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Showdown
How the Board of Administration Forced UND 
to Honor its Agreement with Wesley College

BISMARCK, North Dakota, April 12, 2018 / North Dakota News Service / – In 1922, the UND
Department of Music had launched a campaign of direct competition against the Wesley 
College Conservatory of Music, with the effect of draining funds from both institutions.  By 
1926, the Board of Administration was aware of the situation and clearly on the side of 
Wesley College.  Yet, it would take four more years for Wesley College and the University of
North Dakota to make an agreement.

The Robertson Manuscript* tells how, from 1926 to 1929, President Robertson would tell 
board members about the betrayal, and they would be shocked.  The university's 
Administrative Committee would get offended that Robertson had gone over their heads, 
and then block any resolution.  Meanwhile, Wesley College hemorrhaged funds.

President Robertson related:

“In conversation with President Kane in 1928, in which I was urging the 
claim of Wesley College in particulars set forth in this story, Dr. Kane 
made answer in a way that was very complimentary to the high quality of
the music faculty of Wesley College at the time he came to the 
presidency of the University.  That was in 1918.”

This, of course, was a direct insult.  President Robertson relates his reply:

“In my reply I supported his estimate of the choice people he found in 
Wesley College music faculty at the time of his coming.  I reminded him 



that he found a faculty we had selected in line with the purpose we were 
serving and the aim to build up a notable School of Music at the 
University.

“I then reminded him of the losses sustained by the Wesley College 
Conservatory thru the competitive practices of the University since the 
year of his first observation, and the consequent cash deficits that had to 
be made up from gift funds.  That, if there were any lessening of quality, it
was directly due to the crippling effect of the practices I have recited in 
this story.”

The Board of Administration got increasingly impatient with how President Robertson's 
attempts to resolve the matter got routinely dismissed by university committees, while 
some university administrators resented how President Robertson had gone over their 
heads.  Even though Mr. Wilcox was gone, his negative portrayal of the Wesley College 
Conservatory had become conventional wisdom within the university bureaucracy.

Finally, on December 17, 1929, President Robertson addressed the faculty council.  Many 
faculty had been unaware of the affiliation agreement and sided with Wesley College.  Dr. 
Cole commented, “You certainly got a raw deal here...”  On January 13, 1930, President 
Robertson came to President Kane's office at 9:00 a.m.

“I had with me two typed copies of the proposed 'Joint Memorandum'.  I 
gave him one.  We continued the study for something more than two 
hours.  At the conclusion I asked President Kane if it met his approval.  He 
replied, 'I am not ready to say; I do not know what my music faculty might
think of it.'”

Meanwhile, President Robertson was in contact with members of the Board of 
Administration, and board members were increasingly angry over how Wesley College was 
getting treated.  Under pressure from Chairman J. E. Davis and Vernon Squires, Dean of the
College of Liberal Arts, President Kane eventually signed a clarification of the affiliation 
agreement where the UND Department of Music taught large ensembles and music theory
and the Wesley College Conservatory of Music taught private lessons.

This division of labor between UND and Wesley College last until 1953.

By the end of this saga, Wesley College was in debt.  In 1935, President Robertson wrote:

“Wesley College has felt the depression; [it] has felt it sorely.  The chief 
patron of the College, Dr. Frank Lynch, of San Diego, urged the temporary 
closing of the College four years ago.  When one who has invested 
$129,000 in the College views the prospect as it appeared to him, we 



cannot do otherwise than share the deep concern.  But faculty people 
said they could not do that for fear it might prove fatal to the College.  
They would stay and hope.  The College still lives.

“Wesley College is in debt.  That is no disgrace, but it is a serious matter.”

Wesley College would limp along for decades to come.

The following passage is found on page 170 of “History of the Methodist Church in North 
Dakota and Dakota Territory”:

“During the academic year 1952-53, the trustees faced up to the 
realization that the College had rendered its service in the fields of 
music and speech; and with the University ready to develop a 
complete program in these two fields, it turned over its courses and 
faculty to the University.  By September 1, 1953, arrangements were 
completed for doing this and the change was made.”

This had been the course of action that President Robertson had urged upon UND three 
decades earlier.  Wesley College would sell its buildings to the University of North Dakota 
in 1965.  Under the Starcher administration, UND had developed a Department of Religion 
under university control that brought in professors of religion from various denominations.

Historican Alexis Varvel comments, “The Kane administration wasted public money on 
ruinous duplication that did more to sabotage Wesley College than promote the University.
This was empire building run amok, and it has tarred the University of North Dakota with a 
reputation for wasteful spending ever since.  Nothing screams privilege more than 
wantonly destroying architectural treasures that many other communities in this state 
would have loved to have, and would have deeply appreciated.  As an alumnus of UND, I 
am worried that destroying the old Wesley College campus may affect the Legislature's 
willingness to appropriate funds for future construction.”

Alexis Varvel continues, “I think this tale also illustrates how mutual recognition of credits 
can be used by a weaker institution to damage another.  The North Dakota University 
System needs to implement safeguards against the kind of sabotage UND once inflicted 
upon the Wesley College Conservatory.  A good step toward this would be a joint 
curriculum committee of UND and NDSU to both foster trust among faculty and establish 
standards critical to creating the trust necessary for mutual acceptance of credits.

The University of North Dakota has slated the old Wesley College complex (Corwin Hall, 
Robertson Hall, Sayre Hall, and Larimore Hall) 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

This press release is the seventh 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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