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HOW THE COURTHOUSE CAME TO CONROE 
 

By Larry L. Foerster, Chairman * 
Montgomery County Historical Commission 

 
By an Act of Congress of the Republic of Texas signed by President Sam Houston on December 
14, 1837, Montgomery County, Texas became the third county created by the young nation. The 
new county was formed from Washington County formed in July 1835, which had originally been 
the Mexican political subdivision known as the Municipality of Washington.  At that time 
Washington County extended from what today is part of Lee and Burleson Counties on the west 
to the Trinity River on the east.  At that time Washington-on-the Brazos was the county seat. 
 

 
1845 Republic of Texas Map depicting  

the original Montgomery County boundaries   

 
The creation of the new county was not a simple endeavor.  The first proposal by petition had 
failed in the Congressional sessions of 1836 and 1837 when the new name was originally proposed 
as “Travis County.” Later in 1837 three identical petitions were signed by Washington County 
voters living east of the Brazos River.  The petitions again proposed the creation of a new county 
extending from the Brazos River to the Trinity River, thereby splitting Washington County.  
Politically influential residents living west of the Brazos River filed a petition opposing the 
creation of the new county, or in the alternative, asking that the dividing line be 15 miles east of 
the Brazos River.  Their concern was that the new county would be larger than Washington County. 
Furthermore, since Washington-on-the Brazos would no longer be in the center of the  remainder 
of Washington County, it is reasonable to speculate that there were many who were afraid that the 
county seat would be moved to a more centrally located town.  In fact, this eventually happened 
when in 1844 Brenham was selected as the new county seat for Washington County. 
 
It is also reasonable to conclude that the local state representative, Dr. Charles B. Stewart was 
instrumental in both the successful creation of Montgomery County and the selection of the new 
county seat.  On March 11, 1836 soon after he signed the Texas Declaration of Independence, he 
married Julia Shepperd, the daughter of William W. Shepperd who was the co-founder of the town 
of Montgomery. Stewart had originally lived in San Felipe de Austin until it was burned to the 
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ground during the Runaway Scrape in March-April of 1836.  After the Republic of Texas was 
created, Stewart moved with his wife Julia to Montgomery which had been platted on July 4, 1837.  
An advertisement in the Telegraph and Texas Register newspaper on July 8, 1837 declared that it 
was expected that a new county will be formed and that the town of Montgomery, centrally located, 
will be selected as the county seat. 
 

 
 

The new county took on the name of the newly created town of Montgomery.  At that time 
Montgomery County was composed of what today is all or parts of Grimes, Montgomery, Waller, 
San Jacinto, Walker and Madison Counties.   
 

    
Drawing showing today’s 5 counties from  

the original Montgomery County 

 
The Act appointed James Mitchell, Pleasant Gray [Raleigh Rogers’ son-in-law], William 
Robinson, Elijah Collard, Charles Garrett, Joseph L. Bennett, B. B. Goodrich, D. T. Dunham, and 
Henry Fanthorp as commissioners to select the proper place for the county seat and arrange for the 
necessary erection of public buildings.  Abraham Zuber, a carpenter, merchant and pioneer farmer, 
was appointed the first district clerk. [Texas Republic Laws 1837, 2nd cong., 1st session, p. 33, Vol. 
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I, pages 1375-1376]   Since the town of Montgomery was centrally located and had several 
influential sponsors, it is not surprising that it was selected as the county seat. 
 
The first courthouse in Montgomery was located in a small log cabin along Town Creek rented 
from W. W. Shepperd in an area then known as “under the hill.”  Jesse Grimes, the Chief Justice 
of the new county (today that office is known as the County Judge), presided there in March 1838.   
By March 1842 a new courthouse had been constructed further south “on the hill.”  It was 
remodeled and expanded in January 1848.  But within a few years it was inadequate.   
 
 On March 19, 1855, the third courthouse was completed with a ballroom on its second floor where 
the circuit district judge presided when he held court. It became the site of many “grand balls,” 
theatrical entertainment and plays as the center of social life in the county.  (The courthouse stood 
where the Montgomery Community Building stands today.) 

                         
             County Courthouse circa 1860                                                                                 Abandoned courthouse circa 1910     

 
Over the next two decades, the town of Montgomery continued to serve as the center of business 
activity for the county, with only the Danville community further north rivaling it for economic 
prosperity.  However, its growth was stymied as a new railroad crossed the County shortly after 
the Civil War.  In 1871-1872, Galveston businessmen, including former Montgomery merchant 
Peter Willis, organized the construction of the Houston and Great Northern Railroad from 
Galveston to Palestine.  It ran north and south through the middle of the county, and several 
sawmill communities popped up along its rails.  One such community was Willis, which soon 
attracted several businesses and families from the Danville and old Waverly communities.   
 
