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Question:  By one measure, (relative inflated worth/purchasing power), in 1865, John Bryan Bowman 

raised the 2019 equivalent of $2,036,250 from at least 155 donors to buy the land and buildings that 

were essential for Kentucky University and its Agricultural & Mechanical College to begin operations in 

Lexington, Kentucky, between 1865-1866.  At the end of the American Civil War, in a slave-holding, 

southern state that remained in the Union, where did this large amount of money come from?   

 

 

Background: 

The Agricultural and Mechanical College (A&M College) of Kentucky University was founded on February 

22, 1865, by an act of the Kentucky state legislature.  The Legislature also consolidated Transylvania 

University in Lexington with Kentucky University in Harrodsburg into Kentucky University in Lexington on 

February 28, 1865.  Both Transylvania and Kentucky Universities were Protestant-affiliated universities, 

the former Presbyterian and the latter administered by the Disciples of Christ.   

That same day, the Legislature also authorized the sale and investment of the Federal government’s 

portion of land scrip allocated to Kentucky as part of the July 2, 1862, Morrill Land-Grant Act.  The 

Morrill Act allocated 30,000 acres of public land per member of Congress to each state to fund the 

establishment of a “land-grant college” that would teach the “agricultural and mechanical arts” as well 

as scientific and classical studies and military tactics to “members of the industrial classes.”  Kentucky 

was entitled to 330,000 acres by the terms of the Morrill Act, and by 1867, the state had sold all its scrip, 

earning $165,000 for a $9,900 annual interest to support the A&M College.  
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It was John Bryan Bowman (1824-1891), one of the elite class of white, slave owning Kentuckians, who 

convinced the Legislature to establish Kentucky University in Lexington and to accept the terms of the 

Morrill Act and found a land-grant college.  He had served as the General Agent for Kentucky University 

in Harrodsburg from the time it had opened in September 1859 and was named Regent of the new 

Kentucky University in Lexington in January 1865.  Bowman envisioned a comprehensive university that 

served the state of Kentucky, and he had successfully raised $150,000 between 1855-1856 for Kentucky 

University in Harrodsburg.  He thus committed to raise $100,000 for Kentucky University land, buildings, 

and equipment in Lexington, including for an experimental farm for the A&M College.  Within three 

months, Bowman had raised $112,000 in pledges from at least 155 people.  Sixty-five of those donated 

$1000 each ($65,000 in total) and another 90 donated $500 each ($45,000 in total).   

By February 15, 1865, Bowman had agreed on the terms of the sale of the Ashland and Woodlands 

estates in Lexington on the Richmond Road, totaling 433 acres.  Costs were $85,000 and $5,000 tuition 

stock for Ashland and $40,000 for Woodlands, totaling $125,000 in cash and $5,000 in stock.  Kentucky 

University opened in Lexington on October 2, 1865, while the A&M College opened in October the 

following year.  Bowman made the final payment on the Woodlands mortgage between 1867 and 1868 

and the final payment on Ashland in 1870-1871.  

        

  



Ruth E. Bryan, 2/7/2020 

Bowman ran the affairs of A&M College and Kentucky University until 1878, when in March the 

Legislature separated the public college from the private, religiously affiliated university, and in June, 

Bowman was removed from his Regency position because of conflict within the Disciples of Christ over 

his management of the college.  Between 1879 and 1880, the city of Lexington offered city park land (52 

acres) as the site for what was now State College and also offered $50,000 in city and county bonds for 

constructing buildings and/or buying more land.  Between 1878 and 1882, State College rented land and 

buildings from Kentucky University, and in February 1882, State College faculty and students began 

living and studying on their new campus.  In 1908, State College became State University and Kentucky 

University became Transylvania University. 

Hypotheses: 

 The money must have been pledged by slaveholders.  Slave labor was key to Kentucky elites’ 

wealth, and slaveholders would have been the only people wealthy enough to raise this much 

capital.  Names and pledges can probably be found in the Transylvania University Special 

Collections University Archives record group 5 (TAU 5). 
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 Lexington was an urban area with a more diversified economy, a lot of wealth, and a larger 

number of enslaved people laboring in a variety of farm and factory settings than in comparison 

to rural parts of the state and in comparison to the southern states that seceded.  Lexington 

farms and factories were not damaged during the Civil War.  Slaveholders were thus able to hold 

onto their property and their diverse investments during the War.  The 13th Amendment to the 

Constitution abolishing slavery in the United States was ratified on December 18, 1865, after 

Bowman obtained his pledges (although he did not finish paying off the mortgages until 1871). 
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 As a Union state, Kentucky benefitted from the large number of transportation and financial 

Acts passed by the United States Congress between 1861 and 1864 that Southern Congressmen 

had opposed but that in hindsight were foundational to our national economic system.  These 

acts included the Revenue Act (first income tax, 1861 June); the Legal Tender Act (authorizing 

printing paper money or “greenbacks”; 1862 February); the Homestead Act (1862 May); the 

Pacific Railroad Act (1862 July); the Revenue Act (excise taxes on luxury items and a progressive 

income tax, 1862 July); the Morrill/Land-Grant Colleges Act (1862 July); the National Bank Act 

(national banking system and a national currency, 1863 February); Revenue Act (increased the 

percentage of income taxes; 1864 June). 

 Understanding the funding of Kentucky University and A&M College may also help reveal how 

the economies of urban areas in border states during the Civil War might be different than the 

economies of rural areas in border states and urban and rural areas in the states that seceded.   
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