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This article is a continuation of a report 
on the talk John Boles gave May 2, 
2003, to the Rice Historical Society 
about the acquisition by Fondren Library 
of the Lovett Family papers.

One of the insights Dr. Boles 
says he has gained about 
Dr. and Mrs. Lovett was 

what very human and warm people 
they were. In 1920, Mrs. Lovett took 
two of their three children, Adelaide 
and Lawrence Alexander, to Paris 
for a year. (Malcolm was complet-
ing Rice and entering Harvard Law 
School that year.) And Adelaide took 
courses at the Sorbonne. There is a 
wealth of information in the letters 
sent back to Dr. Lovett describing 
what they were seeing and doing: 
who they were talking to, how they 
were taking private French lessons, 
going to museums, buying postcards 
– “a fascinating story.”

LOVETT FAMILY ARCHIVES ARRIVE AT RICE, PART II
A Talk by John Boles to the Rice Historical Society
By Karen Rogers
A Talk by John Boles to the Rice Historical Society

Above Left: Brochure for Route des 
Pyrenees. Others: Souvenirs from 

the trip to Paris in 1920
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In 1951, Carrington Weems, the Princeton alum-
nus who had accompanied the Lovetts as secretary 
on their round-the-world trip, wrote to Dr. Lovett 
saying that they had not been in contact recently 
and he wondered how they were. Dr. Lovett wrote 
back saying that for more than twenty years Mrs. 
Lovett had not been able to take one step and had 
been bedridden with arthritis. Although she had 
been extremely active in the early years of the uni-
versity, from about 1929 until her death in 1952, 
she had been unable to participate in any activities 
outside her home. That was one reason, Dr. Boles 
noted, that they lived in the Plaza Hotel, since it was 
convenient and housekeeping services were pro-
vided. 

Houston in the early years of the Rice Institute 
was a small city and Dr. Lovett associated with its 
most prominent citizens. Since Mrs. Lovett was 
unable to attend these social functions, Dr. Lovett 
would sometimes write her notes about them. He 
would draw diagrams of who was seated where and 
these notes give a wonderful insight into Houston 
society at the time. The guests from notable 
Houston families had names associated with today’s 
major streets like Fondren and Shepherd – a real 
who’s-who of Houston at the time.

Above Left: Mary Ellen Hale Lovett
Below: Lovetts’ apartment at the Plaza Hotel
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Dr. Lovett announced his retire-
ment in 1941, although because of 
World War II he did not actually 
step down until 1946. 

Dr. Boles said that some of the 
most striking assessments of Dr. 
Lovett’s career came at this time. 
The Houston newspapers, of course, 
ran a series of retrospective articles 
about his tenure, but some of the 
most revealing documents were let-
ters from early faculty members like 
Hubert Bray, William Ward Watkin, 
and Alan McKillop. They wrote to 
Dr. and Mrs. Lovett expressing their 
appreciation, reminiscing about their 
having been at Rice thirty years, 
jointly creating a university. 

Above Right: Dedication naming the 
Administration Building Lovett Hall, 

December 4, 1947. Left to right: Mr. Wiess, 
Mr. Fleming, Mr. Hanszen, Dr. Lovett, 
Mr. Kirkland, Mr. Brown, Dr. Houston, 

Mr. Wortham, Dr. Lummis.

Below: Letter from Dr. Lovett to 
daughter Adelaide, August, 1916



5

These letters are powerful and 
passionate and tell how much they 
have appreciated Dr. Lovett’s leader-
ship. William Ward Watkin said that 
into the building of this university 
“you have woven your life.” “Out of 
the marsh and swamps of this cam-
pus you have brought beauty and 
fineness every step of the way.” Dr. 
McKillop wrote a nice letter saying 
that one does not often get around to 
saying how much one appreciates a 
person but this kind of occasion “has 
set me to thinking anew of the great 
premises on which our daily work 
at Rice Institute is founded – your 
unflinching adherence to the highest 
standards of academic life…”

Some of the nicest correspon-

dence, Dr. Lovett was probably not 
supposed to see. A professor that 
most of the audience remembered 
is Dr. Radislov Tsanoff, a legendary 
character at Rice, was the Bulgarian 
philosophy professor who came in 
1914. He mentioned that Dr. Lovett 
promised him that it never got hot 
in Houston but he insisted “he never 
misled me on any other topic.” He 
wrote a very kind letter back to his 
professor of philosophy at Cornell 
talking about Dr. Lovett’s sense of 
dedication, sense of mission and 
determination that here on the edge 
of civilization he was going to cre-
ate, not just the “gaudy shell of a 
university but a real seat of scientific 
learning and culture.”. He praised Dr. 

