REMEMBERING OLD DOWNTOWN CONROE
By Larry L. Foerster
On Saturday morning, August 18, 2012, I had the pleasure of chauffeuring five highly respected
matriarchs of Conroe who can recall so much of what occurred in the old town of Conroe as far
back as 80 years ago. Gertie Spencer, a longtime Conroe historian, arranged for Ann Gentry
Moore, Caroline Cryar, Edith Clanton, and Martha Gandy to join us as they reminisced about
the old downtown business buildings and their business owners. The following narrative is my
attempt to capture their stories.
We started on Chambers Street which served as the busiest street in Conroe at the turn of the
century. (The street was renamed Main Street after World War II.) By the 1930’s Chambers
Street served as State Highway 75 in Conroe (before South Frazier Street was completed), while
Paddock Street (now Davis Street) served as State Highway 105. At the intersection of these two
busy major streets were four important downtown Conroe buildings: the Montgomery County
Courthouse, First National Bank, Wahrenberger’s General Store, and Carter Drug Store. These
buildings were constructed in what was recorded by plat at the courthouse in May 1889 as the
Ayers Addition.
After Conroe won the May 1889 election to move the county seat, J. K. Ayers offered the County
Commissioners a place for the new county courthouse and the new jail, and they quickly
accepted his offer. At the time, old downtown Conroe was east of the I&GN Railroad with
Avenue A serving as the main business street. Construction of the first courthouse was completed
in 1891. After a fire in 1901 destroyed many of the wooden buildings on Avenue A, many
businesses moved over to the west side of the tracks and closer to the courthouse in the Ayers
Addition.

Carter Drug Store: What was known for decades as the Carter Drug Store was
constructed in about 1913 after the 1911 Fire, and originally served as the H. C.
Addison Mercantile Store. Hale Addison’s store was celebrated as modern and
offered some of the best merchandise in the city. (Martha Gandy recalled that Mr.
Addison was her great uncle, and he later opened a store in Huntsville to where he
moved.)

In 1919, R. C.”Robin” Carter opened his original drug store at 318 Chambers
Street, which later served as a variety store and today has been remodeled into law
offices. By 1930, Carter Drug Store had moved into the vacated H. C. Addison
store at 336 Chambers Street. Robin Carter was remembered as a very nice man
who often dispensed necessary medicine to his customers much like a doctor
would do. Since veterinarians were not available, he also gave rabies shots to the
pets of local citizens. Ann Moore recalls that Robin Carter served as the Conroe
mayor pro tem during World War II while the city mayor, Earl Gentry (her father),
was serving in the army.
For a time, the Trailway Bus Company used the side entrance of the Carter Drug
Store as a bus station, operated by ticket manager Sidney Arnold. A black man
named Aviator carried the luggage on and off of the buses. Upstairs offices were
occupied by doctors and businesses. During WWII, the Red Cross conducted
various programs to support the troops overseas. By the 1950’s the upstairs offices
included Tommy Feagin’s insurance office. Today both upstairs and downstairs of
the building serve primarily as law offices.

Behind the Carter Drug Store were some smaller businesses, and then in a separate
building where Carmelita’s Mexican Restaurant operates today was a business
known as Irene’s Lounge. Next door to that one-story brick building was a twostory brick building on the corner of Davis and Pacific where John Wahrenberger’s
sister operated Miss Annie’s Millinery Shop. The building was constructed by John
Wahrenberger for his sister Ann Wahrenberger, who lived upstairs. The Conroe
Service League used the building for a time. Years later the old building was torn
down for parking space.

Conroe Shoe Shop: This one-story building was used for years as a shoe repair
and saddle shop owned by Victor Petak, a polish immigrant. (Some of the ladies
think that the building also may have been used as the original Grand Leader
franchise department store, owned by C.T. Smith. In the 1920’s the Grand Leader
Department Store was next door to the Crighton Theatre.) . Gertie Spencer recalls
that Crawford’s Style Shop occupied the building at 332 N Main Street for a few
years in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Law offices now occupy the building.
Barber Shop: Next door to the Conroe Shoe Shop was Shorty Holmes’
barbershop, and the ladies recall that a tall mulatto black man named Dego shined
shoes there. Photos show that these stores were operating from the 1930’s until
after WWII. Today law offices occupy the building.
Capitol Drug Store: Sam Hailey rebuilt his Capitol Drug Store in the middle of
the block on Chambers Street in 1911. His drug store also served as the Conroe
post office for many years. Ms. Lucille Yell served first as an assistant post master
and then later as the Conroe post mistress. She was a Republican, which was very
rare as it was a time in the county when very few people claimed to be
Republicans.

