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Chapter 14. The Oregon Year 
Enough time had passed to make me eligible for another year’s study leave, and I 
contacted Arnold Appleby at Oregon State University (OSU) in Corvallis to see if I 
could spend the time with him and his students. In some ways it was a bad time to 
go away. Karen was about to graduate from high school and go away to Calvin 

College but she would not leave until nearly two 
months after we had gone. Mark and Ann were going 
into grade 11 and were not anxious to disrupt their 
school and social lives. In fact, Mark repeatedly 
announced that he was not going! Joan would miss 
her grade 9 graduation in Edmonton and Elaine 
would have to start grade 1 in Corvallis. In reality 
there probably would never be a good time with 
respect to our children so, despite all these concerns, 
we made plans to go and we went. We rented our 
house to Rick Struik and three or four other young 
men—after we had visited them in Peter and Jeanette 
Schouls’ house where they lived the year before. We 
rented a house in Corvallis from someone from OSU 
who would be away on leave, sight unseen other than 
via a visit from Arnold Appleby’s wife Gerry, and 
soon we were on our way with a heavily loaded van 
and tent trailer. 

When we reached Corvallis and moved into the Orzech home, we soon made 
several discoveries. A pleasant discovery was that the walls were decorated with 
many large and beautiful prints that we learned to like very much during our stay. A 
less pleasant one was that the carpet had a lot of cat fleas that brought us itchy bites 
on our legs for several weeks, until they died out, presumably for lack of cat blood. 
An inconvenient one was that Mark’s bed was much too short for him and that we 
had to rig up an extension to support his feet. The house was surrounded by tall 
trees and, especially during the cloudy winter months, it was very dark, something 
we had not been used to back home. Nevertheless, the house served us well during 
our stay and it was large enough to accommodate guests who came to stay on 
several occasions. 
We had consulted with high school teachers in Edmonton about what courses in 
Corvallis would be most appropriate for our three children who would be in high 
school, and all of that fell into place quite quickly. The Crescent Valley High 
School bus picked them up at the front door at 8 am and delivered them back in 
mid-afternoon. Elaine was in grade 1 in Hoover School nearby, and she had to walk 
back and forth. The walks, partly on a trail through a wooded area, resulted in 
concerns when there was a ‘bully’ around for a while, and in more serious concerns 
later in the year when a young girl was abducted in the area. After that, one of us 
usually would walk with her part-way. 
During the school year we established a firm routine that included morning 
devotions and breakfast together for all of us at 7:15. I would get up early enough to 
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set the table and Dixie would prepare breakfast; everyone soon fell into the routine 
fairly comfortably. Another routine we established was to write a letter to Karen 
every week—I would write one week, and Dixie the next. It was not until much 
later that we realized how important that was for Karen who was quite lonely at 
Calvin at first, especially after having been more or less abandoned in Edmonton 
when we left for Corvallis. We had left quite soon after her graduation from high 
school and well before she was to leave for Grand Rapids. 
The small local Christian Reformed Church—the pink church downtown—received 
us with open arms, especially the pastor and his family, Howard and Margaret 
Spaan and their sons Curt and Scott. Howard’s catechism class suddenly jumped 
from two to five, and our family certainly swelled the ranks at Sunday evening 
services. We became close friends with the Spaans and have stayed in contact with 
them ever since. 
For the first few months at OSU I had the use of someone’s private office in the 
Crop Science building but the rest of the time I had a small desk in the crowded 
graduate student room. There was lots of opportunity for contact with Arnold 
Appleby’s large graduate student contingent, therefore, most of whom were busily 
involved in a variety of research projects.  I sat through both the undergraduate 
weed science course and the graduate course taught by Arnold and I learned a lot 
about his very effective teaching approach. His approach included taking a picture 
of well over a hundred students each term and memorizing all their names, a 
practice that I immediately decided to follow back in Edmonton. I presented a 
couple of guest lectures in the advanced class and sat in on a couple of thesis 
defense sessions. In addition, I accompanied Arnold and others on a number of field 
trips. On one of those trips I witnessed Arnold giving himself a routine insulin 
injection while riding in the car—I was driving. I learned a great deal during my 
year’s leave, much of which I could put into practice upon my return to Edmonton. 
Seeing how things were done in a different university provided a healthy 
perspective for evaluating practices I had become used to at my home institution. 
Similarly, the state-wide structure of weed control research and extension in Oregon 
was quite different from that in Alberta, and seeing that structure in operation also 
was helpful. 
An important part of Arnold Appleby’s weekly routine was the ‘staff meeting’ 
every Monday morning at 7:30. I almost always attended. Plans for the week were 
discussed and travel plans and other operational details were coordinated. When I 
returned to Edmonton, I put such regular meetings with my students and technical 
help in place also; the system worked well for several years. The meetings were 
useful in a different way than they were for Appleby’s group. The people working 
with me worked relatively independently and did not have as many things to 
coordinate, so the format of our sessions became more of an information exchange 
about articles we had read or about other interesting bits of information we had 
come across, scientific or otherwise. Clearly, the simple transfer of some 
management protocol from one institutional context to another does not always 
work well. 
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It was great to learn about the huge variety of crops and cropping practices in 
Oregon’s narrow Willamette Valley as well as in a few other areas in Oregon—
from peppermint and spearmint to blueberries and strawberries, ryegrass seed, and 
bluegrass sod. A trip with Phil Rolston, a New Zealand student, took me to the US 
Department of Agriculture research station at Prosser, in Washington’s Yakima 
Valley. We were given the grand tour by local weed scientist Jean Dawson and we 
enjoyed a delicious supper of home-grown asparagus with Jean and his wife 
Connie.  
As a family we had many different experiences. Mark and I took a backpacking 
course that included a final overnight camping trip to Pamelia Lake. We went 
down-hill skiing at Mount Bachelor in the Cascades, in heavy wet snow, sometimes 
like riding a bike in a streetcar track and not being able to get out other than by 
falling over. Several of us went on a cross-country ski trip with young people from 