Lovett to his professor and, unbe-
knownst to Dr. Tsanoff, the profes-
sor – who had been a colleague and 
neighbor of Dr. Lovett’s at Princeton 
- sent President Lovett a copy of 
Tsanoff ’s remarks, so we have them 
in the Lovett papers.

Another nice bit of correspon-
dence in the collection occurred 
when someone at the University 
of Minnesota sent a package to Dr. 
Lovett. Lovett had applied in 1897 
for a position there and had all of 
the letters of recommendation sent 
as well as a statement of purpose. 
Lovett withdrew that application 
when he was offered an instructor-
ship at Princeton, but the professor 
at Minnesota was so impressed with 

Garden Party, The Rice Institute, Monday, June 7, 1920. Left to right: Frank Jungman,  
Mary Clark Wier Jarvis, E. H. McFarland, Mrs. Lovett shaking hands with Mrs. J. W. Lockett.
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Lovett’s credentials he forwarded 
all the materials to him saying 
that Lovett did not strike him 
as the kind of individual who 
would let the praise go to his 
head. Dr. Boles asked, “How 
often does one get to see all 
of the recommendation letters 
when one applies for a job? But 
because this man sent them, we 
have a whole series of letters 
by his professors and colleagues 
in astronomy and mathematics 
attesting to his quality as a leader, 
teacher, and mathematician. It is 
wonderful this man sent it back.” 
Dr. Boles also took the occasion 
to remark, “If you are an histori-
an, the wonderful thing about the 
Lovett family is that they never 
throw anything out! There will 
be this one football ticket and 
Dr. Lovett will say ‘Here is the 
ticket you could not use last night’ 
and you know he went.” They saved 
all kinds of things from trips and 
events. Nothing happened for fifty 
years for which there is not some 
piece of evidence. “In some ways it 
is overwhelming but it is better to 
be overwhelmed by a lot of material 
than not to have any.” Dr. Boles said 
one disappointment was discovering 
that the boxes containing thousands 
of postcards were not sent from the 
around-the-world trip. “When I saw 
the huge box of jumbled postcards I 
thought, ‘Oh, good, these are post-
cards Dr. Lovett wrote on his trip’.” 
It turned out they bought postcards 
rather than taking photographs, so 
they had no writing on them.

But Dr. Boles says that this 
extensive postcard collection would 
make a wonderful basis for a photo 
documentary by an anthropolo-
gist since in 1908 they frequently 
depicted scenes of real life in places 
like Bulgaria, Rome, or Japan. There 
is a postcard of a Russian scene of a 
plow being pulled by peasants. 

There are letters of complaint 

in the collection from faculty and 
students and even Dr. Lovett’s cor-
respondence to these people who are 
being unfriendly is endlessly patient. 
He wrote wonderful thank you let-
ters and letters of condolence when 
friends died and letters of congratu-
lation when someone published a 
book. “These letters are always amaz-
ingly appropriate,” Dr. Boles said, 
“One gets a sense of his charisma, 
personal warmth, what it was that 
really made the people who worked 
with him really love him.”

Dr. Lovett had encouraged the 
Rice board to purchase the site of 
the current campus on Main Street 
instead of the intended parcel of two 
blocks downtown where the YMCA 
building is. He understood that the 
school would need room to grow. It 
is interesting to imagine his visiting 
the campus and seeing his impres-
sions of the land. In 1909 Jesse Jones 
had one of the first automobiles in 

Houston and lived at the Rice 
Hotel which Rice owned. He 
brought Dr. Lovett out in his 
Model T. Then one thinks of 
Dr. Lovett in 1957 standing in 
front of Lovett Hall with the 
Physics Building on the right 
and Anderson Hall and Fondren 
Library defining the Academic 
Quadrangle, and far beyond the 
library stood the new football 
stadium. Moreover, all of the 
trees planted by Teas Nursery 
now enveloped the campus in 
green. “Imagine the difference 
he saw between that vista and 
the open prairie he had started 
with.”

Dr. Boles said there are some 
amusing tidbits in the collection. 
When the Lovetts moved to 
Houston they lived in a house at 
the corner of Polk and Caroline. 

This was considered far out at the 
time but is where the new basketball 
arena is now. There were letters from 
Dr. Lovett describing their chickens 
and gathering eggs and the sitting 
hens hatching. After this house, they 
rented another house, then moved to 
the Bender Hotel and finally to the 
Plaza for the rest of their lives.

