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Established in 1775, the town of Lexington, Ken-

tucky, grew quickly into a national cultural center 

among the rolling hills of the Bluegrass region. 

Nicknamed the “Athens of the West,” Lexington 

and the surrounding area became a leader in 

higher education, visual arts, architecture, and 

music, as well as a center of horse breeding and 

racing. The national impact of the Bluegrass was 

further confirmed by the political successes of 

prominent Kentucky figures such as Henry Clay 

and John C. Breckinridge.

Bluegrass Renaissance: The History and Culture of 

Central Kentucky, 1792–1852 chronicles Lexing-

ton’s development as one of the most important 

educational and cultural centers in America during 

the first half of the nineteenth century. James C. 

Klotter and Daniel Rowland offer a compelling 

history of the Bluegrass region from its frontier 

days to the death of Henry Clay, highlighting 

Lexington’s role as an important intellectual hub 

in antebellum Kentucky and investigating its 

development as an influential metropolis, despite 

major social impediments such as slavery.

Examining the cultural successes and failures of 

central Kentucky, Klotter, Rowland, and an im-

pressive group of contributors with diverse
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specialties and interests explore the key events 

and trends that transformed Lexington into the 

“Athens of the West.” Stephen Aron looks at west-

ward migration into Kentucky, while Maryjean 

Wall delves into the remarkable development of 

the racing industry. Gerald L. Smith examines 

slavery and abolition in the state, and Randolph 

Hollingsworth explores the role of women in 

Kentucky’s early years. Other contributors discuss 

innovations in music, art, and architecture in 

the region, tracing the emergence of Lexington’s 

cultural image.

An interesting cast of characters gives life to the 

narrative, including the slave Monk Estill, the 

frontierswoman Rebecca Boone, the educator 

Horace Holley, the scientist Constantine Rafin-

esque, the politician Isaac Shelby, the architect 

Benjamin Latrobe, and the musician Anthony 

Phillip Heinrich. Providing an invaluable account 

of the development of Kentucky’s second-largest 

city, Bluegrass Renaissance chronicles Lexington’s 

rise as an enlightened and innovative antebellum 

metropolis.

JAMES C. KLOTTER is professor of history 

at Georgetown College and the State Historian 

of Kentucky. He is the author or coauthor of 

numerous books, including A Concise History of 

Kentucky and A New History of Kentucky.

DANIEL ROWLAND, associate professor  

of history at the University of Kentucky, has 

published numerous articles on art, architecture, 

and political culture in early modern Russia and 

is a contributor to The Modern Encyclopedia of 

Russian and Soviet History.

Cover image: Engraving of the city of Lexington, as seen from 
Morrison Hall on the campus of Transylvania University,  
ca. 1855. From Ballou’s Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, 
courtesy of University of Kentucky Special Collections.
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“This excellent collection of essays addresses an important, but understudied time period in Ken-

tucky history during which Lexington and its surrounding areas were at their zenith, both culturally 

and economically. This is a highly readable volume that should appeal to any person interested in 

the state’s history and should become the standard go-to text on this era in Kentucky for many years 

to come.”

 —ANNE MARSHALL, author of Creating a Confederate Kentucky: The Lost Cause and Civil   

  War Memory in a Border State

“These excellent essays offer the most comprehensive view of Lexington’s golden age in all its many 

facets as well as the individuals who molded the city into something great. In the end one under-

stands why Lexington had a Latrobe house—the most sophisticated house designed in federal 

America—for it symbolized an earned preeminence. In time its preeminence faded, but in these 

essays Lexington continues to teach us by revealing its strengths and weaknesses, its success and 

failures, which speak to our own.”

 —JOHN E. KLEBER, editor of The Kentucky Encyclopedia and The Encyclopedia of Louisville

“The essays well testify to the breadth and high quality of work being undertaken on early Kentucky.”

 —MATTHEW G. SCHOENBACHLER, author of Murder and Madness: The Myth of the   

  Kentucky Tragedy
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Horace Holley and the Struggle for 
Kentucky’s Mind and Soul

Tom Eblen and Mollie Eblen

Among America’s rising stars at the beginning of the nineteenth centu-
   ry, few shone more brightly than the Reverend Horace Holley. Born 

in 1781 to a New England merchant and a Baptist preacher’s daughter, 
Holley graduated near the top of his class at Yale University. After aban-
doning a brief apprenticeship at law in New York, he returned to Yale as 
a theology student. He was chosen for the pulpit of Boston’s Hollis Street 
Church in 1809 and quickly developed a reputation as one of the city’s 
best orators. One 1811 sermon “was so overpowering, that a spontaneous 
acclamation burst forth from the crowd that thronged the doors of the 
church.”1 The Hollis Street congregation doubled in size under Holley’s 
leadership, and a new sanctuary was built. Holley was an active member of 
Harvard University’s board of overseers, the Boston School Committee, 
and “various literary, scientifi c and benevolent institutions,” his colleague 
the physician Charles Caldwell later wrote. “He united the dignity of the 
divine with the urbanity of the gentleman.”2 Holley sat for Gilbert Stuart, 
the nation’s leading portrait painter. Former president John Adams and 
his son John Quincy, the future president, were among his many admir-
ers. John Quincy Adams would later describe Holley in his diary as “a man 
of genius, learning and eloquence.”3 His fame would eventually attract 
the attention of several members of the board of trustees of Lexington’s 
struggling Transylvania University. Although none of them had ever met 
Horace Holley, he seemed to be just what they needed.4

