


ball game’s on fire!” Bessie Dover
ran to the front of her home, where
her four year-old son was frantically
shouting. As she looked out the
window, Bessie learned the truth:
While BAC’s gymnasium (“the ball
game” to her young son) was intact,
its neighboring building, Old Main,
was in flames.

The morning of Sunday, December
12, 1948 was a race against time for
Branch Agricultural College students
and teachers, as well as for Cedar
City residents like the Dovers, as
they rushed frantically to save what
they could from the college’s oldest
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building. Just a few months after the
fiftieth anniversary of Old Main’s
completion, the community who had
rallied together to first construct Old
Main in the winter of 1898 stood
sadly by as its roof crashed to the
ground.

And yet, much like the old sorrel
who worked tirelessly to haul timber
for the original building from the
mountains in the middle of winter,
the school persevered. The afternoon
after the fire, although crammed into

campus, classes resumed as normal.
Within a week, BAC President Wayne
Driggs had appealed to the state for
funding to rebuild Old Main, and
just five months later, reconstruction
began.

The upcoming rededication of Old
Main this March is not the first time
the community has come together to
celebrate the building’s rebirth. As
we look back over the past 110 years,
we can trace the school’s heritage in
the stories of those who’ve watched

this historic building evolve.

THE FOUNDING YEARS

Old Main’s history dates back to
a snowy January in 1898 when a
lumber crew ventured into the Cedar
Mountains to get wood to build the
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SUU'’s original buildings, from left to right: the Shop

and Gymnasium building, which no longer exists;
the Science Building (now the Braithwaite Liberal
Arts Center) and Old Main. Photo circa 1910.

first college in southern Utah. The

town faced an ultimatum: complete
a building for classrooms within
nine months, or lose the Branch
Normal School to another city. The
community joined together to build
a campus out of nothing. Theirs
was a time of sacrifice, as family
after family gave all they had to the
school’s construction efforts.

One common thread among those
who helped construct Old Main in
the winter of 1898 was the sense of
accomplishment they still felt nearly
fifty years later as they reminisced
on harder times.

When asked of his personal
sacrifice to work on Old Main, Frank
Adams replied, “I am happy to look
back on the little part I played in
bringing to pass the one thing of so
great worth in the building of our
community.”

A similar sentiment echoed across

the community. Although it wasn’t
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easy, the people of Cedar City would
not give up. One member of the
lumbering expedition, R.W. Bulloch,
put it best, stating, “Something
stirred us to a determination to go
back, get to work and see the thing
through...My family of eight boys
and girls have had the benefit of the
school that I helped build...I have
been a thousand times repaid for
my part in the establishment of the
Branch Normal School.”

Old Main was
September of 1898. Years later when

completed in

Herbert Adams, a stone mason who
had worked on Old Main was asked
about the building’s strength, he
replied, “The foundation is about four
feet thick and the whole structure
looks solid enough to stand until
Doom’s Day.”

Adams’ remark was dated April
of 1947; just one year later the
building would catch fire. While the
roof and third floor were in ruins,

the foundation remained strong as
Adams had predicted.

A NEW CENTURY OF STUDENTS

The rebuilding of Old Main started
just five months after the fire in
May of 1949 and was completed
in 1950. This was the building’s
third renovation, but it would not
be the last. The building’s internal
structure was redesigned after
the fire, increasing the number of
classrooms and offices for the faculty
and students within. In 1953, the
BAC completed a new library facility
(now the Auditorium), and schools
and communities across the state
rallied to fill its shelves after the fire
destroyed 80 percent of the school’s
original collection.

For many Cedar City natives, Old
Main was the center of the social
scene. Anne Judd, whose father
taught in the neighboring Science

Building (now the Braithwaite




Building), remembers passing Old
Main every day on her way to school
as a child. She and her friends
would play house with their dolls
underneath the big pine trees in front
of the building.

As a college student years later,
she remembers the fire, which she
describes as “heart-wrenching,” and
speaks of the time after the fire
when the community was once again
drawn together. According to Judd,
the city’s branch of the Relief Society,
a religious service organization,
had been saving building supplies
and money for years to construct a
dedicated home for its meetings. After
the Old Main fire, the organization
voted to instead donate all it had
collected to BAC to help rebuild Old
Main.

