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To Josephine Beale Brown. She was the Cosmic Glue that held everything together.
Thomas Townsend Brown (1905-1985). A mysterious genius, Brown was involved in covert operations during World War II and in the Cold War that followed.
Josephine Beale Brown. Townsend’s wife and lifetime confidant, Jo carried some secrets to the grave with her.
Linda Brown, daughter of Josephine and Townsend.
George, Linda’s husband, standing steadfast by her side as she retraces her life.
JD Garret, aka Morgan, a boy whose overarching ambition was to become a real life James Bond. Dr. Brown helped him reach his goal.
Twigsnapper, aka Boston, aka Quinn, a young British Special Forces commando who accompanied Townsend on his April, 1945 mission behind German lines.
Helen Towt, the young woman who was a companion and influence on Linda during her formative years.
Charles Miller was originally assigned to the Browns as a bodyguard for Josephine and Linda, Charles remained a good friend for the rest of his life.
Tula, Linda's friend from college, and accomplice in many adventures, usually involving the men who were drawn to the tall stunning blonde
Carl, aka Juan. JD's life-long friend first met at the Farm, the CIA training camp. Linda's friend for almost as long,
Mr. X. Mr. X (along with Nassau, and Mr. Smith) was one of the code names used by Townsend Brown in reference to Sir William Stephenson, the famous Allied spymaster with the Rockefeller Center cable address of Intrepid.
Bill Lear, inventor of the Learjet
Dr. Robert Sarbacher, a guided missile expert and the Washington consultant best known for telling a Canadian researcher that the US had a highly classified UFO research program in place.
Floyd Odlum, CEO of Convair Aerospace, and his wife, Jackie Cochran, world-famous aviator
Alva Lamar (Beau) Kitselman, a math and computer genius and Townsend’s best friend, Mr. Kitselman's code name was Sandcastle for the speed with which he could mount and erase traces of classified operations.
General Curtis LeMay, Townsend and Linda's luncheon partner in 1967
Edward Teller, who finally saw something he didn't understand.
In the winter of 2006-- to the delight of my hobby gardener's heart-- I came upon a collection of thirty-year old organic gardening magazines. More than one mentioned the beneficial effects of electroculture; the use of metal rods in and around fields and gardens as passive conductors of electrical energy to the plant roots. If I had ever heard of this technique or its originator, Thomas Townsend Brown, I had forgotten both of them.
I turned to the Internet for more information and soon found an online community of researchers devoted to the man and his scientific work. I was intrigued by the wide range of topics discussed there, but remained a lurker until Raymond Lavas, a French Canadian mathematician, announced that his Psychopropulsier unit (best described as a future feedback device) was ready for testing. When he asked for volunteers I stepped forward. Another member, an octogenarian veteran of the British Secret Intelligence Service, known to me only by his nom de forum as “Twigsnapper,” arranged for Brown's daughter to deliver one of the instruments to me.
A former consultant to classified Defense projects, I was used to "decoding" information offered to the public and by the time I met Linda I had surmised that her father's agricultural study was a byproduct of other work. Townsend Brown was, in truth, one of the foremost pioneers in the capture of packets of radiant energy from the earth, air, and sea. (Cell phones, televisions, and radio stations represent the most public uses of such signals).
Those who retrieve and analyze these energy packets in the service of spy craft are the unseen spooks of the espionage world, looking on and listening from thousands of miles distant. And one of the "spook-iest" places on the planet today is at the far western end of the Hawaiian island of Kauai. This Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) vantage point allows all seagoing and atmospheric traffic under, over, and around the Pacific region to be monitored around the clock. In the late nineteen-forties, however, "electroculture research" would likely have been sufficient explanation for the antennae seen sprouting up in the pineapple fields around the old WW II military base out at Barking Sands.
Linda is certain that her father played a part in the creation of this first observation, just as she is certain that the rest of life (and most of his genius) was spent in the service of black operations projects. She is also certain that her mother knew and protected many of his secrets. Now, she says with firm conviction, it is time to bring his work back into the "white" world.
In fact, she says, she just recently met with a group of private researchers in Las Vegas to share ideas about endeavors based on “Doc” Brown’s work. She still speaks circumspectly on some subjects, however, and when she says, "You ought to see the pictures!" it takes me a moment to realize that she means photographs of the attendees taken from two hundred miles overhead. Apparently, she has connections to the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), the agency responsible for the planning and launch of every US spy satellite since 1960.
Although the United States was caught without an intelligence network in place at the start of World War II, that would not be the case afterward. The tremendous advances in the three R's (radar, rocketry, and reconnaissance) that occurred between 1941 and 1945 meant that spycraft no longer referred solely to "Human Intelligence" or HUMINT. But the American people were to remain unaware of these new methods of intelligence gathering for several decades more.
