










	 Maril Lee Brubaker hails from a long line of 
creative types, so it’s no wonder she chose to live 
most of her life in the Kern River 
Valley, where rugged hills and 
raging rivers stir the poet in each 
of us.
	 Brubaker, a patient on service 
with Hoffmann Hospice, is an 
artist and poet whose paintings 
and writings are the legacy she 
will leave her family, friends, 
and caregivers at the Kern Valley 
Hospital skilled nursing facility 
where she lives. 
	 “My life’s been good, I’ve been 
blessed,” the 96-year-old Brubaker 
says. “They treat me very well, 
here. I’m everybody’s grandma.” 
	 Some of Brubaker’s 
favorite paintings – an oil of a 
granddaughter kissing the family 
horse, another of the Onyx general 
store – hang on the walls of her room as a daily 
reminder of her long and happy life in Weldon 
and Lake Isabella. Several of Brubaker’s poems 
were published by the Kern Valley Poet’s Society 
in annual issues of Reflections of the Kern. 
	 Her creative gifts come naturally, Brubaker 
says. 
	 “My mom was the ultimate optimist and 

	 Sharing heart-felt feelings and spiritual 
beliefs with others isn’t always easy, especially for 
bashful types like Eugene Balz. Throughout his 
87 years, though, until his death on December 
13, he found a way. 
	 Balz best expressed himself and his faith 
through poetry, a gift he discovered many years 
ago when his three children were very young, says 
son David Balz. 
	 “I remember once when I was a little kid he 
read us a poem that came to him after driving 
in the fog,” David says. “He’d had to follow the 
white line to be safe. In his poem, he related that 
white line to the Bible.” 
	 Most, if not all the poems contain a gospel 
message, says David, who shared some of his 
family’s favorites at his dad’s funeral. His father, 
he says, simply found it easiest to share himself 
through poetry. 
	 “He told me that about two weeks before 
he passed away,” Balz says. “He said ‘When I let 
Jesus write the poem, everything rhymes.’” 

Kern River poet-painter found life’s rhythm in 
mountain home

would have a poem for every occasion,” she says, 
smiling at the memory. “When I was little I used 

to make up silly poems all the time.” 
	 Brubaker was born in Ohio, but silent films 
piqued the interest of her parents who packed up 
the family and followed an aunt to Hollywood. 
Brubaker’s dad, Harry Woods, found his niche 
there, playing villains in more than 300 films. 
The family spent their first happy months in 
California camped out on a Santa Monica beach, 

Salt

The salt in the shaker 
Won’t do any good 
Won’t heal any wounds 
Or flavor any food 

Unless it’s tipped over 
It won’t come out 
Others won’t know 
What it’s all about 

The salt of the earth 
Our Savior did say 
So tip it over 
And shake away
                      -- Eugene Balz

Hoffmann patient shared self through poetry

where Brubaker rode horses and learned to 
swim. 

	 In 1949, she married Vernon 
Brubaker, who had helped develop 
the first fighter airplanes used in 
World War II. A tool-and-dye 
maker for Lockheed Corporation 
after the war, Vernon and Maril 
Lee were married for 38 years until 
his death in 1987.  
	 Ten years earlier, retirement 
brought the couple to the Kern 
River Valley, where their daughter, 
granddaughter and great-grandson 
still live. Brubaker loves spending 
time with them and is an avid 

reader, but 
no longer 
paints or 
writes. Even 
so, the siren 
song of her 
m o u n t a i n 
home still 
calls to her. 
	 “I think 

poetic,” she says “When I wake up every day, I 
start to move and feel the rhythm. That’s what it 
takes – a sense of rhythm.” 

Eugene Balz



the laughter and tears.” 
	 Burns and Stewart say they get “very 
attached” to their patients and families and 
do whatever they can to make the end-of-life 
journey as peaceful as possible, believing it’s 
the details that make the difference. For large 
families with multiple caregivers, for example, 
the nurses often provide a journal in which 
they document patient visits. Burns says the 
journals keep the family up to date on care 
and provide an outlet for “asking any questions 
they have forgotten to ask.” 
	 Both nurses love their work, but admit 
they’re sometimes frustrated by some of the 
prevailing myths of hospice care and do 
whatever they can to dispel them. They become 
very attached to their patients and families, 
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	 Most people know that hospice allows the 
terminally ill to stay comfortably at home and 
out of the hospital. What many are surprised 
to find is that “home” includes skilled nursing, 
residential care and assisted living facilities. 
	 Some Hoffmann nurses work exclusively 
in facilities like Carrington of Shafter, an 
assisted living facility, and Golden Living 
Center, a skilled nursing facility also in Shafter. 
The nurses’ presence, along with Hoffmann’s 
chaplains, social workers, home health aides  
and volunteers, is welcome since residents 
are content in the facilities and don’t want to 
leave, says Kimberly McAnally, Carrington 

administrator. 

“This is their home – they become attached to 
us and we to them,” she says. “If it weren’t for 
hospice coming in and helping us care for our 
terminally ill residents, we wouldn’t be able to 
keep them here.” 
	 Carrington staff monitors and dispenses 
medication, helps with bathing, dressing and 
grooming and offers residents a host of daily 
activities. McAnally says caregivers check on 
their charges an average of every two hours, but 
“there’s a lot more care involved with a hospice 
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patient and that’s okay.” 
	 Laura Burns and Michelle Stewart 
are veteran Hoffmann nurses who 
have worked together in skilled and 
assisted living facilities for four years. 
Burns, a registered nurse, says hospice 
nurses are experts in managing pain 
and other end-of-life symptoms; they 
educate family members in the art of 
patient care and assist in the education 
of staff and family regarding disease 
progression. 
	 “Hospice nurses don’t replace the 
care residents and patients are getting 
at these facilities, we support and 
enhance it,” she says. “We provide an 
extra set of eyes and ears, which is a 
comfort to the family and relieves the 
caregivers from having to handle the 
load on their own.” 
	 Stewart, an LVN, says 
Hoffmann’s policy of keeping patient 
loads reasonable – Hoffmann nurses 
see an average of four to five patients 
a day – allows her to spend more one-
one-one time with patients. Burns 
agreed, saying she chose a hospice 
career while still in nursing school because it 
offers that “total care to patient and family that 
nurses aren’t always taught.” 
	 It’s something Burns likes to call “the 
shmoogie part” of nursing. 
	 “It’s the kind of care we’re not given the 
opportunity to provide in any other setting,” 
she says. “It’s that soothing touch, the affection, 

offmann at work in care facilitiesH

many of whom are on Hoffmann’s service for 
weeks or even months.
	 That suits them just fine. 
	 “Of course we get very attached to our 
patients,” Stewart says. “Each patient reminds 
me of someone I love – you see a little of your 
own grandparent in every one of them.”






