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Harcum College was in the midst of what 

I called the most celebratory anniversary in 

its history when we paused to consider how 

Harcum arrived where it is today.

In our Centennial year of 2015, we 

took time among lectures, art shows, 

Acts of Service, and sports championship 

games to pay tribute in speeches and in 

print to our founders, Edith Hatcher 

Harcum and Octavius Harcum. 

We also recognized Philip, Henry, 

and Arthur Klein—the architects of 

Harcum’s revival—and the many trustees, 

presidents, faculty, and staff who devoted 

their time, creativity, and hard work to 

make a Harcum education and degree 

relevant and valuable to students and 

alumni during the past century. This 

book is a part of that tribute.

Centennials are a time to reflect, 

regroup, and prepare for future 

challenges. Even as we celebrated 

My thanks to Harcum College’s 

Board of Trustees and President Jon 

Jay DeTemple for their support and 

encouragement of Harcum’s Centennial 

in 2015, which led to the research and 

production of this book.

In particular, thanks to board 

members Louise Strauss and Alexander 

Klein who have taken a personal interest 

in Harcum’s history both for themselves 

and for their families that played a 

significant role in Harcum’s growth and 

development for over fifty years.

Archival records of Harcum’s history 

are limited; they remain only in scattered 

repositories, in the yearbooks, and in the 

shared individual memories of Harcum 

trustees, faculty, alumni, students, 

and staff. These need to be collected, 

recorded, catalogued, and preserved. I 

am grateful to all the individuals who 

shared their recollections with me.

Boris Blai, Jr.’s Harcum Junior 

College: A Short History (1972) is the 

only previous full-length history of the 

college available and is a primary source 

of information enhanced by Blai’s role 

as Harcum’s director of institutional 

research. Former Registrar Phyllis Bean 

wrote her master’s thesis on Harcum’s 

history and found new information 

about Edith Harcum, her family, and the 

school’s curricula. The Lower Merion 

Historical Society holds a variety of 

material about Harcum’s past and present.

Harcum’s first century and the 

achievements of its founders, Harcum 

was hard at work preparing for its 

second century by completing our latest 

accreditation with the Middle States 

Commission on Higher Education. 

We are currently expanding and 

revising existing academic programs 

and planning new programs. New sites 

for our Partnership Site programs with 

I-LEAD, Inc. are being planned, and 

we are considering new sports teams 

and planning improvements to our 

athletic facilities.  

It’s impossible in one history to 

recognize every individual and each group 

that contributed to Harcum’s success. It’s 

my hope that this book will encourage 

interest and further study and help us lead 

to the development of a comprehensive 

archive that brings together the many 

strands of Harcum’s unique history.

In reflecting on Harcum’s history in 

1945, Edith Harcum wrote: 

Like the rest of the world, 

Harcum has had its ups and downs, 

but the fact that for thirty years 

the educational aspirations of its 

beginning have endured and that 

other fine colleges have since been built 

on this same idea, should encourage us 

to keep attuned to current conditions 

and needs, rather than sink into the 

lethargy of past achievements. With 

thousands of alumnae, increasing 

every year, Harcum should now be 

widely felt. A college without ideals 

is as useless as a person without an 

objective.

This book is just the beginning of 

the process of chronicling how Harcum’s 

ideals were developed and where they are 

taking the Harcum community. I hope 

you enjoy it.

Jon Jay DeTemple, Ph.D.

President

Fred Anderson, executive director 

of the Virginia Baptist Historical Society, 

is probably the only living expert on Dr. 

William Hatcher, Edith Hatcher Harcum’s 

father. In fact, Fred literally embodies 

him on occasion, having closely studied 

his writings and assumed Dr. Hatcher’s 

persona to recreate his famous sermons 

over four hundred times across thirty-five 

years and reaching nearly one hundred 

thousand persons. Fred reviewed the 

manuscript of this book and provided 

valuable insights about the Hatcher family.

David Bearr of Westminster College 

was an unexpected and valuable source 

of information on Oranie Virginia Snead 

and her daughters.

