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January 31 2012 – Prairie Waters Elementary School  -  School Days in 1939 

As transcribed by Jen Peddlesden  

January 15 2014  Prairie Waters School 

 

Joyce McElory  

Nice to see all of you.  I hope we can tell you a bit about when we were like you, which was a long time 

ago.  When Lorraine and I were your age, there were only a few little cabins here at Chestermere Lake.   

As I said I did not go to school in this area .   I went to a one room school at Cavendish, Alberta.  it was 

60 miles N of Medicine Hat and our farm was 8 miles from the school.  You can see in this photo, the 

horse barn, the coal shed and the boy’s toilet.  The windows were on the east side (which you cannot 

see) and we had no running water, we brought water to drink from home every day.  The schools 

through the province of Alberta were similar, this faces west and on the east side would be windows for 

light as there were no electric lights in these rural schools.  In cities they did have electric lights, but we 

did not.  (Showing photo) Here, near the school is the little coal shed, we did not have heat like you do 

today, ours was a little one room school it was heated by coal or wood in big stoves.   In the evening the 

fire went out so it would be very cold in the morning.  There was no running water in the building.  My 

friend Lorraine and I went to country schools which are very different from today.  And we had none of 

the great equipment you have now, no computers, no iPads, there were phones but not the phones you 

have now.    The phones were on phone lines along the road.  There was no phone in the school.  We did 

have some things the same, blackboards and chalk on which the teacher would write our lessons.  We 

would sit to do our work at our desks, we had a bottle of ink that fit in a hole in the desk or a spot to fill 

with ink, but you used this type of pen to dip and write your lessons.    There is one other thing that is 

still the same, the alphabet around the room.  We did not have white boards like you do now we had 

black boards on which the teachers wrote with chalk.  We had similar erasers but they would get filled 

with chalk dust.  One job we kids liked was to volunteer to clean the brushes.  We would take them 

outside and bang them together to remove the chalk and then we would have chalk dust all over us too.  

Lorraine Gillespie my friend went to school very near here.   

Lorraine Gillespie 

When I went to school these were the boys and girls I went to school with. This was Janet School, just a 

few miles from here. When I first went to school I was the only child in grade one—there I am  in the 

front row.  Behind me and to the right are two boys, they are the Laycock boys, and the other kids are all 

from the Madge family.  ( These people behind were all one family, these two boys were one family, 

there was me).  That was the whole school! Not just the grade—the whole school.  Some of the boys 
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went all the way up to Grade 9.  In the next year’s picture, I’m there and the teacher was in the middle 

(Miss Helen Higley, later Mrs Rae –she taught here and later at Conrich School)  I was in Grade 3 but I’m 

not in this photo as I was away that day.  But you can see one of the boy’s dogs was in the photo and he 

came to school that day with his master.    The old door of our school was made of wood, it would 

sometimes fly open and bang the railing on the steps, one day it banged so hard it knocked the railing 

off! 

 

This is how I got to school --on horseback.  Cutie was my pony’s name, she could do tricks.  If you tapped 

her on her tummy she would lie down.  This was my dog Buster, but he did not come to school.  In the 

next picture I am in Grade 5 or 6 and this is Judy.  She was a bigger horse and I rode her when I was 

older. Neither she nor Cutie liked to go to school --both of them knew that if they dumped me off they 

could go home!  If you did get dumped off you held on to your reins and then got right back on to teach 

the horse a lesson.  Getting back on also taught me a lesson—if you get dumped off get back on, a good 

rule for other things.   My father would not let me use a saddle, he was worried that if I fell off my feet 

and legs would get caught in the stirrups.   I wore the hair off Judy’s back because I had to grip so tight 

to stay on.  I wore overalls over my dress when riding to school.   

Sometimes it was very cold in the morning in the school .  We had a janitor named Jean who would 

come in early and start the fire in the stove with the wood and coal.  It was so cold in the morning 

sometimes the ink was frozen.  If it got too cold we would stand up and do exercises to warm up.  We 

had to put our lunches near the stove to keep them from freezing.  We would keep the bridles in the 

school room too so that the metal of the bit would not get so cold as to freeze and stick on our poor 

horses’ mouths.  I can remember sometimes the teacher writing on the blackboard with her mittens on.  

Sometimes on those cold days we would heat water on the stove and make hot cocoa to drink to keep 

us warm.  Our desks were bolted together three in a row.  Later on we got individual ones.  Each desk 

had a drawer and we kept our school things there.   We had tins for our lunches and we carried them in 

book bags, and sometimes we used old chocolate boxes to keep our cookies from being crumbled.  On 

cold days we could play indoors using the blackboard playing Xs and Os.  

