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TRIVIA:

To borrow the opening lines from Charles Dickens’
novel, A Tale of Two Cities, “It was the best of times, it
was the worst of times…” The same could also be said
of Denton County in the 1920s.
With “The Great War” ended and peace at hand,
prosperity and economic growth seemed limitless. The
rise of the automobile brought with it the challenge of
creating better roads and highways, along with the new
businesses of gasoline filling stations and tourist courts
as a more mobile populace found that driving to vacation destinations was the “thing to do.”
The 18th amendment to the United States Constitution, ratified in 1919, went into effect January 17, 1920,
outlawing the production, transport and sale of alcoholic
beverages. It was soon followed by the ratification of
the 19th amendment on August 18, 1920, giving women the right to vote in all elections (they were allowed to
vote in Texas primary elections beginning in 1918).
These two events would come to play a large role in
what happened not only in Denton County, but the nation as a whole in the decade of the 1920s.
Bert Fowler’s Alamo Garage was Denton’s first drivein filling station followed by E. J. Headlee’s Triangle
Supply Station. With 2,683 registered vehicles in 1920
and more on the way, businesses catering to the needs
of the automobile owners would see tremendous
growth in the coming years.
Denton, a town with two state colleges, saw a great
influx of visitors to the schools, ranging from state and
national politicians to poet Edgar Lee Masters and magician Harry Houdini. With notables passing through,
efforts were made to upgrade infrastructure; a standard
for sidewalks was established along with improving the
roadways that passed through town.
Prohibition proved to be a controversial and dividing
issue. Defiance of the amendment extended to every
part of the country and Denton County was no exception. The illegal manufacture and sale of liquor created
a new breed of entrepreneur as independent distilleries
sprouted throughout the county. The Aubrey area in
particular gained a reputation as the place to go for
good but illegal liquor. Accusations of protection for
some involved in the illicit trade were rampant in the
1924 elections. Then, gunfire on the Courthouse

Square followed by the
murder of a deputy
exposed organized
crime in the county.
The Interurban line
finally reached Denton
in the 1920s, with
stops at Lewisville and
Garza—a town that
would change its name
during the decade to
Lake Dallas as the first
water reservoir was
built in Denton County.
In 1928, Denton’s
first airport opened,
with one hangar and a
grass landing strip, just
west of Carroll BoullePhoto: Houdini.net
vard and north of Egan
Street, as the city embraced the age of the airplane and
looked optimistically to the future.
New schools, including Denton High and Lee Elementary, were built and the North Texas State Teachers College formed a band led by Doc Pender that
would launch many a musical career and provide a
foundation for one of the finest musical programs in the
nation.
Today, the removal of the African-American Quakertown community for a civic park would not rank as a
great achievement. Nor would the ugly election of 1928
when “anti-Catholic” organizations were established to
oppose Democratic presidential nominee Al Smith,
when Denton County and Texas voted Republican for
the first time.
The wild ride of the “roaring twenties” would be punctuated by bank failures and ultimately the stock market
crash of 1929, plunging the nation into the throes of the
Great Depression.
Inside are more stories from the 1920s, along with
other news. We invite you in to take a look back.
—DJ Taylor

In the community reports of the 1914 Denton Record-Chronicle, one community is referred

to as “Smootsville” and later as “Smoot.” Where was this old place? See page 7 for the answer
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A Message from our county chair, Dr. Charlotte Mooneyham—
Busy, busy, busy; DCHC & OHC Working to Preserve County Heritage
DCHC and OHC are working to preserve, protect, and
promote the History of Denton County. Momentous events
become the shared history of all people everywhere and
affect us in ongoing ways forever. In that context Denton
County shares the history of all mankind.
The clash of the Native American and European cultures,
is reflected in Denton County. The flags that flew over Texas, flew over Denton. The movements to connect the United States from the Atlantic to the Pacific and the efforts to
separate respective areas from Britain, Santa Anna’s Mexico, and The Union took place while impacting Denton
County.
What remains after the events is the focus of preservation; and with preservation, with any action come the concomitant results, the after effects. Those after effects are
the catalyst to reflect in order to forge better paths, to move
ever closer to the ideal of a great county, Denton, within a
great nation.
A sampling of DCHC and OHC on-going work and current projects follow:
*Locating, restoring, preserving all county cemeteries
and burials
*Understandings of monuments, buildings, bridges,
roads, graves, all that is left behind with accompanying
understanding incurred with the passage of time
Preserve:
Iron Bridges
Cattle Trails
Log Cabins
Homes
Tools
Publications
Art
Retrospect is published quarterly by the
Denton County Historical Commission
Publications Committee:
DJ Taylor, Chairman & Editor
Veronica Maldonado
Rynell Novak
and a host of contributors

Permission for reprint is authorized provided
Retrospect and the author are credited

We Want to Hear From You!
Let us know what you like or dislike about Retrospect.
What would you like to see more of...or less of?
Have a story idea or a question? Want to submit an
article? Contact us: DJ Taylor (940) 368-1816

or email: djtaylortx@centurylink.net

Public buildings
Trees
Flower mounds
Fire trucks
School houses
Cemeteries
Graves, marked and unmarked
Wagons
Peanut Dryers
Honor via events and displays as well as preservation:
Ethnic Groups
Physicians
Businesses
Farmers
Mothers
Law Enforcement
Communities in Denton County and all the people who
strengthen those communities
DCHC and OHC are busy, busy, busy. Multiple events
and activities occur simultaneously while future events are
being planned. Watch for Marker Dedications, Historical
Park Growth, and special celebrations for the 100th Birthday of the Chisholm Trail and the Heritage Birthday Celebration of Denton County.
Accomplishments of OHC staff are considerable and will
be highlighted in future publications along with DCHC
members. For example did you know that university archivists and a moving image preservation librarian are members of DCHC? The last elected Denton County Surveyor
is also a member of DCHC.