The National Security Agency (NSA, sometimes alternately called the National Signals Agency) was such a closely guarded secret that those in the know joked that its acronym meant "No Such Agency." The NRO, with a budget thought to exceed that of a small nation, was born so black that the United States did not even acknowledge its existence until thirty years after its creation. But the history and evolution of these intelligence agencies has been well covered by James Bamford and other authors.
Linda's story, on the other hand, is a completely human one. It is part oral history, as seen through a young girl's eyes: “Daddy said the brass was coming to see a demonstration.” It is part love story: once upon a time a beautiful equestrienne fell in love with a boy who aspired to become a "Secret Agent Man.” And it is part magic: extraordinary things happen to and around those who are touched by it.
And it is all true.
Jan Lofton
March 6, 2011
~~~
"Daughter, these words are as true as the rain on the window above your head."
The note on the manuscript was in Dad’s handwriting, but it was dated 1944. The window by his desk, like all the windows in a Quonset hut, canted inward at the top and outward at the bottom. and gray rivulets of water were making their way down the slanted panes of glass overhead.
My favorite Catalina Island trails were impassable after two days of hard rains. Since I could not be out riding, I was reading through the loose papers I had found in a box on his closet shelf. The disordered pages told an odd story of "flying discs" and people who worked in a secret underground base. They were building something they called a "Planetary Body;” something for the salvation of the entire human race. But somehow there were some “Others” involved in the construction as well. The text described a ship that was practically a city unto itself; something like the Garden of Eden, I gathered. When this ship departed to take Mankind to other worlds, it left as smoothly as if pushing off from a dock in an operation that had been programmed thousands of years ago.
I recalled seeing these same manuscript pages years earlier as I prowled the Ashlawn library looking for something to read on a rainy day. I must not have seen his note then, for surely I would have questioned him about the curious date on it.
I was not born until December 11,1945
The scent of Vegetal Lilac cologne tickled my nose and I glanced around expecting to see him. His glasses were still on the desk blotter as if he had set them down for a moment while he rubbed his eyes. I had come to pack his books and instruments in one of our ancient steamer trunks but my heart couldn't bear the chore, not just yet, anyway. I slumped into the chair and reached for my latest hardbound Boorum & Pease notebook, left on the desk three long days before and turned to the last entry.
October 27, 1985. Daddy died tonight. Quietly, in his own room, he just slept away from us.
Knowing that the end of his life was near, my father, legendary physicist Thomas Townsend Brown, and my mother, Josephine Beale Brown, closed up their town house and came to live in our rose-covered “hut” with me, my husband George, and our twelve-year old daughter, Jennifer. Jen was gracious about giving up her room, taking down her riding ribbons and horse pictures without complaint.
Dad had set about measuring the floor space. Once he fit in his desk, chair, single bed, file cabinets and measurement recorders, the small room resembled nothing so much as a shipboard cabin. He had everything within arm’s reach and the efficiency of it pleased him. He spent his last month indexing his lab notebooks and doing little things that would make life easier on us after his passing.
He had even purchased his burial plot, selected because it was near a bench where Mother could sit when she visited. "The wind comes up this canyon in the afternoon," Dad told me as we strolled through the Avalon Cemetery. “You can hear it start down at the beach, if you listen carefully enough."
He was always attuned to the ocean. Our hut --one among a cluster of similar WWII structures--was located at the far end of a tree-lined canyon that opened directly onto the beach. The sounds of the seals barking out beyond the surf; and the odd music of the stones rolling about in the waves on Pebbly Beach gave Dad particular pleasure when he worked with the window opened to the sea breeze.
He spent hours walking that beach, bending down to make careful inspections of those innumerable round gray and brown stones, picking some of them up and carrying them along for a while. Occasionally he would bring one or two home with him. I once asked why he selected the ones he did and he said, "Because they wanted to come." And here they were, with their painted-on copper patches and pasted-on electrodes connected to his still-operating recording devices. I decided to return them all to the water’s edge. Daddy would want me to do that, with a “thank you” to them, maybe.
I reached for my pen, thinking back on his advice that afternoon many years before when I announced that I wanted to start a journal. "Pick something solid!" he had said. “It should be a hardbound book, not a loose leaf notebook. Things should be written in sequence and you should not add or subtract anything once you have committed your words to paper. That’s the test of it."
Now I had years of completed journals; sentries in red and black uniforms guarding whole decades of my life. “Write what you are thinking AT THAT MOMENT,” Dad advised. “Write every day if you can and write what is on your mind then, no matter how simple it seems. Your words will be the moment between the chalk and the eraser."
