Hugh Worthington Whitcomb

February 22, 1887-March 15, 1959

Life is written in chapters—like a good book.  There are times we wish our story could go on forever and times when we’re looking forward to turning the page.  Most often, life takes a hand and turns the page for you.  My name is Hugh Worthington Whitcomb, and each chapter in my life reads like a brand new story.  From my time as a nurse in the Spanish American war to my work as a laundryman, machinist, Alaskan musher and eventually retiree who dabbled in real estate, added to the life-changes that resulted in three different marriages throughout the years, it was never dull.   
I was born February 22, 1876 on a farm in Michigan, but farm life just wasn’t for me.  I did work on the machinery on the farm, and that tinkering led to one of my careers.  The family moved to Washington when I was 13.  I saved up and a friend and I decided to head out together, hopping boxcars whenever we could to save money.  Once I got to San Francisco, I enlisted in the Army.  I worked as a nurse treating the wounded in the Spanish American War at the Presidio Hospital in 1898—just before the turn of the century.

Turn the page, and in 1900 I’m back in Washington, newly married to a bright young lady named Olive Kile.   I was working as a laundryman, struggling with as little as $9 a week pay.  In 1901 we had our first daughter, Helen, and in 1909 we had little Iva.  Times were tough, and we had heard a lot about strong young men trekking through Alaska for good money.  Olive and I discussed it, and she stayed home with the girls while I went off to seek my fortune.  We liquidated the laundry business, paid all the bills, and made a deal with the local merchant to keep Olive and the kids in groceries until I could send money.  Then I took the merely $50 left over to book my passage on the S.S. Queen to Valdez and buy the needed supplies for the trail into Fairbanks.  
I met up with Red, a young man with bright red hair whose smile and positive outlook changed my life.  We carried our meager gear on our backs and traveled on foot, hiking through snow as much as 30 miles a day.  We slept in a one-man sleeping bag under a canopy of stars.  At one point, a storm was coming in and we stopped at a log roadhouse.  We told the owner, Ed Paxson, our dilemma, and that we didn’t have any money to pay for lodging.  He took us in immediately, let us clean up and fed us.  He said they were having a dance that night and were short on women.  Red was younger and once dressed up he was actually pretty, giggling and hamming it up.  I am not a pretty man.  After I had shaved, Ed said I looked better with the whiskers, so we didn’t bother putting a dress on me.  We went to the dance but ended up being the band.  Neither Red nor I knew that the other could play until that moment—I took the mandolin and he took the guitar and we had the whole place dancing for hours.  We stayed there for three days and when we left Ed not only gave us food for the journey but money for “Paxson’s Orchestra.”  His kindness stayed with me all my life.  Back on the trail, we found a young man who had died on the hike alone and both Red and I realized that it could have been us if not for Ed Paxson.
We made it to Fairbanks with swollen legs, bleeding feet, sunburned faces and happy hearts.  We had heard that there were actually many men out of work there, but we were able to find jobs right away.  I walked in to the only laundry in town and asked if they needed a man.  It just so happened that their boiler operator had taken sick a few days before.  I showed my license and was hired starting the next day.  He even made a call to reserve a room in town for Red and me, payable at the end of the month.  
I was making $12 a day, much more than I would have been making back in Washington, but I was so lonely.  I missed my wife and daughters and I wondered every day why I made the trip to begin with.  After a while, I wasn’t sleeping or eating well because of the homesickness.  I went to see a young doctor who understood.  He prescribed some powder to help me sleep but told me that the best thing I could do if I couldn’t bring my family to me was to get home to them.  Once I made the decision to go home, I slept like a baby.  I found out from the doctor later that those sleeping pills were full of Epson Salts powder—the real cure, as we both knew, was happiness.  I journeyed home without the fortune I sought, but so much richer for what I learned.  I stopped “chasing rainbows” then and there.  I knew what was important to me—my family.  I vowed to be a better husband, father and friend.  I even wrote an article about it in the June 1949 issue of the magazine The Alaska Sportsman.  

I came home to Washington and settled down, working as an engineer, just happy to be with my family.  A few years later in 1914 we had our third daughter, Dorothy.  We moved our family to Corona before 1919.  I had graduated to working as a machinist in manufacturing and Olive was working as a cook in a cafeteria—we took over a local food shop when we arrived.  We did end up moving again as our daughters grew—Olive, Dorothy and I were in Pasadena in 1930.  Sadly, shortly thereafter, life turned the page on me again.  I lost my Olive.
My girls were grown and I didn’t take well to being alone.  I retired, moved to Santa Cruz and remarried a woman named Margaret Nehmer in 1932.  I started dabbling in real estate—buying up properties and renovating houses, working for myself.  And I liked to trade things.  I had 150 cars and four trailers in my life and I traded them all.  It was a new chapter in my life, and it continued until Margaret passed on in September of 1950. Then I felt like I needed to move again. 
I came back to Corona in 1951.  There I met Minnie.  She was born Minnie Fink, but I knew her as the widow Minnie Cunningham—her husband Fred had died in 1946.  We were married and lived at Minnie’s place at 1136 Garretson—the same place she and Fred once shared.  As a matter of fact, she’s with Fred right now—when she passed away in 1969, she was buried in the Cunningham plot.  But I wasn’t there for that.
I ended my life on a dark moment.  The doctors told me that I was going blind, and I didn’t want to be a burden on anyone.  I was a man of adventure and passion, and I couldn’t take the thought of being forever alone in the dark.  Minnie had been sick with the flu so I stayed to make sure she was better.  When she was up and around, on March 15, 1959, I called a few friends to visit with them one last time, went into my workshop, laid on the floor, put a .38 caliber pistol to my ear and pulled the trigger.  

But my life wasn’t about how I died—that was just the last chapter of my story—it was about how I lived.  And I lived a lot.  I leave you with this quote from my article in The Alaskan Sportsman:
“If I could only impart something of what it has left for these later days, my friends and readers wouldn’t strive for money for its own sake.  I think I learned what makes life really worthwhile.  I’d rather have the respect of [good] men…then all the wealth of gold in the world.”

