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Jonas Gilman Clark (1815–1900)
Daguerreotype by J.H. Young, New York, c. 1858. Courtesy of Clark University 
Archives.
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Abstract: Most studies of Americans in the California Gold Rush era 
focus on those migrants from the eastern U.S. who remained in the 
newly acquired territory and became prominent in political or economic 
affairs. Few studies have been made of those who participated successfully 
in the economic and political development of California but who made 
profitable investments which, liquidated at the time they returned to the 
East, were reinvested in the burgeoning East Coast cities of the post–Civil 
War period. Fortunes begun in California could be used to raise the 
migrants’ status and permitted them to engage in European travel, book 
and art collecting, and philanthropy. This article describes the California 
years of Jonas Gilman Clark, who in 1887 founded a new university in 
central Massachusetts. Dr. Koelsch is Emeritus Professor of History and 
Geography at Clark University, Worcester, Massachusetts.
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* * * * *

Many books and articles have been written about easterners stricken by 
“gold rush fever” who remained in the Golden State until their deaths. Not 
so much has been written about those New Yorkers and New Englanders 
who went out to California in the 1850’s to seek their fortunes and returned, 
either flat broke or successful enough that they could contribute to the 
economic and social development of their home regions.1 Among the latter 
group was Jonas Gilman Clark (1815–1900), a regional entrepreneur from 
Hubbardston, Massachusetts who returned from his eleven-year California 
sojourn (1853–64) with the beginnings of a substantial fortune. That fortune 
enabled him to invest in land and other economic activities in New York, 
Boston, and Worcester, to make several trips to Europe, to donate a library 
and town hall to his native town, and eventually to found a university in his 
home county. 

THE YOUNG MASSACHUSETTS ENTREPRENEUR 

Clark, the son of a prosperous farmer and stock raiser, attended 
Hubbardston’s winter district schools, worked with his father on seasonal 
farm tasks, and occasionally traveled with his bachelor uncle, a prosperous 
Boston merchant, on business trips. His only formal education was in the 
district school. But from an early age, young Jonas was encouraged to become 
an avid reader by his mother, who was a great reader herself. He began with 
the Bible and old political pamphlets and continued to add to his collection. 
Old books that area farmers brought to town along with their produce added 
to his library. One of the purchases he made from his mother’s legacy after 
her death in 1857 was a Doré Bible. As we shall see, he eventually began to 
collect many books and to join and then to build libraries to house them. 

At sixteen, Clark apprenticed himself to a wheelwright and learned the art 
of carriage building, and after five years established his own carriage factory. 
In 1836 he married Susan Wright (1816–1904), a neighbor. As the town’s 
farmers began to manufacture wooden chairs in the off-season, Clark began 
trading carriages for chair stock, and from 1835 onward began marketing 
both carriages and chairs in Boston and elsewhere in New England.2 

Around 1845, discovering there was a better profit margin in “tinware” 
than in furniture, Clark sold his carriage and chair shop and transferred 
his capital into the manufacture and sale of tinware and hardware. By 1845 
he had taken his brothers into the business, put twenty-five teams on the 
road, and was selling his products throughout rural New England. Leaving 
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one brother to manage the manufacturing end, he expanded into general 
hardware and building supplies, opening retail stores in Hubbardston,  
Lowell, and, in partnership with a brother-in-law, Milford. 

Jonas and Susan Clark were also active in the social reforms of the time. 
Clark was interested in the common school movement and was an admirer of 
Horace Mann. They were members of the Hubbardston Unitarian Church, 
where Jonas Clark taught a class in its church school. In the early 1840s 

Susan Wright Clark (1816–1904)
Daguerreotype by J.H. Young, New York, c. 1858. Courtesy of Clark University 
Archives.
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he and Susan Clark, along with his sister Caroline and her husband, James 
Alson Waite, became active in William Lloyd Garrison’s New England Anti-
Slavery Society, attending meetings both in Hubbardston and nearby towns, 
as well as the New England Anti-Slavery Conventions in Boston. The Clarks 
became officers of the North Division of the Worcester County Anti-Slavery 
Society, contributed money to the cause and hosted both black and white 
speakers in their Hubbardston home. They also knew Adin Ballou and others 
in the antislavery Utopian colony of Hopedale, Massachusetts. Clark was 
also a vigorous opponent of the American war with Mexico, begun in 1846.3 

