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er of 1895, the
community quickly supported plans to build a still-bigger and better
school, shown under construction above in 1895-6. Named Washington
School, it boasted brick construction, a fire alarm system, and the latest
in ventilation for the students’ comfort.

Above, the halls of Washington School became familiar to thousands
of Medford schoolchildren, and served the community from 1896
until 1931. That’s when the school board sold the school grounds fo
the city of Medford, which offered the lot to the county for
construction of the new Jackson County Courthouse. The school was
torn down and a new Washington School, which is still in operation,
was built at Peach and Dakota streets. Below, during the nation’s
bicentennial celebration in 1976, students at Washington School
rededicated the old school bell from the first Washington School.




the school had burned. The senior class
shared James Howard’s hall on Front
Street with ninth-grade students. Later,
two additional buildings were added on
Front Street, the Smith building south of
the Hotel Nash, and the old Stanley Hall
at Sixth and Front near the firechouse.12

One week into the school term, in the
middle of a Monday night, the “Fire
Fiend” returned. He opened some of the
town’s fire hydrants, just enough to lower
the water pressure. Breaking the hasp on a
padlock, he entered the basement of the
Presbyterian Church. There he soaked the
basement with a combustible fluid and
placed containers of the liquid in the center
of the room. He lit a match and ran away.
The fire bell rang and responding firemen
did their best to extinguish the blaze, but it
burned so rapidly that within a few
minutes of their arrival, the building was
gutted. All that remained were stone walls
and the belfry. “Medford is afflicted with a
fire bug in its midst and a fiend of the
blackest infamy at that,” said the Ashland
Valley Record. “Many believe the new brick
schoolhouse will be fired as soon as it is
built.” Although other arson fires were set
in businesses and barns over the next few
months, the temporary classrooms
remained open and safe. The “Fire Fiend”
was never caught.13

By mid-November bricklayers began to
erect the second story of the school. To
avoid delays caused by the approaching
winter weather, more workmen were hired
and in early December the steel roof was
finally in place. While carpenters, plasterers,
and painters put the finishing touches on
the school’s interior, the school board
ordered furniture and a new 600-pound
bell. The townspeople circulated a
subscription list, asking the community to
donate money toward the purchase of an
American flag. Near the Sterling Mine, a
citizens’ committee cut a tree and secured a
ninety-six-foot flagpole. However, on their
return trip to Medford, four feet of the
pole had to be removed because it wouldn't
negotiate a turn in the crooked road.
Placed on the school grounds, the pole
displayed a twenty-four-foot long flag,
waving nearly twenty feet higher than the
building. Six hundred students filled the
new classrooms on the first day of school,
Monday, March 2, 1896.14

Though some complained that the
school was too squat and cost too much,
nearly everyone else was proud of the
town’s accomplishment. The school faced
north. A bell tower sixty-eight feet high
separated two wings of the building. The
larger wing was sixty-four by eighty-six
feet and extended out from the tower
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toward Main Street. The smaller wing,
thirty-five by fifty feet, remained flush
with the tower and reached out to the east.
Opver the entrance at the base of the tower,
“Public School” was carved on two separate
sandstone blocks. High above, in the
ornamentation surrounding the top of the
tower, the year “1896” was etched. Inside
the building, ten classrooms on two floors
were all connected to the principal’s office
with speaking tubes. A third floor had
been constructed in the tower and also over
the main wing, but except for a chemical
lab in the tower, that floor wouldn’t be
used until needed.

Bennett’s design included three
innovative features. In colder months two
large furnaces in the basement of the
building supplied heat to each classroom
through ducts connected to ceiling vents.
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Floor vents conveyed “foul air” to an
exhaust chimney and all classrooms had
individual temperature controls. It was
during the scorching days of fall when the
innovation of this arrangement was most
apparent. With a small fire in the furnace
to produce a draft, outside air was sucked
into the system and distributed throughout
the school. Students studied in classrooms
cooled with fresh air, which was completely
replaced seven to ten times each hour.
Bennett’s last two features were in
reaction to the devastating fire that had
destroyed the previous school. Every
window and outside door on the first floor
was connected to a burglar alarm. With
this system turned on at the end of the
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school day, any entry into the school would
set off an electric alarm bell, easily heard
for blocks away. Located in the bell tower,
this same bell was attached to forty
thermostats within the building. Should a
fire break out and reach a temperature of
116 degrees, an electrical contact was
made, sounding the fire alarm.

