Marilyn Eleanor Wittrup
February 23, 1930 - June 26, 2020

Marilyn Eleanor Wittrup was born in Harlan, Iowa on Sunday, February 23, 1930, the
daughter and first child of Gordon and Agnes (Jorgensen) Sorenson. She attended what
was then Laurel School and Harlan High School, from which she graduated in 1948.
Marilyn was an accomplished musician from an early age, taking advantage of the need to
practice during dish washing time. She studied piano and organ and at age 13 became
the regular organist at Bethel Baptist Church in Harlan. During her high school years she
was a favored accompanist for vocalists and pianist for musical and other events,
including Gilbert and Sullivan operettas. She was also the regular organist at Pauley
Funeral Home which allowed her to skip Phys Ed, which she detested.
On June 7, 1949 she married Richard Wittrup. After a brief stint in Council Bluffs they
moved with their infant firstborn and their house trailer to Columbia, Missouri where
Richard finished his undergraduate work. From there they took up residence in Chicago
where Richard undertook graduate studies. Marilyn shortly became organist at Woodlawn
Baptist Church, a position she held during the rest of their stay in that city.
In 1957 they moved to Lexington, Kentucky where Marilyn, by then the mother of two,
became active in community work, including heading up the annual fundraising drive for a
hospital founded by Easter Seals for crippled children, especially polio victims, a service
that resulted in her being made a Kentucky Colonel by the Governor. One year she also
directed the summer bible school at Calvary Baptist Church with an enrollment of more
than a hundred children.
1968 found them in the Boston area where she, now the mother of three, was active in
First Baptist Church. She also organized and then managed Traveling Meals in Newton,
MA, a five day per week program for seniors.
Always interested in adventure, she in 1977 accompanied Richard who had accepted
employment in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. There she adapted to the restrictions on women by
giving piano lessons, serving as rehearsal and performance pianist for the Jeddah Light
Opera Company, an expatriate group that performed twice each year, and buying the
oriental carpets that continue to decorate her floors. During that time they acquired an
apartment in St. Cergue, Switzerland to which she frequently retreated as a respite from
the stringent living conditions in Saudi Arabia and where she could attend the American

church (Emmanuel Episcopal) in nearby Geneva.
1988 found them back in the US. Richard took a job in Detroit and Marilyn commuted back
and forth from their apartment there and the home they continued to maintain in Scituate,
MA, a suburb of Boston.
Richard's work took him to Houston TX in 1998 for three years and he finally retired in
2001 when they moved back permanently to their Massachusetts home. Their retirement
was characterized by extensive travel, the high point of which was a 12 day train trip
across Siberia.
They had owned a small dwelling in their home town of Harlan for many years, using it as
a place to stay during their frequent visits. Seeing it as an ideal retirement site, they had
long planned to take up permanent residence there "when they got old". In 2018 they
finally did so. She died in that home on June 26, 2020 peacefully and with family present.
Marilyn's circle of friends was wide and varied. Numerous people around the world think of
her as mother or grandmother. For them she provided a source of sanity and stability in a
turbulent world. Her 90th birthday party was attended by three Episcopal priests. There
are photos of her with the Queen of Jordan, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Governor
of Iowa and the Presiding Bishop of the US Episcopal Church. Though her formal
education ended with high school, she early on became counselor and wise mentor to
M.D.s and Ph.D.s.
She was a dedicated and attentive mother who persisted in loving her children while they
grew up in their own ways. She was also a loving and helpful wife, a talented and active
musician, a skilled homemaker proud of that role, and an eternal optimist.
She is survived by her husband Richard Wittrup; children Kenton (Sandra) Wittrup of Lynn
MA, Alan (Shannon Keith) Wittrup of Scituate, MA, Eleanor (Steve Sochacki) Wittrup of
Valley Springs CA, Katrina (Nigel) Taylor of Sancreed, Cornwall England and Steve
(Jennifer Logan) Borst of Salt Lake City, UT; five grandchildren and sister Kathryn Kuper of
Sioux Falls SD.
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Pauley Jones Funeral Home - Harlan
1304 Ninth Street, Harlan, IA, US, 51537

Comments

“

An external video has been added.

