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“Produce Patriots 
As Well As Scholars”:  

GAR Educational Reform  
and the Establishment of  

Mason City’s Memorial University 

JONATHAN D. NEU 

THE NEWSPAPERS of Mason City declared Wednesday, June 
26, 1901, as a “Day of Jubilee.” Businesses closed, citizens fes-
tooned public buildings with flags and bunting, and thousands 
of visitors from across the region descended on the small north-
ern Iowa town. Crowds gathered to witness the cornerstone lay-
ing of the first of many planned academic buildings for the new 
Memorial University—a bold educational venture where the na-
tion’s rising generation would learn the principles of good citi-
zenship for the new American century and internalize the noble 
values exhibited by the men and women of the Civil War era 
North. Befitting the occasion, hundreds of grizzled members of 
the powerful but aging Grand Army of the Republic (GAR)—the 
largest organization of Union veterans—paraded down Mason 
City’s streets alongside Spanish-American War veterans and other 
patriotic and fraternal societies in front of at least 10,000 spectators.1  

                                                 
The research and writing of this article were supported by a State Historical So-
ciety of Iowa Research Grant for Authors. 

1. For event details, see “The Day of Jubilee Is Here,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 
6/26/1901; and “Beginning of a New College,” Davenport Times, 6/27/1901. 
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 The festivities then shifted to a knoll southeast of town, re-
cently dubbed Patriot’s Hill, which would serve as the site of the 
envisioned campus. Under a large, overflowing tent, orators 
gave voice to the special meaning of the day. Most prominent 
was Eliakim “Ell” Torrance of Minneapolis, a leading officer in 
the GAR. Rejecting the spirit of sectional reconciliation that had 
overtaken many Northern and Southern white Americans, Tor-
rance declared that it seemed “but yesterday since we looked 
helplessly upon an enslaved face, with its auction block and 
overseers’ lash; but yesterday since we heard the Constitution, 
purchased at so great a cost by the patriots of the Revolution, de-
nounced as a lie; and the flag of Washington spurned and tram-
pled upon by traitorous feet.” Calling his audience a “great army 
of freedom,” Torrance insisted, “this is certainly an hour and this 
the place for a new baptism of patriotism.”2 Next, Iowa State Col-
lege president and GAR veteran William M. Beardshear spoke to 
how Memorial University would stand as a living, practical 
monument to the Union soldier. “More fitting than . . . shafts of 
granite,” he proclaimed, “is the monument whose foundation we 
place today. . . . Here the spirit of the Grand Army of the Republic 
like that of John Brown’s body will go marching on long after 
that lamentable day when the last old soldier . . . shall lie ‘under 
the sod and the dew,’ with his country’s flag like the stars forever 
above him.”3 
 This article examines the institutional history of Memorial Uni-
versity—a college, normal school, and preparatory academy in 
Mason City, Iowa. It argues that despite its short-lived existence 
Memorial University represented an audacious experiment link-
ing a GAR-endorsed memory of the Civil War with Progressive 
Era educational reform in a period of burgeoning national 
power.4 Further, the university’s establishment points to a new 

                                                 
2. Ell Torrance address delivered at cornerstone-laying ceremony of Memorial 
University, 6/26/1901, box 34, Ell Torrance Papers, Minnesota Historical Soci-
ety, St. Paul, MN (hereafter MHS). 

3. Quoted in “Memorial University Opens,” Grand Army Advocate (Des Moines, 
IA), September 1902, box 13, Ell Torrance Papers, MHS. 

4. My research, while heavily indebted to David W. Blight’s conceptualization 
of Civil War memory, nonetheless contributes to the ongoing revision of his 
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interpretation of turn-of-the-century GAR veterans that goes be-
yond typical views that suggest that they were primarily invested 
in securing military service pensions, electing Republicans, erect-
ing stoic monuments in town squares, and waxing nostalgically 
about their bygone days in the Union Army.5 Instead, this article 
highlights just one example of how aging GAR veterans and, vi-
tally, their auxiliary allies utilized their memory of the Civil War 
to direct robust social activism during the Progressive Era. In this 
case, they invested their emotional, organizational, and financial 

                                                 
influential reconciliationist paradigm. It identifies a GAR memory of the Civil 
War and asserts Union veterans’ own remembrances of their war experience are 
an overlooked but vital aspect of the nation’s messy reunification process. See 
David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cam-
bridge, MA, 2001). For scholars who have challenged aspects of Blight’s thesis 
and advanced the notion of a Unionist memory of the war, see William A. Blair, 
Cities of the Dead: Contesting the Memory of the Civil War in the South, 1865–1914 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2004); John R. Neff, Honoring the Civil War Dead: Commemora-
tion and the Problem of Reconciliation (Lawrence, KS, 2005); Barbara A. Gannon, 
The Won Cause: Black and White Comradeship in the Grand Army of the Republic 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2011); Caroline E. Janney, Remembering the Civil War: Reunion 
and the Limits of Reconciliation (Chapel Hill, NC, 2013); and M. Keith Harris, 
Across the Bloody Chasm: The Culture of Commemoration among Civil War Veterans 
(Baton Rouge, LA, 2014).  

5. Interpretations of the GAR like these are best exemplified by the works of 
scholars such as historian Mary Dearing, political scientist Theda Skocpol, and 
historian Stuart McConnell. The first major scholarly treatment of the GAR, 
Dearing’s Veterans in Politics: The Story of the GAR (Baton Rouge, LA, 1954), em-
phasized that members “became efficient cogs in the Republican machine” and 
evolved into a successful political lobbying group best evidenced by their ability 
to direct one-fifth of the federal government’s revenue toward service pensions. 
In 1992, Skocpol similarly emphasized the GAR’s lobbying significance in her 
top-down, policy-heavy Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of 
Social Policy in the United States (Cambridge, MA), which declared Union veter-
ans’ pensions as “America’s first national system of public old-age and disability 
benefits.” McConnell’s Glorious Contentment: The Grand Army of the Republic, 
1865–1900 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1992), the preeminent social history of the GAR, 
notes the numerical and political decline of the organization by the late 1890s 
and simply declared that the GAR after 1900 became “an organization for the 
promotion of patriotism and the commemoration of Memorial Day.” My work 
shows that with more than 250,000 members in 1900, the GAR was still a pow-
erful and assertive fraternal order whose members readily engaged in civic and 
reform activism as the nation entered the heart of the Progressive Era. For quo-
tations, see Dearing, vii, 117; Skocpol, viii; and McConnell, xiii. 
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support in a civic education project that aimed to cultivate new 
generations of loyal citizens at a time when shifting national and 
international responsibilities called for an assertive brand of 
American patriotism.6   
 After victoriously emerging from the Spanish-American 
War, the United States was beset with challenges associated with 
its newfound status as a bone fide world power, an influx of im-
migrants harboring no connection to the Civil War, as well as ex-
panding urbanization and industrialization. Many Americans 
viewed the education of the nation’s youth—both native and for-
eign-born—as a way to bring order out of the chaos. According 
to one scholar of the Progressive Era, activists sought to “trans-
form pupils into dutiful, hardworking, loyal citizens” prepared to 
become “full, individual participants in a democratic society.”7 
This civic spirit also pervaded the progressives’ views of the na-
tion’s quickly multiplying institutions of higher learning. As his-
torian Frederick Rudolph argued, progressives wanted university 
education to encompass the idea that “informed intelligence when 
applied to the problems of modern society could make democracy 
work more effectively.”8 One new study of turn-of-the-century 
higher education similarly demonstrated that contemporaries 
viewed university attendance as the best means to mitigate the 
problems associated with modern life by nurturing “civic 

                                                 
6. In her study of how gendered behavioral codes shaped turn-of-the-century 
American imperialism, Kristen L. Hoganson discussed “a nation wary of the 
imperial endeavors that were reshaping the globe; a nation in which leadership 
was passing from the venerated Civil War generation to those who had grown 
up in the shadow of the Civil War.” The establishment of Memorial University 
exemplifies this transition in leadership. GAR veterans relied on their women’s 
and hereditary auxiliaries to create an institution in which the lessons of the 
Union’s victory could be learned and applied by a rising generation charged 
with navigating America’s standing in an imperial age. For quotation, see Kris-
ten L. Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the 
Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven, CT, 1998), 1. 

