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From Church Pulpit to College Presidency: McLeod Milligan Pearce (1874-1948)

By

Larry Pearce


Few individuals have sparked the imagination of this writer like the life of The Rev. Dr. McLeod Milligan Pearce, former President of Geneva College, Beaver Falls, PA. When I first encountered his name in the 1939 Who’s Who in Pennsylvania, and learned that he was born in Bellevue, a North Pittsburgh suburb only a few miles from our family’s Pine Creek settlement, I was certain that we must be related. And who wouldn’t want to be related to this quality person? Yet, my investigation took several years and cost me several trips to various libraries, countless phone calls to Geneva College, and many unanswered e-mails to his former churches. If Dr. Pearce had been a famous athlete or entertainer, I’m certain that my job would have been much easier. But, the facts of his life seemed to be just out of reach: he had died the year I was born, his biographical references were very short and repetitive, and the sources that held the details were just beyond a casual drive. Even as I wrote the first draft of this article, having put it off as long as I could with a personal deadline of finishing the draft phase of the “E-Gen: Pearce” project ahead of me, I had barely enough information to fill one page. Being a college instructor, I found that when I finally had time to research and write, my colleagues at Geneva were also unavailable through the usual college channels. So, like a suspense novel, the particulars of this story continued to be illusive even as I wrote. Who was this man? What did he accomplish? Are we related? Let’s begin with the final question first.


McLeod Milligan Pearce was born on July 16, 1874 to William and Margaret McKinney Pearce. One needs a scorecard to decipher the 1911 Austen-Pearce Genealogy sometimes, but over on page 8, Great-great grandmother Susan Austen marries Richard Pearce
. Their oldest child Ambrose (1814-74), my great-great uncle, born in England and named after his grandfather, married Jane Kidd (d. 1890), and their third child is listed in the Genealogy as William “Jr.” (1842 - )
. This is a mystery because I can find no other Williams before this on the Pearce side. Perhaps his Grandfather Richard had a brother named William. As of now we are only aware of Richard’s twin sister Sarah, who married Charles Austen, Susan’s brother
 the same day in 1813 in a double ceremony in London [see earlier articles]. However, William, Jr.’s Grandfather Ambrose had a brother William, who would have been a great-uncle [more coming in a future article on the Austens]. But getting back to our story, Uncle Ambrose, Jr.’s son William, my cousin, married Maggie McKinney in 1867, and they named their fifth child, of six, McLeod Milligan Pearce
. One of the reasons I missed this earlier was because the 1911 Genealogy lists him simply as “M.M” on page 9. Perhaps the family historians simply couldn’t spell his unusual names, but we found out from college sources that “M.M.” was the popular nick-name used by all his family and colleagues. So, we’re certain that this is the college president, and therefore distant cousin, we had been looking for all these years. 


McLeod’s mother, Maggie, may have been the daughter of William and Matilda McKinney, who settled in Pine Township in 1827. They had purchased 120 acres of land for $6,000 from Richard Pearce, Jr. in Pine Township, now Allegheny County’s North Park. That William (1802-75) was a farmer, a butcher, and a tanner by profession. The McKinneys, ancestors of Martin McKinney, the Chairman of Pine Township’s Historical Committee, like the Pearces, had a road named after them that passes through North Park adjacent to the former Pearce property.  

McLeod Milligan Pearce attended the Reformed Presbyterian Geneva College, not far down the Ohio River from Pittsburgh in Beaver County, and graduated with a Bachelor of Arts (BA) in 1896. He may have been the first one in our Pearce family to go to college. Geneva College was founded in 1848 in Northwood, a suburb of Toledo in the northwest corner of Ohio, but a recommendation by the Synod that it move closer to the heart of Presbyterianism in Pittsburgh, along with a promise of land from the Harmony Society and $20,000 from the citizens of Beaver Falls, offered a chance for growth. Our English Reformed Pearces
 had had associations with the German Pietist Mennonites, successors to the old Harmonnites, at least 15 years earlier when Alfred and John, McLeod’s great uncles, had purchased valuable real estate, including the original woolen mill in nearby Harmony, PA (Butler County) [see “The Pearce Blanket: Part I]. According to the college’s sesquicentennial publication, Beaver Falls became a “microcosm of the nationwide post-[Civil] War industrial growth. Many small plants, chiefly in metal-working and clay, began and prospered, often with the help of Harmonist capital” (Carson 20). While the cooperation between Presbyterians and German Pietists may seem unusual, the benefits to both parties were great. The college would “enhance the town’s prestige and economic prosperity.” Geneva’s Beaver Falls “campus on the hill” opened in 1880 with 40 students. In another irony, the original contractor for the college’s regal four-story centerpiece underbid the job and went bankrupt. McLeod’s father William, a successful building contractor and entrepreneur, stepped in as superintendent, “rescued” the building committee, and finished the project [see photos in final draft]. Remember that this all took place before McLeod even entered elementary school and 17 years before he graduated from Geneva.   

