
Cottey College was founded in 1884 by Virginia Alice Cottey 
(see bio at right). In search of a location, she wrote to 
Southern Methodist ministers across the state of Missouri. 
Her sister, Dora, was teaching in Dallas, and she wrote to 
friends in Texas. She received an encouraging letter from 
Reverend W.T. McClure in Nevada, Missouri. In November 
1883, Dora and Alice visited and were very pleased with the 
city, especially the encouragement of Reverend McClure 
and Mr. Harry C. Moore, mayor, and owner of the dry goods 
store.

The leaders of the community realized the opportunity a 
college would provide for the townspeople. Armed with 
her savings to finance the building, Virginia Alice Cottey 
proposed that if the city purchased the grounds for the 
college and donated them to her in a genuine warranty 
deed, she would proceed at once to erect a three-story 
building sufficient to accommodate 80 students. They 
offered six acres of a cornfield on the western edge of town 
where she could build a school.

In 1884, Virginia Alice Cottey opened the doors to her 42x40 
foot schoolhouse, a building that still stands today as 
the center portion of Main Hall. Originally named Vernon 
Seminary, its success was evident from the start. Named for 
the county in which it is located, the townspeople refused 
to call it that, referring to it as the “Cottey sisters’ school” or 
Cottey College. 

By 1899, the College had grown and a third story and wings 
were added to the College. As the school continued to grow, 
expansion and renovation of the building continued through 
the first 50 years. In 1903 a second building was added to 
campus, originally called west building and later renamed 
Rosemary Hall, it contained a new auditorium completed 
just in time for the College’s 25th Anniversary Celebration. 
Rosemary Hall also housed the unique suite living plan that 
Virginia Alice Cottey discovered at a music conference in 
Toronto. She felt this living arrangement would preserve 
the family atmosphere which she believed was vital to 

the education of young women. Today, the same living 
arrangements remain for our students.  

As she aged, the Founder knew she must prepare for 
the future of her college. Her efforts to raise a $100,000 
endowment failed and attempts to give the College to the 
City of Nevada and the Methodist Church were equally 
unsuccessful. In 1926, Virginia Alice Cottey received an 
invitation to join Chapter DW of the P.E.O. Sisterhood. While 
at the age of 78, she thought she was too old to become 
a new member, the educational purpose appealed to her 
and she thought she might contribute some service from 
her many years of experience. In November that year, the 
chapter’s education day program revealed the extent of the 
organization’s philanthropic contributions, all dedicated to 
women. A thought came to her, almost as a revelation “That 
is where Cottey College belongs.”

On the convention platform in Oklahoma City on October 
5, 1927, the Founder presented her life’s work to the 
Sisterhood. The conditions of her gift included that she 
would remain president of the College for two years, the 
P.E.O. Sisterhood would agree to raise an endowment of not 
less than $200,000 (with no time limit for its completion), 
and that the name of the college be Cottey College, owned 
and controlled by the P.E.O. Sisterhood. When the votes 
were counted the next morning, P.E.O. accepted the offer, 
and a new educational project for the Sisterhood began. 
(Note: At the time of the Sisterhood’s acceptance of Cottey, 
the original seven Founders of the P.E.O. Sisterhood had all 
joined Chapter Eternal.) 

She recognized the immense courage of the delegates 
with the following words: “From the bottom of my heart, I 
thank you. As I have been sitting here, I have been thinking 
how strange are the ways of God to man. At the time the 
P.E.O. Sisterhood was beginning to foster the education of 
women, in a little town in Missouri I was struggling toward 
that same goal. As I looked at this bowl of Marguerites tied 
with yellow and white, I thought of a handful of hopeful 
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Virginia Alice   
  Cottey    BIO
Virginia “Alice” Cottey was born March 27, 1848, in a log cabin 
on a farm nine miles southeast of the village of Edina in Knox 
County, Missouri. Her parents had followed many members of 
her mother’s family, the Eads, from Bracken County, Kentucky, 
to Missouri. At that time, the Southern Methodist Church was 
organizing congregations in the same area, and meetings were 
held in the Cottey home for many years. 