The Medford Mail proclaimed that
Bennett and the school board deserved the
highest praise for their part in the
construction of the building, “... both as to
the solid, safe and permanency of its
construction and in economy—consistent
with a good article for the money. We
doubt if a similar building is standing any
place in the state at a cost of less than
$20,000—yet this one did not cost but
$14,000.” The school board was now in
debt for over $25,000, but that fact was
forgotten temporarily, buried by the town’s
self-congratulatory spirit. For the first time
citizens gave their school a name. In honor
of the nation’s first president, they called it
Washington School.15

By 1910 the Rogue Valley was near the
height of economic prosperity. Land values
had skyrocketed as wealthy Easterners
speculated in orchard real estate. The land
under Washington School had become too
valuable for a school building, said members
of the Medford School Board. They
proposed to sell the site at a tidy profit,
tear down the school, and build a new
school farther to the south. It was a
controversial proposal and the delay in
making a final decision doomed it to
failure. Prosperity began to unravel as
speculators realized that fruit sale profits
were too low to sustain their land
investments. Some sold at a loss and others
lost their land to mortgage companies and
banks. Washington School had been
granted a twenty-year reprieve from the
wrecking ball.16

The mid-1920s brought a return to
better economic times for the Rogue Valley
with a subsequent increase in population.
The old courthouse in Jacksonville was
overwhelmed and inadequate. An
agreement was made that the county seat
would shift to Medford. Until a
courthouse site was chosen, the city of
Medford provided temporary space for
county offices in a newly built building at
the corner of Fifth and Central. After the
courthouse was built, Medford would use
the building as its City Hall. By a six-to-
one ratio in May 1931, Medford voters
approved a bond issue that would pay the
school board $23,000 for the Washington
School grounds, deed the land to the
county and require the city to pay for the
demolition of the school.




At the end of May 1931, hundreds of
former students crowded the classrooms of
Wiashington School for a farewell open
house. They were “...led from room to
room, up stairways and down, over boards
more accustomed to the trudging of
smaller feet,” said the Medford Mail
Tribune. It was a nostalgic Friday evening
when young minds in old bodies relived
ancient memories as if they were new.
“Lost spelling bees, forgotten tardy slips,
and marbles ‘for keeps’ returned to
importance.” “Next week,” the article
continued, “brick by brick the Washington
School will be razed.” Within weeks the
building had become separate piles of
lumber, brick and stone. The bell that had
rung for every recess in the previous thirty-
five years lay in their midst on the ground.
The scene shocked the sentimental, who
demanded that at least the bell be saved. It
couldn’t be used at the new school,
concluded Superintendent Ercel Hedrick:
“Its ringing would wake up all the babies in
the neighborhood.”8

Where does one put a silent school bell?
In front of a school, replied a group of
volunteers. Local architect Frank Clark
drew plans that would include the bell as
part of a drinking fountain placed in front
of the new and nearly completed
Wiashington School. Charles Pheister, who
had laid the cornerstone of the original
Wiashington School in 1895, was asked to
lay two stones from the old schoolhouse
that had been embedded above the
entrance. Carved on the stones were the
words “Public School.” These stones acted
as a pedestal for the bell and were set on a
concrete table, the concrete aged and
molded to resemble the old stone. With
the bell secured on top, four copper bowls
at the corners of the table provided basins
for the fountains. The bell monument was
completed in September 1931. It became a
touchstone that would stir memories of the
first Washington School in the minds of
former students until they died.

