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War Years 1915-1920

On July 21, 1914, the new university bell pealed for the first time from the 
reconstructed tower of Hill Memorial. The previous November, the building had 
been gutted by fire, and the restoration had been accomplished in a remarkably 
short time. As the bell's tones drifted over Ada, they were joined by ominous 
rumblings from the First World War which had begun less than a month earlier. Up 
to that point, Ohio Northern had been affected by local or state-wide influences. For 
the next five years Ohio Northern was, for the first time in its history, subjected to 
international forces.
During the early years of the war, Ada, like the nation as a whole, basked in 
complacent isolationism. Local press coverage of the conflict was slight. Of Ada's
two commercial papers, the Ada Record carried the most news on the war. The 
other, the University Herald, scarcely acknowledged the conflict's existence. The 
Herald's editor probably reflected local sentiment when, in contemplating the 1914 
crop prospects, he observed:

A billion bushels of wheat for America! Greatest wheat crop prospects ever 
heard of since time began! That beats killing each other with shot and shell. 
Training the youth in the alchemy of the soil and sun is better than training 
them with sword and gun. The arts of peace are more commendable than 
the arts of war.
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Bryan Speaks Again

Another critic of the war, William 
Jennings Bryan, visited ONU in early 
March 1916. He was on campus to 
address the law students, but he also 
delivered a speech on the war before a 
packed audience in Lehr Memorial. 
Bryan, who had served as President 
Woodrow Wilson's Secretary of State 
through June 1915, was increasingly 
concerned with what he perceived as the 
country's drift toward the European 
conflict. He saw the federal 
government's strengthening of the 
armed forces as a precursor to American 
involvement in the war and observed, "If 
the nations of Europe had spent one-
tenth as much spreading the lessons of 
peace as they did for 'preparedness' 
there would be no war today.” 
Apparently his message was well 
received. Shortly after Bryan's speech, 
however, news from the Mexican border 
challenged the nation's pacifists.

In early March 1916, Mexican general 
Francisco Villa attacked Columbus, New 
Mexico, killing 17 U.S. citizens. The 
American response was to send an 
expeditionary force to deal with General 
Villa and his followers. It was necessary 
to mobilize various National Guard units, 
including Ada's Company G.

Bryan’s Last Campus
Appearance, 1919
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In July, the companies were shipped to Columbus, Ohio, where they remained until 
September.

During their stay in Columbus, the companies were stationed at Camp Willis, a 
temporary facility named in honor of then-governor Frank B. Willis. As a former 
ONU faculty member, Willis' visits to camp were especially welcome. Days were 
occupied by the routine of military life including immunizations and the issuing of 
equipment. There were also hikes, drill, and some military exercises.
The next stop was Ft. Bliss, Texas, where they arrived on September 9. There, 
training took on a more serious tone with work in range finding, patrolling, map 
reading, target practice, and the packing and care of mules. As it turned out, the 
National Guard played a purely defensive role along the border, and no units were 
ever sent into Mexico. By the following June, the Ada troops had returned home, 
but by then events in Europe had overshadowed the Mexican expedition.
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World War I

In early April 1917, it became apparent that 
the United States would enter the war. 
Although the formal declaration of war was 
not issued until April 6, President Smith 
anticipated the event by telegraphing a 
resolution of support to President Wilson. 
In it he noted:

In the crisis that is upon our country 
it behooves every true citizen to 
show his loyalty and devotion to the 
nation. The Ohio Northern 
University, with five of its sons 
members of the present congress, 
with many others already forming 
existing military units, with a 
splendid and competent battalion 
trained at Government expense, 
and with the whole student body 
ardent and earnest in patriotism 
desires to assure our most sincere 
and hearty support.

Like many Americans, President Smith was 
ambivalent about American involvement in 
the European conflict, but when war was 
finally declared he supported the decision.
At the same time, he cautioned students to 
be hasty when it came to enlisting.

Ada Herald
April 27, 1917, p. 1
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For the first few months, the war's impact on Northern was slight. To forestall a rapid 
drop in enrollment, President Smith, in late April, advised male students against 
enlisting precipitously. Since the government was still formulating its mobilization 
plans, this was probably sound advice. By May, criteria for admission to officer 
training programs had been finalized, and college graduates were given preference. 
This was fortunate for Northern since it provided an additional argument in favor of 
students continuing their studies.

