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Chapter 13. New Duties and Responsibilities 
Not long after my return to what I thought would be my regular duties, a totally 
unexpected event took place. I was asked to meet with Dean Fenton MacHardy 
who, to my great surprise, asked me to take on the role of department chairman. Bill 
Corns wanted out after ten years and I would be expected to take over on 1 
December—on pretty short notice, in other words. I did not really know what to 
make of it, being one of the younger faculty members in the department, and I 
remember asking him if the staff members would respect me. His response, as I 
recall it, was that they would have to! In any case, I decided to accept the challenge. 
My very first significant task was a difficult oneI had to meet with each of the 
faculty members and decide on recommendations for them to the faculty’s Salaries 
and Promotions Committee. Several of them had been my instructors not many 
years earlier and I found it an intimidating task. 

In a way, I probably generated some of 
my own challenges. I decided that I 
would not move to the department 
office on the third floor but that I would 
work out of that office only in the 
afternoons. That way I could keep my 
teaching and research activities in my 
ground floor office next to the lab and 
separate from my new administrative 
role. Also, I soon decided that I did not 
like the separation of the department 
into the four semi-autonomous divisions 
that Bill Corns had presided over. I did 
not want to be a secretary to some kind 

of federation and wanted to see a unified department instead. Undoing the structure, 
within which small groups of more or less likeminded people had been able to make 
many of their own decisions about budgets or about hiring support staff was not 
easy and my approach probably resulted in hard feelings on the part of some faculty 
members. 
A staffing problem in the office arose almost right away with the department 
bookkeeper who had taken over the position the previous year without proper 
competence or training. I found that I could not depend on her and she almost 
certainly sensed that. One day she simply did not show up and I never saw her 
again. Fortunately, Verna Clarke was sent over from the Comptroller’s Office to 
help sort things out. She was able to rescue us from the mess and soon took over the 
position. As office manager for the next 20 years she was wonderful, someone I 
trusted and always could count on. 
On the home front, things changed also. It was now seven years since Joan was born 
and Mark joined our family, and Dixie and I thought it might be nice to have 
another child. In due course, Dixie became pregnant and we began to look forward 
to a new addition some time in May. As the date came closer it became necessary 
for Dixie to be on bed rest in the hospital for about three weeks, to avoid having the 
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baby born too soon. It meant that I had to 
serve as cook and housekeeper. With the 
four children in school during the day, we 
actually managed fairly well.  Elaine 
Margaret was born on 12 May 1971 and 
her arrival changed our family life 
completely againfor the better, of course. 
I had been working away in the basement 
of our house in the meantime, building 
walls and closets for a bedroom and a small 
office. One day there was a small mishap 
with that, when I hammered a drywall nail 
into a copper pipe from the hot-water 
heating system. That called for a plumber 
to come and repair the damage, of course. 
Soon I also concluded that I did not really 
have the time and energy to finish what I 
had started and we hired someone to 
complete the project. Around the same time we had carpet put into the rumpus room 
and the two basement bedrooms and I covered the painted cement floor in the rest 
of the basement with glued-on linoleum tile. 
Some time that same year my parents went on an extended trip through Colorado 
and Wisconsin, including a visit with Wilco and Audrey and baby Brian in 
Madison. Dixie and I were in no position to repeat our farming experience from 10 
years earlier, and John J and Audrey looked after the farm while my parents were 
gone. 
In early January 1971 we had made a trip to Busby in the VW van we had imported 
from England the year before. There was a lot of snow that winter and it was 

bitterly cold when we were coming 
home again, so much so that I could 
keep just a narrow strip along the 
bottom of the windshield clear enough 
to see the road ahead of us. We had 
not yet had a gas heater installed in 
the van, I think, although that turned 
out not to be a very satisfying solution 
either. Our Rambler started giving us 
trouble also, mostly on account of a 
leaking transmission that we probably 
had partly ruined a few years earlier. 
We traded it in for a ‘real’ family car, 

a 1970 baby blue Mustang with a white vinyl top. I don’t think Dixie was with me 
when I shopped for and bought that car. It was a nice car to drive and it served us 
well for six years. Between a good-sized but cold van and a small sports car, we 
could manage our transportation needs. 

