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AN IDYLL BY THE SEA

My mother, Helen North, became a Navy widow when she 
was 30 years old.  Her husband, Dick, was killed in the crash 

of an experimental jet aircraft, leaving her pregnant with their 
eighth child.  At the time of my father’s death, I was six years old, 
the fourth child in the family.  My oldest sister was ten. 
     We lived in Oak Harbor, Washington, a small town on Whidbey 
Island, which in the 1950s, relied on agriculture and two Navy 
bases as its social and economic focus.  Located about 90 miles 
northwest of Seattle, Whidbey Island is connected to the mainland 
by the Deception Pass Bridge and a dozen or more ferry boats. 
Our home was in what was then a new subdivision called Penn 
Cove Park which was carved out of the wild green countryside.  
The houses reflected the modest life styles of their occupants, 
most of whom were connected to the military.
     The great storms of the Pacific Northwest regularly pass over 
Whidbey and the many other islands in the Straights of Juan de 
Fuca on their way to the rest of the state.  The rain they shed leaves 
the forests lush with pine and fir trees, rhododendrons, giant ferns 
and blackberry vines.  Mosses and lichens cover the floors of the 
temperate rain forest that extends from southeastern Alaska 
through British Columbia and down into Washington.  Except 
for the land cleared for cultivation, Whidbey Island was, back then, 
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a verdant timberland.  Today it appears less forested, but still has 
that rural, isolated feeling found on most of the northwestern 
islands.  Being a small boy in an environment like Oak Harbor 
was idyllic. 
    There are boys who cling to their mother’s skirts and there are 
boys who launch themselves into the world seemingly from birth.  
I was the latter.  From the time I could walk, my poor mother 
seldom knew where I was.  However, mothers know which of their 
children are needy and which are self-sufficient.  With a gaggle of 
children, Mom knew she could cut me loose and I’d be fine.  I’d 
check in when I needed or wanted some attention, and if she had 
a moment, I’d get some.  If not, I’d have to create a crisis- like a 
bee sting. 
     During the first spring I can remember, at the age of three, I 
stood in the clover of our front lawn.  I was watching the bees 
collect nectar from small white flowers, listening to the buzz of 
their wings.  There were so many I could not only hear, but feel 
their humming vibrate the air.  I knew that bees sting when 
bothered, and I was curious what that felt like.  I reached down 
and wrapped my hand around a honey bee.  Its buzz became 
louder and its wings beat faster, as it warned me to let it go.  I 
sensed that it really didn’t want to sting me, but I squeezed it, and 
sting me it did.  The stinger was in the middle of my palm, but I felt 
the intense heat and ache of it all the way up my arm.  If pain is the 
body’s way of telling us we’re alive, I was getting the message.  I 
ran to Mom, who was sitting on the front step to the house with my 
infant sister Jeanie in her lap.  Pointing at the stinger embedded in 
my tiny palm, I cried, “The bee stung me!”  I knew I had brought it 
on myself, but I was outraged nonetheless and acting the innocent 
victim, not wanting to admit it was my own fault.  Still, a little 
motherly sympathy goes a long way, and it was a great way to 
focus her attention toward me and away from the four other 
children in the yard.  With Jeanie on her lap, Mom told Collien, 
my eldest sister, to go into the bathroom and get the bottle of 
Bactine antiseptic and a pair of tweezers.  
     Collien was only eight years old, but already her mother’s right 
arm.  She delighted in being the eldest and Mommy’s little helper.  
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She ran into the house, returning a moment later with the bottle 
of antiseptic and the tweezers.  Proudly she gave them to Mom 
and took Jeanie from her lap.    
     Mom removed the bee stinger from my hand and swabbed 
some of the liquid on it.  It felt cold and actually stung again.  She 
patted me on the bottom, sending me back out onto the lawn, and 
said, “There you go.  Now leave the bees alone.”  
     Throughout my life, I was devoted to my mother.  I saw her as 
a loving, caring person whose attentions were simply stretched 
too thin.  At the same time, as the self-sufficient one, I received 
less of her notice than my siblings.  It was the trade-off for my 
freedom, I suppose.  On occasion, she would take me to task for 
being gone without permission, but normally she was too busy 
attending to the other children to pay attention to all of us, which 
usually suited me just fine.  
