
I am very sad to announce that on Saturday, 
April 4th at 2:12 PM my mother Arlene 
Schnitzer passed away in her home holding 
my hand. My mother had a strong heart, no cancer, 
but there was some blockage in her intestine that 
could not be resolved at her age. Earlier in the 
morning, she was talkative, and we Facetimed several 
of her nieces and nephews and she gave me advice 
about my life and her grandchildren.

My mother was born January 10th, 
1929 in Salem, Oregon, where her 
father and mother, Simon and 
Helen Director, had bought a small 
department store. When she was three, 
the family moved back to Portland 
where she attended grade school 
and a year of high school before she 
transferred to Westlake school for girls 
in Los Angeles and graduated from 
high school in 1947. As a young grade 
school and high school student, she 

was very active in civic theater in Portland and had 
always dreamed of having a career in Hollywood. She 
attended the University of Washington for one year 
and then applied to USC to move to Los Angeles and 
become the actress that she hoped to become.

During the summer of 1949, when she was twenty 
years old, she met my father, Harold Schnitzer. My 
father had grown up in Portland and had already 
graduated from MIT and served in the Army. After 
his military service, he joined his four brothers, 
Manuel, Morris, Gilbert, and Leonard, in the scrap 
business that his father and mother, Sam and Rose 
Schnitzer, had started earlier in 1905.

After spending several 
years in Asia working with 
his brothers buying scrap 
which was sent to Portland  
for their steel business, he 
came home for a visit and 
asked his younger brother, 
Leonard, who he might 
call for a date. Leonard 
suggested Arlene Director 
and they had their first date 
a week later. After their first date, as he was dropping 
my mother off at her parents’ home, she turned to 
him and said, “Harold, you are going to marry me, 
so you better get used to the idea!” My father said he 
liked a woman with strong opinions and after several 
weeks of dating they became engaged and had a 
wedding with 500 people five weeks later!

I was born in 1951 and shortly 
thereafter my father decided to 
leave the business partnership 
with his brothers and start our real 
estate business. He named his new 
company Harsch Investment Corp. 
(the first three letters of his first and 
last name). His first acquisition was 
a small office building in Portland, 
Oregon which he repositioned 
and leased. Over time he began 
to develop and buy properties in 
several Western States.
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In the early years of their 
marriage, my mother loved 
to golf and enjoyed working 
on civic projects. When 
I went to grade school in 
1958, she enrolled in the 
Portland Art Museum Art 
School which is now known 
as Pacific Northwest College 

of Art. After studying there for three years and at 
the urging of many artists in the community, she, 
along with her mother, Helen 
Director, opened the Fountain 
Gallery of Art. For 25 years, she 
operated the gallery. She would 
fly out of the house before my 
father in the morning and at ten 
o’clock at night, she would be 
making calls to a dentist friend 
trying to trade a painting for an 
artist in need of a filling. Such is 
the life of a gallerist!

While operating the gallery, 
my mother did an amazing 
job helping many businesses 
and individuals realize the 
importance of having art in 
their lives. She was committed to the fact that if we 
do not support visual and performing artists, they 
would not be able to stay in our communities and 
how devastating it would be to not have art and 
culture in our lives.

In addition to operating the gallery, she also 
produced a current event television show on the 
ABC channel and was the host of her own interview 
program on Oregon Public Broadcasting for 14 years.

After 25 years, she retired from the gallery and 
turned it over to the sales manager, Laura Russo, 
who had worked with her for over 12 years and, 
while Laura has sadly passed away, the gallery has 
continued as The Russo Lee Gallery. Her retiring 
from the gallery coincided with my father stepping 
back from his role of running our family real estate 
business that I had worked at since the age of 14. I 
was soon named President and continued my father’s 
strategy of expanding the business which has now 

become one of the largest privately held real estate 
companies in the Western United States.

In 1996 I got married and had two beautiful 
daughters and my parents were thrilled to have 
grandchildren. That same year my parents bought a 
house in Indian Wells at the Vintage Club and started 
to make many new friends in the desert community 
where they spent winters for the next 25 years.

Early in their marriage when they did not have 
the financial resources that came much later, they 

were very involved in various 
boards and organizations, 
volunteering their time. In 
1984, the family gave their first 
big philanthropic gift to help 
renovate The Arlene Schnitzer 
Concert Hall, now referred to 
as the “Schnitz.” In addition to 
philanthropic support, Arlene 
was highly recognized as one of 
the best board members for her 
energetic leadership and served 
many organizations such as The 
Portland Art Museum, Oregon 
Health Sciences University, 
The Children’s Institute, Girls 

Inc, Oregon Symphony, McCallum Theater in 
Palm Desert, Palm Springs Art Museum, Fine Arts 
Museums in San Francisco and The Performing Art 
Committee of The Kennedy Center of Washington DC.

To further the family philanthropy, in 1998 they sold 
The Claremont Hotel in Berkley/ Oakland for almost 
$90 million and that money was used to create The 
Harold and Arlene Schnitzer Care Foundation and 
The Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation.

