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Rock Hill School 
From When the Bells Rang 

Rock Hill Dist. #31 was a small one room frame building located on a hillside 
southwest of Lebanon on the Old Hill Road to Brownsville. There was a wood stove in 
the middle of the room and wood floors that were oiled. Double desks were bolted to 
the floors. These were on both sides, south and nor th, because the windows were there. 
A blackboard was across the front behind the teacher 's desk. In front of the teacher 's 
desk was the long recitation bench. Kerosene lamps were used only in the evenings for  
programs or  community gather ings. The lamps were never  lit dur ing a school day. A 
woodshed was attached to the back and a fence with a stile went around the playground 
and school area. There was a pump and well out front. 

Everyone had his own dr inking cup, usually a collapsible aluminum one, and wash 
cloth. Children also had to br ing their  own books and supplies, even to a little knife to 
sharpen pencils. There were usually twenty to twenty-five children in attendance 
dur ing a school year . 

The teacher  was responsible for  the janitor  work and building the fires. On real cold 

Page 1 of 9LCSD Rock Hill School History

6/6/2008file://H:\oldsite\images\history\history_rhs.htm



winter  days Dad would go up to the school ear ly and build the fire so the room would 
be warm when we got there. We lived about ¼ mile from the school. Everyone walked 
to school except when it was real muddy. Then, some children who lived on Muddy 
Lane would r ide a horse, leave it in our  barn, and walk to school. 

There was a big bell in the bell tower and the teacher  would r ing it for  recess. I t was 
also the morning bell; when it rang everyone stood outside according to the way they 
sat at their  desks inside. They'd salute the flag, march in, and take their  seats. 

The teacher  was paid $45 to $50 and $2.50 extra for  janitor  work. My dad was clerk 
for  a long time and I  still have the books. The teacher  boarded with someone in the 
distr ict. 

I  live in the same house I  lived in when I  went to Rock Hill School. I  own the land 
and buildings. One morning in 1936 I  looked out the kitchen window to the old school 
and bell tower  (as I  seemed to begin every day that way), and something was different. 
Someone had stolen the bell! The school is now used as storage, but I 'd like to restore it 
someday. Ref: Norma Morgan, District clerk, Sandridge. Drawn on location, 1972.  

 

Rock Hill School 
By Elaine Hart 
From A Piece of the Past 

 
Now desolate and deser ted, the old Rock Hill School building stands alone. Once 

br imming with life, the schoolhouse is now a mere shell of its past self. Rock Hill School 
for  many years was a school, church, and all around gather ing place for  the 
community. In shor t, it was the main center  of community activity for  the surrounding 
areas. 

Even though Rock Hill School has been closed for  about 60 years, memor ies of the 
past students live on. Rock Hill School was founded by William Gallaher  in 1854. 
William Gallaher  was the first teacher , and the or iginal school was built on one of his 
land claims. The site of the or iginal building and the present building are much the 
same. The school is located about four  and one-half miles to the south of Lebanon on 
Rock Hill Dr ive. 

The present school building was constructed between 1895 and 1905, but there were 
four  other  buildings before. The first building was constructed in 1853 as a log cabin, 
and the students sat on slab benches without backs. I t was destroyed by a fire, probably 
in the late 1860's. The second school house was an old church building where camp 
meetings had been held. The third building was intended to be a church building, and 
was constructed by the Church of the United Brethren in Chr ist. They ran out of funds 
par t way through building and joined forces with the school committee to complete the 
building. Not much is known about why that building was no longer  used, or  much 
about the four th building. The final and presently standing building was probably built 
about 1895-1905. No one is quite sure about the reasons for  construction or  the 
architect. The school was or iginally painted white with black tr im. 

In a typical Rock Hill School class there were about twenty students a year , and all 
eight grades were in one room. I t was, after  all, a one room school house. The class was 
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like one large family, and the older  students pitched in to help with the younger 
students with their  assignments. This allowed the teacher  more time to help with the 
other  students. A normal school day star ted at 9:30 a.m. with the students lining up at 
the door , and then marching into the class room. The students star ted the day by 
saluting the flag and singing a song. The teacher  or  an older  student would accompany 
them on an old pump organ. A recess at about 10:45 a.m. gave the students their  first 
oppor tunity of the day to use the outhouses. 

