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MONTAGUE HOUSE
by Hazel M. Hyde
In 1936 while I was teaching at Montague Grade School
in Rockford, I first became acquainted with the name
Richard Montague for whom the school was named.
The street
running from South Main westward past Montague School connected with Montague Road and both honored this early setMrs. Anna B. Dexter, then principal of the school,
tler.
learning of my interest in local history encouraged me in
my effots to learn more about South Rockford, where much
of Rockford's early history was made.
Much of the land in South Rockford was originally
granted to Simeon Lecuier, the son of Mauh-Nah-Tee-See, of
the Winnebago tribe of Indians and her French husband, by
Daniel Whitney paid
the United States Government in 1829.
$800.00 when Lecuier received permission from President
Martin Van Buren in 1840.
Charles Hempsted paid $4,500.00
for this land in 1841.
And Richard Montague came into
possession of a part of the land at a cost of $944.36.
Montague House was located on Wall Street and was a
focal point for the activities of many of the school children. At various times I was in this social center and became acquainted with Miss Vera Dell Jacobsen, the director.
Miss Jacobsen is living in 1983 and people still remember
Others recall her
the beautiful poetry which she wrote.
sunny disposition and her inspired use of simple equipment
to provide fun or learning experiences at Montague House.
Rockford Woman's Club became involved in many community
projects which provided a playgrounds' director in 1909 to
1912, and campaigned for a new jail in 1909, and campaigned
for city garbage in 1913.
In 1913 Rockford Woman's Club investigated Little
Stone House on South Main Street as a place to open a
social center.
This house had belonged to the Richard
Montague family.
They had donated it to the Rockford Park
District.
The Park Board agreed to give the use of it to
the Womans Club.
Following the example of Hull House,
opened thirty years earlier, they pursued the dual purpose
of providing a recreational place for children and a center
where immigrants could become Americanized, learning the
customs of their adopted country.
The year was 1928 when a newly constructed building
Women from
was named Montague House and formally opened.
Rockford Woman's Club did volunteer work at this center
for a number of years.
In 1940, Washington Junior High School was completed
on West Street.
My teacher colleagues and I had walked
over while the basement was being dredged out and later
When the doors opened
when the building stood complete.

in September, I was among the staff to start teaching there
under Principal David Schoonmaker.
Montague House was even closer to Washington than the
school named for Richard Montague. Many of the junior high
students found the Center their chief base for entertainIt is not possible to estimate the value of this
ment.
institution to South Rockford residents.
It an interview with Mrs. Arvel Eldridge (nee Margaret Burrows) she recalled her happy times attending Montague
At the age of three she entered Montague Nursery
House.
School after a group of women came around to the homes in
the area telling of the activities available at the Center.
Possibly the ladies were associated with the Rockford
how
Woman's Club. From those earliest days she remembered
she enjoyed the sunny spring days of play in the grassy
Bridal wreath, very tall, and
lawn back of the building.
all in bloom made excellent places for a game of hide-andseek.
As Margaret grew older there were the happy days when
she engaged in the activities of Brownies. There were outings to enjoy. Upstairs was a nice apartment and that was
Miss Jacobson invited the Brownies
Miss Jacobson's home.
to spend a night with her in her home. We put blankets and
pillows on the floor for a slumber party. She could always
think of ways to make everything "fun to do" but she also
knew when to let you plan or think it out for yourself.
Learning tap dancing was a real thrill. No one worried
too much if someone wasn't too skilled. Mrs. Helen Miller
at first an assistant to Miss Vera Dell Jacobson, taught
She was the kind of person who made
us ballet and tap.
learning a joy.
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Top Center* Miss Vera Dell Jacobsen, Resident Director.
Lower Left: Mrs. Helen Miller, Assistant.

