
Hunter's First Year 
Or, How It All Began 

EDITOR'S NOTE: This 
article is drawn 
primarily from the first 
three chapters of 
Hunter College: 
Eigh @-Five Years of 
Service by Samuel 
White Patterson, 
Professor Emeritus, 
published in 1955. 

T he name of Thomas Hunter 
first appeared in print in New York 
City in the mid-1850s, in a listing of 
teachers in Valentine's Manual. The 
drawing teacher, who had been 
born in Ireland of Scottish parents, 
came to New York in 1850 when he 
was 19 years old. By the mid-1860s, 
Hunter had become principal of 
School No. 35 on 13th Street, where 
in 1866 he established the first 
evening high school in the city. 

In 1868, A. Oakey Hall was elected 
mayor of New York. f iown as 
"Elegant Oakey" because of his sar- 
torial splendor, he was a crony of 
Boss Tweed, who ran the Demo- 
cratic Party and, thus, the city. 
(Hall's 1868 election would soon be 
cited in The American Common- 
wealth by the historian James Bryce 
as the most scandalous in the city's 
history.) 

Perhaps to take the public's atten- 
tion away from the flagrant wrong- 
doing of his cohorts, Elegant 
Oakey wanted only the most up- 
standing and well-educated citi- 
zens on the board of the city's 
Department of Public Instruction. 
Among those appointed to the 
board were William Wood, a re- 
tired banker, Isaac Bell, a business 
executive, and Richard Ludlow 
Larremore, a lawyer and the 
board's president. All three would 
play crucial roles in the events of 
special concern to us. 

When Elegant Oakey's education 
board convened in 1869, there was 
no regular teacher training 
institution in the city. The state 
legislature had voted in 1827 and 
again in 1834 to support training 
teachers for the common or grade 

schools, as elementary schools 
were then known. Young women 
who had completed the 8th grade 
of common school were considered 
competent to teach in lower 
grades. From 1842 there was 
occasionally a Saturday Normal 
School in the city, where primary 
grade teachers could get some 
training for their work 

The year 1847 was an educational 
landmark in New York: The Free 
Academy was founded to provide 
post-grade school education for 
boys. Despite calls for a similar 
school for girls over the next few 
years, none was established. In 
1866 the boys' Academy became 
the College of the City of 
New York. 

One of the board's first resolutions 
was to establish a normal and high 
school for women. Training 
women to become teachers was 
seen as a way to improve 
elementary public education in the 
city. It was also a politically 
opportune move: There were 
100,000 schoolchildren in the city, 
many of whose fathers were 
potential voters. On October 23, 
1869, Commissioner Bell invited 
some of the education board 
members to dinner at his home to 
discuss informally the possibility 
of establishing a normal school. He 
drafted the resolutions establishing 
a Daily Normal School for Females 
that would provide "a constant 
supply of trained and competent 
teachers" for the city's schools. A 
month later, on November 17, 
1869, the education board 
approved unanimously and 
authorized preliminary funding. 

That's What's Special 



Commissioner Wood then sought 
out Thomas Hunter, whose reputa- 
tion as an educational innovator 
was rapidly spreading, to turn 
plans for a normal school into real- 
ity. Hunter was the father of three 
daughters, as well as one son, 
which presumably suited him par- 
ticularly well for the task at hand. 

Wood envisioned a grand 
institution, one more "worthy of 
the American metropolis than had 
yet been dreamed of." At a time 
when elementary education in the 
city was still segregated, Hunter 
insisted that the new school admit 
students of all racial backgrounds 
on equal terms. Fearing that 
teacher education might become 
too narrowly focused, Wood 
insisted that the traditional liberal 
arts, including Bible studies and 
the Classics, be included. Hunter, 
excited by the intellectual 
developments of his era, stressed 
the need for education in the 
sciences. Wood and Hunter agreed 
to combine traditional, academic, 
and education courses in the new 
school's curriculum. 

On December 1 the board changed 
the name of the future institution 
to Female Normal and High 
School, and voted for administra- 
tors to start the school. Hunter did 
not get a majority of votes for 
school president on the first ballot. 
But a professional vote of confi- 
dence by contender David B. Scott, 
principal of School No. 40, who re- 
fused to allow Hunter to with- 
draw, convinced most of the 
commissioners that Hunter de- 
served their vote. Thus the one- 
time drawing teacher became head 
of a not-yet-existing school on the 
second ballot. For vice president 
the board elected Arthur Henry 
Dundon, a New Jersey educator 
and a friend and colleague of 
Hunter's at the New York Evening 
High School. 

Scott went on to become a profes- 
sor of English at the College of the 

City of New York; one of his stu- 
dents was George S. Davis, who be- 
came the second president of 
Hunter College. 

The commissioners wanted the 
new school to open for the spring 
1870 semester, only two months 
off. As preparation, they author- 
ized Hunter and Dundon to studv 
the best normal schools from M ~ G -  
land to New England. One idea 
Hunter brought back from this 
field trip was to establish a training 
department, or model division, as 
soon as feasible, to provide teach- 
ing practice for his Normal School 
students. This division would open 
the following September as the 
Model Primary School. 

Lack of office space at No. 35's Eve- 
ning High School required that 
Hunter and Dundon plan the new 
educational venture within the se- 
nior department for girls at nearby 
School No. 47, on East 12th Street. 
Headed by Miss Lydia Fowler 
Wadleigh, this department's three- 
year course was then the best pro- 

gram available to young women 
preparing to teach. 

Meanwhile Commissioner Wood 
was searching for a site for the 
school. One, on West 61st Street, 
was considered to be too far up- 
town for the potential students. 
Finally, Wood rented an upper 
floor and a half of a business build- 
ing at 694 Broadway, at the corner 
of Fourth Street, for $5,000 a year, 
with an option to renew for $6,000 
after 18 months. The education 
board voted another $5,000 to reno- 
vate the space and create eight 
classrooms, with sliding doors and 
curtains so they could be further 
subdivided into eight more. 

The new school was in a transi- 
tional neighborhood, northeast of 
still placid Greenwich Village and 
just south of what was becoming 
the chic new retailing center, later 
known as Ladies' Mile. East of 
Broadway was a residential area, 
while to the west commercial enter- 
prises flourished. The Cooper Insti- 
tute with its Great Hall was at 

nlornas Hu~ttcr,  Presidett t of the Norinal College, at t l ~ e  
age of43, as showtl in Harper's Weekly, July 1874. 
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