   
Mount Vernon School Days

by Mary Ellen File, Carol Austin Bogan and Stan Durkee
 
Here are memories of our attendance at Mount Vernon Elementary School, Mount Vernon Avenue in Del Ray, in the same class, 1949-1956.  

 

Classmates

Stan....Johnny Beasley: mild-mannered, always joking, liked the TV program "I Love Lucy"....Bobby Hungerford: a cool guy who always viewed things with detachment and sometimes with humor.   ....Carol Austin, Louise White and Mary Ellen File: whom I thought of as "the three musketeers," always talking and laughing together, whose personalities seemed to complement one another. ...  Danny Lewis:  a face peering at you, sad and a little worn.
 

Carol:    Stan, do you remember Mary Foley?  She, Mary Ellen and I bonded in 1st grade and I cannot even remember what grade we were in when she moved away.   Louise White was an early friend, but in about 6th grade, she drifted into a close relationship with Robin Oyler, as they both lived north of Mt. Vernon School near the Cora Kelly area.

 

Stan: No, I don’t remember Mary.  I do remember Robin Oyler’s arrival in the class, how she was nice and shy in a way, but also seemingly sophisticated and “arty,” leaving silences in the room after she spoke. 

 

Mary Ellen: Mary Foley may have gone to St. Rita’s School when it opened – I think we were in about the 4th grade.

 

Carol:  Bobby Hungerford was my boyfriend from about grade 3 through 7, and our first kiss was at a party at Gere Coakley's Russell Road house!   And yes, Stan, he was a cool guy then.

  

Teachers
Mary Ellen:   Miss Hilldrup (first and second grade)... Mr. Rubino was the instrumental music teacher...Ms DeButts was the really short mean librarian…Mrs Knight the vocal teacher…Ms Franklin, the principal, with the beautiful penmanship.. .The beat goes on. 

Carol: Who didn’t love Miss Hilldrup, polio victim and 1st & 2nd grade teacher extraordinaire?  What a great sweetheart for little boys and girls as their first teacher in their start to school. 
Mary Ellen File, Mary Foley and Louise White were instant friends.  Remember the ratty wooden tables with cubby holes?  Miss H. lived up on Russell Road, and for some reason I visited her there at one time.  I must have gone with my Mother.  
 

I don't remember Mr. Rubino, but I do remember a Mrs DeButz, the Librarian.  

 

Mrs Winona Jennings, 3rd grade, and the year we learned dreaded cursive writing.  One day she was teaching the capital “W” and my awkward 8-year old hands could not master it, and in frustration when her back was turned I bolted from my desk into the cloak closet.  When she obviously missed me she had no trouble finding me.   As you may recall, the closet doors did not go to the floor, and my feet were visible.  She called me out, and dressed me out!   My capital "Ws" are perfection now!  Also, in that class, we studied Norway and I wrote in my Norway submission, "Norway is a spoon-shaped country."  Her class was in the “new” building and had awning windows.  I remember making a map of Norway with tempera paints on the bottom window of the bank of windows closest to the “green board.”  


Stan: Mrs Jennings, my first teacher at the school (third grade, 1951), had a smooth comforting southern voice that could wax firm and steely if she sensed someone wasn't paying attention.  I also recall that we studied Norway; I felt proud of a water color painting I did of a fjord with the sun overhead.  I recall the time we were asked to sing "the scales" individually and my miserable performance caused laughter and a humiliation that was long lasting and for which I never got revenge.  
Miss Burger, our fifth grade teacher, was a character.  When you had to sneeze, she would make you do so into your arm or down your shirt.  Someone had to open the door for you if you sneezed so that you could wash in the restroom.  We understood about the need to be careful for germs but thought this was amusing.  As was her manner in some other ways: I recall her saying, "there I was, fresh from the country and…"; she made us flinch a bit when referred to the ‘neggrahs.’  
 
Ms Switzer (sixth) was a nice, quiet spoken lady, big eyes behind big glasses. was strict but liked her class. 
 
Mrs Brewer (seventh) was tall and very proper, much "the lady," smiled but not too much got past her.   And yes, I remember her strong interest in having the class sing and being very careful to ensure that all were, in fact, singing.  
 
Yes, Ms Franklin, the principal, indeed had beautiful penmanship but she could be harsh at times.  We heard her voice each morning coming over the classroom speaker as she gave morning announcements to all classrooms.  Once she had a student give a presentation on her trip to Fredericksburg.  When Ms Franklin said don’t you think that place is "even more historic than Alexandria," I was shocked!  How could this be – we all “knew” that no place was "more historic" than Alexandria. 
 