Elaine is discovered 

Picnic at the family farm in Busby 1971 
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Before we had left Edmonton for my year’s leave in 1969, Dixie and I had decided 
that it was time to change our church membership from First Christian Reformed 
Church to West End Christian Reformed Church, and that we would do that upon 
our return from England. West End CRC was a five-minute drive from our house 
and it did not make sense anymore to make the longer trek to First Church. It was a 
good change, even if we were not so excited about the pastor in West End at the 
time and even if it took a couple of years before we really felt at home there and had 
acquired a circle of friends. That circle included Gordon and Ann Pols, the new 
pastor couple that came to West End in 1974 and stayed for 19 years. 
John Vriend, the new pastor at First Church, called once to suggest that we might 
want to stay with First Church but our minds had been made up about that for some 
time already, and as far as we were concerned there was no going back. Another 
time he called to ask me to accompany him to a meeting with a number of gay men 
at someone’s apartment downtown. I was not sure what to make of that—apparently 
he wanted to find out more about them and needed someone to go with him. Naïve 
as I was about these things, I had no idea what to expect but agreed to go along. 
When we walked in we saw a number of quite normal-looking men, almost a 
surprise for me. I probably did not participate much in the conversation and I 
remember but little from the occasion. I recognized one name as matching that of a 
family in our West End congregation but chose to say nothing about that. 
Two other events in the early seventies were important. The first was that I was 
asked to head up the newly formed High School Education Committee for the 
Edmonton Christian School. Regarding the second, in early 1972 I had a visit from 
Hank Verhoeff from Calgary who asked me to become involved in the Christian 
College Association of Alberta. I agreed to both requests. Not long thereafter, I was 
also nominated to serve as elder in West End! I was not prepared to take on that 
responsibility as well and I had to resist the persuasive powers of a couple of people 
who thought I was duty-bound to accept that nomination. I expressed the view that 
there were more people who could serve as elder than there were who could do the 
High School Education Committee work. 
The Christian College Association of Alberta (CCAA) had been officially 
incorporated in February 1971, with a 23-member Council of Trustees—all of 
whom, including me, were signatories on the incorporation document—chaired by 
Rev. Henry De Bolster from Calgary. Soon after the first membership meeting of 
the association in Calgary on 1 May, however, Henry De Bolster left for Ontario, 
and Robert Simpson and Hank Verhoeff did most of the work for the next year.   
The first meeting I attended regarding the CCAA involved just four people. In June 
1972, John Vriend and I travelled to Lacombe, where we met with Hank Verhoeff 
and John’s brother Neil Vriend at the Lacombe CRC parsonage. Suddenly, I found 
myself nominated to become president of the organization, with John as vice-
president and Hank as secretary, a quite unexpected development on my part. 
Nevertheless, I accepted the nomination. In the meantime, Bob VanderVennen, 
professor of chemistry at Trinity Christian College in Palos Heights near Chicago 
had severed his relationship with that institution and had agreed to work with the 
CCAA as a part-time consultant. He made his first trip to Alberta in November 
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1972 and during the next two years did extensive promotional work for the 
association as well as preparing a detailed academic blueprint for the college that 
was yet to be born. 
The association’s work during the next six years was challenging but ultimately it 
bore fruit. The King’s College, now The King’s University College, opened its 
doors in September 1979. The final decision to start had been made during 1977-78, 
when I was away from Alberta on a second study leave period. Two of our children, 
Mark and Ann, were in the first class of 65 students. 
During the summer of 1972 we did a fair bit of traveling. It was the last summer we 
used our big blue tent that took forever to set up properly. We went to Peace River 
for a meeting of the Alberta Institute of Agrologists and learned a bit of history 
about that part of Alberta. Later we spent some time at Mara Lake and made a trip 
all the way to Prince Rupert. The salmon cannery tour there was a most interesting 
experience. We had never seen so many big salmon before and we could walk right 
on the sloppy floor where the fish were prepared for canning.  
During the winter we began to think about selling our VW van and getting 
something that was more cold-friendly during the winter. We sold the old utility 
trailer that had served us well on our jaunt to California and Wisconsin, we sold our 
big blue tent, and we started to look for a van that would meet our needs. A new 
1973 Ford Chateau ClubWagon looked like just the right thing for us, complete with 
an insulation package and two heaters—but no airconditioning—and we proceeded 
to buy one, for delivery and pickup at the Ford plant in Oakville, Ontario. We were 
not going to be cold in the winter time anymore! In July, Dixie and I and Ann and 
Joan flew to Toronto where we were met by uncle John and aunt Jennie Olthuis 
who were living there at the time. They drove us to the Ford plant where we took 
possession of our new vehicle. We stayed for a few days, made a visit to the Ontario 
Science Centre and to the Institute for Christian Studies, and started on our way 
