Cultural Snapshots

What we’ve been, what we’ve become

by Meredith Jones Gray

Since this August marks the 125th anniversary of classes beginning at Battle Creek
College, we think it’s a good time to examine the roots from which we have grown and
to reflect on the university we have become. Our history as an institution may lead us to
understand better the educational culture in which we live and function today as
Andrews University.
Three distinct eras in the life of our school delineate three distinct aspects of Andrews
University’s roots—the school and the church, the school and the world, and finally the
school’s self-identity. Three distinct “cultural snapshots”of Andrews emerge.
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H

ow often do we say to each other,
after a long session of comparing
notes on mutual Adventist
acquaintances, “Well, it’s a small world,
isn’t it?” But if you think we live in a
small Adventist world of interconnecting
families, congregations and institutions,
shrunk even smaller by e-mail, fax
machines, and telephones, consider the

Adventist world into which Battle Creek
College was born in 1874. It was planted
at the nerve center of Adventism, next
door to the largest Adventist congregation in the country, in the shadow of the
Review and Herald, across the street from
the renowned Sanitarium, immediately
under the nose of church officials. The
student rosters read like a Who’s Who of
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the children of Adventist pioneers—
Loughborough, Farnsworth, Smith, and
White. Many of the board members lived
right in town and could oversee, in great
detail and at a very personal level, the
running of the school. In a local board
meeting, held on Christmas Day, 1877,
the trustees voted to repair the blackboards, lay gas pipes, build a woodshed
for the Sprague house, set the rent on the
Sprague house at $3.25 a week, purchase
a clock, and buy fuel. Ten years later,
when certain renovations were being
made to the college plant, it was recorded
in the minutes: “Moved, That the ladies’
closet with four stools be put into the
south basement of the old part of the
College building and that a gentleman’s
closet with four stools and a suitable
number of urinals be put into the northwest corner of the old boiler room” (252).
Talk about micromanagement!
There were advantages to this cozy
community. It made it possible for the
administrators of the school to claim, in
the Third Annual Catalogue of the Officers
and Students of Battle Creek College, from
1876-77: “THE PROTECTION
Guaranteed students here from base
influences that undermine the character
in many institutions of learning, will warrant parents in intrusting their sons and
daughters to the watchcare of the
Institution. . . . Students are not left to
themselves without care or sympathy;
but a personal interest is taken in each
one, and a strong moral and religious
influence is thrown around each member
of the school . . . . A wide and effective
discipline is maintained; not tyrannical or
exacting, but firm and parental.”
Many students certainly felt a strong
sense of belonging to Battle Creek
College and went away with a fierce loyalty to the school that they guarded the
rest of their lives. On the occasion of the
fiftieth anniversary of the college, in 1924,
A. G. Daniells, for example, wrote about
Battle Creek College: “It was in that
grand institution that I got my inspiration
for my life work. It was there I received
some of the richest experiences with God
in all my life. . . .”
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S. E. Wight wrote from College View,
Nebraska: “It was in that school that I
gave my heart to God and decided to
become a worker for Christ, and from the
day this decision was made I have held
to my promise and have enjoyed my
work and have looked upon Battle Creek
College as being almost sacred” (54).
But there were disadvantages to the
cozy community as well. Certainly the
term “ghetto” had not been coined as yet,
and particularly not the phrase
“Adventist ghetto.” But Ellen White
apparently understood the dangers of
such an inbred community. It has often
been repeated that when she learned
where the proposed College would be
built, Ellen White wept. In part, she was
disappointed that her concept of a large
piece of property that could accommodate a school with a farm and several
industries attached would not be realized.
But she also worried, I believe, about
the concentration of Adventists in Battle
Creek and the influence the church community would exercise over the school.
While the school was still in the planning
stages, she wrote: “There are serious
objections to having the school located at
Battle Creek. Here is a large church and
there are quite a number of youth connected with this church. And in so large a
church, where one has influence over
another, if this influence is of an elevating
character, leading to purity and consecration to God, then the youth coming to
Battle Creek will have greater advantages
than if the school was located elsewhere.
But if the influences at Battle Creek shall
be in the future what they have been for
several years past, I would warn parents
to keep their children from Battle Creek.”
Ellen White probably also recognized,
in such a close-knit community, the
potential for “feeding frenzy” (if you’ll
permit a modern media term) to erupt
every time the least hint of scandal
seeped out of the College. The worst fears
came to fruition in 1882 when charges
were leveled against Goodloe Harper Bell
and students, faculty, administrators,
board members, and community people

all took sides in the hostilities between
Bell and Alexander McLearn, then president of the College. The resulting
upheaval, known to some as “Bell’s
Circus,” so destabilized the institution
that Battle Creek College closed for one
year, what would have been the school
year of 1882-83. Ellen White spent hours
of her time and untold emotional energy
communicating with culprits on both
sides of the controversy, sorting out
exactly the sort of problem she probably
foresaw and hoped to avoid.
This, then, is our first “cultural
snapshot”—Battle Creek College at the
heart of the Adventist community in
Battle Creek, an intimate community
where everyone lived in everyone else’s
pocket and knew everyone’s business. A
paternalistic system in which every detail
of college life was closely overseen by the
church brethren. A college culture that
repulsed some and bred lifelong loyalties
in those who became part of the church
structure.