While my parents’ 
major love was art of 
contemporary artists of 
the Pacific Northwest, 
they also developed a 
passion for Chinese Han 
Dynasty antiquities that 
are over two thousand 
years old! With the 
advice of internationally 
known dealer,  
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James Lally of New York, they assembled the most 
significant private collection of Han Dynasty  
artifacts in the country, which is exhibited at the 
Portland Art Museum.

When asked what my mother’s greatest legacy was, 
she always said her family, because nothing was 
more important to her than family. Not only did 
that include me and her granddaughters, Arielle 
and Audria, but also her two grandsons, Samuel and 
Simon. She also was a fabulous aunt to 22 nieces  
and nephews!

While she had friendships that went back to her 
childhood, she also was able to make many new 
friends throughout her life. In 1980 when we joined 
Portland Golf Club, she met many new golfers. Eight 
lady golfers formed a group called the Sea Cups and 
they would not only golf and play cards but also drink, 
laugh, and as they said, “let their hair down!” Some 
years later when OHSU was interested in starting a 
women’s health center project, my mother took the 
lead and brought in a group of younger women. She 
helped them to understand the importance of working 
together towards a community dream. Not only was 
she able to help mentor them, but they energized her 
with their personalities and interests. These are only 
two examples of the dozens of fundraising and civic 
projects my mother was involved with. She also served 
on more than 20 civic and cultural board of directors!

San Francisco was like a second home to my parents. 
We have had an apartment on Nob Hill for 38 years 
and she cherished her board service and wonderful 
friends she and my father had in San Francisco. 

During the last few weeks, I suggested that my mother 
go down to our beach home in Gearhart, Oregon we 
have had since 1978. She went down with a caregiver 
and a cook and was doing quite well during the first 
week. A week later, she began to have some issues, so 
I went down on Wednesday, April 1, and contacted 
her doctor. I thought it was best if she came back to 
Portland. Once home, her doctor recommended she 
have an MRI which revealed she had diverticulitis, 
an irritation of the intestines. The doctor was worried 
there might be a blockage and the only cure for that 
was surgery. At 91, I felt my mother was too frail for 
surgery, so we tried antibiotics to hopefully get rid of 
the problem. On Saturday morning when I went to 

see her, she was talkative and I thought it would be 
fun for her to Facetime several nieces and nephews. I 
did not know those would be some of the last people 
she would talk to. Later that afternoon, the doctors 
tried a technique to lessen her stomach issues which 
was not successful. At 2 pm, I said let’s get her back 
into bed to rest. She laid on her left side like she used 
to do and was holding my hand and looking at me 
and smiled. I thought she was just going back to sleep 
when she took her last breath.

Earlier that morning when we were talking, she gave 
me advice which I think applies to all of us: “Jordan, 
I want you to always be kind and have a happy life.” 
After she passed away, Lesya, one of the wonderful 
caregivers we were fortunate to have over the last 
several years, came to me and said that last Tuesday, 
before I came down to the beach on Wednesday, my 
mother had said to her, “I miss my late husband, 
Harold, so much. He died in April, and I’m going to 
die on April 1st or 2nd so I can go find him.”

She died on April 4th and now is buried next to him.
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Growing up with parents who were immigrants, she 
always felt lucky to live in this country. When she was 
a young girl, she told me she decided she wanted to 
“make something of herself.” I am not sure she knew 
what she wanted to be at that age, but her drive was 
there from an early age to “be somebody.”

Her drive and ambition led to a life full of passion. 
Passion for family, for friends, for the arts, for 
making the world a better place, and most of all, for a 
marriage of 62 years!

Over the last several decades, she was given many 
tributes. As the date of the event got closer, she would 
say, “Why did I agree to this? There are so many more 
deserving people.” My mother was always humble 
about her achievements and felt she was the lucky 
one to be able to give back to the communities she 
cared about.

She certainly had a fun side! She loved jewelry, 
clothes, and getting and giving presents. You should 
have seen her Christmas and Hanukkah lists. If 
she met a bellman in Pittsburgh she liked, he got a 
gift! Chinese food? Could not get enough! Finally, 
chocolate chip cookies – she rarely cooked, but when 
she did, it was to bake 500 chocolate chip cookies... 
the kitchen was a disaster, and my father always 
ended up cleaning the kitchen after she was done!

To all our cherished staff at Harsch, my 
mother was always appreciative of all the current and 
past staff. She never forgot and always told everyone 
that the ability for the family to be philanthropic was 
based upon the success of the business. She hoped 
that all of you took pride in all that we have tried to 
do to make our communities a better place to live. 
Now that she has passed away, all of her business 
assets will go to The Harold and Arlene Schnitzer 
CARE Foundation which will continue to fund 
worthy causes. 

If there are tears for my mother, they must be tears of 
joy. Do we all wish she was still with us? You bet, but 
age had taken a toll on her and it was hard for her to 
be the woman, mother, and friend she had been all 
her life. While I was not ready for her to go, she was.

Please know that she felt so blessed to live the life she 
had and to become the person she dreamed of being 
when she was a little girl.

Jordan Director Schnitzer
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