Two
Continuing under Three Administrators

In 1870, the state of Texas had only 6.7
percent of her population in incorporated urban areas of 2,500 or more. By
the turn of the century, Abilene had a population of 3,500, thereby becoming
part of the 17.1 percent of the total population which made up the incorporated
areas of the state. The population increased largely through successful immigration campaigns carried on by the newspapers, the Texas & Pacific
Railroad, land agents, and groups of enthusiastic citizens. It would be 1950
before half of the people of Texas lived in towns and cities.
Key occupations around Abilene had had time to recover from the
horrendous drought of 1885-86 during which fewer than twenty inches of
rain fell. In 1890, over thirty-two inches of rainfall made field crops flourish
and cotton prices rise. Regarding production in the Taylor County area, the
annual report of the Texas & Pacific Railway stated: "The cotton crop . . .
exceeded in volume of yield all expectations. The number of bales transported,
compared with previous years, showed an increase of 333,476. This is the
largest cotton traffic ever handled by the Texas and Pacific."1; In the downtown
area, there were now four cotton gins to handle the increase. Three banks,
a better hotel, multiple restaurant facilities, and many other new businesses
downtown responded to the population growth of the new city. Citizens were
proud of the burgeoning prosperity, and the townspeople were proud to have
a "town school." Although many had hoped for the name "Abilene Baptist
College," they understood why the school had been named after Dr. James

21

Continuing under Three Administrators

Simmons, who continued to show generous interest in the school by letters,
visits, and financial help throughout his long life.
SECOND PRESIDENT: GEORGE O. THATCHER - 1894-1898
The college reported annually to the Sweetwater Baptist Association of
churches and schools. In the spring of 1894, the Board of Trustees' report
formally introduced the second president George O. Thatcher and his wife,
Delia. They had been serving as faculty members at the invitation of the first
president since the inception of the school. The report noted:
Brother George Thatcher [is] a noble Christian gentleman, highly
cultured and deserving, meriting fully your highest esteem and
most liberal patronage. His wife, Sister Thatcher, is a gentle, kind
and sweet-spirited Christian lady, whose only purpose in life
seems to be the elevating of human souls by higher intellectual
training, whose influence for good is felt universally and whose
memory will live long in the minds and hearts of those who are
associated with her.2
Mrs. Thatcher's many duties included rearing their two sons and acting
as college "nurse," as the first president's wife had done. She was likely
responsible for the new rule that all girls were to have uniform dress to be
worn on all public occasions, a common practice in those days.3 Mrs. Thatcher
also taught art, and during the Commencement exercises of 1894, a gift of
a Walks china kiln was given by the Sappho society to the college to aid
her teaching. Painting exquisite floral designs on bone china appears to have
been a popular artistic pastime for women who had the time. It was therefore,
a natural course offering for the period. The delicate work continues to be
enjoyed as a craft in West Texas. Mrs. Thatcher and her students exhibited
drawings; portraits; and paintings on paper, cloth, bone china, and ceramics
at each Town Fair. President Thatcher and his wife were deeply involved in
the community and represented the school well.
George O. Thatcher was born in Massachusetts and moved to Mansfield,
Louisiana, as a child. During the Civil War, Thatcher attended school at the
Gray Seminary in Townsend, Vermont. After the war, his father and a friend,
Colonel George D. Alexander, founded the Thatcher-Alexander Institute in
Shreveport, Louisiana. Delia, his wife, was the daughter of Colonel Alexander.
George graduated with an A.B. from that school and then took a Master's
degree at the Rochester Business College in New York.4 His first professional
position was as principal of the Filmore Academy for one year, and for the
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next three years he was president of the Minden Academy for boys. He became
president of the Minden Female College for several years. There he met W.
C. Friley. At Friley's invitation he moved to Abilene in time for the first
academic session of Simmons College.5 R. L. Paschal, a young professor
employed for that first session, also, described Thatcher some years later:
He knew his subject well and was a good teacher: such were his
strength of character, his poise, his courage, his excellent natural
endowments that he was a fine disciplinarian. His influence for
good in the school was great. I consider him to be one of the
best influences that has come into my life. Mrs. Thatcher and the
two sons were splendid people.6
In the West Texas Baptist. President Thatcher reported that during the
summer months he canvassed a large territory recruiting students, thus
enlarging the attendance of boarding pupils. He also advertised that any family
in Abilene might consider boarding a male student, who could work for the
family morning and nights while going to school during the day. "There are
several such young men seeking an education, and whoever would take one
of them would get ^good' help and do a good deed besides."7 Thatcher was
thought to be fair in his teaching and grading, but he was very firm with
the students. He expected students to be more interested in scholastic excellence than in social pursuits, pranks, or part-time work.