Between 1775 and 1815, Lexington had grown from a pioneer block-
house into the most important city on the western frontier. Wealth from 
agriculture and commerce had built a prosperous community. Lexington’s 

!
204
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leading citizens developed an interest in literature, the arts, and refi ned 
culture, and they proudly called their city the “Athens of the West.” But 
times were changing and not for the better. During the era when goods 
moved by pack animals and fl atboats, Lexington served as an important 
trading hub. Once steamboats enabled upstream navigation, business 
began moving to Cincinnati and Louisville. The Ohio and Mississippi 
Rivers became the new highways of commerce. Rapid settlement of the 
Northwest Territory shifted the center of western population away from 
Kentucky to Ohio. The sour economy that followed the post–War of 1812 
boom weakened Lexington; commerce declined, and businesses failed. 
Civic leaders believed that the best way for the city to regain a healthy 
economy and preserve its stature as a city of culture and sophistication 
was to create a great university to provide future leaders for the growing 
West.5

Lexington had a university, but it was hardly great. In fact, Transylva-
nia University was then little more than a grammar school.6 The Virginia 
General Assembly had authorized the school’s creation in 1780, but it 
would be another fi ve years before classes began, irregularly, in a Presby-
terian minister’s cabin near Danville.7 The school moved to Lexington in 
1789 and “enjoyed a moderate degree of prosperity for a number of years; 
not brilliant indeed, but sound and healthy,” another Presbyterian min-
ister later acknowledged.8 Deadly Indian attacks and meager resources—
followed by religious and political disputes—led to a constant reshuffl ing 
of Transylvania’s trustees, frequent changes in leadership, and mergers 
with other small schools.9 Transylvania’s early years were a hit-and-miss 
legacy of educational accomplishment, with only twenty-two graduates 
by 1818.10 The school’s enrollment was small, and many of its students 
were children. There were more than thirty private competing academies 
in the Bluegrass; two of them in Lexington had more students than Tran-
sylvania, and one charged fees three times higher. Critics complained that 
the university lacked academic excellence and the leadership capable of 
creating it.11

Presbyterian clergymen had been instrumental in Transylvania’s 
founding, but their determination to control the institution and every-
thing taught there caused constant confl ict.12 Most Kentuckians at the 
time were not especially religious. Of the state’s 220,955 residents in 
1800, only about 10,000 belonged to an established denomination, and 
only 1,880 of them were Presbyterians. Even after the Great Revival had 
tripled Kentucky’s churchgoing population by 1803, active Christians still 
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constituted a small minority. But that did not deter the Presbyterians, 
whose members included many of the state’s business and political leaders.

The separation of church and state was a hot topic then, as now, but 
with different issues and players. Christianity in its broadest form was 
tacitly accepted as a positive infl uence on government and politics, even 
by many people who were not especially religious themselves. Ministers 
often led schools and colleges, many of which had been started to train 
church leaders. But what constituted “correct” Christianity was a subject 
of endless debate. Denominations fought bitterly over differences in doc-
trine, and Kentucky public opinion opposed the state sanctioning of any 
sect or its dogma. Baptists, still mindful of the persecution they had suf-
fered in American colonies where the Church of England enjoyed govern-
ment endorsement, were among the strongest advocates of religious lib-
erty and the separation of church and state. Many Kentuckians suspected 
the Presbyterians of seeking government infl uence—if not outright reli-
gious establishment—and of favoring unpopular Federalist Party politics, 
which prompted the denomination’s ministers to write several denials in 
the newspapers. But there was no denying the Presbyterian clergy’s deter-
mination to control Transylvania, the state’s offi cial university.

Presbyterian ministers openly referred to those who did not subscribe 
to strict Calvinism as infi dels, and they denounced liberal education that 
questioned their theology. Religious liberals on Transylvania’s board of 
trustees feared that they would never attract the most talented profes-
sors and students as long as the Presbyterian-led majority continued its 
lackluster management of the school and restricted academic freedom. 
“The repressive, inhibitory, theological ethics of Calvinism were out of 
harmony with the realities of the society which now wished to be served 
by the University,” Niels Henry Sonne wrote in his 1939 Liberal Kentucky. 
“It was foolish to have one’s children brought up to look upon horse races 
and the theater as sinful, when one saw in these things true means of 
graceful, fashionable, and successful living.”13 Nothing would change, the 
liberal trustees thought, without a revolution—and a new president with 
enough stature and skill to transform Transylvania into the great univer-
sity they envisioned.

