Gertrude S. Elwell
1910-1990

When Lou Emery asked me to write a biographical sketch of my mother I was honored. I chuckled,too. I also had her for a teacher. You'd never know that in the classroom, except no one else called her 'mom'. She gave me less slack than most of her students. That carried over at home. When I asked for help with my homework, her favorite response was "Try it again"!!

Straight out of Colby College ('31), Gertrude Sykes came to Buxton to teach Latin and French. She boarded with Sarah Hutchinson in Buxton Center, within walking distance of the high school.

Let's back up a bit. Gertrude was the only living child of Lloyd.L Sykes and Lucy Hill Sykes. Their son, George, was killed by a car at six years old before she was born. Her parents were turn of the century immigrants from Huddersfield , England. Lloyd was a wool cloth color designer. He worked in many woolen mills scattered from Rochester, N.Y. to New England. Gertrude was born in North Vassalboro in 1910. Her schooling was mostly in that area, except her senior year in high school. She graduated from North Berwick High School. Music was a big part of her life - piano and voice. Her father had been a boy soprano in England and one of his sister's was a professional singer.

After Colby came Buxton - SD Hanson High, marriage, family and community. Teaching was surely her calling. She not only taught Latin and French but through the years added US History, Problems of Democracy, Civics, and even a year of biology! There are fun stories about that year! She says she barely managed to stay one chapter ahead of the students!!

How George Elwell came into the mix, I'm not so sure!! There were double dates with his friends and somehow he managed to end up with the new school teacher. This tale always brought a smile from him. To him she was "Sykey". They married in Sept. of 1934. Elizabeth (Liz) was born in October, a year later! Two more girls followed at five year intervals (Barbie 1940 and Dute -Gertrude junior 1945). The last girl was not particularly well received by her oldest sister, "it's another girl". Family complete.

Teaching for Mrs. Elwell was something she did well, enjoyed and for which she was acclaimed . I still marvel that for years she never missed a day of school. She was fair but her expectations were high. Remember when she'd leave the study hall or classroom? The ruckus would start but when the look-out heard her steps coming up the stairs, deliberately loud, a pin could be heard when she walked through the door.

Gleeclub leader and pianist, basketball coach, drama/play director - she did it all! Everyone whom she taught at high school has wonderful stories and memories. Basketball players will remember the 'lucky' skirt and sweater, and the time the bus did a 360 on the snowy roads going to Potter Academy. The game was won! Then there were those cigars after a win! She wrote and performed the graduation march - "On to victory, Buxton High...". When she wasn't teaching full time she substituted in the district at all the high schools except Standish. The drive up the hilly 35 in snow was something she didn't even want to attempt., She especially remembered substituting while Lou and Lou were building their family! There are so many, many stories relating to BHS.

The fun of teaching changed as the time to move to Bonny Eagle High arrived. Mrs. Elwell went back to Colby to get the necessary library science credits and certification to set up a library at the new high school. By this time her girls were older, Liz out of college (Colby, of course) and Barbie at UNH. Her moaning about how hard her courses were resulted in little sympathy, especially when she came home with her grades!

Teaching certainly was her first love, but she was also active in the community. For years the West Buxton Library housed then in the Masonic Building was under her leadership. She played the piano/organ and directed choirs at churches in West Buxton, Buxton Center and even Goodwins Mills. For many years she was in the "Old Peabody Pew". She sang here and there, played for different groups - music was a big part of her life. She belonged to the Eastern Star, Rebekahs - playing the piano for their events. I remember helping her chase down old cemeteris all over town as part of a Bi-Centennial project. She visited Buxton, England on one of her trip to visit family.

Mrs. Elwell was a 20th Century lady - first generation American, lived through the depression, two world wars - she watched for enemy aircraft from the Dearborn's Hill tower. She helped feed the fire fighters during the '47 fire. She lived through two big floods. And there are some tales about crossing the river walking along the dam since the bridge was out!. She was a care-giver to her step-mother and mother-in-law. But always a teacher - always music. Gathering around the piano was part of our home life, or wherever there was a piano. Memories -​

Thanks and Blessing,

Barbie

Barbara Elwell Petersen April 9, 2008

