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THE COST OF A HARVARD EDUCATION IN THE 

PURITAN PERIOD 

By MARGERY S. FOSTER 

Read April 28, 1959 

T​HIS​ audience needs no introduction to the early Harvard, its founding in 1636 by the 

General Court, its establishment under Henry Dunster, its progress under Charles Chauncy, 

Increase Mather, and Thomas Brattle and John Leverett. The Harvard College which was 

then producing between ten and twenty graduates a year has changed considerably since 

those fine old Puritans strode around Harvard Yard, but some of the considerations of the 

earlier times have their exact counterparts in ours: people were then, are now, and I hope 

always will be concerned with what it costs a boy to obtain a Harvard education. 

Now we have a fairly simple system of charges, but in the seventeenth century the 

Steward, who collected all the dues from the students, had a long list of items on his 

quarter-bill.​1 

But first let me say that we know much about the way these matters were handled in the 

Puritan period because the Harvard University Archives has the actual books, or major parts 

of them, which were kept by the Stewards from 1650 to 1660 and from 1687 to 1712 and 

beyond. (My analysis goes only to 1712.) Mr. Morison edited, and the Colonial Society of 

Massachusetts published, parts of Steward Chesholme's 1650 to 1660 accounts. The 

Bordman family's accounts as Stewards from 1687 on to 1750 have never been published or 



even thoroughly studied. They have been a fertile source for my work on the economic 

history of Harvard. In the bulk of the cases the old writing, after one gets used to it, is very 

legible, but there is a considerable problem in figuring out what the accounts really mean. 

Besides the Steward's accounts, other college records and contemporary documents, of 

course, provide many references to student costs.​2 

  

1​
No one but the steward was allowed to "intermedle" — wonderful word — with collec- 

 tions from students. 

2   ​
References for the statements in this paper are, unless I state to the contrary, the Quarter-Bill Book of 

Steward Thomas Chesholme (published as Vol. XXXI of the Publications of the Colonial Society of 

Massachusetts), the Quarter-Bill Books of Aaron and Andrew Bordman(unpublished), and College Books I, III, 

and IV of the College Records (Vols. XV and XVI of the Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts). 

All the originals are in the Harvard University Archives. There are detailed references to these and other 

relevant documents in Chapter V of my unpublished thesis (1958) on file in the Harvard University Archives 

and the Radcliffe Archives. Needless to say, though in all cases I have drawn on the original materials, Samuel 

Eliot Morison's work on Harvard College in this period has been of tremendous assistance to me — especially 

The Founding of Harvard College (Harvard University Press, 1935) and Harvard College in the Seventeenth 

Century (Harvard University Press, 1936).  

(In the original Proceedings vol. 38 the second footnote was continued as a footnote on 

page 8 starting with "(unpublished)" 
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The table on page 9 gives an outline of the various costs involved in acquiring an education 

at Harvard in the Puritan period. Some fees were regularly assessed each quarter; other 

charges varied more with the individual and the quarter — for example, consumption of 

food. Some annual or one-time charges are shown broken down into quarters. We shall 

discuss in detail the material summarized in the table. 

  

REGULAR QUARTERLY CHARGES 

TUITION. The most obvious regular item, though not by any means the largest, is tuition. 

Tuition in 1650 was 6s. 8d. a quarter (£i 6s. 8d. a year). Then in 1652 the Massachusetts 

Mint was authorized to turn out pinetree shillings with silver content below that of the 

current English shilling, and there appears to have been an inflation in prices which just 

about offset the debasement of the coinage. The subject of exactly what happened to prices 

at that time needs much more study, but we know that when in the period from June to 

December, 1653, the Harvard tuition was raised to 8s. a quarter, the rise was almost the 

same percentage as coin had gone down in silver content.​3 

  

In 1686 the President of the Province of New England and his Council, who were 

temporarily in charge of the college, raised the tuition rate from 8s. to 10s. a quarter. This 

continued to be the rate through at least 1715. There were thus two periods of thirty years 

each without a tuition change. What does tuition of 6s. 8d. or 8s. or l0s. mean in 1959 



terms? It is almost impossible to say. Economic statisticians today construct a cost-of-living 

index which tells how our prices vary from one year to the 

3​ ​To 1654 tuition payments had been an important part of the President's small salary, but in 1655 they were 

turned over to the Tutors, who continued to receive all tuition throughout the rest of our period. We hope the 

tuition increase in 1653 did something more than just keep up with the price change​. 
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next. The basic concept of such an index is the "market basket": the statistician picks a 

representative basket of goods, including, in 1959, an automobile, some food, clothing, a 

washing machine, and so on. He then determines how the prices of this market basket 

change from year to year. This is a satisfactory device over short periods, when there is 



some consistency in the content of the basket. But how do we compare the 

twentieth-century with the seventeenth-century market basket of the Harvard parent? Our 

ancestor needed, among other things, clothing (most of which he grew, and his family spun 

and sewed), food (almost entirely grown in the back yard or on the farm), a horse, and a 

good musket for hunting and protection. Obviously we are in trouble. For our purposes here 

it will have to suffice to mention the relative prices of a few representative goods. 

To help with this problem I have invented a device which I now call "Historic Multiplier." It 

avoids evaluating currencies or quoting price changes. For example, 100 bushels of wheat 

in the seventeenth century bought 5/12 a small house; in 1959 that much wheat is worth 

1/36 of a small house. Thus 100 bushels of wheat bought fifteen times as much house then 

as now. Similarly, 100 bushels of wheat then bought five times as much food at college, 

fifty times as much college tuition, as now. In other words, the purchasing power of wheat 

as money (and it was often used as money) was then fifteen times what it is now in 

housing, five times in food, and fifty times in tuition. So we see that the relative value of 

food was in those days high, housing was next, tuition was least. For our purposes we are 

interested to notice also that the cost of food to some students was about five times the 

amount they then paid for tuition. Moreover, for the price of a year's tuition they might 

have bought only eight pairs of shoes (they practically never had more than one pair at a 

time), eight bushels of wheat, or four books. Tuition was cheap; food, books, shoes were 

expensive in the seventeenth century compared with the twentieth century.​4 

Before leaving the subject of tuition, we should say that some of the more wealthy students 

enrolled as "fellow-commoners." We know of thirteen of these before 1715. Each 

fellow-commoner was expected to present the college with a piece of silver plate and 

probably to pay double tuition. 

  

  

4​
 Thesis, p. 136 et seq. 
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Another variation on the standard tuition charge occurred when a student "discontinued," 

that is lived away from the college and did not attend classes but wished to maintain his 

place in his class. In this case he was charged "half-tuition." 

The kind of teaching the student had for his tuition money is not the subject of this paper. 

We know it was a rigorous education. For details of the curriculum you may refer to Samuel 

Eliot Morison's The Founding of Harvard College and Harvard College in the Seventeenth 

Century. Here we must stick to costs and include descriptions only when it is necessary in 

order to understand what our figures are costs of. 

COMMONS AND SIZINGS​. By now it is apparent approximately what a student paid for food — 

perhaps five times his tuition. Food was the largest charge to which students were 

subjected. 



The steward's department provided dinner and supper, when food was called "commons," 

and, in the morning and at tea time, two other meals called "bevers," when "sizings" were 

served (mainly bread and beer, and later cider). The standard charge for the beer and bread 

for sizings was in 1650 to 1660 about a halfpenny each serving; the "price of parts," that is, 

the cost of one meal for one person, was in Dunster's time apparently a penny and a half. 

The price of parts was raised in 1654 to twopence farthing (2 1/4d.). This was the usual 

rate until the 1690's, when the rate went up as high as 3d. a part, then returned to 2d. 1f. 

in 1699, only to start up again in 1707 as a bad inflation got under way. 

Thus the student paid according to what he ate. The Butler (a student) kept track of those 

present at each meal, and totaled his accounts periodically. The Butler reported to the 

Steward, who in turn made up each student's quarter-bill, and from this the whole college's 

quarter-bill. These Steward's accounts were audited by the Fellows when they got around 

to it — usually, but not always, once a quarter. One can see the signatures of Fellows John 

Whiting, John Leverett, and William Brattle on some of the accounts. (I use "Fellows" and 

"Tutors" interchangeably here. These were the professors, of whom there were two or 

three at any one time during the years we are discussing.) 

The average individual's quarter-bill for commons and sizings and food "extras" for 1650 to 

1660 shows as the first charge in the second section of the table. It was in the 

neighborhood of £2 to £2 1/2, making the annual charge for a student in residence around 

£10 a year. Some 
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students managed on less than £2 a quarter, and a few had appetite and means to dispose 

of over £4 worth of the steward's wares each quarter. 

In 1687 the student's quarter-bill for commons and sizings was just about the same size it 

had been in the late 1650’s; up to 1694 the bills seldom went above £3, or £4 thereafter. A 

few resident students had board bills of less than £1 a quarter, a fourth of what their richer 

friends ate. When the price of parts went up, the annual tariff reached, by 1715, the 

neighborhood of £15 or £16 a student. Thus the charge for food might have been between 

£8 and £16 a year at any time from the beginning until after the end of our period. 

A graph of the Steward's recepits from commons and sizings each quarter from 1687 on 

shows that the pattern is irregular, but there was a definite tendency for the scholars to 

take a vacation the first quarter (at this time July, August, and part of September). No 

doubt the young men were needed at home. There was for a short time an inclination to 

take a winter vacation also, during the third quarter. Therefore when we quote the amount 

of the college quarterly charge it does not show us what the average student actually paid. 

To get the actual average payment for a year we must include the quarters when the 

student was not there. That annual figure is the one in the last column of the table and 

usually is less than four times the quarterly figure. The average annual cost of food 

consumed in 1687 to 1712 was £6 5s., not £11 (£2 15s. times four 4). 

DETRIMENTS​. When the student chose not to be in residence at college for all or part of a 

quarter, in addition to the half-tuition he paid if he was not attending classes, he was 

subject to a charge at the rate of five shillings per quarter, called "detriments." The charge 

of detriments was made not only that the student should share in expenses which went on 



whether or not he was present, but in order that students should be deterred from boarding 

out around town. This problem was especially severe in the late fifties and sixties, and 

many detriments were paid in the eighties; but by the new century most students were in 

residence again. Only five paid detriments in June, 1717. 

The candidates for the A.M. degree were frequently away for the whole three years of their 

candidacy, and the detriments for that period, at 5s. a quarter, totaled £3. (The A.B. degree 

took three years to 1651, four thereafter. Bachelors who were seriously inclined to go into 

the 
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ministry usually took the A.M. three years later, though they seldom stayed in residence all 

that time.) After 1693 the Corporation relented and gave absent Master's candidates a 

bargain rate at £1 to cover the three years' detriments. 

FINES​. Most of us have for years heard tales of the fines imposed upon Harvard students in 

the early days. There was a miscellaneous assortment of possible monetary fines or 

punishments which added noticeably to the college's income and to the student's expense. 

Financial punishment, somewhat as today, was the first and mildest disciplinary means; 

more severe misdemeanors were taken care of by admonitions — private, then public — by 

sentence of sitting alone in commons uncovered, by lowering the rank in the permanent 

class order of academic seniority, and finally by suspension or expulsion from college. The 

General Court very clearly gave these powers to the Corporation.​5 

The tremendous fine of twenty shillings for having plum cake in their rooms is often cited. 

Three pence was charged "if any Schollar or Schollars at any time take away or detain any 

vessel of the Colledges great or smal from the Hal out of the doores from the sight of the 

Buttery hatch without the Butler's or Servitor's knowledge . . . ." Students were forbidden 

to go unaccompanied into the butteries or kitchen, "And if any shall praesume to thrust in 

they shall have threepence on their heads, But if praesumptuously and continually they 

shall so dare to offend, they shall bee lyable to an admonition and to other proceedings of 

the Colledge Discipline at the Discretion of the Praesident."​6 

Apparently there was occasional neglect of studies, for the College Orders of 1660 proclaim: 

Whereas uncomfortable experience hath shewed that notwithstanding former Laws and 

provisions for Colledge Exercises (viz Common places, Disputes and Declamations) [they] have 

been too much neglected or slightly performed even by senior Schollars who should be 

exemplary to othrs. It is therefore ordered, that the President shall have full powr to impose a 

fine in a way of penalty upon any negligent person according to his discretion, provided it exceed 

not five shillings for one Offence.​7 

  

Compared with these serious offenses — punishable by fines, respec- 

  

5​
 Colonial Society of Massachusetts Publications (hereafter referred to as CSM), XXXI, 338, 340.  



6 ​
CSM XV, 33-34, College Orders of 1650. 

7​
 Ibid., p. 193. 
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tively, of 20s., 3d, "not over 5s." — punishment for absence from prayers (on which part of 

the Puritan reputation is based) amounted to a fine of a mere one penny.​8​
 Whether or not 

this form of punishment brought about an improvement in the behavior of the young 

gentlemen scholars appears doubtful from the recurrence of fines on their quarter-bills 

after quarter. At the least, however, it made a very pleasant addition to the college's 

income. 

STUDY AND CELLAR RENT​. When the first Harvard College was built it was left unfinished 

until Mr. Dunster took over the running of the college. His mention of putting the building 

into use was to charge each of the first students the cost of finishing his own study. The 

accounts of this work take up several pages of the earliest book of college records. There 

we see, for example, that Mr. Richard Harris, Governor Winthrop's brother-in-law, had a 

room "sieled with Cedar round about." He paid £1 11s. for half the costs of the chimney, 6s. 

8d. for glass and casements, £1 15s; for "Boarding round about with all appurtenances of 

workmanship, nailes, etc." The total charge was £5 19s. 11d.; his was the most expensive 

of all the studies, which more often cost only two or three pounds.​9​
 In addition to this 

purchase price, there was a small quarterly rent charge. 

When a scholar graduated he left his study with his successor, who paid the original owner 

approximately the cost of construction. The second owner recouped his expense when he in 

turn left college. This system was gradually changed: in the 1650’s the college bought out 

most of the studies and thereafter charged higher rents.​10​
 The rents in effect in 1651 or 

1652 averaged about 1s. 5d. (in addition to the original one-time, refundable cost), but 

when the college bought the studies they raised rents to an average of around 4s. 6d., with 

variations depending upon location. Some time in mid-century a uniform rate seems to have 

been established, for the Quarter-Bill Book shows that all residents paid 5s. a quarter from 

1687 to 1720. 

Another small expense was first incurred when the newly built Stoughton College in 1700 

offered cellars for the storage of the students' wine. The quarterly rental was 1 1/2s.  

8​
 CSM XXXI, 335, Laws of 1655. 

9​
 CSM XV, 5-13.  

10​
 CSM XXXI, 332. CSM XV, 14-15, 213-215​. 
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BED-MAKING AND SWEEP​. "Bed-making" was an amenity which in 1654 automatically cost a 

student a shilling each quarter; when the rates went up in 1655 the charge was 1 1/2s. 

Toward the end of the century, bed-making as a separate charge had disappeared from the 

accounts, but a "sweep" had turned up there. March, 1678, found the Corporation ordering 



"Goodman Brown shall have for his service in the Colledge two shillings per quarter from 

every schollar particularly that holds a study in the Colledge." " In 1696 this changed to 2 

1/2s. 