Around 1850 the Clarks moved to Boston, where Jonas Clark became 
interested in the possibilities of the newly lucrative California trade. In 1851 
he sold his share in the tinware business to his brothers and also sold his 
stores. The following year he formed a partnership with Isaac Church, a 
partner in a Boston store selling crockery and glassware. Church and his 
brother had caught “California fever” and went out to California as the San 
Francisco managers of the firm of Clark and Church. Clark remained in 
Boston, using his capital from his earlier businesses to purchase and ship such 
staples as provisions, furniture, nails, hardware, farming tools, and miner’s 
supplies via clipper ship around Cape Horn. Church had no independent 
entrepreneurial experience, however, and whether he was unskilled in 
management, incompetent, dishonest, or simply got caught in a downturn 
in the boom-and-bust cycles of early San Francisco, the firm experienced 
heavy losses and was out of business by early 1853.4

Clark then formed a second, happier partnership with a young Hubbardston, 
Massachusetts, native, George B. Wilbur. Using Clark’s remaining capital, the 
new firm of Clark and Wilbur was able to ship out large consignments of 
miners’ supplies and other goods. Late in 1853, the senior partner went to 
California himself to reestablish the office of his commission business there. 
Wilbur, who had some capital but no business experience, remained in Boston 
to do the purchasing and shipping, but under Clark’s direction. It was a good 
year to restart the commission business. In 1853, 35 million dollars’ worth of 
goods were imported to San Francisco, and an estimated fifty-seven million 
gold dollars were exported through that port city.5

THE MOVE TO SAN FRANCISCO, 1853   

Susan Clark accompanied her husband on this still risky journey; the 
Clarks were among some 34,000 people arriving in San Francisco by sea in 
1853. Their first time out the Clarks went by ship via Jamaica to cross the 
Isthmus at Nicaragua, crossing by river steamer and mule-back, surviving 
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the health hazards of disease-ridden tropical swamps without incident.6 
Planning to remain about three months, they initially rented part of a house 
on Stockton Street, then a fashionable residential area, and near the Unitarian 
Church, which had been dedicated on July 19 of the same year.7

The city’s economic situation at that time remained chaotic, but that 
business environment was not unsuited to a cautious investor like Jonas 
Clark. Many Eastern consignors, like Clark himself, had blamed their 
California agents for the losses that had followed the monetary crisis of 1850-
51. Yet the unpredictability of the local market, compounded with the fact 
that it took six months and two trips around Cape Horn for an order to be 
filled, wreaked havoc with everyone’s business forecasts. (This was before 
the completion of the Panama Railroad in January 1855). By late 1853, San 
Francisco was once again enjoying a temporary boom, that being the year 
of the largest yield of gold from the mines. Beginning early in the following 
year, however, San Francisco experienced a local period of depression that 
lasted into 1856. After a brief recovery, the national effects of the Panic of 
1857 began to affect the local economy.8

For his first two and a half years in San Francisco, Jonas Clark continued 
as a commission merchant, importing and selling goods from the East. 
Hanging over him at the start were the debts of his failed partnership with 
Church and the necessity of re-establishing his credit both in San Francisco 
and Boston. The bitter experience of business failure in association with a 
comparative stranger had taught him a lesson he did not forget. Yet even the 
persons to whom he owed money had confidence in his honesty and business 
ability, and the energy and care with which both partners conducted their 
business affairs brought them favorable comment in spite of the lingering 
debt.9

