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EARLY HISTORY OF CONROE, TEXAS 

1881-1911 

 

 
 Isaac Conroe 

Isaac Conroe was born in New Jersey in 1834 but his family later moved to Chicago, 

Illinois while he was still a boy. When the Civil War commenced in April 1861, he enlisted 

into the Illinois calvary of the Union Army at age 27, bringing his own horse. He was a 

skilled horseman and was soon commissioned a captain in the 12th Illinois Calvary.  Conroe 

fought and was wounded at the Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863.   He was struck by bullets 

to the face and neck, left for dead on the battlefield.  Miraculously he recovered, but he 

bore the scars to his face and neck for the rest of his life. 

 

After the Civil War, Isaac Conroe mustered out of the Union Army in Galveston in 1866, 

returning home briefly to visit his family.  Seeing the opportunities for an enterprising 

young man in Texas, he soon returned to Texas and in 1866 started a sawmill business in 

Lynchburg, located east of Houston.  It was during this time that Conroe left Texas to marry 

Margaret Richardson who lived with her family in Washington, D.C. They returned to 

Texas and their three children were born in Lynchburg.  Eventually, Isaac and Margaret 

purchased a home on Jackson Street in Houston in 1880, where they raised their children.  

Margaret refused to raise their children in a dirty sawmill community. 

 

                 
Isaac                                             Margaret  

 

Over the next several years, Isaac Conroe pursued his lumber businesses, relocating from 

time to time northward along the International and Great Northern Railroad ((I&GN RR) 

that was constructed in the early 1870s.  By 1879 he was operating a sawmill at Haltom, 

probably located just south of what is today Crighton Road where it crosses the Union 

Pacific railroad tracks (formerly the I&GN Railroad).   
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Isaac Conroe’s Beach Sawmill 

 

On January 1, 1881, Isaac Conroe purchased a tract of timbered land from Joshua G. Smith 

about two-plus miles east of the I&GN RR.  The following year he started his new sawmill 

community which he called “Beach.”  Today Beach would be roughly where Highway 105 

East intersects FM 3083.  As there was at that time no railroad near his sawmill, he  

constructed a narrow-gage tram rail line to haul his lumber over two miles from Beach to 

the I&GN RR. The tram would have been flat bed rail cars, pulled by a team of oxen or 

mules.  It is believed that this intersection is approximately due south of where Lewis Street 

crosses today’s Union Pacific railroad tracks.  This whistle stop became known locally as 

“Conroe’s Switch.”  By about 1882 it would simply be known as “Conroe,” named by the 

I&GN Railroad’s executive H. M. Hoxley.  Isaac would soon relocate his lumber business 

headquarters to this community.  He was appointed its postmaster in December 1883.   

 

      
Isaac Conroe’s sawmill depot 

 

Conroe’s Ralston Addition 

 

By 1885, the Colorado, Gulf and Santa Fe Railroad (Santa Fe RR) was laying tracks 

eastward from Navasota past the county seat of Montgomery and as far as Conroe.  The 

plans were to extend the railroad line all the way to Cleveland and beyond.  In 1885 the 

Santa Fe RR prepared its platted development in Conroe. The plat was called the Ralston 

Addition, named for the Santa Fe RR surveyor.   It was recorded in 1887.  This was the 
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first platted development in the community.  Over the next 16 years, Avenue A along the 

Santa Fe Railroad in the Ralston Addition would serve as the business district for this small 

sawmill town until a fire destroyed it in June 1901.  

 

In 1886 Isaac Conroe purchased Lot 8 at the corner of Avenue A and 1st Street and built 

his two-story residence, using heart-of-pine lumber from his sawmill.   It was one of the 

earliest residences in this small sawmill community.  As one studies the plat, it should be 

noted that there was a “Public Square” on Phillips Street between 3rd and 4th Streets.  It was 

probably dedicated by the Santa Fe RR for either a future courthouse, city hall, or public 

school.  Today many older homes can be viewed on this block. 

 

 
 

Ralston Addition Plat 

 

 

Pre-1901 Conroe 

 

Mary Alice (Beazley) Hunt grew up in Conroe at the turn of the 20th century. As a young 

girl, her family lived in the residential community along 1st Street south of the Santa Fe RR 

tracks and east of the I&GN RR tracks.  This was the next area developed following the 

Ralston Addition.  Mary Alice would become a popular teacher in the Conroe schools and 

loved to share childhood stories of her hometown. As an adult, Alice made a hand-drawn 

map from her childhood memories of the east side of Conroe before the June 1901 fire 

ravaged the town’s business district on Avenue A.  Her map is found in her 1975 book 

entitled Ruts to the Miracle City, her recollections of early Conroe.   
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Mary Alice Hunt’s map of pre-1901 Conroe 

 

This map and her book provide a great deal of historic information about early Conroe.  A 

careful examination of her map will show the public square served as the site for a public 

school by 1901.  Businesses and residences of Conroe citizens, including Isaac Conroe’s 

home, are also identified on the map.  The original railroad depot was on the east side of 

the I&GN Railroad tracks at Avenue A, but it probably was damaged beyond repair by the 

1901 fire along with other nearby wooden structures. Mary Alice Hunt recorded that 

sometime after the fire this depot was torn down and replaced by the Santa Fe Railroad 

Depot on Pacific Street.  (That depot burned in 1981 and today there is only an empty lot).   

