Life History of Mary Weborg

by Gloria Hobson

The precious sight of Mary Lightfoot after being

delivered by the neighbor lady on a summer day of August 6, 1906, brought true joy to her father and mother, Florus Lightfoot and Bertha (Miller) Lightfoot. Mary's father, a well-educated man having graduated from Ferris College, was busy farming his 87 acre farm in Mecosta County, Big Rapids, Michigan. Farming was not the most lucrative occupation, but with Florus's cash crops of rye and cucumbers, he managed to provide enough food and clothing for Mary and her six younger brothers and sisters. Bertha, Mary's mother, had 

an education through the eighth grade.  She never had a music

lesson, couldn't even read a musical note, but played beautiful music on the organ most every night to put the

children to sleep.

Mary and her siblings never fought. Father made sure they were all well-mannered. They knew their parents would be there when they needed them. One day a young man exposed himself to Mary and her little sister just as her father walked in.  Father horse whipped him. "Just plain horse whipped him," said Mary. This proved to her that father would always take care of his children.

The children rarely misbehaved and when necessary, the discipline was "a good talking to." The only pet was a cat. Mother would milk the cows at night and would give the cat a couple squirts. One day her father brought home a chicken and hen but three days later a fox took care of those pets. Toys were few, so for entertainment the children would dam up
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the stream and make a swimming pool or make wigwams in the woods.

At eight years old, Mary could read and count to 1000. She started attending the one-room country school walking one and three quarters miles from home each day. Prior to this, she was very ill with whooping cough and with inflammatory rheumatism, later diagnosed as polio. Fortunately, the polio was very slight so when she gained strength and size, Mary was able to start school. Walking alone to and from school was not a concern of safety. Rarely, once every two or three days did a car pass by. Mary remembers the beautiful moonlit night when she walked home alone after a Halloween program at school when she was 13 years old.

The first job in Mary's life was picking up potatoes during harvest. She earned fifty cents for 25 bushels. When Mary was 13 years old, a man whose wife just had surgery asked Mr. Lightfoot if he could hire Mary to stay and help in the house. After ten weeks, Mary came back home and had earned $22.00.  With the money she went to town and bought school books for her siblings, a pair of shoes for her mother and herself and still had money left over.

The family always celebrated holidays. The children never knew when Christmas was coming. But all of a sudden they'd wake up in the morning and there would be a Christmas tree and presents. The first time Christmas was celebrated in school, all the parents came. The students recited pieces. The teacher covered the doorway with paper and Santa, wearing a buffalo coat, popped through.

School days were from nine to four. It usually took three quarters of an hour to get to school after running all
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the way. There were two fifteen minute recesses and one hour for lunch.  The teacher never went outside with them. In the

winter games were played like Anntiover and Fox & Geese, and baseball in the summer.  Once a barn was on fire so the

teacher let all the students go watch it while the older boys helped put it out.

Reading, writing and language was taught in the first and second grades. In third grade geography was added. These subjects were taught through the seventh grade, then more subjects were added each year after. The school was considered large with 35 students attending through the eighth grade. When eighth grade was finished, a state examination was required (not the MEAP). You had to go to the county seat and the test was given by the county superintendent, who was called the commissioner in those days.

Aside from the cash crops Mary's father grew, fruit was plentiful such as peaches, pears, grapes, and apples except after a bad winter. He really did not do well as a farmer. Mary always had chores to do like carry wood, dishes, and run for water. The one job father would never let the children do was clean the oil lamps. Mary's main responsibility was to go to school and do her best. Her parents never worried about grades. At the dinner table, the discussion was what was learned in school.

Since Mary started school two years before the other siblings, she would memorize the stories from school then come home and tell the little ones. At age 15, Mary's grandmother decided to take Mary to live with her in Genesee County, Gaines, Michigan, where her uncle was superintendent, to finish the eighth grade. (Gaines, Michigan, was the first to have a consolidated school and her uncle was the first
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superintendent of a consolidated school.) Upon finishing, she took the state exam in Flint, Michigan.

Grandmother would not let Mary go to her graduation. Instead she took her to Detroit and enrolled her in Garvin Business Institute (which is now defunct) to become a secretary. Grandmother also got her a job earning $5.00 a week living with an elderly couple "the McLeishs" helping in the house. So here was Mary, a 15-year-old farm girl being left all alone in a large city to take care of a mansion ten times the size of the home she was raised in. The last thing Mary ever wanted to be was a secretary. She did not like

business school. In the second grade, she and her friend decided what they would be--Mary a teacher and her friend a nurse--and that is what they became.

Two teachers lived next door to the McLeishs'. One  

asked Mary what she wanted to do. She replied, "Go to school." So the two neighbors began to tutor Mary in algebra and English. In those days, there was a law in Detroit stating that children must go to school until age 18 or continuation school one day a week. So Mary went to Cass Tech one day a week. At age 17, Mary started taking night classes. She never took anything but academic courses and nine years of French. She graduated in 1934 at age 29.

Mary didn't date much because she was so much older than the other students. A certain young man really took a liking to Mary. He was the son of a widower, a very prominent man. One night he said his father would take her home. On the way home, they stopped at a store. While the son was in the store the father asked Mary, "Why won't you date my son?"

"Well," she replied, "I have to tell you, he is only 17
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and I'm 29."

The father then said, "Will you go out with me?"  Mary had a hearty chuckle over that.



Mary used to drive the family car. She had one teacher who was going to flunk her because she saw her driving the packard. "That was tough--it wasn't my car," said Mary.

Another incident occurred when the neighbor said to Mary, "If you didn't do housework, I'd have Betty invite you to go to the Women's City Club one day."

Mary, not being nearly as outspoken at that age as she says she is now, replied, "Well that's all right with me, but if Betty would like to go to the Boat Club, I'd be happy to take her some day."

During this time, Mrs. McLeish died. The family doctor decided that Mary should continue to supervise the house and let the black maid do housework and she would cook. Of course, Mary knew all about cooking since she started that at

age ten.

All during the depression Mary made $15.00 a week and put herself through college. Tuition was $50.00 a semester, a $5.00 activity fee and the most expensive book cost only $7.00. You never had to pay to take a test (SAT, ACT), IQ tests were given under supervision.  The depression did not

affect Mary much. "In fact, no one went through it easier than I, and thank heaven, I had money because my family up north had none," said Mary. The farmers greatly suffered.

Mary bought clothes for her brothers and sisters. Socks were

fifty cents a pair, long underwear was $1.50 a suit.
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When Mary started college she entered pre-law, not to become a lawyer but to teach law. Being the only woman in a class of 100 men, pre 1940, Mary said, "No way, not this chick!" She went to her advisor who encouraged her to stay with it. Mary knows now that she could have done it, but feels she did all right otherwise. Mary graduated from Wayne University in 1940. She was hired for her first teaching job in West Bloomfield, July 7, 1940. She taught there until receiving certification.  To be certified you had to teach for three consecutive years.

At this time, Mary moved to Keego Harbor, Michigan,

living with an older lady. Mr. Weborg, whom Mary had seen a couple of times, came to her house one Friday afternoon. He had two children of his own and wanted to know if Mary would live in his house to take care of the children. Needing

summer work, Mary took the job. Because Mary's parents separated and her mother's new husband did not want kids, Mary took in her younger sister. "My little sister did not like me, I had a hard time with her," said Mary. After about six months, Mr. Weborg and Mary decided to make it a family and went to Auburn, Indiana, to get married.

After renting a couple of houses, in 1946  Mary sold her car to make the down payment on the house she still resides in off Pontiac Trail in Walled Lake, Michigan, she bought for $3,500. It was the first frame home to be built in the area. It was built by a man in the legislature when Michigan became a state about 159 years ago.

During their marriage, aside from raising his two children and her sister, at age 37 Mary gave birth to a son - ​Karl John and five years later to a daughter, Anna. Mr. Weborg was an artist and worked for a studio in Detroit.
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Mr. Weborg passed away August 25, 1963.

Mary always looked for work during the summer months. One summer she worked for a rest home, the only time she was

fired.She worked the afternoon shift.  It was a hot July night.  Mary 

cared for 24 little old ladies, and she took them all to the bathroom 

to wash up. One lady hadn't seen a bathroom for 11 years! She then 

gave them back rubs, put them in clean beds and turned on the fans. 

The next day she was called into the office and was told to pick up 

her check, she was spoiling the patients.

For 17 summers Mary worked at the Walled Lake Amusement Park. She tutored every summer also. In fact, she started

the first summer school in Walled Lake. A few summers she

also taught at Ferris College in the reading department. For two years, she did summer workshops which prepared students to be freshmen, earning $500 a workshop.

After teaching the first three years in West Bloomfield, Mary went to Detroit to teach for a year. West Bloomfield hired her back as principal of Scotch School. This was a tough year, as Mary was the teacher for sixth through eighth grades, principal, and director of curriculum. The following year Mr. Clifford Smart, Superintendent of Walled Lake Schools, hired Mary at a salary of $2,250. In 1969,

Mary started the first bilingual program in Walled Lake when she had two students, a Vietnamese and a Korean. Mary taught

full time in Walled Lake a total of 27 years then retired. While teaching in Walled Lake Mary started the Walled Lake Library. She continued substitute teaching for several years after. During her retirement years, she was then hired by Social Services to teach in the Job Club program. This program educated those on welfare so they could be employable and place hundreds of them in jobs.

Mary is very satisfied with her life. If she had to do it again, she would! Mary's love for learning, teaching and children is quite apparent. Everyday she studies something new. She's not sure where her career will lead to next, but

still has a desire to learn law. She is still tutoring children, and serves on several committees including Library Board, AARP and the Breakfast committee.

Mary will be 90 years old this August. She is full of spunk, wit, humor, and is very alert. She is an active voter and stays abreast of business and politics that surrounds her.
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