A Few Tidbits from Denton County in the 1920s
The 1920 population of Denton County was 35,355. After considerable
browth, by 1930 it had dropped to 32,822 due to the “Crash of 1929.”.
The first radio station to broadcast in the area was WRR from Dallas in the fall
of 1920; by 1923 there were an estimate 100 radios in the city of Denton.
In 1927, Denton High School changed its name from “Eels” to “Broncos.”
The county finally completed a graveled road to Dallas by the end of 1920
(the Fort Worth road had been completed earlier).
The Interurban line reached Denton from Dallas in 1924, after several years
of promises. The timing coincided with the “auto age” and it closed in 1932.
The first “talkie” motion picture to be shown here was at Denton’s Palace Theater on May 9, 1929; “Saturday’s Children.”
The first movie star from Denton was Rosebud Blondell, a beauty contestant
who was signed to a Hollywood contract in 1926 and renamed “Joan Blondell.”
Much favorable press was received for Denton and Denton County when the
Texas Press Association held its annual convention here in 1922.
2
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The Lee School Sidewalk:
Testimony to a Community That Cared
It is a short jaunt from Denton’s courthouse square to East Sycamore
Street, where an observant pedestrian may discover a bit of history that
provides a glimpse back to the 1920s. On the north side of the street, a
sidewalk extends west from Industrial Street to the First United Methodist Church. The first half of the block has 43 sections inscribed with the
names of individuals, businesses, civic and fraternal organizations, and
politicians from a bygone era. Originally, there were 93 segments.

walls as a precaution for its
noticeable tilt when school
opened in September, 1922.
The appearance of the braces
led to a large number of complaints from concerned parents and citizens of Denton.
Despite the assurances of
school and city officials that
the school was not in danger
of collapse, the decision was
ultimately made to abandon
the structure.

What events led to construction of this unique relic of the town’s history? When was in built? The clues are there if we look hard enough.
One paper about the history of the Robert E. Lee School reports this
sidewalk was built during the administration of school principal Clara
Skiles. While the sidewalk may have been built during her tenure (which
began in 1925) its origin dates three years earlier; there is no stronger
evidence than the section that reads, “W. A. Combest, Prin. R. E. Lee
School Promoted the Laying of This Sidewalk.” Combest’s term as principal lasted until the end of the 1922-1923 school year.

The condemnation of the
Robert E. Lee School presented a two-fold dilemma: what
to do with the students and
One block was sponsored by someone with a very personal interest in
how to pay for a new school.
seeing the sidewalk built: the school’s janitor, W. H. Lynn. This attests to
The First Baptist Church and
the sidewalk’s benefit in keeping mud from being tracked inside the
the First Presbyterian Church
school.
housed the Lee students in
A 1976 Denton Record-Chronicle story about the sidewalk states that
their basements; the old
school building was razed in
February, 1923.

“C. C. Bell, Citizen Since 1867”

reads one remaining segment of
the sidewalk. Photo: Portal to Texas
History/Denton Public Library

A bond election was required to raise funds for a new building and the
school board decided to also request funds for building a new high
school at the same time. In May, the $200,000 bond proposal passed
and by August a contract was let to Charles N. Davis of Denton for building the new Robert E. Lee School.

the school issued a plea for community assistance to build a sidewalk to
keep the kids from having to walk in the unpaved street. Funds were
raised in a matter of weeks due to the public’s enthusiasm. The remnants of the sidewalk remain as a testament to a caring public.

Prior to the Lee School’s condemnation, the lack of a sidewalk for the
students led to the 1922 effort to raise private funds to provide a concrete one. As noted on the inscriptions, many civic organizations
stepped forward with donations as did individuals from all walks of life;
from apple seller, plumber, carpenter, janitor and stenographer to business owners, a newspaper editor, pharmacists and bankers. For businesses that remained years later, the long-term advertising proved to be
quite the bargain.

By 1920 Denton was a bustling county seat; the home of two state
colleges, North Texas State Normal College and the College of Industrial
Arts, a school for women. The schools brought many visitors to town,
including politicians and celebrities of varying influence. Seeking to present the best possible image, civic leaders embarked on a community
improvement program that included paving the downtown business
section and the main thoroughfares.

The sidewalk was—and is—a testament to the generosity and concern
of the community. With the expansion of the First United Methodist
Church property, many sections bearing names of contributors have
been lost. Several of the existing sections are broken and will be difficult
to preserve. Some bear the imprint of the company that installed the
sidewalk, the W. M. Jagoe Company; forerunner of the present-day
Jagoe Public Co.

The town was also beginning to learn about its geological problems in
the early 1920s, notably the bands of deep sand that existed in pockets
within the Woodbine formation of the Eastern Cross Timbers. One of
these bands, just beneath the red clay of the hilly areas, started just
south of downtown. One street, South Elm, had sand so deep that travelers in a buggy or wagon found it so difficult to traverse that they nicknamed it “Sand Street,” a moniker that stuck until at least the 1950s.

The real story about this project from the 1920s is more than just the
sidewalk; it is about the people, those selfless sponsors who paid for its
construction—the folks who decided the children of Robert E. Lee School
needed a good sidewalk to safely get to their school, preferably with
clean shoes.
The 1976 newspaper article indicated that the city would allow citizens
to remove segments if they paid for a replacement segment. The Intriguing question lingers—are some of the missing 50 segments in the backyards of Denton citizens?
—DJ Taylor

Sandy soils have a tendency to shift and can cause structural failure in
buildings, especially those of multi-story design. In the 1920s the area
bounded by South Locust, East Sycamore; East Mulberry and Bois D’arc
(now Industrial) became acutely aware of this. By 1922, both the Robert
E. Lee School and the Methodist Church were experiencing structural
sinking or leaning. The school in fact had braces placed along its outside

