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A Greenhorn Teacher
 

On a long ago fine spring day my farming parents went to 
Brandon. Dad said, “We’ll be home for chores. Don’t start the 
milking.” 

With youthful enthusiasm I decided to surprise them. 
Opening the barn door I saw our favourite milk cow lying 
in her stall. Sadie had given birth to a fine heifer calf that 
morning, but now she couldn’t get up. I ran back to the house 
and phoned our vet. A half hour later Dr. Shaw opened his 
black bag. Out came a bottle and large needle. Almost as soon 
as the medicine bottle was emptied, Sadie got to her feet and 
began licking up the chop in her manger. To me it was a miracle 
and affirmed my career choice, “I’m for sure going to be a vet 
when I grow up.” 

Still in awe, I picked up the discarded medicine bottle. Its label 
was filled with unpronounceable words, their letters extending 
forever around the bottle. My heart sank. As a terrible speller; 
how could I ever learn to spell such words? Even when my 
mother drilled me to perfection on the week’s word list, I failed 
the spelling dictation at school the next morning. Spelling was 
the bane of my life. I put the bottle down in sad realization that 
I could never be a vet.

Instead, I followed the footsteps of my two older sisters 
already teachers, and attended the year-long Normal School 
training in Winnipeg. ‘Normal’, I learned, not because it would 
make me normal, but because it was the training to ensure all 
students would receive a standardized, or normal program of 
study. 

In late August of 1953 I arrived at the little one room Wilson 
Glen School, north of Treherne, Manitoba. Boarding with the 
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Grogans, I biked the mile and a half to the school before opening 
to check out the text books on the teacher’s desk. I carefully wrote 
up lessons for each grade’s reading, writing, and arithmetic, 
plus other subjects for the older grades. I’d also included 
singing although without a piano. I examined the former year’s 
register listing students alphabetically by name, age, grade, and 
attendance. A new register awaited my entries. I’d start with a 
draft because my left handed penmanship often smudged fresh 
ink from the straight pen’s nib. The cupboard had foolscap for 
each child to write, “What I did on my summer holiday”. 

As a teacher of a one room school I would be on duty from 
morning arrival to afternoon dismissal, with no spares for 
lesson planning. I was responsible for whatever happened in 
the classroom, on the playground, the outhouse and barn. I 
hoped for positive activities with little time to play pranks like 
locking someone in the privy. Advice echoed in my ears, “You 
need to be organized and keep your students busy, or they will 
keep you busy.”

On the first 
morning I was 
at school early. 
Two little girls 
came in a cart 
pulled by their 
horse, Old Har-
ry. Two older 
boys arrived 
on horseback. 
All three horses 
were stabled in the school barn. The rest of the children arrived 
on foot. Everyone carried their school supplies and a syrup or 
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jam pail with their lunch. As I did some last minute preparations 
inside, a few ventured in and shyly avoided eye contact as they 
crossed to the little cloak room sectioned off in the back cor-
ner of the room. They left their load and darted out again. At 
nine o’clock, hiding my nervousness, I rang the bell to officially 
launch my teaching career. Students 
knew the routine, the little ones 
claimed the smaller desks near the 
windows and older students claimed 
others. A grade nine boy, needed at 
home for harvesting, would attend 
later. 

Our opening was the same as every day of my own schooling. We 
stood to sing ‘O Canada’, and then sat to say the ‘Lord’s Prayer’. (We 
would end the day by singing ‘God Save the Queen’.) Grade by grade 
the children gave their names and grade. There were no beginners. 
Their information would go into in the Official Register, 53-54 
School Year. The school inspector, Mr. Ewanchuck, would be 
examining it on each visit. Balancing the attendance, would be 
a monthly challenge. 

The higher grades began doing exercises from their arithmetic 
texts. Grade IIs proved their mastery of numerals in their new 
scribblers. After morning lessons we ate lunch together in the 
classroom giving me a chance to hear local news.  Then everyone 
went out to play their game of choice, usually scrub softball.

And so the year began. My goal was to establish my position as 
the one in charge while maintaining a positive atmosphere. It would 
be a delicate balance as my age gave me only a few years above the 
oldest students, already sizing up their ‘greenhorn’ teacher. 