church, again in deep and heavy wet snow. Then there was the campout with the 
young people’s group in the Strawberry Wilderness area, when on a long day hike 
we missed a turnoff that was to take us back to camp and we had to contemplate the 
possibility of spending the night under the stars. Eventually we found our way back 
to camp, in the dark and dead tired after covering some 25 kilometers.  
I took an evening course in speed-reading that turned out to be very helpful in 
reading newspapers and magazines but not so much for reading a scientific paper or 
a graduate student’s thesis. In an interesting exercise during the first session of the 
course, the participants were paired up and the members of each pair were given 
copies of a paperback novel that they had to read in five minutes, after which they 
had to ask each other questions about the novel. The key to doing this was complete 
and intense focus on the reading; it was quite amazing how many bits of 
information from the book could be absorbed in such a short time. The most 
important key to rapid reading reportedly was to read words in groups rather than 
individually and to avoid mentally pronouncing any of the words. 
I read a number of books and did some writing of scientific papers and, in the 
course of the year, was able finally to get past the effects of the stress I had 
continued to suffer from ever since the end of my term as department chairman in 
1975. 
Mark took a photography course through the school he attended and Ann got her 
driver’s license on the day she turned 16. Elaine did a chin plant when riding her 
bike one day while Dixie and I were at an art show somewhere. Her chin had to be 
stitched up in the hospital, without the benefit of anesthetic, not a positive 
experience for her or anyone else. Ann went off to Vancouver with our neighbours, 
the Leonards, as babysitter for their children, and was admitted back into the US 
only after a phone call from an immigration official to our house in Corvallis to find 
out on what basis we were actually living there. We went on a family canoe trip 
down the Willamette River with the Leonards and managed to upset a couple of 
canoes and dump us into the water. Fortunately, we all wore lifejackets and had no 
trouble staying afloat. It all happened in an instant that never would have allowed us 
to put on the jackets if we had simply had them lying beside us in the canoes. 
Another lesson learned. 
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In the fall we bought a car, a 1977 Dodge Aspen ‘demo’ with all the trimmings, 
including air-conditioning, and a little later we bought our first colour television set, 
both to be taken home with us at the end of our stay. 
One night early on in our stay in Corvallis, Howard Spaan invited me to go to a play 
with him, Where have the Navajo gone? I had no idea what to expect but I found it 
a thoroughly enjoyable experience and learned something about the Indian 
experience in the US. 
We made several day trips to the coast about an hour away, to such places as Agate 
Beach and Beverly Beach; in June 1978 we also made another trip to Yosemite 
National Park. This time we could not camp right in the valley but had to stay 
outside and take a shuttle bus in. That part was not nearly as nice as on our trip to 
the park from Davis nine years earlier but the scenery was still just as 
overwhelmingly beautiful. Visits along the way to the Oregon Caves and to Crater 
Lake National Park, with a huge snow pack at the rim of the old volcano, also left 
us suitably impressed, as did the sight of large areas of lava rock at Lassen Volcanic 
National Park in northern California.  
We had quite a few visitors during our year in Corvallis. Mom Wierenga and 
Herman came for Christmas, as did Clarence and Jean and their two children; Tom 
and Janet Greidanus visited in February; Mom Vanden Born and Jack came with the 
Groot family over Easter, and Joe and Emma Van Doesburg stopped in once as 
well. In return, I made a trip back to Edmonton for the western Canadian weed 
meeting in early December and, while there, checked up on our tenants and made a 
trip to Busby to visit my parents. The Christmas visitors came at a time when there 
had been a serious ice storm that caused havoc on the roads and at the airport for a 
while and resulted in serious damage to many trees in our neighbourhood. 
Karen came to Corvallis also for Christmas, her first long solo plane trip. Her trip 
got messed up already in Grand Rapids because of a flight delay there. She would 
miss her connecting flight in Denver but Dixie had been able to arrange a different 
flight from there to Portland. Karen did not know the details of that and was quite 
unsure what would happen to her trip, including who would meet her in Portland at 
midnight instead of early in the afternoon. To make matters worse, by the time she 
arrived at the airport the baggage handlers had gone home and Karen could not get 
her suitcase. She was happy to see us there just the same. Dixie and I had cooled our 
heels all afternoon and evening; our children in Corvallis were worried about us 
also and were very happy to see us when we got back there at 2 am. As it was, we 
had to make the two-hour trip again the next day to meet the Wierengas and 
Weenings, and eventually it all worked out. 
Summer, fall, and spring were wonderful seasons in Corvallis, each stretched out 
over three to four months. From November to February the weather was less 
exciting, with solid cloud cover every day except two—blue sky, Wow!—and 
frequent rain, to a total of about three times as much as Edmonton’s summer 
rainfall. Nevertheless, I thought that, on balance, Corvallis was a place where I 
probably could live quite happily if the opportunity arose, at least as far as climate 
was concerned. State and national politics, of course, were a different matter 
altogether. 
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The year in Oregon went by quickly but it was filled with a large number of varied 
and mostly very positive experiences, and all of us who lived there have many 
happy memories of our time there. We learned to like strawberries dipped in sour 
cream and brown sugar, as well as celery sticks filled with peanut butter. We 
enjoyed wonderful blueberries and boysenberries and took a lot of frozen 
strawberries and blueberries back to Edmonton with us, packed in dry ice. Elaine 
survived being left behind at church one Sunday morning, and being brought home 
by Curt Spaan. Joan survived missing grade 9 graduation in Edmonton and grade 8 
graduation in Corvallis. Mark survived the absence of friends during his stay and 
discovered that he could actually do math quite well in his new situation. 
The trip back to Edmonton went well. Mark and Ann both had their drivers licenses 
and were happy to be the ones chosen to drive our newish car—it had air-
conditioning. The down side for them was that they had to follow their slower-
moving parents in the loaded van and tent trailer. And loaded we were, even more 
heavily than on the way to Corvallis a year earlier, with bicycles, skis, berries in dry 
ice, assorted camping equipment, and, of course, all our other personal belongings. 
For some reason we carried five bikes and at least four pairs of cross-country skis, 
hanging from the front of the van or tied on top.  