I

n 1901 Battle Creek College was
moved to Berrien Springs and became
Emmanuel Missionary College. At
last Ellen White, and many others, were
able to rejoice that the school was located
in a rural environment and owned many
acres of land to cultivate and develop. It
was also removed, physically, at least,
from the potentially stifling influence of
the large, close-knit Adventist center of
Battle Creek.
In this new context, we look at the
second aspect of Andrews University’s
cultural roots, is the relationship of the
school to the world—world in the global
sense, not in the secular sense in which
we so often use it. From the very beginning, the world came to Battle Creek
College. The student roster from 1874-75,
the very first school year, lists five students from Canada and Europe. Over the
next ten years, when student lists were
published in the annual catalogues or
bulletins, the number of international students ranges from four to ten. These

13

overseas students were probably not, in
the first couple of years, recruited in their
homelands to come to the College; rather,
they were most likely very recent immigrants to the United States who still listed
their origins in the old country.
This small group of students began the
internationalization of Battle Creek
College almost immediately, although it
is difficult to say how great an impact
they had on the College community. The
first official indication that the school was
aware of their presence, aside from listing
them in the Catalogue, is a board action
(micromanaging again!) from 1884 that

talk missions and getting ready for the
far fields.”
That enthusiasm was the beginning of a
movement that grew in size and intensity
and seems to have reached its zenith in
the 1920s and 30s, at about the same time
Emmanuel Missionary College was coming into its own after 20 or so years at the
new location in Berrien Springs. Let us
look for our cultural snapshot this time in
the pages of a rich primary resource, the
annual student yearbook, begun as the
Student Movement Annual in 1919 and
christened The Cardinal in 1923. It is both
an overt and an inadvertent record of

From the very beginning, the world came
to Battle Creek College. The student roster
from 1874 lists five students from Canada
and Europe.
“all students from abroad be required to
room in College dormitories” (187) and
that they be required to bring with them
“2 towels, 2 napkins, 1 pr. sheets, 1 pr.
pillow slips.”
Although the world was coming to
Battle Creek, the first students of Battle
Creek College were not yet too interested
in going out to the world. In his memories of “the good old College,” W. A.
Spicer writes, “I have no clear memory of
definite mission plans before the students
in the late ’70s. Perhaps in older groups
that idea was growing. But most of the
older students who were aiming toward
our work had the ministry in mind. We
knew then of not a Sabbathkeeper outside North America, save the group in
Switzerland where J. N. Andrews had
just gone . . . . I had left the College in
1882, and after some years as stenographer went to Europe on mission service
in old London in 1887. It was when I
came back to the headquarters at the end
of 1891, as Foreign Mission Board secretary, that I saw that missions as a live
cause was evident in the old College. I
especially remember three young men in
the student body who were all alive to
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what was important to the college community year by year.
I went to the library, checked out a
whole shelf full of Cardinals, 1920-1939,
and began to browse. For this time-traveler from the 90s, the impact was powerful. My overwhelming impression was
This is a culture focused on mission, the hero
of this community is the missionary. The evidence abounds; let me give you just a few
examples of what I found in the pages of
the Cardinal.
Throughout the 1920s and into the 30s
The Cardinal includes the regular feature
of a page dedicated to the alumni who
are serving as missionaries around the
world, listing their names and the countries in which they are working. The list
is often accompanied by a page of snapshots, pictures of the school’s former students in far-away lands.
At least twice surfaces the senior class
motto “The World’s Need Is Our Call”
(1926). The “Foreword” from the Class of
’31 reads: “In canoes, rafts, houseboats,
frigates, windjammers, liners, floating cities and biplanes, students from EMC,
actuated by the missionary impulse generated in this, our college, have gone

forth upon the seven seas, bearing aloft
the banner of three-fold education. That
this Cardinal may be representative of the
spirit of service in which we are all preparing for this same crusade, is our
wish.” In the same yearbook an “In
Memoriam” page remembers three
young alumni who died overseas—two
in China, one in South America. In the
class president’s address of the next year,
1932, one of these enters the mythology
of the school. John W. Hirlinger brings
his speech to a climax with this story:
“. . . He was just a young man, wellknown to many here, a graduate of this
school. His field of labor was Western
China. One day, facing the call of duty, he
said goodbye to his courageous young
wife. He knew the risk but his greatest
desire was to help the people of that land
know Him. He, with his carriers, traveled
for five days. Sabbath came and he
stopped in a little village. The return of
morning saw him on his way again. As
he rounded a blind turn in the road, a
shot startled him. Bandits appeared. He
pleaded for mercy, but a leaden bullet
tore a great hole in his breast, just below
his heart. He dropped there on that cold
mountain road, and after three hours of
agony, fell asleep.
“All that his wife has left is a lock of
hair, a flower he pressed for her, and her
courage. She was asked to return to
America, but no, she is still ‘carrying on’
in Western China. She knows in whom
she has believed and her earnest desire is
to make Him known to those people.”

