
s early as 1852, East Tennessee Baptists evinced interest in education 
for the female members of their congregations. In that year Baptists in 
southeast Tennessee began the Blue Spring Baptist Male and Female 
Seminary in Bradley County.1 Blue Springs pastor, James Carson, a first 

cousin to Mossy Creek’s James Carson, was one of the main supporters of this 
school. Following the Civil War, the Blue Spring Seminary became a part of the 
Bradley County school system.2

OPPORTUNITY PRESENTS ITSELF
Wanting a Baptist Female College in southeast Tennessee, many Baptists were 
encouraged when the Union Institute building became available in 1884. The 
Union Institute had been built in 1858, on lot 126 in Sweetwater. When first 
used as a public school, the first floor was for boys, and the second floor was for 
girls. In 1866 following the Civil War, the Union Institute was restarted as a boys’ 
school. Due to the growth of the school from 1874 to 1884, under the leadership of 
Professor J. L. Bachman, it was rechartered as Sweetwater Military College. The 
college decided to sell the old building and build a larger one in the northwest 

SWEETWATER BAPTIST SEMINARY 
FOR YOUNG LADIES, 1886–1916

John Conner

Fall 2009  49

Courtesy John Conner

A



50  Tennessee BapTisT HisTory

part of Sweetwater. 
W. B. Lenoir bought 
the Union Institute 
building at auction on 
2 October 1885. On 
26 December 1887, 
Lenoir conveyed 
the property to 
fourteen trustees 
who represented 
Baptists in Bradley, 
James, McMinn, 
Meigs, and Monroe 
counties, with the 
stipulation that the 
property was “to be 
used for females of 
the white race under 
control of the Baptist 
denomination of the 
State of Tennessee.”3

At the 11 Septem‑
ber 1886 meeting of 
the Sweetwater Bap‑
tist Association, held 
at the First Baptist 
Church of Sweetwa‑

ter, located directly across the street from the old 
Union Institute building, the education committee reported:

We note with unfeigned delight the establishment of a school at 
Sweetwater under the auspices of our denomination. Thanks to the 
noble generosity of Brother W. B. Lenoir. We have been able to pur‑
chase a magnificent building in the heart of the town for less than 
half of its worth. The property is well‑suited to school purposes, and 
the school which has just opened under the directions of Brother  
J. H. Richardson and his wife, already numbers more than 100 pu‑
pils male and female. We cannot too warmly commend this school 
to the sympathy and patronage of our people.4

William B. Lenoir was a successful businessman from Lenoir’s, 
now Lenoir City, which was named for his father, a veteran of 
the American Revolution.5 W. B. Lenoir was a member of First 
Baptist of Sweetwater, where he served as church clerk and 
trustee.6 Lenoir had rented out the Union Institute building dur‑
ing the winter of 1885–86, but could not keep a tenant.7 Evventu‑

Minutes, Sweetwater Baptist Association 1886, 17
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ally, he sold the building to the Baptists. Possibly, he rented it 
to them for the first year and a half to allow the school to gain 
its footing.

J. H. Richardson was the first president of the school. 
He was born in 1853, in Murfreesboro, to Robert and Mary 
Richardson. While living there, J[ames?] H[all?] Richardson at‑
tended Union University and was ordained in July 1873 by 
First Baptist, Murfreesboro. In 1876 Richardson married 
Fannie C. McCrea (1854–97), and they had two children: 
Michael (1878–86), and Mary Nell (1883–?). He was 
principal of the Mulberry Academy in Lincoln County 
for five years before becoming pastor of the First Baptist 
Church of Cleveland in 1884. His son died shortly after 
Richardson had begun his duties as president of the new 
Sweetwater Seminary and was buried at Fort Hill Cemetery 
in Cleveland. J. H. Richardson would later serve as president 
of East Texas Baptist Institute at Rusk and of Franklin 
College in Kentucky. He pastored churches in Tennes‑
see, Texas, Mississippi, and Florida, before bcoming an 
agent for Stetson Baptist University in Florida.8

At the 1889 commencement, the public was invited to wit‑
ness the final examination exercises, the Baccalaureate sermon 
by Edgar E. Folk of First Baptist Church in Chattanooga, an 
exhibition of the art classes, a Kappa Nu Literary Society en‑
tertainment, a musical concert led by the students, and the 
graduation ceremony, which included a speech by Colonel  
J. H. Barnum.9

