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A Step Back in Time

By Bobbie Sue Shelton-Lonas

First Woman School Bus Driver In Tennessee
Tom Hatcher, of Nolensville, Tennessee,
submitted the following article. Tom is a
1958 graduate of Eagleville High School
and lived near Eagleville during his school
years.
This is a story written by Mary Ellen
Winters Hatcher about her mother and
family. Mary Ellen’s mother was the first
woman school bus driver in Tennessee.
This story is about a typical family in
1941. I would like to add, that all five of
the Winters children were very successful
during their working careers, although
starting out at a very humble beginning. I
am very proud to say that Mary Ellen is my
sister-in-law and has three very fine boys.
Tom Hatcher

KEEPING THE HOME FIRES BURNING
Feel Sorry For Farm Folks?
Read About The Busy Winters Family
If you live in a big city and sometimes feel
sorry for folks out in the rural communities
“where nothing ever happens,” maybe you
shouldn’t read about the Winters’ family.
From Papa in the Navy, to the littlest boy
keeping a sharp lookout for foxes in the

chicken yard, they all seem to have a knack
for exciting living and doing things which
might make you a bit jealous.
If you’re a housewife worrying about
sugar rationing and other domestic worries,
maybe you’ll take a few tips from Mrs.
Winters. What with driving a school bus
30 miles daily, loaded with school children
(and knowing how to deal with an attack
by a shotgun), running a farm, rearing five
children and still finding plenty of time for
the Red Cross, USO and other war work,
Mrs. Winters just doesn’t have time to
worry.
Family Knows War Is On
This is wartime and the Winters family
knows it. Six members of the family,
living on a 125-acre farm three miles east
of Triune in Williamson County, are doing
their utmost to make it hot for the Axis
countries, since the head of the family,
John O’Brien Winters, 51, volunteered for
the Navy.
The six members of the family include
Mrs. Viola Floyd Winters, 40, and the five
children, ranging in age from 7 to 15.

Even before the bombing of Pearl
Harbor, “Papa”, as Mrs. Winters called
her husband, “saw the world’s situation
getting worse and worse. He was in the
Navy during the last war and up until 1926
and he couldn’t help but feel he ought to
offer his services this time.

The farm, on which Mrs. Winters oversees,
is devoted mostly this year to grazing a
dairy herd and a flock of sheep. However,
she planned a garden to furnish vegetables
for canning, a potato patch and the canning
of fruits and berries, which are plentiful on
the rented land highland farm.

“For several years, Winters had been
driving a school bus over a 30-mile route
in Williamson County. He had just bought
a new bus to make his daily haul and was
obligated for the monthly payments, so he
was worried about how things would go if
he left”, Mrs. Winters said.

“I never drove the bus on the school route
before my husband left, but I had a car
about fifteen years,” Mrs. Winters said.

“I told him that I would drive the bus
while he helped fight again,” she said. “So
he offered his services and the Navy called
him in March.”
Thus, after 16 years of home life with
her husband, this woman took up the work
of two men, in addition to usual house
chores and rearing of her four sons and
a daughter. Not content with all that, she
still finds time to sew for the Red Cross
and she buys war bonds regularly. The
children also have earning power and they
invested their money in defense stamps.

Driving a bus is pretty strenuous for a
woman, but Mrs. Winters said, “not for me,
it isn’t, I’m used to hard work all my life”.
Mrs. Winters’ calmness was exhibited a
few weeks ago when a 65 year old man,
who according to the woman bus driver,
does not like to see children have a good
time, women holding office, or anything
that hinges on modernism, shot into the
bus with a shotgun the day after one of the
students reached out the bus window and
tipped his hat.
Instead of throwing up her hands and
allowing the bus to wreck or stopping and
giving the enraged man a chance to kill
somebody, Mrs. Winters said she stepped
on the gas until the bus was well out of
reach of the shotgun.
The steel bodied bus bears many dents of
the birdshot. (The man has been indicted
and is to be tried in the next term of court.)
Some people tried to persuade her not to
prosecute the man, but Mrs. Winters says
she won’t withdraw the suit “because I
don’t want anybody to think that I want to
put my children riders up as targets, and I
don’t like the idea of being shot at”.
This woman, who is determined to keep
the home fires burning, will drive the
school bus again this year, according to W.
P. Scales, superintendent of education in
Williamson County. “Her driving is highly
satisfactory, in fact, I wish all bus drivers
were as dependable,” Scales declared.
Mrs. Winters is five feet, eight inches tall
and weighs 175 pounds and she has never
been sick in her life. The children are John
O. Winters, Jr. 15, Floyd 14, Clyde 12,
Andrew 10 and Mary Ellen 7.

