Phyllis Hemmer
June 29, 1922 - November 19, 2020

Phyllis Hemmer of Westminster Village in West Lafayette, Indiana and formerly of North
Bridgton, Maine, was born on June 29, 1922 in the section of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
known as Roxborough, as the first-born of Lewis and Rhoda B. She grew up there, along
with a younger brother Carson James (“Jim”), attending local schools, and graduated from
high school in 1939. Temple University awarded her a full four-year scholarship in
Education, with a minor in Textiles & Clothing, and she graduated in 1943. She worked for
the Pennsylvania Ribbon Company for five years before matriculating at Cornell University
to get a master’s degree in the same subject of Textiles & Clothing. Upon graduation in
1949, she accepted a teaching position at Penn State University in State College, PA, but,
meeting her future husband that same summer, she taught for only one semester.
After a whirlwind courtship of just six months, she married Edgar Hemmer, a Naval
Academy graduate and career naval officer and pilot, on December 24, 1949. They have
four daughters, Nancy Hyland (Bernard), Carol Nolan (David), Sarah Hemmer, and Janet
Drucker (Bruce). She is also survived by three sons-in-law, five grandchildren and six
great-grandchildren.
As a military family for almost 25 years, the Hemmers moved approximately every two
years, living in Corpus Christi, TX; San Diego, CA; Barbers Point, HI; Monterey, CA; West
Lafayette, IN; Brunswick, ME; Key West, FL; Washington, DC; and the U.S. Naval Air
Station in Newfoundland, Canada. During their second tour of duty in the D.C. area from
1964 - 1967, Phyllis earned a master’s degree in Library Science from Catholic University
of America, and worked in the Chevy Chase Public Library until their return to the
Midwest. Also, in 1964, they purchased an 1825 Federal-period house in North Bridgton,
Maine, which they slowly refurbished, and where they spent 17 summers before moving to
a smaller Cape Cod house in the heart of the nearby village. The nearby Long and Crystal
Lakes and the relaxed, easy vibe of the Maine Lakes Region afforded them many happy
summer memories. When her husband retired from active duty in 1968, due to health
issues, they returned from D.C. to the Midwest, where he earned a PhD in Finance & Real
Estate at Purdue University’s Krannert School of Management in 1972.
When Dr. Hemmer, having secured a teaching position at Wright State University in Ohio,
moved the family there in 1972, Phyllis became the Director of School Libraries for the

Fairborn, Ohio Schools. She supervised the libraries of one senior high school, 2 junior
high schools and 7 elementary schools. When Ed retired from full-time teaching in 1977,
they made their primary home for their retirement years in West Lafayette, and Phyllis
worked part-time in the Purdue Libraries for several years. When she and Ed moved into
Westminster Village in 1996, she volunteered in the in-house library for several years. The
Hemmers finally sold the village house in Maine in 2006 and retired full-time to their
spacious apartment in the retirement community of Westminster Village. Phyllis
transferred to the Assisted Living wing, to a cozy two-bedroom apartment, in the spring of
2018.
Mrs. Hemmer was known locally, both in Maine and in Indiana, for her love of books and
gardening. She was a voracious reader and an active member of the American Literature
Club, which she particularly enjoyed. She and Ed were members of Protestant churches in
North Bridgton and West Lafayette, and she was active in various Indiana organizations,
including the PEO Sisterhood and Chapter CH. She especially enjoyed being a member of
the Faith Presbyterian Church’s choir in West Lafayette.
Visitation will be held from 1pm – 2pm Sunday, November 29, 2020 at Hippensteel
Funeral Home. Funeral service will begin at 2pm with Reverend Stuart D. Robertson
officiating. She will be buried alongside her husband in the family plot in Seymour, IN on
Monday, November 30, 2020 at 1pm with Pastor Mike Seaney officiating. Current Covid19 precautions will be observed along the social distancing. Masks are required. In lieu of
usual remembrances, contributions may be directed to the Lafayette Urban Ministry Food
Pantry or Food Finders Food Bank. The service will also be webcasted on the Hippensteel
website (www.hippensteelfuneralservice.com) where you can also share memories and
condolences.
http://videos.lifetributes.com/1103924
Please click on the link below to watch the webcast for Phyllis Hemmer.
https://webcasts.lifetributes.com/1103960
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Comments

