
Interesting Stories about Rice 
by Karen Rogers 

While doing research for the pictorial 
history of Rice that the Rice Historical 
Society is preparing for the centennial 
celebration in 2012, I have come upon 
some unique stories about the school, 
many of which are too narrow and 
detailed to include in the book. One 
chapter in Rice' history, not a very 
attractive one, concerns the ongoing 
practice of hazing. Every year the 
sophomore boys would initiate the 
freshmen in various demeaning ways. 

A Tradition that Refused to Die 

Although repeated attempts to abolish 
hazing among the male population at 
Rice were made, the practice continued 

from the Freshmen in slime caps and suspenders, 19 5 6 

Leapfrog 

inception of 
the Institute until the 
residential college system 
was established and finally 
took hold in the fifties. 

In 1922, Dr. Lovett 
banned hazing, saying, 
"We can no longer face 
our responsibility without 
recalling you and 
ourselves to the 
democracy of the 
Founder and dignity of 
his foundation ." This 
hazing took the form of 

warfare between the freshmen and sophomore 
classes with the sophomores providing "guidance" 
for the first-year students. This frequently involved 
shaving their heads, staining their faces with silver 

nitrate, "broomings," being forced to sit atop fence 
posts all night, and wearing green ties, slime caps, 
and red suspenders. Although one family filed a 
lawsuit against Rice in 1928, claiming their son's 
vertebrae had been crushed when he was hit with a 
bookcase shelf, most often the incidents were simply 
humiliating and degrading. 

Milo Ford's 1940 scrapbook contains a 
newspaper clipping with the heading "Rice 
Freshman Hurt in Hazing Prank." It says that 
Richard Wier of Dallas, "who enrolled Thursday as a 
Rice freshman, spent his first day in Hermann 
Hospital after his right foot was severely injured in a 
hazing mishap." Sophomores, greeting the incoming 
freshmen "with traditional warmth," were hauled 
about in a heavy wagon by first-year students. Wier 
stumbled while pulling the wagon and a rear wheel 

Continued on page 3 
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Interesting Stories about Rice 
(continued from page 1) 

ran over his foot. The article states that "his injuries 
were not so serious as the photo (accompanying the 
story) might indicate. The discoloration about his 
upper body and face is not blood-merely vegetable 
paint and molasses applied by sophomores before the 
accident." Other accounts did mention that he 
suffered a fracture and the administration and 
sophomore class did discontinue the "guidance" for 
awhile although plans were still underway for the 
annual snakedance through downtown-the pajama 
parade. 

Rice Institute students, 1933 

How Much Has Rice Changed in the Past 30 Years? 
from a guest column in the Thresher in 1987 

by Jim Bernhard 

The French have an adage that 
"the more things change, the more 
they are the same." Reflecting on 
the differences at Rice and in 
Houston since I was an 
undergraduate 30 years ago might 
at first lead to the conclusion that 
radical change has occurred. 

Building, the Engineering 
Building, and Fondren Library. 

Certainly Houston's economy 
was then on the rise and the Rice 
Institute, as it was still called, was 
the beneficiary of the steady 

Floyd Ulrich, Mathematics, 1955 

The geology and biology 
buildings and Hamman Hall were 
under construction and the Rice 
Memorial Center and Chapel were 
only in the planning stages. Student 
offices and lounge facilities were 
crowded into the library basement, 
along with a coffee shop known as 
The Roost. 

apprecitation in the value of its oil stocks. The 
endowment was still sufficient to provide every Rice 
undergraduate with a full-tuition scholarship. 

Campus buildings consisted of Lovett Hall, the 
Physics Building, Anderson Hall, the Chemistry 

There were five residential 
halls-all single-sex-East, West, North and South Halls 
for men and the newly finished Jones College which 
heralded the beginning of the residential college 
ystem. Before Jones, the few women tudents who had 

(Continued on page 4) 



How Much Has Rice Changed in the Past 30 Years? 
(Continued from page 3) 

university housing lived in a small apartment building 
on Banks Street just off Montrose. 

The 1957-58 enrollment was 1,470 men and 408 
women. They were part of what was then branded 
"The Silent Generation"-students perceived as being 
totally concerned with making good grades and 
getting good jobs. The committed participation in 
political and social issues that characterized the 1960s 
could hardly have been imagined in the placid days of 
Dwight Eisenhower's presidency. 

