














PRAISE FOR BLOOMING IN WINTER


“ Beautifully written, filled with family conflict, love and suspense, the story of Jacomena Maybeck is the tale of every woman and her struggles to find her voice and create a life on her own terms.”


—LOUISE NAYER, author of Burned: A Memoir, an Oprah Great Read


“ Navigating widowhood and grappling with the onset of old age, Maybeck embraces her independence and freely explores all artistic inquiries. … A reverential celebration of a feisty woman with a zest for growth, art, community, and dynamic living. This careful consideration of an extraordinary life emphasizes creative expression and the strength of womanhood.”


—BOOKLIFE REVIEWS


“ Many books deal with Berkeley’s architectural roots and Maybeck’s influence. Blooming in Winter successfully intertwines Berkeley’s architecture and social history, seamlessly integrating architectural design with family combat and a woman’s fight for and right to independence.”


—LESLIE M. FREUDENHEIM, author of Building with Nature: Inspiration for the Arts and Crafts Home


“ Planted in the soil of the Maybeck family, Blooming in Winter is an absorbing tale and a graceful retelling of a woman’s life. Widowed at age sixty-one, Jacomena Maybeck seeks—and finds—her own identity as an artist and storyteller.”


—SANDRA BUTLER, co-author of It Never Ends: Mothering Middle-Aged Daughters


“ [This] biography focuses on a venerable woman who left her mark on Berkeley, California. Valois’ careful selection of quotes from Maybeck’s contradictory, ‘Rashomon-like’ diaries are deployed to great effect, furthering the vision of a charming woman anyone would love to know. … [T]he account feels like a nostalgic conversation about a deeply loved, mutual friend. An engaging portrait. …”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“ In Blooming in Winter, … Valois introduces us to her friend and muse, Jacomena Maybeck, and reveals an insider’s vision of Maybeck life and architecture. Carefully curated and based on letters, diaries, interviews, and extensive research, Valois’s collage is a compelling portrait of a fascinating woman who provides a glimpse into how to balance dark thoughts with small pleasures and live fully at any age.”


—RUTH O. SAXTON, author of The Book of Old Ladies, and Professor Emerita of English at Mills College


“ While Blooming in Winter presents the story of Jacomena’s life in a legendary family, it shares themes that are universal to all women—the challenges of fitting in while maintaining independence in a circle of large personalities, the struggle to find creative outlets and realizing your passion, and gracefully aging while change is all around you.”


—JAN BERCKEFELDT, Executive Director, Maybeck Foundation


“ Blooming in Winter portrays my mother, Jacomena Maybeck, as she was in life. With a fine ear for my mother’s wit, a wink at her quirkiness, and a knowledge of her secrets, Pam Valois reveals the secrets of a good old age.”


—ADRIANA (CHERRY) MAYBECK NITTLER




BLOOMING IN WINTER
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Jacomena Maybeck, 1978.
Photograph by Pam Valois.
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For Lloyd, with whom I shared
the joy of knowing Jacomena.




I think that to one in sympathy with nature,
each season, in its turn, seems the loveliest.


—MARK TWAIN
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PROLOGUE
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I wake to screeching Steller’s jays competing for a soak in the water bowl. Climbing the worn wooden stairs in search of coffee, I’m greeted by the light glowing on the etched beams, and the tall windows filling the living room with sunshine and hope. Sometimes I see her—Jacomena van Huizen Maybeck—sitting at the head of what is now my dining room table, planning her day on a yellow pad of paper, or writing to the twins. The spinning spiders of her day have left the rafters. Outside the south window, robins queue for a bath, hiding in the last of the sycamore leaves while they wait. Pepe whistles to be uncovered, looking forward to sharing breakfast. Lloyd has made coffee!


In March 2013, I moved to 2751 Buena Vista Way, the Wallen and Jacomena Maybeck House,1 with my husband, Lloyd Linford, and our parrot, Pepe. The house is still often called “Jackie’s house” because so many people in Berkeley and in the wider arts and architecture community in the East Bay knew and revered her. Jackie, as she liked to be called, has been a uniquely important person in my life for more than forty years, including the years since her death in 1996. This morning, sitting at the dining room table admiring my neighbor’s flowering magnolia framed by the great north window, I find myself wishing once again that I had asked her more about her life. I knew her only in her late years, and am left with so many questions. Where did she come from, and what had shaped this venerable woman we loved?


