
The ninth-oldest college in the nation, 
Dartmouth College was founded in 1769 in 
Hanover, N.H. Today, Dartmouth boasts 
the nation’s fourth-oldest medical school, 
founded in 1797 and named in 2012 for 
Theodor Geisel (class of 1925), bestselling 

author of more than 600 million copies of Dr. Seuss children’s 
books. The nation’s oldest graduate business school, the Tuck 
School of Business, was founded there in 1900. 

Though it’s now on a sound financial footing, Dartmouth 
faced financial and political insecurity in the 
18th and 19th century, and the school’s future 
wasn’t always so certain.

The Ivy League college made history early 
on as the plaintiff in Dartmouth College v. 
Woodward, a landmark U.S. Supreme Court 
case that strengthened the contract clause 
of the Constitution, and prevented 
the state from meddling with pri-
vate institutions. Daniel Webster, an 
1801 Dartmouth graduate, defended 
the college in the 1819 case that The 
Atlantic magazine hailed as one of the 
most important lesser-known Supreme 
Court rulings.

Wheelock’s Vision

A Yale graduate and congrega-
tional minister in rural Lebanon, 
Conn., Rev. Eleazer Wheelock tutored 
boys to supplement his paltry sal-
ary. Wheelock founded Dartmouth 
“for education and instruction of the 
Indian Tribes in this land ... and also 
of English Youth and any others,” and 
barred excluding anyone on the basis 

on religion. New Hampshire’s Royal 
Governor John Wentworth granted the 
school’s royal charter in the name of 
King George III. 

One of Wheelock’s protégés was 
an outstanding American Indian stu-
dent, Samson Occom, a Mohegan 
who became a minister to his tribe in 
Montauk, N.Y. Emboldened by his suc-
cess with Occom, in 1755 Wheelock 
founded a charity school in Lebanon, 
Conn., to train American Indians to be 
missionaries and teachers among their 
people. Some English students also 
attended. 

Needing to raise funds for his school, Wheelock sent 
Occom and another minister to England in 1766. Crowds 
came in droves to see the American Indian preacher. The 
trip was a huge success: 12,000 pounds were raised—ranging 
from 200 pounds from King George III himself to a significant 
amount from William, Second Earl of Dartmouth, after whom 
the college was named.

After deciding to enlarge and relocate the school to draw 
more American Indians, Wheelock considered New York’s 
Mohawk Valley, Pennsylvania’s Susquehanna River Valley and 

western Massachusetts. He ultimately chose 
northern New Hampshire’s Connecticut 
Valley not only because local officials offered 
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better land deals, but also for its strate-
gic location along an American Indian 
trail. He approached Wentworth, 
who offered the school the 3,300-acre 
Hanover township, plus 1,400 acres in 
the next town. 

The land was dense with pine 
forest—some trees soared 270 feet 
high—and the site was more than 
two miles from the nearest settler. 
Clearing of the land began in 1770. 
Of the school’s 30 students, most 
spent their first winter in log huts 
surrounded by 4 feet of snow. 

The following year marked the 
school’s first graduating class: four 
men, all of whom had spent the pre-
vious three years at Yale. Thanks to its 
remote location far from the battle-
fields, Dartmouth was the only one of 
Colonial America’s nine colleges that 
stayed open when the Revolutionary 
War started.

Webster’s Contribution to  
His Alma Mater

After Wheelock’s death in 1779, 
his son, John, succeeded him as pres-
ident. John was not as diplomatic 
as his father, and he soon plunged 
Dartmouth into crisis.

In 1805, John decided he wanted 
a different pastor for the Church 
of  Christ  at  Dartmouth,  which 
had been founded by his father. 
Traditionally, the church’s ministers 
were Dartmouth theology professors. 
Angered when college trustees refused 
his orders and criticized him, John 
published anonymous pamphlets 
condemning their actions. Local news-
papers publicized the fight. 

After Dartmouth trustees replaced him as president in 1815, 
a furious John turned to the state legislature. The lawmakers 
took his side, added a governor-appointed board of overseers 
with veto power over the college trustees, and appointed 
him president of the newly formed Dartmouth University. 
All Dartmouth buildings and college records were seized by 
this new public university, and the college moved into a pri-
vately owned building. Both operated simultaneously for several 
years—the college enrolling most of the students in just one 

building, while the university had most 
of the buildings but few students.

To help the college in its struggle 
to survive, a village storeowner named 
John Wheeler donated $1,000, and its 
president and trustees raised $5,000 
more. Dartmouth sued for its con-
fiscated property and independence 
in New Hampshire Superior Court. 
Alumnus, U.S. senator and three-
time presidential candidate Daniel 
Webster, along with two other law-
yers, represented the college.

