
A Profile Of Early Princeton University 
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Princeton University, founded in 1746 as The College \ff 

Of New Jersey " is the fourth oldest collegiate institution 

in the United States, outdated only by Harvard, William& 

Mary, and Yale. Like other educational institutions in 

colonial America, Princeton was the child of religion, and, 

more specifically, was born of the profound religious movement 

known as the Great Awakening. Since its birth, Princeton has 

moved under the momentum of great personalities, and has also 

been pecularly involved with great issues and movements in the 

educational, religious, and political sPeres. However, the 

College of New Jersey also underwent extraordinary trials in 

its early stages; the loss by death of four able and devoted 

presidents during its second decade of existence, the damage 

to Nassau Hall during the Revolutionary War, and the loss of 

that building to fire some years later are examples of the 

setbacks that plagued the young college. Nevertheless, the 

hard times blended with the prosperous times at Princeton 

to produce what is today one of the front-runners in the ·· 

Americaru.educational system. 

The College Of New Jersey was organized in 1746 as a 

result of the religious revival known as the " Great Awakening .. 

which swept through the colonies in the f ourth and fifth decadeo 

of the eighteenth century. A provincial overflow of the Enthusia3t 

Movement Of England, the Great Awakening was led by jealous 

evangelista-rivalists George Whitefi eld, Theodorus J. 

Frelinghuysen, and Gilbert Tennent. Opposed to the rigid authoritative 

demands of New England Congregationalism, these men crusaded 
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throughout the colonies preaching for congregational autonomy 


on the basis of personal religiuos experience. 2 The result 


of their preaching was the division of Christians into two 


factions which became known as the " New Lights " (the rivivalists), 


and the " Old Side " ( the conservative, traditional Congreg


ationalists). 


As they grew in number, the New Lights began erecting 

houses of worship of their own, and soon became in dire need 

of ministers. This proble1n threw light on need for the education 

of their young clergy, The first school for the education of 

New Lights was known as the " Log College ", established 

around 1726 in Neshami~, Pennsylvania by Rev. William Tennent 

for the education of his sons and a few other young men.J 
The Log College was a forerunner of the College Of New Jersey 

and supporters of the Log College entered the board of trustees 

at Princeton1 but, it is innaccurate to state that the College 

Of New Jersey grew out of the Neshamir!J schoo1. 4 

Still the role of the Log College was a very important 

on~. Rev. Tennent was a brilliant man with a remarkable knowledge 

of Latin; and his instruction in the classics and in divinity 

was highly regarded.5 Unfortunately, the Old Side regarded 

Tennent and his " rustic college " with contempt and fear; and 

they proclaimed that it would bring religion into discredit 

to ordain" half-educated enthusiasts ", 6 Thus, the Old Side 

majority in the synod of Philadelphia launched a frontal attac~ 

on the Log College in 1738 by declaring that candidates for 

ministry had to have studied at one of the New England Colleges 

or European Universities.? Defying the synod, the Tennents 
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decided to use the presbytery of New Brunswich, which was in 

their controla to admit Log College men. In return, the synod 

expelled the entire presbytery of New Brunswich, Enraged by 

this, the New Lights of the presbytery of New York and those 

of New Brunswich joined to form the synod of New York; and, 

·thus the result was the split in the Presbyterian Church. 8 

With William Tennent too old to continue the struggle 

for education amongst the New Lights, new figures began to emerge 

with intentions of furthering the cause four ministers 

Jonathan Dickinson, Aaron Burr, Ebenzer Pemberton, and 

John Pierson, along with three laymen - William Smith, 

Peter Van Brugh Livingston, and William Peartree ~mi th are noted as 

the men who " first concocted the plan and foundation of the 

college ",9 Six of these men Yale Graduates and the other a 

Harvard~graduate, it seems unusual that they would turn their 

backs on their alma mater; but with the expulsion of David 

Brainard and the harsh treatment given other New Lights at 

Yale by President Thomas Clap, Dickinson, Burr, and the 

intellectual minister Jonathan Edwards became disgusted with 

their former college. Thus, at the first meeting of the synod 

of New York in September 1745, these devoted men decided to 

establish a new college. 

Since it was doubtful as to whether a charter could be 

secured, the would-be founders of the nP.w college decided to 

broaden their purposes and cite in their charter that religious 

freedom would be granted, and that the college woulrt be for 

the education of laymen as well as of candidates for ministry. 