In 1871 as the railroad tracks were being laid across the county, Peter Willis (treasurer of the 
H&GN Railroad) wrote his brother in Maryland that the railroad president had promised him a 
depot stop along the tracks on property he owned.  Willis confidently pronounced in his letter that 
the whistle stop community would be called “Willisburg” or “Willis” and that the county seat 
would be moved there.   
 
By 1874, a plat of the new town of Willis had been recorded at the courthouse in Montgomery.  
Also, by then Montgomery County had been partitioned into five new counties: Grimes, Walker, 
Madison, San Jacinto and Waller.  Thereafter, the town of Montgomery was no longer the center 
of the county and not as accessible for citizens who needed to conduct their business in the old 
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courthouse.  Dirt roads were narrow and difficult to use, particularly as there were no bridges and 
rains would often make them almost impassable.   Travel by rail was much more practical.   
 
Thus, as Willis was rapidly growing and was conveniently accessible by railroad to sawmill 
communities and farmers, some visionary businessmen believed it was time to move the county 
seat to Willis.  By then it was more centrally located than Montgomery.  So a petition was 
circulated to call for an election on whether the county seat should be moved to Willis.  Sawmill 
communities along the north-south rail line were encouraged to support Willis, while the votes of 
others living closer to Montgomery were solicited by Montgomery citizens.   
 
William Harley Gandy, a highly respected county historian and first chairman of the County 
Historical Commission, did extensive research and personal interviews concerning the dispute 
leading to the first election to move the courthouse. In his 1952 master’s treatise entitled “The 
History of Montgomery County, Texas,” Gandy noted that Willis grew rapidly during the 
reconstruction period, as it became a stop on the newly constructed Houston & Great Northern 
Railroad spanning the county from south to north. A feud between the citizens of Willis and 
Montgomery ensued when in 1873 the Willis citizens petitioned the governor to move the county 
seat to the town of Willis. [Memorial Petitions, 1873, Texas State Archives, Number 194] 
 
The petition to the governor argued that the courthouse and the jail were inadequate and insecure. 
It also noted that the Houston and Great Northern Rail Road had donated two blocks in downtown 
Willis for the new courthouse and jail.  By the following year in July the Willis citizens petitioned 
the Commissioners Court for an election to determine if the courthouse should stay in Montgomery 
or be moved to Willis.  It is reasonable to surmise that Peter Willis and the Railroad officials 
supported the petition and probably funded it. The Commissioners Court (composed of three Willis 
residents) considered the petition and voted to call for an election on the issue. 
 
On August 25, 1874 a county-wide election was held. After the votes were tabulated, Willis had 
142 votes more votes than Montgomery (788 votes to 646), but Presiding Chief Justice, E. A. 
Linton (from Montgomery), declared that Willis did not have the two-thirds majority of the 1700 
registered voters necessary to carry the election. He therefore certified that the county seat should 
remain in Montgomery.  Three other county justices (commissioners): A. Richards, D. A. Wiggins 
and B. H. Nash issued a fraudulent certificate ordering the county seat and its records be moved to 
Willis by September 14 on the pretense that only a majority vote was necessary.  Some of the 
records were moved to Willis and there were plans for a new courthouse.   
 
Heated arguments followed, and litigation in 1875 between Montgomery and Willis culminated 
before the Texas Supreme Court presiding in Galveston.  Montgomery attorney and respected civic 
leader, Nathaniel Hart Davis, represented the citizens of Montgomery.  (His appellate brief before 
the Texas Supreme Court has been preserved by his great granddaughter Martha Gandy, and 
provides many details about the post-election proceedings.)   
 
In the meantime,  Willis made plans to transfer the county records and select a courthouse site.  By 
September 30, 1874, some of the county officials living in Willis were meeting in Willis.  The 
Commissioners Court met there without records, as Montgomery refused to give them up.  The 
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railroad offered to convey to the county Blocks 21 and 22 in the Willis township for the purpose 
of erecting public buildings.   Plans called for a 50 foot by 50 foot two-story courthouse. 
 
Pending the conclusion of the lawsuit, the Texas Legislature on January 29, 1875 passed an Act 
drafted by State Representative Charles B. Stewart that directed that the district and county courts 
would be held in the town of Montgomery that year, and the county sheriff was ordered to move 
all the county courthouse records from Willis back to Montgomery.  (Records indicate that Dr. 
Stewart’s address at that time was Danville, and he represented Montgomery and Harris Counties 
in the Texas Legislature.)  In compliance with the Act, on April 15 the records were moved back 
to Montgomery.  
 