“

My late husband, Ron, and I enjoyed our monthly dinners with Mrs. Hemmer and
Sarah, and sometimes Janet! We were able to enjoy our times together for many
years and had such great fun! After dinner we always went to the Silver Dipper for
ice cream, vanilla for Mrs. Hemmer! Her face would visibly brighten when she saw
young children at the ice cream store. At the holidays, Ron would drive all of us
around to see the lights in Lafayette and West Lafayette — lovely. And after the PMO
Christmas Show, we would go out to dinner together.
Mrs. Hemmer was cheerful, kind, intelligent and had so many interesting stories
about growing up in Philadelphia and life as a Navy wife raising a family and moving
every couple of years. What grit and determination she had! She also adored Ron so
he sat with her at all the events and dinners we attended together. I was clearly
along for the ride but I didn’t mind.
I miss you, Mrs. Hemmer, and will miss our time together. But you are probably
having dinner with Ron at some nice place in heaven and enjoying a concert given
by the angels.
Love,
Erika

Erika Steuterman - December 03, 2020 at 10:38 PM

“

You have my deepest sympathy on the loss of your mother.
At the end your mom said how "lucky" you all were. And you were so lucky to have a
wonderful, loving and caring mother,... and for her long and fulfilling life. But that only
makes this loss more difficult.
Remember her sweetness and faith. Her appreciation for a life she loved. And, above
all, how much she loved you.
Never doubt that she is still with you in spirit.
Beth Wolszon, Sarah's friend.

Beth Wolszon - December 03, 2020 at 04:37 PM

“

As her daughter Sarah said, her mother Phyllis was lucky. She had a long and
meaningful life. She achieved her dream of motherhood and was a special and
caring mother to her four daughters. And she was an accomplished woman. I will
always remember her as a sweet and welcoming woman. My deepest sympathy to
her family.
Beth Wolszon

Beth Wolszon - December 03, 2020 at 03:11 PM

“

Lucky:
In her last days, as she was lying in her hospice bed in her cozy apartment, at one
point, I walked into the room unexpectedly. She knew exactly who I was. She
reached out her arms to me, took my face in her hands, and with a shining smile,
said “Aren’t we lucky?!” Yes, darling Mother, WE ARE!

Sarah Hemmer - November 29, 2020 at 04:15 PM

“

We picked up that musical legacy from her and it has been, and continues, as one of
her best and most lasting gifts.
Four: “Read”
My mother grew up in a blue-collar, hard-working family in Philadelphia, with her
formative secondary-school years occurring during the depths of the 1930s’ Great
Depression. But Philadelphia, as the second-largest city in the country at the time,
and its Northeast focus on culture and education, had excellent schools and libraries.
Her mother had a high school degree, back when most women didn’t even attend
high school, and encouraged her children to read. Borrowing library books was a
free, diverse, and easily-accessible source of entertainment and learning. My mother
fell in love with books, both fiction and non-fiction, and the wider world which they
opened up to the reader. She actively practiced a life-long love affair with books of
many different genres, and with reading in general. She ultimately earned a Masters
in Library Science from Catholic University of America, and was a librarian for many
years. Ours was a literate, well-read, and widely-read family culture, largely because
of her intellectual curiosity and embracing of the value of being well-informed. There
were subscriptions to many magazines and more than one daily newspaper, and her
love of the Sunday New York Times lasted for decades.
She would fall into a subject and “own” it, reading everything she could, about it, and
incorporating it into her substantial knowledge base for possible later use – or just for
the fun of “knowing.” I remember when she and my dad, having built their “retirement
house” on Sheridan Road in West Lafayette in 1976, decided to hire a local
horticulture expert to help them plan the backyard landscaping and gardens. We
walked around the yard as the hort. guy and my mom discussed the various layouts
and plantings that she’d envisioned. He was amazed with her knowledge of
horticulture – he asked her if she had a degree in it. No; she’d just “read a lot of
books” on the subject. She acquired the same deep knowledge of English history,
being a dedicated Anglophile. We went as a family on a six-weeks tour of Europe,
the summer of 1973, and spent two weeks of it in England, doing the usual requisite
tours of famous English landmarks – palaces, museums, historic sites, places of
interest. More than once, my mom would enthusiastically (but diplomatically) correct
or enrich a tour guide’s comments on the particular site we were touring, and would,
on later verification, be correct. She also loved “local” stories and writers and learned
much about an area through works of fiction and non-fiction from local authors. She
could not, however, read Stephen King novels in bed on a summer’s night in Maine
when my dad was away on business – too close to home and too scary!
My mom was also an excellent writer, although she never seemed interested in
developing or embracing that natal talent. She wrote an engaging autobiography
which we shared in these past weeks with many caregivers at Westminster, who
commented on how well written it was, and what an interesting life she’d led. Once,
she even got an article about her beloved cat, Barney, published in Cat Fancy
Magazine. But she was much more interested in reading the works of others, than in
producing her own writings. Starting in our childhood, when we were regularly read to
at bedtime, she made sure to pass on this love of the printed page, to all of her