In surviving family letters, Clark is apologetic about not having written 
because of the pressures of business. In late February 1854, he apologized 
to his parents for not writing earlier because of “so many business letters 
to write.” Anecdotal evidence for that period suggests that he led a hard-
charging business life that often kept him at his office until midnight or 
later. Every two weeks, on the nights before the mail steamer left for Panama, 
he would go to the post office with gold to send back east just before the 
mails closed. Susan Clark often told her nieces later that, since in those days 
“a man accompanied by a woman was safe from attack at any time on the 
streets in San Francisco,” she would escort her husband for his protection. 
On mail nights they would reach home after 2 a. m.10 

Busy as he was, Jonas Clark found time for his avocation: books and 
reading. The San Francisco Mercantile Library had been founded in January 
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1853 by a group of business and professional men, a number of whom had 
been members of the Vigilance Committee of 1851. It was a membership 
library, but open to the public (both men and women). The directors had 
set aside twenty free memberships for “meritorious young men” who might 
not be able to afford the membership fee of $3.00 per quarter. The 1854 
collection of 3,000 volumes grew to nearly 12,000 by 1860. In addition to 
its books, the Library offered literary and historical lectures, and others on 
current affairs. Jonas Clark is listed as a shareholder as early as 1854, and the 
President’s Report of 1857 reveals he had become a Life Member during the 
previous year.11     

During the depression, falling real estate prices (declining by 20–50%), 
declining rental rates in the business area, and lowered building costs meant 
that Jonas Clark could find space in a large and prominent downtown 
building and commence manufacturing with only a modest capital outlay. 
Since wages in the building trades declined with demand and construction 
prices, he was able to hire skilled craftsmen at lower wages as well.12  

As historian Rodman Paul has noted, in 1850s San Francisco “it took 
courage to venture upon manufacturing.” But, having paid his remaining 
debts and accumulated some working capital, Jonas Clark abandoned the 
larger part of his commission business and, in 1856, now doing business 
as Jonas G. Clark & Co., embarked on the manufacture of furniture, and 
restricted his imports to fine furniture and nails, the latter still not locally 
manufactured, thereby engaging in both wholesale and retail sales. The center 
of his operations was the four-story “Clipper Warehouse” on Washington 
Street, a principal retail street favored by local businessmen and their wives 
for shopping and dining.13 

Clark subsequently opened a store in Sacramento, which had daily 
shipping service from San Francisco, as well as retail outlets in Stockton and 
San Jose. He advertised his stock as “the largest ever offered on the Pacific 
Coast,” and in 1856 had furniture on hand valued at $200,000, an enormous 
inventory for those days. In an autobiographical sketch, Clark tells us that 
he had virtually a monopoly on furniture wholesaling on the West Coast, “a 
business built up,” he boasted to his father in 1859, “by my own energy and 
perseverance.”14

By 1858 reporters for Dow and Co pointed to the firm’s large stock, saying 
it was “doing an enormous business,” and was the largest furniture dealer 
in San Francisco, though there was some question as to its profitability. By 
1859, J. G. Clark and Co. had virtually monopolized the trade; “doing well”, 
one source reported to Dow, with “little competition.” According to one 
obituary, the Clark firm’s furniture distribution extended to Los Angeles, San 
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Diego and other California cities, as well as western Mexico and Hawaii. In 
1860, the firm was described as “the pioneers and most prominent” furniture 
manufacturer in the state, employing fifty men, and the writer opined that 
the workmanship of Clark’s furniture would “favorably compare with the 
most costly manufactured at the East.” Clark won contemporary praise for 
using native Californian and West Coast woods and his contribution to West 
Coast economic development.15 

That he strove successfully for quality as well as volume is suggested by 
accounts of the first and third Mechanics Institute fairs, in 1857 and 1860. 

