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Founding Simmons College 

G citizens of the new town of Abilene 
wanted their own college. A town meeting had been held and a "School 
Locating Committee" was appointed to secure bids from groups in the area 
which might wish to locate a school in their communities. When the school 
committee met on October 17, 1890, they voted to accept the proposition 
from Abilene on a motion by Judge H. C. Hord of Sweetwater.1 The twenty- 
two small Baptist churches located between Callahan County to the east and 
El Paso to the west had constituted themselves into what was known as the 
Sweetwater Baptist Association. When church representatives met for the 
annual session of the Association on August 2, 1890, they heard a recom- 
mendation from the committee from Abilene chaired by Judge K. K. Legett, 
a lay leader of the Abilene Baptist Church, calling for the establishment of 
a Baptist College within the district of the Association.2 R. C. Burleson, President 
of Baylor College and visitor at the meeting, vigorously objected to the idea 
since he felt all available support was needed to undergird Baylor. Despite 
his protest, the recommendation was adopted. This action was bold when 
one considers the primitive conditions of the time. It was proposed that the 
new school in Abilene be named The Abilene Baptist College.3 The total Baptist 
population from which the primary financial support would come was less 
than 3,000 people who were scattered over a five hundred mile area. Texas 
had become the twenty-eighth state of the American Union in 1845, but 
another fifty years passed before civilization settled across this huge and 
sparsely populated state. Some settlers stopped at Fort Worth, the "entrance 



One 

to the wild west," and some journeyed farther to the western half of Texas, 
living at first in tents, dugouts, and nondescript shacks. Bran sacks and roof 
shingles were used to cover window openings when needed, and newspapers 
often lined the inside walls of the primitive houses. If a settler were wealthy 
enough to own a carpet, it was laid on bran sacks on top of dirt floors.4 

In 1858, the seventh legislature of Texas had created Taylor County along 
with half a dozen other counties surrounding it, and adventurous souls 
continued to arrive. The thirty square mile county is bisected from east to 
west by a range of low, flat-topped hills called the Callahan Divide. Elm Creek 
leaves the hills at Buffalo Gap and runs through the area which became Abilene. 
There were no roads in West Texas—only the old military trail which 
connected the forts built to protect the country from hostile Indians. This 
trail began at the Red River and followed to Phantom Hill and on to the Mexican 
border. No bridges had been built at this time, and both men and animals 
had to swim to cross the creeks and streams when the rains were heavy.5 

Enthusiastic land developers used the climate of Taylor County and 
Southwest Texas to advertise the attractiveness of the area to newcomers. 
Settlers soon discovered that the usually moderate winters sometimes included 
treacherous blizzards. The low total rainfall allowed for the growth of only 
a few native trees along the watercourse and, except in rare wet years, few 
blooming plants flourished on the open grassy plains. Mesquite trees, looking 
at best like ornamental oriental trees but resembling mostly the scraggly ends 
of old peach orchards, gave little shade and proved difficult to remove. With 
few trees as windbreaks, dust storms were a constant problem. The wind 
was a relief during mercilessly hot summer nights, however, as the climate's 
only extreme was the heat of the long summers.6 Abundant wildlife in the 
area—buffalo, wolf, deer, antelope, opossum, quail, and turkey—enabled the 
earliest settlers to live "off the land." During the 1870s and early 1880s, the 
rich grassland supported huge herds of buffalo, attracting hunters and hide 
buyers. This era soon ended: 

During two months at the peak of their kill—December 1877 and 
January 1878—the hunters took at least 100,000 hides from the Texas 
range. During the following season, however, only a few small herds 
could be found, and by 1880, the buffalo were gone.7 

Settlers made money collecting bleached buffalo bones which were 
ground up and used for cattle feed and fertilizer, and were shipped overseas 
to make buttons for clothing.8 Stockmen were drawn to the open grassy plains 
to raise healthy cattle and herd them north to the railheads where they brought 
top prices. In 1885, however, there was a severe winter followed by a drought. 
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Many owners were forced to sell their animals, and the beef market collapsed 
for a few years.9 Meanwhile, ground water supplies were discovered, windmills 
made water available, and barbed wire was invented. The buying of land 
boomed and fencing increased rapidly. 

During these years, the Texas and Pacific Railroad system pushed across 
Texas. Eventually, towns sprang up wherever there were railroads to transport 
enterprising and cultivated citizens as well as wild and legendary characters 
who furnished the stereotypes for western movies. When asked if early Abilene 
had been a particularly wild town a century before, Dr. Rupert N. Richardson, 
who was born in West Texas before the turn of the century, implied that 
it was not the worst but it was plenty rough: 

I wouldn't say it was any worse than some cities like Dodge City. It 
wasn't a terminal railroad town very long. The toughest places were 
generally places such as Denison, Texas, where the railroad ended . 
. ..You'd get the focusing of business and people there all right, and 
you'd get the focusing of the toughs.10 