On 8 January 1890, Seminary, President J. H. Richardson 
posted the following advertisement in the Monroe County 
Democrat. The school was “offering the best advantages in 
English, History, Mathematics, Latin, Greek, German, French, 
Elocution, Natural Sciences and Moral Philosophy.” There were 
special schools available for art, music, and pedagogy, which 
he defined as preparing teachers to teach. He promised that 
the young ladies’ “health and morals [would be] well guarded.” 
In February Richardson reported almost forty boarders, and “all 
departments full.” He believed in the seminary’s 

high and holy calling to shape and build the characters of those 
committed to our charge, to open up before them the great pos‑
sibilities of life, and then develop their capacities to reach these 
high and noble ends. Not failing to impress the idea that this life 
is not all.10

The 1891 commencement featured C. E. W. Dobbs of Cart‑
ersville, Georgia, and G. S. Williams of Bristol. J. H. Richardson 

Courtesy Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives

Seminary President 
J. H. Richardson



52  Tennessee BapTisT HisTory

wrote: 

The many (and I might say 
hundreds) who visited the art 
studio gave the unanimous 
verdict that the display far 
surpassed in execution any 
previous year. The portraits in 
oil were very perfect. Some of 
the girls received twenty‑five 
dollars a piece for portraits. 
Over 300 pieces on exhibi‑
tion. Miss Head is a success 
as a teacher in the various 
departments of art . . . . At 
night, Miss Bailey’s class gave 
a musicale, which was quite 
interesting and was enjoyed 
by a large audience.11

Miss Bertha Barrow and 
Miss Flora Boyd were the 
two graduates.

THE NEW SEMINARY 
BUILDING
Following the annual 

trustees meeting, J. H. Richardson announced that the seminary 
“is to have an additional building at a cost of $15,000, or $18,000. 
The work is to begin with the new year so as to be ready for 
opening of fall term.”12 

In four days, $5,000 in good subscription had been taken. The 
seminary was hoping that many would double their subscrip‑
tion as the drive ended. The trustees decided to put an efficient 
financial agent in the field, and “their decision is backed up by 
sufficient salary to carry out their purpose. They are now on the 
look‑out for the right man, that he may at once be put in the 
field.”13

On 23 October 1891, President Richardson reported the en‑
rollment up over thirty percent, and “young ladies are still enter‑
ing the Seminary.” He announced:

Dr. I. W. Bruner, formerly of Lebanon, Kentucky, is the efficient 
financial agent. The Board has employed him for at least a year. He 
has been doing good work, meeting with fine success . . . . Brother or 
Sister Baptist, make the heart of our agent glad with a good free‑will 

Baptist and Reflector, 28 July 1892, 16.
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offering to the Lord. Christian education is the Lord’s work. This 
institution, located as it is, is an important factor to the Baptists. It 
very much needs enlarged facilities, and its growth now demands 
them. We must have them.14 

Isaac Willis Bruner was born in 1836 in Litchfield, Ken‑
tucky. Ordained in August 1863, he had held eighteen pastor‑
ates in twenty‑eight years.15 Bruner and his family had moved 
to Sweetwater by 5 November.16

On 18 February 1892, A. B. Cabaniss, field editor for the 
Tennessee Baptist, visited J. H. Richardson at the Seminary, and 
told of their efforts to “raise $5,000 in order to secure the $5,000 
subscribed by the citizens of Sweetwater, on the condition that 
the Baptists raise another $5,000 for the erection of a $10,000 
Seminary building.”17

On 22 May W. C. Grace preached the baccalaureate sermon 
at the commencement. He related his experience at the Semi‑
nary:

I was surprised to find the school so large and doing such excel‑
lent work . . . The art department, which it was my priviledge to 
inspect on Monday morning, furnished many specimens which 
would do honor to any school. . . . I am sure our people generally 
do not realize what an important factor this school is in the Bap‑
tist affairs of lower East Tennessee. . . . The territory is ample for 
the support of this school without infringing on others, and is an 
absolute necessity for this section of the State. Let us give it our 
prayers and patronage.18

The Seminary Building Committee reported on 16 June 
“arrangements are made to break dirt very soon for the new 
buildings.”19

I. W. Bruner made an appeal to the readers of the Baptist and 
Reflector on 15 September 1892 for them to send one dollar each 
to the building fund.

