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Grade work in our schools was introduced by A. C. Ellsworth about 1869. Mr. Ellsworth was 
a small, nervous man who moved about the school room without touching his heels to the 
floor to keep order. His government while fair would have been better if his ears could have 
helped his eyes in detecting mischief. The high school building was the one now occupied 
by D. Skeels as a bakery, and stood on the corner of Slocum and Division sts. His oldest 
pupil was guileless Fred Nufer who had a wife and little Nufer at home. Fred had to study 
out loud in order to keep his mind on the lesson. In the primary department was M. A. 
Grant, age 30, as baldheaded then as now. 
 
We had literary exercises in those early days and some funny incidents. A young 
gentleman, excelling in declamation and very attentive to the ladies, attempted to recite 
Saxe’s poem, “The Superfluous Man” and began as follows: 

“I have often been puzzled to guess 
And thus I have often said,  

What the reason could really be 
That I never have happened to wed 

Although I love the girls---” 
to save his life he could not think of the next word. He stopped, looked around, began to 
blush, hoping to save himself he started in on the last line again with--- 

“Although I love the girls___” 



and stopped again. By this time the girls were all laughing and the speaker in confusion 
took his seat. 
 
Good matured George Ocobock, was a pupil and “Gene” Harwood knew how to keep him 
laughing. George was caught eating an apple and was sent out of the room to throw it away. 
On reaching the hall his appetite got the better of him and he filled his spacious mouth with 
all but the core. As he entered the room, “Gene” saw what he had done and gave George a 
wink that made him explode with laughter shooting the apple in all directions. 
 
Prof. Ellsworth did good work. He was followed by Prof. Dowling, a man of about fifty, slow 
of speech, kind and thoughtful. He moved about the room in slippered feet with the 
stillness of a cat and always wore a pepper and salt suit. He was a splendid mathematician 
and a reader of rare ability. 
 
Maggie Thompson was one of his brightest pupils and Will Whitman, the most 
mischievous. He was honored with a chair by himself near the teacher’s desk, and while he 
was seldom caught studying, his lessons were most always perfect.  Dr. Don Marvin, of 
Grand Rapids, a great big, good natured, lazy student, gave little promise of the success 
that awaited him as a physician. Dowling stayed one year and was followed by Prof. Hagen, 
young, fresh and tender, just from college, finely educated, always in earnest and never 
knew when the young ladies made fun of him. He came and went a single man. 
 
Next came Prof. Miner, a man of energy, alert, active, nervous, with keep black eyes that 
saw everything. A fine disciplinarian, a thoroughly wide-a-wake teacher, he came single 
and went double. 
 
After Mr. Martin whom we did not know, came Prof. Slayton, a father to the fatherless and a 
mother to the motherless, who never spared himself but worked early and late for the 
progress of our school, being largely instrumental in bringing it to the high state of 
excellence it has since enjoyed. 
 
This ends the Reminiscences of the writer J. J. Gee (pictured). Now for a little history about 
him.  
 
James J. Gee was born in Homer, Calhoun, Michigan on 19 Dec 1851. He was one of five 
children born to William Nathan and Lucinda (ne Turner) Gee. 
 
In 1868 his parents and siblings moved to Montague township where they settled on a farm. 
On 24 Aug 1880, Jaes married Ida Widow (1860-1913). They had four children: Carl (1881-
1950); Merle (1883-1965); Lynn (1886-1931); and Frances (1896-1993). 
 
In 1878, he bought out Morse’s hardware business which was then in the hands of a 
receiver. Gee turned the failure into a success and built up one of the most prosperous 
hardware stores in the county. The store went by the name of Gee & Carr. 



Over the years, Gee served as Supervisor and Treasurer of Whitehall township and was a 
member of the State Legislature. He took a special interest in the Public Schools and was a 
member of the local board at the time of his death. 
 
James J. Gee died at his home on 10 Jan 1910 from pneumonia. He was buried in Oakhurst 
Cemetery. 
 
 


