A Memory of Mr. William Teunis

by Joe Herbst

As a ninth grader at Northwood High School I would have told you that English was my least favorite subject.  Writing a composition was, to me, like breaking rocks with a hammer.  Even worse, I disliked reading books.  Instead  I spent my time each day perusing  magazine, newspaper and encyclopedia articles.  In my private moments I selected from fiction and nonfiction short story anthologies borrowed from the public library.  When my schedule allowed (aka ‘I finished my homework’), I relished watching television.  I especially liked comedies better known as ‘sitcoms’.  

So when Mr. Teunis assigned a composition of our choosing, I chose to write a parody of one such show.  At first, I couldn’t make up my mind which sitcom I enjoyed the most but, with the assignment date approaching, I simply picked the one I was viewing at the time; the ‘Bob Cummings Show’ aka ‘Love That Bob’.  The weekly program starred Bob Cummings and an ensemble cast including Ann B. Davis (remember ‘The Beverly Hillbillies’), Rosemary DeCamp (remember the spokesperson for 20 Mule Team Borax on ‘Death Valley Days’), Dwayne Hickman (remember ‘Dobie Gillis’) and others.  Bob Cummings played a professional photographer who lived with his sister (Rosemary DeCamp) and her son (Dwayne Hickman).  For commissioned assignments he hired professional models with whom he socialized but, true to his bachelor creed, never ‘settled down’.   

I do not remember what I wrote but I do remember the feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction when I typed the final edition (on a portable manual Smith Corona typewriter) and then presented it to Mr. Teunis in class.   I remember thinking he would truly appreciate the story line and the inventive parody I had concocted.   

The fall came on the day the graded assignment was passed back.  The bad news was written on my cover page.  I don’t recall the words but Mr. Teunis judged my subject matter inappropriate for his ninth grade English class.  The handwritten letter ‘D’ instantly burned away any pride I had in my creation as well as my ‘A’ grade for the six week marking period.   

 In order to receive a passing grade, I was required to have my parents read and sign the composition. Then I was to return it to Mr. Teunis for a final grade. 

As a postscript, my parents both read the composition.  They felt, as I did, that the subject matter was both novel and humorous.  As we read and reread, not one of us could fully understand Mr. Teunis’  ‘discomfort’ with my writing.  There was nothing in the words or the plot that could be judged off color or prurient.

In the end, they resigned to respect my teacher despite what they knew.  The following day I dutifully returned the signed paper to Mr. Teunis.  

Except for this hiccup, my year with Mr. Teunis was great.  Although I never quite understood his criticism, he never again disparaged my scholarship.   I experienced and enjoyed a world of words and ideas while staging Shakespeare’s plays, openly expressing  and defending opinions without embarrassment, and gleefully learning subjects that before and since could ‘turn me off’.   In fact, if anyone had asked me how I might improve English instruction, I would have required that each English teacher in the county attend  Mr. Teunis’ class.   