7. Michael McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Move-
ment in America (New York, 2003), 110, 111. 

8. Frederick Rudolph, The American College and University: A History (Athens, 
GA, 1962), 363. 
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responsibility” among students.9 Principles of duty, loyalty, de-
mocracy, and civic responsibility formed the basis of educational 
reform during the era and also called to mind Union veterans’ 
Civil War service. The establishment of Memorial University thus 
subsumed Progressive Era educational reform and the GAR’s 
memory-driven activism at the turn of the century, such that the 
institution stood squarely at the confluence of both movements.  
 Historians have previously studied Grand Army involve-
ment in education, emphasizing how benign old veterans taught 
young boys and girls how to salute the flag or sing patriotic songs. 
Over 50 years ago, Robert H. Wiebe identified GAR veterans as 
key actors in the pursuit of Progressive Era social order, asserting 
that their presence in public schools was part of a “hectic cam-
paign to instill patriotism through worship of the Constitution, 
the flag, and America’s heroes.”10 Another historian of U.S. patri-
otism argued that Grand Army veterans and, importantly, their 
wives entered the public schools and served “as authentic actors 
in the living theater of Civil War history,” aiding in the instruc-
tion of good citizenship for native-born and immigrant children 
alike.11 Similarly, scholars of the GAR and Civil War memory 
have underscored the renewed battle between postwar northern-
ers and southerners over school textbooks and the lessons of the 
war they inculcated. Historian Stuart McConnell, for instance, 
detailed Grand Army textbook advocacy, illustrating how mem-
bers promoted only those versions grounded in “the theme of 
Union” and attacked any that hedged on the crime of southern 
secession.12 M. Keith Harris likewise asserted that veterans on 
both sides of the sectional divide understood the importance of 

                                                 
9. Steven J. Diner, Universities and Their Cities: Urban Higher Education in America 
(Baltimore, 2017), 18–20, 35. 

10. Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877–1920 (New York, 1967), 57.  

11. Cecilia Elizabeth O’Leary, To Die For: The Paradox of American Patriotism 
(Princeton, NJ, 1999), 190. O’Leary also illustrated the GAR’s paternalistic belief 
in welcoming immigrants and instructing them in “true” Americanism. She ar-
gued that to many GAR veterans the “acceptance of immigration restriction 
amounted to an implicit criticism of America’s powers of conversion.” O’Leary, 
To Die For, 62. 

12. McConnell, Glorious Contentment, 224–32.  
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school textbooks “to illuminate both the ‘right’ and the ‘wrong’ 
versions of Civil War history.”13 Historians, however, have not 
studied Union veterans’ endorsement of and activities within the 
nation’s fast-growing network of turn-of-the-century institutions 
of higher education.  
 The establishment of Memorial University is an example of 
this overlooked form of GAR activism, which was more potent, 
practical, and progressive than the more traditional commemo-
rative exercises usually associated with aged Union veterans. 
The project was crucially supported by the GAR’s auxiliary allies  
in the Woman’s Relief Corps (WRC) and Sons of Veterans (SV), 
who provided a great deal of the organizational and fundraising 
labor on behalf of a generation quickly entering their twilight 
years. Together, all three groups shared a vision to graduate 
scholars from Memorial University who had mastered the Union 
veteran’s remembrance of the Civil War. These graduates could 
then apply those lessons toward progressive efforts to broaden 
accessibility to university education, promote service in the pub-
lic sphere, and deploy civic virtue in the battle against the na-
tion’s societal ills. All the while, the school’s founders sought to 
stem the tide of North-South reconciliationism by grounding the 
curriculum in support of GAR-approved values of citizenship, 

                                                 
13. Harris, Across the Bloody Chasm, 8. 

Sketch of the envisioned plan for Memorial University. From Min-
neapolis Journal, 3/30/01. 
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service, loyalty, and Americanism, all with a strikingly Unionist 
bent. As the Mason City Globe-Gazette reported at the time of the 
cornerstone-laying ceremony, Memorial University would stand 
with “a purpose greater than has yet been realized. It is a purpose 
which grasps the opportunity to immortalize the spirit of patri-
otism, elevate civic virtue, clothe sentiment with utility, and make 
all the future beneficiary, not only of the achievement of martial 
deeds but of the greater triumphs of peace.”14 
 
“Build a College and You Hold a Fortress”:  
The Origins of a National University 

From the republic's earliest days, Americans debated the value 
of planting an elite institution of higher education in the nation's 
capital, established and supported by the federal government. 
Luminaries across the political spectrum articulated the merits of 
a so-called “national university” and its potential to instill in its 
students a devotion to the state and to civic service. Notably, 
George Washington bequeathed $25,000 (the equivalent of over 
$375,000 in 2020) toward the endowment of such an institution to 
train young citizens “in acquiring knowledge in the principles of 
politics and good government” and to help “spread systematic 
ideas through all the parts of this rising empire, thereby to do 
away [with] local attachments and State prejudices.”15 Other 
early advocates for a national university included Benjamin 
Franklin, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and 
John Quincy Adams. Nevertheless, antebellum critics consist-
ently thwarted the efforts. They doubted a national university’s 
constitutionality and feared the consolidation of U.S. higher ed-
ucation under federal control.16 

                                                 
14. “The Day of Jubilee Is Here,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 6/26/1901.  

15. Quoted in Jared Sparks, The Writings of George Washington, vol. 11 (Boston, 
1838), 3.  

16. For criticisms of the national university vision before the Civil War, see George 
Thomas, “The National University and Constitutional Limits,” chap. 2, in The 
Founders and the Idea of a National University: Constituting the American Mind 
(New York, 2015).  
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The idea again gained traction after the Civil War, when ad-
vocates argued that a national university’s unifying influence 
might have averted the sectional crisis in which so many Ameri-
cans, specifically college-aged men, had died. The string of post-
war Republican veteran-presidents—Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford 
B. Hayes, and James A. Garfield—supported the university con-
cept, corresponding with their party’s intention to consolidate 
the reunited country and strengthen the federal government.17 In 
1877, for instance, Hayes delivered a message to Congress argu-
ing that it would be “to the great and lasting benefit of the entire 
country, that this [educational] system should be crowned with 
a university in all respects in keeping with the national capital 
and thereby realize the cherished hope of Washington.”18 Fur-
ther, postwar proponents of a national university tied its estab-
lishment to the era’s powerful nationalistic impulses, deeming an 
education from the proposed institution to be a foundation for its 
graduates’ loyal and passionate public service. One advocate as-
serted that the university’s prospective scholars “would in time 
return to their thousands of homes more ardent patriots, the bet-
ter qualified to serve their country, the more resolute in purpose 
to protect it from perils of every nature.”19 

Union veterans subscribed to this rhetoric too, linking a na-
tional university education with civic-minded patriotism. Like 
their former army commanders who they had helped to send to 
the White House, GAR members imagined the establishment of 
the institution as the educational culmination of their efforts to 
preserve and restore a unified nation. The National Tribune, the 
fraternity’s official organ, steadfastly supported the venture for 
many years, seeing in its creation the fount for a powerful state 
and an informed and loyal citizenry. Indicating a national 

                                                 
17. On post-Civil War state formation and its obstacles, see Richard Franklin 
Bensel, “State Structure and Reconstruction: The Political Legacy of the Civil 
War,” chap. 6, in Yankee Leviathan: The Origins of Central State Authority in Amer-
ica, 1859–1877 (New York, 1990). 

