JOHN WAHRENBERGER AND FAMILY
It was at a time when a small, seemingly inconsequential sawmill community served as the
intersection of two new major railroads, carved out of a big thicket of virgin timber, deer, bears
and other wildlife. An enterprising young man of Swiss descent was drawn to the area with a
vision of what this young town called “Conroe” might someday become. He would within a very
short time become one of its leading and most prosperous citizens.
*******
John Wahrenberger was born on September 21, 1862 in Travis County near the city of Austin,
Texas but was orphaned at an early age. He moved to Montgomery County in 1886 as a single
young man and worked as a store clerk in the county seat of Montgomery for a few years.
In 1889 John Wahrenberger at the age of 27 moved to Conroe. This whistle-stop along the
International and Great Northern Railroad had been named for Captain Isaac Conroe who owned
a sawmill in the nearby Beach community and served as its first postmaster. Wahrenberger was
first employed by the mercantile firm of Carson, McKibben & Co. with its store facing the Santa
Fe Railroad on Avenue A in the Ralston Addition that had been platted in 1885. At that time the
store operated in the original business district of this young community. Isaac Conroe’s
residence was one block east of the store at the corner of Avenue A and First Street.

Advertisement from Conroe Enterprise newspaper (1893)

John Wahrenberger married his boss’s daughter, Mittie Carson in June 1889, and they had two
children: Mary Agnes Wahrenberger and John Carson Wahrenberger. Wahrenberger was one of
the supporters of Captain J. K. Ayer’s successful efforts to move the county seat from the town
of Montgomery to Conroe in May 1889. (Family members related years later that Wahrenberger,
as district clerk and a deputy sheriff, was instrumental in arranging for the county records to be
moved under cover of darkness from the old courthouse in Montgomery to Conroe.)
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John and Mittie Wahrenberger with children Mary Agnes and John Carson

In 1890, John Wahrenberger started his own mercantile business. Captain J. K. Ayers had
offered one block in the center of his new Ayers Addition for a new courthouse and another
block for a county jail. With the county seat relocated to Conroe, the ambitious Wahrenberger
recognized the importance of having a business presence on the future courthouse square and
only one block from the railroad tracks. He purchased a large tract of property in the newly
recorded Ayers Addition at what was then Chambers (Main) and Paddock (Davis) Streets. He
constructed a handsome two-story wood frame general mercantile store at that corner, and it
grew into what was recognized for decades as one of the finest mercantile establishments in
Southeast Texas. In 1894 he also acquired ownership of the Carson, McKibben & Co. business.

J. Wahrenberger Store circa 1908
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The J. Wahrenberger Company was incorporated on January 1, 1911, with John Wahrenberger as
its president. Tragically, on February 21, 1911, much of the downtown area on the east side of
the courthouse was destroyed by a fire. While it appears that Wahrenberger’s wooden store was
spared, the city council immediately passed an ordinance that the exteriors of all the buildings in
the Ayers Addition must be constructed of non-combustible materials. Within a few weeks of
the fire, brick buildings began springing up along Chambers (Main) and Simonton Streets.

Conroe Courier newspaper ad on June 17, 1912

The April 24, 1913 edition of the Conroe Courier newspaper reported that Wahrenberger had
retained a Houston firm to move the existing retail buildings to the east so that a new 2-story
building could be constructed on site. The new brick building would be 72 feet x 110 feet in size
“...and the first floor will be divided into two departments: a dry goods and a grocery department.
The second floor would be used for furniture, doors, window, sash, etc.” The article continued
by stating that: “When the building is completed, it will put every merchant in Conroe in a brick
building, something that cannot be said of many towns the size of Conroe.” By August 1913,
John Wahrenberger had opened his impressive new two-story brick-clad J Wahrenberger
Company store at a cost of $20,000, which was a very large sum of money at that time.
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Wahrenberger store circa 1913