John Pearce was a young boy when he came to Simmons College, and
he recalled being spanked with a ruler by Professor Thatcher for going skating
at recess and failing to get back in time for class.8 Perhaps other boys were
also disciplined more severely than they thought they ought to be, since one
Halloween night some of them decided to get even. They got out the president's
buggy and managed somehow to place it on top of the barn. When Thatcher
awoke the next morning to find his buggy astride the barn ridge, he must
have puzzled over the logistics of getting the buggy back on solid ground—
intact. A practical joke of that proportion was all the more outrageous since
general rules of decorum were so strict. The rules were clearly outlined for
both sexes in the 1895-96 Simmons College Catalogue:
Aimless loitering about town on the part of male students does
not speak well for the young men themselves nor for the school
which they attend. Hence, frequent visits to town will not be
encouraged and no student will be allowed to go to town
without permission.
No young lady will be allowed to visit the stores alone; when
such, visits are necessary, she will be accompanied by a teacher.
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The school is for both sexes but there is no promiscuous
association of the young men and the young ladies. Young men,
whether students or not, are not allowed to visit or escort the
young ladies. Students are expected to be neat in their dress and
to keep their rooms in such a condition that they might at any
time be thrown open for inspection.9
SCHOOL COLORS
It was in the year 1896 that the question of selecting school colors first
received consideration. As President of the college, Thatcher appointed a
student committee of three members to decide upon a suitable combination:
purple and gold or pink and white. These were the two combinations from
which a final choice had to be made, according to W. E. Neil of Van Horn,
Texas, who was a member of the student color committee. Mr. Neil attended
Simmons for three years, from 1895 to 1898. Forty years later he recalled
at an alumni reunion that "Pink and white was my choice at the time, but
I have since decided that purple and gold are much more suitable for our
school colors. I do not remember but one of the other members on the
committee," he added, "and it was she who originated the purple and gold
idea. Her name was Berta Green, and she was the mother of Mary Brian, the
movie actress."10 No lofty thoughts were recorded, such as purple and gold
being royal colors or being of any spiritual significance.
CURRICULUM
It was some years before "college" would equal any course offering better
than a high school (academy) certificate,11 although four years of successful
work earned a college degree.
Graduates of one or more schools continued to be awarded a Certificate
of Proficiency, and students who pursued courses of study leading to a college
degree received one of the following: Bachelor or Maid of Arts, Master or
Mistress of English Literature, Bachelor or Maid of Philosophy, and Bachelor
or Maid of Science.12 The class of 1895 included the first graduates of the
college: Miss Hinda A. Berry, A.B., Miss Flossie Logan, A.B., and Miss Maud
P. Hill, B.L.13 By 1896, the degrees were changed again, and were titled A.B.—
Classical Course, B.S.—Scientific Course, and B. Litt. Bachelor of Literature—
Letters.14
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Ministerial Education began formally as four young, already ordained
preachers appeared to begin study.15 Many young men were ordained before
they were out of their teens in this era, and were usually equal to the task.
Basic Bible courses were included as part of all degree plans for the first time,
and a course was offered titled "The History of U.S. Baptists." The 1897-98
Catalogue identifies R. T. Hanks, the Abilene First Baptist pastor, as principal
of the Bible Department. Hanks, J. C. Burkett, and other area pastors gave
lectures at the college, and their names are listed in several later catalogues.16
Greek was taught in the Foreign Language Department, and young preachers
were encouraged to take the course.
LIBRARY
Books were few and precious on the western frontier, and many of the
first settlers' children learned to read from the Bible, a classic or two which
someone thought to tuck into a trunk, or a primer by which one of the parents
themselves had been taught to read. A few people in the community donated
books to the fledgling college, a few were bought, and James B. Simmons
donated more than five hundred to make the nucleus of a library for the first
groups of students.17 His son, Robert Simmons of New York City, had a
personal library of over 3,000 books, and during the first few years he donated
hundreds of volumes, some new and some of his own. By 1900, the holdings
had grown to almost 4,000, almost half of which had been purchased and
sent by him.18 Robert Simmons made a trip south and spent about a month
alphabetizing the library books so that there would be some sort of order
to them. A room thirty-four by twenty-four feet in the main building was
made in 1898 by changing a wooden partition behind the old parlor to facilitate
the library.19 Twenty-five volumes of the newest Encyclopedia Britannica
were sent the following year, a gift in honor of Robert's young daughter, Sarah
Anna Simmons. From New York City, a Jewish businessman named Strause
gave the school a year's subscription to half a dozen magazines including
Atlantic Monthly and Harpers, a gesture which seemed sheer luxury to the
readers.20 A few months earlier, a new Remington typewriter and an antique
oak cabinet had been donated in Sarah Anna's name, also, by the Simmons
family.21 Each school president felt encouraged by the determination of the
Simmons family as well as by the staunch supporters in Abilene and the faithful
members of the Board of Trustees.
