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DRYE, SHIRLEY JANE 

REUSCH (1929-2017) 
 
(Left, Shirley Drye in her Pacifica home, 

July 5, 2016. Photo: Jean Bartlett) 

 

In July of 2016, I knocked on Shirley 

Drye's door with both a tape recorder 

and camera in hand. The purpose of my 

visit was to interview and photograph 

Shirley for a feature story in the 

Pacifica Tribune. Features, like any 

newspaper story, have a size limit. For 

those who knew Shirley, they know 

there were no limits to her interests, her 

knowledge, her tidbits to share, and 

definitely no limits to her enthusiasm. 

My original interview notes came in at 

3,411 words. The story I wrote for the 

paper came in at 856 words. Whittling 

Shirley down to an 856-word story was 

one of the toughest self-editing jobs I 

have ever done. This story on Shirley 

pulls from that original interview, a recent interview with Shirley's daughter Diana Drye Leibrich, Shirley's own 

journal musings, and additional research. 

 

"The soap plant, also called soap root, or more scientifically 'Chlorogalum pomeridianum,' was extremely beneficial 

to the Ohlone people who once lived in what is now Pacifica," Shirley explained to this Pacifica Tribune writer 

shortly into the July 5, 2016 interview. "If you strip off the plant's fibers and crush the bulb, it foams easily with 

water and can be used as soap or a shampoo. If you cook the bulb it can be eaten. (One way is to slow roast it in a pit 

oven. It tastes something like a sweet potato.) The Ohlone people also mashed up hundreds of the uncooked bulbs 

for fishing." (It creates a toxin that temporarily stuns fish, causing them to rise to the surface for quick gathering.) 

 

A longtime volunteer at San Pedro Valley Park in Pacifica, Shirley showed thousands of visitors this native 

California plant, among many other native plants. 

 

"Now I am not a botanist," Shirley stressed. "I am however a native plant expert and I want to talk to Pacificans 

about pampas grass. People put it in the front yard and each plume has a million seeds. It is not native. There are 

spaces and hills that are covered in it. Get rid of it." 

 

Shirley was born in Lawrence, Kansas, on April 11, 1929. She was the youngest child of Frank and Sophia Julia 

(Walzel) Reusch. 

 

"When I was growing up, Lawrence was about 15,000 people," Shirley noted. "Now it has more than 90,000. It's a 

pretty town, right there along the river, with a university. We lived in a small house in a very affluent neighborhood. 

The banker, the editor, the judge, the mill owner, the interior decorator – they all lived there in big houses and our 

house was small. I thought we were poor when I was little but we were very middle class. We had a car, and a 

telephone, and we owned our own home. But we were always accepted and it was a very intellectually lively 

community. It was a good place to grow up." 

 

This California archaeologist was rooted in 

Pacifica history 
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"My mom's oldest sibling was her sister, Laura 

Lee 'Lolly' Richardson," Diana Drye Leibrich 

said. "She was born in 1909 and lived her entire 

life in Lawrence. She died a little more than 20 

years ago, not long after my mom and I traveled 

to Lawrence to see her, my mom's childhood 

home and to see Lawrence. It was a fabulous trip 

and an emotional trip. We visited the local 

museum and my mom was thrilled to see an old 

dollhouse there that she used to play in that 

belonged to one of her neighborhood friends. My 

mom's next oldest sibling was her brother Frank 

Byron 'Budge' Reusch. He was born in 1915 and 

died in 1984. He lived in Ottawa, Kansas. Her 

youngest brother was Wesley Adrian Reusch. He 

was born in 1918 and according to my mom's 

journals, 'He was born right after World War I, so 

my mother gave him the initials, WAR.' He lived 

in San Diego and died in 1982." 

 

 

 

"My sister Lolly was an extraordinarily bright student," Shirley said in 2016. "Her teachers tried to talk my father 

into sending her to college but he wouldn't do it because, he said, 'Women are just going to get married.'" 

 

Shirley never knew her father. He died in 1930, when she was 11 months old. 

 

"People were always telling me when I was a child how they knew my father, and how he was such a wonderful 

man, and I would burn to cry because I never knew him. It was very hard for me. My dad was a merchant. He had a 

Ford Agency, autos. He started out in an auto mechanics garage but eventually had his own shop. But then you are 

running into the Depression. When he died my mother said a lot of people owed him money but the family lawyer 

said it was pointless to try to collect because nobody had any money." 

 

Shirley wrote about her father in one of her journals. 

