Chapter VII
FRIENDS JOIN A GREAT BENEFACTOR

Could you think of anything greater that could happen to
a small denominational school than to be able to reach out
and receive the vital and welcome support of nearly one
million dollars in times such as those of the mid-1930s in
this country?
Most of the recipients of this communique will remember
John G. Hardin of Burkburnett who had the joy of giving
away nearly $6,000,000 over approximately a three-year
period during the depth of the depression of the 1930s.
The school we have been telling you about received nearly a
million dollars of this. Much has been written about H-SU's
.
portion, but most of what happened in Wichita County has
never been in print. To set the foundation we need to go to
.
Abilene for a short paragraph.
You would not have to close your eyes to visualize the
economic plight that all of our colleges, large or small, were
in during the early 1930s and growing worse daily by the
hour. Maybe our little school was not as bad off as some of
the others, due to a clause put into our foundation agreement by a cautious, conservative group, mostly cowmen and
for over eighty-one years referred to as our ''Founding
Fathers.'' That clause provided that the school (corporation)
must not go in debt, but must operate on its income. Therefore the dozen or so trustees had borrowed small sums at the
banks on their personal liability when additional operating
funds just had to be found. Over an accumulation of years,
.
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as we recall, funds acquired in this manner had grown to
approximately $225,000 by about 1932, plus approximately
$75,000 in utility bills and wholesale accounts payable.
-T he trustees then told the president that they would be unable to borrow any more money for the school's use. Every
one of them, with the exception of W. J. Behrens and two or
three others, had his own staggering financial problems.
President J. D. Sandefer, a possessor of not only tremendous
business acumen, but the courage and faith of an Abraham,
called his facuity together and apprised them of the situation,
including the additional facts that the income from student
tuition, as well as enrollment, would be expected to decrease
each year for the next several years. He then suggested that
all of us consider one of two alternatives: one, even though
he had no thought of "giving up the ship,'' he would not be
offended if any of them should elect to seek employment
where bread and butter would be more certain. A few of the
younger teachers sought and found places in state public
schools and state universities and colleges.
The other alternative was to stay there with him, accept a
proper distribution of whatever income could be generated,
and adjust one's living expenses to conform. The first to
react to this was Dr. 0. H. Cooper, who pledged to increase
his work load and accept whatever salary might be available, and then made a motion "that we all accept a 1 0 per.
cent reduction in our base pay.'' The motion carried unanimously. The president then stated that he would beat the
bushes, urging the few men who had funds to make special
donations to the operating fund of the school, but that those
of us still on the campus should pledge one another to pray
daily that "Prexy" might find a man or men with funds and
faith who would contribute the needed help.
This is where the scene is again shifted to Wichita County.
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Prexy spent over half of his time in the field, and made
Wichita Falls two or three times a month. Chronology or
sequence is not so important here, as everything happened in
a short time. One day he came into my office and related to
me the following experience:
The night before, Prexy had gone into the crowded dining
room in the Herring Hotel in Amarillo. The only available
place was a stool at the counter. He was never slow to get
acquainted with people near him, at meal time or any time.
The man on . the next stool was deacon C. H. Foley of First
Baptist, Wichita Falls, who at that time was building a concrete highway for the state. In a little while he knew about
the situation in Abilene. To make this message brief, let us
just say that before Foley abandoned that stool he had written his check for $2,000 for the emergency fund. Prexy gave
credit to the prayers of his associates and the student body
for the victories.
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A few weeks later he said to me in my office, '' There is a
man over at Burkburnett who has set out on a program to
give his estate of five or six million dollars to good causes
of his own choosing while yet alive and
his right mindand already has given several hundred thousand dollars to
Baylor Hospital and Buckner Orphans Home. You go and
see him, and get an appointment for you and me to come
to see him.''
We began to follow his instructions. Our faith was less
than a grain of mustard seed, but we did not ever fail to try
to do anything Prexy asked us to do. It was in the spring,
and with neither screens nor air-conditioning, most folks
sat on the front porch for an hour or so around sundown.
Mr. and Mrs. Hardin were thus situated when Lillie B. and
I drove up. After we were cordially greeted, two more chairs
were brought out, and we visited for about an hour. Of
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course we congratulated them, thanked them, as Baptists,
for their contributions to worthy causes, and reminded them
that as graduates of "Simmons University" in Abilene we
would surely appreciate their remembering our alma mater.
Mr. Hardin stated that those Baptists in Dallas had "almost
broke" him. We told the Hardins that we would like to bring
our president, Dr. J. D. Sandefer, for a visit with them on
his next trip to Wichita Falls. We assured them that President Sandefer was a most affable man, and that they would
enjoy a visit with him. When they assented to the visit we
gave them the privilege of setting the time. Mr. Hardin then
said, '' How about your bringing the president next Thursday, about sundown, and have supper with us?"