In May 1875 the Commissioners Court disregarded the Act and continued to hold sessions in Willis 
over the protests of Chief Justice E. A. Linton.  The feud continued through 1876 and 1877, with 
each town considering itself the legitimate county seat.  County records were carried back and 
forth between the two towns.  By 1878 the Texas Supreme Court finally ruled that the 1874 election 
was invalid. The county seat therefore remained in Montgomery for the next 11 years.   
 
Presumably the citizens and businessmen in Willis were upset by the Court’s ruling, and over the 
following years they no doubt strategized about how the courthouse could be moved to a more 
convenient location.  The opportunity presented itself in 1885 when the Gulf, Colorado and Santa 
Fe Railroad was extended from Navasota to Conroe and beyond.  So the two railroads intersected 
in the small sawmill community of Conroe.  By 1889, many Montgomery businessmen had moved 
to Conroe as it provided easier access by rail to other parts of the county and to the Houston and 
Galveston markets.  Also it was centrally located.  So it was logical to most residents that the 
courthouse should be moved to Conroe. 
 
On March 15, 1889, presumably with the enthusiastic support of the citizens in Willis, Captain 
James K. (Jim) Ayres and 200 other citizens petitioned the Commissioners Court in Montgomery 
to hold an election to move the county seat to Conroe.  The two-story wooden courthouse in 
Montgomery was by then a 34-year old outdated building, fifty foot by fifty foot, with a hall 
separating 2 rooms on each side downstairs and a courtroom upstairs.  The jail in Montgomery 
was 5 years old and also inadequate.  At that time, the small unincorporated town of Conroe had 
one hotel, the Fisher Hotel, a small post office at which Captain Isaac Conroe was the postmaster, 
a small general mercantile store, two saloons, a planing mill, and a few small dwellings.  
 
A county-wide election was held on May 6, 1889 for the purpose of moving the county seat from 
Montgomery to Conroe,. The results were 1161 votes for Conroe and 1099 for Montgomery.  
Conroe thereby won the election as the new county seat by the combined votes of Willis, Conroe 
and the sawmill community of Leonidas west of Conroe.  (Willis’ vengeance was satisfied after 
losing its 1874 bid for the county seat.)  Within days J. K. Ayers platted his Ayers Addition which 
was located on the west side of the International and Great Northern Railroad.  The area was 
undeveloped and heavily wooded with thick underbrush and wild animals.   Ayers offered Block 
8 for a courthouse and Block 10 for a county jail for the price of $1.00 each.  The Commissioners 
Court accepted the offer over the protestations from businesses located on the east side of the 
tracks.  The offer was simply too attractive, and the petitions in opposition were ignored. 
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Isaac Conroe was probably one of the opponents for the location of the new courthouse on the 
west side.  But after the election, he was savvy enough to offer his house in the business district 
along Avenue A on the east side to the county commissioners as a temporary courthouse. He 
charged $50 per month as rent, a significant amount at that time.  But the commissioners had no 
other viable option. 
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Isaac Conroe House circa 1920 

 

Things moved swiftly.  By May 15, 1889, the county judge was authorized by Commissioners 
Court to advertise for bids for a new brick courthouse and a jail in Conroe. The cost of the 
courthouse was not to exceed $10,000 and the jail cost was not to exceed $10,000.  A. L. Austin 
was given the contract for $269 to erect a temporary jail and move the jail cages from Montgomery 
to Conroe. Other contracts were let to local businessman and district clerk John Wahrenberger to 
move the courthouse records to Conroe and to others to provide furniture for the new courthouse. 
 
On May 15, 1891, the new brick courthouse was completed in downtown Conroe in Block 8 of 
the Ayers Addition. The courthouse was insured by the county judge for $15,000.  Designed by 
noted Houston architect Eugene Thomas Heiner, the courthouse had a Second Empire/ 
Romanesque design.  Lumber for the courthouse had been provided my Isaac Conroe’s mill.  Some 
downtown lots in the Ayers Addition sold for $5.00 while others sold for as much as $50.00.   

          
                      Courthouse circa 1895                                                                         Old County Jail circa 1900  

So with the completion of the new courthouse and jail by 1891, the town of Conroe was destined 
to be the hub of county business activity while the town of Montgomery’s growth would be 
stymied over the next 100 years.    

Thus ends the tale of how the Courthouse came to Conroe. 
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*  I gratefully acknowledge the scholarly work on the early history of the town of Montgomery and 
the County provided by Kameron Searle, a 7th generation Texan and an ancestor of William W. 
Shepperd who founded the town of Montgomery in 1837.   

I also wish to recognize Dr. Robin N. Montgomery for his published articles and books supported 
by his extensive research on the history of Montgomery County.  Robin has been my good friend 
and mentor in encouraging my efforts to chronicle the history of Montgomery County, Texas.   

 
Larry L. Foerster, Chairman     Revised on January 14, 2022 
Montgomery County Historical Commission  
 
 


