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IT'S 1950 ... MEET THE NEIGHBORS 

2) MARGARET MCKENNY (April 17, 1885 Olympia - Aug 4, 1969 Olympia) 
In the middle of the 20th Century, a visionary scientist 

named Rachel Carson brought to our attention, the need to 
respect and protect the natural world. Some would say that 
Olympia's version of Rachel Carson was Margaret McKenny. 

Margaret grew up in Olympia, and was the daughter of 
Civil War hero General T.I. McKenny. Like her father, Margaret 
was not afraid to accept leadership, despite controversy and 
opposition. However Margaret's battles were fought in 
meeting halls and courts, and revolved around conservation. 

In the summer of 1 9 5 5, Margaret helped organize a group called 
Citizens For The Future. Their mission was to stop the proposed logging 
of Watershed Park, and portions of Priest Point Park, and to prevent 
Sylvester Park from being torn up for underground parking. After a ten 
month struggle, which ended in the state Supreme Court, the projects 
were halted. Thanks to Margaret and her group, the majestic Douglas Firs 
still tower over our city parks, and the historic ground below Olympia's 
town square remains as it was when the city's founder staked it out. 

As far back as 194 7, when the word "ecology" was seldom spoken, 
Margaret lobbied to protect the Nisqually Delta. The unspoiled estuary 
was slated to become an industrial port, and Seattle was hoping to use 
part of the land as a garbage dump. Margaret organized the Washington 
Citizen's Committee For Outdoor Recreation for the purpose of protecting 
the delta. Thanks to the vision of this early committee, the spectacular 
Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge exists for all to enjoy. 

Aside from her environmental causes, Margaret was also a popular 
teacher of creative writing, an accomplished author, and founder of the 
local Audubon Society. She wrote over 15 books, including The Savory 
Wild Mushroom which is still a valuable reference today. In 1943 Helen 
Keller visited Margaret and was able to identify different mushrooms by 
their feel, because of the information in Margaret's books. 

Margaret was the recipient of a national conservation award. A 
campsite in Capitol Forest bears her name, and Olympia's McKenny 
Elementary School stands in honor of this tireless crusader and naturalist. 

An Olympian article from 1985 best described Margaret's legacy: 
"Although many developers considered McKenny an obstructionist, 
Thurston County residents probably would include her victories among the 
principal reasons they enjoy Jiving here." 
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3) WINNIFRED CASTLE OLSEN (Born: July 29, 1916 Olympia) 
When it comes to volunteerism and high energy, 

especially in the field of education, it would be hard to top 
Olympia's very own dynamo: Winnie Olsen. 

Winnie graduated from Olympia High School in 1934, 
having served as student body secretary, as well as editor 
of the school newspaper and annual. 

After graduating Phi Beta Kappa from Washington State 
College, Winnie married Walter H. Olsen, had two sons, and 
began volunteering. She helped start a preschool, wrote free publicity for 
numerous local service groups, and was one of the originators of Junior 
Programs. Winnie was the Olympia High School PTA President as well as 
PTA council leader for the entire school district. She also helped initiate 
the Thurston County Juvenile Protection Committee. Winnie was a 
delegate to the White House Conference on Children and Youth in 1 960, and 
served on the State Fulbright Scholarship Committee for 1 1 years. She 
was part of the group that worked on early planning for a state college in 
Thurston County. For over 60 years she has been an active member, and 
past state president, of the American Association of University Women. 

One of Winnie's most unique contributions was as author and 
producer of KGY's "Mother Goose Radio Party" which she hosted every 
Saturday morning from 1948 to 1957, to the delight of Olympia's younger 
listeners. 

Winnie's love of history drew her to serve on the Thurston County 
Historic Commission, the Timberland Library Board, and to write three 
textbooks on Tacoma's past. She did extensive research on South Sound's 
beloved pioneer, George Bush. Thanks, in part, to Winnie's determination, 
the Bush Family Interpretive Park was dedicated in 1997. 

Winnie received awards from Olympia, Tumwater and Tacoma city 
councils, labor, history and teacher groups, as well as WSU. In 2003, the 
Olympia YWCA gave her their highest honor, the Lifetime Award. 