Webster and his team lost, but 
appealed. In 1818, Webster argued the 
case before the U.S. Supreme Court. 

After speaking calmly for about four 
hours, Webster directly addressed 
Chief Justice John Marshall: “This 

… is the case of every eleemosynary 
institution throughout our country, 
of all those great charities founded by 
the piety of our ancestors to alleviate 
human misery, and scatter blessings 
along the pathway of human life. It 
is … the case of every man who has 
property of which he may be stripped. 
… Shall our state legislature be 
allowed to take that which is not their 
own …?” 

Webster famously concluded “It 
is, sir, as I have said, a small college, 
and yet there are those that love it.” 
Tears filled Webster’s eyes as he 
spoke of Dartmouth, then beheld his 
beloved “alma mater surrounded, 
like Caesar in the senate house, by 
those who are reiterating stab upon 
stab,” noted an observer, a Yale pro-
fessor of oratory.

The Supreme Court ruled in 
Dartmouth’s favor the next year. The 
decision, which has often been cited 

in state and federal courts, ensured that all chartered institu-
tions, from educational to commercial, would be spared from 
interference by the state, noted a 1957 article in Dartmouth 
Alumni Magazine. 

In fact, “founded by Eleazar Wheelock—refounded by 
Daniel Webster,” is inscribed on a bronze plaque on the 
brick wall of Webster Hall. Webster’s co-counsel, Joseph 
Hopkinson, suggested this inscription in a congratulatory let-
ter to Dartmouth’s president the day after the decision.

A Glimpse Into Dartmouth’s 
Rauner Library Special Collections

From top: Dartmouth’s campus charter • 
Occom’s diary of his 1766–1767 trip to England 
• Webster’s beaver fur top hat • A suitcase full 
of manuscripts by poet laureate Robert Frost • 
The Wentworth Bowl, a 1772 silver bowl given 

to Wheelock by Governor Wentworth
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Dartmouth Luminaries

The youngest of 10 children, 
Webster was the son of Ebenezer 
Webster, a farm owner and captain 
in the Revolution. The silver-tongued 
orator owes much of his skill to 
the mandatory speech-making at 
Dartmouth. (His oral exam before 
entrance required familiarity with 
Cicero and Virgil.) 

In a speech about ambition before 
the United fraternity, a debating 
society, he praised the virtuous ambi-
tion of his idol, George Washington, 
over the conquest-driven ambition 
of Caesar. Webster never forgot his 
father’s kindness in giving him the 
college education that his father and 
older siblings lacked. 

“He said he … lived but for his children, and if I would do all 
I could for myself, he would do what he could for me. I remem-
ber that I was quite overcome ... the expense and sacrifice it was 
to cost my father, so great ... Excellent, excellent parent!”

His best friend at Dartmouth, James Hervey Bingham, 
praised Webster for an “intuitive knowledge of whatever sub-
ject” he faced, that “sometimes surpassed that of his teachers.” 
Webster explained his study habits: “Many other students read 
more than I did and knew more than I did. But so much as I 
read, I made my own. When a half-hour or an hour, at most, 

had elapsed, I closed my book and thought over what I had read. 
If there was anything particularly interesting or striking in the 
passage, I endeavored to recall it and lay it up in my memory …”

Another famous alum was Dr. Robert Holbrook Smith (Class 
of 1902), the co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Smith 
co-founded AA in 1935 to provide support for recovering addicts, 
an act lauded in a 1994 issue of Dartmouth Alumni Magazine as 
one of alumni’s 100 greatest contributions. fittingly, Occom, 
the Mohegan minister, early on wrote about the harmful effects 
of alcohol, especially among American Indians, in “the most 
famous printed assault of any Indian on the liquor trade,” writes 
Peter C. Mancall, author of Deadly Medicine: Indians and Alcohol 
in Early America (Cornell University Press, 1997). Dartmouth 
banned hard liquor on campus in 2015.

In November 1895, German scientist Wilhelm Roentgen 
discovered the science behind X-rays and radiology after 
exploring the path of electric rays passing through a glass 
tube. After Roentgen’s announcement of his discov-
ery, scientists and engineers from around the world began 
experimenting. Dartmouth physics assistant frank Austin—
and future professor at Dartmouth’s Thayer School of 
Engineering, established in 1871—built equipment and took 
X-rays. In 1897, at Austin’s suggestion, Dartmouth physics 
professor Edwin frost and his brother, physician Dr. Gilman 
frost, took an X-ray of a local child, and discovered that he 
broke his wrist. This became known as the first medical 
X-ray. Though Dartmouth is traditionally credited with this 
discovery, both Yale and MIT claim they developed it first. 
However, their discoveries were not recorded.

Today, around 1,100 first-year students are admitted to 
Dartmouth annually, though more than 20,000 applications 
are received.

Accomplished 
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