And so I did. I wrote that Mother had looked heartbreakingly frail at the service. I wrote that I was proud of the compassion Jennifer showed when she reached for her Grandmother’s trembling hand. And I wrote how pleased I was with George for taking it upon himself to greet each person who walked through the cemetery gates, thanking them for joining us. Tall, handsome and always gregarious, he was well-liked by the citizens of Avalon and many of the attendees had come only because of their friendship with him.
Most of them knew nothing about my modest and retiring father. He was just a kindly old gentleman they saw on the beach or around town. Perhaps a few remembered that he once had an office in downtown Avalon and that he had leased the old Bird Park for some purpose or another, but they didn’t know much about him beyond that.
That night with the graveside service drawing ever closer, I still had no idea what I would say about him in my eulogy. I put my hand on his filing cabinet and said aloud, “I don't know how to do this. I need help!" When I opened the top drawer and riffled through the files, one stayed open. It held a copy of a speech Dad had given in the forties about the meaning of being a scientist. I knew then that he was showing me the words by which he would want to be remembered. In every fiber of his being, he was a scientist, even unto the very end of his life.
The rest of the eulogy came easily and I felt well-prepared as I turned to face the small crowd. I took a last look at my brother, Joseph, who had flown in that morning and would be returning to Oregon directly after the funeral. He stood to one side of the gathering with his arms folded. I wrote, “...he flashed me a smile. He is still at the edge of my life, still with his arms folded, but at least there was that smile."
Maybe he was thinking of the one true brother/sister conversation we ever really had. Maybe it’s a universal conversation, the bit about which one will take care of the surviving parent? I had said, "If Dad goes first, we want Momma to stay with us. She is already part of our family.”
There was an extended silence as we contemplated the other possibility. I finally asked the question that was in both our minds. “But If Mother goes first, what will we do with Dad?” Joe had grinned at that and said, “Well, Sis...we’ll have to catch him first.”
I started to read my notes, reminding myself to make eye contact with those in the gathering. When I glanced up and out at the crowd, I could have sworn I saw JD Garrett standing between the stone pillars at the cemetery entrance. I caught my breath and looked down again, careful not to lose my place. I must have been mistaken. It was probably just a curious tourist who resembled him. When I looked up again, he was gone. JD? Was that you? Or had grief clouded my vision?
We had all known that Dad was counting down his days and we made time for gentle family activities, picnicking in the interior of the island and collecting rocks everywhere we went. The closeness was a wonderful gift for all of us, though with Jennifer sleeping on the sofa, Mother and Daddy were able to have their own rooms. Dad was always up at all hours taking readings from his ever-present recorders and Mom had long ago given up trying to sleep in the same room with him.
I picked up my pen again and wrote about Mother standing at his closet, selecting the clothes he would be buried in. She pulled out his good suit and then hesitated; she seemed to hear a different suggestion. She re-hung it and chose his Hawaiian shirt and the worn and frayed jeans she had fought to get him to give up. Smiling, she laid them on the bed and smoothed them fondly. “There.” She turned to go, and then turned back. “For all of our life together, he was always going ahead to ‘prepare a place’ for me. Nothing is really different now.”
I spent the rest of the afternoon packing his things. Once I filled and closed that trunk, I intended to put it all aside. George and I had a business to run and a daughter to raise. I didn’t have time for sorting Dad’s papers. Seventeen years would pass before I opened that trunk again.
.
During the intervening years, my young friend, Andrew Bolland took over the responsibility of handling the correspondence concerning my Dad's activities. When Paul Schatzkin, a biographer attracted by Dad’s story, asked Andrew to sound out a book idea with the Brown family, my answer was, “Tell him I’m not interested.”
I was wary of the sensationalists and those with other agendas who wanted to get their hands on Dad’s notebooks and journals. Requests for information and interviews had been arriving since 1979 when the book, The Philadelphia Experiment [2] was published. That book told a fantastical tale of how the USS Eldridge, a World War II destroyer escort, allegedly disappeared from a Pennsylvania shipyard, popped up in the harbor at Norfolk, Virginia, and then reappeared at its berth in Philadelphia.
The authors, William Moore and Charles Berlitz, stopped short of claiming that Dad was directly involved, but they still devoted a whole chapter to him and his stealth work, thus ensuring that his reputation would be forever associated with their way-out, ship-shifting story. Unfortunately, that association kept serious and dedicated journalists and scholars at a distance. Nick Cook, reporter and editor at Jane's Defence Weekly and author of The Hunt for Zero Point: Inside the Classified World of Antigravity Technology had even said he wouldn't touch Townsend Brown “with a barge pole" because of it.[3]
Although Dad never talked to me about his World War II service, the two of us had long discussions throughout my childhood on topics ranging from Einstein’s Relativity Theory to the existence of other realities. Some of these talks touched on subjects even farther out than the Philadelphia experiment.
