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THE STORY OF THE UNIVERSITY: THE SHORT VERSION

Let’s start with the really short version:

Western Reserve College was founded in Hudson, Ohio, in 1826. 
Case School of Applied Science was founded in 1880 in downtown 
Cleveland. During the 1880s, they moved to adjoining campuses 
on Cleveland’s east side, an area now known as University Circle. In 
the following decades, they laughed, they cried, they learned, they 
discovered, they trounced each other in football, they grew, they 
cooperated, they changed their names, and they flirted with the idea 
of merging. At long last, they agreed in 1967 to “federate,” forming an 
institution with a very long name—Case Western Reserve University—
that immediately assumed a position among the nation’s leading 
research universities. They still competed against each other in sports 
for three more years, of course. Since then, the university has continued 
to grow and strengthen its programs, preserving and celebrating its 
remarkable history and traditions.

If you don’t read any more of this section, you at least have the basics.

Origins

To understand how this institution began, it’s necessary to know a little 
about the Western Reserve of Connecticut—just a little, though, so 
don’t get impatient.
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In the seventeenth century, the King of England awarded the 
Connecticut Colony the land starting at the western edge of what is 
now the State of Pennsylvania and running westward for hundreds 
of miles—they weren’t sure how far it went, since those western 
lands were uncharted at the time. In the eighteenth century, the U.S. 
Congress modified that grant to create a “Western Reserve” for the 
State of Connecticut, in consideration of the losses the state suffered 
during the Revolutionary War. This area corresponds approximately to 
today’s Northeast Ohio.

In the years that followed, settlers and land developers from 
Connecticut traveled to their “Western Reserve,” working hard to 
create communities that inevitably resembled those they had left. They 
brought strong commitments to religion and education, and, before 
long, church leaders throughout the region were engaged in efforts to 
start a college. After extended negotiations with several communities in 
the Western Reserve, they accepted an offer of land and other support 
from David Hudson, a farmer who was the leading citizen of the town 
that bears his name. And, in 1826, the Ohio Legislature granted a 
charter to the Board of Trustees of Western Reserve College to operate 
an institution in Hudson that would “afford instruction in the liberal 
arts and sciences.”

In the following decades, some twenty-six miles to the northwest of 
Hudson, the city of Cleveland grew rapidly into the region’s principal 
population and business center, and its leaders began planning to 
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create institutions of higher learning there. One of these was Leonard 
Case Jr., a graduate of Yale and son of a wealthy land developer. He 
was also a lawyer and poet, though by all accounts he devoted as much 
time to the study of the natural history of the region. In the 1870s, he 
created a trust, not to be made public until his death, that included 
valuable real estate to be used to create a “school of applied science,” an 
institution that would offer instruction in the use of science to improve 
the conditions of life. He died in 1880, and, in less than a year, Case 
School of Applied Science was established, operating initially out of the 
Case homestead near Cleveland’s Public Square.

Cleveland and University Circle

Amasa Stone, a successful railroad entrepreneur, saw an opportunity 
for Cleveland when Case School was founded. He proposed moving 
Western Reserve College from Hudson to Cleveland, where it would 
be located next to Case School, and he pledged funds to finance the 
move from Hudson and the construction of the campus for Western 
Reserve. In 1882, Western Reserve did move to Cleveland, and its 
undergraduate program took the name Adelbert College in memory of 
Stone’s son. Case moved to its adjoining campus in 1885.

The first six decades of Western Reserve College’s existence were by 
no means dull. Shortly after its founding, the college and the town of 
Hudson were deeply split by a debate between two groups opposed to 
slavery, the Abolitionists and the American Colonization Movement, 
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the former seeking the immediate, unconditional end of slavery and 
the latter advocating the voluntary emigration of freed slaves to Africa. 
Hudson was active in the Underground Railroad effort, and the college 
had enrolled its first African American student in 1832, just six years 
after opening.

