Rosa Lum Allen

By Peggy Metcalf

                      “For God will not forget your work and the love which you



showed towards His Name.”  From Rosa Allen’s obituary, 1931.

The furnishings and formal portraits in the high rise spoke of a long family history, of stories told and needing to be told this day.  Francita Koelsch Ulmer paused in the living room, pondering where to start that story of the Allen family.  Her red hair matched that of Samuel W. Allen, her great, great grandfather in the formal portrait hung on one wall. Her soft face, quiet voice, and dignified manner, every bit the lady, brought to life the photo of Rosa Allen nearby.  “This cross is Rosa’s,” said Francita, pointing to it on her lapel. “Wearing it is one way I have of remembering my great grandmother, and her reputation for being faithful and being a loyal friend.”

Rosa Lum Allen is the lady for whom Camp Allen is named.  A native Texan and cradle

Episcopalian, Rosa was born on her parents’ cotton plantation in Ft. Bend County in 1858.  Calvary Episcopal Church, her spiritual home until marriage, was originally located within a block of what is now the Ft. Bend County Court House, and near the plantation. Her baptismal and confirmation records were, unfortunately, lost in the 1878 hurricane flood waters.

Rosa married Samuel Ezekiel Allen* in 1876, moving to his 13,000 acre ranch in southeast Harris County after their marriage. The ranch was located on the south side of Buffalo Bayou, now the Houston Ship Channel, near Sims Bayou.  She became a member of Christ Church (it was not a cathedral yet), because her husband and his family had been members since the days of the original wooden building facing Fannin Street. Commuting to church for the Allens and their children meant traveling every Sunday more than twenty miles one way by horse and buggy, come rain or shine. 

“Rosa apparently loved flowers.  I have a box of her love letters,” said Francita, holding 

out a large tin box covered with lots of violets.  “One day I will get to reading them.  

Somehow, they seem too personal to read now.” 

Samuel Ezekiel Allen was the grandson of Ezekiel Thomas, who came to Texas from South Carolina in 1822.  Thomas was a member of the Old Three Hundred, the first 300 families to receive title to property in Texas from Stephen F. Austin.  Samuel Ezekiel’s

father (Samuel W.) started his ranch by rounding up the prolific longhorn cattle that ran wild in the area.  For many years his father was known as the cattle king of Texas, with the ranch being one of the largest in the state.  He was also known for his hospitality, never having turned the poor and needy from his door, always providing a place for the careworn and weary traveler.  “Rosa married into a loving and generous family,” recalled Francita Ulmer. 

The ranch house became the first Camp Allen. After prayerfully considering a request from Bishop Quin,  Rosa made available the family summer home on Galveston Bay as a 

conference center and camp for the Diocese.  Creating a summer camp was a very new idea for the time.  Difficulty in attracting clergy to the diocese and a lagging church population concerned Bishop Quin. He had hoped, and correctly so, that such a gracious and hospitable campsite/center would aid in unifying the Diocese. “When The Rt. Rev. Gresham Marmion, retired bishop of Kentucky, visited with me several years ago, he spoke how the clergy from the first Camp Allen remained a loyal and important part of the diocese, that it was not just a camp for children,” shared Francita.  “He was quite fond of Rosa Allen, who was always at the camp.”

When the camp outgrew the summer home, Rosa Allen was approached by Bishop 

Quin, this time to donate money to buy a site for a new Camp Allen on the Trinity River near Baytown.  She donated the purchase price, willingly. The Diocesan Council in January 1927 noted in resolution:


“It is the sense of this council that the thanks of the whole Diocese of Texas


 be tendered Mrs. S.E. Allen for her many generous acts in the past and for her


 latest gift of $10,000 to be used in the purchase of a property to be used as a 


 permanent Camp Allen.”

Rosa also endowed a scholarship at Sewanee for anyone from Christ Church or the Diocese who wanted to be a ministerial student.

When Samuel E. Allen died in 1913, Rosa, with her grandson’s help, began dissolution of the Allen Ranch. She sold 700 acres surrounding the ranch house to the Sinclair Oil (now Lyondell Refining), to become the first refinery on the Houston Ship Channel. Five years later the land under the house was sold, and the lumber from the house was used to build the bay house at Camp Allen in Baytown.

Upon selling her home, Rosa Allen moved into Houston, thus enabling her to participate in all the activities then available to women at Christ Church.  She herself joined the Main Street Circle of the Ladies Parish Association, and encouraged the activities of her daughter, Rosa Allen Williams, in her work with the Daughters of the King (she was a national officer ), altar guild, and church school, and in the rebuilding of Holy Cross Church (see sidebar). 

. 

Rosa died in 1931 of pneumonia.  Bishop Quin called her the “best friend any young person could have.” Rosa had lived most of her life in a rural environment, as a housewife, looking after a large family.  “That a housewife could be so influential, so effective in ministry is truly remarkable. What is important about Rosa Allen,” reflected Francita Ulmer, ”is her living out her deep and abiding faith.  What she did she did for her faith.”  Francita herself walks in  that same spirit: Rosa’s dedication to her faith has been woven into the fabric of the family.

*They are not related to the Allen Brothers who founded Houston.

