Chapter II
EARLY PRINCIPLES AND POLICIES
.

Someone has said that any institution is the sum total of
the character of the men who have directed its affairs. There
were a multitude of men who left the imprint of their lives on
the little school at Abilene about which we have been writing.
Naturally, those in position to make the greatest impression
were · those formulating the policies-the presidents. Between
the close of the Civil War and the turn of the century, young
men who had attained a high rating in scholarship and
possessed a spirit of adventure, as well as the missionary
spirit, often came West. The affairs of Simmons College during its first decade of service were in the hands of such men.
The enrollment did not exceed one hundred students until
just before the end of the nineteenth century. There were some
laymen who were natives and who did not come from the
East who exerted a great deal of influence on the school. We
are thinking particularly of the year 1898, when Dan Couch
and his new wife, the former Alice Pierson, both of Haskell,
Texas, were "on the faculty." They were relatives of the
Couches and Piersons who have been the principal bankers
around Haskell for three quarters of a century, the remnant
of whom still reside in the Haskell area.
One interesting anecdote still persists about one of these
early presidents: At a trustee's meeting when some disagreement and discord arose, one of the younger trustees said to
the older president, '' If there were not so much difference in
our ages, I would give you a good thrashing right now."
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The more mature man ans'Wered, "Brother, do not let these
gray hairs restrain you." Then he laid his glasses aside and
.
started taking off his coat. Of course the Christian spirit of
the other men prevailed, and all was soon calm. It is interesting to note that these two men became fast friends in
later years.
The statur·e of Simmons College really began in 1902.
Since that time there have been nine presidents. These include
\
Dr. James H. Landes, for eighteen years pastor of First Ba1r\
tist Church of Wichita Falls. He gave-the school marvelous
leadership for three years, and- was instrumental .in getting·
our accumulated indebtedness liquidated. The initial president in this era was Dr. Oscar Henry Cooper, who brought
the first genuine scholarship to the campus. He was a Virginian with red and "blue blood" coursing in his veins. His
long watch chain dangling across his. chest displayed his
Phi Beta Kappa key with a great deal of pride. He had his
degree from Yale and studied more than an additional year
in Berlin, which was then regarded as the seat of learning
-' for the world.· He could . read ancient Greek and Latin forward and b.a ckward, and knew the ·a ncient philosophers and
their reasoning as if · they were current. He, too, came to
Texas seeking intellectual and spiritual adventure. He was
the first -state superintendent of public instruction in Texas
and . had a lot to do with getting our Texas public school
system underway. He also served for a time as President of
Baylor University before coming to Simmons. Naturally he
sought faculty members with excellent scholarship. Dr. Cooper was too great a scholar and too absorbed with books to
be able to find time to mix and mingle with the public and
~ake friends and get student~ for the school.
His successor, Jefferson Davis Sandefer, had many of the
fine characteristics of Dr. Cooper, but had many other char6

acteristics considerably different. He, too, knew his Latin and
the ancient philosophers, especially those of Holy Writ, but
his greatest delight was in entertaining or edifying a group,
large or small, whether from the podium or in a country
school. Prexy, as he was affectionately called during his
thirty-one-year regime, was truly an ''old-school pedagogue.''
He believed it was the responsibility of the school or the
school administrator to do everything possible to make men
out of boys, however recalcitrant they appeared to be. He
often said that if the parents sent him a rotten egg he could
not return a good chicken.
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The distinguished men who gained recognition after graduating from Simmons College could often trace their turning
point back to conversations Prexy had with them. It was his
policy, and he so taught his students, that service should be
one's first objective in life. Generally, therefore, his pupils
are comm unity and church leaders wherever they are.
Dr. Julius Olsen, though not a president, was Dean for
over thirty years and probably influenced the lives of more
students than the presidents. He was also a Ph.D., an honor
graduate of Yale, a~d he studied a year or more in , Berlin.
He took delight in telling his students while studying prisms
in physics how he burned a hole in his derby hat with the
midnight sun near the North Pole. He was truly a great
scientist and was offered positions in larger schools, including
the University of Michigan. Dr. Olsell greatly enjoyed teaching and counseling with any student who he thought was
serious about his future. If space would permit, we could
relate the experiences of many of his students who accomplished the unusual-for example, Dr. Conrad Lam (younger
brother of Elie Lam of Wichita Falls, Texas), who, after
graduating from Yale Medical School, entered Ford's hos7