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FUNDING
In 1895, the Board authorized the purchase of an eighteen acre tract of
land just west of the original sixteen acres costing $1,350.22 This purchase
increased the total size of the campus to thirty-four acres. The money was
again provided by friends in the northeast. In the fall of 1897, the Board
of Trustees appointed a committee of five to launch a campaign for endowment.
A total of $15,000 was raised throughout the following year toward this goal;
this amount was all they had for endowment for several years.23
When the school opened, the total cost to attend Simmons including
board, room, heat, light, laundry, and tuition averaged $90 per student per
semester. Tuition was not raised until 1898, and then, only slightly.
It was not surprising, therefore, that in 1898 Thatcher resigned as
president due to personal financial problems since all school debts, according
to contract, had to be paid before the president could take a salary. Few people
of the area had money to give toward education, and those who did had given
generously to get the school going only six years before. Thatcher had no
field agent helping raise money and, although he did his best, his talents lay
in academic areas rather than in motivating support. He and his wife continued
at Simmons in teaching positions until he received an appointment to teach
at the Polytechnic Institute in Louisiana, where he remained until his death
on April 5, 1923. The student body at Louisiana Tech established a loan for
worthy students in his honor.24 John R. Hutto, a student at Simmons in the
late eighteen hundreds, remembered many years later that Dr. O. C. Pope,
who succeeded Thatcher as president, always spoke of Thatcher with great
deference, and made sure he was awarded an honorary Doctor of Philosophy
degree in 1899.
THIRD PRESIDENT: DR. OWEN CLINTON POPE - 1898-1901
O. C. Pope, missionary, financier, and educator, was elected President
in the spring of 1898. Pope had made numerous contacts with members of
the denomination during his lifetime, had been instrumental in encouraging
the beginning of the Sweetwater Association, and had used his expertise in
securing financial aid desperately needed by the struggling institution in
Abilene.
Owen Clinton Pope was born February 15,1842 in Washington County,
Georgia, of a Baptist family. He was converted at a revival meeting held in
1858 at Sisters Church, Washington County. He immediately began to assist
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in other revival meetings, an early indication of the intensity with which he
tackled everything. He was licensed to preach that December. He began
theological training in 1859 at Mercer University in Macon, Georgia, and
graduated with a Bachelor of Divinity degree a year and a half later. In 1860,
at barely eighteen years of age, he married Mollie W. Singuefield of Jefferson
County, Georgia. Ordained to preach in 1861, he was also honored by being
named principal of the Institute owned by the Mount Vernon Association.
He soon resigned as pastor and teacher to fight in the Confederate Army and
felt it was his duty to preach to the troops nightly. His tour was completed
after the Tennessee and Kentucky campaigns, so he came home to teach school
and preach in country churches until the war ended. Due to his service in
the war, Pope suffered ill health throughout his life.
He was called to his first full-time church at Morristown, Tennessee, in
the summer of 1874, and had hardly settled when he considered establishing
a religious paper. He founded the Baptist Reflector, and was soon elected
secretary for the General Association of Baptists of East Tennessee. After only
two years, he resigned from the Morristown church, sold the paper, and moved
to Nashville, where he served for a time as pastor of the Central Baptist Church,
next moving to Houston, Texas, to become managing editor of the Texas
Baptist Herald in 1878. In his first editorial he wrote,
Under the new management, we expect to work for every Baptist
interest in Texas, irrespective of party or geographical lines. I am
not identified with one section more than another and wherever I
find a body of Baptists in the State endeavoring to build up an
enterprise for the honor of God and the good of the cause, they
shall have my hearty cooperation.25
Pope was practical, imaginative, tenacious, interested in people as well
as projects, and compassionate. He publicly advocated that white preachers
of superior ability should visit the meetings of their black brethren and be
anxious to help them. He wrote also about the spiritual and social needs of
the Indians. He began to travel in the roles of preacher, editor, and teacher.
Money was difficult to raise for the new Baptist churches springing up all
over Texas, but Pope was not timid about discussing ways of raising money.
In a report sponsored by R. C. Burleson and William Carey Crane for
the State Teachers Convention in 1879, was a proposal that "every college
or university in Texas having $ 100,000 in buildings, library, and endowments
become a ^Branch' of the State University, with the provision that nothing
sectarian in religion or skeptical should be taught in any of the branches."2
Pope, in his role as editor, felt that this proposition would place all Baptist
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schools under the domination of the state, and that even if it were a good
idea, it would be unfair to schools that could not raise $100,000. He reminded
the Baptist constituency that they had always been opposed to any amalgamation of church and state. The proposition failed, and the Baptist schools
continued separately. Although Pope could be argumentative, he was also
popular. In June, 1880, he was awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of
Divinity from Baylor University despite his response to this award that a
"Doctor of Divinity" referred to one who taught revealed truth, and since every
preacher supposedly did that, every preacher should receive the degree.
