Harriet A. Spanel
January 15, 1939 - February 2, 2016

Harriet A. Spanel died at home in Bellingham, Washington, on February 2, 2016, at the
age of 77, surrounded by family and friends.
Born Harriet Rosa Albertsen to Harry and Rosa Albertsen in Audubon, Iowa, on January
15, 1939, she was the second of four children. She grew up on the family farm in rural
Iowa, where she worked along with her siblings in the cornfields, baling hay and cleaning
out the chicken coops. In high school, she played basketball, participated in student
government and was her graduating class valedictorian. Following high school, she
continued her education at Iowa State University in Ames. She graduated from Iowa State
University in 1961 with a degree in mathematics. In that same year, she married her
husband Les, who was completing his PhD in physics at Iowa State. After college, she
worked as a computer programmer for the Atomic Energy Commission at the Ames
National Lab.
After starting a family, Harriet and Les moved to Bellevue, Washington, in 1964, when Les
took a job as a research engineer at Boeing. It was in Bellevue that her involvement as a
community activist and leader began. After being intrigued by a brochure she received
with information about the Bellevue area, she joined the League of Women Voters, an
organization she was a part of for over 50 years.
In 1968, the family moved to Bellingham, when Les began his teaching career at Western
Washington University in the Physics Department. Harriet continued her involvement with
the League of Women Voters in Bellingham by helping to register voters, organizing
election forums and serving as the local chapter president for several years. Harriet also
jumped into other volunteer activities and issues in the city. She worked with her local
Catholic church in community support and family programs and was the chairperson for
the Adult Education Council of the archdiocese in 1978. She was also part of the Nuclear
Freeze movement in the 1970s and began her involvement with local government by
lobbying the city council and city administration on important neighborhood issues. She
followed that by serving on the Bellingham Planning Commission, where eventually she

served as chair, and then serving on the Bellingham Parks and Recreation Board.
Harriet said that her enrollment in a class at Fairhaven College was a life-changing
experience that led her to seek political office and fulfill her passion to help the community.
She ran for and was elected to the Washington State Legislature, where she served three
terms in the House of Representatives starting in 1987. She followed that by serving four
terms in the Washington State Senate from 1993 to 2009. Harriet represented the 40th
Legislative District, which includes parts of Whatcom and Skagit counties along with all of
San Juan County.
During her 22-year legislative career, Harriet was passionate about many issues affecting
both her district and the state of Washington. In particular, she was a consistent and
strong advocate for the preservation of our environment and natural resources, for
women’s and children’s issues, education, transportation and overall responsible
government. Harriet was a leader in the Washington State Senate and was the majority
caucus chair for the ten years preceding her retirement. After retirement, she continued to
be active on both the state and community levels, serving in numerous organizations,
such as the Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission and her local Sehome
Neighborhood Board.
She instilled in her children and other family members a sense of adventure and a love of
travel. In 1974, Harriet and Les took the family on an eight-month backpacking trip around
the Pacific Rim, visiting many countries in Asia and the South Pacific. She also traveled
many times to Denmark and other parts of Europe to visit relatives and friends. In 1982,
Harriet, Les and their daughter Kristine spent a year in Sweden as part of a teaching
exchange program. She continued to travel extensively up until her death and always
seemed to have several trips in the planning stage.
Harriet is survived by son Philip Spanel (wife Meilani Obra), son David Spanel (wife Maria)
and their sons Patrick and Mitchell, daughter Kristine Huntwork and her children Tyler and
Amanda, sisters Dorothy Hawkes (husband Bill) and Betty Price, brother Franklin
Albertsen (wife Becky), and many loving relatives and friends. She was preceded in death
by her husband of 41 years, Leslie Spanel, in 2002, and by her parents.
A Funeral Mass in celebration of Harriet’s life will be held on Saturday, February 20, 2016,
at 10:30 am at Church of the Assumption, 2116 Cornwall Avenue, in Bellingham. A
reception will follow.
The family asks that, in lieu of flowers, contributions may be made to any of Harriet’s

favorite causes:
Dr. Leslie Spanel Memorial Planetarium Endowment, c/o WWUFoundation.
Whatcom Hospice
Whatcom Land Trust
San Juan Preservation Trust
Skagit Land Trust
Museum of Danish America, Elk Horn, IA
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Church of the Assumption
2116 Cornwall Ave, Bellingham, WA, US, 98225

Comments

“

Our sympathies to Harriet's family. She had enthusiasm plus for the many groups
she was involved with. Her leadership was vital and her contributions to our city and
state were many. On a personal level,she was such a positive and caring person. It
was a joy to know her. Steve &Terri Inge

