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Frances Cabaniss Roberts, Teacher and Historian

Charles M. Westhrook

Dr. Frances Cabaniss Roberts lived a remarkabile life. She taught school for forty-
six years, helped found a university, and worked in support of numerous state and regional
onganizations dedicated to the preservation of Alabama’s history. Born on December 19, |
1916 in Gainesville, Sumter County, Alabama, she grew up with a love of history and a |
desire to educate. Frances Cabaniss Roberts dedicated her life to teaching, rescarching,
and preserving Alshama’s rich history.

Dr. Roberts developed her love of history as she learned about the role her family
played in making early Alabama history. The Huntsville Times referred to her as onc of
Alsbama’s last “Cotton Bale Aristocrats.™ Her Cabaniss and Roberts ancestors had
invested decply in Alabama’s cotton culture and played influential roles in nincteenth-

wm—nmmwuu*mm—;—uﬂ
into the Roberts family. Richard Roberts migrated to Alabama from North Carolina
sometime after the 1840 census. By the 1850 census, he was well-established, owning land
and fifieen slaves in Sumter County.” His son, Baker Roberts, married Lucy Cabaniss, the:
mdmmmmmmmu—u
enjoyed great success. Baker Roberts owned the local
MMMJMGIMH farmland, the local cotton gin, a warehouse
and a prestigious home in Gainesville.” That Baker Roberts and Septimus Cabeniss were
both successful during reconstruction given the challenges that defined life in late
nineteenth-century Alabama is a testament to the work ethic of both men.

Dr. Roberts’s father, Richard H. Roberts, never achieved the success of his father
or grandfather. Declining crop prices throughout the twenties and the Great Depression
mnmhﬂ,uﬂ.%dhwubmﬁm
leaving the family with their home and 800 acres. Dr. Roberts said of her father, “He
wasn't particularly successful financially in anything he did. ™ Speaking about her father’s

! Peter Cobun, “Roberts Hall Dedication,” The Huntsville Times, May 8, 1988.
’t_l_n-—do—n.‘l-_ Census of the United States, 1850, Washingion D.C.: National
and
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| 1911 “hh‘%mm&'ﬁuﬁy’sﬂkhmﬂﬂ&

| day he married my ™ Her mother, Mary Watson Roberts, the backbone of the
Roberts family, graduated from Judson College, ran the family business, taught. and
became the principal at a school near Gai .

Tﬂ,l‘.%’awiﬁ.l‘u‘l.mﬂ into a fircplace
while playing and died within days from severe bumns.

l”?ﬂ:k.lhb ens’s distinguishing traits developed out of events in her

g hy. Dr. Rot bered, “1 had to wear tatting on all my

drawers.™ Dr. Roberts swore that if she ever “got rid of all that tatting.” she would wear

plain clothes. She never forgot that decision. Friends remember her as wearing light- |
colored pantsuits for everyday wear and dark-colored ones for more formal occasions. Asa

child, barely able to reach the accelerator, Dr. Roberts leammed to drive out in the fields

behind the wheel of the family hay truck. She developed a lifelong love of fishing and

looked back on a twenty-five pound catfish she caught as 2 major childhood achievement.

Dr. Roberts remembered having few material ions growing up, “We had the land,

‘we had a value system and we had an education.™"” For children growing up in rural

Alabama during the 1920s life was hard, even for landed families like the Robertses.

The families that make up Dr. Roberts’s family tree had high educational
expectations. Generations of the Roberts and Cabaniss children attended notable
universities. Mary Roberts insisted her daughters have an education. Dr. Roberts
remembered her mother as the driving force in her life. Dr. Roberts later said that much of
‘what she had accomplished in life, she had accomplished for her mother. Dr. Robernts’s
m&wwh’. “You can have your education; whatever else you want you can
have later.™"" Dr. Roberts certainly proved the wisdom in her mother’s words.

As a child, Dr. Roberts looked forward to school and decided at a young age that
she wanted to become a teacher like her mother. As a child, Dr. Roberts often attempted 10

* Clarke Staliworth, Article, Birmingham News. October 23, 1985,

* Smliworth.
* United of Bu f Census, Census of the United States, 1920, Washington
D.C.: National Archives and Records Adminisraion, 1920. T625 _41; PagelA; Enmeration District: 4;
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get the family cats and dogs to sit still long enough to teach them their ABCs and a few
tricks. Not only did her mother serve as a role model but also teaching offered a young
woman of the 1930s a carcer opportunity. Many career fields were male-dominated during
that time, limiting women’s opportunities, but the Dey won made it especially difficult

for women to pursue a professional occupation.

Dr. Roberts graduated from State Normal Senior High School in Livingston on
August 16, 1932. She went to school in Livingston because it had the closest high school
to Gainesville. Dr. Roberts said she enjoyed attending school in Livingston; there were
boys, Friday night parties, and movie theaters. She enjoyed her first date while 2 student at
Livingston High. Taylor Hardin picked her up in a Ford coupe with a rumble seat.'> After
graduation from high school, Dr. Roberts attended the Alabama State Teachers College in
Livingston. She received her teaching certificate on May 24, 1934, at seventeen years of
age. The teaching certificate enabled her to begin teaching while continuing to work

Dr. Roberts’s introduction to Huntsville began as a small child. Each summer,
accompanied by her grandmother, Lucy Cabaniss Roberts, Dr. Roberts visited her aunts,
Francis Shepherd Cabaniss, and Ellen Cabaniss Roberts. Her aunts shared the old George
Steele designed house on Randolph Avenue that the family had called home since 1843.
These summer trips not only introduced her to Huntsville but also to her Cabaniss family
roots.

Dr. Roberts moved to Huntsville out of concem for the health of her aging aunts.
Aunt Fannie’s death shortly afier she arrived in Huntsville came as a severe blow.
Speaking about her family, Dr. Mﬂ%mmmwﬁp
as they came along.™"* The move to Huntsville was her way of accepting things as they
came along, and it is doubtful she ever looked back on her move with regret. Huntsville
was larger and more stable than Gainesville. mhda_.uu_ldmlqn—.-ﬂﬁ
offered opportunities for a young teacher. Gainesville had a historic past but few prospects
for the future.

mdmmmm.mhm-nwh
with the “Codes and Keys” to old Huntsville."* Despite the fact that she came from
Gainesville in Sumter County and spoke with an unmistakable Black Belt accent, her
mmmmhmwmm.mqmmﬂ
never particularly enjoyed partying or chit chat. ...!p-%ﬁedlou-d--cahhmﬂ
because | didn’t become more involved in the social scene.™ " Dr. Roberts acknowledged

2 James Hardin had the distinction of being the first person appointed to the rank of General in the
ahmmm&hh_mv.&wcm health
director.
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that she could not financially contribute to Huntsville as previous generations of her family
had but noted that she attempted 10 contribute to the community through civic and
ligi sgi=r

Dr. Roberts’s teaching career started three years before her move to Huntsville.
Sumter County had rules governing the public behavior of their teachers: “No smoking, no
movies, and no Catholics were allowed to teach.™ Dr. Roberts said, <1 broke all the rules,
went to the movies once a week. | am an Epi but I t0ld them we are just like
Baptists, we believe in the Ten Commandments, too.™"" Her first teaching job began in
1934 at Belmont School, located a short distance from Livingston. The following year she
began teaching at Ward High School, where she taught for two years. She was eighteen
with a year of teaching experience when she began teaching at Ward High School. That
Dr. Roberts found work in rural Alabama during the worst years of the Depression, when |
so many were unemployed, reflects how even at a young age she displayed maturity and
dedication to her chosen profession. These teaching jobs provided Dr. Roberts an income
while she attended Livingston College. On June 2, 1937, she eamned her Bachelor’s degree.

Soon after graduation, Dr. Roberts moved to Huntsville. Despite the Depression,
she found a position teaching at West Clinton Elementary School and taught classes there
for five years. Dr. Roberts viewed education as a lifelong pursuit; leaming was an integral
part of teaching. Just as she taught classes in Sumter County while caming a bachelor’s
degree, Dr. Roberts began work on her master’s degree while teaching at West Clinton.
Her knowledge of her family’s role in local history certainly influenced the topic selection
for her thesis. Her thesis, titled An Experiment in Emancipation of Slaves by an Alabama
ﬂ--.“ﬁu-ul u-'lj:n_u Valley planter’s decision to free his slaves and the court
battle that erupted over his decision. After successfully defending her thesis, Dr. Roberts
received her MA in History from the University of Alabama on August 17, 1940.