Furthermore, since there was no college in existence between 
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New Haven, Connecticut and Williamsburg, Virginia, the need 

for an institution for higher learning in the Middle Colonies 

was urgent.10 For example, Jonathan Belcher, who assumed 

governorship of the province in 1747, characterized his subjects 

11as " a very rustical people, and deficient in learning ", 
Thus, it was decided that they would offer courses in the classics 

, in divinity, in philosophy, and in science compared to those 

offerad at Harvard and Yale: a course of instruction so wide 

and comprehensive that criticisms from enemies would be avoided, 

With plans intact, the first outward step for the charterers 

was.to solicit financial aid. Without any problems to speak of; 

the appointed representatives were able to amass sufficient 

financial and moral support, and were then ready to apply to 

Governor Lewis Morris for a charter. However, to their great 

disappointment, Morris refused them with the fear that granting 

a charter to a dissenting college would be unfavorable amoung 

the influential Quakers and Anglicans of New Jersey. Then, to 

their good fortune, Morris died within the year; and upon re

application, on October 22, 1746, John Hamilton, acting Governor, 

signed.the charter empowering the seven- Dickinson, Burr, 

Pemberton, Pierson, W. Smith, Livingston, and W.P. Smith to 
12 Also,act as trustees of the new college of Hew Jersey. 

before the college ever opened, five additional trustees were 

chosen due to the want for an inter-colonial rather than a 

provincial college. These men - Gilbert Tennent, William Tennent 

Jr., Samuel Blair, Richard Treat, and Samuel Finley all had a 

powerful and growing influence amoung the Scotch-Irish who 

were rapidly moving into some of the regions of the college 

was desighned to serve.13 

http:serve.13
http:urgent.10
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At:the end of May 1747, the first handful! of students 

gathered et the parsonage of the elected president Jonathan 

Dickinson in Elizabeth, New Jersey; th~ ~;rst home of what was 

to become Princeton University, Here they had informal and intimate 

classes under Dickinson and the tutor, the Rev, Caleb Smith 

·for only four and one-half months, after which time Dickinson 

died, AS a solution to the unexpected dilemma, Aaron Burr 

took charge of the college, and the students moved to Newark 

where the college was to hold its first commencement exercises 

for six Bachelor of Arts students in November 1748, 14 

At Newark, the lack of sufficient funds became a big 

problem since the number of students had multiplied and romms 

for them, as well as an adequate lecture hall, library, and 

scientific equipmentwas unavailable due to lack of funds. 

Since nothing could be expected from the Quakers, and the newly formeo 

Presbytarian congregations of the area were struggling as well, 

funds were hard to raise, At one point, the college held a 

lottery to raise money, even though the school policy was to 

severly punish students who participated in lotteries. 15 

Finally, the financial problem came to a close when Samuel Davies 

and Gilbert Tennent conducted a successful fund raising expedition 

abroad, Now plans were being made for a permanent location for 

the school and the first choises, due to their central location 

in the Presbytarian community, were New Brunswich and Princeton, 

Since New Brunswickers failed and the people of Princeton 

succeeded in meeting the requirements - 1,000 New Jersey money, 

10 acres for the campus, and 200 acres of woodland for fuel, 

in Princeton (1752) the bid for the home of the College of New 

http:lotteries.15
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Jersey was made. 16 

Princeton was an ideal choice for the lo·cation of the 

college since it was a much traveled through town in the center 

of New Light America, near enough to New England and within 

easy reach of Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Maryland. Desig ner 

William Shippen and architect/ builder Robert Smith were contracted 

by President Burr to erect a main hall with "everything in 

the plainest •••manner •.• having no superflous ornaments ".With 

the deeds signed in 1753, ground was broken in September of 

1754, and by November 1756 the main hall was completed. 17 

The hall, 177 feet long by 50 feet deep and four stories tall 

was the largest structure of its kind in British North America. 18 

To express their gratitude, the trustees decided to honer Governor 

Belcher by naming the hall after him; however, the modest 

governor asked that the trustees name the hall Nassau Hall in 

honor of William the third, Prince of Orange-Nassau. 

The move to Princeton was made in November of 1756; and 

here for the early years the entire college had its life within 

the walls of Nassau Hall. Inside the walls of Nassau Hall slept 

the students and the tutors, here they held their recitations, 

attended religious exercises, ate their meals, and held their 

debates. 19 The college became so overwhelmingly synonimous 

with the hall that for many years the College of New Jersey 

was commonly referred as Nassau Hall. Complimenting the hall, 

a president's house was built nearby. Here Aaron Burr and his 

recently taken wife stayed until Burr's untimely death which 

brought grief to the campus just before commencement in 

September 1757, Aaron Burr is the one man more than any other 
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to which Princeton is indebted for its foundation. 

