
SIMMONS COLLEGE BEFORE I CAME 

1890 - 1907 

As early as 1888, when the town was only seven years old, 
Henry Sayles, a well-known Abilene lawyer, suggested that 
Baptists found a school or college in Abilene. Other persons no 
doubt contributed to the idea; and in September 1890, the 
Sweetwater Baptist Association (which extended westward to 
El Paso), meeting with the "Sweetwater Baptist Church of 
Christ," adopted a resolution that a Baptist high school for the 
association was "a necessity." Rufus C. Burleson, president of 
Baylor University, was present and spoke sharply against the 
resolution. Baptists were not supporting the schools they had 
already, he argued. Then why dilute the strength of the de- 
nomination still further by establishing a school in a raw new 
country, with relatively few people and but little wealth to 
support it? The group heard him to the end courteously, ig- 
nored his sensible argument, and proceeded with dispatch. A 
committee was appointed with plenary power to establish the 
school. 

The committee proceeded without let or hindrance. It was 
determined that the institution be a college rather than a high 
school. The offer of Abilene as the site of the school was ac- 
cepted; and trustees were selected. On February 18, 1891, the 
board of trustees of Abilene Baptist College met in Abilene in 
the office of the Reverend George W. Smith, who was chosen 
chairman, adopted a charter which had been prepared by K. K. 
Legett, and agreed upon a building plan proposed by Mr. 
Archer. A group of Abilene business men and church leaders 
had offered the committee $5,000 and sixteen acres of land two 
miles north of the depot. This was accepted, and here the 
college building was begun. 
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It turned out, however, that all of the money was not forth- 
coming when needed. The building would cost $12,500 and 
more, and it became imperative that more money be raised. 
But where? From whom? There were no rich people in the 
Abilene country then. There were few well-to-do people, and no 
philanthropists at all. Fortunately for the embryonic school, 
Dr. George W. Smith, a former pastor of the Abilene Baptist 
Church, had no church under his care at this time; and the 
energy that he devoted to the cause probably was the determin- 
ing factor that saved the school. He worked incessantly, re- 
minded others of their obligations to the cause, and managed to 
breathe life into the college. His friend, Dr. Owen C. Pope, 
former superintendent of Missions for the Baptists of Texas 
and now in New York City working with the American Baptist 
Missionary Board, had led in organizing the Abilene Baptist 
Church in 1881 and was vitally interested in West Texas. 
Perhaps Dr. Pope could help. 

An appeal was made to Dr. James B. Simmons, a New York 
Baptist preacher, and Dr. Pope joined with Dr. Smith in press- 
ing the cause of the people far away in young West Texas. Dr. 
Simmons gave $5,000 to aid in finishing the building. From 
time to time he gave other sums, some in annuity, aggregating 
about seven thousand dollars in addition to the first large gift, 
and by will left his entire estate to the college. After his death, 
however, the point was raised that not more than half of the 
estate of a New York citizen could, under New York law, pass 
to a person or institution outside the state. Thus, in 1907, the 
trustees of Simmons College accepted $20,000 as settlement in 
full from the estate of the late James B. Simmons. Dr. Robert S. 
Simmons, son of the founder, also made substantial gifts. Dr. 
James B. Simmons had suggested that the school be called 
Christlieb College, or The College of Christ's Love. At the 
insistence of the trustees, the name of the school was changed 
from Abilene Baptist College to Simmons College, before the 
building had been completed. 
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"All of Abilene and Taylor County," with hundreds of people 
from neighboring regions, ate barbecue on the occasion of the 
laying of the corner stone of the college building July 4, 1891. 
With their teams and vehicles, the crowd, fairly covered the 
Simmons hill. The trustees were not able to open the school, 
however, until September 1892. 

In making his donation in 1891, James B. Simmons entered 
into "Foundation Agreement" with the institution, an instru- 
ment which he himself wrote and which is quite revealing. In 
this covenant it is stated that the purpose of the school should 
be "to bring young men and women to Christ; to teach them of 
Christ; and to train them for Christ." In 1900 the fervent 
preacher-philanthropist rewrote the "Foundation Agree- 
ment," adding emphasis to the non-sectarian nature of the 
school. He stated: "No religious test shall ever hinder any 
person, even though he be an idol worshiping Hindoo or a 
heathen Chinaman from entering and receiving instruction in 
said Simmons College." 