In 1977, I learned from a friend that Jacomena Maybeck was renting out the Maybeck Cottage across the street from her home at 2751. As Lloyd and I opened the Cottage gate for our first visit, a woman in her midseventies, dressed in a halter top and shorts, came into view. She was up on the roof with a tar pot and a trowel. Our future landlady had a long face, twinkling blue eyes, and a shock of brilliant white hair, cut short. We had never met anyone quite like her. She seemed to like us, but wanted to visit our San Francisco flat to get more of a sense of whether we would “fit.” She came for lunch—I’d made a quiche—and was immediately romanced by our young parrot, Pepe, who jumped on her hand and gently pecked at her Navajo turquoise rings. Lloyd and I exchanged incredulous looks: Pepe never liked anyone right off the bat. Jackie rented us the Cottage, and we felt we’d died and gone to heaven. Our threadbare Persian rugs and overstuffed secondhand furniture fit right in. We had a winter living room for cold nights and a breezy summer living room for warm ones. The Cottage is settled in an oasis of greenery with a view straight across the Bay to the Golden Gate Bridge.


Those years in the Cottage were idyllic. Pepe perched in the apple tree until the day that Fat Cat Rudy scared him and he flew into a thorn bush, hurting his eye. Lloyd, a postdoctoral fellow at Kaiser Permanente, would flop on the couch with a manuscript on his lap. After our workdays, we’d sit in the garden or the cozy coffee nook, and on weekends, visit Jackie in her sunny house uphill across the street. Supper at Jackie’s might be a potato and salad. She would heat up the great room by burning brush that she’d gathered from the neighborhood.
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The Cottage, 1977.
Photograph by Pam Valois.








By 1977, Jackie had been a widow for fifteen years, and her approach to life inspired me. She knew how to throw a pot, garden in company of deer and skunks, wield an ax or a sickle, and make plum jam. She took relationships seriously and had many longstanding friends. She’d become the expert on her father-in-law, architect Bernard Maybeck, hosting house tours and being interviewed for books and articles. Alan Temko, an architectural critic of the period, wrote that Jackie, whom he called Maybeck’s “true spiritual daughter,” helped shape the “intangible Maybeck quality… as much as any of them except [Maybeck’s wife] Annie.”2


Jackie kept a daily log in her large, bold handwriting. She read an excerpt to me: “Billowy clouds today; pink flowers starting to bloom—I hope my 1980 is bright. I woke up to a blue sky and a chance for outdoor work, taming the overgrown bushes and moving in my new student—there he is, with a big red beard and a guitar.”3 She called her morning routine her worry time: “If you wake up and write in your book, ‘it’s horrible weather’ then you can just go on from there—it helps.” Jackie knew how to balance dark thoughts with small pleasures: “My floors are dirty; Russia is piling soldiers into Afghanistan, but there is one pure green and yellow primrose in bloom.”


We loved receiving notes slipped under our door: “Happy Christmas to the prettiest and the handsomest neighbor—guess who? I’m over my good [pottery] Sale and my usual laryngitis after it—forgive me if I just nod and smile for a while. Love, Jackie.”


Jackie’s Christmas cards included line drawings and prose printed on colored paper. She wrote whimsical stories based on her own cats, such as “Cattail: Emily & Peter,” in which the cats gossip about neighbors. Her descriptions were magical: “Berkeley is green. Irish green, yellow green, bronze green, and plain green. A sea of leaves, a moving ocean of twigs and branches full of leaves.”4 When Jackie traveled, she’d send home watercolored postcards of gardens and houses.
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Jacomena’s Christmas card, n.d.
Drawing courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Jacomena’s Christmas card, n.d.
Drawing courtesy of Maybeck family.








Jackie introduced us to her friends and neighbors at long, charming dinner parties. Her front door was never locked; “Come on upstairs,” she’d say to guests. Neighbors used the back door, climbing a dirt path. We drank wine at her broad wooden table while the sun set across the Bay. We sat on benches and she sat at the head of the table in her tall ladder chair with arms. The kitchen, dining room, and living room were all in one grand room designed by Bernard Maybeck, who said, “I don’t want my wife out in the kitchen slaving away while I’m with the company. I want her part of the company.”5


