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Of Religious
Education and
Rotten Cabbage
Pop quiz: Who should be credited with the
founding of Harvard College? No, not John
Harvard. Try Anne Hutchinson, who was
banished to Rhode Island in the 1630s for
her role in the antinomian controversy in
Massachusetts Bay Colony. 

Who was the first head of Harvard College?
No, not President Henry Dunster. Try

Master Nathaniel Eaton, who was fired in
1639 for embezzlement and beating stu-
dents.

Who was the only Harvard president described
as “Beloved,” and which president was merely
“Great”? If you answered John Thornton
Kirkland and John Leverett—and could
also have identified MATEP, the Gold
Coast, and George Whitefield—you are on
your way to passing Religion 1513, “Har-
vard: Five Centuries and Eight Presi-
dents,” o≠ered for the first time in the Col-
lege this past spring.

The class’s self-referential topic may
strike some as a bit strange (although Co-
lumbia also o≠ers a class on its history),
but as Plummer professor of Christian
morals Peter J. Gomes stated in his first
lecture, “This is an odd class for odd peo-

ple—myself included.” In all, a handful of
Divinity School students and 33 “odd” un-
dergraduates signed up for the course, the
latter group, unsurprisingly, consisting
primarily of Crimson editors and members
of the Undergraduate Council.

Gomes treated those lucky enough to
find the class to an experience that would
rank, as he said, as “one of Harvard’s finest
hors d’oeuvres.” His trademark booming
speaking style filled the room during the
twice-a-week lectures, and his wry wit
and creative blackboard drawings kept at-
tendees laughing their way through a

whirlwind tour
of 366 years of
Harvard his-
tory. “Professor
Gomes is a leg-
endary lecturer,
and while I’ve
been a Harvard
bu≠ all through
college, I had
never heard a
perspective as
fresh, humor-
ous, and fasci-
nating as his,”
said Vasugi V.
Ganeshanan-
than ’02, former
managing edi-
tor of the Crim-
son. “Professor
Gomes had ter-
rific teaching

aids,” recounted Paul A. Gusmorino ’02.
“Forget the blackboard—he brought a
bust of President Quincy to class one day
to perform a phrenological analysis of his
forehead.” At every step, Gomes, whose
own title dates to an 1855 bequest by Car-
oline Plummer, carefully explained the re-
ligious underpinnings that shaped so
much of the University’s development.
“Everything through the nineteenth cen-
tury—until we get to the 1870s, when
Eliot had his way with the curriculum—
everything reflects a religious institution,,
not only in its orientation, but in its iden-
tity,” explained teaching fellow Stephen P.
Shoemaker, Th.M. ’95.

The course opened with the College’s
founding in 1636, after the antinomian

controversy convinced colonial leaders
they needed a school to ensure that young
men were being taught religion the
“right” way. From there the lectures
wound their way through the Charter of
1650, which still underlies the Univer-
sity’s governance, and the administra-
tions of the religious Increase Mather and
the secular Leverett. To explain the prob-
lems the College faced during the Great
Awakening, Gomes updated the famous
1741 sermon by Jonathan Edwards, Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God, by raining ver-
bal fire and brimstone upon a sophomore
in the sixth row. “You are lazy. You don’t
do your reading. You don’t come to lec-
ture. If there was any justice in this world,
you would fail my class!” he yelled, a smile
creeping across his face. “Now that you
have seen the error of your ways, what
will you do?” 

The entire class replied, “We’ll repent!”
For the lecture on President Kirkland,

the class met in the elaborate Faculty
Room in University Hall, which was built
during his administration. Gomes ex-
plained how its Bulfinch-designed white
Chelmsford granite stood as a contrast to
Harvard’s other, red-brick buildings,
while its location, in what was then the
College’s backyard swamp, created the
physical Yard as we know it today and re-
oriented the north-south institution on an
east-west axis. Shoemaker, who is writing
a dissertation about the history of reli-
gious education at Harvard, presented a
lecture on the end of religious instruction
under President Charles W. Eliot, A.B.
1853. “Our larger agenda [in teaching the
class],” Shoemaker said, “was to explain
to the students the forces that shaped the
education they receive today.”

As the class progressed to the present
day—after passing through the curricular
reforms of A. Lawrence Lowell, A.B. 1877,
and the physical-plant expansion under
James Bryant Conant ’14—former dean of
Harvard College Fred L. Glimp ’50 deliv-
ered a guest lecture on the 1969 Bust and
subsequent strike, discussing in moving
detail the decisions administrators faced
that strife-torn April and May. The class
sat captivated as he explained the compli-
cated machinations, lamenting, “That
time needed much more candor, and it
was impossible to get it.” 