Winters Family - Mary Ellen, Mrs. Winters, Clyde, Andrew, Floyd and Jack

The boys milk the 11 cows, see to the flock
of 30 sheep, which they own, cultivate the
garden, pick blackberries and hire out to
neighboring farmers. “The boys hire to
other farmers because I thought it best not

to take them out of school early enough
in the spring to make a full size crop. I
want them to have the same opportunities
in life that others have, but if they can’t
go to school regularly, they might lose
interest and want to quit,” according to
Mrs. Winters.
Mrs. Winters is paid $75 monthly by the
county for bus driving during the school
term, and she charges each of the 36 pupils
riding the bus $2 monthly for the nine month
term. “Of course, I have to furnish the bus,
buy the gasoline, tires and keep it repaired,”
she said. “By the time all expenses are paid,
not much is left for profit.”
Her husband was given his old Navy
classification of commissary steward, and
he sends part of his earnings home. “Part
of this is put in the bank and part, goes into
war bonds,” she said. Winters is stationed
at Corpus Christi, Texas.” The cows,
sheep, fruit and garden make us a fairly
good living,” the mother commented.
“My idea of this war is that of many,” she
declared. “If they had listed to General
Pershing the last time, we wouldn’t be
fighting now. This time, I want us to march
into Berlin and tear up the whole Nazi nest,
for I don’t want to see those boys (point
to her sons, as they milked, Longshot,
Brindle, Rose and Baby), inducted into the
armed forces 20 years from now, nor ever,
as for that matter”.
She went on, “The way I look at it. …
This is total war and the quicker we put
everything we have into it…. the quicker we
can get out of it and still be the winner. Of
course, it’ll cost us plenty, but let me tell you
something…freedom’s a priceless thing”.
Mrs. Winters told how John O. Jr. rages
when he hears news of reverses on the
battlefields. He says he wishes he could
get in the Navy with his Papa.
His Mother told the story of how only
a few weeks ago, John O., Jr. bought a
.22 caliber rifle and kept it hid from her.
“One of our neighbors told me about target
shooting over the hill, is the way I found
the gun,” she said.

The story of how the boys acquired their
flock of sheep is interesting. Mrs. Winters
said, that bout 10 years ago, her father, Ben
Floyd, gave the children the only ewe in
his small flock, after a pack of foxhounds
made raid.

to divide her time in the county seat
between the Red Cross, sewing and the
U.S.O. Center which has recently been
opened. All this work is done with no pay
and she was “willing to do just anything to
help out.”

“The ewe had twin lambs every year for
seven years. They are not purebred but
are thrifty—make their own living in the
snowy days and then we give them a little
corn,” she explained. In the spring of 1941,
Mrs. Winters, trying to follow the program
set out by the Department of Agriculture
of producing more food, saw 189 brown
leghorn chickens grow to almost laying age,
only to see red foxes, turned loose in the
community by sportsmen, catch all but 35.

Asked if she didn’t spend all of Saturday
and Sunday resting, Mrs. Winters said
emphatically, “absolutely not,” Saturday
is my busiest day. I have to wash and iron,
scrub the floors and mend the children’s
clothes.”