About two‑thirds of the outside $5,000 have been secured, the 
building is progressing rapidly, and will be completed under agree‑
ment by Jan. 1, 1893. The structure will be brick and stone, three 
stories above a basement. It will stand directly east of the building 
previously owned, to which it will be joined. The building will be 
furnished in modern style, with the best means of heating and 
ventilation. Halls will be spacious and long verandas opposite each 
story. The appointments will be complete in spacious rooms for 
music, art, library, etc. The boarding capacity will accommodate 
about one hundred in the dormitories.
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Perhaps no female institution in the 
entire South, under the auspices of the 
Baptists, occupies a broader and more in‑
viting field. But to consummate what we 
have done is now more than ever before a 
seriously practical question. We can’t make 
brick without straw. In plain English, we 
cannot pay for brick walls without money. 
The strain has been great and the sacrifices 
many on the part of the local friends of the 
enterprise; but may not these hearts be 
growing lighter now in the fond anticipa‑
tion that the glorious sun will soon look 
down from the eastern mountains to guild 
the dome of a completed structure that will 
live a monument of strength and pride to 
the denomination represented, and a glad 
memorial of the practical wisdom of those 
who contrived the scheme, and the pa‑
tience and skill of those who shall engineer it, and of the 
liberality of all who have bestowed their means upon it? 
The agent feels that he has a right to expect a general and hearty 
response now.”20

J. T. Barrow and J. H. Richardson invited and E. E. Folk 
encouraged those attending the Tennessee Baptist Convention 
at Knoxville to observe Columbus Day, 18 October 1892, at the 
Sweetwater Seminary with an educational rally and the plac‑
ing of the cornerstone for the new building.21 

J. H. Richardson’s year‑end report stated:

The magnificent new four‑story building stands on the highest 
point in the town, looking proudly for miles over this beautiful 
Sweetwater Valley. Often comes the inquiry from the passer‑by 
on our eight daily trains, ‘What magnificent building is that?’ 
When finished, it will be one of the handsomest school buildings 
in the State. The basement, or first story, will contain the kitchen, 
dininghall, pantries, furnaces, etc. The next story contains music 
rooms, parlors, president’s office, matron’s room, library hall, pri‑
mary department and some excellent suites of rooms. The next 
story, the art rooms, fine recitation rooms, calisthenic hall and 
bed rooms. The fourth story, bed rooms entirely. The old building 
contains hall with opera chairs, stage, etc. The building will ac‑
commodate 100 boarders, and 250 to 300 pupils. . . . Brethren and 
friends, we need and must have more money for this building. 
Five thousand dollars are offered us on condition that we raise 

Edgar E. Folk

Wm. Fletcher Allen, Telling the Truth in Love (Fields Publishing: Nashville, 
2005), 38.



56  Tennessee BapTisT HisTory

$5,000 more. All this has not yet been raised, and the 
time is short. . . . Can Baptists of Tennessee afford to 
lose this? Every dollar you give means two.22

That fall I. W. Bruner and J. H. Richardson 
visited several of the annual association meetings 
in East Tennessee seeking additional financial 
support for the new Seminary building which was 
finally completed on 17 September 1893.23 At the 
Ocoee Baptist Association, C. G. Jones, pastor of 
First Baptist of Chattanooga, reported the Seminary 
to be

in a flourishing condition. . . . It has a library of 
nearly 2,000 volumes. The property is worth $40,000. 
To Prof. J. H. Richardson and wife belong the credit 
of building up this school, which is now an honor to 
the denomination.24

However, bad news arrived in March 1894. 

Prof. J. H. Richardson, Principal of Sweetwater Semi‑
nary, Sweetwater, Tenn., has tendered his resignation 
to take effect at the close of this session, the reason 
being, as he states, that he did not feel able to pay 
the rental upon the buildings which the Board felt 
compelled to place upon them. . . . We do not know 
where he and his cultured wife will decide to locate 
for the future, but we should be glad to have them 
remain in Tennessee.25

On 21 June 1894, D. L. Smith, secretary of the 
seminary’s Board of Trustees, announced William 
Shelton had accepted the presidency of the Sweet‑
water Seminary.26 