 

"My father was born in 1882 on a farm in Northeast Kansas, the oldest of about 15 children, including five 

brothers. My dad seemed to have the wanderlust, though, and he ran away with a circus when he was 15. We 

have a photo of him as a circus performer at that age, in tights. He was a tightrope walker, trapeze 

performer, and balloon ascensionist. Later on, he also performed in vaudeville as a singer and dancer, and 

he played stringed instruments. In his 20s he appears to have settled down since he met and married my 

mother in Texas about 1908. They eventually settled back in Kansas, where he owned an auto mechanics 

garage and Ford automobile agency (the first in Lawrence). This is what he was doing when I was born. He 

died on March 17, 1930." 
 

"My mom's mother was born somewhere in Texas," Diana said. "I'm not sure where. When she was 16, her father 

kicked her out of the house. Sometime later, my grandmother became a 'Harvey Girl.' Harvey Girls were waitresses 

at Harvey Houses which were restaurants along the railroad throughout the U.S. during the early to mid-part of the 

20th century. According to my mom, Harvey Girls were the equivalent to stewardesses back in the heyday of airline 

travel. My grandfather was a pastry chef at some point for Harvey Houses and that's how they met. Sadly I never 

knew my grandmother. She was completely senile from the time I was 4 and she died when I was about 14. 

Everything I know about her, I learned from my mom. I know she was a strong woman and that she raised and 

supported my mom on her own with help from her older children." 

 

Shirley wrote further in her journal: 

 

"Harvey House apparently moved chefs around regularly, since my mother said the girls had an informal 

seniority system about 'who got' the next chef. When a girl's turn came up, the other girls were supposed to 

let her have a clear path to capture his affection. But it seems the chefs also had ways to play favorites, and 

Shirley Reusch, Lawrence, Kansas. Circa 1932-1933. 
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the manner in which they did this was to sneak sweet buns into the generous pockets of the girls' aprons, of 

all things!  

 

One chef had a very short tenure at the house, and the girl whose turn it was felt cheated and claimed the 

next chef as well. My mother treated it as her turn. The new chef was, of course, my father. According to my 

mother, before long he was slipping fresh hot buns (I can hardly write this without laughing!) into her 

pockets." 
 

"During the Depression my siblings worked and helped my mom out," Shirley said in 2016. "My sister had a good 

job and both of my brothers worked various jobs. My mom worked for a short time as a seamstress. But everybody 

always wanted to talk to her about my dad because he was a well-loved man and she couldn't handle that. A 

neighbor, whose husband was a railroad engineer, took in laundry so she wouldn't have so much time on her hands. 

She told my mother to do that too and she did. Because we had all those wealthy neighbors, my mother had quite a 

wide clientele." 

 

Shirley graduated from high school in 1947. 

 

"My siblings always said, one of us is going to graduate from the university, and it's going to be you. But because 

they were all so much older, when it was time to go, they were all married with kids and had jobs. They didn't have 

any time to think about it. My mother sent me to a business school in Omaha and from there I went to work for the 

FBI in Washington, D.C. when Hoover was the director." 

 

The work was interesting. Shirley and seven other clerks, all women, refurbished old dog-eared reports which were 

completely fascinating to read. Shirley once rode the elevator with Hoover and recalled with a laugh that she didn't 

notice anything suspicious about him. "He looked just like his picture." But she wasn't impressed with the FBI's 

investigative skills. 

 

"While I was working in this 8-team unit, this young FBI agent used to come 

by every day and flirt with one of the girls. After about a week someone 

asked him, 'Why do you come by every day at the same time?' And he said, 'I 

am looking for someone. She signs in every day and out every night and we 

don't have a clue where she is. Does anybody know Shirley Reusch?" 

 

Shirley didn't stay long with the FBI. She got a job as a clerk in Air Force 

Intelligence. She got the job through her home district Congressman whose 

aide was a friend of her family. Shirley was 18. 

 

"We were called 'the government girls' and we lived in these dormitories and 

there were military bases around us. There were always all these social things 

going on." 

 

In 1950, Shirley met Carl Drye. He was in the Army. They married in 1953 

and Shirley moved back home to Kansas while Carl, who would be the 

recipient of a Bronze Star, served on the front lines in Korea. During that 

time, Shirley got a job at the University of Kansas at Lawrence and also 

enrolled as a student. Following Carl's release in 1954, the couple moved to 

San Francisco. (Carl lived in San Francisco before he went into the Army.) 

 

"Carl enrolled at the University of San Francisco on the GI Bill and went to work for Kilpatrick's Bakery, where his 

brother worked. As a route driver, his hours enabled him to go to school. I enrolled at San Francisco State University 

as soon as I got here. I also got a job at a law firm and planned to attend SFSU full-time after Carl graduated. But I 

wanted a baby and decided to put off staying in school." 

