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EH: This is Eleanor Hadden, today is July 8, 2001 ... it’s 2:50. We’re in Ketchikan,
Alaska and we’re interviewing Mae Leask So if you could go ahead and give me your
name.

ML: My name is Mae Irvine Leask. I was born June 4, 1921. That makes me 80 years.
EH: And where were you born?

ML: And I was born in Ketchikan.

EH: Do you have a Haida name and if you do ...

ML: No I don’t have a Haida name. I was given a Tlingit name ... but as a child we didn’t
remember or ... remember our names that they had given us ...

EH: What’s your clan?

ML: My clan is Eagle and Raven. Is that right?

EH: Could you explain why you’re Eagle and Raven. They mention that my grandfather
was an Eagle and my Grandmother was an Eagle and they met in SJS the starting of the
school and they couldn’t intermarry with the Eagle-Eagle so she had to change hers to
Raven... so that’s why we have the Eagle Raven clan...

EH: Could you could give me the names of your parents, your brothers ...

ML: You mean my mother?

EH: Your mother.

ML.:... My mother was Margaret Violet Jones her maiden. She had married my dad, Bill
Irvine and he passed away and she consequently married Otilius Olson. And her parents
were ... Mr. and Mrs. Joe Jones... her maiden name was Susan Finlay ... and they
originally married in Sitka... but they came down to Kasaan, Old Kasaan ... and then they
eventually got stuck there and of course, that’s why they built their home there in Kasaan.
EH: And how about spouse, your children, your grandchildren.
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ML: And I left home when I was about 16, 17 to go to Wrangell Institute. And
consequently married Ronald Leask ... from Metlakatla ... and we lived within this area
and then shortly after we moved to Seattle where Sharon, my oldest daughter was born.
Cause, Ronnie has, was born in previous to that ... I had four children ... there was
Ronnie, Sharon, Bob or Robert, and Susan, that’s my family, boy, girl, boy, girl...

EH: And where were they all born?

ML: The three were born here in Ketchikan and Susan .. we lived in Seattle at the time,
Sharon was born in Seattle.

EH: Do you know any Haida names for your children?

ML: No, none of the Children have Haida names ... at the time, I guess they didn’t
encourage ... children to either speak or learn their language ... at the time and of course
they were that interested in Indian ... Indian names or ... or anything to do with Indians for
that matter (laughs) ... as they do now, I guess, you know it’s more popular ... I guess ...
that they have all their Indian dances and potlatches and what have you ...

EI: Did you speak or understand Haida when you were growing up?

ML: I don’t know where I picked up the Haida. They didn’t speak much Haida, but I can
understand it to this day. But, I can’t speak it. I can barely put words together to make it
sound like, anyone can understand ...

JB: I had a question when you mentioned you had a Tlingit name. Why did you have a
Tlingit name?
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ML: My grandmother ... was from Klukwan area ... she was ... 1/2 Tlingit and 1/2
Russian... although she absolutely refused to admit to her Russian background ... so that’s
where the Tlingit came in. So we’re Tlingit and Haida and my children, of course, are
consequently are Tlingit, Haida and Tsimshian from their dad’s background ...

JB: And she spoke ... both Tlingit and Haida ...

ML: Yeah. Mmm, hmm. ...

EH: What places in or around Kasaan...

ML: Pardon?

EH: What places in or around Kasaan have, did you used to go to ... to that were
important to your family.

ML: Oh, we used to go ... I mean, spend a lot of ... of course, ... planting various
vegetables, mainly potatoes ... we’d go out in the outlying areas ... of ... Kasaan, of
course, we’d go to Grindall ... to, the whole town would move there ... to do their fishing
... my grandfather owned a boat and he’s the one with a packer ... and he also brought his
... grocery store there ... and consequently the whole town moved there.

EH: About where in Grindall ... was your summer camping area?

ML: Right in Grindall ... I guess there’s only one place where they call Grindall.

EH: Right ... but where in that area ... do you remember?

ML: It was just what we call Grindall ... which is the whole ... little camping ... place, I
guess they call would be Grindall ... where Grindall is now, what they call Grindall ...
EH: You said, you had a garden ... where was our garden?

ML: It was about three miles north of Kasaan ... in that area which seemed like an awful
long way ... I mean we went by boat ... we were able to walk ... if the weather was bad ...
you know, to bring us back ... to Kasaan ... and a lot of times they took the boat from
there the ones, maybe two people took the boat from where we were planting potatoes.
And then we’d have to walk ...
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EH: Now, you just planted potatoes there or was there other things ...

ML: Just potatoes. And of course, there were various other families ... that went there that
had ... gardens close to ours, next to ours in fact. And we made a picnic out of it ... I mean
we made the whole day out, we brought all the family there ... and had picnics on the
beach and built a fire and ... and often times there was often a baby in the family and my
grandfather always put up a little cradle. It was always the first thing they put ... besides
they always brought all their food and we cooked the salmon or what have you ... by open
fire ... while we were doing the planting, planting potatoes ...