L

et us travel now to the 1950s and
early 60s and take one final look at
Emmanuel Missionary College on
the verge of becoming Andrews
University. And in this final cultural
snapshot let us examine particularly the
inner culture and self-identity of the institution.
I am a product of this community and
this university. When I was born in 1954,
my father was teaching mathematics in
an army surplus barracks erected behind
what is now the Art Building, the only
remaining wooden frame classroom
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building from Emmanuel Missionary
College. My father used to say that the
math department was subsequently
housed in every building on campus
except the women’s dorm and the
church! It was only a slight exaggeration,
and I got to know the campus well as a
child: looking for “goldfish” in the fishpond in front of the original Burman
Hall, tracing the star on the floor of the
cosmorama of Nethery Hall, falling off
my dad’s handlebars on the circle sidewalk in front of Grigg’s Hall. My main
memory of F. O. Rittenhouse was of him
pushing me in a swing at Christianna
Lodge, at the faculty retreat. When
Richard Hammill came to take the helm
of the new university in 1963, I saw him
mainly as the provider of a new playmate, for I was asked over to play Barbies
with his daughter Marcia in the new
presidential house on Hillcrest, a mansion in my eyes. Little did I know in
those days that above my head and all
around me, the culture of Andrews
University was changing forever.
In the 1950s Emmanuel Missionary
College was still a close-knit community,
clustered tightly around the central campus. Some of the most prized faculty
homes lay along Grove Avenue. My parents, in 1956, moved into a new house on
a small street directly across the highway
from the school, barely a mile from campus. People couldn’t understand why
they wanted to live SO far away.
Nethery Hall contained all of the
administrative offices, the business office,
the infirmary, and a number of academic
departments. In what is now the English
Department, the short wing off the center
of the building and known in those days
as Teachers’ Lobby, the 14 offices housed
the English Department, the Religion
Department, the Speech Department, the
Modern Language Department, the
History Department, a nursing teacher,
and an education teacher. It was the heart
of the College. Dr. Edith Stone, professor
emerita of English, says of that era: “The
feeling among the faculty was different
then. You see, we all knew each other
because we were all right there.”
Faculty socials were often held in what
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was then called “The Little Gym,” to distinguish it from “The Big Gym,” of
course, now Johnson Gym! The Little
Gym lay between the two wings of the
education building; for those of you who
know and can visualize the campus, it is
now the two-story lobby area and dean’s
office of the School of Education in Bell
Hall. All the faculty, administrators, and
families fit into that space for their parties. You can see why I felt, as a child,
part of a large, and to my knowledge,
happy family.
On Sabbath afternoons the main occupation was driving out around the neighborhoods surrounding campus and dropping in, unannounced, to visit faculty
and staff friends for a couple of hours. It
was the thing to do.
I give these examples for the sake of
contrast between what was just before the
College became a University and what is
now—now that that University is almost
40 years old.
The University employees now live all
over Berrien County and even beyond.
The President himself lives six miles from
campus, what would have been a scandalous distance in the 50s. On campus,
the administration is housed in a building entirely separate from the academic
departments. Academic departments are
now equally far-flung.
When the entire faculty, staff and
administration with just their spouses or
significant others are seated in one place,
they can fit into the entire upper floor
dining room of the Campus Center—only
if a lot of them stay home. Nowadays, on
Sabbath afternoons, I simply can’t imagine dropping by the homes of most of my
colleagues without a forewarning phone
call. Only the closest friends venture into
each other’s territory as casually as we
once did.
Mind you, this is not a pining for a
return to “the good old days” of EMC or
a diatribe against how “bad” things are
today. This is merely to point out how
much and how fast the culture of the university community has changed in less
than 40 years. The family metaphor no
longer applies, much as we might like it
to.

Well, you may say, the kinds of things
you are talking about are merely a product of growth, of the increased size of the
university and its community. Maybe so.
If so, sheer size has forced many changes
in the way this culture of Andrews
University functions and perceives itself.
To paraphrase Winston Churchill, “We
shape the institutions we live in, and then
the institutions shape us.”

..............................
This article was adapted from a presentation
Meredith Jones Gray made in the spring of
1998 to ADRA at Andrews. Dr. Jones Gray,
professor of English, is currently at work on a
history of Andrews University.
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