I was in my midthirties and knew just a few people, outside of family, over seventy. Because I was barely aware of the stereotypes in my head, Jackie’s vitality continually surprised me. A different view of aging and what was possible began to coalesce. I was studying photography, and tried to capture her essence as she spun her potting wheel, worked in her garden, or stoked a fire in her huge fireplace. She introduced me to her friends—Flo Jury, Ruth Pennell, and Kay Seidel, among others—and I photographed them as well. These women seemed to love being retired, not just from jobs but from burdensome family roles as well. The topic of aging seldom came up among them. My conversations about these experiences with friends my own age suggested how much our assumptions about aging informed our relationships, and even the possibility of relationships with older adults, and how much a dread of getting old existed in the back of our heads. Jackie’s friends introduced me to their own version of Jackie, an older woman who inspired them and shattered their stereotypes too.
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Jacomena at 2751 Buena Vista Way, 1979.
Photograph by Pam Valois.





An exciting project began to take shape. Through a partnership with the writer Charlotte Painter, it would become our book, Gifts of Age: Portraits and Essays of 32 Remarkable Women.6 Jackie, and a wish to be just like her when I got old, inspired the book.


Now, years later, I’m close to the age Jackie was when I met her. I recently reread her People & Places: A Memoir, published in 1992 when she was ninety-one years old. The last chapter begins:




Here I am free of a job. Retired. Well, now what? What is there in myself to work with, to enjoy with? Really, age is a damn nuisance. You have to work harder for everything. But magic things still happen!7
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Jacomena in her garden, 1980.
Photograph by Pam Valois.








In my own life, part of the answer to Jackie’s big question—Now what?—was answered by good luck. My husband and I found ourselves in a position to buy this wonderful house that was hers for so many years. It’s a house that celebrates life in all its seasons, just as Jackie did. Her dedication to family and friends, her creativity, optimism, and talent for enjoying a simple life made so much difference to me through my child-rearing days. Now in my seventies, I see the gifts she gave me in a different light. In this remembrance of her, I want to share a more complete and nuanced story of her life, one that suggests what she has meant to me and others who loved her. She’s gone from the scene, but her house, with all its magic, has a life and history of its own. That, too, is a part of this story.


In my exploration of Jackie and her history, her books, Maybeck: The Family View8 and The 4-Year Stretch9 (written with Florence Jury), have been invaluable sources along with the memoir mentioned earlier. Jackie’s diaries and letters reveal more about what was on her mind, as she is frank and reflective in writing them. Although I was thrilled to read her diaries, I am surprised that she never destroyed them. In Revelations,10 Mary Jane Moffat and Charlotte Painter culled the diaries of hundreds of twentieth-century women, defining the diary as a valid literary form—one that for most women was the only available outlet for honest expression. For Jackie, her recorded private passions and insights were a guide through many difficult times.


In 1980, I interviewed Jackie in her home, while working on Gifts of Age. Quotations from the interview appear often in this portrait of her, so that the reader may experience her unique voice. All quotes not attributed to other sources are from this interview. Various people’s accounts, and even Jackie’s own stories about her life, were sometimes inconsistent. Like the wonderful Akira Kurosawa film, Rashomon, there’s clearly more than one way to tell this story. My conversations with Jackie’s daughters, Cherry and Sheila, her grandchildren, and neighbors who knew her helped me develop a richer and fuller portrait of her.





SPRING



[image: Image]





A MAGIC PLACE
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Where did Jacomena Adriana van Huizen come from, and how did she become Jackie Maybeck? In her 1992 memoir, she writes, “In this family [this question is] mostly asked of a Maybeck, as though I had been found in a cabbage! But I love to look back to my parents and let the beautiful Dutch names flow over my tongue. My father, Piet Jan Rensius van Huizen. My mother, Helene Kleyn-Schoorel—she was always called Lane.”1


Jackie was born in Surabaya, Java, where Piet (called Pieter in this story) worked as a sugar chemist. They lived in a concrete house with one side completely open. Helene, who took up the sarong and a white linen jacket, had a great sense of adventure which Java called out in her. Jackie wrote, “I arrived somehow on March 19, 1901—though Mother’s doctor got drunk and couldn’t be found!”2 Jacomena was named for her two grandmothers, Jacomena and Adriana.


