Interview with Suela Pearson ( Penfield)

Founder P.E.O.

January 16, 2003

Interviewer:
Suela! What a great surprise to have you pay us a visit for our Founder’s Day Program here at Chapter AB.

Suela:
I am sooo pleased to be able to come back in the new millennium to visit with some of my favorite P.E.O. sisters.  

Interviewer:
Why, yes, we are actually Chapter AB in Daphne, Alabama, but we feel that we are truly a loving chapter, with sisters scattered from Foley, Fairhope and Spanish Fort!

Suela:
Daphne, Alabama! My stars, I am certainly a long ways from Iowa! It is truly remarkable that our vision back in 1869 to have a chapter in every county in the country has practically come true!  Even though you southern gals were a little slow to catch on…

Interviewer:
You are right, but now P.E.O. is spreading throughout the south like syrup over hot griddlecakes! We have 31 chapters here in Alabama since our original organization in 19__.  Our Chapter was organized in Daphne, Alabama in 1995.  But, Suela, enough about us…we want to know about YOU and what it was like back in the early days of P.E.O.


How did things get started?

Suela:
Well, let’s see where to start…you probably heard about the Civil War and its dramatic ending?

Interviewer:
We call it the War of Northern Aggression…but, yes, we heard…

Suela:
Well, no matter, we were very fortunate young women to be attending college in those days.  Particularly women, who had very few “rights”, as you call them today.  Iowa Wesleyan University was located in Mount Pleasant, Iowa—a small, but progressive town in southeastern Iowa.  The town was at a major intersection of roads and had direct Union Pacific railroad connections as well.  Our town had three newspapers, two banks, four hotels and many stores.  It was the county seat and had enough legal business for 11 lawyers—one, Washington Babb married our dear Alice Bird.  We had 13 churches.  For a small community, Mount Pleasant had many of the advantages of a larger city.  Its citizens were progressive and had high ideals for the advancement and leadership of its P.E.O.ple.

Interviewer:
But what made you seven college girls think of organizing a club like P.E.O.?

Suela:
Oh, that’s easy.  At the time many college groups were beginning to form, including the Greek societies know as fraternities and sororities.  On Thursday morning, January 21, 1869, Hattie Briggs and Franc Roads had a discussion about the societies that were being organized.  Hattie suggested that we start one of our own.  She and Franc gathered Mary Allen, Alice Coffin, Ella Stuart, Alice Bird and myself—we immediately decided to “make it happen!”  


In a few hours, we had our organizational ceremony in the Music Room of the Main Hall.  Alice Bird composed a suitable oath of allegiance and we used the old college Bible from the college chapel.  P.E.O. was born as we all seven stood around the table for a simple ceremony.  Each of us repeated the 35-word oath, first read by Ella Stuart.  Alice Coffin suggested that the star be chosen for our emblem, Alice Bird drafted a constitution and we had our next meeting two days later!

Interviewer:
What was the reaction from the rest of the campus?

Suela:
There was a rival society, known as the ICs.We heard that they were going to march into chapel wearing look alike blue calico dresses.  Not to be outdone, we met that very afternoon at Franc Roads’ and worked like mad making aprons of white calico with tiny black stars.  The aprons had a ruffle all around them and were made with a bib, fastened on the left shoulder with the shining P.E.O. star.  The ICs were to meet in one of the halls and march into chapel together in their blue dresses.  So we went BEFORE chapel and crowded into the janitor’s closet.  At the last stroke of the bell, just as the ICs started out the door, we stepped ahead of them and appeared in chapel first.  It was marvelous!

Interviewer:
That must have created quite a stir on campus and with the ICs.

Suela:
As a matter of fact, our rivalry became so strong, that Dr. Belden, president of the university, called us all into his office one day asked for P.E.O. and IC pins.  He said that he would put them in the bank vault until we could all learn to live together peaceably in the dormitories.  You know, it was amazing, many of us at that moment, just could not find our pins to hand over!

Interviewer:
Where did you have your meetings?

Suela:
We met at our homes in secret.  That was not as easy as it sounds in a small town.  To go to a P.E.O. meeting, we had to go in a round about way so that outsiders would not know that we were meeting.  Some started a long time in advance of the hour of meeting to throw curious observers off the track!

Interviewer:
Were there social events?

Suela:
Oh, yes, in fact, that was one of our main objectives, at first.


Parties were all the rage! We had parties with a very select list of men.  Two fraternities, the Betas and the Phi Deltas, had to be mighty careful in the way they divided their dates and their attentions.  The first party of P.E.O. was our Sidereal Soiree at the Brazelton House on December 26, 1870.

Interviewer:
What about your academics?  What did you study in those days?  Housekeeping, fire building, child rearing, crocheting?

Suela:
(Smile) Mary Allen, Alice Bird, Ella Stuart, Hattie Briggs and Alice Coffin entered Iowa Wesleyan in September 1865.  Franc Roads and I entered in the next year, 1966.  There were many men who had just returned from the civil war battlefields in our classes.  We had two choices in our course of study: classical and scientific.  I chose the Classical course.  It was patterned after the better schools in the east.  One had to be proficient in Latin and Greek.  Some of the classes were: Virgil, Trigonometry, Analogy, Herodotus, Homer’s Iliad, Composition, Greek grammar, Calculus, Physiology, Chemistry, Moral Philosophy, Astronomy, Music and Bible history, just to name a few.

Interviewer:
Whew! Was the scientific course easier?

Suela:
No, it was very similar with Algebra, Natural Philosophy, oil painting and English literature added.

Interviewer:
What about advanced degrees?