Judd also recalls with particular
fondness A-Day on BAC’s campus.
Each year, classes were cancelled for
one day in the spring, when faculty,
staff and students would all gather
for the school’s spring cleaning. In
those days, the student body totaled
just 250 students; although that
number has increased to nearly 30
times as many students, a similar
commitment and personal investment
in the institution’s success continues
in SUU students and alumni today.

Kent and Bessie Dover, also long-
time Cedar City residents, echo Judd’s
feelings when recounting memories
of Old Main. States Bessie, “To me,
there’s never been a more beautiful
building on campus.”

Bessie, who worked on campus
from the days of the College of
Southern Utah until well into its years
as the Southern Utah State College,
wore many hats, but one of her
favorite assignments was to play Old
Main’s carillon bells every Sunday
evening. She recalls a time when a
woman approached her on the street.
The woman had been in the hospital
in labor one Sunday evening, when
she heard Bessie playing the bells.
The woman was so grateful for the
soothing music that she named her
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new baby Carillon.

Bessie’s husband Kent has more
raucous memories of Old Main. Kent
grew up just across the street from
the school, and Old Main was just as
commonplace as the pine trees that
lined its paths. Kent remembers the
time the library was still housed in
Old Main, recalling, “I used to go to
the library because that’s where all
the girls were.”

He also recalls Old Main’s vital
role in some of his most memorable

college pranks. According to Kent,

Looking at the
back of Old
Main, 1973.
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SUU is appealing to all alumni and Cedar City residents who may

possess pieces of SUU’s history. Should you wish to contribute your

artifacts to the Old Main collection, which will be displayed in the

renovated building, please contact Mindy Benson at bensonm@suu.edu

in the old days, BAC and Dixie
were fierce rivals. Renegades from
both schools would go to the other’s
campus the night before the BAC vs.
Dixie football game. BAC students
would paint Dixie’s rock black,
and Dixie students would burn the
word “Dixie” in the lawn in front
of Old Main. One year, Kent and his
friends decided to try to catch the
Dixie renegades in the act. States
Kent, “I remember sneaking into
Old Main to hide, sleeping on top of
an old desk. When my pal signaled
the bell, twenty of us come bustin’
out Old Main to chase those Dixie
fellas.” Even now, Kent’s school pride
and good humor are apparent as
he recalls the pursuit, stating, “We
weren’t about to let them get away.”

As an older generation of SUU
alumni reminisce on their time in
Old Main, it becomes clear that the
walls of this one building hold hosts

of memories.

INTO THE FUTURE

From the 1950s to the 2000s,
Old Main has provided classroom
space for one of the school’s largest
programs. In 1977, after yet another
interior remodel, the building
was apportioned to the School
of Education. Forty vyears later, it
still serves this purpose, and will
continue to do so once the building
is rededicated this March 14, 2008 as
part of SUU’s annual Founders Day
Celebration.

In 2003, the building was vacated,
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as seismic safety concerns and
antiquated utilities became too
troublesome to allow students in Old
Main. As in times past, however,
University leadership understood
Old Main’s importance as the heart
of campus, and began planning
to reconstruct the building in its
original form. The work that ensued
over the past four years has been led
by the same fervency and attention
to detail that marked all other Old
Main construction efforts in times
past.

As for the building’s interior, SUU
brought both campus and community
members together to form a design
committee. That committee’s
primary concern has been preserving
the spirit of the building’s 110 year
history. Old photographs will be on
display throughout the refurbished
building, and are intended to tell the
founders’ story. There will also be a
custom display case to hold valuable
school artifacts.

The story of Old Main tells of
teaching, of community and of
progress. Since its opening in 1898,
Branch Normal School has become
Southern Utah University, and
building after building has been
added to campus; none is more
significant, nor dearer to the hearts
of the people, than is Old Main.

This Founders Day, Old Main will
once again stand tall, as a new
era of students and teachers fill its
classrooms, creating a living history

of learning and of kinship.
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Old Main, 2008





