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The Texas Collection
By John Wilson and Mary Landon Darden

Welcome to The Treasures of the Texas Collection – brought to you by The Baylor University Libraries, KWBU-FM and William and Kathleen Wardlaw.

Pulitzer Prize-winning author and historian David McCullough once said, “History is who we are and why we are the way we are.”  For any Texan, the Texas Collection at Baylor University explains a great deal about who you are.    

The Texas Collection is a jewel in the in the Baylor Crown.  It houses a host of unique Texana collectables that have been given to the library by their owners over the past century.  Many of these items are not only very old, they are interesting and often surprisingly unusual.  We will learn about these historic treasures from a group of Texas writers who are exploring the depth and breadth of the many untold stories hidden within the collection.  Please join us as you also discover the Treasures of the Texas Collection.  

Joining us today is John Wilson, the Associate Director of the Texas Collection at Baylor University.  Welcome John.

Thank you, Mary, it’s a pleasure being here.

John, today you are going to talk to us about the Texas Collection, what it is, why it exists, and what it has to offer the people of Texas. Also, we’re going to talk a little bit about how to access that information within the collection.

You’re absolutely right, Mary.  This is probably the most exciting collection, if I can say that about a library, that exists in the state of Texas and possibly in the southwestern U.S.  The Texas Collection is a research library and an archive, and that is something entirely different than most people realize.  Most people think of a public library. And a research library is entirely different from that.  It has a different protocol for people to access and use information, but it is also a treasure trove of information.  

So, what do we have in the Texas Collection?  We have about 126,000 volumes on Texas.   Remember Texas is the biggest, the best, and the grandest, as we like to say.  We have newspapers, photographs, and vertical files. Today most people think using vertical files is outdated.  This began in 1923 and it’s been active ever since.  I had a researcher not too long ago, an author here in Texas, come in who was writing a book on the Alamo.  He was taking an entirely different perspective.   I invited him to come down and use the collection. He found about 60 different articles about the Alamo that he never came across before and it was all in the vertical file.  So for a writer or researcher trying to find something from a newspaper from the ‘60s or ‘70s, it is a great place.  

What else do we have? We have a fabulous map collection.  We have papers of everyday citizens, such as Roger Conger. We have the photograph collection of Fred Gildersleeve – here in Texas most people know his name.  And we have the Strecker papers.  It’s a library and archive for the curious patron as well as the serious researcher.  A library located on the Baylor campus.  And the Carroll library.  You can contact us by calling 254-710-1268 or email questions to txcoll@baylor.edu
  
John, how would a writer use The Texas Collection?  But as an overview, how would someone start?

Mary, this is a research library and it operates a little different than a public library.  You try to do your preparation in advance, and the best way to do that is to call the number or to e-mail us.  One of our staff will contact you, have a reference interview and be able to help you through process so that when you come in you are able to use the Collection and get the most out of your time here.  

And that’s very helpful. I know, having done research at the Texas Collection, things are not always filed the way you think they would be filed.  I know, for instance, that there are some photographs filed of famous people between 1930-1940, for which you really have to have someone who knows what they’re looking for find it for you.

Absolutely. In this day of e-mail and texting, people want instant gratification. But how you get that at the Texas Collection is to open a file that has so many wonderful pieces to it that it immediately you are pulled back into the past and you realize why something took place.   And who was responsible.  So that’s where immediate gratification comes – when you find that “Aha!” moment and you say, “This is great.  This is exactly what I have been looking for.”

How did the Texas Collection begin?

Wonderful question and there is a great answer to it because it all began with philanthropy.  In 1923, a gentleman by the name of Dr. Kenneth Aynesworth and his wife donated a thousand volumes to the Texas Collection. Prior to this, Dr. Aynesworth became enamored with Texas history and his parents would tell him stories about famous people in Texas or frontier stories and legend and lore of Texas and they all intermingled.  So a little while later, Dr. Aynesworth and his wife donated a second thousand volumes to the Texas Collection and later throughout his life he continued to be philanthropic to the Texas Collection and would hunt continually for additional volumes.  

