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Shortly after Middlebury opened, Henry Chipman class of 1803 and several classmates organized the Philomathesian society, a literary cub that was modeled after similar groups at other colleges.  


Open to all students


Met every Wednesday evening for debates on political, social, religious, educational, and moral questions


More than just debating club – read aloud original compositions, delivered occasional “dissertations” on some literary subject (debating, public speaking, and composition) 

Collected a valuable library “As our lessons do not at present occupy all our time, our tutor has recommended to all of us to join the Phylomathesian [sic] society as soon as we possible can because it has the best selection of books.”


More accessible and less stringent borrowing rules; freshman in 1836 “The Philomathesian is in good condition at present.  It suffers the students to take out 10 to 15 books with them to their schools and homes, etc.”

Invited guest speakers to address them at commencement

Sponsored an ill-fated literary magazine, The Philomathesian in 1833-34

Gave students a chance to organize their own activities outside the purview of the faculty. 

Pg. 103

Poem in the Philomathesian in 1834: 


Remember sir, we rise at five:


Then thro’ the day its naught but drive,


Drive at Optics – drive at Greek;


Go to dinner o’er the Creek;


Chop wood an hour; study; shave;


We have nae time to tell the lave.

Page 173-77

The most important student organization at Middlebury before the Civil War was the Philomathesian, the literary and debating society to which nearly every student belonged.  

Enrollment increased so The opportunity to speak or debate at the weekly meetings was limited, and so two divisions of the Philomathesian had to be created

Two large events highlighted the society’s activities – a fall exhibition and an annual anniversary celebration at commencement – featured an oration by famous Americans such as Ralph Waldo Emerson

Society’s library continued to hold best general collection of books on campus into the 1860s.  

Suffered a sharp decline after the Civil War and finally disappeared, due in part to its inability to satisfy some students’ social needs.  Fraternities organized in the 1840s and 1850s filled these demands.  As frat influence increased, the Philomathesian’s influence diminished.  Frats provided students with a more exciting and satisfying means of enjoying literary and social activities. 

Current philomathesian webpage:

http://community.middlebury.edu/~mobrien/frmnews.html 