 

It is noteworthy that there are few structures on the west side of the I&GN Railroad tracks 

at that time, aside from two hotels, the courthouse and the jail.  A photo of the 2-story 

wooden school house that served students through the 10th grade is found below.   Opened 

about 1899, the school was later demolished when the new brick J O H Bennette School 

was constructed on the west side of the northbound I&GN Railroad on Nugent Street in 

1911-1912.  (Today the Bleyl Engineering office building sits on the site of the old 

Bennette school).   

                              

              Second Conroe ISD public school                    J O H Bennette School 
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Also note on her map the businesses along Avenue A and the church at East Davis and 1st 

Street (First Baptist Church on a lot donated by Isaac Conroe).  One can see that all the 

homes were on the east side of the I&GN RR.  Many were the homes of prominent citizens 

at that time and several are still standing today.  Before the fire ravaged the Avenue A 

business district in June 1901, most of the community’s activity was on the east side of the 

tracks.  Today this area is described in the City of Conroe’s long-range development plan 

as the “Old Town Marketplace District.”  Also note that Mary Alice Hunt’s map identifies 

the narrow gauge tram rail line from Isaac Conroe’s Beach sawmill to the I&GN RR where 

trains would stop to load his lumber (“Conroe’s Switch”).  

 

In an effort to extend the Santa Fe RR tracks eastward from Conroe to Louisiana, Isaac 

Conroe and his Kansas City and Houston business partners invested in the newly-formed  

Texas Louisiana and Eastern Railroad that was State chartered in 1891. The company 

immediately constructed 22 miles of track from Conroe to Cleveland in 1892.  While it 

provided passenger service, the railroad primarily carried freight.  The photo below, taken 

on July 11, 1896, is perhaps the only photographic evidence of this short-lived railroad 

company.  You will notice Isaac Conroe is the second man on the left, sitting on a window 

sill.  The company financially floundered and went into receivership in October 1895. The 

railroad line was eventually sold to the Santa Fe Railroad in July 1897.  
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Early Montgomery County 

After Montgomery County was created by the Congress of the Republic of Texas in 

December 1837, the small agricultural and ranching community of Montgomery was 

selected as the county seat. At that time, Montgomery was roughly in the center of what 

would later become all or part of six separate counties:  Montgomery, Grimes, Waller, 

Walker, Madison and San Jacinto.   

 

 
             Montgomery County boundaries circa 1837 

But by 1869, the five other counties had been carved out from the original Montgomery 

County. Thereafter, the county seat in Montgomery was no longer the center of 

Montgomery County and no longer convenient to  county residents who needed to travel 

to the county courthouse.  In 1874, the town of Willis on the I&GN RR was growing and 

was more centrally located.  An election was held in March 1874 and Willis reportedly 

won with more votes than Montgomery.  Over the next four years the two communities 

litigated whether the election was valid. In 1878, the Texas  Supreme Court presiding in 

Galveston ruled that the 1874 election was invalid and Montgomery retained the county 

seat.  Undoubtedly this ruling infuriated Willis citizens, but they would have to wait for 

another opportunity to move the courthouse closer to the center of Montgomery County. 

 

Over the next 20 years, the County continued to grow along the two railroads that 

crisscrossed the county. Another railroad—the Houston East and West Texas Railroad 

(“HEWT”)—in east Montgomery County was constructed in the 1870s from Houston 

through East Texas to Shreveport, Louisiana. Small sawmill communities spang up along 

these three railroad lines.  By 1889 Conroe was the center of the County at the intersection 

of the two major railroads. 
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Railroad map of Montgomery County circa 1900 

 

Notice on the above early railroad map all the sawmill communities along each railroad line.  From 

south to north on the I&GN Railroad:   Spring, Tamina, Medley, Grand Lake, Ayers, Conroe, 

Willis, Ada/Esperanza Station, Coletown, and Waverly Station (New Waverly).  Going east to 

west on the Gulf, Colorado & Santa Fe Railroad:  Bobbin (later Dobbin), Montgomery, Tharp 

(later Keenan), Arnolds, Conroe, Beach, Waukegan (Cut & Shoot area), Pocahontas (later 

Security), Ives, Clinesburg (later Fostoria), and Cleveland.  In east county going northward from 

Houston along the HEWT Railroad, the sawmill communities of Japan, Porters, New Caney, 

Midline and Cleveland sprang up.  At the beginning of the 20th century, each of these communities 

had an active sawmill with a depot stop where lumber and agricultural produce could be loaded.   