That revolution would be led by John Bradford, an Episcopalian who 
had started the state’s fi rst newspaper, the Kentucky Gazette, in 1787 and 
helped form Lexington’s fi rst library in 1796. Bradford was elected as 
the trustees’ fi rst chairman in 1798, when Transylvania offi cially became 
Kentucky’s state university, and he held the job more often than not for 
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the next three decades. He constantly battled the religiously conserva-
tive trustees, led by the Presbyterians, who increasingly were being criti-
cized in newspapers and the General Assembly for their management of 
Transylvania. After a prominent New York Presbyterian turned down the 
school’s presidency, Bradford led the board in electing Horace Holley as 
president in November 1815. Less than four months later, however, the 

This engraving appeared in A Discourse on The Genius and Char-
acter of the Rev. Horace Holley, Ll.D.: Late President of Transylvania 
University, which Holley’s widow, Mary Holley, and the Tran-
sylvania University medical Professor Charles Caldwell wrote 
immediately after his death. The engraving was made from a 
portrait of Holley painted by Gilbert Stuart before Holley left 
Boston in 1818 to accept the Transylvania University presidency. 
The whereabouts of Stuart’s original painting are unknown.
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offer was rescinded—not because Holley had initially shown little interest 
in the job, but because the conservative trustees found out more about 
him.14

His religious awakening had come to Holley when the Great Revival 
reached New Haven his senior year at Yale. He became a staunch Calvin-
ist, delivering his class’s graduation speech, which he titled “The Slavery 
of Free-Thinking.” As a graduate student in theology, he became a favor-
ite of Yale’s austere Calvinist president, the Reverend Timothy Dwight. 
But, between 1805 and 1808, while ministering to a Congregationalist 
church in Fairfi eld, Connecticut, that Dwight had once served, he began 
to share his wife’s more liberal views. By the time he and his wife, Mary 
Austin Holley, reached Boston, Holley had become a Unitarian, and “his 
mind unfolded to a more extended view of Christianity,” as his wife later 
wrote. “He saw that though one set of opinions might be right, another, 
in many respects different, need not of necessity be wholly wrong—they 
might agree in fundamentals—and that religion does not consist so much 
in thinking as in feeling and acting. . . . He believed the scriptures to be 
the rule of faith but allowed of a variety of interpretation.”15 To Kentucky’s 
Presbyterian clergy, this philosophy made Holley little better than Satan 
himself.

Public opinion of Transylvania declined as the trustees, divided ever 
more sharply along religious lines, failed to attract an accomplished presi-
dent. Legislators sympathetic to the liberals formed a committee to inves-
tigate the university and put forth a resolution demanding that the trust-
ees appear before the House of Representatives to “show cause why they 
shouldn’t be turned out of offi ce.” The Gazette published a lengthy edito-
rial calling for the election of a liberal president of wide reputation.16 The 
Reverend Robert Davidson, a Presbyterian minister, would later describe 
the situation this way: “The tone of sentiment among the leading men in 
that place had become deeply tinctured with the spirit of French infi delity. 
There were two parties in the Board—the friends of evangelical religion, 
and the open, or disguised, abettors of deism and infi delity.”17 Faced with 
legislators who were threatening to replace them and strong public senti-
ment against Presbyterian power, Transylvania’s trustees narrowly elected 
Holley president on November 15, 1817. His position was strengthened 
soon afterward when the General Assembly voted overwhelmingly to re-
place the trustees. Rather than clergymen, the new board included prom-
inent business and civic leaders, among them Henry Clay, John Pope, 
Thomas Bodley, and Robert Wickliffe. Democratic-Republicans fi rmly 
controlled Kentucky, and they viewed Holley as the kind of accomplished 



Horace Holley and the Struggle for Kentucky’s Mind and Soul  209

man of letters that Transylvania needed, despite evidence that he held 
Federalist Party political sympathies. At last, religious liberals seemed on 
the path to creating a great university based on religious tolerance and 
academic freedom, a university that could enhance the economy, intellec-
tual capital, and national image of their Athens of the West.18 Now, if only 
they could convince Holley to take the job.

