Gladys Arnold eulogy - October 2002

Gladys Arnold was a writer. She was also a friend, a colleague or a member of your family.

When I met Gladys she was already in her nineties. We asked her - in making our documentary - to go back in time. Not an easy task.

She did it, not because she wanted recognition - but because she wanted stories of the courageous people she’d met to be heard.

Her heart was in journalism. It served her well. Being a journalist meant she was a curious observer. Her subjects were important, she wasn’t. And so... my hope is today that she won’t mind us giving her a pat on the back. Won’t mind the spotlight. It’s well deserved.

Gladys Maria Marguerite Arnold was born in Macoun Saskatchewan on October 2, 1905. She almost made 97.

Her dad was a station master for the CPR. His job kept the family - including her brother Max - on the move - helped develop an early wanderlust.

Gladys was nine when he died. Her mom went away  - to train as a nurse. Books became Gladys refuge from loneliness. She said they were more real to her than people. 

That combination - a love for words, her wanderlust and a growing interest in foreign affairs - as World War One exploded ...set her course in life.

She graduated from Weyburn High School, Normal School in Regina. She started teaching - as most women did...took secretarial classes....then talked her way into a position with the Regina Leader Post. She wrote articles, columns, editorials.

As the world headed into economic depression Gladys made a pledge to herself. “to someday see every country in the world, get everything out of every day, live in the pursuit of all my life and there make my future”.   

That’s just what she did.

Writing took her into danger - and a grand adventure.

After five years with the Leader Post she’d saved $500 - and used it to travel by grain ship to Europe - and a coming war.

She learned other languages as she went along - made friends – read - talked.  Paris made her feel alive - and at home.

She filed reports on spec - with no promise of payment. She covered people and stories we’re familiar with: Grey Owl, royal garden parties, the latest Paris fashions, the civil war in Spain, Hitler youth marching, developing poison gas in Germany

She wrote in her cold room - typing away with her hands in fingerless gloves. She hoped someone would pay attention.

They did. She became the only accredited Canadian reporter on the continent - the only woman working for the Canadian Press. And for them she went to battle.

She was convinced that Canadians needed to hear about world events - from a fellow Canadian.

Not filtered through British or American eyes.

She reported from all the hotspots. England, Spain, Italy, France,.Germany.

She wrote of growing anti-Semitism.

And as things heated up...she wrote of refugees looking for relief, flooding Paris.

One of the things I most admired about her was the way she grew - became transformed

by her experience.

She started as an objective reporter She thought she could argue both sides of a question equally as well. She was a pacifist. Then she began imploring the world to action.

Gladys said she knew that she was living history - that she had a special role as an eyewitness. 

That’s why she sent at least one letter home to her mom each week. Then no matter whether her news reports were censored or lost ....there would still be a written record.

Plus she simply wanted that connection with home. It wasn’t all doom and gloom. She asked for nylons, girdles and said that she might bring a Polish officer home for a husband.

As the Nazi’s moved toward Paris in June 1940 Gladys was forced to flee. For close to a month, she was a refugee herself. First in France, then on a cargo ship heading for England. When she arrived, the Canadian Press told her to “write her story”...then interview Charles de Gaulle.

Within months she decided to join his Free French cause. Arnold went on to co-found the Free French Association in Canada. She gave up her job as a reporter to tour North America as people struggled to decide who represented France. 

Newspaper headlines tell of her passionate speeches from Boston radio, the stages of New York, town halls in Saskatoon and for 8 1/2 minutes - alone with Eleanor Roosevelt in the White House.

Following D Day, the government of France asked her to return - to report on ordinary people affected by war. 

She was on the Normandy coast, in newly liberated concentration camps and in a darkened school room as members of the underground - lit only by candlelight - sang the French Partisans song.

For two years she worked to put Canadians in touch with people in France who needed food and clothing.

She went on to spend the rest of her working life heading up English Information Services for the French Embassy in Ottawa. She retired in 1971.

2 months ago, I came to visit Gladys here at the nursing home. When I arrived she was having lunch. Her face lit up and she said “Oh you look as beautiful as ever”. Well at 51 years old...I wasn’t feeling very beautiful. . But that was one of her gifts. She recognized a person’s worth - helped them to feel that anything was possible.

Gladys Arnold traveled to 60 countries. 

She built a log cabin in the Gattineau Valley - working together with a friend - doing much of the work themselves.

She established two perpetual scholarships at the University of Regina in French language studies and journalism.

In her eighties she wrote the book “One Woman’s War” - the story of her wartime ventures.

She appeared on Front Page Challenge, was featured on CBC Radio’s “Music in My Life and was the subject of our History Television documentary - Eyewitness to War.

She received many honours including France’s highest, the Chevalier de la Légion D`Honneur. 

Gladys didn’t really talk about all that. She was honoured. But she continued to be committed to good food, good friends, good conversation, politics and foreign affairs. She was kind, generous, inspirational and full of gumption.

Whenever someone dies, we’re filled with “could haves” and “should haves”. More time we could have spent together.

In this room....in this nursing home are many stories.

Tucked away.

Not all of us make headlines.

Not all of us meet the famous and influential.

Not all of us have the means or the health to travel, to write a book

but all of us have the ability to care and be curious.

That is both Gladys Arnold’s legacy and her challenge

She asks us to be compassionate - and make our lives count. 

Thank you from the family

to those who became her friends and caregivers 

Gladys had a signature way of signing her letters.

A shortened form of her name.

She simply called herself...”glad”.

I’m sure that she is. Thank you.

