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Former students Gordon Onsowich (from left), Virginia Matkowski, Gerry Palidwor, and Kathy Slota will be among those gathering for a reunion of Cooks Creek one-room schoolhouses today.

Former one-room schoolhouse students sure to tell tall tales at reunion

Taking it
old-school
BILL REDEKOP

C

OOKS CREEK — Virginia
Matkowski used to walk two
miles to school each way,
frequently through knee-deep snowdrifts, starting when she was six.
Another student used to walked
three miles to school each way,
through snowdrifts up to their chins,
no doubt, and into the wind both
ways.
Ah, tall tales from the old one-room
schoolhouse.

More tales will surely be told today
when the survivors of four one-room
school houses in the Cooks Creek area
hold their reunion.
The reunion is for Cooks Creek (built
in 1873), Melrose East (1899), Zora
(1910), and Melrose West (1916) oneroom schoolhouses. The schools were
located so no one had to walk more
than three miles to get to class.
All closed in 1965 when students
were bussed to school in Oakbank.
The Zora and Melrose East schools
are still standing, having been refurbished into private buildings.
The memories are still standing up
pretty well, too, although the host bod-

ies are getting a tad rickety. Attendees
for the reunion will range in age from
60 to 90, said Matkowski, who helped
Debbie Dutkewich organize the event.
There will even be a father, son and
daughter who all attended the same
school. The father, Ted Rozmus is now
87, daughter Wendy is 63, and son Russell, 60.
Actually, kids really did walk to
school in blizzards. “There were no
‘snow days’ back then,” said Matkowski, 71. Teachers lived in a teacherage
on the school grounds, and there was
no way to notify families to stay home.
One time during a blizzard, Matkowski was walking home from school
down one side of the road and her
mother was walking down the other
side to go get her and they passed right
by each other because the snowfall was
so dense.
Discipline was handled differently
back then.
“One time, someone filled up the box
stove with too much wood, and it got
too hot and could have burned down
the school,” said Matkowski. “The
teacher wanted to know who did it, but
no one would tell. So he strapped every
student.”
She recalled the time a teacher broke
a yardstick over a student’s back on the
first day of school. “Those things were
normal. That was school.”
Kids took up smoking early. They
had rolling machines back then that

One of the three old schoolhouses in the
Cooks Creek area.

would roll a foot-long roach that was
cut into five cigarettes. Rather than
cut it, students would take the foot-long
cigarette to school and they would
all share it in the bushes behind the
school.
The schools were Grades 1 to 8,
except for the Melrose East that went
up to Grade 11. While they were oneroom schoolhouses, they typically put
up a partition wall and separated the
class by Grades 1 to 4, and 5 to 8. One
teacher taught the early years and the
principal taught the older kids.
Cooks Creek, about 35 kilometres
east of Winnipeg, was initially an
English and Scottish settlement, but
the community pulled up stakes and
moved to Oakbank and Hazelridge
when CP Rail built tracks there in
1906. Newly arrived Ukrainian and
Polish immigrants replaced them.
Cooks Creek soon became known for

its bootleggers and high-quality moonshine. “If I was in Winnipeg and told
someone I was from Cooks Creek, they
always asked if I could get them some
home brew,” Matkowski said.
There was a still for making home
brew on every section, people here say,
and rum runners exported it to the
United States. “One fellow, when he
took out his back seat, had a big tank
in there” for transporting liquor, said
Richard Hlady, 73, another one-room
school alumnus.
In the mid-1950s, someone digging
behind the Zora School uncovered a
cache of bottled home brew buried in
the ground.
That doesn’t necessarily implicate
the students, as discoveries such as
that were not unusual. In a building that was being moved five years
ago, people discovered a quantity of
26-ounce bottles of home brew stashed
between the outer and inner walls.
It was still drinkable. The test,
Matkowski said, was to pour the home
brew in a teaspoon and set a match
to it. “If you got a blue flame, it was
good,” she said.
It was a poor area. It wasn’t just the

schools that had only one room. Many
of the houses had only one bedroom
—and from six to 10 kids.”When you
entered some houses, all you saw was
beds,” said Hlady.
The houses were poorly insulated.
“You’d go to bed to sleep and wake up
with your head frozen to the wall,” said
Hlady. “Very few people had central
heat. They’d have box stoves.”
Articles we take for granted today
were often scarce.
“There weren’t enough cups in our
house for everyone so we shared a dipper,” said Matkowski.
Of course, the one-room schoolhouses didn’t have running water, either.
Some of the walks to the outhouse in
the dead of winter seemed like the
longest ones of all.
Among performers at the reunion,
which starts at 3 p.m. at the Immaculate Conception Church in Cooks
Creek, is a band called Free Ride.
Band members Jerry Hlady, Randy
Moroz, and Tom Pshednovak attended
one of the one-room schoolhouses,
while fourth member Wayne Hlady is
from the area. Part of the band’s act is
a Beatle impersonation.
Among famous alumni from the
schools are Gerald Palidwor, a member
of the Manitoba Baseball Hall of Fame,
and Adeline Rosmus (née Habinski), a
member of the Senior Softball Hall of
Fame in the United States. Stephanie
Nynych is the author of several poetry
books.
bill.redekop@freepress.mb.ca
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