As he set out from Boston in February 1818 to investigate this job of-
fer, Holley did not know what he would fi nd in Lexington. He knew little 
about Transylvania except that his wife’s fi rst cousin Stephen Fuller Aus-
tin, for whom the capital city of Texas would later be named, had gradu-
ated in the university’s class of 1810. Mary Holley, then expecting the 
couple’s second child, was against moving to Kentucky. She enjoyed the 
cultured life she and her husband led in Boston.19 Others, however, told 
Holley that he would be foolish to ignore this opportunity to shape what 
could become the West’s great university. The young minister resolved to 
keep an open mind. “My equilibrium is unchangeable till I have examined 
the place, the institution, and the circumstances for myself,” he wrote to a 
friend, James Freeman.20

Holley would make the most of the months-long journey to Lexing-
ton, stopping in New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC. In Wash-
ington, he was entertained at the White House by President and Mrs. 
James Monroe and dined with John C. Calhoun, his Yale classmate who 
was then secretary of war and would later be vice president under John 
Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. Perhaps most important to Holley, 
he planned to visit Charlottesville, Virginia, and meet the sage of Monti-
cello, Thomas Jefferson. To this end, as Holley kissed his wife and young 
daughter good-bye, he carried a letter of introduction from John Adams. 
“You will fi nd him frank enough, candid enough, social enough, learned 
enough and eloquent enough. He is indeed an important Character; and 
if Superstition, Bigotry, Fanaticism and Intolerance will allow him to live 
in Kentucky, he will contribute Somewhat to the illumination of the dark-
est and most dismal Swamps in the Wilderness. I shall regret his removal 
from Boston. . . . He is one of the few who give me delight,” Adams wrote 
to his friend Jefferson—quite an introduction from a man not known for 
fl attery.21 But, when Holley arrived at Monticello, Jefferson was away. It 
would be another six years before they met.

When Holley reached Kentucky, he was warmly received by Henry 
Clay and Governor Gabriel Slaughter, invited to parties and dinners, and 
asked to speak from many pulpits. The Presbyterian clergy were polite, 
but cool. In letters to Mary in May 1818, Holley painted a glowing picture 
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of Lexington. “It was immediately known that I had arrived, and the citi-
zens turned out in suffi cient numbers to make their greeting as cordial as 
I could wish, and to convince me that the opposition to my appointment 
here is nothing,” he wrote. “Everything is done that can be done to gratify 
me with the prospect before me.” Holley’s letters were masterpieces of 
marital salesmanship: “You will not only be contented in Lexington, but 
you will be pleased and delighted. . . . If I were not well convinced that we 
should be happy in Kentucky, I would not come. But we shall be.” Holley 
was pleased with the annual salary of $3,000 and excited about the oppor-
tunity to create a great university. “I believe it is in my power to do more 
good in this region than in any other at this moment,” he wrote to Mary. 
“My life has not been half so useful in Boston . . . as I am persuaded it will 
be in Lexington. . . . For the sole purpose of doing good, I would rather be 
at the head of this institution than at the head of any Eastern college. The 
fi eld is wider, the harvest more abundant, and the grain of a most excellent 
quality. I may become what you call a martyr, but it is not my intention to 
be one.”22 The next nine years would prove them both right.

Caldwell, who would later become Holley’s most ardent defender, 
acknowledged that Holley was not the most accomplished scholar. He 
did not have deep knowledge of Greek, Latin, and French. Furthermore, 
Caldwell wrote: “To all other modern languages, he was an entire strang-
er. . . . He was not himself enamoured of the study of arithmetic, math-
ematics, mechanics and chemistry. . . . Gifted as he was, had he eagerly and 
perseveringly toiled for the attainment of literary and scientifi c eminence, 
the age in which he lived . . . would have scarcely exhibited, in its galaxy of 
genius, a more resplendent luminary.” Instead, Holley’s strengths were his 
keen intellect, his skills as an orator and philosopher, and his social graces. 
People often described him as charming and handsome, despite a prema-
turely balding head. He had an athletic body and a melodious voice. A 
swift and voracious reader, he enjoyed poetry and novels as well as schol-
arly tomes. Because he usually spoke extemporaneously from spare notes, 
few of his lectures or sermons were published. Holley wrote clear prose, 
avoiding the fl owery rhetoric popular at the time, but he published little. 
He was a brilliant and persuasive conversationalist. “No one could be dull 
or inattentive in his presence,” Caldwell wrote. “Nor was it possible to 
be long in his company without receiving something to remember and 
prize.”23 In his diary, John Quincy Adams described a heated religious de-
bate over dinner in Boston involving himself, Holley, Daniel Webster, and 
another man, noting: “Holley was quite a match for us all.”24 But Holley’s 
habit of boldly expressing his opinions could make him seem arrogant. 
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“The only thing that diminished the charm of his society was an uncom-
fortable sense of inferiority, which his conversation sometimes imposed 
on the mind,” his wife later wrote.25 Still, Holley achieved quick success 
at Transylvania because of his remarkable ability to lead and inspire those 
who shared his values.