His interest in missions continued in Texas as it had been evidenced in
Tennessee. He was the only man present at a meeting of women in Austin
in 1880 where the first Woman's Missionary Union was formed. Mrs.O. C.
Pope was elected Corresponding Secretary. Pope always attended the annual
meetings of the Sunday School and Coiportage Union, and in 1881 he
presented the idea that Texas should seek financial assistance for missions
from the American Baptist Home Missions Society. He was nominated by the
Baptist Convention of Texas to make a trip to New York to see whether an
arrangement could be made for financial assistance. He returned with a positive
answer and a gift of $3,000, and was immediately elected Superintendent
of Missions for Texas.
In December, 1881, during a trip to West Texas, he stopped in Abilene
and organized the First Baptist Church with just seventeen members. The
pastor at Buffalo Gap, Reverend R. T. Leggett, assisted in this project. In 1882,
Pope made the thousand mile trip by rail to El Paso to encourage the founding
of a Baptist church, an event which occurred only a few months later due
largely to his endeavors.
By convention time in October, 1882, he reported that "20 missionaries
had been appointed, 13 churches organized, 151 persons baptized, and 249
received by letter."27 Years later, Pope's policy of establishing a line of missions
and missionaries along the western frontier from the Gulf of Mexico to the
western boundaries of Texas was credited as being the reason for the successful
establishment of Baptist work in Texas. He was becoming known by thousands
of Texans through his writing and preaching.
The policy of establishing churches along the railroad lines was effective
since most of these towns grew into cities, and Pope encouraged each church
to build its own building as soon as possible. Yet another effective policy
was to get each church to give money systematically to the work of the Mission
Board of Texas. In January of 1882 Pope had surveyed an area lying west
and south of Fort Worth about two hundred miles wide and about four
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hundred miles long. He was often alone, wet, cold, sometimes on foot after
having lost his horses, and always in danger. Undismayed, he even traveled
to Monterrey, Mexico, just before the Texas Baptist State Convention in 1883.
He was successful in encouraging the erection of a church building there
completed in 1885, in spite of difficulties from many quarters. Pope was
thrilled with this success, because it was the only Baptist church in the Republic
of Mexico. Pope covered 24,000 miles by rail, horseback, and buggy and
raised thousands of dollars, speaking at least five times a week between 1881
and 1885.
Another of the great causes that Pope championed was the unification
of all Baptists in Texas, and he wrote much about this as editor of the Texas
Baptist Herald. He encountered considerable opposition to the idea of
unification since individual Baptist congregations prided themselves on
autonomy, but finally in 1886 the Convention's schools, mission efforts, and
publications were united.
Appointed by the American Baptist Home Mission Society in June, 1885,
he moved to New York City to become general solicitor for the Church Edifice
Fund for a twelve month period. Little is recorded about Pope's sojourn in
New York. It is known that he was involved in some investigations concerning
other personnel of the Society, thus making some enemies. Again, however,
he was successful in raising thousands of dollars, at times becoming more
emotionally involved than objective in decision making, particularly when
raising money to build churches in the west. He made charges that funds
had been misappropriated by the corresponding secretary, H. L. Morehouse,
so a special committee was appointed to look into the matter, but to no avail.
Later evidence, however, suggests that Pope may indeed have been right, and
Pope resigned in 1891.28 Although he left New York having had a successful
record in fund raising, it was not with the same amount of satisfaction and
good feeling that he had felt upon leaving Texas.
His resignation allowed him to take his wife on a trip to Europe that
summer, the beginning of a fifteen-month trip around the world, which became
a source of income when he returned to the United States and gave lectures
on Europe and the Orient.
Within six years of the opening of Simmons College, the Trustees and
Dr. Simmons were searching for a man who was capable of directing the school
and approached Pope, who was now fifty-five years of age. He agreed to accept
the invitation to become the president and moved to Abilene to begin on
May 15, 1898. Pope knew that he could deal with public relations and money
raising but asked one of the faculty members, Dan R. Couch, to take charge
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of the operation of the school. Couch said that he [Couch] was given much
work and little authority.29 The following September, Couch married Miss
Alice Pierson in Haskell on a Friday, honeymooned that weekend, and returned
to teach Tuesday, bringing his bride to live at the college. It is interesting
but sad that by March, the newspaper noted that they had moved off campus
to board in a home in the city, but at the end of the next school year, the
couple moved away. Alice Pierson Couch returned to Simmons to teach for
several years in the twenties. Recorded in the catalogues many years later
are the Couch Scholarships, endowed by Dan R. Couch, then residing in
Lubbock, Texas, who gave three in memory of his wife and three in his own
name.30
Just as Pope had had personality clashes elsewhere, he was not popular
with everyone at Simmons College. Six of the seven teachers presented to
the Board of Trustees a letter demanding his resignation on September 17,
1899. They further threatened that if their request was not favorably received,
they would resign as a group five days later. One of the main reasons appears
to have been the fact that a teacher and new vice president, W. L. Butler,
had suggested that a new boys' dormitory be constructed with funds provided
by an extended loan. On one hand, Pope was correct in refusing such a proposal
since it directly contradicted terms of the school's charter, which stated that
no debts of any kind were to be encumbered. From an opposite viewpoint,
Pope was usually unyielding and confident that he was always right, and this
seemed to the teachers to be just another instance. The teachers also declared
that he frequently kissed the girls, and although Professor Couch verified that
it was done "openly and in a fatherly fashion,"31 not all the teachers agreed.
