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The tenacious and courageous 

by Roxanne Nilan 

In 1893, Jane Lathrop Stanford became the adminis- 
trator of a $30 million estate that included a major in- 
terest in one of the country's important railroads and 
sole financial responsibility for a newly created Califor- 
nia university. Known primarily as the quiet, pious, and 
devoted wife of Leland Stanford - U.S. senator, former 
California governor, and president of the Southern Paci- 
fic Railroad -Jane Stanford was to surprise even close 
friends with her broad grasp of the financial operation of 
the Stanford estate, her courage during financial crisis, 
and her tenacity of purpose. 

Leland and Jane Stanford founded the Leland Stan- 
ford Junior University in 1885 in memory of their only 
child, Leland Stanford Jr., who had died the previous 
year at the age of 15. 

The Founding Grant, which defined the scope and 
organization of the University and provided for its en- 
dowment, represented their mutual interests and parti- 
cipation. The Stanfords' first address to the new Board of 
Trustees gathered at their San Francisco residence was 
presented by Senator Stanford on behalf of them both. 
Although few documents survive, it is clear that Mrs. 
Stanford took an active role in planning the University 
and in some areas, particularly the museum and the 
church, took the lead. Charles W. Eliot, president of 
Harvard at the time of the Stanfords' visit tol Cambridge 
in 1884, later wrote: 

. . . Mr. Stanfordreally had two objects in view. He wanted to 
build a monument to his dead boy; but he wanted to do some- 
thing which would interest his wife for the rest of her life, and 
give her solid satisfaction. The latter motive seemed to me the 
strongest in him. I thought, too, that she had done much more 
thinking on the subject than he."l 

Although the University opened in 1891 with a pro- 
posed endowment of more than $20 million, 465 stu- 
dents, and a bright future, Senator Stanford's death in 
1893 left it financially and legally insecure and organi- 
zationally incomplete. 

The grant contained two unusual provisions. The 
Stanfords reserved the right to exercise all of the func- 
tions, powers, and duties of the provisional Board of 
Trustees. They also reserved the right to alter or amend 
the nature, object, and purposes of the University and 
the powers and duties of the trustees. As surviving gran- 

tor, Jane Stanford chose to utilize these rights until she 
reassigned them to the trustees in 1903. 

A strongly built woman, Jane Stanford possessed a 
stately and gracious presence. She approached every 
task with complete seriousness, never hesitating to ex- 
press her Tdeas and opinions. Thrifty and pragmatic in, 
domestic affairs, she believed strongly in frugality, 
orderliness, moderation, and propriety. However, she 
also could be emotional and impetuous in her actions. 
She expected constant sympathy from her family and 
friends and always was ready to give such sympathy 
herself. 

An 1873 photograph of Jane Stanford and her son, 
Leland Jr., taken by Bradley & Rulofson of San Francisco 



Following the death of her husband, Mrs. Stanford, 
who had found happiness and fulfillment in her role as 
wife and mother, acquired a position of financial inde- 
pendence and potential power eagerly sought by femin- 
ists throughout the United States. She now had a clear 
choice of roles - to exert her influence as business- 
woman and sole financial backer of Stanford University, 
or to relinquish control of the estate to business mana- 
gers and instead return to domestic life. The 65-year-old 
Mrs. Stanford accepted the new responsibilities without 
hesitation. 

Leland Stanford had stated upon creating the Uni- 
versity that "the children of California shall be our chil- 
dren" and Mrs. Stanford assumed this role with great 
solemnity. "Mother of the University" in her own mind, 
she soon became such in the minds of all her "Stanford 
people." The operation of Stanford University - for the 
next 1 2  years - would be a domestic affair. 