Good men began to prosper in this western half of Texas when they 
speculated well. Clairborne Walker Merchant and John Simpson were two 
such men. "Clabe" Merchant and Simpson, both in the cattle business, met 
at Simpson's Hashknife Ranch11 with some Texas & Pacific Railroad officials 
in August of 1880 to discuss the idea of locating a town on Milepost No. 
407, and signed papers to that effect in December.12 J. Stoddard Johnston 
came to Taylor County that year as an agent for the railroad. As their 
representative, all Texas and Pacific lands were deeded to him. "He platted 
the new town with ingenuity, drawing many streets on his plat that would 
not exist for years. He numbered the east/west streets, and gave names of 
trees, such as pine, oak, pecan, chestnut, poplar, to streets running north 
and south."13Johnston enthusiastically included a site for a courthouse, hoping 
that the Taylor County seat would eventually be moved from Buffalo Gap 
to Abilene. He wrote articles advertising the possibilities for a good life and 
promising that law would be upheld, churches and schools would be formed, 
and businesses would prosper.14 Many residents of Buffalo Gap, thirteen miles 
away, began moving to Abilene once they knew their town would not be 
on the new railroad route. 

By March 15, 1881, some 2,000 people had gathered for the sale of town 
lots, a colorful and historic event which went on for two days. Weeks before 
the sale, people had begun to camp on the townsite in small tents, in wagons, 
and even in a huge tent pitched by the railroad where cots were lined up 
to be rented to prospective buyers. March winds and rain made mud, but 
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despite the discomforts, people built campfires to keep warm and just waited. 
The sun shone the morning of the bidding and by the end of the second 
day, 317 lots had been sold to about 200 men at a total value of $51,360.15 

Colorful stories including gunfights surround the election which concerned 
the moving of the county seat from Buffalo Gap to Abilene in 1883. The city 
was incorporated that year, and the population grew from a few hundred 
to over 2,200. Laws were passed to prohibit the settling of arguments with 
guns, to keep rowdy cowboys from riding horses on the Texas and Pacific 
platform, and to outlaw gambling houses and houses of prostitution.16 Horse 
racing continued as a pastime as did the supposedly outlawed cock fights. 
(Gambling continued in back alleys). The streets were not paved, nor were 
the blocks clearly defined, although all streets were named. There were board 
sidewalks only as far as the houses extended, which meant only a few blocks 
on either side of the railroad tracks. 

The new property owners had lumber shipped by railroad from Fort 
Worth to build simple box-and-strip houses, although a few people like C. 
W. Merchant were wealthy enough to build homes of stone. All necessary 
businesses were erected: dry goods and grocery stores, bank, cotton mill and 
gin, restaurant, hotel, and a one-room schoolhouse. Shops, in many cases, 
began by trading their wares for goods produced by the settlers instead of 
exchanging money. Frontier settlements always included rough saloons and 
houses of prostitution, so it was good news when church buildings began 
to be built. Four or five denominations built churches during the first five 
years of settlement. The Baptist church was built at North Fourth and Cedar 
Streets in the fall of 1883.17 Fortunately, the majority of citizens in this new 
community were law abiding and wanted the new town to flourish. 

For the few hours of each week when people had time and energy to 
socialize, private clubs like the Odd Fellows and Masons were popular for 
men, while women began "study clubs" to research subjects that interested 
them, and held pre-wedding celebrations including showers and teas. As in 
other frontier areas, dancing was very popular, both formal and informal, 
and other social activities included theatrical productions, band concerts, 
touring groups, reading groups, and opera. The first opera house was located 
above a saloon and was the setting not only for opera but for other gatherings 
as well. In 1884, the Shakespearean Club was officially begun, making it the 
oldest reading club in the state of Texas.18 

A newspaper was needed for the new town. The Buffalo Gap Eagle was 
bought by young C. E. Gilbert and renamed the Abilene Reporter. The first 
issue was printed on June 17, 1881. W. L. Gibbs began a newspaper, the 
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Magnetic Quill, to fight for ranchers' rights, since Gibbs' competitor, Gilbert, 
believed the farmers of the area deserved a better chance than they were getting. 
By 1885, the arguing between the two newsmen had become so heated that 
one editor challenged the other to a duel, and although neither was seriously 
hurt physically, the Magnetic Quill stopped publishing and the Abilene 
Reporter continued to publish despite losing money for over a year because 
the public was so upset.19 Gilbert restored his reputation by encouraging the 
beginning of an annual Abilene Fair, and people flocked to enjoy the first 
Fair in 1884.20 

SCHOOLING IN WEST TEXAS 

Schooling was important, although it meant that some ranchers had to 
hire private tutors to teach their children right on the ranch, the nearest schools 
being many miles away. 

In the early one or two-room schools in Abilene, the children rarely had 
uniform textbooks until the late 1890s. They brought to school whatever their 
parents had procured by whatever means. Professor E. V. White, whose father 
taught the first school in nearby Merkel in 1882, laconically recounts his 
problems caused by interpretation: 

The plan [of bringing textbooks from home] seemed to work well 
at all times except when we studied the Civil War period of American 
History. I remember, particularly, that bad feeling was developed in 
one of such classes. One group had a book written by Alexander H. 
Stephens, formerly Vice-president of the Confederacy. Then some boys 
from the State of Kansas brought with them a copy of American History 
by Baines. The two books—one containing the prejudices of the 
Confederacy, the other, the prejudices of the Union—were irrecon- 
cilable as to the numbers engaged in battles of the Civil War, the 
victories or defeats of one side or the other, and the consequent 
importance of each engagement. This event seemed to open the eyes 
of the natives in two respects: first, it destroyed the idea which many 
of us held that a printed book could not contain untruthful statements: 
second, it impressed us with the home teaching that "damned yankee" 
was a reality and not a fantastic romance of the mind.21 

A school for blacks opened in Abilene in 1890 and continued in a variety 
of buildings until integration took place in the 1960s.22 There had been some 
slaves brought to live in western Texas until emancipation, but although they 
were denied the kind of opportunities for education and advancement the 
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Anglos had, there was not the hatred and extreme bigotry towards blacks 
that lasted so long in the South and some parts of eastern Texas. There was 
economic bigotry toward people of Spanish descent since most of these families 
had to have their children in and out of school to help farm. It took many 
years, therefore, for members of these groups to have the opportunity to assume 
academic and economic leadership. 