Dr. Boles cautioned the audi-
ence that because this collection 
contains personal information about 
the Lovetts it is restricted. But he 
said that the papers are a marvelous 
addition to what Rice already had 
and provide a great insight into the 
life and mind and charisma of our 
first president. “We have hundreds of 
speeches and newspaper articles and 
interviews, but these archives make 
the collection wonderfully complete. 
That is what university archives are 
for – holding one-of-a-kind papers – 
archivally arranged, fixed in a humid-
ity-controlled environment – the 
perfect meeting of place and papers, 
the Lovett Family Archives. I want to 
thank the Lovett family for making it 
all possible.”        — Karen Rogers

Houston and lived at the Rice 
Hotel which Rice owned. He 
brought Dr. Lovett out in his 
Model T. Then one thinks of 
Dr. Lovett in 1957 standing in 
front of Lovett Hall with the 
Physics Building on the right 
and Anderson Hall and Fondren 
Library defining the Academic 
Quadrangle, and far beyond the 
library stood the new football 
stadium. Moreover, all of the 
trees planted by Teas Nursery 
now enveloped the campus in 
green. “Imagine the difference 
he saw between that vista and 
the open prairie he had started 
with.”

amusing tidbits in the collection. 
When the Lovetts moved to 
Houston they lived in a house at 
the corner of Polk and Caroline. 

Dr. Lovett and Adlai Stevenson on the cover 
of Princeton Alumni Weekly, July 2, 

1954, receiving honorary degrees



Who has attended Rice since 1949 and 

not been in the Kyle Morrow Room? It is 

such a popular place for gatherings of all 

sorts, including those of the Rice Historical 

Society. For the next year or so, however, 

the Rice community will have to cope 

without it. The room will be closed as part 

of the current library renovation project and 

its unique space used for temporary offices 

for library staff.

Above: Fondren Lecture Lounge, March 10, 1950
Below Right: Kyle Morrow, painted by Robert Joy
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THE LEGACY OF 
KYLE MORROW
By Lynda Crist
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As envisioned in the 1946 plans 
for Fondren Library, the W. Kyle 
Morrow Memorial Room—then 
called the Lecture Lounge—was to 
be a venue for “lectures, conferences, 
moving pictures, and concerts over 
the amplifying system…an important 
center of activity…[and] a vital point 
of contact with the cultural life in 
Houston,” all for an estimated cost of 
$75,000. John E. Burchard, the build-
ing consultant, said, “This should be 
an extremely comfortable and attrac-
tive room, furnished primarily as a 
large club room…its major purpose 
is one in which a friend talks to a 
somewhat larger groups of neighbors 
or fellow club members.” He foresaw 
the availability of temporary chairs 
for larger meetings and “an adjacent, 
well equipped modern galley to 
permit serving tea or simple refresh-
ments.”

The familiar curved wooden wall 
panels and big windows served ini-
tially as backdrop for comfortable 
sofas, chairs, coffee tables, and lamps 
configured in conversation groupings, 
an arrangement continued when the 
room was totally remodeled in 1973. 
Josephine Morrow West and her hus-

band Gordon R. 
West provided 
the funds to 
transform the 
Lecture Lounge 
into the Kyle 
Morrow Room 
in memory of her 
brother, a Rice 
graduate. Inez 
McHale, a fellow 
of the American 
Institute 
of Interior 
Designers, 
devised a color 
scheme of blue, 
brown, and 
beige, incorpo-
rating some of 
Morrow’s own 
furnishings and 

an antique Japanese screen that is still 
displayed. The Wests commissioned 
noted Houston portraitist Robert Joy 
to paint Morrow’s likeness for the 
room.

McHale used Burchard’s idea of 
a “room with function, dignity and 
beauty combined,” focusing on its use 
by small groups, i.e., fewer than 100. 
Upholstery was replaced and elegant 
walnut tables added, along with 
custom-built breakfronts to display 
a number of Morrow’s rare books 
along with some drawn from library 
holdings. Perhaps most noteworthy 
was a stunning wool carpet specially 
designed and woven in Puerto Rico. 
The carpet alone cost $23,000, and 
McHale reported that “Fifty men 
carried it up three flights of steps to 
lay it in one piece.” Also part of the 
renovation were the adjacent kitchen 
and restrooms, and a storage room for 
stacking chairs; the third floor lobby 
area “was redecorated using some of 
the original furnishings from the old 
lecture lounge and the old carpet.” 
Although it never came to be, the 
Wests had the idea of converting the 
roof area around the room into a 

“garden terrace with furnishings and 
planters,” hence the little staircases 
leading to two of the large windows 
now facing the Humanities Building.