Sacred text: Harvard’s Charter of 1650
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The lectures, though, were only the be-
ginning of the experience for those en-
rolled in Religion 1513. Dividing a small
class into thirds for the weekly section
meetings allowed Gomes and Shoemaker
to get to know their students; Gomes led
one section, Shoemaker led the other
two, and both men kept up a steady
stream of outside activities. Gomes in-
vited each section to a formal dinner at
Sparks House, his University residence,
where students dined on dishes like scal-
lop bisque and braised duck breasts
while discussing Harvard with guests
who included Back Bay author William K.
Martin ’72, who is working on a new
novel about John Harvard; Morton
Keller, Ph.D. ’56, and Phyllis (Daytz)
Keller, RI ’71, coauthors of Making Harvard
Modern, the main class text; and former
president Derek C. Bok, J.D. ’54, who
chatted candidly about the successes and
regrets of his two-decade administration.
The rest of the class were invited to show
up for after-dinner co≠ee in Gomes’s liv-
ing room, where students and the guest
of honor talked informally well into the
night. And this spring, the class experi-
enced some Harvard history of its own
when many students attended the
memorial service for former president
Nathan M. Pusey ’28.

Shoemaker, a novice Harvard memora-
bilia collector, treated students to a
screening of a rare 1926 silent movie, Brown
of Harvard, about a fictional Crimson foot-
ball player, and each week began his sec-
tions with a true-false question gleaned
from his many hours in the Harvard
Archives. The section meetings focused on
texts that included works by preeminent
Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison
’08 and dozens of primary sources that
provided a glimpse into the thinking of
Harvard’s past presidents, ranging from
essays by Charles Chauncy and Josiah
Quincy to recent writings by Bok and Neil
L. Rudenstine, Ph.D. ’64.

Each student presented in section an
individual research project that examined
some aspect of Harvard history. Shoe-
maker explained that he and Gomes
wanted the projects to be a “treasure
hunt” through the University’s past. For-
mer Harvard Republican Club president
Robert R. Porter ’02 presented a history of

Have you an urgent need to know the number of
genito-urinary disorders in horses that doctors
treated at the Free Clinic of Harvard’s Veterinary
School in April 1899? The Harvard-Radcliffe Online
Historical Reference Shelf will answer your question.

At http://hul.harvard.edu/huarc/refshelf/HROHRS-
Home.htm you will find annual reports of the presi-
dents and treasurers of Harvard and Radcliffe from
1825 to the present, narrative histories of the Uni-
versity, the Harvard Fact Book from 1997 to the present, and founding documents con-
cerning Harvard from 1642 to 1814.

The Reference Shelf is a joint project of the Harvard University Archives and the
Radcliffe Archives and is supported by the Harvard University Library Digital Initia-
tive. It is a work in progress, an ever-more-important resource.

The library so far has scanned more than 105,000 pages of text, and the resulting
digital images have been sent to an outside vendor for full-text conversion using opti-
cal character recognition software.Those pages may be viewed on-line as pages, with
their original look, and searched as well.

The direct costs of scanning and so forth have been about $40,000 to date, but the
primary cost of the project lies in the salaries and other on-going overhead costs in-
volved in running the systems that support it, says Robin McElheny, associate archivist
for programs in the University Archives.

A search of the presidents’ reports for “veterinary school 1899” will lead you to
the information you want about horses, which is “One.” The clinic had 443 patients in
all that month, mostly horses, cats, and dogs, but a cow with indigestion came in, a
rabbit who needed an operation, and two squirrels, one with respiratory trouble, the
other with an abscess in the throat. All these recovered.

But alas, the school itself was ailing. It had 20 students in the fall of 1900, one reads,
but no endowment, and it was losing money.The Corporation judged that the school
could not be sustained. What to do with the students? In 1901 the University offered
to pay their tuition to the veterinary department of the University of Pennsylvania, and
all but three went there the following year.“The School was permanently closed,” wrote
Dean Charles P. Lyman,“after a not uneventful or unworthy career of nineteen years.”

The reports of the presidents tell of the growth of faculties, as well as their demise,
of the expansion and alteration of curricula, and of the mood of the times. One sees,
for example, how President Nathan M. Pusey characterized the academic year 1968-
69 (“…a dismal year”).

Among narrative histories included in the Online Historical Reference Shelf is the
800-page, two-volume information gold mine, The Harvard Book, first compiled by
Frederick O.Vaille and Henry Alden Clark in 1875. It offers an illustrated, comprehen-
sive history of campus life up to that time, including Harvard’s customs, buildings, or-
ganizations, and notable faculty members and alumni.