If a boy or girl went beyond the stage of the one-room schoolhouse, he 
or she could attend one of the several small colleges west of Fort Worth, 
including the Methodist Belle Plains College, the Buffalo Gap College spon- 
sored by the Cumberland Presbyterians, and Merkel College, also Presby- 
terian.23 

When the "Who's who" of the new town met one day around the wood 
stove at the back of Will Young's dry goods store to talk about building a 
local college, K. K. Legett was a prime mover. Of him and men like him, 
it was said, "Such American frontier prototypes as K. K. Legett were very 
often founding fathers before they became parents, and long before they were 
old men, they were old-timers."24 The syndicate of Otto W. Steffens and 
Associates gave the money and the original property on which the school 
was to be built, according to most records. Thomas Brunson Prescott, in his 
doctoral dissertation completed in 1933, quotes the resolution of the first 
Board of Trustees drawn up in October of 1890, as saying that the Steffens' 
bid plus $10,000 was accepted, subject to conditions, one of which was that 
the proposition be accepted by the following month of November 1890.25 

In a letter dated October 20,1890, the Sweetwater Association pledged $ 1,000, 
and the Baptist Church and citizens of Abilene pledged to raise $4,000. The 
Charter of the Abilene Baptist College was adopted on February 18, 1891. 

Steffens and his associates withdrew their offer before the Association, 
the First Baptist Church and other citizens of Abilene had time to raise the 
money required of them by terms of the original offer. According to a report 
of the Locating Committee in August 1891 to the Sweetwater Association, 
and a personal letter to author Prescott from H. D. Hord in 1930, Otto W. 
Steffens, Henry Sayles, and G. H. Connell retired from the original Board 
of Trustees unexpectedly. No reasons are recorded, and their contract was 
never consummated.26 According to the deed records of Taylor County, George 
P. Phillips and his associates, Theo. O. Vogel and E. T. Ambler, composed 
the syndicate which finally donated the original sixteen acres to the Abilene 
Baptist College plus $5,000 in April 1891 "subject to a building being erected 
within a reasonable time."27 According to Judge R. C. Crane, attorney and 
scholar, there was a further condition that an additional amount of at least 
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$5,000 should be raised by interested friends for the erection of the main 
college building. The offer was accepted. A fifteen member Board of Trustees 
was named, and an architect by the name of Archer was chosen to begin 
drawing up plans. 

ENCOURAGEMENT FROM JAMES B. SIMMONS 

As the appointed committee was gathering money to build the first 
building, architectural fees and other expenses grew more quickly than the 
contributions, and the committee feared they would not find enough resources. 
George W. Smith, pastor of the Baptist church of Abilene and first chairman 
of the Board of Trustees for the new school, wrote a letter to Dr. O. C. Pope, 
who had been Superintendent of Missions in West Texas. Smith asked if he 
knew of a source of financial help for this prospective school in Abilene. Pope 
had been living in New York City since 1885 and was working with the 
American Baptist Home Mission Society. Dr. James B. Simmons was connected 
with that work and was well-known for his philanthrophies, including 
fundraising for nine other schools. Pope turned Dr. Smith's letter over to Dr. 
Simmons and urged Simmons to consider the situation.29 

James B. Simmons became the rescuer of the school.30 With his means 
and that of his family and friends, plus an interest in the school which lasted 
the rest of his life, Simmons made possible the founding of the school. 

This giant in the life of Hardin-Simmons University was born in Dutchess 
County, New York, of Dutch and Scottish parentage. He became a Christian 
in his teens and was baptized before leaving home to attend a school at 
Sheffield, Massachusetts, where his older brother, Edward, was teaching. 
Simmons spent three years at Madison University in Hamilton, New York, 
preparing for college. He entered the freshman class there in 1847, but soon 
moved to Brown University, living in a garret and doing janitorial work while 
attending school. He graduated in 1851 and began three years of study in 
Theology which culminated at Newton Theological Institution, near Boston. 

