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Marriage, Family, and War

uring Mummy’s illness, I worked with Frank Brown, who was

a copywriter in the advertising department of H.C. Capwell. He

and his mother and sister lived in a small, rented apartment in
Berkeley. Frank was gorgeous and romantic, and I was madly in love with
him. He was 6’17, with dark, wavy hair and even features. He was very
handsome, a cross between Cary Grant and - later - Walter Cronkite. Most
important, he had excellent brains and a great sense of humor.

Frank made googly eyes at me and I made googly eyes back. He asked
me out, and we met each other’s families. We were going quite steady when
Mummy died.

I guess I pretty well fell apart after that. I can’t remember too much
about that period. I remember that Frank asked me to marry him and I did,
on Valentine’s Day, 1941. I was all of 19, pretty young, and he was 26. But
it was a good marriage, and soon, it was time to start a family.

On September 17, 1942, Hilary was born in the Albany Hospital. Dr.
Kenneth Hargrove, a family friend, delivered her. Before she was born, two
of my English cousins from Hong Kong visited, and we went over names
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together. I wanted a three-syllable name to go with the one-syllable last
name of Brown. They suggested Hilary, and some other names that I liked
very much.

I loved that little baby, and motherhood came easily to me.

World War II was starting. Men - and women, too - were signing up
for duty, or being inducted. Frank signed up, because he wanted to get in
the Air Corps, and he did.

Frank got in through his wits as much as anything. He was a very
intelligent man; strictly bright, smart enough so that he scored very, very
high on the written test, so high that they wanted him. But he wore glasses,

Gloria and Frank on their wedding day, February 14, 1941, in Oakland.
At left is Gloria’s sister Pat and at right is Frank’s brother Avon.

Gloria Brown Brobeck
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and he didn’t pass the eye exam. As a pilot, one is required to have to have
20-20 vision, and his eyes weren't that good. They said, “Go home, eat lots
of carrots, and come back in week to take the test again.”

Frank went back three times. He memorized the eye chart. He not
only memorized it forward, he memorized it backward. The third time he
went in, it was a snap — he passed the eye test!

Once in, he was designated as a navigator. Navigators only had to have
20-30 vision. He had less than that, correctable to 20-30, but he was in for
the duration as a navigator.

As a cadet, Frank was to be paid the grand salary of $75 every month,
so I had to get a job to support Hilary and myself. I went to U.C. Berkeley,
which offered wartime “quick courses,” and took a beginning drafting class.

Frank, Hilary, and Gloria in Austin, Texas, in 1943.

Collage
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Some of my commercial artist friends were doing this, too. Frank’s brother
Avon, who was an automotive engineer, brought me up to speed on math,
and I perfected my skills at lettering on blueprints and at drafting. I imme-
diately got a job in Richmond Shipyard #2 in the engineering office, as a
draftsman.

About six months later, after graduation, Frank was actually called to
duty. He became a navigation instructor at the San Marcos Air Force Base
in Austin, Texas.

In the early stages of the war, there was not enough housing for every-
one. New bases were being built, new airstrips, new quarters, new posts.
Hilary and I had to wait about a year before we could join Frank. Just after
Hilary had her first birthday, we made the journey by train from San Fran-
cisco to Los Angeles, then took another train to San Antonio, Texas, and yet
another to Austin.

Frank found us a little white
house to rent on the back of a large
lot in Austin. We had no idea how
long this new chapter would last,
but we didn’t think about it. Just
being together again as a family was
deliriously wonderful. We settled
into our new life in the little frame
house, with a park for Hilary at the
end of the block.

As it turned out, we stayed
there one year, with Frank going
off by carpool to San Marcos Field
every day to teach navigation. I
kept house and took care of Hilary,
strolling with her in the little park
almost daily. The war went on full
tilt, but our own little lives were
snug and secure.

Hilary Brown, 1943.

Gloria Brown Brobeck
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