Josephine West and Kyle Morrow 
were the only two children of 
Walter Kyle Morrow and Josephine 
Burton Morrow. The senior Morrow 
was a native Texan who came to 
Houston in 1899 and first engaged 
in the wholesale grocery business. 
In 1902 he became the president of 
the Standard Rice Company. The 
Morrows maintained a home in 
Houston and had a ranch in Boerne. 
Their daughter Josephine was a 1924 
Columbia graduate who in 1932 
married Gordon R. West, a consult-
ing engineer and World War I veteran. 
West worked for his father-in-law for 
a time and was later business man-
ager for Fulbright, Crooker, Freeman, 
Bates & Jaworski.

Born in Houston in 1909, Walter 
Kyle Morrow, Jr., lived at home, 3000 
Calumet, while he attended Rice, 
graduating in 1934 with a degree 
in French and a minor in English. 
His sister recalled his “very tradi-
tional” upbringing, his shyness, his 
frail physique, and his keen interest in 
art, books, music, and fine furniture. 

Left to right: Mr. and Mrs. Gordon R. West, and 
André Bourgeois in the Kyle Morrow Memorial Room.  

In background, portrait of Kyle Morrow, painted by Robert Joy.

Kyle Morrow as a senior in 1933



At Rice, Professors Alan McKillop 
and André Bourgeois became his 
lifetime personal friends and men-
tors. McKillop early on appreciated 
Morrow’s intelligence and encour-
aged his natural bent for book col-
lecting. In 1961 he wrote a descrip-
tion of Morrow’s library, calling it 
a “choice collection” amassed by a 
“collector of true taste and enthusi-
asm.” When the Kyle Morrow Room 
was dedicated, almost four decades 
after Morrow’s graduation, Professor 
André Bourgeois remembered him 
as reserved but intellectually vigorous 
and keen on “everything artistic.”

Morrow appreciated the classics, 
especially in books and furnishings, 
but he also acquired contempo-
rary artwork, china, crystal, sterling, 
and furniture. For a time he had 
a gift shop at the corner of Main 
and Alabama called “The Regents.” 
Making frequent trips abroad, he 

acquired treasures for the shop and 
for himself. 

When at home he regularly 
attended plays, operas, and orches-
tra performances, and always helped 
Professor Bourgeois with the annual 
French plays produced at Rice. 
After his sudden death in 1956 at 
the age of forty-seven, Morrow was 
memorialized at Rice with the Kyle 
Morrow Fellowship in Architecture 
and the donation of over 800 vol-
umes of mainly eighteenth century 
fiction, and with the renovation of 
the Lecture Lounge. Josephine and 
Gordon West gave an endowment 
for maintenance of the room and 
provided money for book repairs and 
purchases.

After remodeling, the Kyle 
Morrow Room was even more 
popular. Centrally located, it was 
aesthetically attractive, had excellent 
acoustics, an improved sound system, 

a screen for slide and film presenta-
tions, and was easy to adapt for meet-
ings of many sizes. In the early 1990s 
it was transformed once more as a 
small auditorium and its technologi-
cal devices were modernized. The 
custom carpet was removed and the 
furniture and accessories found “fos-
ter homes” elsewhere on campus.

As Rice librarian Richard 
O’Keeffe wrote for the room’s 
dedication on September 9, 1973, 
Morrow “was a man of wit and 
impeccable taste. He was blessed with 
a talent for winning friends. This 
room is dedicated to his memory, 
in the hope that other students will 
be led to a love of books and read-
ing, music, art, and good conversa-
tion.” Proving its value many times 
over in its nearly sixty years, the Kyle 
Morrow Room will no doubt con-
tinue to be appreciated as an integral 
part of the Rice experience.

Kyle Morrow Room, 1973
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FROM THE ARCHIVES…
Alan Bath

With this issue of The Cornerstone 
we are introducing a new col-
umn, featuring snapshots of 

information from Rice’s history, culled from 
the files of the Thresher and from the resourc-
es of the Woodson Research Center. These 
snippets, presented on no particular subject or 
in chronological order, will, we hope, recall to 
mind events from your own Rice experience.

 “Who was the first former Rice stu-
dent to be killed in the Second World War?” History professor Ira 
Gruber has nominated this question for extra credit in his next 
military history course. According to the Thresher of 29 September 
1939 it was Kurt Von Johnson, a lieutenant in the Army – The 
German Army!  A graduate of Ball High School in Galveston, Von 
Johnson entered Rice in 1929, remained for two years, then, with 
his family, moved back to an estate in northern Germany that had 
been managed by his father in pre-war years. Although he was to 
have entered the University of Munich and then return to Rice, he 
chose a military career instead. At the time of Germany’s attack on 
Poland he was a platoon leader and was killed on the ninth day of 
combat near his ancestral home in the Polish Corridor.  