The Reverend William Christopher Friley accepted the pres- 
idency of the infant school, a faculty was employed, and some 
ninety pupils enrolled in September 1892. The roster of that 
first year carries the name of Charles Friley, the six-year old 
son of the president. He was destined to have a distinguished 
career as an educator and was for many years president of Iowa 
State College. Until the turn of the century enrollment never 
exceeded one hundred at any given time. In 1894 Friley was 
succeeded by Professor George O. Thatcher. Thatcher survived 
the trials of the post until May 1898, when he resigned, and the 
trustees were compelled to start another search for a president. 
Owen C. Pope responded to their invitation to visit Abilene, 
conferred with the board, and to their delight accepted the 
responsibilities of the presidency. 

What manner of man was Owen C. Pope? His predecessors 
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were worthy men and interesting no doubt, if we could know 
them; but to us they are masks in a pageant. If we may carry 
the figure further, we can see the lines in Pope's face, and the 
lines are deep and meaningful. Energetic and fervent was he 
and disposed to take command wherever he went. He was kind 
hearted, genial and honorable, but also blunt and at times 
harsh. Pope had known West Texas almost since Indian days. 
As director of Texas Baptist missions he had organized 
churches from Fort Worth to El Paso. He was equally at home 
in the camp of an antelope hunter on the plains or in the 
drawing room of a New York millionaire. He would fight you or 
pray with you, just as you wanted it. Once a trustee contended 
that Pope doubted his word, which was a matter of honor. "If 
you weren't an old man, I'd give you a whipping right here," 
said the irate layman. "Now, Mr.—," said Pope, "please don't 
let a few years difference in ages bother you. There will never 
be a better time for you to whip me than right now," and he 
started to take off his coat. Happily there was no fight, and the 
two men became fast friends. 

Just after Dr. Pope had been elected president, Dan R. 
Couch, a resident of Haskell County, arrived on the scene to 
apply for the post. Couch had been sent by Professor David F. 
Houston of the University of Texas in response to an inquiry 
from the Simmons trustees. "Why don't you join us?" said Pope 
to the young man. "I am not a school man, and I need your help. 
Let us make you vice president, and you run the college on the 
inside while I help out with a little teaching but give most of my 
time to the field and to raising money?" The idea of running a 
college appealed to Couch. He accepted the proposition and 
began work with Dr. Pope in August, 1898, as vice president of 
Simmons College. 

Of the teaching staff there was Dr. Pope, Dr. Thatcher (the 
outgoing president whom Pope had persuaded to remain with 
the school as teacher); Mr. Couch and his wife, Alice (Pierson) 

20 



Ill • Before I Came 

Couch; Miss Sallie Hardwicke, member of a distinguished 
Abilene family, who taught music; and Miss Marian Catlett, 
who taught primary work. "We called ourselves a college," 
wrote Couch many years later, "but we began with the first 
grade, and the greater part of our students were at the primary, 
intermediate, or high school levels." It is true that a majority of 
the pupils of the young school were children, doing pre-high 
school work. But there were a few young men and women in the 
ranks, and they gave to the place a sense of purpose and 
measure of maturity that could not be found in the public 
schools. Indeed, their thirst for knowledge, their serious mien, 
and their zeal for promoting the interest of the young college in 
all of its phases may well serve as a model for their successors of 
all generations. They had little to work with, but they accomp- 
lished much. 

Couch soon learned that the division of labor between him- 
self and Pope was theoretical only. O. C. Pope did not work at 
anything by halves. In the very beginning he took upon himself 
responsibility for student conduct, which was then, even more 
than now, a major share of the work of running a school. Mr. 
Couch related an incident typical of the discipline problems of 
the day. Two boys had a fight and each carried a black eye from 
the fray. When charged with fighting, they explained that they 
were just having a friendly tussle and fell upon the bed posts. 
To make their story convincing, they would come into the 
dining room arm-in-arm, pretending to be the dearest of 
friends but in their hearts hating each other with vengeance. 

Mr. and Mrs. Couch did not finish the year with the college; 
they were hardly making a living. By an arrangement typical 
of that era, Miss Catlett, the elementary teacher, was paid $40 
a month. Miss Hardwicke, teacher of music, survived by means 
of special tuition charged for music. After Miss Catlett's salary 
was taken out, Dr. Pope was to receive two-fifths of the re- 
mainder, Mr. and Mrs. Couch one-fifth each, and Dr. Thatcher 
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one-fifth. But before anybody took any part of his share, the 
horse feed and the coal had to be bought, and the hack driver, 
the janitor, and some other employees had to be paid. In con- 
nection with the transportation from town, it should be exp- 
lained that the students who rode the hack paid a fee, but the 
fee was not adequate for the upkeep of the conveyance and 
team. So at times the Couches had barely enough income from 
their teaching to pay the fourteen dollars a month each that 
they were charged for meals at the college dining hall. Their 
quarters, it may be added, were on the first floor of the main 
building near those occupied by President and Mrs. Pope. 

In those days the college had more room than money. Even 
with the first floor of Main Building appropriated by the fa- 
culty and the third story used as rooms for boys, there was still 
left enough room for classes. The girls in 1898 resided in the 
"College Home," a two-story wooden structure that stood 
where Caldwell Hall now stands. In the early 1890s a crude 
dormitory for boys had been built near the location of the 
southwest part of Moody Center. At that time the girls so- 
journed in the third story of Main Building, a relatively eleg- 
ant establishment when compared with the crude quarters for 
the boys. The boys' building was dubbed Valhalla, the abiding 
place of the spirits of great warriors, according to Norse 
mythology. The place became renowned for its lively 
carryings-on. But in 1895 Valhalla burned. According to tradi- 
tion none of the occupants lost anything from the fire: the boys 
were already packed and ready to move out, and they helped 
the teacher in charge get his things out. A grander Valhalla 
arose on the ashes of the old and a collection of tales gathered 
around it. One, vouched for by Gene Pearce who lived near the 
campus or on it at that time, is about the putting shot, which 
the boys would roll down the stairway at midnight. Tired of 
being disturbed thus repeatedly, the teacher responsible for 
the hall informed the boys if that happened again he would 
seize the shot and they would never see it again. Of course the 
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boys accepted such a challenge. They proceeded to heat the shot 
in a stove, get it out with tongs, and bat it down the stairway! 
After two or three years, Valhalla, or at least part of it, was 
moved to Caldwell Hall site, where it was used as a dormitory 
for girls. The boys moved into the third story of Main Building. 

Dr. Pope was heralded as a money-raiser, and his record 
sustains that reputation. His part in securing the Simmons 
benefaction has been mentioned. Among other gifts, he secured 
a scholarship donation of $500 from the noted financier, Au- 
gust Bierman. Largely from people outside of Texas he got 
donations for erecting cottages for boys, named for the most 
part after their donors or relatives — the Nye Cottage, Weber 
Cottage, and Sarah Anna Simmons Cottage, among others. 
These cottages were built near the turn of the century at a cost 
of about $500 each, after Mr. R. D. Hunter, of Thurber, had 
donated the brick. Aided by Dr. George W. Smith, Dr. Pope 
seems to have solicited funds also for scholarships and endow- 
ment, but there apparently was a wide difference between the 
sums pledged and the amounts paid. In that day, as in later 
years, a forceful solicitor could raise funds (a little money at 
least) for almost any college purpose — buildings, repairs, 
purchasing real estate, scholarships, and endowment — for 
almost any purpose except the most important function of all, 
that of paying teachers' salaries. 

After his staunch friends, Couch and Thatcher, were no 
longer connected with the college, Pope weathered the worst 
storm of rancor and bitterness that ever swept the campus. 
Although he was not linked with the school at the time, Mr. 
Couch knew all about the affair and has left rn writing a 
relatively full account. The agitator was a man who had not 
long been a member of the faculty and who apparently had 
taken offense at some of the president's tactics. In addition to 
the allegation that he was dictatorial, it was charged that Dr. 
Pope occasionally kissed the girls. Couch assures us that was 
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true, that nobody denied it, for it was open and fatherly. Dr. 
Pope would, futhermore, often play and scuffle with the girls 
after a fashion that might seem to some poeple, then as now, 
most undignified for a college president. Neither Couch nor 
Mrs. Couch took such conduct seriously, nor did anybody else, 
he said, until agitation was started by the disgruntled faculty 
member. The minutes of the Board of Trustees read: 

On September 7, 1899, at a called meeting of the trus- 
tees, a written instrument signed by six of the teachers 
of the college was handed to the Secry. and ordered read 
. . . After due consideration the board refused to receive 
or file the written instrument, presented by certain 
teachers assigning reasons for tendering their resigna- 
tions, and [it was voted unanimously] that the matter 
be dismissed without further consideration. 