The trustees responded by declaring "unbounded confidence in the purity
and integrity of Dr. Pope."32 The teachers were dismissed immediately, and
Pope was able to find a full staff of new teachers from elsewhere in Texas,
so classes were able to begin on Monday morning, only two days later.
According to the next catalog, the teachers hired were H. E. Breneke, graduate
of Southwestern University; Ernest D. Lotspiech, A.B. (Simmons College),
to teach Mathematics; Miss Delia Triplett, Sam Houston Normal School
graduate, to teach English; Miss Mary Kauffman, to teach in the Preparatory
Department; and Miss Kathlene Norris, to teach piano and voice. Of the group,
one was a Methodist, one a Presbyterian and three were Episcopalians. More
importantly, the college remained open.
This incident indicates that Pope was accustomed to immediate action,
and that quality sometimes got him into embarrassing situations. Professor
Couch related years afterward that he had been teaching a class one day during
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bad weather and since the weather was too stormy for the students to go
outside, he allowed them to stand up, talk, and relax for a few minutes. About
that time, President Pope walked in and incorrectly presumed that this was
an unruly group of students presided over by an incompetent teacher. Taking
immediate command in a loud voice, he called "Sit down! Sit down, there!"
and the students hurried to their seats. In front of the group, Couch explained
the situation and the president quietly left the room, but the damage was
done.33 Another day, Pope interrupted the mathematics class taught by former
President George O. Thatcher, mild-mannered but most proficient in his field.
In front of the students, Pope exclaimed that the mathematical exercise they
had been assigned was not being done properly. Calmly, Professor Thatcher
handed the president the instructor's book and sat down in one of the front
desks. The president took one look at the book, handed it back to Thatcher,
and left the room.34
Yet another incident records his volatile temper. Each morning it was
customary to have daily devotions for the whole school. It was usual for the
piano teacher to strike a chord as a signal for all to rise for a song and prayer.
One particular morning, when the piano teacher, Miss Hardwick, hit the keys,
there was only a muffled rattle which brought a snicker from the students.
President Pope realized in an instant that someone had stuffed the piano with
paper. Pope "flew into a rage and called on the guilty student to stand up,
but nobody moved. He repeated the challenge several times without results
and later investigated the incident from every possible angle but never
discovered who the culprit was."35 Evidently, although it is recorded that his
wife thought him to be the wisest and most clever man in the world, he could
be, to the rest of his world, difficult. He had done much for the school in
keeping it solvent, however, by publicizing its whereabouts and widening
its reputation for this important first decade. The Popes had no children, so
they chose to leave most of their estate to the school which they cared about
deeply. When Mrs. Pope died almost thirty years after her husband, she
bequeathed to Simmons University more than $50,000.
BUILDINGS
Most buildings in the early days of Abilene were built of wood. In the
middle of the night on March 1, 1895, the boys' boarding hall, "Valhalla,"
was destroyed by fire. Although the newspaper claimed that the boys lost
some clothing and books, other accounts indicate that the cause of the fire
was mysterious, that no one was hurt because no one was in the building
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at the time, and that the boys rejoiced because they did not care much for
the uncomfortable dormitory.36 By September of that year, a better two-story
wooden building was erected to take its place, about one hundred feet east
of the Main Building on the site of the present Caldwell Fine Arts Building.
Its cost was about $1,800, and new furniture was provided for the twelve
large rooms. Thus far, the College property was free of debt of any kind.37
An iron fence was built around the main building, a barrier erected more
to keep cattle and wildlife out than to present a neat appearance or to limit
the primary students when they took recesses. Many years later, a speech
teacher who was teaching at Simmons at the time, recalled that during one
norther she was forced to go over the fence on hands and knees, holding
on to keep from being blown to the ground. She commented on the difficulty
of climbing up and over the stile, which all pedestrians had to do, although
there was a gate in the fence which was opened for vehicles.38 Later, Dr. Pope
had a wire fence put around the entire school property.39
In the late summer of 1898, the dining room and kitchen were attached
to the boys' dormitory, which was moved back in line with the Main Building.40
Fourteen new rooms were added to the dormitory, and the female students
moved into this dormitory while the boys were then moved to the third story
of the Main Building. The name "Valhalla" was changed to "Toly Hall," after
James A. Tolman, a popular professor who became president of Howard Payne
College in 1917.41 For a few years, this dormitory next came to be known
as the College Home. Those of the lady teachers who boarded also had rooms
in that building.42 Reverend and Mrs. G. W. Smith moved in to be in charge
of the boarding students. Mrs. Smith oversaw the dining room where all
boarding students and faculty ate their meals. Although Smith no longer
headed the Board of Trustees, he was concerned for the school's organization
and maintenance. He taught Bible courses, helped with fundraising, and
remained a member of the Board of Trustees. In 1899, the dining room was
enlarged, and a porch was built on the west side of the Home.
