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Interviewer, Alexander Melovidoff, Unidentified Woman

Alexander Melovidoff:
Today’s date is November 10, 2004.  My name is Alex Melovidoff.  I was born in Lawrence, Kansas on October 10, 1924.  I’m currently living in Lakewood, Washington.  I am retired after 22 years with the Boeing Company, and I retired in 1987, so I’m pretty well used to be being retired now.  I don’t do much (Laughs) other than what needs to be done around the house.

I was born at a hospital in Lawrence, Kansas, where my father was the bandmaster and music teacher for the Haskell Institute which is an Indian school, or was an Indian school in Lawrence, Kansas.  He went to work there right after he got out of the Navy, and formed their high school band and was their bandmaster.
Interviewer:
Okay, perfect.  You need any more background information?
Interviewer:
I’m gonna lead into that.

Interviewer:
Perfect.  You’re on.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Before we leave your life and enter further into your family history, could you tell us a little bit about your military experience?

Interviewer:
Can we wait until the train goes by?  (Laughs)
Alexander Melovidoff:
My military experience?

Interviewer:
Right.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Okay.  You mean my POW experience or prior to that?

Interviewer:
Prior to that, how you decided to go enter into the service —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Well, I had been enamored with flying for many years as a youngster, and played with airplanes when I was quite young.  And so one of my desires was learning how to fly, and it gave me an opportunity when the war came along to join the Army Air Corp.  So in December of 1942, I enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Corp after having taken all of their tests, their mental tests, their physical tests.  I was sworn in on the 17th of December 1942.

I would have gone earlier, but one of the requirements for entering the Air Corp for flying was that you had to have three letters of recommendation from people that you knew in the community.  Prior to that time, you had to have some college.  Fortunately, I had one semester at the College of Puget Sound, which is now the University of Puget Sound, in Tacoma.

And I was able to talk several people into writing some very glorious letters of recommendation for me to present to the Army for my enlistment.  Having passed all of the mental and physical tests, I was sworn in and put on reserve status in December of 1942.

It wasn’t until February that I was called for active duty, February 1943, called to active duty, and I joined a number of other young men of my age.  There was a train station in Seattle in which we traveled to Lincoln, Nebraska in February of 1943, the coldest place I had ever been (Laughs) at that time.

We opened the base.  It was not a active base for enlistees.  It actually was a mechanic school in operation in Lincoln, Nebraska.  But they needed to put a whole bunch of California, Oregon, Idaho, Washington recruits that the Army had recruited for the Aviation Cadet Program.  They had to put them someplace, so they put them at Lincoln, Nebraska.

I was the first enlistee to draw a uniform out of their supply company.  We were on at Lincoln for a very short period of time.  It was not a basic training center.  From there a group of us were shipped to the various college detachments throughout the Midwest.

I went to Iowa State Teacher’s College at Cedar Falls with a group of aviation cadets for further educational training, and actually warehousing by the Army Air Corp because at that time, the infantry was very interested in this group of aviation cadets that the Army Air Corp had garnered throughout the West Coast.

And in order for the Air Corp to hang onto this group of aviation cadets that they wanted to train, they stuck them in — they didn’t stick them — they assigned them to the various colleges in the Midwest, Co College in Iowa, Iowa State Teacher’s College.  There was another one in Nebraska.  And I would say there were about 200 cadets at Iowa State Teacher’s College.

We took regular college course during that period of time, and close-order drill, also athletics and whatnot.  And when that was over, we were shipped to Santa Ana, California to the Santa Ana Army Airbase for classification, for classification as pilots, navigators, or bombardiers.  And through a series of tests, both psychological, mental tests, physical tests, we were all classified in those particular areas.

I was fortunate, I felt, to be selected for pilot training.  My first pilot school was at Oxnard, California where I learned to fly the PT19, which is an open-cockpit biplane.  That was the beginning of my Army Air Corp training.
Interviewer:
Do you want to — should I go further into this?

Interviewer:
No, stop.

Interviewer:
Let’s now talk about your early childhood.  You mentioned you were born in Kansas.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes, early childhood was in Kansas.  Actually, the family left there before I was a year old, and we went to Los Angeles where my father became a professional musician, taking music instruction from some very prominent music teachers in LA; and also a part-time printer.

I spent my early years in Los Angeles while my father was, at that time, working various places as a musician.  One of the studios he performed in a movie as a musician.  He worked for the Russian Lion’s Club which was a nightclub in LA.  He was also assistant concertmaster of the Los Angeles Little Symphony.  So his whole lift was involved in music.