home, with intermediate stops at Estelle Eizenga’s in Chicago and at Frank and 
Jeanette Fisher’s in Randolph.  
One night we also had dinner with Bob and Mary VanderVennen in Palos Heights. I 
had met Bob a few years earlier at a meeting of the American Scientific Affiliation, 
an organization of Christian scientists, and he had already begun his work as 
consultant for the Christian College Association of Alberta. The dinner date was a 
nice opportunity to get acquainted a bit more and to meet his wife Mary.  
The summer of 1973 continued to be busy—there really were no summers that were 
not busy! Over the long weekend in August we attended the AACS study 
conference at Didsbury; a few days later I flew to New Zealand for a conference on 
plant growth regulators, with a 12-hour stopover in Honolulu on the way out and a 
two-day stopover in Fiji on the way back. Never a dull moment, it seemed. After I 
returned, we sold our VW van, with 30,000 km on the odometer, and happily for 
only $700 less than we had paid for it three years earlier. 
A few years earlier, Dixie’s brother Peter had gone off on a trip around the world. 
The loss of his siblings back in 1963 had had devastating effects on him and on his 
university studies, and he needed to find himself again somehow. In time, he did. 
During his trip he met Anne, his Australian wife-to-be who also was travelling the 
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world. We had an opportunity to get acquainted with her when she and Peter stayed 
with us for a while in late 1973 before returning to Australia where they were to be 
married. In the meantime, Mom Wierenga had moved from her own house to a 
house in the Highlands where she worked as a housekeeper for the widower who 
owned the house. In March, she flew to Adelaide for Peter and Anne’s wedding, 
after Dixie and Mark had taken her to the airport bus stop downtown in a blinding 
snowstorm. Driving her all the way to the airport did not seem to be a good option.  
There was more stuff happening. Somehow I had become part of a committee of 
Classis Alberta North that was making plans for a church-sponsored campus 
ministry program at the University of Alberta. The number of Christian Reformed 
students on campus had been increasing steadily and it seemed important to provide 
on-site pastoral care for them. A full-time position did not seem feasible yet but 
half-time work could be combined very nicely with a half-time development 
position for the Christian College Association. We were informed that Sidney 
DeWaal, an ordained minister who also had a doctoral degree in psychology and 
who was on the faculty at Trinity Christian College in Palos Heights, might be 
available. He came to Edmonton in early May 1974, stayed at our house, was duly 
interviewed and was offered both half-time positions. When we took him on a tour 
of the Edmonton area, we were a bit dismayed that there was still snow in the 
ditches in a few places after an early spring storm. Sid later recalled being struck by 
the absence of trees. Nevertheless, he accepted both positions and both the Classis 
and the CCAA now had a paid employee. 
Earlier in the spring—actually mid-winter—Dixie and I had gone on a two-day 
cross-country ski course at Blue Lake near Hinton. Tom and Janet Greidanus and 
Peter and Jeanette Schouls were along as well. The beginning of the trip was mildly 
embarrassing, because I managed to get our van stuck on the [unshovelled] Schouls 
driveway and had to call for a tow truck to get us out. Apart from the fact that the 
men and women had to sleep in separate cabins at Blue Lake, the course we took 
provided an excellent introduction to a winter sport that was entirely new to us. A 
year later Dixie and I and a few others went back to Blue Lake for a follow-up 
course—after that we were comfortable enough on the skis that in later years the 
sport provided for many good family outings.  
A few months after our first Blue Lake trip in 1974, Tom Greidanus invited me to 
go downhill skiing with him at Marmot Basin in Jasper, another new experience. 
That did not go so well at first but after some help from Tom and an afternoon 
group lesson from a regular instructor (I was the group) I slowly began to get the 
hang of it. Just the same, at the end of a couple of gorgeous blue-sky days I was 
exhausted, my nose was burned to a crisp, and I was ready to go home again. It 
marked the beginning of a number of ski trips during the following thirty or so 
years, often once a year with friends and once with our children. 
If we went to Busby to visit my parents during the winter, George sometimes would 
pull the children around on a stoneboat behind the tractor—great fun for the kids, 
and a source of enjoyment for George. Occasionally I would do the same kind of 
thing with our children on a toboggan behind the van, on a snowy country road 
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outside Edmonton. Dixie protested gently that it was too dangerous but the kids 
thought it was great fun. 
In the spring of 1974 we said good-bye to tenting and bought a used large tent 
trailer that could sleep all seven of us. Our first outing with it was a trip to Lac La 
Biche where we had a hard time figuring out how to set up the fold-out bed sections 
of the trailer and where I also had an unnerving first experience with the bright 
yellow canoe we had bought. I went out in the canoe by myself, sitting on one of the 
back thwarts and paddling away happily, until it was time to go back to shore. The 
off-shore wind would not let me steer the canoe towards shore and I began to 
wonder if I would make it back. I finally realized that I had to get down on my 
knees on the bottom of the canoe and in the center to make it work. Apart from 
some tender knees from the sandy canoe bottom everything ended well. 

