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Shuttered since 1973, the Roosevelt Military Academy in Aledo was once known for its rigorous academic and military atmosphere for male elementary and secondary school students. Now its empty buildings are deteriorating, and city officials are concerned about the lack of maintenance.  
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Deteriorating former military academy concerns Aledo officials 

ALEDO -- He can still remember the radio reports of the bombing of Pearl Harbor echoing across the grounds of Roosevelt Military Academy. 

At age 12, J. Warren Jackson was too young to head off to war in those dark December days of 1941. 

But the training he received at the Aledo school helped prepare him for a three-year hitch in U.S. Army a few years later, serving in a patrol unit along the border between East and West Germany. 

The military academy closed in 1973, in part because enrollment fell as the Vietnam War became more unpopular. The brown brick dormitories are empty shells, their windows broken and boarded over. 

Instead of 100 cadets attending classes and calisthenics, the only youngsters inside now are occasional trespassers. 

Those break-ins are what concern city officials. Aledo is in the early stages of investigating what should be done with the academy's buildings. 

"We are attempting to work with the owner to get the buildings fixed," city administrator Patrick Burelle said. "There just simply hasn't been any maintenance there at all. Although it's boarded up, it remains an attractive nuisance." 

Options include tearing down the buildings or fixing them, Mr. Burelle said. 

"It doesn't please any of us to contemplate demolition," he added. 

The buildings' owner couldn't be reached for comment. 

Mr. Jackson, now 78, lives next door to his former school, at Vashti Village along Northwest 4th Avenue. When the weather is warm, he walks outside and remembers his academy years while looking at the vacant dormitories. 

"That's a shame," he said of the condition of the buildings where he lived from 1941 to 1948. 

Other former cadets of Roosevelt Military Academy echo that sentiment. Seeing the empty remnants during a class reunion in 2006 was bittersweet for some. 

"It was very depressing," said Mike Vagi, a 1960 graduate from Terrell, Texas. "They had torn down the building where the classes were held. The barracks, they were still there, but they're boarded up. I think it would be easier if we just went back there and the buildings were gone." 

The former cadets keep in touch through an alumni association, the Roosevelt Military Academy Rough Rider Association. 

Mr. Vagi said he was sent to the academy because he was not motivated in a public school, and his parents wanted him to have more structure. 

Structure was an academy signature. A cannon blast awakened students each day, and soon after they assembled outside in formation. 

Their days were filled with exercise, classes, drills and barracks inspections. 

"We had no discipline problems," Mr. Vagi said. "We respected the teachers." 

Gene Shalander Sr., historian of the alumni association, attended from 1949 to 

1950, when he was in fifth grade and among the academy's youngest students. 

When cadets broke the rules, they had to "walk the slab," which involved marching along a concrete slab, he said. 

"I was always an independent little kid," said Mr. Shalander, of Ocala, Fla. "I was one of the first fellows who got to walk the slab." 

The alumni hope to keep some memory of their school in place. 

"We're trying to keep the legacy of Roosevelt Military Academy alive as long as we're alive," Mr. Vagi said. "We're a dying breed. There are no more people graduating." 

Timeline: 

U 1924: Fire destroys buildings of the Kansas Military Academy in Oswego , Kan. The academy relocates with 44 cadets to the William and Vashti College in Aledo, which was empty because of declining enrollment. The new school is called Illinois Military Academy. 

U 1926: A new dormitory is built. 

U 1927: The academy expands to Abingdon, where students in 10th through 12th grades attend. 

U 1931: The Illinois Military Academy goes bankrupt. The academy's Abingdon division moves to Aledo, and remains open when trustees borrow against the property to raise funds. The school's name is changed to Roosevelt Military Academy in honor of President Theodore Roosevelt. 

U 1973: The academy closes due to declining enrollment. 

U 1983: The administration building and some of the grounds are bought to develop Vashti Village, a senior housing complex. 