Ann Moore recalls that Sam Hailey smoked “God-awful cigars.” Gertie Spencer
recalls that Capitol Drug served wonderful pimento cheese sandwiches and good
hamburgers. Myron Colemon married Sam’s daughter Eleanor, and he ran the
drug store for Mr. Hailey for many years. Ann Moore recalls that the soda
fountain had chairs that swiveled out for patrons to sit at the fountain. Dr. Spiller
and Dr. Edwin Hailey (Sam’s brother) had their doctors’ offices upstairs.
Today State Representative Brandon Creighton has his office upstairs along with
other businesses.
Masonic Building: Built in 1911 alongside the Capitol Drug Store was the
Masonic Building. The Masons met upstairs for their meetings as did the affiliated
women’s Order of the Eastern Star. The ladies recall that many of the community
leaders in Conroe were active Masons and their wives were in the Order of the
Eastern Star. Many years later in 1948 the Masons moved over the J. C. Penny
Building at the corner of Simonton and Thompson.
Downstairs in the Masonic Building was the B & C Coffee Shop, a very popular
cafe in downtown Conroe during the 1930’s. (No one knows what “B & C” stood
for.) The food was excellent, and it was a very popular place to eat for the Conroe
oil field engineers, drillers and field hands. Sheriff Guy Hooper frequently could
be found in the cafe, along with other Conroe business and civic leaders. The
ladies recall that during the 1930’s Conroe oil boom, there were so many “oil patch
ruffians” in town getting into trouble that the county jail could not hold them all,
and Sheriff Guy Hooper had to chain them to posts and trees along the Courthouse
square. (This led to the construction of the new courthouse in 1936 with a jail on
the top two floors.)
Years later Mrs. Bell’s Orchid Shop moved from the Madeley Building on
Simonton Street into the empty space vacated by the B & C Coffee Shop. In the
past several years, the downstairs has served as a deli operated by various
individuals, while the upstairs continues to house business offices. The most
recent occupant downstairs is Jackson’s Deli.

318 Main Street: Today’s law offices in this building were once the site of
various businesses. Robin Carter opened his first Carter Drug Store there in 1919.
Martha Gandy recalls that she worked in the building in the1940’s when it was the
Butler and Grimes 5 and 10 Variety Store. She remembers earning $1.25 per week
which was a lot of money for a girl in those days. By the 1960’s the building
served as a downtown Music Store.
Mimi’s Antique Mall: This building has served a variety of businesses in
downtown Conroe. Gertie Spencer recalls that it was once Cole’s Department
Store, a popular clothing store. It later served as Cranford’s Office Supply Store,
operated by Mr. and Mrs. Perrin Cranford. He at one time was the Conroe fire
chief and served on city council. Then the building was Newman’s Office Supply
Store. By the 1980’s Ed and Robin Bartholet operated their Southwestern
Furniture Store in the building. After remaining empty for a number of years, the
Muse family has leased the building to Mimi’s Antique Mall.

West Building: Pete West operated a saloon and leased his old wooden building
before the Fire of 1911. Immediately after the fire, Mr. West started rebuilding the
two-story brick building for his saloon and for other businesses that leased the
premises. It was during this time that he hired young Obie Etheridge to run his
Conroe Courier. Edith Clanton recalls that West insisted that the employee he was
hiring be a non-drinker, so Etheridge was surprised to learn when he arrived by
train that he could find Pete West in his saloon.
Over the years, the building served many businesses, including a Baker Grocery
store, Crighton Drug Store, Broussard’s Jewelry and Brownlee Drug Store. Pinky
Brownlee lived upstairs during the 1930’s until Dr. Falvey and Dr. Holland had
their offices upstairs. Ann Moore recalls that attorney Tommy Green had an office
upstairs and so did attorney and ex-judge, Bob Liles.
After Pinky Brownlee moved his Brownlee Jewelry Store across the street
intersection, he sold his drug store to Bruce Scott in 1952. In the late 1970’s Bruce
and Millie Scott sold their Scott’s Pharmacy, and it has been used for many
businesses. Today it is used as the Corner Pub.

The rear of the West Building may have served as a barbershop for a time, but the
ladies recall that Miller’s News Stand operated there for many years.

Everett Hardware: By 1909 H.B. Everett had moved to Conroe as a railroad
agent. He opened Everett and Son mercantile business on Simonton Street, and it
was rebuilt after the Fire of 1911. Ann Moore, whose mother was an Everett,
recalls that her grandfather gave George Strake credit for merchandise after Strake
ran out of money so he could keep drilling for oil east of Conroe.