 

Vanden Born family reunion 1974 
 

Later in the summer we made a trip to Wasa Lake with my parents and most of my 
siblings and their families for a nice family campout, including a tour of Fort Steele 
and a ride on the old steam-engine train. Afterwards the Groots and our family went 
south to check out the World’s Fair at Spokane. Near Osoyoos we rented a ski boat 
for a day and I had my first water skiing experience.  I actually managed to get up 
on the skis for a while, so that felt good, until I fell and got whacked on the leg by 
one of the skis. Enough to draw blood but not enough to cause serious damage. I did 
not know it had happened until I saw my bloody leg after coming out of the water. 
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At work, the administrative responsibilities 
were beginning to take their toll on me in 
terms of stress. All along I had thought of 
myself as largely immune to that but I was 
clearly wrong. I had stomach pains and chest 
pains, to the point where I called Mart Vande 
Guchte one night, thinking I was about to 
have a heart attack. He reassured me and 
thought that it was probably gas pains caused 
by stress. Nevertheless, he arranged to have 
my stomach and heart checked out and, 
predictably, there was nothing amiss there. 
What it did mean was that I was beginning to 
look forward to the end of my term as 
department chairman. The stress symptoms 
stayed with me until well beyond the end of 
my term and they did not completely 
disappear until almost two years later.  
Sidney DeWaal arrived in Edmonton in the 
fall of 1974 and soon discovered that he could 
easily devote all his time and energy to either 