My sister and I were living in an apartment with my mother, doing what little kids do.  Unfortunately, my mother and my father became divorced and I was farmed out, along with my sister, to various Allute friends of my father who were living in Los Angeles, also with my father’s older brother, Frank, who was living in Altadena.  We spent part of our time in various homes of relatives and friends of my father.
Interviewer:
Your father’s name was Alexander —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Alexander Simeon.

Interviewer:
Simeon.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Interviewer:
For the record, can you just say that, “My father was Alexander Simeon”?  Rather than just say, “My father was Alexander Simeon, yes,” Just repeat —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes, all right.  Yes, my grandfather’s name was Simeon Alexander.  My father’s name was Alexander Simeon, which is typical amongst the Russians.  The names keep going back and forth.

Interviewer:
You father was born on St. Paul Island?
Alexander Melovidoff:
He was born on St. Paul Island in 1896.  He had an older brother, Anton.  He had an older sister by the name of Alexandra who married Henry Elliott, which is a whole different story as far as the Allutes and the Pribilof Islands is concerned and the Alaska fur seal business.

He had a younger brother.  He had an older sister by the name of Margaret, older brother by Frank.  There was himself, and then there was my Uncle Simeon who was the youngest of the family.  Now Simeon’s middle name, I don’t remember.  But there were the four of them living in St. Paul.

When they moved to Los Angeles and my father was in the music business, we stayed there for several years until my father decided to go to Chemawa, which is a government Indian school just outside of Salem, Oregon where he had gone to school in 1913-14, I believe, where he first learned how to play the violin and also became acquainted with the printing business.

So we went back to Chemawa after my parents divorced, and we lived in Chemawa for six years until we moved to Tacoma in the late 1930s, I believe.  I get a little foggy when it comes to dates.
Interviewer:
You mentioned that Indian school was one of your fondest childhood memories.  Can you tell us a little bit about that?

Alexander Melovidoff:
It was a beautiful campus.

Interviewer:
Can you just say, “Chemawa, the Indian school, had a beautiful campus,” and then start into it?

Alexander Melovidoff:
All right.  The Indian school at Chemawa was a large institution.  Actually, it was a high school for Indian students selected throughout Oregon, Washington, and Idaho, and Montana.  It had a large campus.  They had dormitories for the students.  They had housing for employees. They had a dormitory for boys and a dormitory for girls.

It was a high school with academic subjects for the students, along with a school for the trades.  There was a paint shop there.  They had a dairy.  They had an orchard.  They had a shoe shop.  They had a mechanic school.  So it was a trade school in addition to an academic school for the local Indians throughout the northwest.

For the girls, they had home economics.  And that’s where my father met my stepmother.  She was a home economics teacher at the school where they taught the young girls how to sew and put together various foods for cooking and whatnot.

The campus had quite a network of sidewalks.  And as a son or daughter of an employee of the school, we had free reign of the campus.  And we used to ride our bicycles and ride our roller skates all around the campus.

And it was very interesting because you could go to the dairy and witness the activities of the dairy.  You could go to the shoe shop.  We had free access to most of the campuses, so we got a pretty good education as children, of the various activities on the campus.

In addition to once a week in the auditorium they had movies for the students and for employees and their children.  And so I say that it was very pleasant for children of employees of the Indian school.
Interviewer:
You had a good time.

Alexander Melovidoff:
I had a good time.  Lots of kids to play with and lots of activities.  We used to go to the high school football games, go to the high school basketball games.  And as I say, we pretty well, as children of employees, had full reign of activities on the campus.

Interviewer:
Your grandfather, Simeon Melovidoff, what do you remember about him?
Alexander Melovidoff:
I saw very little of my grandfather.  He came up to live with my parents for a short time in Tacoma, but he had lived too long in Southern California in Pasadena with my Uncle Frank, that he couldn’t stand the cold weather, believe it or not.  So I didn’t see too much of him until I was in the service and stationed in Santa Ana.

I visited my uncle’s home and had a chance to visit with my grandfather at that time.  He died of pneumonia ‘cause he was picking figs in the backyard up in a tree of my Uncle Frank’s backyard, and he fell out and broke his arm, when they took him to the hospital.

He was quite elderly at that time.  And often with elderly people, when you put them in the hospital, especially wan accident like that, they get pneumonia.  They were unable to save him.  I can’t tell you exactly when he died, somewhere in the mid-1940s.  I had already left Santa Ana at the time.  So I only had a short time.
Interviewer:
But you knew that he had been on the Pribilof Islands —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh yes, yes.

Interviewer:
Could you tell us what you know about him in relation to the Pribilof Islands?

Alexander Melovidoff:
He was the schoolteacher.

Interviewer:
Could you start — