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Throughout the 1890s, it became increasingly apparent that the university faced 
challenges which demanded significant changes in the way in which the institution 
was administered. Outside funding continued to elude Lehr and the other trustees, 
due, in part, to their continued control of the institution. Then too, Lehr's policy of 
keeping tuition low, as commendable as that may have been in some respects, left 
the institution chronically under-funded. At the same time, larger enrollments and 
an expanding curriculum made finding funds for additional buildings all the more 
pressing.

Also worth noting, President Lehr, the guiding force behind the university, was 52 
years old at the beginning of the 1890s and had at least one more of his periodical 
episodes of "nerves." Although he was assisted by a dedicated teaching staff, he was 
beginning to have concerns for the future of the institution. What would become of 
the university if illness removed him?

Likely, President Lehr insisted on overseeing many areas of the university and was 
severely overburdened. By the last year of his administration, Lehr was serving as a 
trustee, treasurer, and professor. Since the catalog for that year noted that all 
correspondence was to be directed to the president, presumably he also performed 
some of the functions of registrar. Although he received some assistance from J.G. 
Park, who himself served as vice president, recording secretary, and professor, this 
workload would have left President Lehr little time for long-range planning and 
fund-raising.
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Request for Catalog and Related Information
Answered by Pres. Lehr, 1897
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Lehr Family ςcirca. 1896
(L to R) Mrs. Lehr, H.S. Lehr, Daughters Sarah and Harriet

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ муфлΩǎΣ ōƻǘƘ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ 
problems ςa further distraction for Pres. Lehr.
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Facing Challenges

The university faced two other problems. The 30-year agreement with the Ada 
Union School Board, under which the Administration Building was constructed, was 
to expire in 1909. That date must have loomed larger as the decade progressed. 
Under the original agreement, Lehr and his partners leased the Administration 
Building and the land on which it sat from the Ada Union School District. Payment 
was in the form of free tuition for all qualifying students in the district. They were 
uncertain what the future might hold when the lease expired. At the state level, 
legislative initiatives were underway to abolish the normals. Although a 
diminishing percentage of the students were enrolled in the teachers' training 
course, the loss of that part of the curriculum would have been a severe blow to 
Northern.

Old Pharmacy Building, 2nd from left, 
In its original location Circa 1900



Campus, 1900

Sheep shed
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Nor were these concerns merely theoretical. Lehr had to look no further than the 
National Normal University, in Lebanon, Ohio to see what the future might hold for 
Northern. Established by his mentor, Alfred Holbrook, the institution was similar to 
Northern in many ways. After its inception in 1855, Holbrook's school enjoyed an initial 
burst of prosperity. Despite a low-tuition plan similar to Northern's and a corresponding 
absence of endowment income, the Lebanon school was able to draw sufficient 
numbers of students to offset these deficiencies.

Administratively, both Northern and the School at Lebanon shared certain similarities. 
Prior to its incorporation in 1885, Northern was the personal property of Lehr and his 
fellow trustees. Holbrook took this arrangement one step further by drafting his 
school's constitution himself. He arranged that the other trustees would be elected 
annually by the student body, thus insuring himself overall control. The major 
difference arguably was that while Lehr eventually realized that he needed to step 
aside for the good of his institution, Holbrook did not. By the 1890s, the National 
Normal University was showing signs of strain. In 1895, the school was forced into 
receivership. Two years later, Alfred Holbrook retired; his school was merged with 
Wilmington College in 1917.
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The last structure of the Lehr era, the pharmacy building, reflected the university's 
continuing shortage of building funds. Constructed in 1894, it was a modest two-story 
frame structure located behind the Normal School Building where it stood until 1909. 
At that time it was moved to the southeast corner of Gilbert Street and University 
Avenue. The exact arrangements for financing the project are not clear, but 
apparently none of the previous appeals to the local population were employed. 
Although adequate for the College of Pharmacy, it compared poorly with the much 
grander Administration Building. With these troubles in mind, President Lehr was only 
too happy to promote his school whenever and however possible.

