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Blazing a trail

Sweet Briar graduate helps women earn a degree she couldn’t get
by Carlos Santos

I

n the 1940s, when diminutive iconoclast Margaret “Peggy” Wyllie went
to all-women Sweet Briar College,
it didn’t offer engineering classes. Today,
thanks in part to a $3 million gift from
Wyllie, 86, and her late husband, Jesse, her
alma mater turns out women engineers.
The donation created an endowment
that pays for scholarships, equipment
purchases and curriculum development
in engineering at the private, liberal arts
school in Amherst County.
Peggy Wyllie’s support for women
engineers at
Sweet Briar
dovetails
with a life
spent testing limits and challenging traditions. While a lack of opportunities prevented her from following her father into
engineering, she pursued other challenges,
including sports car racing. “I did what I
wanted to do,” says Wyllie, who has lived
for almost 30 years on a cattle farm near
Troy in Fluvanna County.
Born in Washington, D.C., Wyllie
is the daughter of a naval officer, Rear
Admiral Claud Ashton Jones. He received
the Medal of Honor for his actions when
a tsunami struck the U.S.S. Memphis in 1916,
killing 43 men. A photograph of President
Calvin Coolidge presenting her father with
the medal hangs on Wyllie’s den wall.
Jones, an engineer by training, encouraged his daughter to become one, too. But
when Wyllie entered college, few engineering
programs admitted women. “Women were
not wanted or trusted to be engineers,’’ she
says. Those who did get degrees couldn’t get
jobs, she says.
Sweet Briar, like all other women’s colleges in the country, didn’t offer an engineering degree. So Wyllie graduated in 1945 with
a bachelor’s degree in chemistry. She went
on to earn a master’s in chemistry at The
Johns Hopkins University, where she met her
husband.
Jesse Wyllie, a South African Rhodes
Scholar with a doctorate in electrometallurgy,
was a research scientist who became president
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Briar, which is noted for its Equine
Studies program. “I was good at it. I
was very competitive,” she says, adding that she didn’t quit riding until
the age of 75.
She walks for exercise now on
her estate where horses, as well as
cattle, graze on the rolling green hills.
Her sprawling 18th-century house
— parts of which date back to 1720
— was once the home of Confederate
cavalryman John Singleton Mosby.
Peggy Wyllie, who raised three
children, is not one to brag on her
accomplishments. She also is reluctant to expand on the reason for her
gift to Sweet Briar. “I just thought
giving money to Sweet Briar was a
good idea in general and because they
were doing engineering,’’ she says.
The college enrolled its first engineering degree candidates n 2005. It
was the second women’s college in
the country to create an engineering
program. Sweet Briar offers bachelor’s
degrees in engineering science and
in engineering management. The
Wyllies supported the program from
the beginning, donating money for
laboratory renovations, equipment
and computers from 2005 to 2007.
The $3 million gift was made in 2009,
just before her husband’s death. (She traveled
to South Africa to scatter his ashes in the
ocean off the coast of Cape Town, where he
was born.) In recognition of the gift, Sweet
Briar Engineering was renamed the Margaret
Jones Wyllie ’45 Engineering Program.
Hank Yochum, the engineering program’s
director, says the money is critical to its success.
“I think it creates opportunity for women in
the United States to take part in an engineering
enterprise and do it in a small college-supportive environment,” he says. “The money will
help us promote engineering so the program
gets larger, which means more opportunity for
high school girls across the country.”
There now are 20 students seeking engineering degrees at Sweet Briar. If Peggy Wyllie
was a little younger, she would probably join
them.

Peggy Wyllie at her
Fluvanna County home and
(below) with her husband,
Jesse, and Sweet Briar
College students.

of Gulf Research and Development Co. and
eventually president and chairman of Gulf
Oil Co. (Eastern Hemisphere). He also served
as chairman of Kuwait Oil Co. The Wyllies
traveled and lived all over the world, including stints in the Middle East and the United
Kingdom. They also lived in Texas, California
and Pennsylvania before settling in Fluvanna
County in 1982.
Those years of travel were spent embracing new experiences. Peggy Wyllie, like her
husband, raced cars — a death-defying hobby
few women of that era took up. She began
racing in 1950, sometimes in Jaguar automobiles, under the umbrella of the Sports Car
Clubs of America. Wearing goggles and a helmet, she sometimes would hit speeds of 110
mph. “There are always people who want to
do the unusual,’’ she said of her racing days.
Peggy Wyllie also rode horses. That was
one of the reasons she chose to attend Sweet
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