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To understand Olive Goodykoontz, you have to start with her mother, Myrtle. 

 In 1900, Myrtle Davis left Grant County, Indiana with a blank book in hand. She would 

spend the next two and a half years at the Hussey Institute in Matamoros, Mexico, writing in her 

diary every day to record her memories of this grand adventure. The mission, started by Quakers 

from Myrtle’s Indiana farming community, also served as a schoolhouse for the local children. 

Myrtle was a freshly certified teacher eager to see a bit of the world and put her knowledge of 

the Spanish language to good use. Though her family was not overly supportive, they accepted 

her decision to spend some time in Mexico before settling down. What they did not know was 

that Myrtle had secured herself an engagement to the neighbor boy, Von Goodykoontz, before 

leaving the country (a fact that she would share via letter after her arrival in Mexico). 

 Myrtle may have been devoutly religious, but she was also an independent thinker, a trait 

which was most evident in her support of others. Her closest sibling, younger brother Joe, looked 

up to her example. Not long after Myrtle went to Mexico, word arrived that Joe had run away 

from home. Big sister “Myrta” was the first person to hear from him via a letter explaining that 

he’d run off to join the Navy. He wanted the chance to see the world and be his own man, not 

just a younger son of a farmer. The Davis family might have been skeptical about Joe’s decision, 

but Myrtle had faith in him. Her faith paid off when, after the Navy, Joe went on to become the 

number one used car salesman in Pasadena, California. 

 Years later, in 1929, Myrtle would see the same potential in her eldest child. Olive 

Goodykoontz was not much of a social butterfly. When the family had all packed up and moved 

to Arizona for her younger brother’s health, Olive had gone, too. Though she spent some time 



out of town earning an in-state teaching certificate, Olive mostly clung to her family and church 

groups. When her friend Ada McCoy offered her a chance to visit California over the summer, 

Olive was hesitant to go. But Myrtle could see that this was Olive’s moment to get out on her 

own and learn to be her own woman. She encouraged Olive to go with Ada, just as she’d 

encouraged Olive to keep a journal every day of her life. Myrtle knew there was no substitute for 

the experience of living independently, even if Olive decided to settle down later.   

California was a beginning for Olive in many ways. She and Ada went to meet Olive’s 

Aunt Dora, who lived in the area, and there they joined forces with her cousin, Maurice, and his 

friend Emmet. The boys and girls went out on the town, seeing the sights and eating in cafes and 

bistros. Going in 1929 right before the market crash, Olive was able to see the classic movie 

houses in their heyday. Going to the movies with her new “crew,” or sometimes just Emmet, 

kick started her lifelong love affair with cinema. It also began a brief affair with Emmet, the first 

boy Olive ever “went steady” with. Olive and Emmet were joined at the hip all summer, even on 

the crew’s impromptu jaunt down to Tijuana. The trip was good for Olive and showed her how 

comfortable she could be living and traveling on her own, making decisions without having to 

consider parents and siblings first. It wasn’t all positive, though. Olive’s relationship with Emmet 

didn’t survive her return to Arizona, becoming strained and featuring several dramatic phone 

calls before a breakup in October. The idea of Emmet, of having someone to “go steady” with to 

dinner and the movies, turned out to be more appealing than the emotionally needy reality of 

him.  

The trip to California would become an annual summer occurrence for Olive and Ada, 

the girls deciding to pick up their continuing education out west. Olive got to know a greater 

network of her family in the Los Angeles and Pasadena areas, as well as becoming familiar with 



the Quaker community in Whittier, California. In Whittier, Olive was encouraged to continue her 

studies – even get a Master’s degree – and to consider service work. In Los Angeles, Olive went 

out with Ada and the other girls at school, although on “date nights” she opted to stay in rather 

than spend any more time with boys. She continued to be in love with the theory of a long-term 

relationship, but increasingly uninterested in stepping out with any of the boys around town. 

Otherwise, the California trips continued on with Olive breaking more out of her shell, until one 

last faithful trip to Tijuana in 1932.  

Despite Olive’s dedication to daily journaling, she was never able to bring herself to 

write down precisely what happened on that trip to form a rift in her friendship with Ada. All 

that is certain is that Olive felt a great deal of personal guilt after the trip, in addition to grief 

because Ada clearly felt as though there was nothing to feel guilty about. What sort of no-good 

they got up to is lost in time, but one thing that’s certain is that Olive and Ada’s relationship 

never fully recovered. With Myrtle’s prodding, Olive had gotten out into the world a bit. Yet, her 

experiences were limited enough that it didn’t take much to send her running back home.  