Gem Theatre: Ann and Caroline recall that the theatre next door to Everett’s
Hardware was originally a silent movie theatre named the Gem. It operated there
for whites-only until the Liberty Theatre was built around the corner on Chambers
(Main) Street, and then later in 1934 the Crighton Theatre was opened. Gertie has
been told that someone would read the narrative as a silent movie was running
while someone would play the scripted music. By the 1930’s the Gem Theatre was
available as a movie theater for the Blacks in town.
Conroe Bank Building: The ladies were aware that the Conroe State Bank
operated on the corner of Simonton and Pacific from 1911 by Banks Griffin.
Gertie recalls that the building was later used for a small engine repair shop and
machine shop by Bob Powell. By the 1970’s Buddy Mark Everett had purchased
both the theater building and the corner old bank building to expand his hardware
store. A few years ago these buildings were purchased by Larry Miller.

Universal Title Building: The ladies remember when the old brick Collier
Building was plastered over with a modern façade as the law office of Mathis
Kinney and the Universal Title Company. There seems to be some confusion as to
what the building may have been many years before, as they do not recall the
building being used as the Corner Drug Store.

Beauty Shop: The ladies recall that Robbie West had a beauty shop on Simonton
Street next door to the Universal Title Building, and that there was a barbershop in
the building operated by “Buckshot” Smith. (The building was torn down and a
new structure stands there today.)
Hicks Building: The old Hicks Building served as Dr. J. L. Hicks and son Dr.
Paul Hicks’ dental offices upstairs, while the ladies recall that downstairs was
Modern Cleaners operated by Carl Hicks, featuring custom made clothing and
alterations. Cleaning was delivered around town in cars with windows marked
with Modern Cleaners.

Talley’s Domino Hall: F. A. Talley was a relative of Edith Clanton (her
grandmother was a Talley). Talley’s Domino Hall was a popular place for many

local men to go for several decades. Women were not permitted in the place, but
little girls would sometime slip in to fetch their fathers. Ann Moore recalls that
there was a lot of beer drinking in Mr. Talley’s place. He did have a good heart for
those down on their luck; he would often serve the homeless food that he cooked.
Talley’s Domino Hall was a popular place for men to gather to talk politics and
business. Ann suspects that her father, Earl Gentry, would have gone there on
occasion, and perhaps taken his good friend Lyndon Baines Johnson into the place
for local politicking. After being closed for several years, the building will soon be
the home for the Red Brick Tavern.

Madeley Building: The ladies recall that Mr. Talley’s brother Jim Talley operated
his Midway Cleaners in the building long after the Madeley Meat Market had
closed. From the photos they have seen they also noticed that Mrs. Bell’s Orchid
Shop was there in the 1930’s and apparently also Miller’s News Stand. Of course,

the old Conroe Telephone Company operated upstairs for many years.
building now houses the Conroe Art League’s Madeley Gallery

The

Gentry Building: This building on the corner of Chambers and Simonton Streets,
served for many years as a Tony Roshner’s Men’s Store, followed by Earl Gentry’s
Men’s Store. Ann Moore confirmed that Elvis Presley purchased some shirts in
the store when he was in Conroe for a concert in 1955. Gertie Spencer remembers
that Tony Rosner had a very pretty house on San Jacinto Street just south of the
Presbyterian Church.
Log City Hall: Edith recalls that there was a log building on the courthouse
square across the street from the Pete West Building. It served as the first city hall
in 1920 and as offices for the justice of the peace and the constable. Gertie recalls
that it was later moved to be used as a Boy Scout building.

Wahrenberger Store: Caroline Cryar recalls that her great grandfather, John
Wahrenberger came to Montgomery County in the 1880’s where he established
himself over the next decades as a successful businessman, political leader, civic
leader, and church leader. He was an attorney by training but worked for a time
for a local mercantile store located on Avenue A in old downtown Conroe. He
married his boss’s daughter Mittie and they settled in a house in Conroe.
Mr. Wahrenberger was the county clerk in 1889 when Conroe citizens, probably
lead by J.K. Ayers, conspired with Willis citizens to move the county seat from
Montgomery to Conroe. After the May 1889 county election, Caroline has been
told that John Wahrenberger arranged for all the county records to be moved to
Conroe in the dark of night. They were moved into a house owned by Isaac
Conroe on Avenue A, which served as the temporary county courthouse until the
new courthouse was finished in 1891.
Edith Clanton recalls when Buster Brown came to town, a popular brand of shoes
in the 1930’s. He was featured at Wahrenberger’s store. Edith recalls that the
store had everything from clothing to food to hardware to animal feed.