William Shelton had been born 4 July 1824, in 
Smith County, Tennessee. He and his wife Virginia 
(1824–1912) had at least five children. A graduate 
of the University of Nashville, he was ordained in 
1846 by the First Baptist Church of Clarksville. He 
served as pastor of at least four churches: the First 
Baptist Churches of Clarksville, Murfreesboro, and 
Brownsville; and Edgefield Baptist in Nashville. 
Primarily an educator, Shelton affiliated with Union 
University in Murfreesboro; Brownsville Female 
College; the University of Nashville; Southwestern 
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Baptist University at Memphis; Ewing College in Illinois; 
North Texas Female College at Sherman; and Crawford Baptist 
High School at Dalton, Georgia. He died in Nashville some‑
time before 22 March 1904. Shelton was described as “about 
medium size . . . of pleasing manner and address. Very agree‑
able in the social circle, but by first impression proud and 
haughty.”27

After a disappointing year, Shelton presided over the com‑
mencement exercises during the first week of June 1895. Rob‑
ert L. Motley, pastor of First Baptist of Cleveland, preached 
the anniversary sermon. 

The seventy‑one year old Shelton left the seminary after 
one year, relocating to Stanford, Kentucky. One of his daugh‑
ters, Miss Saufley, remained as one of the teachers at the 
seminary.28

On 11 July 1895, the arrival of the new Sweetwater Semi‑
nary president, John Thomas Wilder, was announced.29 Wild‑
er was born on 3 January 1830, in Greene County, New York. 
On 18 May 1858, he married Martha Stewart, and they had 

Baptist and Reflector, 6 July 1893

Note that the seminary emphasizes that no student had died or even had a 
serious illness!
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seven children. He volunteered for the Sev‑
enteenth Indiana and led “Wilder’s Lightning 
Brigade,” becoming a breveted General during 
the Atlanta Campaign.

When the Seminary trustees approached 
Wilder about their vacant president’s position, 
they must have thought that he would attract 
a financial investment from East Tennessee’s 
businessmen. Apparently, the Seminary only 
served as a port in Wilder’s storm. He left the 
school before the end of the term to become 
the president of the Cumberland Basin Petro‑
leum and Mining Company.30

W. C. Grace finished out the year as acting 
president. He was pastor of the First Baptist 
Church of Sweetwater (half‑time), First Bap‑

tist of Madisonville (quarter‑time), and Mouse Creek 
[First Baptist of Niota now] (quarter‑time). Born in North Caro‑
lina in 1844, the Confederate Army veteran and his wife Ellen 
had at least five children.31

On 23 July 1896, T. R. Waggoner, pastor of First Baptist of 
Athens, made an appeal on behalf of the school. 

At the last meeting of the Board of Trustees of Sweetwater Semi‑
nary, I was appointed to collect money on bonds given under Rev. 
I. W. Bruner, three and four years ago. I am now ready to take the 
field in behalf of that work, and, if anyone will kindly forward his 
remittance to me at Athens, it will save the trouble and expense of 
a trip to see him. We have secured Prof. W. D. Powell, formerly of 
Jackson, Tenn., and teacher in the Southwestern Baptist University, 
as principal of the school. Prof. Powell is with us and is delighting 
the public wherever he goes. Many have already said, ‘Prof. Powell 
has put both board and tuition down within reach of the hard times. 
I shall be glad to receipt anyone upon payment of all, or a part, of 
his bond.32

In March 1897, W. O. Carver, a native Tennesseean and pro‑
fessor at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary at Louisville, 
contended:

Our schools for women do not furnish higher education.”
We observe an almost utter lack of endowment. . . . Besides 

small holdings in grounds and buildings, almost no Southern female 
school owns any property. In the majority of cases, the manager 
of these schools must pay for the use of the grounds and buildings’ 
rent, where sufficient for repairs and all necessary improvements. In 

William R. Estep, Whole Gospel, Whole World (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 174.

W. D. Powell



the very few cases in which a nominal endowment is claimed, no 
significant income is realized from it. . . . Consider for example the 
situation in Tennessee: two colleges for boys with excellent build‑
ings and extensive endowments . . . . For girls, . . . Brownsville has 
insufficient income for necessary improvements; Boscobel has an 
ideal situation, excellent buildings, and an enormous bonded debt 
on which semi‑annual interest is demanded; Sweetwater does not, 
I think, profess to have any income except its fees. . . . No girls’ 
school has sufficient means for the provision of adequate equip‑
ment in building and apparatus. . . .This lack of endowment is in 
part a result of the personal, or corporation, ownership and control 
of these schools as compared with the denominational, or state, 
direction of male schools.

Low standards. One hesitates to speak of the second‑rate ability 
of the men who manage these schools. . . . That the courses in the 
schools are limited and the standards low every educated person 
 . . . will see upon reflection. . . . The average salary in girls’ 
schools is less than half the average in boys’ schools.