This was really the beginning but it was also added to collections that were provided by Rufus Burleson and even President William Carey Crane’s papers. Crane was the first president of Baylor in Independence.  So all of these together formed the Texas Collection. But I guess you could say it was birthed in 1923 and the Collection is stronger than it has ever been.

Can you tell us a little about the first directors of the Texas Collection?  I know Dr. Guy B. Harrison, who was a professor at Baylor at the time, was one of the first Directors if not the first director.

Well, it’s kind of interesting.  I asked this question to Ellen Brown, who is the Archivist and she knows so many things about the history of Texas and particularly about Baylor University. It’s a little more complicated than that.   Baylor is an interesting place and so it could have been a couple of different people.  

Still it becomes more fun because one person’s name was Oliff Tanner.  So it’s a woman.  She also taught the first course about Texas history at Baylor University in the spring of 1926.  Later on you have John Strecker who is involved in collecting and then when Guy B. Harrison comes onto the scene I guess he could be considered the first director. He was an institution. Harrison was at the university for 30+ years and certainly left his thumbprint on absolutely everything.

And I understand he was the bigger than life character.

That’s my understanding, too.  That comes from former students of his.  One who worked for him was former congressman Jack Hightower, who lives in Austin.  Jack, who is probably in his early 80s now, was a student assistant for Guy B.  Generally, Guy B. would never hire male students because he didn’t think they were as reliable as the female students.  Jack convinced him that he was passionate about Texas History and he hired Jack as his student assistant. At that time, the Texas Collection was located over in Pat Neff Hall.

What is the mission of the Texas Collection?
It’s fairly simple but quite broad.  Quite simply, it’s to collect, preserve, and make available information about Texas.  It’s very succinct and very tight, but that means that we encompass science, art, literature, folklore, legends, poetry, photographs -- you name it and we collect it.

You mentioned a few of the items that you collect at the Texas Collection.  Can you tell us a little bit about a few of the other things that are available at the Texas Collection because it is vast I think people are going to be very surprised to hear all the things that are available to them.

There are several things, Mary. In fact, I will probably have my entire staff correct me because they are more expert in some of these areas than I and I defer to them. When you step into the Texas Collection or you e-mail or call, these folks will take great care of you and answer your questions.  

So, in turn, I will defer to them. One staff member has been here more than 30 years and another is approaching 24 – so they have great character and great depth and are a great resource for anyone that wants to learn more about Texas.  

We have already talked a little bit about some of the things that you can find in the Texas Collection but there are a few more things we can talk about including a very old book.  Could you tell us a little bit about that?

Absolutely, the earliest book that we have is a letter. It’s the second letter from Cortez and it was originally written in Latin and later translated into Spanish.  The first letter apparently has been lost and this is an absolutely stunning volume with a map that unfolds.   Not many exist and we were able to acquire because of something called the McGregor Plan and so today it’s hard to tell the value of it. But we are certainly delighted that we own it and we invite people to come in and look through it and use it.  

The reason I hesitated on that question a little bit is because we have maps that are even earlier than that.  We have other things in the Collection, but that’s the oldest printed volume.

You mentioned the McGregor Plan. A lot of the things that are available in the library are available because of it.  Tell us about the McGregor Plan and how that has enabled you to collect such rare items.

“McGregor” is the person’s last name.  He is not from Texas, but when he passed away, he left this provision in his estate for the Texas Collection.  Through his gift, he provided for universities or colleges the size of Baylor in the 1920s when Baylor was much smaller. It was a way a 2 to 1 match. The McGregor plan put up $500, we would put up half.  If they put in $1000, we would put up $500. This way we were able to acquire rare materials that were on the market from Europe, and even in the U.S.  

