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The Letters of Edward Robertson, President Emeritus, Wesley College, from 1935 
 
 
Preface 
 
This collection of letters by Dr. Edward P. Robertson is the first draft of a hazy idea that I’ll attempt to explain 
in this short preface. 
 
Dr. Edward Peter Robertson was the first president of Wesley College in Grand Forks, North Dakota. He 
was hired by the board of trustees of Red River Valley University in Whapeton, North Dakota in 1899. After a 
few years in Whapeton, he and the board decided that Grand Forks, North Dakota offered better opportunities 
for an institution of higher learning, and he successfully oversaw the moving of Red River Valley University 
from Whapeton to Grand Forks, where he rechristened it, Wesley College, in 1905. The reasons for this move 
are both complex and simple. Robertson felt that there was a better chance for the college to attract students 
and raise the necessary funds to operate if it were closer to the center of the state’s population which was largely 
concentrated in the Red River valley. From early on, Roberston recognized the importance of raising money 
from donors for Wesley College to succeed, and this understanding would shape his presidency and legacy. 
 
This is not to suggest that he neglected the intellectual and spiritual aspects of running a Methodist College. In 
fact, the other reason that he founded Wesley College in Grand Forks was because of a remarkable arrangement 
he struck with the President of the University of North Dakota, Webster Merrifield. Merrifield and Robertson 
agreed that Wesley College would offer housing and courses for University of North Dakota students in 
religion, music, and elocution and expression and that these courses would count for credit at UND.  
 
In 1908, 1909, and 1910, the first of three buildings at Wesley College opened, Sayre Hall, Larimore Hall, and 
Corwin Hall. The first two were men’s and women’s dormitories respectively and the third offered space for the 
music program and university offices. It is no exaggeration to say that in its first two decades, Wesley College 
moved from strength to strength with programs regularly enrolling as many as 400 students at various levels. 
They also maintained the attention of loyal and generous donors who ensured that the College had more than 
tuition and housing fees alone could provide. 
 
The 1920s and early-1930s, however, were more difficult times. The agricultural crisis of the 1920s was bad for 
North Dakota, Wesley College students, and local donors. This did not discourage Robertson from securing 
funding from John Milton Hancock for the construction of what would become Robertson Hall which opened 
in 1930 and which completed a plan for the Wesley College first conceived in 1905.  
 



The same year also saw Robertson’s retirement from the office of President of Wesley College, but the onset of 
the Great Depression and the worsening of the College’s financial situation, meant that his services were more 
needed than ever. Almost as soon as he had retired, the 70-year-old Robertson began to canvass his long-time 
donors for the increasingly urgent needs of the College. Unfortunately, many of these families suffered from the 
same economic woes as so many Americans and could no longer afford the same generosity that they had 
shown in the past. More troubling still is that some of the long-time supporters of the College had begun to 
question whether this undertaking would survive.  
 
Frank Lynch, one of the more devoted supporters of Wesley College, withdrew his support and then agreed to 
donate more only if Wesley College could raise some funds first. Unfortunately, the details of this agreement 
remain a bit obscure (although some or another document may well emerge from the archives illuminating the 
agreement in detail). It appears as though Lynch offered Wesley College $150,000 in his will for an endowment 
in addition to $25,000 which he would make available immediately if College’s could manage to raise the 
necessary funds to pay its debt of $60,000 and to cover operating expenses. Using this offer, Robertson began a 
letter writing campaign to raise the needed funds. 
 
The letters published here come from the Wesley College Papers (UA63, Box 1) currently housed in UND’s 
Chester Fritz Library’s Department of Special Collection’s University Archives. They all date from the year 
1935 and document Robertson’s efforts to raise money on the basis of the Frank Lynch offers and to manage or 
eliminate the College’s debt. They reflect both Roberston’s determination and passion for Wesley College as 
well as a kind of congenial and person style of writing. The letters reveal the economic challenges of the time, 
extraordinary acts of generosity and compassion, and even some of the mundane obstacles that face anyone 
attempting to do good. They also lay bare Robertson’s occasional frustrations, disappointments, and genuine 
concern surrounding the fate of the institution to which he devoted his life.  
 
More than that, they’re touching to read.  
 
This publication is part of the Wesley College Documentation Project which is a multidisciplinary project to 
celebrate both the history of Wesley College and its unique place in the history of the University of North 
Dakota. In June of this year, the four major buildings of Wesley College are slated for demolition, but it is our 
hope that documenting these buildings and the Wesley College story will keep the College’s memory alive. 
 
As I noted in the onset of this document, this is a draft publication which will hopefully develop over time and 
be joined by other works that tell the story of Wesley College. We hope the story of this college and the 
characters who shared its vision offers enduring perspectives that continue to have meaning today.   
 
Special thanks goes to the ten students who have worked with me on this project and the staff of UND’s 
Special Collections and UND’s Facilities Department who have facilitated our research throughout. 
 
 
William Caraher 
 
Associate Professor 
Department of History 
University of North Dakota 
Grand Forks, North Dakota 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































