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Friendly face greets students for more than 40 years
Kathie R. Miller
Editor

For more than four decades.,
Mary Lou McPhail, 76, has
been the school secretary whom
children, parents, teachers and
administrators turn to for help
“Working with the kids is my
favorite part of my job,” she said.
“Ninety-nine percent of them are
wonderful.”
Mary Lou, who was named
after both her mother, Mary, and
father, Louie Mertzig, grew up in
Anaconda where her father was a
carpenter and a musician.
“He played the trumpet in his
band called Louie and the Men of
Note,” she said.
Mary Lou graduated from
Anaconda Central High School
in 1960 and went to the Butte
Business College.
Her first job after completing
business school was for Blue
Cross Blue Shield in Anaconda,
where she worked for four years
before landing a job with the
school district.
“I liked working with the
children,” said Mary Lou, who
could not have imagined that she
would wind up working for the
school district for more than four
decades. “I thought I’d just work
until I was 55, but needless to say,
I’m a few years older than that.”
She began her career as a
reading aid at Lincoln school.
After two years, she became
the secretary of the K-6
neighborhood school.
Eleven years later, she
transferred to Dwyer
Intermediate, which had students
in grades 4-6 until it closed at the
end of the school year in 2005.
“I loved working with the
youngsters,” she said. “Dwyer
Intermediate was my favorite
place to work – we were like a
family there and everyone took
care of everyone else.”
She then moved to Anaconda
High School, which in 2018 added
the junior high students to the
building.
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Mary Lou McPhail, who is the secretary at Anaconda Junior/Senior High
School, has worked for the Anaconda Public School District for more than
45 years, 43 years of which as a school secretary beginning at Lincoln
School.

“We’ve adjusted well to having
the younger students here,” she
said.
Mary Lou has a knack for
knowing most of the names of
the students at what is now the
Anaconda Junior/Senior High
School.
“It’s hard for about the first two
weeks of school, but then you just
know the kids,” she said. “I also
check them in at lunch, so I see
them every day and get to know
them.”
Mary Lou has probably been
to more games than any other
person in town. She is the main
ticket taker for school sports and
events in the district.
“I go to all football games,
wrestling, basketball and
volleyball,” she said.
Although the school keeps
Mary Lou pretty busy, she also
finds the time to volunteer her
time to Anaconda Community
Intervention and Art in the Park.
She also is on the supervisory
board for the Deer Lodge County
School Employees Credit Union.
“I think staying busy helps keep
your body and mind healthy,” she
said. “I also love to just be home

and play with my dog Domino,
a cocker spaniel people here (at
the school) got me for my 75th
birthday.”
Looking back, Mary Lou finds
it hard to believe that she has
been with the district for more
than 40 years.
“I have students who are
children of the kids I worked with
when they were in school,” she
said laughing. “I see their kids
and I just can’t imagine where the
time has gone.”
A lot of things have changed
since Mary Lou started with
the school district. Not only
have several schools closed, the
neighborhood schools are long
gone.
“We’ve just adjusted to having
less students in the district,”
she said. “Enrollment has been
declining since the smelter
closed.”
Technology also has vastly
changed. When she first started
working in the school’s office
there were no computers.
“I used to have to mimeograph
everything, which was awful
– especially the ink. I was
glad to see that go,” she said.

“Mary Jo Oreskovich [former
superintendent] got us computers
and taught us how to use them.”
Student attendance used to be
kept by hand in a ledger, which
is all done on the computer now,
and substitute teachers are now
automatically called out when a
teacher calls off work.
“For 11 years, I came in early in
the morning to call out substitute
teachers for all the schools,” Mary
Lou said. “Now, it’s all done by
computer.”
All doors at the Anaconda
schools are now locked
throughout the day whereas
people and students used to be
able to freely walk in and out of
them.
“All our doors are locked
now except for the Sixth Street
door, which we are working on
securing,” she said. “It’s just how it
is nowadays.”
Mary Lou met her husband,
Pete McPhail, in the early 1960s
when she went to watch her father
bowl.
“He was there, and we just
started talking,” she said. “We
hit it off and began dating right
away.”
The two married in 1964 and
settled in their home on the 600
block of Maple Street where they
raised their two children, Debra
and John.
Pete worked at the smelter and
when it closed, he went to work at
the prison in Deer Lodge.
They were married for more
than 40 years when Pete died in
the early 2000s.
“I miss him, and it’s hard to
believe it’s already been 14 years,”
she said.
Mary Lou plans to continue
working for as long as she still
enjoys it.
“Something new happens every
single day, which I like,” she said.
“When I stop liking coming to
work is when I’ll retire.”
Mary Lou has a grandson,
Dylan, whom she helped raise,
who is a senior at Montana State
University.