When Dad told me that UFOs were real, that they were used by beings that were different from us, and that they could control certain aspects of our own impression of reality, I believed him. And I believed that he was speaking from knowledge as much as from faith. However, I knew that people who expressed such beliefs could end up in an unwelcome spotlight of criticism and ridicule; and the life I was living had nothing to do with any of those subjects anymore. Frankly, considering everything that my parents and I had gone through for the sake of Daddy’s science, I felt I had already paid my dues.
I told Andrew that he could share my mailing address with the writer, but I had no desire to revisit the past. I held onto that thought until a sentence in the first letter cracked open a long closed mental door.
"My real desire is to write about the processes of discovery and progress and to describe the impact those processes have on the individuals who spend their lives in the vanguard of human evolution.” Perhaps the writer really did want to know the human side of the story. Perhaps he was the rare author who was both willing and able to write from the heart. At the very least, he deserved the courtesy of a written response, if only to hear my reservations.
“Andrew may have told you that I live in an area of the upper desert considered spiritual high ground by the ancient ones, the center of much UFO enthusiasm in the 1950s and now, to me, a place of rare peace. My inclination is to keep things as they are. Putting myself in the past would be difficult and sometimes painful for me." I didn't realize then just how prophetic those words would be.
The author and I exchanged a series of get-acquainted letters. Memories came pouring out once I started writing. In December, 2002, he replied, "Thank you for the time that you took to sit and write…of things that have real meaning to you, some of which I know are challenging for you to revisit....What I found most engaging is the sense that there is a channel of some trust and affinity opening between us.”
I had used “the soul’s code” in Dad's eulogy, to explain how deeply rooted his inquisitive thoughtful nature was. To him everything, past, present and future, was interconnected, and he liked to say that when a thread was plucked anywhere, it set up a vibration somewhere else, perhaps even in a different age. Now something in my own soul's code was telling me that it was time for Dad’s story to come to light. Perhaps, if I committed to the project, I could discover some of the threads that he had set to vibrating long ago.
I shared a bit about Dad's Electrohydrodynamics Fan development, a project that had been a part of my life from my early teens into my early twenties. I thought it held great promise, if not in fame, then at least in fortune. But we gave one last demonstration for some Air Force people and then, inexplicably to my young mind, the project was never mentioned again.
In the new year of 2003, the author wrote. ”From the sounds of it, the whole [enterprise]…has many of the elements of what makes this an interesting story. I suspect those themes of delay, struggle, doubt, manipulation, and ultimately frustration, were evident throughout your father‘s life.
“The story is about the questions! Questions like: How is it that so many things that your father discovered can find their way to the surface and then burst apart and vanish into the ether?” I had often wondered the very same thing.
After sending several more letters, I finally geared down. The biographer had plenty of material by now, including photocopied pages from my high school and college diaries... I hoped they would give him some helpful background for the main story
I had just carried the last of the rubber storage tubs filled with "Brown material" to the car when George finally burst out with what was sticking in his craw. "If nobody was interested in your Dad's work while he was alive, why would anyone be interested in it now?"
The question was not meant to wound, but of course it did. George remembered Dad as the frail and ill man who lived with us at the end of his life; a man who owned no property and possessed no fortune. It hurt him to think that after a lifetime of work, Daddy had received no acclaim. I understood that but I was not about to be dissuaded from my chosen path. George could be as dismissive as he wished about this project but I had never stopped believing in my father's genius.
Andrew Bolland had been my sole companion in this faith after Mother’s death in 1987. He had been investigating Dad's research since he was an undergrad engineering student at Ohio University, and had even visited ( at Mother's invitation) visiited us at our Banning Ranch But now he and I had a new comrade and I was headed to Las Vegas to meet him.
I called his room from the hotel lobby. When he exited the elevator I recognized him from the picture in his first book. [4] Paul was likeable and witty and I felt I had known him forever. We supervised the unloading of the car and I directed the bellhop to take the entire sixty pounds of papers and records up to the Schatzkins' room.
Once there, I shook hands and exchanged pleasantries with his wife, Sarah (not her real name), and then Paul and I settled down to work. He held out a small tape recorder, flourishing it about as if to make sure that I saw it, and asked permission to turn it on. I hesitated, remembering a long-ago lecture from Charles Miller about the security surrounding Dad's work. He had wanted to make sure that I understood that there were likely to be various "ears" trained on us for years to come. "Some friendly," he scowled, "and some not. If you don't want something to be overheard, just don't say it."
Tape recorder or no, I would not let myself get carried away. For one thing, I needed to protect the identities of a couple of people who were still active in the clandestine service. For another, I feared wandering off into tangential stories that might be too far out for Paul’s comfort zone... I didn’t want him to do a ‘Nick Cook’ number on me before he even began writing.
And besides I really couldn’t say if some of the events I had witnessed were just random coincidences or part of a larger pattern. For example, Dad and I sometimes ran into Colonel Phillip Corso at the marina dock in Florida in the sixties and I understood that the two of them were somehow acquainted through their work. Much, much later (1997) Colonel Corso would write The Day After Roswell [5] in which he stated that the FBI and Military Intelligence had been following Dad’s work since the 1920’s when the discovery of the “Bielfeld-Brown" effect made space travel theoretically possible.
I was afraid Paul would lose interest in the project if Dad’s name was associated with yet another unproven tale, this one incorporating ETs and UFOs instead of disappearing ships. All of this self-stifling led Paul to write, "She starts in on one subject and then suddenly switches to another, as if she has run into a roadblock and a detour sign." Still, we found plenty to talk about as we worked our way through the bins of material.[6]
As the sole heir to not one, but two, Zanesville, Ohio, fortunes, the local newspaper would have doted on Dad even if he had not been a precocious genius whose antics and activities made great copy. I smile when I reread the story reporting that five-year old Thomas Townsend Brown had peeled off his clothes and climbed into the fountains in the town square. Dad was a devoted nudist all of his life.
The highly-redacted FBI files that Andrew had secured through the Freedom of Information Act were not nearly as entertaining. When I first saw them I was stunned, then wounded, then puzzled by their contents. Apparently, the Bureau had spent years trying to catch Dad in some sort of crime!
I seethed over a disparaging remark about his expensive suits and luxurious office and the implication that they were part of a package meant to lure investors into risky schemes. Dad always dressed well and had fine stationary and a well equipped office. The substantial and expensive things he surrounded himself with were not for show or enticement. They simply reflected the standards of the wealth in which he was raised. Happily, he was also a meticulous record keeper, a fact that one of the Bureau's own informants mentioned. At the end of the investigation all the FBI could say was that Dad had spent over a quarter of a million dollars of his own money on his research. They also added that he was not even drawing a salary; that he returned all of his consultant earnings to the Townsend Brown foundation. [7]
I found other statements hard to fathom, as well. One anonymous reporter claimed that Dad was dismissed from the Navy in 1942 for “self-confessed homosexuality.” If this was true, then it pained me to think that my beloved father felt he had to keep this a secret from me. But as I looked deeper into the reports, nothing added up. Not only was the homosexual charge never mentioned again, but another informant claimed that Dad had been seen "womanizing" after he divorced his wife. That charge was so ridiculous it made me laugh out loud. Divorced his wife? My parents were married for more than fifty years! Or so I thought at the time.
The Bureau was correct in their assessment that Dad was the foremost expert in Radar Detection in WW II. Once Paul and got our hands on his service records, we would see that immediately after the United States entered the War in 1941, Dad was handpicked to head the new Atlantic Fleet Radar School The records also showed that he was promoted to Lt. Commander in the Naval Reserve in September of '42 and almost immediately thereafter, resigned from active duty. He sent in his letter of resignation saying it was for the good of the naval service and “to avoid court martial," but within two weeks, he was working for Vega Aircraft [8] in Burbank California. If he had truly been vulnerable to blackmail over homosexuality I thought the Navy would have made sure that he never held any sensitive position, anywhere again.
As Paul and I passed the photocopied pages back and forth I saw that one of the FBI field offices had typed ESPIONAGE at the top of their report summary page.[9] If that meant they suspected Dad of being a spy, then that was the most serious slur of them all. His patriotism and loyalty had been beyond question!
There was a conversational lull while we tried to absorb the massive amount of information at hand. "What if Dad was working on something so secret his immediate superiors couldn't know about it?” I wondered aloud. “What would have happened if an outfit with a deeper draft had come along and said 'We need Townsend Brown? Maybe he would have disappeared from Washington and popped up somewhere else, leaving a cold trail behind."
I toyed with this idea some more...perhaps it explained our lifelong pattern of sudden and abrupt relocations. Paul looked uncomfortable, thinking, as he wrote later. “…somebody might have been listening in to our conversation,” “I looked around the room at the lamps, the telephone, the switch plates. I was not used to wondering such things."
When we broke for dinner, he called and made reservations for the three of us at an expensive place where, he assured me, we would be able to talk privately. On our stroll to the restaurant, he made a quiet, but obvious, production of looking around for anyone following us or attempting to eavesdrop on our conversations.