Geoff Harrington, Harcum’s 

former executive director of college 

advancement, provided contacts and 

suggestions regarding alumni and former 

employees at Harcum.

I am grateful for the help of Trout 

Library Director Katie McGowan and 

her staff, particularly Catalog Librarian 

Roxanne Sutton, for providing materials 

from the college archive.

Gale Martin, Harcum’s director of 

communications and marketing, used 

her extensive experience in publications 

editing as well as editing her own work 

to make this manuscript presentable to 

the world.

A century may once have seemed 

a long time in human affairs, but our 

contemporary technology mocks such 

measurements. When Harcum College 

opened in 1915, the largest employers 

in the Philadelphia region made ships, 

locomotives, and textiles, the telephone 

was just being introduced widely, and 

commercial radio broadcasting was five 

years away. Teaching was done with 

textbooks, notebooks, and chalk boards. 

What private institutions operating 

in 1915 remain in the region today? 

A handful of law firms and insurance 

companies, a baseball team, a hospital 

or two, some museums and a zoo, 

and dozens of institutions of higher 

education. They have survived in part 

because they provide a service customers 

find indispensable while others who did 

not disappeared from the scene.

Higher education still survives in a 

form that Edith and Octavius Harcum 

would recognize. But as the digital 

revolution continually deletes seemingly 

impregnable fixtures of the regional 

economy, permanently alters the 

workplace and the teaching profession, 

and upends so many individuals’ lives, 

those of us dedicated to institutional 

higher education can be grateful for 

the human logic that spared it—largely 

because of people’s trust in its authority 

and value. Yet, we must recognize it 

too has changed in ways we are only 

beginning to understand.

Anders R. Back

Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania

April 2016

FOREWORD ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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There had been several days of fine fall 

weather, but on the morning of Thursday, 

October 1, 1915, the residents of Bryn 

Mawr, Pennsylvania woke to cloudy 

skies. Raindrops beaded the Pennsylvania 

Railroad tracks bisecting the town the 

railroad helped create. 

They spattered the windows set in 

the massive Renaissance Revival façade 

of the former Bryn Mawr Hotel and the 

matching suspenders, and a white 

shirt, tie, jacket and an overcoat. A 

wartime cloth shortage was beginning 

to impact styles and prices, but women 

dressed slightly less severely in cloth 

coats and colorful tunics worn over 

long underskirts cut calf-length to save 

on cloth, with natural waists. Younger 

women and female students opted for 

comfortable, knee-length knits, some 

with pleated skirts and low-heeled, lace-

up Oxford style shoes. Out-of-doors, 

hats were nearly universal for adults of 

both sexes. 

Commuters reading the morning 

newspaper while waiting at the 

Pennsylvania Railroad station in 

Bryn Mawr and looking for weekend 

amusements could learn from 

The Philadelphia Inquirer that the 

Philadelphia Orchestra was about to 

begin a new season under the baton 

of conductor Leopold Stokowski, 

and the Strand Theater at 12th Street 

and Girard Avenue was showing the 

Charlie Chaplin two-reeler “When 

We Were 21” and “A Perilous Chance” 

for ten cents a ticket. The bestselling 

books that fall included The Genius 

by Theodore Dreiser and The Research 

Magnificent by H. G. Wells. 

From Washington D.C., reports 

claimed widowed President Woodrow 

Wilson, a former Bryn Mawr College 

faculty member, was about to 

announce his engagement to Mrs. 

Edith Bolling Galt.

By the afternoon, the local news 

agents’ stands offered copies of the 

Philadelphia Evening Ledger (circulation 

95,618) for sale, with headlines about 

the war in Europe. 

umbrellas of faculty and students on 

their way to classes there, the building 

having been recently leased by The 

Baldwin School. The sidewalks of 

Montgomery Avenue were busy with 

city-bound commuters on their way to 

the Bryn Mawr train station. Students 

and teachers were heading for The 

Shipley School and Bryn Mawr College. 

In the kitchens and dressing rooms of  

private homes, boarding houses, and 

inns lining Montgomery Avenue next to 

the railroad tracks, residents breakfasted 

and dressed for work. Aromas of burning 

coal and wood smoke filled the air. 

