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The Life of Harriet Woodhouse- Read by Briana Benn
By Briana Benn and John Woodhouse, Jr.

Harriet was born on September 1st, 1927 to James and Dorothy Kirk in New Haven, CT.  She grew up in Hamden with summers in Madison, and graduated from Hamden High in 1947.  She was 82 when she slipped quickly away this past Friday evening, surrounded by the love of her family who was so important to her.  

Harriet began her adult life working as a nurse after World War II.  She was working at the Staten Island Marine Services Hospital in New York where she met and fell in love with her husband John Woodhouse.  After their union produced her two children, John and Pamela, Harriet turned away from the busy life at the hospital and began her full-time job of raising the children who needed her.  Over time, this love and attention was returned in multiples as the tables of time turned and her children devoted much of their time to caring for her.


As a young Mom, Harriet was so supportive of her children’s activities.  A den mother in the Cub Scouts and a Brownie leader who used her enormous creative talents to build unparalleled memories of Indian costumes, trips to see the Governor’s Foot Guards, and Girl Scout Cookie sales championships.


She was profoundly enthusiastic of the arts and her children’s growth within them.  Music was a constant in her home, whether it was attending her son’s many concerts, teaching her daughter to tap dance, or gathering the family about the chord organ for sing-alongs.  She encouraged an appreciation for art and an understanding of the classics, and she chose both songs and poetry for exercises in memorizations.  Halloweens found her kids in the most amazing home made costume creations and a portion of almost every holiday was devoted to the children’s performances for the gathered relatives.


Harriet was exceptionally proud of her son, a Dartmouth graduate with a solid career in the Navy and a golden baritone voice that truly carried the performance of Little Drummer Boy early in his musical career.  Ask him about it during dinner.  Chip’s visits with his mother were always foretold by extensive primping on Harriet’s part to make sure she looked her best for the mother-son dates they shared once he was relocated to the Northeast.  No one was ever good enough for her son in Harriet’s mind, but she seemed to allow an exception to this rule when Kathleen entered Chip’s life.


Chip’s marriage to Kathleen made an instant grandmother of Harriet to her newly adopted granddaughter Beth.  In time, Harriet would welcome an additional two grandchildren, Meghan and Jay, to her heart from the union of her son and daughter-in-law.  As the cycles of life spun, Beth and then Jay elevated Harriet to the status of great-grandmother with the addition of four (soon to be five!) beautiful grandbabies.


Harriet’s relationship with her daughter Pam was a bit more complicated than with her son.  She was rarely able to express the level of gratitude and love towards her daughter that she felt, words which Pam yearned for so long to hear, but she conveyed these feelings in other ways.  It was Pam, above all of us, who was missed the most if she left to go on a vacation.  It was Pam that Harriet called on most of all for her daily needs and for companionship. And it was Pam who Harriet asked for during moments of clarity when her soul suffered in sickness these past months.  Though Harriet may not have adequately expressed in words her deep love, admiration and gratitude for her daughter, it was always clear to the rest of the family how lost and lonely Harriet knew she would be without her.


Harriet was proud of her daughter, and her accomplishments in life.  Like herself, Pam instilled in her children, Briana and Britanny, an important sense of family, heritage and roots.  She worked hard to bring the children and her husband Ray back to the family homestead in Madison, after years of job transfers had kept them away.  In a few years’ time, Harriet and Harriet’s mother, Dorothy, also migrated back to Madison, and thus proceeded a blissful number of years surrounding the Bungalow, Harriet’s family home.  Family traveled from surrounding states to Madison to share holidays and birthdays.  And everyone spent an unprecedented amount of time at the beaches, building sandcastles, eating lobsters, and watching the fireworks reflect over the Long Island Sound.


It was after her children were grown, and she had long been divorced that Harriet reunited with an earlier love.  Though they never married, Harriet and Joe seemed such a perfect pair.  Both shared a great sense of humor and love of Italian food.  They spent their retirement years traveling, dining out, visiting with friends, pursuing an avid interest in antiques and sharing in the aforementioned family moments with both Harriet’s and Joe’s families, as well as many “adopted” family members including Diana Lennox, Dawn Yang, and Guilhelm Fraysse.

When Harriet suffered her permanently debilitating stroke in 1998, Joe became her most incredible caregiver.  No task was too small, no comfort too extreme. When Joe passed in 2002, everyone worried about how Harriet would cope, but she did.  Pamela was there to create the environment in which Harriet could continue to maintain a modicum of independence.  To the end, Harriet refused to consider retirement communities or assisted living centers because she knew that Pam had made her own home a place she could remain safe and comfortable.


We gather here today to mourn the passing of a remarkable woman who left her own indelible mark upon the world.  But even more, we join to celebrate her transition to a world where her physical infirmities are gone forever.  She is reunited with Joe and with her mother Dorothy and Father Jim.  Her brothers Jim and Bill were there to greet her as well as so very many dear and wonderful friends and relatives.  And finally, an incredible string of uniquely spirited pets that played such integral part in her life are there to welcome her;, from Robert the Bruce and Shaherizade to Padeshue and Bijou.


Dear Harriet, we will miss you so very much.  Save a place for us to join you one day.
Psalm 23- Read by Britanny Benn
King James’ Bible
1The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

 2He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

 3He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 

 4Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

 5Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 

 6Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.
Candle On The Water- Sung by Briana Benn
From Disney’s Pete’s Dragon
I’ll be your candle on the water,
my love for you will always burn.
I know you’re lost and drifting
but the clouds are lifting.
Don’t give up, you have somewhere to turn.