The family moved back to Holland when Jackie was seven months old, and her brother, Piet, was born when she was two years old. Jackie describes her brother as “the pretty one with curly hair and bright blue eyes. I felt he always got the best of everything—if we each had a vegetable garden, his vegetables grew tallest. In the Dutch tradition, he was the very important boy, and girls weren’t anything.”
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Helene and Pieter van Huizen, 1900.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Helene van Huizen in Surabaya, Java, 1901.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Jacomena in Holland, 1902.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Left to right: Adriana Kleyn-Schoorel and Tante Maal, Holland, n.d.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.





In those years of early childhood, Jackie’s family lived in Holland with grandmother “Oma” Kleyn-Schoorel while her father traveled for work. She frequently saw her father’s mother, who, at age eighty-four, still bicycled to visit friends. Jackie enjoyed the gatherings with her large extended family. She remembers sitting on the floor surrounded by wonderful little boxes, pencils and pads, and strings and clips. Perhaps this was the beginning of her love of drawing.


Jackie’s maternal uncle, Nick Kleyn-Schoorel, who was far away in California searching for gold, convinced young Jackie’s family to join him. In 1907, the van Huizens sailed from Rotterdam to the snowy port of New York, then traveled by train to Los Angeles where Jackie’s mother wrote back to her sisters, “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen!”3 Barely six years old, and speaking little English, Jackie stayed close to her mom. “My mother was always my very good companion … I look like her, I think, except she had curly hair, which I always envied.”4


By the time Jackie’s family arrived in Southern California, the “gold mine” had petered out. Uncle Nick was broke, and Pieter decided to put his money into finishing a house in Northern California, where the family lived for a while, then sold it to raise cash. Eventually, Pieter found work as a chemist in Crockett, northeast of San Francisco, entailing yet another move. Jackie says in her memoir, “I went to school there, to the fifth grade … is that possible? There must have been something in between. Another house, probably. More money gone.”5 These four years of not knowing where they would settle challenged the little family. They had abandoned a comfortable life in Holland for the promise of gold, and Helene had decided to follow her wandering husband to the new world. The photo on page 8, taken in 1910, shows a confident and undaunted big sister. Perhaps Jackie had made new friends, learned English, and was getting used to expecting the unexpected.
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Piet and Jacomena, 1905.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Piet and Jacomena, 1910.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.







[image: Image]


Piet and Jacomena, n.d.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.








Then Uncle Nick changed the picture again. He had married the daughter of a Berkeley professor, Isaak Flagg, who owned a country house in the hills west of the Northern California town of Ukiah. The house was built in 1909 by Bernard Maybeck. Already widely known as “California’s most eccentric, visionary, and romantic architect,”6 he went on to build over 150 buildings, the majority of them being distinctive houses in Berkeley. Maybeck would soon become a luminary of American architecture, best known for his San Francisco masterpiece, the Palace of Fine Arts, built in 1915.


Nick and his wife, Amy, frequently stayed in the Flagg home, where Jackie’s family often visited them, camping near the house and exploring the countryside. At around the same time, Bernard and Annie Maybeck themselves were looking for a country property. Jackie describes her first encounter with them:




One day in 1911, the Klein-Schoorels and the Van Huizens were cooking and cleaning up a storm—the Maybecks were coming up and they might buy land! … The Maybecks came down the trail shouting and singing. … Maybeck’s Pooh Bear figure, the beard, the sparkling eyes were all there and stayed in my life from then on.7





The Maybecks ended up buying two thousand acres on Pine Ridge Road, some ten miles west of Ukiah, and eventually built a small log cabin there. The kids worked on it together, rolling stones for a fireplace, eating fried oatmeal, and drinking the fresh, sweet spring water. Jackie’s relationship with the Maybecks would last a lifetime. She recounted her first impression of Bernard. “He was very kind; he was sociable. He was interested in people; he was gentle.”8 The Maybecks’ handsome son, Wallen, was thirteen, and Jackie, age ten, became good friends with him and his adventuresome nine-year-old sister, Kerna. Jackie had her eye on Wallen:




I couldn’t play with Wallen. But I could look at him, and admire him. And I did. For many years we all rode and hiked and sang together in the sunsets. I sat beside Wallen in a shy glow of love and admiration, and deep inside I knew I would some day marry him.9
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Wallen Maybeck, 1910.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Wallen Maybeck, 1915.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.





Jackie’s parents, too, fell in love with the country around Ukiah, and in 1913 they bought one hundred acres of land from Uncle Nick on Pine Ridge Road, near the Maybecks’ land. Jackie recalled, “Dad acquired his part [of the land], sort of by accident, whenever Uncle Nick needed money.”10
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Piet, Pieter, and Jacomena, near Ukiah, California, 1910.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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Jacomena, Helene, and Piet, near Ukiah, California, 1910.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.








