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THE PHOENIX

This is not a story about a city in Arizona nor is it about @ bird that rose up out of the
ashes of a city while it still burned in ancient times. It's abaut a srall town and an old man
in the eorly 1900's,

Who ar | and why do | think | can write something about things that happened three
quarters of a century éugo? Well, | am one of o-;,rery few old timers left who can recall many
incidents of my eorly days. | was born in Montgon.ery County samewhere near the middle of
Lake Conroe between Montgon.ery and Willis. My grandn.a said it was on the trail tho.t Sam
Houston travelled between Washington on the Brazos and Huntsville, We moved to Willis and
later to Conroe and | lived in Conror when it didn't have a pest office. If you read my story
you will understand that the statemrents are true. Old people usually Iive‘ in the past,
recalling incidents of long ago. [f they are not recorded they are lost forever,

Conroe was a small town, |In the lotter part of 1210 it was the county seat of
Mantgon.ery County and the junction of two railroads. A few saw mills were araund and sorre

farming was done. Otherwise there wosn't much 1o moke it grow. The town had more kids
g grov

then than grown ups and | wos one of the kids, about 13 years old. We lived in what was
known us the Old Guinn Home just across the 1.G . N, railroad about a stone's throw from the
riddle of town, which covered about two blocks of wooden buildings. The Conroe Hotel and
Mistrot munn's Dry Gaods Store were the only brick buildings in town, Two drug stores,

three saloons, four grocery stores four dry goods stores, four holels and roan.ing houses, three

restaurants, and several other pluces ~~ furniture stare, feed store, barbershops and pool hall.

We had our volunteer fire departrent -~ one hose cart, a two-wheeler pulled by hond, that
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was sl -we neaded,. Mo sarfous fires hod aver occurred in rhe town, But this was not to e

Fis
-Ch ?her night of Fabrl'fdr}' ‘21, 1911, thirys ware drastically chenged, About midnight

the ¢ld whistls ﬂr tha Santa Fe roﬂndhousa wegen to mean, Charles Gray and my fethar

worked the night shlft and wore natified that o hig fire was burnlr\q at the Capitol Prug Stors

.‘l,

and Post Office., They pulled on the whistle cord until the baojler was out of steam, By then -
the entire town hod been croused. Tha velunteer fire deparment ade ¢ galjant run to

wihere tha bloze-was, No one knew or ever will'know the exact starting peint, i was a

very cold nighi, A blue norther had descended on tha town. The drug store and post affice .
had office rocms overhead, und any.one of them could nave had a fire geing to keep warm,

Thay could have la®t g firs in their steves, Every one nud a differer* oplnion cs to whera tre

starflng polat was, but ene thing for suro, Mz, O'leary’s cow uidn't kKl aver a lartern,

Whaen tha fireman hooked up the hose and turned on ne water, *hare wosn't enough pressure

to racuh the blaze, and after o few minutes the meo ubandened the hose. Lveryone knew

there wus no hape ¢f saving the town. Vhe north wind was Blowing teo hard, The fire hod

a‘IraGdy begun to spread to other places, south, east and west itiragea. Business men began
_.m gpon, thelr: pluces and eyaryons started o pulling things out in the street, dragging
cnyrhirg they coutd aver or the Courthouss lnwn end aleng the |, G, N, raflroad tracks.
Many just pulled tham ouf in she middle of the streels, arly fo see the fire get them larer.
It would be hard to expluin the soute the fire fravelled, By doylight everything had

gone up in smoke excent the Coroe Hotel, Munn's dry goods store and Wahrenburgsr's

stare, The hotal wes a brick buildirg ane hed = flut roof, Men got on foo of the building

wi'a wel blarkets. Every tims ¢ blazing saingle hit the roof they smothered it out. The

other two placers were on the north sius of fe Fres end no sparks came that way Alony
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Railroad Street fram Miss Apnie Wahrenburger's to the Santa Fe railroad tracks was levelled
to the ground. All along the .G/ N, hrocl;s were piles of belongings that had been salvayed
from the fire,

Several farrilies had lived in their places of business. Among themr was Uncle Nick
and Aunt Kate, who lived in back of the restaurant they ran., The day after the fire they
come to our house. He had stored his befongings in our back yard. They look over the
collection and had a long talk with my parents. He was going back in business as soon as he
coyigi. They made arrangements with my porents to stay with us untii they could get things
started again. Uncle Nick went away for a few days and came back with a wogon full of
tents and poles. He erected two itents abaut where the old Lyric picture show was, facing