[The girls’ school’s] absolute dependency upon the good‑will of 
the patrons leads to laxity in the requirements for promotion and 
graduation.

They lack permanence in fact and fixedness in the minds of 
the people. . . . In cases of personal ownership, or fixed relation 
of some individual in a school, we come in time to feel that the 
school may live throughout the life of one man; but after that all 
is uncertain.

What can be done? The two needs that lie at the foundation 
of all improvements that may be hoped for, are money and men, 
endowment and great leadership. And both must be consecrated 
to God.33

W. C. Grace wrote about the 1897 graduation:

The commencement exercises of the Seminary under the manage‑
ment of Prof. W. D. Powell, were greatly enjoyed. First came the 
excellent and very appropriate commencement sermon, delivered 
by our much beloved brother, Rev. J. Pike Powers, of East Church, 
Knoxville, on May the 23rd, followed during the week by oral 
and written examinations of students; interspersed on evenings 
by public exercises, (concerts, dramas, recitations, etc.) held in 
the Seminary hall. The work of Prof. Powell and wife, with Mrs. 
J. H. Lowery, principal of primary department, and Miss Bertha 
Childress of the music department, has been very gratifying to the 
friends of the Institution, and we would feel very hopeful of the 
future were it not for the appalling debt hanging over the Semi‑
nary, which, unless speedily relieved, must rend the school out 
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of the hands of our Baptist people. Oh! For some liberal soul—man 
or woman—who will come with a few thousand dollars to save this 
Institution to the multitude of Baptist girls in these mountains and 
valleys. What an opportunity for some one to confer a lasting boon 
on posterity!34

William D. Powell took charge of the seminary while on fur‑
lough from his missionary duties in Saltillo, Mexico, where he 
led a girls’ school. A graduate of Union University and Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, he would later settle in Chatta‑
nooga, where he was active as a deacon at Highland Park Baptist 
Church and was clerk for the Ocoee Baptist Association.35

Following the trustees meeting, W. D. Powell issued his year 
end statement on 1 July 1897: 

In 1891, the Baptist people in this vicinity encouraged by the success 
of their high school here, determined to erect buildings suitable to 
give the Seminary prestige among the colleges of our land. They felt 
that the denomination needed a school in this end of the state for 
the education of our girls—an institution to stand for East Tennessee 
just as the Brownsville Female College does for West Tennessee.

Relying upon the sympathy and co‑operation of the brotherhood, 
and having raised a large sum in bonds and pledges, they began in 
1892 to build. To secure the best bid on work four generous brethren 
became personally responsible for the bonds, borrowed the money 
from the bank, from the Building Association and from private in‑
dividuals, and paid the workmen for the erection of the beautiful 
four‑story building which now adorns these grounds.

The financial crisis of 1893 came and many of the bonds were not 
paid. Very few, in fact, have been paid yet. So in the hopes of better 
times in the near future, these four brethren have carried almost the 
entire burden, with its rapidly accumulating interest, for five years, 
and to‑day the debt is more than $17,000. Appeals have been made 
to our people time and again without canceling the bonds or reduc‑
ing the debt. The four burden‑bearers are not rich men, and they do 
not feel that they can carry the institution any longer.

An attempt has recently been made to sell the property to the 
town and unite the Seminary with the Sweetwater College (a male 
school) as a co‑education institution, under the control of no de‑
nomination. So far this attempt has proved futile. What remains to 
be done? To continue as we are means financial ruin to at least four 
of our noblest brethren. To sell out means a loss to our denomina‑
tion of a most magnificent property. Yea, more than this; it means a 
reproach upon our people, a step backward in our denominational 
work, a stunning blow to our cause in this part of the State for years 
to come. Shall it be? Is not the loss–the shame–too great?
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Some of us in the presence of this great question have on our 
knees vowed before God that we will not give up without at least 
one more struggle.

Despite the fact that times are hard, that our people are trou‑
bled with frequent calls for help in the various departments of 
church work, we have resolutely set our faces toward the task. We 
are determined to work, and write, and speak, and pray till our 
brethren are aroused or till we fall in the struggle.