Shortly after Burr's death, the trustees elected as his 

predecessor Jonathan Edwards-one of the greatest intellects 

America has produced, Edwards came to Princeton ata time when 

small pox was prevalent on campus; and, while trying to avoid 

.the disease, Edwards fell pray to it and died only thirty-four 

days after taking office. Once again the college was without 

a leader untill Samuel Davies Was pursuaded to take the job, 

In his modesty, Davies felt that he was not properly fit for 

the job; but, as it proved, he was ideally equipped to lead the 

college. Davies worked diligently to remedy the defects at • 

Princeton; and, already in poor health with tuberculosis, 

Davies died after two years presidency to the dismay of the 

people of Princeton, Next, the college elected as its president 

Samuel Finley. Finley, although not a very good orator, was a 

popular, energetic, able president, and an able teacher in mo8~ 

every branch of study as we11. 20 When Finley died in 1766 

the College of New Jersey was a full-fledged college with 120 

undergraduates and many graduates already filling positions 

in civil life or occupying pulpits throughout the colonies. 

Thus, the cornerstone was laid, and the college was well 

established and ready for its third decade. 

The third decade of the 6ollege of New Jersey began and 

ended in uncertainty. Rumors were in the air that Governor 

Franklin was going to attempt to turn the school over to the 

Anglicans. Meanwhile, the still active Old Side had a plan to 

force one of their kind, Dr. Francis Alison, into the presidency 

of the college in return for a large sum of money. When the 
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John Witherspoon, a very learned man eminent in the church of 

Scotland. After an unsuccessful first attempt, the college was 

able to secure Witherspoon as president in December 1767, 21 

and so the respected Scotsman left his home for America. 

Witherspoon's administration period proved to be one of 

.the best remembered eras of Princeton's history. His service to 

the school was more than could have ever been asked of him. 

During vacation periods, Witherspoon journeyed throughout the 

colonies speaking with prominent groups and recieving monetary 

contributions that the school was in dire need of. Furthermore, 

Witherspoon, though new to America, became a patriotic leader 

at the time in Princeton's history when patriotism engulfed 

the campus and became substantially more important than any 

other code-including religious aims. The Stamp Act and the Boston 

Massacre were predominant topics of discussion around campus. 

With news of the Boston Tea Party, the students gathered the 

campus supply of tea and along with an effigy of Tory 

Governor Hutchinson, watched as it all went up in flames. In 

April 1776 when news of Lexington and Concord reached Princeton, 

the students organized their own company of young patriots 

ready to fight. With news of the Declaration of Independence, 

Nassau Hall was grandly illuminated; but on November 28, 1776, 

as the Red Coa~ss neared Princeton, the school had to close 

22
its doors in suspence of what was to happen. 

Soon after the students left Princeton, Washington and 


his battered army passed through; and following close behind, 


the Red Coats arrived on December 7. Thus began the •·'twenty 


i:l.ays tyranny " as the soldiers went from house to house pillaging, 
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plundering, and burning as they saw fit. Soon the battle of · · 

Princeton er:upted: a victory for Washington, the battle was 

somewhat disasterous for the college. Nassau Hall was shelled 

by the American troops since the British were in refuge there. 

The shelling, plus the burning of much of the building.•.s wood-

including parts of the floor pulled up, and the destruction 

of many valuable instruments was a rave price the college had 

to pay. Nevertheless, students retu ned to the campus in the 

summer of 1777 and restoration was egun. 

In need of money, Princeton underwe t a very slow restoration 

period. The students had few scientific instruments, 

no library, and for a while, no pre ident since Witherspoon 

had been called to serve in the Con inental Cogress. Thus, 

up until 1791, fourteen years after the battle of Princeton, the 

studying at the College of New Jers in a physically 

delapidated atmosphere. Inside the lassrooms, however, the 

emotional atmosphere was secure, an the students maintained 

the high moral that the college had previously been noted for. 

Life at Princeton had always been a good life. The students, 

though strict obedience was inforce upon them, always managed 

to remain high spirited, Student be avior was secured by a code 

of laws which every student had a c py of, Mandatory attendance 

at classes, at prayers twice a day, and at church on Sundays 

was spelled out plainly in the earl"est code along with strict 

forbiddance to playing cards, rolli dice, or frequenting 

taverns. ZJ Although student life w s closely regulated, 

Princeton maintained a somewhat lib ral reputation which can 

be justified by the activities of t e students shortly ~~fore 
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the war broke out. Furthermore, it is true that after the revolutioh 

things began ·to change and not as much attention was paid to 

the realm of piety. Still, the students at the eollege of New 

Jersey were an earnest, sober lot. 

Much of the change that occured at Princeton was directed 

under the influence and direction of John Witherspoon, the active 

and creative leader of the college who served from 1768 to 1794. 

The number of students who entered the ministry were few in 

comparison to the former days; instead, ~·/ithcrspoon's school 

was literaly a " school of state'Slllen ", turning out large numbers 

of lawyers and businessmen. 24 Thus, the course was set for the 

future of Princeton, and with a very prominant alumnus already 

established by 1800, the College of New Jersey, later to become 

Princeton University had no place to go but up. 

http:businessmen.24
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