NOTE: The original inquiry about this sidewalk came from Dr. J. Don
Vann. This article is part of a larger work in progress that provides
details on the people and businesses that contributed to the sidewalk’s
construction.
3
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20th Century Growth Led to Denton’s 1927 City Hall
regularly decorated
for Christmas, often
With Denton’s steady growth in the early 20 Century, it was decided
mentioned in local
by government officials that a newer city hall was needed based upon the
news.
needs of a growing community, the evidence of deterioration, and cost of
After city offices
maintenance. It was also decided to continue the practice of combining a
moved
into their new
fire station with other city departments in the new building. The prior city
location in 1969, The
hall building was constructed in 1877 of red brick at the corner of Oak
and Bolivar Streets and was used by private businesses until 1894, when Denton Community
it was sold by G. H. Kimbrough to the City for $1,500.00. A bond election Theatre (DCT) moved
in 1926 for the amount of $100,000.00 was passed to secure funding for into the main building
in 1970 for their officthe new structure by a vote of 527 to 429.
es and used the audiConstruction was begun on March 21, 1927, with an expected comtorium for perforpletion by January 1, 1928. The prominent Fort Worth architectural firm
mances. The Fire
of Van Slyke and Woodruff was retained to design the building. Elmer
Department continVan Slyke was a New York native who moved to Fort Worth in 1913 from
ued to utilize the rear
Oklahoma City. Other notable buildings designed by the firm of Van Slyke
area where they had
and Woodruff in the Dallas-Fort Worth area include: The Ross Avenue
been since 1927. The
Baptist Church and the Oak Cliff Christian Church in Dallas; The TCU
new DCT facility was
Church and gymnasium and The First Christian Church in Fort Worth.
called the “Firehouse
Several of these structures have received national, state and local historic
Theatre” in honor of
designation.
the fire department.
The first production
in the Firehouse The- ABOVE: Detail of entry, 1927 City Hall.
atre was “The Skin of
Our Teeth” on April 21-25, 1970, with the final one being “The Sound of
Music” in the summer of 1981. The DCT left the building soon after when
the City decided to move the Police Department into the vacated space.
Interior renovation was begun in September 1982 at a cost of
$1,150,000.00 with the Department occupying the building in January of
1984. Currently the building houses the Planning Department, Building
Inspections and the Consumer Health Division.

By Chuck Voellinger
th

In the early 1980’s the City took inventory of buildings that met requirements for historic recognition and Ordinance No. 80-30 was passed
designating this building as an historic landmark in 1982.

ABOVE: View of 1927 City Hall from North Elm Street
The 1927 Denton Municipal building has elements of Spanish Colonial
style as evidenced by its tiled roof and embellishments that recall similar
details in Spanish Missions as found in South Texas. From a Dallas Morning News article, “The new building of white brick with ornamental stone
trim, consists of two stories and a basement and is of a modified Spanish
type of architecture with varicolored tile roof”. The description for the
city 1982 historic designation ordinance states that, “it was considered
necessary that any buildings of any pretention to importance be designed
in some recognizable historical style. The Denton city hall maintained its
place in the mainstream of urban culture by adopting the style of the
Spanish Renaissance, which had considerable vogue in the Twenties,
especially in the Southwest.” The belfry was constructed as part of the
original plan to include the fire alarm bell that had been used in the prior
structure and for the same purpose.

This building is significant for what it represents about how Denton
viewed itself in the Dallas/Fort Worth area in the early part of the 20 th
Century. The City hired a prominent regional architect in the person of
Mr. Van Slyke to design a municipal building to signify Denton’s “arrival”
as a major regional center for education and industry. Its proximity to the
historic Square with its many unique examples of late 19th, early 20th
century structures places it within the larger commercial and governmental history of Denton and is unique for its representation of Spanish Renaissance architecture in the
area. No doubt conscious of
the beauty of the 1896 Denton County Courthouse a few
blocks away on the square,
the City fathers wanted a
structure that would have the
same level of architectural
and physical gravity, as well
as carrying on the multi-use
capability of the former city
hall.

The opening ceremonies for the new city hall building occurred on
October 8, 1927 with Texas’ governor Dan Moody in attendance and
making the dedicating speech. City officials at the time of the dedication
included; Mayor B.W. McKenzie and the following six commissioners:
W.S. Miller, L. Bailey, G. Tom Turner, W. R. Lakey, Claude Castleberry and RIGHT: Cornerstone listFrancis M. Craddock. Additional festivities included a concert by the ing Mayor & City CommisDenton Municipal Band and a procession of firefighting equipment parad- sion. All photos by DJ Taylor
ed around the Square on their way to take up their new quarters complete with sirens blaring. During the intervening years, the building was
4
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Fruit Jar Junction, All Aboard for Aubrey Texas
wooden barrels of whiskey, 5 to 10 gallon barrels, on the train
headed for Fort Worth. Probably these kegs went to Hell’s Acre in
Fort Worth, a real place of various kinds of sin.
Moonshine was not made at night. The fire to heat the mixture
would be visible for miles. Revenuers and law enforcement might
be forced to find and close down a still, a still where they purchased
their own brew.
The items needed for making the alcoholic beverages were water, wood, and grain. These were plentiful in Aubrey. Until the end
of the 20th Century, barrel rings could often be found near the locations of those stills. Maybe near Running Branch, flowing water,
sand rocks might be found forming a circle for sitting while consuming. The barrel rings, the circle of rocks and the memories of area
folks tell the story. With some nostalgia, the old timers who lived
before today’s old timers remember the days of brewing fondly.
Today’s old timers also remember when counties or cities were dry
By Charlotte Mooneyham
and folks had to drive to other counties to purchase alcohol beverThe national moratorium on the sale and distribution of alcoholic ages. Some even drove to Oklahoma. One old, old timer was quotbeverages, Prohibition, gave rise to the Roaring Twenties in parts of ed as saying that the Baptist preachers and the bootleggers worked
the United States. Aubrey, Texas was different. While Aubrey, Tex- together to keep areas dry. Of course half of that group was workas became known as Fruit Jar Junction, the destination for illegal
ing to keep people sober and the other half to keep them well supbooze sold in fruit jars, Prohibition was not the only impetus. The
plied with alcohol, maybe for medicinal needs. Prescriptions could
fall of cotton prices in the late 1920s and eventually 5 cent a bale
be written for alcohol as a medicine and that business was profitacotton, coupled with soil depletion, drought and starving families
ble as well.
helped the moonshine business in Aubrey to thrive. The fact that
Thunder Road was the road traveled by bootleggers in the midalcohol could not be sold legally only added to profits for Aubrey.
twentieth Century and also the name of a movie. The moonshine in
Moonshine was profitable in the 1930s but Aubrey had long had the trunks of cars made the vehicle set low. The Liquor Control
a taste for the brew, white lightning. In the late 1800s, there were Board had a really difficult time putting a stop to the illegal trade.
14 government distilleries/stills owned in North Texas. Gentleman, Maybe the enforcers did not really want to fully enforce. The story
A. Coffey, had the distinction of building and operating the govern- is told that law men and many prominent, up-standing citizens were
ment still at Spring Hill. Another government still owned by Brown really good customers of the forbidden brew, probably for mediciand Smith was in the Aubrey area. That still burned in March of
nal purposes only. Today’s laws do not control the use of alcohol.
1900 but the warehouse and the filled fruit jars, inventory, were
Maybe legal sales reduce the criminal element but not the abuse of
saved.
alcohol or other controlled substances. So the idea and enactment
of Prohibition did not destroy the use of the substance. There may
Aubrey was wet from 1894 to 1902 when the local option election closed the last bar. Three saloons were closed on Christmas Eve be a lesson for today from Prohibition.
1902. Local option elections brought back the legal sale of alcohol
as Aubrey entered into the 21st Century.
Information from The Aubrey History Book and
The Bull By the Horns, as well as old timers tales.