} he railroad tracks, one béhind the other -- a pfank floor and counter, stools, and a couple
of tables, ond the anf tent wos ready for business, The rear tent was kitchen and sleeping

quarters, Aunt Kate arranged things and they moved in. Ir: a short Hme lhey were serving

meaals,

| would go over to their place after school to see how rhey'were getting along. One
afternoon | found Uncle Nick back of the tents painting something on a piece of canvas
tacked on a frame about 12 feet long. The words were "The Phoenix", At the end he had
o picture of o bird with wings sPre;::d, rising up out of red flomes, | didn't know what to
make of it, ond he explained the story of the bird that rose up out of the ashas of on
ancient city while it still burned. This was to be the name of his restaurant and he was to
put the sign in front as soon us the paint dried. In o short while he put the sign up, As the
passenger trains went by each day peopAlAe would put their heads out the windows and shout

encouraging words to the old man. This was the first ploce to go back in business after the

fire,




V.buf sow that wouldn't be enough, Besides H lat too mony flTes in, so he decided to rig up
fans to help things aleng. The fans were of the Rube Galdberg siyle. Three palmetto fans,
the kind we wsed with our hands, were nailed on 1" by 2" boards und were so arranged
jnat they woula swing up and down the countor, A rope was ottuched so that ¢ person
could sit at the end of the counter and pull up and aown on the rope and the fans would
swing over the counter, It didn't create too nuch breeze but was a boost tc the tanglefoct
flypapers ot ne scatiered around,

Someone to operate the fans wes the next proslem, He got a boy by the name of
Steve tc sit at one end of ihé counter, When 4 customer came in Steve sturted the fans in
motion. He usually made ubout o dozen pulls. By then he would be fast asleep. This
wouldn’t do so Uncle Mick fired hinu There wasn't anyone to operate the tans. e svid |
would do so | got my first job, | lasted about o meonth,

I, Lumber,

Some time around 1913 strangers came ‘o town.’ They were planning to build o
sawmi [l ¢lose to town, Well, that wasn't anything new. We had sewmills all around, but
's wasn't to be o smoll mill, Would be one of the biggest ir the world, Hundreds would
% required to make It go.

>c the Delte Land ond Timber Compony began their plans. A surveying crew was
arred from boys around town., Paul Evans, Lowrence Crooke, Caswell Longmire, Henry
feHaffie, Johnrie Dunhan ond | were port of the crew, Bert Hawkins was behind the
iped. Ve started o line from where the mill wes to be, then back through the river bottom
VHIl we hir the timber lond it was about 20 miles, that was to be a stondord 1oilroad track.

lock about a month to do the job, camping in the woods and working was fur,

When we finished the line cnd came bock to town, work had already begun on the
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Sooq there were heard the sownds of hammers and saws all over town, People had been
inspired by the old man's spunk and were erecting temporary places of business, An ordinance
was passed that required all permanent places to be fireproof. This was o welcome word fo
the jackleg carpenters who had abandoned the hillbilly stond on the Courthouse lawn. They
all had found something to do. The temporary buildings would require less work. Where
they‘usuolly used o dozen or more nails they found that three or four would do. Besides, they
- would get the iob of tearing them down. Before the end of the year, contractors, brick
masohs and ‘plasterers were in fown building new stores of brick, While the construction

was well under wcx);, a fire bumed the interior of the Munn's Dry Goods store. They wasted

no time in building back. Wahrenberger's frame building was tarn down and a brick was put

up, The town was again on its way',

Back at the Phoenix things were going strong. Uncle Nick had been a bugler in the

Civil War, When Aunt Kate got the reals ready, he would den his old gray Army blouse

and soldier's cap and get out in front of the Pheenix with the old bent-up bugle and sound

off the mess call. Then at night he would blow Tops. He said that was to let people know

it was time to blow out the lamps and go to bed. After these many years | don't think that

', wus the message at all, but he was telling them to have foith in their town and to build back,
He went into the bread business, Bread was shipped in fresh every morning from

Housran. When the bread arrived he would wrap each leaf in old newspapers ond have it

- ready for the customers. There were no complaints about the wropping byt everyone seemed

to want an inside loaf that didn't hove too much crust. This bothered the old man so he got
poper sacks so they could see what they were geiting. Signs were all around the tents

telling what they had to sell and the ‘prices.
It was beginning to get worm. He ro”edrup the sides of the tent to (et the breeze in
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right=of-woy and sore of the track wos laid. We surveyed the mill site and pond o few
streets from where the mill town would be. Then our work was over.

