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School Days on the Ranch 
by Pete Eidenbach and linda Hart 

fter the 1880s Cattle Boom in southern New 
Mexico, new settlers from Texas, the Midwest, 
the Old South, and Europe began homesteading in 

the southern New Mexico mountains. A thriving mohair 
industry started in Hillsboro, N.M., during the 1890s and 
spread to the San Andres Mountains where angora goats 
were better suited to the rugged terrain than cattle. 
These rural families built wood-frame houses, dug water 
wells, and constructed corrals and earthen ponds or 
stock tanks to catch and hold the precious rainfall. As 
these families grew, the need for schools increased. A 
good education was prized by these new settlers, and 
books, while scarce, were a common entertainment. 

Several educational patterns developed in the rural New 
Mexico mountains. Some families pooled their efforts 
and built one-room schoolhouses. Others maintained a 
second home in town where their children lived during 
the school year. A few families sent their children to 
boarding schools. Occasionally young children received 
their early education through home schooling. 

In 1993, White Sands Missile Range (WSMR) began an 
oral-history program to record and preserve the history 
and recollections of these early ranching families whose 
homesteads became part of the range beginning in 1941 . 
One of the most interesting topics discussed in the 
interviews with family members is the school experience. 

This lesson plan provides tools to understand (1) how 
oral history is collected and edited, and (2) what schools 
were like during the early 20th century in rural New 
Mexico. Students will learn the basic steps followed to 
collect and preserve oral history, and how oral history 
transcripts are edited so they are interesting and 
readable. Accounts of school experience highlight how 
schools in the past differed from those of today. 

Regional Setting 

White Sands Missile Range (WSMR), Fort Bliss, and large 
areas of public lands owned by the Bureau of Land 
Management and the U.S. Forest Service make up most 
of the Tularosa, Jornada del Muerto, and Hueco Basins 
of south-central New Mexico. WSMR includes or borders 
a variety of public land areas, including White Sands 
National Monument, the U.S . Agricultural Research 
Service Jornada Experimental Range, the NASA Johnson 

Manned Spacecraft Center, and the San Andres National 
Wildlife Refuge. Fort Bliss contains 2 million acres 
immediately south of WSMR. Lincoln National Forest lies 
to the east, separated from WSMR and Fort Bliss by a 
narrow corridor of private, federal, and state lands 
located along U.S. Highway 54, which (traveling south 
toward El Paso) passes through the towns of Carrizozo, 
Tularosa, Alamogordo, and Orogrande. 

The Tularosa, Jornada del Muerto, and Hueco Basins lie 
at the extreme southern end of the Rocky Mountains in 
a region of basin and range topography. All three are 
"closed" basins-no streams carry water to rivers 
flowing to the oceans. Barren alkali flats, dry lake beds, 
and immense sand dunes alternate across basin floors. 
The famous White Sands, which are cool to the touch 
but which reflect light like water on a sunny day, give 
WSMR its name. These vast, white dune fields occupy 
the lowest part of the Tularosa Basin. Rugged mountains 
border these three basins on one or more sides, and 
isolated ranges, such as the jarilla Mountains near 
Orogrande, rise abruptly from the desert floor itself. 

The Sacramento and Sierra Blanca Mountains border the 
Tularosa and Hueco basins on the east, rising to a height 
of 12,000 feet. These steep mountains divide the 
southwestern Basin and Range from the Uano Estacada, 
or "Staked Plains" at the southwestern corner of the 
American Great Plains, so-called for the resemblance of 
the Caprock cliffs to a stockade or "estacada." 

The San Andres and Organ Mountains along the west side 
separate the land-locked Tularosa and Hueco basins 
from the Jornada del Muerto basin, which borders the 
Rio Grande River Valley. The Oscura Mountains rise 
abruptly from the northern Tularosa Basin floor and 
merge with Chupadera Mesa, closing the basin to the 
north. The Franklin Mountains lie to the south, marking 
"the Pass of the North" at El Paso, Texas. 

