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ALMIRA COLLEGE at Greenville was one of 
several women's colleges established in Illi­
nois in the 1850's. In 1857, the year in 
which Almira received its charter, the State 
Super in tendent of Public Inst ruct ion 
warned: "In a field where not more than 
three or four can maintain a respectable 
standing, there are not less than twenty or 
twenty-five struggling for a feeble exist­
ence. The future fate of at least half of these 
institutions is easily foretold. Dependent, as 
many of them are, upon their immediate 
localities for support, they will ultimately 
dwindle down till they scarcely maintain the 
standing of respectable Academies; and in 
the end, no doubt, some of them will die out 
entirely."' 

Almira, although plagued with financial 
difficulty, was among the colleges that did 
survive. Its thirty-seven years before be­
coming Greenville College were a tribute to 
its founders, who tenaciously sought for 
young women "not only an accomplished 
education, but one as thorough and as lib­
eral as is enjoyed by the other sex."2 

Almira College was the dream of John 
Brown White and his wife Mary Powers 
Merriam White, along with Stephen Morse 
and his wife Almira Blanchard Morse. 
White's family had immigrated to New Eng­
land from Scotland via Ireland in the early 
eighteenth century. He was a fourth-
generation descendant, born in Bow, New 
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Hampshire, on March 10, 1810.3 He and 
Stephen Morse had been classmates in a 
preparatory school at New Hampton, New 
Hampshire, and later at Brown University, 
graduating in 1832.4 It is likely that the two 
young men were influenced by the Jack-
sonian reform spirit of the 1830's, although 
they were not able to fulfill their plan for a 
women's college for another twenty years. 

After graduation, White operated a pri­
vate school in New Hampshire for a short 
time, and then he apparently changed his 
plans and prepared for a career in law.5 

During this period he met Mary Powers 
Merriam, also a teacher, who had a strong 
interest in women's education and who op­
posed White's decision to leave teaching. 
On May 13, 1836, she warned him: "I have 
always had some misgivings concerning 
Law, fearing that you might not do all for 
the world in that profession, which you 
could in some other." "Of all professions," 
she continued, "teaching seems rather de­
sirable."6 

A few months later, White set out to Illi­
nois. He practiced law in Alton for a short 
time before moving to Greenville, where he 
renewed the friendship of his schoolmate 
Stephen Morse, who was then a teacher. 
White opened a law office at Greenville, 
and in the fall of 1837 was elected probate 
judge of Bond County.7 
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