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Oswego High School’s Victory Bell is a direct link between today’s students and faculty and the community’s very 
first high school and its students and faculty. The bell began its existence in 1886 tolling to announce the beginning 
and end of each school day in Oswego’s first high school building to the Oswegoland community. Today, it is a 
symbol the Oswego School District’s rich past. 
 
Oswego residents built their first school building, a one-room frame structure financed by private subscriptions, in 
the late 1830s on the west side of Madison Street just south of Van Buren Street. In 1850, that one-room school 
was replaced by a two-story native limestone school building at Tyler and Monroe streets. Called the Old Stone 
School, the building was gutted by fire in early March 1885. 
 
To finish out the spring 1885 school term, classes resumed in the old Kendall County Courthouse (Oswego had 
been the county seat from 1845 to1864), located on the block bounded by Jefferson, Madison, Jackson, and 
Monroe streets. According to the March 11 Kendall County Record: "The school resumed operation yesterday in its 
new quarters in the old court house, which makes a pretty fair school building. The upper and intermediate 
departments are together upstairs in the old court room with a recitation room in the circuit clerk's office below. 
The primary department is occupying the grand jury room. It required a good deal of whitewashing to extinguish 
the illustrations and writing on the walls."  
 
Searching for the best site for a new school building, school board members chose to buy the one-block square 
courthouse site from Oswego Township for $1,000. The block was bounded by Madison, Jefferson, Monroe, and 
Jackson streets, and is today the location of the Oswego Post Office and Byline Bank. 
 
On April 29, a lively community meeting was held to discuss the school district's needs. Capt. Edward Mann, a 
local business owner and respected Civil War veteran, strongly—and successfully—advocated building "a good 
house, one that will be an ornament to the place; he wanted it larger than the present needs require—it should be 
built more for the future than the present." 
 
Following the meeting, the board decided to spend up to $10,000 to erect a new brick school building—a 
substantial sum for the era. After the school term ended, the old courthouse was torn down in preparation for the 
new construction. The project got a final go-ahead in June 1885 when school district residents voted unanimously 
to sell sufficient bonds to build the new school. 
 
The district didn’t stint on costs, hiring well-known Aurora architect Joseph P. Mulvey to design the building. 
Mulvey, who specialized in Gothic Revival architecture, had designed the historic Grand Army of the Republic 
Memorial Hall in downtown Aurora in 1878, as well as the memorial hall's two-story 1885 addition. He also 
designed the Huntley Public School in 1875, and some of that school’s design ideas found their way into Oswego’s 
new building. 



 
John Joslyn of Batavia was hired at a cost of $4,415 to complete the building's masonry work, and Colwell 
Brothers of Ottawa were retained for $5,585 for carpentry work. 
 
By Sept. 16, 1885 the Record could report from Oswego: "The brick laying of the new school house is progressing 
very rapidly." 
 
On Dec. 9, the Record's Oswego correspondent reported the building was fully enclosed with work ready to start 
on the interior: "The school house is now all done on the outside, and it is an imposing structure; there were some 
however who first didn't like the spire of it; but that was just because they were not used to seeing a style of that 
kind. We are not apt to fall in love at first sight; love and beauty have to be evolved like everything else. After 
awhile the spire will be the loveliest thing out, to everybody." 
 
By early February 1886, the building was completed and plans were underway for a suitable dedication ceremony. 
As completed, the building boasted four large classrooms—two upstairs and two downstairs. And for the first time, 
an Oswego school would house both elementary and secondary students.  
 
According to the Kendall County Record, "The building is of brick with a basement and two storeys above. In the 
basement is the furnace and the fuel room. On the first floor you enter a capacious hall and then to two large rooms 
to the left and right in which will be the primary and intermediate departments. Ascending the easy flight of stairs 
you enter counterparts of the rooms below where there will be the grammar and high schools." 
 
 
A new bell from Troy, New York 
 
To complete the building, the school district contracted with the Meneely Bell Foundry at Troy, New York for a 
suitable bell. Fifteen years later, he Meneely company would also cast a new bell for the Oswego Methodist 
Episcopal Church, now the Little White School Museum. The new bell was mounted in the spire designed for the 
building by Joseph Mulvey, where it called students to classes for the next three-quarters of a century. 
 
The first Oswego High School graduating class—five students strong—participated in commencement exercises 
from the school's two-year program on June 10, 1887. Classmates were Addie Kimball, Mamie Smith, Addie 
Wormley, Frank Lippold, and Bessie Armstrong.  
 
Numbers of high school graduates continued to be very small throughout the rest of the 19th Century and into the 
early years of the 20th Century. For instance, the Class of 1900 consisted of just four young women. 
 
In 1903, an Oswego School District milestone was reached when Ferdinand Smith, one of a class of 15 students, 
became the first black to graduate from high school in Kendall County. The next year, his sister, Mary Smith, 
became the first black female high school graduate in Kendall County history. 
 
By the late 1920s, Oswego High School was a four year, fully accredited high school. In the summer of 1950, a 
new high school was completed on Franklin at Washington Street and the Red Brick School became home to 
elementary students. During the 1960s, the building was pressed into service as junior high school classroom space 
until it was closed for good in the autumn of 1964 when yet another new Oswego High School opened along Ill. 
Route 71 in Oswego.  



 
The Meneely bell was removed and placed in school district storage alongside the bell that formerly hung in the 
Little White School. The Red Brick School was demolished in 1965 to make way for the new Oswego Post Office 
and the Oswego Community Bank building. 
 
With the opening of the new Oswego High School in the fall of 1964, the OHS Class of 1964’s class gift was to 
have the old Red Brick School bell mounted as a victory bell in the school courtyard. However, the old bell from 
the Little White School was instead placed there and was rung after many an OHS sports victory. In 1981, with 
restoration of the Little White School into a community museum underway, the Red Brick School bell replaced the 
Little White School bell, which was removed from the OHS courtyard and was installed in the museum's bell 
tower. Since then, the old Red Brick School’s Meneely bell has rung out to mark numerous OHS victories during 
the last three decades. 
 
Today, Oswego High School’s historic Victory Bell is a direct historical connection with the Oswego School 
District’s heritage and educational achievements. 
 
 