Today the bell is a symbol of the hard
work and suffering required to bring
education to a small railroad town.
Periodically some of the old stories are
retold and the meaning of the bell is
introduced to a new generation. For the
American Bicentennial in 1976, the
students of the new Washington School
cleaned the fountain and polished the bell
in honor of the nation’s birthday. As the
new millennium approached in November
1999, Washington students again wrote
essays, polished the bell and placed a time
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capsule inside. Now, only two of the
original schoolhouses remained.1?

In 1886 W. F. Williamson sold his
home, the first school, and left Medford for
the northern part of the state to teach in
Yamhill County. The property was resold a
number of times before Elmer and Lucy
Elwood took ownership in 1909. The
Elwoods had arrived in Medford in 1898
and Elmer opened a jewelry store. He was
also a doctor of optometry and practiced in
Medford until his death in 1937.20

Whether any of the original schoolhouse
remains is uncertain. Fire insurance maps
show that there were numerous alterations
to the building between 1884 and 1911.
Between Elwood’s purchase in 1909 and
the 1911 insurance map, the building
received a major remodel. These changes
make it impossible to say if any part of the
old building remains; although notes on
the back of a photograph of Elwood in
front of the building describe it as
“Medford’s first school.” The same
photograph shows Elwood’s office, a brick
extension to the home, which meets the
sidewalk on Central Avenue and was
constructed after 1927. In the ensuing years
the structure has served as a residence or
business, and since the mid-1980s has been
the home of the Yellow Submarine
sandwich shop.2!

There is chance, coincidence and irony in
the fact that Medford’s first and oldest
publicly funded schoolhouse still survives.
Pushed aside for another school in 1891, it
seems unlikely that it should have outlived
its replacements. With block and tackle it
had been hoisted aboard wagons and
moved away from Oakdale Avenue over
bumpy dirt streets. Nearly complete in its
original exterior form, today it quietly
stands on what was Professor Narregan’s
one-acre Tenth Street lot. In 1904 the
property was purchased by Ansel A. Davis,
one of the wealthiest men in the valley. He
added a high-columned portico at the
building’s east side. Eventually the portico
was removed and the property sold. For
several decades the building served as an
apartment house, and after 1976, the
apartments were converted to office space.
Today we know the building as headquarters
for the Britt Festival-located just west of
Sacred Heart Catholic Church. On January
22,1996, the festival’s administrative
offices were opened for business in the old
schoolhouse building—having surmounted
all obstacles since 1885.22

Not all buildings will be-or should
be—preserved. Outside of their practical
uses as businesses, churches, government
offices, or homes, structures remain
valuable only to the extent that they
remind us of our past. Except for

architects, carpenters, and other students of
architecture, when the walls of a building
talk, they talk about people. They tell us
endless tales of human hopes and dreams,
where people lived or worked, and why.
Whether the people are strangers to us, or
long lost relatives, it’s the hands that
touched those walls that make a building
important. Memories seem so fleeting and
frail when compared to the strength of a
building. Too often we mourn a structure’s
loss believing that our memories are locked
inside. But memories endure. Just as the
pain of losing family members is eased by
memories of their lives, comfort can be
found in the memory of the human lives
attached to a building. As long as one
person remembers or is curious enough to
look, memories of a building will live on.
Memories can't always save buildings, but
memories can always be saved.

Bill Miller is library assistant with the Southern
Oregon Historical Society.
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Your membership will support:
preservation of Southern Oregon’s
rich heritage; Society exhibits and
educational events; outreach to
schools; workshops for adults and
children; living history programs; and
tours and demonstrations at historic

Hanley Farm.

Members receive Southern Oregon
Heritage Today, the Society’s monthly
magazine with newsletter, providing a
view into the past and keeping you
up-to-date on services provided by

the Society.

For membership information, call

Susan Smith at 773-6536.