Simmons married Mary Eliza Stevens, a young Quaker, from Providence, 
Rhode Island. She came from a home of some means and graduated with 
distinction at the Quaker college near Providence. When her husband entered 
seminary, she also began to study Hebrew, Greek, and other subjects at the 
seminary. In 1854, Robert Stevens was born to them. As a young man, Robert 
pursued a degree in Homeopathy from a medical college in New York, and 
throughout his life he contributed to Simmons College his time, prayer, and 
money. 
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While James B. Simmons studied at Newton, he acted as pastor of Third 
Baptist Church in Providence and quickly earned a fine reputation. In 1857, 
the family moved so that Simmons might take the pastorate at First Baptist 
Church in Indianapolis until 1861 when they moved to Philadelphia to work 
in the Fifth Baptist Church. While there, he led the congregation in building 
a beautiful church in Gothic English style. After he left Philadelphia, Simmons 
was awarded two honorary doctorates from universities which appreciated 
his ability in the ministry and his ability to motivate people to give funds 
to keep church schools open. In 1867, he was appointed corresponding 
secretary of the American Baptist Home Mission Society. He confronted the 
condition of the four million slaves who were freed at the war's end but living 
in poverty and needing education and other advantages. 

At Boston, in 1869, it was resolved to elect a secretary to have in special 
charge, the education and mission work in the South, and Dr. Simmons, 
who was unwilling to take charge of a work for one race only, was 
elected corresponding secretary for the Education and Southern De- 
partment, and soon began an active campaign for helping the South 
.... His first effort was to establish a Christian school for freedom 
in Richmond, Virginia .... Dr. Simmons wanted a good building and 
succeeded in obtaining an appropriation of $ 10,000 from the Freedmen's 
Bureau, then operated by the Government, and with the money, 
purchased the old United States Hotel. . . converting it into a school 
which he named "The Richmond Institute."31 

Simmons wished to build a school like this in every one of the southern 
states and managed to found seven schools "as the efficient secretary of the 
Home Mission Society, and at a time when sectional spirit was high and 
prejudices strong; yet he held the confidence of the brethren North and won 
the hearts of the brethren South."32 

In 1874, he retired from this position to pastor Trinity Baptist Church 
in New York City for the next eight years and then was elected as field secretary 
for the State of New York by the board of the American Baptist Publication 
Society. He spoke from dozens of pulpits to raise money for Bible and mission 
work. He had, over the years, involved himself in fund-raising campaigns 
for two other schools, one in Indiana which closed after a few years, and 
the other being what became eventually the University of Columbia in 
Washington, D.C.33 It was not at all strange, then, that he responded to the 
letter from George W. Smith calling for help for a Baptist College. In the 
biography of Simmons titled A Foundation Builder. Dr. O. C. Pope wrote: 

I gave him the address of Dr. Simmons and correspondence was begun 
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between them. Dr. Simmons and his son visited the field, and the 
result was that through the benefactions of himself and his family, 
Simmons College, at Abilene, Texas, has begun its career of blessing 
in the Southwest. Located in a fertile country with a field to draw 
from twice as large as the entire state of New York, and which is rapidly 
filling up with population, it is difficult to estimate the future pos- 
sibilities of Simmons College. As a name for this school, Dr. Simmons 
chose "Christlieb College," which translated from the German language 
to the "College of Christ's Love."34 

In 1891, Dr. Simmons was in New Orleans on business and came the 
extra six hundred miles to Abilene to view the property and to meet with 
the others interested in the fledgling college. Afterwards, in a letter to Reverend 
R. T. Hanks, then pastor at the Baptist church in Abilene, Simmons explained 
his particular concern that the primary purpose of a Christian school should 
be to train missionaries: 

How great the need of scholarly men to translate God's Word into 
all those 2,700 languages and of missionaries too, to carry that word 
to the millions of the lost race! Impress this upon your audience, I 
beg of you, till their hearts ache. Show particularly to your young men 
of wealth, both in public speech and private conversation, that this 
is what colleges and seminaries spring out of, and are required by 
the Great Commission. In no other way can we give this gospel to 
every creature except by means of learned men as translators and 
expounders, and at least by well-equipped men as preachers to those 
millions of our race who speak other tongues and dwell under other 
skies than ours. Just in proportion as you make men of wealth see 
this, just in that proportion will you get money from them to build 
and endow schools. Do not let them feel that a Christian college is 
a burden, any more than the church is a burden, or the Bible school, 
or the Bible Society, or the Bible itself. All are blessings; all are easy 
and light. Jesus says so. "My yoke is easy and my burden is light." 
The Great Commission, Matthew 28, requires Christians to tread every 
line of latitude and every line of longitude over this vast earth, and 
to preach the gospel at the crossing of all these lines if only one human 
being is found to dwell there. And as there are three generations in 
each century, we must cover the globe three times over with our 
preaching and teaching every hundred years in carrying the gospel 
into all the world—to every creature. This will keep us so busy that 
we need not stop over differences of trifling importance. That is what 
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the college is for, to raise up foreign missionaries as well as home 
missionaries. The greater includes the less. Foreign missions is the 
greater, and for every foreign missionary that you train and send out 
through this College, God will give to you through this College, ten 
home missionaries. Try it and see. Talk it up, pray for it, and work 
for it.35 

At a meeting of the Board of Trustees in November of 1891, the Charter 
resolved that "The corporate name of The Abilene Baptist College' be changed 
to that of The Simmons College,' provided that Reverend J. B. Simmons, 
D.D., of New York contribute to said college the sum of $5,000."36 When 
Dr. Simmons gave his subscription of $5,000, he presented a "Foundation 
Agreement," a statement of his philosophical and spiritual viewpoints which 
was adopted by the Board37 on July 29, 1891. Three years later, at a meeting 
of the Board in February, 1894, the resolution was adopted to shorten the 
corporate name of The Simmons College to that of Simmons College.38 Dr. 
Simmons, who desired that all honor be given to Christ, continued to refer 
to the school as "Christlieb" all his life. 