Dr. Roberts transferred from West Clinton Elementary to Huntsville School
in 1942. This meant she worked at the neighborhood school a short walk h!::r_
mmmmummmmmm Roberts’s years
there is now the Annie C. Mertz Administration Building. During her decade at Huntsville
High, Dr. Roberts taught history, oversaw the student newspaper and the yearbook,
chaperoned the senior trips, and acted as the senior class sponsor and adviser.

Dr. Roberts did not just tcach a class, she immersed herself in it Alumni from the
class of 1952 remember that she and Dorothy Adair took their entire class to the gym and
taught them how to square dance. Dr. Roberts told them square dancing is part of your
culture. She also directed the class play that spring. She cast Mary Lou Goodson in the
leading female role. The night of the full dress rehearsal there was a basketball game at the
YMCA. Mary Lou skipped the rchearsal to attend the game instead. An angry Dr. Roberts
'marched down the street to the YMCA, found Mary Lou in the crowd and walked her back
1o the school for the rehearsal. “Miss Frances thought when you made a commitment you
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bad an obligation 1o keep it. She scolded me during the entire walk back to the school.™ 7
Mary Lou never forgot that lesson or the teacher who taught it to ber.

Dr. Roberts not only taught her students, but she also remained their mentor and
advisor long afier they graduated. Gwen Walker remembered “Miss Frances™ as “the
teacher you remember.” Walker continued, “[S]he never quit being a teacher.”"* Many
others shared Gwen'’s feelings. Jeanette Crawford said, “Miss Frances gave me my love of
history: she taught me how to research ™*® Fifty-five years after the Huntsville High Class
of 1943 graduated, the class awarded Dr. Roberts a plaque of appreciation for her efforts as
students who felt she had been a significant influence on them. The alumni from the class
of 1946 gave her an award for her efforts, as did the class of 1947,

Speaking to an assembly of new students about the origins of UAHuntsville, Dr. |
Roberts said the Huntsville campus was the “fulfillment of an idea born in the minds of
the Huntsville Chamber of Commerce in 1935 1o discuss the possibility of a Huntsville
extension. No school developed out of this mecting, but the idea for a school in Huntsville
survived. During the Second World War, the University of Alabama participated in
successful military training program in Huntsville and many local people saw a real benefit
from the establishment of a university in Huntsville.

She recalled, “The decision to establish the Huntsville center was made on
November 15, 1949. The University would provide the teachers and the city would provide
200 students and a building suitable for classes.™ The old West Huntsville High School,
later Butler High School and now Stone Middle school on Governors Drive, became the
school’s first home. Classes began on January 6, 1950. Dr. Roberts said, “There were 10

” Mary Lou G Walker. interview by suthor, Humsville, March 9, 2009.
:g—mmu*mmm.

Crawford, interview by author, Huntsville, Feb 9, 2009.
:wm?x.hmmm'l.n«_n.m.
= Willie Dickson owned 2 local bookstore and was instrumental in establishing the UAHuntsville booksiore.
= Philip Gentry, Editor, UAH Alumni News S0 Anniversary Edition. (UAH, 2001).
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freshman-level classes and 137 students. Each Student paid a two dollar registration fee
and four dollars per credit hour for their classes.™™

Dr. Roberts taught the first history course offered at the Huntsville University
Center. She and four other teachers made up the entire faculty at the new educational
center. Walter Mills taught accounting, Patrick Richardson taught political science and
economics, Mamie Steger taught math, and Mary Casmus taught English. * The work
these five teachers began in 1950 laid the foundations for the various departments that
‘would develop in the future. People often excel while managing established programs, but
no program existed for Dr. Roberts to manage. She developed and ran her own program,
which included the establishment of the departmental curriculum as well as the rules and
regulations, and she played a role in the hiring of additional faculty members. Sixteen
years later, she oversaw the official creation of the History Department, as it exists today.

In 1950, the only scheduled classes were in the afternoon and « ‘Most
allowed Dr. Roberts to continue teaching at Huntsville High School. By June of 1952, Dr.
Roberts realized she needed to make a decision about her future. She held a number of
positions at Huntsville High; in addition, she acted as the faculty lisison between the
Tuscaloosa and Huntsville campuses of the university. Morcover, increased enrollment at

time position as an instructor of history. When she informed her friend Dr. Eleanor
Hutchens of her decision to teach full time at the University Center and leave Huntsville
High School, Dr. Hutchens responded, “Have you lost your mind?™~" Huntsville schools
‘were growing during the 1950s, and Dr. Roberts’s position at Huntsville High offered job
security and a future. Dr. Roberts however, tied her future to a university center that many
people viewed as an experiment in education.

The University of Alabama had previously conferred PhD" few
-um.mmhmmwmw'_:,m w‘_-i
rather androgynous name might have helped h’u-ym-mm‘

3
* Jumes E. Ferguson IIL. The University of Alshama in Huntsville: “A History,™ (essay, University of
1975), 14.

’AH-. Huntsville,
The Korcan War generated large numbers of veterans desiring to return to school and that started the
., crroneous, rumor that UAH was a school for veterans.

= Suallworth.
¥ Dr. Carolyn White, interview by author, Huntsville. January 28, 2009
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policies that were discriminatory against women even as late as the 1950s. Dr. Roberts’s
topic sclection for her doctoral dissertation reflected her family’s history, just as her carlier
master’s thesis had. Her dissertation, entitled Background and Formative Period in the
Great Bend and Madison County, coincided with a period in history in which ber Cabaniss
mm.mﬁ—ﬂhmmwm.mmwu
first PhD the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa conferred on a woman in the field of
history on May 27, 1956.%

Throughout the 1950s and in the early 1960s. most decisions affecting the future
ﬁm-ﬂvc—hmmmm-hmm.s::.ﬂ_d
numMCrous committees and staunchly defended what she considered best for the school and

having
where they fished before classes or at the Guntersville lake cabin of Lu Walker where
would often go for an entire day’s fishing.*'* o

‘Without the participation of the University of Alabama, there would never have
m-m%mummmmum
different goals and priorities than those of the parent school. The more the school matured
the less it needed the help and guidance of the university in Tuscal Dr. Rob
recognized the need for autonomy and worked aggressively on various committees to
-:?nhyﬂ.hwhﬂy“l”ﬂﬂ 962, Dr. Roberts worked as the faculty

P the two camp and played an important role in the autonomy
process. UAHuntsville gained its autonomy from the University of Alabama in 1969,

Roberts, Dr. Walker, Lu
Stallworth, Walker, M. L.
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of Alabama gamered a lot of good will. Without full accreditation, however, that goodwill
had little value. Accreditation also affected the school’s ability to retain faculty members.
Few wanted to teach at a school that did not have accreditation.

The school recruited Dr. Samuel McManus specifically to work on accreditation.
Dr. Roberts and other faculty members worked tirelessly alongside Dr. McManus to write
several times before receiving accreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools. Based on the work of Dr. McManus and the committee members assisting him,
UAHuntsville received accreditation in 1970 following the submission of the first
complete accreditation application.

The General Education Requirements adopted by UAHuntsville originated with Dr.
Huichens and Dr. Roberts. The two women often discussed ideas about the school, its |
philosophical foundation for instituting general education requirements.” Dr. Roberts
strongly agreed with her and fought for their implementation. Not all the ideas Dr.
that established general education requirements would benefit all the students regardless of
their major.

. Dr. Roberts played an influential role in the selection of faculty and personnel
during the school’s early years. Dr. Eleanor Hutchens remembered, “I had no desire to
teach when approached by Frances.™ Dr. Hutchens, a graduate student, working on a PhD
at the University of Pennsylvania aimed for a career in public relations or journalism. Dr.
Roberts told her, “You have a civic duty to teach.™** For three summers, starting in 1955,
Dr. Hutchens taught literature during her summer breaks. “When Frances asked you to do
anything.” said Dr. Hutchens, “it was ncver meant to be voluntary; it was involuntary.™*
Dr. Roberts proved to be a very astute judge of people. She had that special ability to
recognize the qualities needed to become a good teacher. Dr. Roberts saw in Dr. Hutchens
the qualitics of a good teacher and encouraged her. Then after caming her PhD, Dr.
Hutchens returned to the Huntsville University Center and built her career around teaching
literature, establishing the English department and actively helping to shape the school.

