
Stella Irene Rigby Simpson 

Early Life 

Stella Irene Rigby was born on March 4, 1877, in Peshtigo, Wisconsin 
to John and Margaret Rigby. She grew up in a family that valued 
education and public service. On June 20, 1906, she married Howard 
Wright Simpson in Marinette, Wisconsin, beginning a partnership that 
would span more than two decades. 

 

Life at the South Dakota School for the Deaf 

Following Howard Simpson's appointment as the sixth 
superintendent of the South Dakota School for the Deaf 
(SDSD) in 1910, Stella became an important part of 
campus life. Residing in the superintendent's home on 
the school grounds, she welcomed visitors, hosted 
receptions and community gatherings, and supported 
educational and social activities for Deaf pupils. 

During Howard's administration, the school experienced 
significant growth through new construction, expansion 
of vocational education, and enlargement of the 
campus. Stella played an important supporting role 
throughout this period, helping maintain the welcoming 
atmosphere that characterized the superintendent's 
residence. 

 

 

 

 

Acting Leadership During World War I 

When Howard entered service with the American Red Cross in France during World War I, Stella 
assumed many of the superintendent's administrative responsibilities. Her leadership helped ensure 
that the daily operation of the school continued smoothly during Howard's absence, making her one of 
the few women in SDSD history to oversee many of the institution's administrative functions during a 
period of national crisis. 

 

Mrs. Howard Simpson (front row, second from left) with 
students in a homemaking class, believed to be taken about 
1914-1916.   
The photograph reflects Stella’s active involvement in campus 
life and her support of homemaking and vocational education 
for Deaf girls. 
Front row (L-R): Esther Tessler, Mrs. Simpson, Gladys Jensen, 
Cleora Wallbrink. 
Back row (L-R): Bertha Weis, Antoniette Tetreault, Maggie 
Delvaux and Blanche Tetreault.   (Click image to enlarge) 
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Family 

Howard and Stella had one daughter, Virginia Margaret Simpson, born on January 
28, 1911, while Howard was serving as superintendent. Virginia later became an 
interpreter for the deaf, continuing the Simpson family's long connection with Deaf 
education into a third generation.  

Later Life 

After Howard resigned from SDSD in 1920, the family moved to Madison, Wisconsin, where they 
entered the hotel business before relocating to Wichita, Kansas, in 1924. Following Howard's 
unexpected death in 1928, Stella settled the family's affairs and later sold her interest in the McClellan 
Hotel. 

For the remainder of her life, Stella devoted herself to civic and charitable work in Wichita. She became 
an active participant in organizations serving children with disabilities, including the Institute of 
Logopedics (now Heartspring) and the Crippled Children's Board at Wesley Hospital. She was also a 
member of the Wichita Lioness Club and remained active in church and community service. 

Death and Legacy 

Stella Irene Rigby Simpson died on February 24, 1961, at the age of eighty-two in Wichita, Kansas. 
She was buried beside Howard in Maple Grove Cemetery. Remembered for her quiet leadership, 
hospitality, and dedication to both Deaf education and community service, Stella played an important 
but often overlooked role in the history of the South Dakota School for the Deaf. Her service during 
World War I and her lifelong commitment to helping others extended the Simpson family's legacy far 
beyond the South Dakota School for the Deaf.
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