Bouncer Goin and Skeet Smotherman say that moonshiners were
a special breed of freewheeling entrepreneurs. Old timers say that
Aubrey moonshine whiskey and brandy were the best ever. When
really heavy drinkers were seen, there might be a mark on the ridge
of the nose from hoisting the fruit jar and pressing the rim firmly to
the face to get the last drops of the tasty elixir. The brewed whiskey, with the kick of white lightning was better tasting than what is
marketed today and much better than drinking the patented medicines with high alcohol content, according to some who sampled
the wares.

Authors of book articles: Bouncer Goin, SW
(Skeet) Smotherman, and Joann Bell
Afore mentioned books are available for sale from
the Aubrey Historical Society.

Instead of giving money to found colleges to promote
learning, why don't they pass a constitutional amendment
prohibiting anybody from learning anything? If it works as
good as the Prohibition one did, why, in five years we
would have the smartest race of people on earth.
—Will Rogers

Fruit Jar Junction trade grew during Prohibition as customers
rode the train into town. Tales are told of the Fruit Jars being loaded into the trains for delivery up the line but that would be illegal.
Of course making the booze to fill the jars was illegal, as was selling
the jars, so maybe those jars were transported. One man’s brother
tells of working in the Aubrey Depot and his job was to load the
5
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The Story-Martin Gang Brought the Era of
Organized Crime to Denton County
We thank local Denton historian Mike Cochran
for his 1970s college-era paper that sparked
interest in the Story-Martin Gang. His original
tale can be found at— www.dentonhistory.net

ton and reported what he had done and was
immediately jailed.

County Attorney Elbert Hooper drove out to
the Plainview farm and found Crain near death.
He asked Crain why he had been shot. “He’s
In January of 1915, Yancy Story appeared in jealous” was the reply. By mid-afternoon, Crain
the Denton County Courthouse as the defend- was dead.
ant in a dispute with a Mr. Carrington regarding A few days later other rumors were making
payment for services rendered for raising a crop the rounds. Nathan Story had been transferred
on Story’s Plainview-area farm, a suit won by to the Tarrant County Jail on a separate charge
the plaintiff. It was a first step in Story’s becom- and the rumor of the day was that he had been
ing a familiar face at the Courthouse over the killed after arriving at Fort Worth. This caused
next 10 years.
Yancy Story to fly into a rage. On February 2,
with W. A. Martin driving, the two circled the
On June 7, 1918, Yancy Story was back in the
Denton County Courthouse until they spied
news, this time for the murder William Otis
Sheriff Fry and Fort Worth detective E. N. Smith
Meyers at the Krum post office. The fact that
Meyers was the brother of Yancy Story’s sister- on the east steps. Yancy Story hung from the
window of the car and loosened a fusillade of
in-law, Nora, likely complicated family getbullets at the two men. The lawmen took cover
togethers. Defended by famed Denton attorbehind the Courthouse pillars and steps as they
ney Alvin C. Owsley and others, Story was acreturned fire. Detective Smith suffered a minor
quitted.
wound in the exchange but their shots at the
The era of Prohibition was ushered in at the
fleeing car managed to only break a window of
beginning of the 1920s decade and Yancy Story,
the First Guaranty State Bank, the bullet naramong many others, saw an opportunity to
rowly missing Fred Minor.
prosper . The easy money must have made
Story and Martin headed north to Martin’s
other enterprises appealing; things like stealing
house
on Oakland Street. Sheriff Fry followed
cars, burglary and robbing banks.
with a number of officers and volunteers; a
Although not a large man (his prison record
siege was soon underway. Texas Ranger Capindicates he was 5’9” tall and weighed 126
tain Tom Hickman arrived and entered the
pounds) Yancy Story could be an intimidating
house unarmed with a local attorney, J. W.
man according to at least one man he robbed.
Sullivan; they were unsuccessful in securing a
But his charismatic personality soon had a
surrender. After telephone negotiations, Story
group of more than a dozen attached to his
and Martin finally came out, almost 24 hours
inner circle for criminal endeavors.
after the shooting.
There were rumors floating around the county
Held on bonds of $10,000 each, Story and
that Yancy Story and his cohorts were up to no
Martin soon made bail. The names of the
good, but nothing was done about it by the
bondsmen for the two must have raised a few
sheriff, W. M. Swinney. That led to more rueyebrows: businessman W. E. Smoot, insurance
mors, some questioning Swinney’s willingness
agent M. W. Deavenport, Dr. Hill Rowe and H. V.
to confront Story while others said he was “on
Hennen—Denton’s Mayor.
the take” from the gang. Some considered it
While out on bond, Story and his cohorts were
“proof” of wrongful doings when, in the 1924
busy lining their pockets with proceeds from
election, Swinney designated W. A. Martin,
Story’s right-hand man, as his campaign treasur- burglaries of the Sanger, Ponder and Holland
banks. When the money from nighttime wither.
drawals proved insufficient, they opted to be
A former sheriff had come out of retirement
bold and rob banks during normal business
for the 1922 sheriff’s race but lost to Swinney by
hours, again targeting the Holland Bank and on
four votes. In 1924, at the age of 74, he ran
June 9 of 1925, the Krum Farmers’ and Meronce more, promising to clean up Denton Counchants’ Bank.
ty and put lawbreakers behind bars. His name
Story’s right-hand man, W. A. Martin, was
was W. S. (Bill) Fry and after a bitter campaign,
reputed to be a tough-talking hothead, a trait
he won the 1924 election.
that would soon bring the Story-Martin Gang’s
The unraveling of Story’s Denton County enactivities to a screeching halt.
terprise began shortly before noon on January
Several investigations were taking place in
29, 1925, when Nathan Story, Yancy’s older
Denton County at the time, including insurance
brother, fired five bullets into a tenant on his
farm, Fred Crain. Nathan Story drove into Den- companies looking into stolen auto claims.
Former Grayson County lawman R. B. Parsons
6

