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The University of North Dakota and Wesley College Pioneers in Affiliation
The 1905 Agreement may have been a first for campus ministry at state universities

BISMARCK, North Dakota, April 5, 2018 / North Dakota News Service / – On January 9, 1905, 
President Merrifield and President Robertson signed an affiliation agreement between the 
University of North Dakota and North Dakota's Methodist Church.  This affiliation agreement 
would become the basis for decades of later collaboration between UND and Wesley College.

An important document that describes the history of this affiliation is the Robertson 
Manuscript*, which remains the principal source of information about the early history of 
Wesley College in Grand Forks, North Dakota.  According to this source, Edward Robertson 
visited Richard T. Ely, an eminent political scientist and economist at the University of 
Wisconsin, in the spring of 1899.  Professor Ely suggested that churches and state universities 
should complement each others' work.  He said, “Every denomination should mother its own 
young people while they are at the University.”  Rev. Robertson became the President of Red 
River Valley University in Wahpeton later that year.

Mid-winter of 1899-1900, the state educational association met at the University of North 
Dakota.  President Merrifield hosted a dinner of college presidents.  According to the 
Robertson Manuscript, “Suddenly he remarked to me across the table, 'You should be here 
with your college.  This is where you belong.'  In his further remarks he used a sentence very 
like an expression made to me by Richard T. Ely at the University of Wisconsin the year before. 
I said to President Merrifield, 'That is Richard T. Ely's idea.'  He replied, 'I know it is.  I have just 
received a letter from Dr. Ely on the subject, and I believe in it.'”

“...After the dinner I had conversation with President Merrifield and suggested that he put his 
invitation into a formal address to the North Dakota Methodist Conference which was 
scheduled to meet in Grand Forks the following spring.  He readily consented.”



President Merrifield made an address to the Conference in 1900, but the reaction of 
conference members was skeptical.  For the next few years, Red River Valley University would 
try to cooperate with the new Academy of Science in Wahpeton.  It didn't work out.

President Robertson wrote an open letter on January 2, 1905 to the Wahpeton newspapers** 
which presented the agenda for an upcoming meeting on Tuesday morning on January 10 in 
Fargo, which he would later call “a neutral city”.

“First.  Shall we remain at Wahpeton according to present plan?  Second.  Shall we move to a 
more central place and continue present plan of work as a complete college?  Third.  Shall we 
accept President Merrifield's invitation, move to Grand Forks and do special work to 
supplement regular courses in the State University – somewhat after the Toronto plan?”

President Merrifield pounced.  On January 8, 1905, the Grand Forks Herald reprinted the 
entire speech he had made in 1901, “A Cordial Invitation to R.R.V. University”, on most of page 
7 of the Sunday morning newspaper.  President Merrifield also invited President Robertson for
lunch on the next day, which led to a memorandum that would affiliate the two institutions.  
On Monday evening, the Grand Forks Commercial Club met, endorsed this plan, and sent a 
delegation to the Methodist conference in Fargo the next morning.

The next day, the conference voted to ask the Methodist churches to appoint a layman to 
advise the trustees, and meet in Fargo on February 21 to make an advisory vote.  On January 
11, the Bismarck Tribune invited Red River Valley University to move to Bismarck.  A vote was 
taken on February 21 to move the university, but it was not yet clear where.  Trustees voted 
on May 17 to move to accept President Merrifield's offer and move the college to Grand Forks,
a decision later ratified on October 14 by the North Dakota Methodist Conference.

There is no question who was the groom and who was the bride – President Merrifield was an 
ardent suitor and Red River Valley University changed its name to Wesley College.  The idea 
behind this plan was that if Wesley College limited its curriculum to coordinate with the 
University of North Dakota, it would reach more students – including Methodists – than if it 
had continued to develop as a church school.  This affiliation agreement sparked a trend in 
American higher education, other state universities followed the University of North Dakota's 
example, and other denominations followed the example of Wesley College.  These affiliation 
agreements would have detractors such as Upton Sinclair***, but they made history.

In subsequent years, Wesley College would open a School of Religion, a Conservatory of 
Music, and a Department of Expression.  Wesley College build two major buildings consisting 
of Robertson Hall, Sayre Hall, Corwin Hall, and Larimore Hall.  These buildings are slated for 
demolition this coming June.



* The full name for the Robertson Manuscript is “The Story of the Affiliation of Wesley College 
with the University of North Dakota”, President Edward P. Robertson, 16 February 1935, University
Archives 63, UND Special Collections, Chester Fritz Library.  This document can also be found 
online at the following address:  https://mediterraneanworld.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/ua-63-
wesley-college-affiliation_web.pdf

** Extant copies of this letter are on page 2 of the January 5, 1905 edition of the Wahpeton Globe 
and page 5 of the January 6, 1905 edition of the Wahpeton Gazette.

*** Upton Sinclair, a staunch Socialist, was scathing in his criticism of these affiliation agreements 
in his critique of universities, The Goose-Step.  (pp. 236-237)
https://archive.org/details/goosestepstudyof00sinc

This press release is the first in a series of historical essays about Wesley College.  If you would like
more information, please call Andrew Alexis Varvel at (701) 255-6639 or e-mail him at 
mr.a.alexis.varvel@gmail.com 
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