one alone of his half-time appointments. I spent a good deal of time and energy on 
the affairs of the Christian College Association, to the point where I sometimes 
wondered if my university work was enough to justify my regular pay cheque. For 
one of the monthly board meetings in Red Deer, for example, we would leave 
Edmonton around 4 pm and return at midnight. For a time it seemed impossible to 
obtain affiliation of the proposed college with an established degree-granting 
institution and it also seemed impossible to find a good location for the planned 
college. In the end, however, when the college opened its doors in September 1979, 
with Sidney DeWaal as its first president, all the efforts suddenly had become 
worthwhile. As I write now, in 2010, The King’s University College has been in 
existence for more than 30 years, has over 600 students, has its own campus, offers 
a variety of degree programs, and enjoys an excellent reputation provincially and 
nationally. 
The history of events during the 17-year period that preceded the opening of the 
university college in 1979 is recorded in the 137-page booklet Torchbearers for the 
King, written by Harry Cook and me and published at the time of the 25th 
anniversary of The King’s University College in 2004. 
During 1975 it had become clear that the college development work demanded a 
full-time person. The wheels were set in motion, therefore, to find a full-time 
candidate for the campus ministry work and relieve Sidney DeWaal of that 
responsibility. A few Alberta contacts and interviews did not provide the right 
answers but a long-distance telephone interview with Tom Oosterhuis in 
Amsterdam did. The interview process itself was interesting in that the committee 
members late at night were spread over five offices in the Plant Science department 
office suite, the only place I knew of with enough phones on the same line. Tom had 

Formal in the mid-70s 
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to call us collect because the university’s switchboard was closed after hours and we 
were unable to initiate an overseas call. The outcome of the interview was positive, 
and in January1976 Tom and Alyce moved to Edmonton, where Tom served 
effectively as campus minister for the Christian Reformed Church at the University 
of Alberta until he retired more than 30 years later. 
Some of our children by this time were old enough that we could leave them all 
home by themselves for short periods, and Dixie could accompany me on many of 
my conference trips. Usually we would stay an extra day or two before or after the 
conference and do a bit of sightseeing in such places as Quebec, Vancouver, and St. 
John’s in Canada, and Washington, Boston, Chicago, St. Louis, Dallas, Norfolk, 
and Miami in the United States. The meetings in the US were always in February, 
and the trips there provided a nice midwinter break for us at the same time. 
The time had come also for professional exposure at a few international weed 
conferences, partly to enrich my teaching but also to present some of my research 
findings to a wider audience. The first such trip took me to a conference in Tokyo in 
December 1975, with a short field trip on the side to Taiwan and The Philippines. It 
was my first and fascinating exposure to tropical agriculture in a couple of different 
places, along with learning about the great variety of weed problems that plague 
crop production in those areas. My last day in Manila also afforded the dubious 
privilege of experiencing a torrential tropical rainstorm that left streets under water 
and left me stranded temporarily at a shopping center some distance from my hotel. 

In the meantime, I had completed my 
term as department chairman, and 
Peter Walton had taken over the 
responsibilities I was glad to 
relinquish. I had learned a great deal 
during my term and I had been forced 
to look at university life and activity 
from a broader perspective, but it had 
been a stressful and sometimes 
tension-filled time. 
A family camping trip to Vancouver 
Island’s Long Beach in July—we 
could still camp right on the beach at 
the time—provided relaxation but also 

its own associated stresses. Karen had a summer job and missed out on the trip, an 
indication that our children were growing up. The ocean water at Long Beach was 
much too cold for my liking but the cold did not stop our children from playing in 
the water or riding their bikes through it in the shallow area near the shore—with 
consequent rusty rims and pedals, of course, from the salty water. A nature hike 
with a great story-telling ranger convinced our children that such hikes actually 
could be very interesting; the theft of our cooler from under the trailer one night 
taught us that we could not simply trust everyone all the time. Fortunately, the 
cooler had almost nothing in it and the practical loss was less serious than the 