We used to play games outside as well. We had a great big yard, and we liked baseball but did not often 

have enough for a real team—so we just batted the ball around.  In the winter we made a big circle in 

the snow about as big as this room—it looked like a big snow pie!  In the middle was a safe place—this 

game was called Fox and Geese.  There was one fox and rest of us was geese, we could run around but 

not step out of the path, but we had a safe spot in the middle.  Sometimes in the winter we would go 
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skating on the irrigation canal which ran nearby.   We also played “Anti- I -over” – We had one baseball 

and we would throw it over the school and yell “Anti I over”, and the kids on the other side would catch 

the ball and run around and try to tag us.  If they tagged you, you had to be on their team.  We also had 

an irrigation ditch near the school.  It ran north east from the school and the ditch had a ‘falls’.  One year 

we studied Mexico and went down to the ditch to have a picnic and some Mexican food—Chili con 

carne!  It was nice to sit by the water with the falls that were on the irrigation ditch.  

Sometimes we got to go to town, once to the radio station to see all the equipment and one time we got 

to sing on the radio—one of the men at the station also sang he was very good, better than we were.  

We also went to the Calgary Herald building to watch the paper being printed.  They gave us the 

cartoons (the funny papers)  for the next day to read and we also got to have our lunch there.  One time 

we went to McGavin’s Bakery and they had a great big bin of cookies and we could have all the cookies 

we could eat.  One little fellow was a bit shy , so the man who showed us around picked up a bit bunch 

and put them in Alvin’s pockets as he did not know he could take cookies home. At Christmas time we 

had a Christmas concert.  They had to make a platform using old wooden slats ( boards) that were 

slipped in  to close up the doors to the railway cars, where the loaded the oats and barley to send away. 

But these pieces of wood were put on some supports to make a stage.  We would act out the Nativity 

scene and were dressed to look like we were over in the Middle East –we had a little manger too.  Then 

we had Santa Clause come to visit, and then a big lunch that the moms made.  My mother used to make 

homemade donuts.  It was something to look forward to.  Not just the parents came, anyone in the 

community could come.  At the last day of school we had a school picnic.  Now, where Camp 

Chestermere is, we would go there on the shore to have our picnic.  There was a nice grove of trees 

there then, no buildings, but trees near the water.  There was potato salad, cookies and the parents 

would come too.  Someone gave us a big watermelon one year, that was really something, because it 

really felt like the beginning of summer to have the watermelon.  We wore our very best clothes and 

also played lots of games at the picnics.   

Then we had the royal visit.  

Joyce - This was in 1939 and the then King George VI and his wife and his daughters Margaret, and 

Elizabeth   who is now our Queen  now made a trip across Canada –the School children were all given 

little medals that had the King and Queen’s names --this was my medal.  

Lorraine – We had a very special day when the King and Queen can, we got dressed up in our good 

clothes, people with cars loaded the cars up and we went to Calgary, but we had to walk, and wall and 

walk.  We went into a school and they gave us a tiny glass bottle of milk for a treat then we walked some 
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more, to a proper place where we sat down on the curb and the adults could stand behind as the queen 

came by.  They were in a wonderful convertible with the top down so we could see them –the Queen 

was so pretty dressed in pale blue.  Ah, this little girl has this colour on, it is called powder blue, the 

Queen had a lovely dress that colour with a big hat with an Ostrich feather.  The king just wore ordinary 

clothes.  After wards we went to another place to see the Royal train to go West and beyond.  The 

Queen came out on the back of the train to wave to us as she left.  And that was the wonderful visit by 

the Royal Family.  Mrs. McElroy has a scrap book of the photos from that day.  Back in those days they 

had to take a ship to get to Canada and then a train to get all the way to Calgary—a very long trip than 

today.   

Lorraine – A sad day came when they had to close Janet School.  This is a picture of that day.  You can 

see the little toilet we had outside, this happened in 1943.  After that we went to a larger school called 

Rockland School – and instead of riding and walking or taking a cart, we came in school buses.  This is a 

picture of the older boys and girls at that school.  Janet School was moved up to be right next to 

Rockland School and the grades 1, 2, and 3 used the little old Janet School.  In 1956 Rockland School was 

closed and children went to Conrich School.    This was called consolidation  

Back in those days at school the first thing we did was take attendance, just like you do today.  But we 

had a reading from the Bible, said the Lord’s prayer, sang O Canada and then we saluted the Union Jack, 

not the flag that we have now.  And you sing O Canada just like we did.  We had a little verse to say 

when we saluted the  Union Jack.  

