Barbara Brown Eulogy

To Mike, the love of Barbara’s life, to her parents and foundation, Lois and Dave, to her siblings Lynn, Catherine and Gordon, the home team, and to her many, many friends, relatives and colleagues, thank you for this opportunity to say a few words about Barb.

I am honoured.

That all of you here today have taken time from your diverse worlds and responsibilities to help to celebrate Barbara’s life is itself a testimony to how she has touched so many.

I met Barb at Simon Fraser University in the early eighties.  I was sitting on a committee to find a new departmental chair.  If you are an academic, you know that this task occupies a special circle in hell.  If you are not an academic, give thanks.

But there was a difference to this committee—a young student representative named Barbara Brown.  I did not know her but her good sense, responsibility to the task and pleasant personality made the procedures almost palatable—almost.

Faculty all found Barb to be the perfect student—smart, hard working and dedicated.  For goodness sake she studied Latin just for the fun of it!  There was, of course, a wicked sense of humour that she could let fire, but in committee and class, she was decorum incarnate—with a bit of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

Quickly she became invaluable to the Department of English—as a student representative, as a research assistant and, of course, as a fine student.

Since I shared many enthusiasms with her, from literature to opera to cats, I found myself more and more drawn into friendship—a friendship that has continued to the present.

One of the interesting phenomena of those times was that daughters would go off to university and then draw their Mamas into the scholastic orbit.  And so I got to meet Lois, another lovely woman, who confirms the old adage that the apple does not fall far from the tree.

Lois and I were reminiscing about a trip that she and Barb took to Italy and Lois was recounting various adventures that they had.  I concluded that any mother/daughter travel saga worth its salt has to contain the episode where they get lost and have to walk miles, or kilometers depending on the country, mostly uphill, to find home.

All of the stories of the relationship between Barb and her mother were first class and a privilege to witness.

And, of course, there was Dave, Barbara’s dear Dad.  Now he is a man of few words. Probably he would tell you this is only because the rest of us are going on at a rate of 15 to the dozen and he can’t get a word in edgewise.  But Barbara had her eye on him and she knew that he always had her back.

I cannot remember another student in my 36-year career who brought with her such a strong sense of the family she loved and was supported by.  The Browns are a wonderful clan, for their individual strengths and personalities combine into a powerful unit of family solidarity and love.  Barbara would often recollect stories of growing up chez Brown.  One of my favourites described the youngsters playing house.  The two eldest girls, Lynn and Cathy took on the roles of Dad and Mum.  The third girl, Barb, came along as baby.  And Gordon got to be the family dog and sit under the table! The trouble with having three elder sisters.

I also remember a lovely summer afternoon of food and laughter when my partner Wayne and I met the family.  Among other profound topics, we debated if naming a cat Tosca would determine her personality. 

For what’s in a name?  Barbara was interested in medieval saints’ legends and there are, of course, many about St Barbara.  The one I like best is St Barbara the explosives expert, who despite—or perhaps because of—this talent, is know as the patroness of non-violence and peace. I found her perfect representation in a Venetian Church.  The statue presents her with her tamed dragon.  Saints have this pastime of calming wild creatures.  St Barbara’s dragon is a docile chap.  He is wearing a collar and lead and sitting at her feet.  He looks for all the world like a subdued pit bull with wings.  St Barbara is a more interesting study.  Her face is transfixed with courage, determination and calm.  I imagine that this is rather like what our Barbara looked like when she met with two-footed dragons.

For make no mistake. Barbara did not suffer the arrogant and powerful gladly.  Like Jane Eyre, Barb felt it was unjust, unjust for some to have it all their own way because of their gender, or status or wealth.

Barb formed these opinions early in life.  Lois recounted a family meeting that Barb called to discuss the ways in which the younger children, “Gord’n me”, were not being treated justly since the big kids got more rights.  And for good measure, Barbara negotiated a Christmas tree for the room she shared with Gordon.

These were ideas that she refined as a student on first looking into women or labour or colonial studies but more importantly they were life goals she fought to enact for herself and others.

After completing her undergraduate degree, Barb decided to do an MA and asked me to be her supervisor.  She made an interesting and daunting choice for her MA thesis—Middlemarch by George Eliot.  While Eliot is definitely one of those writers you must read it you wish to go to literary heaven, she is much out of fashion in these hedonistic times.  This did not sway Barbara, for she never cut her cloth to suit the fashion.

In the thesis, Barb studied the way in which the narrator reflects and refracts understanding to the readers so that we are immersed in the complexities of the situation, the necessity for observation, and the demand for decision.

Like that narrator, Barb did not hammer you on the head to see her point of view but she knew that we had to work through to action.  Sure in her own belief, she led student or friend or foe to see the justness of her cause in all its complexity.

After completing the MA, she immediately went off to teach in the deeper, darker regions of BC.  She loved the teaching and the union work in which she became involved, both of which she was very good at, and she formed friendships with people who are here today.  But she was not truly happy.  Quite simply, she pined for home.  When she made the courageous choice to return to the lower mainland, she became more and more involved in the world of union activism.  And there, of course, she met Mike.

I’m sure that he expected to be taken home to meet her family but he probably did not count on being dragged off to be vetted by an old professor. Naturally he passed with flying colours.  How could one refuse the great love between them?

Barbara was a woman of many talents and complexities but her centre was profoundly simple. Love and loyalty for husband, family, friends and ideals gave her life meaning and purpose.

And so, sweet Barbara, rest gently.  We return your love.  You will remain green in our hearts and we will remember.
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