The University of Michigan Seals & The Controversy Over the Founding Date
(These words have been taken directly from an article in the Michigan Alumnus
of March 23, 1929, p. 463. Written by Shelby B. Schurtz ’08, ’10l )

After much frustration about the neglect of preserving the history of the University of Michigan, the Alumni Association
established an Alumni Committee on History and Tradition. One of their projects was to establish the founding date of the
University. After three years of intensive study, the committee determined that the universal custom of universities was to
signify their founding date by their corporate seals and determined further that the erroneous common understanding was that
Michigan was founded in 1837. In investigating the history and traditions of Michigan, the committee discovered the University
was founded on August 26, 1817. As a result, the committee asked the Board of Regents to require the use of the correct date,
August 26, 1817, in all seals, diplomas, catalogues and other literature issued by the University or its authority hereafter.

The University has had several
seals. Its ﬁrst seal, commonly called
the “Epistemia” seal, was adopted
September 12, 1817. The Temple of
Wisdom Seal—six pillars support a
dome—light shines from above on the
dome.

On April 5, 1843 the “Minerva”
seal was adopted. This seal was
used from 1843 to 1896. Minerva
is shown pointing a youth to the
Temple of Wisdom.

On October 16, 1895, a new seal was adopted by a full vote of the Regents. The Lamp of Knowledge Seal, with a rising sun back
of the shield taken from the State of Michigan coat of arms. The “Epistemia” and the “Minerva” seals were fully described.
However, the 1895 seal came with no description. It is a fact that there is not a scratch of a pen showing the adoption of 1837
upon the seal of the University, it just “grew up” and made its appearance in 1896 “out of the air!” For the ﬁrst seventy-eight
years of its history the University’s seal was without the date 1837 - the date 1837 is a relatively modern invention. All that the
Board of Regents proceedings show upon this subject is that on October 16, 1895, “On motion of Regent Dean, the new seal of
the University was adopted by a full vote.” What the new seal was is not shown, which lack of description is in strange contrast
with the very full description of the “Epistemia” seal adopted September 12, 1817, and the “Minerva” seal adopted April 5,
1843! If 1837 ever was authorized upon the seal no record of the University shows it!
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The only instance where 1817-1837 was discussed by the Regents was back in the 1850s when the enemies of the University
argued that the University had no existence prior to 1837 and therefore could not have title to the land deeded by the Federal
Government and the Territory of Michigan to its ancestor of 1817. In 1850 the Board of Regents rushed into court and claimed
the University was founded in 1817, and by such claim substantiated by the courts managed to retain the University lands!
Indeed, the Supreme Court said: “The present University is the same legal body with the University founded in 1817.”

The University of Michigan from its foundation in 1817 until 1867 was supported entirely from its Federal Land Grant endowment
and the fees derived from students. In 1867 the Legislature made its ﬁrst appropriation for the University. “Obviously then until
1867, the institution was not in any sense a state university—it was still a United States Land Grant University.” It is true that
the Michigan idea of education, beginning with the University and stretching down through all the lower grades to the primary
school, was the pattern for all the other state universities throughout the West, but this idea dates from the University of Michigan
of 1817, and it in turn was borrowed from the German and French systems of education in force in 1817 (Harvard Bulletins
in Education, Graduate School of Eduction, Harvard University, Number VIII, January, 1923. “University of Michigan: Its
Origin and Development” by Richard Rees Price. A.M., published by Harvard University, p. 21).
The Catholepistemiad or University of Michigan of 1817 describes accurately a typical German institution of the day in
the quaintly pseudo-classic nomenclature which Jefferson very narrowly failed to saddle upon the entire Old Northwest, and
which still remains in such names as Rome, Ithaca, Athens, Sparta, Constantine, etc. No, our idea of a state system of public
instruction did not spring into being in 1837, it was embodied in the foundation stature of 1817, and instead of “springing into
being” it was borrowed from Germany and France, whereas all the other American institutions of learning up to that time were
copied after the English Universities (Shelby B. Schurtz ’08, ’10l, Michigan Alumnus, March 23, 1929, p. 463).
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“HAIL TO THE VICTORS”
(These words have been taken directly from an article in the Michigan Alumnus of October, 1979, p. 9.)
The year was 1898. Freshmen were still being lured off campus on snipe hunts, suffering impromptu haircuts by upper classmen and
wishing they were sophomores. The student body was more football crazy than ever.
The Michigan Daily followed every move of the Michigan team, reporting the details of each day’s practice. The fever grew as the
Chicago game approached. Both Michigan and Chicago had been mowing down opponents all season.
The Michigan Central Railroad equipped two special trains to take 600 students and Ann Arbor fans to Chicago’s Marshall Field
for the big game on a bitter cold November 24. Arrangements had been made so that the results of the game would be phoned long
distance back to the Opera House in Ann Arbor.
The Game was strenuous and rough, and while there were minor injuries, no man from either side had to be replaced. One of
Chicago’s extra points was blocked, keeping Chicago’s score to 11 points. Michigan scored two touchdowns—one on a spectacular
65-yard run by Widman—and converted both extra points. Forevermore, the ﬁnal score would read Michigan 12, Chicago 11.