Pauley Jones Funeral Homes, LLC - July 13 at 12:20 PM

“

Thank you for a beautiful service. I spent many wonderful hours through the years at
family events with Marilyn and Richard, and I greatly admired Marilyn as a strong and
loving woman and wonderful host. I will miss her very much, but I will cherish my
memories of her.
Richard and family, may the warmth of your memories lessen the sorrow of your loss.
All my love,
Nancy Ovitsky (Jim Landfried's sister)

Nancy Ovitsky - July 11 at 04:03 PM

“

I am so sorry to hear of Marilyn's passing. I have only known Richard and Marilyn for
the past two years but their friendship through our library book discussion definitely
enriched my life. I was very glad to have the chance to share that time with you.
Maureen Hale

Maureen Hale - July 10 at 10:22 PM

“

Arrive in Style was purchased for the family of Marilyn Eleanor Wittrup.

July 06 at 07:51 AM

“

Hannah Marsh and family purchased the Arrive in Style for the family of Marilyn
Eleanor Wittrup.

Hannah Marsh and family - July 05 at 02:17 PM

“

With the passing of Marilyn Wittrup, the world has lost a GREAT human being.
We first met the Wittrup’s (Marilyn came as part of a “box set” with her husband
Richard) in the mid 1990’s when we moved to Detroit after Ed’s recruitment to the
Henry Ford Health System. Richard was a key strategic advisor to the Ford System,
and he and Marilyn similarly helped guide Ed in his new leadership role with their
warmth and incredibly sage advice on all matters strategic and political.
In the ensuing years, we would join the Wittrup’s and our mutual friends Vin and Gail
Sahney, for an annual long weekend of theater in Stratford, ON. The theater was
world-class, but the conversations we had during our many walks and over meals
(with wine, of course) and at the end of the day (with more wine), were even more
incredible. Marilyn was highly educated and remarkably well read, she was a world
traveler, and most importantly, she was kind and cared about people – as a result
every topic of our conversation was well-informed, was viewed through the lens of
social justice, and was made human by Marilyn’s contagious and ever-present smile.
Our lives were deeply enriched by our relationship with Marilyn, and we will miss her
tremendously.
Marilyn made the world a better place for us all. May God bless Marilyn and may
God bless Richard and her entire family that she loved so well.
Ed and Kathy Coffey

Ed Coffey MD - July 05 at 09:29 AM

“

Richard and I became friends with Richard and Marilyn Wittrup when they were living
in Situate, MA. We were doing a New England trip with Gary and Rose Ann in 2006
when I retired from teaching. We visited the Wittrups and had a wonderful time in
Boston.
When they moved to Harlan, we enjoyed many social gatherings with them. Marilyn
expressed an interest in joining our Literary Club so I took her to a meeting. We all
thoroughly enjoyed her knowledge and experiences.
Marilyn was a true friend and always had such an upbeat personality. She will be

missed by MANY. Richard and Sharon Daberkow.
Sharon Daberkow - June 29 at 04:36 PM

“

Marilyn was a very special person and a very special friend to me. My prayers are
with Richard and family at this time. May God be with you all. You are in my prayers.
Karen Anderson

Karen Anderson - June 29 at 10:14 AM

“

It is with sorrow I learned of the passing of Marilyn. Marilyn and Dick were leaders in first
Baptist Church of Newton when we joined the church in 1978. They became dear friends
as they were to so many in the congregation. Marilyn was active in the adoption into
America of a Hmong family, and the project to help them settle here. The effort was
abundantly rewarded as that family has flourished. Marilyn added warmth and grace to any
situation or gathering. Dick will have a lifetime of happy memories to mitigate his loss. Dick,
you and your family will be remembered in my prayers as you celebrate Marilyn's life in the
service tomorrow. Heather Palmer
Heather plmer - July 10 at 07:25 PM

“

Marilyn's capacity to play hostess to one and all and in a sense to "mother' us all was
unparalleled. With Richard she helped us with a medical program in rural Haiti and with our
daughter 's Scituate wedding. Mornings with her on her front porch drinking coffee were
memorable; we watched the gentle waves roll in and listened to the sea. May her soul rest
in peace and may our prayers follow her beloved family! From Gretchen Berggren
Newberry
Gretchen Berggren, M.D., M.Sc, - July 12 at 11:29 AM