Jonas G. Clark & Co., Advertisement
Source: State Record and Year Book for the Year 1859 (San Francisco, 1859).
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The judges at the 1857 exhibition described Clark’s rosewood furniture as 
“of exquisite workmanship and most elegant design,” and awarded him a 
“Diploma” for “the best specimens of its class, produced or manufactured 
within the State of California.” The California State Agricultural Society 
awarded him their trophy for the best furniture exhibited at the State Fair 
of 1859. Clark’s elaborate black walnut and rosewood furniture drew an 
elaborate encomium from the judges, who called it “an honor and credit to 
the State, a splendid token of the generous enterprise of the manufacturers, 
and a beautiful mirror of the artistic skill and taste of California mechanics.”16

Jonas G. Clark & Co., Advertisement
Source: Bogardus’ Illustrated California Almanac for 1857 (San 
Francisco, 1857).
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Increasing wealth and business success brought social prestige in early 
California. San Francisco city directories from 1858 onward list the Clarks 
as boarding at the International Hotel on Jackson Street, an “elegant” 
and fashionable building opened in the spring of 1854. According to one 
Californian’s memoir, it was here that “many of the distinguished men of the 
state made their homes.”17 

The Clarks were also members of the Unitarian Church, whose minister 
after 1860 was Thomas Starr King. The congregation contained some of the 
wealthiest men in the city and their wives. James King of William (so-called 
to distinguish him from other James Kings), the controversial editor whose 
murder triggered the 1856 Committee of Vigilance, was a member, and his 
funeral was held there. Other congregants were the writers Bret Harte and 
Charles Warren Stoddard. John Swett, a noted educator who in 1862 became 
California’s second State Superintendent of Schools, was superintendent of 
the Unitarian Sunday School.18  

In May 1856, Jonas Clark was elected to membership in the second San 
Francisco Committee of Vigilance. This was a paramilitary organization 
formed to rid the city of crime and corruption and to hold the city government 
accountable for its actions. San Francisco businessmen disgusted with the 
corruption and incompetence of the municipal government were leaders of 
this movement, though recent research has revealed a broad distribution 
of its six to eight thousand male members. At this time Clark made the 
acquaintance of Collis P. Huntington, later a member of the “Big Four” 
(builders of the Central Pacific share of the transcontinental railroad).  Later, 
beginning in 1869, Clark became associated with Huntington as an investor 
in Huntington’s acquisition of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad and, 
as a director of the company, in its management. Leland Stanford, future 
Governor and founder of another university, was also a member of the 1856 
Committee of Vigilance. In his later years Jonas Clark, who had also sold the 
committee some of the furniture for its offices, would often reminisce about 
those exciting times.19 

During this period, the Clarks may have begun their keen interest in 
theatre, which was well supported by wealthy San Franciscans and also by 
the miners in the camps. The actor Edwin Booth was in San Francisco at the 
same time as the Clarks, making his earliest appearances in the Shakespearian 
roles for which he became famous. According to a niece’s later testimony, 
these times of “planning, economizing and gradually accumulating their 
wealth” were “really their happiest days.”20 

In 1858, the Clarks made a trip home via Panama, leaving San Francisco 
on the steamer Golden Age on April 20. Jonas Clark’s mother, Elizabeth, 
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had died late in 1857, and the visit seems to have been made in large part for 
family reasons. On their return trip, in August 1858, the Clarks took ship 
from New York, occupying the best cabin on the steamer Star of the West, 
later famous for its role in the unsuccessful attempt to resupply Fort Sumter 
in the waning days of the Buchanan administration.21 

In spite of this respite, Clark’s business cares increased as he successfully 
fought the undertow of the Panic of 1857 while steadily expanding the scope 
of his responsibilities. “I have as much business as I can turn my hand to,” 
he wrote his father in June 1859, “and this everyone cannot say.” Yet the cost 
was great: “I neglected everything but business,” he wrote in the same letter. 
In his autobiographical sketch, he was characteristically laconic, telling us 
that he sold his business in 1860, “finding it important to have some rest 
from care.” His close friend and pastor of later years, Rev. Calvin Stebbins, 
indicated that Clark had completely broken down to the point where “he 
could neither eat, sleep nor work. It was simply stop or die.”22 

Although Jonas Clark had laid the foundation of what, given ten 
years more, might have been a substantial fortune derived from furniture 
manufacturing, wholesaling and retailing, he stopped. Because of the large 
inventories on hand, however, the process of liquidating the furniture 
operation was an extended one. The Sacramento business was sold to a local 

Star of the West

Jonas and Susan Clark took the Star of the West, a sidewheel steamship, back from 
New York in 1858. The ship figured prominently years later for its role at Fort Sumter, 
South Carolina, the first Union ship fired on by the South.



