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Here is another sharing from the White Lake Reminiscences. 
 
Tis the crowning glory of our early civilization that, however poor a community may have 
been, schools were provided and sustained. The history of the schools is a vital part of the 
history of the people. A good school is one of the great uplifting, inspiring, civilizing 
influences in a community. Never was this truth more deeply realized than in the pioneer 
days when little bands of people struggled to overcome the wilds of nature; when, with 
almost pathetic interest, the log school house was built in the midst of the log dwellings; 
when with open-mouthed  wonder the children were wont to listen to some interesting tale 
by the teacher, who inspired with awe the hearts of his little hearers. 
 

The First School 
In all written biographies there is one thing strikingly common—each person “was born,” 
the very day and data having been duly recorded by the biographer. It is to be lamented that 



such exactness cannot be followed in this narrative; suffice it to say that the first school in 
this vicinity of which anything is known was held during the Winter of 1856, in the house of 
a Rev. Bennett, a Methodist minister who lived at the Mouth (of the lake). The minister’s 
wife was the teacher. The following year a school house was provided, and the school was 
taught by Mrs. Bennett’s sister. In 1858, Mary Ann Haseltine took charge of the school. She 
died during the year, and Amy Brown completed the term. “Aunt Polly” Allen taught in 1859, 
and Phoebe Clark in 1860. The exact length of the school terms during these years has not 
been determined. 
 
In 1861 the first school was opened in the village of Whitehall. After the country had been 
scoured to find ten pupils, so as to draw public money, a room was secured over a vacant 
store just West of the present location of Andrews’ livery, and Miss Ellen Foleyu was 
engaged as teacher. The same room was afterwards used for the Good Templar’s hall and 
for church services. The next year the school was held in a log house which J. D Hanson 
had built on the bank for a dwelling about ten years previous. Miss Vanna Griswold, of Flint, 
a cousins of Mrs. A. Mears, taught in this building two Summers. 

 
 

A Strange Visitor 
While Miss Griswold was teacher the school was the recipient of a very unusual visit. The 
strange visitor had worked its sinuous way through a hold between the logs, and was gazing 
quietly upon the busy little school; when the teacher happened to glance in that direction 
her gaze fell upon the form of a magnificent blue-racer. Ten feet, or less, of it was already in 
the room, with evidently more to follow. History does not state just how the teacher acted 
the few succeeding minutes, but if the reader will allow his imagination to play freely and 
recall how a woman ordinarily acts under such exciting circumstances, he may be able to 
create quite an interesting picture. The teacher may have thought of Eve, but probably did 
not say much; neither did she hear the snake say anything, nor did she dispute its right of 
possession. She merely sent for her brother. She felt a crying need for man just then. When 
this fact dawned upon the intellect of the snake, it, feeling the better part of valor to be 
discretion, began to back out. It is well to note this fact, although there is no positive 
knowledge that the cause of the snake’s departure may not have been the scholastic 
dignity of its surroundings, or even the fact that there were no apples to offer the woman.  
History does state, however, that when the man appeared the blue-racer was no where to 
be seen, and that no great snakes have ever been found in the school since. 
 
In the Winter of 1864, the public money having been used, the school closed. A private 
school, was opened, however, and taught by Mrs. Adsit. In the Spring of 1864, a small 
building was secured near the present location of M. Ferner’s house, in the midst of oak 
grubs. The only path leading to the house was obstructed by a large log, over which all who 
would enter must climb. Miss Pheobe Clark, now Mrs. Moses Hall, of Fremont, was 
teacher. This building was also used for Church and Sunday School services. 
 

 



The White School House 
That Summer Mr. Giles Slocum gave to the district the two lots on the Southeast corner of 
Division and Slocum streets and the White School House was built thereon. The building 
would accommodate about fifty pupils, and was crowded the first term. A brother of Rev. I. 
R. A. Weightman taught during the Winter of ’64 and ’65, and Miss Mary J. Sturtevant, the 
next Summer. Among the pupils who attended the first term were J. C. Lewis, C. E. Covell, 
C. A. Ocobock, Ellen Carleton, Rhoda Clark, and other well known in this vicinity. 
 
In the Winter of ’65 and ’66, Miss Hetty Griswold, a cousin of Mrs. A. Mears, taught the 
school, and was succeeded by Nettie Buck the next Summer. The boys were pretty large by 
this time and made things so interesting that the district fathers concluded to hire a man. 
They secured a Mr. Scott and directed him to teach the school and keep order. Tradition 
states that he faithfully executed his commission without doing the same to any of the 
boys. It is to be understood that none of the boys named in this history needed any such 
strict discipline; it was only the unnamed ones. 
 

The Brown School House 
In 1867 the Brown School House, now Skeel’s bakery, was built. W. D. Southworth was 
secured as teacher in this building, while Mrs. Fannie Scutt taught in the White. The pupils 
did not seem to like the new hose. The windows were so high that only the tallest could see 
out unless they stood upon the desks. In the Spring, E. W. Hall succeeded Mr. Southworth. 
 