I didn't want to spook him further, but the cafeteria-style buffet would have been a better choice for thwarting surveillance. Anyone trying to keep track of our conversations would have had to struggle to hear above the din of families dining with children, piped in music, and trundling carts going by. "Oh, well," I thought, as I positioned myself at a beautifully set table with my back to the wall, "I am not going to say much of anything, anyway."
The next morning, as we sorted papers into stacks, some of which he would take home on the plane and others that I would ship later, Paul asked what I knew of Dad's work at Vega.
I did not have much to offer. I had always assumed he was still in the Navy when he went overseas in April of 1945. I knew that Mom had just learned that she was pregnant with me, when she received a telegram advising her that that Dad was severely wounded and in a British Army hospital. I saw the cable itself (years later) bearing the return address of “Intrepid” at the Rockefeller Center. It was from William Stephenson, the Canadian businessman who was knighted for his wartime service to Allied Intelligence.
“Sir William” also sent his assistant and Mom's good friend, Evelyn McBarnett [10], to stay with her and Joseph until they knew that Dad was on his way home. The very English Evelyn (for whom I was almost named) was better known as “Ruby” for the wine red birthmark on her cheek. She answered to the nickname with an apparent proud indifference; a fact that Mother was to remind me of years later when I complained about having to go out with a pimple on my face.
For now she was free as long as Mother needed her and she carried instructions from Stephenson, himself. Mom was to cut off all her personal connections in the area and leave the house on Wonderland Avenue [11] immediately. She was not to worry about the cost, or about earning an income while Dad recuperated.
Mom told the family that Daddy had been injured in an auto accident and would need peace and quiet in order to recover. After helping her move to an ocean-view home in Laguna Beach; Evelyn accompanied eleven-year old Joseph to Zanesville on her return train trip to New York. He was to spend the summer visiting maternal grandparents and first cousins.
Dad found a devious and tough taskmaster waiting for him. Mother pointed out a shady spot on the beach where he could spend his days napping and watching the waves. To get that spot, he had to make his way down a cliff-side staircase and up again at the end of the day. Mom would bring him a picnic lunch at noon, accompanied by roses in a silver vase, but she expected him to make that climb and she expected him to get better.
Sometime during this recuperation period Daddy was struck by the desire to move his family to the then-remote Territory of Hawaii. As his health improved he made frequent trips to the library in Los Angeles to research the geography and climate of the various islands. Once his attention settled on the “Garden Isle” of Kauai, he proposed that we relocate immediately. Mother countered, claiming that with a premature, five-pound infant (me!), she needed to be near modern medical facilities.
I would later hear that she had told Evelyn:”I could have strapped that baby onto my back and gone anywhere!” Her real concern was for Dad. He was not yet strong enough for the heavy labor that homesteading on a tropical Island would require, or for the extensive traveling that a resumed career would demand.
Frustrated by his failure to inveigle Mom into going along with his plans, Dad focused his energy on getting his family together in one place, into what he called a “staging area" for an eventual move. He turned his persuasions on his widowed mother and Mom relaxed her guard, certain that it would take more than Dad could muster to uproot “Mame” Brown from her accepted place as the doyenne of Zanesville, Ohio.
Dad applied his full charm and tenacity to the project and—somehow-- he convinced Mother Brown that pioneering would be a great adventure. To Mom's amazement--and to both her and Joseph's (much) less than enthusiastic joy-- Mame was soon closing the house in Zanesville and having its contents placed on a railroad car bound for California. She arrived in time to help celebrate my first birthday.
Dad ran a masterful campaign and eventually won Mom’s promise that the family could move once I turned two. He went to work planning the journey and organizing the packing lists. This was to be a "scientific expedition,” he told Mame over and over, stressing that the family could take only what could be layered into the new steamer trunks; or packed into the one suitcase apiece he was allotting for each of us.
He and she eventually struck a compromise. Mame could have a whole trunk for herself if she agreed to forgo all but the barest of necessities required for the comfort of an elderly matriarch of the Victorian era. These essentials included several photographs of her loved ones (each in an ornate frame), the Townsend family silver, Mame's favorite blue and white china, and a couple of the smaller Persian carpets.
Our clan reached Kauai in November of 1947. Dad had bested his own schedule by a month. The four of us stayed at the hotel in Haena while Dad visited Barking Sands, the site of a former WWII military base out at the far end of the island. When he finished there, he and Mother went searching for a place to carve out their tropical paradise. Ivy Nishimoto, the owner of the local grocery store, told them that she had seventeen acres that would fit their needs, if they didn't mind primitive conditions. The property turned out to be exactly what they wanted and Ivy must have been astonished when they paid her five years in advance, not even haggling over the outrageous rate of a dollar an acre per year!