Years later, before and after the move to Cleveland, the institution 
was again divided, this time on the issue of the education of women. 
In the 1850s, six women had graduated from the college’s Medical 
Department, founded in 1843 in Cleveland. Though there was no 
formal provision for admitting women to Western Reserve College, 
a number of women had attended and graduated in the years before 
1888. In that year, after more than a decade of intense debate and the 
anguished departure of a president, Western Reserve established the College 
for Women (later Flora Stone Mather College) to resolve the matter.

Growth in Scope and Scale

The late 1800s and early 1900s were a period of rapid change in 
American higher education, as a number of institutions added 
capacities in research and advanced education. In Cleveland, this was 
illustrated by the 1887 collaboration between Case physicist Albert 
Michelson and Western Reserve chemist Edward Morley, whose 
discoveries about the nature of light eventually contributed to Einstein’s 
general theory of relativity and thus the basis of much of modern 
science. Both institutions were increasing the scope of their programs, 
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perhaps most dramatically at Western Reserve, which, between the 
1890s and the 1920s, added the still-existing schools of law, dentistry, 
graduate studies, applied social sciences, and nursing.

During the 1920s, the two institutions—with strong community 
interest and support—gave careful consideration to merging, but 
declined to do so. They did increase their cooperative efforts, initially 
through a joint venture known as Cleveland College, the region’s 
first institution primarily for adult and part-time students, and later 
through cross-registration, joint departments, shared athletic facilities, 
and a common calendar. 

Federation

Reflecting national trends, both institutions entered the 1950s with 
rapidly growing enrollments and increasing emphasis on research and 
advanced education. By the mid-1960s, leaders of the two schools 
once again considered the prospect of a merger, and this time they 
reached agreement. In an action without precedent in American 
higher education, Case Institute of Technology and Western Reserve 
University joined together—“federated,” in the language of the day—in 
1967 to form Case Western Reserve University. At the same time, the 
new university established an additional professional program, the 
School of Management. 

The federation, so called to indicate the goal of bringing together two 
equal partners rather than one taking over the other, was not without 
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its difficulties. There were political and community issues, ranging from 
the raging debate over the Vietnam War to racial strife in Cleveland 
and many other cities; financial issues, including a rapid downturn 
in federal spending for higher education and a sharp decline in the 
number of college-age students; and institutional issues, focused on the 
traditional rivalries between Case and Western Reserve. In his 1971 
inaugural address, President Louis Toepfer quoted Charles Dickens: “It 
was the best of times, it was the worst of times…”

The Modern University

In 1992, a quarter-century after the federation, the restructuring of 
core program areas into the College of Arts and Sciences and the Case 
School of Engineering signaled the end of the transition from the two 
predecessor institutions. The university today thrives on collaboration 
across academic and administrative divisions and partnerships with 
literally dozens of other institutions, including its neighbors in 
University Circle. An extensive campus improvement program, begun 
in the late 1980s and continuing even now, has created a campus 
environment in University Circle that ranks among the nation’s best.

As the university moves steadily toward its two-hundredth anniversary 
in 2026, the institution is increasingly aware of its fascinating history as 
well as its exciting future prospects.
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UNIVERSITY CIRCLE: FROM FARMLAND TO LEARNING

Today we know University Circle as perhaps the finest location in 
the world for a university campus, a square mile (about 260 hectares) 
on Cleveland’s east side packed with nearly fifty leading educational, 
cultural, religious, scientific, and healthcare institutions—as well as 
beautiful parks and walkways. It was not always so.

In the Beginning

The area now encompassed by University Circle was known in the 
early nineteenth century as Doan’s Corners, in honor of Nathaniel 
Doan, who, with his family, settled there near two intersecting Indian 
paths and built a tavern, a blacksmith shop, a general store, and other 
facilities. Doan’s fellow settlers were largely farmers, joined later by 
merchants and craftsmen. They were located outside the boundary of 
Cleveland, but of course interacted frequently with the rapidly growing 
city center four miles to their west.