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES

Friend................. $20
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Patron................. $60-$90
Curator or Business . ... .. $120-$200
Director .. ...o.oonnn $250-$500
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LEAVE A LEGACY™

Leave a Legacy of Southern Oregon
is a community-wide program
established to create public
awareness and to promote interest
in charitable giving through a will or
from an estate. The Southern
Oregon Historical Society is
participating in Leave a Legacy.
Mary Hanley bequeathed Hanley
Farm to the Society in 1982, thereby
leaving a historic legacy for
Southern Oregon residents and
visitors who can now experience the
farm’s rich history.
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NE OF SOUTHERN OREGON’S MOST
O memorable drives follows Highway 62

up out of the Rogue Valley toward the
headwaters of its namesake river. After
reaching the Prospect plateau, the highway
enters a corridor of old - and second - growth
forest that grows right up to the edge of the
asphalt. Tall sugar pine branches bend over the
road high above, loaded with distinctive
eighteen-inch cones hanging pendulously from
the branch tips. Forest road signs tick off side-
trip destinations that tempt one to tarry:
Natural Bridge, Woodruff Meadows, Ginkgo
Basin. But our destination is a historic
stopping point near the turnoff to Crater Lake:
the resort community of Union Creek.

Union Creek is named after nearby Union
Peak, which in turn was named by pro-Union
prospectors during the Civil War.! Because
access to the turbulent upper Rogue is so
difficult along much of its length, Union Creek
offers the most accessible drinking water in the
area. Indians stopped at the creek as they
traveled to the mountain ridge tops to gather
huckleberries. The first European-Americans
in the upper Rogue country may have been
Hudson's Bay Company fur trappers exploring
with Peter Skene Ogden’s party in 1827,2 but
miners, loggers, and settlers began filtering in
in the 1850s.

The present Union Creek Resort lodge replaced the

first one, destroyed by fire in 1936. But Union Cre

has been an important stopping point for travelers
since the Civil War era and long before.

In the 1860s prospectors on their way to the
John Day gold mines of Eastern Oregon
blazed a trail through the Union Creek area.
Parts of the “John Day Trail” later saw use as a
wagon route to Fort Klamath by the military.
The Woodruff family had a cabin on Union
Creek and catered to travelers; the family also
opened a toll road to the berry fields on
Huckleberry Mountain.3 Because of Union
Creek’s convenient location on the routes to
Diamond Lake and Crater Lake, it became
much more popular when visitors could travel
by automobile to those locations. The Forest
Service developed a primitive campground in
the area by 1917.4

With increased traffic came development.
About 1922, James Grieve built a store and
cottages at Union Creek. The next year, Ed
Becklehymer built a e and delicatessen
(the present Becky’s Café).> In 1927 Ed
Regnier bought out Grieve, and the following
year he built a lodge and more cabins. But in
the spring of 1936 Regnier’s lodge burned and
a new one was built. That lodge still stands,
and one of its outstanding features is the stone
fireplace in the lobby; built of opalized wood
hauled from Lakeview.6

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal ushered in
massive public works projects and programs at
the government’s expense. One such program,

the Civilian Conservation Corps, brought
thousands of young men to the Northwest
work in the outdoors. The Prospect Range
District of the Rogue River National Fores
became home to two CCC camps, one at 1
Creek and the other at Union Creek.

Union Creek’s biggest growth came in tt
1930s when the CCC built several building
including a warehouse complex, residences,
various other structures. The wooden build
are fine examples of 1920s rustic architectu
many of them featuring the Forest Service
pine-tree symbol.”

The area is one of great natural beauty.
Union Creek lies in the transition area bety
the ponderosa-pine and Douglas-fir zones;
addition to mammoth sugar pines, white p
Noble fir, white fir, lodgepole pine, and
western and mountain hemlock can be fou
here. Blacktail and mule deer and Roosevel
elk share the forest with black bears and
coyotes. Recreational opportunities include
fishing, camping, hiking, and snow sports.

The Union Creek Resort is forty miles
northeast of Medford on Highway 62, the
Crater Lake Highway. Becky's Café is oper
8:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. June through
September; call for winter hours (541-560-
3563). The telephone number for the lodg:
541-560-3565. &
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