On this gray fall day the 

businessmen and teachers bound 

for their offices and classrooms were 

formidable in three-piece wool suits 

with matching vests, or trousers with 

Readers learned the German army 

was counterattacking the Russian 

army outside Dvinsk and an Anglo-

French offensive in the Artois and 

Champagne bloodily recaptured 

several thousand yards of trenches 

INTRODUCTION

under heavy German shellfire. 

German Zeppelins were dropping 

bombs on London.

Despite the sinking in May of the 

Cunard Liner Lusitania by a German 

submarine, with the loss of many U.S. 
Melville Hall, c. 1925 “The neighboring schools wondered at our audacity.”

Marguerite Melville-Liszniewska, pianist and namesake of Melville Hall.  
Image: University of Adelaide, Elder Conservatorium Photographs
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citizens on board, the United States 

remained neutral and at peace. 

For the affluent residents of the 

Main Line, the round of autumn social 

events continued with parties to attend 

and holiday plans to finalize. 

After four days of excellent weather, 

the Bryn Mawr Horse Show Committee 

decided to cancel that day’s program to 

avoid the risk of any of the valuable show 

horses catching cold. The competition 

of half-bred hounds (dogs with a single 

pure-bred parent) was allowed to proceed.

Baseball fans anticipated the 

following week when the Philadelphia 

Phillies would commence a World 

Series against the Boston Red Sox. 

The Phillies would eventually lose that 

Series four games to one. No one could 

have guessed that sixty-five years would 

pass before the Phillies would win 

another World Series game.

As the morning progressed, the Ford 

Model T was an occasional sight on 

Montgomery Avenue, Lancaster Avenue, 

and the neighborhood streets. The 

runabout model cost $390, making it 

affordable for some local families. A year 

earlier Ford Motors had announced the 

Model T would be sold only in black. 

The Pennsylvania Railroad still 

served as the primary means of local 

transportation. In the previous 

month, the PRR had launched the 

first electrified commuter rail service 

between Philadelphia and Paoli, using 

11,000 volt overhead AC wires to 

power the trains. 

The smooth gliding of the 

electrified trains—steel cars painted rust 

red, designated MP54, and later called 

the “red cars” or “red rattlers”—with 

Avenues, (formerly “Weimercroft,” 

the mansion of businessman William 

H. Weimer) two Virginians, Octavius 

Marvin Harcum and his wife Edith 

Hatcher Harcum, along with their 

young children William Marvin and 

Edith Virginia, were preparing for the 

opening of the parents’ bold venture, 

the Harcum Post-Graduate School. 

Three students would arrive that day 

to begin practicing on some of the five 

pianos placed in the music room.

Their venture was the culmination 

of a process that had begun March 

30, 1915, when Edith and Octavius 

occupied a room in Bryn Mawr 

Hospital with their fourteen-month-

old daughter Edith Virginia and 

newborn son William. Edith Harcum 

had given birth to the boy just three 

days earlier. While she rested in bed, 

Octavius (who preferred Marvin, his 

middle name) stamped the printed 

announcements to be mailed out to 

the community about the opening of 

the new school.

But the idea of a school for women’s 

music education in Bryn Mawr had been 

raised much earlier. Edith had moved 

to Bryn Mawr on the suggestion of her 

sister Orie Latham Hatcher, a Bryn 

Mawr College professor. Edith’s skills 

enabled her to obtain a post teaching 

piano at The Shipley School in 1909. 

With a stable teaching position, she 

could continue periodic piano studies in 

Europe, the preferred option for serious 

students who could afford the trip. 

“There was the day [in 1912] I 

landed in New York from study in 

Vienna, with plans for a concert career. 

The next day I met Marvin Harcum, 

only the sounds of wheels and brakes 

to announce their approach contrasted 

starkly with the noisy steam trains 

passing through Bryn Mawr on their 

way to and from Philadelphia. The red 

cars would become a familiar sight—

also a Virginian just returned from 

Europe where he had been for two years 

on business. Within four months we 

were married,” Edith recalled for the 

Harcum yearbook in 1945. 