Dad ordered a giant tent delivered to the home site and it arrived on the same Dodge Army truck as our steamer trunks, along with cases of canned goods, cooking equipment, lanterns, kerosene, tarps, rakes, shovels, buckets, bags of concrete and lumber. The tent was soon pitched in the clearing by the stream and we started moving in. Even with four new cots on one side of the open space, we still had room for everything else on the other side!
I was just two years old but I have sharper memories of that place than I do of many that followed. I remember the day Joe and Dad hiked upstream and cut and banded stalks of giant bamboo together. They floated these rafts down to the home site and Grandmother, Mother and I greeted them at the landing with cheers and yells and laughter. Forever after, Mother always said that this feat was one of the most impressive things she ever saw Daddy do.
He also cut four giant corner posts from nearby trees and we (well, he and Joe and Mom) set them in place with great ceremony. Dad visited this homestead again years later and he told us that though the hut was gone, the corner posts had taken root and grown into still more enormous trees.
That winter it rained and rained and rained. A typical Hawaiian downpour on the corrugated metal roof made it almost impossible to hear what the person next to you was saying and we all hunkered down, waiting for the storms to pass. I took to wrapping myself, head and all, in a blanket and hiding under one of the cots. But it never seemed cold to me and I discovered that I didn’t much care whether I was wet or dry.
We hauled in the finest white sand, bucket-by-bucket and poured it on the floor. Mother raked it and cross raked it and then Mame unfurled her treasured oriental rugs.
Our first visitor from Zanesville was aghast at the sight: “Why, Mame! How could you do that? It's a dirt floor!”
Grandmother drew herself up, in the way that she could, looked the visitor in the eye and said, “That’s pure white sand, and if it was good enough for the Bedouins it's good enough for me!"
I also remember when this same proper grandmother took off her shoes and walked barefoot for the first time. She went a short distance and groaned. But I caught her smile as she put her lace-up shoes back on and soon she was going shoeless longer each day. But my favorite memory of my time with Mary Bliss Townsend Brown will always be the one of the two of us sitting in the middle of the sandy-bottomed stream. I am splashing her and yelling in delight, "Roll Over, Grandma! Roll over!"
Most of all I remember this period as peaceful. Joseph and Grandmother Brown had clashed repeatedly in Zanesville,. He could never do anything right in her eyes. But once on Kauai, she let go of her disapproving attitude toward him and Mother. In speaking of this time later, Joseph said Mame seemed happier than she had ever been and that she had even "softened up" toward him.
Grandmother was with us for several months before she developed a medical condition that made it necessary for her to return to the states. Dad had been away on business for a while, but he returned to escort her on the flight back to the mainland. He checked her into the same hospital where I was born and stayed with her until she slipped into a coma. But then he was called away for some unknown reason.
Many of our Zanesville relatives never forgave him for not being with her when she passed in December of 1948, but I believe that only something extremely important (on the level of national security important) [12] could have taken him away from her deathbed.
What had begun as a wonderful Swiss Family Robinson adventure wound up causing an irreparable rift between Joseph and Dad. Once the hut was built and the garden planted, there were long stretches between his return visits home. Even after we moved to Honolulu sometime in 1949, to a suburban community at the base of Diamond Head, Dad was still rarely home. But At least Joe had more friends and activities available to him.
Not only did Dad miss Joseph's high school graduation ceremonies, he missed other important events in Joe’s life as well. Joe had become a talented basketball player with loads of buddies but his best pal was the son of a local artist. Red was raising his son alone and the two of them spent a lot of time with the three of us.
In my adult years I found a picture of him and me together and I remembered that Red had liked our Mother very much. When I asked her about him, she said straight out that he had asked her to divorce Dad and marry him and she had considered it. Red had offered to talk to Dad for her but she had blocked him quickly, telling him that Townsend would smooth talk him into changing his mind. Mother's ever-present laughter bubbled up when she recalled that her conversation with Dad had ended in exactly the way she had feared for Red.
"Townsend said that I needed to know that the next five years of our life were going to be hell and he would understand if I wanted to establish a new life without him." She added, "And then he looked at me and said 'but I do love you and you will miss me,' and I knew he was right."
When Joe heard that Mom was staying with Dad, and Dad was moving the family back to Ohio, he reacted as if he had been stung. Although he and I never talked about this turning point in his relationship with them I was aware of his resentment toward our parents from that day forward.. It still hurts to think of the questions he must have wanted to ask, but didn’t dare. "Dad, why are you always gone? What do you do that is more important to you than I am?" And, to Mother, "How could you chose him over me yet again?"