The next Fall, 1868, A. C. Ellsworth taught in the Brown School and Mrs. Scutt in the White. 
The former enrolled seventy-five pupils; the latter, ninety. That Winter there were so many 
pupils that an office, on the site of the barn opposite Charles Johnson’s, was secured of S. 
D. Hopkins for school purposes. The building burned during school hours and a room was 
secured over Ellis’ barber shop. Miss Morrison was teacher. 
 

The School Organized 
In 1869 the Brown House was raised a story and the school was organized into Primary, 
Grammar, and High School departments. Mr. Ellsworth was retained as principal, Mrs. 
Ellsworth was secured as primary teacher, and Jennie Yerks as grammar school teacher. 
The next Summer the White School was raised a story. Messrs. Hayes and Dowling were 
principals. An account of this period has been most happily written by J. J. Gee.  
 
The next principal was G. L. Miner, who continued in that capacity until the close of the Fall 
term, 1874. Mr. Miner enjoyed the distinction of being the highest salaried principal the 
schools have had. His salary was $140 per month. He was succeeded by A. C. Martin who 
completed the school year. The following year F. N. Hagar was principal. 
 

The New Brick School 
In 1876, A. W. Slayton was elected to the principalship of the schools. He soon began to 
plan for a new building. The building was commenced the following year and was 
completed in 1878. The building is two stories above the basement, and at that time six 



school rooms were provided, four on the first floor, two on the second. On the upper floor, 
was also a large hall, which has since been fitted for the High School. Two additional rooms 
have been added in the basement to meet the requirements of the growing school. The 
janitor has his home in the basement. The building is conveniently arranged, is well lighted 
and commodious. The walls of the different rooms are adorned with pictures to the value of 
over three hundred dollars. Mr. Slayton purchased most of these at his own expense, and 
afterwards sold them to the district. He took great pride and interest in the school, and 
gave to it eleven of the best years of his life.  
 

The World Loses a Scientist 
It was during Mr. Slayton’s time that a scientist was lost to the world. Among the pupils 
there was a young man who was especially fond of animal life. He would play with toads, 
turtles, and snakes, and took delight in watching them in their haunts. But no one 
encouraged him in his desire to learn of these creatures. In fact discouragements were 
thrown in his way. 
 
It occurred to this young man one day that it would be a fine thing to surprise his teacher. 
So he took a frog, and put it under the teacher’s bell, with the frog headed towards the 
teacher. In the course of time the latter raised the bell from the desk, and the frog jumped 
lustily toward her. She screamed and – fainted. The boy received a whipping – just what he 
expected. At another time he put a little garter snake on the floor during an examination. 
Pretty soon a girl sighted the little fellow crawling along, and with a scream she bounded to 
the top of her desk. The other girls executed the same style of gymnastics, both vocal and 
physical, while the teacher followed suit. As soon as the boys saw what was the cause of 
so much “uppishness” they engaged in a lively scramble after the snake. The harmless little 
fellow was soon dispatched, and quiet restored. The boy – well, no one understood him, 
and he was obliged to leave school. 
 

The Course of Study Extended 
C. M. McLean became superintendent in 1887, and remained five years. The school course 
was extended to twelve grades. In 1890 a commercial department was added and 
continued during the Winter term for two years. E. M. Sly was chosen instructor. 
 
In 1892, J. J. Bronson was elected principal. Under his direction the Kindergarten was fully 
organized. One grade was removed to the Baptist church. The next year F. J. Hendershot 
was elected Superintendent which position he still holds. The Kindergarten was 
discontinued in 1895, owning to the financial panic of that time. 
 
The school provides a strong English course, with two years of Latin for any who wish it. 
It ranks among the best village schools of the State, and enjoys the distinction of being on 
the list of approved schools affiliated with the State Normal College. 
 

 
 



Graduates 
The first graduate was Maggie E. Thompson, 1877. There have been in all one hundred eight 
graduates down to and including the class of 1897. Fifty four of these belong to the last five 
classes. The largest class was that of 1896, which numbered thirteen. Of these graduates 
sixteen have been regular teachers in the school and four others have been assistants in 
the primary department. A strong alumni association was organized in 1897. 
 

Teachers 
Since 1874 there have been eighty teachers other than principals. Of these seventy-five 
have been regular teachers: five primary or kindergarten assistants. Twenty-three taught 
less than one year; twelve, one year; eighteen, two years; eleven, three years’ five years; 
and four, more than five years. Those who taught five years are Vena Grunzel, Lilian Eadus, 
Alice R. Ring, Mac Daggett, Dove M. Flinn, Sophie Chick, taught seven years; Carrie Baker, 
six; Lillie Ruggles, five and a term; Jennie Ford, six and a term. 
 
In 1874 there were only three teachers besides the principal. One more was added in the 
spring of 1878, another in 1879; one in 1884, another in spring of 1885; one in spring of 
1888, and another in 1890. At present there are nine assistant teachers. 
 
  
A little bit of added historical information: It appears that F. J. Hendershot was in the area 
from 1893-1898. It also seems that he was married and had at least one daughter, as a brief 
article that appeared in the Whitehall Forum on May 13, 1898, stated “his wife and 
daughter Francis spent Sunday with Muskegon friends.”  No other information about him or 
his family could be found locally. 
 
 
 
 
 