Soils in the region are dry and erode easily. Large red 
sand-dune fields spread across the basin floors, 
occasionally interrupted by small, desert grasslands and 
dry lake beds called playas. Deep, eroded drainages 
called arroyos have cut into lower mountain slopes, 
carrying runoff from seasonal rains at high speeds to 
lower basins where the water rapidly soaks into the 
ground, resupplying a shallow fresh water table. 
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What Is Oral History? 

History is the story of the past. It relies on three types 
of primary (or original) documents to discover and tell 
that story. The first and most familiar type is written: 
letters, memoirs, census records, official documents, 
business and family papers, and birth, marriage, and 
death certificates. The second type of historic docu­
ment is often called the "built" environment: the 
homes, neighborhoods, towns, and cities where people 
have lived. Oral history is the third type: the living mem­
ories of our elders and family members. Unless this third 
type is recorded, it is lost as each generation dies. 

How Is Oral History Done? 

Oral history is conducted in three basic steps: 

· Choose questions and find answers 
First, you must decide what part of your family, local, or 
regional history you would like to learn about. Once you 
have compiled a list of questions about your chosen 
topic, you need to find your informant, the person who 
can answer your questions. Before you begin to 
interview, record as much biographical information as 
possible: where and when was your informant born? 
Where did they grow up? Who are their relatives? 

• Conduct an interview 
Once you have your questions and have found the 
person to answer them, you are ready to do an 
interview. A small portable cassette tape recorder is the 
easiest way to record your interview. Don't be surprised 
if your informant strays from your original questions. Try 
to let your informant do most of the talking. 

· Transcribe, edit, and preserve your interview 
The best way to preserve an interview is through a 
transcription-an accurate written copy of the tape­
recorded interview. Transcription is always the most 
time-consuming task in oral history, but it opens the 
door to sharing what you have learned with others. 
listen carefully to your tape and type all the questions 
and answers (a pause switch on the mike or recorder is 
very helpful). If possible, use a computer to make 
editing easier. Once you have completed the 
transcription, listen to the tape again and read along, 
correcting as you go. When you are done, you will have 
a raw transcript such as the example in Exerdse l. 

Always remember that your informant's memories 
belong to her/him. To share those memories in print you 
should obtain a written release from your informant. 

White Sands Missile Range has prepared an interview Do­
It Kit, available free upon request (505-678-9731). 

The best way to preserve your interview is to deposit 
the original tape, transcript, your informant's biography, 
and release form with a local library or archive. Your 
library will also be interested in copies of any photos or 
other materials which supplement your interview. 

TEACHING ACTIVITIES 

DETERMINING THE FACTS 

Exercise 1: Editing an Oral History Transcript-

Why do we edit a transcript? Shouldn't the informant's 
responses be presented exactly as spoken? For the most 
part, yes. But when a person is "shooting from the hip," 
responding to questions in a spontaneous, stream-of­
consciousness dialogue, rather than from written-out 
answers, sometimes being guided onto new topics by 
the interviewer, he or she doesn't always pay close 
attention to proper grammar, tense agreement, etc. So, 
in editing a transcript, one of the primary goals is to 
make the person come across as the intelligent individual 
he/ she is. You edit the text for readability, repairing 
only the most obvious blunders, without changing the 
meaning or suppressing the informant's character. In 
deleting the interviewer's queries from the transcript and 
bringing the responses together to create a flowing 
manuscript that more closely resembles a person's 
reminiscences than a question-answer session, you must 
sometimes insert segments of text that will help the 
reader understand what topic is being addressed. 

Exercise 1 offers an opportunity to examine and refine 
part of an oral-history interview. Provide students with 
copies of Exercise 1. Have them consult a dictionary to 
find a set of standard editorial marks to use during the 
editing process. They should edit the material as if they 
were preparing it for publication in a book about 
experiences at one-room schools. The students should 
be prepared to explain why their edits were necessary. 

Things to Think About 

After conducting the editing exercise, read aloud the 
edited example narrative or provide students with a 
copy. Compare the results of the editing exercise. 

Did the students include the interviewer's questions? 
Did the students correct colloquial contractions? 
Were proper names substituted for pronouns? 

Review the editing process and its purpose, above. 

Why is a transcript edited for publication? 
Does editing make Mellie Potter come "alive" for the 
reader? 
Do the interviewer's questions add to or interfere with 
the narrative? 
When and why should grammar be corrected? 