children. It’s been one of her many gifts which has enriched all of our lives in
countless ways, and which will continue to do so for years to come. As will the
wonderful, encompassing gift that was and continues to be, Phyllis.
Lucky:
In her last days, as she was lying in her hospice bed in her cozy apartment, at one
point, I walked into the room unexpectedly. She knew exactly who I was. She
reached out her arms to me, took my face in her hands, and
Sarah Hemmer - November 29, 2020 at 04:14 PM

“

Four memories of my mother, continued:
Her true forte was in decorating and turning a house into a real home. Her
undergraduate degree from Temple University had been in textiles and clothing, and
although she never made any outside-the-home career in the field, those learned
skills and natural talents translated readily into her ability to decorate a new home
well, tastefully, functionally, and frequently, all with little fuss or fracas. She had lots of
opportunities, since, being a Navy wife, she had to deal with moving every two or
three years, from 1949 through at least 1968, and a few times, in “retirement,” after
that. The Navy would move the family, we’d head off to a new school, and my mom
would, within a matter of a few weeks, have the “new house” furnished, decorated,
and up and running. When she and my dad bought the old 1820s Federal farmhouse
in Maine, in 1964, and started in on its extensive renovations, she researched the
period so that lighting, wallpaper, bathroom fixtures, etc., were restored as true-tothe-period as possible, while maintaining needed modern functionality. Through her
decorating vision and planning and their combined hard work, the house was
eventually put on the list of the National Historic Register of Homes. Her talent with
gardening was equally gifted. She’d read gardening books “for fun,” and seemed to
just effortlessly memorize the information and how to apply it. When one of Purdue’s
horticulture professors came to give her, at her request, a critique of their backyard
garden for further improvements, he was genuinely astonished that she didn’t have a
horticulture degree, given her deep knowledge of the subject and its evident
application, already, in the back yard.
I grew up with the subconscious knowledge and comfort, that the houses and
gardens of my childhood could always be relied upon to be organized, welcoming,
and truly “home” – thanks to the talents of my gifted and giving mother.
Three: “Embrace Music”
They say that music is the expression of the soul. If so, my mom was expressing her
soul, and heart, all the time. Nothing reached her, comforted her, engaged her, or lit
her up like beautiful music, well-played, even to the very last day of her life. It calmed
her and transported her to a joyful place, mentally and emotionally. She and my dad
were decades-long subscribers to the Lafayette Symphony Orchestra at the Long
Center, and she loved the monthly performances, every fall and winter. She
continued to attend performances, through to the “Covid season” of 2019 – 2020,
when they were paused, and enjoyed sharing them with her caregiver-companion of
the evening. It delighted her to be able to “introduce” others to the wonders of the
Symphony’s featured music selections, and that of the Purdue Musical Convos. The
Purdue Christmas show was an annual favorite. She loved the American Musical in
general, with particular favorites being “The Sound of Music” and, surprisingly, to me,
given its darker undertones, “The Phantom of the Opera.” She adored its “the Music
of the Night”. Earlier in her youth, she would take the train from Philadelphia about
once a year or so, to attend musicals on Broadway in their heyday of the ‘40s, and
recounted many times how magical they were for her. She loved the music of her
generation, and even in her last days, was singing along and “dancing” in bed with
hands, feet, and shoulders to the songs of the Andrews sisters, Bing Crosby, and the

