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Like most other institutions of any last~ng ~alue, Xavier University had its beginnings in
cons1derable confusion.
<

First of all, in the early i9th century
when the Bishop of Cincinnati called upon the Jesui
to t~ke over his college, then called the Atenaeurn
at S~xth and Sycamore Streets, no other group of
men was so heartily despised as the Jesuit Fathers.
The F~under of the Jesuit Order, Ignatius Loyola,
is sa1d to have prayed that his order would always
be ~ersecuted since he was convinced that persecut10n is good for the soul. Unfortunately, this
particular prayer of his seems to have been extraordinarily efficacious since the Jesuits have somehow always managed to win the contempt of some
people almost everywhere. Even today, to describe
a man as "Jesuitical" is not to pay him a compliment.
Politics and polemics against the Jesuits
were so strong in the late 18th century that Pope
Clement XIV, a good and pious Franciscan once nominated for sainthood, suppressed the Jesuits in
1773, declaring in a papal bull that the Order
was banished ' ''forever.'' Forty years later, in
1814, the Order was reconstituted by another pope
(and this should give us some insight into what
is meant by the word "forever" when it appears
in papal bulls). But, all of this enmity towards
the Jesuits had its effect in the United States.
Fnr example, in 1816, that distinguished
statesman and second president of the United State ~
John Adams, viewed the revival of the Jesuits as
a disaster. Writing to Thomas Jefferson in 1816,
he said: "This Society has been a greater ca1amit:
to Mankind than the French Revolution or Napoleon's
despotism or ideology. It has obstructed the progress of reformation and improvement of the human
mind much longer and more fatally." Since John
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Adams was 81 years old at the time he wrote this
letter, his words can hardly be attributed to
youthful rashness.
Th~rty years later, his son, John Quincy
Adams, ·the sixth president of the united States,
seventy-six but full of vigor, cam~ to Cincinnati,
and, in a speech given at the Wesley Methodi,s t
Episcopal Chapel, excoriated the Founder of the
Jesuits, Ignatius Loyola, for having founded the
Spanish Inquisition. Most of the daily newspapers
ignored this attack, but some of the Jesuit Fathers
who had but a few years sinc~ taken up residence
in the city were somewhat puzzled by this accusation, for, as the Catholic Telegraph pointed out
in its columns several days later, not only had
the Spanish Inquisition been founded three hundred
years before the birth of Ignatius Loyola, but the
Inquisition had jailed him on more than one occasion.

It is somewhat surprising then in the
midst of these accusations ,a nd atmosphere of
general distrust that Bishop Fenwick should turn
to the .Jesuits in 1840 and ask them to take over
his newly founded college. Certainly a group of
men with this kind of reputation would not attract
wide civic support or any funds from businessmen.
Actually, Bishop Fenwick turned to the
Jesuits as a last resort. When he came to the
city as its first Catholic bishop in 18~2, t~e
weekly newspaper, Libe'r ty Hall and c~nc1nnat1
Gazette, said that this appointment Interests
not only Catholics, but all the friends of
literature and useful knowledge, as we understand that his intention is ultimately to open
a school, aided by the member~ of , his ,Order,
_
so long distinguished for the1r p1etY ,and learn
•
" The order referred to, of course, was
1ng.
h' h the Bishop himself belonged,
the or.der to w 1C
the Dominican Order.
Although Bishop Fenwic~ was a nativeborn in Maryland -born Ameriqan -- having b een
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h~s father had been born
h~mself been educated b in Engla~d, and he had
monks living in exile i~ :he ~ngl~sh Dominican
enough with European caPiteig~urn,
so he was famili ar
could be found for th
1 0 s to know where funds
for Cincinnati. By l~2~o ~ege he felt was necessa
funds to erect his f' t' e had obtained sufficienthe west side of sYC~rs cathedral, situated on
Seventh. It was ado~~ore ~treet,be~ween Sixth and
to Bishop Fenwick by C:~d~1tr pa1nt1ngs presented
uncle, on the occasion Of1n~ Fesch, Napoleon's
to Rome in 1824
W'th'
B~shop Fenwick's visit
.
.
~
~n a few years, two of his
prlests were to be buried in the crypt of the new
c~thedra~, Father De Cliceur, 'a Belgian and the
f1rst pr1est ~rdained by Bishop Fenwick, and Father
Munos, a Span1ard, who was Bishop Fenwick's vicargeneral and, before' coming to America, had been
a confessor to the King of Spain.
It was not until four years later, in

1830, that he obtained funds to erect a college

building, and his benefactors' were a zealous group
of Viennese who donated twenty-three thousand
dollars for the bui~ding of quarters for the
college. The college opened on October 17, 1831,
the first Catholic institution of higher learning in the old Northwest Territory. Bishop
Fenwick himself was the' first president of the
college. One year later, in 1832, he appointed
Father James I. Mullon as his successor.
'Staffing remained a serious problem.
The bishop appealed to the Dominicans for assistance, but the Dominican Superior felt that he had
too few men to be able to take over the responsibilities of a college.
Apparently assisted by his cousin, Father
Enodl Femdck, a Jesuit of Georgetown University,
developed a series of negotiations which he thought
would attract Jesuits to Cincinnati. In one of
them, he proposed that a Jesuit be made his Coadjutor Bishop with the right of succession, recommending that Father Peter Kenney, a professor
at Georgetown, who had visited the college, be
appointed to this position. But Father Kenney
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had a n~er of problems with this proposal. First
of all, l~ke all Jesuits, he had taken a vow never
to ~ccept any kind of ecclesiastical honor or high
off1ce, such as that of bishop. Secondly, he felt
that ~e.w~s too old and infirm to accept the respons~b~l~ties of a bishop, even if ordered to do
so by the pope. Thirdly, - - and apparently this
was not the least important reason -- the people
of Ohio did not hold the Jesuits in high regard.
Any further plans of bringing the Jesuit
Fathers to Cincinnati to staff the college were
cut short by Bishop Fenwick's death. While visiting the northern limits of his diocese , he contracted cholera and died on september 27, 1832,
in wooster, Ohio.
His successor as Bishop was John Baptist
Purcell, who was born in Ireland and educated in
France. Besides being bishop, purcell acted as
President of the college. He was in office for
only a few years when the financial panic of 1837
struck the city. The Athenaeum was closed temporarily until the Bishop, like his predecessor,
Bishop Fenwick, could go to Europe to borrow and
beg funds for the college.
"Despising shame," he wrote, " I knocked
with the pilgrim and the beggar at the gate of the
rich and at the cottage door of the poor in Europe."
He was successful, not only in raising enough
funds to reopen the college, but also in wringing
a promise from the Jesuit superior in Rome to send
some Jesuits from st. Louis university, which had
been founded some years earlier.
This decision, however, met with some
resistance. Besides staffing a college in st:
is the Jesuits had begun a small college ~n
ou
,
k
d were planning another
L
Bardstown, Kentuc y, an
i
'ble to find
in Louisville. It would be mposs~
sufficient students or staff ~or ~wo coll~ges,
one in LOuisvi11e, the other ~n c~ncinnat1.
one of the planners, Father William