The driving force that powers Winnie's boundless energy is a 
philosophy borrowed from Les. C. Roster: "I think the purpose of life is to 
be useful, to be responsible, to be honorable, to be compassionate. It is, 
above all, to matter: to stand for something, to have made some difference 
that you lived at all." 

When asked "Who will help?", we can be thankful that for decades in 
Olympia, Winnie followed Roster's philosophy, and raised her hand. 
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1) AMANDA BENEK SMITH (Dec 7, 1907 Verdun, France - Mar 18, 1996 Lacey) 
When Amanda became the mayor of Olympia in 1953, 

she also entered history books as the first woman in the 
United States to be mayor of a capital city. 

What caused her to run is worth relating ... 
Her parent's home on East Bay Drive was near a string 

of shacks that were used for prostitution and bootlegging. 
Empty whiskey and beer bottles were often thrown in her 
parent's yard by people who hung out in the shacks. Amanda 
worked on the campaign of a man who said he would put a stop to the 
illegal activity, but six months later nothing had changed. So she went to 
a city meeting and explained that she would ask the media to cover the 
neighborhood story. The next day the shacks were bolted up. As Amanda 
recalled, "That's when I decided, 'I think I'll run for mayor."' When word 
got out that she was going to apply for the office, someone offered her a 
bribe of $2,000 not to run. Amanda registered as a candidate the next day. 

From 1953 to 1960, when Amanda served as Olympia's mayor, the 
title also required that she be in charge of police, fire and sanitation for 
the city of 18,000. During those years she had the city dump moved from 
downtown to the Westside, ordered the jail cells painted and cleaned up, 
cleared the town of punch tab machines, halted the sale of pornographic 
magazines in stores, and convinced businesses to close on Sundays. 

These were the years when the 1-5 Freeway construction through 
Olympia occurred. The General Administration Building was being built, 
and Amanda had the dirt from the excavation put down by the new Capitol 
Lake, to form Capitol Lake Park, (now known as Heritage Park). 

Amanda also improved life for local senior citizens. She helped open 
a senior lounge, and created the Golden Age Club which had a membership 
of over 500 at one time. As Amanda explained, "/ did little things for 
people you'd call little people. But to me these people are bigger than the 
governor or president. " 

During her watch, the first tree was planted on Capitol Way, and 
flowers were planted at all city entrances to welcome visitors. New 
lights were also installed on the city's former Main Street. 

Today, Amanda Smith Way is named after this groundbreaking mayor. 
It could be said that Amanda's greatest gift was to the girls and 

women of the future. They learned, and are still learning through her 
example, that women not only have good ideas, but can lead. 

"' "' a, 
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4) G. NOYES TALCOTT JR. (Oct 9, 1892 Olympia - Dec 1, 1981 Olympia) 
Noyes Talcott's Olympia roots are closely tied to his 

family's jewelry business, which began before his birth, and 
continued for five generations in Washington's Capital. Noyes 
recalled, "My grandfather, Lucius Talcott, became involved in 
Olympia even before he came here! He owned a dry goods store 
in Pittsfield, Illinois and supplied many of the wagon trains 
headed to the Wild West. In fact grandfather supplied none other 
than Michael T. Simmons-the man who founded Tumwater in 1845." 

Noyes' grandfather and Uncle Charlie left Illinois in 1872, and set up 
a small jewelry store in Olympia. The jewels were packed up each night 
and kept under Charlie's pillow, along with a pistol for protection. By 
1 88 5 Noyes' father George, and uncle Grant entered the family business at 
420 Capitol Way, expanding to bicycles, china, and even the town's first 
soda fountain! Talcott's Variety Store also had Olympia's first delivery 
wagon service. In 1889, Noyes' father and two uncles designed and 
produced the official seal for the brand new State of Washington. 

Noyes recounted his days as a first grader at Washington School, on 
the Eastside, where the Armory now stands. "Most of my male friends had 
shoes only six months of the year. A man only made a dollar a day. There 
was no electricity, no (running) water, no phones and in all of Olympia 
there were no paved streets ... We tried to make a pond on 4th Street to put 
our little boats in and I got caught in the quicksand and was up to my hips 
before they got me out!" 