As the eighteenth century moved on, the edges of Cleveland 
crept closer and closer to Doan’s Corners, along with the snarl of 
transportation and utility lines that come with city living. The 
transportation improvements that extended to and beyond the area 
came to include a paved main road and an electric trolley, which made 
it possible for residents of Doan’s Corners to commute easily to jobs 
downtown. In the 1870s, the neighborhood was formally annexed by 
Cleveland, but it still was far from what it would one day become.
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Here Come the Students!

The relocation of Western Reserve University and Case School 
of Applied Science from their original sites to Doan’s Corners in 
the 1880s was the signal event in the transformation of the area. 
Prompted by the pledge of Amasa Stone to pay for Western Reserve’s 
move from Hudson and for the cost of building its new facilities, the 
community raised funds to purchase forty-three acres of land from 
farmers in Doan’s Corners. That decision was consistent with the 
American tradition of locating colleges and universities outside—but 
near—major cities, breaking with the European custom of basing these 
institutions entirely within cities.

The arrival of the institutions and modern public transportation also 
served to give the area its current name. “University Circle” was the 
designation for the trolley turnaround near the Case and Western 
Reserve campuses. For the record, University Circle, as we know it 
today, is not circular in shape.

The Circle as Civic Opportunity

Coming as it did just as the city was about to enter a period of intense 
urbanization, the move of the institutions to the area also provided 
important incentives for area philanthropists and for city planners of 
the day. Western Union founder Jeptha Wade, who owned considerable 
property in the area, was a donor to the effort to purchase land for the 
two schools. In 1882, he gave much of his own property to serve as a 
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park. His family’s name now marks key features of the University Circle 
area. In 1896, John D. Rockefeller, a former Clevelander who was by 
then a resident of New York, donated funds to purchase and preserve a 
large park area nearby.

City planners of the era struggled to accommodate the inexorable 
march of urbanization while preserving some sense of order and 
tranquility. Part of their response, guided by the Cleveland Educational 
Group Plan, was to encourage cultural and educational institutions 
to locate near each other, creating special districts where learning 
and culture would prevail. Following the arrival of Case and Western 
Reserve in Doan’s Corners, the planners pounced on the area as the 
ideal location for other kindred institutions. Over the next several 
decades, more than thirty other institutions either moved to or were 
created in University Circle.

Perfecting the Circle

As urbanization and urban sprawl accelerated, and the institutions 
themselves grew, it was inevitable that there would be difficulties. By 
the 1950s, the institutions found themselves competing against each 
other to purchase scarce real estate, and they were concerned about 
how best to provide commonly needed services such as parking and 
security. The presidents of Case and Western Reserve, with significant 
support from Elizabeth Ring Ireland Mather and other community 
leaders, put together a plan for the University Circle Development 
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Foundation (UCDF) that would provide coordinated services and land 
banking for all Circle institutions. 

UCDF was reorganized in 1970 as University Circle Incorporated 
(UCI) and today offers a range of services and amenities that are 
vital to the Circle and to students, faculty, staff, and visitors of the 
university. UCI also works closely with city government and with 
community groups to promote partnerships and mutually supportive 
relationships.

What Does It Mean?

The university’s location amid nearly fifty leading cultural, religious, 
healthcare, and scientific institutions certainly gives us interesting 
neighbors. More important, however, are the joint ventures and other 
partnerships the university has built with more than half of these 
neighboring institutions, meaning their facilities, staffs, and collections 
are easily accessible to our students. Just a few examples follow:

• The university operates joint degree programs with the Cleveland 
Museum of Art, the Cleveland Museum of Natural History, and the 
Cleveland Play House (located near the Circle);

• Students have access to free or discounted tickets to hear the 
Cleveland Orchestra;

• First-year students automatically become members of several Circle 
institutions for one year, after which they can choose to purchase 
student memberships in the organizations they prefer;
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• Students (and others) can ride the UCI shuttle bus system 
throughout the Circle at no cost;

• Staff members in many Circle institutions serve as adjunct instructors 
at the university, providing the special perspective of scholar-
practitioners in a wide range of fields.