Discussing the Editing Exercise 

After conducting the editing exercise, read aloud the 
edited narrative example or provide copies to students. 

Compare the results of the editing exercise: 
Did students include the interviewer's questions? 
Did students correct colloquial contractions? 
Were proper names substituted for pronouns? 

3 
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Exercise 1: Editing an Oral History Transcript-MELUE CRAWFORD POTTER 

Oral historian janie O'Cain UO) interviewed Mellie Crawford Potter (MP) in 1994. A selection from the ''raw" (or 
unedited) transcript from tape is given below. Try editing the selection to make it more readable without changing its 
meaning. You will find that no two edits will be exactly alike. A published version will be provided after this exercise 
for comparison. 

Mellie Crawford Potter was 13 when she moved to the San Andres Mountains of New Mexico to live with her 
maternal aunt and uncle, Myrtle and Finus Henderson, on their cattle ranch. Mellie attended the old Bear Den 
School not far from the Henderson Ranch, but Bear Den burned and Ritch School was built roughly 10 miles to the 
north; so her children went to school in Tularosa until the Ritch "bus" began picking them up and dropping them 
off again at the Potter Ranch. Notice that Mellie's married name and Hazel johnson's (next reading) maiden name 
are both Potter. Mellie's husband and Hazel's father were related and the families lived only a mile apart- close 
neighbors for that area. In addition, Mellie's Uncle Finus and Hazel's mother were both Hendersons. Such 
relationships were fairly common, as children from these San Andres ranching families frequently intermarried. 

JO: We were talking about the children, did they start school in Bear Den out on the ranch? 
MP: No, they didn't have a Bear Den school when mine started to school. They went on past over at Wood's, 

Gililland's Ranch, and they went to school there. They went on a bus. 

JO: To, was it Ritch School? 

MP: Yes, and .... 
JO: So, Thomas was born in '26; then he would have started school like in 1932? 
MP: He went to school here in Tularosa his first year. 

]0: Oh, he did? 
MP: Uh-huh. 
JO: You all were living in town that year? 

MP: We had to bring him in town for school and I stayed in here with 'im. 
JO: Why, can I ask, was it that he came down here to go to school. Was there just no school out closer to the 

ranch at all at that time or ... ? 

MP: There was, but my husband didn't want 'im to go there; he thought he was too young to go that far on a 

bus. Besides that, if it comes big floods, well, the road would wash out and they'd have to stay back over 
there with, uh, some of the neighbors. 

JO: So the first year that he attended first grade you, you lived here during the school year. 
MP: Uh-huh. 
]0: And at what point did he start to go to school at the Ritch School? 
MP: When he was in the third grade. 

]0: Would have Marjorie started school that year? 
MP: She started school here the first year, then we took 'em to the ranch, and we had, by that time, got the bus. 

]0: Now, about how far would it have been from your ranch to Ritch School? 
MP: I believe, if I remember correctly, I believe it was 23 miles. 

JO: And, of course, we're talking on a gravel road, not a paved road. 
MP: It wasn't a gravel road even. It was just two tracks of . .. . 
]0: Well, what did that first school bus look like? Was it ... ? 
MP: Well, we eventually got a regular school bus, but at first it was a pickup with a thing built over the top of it. 

JO: And the children would pile on into the back and .... 
MP: And they was seats, a bench of a thing on each side of that, uh, pickup and it was so cold in there in the 

wintertime that they nearly froze. They wore long handles, they wore heavy coats and, urn, (laughing) 

Velma Ruth, one of the girls . ... 
JO: Now, that's a name I recognize. Velma Ruth was a Wood. 
MP: Was a Wood. And, uh, she got so embarrassed wearing those ol' long handles. 

JO: Well, who, do you recall who drove the, that pickup made into a bus at that time? 
MP: ].D. Miller drove it some, a guy, now, he was a teacher, too, Sitze drew it, drove it sometimes. 



