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The performance of the endowment mat-
ters more than ever. During the fiscal year,
distributions from the endowment to fund
faculty salaries, financial aid, research, li-
brary acquisitions, and the like exceeded 
$1 billion for the first time. (In fiscal year
2006, the sum disbursed was about $930
million.) These funds now represent more
than 30 percent of Harvard’s operating bud-
get—a substantially larger fraction than tu-
ition and fees, support for sponsored re-
search, or any other source. (An additional
$140.5 million was set aside for the “strate-
gic infrastructure fund,” a 0.5 percent levy
on the endowment for Allston campus de-
velopment.)

•Investment returns. In his annual letter
on the endowment, El-Erian noted that
during the fiscal year, the Standard &
Poor’s 500 index returned 20.6 percent,
and the Lehman Aggregate—a common
bond-market metric—6.1 percent.
HMC’s 23 percent return was a full 5.8
percentage points above what Harvard
would have earned had its diversified
portfolio simply matched the market per-
formance of each asset category in which
the University invests (domestic and for-
eign equities, emerging-market stocks,
domestic and foreign bonds, real estate,
and so on; for the actual composition of
the portfolio as of June 30, see the invest-
ment section of Harvard’s financial report
at  http://vpf-web.harvard.edu/annualfi-
nancial). The extra returns augmented
the endowment by $1.7 billion.

That large margin of added value
boosted Harvard’s performance well
above the median return of 17.7 percent in
the Trust Universe Comparison Service,
which aggregates data on 151 large insti-
tutional investors. (Nonetheless, El-Erian
expected some other universities to re-
port higher returns, given their relatively
greater proportional investment in pri-
vate equities and real estate—both excep-
tionally strong last year. Indeed, Yale re-
ported returns of 28 percent during the
period and Amherst only slightly less; the
University of Virginia, 25 percent; and
Dartmouth 23.7 percent.)

HMC no longer provides yearly returns
by asset class. Instead, it o≠ers five- and
10-year annualized performance; El-Erian
said other investors could use one-year
data to gain insight into certain Harvard
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When Darwin biographer Janet Browne emigrated from University College Lon-
don a year ago to become Aramont professor of the history of science, she first
lived in Harvard housing built in the former botanical garden of Asa Gray, the first
Fisher professor of natural history and an early and forceful proponent of Darwin’s
theories. “There are still trees there with his identifying tin medallions,” she says.
“All the streets are named after botanists. Fancy walking to work down Linnaean
Street!” She teaches a Core course on the Darwinian revolution and another, on
the history of biology, that begins about 1650 with early natural-history collecting.
Next semester she’ll explore nature on display—in museums, zoos, on TV. She ap-
pears here with a gorilla shot in 1926-27 by the Museum of Comparative Zoology’s
Harold Coolidge and mounted looking ferocious, as was thought appropriate for
gorillas. (Gorilla gorilla had been named by Harvard’s Jeffries Wyman in 1847, based
on bones sent from Africa.) She suggested the setting because she is at work on a
visual and cultural history of the gorilla. (She will not overlook King Kong.) Browne
has spent 17 years with Darwin, winning plaudits, literary and scholarly prizes, and
pleasure. She was associate editor of his correspondence and then wrote a magiste-
rial two-volume biography: Charles Darwin: Voyaging (1995) and Charles Darwin: The

Power of Place (2002). “He was great to live with,” she says. “I would get up, quite
early, get the children off to school, everybody out of the house, turn on my com-
puter, make a cup of coffee, and then I was with Darwin all day. It was lovely.” 
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