In a later newspaper interview, she 

said, “I came back from my last trip ready 

to twist the world around my fingers. I 

was exercising them in a boarding house 

for an audition when a young man 

presented himself and shortly announced 

that nothing should keep us apart.”

Not long after their marriage on 

February 17, 1913, in New Castle, 

Delaware, “we turned our attention . . . 

to something that would use my talents 

and his business vision and ability.” 

Edith wrote in the yearbook, “My 

family in Virginia was one of educational 

leadership and as I had definite ideas on 

the subject myself, we decided to start 

a school where the individual talent of 

Octavius Marvin Harcum

Edith Hatcher Harcum

each girl would be treated as an integral 

part of her education. 

“‘It cannot be done,’ we heard on 

all sides, ‘no money and no experience.’ 

‘How dare you try such a school in Bryn 

Mawr, the center of sharply standardized 

curricula?’ The neighboring schools 

wondered at our audacity.”

However, no shortage of self-

motivation and drive existed in 

the Hatcher family. Edith’s father 

Reverend William Hatcher, a popular 

Richmond pastor and author, founded 

an academy for boys that later became 

a military school. 

Her sister Orie Latham Hatcher 

was a Shakespeare scholar and Bryn 

Mawr College professor, and sister 

Elizabeth Hatcher Sadler wrote about 

Thomas Jefferson’s love of horticulture.

Her brother Eldridge Burwell 

Hatcher, also a professor, wrote 

and as they aged, a gradually noisier 

sound—to generations of students and 

residents who used the Bryn Mawr 

station daily.

In their rented home at the 

corner of Morris and Montgomery 
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a full-length biography of their 

father. Edith had the support and 

encouragement of her family in the 

enterprise. 

Bryn Mawr in 1915 was a well-

established community of about 20,000 

originally known as “Humphreysville” 

after the name of an early farmer in 

the area. It became “Bryn Mawr” 

(“great hill” in Welsh) when it grew 

into a town serving the families of 

Pennsylvania Railroad employees 

who were encouraged to build homes 

along the “Main Line” of rail service 

between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. 

Its economy grew, serving the needs 

of students, faculty, and staff at Bryn 

Mawr College and other schools. It 

attracted the wealthy who gradually 

adopted the area as their own.

The Pennsylvania Railroad Company 

established this new community as an 

engineering project and a long-term 

investment. Between April 1, 1868 and 

March 18, 1869 William H. Wilson, 

the railroad company’s agent, acquired 

283 acres of land to build portions of the 

railroad line, open new roads, plant trees, 

and sell land for homes and businesses. 

Bryn Mawr College, The Shipley School, 

Harcum College, and the Bryn Mawr 

Conservatory of Music all occupy land 

William Wilson originally bought for the 

railroad. 

Affluent Philadelphians came 

by train to the Bryn Mawr Hotel for 

getaways and some built summer 

homes and mansions along the little 

creeks that flowed into the Schuylkill 

River. In the countryside nearby 
Edith Hatcher – “A Richmond Genius” c. 1913. The Times-Dispatch, Richmond, Virginia, Sunday, January 4, 1914.
“Mrs. Harcum is a musician of no small talent . . . .”

farms still flourished. In this growing 

neighborhood new families wanted 

their daughters to have the best 

education—within limits, as women’s 

education generated nearly as much 

controversy as women’s suffrage. 

Several well-regarded private 

secondary schools such as Shipley and 

Baldwin, and leading higher education 

institutions such as Bryn Mawr College 

and Haverford College sustained students’ 

needs, but few schools specialized in 

music in the region, and most were 

located in Philadelphia. Indeed, as Edith 

Harcum realized, a new school in such a 

neighborhood was a risky endeavor for 

a well-educated and ambitious couple 

who had some teaching and business 

experience but who had never attempted 

such a venture.

Edith Harcum at her piano, c. 1930s. "We were often treated to Mrs. Harcum preparing for one of her concerts," recalled Joan Scott Keenan '31.