Mr. Sirinett Elliott, a teacher of Industrial Arts and
later assistant principal at Washington Junior High School,
was very faithful in coming to teach woodshop.
He didn't
exclude girls from the group.
I made several things to
give to my mother.
One special thing Mr. Elliott taught
someone to make was a birdhouse.
Miss Jacobson was my teacher for piano. You see, I
went from age three to age sixteen.
We had programs and
it was a time of great pride when I performed in a program.
I think Miss Mortimer came for one or more of our programs.
A dress-up affair for the girls was the annual Spring
Mother-Daughter Banquet.
We always had a nice program for
that.
Boys had special occasions, too. There was supervision in the gym for some of Boys' Special Activities.
We practiced and practiced for a show. We sent an
invitation to Rockford Womans' Club Board, but only three
women came. The show was at Washington Junior High School
and using the stage and the auditorium made it an important
occasion.
You went to Montague House because you wanted to. At
any time of day the doors were open. You would see
your
friends and others of your own age.
Always there was an
adult to help if needed.
In thinking back, I am sure the event I enjoyed most
was the Maypole Dance.
The pole had a circle of lovely
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Montague House Kindergarten, 19144
Top row: Jerry Reams, Claudia Rinaldo, Judith Cacci,
Margaret Burrows, Walter Brudnowski, Second row: John David
Raia, Carl Robson, Ellen Bassili, Mike Guzzardo,
Daniel
Johnson.
First row: Judith Arduino, Byron Ware,
Nicky
Salamone, Bruce Hoffman, Joyce Ruskavage. Picture was taken at the time of the Mother's Day shopping trip, May 11,
1944.

streamers and we wove them over and under in a dance. This
was part of the program for a banquet. The music was very
catchy and it remains a happy memory.
Everyone in the community could get involved. My
mother, Helen Burrows, belonged to the Mother's Club and
spent many happy hours at Montague House.
There were several Fun Fairs. At Halloween we paraded
in a large circle in the gym, in our costumes before the
judges, each hoping to be one of the best.
It was a sad time when Rockford Womans' Club decided
to close Montague House.
They resisted all efforts made
by people in the community, hoping to find a way to continue. They were going to take on a new project: The Senior
Citizens Center in another part of Rockford.
Both Mrs. Eldridge and Miss Jacobsen referred me to
Mrs. Helen Miller, who is presently engaged (1983)
in
helping to plan the Montague House Reunions held at Forest
Hills Country Club.
Mrs. Orville Miller (Helen), currently to be found

working at North Rockford Hospital, helps Vera Del Jacobson
with her poems for Miss Jacobson has limited vision due to
her age and a cataract operation.
Teaching at Washington
Junior High School, I met her when she first became Miss
Then she followed Vera Del, and in
Jacobson's assistant.
the days when a survey was made by Rockford Womans' Club
she
to determine whether Montague House was still needed,
assisted people of the community in their struggle to keep
Jacobson
Later both she and Miss
the Center open.
Helen supervised Canworked at St. Anthony Hospital.
dy Stripers and found several of her former Montague House
participants there as well as the two daughters of Mrs.
Eldridge.
In an interview she described the very successful
first year of what is to be an Annual Reunion of Montague
House Participants. She said there were 800 people attending last year in March and 905 this year (1983) in April.
She spoke of baking cookies for the committee meeting June
1 in her home in order to plan next year's Reunion.
Mrs. Miller had worked at Y.W.C.A. for ten years,
supervising the Teen Program, in cooperation with Illinois
A number of South Rockford young people
Youth Commission.
She
who knew Helen Miller attended the youth affairs.
wrote a history, combining the two groups and had it ready
in booklet form for the Reunions, which she sent to me.
She spoke of the Program "Montague House on Review"
given at Washington Junior High School. She spoke of the
variety of activities and especially the Teen Age Dances.
Parents knew and appreciated the service rendered by Montague House. It was well supervised. It offered activities
that involved the adults.
Shortly after the closing of Montague House, there
were rumors of street gangs. There was a big gap left
and youth were looking for recration. The need still existed and there was no agency in that area with the organization
and the funds to supply the lack. Across the Rock River was
Y.W.C.A. and some young people found a place for recreation
there.
Vera Dell Jacobson has long been a personal friend of
mine and we share an interest in poetry. She lives at 1920
Her
North Main Street, North Rockford Convalescent Home.
mind is very alert and she writes poetry for their publicaSeveral issues of THE SAMPLER were given to me.
tion.
Anne Wiley was the founder of this poetry publication put
Miss Jacobson has
out annually, according to Vera Dell.
copies of them all and estimates there might be thirty of
them. (See: NUGGETS OF HISTORY, Vol III No. 5, July-August
1966, page 7 "Forest City Prees"-Vera Dell Jacobson.)
In an interview May 26, 1983, I asked her how she happened to come to Montague House. She was working in Cincinnati, Ohio, and received acall from a board member of
Rockford Woman's Club inviting her to come to Rockford for
She enjoyed her work where she was but conan interview.
When she met with the board they were
sented to come.

