REXBURG—Our City, Our Story
Vol 3-B

A Newsletter that Celebrates Memories of Rexburg
This newsletter is sponsored by the Rexburg-Madison County Historical
Society and is published to promote and preserve the history of Rexburg,
Idaho. To continue to receive future volumes of our newsletter or to submit
stories to this newsletter, send your email response to: newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org
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Where our past shapes our future
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What is “REXBURG—Our City, Our Story” This newsletter celebrates Rexburg’s historic past, its
buildings, its celebrations, its festivals, its sports, its culture, its people, and YOU—your memories and

experiences. It is published monthly and sent out to those who request a copy by subscribing to our email
list.

The Theme for this Volume is “Main Street-Part I1”

Main Street Grows into a City—Aerial View 2018
Can YOU Find Rexburg’s Historic Sites?

1. Main Street was surveyed in March 1883, to begin the official settlement of Rexburg.
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3. Original home of Thomas E. Ricks, just
north of where the Courthouse is today.
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The first church meeting (Oct. 1833) and the Ricks Academy (Dec. 1883) was held in the log
cabin building on this site. The city well (1904) and pump house replaced this building and
brought water to 10 city blocks.

Thomas E. Ricks built his first log cabin (1883) just north of the Court House (1922).

Jacob Henry Flamm built the first sawmill on the South Fork of the Teton River, just north of
where the current Madison Junior High. William F. Rigby built a flour mill in this same area.

The State Bank, on the southwest corner of Main Street and College Avenue, opened its doors in
1905 and is one of the few original buildings still on Main Street. It is currently occupied by
June’s Place.

The Fremont Stake Tabernacle was completed in 1912. It served as a church gathering and
civic center, with a baptismal font in the basement. The basement was flooded in 1976 by the
Teton Dam Flood causing extensive damage. The City of Rexburg purchased the building from
the LDS Church and restored it. A second restoration is currently underway, and the future is
bright for the tabernacle.

The Madison County Fairground began to be used in 1910 for the county fair, 4th of July
fireworks, and rodeos. Recently it has also served as the location for the Rexburg Farmers
Market.

The Rex Theatre (1916) anchored the corner of Center Street and Main Street. It had several
names over the years but was finally restored to one of its former names: Romance Theatre. It
has been restored to a beautiful civic showcase for community cultural arts.

Ricks College was originally known as the Bannock Stake Academy and then Ricks Academy.
The Spori Building was its first major building on the southern bluff of Rexburg, built in 1903.
The title Ricks College was given in 1923 when it became a junior college. In 2000, the name
was changed to BYU-Idaho when it became a four-year institution.

Porter Park began its transformation into a city park in 1929. The park was officially labeled as
the Arthur Porter Park in 1952.

The Rexburg-Madison County Airport began operating in 1947.

Madison Memorial Hospital began operating in 1951. It has been expanded into a large
metropolitan hospital and is now called Madison Health.

Smith Park was created out of a grain field donated from the LDS church to the city of Rexburg.
Over several years, beginning in the mid-1950’s, two ball diamonds, playground equipment, and

tennis courts were added. The steam engine harvester was added in 1962.

Idaho State Highway 20 (freeway) was made into a four-lane highway in the 1970’s.



15. The Rexburg Idaho Temple was dedicated in February 2008.

An aerial detailed street map of Rexburg can be viewed at:
https://mrgis.apps.vertigisstudio.com/web/?app=fc5a0cc65¢7d4c429b8709cf2c3bcdae

This graphic is provided through the City of Rexburg. Click on “Layers” and you can see several different
options about Rexburg’s streets, parcels, and jurisdictions.

Section 3: Stories and Experiences

From Barbara Weber Harlan: “What I remember most about Main Street is how every winter when
the snow plows did their thing, the center of the street was piled high with snow. We played in that snow,
sliding down into the street.

j j From Jan and Scott Shirley: “Dragging Main was the highlight of our
Dragging main was weekends!! I’d load up my 1968 Ford Torino with about 6-7 kids and we’d
the highlight of our | head off to the sounds of ‘Three Dog Night” and ‘Magic Carpet Ride.” At the

weekends!! stoplights we would often all get out of the car
and run around and try to get back in before the
light changed. .
We’d go up east past the courthouse and turn around at the midpoint only to go [l
to the stoplight at 2nd West then go south past Porter Park only to turn and do |
it again. We’d all watch to see who else was dragging main, which was the
main objective anyway. When we got parched, we’d stop at the A&W Root
Beer drive-in to order 25 cent hamburgers and 15 cent fries or tater tots. But A & W Drive In
the root beer in those frosted cold glasses was the best!!

From Doug Ladle: I grew up almost on Main Street. I lived a block down from Madison Memorial
Hospital in a home next to the old Flamm'’s funeral home. My backyard was a stone’s throw away from
Smith Park. I could see the east islands of Main Street from my front window. Main Street was a big part of
my life.

I walked down Main Street to attend school in the 6th grade, junior
high, and high school. On Saturdays, I walked to my father’s shop on
Main Street, Ladle’s Mattress and Upholstery. When I was old enough
to drive a car, [ begged my parents for the keys of our blue and white
Pontiac and headed out to “drag Main.”

Much of my growing up era was centered around Main Street. These
are my memories.

Life on Main Street. After every little league baseball game my
mother took me and my teammates to buy hamburgers and
fries—you know where! Shirley’s Hamburger was famous.
Before McDonalds, before Burger King, and before
Chick-Fil-A, there was Shirley’s Hamburgers.
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Shirley’s Hamburgers



https://mrgis.apps.vertigisstudio.com/web/?app=fc5a0cc65c7d4c429b8709cf2c3bcdae

When mother went shopping for groceries, she grabbed her S&H Green Stamp books and headed for
the Food Center. We bought our gas at Ted Ard’s Philip 66 gas station on Main Street. My friend,
Robert Moss, worked there. I can still remember him running out to pump gas, wash the car
windows, and make change... running back to the office and then back to the cars. He always had a
leather shammy in his back pocket.

1 I spent a lot of money on Main
Street. I slurped chocolate cokes at
Johnson Drug. I bought my new
sweaters at Keith’s the Man’s Shop.
I took my dates to the Romance
Theatre. I bought my wedding ring
at Grover’s Jewelry. | bought my car
seat covers at Western Auto.

I also had a lot of fun on Main
Street. After taking our dates home, I played Rook with Bob Dabell,
Ken Patterson, and Val Clarke above Johnson’s Drug where Bob’s
parents lived. I paid a nickel for pop at the Co-Op. And, when I was younger, I went to the top floor
of the Madison County Courthouse on Main Street to check out Chip Hilton sports stories from the
city library.

Main Street in the 60°s.

Music. When I was finally old enough to drive, I drove up and down Main Street with music in my
ears. Main Street would rock with music. Windows were
always down. Radios blasted hits by the Osmonds, Beatles,
and the Beach Boys. And everybody sang at the top of their
voices. Sometimes I crooned with Petula Clark and sang
“Downtown.” Every lovesick teenager drove up and down Main Street humming with the Lettermen,
“When I Fall in Love.”

Windows were always down!

Cars. I never competed successfully with the guys who were in love with their cars. Their cars
seldom had original engines. Their mufflers roared at stoplights. Their stick shifts went through five
different gears between blocks. Sadly, the cutest girls were usually in these kinds of cars—not many
girls viewed my family Pontiac as a social ladder.

Salem Highway. Main Street was where the romantic action was, but the testosterone action was the
mile-long stretch on the Salem Highway. The hottest cars earned their reputations on that highway.
When the boys from Main Street came to Salem, it was time for the farmers to lock up their
daughters... lest they be tempted to check out the guys behind the wheels.

4th of July Parades. This event is still the best summer attraction in Rexburg. It is also the longest
commercial on record—almost two hours! It is the best place to stock up on taffy and Tootsie Rolls.
But sadly, it is a boisterous collection of tractors who have wandered away from their farmyards.

I have attended many 4th of July parades since | was a
youngster. Once, when I was a parent, [ had a big family to
feed. I thought that “parade candy” would be a good idea for
nourishment so I had an idea! I set up my family blankets and chairs in front of Tri-County
Equipment across from the Courthouse. Then, as the parade marched by, I held a large poster over
my head. Between my legs was a large white bucket. The poster said, “Hit My Bucket!” The candy
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“Hit My Bucket!”




people on the floats couldn’t resist my challenge and they threw candy at me by the handfuls. Soon
my bucket was overflowing! But Carol boycotted my nutrition plans and the candy went to the
neighbors.

My life now. These days I drive up and down Main Street daily. I buy my groceries on Main Street at
Broulims. I volunteer at the Rexburg Free Clinic-right next door to my father’s business on Main
Street—Ladle’s Mattress and Upholstery. Occasionally I go to the Romance Theatre for a play or program
and look back on the balcony where I took my dates in my youth.

Every time I drive Main Street, I enjoy a little nostalgia thinking of my earlier life on Rexburg’s main
thoroughfare. I also think of the pioneer days when Thomas E. Ricks had his house behind where the
Courthouse 1s now; where power poles lined the center of Main Street, and where turkeys were thrown off
the roofs of buildings by the Chamber of Commerce to promote businesses in Rexburg. Then and now, it is
the artery to the heart of Rexburg and pumps excitement into our lives.

Section 4: Rexburg Hero

Cleo Jones Johnson

Submitted by her son, Brett Johnson
Note: When one learns the history of Rexburg, the name of Cleo Johnson
comes up over and over. She was a fountain of research of Rexburgs stories.

Watch athletic events while sitting on a shed roof. Cleo Jones
was born in Bone, Idaho. She moved to Rexburg with her family at age four.
They lived in a house where the backyard faced the Ricks College football
field. The kids would watch athletic events while sitting on a shed roof. Her
father built a home at 460 South 3rd West. They moved into it in 1933, when Cleo was 10 years old, and
that house was her home for the next 82 years until her passing in 2015.

Cleo’s parents both died within a short period of time when she was in her late teens. She was the
oldest of five siblings and convinced her uncle, who was appointed their guardian, to let the kids stay at
home together. She became the caretaker of her siblings.

