I Memoriam

Virginia Ragsdale

Dr. Virginia Ragsdale's long connection with our college ended some
eighteen years ago when che resicned from the faculty because of home
resoonsibilities. But so outstandins was she, both in scholarship and in
character, that the college honors itself when, in view of her death this
pist suwmrer, it recalls ner gracious memory and pays tribute to her rare
worth.

Born at nearby Jamestown in 1370, %iss Ragsdale grew up in the hard
years following the Civil War when, to use her own words, "life was plain
and simrle." From a charmine account of h2r childhood written for her
nieces, we lszarn that in these frugal years "biscuits" and "preserves"
were ccmpany treats and a new dress or the ovurchase of a new lamp for the

house, a real event, Zut hich thinkin-~ went with the olain living and

sacrificial effort secured for the children th= nest education available.

'kﬁﬁarently tiss Pagsdale's interest in mathamatics was stimulated by her
first school for, so she records, "mental arithmetic" was "the teacher's
delight, and w2 acquired sveed and accuracy in calculation which stood
us in good stead long yzars afterwards." She adds: "I would like %o
know how many ti—es we want through Olaey's Alpebra-—at least until we
knew it backwards and forwards."

Such thoroughness seems to have made a good foundation for further

scademic success. In 1887, Miss Pagsdale was valedictorian of the graduating

class at Salem Acadery and aleng with her B.S. degree at Guilford College
in 1092, she won the first 3ryn Vawr scholarship awarded at Guilford.
This record of achievemant was repeated at Bryn Mavr. Along with her

A. B. degree there, she won a foreien fellowshin which gave her, after

a year of ¢raduate study at Bryn Yavr, the opoortunity to work at
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Gottingen under the distinguishe” mathematicians, Klein and Hilbert. Fhen
followed seversl years of teaching at the Bryn Mawr School in Baltimore.
There she was awarded a third scholarship, this time by the 3altimore
Association for the Promntion of University Zducatisn for Women. Returning
to Brym Mawr and building upon her work in Sermany, she completed in 1903
the resuirsment for the degree of Doctor of Philcsophy. She thus became
one of the earliest of North Carolina women--nossibly the very first—--to
receive a doctorate upon the partial basis of foreign study. Her ma jor
was Pure Mathematics, her minors Physics and Apolied Mathematics.
Analytical Geometry was her special interest—pernaps through the influence
of the very able Dr. Scott at Bryn Mawr--and her thesis borq the title:
On the Arrangement of the Real Branches of Plane flrebraic Curves.

fer student days now ended, TUr. Raggdale entered in earnest upon her
chosnn work of teachine, first in Dr. Sach's 3chool for Girls in New York
City, then in the Raldwin School at Bryn Mawr with some work at Bryn Mawr
College also. The death of her only sister brought her back to Worth
Caroliaa in 1911, and we were happy encugh to sscure her for our College.
After fifteen years in our Wath~matics Departmant, she succeeded
¥iss Mendenhall as head of the derartment. Two ye;rs later, however, she
resioned because she felt that she was needed at hore. The vears of
loving and szcrificial service which followed were znded only by the dedth
of her mother in 193L. Then came “rolonged snd serious illness for
Dr. Ragsdale herself--the result of long strain. 3ut at evening time
there was light. l'ovin: from her old home at Jamesbown in 1936, she
built on the Guilford College campus the house which was to be her parting
gift to the college znd became in this lovely new home an interested amd
happy memoer of the Guilford community. This nle2asant home she laft last
Junz to enter upon--I use the words of a nizce—-"the p2ace and beauty which

must be hars in the life beyond."
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Turainc from ~ur hasty sketcn of Dr. Ragsdala's life to think of

what she was and what she stood for, we meet several con*rasts. She took
her work as a teacher by no mrmans as routine bub seriously. liever tolerant
of slipshod work or of bluffing, she was yet patiant with the slow and
immature. And she had the forward lock. &%t our College, for example,
we have a telescope partly because of h r insistence. And though the now
imoortant subject of Statistics was not formally introduced into our
cirriculum until 1929, the first step toward the development of our courses
was taken by Ur. Ragsdale. Indead, she began the study of the subject even
vefore she became head of the department. On the other hand, her strong
family loyalty--a loyalty alwmosi fierce, according o one fr}end-—made her
r2aiy ts zubordinate her awn career to the call for versonal sarvice at
home. As we have scen, she came South zgd then lzter resigned from
teact:ing because of this family loyalty. Again thare is the contrast
atween nar intelioctual c¢ifts and attainments and her modesty. She had,
to use the words »f Tr. Foust, "the modestr and desep humility which
characterizes excellence in anv fizld." In her case this modesty was
extreme amountine even to dAiffidence and sometimes hindering the promnt
recognition of hsr worth. She had, for exampla, besen in the college for
several years before Dr. Foust coull say-—-as he did say—"I am just finding
Dr. Ragsdale out. And she is a jewel; she is a jewel." Then thsare were
other minor contrasts. Thus, she was entirely. frank and simpnle in social

intercoursec and yet so raticent that even her {riends were ignorant of

much that she f=21t an
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agpacially of mucn that she suffered,. Again, she
neld herself and -:hars to exacting standarids, y=t her friends remember
her as tolerani, understanding, and even commassionate. One friend

intimate with her fr-m childhood, cannot remember to have heard a single

unkind judgment from her lips.
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Such contrasts as we have s:ggested did not, of course, indicate a
snplit in Dr. PBagsdale's personality but rather the d epth and richness of
that rersonality. Two of the mo-% striking thines about hers wers her
integrity and her singleness of mind. And because her eye was single,
she saw questions in the large and her judgment was just. She had
courage, too, as well as wisdom~-courare to do and to stand for what she
felt to be right and courage t» carry on in the face of ohysical disability,
anxiety, loneliness and grief. And her visdom and courage were equaled,

even exceeded by her unselfishness. Sne had a nositive talent for self-
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ffacement. And nnderlying all was her religicus faith, silent but real.

Dr. Ragsdale hi'd many interests--her lovely old furniture, travel,
art and music, books, community znd college vroblams. But o~rhaps her
reatest sources of enjoymeant were her tlowers, h-sr friends, and her
nephews and niaces. Cardenine was an unfailine resource, and her roses
and iris =nd other garden heauties were share- generously. As for the
nieées and neohsws, tiiey looked up to her, erew in tryving to meet her high
standards, denended on har strength and wisdom, enjsysd her s=nse of
huwor, -ni rested in her loving-vxindness. Zven har small crand niece
"look=d on her 2s a contemporary vho conld find thz mozt delir~htful
b0oks =nd write the nicest letters."

Those of us who had the hich nrivilage of ¥nowing Dr., Ragsdale will

always be grateful far h-r presence at our College and will always find
it a little easier to bHe genuine =2nd fair and high~minded and humble.
She would wish no better memorial. . -
J. A. Hichsmith
Anna ¥, Gove

Vary ¥. Petty
Cornelia Strong, Chairman
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