
 110 

Chapter 11. The Sixties Were Busy Years  
Soon after I started my academic career, I had decided that my university work 
responsibilities were not going to completely define my life and consume all my 
energies. Dixie’s experience as a Christian School teacher before we were married, 
and whatever part of that had rubbed off on me, was reinforced and extended by my 
eye-opening exposure to Christian perspectives on life and on the world of 
education and science during our stay in Toronto. Accordingly, if I could make a 
contribution in organizations that promoted those perspectives I would gladly do so. 
During the summer of 1962, I was elected to the board of the Edmonton Christian 
School and I also became its representative to the Association of Private Schools 
and Colleges in Alberta (APSCA), now the Association of Independent Schools and 
Colleges in Alberta (AISCA). The first meeting of that organization I attended was 
on my 30th birthday but apparently that did not stop me from going. John Olthuis Jr. 
and Bill De Boer were with me at the meeting, and we shocked the group by 
presenting a resolution that asked the association to request government funding for 
private/independent schools. More about that later. 
The second year I was on the school board (in 1963-64), I was elected secretary, 
and after that I served as chairman for three years. There were some difficult times 
during that period. For a while we could hardly find any teachers to fill vacant 
positions, to the point where we advertised in the Edmonton Journal, and found 
three candidates. Two of these turned out fairly well and one of them actually 
stayed with the school for a number of years. Then, there was the conflict regarding 
a starting date for the high school program. The board had taken the position that 
there should be at least ten students in grade 10 before starting. There were nine, 
and the board decided to wait another year. A small group of people then put a lot of 
pressure on the board to start grade 10 anyway, but the board was unwilling to 
change its position. The result was a fair bit of tension. At the first society meeting I 
had to chair, in the fall of 1965, one member of the small group presented a motion 
to the effect that the board should start grade 10 in September 1966, even if the 
target enrolment was not reached. I had expected the motion and ruled it out of 
order since it was contrary to the board’s policy decision. The ruling was promptly 
challenged, as might be expected. The majority of the society members present 
supported my ruling, however, and the board’s decision stood. It was a very tense 
meeting, at least for me, and my recollection is that I found it impossible to sleep 
that night. Jake Holzmann, who had started working for the school during that time, 
wrote in the 1999 fiftieth anniversary book of the Edmonton Christian Schools, 
”you had to be tough to be on the board then”. The high school was started with 
grade 10 in 1967 and the first graduating class in 1970 had 24 students in it, Dixie’s 
brother Herman among them. We missed that graduation because I was on leave at 
the time and we were living in England. 
Another tense meeting was a meeting of the school board with ministers of the local 
Christian Reformed churches—such meetings were scheduled once or twice a year 
to keep communication with these influential leaders open and to encourage them to 
support the Christian school programs. The agenda for the meetings usually was 
open and, unfortunately, the discussion sometimes turned into an occasion for the 
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ministers to voice their complaints about the board. For this particular meeting the 
board had decided to set the agenda, to the chagrin of some of the ministers, 
particularly a few who had come to Edmonton from Ontario where they apparently 
had a much greater influence on Christian School boards. I probably was a little 
testy also in asserting the role and authority of the duly elected board and there were 
a few unpleasant exchanges. One minister actually got up, walked around the room, 
and declared that he had never seen a school board like this. A perhaps unfortunate 
result was that meetings of the board with local pastors hardly ever took place 
again. 
A much more positive development was the influence Christian school supporters 
were able to have in the Association of Private Schools and Colleges in Alberta, a 
fledgling organization that had started in 1958. In some sense, the representatives of 
the Edmonton Society for Christian Education hijacked the agenda of that 
association, to the point where after a few years its board approached the 
Government of Alberta with a formal request for partial funding for accredited 
independent schools in the province. A few of the member schools of the 
association were still reluctant to move in that direction but the majority became 
supportive of the idea. Members of the provincial legislature were lobbied, briefs 
were written to government officials, and a set of criteria for school eligibility for 
funding was developed and presented to the government. Active support from 
several MLAs from Calgary made it possible for the government to decide to start 
funding independent schools that met the eligibility criteria, starting in 1967, at the 
rate of $100 per student. As president of the APSCA for several years, I was in the 
middle of it all. It was very gratifying, therefore, to see the change in government 
policy that a number of others from the Christian Reformed communities in 
Edmonton, Lacombe, and Calgary had been working towards for nearly fifteen 
years. I had an opportunity to present an account of the first nine years of the 
association’s life and activities, especially the efforts at securing government 
funding, at AISCA’s 50th anniversary meeting in Calgary in May 2008. 