MElliE PolTER'S EDITED NARRATNE 

They didn't have Bear Den school when mine started to school. They went on past Wood's to Gililland's 
Ranch. They went on a bus. Thomas went to school in Tularosa his first year. We had to bring him in 
town for school and I stayed with him. My husband didn't want him to go to Ritch; he thought he was 
too young to go that far on a bus. Besides, if there were big floods, the road would wash out and 
they'd have to stay over there with some of the neighbors. He started at Ritch when he was in the third 
grade. Marjorie went to school in Tularosa her first year, then we took 'em to the ranch, and we had, 
by that time, got the bus. I believe it was 23 miles from our ranch to Ritch School on a two-track road. 
We eventually got a regular school bus, but at first it was a pickup with a thing built over the top of 
it. There were bench seats on each side. It was so cold in there in the wintertime that they nearly froze. 
They wore long handles, they wore heavy coats. Velma Ruth Wood was so embarrassed wearing those 
ol' long handles. ].D. Miller drove the bus some and a teacher by the name of Sitze drove it sometimes. 

Student Reading 1: Rural School During the 1930s­
lfazelPotter]ohnson 

In just a few short years, life in rural New Mexico has 
changed dramatically. Today we hop in the four-wheel­
drive truck, bounce on down the dirt or gravel road that 
has been bladed by the county, and breeze into town 
on the highway. just two generations ago a wagon ride 
to town was a grueling and lengthy affair over ruts and 
washouts. Today we phone ahead for any special orders, 
or even communicate by e-mail from ranch to ranch. 
just 50 years ago it took half a day just to get to and 
from the mail box! Technology has vastly changed our 
lives, but in our excitement to jump into the future we 
should not forget the slower-paced lifestyle of years 
gone by. Have the class read the Hazel Potter Johnson 
reading and discuss the following: 

Hazel Potter was raised on a goat ranch in the 
foothills of the San Andres Mountains, in an area 
that became part of White Sands Missile Range in 
the early 1940s. As a young child (from 1935 to 
1941), she attended Ritch School, a one-room rural 
school house located 23 miles (a two-hour trip over 
a dirt road) north of the family ranch. Later, like 
many ranch children, she moved into what is now 
Truth or Consequences to attend Hot Springs High 
School. Hazel has fond memories of her years at 
Ritch School. She enjoyed her studies and the 
opportunity to play with other children when the 
nearest neighbors often lived many miles away, 
and she recalls how the school was finally closed 
when Socorro County could no longer afford to 
pay the teacher. 

Have the class read the Hazel Potter Johnson extract 
and discuss the questions that follow. 

Things to Think About 

· What was it like to travel 23 miles to school each day 
in the back of a truck or piled one on top of another 
inside a car? Do you get car sick? 

Examine some New Mexico maps. Topographic, 
rainfall, vegetation, and land-use maps are available in 
New Mexico in Maps, edited by Jerry L Williams, and 
lfistorical Atlas of New Mexico by Warren Beck and 
Ynez Haase. What factors required students to travel 
so far to attend school? Some possibilities: 
- distance to larger towns or cities; 
- poor quality of roads to towns and cities; 
- low population in ranching areas. 

Based on Hazel Potter Johnson's comments, how did 
going to Ritch School in the 1930s and 1940s differ 
from what school is like for you? 

Did Ritch School students receive a good education? 

· Would you have enjoyed going to Ritch School? Why? 

Look at Hazel's 4th-grade report card (Photo 6). What 
subjects were students graded on? Would you have 
done as well in school at Ritch? Why/why not? 

Did your family ever have to move for you to attend 
school? Could they do this today? Who would go with 
you and who would stay behind? 

Did Ritch School students have much free time? What 
kinds of chores might you have had at home and at 
school if you had lived on a ranch and attended Ritch 
School? How is this different from today? 

· Today, the turn-of-the-century ranching lifestyle seems 
long past; however, in remote areas of the United 
States ranching continues, and children still attend 
small rural schools, traveling for hours to and from, or 
spending the school year in town. What chores might 
you have if you were living in a remote area and 
attending a one-room school today? How might the 
school day differ from that of the 1930s? What 
teaching tools might be commonplace today that 
were not available during the Ritch School era? 

· Why is it important to interview people who once used 
or occupied certain areas? Why would historians be 
interested in a place like Ritch School? 

Do history books tell us all there is to know that is 
important about the past? 