Dr. Roberts thought it important to recruit outstanding young PhDs from notable
universities in order to build a high quality department. In 1967, Drs. John and Carolyn

‘White came to Dr. Roberts’s attention through Dr. Robert L. Welker, another University
founder and respected friend. Once she met the Whites, Dr. ‘wanted

Roberts particularly
them to make UAHuntsville their academic home. She hired Dr. John White for the
History Department and due to rules concerning nepotism, found a position for Dr.

® €. White.
* Hutchens.
* Hutchens.
* Hutchens.
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Carolyn White in the Political Science Department. Dr. Roberts played a key role in
recruiting and hiring Dr. Johanna Shields for many of the same reasons that she recruited
the Whites. Dr. Shields, like other young teachers hired by the school, possessed the
desired academic credentials and personal qualities seen by Dr. Roberts and others
involved in recruiting as necessary to insure the schools future.

Not all of the teachers recruited by the school led to the selection of gifted
professors. Two teachers Dr. Roberts participated in hiring and a third teacher she actively
worked to see terminated resulted in the only scandal of her career. Dr. Roberts served on
various committees that wrote and enforced departmental rules, regulations, faculty
promotions, and guidelines for tenure. Consequently, Dr. John White with Dr. Roberts’s
support did not extend the contract for Dr. Lux and Thomas Dunning. both popular
teachers. When Dr. Stremski, a faculty memb ide the dep came 1o their
attention because of his unacceptable ideology. they worked 1o see tenure denied him.” 2

‘Thomas Dunning misled both Dr. Roberts and Dr. John White during the hiring
process. He had stated that he was finishing his dissertation and would soon receive his
PhD. Dr. Roberts liked him and the department hired him; she even gave him a reduced
class load so that he could devote more time 1o his dissertation and complete his doctoral
degree. As time d, how she b i ingly suspicious of him.
phone call to the graduate studies department at his university, she concluded that he had
H&:ﬂ:“ﬁ:mﬂmh_ﬁ‘lﬂw Dr. John
White . Robens no choice in the matter. The man did
qualifications he claimed, and he left the faculty. i

Dr. Lux lacked the maturity Dr. Roberts from member.
s e e e R e e
with the students. Due to space constraints, the school used portable buildings for some
Mhuhl%?lmdmmmmhmﬂt-m
classrooms. The inability to monitor these detached classrooms in the same manner as
‘activities in more traditional i an opp ity for abuse. Rumors began 1o
mmmwm-ﬂmmmmmwwﬁ
WM‘M*“M“*M“‘
marijuana usage during these gatherings. An investigation angered students but confirmed
departmental concerns. Dr. Lux’s inappropriate behavior i contract
hmﬂ-ﬂ-uﬁghaq;ﬁna--uﬁ.’ oL i —

mmmommm“mm.mmm
Mmm.m*-w.mmahhcybmw”sh
MMMMMWhm“hBﬂ

* John
20 3o Whitc, interview by suthor, Huntsville, Jan 30. 2009.

* “Editorial,” Exponent, article, May 5. 1971
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tenure, he left the school. Though unrelated, Dr. Stremski’s case transpired during the
same time as Dr. Lux’s issues with the History Department; both men pointed an
accusatory finger at Dr. Roberts and Dr. White in an attempt to blame bad judgment and
misuse of authority on their part as the reason for the dismissals.

These three teachers were popular with a student organization called Students for a
Democratic Society, or S.D.S. The link between the three teachers originated in the history
department so it took very little to incite the S.D.S. members to launch a protest against the
department they blamed for the dismissals. Groups like the S.D.S. sprang up on campuses
across the nation beginning in the 1960s and reflected the student unrest that gripped
America during the Vietnam War. The S.D.S believed they should be entitled to have

a campus scandal. Dr. Lux penned a venomous letter to the University criticizing what he I
saw as the mistreatment of his former colleague Dr. Stremski by the University and Dr.

Roberts. He delivered his letter through the student newspaper the Exponent. The entire |
purpose of Dr. Lux’s letter had been to agitate the student body as a way of disrupting the
school. The S.D.S. felt their organization should have played play a role in the decisions

made concerning these three teachers and placed the blame for their exclusion on the

History Department and Dr. Roberts.

Dr. John White explained how the entire episode resulted from an attempt to
establish standards and qualifications for faculty employment and tenure. The evidence
would suggest, and Dr White confirmed, that the professors at the center of the issue were
simply trying to test the departmental rules.*” When they could not manipulate the rules in
their favor, they agitated the student body in an attempt to disrupt the school and vindicate
‘their own positions. This scandal attracted a lot of attention during the spring of 1971, but
no one remembers this incident or these three teachers. Huntsville remembers Dr.
Roberts’s contribution to the school.

Dr. Roberts enjoyed tremendous personal satisfaction and
ﬂ?i.ﬁi?lﬁch‘ mmms-mﬁ Iﬁhmﬂe
working with seniors at Huntsville High School during the 1940s. The experience she
”mddﬁmmm—khﬁm
ﬂ*mguﬁnwmﬂ-ﬁgﬁmqﬁ-‘ Now years
later, this experience served her well in the development of the Academic Advisement

. In 1973, UAHuntsville opened the Academic Advisement Center with Dr. Roberts
-nwmmmwﬁmw-mm
u@dephuhﬂmuﬁtquﬂ-&&mmm
m&.mdﬂ.ﬁ—nm,lhﬁpqhhhnh““lm
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the ways for them to achicve their life’s objectives.™" She saw the establishment of the
advisement center as a valuable tool for students to use in making academic choices. Dr.
Huichens said people do not realize the number of students Dr. Roberts helped. She
explained, “When Frances found a particularly promising student, a student that had a lot
of talent but was unable to overcome some small ﬁ-ﬁdnﬁnﬂe-ﬂﬁ—dmh
m:ﬂo - s iy

she endowed continues to provide annual support to a deserving

history major each year.

During 1974, doctors diagnosed Dr. Roberts with uterine cancer.*’ Being stoical by
nature, she accepted the diagnosis and bravely underwent treatment. Her cancer had not
spread and her treatment proved successful. Unfortunately, the treatments left her body
badly weakened and open to infection. In 1975, what began as a tingling sensation in her
hands led to her inability to use her hands or feet.

Dr. Roberts’s symptoms puzzled her doctors, and they could do little but watch as
’her health declined to the point that she needed a wheelchair. She consulted doctors from
the Mayo Clinic but they were unable to offer her a specific diagnosis or a successful
treatment for her symptoms. The University's insurance and sick leave policy did not
several semesters covered her missed classes.

Dr. Johanna Shields, Dr. John White, and others in the hist 5! b
mmsmwummup-ﬁuhuwnm
teaching but also to perform routine activities during a time when she could not take care
of herself. After months of medical tests both in Huntsville and at the Mayo Clinic, she
“ymuﬁ&pﬂehmm-h&—ﬁﬁ

delivered the diagnosis of Guillain-Barré syndrome. Guillain-Barré syndrome is a viral
infection, but the only treatment is physical therapy. Afier months of treatment, Dr.
Roberts began to show some signs of recovery. Afier a year, she was walking on crutches:
‘within another year, she was able to walk with braces, but she continued to teach through it
all. Dr. Hutchens said of her, “She was simply heroic throughout her illness.”™ Guillain-
Barré left her legs weakened: she used braces in order to walk. On bad days, she needed
an additional cane.

The deterioration of Dr. Roberts’s physical condition led to her retirement. In 1980
while attempting to negotiate a short set of stairs on the fourth floor of the history building.
she fell and badly broke her shoulder. The shoulder healed, but she never recovered full
use of her arm and hand because of the accident. Dr. Roberts decided to retire when it
became clear how fragile her health had become.

* Cobun.

“ . White.
* Huschens.