During 1933 and part of 1934, in the wake of the split with Ada, Olive experienced a 

nervous breakdown. Separate from her main journals, she began writing long, winding passages 

in a leftover Eclipse Speller workbook from the classroom where she taught. In these entries, 

Olive embarked on a personal interrogation, trying to determine just what kind of person she was 

and wanted to be. How religious was she really, how much did she believe? What were her 

personal moral lines? Was she really a good person after all or did she need to make a change in 

life? Her original plan had been to teach for a couple of years and then settle down married. 

Looking at her life she could see that things had changed, so what was her new focus and 

outlook to be? Where did she go from here?  



Olive would spend the next couple of years listlessly going about the routine and 

drudgery of teaching and church volunteering. She recorded every laundry load and every weed 

plucked from the church lawn. She hardly ever mentioned the students she taught, but she made 

sure to mention every school gathering and every choir practice. She mooned over the preacher, 

Mr. Taylor, and bemoaned his engagement to a younger and prettier woman whom she wanted to 

dislike, but found she couldn’t.  Her journal entries at this point are 1-3 sentences long, the barest 

bits of information scrawled onto the calendar days of a personal organizer. Olive was due for 

some more changes. 

The first change would come for Olive in the form of a summer work camp. The camp, a 

joint effort of the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), 

was deep in the south, in the woods somewhere near the borders of Kentucky and Tennessee. 

The camp had been set up to help rebuild some infrastructure in a very poor, rural area. The 

workers rebuilt and revamped local school buildings, spending the summer camped out in cabins 

with no electricity or running water. The atmosphere in the camps was light and friendly with 

regular trips to the watering hole and pickup baseball games. Over a couple of summers, Olive 

was eventually made camp director giving her a chance to experience another side of the 

working world, beyond teaching. Olive flourished with organizational and administrative duties 

at hand. She also enjoyed the lighter, more social environment of a group of young Quakers who 

were willing to have discussion-based meetings and not just prayer services like the Methodist 

Church back in Chandler.  

The second big change for Olive was the death of her mother. In 1944, Myrtle 

Goodykoontz grew ill and died, leaving a 38 year old Olive without the most influential person 

in her life. Suddenly, Olive was staring down a future as a schoolteacher in a small town with no 



husband and a monotonous schedule of church groups and choir practice. Olive needed to find a 

new purpose and luckily, one came along at just the right moment. The summer she made 

director was the same summer World War II ended and that was when she began to hear 

rumblings from the American Friends Service Committee about travel. Instead of going back to 

Arizona, Olive went north to stay with Indiana and Illinois relatives while she waited to hear 

about a posting from the AFSC. Unlike the intimidation and anxiety she felt before that first 

California trip, now Olive only felt excited anticipation. She assumed the AFSC would send her 

to Mexico, like her mother before her, and she began taking Spanish language classes in Chicago 

while she waited to hear. Then, two representatives from headquarters arrived with the news. 

“You should be learning German,” one said, and that was that. 

Germany immediately post-WWII was in dire straits. The country had been divided up, 

with the Allied Forces each controlling sections and the Soviets closing their grip on another. 

The Allies were there to restructure the entire country, a daunting task since it had been at the 

epicenter of the war. Of the bureaucrats and thinkers left alive, those remaining within the 

country then had to be cleared through a process called “de-Nazification.” As the Allies tried to 

weed out the Nazis and their influence from positions of power, they granted those as being 

deemed unaffiliated special papers to allow them to work again. Unfortunately, this didn’t leave 

many able workers remaining. The Allies had to deal with restructuring the governing bodies and 

they also had to deal with rebuilding infrastructure, like roads and buildings. In all this focus on 

rebuilding, however, there was little to no focus on aid. For the people still living in Germany, 

food, clothing, shelter, and medicine all became pressing needs. Because of the Nazis, the 

regular aid organizations like the Red Cross, who were hard at work elsewhere in Europe, would 

not touch Germany. Enter, the Quakers. 



The Quakers saw themselves as true pacifists and true neutral. They saw people in need 

and they wanted to help them, regardless of whether their paperwork had come through yet. 

Children in particular were a concern, not just for problems like hunger but also schooling. Olive 

did several 2-year shifts in Germany, starting in the town of Aachen in the British Zone. Using 

Aachen as a home base, Olive’s group traveled around to surrounding areas, making sure people 

had basic needs, writing reports on the health and status of the local children, and assessing what 

the schools needed to get up and running again. They drove care packages out to families and 

they held little parties and activity days for the children. They also ran a cafeteria out of the 

military barracks to make certain the children were fed. One report Olive filed noted how many 

calories per day the locals should be getting versus how much they had been getting. It was 

rough and often sad work, but Olive enjoyed it immensely. She also enjoyed making friends with 

the local families, even if it perturbed her to break her lifelong sobriety in order to avoid 

offending over offers of post dinner drinks.  