As a result, we have a wonderful list of materials, including some western Americana, such as this second letter of Cortez – which is absolutely fascinating to look at.  But when you think about it, remember where Cortez was then – he was in Mexico.  In that particular volume is the first printed map of Mexico City.  

Another item that you have in the Texas Collection is something that is coveted by the State of Texas itself.  Would you like to tell us a little bit about that?

It’s the legislative manual of Texas from 1871 and I would have thought that the State Library would have this particular manual and apparently the Texas Collection owns that the only known copy. We are asked on a regular basis to provide copies for the State Library.  It’s still the foundation for state government here in Texas and so I’m delighted that we own it, and we’re too happy to share it and provide the information.  We're certainly not interested in donating it back to the state of Texas. 

One of the fascinating stories in the Texas Collection has to do with the state song of Texas, “Texas Our Texas.”

Mary, this is one of my favorite stories and I heard about it years ago and was fascinated by it then.  Pat Neff, who was the governor of Texas, had a state contest in 1924 and the prize was $1,000. What he wanted was a state song that was just like the state of Texas.  It had to be exciting and stirred the soul when played.  

Still, things are not always quick when they go through the legislature.  It was finally adopted in 1930 and became the official state song of the state of Texas.  

Now why its connected to Baylor University is because Pat Neff when he finished his term in office and became Baylor University’s president, it my understanding is that Pat Neff had a awful lot to do with making certain that Baylor University got the original piece of sheet music with the words on it from the composer.  Even after he left office, Baylor University and the State of Texas are intertwined in so many of those things that take place.  We’re fortunate to have the original piece of sheet music for the state song and it’s here in the Texas Collection and we certainly invite you to come by and take a look at it. 

And you have with you today a book by Pat Neff that also has the song and the lyrics in it and perhaps a quote from Pat Neff himself about the importance of the music.   Could you share some of the words from the lyrics that fit the description of what he was looking for … and then maybe give us an idea of what Pat Neff thought of that?

It’s from volume that was printed by the State of Texas around 1931 and Pat Neff was the author.  He would stand up and make a speech and they recorded it – or either it was from the script.  Pat Neff loved Texas and in some ways he is just as responsible for the Texas Collection as Guy B. Harrison.  I love the story that goes behind it.  It is about three and half pages long and Pat Neff is waxing eloquently throughout it all.  In one of the quotes, he says: “God’s best gift to man, the only art of earth we take to heaven.”  

The state song it begins,

Texas our Texas, all hail the mighty state
Texas our Texas, oh wonderful so great
Largest and grandest, withstanding every test
Oh Empire wide and glorious, you stand supremely blessed

You can tell by the poetry of it, just the image that takes place in your mind and in your soul, it is an absolutely wonderful piece.  We’re delighted to have the original here on the campus and invite others to come by and take a look at it and experience it.

John, what else does the public need to know about the Texas Collection?

There are a couple of key things for users.  One, you already have the contact information.  Let us know in advance when you’re coming to use the Texas Collection so we can help you on a one on one basis and pull the proper files for you.  All of our files are close stacks, so if you want something from the vertical file, the monograph, or the archives, they have to be “pulled” for you.  There are finding aids on our websites.  It’s very easy to get torso I would say do your homework upfront.  Take a good look at our website and come prepared.  Then, set up an interview with one of our staff members.

Doing all of these things will help you have a positive experience at the Texas Collection.  We try to follow the standards that are set by the National Archives and by that I mean we try not to impede the researcher in any way.  We try to assist them but we don’t do the research for the individual.  

Occasionally, we would have a question like, “I would like everything on the history of trains in Texas.”  That’s a pretty tough question to answer, so we need to have the interview to get the person to focus because it might be about the railroad that was proposed running from Waco to Georgetown.  We need to figure out what it is the best way to answer this particular question and help the person with their research. 