Robin McElheny looks forward to putting course catalogs old and new on-line. One
could then easily discover when Harvard first taught experimental physics, or that in
1938 Radcliffe offered a senior elective on marriage. She would like to see on-line an
historical catalog of all graduates of Harvard and Radcliffe. She can even imagine scan-
ning early issues of this magazine, sometimes said to be a good source of information
about Harvard. Making the pages searchable would mean that a researcher need not
come to the magazine’s offices during working hours to consult the dog-eared three-
by-five-inch index cards in the file cabinets in the second-floor hallway.

McElheny welcomes suggestions of reference material to include on-line. She may
be reached at robin_mcelheny@harvard.edu.

H-R History Online
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the Grand Old Party at Harvard, and Gus-
morino, former president of the Under-
graduate Council, traced the evolution of
student government at the Col-
lege, beginning with the first
student council in 1908. Other
students researched the Society
of Fellows, the Schlesinger Li-
brary’s world-renowned cook-
book collection, and the history
of student uprisings at the Col-
lege, beginning with the Great
Butter Rebellion in 1766 and the
Rotten Cabbage Rebellion of
1807.

“We were very surprised by
how serious the students were

about [the class],” Shoemaker remarked.
Following the final exam in May, he and
Gomes headed to the Square’s lowbrow

Chinese restaurant, the Hong Kong, for a
celebratory luncheon with the class. The
o∞cial CUE Guide rating on the course will

not be out until September, but
the course was popular enough
that some of its students are
talking about auditing it again
next spring. “Gomes himself
noted that we were somewhat
odd for taking the class, and that
he was somewhat odd for giving
it—but we all love Harvard his-
tory,” Ganeshananthan said.

�garrett m. graff

Garrett M. Gra≠ ’03, one of this maga-
zine’s new Berta Greenwald Ledecky
Undergraduate Fellows (see page 79),
received an A in Religion 1513.
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The Faculty Room as it appeared at
the end of the nineteenth century

In the spring of 1973 Harvard presi-
dent Derek Bok asked my husband, Jim
Vorenberg, to be master of Dunster
House. We had been married three years
and had five kids between us. Jim was the
first law-school professor to be a master.

We moved into the House in June. Jim
had already left for Washington to help
his law-school colleague Archie Cox set
up the Watergate special prosecutor’s of-
fice, leaving me surrounded by boxes. All
that summer I worked to get the master’s
residence in order for the opening of the
school year. I was able to borrow art and
furniture from the Fogg, and many won-
derful people from the buildings and
grounds department cooperated by paint-
ing and installing lights and especially by
making major changes in the kitchen,
which had been designed for an age when
servants did all the work. Since we were a
family who liked food and liked to cook
and eat together, changes were imperative.

Later, I learned to relax and laugh at the
“olden days.” I was amused to find out
that the master bedroom in Lowell House

had no closets because the valet for Low-
ell’s first master kept the master’s clothes
in a room down the hall. But in the sum-
mer of 1973, Harvard traditions did not ap-
pear so quaint. One afternoon a senior
buildings and grounds administrator said
to me, “We’re not used to dealing with the
masters’ wives, Betty.” He later became
one of my dear friends, but the Houses
were changing and more than one admin-
istrator was bewildered.

Although some of the houses, in-
cluding Dunster, had already had under-
graduate women in residence on an ex-
perimental basis, the
decision that women
and men would live
together in al l the
Harvard and Rad-
cli≠e Houses repre-
sented a major shift.
Our first senior
tutor, who had lived
in Dunster since
1969, told us that not

too many years before the Houses were
integrated, he had a call from the then
master at 6 a.m. saying “There’s a woman
in the Dunster yard; what are you going
to do about it?” He also recalled that one
frequently voiced objection to admitting
women to the Houses had been that the
“level of conversation in the dining hall
will drop.”

The Houses were simply a microcosm
of the outside world and, like the outside
world, Harvard was sexist. When I at-
tended a masters’ meeting in Jim’s place
that first spring it was awkward. But
within a year some of the masters’ wives
were petitioning President Bok for o∞cial
status. His response was equivocal: we
could be “assistant masters” or “associate
masters.” I told the Crimson that women
were always the “a’s”—associates, assis-
tants, administrative this or that—and

that wasn’t good
enough. Derek re-
lented and let us call
ourselves anything
we wished. That vic-
tory came with a
small stipend. The
newer masters’ wives
called themselves co-
master; the wives
who had been there
before 1973 chose as-
sociate master.

By the end of the
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Mastering in the ’70s
Drugs, sex, and hot breakfasts

by betty vorenberg

At diploma ceremonies at Dunster House, Master Vorenberg hands a
degree to John T. Day Jr., Ph.D. ’77, now an administrator at Saint Olaf
College in Northfield, Minnesota. Day holds his son, Nathaniel. C
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