Beyond the hedges, the city of Houston was in its 
early adolescence. Houston might be a "whisky-and
trombone" town, as one journalist dubbed it, but it 
wasn't the major metropolis of the 1980s. The tallest 
downtown structures were the Gulf and Esperson 
Buildings, 30-some-odd stories tall; Greenway Plaza 
was a quiet residential neighborhood; and where the 
Galleria's vast domain now stands was a dirt road. 

Fast food meant the Someburger stand on Main 
Street across from campus; in those days MacDonald 
was the old man who had a farm,Jack-in-the-Box was 
a child's toy, and Colonel Sanders was just another 
World War II veteran. 

There were three daily newspapers in Houston 
then (the now- defunct Press survived until 1964), but 
only four television channels (2, 11, 13, and 8). 

Movies such as Jet Pilot with John Wayne and Janet 
Leigh, Sayonara with Marlon Brando, and Witness for 
the Prosecution with Charles Laughton were frequented 
by Rice students at the downtown Loew's State, 
Majestic, or Metrolpolitan, or at the "neighborhoods": 
The River Oaks, Alabama, Tower, Bellaire, and Village. 
For something racier, the naughty Avalon, in the east 
end of town, offerred films like Maid in Paris. 

Nudity, explicit sex, and profanity, now taken for 
granted in most of the media, would have made a Rice 
student of 1957 blush. Even the word "pregnant" was 
regarded as too strong for Houston's newspapers: if it 
was absolutely necessary to allude to that condition, 
the word "expectant" was discreetly substituted. A 
sexual revolution? What would that be? 

Professional sports in Houston in 1957 consisted of 
the Houston Buffaloes, who played AAA baseball with 
other teams in the Texas League in Buff Stadium off 
the Gulf Freeway. There were no Oilers, no Astros, no 
Rockets. College football was king; and college 
football meant the Rice Owls. 

Rice Stadium's 72,000 seats were filled to capacity 
at virtually every game-there was even a Thresher 

Sammy the Owl 

editorial urging Rice students to sit closer together so 
that more of them could be squeezed into the stands. 
The Owls were the 1957-58 Southwest Conference 
champions, a title won in a 7-6 victory over Bear 
Bryant's Aggies, rated Number One by the national 
press. 

The life of a Rice student must have been very 
different then. Well, maybe not. 

The Rice Thresher still appears every Friday, just as 
it did in 1957.While the preferred comic strip has 
changed from Peanuts to Doonesbury, the essential 
content seems familiar: concern about the food service 
and inadequate parking facilities, discussion of the 
status of varsity athletes, prognostications for the 
"Owlbook" columnist, and anti-Aggie propaganda. 

Most important, Rice President William Houston 
welcomed the incoming freshmen class in 1957 with 
much the same challeges President Rupp greeted this 
year's class. The "active pursuit of truth," as Dr. Rupp 
names it is still the purpose of the university, just as it 
was way back in 19 5 7, or when the first Rice class 
matriculated in 1912, or when the world's first 
university was founded, in Alexandria, Egypt, in about 
300 B.C. 

Oh, yes-one other link in the chain with the past 
that should not go unrecorded: the favorite beer
drinking hangout for Rice students in 1957 was an 
unprepossesing little bar on Bissonnet called Kay's. 

Jim Bernhard was a Houston actor, playwright, theater 
consultant, and crossword puzzle constructor. 
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Rice Owl Men's Poll.from the 1940s 



MAY FETE AND HOMECOMING STORIES 

Bowe Davis Hewitt 

One small section 
of the pictorial 
history will look 
at the whimsical 
Homecoming 
queens and kings 
that Rice students 
in recent years 
have elected. 
Among them are 
The Ferret, a 
refrigerator, a roll 
of toilet paper, the 
Transco Tower, the 
construction crane 
on the Humanities 
Building, and Ann 
Richards. 

Students in 
the old days were more traditional and routinely 
elected lovely young women to the May Fete court 
and, in later years, to the Rondolet Court and as 
Homecoming Queens. But there were aberrations 
early on. In 1936, a married w oman, was elected 
May Fete Queen. Her name was Bowe Davis Hewitt 
and her election was apparently the result of a bitter 
campaign between the literary societies, who had 
controlled the May Fete elections historically, and 
the "independents"who were not members of the 
lits. 