Olive’s time in Germany was among the best in her life and not because it was wall-to-

wall work. She and the other AFSC people would regularly hang out, playing ping pong, 

drinking hot cocoa, or playing a board game called Buccaneer. In order to help her German 

comprehension progress, Olive went to the theater and the movies regularly. Since Germany’s 

big production company, UFA, had been taken over by the Nazis and dismantled post-war, most 

of the films were dubbed imports. She saw films like Frenzy, a Swedish film about a deadly love 

triangle between a sadistic Latin teacher, a tobacconist, and a student and The Best Years of Our 

Lives, an American film about three WWII vets trying to adjust after coming home. At the 

theater she saw stage productions of Lady Windermere’s Fan and Romeo and Juliet performed in 

German. 



Olive’s first trip to Germany was also the auspicious beginning of The Three Musketeers. 

On the boat from America, Olive got to know Betty, a perky young gal in her 20s out in the 

world for the first time. Betty was a junior member of the group, but she and Olive became fast 

friends, Olive appreciating the girl’s temperament and willingness to get to work. When they 

arrived for their assignment, they met the section leader for their group, Gordon whom Olive 

casually referred to as “Go.” 

Gordon was just Olive’s kind of man. He may not have been a preacher, but he loved to 

wax philosophical and he relished it when Olive or Betty would hang on his every word. In one 

entry, Olive recalls a night spent lounging in Gordon’s room, just the two of them. They drank 

cocoa, gave each other backrubs, and spoke late into the night about anything and everything. 

She was mesmerized by the way Gordon spoke, how he could find meaning in the world around 

them. At one point he lit a match and, twisting the match up and down, declared “You know 

there is a parable in that. The flame is sin. When you stand upright it burns itself out. When you 

don’t stand upright it burns your fingers.” Olive could not imagine anyone had ever been so 

profound.  

While Olive was busy sighing over Gordon’s brilliance, “Go” was busy making time with 

Betty. On a trip back to the AFSC office in London, Olive manages to remain completely 

oblivious as to why Gordon is sneaking into the girls’ window in the middle of the night. She 

thinks that if she inserts herself into Gordon and Betty’s plans, she can maintain her “Three 

Musketeers” illusion, keeping the three in some form of stasis where Gordon and Betty’s 

relationship never progresses. Yet, love does find a way, even a way around a pushy older 

woman who just refuses to admit things about a relationship she’s not engaged in. Gordon was 



eventually transferred to another unit, leaving Olive and Betty behind – Olive as the new section 

leader and Betty as his fiancée.  

Having traveled to England again for their extended leave, Olive and Gordon parted ways 

on a windy London train platform in May of 1948: 

“We had seats as far as Salisbury but the train from there was so crowded that we didn’t 

get seats. Go stood but I sat on my typewriter case.  

 We had tea in a Lyon’s Corner House and then sat in the Waiting Room and the train in 

King’s Cross until his train left at six o’clock. We didn’t talk a great deal, but it was nice just 

being with him. The thought of the happiness which he and Betty are looking forward to brings 

me happiness for them, but I can’t help but wish that my own life was not so empty of the same 

expectations. There was a lump in my throat as I kissed him goodbye even though I knew I’d be 

seeing him again in a little over three months. Perhaps it was partly due to a feeling of self pity – 

which isn’t good.” 

 Before Olive resumed work with a new section in 1949, she would spend some time back 

in America. In Arizona, the schools and her church groups treated her like a minor celebrity and 

urged her to regale them with stories of her time overseas. But returning home to a life without 

the camaraderie she felt in Europe left her feeling stagnant and depressed. To avoid these 

feelings of darkness, she would throw herself headlong into her work with the AFSC.  

Over the next four decades, Olive would dedicate herself to a career of aid work and 

teaching young people global studies. She traveled across the U.S., giving talks at schools and 

meeting with politicians’ wives. She worked management level in the AFSC headquarters in 

Philadelphia. She served in sections in Germany and attended global conferences all across 

Europe. Olive may not have ever achieved her dream of settling down with a husband and 



starting a family, but she did her mother’s spirit justice when she set out to live a life of a 

capable, compassionate, independent woman.  