stack Murphy,

~ho

later became one of the founders
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of Fordham, argued in favor of the move to Cinc.a~ ___
"They will certainly be successful in Ohio," he
wrote, "because Ohio is without slavery, without
assassins and ((contains}) within its limits the
elite of the German and Irish inunigrants."
During the final negotiations, Bishop
Purcell suggested the possibility of relocating
the college in the country. "I could give you 50
acres of land in Brown County," he wrote, "or,
instead of this land in Brown County, you can have
1,600 or 2,000 acres in Gallia county, twelve IDil
from the Ohio River and 18 miles from Gallipolis. But, unlike the Benedictines and Carthusians, the
Jesuits have never been fond of remote places,
so they chose the city of Cincinnati, whose population was then 45,000. Father John E1et, who
had been President of St. Louis University, was
named the first Jesuit President of Xavier, and
formal announcement of the transfer of property
was made on September 6, 1840. The name of the
college, "The Athenaeum," was changed to St.
Francis Xavier College. This was appropriate
for several reasons, one being that the chapel
in the Athenaeum had actually been ded i cated
in his memory and the other being that the Jesuit
saint who had traveled and labored in the Far
East during the 16th century was highly regarded
by many for his heroic efforts on behalf of the
poor.
Under the new administration, the colle
curriculum had some interesting developments.
First of all, to the old classical program of
Gree k, Latin, Mathematics, History and English
was added a "Mercantile Department" -- to provide, in the words of the old catalogue, "a
modern business educat1on." A yeo.r 1o:ccr, in
March, 1841, classes were offered at night, both
in bookkeeping and in German literature for
those who worked during the day. The college
ran the following advertisement in the daily
papers: "At the request of some young gentlemen who are desirous to learn the German language
and who have expressed their wish to attend at
night, after the hours of business, a German
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Class and also a bookkeeping class will be opened
at the St . xavier College on the 1st of March next,
and will be taught every evening toward candlelight. A later hour has been chosen in order to
afford both to the students and to persons engaged
during the day in mercantile pursuits an opportunity
for frequenting these classes."
Regulations found in the first college
catalogue issued in 1841 by the President, Father
Elet, might be described as friendly but firm:
"This literary establishment,
incorporated by the State Legislature
• . . enjoys all the privileges
usually granted to universities.
Its location is peculiarly advantageous to the mental improvement and bodily comfort of the
student; it affords him the
opportunity of attending many
interesting lectures in this
city; it procures him the advantages derivable from regular and well supplied markets,
and enables him, in case of sickness, to obtain the best medical
attendance. • . The diet is plain
but wholesome and abundanti the
discipline is firm but paternal.
The teachers are • . • exclusively
devoted to 'the e~ucati~n of
those entrusted ~.n .the~r charge.
The religion professed,bY,the i
teachers and by the ma]Or1ty 0
'Is is that of the Roman
the pup~ h c h yet students
catholic C u: "
dof all denom1nat10ns are a

mitted."
college was the European
The model for the , sion was 10. Each
model. Earliest age for ~dm~:vel of his competency.
tudent was admitted to team studied during six
;hose in the Classical progrRhetoriC, Chemistry,
years Latin, Gre 7k , poctr~,
Psychology (called
Botany, Mathemat1cS, PhYS1cS,
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Mental
Philosophy) ,an d Mora 1 Ph1losophy
'
If
(or Ethics).
one want 7d Span1sh and German, he could take
these addit10nal courses without extra charge.

c
- !