PERSONAL LAUNDRY​. Another personal charge, for laundry, was in some cases put through 

Steward Chesholme's Book as a convenience to the students, in the same way as the 

Steward paid sundry other of the boys' personal acounts for them. 

GLASS-MENDING​. A charge which appears quite regularly in Chesholme's Steward's Book, 

and very frequently in each student's and faculty member's account, is that for paying the 

college glazier. For some quarters every undergraduate had such a charge. Mr. Morison 

assumes, and Mr. Shipton agrees, that this damage was "one outlet for high spirits." ​12​
 But 

it seems conceivable, judging from my experience with the fragility of old window-glass, as 

well as from the great regularity of the entry and the fact that tutors also were so afflicted, 

that the "glassemending" may have been just a necessary repair. In February, 1693, Brattle 

has an entry in his journal showing £31 13s. 9d. repaid to the Steward because of 

"Omission of the article for Glassemending 5 years and 1 Quarter, the Quarters having 

severally been viewed."​13​
 Very frequently the college, also, is charged by the Steward for 

glass-mending. 

Whatever the cause, the college glazier was a very essential man and mention of payments 

to him turns up regularly. By 1720 this had become so standard a charge that not only does 

it show in the previously established column in the quarter-bill, but there is a regular 

charge of 5d. a quarter to every student, plus extras to some. 

THE MONITOR​. Every quarter each undergraduate "whose name was 

  

11​
 CSM XV, 65.  

12 ​
Samuel Eliot Morison, Harvard College in the Seventeenth Century (hereafter referred to as HCSC), p. 121. 

Clifford K. Shipton, Sibley's Harvard Graduates (Harvard University Press, 1933), for example, IV, 201, 209, 

288, 381, 496, et passim.  

13​
 Thomas Brattle, manuscript Journal as Treasurer of Harvard College, Harvard University Archives. 
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in the Buttery" had to pay the College Monitor. This officer was a student "that shall 

observe them that are fayling eyther by absence from prayers or Sermons, or come tardy to 

the same . . . ." ​14 ​
The Monitor received £3 a year, later £5, which was "set upon the heads" 

of the students concerned, that is, distributed, usually evenly, among those in the buttery. 

This cost the students from 3d. to 7d. quarterly, depending upon the number of students 

enrolled at the time. 

CHARGES REGULARLY LEVIED 

WOOD AND CANDLES​. It was ordered in 1650 that, 

Whereas much inconvenience falleth out by the Schollars bringing Candle in Coarse into the Hall, 

therefore the Butler henceforth shall receive [20 shillings a year] ... to provide Candles for the 



Hall, for prayer time, and Supper, which, that it may not be burthensome, it shall be put 

proportionably upon every scholar who retayneth his head in the Butteryes.​15 

These amounts so "put upon their heads" varied over our period from 2d. to 7d. a year from 

each student. In addition to these costs of "fyer and candle" for the public rooms, the 

students were charged with wood for their own fireplaces, if they were so fortunate as to 

have studies with such a facility. 

CAUTION MONEY​. A measure for the security of the exchequer was the requirement of an 

admission bond, an advance deposit called "caution money": 

For the removeall of those many distractions and great burthens of Labour Care and Cost that 

heretofore have pressed the Steward, and the great debts that hitherto sundry have runne into, 

and unsuitable pay whereby the House hath been disappointed of suitable provision, occasioning 

offensive Complaints, It is therefore provided 

 That before the admission of any Scholler, his Parents or Freinds shall both lay down one 

quarter expences, and also give the Colledge Steward security for the Future, and without this 

ingagement noe Scholler shall be admitted into the Colledge. 

That whosoever is indebted to the Colledge at the end of any Quarter . . . 

  

14​
 CSM, XXXI, 335. 

15​
 CSM XV, 35​. 
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in case that the Bill be not payd within a month hee shall not bee Suffered to runne any further 

into Debt . . . ​16 

So spoke the College Laws of 1655. And in 1703 Samuel Sewall recorded in his Diary, "Paid 

Andrew Bordman his cautionary £3 to my son Joseph's being admitted." ​17​
 The practice 

continued for many years; we hope it relieved the Steward of some of his worst trials. 

GALLERY MONEY​. A combination of the two devices of putting charges "on the heads" and 

asking the students to make the initial investment was in 1650 used to defray the college's 

part of the cost of the second meeting house of the First Church of Cambridge. From that 

time on the east gallery of the meeting house was the property of the college. The 

arrangement was that when he entered or very shortly thereafter each student "lente 

[15s.] towards Buildinge the gallery"; then when he graduated the college usually paid 12s. 

back to him for the "re-turne of his gallerye" — net cost 3s. In this case, as with studies, in 

1655 the college bought out the students' investments. Thereafter each man paid one 

charge of 3s. 4d on entrance, and received no refund on graduation. In 1708 "gallery 

money" was raised to 6s., perhaps because in 1706 the college had laid out another £60 

toward the third meeting house. This was a profitable arrangement for the college, which 

must have been paid for the gallery many times over. 

COMMENCEMENT MONEY​. Though the individual commencement fee of £3 appears to have 

been constant throughout the Puritan period, with £1 going to the President of the college 



and £2 to the Steward for the commencement feast, this item on the accounts was the 

cause of more apparent fluctuation from year to year than anything else. Mr. Morison points 

out that because of the disaffection caused by Dunster's lengthening the A.B. course from 

three to four years, during the first four years of Chauncy's incumbency— 1655 to 1658 

—thirty of the graduates refused their degrees.​18​
 (Mr. Chauncy's budget suffered by £90 as 

a result.) Three pounds was twice the annual tuition charge, and as much as a quarter's 

board. Therefore, when the number of graduates changed (as, for example, it did between 

1690 and 1691) from thirty-one to seven, the shift from £62 to £14 on the total quarter-bill 

was very noticeable. What- 

  

16​
 Laws of 1655, CSM XXXI, 331-332.  

17​
 5 Coll. Massachusetts Historical Society, VI (Boston, 1878), 81.  

18​
 HCSC, 70, 300, 328. 
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ever this variation did to the college's finances, to the student a £3 fee must have seemed a 

large tariff to pay, plus the 5s. to 15s. for a "present unto the officers" who were concerned 

with running the commencement dinner. The main thing the fee covered was the dinner 

itself, for Harvard commencement was one of the two annual holidays for many people in 

the surrounding country-side. The crowds which came were well treated indeed. 

These were all the fees and charges. Now we can add up the total costs. 

  

TOTAL CHARGE PER STUDENT 

The total charges per year of education, as the table on page 9 shows near the bottom, 

were approximately £11 7s. during the years 1650 to 1652, £14 3s. from 1655 to 1659, and 

£16 3s. from 1687 and 1712, assuming that the young man was a resident of the college for 

four quarters. As we have said, the man who was in a Harvard class up to and including that 

of 1651 normally took three years to earn his A.B. degree, whereas the members of 1653 

and later took four. The fees, then, for three years as of 1650 to 1652 might have totaled 

approximately £34; for four years in 1655 to 1659, £57; for four years 1687 to 1712, 

perhaps £65. 

But the assumption that students studied for four full quarters is optimistic; we know there 

was a tendency to stay out of college for at least the quarter after commencement. Our 

table, in the column of the "average annual payment per student enrolled," shows that 

although at the end of this period the total fees per resident undergraduate added up to 

£16 3s. a year, actual average undergraduate payments came to only £10 4s. a year. The 

difference comes from non-resident students and students who stayed out for one or more 

quarters. An easy place to see this is in tuitions, where the usual fee was £2 a year, but 

receipts averaged only £1 14s: some students stayed at home and paid half tuition. 



Again, the charge for study rent was £1 a year, but an average of only 16s. was paid; 

apparently over these years about one fifth of the students were non-resident: twenty-five 

percent were non-resident in 1687 to 1693, none in 1709 to 1712. We have said that the 

average resident paid £10 a year for commons and sizings, but we find the average person 

enrolled paid only £6 5s: many students ate out of commons. 
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In addition to these charges, students had personal expenses including those for clothing, 

books, tips, and wood for their own fireplaces — charges which could be very small if the 

student lacked funds. 

But we might consider whether the college actually collected this money. 

  

PAYMENTS IN KIND 

In looking at charges we must remember that throughout this period, though in decreasing 

measure, payment was often made in commodity money, and effective payment may not 

have been as large as that credited on the books. The college tried to simplify the Steward's 

problem by such laws as: 

That all such payments shall bee discharged to the Steward of the College either in Current Coine 

of the Country, or Wheat or Malt, or in such provision as shall satisfy the Steward for the time 

being, and Supply the Necessityes of the Colledge.​19 

or, 

It is ordered that the steward shall not bee enjoyned to accept of above one quarter part of flesh 

meat of any person.​20 

Of course, when a commencement dinner was about to be arranged, almost anything to eat 

could be fitted into the menu and credited on the college accounts. 

An item not infrequently found is "payd by summeringe and winteringe of 8 sheepe." ​21​
 A 

rather more sizable than usual receipt is "a barne" taken in payment of £6 for Samuel 

Shepard, 1658, a son of the Reverend Thomas Shepard, fortunately a close neighbor of the 

college.​22​
 One wonders who wore the "yellow and read cotten" worth 5s. 5d., received from 

one student, along with 9s. of "buttens" and 1s. 2d. of "ribine." ​23​
 What "necessitye" of the 

college did they meet? 

According to Bordman's ledger the college frequently received "hides of leather." Of 

obvious use, especially at the end of the quarter 

  

19​
 Laws of 1655. CSM, XXXI, 332. 

20​
 Ordered 1667. CSM, XXXI, 342.  



21​
 Wait Winthrop paid £3 11s. in this way in 1655. CSM, XXXI, 265. 

22​
 Ibid., p. 265. 

23​
 Ibid., p. 207​. 
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 or the year, are many gallons of ale, and wine — either green or Madeira or just "wine." In 

1706 to 1709 Recompense Wadsworth, brother of the President, paid in a very 

miscellaneous collection of hardware — six pairs of hooks and "hindges," four hasps and 

eight staples, a candlestick and a saw, a "trevit and testing Iron," a "pair of dogs," a 

"Chafendish," a dozen skewers — all useful. 

  

SCHOLARSHIPS 

One of the earliest gifts to Harvard was the £100 fund given in 1643 for scholarships by 

Lady Ann Radcliffe Mowlson. Continuously since the income of that fund became available, 

Harvard has provided scholarships to some students. There have been out-right grants of 

money applied against the scholar's account with the Steward, and there have been many 

and miscellaneous types of "work scholarships" — college jobs such as waiter, butler, 

monitor. We cannot here go into the sources of this scholarship money. We can say only 

that for practical purposes all the scholarships during the Puritan period came from gifts 

and endowment income, and not from college operating funds. The donors ranged from the 

very poor to the relatively rich, from individuals to societies to governments, from New 

England to Old England. Then, as now, those who can, and even some who really can't, liked 

to help young people get an education. One of the most appealing gifts which was used in 

large part for this purpose was the College Corn, the annual bushels and half-bushels of 

corn collected all around the colony, in many cases from people who could ill spare it but 

who believed that "learning should not be buried in the graves of our forefathers." 

The tendency in the seventeenth century was definitely, though not exclusively, to 

subsidize the older students who had proven themselves, and their scholarships were 

sometimes renewed for one or two years and even carried into their years of graduate 

study. 

It is difficult or impossible for much of the century to make figures such as colleges now 

publish showing the percentage of students in college who receive scholarships in any one 

year. A few sample years, however, indicate that from one quarter to one third of the men 

did have such assistance each year. The average amount "allowed" to undergraduates in 

the year 1709 to 1710, for example, was £4 9s., which would 
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have been about £18 over a four-year period — assuming the scholarship was received 

every year. This, if a man was very economical, might have covered over half his expenses, 

perhaps more — and this average does not ordinarily include pay he may have received for 



jobs. Moreover, the students who worked as waiters or butlers spent less money on food, 

for they could pick up what had been prepared for those who were absent. Thus it was 

possible for an occasional student to earn his way completely, and in some years as many 

as half of those who graduated had had help at some time. The situation sounds in many 

respects like the present. 

In summary we can say that, as the table shows, the money cost of an education at Harvard 

was remarkably steady during the Puritan period.​24​
 Figures for the years before 1653 are 

not comparable with the others shown because they cover a three-year course instead of 

four, and also because there was a definite change in the value of money in the mid 1650's. 

That the four-year total money cost on our rough average basis rose from £57 only to about 

£65 after fifty to sixty years is surprising, and there is no evidence that there were large 

fluctuations in the intervening years. Some of the increase, too, was caused by what we 

might call an improvement in the product, as when it became possible to spend six shillings 

a year for wine-cellar rent! And this total charge of £57 to £65 was, one cannot say larger 

than any man paid, but at least half again as large as the £41 the average student actually 

paid, ignoring scholarships. 

For the average four-year cost, that is for £41, a man could, in the Puritan period, purchase 

a small house "38 x 17 and 11 foot stud," clap-boarded, with three chimneys.25 Or one 

could hire (if he could find him) an ordinary laborer for two years. Thus it took the full pay 

of a laborer for two years, or half to a third of the annual salary of a college president, to 

send a boy through four years of college. These are slim bases for comparison, but the 

figures do not sound extremely different from now. 

From the economic view it is significant that tuition then cost so much less than board and 

room. The fees at a residential college are made up of three very different variables — 

agricultural goods for food, 

  

24​
 But we leave this subject at 1712, when a bad inflation was getting under way and really beginning to 

distort prices. 

25​
 William B. Weeden, Economic and Social History of New England, 1620-1789 (Boston, Houghton, Mifflin and 

Company, 1894), pp. 213-214. 
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manufactured goods (such as books), and what economists call "services." The relative 

value of these component parts may vary, but it is possible, and it seems very roughly to 

have been the case, that over even three hundred years the total real cost of a Harvard 

education has stayed nearly constant. 
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THE HARVARD BRANCH RAILROAD, 1849-1855 



BY ROBERT W. LOVETT 

Read May 26, 1959 

T​HE​ Harvard Branch Railroad, which led a rather precarious existence from 1849 to 1855, 

is the only steam railroad ever to run from the vicinity of Harvard Square to a trunk road 

into Boston. This is its claim to fame, and this is the reason why, over the past forty years, 

many persons, both railroad fans and Harvard buffs, have delved into its history. In fact, 

the story of investigations into the history of the Harvard Branch is almost as interesting as 

the story of the line itself. A brief account of these researchers will indicate some at least of 

my sources. We begin with Dr. Freeman L. Lowell, a native of Somerville and a graduate of 

Harvard in the Class of 1894. He maintained a dispensary in Boston's South End and, as a 

hobby, developed an interest in railroads. About 1918 he prepared a history of the Harvard 

Branch, which he presented as a paper before the Cambridge Historical Society in 1920. 

This paper was not published, and on the author's death in Arlington in 1924, it presumably 

passed to his widow. The manuscript has since disappeared, and efforts by several persons 

to find it have proved unsuccessful. Dr. Lowell did present to Baker Library, the Harvard 

Business School, in 1918 a typed copy of the minutes of the directors of the Harvard 

Branch; this is fortunate, since the whereabouts of the original is not now (1959) known. 