I think that’s important for people to remember that it’s not a public library where you can walk in and access anything.  You cannot go in and search through what’s there.  You must have someone help you, which is an important difference.  

The key for this is the Collection is valued somewhere between $26 and 30,000,000 dollars – if that gives you a better idea as to the quality of the content.   It would be hard to replace what’s in the Collection and we try to preserve it and protect it but we want it to be used.

One of my favorite quotes from you about the Texas Collection is “Texas has been always known as larger, bolder, greater.  You make your own history, you make your own mythology and legends” –John Wilson
Who might be interested in using the Texas Collection?  Obviously, it’s not something that every person would want to use … or is it?

I really think that anyone can probably benefit from knowing about the Texas Collection.  Generally, we’re involved with local history fairs with the schools.  Several staff members serve as judges and serve on the committee as well and work throughout the year.  So we have school children preparing for what could be a paper in school or a contest.  It could be the genealogist who would use the genealogy library at the Waco McLennan County Public Library – but we have other materials here that they do not have so we cooperate with the library.  Or we could have people who are Civil War buffs or interested in papers and letters from men who served in the Civil War.

You have a great deal of information on the Hood’s Brigade.  And you have had actual reunions of descendants here.  

We just had one in early June, in fact.  They met on a Saturday and it was a retreat for them. They ended up printing – in early ‘20s -- the minutes of all the previous meetings.  They are on the Internet and you can get to them, but we have the original minutes of all the meetings with clippings from newspapers, such as a newspaper that was printed from Calford, Texas and was cut out and put in this particular notebook. 
 
I know that you have books of a variety of sizes in the Texas collection from oversized volumes to some little tiny books.  Can you tell us about them?

You are talking about the Miniature Collection.  They are absolutely wonderful. It’s not a large collection but it is certainly one worth your interest.  These are probably about two inches in size, if measuring from top to bottom, and about an inch and a half wide.  The font is quite small and you will need a magnifying glass to read them, but I invite you to take a look at our miniature collection. 

John, the Texas Collection is a very warm and historic place from the moment you walk in. Besides the elevators, you feel like you are walking back in time.  Can you describe for us how the Texas Collection looks and feels and how it represents history?

The Texas Collection is located on the Burleson Quadrangle of  Baylor University, which is the oldest quadrangle of the university.  If you walk in from the quadrangle side, you come up the steps and everything is pretty much intact the way it was built in 1903 when it was completed.  You walk through the doors and I think what is so impressive is all of the original woodworking and cabinetry is still in place.  Those cabinets are mahogany and all go back to Guy B. Harrison.  He was so passionate about Texas history that in 1929 the graduating class at Baylor gave the first two tables because they thought everybody needed a fitting place to sit down and research Texas history.  So the tables you see with the Texas stars on them are mahogany and were given by the class of 1929.  So you’re sitting with history and on history.

It’s a beautiful place to do research.  I want to thank you for being here today and telling us about the treasures of the Texas Collection.  You have a quote that you want to read in closing for the show.  Please share.

This is a quote that I am taking from a history that Guy B. wrote about the Texas Collection around 1940:

 “Let us gather the history of our state and city and the records of the lives of our great men.  Treat them not as trifles; they are the monuments of our title to liberty.  Let us gather them and hope that someone may put them into shape”.

For more information on the Texas Collection, you may visit:
Website:  http://www.baylor.edu/lib/texas/ 
Or go to:  http://www.Baylor.edu  to “Libraries” at the bottom of the page then on upper left under “Campus Libraries,” select “The Texas Collection,” or you can simply Google the words “The Texas Collection at Baylor.”


The Texas Collection is open free to the public M-F from 8:15 a.m. – 5 p.m.  The Library is located on the Baylor University Campus on the Burleson Quadrangle.  A Map is available on the Texas Collection Website and visitor parking is available.

We hope you will join us each week as we tell the exciting stories that are the Treasures of the Texas Collection.

 