At the Canadian border we had 
to deal with the customs 
officials regarding the car we 
were importing, but our paper 
work was all in order and we 
had owned the car for more than 
six months, so everything was 
fine. For the TV set I made the 
mistake of bringing the bill in 
with me; I was told immediately 
that we were four days short of 
owning the set long enough to 
bring it in duty-free. I thought 
that we had done everything 
correctly and I was not impressed, therefore, by the stickler attitude of the customs 
officer. I was not about to pay what they asked for so we simply turned around and 
headed a few kilometers south again. Upon consulting the map, we found that a 
detour further west would take us to a different border crossing, and we soon 
decided that staying stateside for another four days to meet the precise rules did not 
make sense. The option we chose, therefore, was to take the detour and then to bring 
in only the minimal amount of documentation. The children were told to stay in the 
car! No one asked about the TV set, the car papers were acceptable, and we crossed 
into Canada without difficulty. The event still gets talked about from time to time 
by our children. 
It was nice to see the Rockies again after a year; they are really awesome compared 
to the mountain ranges in Oregon—which we also had enjoyed very much. We 
made a brief stop in Calgary, where we admired young Matthew covered with red 

Loaded leaving Corvallis 1978 



 143 

spots from chicken pox, and soon we were back in Edmonton. It was good to be 
home again after a full year of mostly very positive experiences elsewhere. 
It was also very nice to see Karen again, of course. She had returned already from 
her first year at Calvin, but her family was still gone! By the time we got back to 
Edmonton, she was almost ready to leave again. Our house was in good order, 
though we had to hunt around a bit for a piece of the vacuum cleaner—eventually it 
turned up in the trunk of one of our tenants’ cars. 

_________ 