     Our home was two blocks from Penn Cove Beach, a small 
public recreation area, where the low tides exposed sand and 
rocky shore going out a hundred yards or more.  I was drawn to 
explore the beach’s natural treasures, as if each find was a nugget 
of pure gold.  Clams, oysters, prawns and crabs abounded.  Every 
discovery I made was a moment of wonder.  It was on these 
walks at the seashore that I remember having reveries, indulging 
in the excitement of just being alive.  
     I believe we all have this sense of the magic of life itself when 
we are children.  On a bright, cloudless day, I turned my face in 
the direction of the sun, feeling its warmth and the intensity of 
the light on my eyelids.  I was wondering what came before.  As 
in, what came before this life I’m now living?  I had closed my 
eyes and looked back in my memory and all I could see was light, 
bright golden light, all around.  Maybe it was just the sunshine.  
I couldn’t make sense of my experience, but it felt wonderful. I 
smiled, and then giggled.  As I focused my attention inward to 
see further, a voice somewhere within me said, “No, you can’t go 
back.”  I wasn’t happy with that answer to my question, but 
quickly opened my eyes to the sound of a flock of seagulls 
screaming and diving on something down the beach from where
I was standing. 
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     Occasionally, the receding tide strands spiny dog sharks in tidal 
pools, and when the water drains out of the pool, the shark is left 
to die.  Before it does, the seagulls peck its eyes out.  I ran down 
the sandy shore in the direction of the big white and grey birds, 
arriving after they had done their damage.  The small shark, about 
two feet long, was in its death throes, wiggling and writhing on the 
sand, its gills opening slightly as its mouth opened and closed in 
gasping attempts to breathe.  Staring at its empty eye sockets, I was 
neither shocked nor repulsed.  This was a part of my education and 
training, teaching me that nature is creative and destructive, kind 
and cruel.
     The tides changed quickly down at the beach, and the swirling 
incoming rush of the ocean created treacherous little islands of 
sand cut off from the main beach in the blink of an eye.  I seemed to 
have a sixth sense for these dangers, and only once got caught on 
the wrong side of the knee deep current that “wasn’t there and then 
it was.”  That one time, I knew, even at the age of 4, that I had to 
wade across or drown, so I went home soaking wet and a little 
shaken.  I didn’t know if I would be in trouble or not.  When I told 
Mom what had happened, she thought nothing of it, being too busy 
with the other children.  She told me to go change clothes and that 
was the end of it.
     Oak Harbor’s beaches provided other natural wonders, and not 
just for me.  During the spring, the smelt runs were a community 
event.  The church bells would launch into an extended ringing, 
signaling the arrival of the smelt, a small, slender silver-brown fish 
about four inches long that schooled and spawned by the millions 
along the shore.  Townsfolk would drop whatever they were doing, 
leave the shop or jump off the tractor and head for the bay, smelt 
rake in hand.  Using a stiff pole eight or ten feet long, with a curved 
wire-mesh net at the end, people would thrust their rakes out into 
the shallows and drag them back up onto the shore, bursting with 
smelt.  Children, adults, teens, all laughing and excited, grabbed 
the fish with their hands and filled every conceivable container 
with wriggling, shiny smelt.  We ate them whole, battered and 
deep fried.  In addition to the fact that the fish were crunchy and 
delicious, the annual smelt run always seemed to make for a 
wonderful family adventure.
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     Our home was one of only a few on our street, which angled 
slightly down to a white wooden barrier with reflectors on it that 
blocked through traffic.  At the other end of the street was a ravine 
through which a creek flowed that was home to trout, frogs and 
dragonflies. As lots were cleared for new homes, brush piles would 
appear.  Within a few days, as I explored the new project, I often 
found garter snakes by the dozens, weaving in and out of the 
tangles of dead branches, feasting on grasshoppers and other 
insects disturbed by the clearing.  Cottontail rabbits were 
everywhere.  Our beagle, Troubles, led us on many a chase through 
wood and meadow, after those fluffy white rumps.  The lot next to 
our house was choked with pine trees so thick that sunlight could 
barely penetrate.  Most of the saplings died of overcrowding, poor 
light and from a certain little boy who pulled them out by the roots, 
pretending to be Hercules.  On a corner of the lot, my father 
chopped wood for exercise and built long rows of firewood, little of 
which ever made it to the fireplace.  It seemed that he just enjoyed 
chopping trees into firewood.  He brought driftwood logs up from 
the beach and chopped those, too.  Once I watched him break an ax 
on a fat log.  He cursed the log.  Or maybe it was the ax.  I can’t 
remember which.  I didn’t really care that he chopped so much 
wood.  I just wanted to be with him.  If he wanted to chop wood, 
that was fine with me.