18. Letters and Messages of Rutherford B. Hayes, President of the United States, Together 
with Letter of Acceptance and Inaugural Address (Washington, D.C., 1881), 98.  

19. John W. Hoyt, Memorial in Regard to a National University (Washington, D.C., 
1892), 23. 
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and education provided safeguards against the ignorant and de-
basing social currents that had once corrupted white southern-
ers, namely, secessionism and slavery, and subsequently, led to 
the death, debility, and stunted opportunities for millions of 
northern men (not to mention suffering and sacrifice on the part 
of northern women). Establishing a world-class institution 
would help prevent a similar recurrence for future generations. 
As one editorialist argued, “education form[s] a bulwark about a 
people amply sufficient for their protection from both domestic 
and foreign dangers.”24  

As the nation’s colleges and universities became more influ-
ential after the Civil War, Americans—including Union veter-
ans—increasingly looked to them as powerful disseminators of 
cherished values.25 Although the ratio of students to the total 
number of young adults remained small (about two percent in 
1900), the number of colleges and universities grew rapidly. 
When the war commenced, fewer than 400 institutions existed. 
Forty years later, the number ballooned to nearly one thousand.26 
As a result, more and more communities across the country came 
to shape and be shaped by their institutions of higher education.  

Increasingly, Union veterans and their families became part 
of this movement, exhibiting a growing interest in transmitting 
their preferred values to a GAR-backed college. Here, young 
scholars would learn more intently about the tragedy of the 1860s, 
the rightness of the Union Cause, the abhorrence of the Lost Cause, 
and how to prevent a similar catastrophe. By emphasizing disci-
plines such as history, politics, civics, and ethics, instructors would 
teach their students the importance of service, liberty, and love of 
country, all of which would be guided by the memory of the Un-
ion soldiers’ sacrifice. Graduates would then leave the institution, 

                                                 
24. “G.A.R. Memorial College,” National Tribune, 5/5/1892.  

25. As W. Bruce Leslie confirms, post-Civil War colleges were useful progenitors 
of middle-class, Protestant values. “Americans,” according to Leslie, “increasingly 
turned to colleges to perpetuate their cultural values and social position in the 
next generation.” See W. Bruce Leslie, Gentlemen and Scholars: College and Commu-
nity in the “Age of the University,” 1865–1917 (University Park, PA, 1991), 1. 

26. For statistics, see Thomas D. Snyder, ed., 120 Years of American Education: A 
Statistical Portrait (Washington, D.C., 1993), 63, 75, 76. 
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“Scholars for the Sake of Being Citizens”:  
Forging a National Memorial University 

A few years later in Iowa the GAR’s other significant auxiliary, 
the Sons of Veterans (SV), rekindled the national university idea. 
Leading the effort was Alexander Louis “Al” Sortor, Jr. Born in 
Iowa City in 1867, Sortor (whose father had served in the 20th 
Ohio Independent Battery) reportedly “never wearied of stories 
of heroism; of the camp-fire; of death in the trenches; of fierce 
fights where thousands fell” and became an enthusiastic member 
of the SV.31 As a young man, Sortor settled in Mason City and as 
early as 1896, envisioned “a college here . . . that will be a memo-
rial to the union [sic] soldiers of the Civil war [sic] . . . devoted to 
the education of their children.”32 At the annual SV convention 
the following year in Indianapolis, Sortor suggested forming a 
committee of five to consider establishing a national university 
as a lasting tribute to the Civil War generation.33 The Sons fa-
vored the idea and assigned Sortor to the committee, but their 
work was briefly postponed when he and other SV members en-
listed to fight the Spanish in 1898. Sortor redoubled his efforts 
upon his return to civilian life, drumming up interest and 
pledges of financial support for the institution among GAR vet-
erans and other patriotic societies. As initiative on a federally 
sponsored national university stalled, veterans and their allies 
assumed the burden of creating a national memorial university 
that would graft the sacrifices of the war generation to the goals 
of an institution centered around patriotic education and public 
service. 

Although Sortor envisioned a memorial university in his 
hometown, the decision to determine its location did not go un-
contested. Besides Mason City, civic leaders in Utica, New York; 

                                                 
31. Quoted in Charles Sumner Nichols, “A Patriotic Ideal,” The National Maga-
zine: An Illustrated American Monthly 14 (Apr.–Sep. 1901), 445. 

32. Quoted in “Al Sortor, Originator of Memorial University, Dies,” Mason City 
Globe-Gazette, 2/7/1944. 

33. For more on the SV’s early planning for the institution, see Journal of Proceed-
ings of the Sixteenth Annual Encampment of the Sons of Veterans, U. S. A [. . .] (Read-
ing, PA, 1897), 210. 
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valley.”37 But whatever the town’s benefits or shortcomings, it 
led its competitors in one important respect—financial pledges. 
Mason Cityans promised forty acres for the campus, as well as a 
gift of $75,000 for the construction of the embryonic university’s 
first academic building. Money ultimately pushed Mason City to 
the forefront of the Memorial University sweepstakes, with elec-
tors at the SV’s 1900 national encampment in Syracuse, New York, 
selecting the town by an overwhelming vote of 143 to 10.38 

Progress on Memorial University proceeded quickly, aided by 
the support of enthusiastic Grand Army veterans and members of 
the organization’s auxiliaries. Mason City’s own Charles H. Hunt-
ley Post No. 42 contributed twenty dollars from its modest treas-
ury while the veterans from nearby Clear Lake’s Tom Howard 
Post No. 101 chipped in another ten. Some wealthier Mason City 
members later contributed personal funds to sponsor a competi-
tive scholarship.39 The women of Iowa’s WRC pulled in especially 
impressive fundraising numbers. Department president Georgia 
B. Worker declared December 3, 1901, “Memorial University 
Day,” and urged members across the state “to prepare on that day 
an entertainment of a patriotic nature, the proceeds to go as Iowa’s 
contribution to help carry out this work . . . to commemorate the 
lives and deeds of the loyal men and women of the Civil War.”40 
The individual corps responded generously. By early the follow-
ing year, state WRC officials reported that members had contrib-
uted over $800 dollars to the project with corps in Cedar Rapids 
($100), Mason City ($50), Iowa City ($35), and Muscatine ($35) 
                                                 
37. “The Day of Jubilee Is Here,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 6/26/1901; “Memo-
rial to the Grand Army,” Minneapolis Journal, 3/30/1901. 

38. For the SV’s debate about and decision on the location of the institution, see 
Journal of Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Encampment of the Sons of Veterans 
[. . .] (Boston, 1900), 113–28. 

39. Minute book entry, 11/23/1901, box 63, Grand Army of the Republic Post 
Records, State Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines, IA (hereafter SHSI); “Bul-
letin of Memorial University, Mason City, Iowa,” 6:1 (Sep. 1907), 19; Minute 
book entry, 12/15/1900, box 108, Grand Army of the Republic Post Records, 
SHSI.  

40. WRC Department of Iowa circular, 10/1/1901, box 1, Grand Army of the 
Republic, Woman’s Relief Corps Records, General Orders and Circular Letters 
from State Headquarters, SHSI.  
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leading the way.41 Meanwhile, Sortor, his SV allies, and the insti-
tution’s other civic backers drew up incorporation papers, se-
cured the awarded land in the southeast quadrant of town, sold 
lots to raise funds (garnering some $200,000), and authorized 
construction on the campus’s first structure.42  

With the physical construction of Memorial University 
started, the founders next turned to developing the school’s cur-
riculum and determining its standing alongside the nation’s 
growing network of colleges and universities. The undertaking 
mirrored a wider trend in American higher education during the 
Progressive Era. At this time, many colleges were expanding 
(and, frequently, rebranding themselves as universities) by sup-
plementing their usual offerings with new programs, divisions, 
and departments aimed at widening their service to society and 
value to Americans broadly.43 Sortor and his allies envisioned a 

                                                 
41. WRC Department of Iowa circular, 4/15/1902, box 1, Grand Army of the 
Republic, Woman’s Relief Corps Records, General Orders and Circular Letters 
from State Headquarters, SHSI.  