It seems fitting to add in this connection that no board of 
trustees of Simmons College, Simmons University, or 
Hardin-Simmons University ever surpassed this body of men 
in stature: George W. Smith, more than any other person 
perhaps is entitled to the designation of founder of the college; 
R. T. Hanks, another preacher of rank who was, or recently had 
been, a pastor of Abilene Baptist Church; K. K. Legett, a 
leading lawyer and highly esteemed citizen; J. M. Radford, 
destined to be, if he was not already, Abilene's foremost busi- 
ness man; A. M. Robertson and J. N. McHan, also outstanding 
business men; C. W. Merchant and J. H. Parramore, noted 
cattlemen of the Southwest; and E. N. Kirby, who later served 
Abilene as mayor for more than a decade. After stating their 
unbounded confidence in Dr. Pope, these men requested the 
teachers to make their resignations "instanter" instead of ef- 
fective September 22, as they had indicated, "believing this to 
be to the best interest of the college." Dr. Pope managed to 
employ a new faculty, and school started as catalogued. Mr. 
Couch stated that the hearing and the decisive action of the 
trustees and president ended the agitation. 
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For the benefit of his health Dr. Pope resigned the college 
presidency in the summer of 1900. At that time the board of 
trustees commended him with an enthusiastic resolution and 
insisted on his continuing as financial secretary of the college. 
He died in Abilene on November 19, 1901. In keeping with the 
wishes of Dr. James B. Simmons and in consideration of Dr. 
Pope's great service to the college, his body is buried on the 
campus near that of Mrs. Mary E. Simmons. He willed his 
property to Mrs. Pope, with the request that she in turn will it 
to some worthy Baptist institution. He expressed the hope that 
she would not divide it or parcel it out to individuals or institu- 
tions. That practice, he stated in his will, dissipated properties 
in such fashion that they were worth very little to any indi- 
vidual or cause. The Popes had no children. At Mrs. Pope's 
death, nearly thirty years later, the estate, with a value of fifty 
thousand dollars or more, was bequeathed to Simmons Univer- 
sity. 

Dr. Pope's successor to the presidency, the Reverend C. R. 
Hairfield of Virginia, A. B. Wake Forest College, served only 
one year. 

Beset by panic and depression, with a majority of its hundred 
pupils children, and with no more than one-third of those 
enrolled doing work that even for that day was of college rank, 
the college on the hill managed, nevertheless, to make a 
worthy start during its first decade. The more mature young 
people thought of themselves as college students, tried to act as 
college students, and their accomplishments in the main were 
creditable. 

In December, 1896, the Simmons College Monthly appeared 
with its essays, stories, poems, jokes (some in Latin) and news 
columns. "Look in tender mercy upon our journalistic baby," 
the editor wrote. In comparison with the Corral, its successor a 
few years removed, it stands in a very favorable light. Probably 
the faculty aided more with the Monthly than with the first 
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issues of the Corral. An article by Karl A. Krause, A. B., 
entitled "Higher Education in Germany," was written from 
observation by a teacher of German lineage who knew univer- 
sities in both Europe and America. In the magazine are many 
references to the boys dormitory, Valhalla, not reputed to be a 
quiet retreat, to picnics at Old Fort Phantom Hill and Buffalo 
Gap, and notes about the Periclisian and Mary E. Simmons 
literary societies, for men and women respectively. In the 
academic year 1899-1900 students came from as far east as 
Cisco, as far south as Brady, and from as far west as Fort Davis 
and New Mexico. There was a decline in enrollment that year 
because a public school was started near by. This was North 
Ward School, at the intersection of North Eighth and Hickory 
streets. 

The college students used every device they knew of to create 
a college atmosphere. They even had a college yell: 

Go-Rip! Go-Rap! Go-rip-la-zee! 
Simmons College! 

Yes-Sir-Ree! 

Professor Krause, who had played football at the University 
of Chicago under Amos Alonzo Stagg, introduced the game in 
Simmons. Stagg's teacher at Yale was Walter Camp. We read 
that "the football grounds [located east of present Ferguson 
Hall] are at last in shape." But it was December before the 
football suits arrived. The first matched game of importance 
was played at the local fair in the fall of 1897. Temple Lewis, a 
participant, later described in detail the game and events lead- 
ing to it. The contestants were the Simmons College team, 
coached by Krause and consisting of males from adolescence to 
the middle-twenties, and "Abilene" which, the collegians com- 
plained, included some players brought from the outside, men 
who had had football experience on teams in the North and 
East. Football was in its infancy in Texas. Since no person not 
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connected with one team or the other could be found who knew 
anything about the game, the problem of securing a referee 
proved to be serious. The president of the fair association was 
Fred Cockrell, a lawyer, and incidentally a man of football 
stature. When they could not find anybody else, Cockrell ag- 
reed to undertake the task of referee. He had never seen a 
game, but he kept the rule book in his hand, and when a 
question arose he would hear both sides, read from the book, 
and render his decision much as if he were trying a case in 
court. Anyhow, they got through the game, Simmons winning 
12 to 0. In a game the following year, 1898, the hefty townsmen 
worsted the collegians by a score of 24 to 4. 

Students and faculty also had a chorus and an orchestra in 
those days. The Simmons College Monthly carried a list of the 
songs that students had rated highest in a poll. They were: 
"Annie Laurie," "Don't You Remember Sweet Alice?" "Alice, 
Where Are Thou?" and "Paradise Valley." 

Yes, students were sentimental near the turn of the century. 
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