87

firm, Grimes and Felton, which advertised itself as “Successors to Jonas G. 
Clark & Co.,” probably to be understood as recognizing the quality of Clark’s 
furniture. During this period, Clark maintained an office at 722 Montgomery 
Street in the commercial hub of the city (in a building later owned by well-
known attorney, Melvin Belli). By discontinuing the anufacturing segment, 
importing only a few more lots of furniture from the East to complement 
what was on hand, and selling from inventory, Clark closed out the major 
portion of his furniture business by the spring of 1861, at which time he and 
Susan made another trip east and went from there to an extended stay in 
Europe.23 

CLARK’S INVESTMENTS IN THE BAY AREA

Clark invested the profits from the sale of his furniture business in a variety 
of ways. In the winter of 1860–61, Clark was one of twenty “gentlemen of 
known wealth and business integrity” invited to become shareholders in and 
financial guarantors of California’s first public insurance firm. The California 
Mutual Marine Insurance Company was incorporated in February 1861; 
Clark remained a shareholder until 1863, when he began liquidating some 
of his holdings preparatory to returning East. Clark also invested in one of 
the earliest private water supply companies serving San Francisco. The Spring 
Valley Water Works had been formed in 1858, but accomplished little until 
it was taken over by a syndicate of prominent San Franciscans two years 
later. Its Vice-President, William H. Coleman, had headed the Committee 
of Vigilance. A number of wealthy former Vigilantes, including Stanford and 
Huntington, also invested in that highly successful venture. When Clark 
liquidated his holdings, according to a 1900 obituary, he cleared “a profit of 
several hundred thousand dollars.”24

One of his investments made Jonas Clark a large landowner in the East 
Bay region. During 1861 and 1862, Clark lent substantial sums of money 
to José de Jesus Vallejo, secured by land Vallejo owned in the East Bay. 
Vallejo was a member of a prominent family of “Californios,” or Mexicans 
living in what had been Alta California. In 1842 Don José had been granted 
the 17,705-acre Rancho Arroyo de la Alameda, which comprised both hill 
and valley lands. The land Clark acquired was the 10,000 acres remaining 
unsold, to which the U.S. Government had confirmed title in July 1857. 
In May, 1862 Clark’s Alameda County attorney, Edwin B. Mastick, sued 
Vallejo in Clark’s name for defaulting on the loans. The Third District Court 
of Alameda County found in Clark’s favor, and ordered that the property be 
sold to satisfy Clark’s interest. At a sheriff’s sale in August 1862, Clark thus 
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acquired title to the 10,000 acres of hill land and adjacent portions of the 
valley for just under $100,000, or about $10 per acre.25 

Over the ensuing twenty years, Clark’s hill land was largely rented out to 
cattlemen for grazing purposes. Clark sold 200 acres of his valley land to the “Big 
Four” for a town site on their Central Pacific subsidiary, the original Western 
Pacific Railroad. In 1868 he donated a piece of land on the Mission Road to the 
newly formed Cosmopolitan School District as the site for a district school, his 
first known gift to education. For a number of years a portion of the adjacent land, 
known as Dry Creek Grove, was leased to various proprietors as a popular picnic 
grounds and recreational area. In the early 1880s, Clark ordered Mastick to have 
the remaining East Bay lands surveyed and sold. About 1700 acres of the Dry 
Creek portion were sold to August May in December 1883 for about $29.00 per 
acre, or about three times what Clark had paid for it. (In 1979, May’s surviving 
granddaughters donated the tract to Alameda County for what is now the Dry 
Creek Pioneer Regional Park.)26 