Roberts, Dr. White, John, Dr.
Shields, Johanna, Dr.
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Dr. Roberts never thought of herself as a UAHuntsville founder, but, clearly, her
role at the school camed her that designation. Dr. John White said, “Had Frances been a
man, she would have been made President of the University.™ Between January 1950
when the school opened and her retirement in 1980, Dr. Roberts taught twenty-five
different history classes ranging from Western Civilization survey courses to courses

on the American Constitution. Alabama History certainly ranked as her favorite course.
Her written lecture notes and class materials are available for research in the M. Louis
Salmon Library at UAHuntsville.

klMﬂ.“Amiheini&hh“_‘ done. It
MbﬂMﬂi-ﬁg’“muﬁm&lﬁ%bqqﬂx
hﬂam&amh“ﬂh—q-m-dﬁlhﬁn
dﬁmummmﬂem_ﬁﬂnm

m.mwuumﬁhumw
Hall Village between 1969 and 1979. She also served on the board of the Burritt Museum
for over twenty m:ewte-hby“t_-te w&&m
Symphony Orchestra serving on various committees in connection with Huntsville's

:Lm
Em-—- Interview by author, Gainesville, Alab March 21, 2008.
Bi—l-.'w_m'“n-u—-yumn.
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Dr. Roberts strongly believed in the American Association of University Women.
mmnmm&iumm-dummmd

Dr. Roberts served on the board of the Huntsville Historical Commission and
worked to establish the Twickenham Historical Association, between 1983 and 1985 she
also served as its President. She fought to control new construction within the historical
m-lpﬂ;ihdyb“-demd the use of anificial siding and
inappropriate paint colors as well as the development of commercial signage inside the
historic district. One of her most visible local projects entailed getting the homes in
Twickenham Historic District listed in the historic registry and obtaining the signage that
designates them as historic homes. She also worked to gain Maple Hill Cemetery the
ﬁmr.m::“m.

Dr. Roberts played an active role in the Episcopal Church her entire life. She
mw&: faith and her church membership. She attended St Alban’s
Episcopal Church in Gainesville as a child. As Gainesville lost its population, Dr. Roberts |

mﬂhd-thﬁ-m&m&-hﬂﬁm

mmwa_mmﬂ;umumuhmﬁ-n
:ﬂﬂ“ B,h;&h“hmﬂﬁh‘:ﬂﬁmus

: services once a The Church of the Nativity on Eustis Avenue was Dr.
Roberts’s religious home in Huntsville beginning in 1937. Mrs. Martha Joffrion, wife of
retired Reverend Emile Joffrion, remembered Dr. Roberts as an active member during her
husband’s entire twenty-nine years as the church’s pastor.”'

Dr. Roberts’s written legacy does not consist of a of works.
She never leamned to type and depended on khh“ﬁnﬂwmm registrar
Nan Hall 10 type her manuscripts and articles. Dr. Eleanor Hutchens quoted Dr. Roberts as
saying. “If I had learned 1o type, they would have made a secretary out of me.”> She
manh?k -ﬂeﬂeﬂ.m or contributed to five others. She also wrote
numerous articles, short histories, and book reviews for the University of Alabama Press.

Dr.ltohuumﬂ:wm the Church Nativity,
W:m:m-a-hmmm-:{hqu:&‘uﬁ
m.mmhmmmmm& Summersell in
1961. The same year she wmmnwm a textbook,

* Patrencs.

:ulll Joffrion, interview by author, Huntsville, March 17, 2008
Joffrion, Emile, Rev. Roberts, Dr.
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coauthored by Frank L. Owslcy, John Craig, and Gordon T. Chappell. This book became
the standard fourth grade text in Alabama’s public schools until the mid-sixties. In 1962,
Dr. Roberts and Sarah Huff Fisk co-wrote two books, High Lights of Huntsville History
and Shadows on the Wall: The Life and Works of Howard Weedon. Dr. Roberts and
Coleman Ransone wrote Civics for Alabama Schools in 1963. Dr. Roberts also edited The
Huntsville Historical Review and wrote a wide variety of journal articles and short histories
for inclusion in local historical guides and pamphlets. For example, she wrote “The Public

courthouse dedication in 1967. During the 1976 groundbreaking ceremony for the
Constitution Hall Village, Dr. Roberts read her article “The Role of Madison County in
Achieving Statehood for Alabama. ~ This article is available to scholars as part of the
Roberts Collection at the Salmon Library on the UAHuntsville campus. Additionally, she
‘wrote numerous short histories, essays, and articles for insertion in pamphlets and
brochures printed by and for the numerous organizations, she supported. Always in
demand, Dr. Roberts regularly received requests to lecture at various organizations. For
these occasions, she wrote speeches, a few of which still survive in the Roberts Collection,
or delivered an appropriate lecture from one of the courses she taught.

Dr. Roberts planned a major collaborative work with the lste Harvie P. Jones, 2
well known Huntsville architect and preservationist. They discussed producing a

with several people, but upon her death, the unfinished manuscript never surfaced. Lynn
Jones said, “We heard stories about boxes of paperwork on the street and things being
thrown away that perhaps should have been saved, and Francis did a little
with things.™* Sadly, Dr. Roberts’s deteriorating health during the final years of her life
seemed to have robbed her of the energy to complete this project.

Dr. Roberts believed that a person owed a debt of service to their community.
Having dedicated her life to community service, Dr. Roberts received an amazing amount
of recognition and awards. Frank Hrabe said, “Frances Roberts never quit an organization,
once she joined.™* Most of her awards are for a lifetime of service and support. The
Salmon Library at UAHuntsville houses her awards, plaques, and certificates as part of the
Roberts Collection.

Dr. Roberts received t0o many awards lo individually list, but she did receive a few
significant honors that deserve individual mention. Governor George Wallace awarded Dr.

*H. Jones.

* Frank Hrabe, interview by author, Birmingham, December 22, 2008.
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Congressional September >
Dr. Roberts’s historic preservation work in Huntsville since 1937. In 1998, she received
the Historic Preservation Award for her efforts in the preservation of the1832 Cabaniss
House, and Mayor Joe Davis honored her with a “Citation of Appreciation™ for her work
on the establishment of the Constitution Hall Village. Huntsville Mayor Steve Hettinger
proclaimed September 12, 1992, as Frances Roberts Day. **

Dwring an interview with The Huntsville Times, Dr. Robents discussed her awards
and the reason they were not as important to her as they once were. She said,
“Occasionally, | become sad. I think back at all the recognitions I've gotten for one thing
or another. | always gave them to my mother. She hung them in my back room and seemed
so sppreciative. But when mother died, I didn’t have anyone to pass those recognitions on
to and they never seemed to be as important to me anymore.™” Fortunately, Dr. Roberts
left her papers, books, and awards to Dr. Johanna Shields, who in tum donated what then
became the Roberts Collection to the Salmon Library at UAHuntsville.

‘One of the most significant honors bestowed on Dr. Roberts came from the
building name. Dr. Roberts the honor she did
think mdnfﬁehﬂhh She 0 et e e windi oo sl sttt
leamning and thought the restrooms and stairwells ill-planned. Originally designed as a six-
floor structure, the finished building had four floors. Concerns over cost lead to exterior
mr--unﬁﬁmuq-mn—um-t

‘When Dr. John Wright arrived at Dr. Roberts’s home to discuss i
Hﬂi—_%'ﬂhm*mﬂiﬁ’ ummh
W-mmm_ spent $50,000 updating the e

-
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Dr. Roberts died November 5, 2000 at eighty-three years of age. Her health had
slowly deteriorated to the point that she needed constant care, yet the stroke that claimed
her life came as a sad shock to everyone who knew her. She never fully recovered from the
Guillain-Barré Syndrome she developed in 1975. She fought the discase with all her of
considerable willpower but in the end, it weakened her, setting up the stroke that claimed
her life. Dr. Roberts started young; put in long hours, chose worthy causes, and affected
the lives of countless Alabamians through her efforts as a teacher and a historic
preservationist. Dr. Roberts received her teaching certificate at seventeen and began her
teaching carcer in 1934. Afier retirement in 1980, Dr. Roberts continucd to tcach, lecturing
on Alabama history at the senior center and speaking to various groups about the
preservation of Alabama’s historic past. She also wrote her greatest historical work, the
Sesquicentennial History of the Church of the Nativity, Episcopal 1843-1993, a
comprehensive history of her church. She constantly fielded requests to lecture. She saw
MthmﬁﬂMWthmbﬁ“_
organizations she supported with a great deal of pride. Fittingly, Madison County's last
section of Huntsville's Maple Hill cemetery. prven e

Roberts, Dr.
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Dr. Frances Cabaniss Roberts: Teacher, University Founder and Civic Leader

Dr. Frances Cabaniss Roberts was born on December 19, 1916 in Gainesville, Sumter
County, Alsbama. She moved to Huntsville in 1937 when she was 21 years old and spoke with
an “Alsbama Black Belt™ accent that she never quite lost. Prior to moving to Huntsville, Dr.
Roberts had eamed a Bachelor’s degree from Livingston State Teachers College. She had two
years teaching experience in Sumter County and  passion for Alabama history inspired by ber
family’s role in making it. Her move to Huntsville was prompted by the death of her grand aunt
unquestionably driven by a deep sense of commitment. Dr. Francis Roberts was a teacher
committed to her students, her university, her community and her faith in God.