     My dad had been a hunter from a long line of hunters. When 
his oldest four children were five to nine years of age, he began 
teaching us firearm safety and how to shoot a small-caliber rifle. He 
set up a fruit crate in the backyard. Laying the rifle across the crate, 
he taught us to sight down the barrel of the gun at the paper target 
he had tacked to a tree. Collien, the eldest, was the best shot.  
Janette, a year younger than Collien, had to be helped by Dad, who 
steadied and guided her as she held the gun and aimed it.  Janette 
was a whimsical, mischievous child.  Subject to flights of fantasy, 
she would often giggle or laugh out loud at a joke that, apparently, 
only she was privy to.  She also could be a problem for Mom.  One 
day she was scolded for writing on the wall with a blue crayon.  
Grandma Brandmeir, Mom’s mother, who was visiting at the time, 
warned that she should not have told Janette not to write on the 
wall with blue crayon.  
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     Grandma said, “Not with this child.  She’ll be back in no time 
with a red crayon.” 
      Mom scoffed at the suggestion.  Sure enough, Janette was 
immediately back at the wall with a red crayon.  
     When questioned why she disobeyed, she insisted that she 
hadn’t.  “Mommy, you said not to use a blue crayon.”  
     Mom, being overwhelmed already, had no patience for this kind 
of subtlety.  She handled it with a spanking.  
     Nick was an excellent shot for his age, which pleased Dad.  I was 
not to be outdone, though, and also hit the targets at will. We were 
small, so it was easy to lie prone, crouch, kneel, or sit behind the 
crate, plinking at cans and shooting at the hanging targets.  The 
younger children, Jeanie, Phil and Gerry were too small yet to learn 
to shoot.  Jeanie, at age four, was already known as “Mary 
Sunshine,” due to the fact that she was always smiling.  Phil, a 
quiet and subdued little boy, had been born with bowed legs and 
had spent his first year with both of them in casts.  Gerry, a roly-
poly baby at just under two, was nicknamed “Buddha.”  
     After our lesson, we went out with Dad to hunt rabbits.  We 
piled into the old Oldsmobile sedan and drove to our neighbors, 
the Muzzals, who owned a dairy farm about a mile away.  Dad 
opened the door of the car and Troubles jumped out already 
baying.  She hit the ground running and the chase was on!  The 
rabbits tended to run in wide circles.  If my dad didn’t shoot them 
on the run with his rifle, Troubles would hole them up in a rock 
pile or in a thick section of berry bush. We watched our dad take 
out his .22 caliber pistol from its holster, peer down the hole in the 
rocks or brush, and POP!  Then he’d drag the dead rabbit out by the 
hind feet and tell Troubles what a good dog she was.  On one 
occasion, we lost sight of the rabbit and so did the dog.  We looked 
all around us for the rabbit only to find that it was sitting between 
Collien’s feet.  We laughed so hard that my dad let the clever little 
bunny go.  When we came home, we watched my dad skin and 
clean the rabbits.  It became an immediate anatomy lesson for all
of us kids.
     My mother, knowing that rabbit for dinner was just about a 
sure thing, had been prepping vegetables for rabbit stew with 
dumplings.  I remember fondly that we were all allowed to eat 
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as much as our little tummies could hold.  Mmm-good!  Tasted 
just like chicken!  
     The dairy farmers who allowed us to hunt on their land became 
family friends. Dad would help them with their hay harvest in the 
summer, and they allowed him to hunt on their property.  The 
sights and smells and sounds of a dairy farm were magnetic to a 
young adventurer like me.  Occasionally, my older brother Nick 
and I were allowed to walk from our home after school to the farm 
to help with the evening milking.  We were small children, but we 
could help by climbing up the narrow stairs in the milking shed to 
the second level where the grain was stored.  
     As each cow took its turn in a milking stall, we would measure 
the amount of grain Mr. Muzzal had shown us into a chute, pull a 
thin chain, and watch the grain slide down into a feeding bin. The 
cow chewed contentedly as it was milked.  
     When a young heifer wouldn’t give milk, she was either 
pregnant or just a poor producer.  At the tender age of five, I saw 
what happens to non-producers.  Once it was determined that a 
cow was not giving milk, the veterinarian was called to examine 
her.  The vet wore a latex glove that extended right up to his 
shoulder.  He put his arm into the cow’s rectum and reached all the 
way to where he could feel the uterus and check its size.  I watched 
the vet, who, from my vantage point, seemed incredibly tall with 
very long arms, put his entire arm into the cow’s rectum.  When 
the examination was over, the vet removed his arm, covered with 
manure up to his shoulder.  Eyes wide, I stared at it, my mouth 
agape.  He turned to me, grinned and extended his hand for me 
to shake, saying, “Put ‘er there, pardner.”  
