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By Carol Wanda Johnson Collins 
Mummy, Wanda, Vandina, Grandmere, Mom, Mama, 

at age 105 1/2, passed away in her home, with her daugh-
ter and son-in-law with her.  Mummy “did not go gentle 
into that goodnight … she raged against the dying of the 
light.” She took her role as 
mother very seriously and 
did not feel that her job was 
done. She did not feel that 
her children, now all senior 
citizens! could take care of 
themselves. As her body fi-
nally failed her, she had to 
accept that her children 
would be okay.

Wanda was born in 1915 
in Heliopolis (City of The 
Sun), a suburb of Cairo, 
Egypt. Her first language was 
Italian from her Austrian-born mother. Her second lan-
guage was Arabic, the language of the people of Egypt. 
Many of her daily expressions, such as “In Ch’allah” (if 
God is willing) she shared with our family, were in Ara-
bic. Then she was exposed to Hebrew, the language of her 
Jewish faith. Her fourth language was French, when she 
attended L’Ecole Francaise. Her fifth language was En-
glish when she attended the American College for Girls 
and the British Evening Institute. When she was first ex-
posed to the French language, it was a love affair from 
“le premier mot” (the first word). French is the language 

that she used to communicate with all the members of 
her family. But Italian became very important toward the 
end of her life when she began singing repeatedly several 
lullabies/songs/rhymes that she learned as a small child, 
from her mother. 

She had three sisters; Olga, Florette and Rose, and one 
brother, Jojo. All were younger than she, yet all died be-
fore her. As a young girl she took piano lessons which she 
continued for many years. Playing pieces by the classical 
composers gave her and her family pleasure for much of 
her life. In Egypt, she worked as a secretary for Metosian 
(a tobacco company) and Warner Bros. Part of her work 
involved translating from French to English.  

Wanda was fascinated by Charlie Chaplin’s film about 
the orphan he took in and served a huge pile of pan-
cakes (and other films). She joined a group of people she 
worked with and traveled to America to attend the 1939 
New York City World’s Fair. She was extremely impressed 
with scientific advances such as the television that she 
learned about at the fair  

An American, Bob Johnson, freshly out of Harvard, 
was on the same ship as Wanda. He met her, fell in love 
and proposed marriage, all in the four days before she 
was to disembark at Alexandria, Egypt. He was on his 
way to his new teaching job at the American Universi-
ty at Beirut, Lebanon.  Wanda suggested that they could 
correspond, because she wasn’t willing to commit to any-
thing more serious.   

She had already been proposed to by a man from Ven-
ezuela who promised 
her that he would 
provide anything she 
would ever want, but 
she hadn’t accepted 
him, yet.  My father 
was honest that he 
could only provide a 
simple life.  As an in-
structor at a universi-
ty he only earned $650 
for an entire year. He 
shared with her his 
dream of becoming a 
farmer and that would 
also provide only a 
simple life.

From 1939-1941 
they wrote back and 
forth and visited each 
other, with great dif-
ficulty, as World War 
II was tearing down 
their part of the 
world. In 1941, they 
eloped at the Ameri-
can Embassy in Cairo, 
because she knew that 
her parents would not accept this American who would 
take her away from them. After 
five to six weeks in Heliopolis, 
they left on a ship for America 
by passing through the Suez Ca-
nal and continuing around Afri-
ca and on to New York.  The trip 
took 69 days and was full of scary 
times. She has often said that leav-
ing her parents and siblings was 
one of the hardest things she ever 
did, and all her life she felt guilty 
about it. 

After Bob worked at several 
unpleasant jobs in the city just to 
scrape by, Wanda and Bob moved 
to West Townshend, VT, and be-
gan farming, and sugaring with 
Bob’s uncle, Fred Butler, of East 
Jamaica. Bob and Wanda now had 
three children; Cordy, Bobby and 
Curley (Carol). Their baby chicks 
lived above their living room, and 
the sawdust bedding fell down 
when the chicks scratched. 

Then the family moved to a 
Vermont Life magazine, pic-
ture-perfect farm in Grafton, VT, 

and then to Texas for a year and back to Grafton and then 
the family moved to a larger farm in West Brattleboro, 
VT. Wanda took a secretarial job for the director of the 
Brattleboro Recreation Department and some proofread-

ing jobs and then got a job in 1959 teaching French in 
the five elementary schools of Brattleboro, Vermont. The 
focus was conversation and songs. She loved putting on 
musical performances with her young students. To stay 
in this position, she needed an education degree.