5 
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6. Hazel Potter's 4th grade report card -
fill ed out by teacher, Aggie Lu Hunter, 1938-1939 . 

... we didn't study history that year .... Mr. Sitze, he didn't know algebra ... 



.. , 

... cows to milk before we'd go to schooL .•. hit a high lope to get there by eight-thirty ..• 

10. Loretto Academy, Las Cruces, N.M., 1930s . 

... two hours (rom our house to schooL ... little ones would sit on the bigger ones' laps ... 
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Student Reading 1-HAZEL POITER jOHNSON 

I went to the Ritch School. It was a public school. It was about 23 miles away by country road. In 
September of 1935, when I was five, I started first grade. I turned six in November after school started. 
Velma Ruth Wood and I were in the first grade together. She didn't pass, so for the next five years, I was 
the smartest in the class. And the dumbest, too, because I was the only one. 

Daddy always said he got up at four o'clock year round, but I know better. My mother got up at four 
o'clock. She started putting wood fire in the stoves and cooking breakfast, and Daddy got up after 
Mother did. We had to get up so we could get dressed and eat breakfast and get our lunch together and 
go. School was from nine 'til four. 

It took two hours or so to go from our house to Ritch School. We'd leave before daylight in the winter 
time, and a lot of times it'd be getting dark by the time we got home. We didn't have no electricity. We had 
some homework; we had something to do with the lamplight at night at the kitchen table. 

The night before, if we had apples or oranges or something, we'd cut them up and put them in ]ello. They'd 
be ready in the morning for our lunch. And potted meat sandwiches! I don't like potted meat. It was in 
biscuits. Unless Daddy had been to town, we didn't have light bread; it was biscuits. If we had meat, mother 
would fry meat when she was fixing breakfast. We'd have some type of meat in our biscuit and my brother 
Richard and I'd split a can of Pork and Beans, and then we'd split the pint of ]ello. If it was nice outside, 
we'd go and eat outside. 

In the morning, we would play ball before nine o'clock and then we would go in. We had recess in the 
morning and then we ate and then we had recess before school was out. We'd play Annie Over. That was 
throwing a ball over the schoolhouse and we caught it. We played Kick the Can, Hide and Seek. Wolf Over 
the Ridge, and, how did it go?, "Red Rover, Red Rover, send somebody over," and we'd be standing with 
our hands together and they come running from the other side and they'd try to break through. If they 
couldn't break through, they'd have to get on our side. But if they broke through, they got to take one to 
the other side. We played Hop Scotch, too, and Baseball. 

The teacher had different books for each grade. Now there was one year they didn't even send a History 
book down. I didn't have a History book; the teacher didn't even have a book. We didn't have History 
books, so we didn't study History that year. We had Reading, Writing, Arithmetic, and we had Geography 
and was supposed to have History, and we got to draw in our Big Chief tablets. We'd have contests in 
Arithmetic, or to see who could find stuff in the dictionary quicker, and some with spelling for the whole 
group. There wasn't anybody else my age, so I had spelling bees with the other kids. We used to write on 
the blackboard. We had pencils and pens with inkwells, and we got to draw in our Big Chief tablets. There 
were regular desks with a seat to them, best I remember. The big rectangular wood stove was in the middle 
of the building. We did have a school bell. It was mounted on the south end by the door, and there was just 
something metal that rang it. 

We had a cistern for water on the north end of the building-and then the gutters from the building, the 
water went into the cistern. In the later years, we had two cisterns. I don't know if the water lasted the 
whole nine months, or if somebody had barrels so they could come dump it in if we run out. We did have 
water the whole nine months, but I don't know if it was from the rain water or if somebody supplemented it. 
It was drawn out by bucket. They'd take a bucket and set it inside, and we each had a cup that we'd get 
water with. We all knew whose cup was whose. 

We started school the Tuesday after Labor Day, and then I think we had Armistice Day off-is what they 
used to call it. Then we had off for Thanksgiving and Christmas and Easter. They didn't have all these 
teachers' conferences that they have now. They have Spring Break and then they go back for three or four 
days and then they have Easter. One year we had a school play-cartoon stuff from the Katzenjammer 
Kids. We all dressed up like those kids and we gave this little play. It must have been about Halloween 
time, because hunting season started the next day. I liked school. We got to play at recess with the other 
kids. Otherwise, it was just us, unless we walked the mile over the hill to play with our cousins. 



Student Reading 2: Boarding School in the City­
Elma Hardin Cain 

Most ranch kids moved into nearby Tularosa, Hot 
Springs (Truth or Consequences), or Carrizozo to attend 
high school after completing eighth grade at the rural 
ranch schools. Attending boarding school in the big city 
for the primary grades was a bit out of the ordinary. 

When Elma Hardin's family moved from Hope, New 
Mexico, to the San Andres Mountains in 1934, her 
parents chose to sent her to Loretto Academy, a 
religious boarding school in Las Cruces, rather 
than having her attend nearby Ritch School. 
Elm a's vivid recollections of her eight years at 
Loretto provide a sharp contrast to experiences of 
those who attended the one-room ranch schools, 
including her husband, Leonard Cain. Leonard 
graduated at Ritch and entered high school in 
Tularosa just as Hazel Potter started climbing into 
Wilber Sitze's truck for that 23-mile ride. 

Have the class read the Elma Hardin Cain extract and 
discuss the following topics. If any of the students in 
your class have attended a boarding school, ask them 
to tell the class a little bit about their experiences. 

Student Reading 2-ELMA HARDIN CAIN 

Things to think about: 

What would it have been like to move away from 
home to go to school when you were nine years old? 
Would you have been frightened, homesick? 

· Why do you think Elma's parents sent her to Loretto 
rather than having her attend Ritch School? 

· How did attending Loretto Academy in the 1930s and 
1940s differ from what school is like for you? 

· Would you have enjoyed going to Loretto Academy or 
an equivalent boys' boarding school? Why /why not? 
Remember, you couldn't just pick up a telephone and 
call home-communication was through letters that 
were monitored by the teachers. 

· Why were the rules at Loretto Academy so strict? 

· What might students at Loretto Academy have done 
during their free time? What responsibilities might they 
have had in addition to attending class? 

· Would you like eating in a refectory (cafeteria) all the 
time? What if you didn't like the food? 

Elma comments that she wouldn't send her kids to a 
boarding school because they miss so many family 
activities. ln what ways do you think it would have 
better and/ or worse to attend Loretto Academy 
rather than one of the ranch schools? 

I was nine when I went to boarding school at Loretto, from '34 or '35 through '42. They took me down and 
left me. I stayed, but I didn't like it. I'd heard that if you weren't nice, the nuns put you in the basement. 
I'd heard scare stories and, of course, I cried and cried for two weeks. Mother came down, she and Daddy, 
and he told me, "You're gonna stay. You might as well get over it." Well, it wasn't long 'til I shaped up. 
When I came home Thanksgiving, I was so lonesome, I was ready to go back I had adjusted. 

School started after Labor Day. I usually rode the bus and the folks would pick me up. Then they'd take 
me toT or C and I'd ride it back to Cruces. It wasn't too awful far, probably an hour and a half or two 
hours; it wasn't too bad. We were off at Thanksgiving for two or three days, and about a week off at 
Christmas. Then Easter, usually we'd get off. Then go home at the end of school and go back in September. 

When I first went to Loretto, there was 72 boarders from the first grade up to high school. When I 
graduated, there were 42. When I graduated, there was 3 that lived there in 'Cruces, and there was 10 of us 
that graduated, so there was 7 of us that were boarders, the summer, May of '42. 

We had two dormitories; a little girls' dorm and big girls ' dorm; the high school girls and the little kids. 
The dormitories were upstairs and the classrooms and things downstairs. The chapel was upstairs and the 
nuns' quarters were there. On the bottom floor was the cafeteria and the kitchen. 