Our plan is, briefly, this: We will not rely entirely upon bonds. 
Almost every school in the land has had trouble with its bonds; 
so many are never paid; no institution feels inclined to force the 
payment by law. But we want every Baptist in the State who has 
any denominational pride, even 10 cents worth, to show it now. 
Out of the 100,000 Baptists in this State there ought to be 17,000 
who have a dollar’s worth of honest pride for the success of our 
cause in this section. If you are one of the number, brother, sister, 
send in your dollar. If you do not feel that much, why, send less; 
if you can give more, give it, but be sure to give something. Of 
course, we look principally to the Baptists of East Tennessee. If 
all of these would give 30 cents each the debt would be paid; but 
many of our people are very poor; many of them will never see 
this proposition. Some are stingy; many are careless and indif‑
ferent. Will not some of the brethren of the Middle and Western 
sections make up for some of these who may not respond?

Now that is our plan. It may seem to some weak, childish, of no 
value. Very well. Ten thousand contributions will work wonders. 
Think what you please about the plan, but act. Send what you 
feel you are willing to give rather than see this splendid property, 
worth $30,000, pass from Baptist control.

Send the amount for this purpose to me, as the recognized 
agent of the Board. Every cent received shall go to the liquidation 
of the debt. I charge the brethren nothing for my services, but 
will pay my own expenses and work for the school from now till 
September.36

E. E. Folk visited the Seminary in August 1897. 

We enjoyed taking a meal at the Sweetwater Seminary with our 
old time friend Prof. Powell. Both he and Dr. Grace were a good 
deal stirred up over the prospects of losing the school. The final 
vote on the subject was to be taken Monday.37

Local minister I. M. Sample told the results of the Board 
meeting.

It is well known to many that this institution, being imperiled 
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with debt, was about to be sold to the commissioners of the public 
school; but when the community became fully advised of this fact 
they became thoroughly aroused, realizing as never before the great 
need of the school, and how damaging its loss would be to the town 
and country, especially to the Baptist denomination and the cause 
of Christian female education . . .  the people became alive to the 
worth and need of the institution, and about $15,000 of the indebted‑
ness will be paid by the citizens of Sweetwater; the remainder to be 
raised. So the property is saved.

The prospects for the future of the school are more promising 
than ever before. Prof. J. H. Richardson, who was President of the 
school for the first eight years of its history, has been unanimously 
recalled to the work in association with Prof. W. D. Powell. Prof. 
Powell had charge of the school the last term, and conducted it 
to the satisfaction of its patrons. They are both worthy Christian 
gentlemen and competent educators. Prof. J. H. Richardson, having 
been engaged as President and teacher in this and other colleges in 
the South, is well known to the people of this section. The curricu‑
lum will be maintained at a high standard as in former years, and 
none but first‑class teachers will be employed in the faculty.

Rates for board and tuition will be the most reasonable. The Bap‑
tist denomination should feel proud of this school and rally to its 
support.38

In March 1898, it was announced that arrangements had been 
made for D. M. McReynolds to assume control of the buildings 
and to act as president of the school; his wife was to have charge 
of the boarding department.39 J. H. Richardson had resigned 
in the middle of the term having grown weary of the constant 
financial pressures.

On 30 September 1898, the trustees of Sweetwater Baptist 
Seminary sold the property to the trustees of Sweetwater Col‑
lege. 

Whereas, we, the Trustees of Sweetwater Seminary, in an honest 
endeavor to build good buildings for said Sweetwater Seminary 
and attach good grounds to the same and to run and establish a 
good school in the same and the purposes of the people who have 
subscribed and paid same to us and for the Baptist denomination; 
and whereas, the Seminary has become involved in a debt of about 
twenty thousand dollars and said Baptist denomination and the 
people of the country have failed to pay said debt, and the Trustees 
have had to borrow the money and pay off many of these debts; and 
whereas, some eight or nine thousand dollars of said indebtedness is 
still due and owing, and some of us Trustees are personally involved 
for same and now an offer of ten thousand dollars for the building 
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and grounds, which comes from the Trustees of Sweetwater 
College for the purpose of still using the building and grounds for 
school purposes, we have, therefore, accepted said offer of ten 
thousand dollars rather than force said Seminary and grounds to 
sale, in order to retain it to the town, community and people for 
educational purposes.40

In January 1899, J. L. Bachman, President of Sweetwa‑
ter Military College and pastor of Sweetwater Presbyterian 
Church, wrote that the Seminary property was sold “with the 
understanding that the college should continue strictly nonde‑
nominational and should be made co‑educational.”41 This was 
the same Bachman who had taught there from 1874 to 1884. 
Colonel O. C. Hulvey ran the school from 1902 to 1909 under 
the name Tennessee Military Institute. TMI moved north of 
town in 1909.42

In 1909 Edwin and Elizabeth Rowland revived the Sweetwa‑
ter Seminary. 