In the late 1950s, Keene State College played a special 
role in the future of her French-teaching career. Records 
were destroyed at the college in Egypt where she achieved 
two years of undergraduate work, but the director of The 

British Institute remem-
bered her and wrote a let-
ter about the quality of her 
two years of study. KSC 
gave her credit for that 
work, despite the absence 
of any formal transcript. 
In 1964 she graduated with 
a BA in education. She re-
ceived her MA in French 
literature from Smith Col-
lege in 1967.

Over a period of 18 
years, she taught French in 
Vermont and Massachu-
setts, to elementary, mid-
dle school, high school 
and university students. 
Later she tutored students 
in French.

 In 1982 my parents 
bought a cottage in Bid-
deford, Maine, which be-
came their gift to the ex-
tended family. All of us 

have enjoyed it over these 
almost 40 years.

She and her husband of 
54 years, Robert L. Johnson Sr. (d. 1995) owned and op-

erated The Book Case (a used book 
store) in Harvard Square, Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, for 28 years. 
In that time, they bought thousands 
of books from scholars in that area. 
Wanda brought home the best of 
those books, creating an amazing 
collection of 3,000 books. In 2001 
she donated 1,000 of them to Keene 
State College for their French de-
partment.

When she and Bob approached 
their 80s, her children designed 
and built the “round house” for 
them in South Duxbury, Vermont, 
and moved them in, in 1994. Bob 
died in 1995 and Wanda lived on 
with much family support.

For approximately 20 years (un-
til 2018), my brother, Cordy John-
son, Moretown, kept her company 
during the days, helped fix simple 
meals and drove her wherever she 
needed to go in our area until he 
couldn’t anymore.

My mom loved to make food as 
gifts, to show her love. It took me 

awhile to learn that this was one of her ways of showing 
her love. Potato salad was her specialty that was featured 
on a “Super Seniors” segment on WCAX-TV. When she 
could no longer cook, I made soups for her (my specialty) 
and she liked them very much.

Everytime our daughter, Eliza, brought her family, Da-
vid, Asher and Felix, my mom brightened up and remem-

bered their visit 
the next day. 
The problem is 
that she wanted 
them every day. 
Several times 
beloved friends, 
the Zeichner 
Family Band, 
performed for 
Mummy.

Extra care 
was needed be-
ginning in Sep-
tember of 2018. 
Soon I found 
that I couldn’t 
care for her all by 
myself, I grad-
ually built an 
amazing team. 
I hired Sharon 
Turner of Sim-
plicity Farm, 
Waitsfield, from 
Long Term Care 
at CVHHH 
about 10 years 
ago, to do clean-
ing, but that 

changed into driving Mummy, cooking, helping in a lot 
of ways. Then I found Suzy Markowitt of Warren who did 
some hours of care for my mom for a long time, until 
she couldn’t any more. Then Pam (formerly Cubit) Perry 
of Waterbury joined my team. Our son, Seth, of Berlin, 

became a regular and my mom really appreciated his 
care. Federica Velutini-Hoffmann of Waitsfield joined us 
late last June, 2019. Neiza Verges from Five Ways Farm 
in Warren came to devote a huge number of hours with 
my mom. Marieta Warnstedt from Waterbury joined 
our team to fill-in some needed gaps. Our neighbor, Te-
din Lange of South Duxbury has been a devoted visitor 

for over a year, minus COVID months. Rachel Corey of 
Moretown brought library books and conversation to my 
mom and Cordy which they enjoyed. Two hospice vol-
unteers, Sharon Dube and Robin Cohen, came to help us 
recently. Dr. Jonna Goulding of hospice came for a home 
visit. 

I have been extremely impressed with the way our team 
members opted to sleep some nights to help Mummy, 
and to work together, helping each other so that we could 
all make this work; to keep her in her home until the end. 
Without all of them, working together so well, we never 
could have done it. For all of the two years, CVHHH pro-
vided LNAs who came regularly to help care for Wanda. 
In this last month, they came once a day and were invalu-
able. I wish I could mention all of them. Ashley was the 
one who came the most, but all of them -- Florence, Liz, 
Donna, Heather, Bonnie -- worked faithfully to help us, 
and my mom did appreciate their help. Dave Caterino, 
hospice nurse, (“Doctor Dave”) came to help us after my 
mom became eligible for hospice. He stuck with us to the 
end, which got harder and harder. They all deserve the 
highest praise.