42, “Memorial University,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 8/19/1942.  

43. John R. Thelin dubs the late nineteenth century as the age of the “Compre-
hensive American University,” in which many historic U.S. colleges extended 
their reach to incorporate a wider variety of curricula and departments, 

 
Memorial University’s first completed academic building. 
Photo courtesy of Jonathan D. Neu. 
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similarly comprehensive offering to help Memorial University 
scholars make their mark in society, contemplating a College of  
Liberal Arts, a School of Music, a School of Art, a School of Ora-
tory, a Business School, a Dental College, and a preparatory Med-
ical School (though the latter two proposals evidently never came 
to fruition).44 Additionally, they conceived a preparatory academy 
providing secondary education for students as young as thirteen, 
a service commonly offered by many colleges of the time.45  

Still, the founders sought unique reasons for prospective stu-
dents and their guardians to choose Memorial University over the 
host of institutions cropping up across the country. To do this, they 
needed to address many commentators’ acute concerns that col-
lege education was not molding the type of graduates needed for 
the modern era. Supposed threats to the republic, such as socialists 
and anarchists, throngs of immigrants, urban and industrial un-
rest, and resistance to law and order, required a new generation of 
trained leaders instilled with values of public-spiritedness, ser-
vice, and devotion to country. In 1892, before students at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, President Grover Cleveland argued that 
“there is a great need of educated men in our public life, but it is 
the need of educated men with patriotism. The college graduate 

                                                 
ultimately comprising a “decentralized alliance of ‘schools.’” Roger L. Geiger 
similarly notes that Progressive Era institutions of higher education “em-
brace[d] service to society as a fundamental mission, and this view accounts for 
the great expansion in their scope of activities.” See John R. Thelin, A History of 
American Higher Education, 2nd ed. (Baltimore, 2011), 103–07; and Roger L. Gei-
ger, The History of American Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the Found-
ing to World War II (Princeton, 2015), 363. 

44. For the founders’ departmental and curricular planning, see “Memorial Uni-
versity,” National Tribune, 7/10/1902; and Letter of Ell Torrance to Theodore 
Roosevelt, 7/25/1902, box 36, Ell Torrance Papers, MHS. Incidentally, Memo-
rial University’s overambitious commitment to offer programs in a range of di-
verse fields may have spread its resources and effectiveness too thin.  

45. Having a preparatory academy not only provided Memorial University with 
an additional source of income, but also had the potential to serve as a feeder 
school. In other words, academy students would be more likely to advance to 
the institution’s college-level courses upon graduation, maintaining their con-
nection with Memorial University. W. Bruce Leslie noted that many colleges of 
the era only survived by offering secondary education. See Leslie, Gentlemen and 
Scholars, 8, 91–92, 214. 
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may be, and frequently is, more unpatriotic and less useful in 
public affairs than the man who, with limited education, has 
spent the years when opinions are formed in improving contact 
with the world instead of being within college walls and con-
fined to the study of books.”46 New York Republican (and later 
senator) Chauncey M. DePew more simply put it that U.S. edu-
cators must “teach, first and last, Americanism.”47  

For a university honoring the men and women who had 
saved the republic, these concerns were particularly germane 
and offered a chance to advance the principles and characteristics 
of the Civil War generation as a pedagogical solution. Dedicated 
as it was “to the memory of the soldiers of the Republic and the 
loyal women of war times,” Iowa’s WRC officers acclaimed that 
the university was “calculated to assist in transmitting to poster-
ity the heritage of a free government and . . . the blessings of 
American citizenship.”48 Administrators further promised that 
Memorial University would become “America’s greatest univer-
sity . . . founded upon broad lines as would befit its national char-
acter, and make it in all respects worthy of the men and women it 
seeks to honor.”49 To President Theodore Roosevelt, Al Sortor 
similarly wrote that the aim of the institution was “to raise the 
standard of citizenship and produce patriots as well as scholars.”50 
 To fulfill this lofty mission and set the school apart from oth-
ers, university founders prided themselves on three distinct offer-
ings for anticipated enrollees. First was an emphasis on teaching 
American history and the Union soldier’s place within it. 

                                                 
46. Quoted in George F. Parker, ed., The Writings and Speeches of Grover Cleveland 
(New York, 1892), 354. 

47. See DePew’s 1888 “Oration on the Political Mission of the United States,” in 
John Denison Champlin, ed., Orations, Addresses and Speeches of Chauncey M. De-
Pew, vol. 1 (New York, 1910), 33. 

48. WRC Department of Iowa circular, 12/31/1900, box 1, Grand Army of the 
Republic, Woman’s Relief Corps Records, General Orders and Circular Letters 
from State Headquarters, SHSI.  

49. Promotional booklet, “Memorial University, Sons of Veterans, U.S.A.,” ca. 
1901, box 113.D.3.5B, Department of Minnesota Records, MHS. 

50. Alexander L. Sortor, Jr. to Theodore Roosevelt, 7/28/1902, box 36, Ell Tor-
rance Papers, MHS. 
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Memorial University planners frequently berated other colleges 
for subjecting students to interminable lessons on ancient civili-
zations while ignoring the United States’ own proud heritage.51 
To counter this blunder, they promised that “especial attention 
will be paid to American history and civics, and patriotism will 
be to this institution what creed is to the denominational 
schools.”52 The plan was one closely linked to the pedagogical 
musings of the era’s educational reformers. Pioneering progres-
sive school activist and GAR veteran Francis W. Parker, for in-
stance, urged that students be taught, “the history of American 
life, and the genius of American liberty” while being “led to feel 
the heart-beats of liberty in all ages; to feel in his soul the price-
lessness of his inheritance; that he is bought with a price—the 
suffering and blood of untold millions.”53 

In keeping with this philosophy, Sortor wrote Ell Torrance 
(now the GAR’s commander-in-chief) in March 1902 that it was 
the desire of the board of regents to have Grand Army veterans 
direct the organization of its American history curriculum, so it 
would “be organized in such a manner as to be satisfactory to the 
men we seek to honor.”54 Torrance selected regional GAR lumi-
naries for the task, including University of Minnesota lecturer 
James O. Pierce; Iowa newspaper editor and politician Levi B. 

                                                 
51. In 1907, for instance, then-president William J. Patton stated before a meeting 
of Wisconsin GAR and SV members that Memorial University believed “it 
worth more to the young American to teach him our own history and achieve-
ments, to give him lessons drawn from the lives of great Americans, and to in-
spire him with American ideals, than to give the most of our attention, as too 
many colleges do, to the history, institutions and ideals of the nations of antiq-
uity.” See Lucius Fairchild Post meeting minutes, 11/4/1907, box 15, Grand 
Army of the Republic, Department of Wisconsin Records, Wisconsin Veterans 
Museum, Madison, WI. 

52. “G.A.R. Memorial University,” Des Moines Register, 3/20/1901. 

53. Francis W. Parker, Talks on Pedagogics: An Outline of the Theory of Concentra-
tion (New York, 1894), 341, 342. 

54. Memorial University’s board of regents acted in response to an earlier GAR 
pledge at the 1900 national encampment that officers would assign an Advisory 
Committee with “power to consult with, advise and assist the Sons of Veterans” 
in the establishment of the university. Journal of the Thirty-Fourth Annual En-
campment of the Grand Army of the Republic [. . .] (Philadelphia, 1900), 254. 
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Raymond; and Minnesota governor Samuel R. Van Sant. In July 
1902, the committee met at GAR national headquarters in Min-
neapolis to plan Memorial University’s American history curric-
ulum.55 Together, the men recommended that the department of 
history be elevated to college-status within the university, led by 
its own dean (a position soon filled by Pierce) and constituting a 
rigorous four-year course of study.56 Further, the committee laid 
out a straightforward teaching philosophy: 

We recommend that American History be made the principal object 
of study in this College; that the era of the Civil War receive especial 
attention as the most conspicuous event in our history; that the his-
tories of other times, peoples and places be carefully examined in 
their relations to our own history; that Constitutional History be 
studied as presenting the highest and most commanding aspects of 
all History; and that the full courses of study in this College be 
made compulsory upon all students.57 

Drawing on their veteran status and a pedagogically reformist 
bent, the American history curriculum committee promised a 
unique and compelling educational strategy.  

