Janet Phillips Forbes
June 12, 1918 - June 5, 2016

Janet Elizabeth Phillips Forbes enjoyed a lifetime of nearly a century before passing on
June 5, 2016. Nothing meant more to her than her family. When she was thirty-three years
old she married Charles Henry Forbes. During the four years immediately following her
marriage, she lost both of her parents and gave birth to her daughter and son. Several
decades later she became “Grandma” to four grandsons.
Born on June 12, 1918 in Rochester, New York, Janet enjoyed growing up with her older
brother. Especially memorable were their summers at Conesus Lake. Both siblings
attended the University of Rochester, but on different campuses. (In those days, the men
were at the River Campus and the women were at the Prince Street campus. The Cutler
Union portion of the Memorial Art Gallery was formerly the student union and
administrative offices for the College for Women.)
The annual musical at the women’s college was written and produced by students.
Original scores attest to Janet’s musical talent. She composed music for A Grim Fairy
Tale, I’d Rather Be Stuck, On the Brink…, and Speak of the Devil. She also was the
musical director for the productions during both her junior and senior years. Her family
enjoyed hearing her sing from On the Brink when she would reminisce.
During Janet’s 60th Reunion luncheon speech she shared from The Rochester AlumniAlumnae Review, “Kaleidoscope… made its first appearance in 1910 as a mon-ey-raiser
for the YWCA… Perhaps the most notorious K*Scope was the 1939 production. On the
Brink, a satire on the international situation, brashly publicized by telegram to Adolf Hitler
asking him to hold off from war so as not to out-date the theme.” She continued her
remarks, “The lyrics for On the Brink were written by Harriet Van Horne and the music by
Janet Phillips…
We’re on the Brink. In spite what critics think
We’re on the Brink of War
And Parlor Pinks declare it’s just a Jinx

When we predict a War.
At sound of shot and shell
We’ll tell the boys to go to……...Well;
We’ll leave Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini
On the Brink”
In ink, below her typed remarks, she added, “And indeed Harriet Van Horne did send a
telegram to Adolf Hitler begging him to hold off on the war. The AP picked it up and it
made The New York Times and many other newspapers.”
After her graduation, Janet spent a few months working at radio station WHAM before
being hired as the Concert Bureau Manager at the Eastman School of Music. She
described her little “fish bowl” office in the center of a great hallway. She enjoyed being
able to see everyone through the glass walls that surrounded her. She related that she
made arrangements for William Warfield’s first paid job as a performer. (William Warfield
went on to become a world-famous bass-baritone, well-known for his rendition of, “Ol’ Man
River,” in the musical, “Showboat”.) The family still has letters to Janet from Warfield, and
others from the Eastman School of Music, which were sent to her from various World War
II duty posts.
In 1943, Janet began a new job. The Rochester Alumni-Alumnae Review reported, “It
takes a gal with lots of ‘do’ to fill the job of alumnae secretary and field representative of
the College for Women and such a gal is Janet Phillips.” She absolutely loved traveling to
high schools and preparatory schools around the country to convince girls to apply for
admission to the University of Rochester.
While other women were bargain-hunters, Janet was a bargainer. Looking through letters
that she received and drafts of letters that she sent, one finds that she negotiated for a
higher salary on the basis that women should not be paid less than men. She was granted
the higher salary by the university president. Then she advocated for the creation of a
director of admissions position solely for The College of Women. Her request was granted.
In 1950, she became the first Assistant Director of Admissions for the University of
Rochester.
Janet quipped, in her 50th Reunion Autobiography, that after being promoted, “I was
asked to complete my M.A. After a couple of years, I opted for my MRS. and have been
an addicted volunteer for the University ever since.” How does one begin to describe her
commitment and countless hours of work for her alma mater? For her, it was a labor of
love.