The Clarks returned east via the Isthmus of Panama in 1861, and sailed for 
Europe in October on the Cunard line’s most modern and luxurious steamship, 
the Persia. According to Henry Adams (a Persia passenger in 1858), it was “the 
newest, largest and fastest ship afloat.” From 1856 to 1862 it held the coveted 
“Blue Riband” for the fastest Atlantic crossing. They remained abroad for about 
nine months, visiting France, Italy, Palestine, Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, Greece, 
Austria, and the German states. They returned to New York in the summer of 
1862, Clark’s insomnia permanently cured, on the Persia’s new sister ship, the 
Scotia.27   

Remaining for several months at the Fifth Avenue Hotel on Madison 
Square, then the most fashionable hotel in New York City, they were back in San 
Francisco by the Spring of 1863. Problems had arisen in the process of liquidating 
the furniture business, and Clark had to take it over briefly in order to settle his 
affairs at a profit. As he wrote one of his brothers, “I found it more work than I 
had anticipated in closing up our affairs.”  While there, the Clarks lived at the new 
Occidental Hotel, “furnished in great elegance,” and currently the city’s leading 
residential hotel. Mark Twain, in San Francisco from May to July 1863, stayed at 
the Occidental during that time, characterizing it as “Heaven on the half-shell.”28   

CLARK’S CIVIL WAR COMMITMENTS 

Early in the Civil War, when Union victory was at best problematic, 
Clark had invested heavily in U.S. government bonds and urged other San 
Francisco businessmen to do so. This seems to have been primarily a patriotic 
gesture stemming from his anti-slavery background, rather than the profit-
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making venture it later became for him. Because of the shaky finances of the 
federal government at the time, the interest rate on government bonds was 
2½ % per month. He also lent money locally on short-term mortgages, the 
prevailing interest rates for which ran from one per cent per month to as high 
as three per cent per month, or 36% per year.29 

In this last period in California, Jonas Clark became active in two other Civil 
War–related causes, the Soldiers’ Relief Fund (which became the California 
Branch of the United States Sanitary Commission) and the Union League of 
California. His pastor, Thomas Starr King, was a leader in Unionist activities 
in California, as were many of Jonas Clark’s acquaintances, including Leland 
Stanford, who by this time had become the state’s Governor. The Clarks had 
been in Europe when the Soldiers’ Relief Fund was established in the fall of 
1862. But Starr King, discouraged with the decline in contributions under 
its original managers, had called a public meeting on October 31, 1863, after 
which a number of new members, including Clark, were added to the now 
expanded Executive Committee. 

On November 9, Clark cosigned an “Appeal for the Relief of Wounded 
Soldiers,” and ten days later cosigned another appeal, to “The People of the 
State of California.” He also spent much time during the next few months 
actively canvassing for funds in the area assigned him in the business district. 
As he wrote his father in November, “I have for some weeks been spending all 
the time I could in collecting funds for the sanitary fund.” Clark also gave a 
personal donation of $1,000 to the fund drive, one of the largest individual 
gifts. By the end of the year, two months later, the revitalized Executive 
Committee had raised $200,000.30

Jonas Clark was also one of the founding members, and the first Grand 
Treasurer, of the California Branch of the Union League of America, an 
organization formed to encourage support for the Northern crusade against 
what Clark regarded as the twin evils of “Rebellion and Slavery.” He was 
elected treasurer at the organizational meeting of the group, on April 13, 
1863; his pastor, King, was elected a member of the Grand State Council two 
days later. King was a powerful speaker on behalf of the Union throughout the 
state until his untimely death on March 4, 1864. Numerous local units were 
created, each obligated to pay a $20.00 annual fee. By the annual meeting on 
August 4, 1863, Clark was able to report receipts of nearly $1,700.00, with 
disbursements of over $1,200.00 to date. Since the meetings of the officers 
were held every Saturday evening, the activity of the State Council must have 
consumed much of his time. He continued to serve until resigning on April 
30, 1864, preparatory to his permanent return East.31  
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According to some accounts, on their final trip from California the 
Clarks brought a large amount of gold with them, which was sold at a 
premium in New York markets. Gold had been the normal mode for business 
transactions in California, and after the federal government introduced 
paper currency in 1863, California’s businessmen pushed through a law that 
same year permitting all contracts to specify payment in gold. Since the new 
“greenbacks” fell steadily in value as the Civil War dragged on, California 
merchants continued to pay for Eastern goods and federal tax obligations in 
paper currency while insisting on payment in gold for obligations due them.32   