Dr. Roberts’s love of history began as she leamed of her own family’s role in Alsbama
history. Charles Cabaniss arrived in the Tennessee Valley in 1809, from Lunenburg County,
Virginia. He built Bell Factory in 1819, “Alabama’s first spinning and weaving factory near the
three forks of the Flint River ten miles East of Huntsville™ Charles and his wife, Locy, had
eleven children. Dr. Roberts was the great granddaughter of Septimus Douglas Cabeniss, the
“ndmﬂdd‘&h-ﬂ.&ym.

Septimus Cabaniss grew to adulthood at the family home in close proximity to Bell
Factory and the Flint River just east of Huntsville. He attended Huntsville’s Greene Academy, a
boy’s boarding school later bumed by Union occupation forces in 1864, Septimus completed his
education at the University of Virginia. Afler graduation, Septimus scriously considered settling
in Texas before deciding to live and practice law in Huntsville. Septimus began his career

* Mancy Rohr, P | notes in the Rob March, 2008
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studying law under Silas Parsons, a noted Huntsville attorney. Septimus had various
distinguished law partners including Leroy Pope Walker, “Jefferson Davis’s first Secretary of
War,™ as well as Robert C. Brickell, who served as “Chief Justice of the Alabama State
Supreme Court from 1874 to 1884." Septimus also served in the Alshama State Legislature and
the Confederate Army.

In 1843, Septimus Cabaniss married Virginia Shepherd of Huntsville, and they
purchased a house at 603 Randolph Avenue that had been designed and bailt by George Steele.
This home remained in their family for the next 164 years including the sixty three years Dr.
Roberts called the house her home. A desire to see this home and the neighborbood it was built
in preserved, inspired Dr. Roberts’s dedication to the historic preservation movement in
Huntsville. George Steele, the home's designer and builder, was a “self taught Huntsville
mmm&mmw:wm‘mwmm
Bomes and public buildings that still cxist, including the First Alsbama Bank building built in
;mnamdnmmwmummhmmuum
other noted private residences.

Virginia Shepherd Cabaniss, Dr. Roberts” great grandmother, was raised four blocks from
hwm&mﬂaﬁumﬂmhsmmh 1828 by her father Levin Wilson
wvm’swm“amﬁuynﬂmwbﬁhd&
wwmmﬁﬂumeﬂmh’mﬁdﬂn
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school. The boys were sent to Greene Academy and she was sent to the Huntsville Female
Seminary.

Circal 828. Shepherd Home Carea 1832, Georpe Stecic designed, Cabaniss Home

nﬁmammmmmmmm.

grandmother. Their marriage produced a son, Richard H. Roberts, who married Mary Watson in
1911. Richard and Mary had three daughters, one of which was Dr. Roberts. Richard attended
University and Mississippi State University but did not graduste from cither university.

&M:,mambuqﬁew-dw&Mofmuﬁﬂm
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GG youss e cxpliin how s & had impacted her family’s life. Notably, she was
shhw-undmdmﬁmmmwuhs“‘ﬁ te and find a job
the height of the depression.

klm&‘wwh, dmother, Lucy Cabeniss Rob o
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¥ Peter Cobun, Roberts Hall Dedication, The Huntsville Times, May 8, 1568
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buggy and arrived in Huntsville by train for her visits with ber Grand Aunt Fannie. In
retirement, aunt Fannie and aunt Ellen Roberts lived together at 603 Randolph Avenue. With the
death of aunt Fannie in 1937 and aunt Ellen’s declining heaith, Dr. Roberts felt it was her
responsibility to help with her aunt’s care. Speaking about her family, Dr. Roberts said, “We
always looked forward, accepting things as they came along ™ The move to Huntsville was her
way of accepting things as they came along.

In retrospect, it is clcar that the g rolc models during Dr. Rot ’s formative years
were almost all women. Her aunt Fannie held a respected position as Clerk of the Circuit Court
in Madison County”s male-domi d judicial system and it was in ber bome Dr. Roberts spent

her summers. Her mother, Mary Watson Roberts, was the “backbone of the family ™ She had
certainly taken charge of raising the family. Dr. Roberts said of her father, “The best day”s work
. he ever did was the day he married my mother.™ Her grandmother, Alabama Watson, made
certain Dr. Roberts did her daily chores. Grandmother Lucy Cabaniss Roberts provided her
religious foundation. Dr. Roberts, speaking sbout her paternal Grandmother said, “She bribed
me, by promising chocolate pudding for lunch after church ™ Dr. Roberts had from childhood

4 1 3 3

ding of what a commitment, a strong work ethic and a sense of faith
m!wddumhuﬂﬂm
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University of Kentucky, and afier gradustion, he attended Jefferson Medical College becoming 2
respected doctor. His brother, John, attended Yale. Dr. Robertss great grandmother, Virginia
Shepherd Cabaniss, was from a family in which all five children reccived educations. Virginia
attended the Humtsville Female Seminary while her brothers, Jobn and Levin, graduated from
Yale and Princeton, respectively. Dr. Roberts’s mother, Mary Watson Roberts, had atiended
Judson College and she, t0o, piaced 2 high value on education, insisting that her danghters
receive an education. Quoting her mother, Dr. Roberts said she was told repestedly, “You can

have your education. Whatever else you want you can have later.™'® The Cabaniss, Shepherd,

‘Watson and Roberts families had high educational expectations for their children at a time when

2 uni ity edy 'was obtainable by very few people.

Dr. Roberts graduated from State N | Senior High School in Livingston, Alahama on
= “August 16, 1932,"'" and then she attended State Teachers College in Livingston, now known as
The Uni ity of West Alab anlmﬂ’mw——ami

lm.-ldhy-ehdly.&:qiﬁiuam&hhhymw-mml
that time.

. m.m“wh'-,h-mhﬁihad“m-h’q
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Tuscaloosa while teaching elementary school in Huntsville. Her thesis, which she compieted in
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| * State Normal Sr. School, Livingstone,

| Mmg Alabama, Dipiomsa, in The Roberts Coflection, University of Alabama at
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8 An Experiment in Emancipotion of Sioves
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Roberts's family was very much, as one newspaper article described it, the last of the “Cotion

Bale Aristocrats.™"* Both her Cabeniss and Roberts forefathers had accumulated large tracts of
prime farm land and were deeply invested in Alabama’s nineteenth century cotton culture. Her
thesis was written about a way of lifc she not only could reiate to but had roots extending back
generations into.

After leaving Huntsville High School in 1952 and becoming 2 full time teacher at the
Huntsville University Ceater, Dr. Roberts continued between 1953 and 1956 to work toward her
Ph D. She had, in addition to her teaching respounsibilitics, taken on the job of faculty laison
‘between the Huntsville University Center campus and the main University of Alabama campus
 in Tuscaloosa. The faculty liaison position gave her the opportunity to complete her Ph D. at
Tuscaloosa while continuing to teach in Huntsville. Her dissertation was titled Background and
Formative Period in the Great Bend and Madison County." While not focused specifically on
ber Csbeniss fore bearers, her dissertation, like her thesis, focused on historic events that would
have been important to her ancestors and people they associated with.

Dr. Roberts was scventeen when she began teaching following her graduation from the
State Teachers College in Livingston. Her first teaching jobs were in Sumter County, first at
Belmont School and the following year at Ward High School. There are no known official
records and very little other information is currently available that addn Dr. Roberts"s time
=t either of these schools other than her comments to friends or in various interviews where she
discussed having taught at these schools during this time.

