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In January 2014, Sweet Briar's board of directors were pitched a “merger” proposal which,

unbeknownst to most of them, had been in the making for two years.

Referred to by the consultants who developed it as “Recommendation #1,” the proposal called for

Sweet Briar to close down its campus and transfer its assets – abroad and equestrian programs, library

holdings, art collection, etc. – to Hollins University. The spirit and core values of Sweet Briar would

then live on in Hollins, which might be renamed “Sweet Briar Institute at Hollins University.”

The recommendation was somewhat vague about what might happen to the empty Sweet Briar campus.

Consultants mentioned either selling it and using the proceeds to create a new “college,” or selling the

surrounding land and turning the core campus into an academic/corporate retreat center.

“Recommendation #1,” at least as written, was rejected by both schools. Hollins has an endowment of

about $164 million, no debt, little deferred maintenance and strong enrollment.

A message left this week with Hollins President Nancy Gray was not returned.

Sweet Briar, with its $84 million endowment, double-digit deferred maintenance and bond debt, had

more incentive to collaborate. But the board, at that time, wasn't willing to simply hand over the

renowned, 114-year-old school to anyone, much less its oldest rival.

Less than a year later, however, it appears “Recommendation #1” is, indeed, well under way.

Sweet Briar announced on March 3 that it would close, citing a triple burden of irreversible debt,

plummeting enrollment and $28 million in deferred maintenance. And Hollins has not only been

handed Sweet Briar's coveted junior year abroad programs, it has acquire more than 40 percent of

Sweet Briar's students as part of a teach-out agreement.

The possibility of a merger with Hollins took root some time around early 2012, when then Sweet Briar

President Jo Ellen Parker – without the full board's knowledge – began meeting with Hollins officials

about a possible merger. Jo Ann Soderquist Kramer, a Sweet Briar alumnae and former board member,

said she didn't know at the time what college Parker was meeting with, but that a plan to merge was

“accidentally” revealed during a teleconference call with board Chair Paul Rice and the Executive

Committee, of which she was a member.

“During the call, Paul Rice said the discussions underway were serious, and that Jo Ellen would

become chief executive officer of the new entity,” Kramer said.

Kramer said it was a few months later that Parker asked the board to bring Eugene Tobin on as its

newest member. Tobin manages grants for liberal arts colleges at the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

He had also recently resigned as president of Hamilton College, in Clinton, NY, for admitting to

plagiarizing sources he used in a speech.

“The board didn't want him on, but Jo Ellen eventually got her way,” Kramer said.

Within a year of Tobin's arrival on the board, Sweet Briar had secured a grant through the Mellon

Foundation that would allow for Sweet Briar and Hollins to explore ways to collaborate. The grant

made way for consultants Brill Neumann Associates and Cambridge Concord Associates to devise the

plan that eventually was presented to the board in January 2014.



In the plan were three recommendations, said Kramer. The boldest, “Recommendation 1,” was the

proposal consultants said the board should consider.

“We saw that recommendation and the board went, 'whoa!,'” said Kramer. “There was no way.”

Three months later, Parker announced she was leaving Sweet Briar for another job, despite having been

offered a contract extension through 2019.

So how and why did Sweet Briar's Board of Directors allow a recommendation that was originally

rejected to play out anyway? Board Chair Paul Rice and Vice Chair Elizabeth Wyatt lent some insight

into the question during a faculty meeting with the board earlier this month.

Wyatt and Rice told faculty there were other merger talks between a number of public and private

colleges. The board, Wyatt said, had homed in on two potential partnerships that looked promising, but

both fell through in the end.

Rice said it boiled down to colleges looking at the possible merger from a cost perspective, weighing

assets against potential liabilities. One of Sweet Briar's major liabilities is $28 million in deferred

maintenance, he said.

In the end, said Wyatt, the board voted on the kind of decision that had sounded too drastic the year

before. In fact, this decision, which has included losing valuable programs and students to Hollins,

looks so far like “Recommendation #1.

Rice confirmed there would be a number of buyers looking to acquiring Sweet Briar's assets once it

goes out of business. None of these potential buyers was named.
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