Enrollment Drops

Even so, President Smith was obliged to publicly deny rumors that Northern would be 
closing at the end of spring quarter in 1917 and to take appropriate measures. In 
May, the student newspaper, the Northern Review, suspended publication. The next 
month matters took a more serious turn when faculty members were notified that 
their salaries had been cut by one-sixth as a war-time economy. Eventually, it was 
necessary to close the College of Law for the fall quarter of 1918.

Student Army Training  Corps. (SATC) Students
Impromptu Mess Hall in Brown Auditorium
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In July 1917, President Wilson issued an executive order drafting the entire National 
Guard into the regular United States Army. It was to take effect on August 5. The 
number of local residents affected by the call was estimated at between 100 and 
150, though not all were connected with the university. Enrollment figures for the 
fall quarter that year are not available, but obviously mobilization and individual 
enlistments reduced the student body. As the Ada Herald observed:

The decrease in enrollment for the Fall term is noticeable at the rooming and 
boarding houses. In past years nearly every room in the city was occupied 
while good boarding places were taxed to their capacity. This term many 
rooms are vacant and tables at eating places have been abandoned.

Fuel Shortages

Those students remaining at Northern that winter had to cope with a coal shortage. 
As early as July 1917, some magazine editors noted that the combination of greatly 
increased demand for fuel by war industries, plus stagnant coal production and 
transportation bottlenecks, was already hampering industry. By September, the 
looming problem had become serious enough for the head of the federal 
government's Fuel Administration, a war-time agency, to urge all families to reduce 
home temperatures by at least five degrees.

SATC Students at Bayonet Practice
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Educational institutions like Northern were also expected to bear part of the burden. 
In October, the music department was moved from its own building into Lehr 
Memorial, and the three literary societies were requested to hold joint programs to 
reduce the need for heating. Brown Auditorium was closed, and the women's gym 
classes usually held there were cancelled. Since only one half of the Pharmacy 
Building was heated, all classes were scheduled for that section. Evening meetings 
were limited to Wednesday and Friday nights, and all heat to academic buildings was 
stopped on weekends. By late January, more stringent measures had been imposed. 
Some classes were moved from Hill to Dukes so that heat could be turned off in the 
former building in the early afternoons. The noon-time break between classes was 
cut in half, and law and business classes were moved to the dwindling number of 
heated rooms. Although Northern survived the winter, this was not the last the 
university would see of fuel shortages.
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Engineering Deferments

As spring 1918 approached, Northern received the welcome news that it had been 
added to a list of schools authorized to train engineers for war-related work. This 
policy gave the university a much-needed boost by granting engineering students a 
deferment from the draft as long as they were studying areas which were deemed 
necessary to national defense. In addition to securing a supply of trained engineers for 
the government, it served to cushion the war's effect on enrollment.

Training Corps Organized

Another government policy which benefited Northern was the creation in 1918 of the 
Students Army Training Corps (SATC). This officer training program allowed college 
students to continue their education while preparing for a commission in the regular 
army. That fall, regular and SATC students raised Northern's enrollment to around 600.
SATC students began their day with reveille at 6 a.m. followed by 30 minutes of 
calisthenics. Breakfast was followed by drill from 7:30 to 9:30 a.m. The period from 10 
a.m. till noon was allotted for classes.
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Lunch occupied 50 minutes, and classes then resumed from 1 until 4:30 p.m. 
Athletics lasted until 5:30 p.m. followed by retreat and a 30-minute dinner. Study 
hours lasted until 9:30 p.m. with taps at 10 p.m. The usual social activities of college 
life were obviously precluded by this rigorous schedule.
The SATC preferred to billet its men in groups, and the number of buildings in Ada 
capable of housing numerous individuals was limited. The downtown Young Hotel 
was pressed into service, as were the Theta Nu Epsilon and Sigma Phi Epsilon houses. 
Local boarding house proprietors benefited since even smaller houses were 
eventually used. On campus, the literary society halls in Lehr Memorial were 
converted into impromptu barracks. Meals for the SATC students were provided in 
Brown Auditorium which was converted into a mess hall.

Return to Civilian Life

With the end of the war in November 1918, the campus rapidly reverted to civilian 
life. The SATC program had been in existence at Northern for less than one quarter 
when, on December 20, its members were discharged. As it turned out, the greatest 
danger that this group faced was from the influenza epidemic that year. The Northern 
SATC was fortunate not to suffer any deaths and had remarkably few serious cases of 
flu. Law classes resumed in January, and the fraternities, closed during the conflict, 
began re-opening.

Students in Navy Training Unit in Front of Former
Lambda Tau Delta House on East College Ave.
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