John Wahrenberger in 1913 also acquired a partner in the operation of the store, Mr. C. T. Smith
from Alvin, Texas. Smith had owned and operated the largest store in Brazoria County. Mr.
Smith sold his store and came to Conroe to buy a large share of the J. Wahrenberger Company
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stock. He served as the Vice President and oversaw the dry goods department. Over the next
50-plus years, the J. Wahrenberger Company store was recognized as the premier department
store in Conroe and throughout Montgomery County.
By the early 1900’s John Wahrenberger had branched out with a lumber yard and planing mill.
In June 1913 the Conroe Courier reported that the Wahrenberger Lumber Company was “one of
the most extensive businesses of its kind in the State of Texas,” that kept “constantly in stock an
enormous quantity of the best grades of lumber and building materials known to the trade, from
which it supplies to its extensive trade throughout Texas and adjoining states.” The company
also operated one of the largest lumber planers in the state with over 100 men employed in
various departments of the business. John Wahrenberger served as its president, but he was ably
assisted by his vice president and attorney Julian Llewellyn. (Llewellyn would be appointed by
the Texas governor in April 1913 as the Special 9th District Judge.) C. H. LaCoste served as the
lumber company’s secretary and treasurer.
John Wahrenberger also opened one of the first gasoline service stations in Conroe at the corner
of Traylor (Phillips) and Chambers (Main) Streets, with Hart C. Addison serving as its first
attendant. (Addison later built and operated the H. C. Addison mercantile store downtown.)
In 1912 John and Mittie Wahrenberger built a stately 6,600 square-foot 3-story, 11-room
Victorian house for his family across the railroad tracks from his store at Phillips and First Street
in the original Ralston Addition of old Conroe. The mansion was no doubt constructed with
lumber from the Wahrenberger Lumber Company. Previously the Wahrenberger’s had resided
east of his store, but they sold that residence to local businessman James McDade in 1911.

Wahrenberger Home circa 1912

John Wahrenberger served in many civic capacities in the county he had adopted and in the city
of Conroe. He was a Montgomery County district clerk and a deputy sheriff. He was
instrumental in starting the First Methodist Church of Conroe; in 1914 he was the first president
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of what would become First National Bank that served for decades as Conroe’s only bank; he
was a Conroe ISD school board member; and he also served on the first Conroe city council in
1905 and for several terms thereafter. He built the Witherspoon Hotel, later known as the
McGee Hotel and then even later the Conroe Hotel. He also built a two-story building at the
corner of Davis and Pacific Streets as a residence for his sister Anna, where she operated her Ms.
Annie’s Millinery Shop downstairs.

Wahrenberger store in 1912 with numerous businessmen and civic leaders

Crowds gathering to see “Buster Brown” at the store circa 1912
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In 1916 John Wahrenberger was one of the few men in Conroe who owned an automobile—a
Studebaker. In addition, he found time for the self-study of law and earned a law license,
although there is no evidence that he every practiced as a lawyer. Both his daughter Mary Agnes
and his son John Carson Wahrenberger would also become active and distinguished citizens of
the city during their lifetimes.

John Carson Wahrenberger and friends (circa 1915) with store in background

John Carson Wahrenberger graduated in 1916 and immediately began working in his father’s
store. The young man must have shown considerable aptitude, as a year later his father changed
the sign from “J. Wahrenberger Company” to “J. Wahrenberger & Son.”

Interior of Wahrenberger Store in 1946 with John Carson Wahrenberger in a suit

The 1935 “Booster Edition” of the Montgomery County News featured the J. Wahrenberger &
Son store. It was described as a large establishment that covered “every essential for both inner
and outer man and woman.” The article described the merchandise in considerable detail:
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... In the men’s and women’s section in the Dry Goods Department are clothing of all
kinds ranging from sturdy work clothes to the latest modish effects. Shoes for the entire family
are also here with dry and yard goods in profusion and every article of merchandise sold on a
guarantee of merit or money refunded.
Another entrance one comes to is the grocery or general provision department where one
finds the best in general groceries, bottled, canned and jar goods, condiments, fruits and
vegetables in season, bread, and pastry flours, and last, but by no means least, a meat
department this is the last word in modernty.
This latter is a modern refrigeration and is packed to completion with the fine heavy beef
that has made Texas famous,--pork, veal, milk fed chicken and fowl—are also to be had.
In another section of this store that covers an area of almost 20,000 square feet, is a
hardware department that possesses every hardware item for the average user.

The article went on to describe the Wahrenberger Funeral Department:
The Funeral Directing Department is equally appreciated. This department has a
Funeral Home and Undertaking service in charge of A. H. Beck, a licensed embalmer,
who has been associated with the company since 1913.
The Funeral Home, adjacent to the main building, possesses every requisite
including an operating room and complete supplies for children and adults.
Two ambulances are available, and only one has to phone when such a stressful
time occurs, and an ambulance will be on its way, regardless of the hour, and the
distressed family relieved of all responsibility for when Mr. Beck assumes charge one
knows, immediately, that all care is on his own capable shoulders.

Conroe Courier Ad—July 21, 1921
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Caroline Cryar, longtime Conroe resident and daughter of Alfred Heaton Beck, related to this
author that Mr. Wahrenberger hired his brother-in-law (her father) to get his mortician’s license
and operate the first funeral home in Conroe at the corner of Chambers Street (now Main) and
Traylor Street (now West Phillips), a few feet away from the Wahrenberger and Son store.
Today the old brick building facing Main Street is a law office.