 

http://www.bartlettbiographies.com/


Author: Jean Bartlett. © 2017 (www.bartlettbiographies.com) 

The story of Shirley Drye (page 4) 

 

 

 
 

Carl and Shirley Drye on their wedding day in February of 1953. 

 

The couple's first child, Tristan, was born in 1956, and the couple had two more children, Tom, a year later, and 

Diana in 1965. In 1958, Shirley and Carl bought a home in Pacifica, the same home she lived in when she was 

interviewed in 2016. "Back when we bought our home, I could look out over my backyard and not see a house." 

 

The couple became involved in Pacifica. They attended City Council meetings regularly. In 1966, Shirley wrote a 

column for the Pacifica Tribune. In the 1970s, Shirley, who had originally planned to head for a degree in English, 

found her calling both in plants and anthropology. 

 

"My mother was a gardener and she had taught me how to garden," Shirley said, "and maybe that's where the 

thought was originally planted, pardon the pun. But it was during the drought in the 1970s that all these wildflowers 

grew along Fassler Avenue. A botanist told me that during the rainy years, the deeply-rooted plants thrive and they 

take up all the space. When you have a drought they suffer and the shallow-rooted plants, your wildflowers, thrive. 

The cut along Fassler was solid orange. My friend Dina Savage, who did our cable channel back then, decided we 

should do a program on the wildflowers, and we did, on the flowers a driver sees through the car. And so my love of 

what grows in Pacifica just grew." 

 

At the same time, Shirley was given a little paperback on anthropology, something she had never thought about. 

And she was absolutely thrilled from first page to last. 

 

In 1976, Shirley was a member of Pacifica's Bicentennial Committee and that committee turned into the Pacifica 

Historical Society. In 1978, following the enactment of Proposition 13, the Sanchez Adobe was closed. 

 

http://www.bartlettbiographies.com/


Author: Jean Bartlett. © 2017 (www.bartlettbiographies.com) 

The story of Shirley Drye (page 5) 

 

 

"The Adobe was tented, debugged and locked up," Shirley said. "In 1979, we, the Pacifica Historical Society, 

reopened it. We got a grant to hire a part-time director, we developed a docent program and we staffed the Sanchez 

Adobe with volunteers. We were on our own." 

 

In 1979, Shirley started volunteering at Pacifica's Sanchez Adobe. Located on the site of a 1786 mission outpost, the 

Sanchez Adobe is the oldest building in San Mateo County. It was built by Francisco Sanchez – ranchero, former 

Commandante of the San Francisco Presidio and the eighth Alcalde of San Francisco – between 1842 and 1846. 

(The Sanchez Adobe Historical Site is a San Mateo County Park. It covers 5.46 acres. It is operated by the San 

Mateo County Historical Association.)  

 

Shirley also went back to school. She graduated from SFSU in 1982 at the age of 53, with a Bachelor of Arts degree 

in Anthropology with an emphasis in archaeology. She graduated summa cum laude. 

 

   
 Shirley stands within a California "tule" forest. Tule was used Graduation Day, SFSU, 1982. 

 by Native Americans as a food resource and as a material to 

 thatch clothes, baskets, shoes, and more. Circa 1979. 

 

"I worked, I married, I became a mom, I worked as a temp, I worked full- time, I raised kids, I went back to school 

and I never felt I neglected any part of my life. I never felt over-taxed. I was young and had the energy." 

 

  
Circa 1989. Shirley and Carl with their kids, left to right, Diana, Tristan and Tom. 
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Shirley was employed by the San Mateo County Historical Association as a site manager at both the Sanchez Adobe 

and the Woodside Store on Tripp Road. (The Woodside Store is a fully-restored wooden structure once used by Dr. 

Robert Orville Tripp, a dentist, as his dental office, a general store and a post office, when the lumber industry in 

Woodside was it its peak in the 1800s.) 

 

"Through these San Mateo County Historical Association positions, my mother conducted environmental and 

historic education programs for school groups," Diana said. "She also lectured to adult groups on the native people 

of the Bay Area and California's Mexican Rancho Era." 

 

Included among Shirley's many written works are: "The Legacy of Francisco Sanchez, Part I," Shirley Drye and 

Joan Levy, published by the San Mateo Historical Association in 2000; and "Don Francisco Sanchez – A Man of 

Integrity," Shirley Drye, published by the San Mateo Historical Association in 1986. 

 

"A couple of times I got paid as an archaeologist," Shirley said in 2016. "My big work was in Marin County, near 

the Richardson Bay Bridge. It is Miwoks over there and it was a great experience. I worked there for a full season, 

January until late in the summer. I also did work on a dig here at the Adobe where we found bones and shell 

material. This was the beginning of my profound interest in the life ways of the Native people." (Shirley was a 

recognized expert on Pacifica's Ohlone people. She also worked on at least two other digs in California which 

qualified her as a California Archaeologist.) 

