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name on his philanthropy; forbidding buildings to be 

named after him. When Carnegie, Ford and Rockefeller 

where giving bits of their fortunes, Miner believed that a 

true philanthropist should never die wealthy. Unfortu-

nately, Minerôs gifts to Chazy, the schools and the com-

munity strained his finances.  

 Despite having the William H. Miner Foundation in 

place and allowing it to sustainably support Minerôs three 

major projects (Chazy School, the hospital and the agri-

cultural college/research institute), Miner insisted on pro-

viding the majority of the funding for his three major pro-

jects himself. According to Burke, it turned out to be a 

fatal flaw. He explains that no private citizen, regardless 

of how wealthy they are, can fund three projects of this 

caliber into perpetuity. Furthermore, having a single do-

nor in this way puts decision making into few hands 

rather than into the hands  of the community.   

 While some think such fiscal irresponsibility dimin-

ished Minerôs philanthropic work, Burke says that it 

doesnôt touch the man Miner was.  Miner had the right 

ideas but the wrong 

methods. He did great 

things for the Champlain 

Valley; however, some-

thing was missing. 

Burke described the 

missing component as 

being a way to make the 

gifts Miner gave partici-

patory and not just 

Minerôs. While people 

were pleased with the 

gifts, they often resented 

their dependence on 

Miner.  

 In the end, William 

Miner ñbuilt it better 

than he knew.ò Over 

time, the residents of 
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Meetings  

Wednesdays 12:15 p.m.  
Elks Club, Plattsburgh 

Program: Dr. Joseph Burke on William Miner and Modern 

American Philanthropy.  

 

 Dr. Joseph Burke, past President and Provost of SUNY 

Plattsburgh and current chairman at Miner Institute in 

Chazy, NY, has compiled the rich history of William Miner 

into his new book entitled: ñWilliam Miner: The Man and 

the Myth.ò In 550 pages, Burke captures the life of William 

Miner, his tribulations and ultimately his  many successes.  

 Burke began by stating, ñWilliam Minerôs life from 

1862 to 1930 showed that success in America could depend 

not on who you were, but what you could do.ò And Miner 

could do it all; he wore many hats. He was a self made 

businessman, inventor, agriculturist, educator, engineer, 

entrepreneur and philanthropist.   

 At a young age he moved west to become a bridge car-

penter for the railroad. Going to business school at night, 

Miner began working his way up an impressive career lad-

der. He was a chief draftsman, superintendent of a car 

plant, and master builder of a refrigerator car company in 

Chicago.  At 29 years old, Miner invented a piece of train 

equipment that would revolutionize the railroad world.  

 William Miner returned to the North Country and be-

gan to give back. Burke explained that a few of his endeav-

ors included, a 15,000 acre experimental farm (The Miner 

Institute), a model rural school, state of the art hospital, the 

Kent Delord House, and the William H. Miner Foundation. 

 Burke said, ñMiner wanted the Champlain Valley to be  

not just lovely to look at by visitors, but a great place for 

residents to live. He anticipated the methods for modern 

philanthropy that included a dramatic shift in private giving 

to public schools.ò Many of todayôs foundations such as the 

Bill and Linda Gates and Annie E. Casey follow much the 

same philanthropic philosophy as William Miner did.  

 His hands-on approach and do-it-yourself but do-it-for-

others attitude was key to his success. Miner never put his 
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