Following the Civil War, Ira and Sara Cottey actively pursued 
advanced educations for their children. Alice, as her family called 
her, was an avid reader, and largely self-taught as there were 
few educational opportunities for girls, although because of her 
parents’ dedication, she had the chance to attend two boarding 
schools. A love of teaching and learning and the realization of 
this shortfall in society had a strong influence on her life, and she 
developed a passion for giving young women the opportunity to 
learn.

She began teaching in the Knox County school district, and a year 
later, in 1876, was offered a teaching position at Central Female 
College in Lexington, Missouri.

Upon the death of her father in 1883, Alice realized that if she 
planned to start her own school she had better hurry up because 
at the age of 35, she thought that she would soon be considered 
an old woman. With the encouragement of her sisters, Mary and 
Dora, and armed with $3,000 in savings, she began building her 
dream.

In 1890, Alice married Samuel Stockard, a widower with three 
children. She accepted his proposal with the qualification: “I 
know that my school must always come first--it has been so from 
the beginning.” Sam was supportive of his wife’s vision for her 
school and was very helpful in business matters. He died suddenly 
in November 1896. The children continued to be a central part of 
the Founder’s life and her school.

In 1929, Alice retired from her daily responsibilities, and the 
Sisterhood’s executive board assumed complete control of the 
College and selected a new president. Alice’s commitment and 
dedication were acknowledged by Iowa Wesleyan College, the 
birthplace of P.E.O., in June 1930, when they conferred upon 
her an honorary doctorate. Of the many honors she received for 
her work to establish Cottey College, the privilege of wearing 
an academic hood meant the most to her. At the age of eighty-
five, she took an active part in the celebration of Cottey’s golden 
anniversary in 1934. 

Alice joined Chapter Eternal on July 16, 1940, at the age of 
92. Then president of Cottey College, Dr. Marjorie Mitchell, 
said to the students in the fall: “Think of the College as a living 
monument to her unfaltering faith, her dauntless courage, and 
her abiding love. While Cottey College exists, Mrs. Virginia Alice 
Cottey Stockard lives.” She was laid to rest at Drywood Cemetery 
in Nevada, Missouri.

young girls years ago meeting in a plain study hall to vote 
on the school colors and a flower to represent them--they 
decided on the Daisy and the yellow and white.” 

Upon Virginia Alice Cottey Stockard’s retirement from 
presidency in 1929, the Sisterhood participated in the 
selection of future College presidents. Cottey entered its 
second 50 years (1935-1984) in the midst of an economic 
depression. During this time there were many struggles 
at higher education institutions. At Cottey, the buildings 
were in needed of repair and modernization, the academic 
program needed the recognition of an accrediting body, 
salaries were low, and enrollment was very low. As carrying 
out the Founder’s vision to provide a quality education 
for women necessitated adding programs, buildings, and 
service, the P.E.O. Sisterhood steadfastly supported its 
College.

From its humble beginnings, the College has grown to 
include 14 buildings on an 11-block tract, a scenic 33-acre 
wooded area used for campus gatherings and retreats, 
and a recently constructed softball field. At the beginning 
of its second century of operation, Cottey College had 
finally achieved the financial stability dreamed of by the 
Founder and long sought by P.E.O.s, alumnae, and other 
supporters of the College. The challenges confronting the 
College included; improving the relationship between the 
faculty and administration, establishing a strategic planning 
process, and expanding the physical plant and human 
resource base to provide the facilities and services that will 
attract young women in the 21st century. The College’s great 
challenge during this era has been to stabilize enrollment 
and grow. 

We hope that each P.E.O. Sister will join us at Cottey 
in making the next 50 years a time of great success on 
campus. In the next few pages of this book, the College will 
share how you can get involved and make an impact in a 
young woman’s life and support Cottey College’s shared 
vision – to help every young woman reach for the stars.
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