The four-year course of historical instruction sketched out by 
the committee was noteworthy for its insistence on keeping the 
restored Union’s primacy foremost in students’ minds. Freshmen 
would sit for lectures during their first academic year “to ascer-
tain the leading and fundamental features of our history,” cover-
ing the colonial, pre-revolutionary, and revolutionary eras in the 
first term; the post-revolutionary age and the early republic in the 
                                                 
55. On the meeting, see “College of Hist.,” Minneapolis Journal, 7/22/1902. 

56. The board of regents elected James O. Pierce as the dean of the College of 
American History in July 1902. After war service as a general’s staffer, Pierce 
was a prominent state-level GAR officer and enjoyed a long postwar career as a 
lawyer and judge. He earned accolades at the University of Minnesota’s college 
of law where he took up lecturing on constitutional history and jurisprudence late 
in life. Pierce assumed his duties as dean, noting that he had “made history a 
life study.” See “Judge Pierce of Minneapolis Elected Dean of History College,” 
Minneapolis Journal, 7/29/1902. For his first lecture before Memorial University’s 
student body, see his 9/24/1902 address entitled “America’s Place in History,” 
in Pierce, Studies in Constitutional History (Minneapolis, 1906), 311–25. 

57. Report of the American History Curriculum Committee to Alexander L. 
Sortor, Jr., 8/1/1902, box 36, Ell Torrance Papers, MHS. 
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second term; and the slavery question and Civil War during the 
final term (with each term concluding with biographical lectures 
on “Eminent Americans”). With a nod to the professionalization 
of historical teaching, Memorial University students would begin 
seminar work in the sophomore year as “an essential adjunct” to 
professorial lectures.58 In courses such as “Making of State Con-
stitutions,” “Making of the Federal Constitution,” and “History 
of Federation,” second-year students would learn of the unique 
structure of the U.S. republic.59 In the junior year, students would 
receive some instruction in world history—but with the U.S.-cen-
tric aim of tracking the “progress in the world’s history of the 
political principles which distinguish the American system of 
government.” Finally, senior-year students would study interna-
tional diplomacy through “a conspectus . . . of the history of the 
leading nations of the world during the closing years of the Nine-
teenth Century, exhibiting constitutional government according 
to the American type as the dominant influence.”60 American his-
torical exceptionalism, with the history of GAR veterans’ Civil 
War sacrifice made paramount, gave Memorial University’s 
course of study unusual status among other institutions of higher 
education and provided a bulwark against Lost Cause ascend-
ency in the postwar memory battles.61 

                                                 
58. Ibid. On the professionalization of historical teaching and the introduction 
of university seminars, see Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Cen-
tury: From Scientific Objectivity to the Postmodern Challenge (Middletown, CT, 
1997), 27–28. 

59. American History Curriculum Committee’s College of American History, 
Manual of Study, 8/1/1902, box 36, Ell Torrance Papers, MHS. The committee’s 
emphasis on constitutional history bears the marks of James O. Pierce’s involve-
ment in the curriculum planning. Pierce lectured on constitutional history at the 
University of Minnesota at this time. The Minneapolis Journal alluded to Pierce’s 
involvement, stating that the department, under his supervision, would follow 
“a course of study which he has prepared.” See “Will Not Leave Minneapolis,” 
Minneapolis Journal, 9/12/1902. 

60. Report of the American History Curriculum Committee to Alexander L. 
Sortor, Jr., 8/1/1902, box 36, Ell Torrance Papers, MHS (emphasis in original). 

61. On Union veterans’ education-related efforts to defeat “national amnesia” 
about their sacrifices on behalf of the Union, see Harris, Across the Bloody Chasm, 
38–40. There are difficulties in tracing how closely Memorial University’s course of 
historical study followed the curriculum committee’s July 1902 recommendations. 
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 Conjoined with Memorial University’s emphasis on American 
history was an unprecedented curricular focus on what adminis-
trators dubbed “Applied Patriotism” or “Civic Virtue.”62 Though 
hazily defined, the founders intended the study of applied patri-
otism “to assist in raising the standard of citizenship by bringing 
about a greater appreciation of the blessings of a free government 
and a fuller realization of the responsibilities of citizenship”—a 
clear attempt to address contemporary criticisms of college stu-
dents and the education they typically received.63 Although ele-
vated to department-level status, applied patriotism was not 
taught in specific courses; rather, it was something university 
founders intended to “be woven into the warp and woof” of the 
students’ character during their entire academic experience at 
Memorial University.64 In other words, administrators expected 
applied patriotism to spread organically through all courses of 
study and be supplemented by student participation in special 
lectures and other events on “patriotic, historical and national 

                                                 
No course catalogs have been found delineating the university’s U.S. history 
offerings in the early years of the school’s operation. It is reasonable to suspect, 
however, that the committee’s recommendations hewed fairly closely judging 
by later course catalogs. The 1907 “Bulletin of Memorial University,” for in-
stance, maintains a rigorous four-year program in U.S. history that provides 
survey courses for freshmen and emphasizes the Civil War and constitutional 
history for more advanced students. An entire semester in the junior year dealt 
with “The Rise and Fall of the Slave Power” and used as its chief text the anti-
slavery politician Henry Wilson’s three-volume History of the Rise and Fall of the 
Slave Power in America. For 1907 U.S. History course of study, see “Bulletin of 
Memorial University, Mason City, Iowa,” 6:1 (Sep. 1907), 10–11. For Wilson’s 
History, see John L. Myers, “The Writing of History of the Rise and Fall of the Slave 
Power in America,” Civil War History 31:2 (June 1985), 144–62. 

62. Memorial University’s development of “applied patriotism” is similar to the 
rise of “applied sciences” more broadly in Progressive Era education and the 
pragmatic pedagogy of reformers like John Dewey. Applied patriotism, like ap-
plied sciences, was designed to be more practical and utilitarian in improving 
or fixing social problems. On applied science in Progressive Era U.S. institutions 
of higher education, see Laurence R. Veysey, “Research,” chap. 3, in The Emer-
gence of the American University (Chicago, 1965). 

63. “Memorial to the Grand Army,” Minneapolis Journal, 3/30/1901. 

64. “Bulletin of Memorial University, Mason City, Iowa,” 6:2 (Dec. 1907), 6. 
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topics.”65 Applied patriotism, according to one excerpt from offi-
cial college literature, was designed for “the development of 
Americanism—the students are to be scholars for the sake of be-
ing citizens. . . . Under such a course [the student] is expected to 
develop a citizenship impossible under the ordinary routine of 
book study, and to go forth from the school with a full conscious-
ness of individual responsibility and with a willingness to bear 
it.”66 Further, university founders believed that in the absence of 
a national crisis whereby young people could express their pat-
riotism through military sacrifice, young people had little direc-
tion about how best to devote themselves to the state. Because 
there had not been “a legitimate opportunity for expression” of 
young people’s commitment to the nation (perhaps expressed 
best through military service in a conflict akin to the Civil War), 
one newspaper explained that applied patriotism would help 
them realize that “good citizenship means a healthy interest in 
governmental and city affairs, and actual work in caring for a 
country that has been left to them as an inheritance.”67 
 Giving final, physical expression to the infusion of patriotic 
sentiment at Memorial University, the founders hitched military 
drill to male students’ obligations. Unlike the school’s applied 
patriotism branch, drill on a college campus was not particularly 
unusual between the Spanish-American War and World War I. 
Since the passage of the Morrill Act in 1862, all land-grant col-
leges benefiting from federal government support were required 
by law to include “military training” in their curriculum.68 The 
                                                 
65. “Pledge Support to Sons of Veterans,” Freeport Journal-Standard (Freeport, 
IL), 10/31/1907. 