Mummy told me that she had wanted to be a writer. She 
and Dad left us copies of their love letters, and she left us 
a memoir.  We’ll read and share them with our children 
and grandchildren.  Those gifts will keep on giving.

January 18, 1915    Wanda Fortunee Meriems Johnson   August 15, 2020

 Mama Made My Cot

I will not forget
hot summer nights

how I liked
the tight,

cool corners

of clean sheets

when Mama made 
my cot.   

by Carol Johnson Collins 1985

Wise Cat

Sitting tall and proud 
upon your granite pedestal.

There is an invisible crown upon your head.
Only a few of us know it is there.

How right you are to be proud.
I would be, if I had done what you’d done.

Sphinx-like, you sit like a Queen,
not needing to say a thing ——

guiding our ships out to sea again and again,

and then
safely

 in.
We

know
you
are
our

Queen.

Love, Carol and Fred

written by Carol on January 18th, 1974
for my mother’s birthday

Mother Saying The Torah

It was our picnic by the big rock
in a wide field,

with mountains all around.

Mummy, I saw you looking at the view,
and a look came over you....

the look you have when you do 
your prayer over The Torah,

and I knew that Dad was with you,
and you were happy, 

in a sad way...

You knew that Dad would be happy
to see us, here,
by this big rock

in this wide field,
with mountains all around.

You also knew
that Dad would not be jealous or sad

to not be here, too.

He would only be happy
to see you happy with us,

by this big rock
in this wide field,

with mountains all around.

by Carol Johnson Collins, April 1, 1996 

Mummy At The Maine Cottage

Yesterday I didn’t know why all week
she wanted to go to Maine, alone.

“Mummy, it may feel like May, but it is still April, 
it will be cold in that house, it has no insulation.” I said.

“The ocean, the road, the rugosa roses,  the ‘Fortunes’ Rocks’, 
will be there.....

What is there for you, without all of us
running on the beach, playing at the water’s  edge,

Seth building sand castles with moats,
my knitting, spinning, bicycling, 

walking the 4 miles to and from the end of the beach.  

We played Frisbee, and kick-the-ball with Fred,
explored the big rocks,  to find crayfish and barnacles.

Seagulls drop sea urchins on the rocks,
We watch surfers and sailboats.

Sandpipers race back and forth with the tide.
Eliza and I with our recorders, 
and Dad with his harmonica.

Dad with his love of ocean,  coast,  big sky  and boats.

THAT was why Mummy wanted to go.

by Carol Johnson Collins
Written:  Apr. 26, ‘98 /revised Jan. 18, ‘99/revised again Mar. 26, ‘99

In 2015, son, Cordy, daughter, Carol, escorted Mummy, age 100, to 
her annual physical with Dr. Fran Cook, Waitsfield.  Fran said ‘you’re 
in good shape’, and that she was their oldest patient.

 Wanda Fortunee Meriems in 1938

Wanda and Bob on ship to Alexandria, Egypt and Beirut, Lebanon in 1939.

A joyous moment for Wanda (1948-1949) on their picturesque sheep and 
chicken farm in Grafton, Vermont with their three children, Bobby, Cordy 
and Curley (Carol).

Here’s Wanda at age 100 for the family celebration.  This photo-
graph by Gordon Miller.

Our good friends, Stephanie Venema and Tom Allen, of Moretown, 
took Mummy to Maine a few times so that they could all enjoy time 
at our family’s cottage.  Mum asked for this photo. 

This is a very important moment that Dave Caterino (our Hospice Nurse), captured with his iphone.  It was August 1st, 2020, and Mummy’s last 
time outside. I was extremely surprised that he convinced her to go on the outing.  I picked the sunflower for her, and buzzed over on my bike.

This was Mummy’s 
favorite photo show-
ing Carol playing 
and singing with her 
grandson (Mum’s 
Great-grandson), Fe-
lix, in Maine.  Again 
and again she would 
comment that he 
might become a fa-
mous pianist!

Son, Bobby, came when he could to visit and show Mummy pho-
tos of the family on the computer.  He would often take a selfie of 
them, and I would comment that he looked as old as Mummy.