Holley returned to Lexington with his family in November 1818 and 
was welcomed with a reception in Transylvania’s three-story main build-
ing, in what is now Gratz Park, and an invitation to stay at Clay’s Ashland 
estate until his own home could be made ready. He was inaugurated on 
December 19, 1818, at the Episcopal church, the university chapel being 
too small to hold the crowd. Holley offered a prayer and delivered an ad-
dress on “literature, science, morals, religion, and civil and religious liber-
ty”—all the subjects at which he hoped Transylvania would come to excel. 
As he had written Mary during his fi rst visit to Lexington: “Everything is 
to be done, and so much the better, as nothing is to be reformed. Almost 
the whole is proposed to be left to me to arrange.” Holley set about mak-
ing Transylvania, not only the best university in the West, but also a rival 
to the great universities of the East.26

Holley began by reorganizing Transylvania into the now-common 
four classes—freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors—and by reno-
vating classrooms. He took over instruction of the juniors and seniors, es-
pecially in the areas of philosophy, rhetoric, and composition. His weekly 
sermons in the chapel were attended by many of Lexington’s infl uential 
citizens in addition to the university’s faculty and students. Holley asked 
friends back East for books to stock Transylvania’s library, and they sent 
their personal copies of such volumes as Faber’s Thesaurus, Postlethwaite’s 
Dictionary, and Swammerdam’s History of Insects. When recruiting faculty, 
he went straight to the top, offering positions to Boston’s premier sur-
geon, John Warren, and Yale’s most famous name in the science depart-
ment, Benjamin Silliman. Although they declined and Holley settled for 
lesser-known but still well-educated men, he had announced his ambi-
tions for this frontier university, whose name literally meant “across the 
woods” in Latin. By July 1819, Holley was playing host and preaching to 
President Monroe and General Andrew Jackson, who visited Lexington to 
attend Independence Day celebrations.27

That same busy summer, Holley began reviving Transylvania’s medi-
cal school. The well-known physician Samuel Brown had been a professor 
at Transylvania’s early attempt at a medical school in 1799 but had left 
in 1806. He returned, along with Benjamin Dudley, a physician as well-
known in Europe as in Kentucky. The medical school opened in Novem-
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ber 1819 with Dudley, Brown, and four other distinguished professors. “It 
is confi dently believed that a better medical education cannot be obtained 
in any school in the United States than in that of Lexington,” boasted 
Robert Wickliffe, then chairman of Transylvania’s board of trustees.28 
Holley hired the notable but eccentric botanist Constantine Rafi nesque 
to teach the natural sciences. In time, Rafi nesque would also become the 
head librarian and add his own notes and specimens to the university’s 
collection.

Holley recruited Caldwell, a noted Philadelphia physician and Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania professor, to the medical school and, in 1821, 
sent him to Europe with $11,000 collected from the city and state to buy 
books and scientifi c instruments. In its fi rst session under Holley’s reor-
ganization in 1819, the medical school had thirty-seven students. After 
Caldwell’s European expedition, the class grew to 138. By 1823, there 
were twice that many medical students.

Holley also restarted Transylvania’s law school, where Clay had once 
taught. Among the law professors he recruited were the prominent Ken-
tuckians Jesse Bledsoe and William T. Barry, both of whom had served 
in the state General Assembly and the U.S. Senate and House of Rep-
resentatives. Law school enrollment grew from nine students in 1821 to 
forty-four in 1823.29

As Transylvania’s enrollment increased, so did its resources. By 1827, 
the university had a vast store of scientifi c instruments, many imported 
from France, and more than sixty-three hundred books, fi ve-sixths of 
which were acquired during Holley’s tenure.30

Holley had promised his intelligent wife a lively social life in Lexing-
ton: “Our house will be a place of resort for persons of the best minds in 
the region . . . for all who shall have any claims to literature, refi nement, 
manners, music and accomplishment.”31 That is exactly what happened, 
fi rst at a rented mansion on North Limestone Street, where Sayre School 
is now located, then at a more modest and economical home at 228 Mar-
ket Street. Holley gave Transylvania students instruction in manners, and 
he encouraged them to bring their girlfriends to some classes and lec-
tures.32 “While he enriched them with knowledge, he zealously cultivated 
in them pure and high-toned principles of rectitude and honor and . . . 
imparted to them the air and polish of gentlemen,” Caldwell recalled.33

In September 1824, Holley was fi nally able to visit Jefferson at Monti-
cello. In letters to his wife and Barry, he vividly described the eighty-two-
year-old former president and how he had immersed himself in planning 
and lobbying for support of the University of Virginia. He wrote that Jef-
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ferson asked him many questions about Transylvania, its organization and 
methods. Jefferson admired what Holley was doing, and he cited Tran-
sylvania as a model university. “If our legislature does not heartily push 
our University, we must send our children for education to Kentucky or 
Cambridge,” Jefferson wrote to Joseph C. Cabell, a Virginia politician and 
ally. “The latter will return them to us as fanatics and tories, the former 

