
EARLY LIFE 

PERHAPS no man in America, if in the 
world, has been more directly instru- 
mental in the founding of Christian 

colleges than was the late Rev. James B. 
Simmons, D.D., of New York. Sketches 
from his life cannot fail to be interesting to 
those who favour Christian education and to 
every lover of humanity and of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. His active life embraced the 
last half of the most active of all the cen- 
turies, and he not only kept abreast of the 
rapidly advancing tide, but he was a leader 
in events that have revolutionized the world. 
The useful lessons which are to be drawn 
from such a life should not be lost to the 
rising generation. 

Dr. Simmons was born in Northeast, 
Dutchess County, New York, of Dutch and 
Scotch   parentage.     His   great-grandfather, 
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Peter Simmons, came from Holland in the 
eighteenth century and settled in Dutchess 
County. Many of the best people of the 
State of New York to-day are descended 
from the early Dutch settlers. The Van 
Rensselaers, Vanderbilts, Astors, Roosevelts, 
Rockefellers, and Dutchers are proud to 
claim Holland as the fatherland of their 
ancestors. 

Many of the most cherished ideas of our 
American institutions are derived either di- 
rectly from Holland or have come to us from 
that country by way of England. Our British 
ancestors were strangers to religious liberty 
and freedom of the press until taught these 
doctrines by William, Prince of Orange, 
when he came to the English throne. The 
early Dutch settlers brought with them from 
Holland the Protestant ideas which they 
had imbibed there, and they were engrafted 
into the early institutions of our country. 
Our present civilization owes more to Hol- 
land than many people suppose. The 
Simmons family, clinging to their ancestral 
teachings, were industrious and economical, 
with  a  dogged  tenacity  in  what  they  be- 
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lieved to be right, and these qualities are 
marked characteristics of this family, scat- 
tered as it is over the greater part of this 
country. 

Nicholas Simmons, the grandfather of the 
subject of this sketch, was born in Dutchess 
County, and led an industrious life until 
his death in 1840. His wife's maiden name 
was Christina Snyder, a woman of marked 
cheerfulness, wisdom, and industry. Will- 
iam Simmons, the father of James B., was 
born in Pine Plains, Dutchess County, in 
1787, and grew to manhood there, and en- 
gaged in farming in the town of Northeast 
until 1818, when he moved to Columbia 
County, where he lived for five years. He 
was married to Clarissa Roe, a lady of 
Scotch and English descent, whose parents 
were Silas and Mercy (Hervey) Roe, and 
it was at the old Roe homestead in North- 
east that James B., the youngest of five 
children, was born. He had two brothers, 
Hervey Roe, and Edward W., and two sis- 
ters, Julia and Amanda. His father was a 
successful farmer, and held various official 
positions in his county.    He was a soldier in 
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the war of 1812, and came out of the war a 
non-commissioned officer. The mother of 
James B. was a woman of ra're gifts, and 
while she imparted to her son the solidity of 
her Scotch blood, she was deprived of giving 
her motherly training to her baby boy, for she 
was providentially thrown from a wagon 
and killed when her baby was a little less 
than five months old. Thus Dr. Simmons 
was deprived of that best of all earthly 
blessings to childhood, a good mother's guid- 
ing hand and prayerful heart. 

A kind woman in the neighbourhood, 
Ruth Levings, cared for the motherless boy 
until his father married a second time, and 
all through her life Mrs. Levings loved him 
and prayed for him as if he had been her own 
son. James worked on his father's farm 
and attended school at intervals until his 
fifteenth year. Exiled from home at that 
early age, he went out into the world cour- 
ageously and joyfully to make his way as 
best he might. He was determined to have 
an " eddication," as he expressed it to his 
sister, who corrected him by saying, " Edu- 
cation, my child," and he began working on 
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the farm for his uncle at six dollars per 
month, and saved up his scanty earnings. 

His brother Edward was teaching a classi- 
cal school at Sheffield, Mass., and he took 
James B. into his school and prepared him 
for college, supplementing the boy's earnings 
with an advance of money for his expenses 
till he finished his academic course; these 
advances were faithfully repaid. Edward 
not only did this, but admonished him as a 
father, helped him when in trouble, guided 
him in counsel, and above all led him sav- 
ingly to Christ. Edward, who was eleven 
years his senior, has long been a prominent 
merchant and lawyer in his native town; 
has held various positions of trust in his 
county, and for sixty-six years has been a 
member of a Baptist church. The two 
brothers were greatly attached to each other 
all their lives and for the best of reasons. 

The habits of industry and economy, in- 
herited from his ancestors and enforced by an 
early life of poverty, were practised through 
life by Dr. Simmons, and greatly aided him 
in accomplishing a large work for the Lord's 
cause by his labours and his means. 

^?03i- 
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Although Dr. Simmons's father and 
mother were church members, the son be- 
came sceptical at an early age and was de- 
termined that he would not be a Christian. 
While living with his brother and going 
to school, an evangelist by the name of 
Crandall came into the neighbourhood and 
began a meeting in the Baptist church at 
Northeast. The brother said to James, 
" You had better go with me to church to- 
night and hear the new man preach." " No," 
says James, " my lessons are difficult and I 
do not care to go.^ The next night the same 
invitation was given, but the third night 
the brother insisted that he should go to 
church, offering to excuse him from the les- 
sons. " I went," said James, " and it appeared 
that the preacher aimed his sermon directly 
at me. I was offended at first, because 
I thought that my brother had told the 
minister about me, and I was determined 
to upbraid him for it when we reached the 
house. The minister continued with his 
pointed appeals, and long before he con- 
cluded the sermon, I was subdued and weep- 
ing.    I felt as if hell was gaping beneath 
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me. I thought there was no sinner so bad 
as I, and in great distress I began to read 
the Bible. Before this I could not bear the 
Bible, and though my father had offered me 
ten dollars to read the Book through, I would 
not do it. The meetings continued, and one 
day as I was walking along the road I real- 
ized that Christ was a great and loving 
Saviour, and I accepted him as my Re- 
deemer, and immediately sweet peace filled 
my soul. I was baptized into the fellow- 
ship of the old Northeast Baptist church 
by Rev. John LaGrange, the pastor, and 
immediately had a desire to tell others of 
this great salvation. I worked some time 
on the farm, taught school, and all the 
time kept up my studies and worked in 
the prayer meetings where I chanced to be. 
I did not tell any one of my impressions of 
duty to preach the Gospel; in fact, I was not 
fully settled in my own mind on the subject. 
I felt that the work was too great and sacred 
for one so young, so ignorant, and so inex- 
perienced as I. Once Abner Brown, who 
kept the boarding-house of my brother's 
academy,  asked the different boys at table 



16 A Foundation Builder 

what they were going to be when they grew 
up. One said he would be a sailor; another 
a merchant; another a lawyer, and so on. 
Then turning to me he said, ' And what will 
you be, James, a preacher? ' I blushed and I 
said that I did not know what I should do, 
but would wait till the time came to de- 
cide. I did not then know that any one had 
thought of me in connection with the min- 
istry. The good man said, ' Well, James, 
you go on and educate yourself, and then 
the Lord will put you at such work as he 
wants you to do.'" 

" In the summer of 1846 I joined the 
preparatory department of what was then 
Madison University at Hamilton, N. Y., now 
Colgate University." 

Dr. Simmons spent three years in thor- 
oughly preparing himself for the college 
course, and entered the Freshman class of 
the University at the beginning of the ses- 
sion of 1847. Though poor in this world's 
goods, he was determined to make the most 
possible out of the gifts with which God 
had blessed him. 
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