
Guitar Street as it was In the mld-1800s was painted by Columbia artist Tom Watson for Farm and Home Savings Association. 

The Way Mizzou Was Won 
"Columbia. the county seat of Boone County 
.. has nine stores, two taverns, four grogshops, 

and but one meetinghouse," wrote Elijah P. 
Lovejoy, a Presbyterian minister and editor of 
the St. Louis Obsel'ver, after a visit in 1834. 

"Thus you see, Bacchus has four temples -
and I know not how many domestic altars-and 
God but one, in Columbia." 

His description gives no hint of the thriving 
frontier town that, along with the rest of Boone 
County, produced a bid only five years later of 
$117,921.75 to win the location of the Univer
sity of Missouri within its boundaries. 

By the end of the 18305, Columbia boasted 
eight dry goods stores, a book store, two drug 
shops, three blacksmiths, one chair factory, 
three cabinet makers, two wagon makers, two 
tinners, one halter, three saddlers and three 
tailor shops. There were a brickyard, grist mills 
and 11 tanneries. 
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Artist George Caleb Bingham was painting 
portraits of prominent citizens in his little stu
dio on Guitar Street. And there were many who 
demanded his services. The community had 
almost a dozen lawyers, seven doctors and a 
dentist. 

One wonders how many "domestic altars" 
Bacchus could have had in a town where 300 
men had "taken the pledge" and were members 
of the temperance society. The convictions of 
the citizenry about the evils of drink did not, 
however, prevent Boone County from ranking 
second in the state in the production of alcoholic 
beverages. In 1840, the county bottled 64,680 
gallons of the devil's brew. 

The county also ranked first in production of 
maple sugar, provided half the state's total to
bacco crop and helped make the state second in 
the nation in hemp growing. 

Agriculture and livestock breeding - jacks 



and j ennets h ad been imported and were be
coming known as Missouri Mules - were nn
portant to Boone Cou nty's prosperity, but Co
lumbia's location was the key to its wealth. 

Columbia, in the words of one historian, "sat 
astride the path of empire." Broadway - 100 
feet wide- was a part of Boon's Lick Trail. And 
if you were going West fl'Om St. Louis, to either 
California 01' Oregon, you took Boon's L ick Trail. 

1:e parade down Broadway in sured cus
tomers for Columbia's businesses, which ex
panded to meet the demand. In 1834, the editor 
of Columbia 's newspa per marveled , "Never 
within our recollection has there been such an 
influx of emigrants as are now, and have for 
some weeks, been passing through this place to 
the more western part of the state. There ap
pears to be an almos t unbroken line of wagons, 
carts, caniages, cattle, slaves, etc." 

In exch a n ge fOl' merchandise, storekeepers 
accepted tobacco, pork, mules, cotton, feath
ers, jeans, linsey, socks, venjson hams, honey, 
beeswax, tallow and dressed deer skins. The 
Missouri River nearby provided a route for ship
ping su ch goods back to Sl. Louis and on down 
the Mississippi to New Orleans. Profits from 
such tTade were substantial. 

The early Columbians were not interested 
only in m akin g money, however . They also had 
a strong sense of civic duty and pride and a n 
abiding beliefin education. 

Ten acres h ad been set aside when Columbia 
was laid out by the land syndicate on the condi
tion that the state univer sity be built on them. 

The conviction that the university should be 
in Columbia was not shared by other mid -Mis
souri counties. The state legislature spent more 
than a decade considering the problem s of set
tin g up a university . At the top of the list were 
money and site selection. 

Taken for granted was the central loca tion . 
Other desirable site ch aracteristics included 
reasonable transportation to the r est of the 
state, a healthful climate, a good water supply, 
a growing population a ware of the advantages 
of higher education and a college to serve as 
the nucleus of the state ins titution . 

Columbia qualified on all counts except th e 
last a nd quickly set about creating Columbia 
College. The citizens donated funds for i ts im
pressive brick building, which opened its doors 
in 1834. 

Bills to found the university were proposed , 
but died in the legislature until 1838. Fayette 
offered Howard College as a site. Not to be out
done, J ames S. Rollins, a young lawyer from 
Boone County m aking his fu'st appearance in 
the House, offered Columbia College. 

At this point, a contest was devised . Six of the 
centrally located counties were to present offers 
of subscriptions in money and real estate. The 
site h ad to be a trac t of at least 40 acres within 
two miles ofa county seat. Thecompeti tors were 
the counties of Boone, Cal laway, Cooper, How
ru.·d , Saline and Cole . 

Quickly, a mass m eeting was called in Colum
bia to select a committee to raise the funds. Wil
liam J ewell , whose fortune also founded the col
lege named for him at Liberty, was chairman 
and William Woodson was secretary. 

The committee of 10 was given the power 
to draw up an assessmen llist against the resi
dents of the county. In Boone Cou n ty lived 
13,361 persons: 5,504 white males , 5,025 white 
females, 3,008 slaves and 32 free blacks. 

~haps th e meeting was long. Perhaps 
there was some disagreement with the pro
posal to assess residents for the university. The 
minutes show that a resolution was passed "that 
it be considered disrespectful to this meeting for 
an y individual to withdraw himself from the 
same without leave until the meeting shall have 
been regularly adjourned." A resolution passed 
later in the day made it a "duty" to meet one's 
assessment. 

