneering
scientists to celebrated artists, authors, and social reformers, UCL’s graduates and
scholars have left an indelible mark on society.
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This book recounts the history of University College London: the evolution of its radical
mission, the milestones of progress and innovation that have defined it, and the
challenges and opportunities of the present day. In tracing this journey, we chart not
only the story of a remarkable institution but also the changing landscape of higher
education and the enduring value of openness, excellence, and social responsibility.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of a New Era in Education

In the early 19th century, England's higher education landscape was rather
monochromatic, dominated by the ancient and venerable universities of Oxford and
Cambridge. These institutions, steeped in tradition, served as bastions of Anglican
orthodoxy, requiring adherence to the Church of England for admission and degrees.
This exclusionary practice meant that a significant portion of the population -
Dissenters, Catholics, Jews, and indeed, anyone not part of the established church -
found the doors to higher learning firmly shut. This wasn't merely an inconvenience; it
was a barrier to social and intellectual advancement for many aspiring scholars.

The prevailing atmosphere was ripe for change, and a new vision for a more inclusive
and accessible education began to take shape. This nascent movement found its
intellectual wellspring in the radical ideas of Jeremy Bentham, a philosopher and social
reformer whose utilitarian principles advocated for the "greatest happiness of the
greatest number." While Bentham himself did not directly found UCL, his progressive
thinking profoundly influenced its key proponents. He championed the belief that
education should be available to all, regardless of their background or religious beliefs,
a notion that was nothing short of revolutionary at the time.

Among those who enthusiastically embraced Bentham's ideals were influential figures
like James Mill, a philosopher and political economist, and Henry Brougham, a
prominent politician and social reformer. These individuals, often referred to as UCL's
"spiritual fathers" alongside Bentham, envisioned an institution that would break free
from the shackles of religious exclusivity and provide a secular alternative to Oxford
and Cambridge. The seeds of this groundbreaking idea were sown in an open letter
published in The Times in February 1825, penned by the poet Thomas Campbell to
Henry Brougham. Campbell, inspired by a visit to the religiously tolerant University of
Bonn in Germany, advocated for a university that would cater to a broader societal
spectrum, beyond the "mechanics" and the "enormously rich."

The efforts of these forward-thinking individuals culminated in the formal
establishment of "London University" on February 11, 1826. This marked a
momentous occasion, as it became the first university institution to be founded in
London and, crucially, the first in England to be entirely secular. The founders made it
clear that students would be admitted regardless of their religion, a stark contrast to
the existing universities. This audacious departure from the norm quickly earned it the
moniker "that Godless institution in Gower Street" from its detractors, most notably
the historian Thomas Arnold.

Despite its ambitious and inclusive founding principles, London University faced
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immediate headwinds. The established Church of England, the traditional universities,
and even some medical schools viewed this new, secular venture with suspicion and
outright opposition. This resistance proved to be a significant hurdle, preventing the
fledgling institution from immediately securing a Royal Charter that would officially
grant it recognition as a university and the power to award its own degrees. The
dream of becoming England's third university, following Oxford and Cambridge, would
have to wait.

The period between 1826 and 1836 saw London University operating without the full
legal recognition it sought. It took the form of a joint-stock company, with shares sold
to proprietors. Nevertheless, it quickly began to lay the groundwork for a new era of

higher education. In 1827, Leonard Horner, a scientist who would later found Heriot-

Watt University, was appointed as the first warden, though his tenure was short-lived
due to internal disagreements. The institution also established the London University
School in 1830, which would later evolve into University College School.

The struggle for official recognition continued for a decade. It was not until 1836 that a
crucial development occurred: the establishment of the federal University of London.
On November 28, 1836, London University was legally recognized by Royal Charter as
"University College, London." On the very same day, the University of London was
created as a degree-awarding examining board, with University College and King's
College London (founded in 1829 as an Anglican institution in response to UCL's
secularism) named as its first two affiliates. This arrangement meant that while
University College could now submit its students for examinations, the degrees
themselves would be awarded by the newly formed University of London. The first
students from UCL and King's matriculated as undergraduates in 1838, and the first
degrees were awarded to their students in 1839. This intricate, shared identity would
shape UCL's development for many years to come, a fascinating compromise born out
of persistent opposition and an unwavering commitment to its founding ideals.
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