pleased and she liked them.
So she became the Director at
Montague House and stayed there twelve years. Mrs. Robert
(Helen) Miller replaced her when she left.
Vera Dell talked about: Kindergarten children, a group
called Members of Montague, the Wood Shop, gym, boys' club,
Cub Scouts and the game room.
She remembered the teen age
Friday Night Dances.
She estimated that about 200 came.
The children loved it, she said, and she loved the children.
About a year or more ago there was a write-up about her in
THE POST. Some of the people still remember her.
It was a daily sight for me to see young people trooping into the brick building that was like a gymnasium to
many, a place for more quiet games to some, and just a wonderful place to be.
Then came the sad day when Rockford
Woman's Club ladies decided that Montague House was no
longer needed. Immigrants were coming in fewer numbers and
the people of South Rockford had become Americanized. The
various nationalities had begun to think of themselves as
Americans, citizens of Rockford.
They had
established
homes, developed businesses, and founded clubs and churches.
The schools had developed athletic programs and afterschool activities.
St. Elizabeth Social Center was active.
So in 1957 the building was closed.
The Irish element of South Rockford, earlier known as
"The Irish Patch" had mostly moved out into other parts of
town. The Italian people were starting businesses in other
areas and there was much inter-marriage with Swedish people
who had first settled on the east side of Rock River.
It
was a time of change.
Montague Library expanded its activities to bridge the
gap created when Montague House was closed. Under the direction of Mrs. Dorothy Church, Mrs. Estelle Black, and
others, the people of the community began to make greater
use of the library.
Not only reading but contests and
other activities were planned. School teachers made assignments using library facilities.
In 1961 the Montague House building was sold by Rockford Woman's Club to New Zion Baptist Church.
The Womans'
Club carried the mortgage, which was supposed to run for
twenty years but was paid off in eight years.
Rev. Salter
was the first minister of this colored Baptist Church.
His
son attended Washington Junior High School. New Zion Baptist congregation did a nice job of remodeling.
Many changes have come to this area of Rockford.
Montague School was torn down (see: NUGGETS OF HISTORY, Vol.
IV, No. 3, March-April 1967, "Montague School - Its Past and
Present"--Jeffrey Harris, Student at Washington Junior High
It was built in 1883 and named in honor of RichSchool.)
ard Montague, who came from Massachusetts and settled in
Rockford July 1835. Actually the tract of land was southwest of the what was then the city limits. A new building replaced the old and a new name was chosen. It is now
Many of the black people
Martin Luther King Grade School.
who live in the area point with pride to this building
named for one of their very own leaders.
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Washington Junior High School has become a place for
It has been considered as a home for
adult education.
Booker T. Washington Social Center, but the probability is
that the Center will erect a new building.
Many memories are tied up in the area along Montague
Street. Mrs. Tinker still lived in the Tinker Swiss Cottage and I had the privilege of speaking with her once.
Mandeville House has been torn down but the small park
Miss Dorothy Mandeville, a
bears the Mandeville name.
David Schoonprincipal at Montague School, is deceased.
maker, first principal at Washington, is deceased. But all
is not sadness. There is still a live element in that area.
Former Washington students greet me at social affairs.
Vera Dell Jacobson still holds joy in her mind and heart
Rockford Womans' 'Uub
when she speaks of Montague House.
includes in its history the service in Montague House.