'' Perfect! ''
We could not h~ve received a warmer reception than radiated from these two pioneers. The meal was sumptuous, yet
its out-of-pocket cost probably did not exceed fifty cents, as
most of it was from their gard~en, and from their peach orchard consisting of three trees-yes, each ripening at different
times. Our dessert was peach cobbler with left-over biscuits
formin~ the crust. It lacked only a little more sugar and
cream, which were there in abundance.
For two hours, the Hardins and I listened to thrilling,
romantic stories concerning the disappointments as well as
victories that the president had experienced. He made good
capital of the numerous gifts, from $150,000 down, made by
W. P. Ferguson of Wichita Falls, whom the Hardins knew
and admired. It is our opinion that that was the day and the
hour when a resolution was passed in the hearts and minds
of the Hardins to make a substantial donation to Simmons
University, subject to some double-checking which was always the practice of John G. Hardin.
The next day President Sandefer returned to Abilene, but
'
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told us to follow up. At that time my best friend in Burkburnett was Paul Browning of "Browning Brothers," the
four of whom were Dodge dealers. Shortly thereafter, I confided to Paul about our visit, and learned that those seeking
substantial gifts from the Hardins must go through Ike Harwell, Mr. Hardin's nephew, and Ike's close friend and business associate, Jack Chatham. Our acquaintance with Ike
was on a business basis, and with Chatham was very casual; but they were both very close to Paul Browning, who
was a genuine friend to his friends. For many reasons, Paul
is still one of my very best friends, and is a successful realtor in Los Angeles.
Because of Paul, we were soon on much better relations
with Ike, and on very friendly relations with Jack. After the
possibility of a gift from the Hardins had begun to materialize, Jack Chatham called me one morning about 10 o'clock,
and said, "Paul and I will be by there about 1:30, and we
want you to go to Dallas -with us!" I told him I had a business to run, and did not see how I could get off. Then he
said, "Solon, we would have a lot of time to talk about the
possibility of that Hardin gift to Simmons University." My
reply: "Jack, what time did you say you would come by?"
About two days later Jack came to our office on the eighth
floor of the Staley Building, and stated, "We are making
progress, but here is what needs to be done: As you know,
Mr. Hardin does not go to Baptist gatherings out of his
county and therefore does not know much about Simmons
University. You need to get some of your leaders outside of
the Simmons Clan to come to see him and let him know that
Simmons University is a Baptist school and is worthy of
help." Jack suggested Dr. George W. Truett, pastor of First
Baptist Church in Dallas; Dr. Lee Scarborough, president of
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary of Fort Worth;
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and, I believe, Mr. Pat Neff, president of Baylor University;
maybe one or two others. We immediately called President
Sandefer, and within three days a part of this group spent
two hours with Mr. Hardin in Burkburnett. The next day it
cost me a lunch to be advised by Jack that this hurdle had
been accomplished and we passed the information on to
Abilene. I am sure that some of the Abilene men made an
immediate visit to Burkburnett.
In about two weeks after going to Dallas again with Paul
and Jack, to bring back some new Dodges, Jack walked
into my office and said, ''Solon, do you suppose those
'bozos' down at Abilene would accept a quarter of a million
dollars from Mr. Hardin?" I said, "Well, Jack, I don't
know, but I will call down there and see!"
The next morning, about 10:30, the Abilene group came
into my office with their corporate seal, their check book,
and three or four men who could sign for the corporation.
-As we remember, the following men were in the party: President Sandefer, Dr. R. N. Richardson, Vice President; Dr.
D. M. Wiggins, Dean; C. M. Caldwell, Board Chairman;
and two or three other trustees.
Mr. Hardin was paying considerable income taxes at that
time, as he had several million dollars in bonds, stocks, and
notes. He never overlooked an opportunity to obtain a deduction. Joint stock land bank bonds were then selling at a
little over seventy cents on the dollar. Mr. Hardin laid out
on the table a quarter of a million dollars, face value, of
these bonds and a page out of the Star-Telegram quoting the
previous day's price, which made a current value of a little
less than $180,000.00. Jack then spoke up and said, "Gentlemen, Mr. Hardin wants to sell Simmons University these
quarter-million-dollar-face-value bonds, for the above figures." You should have seen the expression on the faces of
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the men from Abilene until Mr. Hardin opened his check
book, tore out a check already ftlled out and signed, and
said, ''Gentlemen, you can use this check to cover the one
you are giving me for the bonds."
In this manner, Mr. Hardin had over a $70,000.00 deduction on his next income tax report. This is the true account of the first of three or four gifts from John G. Hardin
and wife to Simmons University, totaling a book value then
of $978,000.00.
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