Today’s drive to “get out the vote” is far from new.  In January 
1938 the head of the Harris County Poll Tax department urged 
Rice students to take advantage of their poll tax exemptions in 
order to participate in that year’s city, county, and state elections.  To 
facilitate either the payment of poll tax or the granting of exemp-
tions, a collector was appointed on campus. One Wednesday night 
100 exemptions and two cash poll tax receipts were issued, “an 
indication,” according to the reporter, “that the students are more 
willing to take poll taxes if they’re free.”

“Information emanating from the Rice office this week 
[November 16, 1929] led to the disclosure that two students have 
just been dismissed from the Institute for laxity in class attendance. 
As nearly as could be ascertained, this is the first instance of expul-
sion for such reasons.”

Finally, my vote for the most intriguing Thresher headline of the 
season, describing a meeting of pre-med students in January 1939:

SOCIETY HEARS GYNECOLOGIST; 
PLANS DANCE
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BOOK REVIEW
By Lynda Crist

Ancestors & Descendants of the 
Rice Brothers of Springfield, 
Mass., by Frederic A. 

Wallace 
(genera-
tion #8), 
tells the 
story of 
William 
Marsh 
Rice 
(genera-
tion #5) 
and his 

three brothers, David, Caleb, and 
Frederick. Three of the brothers 
lived in Texas. Fred, the youngest, 
was the protégé of his millionaire 
sibling, lived in Houston longer, 
and was the father of William 
Marsh Rice, Jr., and the ancestor of 
former RHS officer B. Rice Aston 
and of Ella Rice, who married 
Howard Hughes.

Mainly a genealogical study, the 
book has some wonderful period 
images, photographs, and biograph-
ical sketches, many of which are 
Houston-related. 

Naturally, the author made 
good use of materials compiled by 
Aston, the expertise of Lee Pecht 
and John 
Boles, and 
the essential 
resources of 
the Woodson 
Research 
Center, partic-
ularly Andrew 
Forest Muir’s 
collection.

Order 
from: Frederic A. Wallace, 53 Eaton 
Rd., Framingham, MA 01701, for 
$30, including shipping. 
Also available in Houston at the 
Brazos Bookstore, 2421 Bissonnet, 
713-523-0701.
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On the afternoon of 
June 26 the Historical 
Society marked its 

tenth anniversary with a birth-
day party in the Baker College 
Commons. Nancy Boothe and 
Karen Rogers, founding board 
members, gave an overview of 
the society’s accomplishments 

and Doug Killgore shared the 
video presentation he had pre-
pared in honor of Bill Barnett’s 
retirement as chairman of the 
Rice Board of Trustees. Guests 
feasted on refreshments prepared 
by Lee Kobayashi and Maydelle 
Burkhalter and their fabulous 
hospitality committee. 

Photos courtesy of Greg Davis

RICE HISTORICAL SOCIETY  
CELEBRATES TENTH ANNIVERSARY

Below Right:  
Lee and Annette 

Duggan with  
founding board  

member Jeff Dykes

Doug Killgore preparing to show the video he  
prepared in honor of Bill and Peggy Barnett

Michele Arnold with incoming society president 
Nancy Burch and outgoing president Helen Toombs

Maydelle Burkhalter and Froggy Williams

Right: Alan and Connie Bath
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Letter from Ray to the Rice Historical Society, May 19, 2005

Dear Friends:

I want to thank the Rice Historical Society 

for honoring me at the wonderful reception given by 

you and Y. Ping Sun at her beautiful home.

The home was especially important to me because 

my father had been the architect in 1919.

I have enjoyed working for so many years on 

the history of Rice and it became a lifetime pas-

sion for me.

Thank you all so much for the honor you 

gave me on May 11, 2005, my 90th 

birthday. I shall always remember it with great 

pleasure.

With deepest gratitude and thanks, 

Sincerely,

Ray Watkin Strange

RAY WATKIN STRANGE TURNS 90

Photos courtesy of Greg Davis

Betty and Barry Wood with Ryn Bowers 
at Ray’s birthday party

Karen Rogers, Ray and Ping Sun at Ray’s party

Guests enjoy the buffet at Ray’s party

Marjorie and Alan Chapman at Ray’s party