One of those who first tried to find the Lowell manuscript was F. B. Rowell, an engineer, 

who had helped Dr. Lowell prepare his paper. In 1926 T. F. Joyce, assistant to the president 

of the Boston and Maine, asked Rowell to bring together material on the Harvard Branch. 

Rowell drew up a brief chronological account, to which he appended copies of source 

materials, mainly items from the Cambridge Chronicle. A copy of these notes is now filed in 

the portfolio relating to the railroad in the Harvard University Archives. Walter W. Wright, 

son of the late Professor Charles H. C. Wright, and a former colleague of the writer's on the 

staff of the Harvard Library, also was interested in the road. Walter has kindly lent me 

various notes, photostats of annual reports, and other 
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material relating to the Harvard Branch which he has collected. In 1946 Clifton Harlan Paige 

drew up a series of chronological notes on the road's history; a copy of these he turned over 

to Foster M. Palmer, now Assistant Librarian for Reference in the Harvard College Library. 

Finally, Professor Charles J. Kennedy, of the University of Nebraska, who has written a 

history of the Boston and Maine Railroad, has let me see his notes on the Harvard Branch. 

In this brief sketch I have omitted several popular accounts in the Cambridge Chronicle, the 

Boston Transcript, the Enthusiast, and elsewhere.​1 

All the published articles I have seen, drawing from the same sources, emphasize in general 

the same points. These represent in a sense the scaffolding for a history of the railroad, and 

I shall also make use of them. But I should like to concentrate on the business aspects of 

the venture, drawing not only on the annual reports for facts and figures, but also on 

documents in the Massachusetts Archives and the Boston and Maine Railroad files. Another 

person might emphasize the technical aspects, or the social, but since the road was first of 

all a business venture, it is not surprising that this is the side best documented, though 

even here there are serious gaps. 



Most chronologies of the Harvard Branch Railroad begin with the stage lines of the early 

nineteenth century and proceed to the construction of railroads in the 1830's and 1840's. 

Cambridge grew rapidly in that period, becoming a city in 1846, with a population of about 

13,000. Of the three main sections, East Cambridge and Cambridgeport had outdistanced 

Old Cambridge, or the area about Harvard Square. This was in part a result of the 

construction of two bridges, the West Boston Bridge, now the Longfellow Bridge, in 1793 

and the Craigie, or Canal, Bridge in 1809. There had been several stage or omnibus lines, 

but by the 1840's these were largely consolidated under the firm of Stearns and Kimball. 

The promoters of the Harvard Branch felt that they could improve on the service — and the 

costs — of these lines; here is what "Old Cambridge," a contemporary observer, had to say 

about them: 

  

The citizens of Old Cambridge, in the way of communication with the City of Boston, are a quarter 

of a century "behind the times"; and, comparatively speak- 

  

1​
 Article by Thomas F. O'Malley, Cambridge Chronicle, August 15, 1930; unsigned account, Cambridge 

Chronicle, Centennial Edition, 1946; also, September 20, 1929; unsigned account, Boston Evening Transcript, 

July 3, 1926; article by Benjamin Thomas, following Rowell’s account, The Enthusiast, May, 1934. 
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ing, much further from that Metropolis than towns on Railroad lines at a distance of ten or fifteen 

miles. — Besides the annual expense of getting to Boston from the Colleges — although only a 

distance of three and one half miles — is greater than that of conveyance from the towns before 

mentioned. How stands the case? We have some good omnibuses — generally obliging drivers 

and often very bad boys. Sometimes, we are left at our doors, sometimes dropped in the mud, 

and often driven through clouds of dust — and are under most favorable circumstances from 30 

to 50 minutes making the passage from University to Boston.​2 

  

The letter concludes with the argument that stage tickets cost $13.00 a quarter, or eight 

tickets for a dollar; whereas, when the Harvard Branch is completed, tickets are likely to be 

$5.00 a quarter, or sixteen for a dollar. (As it happened, when the road opened, tickets 

were $6.00 a quarter, and six could be obtained for fifty cents.) 

By 1849, when this was written, railroads were a well-established alternate means of 

transportation; in fact, the railroad fever was so great it seemed a matter of life and death 

to even the smallest town to be part of the system. If not on a main line, a town could at 

least be on a branch, and local promoters were ready to build such a branch in the 

expectation that the main road might eventually take it over. Boston, as the hub city, was 

served by several lines, and the Boston terminal of the Fitchburg Rail- 

  

2​
 Cambridge Chronicle, February 1, 1849; the letter is dated January 30, 1840, obviously a misprint. The 

remainder of the letter is worth quoting: 



 "The cost of yearly conveyance over the road once each way per diem is $52.00 or $3.00 per quarter, 

eight tickets for one dollar, or 15 cents for a single passage. Now the citizens of Watertown, Newton, 

Waltham, Lexington, Dedham, Lynn and many other places that might be named can reach Boston quicker and 

at half this expense per annum. The Branch railroad when completed will produce an entire change in this 

matter. 

Are the people of Old Cambridge aware that the yearly price of riding on the Fitchburg road, from the 

Somerville Depot, which is but little more than a mile from the College buildings, is only 514.00 — or $4.00 for 

three months? and that the payment of this sum entitles the person to pass over the road, daily either way as 

many times as the cars run — say six or eight times in the morning and as many in the afternoon? Sixteen 

tickets can also be procured for one dollar. When the Cambridge Branch is completed, the walk, which, by the 

way, we have found very pleasant, even in the winter, will be unnecessary, and the expense of travelling from 

the University to Boston will not be more than $16.00 per year, or $5.00 per quarter, or 16 tickets for $1.00. 

Under these circumstances, we trust that the citizens of Old Cambridge will 'wake up!' and hasten the 

consummation of a work so devoutly to be wished. We trust that when the 'time of the singing of the birds has 

come', ground will be broken, and that the sound of the hammer and the clang of laying down rails will ring 

among the classic groves and halls of Old Harvard, and that before the blossoms of Spring ripened into fruits 

the citizens of Old Cambridge will be enabled to enjoy some of the fruits and benefits of the modern 

improvements in transportations." 
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road (at Causeway Street, where the present Boston and Maine Railroad Industrial Building 

now is) had been opened the year before. The Fitchburg Railroad also had stations at 

Prospect Street and near the Bleachery, both in Somerville, and at what is now Porter 

Square, North Cambridge. It was thus the main line into Boston nearest to Harvard Square, 

only about three-quarters of a mile distant. Thus the need and the opportunity were 

present, and by early in the year 1848 certain persons in Cambridge decided to act. 

  

We first learn of plans for the Harvard Branch through a petition for incorporation 

presented to the House of Representatives on January 13, 1848, signed by William L. 

Whitney and 173 other Cambridge residents. The two signers after Whitney, of whom we 

shall also hear more, were Samuel Batchelder and Oliver Hastings; and another, who was to 

be active in the affairs of the railroad, was Estes Howe. The petition also bore such familiar 

Harvard names as C. C. Felton, Benjamin Peirce, William Ware, Henry Ware, and, last of all, 

Jared Sparks. The line of the proposed railroad is described as follows: "commencing on 

Fitchburg Railroad not far from the station near the Bleachery in Somerville,​3​
  thence by a 

curve crossing Hampshire street in Cambridge or Somerville [the last two words were 

inserted later] and running in a south-westerly direction to some convenient point at or 

near the Common in old Cambridge." The petition was referred to the Committee on 

Railways and Canals, and it was also directed that copies be served on Lucius R. Paige, 

Clerk of Cambridge, James Walker, representing Harvard, John P. Welch, the Fitchburg 

Railroad, and Charles E. Gilman, Clerk of Somerville. In March, 32 citizens of Somerville 

presented a further petition, stating that the line "will greatly benefit the inhabitants of 

Somerville as well as of Cambridge and promote the public convenience."​4 

With the earlier petition was a detailed estimate of the cost of building the line, of running 

it, and of income, prepared by Samuel M. Felton, engineer and superintendent of the 



Fitchburg Railroad. We shall compare some of these figures with the actual ones later, but 

it is of interest now that the total estimate for construction was $30,976.87, while the 

  

3​
 The Bleachery was variously known as the Charlestown Bleachery, the Milk Row Bleachery, the Somerville 

Bleachery, Inc., etc. The station was known as the Park Street station or simply the Somerville station.  

4 ​
Mass. Laws 1848, chap. 107. The petitions and other material filed at this time are to be found in the State 

Archives in a docket file under the above number​. 

26 

 

actual cost was $25,485.51. Felton, figuring that the road would run its own equipment 

(actually, it paid the Fitchburg an amount per mile for use of theirs), estimated a daily 

running cost of $38.30,5 or a yearly cost (based on 313 days) of almost $12,000, plus 

$1,000 interest on heavy equipment. He estimated income, based on 450 passengers per 

day at 12 1/2 cents each, at $17,606.25, leaving some $4,500 for interest on outlay and 

compensation for use of the Fitchburg Railroad to Somerville. These figures evidently 

convinced the legislature that the scheme was a practical one. As it turned out, the number 

of trains run per day came to about half of the fifteen each way he expected, the expenses 

were about half of his estimate, but the income was only a little over a third of his figure. 

The resulting act passed the legislature and was approved on April 17, 1848. It provided, 

first, that "William L. Whitney, Samuel Batchelder, Oliver Hastings, their associates and 

successors, are hereby made a Corporation by the name of the Harvard Branch Railroad 

Corporation...." Second, it authorized the corporation to "locate construct and maintain a 

railroad with one or more tracks from some convenient point on the Fitchburg Railroad near 

the Bleachery in Somerville, to some convenient point near the Common, in Cambridge: 

provided, that said railroad shall pass between the house of John G. Palfrey and Divinity 

Hall." In the third section, the capital stock was limited to four hundred shares at $100 a 

share, for a total of $40,000. Section four was a customary requirement that the plan of 

location be filed within a year and construction be completed within two years. As we shall 

see, this time was later extended. The final section provided that the franchise might be 

disposed of to the Fitchburg Railroad, which could then increase its capital stock by 

$40,000. It now remained for the persons interested to find ways and means of carrying 

out the terms of the act. 

The Cambridge Chronicle for June 15, 1848, reported that the first meeting of the 

petitioners for a charter for the road was held on the preceding Thursday, or June 8. 

William L. Whitney was chosen chair- 

  

5 Felton estimated a distance to Boston of 3 1/2 miles; for he figured that trains running fifteen times each 

way per day would total 105 miles. His daily expenses were: fuel and waste, 15 cents per mile, $15.75; 

repairs of engines (2),6 cents per mile, $6.30; repairs of passenger cars (3), 5 cents per mile, $5.25; repairs 

to road, $1.25; engine man, $2.00; fireman, $1.25; conductor and brakeman, $3.25; depot man and 

switchman, $3.25, making a total cost of $38.30 per day. 
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man and Adam S. Cottrell, secretary. An investigating committee was appointed, to report 

the following week; their report has not survived. Little seems to have been accomplished; 

for "Old Cambridge," writing on January 30, 1849, in the letter previously mentioned, asks: 

"And why should not the work be immediately commenced and completed?" It is likely that 

the promoters hoped that the Fitchburg Railroad would take over the franchise and 

construct the road. "Old Cambridge" subscribed to this view, for in a subsequent letter he 

asks: "Will it pay? Who will build it?" Going on to answer his own questions, he states: "We 

should, however, prefer that it should be built by the Fitchburg Company, who have 

experience in these matters; and we have no doubt that under the able and gentlemanly 

management of Mr. Felton, the superintendent of that road, the Harvard Branch would 

prove to be as productive in proportion to its cost, as any piece of road belonging to the 

corporation."​ 6​
  He is of the opinion, however, that, if the Fitchburg will not do the job, the 

petitioners can and will, and that it should be undertaken without delay. 

Further support for action by the petitioners came from a meeting of citizens of the First 

Ward (Old Cambridge) on February 7. The following resolution was adopted: "Resolved: — 

That an Agent be appointed to prepare plans and file location of said road immediately, 

agreeable to the charter already granted, and that Messrs. William L. Whitney, Adam S. 

Cottrell, Stephen Smith and Dr. Estes Howe be appointed a committee, to take such 

measures as they may deem proper for the completion of said road." ​7​
  However, the year 

1849 was not a prosperous one, and it is likely that the distribution of stock was not going 

well. Thus, in an act approved April 24, 1849, the legislature granted a three month's 

extension on both the filing of the location and the construction of the railroad, remarking 

that it was "owing to the financial pressure and other causes." ​8 ​
The petitioners then moved 

more rapidly, calling a meeting of the subscribers to the capital stock for June 28, at 

Lyceum Hall. By-laws were adopted, and seven directors chosen. We do not know the 

names of all the stockholders, but may assume that those who became directors were 

among them. The by-laws, in customary 

  

6 Cambridge Chronicle, February 22, 1849.  

7 Cambridge Chronicle, February 15, 1849. 

8 Mass. Laws 1849, chap. 136​. 
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fashion, covered such matters as the annual meeting (to be the last Thursday in June), 

provision for proxies, semi-annual reports, the duties of the directors, the form for the 

stock certificates, the seal, and the duties of the treasurer and clerk. The following seven 

persons were chosen directors (a total of 99 votes were possible, 50 were necessary for 

election): 



Edmund T. Hastings of Medford   99 

Estes Howe of Cambridge 99 

William L. Whitney of Cambridge 99 

Gardiner G. Hubbard of Boston 98 

Oliver Hastings of Cambridge 97 

James Dana of Charlestown 94 

Joseph W. Ward of Cambridge    58 

And now it is time to sketch some of the backgrounds of these men, who were to remain 

active in the management of the road. 

One of the most active was Hubbard, who served as president during much of the life of the 

road. Frederick T. Stevens, in The Cambridge of 1896, describes him as engaging, with 

Estes Howe and others, in many subsequent commercial ventures in Cambridge.​9 ​
A Boston 

lawyer, Hubbard seems to have handled a major share of the financing of these concerns; 

he moved to Cambridge about 1852. Estes Howe was the president's right-hand man, 

serving as treasurer and clerk. He graduated from Harvard in 1832, married a sister of the 

first Mrs. James Russell Lowell, and served in the state senate in 1859 and 1871.​10​
 He 

trained as a physician, but gave up practice about 1852, to devote himself to his various 

commercial interests. James Dana, who served as Mayor of Charlestown, was a lawyer and 

attained the rank of Brigadier General in the state militia. William L. Whitney was connected 

with Brackett and Company, furniture dealers, Brattle Square, Cambridge. Like Hubbard and 

Howe, he engaged in other business enterprises (he was treasurer of the Cambridge 

Savings Bank from 1857 to 1866) and he also entered politics on occasion. It was he who 

finally purchased the railroad's property. The two Hastings were not closely related. 

Edmund, whose business was in Boston, moved to Medford in 1840; Oliver was 

  

9 Arthur Gilman, Ed., The Cambridge of Eighteen Hundred and Ninety-Six, Cambridge, Riverside Press, 1896, 

p. 396.  