VERA AND HER MONTAGUE HOUSE
We worked together in nany ways
With dancing, scouting, singing, and plays
There was ping pong, and wood shop, and basketball too
It was nice that our kids had something to do.
That's in the past, Oh what a shame
But the "Blast from the Past" recalled her name
On a placque they presented her long over do
Her kids couldn't believe it, she was 92.
That was last year, then she turned 93
This year she was "queen" of the Reunion, 83
Her thanks were lost in the noise of the crowd
Our former kids were certainly loud.
But how gentle they were, when they stopped to say
"Vera, you were special to us in our day."
She was special to me, a mighty fine boss
When she left the Center it was such a loss.
We kept up our friendship throughout the years
Discussions and talks, laughter and tears
So Happy Birthday to Vera's "94"
A very special birthday, and many more.
Helen Miller

A MONTANA WHEAT FIELD

Recollections Upon Seeing a Load of Hay
by Hazel Mortimer Hyde
Load of hay,
Load of hayl
Make a wishand turn away. (Wishing Rhyme)
The days of horse-drawn machinery called for the growing of considerable hay.
Hay consists of the dried stems
and leaves of plants. Hay can be made from cultivated grasses like timothy, bluegrass, and redtop. My father's cousin,
Bob Foster, owned an extensive strip of land with wild
prairie grasses. Haying time was an interesting time. Sometimes my father, Wilson Shannon Mortimer (called Shannon),
would take me out to the country to see some of the activity.
Since Bob shipped carloads of hay on the nearby railway, a
Neighbors exchanged work with
number of men came to work.
each other. Also there were teen-age children in the family
who could drive the horses and help to load or haul away
Younger children carried cool
bales of hay on a hayrack.
water to workers in the field.
The history of this dried-plant food dates back into
Almost from the time horses
man's history for many years.
Cattle, too,
were first tamed, hay was used to feed them.
were fed hay.
After the farmer cut the hay, he allowed it to lie on
the ground to dry. A horse-drawn piece of machinery called
a hay rake was then used. It was raked into long rows, call
It was left in these rows to dry more in the
ed windrows.
sun and air.
When the hay is dry enough, the farmer either baled or
chopped it. My father's baler was not automatic. A man who
was skilled in the work pushed the wire through the bales
I believe they did use a pair of
and it was hand-tied.
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pliers,
Alfalfa is extensively grown both for the crop of hay
and as a "rest for the land's. After repeated crops of corn
have been grown on the soil. The smell of fresh cut alfalfa
lying in the hot sun to dry is pleasant.
My uncle, Velva
John Powell, was barely seven years older than I.
I was
his "favorite guinea pig" for experiments or simply running
errands or holding something.
We had rigged up a "shock
machine" using the box of a discarded telephone, of the type
where you turned a crank and people had special rings like
"Two longs and a short".
Also he had me cooking an egg in
a cave he had dug, bricked up a little way and covered with
dry grass.
It caught fire and I was dragged out gasping
for breath but otherwise uninjured. One of our favorite
activities, when he spent a summer with us, was to fly kites
in the alfalfa field that adjoined our property, at the edge
of our village.
We made the kites from newspaper and light
wood and fastened a tail of torn up rags on it. Naturally
I held the kite, while he ran to get it up in the air.
There was a stile of about three steps on each side of the
fence that separated the alfalfa field from our lots. Later
he owned an automatic baler that tied the bales with string
or wire. The bales were usually thirty-six inches long and
weighed from 50 to 100 pounds. With the earlier baler, my
father aimed for the 50-pound bale because it dropped the
bales on the ground, and a man with a sharp hay-fork had to
Then they were lifted onto the hayrack.
move them away.
The bales are stored in barns or stacked outdoors and covered with loose straw or canvas.
Hay that contains too much moisture will spoil. Hay
will sweat and we say "The hay heated" after it was stored
It could even set the hay and eventually the
in a barn.
barn on fire from the heat.
Other plants used for hay include: Alfalfa, clover, rye,
barley, and oats.
Oat straw may also be baled after the oats are threshed. In the years when farmers brought their eggs regularly