My work on the school board and with the 
private school association took me away 
from home many evenings. Our children 
were still young, though, and usually they 
were in bed by the time I would leave for a 
meeting, so that helped. My role on the 
school board, especially during the time I 
served as chairman, became the most time- 
and energy-consuming ‘non-work’ between 
1963 and 1968 (when my term ended). 
Dixie and the children never complained 
about my absences, however, neither then 
nor later. 
At the university I took on a few 
responsibilities that were not directly 
related to my teaching and research but that 

Young professor in 1964 
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did help me get acquainted with many other people in the field of professional 
agriculture and with academics in other disciplines. I was asked to serve as treasurer 
for the Alberta Institute of Agrologists, the provincial association of professional 
agrologists, and I did so for four or five years. On campus, I became our Faculty’s 
representative on the executive of the academic staff association for three years and, 
as part of that role, served for a year as a member and then two years as chairman of 
the association’s Academic Welfare Committee, charged with solving a range of 
academic disputes. Most of the disputes consisted of tenure denials and other 
promotion concerns. They seemed to indicate that the academic hiring process 
during the early sixties, when student enrolment was climbing rapidly and many 
new instructors were needed, had not always been as stringent as it should be. 
Professional meetings with other weed scientists also began to happen, both in 
Canada and in the United States. The annual Canadian meeting (the Western 
Section of the National Weed Committee) rotated among the four western 
provinces, usually during the first week in December. The broader North-American 
conference of the Weed Science Society of America usually was held in early 
February and could be anywhere in the United States (in later years that conference 
took place in Canada a few times also).  
For my first meeting of the latter organization, I travelled to St. Louis. Since my 
university travel allowance at the time covered hotel accommodation only if I would 
present a scientific paper, I stayed in a cheap room at the YMCA some distance 
from the conference hotel and walked back and forth. While in St. Louis, I bought a 
‘hi-fi’ amplifier kit and a good-sized speaker as well as a second-hand portable 
typewriter that I found at a pawnshop. I had not planned things all that well, because 
I would have to declare it all at Canadian Customs in Edmonton. Fellow weed 
scientist Henry Friesen from 
Lacombe was on the same 
flight as I was, however, and 
he was willing to carry one of 
my packages through customs 
for me. Problem solved. It 
took a while to put the 
amplifier kit together, but all 
the wiring and soldering 
instructions were very clear 
and explicit and when I got up 
enough nerve to plug the 
completed unit in and turn it 
on there was no explosion or 
smoke, and it actually worked. 
Henry Uitvlugt sold us a 
cheap but serviceable 
turntable and soon we were able 
to listen to the records that made 
up our small collection. 

Our formal family in 1967 
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Sunday afternoons often were times when we would go for a walk to the river via 
the Mackenzie ravine. Sometimes we would go through the painful process of 
taking some family pictures. The former were always popular with our children, the 
latter not so much. As often as not, someone would end up in tears during those 
torture sessions.  
Karen started school in September 1965, a major event. Edmonton Transit, in its 
infinite wisdom, had taken out the bus route that went past our house in Crestwood 
so Karen had to walk the four blocks to 149th Street to catch a bus. The first few 
mornings Dixie walked with her to make sure everything went as planned, but 
thereafter Karen went on her own. Neither Karen nor we thought that unusual at all, 
naïve as we were, long before today’s public safety realities and practices for young 
children. A classmate, Irene Van Vliet, travelled on the same bus so that helped. 
When Mark and Ann joined her on the trip to and from school two years later, all 
the routines were in place. 