Suela:
For about 35 years, Iowa Wesleyan followed the practice of conferring Master’s degrees upon graduates, providing that they had been successful in their chosen fields during the three years following graduation.  This was the basis of the A.M. Degree conferred on me in 1874, Mary Allen and Alice Bird in 1872 and M.S. conferred on Hattie Briggs, Alice Coffin and Franc Roads in 1872.

Interviewer:
Well, enough of that!  What about marriage and families for you seven founders?

Suela:
This is a rather painful topic for me, but I will talk about the others first…


The first one of us to stand at the alter was Mary Allen who married Charles Lewis Stafford on  July 4th, 1871.  Charles had graduated from Iowa Wesleyan the month before and was ordained to the Methodist ministry.  He and Mary were together for 56 years and lived in several communities as they were assigned one church after another.


Franc Roads was the next to wed.  Franc and Simon Charles Elliott were wed June 6, 1872 when Franc was 20 years of age.  Simon was her escort during their college years.  They settled in Lincoln, Nebraska.  Simon operated a china store and Franc mastered the art of china painting, which went along with here other interests in art.


The next bride was Hattie Briggs.  On January 12, 1873, her father, the Reverend Mr. Briggs, preached his regular sermon.  When the sermon was over, Hattie and her beau, Henri Bousquet, met at the alter and were joined in matrimony by her father.  She and Henri settled in Pella, Iowa, but we only had Hattie with us for 5 more short years, as she was the first to enter Chapter Eternal. 


Washington Irving Babb returned to Mount Pleasant a veteran of the Civil War and entered Iowa Wesleyan.  He courted Alice Bird at many P.E.O. and college functions.  She and Babb were married on October 9, 1873 and were both on faculty of Iowa Wesleyan.  They were devoted to each other for nearly 52 years.


Alice Coffin and Ella Stuart never married.  Alice and my handsome brother, Will, were very close, and we never really figured out what happened, when Alice broke their engagement off.  She spent her life teaching young children.


Ella Stuart did not graduate due to the great need for her to be at home to help her mother, brothers and sisters.  She continued to be a part of us, however, and dated Dillon Payne, a classmate of ours at Wesleyan.  She later returned his Beta pin and spent her life devoted to the education of children, as well. (pause…)

Interviewer:
Wonderful information…but still, what about yourself?

Suela:
All right, here goes…shortly after my graduation in 1871, my parents and I moved to Washington D.C. so that I might have more educational and social “advantages.”  In 1876, I married Frank Harold Penfield of Cleveland, Ohio.  At first, it seemed to work fine and I made many friends in Cleveland.  Unfortunately, our financial situation declined, along with our marriage and eventually divorced.  I remained in Cleveland, until I joined Chapter Eternal.

Interviewer:
Changing the subject a bit, as you look at P.E.O. today in 2001, do you feel that we later sisters have maintained the seven founder’s objectives?

Suela:
Oh, yes!  I believe that Franc Roads was the one who said: “I have learned that the greatest missionary work that can be done in this country is to help every young person with the brains to take it, to a college course.”  So, of course the educational opportunities through grants, loans, scholarship and commitment to Cottey Junior College, make us very pleased and proud.  However, we did have our doubts about Cottey…

Interviewer:
Oh, what was that?

Suela:
When we first heard of the donation and acceptance of Cottey, we were very disturbed.  We feared that P.E.O. would no longer support and encourage our beloved Iowa Wesleyan.  But we have noticed, over the years, that we do provide support and interest in Iowa Wesleyan.  P.E.O.s helped add a much-needed elevator to Old Main just recently.

Interviewer:
Yes, that is correct, and we have been able to mold and shape Cottey in ways that we would never have had the opportunity to do at Iowa Wesleyan.

Suela:
We are satisfied now with the Cottey decision.

Interviewer:
One thing that has always been a mystery to me…how and when did P.E.O. leave the college campus and become an organization for adult women?

Suela:
Until 1902, we maintained college and adult chapters.  At that time, we decided to focus on the adult women in our communities.

Interviewer:
So what happened to the college chapters?

Suela:
At that time, the only collegiate chapter was Chapter S at Iowa Wesleyan.  They, of course, were not happy to be disbanded.  They hoped to align with a Greek letter society.  Fortunately, at about the same time, Alpha Xi Delta was trying to become a national sorority.  Alice Bird (Babb) served as a bridge to those Alpha Xi Deltas.  They welcomed the women of Chapter S of P.E.O. to the Beta chapter of Alpha Xi Delta in June 1902.  Here is how it happened:


Like P.E.O., the Alpha Xi Delta women chose to announce their new status by wearing their colors to chapel at Lombard College on June 9, 1902.  After chapel, they boarded a train for Mount Pleasant (about 50 miles away) and installation of Beta chapter in Mount Pleasant.  Among those who became members of Alpha Xi Delta was Alice Bird Babb.  P.E.O. and Alpha Xi Delta continued to have close associations for many years.  Many Alpha Xi Deltas are also members of P.E.O..

Interviewer:
Very interesting.  Suela, we have taken enough of your time…do you have some closing thoughts for us before you return to Chapter Eternal?

Suela:
I would like to say to you, President Dale and all members of Chapter AB, that you truly honor our original commitment to faith, love, purity, justice and truth.  I would like to quote my friend and our sister, Ella Stuart:




“When I think of the past and look at the present and dream of the future, I am filled with hope, and great expectations lure me onward.  I trust that our little effort, like the ripples on the lake, will widen and extend.”


Now, I can see those ripples extending wider that our wildest dreams, for women throughout the United States, Canada and the world.


We can all look back and see God’s hand guiding us—seven young women—as our dream has become the reality of an unbroken band of women sharing a unique bond of friendship and an ongoing dedication to education for women.
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