Joe died in 1988, never knowing that something happened in October of 1950 that changed the long-term trajectory of our lives in a significant way. While President Truman was on his famous Wake Island Trip he scheduled a layover in Hawaii, in part so that he could attend a secret demonstration of Dad’s work, held in a facility at Barber's Point Naval Air Station. [13] Great care was taken to hide the content of this demonstration[14] from prying eyes, but, in the course of some ill advised pillow talk later, a high-ranking naval officer spilled the whole story to a janitor in the employ of Kim Philby's spy network.
I understand now that my always mild-mannered Dad beat his fist on Admiral Radford's desk, shouting that what had happened was "tantamount to treason!” Dad decided to discredit himself and by association, his work, with what he called his "wounded prairie chicken routine." Just as a grouse hen leads predators away from her precious eggs by flopping, apparently broken-winged and easy sport, off in the opposite direction, so too, would Townsend Brown present himself to the world for the next few years as a lame inventor pursuing flying-saucer nonsense. Joseph and I knew none of this, but we could not miss the resulting strain that permeated our home life.
Evelyn met us at the dock in San Francisco and saw Mom and Joe and me off for Ohio. Our return to Zanesville was not a triumphant one and even if Joseph had wanted to defend his father, he could not have made a dent against the oppressive gossip mill: "Imagine...the family hasn't a dime anymore ...that huge family fortune just squandered away! The Townsends have had to put them up out at the Sharongate farm. What a shame."
Mother's sister, Sally now lived in the Beale family house in town and her home was filled with strapping teenage boys and a younger sister, and, better still, the activities of a large and close-knit family. When she and her husband, Loren, invited Joseph to live with them he accepted with pleasure. And on the day he enrolled at Ohio University, it was Uncle Loren who drove him south to Athens. Dad was elsewhere as usual,
Years later some of those Zanesville relatives would tell me that Joseph was bitter about Dad’s wanton dissipation of what he thought of his rightful inheritance. The truth about the lost family wealth had been long buried in musty tax rolls for so long that Joe never found out that it was Mame’s own brothers who eroded both the Townsend and the Brown family fortunes.
The depression had hit their quarry business hard and property after property had been sold at auction to satisfy tax liens. Even the pompous uncle who had once advised young Townsend to "tie down to business" lost most of his own money, and some of his sister's, too. Rufus Burton avoided the resulting embarrassment by falling out of a second-story window, an event reported in the Zanesville paper as an "unfortunate accident."
A sad story to be sure, but not nearly as scintillating as the more popular and more current version, which was that the grand family fortunes had been spent to support silly “Flying Saucer pipe dreams." Mother suffered through the humiliation of living on the charity of relatives, writing to Dad about the shortage of food in the house and later that summer we were even reduced to eating my Easter chicken.
Meanwhile, Dad seemed to be doing some sort of work at a lab near Cleveland [15] and his letters were filled with affection, but no money: "This is the hardest ordeal yet and I may or may not win!" he wrote. "I love you very much."
Joseph worked his way through school, bussing tables in the cafeteria. By the time he graduated, he must have decided that he was on his own and that things were never going to change with his father. We would see less and less of him over the years and that estrangement would always be one of Mother’s greatest sorrows.
The FBI claimed that Daddy was operating "in the twilight zone" and their records indicate that they followed him through one territory, two states, and into the District of Columbia. By 1954, all that was left for them to say was that he had started a laundry service in Washington, D.C. and professed to be through with science. The agent who had tracked him for the better part of four years was doubtful of this claim, however. This insightful gentleman wrote, "The man has spent his entire life on these developments and I think that he will not give up this easily." He was absolutely correct. Ownership of the Embassy Laundry on DuPont Circle was Dad's single apparent aberration in a lifetime of devotion to science. [16]
Mother and Daddy picked the name because the place was near "Embassy Row," a street full of big houses, each with a bright foreign flag flying. Dad never did anything in a mundane way and this business was no exception. The front half of the store was furnished with comfortable leather chairs and large ashtrays. A quarter-height wall topped with an enormous aquarium separated this area from the work space in the back. I enjoyed watching the fish when I came to visit, but I was often more taken by the unusual uniforms and colorful clothes of their varied customers. They spoke many different languages but they were all unfailingly polite and many of them treated Dad as if he were their respected host.
Mother kept the books and operated the cash register. I helped, too, when I could, by dusting and sweeping up just before we closed in the evening. I was staying on the other side of town with my grandparents and these opportunities to prove my worth did not come nearly often enough to please me.
Mom and Dad lived in Georgetown, in a townhouse that belonged to a certain Mr. Jacques Cornillion, [17] a French gentleman who owned lots of old furniture. Mother explained that these "antiques" were valuable and their landlord didn't want kids in the house, not even for a visit. I told her I understood but I didn't. I felt terribly slighted.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/49963 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!