The mill was built ond logs were filling the pond one morning at 6:30 a.m., The

whi_sﬂe biew, which it would for 20 years or more,

Many new people moved to town, good citizens too. A gin and ice making plant,
bokery and many new stores were added lo the town. Prosperity was on its way,

On August 16, 1915, o storm hit the town, [t wos God's way of testing to see if
the town had been‘built back strong. A fe.w sigrs ond awnings were blown down and some
roofs leaked. ’They were repoired in no time. Things were going fine until 1217, when
World War 1 came olong. The boys of the town went into service in droves. Most of the
honies had flags in their windows, displaying one star or wore. For two yeors the town wos
quiet. When the war was over the men came back, back to the old town no more to roam,
They hod seen all they wonted to see. Their town was the most beautiful spot in the world.
After the war people were contented to sit around and listen to what the fighters hod to tell

for a few years. Everything was rosy until the depression came olong. The mill might shut

_ddwn., Looked like the town would soon be dead.

1. Ol

One doy a fellow by the namre of George began to poking holes in the ground. He

tried everywhere but wasn't having ony luck finding what he was looking for. Old George

wos a stubborn cuss. He said, "1'l[ find it or bust.” Several wiles sautheast of town he

poked 6 hole deeper than the rest, Suddenly something black begon to shoot out of the
hole away up in the sky. George Strake hod found what he was looking for == oil.
- The drillers began to shout. In town people went wild, The lease hounds and land

developers nearly tore the court house down. Drillers and roughnecks were everywhere.
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The "Boom" was on. Conroe would never be the sawe, [he dtrake Flew begon. 17.. wus
the year,

In less than rwo yeors people of the town hod gone from rags to riches, Men who
had gone around in brogan shoas, poiched overalls, and 15-cent straws were now weoring
shiny leathar boots, cord whippad pants, fancy belis and shirts, hats of the J, B. Stetson
tlass, thot cost more thon they could save in o yeur before. Qne day whila visiting the
town a boy asked me to get in his truck, He wanted to show me his "shack”. We went
about a wile from town to a fine looking home, A Cadilloc was out front on the lawn. He
said thet was out thera just for show. When he wanted to get up und go the truck would
.do. Wae went into the kitchen through the bock door. The ploce wos neorly as hig os my
hause . Thrae refrigerators lined the walls. We went into the garage. Another refrigerator
was up against the wall, nearly a3 big as the other three. He opened the door ond | could
see beer of every brand imaginable. This was for his friends who camre by every day. |
looked out the back ond didn'! doubt his word. Empty cans were evarywhere, On the way
back to tewn | falt rather blue, The people | knew long age weren't the sere eny rore,
Prosperity was everywhare, They wouldn't build a new town. That would hove been a

disgrace. Just change the old town's face. The court house and jail were torn down, New

" enes were put up in their place, A new pust oFHce,‘ banks, hatels, restavrants and stores.
Naw schools, the old J,0.H.Bennetr school was too close to town, Children didn't hove
to walk to school any more, Cors could bring them to the doors. New homes were

scattered far and near,

in 1942, o new war began, World Wer [1. The youth went awoy as they did before.

Their absence was wnly slightly feit this tire. The fown wasn’t o small village eny mera.

Four years later the struggle came t6 an end. The men came hore ogain, not youths ony

more, but ful}] grown men. Their nopes were never to leave again,

-

# 7/

1y



V. Water.

In the late 1950's Houston and Conroe were growing so fast thot fresh water was
getting low. Something had to be done soon. Why not build a loke? The old San
Jacinto River hod urillions of gallons going to waste. A dam across the river they would
make and soon there would be a lake. The bulldozers and cranes were put to work. The
palmettos in the bottom land, the magnolias and other frees along the river banks were
pulled up, roots and all. The soil was havled out by the ton. Soon the lake wos made,
Lake Conroe it would be called. You could hardly see across the shores. Our old favorite
fishing holes were gone, but new ones took their place. Boats of ali sizes and shapes
skipped over the surface of the lake. Smali cottages and large estates dotted the
shores. Land that once sold for a dollar an acre was selling for thousands for a lof.
People from the big town were scrambling to get a piece of the ground. They wanted to
retire with grace, This was the place, New homes were going up. Qld Highway 45 is
so crowded each day that travelling between Houston and Conroe has slowed to a snail’s

pace.

Fire, lumber, oil, and water. In that order these are the things that have made

. this town as it is todoy,
To close my story, | have this to say.

John, Sam, Pete ond Jock, the Meq\'j{ey boys, J. L., Everett, his sons, the
meKibbins, tvolcom, Joe, Will, George, Henry, and many more, you are not here 1o see
whet has happenedto your town, but your ghosts still hover around, as they flit to and fro
overhead, one will look down, and in a squeaky voice, call out, "We didn't dream our
town would evar be what it is today, but we lit the sparks and furnished the wood to start

it on its way," Then Uncle Nick will give o toot or two on his new bugle ond say, "What you

say is true, but the old Pheenix and my bugle encouroged you ol the way. "
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