Speaking of love, on September 29, 1951, Janet married Charles Henry Forbes in St.
Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Rochester, New York. Before they were married, Janet and
Charles bought the property that would become their home. Apparently the widow who
owned the land thought that they were a handsome couple and agreed to the deal, even
though the land had not been for sale. Together, the newlyweds designed their house and
had it built. Janet even contributed by learning bricklaying to create a reproduction colonial
kitchen. Then, she went to work on the gardens.
Gardening is probably not the correct word to use for what Janet accomplished. She
should be called a landscape architect. She found field stones and had them brought in to
create rock gardens. She planned each area of her creations to be like a room; each with
a different feel and different plantings. Over the years, she spent an enormous amount of
time and effort perfecting her handiwork. Others appreciated her skill and talent. Eastman
Kodak Company brought models to the gardens for photo shoots. The gardens were on
tours four times across four decades.
Back-in-the-day, when Janet got married, it was customary for a wife to become a
homemaker. She, however, yearned for intellectual stimulation beyond the confines of her
home and yard. She took language classes in the evenings at Brighton High School. She
learned Spanish, Italian, German and Russian. She put her knowledge of languages to
good use in combination with her passion for travel. During her lifetime, Janet traveled to
five continents exploring cultures and history.
A life-long critical thinker, Janet devoted many hours to developing background knowledge
as preparation for her volunteer commitments. She served on boards of directors for eight
organizations and held numerous leadership positions with other community groups. The
culmination of her volunteer experience with the University of Rochester was when she
was named to the Board of Trustees in 1975. After her term, she continued to make
contributions as a Life Trustee.
In 1970, Janet was awarded the University of Rochester Alumni Citation. In part, it read,
“Janet Phillips Forbes has a legendary genius for rallying the spirits and loyalties of
literally hundreds of alumni and friends of the University community. She is an alumna to
whom this citation is awarded with special pride.”
Her legacy endures. Every year a student receives The Charles and Janet Phillips Forbes
Endowed Undergraduate Scholarship. The Charles and Janet Forbes Entrepreneurial
Competition is held every spring with an award for engineering students from an endowed

fund. A plaque in the Office of Admissions dedicates the reception area and conference
room to Charles H. and Janet Phillips Forbes.
When Janet made time to relax she would paint, or play the piano, or golf. Since her
husband was an avid golfer, she learned the sport. After his death she continued to enjoy
weekly outings at CCR with the Ladies Putting Association. Pieces of her artwork hang in
her children’s homes. Some of it is signed as Phillips, and some as Forbes. Her painting
avocation has spanned most of her lifetime. Playing the piano has also been an enduring
hobby. Apparently, when she was young, Janet would ask her mother to play her practice
pieces once for her. Then Janet would be able to play by ear, without needing to learn how
to read music. As she became older, the ability to play without music was a real benefit.
She loved sitting down to a keyboard and entertaining those around her. Recently she was
playing at The Friendly Home.
Janet Elizabeth Phillips Forbes was a remarkable woman. She is lovingly remembered. At
the family’s request, electronic guest book messages are not being read or posted.
Services will be private. In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to the University of
Rochester.
• Janet served on the Board of Directors of the Eastman Dental Center, the American
Association of University Women, the Women’s Council of the Memorial Art Gallery, the
Alumni Federation, the Alumni Association for the College of Arts and Sciences of the
University of Rochester, Historic Pittsford, and the Chatterbox Club, and the Board of
Trustees of the University of Rochester.
• Janet served in a leadership capacity as a member of the University of Rochester
Trustees Council, the University of Rochester Medical Center Child Health Advisory
Group, the University of Rochester Women’s Club, the Women’s Committee of the Civic
Music Association, The Landmark Society of Western New York, the Rochester Historical
Society, Rochester General Hospital Tanglewood Twig, Allyn’s Creek Garden Club, and
St. Paul’s Episcopal Church Vestry.
• Garden tours included the Rochester Civic Garden Club in 1959, the Long Meadow
Garden Club of Pittsford in 1968, the Seventh District Federated Garden Clubs of New
York State in 1971, and the Memorial Art Gallery in 1983.