MB Historical Society Photo
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One golden September afternoon recess, needing to write an 
assignment on the blackboard for Grades VII and VIII, I didn’t 
go directly out with the students. Quieter than usual out there, I 
discovered the four older boys were missing. Looking northward 
along the tree lined fence, I noticed a distant white cloud drifting 
slowly upward against the blue sky. “Oh, oh!” I thought, “The 
rascals are smoking.” When I rang the bell to end recess they 
arrived looking very sweet and innocent. I smiled and reminded 
them that smoking was not allowed. 

“Oh no, Miss Vane, we weren’t smoking! We were looking for 
gophers!” 

“Does looking for gophers make all the smoke I saw floating off 
into the sky?” 

They looked sheepish, but maintained their innocence. 
“I’m reminding you that no smoking is allowed during school 

hours. It must not happen again.” 
And that was the end of that. 
But, there was another challenge. One beautiful afternoon I 

lifted my sweater from the back of the teacher’s chair, put it on, 
and closed up the school to bike home. Half a mile later as I was 
flying down the ravine hill to get enough speed to make it up the 
other side, I felt a searing pain on the underside of my upper left 
arm. I grabbed wildly at the sweater sleeve with my right hand 
and the pain stopped. But with my hand back on the handlebar, 
I was stabbed again and again. Reaching the bottom of the hill, I 
pulled off the sweater to see a wonderfully full sized, but injured, 
bumblebee trapped in the sleeve. I knew bees sting in self-defense 
when squeezed, so that explained the pain. But how did the poor 
thing get there? The sweater had not been outside. It was not, 
however, something I wanted to discuss with the students next day. 
They never asked so the crime remained a mystery.*
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As winter approached I wanted to exchange my bicycle for 
my horse to ride to school. The little school barn had space 
for another horse and the 
Grogans agreed to board 
him. Although Gem was a 
tall horse, we managed to 
convince him to get into 
the back of my father’s half 
ton truck for the sixty mile 
transport. Everything went 
well. My only problem was 
the fuss Gem made after school when the students took their 
horses and left him alone in the barn. He fretted and pawed a 
great hole letting me know he did not accept the arrangement. 
I had to stow the children’s scribblers and my homework in my 
knapsack to attend to in the evenings. 

My position was secure when 
Doug Watson challenged me 
to an old fashioned horse-race 
and my Gem won easily. Yet, 
I had a feeling that they were 
not going the let the story end 
there. I needed to be on guard. 

Halloween approaching, I 
recalled the pranks the young lads in my home community 
played on farmers and townsfolk. Backyard out-houses were 
their main victims, but buggies atop barns were not unknown. 
I had a feeling my boys would dream up a trick involving my 
horse. Halloween fell on a Thursday and because my landlord’s 
son and I had joined a square dance group in town, I wouldn’t be 
home to guard the barn. What could I do to make sure the boys 
didn’t come under cover of darkness while we were dancing? 
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We devised the perfect plan. I would ride Gem a couple of 
miles to an abandoned farm and leave Gem safely tied in a stall 
in the old barn, and collect him later that night. With the plan 
executed we went dancing for the evening.

Arriving back at the barn all was quiet. The car’s lights pierced 
the darkness as we walked to the stable. Bud lifted the latch, 
the door creaked open, and he pointed his flashlight toward 
the stall. 

No horse! Empty stall! Empty barn! My heart pounded. 
I looked up at the peg where I had hung his bridle. Gone! 
Someone had taken my horse. . . . It had to be the Watson boys, 
but they lived miles down the other south road. We hadn’t seen 
anyone on our way. . . . But obviously someone had seen me 
riding away from Grogans. Where had ‘those boys’ taken my 
precious Gem? What had they done with him? I was helpless 
to know where to look. My heart was heavy as we drove home. 

Still in shock, I walked to the stable to grieve my loss in 
Gem’s empty stall. I opened the door, switched on the light. 
What to my wondering eyes did appear! There was my Gem 
happily munching on the last of his hay while turning his head 
as if to question my late night appearance. I threw my arms 
around his neck, kissed his soft nose, and then looked him 
over. Nothing was amiss. Even his bridle hung on the peg. 

‘Those boys’ had evened the score, clean and square, on their 
greenhorn teacher. 

The rest of that year and the next were filled with goodwill 
and lots of learnings on both sides of the teacher’s desk. 

~~ * ~~

*Sixty years later I learned I had disappointed the students who were waiting 
for me to scream when I saw or sat on the bumblebee they had left on my chair.     
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Field Day, when all the schools, large and small, marched 
into the sports field before the competitions. It was one of the  
highlights of the school year.


