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CONVERGENCE

“History is a gallery of pictures in which there are few
originals and many copies.”

- Alexis de Tocqueville

APRIL 5, 1905

A cool spring morning in the nation’s capital brought with it nearly an inch 
of rain. The historical weather records for that day tell us the sun eventu-

ally made an appearance in Washington. The temperature would reach a high 
of 77 degrees that Wednesday, especially warm for that time of year in the 
District of Columbia.1

The front page of The Washington Post reported on President Roosevelt’s 
speech in Louisville, Kentucky before the start of a vacation trip to the 
Southwest. There was a lead story about the newly elected mayor of Chicago 
and another headline regarding the arrest of a suspected terrorist in Saint 
Petersburg, Russia following a bombing in Warsaw just a week before.

On page two of The Post was a lengthy article headlined “MONEY IS 
BEST TALKER” that reported on a fundraising dinner held the night before.2 
The Washington Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) had attempted 
to raise $300,000 for a new building for the past three years. This was no 
trivial amount of money in that day and age.
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Featured speakers at the dinner included Charles Ward, international sec-
retary of the YMCA and Lyman Pierce, general secretary of the Washington 
YMCA. These two men would go on to transform nonprofit fundraising, but 
first, there was the small matter of raising the remaining $80,000 for the build-
ing project. For several years now, both Ward and Pierce honed their money 
raising skills in places like Grand Rapids, Denver, Cedar Rapids, Omaha, and 
Trenton.

Charles Sumner Ward was born in Danville, Vermont in 1858 and went 
on to earn a degree from Dartmouth College. He was involved with the 
YMCA during his undergraduate days and took up a position with the orga-
nization following graduation. Ward worked his way up through the ranks of 
the YMCA with stints in Lexington, Kentucky; New Britain, Connecticut; 
and Grand Rapids, Michigan before landing the role of international secre-
tary at the YMCA’s headquarters in Chicago. He developed a reputation as a 
methodical planner and ran short-term fundraising drives in ways never seen 
before at the organization.3

Lyman Love Pierce was born in Stockton, New York in 1868 and would 
go on to attend the University of Minnesota. Like Charles Ward, Pierce was 
involved with the YMCA during college and accepted a position with the 
organization in Denver. Then it was on to Omaha, Nebraska and a later pro-
motion to general secretary of the Cedar Rapids, Iowa YMCA. Pierce tripled 
the membership of the Trenton, New Jersey YMCA before being transferred 
in 1901 the Washington YMCA to serve as general secretary.4

After arriving at his new role in Washington, Pierce launched an ambitious 
fundraising campaign to erect a new building for the local YMCA. The cam-
paign started out strong and a significant amount of money was raised from 
board members. Pierce also managed to get a major gift pledge of $50,000 
from John D. Rockefeller, the world’s richest man. But by 1905, the cam-
paign had hit a wall and the YMCA’s top fundraiser was sent from Chicago to 
Washington to help.

The Washington Post story was part of a focused effort to get the cam-
paign back on track. Ward and Pierce announced that there was a May 1 
deadline to raise the remaining funds for the project. They also noted that a 

large department store, Woodward & Lothrop, would make a corporate gift of 
$25,000 if the goal was met by the end of the 27-day campaign.

Behind the scenes, they hired a full-time public relations expert and paid 
for advertising. A campaign clock was used to show progress as the deadline 
loomed. There was a hurried dash to the finish with more than $15,000 raised 
in the remaining hours of the campaign. A follow-up story in The Washington 
Post on May 2 was headlined “VICTORY IN LAST HOUR” and the suc-
cess of the fundraising effort was celebrated. What Charles Ward and Lyman 
Pierce did together that spring in Washington, D.C. was just the beginning.

Together they developed a simple formula for fundraising success: Time-
bound campaigns launched with sizable pledges already secured from major 
donors and corporations that were tied to reaching the overall fundraising 
goal; the use of public relations and paid advertising to generate attention 
and awareness; and, campaign clocks and thermometers to remind the public 
about progress along the way.

These tactics alone would raise more than $27 million during the next 
decade for the YMCA. Ward worked to raise money throughout the United 
States. Pierce would take their formula to Australia and New Zealand, where 
it had equal measures of success. This is not to say that there wasn’t some 
media scrutiny on the practices of Ward and Pierce. The occasional editorial 
in a local newspaper would be critical of the perceived pressure being put on 
members of the community. Still, the success of these fundraising campaigns 
continued and could not be ignored.

During the next 20 years, Ward and Pierce would set in motion momen-
tous change in the art of fundraising. They would iterate, perfect, and repeat 
their success in campaign after campaign. Both men would eventually leave 
the YMCA to take on fundraising campaigns on behalf of other nonprofits 
before reuniting in 1917. Together once again, they would raise a staggering 
$123 million for the American Red Cross in eight days. A year later, a simi-
lar Red Cross campaign would raise $181 million for the World War I relief 
effort.5

Consider for a moment that between that first campaign in 1905 and 
1923, Ward and Pierce would help nonprofit organizations around the world 

Advance Review Copy – Uncorrected Proof – Not for Sale 
Copyright © 2016 Steve MacLaughlin



Adv
an

ce
 R

ev
iew

 C
op

y

4 5

Steve MacLaughlin

raise more than $350 million. They did capital campaigns, pledge drives, 
membership programs, and annual funds. They did cause marketing before 
it was called cause marketing. They did crowdfunding in 1913 before it was 
called crowdfunding. They brought along apprentices like Carlton Ketchum 
and Arnaud Marts, who would go on to further develop the art of fundrais-
ing. Ward and Pierce created most of what we recognize today as nonprofit 
fundraising.

And they did all of this without modern technology. No donor databases 
or websites. No marketing automation or lock boxes. No wealth screening or 
electronic funds transfer. No real-time dashboards or spreadsheets. We do not 
live in that world anymore. Ward and Pierce used the most advanced technol-
ogy of their day, but more than 100 years later, the same cannot be said for the 
majority of nonprofits.
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