
 

 

Fairmont’s Second High School 
 

In 1866 a committee was formed to pick a permanent site to build a school in Fairmont.  
Three lots, where the Southern Minnesota Educational Campus (SMEC/home of 
Presentation College) is presently located, were selected and purchased from O. P. 
Chubb for one dollar.  The high school was started in 1886 with the first separate high 
school building erected in 1900, also on the current SMEC location.  
 
Fairmont’s second High School occupied the site of what is now Veteran’s Park.  It was 
built in 1915 at a projected cost of $125,000.00.  The project was not without its share of 
obstacles, one of which was that in 1913 the voters defeated a proposal to raise 
$100,000.00 to build the school.  Ironically, the following year a petition was delivered to 
the school board to raise $125,000.00 for the proposed new high school.  During the 
meeting in which the school board was to act on the petition, the only substantive 
discussion involved whether or not more funding, up to $150,000.00, might be 
necessary.  A vote was subsequently held in October of that year, the results of which 
were 208 voting in favor and 47 voting in opposition.   
 
The site of the school was also up for debate.  Its location was finally determined by a 
special election held by the board of education.  A large delegation from the north side 
proposed that its location be on the block bound by Hampton on the east, Second 
Street on the south, Prairie Avenue on the west, and Third Street on the north.  The 
board accepted their choice concluding that they would purchase the entire block for 
that purpose.   
 
The purchase of the block, however, included another obstacle.  Residents of the block 
were asking $36,000.00, which the board felt to be too high.  Consequently, the board 
started proceedings to acquire the block through condemnation.  An appraisal board 
made up of H. P. Edwards, Henry Rippe, and H. C. Nolte was appointed.  The 
condemnation proceedings set the value of the property at $25,000.00, rather than the 
$36,000.00 asked by the owners.  Property owners on the block finally relented, stating 
that they did not want to stand in the way of progress regarding education in the city. 
 
Bids were let in June of 1915 with thirteen contracts being awarded totaling 
$121,974.00. 
 
The new school building was to be the best of its kind in the northwest.  Some of the 
innovative measures utilized in that era that were incorporated into this structure 
included thermostatically controlled fresh air exchanges and the fireproofing of all floors, 
corridors, and vestibules.   



 

 

 
The school was characterized as a “model for educational institutions” with lockers set 
in built-in spaces along the corridors and having a new auditorium capable of seating a 
thousand spectators.  In 1928, Fairmont voters approved the building of a new grade 
school and a junior high addition on the north side of the high school, making it a 
combined junior and senior high school.  It eventually evolved into a full junior high 
school when the third high school was built in 1956 on Victoria Street.  
  
The school served Fairmont students from 1915 until it succumbed to fire in 1969. The 
fire that claimed the junior high school in that year took place in two phases.  The first 
fire was discovered by a Fairmont policeman and was basically confined to a basement 
storage area.  There was minimal damage and students were able to return to school 
within two days of the fire.  The cause of the fire was undetermined at that time. The 
second fire took place exactly one week later and resulted in the demise the building.   
 
As a result of the fire, the district’s administrative offices were relocated to the Crystal 
Bottling Company and the nearly 700 junior high students were to find out that they 
would be attending high school much sooner than they had anticipated.  The “split shift,” 
as it was referred to at that time, was held at the Fairmont High School on Victoria 
Street, currently the Fairmont Elementary School.  Senior high students attended 
classes from 7:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. and junior high students held classes from 1:00 
p.m. until 6:00 p.m.  A twenty minute break was scheduled for midmorning and 
midafternoon with no hot lunch program being provided.  Six rooms at Grace Lutheran 
Church were also made available for some classes until temporary buildings were 
constructed on the school site.  The Superintendent at that time, Lester H. Baumann, 
referenced the fact that nearly every church in Fairmont contacted him to help.  Offers 
for help were also received from other communities in the county. 
 
Many former students and teachers will no doubt recall the era of the “split shift,” the 
challenges it posed as well as the successes that were achieved.  Although this set of 
circumstances provided a less than ideal educational setting for those involved, 
everyone seemed to survive.  In this challenging situation, students, teachers, 
administrators, parents, the school board, and the public worked together to reach a 
positive outcome – that being the education of the students impacted by that series of 
events. 
 
For more information, or to become a member, visit the Pioneer Museum in Fairmont or 
its website at www.fairmont.org/mchs 
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