I’ll be your candle on the water,
‘till every wave is warm and bright.
My soul is there beside you,
let this candle guide you.
Soon you’ll see a golden stream of light.

A cold and friendless tide has found you,
don’t let the stormy darkness pull you down.
I’ll paint a ray of hope around you,
circling in the air,
lighted by a prayer.

I’ll be your candle on the water,
this flame inside of me will grow.
Keep holding on, you’ll make it,
here’s my hand so take it.
Look for me, reaching out to show,
as sure as rivers flow,
I’ll never let you go.
I’ll never let you go.
I’ll never let you go...

Ray Benn on;  “Promises….promises.”

I tend to speak quietly, so if anybody can’t hear me please raise a hand…and Harriet…you’ll just have to ring your call bell.  For those of you who think I jest about the call bell, please check with Briana for an account of recent “happenings.” 

PROMISES….PROMISES…

A glib expression, but the life of every one of God’s creations begins with “potential promise”…both given and received.

So, what were some of the given and received promises in H’s life and, if and how they were fulfilled?  Not to go into the detail that Briana spoke of; but one of the fulfilled promises includes;

“CARE-GIVING.”  Harriet followed her mother’s footsteps (Nana; Dorothy Kirk) and also became a Registered Nurse, continuing a family trait as “care-givers,” that continues through the next two generations.

Through Nursing, Harriet met and married John and they raised 2 children to be very responsible adults with sound human values and ethics.

Chip…to take the lead from John and pursue a distinguished career in the Navy.

Pam…to become an accomplished educator like Nana, but in Teaching not Nursing.  Regardless, Pam has also been the major “care-giver” to both Nana and Harriet.  Briana and Britanny now carry the “care-giver flag” in their professions.

This family trait of “care-giving” represents a real contribution and is a “given fulfilled promise” about which Harriet and her family can be proud.

However, there were promises that one would normally liked to have received, such as good health.   Sadly, Harriet did not receive much in the way of good health promises.   However, she was a “fighter” against illness, because she survived through a great deal of ill health that could have taken her life well before 82.

She has been through; 

an early car accident, ovarian cancer, high blood pressure, diabetes, triple by-pass surgery, a major stroke and broken arms, fingers and hip (some of which can be attributed to her being too stubborn to use her walker!)   and this last hospitalization with all its complications. In short, she has taken a lickin’ and just kept on ticking.
So, good health was among “received promises NOT fulfilled.”

The overall balance on life’s promises seems to be captured in a poem (attributed to Annie Johnson Flint) on;

“What God has promised.”

God has not promised skys always blue,

Flower-strewn pathways, all our lives through.

God has not promised sun without rain,

Joy without sorrow, peace without pain.

But, God has promised strength for the day,

Rest for the laborer, light on the way;

Grace for the trials, help from above,

Unfailing sympathy, undying love.                 Annie Johnson Flint

In summary, the promises given in H’s life have been made possible by those promises received.   H has run the course and can now receive the promise of Heaven in reward.

Psalm of Farewell- Read by Raymond Benn

Edward Hays (Prayers for a Planetary Pilgrim)
Relatives and friends, my love for you is truly timeless.

Beyond the touch of death, I leave myself to your memory, with love.

I leave my thoughts, my laughter, my dreams,

To you whom I have treasured beyond gold and precious gems.

I give you what no thief can steal, the memories of our times together.

The tender, love-filled moments, the successes we have shared,

The hard times that brought us closer together

The roads we have walked side by side.
I also leave you a solemn promise that after

I am home in the arms of God, 

I will still be present, whenever and wherever you call on me.

My energy will be drawn to you by the magnet of our love.

Whenever you are in need, call me: I will come to you

With my arms full of wisdom and light to open up your blocked paths

To untangle your knots and be your avenue to God.

And all I take with me as I leave is your love 

And the millions of memories of all that we have shared.

So I truly enter my new life as a millionaire.

Fear not, nor grieve at my departure, you whom I have loved so much,

For my roots and yours are forever intertwined.

Poems and Prayers and Promises

John Denver

I've been laid to thinking about my lifetime,
All the things I've done and how it's been,
And I can't help believin' in my own mind,
I know I'm gonna hate to see it end.

I've seen alot of sunshine, 
slept out in the rain.
Spent a night or two all on my own,

I've known my lady's pleasures,
Had myself some friends.
Spent a time or two in my own home.

And I have to say it now, 
It's been a good life all in all,
It's really fine to have a chance to hang around,
And lie there by the fire, and watch the evenin' tire,
while all my friends and my old lady, sit and pass the pipe around.
And talk of poems and prayers and promises, and things that we believe in.
How sweet it is to love someone, how right it is to care.
How long it's been since yesterday, what about tomorrow.
And what about our dreams, and all the memories we share.

The days, they pass so quickly now, nights are seldom long.
Time around me whispers when it's cold.
Changes some how frighten me, still I have to smile.
It turns me on to think of growing old.

For tho' my life's been good to me, there's still so much to do.
So many things my mind has never known.
I'd like to raise a family, I'd like to sail away.
And dance across the mountains on the moon.

I have to say it now, 
It's been a good life all in all,
It's really fine to have a chance to hang around,
And lie there by the fire, and watch the evenin' tire,
while all my friends and my old lady, sit and pass the pipe around.
And talk of poems and prayers and promises, and things that we believe in.
How sweet it is to love someone, how right it is to care.
How long it's been since yesterday, what about tomorrow.
What about our dreams, and all the memories we share.

