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VIRGINIA RAGSDALE

or NiNt vears, Viraixia Racsoars lived on the Col

lege campus. and her presence meant more to Guilford

College than she would ever have been willing for any-
one to sav. Dr. Ragsdale was one of the fnest scholars
whase lives have touched that of the College: she was also
one of the most unassuming. Her life was a constant
illustration of Dr. Hobbs™ oft repeated remark, “There is
no limic to what a person can do if he doesn’t care who
gets the credic.

Virginia Ragsdale, the daughter of Joseph
S. and Emily Idel Ragsdale, was born on De-
cember 13, 1870, at che home in [amestown.
There with her sister. Ida. and her brocher.
Will, she spent a2 happy childhood varied wich
visits to "Grandma's house”. 1 place of pure
enchantment in every scason. The [dols had
lived on the same farm for vencrations—the
aew house was buwlt tn 1843—and cthe chil-
dren loved ic all: che vellow rose beside che
front steps, the portico at the back with rail-
e and lattice work, and che lone tliche of
stone steps down to the deep chade of a
row of cedars. the front room with aile-
framed mirrors on opposice walls, the kitchen
with the Dutch door. the grear dresser wach dJies in the
shelves to hold spoons, the replace so deep thae they could
s within it warm and ecure, the attic where apples
were stored  tor use. che old loom-house where
grandmother and aunts wove che lengehs of staur cotton
checks and Tinsev woolsey for evervday clothing,  The
visiting davs were Jong and busv: the memory of those
davs remained brighe,

winter

The Ragdale chiddren went to «chool ac the old Fline
Hill School in Jamestown, 0 privace institution which
their facher had owned and manaeed for & yvear or two
st atrer the war wav over, and he was out of the army.
fewel Weatherly, oteen mentioned in Jumestown  hiscory,
was the principal teacher when Virginia Ragsdale was
going to school there, and he was a good teacher for a
voung mathemacician, for mental arichmetic was his chicf
delight. Miss Ragsdale said. “We acquired speed and ac-
curacy that stood us in good stead long vears afrerward.
[ should like to knew how many times we went through
Olney’s Algebra—ac least uncil we knew ic backwards
and forwards.”

Virginia Ragsdale way well prepared when she entered
Salem Academv as a junior: she pursucd the usual course
of studics, graduating in 1887 with an extra diploma in
prano playing. She was valedictorian of the class.

Virginia Ragsdale was geaduated from Guilford College
with the class of 1892 1 class which has set high standords
in life as well s in college. Tt was an extremely active
group which, during its college career. led in the move-
mene for the building of the Y.M.C.A. (now called the
Music Building). expanded che athletic program. excelled
in oratory, and shurtdy after graduation founded the
Alumni Association of Guitford College.
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Among the honors which came to the Class of 1892
was one which had particular significance for the College
as a whole; in che <pring of 1892, Brya Mawe College
established a scholarship to be awarded annually to the
Guilford woman graduating with the highest scholastic
average.  Virgimia Ragsdale was the first to win this
honor.

In the fall of 1892, she began her long residence at
Beyn Mawr: there she matured as a scholar.
She took her bachelor’s degrec in 1896 and
recurned in 1896-97 as graduace student and
demonstrator in physics: at the cnd of the
vear, she was awarded che Bevn Mawr Euro-
pcan Fellowship.

Her field was machematics. and with the
advice of Dr. Charlotte Angas Scotr, the able
protessor under whom she had done much of
her work, Miss Ragsdale chose the University
of Goctingen in order thac she mighe study
under the distinguished machematicians, Klein
and Hilbert. Two other Bryn Mawe students
went abroad ac the same tme, and the three
d a fine year at the University of Gottingen.
Thev planned theie arrival in Germany so
that thev had tbout two months of living with Geeman
families in che pleasant lictle town of Eisenach before che
wversity opened.