For these and many, many other reasons, we believe there is no better 
location for a university campus than University Circle.
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MYTHS, MYSTERIES, AND CURIOSITIES

Accurate or not, there are campus legends that are passed from each 
generation of students to the next, and that seem to enhance their 
experiences here—or at least their memories of those experiences. 
We offer a few of the most interesting curiosities associated with the 
university. 

The Gargoyle on Amasa Stone Chapel

The tower of Amasa Stone Chapel, completed in 1911, is adorned 
on three sides with smiling angels. The west side, however, features 
a menacing gargoyle, sparking what is probably the most persistent 
legend concerning the campus. As the story goes, the trustees of 
Western Reserve University decided to put the gargoyle on the side of 
the chapel facing the campus of Case School of Applied Science. Their 
reason for doing so, it is said, was their belief that Leonard Case Jr., 
who founded Case School, was an atheist.

An amusing story, but the facts suggest otherwise. The chapel was given 
as a memorial to Amasa Stone (see the section on the history of the 
university) by his two daughters, Flora Stone Mather and Clara Stone 
Hay. By all accounts, it would have been difficult to find two more 
proper and honorable people than they, and it is unthinkable that they 
would allow a memorial to their father to be used in that way.

Further, the chapel was designed by the Boston architect Henry 
Vaughan, who also designed the National Cathedral in Washington, 
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D.C. Vaughan probably never visited Cleveland and knew nothing 
of the history of rivalry between the two institutions. He based the 
English Gothic Revival design of the chapel on English medieval 
churches, where it was common to place a gargoyle on the dark (i.e., 
west) side of the building. 

We expect the legend will live on, however.

The Searcher on Tomlinson Hall

If there is such a thing as a “counter-legend,” this is it. In 1947, Case 
Institute of Technology built Tomlinson Hall as its new student center, 
named for George A. Tomlinson, who had operated a fleet of ships on 
the Great Lakes. Over the main entrance to Tomlinson Hall is a large 
stone carving of a figure in a boat peering eastward into the distance. 
He is facing Adelbert College, at the time the men’s college of Western 
Reserve University and Case’s principal rival in athletics and other 
pursuits. Rumor has it that the figure is that of the “Spartan” glaring at 
the Adelbert students. 

Once again, the truth is quite different. Architect Frank E. Rhinehart 
of the firm of Walker & Weeks, who designed the building, 
commented: “In modeling this figure, we endeavored to tell a story of 
‘the Searcher,’ ever searching for new things in the world and in science 
that make for a better world in which all society may live and prosper.” 
In addition, the use of the “Spartan” as the name of Case Western 
Reserve University’s athletic teams was not adopted until after the 1967 
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federation of the two institutions, twenty years after Tomlinson Hall 
was built.

Who’s Buried There?

At least two structures on campus are often rumored to be grave 
markers. Neither is, of course. Rather, both were intended to mark 
campus entrances.

On the north side of Euclid Avenue, between Mather House and the 
Church of the Covenant, sits the Mary Chisholm Painter Arch, which 
served as a main entrance from Euclid to the campus of the College for 
Women, later Flora Stone Mather College. Built in the Gothic Revival 
style, the arch gained the nickname “the Tombs” per The Reserve 
Handbook for 1928-29 (a predecessor to this book), which commented 
on its “sepulchral tone.” But the handbook also noted that the arch was 
held in high regard for other reasons: “As a trysting spot, it has no equal 
on the university campus.”

Down the street, a low stone marker was built in the 1970s denoting 
“Case Institute of Technology, Case Western Reserve University.” It is 
located on the southeast corner of Euclid and Martin Luther King Jr. 
Drive, marking the traditional entrance to the campus of Case Institute 
of Technology. It was a response to the concern of some CIT alumni 
and friends who worried that Case would have less visibility than 
they hoped within the newly federated university. Leonard Case is not 
buried there.
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Does the Sundial Tell the Right Time?

The Mather College campus, which is listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places, features a sundial on the walkway adjoining Clark 
Hall, Haydn Hall, and Guilford House. 