RETURN TO MASSACHUSETTS 

The Clarks returned to Boston in 1864, where Mr. Clark invested in 
urban land, principally in commercial properties in the city center. The 
Studio Building on Tremont Street (now the site of the Suffolk University 
Law School), which Clark and Wilbur bought in 1864 for $300,000, was sold 
in January 1872 for half a million dollars. After two more trips to Europe, he 
and Susan settled in a newly built mansion at 560 Fifth Avenue (at 46th Street) 
in 1868. While traveling in Europe, he began serious book collecting. It was 
evidently while settled in New York that he also began purchasing works of 
art. The Clark collection eventually amounted to over a hundred paintings, 
largely contemporary landscapes and genre paintings. Clark also invested in 
land in Manhattan and other sites in the New York area. He subsequently 
sold the Fifth Avenue mansion, and the Clarks returned temporarily to the 
Fifth Avenue Hotel before moving back to Massachusetts.33 

After his move to Worcester in the late 1870s, Clark concentrated 
his investments in that city. He sold his remaining New York properties, 
including, in May 1881, a tract of land on upper Fifth Avenue to John D. 
Rockefeller for $425,000, making a profit of $170,000 over what he had paid 
for it. In Worcester, Clark built two commercial buildings in the downtown 
area. In 1883 he was elected to the Board of Directors of the Providence and 
Worcester Railroad. According to a niece later, although he had refused the 
presidency of the railroad, his guidance of its affairs, negotiating a 99-year 
lease with the New York, New Haven, and Hartford, Railroad, at a return 
of ten per cent, had resulted in a rise in its stock from $70 to over $200 per 
share.34 

In 1873, before he returned to New England, Clark had constructed a 
brick and granite building in Hubbardston for a combined town library and 
town offices as well as rental space, the initial income of which was to provide 
a $10,000 fund (to which he contributed $1,000) to support the library. He 
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began it with a donation of some 2,000 books, and added almost a thousand 
more before his death in 1900. After moving to Worcester, he became a 
Director of the Worcester Free Public Library, his only public office.35 

Clark’s own book collection was to a substantial degree bought on the trips 
he and Susan Clark made to Europe. He was especially interested in works 
of history, travel, literature, and art, though his collections also featured fine 
printing, particularly of various editions of the Bible. He had a number of 
incunabula as well as several bound manuscript books. He became interested 
also in fine bindings, and some 2,000 of his volumes fell into this class. 
Many of the more valuable parts of his book collection survive in the Special 
Collections room in Goddard Library, Clark University.36 

The sale of his New York and East Bay lands during the early 1880s 
provided Clark with additional money, which he used to make investments 
in Worcester and elsewhere. He built two large commercial blocks in the 
downtown area. Between 1881 and 1885, Clark quietly purchased property 
in a then largely unbuilt area on Main Street, south of the center of Worcester. 
In this way he was able to assemble a site that would permit buildings to be 
set well back from the street, capturing the maximum amount of each day’s 
sunlight. This became the campus of the new Clark University in 1887, for 
which Clark supervised the construction and furnishings of its first buildings. 

Jonas Clark’s life experiences influenced his choices concerning his 
proposed university. His original plan for the institution was to create a 
four-year undergraduate college to open in 1888, serving graduates of the 
Worcester High School, the private Worcester Academy, and young men 
from surrounding towns. He had observed in San Francisco and elsewhere 
that the entrepreneurial leadership in the burgeoning late 19th-century city 
came, like himself, from rural and small-town backgrounds. In the late 19th 
century, however, the district schools were not enough. Beyond the college, 
its graduates would then be able to continue in professional and advanced 
education in departments of the university to be created, with the help of 
others, beginning in 1892. The model was based on those he had visited in 
Europe, particularly the universities of France and Prussia, and the three 
American universities where he had either family or personal connections: 
Johns Hopkins, Cornell, and the announced plans for Stanford. 