      
Sunday afternoon walks in the Mackenzie ravine 

 
From 1965 to 1967, we spent about 
two weeks each summer on the beach 
at the Crystal Sands Resort, at the 
south end of Mara Lake in BC. We 
had acquired a good-sized wall tent 
and pitched it under the trees near the 
water, got the necessary groceries at 
the camp store, and relaxed. The 
children played in the shallow water, 
swimming, playing with balls, or 
fooling around with the bright red 
paddle boards I had made. Dixie and I 
could take turns watching them right 

from the shady tent area and everybody just had a great time. Our four oldest 
children (not Elaine!) still have wonderful memories of those times. The very first 
time we went, a rear axle bearing on our car gave out, about halfway between 
Revelstoke and Sicamous, so I hitchhiked back to Revelstoke, where I found out 
that the nearest tow truck was in Sicamous! It may even have been on a Sunday. In 

Camping at Mara Lake 1967 
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any case, I phoned for a tow truck, hitchhiked back to the car, met the tow truck, 
and we rode to Sicamous backwards. An interesting experience. Fortunately, the car 
was repaired quickly and we were on our way again very soon. Another time we 
decided to experiment with making the 10-hour drive home from Mara Lake during 
the night, when the children were asleep. We left around 9 pm and got home about 7 
next morning. The children had slept fine, but they were wide awake again by the 
time we got home, while Dixie and I had not slept at all and were too tired to do 
much the rest of the day. Needless to say, we did not repeat that kind of trip home 
from a vacation. Apart from the summer camping trips I don’t have a lot of other 
exciting memories from the years 1965 through 1967, probably because it was a 
very busy time with work and family and with active involvement in church and 
school.  
During the sixties there was a steady increase in the university student population 
that was reflected also in my class size. I developed an advanced course in herbicide 
physiology that was offered every second year and that took a lot of lecture 
preparation time because of all the new things that were happening in the herbicide 
field. In addition to laboratory and greenhouse research there were always many 
field experiments during the summer with new and coming herbicides. Chemical 
companies were cranking out new herbicides and new and better commercial 
formulations, many of which were included in those field experiments. As a result 
there was lots of professional excitement all the time. 
My first graduate student was Fa-yan Chang, from Taiwan, who worked towards a 
master’s degree and who later also completed a doctoral degree under my 
supervision. He was a hard worker but both language difficulties and the need to 
learn new experimental techniques meant that I had to do a lot of mentoring. Ray 
Schraa was my loyal and very competent technician but he also had to learn a lot of 
new stuff that he had never worked with before. That was true especially because I 
was beginning to use research techniques that involved radioactive-labelled 
herbicides. It was exciting to see the results of that research, and it was equally 
exciting to see the results published in scientific journals, with my name attached as 
one of the authors. 
In 1967 the time had come for a short break. Expo ’67 was on in Montreal, and 
Dixie and I made plans to go there with our friends Dan and Leida from Toronto. 
Mom Wierenga would move to our house and look after the children while we were 
away. I flew to Ottawa for a conference first and then went on to Montreal. Dixie 
flew to Toronto and rode with Dan and Leida to Montreal where they met me at the 
airport. I had forgotten completely that the next day, our first day at Expo, was 
actually our wedding anniversary. I had to suffer a fair bit of ribbing about that until 
it finally dawned on me what was happening. I had never forgotten our anniversary 
before and I don’t think I have ever forgotten it since. We had a hectic but enjoyable 
time at Expo and then rode back to Toronto for a few more days with the Van 
Beilens before heading home again. 
That same year also was the year of the beard. I had decided that I should grow a 
beard once, starting soon after our return from Montreal. It took a while before it 
became moderately presentable, and it was very red, much more so than my hair. 
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That same year I was elected to serve as deacon in church, and one day Bertha 
called to ask if I was going to shave off the beard before I was to be installed. That 
thought had not even occurred to me so I said I had no such plans. However, after 
about three months with a beard I found that it 
caused me to wake up when I slept on my 
stomach, so I decided that I had had it long 
enough, and my barber took it off. Ann had 
become quite attached to the beard and when I 
came home without it she burst into tears. 
In the summer, Mark had a potentially very 
serious bike accident. He and two of the girls 
were racing their bikes in the lane behind our 
house and when they reached the street at the 
end, he ran into or was hit by a car. Karen ran 
home for help and I ran out there—on bare 
feet, according to Karen—to find Mark lying 
on the ground. I am no longer sure of all the 
details but an ambulance took him to the 
hospital and, fortunately, he was not injured 
seriously. What I do remember is thinking that 
I loved him as a regular child in our family. 
In February 1968, on my way to a weed science meeting in New Orleans, I stopped 
in Houston, Texas, over a weekend to visit John and Sophie who a few years earlier 
had moved from Montreal to Sarasota, Florida, and then to Houston. It was good to 
reconnect with them. My recollection of the countryside around Houston is that it 
was pretty drab and brown at that time of year. 