 

Conroe becomes the County Seat 

But by the early 1880s, county business leaders wanted a more accessible county seat.  Captain J. 

K. Ayers, a former Confederate captain during the Civil War,  a sawmill owner and land 

speculator, was instrumental in getting a petition signed by March 1889 to move the county seat 

from Montgomery to Conroe.  Conroe was a perfect location for  the county seat, since it served 

as the intersection of two important railroads that crisscrossed the County from South to North 

(the International and Great Northern RR) and the Gulf, Colorado and Santa Fe RR (running east 

from Navasota).  On May 6, 1889, Conroe won the county-wide election over Montgomery.  Two 

weeks later Captain Ayers recorded his Ayers Addition plat in an area that was a heavily timbered 

thicket and the home to a variety of wildlife:  deer, cougars, bobcats and even bears.     
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Plat of J K Ayers Addition recorded in 1889 

Captain Ayers astutely offered a block of his new Ayers Addition for a future courthouse and a 

block for a future jail for $1.00 each.   Over the loud protests from citizens like Isaac Conroe and 

established business owners on the east side of Conroe, the County Commissioners accepted 

Ayer’s offer and soon commenced plans for the construction of a new courthouse.  
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Construction of the Romanesque-styled red brick courthouse commenced in October 1889 and 

was completed two years later at a cost to the County of $25,000.  The clay for the bricks was 

excavated just south of the Santa Fe tracks.  The county jail was similar in style, sitting on what 

once reportedly had been the public privy.  (Today it is the site of the Conroe Tower city hall.)   

    
 

During the two-year construction of the new courthouse, Isaac Conroe’s house served as the 

temporary courthouse.  Since his wife Margaret refused to move with their children to the small 

community, Isaac probably used it sparingly during the week, returning to his family in Houston 

as often as he could.  The house was smaller than depicted in this early 1900s photo, as rooms 

were added over the years. The county offices were on the first floor and the courtroom was on 

the second floor, reached by exterior stairs.   Isaac Conroe reportedly rented the building to the 

County for $25.00 per month.  

 

 

Conroe house circa 1900 with W M Conroe’s family 

Isaac sold the house to his son William Munger Conroe in 1896 where William’s family would 

live for several generations.  Isaac Conroe died on August 2, 1898 and is buried next to his wife 

Margaret (who predeceased him) in the beautiful Glenwood Cemetery in Houston. 
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After the June 1901 fire destroyed the wooden business structures along Avenue A, most 

businesses relocated to the west side of the I&GN RR tracks closer to the courthouse square.  As 

passengers arrived from either the I&GN RR or the Santa Fe RR, they would have easier access 

to the new Courthouse and the new businesses around the courthouse square or along the streets 

leading west from the I&GN railroad tracks.  Most of these structures were wooden—after all, 

Conroe was a sawmill town with plenty of local lumber. 

      

 

       

Business  buildings in downtown Conroe in the Ayers Addition 

 

Downtown Fire of 1911 

Conroe continued to steadily grow as it had become the center of the County’s business and 

political activity. But the fate of the town changed dramatically on February 21, 1911. That 

evening, a cold north wind was blowing south through the sleeping town.  Reportedly, a fire in a 

wooden stove was left unattended on the second floor of the old Sam Hailey Drug Store after a 
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men’s card game had ended and everyone had gone home.  A spark from the stove ignited the 

building and the brisk wind blew the flames down Chambers Street (Main Street today). The 

wooden buildings were rapidly engulfed in flames all the way to the Santa Fe railroad tracks three 

blocks south.  All but three brick buildings were spared as 65 downtown wooden structures 

between Chambers Street and the I&GN railroad tracks were destroyed. The Courthouse and 

buildings on West Davis were spared, but the roof of the brick Conroe Hotel one block east was 

damaged. 

 

Within days after the fire, the resilient citizens of Conroe began cleaning up the rubble and 

rebuilding downtown Conroe.  Like a Phoenix rising from the ashes, the town began to take shape, 

as new red brick buildings were constructed along Simonton and Chambers streets to serve those 

businesses that had been destroyed.   Most of these buildings still stand today.  

 

Conclusion 

Thus ends the abbreviated history of the first thirty years of the sawmill town named for 

entrepreneur Isaac Conroe.  Aptly named “The Miracle City” following the 1911 downtown fire, 

Conroe’s future would shine brightly, continuing to thrive over the coming decades as the hub of 

political and business activity in Montgomery County.  It would enjoy recurring revivals after the 

700-employee Delta Mill opened in 1914; the George Strake oil discovery in 1931; the completion 

of  Interstate 45 highway in 1964 (thereby making it readily accessible to Houston); and the 

completion of Lake Conroe in 1973.   But those are stories for another day.  

 

By Larry L. Foerster, J D, Chairman 

Montgomery County Historical Commission 

August 5, 2022 


