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Amos W"illits and 
the Legacy of Persist 

by Brian Kinsey 

lmost everyone has heard the old 
ereotype about how men are 
ore reluctant than women to stop 

and ask for directions. But reluctant or 
not, even the savviest Southern Oregon 
backroads explorer would likely need 
directions to pinpoint Persist. This pioneer 
community-now mostly a private ranch 
and a memory-lay ten miles by trail from 
Prospect and twenty-two miles from Trail 
on upper Elk Creek. 

First homesteaded by William Willits 
and his wife, Irene, in 1884, Persist didn't 
become official until 1902, when after 
years of requests, the Willitses received a 

The one-room Persist School saved 
children from local ranches a ten-mile 
walk to the school in Prospect. 

Postal Service charter to distribute mail 
from their home. William was postmaster 
for thirty-three years.' The name Persist 
carne from the persistent spirit the 
homesteaders had shown in settling the 
remote area-and in obtaining mail service.2 

Local postal service wasn't the only 
new development in Persist. Around 1900, 
a one-room school was built a mile from 
the Willits house. This was so the children 
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trek the ten miles of bad trail to attend 
school in Prospect. The school quickly 
became the social hub of the Persist district.l 

In the early years, the school had a 
succession of teachers, among them Alice 
French and Ann Wells. The school 
teachers boarded at the Willits home, and 
in one case, this is where young love 
began. The Willitses had four children, 
Roy, Merle, Inez, and Amos.• 

Amos and Alice fell in love. 
At noon on August 14, 1910, Amos 

Willits, then in his mid-twenties, and 
Alice French, twenty-two, were wed. The 
ceremony was held at Alice's parents ' 
place in Ashland. Afterward, Amos and 
Alice took the No. 13 train to Colestin 
Springs for their honeymoon, then 
returned to Persist where they equipped 
themselves for a ten-day horseback trip to 
Crater Lake. Upon returning, they set up 
house in Persist.5 

Amos and Alice later moved to 
Medford where they became active in the 
community. A mechanic for the C. E. Gates 
Auto Company/ Amos also was active in 
the Knights of Pythias and the affiliated 
Dramatic Order Knights of Khorassan, 
and served as a volunteer firefighter.7 

In early January 1924, a fire broke out 
at the Page Theater in Medford. Amos 
responded to the fire with his fire 
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This road sign once pointed the 
way to Persist, on the headwaters 

of Elk Creek. 

company. He and Fire Chief Roy Elliott 
were examining the seene when the stage 
wall collapsed, trapping both men for 
more than an hour. Elliott suffered serious 
injuries to his head and chest, but Amos 
was killed instantly. He left behind his wife 
and his son, William, who was a year old.8 

The Persist School District merged 
with larger districts long ago; the name 
of Persist has disappeared off most maps; 
and Amos has rested in peace in 
Ashland 's Mountain View Cemetery for 
more than three-quarters of a century. But 
the persistent, pioneering spirit of those 
who created the small community and 
those who came from it still lives on in 
the history of Southern Oregon. I 

Brian Kinsey is a history major at 
Southern Oregon. University. 

END NarES 

1. Barbara Hegne, Yonder Hills: Shady Cove, Elk 
Creek, Persist, Trail, Etna. (Eagle Point, Ore. , 
1989) p. I. 

2. Lewis A. McArthur, ed., Oregon Geographic 
Names, 6th ed. (Portland: Oregon Historical 
Society Press, 1992) p. 664. 

3. Hegne, Yonder Hills, pp. 1-2 . 

4. Ibid, p. 2. 

5. Ashland Daily Tidings, 15 August 1910. 

6. Polk's Jackson County Directory (Portland: R.L. 
Polk & Co.) 4 (1921): 174. 

7. Medford Mail Tribune, 4 January 1924. 

8. Ashland Daily Tidings, 2 January 1924. 

Persist school teacher Ann Wells boarded 
at the Willits ranch, and called her home 
above the woodshed "Squirrel Inn." 
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