VAlta Wilson Ballew, a former student of Rock Hill School, remembers Chr istmas, 
Thanksgiving, and Halloween programs and par ties that were held in the school. She 
recalls that students would wr ite poetry and per form plays. Parents and community 
members would come to watch, and a fun time would be had by all. 

The community worked together  to take care of the needs of the teacher . For  
example, the teacher  boarded with a family, and each family paid a " subscr iption rate"  
for  each child in their  family attending school. On some cold winter  mornings, men 
from the community would go to school ear ly to star t a fire in the stove so the teacher  
would arr ive to a warm, cozy school building. The school, although old, is by no means 
forgotten. I t is remembered by more people than just past students, and there is a lot of 
work being done to restore the school building. The effor ts are being headed by the 
Rock Hill Histor ical Society, and after  completion it is hoped that others can come visit 
the restored building. 

Works Cited  

Ballew, Alta Wilson. Former  Rock Hill School Student, Lebanon, Oregon. Personal 
Interview. 10 Apr il 1994. 
U.S. Department of the Inter ior . National Register  of Histor ic Places. 1992.  

Elaine Hart attends Lebanon Union High School and will graduate with the class of 1995. 
She is active in the National Honor Society and Key Club, and hopes to attend a four year 
college, majoring in psychology.  

 

Rock Hill School 
Restoring the Past 
By Cathryn Blackburn 
From A Piece of the Past 

 
 
Alta Wilson Ballew fondly recalls hear ing the schoolbell r ing every morning at 8:15 
a.m. and the walk she and her  sister  took to school each day. 

Mrs. Wilson Ballew and other  members of the Rock Hill School Foundation hope 
that once again children will hear  the schoolbell r ing at the old school building. The 
Rock Hill School opens the door  to an era left behind, and is very much worth restor ing 
because of its histor ical value. 

Norma Wilson Morgan, the sister  of Alta Wilson Ballew, bought the schoolhouse 
after  it was abandoned in the 1930's, in hopes of having it restored as a histor ic 
building. In recent years, Mrs. Morgan and her  husband, Gilber t, fought a losing battle 
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to vandals. They tr ied numerous techniques in hopes of minimizing the destruction, 
including placing shutters on the windows. The shutters were eventually tom down, and 
the or iginal glass destroyed. 

Histor ic importance was soon recognized when the L inn County Histor ic Resource 
Commission placed the structure on the L inn County Histor ic Register  on March 12, 
1986. The L inn County Commissioners, members of the L inn County Planning 
Department, the L inn County Histor ic Society, Norma Morgan, and other  concerned 
peoples met on Apr i12, 1991 to determine the unclear  future of the Rock Hill 
Schoolhouse. The groups discussed possible ways to protect the building. Less than a 
month later , on Apr il 30, 1991, thir teen individuals from the Lebanon and Brownsville 
area met to agree upon plans for  preserving and restor ing the building. The group soon 
developed bylaws and elected a chairman and committee for  an organization to be 
called the Rock Hill School Foundation. The group filed with the State as a non-profit 
organization. Norma Morgan, her  husband, and the officers of the Rock Hill School 
Foundation signed a cooperative agreement in the fall of 1991. The Morgans, according 
to the agreement, would transfer  the title to the schoolhouse to the Foundation if 
cer tain conditions were met. The most important thing Norma Morgan wanted from 
the Foundation was to have the school building listed on the National Register  of 
Histor ic Places. “ The National recognition would allow restorers access to cer tain 
grants issued by Federal, State and County governments,”  said Dave Coen, Chairman 
of the Rock Hill School Foundation. 

Gilber t and Norma got their  wish when the Rock Hill School was placed on the 
National Register  June 4, 1993. Gilber t Morgan was able to divide his farmland so that 
the school and the surrounding area could be given to the Foundation. Norma Morgan 
donated the school building to the Foundation before she died in 1993. 