Sweetwater College For Young Women. Complete College Course. 
Preparatory department. Music and Art. Three laboratories. Beau‑
tiful buildings, steam heat and electric lights, hot and cold water in 
each room; new plumbing. Rates $250. Booklet. Edwin F. Rowland, 
President, Sweetwater, Tenn.43

Edwin F. Rowland (1858–1911) was born in Chicago, Illinois, 
where he married an English immigrant, Elizabeth M. Colson 
(1861–1920s) in 1883. They had two girls: Edith (born 1885) 
and Maud (born 1887). Their families were of some means as 
both were active in Chicago’s society with the Lackey Zouaves, 

James County Times, Booster Edition, 1913, 15.
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Normal Park Social Club, Englewood Women’s Club, Chicago 
Orchestra Society, and the National American Women’s Suffrage 
Association.44

Following Edwin Rowland’s death on 10 October 1911 from 
tuberculosis,45 Elizabeth Rowland ran the school for two more 
years in Sweetwater. She relocated the school to James County 
in 1913.46

Ooltewah, Sept. 17 [1913]—The Sweetwater College, formerly at 
Sweetwater, a school for girls and young women, will for the present 
occupy the county high school buildings at Ooltewah. The college 
was open for students on Monday, Sept. 15. The faculty consists 
of Mrs. Elizabeth N. Rowland, principal‑English Bible; Miss Inez 
Powellson, Mathematics and Latin; Miss Myra Bradley, Sciences 
and Modern Languages; Miss Delia D. Wadlington, Expression; Miss 
Frances Springer, Cookery and Needlework; Miss Hattie Stroud, 
Physical Culture; Miss Edith F. Rowland, Piano.47

The James County High School had shut down in 1912 due 
to a lack of funds. The Sweetwater Seminary at Ooltewah built 
their own school building and dormitory, Rowland Hall, west 
of town in 1915.48 The reopening of James County High School 
coupled with the beginning of Southern Adventist College in the 
fall of 1916 drew prospective students away from the Seminary. 
The school closed in 1917,49 and Mrs. Rowland relocated to West‑
chester, New York.50

Mrs. Rowland’s move to James County had been forced by the 
sale of the seminary property to Carson and Newman College. 
On 28 May 1913, this motion was approved: 

The committee accepts the property on the following conditions and 
understandings: 1st, that Carson‑Newman College is to be in no wise 
financially responsibly involved. The Sweetwater property must be 
made to stand for all present and possible future indebtedness. 2nd, 
that the Sweetwater brethren undertake within the year to raise 
not less than $10,000 to payoff the above mentioned indebtedness 
of $5,000 and to meet any further indebtedness that may occur in 
putting the school in operation and maintaining it until it becomes 
self‑sustaining. 3rd, that for the present at least nothing more will be 
undertaken than to maintain a first‑class preparatory school for girls, 
endeavoring to make the school financially self‑supporting.51

That fall it was announced that:

A school for girls will be opened in Sweetwater College building 
about Sept. 9, 1913. The school will be conducted under the super‑
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vision of the Board of Trustees of Carson & Newman College. A 
strong force of teachers will have charge. Prof. W. S. Woodward 
will be the principal. The school is intended as a feeder to Carson 
& Newman College. Sweetwater College was originally started as a 
Baptist school, but after many struggles and sacrifices on the part 
of the Baptists of Sweetwater it passed out of their hands. We are 
glad that it now comes back to them.52

Unfortunately for the seminary, Carson‑Newman began a 
$25,000 fundraising campaign for the Jefferson City campus in 
February 1916.53 Two months later, the board of trustees

moved the termination of the relationship existing between Car‑
son‑Newman College and the school at Sweetwater and that said 
property be sold to the county School Board of Monroe County in 
conjunction with the town of Sweetwater for the sum of twelve 
thousand and five hundred dollars, accepting a proposition from 
said Boards of Monroe County and the town of Sweetwater. Fur‑
ther that this deal be consummated by the Sweetwater committee 
with the consent and advice of the Executive Committee of this 
Board. That the officers of this Board of Trustees be instructed to 
employ an attorney to prepare a deed of conveyance of the Sweet‑
water property so as to carry out a deal made by the local man‑
agement of the Sweetwater School but to not in any way involve 

Sarah G. Cox Sands, History of Monroe County, Tennessee (Gateway Press, Baltimore, 1980), II, 182. Sanborn map is dated May 1930.