When one had completed six years of

~~u~s~s, he was awarded the degree of Bachelor

~E

t

r s. As at Oxford and Cambridge the Master's
degree was considered to be a privat~ matter
It
was conferred upon alumni "Wh
f
.
pleted their
'
0, a ter having comat 1
colleg~ate course, shall have devoted
f' ~ast t,:,o y~ars to some literary pursuit." All
~na
exam1nat10ns were public.
Certain regulations are described in
;he ea 7ly catalogues of the 1840's as being
pecul~ar - to boarders." For example, during the
school year, which ran from September 1 until
July 1, boarders were permitted to visit their
parents, guardians or relations residing in the
city or its vicinit~ only once a month. "Boarders
must be at all times under the superintendence
of one of the 6fficers. • ., I, the catalogue
sternly warns.
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"On entering," the catalogue goes on
to say, "Each boarder must be provided with a
uniform to be worn upon public occasions; it consists of a blue or black frock coat, with pantaloons of the same cloth for winter, and white
pantaloons for summer."
No student was allowed to have more
money in his own custody than pocket money,
limited to twenty-five cents a week. All letters
sent or received by students, unless they be to
or from their parents, were "subject to the inspection of the President." All of these rules
had a rea~nn, of course.
An early notice to students explained: "The culture of the heart and
mind of youth constitutes the end of this institution, and this important object can only be
attained by establishing order and a systematic
course of procedure . • • " "These rules are not
imposed with the design of subjecting the students
to a heavy and a toilsome yoke, but of promoting
their advancement in virtue and science. An idea
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pervades mankind, particularly the youthful portion
of it, that happiness and unbounded liberty of acting in accordance to the dictates of inclination and
caprice are synonymous, but experience evinces that
present sufferings and future ignorance are the
natural results of disorder."
The daily routine at the young college
was hardly one· that makes one long for the "good
old days."
The rising bell rang at five o'clock.
At five-thirty there were prayers, followed by
a study period of an hour. Then there was breakfast, followed by a half hour of recreation.
Classes began at eight. From eight until
eight-thirty, penmanship was practiced by all.
Latin followed until nine-thirty. Greek occupied
the next hour and English the next.
At eleven-thirty there was an elaborate
series of courses relating history, mythology and
geography for the juniors. The seniors studied
chemistry and physics.
After a late lunch, French, . Mathematics
and German were studied until four-thirty, when a
half hour was given over to recreation. At five,
a two and a half hour period of study began. supper
was at seven thirty. Prayers at eight thirty were
followed by "lights out."
The annual graduation ceremonies were
arduous • . One old program lists the following:
"An Eulogy on George Washington," in Eng.lish -followed by a short speech in French, "Les Embarras
de Paris " -- then an original Latin ode, followed
b a spe~ch in German entitled "Der Ge.ist deutscher
FY 'h 't" The high spot in the ceremonies was an
o~i~i~~l'Greek discourse, given by Timothy O'Connor.
To say that this rigorous, largely classical education was welcomed bY,all would ~e inac:urate.
"It will .t ake time," one Jesu~t warned, to con
vince the youth of America • • . that the study 0 f
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the ancient language is of any use to them; we sha
never be able to get along without teaching a spec
course for such as are preparing for business."
Following the Continental custom, the
boys at Xavier had Thursday off . Most of them
spent this day "in the country" -- the "country"
~or many years being the home of Bishop Purcell
~n Walnut Hills.
The present boundaries of the
seven and one-quarter acres property would be: on
the West, Salutaris Avenue: on the North a line
beginning at McMillan Avenue and running'East
to Moorman Avenue; and on the South, a line
described simply a.s being "the brow of the hill."
This Walnut Hills property later became
the site of a college prep, but, after a few years ,
it was decided that being located in Walnut Hills
made it too far out in the country to attract
students, so the prep was reinstalled in the
city
where it remained for over a century,
when it was moved to North Bend Road, the present
site of St. x., in 1960 .
As the young college struggled to take
form in the 1840's and 1850's, several controversies
caused considerable .internal problems . First of
all, there was a growing criticism of the classica l
program, which stressed, as did its European original, a knowledge of Latin and Greek. The classi
program was in disarray, many charged. Courses
were not taught in sequence. Moreover, high grades
were given out too easily: "Academic honors were
being bestowed on the unworthy." The publication
of a book in France by the Abbe Gaume, Le Ver
Rongeur, intensified the debate by charging that
the study of the pagan authors was a "canker-worm"
and should be replaced by the study of the early
Christian writers. But one American Jesuit,
Father Murphy, assured the Jesuit Superior in
Rome that he had never met a single American
pupil who read one line of Latin without being
obliged to do so by his professor; hence the
danger of corruption was minimal. This storm
over the ill-effects of. reading Ovid and others
soon passed over. A more serious threat to the
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classics appeared as interest in collegiate business education developed. For a period in the 1850's,
at some Jesuit colleges, students who wished to take
courses in business were counselled to go elsewhere
than a Jesuit college. This was not true of Xavier,
but the pressure to drop business courses grew very