Mrs. Simmons passed away two years after the college opened and was 
the first to be buried on its grounds. Dr. Simmons died at the age of seventy- 
eight on December 17, 1905, believing, according to his friends, "that a great 
institution of Christian learning is the most permanent memorial possible on 
this earth."39 After his death, his remains were conveyed from New York to 
Abilene, and funeral services were held with eulogies by Lee R. Scarborough 
of First Baptist Church, Judge K. K. Legett, R. T. Hanks, and Oscar H. Cooper. 
His body was laid to rest beside that of his wife in the small cemetery on 
his beloved campus. The inscription on the tomb of James B. Simmons in 
"The Quadrangle" on campus bears out his belief in the Great Commission 
and reads: "His constant plea was Tet us beseech Christ daily to use our 
schools for His world-wide conquests." 

CELEBRATING THE FOUNDING OF THE COLLEGE 

On May 1, 1891, the Abilene Reporter described the busy scene on 
the newly acquired grounds and mentioned that the main building was being 
constructed by the firm of Russell, Winter, and Miller. A month later the 
newspaper announced that trustees of the Baptist College had decided to have 
a "grand old fashioned basket picnic on the college grounds in North Park 
on the Fourth of July, at which time the cap stone of the main building will 
be laid .... In the afternoon a sale of the 60 lots donated by North Park 
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Company to the college, will take place."40 Many of the Baptists of the Sweetwater 
Association were expected to attend, as were others from outside Abilene who 
were interested in the building of educational institutions. A few days later, 
the newspaper announced that the school committee and supporting friends 
would add to the basket picnic a barbecue, and invited all of West Texas 
to come.41 Every few days there was another announcement reminding the 
public of the cornerstone laying. 

There was a parade up the length of Hickory Street made up of the Abilene 
Military Company, the Abilene Fire Department, the Abilene Light Infantry 
Band, and the Masonic Fraternity, followed by horse-drawn buggies, wagons, 
children on burros, and many citizens walking. Excursion trains brought many 
people to the barbecue including a special train from Cisco since so many 
from the Sweetwater Baptist Association wished to come. 

General John Sayles welcomed all visitors. General Sayles and his wife, 
the former Mary Elizabeth Gillespie, had moved to Abilene in 1886. He had 
helped begin Baylor Law School before moving to West Texas. His son, Henry 
Sayles, married to Hattie McAlpine, had begun practicing law in Galveston 
in 1876, but moved to Abilene in 1886 and set up a law practice with his 
father. Sayles Avenue, one of the thoroughfares in the city, is named for this 
family.42 

The total attending the barbecue, including prospective students, faculty, 
and townspeople, came to about 4,000. They consumed 6,500 pounds of 
barbecued meat, 150 pounds of coffee, an entire barrel of pickles, and 7,000 
pounds of ice in the lemonade.43 

The cornerstone was laid by the Masons, and it was such an auspicious 
moment that General Sayles called for a song. The only song the assembled 
Masons all knew was a funeral dirge, so they began to sing: 

Hark, from the tomb, a doleful sound 
Mine ears attend the cry; 
Ye living men come view the ground 
Where ye must shortly lie.44 

General Sayles quickly decided they should sing something more cheerful 
but on the spot could think only of "Auld Lange Syne." The huge crowd good- 
naturedly joined him nonetheless in this equally inappropriate, but more 
festive song. One visiting newspaper reporter recounted: 

The laying of the cornerstone was done rapidly owing to the immense 
heat, and the crowd soon adjourned to the splendid arbor which had 
been built for the occasion and which was large and commodious 
and a splendid protection from the hot rays of the sun. Here the crowd 
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was entertained with speeches until twelve o'clock when dinner was 
announced .... Taken as a whole, the barbecue was a great success 
and the whole- souled enterprising people of Abilene covered themselves 
with glory, and their guests of the day can always point with pride 
to their magnificent celebration of the ever glorious Fourth of July, 
satisfied that no city can excel her in hospitality to her invited guests.45 

Among those guests were the newly appointed United States Senator, 
the Honorable Horace Chilton, and Dr. B. H. Carroll, who delivered an address 
on Christian education. After the meal, Colonel J. T. Hurley of Fort Worth 
spoke on the great resources of Texas, and there were short speeches by Judge 
Webb of Baird and Colonel Fred Cockrell. Another news reporter commented 
that "the very best order was observed throughout, not a drunk man was 
seen on the grounds, which speaks volumes for West Texas."46 

According to the report of the trustees on August 1, 1891, to the 
Sweetwater Association, the total of $17,245 in cash subscriptions had been 
made toward the paying for the cost of the first building. This sum was made 
up by these subscriptions: Abilene $6,000, Colorado City $240, Anson $475, 
Rev. J. B. Simmons $5,000, Sweetwater $530, and Syndicate $5,000. About 
$9,000 was immediately available, but in order to finish and equip the first 
building, the Association instructed the Board of Trustees of the college to 
employ a financial agent as soon as possible to raise further money. 