was working for one insurance company and
had been hired by Sheriff Fry as a deputy sheriff.
Martin said he’d heard tales that Parson had
been hired for one purpose—to kill Martin.
Martin and Parsons had a conversation or two
about the matter during the summer but the
issue came to a head on August 6, 1925, when
W. A. Martin encountered R. B. Parsons walking
down the south side of East Hickory Street, a
block east of the Square.
A few words were exchanged and Martin
exited his car, coming around the back with his
guns drawn. Parsons reached for his gun but
the torrent of shots from Martin’s gun found
their mark and Parsons fell dead. Still, Martin
continued firing until both guns were empty,
cursing and warning the onlookers to stay away.
He then got in his car and headed back to his
home on Oakland Street.
Once back at his home, Martin called Texas
Ranger Captain Tom Hickman and begged him
to come get him, “before Bill Fry and his men
come to kill me.”
Word of Parsons’ murder spread quickly.
Many law enforcement folks from Sherman and
Grayson County, who knew or worked with
Parsons, rushed to Denton; several local National Guardsmen arrived and were deputized; Dallas County Sheriff Schuyler Marshall arrived with
a contingent and set up a machine gun brigade
across the street from Martin’s house on the
grounds of the Texas State College for Women
(now Texas Woman’s University).
After repeated calls for Martin and twelve
others in the house to surrender, Fry gave the
order to “Kill every [censured] one of’em” and
the posse opened fire. Although hundreds of
rounds were fired, only one of the men inside
suffered an injury, and it was a superficial one.
Ranger Hickman arrived as the men came out of
the house with their hands up. Most were released but Martin was taken to the Dallas jail.
One of the ongoing and unpublicized investigations that had been taking place was one by
the Texas Rangers. On August 25, the Rangers,
along with Denton County and Dallas County
Sheriffs, raided a ranch between Argyle and
Roanoke. Although the ranch was referred to in
the papers as “the Yancy Story ranch” it was
actually owned by the R. R. Litsey family heirs
and occupied by the family of one of
See “Story-Martin Gang” on page 7
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Martin-Story Gang
(continued from page 6)
Litsey’s daughters. However, Yancy Story would
soon marry into the family. On the ranch the lawmen found several cars parked in a large barn; Story
did not happen to have titles to any of them. A still
was also confiscated along with jewelry, cash, bonds
and other items. The officers were also looking for
unmarked graves that were reportedly on the
ranch. No graves were found, but the 2,300 acres
made it difficult to search. Soon twenty alleged
gang members were behind bars, charged with a
litany of crimes, including murder in connection
with the Parsons killing.

would see what he could do about it. The notes
arrived in the mail 10 days later. Dr. Knox testified
that he had not relayed this information to Sheriff
Fry because he feared for his life.
In May of 1926, Nathan Story had his trial in
Gainesville for the murder of Fred Crain. The verdict was guilty and he was assessed 99 years in prison for the crime. After an appeal a new trial was
ordered. A plea bargain was reached at the September 1927 retrial and Nathan Story accepted a
25-year sentence. He was soon on his way to prison.

Yancy Story was convicted on the bank robbery
charges and sentenced to 99 years in prison. There
were several trials and retrials, including one at
Yancy Story would add another bizarre note to his Sherman where he appeared to be in a catatonic
story when, on September 6, while a prisoner in the state for days, being brought in on a stretcher and
Dallas County Jail, he married Litsey Chadwick, the
lying silent and prostrate on a bench throughout the
granddaughter of R. R. Litsey. The ceremony took
trial that produced a hung jury. Yancy Story ultiplace at, of all places, the old gallows floor of the
mately got five years for the Krum robbery at a 1929
jail, four feet from the actual gallows. Both bride
trial in Marlin, the only crime for which he was conand groom wore black according to the September victed. He appealed and remained free on bond.
7, 1925, edition of the Dallas Morning News, as
But he then failed to show for a court appearance
Justice of the Peace John Baldwin officiated.
and added to his strange journey by disappearing.
The trial of W. A. Martin came quickly, the wheels
of justice apparently spinning more rapidly in those
days. In less than two months after Parsons was
killed, court was held in the Dallas courtroom of
Judge Charles A. Pippen due to a change-of-venue.
It was quite the media circus as dozens of newspapers and hundreds of Denton County citizens
showed up for the trial. A witness list exceeded 80
names. In spite of his plea of self-defense, Martin
was found guilty and sentenced to 99 years in prison.

His bondsmen—one of which was his mother-inlaw—were ordered to forfeit $33,000 in bonds for
Yancy Story. A few weeks after this order, Yancy
Story decided to surrender, presenting himself at
the Texas State Penitentiary in Huntsville accompanied by his wife, son and mother-in-law. However,
the penitentiary had no records that he should be
there. After over a week of trying to get into prison,
a warrant for turkey theft in Denton County was
found. That being a county warrant, he was taken
back to Denton County for processing.