*“Peter Cobun, Roberts Hall dedication, Huntswille Times, May 8 , 1988

™ Roberts Frances, Background and Formative Yeors in the Great Bend and Modison County, dissertation,
University of Alabama, 1956). .
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During an interview with Huntsville Times staff writer Peter Cobun, Dr. Roberts told a
humorous story about Ward High School. The school had rules goveming teachers that forbade
drinking, smoking or even going to the movies and no Catholics were allowed to teach. Dr.
Roberts said, “T broke all the rules, went to the movies once a week. | am an Episcopalian, but |
told them we are just like Baptists, we believe in the Ten commandments. t00.™'® When asked
and she never used sarcasm or cutting humor, she was very proper.™"”

Dr. Roberts’s first teaching job in Huntsville was in 1937 at West Clinton Elementary
School. Lintle additional information about that period in her career is available at this time. Dr.
Roberts began teaching at Huntsville High School in 1942 and she taught there until 1952.
During her time at Huntsville High she taught History, oversaw the student newspaper and the
yearbook committee. She was also the senior class sponsor. Dr. Roberts was sincerely concerned
with her students” lives. She not only taught them but continued to mentor and advise them after
they graduated. Fifty-five years afier the Huntsville High Class of 1943 graduated, the class
awarded Dr. Roberts a plaque of appreciation for her efforts as their teacher and adviser. She
received many such plaques and awards from former students who felt she had been a significant
influence on them during their school years. The class of 1946 gave her an award in May of
1996, as did the Huntsville High School class of 1947 during a class reunion in 1997, William J.
Robinson wrote in a letter signed by 18 of his classmates to Dr. John White, head of the UAH
Mmhlmﬂﬂ'ﬁm“ﬂ-kuwbwm
Roberts” patience, devotion, and exemplary methods in her approach to this course.™"* Dr.

:ﬁ“““b Peter Cobun, Roberts Hall dedication, Huntsville Times, May & 1988
-u—uﬂ_ﬂ. Interview with suthor, March, 11 2008
‘William 1. Robinson, letter to John White, February 12, 1974

Names:
Cobun, Peter Roberts, Frances Shields, Johanna, Dr.
Roberts, Dr. Robinson, William J. White, John, Dr.
Types:

article



Frances Cabaniss Roberts Collection:  Series 11, Box 1, Item 3

Westbrook, Charlie M., Senior Paper , "Frances Cabaniss Roberts, Teacher and Historian" (undated), and a
paper, "Dr. Frances Cabaniss Roberts, Teacher, University Founder and Civic Leader," 2008

Image 27  r11 01-00-003-0106  Contents Index  About

Roberts cared deeply sbout students. Many of Huntsville’s influential business and civic leaders
during the last half of the twentieth century had been students of Dr. Roberts. These same former
students were in many cases the civic leaders that she would later call upon to support historic
preservation, the Arts, The Constitutional Village, the Burritt Museum and other causes so dear
10 her heart

Between 1950 and her retirement in 1980 Dr. Roberts regularly taught twenty-five
H““*hmm“mu“uﬂ'

topics as varied as periods of European and American History and the American Constitution. |
She loved to teach Alabama History and taught a wide variety of graduate courses. Her various |
lecture notes are availsble for study in the Roberts Collection in the UAH Archives.

Dr. Roberts served as an instructor from 1950 to 1956 when she was promoted to
assistant professor. She was made an associate professor in 1959 and a full professor of History
from 1961. She served as chairperson of the History Department between 1966 and 1970, when
Dr. John Wright became the department head. During 1975, Dr. Roberts began to develop
serious health issucs. What started as a tingling sensation in her hands and feet progressed to the
point that she could not use her hands and feet. She continued to decline until she was confined
1o 2 wheel chair. Dr. Robert’s housekeeper, Hearietta, cooked for her, and Frank Rhabby, her
tenant that lived in the apartment above her garage, helped her get to and from the UAH campus.
As sick as Dr. Roberts was, at the worst point in her illness, she kept on teaching. Friends like
Dr. Johanna Shields stood by her, helping and encouraging her as they could. After months of
tests both in Huntsville and at the Mayo Clinic, she was finally diagnosed with Guillain-Barrés
Syndrome by doctors at Birmingham’s Spain Clinic. The only treatment availsble was physical
therapy. Therapy began to help her condition. By 1977, she was walking on crutches; within
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another year, she was able to walk with braces. Throughout her iliness, Dr. Roberts continued
teaching until her retirement in 1980; Dr. Hutchens said of her that “she was simply heroic
through her illness.”"*Dr. Roberts retired in 1980 but remained professor emeritus until ber death

On July 29, 1966, Dr. Roberts told an assembly of incoming freshman that the Huntsville
campus was the “fulfillment of an idea bom in the minds of men.~™ She went on 1o relate how
the University of Alabama had approached the Chamber of Commerce in 1935 to see if
‘Huntsville would support an extension center. The idea of a University Center did not
immediately gain sufficient support from the Huntsville community to become a reality at that
time, but the idea survived. Over time and a war later, the idea generated a successful military

training program in Huntsville that the Uni ity of Alab d. Dr. Rob

£ 2 3

remembered how in 1949, “The idea was raised again by local attorney, Pat Richardson, who
persuaded the Chamber of Commerce 1o re-cxamine the possibilities.™' The Chamber of
mw.m»w&mdmm“-
mmhmmmthIMnmﬁyﬁ
mmwmo&mmwmnmmam
Huresville Times, City Councilman Vance Thornton as well as Edward Anderson,

3 S ‘..-uwwwuwuvwwwvw"wwt‘w“‘l(“l‘

wammmwmmw' of Huntsville
i City Schools, Frank Rice, Edwin Burwell, A.W. Burkett, Willie Dickson® and representatives

| ﬁmhﬂmm&.kﬁm“mhmﬁm!m.m&nm
i formed, until 1952.

E -m-t; e Wects S g
| Beginnings of UAH,” VoL 1, No. 4, August 17,1966.05.1.
| _um“-mm.“—c— ] g the UAH b
|
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Dr. Roberts was quoted in an interview with the UAH Alumni News, published after ber
death, as saying, “The decision to establish the Huntsville center was made on November 15,
1949. The University would provide the teachers and the city would provide 200 students and a
building suitable for classes ™ The building provided was the old West Huntsville High School,
later Busler High School and now Stone Middle school on Governors Drive. The first classes at
the Huntsville University Center began on January 6, 1950. Dr. Roberts said “There were 10
freshman level classes and 137 students. The cost to each student was a two dollar registration
ﬁdhmmuﬁhhﬁmﬂﬂr.m““hﬁwuw
teachers on the faculty; Walter Mills taught Accounting, Patrick Richardson taught Political
Science and Economics, Mamic Steger taught Math and Mary Casmus taught English ™ Dr.
Roberts was the first History teacher at the University Center and established the History
Department. In June of 1953, she stopped teaching at Huntsville High School and became the
first full time History teacher on the University Center facuity. Dr. Roberts never liked being
labeled as one of the school’s founders, but she clearly was.

Dr. Eleanor Hutchens remembered when Dr. Roberts initially began teaching classes at
the University Center in 1950. Most of Dr. Roberts's classes were at night, but she was
enthusiastic about teaching at the Center and, even at that early date, saw the potential for a
University in Huntsville. In 1953, when Dr. Roberts told her she was leaving the public school
system to teach full time at the Huntsville University Center, Dr. Hutchens recalled asking Dr.
Roberts, “Have you lost your mind?” * A job teaching high school in the early fifties offered a

= jamesE L. The L of In Huntsville: A History, (essay, University of Alabama
wm“
Dr. Eleanor Hutchens, interviewed by Charies Westbrook, March 19, 2008

Gentry, Phillip Mills, Walter
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‘woman job security and respect, and it could be personally rewarding. The Huntsville University
Center was still an experiment in the minds of many.

! In 1956, a committee was formed to find a site for a permanent campus. Dr. Roberts was
a charter member of that committee serving from 1956 to 1960. Once a permanent site had been
selected, she was on the building committee for the first building, Morton Hall. Morton Hall was
dedicated in 1960, and Dr. Roberts was proudly involved in that dedication. Throughout the
fifties and carly sixtics, Dr. Roberts’ name was attached in some way to almost every decision

affecting the future of the University Center in Huntsville.

Dr. Roberts’s firmly believed the school should have a comprehensive curriculum that
would draw and appeal to a diverse student body. A majority of the students during the fifties
‘were older and returning to school under the GI Bill. Consequentially, the University Center was

scenby manyas a " school, a description that Dr. Roberts disagreed with. There was a

mﬂuﬂbmnm&ehﬂmnﬂmhmﬁﬁyﬂﬂ

the school should develop primarily s en engineering, math and science school. Dr. Roberts was
strongly opposed to that idea. Her vision was for all students, regardless of major, to share a
common liberal arts foundation and she fought hard to establish the general education
mummmwammmudmuﬁuw-

near identical program for all colleges and universities ide. Dr. Rob was shead of her

time. She well understood what a liberal arts program encompassed. She and Dr. Eleanor
Hutchens had often discussed exactly what a liberal arts program should consist of and how it

should function. Dr. Rob believed a well rounded education was very important and better
served the student and the community.
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Dr. Eleanor Hutchens said, “I had no desire to teach when approached by Frances™
about teaching during a summer break from her Ph D. program at the University of Pennsylvania
in 1955. Dr. Roberts said, “You have a civic duty to teach,™ and for three summers, Dr.
Hutchens taught literature. “When Frances asked you w0 do anything”, said Dr. Hutchens, ~It was
never meant to be voluntary; it was involuntary.” = Dr. Roberts was obviously a good judge of
people. After completing her Ph D., Dr. Hutchens returned and not only taught literature but
went on to Chair the English Department and fight to improve the University of Alabama in
H-um_o—a;.-u-ﬁu-ﬂ-hwmm |
Roberts.