With Bill Corns at the end of my term 
 as chairman in 1975 
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emotional experience that someone could simply take our stuff and walk away with 
it. 
When we were swimming in the much warmer waters on the east side of Vancouver 
Island, I had a very scary experience when a slightly drunk young man came into 
the water to chase me with a broken beer bottle in his hand. Earlier he had borrowed 
an air mattress from one of our children and then he became angry when I retrieved 
it from him some time later. I tried to out-swim him when he came after me but he 
was a much stronger swimmer than I was; when he came close the only thing I 
could think of was to apologize to him and hope for the best. Fortunately, he 
relented immediately and we could relax again, I in the water and the rest of the 
family on the beach from where they had watched the events unfold with fear and 
trembling. 
A major event in June 1976 was the three-week Contact Canada trip. Three 
teachers, three chaperone-parents, and 59 grade 12 students from the Christian High 
School travelled across the middle of Canada. Stuart Williams was the main 
coordinator and I was one of the three parents. We travelled to Winnipeg by train, 
then as far as Quebec City and back to Toronto by bus, and home again by plane. 
We cooked many of our own meals and slept in gymnasiums and church basements, 
in a bed-and-breakfast place in Quebec, and in university student residences in 
Ottawa and Toronto. It was a busy time, especially when we discovered that there 
was an airline strike at the time of our return home and we had to find alternate 
transportation. A chartered old plane took most of us, on a slow overnight flight 
with a refueling stop in Winnipeg, and the remaining group of ten travelled all the 
way back to Edmonton by bus. Graduation ceremonies had to be delayed for a day 
but it all worked out. In the process I had missed Mark and Ann’s grade 9 
graduation. For me the best lesson from the trip was to see and appreciate the level 
of maturity among most of the students and to realize that I had to allow my own 
children to grow up also. Karen was in grade 11 at the time so the lesson for me was 
timely. Karen was not happy the following year because the trip was not repeated 
until two years later when she had already graduated.  
Later in the summer we spent a week at the VandeGuchte cabin at Lake 
Wabamunwell before they built their fine new housewhile they were away 
with our tent trailer. It was quite rainy most of the time we were there but the 
Olympics were on TV and that provided some relief. Still later, in mid-August, I 
took Mark and Ann and Anita Dekker on a hike part-way up the terribly muddy 
Berg Lake trail, as far as Kinney Lake. I don’t recall how the plan for that hike 
came about because in retrospect it was a long way to drive there and back on the 
same day for what was not a particularly long or exciting hike. The scenery was 
nice, though, despite the mud. 
On 5 August 1976 we received word that my brother George had died suddenly. He 
had been suffering from serious emotional and mental problems for some time 
already and had spent time in both the University Hospital and Alberta Hospital. 
When I visited him in the University Hospital he told me that he had an enlarged 
heart, possibly as a result of medication he was receiving for his mental problems. 
My dad received a call late at night from Alberta Hospital where George was 
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receiving treatment; he called our house at one o‘clock in the morning to let us 
know that George had died suddenly earlier that evening.  He was 42. I don’t think 
Dad knew what to do about it all and I remember him suggesting to me that George 
be buried in Edmonton. It was a very difficult time for Dad, not least because 
Mother was away visiting her brothers and sisters in Holland, but also because he 
had never really been able to come to terms with George’s difficulties. My niece 
Laura was staying at the farm to cook for Dad and keep him company while Mother 
was gone; many years later she told us that she heard him sobbing after they had 
gone to bed that night.  
I phoned the Nijboers in Holland to let Mother know the sad news. She was away 
visiting another sister, so I was not able to tell her firsthand; perhaps it was easier 
that way. When I spoke with her a day later, she was sad but she already had 
decided not to cut short her visit to Holland and rush home for Dad and for 
George’s funeral. My sister and brothers and I certainly were completely at peace 
with her decision about that. I do not know whether she spoke with Dad from 
Holland during the rest of her stay there but I am sure that he missed her during that 
difficult period. George’s sudden death brought sadness, of course, but also a 
measure of relief because a big worry for my parents for many years already had 
been what might become of George when they were no longer there. God had 
solved that problem for them and had relieved them of the worry. When I looked at 
George’s body in the open casket at the funeral service in the Westlock CRC, I was 
concerned that I did not want to remember him that way. After a few years, 
however, that memory faded and I could remember him for who he had been and 
for the many good times we had had together.  

__________ 