The committee m embers h eld meetings 
throughout the county in chu rch es, school 
h ouses, "ben eath the shade of arching oaks and 
on mustergrounds," The committee membel's 
rode horseback, stoppin g both a t log cabins and 
a t the few brick houses which indicated wealth. 
The goal of$50,000 w as reach ed in ] 0 days. The 
subscribers numbered 96 on the original lists. 

But soon reports from Callaway and Howard 
indicated that both counties were ahead of 
Boone in the race and still working hard. So the 
leader s in Columbia faced the discouragin g 
task of reopening the campaign and reviving 
enthusiasm . 

A mass meet ing was set for April 30, bu t so 
few people showed up that a conunittee of five 
was sent out to bring in a ll citizens not present 
Again the leaders got a committee appointed to 
reassess the citizens and to infOlm them if their 
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pledges were no t high enough . A visitor from 
Faye tte wrote a fri end , " I have nothing to write 
abou t except tha t the Boys here are very bussing 
(s ic) in ge tting subscri ptions to the University 
in Columbia and the immedia te neighborhood. 
They have increased their subscriptions nearly 
double the first amount. You have no idea the 
exertions they a.re ma kin g." 

Edward Camplin was one of three who gave 
the maximum amount of $3,000 . Muc h has 
been made of the fac t tha t he could neither 
read nor write. However , Camplin was one of 
the shrewdest a.nd most successfu l business
ness m en in the county. He owned one of the 
taverns and thou sand s of acres offrumland . He 
al so was one of the leading private ba nkers in 
town. 

More than 900 people conh'ibuted money or 
land , be ller than one in 12 of the tota.l white pop
ulation of the county of all ages. 

Some contributors may have felt gr ea t pres
sure to subscribe large gifts . Some felt sure that 
their investment would be amply repaid when 
large numbers of students flocked to the town. 
Others may ha ve been under the impress ion 
that the il' sons would be able to a ttend the uni 
versity a t a negligible cost. But whatever thei.r 
reasons, the citizens were generous. 

Stories a.re told of the Scotch well digger who 
gave $5, m ore tha n he was ever known to have 
a t one time. Another donor was widow Ann Ge n
tTY, m other of 13 children , eight ofwhorn were 
then living. Six ministers, whose m eager sal ar
ies were paid inegula rl y, subscribed . Seven 
m en m ortgaged their homes and another had 
his hom e sold a t auction to pay hi s $350 sub
scription. One man sold his saddle horse. An
other sold his cow and then had to borrow one 
to furnish his family with milk for the winter. 

Con s table Levi Pal'k, one of the 51 7 Boone 
coun tia ns who could neither read nor Wl·ite, 
ga ve $200, and hi s wife counted it out for him. 
Farmer s Jefferson Garth and LaWl'ence Bass 
gave $3,000 each . A dry goods clerk, who m ade 
$25 a month , gave $100. Columbia's first con
fec tion er , J ohn Guitar , subscribed $1 ,000 . 
J a.mes HaJTis, a young farm boy, subscribed 
$100 then paid it with the first money he ever 
earned . A m an who had split rail s a t $1 a hun
dred , gave $ 100. 
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A ma n who sold a pples for a li ving gave $50. 
John Lynch sold his slaves to pay hi s $500 sub
scription. A m an who "m ade hi s living m aking 
a nd peddling fl y b rus hes gave $5, a nd hi s 
fri ends wondered how a nd where he would 
ever get that muc h money." 

T hom as Selby, a tavern keeper , " who had 
enough childre n to ftll hi s tavern , gave $400, 
a nd his widow finished payin g hi s subsc ription 
before she m arried again ," said one hi stori a n. 

IEut J a mes Rollins, late r call ed " the Fa ther 
of the University," seem s to h ave been respon
sible for the m aster s troke whic h won the con
les t. When the campaign was over , the s ta le 
commiss ione rs rode in lei sure ly fa s hion to 
each county seat to receive the fin a l bids. Rol 
lin s was present a t F aye tte whe n Howa rd 
County m ade its oll'er of $96,709.50. He was 
s tunned. Howard would win with tha t bid . 
Then, he found ou t tha t the bid included 200 
acres ofland purc hased to r $30 a n acre but sub
mitted a t a val ua tion of $80 . 

Rollins jumped on his hon;e and rode back to 
Columbia . He ca.ll ed the Boone committee to
gether and it countered by buying 220 acres 
south a nd west of the proposed univers ity site 
from Rollins for $25 an acre, a pparently pa rtly 
with Rollins' subscription of$2,000, a nd submit
ting the Ia.nd to the commissioners a t a va.lua
tion of $75 a n ac re. 

Only about $500 of the p ledged amount of 
$ 11 7,921. 75 was not pa id. An 1849 Board of 
Curators memo sta ted , " In their zeal to secure 
the location of the uni versity iJl Boone County , 
ma.ny subscribed for more tha n their a bility 
would have ju stified them in doing a nd som e 
were seriously embarrassed in consequence of 
it. Notwithstanding, most subscriptions were 
me t so promptly , a.lthough a t a heavy sacrifice, 
there are perhaps but few pru'aJl els of such 
prompt and faithful paym ent." 

The subscription fund was used to build Aca
demic HaJi , th e Columns of which s till s tand in 
Francis Quadrangle, and a house for the presi
dent of the university . But the s truggle for fi 
nancial support was jus t beginning. N ot until 
1866did the s ta te a ppropria te funds fOl' the Uni
vers ity of Missouri - Anne Baber 