Her  dreams live on in her  sister , Alta Wilson Ballew. Alta graduated from Rock Hill 
in 1931. Watching the restoration of the school has been a dream come true for  her . 
Mrs. Ballew recalls her  days at the old school fondly. Near ly 15-20 students from 
grades one through eight occupied the one-room school building at one time, and 
lessons were read under  kerosene lamplight. “ Rock Hill School meant a lot to a lot of 
people,”  said Chairman Dave Coen. “ We're for tunate to have the Foundation up and 
operating before there aren't people around to tell us what it was like.”  Alta Wilson 
Ballew is also an active member of the Rock Hill School Foundation. 

The Rock Hill School Foundation is suppor ted community and statewide by people 
who realize the importance of restor ing the school. Their  donations range anywhere 
from small change to thousands of dollars. Two years ago the Lacomb School sixth 
graders, now eighth graders, collected pop-cans, mowed lawns, babysat and did other  
odd jobs to raise money. They donated $5500 to the Rock Hill Foundation. In reward 
for  their  selflessness and hard work, the Foundation plans to hang the sixth graders' 
pictures in the completed school building. Recently, The Rock Hill School Foundation 
received a $5000 grant in matching funds from the State Histor ic Preservation Office. 
The Foundation also raises money by selling Rock Hill " Paraphernalia"  such as cards, 
pencils and paintings. Patr icia Richards, a local ar tist, designed the cards and paintings 
in suppor t of the Rock Hill School Foundation. 

Interested people can become char ter  members of the Rock Hill Foundation and 
receive a replica of the Old School diploma for  a $25 donation which goes toward the 
restoration. Since the Foundation formed three years ago, more than 180 people have 
become members. 

The first step in restor ing the school was to clean the inside, which neighbor ing 
farmers were using to store hay. Volunteers came to the schoolhouse September  7, 
1991, to help haul hay and clean the school out in preparation for  the restoration work 
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scheduled to star t later  that week. Next, the Foundation secured windows and 
doorways with plywood and finished a new shingle roof on the main building and bell 
tower . New paint was added, following the or iginal color  scheme of white with a black 
tr im. When the weather  is good, community volunteers and members of the Rock Hill 
Foundation pay the old building a visit, adding some new paint here, repair ing a wall 
or  floor ing there, and in general, making sure the building carr ies on. The Foundation 
plans to restore the building as close to the or iginal as possible, filling it with or iginal or  
replica furnishings. The Rock Hill Foundation plans to turn the completed building 
into a museum because they feel the schoolhouse and its history are important. Bever ly 
Coen, Treasurer  of the Foundation states, " There's not very many of them left 
anymore, and future generations should be able to see and enjoy what a one-room 
school was like. They're a big piece of History."  

Bever ly Coen and her  husband David never  attended Rock Hill School and neither  
did most of the other  people who have joined the Foundation. What they have in 
common, according to Dave Coen, is a love of history in general and specifically the 
development of education in the Mid -Valley. 
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Cathryn Blackburn, a member of the graduating class of 1995, known to her classmates as 
Cathey or " Shorty,"  will most likely be remembered for her annoying yet expressive 
antics. She is active in drama and has sung at many community and school functions. 
Cathryn plans to attend Cornish College of the Arts in Seattle, Washington, and major in 
Musical Theatre.  

The Restored Rock Hill School 
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Rock Hill School, June 17, 2003: Restored and painted, with a new roof and a fresh lawn-
mowing, Rock Hill School appears good for another century. Note the whimsical details in 
the windows, shown in detail below. 
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Looking so real you can almost hear the bell, this schoolmarm perpetually calls children in 
from recess while a two students stare whimsically out the front window. In real life, she 
probably would have used the big bell, in the bell tower. 
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From the front, Rock Hill School looks as ready to receive students today, as it did a 
century ago. The old structure is on the National Register of Historic Places. 
 

 

The amazing restoration work accomplished by the Rock Hill School Foundation can be 
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better appreciated by comparing this “ before”  photo with the pictures above. 
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