Old-fashioned Thresher

International Harvester Company
POWER BINDER

One man takes the place of two or three and the tractor relieves
three or four horses. Thirty-five acres are done where a century ago
three acres was a wonderful feat for one man with a cradle.

to our general store in a small town, the egg cases had
dividers made of a coarse brown cardboard-like material.
After "candling" the eggs by holding each egg up to a strong
light, the worker would unfold one of these and fit it into
I judge these boxes or egg crates held about
a wooden box.
twelve dozen; six dozen in each half with a wooden divider.
The dozens were separate by a flat cardboard just the size
Baled straw was used to make
of one-half of the crate.
these folding egg-holders and the flat dividers between
each dozen.
Today we call a person who organizes, manages, and
assumes the risks of a business or enterprise an entrepreThen, a man like my father who operated a general
neur.
merchandise store, a grain elevator, an implement business,
two threshing machines, a coal business, and a hay baler,
was known as a "jack of all trades". My mother assisted in
several of these enterprises. A brother-in-law worked several summers and a cousin some other summers. Other men were
Most of these people were honest and worked well.
hired.
One manager of the grocery store proved dishonest and caused
my father a considerable financial loss.
Many people not engaged in farming are not aware that
much of the land on a farm may not be suitable for corn, soy
It is excellent for pasture land and fine
beans, or oats.
However, modern dairymen use a totally
for cattle raising.
different method of feeding from the days when a farmer had
six or eight cows and the wife made butter and they sold the
surplus milk.
Grass is one of the largest and most varied of the
It is widely disspecies that make up the plant kingdom.
tributed in almost all parts of the world. Grazing and
forage grasses provide most of the feed for cattle, horses,
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goats, and sheep. During the winter they eat dried grasses
called hay or silage which is cut grass or grains cut and
stored in a silo.
Kentucky bluegrass is widely grown in pasture and as
lawn grass. Pioneers found it growing wild in Kentucky when
they settled in what later became Kentucky. My own ancestor,
Famous Mortimer, settled on Sparrow Creek Road, Fleming
County, Kentucky after serving in the Revolutionary war. His
neighbors included David Blue, another ancestor,
whose
daughter Mary became my great grandmother. One of my personal thrills was visiting the great horse farms around Lexington.
Clover is a legume that grows wild in fields, on lawns,
and along roadsides. There are Swedish Clover which is pink
or almost white, Crimson Clover, Japan Clover and sweet
clover.
Several kinds are planted as food for livestock.
Clover plants usually have three leaves but sometimes more.
Red clover, planted for livestock, is grown by farmers.
Cattle may be turned out into pasture that has red clover.
Also it enriches the soil.
Bacteria growing on its roots
take up the nitrogen in the air.
When this nitrogen is
plowed under it enriches the soil. About five times as much
red clover is grown in the United States as alfalfa. Bumblebees are necessary for pollinating red clover. Fortunately
the bumblebees find it without much effort on the part of
the producer.
Illinois had many acres of native prairie grass when
my grandfather Emanuel Mortimer drove his sleigh from
McLean County to Coles County, Illinois, to court Laveria
Parker. Abraham Lincoln was an acquaintance of my grandfather when grandfather lived near Bloomington.
Prairie comes from the French word meaning extensive
meadow. It is the term applied to any broad stretch of flat
land covered with grass.
The land surface of prairie regions is not so level as plains, often having low hills and
shallow river valleys. Most of the soil is suited to the
growing of grain and hay. Illinois is often called the
"Prairie State,,. The Mississippi and Ohio River valleys are
prairies. Western Ohio, Indiana, Missouri, Iowa, Wisconsin,
and part of Minnesota have considerable prairie land.
Buffalo once lived in the part of Illinois where Winnebago and adjoining counties are located. Some of the buffalo
wallows have been pointed out to me.
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Prairie is a special land and its unique splendor and
beauty must be preserved for future generations. Very few
parcels of prairie land remain, and if efforts are not made
to save them, they will be gone forever.
In saving this
Illinois heritage we would be saving the wild life and diverse
plants that thrive on it. This is not a plea to bring back
"the good old days". Rather we should look to the future
and the values that natural areas add to our lives.
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