This portrait of Horace Holley when he was president of Transylvania 
University is attributed to the great Kentucky portraitist Matthew Jou-
ett, a Transylvania alumnus. The portrait is in Transylvania University’s 
collection. (Photograph courtesy of Transylvania University.)
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will keep them to add to their population. If however we are to go begging 
anywhere for our education, I would rather it should be to Kentucky than 
any other state, because she has more of the fl avor of the old cask than any 
other.”34

The Presbyterians never gave up hope of controlling higher educa-
tion in Kentucky.35 They petitioned the General Assembly in October 
1818 for a charter to start a new school in Danville, which became Centre 
College.36 Amid public opposition to plans for the state to give Centre a 
$30,000 endowment, legislators amended the charter to specify that “no 
religious doctrine peculiar to any one sect of Christians shall be incul-
cated by any professor in said college.” But, within fi ve years, the state had 
given up control of Centre to the Presbyterian Church.37 The Presbyte-
rian clergy also kept close watch on Transylvania. In his 1847 History of 
the Presbyterian Church in the State of Kentucky, Davidson accused Holley 
of forcing out two Presbyterian professors and taking over the duties of 
another. “To President Holley were committed the entire charge of the 
religious and moral instruction of the students, and the duty of preaching 
in the College Chapel,” he wrote. “The character of these instructions 
from the pulpit and the chair was such as to justify the worst fears of the 
evangelical party.” However, Holley was so successful during his fi rst four 
years at Transylvania that critics kept a low profi le. “The President’s pop-
ularity was unbounded,” Davidson acknowledged. “Even the intractable 
Presbyterians were reduced to silence.”38

Holley’s religious views caused little concern among the general pub-
lic, at least in Lexington, and the Transylvania board had members of sev-
eral denominations, including Episcopal, Methodist and Baptist.39 “[Hol-
ley] preaches the power, goodness and mercy of God, as manifested in the 
fl esh—he adopts no sectarian peculiarities—he extends the right hand of 
fellowship to all true Christians, upon all the great points of interest—in 
his feelings he is catholic and in our opinion he is orthodox,” one newspa-
per editor wrote.40 But Holley’s criticism of “narrow creeds” and “illiberal 
thinking” grated on the Presbyterian clergy, who waited for an opportu-
nity to attack him.41 Holley gave them that opportunity on May 19, 1823, 
when, from the pulpit of Lexington’s Episcopal church, he delivered a 
eulogy for Col. James Morrison. A Revolutionary War veteran and one of 
Lexington’s fi rst settlers, Morrison had become a wealthy merchant and 
banker. He died at age sixty-nine while on a business trip to Washington, 
DC.42 Morrison was then chairman of Transylvania’s trustees and the uni-
versity’s most generous benefactor. At Clay’s urging, his will left Transyl-
vania a huge legacy for the time: $20,000 for an endowed professorship 
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and, on the death of his widow, nearly $50,000 more. That money was 
used in 1833–1834 to build Old Morrison,43 which remains Transylvania 
University’s administration building and appears on Lexington’s city seal.

Holley’s eulogy praised Morrison, accurately describing and aggres-
sively recommending his liberal Christian views.44 “He ordinarily attend-
ed worship in the churches of the Presbyterians, a highly respectable and 
pious body of Christians; but he was entirely eclectic in his principles, 
taking truth wherever he found it, and giving the hand of fellowship to all 
good men of every country and denomination,” Holley said. “In this re-
spect, he invites our imitation.” He then launched into a forceful defense 
of liberal theology and the value of good works and a broad education—
even for women—indicating that they were a preferable path to eternal 
salvation than strict obedience to any denomination’s creed.45 From the 
Presbyterian clergy’s perspective, Holley “took the occasion to sneer bit-
terly at the bigotry of Sectarians,” Davidson wrote.46 Emboldened by suc-
cess and popularity, Transylvania’s young president had taken a swing at 
the hornets’ nest. The hornets now swarmed to sting him.