Dr. Roberts participated on numerous committees in order to fight for the programs and
cmriculum she envisioned best for the university and the students.  Most committee members
‘who served with Dr. Roberts shared a similar vision with her as to the type school the Huntsville
University should become; the disagreement came over how best to achieve that goal. Though
often at odds with the other members of the Majors Committee, most notably her friend Dr.
‘Hutchens, the disagreements over expansion of the curriculum were confined 1o the committee
oom. When off-campus they remained close friends ofien breakfasting in route to the Byrd
Spring Rod and Gun Club where they would get a couple of hours of fishing in before heading to
school.

Without the involvement of the University of Alabama the University of Alsbama in
Huntsville would never have come into existence. Once the Huntsville school was established,

 thid.
* thid.
= ihid.
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Dr. Roberts became actively involved on committees working toward UAH autonomy and UAH
accreditation. UAH was granted autonomy from the University of Alabama in 1969. A

in the process. Many schools did not want to give UAH students credit for work done because

the school wasn't accredited, despite the fact that the school had been affiliated with the
University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa and had an outstanding faculty. Dr. Roberts thought the

faculty st the Huntsville Campus was not oaly equal to the Tuscaloosa faculty but also that
because of the scrutiny the Huntsville school was constantly under by Tuscaloosa officials that

the classes were of a higher caliber as well, due to an acute awareness of concerns over i
educational quality.

Dr. Samuel McManus worked with the various UAH accreditation committees in which
Dr. Roberts played a role. Dr. McManus wrote and submitted the final accreditation report in
1970. Ofiten schools did not receive accreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools on their first attempt at accreditation due to a varicty of reasons. UAH received full
‘accreditation on the first attempt, largely based on the work done by these committees in
preparation for accreditation.

Beginning in the fall of 1973, UAH opened the Academic Advisement Center. Dr.
Roberts was the Center’s founder and director. The Center originally began with six teachers
serving in an advisory position, offering academic guidance to students in order 10 help them
make the most appropriate academic choices. Dr. Roberts said, “T am a teacher, I help people to
mnﬁ“lwumht—u-&nﬁmmﬂm”

* peter Cobun, Roberts Hall Dedication, Huntswille Times, May 8, 1988, pg. 4b.
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great importance on students making academic choices that would not only benefit them while at
mhﬁh‘-ﬁ&kmw“Hwﬁﬂmhh
h—'ﬂ—mlﬂ—*&_-mﬂﬁ_u—
people, “when Dr. Roberts found a particularly promising student, a student that had a lot of
ﬁh-ﬂnbm—-ﬂ_ﬂ“-ﬁummm
helped them. ™'

mmﬁ-ﬂuhﬂd-ﬁﬁw“hmﬂw
muu*-un-—mmm-&umn—r“m

h“h&ﬁ%“h“ﬂ“*hmﬁ
much to the quality of a UAH education.

Not everything Dr. m-m—eh——mmmmu—-
was actively involved in various mmﬁ_dﬁﬁ-ﬂ
-mmmwm-—-ﬁ-hhm“u
m.Ammwnh_hHoMun-_-n—tc
“mm“h-m &dw.whmﬁ‘qd-ﬂ-

havea
Mﬂmﬂ-mﬂuhnﬂiﬁﬂhﬂh

mmmwwvm-mm“hu
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professors, “Dr. Stremski, Dr. lu-innub_"“-b-ne‘wd—‘nll—ubﬁ

'ua—-&mw i
& By Charles Westbrook, March 15, 2008
Exponent, UAH Student newspaper. Vol 3 issue 15, Ihltlln‘
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. History Department, or left the university when their contracts were not extended. The SD.S.
¥ was angered that they had not played an active role in the discussions and ultimate decision to

| 1 deny tenure or contracts to professors popular with the stud The hiring of Dr. Johanna
Shields also angered the S.D.S.. The S.D.S. had not been consulted during the hiring process and
\ feilt they should have played a part in the decision to hire faculty. Dr. Shiclds is shown with a

crown on her head at the right of the seated Dr. Roberts.
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A Political cartocs takes from the UAH school = Exm dhowing & sented Dr. Reb

campes cxecution of two History professors. The caption reads, "Sure Joe, we have all heard sbowt
| b in that department, but doa’t y they're carrying “bistorical scearacy” » bit far ™"

‘M-‘ﬂhwmﬂn&w—uuammmnm
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| Dr. Roberts was too traditional to be influenced by a group like the S.D.S. but she was

MWUhmhnmﬂhM-anc‘m
she stood for. Her goal was always to achieve what she saw as best for her students and UAH.

Dr. Roberts said, “A central theme in my life has been getting things done. It goes back to
that domineering trait of mine.™* Her work ethic, religious values and own special ability to take
charge and inspire others was not solely an inhcritcd trait but had been learned from the strong
female role models who raised her. Hiram Patrenos remembered Dr. Roberts as bossy, and said,
“She came in and took charge.” Drs. Johanna Shields and Eleanor Hutchens certainly did not
refier to Dr. Roberts as bossy, but indicated that she was quite strong willed. Patrenos went on to
say “she was intimidating and could be & little scary.™* Everyone who knew her agreed she
wﬂﬂﬁvhnﬂh&uﬁnmlﬁemlﬁw&udﬂu
retired, that is exactly what Dr. Roberts did at UAH.

During an interview with Disnoa Sheram, & staff writer for the Huntsville Times, Dr.
Rohuﬂ'ﬂmmﬁymﬁhpmo,lmulmmwﬁqduldoh
m-‘m.m‘mﬂahdhﬁMdh&emﬂh&y
mﬂuhwhﬁhlmmnﬂwm.m_ddb
Mary Jane Cayior, the Director of The Department of Education for Hus ille City Sch

"
to

uw‘mmwhhﬁvwm‘shmm
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Historical Society to help with the planning and remodeling of the Burritt Museum. When the
remodeling was complete, she organized the placement of the artifacts in the freshly updated
gallery. She also wrote a short history for inclusion in a Burritt Museum brochure.

A founding member and the first chairperson of the American Association of
University Women, Dr. Roberts was made an honorary life member of the association on March
3, 1989. The A_A.U.W. is an organization open to women who have graduated from accredited
“lmma’“*ﬂbhﬂ“dhﬁ-
‘while promoting equity for women. Dr. Roberts had lived = lifetime promoting those exact goals
&s a teacher.

‘mu_“_-ﬁmmmdﬂ
“&mmm&ﬁubﬁ“mﬁ
hmm-ﬂuh“h-‘m“ﬂ“ﬁh“
resiorations and the development of commercial space and signage within the district. She was
dedicated to getting the homes in Huntsville’s historic Twickenham District listed and markers
made for each home. She worked to get Maple Hill Cemetery recognized for its historical
significance.

During 1970s and 1980s, Dr. Roberts served on the Huntsville Symphony Orchestra
Association’s Board of Trustces. She was the Chairperson for the Task Force for Vision 2000,
and she worked on committees planning various events in connection with Panoply.

Dr. Roberts was heavily involved in the development of the Huntsville Constitution Hall
h&wn“““ﬂiﬂ“dhlﬂ
achieve those goals. She devoted a great deal of time and energy to developing the plan outlining
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the operation of the Hall. The Roberts Collection at UAH contains her notes and working copics
of vari icles and hes she wrote in relation to the Coastitution Hall Village.

Dr. Roberts received numerous awards, plaques and certificates. Many of her awards have
no documentation or specific information sttached to them at this time. That she had received
such an eclectic assortment of awards offers real insight into the broad nature of ber interess snd
civic involvement These awards can be found in the Roberts Collection at The University of
Alsbama in Huntsville.

