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Montague School – 1875-1919 

White Lake Reminiscences would not be complete without including the schools of 
Montague. 

Of the early history of the Montague public schools we have found it difficult to obtain 
reliable data. The records in the hands of the present Director begin June 2nd, 1876, with D. 
C. Bowen, S. H. Lasley, A. F. Temple, B. F. Murden, Malcolm Hendrie and Martin Dodge as 
the Board of Trustees. The present central building had been completed a year or two 
previous to this, and it is well known that public school had been held for several years 
before the construction of that building in the building which now serves as the German 
Methodist church, which was purchased from the school district by the church society and 
remodeled for their use as aa house of worship. From a copy of the Montague Syndicate, 
the first newspaper published here, dated December 16th, 1871, we learn that the land 
where the village stands was located twenty-one years before that date By Nathan Sargent, 



that George Franklin and Benj. Farrington bought it in 1856; that Maj. Noah H. Ferry and the 
Knudsen brothers settled here in 1858 when Maj. Ferry began operations that promised 
rapid development of the rich resources of the locality; that the enterprises were 
interrupted by the war, Maj. Ferry going to the front with Company F, 5th Michigan Cavalry, 
and  gloriously yielding up this life on the field of Gettysburg; that the village of Montague 
was located and platted in 1865, and that the construction of the new Government channel 
and piers and the rapid extension of local improvements followed; but not a word do we 
find in this paper about schools, although old settlers inform us that schools were 
introduced as early as there were children to be taught. It is supposed the early records 
were destroyed in one of the many destructive fires which at different times wrought 
general havoc in the new town. 

 

Among the teachers engaged in Montague in the sixties are remembered Harry B. Strong 
and Pauline Fish. Later came successively C. L. Rarden, D. R. Higbee, Wm. Honey, C. W. 
Borst, J. B. Estabrook, J. C. Bryant, W. R. Moss, Lucy Angel, J. E. Farnham, D. A. Teller and J. 
W. Chapman as principals. 

 

Of those who have been most prominently connected with the Board of late years may be 
mentioned J. D. Wilson, who served twelve years, retiring in 1894; Thomas J. McKinstry, who 
is just completing his fifteenth year if service, and H. H. Terwilliger, who has been Director 
since 1887 and is still serving in that capacity. 

 

The central school building was erected in 1875, at a cost of about $17,000 of which 
$11,000 was borrowed at ten per cent interest, which rate of interest was paid for five years 
before any of the principal was due. The last of this debt was paid in 1887.  In 1884 the 
North Hill school building was constructed at a cost of about $4,000, of which $3,650 was 
borrowed at seven per cent, the last of which was paid in 1891. Montague has always 
endeavored to have the best educational facilities for her youth, and if she has not been 
because she has not been willing to expend the proper amount of money. Taking the cost of 
her buildings and grounds, the interest paid on the bonds, and the salaries and expenses 
paid in the maintenance of her scholars, Montague must be credited with liberality fully 
commensurate with her duty. That there has been at times extravagance in expenditure is 
patent. Ten per cent was a ruinous and extortionate rate of interest to pay on such paper 
even in the high price times of the early seventies. Six hundred dollars was paid for the 
central school site, and two hundred and fifty dollars for the North Hill site – prices which 



seem fabulous in comparison with present values. But we are now out of debt and are 
operating two schools with eight teachers at lower cost than was paid for one school and 
six teachers in 1884. The increase of school population accompanied by decrease of 
taxable values results in a cancellation of the benefits of freedom from debt burdens, yet 
we shall maintain the excellence of our schools, and shall make them as efficient as 
possible, realizing that “The common schools are the nurseries of the nation,” and 
recognizing that good schooling is the best provision we can make for our children. The 
curriculum of the Montague schools embraces all the branches usually taught in the 
graded schools of Michigan villages. The subject of vocal music by special teacher was 
introduced several years ago with gratifying results, and is now recognized as a very 
interesting feature. Non-resident pupils are admitted to the high school at $1 per month 
tuition. Text books are furnished free to all pupils. A class of ten was graduated this year. 
The plans for the future contemplate improvement and progress in the advancement of the 
schools to a higher plane than they have heretofore attained. Prof. Charles H. Burgess and 
wife, of Williamston, Michigan, able and accomplished educators, are to teach the high 
school next year; and a full corps of grade teachers of experience and talent have been 
selected with wise forethought for the success of the work. 

 

Additional historical information about Montague schools: 

Tragedy struck when a fire destroyed Montague’s central school building on the night of 
Friday, November 7, 1919. 

Everything was devoured by the flames – records, books, maps, the splendidly equipped 
laboratory and library, furniture – not even a scrap of paper was saved. 

The origin of the fire was a mystery although some thought it started in the furnace stack 
and the fire had been smoldering all afternoon before it finally broke out at nine o’clock in 
the evening. Some teachers recalled having detected the odor of heated varnish during the 
later part of the day. 

Now the school board faced a serious problem as to how to conduct classes. The local 
churches came to the rescue by offering whatever available spaces they had.  The 
Presbyterian church offered the auditorium for High School and grammar grades. 5th and 6th 
grades were in the church parlors, the primary grades in the Methodist Episcopal church, 
and the 3rd and 4th grades in the Lutheran school room on North Hill. The Presbyterian 
church replaced pews with desks and chairs. 

After getting all the students settled in their temporary classrooms, the next challenge 
facing the Board was the design and construction of a new building. By December 1920 the 



design of the new school had been completed. However, construction was delayed for a 
year due to litigation regarding the consolidation of the school district of Montague. A 
favorable settlement was finally reached in April 1922, and the Board of Education took 
immediate steps to carry out the building of a new school as originally planned. The new 
school was dedicated on September 21, 1923. 

As for the author of the original article, H. H. Terwilliger was born in March 1854, in 
Syracuse, New York. On 6 June 1876 Henry Hainton Terwilliger married Emeline A. “Emma” 
Hall (1856-1905). Together they had two daughters and a son: Mabel (1879-1901); Lillian 
(1886-1966); and Francis (1887-1935). 

The 1880 census showed him as a bank cashier in Imlay City. City Directories for 1889-1895 
show him as a Cashier for the Muskegon County bank in Montague.  The 1900 census also 
showed he was a bank cashier in Montague.  

By 1910 it appears he had moved to Chicago where he was living with a new wife, two 
young children, and working as a traveling salesman. He died in Chicago on 26 April 1924 
and is buried in Irving Park Cemetery.  

 

 