Steve - February 25, 2016 at 05:03 PM

“

I met Harriet years ago when the family first moved to Bellingham. I was teenage and
somehow we ended up paired up with a church project. I was her assistant teaching
CCD classes to at mission school. I could feel what a special woman was. As
everyone else has said her warmth was contagious and welcoming.
She invited me to dinner and I met the young family. Christine had just joined the
group and I could tell how much she was a happy addition to their boys.
My life took me away from the area but about a year ago at Costco, while waiting in
line I heard someone call my name in a questioning voice. It was Harriet. I have
intended to look her up but delayed. My lesson taken to heart....never put off till
tomorrow what you can do today. Thank you Harriet for this final lesson. I know you
were the living example of this. Your life will encourage me to do more, give freely
and love deeply. Thank you.
My wishes to the family she loved and I am sure will miss her is that the love and
memories you lived will bring you comfort and carry you thru.
Sherry ( Desmul ) Trust

Sherry Trust - February 20, 2016 at 07:17 AM

“

Harriet was a neighbor and friend. When my boys were very small and we were new
to the neighbor, her daughter Kristine babysat for us. Much later, my husband Rolf
fished with Les during one summer. I will always remember the neighborhood picnics
we had up at their home on the hill where food and friendship mingled. I always
admired their gardens, inspiring me to improve on mine.
Harriet had a loving, kind heart and even when she was away in Olympia she would
always remember something I was up to when I met her. After she retired, she was
active in the Sehome Neighborhood Association. I will never forget her warm smile
and her genuine interest in people and places. She will missed.

Janet Oakley - February 20, 2016 at 01:30 AM

“

Quiet and unassuming, Harriet had the tenacity and the brains to get things done.
She was powerful and the best at being a people's politician, without ever being
political. She and Mary Margaret Haugen got the transportation bill through. She
sponsored many bills to protect Blanchard Mountain and other hiking environments
throughout the state. She once asked my wife and me to hold a backyard fund raiser.
We could not refuse. I remember her standing in the rain on west side of bridge
going into Mount Vernon holding a campaign sign. She was a lady!
Dan O'Donnell
La Conner

Dan O'Donnell - February 20, 2016 at 01:30 AM

“

My atrocious speaking skills were one of the ways I got to know Harriet back at the
start, and I can hear her laugh now as I begin to tell this--a laugh it was always such
a privilege to hear. Here's what happened:
A neighborhood plan just across the street from my house had me deciding to speak
at a Planning Commission meeting. (For the public comment period I was right after
Harriet, in fact.) When it was my turn, atrocious isn't the word--it was cringe-worthy,
when my voice was even audible. And then it turned out this was played afterward on
the public access channel several times a day. I remember saying to Harriet, after
about a week of this, that it's a little bit cruel, what the cable access channel does to
people like me.
About a week later I saw her at a literary gathering at a farm out in the county, where
for a few minutes I was at the mic organizing a group bow, as a surprise to honor a
local writer. Next city meeting, when I walked through the building's front door, Harriet
was halfway up the stairs, and saw me. After I caught up to her, she said, "I have
something to say to you.
"You are a good speaker! And I know the secret for you, and you know what it is?" I
was surprised she would even pay attention to me. "Those were your people the
other night, that was your kind of audience. And you're good when it's something you
love."
In the best good humor, because it was Harriet, but she said it intently to me, too:
"You're GOOD it's SOMETHING YOU LOVE."
Those were my first moments with Harriet. In the years since, when she's become
such a close friend, those words keep explaining for me something that still kind of
seems a mystery: how such a gentle person has accomplished so much in the world.
Maybe it's because Harriet, when she spoke to us, made us all feel good. And you're
good when it's something you love.
There's a postscript: The neighborhood's contact person in the city offices told me
later that, while they were deciding to support the point I struggled to make at the
mic, they played that video several times. I guess they thought, if someone who is so
traumatized by a mic walks up to it anyway, there must be something there to pay
attention to.
And there's a moment I keep picturing about Harriet from all those years back, during
that Planning Commission meeting. She and I were both waiting in the hallway in the
wings for our chance to speak, and from a dozen feet away I watched a little as she
prepared. She was silently practicing her words, going over them, and I remember
thinking how surprising it was, that someone who'd spent decades speaking in front
of the leaders of our state was so intent in this small situation, on the details of a
neighborhood plan. She looked like I felt back then: a regular citizen preparing to
speak out for the first time; didn't look easy, even for her. Until, of course, she got up
to the mic. I started wondering then, and it’s more clear now after reading the

comments people have written about her: maybe all of this was personal for
her...even the smallest details, even the smallest moments. Progressives say that all
politics is local. Maybe, for Harriet, all politics were personal. Harriet led with her
heart, she let her heart lead her.
And she was very good at what she loved.
--Dave Cole
Dave Cole - February 19, 2016 at 02:50 PM

