
Chapter I 

EARLY EDUCATION IN TEXAS 

This is the first of a small number of letters detailing a 
true romantic story of a little frontier school that had its be-

. . 

ginning before the turn of the century at Abilene, Texas. 
The purpose of these letters is to acquaint you with this 

West Texas pioneer institution, and to increase its circle of 
friends. Subsequent letters tie in with this one and relate 
true stories about some interesting people whom you may 
have known, either in person or by reputation. 

Every successful man in the Southwest has some of the 
old frontier spirit burning within his soul. ·This is why many 
of us have a nostalgia for events, people, and documents 
which played a part in the writing of the great saga of the 
development of West Texas. You wo~d agree, I'm sure, that . 
some of the greatest foundation stones in the building of this 
region were the early institutions of higher education, many 
of which are still with us. 

The straightforward language and the unassailable prin
ciples on which this college was built are as inspiring today 

. . 

as they were 80 years ago when they were written. At that 
time, West Texas was very sparsely settled, with no cities 
and a few small towns, most of which had little or no public 

. . 

school facilities. The largest town between Fort Worth and 
El Paso was Abilene, which had its very beginning about 
1881 when the Texas & Pacific Railroad was built through 
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West Texas about as far as Midland. 
It was always the most progressive people who moved 

West and established frontier outposts. The buffalo had been 
nearly wiped out, and the Indians had been pushed back. 
After seven or eight years there were still only a few hundred 
people in Abilene; but as early as 1888, the progressive citi
zens, many of whom had a good education, began talking 
about the need for a school where students of all grades 
could be taught. Some "missionaries," highly educated, 
mostly from Virginia, seeking spiritual as well as intellectual 
adventure, arrived in this area in time to give impetus and 
reality to the proposed school. Twenty-five or thirty years 
ago, the names of some of these men were household words 
in all of this area, such as K. K. Leggett, a prototype of, 
and just as prilliant as, Daniel Webster himself. We shall 
mention just a few others, some of whom came later: Henry 
Sayles, J. M. Radford, Henry James, George L. Paxton, 
L. R. Scarbrough, and the two great cattle barons, Colonel 
C. W. Merchant and Colonel J. H. Parramore. Any institu
tion with a board of directors of the calibre of these men 
could not fail to succeed. A whole book could be written 
about the doings of just a few of them. In fact, such a book 
has been written-more than one, indeed-by Dr. Rupert 
N. Richardson, who, in the words of our late Frank Kell, 
is the greatest historian of the Southwest. 

Now back to what was intended to be the subject of this 
communication-the metamorphosis of "Abilene Baptist Col
lege," "Simmons College," "Simmons University," and now 
" _Hardin-Simm<?ns University." In those early frontier days, 
the Baptists were most aggressive; and with the aid of contri
butions from the East they maintained a number of mission
aries going about organizing churches wherever small 
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groups of believers could be assembled. The "Texas Baptist 
Convention" at that time was young and weak; therefore, 
every Christian movement was usually sponsored by an 
Association of Churches. The "Sweetwater Baptist Associa
tion'' was the first to come into existence in West Texas. Its 
boundaries extended from Mineral Wells to El Paso, an<:{ 
from San Antonio to the Panhandle. This was the organiza
tion that created the "Abilene Baptist College" (on paper) in 
1890; it opened its doors for students in September, 1892. 

One of the presidents during the first decade who left an 
unusual imprint was Dr. Owen C. Pope, who was formerly 
Superintendent of Baptist Missions for the entire State of 
Texas. Dr. Pope was well educated and a great leader, but a 
little short on diplomacy at times. He was the president to be 
mentioned in a later communiqµe, w~o pulled off .his glasses 
and his coat and accepted the challenge of one of his out
spoken younger trustees for a fist fight. 

As mentioned already, interesting anecdotes of a~tual hap
penings during those early days are plentiful enough to fill a 
book. Here is one amusing incident which was noted in the 
experience of Dr. Pope that we cannot omit. When preaching 
one Sunday morning in the First Baptist Church of Abilene, 
at the height of his peroration, his uppers fell out and land
ed on the communion table below the pulpit. He nonchalantly 

. . 

completed his sermon and the choir was singing the invita-
tion song when he stepped down from the pulpit, picked up 
his teeth, and put them back in place. The older sister of 
Mrs. Dan Moody, first editor of the Brand, Mary Paxton 
Pender, now a member of the Board of Trustees, was sitting 
on the second row of seats from the front and witnessed 
this amusing incident. 

These brief glimpses of the personalities and circumstances 
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present at the birth of the school may not sound auspicious, 
but they were the stuff of which an institution was built which 
survived the physical, fmancial, and spiritual adversities im
posed by five wars and by droughts and money panics that 
broke most individuals and institutions. During these times, 
our alma mater has met her obligations ( although s~me
times a little late), maintained her integrity, and increased 
her prestige as an educational institution. The accomplish
ments of her graduates, enumerated more fully in future 
chapters, include those of one who became president of the 
largest oil company in the world, and another, a doctor, who 
saved the life of the most popular president this nation has 
ever had. This school maintains its integrity and its credit 
with banks, lending institutions, and individuals, because it 
meets its obligations and is consistently operating in the 
black. We believe you would be thrilled, as we have been, 
to hear our president recite some plans for growth and 
expanded services to the people of the Southwest in general 
and of West Texas in particular. Elwin L. Skiles, who holds 
the Ph.D. degree, is a tremendous educational leader and a 
genuine, first-class university president. 
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