10 Lois L. Howe, "Dr. Estes Howe: a Citizen of Cambridge," Cambridge Historical Society Proceedings, XXV 

(October, 1939), 

122ff​. 
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concerned with a lumber wharf in East Cambridge. Joseph W. Ward operated a drug firm 

with his brothers in Boston, and was also treasurer of the Suffolk Lead Works. 

Among some of those connected with the railroad's early planning, but less active than the 

seven above, were Samuel Batchelder, who was treasurer of the Portsmouth Steam Factory, 

with his office in Boston, and Adam S. Cottrell, who was concerned in a lumber wharf in 

Charlestown. Moses M. Rice was a trader, with a shop in Brazier's Block, Cambridge. William 



A. Saunders was a hardware merchant in Boston, and Stephen Smith had a lumber wharf in 

Brighton. It is of interest that several of these men — Cottrell, Oliver Hastings, and Smith — 

were in the lumber business. Representing the professions were Dana and Hubbard, 

lawyers, and Howe, a physician. The two Hastings were among the oldest members of the 

group, while Dana, Whitney, and Howe were about of an age. Several of the men had their 

offices in Boston, but all those who lived in Cambridge (and only Edmund Hastings and 

Dana did not) were residents of the First Ward. Batchelder and Oliver Hastings appear to 

have been the most well-to-do, at least on the basis of the Cambridge tax returns of 1851.​11 

From the minutes of the directors we learn many details concerning the construction of the 

road in the summer and fall of 1849. First of all, land had to be acquired, and E. T. Hastings, 

Hubbard, and Howe were appointed a committee on land damages on June 29. It proved 

possible to file the location plan on July 16, just a day before the deadline.​12​
 As designated 

in the legislative act, the road passed between the house of John G. Palfrey and Divinity 

Hall, taking land from both owners. Some property was acquired from Samuel Rand, of 

Somerville, and the railroad 

  

11​
 Cambridge Directory, 1851; the tax rate was $6.30 on a thousand. Of the men mentioned, O. Hastings' tax 

was $356.82, Batchelder's $336.66, Whitney's $185.22, Howe's $70.80, Cottrell's $51.90, Smith's $51.90, and 

Saunders' $46.86.  

12​
 The Middlesex County Engineer's Office has the plan as filed; it is number 1887. After leaving the Fitchburg 

Railroad, the line crosses Rand's land, Hampshire Street, land of Norton, Palfrey, Norton, a brook, land of Hall, 

the Divinity School land, a brook, land of Jarvis, Oxford Street, land of Jarvis, of Mrs. Holmes, and ends on the 

college land on Holmes Place. The plan was surveyed and drawn by J. B. Henck, S. M. Felton, Engineer. Also on 

Holmes Place, which left Kirkland, turned at right angles, and entered into North (now Massachusetts) Avenue 

were homes of Samuel Pomeroy (later, of Mrs. Baker), of Royal Morse, and the Old Cambridge Baptist Church. 

The Lawrence Scientific School, built in 1847, was nearby. The road appears on the map in the Cambridge 

Directory, 1850; revised by W. A. Mason, 1849; this basic map is found also in the Directories for 1851 to 

1855. No trace of the road now exists, unless it be reflected in the curve of Museum Street.  
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received a reduction in damages claimed by the owner.​13 ​
Some also belonged to Mrs. Abiel 

Holmes, mother of Oliver Wendell Holmes, whose home was on the northwest corner of 



Holmes Place, for the president was authorized to confer with her about it on December 29. 

Some was acquired from Professor Norton, but the largest amount undoubtedly came from 

the college, representing the old Gannett property, the site of the station. For the sum due 

on this, the road preferred to give a note, based on a mortgage of the land, and this was 

accomplished in May, 1851. Land takings for this 72/100 of a mile amounted to $10,841.91, 

quite close to Felton's estimate of $10,000. Land represented a considerable portion of the 

debt recorded at the end of the first year of operation; in the Special Report of February, 

1851, Harvard College is listed as a creditor for $3,839.41, and land damages comprise an 

additional liability of $1,190. 

  

The next step was to engage an engineer to draw up detailed specifications. On July 2 the 

directors designated the committee on land damages to select a person for the job. Samuel 

M. Felton was the logical choice,​14​
 but he seems to have left much of the work to one 

Parker, whose early estimate of the cost of the road ($23,000) was much lower than 

Felton's. That they worked together is shown by a vote of February 19, 1850, which made 

Hubbard and Dana a committee "to settle with Messrs. Felton and Parker." Hubbard himself 

served as superintendent of construction, for which he was granted $200 in June, 1850. In 

the annual reports the engineer's accounts come to a total of $824.31. On January 19, 

1850, it was voted to give the engineers fifty dollars "for all extra charges and expenses — 

including the price of the model of the Station House"; this is probably included in the 

above figure. This amount was evidently not enough, for a further settlement, recorded in 

the vote of February 19, mentioned above, was necessary. 

John Allen's bid for the construction of the earth work and masonry was accepted on 

October 15; Allen also took care of the fencing. On the following January 19 he was granted 

$100 in stock as compensation for 

  

13​
 One aspect of the case is recorded in Luther S. Gushing, Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court, Boston, 

1862, Vol. VIII, pp. 218-219.  

14​
 Felton, son of Cornelius C. Felton, graduated from Harvard in 1834. He was superintendent of the Fitchburg 

Railroad in 1845, president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore in 1851, and president of the 

Pennsylvania Steel Company​. 
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his loss on the grading contract. The total cost for grading and masonry came to $912.27, 

much less than Felton's estimate of $2,635. In his preliminary estimate Felton included 

under this heading such items as 11,000 cubic yards embankment at 16 cents, 150 yards 

cattle guard at $2.50, 200 yards culvert at $2.50. Four signs and crossings at $100 each 

were figured separately. Evidently the fill required was much less than he had thought 

necessary. 

By October, attention could be paid to the superstructure and the iron. E. T. Hastings and 

Joseph W. Ward were appointed a committee to acquire iron, and were later instructed to 

contract for 400 "chairs" of the Peterboro pattern ​15​
  at sixteen pounds to the chair, and 

also spikes. General Dana, E. T. Hastings, and the president were made a committee to 



purchase sleepers and to make contract for the laying of the superstructure. On November 

14 the Fitchburg Railroad directors voted to sell not exceeding seventy-five tons of railroad 

iron to the Harvard Branch, at $45 a ton.​16​
 By December 1 the American Railway Times was 

able to report that "the grading of this road is now completed, and the workmen have 

commenced laying the rails." Total costs for iron and superstructure were $6,928.15, again 

considerably less than Felton's estimate of $8,500. 

More time at directors' meetings was devoted to the station and related structures than to 

any other part of the road. On September 20 the two Hastings and Whitney were appointed 

a committee to examine station houses in the vicinity. A month later, on October 19, Mr. 

Parker submitted a plan for a station house, which was adopted. By November 6 he was 

able to lay plans and a model before the board. Discussion was carried on for the two 

following days, and on the 8th it was voted "that the design for the station house fronting 

on the street, with a circular roof and curved side at the angle on the side street be 

adopted."​ 17​
 The vote was so close that the Yeas and Nays were recorded; it passed four to 

three. On December 14 it was voted "that the depot be painted on the roof of a slate color & 

the body of a color similar to the house of Stephen Smith 

  

15​
 A chair was that part of the iron attached to the sleeper, in which the rail rested.  

16​
 References to the minutes of the Fitchburg Railroad directors are to the original volumes in the Boston and 

Maine Railroad offices.  

17​
 Pictures of the building, after it became the College Commons, show the circular roof, with columns in the 

front. It apparently stood between properties of Mrs. Baker and Royal Morse, the latter's house on the right 

being very close​. 
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Esq." In December directions were given about plastering, in January as to furnishing, and 

in February as to paving and grading. The directors were resolved that the station, as near 

the Common as it could be placed without crossing North Avenue, should be an asset to the 

area. The building seems not to have been completed until June, for the Cambridge 

Chronicle of the 17th states that it is "about finished." 

Meanwhile, it was decided that the depot building could be so constructed as to afford room 

for the engine. A contract was also let for a turntable, to cost $1,050. Total station costs 

were $4,304.99; Felton's estimate was for $6,000. By the end of November, 1849, the 

directors set about selecting a conductor and station master, charging the two Hastings and 

Whitney with the preliminary screening. On November 27 they reported in favor of William 

Thayer, of Cambridge, who was forthwith recommended to the superintendent of the 

Fitchburg Railroad "as the person whom this board desire to have appointed to the office of 

Conductor." The committee was not so successful in their recommendation of G. W. Randall 

to be station master; the board decided to recommend John Stimpson to the superintendent 

of the Fitchburg instead. 

To ensure a supply of money to meet bills, General Dana moved, on November 20, that a 

second assessment of ten dollars on each share be payable on December first, and that 

further assessments, up to ten in all, be spaced out from then to the first of April. A first 



assessment of ten dollars had been made on October 19, payable by November 15. It was 

also time to consider such matters as fares and schedules. On December 14 the committee 

on fares (Dana and Howe) recommended that the following rates be adopted: single tickets, 

twelve and a half cents;​18​
packages of six tickets for fifty cents; quarterly tickets, six dollars; 

no annual tickets to be sold. At the following meeting it was decided to reduce the price of 

single tickets to ten cents, which would compare favorably with stage coach fares. On 

December 29, it was voted that the fare from Cambridge to Somerville be five cents. The 

meeting of December 14 also set up a schedule, providing for six trains a day from 

Cambridge and the same number from Boston. However, at the following meeting, it was 

decided that General Dana should settle the question 

  

18​
 Felton had recommended this price in his early estimate. The American Railway Guide for 1850 and 1851 

gives the fare as 15 cents; those for 1852 through 1855 as 10 cents​.  
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of schedule with the superintendent of the Fitchburg Railroad, and the times were changed 

on several occasions.​19 

At length all was in readiness for the opening. In an excess of optimism, the directors on 

December 14 voted that the road be opened on Monday the twenty-fourth, and that no fares 

be charged that day. By the nineteenth, they found it necessary to postpone the date to 

Monday the thirty-first, and to state that there should be no free opening. The Cambridge 

Chronicle followed events with interest, explaining the delay by the fact that "more time is 

required to make the necessary preparations at the Station in Cambridge, than was 

expected."​ 20​
 The newspaper issued on the twenty-seventh carried both a news note of the 

opening on Monday next and an advertisement for the railroad. The reporter approved of 

the 10:30 P.M. train from Boston, which, he stated, "will accommodate those who may wish 

to spend the evening in our sister city." The advertisement, signed by Estes Howe, as 

treasurer, gave the schedule and the fares, and further stated that: "tickets must be 

purchased before entering the cars, otherwise 5 cents extra will be invariably charged." We 

can imagine (even though it is not reported) the pride of the directors and the interest of 

the students and townspeople when the first train moved off.​21 

Here we may pause for a moment to consider the total costs of construction and some 

additional details relating to the railroad's right of way. Costs for construction, as shown in 

the annual reports, were carried forward each year; totals (excluding figures for 

unliquidated claims) were: 1850 report, $3,096.57; 1851 report, $20,213.02; 1852 report, 

$24,501.34. In 1850 the Fitchburg Railroad altered its line slightly in Somerville and the 

subsequent expenses to the Harvard Branch amounted to $785.51. This brought the total 

construction cost for the 72/100 miles to $25,286.85; or, if one follows the figures given in 

the special report to stockholders, of 1851, to $25,485.51. Meanwhile, stock assessments 

amounting to $6,810 were received in 1849, $12,630 in 1850, and $1,140 in 1851, making 

a total of $20,580, or only half the amount provided for by the charter.22 Thus, on 

construction costs alone, there was a deficit of between $5,000 and $5,500. The state 

required data on 



  

19​
 The subject of schedules is considered further at the end of this paper.  

20​
 Cambridge Chronicle, December 20, 1849. 

21​
 There was no extended college vacation at Christmas at that time. 

22​
 An additional amount of $220 came in after 1851, for the final figure for stock subscriptions stood at 

$20,800. 
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various aspects of the line as constructed, and these, though technical, have a certain 

interest. The length in feet measured 3,673 (of single track), with sidings measuring 555 

feet. The weight of rail per yard was 49 pounds; the maximum grade 37 feet per mile for 

600 feet;​23​
 the shortest radius of curvature, 451 feet for a length of 239 feet; total degrees 

of curvature, 102°; total length of straight line, 2,240 feet; and number of public ways 

crossed, two. 

Since the Harvard Branch did not operate any equipment itself, our information about this 

side of the venture is rather sketchy. There was an oral contract with the Fitchburg 

Railroad, by which the latter operated the trains at a cost of fifty cents per train mile, the 

Harvard Branch to pay for repairs. Samuels and Kimball, in their history of Somerville, state 

that the equipment consisted of a single passenger car, in one end of which was the 

locomotive.​24​
 There was a smokestack, covered with screening, giving rise to the name 

"pepper-box." It is likely that wood was used for both power and heat, though coal might 

have been used for the latter. Some fossil cinders were found by a Harvard geology class in 

the 1920's. The annual reports state that a maximum speed of twenty miles per hour was 

set for the trains and that a speed of nineteen miles per hour was actually attained. It 

proved desirable to arrange for a connection with omnibuses running out of the Fitchburg 

station in Boston, and subsequent printed advertisements referred to the accommodation. 

The new road got off to a good start, and hopes were high, at least for the first year. 

"Wave," writing in the Cambridge Chronicle shortly after the opening, states: "It has 

already become a popular mode of conveyance between Boston and Cambridge and it must 

have a tendency to increase the price of real estate in Cambridge and also the comfort, and 

perhaps the happiness of a large number of our citizens." ​25​
 The correspondent also rejoiced 

in the prospects of a new hotel and of the completion of the Grand Junction Railway, and 

concluded his letter with several verses. A Harvard undergraduate of the time, reminiscing 

later about his college days, writes: "The establishment of this line of conveyance to Boston 

was a great convenience to students who had previously to depend upon the infrequent 

four horse omnibus. They were 

  

23​
 This became 601 feet in the 1851 report.  

24​
 Edward A. Samuels and Henry H. Kimball, Somerville, Past and Present, Boston, 1897, p. 93. 