     If the cow was pregnant, she went to a special pen until she gave 
birth.  If not, she was isolated in a corral away from the other cows.  
On a sunny Saturday morning in May, Dad drove Nick, Janette, 
Collien and me up to the farm and parked in the lower lot where 
the heavy equipment was stored.  Tractors with tires six feet tall, 
harvesters and giant trucks dwarfed our small family car. To the 
side of the lot was that corral with one lonely looking cow standing 
at the back corner with her face away from us.  Mr. Muzzal who 
towered above us at 6’8” had a revolver in a holster at his side.  
After he greeted Dad and each one of us by name, he smiled and 
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said, “Well, let’s get to work.”  He pulled the handgun from its 
holster.  I recall it looking just like the one my dad used for rabbit 
hunting.  Holding it behind his back with his thumb on the 
hammer and his finger on the trigger, he walked toward the corral.  
As he approached, he sang out loudly, “Here Bossy! Here Bossy!”   
The cow, which had been trained from birth to come to that call, 
turned from the corner and walked over to Mr. Muzzal.  It looked 
to me like he was going to scratch her behind the ear, like Dad did 
with Troubles; but instead, he leaned over the corral fence, took her 
right ear in his left hand and with his right hand he brought the 
gun around, put the barrel in her ear and pulled the trigger.  Bang!  
The sound echoed off the buildings and farm machinery.  The cow 
went down like she was a cardboard cutout in a heavy wind. Our 
eyes popped out of their sockets and our jaws dropped to the 
ground. Mr. Muzzal killed the cow!  My dad, who had grown up 
on a farm, was already on the smaller tractor, moving it closer to 
the corral.  Mr. Muzzal opened the gate, then walked over to the 
cow, and with a big knife cut a slit between the bone and the 
tendon just above one of the back hooves.  He threaded a rope 
through the incision and made a loop.  Wrapping the loop around 
the big hook that hung from the front of the tractor, he signaled my 
dad to back out of the corral.  Ol’ Bossy, the young heifer who 
didn’t give milk, was dragged out into the middle of a concrete 
area, hoisted into the air and butchered.  As I watched the 
dismantling of this cow, I saw the tongue, heart, and liver, as well 
as the kidneys, placed carefully in a bucket of water and saved for 
later.  We had eaten a lot of organ meats at home, primarily because 
they were the least expensive cuts of beef, but it had never occurred 
to me to think about where they came from.  My sense of shock 
changed to wonder as I connected my meals to this cow.  
     Nick and I were fifteen months apart in age and we enjoyed 
much of our free time down at the shore at Penn Cove.  Shallow 
inlets and lagoons could be found along the contours of the shore, 
some of them clogged with driftwood logs.  We walked out on the 
logs, which barely moved because we were so small.  The water 
beneath the logs was one to three feet deep and crystal clear. We 
could see the sandy bottom and little silver, minnow-like fishes 
darting among tufts of green sea grass.    
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     Jumping from log to log we chose the larger ones we knew 
would support us.  Great blue herons and white, snowy egrets 
stood like lawn ornaments on our logs, patiently eyeing those small 
fish that hovered beneath the protection of the flotilla of driftwood.  
Troubles came with us and followed along, from log to log and 
along the beaches, as we searched for treasures as nascent 
beachcombers.  During an extremely low tide, a geyser of water 
might squirt out of the sand, signaling a clam beneath the surface.  
If we were quick, we could dig down about a foot and capture it 
before it escaped.  We’d take them home and our mother would 
praise us for being good hunter-gatherers.  
     Even Mom got into the act of hunting and gathering. She once 
told me a story about how my dad and a friend had gone pheasant 
hunting one morning.  In their absence, four large male pheasants 
landed in a pine tree in our backyard.  When Mom saw them out 
the living room window she went to the gun locker and grabbed 
the spare shotgun. She then headed for the backyard.  When Dad 
came home from his hunt empty-handed, he found a brace of cock 
pheasants on the counter in the kitchen, with a beaming wife 
standing by.  
     My feeling as a child was that my parents were very much in love. 
They laughed a lot, kissed a lot, looked at life as an adventure and 
generally displayed affection to each other and to their children.  