Holley’s eulogy for Morrison attracted much public comment, thanks 
to its availability in a pamphlet published by Bradford. As was common 
at the time, commentaries appeared in newspapers and pamphlets under 
pseudonyms, with one anonymous author criticizing another. Lexington’s 
newspapers generally supported Holley, so most of the anonymous at-
tacks on him came from pamphlets and newspapers published elsewhere. 
Most of the criticism is thought to have been written or instigated by the 
Presbyterian clergy, some of whom wrote under several pseudonyms.47 
In addition to infi delity, deism, and “irreligion,” these articles repeatedly 
accused Holley of mismanagement of university funds.48 The allegations 
prompted legislators to appoint a committee to investigate; in Novem-
ber 1824, the committee issued a report fi nding no mismanagement and 
heaping praise on Transylvania and its leadership.49 Anonymous authors 
criticized Holley’s large salary and claimed: “It is notorious that President 
Holley is liberal and extravagant towards the Theatre, Ball room, Lotter-
ies yet . . . neither he, nor his family ever contribute a cent to any chari-
table institution whatever.”50 They complained that Holley read novels 
and attended parties, and some even accused him of playing cards. Critics 
cited as evidence of his immorality a marble statue of a naked female bust 
in his family’s drawing room, to which Mary Holley later replied: “As if 
Christianity must cancel taste, case the heart in marble, extinguish in it 
the glow of social charity, and render it insensible to those delightful emo-
tions, which are awakened by the innocent pleasures of life!”51
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Holley tried to ignore the criticism, although friends, Transylvania 
faculty, and former students rose to his defense.52 The attacks clearly took 
their toll, especially those that accused him of corrupting the minds of 
Transylvania’s students with his religious instruction. In response, the 
university’s trustees announced that a rotating cast of clergymen would 
replace Holley in the chapel pulpit each Sunday so as to expose students 
to “the great doctrines of our common religion.”53 The plan called for 
fi ve denominations to share the duties in turn: Roman Catholics, Meth-
odists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Baptists. The Presbyterians re-
fused to participate, citing the plan as evidence of Holley’s guilt. But, in 
the end, Kentucky politics, rather than religion, would be Horace Hol-
ley’s downfall.

Kentucky’s economy had been weak since 1817. Different banking 
and currency systems led to a fl ood of paper money, excessive debt, and 
heated political debate about how to deal with it. Meager state support for 
Transylvania led to large tuition increases, opening the university to criti-
cism that it was becoming an elite institution for the rich families of many 
states rather than the promising young men of Kentucky. Hard times led 
to general animosity toward Lexington’s intellectuals and wealthy elite. 
That, combined with religious fundamentalism and political opportun-
ism, made Holley an easy target. The Argus of Western America in Frank-
fort, which by 1824 was the Kentucky newspaper most willing to criticize 
Transylvania, accused the president of promoting the Federalist Party’s 
beliefs, deism, and “dandyism.” But the most deadly blows came from 
Governor Joseph Desha, whose 1825 message to the General Assembly 
complained that Transylvania’s tuition increases excluded the poor while 
the president and faculty members enjoyed high salaries and extravagant 
lifestyles. Rather than investing in Transylvania’s elite, Desha wanted to 
spend state money on common schools for more Kentuckians. But what 
he and his political allies actually did was use state education funds to 
build politically popular highways.54

Over seven years, despite a poor economy and little state fi nancial 
support, Holley had transformed Transylvania from an underperforming 
school into one of the nation’s most celebrated universities. Instead of 
thanking him, the governor was attacking him. Two months after Desha’s 
rebuke, in January 1826, Holley quit. Transylvania’s trustees persuaded 
him to stay on, but the turmoil sent shivers through Lexington. Transyl-
vania’s enrollment over the next year fell from 419 to 286, the law school 
was suspended, and Holley’s salary was reduced by one-third. Desha again 
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attacked Holley in his 1826 message to the General Assembly, saying that 
Transylvania had ceased “to unite the confi dence and affections of the 
people.”55 By March 1827, Holley had had enough. He again submitted a 
letter of resignation to Bradford. While his words were affectionate, this 
letter is unlike other examples of his precise and measured handwriting 
now preserved in Transylvania’s archives: it looks like the angry scrawl of 
a frustrated man.

In his fi nal report to the trustees, Holley summarized his accom-
plishments and noted that, while Transylvania had graduated only 22 
men before he arrived, his eight-year tenure had seen the graduation of 
558. “This alone is, and will be considered by the candid public as a full 
and unanswerable refutation of the calumnies which our enemies have 
invented and industriously circulated,” he wrote. “We are satisfi ed with 
the contrast. Are they?”56 Those Transylvania students would go on to be-
come some of the most infl uential Americans of the age, including at least 
eighteen U.S. senators or representatives. One of them, Jefferson Davis, 
would become the only president of the Confederate States of America.

“Within the walls of Transylvania the fond recollections of her po-
lite, kind, generous, learned, accomplished and much loved President will 
never perish,” Bradford and two other trustees replied in a letter accepting 
Holley’s resignation. “The patronage of the Commonwealth may be with-
drawn, the institution may decline, the walls themselves may be crumbled; 
but so long as the name remains, there will be associated with it the most 
affectionate remembrances that fl ow from mutual attachments, or have a 
habitation in the hearts of those who are susceptible of the emotions of 
gratitude.”57 The Holleys—taking their young son, Horace, but leaving 
behind their married daughter, Harriette—left Lexington on March 27, 
1827, and were escorted out of town by a large gathering of students, fac-
ulty, friends, and admirers. “Had they known it was to be his only funeral 
procession, they could not have shown more sympathy and respect,” his 
wife later wrote.58

By the end of 1827, Transylvania’s enrollment fell to 184 stu-
dents—157 medical and only 27 academic. By the Civil War, both the law 
and the medical schools had closed forever. The university went through 
four presidents after Holley’s departure, including Davidson, the Presby-
terian minister. “Each of these men retired, after a short period of com-
parative failure,” Sonne wrote.59 Many of the issues and behaviors that led 
to Holley’s demise would echo through two centuries of Kentucky history 
and into today’s headlines: battles over the separation of church and state, 
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religious fundamentalism, anti-intellectualism, suspicion of elites, and the 
tendency of Kentucky politicians to invest in politically popular highways 
rather than education.

What became of Horace Holley? He traveled down the Ohio and 
Mississippi Rivers—“like a prisoner escaped from his fetters”—to New 
Orleans. He planned to gather a group of the young sons of wealthy plant-
ers and take them to Europe for six to eight years in a traveling academy 
based in Paris. Holley called his proposal “a Plan of Education for the few 
who can afford it.” The venture never materialized. Holley’s wife later 
wrote that he was persuaded to stay and plan a College of New Orleans, 
where he would have generous private fi nancial support and the freedom 
to manage the school and determine the curriculum. Before that could 
happen, he became exhausted by the intense heat of the New Orleans 
summer. The Holleys booked passage aboard the packet ship Louisiana for 
a three-month vacation in New York. While sailing through the Gulf of 
Mexico, they both came down with yellow fever. Holley died on July 31, 
1827, and was buried at sea. He was forty-six.60

Mary Holley was left virtually homeless with a young son to support. 
She traveled frequently in the years to come before her own death in New 
Orleans from yellow fever in 1846. She still had family and many friends 
in New England to visit as well as her daughter and grandchildren in Lex-
ington. Most signifi cantly, she made several lengthy trips to Texas to see 
her brother, Henry Austin, and cousin, Stephen F. Austin, the Transylva-
nia graduate who became a Texan legend. She had not seen Stephen since 
he was a boy, but as adults they became friends and frequent correspon-
dents. Mary became famous for writing about Texas. She published Texas: 
Observations, Historical, Geographical, and Descriptive in 1833 and a later 
edition, Texas, in 1836. She was a prominent supporter of Texas statehood; 
her 1844 poem “The Plea” of Texas was widely published in newspapers, 
and another poem was put to music as “The Texan Song of Liberty.”61

But Mary Holley’s fi rst literary effort began just weeks after her hus-
band’s death. She felt compelled to record and defend his legacy at Tran-
sylvania. When she could not fi nd a man to do it, she decided to do it her-
self. It was unlikely that learned men would take seriously any biography 
written by a woman—much less the subject’s widow—so she partnered 
with Caldwell, the Transylvania medical school professor, who had writ-
ten a long, rambling speech, “A Discourse on the Genius and Character of 
the Rev. Horace Holley, LL.D.” Caldwell’s speech praised Holley, but it 
also detailed his faults, including this telling passage: “Had President Hol-
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ley been less independent in spirit, less fi rm and resolute in purpose, and 
less frank and intrepid in disclosing his sentiments, he would have been 
more fortunate, and Transylvania more prosperous.”62

Mary Holley spent the early months of 1828 holed up in her daughter’s 
Lexington home, writing a lengthy biographical appendix to Caldwell’s 
speech. To raise money for the book’s publication, she traveled to Wash-
ington and stayed with Henry and Lucretia Clay, who helped her solicit 
national leaders for promises to buy copies. A Boston publisher issued the 
book in late summer 1828 under Caldwell’s name with no credit to Mary 
Holley, although several references in the appendix make clear the au-
thor’s identity.63 At the end of the volume, she included other notes. One 
was a detailed examination of how much more money other states invest-
ed in their universities than Kentucky did.64 She also added excerpts from 
some of Holley’s few published articles, which contained opinions about 
higher education that were remarkably ahead of their time. “We want, in 
our education, accuracy and depth; fewer declaimers and more thinkers,” 
Holley wrote. “Our planters, farmers, merchants and the higher orders of 
mechanics, ought to number in their catalogues many men of letters, and 
particularly of science. The population of a free country like this should 
be extensively educated in all its departments, if we mean to secure the 
blessings of liberty, civil or religious.”65

Horace Holley accomplished remarkable things during his one hun-
dred months as president of Transylvania University. It is tempting to 
speculate how much more another decade or two of his leadership could 
have burnished the luster of the Athens of the West.
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