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SWINDALL SCHOOL 
 
 

In  the 1880’ s ,  the area now known as  Van contained a scattered 
co l lect ion of  farm houses  and a general  s tore .   There  was  no  
school  located c lose  enough for  community  ch i ldren to  attend 
regular ly .   Recogniz ing the community ’ s  need for  a  s chool ,  a  
local  farmer ,  George W.  Swindal l ,  donated one acre  for  the 
establ i shment  of  a  community  school  ca .  1880.   Three of  
Swindal l ’ s  ch i ldren later  attended the school .   The community  
and the school  came to be known as  Swindal l .  
 
Swindal l  s chool ’ s  f i r s t  teacher  was  T .  W.  Staton ,  and the school  
on ly  employed one teacher  at  a  t ime through the 1905-1906 
school  year .   Two teachers  were employed at  one t ime when 
husband and wi fe  John N.  and Lucy Rhodes  were h i red in  fa l l  
1906.   A th i rd  teacher  was  added in  19 1 1 .   The Van School  
Di s t r i c t  was  of f i c ia l ly  es tabl i shed by the County Commis s ioners  
Court  in  1903.   The d i s t r i c t  contained twelve and one-f i f th  
square mi les  and two school s—Swindal l  and Spr ing Hi l l .  
 
A l though a post  of f i ce  was  establ i shed in  1894 under  the name 
of  Van,  the school  cont inued to  be ca l led Swindal l  throughout  
i t s  years  of  serv ice .   By 1915 ,  Swindal l  School  was  wel l  into i t s  
th i rd  decade of  use ,  was  in  need of  repair ,  and was  no longer  
large enough to accommodate i t s  enro l lment .   A bond was  
passed in  19 16  to  bui ld  a larger  school  approx imate ly  hal f  way 
between Swindal l  and Spr ing Hi l l  School s ,  and both were c losed 
at  the end of  the 19 15- 1916  school  year .   The new school  opened 
in  fa l l  19 16  and was  ca l led Van Common School .  
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VAN COMMON SCHOOL 
 
 

In  19 16 ,  Swindal l  and Spr ing Hi l l  s chool s  were conso l idated to 
form Van Common School .   Money ra i sed with  a bond e lect ion  
and s tate  a id enabled the d i s t r i c t  to  bui ld  a new school  on f ive 
acres  le s s  than one mi le  east  of  Van.   In  order  to reduce cost s ,  
community  members  agreed to haul  at  no expense 1 14  wagon 
loads  of  construct ion mater ia l s  to  the bui ld ing s i te  f rom the 
ra i lhead at  Grand Sal ine ,  13  mi les  away.   The school  opened 
with  95 s tudents  and four  teachers :   Prof .  E .  C .  Tunnel l ,  Prof .  E .  
R .  Tunnel l ,  Mi s s  Eula Fowler ,  and Mis s  Lucy Brawner .   The school  
served the needs  of  the community  unt i l  a  May 1928 f i re  
dest royed the bui ld ing .   A June bal lot  measure approved the  
i s suance of  bonds  in  the amount  of  $3 ,000.   Th i s  amount and 
the $3 ,500 insurance payment enabled the d i s t r i c t  to  rebui ld  a 
school  that  was  ready for  the s tart  of  the 1928-1929 school  year  
at  the same s i te .  
 
The 1929-1930 school  year  began with n inety  pupi l s .   However ,  
the d i scovery  of  o i l  on  October  14 ,  1929 ,  le s s  than a mi le  f rom 
the school ,  dramat ica l ly  changed the school  d i s t r i c t  as  wel l  as  
the ent i re  community .   School  admini s t rator s  and board 
members  knew that  they  needed to  p lan ahead for  mass ive  
community  growth.   Another  contr ibut ion to  the d i s rupt ions  in  
the school  d i s t r i c t ’ s  operat ions  was  the o i l  dr i l l ing on school  
property ,  approx imate ly  500 feet  f rom the bui ld ing .   The school  
bui ld ing was  temporar i ly  moved to an adjacent  s i te ,  but  an 
e lect ion was  he ld in  1931  in  order  to  secure  funding for  a  great ly  
expanded school  s i te  to  accommodate the populat ion explos ion  
that  occurred as  a  resu l t  of  the d i scovery  of  o i l  in  Van.  
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VAN HIGH SCHOOL 
1929 -  1947 