25​
 Cambridge Chronicle, January 10, 1850​. 
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often obliged to walk back to Cambridge after theatrical entertainments in town, through 

storm and darkness." ​26​
 However, an expense account of another student shows about 

equal purchases of railroad tickets (at 10 cents) and omnibus tickets (at 12 1/2 cents) 

during the first few months of 1851.​27​
 After the road had been in operation for some six 

months, the Cambridge Chroniclestated: "We are informed that the business on the road, 

thus far, exceeds the calculations and expectations of its projectors." ​28 

The figures present a less optimistic picture of the first year's operations. From the second 

annual report, covering 1850, we learn that there was a floating debt of $6,500 and 

unliquidated claims estimated at $6,000. Miles run by passenger trains totaled 14,888, and 

passengers totaled 100,909. Charges made by the Fitchburg Railroad for operating the road 

for the year were $7,244; repairs, paid for by the Harvard Branch, came to $32; making a 

total for cost of operation of $7,276. Income, wholly from passengers, amounted to 

$6,610.21, leaving an operating deficit of $665.79. A statement accompanying a legislative 

document breaks down the year's figures for six-months periods as follows: 

December-June, 7,186 miles at a cost of $3,593; July-December, 7,302 miles at $3,651.​29 

Though not unduly worried, the directors still felt that something should be done about the 

company's debts. President Hubbard and Ward were appointed a committee on ways and 

means on November 6, and on January 22, 1851, it was recommended that their report be 

presented to the stockholders. A committee of stockholders was chosen on February 19 

and, with the directors, they prepared a report, later printed, which is of considerable 

interest. First, they took up the costs of construction and the amount of capital subscribed, 

arriving at a debt of $4,700, excluding the cost of the track alteration. When this was 

added, along with the operating deficit of $665.72,​30​
they arrived at a total debt of 

$6,151.23. Later in the report they listed their liabilities as follows: 

  

26​
 James C. White (A.B., 1853), "An Undergraduate's Diary," Harvard Graduates' Magazine, 

March, 1913, p. 425. 

27 ​
Joseph A. Holmes (A.B., 1854), manuscript expense book; in the Harvard University 

Archives. 

28​
 Cambridge Chronicle, June 17, 1850. 

29​
 With docket file, Mass. Laws, 1855, chap. 94, Massachusetts Archives. 

30​
 The figure arrived at from the annual report was $665.79; there are other discrepancies 

in figures. 
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Harvard College $3,839.41 

Land damages 1,190.00 

Sundry accounts about  1,121.82 

 6,151.23 

They listed receipts of $6600.17, a slightly different figure from the one in the annual 

report; and they reduced the operating deficit, in words anyway, to "about Five Hundred 

Dollars." Perhaps they may be pardoned for making the situation appear somewhat rosier 

than it was. They stated frankly that: "We believe there were not many of the original 

Stockholders who expected the Road would pay its expenses for the first one or two years, 

and in this they have not been disappointed." 

Still, they looked hopefully to the future, for in January and February, 1850, the number of 

passengers carried was 11,573; for the same months in 1851 it was 12,942, an increase of 

1,369. This was not far removed from Felton's original estimate of 450 passengers a day. 

But the committee complained that the fifty cents a mile charged by the Fitchburg Railroad 

was too much. In this, they followed the directors, who had been trying for some time to 

obtain more favorable conditions. In view of the fact that the Fitchburg Railroad's costs in 

1849 were $.6597 per mile, their lack of success is not surprising.​31​
 But the stockholders' 

committee proposed an agreement upon some per cent of profit, over the actual cost, the 

latter to be decided by three impartial referees. And they suggested that, if the Fitchburg 

Railroad would not cooperate, and if the legislature would not interfere, "we might then 

procure a single Car, and run with horses to the Junction, and then have the ratio fixed, by 

Commissioners, at which we should be carried into the City." 

To provide for the immediate debt, which would be equal to 30 per cent on each share, they 

proposed that the road be mortgaged to three trustees, to secure notes or scrip, to an 

amount not exceeding $6,000, payable in three equal instalments. The Scrip was to be 

payable in one year from March 20, 1851, with interest, payable semi-annually. The 

recommendations of the committee ​32​
 were accepted by the stockholders 

  

31​
 Annual report, Fitchburg Railroad, 1850.  

32​
 The committee members were Hubbard, Dana, Oliver Hastings, Whitney, and Ward, directors; and W. G. 

Stearns, M. Wyman, and Jonas Wyeth, stockholders. Copies of the printed report are in Baker Library, Harvard 

Business School, Massachusetts State Library, and the Bureau of Railway Economics. 
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on March 5 and by the directors on March 8. The latter made provision for the scrip, which 

was to be limited to a maximum of thirty dollars on each share; and they voted to execute a 

mortgage of the road to William G. Stearns, Oliver Hastings and Gardiner G. Hubbard.​33
 

Stearns, who was steward of Harvard College and had been a stockholder member of the 

committee, declined to serve; his place was taken by James Dana. 



We have seen that the directors had already been trying ways of bringing the Fitchburg 

Railroad to accept their terms, or, failing that, of by-passing that road entirely. On 

September 24, 1850, Hubbard, Dana, and Howe were made a committee "to make 

arrangements with the Fitchburg Road in relation to additional trains & investigate and 

report on the expediency of extending the road." On November 6 they voted to discontinue 

the train leaving Boston at 7:15 and Cambridge at 7:40 P.M., unless the Fitchburg Railroad 

would run it both ways for one dollar. On January 22 they voted to petition the legislature 

for leave to extend the road to Fresh Pond and for the necessary increase of capital, a vote 

reflecting considerable optimism. In conformance with the stockholders' vote of March 5, 

Hubbard and Dana were selected to confer with the Fitchburg Railroad as to per cent of 

profit and cost. At the same meeting (March 8, 1851) it was voted that these two, with Mr. 

Hastings,​34​
 confer with the Boston and Maine Railroad as to extending the road to their line 

in Somerville. At the following meeting, on March 13, the sum of fifty dollars was 

authorized for a survey of such a connection. On May 9, at the same meeting which 

authorized a mortgage to Harvard of the land purchased of the college for a station house, 

Messrs. Hubbard, Whitney, and Dana were directed to negotiate with the Fitchburg road in 

relation to a lease. 

For their part, the Fitchburg directors had received a report on costs of operating the 

Harvard Branch from their superintendent, and they voted: "to propose to Harvard Branch 

Railroad to operate their road, running not less than seven trains per day, for a 

compensation of fifty cents per mile, and the President is authorized to make arrangement 

for a lease of said Harvard Branch Railroad if he shall deem it expedient."​35​
 This was the 

same arrangement already in effect without a lease, so it is 

  

33​
 Mortgage, March 8, 1851; Middlesex South District Deeds, Book 600, p. 118.  

34​
 It is difficult to tell from here on which Hastings is meant; however, the Cambridge Directory for 1851 lists 

Oliver as a director, not E. T.  

35 ​
Fitchburg Railroad minutes, March 12, 1851​. 
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not surprising that nothing came of it. On June 23 the directors of the Harvard Branch 

asked Mr. Ward to "see what a locomotive and cars can be hired for." Yet they had to come 

back to the Fitchburg Railroad, and on July 22 voted to present to the stockholders, at their 

meeting on August 5, the following proposal: "To authorize a lease of the road to the 

Fitchburg R.R. Company for four years without rent — they keeping the road in repair and 

running at least five trains a day." We do not know just how the stockholders voted, but on 

September 11 a committee of directors, consisting of Hubbard, Batchelder,​36​
 and Ward were 

asked to confer again with the Fitchburg Railroad regarding the running of the road. 

Although their efforts to get the road on a sound financial basis were of primary 

significance to the directors, other aspects of operations during 1850 and 1851 are of 

interest. Special excursions and trains were run from time to time. On January 19, 1850, 



Mr. Whitney was directed to make arrangements for carrying two Sunday schools. And on 

June 24 it was voted to run six extra trains on July 4, and four extra on commencement and 

Phi Beta Kappa days. On November 26 it was voted to establish a platform station at 

Divinity Hall Avenue. Special payments to directors for extra services were also considered 

from time to time. President Hubbard, on June 24, 1850, was granted $173.75 for legal 

services and $200 for acting as superintendent of construction. Estes Howe agreed to serve 

for the year 1850-1851 as clerk and treasurer for the balance due on his stock; and he was 

paid $150 on February 11, 1852, for his services in distributing the script. The records on 

occasion contain a clue to holdings of stock; thus on November 6, 1850, a note for $500 

was accepted from W. L. Whitney for one-half his subscription, indicating that he held ten 

shares. 

We have already considered, in connection with the special report of February, 1851, the 

operating expenses and income for 1850. The third annual report, covering 1851, also 

showed a deficit. Cumulative debts were as follows: funded debt, evidently represented by 

the mortgage, $5,590; floating debt, $6,500, which was the same as the preceding year. A 

note stated that there were "several unliquidated claims and 

  

36​
 Although one of the early instigators of the road, this was Batchelder's first appearance on the board. He 

declined to serve, and was replaced on February 11, 1852, by Willard Phillips, who was president of the New 

England Mutual Life Insurance Company. His tax rate in 1851 was $135.51. 
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accounts, the amount of which cannot be accurately stated, say $1,200." The miles run by 

passenger trains numbered 2,881, and the total number of passengers carried, 91,672, a 

reduction of some 9,000 over the previous year. Repairs cost $107.89, and the contract 

with the Fitchburg road came to $6,723, making a total of $6,830.89. Income from 

passengers was $5,853, leaving an operating deficit for the year of $977.89, or some $310 

more than the preceding year. The six-months figures for 1851 were: for January through 

June, 7,021 miles at a cost of $3,510.50; and for July through December, 7,749 miles at a 

cost of $3,874.50. Additional capital amounting to $1, 140 had come in during 1851. The 

Fitchburg Railroad, in its report covering the year 1851, considered the number of free 

passes issued, and noted that the Harvard Branch accounted for 1,083. This would seem a 

rather unnecessary additional burden on the little road. 

Failing in their efforts to have the Fitchburg Railroad take over the road, the next expedient 

the directors tried was a lease. Acting on the advice of the stockholders obtained at their 

meeting of December 23, 1851, the directors on December 27 leased the road to Herbert H. 

Stimpson.​37​
 The lease does not appear in the records, but what the arrangement was is 

shown by a later entry relating to Stimpson. On September 23, 1852, the directors voted: 

"H. H. Stimpson to give this Corporation for the use of the road & Station house, the surplus 

proceeds of the fares & freight if any after paying expense of trains, repairs, interest on the 

debts to the College and to said Stimpson, insurance, advertising, and other expenses — to 

be applied in discharge of said two debts, Mr. Stimpson to guarantee the Corporation 

against any claim for the above expenses and interest." Further, the president was 

authorized "to audit the charges of Mr. Stimpson for payment of the outstanding debts of 

the Corporation and to give him the obligation of the Corporation to reimburse the same." 



And finally, the president was also authorized at this meeting "to contract with the 

Fitchburg Railroad Company for the transportation of passengers & freight between 

Cambridge & Boston." Thus, it appears that Stimpson was operating the road as an agent of 

the company and that he had become a creditor, evidently a result of the December 

  

37​
 The writer has not learned whether he was a relative of John Stimpson, the station master. He was a 

resident of Cambridge, and his 1851 tax was $149.72. He became a director of the Harvard Branch in July, 

1852. With his brother, Frederick, he operated a stove and range business in Boston​. 
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lease. The reference to freight is also of interest, as is the fact that the Fitchburg Railroad 

was still actually operating the trains. 

A new combined advertisement and timetable, printed by the Cambridge Chronicle, was 

issued on January 5, 1852, perhaps to signalize the new management of the road. It is 

headed, "Harvard Branch Railroad for Cambridge Colleges . . . New Arrangement." Season 

tickets were still six dollars a quarter, and a package of ten tickets cost a dollar. This 

included the cost of transportation to Dover Street in Boston, or to the New South Boston 

Bridge, by the Dover Street Omnibus and the South Boston Omnibus. Tickets to and from 

Cambridge and the Fitchburg Station in Boston cost fifty cents for seven, and single tickets 

remained at ten cents; these prices did not permit transfer to an omnibus. Passengers 

leaving the Cambridge station could take omnibuses in the First Ward for three cents. They 

were to use the order slate at Wood and Halls and at the station. Boston offices were the 

Lowell Ticket Office and Scollay's Buildings, Court Street, and single tickets could be 

obtained at Charles Stimpson's, 116 Washington Street. A similar notice appeared on April 

5, except that the paragraphs relating to the Cambridge omnibuses and the Boston offices 

were omitted.​38​
 An additional afternoon train was added each way, making eight round trips 

a day instead of seven. Such were efforts to make travel on the Harvard Branch more 

convenient and attractive. 

Stimpson continued to operate the road, in accordance with the arrangement of September, 

1852, for another year. The fourth and fifth annual reports (for the years 1852 and 1853) 

do not contain much information, since each includes a note to the effect that the road was 

being operated by the Fitchburg Railroad and "its doings are returned by the officers of that 

corporation." However, totals of the funded and floating debts are shown; for 1852 the 

former $5,590 and the latter, $1,200, making a total of $6,790; and for 1853 the funded 

debt is shown as $5,910,​39​
 the floating debt as $1,502 (an increase of $302), making a total 

of $7,412. The Fitchburg Railroad report for the year 1852 indi- 

  

38​
 Photostats of both posters are in the Harvard University Archives; here also is a facsimile of the earlier one. 

The Railway and Locomotive Historical Society also has a reprint of the January 5 advertisement. A copy of a 

poster once in the Harvard Club of Boston cannot now (1959) be found there.  

39​
 The report is in error in stating the preceding year's funded debt to be $5,910; it was $5,590​. 
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cates a balance due from the Harvard Branch of $1,751.59. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the directors of the Fitchburg Railroad became increasingly concerned about the state 

of the Harvard Branch. On August 10, 1853, they voted to authorize the president to annul 

the contract if he deemed it advisable. On September 14, he was authorized to purchase a 

small engine and to operate the branch, "as he may deem for the interests of the 

Company." 

There is no record of meetings of the directors of the Harvard Branch for almost a year 

following September 23, 1852; but on September 12, 1853 they acted. In an important vote 

they decided: "That the Fitchburg Railroad Company may have the use of the Harvard 

Branch Road and Station House, free of rent, upon condition that they keep the same in 

repair and hold this corporation harmless from damages by their use of the same, for three 

months from Oct. 1st, 1853, with the right to renew this agreement for one year from 

January first 1854, if the Fitchburg Railroad Company so elect, provided that the Fitchburg 

R. R. Company furnish the Clerk with the requisite data so that he may make the returns 

required by law." Meeting again the next day, they released Stimpson from his obligations. 

They voted to issue scrip covering the company's indebtedness to him, and they accepted 

his proposal for discontinuing the running of cars on and after September 30. After that 

date, the Fitchburg Railroad was to take over operations, in accordance with the preceding 

agreement. 

The beginning of the end is foreshadowed in February, 1854, when the directors voted to 

petition the legislature for leave to sell and assign the Harvard Branch Railroad and to 

discontinue the road or any part thereof. The legislature aproved an act, dated April 19, 

1854, authorizing the trustees under the mortgage (James Dana, Oliver Hastings, and 

Gardiner G. Hubbard) to discontinue and sell the road, to apply the purchase money to 

discharge liens, incumbrances, and debts, and to turn over the balance to stockholders.​40
 

However, since there was no buyer, the road continued to run, under the same 

arrangements; on May 22 a timetable was issued.​41​
 On August 14 the directors of the 

Fitchburg Railroad reported receipt of a communication from H. Stimpson relating to fares; 

it was referred to the president. The sixth annual report, cover- 

  

40​
 Mass. Laws 1854, chap. 334.  