FIRST PRESIDENT, W. C. FR1LEY: 1892-1894 

Strong leadership was crucial to the continuation of the struggling school 
and was ably manifested by the first president, W. C. Friley. William Chris- 
topher Friley was born in Yazoo County, Mississippi, to John J. and Mary 
F. Friley on July 12, 1845, eight days after Texas voted for annexation to 
the United States. Friley became a Baptist at fourteen years of age and began 
to preach in 1866.47 Friley entered Mississippi College in Clinton during the 
1868-69 year and graduated in 1871. He completed the Bachelor of Philosophy 
degree and became assistant instructor there for the next two sessions. Because 
the college was in financial trouble and a fund-raising campaign was in 
progress, Friley was one of twenty-seven Mississippi College teachers who 
offered to devote one year of his time to rescue the College from debt, taking 
no pay "save their actual expenses."48 During the time he was teaching, Friley 
acted as pastor of the Yazoo City Baptist Church and was involved in the 
Baptist Association. He was also pastor of a small Yazoo City Mission. 

One of Friley's granddaughters recalls the story that, in 1874, Friley came 
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to preach in the town where her grandmother lived as a young girl.49 As he 
started his sermon, he noticed Susan Ellen Douglas sitting in one of the front 
rows, and was so impressed that he had to step down from the platform because 
he forgot the rest of his speech. After six weeks of courting, they were married, 
Ellen at age twenty and W. C. at age twenty-eight. 

Evidently the young couple were most courageous and willing to attempt 
some formidable tasks for they agreed to begin mission work in the Mississippi 
Bottoms in 1876. This area between the Yazoo and the Mississippi rivers was 
a most difficult environment in which to preach because of a rough class 
of men, an unhealthy climate, and the difficulty of getting from place to place 
due to the high water in winter and spring. Friley served for a few months 
and then moved his wife and baby daughter, Willie Hall, to Trenton, Louisiana, 
a hundred miles away. There he pastored the Hasley Baptist Church and four 
more children were born—Mary Augusta, 1876; Mittie Key, 1878; John 
Everett, 1880; and Henry Douglas, 1884. 

Next, he served at Monroe Church across the river until 1878, when 
he was elected state evangelist for Louisiana only two years after leaving 
Mississippi. "Brother Friley has canvassed a large portion of North Louisiana 
and has visited many churches and some communities where there are no 
churches and has done much good. He traveled as much as 150 miles from 
home by horse and buggy."50 

At the annual Louisiana Convention in 1879, Friley, as chairman of a 
committee, reported on the "Condition of Colored People." The gist of the 
report was that more should be done to improve the situation both socially 
and evangelistically and that a man would be hired for this work. At the 
convention meeting a year later, he reported that the committee had invited 
black ministers to sit with them and that three pastors had accepted the 
invitation. Apparently, Friley cared about the black population with an 
empathy similar to that of J. B. Simmons. He resigned as state evangelist after 
six years, after having averaged up to 3,500 miles of travel each year. 

The second Louisiana home for the Friley family was in Ruston. Once 
again he was involved in pioneer work. During the 1886 Convention, he was 
nominated to edit a new publication named "The Baptist Chronicle," which 
was to report the work in Louisiana. In 1885, Friley became president of 
a school which later became known as Ruston College. This service overlapped 
his tenure as pastor of the church. Charles E. was born in 1887, and the 
family lived in Ruston through 1889. The couple eventually had eight children.51 

In 1890, at the age of forty-five, Friley accepted a pastorate in Taylor, 
Texas, 350 miles west of Ruston. Texans appreciated Friley. He was appointed 
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to be a delegate at the Baptist General Convention's Annual Meeting. The 
next year, he preached the annual missionary sermon, was appointed to the 
committee on the Sabbath Schools, and gave a report on books and periodicals 
in which he encouraged every Baptist to read a Baptist paper. The following 
year Friley made several reports, preached the central sermon, and reported 
again on Sunday School work.52 He admonished the delegates to show "more 
interest in this department of Christian labor, and [we] recommend that the 
Association urge the pastors and delegates to greater efforts in Sunday School 
work." In 1891, he preached at the Baptist General Convention of Texas in 
Waco, and was named to a committee on "Colored Population" because of 
his longstanding concern for education, both academic and spiritual, for 
blacks.53 

By May of 1892, Friley had been welcomed by the Board of Trustees 
as the first president of the Simmons College of Abilene. The family had come 
280 miles west from Taylor and were more than five hundred miles from 
their roots in Mississippi. Another son, Oscar Park, had been born in 1891, 
and yet Mrs. Friley was willing to accept the challenge of working with her 
husband to establish this new Baptist school. Friley began to prepare for the 
first Fall term. 

The Abilene Reporter announced in July of 1892 that the company was 
offering ten scholarships of $50 each, to be distributed among students who 
would enroll in the school from the immediately surrounding counties. By 
the opening of school, eighty-nine students had enrolled. 

SIMMONS COLLEGE OPENS 

By February of 1892 the first building, a three-story, red brick structure, 
was completed at a cost of $13,000. It included housing for female boarders 
and the Friley family, an auditorium, an office, a library room, classrooms, 
and small recital rooms. All cooking was done in a kitchen separated from 
the main building. The first floor contained the president's office and the 
library, two classrooms, two stairways, and four bedrooms for the president, 
his family, and lady faculty members. On the second floor, also faced by a 
full-length front porch, was a large room used for chapel and study periods. 
On either side were small recitation and study rooms. The third floor housed 
the female boarding students. 