Over a period of several years five brick cottages were built west of the
main building to accommodate the boys. The cottages were small and
unsubstantial, cold in winter and hot in summer. Pope's idea was that people
would be more inclined to donate $500 for one cottage than for part of a
larger building. He also felt that insurance would be less costly and that
discipline would be maintained more easily. The Nye Cottage, Weber Cottage,
and Sarah Anna Simmons Cottage were built with moneys donated by these
families. R. D. Hunter of Thurber donated the bricks that were used to build
the three cottages.43 The fellows who lived in these "bachelor shacks" cooked
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and cleaned for themselves. These were torn down as soon as possible,
according to the late Dr. Rupert N. Richardson, who had the doubtful pleasure
of living in one during his student days.44
THE SCHOOL BELL
Colonel G. E. Burnett, president of the Acme Pressed Brick Company
at Millsap, Texas, donated the funds for President Pope to buy a first class
bell to place in the bell tower. Dr. Pope ordered it through George Paxton,
a local hardware merchant. When Pope and his assistant went to pick up
the bell, Pope demanded the invoice from Paxton so that he could assure
Colonel Burnett that no one had profiteered by the exchange. For unknown
reasons, Paxton resented this request, and an argument heated to the point
that Paxton said if it were not for Pope's gray hairs, he would slap the president's
face. Pope was a man of action, a fighter, so he responded, "Don't stand behind
my gray hairs, but slap."45 They didn't fight, however, and settled the matter
to the point that they became loyal friends. George L. Paxton then served
on the college board for over thirty years.46
CHANGES IN FACULTY AND CURRICULUM
From the time Abilene became a recognized settlement, music was an
important part of the life of the community and, therefore, of the school.
Building on the interest and musical abilities of the first presidential family,
other presidents encouraged an emphasis on music. Early members of the
music faculty often gave private lessons in town apart from their college
teaching. Citizens who enjoyed culture brought performers to town, and the
school worked with the community to attract performers of reputation.
Without a doubt, the musicians who visited Abilene from all over the world
helped to reinforce the importance of formal training in music.
The very year the school opened, an operetta, Last Will and Testament,
was performed at the downtown opera house with proceeds going to Simmons
College. In the spring of 1893, an "Entertainment for the Benefit of Simmons
College" was presented at the Opera House by students and faculty; Admission
- 50 cents.47 The next session's faculty included Miss Ida St. J. Lee as principal
of the Music Department.48 She organized a course of study, which was not
changed for several years, teaching traditional piano studies and vocal instruction which over a six-year period would allow a student to graduate with
a Certificate of the School of Music. Colonel J. H. Parramore's two daughters,
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Susie and Mary, received their certificates of proficiency in the commencement
of June 4, 1896, making them "technically the first graduates in music at
Simmons College, although their degrees were granted through the literary
departments."49 In 1897, Miss Neally Stevens, an internationally known
pianist, was a guest of Simmons College for several days. She gave a recital
at the school, donating the proceeds for equipment for the music room, and
gave another performance at the Opera House.50 In the same year a college
orchestra was formed.
The curriculum throughout Pope's administration had only two important
changes; the Primary Department was discontinued, and the College Department
stopped offering work leading to the Bachelor of Science degree. A student
could choose to work toward Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Literature
degrees.51
COMMENCEMENT, ALUMNI FORMED, FIRST HONORARY DEGREES
AWARDED
The Seventh Annual Commencement week began one Sunday morning
in early June, 1899. Its program followed the order set by previous commencement weeks. An out-of-town pastor preached the Sunday morning
sermon to assembled students, faculty, parents, and guests. Not only was the
assembly hall packed, but over a hundred people waited outside the hall and
on the gallery to listen. On Monday, exercises were held for parents to see
what the Preparatory students had learned, and to watch the medals being
awarded at that level. Gold medals were also given at the college level for
proficiency in music and in literature. The numbers of medals increased each
year as supporters of the school chose to offer more of them. Tuesday saw
recitations and more "prize declamations," one prize at college level being
a twelve volume set of Shakespearean Plays.52 The evenings were reserved
for a play acted by the school's Philomathian Men's Speech and Debating
Society and the Mary E. Simmons Women's Speech Society, and the annual
concert presented by the Music Department. Wednesday, each of the five
graduating students read a final written dissertation to assembled students,
parents, and faculty. This was followed by an address by a visiting scholar.