EH: Earlier you told me about how you planted potatoes and the fertilizer. Could you
please tell me...

ML: Yes, the little ones I guess, we all had our own jobs and ... [ mean the youngest ...
little ones we used to get kelp and we used to have ... herring that they ... had salted ... the
year before, maybe ooligans ... and that’s what we’d use for fertilizer ... and that was the
children’s job ... to fill in these little holes that they dug up ... that where they were going
to plant the potatoes ...
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EH: Did you go back periodically to take care of them?

ML: And of course, we had to go back periodically to weed the place ... and make sure
that .... there was a farm area shortly, little ways from there ... that had a lot of pigs that
ran wild ... and they used to go ... they used to go after the potatoes ... so they’d have to
make ... sure that they watched ... their potatoes (laughs)

EH: (laughs)

ML: So the pigs wouldn’t get them ... eat their potatoes that they had planted ...

EH: You talked about Grindall ... and what did you used to do there?
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ML: I took care of my grandfather’s store and of course, he had the boat and he had the
fish packer ... and they ... I was the one who took care of the store ... while they were
gone ... fishing ... or whatever they did in their job ...

EH: So what were the other people doing?

ML: Everybody was trolling it was all hand trolling. Y ou know, nobody had outboard
motors ... or and their fishing gear was all together different than what they have now ...
they didn’t have fishing poles ... they had the real heavy ... fishing gear and of course,
everybody ... all had a seine boat and they all used oars to ... go fishing with ... in their
little boats ...

EH: You had talked a little bit about ... when you went to get seaweed. ...

ML: Yes, we went to get the seaweed ... and that was a big ... picnic in itself. We’d go get
seaweed and bring it all home to Kasaan ... from Grindall ... and then we’d dry them all on
... on the large rocks ... and that too we’d make a big picnic out of it and then we’d all take
turns turning over the seaweed to dry. It was usually on a hot day ... and after they were
all dried, my grandfather built a huge fire with a ... wired ... chicken wire that they laid
over on top of the ... flames to ... make the seaweed crisp ... and then we’d put it all on...
on a big ... wide ... canvas ... and they’d tie it up like a, like a little package and we’d all
step on it and it would be a huge thing to ... break up the seaweed ... to various size ... and
of course, they’d pick the big pieces on top, we’d put in one can and it was always in 5-
gallon cans that ... that was previously used for grease ... that they had. It was an empty
... 5-gallon cans. A lot of times, they’d get coffee even. So that’s how we ... processed
our seaweed.

104

EH: You talked too about ...

ML: And they made the cake type also. There was three different kinds, there was two
different sized seaweed that they’d have ... and then they’d have the cake ... what they
called the cake. It just fit in the bottom of the 5-gallon ... can. And they’d press it down
with boards that would be the size of the ... can ... and they’d use weight on top like a rock
or something to press it down. And that’s the way, and after ... it formed it’s size, they’d
take it out and I’d guess they’d dry it in the sunshine. Until it was completely dry and then
of course, they’d use it for the winter time. We’d just cut it off, cut a slice off and ... use it
that way.
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EH: Did you, you said, you talked about ... trolling, so ... the fish that was caught in that
area. Did you use it for home use or did you sell it? Or?

ML: Not that I remember ... that ... they, I don’t remember them processing any of the
salmon ... it was all sold. And of course, that was our main object of being there at the
camp was to ... fish for king salmon and of course, oftentimes it was all sold. So, none of
it was processed as far as I can remember like ... smoking and ... canning ... at Grindall

... They used to have all their sockeye packed by that time and all the sockeye was smoked
and put away ... by 4th of July .... or in that area ... you know, at that time.

EH: And where did you get that fish from?

ML: From Karta Bay. And of course, at that time they used seine. Till they were restricted
and of course, eventually they... we’d have to walk all the way up to the falls and carry the
salmon down. The sockeye maybe 2 or 3 at a time, depending on how many each person,
the size of the person ... to pack down ... but ... I remember the whole family would walk
all the way up to the falls to ... get enough sockeye ... to can for the winter ...

EH: Then would you smoke it, where would you smoke it?

ML: We had a huge ... smoking house ... it was almost, you might say ... almost the size
of our house ... we had a huge smoking house ... that we smoked. Had to be hundreds of
... sockeye that they smoked ... at one time ...

EH: That was at Karta Bay?