In the language of the Old Testament prophets, McLeod believed that he was “called by God” into the ministry. He attended Allegheny Seminary on Pittsburgh’s North Side (now called Pittsburgh Theological Seminary and moved to Pittsburgh’s East Liberty/Shadyside section) and was ordained. He married Carolyn Belle McKaig
 and served a large congregation in Pittsburgh’s East End. Later he became Senior Pastor at First Presbyterian Churches in St. Louis and Philadelphia. He was awarded an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from Geneva in 1915, surely the first one in our Pearce family to be so honored. 

Dr. Pearce was elected the thirteenth president of his alma mater in 1923 and served until his death in 1948, the longest such tenure in the school’s history. At the time he was elected, he was an editor with the American Sunday School Union. In addition to the connections he had with the college through his father, his oldest brother, Robert M. (1868-), had been a “valued member of the Board of Trustees until his early death” (Carson 71). McLeod and Carolyn lived in Ferncliffe, a mansion purchased exclusively for their residence while in service to Geneva. According to Kay Casuccio of Geneva’s Office of Information, they had a daughter, Margaret E., probably named for McLeod’s aunt (1851-). The younger Margaret also graduated from Geneva, in 1933, and married Kenneth O. Saxton, now deceased, who taught and served as Dean of Men for many years. I’m in the process of contacting Margaret, who lives in California with son Kenneth David Saxton, also a graduate of Geneva, class of 1961.

After McLeod’s first year in office, the Presbyterian Synod Committee on College Affairs drafted a commendation to the trustees for their choice of President:


He brought to his task a manly piety based on a keen sense of justice and 



obligation to deal fairly and squarely with the various constituencies of the 


college. (in Carson 71)

Geneva College, though strongly tied to the Reformed Church, was not unlike many of the famous Ivy League institutions of the East, and those schools were known for their football in the 1920s. She played many of the Division III colleges she plays today: Grove City, Carnegie Mellon (then known as Carnegie Institute of Technology), and the perennial national powerhouse, Allegheny. But, in 1926, Geneva beat Harvard 16-7, the first time that that school had ever lost a season opener. G.C. later lost to Cornell by one touchdown and the next year tied Bucknell 0-0, the only black mark on an undefeated season.

During this period, when many colleges with church ties were abandoning required religious instruction and chapel attendance, Geneva never waivered. The college sponsored monthly Sunday evening services with local Reformed congregations, and Geneva’s President was the popular choice for speaker. According to Carson, “Pearce’s convocation sermons became a treasured part of student memories” (80). Though their liberal arts curriculum was the most popular degree in those days, new programs in education and business administration were introduced. As World War II began, enrollment dropped. Some men were drafted while others were lured into well-paying industrial jobs around the Pittsburgh area, known for its steel making. But, under the U.S. Engineering Defense Training Program, which met on campus in the evening, some 500 men studied under college faculty and engineers from local industry. The Army Air Corps gave hundreds of pilots ground instruction at Geneva while their flight time was put in at the Butler County Airport. Dr. Pearce described the arrival of one contingent of cadets early on the morning of February 27, 1943, as “swinging up College Avenue from the railroad station singing their air corps song and letting the community know they were there” (Carson 86). At least 835 Genevans eventually served overseas or in America. But J. Vale Downie, in the Genevan Alumnus of April 1945, reminded us that war is never all glory:

You see boys in uniform on the campus . . . By ones and twos and threes they 
come back—soldiers on furlough and sailors on leave—with various insignia on 
shoulders and collars and service stripes on their breasts that tell so little of what 
one would like to know . . . When Dr. Pearce can get his hands on one of them, he 
coaxes him up to the rostrum at chapel time. The students sing a psalm and the 
President reads a chapter from the Bible. Then the man from a war-front is called 
upon for a speech. He looks down into faces that seem very young. The chapel 
hall is shrunken and strangely quiet. He tries to think of something to say, 
something interesting, pleasant, natural . . . and not heroic. War can be made 
interesting . . . at a distance . . .It is very hard to know what to say. He stammers 
painfully . . . and sits down, feeling damp and hot. (in Carson 86)


After the end of WW II, the G.I. Bill allowed many young men to experience college life. The enrollment at Geneva swelled to twice the size as it had been before the war. In his 1946 annual report, Dr. Pearce  said:



We could hardly have forseen the great inflow of students, the difficulties in 


securing teachers, the need for reconditioning our dormitories, the government’s 


urgent call to crowd our classrooms, or the difficulty in securing materials for the 


addition [to the science hall] we planned. However, it is more desirable to be busy 

than to stand by and wait. (Carson 87)

Roughly half the student population was made up of veterans. Many were non-traditional and older, anxious to get out of school and on with their lives. President Pearce said in a 1947 report:



You would be interested in my commenting on our experience with the veterans . 