41​
 The original is in the Harvard University Archives​. 
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ing the year 1854, records the same total for the funded and floating debts ($7,412), and 

notes two mortgages, totaling $5,910. It ends with the statement: "The road is operated by 

a lessee, in conjunction with the Fitchburg road, to which corporation reference is made for 

these returns.​42 



By the end of the year 1854, the directors were ready to submit to the forthcoming meeting 

of the stockholders the proposal to sell the road. But they were still also seeking ways of 

persuading the Fitchburg Railroad to continue to operate the line. They voted, on December 

23, to propose to that railroad that "seventy per cent of the gross fares for passengers 

passing to or from the Harvard Branch Railroad, from or to any station on the Fitchburg 

Railroad, using horse power or steam power on the Harvard Branch, be retained by the 

Fitchburg Railroad Company; the Car or Cars used on the Harvard Branch being supplied by 

the Fitchburg Railroad Company and attached only to the short trains on that road, and that 

thirty per cent of such gross fares be allowed to the Harvard Branch, the expense of the 

repairs of the Harvard Branch being borne by the two companies in the same proportion." 

The reference to horse cars is of interest, for it was the horse car, though not on this line, 

which finally took over the business of the Harvard Branch. The directors further suggested 

that they might supply the cars, in which case "twenty per cent per annum on the cost of 

the cars when new be allowed to the Harvard Branch for the Cars out of the Fitchburg 

Company's Seventy per cent of gross proceeds of fares." And in case the two companies 

could not agree, then commissioners were to be requested, so that terms might be worked 

out. 

To further the chance of merging with the Fitchburg Railroad, the directors in January, 

1855, asked the legislature for a clarification of the charter. By Act of March 26, it was 

stated that the purchasers might form a corporation and might transfer to any other 

railroad corporation, which might own and manage in their own name or in that of the 

Harvard Branch Railroad. Further, the right to unite with the Fitchburg Railroad Corporation 

was confirmed, and to "use Fitchburg Railroad Corporation tracks, provided nothing shall 

require the Fitchburg Rail- 

  

42​
 The Harvard College Papers 2nd Series, Vol. XX, p. 398, contain a letter from John G. Palfrey to William T. 

Andrews, dated March 16, 1854, concerning protection of his interests, in case the railroad is allowed to sell. 

Some of Palfrey's land had been taken by the railroad​. 
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road to run an extra train or trains for the Harvard Branch Railroad." ​43​
 No agreement with 

the Fitchburg Railroad could be reached, and on May 29, 1855, the directors of the Harvard 

Branch voted to apply to the Supreme Court to appoint commissioners to settle the terms 

on which the Harvard Branch should use the Boston and Fitchburg Railroad. But by then it 

was much too late to save the Harvard Branch. 

One of the difficulties related to fares, and this affected all the railroads out of Boston. The 

Harvard Branch had struggled to maintain the ten cent fare, and had even increased the 

value of certain multiple rates by a connection with omnibus lines out of the Fitchburg 

station​.44 ​
But, as the railroads were meeting increased costs, the movement to increase 

fares became widespread. It reached its climax in the spring of 1855, when the local 

railroads agreed to a 25 percent increase. The Fitchburg Railroad, disregarding the 

agreement, increased its fares 40 per cent, arousing considerable opposition among 

residents of Somerville and Cambridge. The Boston Journal for March 2 states: "The rate of 

season ticket fares over the Harvard Branch Railroad has been raised 50 per cent, I learn, 

and the passengers seem to have generally deserted the cars for the omnibuses. So I infer 



from the beggarly account of empty seats in the former, this afternoon." The threat seems 

to have had an effect, for according to advertisements in the Cambridge Chronicle, starting 

on April 14, tickets were to be eleven for a dollar and ten cents for a single ticket. The 

notices recorded the summer schedule, to be in effect on and after April 9, and stated that 

tickets might be obtained from J. C. Stiles at the station. Despite this optimistic note, the 

controversy over fares affected the Harvard Branch seriously. 

It is of interest also to note the efforts to provide the schedule most attractive to 

customers. Starting out with six trains each way, the Harvard Branch within a few months 

had increased the number to seven. In August, 1850, perhaps reflecting the lighter summer 

traffic, it was voted to discontinue the last trains from Cambridge (7:45 P.M.) and Boston 

(10:45 P.M.). The late train from Boston, however, proved so popular it was restored within 

a month. In January, 1851, it was again voted to discontinue the last train each way until 

March 1. By then, seven trains 
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each way were placed in operation, and they continued, though with slightly varying times, 

until January, 1852, when another round trip was added. This added train ran in 

mid-afternoon, but it was dropped from the April schedule. In 1853 and 1854 additional 

trains were added, until they reached the maximum of ten round trips daily. The late train 

from Boston had, however, been dropped. Finally, in 1855, the schedule reverted to seven 

round trips a day; the 10 P.M. from Boston was restored, except that on Saturdays it went 

at 7:30 P.M. Saturday evenings seem not to have been very gala ones in the city, for 

preceding schedules show an earlier train back to Cambridge that night than others. 

Although the number of round trips per day never reached the figure Felton had in mind 

(fifteen), the operators of the Harvard Branch still tried to provide an adequate and 

well-spaced schedule.​45 

The directors seem to have attended to their duties with reasonable faithfulness. During 

1849, while the road was in process of construction, they held fourteen meetings. In 1850 

there were nine, and in 1851 eleven. Thereafter, since the road was being operated by an 

agent, meetings were few: three in 1852, two in 1853, two in 1854, and three in 1855. Of 

the directors, Hubbard, as president, was the most active, being a member of twenty-one 

committees and present at thirty-eight meetings. General Dana served on sixteen 

committees, many of those relating to relations with the Fitchburg Railroad. Howe, as clerk 

and treasurer, was present at most of the meetings and also served on fourteen 

committees. Of the two Hastings, Oliver, since he continued longer as a director than 

Edmund, was the more active, but he seems to have dropped out by the end of 1851. During 

the last two years of operation, the business was conducted largely by Hubbard, Stimpson, 

and Phillips, with Dana occasionally in attendance, and with Howe as clerk. In view of the 

fact that it was the prospect of the horse railroad which spelled the doom of the Harvard 

Branch, it is ironical that several of these men were later active in the affairs of the 



Cambridge Railroad (1853) and the Union Railway (1855). Gardiner G. Hubbard was the 

principal instigator of the Union Railway, which was to be a horse railway; and among its 

officers were Estes Howe, clerk and treasurer, H. H. Stimpson, 
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president, Willard Phillips, and William A. Saunders. Howe and Hub-bard were also 

concerned in railroad projects outside New England, such as the Mad River and Lake Erie 

Railroad; this also failed. 

An important factor in the failure of the Harvard Branch was the convenience of the 

omnibus, and later the horse car. The main omnibus line ran to Cambridge Street and 

Bowdoin Square in Boston, and from there it was but a short distance to the shopping 

district of that day. Furthermore, the Fitchburg Railroad, far from being interested in 

maintaining branch lines, was actively opposed to them. In their annual report for 1856, the 

directors stated that the seven railroads terminating in Boston "would be far better off if 

every branch was at once discontinued and the iron taken up." The situation was not so 

different from that of today, when the railroads wish to give up unprofitable commuter 

lines. The directors of the Harvard Branch, seeing that it was hopeless to think of coming to 

an agreement with the Fitchburg Railroad for the operation of the road, and faced with 

continuing deficits, voted on June 14, 1855, that the road be sold at public auction on the 

sixth of July. 

In accordance with the vote of the directors, advertisement of the sale appeared in the 

Cambridge Chronicle of June 23 and 30. For terms and particulars it directed interested 

persons to Estes Howe, treasurer, and it was signed, Herbert H. Stimpson, clerk pro tem. 

The Cambridge Chroniclefor July 14 briefly records the event: "The sale of this road took 

place, as advertised, on Friday, the 6th inst. at the Station House in Old Cambridge. William 

L. Whitney, Esq., of this City was the purchaser at $10,500. The original cost of the road, 

including the station house, was about $27,000." ​46​
 On September 10 the treasurer reported 

the sale to the directors and told of arrangements for paying off debts. He said that he had 

paid the mortgage to Harvard College with interest, the debt which Stimpson had paid (also 

with interest), sundry expenses, and that he had money enough to pay the scrip, again with 

interest. Some $1,175 would then remain, enough to give each stockholder about $5.65 a 

share, allowing for 208 shares outstanding. The loss was thus $94.35 a share, a sorry 

ending to the Harvard Branch. Whitney, as purchaser, did better than the others, as we 

shall see. As late as 1870, the directors of the Fitchburg Railroad offered to purchase the 

Harvard Branch fran- 
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chise from him for $1,000.​47​
 And in 1874 J. A. Holmes sent word to him to call at an office in 

Boston. A note at the bottom of the sheet states that the call related to the roadbed and 

charter of the Harvard Branch, and that one-fourth belonged to the estate of E. T. Hastings, 

and one-half to Whitney.​48​
 Thus the Harvard Branch Railroad passes from the record. 

We will let literature have the last word. John Holmes ​49​
 wrote to James Russell Lowell in 

September, 1855: "Poor little Harvard Branch was sold up about two months since — 

William L. Whitney bought it, $10,500, and he has resold it in the most thorough manner — 

land (most of it), rails, turntable-stones (foundation—underpinning), and hath made a good 

bargain of it. I should not omit the station house, which was sold in lengths, like tape — and 

of which the front part was bought by College for the use of the new Professor Huntington." 

50​
 Referring to the matter again in a letter of November 10, also to Lowell, he wrote: "You 

know H.B.R.R. has been sold up. Well, College bought the station house, curvature of the 

spine and all.​51​
 They have cut off two thirds or more of the rear for a carpenter's shop, and 

left the front for the new Professor Huntington for moral gymnastics, I don't know exactly 

what." ​52​
 The building did not remain for the use of Professor Huntington very long. Dining 

facilities for the students were at that time very poor, and in 1865 Andrew Preston 

Peabody, Huntington's successor as Plummer Professor, hired the old station, and, with the 

assistance of Nathaniel Thayer, fitted it up as a commons. Within a year, the quarters 

proved too small, and Mr. Thayer, with others, contributed towards an enlargement. But 

with the building of Memorial Hall in 1874 and the provision of a large dining area there, 

Thayer Commons was closed. In 1883 it was torn down to make room for Austin Hall, the 

Harvard Law School building. It was reported in the1 930's that a part of the 
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old building was moved and became President Eliot's stables near where the Paine Music 

Building now is.​53 

Looking backward, we can assign many reasons for the failure of the Harvard Branch 

Railroad; several have been mentioned already. There proved to be insufficient clientele in 

the Harvard Square and Old Cambridge area, and the road made too indirect a run to Boston 



to attract all the passengers it should have. In view of the fact that the road never made a 

profit, we may ask why it was ever constructed at all. Some later observers have said that, 

had the horse cars been in operation in 1849, the railroad would not have been built.​54​
 But 

allowance must be made for the popular enthusiasm for railroads in the 1840's; it was a 

matter of pride, even of necessity, for Old Cambridge to be connected to Boston by rail. The 

instigators were also businessmen, and we must conclude that they guessed wrong. But 

their failure at least provided Old Cambridge and Harvard with a colorful episode; not until 

the coming of the rapid transit was Harvard Square to be in such direct and speedy 

connection with Boston. We can be grateful that the experiment was at least tried, and that 

the loss was not unduly severe. Each change in the mode of transportation is an occasion of 

regrets on the part of some; our regrets at the demise of the Harvard Branch can be quite 

detached. Who can now visualize a railroad running from just in back of the Littauer 

Building to Somerville? — the effect on present-day Harvard and Cambridge would be 

drastic. 
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I​T​ is altogether fitting that this paper on the Dramatic Club should be given in Craigie 

House. Some of the earliest plays of which we have a record were presented here and from 

the beginning, as you will see later on, the Longfellow family was active, first in the private 

theatricals, then in the plays at the Arsenal, and finally in the Cambridge Social Dramatic 



Club when Miss Anne Thorpe, to whom we are indebted for the use of the house tonight, 

appeared in several plays. 

Probably many of you, certainly some that I recognize here, remember the Golden Jubilee 

dinner of the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club on October 24, 1939. I accent the word social 

because that part of the club's name did not come into existence until 1891 though the 

Cambridge Dramatic Club began its existence in 1876 and the records show that as far back 

as 1862 amateur theatricals were presented in private houses by actors and actresses who 

later organized the two more recent clubs. In 1862 a group of Cambridge residents met at 

Governor Washburn's home in Quincy Street for a performance of Dickens Scenes and A 

Morning Call for the benefit of the Cambridge branch of the United States Sanitary 

Commission, which, during the Civil War, corresponded roughly to the Red Cross of today. 

It is interesting to note that in an old account book of the Sanitary Commission there is an 

entry under date of December 18, 1862, "Received from Private Theatricals $125.00." It is 

a fair assumption that this money came from the performances in Governor Washburn's 

house, but whether from sale of tickets or from a collection taken at the time I cannot 

definitely say. However, an entry on February 19, 1863, "Extra Theatrical Ticket, $1.00," 

would lead one to believe that the earlier receipts were from sale of tickets. 

Undoubtedly there were many such performances in subsequent years, but I have found no 

record of any until ten years later. In 1872 we find a record of "An Amateur Performance of 

'The Rose and the 
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Ring' at Mr. Greenough's House in Appian Way. Dramatization and management by J. B. 

Greenough." The cast for this performance included 

Miss Longfellow Mr. Jones 

Miss C. Howe  Mr. T. Howe 

Miss Hopkinson (later Mrs. Charles W. Eliot) Mr. Stone 

Miss K. Howe (later Mrs. H. N. Wheeler)     Mr. Richards 

Mr. W. P. Greenough Mr. Tilden 

Mr. J. B. Greenough Mr. S. Howe 

Mr. Delano Mr. M. Howe 

and as guards and pages Messrs. Dodge, Howe, Elliott, and Greenough. 

The performance was very successful and was followed by Mr. Greenough's other play, The 

Queen of Hearts, given at Craigie House and later published in the Atlantic Monthly. The 

Queen of Heartsbrought into the cast Miss G. Horsford, Miss K. Horsford, Miss Farley, Miss 

Whitney, Mr. Wetmore and Mr. McMillan. It has been justly stated that these two 

performances led directly to the establishment of the Cambridge Dramatic Club, which in 



turn led to the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club. Most if not all the participants in these two 

plays subsequently appeared in one capacity or another in the more formal productions that 

were to follow. 

In 1876 the old Cambridge Arsenal on Arsenal Square became available with a stage and a 

small auditorium. Mr. Samuel Eliot at the Golden Jubilee gave us a first-hand account of the 

Cambridge Dramatic Club that was so much better than anything I could write that I will 

quote it. 

"The original club was started in the Winter of 1876-77. The old warehouse of the State Arsenal 

at Garden and Chauncey Streets — where the Continental Hotel now stands — was rented and 

transformed into a cozy and adequate playhouse. The audience was comfortably seated in folding 

chairs on a sloping floor with two aisles. The stage had sufficient depth and the dressing and 

make-up rooms below were plain but convenient enough. Lighting was, of course, not as well 

understood then as it is now and there were just footlights and, I think, one spotlight. 

The Club was composed of Cambridge neighbors and friends with a scattering of college boys. 

