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In 1905, Webster Merrifield, president of the University of North Dakota, and Edward 
Robertson, president of Red River Valley University, reached an agreement to create Wesley 
College on 80 acres of land adjacent to the campus of UND. The agreement stated that Wesley 
College students, who would study music, expression, and religion, could receive credit for those 
classes at UND, and UND students could take classes in those areas at Wesley College. This 
allowed UND to expand their offerings, especially in music and religion, without hiring more 
faculty or straying from its overtly secular mission and allowed Wesley College students to 
receive a comprehensive education and degree from the state university. In spirit, this 
collaborative agreement existed until 1965 when Wesley College sold its campus to UND and 
shifted its attention exclusively to religious education as the Wesley Foundation (which 
ultimately dissolved in 2016). Over its 60-year history, Wesley College housed some of the most 
renowned UND alumni including Maxwell Anderson, Carl Ben Eielson, and Archie “Toots” 
Whipple.  
 
Once an agreement between Wesley College and UND existed, Robertson secured funding to 
build three buildings on the 80-acre plot purchased to the north of University Avenue in Grand 
Forks: Sayre Hall (1908), Larimore Hall (1909), and Corwin Hall (1910). The buildings were 
designed by the New York City architect, A. Wallace McRae, and built in the modern Beaux 
Arts style with numerous classical touches including a Greek key stringcourse in glazed brick 
and red Mediterranean tile roofs. The construction of these buildings was funded by prominent 
North Dakota families. Frank Lynch, a California lumber baron originally from Wahpeton 
helped secure the land. The bonanza-farming Larimore family funded the construction of 
Larimore Hall as a women’s dormitory. The Corwin family from Jamestown, funded the 
construction of Corwin Hall which would serve as the music conservatory. A.J. Sayre a 
successful business man and land broker originally from Harvey, ND, but working out of 
Calgary and California, funded Sayre Hall, which was furnished in a grand style with terrazzo 
floors, well-appointed common rooms, and spacious dormitory suites. John M. Hancock 
sponsored the construction of Robertson Hall in 1930 to complete the initial phase of the 
Wesley College plan. 
 
In 1919, A.J. Sayre asked Edward Robertson to rename Sayre Hall in honor of his son, Harold 
Holden Sayre, who had died in World War I, and Robertson quickly agreed. Harold Sayre 
was a sophomore at Stanford University when he enlisted in the American Field Service in 1917 
telling his father “I don’t want to be a slack and not go; I’d feel like a coward as long as I lived.” 
He saw war first hand on the Eastern Front where he worked to transport the wounded. In 
December of 1917, he enlisted in the Air Service of the U.S. Army and was attached to the 11th 
Aero Bombing Squadron as a Flight Lieutenant. He trained in France and in September of 
1918, he and his pilot Lt. Horace Shidler were sent to augment the 96th Aero Squadron at the 
Battle of Saint-Mihel. On September 14, in an unfamiliar Breguet 14B.2 bomber, Shidler and 



Sayre were met by a German squadron. During the combat, Sayre was killed while firing at 
enemy planes, and Shidler crashed and was taken prisoner. 
 
Shidler survived the War and commemorated Sayre’s bravery in a poem preserved in UND’s 
Special Collections. After Sayre’s father asked Robertson to change the name of the building, 
the two men continued to correspond, and Roberston helped the Sayres secure a passport to 
visit the site of their son’s grave in Germany and hung a portrait of Harold Sayre on the first 
floor of Sayre Hall. In catalogues and official publication of Wesley College, Sayre Hall is 
called Harold Sayre Hall. Both Sayre and Robertson hoped that “Sayre Hall was built to 
house the young men of Wesley College and the University while they were being trained to 
the highest ideals of practical Christian manhood. Harold Sayre Hall is to stand as a 
monument to the realization of that ideal as I think I see in the life of my own boy.” 
 
The demolition of Sayre Hall and the Wesley College campus 100 years after the death of 
Harold Holden Sayre offers a tragic commentary on memory in the modern era in which 
progress often involves forgetting the sacrifices of individuals, instances of personal intellectual 
risks, and monuments to unrealized ambition. The event on May 3, 2018, however, offers a 
chance to pause in our race to the future and commemorate both Harold Sayre and the other 
individuals who passed through Wesley College and sought to realize its vision. In a world 
defined by an ever-accelerating sense of urgency, small rituals like these become ways to 
remember that our lives, work, ambition, and sacrifice will also succumb to someone else’s 
future.  
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About the Wesley College Documentation Project 
 
The Wesley College Documentation Project is a collaboration between William Caraher 
(Department of History), UND Facilities, and UND Honors, to work with students to 
preserve and document the history, architecture, and archaeology of the Wesley College campus 
in the months before its demolition. Ten students, community members, and UND faculty and 
staff have worked painstakingly to document Roberston, Sayre, Corwin, and Larimore Halls 
through music and ritual, photography and videos, and interviews and archival research. We 
hope to make the results of our efforts publicly available in the months and years to come. 