Cleo fell in love with Gerald Johnson, a boy who lived just down the block. They were soon married
and after a brief honeymoon, Gerald carried his possessions down the street and moved in with Cleo’s
siblings. She and Gerald were their “parents” until they matured and married. She also bore 6 children,
feeling privileged to raise 3 of them to maturity.

Cleo loved Rexburg. For years, she worked as a bookkeeper at the Romance Theater. She would
spend her early morning hours there, before her children awoke for the day. She always loved driving east
on Main Street before sunrise, with a view of Mt. Moran from the Teton range at the end of the street.

Keen interest in local history. Cleo developed a keen interest in local history. This led her to a
wide variety of historical activities, including: (1) researching the bridges over the Snake River at Lorenzo,
(2) collecting old photos of Rexburg scenes and buildings, (3) compiling histories of Rexburg businesses, (4)
listening to & summarizing hundreds of oral histories collected by Harold Forbush, and (5) documenting
the history of the WWII prisoner-of-war camps here in the Upper Valley. She became a member of the local



historical society, served as its President for some time, contributed much of her research to their archive,
and was honored as historian of the year in 1998.

Pinpoint the answer in her files within minutes. Cleo spent literally thousands of hours
perusing old, microfilmed newspapers in the Ricks College library, trading info and photos with others in the
community, and proof-reading editions of the SNAKE RIVER ECHOES historical magazine before they
were published. Over the years, she contributed 18 articles to that publication. Her personal files were
legendary for their organization. She kept numerous binders with text and photos. She had several file
cabinets with very detailed organization. If someone had a question, she could normally pinpoint the answer
in her files within minutes. Thank YOU, Cleo, posthumously, for your contributions to

Rexburg’s history!

Teton Dam Flood—June 5th, 1976.

Rexburg’s Main Street was immersed in five feet of water on that Saturday
in June. Everything changed! Water filled the streets, deep mud smothered
our lives, floors collapsed, and merchandise floated down Main Street.

Special Section: To have a tour of images associated with the Teton
Dam Flood, please click on this site: Teton Dam Flood Pictures. These

flood pictures were gathered from a collection of the Rexburg-Madison
County Historical Society. They illustrate the progression of the dam
failure, the flood as it swept across Wilford, Sugar City, and Rexburg, and
some of the damage it caused. The pictures were used during the Flood50
activities on June 6th, 2026, the 50th anniversary of the Teton Dam Flood on June 6th, 1976. After clicking
on the link, just click on the first picture and then use the scroll arrow on the right of the picture to see the
rest of the collection.

The theme for the next newsletter is:

Rexburg Water: Rivers, Canals, and Ditches!

What do YOU remember? Any adventures? Any experiences with:
e the South Fork of the Teton River?
e The City Canal?
e Rexburg Irrigation Ditch?
e Playing in a water source near your home?

Send your memories to: newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org

Editorial Note
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https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1Rs_tRSZOmg0ZPNl5pSatukR5yuj2BPTq
mailto:newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org

The motto of the Historical Society is “The Past Shapes Our Future.” Whether we are celebrating the
250th Bicentennial Anniversary of America’s Constitution or enjoying a trip down the memory lane of our
youth, the past IS shaping our future! Your values, aspirations, and choices were all forged in the crucible of
the past-whether it was from the culture of your home, your religious experiences, or your relationships in
school, sports, hobbies, career, and family. This newsletter is dedicated to helping us remember Rexburg as
it WAS so that we can shape Rexburg into what it CAN BECOME. For those who are looking down the
road into Rexburg’s future, I firmly believe that there is a glorious plan at work in our little valley. The

future of Rexburg will continue to be shaped by the providential hand that has been shaping Rexburg since
1883.

Where do we go from here with this Newsletter?

If you enjoyed reading this newsletter, Subscribe to future editions by responding to this email or
sending an email to: newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org.

1) Do you have a memory or story about Rexburg? Please S€nd it to us to build the content of future
newsletters. Also, who do you want to nominate as a “Rexburg Hero?” Send your submissions via
email to the email address of the society: newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org Your peers, your
families, your neighbours, and our new Rexburg residents will want to hear your stories!

2) Please Share this newsletter and future newsletters with your FAMILY. Share these stories at
family reunions. Forward the newsletter to your children and grandchildren. That way, the stories of
Rexburg and of your life will be carried down to future generations.

3) Please forward this newsletter to former classmates, neighbours, and friends who lived in

and who have memories of Rexburg. If you know who presided over your recent high school class
reunion, ask him or her to send this newsletter out to your classmates via email. Give them a chance
to contribute, to giggle, to remember, and to keep the stories of Rexburg alive.

4) To access past newsletters, please click here.

Our Goal: The Rexburg-Madison County Historical Society
hopes to have over 500 subscribers by December 2026. To
make that happen, please subscribe to “REXBURG-Our City,
Our Story.” As of the end of June, we have almost 100
subscribers! Tell your family and friends! Invite them to
subscribe at Newsletter@rexburghistoricalsociety.org
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