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of History
‘Old School’ Cottage Grove:
Education through the Ages

In early panoram-
ic photos of Cottage
Grove, the skyline is
punctuated by two
beautiful old school
buildings. The buildings were two and
three stories high, with basements and
distinctive bell towers.

The first of the buildings was the East-
side School built in 1892 near Fifth and
Jefferson Streets. The first class graduat-
ed from the school in 1896.

At the time, the wood-frame building
was by far the largest school to be con-
structed in Cottage Grove and was the
pride of the town. The high school stu-
dents were on the upper floor and the
primary grades were on the first floor.

The first high school class from the
new building graduated in 1896. The
four graduates were Celia Lurch, Effie
Younger, Ray Knox and a student whose
first name is unknown but whose last
name was Casteel.

It is interesting that the early 8th grade
graduating classes would have five or six
times as many students than the high
school graduating classes. A 1907 news-
paper article stated that three young la-
dies graduated from the high school and
nineteen students graduated from the
8th grade.

Finishing high school was out of the
norm back then. The term “drop-out”
did not gain usage until the 1930s.

The high school graduating class-
es were mostly female because the only
career open for girls was to become a
teacher and for that they needed a diplo-
ma. Boys could get work easily without
graduating.

Some of the early teachers at the East-
side School were Edith Brewer, Ida Dick-
enson, Bell Sutton, Ann Whiteaker, Anna
Underwood, Will McQueen and Ivan
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McQueen. Many of
the first pupils bore
names that are still
seen on landmarks
and street names in
town, including Veatch and Knox.

Early Cottage Grove students were gen-
erally well-behaved, but they had their
moments. A 1912 article in The Sentinel
reported that students had broken into
the school at night and scattered red pep-
per throughout the building. School had
to be closed to clean up the mess.

The school was built during the height
of the Lemati/Slabtown feud when the
east and west sides of town were fighting
to become the town center.

Surely, the fancy new school on the
Eastside helped to convince early resi-
dents that the future of Cottage Grove lay
east of the Coast Fork River.

The Lurch family were the first mer-
chants to move their business to Main
Street on the east side. Along with the
railroad station, the big new school near-
by for their children may have been a
powerful draw.

In 1913 a modern, brick high school
was built right next to the Eastside
School. The two were neighbors for 11
years, with the elementary kids in the old
school and the high schoolers in the new
building.

The disadvantages of a wood frame
school became apparent in 1924 when
the Eastside School caught fire and the
kids had to escape the building. The old
school with its lovely bell tower was torn
down that summer.

Central School, also known as Adams
School, replaced the Eastside School. The
Adams school building is now the South
Lane School District office.

The Westside School was built in 1904
on Birch Avenue, near the edge of Mt Da-
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The Eastside School was built in 1892 but caught fire in 1924.

vid, where Community Sharing is now
located.

A newspaper article from the time
boasted about how fortunate the town
was, to now have two first rate school
buildings. The school served the first
through sixth graders from the west side
of the river and all of the 7th and 8th
graders in town.

One of the most popular teachers at the
school was Worth Harvey, who taught
8th grade. He was young, and looked it,
to the point that he was often mistaken
for a student.

Although Mr. Harvey loved teach-
ing and enjoyed his students, the $75 a
month teacher’s salary was not enough
for him to live on. He left the school in
1907 to work at a Eugene bank. He re-
mained a banker until he retired.

Eli Hall taught the 7th grade at the
school in the 1920s. The very busy Mr.
Hall taught agriculture, geography, spell-
ing, reading and was the basketball, foot-
ball and baseball coach.

There was no transportation to school
in those days; students had to make their
way on their own.

A local farmer, Walter Huff, took pity
on the kids on rainy, muddy days and
turned his wagon and team of horses into
an informal “school bus.” He would drive

down South River Rd, stopping at hous-
es, and then carrying the kids to the wag-
on while wearing his high-topped rubber
boots. He would stop at the school in the
afternoon during inclement weather and
reverse the process.

The Westside School operated until
1940.

The huge, new Cottage Grove High
School had just opened on Taylor Street
and the old High School became Jeffer-
son Elementary School. There was plen-
ty of room for the Westside kids and the
brick and masonry building was deemed
much safer than the old wood-framed
school.

The Westside school building was used
one more time when it housed the kids
from Latham School while their build-
ing was being remodeled. The building
was torn down in the early 1940s and the
Cottage Grove Hospital was built on its
site in 1950.

It would be 36 years before the west
side of town had its own elementa-
ry school again when Bohemia School
opened in 1976.

Jefferson Elementary School was torn
down in 1980 to make way for the Jef-
ferson Park Apartments, ending the era
of pre-1960 school buildings in the city
limits.
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