66. “Bulletin of Memorial University, Mason City, Iowa,” 7:2 (Dec. 1908), 8 (em-
phasis in the original). 

67. “Large Work of Veterans’ Sons,” Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, 6/28/1907. 
The newspaper further asserted the progressive orientation of Memorial Uni-
versity’s applied patriotism emphasis, stating that “the object of this branch [ap-
plied patriotism] is to teach young Americans to foster the spirit of patriotism 
which animated the forefathers, and to use it for the betterment of the state; to 
apply the deeds inspired by patriotic impulse, to the betterment of civic affairs 
and for the purification of state and national government.” 

68. Text of Morrill Act, quoted in William M. McKinney, Federal Statutes Anno-
tated: Second Edition [. . .], vol. 3 (Northport, NY, 1917), 100.  
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stipulation was popular with many Americans (particularly Un-
ion veterans). Throughout the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, Congress and state legislatures continued to back 
supplementary acts in support of military training in institutions 
of higher education.69 In Iowa, for example, GAR officials re-
ported favorably in 1896 on the General Assembly’s vote to loan 
state-owned arms to educational institutions that offered military 
instruction, encompassing some “600 stand of arms in use in the 
academies, normal schools and colleges of the State.”70 Four years 
later, GAR commander-in-chief Albert D. Shaw acknowledged 
that school military drill “develop[ed] both mind and body in a 
desirable way” and cultivated “national strength of the most de-
sirable sort in times of peace.”71   

Given the school’s dedication to former soldiers and its over-
sight by GAR veterans, Memorial University unsurprisingly 
made military training a key part of the curriculum and used im-
agery of the past to inspire the next generation of America’s de-
fenders. In a pointed display of the institution’s adherence to the 
memory of Union victory, administrators decided that instead of 
making cadet uniforms “grey as at other schools,” they “will be 
of union blue.”72 All male preparatory and college students were 
required to take part in drill and tactics twice a week, unless an 
enrollee could prove honorable discharge from military service 
prior to admission. The founders also reserved drill grounds and 
a rifle pit for their students, secured officers from the Iowa Na-
tional Guard to lead training, and even planned a naval reserve 
station at nearby Clear Lake (an idea that was later scrapped). All 
told, the school’s curricular triad—American history, applied 

                                                 
69. For instance, Congress authorized the War Department to post army officers 
to teach military drill on college campuses, equip colleges with small arms and 
other training equipment, and extend military training beyond the land-grant 
institutions. For more, see Michael S. Neiberg, Making Citizen-Soldiers: ROTC and 
the Ideology of American Military Service (Cambridge, MA, 2000), 21–22. 

70. See Journal of the Thirtieth National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Re-
public [. . .] (Indianapolis, 1896), 163.  

71. Journal of the Thirty-Fourth National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Re-
public [. . .] (Philadelphia, 1900), 63. 

72. “Memorial University,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 9/11/1902. 
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patriotism, and military instruction—shaped Memorial Univer-
sity students into an image reminiscent of the Union soldier of 
the past, girded to defend the nation of the present. With this 
training, the university vowed that “every graduate shall become 
a missionary to the country in altruistic patriotism,” sending out 
scholars to do battle to uphold the GAR’s cherished principles.73 
 
“We Are Not Going to Send Our Children to Iowa”:  
The Rise and Fall of Memorial University 

With Memorial University’s curriculum solidifying and con-
struction of its first academic building nearing completion, its 
founders determined to open the institution for the start of the 
1902–03 academic year—a remarkable feat given the brief 
amount of time that had passed since Sortor secured the school 
for Mason City. “The patriotic citizens of this city . . .  never does 
[sic] things by halves,” boasted the Globe-Gazette, and “fulfilled 
their obligations by insisting on . . . open[ing] the school at once.”74 
Nevertheless, the school’s speedy inauguration belied the fact that 
it was not initially a university at all. Rather, the institution “for 
the present . . . will be run as a Military academy and until the 
larger design has been successfully reached. The academic course 
will be a three year course and will fit students for the collegiate 
course when it is established.”75 Still, administrators lured a tal-
ented array of men and women to lead classes in the academy’s 
preparatory division, the commercial school, and the school of art. 
They also took out advertisements in regional newspapers to at-
tract students, and sent canvassers to nearby homes to convince 
parents to send their children to Memorial University. As one stu-
dent later recalled, a teacher visited her family’s farm and assured 
her parents that the children would “get more attention there than 
we would at the [public] high school.”76 Reflecting their desire 

                                                 
73. “Bulletin of Memorial University, Mason City, Iowa,” 6:2 (Dec. 1907), 7. 

74. “Memorial University,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 9/9/1902. Courtesy of Lee 
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75. “Memorial University,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 9/11/1902.  

76. “Woman Recalls When Building Was Young,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 
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both to maintain the institution’s national scope and to ensure 
Union veterans’ involvement, the board of regents also empow-
ered the commanders of each GAR state department and the 
presidents of the WRC state departments to select a son or 
daughter of a veteran “of good moral character” to receive a 
scholarship to attend.77  

Memorial University formally opened its doors to roughly 
sixty students on September 10, 1902, with a reception in the 
newly completed and state-of-the-art liberal arts building (the 
first of at least a dozen planned for the campus).78 Three stories 
tall with thirty-seven rooms and an assembly hall “capable of 
seating 500 students,” the structure was of “Greek architectural 
design . . . and equipped with the most modern school furniture 
and the latest devices for heating and ventilating.”79 Opening 
ceremonies were far more subdued than the previous year’s cor-
nerstone-laying events. A visit by President Theodore Roosevelt 
during his scheduled tour of the region was never formalized, 
quashing the hope “that every building on the college campus 
shall be dedicated by some president of the United States to make 
every building national and historical.”80 Nevertheless, assembled 
students, faculty, and guests heartily sang “America,” listened to 
a prayer of invocation, and heard dean of faculty Walter A. 
                                                 
77. “A Free Scholarship,” Arizona Daily Star (Tucson, AZ), 8/8/1902. For more 
scholarship announcements in other GAR state and territorial departments, see 
“Free Education,” Albuquerque Citizen (Albuquerque, NM), 8/8/1902; “Scholar-
ship Free in New Memorial University,” Argus-Leader (Sioux Falls, SD), 
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ton, DC), 8/22/1902; “Grand Army News,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle (Brooklyn, NY), 
9/14/1902; “G.A.R. Appointee,” Argus-Leader, 9/22/1902. 
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79. “Will Open Wednesday,” Evening Times-Republican (Marshalltown, IA), 
9/9/1902.  

