
As someone who had previously understood high-school English to be about things such as sentence diagramming, I found myself in a lot of trouble in September of 1961 on my first day in Mr. Teunis’s English class. Previous English teachers had made only modest contributions to my knowledge of English. Mr. Teunis was going to be a different story. 


I wish I could say that I was one of Mr. Teunis’s star pupils and that he launched me on a literary career, but that was not what happened. Although I was not one of his memorable students, he certainly was one of the most memorable teachers I ever had, at any level. Other pieces on this site have recounted his unusual teaching techniques, so there is no need for that here. Rather, I would like to attest to what a non-star pupil learned from him. 


 The legal profession, which I pursued, is one of the last refuges of the expository writer. Expository writing did not interest Mr. Teunis, as I recall. He was more interested in teaching us about the nature of creativity, and about style in the use of language by great writers, particularly of the twentieth century. That is perhaps equally as important to me as any skill at expository writing, especially now I am retired from the law and am reading and writing about other things. In an age when a computer by itself can actually do expository writing, I am grateful that Mr. Teunis taught me something about style in the use of language. That is something I can still do better than a computer.

Mr. Teunis taught me that I was capable of doing creative writing, and that it is very, very hard. That has given me great respect for those who do it as a vocation, and may yet inspire me to try it in retirement, as I see some of our classmates have done.  

He also introduced me to writers from the Western canon that I did not encounter again in the educational process, despite a liberal-arts education at a respectable college. That is important because a familiarity with those writers, and their style of writing, is helpful in appreciating the richness of the English language and in understanding literary references in later works. In a real sense, Mr. Teunis’s class was the first college course I took, and what he taught me was essentially English as a Second Language for someone who thought it was his first language.  

Beginning in November 1963, the year we graduated from Northwood, our generation seems to have lost more than its share of heroes whose reputation has been burnished by what they might have accomplished had they lived longer. For those who went through Mr. Teunis’s English class, that list includes him. 

A comment that Mr. Teunis wrote on one of my inadequate junior-year efforts pains me still. He wrote, “You are laconic to the point of omission.” It is a yardstick by which I have since measured every piece of writing I have done, and I find I often come up short, including in this tribute. 

Howard Miller
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