Moved to S.E. Corner of S. Gilbert and W. University Ave. in 1909
(New Location Shown Here)
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Campbell-McKinley Debate

A opportunity arose in 1891 when William McKinley challenged Joseph Campbell for 
the governorship of Ohio. Lehr met Congressman Campbell in 1884 during Lehr's trip 
to Washington, D.C., to lobby on behalf of the university's military department. Each 
man subsequently came to hold the other in high regard even though Lehr was a 
Republican and Campbell, a Democrat. Several years later, Campbell promised to 
deliver a commencement address at the university, and, although he was unable to 
appear as scheduled, he offered to speak later. As the 1891 gubernatorial contest 
neared, Lehr approached Governor Campbell about participating in a debate with 
McKinley, rather than merely giving a speech. After protracted negotiations, both 
men agreed that the event would take place at the Ada Tri-County Fair Grounds on 
October 8, 1891.

Campbell (L) McKinley (R)



Chapter 4  - 1890 ς1900, end of the Normal School Era

9

15,000 People Attend

The audience, which was expected to reach 15,000, represented not only a publicity 
coup for the university but also a financial windfall for the village. One local editor 
asked his readers to contemplate "the immensity nay, the enormity of this 
enterprise...that thousands of dollars will drop into Ada that day."5 Local committees 
were organized to deal with finances, advertising, transportation, and the press. The 
decorations committee urged "that every house in town make a display, as elaborate 
as possible, but if not able to afford this to at least display a flag."Naturally care was 
taken to see that the campus was decorated for the occasion. Residents were 
encouraged to prepare lunches at their homes for the hungry visitors, and 
arrangements were made to guide the throng to their meals.

As the moving force behind the debate, President Lehr was closely involved in the 
preparations. He offered both candidates the use of his house prior to the debate and 
provided a lavish catered lunch and dinner for both men and the representatives of 
the press. Knowing the tastes of his guests, he ordered 400 cigars to put them in a 
receptive frame of mind. To help the newspapermen quickly transmit their stories, 
students served as runners between the fairgrounds and the local telegraph office. 
The university cadet battalion was called into service to escort the participants from 
the Ada railroad depot to the Lehr residence and then on to the debate. The cadets 
were also given the opportunity to fire salutes from their two cannons.
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National Publicity

For his part, Lehr remained scrupulously non-partisan regarding the debate, and he 
did not explicitly request publicity for the university. His approach, particularly where 
the press was concerned, bore fruit. When he returned home after the debate, the 
newspapermen waiting there called him out onto the lawn. A reporter from Chicago, 
acting as spokesman for the group, said:

We know what you want, it is to advertise your school. We met here at one 
o'clock and resolved that if you would ask us to write up your college that we 
would ignore it completely, but you have said nothing. You gave us a fine 
lunch, good cigars and plenty of them [,] you had pages for both parties, 
treated Democrats and Republicans alike, now watch the papers tomorrow.

The gentlemen of the press were as good as their word, and for the next two weeks 
the Ada Record was able to reprint numerous flattering articles extracted from 
regional and national papers.

New York Times ςOctober 8, 1891
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Columbian Exposition

In 1893, another opportunity to advertise the university arose in the form of a letter 
from the U.S. commissioner of education, soliciting an exhibit for the upcoming 
World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The exhibit was to be the work of students 
and not a museum display. A number of faculty members thought it unwise, if not 
hopeless, to compete with larger and more prestigious institutions. The trustees, a 
body which consisted of President Lehr and Professors John Park, Frederick Maglott
and Warren Darst, disagreed. Although some departments did not participate, it was 
still possible to secure a representative sampling of student work. As Lehr noted:
The teachers of English had their students write essays, those studying geography 
prepared maps, Prof. Rogallselected some fine paintings prepared by his art 
students...a member of the class in Botany prepared a fine herbarium and Mrs. Eva 
Maglott, teacher of higher mathematics, had her students prepare, under her 
supervision, intricate figures in analytics worked out by silk threads and fine steel 
wires and the teachers of engineering had their students prepare blue prints and 
fine specimens in projection drawing.

