PAGE  
7

Celebrating Barb Brown’s Life
October 25, 2007
Burnaby, British Columbia

Let me begin by telling you that I feel privileged to have been asked to speak of Barb’s life on this occasion. 

I also want to welcome you all to the Operating Engineers Hall  and to thank you for taking this time to honour Barb and Mike, and their families.

I first met Barb in the spring of 1998 when she was a teacher at the College of the Rockies in Cranbrook.  I had traveled there to prepare for an arbitration on the contracting out of teachers’ jobs by the college.
Barb was introduced to me as the witness for the union. Although I took an immediate liking to her, my first impression was that she would not make a good witness.  I thought she was too easy going, too much into the poetry and novels that she taught when she was not being President of the Faculty Association.
But I was wrong.  That would not surprise those of you who knew her well. 
She was a formidable witness.  She testified how over a 10-year period the union had worked to organize part time employees; next auxiliary employees; and then contract employees into the Faculty Association. And then how they had negotiated contract language to protect them.
She was cross-examined for several hours about this history by College counsel – a very tough and experienced management lawyer.
Barb did not budge.  She was the antithesis of how I had first assessed her as a witness.
In a bizarre and unexpected twist  - as we’ll see, unexpected to everyone, except Barb - the case came down to the meaning the parties had attached in bargaining to a virgule.  Until her testimony, I had absolutely no idea what a virgule was.  I had a dim recollection of there being a Latin poet with a similar name, but nothing more. 
By the way, that Latin poet turned out to be Virgil, the classical Roman poet and author of the epic poem the Aeneid, not virgule, as Barb later politely corrected me. 
In his cross-examination of Barb, counsel made the mistake of challenging her on the grammatical significance of the virgule used in the contracting out language.

Barb responded with a 5-minute exposition on the meaning of the virgule, or an oblique.  Unknown to me, before testifying she had researched three different dictionaries for its meaning. 
When Barb had finished, College counsel simply sat down, utterly exasperated.  Barb’s evidence was accepted fully by the arbitrator.
After that, Barb and I became good friends.  We shared the excitement of union life, of organizing, and of negotiating, but also of fine Canadian poets and novelists, like Michael Ondatje, Dionne Brand, and David Zeiroth, whose poetry you will hear shortly from Meg Stainsby.
I later worked with Barb on organizing campaigns when she moved from teaching English to her work as a staff representative with CUPE Regional in Burnaby.  Then when she moved to CIEA, now FPSE – the College/University Teachers Union – I had an opportunity to work with her even more regularly. 

The most memorable qualities in Barb that made her such a pleasure to work with are:
· Her absolute stubbornness in the face of employer injustices; and the extreme salty language she would use to describe those employers;
· Her total dedication to her members;
· But most of all, it was the absolute unfailing joy she took in her relationship with Mike, who for many years, even prior to my knowing Barb, had been one of my dear friends. That joy seemed to inform even every working hour for her.
My relationship with Barb changed a good deal after she and Mike met.  My spouse Patricia and I would see her more often, and see her with Mike in social settings.  The four of us would have wonderful long dinners together. 
We would talk endlessly about politics, unions, poetry, novels and opera.  
We also became neighbours, living within two blocks of each other in the west end near the park.  We would run into each other on the street when we were out for walks or in our favourite markets on Denman on Saturday morning.  We shared tips on where to buy the best vegetables that day; or where we should go for eggs, or who had the freshest fish that morning.

In some respects, the relationship amongst the four of us was more typical of relationships amongst couples in another time – perhaps our parents – in the 40’s or 50’s.  We lived in the same neighbourhood, we shopped in the same stores, we read some of the same books, went to some of the same plays, ate dinners together, and often worked together too.  It was and is remarkable.
I also must mention the added pleasure that Patricia and I took from the visits we had that included Barb’s parents, Lois and Dave.  Spending time with them made it so evident they were the source of much of Barb’s passion for social justice issues, as well as for opera. They were also the source of much of her sharp wit.
I just want to close with a few more words.

One of the things Patricia will miss most is the remarkable power of Barb’s hugs when she would greet you or leave. She had these very long and very strong arms that seem to wrap right around you.  Patricia  has described them as ‘Lois hugs’ because Barb’s mother Lois’ hugs are the same.

But you know the times I will remember Barb most clearly will be at difficult points in a trial or a hearing - when I seem to be at an impasse, a dead-end.  
And I will remember the very determined intelligence which she so often used to come up with new unexpected arguments or tactics to turn the case to our side again.

I’ll remember her tart salty comments about the unjust  treatment of her members by some employers.
And I will remember her wit and her intensity in speaking about her beloved poetry and opera.
But most of all I will remember the enduring love that she and Mike shared for each other. 

In all of these things she was and continues to be a model for us.  
Thank you Barb
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