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Abstract 

With links to supporting documentation, an 1883 biography quickly 

assembled from contemporary sources reveals the real Peter Cooper 

and The Cooper Union’s 25-year first come-first served existence as a 

completely free charity institution giving preference to the most 

needy, excluding those who could afford an education elsewhere, 

eschewing those wishing to pursue high art or professional 

engineering, and completely reliant on Peter Cooper’s devotion to 

using his own wealth to do good. 

 

Charles Edwards Lester, an ordained minister who became an author and 

leader in the anti-slavery movement and spent much of his time “on the 

road,” was asked – perhaps by his political allies, since much of the book is 

devoted to an explication of Peter Cooper’s economic philosophy – to create 

this quickly assembled hodgepodge of a book about his friend of 25 years; 

not coincidentally, Lester knew Cooper before the founding of the college 

and Lincoln’s anti-slavery speech in its hall.  Published less than three weeks 

after Peter Cooper’s death on April 4, 1883, and full of “inconvenient truths” 

for the entire twenty-first century Cooper Union Community, its 116 pages 

are filled with quotes from other sources which may have been doctored to 

avoid “inconvenient truths” or add political points for the intended audience.  

The long passages against national banks certainly make this a biographical 

sketch of “a wonderful life.”  Lester’s account of his last visit with Peter half 

a year prior may strike some as the made-up hyperbole of an overly religious ideologue, but Peter’s tendency at the end of his life to quote long passages 

from Pope is confirmed in another source <http://www.unz.org/Pub/Century-1883dec-00218> from the same year, a moving portrait written by the 

superintendent of the women’s art school.  The contents here are not authenticated or annotated, although they align with a biography of Peter Cooper 

<http://www.gutenberg.org/files/26498/26498-h/26498-h.htm>, don’t conflict with a 1903 Old South Pamphlet <http://tinyurl.com/cqc65fn>, and are 

authenticated by disinterested historians at the National Park Service <http://lcweb2.loc.gov/pnp/habshaer/ny/ny0300/ny0359/data/ny0359data.pdf>. 

 

Pages 30 through 50 of the original concern the “Cooper Institute,” three chapters comprising 1, 5, and 16 sub-chapters, with an engraving of the original 

building scanned by the Harvard College Library as an insert illustration that doesn’t interrupt the page numbering.  Three of the Roman numeraled 

subchapters have not been included as they do not concern the college, and, as a link to the on-line original is provided, it was not intended to reproduce all 

116 pages – plus a dozen pages of advertisements for other books – here. 

 

Of the 19 subchapters included, the first 3 are written by Lester, the next is from an 1879 Report of the US Commissioner of Education, and the next from 

the 1882 Annual Report of the Trustees.  Then Lester turns to an unidentified writer for The New York Herald newspaper for the remainder of his third 

chapter.  This would have been contemporaneous, because it contains the phrase, “The last thing Mr. Cooper did before he died was to purchase ten 

typewriters.”  This, then, is a portrait of the school in April of 1883, with quotes from Curator Zachos, Director of the Night Schools Plympton, and 

Women’s School Superintendent Carter.  The writer describes a first come-first served charity school, in which those most needy are given preference, and 
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those who can afford higher education are turned away.  The purpose of the day school is to provide employment opportunities and even earnings to the 

female student body.  The night school is for tradesmen who wish to elevate themselves to become inventors and engineers, but there are also “operable” 

drawing classes for those wishing to become architectural draftsmen.  There are new classes in telegraphy, and typewriters have been purchased to train 

women in secretarial skills.  Stationary and materials required in the chemical and modeling classes are furnished free, and books are sold at cost.  Except 

for an extra class offered outside of regular hours for “amateur” women who are “abundantly able” to pay, everything is free (the “amateur” classes 

disappear by 1887, according to Sangu Iyer <http://sangamithra.wordpress.com/2012/04/07/on-amateurs-and-access/>. 

 

It is written in the context of upper class opposition to both Peter Cooper, for his anti-slavery, anti-bank, anti-gold politics, and opposition to the institute 

itself – some thought the lower class should not be educated (later, there would be a strange bedfellow pairing of the birth control movement and the 

eugenics movement), some suspected Peter of building a dynasty, and some just thought him foolish.  No one else is joining him in this philanthropic 

endeavor, not the rich, the middle class, the government, or companies, except for the Western Union Telegraph Company (similar to RCA Institutes a 

century later).  Why don’t other companies who employ these skilled workers provide money to the school, the writer asks.  There is no pressure on 

graduates to provide money or honor to the school, but if they become successful businessmen and earn more than they need, then like Peter Cooper, his 

heirs, Andrew Carnegie and, later, the robber barons after the end of the gilded age, they are expected to use that wealth for public purposes.  The “rally 

round this institution” language probably refers to political pressures, not financial, for the school teaches oratory and expects its students to become 

activists and voters in workers causes.  He treats his workers well and is anti-union.  His primary cause is debt, and he cites the country’s founding fathers 

as passing legislation forbidding bankers from holding elective office.  He would never imagine a middle class family, let alone a student, taking out a loan 

in order to become educated, and he would never allow his own institute to become indebted to a bank.  He has no need for accreditation or other 

“professional” forms of employment.  He wants people to graduate, become self-supporting, and serve the public good; the “abundantly able,” like himself, 

will provide free education for those who otherwise cannot afford it.  As to himself, “If now and then some of us don’t give a little too much, how shall we 

make up for those who give too little?” 

 

It was chartered as “The Cooper Union,” but such a name is too fraught with meaning after the end of the civil war..  Robert Topper has uncovered some of 

the history behind the Chrysler Building land <http://engfac.cooper.edu/pages/topper/uploads/peter_cooper_lect_wbib&ed_Final.pdf>, but not the 

politics behind the PILOT.  Although Hewitt was opposed to Peter’s politics, he wasn’t opposed to Peter’s understanding of its educational mission.  We 

need research into the evolution of the college from an open admission policy to merit-based, and on how the college evolved to become an accredited 

institution.  Research into the financial and political structures of the college are needed as well, not to aid in their use, politically, but because they must 

not be used politically.  It can’t be a coincidence that the Library has been the one part of The Cooper Union that all parties are willing to do without. 

 

History belongs to historians, not to contemporary politicians, on either side of the tuition debate.  Let’s not let truthiness, press releases, search engines, 

and debates substitute for history.  It is unfortunate that we live in a world where words have more than one meaning. 

process - 1 made by artificial modification 2 a series of actions or operations conducing to an end 3 progress  

sustain - 1 to carry or withstand 2 nourish 3 to give support or relief to  

free - 1 not costing or charging anything 2 not united with, attached to, combined with, or mixed with something else 3 not subject to the control or 

domination of another 4 not hampered or restricted in its normal operation 

scholarship - 1 knowledge 2 a grant-in-aid to a student 

- Barry Drogin EE’83 
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The current version of this document can be found at 

<http://www.notnicemusic.com/cooper.pdf>.  The original version was posted on 

December15, 2012, with a later version completed on December 16, 2012. 

 

 The Alumni Pioneer, <http://www.notnicemusic.com/Cassandra/cooper.html>, is 

a virtual newspaper with breaking news stories and links to analyses, sources and 

the media. It is written and formatted in an inverted-pyramid newspaper style to 

facilitate quick access to what is deemed the most important information.    

 


