Religion, Reform, Race (and Rockefeller):

Cleveland History Viewed Through the Lens of Philanthropy
Darwin H. Stapleton

“Synthetic narratives must explore patterns of relations between various groups variously defined, not exclu-
sively by the holy trinity of race, class, and gender. These relations will be relations of power, but they are
embedded in culture and institutions, and they are mediated, at least in some cases, by larger ideals, even his-
torically specific American ideals.”

— Thomas Bender, 1994

I welcome this opportunity to speak about Cleveland and philanthropy because it provides an oppor-
tunity to present an argument that has evolved from over fifteen years of studying the city’s history: I be-
lieve that Cleveland’s history would be far better understood if it was deeply informed by the city’s philan-
thropic impulse and the cultural framework of that impulse. I will focus my remarks on religion, reform,
and race in Cleveland history, and because so much of my research has focused on University Circle and
the philanthropic activities of John D. Rockefeller I will draw liberally on them to illustrate my remarks.

In general I believe that what I have to say will suggest:

(1) that the physical form of University Circle—its buildings, landscape and boundaries—can be
understood as in large part shaped by concerns of religion, race, and reform; and
(2) that the obvious successes and accomplishments of philanthropy have been significantly lim-
ited by its inability to work outside of, or overcome, some of the deep divisions in Cleveland society.
* * %

Religion has undoubtedly been the most important cultural force in Cleveland history. The over-
whelming majority of Clevelanders arrived here with or were born into religious faiths of Judeo-Christian
heritage, and a large portion acted out their faiths in part by the support of religious institutions. For
Clevelanders the philanthropic impulse often has been almost inseparable from expressions of faith.? Sev-
eral years ago, in his study of antebellum benevolence in Cleveland, Michael McTigue asserted that:

For evangelical Protestants, benevolence was one of the fruits of conversion—virtually an

outward sign of inward grace—since promoting the good of one’s fellow creatures ad-

vanced the glory of God. Cleveland humanitarianism reflected this evangelical founda-

tion. James A. Thome, minister of Ohio City’s First Presbyterian Church, saw “the true

idea of Christianity as a union of piety and philanthropy. The Second Presbyterian

Church’s Manual suggested that members ask themselves, “Is my religion merely negative,

not doing any harm, or am I positively active in devising and executing schemes of good-

ness?” Similar sentiments were expressed by Baptist and Episcopal ministers.
This was the framework of religious expression in which John D. Rockefeller grew to maturity, and which
led him in 1855, at age 16, to donate about 10% of his earliest earnings to his church, missionary activities,
and the poor.* As he grew wealthy he continued this pattern. This pattern of commitment of time or
money, or both, he held in common with a large number of other leaders of industrial Cleveland, giving it
one of strongest philanthropic traditions in the nation.

The religious framework for the philanthropic impulse was acted out in the 19th century largely within
institutional frameworks, both the traditional one of churches, and the newer forms of associations that de
Tocqueville celebrated as the marks of American culture.

In Cleveland the Old Stone (Presbyterian) Church, located on Public Square, was perhaps the model
of an individual church as a well-spring of philanthropy. Any number of important projects sprang from its
pulpit and pews, including temperance organizations and social settlements. One of the least known of
them, however, is its influence on the moving of Western Reserve College to Cleveland.

The standard history of that episode, in which the 50-year-old college in Hudson was enticed to move
to Cleveland by the gifts of Amasa Stone, makes it appear that the college moved largely for financial rea-
sons—both its own penury and Stone’s beneficence. But my reading of the sources indicates that Hiram
Haydn, the minister of Old Stone, personally persuaded Stone to commit himself to the project.

Haydn was a graduate of Union Theological Seminary in New York, and filled pulpits in Connecticut
before being called to Painesville (Ohio) in 1866. He quickly became active in various eleemosynary orga-
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