Carol:  Nettie Switzer…6th grade…gush...   My recollection was that she favored the smart boys at the expense of the smart girls, but my biggest problem with her was when we square danced.  Apparently we had more girls than boys in that class, so I, at 5’8”, was always drafted to dance the boys’ part  Hated the humiliation of that, and haven't alamanded left ever since!    
 

Mary Brewer, 7th grade, loved her, piano and all, what a treasure!  That's probably why I play piano to this day, work with kids at church, and sing on the praise team.     She also taught me how to love music.  She would hand out music books so we all could sing, and sit ram-rod straight on the piano stool and play.  Every once in a while she would glance over her shoulder to see who was not singing!  She taught us Virginia history with such a passion I wondered if she had lived any of it!  I loved Virginia history in her class.  I count her, along with Mary Snider at GW, as the two Mary’s who impacted my life in a huge way.  They taught me English grammar, and gave me a love of history and English literature.  We were also taught music by Mrs. Knight.   I was just recently corrected.  I'd been referring to her as Gladys Knight, with a giggle wondering what she ever did with the Pips!   Turns out she was Grace Knight!  What a disappointment. 
  

Stan: I recall the square dancing in sixth/seventh grade with mixed feelings… Virginia Reel, Sentimental Journey, Hokey Pokey…  Some of it seemed silly, some was fun, most not.  It was a relief to have the switch to “rock and roll” on Fridays later at Jefferson.  As for Virginia history, I liked it too, made ya feel proud to be from Virginia. 

 

Typical days
 
Mary Ellen:   I pass Mt. Vernon just about every day and am very sad that the little school on the hill is no longer there.  They do have the bell on display in what we called the “new school.”  The “new school” is now old and the other building (Mrs. Brewer’s room) is really old…my father went there when it was George Mason High School!

 

Stan: I remember the long walks to school with my friends, down Holly Street cutting in back of Johnny White’s house, then down Mt Ida to the school.  In the early grades, each day after the pledge and the morning announcements, there was “current events” time at which time students were to stand and report.  Mary Ellen, having the brightest smile in the class, always began her reports with "I don’t know if this is news or not but..." and generally it was big news. ...Lunch in the cafeteria cost $.30, included a small carton of milk; Ray Wells’s mother serving; we sitting at tables, Christian and Jewish prayers given over the speaker system on alternating days, some students yelling “dig in” instead of ”amen.”  
 

Carol:  I don't have a cloak room fetish, but in what era were coats called cloaks???   We also stashed our lunch boxes there too, I believe.   Lunch boxes....thermos bottles that either smelled or broke!

 

Stan: Once in the sixth grade, upon walking into the “boy's room,” I was confronted with a classmate with shirtsleeves rolled up, carving his girl friend's name into his upper arm while announcing his decision to quit school as soon as he turned sixteen – to a group that was hanging out.  At the time, neither idea seemed to be too cool.  But with regard to the arm carving, the guy may have been ahead of his time; I read recently (2009) that 30-40 percent of Americans in their twenties have at least one tattoo, likely many of them with people’s initials, and also that “branding” is the in-thing for some.  Who knew?

 

Mary Ellen:   I remember watching Warwick Village grow out of the hill we could see from Mrs. Brewer’s class.

 

Stan: The early transition from forested estate to Warwick Village townhouses was a big deal for me: I lived at the edge of the estate’s northern border and the large woods of 1950/51/52, when we were in second/third grade, presented opportunities for adventure with my friends, Johnny White, George Lemeshewsky and Richard McGowan.  Deep within the forest was the old Warwick mansion, dark and foreboding, large cannons in a front yard completely overgrown.   (You can check the Alexandria Library to see what the mansion looked like in olden days.)  It was guarded by a heavyset watchman, whom we called “Humpty” who, if he spotted you on the property would shout warnings to leave.  If you didn’t quickly move like you were going to do so, he would shoot with a rifle loaded, we thought, with salt.  Once in awhile someone would get hit on the leg or ankle.  Ya got hit and you got stung real smart.  I always wondered what would have happened if a serious accident had occurred, if some kid got blinded for example.  Humpty no doubt figured that wasn’t his problem.  In any case, we often ventured out to explore, to trespass and to taunt Humpty, always getting away successfully.  I guess none of us told our parents about the fact that there was shooting going on because we remained free to roam there.  The last time I saw the old mansion, alone amidst an empty land, all surrounding forest gone, about to be demolished itself forever just as the forest had been.  I looked on with interest but with little emotion, having resigned myself to the inevitable destruction that had taken place and the transformation of the property into townhouses. 

 

 Books: 
Carol:  I remember the orange-bound biographies (I loved the one on George Washington Carver).
 