“

I first met Harriet in the late 80's while working together on some social issues. When
she decided to run for the House, she became a roll model for many due to her
incredible hard work door belling, speaking and everything else involved in running a
successful political campaign. Once elected, we worked together on numerous Labor
issues. I always knew the Labor Community, was in good hands with Harriet leading
our fight. Harriet retired with a 100% voting record for Labor, ( she even walked the
picket line with us at the refineries several times,) yet was also loved and admired by
the business and environmental communities as well. She was an incredibly
intelligent woman who had a great ability to quickly understand an issue and then
work to find a solution. Harriet is an icon who has set the bar so high in ability,
compassion, humbleness and kindness that I am very doubtful it could ever be
duplicated.
My wife Judy and I both considered Harriet a friend and she will truly be missed.
Tom Montgomery

Tom Montgomery - February 18, 2016 at 04:35 PM

“

Harriet did belong in both the House and the Senate. She was quiet and unassuming
and she managed to do lots of good things! Harriet was a very nice lady who worked
hard to make things right for everyone! Fanette Stewart, former workroom, facilities,
LSC and represntatives senior LA. Thank you Harriet for all the good things you have
done for us! I won't forget you. RIP.

Fanette Stewart - February 17, 2016 at 02:06 PM

“

I consider Harriet a soul sister since she moved to Bellingham. I was the first grade teacher
at Assumption School. She introduced the parish to the REX Religious Education Program
for persons with disaability. She introduced the Sisters to The League of Women. I have
many memories of Harriet, Les and the three lovely children: Philip, David and Kristine.
One great memory I won't forget when she invited me to do the Opening Prayer and
Blessing for the Washington State Legislature; I don't recall the year right now. Harriet will
be remembered as a woman of deep compassion, passion, integrity, and courage! She will
live on in our herarts for years to come. Deep Peace and love to Philip, David, Kristine,
their families and all her family and friends. Sister Mary Pat Murphy, Tacpoma Dominican
Sister Mary Pat Murphy, OP - February 22, 2016 at 01:42 PM

“

Harriet was a great friend and champion for both education and natural resource
protection here in Whatcom County. During her tenure with the Washington State
Legislature she was instrumental in improving this community, her home, as well as
many of our neighboring counties. Through her leadership and love of place, Harriet
helped protect the Canyon Lake Community Forest, added additional lands to Nesset
Farm in the South Fork valley, expanded Larrabee State Park, increased protected
areas in the Upper Chuckanut's and Blanchard Mountain, and laid the foundation for
the recent Lake Whatcom Park and Lookout Mountain Forest Preserve. Bellingham
and Whatcom County were beneficiaries of her leadership and vision, and we will
miss her greatly.
Rich Bowers

Rich Bowers - February 15, 2016 at 12:32 PM

“

4 files added to the album Harriet with the Keenans in San Miguel de Allende

Joy Keenan - February 13, 2016 at 08:44 AM

“

1 file added to the album Harriet Spanel

Joy Keenan - February 13, 2016 at 08:35 AM

“

I first met Harriet when we moved here 10 years ago. I had volunteered with the local
Democrats and hosted a potluck at my house on a Sunday afternoon. Harriet called
and introduced herself as Harriet Spanel and asked if it were alright if she could
come since she hadn't sent an rsvp. I said, of course, smiling to myself that she
should be so humble. I knew, of course, that she was our State Senator who had a
well deserved good reputation as someone who cared about the environment and
community. Well, she went out to her backyard and cut some rhubarb and made a
delightful rhubarb crisp that she brought with her to the potluck. I was floored and felt
so well represented by this capable, kind and knowledgeable woman. I will miss her.

Bert Monroe - February 09, 2016 at 06:36 PM

“

I can remember knowing I was at the right place when I saw her bumper sticker and
it said "A woman's place is in the House...and also the Senate.

Karen Ridley - February 09, 2016 at 10:51 AM

“

Harriet was such advocate for nature and the environment - in her home area and
beyond. During her time in the WA State Legislature, she was the strongest voice for
finding a solution to protecting older forest on Blanchard Mountain. She was a delight
to be in the outdoors with and always so genuinely appreciative of the work local
volunteers and nonprofits were doing. Harriet left a natural legacy that will endure.
Thank you Harriet. You are missed. Our deepest sympathies to all of the Spanel
family.