The Women's Council, which had control of the 
May Fete, passed a ruling after the election that no 
married woman was eligible 
to be queen, but it 
did not affect 

May Pete dancers, 19 2 3 

the election of Mrs. Hewitt in 1936. She had been 
asked to withdraw from the race but she refused. She 
had appealed to Dean Harry Weiser and Sarah Lane, 
Dean ofWomen, neither of whom would rule that 
she should be barred from the contest. 

As was the practice, the three literary societies 
(Elizabeth Baldwin, Owen Wister, and Palas Athene) 
each had a candidate for every position in the May 
Fete Court so there was a lot of competition among 
the elite. The independents 
mounted a successful 
campaign for Mrs. Hewitt 
and convinced the "back 
woodsmen" (serious-minded 
engineering students who 
were isolated from campus 
politics) to get out and vote. 
Since the lits were not 
voting as a solid mass, their 
candidates for queen were 
defeated. (They changed 
their strategy following this 
debacle.) 

Mrs. Hewitt, who had 
married G.W Hewitt, an 
engineer and athlete, her 
freshman year, said that the 

Joseph Saunders holds 
Doofus, The Ferret King, 
1995 

Davis girls seemed to have May Fete troubles. Her 
sister was elected queen at Rice in 1924, the year 
the men chose to stage a famous protest over the 
appointment of a May King. No king was chosen so 
the sister had to appear without an escort. Instead, 

the men staged a finely 
calculated burlesque of 

the annual 



pageant: "The May Fite, the First 
Annual Knock Out."The "queen" 
was a football player and the 
program boasted outrageous 
costumes, a path strewn with 
vegetables instead of flowers, 
playful "nymphs" dancing 
about, all of which lent to 
the occasion "the delicate 
atmosphere of a zoo." 

This was Mrs. Hewitt's 
second time to reign as 
May Queen; she had been 
chosen the only year El 
Campo High School held a 
May Fete. 

In the forties,]. P. 
("Petunia") Miller tried to 
run as a candidate for May 
Queen. He was disqualified and 
Maryellen Snyder won. He wrote 
a poem as a dig at the Women's 
Council for refusing to place him on 
the ballot: 

The counting is done. 
I should've won. 
But, ballot, be my bier, 
And crown me not 
For I forgot 
That it can't happen here. 
So hail the queen! God save the king! 
I'm a royal stand alone-
The canting constituents 
Have overthrown the throne. 

J P. Miller surrounded by beauties, 1940 

The queen offered him a position as court 
jester, but he refused saying "I've got my 

dignity to maintain. It looks like they're 
trying to make a joke out of me." 

J.P (James Pinckney) Miller 
graduated from Rice in 1941. While 
serving in the Navy during World 
War II, he turned to writing as a 
career. His first success was the 
play The Rabbit Trap in 1958. He 
then went on to write Days of 
Wine and Roses, another play, and 
his first novel The Race for Home. 

Etheldra Fraley 
May Pete Dress 1925 

"May Fight," a spoof of May Pete, 1923 



FACTS ABOUT HOUSTON IN 1940 

Houston was a very different place 70 years ago! 
In 1940, Houston was erved by two airlines 

with direct connections to all part of the United 
States, Mexico, South and Central American. 

Howard Hughes Municipal Airport, 10 mile 
south of the business district, had a "super air 
terminal" rating. It contained 655 acres with a 
runway 4,500 feet long and 150 feet wide. 

Houston had an area of 111 square miles, a 
population of 421,617, and 143,973 automobiles. Of 
that population, 73.4% were white, 4.9% were 

Map from the scrapbook of Milo Davis, 1940 

Hispanic and 21. 7% were of African descent. 
The city government consisted of a mayor, four 

conunissioners, and a controller. 
The highways were modern hard surfaces and 

included Highways 59, 75, 90, and 290. 
There were 11 public senior high schools, 

18 junior high schools, and 89 elementary schools. 
There were two private universities: Rice Institute, 
co-educational with an endowment of $15,998,470 
and an enrollment of 1,434, and the University of 
Houston with an enrollment of 2,207. 


	wrc04750_001
	wrc04750_002
	wrc04750_003
	wrc04750_004
	wrc04750_005
	wrc04750_006
	wrc04750_007
	wrc04750_008