By 1915, Noyes had become the manager of Talcott's, a position he 
would hold until 1952. During World War I, he installed safe deposit boxes 
so shipyard workers could secure their gold. Four armed guards stood 
watch with loaded .45s! During the depression years, Talcott Jewelers 
sometimes accepted meats and vegetables in exchange for goods or 
services. Noyes also tried to help people financially by establishing the 
Olympia Credit Bureau, and later serving two decades as president of 
Olympia Federal Savings. Over the years, his community service expanded 
to the Olympia School Board, State Capital Museum President, president of 
Rotary, Port of Olympia Commissioner, Olympia Chamber of Commerce 
Director, and president of the Pioneer Association of Washington. 

Noyes passed the business on to his son Richard, who passed it on to 
his son Richard Jr, thus preserving Talcott Jewelers as a mainstay in 
Downtown Olympia for more than 1 25 years! 
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5) RALPH STORMANS (July 21, 1908 Tacoma, WA - Mar 8 1 2003 Olympia) 
Ralph Stormans was just fourteen when he began 

working in a Tacoma grocery store. Little did he know, 
as he stocked shelves and waited on customers, that one day, 
his own grocery store, "Ralph's" would become a household word, 
thirty miles to the south in Olympia. 

After graduating from Tacoma's Lincoln High School, 
Ralph immediately accepted a position of responsibility as 
manager of a variety/grocery store called Piggly Wiggly. By 
1930 he moved to Centralia to manage a larger store by that name, and 
married Alma Howe, who would share the next 54 years with him. 

He moved to downtown Olympia in 1934, to manage the Totem Food 
Store on Legion and Columbia. After a decade, Totem closed, and Ralph 
opened Ralph's Food Center at the same location. World War II grocery 
prices were reflected in Ralph's ads from December 1 944, listing turkey 
at 49 cents a pound, 29 cents a pound for coffee, and a 25 pound sack of 
flour for only $1.25! 

Next, in 1952, Ralph's Food Center moved to the current Bayview 
Thriftway location. The building was the remodeled Brenner Oyster 
Company building, and it featured exciting new innovations like "Magic 
Carpet" doors, conveyor belts to carry purchases to the checkstands, and 
"the most modern in refrigeration and air conditioning." 

Finally, in 1956, Ralph's Thriftway opened on the Eastside of town at 
the top of the Fourth Avenue Hill, where it remains a landmark today. 

Ralph Stormans' career was marked by a wide spectrum of civic
minded activities, as well as leadership in the grocery industry. Over the 
years, he was Civil Defense Coordinator, president of the Chamber of 
Commerce, the first Intercity Transit Commissioner, Chairman of the 
YMCA, President of Kiwanis and United Good Neighbors, Olympia Planning 
Commission member for 1 8 years, and a State Capital Historical 
Association board member. 

Ralph was one of the driving forces in establishing Associated 
Grocers. He worked for 22 years as a board member of that organization, 
and served as chairman for part of that time. In 1 962 he was named 
Washington State Grocer of the Year. 

Today, Ken Stormans continues the traditions his father began. 
Ralph's Thriftway and Bayview Market strive to reflect Ralph's ideals of 
hometown friendliness and hometown pride. 
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6) PETER G. SCHMIDT (Feb 13, 1880 Montana - Jan 17, 1957 Seattle) 
In 1895, when Peter was fifteen, he viewed for the 

first time the mighty cascades of Tumwater Falls, and 
listened to the ambitious plans of his father, Leopold, to § 

~ 

build a brewery just below the tumbling waters. By the § 
~ 

time Peter was nineteen, "Capital Brewery" was doing a ~ 

booming business, and Peter was named chief engineer of -...;;.,,- j 
the company. Soon after the turn of the century, the i 

1 "Olympia Brewing Company" became the new name on the 1 ° 
product, and the enduring slogan, "It's the Water" was adopted. By 1906, a 
large brick brewhouse stood on the site, and that same building still 
stands sentinel over the falls today. 

By the time Peter was twenty-nine, he had become master brewer, 
general superintendent, and vice president of five breweries, located in 
Olympia, Bellingham and Port Townsend, Washington, as well as Salem, 
Oregon and San Francisco, California. In addition, he founded Puget Sound 
Hotels which led to the modern Westin Hotels chain. During prohibition, 
Peter and his brother Adolph formed the Northwest Transportation 
Company which started the first interstate bus service between Seattle 
and Portland. Later this became part of the Greyhound Bus Lines. 