80. “Memorial University,” Mason City Daily Globe-Gazette, 9/9/1902.  
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Doran give an address welcoming the “band before him,” which 
he confidently predicted was “but a beginning of the thousands 
who should crowd the halls of the University.”81 Al Sortor at-
tended, as well, but according to the Grand Army Advocate, “sat 
as a silent listener during the exercises [and] tears came to his 
eyes as he thought of what the event passing before him meant, 
of the struggles, hopes, fears, triumphs and sacrifices which 
stood behind this day, when training began in the halls of the 
University.”82 
 Despite the haste with which Memorial University was con-
structed and opened, its first academic year passed largely suc-
cessfully. The school was proudly coeducational (young men 
boarded in nearby Lincoln Hall, young women in Barton Hall—
nods to the war generation’s male and female paragons).83 Mir-
roring trends in other contemporary universities, the students 
assertively organized a wide range of extracurricular activities.84 
Enrollees had the opportunity to join the newly established Lin-
coln-Fritchie Literary Society or the board of the student-run Var-
sity Review. Besides the requirement to take part in military drill, 
young men also joined the school’s football, basketball, and 

                                                 
81. Quoted in “The Light That Failed,” Mason City Globe-Gazette, 6/1/1953. 

82. “Memorial University Opens,” Grand Army Advocate, Sep. 1902, box 13, Ell 
Torrance Papers, MHS. 
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baseball teams, taking part in a nationwide turn toward colle-
giate athletics.85 By the end of the second term, total enrollments 
more than doubled to some 150 students.86 Capping the school’s 
auspicious first year, in August 1903 the trustees announced the 
addition of the “energetic, forceful and eloquent” Frederick D. 
Tucker, head of the Minnesota State Agricultural School, as Me-
morial University’s first president.87 With growing enrollment, 
improving reputation, and a top-rate president, Memorial Uni-
versity appeared poised to realize the vision of its founders and 
carry on the values of the Civil War generation.  

A particular point of pride in this regard was the school’s first 
graduation ceremony in June 1903 and the identity of its lone 
graduate that year. James Leggett was an African-American stu-
dent, born in Alabama in 1869 to parents who were formerly en-
slaved. Leggett transferred to Memorial University after studying 
for three years at Illinois State University in Normal, Illinois. He 
and his wife, Menarvia, boarded at Mason City’s Wilson Hotel 
while he completed one year of study in the College of Liberal 
Arts. Granted his diploma from trustee W. A. Morris, who “ex-
pressed the pleasure” of “being able to give the diploma to one 
so worthy,” Leggett was then feted afterward by “the ladies of 
the W.R.C.” who “presented the young man with handsome 
bouquets of American beauty roses.” Leggett continued his edu-
cation at the State Normal and Industrial College for Colored Stu-
dents in Tallahassee, Florida (now Florida A&M University).88 

                                                 
85. Recently elected dean of the college of liberal arts, J. F. Sellick spurred on 
Memorial University’s athletic development. Sellick, who came to Mason City 
from the Michigan Normal College, was—as the Des Moines Register reported—a 
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86. Number as reported in “Aid for Memorial University Asked,” Des Moines 
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Newspapers commented upon the appropriateness that the first 
graduate of Memorial University was black since “the men in 
whose memory” the university was dedicated “fought thru to 
many bloody years for the liberation of the slave.”89 

Notwithstanding measurable achievements made in its first 
years in operation, Memorial University consistently faced nu-
merous obstacles. Enrollment lagged behind the number needed 
to keep the institution financially afloat, forcing the school’s lead-
ership to take to the road in search of students and donations. 
This was not wholly unusual, as college presidents of the era fre-
quently took on the role of fundraisers for their institutions.90 
Like their counterparts in prestigious schools, Memorial Univer-
sity’s administrators sought lavish donations from wealthy back-
ers. However, these requests were rarely fruitful. For instance, an 
appeal to Pittsburgh industrialist Henry Clay Frick for financial 
backing ostensibly failed despite much goading from Iowa con-
gressmen.91 School advocates blamed the failure on the very fact 
that the university was devoted solely to the memory of Grand 
Army veterans, which “stayed the hand [and] closed the pocket-
book” of philanthropists who contributed funds to educational 
institutions “only to see their names inscribed over its doors.”92  
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Memorial University leaned heavily on the members of sym-
pathetic local- and state-level GAR, WRC, and SV groups. For ex-
ample, President Tucker sought backers at the June 1905 Michigan 
GAR state encampment in Traverse City. Calling on veterans there 
to give “your support, your influence and your aid in this great 
work,” Tucker informed those gathered “that we are building a 
monument to the patriotic men and women of the civil war [sic], 
[so] that the children of the land may have a correct knowledge 
and an honest historical view of the institutions of the country.”93 
Although many of these members were enthusiastic, they lacked 
the deep pockets of the typical university donor. In 1905, the 
WRC Iowa department raised an admirable, but insufficient, 
$850 for Memorial University (outraising twenty other WRC 
state departments that also contributed).94 In another effort “to 
revive some of the latent interest” in Memorial University, Tucker 
visited the patriotic societies of Decatur, Illinois, hoping to drum 
up more financial support beyond the meager ten-dollar annual 
contribution of the city’s WRC group.95 

In the summer of 1906, regent Walter J. Patton addressed 
GAR and SV state encampments in Ohio, Pennsylvania, New 
York, Vermont, and Maine. Patton (who had vital links to the SV 
as a prominent officer) proved an abler cheerleader and fund-
raiser than President Tucker. Netting several substantial finan-
cial pledges during his eastern tour, Patton succeeded, according 
to fellow administrator James E. E. Markley, in securing “a net 
gain over the costs to the institution whil [sic] his time has been 
spent mostly in correcting the wrong impression, which some 
how [sic] arose in the minds of the order in the east.”96 His 
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success also resulted in his elevation to the presidency of Memo-
rial University in September 1906. 

Unfortunately, Memorial University continued to operate 
primarily as a preparatory academy for local youths during its 
first several academic years, deviating from its stated mission to 
serve as an elite national university. In July 1906, Sortor (who re-
mained on the board of regents) received a scathing report from 
WRC inspectors who censured Memorial University for “the 
debt of the institution; its lack of standing; its failure to graduate 
students; that it is not a University . . . and that in many ways it 
is sailing under false colors.”97 Although school officials adver-
tised that the student body was comprised of individuals hailing 
from twelve different states, the vast majority were native Io-
wans plucked from a public school education in or around Ma-
son City.98  

Newly elevated school president Walter J. Patton subse-
quently oversaw a reorganization of Memorial University that 
sought to deliver on the educational promises made by the found-
ers several years earlier. During the 1906–07 academic year, the 
school introduced a normal department to help fulfill the coun-
try’s growing need for trained schoolteachers. The department 
fell under the leadership of Perry O. Cole, who came to Memorial 
University from his position as superintendent of schools in 
Cerro Gordo County. Administrators praised the “able and ex-
perienced” Cole who had “thorough acquaintance with the public 
school system [that] enables him to adapt our courses to the needs 
of that system.”99 Students in the normal department had two op-
tions—to take either the two-year course of study that earned 
them a county certificate or a three-year course that terminated 
with a five-year state certificate. In either case, normal students 
took their courses with regular faculty, ensuring that their educa-
tion fit with the heavy emphasis on American history and civics. 
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In a report submitted in 1907 by a WRC committee, the women 
noted with satisfaction that of the forty students taking normal 
courses, “thirty-six stood at the head of the long line of Teachers 
who the County Superintendent examined for honors.”100  