. . They are somewhat different from the usual college students and have both 


excellences and defects. One of the features which gave us immediate satisfaction 

with the veterans was the fact that they had gotten past the stage of foolishness 


which usually characterizes freshmen, and went about their work seriously and 


generally with a definite purpose. They are as a group rather above the average as 


students. One adverse feature, however, which gradually came into view was the 


fact that they did not enter largely or freely into college activities outside the 


classroom. Many of them seem to come somewhat reluctantly to the required 


college work and to fail to show much of what we are accustomed to call “college 

spirit.” (Carson 89)


In the spring of 1948, President McLeod Milligan Pearce, The Rev. Dr. or “M.M.” to his friends and family, presided over centennial festivities that included a luncheon with the governor of Pennsylvania, James Duff. The president of Evansville College, Lincoln B. Hale, and representatives from many colleges, including Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, offered their congratulations. Through commencement, the welcoming of a new freshmen class, and or course another football season, the campus was joyful and positive. But, just before Thanksgiving that year, the atmosphere on campus darkened in an instant. On November 22, the day that most Americans have come to associate with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, McLeod Milligan Pearce died from complications of a heart attack suffered a little over a week earlier. He was only 74 years old, young by the standards of his ancestors [see earlier articles]. David Carson, in his publication Pro Christo et Patria: A History of Geneva College, characterizes the mood on campus as “stunned” (93). He reports, “The thirteenth president’s administration had spanned a quarter of Geneva’s century, through depression, war, and peace. Most of the college family had known no other president. God had graciously allowed him before his death both to celebrate Geneva’s past and to see the bright prospects for its future” (93). 


His obituary was published in the New York Times on November 23, 1948:


(Associated Press – Dateline Beaver Falls, PA) Dr. McLeod Milligan Pearce, 


President of Geneva College for more than a quarter century, died unexpectedly 


today in Providence Hospital at the age of 74. An ordained Reformed 



Presbyterian minister, Dr. Pearce had been in the hospital since November 13 


after suffering a heart attack.

The college dedicated a new two-story dormitory in honor of Dr. Pearce in 1961 to house the increasing resident population. In 1964 an additional floor was added as per the architect’s plans. 

 A good friend and graduate of Geneva, The Rev. James R. Farrer, when asked about his undergraduate years in Beaver Falls, remembered only positive references to Dr. M. M. Pearce: a portrait of a kindly-looking gentleman in the administration building and a dormitory with the name “Pearce” in bold letters near the entrance. Having never met the man, two things come to mind for me: who wouldn’t remember anyone with three last names [studies have been done on the necessity of such in being a college president in America], and anyone who was president of anything for 25 years ought to be remembered. So, after several years of painstaking, yet incomplete, research, I’m proud to say that I’m related to The Rev. Dr. McLeod Milligan Pearce, famous American college president. Stay tuned for additional information.
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Who’s Who in Pennsylvania. 1939.

� The date 1822 is incorrect, and we’re not sure why because a ”typo” would seem closer to the actual 1813. The wedding date is correct elsewhere in the document. Perhaps someone confused them with another Richard and Susan Pearce who were married around that time in Eastern Pennsylvania.


� He, then, could be called a cousin to me, because he was my Great-grandfather Charles’ nephew.


� William, Jr.’s older brother was also named Richard, after both his grandfather and his uncle, Richard, Jr. (1840- ). That older brother ironically married Angeline Austen, a cousin from Wayne County, Ohio, and they named their oldest son William (1863- ) [not to confuse you, but our Richard and Susan Austen Pearce also had a son named Richard born in 1824 who married Mary Nelson in 1856 and moved to Flora, Illinois. His middle initial is later listed as “N,” and they named a son Richard N. Pearce, Jr. (1870- ). We don’t know if Mary Nelson was related to my Great-grandmother Permelia Nelson].


� McLeod had an older brother, William A. (1869-) – Ambrose? – who died young.


� Remember that the Cross Roads Presbyterian Church, where four generations of Pearces are buried, was founded in 1826, probably the only house of worship near Pine Creek. My Great-grandfather Charles was a charter member of the Salem Methodist Church that met as early as 1844, but we don’t know what faith the generations before espoused in England [see “Faith of our Fathers (and Mothers)”].


� She was affectionately known as “Carrie,” the same name as McLeod’s youngest sister (1871-) who died sometime before the 1911 Genealogy. 