ML: That was in Kasaan.
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EH: Oh, in Kasaan. So, you’d bring all back --

ML: -- they brought all the sockeye back... of course, I said, my grandfather ... owned a
boat, so it was nothing to ... haul the fish back and forth or to, you know? To Kasaan ...
to can it and smoke it ... and salt it and ... preserve our salmon for the winter. And it was
usually ... my grandmother, she was the one that was supposed to be the expert. And
she’d know where to ... change the salmon from hanging up in the ... top of the fire ...
above the fire ... know how to keep the fire ... so it wouldn’t cook the salmon before they
were dried. And she literally ... almost lived it until it was all done ... you know. She
hardly ever changed her clothes much, just working in the smokehouse.

EH: Right.

ML: Yeabh, it was her job ... that she (laughs) that she loved, you might say ... she just
lived it ... and that was Susan ... Susan ... my grandfather Joe’s, Joe Jones’ wife ... my
grandmother ...

EH: So she taught ... her children how to do the same thing?

ML: Yes, uh, huh. Of course, they, I mean we just naturally were all helpers ... so we
learned as we went along without ... getting the idea that we were being taught, you know,
it was just something we accepted. We had to, we learned as we went along.

EH: So, when you were doing the sockeye, throughout your, I guess from when you can
remember. What was your job?

ML: We pitched in, we did everything we could ... everything, like maybe for canning ...
sockeye, maybe they’d give us the bowl of ... salt with a spoon and we’d fill all the cans
with salt for people... and then of course, there was different ones we’d have to pack water
... and ... if they were going to hang the ... sockeye, there was different ones that ...
would dip the sockeye in the salt water with enough salt before they hang it up ... to dry to
smoke ...

EH: Mmm, hmm.

ML: So we all had our jobs, you know, everybody pitched in ... in a large family ...

EH: With the smoked salmon, did you can or it or did you, would you get it dry enough
that it was ...

ML: Well, earlier I don’t remember them putting up any kind of kippered salmon ... at the
time, I mean ... it ... it was dried smoked and they had salt it and of course ... I think in
years back they start having kippered salmon ... where they cut the salmon different. And it
was usually king salmon ... it seemed like the king salmon was a lot ... it was ... bigger
you might say ... and easier to cut for ... kippered ... so then they start canning the
kippered salmon... but I don’t remember them having kippered earlier ... they might have,
but I don’t remember ...
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JB: I was thinking ... that ... one of the things .... just to kind of back up a little ... bit
about relations so ... that I make sure I understand who all the people you are related to.
FO: Can we stop for a second?

JB: Yeah.

ML: Cause you ... thought you could turn from being Indian ... which was good enough.
I mean the way things were ... you know, like Frederick’s ... grandfather was white ...
JB: Mmm, hmm.

ML: And of course, there was so many white in the family, that ... it was hard to think
Indian ... and because they didn’t want us to speak ... Indian or Haida ... or ... and ..
living in a whiteman’s world ... which they had so many white people within the area there
... with my mother marrying a white and of course ... Pauline, Bill, he was half
Norwegian and half Hawaiian ... and that sort of thing. So, I can understand that ... at that
period ... but then of course, now, it’s more ... more ... popular to be Indian ... you
know, having Indian artifacts are more popular ... and carving and ... potlatches and so on
and so forth ... Indian blankets ... and ... you know? Very popular, I was thinking ... I




M. Leask-2 7/8/01

was looking in the .. in the ... display there ... how much they were selling the baskets for.
$600 and $700 for a little basket! It’s not on is it? (Laughs)

JB/FO/EH: (laugh)

EH: Did any body in your family weave?

ML: Yes, my grandmother. She tried to teach us but then we weren’t interested. ... and |
kick myself to this day, you know for not learning. That was my dad’s mother and of
course, my ... oldest sister, she came ... they went to SJS [Sheldon Jackson School] ...
and she learned how to play piano ... and ... she was one of the .. she was the one who
played the piano we had. My dad ... was the choir leader ... and of course, they practiced
in our house quite often ... and ... she tried to teach us how to play piano. We weren’t
interested. We didn’t have that time ... you know. And we .. and to this day, I’m sorry we
never did learn. At least a little bit ... you know? But we never did learn to play the piano.
188

EH: I’ll go back to the baskets.

ML: Tell me when they turn it on -

EH: Oh, it’s on.

ML: Oh. (Laughs)

EH: The ... did you use the baskets for anything that your grandmother made?

ML: Not that I know of ... I guess they used some of them for picking berries, they used
to make tiny little ones with ... with little strings hanging or you know, that ... from
material ... and ... make it for the little kids to pick berries ... in ... but outside of that ...
you it was just for ornament ... at that time, to me ... And there weren’t much basket
weaving at that time ... there was hardly anybody weaving baskets. I suppose there was ...
no need for it, so ... and no interest in it ... and so then there ... there was much no you
know? Basket weaving like there is now ...

JB: Okay, I just want to just back up so I can make sure that we have a good
understanding ...

ML: The family background?