The financial security of the University seemingly had 
been assured by the Founding Grant of 1885. The grant 
stated that the Gridley Farm (19,000 acres in Butte Coun- 
ty), the Stanford Vina Ranch (55,000 acres in Tehama 
County), and the Palo Alto Stock Farm (8,800 acres in 
Santa Clara County), with "all other property, real or 
personal, which we, or either of us, may hereafter con- 
vey or devise to the trustees . . . shall constitute the 
foundation and endowment of the University herein 
provided. . . ."z 

Estimates of the Stanford estate ran as high as $30 
m i l l i ~ n . ~  The University was to receive more than two- 
thirds of that estate upon the death of both founders. 
This endowment would exceeed that of any of the major 
universities in the United States.' 

Until the deaths of, both Leland and Jane Stanford, 
however, the University in its own right possessed little 
more than its buildings and approximately 90,000 acres 
of marginal land. The fabulous endowment was prop- 
osed in the Founding Grant - no gift of money was 
given to the University to be controlled independently 
by a University business office or treasurer. Instead, 
funds were allocated to President David Starr Jordan by 
the Stanford Business Office in San Francisco when he 
submitted specific requests. 

Funds for construction were handled directly be- 
tween the San Francisco office and the contractors and 
architects. Jordan was satisfied, however, for his budgets 
were "limited only by Mr. Stanford's statement that he 
should have all the money that could be wisely used, 
and that a modest beginning was expected and 
desired.'j5 As the size of the student body and the faculty 
grew, optimism in the Stanford campus community 
abounded. "No shadow larger than a man's hand could 
be discerned anywhere on the horizon, except perhaps 
in the extreme reluctance with which the Business 
Office in San Francisco conceded even the modest scale 
of expenditure," wrote University Registrar Orrin L. 
Elliott." 

But the bright picture changed rapidly with Senator 

Stanford's death two years after the University opened. 
Jane Stanford, now the administrator of the Stanford 
estate and surviving grantor to the University, was faced 
with an economic depression affecting her major invest- 
ments, uncooperative business associates in the South- 
ern Pacific Railroad and the Pacific Improvement Com- 
pany, and legatees demanding their share of the Leland 
Stanford fortune. 

To add to her problems, the estate was indebted to the 
Pacific Improvement Company for loans withdrawn by 
the senator with consent of his three partners for con- 
struction of University buildings. There was also a 
stockholders' liability of $7 million, Stanford's share of 
the $28 million debt of the Southern Pacific Railroad. 
The estate was immediately tied up by the probate court, 
and income to the University stopped. 

Advised to close the University until the financial 
situation improved, Mrs. Stanford isolated herself for 
two weeks of prayer and meditation. She emerged to 
announce that the University would remain open as 
long as there was any chance for its survival. Herbert C. 
Nash, Senator Stanford's secretary, gave Mrs. Stanford's 
first message to a San Francisco Examiner reporter: 

"Mrs. Stanford says that she feels it will be her solemn duty 
to carry out the great work which had been so successfully 
inaugurated. She told me to state further that she was thor- 
oughly conversant with the details of the Senator's plans and 
was familiar with all his wishes. Her life will be devoted to 
completing the task which was left unfinished. She will en- 
deavor to do just what the Senator would have done had he 
lived."' 

Mrs. Stanford would expend much effort to make the 
University financially and legally secure and to carry 
out her pledge. 

Her first worry- and President Jordan's - was to find 
immediate income for the University until its share of 
the legacy was released. A beginning was made when 
the probate judge fixed her household allowance at 
$10,000 a month (her normal monthly expenditure up to 
this time) and ruled that the professors of the University 
were technically her servants. Mrs. Stanford reduced 
her staff from 17 to three and her own expenses to $350 a 
month. The balance was sent to President Jordan for 
salaries. In order to pay for equipment and other needs, 
Jordan shaved salaries 10 percent. 

This monthly sum was not a gift of the probate court 
but a sum derived from estate earnings. Unable to collect 
dividends from railroad stock or to sell stocks and bonds 
from the estate, Mrs. Stanford turned to the Vina Ranch, 
a viticultural experiment in Tehama County which was 
costing the estate $500 a day to operate. The $500,000 
inventory of brandy immediately was sold; 150 em- 
ployees were laid off and the salaries of most of the rest 
reduced. Although the wine and brandy operations were 
continued, acreage also was leased to farmers for one- 
third of the profit derived from crops. By 1895, Vina was 
finally paying its own way; eventually it began to show a 
profit. 

