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Favorite Teachers

On the whole I've generally liked my teachers even though it sometimes took me a while
to realize that they were pretty nice, after all. | remember Mrs. Bone, and Miss Walters,
among others in grade school. Mrs. Bone taught geography and penmanship and had a
husband who had been horribly wounded in World War I. | found geography fascinating,
but now I recall Mrs. Bone's sour disposition and business-like attitude toward her
interesting subject, and think, perhaps, the subject rather than the teacher was what |
really loved. Miss Walters taught math, giving the impression it was a subject everyone
would find stimulating and interesting. | was in her classes for at least three years, and
quadratic equations are what | think |1 remember getting excited about with her. Actually,
I'm not at all sure | met them in the fourth grade - high school seems more likely;
nevertheless "Miss Walters" is the name | remember as a favorite teacher, whether she
taught me quadratic equations or not. Paul assures me that she didn't, not in grade school.
Maybe it's decimals that | remember in her class. I like them, too.

In high school I discovered "puppy love" in Mr. Hargraves' classes. Whatever he taught
was special to me, even the mental arithmetic drills he put us through for the final five or
six minutes of most classes. He was able to show us painlessly in those quick drills the
value of whatever the most recent math facts he had introduced to us. Since he taught
algebra, I'm sure that I learned about the beauty of quadratic equations in his class rather
than in Miss Walter's class. He was young and, | thought, very handsome, as well as
single. 1 was sure he'd wait for me to finish college before we got married. Not many
years after high school, | discovered that not only had he married but he was a really
homely man, with unruly, wiry blond hair and a serious underbite, which probably gave
him a witch-like guise when he got a bit older.




The teachers who really influenced me most and who leave me today with the fondest
memories were demanding and unswervingly strict. At the time | was sure | hated them.
Miss Secrest was my fifth-grade teacher. She humiliated me before the class when |
turned in a messy paper on which | had sought to obliterate a mistake by blacking out a
paragraph with vigorously applied pencil marks. She pointed out that a neat line drawn
through my mistake would have been sufficient; she had too many student papers to
grade to add several lines that | didn't want her to see, and the smudged black area
offended her eyes and rubbed off on her fingers. She taught writing (composition, that is)
and whatever arithmetic was included in fifth grade.

One of the girls in the class persuaded me, against my inclination, to go with her across
town to visit Miss Secrest. | was surprised to discover that she was a nice, warm person
who was delighted to have two students ride two street cars and one bus across town to
visit with her. She gave us iced tea and cookies and led us into some easy conversation.
She was human, and she was FUN.

Scholarship Students Entertained at Dinner |

Then, there was Miss Brown, a tiny bundle of energy, who demanded absolute attention
in class and gave assignments that were hard enough to stretch us. 1 usually so up tight
that | was able to see her only as a possible menace. It was a long time before | realized



that her reputation for being severe and determined to make all her students suffer was
not true. We read Macbeth, Julius Caesar, and a lot of serious, beautiful literature in her
class. I discovered in college that she had taught us to read, understand, and enjoy
literature. | had to overcome a dislike of her based on her calling me Miss Heckman, a
singularly ugly redhead whose name was too much like mine, Hickman, for my taste,
with the additional onus of "Mary Doris" for her given name. | corrected her one day
about my name, and she rather unpleasantly told me that Mary Doris was close enough,
since | recognized she was asking me the question. Moreover, she badgered me for
almost a year until 1 applied for a college scholarship I knew I'd never qualify for. | had
already discovered that she was a wonderful teacher and that my initial fear of her was
unwarranted. Much to my surprise, | was awarded the scholarship. | felt ashamed that |
had initially disliked her.
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But the story of my association with Miss Brown did not end there. A number of years
later when | was teaching English at Southern Methodist University, the chairman sent
for me, introduced me to a new member of the department - Myra Brown - and asked me



to show her around the department and the University. | remembered some of the doubts
| had when I was first in her class; we became quite good friends even though she
insisted on telling everyone what a good student | had been in high school.

Later when my children complained about how mean some of their teachers were, | had
to struggle not to tell them, sentimentally, about the wonderful teachers | had.
Occasionally 1 was able to persuade them to postpone judgment until they had a chance
to get a little better acquainted with the teacher and the subject. They, of course, were
sure that | was prejudiced by the fact that | was a teacher!