During that week the alumni met for the first time, held their first annual
reception, and elected officers. Also during the week of Commencement
exercises, the first honorary degrees were awarded:
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George O. Thatcher-President of Simmons for five years and
Professor of Language-Ph.D.
George W. Smith-Pastor of First Baptist Church, Abilene-D.D.
W. W. Kirk-Superintendent of Public Schools in Taylor CountyA.M.
A. S. Bunting-Pastor First Baptist Church-Pecos, Texas,-D.D.
W. R. Maxwell-Pastor First Baptist Church, Temple, Texas,-D.D.
Frank Rogers Mars-Assistant Pastor Calvary Baptist Church, New
York City.—D.D.53
FUNDING
O. C. Pope was extremely successful in enrolling financial support. In
the fall of his first year as president, he had used his stereopticon to give,
lectures and showed pictures of his "world tour" to the students and to the
public. (The listing of the stereopticon as "a new feature" in the school catalogue
of 1888-89 accentuates how few audio-visual aids the faculty and students
enjoyed). He thus encouraged the people of Abilene and towns around to
visit the campus, and made sure they continued to be invited to recitals,
commencement, graduation—any event where he could involve them.
Local people began giving medals and money as awards for various
academic accomplishments: the highest average grade in all studies, excellence
in English, best progress in music, best work in painting and drawing, and
best drilled cadet. A handsome prize was given for excellence in housekeeping.54
The Simmons family gave three endowed scholarships to allow free tuition.
These included the Dr. Robert S. Simmons Scholarship and the Mary Anna
Simmons Scholarship, each for ministerial students. The catalogue printed
a plea for more such scholarships, the first mention in print of a need which
would always continue. A friend of the Simmons family, August Buerman
of Newark, New Jersey, offered a $500 dollar permanent scholarship with
the interest derived allowing free tuition for one student. He stipulated that
children of German parents be preferred since he had come from Germany
as a young man, and had appreciated the opportunity afforded him for success
in America. Pope had continuing correspondence with Dr. James Simmons,
who encouraged a Mrs. Julia E. Nye of New York City to give $1,200, and
H. J. Weber to give $500.55 Through Simmons' own giving and recruiting
efforts, an endowment of $7,700 was given that year; however, only $500
of it was available for immediate use by the college. An anonymous donor
from New York sent a check for $300 in December of 1896, making a total
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of $1,100 to be used annually wherever needed.56
President Pope also canvassed the town raising $5 and $10 subscriptions
to pay for some maintenance work.57 He used $1,400 of his own money for
other improvements and was later able to solicit funds to recover $1,200 of
this amount.
Unfortunately, by the beginning of 1901, Dr. Pope's lifelong struggle with
ill health showed, and he was not able to keep up this demanding pace. His
resignation was submitted at the annual meeting of the Board of Trustees
on June 26,1901. The trustees accepted it reluctantly and elected him President
Emeritus and Financial Secretary of Simmons College. Before the meeting
was over he raised $6,500 from board members and gave $1,000 personally.
He was too ill to undertake his new responsibilities and was unable to travel.
Dr. O. C. Pope died on November 18, 1901. He was buried on the campus
next to the grave of Dr. James B. Simmons in evidence of the high esteem
in which he was held.
FOURTH PRESIDENT: CHARLES ROBERT HAIRFIELD - 1901-02
C. R. Hairfield had been invited by the Board of Simmons to become
the next president on the suggestion of Dr. Pope, who had known previously
of Hairfield through his connections with the American Home Mission Society.58
Hairfield was born on a plantation near Leatherwood, Henry County, Virginia,
on July 30, 1869. He attended public schools before attending a preparatory
school called Bethel Hill Institute in Bethel Hill, North Carolina. According
to the Baptist Ministerial Directory of 1899, Hairfield was licensed to preach
in October, 1891, by the Mount Vernon Church in Virginia and ordained
on June 6, 1894, at the age of sixteen by Wake Forest Baptist Church in North
Carolina. He graduated from Wake Forest College in 1896 with a Bachelor
of Arts degree.
Hairfield returned to Bethel Hill Institute to teach for three years and
to act as assistant principal. He then became president of the Normal College
in Scottsburg, Virginia, where he taught and held administrative duties for
two years. At age thirty-two, he arrived at Simmons College to preside.
