Fingerprints, Footprints and Imprints

In 1958, Dad was hired as professor of Bible and Greek at Wayland Baptist College. The drive from New Orleans with six kids in tow was a long one. Coming from the Deep South of rolling hills, rivers and magnolia trees to the stark contrast of dry, flat, treeless farmland must have been a culture shock for my parents and older siblings. 

I was only four years old and our first nights in town were spent in Matador Hall, one of the men’s dormitories on the Wayland campus. Not only a “preacher’s kid” but now a “professors kid,” the experience of being in a men’s dorm was a precursor of campus life for me. (Years later as a teenager, I felt compelled to live up to my caste in life of “PK” and sneaked into a few men’s dorm just to see if I could get away with it. Though busted now by my own admission, I am too old for anyone to care.)  

Our family settled into a white frame house across the street from the college. My brothers and I spent summer nights playing hide and seek in the large holes that were excavated to plant the trees that now tower in front of Gates Hall. June bugs and crickets attracted by the lights left their brownish body prints on the cool concrete porch of the main building and imprinted memories of warm summer evenings playing on campus. 

Gates Hall was the entry to discovery not only for the students who entered through its doors, but also for me, a school-age child. It was the best place to hang out on a Saturday afternoon while my dad did office work. 

The large majestic columns and expansive porch was much larger than the old, antebellum homes of the South. Its tall ceilings, stairwells and large classrooms echoed every sound I made as I wandered through looking for something to do, accompanied by a friend who lived on the west side of campus in one of the former army barracks. 

The second floor was museum –like with Formaldehyde filled jars of preserved animals and oddities such as a two-headed snake. Among the many interesting artifacts was a two-headed lamb. I thought these freaks of nature only happened in horror shows. But there, I could touch the real thing in the cluttered, darkened dusty space waiting for a home in the Science Department or possibly a real museum was in its future.

Housed in the basement were several rooms. There was the recreation area for students, a snack area with a Coke machine, and an area with a Ping-Pong table. Repetitive sounds of contact between the ball and wooden paddle, grunts from the player’s exertion to return a serve filled the room. Daddy spent ample time in the basement attempting to even the score, always hating to lose - his lonely paddle now housed on my bookshelf.

The Bible Building where Daddy’s office was located was younger than I was. Built just a year before we arrived in town, it had stairs that were a contemporary open style design with supports hung from the ceiling. A platform jutted out partway up the backside creating a small stage for acrobatic tricks and stunts. Santa Claus must have liked Daddy’s offices too because one Christmas he left a blue bicycle for me in the closet. It never occurred to me that it might be an odd place for Santa to leave a gift. Wayland was my second home.

I could walk right next door to the new library to read and look around until I could no longer stand the whispered tones and quiet environment. 

As I grew, so did the Wayland Campus. Basketball games formerly played in the high school gym received a new home in Hutcherson Gym. The sidewalk that once closed the campus off from traffic opened access to new dorms, a student center, and other buildings. During my own growing years, Wayland experienced its most dramatic growth in its history. No longer a college, it was now a university.

I didn’t want to attend Wayland as a student. I wanted to leave home and go somewhere else to discover who I was as an independent person from my parents. “Encouraged” is a gentle term to describe Daddy’s efforts to get me to enroll at Wayland. I attended two semesters. I didn’t tell anyone that I was Dr. Howard’s daughter. I rather enjoyed allowing others to embarrass themselves as they complained about his exams. I suppose that was the “PK” in me. It was also the time when I checked out the men’s dorm just for fun.

Like home, we often take things for granted. I never considered the fact that it was Wayland that put the food on our table and provided my dad with a fulfilling career. It is in looking back that I can see the footprints Wayland made on my life. Footprints, what a fitting name for Wayland’s Publication for Alumni. 

The relationship between Wayland and the individual is reciprocal. Our own experience is imprinted on us for a lifetime. We have the opportunity of leaving our print on Wayland through relationships, and by giving financially so that others have the opportunity to “grow up” there too.

In addition to giving to the Scholarship that bears my parent’s names, I’ve left a few prints of my own. Several years ago I visited the Llano Estacado Museum built near the campus.  Among the familiar artifacts was the sign, “Do Not Touch.” It brought a chuckle as I thought to myself, I already have... that’s the “PK” in me.
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