Dad was famous for belly raspberries.  He would blow on our 
tummies and we victims would laugh and giggle till we begged him 
to keep going. Our life was simple, but full of love and fun.
     When he was around, which, unfortunately for me and my 
siblings was not often, he was a great dad.  I couldn’t get enough 
of him.  Most of the time, he was away as part of a Navy flight crew 
in the post-Korean War Pacific. It seemed that he came home long 
enough to get my mother pregnant again and then went back to 
another tour of duty. 
      It was especially hard on my older brother.  For days and weeks 
after Dad left, Nick would sit at the corner of the lawn that fronted 
the street and stare up the road, waiting for his dad’s return.  Nick 
was a sensitive, intelligent little boy, who looked just like his father.  
As the eldest son, he was doted on by Mom.  
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     When Nick didn’t like his cereal one Saturday morning, he 
threw it on the floor.  Dad, not liking the attitude he sensed from 
my brother, wanted to scrape the oatmeal off the floor and have 
him eat it anyway.  Mom thought otherwise.  It was the first time I 
remember seeing her so animated.  She was like a mother bear in 
defense of her cub.  She was right up in my dad’s face, shaking her 
finger at his nose, telling him in no uncertain certain terms how this 
was going to play out.  As they argued over whether Nick was 
going to eat the dusty, dirty, dog-hair oatmeal, I leaned against the 
door jam in front of the open door to the garage, my thumb 
between the door and the frame, watching the drama.  I was about 
to take a starring role. Nick tried to interrupt Mom and Dad in their 
argument which was an exceptionally bad idea.  Dad sharply told 
him to go out into the garage, our makeshift playroom, which he 
did.  Indignant, he slammed the door on his way, separating the 
top of my thumb from my hand, just above the first digit.  The 
scream I let out was probably heard in the next county.  The artery 
in the thumb was severed, spurting blood all over the door, the 
wall and me.  Dad found the missing digit among the dust bunnies 
behind the door, wrapped a towel around my hand and off to the 
emergency room we raced.  Once we arrived at the hospital, Dad 
became larger than life, chasing orderlies around to get a doctor 
right away. I remember watching him between my injury-induced 
sobs and being proud of him.  It was painful, but for a brief time I 
was the center of his attention. (And yes, my thumb was 
successfully reattached.)  
     Unfortunately for me, attention from my parents generally 
continued to come as a result of accidents, crises, and/or 
emergencies.  In the dynamic of the family, it was a good thing I 
was an independent child.  Collien, as eldest, was Mom’s chief 
ally.  Janette, as chief mischief maker, had to be watched all the 
time.  Nick looked like his dad and had the doting-mother factor 
going for him.  Jeanie was all smiles and followed Mom like a 
shadow.  Phil had physical developmental issues that needed to 
be corrected, and Gerry, “the Buddha,” was still barely a toddler, 
so he needed watching. Because I was so adventurous, I received 
the lion’s share of the accidents, bumps and breaks… and got my 
attention that way.  
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     On another occasion, during first grade recess, I climbed to the 
top of the jungle gym to fly off into space like Buck Rogers.  I lost 
my balance as I jumped, and my sneaker got caught under the 
bar. The sky was my target, but the gravel became my destination, 
as I fell headfirst.  I was lucky not to have broken my neck!  
Gravel and dirt were embedded in my bloody skin from forehead 
to chin.  The teacher didn’t seem to think it was worth notice, and 
had me sit at my desk for the balance of the day.  I was sent home 
on the bus, gravel encrusted face and all.  She seemed to be 
taking the military attitude of “get tough or die” a little too far.  
Mom was furious when she saw and heard what had happened.  
She put us all in the car, drove over to the school and read my 
teacher the riot act.  It was reassuring to know that Mom could 
get her dander up when it came to protective instincts.  
     In hindsight, my life up to this point easily fit into the category of 

“exciting.”  I had daily adventures full of wonder and magic that 
would have made Tom Sawyer or Huck Finn smile in approval.
     My dad’s tours of duty in the Asian military theatre typically 
lasted nine to twelve months, punctuated by a few weeks or months 
at home base.  He was a bombardier-navigator on a crew that was 
assigned to test-flying A-3Ds, which were experimental fighter-
bombers designed for aircraft carriers. The Navy wanted a dual-
purpose aircraft; however, the two Westinghouse J-57 turbojet 
engines were so heavy, they vibrated the plane to pieces in mid-air.  