Yancy Story’s trial was moved to Fort Worth as
his attorneys requested. It was at this trial that the
details of the Krum Farmers’ and Merchants’ Bank
robbery first came to light. The bank’s cashier, Dr.
A. H. Knox, testified that Yancy Story had come into
his bank a few hours before the robbery and offered
him a beer (Prohibition, don’t forget) and he accepted. During their conversation Yancy Story told Knox
that he had heard some talk that the bank would
be robbed and asked what he (Knox) would do if
that occurred. He offered that it wouldn’t be worth
getting killed. A few hours later, two masked men
came into the bank with guns. They made off with
$3,000 cash, $1,500 in securities and “other valuable papers.” Those valuable papers turned out to
be commercial notes of $10,000 and $5,000 that
could not be converted by the robbers. Dr. Knox
told of summoning Yancy Story to his office in July
and told him that the lost notes were causing him
and the bank considerable trouble. Story said he

Back in Denton, Yancy Story pleaded guilty to the
turkey theft charge and was sentenced to 100 days
in the county jail for the crime. While on bond and
appealing the bank robbery he discovered that his
100-day county sentence could not be served concurrently with his five-year term. He sued the State
of Texas. After losing on appeal, Yancy Story eventually dropped his suit and served his time of five
years in the state prison PLUS 100 days in the Denton County Jail.
The saga of the Story-Martin gang was a frightening and deadly one for Denton County, with many
bizarre elements. As for old Sheriff Bill Fry, he
suffered a stroke in 1926 and was bedridden the last
months of his term. He had fulfilled his campaign
promise to bring the biggest criminal element in
Denton County to justice. He died on September
27, 1930, a few weeks after Yancy Story entered the
Texas State Penitentiary.
—DJ Taylor

Trivia Answer: “Smootsville” was a loose collection of farms and
ranches in today’s western extremes of Flower Mound, near US Hwy 377
and Smoot Rd. The railroad had built a siding there known as “Smoot
Spur” for loading area livestock, many belonging to Denton merchant and
local farmer W. E. Smoot.
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What Became of
The Story Brothers
& W. A. Martin?
Two in prison for murders; another
serving time for a long list of charges
ranging from turkey theft to bank robbery. W. A. Martin, Nathan Story and
Yancy Story were put away for a long
time, right? Not so fast.
W. A. Martin, sentenced to 99 years
for the killing of Deputy R. B. Parsons,
managed to secure furloughs from the
office of Gov. Miriam A, Ferguson—the
first being 1933 when he was released
with the pardoned Buck Barrow,
brother of Clyde. Martin was later
paroled by Gov. Ferguson in one of her
last acts before she left office.
W. A. Martin’s life came to an end on
June 30, 1935,when he attacked his
family with a hammer. His son Duane,
who would later be sentenced to life in
prison for a murder in California, shot
Martin with a borrowed pistol.
Nathan Story divorced his wife Nora
(who listed herself as a widow in the
1930 and 1940 censuses) and married
Martha Blagg Morris Crane, the widow
of Fred Crane, the man killed by Nathan Story. After his release from the
Ramsey Prison Unit in Brazoria County,
he quietly lived out his remaining days
in Denton, working as a carpenter until
his death in 1962.
And the leader of the gang—Yancy
Story? After serving his five years plus
100 days, Henry Yancy Story and the
woman he married at the Dallas County Jail, Litsey, relocated to the Texas
panhandle town of Borger.in 1936
where he was known as H. Y. Story.
Working as a carpenter in 1939, Story
gave an extensive interview to the
Borger Daily Herald. No mention was
made of his 1920s crimes, but he and
Litsey detailed their families’ histories
and displayed many heirlooms.
Story apparently spent the next thirty
years in the laundry business and being a good citizen of Borger. Yancy
Story died on his 81st birthday, May 8,
1969. His obituary stated that he was
survived by his wife and five children.
Apparently a gallows wedding at the
Dallas County jail was the beginning of
a long marriage that eventually put
Yancy Story on a straight and narrow path
—DJT
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Courthouse Museum’s
New Exhibit Features

Halloween Beckons, Come to
the Denton County Historical

On August 11, the Denton County Office of History and Culture
opened their newest exhibit, Common Threads: Denton County
Local History Showcase. The exhibit features artifacts and histories from communities around Denton County including Argyle,
Aubrey, The Colony, Krum, Pilot Point, Roanoke and Sanger.
Throughout the county, communities like Roanoke and Krum
have established a historical society and museum to share and
preserve their town’s history. Other communities are in the process of establishing these organizations and museums. The Office of History and Culture felt this was an excellent opportunity
to work with these communities to recognize their efforts and
also guide them professionally on the proper care of collections
and how to effectively display their material. Each organization
compiled information about their local history and loaned artifacts
to the Courthouse-on-the-Square Museum. The goal is to build
lasting partnerships between the Office of History and Culture
and historical organizations across the county.

PARK AFTER DARK
On Saturday October 24th from 7 PM- 9 PM, the Denton
County Office of History and Culture presents PARK AFTER DARK, which will provide visitors with an exclusive
look at the Bayless-Selby House after dark. Visitors can
tour the dimly lit Bayless-Selby House to learn about Victorian superstitions and folklore surrounding Halloween, and
maybe hear a Denton ghost story or two. This tour is appropriate for ages 8 and older. For more information contact Kelsey Jistel at 940.349.2850 or
Kelsey.jistel@dentoncounty.com

In this exhibit, visitors will discover the three common threads
that tie Denton County together: agriculture, railroads, and pioneers, and how these common threads have influenced the
county’s development .

Illustration by Joe Duncan

Trunk or Treat

After the ribbon cutting ceremony, visitors had an opportunity to
explore the new exhibit and take part in the interactive displays.

Each of the seven communities were represented at the ribbon
cutting ceremony by their museum staff and/or historical society
members.
—OHC

at the Denton
County Historical
Park
On Halloween night,
The Bridge Church of
Denton will host their
annual Trunk or Treat
event at the Denton
County Historical
Park. The Trunk or
Treat will have food
trucks, live music,
costume contests,
face painting and other activities for the kids and of
course, CANDY! The event will be from 5:30 PM to 7:30
PM on Saturday October 31st.
—OHC
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Hispanic Heritage Month in Denton County: September 15 – October 15
This month-long celebration recognizes the valuable contributions made by our Denton County residents of Hispan- October 15
ic and Latino descent to all aspects of American life, including leadership in public service, business, the arts, education, and civil rights.

tion
6:30 PM
Keynote Speaker: Mercedes Olivera, Columnist, Dallas Morning News
“La Vida Latina”: A Remembrance of Our
Past, A Celebration of Our Present, and
Hope for the Future

The Office of History & Culture and the Denton chapter of
League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) will
host weekly activities and programs at the Courthouse-onthe-Square, including:

Performance by TWU Ballet Foklórico

September 15 9:00 AM
Exhibit opening and reception
September 24 6:30 PM
“History of Latinos in Denton County” and
a performance by UNT Mariachi Águila
October 1

6:30 PM
Family Cultural Evening: games, face
painting, piñatas, health screening, voter
registration, music and more

October 8

6:30 PM
Denton Public Library Art Show & Recep-

“Miguel Covarrubias: Caricaturista”
In honor of Hispanic Heritage Month, The Denton County
Office of History & Culture presents “Miguel Covarrubias:
Caricaturista,” an exhibition created in cooperation with
the Harry Ransom Center at The University of Texas at
Austin and Humanities Texas, the state affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities.
Miguel Covarrubias (1904–1957) was one of the foremost Mexican artists of the twentieth century. A quintessential humanist, he made important contributions in the
fields of anthropology, archaeology, theater and dance.
The breadth of his intellectual interests inspired him to
explore cultures as varied as the brilliant hues displayed in
his art. He became an expert in indigenous Mexican art
and culture and an important figure in the preservation of
ancient sites and artifacts. After capturing the creative energy of the Harlem Renaissance, he documented a vanishing way of life on the Indonesian island of Bali. In the pages of Vanity Fair and other popular American magazines of
the Jazz Age, Covarrubias took the measure of the era's
statesmen, celebrities and rogues.
The exhibition focuses on the sophisticated caricatures
that made Covarrubias famous, providing a unique window
into the cultural and political milieu of the 1920s and 30s.
This exhibition is located on the second and third floors
of the Courthouse-on-the-Square, and is available for viewing Monday-Friday 10 AM – 4:30 PM, and Saturday 11 AM
- 3 PM. The exhibition will run through Thursday October
15th.
—Kelsey Jistel, OHC

Lightning Conductors, by Miguel Covarrubias, 1937. Original illustration published in Vogue, November 15, 1937.
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. Courtesy of the Miguel Covarrubias estate.
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In 1924 the New Denton High School Opened with Fanfare and Expanded Learning Opportunities
A DHS student from many years
ago recently expressed the feelings
of many grads who have attended
the school on Congress Street at
some time since it opened in 1924
as she said: “I know its face has
changed throughout the years, but,
to me, it is still the building known
as DENTON SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL …
and I love that old building!”
The building at 709 W. Congress
officially opened its doors as Denton’s Senior High School for 478
students in the fall of 1924. Almost
2,000 people attended the opening
reception for the three-story red
brick building. It was reported that
faculty members served as the reception committee and “piloted the
visitors through the building.”

volumes was on the west end.
The classrooms were grouped by
subjects. On the second floor was
a cluster of three rooms plus a
study hall for English, a music
room, two language classrooms, a
room for “typewriting” and another for shorthand and bookkeeping.
On the third floor were three
mathematics classrooms and a
study hall, a designing room,
chemistry and physics laboratories, a science lecture room, two
history classrooms, a study hall
and girls’ restroom.

ABOVE:

The building has served Denton
today.
schools since its opening with several names, changing as needed.
After being named the Denton Senior High in
1924, it became Denton Junior High in 1957;
Congress Junior High in 1969; Calhoun Junior
High in 1982; and then the current designation
as Calhoun Middle School in 1992.
Denton School Buildings
In the 1890s and early 1900s, Denton city officials established several institutions of learning:
the current University of North Texas, Texas
Woman’s University, and a fine arts college, the
John B. Denton College.
A three-story building for the arts college was
on the south end of a 10.7 acre site, bounded by
Denton/Gregg/Mounts /Congress streets, which
slopes from the top of a hill on the south downward to the north end of the slope. In 1912, the
arts college left Denton and it is believed that
some of the individuals associated with it moved
to Abilene to become a part of what is now Abilene Christian University.
With the leadership of W. T. Doggett, Superintendent of Denton Schools from 1920 to 1935,
the board of Denton County Schools was able to
acquire the arts college’s property and use the
three-story building on the south end of the site,
at the top of the hill, for a school. The building
housed all the high school students until 1924,
when the new Senior High opened down the hill
on the north end of the campus.
After 1924, the Junior High used the building on
the top of the hill until at least the 1940s, along
with other buildings as they were added to the
campus. One grad remembers the excitement of
walking down the hill from the Junior High to
become a student at the big Senior High build-

The first floor was divided into
two sections, centered by the gym
and the cafeteria. On the east
the entrance to the 1924 Denton High, as it is
end were two sewing rooms, food
Photo by DJ Taylor
laboratories and a storeroom,
girls’ showers and lavatories. On
the west end were the manual training working.
shop, mechanical drawing room and boy’s showWhen the new building on Congress opened in
ers and lavatories.
1924, the principal, “Prof” Calhoun, moved with
Because of the larger new building, classes
the school down to the bottom of the hill to the
were added in hygiene, physiology, bookkeepnew building and served until his retirement in
ing, home management and home nursing for
1957. It is significant that he closed his long
tenth grade girls, and stenography and typecareer with Denton schools, including 38 years
writing for eleventh graders; seniors since there
as a principal, at the same time the building on
were only eleven grades of school at that time.
Congress ended its career as the Senior High
School.
That three-story red brick building that opened
in 1924 remains the core of the present building,
In 1957, a new high school facility opened on
even though internal changes have been made
Fulton Street and the Congress Street campus
through the years. As space was needed for
became Denton’s only junior high.
increasing enrollments, two wings were added in
The Three-Story Red Brick “Senior High School”
1953: a science wing on the west end and a
on Congress Street
homemaking wing on the east, each with 5,886
The new 1924 Denton Senior High School sport- sq. ft. When more space was needed, another
ed an 800-seat auditorium with a stage, adminis- east wing was added in 1997. The architectural
trative offices, labs, a gymnasium, more than 20 style and materials are the same as the original
classrooms, three study halls and a library.
so they appear to have been part of the 1924
There were 68,310 sq. ft. of floor space, and the building.
cost of the building and equipment was
Recorded Texas Historic Landmark (RTHL)
$170,000.
The 1924 high school building received an RTHL
Of Classical Revival style, the building still indesignation in 2010, the highest honor bestowed
cludes elements of classical symmetry, with a full
by the Texas Historical Commission on a struc-height porch and staircase leading to the main
ture for its connection to history and its architecentrance on the second floor. It was designed by
tural integrity. It has been a part of Denton’s
architect Wiley G. Clarkson of Fort Worth, one of
community for over 90 years and is legally prodozens of school buildings he designed during
tected from being altered, except with special
his career.
approval, or it would lose its historical marker
At the main entrance to the building, in stone
and designation as an RTHL.
above the third floor windows, are the words
“Senior High School.” Inside the main corridor on
the second floor, the Administrative offices were See “1924 High School” on page 11
located on the second floor east of the entrance,
the auditorium was at the center of the second
floor, and a library with capacity for about 3,000
10