“Have you heard,” asked The Reserve Handbook for 1928-29, that the 
sundial “plays an important role in campus life? After student elections, 
classes hold impromptu rallies around it to cheer their new officers. 
Our neighbors from the south campus [the men of Adelbert College] 
find it an attractive rallying spot in their pep rallies before big football 
games, while Monday night serenaders fresh from fraternity meeting[s] 
find it indispensable not only for inspiration but for support.”

A sundial has been a fixture on the Mather College campus since 1906. 
The current dial was installed in 1986.

Where Elephants Roam

Connecting the lower (Murray Hill Road) and upper (Carlton Road) 
levels of the south campus residential area is a covered staircase of such 
massive proportions that it has come to be known as the “Elephant 
Stairs.” The stairs were built in 1968 to provide access to the then-new 
Carlton Road housing area from the Murray Hill level, which had been 
built in 1964.

The staircase features treads so deep that students of average height will 
require two or even three steps per stair. Some students use them for 
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training, running up the full length of the staircase at top speed. Others 
have found that descending the stairs via mountain bike can be both 
exhilarating and very dangerous. (Your mileage may vary.)

Spitball?

Yes, Spitball is the official name of the large black steel sculpture, 
produced by the late Irish artist Tony Smith, that highlights the Case 
Quadrangle. Smith’s designs were said to be based largely on “geometric 
forms found in nature.” In this case he found his inspiration in the 
geometric form of a spitball.

This is just one of the dozens of sculptures that grace the campus. 
Those acquired in recent years are part of the Putnam Sculpture 
Collection, recognizing a gift that provides annual income for installing 
sculptures on campus. Additions to the collection are by artists with 
connections to this region and are selected on the basis of their quality.
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ACHIEVEMENTS FOR THE AGES

As a research university, Case expects its faculty to excel both as 
teachers and as scholars and researchers, expanding the body of 
knowledge in their fields. There is a distinguished tradition of this 
activity here. Some examples include:

• Discovery of iron ore in Michigan in about 1850 by Professor 
John Lang Cassels of the Medical Department, which led to the 
development of this region’s very successful steel industry;

• Michelson-Morley Experiment in 1887 by physicist Albert Michelson 
and chemist Edward Morley (see university history). Michelson was 
the first American scientist to win the Nobel Prize, and Morley is also 
revered for discovering the atomic weights of oxygen and hydrogen;

• First full X-ray of the human body (his own), by physicist Dayton 
Miller in 1896. Miller was a prominent scientist in other fields as well, 
including acoustics;

• First modern blood transfusion using a canula to join blood vessels, 
in 1905, by surgeon George Crile, who later was one of the founders of 
the Cleveland Clinic Foundation;

• First environmental analysis of Lake Erie’s drinking water, in about 
1906, by chemist and chemical engineer Albert Smith, who also served 
as a mentor to such students as Herbert H. Dow, founder of the Dow 
Chemical Company, and to Smith’s own sons, founders of the Lubrizol 
Corporation;
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• Development of process for chlorinating drinking water, in 1912, by 
Professor Roger Perkins of the School of Medicine. This discovery was 
an important step in eradicating the source of typhoid bacilli;

• First simulated milk formula for infants, by alumnus and pediatrics 
professor Henry Gerstenberger in 1915;

• Discovery of the cause of ptomaine food poisoning and development 
of an antiserum against similar poisons formed by colon bacilli, in 
1927, by immunologist Enrique Ecker and colleagues;

• First surgical treatment of coronary artery disease, in 1935, by 
Professor Claude Beck, the nation’s first professor of cardiovascular 
surgery. He later performed the first successful defibrillation of the 
human heart (1947), taught the first course in CPR (1950), and 
performed the first successful reversal of an otherwise fatal heart attack 
(1955) and the first removal of a heart tumor;

• Revolutionary discoveries in biochemistry by Professor Harland 
Wood in 1946, leading to greater understanding of living tissues in 
humans and animals;

