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The doors to the University of Colorado at Boulder (CU) were officially opened 

on September 5, 1877, just over a year after Colorado became a state in August of 1876.   

The Colorado territorial legislature passed a bill in 1861 (before the Union even 

established Colorado as a state) to establish funds for the creation of CU as one of three 

state schools.  CU was established as a comprehensive university, complementing other 

schools in the state that focused on agriculture, mining, and education.  Two cities, 

Boulder and Canon City, competed for the rite to claim CU with Boulder eventually 

winning out (University of Colorado at Boulder).  “Between 1861 and 1876, Boulder 

citizens donated land south of town and made gifts ranging from $15 to $1,000 to match 

the $15,000 appropriated by the legislature for construction of the university” thereby 

ensuring the university location through the personal sacrifice of its citizens (Blue Ribbon 

Report).

The cornerstone of the new campus, “Old Main”, completed in April of 1876 was 

described as an "an imposing structure...Its head above a barren and wind-swept plain...A

monument of patience, looking down upon the frontier village...Removed from any 

sidewalk by nearly a mile of mud" (Virtual Tour).  CU’s isolated location made 

communication and financial transactions between Boulder and Colorado’s legislators in 

Denver particularly perilous.  A particularly harrowing transaction involved Boulder 

sheriff, David H. Nichols making a midnight horseback trip from Boulder to Denver with 

$20,000 to help with building expenses.  CU rewarded Nichols for his dedication by 

naming a residence hall after him.  However, it was later discovered that Nichols had 

taken part in the Sand Creek Massacre and after some debate the hall was renamed 
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Cheyenne-Arapahoe to honor two of the Native American tribes indigenous to Colorado

(University of Colorado at Boulder).  

When the university officially opened in September 1877, the CU student body 

consisted of the president, Joseph Sewall, one professor, fifteen students in the college 

proper and fifty students in the preparatory school.  The preparatory school had been 

added as a response to the lack of high schools in the area that could prepare students for 

the academic rigors of college.  The student body included thirty eight men and twenty 

seven women, ranging in age from twelve to twenty three years. As the only building on 

campus Old Main housed a chapel, classrooms, science laboratories, library and served as 

the living quarters for the Sewall’s and their five children as well as the janitor (Virtual 

Tour).  It would take an additional eight years before on-campus housing would be

provided to students.  In 1884, two of the four new buildings added to the CU-Boulder 

campus were dormitories.  The “Ladies Cottage” housed female students as well as their 

house mother and “Cottage 2” housed male students.  Today the “Ladies Cottage” houses 

the Women and Gender Studies Program (Hazel Gates Woodruff Cottage).

CU remained a compact university with a handful of buildings and approximately 

1,500 students until the early 1900s.  It was only with the selection of George Norlin as 

the President of CU in 1919 that ambitious expansions began.  One of the first new 

buildings to be constructed on campus was Norlin Library.  Construction began in 

January of 1903 and was completed the following year.  Upon its official opening, Norlin 

became the largest university library between the Mississippi and California (University 

of Colorado at Boulder).  President Norlin also oversaw the building of Mackey 

Auditorium, the university theater building and a student union.  Norlin saw CU through 
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a great deal of physical growth during his tenure but he is better known for resisting 

efforts by the Ku Klux Klan to dismiss all Catholic and Jewish faculty from the 

university in 1922 (George Norlin).  In addition to standing up against anti-Semitic 

elements, CU was also one of the first universities to employee a woman professor.  

Mary Rippon began teaching German and French at CU in 1878 and remained a 

prominent member of the campus community until her retirement in 1909.  The 

university honored her historic appointment by building an outdoor theater in her honor 

in 1939.  The theater is now home to the Colorado Shakespeare Festival which was 

ranked as one of the top three Shakespeare Festivals in the country by Time Magazine in 

1992 (Mary Rippon Outdoor Theater).  

In 1947, Colorado’s Governor issued a proclamation to create a memorial to CU’s 

servicemen.  Six years later the University Memorial Center (UMC) opened its doors and 

quickly became home to a number of student organizations, the campus bookstore, and 

conference facilities.  The UMC was the center of student activism during the 1960’s and 

70’s with numerous strikes, boycotts, sit-ins and walk-outs being staged in what is now 

called the Dalton Trumbo Fountain Count (History and Mission).  Dalton Trumbo was a 

CU alum and playwright who was blacklisted due to his ties with the Communist party.  

CU-Boulder has a number of other noteworthy alumni.  CU ranks fourth among non-

military universities in number of astronauts alums, including Jack Swigert who flew on 

the famed Apollo 13 mission.  In the past seven years, four CU-Boulder alumni have won

Nobel Prizes in the field of physics.  Several CU students have gone on to have 

successful careers in the entertainment world including Robert Redford and Matt Stone, 

co-creator of the TV show South Park.  Two of the last three Colorado governors went to 
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CU as did former U.S. representative Bob Beauprez, and Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf the 

current president of Liberia (List of Notable University of Colorado Alumni). 

In addition to having a long list of distinguished alumni, CU is home to an 

excellent athletic program with a storied history of intercollegiate excellence.  The CU 

ski team has won sixteen National Championships, the football team was crowned 

national champions in 1990 and men’s and women’s cross country, cycling and triathlon 

have also taken home top honors.  In 1934, the University teams were officially 

nicknamed the "Buffaloes” having been referred to as both “Silver Helmets” and 

“Frontiersman” in early years (University of Colorado at Boulder).  That same year saw 

the beginning of a new tradition: running a live buffalo at the beginning of home football 

games.  Although the tradition took a while to become an every game occurrence, CU is 

currently running Ralphie IV and keeps Ralphie I mounted in the CU Heritage Center

(Colorado Buffaloes).  

Today CU boasts a student body of approximately thirty thousand 

undergraduates, graduate students and faculty.  The university rests on what is often 

considered one of the most beautiful campuses in the nation and provides students with 

over thirty four hundred courses and eighty five different majors to choose from. It is one 

of only two universities in the Rocky Mountain West Region to be part of the Association 

of American Universities (AAU), which recognizes institutions that are at the forefront of 

the nation's research infrastructure.  In the future, the university will continue to strive for 

excellence while meeting its mission: “To lead in learning, research, teaching, and 

service to benefit and enhance the quality of life for the people of Colorado” (Blue 

Ribbon Report).
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