pital in Detroit and was the first doctor in the world to do
open heart surgery. The above three men had much to do
with shaping the policies and building the foundation for the
kind of school that will render a great service both to its
constituents and its co~try as long as universities survive.
Upon the death of President Sandefer in 1940, Dr. W. R.
White, now President Emeritus of Baylor University, was
persuaded to give up one of the largest pulpits in the South
to lead the then Hardin-Simmons University to still higher
ground. When he became thirsty for the pulpit again and
requested to be relieved, Dr. R. N. Richardson, who· had
been on the campus most of the time since 1907 and had
occupied every position from carrying out the ashes in the
girls' dormitory to acting president, was officially elected as
President. A whole book could be written about this man
without extolling half of his greatness. He was born only one
year and sixty days before Simmons (then Abilene Baptist)
College opened its doors for students. He was-and still isthe greatest living historian of the Southwest. He is universally loved by his fellow teachers and the students in the
school today. He
be treated more fully in other chapters.
Space will not permit our recounting all the accomplishments of the presidents of Hardin-Simmons University during the 1950s and the 1960s; but this story would be very
incomplete without reciting the improvements placed on the
campus during the administration of Dr. Evan Allard Reiff.
This was the beginning of th~ period when our government
was trying to get the money back into the hands of the people and was especially liberal with grants and 3 per cent
loans to educational institutions.
Frank Junell, now President of Central National Bank of
San Angelo and past president of Texas Tech University's
board of trustees, right fresh out of the Navy after winning
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the Ko~ean conflict, was most helpful by handling the fmancial negotiations that caused five of the ten new buildings on
the campus to be erected during Dr. Reiff's administration.
A healthy building program continues to the present. Would
you be surprised to know that three new buildings, erected
on the campus in 1972, were made possible by gifts from
friends of the University?
Since we are writing about the accomplishments of the
presidents, let us call attention to the current president, Dr.
Elwin · L. Skiles, and his lovely companion, Ruth. In 1966,
with the suddenness of a Texas tornado, Dr. J. H. Landes
resigned the presidency to return to the pulpit. The situation
required someone familiar with the program underway.
Therefore the only place we had to go was to the faculty or
th·e Board of Trustees. Suffice it to say that within a few
days or a few hours the board was unanimous that Dr.
Elwin L. Skiles, a board member for thirteen years, and
pastor at that time of First Baptist Church of Abilene, was
the one man for this position. With the students, the trustees,
the constituency, and friends, he is one of the most popular
presidents the school has ever had. He has an earned doctorate and is a devoted student. Someone has said that he
walks, talks, and acts like a university president. He, with
the aid of Dr. Lee Hemphill and Dr. Clyde Childers as vicepresidents for development, has built a department that is
finding friends and money to keep operations in the black
and to erect buildings that are needed. But he will be quick
to tell you that we need a two-million-dollar library now (it
is being erected at this printing) and a physical education
complex that will cost nearly that much. He will also convince you that there are men and foundations willing to
, provide these funds as soon as the right ones are "appre.
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hended." If there are too many volunteers at the moment,
he will tell you that we need ten, twenty, thirty, or fifty
million dollars in . endowment. We join him in believing that
all of the above is possibl~because there never was a time
in the history of our nation when more people had more
money and were more willing to contribute it when they
found the right cause. Would you like for President Skiles
or someone from H-S U to give you a visit?
This synopsis of these great and distinguished men is giv·en you so that you will understand why the present HardinSimmons University is not ''just another little school," but is
a school of distinction, with character, principle and purpose,
and is destined to continue to r ender a great service in proportion to the friends it can generate and maintain. That is
_the purpose of this and other chapters.
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Administrative leaders at 1921 graduation exercises: Dr.
Julius Olsen, Dr. John Winzer, President Jefferson Davis
Sandefer, and Dr. Oscar H. Cooper. The memorial stone to
President Sandefer, in the campus_triangle, is shown below.
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