great. An effort was even made to have the same
professors teach both kinds of courses, classical
and commercial, to underline their basic unity.
Finally , not a few Jesuits wondered if
their colleges were really effective in making
their students better persons. A growing number
thought that the ideal occupation was to . work
directly in the ministry and that the most profitable of all employments for a Jesuit was to go around
the country preaching sermons and recovering lost
sheep, as a Father Weninger wrote in 1858. The
charge was made that the students who had attended
the Jesuit colleges did not to a surprising extent
prove to be moral leaders in later life. It was
pointed out that few of their graduates entered
the priesthood or the Jesuit Order. Others were
quick to point out that the college was never
intended to be a seminary, so it could not be
faulted if its graduates failed to enter the
priesthood. The ' ubiquitous, Father William Stack
Murphy, who always seemed to have something to
say on almost every topic, had something to say
about the colleges: "I admit that our colleges
are not doing all the good which one might
desire , but I believe that the fault is not in
the colleges but in the circumstances in which
the majority of our pupils find themselves into
the world." Archbishop Kenrick of St. Louis
thought otherwise, and he had. some bitter comments
to make on Jesuit colleges in 1843 : ,"I allude
to our colleges, which I have long S1nce regard 7d
as anything but useful to relig~on. The cathol1cs
appear,to ' lose"rather than gain by frequenting suc h
academ1es • • •
Even the Bishop of Cincinnati, Bishop
purcell was having some second thoughts ~bo~t
xavier.' First of all, one of the ' colleg e s ay
pro f essors, John B . stallo, professor of German
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language and lit erature, pubLicly accused Bishop
Purcell of having used .for the construction of
his cathedral money raised in Europe for the purpose of building parishes for Germans in the unitec
States. Moreover, when Archbishop Purcell brought
suit in a civil court to recover church property
unlawfully retained by the pastor of Holy Trinity
Church in Cincinnati, Professor Stallo appeared
as counsel for the defendant. Finally, when Bisho
Purcell vigorously supported the well-known temper
crusader, Father Matthew, and urged that Catholics
take a promise of total abstinence, the Jesuits
did not support this view, and one of them, Father
John Larkin·, preached a more moderate view describing the pledge being urged upon Catholics as
being a "pious r esolution " rather than as a promise
binding under sin, for he added, "The moderate
use of wine or of any liquor is of itself lawful. D
Yet, all these crises soon disappeared.
Classical literature continued to be taught, and
its potential· bad effect on morals was felt to be
illusory. Collegiate business education continued
to be taught side by side with the classics. Moreover, there appeared to be .growing evidence that
a good college education often made men better
Christians, so Bishop Purcell publicly urged the
community to support the college, which many
generously did.
The college had strong lay supporters
as early as 1837, when such well-known names as
General William Henry Harrison and Nicholas Longwort
appeared in' the college catalogue. In 1846, the
Queen of France , consort of Louis Phillippe, sent
a painting from the· king's private gallery to adorn
the college chur ch.
Many of ·t he boarders came from the south ~
states. In the academic year 1852-1853, seventyseven boarders were registered, of whom 32 were
from the south or from Latin American countries.
Most of the sout hern students were French speaking
Creoles. The prefect of studies' diary for October
15, 1850, contains the fo1.lowing item: "Today
Father Rector directed something to be done to re-
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strain the Creoles from speaking French and appointed
Father Wippern to establish some rule for it."
In the 1841-184 2 academic year, the register showed only about ten percent German names;
in 1861-1862, the percenta ge had risen to fifty five.
However prosperous, the young college
did not escape one of the curses of 19th century
Ohio: the cholera. It i s estimated that the cholera
of 1849 and 1850 swept away 7,500 of the city's
inhabitants. Almost every summer there was a recurrence in the college of the Asiatic disease, and
a member of the faculty invariably fell victim to
it. Father Angelo Maessee 1e, who had been born
in Belgium, died in the summer of 1849, at the
age of thirty-eight. Father Christopher Gene11i,
who came to Cincinnati fr om Austria, died in
August, 1850. In the following summer, a distinguished Jesuit from Virginia died. Originally
a lawyer, married and the father of two daughters,
Julius Johnston had entered the Jesuit Order upon
the death of his wife and was assigned to the
college to teach. Johnston kept a detailed diary,
and, after a day spent in the winter of 1841 at
the college house in Walnut Hills, he wrote as
follows: "Took notice of the great beauty of the
woods and their various colored hues, reminding
me of the mountains of Virginia and stirring my
soul with great recollections • • • What a union
of the Beautiful and Sublime. Beauty in the
gorgeous dyes that cover the trees, sublimity
in the deep suggestion of the Future and the
Infinite." Six months later, on June 10, 1841,
death came to him in his forty-first year.
Fortunately, most of the students escaped the fever. According to a pious writer in
the college diary in 1849, "Cholera swept the
city, but the students placing themselves under
the protection of the Blessed Virgin, were spared,"
except, the biographer adds , not without a touch
of superstition, "a Mexican who died on his trip
home. He was the only one who refused to contribute toward gold crowns the studens bought for
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Our Lady's statue . .

