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That Patrician Publisher on 

Morningside Heights 

GENE R. HAWES 

N E ageless and quite special personality in publishing 
has frequented Morningside Heights from the days 
when Columbia moved there in 1897 to fulfill its mani­

fest destiny as a university. Indeed, this fellow came into being 
full-blown four years before, and has served as the publishing 
arm of the University ever since. As with many another pub­
lisher, he has an odd quirk. His is absolute anonymitw He is 
known only through the rubric of Columbia University Press. 
He acts only through his officers and friends. 

Columbia's publishing gentleman has by nature been a patri­
cian, one devoted to good works of particular kinds, as befits a 
Knickerbocker of the fine old New York family to which he 
belongs. He publishes only scholarly things—books, for the 
most part—that convey the urbanity as well as the insights of 
university research. 

As a book publisher, he has grown quite distinguished over 
the years. His house now regularly stands as the third or fourth 
most productive university press in the country. It stands among 
the seventy-five or eighty most productive American book pub­
lishers of all kinds, some four hundred or more. He has issued 
works by prime authorities on everything under the sun, and one 
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on the sun (S. A. Mitchell's Eclipses, 1923). His authors include 
four Presidents of the United States and three Chief Justices. 
His best-known opus, The Columbia Encyclopedia, crisply 
surveys universal knowledge in one great volume found today 
in many hundreds of thousands of homes. In all, he has published 
more than four thousand books, of which a thousand continue 
in print and to which he adds about a hundred new works a year. 
He distributes some three hundred fifty thousand copies of his 
books a year. The Columbia crown colophon of his press is 
known and respected the world over. 

All such present eminence, though, seems a far cry from the 
early day when his first Trustees agreed on the need for contin­
gent funds, and solemnly assessed themselves five dollars each 
for his cause. This came not long after his creation as the brain­
child of a towering intellectual sire. 

Nicholas Murray Butler, then Professor of Philosophy, drafted 
a committee report in 1890 proposing that university press func­
tions be started by Columbia. "A marked activity" in original 
research had come into existence at Columbia "within the last 
few years," he noted, but its results could not be published 
through ordinary channels because such "contributions to knowl­
edge are always of a technical character and usually destitute of 
commercial value." 

Dr. Butler's inspiration was surely influenced by the example 
of his uncle, Nicholas Murray. For the uncle, librarian at Johns 
Hopkins, also headed the first true university press in America: 
The Johns Hopkins Press, which issued its first book in 1887 and 
adopted its present name in 1890. (A Cornell University Press 
had been operated as a small printshop from 1869 to 1884, but 
did no publishing until its revival in 1930.) 

Three years passed before the brain-child of the future bril-
Uant President of Columbia University was commissioned, years 
in which Chicago (1892) and California (1893) introduced their 
presses. Columbia University Press was finally incorporated as 
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a nonprofit organization on June 8, 1893, the fourth university 
press to be founded in America. 

Columbia's patrician publisher thereupon began his work with 
the blessing of the University Trustees, the exclusive right to 
Columbia's imprint, the stipulation that his managing board con­
sist of Columbia officials—and no funds. Book printing and even, 
at first, complete publishing, were not included in his mission. A 
statement made at the outset declared, "Without engaging in the 
business of printing it is believed that the Press can, through satis­
factory arrangements with printers, publishers, and others, in­
sure the publication of works affording a real contribution to 
knowledge." 

Nicholas Murray Butler shortly became Secretary of the Press, 
that is, its principal operating officer. Seth Low, Columbia's 
President, was also the Press's first President. And when Mr. Low 
resigned to become the first Mayor of Greater New York in 
1902, Dr. Butler succeeded him both as President of the Uni­
versity and President of the Press. The man whom Theodore 
Roosevelt was later to hail, understandably, as "Nicholas .Miracu­
lous," continued to head the Press all through the years of his 
growing eminence as a national and world figure, indeed, until 
1946, the year before his death. 

Getting started proved difficult for our publishing friend, for 
not only he but the University were very new to the business. 
He soon worked out an agreement under which the Macmillan 
Company would manufacture and sell all books bearing the Co­
lumbia Press imprint. This connection, which freed his time to 
arrange for books and their financing, continued in force into 
1911. 

His very first work was a special volume dedicated to the 
venerable first dean of Columbia College. Classical Studies in 
Honour of Henry Drisler appeared close to the Press's first anni­
versary on Commencement Day in June of 1894, which also 
marked Dr. Drisler's fiftieth anniversary on the faculty. The 
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book's nineteen contributions from the dean's former students 
included one by President Low, and its cost of $1,285.82 (for 
the 613 copies printed) was borne by the contributors in pro­
portion to the length of their essays. 

President Low's handsome gift of 110,000 to the Press early 
in 1895 enabled it to proceed with a publishing program. The gift 
was invested, and loans against it furnished operating capital. 
Upon its receipt. Professor Butler advised his fellow Trustees of 
six faculty books Hearing completion and four being planned. 
The Finance Committee was forthwith empowered to consider 
and proceed with the six (which included a grammar of an 
ancient Iranian language, Avestan, works on the law of contracts 
in Rome and the novel in Greece, and books on cell structure, 
statistics, and city government). The Trustees themselves were 
appointed to report on the merits of the books, according to the 
following transcription from the minutes of January 28, 1895: 

In reference to Professor Jackson's 
book. Professor Peck 

In reference to Professor IVIunroe 
Smith's book. Professor Gumming 

In reference to Professor Peck's 
book. Professor Brander Matthews 

In reference to Professor Wilson's 
book. Professor Osborn 

In reference to Professor iVIayo-
Smith's book, President Low 

In reference to Professor Goodnow's 
book. President Low 

Columbia's publisher was well begun. He issued thirty-seven 
books in all before the close of his first decade, and one hundred 
ninety-five in his second. In those early years, much of his time 
was taken up in contracting for the introduction and running 
of the Columbia Bookstore on the new campus, and serving as 
publisher of a fine old magazine, the Columbia University Quar­
terly. Since then, the Bookstore management has passed to the 
University, and the functions of the Quarterly to such distin-