For the first few years, new professors coming from the railroad depot 
out to the new college in town were greeted by hundreds of prairie dogs 
popping out of their pasture land burrows between Seventh Street and the 
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school, located two miles further north. There was no electricity, running 
water, indoor plumbing, or telephone. When the underground cistern went 
dry, water was brought from town by a public water hauler, or the students 
carried water in buckets from a well about a half mile away. Since boys and 
girls were discouraged from having anything to do with one another, this 
provided a social diversion, so there was little grumbling. 

"Simmons College will begin its first collegiate year on Tuesday, Sep- 
tember 13,1892," read the title page of the first school catalogue. The catalogue 
plainly stated that the college founders dedicated the college to the promotion 
of "Christian intelligence" among the people of Texas and other states. "The 
Faculty will be composed of none but Christian men and women, whose 
purpose will be not only to develop the body and the intellect, but the spirit 
as well; to lead to high conceptions of Christian life and duty . . . young 
men and women trained not only for time, but for eternity."55 The first faculty 
included W. C. Friley, president, who taught Mental and Moral Philosophy.56 

His young daughter, Willie, assisted Miss Hubbard in the Music Department 
as the first piano teacher, and his wife acted as Governess for the boarding 
school. "Governess" was a grand title for a woman whose tasks included 
nursing those who became ill or needed first aid, rearing her own large family, 
attending to much of the discipline and care of the boarding students, and 
procuring a cook or cooking for the huge crowd herself when there was no 
cook. She kept some chickens to stretch the food budget, but, often, wolves 
made off with the hens before they could fly to nearby trees. (One of the 
Friley sons, Douglas, was hero for the day one morning as he shot a wolf 
from at least a hundred yards away with his father's Winchester).57 

Many citizens, plus a number of people from neighboring towns, attended 
the official opening on the Tuesday morning of September 13, 1892. The 
exercises began with a song sung by four of the female students and a welcome 
from President Friley. "Jesus, Lover of My Soul" was sung by the congregation, 
followed by prayer from Dr. Blair of Merkel and sermon by the Reverend 
R. T. Hanks, pastor of First Baptist Church from 1892 until 1898. His text 
that morning came from Matthew 11:29, and his speech was entitled "Learn 
of Me." His remarks were followed by music, then a prayer by Reverend George 
W. Smith, the head of the committee and financial agent of the institution, 
who gave a five-minute history of the college thus far, and reasons why he 
predicted success for the enterprise. Dr. Blair and Attorney Hord of Sweetwater 
also gave short speeches. President Friley closed the exercises by stating that 
the children left in their charge would be cared for, if possible, with the same 
interest their parents would have for them, and a benediction dismissed the 
gathering.58 
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R. L. Paschal, B.A., taught Latin and higher mathematics at a salary of 
$65 per month plus room and board.59 Miss Oxsheer taught English, history, 
shorthand, and typing. Miss O'Neall taught mathematics and Latin, and Misses 
Brumby and Pugh presided over the Primary and Preparatory Departments.60 

President Friley employed Professor George Thatcher to teach Greek, Latin, 
and commercial science. According to the first catalogue, Latin was required 
at all levels of the Preparatory Department and continued throughout college. 
To be able to recite Latin poetry by age thirteen was no more remarkable 
at that time than the high level of computer literacy is among teenagers today. 
Professor Thatcher's wife, Delia, A.M., presumably spent the first year adjusting 
to the move to Abilene and began teaching art the next year. 

The male boarding students lived about a half mile from the college in 
a two-story home called the Gatlin House. With their young professor, R. 
L. Paschal, they walked from the house to the college for all meals the first 
year. The next year, a two-story wooden building was built on campus to 
house the male students and was christened "Valhalla" by Professor Paschal.54 

(Valhalla referred to the spiritual abode of the great warriors of Norse mythology). 
The building had no electricity or even clothes closets and stood near the 
current location of the southwest part of Moody Center. All boarding students 
provided linens and soap for themselves; expense for board and tuition totaled 
$ 180 for ten months, the standard length of the two semesters for many years. 
Tuition in music was $50 more. A two-day holiday at Christmas, a one-day 
holiday for Washington's birthday, a holiday on May 1, and one more day 
at Thanksgiving, totaled the days off until several years later when San Jacinto 
Day became a holiday for a few years. Young ladies, as well as small boys 
who came as day students, could come via a "hack," an open bus-like 
conveyance drawn by horses, which was free of charge. Students were expected 
to study in the evenings from 7-9 p.m. Classes were held six days a week. 
The students ranged from five to twenty or more years of age. All students 
attended a chapel service all six mornings of the regular school week and 
were expected to attend the church of their choice on Sunday. The majority 
of students went to the Baptist church, but several attended other churches 
in town. 

CURRICULUM 

Although Simmons was called a college, it included, also, junior and senior 
Primary Departments and an Academy, a name later replaced by "high school." 
Friley's five year old son, Oscar, was enrolled in the first grade. The Primary 
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Department included grades one through five and offered reading, grammar, 
geography, arithmetic, spelling, and penmanship. The Junior and Senior 
Preparatory Department included the equivalent of grades six through eight, 
and the Collegiate classes were based on the work of the former years. 