“We were crazed with joy,” recalled Elbel. “We paraded in the dark. We yelled and followed our U-M Band, singing to the tune of Hot Time in
the Old Town. It struck me quite suddenly that such an epic should be digniﬁed by something more elevating, for this was no ordinary victory.
My spirits were so uplifted that I was clear off the earth, and that is when The Victors was inspired. Very shortly, the strain of Hail to the Victors came
to mind, and gradually the entire march. Sweeping inspiring strains are not made—they ﬂash unawares.
And so it was with the Victors. I could hardly have written it on order—neither did I speculate for one moment how many people ever would hear it. I
put in a lot of ‘hails’ and I knew the fellows would get them in with the proper emphasis. Through them, the title suggested itself, and I dedicated it to
the Michigan team of 1898.
After the game and snake dance, Louis walked to his sister’s house in Englewood, about a mile and a half from Marshall Field.
When I got to my sister’s house, somehow I had the presence of mind to write down the notes of that song. And, when I got to South Bend the next day,
I not only tried out the song on my piano, but ﬁnished the entire refrain. Then the idea of a big march came to me, and I completed the whole work on
the train that took me back to Ann Arbor for Monday’s classes.”
When the Daily resumed publication on Monday, the headline on page one began with the words “Champions of the West.”
Louis Elbel’s victory song, inspired by one of the greatest games in football history, would ring out around the world forevermore.
(Michigan Alumnus, October, 1979, p. 9)
Louis Elbel was born in South Bend, Indiana on October 28, 1877.
He was one of eight children. His Grandfather Elbel brought the family
over from Arzberg, Germany, in 1851, and settled in South Bend to be
near former neighbors from Bavaria. The family was unusually musical.
The Elbels had enough different musicians to establish the Elbel Band
and Orchestra in 1860, and, when Louis arrived 17 years later, it was
almost predetermined that he would be a musician of some kind.
He once explained how he became a pianist: “As a boy of six, I was
sent to Europe where relatives did there utmost to make me take up
study of the violin. Not having any zest for the instrument, I became
attached to the piano upon returning home and received my ﬁrst lesson
from my brother Richard. At age 10, I had committed (to memory) 40
pieces.”

Louis Elbel - 1898
From the Track Team Photo

Elbel’s natural ability made him a child prodigy. He went on a musical
tour of the West at the age of 12 and then traveled to Boston to study
the piano further. By the time he was a high school senior, Louis Elbel
was considered South Bend’s most promising piano genius. None of
his brothers and sisters had gone to college, so his decision to get a
college education was a ﬁrst in his family. He picked Michigan partly
because of the Music School and because two older friends from South
Bend were already there (Michigan Alumnus, November, 1977, p. 5).
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Louis Elbel
Directs The “Victors” 1940

Victors
Now for a cheer they are here, triumphant!
Here they come with banners ﬂying,
In stalwart step they’re nighing,
With shouts of vic’t’ry crying,
We Hurrah, hurrah, we greet you now,
Hail! Far we their praises sing,
For the glory and fame they’ve bro’t us,
Loud let the bells them ring,
For here they come with banners ﬂying.
Far we their praises tell,
For the glory and fame they’ve bro’t us,
Loud let the bells them ring,
For here they come with banners ﬂying,
Here they come, Hurrah!
Hail! to the victors valiant
Hail! to the conqu’ring heroes,
Hail! Hail! to Michigan the leaders and best,
Hail! to the victors valiant,
Hail! to the conqu’ring heroes,
Hail! Hail! to Michigan the champions of the West.
We cheer them again, We cheer and cheer again,
For Michigan, We cheer for Michigan,
We cheer with might and main
We cheer, cheer, cheer with might and main we cheer.
Hail! to the victors valiant,
Hail! to the conqu’ring heroes,
Hail! Hail! to Michigan the champions of the West.
Louis Elbel, 1898
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