Lorraine recites-  “ I salute the flag the emblem of my country to it I pledge my  love and loyalty.  “   

Joyce -  The teacher would ring the school bell to call us in from playing at lunch.  One time we all hid 

behind the barn.  The teacher rang once, then she waited and rang again.  Still we did not come.  Finally 

when she rang the third time we came running out.  She asked ‘Whey did you not come when I rang 

before.? One little boy answered, ‘ Well teacher we did not hear the bell the first two times.”   We had  

regular classes like you do but we did not have any special equipment.  We had to look things up in the 

dictionary and our library was only a cupboard in the corner.  We would write with a stick pen and an ink 

well on our desk.  We had scribblers that had pictures on the front and on the back lists of facts such as 

weights and measures.  First thing after lunch the teacher would read out of a book to us, a chapter 

each day and also we learned a lot of poems by heart.  In the small grades, we would have a picture 

given to us a picture study.  We would have to write a story about what was going on in the picture.  

Sometimes we would have spelling bees.  We would all line up at the front and when you missed a word 

you had to sit down.  The last one standing won the spelling bee.   
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Making copies of things was very different back then.  For our plays the teacher would have to write out 

all the parts for each student.   The teacher also had a hectograph.  It was a wooden frame a few inches 

deep and they poured in a gel.  The teacher would write with a purple ink on a page, then lay it on the 

gel and press it down.  The writing would then be on the gel and the teacher would put papers down on 

the gel to transfer the printing.   

Do you have any questions?  

Did you have a doctor nearby?  (Joyce) – Yes, we would go to Calgary for the doctor. 

Did you have any electricity? (Joyce) No, not in the school, only the light from the windows, so 

sometimes it was a dark day and the room was quite dark.  

How did you do schoolwork at night?  (Joyce) We had a big glass lamp, which had kerosene that burned 

using a wick.  Also it was called a lantern or a lamp.   

How did you travel?  (Joyce) People did have cars, but in the winter the roads were so snowy, we did not 

have big snow plows like you do today, so we would use horses and sleighs to get about.  

What were your schools called?  (Joyce)  My school was called Cavendish School (60 miles north of  

Medicine Hat), and Lorraine’s school was called Janet School right near here.   

Did you like horses a lot?  (Joyce) Yes we were raised with horses so we did like them and needed them.   

Is your horse still alive?  (Joyce) No,  not that one but I do still have a horse on my farm.   Horses don’t 

live that long, maybe up to 20 years but not much more.  

Did you have stoves and ovens in the houses?  (Joyce) We had stoves that burned wood or coal, not gas 

or electricity like you have today.  

Were your houses big?  (Joyce) No our houses were usually quite small, though some farm houses were 

two story and that was the kind of house Lorraine lived in that she still has today . 

Did you wear a uniform to school?  (Joyce) No we did not but the girls always wore dresses and skirts 

more than you might today, in school, we could wear overalls to ride our horses to school and to do 

‘phys ed’. 

How old are both of you?  (Joyce) 1937 is on the picture and Lorraine was in Grade 1.  So now you have 

a math problem to figure out how old we are today!   

Were there airplanes?  (Joyce) Yes there were a few planes and it was really something when you saw a 

plane go over, you watched and watched until it disappeared to a speck.  In Calgary there would have 

been some passenger planes that would take people, but not out in South Eastern Alberta where I lived.   

How old were the Royal children in the pictures?  (Joyce) Princess Elizabeth would have been 10 years 

old.  Princess Margaret would have been about 7 years old.   
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To what grades did the school go up to?  (Joyce) The schools went up to Grade 9.  Children that wanted 

to go on to more schooling sometimes had to go to live in the city for high school.   

How did the teacher teach all those grades at once?  (Joyce) It was hard—the teacher would not have all 

the grades at once as the school was small, but she would have to be very organized.   

Was there a principal at your school?  (Joyce) No not in the elementary school but in high school we did 

have a principal and he also taught school.   

Did you have buttons and zippers?  (Joyce) Yes we did.   

Did you have any wireless things?  (Joyce) Well, we did have a radio.  It ran off a battery.   

How did World War II affect your school?  (Joyce) Yes the War did have some effect.  In our studies of 

Current Events we would talk about the War, 1939 to 1945.  There was rationing of gasoline and food so 

there was some effect on us for sure.   In the 1930s the economy was very slow and there was a severe 

drought.  By the time this time, called the depression was over then there was the War.   

What kind of books did you have?  (Joyce) I remember my first reader it featured Jerry and Jane and was 

called “High Roads to Reading.”  

What happened when you got into trouble?  (Joyce) Yes, back in those days the teacher would 

sometimes strike the child on the hand with a ruler if the child had misbehaved.  Sometimes the teacher 

would have a strap, though I never saw anyone have the strap, I did hear of it.   One story went that 

when the teacher went to smack the boy with the strap he pulled his hand away and she hit herself ! 

 

 

 

  