 

 
Shirley on a California dig in the Mid 1980s. 

 

"I always make it clear that when I talk Ohlone, I am speaking about the Ohlone here in Pacifica. For example, an 

Ohlone man taught me how to make a ceremonial sweetgrass incense in a way that would have been done here, 

because of what was available here. Now in Pacifica, we had two Ohlone villages. The smaller village, Timigtac, 

was along Calera Creek in Vallemar. The fairly large village, Pruristac, was along San Pedro Creek in Linda Mar, in 

what became the Sanchez Adobe site. When you hear the word "tac" it means a village site. Each of these villages 

thrived in the area long before the arrival of the Spanish in the 1700s. 

 

As to whether Miwoks and Ohlone interacted, who knows. When the Missions came along it became very confused, 

but supposedly, contrary to what people think, the padres had a good relationship with the natives. 

 

I can't explain where this deep interest in California history, particularly Pacifica history, came from. It's just me." 
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A docent with the Sanchez Adobe for 40 years, an "avid" volunteer at the San Pedro Valley Park, a dedicated 

longtime member of the Pacifica Historical Society and the San Mateo County Historical Association, Shirley was 

an outspoken advocate for saving the Little Brown Church. (It was saved by the Pacifica Historical Society and is 

now the Pacifica Coastside Museum at the Little Brown Church.) She also was one of the very dedicated individuals 

who worked long and hard to bring Sweeney Ridge and Mori Point into the Golden Gate National Recreation Area 

(GGNRA). She was multi-awarded, which included the City of Pacifica Open Space Preservation Award and a San 

Mateo County Parks Award. During her 2016 interview she noted she was in the midst of writing a book. 

 

In a life filled with love, learning, teaching and joy, Shirley also had her great sorrows. In 1992, Shirley's husband 

Carl died. He was 62. 

 

   
Carl and Shirley Drye on their 38th anniversary. Shirley, and Cleo, pose with grandkids, left to right: 

 Brynn Drye, Chase Leibrich and Sedona Aasen. 2009. 

 

"We were married just short of 40 years," Shirley said. "It was very sudden. He had worked as a division sales 

manager for Kilpatrick and he was very content. He was one of the most content men. I used to love to sit and watch 

him play with the kids. I still miss him." 

 

In November of 2015, Shirley's daughter Tristan died. Tristan Drye Aasen was 59. "My heart still aches," Shirley 

said. 

 

Shirley died after a brief illness on March 7, 2017. 

 

"Although my mom had so many accomplishments, I believe that she viewed being a parent and especially a 

grandparent as her biggest achievement," Diana said. "She absolutely loved being a grandma and had such a close, 

special relationship with her grandchildren. My mom had a girl, Tris, then a boy, Tom, and then a girl, me. We, in 

turn, had one child each: my sister a girl, Sedona; then me a boy, Chase; and then my brother a girl, Brynn – just like 

my parents, girl, boy, girl. She was a very good mom, but like most kids, we, at times, drove her crazy. I think she 

enjoyed being a grandmother more than being a parent, but then again I hear this is common. I know she was 

extremely proud of her children, however. She always bragged that she and my dad were the only couple on either 

side of their families to have all of their children graduate from college, with two of us, my brother and me, going on 

to get master's degrees. 

 

I think in this story on my mom, she would really like to emphasize her deep, unwavering love for Pacifica and how 

proud she was of her accomplishments, especially her work on Francisco Sanchez and the Ohlone people. I think 

she would also want to tell everyone, 'To never ever stop learning, and do crossword puzzles and watch Jeopardy to 

keep your mind sharp.' And I just had a flash of her saying, 'Ha! Archaeology was my greatest achievement, but you 

guys were a close second.' 
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She was an amazing, dynamic, and an extremely intelligent woman. She was always curious and never stopped 

being interested in learning new things up until the end of her life. She was a great mom and a fantastic role model. 

She raised strong, independent children and supported us through all life's ups and downs. She led an incredibly full 

life. She was unforgettable. And I truly believe she is at peace and is happy." 

 

Shirley is survived by her son, Carl Thomas Drye, Jr., daughter Diana Drye Leibrich, son-in-laws Carter Aasen and 

Mike Leibrich, grandchildren, Sedona Aasen, Chase Leibrich, and Brynn Drye and numerous other family and 

friends, including a ton of fans in Pacifica. Donations in Shirley Drye's name can be made anytime to the Little 

Brown Church (the Pacifica Historical Society), the Sanchez Adobe (San Mateo County Historical Association) or 

to San Pedro Valley County Park. 
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