Mount Vernon Elementary School Anecdotes
By Jim Seymore

 

It was not my good fortune to graduate with my pals from GW (my parents moved to Richmond after my sophomore year), but, thanks to Mount Vernon School, Jefferson Junior High and two years at GW, I have wonderful memories and many lifelong friends. I wish I could be with you all for the Reunion, but I have other longstanding plans that weekend that can't be changed.  I would like to hear from any of you - see my information below.  In the meantime, here are some memories from Mount Vernon. 

The two teachers I remember best from elementary school are Mrs. Byrd, who taught 4th grade (the year I arrived at Mt. Vernon Elementary), and Miss Moynihan, a diminutive, feisty, middle-aged woman who ruled our 6th grade class with a will of iron. I had a crush on Mrs. Byrd. She was young and pretty and warm-hearted. Once her husband, who seemed a bit upset and a bit unsteady, showed up unexpectedly at the end of class to give the boys this advice, slightly slurred: "Don't be a jack of all trades like me, boys; be a master of one. Just one. That's the secret of success." Mrs. Byrd seemed a little embarassed about him for some reason. Only years later I did I realize that he was probably drunk. 

Miss Moynihan had big, owlish glasses and stood about 5 feet, even in the heavy black brogans she usually wore. She brooked no shenanigans, and we all sat up a litle straighter while she taught. She was Irish down to her toes and proud of it. One summer she had taken a trip to the Olde Country, and we could tell it meant the world to her. In one class she told us the story about how she had lain on her back while someone held her feet, and she had hung upside down over the castle wall to kiss the Blarney Stone. It was the first time I had ever heard the story of the Blarney Stone, but I found it incredibly funny to imagine Miss Moynihan in such an undignified position. I struggled to suppress a fit of the giggles.

She was a card-carrying member of the National Geographic Society. I learned this one day when she called me aside after class and offered me her ticket to a National Geographic lecture to be held that weekend. She couldn't make it, she said, and she thought that I might enjoy it. I was very excited. I got all spiffed up-- I think my mother even clipped a bowtie on me-- and, for the first time, I took a bus alone into Washington, DC. I then spent about 45 minutes walking around the same two blocks looking for the address on the ticket. By the time I realized it was the big marble building right in front of me and found an open door, the lecture had already started. I crept in and found one of the few empty seats at the very top of a huge auditorium. The lecturer was an explorer and animal expert who had just returned from a safari in Africa, and he illustrated his talk with still photos he had taken. I was rapt. I don't remember much about the lecture, but for the first time in my life I saw that there was a whole "intellectual" world out there that I never suspected to exist. That one ticket Miss Moynihan gave me expanded my horizons no end.

But can you imagine hundreds of people today showing up for a talk and slideshow about Africa? It was a long, long, long time ago. And one other incident featuring Miss Moynihan reminds me of the totally different world we lived in circa 1955. It happened during recess one autumn day. All the boys were playing football. The contest was hot, and tempers were flaring. Then one of the boys yelled at another, "You queer! You queer! How could you drop that pass?" I don't know where she came from or how she heard us, but suddenly Miss Moynihan was upon us, blowing her whistle fiercely. "That's enough! Go back inside, and I want all you boys to stay after class today!"

So when the final bell rang, all the girls left, giggling, whispering, and pointing fingers, while we boys sat and wondered what calamity was about to befall us. Miss Moynihan came around her desk, ruler in hand, looked sternly at us and paused for a moment. We held our breath. Then she said, "I heard some language during your football game today that I never want to hear again." Long pause. "I heard one of you boys call another one 'queer'." Pause. "That's a terrible thing to say, and an awful thing to call someone. I don't want any of you to say it again." Pause. "How many of you know what 'queer' means? Raise your hands." We glanced around, but not a single hand went up. I thought it meant something like "jerk," but obviously Miss Moynihan had something much worse in mind, whatever it was. We sat there for several uncomfortable minutes, no one raising a hand. Finally, Miss Moynihan said, "All right. You can go now, but remember my warning." On the way home I asked several guys if they really knew the meaning of the word, but they were as blank as I was; I'm convinced to this day that not one of us had a clue. 

Now I ask: Is there a 6th-grade boy in America today who doesn't know the word's meaning, as well as many worse epithets? They've been bombarded with sexual information from the cradle; they watch online porn that would make the Marquis de Sade blush; they're as jaded as Hugh Hefner.

We lived in a different world.  A better one.
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