King of her era, Frank Sinatra. She also loved the hymns of the church, and was a
longtime member of various choirs, from her Baptist church, growing up in
Philadelphia, to her and her husband Ed’s participation in the choir of Faith
Presbyterian of West Lafayette. She knew all the words and had a sweet, true,
strong mezzo-soprano voice. Fittingly, she met her husband and soul-mate, Ed
Hemmer, through church-choir friends.
Sarah Hemmer - November 29, 2020 at 04:13 PM

“

Four memories of my mother:
My mother was an intelligent, enthusiastic, multi-faceted woman of wide-ranging
interests and diverse talents. I want to share with you today, four special memories
that speak of those talents and of her deep, sincere love for her family and of the
blessings of her life. She was about houses and gardens, books and music, and,
endearingly, laughter.
One: “Laugh”
One of the things that first struck people who met my mom, even in her last years,
was her light-heartedness, great sense of humor, and ready laugh, especially – and
unusually, in this day and age of ego – at herself. It was one of the things which first
attracted my dad to her, and which glowed through their early correspondence to
each other. I’ve heard that there are three kinds of humor: (1) laughing at others and
their foibles, (2) laughing with others at funny or quirky situations, and (3) laughing at
oneself. Phyllis never evidenced the first, off-putting, somewhat mean-spirited variety
– instead, she embodied the latter two. She would enthusiastically embrace the
retelling of a bridge-game story involving herself, my dad, and another couple who
were playing a social evening of bridge in our house. My dad went to the kitchen to
bring back some snacks. When he returned, he looked at the table, and wanted to
know, in a studied, neutral voice, who had played a certain hand. My mom, who
wasn’t the most accomplished of bridge players, and thought he was getting ready to
praise the play, proudly stated “MOI!”. My dad felt quietly compelled to point out to
“moi” that it had been a rather bone-headed play. My mom, rather than getting
offended or upset, merely found it a huge joke at her own expense, laughed heartily,
and retold it multiple times over the years. This always somewhat astonished me, but
I came to appreciate and admire her solid self-acceptance and willingness to share a
bit of her feet-of-clay with others.
While she was not a lover of the slapstick, physical humor of, say, the Three
Stooges, or of the crude humor of many modern stand-up comics, she adored the
subtle, wry humor of the British and embraced it wholeheartedly, and I came to
appreciate it as well, as part of their rich and enriching culture. And she loved my
dad’s own wry sense of humor, and was a ready and receptive audience for their 62
years together. It showed me the gift – and often, necessity – of laughter and humor
in helping to enrich a long and solidly happy marriage.
Two: “Nest”
Possibly because her astrological sun sign is Cancer, the sign of motherhood, my
mom wanted, more than anything in the world, to be a mother. When she and my
dad married, they started immediately to try to make a family, because my mom truly
believed, and embraced, that motherhood was one of her main callings in marriage
and in life. She was hugely disappointed, for five long years, in her inability to
conceive. Toward the end of this frustrating period, she and my dad decided to apply
to adoption agencies, and infant daughters Nancy and Carol were joyfully brought
home in December of 1953. They made my mother feel complete, and I and Janet

were happily added to the family in the following three years. My mom loved being a
mom and “nesting” – and she was darned good at it. Meals weren’t anything to
swoon over – my mother was no Julia Child – but they were nutritious, tasty, plentiful,
and reliable – she understood the need of young children for consistency, reliability
and positivity in the home environment, and worked hard to provide it. She was quick
to tell each of us, often, and with true intensity, how much we were wanted and
loved. We were blessed in that – not just in the love, but in the repeated expression
of it – she wanted us to hear it, and often.
Sarah Hemmer - November 29, 2020 at 04:10 PM

“

Phyllis was such a nice positive person who always saw the best in people and
situations. She will be missed.

Laura Hinze - November 29, 2020 at 12:54 PM

“

I will miss seeing your beautiful smile phyllis! You will be missed

Bree - November 25, 2020 at 10:33 PM

“

Grandma Phyllis, you were one of a kind. You always had a smile on your face and
happy to see us all. I have fond memories of Mike and I coming to Maine for the
summers and staying in your amazing house. Climbing mountains and cooling down
in the lake. Then, each evening sitting down together at the table and eating dinner.
These are memories I will hold onto forever. I am comforted in knowing you are with
Grandad again and we will see you again one day. Love you Grandma.

Mandy - November 23, 2020 at 03:53 PM