 
 

The d i scovery  of  the Van Oi l  F ie ld  in  1929 brought  about  many 
changes  with in  the community ,  inc luding an inf lux  of  school-
aged ch i ldren that  required the t rans i t ion f rom a f ive-room 
rural  school  to  a  large ,  u l t ra-modern school  campus .   Whi le  
other  Texas  school s  were  forced to  make budget  cuts  because of  
the depres s ion and later  Wor ld  War I I ,  o i l  revenues  enabled the 
Van school s ,  led by Supt .  Je s se  E .  Rhodes  and Pr inc ipal  C .  C .  
Moore ,  to  expand rapid ly .   The 1929-1930 school  year  had begun 
with  90 pupi l s ,  but  the s tart  of  1930-1931  brought  61 1  s tudents .  
 
In  the summer  of  1930 a gymnas ium was  bu i l t  and was  
or ig inal ly  used as  a  temporary  h igh school .   After  the approval  
of  a  bond by local  voter s ,  construct ion began on new Van 
school s  in  spr ing 1931 .   By the s tart  of  the 1931- 1932 school  year ,  
a  br ick e lementary school  and a br ick h igh school  were ready 
for  use .   The temporary h igh school  was  converted back to  a 
gymnas ium after  the complet ion of  the permanent  h igh school .   
The Pure Oi l  Company a l lowed the school  to  tap into  i t s  water  
l ines  f ree  of  charge ,  a l lowed the school  to  heat  i t s  bui ld ings  with  
gas  f rom the gaso l ine  p lant ,  and a l so  donated $ 12 ,500 to  the 
school  d i s t r i c t  to  he lp with expans ion cost s .   A teachers ’  home 
was  constructed in  1930 and was  meant  to  ent ice  the best  
avai lable  teachers  to  work with in  the d i s t r i c t .   A t ransportat ion 
program began dur ing the 1931- 1932 term with the purchase  of  
three buses .   An ath let ic  park was  completed in  spr ing 1933 and 
a phys ica l  educat ion-vocat ional  bu i ld ing was  erected in  1937 .   A 
second major  bui ld ing program that  cont inued even dur ing 
Wor ld War I I  was  completed in  1947 .  
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Did You Know? 
 

VHS s tudent  Helen Laverents  wrote  the words  to  the school  song 
which was  se lected by the s tudent  body as  i t s  a lma mater  in  
1931 .  
 
VHS was  known as  the Red Bi rds  before  becoming the Vandal s .  
 
VHS was  the f i r s t  s chool  in  the county to  have e lectr i c  l ights  on 
i t s  footbal l  f ie ld .   They  were ins ta l led in  1935 .  
 
VHS had a lookout  s tat ion on top of  the gym bui ld ing manned 
by adult s  and h igh school  sen ior  boys  to  document a l l  a i rp lane  
f l ight s  over  Van dur ing Wor ld  War I I .  
 
VHS provided n ight  c las ses  in  o i l  re lated subject s  to  Pure Oi l  
Company workers  dur ing Wor ld War I I .  
 
VHS provided c las ses  in  home canning and sewing to  community  
women dur ing Wor ld  War I I .  
 
VHS,  dur ing the 1930-1931  school  year ,  was  a wooden 
gymnas ium d iv ided into  temporary c las s rooms .  
 
The f i r s t  faculty  c lub was  bui l t  in  1930 and was  a  two-story  
wooden s t ructure  located where the auditor ium now stands .  
 
In  1930,  the e lementary school  bui ld ing had to  be moved 1 ,000 
feet  east  to  pr ivate property  because an o i l  wel l  was  be ing 
dr i l led 500 feet  f rom i t s  locat ion .  
 
In  1930,  Je s se  Rhodes  was  h i red as  super intendent  and C.  C .  
Moore as  h igh school  pr inc ipa l  to  guide the Van school  sy s tem 
development after  the d i scovery  of  o i l  on October  14 ,  1929.  
 
The Van school  sy s tem i s  ce lebrat ing 13 1  years  of  cont inuous  
educat ion .   Swindal l  School  became a part  of  the Van Zandt  
County  school  sy s tem in  1880 and was  named for  George W. 
Swindal l  who donated land for  the school .  
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