JB: Yeah. Who your family ... brothers, sisters ... aunts, cousins ... and other
relationships.
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ML: Okay, the Irvine family, my ... mother married ... her brother-in-law, so to speak ...
my mother had an older sister ... that passed away and they had three ... children which
was ... Mabel, Frances, and ... Adeline ... and of course, the Indian way ... I guess, they
encouraged the ... younger sibling to marry ... like for instance my dad, because of the ...
close relationship with, because she would be their aunt and she would treat them ... better
as a ... a ... step-mother ... because she was an aunt ... so that’s why they made her marry
my dad ...

and of course, my mother had four children after she married him ... there was Laura ...
Laura Irvine ... and me, | was the second, Mae, and the third was Bill .... or William
Irvine, Jr., and then there was Theodore ... was Teddy, Teddy Irvine ... and then my dad
passed away and then she met and married my step-dad ... which is Otilius Mark Olson ...
he was the web boss there at ... in ... came up ... working in the cannery ... in Kasaan. Of
course, she married him. At that time, she ... owned an ice cream parlor ... of course, my
grandfather owned a store and a pool hall ... all in one building ... and then they married
and she had six children, which is the first born is Leif, Leif Olson ... and Fred Olson ...
and then there was John Olson ... Bob Olson, Inga ... Olson and the youngest was Helen
Olson. So that was the Olson family ... so my mother had 10 children. Which was not
unusual ... I guess the family ... all, everybody all had huge families. ...
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EH: you were asking about .... aunts and uncles ... so, maybe your mother’s brothers or
sisters ... were?

(%1
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ML: My mother, my grandfather, they didn’t have any, there was just a house-full of
nothing but girls ... and women living in her family. In fact, there must have been about ...
maybe six or seven ... there was my grandmother ... and my mother ... and my Aunt
Pauline ... we all lived in the same place ... and of course, as [ said, my half-sisters ...
Frances and Mabel, Mabel first and then Frances and Adeline, then Laura and then of
course, when I was born, they all wanted a boy, of course, all along the way, and of
course, here I come, and they said, they pushed me away (laughs) ... and it bothered me
for the rest of my life ... that they didn’t want me ... you know, because I was a girl ... so
consequently my mother had 6 boys in a row after that ... that showed her (laughs) and she
had two girls after ... so that was the family ... I mean at that time, grandparents often lived
with ... the ... | mean it was all one family ... no matter if it was the grandchildren or
oftentimes ... that they all lived in one house ...
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(background noise)

EH: School ... you said you went to Wrangell? Institute?
ML: Yeah.

EH: From what grade or what age did you ...

ML: (whispers unintelligible)

ML/EH/JB: (laughs)

EH: Well, what did you, did you go to school in Kasaan? Was there a school in Kasaan?
ML: Well, I went in school in Kasaan but there was one year we missed ... a teacher came
there ... she didn’t like the whole layout, course, she lived ... upstairs from the school ...
and you had to pack water all the way up there ... and of course, she had a toilet up there
but then they had to use water that they brought in to flush the toilet ... and she didn’t like
the whole layout I guess, the size of the town and ... amount of children. But she left right
after ... she was there so we were without a school for a whole year. So everybody we
went to school with we were always a year behind ... in age, you know, we were a year
older than the rest of them ... and then I went away to Wrangell Institute. And then I had
gone to school the second year ... in high school ... and then I married Ronald Leask ...
and I lived in Metlakatla for several years until I was hospitalized in ... Tacoma ... and ...
what’s the name of it? ... Cushman Hospital ... and I was there for five years ...
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EH: Do you remember how you got up to Wrangell?

ML: Yes, I remember we went on a ... what everybody called a steamer ... which was a
... I don’t know what you call it now, but we all called them steamers ... I went to
Ketchikan on the “Invictus” which was owned by Raymond Jones and then from there we
they put us on the steamer and we went up to Wrangell.

EH: Could you tell me about any kind of experiences that you had at school.

ML: Nothing fantastic ... (laughs) ... other than I knew that I... at that time [ knew I had
TB and they treated it that way ... I mean they gave us x-rays ... and | was given, we were
on special diets and they gave us codliver oil and (laughs) that sort of thing ... so I knew at
that time that I was eventually ... enter a sanitarium ... because my oldest sister was ... was
in the sanitarium ... earlier with TB ...
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JB: So you had TB when you were young and then later because I remember you saying
something about getting it later right?

ML: Pardon?

JB: You had TB when you were little?

ML: No, when | was quite young ....

ML: ...  mean ... say about 16, 17 years old ...

JB: Mmm, hmm. Oh, wow.

ML: Must have gotten it from my older sister ... and of course, consequently, I don’t
know where she got it but ... she went to SJS ... you know? And eventually she got
married and lived down in Seattle ... and then she ended up in ... sanitarium there. And








