By the 1907–08 academic year, Memorial University at last 
began advertising its conspectus of college courses for prospec-
tive enrollees. The institution offered four-year programs for 
both a bachelor of arts and a bachelor of science degree with can-
didates also “required to write a thesis on some subject related to 
the courses pursued.”101 In either case, students took on a rigor-
ous series of courses in the sciences, mathematics, philosophy, 
psychology, English, foreign languages, and ethics. Further, in 
keeping with the school’s foundational objective, students were 
also expected to complete a robust array of American history 
classes through the entirety of their collegiate experience. “The 
courses here offered are of a different nature,” asserted school 
officials. “It is one thing to learn that an event happened; it is an-
other thing to know who brought it about, why he did it, what 
sort of a man he was and how he grew. . . . We assert with confi-
dence that no other college of similar grade offers a course in 
American history at all comparable to that offered in Memorial 
University.”102 
 Despite the energy that President Patton brought to his post, 
however, Memorial University still failed to be recognized as an 
elite national university. The school struggled to shed its image 
as a preparatory academy for native Iowans. Indeed, Memorial 
University became an educational option for a certain type of stu-
dent—“largely boys and girls from the more remote agricultural 
districts, sons and daughters of poor soldiers who would not oth-
erwise be sent to school.”103 Total enrollments stagnated, usually 
fluctuating from year to year between one hundred and one 
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hundred fifty students (mostly enrolled in the preparatory acad-
emy). During the 1908–09 academic year, for instance, the educa-
tional report from the Department of the Interior tallied 57 male 
and 63 female students—in line with estimates from preceding 
years.104 Spring newspaper reports consistently announced only 
a handful of graduates each year, confirming the complaints from 
disgruntled WRC inspectors. Of these few graduates, most were 
from the area. For example, of the eight graduates in 1908, all 
hailed from small Iowa towns.105 Another problem was that 
many of Memorial University’s college-aged students seemingly 
transferred out of Mason City to further their education at more 
prestigious institutions. Common was the experience of “two 
young ladies who had left the school [and] were admitted to the 
Senior year in the State University of Iowa, on merit.”106 
 Moreover, the patriotic societies that had once sustained Me-
morial University further cooled in their support. The WRC na-
tional apparatus failed to coalesce around a unified plan of action 
for the struggling institution. When President Patton visited the 
WRC’s 1910 national encampment seeking funds to endow the 
school’s chair of applied patriotism, many members (particularly 
those from regions benefiting least from the school) responded 
adversely. For instance, Isabel Worrell Ball, an officer in the Po-
tomac Department, complained that the WRC was losing sight 
of its true mission. “The Woman’s Relief Corps must go straight 
ahead in its work of caring for the veterans,” Ball rebuked. “As 
long as there is a survivor of the Civil War left, all the energies of 
my life shall be devoted to his welfare and comfort, and when he 
is laid to rest I may then turn my attention to Chairs of Applied 
Patriotism, but not before.”107 The Sons of Veterans also failed to 
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present a united front in support of Memorial University. In 1907, 
one Ohio SV officer tried to raise funds by means of a new but 
short-lived periodical, The Republic Magazine, which promised to 
“be devoted to the highest interests of American Schools, Amer-
ican Homes, American Youth, American Men and Women, with 
patriotism as the foundation principle.”108 Meanwhile, despite 
President Patton’s gestures of goodwill to Sons of Veterans 
camps in the East, interest there in propping up the institution 
waned. For example, in 1910, the state SV commander in Ver-
mont reported a mere eleven dollars in camp donations for the 
university.109 
 Ultimately, many factors—financial straits, stagnating enroll-
ments, disinterest in collegiate offerings, and a loss of support 
from the patriotic societies—doomed Memorial University. At 
the SV’s 1911 encampment in Rochester, New York, the Sons de-
termined the fate of their relationship with the institution once 
and for all. Supporters motioned to levy an annual per capita tax 
of twenty cents to keep the school afloat. During the ensuing de-
bate, however, the inability of the Mason City school to attract a 
national following thwarted its continued operation. Many SV 
opponents likely shared one officer’s opinion: 

It is true that a vast majority of the members of the Sons of Veterans 
live east of the Mississippi. Of the total membership, I should say . . . 
that in Ohio, New York and Pennsylvania more than 50 per cent of 
the total membership will be found. It goes without saying that we 
are not going to send our children to Iowa to attend the Memorial 
University. In other words, more than one-half of the members of 
the Sons of Veterans will not avail themselves of the opportunities 
offered in the Mason City institution. Then why should we con-
tinue to support it, why should we expend any more money for 
purposes that are of no real benefit to the order as a whole?110 
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Delegates representing nineteen state divisions of the SV 
soundly defeated the ensuing vote on the per capita tax proposal, 
102 to 37, along largely regional lines. Strongest support for the 
institution came from those midwestern states most directly 
linked to its benefits—Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and 
Michigan.111 With the proposal’s defeat, delegates decided to 
withdraw their affiliation with the university and ceased further 
appropriations. With its parent order’s abandonment, President 
Patton and the administration formally closed Memorial Univer-
sity’s doors during the 1911–12 academic year.112 
 
“A Sore Need of This Very Kind of School”:  
Memorial University in History and Memory 

Just five years after the shuttering of Memorial University, Amer-
ica’s foremost progressive educational reformer, John Dewey, 
wrote in his influential Democracy and Education that for a people 
to “conduct education so that humanity may improve,” society 
“must depend upon the efforts of enlightened men in their private 
capacity.”113 Despite Memorial University’s unfulfilled legacy, 
the failed endeavor nonetheless revealed the powerful influences 
that turn-of-the-century Grand Army veterans and their auxilia-
ries maintained in shaping higher education through efforts that 
foreshadowed Dewey’s call.  

Veterans who had fought for democracy and freedom, their 
wives who supported the effort on the Civil War home front, and 
their progeny who vowed to carry on their parents’ legacy 
viewed themselves as the enlightened ones. They believed in the 
righteousness of the Union Cause and its ability to lay the ground-
work for higher education in a new, assertive American century. 
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This reformist educational model firmly grounded pupils in an 
Americanism that continued to embody the broad principles for 
which the Union soldier had fought—loyalty, service, citizen-
ship, and freedom. In turn, scholars would go out into society as 
graduates sacrificing for and perfecting a powerful, though dis-
cordant, United States.  
 Admirable as this was, the school faced irrepressible head-
winds. With every passing year, fewer and fewer Americans 
shared a direct memory of the Civil War, and the United States 
faced modern challenges that made “bloody shirt” cries seem 
outmoded and inconvenient. When Memorial University opened 
in 1902, the Grand Army still mustered just over 260,000 mem-
bers. A decade later, that number had dwindled to just 190,000.114 
The Sons of Veterans, meanwhile, no longer garnered the same 
devotion as the twentieth century unfolded.115 The sons and 
grandsons of Union veterans had their own wars to fight and the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) and American Legion soon sup-
planted the GAR as the nation’s foremost veterans’ organizations. 
The Woman’s Relief Corps still boasted a sizeable membership, 
fielding some 164,000 members when Memorial University 
closed. Nevertheless, in an effort to fend off attrition, the WRC 
began to admit female relatives of veterans of other American 
wars, further diluting the direct connection to the Civil War. 
They also began to turn their organizational interests toward 
new aims—women’s suffrage to name just one—that got in the 
way of quixotic projects like Memorial University.116 In many 
ways, America or, at least, white America was moving on to the 
exigencies of the twentieth century, and with it, buried the 
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troublesome sectional disagreements of the post-Civil War years 
in favor of national reconciliation.117  
 With the shuttering of Memorial University came the end of 
one of the most daring educational experiments in GAR memo-
rialization—the establishment of an institution of learning that 
guaranteed a space (in a nation otherwise given over to sectional 
reconciliationism) for young scholars to honor and learn from the 
sacrifices of the Union soldier and the principles of the Unionist 
cause. Here, under the watchful supervision of veterans, their 
wives, and their children, educators and administrators instructed 
students with a unique curricular triad designed to inculcate a 
GAR-endorsed memory of the war and prepare graduates to 
lead lives of service with it in mind. Through the educational de-
velopment of scholars’ character, courage, and (perhaps most 
importantly) loyalty to the nation, Memorial University’s young 
men and women could construct a bulwark against those “im-
bibing ideas of contempt for law and government”—a defense 
not unlike that which Union soldiers provided against an earlier 
generation of disruptive secessionists.118  

Through its reform-minded curricula, Memorial University 
promised a progressive education that both looked backward on 
Union veterans’ past sacrifices and also promoted mastery in 
modern patriotism, citizenship, and service to the nation. In 1912, 
the WRC members gave their final word about the then-defunct 
institution. “[There was] a sore need of this very kind of school,” 
that taught the “nameless miseries that followed the men and that 
remained with the women [of the Civil War generation] . . . and a 
college that [would] instill into the minds of our youth—whether 
they are native born or children coming to us from foreign 
shores—this patriotic love and devotion.”119 
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