• Design and construction of the WRU Searching Selector, by Professor 
James Perry in 1955. The device used electromagnetic circuitry and 
could be programmed to search library databases for answers to 
questions;

• Development of the first heart-lung machine for use during open-
heart surgery, by Professor Frederick Cross in the 1950s;
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• Launched two key management disciplines: operations research, 
in 1953, led by Professors C. West Churchman, Russell Ackoff, and 
Robert Rinehart; and organizational behavior, in 1964, led by several 
faculty in the Division of Organizational Sciences;

• First successful genetic alteration of human cells in a test tube, by 
Professor Austin Weisberger in 1961. His achievement demonstrated 
how living cells can be manipulated with DNA from other cells;

• Discovery of “Lucy,” at the time the earliest known hominid ancestor 
of present-day man, in 1973, by anthropologist Donald Johanson 
during his work in Ethiopia;

• Development of a noninvasive test of infant intelligence that is used 
in early detection of learning difficulties, by psychologist Joseph Fagan 
in 1987;

• Discovery of the gene for osteoarthritis, in 1990 by a national team 
led by rheumatologist Roland Moskowitz;

• Creation of the first artificial human chromosome, in 1997 by a 
team from the Department of Genetics led by Professor Huntington 
Willard. The discovery represents a powerful new tool for the study 
of human genetics and a technical achievement in the quest to cure 
genetic diseases. 

• Received a patent based on the research of Case biologists Arnold 
Caplan, a professor of biology, and Michael Sorrell, a senior research 
associate, after the duo developed a process of growing human skin 
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equivalents in cultures in the laboratory. The technology holds medical 
and commercial potential in the regeneration of skin for medical uses 
and for testing new skin care products;

• Began a partnership with the Ashlawn Group, LLC, of Alexandria, 
Virginia, in late 2003, to develop two sizes of fuel cells that will double 
the shelf life of the U.S. Department of Defense “smart” munitions. 
Case and its School of Engineering developed the technology that 
allows very small fuel cells to be built and to deliver long-range power 
needed to operate these munitions. These fuel cells are the size of D 
and AA batteries and can deliver more energy per volume and weight 
than batteries;

• The Case School of Law’s Frederick K. Cox International Law 
Center in 2004 launched its new War Crimes Research Portal, 
designed to provide easier access to information on the Internet 
about humanitarian and war-crime trials. The portal has more than a 
thousand links to websites related to international humanitarian law;

• The university’s technology transfer program, which began in 2001, 
has helped bring about growth in all three major areas of technology 
transfer measurement. As of 2004, invention disclosures totaled 135, 
licensing deals totaled 18, start-ups totaled four, and revenues from 
licensing fees generated $11 million.
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IN GOOD COMPANY

In nearly 180 years of existence, the university has had the good 
fortune to count among its students, faculty, staff, and other members 
a number of truly remarkable individuals. Here are just a few:

John Sykes Fayette in 1836 became the first African American 
graduate of Western Reserve College. He became a minister and 
teacher.

Nancy Talbott Clark, Emily Blackwell, Marie Zakrzewska, Cordelia 
Greene, Sarah Chadwick, and Elizabeth Grisell all earned the M.D. 
degree from the Cleveland Medical College during the 1850s. They 
were thus the second through the seventh women in the country to 
graduate from formal medical schools.

Florence Ellinwood Allen, a 1904 graduate of the College for 
Women, went on to the law school and became the first woman to 
serve as the chief judge of a federal circuit court.

Senior national leadership in health seems to draw our alumni. Jesse 
L. Steinfeld, a 1949 graduate of the School of Medicine, served as 
U.S. Surgeon General from 1969 to 1973, and David L. Satcher, 
who earned M.D. and Ph.D. degrees in 1970, served in that capacity 
from 1998 to 2002, and as director of the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention from 1993 to 1998. Julie L. Gerberding, who earned 
undergraduate and medical degrees from the university in 1977 and 
1981, respectively, has served as CDC director since 2002.








































































































