Howard Wright Simpson

Early Life and Family

Howard Wright Simpson was born on February 7, 1882, in the Main
Building of the South Dakota School for the Deaf (SDSD) in Sioux Falls,
South Dakota. He was the eldest son of James and Anna Laura Simpson,
both of whom were Deaf. Raised on the SDSD campus and immersed in
Deaf culture from birth, Howard became the first Child of Deaf Adults
(CODA) to serve as superintendent of the school founded by his parents.
His upbringing gave him a unique understanding of Deaf education and
the mission of the institution that would later define much of his

professional life.

Education and Military Service

Simpson attended Brookings College (Now South Dakota State University) before embarking on a

period of military service. At age sixteen, he enlisted during the Spanish-American War and served
approximately eighteen months in the Philippines. This early experience abroad helped shape his
leadership skills and public service career.

On June 20, 1906, he married Stella Irene Rigby in Marinette, Wisconsin.

Family

Howard and Stella Simpson had one child, Virginia Margaret Simpson, who
was born on January 28, 1911, during Howard's first year as superintendent
of SDSD. She spent her early childhood during one of the most active periods
of campus growth and later accompanied her family through their moves to
Wisconsin and Kansas.

Virginia Margaret Simpson
Carey (1911-1999), daughter
of Howard and Stella Simpson.
She continued the family’s
legacy of service as an
interpreter for the Deaf.

Click image to read her profile

Mrs. Stella Irene Rigby Simpson
(1878-1961), wife of
Superintendent Howard W.
Simpson. During Howard’s
World War I service in France,
she assumed many of the
superintendent’s administrative
responsibilities at SDSD.

Click image to read her profile.

Virginia attended Martha Washington Seminary in
Washington, D.C., before she enrolled at the
University of Wichita in 1929 to study Liberal Arts.
She later earned a master's degree in English from
Wichita State University. In 1944, she married Carl
Edwin "Bud" Carey, and the couple had one son,
John "Rigby" Carey.

Continuing the family's longstanding connection to the Deaf community,
Virginia served as an interpreter for the Deaf. She lived in Wichita for most of
her adult life and remained active in civic and educational organizations until
her death in 1999 at the age of eighty-eight. Through Virginia, the Simpson
family's connection to Deaf education extended into a third generation.
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Superintendent of SDSD

In 1910, at only twenty-eight years of age, Howard Simpson
was appointed the sixth superintendent of the South Dakota
School for the Deaf, succeeding J. D. McLaughlin.
Newspaper accounts described him as uniquely qualified for
the position because he had been born on the SDSD
campus, raised among Deaf educators and students, was
fluent in sign language, and possessed a lifelong familiarity
with the institution and its operation. His appointment was
widely praised throughout South Dakota, with supporters
noting his deep understanding of Deaf education and strong
ties to the Sioux Falls community. During his ten-year

administration, SDSD experienced one of the most
significant periods of physical growth and educational
expansion in its history.

Click image to enlarge.

Superintendent Howard W. Simpson (front center) with
the graduating class of 1916. The photograph was taken
during one of the most significant periods of campus
expansion and educational growth in SDSD history.

Ay Major improvements completed during his administration included:
i «Major expansion of the School Building and Boys’ Dormitory in 1912

eExpansion of French Hall (Girls' Dormitory) in 1913

«Development of a heating plant

« Construction of agricultural and maintenance buildings

Cnstrution of he 1912

«Expansion of the school farm through the acquisition of an additional 109

expansion to the School Building -
acres in 1917

and Boys’ Dormitory, one of the
largest building projects
completed during Howard
Simpson’s administration.

Simpson also expanded vocational and practical
education by introducing programs in printing,
shoemaking, carpentry, domestic science, and sewing. These programs
helped prepare Deaf students for employment and independent living.

His administration coincided with the passage of compulsory attendance laws
requiring Deaf school-age children to attend school, resulting in increased
enrollment and broader educational opportunities for Deaf children
throughout South Dakota.

Students learning woodworking
in the Vocational Building, circa
1914. Howard  Simpson
expanded vocational education
to prepare Deaf students with
practical skills for employment
and independent living.

Community Leadership and the Minnehaha Country Club

leading golfers.

Beyond his work at SDSD, Simpson played an active role in the civic development
of Sioux Falls. In 1913, he supervised grading, plowing, and improvements to the
grounds of the newly organized Minnehaha Country Club, helping transform open
prairie into one of the region's premier recreational facilities. He later served as
the club's secretary-treasurer and, in 1916, became the first president of the
South Dakota State Golf Association. An accomplished amateur golfer, Simpson
won several local tournaments and earned recognition as one of Sioux Falls'

He was also active in civic organizations, including Rotary International, and served as president of the

Sioux Falls Rotary Club in 1919.
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World War I Service

Howard W. Simpson in his
American Red  Cross
uniform before departing
for France in 1918, where
he served as a field
representative during
World War I

When the United States entered World War I, Simpson took a leave of absence
from SDSD to serve with the American Red Cross. Departing for France in October
1918, he was commissioned as a Red Cross captain and assigned as a field
representative at Base Hospital No. 90 near Neufchateau, where he assisted with
wartime relief efforts during the closing months of the war.