It was very rigid. We got up about six o'clock every morning. You could not talk at all, you know, visit 
with the other kids-it was in silence. We went to church every morning. You'd get dressed and brush your 
teeth and wash your face and comb your hair and you'd go to church. From church you would go directly 
down to the refectory -not cafeteria, the refectory. And we'd all stand behind our chairs and they'd say 
grace and ring a little bell and we could sit down. We could visit and talk when we ate breakfast. 
Whenever everybody was fairly well through, they'd ring the bell and you'd stand up and return thanks, 
and go in silence up to make your bed. Then you'd come back down at eight o'clock 
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They'd ring a bell and you would go to study hall and your classes the rest of the morning. Then at noon 
you'd get in line and you'd go to the refectory and the same routine. You'd have recreation until one 
o'clock, after you'd had dinner. Then you'd have classes in the afternoon. At about three or three-thirty 
you'd be out and you'd have recreation 'til about four-thirty or five o'clock. We had tennis courts, and 
you could skate, or you could listen to the radio, or just read. Then you'd have study hall 'til about five­
thirty. We'd go and eat supper, and at eight o'clock the little girls had to go up to bed. 

When I got to be a freshman, I was a big girl, and then we got to stay up 'til nine. It was the same routine 
over and over everyday, except Saturday. Saturday, if you were lucky, they might let you sleep late if you 
were a big girl. Sunday you'd go to church and then they'd have study hall (rom eleven 'til twelve so you 
could write letters home. You'd write your letter and the nuns would correct it and then you'd have to 
rewrite it. They read all of your mail, coming in and going out. 

And they taught you manners. It was very strict. It was always the same discipline. It never changed. The 
bigger girls had a little more leniency, but not a lot. 

But if you failed a test, they would have you study and they'd give it to you again. They'd give you an 
opportunity to pass. We had one teacher that would give you the question and the answer. She'd give you 
50 questions and answers, and she'd pick maybe 10 or 15 out of that. She wanted it word for word, and 
dot for dot. You had to have not only the question answered correctly; she wanted your penmanship and 
your spelling and your punctuation-everything-right. Everything she marked off, because she gave you 
the whole thing, and you were to learn it. She was very meticulous in that, and you learned pretty quick 
that she wasn't going to put up with sloppiness and not doing what she wanted. 

The dormitories were all in one room, one big room. I don't remember how many beds were in there. I'd say 
there were maybe 40 beds in there- just rows and rows with just a little space in between. In the little girls' 
dorm we had a washstand, and we kept our toothbrushes and hair brushes and things like that in there. 
Each one had their own washstand. When you got to be in the big girls' dorm, you had a washstand and 
an alcove-three walls and a curtain in front. You had a little chest of drawers in there and you kept your 
little personal things in there. You wore a uniform, a navy-blue uniform with a big, white collar. I have my 
white collar from whenever I got out of school. I had it autographed and I kept it. But I didn't want a 
uniform. But you know, you get used to it. Its just, sort of like the Army, I imagine. 

Mother used to send me a birthday cake packed in popcorn; an angel food cake with seven-minute icing. 
When that package would come, well, we kids would sneak and get on what we called the devil steps-they 
were steps saved for visitors. They were hardwood steps. We'd get there and eat our cake and popcorn. 
We'd crawl out of the dorm; we got in trouble several times. We'd have to clean those steps-wax them and 
polish them and clean them up. Then lots of times we had to write "I will not do" whatever it was "again" 
maybe 500 times. 

The meals were very well prepared. I thought we got too much parsnips; I never did like parsnips. But we'd 
have cream of wheat for breakfast of a morning, and if we didn't eat it all, they'd fry it at night and serve 
it with syrup for our evening meal. I liked the cream of wheat of a morning, but I didn't like that of an 
evening. We'd have prunes for breakfast, and I didn't mind those. If there were prunes left, we'd have 
prune whip at night for dessert, and that was good. I didn't mind that too much. The meals weren't bad. 

You got a good education, as far as learning. We took music. You had Spanish and Latin and math, 
different kinds of math, and shorthand and history and English, and they had the business classes then, 
too-bookkeeping, shorthand, typing. 

It's all right, but I would never send my kids. I don't think so. No, uh-uh, because I think you miss so much 
with your parents and with other things, other activities and things. I never saw a football game, a high 
school football game, or a basketball game, other than what we played there in the convent. You miss 
things like that. But sometimes you get a better education in a country school than you do in a public 
school. Even though there's maybe one or two teachers to a big bunch, they get more individual attention 
than you would in a bigger public school. 
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