First Wahrenberger Funeral Home

Another longtime Conroe resident, Martha Adams Gandy, recalled that as a girl her family lived
upstairs in the two-story funeral home Mr. Wahrenberger built in 1934. Her father Thomas
Jefferson Adams, a former schoolteacher, was licensed as Mr. Wahrenberger’s funeral director
and undertaker. Like many funeral homes in the mid-1900’s, it also had its own ambulance
service. This former two-story Wahrenberger Funeral Home serves today as a law office.

Wahrenberger Ad circa 1958
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Former Wahrenberger Funeral Home ( photo taken 2006)

Daughter Mary Agnes Wahrenberger married local businessman and civic leader Charles “Pete”
Harritt. Harritt owned San Jacinto Motors, Inc., a Chevrolet dealership he established in 1926 on
South Main Street. She taught mathematics in the J. O. H. Bennett High School and later in
David Crockett High School. The 1928 “Bluebell” Conroe high school yearbook noted that she
was a very popular teacher. The couple later moved into her parents’ mansion on Phillips Street.

Mary Agnes featured in the Conroe High School yearbook of 1928
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J. Wahrenberger and Son store after a January 1940 snowstorm

Aerial photo o Wahrenberger buildings taken by Frank Bartlett in Oct 1946
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Perhaps one of the last photographs of John Wahrenberger is of him sitting alone on one of the
two concrete blocks in front of his general mercantile store. The blocks, which are still there
today, served as convenient steps for his Wahrenberger store customers entering and leaving
their wagons along the unpaved and often muddy street in downtown Conroe.

John Wahrenberger

John Wahrenberger died at age 72 on April 20, 1933 and is buried with his wife Mittie in the
Oakwood Cemetery in Conroe. His achievements as one of the founding fathers of Conroe and a
visionary leader in its early development should never be forgotten.

12

POSTSCRIPT
Local businessman Bill Cochran, Sr. purchased the J. Wahrenberger Company Building in 1977
and operated his men’s clothing store there for several years. Today it serves as his son Bill
Cochran, Jr.’s insurance office and as law offices. The Cochran family still own the 100-plus
year-old brick building today and honor its Wahrenberger family heritage.

The Wahrenberger-Cochran Building in April 2006

Wahrenberger-Cochran Building (2020)
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The Wahrenberger home on East Phillips stood vacant for many years until it was purchased and
restored in the early 1990’s as a bed and breakfast. Today the stately mansion serves as the
popular Heather’s Glen wedding chapel and venue in downtown Conroe.

Heather Glen Wedding Facility (2020)

By Larry L. Foerster, Chairman
Montgomery County Historical Commission
April 6, 2020
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END NOTES
1. Much of the material for this narrative comes from the personal research of this author as
found in his book, Montgomery County, Texas Historical Timeline, published by HPN
Books, San Antonio, Texas, January 2014.
2. Numerous photographs found in this Wahrenberger biography are from the archives of
the Heritage Museum of Montgomery County and from this author’s personal photo
collection of Conroe buildings.
3. The news articles and advertisements referenced in this biography were found in old
newspaper editions of the Conroe Enterprise, the Conroe Courier, the Montgomery
County News, and the Willis Index, which have served as the sources for much of this
narrative.
4. This author interviewed Caroline Beck Cryar, John Wahrenberger’s niece, a former
Conroe schoolteacher who acquired Mr. Wahrenberger’s roll-top oak desk. She has a
large personal collection of photographs and memorabilia of early Conroe and the
Wahrenberger family. Mrs. Cryar related much information about the Wahrenberger
family and his businesses in early downtown Conroe.
5. This author also interviewed Martha Gandy, a retired Conroe schoolteacher and longtime
Conroe resident. Mrs. Gandy’s husband, William Harley Gandy, was a distinguished
Montgomery County historian and first chairman of the Montgomery County Historical
Commission. Mrs. Gandy’s family lineage goes back to Judge Nat Hart Davis from
Montgomery in the 1840’s. As a girl Mrs. Gandy lived with her family in the second
floor of the Wahrenberger Funeral Home on West Phillips Street.
6. The photograph of schoolteacher Mary Agnes Wahrenberger came from the 1928 Conroe
High School “Bluebell” yearbook.
7. Many of the old newspaper editions and 1928 Conroe yearbook were found at The Portal
of Texas History, an outstanding digital archive of rare, historical and primary source
materials maintained by the University of North Texas. https://texashistory.unt.edu/
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