They visited Weimar: they spent cheir spring  va-
cacion happily in lcdy: and when che yvear's studv was
aver, they had a fine rrip down the Rhine and on nto
France.  OF course, they shopped in Paris. Miss Ragsdale
buying 1 black seraw hat nicely trimmed with pink roses;
then they wene on o England for thiee weeks, came
home on a fast boat. and prepared o begin the year's
teaching.

Miss Ragsdale had been appointed teacher of science
and mathemacics ac the Bryn Mawr School in Baltimore
and stood at the beginning of her fine carcer as a teacher.
After chree vears of teaching she was awarded her third
umportant scholarship, onc given by the Baltimore Asso-
ciation for the Promotion of University Education for
Women, and returned to Bryn Mawe o complete rthe
work for the Ph.D. degree. It was conferred in 1906.
Dr. Ragsdale was onc of the firsc woman scholars from
North Curolina to carn such a degree npoa the basis of
forcign <tudy.  Fler dissertation, “"On the Arrangement
of the Real Branches of Plane Algebraic Curves,” was
princed in the American Journal of Mathematics.

After two vears of study (1901-1903), <he taught at
Dr. Sach’s School for Girls in New York Cicv: in 1906
she became head of the department of mathematics ac
the Baldwin School in Bevn Mawe, and in 1911 Miss Ger-
trude Mendenhall succeeded in persuading her to recurn
to Norch Carolina and to become a2 member of the mathe-
maties deparcment 1t Woman’s College.  There she was
instructor. associate professor, and professor of mache-
matics, being the head of the department from 1926 uncil
1928.
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DR. RAGSDALE
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As a mathematican Dr. Ragsdale had that certainey
which emerged from her own great abilities and from her
excellene study and preparation: she also had the power
to look forward. to foresee the developments which would
come. Courses in statistics were not formaily tncroduced
into the Woman's Collewe curriculum while she was a
member of the facuity, but she had taken the steps which
led to their escablishment, for she had suggested to Miss
Scrong thac the time had come for the two of them to
begin the study of the subject, and they had proceeded
wicn the work.

Dr. Rugsdale was an excellent teacher interested in her
students, patient with them in trial and ereor. ever stead-
fast in holding them to the highest standards of cxact
and careful work. There was great courtesv and con-
sideracion in her manner when she discussed caleuius-—or
any other subject.  She was a1 fine scholar and 4 hne
woman: no student could tail to recognize those two
faces, neicher coutd she fal to see that her professor was
making absolutely no cifort to impress her with chen.

Students and faculty members, friends in every period
of her fife, fele the depeh of her modesty. for she seemed
alwavs unconscious of her rare powers. The Tribute of-
fered to her memory by e faculty of Weman's Cellege
contains @ characterization for which her friends are grate-
ful: "Two of the most striking things about her were
her integricy and her singleness of mind.  And because
her eye was single, she saw questions in che large, and her
fudgment was just. She had courage too, as well as wis-
dum=-courage to do and to stand for whae she tele righe
yd couraze to carry on in the face of phvsical disabilicy,.
anvacey, tonelingss, and gref. And her wisdom and cour-
aue were cquatled——even execled—-by hier unselfishness,
She had 1 positive tibent for self-cfacemene. Underlving
Al was her religious faich, silenc bur ceal”

Dr. Ragsdale retired from teaching i 1928, <aving
that she fele thae her plice at Woman's Colflege could be
tiken by someone ehe buc that her place at home could
not.  Fer mother was il and Deo Ragsdale ended her
teaching to carry che responsibilicies of the home.

After her mother's deach, she buile the beauciful house,
which now stands s her gife to Guilford College, and
moved from Jumestown to enter upon a4 new phase of
her Bifes In her last nine vears, she was not 1 professor
in retirement, she was a4 busy person living a lite ot quiet
cpovment, varied with many interests and many friend-
ships. und filled with rhe jov and satsfaction of setting
Sne plants in the carth and wacching them grow and
bloom in beauty.