The new president evidenced, by his personal correspondence, a happy,
optimistic personality. He wrote,
I was to employ the faculty and pay them out of the income of
the school, from tuition and board. I entered into partnership
with Mr. H. E. Breneke, who had served the school several years
prior. He and I were to share equally in the responsibilities of
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the school and after all expenses were paid, share equally in the
spoils. 1 was to serve as President and he, in the capacity of
Secretary of the Faculty and Treasurer of the school, an arrangement which proved both satisfactory and pleasant to both of us.59
He claimed that both men managed to make a living while teaching and
administering the school. Hairfield taught Latin, mathematics, algebra, geometry, trigonometry, and rhetoric while Breneke was responsible for literature
and science. Mrs. Hairfield was in charge of the Art department and oversaw
the boarding students, who comprised about half of the student body.60 A
total of 135 students attended in 1901-02, and Hairfield admitted that the
senior year of college then would be more like the freshman year of the presentday curriculum.61 After a decade, the school had not yet reached an enrollment
of 200; in 1902-03, the enrollment was 189.62
The number of elementary schools in Abilene was growing and the goal
of the Board of Trustees had always been to provide education at college level
only. Hairfield reorganized the Academy curriculum to include three years'
work which were equal to ninth, tenth, and eleventh grades in the best high
schools of the day, thus raising the Academy work four years. This made
the curriculum equal in rank to most of the college department work of the
previous administration. Only as necessity demanded was there any instruction given below ninth grade level, and then only to a few individuals.
To maintain order in the everyday schedule, the favorite method of
discipline for the President was to threaten the students that he would
"introduce them to Dr. Pepper," a long black strap which stung as black pepper
stings but on another part of the anatomy! The students, then as now, found
ways to get even. One wintry day, Reverend Hairfield sent the class to the
blackboard and then fell asleep in his chair. According to John Pearce, his
older brother, Thomas West, and a student named Stuart Logan climbed
outside, got a big snowball, climbed back through the window, and put it
in President Hairfield's pocket. Leltie Logan then asked Hairfield to help her
with a problem and maneuvered him close to the stove. Of course, water
began trickling down to the floor, and Hairfield had quite an embarrassing
time searching for the source. When he found the remnant of the snowball,
he threw it out the window, and said nothing.63
Hairfield continued the daily practice of previous administrators by having
a morning chapel service for about thirty minutes each day, but he must have
displayed a kinder demeanor, for no pranks were played during chapel as
they had been on Dr. Pope. Hairfield and his wife enjoyed music, and they
had three pianos of their own which they shared for the students' use.
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Leaving Simmons in 1902 after only one year of service, Hairfield then
devoted his time to pastoral ministry. He served for two years as pastor in
the small Texas towns of Caps and Merkel before leaving Texas to take one
year's training at the Southern Baptist Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky. He
next led a church in Walters, Oklahoma, followed by a move to Hastings,
Oklahoma, where he led in the founding of the Southwest Baptist Academy.
His next pastorates included Pryor, Oklahoma; Plainview, Texas; Oklahoma
City for eight years, and Los Angeles, California. The family returned to
Oklahoma City since their son was enrolling in the A & M College (presently
Oklahoma State University).64
It is difficult to understand fully the challenges to a couple who felt
responsible for the welfare of a group numbering over one hundred. As did
the other chief administrators, the Hairfields had to teach, entertain visitors
to the school, represent Simmons at community functions, administer the
day-to-day running of the school, raise funds locally and through out-of-town
visitation, correspond with donors, rear a family, and live in an exemplary
manner in full view of all who came to campus. A strong faith was characteristic
of all of these University leaders and their wives. A tough, frontier spirit of
perseverance and the understanding that one was not expected to seek comfort
above duty seems particularly characteristic of those early families. Many years
after Hairfield was at the school, he wrote of the deep, continuing interest
Dr. James Simmons had shown in the school by writing letters of encouragement and sending further gifts of money. Hairfield said that Dr. and Mrs.
Simmons had donated a "beautiful and massive marble-covered bedroom
suite" which Hairfield and his wife used while at Simmons65 as did some of
the later presidential families. Dr. Simmons had left an inscription on the
back of the dresser, "Cost $250. Unwise, better to have kept this [money]
and endow this college."66
At that time, the working trustees included Judge Legett, M. H. Compere,
John Spaulding, J. H. Parramore, C. W. Merchant, and Lee R. Scarborough.
According to Hairfield, "Many of the [other] trustees were large cattlemen
living in other towns. Good men, but not deeply interested in the college
and its work."67
C. R. Hairfield stood in the breach between the years when the wellknown missionary, O. C. Pope, had presided and the year that the eminent
educator, O. H. Cooper, arrived. He kept the school open amidst financial
difficulty, graduated eight college students, and maintained the ideals, both
academic and spiritual, which had been chartered a decade before. Not enough
is recorded about Reverend C. R. Hairfield, but the poet Wordsworth's words
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aptly apply: "The best portion of a good man's life [is] his little, nameless,
unremembered acts of kindness and love."68 He bridged the beginning
struggles of a frontier school, and brought it forward with a measure of
equanimity for the next president to lead the march on the long road toward
academic excellence.