Shown above is a portion of a Sanborn Fire Map for Sweetwater. It shows 
the First Baptist Church of Sweetwater on the left, and the Seminary prop-
erty on the right. Note the original “Union Institute” building, where the 
Seminary began, is shown as the upper, smaller portion of the buildings. 

The 1892 addition is shown as the larger, lower part of the structure.
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Carson and Newman College in any liability.54

J. H. Sharp pastor of First Baptist of Sweetwater spoke to the 
Sweetwater Baptist Association when it met at the Christianburg 
Baptist Church on 1 September 1916, decrying the loss of the 
seminary.

[O]ur forefathers in the faith invested much money in schools, col‑
leges, universities and seminaries. . . . yet we must have money to 
establish and maintain the schools established by our fathers if we 
are to continue a militant force in the Kingdom’s ongoing. When we 
cease to support our schools, it means the abandonment of them 
to other denominations and no school that is not a Baptist school 
can give proper emphasis to our special doctrines and principles. 
We must therefore make larger gifts to the maintenance of our 
schools.

Not only are we to support our schools with our means, but with 
the children of our homes. There is no excuse for our sons and 
daughters not having the advantage of a devotional atmosphere in 
which to acquire mental training. This can only be had in a well 
regulated Christian school; and Baptists can only be educated in an 
atmosphere wholesome and conducive to Baptist ideals when edu‑
cated in Baptist schools.55

The Sweetwater High School occupied the Seminary building 
from 1916 to 1927. It had been started in 1910, with its first class‑
es held in the elementary school. The purchase of the Seminary 
had been financed by the sale of $15,000 in bonds secured by the 
Seminary property. Following the removal of the high school, 
the building was rented out to various tenants.56

The Sweetwater Herald reported on 9 April 1937, about the 
Seminary building’s next station in its life.

The Sweetwater Hospital was acquired by Dr. R. M. Price in 
March 1934. The hospital was housed in a four‑story brick building 
which was erected in 1892 as a young ladies’ Seminary. Since that 
time, the building has served as the Tennessee Military Institute, 
Sweetwater High School, and, finally, the Sweetwater Hospital.

In May 1934, the first two floors of the building were remodeled 
and the hospital began operating as a twelve bed institution. At this 
time, the operating room, clinical laboratory, and all of the patients 
rooms were located on the first floor. The second floor served as 
nurse’s quarters, and the basement provided for the kitchen, nurse’s 
dining room, laundry and furnace room.

This year marked the incorporation of the hospital as a non‑profit 
organization. The Sweetwater Hospital Association was formed with 
a board of directors and trustees, and a group hospitalization plan 
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was instituted in September. At the last meeting of the American 
College of Surgeons, the Sweetwater Hospital received full ap‑
proval, making it the smallest hospital in the state to receive such 
recognition. Also, the hospital was accepted as a member of the 
American Hospital Association in July, 1935.58

Finally, this building was torn down in 1962, to make way for 
the new Sweetwater Hospital.59

FINAL THOUGHTS
The Sweetwater Baptist Seminary for Young Ladies was a good 
idea, but the ultimate failure of the school was due to the 
inability of the Baptists of southeast Tennessee to unite their 
efforts. During the thirty‑year span of the life of the seminary, 
there were girls’ schools attempted at Athens,60 Chattanooga,61 
and Decatur.62 The “Temperance” college at Harriman also 
drew Baptist support.63 Carson‑Newman’s shadow has long cast 
a pall on the prospects of other East Tennessee Baptist schools, 
even into the 1960s.64

Secondly, the general poverty of the churches prevented 
any long lasting investment in the Sweetwater Seminary. Since 
the school did not capture the support of the Chattanooga 
churches, the country churches between Chattanooga and 
Knoxville became its base of support. This base had only one 
full‑time church with preaching every Sunday in 1886 and only 
six full‑time churches in 1916. The Cleveland church became 
full‑time in 1876;65 Etowah, 1909;66 Lenoir City, 1912;67 Sweet‑
water, 1912;68 Athens, 1913; and Ducktown, 1916.69

Finally, we applaud Reverends J. H. Richardson, D. M. 
McReynolds, and others, for their commitment to Baptist higher 
education in Southeast Tennessee.
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