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On December 2, 1932, 32 women led by Mrs. Dallas Scarborough met to organize a unit of the American Association of University Women.  They the unit “The O. H. Cooper Branch”, named for  pioneer educator, President of Simmons College (later known as Hardin-Simmons University ) and subsequent Chairman of the Department of Philosophy and Education.  In the earliest yearbooks these statements appear: “Organized 1932, Affiliated 1933". Dues were $3.00!  One of their  goals in 1934 was to double the membership. In October 1935 there were 25 new members!  Earlier, they initiated  scholarship funds for two schools And established a circulating library, fondly called the “suitcase library” for rural women, giving them access to broader reading materials. In 1941 the state convention (called the Texas Division) was held in Abilene.  Later, the National Comptroller for the Association noted that “Abilene is the only branch in the nation not known simply by the name of the town in which it is located.”  This distinction changed in 1951 to the Abilene Branch..

The significance of this early history can be seen in the accomplishments of the charter members who worked so hard.  While  space prohibits listing all the charter members , their names occur throughout the years in many leadership positions in  AAUW levels and in the local community.  We know that Jeannie Tate served as State Treasurer in 1936, and Mrs. Scarborough on the Resolutions Committee.  From 1936 to 1951, thirteen women held state, regional, and national offices, or committees.  In 1948, Mrs. Scarborough could recount the projects that the Abilene Branch promoted, listing: organization of the city parks board; a year round recreation program, a child welfare program for Taylor County, a circulating library for rural women, and educational guidance for high school senior girls.  These programs developed into institutions which we now take for granted.  In that same year, AAUW worked with other women’s groups to pass a state amendment to the Constitution allowing women to serve on juries.  The legacy of these early civic- minded women lives on today.

The membership continued to grow with 100 recorded in 1947 and 206 in 1964.  Our oldest member (94 years young) Emogene Emory, President 1964,, in an interview for the Abilene Reporter-News stated, “Young women with time-consuming family interests tend to lose touch with what is going on....AAUW serves as their link to continued interest in education”.  Over the years interest and study groups such as Creative Writers, Current Literature, Beleaguered Earth, Academic Community, Creative Cooking, (changed later to Gourmet Cooking), Arts and Crafts, Bridge and Games, Music, Radio, TV and Films, and ,  Education, to name just a few, have provided that link.  A Young Graduates Group formed in 1953 heard programs on progressive education, interior design, and  jury duty for women. At Christmas they packed cans of nuts and candy for residents of the Abilene Home for the Aged. Contributing to the Polio and Cancer Drives was also important to them.  As the Association developed its agenda the Abilene Branch adopted more interest groups and activities to reflect the larger organization.  In the Twenty-first Century, four Sister-to-Sister Summits and one in a neighboring town gained us Platinum Recognition.  Earlier,  we earned the 5 Star Recognition for meeting the Association’s requirements.

Increasing the membership is an ongoing concern.  Annual teas play an important role in introducing women to AAUW.  For many years teas for graduating high school senior girls hosted by AAUW with accompanying talks on the importance of higher education, filled the need to encourage their aspirations.  Now, there are high school counselors.  Later, teas inviting college senior girls introduced them to the mission statement of AAUW and even now, though membership is always open to women and men holding the Baccalaureate  degrees,  there still seems to be the need for personal invitations.  Speaking of men, in 1991, , two men, Karl Kaufman and John Gross became the men to join since AAUW voted in 1987 to accept men into membership.  However, we have always appreciated the many ways our husbands have supported the activities of AAUW.

Civic and cultural projects for the community are also prominent in the Branch’s activities.  In 1970-1971, the Branch voted to commission a bronze sculpture for the Abilene Public Library.  The Book Sale raised $5,000 and on April 16, 1971 the sculptress, Jo Roper, set her work entitled, “Magic Carpet,” in the library lobby .  Carrying out the theme of literacy for children, Ms Roper said,” Books are like magic carpets.  You read a book and it will take you away to a new place.”  For Abilene’s Centennial Celebration, 1981,  the Branch called for submission of ideas for a mural for the Civic Center. From a number of proposed designs by prominent artists,  Dr. Brent Green, Professor of Art at Abilene Christian University, was received the commission.  The mural honors the pioneers, cattlemen, farmers, cowpokes, railroaders and calvary who helped tame this area. Pamphlets telling about the mural and crediting the Abilene Branch for its contribution was available in a holder next to the painting.  Proceeds from the Book Sale as well as generous donations from the community contributed to the cost of this ambitious project. The Grace Museum finally became a long awaited reality and the Branch contributed money to furnish a typical room of the Drake Hotel antecedent of the museum. A gold plate indicates the Abilene Branch as the room’s donor.  Again the book sale provided needed monies.  One other project of importance funded by the Book Sale should be mentioned and that was called, “Books for Bricks” for a new wing for the West Texas Rehabilitation Center, in 1972.  We have also helped send high school girls and teachers to a summer program at St. Hugh’s College in Oxford University and a young woman to Girls State, in addition to the usual university scholarships. This year, 2005, the Branch is contributing to  a scholarship fund for “From the Top” a National Public Radio Program which will air in Abilene in February brought by KACU radio station.  “From the Top” showcases young classical artists from around the country.

Fund raising projects always occupy high priority because it is through them we are able to give scholarship for higher education , contribute our quota to the Educational Foundation and Legal Advocacy Fund as well as to other projects..  Among these fund raisers have been, theater productions, cheese festivals with cookbooks,  bridge and game tournaments, silent auctions and dinners, selling Texas Value cards (“peelers”) and book sales.  The latter really needs more than passing attention.  Begun in 1967, annual book sales continued until 2002  when rising expenses and aging members (!) sadly terminated what had become a yearly event eagerly anticipated by the Abilene populace.  Collections for used books were the first stations and periodically a fireman would transport them to our storage room.  In appreciation for this each shift received home baked cookies at least once yearly.

As mentioned earlier, Branch members served on State and Association Boards.  Juanita Cole and Sylvia Newman were state presidents, Annabel House was treasurer, Celina Fennell, secretary, Susan Humphrey, Legislative Chair.  Sylvia Newman served two terms , 1999-2003, as Legal Advocacy President for the Association.  Sylvia passed away in March 2004 and to honor her long commitment to improving the status of women especially in colleges and universities, AAUW will dedicate the LAF’s premier convention lecture in her name in 2005.  In addition, The Sylvia Newman Giving Circle for LAF will raise $25,000 in the next two years to fund Progress in Equity awards to recognize outstanding campus programs for women.  On a more personal note, Sylvia extended her interest in national politics to her children.  A newspaper clipping in 1973 shows a picture of her son, Clinton, as a ninth grader shaking hands with Vice-President Hubert Humphrey when he spoke at Abilene Christian University. :We are happy that Sylvia is so well remembered at the national level.

Hard work and financial generosity continue to meet the challenges of today’s AAUW as it has in the past.  This year money is already available for four $750.00 scholarships to mature women returning to school at each of the 3 universities and junior college and $1,000 scholarship to a graduate student.  We will also meet our Educational and Legal Advocacy Foundation pledges.  

It is difficult to cover 73 years of AAUW activity in a short space.  There is no way to avoid omitting some work or person who has given much to the organization and community.  In a few years the Branch will celebrate its 75th anniversary and perhaps by then it can compile a complete chronicle of accomplishments.  One last item found in a program bulletin that might provoke a thought.

                   “Don’t forget to pay your poll tax by January 31, 1960.”

Yes, we’ve come a long way, but there is still much to challenge women in the Twenty First Century.
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