The leading spirits were John P. Hopkinson and Katie Howe, later Mrs. Henry N. Wheeler. They 

headed an extraordinarily competent group of amateur players. Mr. Hopkinson took the heavy 

gentlemen parts and Katie Howe, most brilliant and vivacious of the group, was the leading lady. 
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Alice Longfellow took the parts for older women with rare distinction and one happily recalls her 

charm and grace and the silvery tones of her voice. Sadie Eustis took the young girl parts and 

was lovely to look at — lithe, buoyant and capable. The character parts for men were taken by Dr. 

Norton Folsom, Professors Greenough and Jackson, and an exceedingly clever law student named 

McMillan. The women's character parts and the soubrettes were in the expert hands of Clara 

Howe, Kate Horsford and Alice Jones (Aunt of Pauline and Lily Jones). For the Juvenile leads 

there were Harry Hodges, Arthur Perrin and an incomparable undergraduate John Sidney Webb. 

The club's first performance was given on February 1, 1877, with John Hopkinson, Professor J. B. 

Greenough, Alice Longfellow and Maidie Devens and a splendid supporting cast playing The Critic. 

That performance was repeated in April 1885 as the last play before the cherished Arsenal 

Theater was torn down. 

Of course I cannot catalogue all the plays any more than I can name all the players. I recall The 

Rivalswith Mr. Hopkinson as Sir Anthony Absolute and Kate Horsford as an unapproachable Mrs. 

Malaprop, andMasks and Faces with Kate Howe as an enchanting Peg Woffington and Frank 

Sever as the infant triplet. We even ventured into musical shows — The Blackbirds, The Rose and 

the Ring, Box and Cox. Grace Hopkinson — until she married President Eliot — the charming 

songstress, Charlie and Phil Stone, Charlie Reed and Gus Tucker-man the tenors, and Elliott 

Pendleton and Bert Williams as the basses — a really remarkable array of musical talent. 

My own first part was in a play called On Guard — a servant's part with one speech. [If I may 

interrupt Mr. Eliot for a moment, I hope he was more successful than I was in the second act of 

The Barker where I had one speech and in three performances forgot to say it. The play went on 

and no one knew the difference.] Then in my junior year I was given the fat part of a benevolent 



uncle and then took over the juvenile leads. There were some embarrassments for young lovers 

on the amateur stage in those days in connection with osculatory incidents. Kissing was 

forbidden — what unhappy prudes we were — and that prohibitive law was especially annoying 

when one was playing opposite Alice Grey or with Edith Young inThe Secret Agent. [Again 

interrupting Mr. Eliot, I remember one play in later years where the leading man was supposed 

to kiss the leading lady, not once but several times. Just before the curtain went up on the dress 

rehearsal she said to him, "Please don't kiss me tonight — my maids are in the audience and I 

don't want them to think I am promiscuous."] In She Stoops to Conquer I played Young Marlowe 

to Mrs. Wheeler's Kate Hardcastle. Mrs. Wheeler was older than I and our star performer so I 

held her in some awe. When the stage direction read "He tousles her hair" I needed some 

encouragement." 

Membership in the Cambridge Dramatic Club was divided into two classes — active and 

associate. The former members paid annual dues of one dollar and were given certain ticket 

privileges. In addition they 
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could attend rehearsals and take part in many backstage amusements. On the other hand, 

according to the by-laws it was "the duty of each [active member] to do whatever work 

may be assigned by proper authority" such as acting, directing, prompting, costumes, 

properties, etc. As the club did four and sometimes five performances a season this by-law 

must have been strictly enforced. It is not easy to find fifty or more people to work either 

on stage or backstage. The associate members were the audience and paid from three to six 

dollars a year according to whether the club gave two, three, or four performances. 

Associate membership was originally limited to one hundred but later increased "at the 

pleasure of the club," meaning of the active members. The normal number of productions in 

a season was four, but in the very first season five plays were given — Our Bitterest Foe by 

G. C. Herbert, The Critic by Sheridan, London Assuranceby Dion Boucicault, The Romance of 

a Poor Young Man from the French of Octave Feullet, and Goldsmith's She Stoops to 

Conquer. Again, in the season of 1878-79, the club presented five plays including Joy Is 

Dangerous, to the account of which there was a footnote reading "Miss Davis having broken 

her arm Miss Longfellow took her part to great acceptance, without rehearsal, at one day's 

notice. Miss K. C. Howe read the part at Dress Rehearsal." 

  

By 1880 the club was well established with Dr. Norton Folsom as secretary. His notices, 

written in longhand with purple ink, were short, courteous and to the point, such as "A 

meeting of the Cambridge Dramatic Club . . . for special business. Prompt attendance and 

early adjournment are desired." Certainly these were desirable and, I have no doubt, were 

accomplished, but I remember many a meeting in later years where we had prompt 

attendance but far from early adjournment. 

Another notice from Dr. Folsom reads: 

C. D. C. Picnic. On Monday, June 27, weather permitting, the barges will leave the North side of 

the first Parish Church, Harvard Square, at 3 P.M. and proceed to the Arsenal; thence, leaving at 

3-15, to Prof. Longfellow's: and thence, starting at 3-30, to the Riverside Boat House, in about 



two hours. The B. & A. R.R. train leaving Boston at 5 P.M. reaches Riverside at 5-28 and the party 

of thirty persons will then take boats for either Roberts' Mills or Fox Island, sup at 7 o'clock, and 

take boats again to Waltham, meet the barges there by 9-30 and can get home before 11 o'clock. 

For Comm. N. Folsom, June 21, 1881 
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Included with this notice was a message — 

An (anonymous) communication of some kind, in prose or verse, is earnestly requested from 

eachmember, to be read at the picnic​. 

I have not found any record of these anonymous communications, but I imagine they 

caused a good deal of hilarity. Obviously, because it was a party of only thirty persons, the 

picnic was for the active members. They worked and worked hard during the season but 

they had lots of fun. 

Unfortunately, the Cambridge Dramatic Club was forced to disband at the end of the season 

1884-85 because the Arsenal was to be torn down. For its last production the club gave two 

performances — A Household Fairy, and, in memory of its first performance in 1876, The 

Critic. Many of the original cast were still active but much new blood had been added since 

1876. Among those who had come to stay and guide the destinies of the Cambridge Social 

Dramatic Club, as yet unborn, were Miss Alberta Houghton, Miss Kate Noble, who later 

became Mrs. James J. Greenough, Mr. Thomas Ticknor, for years an actor and director, Mr. 

James J. Greenough, and Mr. H. N. Wheeler, director, stage manager, secretary, and 

treasurer, who in 1883 married Miss Kate Howe, who had been from the first the most 

active of active members. All of these were later to become the nucleus of the Cambridge 

Social Dramatic Club. 

The passing of the Cambridge Dramatic Club was celebrated by a grand farewell dinner at 

Young's hotel on May 11, 1885, with "sentiments read by N. Folsom, responses called for by 

J. P. Hopkinson who presided: alternating with songs, solo or quartet, as directed by S. A. 

Eliot." The Cambridge Dramatic Club was no more. 

But the desire for amateur theatricals would not die. In January 1891 the building of Brattle 

Hall by the Cambridge Social Union provided an excellent place for dramatic performances. 

Mrs. H. N. Wheeler who, you will recall, was Miss Katie Howe, "most brilliant and vivacious" 

of the original Arsenal group, and Mrs. James J. Greenough, who was Miss Kate Noble 

before her marriage, conceived the idea of reviving the Arsenal Players in conjunction with 

a smaller social club called the Saturday Club. A committee was formed consisting of 

Messrs. Folsom, 
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Wheeler, Greenough, and Agassiz, and Mrs. Wheeler, Miss Eustis, Miss Kate Horsford, and 

Mrs. Eliot, formerly Miss Grace Hopkinson, the "charming songstress" of Arsenal days. As 

early as January, 1890, the committee sent out a notice reading "It is proposed to start in 

Cambridge a new club, which shall be a combination of the old Saturday Night and 

Cambridge Dramatic Clubs" with meetings to be "held in Brattle Hall on Saturday evenings 

and some dramatic performance or other entertainment given in the early part of the 

evening, followed by simple refreshments and — from eleven to twelve o'clock — dancing," 

but it was not until January, 1891, that the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club came into being 

as outlined in the earlier notice. The response to the first notice was immediate and 

voluminous. Almost from the start it was found necessary to establish a waiting list, which 

existed for many years. 

Originally the stage in Brattle Hall was only nineteen feet deep. When scenery was in place 

the only way one could cross from one side of the stage to the other was to go outdoors, 

walk across the back of the building, and come in on the other side. I have been told that 

during one performance an actor did cross outside during a snow storm and, brushing snow 

off his clothes and hair, walked into a stage garden party on a warm summer afternoon. I 

remember a much later play where the programme told us that the scene in the second act 

was a tea party in the garden of an English country house. On Saturday night we discovered 

too late that the man from whom we had rented the garden scenery had taken it away. Mr. 

Cogswell, always resourceful and taking advantage of the rainy weather outside, stepped 

before the curtain and announced that due to the inclement weather the tea party had been 

moved from the garden into the house. 

In 1899 the stage was enlarged to a depth of forty feet and a troublesome chimney was 

removed. Space was provided for dressing rooms, a scene dock, a property room, and a 

green room, which was the scene of many meetings and after-the-play suppers. As time 

went on the green room walls became hung with framed programmes and pictures. When 

Brattle Hall was finally sold these were removed and stored in the cellar of a member's 

house. Unfortunately the cellar became flooded and all the programs and pictures were 

destroyed. However, I have been able to collect some items and they are arranged around 

the room for those who choose to look at them later. 
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The first performance of the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club was A Fool for Luck on 

January 24, 1891, followed by three other performances in rapid succession. The Cambridge 

Social Dramatic Club had arrived. It was a success from the start. In 1898 it was found 

necessary to issue a limited number of season tickets to the dress rehearsals in order to 

take care of some of those desiring to belong. Later on, when the auditorium was extended 

toward the street and a balcony was added, more members were admitted and still there 

was a waiting list. Finally, beginning with the season of 1919-20 it was decided to give two 

regular performances, on Friday and Saturday, as well as the dress rehearsal on Thursday. 

The regular performances were followed by a supper and by dancing until one o'clock on 

Friday and until midnight on Saturday. The notice announcing this change again stresses 

the existence of a long waiting list. 



From the beginning the club attracted talented actors and actresses, many of whom went 

on to become well known on Broadway and in Hollywood. Josephine Sherwood, for years a 

star on Broadway as Josephine Hull, first played with us in 1895 while a student at Radcliffe 

and appeared regularly throughout her college days. Harry Woodruff, later the star in 

Brown of Harvard, played leads for several years. Winthrop Ames and Vinton Freedley 

became successful New York producers. Eleanor Wesselhoeft went to Hollywood as did 

Hamilton MacFadden. Dorothy Sands, our director in the early twenties, is well established 

on Broadway, and T. S. Eliot, who played in The New Lady Bantock, is now famous as a 

poet, essayist, and playwright. Ed Massey, director and actor, became a director in New 

York. Francis Cleveland organized the Barnstormers in Tamworth, N.H., in 1930 and is still 

going strong. Many others went on to summer theaters: Charles S. Howard, Edward P. 

Goodnow, who also went to Hollywood, Robert Wallston, Irving Locke, Sidney Ball, John 

Stanley, Amy de G. Hall, Lily Jones, Elizabeth Sever, and Jean Goodale. Eleanor Holmes 

Hinkley, a club member who wrote two of our plays, was the author of Dear Jane, which 

was in Eva Le Gallienne's repertoire. There were many others who could have been 

successes on the professional stage if they had chosen such a career. 

On the business end, the C.S.D.C. was from 1890 to 1919 an informal organization 

conducted by a self-perpetuating executive committee of 
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thirteen. In 1919 the club was incorporated and Mr. Charles N. Cogswell was elected 

president, a position he held until his death in 1941. To his tact, humor, unfailing interest 

and encouragement belong what honor and success the club attained after he took office. 

And he needed all the tact and humor he possessed. The club was run by a board of seven 

directors, who were elected by the active committee of twenty-five members elected by the 

club at large. Previously the active committee was appointed by the executive committee 

and they were pledged to take part in any performance when called upon by the proper 

authority. The active committee elected by the club at large was under no such compulsion. 

Their only official function was to elect the directors and officers, but their unofficial 

function was to criticize the plays, the casting, the productions, or anything else that came 

to mind. Also the annual meeting, held in the spring, became more of a social event than a 

discussion of policy. Attendance was quite punctual but early adjournment, while desirable, 

was nearly impossible. But if early adjournment of the active committee was difficult, it was 

even more difficult when the directors met to choose and cast a play. There were two 

members who would never agree; what one liked the other one disliked. So we would end 

up discussing half a dozen plays and finally agreeing on a compromise. Then the real 

discussion commenced — who would be asked to play in it. Sometime after midnight a cast 

was selected and different individuals were allotted the task of persuading the selected 

people to play. Invariably, especially if it was a large cast, there would be some refusals 

and this would entail either much telephoning or another meeting. I can remember 

occasions when we had to discard one play because we could not cast it and start all over 

on a second one. Meanwhile time was running out. Once we put on a play with rehearsals 

every night for two weeks. Somehow the plays went on, some good, some bad, but the 

majority were pretty good. 



In the middle twenties, when Mr. G. P. Baker, one of our earliest actors, went to New Haven 

to found the Yale School of Drama, we inherited from his 47 Workshop three excellent 

directors, Dorothy Sands, Edward Massey, and Edward Goodnough, and a number of 

competent, well-trained actors. The next decade may well be called the Golden Age of the 

Dramatic Club. Under the stimulus of these directors and with the talent then available we 

put on at least one ambitious performance a year, 
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starting with East is West in 1925. The scene was a loveboat on the Yangtze River which we 

borrowed from the old St. James Theater — at least we thought we had borrowed it, but 

when we tried to return it they refused to take it back and we were saddled with a large 

love-boat that nobody wanted. In 1926 we gave "A gala revival of Fashion — the 

sensational success of 1845." Then came You and I in 1927, Hay Fever in 1928, The Mask 

and the Face in 1929. I have in my yard two climbing roses that were stage properties in 

that show. In 1930 we did Outward Bound, The Purple Mask in 1931 with 37 people in the 

cast, Gold in the Hills in 1932, The Trial of Mary Dugan and The Barker in the season of 

1933-34, and Silas the Chore Boy in 1935. 

There were many other excellent performances besides the ones mentioned above but 

never such a run of spactacular successes. Incidentally a list of all the plays from 1890 to 

1951 is in the exhibits. 

In The Devil's Host Jack Stanley, who was playing the lead, telephoned me one Monday — 

the first performance was to be on Thursday — to say he was on his way to the hospital for 

an appendectomy. We telephoned Francis Cleveland in Tamworth. He arrived on Tuesday 

and somehow or other learned his lines. He had difficulty learning his business, especially 

in one scene where he was to hand cocktail glasses to all the people on the stage, and the 

order in which he did it was very important. As he handed the glass to each person, that 

one would whisper where to go next. Of course the audience never knew it and the play 

was a big success. 

Not so successful was the time I was pressed into service in The Yeomen of the Guard 

because I was a quick study and did not have to sing much. A week or two after the play a 

friend who had been in the audience said to me, "Dick, I will go to see you act any time, but 

for Heaven's sake don't try to sing." I agreed. 