Following his return to the United States in the spring of 1919, Simpson shared
his wartime experiences through civic organizations, speaking about the work of
the American Red Cross and conditions in France.

During his absence, many of the superintendent's administrative responsibilities
at SDSD were assumed by his wife, Stella Simpson, ensuring the continued
operation of the school.

Hotel Career and Civic Leadership

Click image to read more.

Historic postcard of the Park
Hotel in Madison, Wisconsin,
where Howard Simpson began
his hotel management career
after leaving SDSD in 1920.

Before leaving Sioux Falls, friends and civic leaders honored Simpson with a
lighthearted farewell banquet, reflecting the deep affection and respect he
had earned during his decade as superintendent.

After resigning from SDSD in 1920, he
entered the hotel business by purchasing a
half-interest in the Park Hotel in Madison,
Wisconsin, where he remained for
approximately six years. He later relocated to
Wichita, Kansas, and became owner and

While building his hotel career, Simpson remained

manager of the McClellan Hotel.

The historic McClellan Hotel in downtown
Wichita, Kansas, photographed in recent

years. Howard Simpson managed the
hotel from 1924 until his death in 1928.

deeply involved in civic affairs. He served as
Click image to read more.

president of the Wichita Lions Club and, in May

1928, was elected District Governor of the Kansas Lions, one of the organization's
highest state leadership positions. He also helped organize numerous Lions clubs
throughout Kansas and played a leading role in promoting the Collier's Moral Code
for Youth, a character-building program later adopted by Lions International.

His other affiliations included the Masonic Lodge, Shrine, Elks, Red Cross Board, Community Chest,
Wichita Country Club, and First Presbyterian Church, reflecting a lifelong commitment to public service
beyond Deaf education.
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Death and Aftermath

H. W. SIMPSON, FORMER SUPERINTENDTNT
OF DEAF SCHOOL HERE, DIES AT WICHITA

Was Well Known Here—Head |
of State School 10 Years—

Had War Record—Active in

Fraternal Civic Bodies ln

overseas
the Ut

The Argus Leader (Sioux Falls), July 26,
1928, reporting the death of former SDSD
Superintendent Howard W. Simpson.

Click image to enlarge.

Howard Wright Simpson died unexpectedly in Wichita, Kansas, on July
25, 1928, at the age of forty-six after suffering a cerebral hemorrhage.
At the time of his death, he was manager of the McClellan Hotel and
had recently been elected District Governor of the Kansas Lions.
Hundreds of friends attended his funeral, reflecting the respect he had
earned through his leadership in education, business, and civic
service.

Initial reports stated that he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage after
collapsing near his home. Because he carried several accident
insurance policies, questions later arose concerning the exact cause
of death.

His widow, Stella Simpson, contended
that Howard had stumbled, struck his

head, and sustained fatal injuries from the fall. Insurance companies
argued that his death resulted from natural causes rather than an
accident. The dispute led to an unusual legal proceeding in which
Howard's body was exhumed from Maple Grove Cemetery in Wichita
in January 1929 for a post-mortem examination. Newspapers
throughout South Dakota followed the case closely. The examination
findings were submitted to the insurance companies, though the final
report was not immediately released to the public.

Shortly afterward, Stella Simpson sold her interest in the Wichita hotel
and began a new chapter of life following her husband's death.

Legacy

 TOEXHUMATION
- OF H. SIMPSON

1Wll]l]W AGREES

The Wichita Evening Eagle, December 29,
1928, reporting on the insurance dispute
that ultimately led to the court-ordered
exhumation of Howard Simpson’s body.

Howard Wright Simpson occupies a unique place in South Dakota Deaf history. Born on the SDSD
campus, raised by Deaf parents, and later serving as the school's sixth superintendent, he carried
forward the legacy begun by his father while guiding SDSD through a period of unprecedented growth.
His leadership expanded the campus, strengthened vocational education, enlarged the school farm,
and modernized educational opportunities for Deaf students throughout the state.

Beyond SDSD, he distinguished himself as a veteran, Red Cross officer, hotel entrepreneur, civic leader,

and Kansas Lions governor. Although his life ended at just forty-six years of age, Howard Simpson left
a lasting legacy in Deaf education, public service, business, and civic leadership. His unique journey—
from a child born on the SDSD campus to becoming its sixth superintendent and later a respected
community leader—remains one of the most remarkable stories in South Dakota Deaf history.
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