With the repeal of prohibition, Peter reestablished the Olympia 
Brewing Company in grand style with modern buildings featuring the 
latest technologies. The new plant was located above the falls, and again 
became a major employer for the South Sound work force. Peter served as 
president of the brewery until 1 9 5 3. 

Like his father Leopold, Peter was more than a wise businessman 
and popular employer. He was a civic-minded leader and a major 
philanthropist. He served for 18 years on the Olympia Port Commission, 
and during that time he helped establish the Olympia Airport. In the 
1950s, Peter, the Schmidt Family and close associates formed The 
Olympia-Tumwater Foundation for the purpose of creating civic projects 
and offering scholarships to local students. The Foundation's first major 
accomplishments were the Tivoli Fountain on the Capitol Campus in 19 5 3, 
and the creation of Tumwater Falls Park in 1962-63. 

In 1983 the Schmidt Family ended its 88 year association with the 
brewery. Fortunately for the company, and the community, Peter was at 
the helm for the majority of those years. Today Tumwater honors this 
important business leader with the Peter G. Schmidt Elementary School. 
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7) GEORGE H. FUNK ( Nov 21, 1865 Wisconsin - Feb 61 1955 Olympia) 
Few attorneys could say they practiced law for more 

than 65 years. George Funk however, did that, and inspired 
one of Olympia's greatest legal battles, at the age of 8 7! 

George was born in Wisconsin, just after the end of the 
Civil War. He lived there until his graduation from law school, 
and then headed out west to Olympia in 1890 to begin his 
practice. He found an office in the Stuart Building, (site of 
Starbucks later), and described it as follows: "the window 
afforded a very excellent opportunity for the enjoyment of the beauties of 
Sylvester Park, whose beauties I had ample time to enjoy as I knew not 
one single soul in this community at that time." 

During that first year, George argued cases in the old wood frame 
County Courthouse, (site of Selden's later), until the grand, sandstone 
courthouse facing Sylvester Park was completed. Over time, George 
worked in two other courthouses- on 4th Avenue, and on Capitol Way. 

George was elected Thurston County Prosecutor for two terms from 
1899 to 1902. Shortly after that, he served two terms on the Olympia 
City Commission. He also did work for many years with the Chamber of 
Commerce. In 1909, George completed one of Olympia's first reinforced 
concrete buildings: the Funk-Volland Building on 5th and Main Street, (site 
of Olympia Federal Savings today). George moved his law office upstairs. 

In 1953, he became concerned about a plan, backed by then governor 
Langlie, to move the headquarters of eighteen state agencies to 
Washington's biggest city- Seattle. George believed that the legal and 
proper home of state offices should be the state capital, and that the 
move would be ruinous to Olympia's economy. George is credited with 
sounding the alarm and starting a groundswell of opposition. He gave an 
interview, circulated a petition, and convinced a handful of key local 
businessmen to file a lawsuit against the state. Attorney Smith Troy 
argued the case George had brought to everyone's attention. After 
numerous legal battles, the state Supreme Court ruled, in August of 1954, 
that 1 3 state agencies had to move back to Olympia. (A related Attorney 
General's opinion in 1987 said state headquarters should be within or 
"near" Olympia's city limits as they existed in 1890.) 

George Funk began as a young lawyer who "knew not one single soul," 
and became a respected attorney who made a difference in Olympia. He 
taught us that at any age you can fight for a cause you believe in. 
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8) GORDON ROY NEWELL (Jan 31, 1913 Olympia - Feb 18, 1991 Olympia) 
"At the age of ten I became the self-appointed chronicler 

of Olympia maritime activity during the summer months which 
our family spent in a beach cabin on Budd Inlet. Armed with an 
ancient brass telescope, sketch pad and crayon, I pictured and 
recorded every boat that passed during my waking hours." 

Thus spoke Gordon Newell about his childhood in Olympia, 
and his early passion to study the comings and goings on Puget 
Sound. Gordon eventually replaced his sketch pad and crayon with _ 
a typewriter, and went on to write or co-write more than 20 historical 
and maritime books. Those who are hungry for early stories of the Inland 
Waterway turn to Gordon's books for entertainment as well as instruction. 

Gordon was a Washington native who graduated from Saint Martin's 
College in Lacey, Central Washington College of Education and the 
University of Washington. He was a combat-decorated soldier during 
World War II and the Korean War, advancing from private to captain. 

After his academic and military years, Gordon concentrated more 
heavily on politics and writing . As an editorial writer for The Olympia 
News, his historical articles were compiled into the book So Fair A 
Dwelling Place in honor of Olympia's Centennial. Gordon is probably best 
known for his 197 5 Rogues, Buffoons and Statesmen which documents 
Olympia's history and the origins of Washington State Government. 

Gordon penned numerous maritime books from Pacific Tugboats to 
Ocean Liners of the 20th Century. He was one of the founders of Harbor 
Days in Olympia, and started the South Sound Maritime Chapter of the 
State Capital Museum. He also taught history and for a time, was a 
Washington State trooper. Gordon and his wife, Bonita had a log house on 
Dana Passage and owned Fiddlehead Marina in Olympia. 

During his years in Seattle, Gordon served as assistant director of 
the Parks Department, then ran unsuccessfully for mayor, and eventually 
won election to the Seattle Port Commission. He received three awards 
for distinguished historical writing from the Seattle Historical Society. 

Bonita, Gordon's wife and fellow researcher, recalled "He never 
conformed but always did what he thought was right." Former Secretary 
of State Ralph Munro described Gordon as "the common man's historian." 

Whether Gordon's subject was steamships or statesmen, the work of 
"the self-appointed chronicler" is still being read and enjoyed today in 
libraries and homes across the Northwest. 



copyright Lynn Erickson, all rights reserved

IT'S 1950 ... MEET THE NEIGHBORS 

9) LEONARD HUBER (June 16, 1917 Elmer, N. D. - Sept 30, 2005 Olympia) 
In the cold, grey days before Christmas, 1 941, a young 

Olympia man worked in his front yard at the corner of 11th 
Avenue and Fairview Streets, constructing a manger scene 
with a cloth-draped angel hovering overhead. He added lights 
and soft Christmas music, and then stood back to examine his 
creation. The first evening two cars stopped. By the second 
evening, Leonard counted 500 visitors to his yard. They 
parked their cars or came on foot, and then they stood in ! 
silence or spoke in hushed whispers. Many remarked at how peaceful they 
felt. This was the beginning of Huber's Sacred Scenes. Leonard Huber 
would make this his "labor of love" for the next fifty years. 

Leonard's display grew every Christmas. During the war years of 
1942-44 the scene could only be viewed in daylight due to blackouts. One 
holiday season it stood in the corner of Sylvester Park. Leonard financed 
his dream by building, and then leasing out, smaller scenes and 
decorations. Leonard and others created the first Seattle Bon Marche star 
that adorned one corner of the building for holiday shopper's enjoyment. 

· Disaster struck in 194 7, when all of Leonard's holiday scenes were 
destroyed by fire. Not to be deterred, he rebuilt the very next year. During 
the 19 59 holiday season, Huber's Sacred Scenes moved onto· an army-made 
platform in the middle of Capitol Lake and officially became known as 
Christmas Island. By now Leonard was supervising a team of artists, 
engineers, and volunteers. Faye Suttles was the designer. They made 
clouds from spray painted tumbleweeds, and figures were formed out of 
chicken wire and boat building material. The snow was sprayed cotton. In 
1962, fire again damaged the display, and again, Leonard and others 
rebuilt. By the late 70s, Christmas Island was at its most spectacular. It 
was 1 00 feet long, with 20,000 lights, a 1 7 foot stainless steel star, and 
angels with moving wings. The music was turned on at 4:30 PM and off at 
midnight with a switch connected by cable to the home of George Yantis. 
From 197 5-79 over half a million people came by bus, ambulance, car, or 
on foot to view Christmas Island. The displays moved to South Sound 
Shopping Center in 1982, where they stayed for the next 15 years. 

Today the story of Leonard's unique gift can be enjoyed on DVD. Each 
Christmas his nativity scene graces the Olympia Metro Church on Puget 
Street. Leonard kept nothing but memories, of countless people who 
gathered in silence on winter nights to watch something beautiful. 