"

In the 1850's, struggles between the newl
well-estab l
the city.
Enrollment
in the college fell off " and in 1854 i t
.
was d ec~ded
to c lose the residence halls, since
only a handful o f out-of-town students had registered for cl a sses, apparently because of the
civil disturbances. Father Peter DeSmet, who was
later to do outstanding work among the Indians,
described the condition of the college a s follows:
"The financial sta te of the college gives us a grea
deal of concern. The debt amounts to $ 2 5,068.00.
This money was raised from petty deposi t ors or
creditors • • • Should any rumors of a disquieting
nature be started against us, say of an attack
on the college by the anti-Catholic party or
something similar, a great many of these petty
creditors would come and call for their deposits,
and the Procurator would find himself unable to
meet the calls."
arr~ved German a~d Irish immigrants and
nat~ve-born Amer~cans caused turmoil in

But two years later, in 1856, the Preside
of the college, Father Maurice Oakley (after whom
the section of our city known as Oakley is named),
fel t that the c risis had passed. He decided to
r enovate the co llege buildings and build an entirely new church. As one of the old church walls
was being unde r mined, the entire building collapsed ,
killing thirtee n workmen. Within a few hours, a
hostile crowd, estimated at ten thousand, gathered
on the scene shouting accusations of criminal carelessness again s t the Jesuits. Fortunately, the
police, under t he personal direction of the mayor,
were able to di sperse the crowd before any harm
could be done.
On J u ly 16, 1861, Father Oakley was
succeeded in t he presidency by Father John Schultz ,
who had previou sly been guiding the Potawatomi
Mission of St. Mary's in Kansas. "Ve ry seldom,"
Father Schultz complained, "has it befallen any
of Ours who has spent ten years among the rude,
uncivilized Indians to be called thence suddenly
and set over a college in a very populous city.
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But how precious a thing is the virtue of obedience,
I realized on this occasion."
However, the college seemed to be entering into prosperous days. Bishop Purcell, once
unhappy with the college, was now its good friend
and loyal supporter. But the stunning spread of
the civil war in the South once again threatened
the existence of the college.
And so it was. The first thirty years
-- 1831 to 1861 -- were ye a rs filled with contradictions. Biship Fenwick, a Dominican, had come
to Cincinnati where he was warmly greeted, not
merely because he was a dedicated churchman and
fine priest, but because he planned to start a
college staffed by the Dominicans. Instead, he
had to turn to the Jesuits. The Jesuits came because they had been told that Cincinnati was a
beautiful city -- as it surely was -- and a healthy
city -- as it surely was not. No one told the
Fathers about the cholera which swept over the
city each summer. The Jesuits came to estab~ish ,
a residential college, modeled after the res1dent1a l
colleges of England and France. Withi~ fifteen
years they were forced to a bandon the ~ r mode1
and b~come a college larg ely for commuters -- for
residents of the city.
b t curricu1um, the
The old quarrels ~ ~u rades and too many
complaints about too manYt~ ~in~ of the co11ege as

academic ~~~~r~ir~~: ~~e:e~~ ~s sc;~~c~e~~ui~ ~~ese
a place w
1 f these anx1e t1eS w
d even
taught -- al b~t the y go bac k to Pl:;~o~~ of the
early ye~rs, But they are a l l exp~~t to serve
beyond h m.
f good men who w
deepest,desires ~aningful wa y.
others 1n some m
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tto chosen f or the Os "VIDIT MiRABiLiA
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Were Bishop Fenwick, the founder of the college, t o
see what the college is today, one hundred and fif
years after its founding, he would share the same
sentiments of surprise. Were he not a pious man,
he might even say, "Well, I'll be damned."