“I don’t know anything about hunting,”
she said, “but I can see that maybe fox
hunting is fun. But the big thing that
puzzles me is, why foxes weren’t turned
loose where there weren’t so many people
and home animals”. Asked why the foxes
were not killed, the oldest son spoke out,
“they say it’s against the law.”

This family, all with their shoulders
behind the wheel, in the war effort, live in
a small four-room bungalow without any
modern conveniences, except a gasoline
motor washing machine, and are all glad
they are able to play some part in the “fight
for freedom”.

Since her husband has been in the service,
Mrs. Winters said she was reminded of
her “courting days”. “The same postman,
who brought her love letters, is still on
the rural route out of College Grove”, she
stated. “Why, the postman jokes with me
about my husband’s letters, just like he
did before I was married. But I’m even
happier to get these letters now than I was
then if that can be”.
During the school term, Mrs. Winters
gets up at 4 a.m., prepares breakfast, cleans
house until 6:30 o’clock. Then drives the
bus 30 miles picking up students. She has
them in school by 8:15 a.m.
“Margin of profit is not enough,” she
said, to allow her to drive back home and
work there, “so, I go down to the Red
Cross Center and help there until school
is out at 3:15 p.m.” She takes off an hour
for lunch. By the time she gets home,
fixes supper, cleans up and helps with the
homework and teaches the lessons, it is 9
p.m and bedtime.
Next school term, she said, she planned

On Sunday, the entire family goes to
church. Mrs. Winters and the three oldest
boys are members of the Triune Methodist
Church. The little girl said she had rather go
to Sunday School than do anything else.

This story appeared in the newspaper
before Mother quit driving the bus,
perhaps when the bus was paid for. Daddy
had gone in debt to buy it. There were a
few stories that happened to her later.
One of them was, that a bull charged the
side of the bus doing no damage, but a bit
frightening, for sure.
Another one was when she intentionally
left a girl one day. It seems that this girl
could not get her day started in the morning
and then would come ambling out to catch
the bus and Mother got tired of it, so she
drove off before she made it to the bus. The
girl’s parents called Mr. Scales to protest,
but he gave his full support to Mother and
did nothing about it. I never heard any
more about it but I’ll bet that she made sure
she was waiting the rest of the time.
There was a time when most of the roads
were flooded to the extent, that when
they got to the Harpeth River Bridge,
just outside Franklin, the roadway was
covered with a couple of inches of water,
just enough that it should have been safe,

but she didn’t want to take a chance with
the lives of the students. She stopped at
the entrance to the bridge and ordered all
the passengers to get off the bus and walk
across on the crosswalk to the other side
and she would pick them up on the other
side. All students complied with her orders
and she was going to wait until they were
all safely across when she realized that
one boy had taken a seat right behind her
and told her that if she was going across in
that water, he was going with her. So the
two of them proceeded across the water
covered bridge and safely picked the rest
of them from the other side.
Later, she read in the paper that this young
man who was working in a Nashville bank
had been accused of embellishment from
the bank that he had gone to work for. She
told every one she knew that she didn’t
believe the story, but I don’t guess that
helped him at the bank and I never heard if
he was convicted of that crime or not, but
she never forgot it all.
We moved to Triune when Granddaddy
Floyd died and Grannie, Uncle Willie and
Aunt Florence moved into the house, where
we were living. The house we moved into
is still being lived in, on the bank above
the highway, right in the middle of Triune.
After she sold the bus, she, Jack and Floyd
worked as operators in the local telephone
company until Jack joined the Navy, as
soon as he was old enough and a year later
Floyd joined also.
I am not sure how long after they left, but
she got the job of supervising the cafeteria
at College Grove School. The next move
we made was to College Grove; right across
from the school into an upstairs apartment,
over a grocery store where the couple that
owned and ran the store because another
family had bought the house we were living
in at Triune. Daddy was still in the Navy
when we moved there, so it was Mother,
me, Clyde and Andrew. She continued to
supervise the cafeteria for some time after
we moved into Uncle John Ben’s house on
highway 96 and again basically running a
farm again.