Initially, the van Huizens rented a house in Ukiah while Jackie’s father went off to Cuba to earn money working as a sugar chemist. He was frequently away for work, and Jackie’s bond with him was not strong. “My father was quite dashing. … I thought he was a nice person to have around and that was about it.”11 When World War I broke out in 1914, Pieter nearly didn’t get back, as he wasn’t yet a citizen. Finally, in 1916, the family broke ground on their land, calling it the “ranch.”


For Jackie, now fifteen years old, this project was the beginning of a deep-rooted love for designing and building houses, something she would do many times in the future.




Now we had to make a dirt road to our hundred acres and build a house. … First a level path to a large flat knoll, not too far from a never-dry spring. No one could live up in that country without a good spring for water. … We decided on a homesite, on the north edge of the flat, leaving the south and east ends for mother’s garden.


Next we made a path up the hill to a little forest of pines. … Pieter and I trimmed and peeled them and all four of us carried them down the hill. Too steep for the horse. Enough poles to make the framework for the house.12





The ranch would become the secure base Jackie had lacked since leaving Holland, a shelter for her Dutch family as they gradually accommodated to America. She would return to this base again and again over the next several decades.


The house began to come together, and somehow they got Helene’s piano inside. Jackie and her brother each had a horse, so she and her mother made divided riding skirts for themselves because few women wore pants in those days. Although the van Huizens called their home a ranch, it was not a typical working ranch with livestock and crops. Helene grew vegetables and flowers on her half acre of garden under the oak trees. A large orchard eventually yielded bushels of fruit, for which passing hunters traded venison, and neighbors traded eggs. Jackie remembered a winter when the road was washed out and they survived on canned peaches and a large sack of dried beans.13


While Helene worked to make the rustic house comfortable, serving afternoon tea from her silver tea set, young Jackie would drive the horse and buggy into town for weekly supplies as the boys on horseback “romped along shooting at road signs all the way. In town [Ukiah] the sheriff made them put those guns away.”14


Hoping to build a community, Uncle Nick had returned to Holland to convince friends from his boyhood to join him in California. Jackie’s parents must have been excited to read his announcement in the Ukiah Republican Press, promising to return with “people of the very best class, refined and educated.” Each ten-acre lot would be frost-free, with a magnificent view, a road, and water, and Nick would build them a bungalow “that will be the envy of your weekend visitors; one of the showplaces of the state.”15 Later newspaper articles referred to a “Dutch colony,” that in fact included only the van Huizens, Uncle Nick and his family, and another family named the Hegenvelds.


Although the ranch never yielded a nickel for the family’s livelihood, for Jackie “it was simply a magic place”:16




The Ridge lay to the west and sometimes white fog floated over it. Down in our meadow there were little woods of Manzanita trees. Red trunks, and little bell flowers in January. You knew where they were when you heard bees buzzing. Spring was mad with wild flowers. Summer sizzled with heat and was canning time. … Autumn crisped the air, and we cut wood for winter. Winter was weather and isolation.17
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Jacomena and “White Horse,” n.d.
Photograph courtesy of Maybeck family.
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The ranch, Pine Ridge Road, Mendocino County, California.
Drawing by Sheila Bathurst.








Jackie’s father usually spent the long summer months away, working in the sugar mills, while Helene, Jackie, and Piet held down the ranch. For an urban dweller like me, it is hard to imagine a woman and two teenagers living in such a remote place. Summers were so hot that the family worked only in the mornings, quitting by noon. “After a long morning of peach peeling, I lay flat on the couch and had my fill of blue sky and glossy green leaves.”18 In the afternoons, Mrs. van Huizen would read aloud while Jackie sewed. They would enjoy the cool garden after dinner and plan the next day’s projects. Mrs. van Huizen had always wanted to live in town, but Jackie wrote that she never complained about the isolation on the ranch, “and occasionally, something happened”:




I heard a queer persistent sound. Suspicious, I peered over the kitchen door and shouted for a flashlight and gun. Mother held the light. Under the bench lay a big rattlesnake, rattling furiously at a tiny curious yellow kitten. He stuck his head out and I shot him. The dog went crazy. We turned the bench over and I cut off his head with a hoe and put the miserable thing in the stove.19
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