In the meantime we had sold our 1959 
Chev wagon and purchased our first 
new car, a 1965 Rambler station 
wagon. Bill Groot was willing to lend 
us their holiday trailer for a trip to 
Grand Rapids with Mark in the 
summer of 1968, so we decided to go. 
We had a hitch welded on the car and 
went on our way. The trip went quite 
well, although our car did not really 
have enough power to handle the 
trailer and was constantly 
overheating. The transmission 
probably suffered permanent damage 
from it and the trip undoubtedly 

shortened the useful life of the car. We made stops in a number of places, including 
Cypress Hills, Kenora, Devil’s Lake State Park (very nice!), and Randolph, where 
we were hosted at a big Westra family picnic when we stopped in again on our 
return trip. 

Joan, Mark, Ann, Karen in 1968 

Billʼs beard in 1967 
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When we were traveling along the freeway through central Chicago, a black man in 
a big car pulled up alongside and told us we were not supposed to be in the express 
lanes with our trailer—what did we know? He promptly pulled over into the lane on 
our right and held up the traffic behind him so we were able to move over and take 
the next exit ramp to the truck lanes where we supposedly belonged. Helpful 
indeed! 
We stayed with Marion and Annette Vos in Grandville and had time and 
opportunity to meet all the Steenstra family members. During our stay I also had an 
opportunity to attend the NUCS (National Union of Christian Schools) conference. 
It was interesting but I don’t recall coming away inspired. 
Meanwhile I had become eligible for my first year of study leave, otherwise known 
as sabbatical leave. It would be at 80 percent salary, so a bit costly, but if we stayed 
outside Canada for over a year I could have myself declared a non-resident for that 
period, meaning that I would not need to pay Canadian income tax. Such an 
arrangement would nicely make up for the loss in salary. Gradually a plan took 
shape. We would spend a good part of the winter at the Davis campus of the 
University of California and during the spring and summer we would be in Oxford, 
England. I contacted Oliver Leonard at Davis and Chris McCready at the University 
of Oxford, and both were willing to have me come. In November I travelled to 
England to attend the British Weed Control Conference in Brighton. In preparation 
for our intended stay in England in 1970, I made a brief side trip to Oxford to meet 
Chris McCready.  
Prior to the conference I was able to include a three-day weekend visit to Holland, 
my first trip there since our family’s emigration in 1949. Oom Jaap and cousin Wim 
met me at Schiphol Airport and took me to Terschuur. It was colder in Holland than 
it had been in Edmonton when I left and I was miserably cold in oom Jaap and tante 
Fo’s house, especially in the bedroom. When I went to see oom Jan and tante Mien 
who lived next door, oom Jan at first had no idea who I was. Not a big surprise 
probably, since I had gone from age 16 to 35, and I walked in unannounced. 
Another cousin, Jan, loaned me his car for two days and I was able to visit most of 
my aunts and uncles during that time, which was very nice. Oom Jaap even took me 
to visit a great-uncle, Steven Doppenberg, whose three sons were caught up in the 
tragic events in Putten during World War II, and none of whom survived the 
concentration camp to which they were taken. 

__________ 