Stan:  Ah, those biographies:  "Boy of Old Virginia, Robert E. Lee," "Abe Lincoln, Frontier Boy," “Bedford Forest: Boy on Horseback.” I must have read them all.  (There were famous women in there too, but only a very few!). Later, in fifth/sixth grades, I loved baseball books, reading with Bobby Hungerford:  "The Kid from Tompkinsville," "The Kid comes Back," "Highpockets."
 

School Patrol
Stan:  At some point, I volunteered to be on the squad of patrol boys, who essentially acted as crossing guards for students coming and going to school. Each morning there was a flag raising ceremony: John Springer, having arrived at Mount Vernon from Mississippi when we were in the seventh grade, was the bugler, alternating with Johnny White. Tommy Buckler became the captain; John Springer and I were lieutenants, who were to assist the other patrols at their assigned stations.  My route was the area from Clyde and Euler near Commonwealth Avenue to Ancel Street, a main entrance to Warwick Village.  I got to walk around and talk to each of the guys stationed at key crossing points.  It was a kick!  In the spring we marched in a big parade in D.C.  

 

Fights
Stan:  The school experience was generally peaceful and we had no gangs, at least none of which I was aware.  Only rarely would there be a fight.

 

Early on, there was a one-armed guy named Dinks (or Dinx) who seemed to do everything others could do with two, yet was pugnacious, always getting into fistfights, not liked much by the class.  While I never had an encounter with him, later, in the seventh grade, I did have two close calls with other guys.
 
The first was with David Ramey, from the class ahead of us, who for some unknown reason, when walking home from on Mount Vernon Avenue following attendance at a night football game at GW, spat out to me the familiar challenge: “Hey boy, you baad?”  I was quite sure I wasn’t “bad.”  In any case, I wasn’t going to back down.   I wrestled with him a bit but, to my surprise, convinced him to postpone the encounter until two days hence, thereby allowing me to change into old clothes.  The time and place for the fight were set, agreed to by others present including Nonnie Edwards and Tommy Bond.  In the interim, at school, Tommy and Nonnie advised me how to win, telling me, for example, that a strategy of “hitting him in the left eye” would likely be effective, since reportedly David’s eye had been weakened in a previous fight or accident.  And so I showed up at the appointed place and time, knowing something about his weak points, but not at all convinced I could lick him.  To my relief, for unknown reasons, David didn’t show! I presumed that for this failure he later endured some humiliation from those who had known of the intended fight, but of that I really didn’t care. 

 

The second “near miss” of a fight did have a clear reason and involved a girl.  A slightly older, skinny guy named Gene Phelps, who didn’t attend Mount Vernon (nor for that matter, any school) had proclaimed himself the boyfriend of Dorothy Ellis, and had angrily sought me out, since he had heard that I had kissed his girlfriend at a recent gathering at her house.  Indeed I had. It was my first kiss of any girl and a damn good one at that, such that the experience had made my head spin. This happened in Dorothy’s basement at the first teenage party I ever attended with rock and roll, recall dancing to “Eddy my love.”  And so, Gene, angry in black motorcycle jacket, engineer boots, peg pants, sideburns and duck-tail haircut, found me on a Warwick Village street and told me to “put ‘em up” because he meant to give me a whipping.  I noticed that when he put up his fists to fight that he had a funny way of protecting his body with his elbows.  I didn’t put em up; rather, I somehow talked my way out of the situation without sacrificing any dignity.   (Actually, unlike the encounter with David, I was confident I could have “whupped” Gene had it come to that.)  The outfall of it all was a confirmed loss of Dorothy as a girlfriend (not that this had ever been established in the first place) but strangely enough I became friends, for a time, with a friend of Gene’s, a guy named Vincent Bikert, a character with hair to the shoulders who had also dropped out of school and whose appearance scared some people, including my parents, but who really was a good guy with whom I later had some adventures.  

 

Special Memories
 
Mary Ellen: I vividly remember walking to school one day and the newspaper headline was “Stalin Is Dead.”  (This would have been 1953.)  I also remember passing a store on the way to school that had a picture of Jesus in the window. The head was concave and it appeared his eyes were following you…yikes!

 

 Stan: I recall hearing of the death of James Dean when I was out on a playing field at Phys Ed. This was1955; I knew little about Dean, only that he was a movie star who somehow expressed youthful rebellion.  Then January 1956, lying in bed home with a cold, I first heard Elvis on the radio, Heartbreak Hotel; I knew immediately and for keeps that it was the sound that somehow we had all been waiting for.  What a moment!  I found it strange that the initial reactions of some boys I knew, such as Gene Phelps above, reacted negatively. 
 

Carol:  My 13th birthday, June 26, 1956, on a picnic and swim outing to a lake and I want to say it was Lake Jackson.  I heard "1, 2, 3 o'clock, 4 o'clock rock!  Ya gotta rock around the clock tonight...."   Know what you mean, Stan, it was the music I had waited for all my life!

 
 