DCHC Retrospect Fall 2015

Commissioners Court Recognizes DCHC for Receiving Texas
Historical Commission’s Distinguished Service Award
<—R-L: Hugh Cole-

man, Commissioner
Pct. 1; Bill Coleman;
Don Beckel; Ron
Marchant, Commissioner, Pct. 2; Lyn
Yeargain; Charlotte
Mooneyham, DCHC
Chair; Mary Horn,
County Judge; Beth
Stribling, Chair, 201314; Rynell Novak;
Jean Carter; Andy
Eads, Commissioner,
Pct. 4; Judy Clements;
Bobbie J. Mitchell,
Commissioner Pct. 3;
DJ Taylor; Connie
Baker.
Photo: Kelsey Jistel

On July, the Denton County Commissioners Court recognized the Denton County Historical Commission (DCHC)
and congratulated its members on receiving the Texas Historical Commission’s “Distinguished Service Award” for
efforts in 2014.
Members of the DCHC contributed 9,391 hours of service during 2014 in support of historical research, promotion
and informational activities to preserve, protect and promote the history of Denton County.

1924 High School
Continued from page 10
Architect Wiley G. Clarkson
The architect for the 1924 building, Wiley G.
Clarkson, was one of the prominent Texas architects in the 1920s and 1930s. He headed one of
the two large architectural firms practicing in Fort
Worth during those years. Although he lived in
Fort Worth and designed many schools, residences,
hospitals and downtown buildings there, he also
deigned schools and public buildings across the
state.
In Fort Worth he was noted for building such
structures as Fort Worth’s John Peter Smith Hospital and the TCU library. In Denton, he also designed the Woman’s Club Building in Quakertown
Park and the city’s first Robert E. Lee Elementary
School building.
Denton High School Band
Noted for their performances through the years,
and according to Carroll McMath, long-time head
of the band program in Denton schools, a band was
at first known as “The Boys Band.” It was organized
in the fall of 1923 by E. M. Woods.
In the fall of 1926, Floyd “Fessor” Graham came
as the second director and stayed until the spring
of 1929. At that time, Floyd moved to what is now

the University of North Texas music department.
M.K. Sandifer was band director in 1929-30, followed by Kenneth Hayes in 1930-31. In 1931,
Johnny Lawhon, Sr., a North Texas graduate and
“fine trombone player,” came and directed the
band until 1940.

Denton Gives
Free Licenses to
Rat Killing Dogs

Memories of Denton High School
Cara Boswell, a DHS English teacher who taught in
the building for many years, was noted for her
strict manner but is remembered by her students
in a positive way. She told her students, “If you
pass my course, you will never have problems with
the English language.”

Six rat terrier dogs owned by
W. A. Mathews of Denton have
received license tags from the city
free of charge this year in recognition of their services last year as
destroyers of rats. It was reportThis writer can testify to the fact that the comment has been true in her personal and profession- ed to the City Commission, when
al life for more than 70 years. “The confidence we action was taken granting them
acquired from Miss Boswell in our language usage, free tags, that last year the pack
especially in the use of proper punctuation, and
of six dogs killed about 12,000
the knowledge she imparted to us in that grand old rats.
Denton Senior High building, has been a true blessing to DHS students through the years.”

They were taken to a number of
rat
infested places in the city and
NOTE: Special appreciation is expressed to these
others
near the city for all-day rat
Class of 1945 DHS students for sharing their memohunts
several
times a month.
ries: Dorothy Bridges Meredith (Arlington), Floyd
Farrington (Arlington), George Hubbard (Krum),
LaVerne Johnson Rose (Denton), George Klein
(Denton), and Fred Meredith (Arlington).

—Rynell Stiff Novak, DHS Class of 1945
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—Dallas Morning News, March 4,
1922, p.5
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Denton County Historical
Commission
Phone:940.349.2860
Email: Roslyn.Shelton@dentoncounty.com
Courthouse-on-the-Square
110 West Hickory Street
Denton TX 76201-4168

Past issues of Retrospect may be
viewed online at:

Visit the Denton County Historical Commission on Facebook

http://dentoncounty.com/Departments/Histo
ry-and-Culture

Executive Committee
Chair, Dr. Charlotte Mooneyham
First Vice-Chair, Andy Eads
Second Vice-Chair, Veronica Maldonado
Recording Secretary, Connie Baker
Corresponding Secretary, Jean Carter
Financial Secretary, Lee Capps
At-Large-Members:
Don Beckel
Jesse Davis
Jane Flynn

Upcoming Events
Denton County Historical Commission
Meets at 3:00pm, 2nd Floor
Courthouse-on-the-Square
October 1
November 5
December-NO MEETING
Denton County
Office of History & Culture Lectures
12 noon until 1:00 pm
Commissioners Courtroom, 2nd floor
Courthouse-on-the-Square
Oct 21, “Ghost Stories”—Shaun Treat
Dec 16: “Texas History”—Tom Tweeddale
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Other Events
Oct 3: Peanut Festival, Aubrey
Oct 10: Celebrate Roanoke, Roanoke, Oak St
Oct 24: Day of the Dead Festival, Denton on
Industrial St
Oct 25: Beulah Harriss THC Marker dedication, 2:00pm, Denton Quakertown Park
Nov 7: American Heroes Celebration, The
Colony, Five Star Complex
Dec 4: Denton Holiday Lighting Festival, Denton Courthouse Square
Dec 5: Christmas on the Beach & Parade at
Little Elm
Dec 5: Old Fashioned Christmas, Justin
Dec 5: Roanoke’s Old Fashioned Christmas