Prof. Rogalland His Art Class
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As it transpired, the doubting Thomasescould have saved themselves a good deal of 
worry. The exhibit was one of only four from Ohio colleges, and it was well received. 
The materials prepared by Mrs. Maglott and her students were of particular interest 
to the Awards Committee, and the university was given a ribbon and a bronze medal 
for the presentation. Lehr, always quick to seize an opportunity, incorporated a 
picture of the ribbon into the cover of the university catalog for several years. The 
medal appeared on the university letterhead.
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William Jennings Bryan

In 1895 President Lehr again brought his school before a national audience by 
securing William Jennings Bryan as commencement speaker. Since Bryan was 
campaigning for a seat in the U.S. Senate, he may have been only too grateful for a 
ready-made audience. The "Great Commoner" received $100 as an honorarium. 
Speaking to the large gathering on the Administration Building lawn, Lehr introduced 
Bryan as the next Democratic candidate for president. When, the following year, 
Bryan actually secured his party's nomination, Lehr's comment was resurrected in the 
press, thus enhancing his reputation for sagacity and further advertising the school.

Presumably, each men appreciated the other's accomplishments and qualities. Lehr, 
while not agreeing with Bryan on many points, indicated a fair amount of sympathy 
for the latter's positions on economic issues. For his part, Bryan arranged to speak at 
Ohio Northern in 1911, 1912 and 1916.
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Stiff Competition

As satisfying as these activities undoubtedly were to President Lehr, they were only 
momentary distractions from the looming questions about the university's future. 
Although the incorporation documents of 1885 transferred the actual ownership of 
the school from the trustees as individuals, Northern was still perceived by many as 
being Lehr's personal property. He himself was acutely aware that, because of this 
misunderstanding, his ability to raise funds for badly-needed buildings and 
equipment was severely limited. The institution was also facing stiff competition 
from several similar schools, one of which was Holbrook's National Normal 
University. Furthermore, he was concerned about the board of trustees. Although 
the membership of the board had changed little over the years, and the members 
had deferred to Lehr in most matters, there was no guarantee that new members 
would be so acquiescent.
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State Legislative Battles

The university also faced threats from outside in the form of legislation which 
would have made it very difficult for Northern to continue to exist. In 1893, 
President Caufieldof Ohio State University caused legislation to be introduced in 
the Ohio General Assembly which would have prohibited institutions from 
conferring degrees unless they had an income of at least $15,000 either from the 
state or a permanent endowment. At that time, Northern did not have an 
endowment, and, indeed, the school's entire net annual income amounted to 
approximately $12,000. Lehr recounted, with obvious relish, his part in defeating 
this scheme, but this and subsequent efforts at, as he termed it, "chloroforming" 
the state's smaller institutions, must have been troubling omens.

Ironically, to protect his life's work, President Lehr adopted the extreme course of 
trying to convert Northern into a state-supported institution. Lehr asked his 
nephew, J.L. Hampton, who was serving as Governor AsaBushnell's executive 
secretary, to quietly approach the governor on the matter. Lehr's proposal was that 
Bushnell should use the powers granted him as governor to appoint a new board of 
trustees, a board which would, of course, include Lehr. For his part, Lehr promised 
that "there should be no request of the state for money to pay salaries or other 
expenses but that after several years we would try and get an appropriation for 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦέ

John Lewis Hampton
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Secrecy was of utmost importance in 
these proceedings since Lehr feared that 
other schools would object if word of the 
project surfaced. It did, however, 
become known, first through an article in 
the Cincinnati Enquirer. When the 
residents of Ada heard the news, they 
held a noisy public celebration. The ONU 
military department band, under a large 
orange and black banner, escorted a 
contingent of local businessmen from 
downtown Ada to the campus. Various 
university notables, including President 
Lehr, made optimistic predictions as to 
the institution's future, and the Ada 
Recordpublished a lengthy article based 
on what was assumed to be an 
accomplished fact.

Alas, this public clamor was precisely 
what the situation did NOT require. By 
that Friday, the Columbus Dispatchhad 
picked up the story of Ada'sjubilations. 
The Governor had indeed appointed the 
trustees, but he had been called out of 
town before he had actually signed their 
commissions. When he returned it was 
to a wave of protest from the other 
educational institutions in Ohio. In a 
subsequent letter to Lehr, Mr. Hampton 
pronounced the trustee scheme "utterly 
ruined."

Ada Record
July, 7, 1897