Not all of our difficulties were caused by such emergencies. There was the time in The 

Mystery Man when someone forgot to take a pair of handcuffs off Jack Howard. In the 

middle of a scene with him I saw him suddenly hold two manacled wrists up in the air. I 

don't remember exactly how we got out of that, but someone came on and freed him in 

time for his next bit of business. We had all kinds of difficulty in that play. We had a new 

young man playing the lead. In the first act he skipped about ten pages. I picked up the cue 

he gave me and we went on 
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until I realized what had happened and we went back to where he had skipped. He had 

passed over the first entrance of the leading lady and completely eliminated a small part 

played by Gushing Toppan. Before we got through that act we had played part of it three 

times. The third time the audience burst out laughing. It was not funny to us. 

In the first act of Silas the Chore Boy Lily Jones had to shoo two hens off the stage. One of 

the hens got on a fence post and refused to move. Lily had to pick up the bird and throw her 

off-stage where she was caught by a stage hand. We had a livelier bird the next night that 

ran all over the stage before Lily finally chased her off. 

In Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary Sally Carleton had a very quick change. The scene was laid in 

the garden of an English country house. When her cue came to enter, Mrs. Carleton did not 

appear, leaving the Newbegin brothers Edward and Henry stranded. They covered 

beautifully until Edward went into the house to look for her. He came out again saying, 

"She'll be right out," just as she appeared coming through the garden. Someone had moved 

her shoes, which caused her to be late. 

There was scarcely a performance when something did not go wrong, usually without the 

knowledge of the audience. No one knew that the reason the curtain was late in The Trial of 

Mary Dugan was because one of the men had forgotten to bring down his stage trousers 

and had to go home for them. 

Sometimes our difficulty was with the scenery or the properties. In Sleeping Dogs Edward 

Newbegin was supposed to pick up a large volume from the piano but someone had 

carelessly thrown a newspaper over it. He covered up very well and pretended to go 

upstairs for it. While he was "upstairs" someone else found the book. In The Purple Mask I 

was supposed to come into a room from a balcony through French windows. The stage crew 

had put up a pair of French windows that were nailed solidly in place. I finally ran around 

and came in the door to find Betty Darling standing in the middle of the stage wondering 

what was going to happen. We were so glad to see each other that we dashed madly into 

each other's arms with a bump that almost knocked us over. 

Some of the plays were quite ambitious, occasionally sensational. In The Admirable 

Crichton one of our better actresses walked on stage clad in a rather short leopard skin 

with no shoes or stockings — quite a sensa- 
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tion in those days and a fine conversation piece for the rest of the season. 

In the same play the scene called for a tropical rainstorm just before the end of an act. Mr. 

Cogswell and Philip Davis sat up all one night driving nail holes in a lead pipe connected by 



a hose to a faucet off-stage. When the water was turned on the rain was very realistic — 

too much so. Several ladies sitting in the front row in their low-cut evening dresses were 

seen slapping their bare chests and arms. The holes in the pipe were not all straight and the 

cold water was shooting into the audience. 

Miss Alberta Houghton used to give a tea at her house for the actors and backstage workers 

with their spouses. At those teas we would go over all the mishaps. After her death in 1931 

there was always a cast party at the house of one of the workers. Somewhere we picked up 

a sort of theme song to which Dudley Clapp would write lyrics, not always complimentary, 

about the play just finished which we would sing to the theme song. Like the anonymous 

verses at the old Dramatic Club picnic these songs caused a good deal of hilarity. 

Unfortunately the verses were too long and topical to include in this paper but a stanza will 

serve as an example. In Dear Ruth a new girl, Gail Whitehead, had to be kissed by one of 

the boys in the play. Neither of them knew how to do it so that it would look well from the 

audience. I was directing the play and, as Gail was most attractive, I was glad to coach her. 

About this Dudley wrote, "Now Gail never knew all the fun she was missing, till Coach gave 

her ten easy lessons in kissing." You will find several of these poems displayed around the 

room. 

We were always giving extra performances for some benefit or other. In the spring of 1941 

we took Theater to Camp Devens. We were told to get there early as we would have supper 

there. We were given coffee and doughnuts. The hall was filled with convalescent wounded 

soldiers. There were no programmes. An officer announced that we would give Theater, a 

play in three acts. He neglected to say that Acts I and II each had two scenes. At the end of 

the first scene in Act II, the soldiers, believing the play was over, all left the auditorium and 

men were sent out to bring them back. The same thing happened at the end of the second 

scene. After all it was a play in three acts and they had seen the curtain close four times. 

But the real fun came at the end. The leading lady, Gene Knudsen, was supposed to go off 

the stage leaving her maid, Amy 
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Hall, to stay on stage and light a cigarette. Amy was laughing so hard at something she saw 

in the wings that every time she tried to light a cigarette it would go out. The boys all over 

the hall began to yell, "Draw in, sister, draw in — don't blow." She finally got it lighted and 

the curtain came down to roars of laughter and loud applause. 

In 1926 we put on The Thirteenth Chair for the benefit of the Cambridge Social Union. The 

play required that a knife suddenly drop from the ceiling and stick in a table-top. We had 

rigged an ingenious arrangement that worked perfectly on eight nights. But on the last 

night the knife came down, struck the table and glanced off, headed for the people in the 

front row of the audience. Fortunately it landed in the footlight trough. 

As you know, we had a golden anniversary dinner to start our fiftieth year in 1939 followed 

by a short one-act play in which one of the parts was played by Hope Faxon, the great 

granddaughter of the J. B. Greenough who started the original amateur dramatics — four 

generations of one family. For our first play that year we gave Trelawney of the Wells, a 

revival of a play given in 1901. It was a most successful production followed by a supper 



and birthday cake in Mifflin Hall, at which many of the original cast were present. Our last 

production that season was Our Town, probably the best performance we ever gave. 

Meanwhile in 1929 the depression had occurred, fortunately after most of our membership 

dues had been paid for the season, so we were still fairly prosperous. But beginning in the 

fall of 1930 the membership fell off to such an extent that there was a grave question of our 

ability to continue. We did want to complete our fifty years and adopted all sorts of 

measures to keep going. To economize, we changed our programmes to a single sheet and 

cut out our suppers. Mrs. Munroe Day and Mrs. Charles Bolster formed membership 

committees that were very successful in getting new members. We had teas for new 

members and tryouts for actors in Brattle Hall. But a combination of events made our 

efforts futile. Of course, the subway which opened in 1911 had made access to Boston 

theaters very easy. The Harvard Dramatic Club and the Radcliffe Idler took the time of 

many of the undergraduates on whom we had relied for juvenile and ingenue parts. The tax 

commissioner insisted we pay an admission tax. Financial troubles forced the Social Union 

first to rent and finally to sell Brattle Hall. We had no home, no place to rehearse, 
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to store our properties and costumes, to put on our plays. We became nomadic. I had 

succeeded Mr. Cogswell as president of the club and found it increasingly difficult to find 

people to take the place of all the old stand-bys who had left or retired. 

In 1949 we played Dear Brutus in the Agassiz Theater at Radcliffe, followed by Miranda on 

the stage of the Longfellow School. In the spring of 1950 we put on our play in the Belmont 

Town Hall — The Winslow Boy, starring Alec Robey who had succeeded me as president. We 

ought to have stopped then and there after such a great success and we seriously discussed 

such a move, but we did want to finish sixty years. We started our sixtieth season with 

Pygmalion in the Belmont Town Hall, followed by Ladies in Retirement and Two Blind Mice, 

both in the Masonic Temple on Massachusetts Avenue. By that time it was obvious that no 

one, neither actors nor audience, liked to go jumping about from one place to another. It 

had become more and more difficult to get new members or even to keep the ones we had, 

and also to get new blood for the acting force. We missed the old familiar advantages and 

disadvantages of Brattle Hall with its memories and traditions, we missed the musty smell 

of grease-paint and dust. More than anything we missed the audiences. At the meeting of 

the active committee in the spring of 1949 Sidney Ball, for years one of our most competent 

and enjoyable actors, had been elected president. 

I am sorry that it is impossible to mention all the people who contributed so much to the 

success of the club. They all worked hard and willingly with no thought of reward except 

the fun they got out of it. But some great plays and players stick in my memory — The 

Adventure of Lady Ursulawith Sally Schaff as an ideal Lady Ursula; Charles Cogswell, that 

incomparable pantomimist, as the Eyesore in Pomander Walk; Captain Applejack with 

Arthur Howard; Amy Hall in Outward Bound, a fine production of a fine play; The 

Guardsman with Emily Hale; The Trial of Mary Dugan with Charles Howard and Corlis 

Wilbur; Henry Newbegin in The Barker; Jean Goodale in Stage Door; Our Town with Irving 

Locke as the commentator; Elinor Hopkinson in Papa Is All; and Alec Robey in Death Takes 



a Holiday, and in The Winslow Boy. And don't forget the secretaries, those unsung heroes 

and heroines without whose constant labors the club could not have lasted sixty years. I 

hope the audiences got as much pleasure out of watching our plays as we did in 
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presenting them and as I have had going through the old records and programs. 

The end was inevitable. In October 1950 the active committee rather reluctantly voted to 

discontinue activities. At the ripe old age of sixty the Cambridge Social Dramatic Club, one 

of the three oldest dramatic clubs in the country, quietly faded away. 
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NATURAL HISTORY AT HARVARD COLLEGE, 



1788-1842 

By JEANNETTE E. GRAUSTEIN 

Read April 26, 1960 

S​CIENCE​ and its technological offspring so dominate today's scene that it is difficult to 

grasp how relatively young they are as parts of the college curriculum — excepting, of 

course, mathematics. Before the Revolution the only scientific subject taught at Harvard 

besides mathematics was natural philosophy, which consisted mainly of astronomy and 

physics. The Hollis Professorship of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy, founded in 1727, 

was held for forty-one years in the mid-eighteenth century (1737-1779) by John Winthrop, 

Harvard's earliest productive scientist. 

When, near the close of the Revolution, a medical school was started at Harvard, instruction 

in chemistry became as essential as anatomy and medicine. A course in Materia Medica, 

formed a minor part of medical training: since the chief medicinal materials at that time 

were plants with real or reputed physiological effects, it was desirable for the 

doctor-in-training to learn to recognize such plants. Thus it came about that many of the 

early students of plants were physicians and that the first undergraduate instruction in 

botany was given by a member of the medical faculty. Botany, starting as the handmaid of 

medicine, eventually grew to the stature of a science. It did not at first usually form a 

separate course, but at most American colleges was coupled with zoology and sometimes 

also with geology and mineralogy, to make a course called natural history. 

The Medical School of Pennsylvania and that of King's College (Columbia) were begun in 

colonial times, but the latter conferred no degrees and did not survive the Revolution. 

Although instruction in medicine at Harvard had been anticipated as early as President 

Dunster's day, the first move toward instrumenting this ambition was delayed until the time 

of President Willard. A detailed plan for the first of Harvard's graduate schools, "The 

Medical Institution of Harvard University," was approved by the Corporation in 1782. Within 

a few months a faculty of 
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three professors was appointed: Dr. John Warren, H.C. 1771, Professor of Anatomy and 

Surgery; Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse (1754-1846), whose medical degree was received at the 

University of Leyden in 1780, Professor of Theory and Practice of Physic; Dr. Aaron Dexter, 

H.C. 1766, Professor of Chemistry and Materia Medica. Holden Chapel, which the student 

body had outgrown, was modified to provide lecture space for the Medical School. The 

course was for three years with lectures starting each November and continuing for a 

period of fourteen weeks. The growth of the school at first was very slow; the first degrees 

in medicine, two in number, were not conferred until 1788, and for the first fifteen years 

the graduates averaged two and a third a year. 

The Corporation felt financially able to start the Medical School, having received a bequest 

therefor from Dr. Ezekial Hersey, H.C. 1728, and his widow. In a few years a bequest from 

Dr. Abner Hersey, brother of Ezekial, permitted the establishment of the anatomy and 



physic Professorships as Hersey Professorships, and William Erving, H.C. 1753, who died in 

1791, endowed the Erving Professorship of Chemistry and Materia Medica. 

In the earliest years no salary seems to have been paid and although each professor 

received his students' fees there were few students. The situation probably presented no 

difficulties to Dr. Warren and Dr. Dexter, successfully established in private practice in 

Boston, but Dr. Waterhouse faced financial problems in moving from Rhode Island to 

Cambridge, a small village already supplied with the services of two physicians, Dr. William 

Gammage and Dr. Timothy L. Jennison. So it is hardly surprising that, having received no 

salary in three years, Dr. Waterhouse sent in his resignation on September 6, 1786. It was 

not accepted because the Corporation observed that he remained in Cambridge. About a 

year later they voted that the medical professors were to receive "a moiety of the income" 

— presumably of the Hersey Fund. 

For Dr. Waterhouse an additional source of income was found. In the spring of 1788 the 

Corporation voted that Dr. Waterhouse was to deliver annually a course of lectures upon 

natural history, an elective for seniors who presented written parental permission and paid 

a guinea fee to the lecturer. At the same time a loan of £20 was voted to Waterhouse, 

evidently to pay for printing a synopsis of the course, for he was to repay the amount, with 

interest, from the sale of such a pamphlet. 
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This was not a new field to Dr. Waterhouse, as he had been appointed Professor of Natural 

History at Rhode Island College (Brown University) in 1784, and his name remained on the 

faculty list there into 1791. He evidently gave courses in natural history at least twice, the 

first series delivered in the state house at Providence. It has been claimed that this was the 

first course in natural history ever given in the United States. This activity of Dr. 

Waterhouse doubtless led to Professor Wigglesworth's suggestion that he be appointed to 

give a similar course to Harvard undergraduates. 

The new talent available at the Medical School made feasible also the addition to the 

undergraduate curriculum of a course of lectures in chemistry by Dr. Dexter. Probably 

Dexter's most productive pupil was Parker Cleaveland, H.C. 1797, later Professor of 

Mathematics and Natural Philosophy at Bowdoin College, who developed into a 

world-renowned mineralogist through the publication in 1816 of a sound and enlightened 

text on mineralogy and geology. Evidently Cleaveland did not take Waterhouse's course in 

natural history, for he once stated that when he went to Bowdoin he did not know that 

there was more than one kind of rock in the world. In 1820 when the Harvard Corporation 

was planning to add mineralogy to the college curriculum as a separate course, the position 

of instructor was offered to Cleaveland; after mulling over the matter for more than eight 

months he decided to remain at Bowdoin. It is not apparent that any of Waterhouse's pupils 

embraced any phase of natural history as a vocation or an avocation. 

Dr. Waterhouse's course in natural history was offered annually for twenty-two consecutive 

years. The first course of twelve lectures, held in the autumn of 1788, was given gratis. The 

next year five seniors took the course, and by 1795 forty-one were enrolled. Since the 

graduating classes of this period occasionally numbered one or two less than thirty and 

only three times were above fifty, the number of elections was presumably gratifying. In 

1805 Waterhouse attempted to increase the fee from a guinea to ten dollars but was balked 


