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The University of North Dakota and Wesley College Music Controversy
A 1935 manuscript details how UND sabotaged Wesley College finances

BISMARCK, North Dakota, April 11, 2018 / North Dakota News Service / – Ernest H. Wilcox was a 
visionary who wanted a college of fine arts at the University of North Dakota.  He had powerful 
friends, a voice in the faculty council, and the ear of UND's president of that era, Dr. Thomas F. 
Kane.  Wilcox's main problem was that Wesley College Conservatory already existed.

The Wesley College Conservatory hired illustrious teachers.  These included Louis Rowland from 
the Oberlin Conservatory of Music, who taught piano, organ, and theory.  He would be succeeded 
in 1913 by Paolo Conte, who had studied at the Conservatory of Venice and held a doctorate in 
musicology from the University of Padua.  Cordelia Hulburd, who taught piano from 1908 to 1917, 
had been a student of Madame Careno of Berlin.  Charles Lampert taught violin from 1911 to 
1913, succeeded by Jacob Buchholz, who had studied violin in Germany.  The early years of the 
Wesley College Conservatory would feature a trio of Aden Enyeart (voice tenor), Mr. Buchholz, 
and Mr. Conte, who gave concerts in Grand Forks and Fargo.

The Robertson Manuscript* chronicles how, in 1922, the Music Department under Ernest H. 
Wilcox launched direct competition against the Wesley College Conservatory.  What the Music 
Department lacked in prestige, it made up for with free lessons and easy grades.  This was a classic
application of Gresham's Law to college credits.

In response to this competition, President Robertson would ask President Kane if Wesley College 
should close down its conservatory.  The reply was no.  However, the University would do nothing 
to alleviate the situation.  The UND Department of Music had bureaucratic inertia on its side.

President Robertson gave a convocation address at the State Normal School in Mayville in 1926.  It
just so happened that the State Board of Administration happened to be in session in Mayville.  
President Robertson relates the following:



“I ventured as far as the open door and there put to the members in 
session this question, 'In a matter affecting Wesley College, what right 
have I, if any, to appear before you as a Board?'

“The members answered as if in unison, 'You have every right.  The 
University Board of Trustees acted upon the affiliation agreement at the 
first, and we are successors in office.  Whenever you have a question to 
submit affecting Wesley College, feel perfectly free to come.'

“That reply expressed the continuity of official sponsorship of the Board 
that I had in thought when I insisted upon action by the University 
Trustees upon the 'Memorandum' at first, and before I would advise our 
College trustees to vote acceptance of President Merrifield's invitation 
even after it had been approved, as he reported, by unanimous vote of 
the faculty.  I felt that the two institutions, working out a joint agreement, 
should have a trusted third party as accredited umpire.  The time had 
come to refer our case.

“In occasional conversations with individuals of the Board I had sounded 
out their opinion upon the suggestion that the University take over the 
Conservatory of Music.  The reply had in each case been negative, and 
one and another volunteered the added opinion that the original 
agreement should be observed and continued.  I put the question to the 
assembled Board that day in Mayville, 'Do you want the University to take 
over the Conservatory of Music?'

“I got a quick answer in the negative.  I did not invite the negative reply; I 
was seeking to learn the actual state of mind of the Board that I might the
more wisely choose my course in the situation.  The members of the 
Board reiterated their conviction that the original affiliation agreement 
should be observed and continued.  To this and other reasons for their 
negative they added a final one, that they were opposed to any increase 
of the music budget of the University.

“I then took up the alternative question of a clear and definite working 
agreement that would protect Wesley College from the impossible strain 
of University Music Department competition.”

President Robertson later wrote, “The members of the Board were deeply interested in the whole 
matter.  They gave me assurance that they were for a square deal as between the University and 
Wesley College, and were for the intent of the original affiliation agreement, and were not in favor
of the University taking over all the music.”

This episode would lead to a showdown between President Robertson and President Kane.



* 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

This press release is the sixth 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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