At first, the college curriculum was the equivalent of today's high school. 
It was organized into nine schools: Psychology and Ethics, Ancient Languages 
(Greek and Latin), Modern Languages (German and French), Mathematics, 
Natural Science, English and History, Music, Painting and Drawing, and a 
Commercial School. Instruction in these schools was sometimes divided into 
a four-year course of study and sometimes took five years, the first year 
beginning in the Senior Preparatory Department. Students could graduate 
from one or more "Schools" instead of graduating with a "college" degree, 
and were awarded a Certificate of Proficiency. In the School of Natural Science, 
for instance, subjects included were physiology, physics, chemistry, astronomy, 
botany, and zoology. Only one or two teachers were hired to manage the 
entire Primary Department, and often at Preparatory and Collegiate levels one 
teacher would have to teach several subjects. College degrees awarded were 
B.A. (Bachelor of Arts), B.S. (Bachelor of Science), and B.L. (Bachelor of 
Literature). 

COMMENCEMENT 

In June of 1893, the first Commencement exercises lasted a week. 
Examinations took place, the work of students in the Primary Department 
was exhibited, and an evening program on June 15 included recitations, vocal 
and instrumental solos, and a sermon by Pastor George W. Smith.61 After 
a few years, Smith left the pastorate to become the editor of the West Texas 
Baptist, which was published to promote Simmons College, and a few years 
later, he and his wife moved to live and work on the campus.62 

Smith spoke at Commencement on "Character Building." The sermon 
emphasized the importance of decisions made early in life as to one's character 
and preparation for a vocation. One section of the sermon which would be 
questioned today reads: 

I refer now to the decision of the question, as to what avocation 
you shall have in life. This may apply most forcibly to young men. 
And it may not. 

Formerly, almost only one hope was before young women. That was 
to prepare themselves to be the wife of some man; make him as happy 
as possible, keep his home for him; and rear his children. No higher 
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destiny can await a young woman than being happily married to a 
worthy man. It is evidently the place God intended her to fill. And 
1 have no sympathy with the plan to take woman out of the place 
in which God put her, and give her man's duties. But I am glad that 
men and women too have learned that it is not a woman's duty to 
sustain the relation of wife to some man regardless of what the character 
of the man may be. But she may qualify herself to meet the events 
of life alone, until, in the providence of God she finds the fitting and 
worthy mate for which heaven intended her. 

So 1 believe that in order to build such a character as will fit her 
to become the help mate of any man worthy to be the husband of 
such a woman, she should select such an avocation as will be suited 
to her, and by which she can support herself, and be enabled to do 
good, until such time as cupid shall claim her as his captive and place 
her in the care of one who will give her more congenial employment. 
And, if that time never comes she is fitted to walk life's paths alone. 
Therefore, I wish young ladies to seriously consider this second 
essential in character building. But I must be allowed to especially 
urge it upon the young men. I do pity from my heart the young man 
who has no settled purpose as to what he is going to do in the world. 
Who does not know whether he is to be a cowboy, a farmer, a 
blacksmith, a lawyer, a doctor, a preacher, or a politician: who does 
not know whether he is going to be something or nothing. Every young 
man should settle this question at as early a day as possible; and then 
bend all his energies toward becoming prepared for his life work.63 

Because the date of this sermon was June, 1895, it might be considered 
forward looking, at least in encouraging young women towards professional 
vocations if, as the speaker implied, they were so "unfortunate" as not to marry. 
The Commencement exercises concluded with the serving of ice cream and 
cake provided by the ladies of the Aid Society of the Baptist Church.64 

W. C. Friley continued as president of the institution for two years. He 
returned to the pastorate and served four additional Texas churches, including 
Bryan and Mexia. Ruth, their eighth child, was born in 1886, and their oldest 
child married that year. Other members of the family married and remained 
in Texas, one of them being Ellen Douglas Harper of Houston.65 Friley was 
sixty-four years old when he became the second president of Louisiana Baptist 
College in Pineville, Louisiana. He was adamant that this college also be co- 
educational and that special attention be given to music, a life-long interest 
to the Friley family. He died on April 13, 1911; funeral services were held 
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at the First Baptist Church in Bryan, Texas. 
Years later, a medal was offered by his son to the graduate at HSU who 

majored and minored in Natural Sciences and had the highest grades and 
the best attitude, an indication of the family's continued interest in the school. 
Inside President Friley's Bible was a handwritten notation based on Ephesians 
5:16,"... Making the most of every opportunity . . .," an accurate appraisal 
of the life of the first president of Simmons College.66 An institution had been 
launched under Friley's leadership which would remain viable and growing 
one hundred years later. 

E. V. White, who lived during this era and recorded something of the 
educational situation of pioneers in West Texas, concluded that for himself 
and many others at this time, "the purpose of education is to qualify one 
to fill a useful position in a work that limits one's presence to a maximum 
amount of shade and a minimum amount of sunshine," referring to the 
desirability of choices of vocation other than the physically demanding jobs 
of farming or ranching.67 The cultivation of this pioneer territory would occur 
through the cultivation of the intellect, spirit, and cultural values of the people 
who would develop this remote and challenging western part of Texas, 
generation by generation. 