Dr. Roberts was awarded with membership in the Delta Kappa Gamma Society on
January 6, 1940. For her efforts on behalf of Huntsville Army Veterans attending classes at the
[ University Center, the United States Army Retired Officers Association presented her with a
plague of appreciation on June 26, 1967. She was recognized for her efforts on behalf of all those
mmﬁhﬂﬁuw_hw&lm&““— Bar A it ded her the
& -nu-n-,a-imaammuﬁumnnmuoah

Seroll of Honor in 1976. On May 5 1978, Governor George Wallace swarded Dr. Roberts the
smﬁhﬂ_‘:A‘doﬂ:hiﬁrmmhhm:l’h
History. She b a life member in the Ti Valley Chapter of the Danghters of the
mmmmmlmmubmhmw
Award by the Huntsville Madison County Chamber of Com on January17, 1991. Senator
mmu.muumuuwwdum‘&“’
| l'm-wliIMﬁhhhMim'—nﬂThhlm
huﬁﬂhMMAﬁ&th&Moﬂhlm
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Huntsville High School, honored Dr. Roberts with a “Citation of Appreciation™ for her work on
the Constitution Hall Village.

Dr. Roberts did not particularly care for the Humanities Building. as Roberts Hall was
originally named. She did ot think it conducive to learning. The fire escapes were ugly, the rest
rooms ill planned. The elevators were covered in graffiti and profanity and the rubber-backed
‘carpet was shabby and worn. She saw the classrooms as windowiess boxes with concrete block
walls. Originally designed with six floors, the building was cut down to four floors to reduce
construction cost. The Recital Hall had been cut down in size to half of what had originally been
planned. Concerns over the cost meant the final building was &s unatiractive from the outside as
it was on the inside. When Dr. John White came to Dr. Roberts” home to ask her permission for
the school to name the building in her honor, she gave ber permission but reminded him of the
‘building”s history and discussed its state of disrepair. The University immediately found $50,000
for updates and on May 14, 1988, Roberts Hall was dedicated to her for her years of service to
the University. Dr. Roberts insisted “the repairs were made for the benefit of the stodents not for
&‘&ﬂuhq**mﬂa*ﬂhhnmﬂh
recognition, but those who had worked closely with her thought it fitting that she be recognized
for her efforts on behalf of the school and the history department.

mﬂmmum—un-mnmu‘-hw
bestowed on her December 12, 1993. She had been nominated for the degree by the faculty of
the UAH History Department for her years of dedicated service to the University. Dr. Carolyn
White, Associate Vice President of Academic Affairs, described Dr. Roberts as having touched

'mmmmmnmmnc.m.ut
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part of the Roberts Collection at UAH.

mmw‘--muumn—a--&u&m
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another. l”nhuq-ﬂmﬁdmhhhqh&m-ﬂa—d
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recogaitions on 10 and they never seemed to be as important to me anymore.™ She did have
Someane 10 pass them on to, Dr. Joanna Shiclds, and Dr. Shiclds valued them enough 1o donate
them along with other artifacts of ber life in the Roberts Collection to UAH.
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1961; it became 2 standard text for fourth graders and was used until the mid-sixtics. In 1962,
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Review and wrote a wide variety of j d articles and short hic for inclusion in various
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of Madison County in Achieving Statehood for Alab "~ which she read at the groundbeesking
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Episcopal 1843-1993 published in 1992. Additionally, Dr. Roberts wrote copious numbers of
short histories, essays and articles for insertion in pamphlets and brochures printed by civic
organizations she was involved with as weil as numerous speeches.

Interestingly, Dr. Roberts” last published work was to have been 2 collaboration with the
late Harvie P. Jones, a well-known Huntsville architect and preservationist. They were going to
produce a comprehensive history of Huntsville’s preservation movement. The work was to be
titled “The Twickenham Historic Preservation District: The First Twenty-Five Years, 1972-
1997. =% Before his death, Mr. Jones had completed his contribution to the massive work. He
had compiled the various historic maps, diagrams and drawings as well as comparative
photographs of the Twickenham Historic District for inclusion in this book. Dr. Roberts was to
have supplied and written the accompanying genealogical and historical portion of the book. She
had discussed her work on this book with several people, but upon ber death the unfinished
manuscript was never found. Lynn Jones, wife of Harvie P. Jones, would like to have seen her
husband"’s final project completed. Lynn Jones said, “We heard stories about boxes of paperwork
on the street and things being thrown away that perhaps should have been saved, and Francis did
procrastinate a little with things. And of course her health had become a limiting factor as
well. ™ Sadly, Dr. Roberts” final work, if started, was never finished or was lost during that
period of transition after her death when her nephew took possession of the home he had just
inherited.

Dr. Roberts took her commitment to God seriously. She did not push her religion on
others but was not at all ashamed to publicly acknowledge her faith. Many today consider any

-I'“P.m?h‘.‘ ickent Histaric Pre ion District: The First Twenty-Five Yeors, 1572-1997.
gu—u“ Horvie P. Jones Coliection, UAM, 2008)
Lynn Jones, Intervi d by Charles Westbrook, March 27, 2008.
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display of religious faith to be politically incorrect and as such unacceptable. Dr. Roberts
attended church regularly her entire life. As a child she attended Saint Alban’s Episcopal Church
in Gainesville, Alabama with her mother and grandmother. Even after moving to Huntsville and
joining the congregation of the Church of the Nativity, she continved to support Saint Alban’s.

During the sixties with membership down to a handful of families, there was a fear that
the Diocese would close Saint Alben’s. Many of the old historic buildings in Gainesville were
being sold and moved. The members feared that the old church building would be lost if closed.
Dr. Roberts became its seniot warden and was instrumental in keeping the church open. Hiram
Patrenos, the current church treasurer, remembers how the old church families kept the church
alive and said of Dr. Roberts that “she contributed to the Church regularly and was very invoived
in keeping it open. She cared a lot about the church and the old families that were members ™!
By the time of Dr. Roberts’s death in 2000, Saint Alban’s membership was down to six families
with services only being held on the third Sunday of each month. To Dr. Roberts, Saint Alban’s
mhthhﬁh’stMmdpﬂﬂdﬂyM‘
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enables her and her husband 1o keep an eye on the old church. She bers Dr. Roberts from
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family plot at the Old Cemetery in Gainesville. When asked about the old cemetery and its
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proper name, Lucy said “that for as long as I can remember it has just been called the old
cemetery and that if it had another name I never remembered hearing it ™ Lucy went on to say
that there were two cemeteries in town, the Odd Fellows Cemetery, which was all white people,
and the Old Cemetery which was for used by both black and white familics. The Roberts were
buried in the same cemetery with other families that had known and worked for the Roberts over

the years.
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few members old enough to have & her then are still alive today, and there is currently no
additional data available to research. &ouidnml.w“mhvmbcﬁ:elm
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after that time.

Mirs. Martha Joffrion, wife of retired Reverend Emile
mm&.m-h--ﬁ*“‘
of the church during most of her husband’s 29 years as
Reverend. She neither bered Dr. Rob i ke
lheVeﬁylﬁlr&h‘.Mm““m
Other commitiees or belonging 1o social groups at the charch.
Dr. Roberts was, however, an esteemed member of the
Church of the Nativity for two-thirds of her life. Her major
contribution o the church was ber 275-page book the
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Sesquicentermial History of the Church of the Nativity, Episcopal, 1843-1993, which
documented the history and growth of one of Huntsville’s oldest and most historical churches.

Dr. Frances Cabaniss Roberts lived a full life. She began a career as a teacher in 1934, 2
periodically at the local senior center. She immersed herself in a wide range of civic activities
that greatly benefited the community she deeply loved. She ofien kept in touch with former
students well into their adult life, continuing to mentor and advise them. She believed in UAH

and saw the university as her gr project. She had been involved in every facet of the school
from its conception in November 1949 and remained so until her health had completely robbed
ber of all cnergy. She had ived ds, gnizing her contributions 1o the

Huntsville public schools, UAH, Huntsville, Madison County, and the State of Alabama Her
mm&m-—umﬂdwuﬁﬁnnmm-ﬂstﬂh
named in her honor; yet, all ber many awards pale in comparison to ber life’s work. She died on
November 5, 2000 at the age of 83, her legacy of leadership and dedication to school and

The Roberts Collection consists of the family records and miscellaneous papers of the
mmmmﬂuum-umm-m
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by Dr. Roberts. After the tremendous effort and great expense needed to gather, pack and move
the collection it was donated by Dr. Shields to the M. Louis Salmon Library at The University of
Alabama in Huntsville. Due to the massive volume of artifacts spanning her family’s history
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