Her warden was afways beautiful. yer Dr. Ragsdale
incisred that afeer ail she knew veey litele about garden-
ing and owed all of ity excellence to those who helped
and advised her.  Miss Ragsdale’s friends remember the
many flowers she brought: carly daffodils, narcissus, and
small old-fashioned hyvacinths from the ireegular border
doag the fringe of woods. columbine and bleeding heare,
mauve culips and blae pidox, grear stalks of iris, vellow
day lilics, zinnns, sl and imwense in July heat, airy
rose-red spider lilies in Scptember, great fountain sprays
of chrysanthemums pungenc as autumn, and to end the
scason the translucent Christmas rosc.

Miss Ragsdale’s tlowers came to College occasions too—
only a short time before her deach. she senc rhe larkspur,
the roses, and the lilies to decorate cthe rables for che
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Alumni Banquet. She was always deeply interested in
the Alumni Association, which her class had fpunded,
and served on ics executive committee for s2veral vears.
She brought her garden to its greatest perfection of bloom
1t commencement time, and she often made her home
the cencer of alumnt activities for cthe older group of
Boarding School and College graduates. '

Miss Virginia Ragsdale’s home reflected che beauty and
taste which her garden also showed: she hid inherited
fine old furniture from her family, <he had boughc other
excellent picces while she was teaching, and she made her
home the seteing for them.  She often entertained her
Woman's College friends, her friends and neighbors at
Guilford, and the clubs to which she n:longed, the Friday
Aftecnoon Buok Club and the Guilford College Art Ap-
preciation Club.  Her nicces and nephews fele much the
same about her home as she had fele about “Grandma’s
house” and often came to see her.  Family ties were
strong. and there was a great depth of ateztion for "Aunt
Jennie™ among the seven chiddren ot her brother William
G. and Lucy Cothn Ragsdale: Joseph S Thomas C., and
William G. Ragsdale 1, Mary R. Serickland, Lucy R.
Heilig, Virginia R. Cox, and Emily Ragsdale. and amonyg
the children of her siscer Ida R Hill and hee husband,
Joel Hill: Fred S., Frank L., and Theodore D. Hill, Louise
H. Bower., Emily H. Michal, and Mary H. Snell. One
nephew, Joel R. Tl is not hving.

Genealogy had its charms for her, and she had seudied
family history, carcrully, but her principal interests were
not in the past but in the lives of her family and friends,
in the continuing life of Guilford College, and in the
activities of the presenc. She followed last vear's cam-
paiga-cncfully and was among the Arst to make a con-
wribution o it.  She kepe up her membership in the
American  Mathematical Society and the Machemarical
Associacion of America and resumed ceaching for a few
weeks in 1943 when she was needed at Woman's College
during che dllness of the hwad of che machemarics depare-
ment. She read widely and was constantly adding the bese
new books o her excellenc library. She enjoyed cravelling
and wich Dr. Anna Gove spenc a pace of the summer of
1939 visiting the expositions at San Francisce and New
Yark. Another caclier trip was also memorable—-che vear
of her graduation from Bryn Mawr, seven young friends
speat cight days e w on 2 wagon trip over the Blue
Ridge Mountains into Virginia. Thirty-Ave yvears lacer,
six of them repeated that journey recalling theie mem-
ories of the sudden storm, the land marks along the way,
the climbing of Mitchell's Peak. the daring swim in New
River. Those making the review crip were Miss Mary
Petey, Miss Ragsdale, Mrs. Frank Armfield, Mres. Ro T,
Pickens, W. J. Armfcld, Jr., j. O. Ragsdale, and Herbere
C. DPetty. FHenreyanna Flackney White was absent; her
deach was chen the fiest break in their ciccle of triendship.

The death of Dr. Virginia Ragsdale, which occurred
on the fourth of June, 1945, ended many pleasant asso-
ciations, vet she had made her life such an incegral parc
of Guilford College that s intluence does net cnd.
Memories of Virginia Ragsdale remain as brighe and clear
as che lase roses before frose; her home ramains as an
evidence of her devotion to Guilford College and her
generosity to e, The life of the College and the life of
the community have been more beauciful because of her
gracious presence among us.

—Dorothy Lloyd Gilbert