The agreement he had made with the new President, G. Stanley Hall, was 
to begin with the graduate school, and to add the college after the first three 
years. By 1892, however, Hall was determined to disregard the agreement, 
and the Board of Trustees backed him. Consequently, after the 1892–93 
academic year, Clark provided no further financial aid beyond the land and 
buildings, his initial $600,000 endowment, with an additional $100,000 
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endowment for the library. Neither Hall nor the Trustees nor wealthy 
Worcester citizens raised or contributed further money during the 1890s; 
indeed, the Worcester elite did not take an active interest in Clark until the 
1950s. Meanwhile, in a will and series of codicils, Clark made provision for 
a new three-year college for men, with a separate President and faculty. The 
will provided half his remaining fortune as an endowment for that college, 
$150,000 for a new library building and an increased library endowment 
(bringing it to just under $800,000). Only a quarter of the bequest was added 
to the university proper (the graduate department). Since the college was 
tuition-free for the first year (and nominal thereafter), it attracted seventy-
nine students in its first year, thirty-two more than any other Massachusetts 
college had ever enrolled at its opening.37 

JONAS CLARK’S ACHIEVEMENT

Clark’s various purchases and entrepreneurial activity in Boston, New 
York, and Worcester increased his wealth, but were not the origin of it. Until 
he launched his much-needed furniture business in San Francisco in 1856, 
he had been no more than a moderately comfortable local and regional 
entrepreneur. His California activities gave him the income to become 
a shrewd investor in urban properties and in the greatest technological 
development of his time, the expanding railroads. This enabled him to move 
from a comfortable middle class existence to become a man of substantial 
wealth (though not on the scale of a Rockefeller or a Stanford), with all the 
accoutrements that came with it — trips to Europe, a Fifth Avenue mansion, 
libraries, an art collection — and ultimately a social role as a philanthropist.  

In his launching of Clark University, Jonas Clark had given it three 
distinctive things beyond his money. First, he wanted a modern institution 
that would fit students from his home region for citizenship and responsibility 
in the larger world of affairs. In his will, he summed up what had been his 
life experience: 

The sons of New England represent the higher commercial 
interests in almost every part of the world, and that her 
Institutions exert a powerful influence in shaping the future of 
so many communities…., [which were important] not only as to 
their business interests and institutions, but in all their means for 
intellectual and social development and improvement…. 38
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Second, he specified that his new foundation have “the utmost breadth 
and freedom both of teaching and of investigation,” that it “be free from all 
trammels and hindrances, without any religious, political and social tests,” 
and that “everything approaching religious, political, or social bias shall be 
excluded” from its faculty and students. These requirements appear to be 
products of his Unitarian faith (Unitarians were regularly excluded from 
boards or memberships, such as in the YMCA) and his early abolitionist 
commitments and friendships with both black and white abolitionist activists. 

Third, the unusual commitments to separate endowments for libraries, 
stemming in the first instance from his love of books and reading and for 
the relevance of libraries in educating workingmen (in San Francisco), rural 
people (in Hubbardston, Massachusetts) and Worcester (both in the city’s 
library and for the benefit of students). To assure this last, he both separately 
and generously endowed the university’s library collection, donated thousands 

Clark Hall
Jonas Clark Hall was named for the university’s founder, who intended the college 
to be molded after those he’d visited in Europe and American schools such as Johns 
Hopkins and Cornell, where Clark had personal connections. Undated photo.
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of rare and valuable books to it, and provided adequate and attractive housing 
for it. 

Jonas Clark never forgot his roots. As a New Englander, a Massachusetts 
man whose grandfathers had fought in the Revolutionary War, he had taken 
sides on the great questions of his own time—slavery, secession, and war. He 
had represented the commercial interests of his time in newer portions of the 
country. But in the end he came back to Massachusetts, to invest all that he 
had in the founding of a university. 
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