In May 1894, the U.S. government filed a contingent 
claim against the Stanford estate for the amount of 
$15,237,000, Leland Stanford's share, with interest, of 



the government's construction loans made previously to 
the Central Pacific Railroad. These loans were not yet 
due and, according to California law, the stockholders of 
the corporation were no longer personally liable for the 
debt, but the legal outcome could not be presumed. 

The possibility of a long, complex lawsuit threatened 
great expense to the estate and probable closure of the 
University. While the suit was pending, distribution of 
the estate to other legal claimants under the probate 
proceedings could not continue. 

Again advised to close the University, Mrs. Stanford's 
response was characteristic: "Up to the present time I 
have kept the University going, and I expect to keep right 
on the same as I have done."8 The lawsuit not only 

The University's first president, David Starr Jordan, who 
often disagreed with Jane Stanford, but respected her busi- 
ness ability and her devotion to the institution 

placed further financial burden on the University, but 
was regarded by Mrs. Stanford as a personal attack upon 
the honor of her husband. His name, and the name of the 
University, must be vindicated. 

The suit continued through the California Circuit 
Court and the Circuit Court of Appeals, each handing 
down decisions in Mrs. Stanford's favor, to the U.S. 
Supreme Court. When a favorable decision was finally 
received from thesupreme Court in March 1896, pande- 
monium broke out on campus. 

In a letter read to a crowd of students and faculty 
gathered in the Quad, Mrs. Stanford thanked them for 
their sympathy and loyalty, and President Jordan told 
them that they could do anything but "tear down the 
buildings or paint the professors.""he campus Post 
Office was promptly painted Stanford red (greatly im- 
proving its appearance, President Jordan said).1° Upon 
settlement of the court case, Mrs. Stanford proceeded 
with payment of all debts and legacies, and the estate 
was discharged by the probate court by the end of 1898. 

The future again looked bright. Jordan, thinking of 
temporary retrenchment, had promised in 1893 to oper- 
ate the University on whatever funds Mrs. Stanford 
could supply. Now, obligations long delayed had to be 
met. "The University was presumably ready to take a 
longsbreath, fill up gaps in its faculty, bring salaries to 
normal, correct inequalities, provide long needed equip- 
ment, and begin to realize the brilliant future Dr. Jordan 
had preached so persuasively in season and out."" 

Mrs. Stanford, however, had different ideas about the 
next steps to be taken, and as surviving founder, she 
retained control of the funds now available to the estate. 
President Jordan had administered the University effi- 
ciently and, without foreseeing the consequences, had 
consistently assured Mrs. Stanford that the University 
was doing well. It appeared prosperous and was re- 
spected throughout the country. 

Mrs. Stanford concluded that Jordan could continue 
in this manner and should not attempt any unnecessary 
expansion; there were enough students and faculty for 
the present. She now intended to carry out Senator Stan- 
ford's plans for the completion of the University build- 
ings which they had discussed before his death. This she 
saw a d  her own cherished task; if left to the trustees, 
fruition would come too late. 

Mrs. Stanford had already stated her intentions re- 
garding use of money from the estate in her address to 
the trustees in 1897: 

"We should not be ambitious to increase the present number 
of students - eleven hundred - for some years. If our Heaven- 
ly Father spares me to become the actual possessor of the 
property it was intended should be mine, it would afford me 
great satisfaction to add some necessary buildings - the 
chapel, library building, chemical building, and two additions 
to the museum."" 

President Jordan also saw the need for buildings, but 
after "six long years," as he phrased it, he had antici- 
pated relief for faculty salaries and the purchase of 
needed equipment as well as funds for the expansion of 
certain departments and introduction of others. For the 
next five years, Mrs. Stanford and President Jordan 
