Molly Doran - February 09, 2016 at 10:51 AM

“

Clayton and I met the Spanel family when they moved to the Liberty St neighborhood
with their boys. Our two boys and their boys attended Franklin Grade School. We
worked on many school
functions and projects together as well as neighborhood get togethers. We were all
very excited for them when their daughter joined the family making it complete.
Harriet was a real icon in all of her endeavors. We are so sorry to hear of her
passing. Our deepest sympathy and condolences to her family. Clayton & LaDonna
George

Clayton - February 09, 2016 at 10:50 AM

“

I had the privilege of serving as Harriet's pastor at Assumption Church from 1975-81.
She was not yet in elective office but was always an activist and I used to kid her
about looking undressed without a button or two advocating some important cause
on her blouse or sweater. I was a somewhat headstrong young priest, and she
taught me a lot about the importance of listening in a collaborative way and the huge
gifts of our Catholic women. I'm sure the patient perseverance she demonstrated
with me was part of her remarkable success in the state legislature. She has always
been a hero in my eyes and I join so many others in mourning her loss. Pat Callahan

Pat Callahan - February 09, 2016 at 10:49 AM

“

Dear Spanel Family,
Although I hadnt seen either of your folks for years, I remember them fondly. I met
them in 1971 or so both at church and had your dad at Western and had pretty much
kept in touch through the years. I am so sorry for you loss and know they will be
missed. As you know, our mom was a go getter. I thank her for her service. My
prayers go out to all of you .God bless

Tony Volchok - February 09, 2016 at 10:49 AM

“

Dear Spanel Family:
So sorry for your loss. I have known and worked with Harriet for over 23 years. She was so
supportive to the city of Bellingham in all her years in Olympia. She was a great public
servant and will be missed by all. "SLEEP MY SISTER MAY PEACE BE WITH YOU"
Gene Knutson
Bellingham City Council
Gene Knutson - February 11, 2016 at 11:27 AM

“

Harriet Spanel was a legend. I served on the Mayor's Parks & Recreation
Commission with her when I was a teenager back in the 1970's. She taught me
ALOT and i am the professional I am now thanks to Harriet and her mentorship in my
teen years.

Nita Smith - February 09, 2016 at 10:48 AM

“

I was fortunate enough to have Senator Spanel as a role model and occasional
mentor for me over the period of many years. In 1987, right after starting her work in
the Washington State House of Representatives, I was selected as one of her first
Legislative Pages. I recall meeting her for the first time in person (we had chatted a
few times over the phone before my term started). We met in a small cafe in
downtown Olympia only a few blocks away from the Capitol. I had come prepared to
ask her about the rules and regulations to make sure that I was not going to
disappoint her. Though I was really nervous to meet, she turned the tables on me by
being so easy going and approachable, and she spent our lunch meeting quizzing
me about my college plans and career goals. And that's the way Harriet Spanel was:
She was eternally kind and generous, always gentle, and was perpetually interested
in promoting the youth of our community.
Although it was only for a few weeks, I really loved being her Page, and at the end,
she even fulfilled one of my requests by personally taking me to meet Governor
Gardner (which was a huge thing for me as a 16 year old high school kid). After
Paging, we kept in touch off and on, and sometimes she would check in with me to
see how I was doing at Western Washington University. Then, when I applied for law
school, I was lucky to receive a letter of recommendation from her, which I know
played a hand in getting me admitted because my college grades weren't that great.
Harriet Spanel was certainly the most popular bipartisan leader that we have known
in these parts, and for me, she was the only democrat that I have ever voted for on
multiple occasions. You never saw her without her smile, and when you spoke to her,
you always knew she was a very compassionate and selfless person. Now she
shines upon us as one of God's newest angels in Heaven. Rest in eternal peace
Senator Spanel, because you really have earned it, and although you're gone, you
leave us with a vision of how our leaders can and should act.
Jeffrey A. Lustick
Bellingham, WA

Jeffrey Lustick - February 08, 2016 at 12:53 AM

“

Harriett was our "back of the alley" neighbor from 1972-1976. Her zucchini bread
recipe has been shared over the years with friends in South Carolina, Tennessee
and Florida.
We admired her community involvement and political activism. Most of all, we
appreciated her kindness and true "Neighborly" attitude. Our condolences to her
family and friends.
Skip and Lynda Everitt, Gainesville, Florida.

Skip and Lynda Everitt - February 06, 2016 at 11:39 AM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 10:15 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 10:04 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 10:00 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 09:56 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 09:49 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 09:42 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Dar New - February 05, 2016 at 09:41 PM

“

1 file added to the album New Album Name

Brad Snowder - February 05, 2016 at 08:38 PM