In order to reduce weight, the Navy engineers eliminated such 
superfluous things as ejection seats. The later production-model A-3 
aircraft were equipped with safer Pratt & Whitney J57 engines, but 
the plane always carried a reputation as a widow-maker.  The Navy 
called these jets “Sky Warriors” but naval officers gave them the 
nickname “All 3 Dead,” referring to the pilot, navigator, and gunner 
that each downed airplane would carry to the grave. 
    In her book, Who Gets the Drumstick, my mother begins with 
the day Dick North died. “It was a morning like a thousand 
others in our Navy life together…It was good flying weather.  
Did he want to say something to me then?  It is hard to know.  He 
hugged me good-bye; I kissed him.  In four hours he was dead.”
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     I was six years old when my father died on June 7th, 1960.  For 
all of us, life took a 90 degree turn in a direction we could not have 
imagined. As much as I loved being with my dad, I had adapted to 
his not being around. The only difference was that, this time, I had 
to reconcile the fact that he was never coming back. 
     At the funeral, I watched the adults crying, wiping their faces 
with handkerchiefs.  So I cried, too.  I didn’t want to feel sad, but I 
sensed that this was the thing to do. I didn’t understand death.  As a 
six-year-old-child, it was impossible to articulate the emotions I felt. 
It took me a while to grasp that I would never see my father again.  
     One of the difficult questions for adults to address for children 
when a tragedy strikes is “why?”  Whatever answer is provided is 
certain to be inadequate due to the limited ability children under 
the age of reason (typically around seven years old) have to see 
outside of their own little universe.  When I asked why my dad 
died, the adults in my environment told me some variation on the 
theme of “God wanted your daddy to be in heaven with him.”  
That answer created a cognitive disconnect for me that began to 
express itself in my body.  I began having severe intestinal cramps 
that ended up lasting for months.  I also began having a recurring 
dream.  In it, I was standing on a small promontory overlooking 
Penn Cove beach. The sky was dark and filled with storm clouds.  
A pirate ship lay just offshore. The pirates held my dad captive and 
wouldn’t let him come to me. As I reached out and called to him, 
he reached back for me but was restrained by the pirates as the 
ship sailed away with him. More than once, I woke up crying and 
shouting for him, begging him to come back. Not long after, we 
Norths left Whidbey Island, too.
     When I was in my teens and old enough to understand, Mom told 
me the story about when Dad found out that she was pregnant with 
their eighth child.  He had gone to his commanding officer and put his 
wings down on the desk. She said he’d told his boss he had no business 
flying such dangerous jets with seven children and one on the way.  He 
asked for a desk job somewhere.  The Captain, she told me, refused to 
accept his resignation. That was six weeks before my father died.  The 
commanding officer cried at the funeral and told my mother that he 
would never forgive himself for what he had done to her. 



     None of that mattered to the children. Our dad was gone.  
We were unprepared for dealing with the death of a parent.  
We became reactive, adjusting as we could to the confusion and 
heightened emotional atmosphere around us.  Collien took on 
more responsibility, becoming even more of a second mother 
than she already was. Mom changed too, becoming more serious 
and less lively.  She seldom smiled anymore and when she did, 
it seemed forced. Who could blame her?    
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Helen and Dick North’s wedding – 1949
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HELEN NORTH

Helen Brandmeir North was a woman of her generation. Born  
in 1930, she spent her childhood years in Seattle.  As the 

second youngest of ten children, raised in relative comfort during 
the Depression years, she went to private Catholic grade schools 
and then to Holy Names Academy for high school.  
     Her father, Henry Brandmeir, was a lumber broker who had 
made his fortune prior to and during the expansive, roaring 1920s.  
Family legend has it that he was asked to bankroll an aviation 
company his best friend wanted to start, but his brother talked him 
out of it.  Henry had shrugged and argued that he had lost more 
money in poker games than his friend was asking for. “It’ll never 
fly, Henry,” his brother had said.  So Henry didn’t bankroll the 
Boeing Company.  In fact, when WWII started, he went bankrupt 
as the government eliminated middlemen and dealt directly with 
the lumber mills.
     During World War II, Mom tuned into the attitudes and 
behaviors of the time, which meant conserving materials that were 
needed in the war effort, like rubber and metals.  Even nylon 
stockings were rationed.  
     When the war was over, the threat of Communism hung over the 
world as the next global challenge. The anxiety of the war era was 
lessened, but not gone.  Containing this new geopolitical threat 
meant ongoing sacrifice for military families around the world.   


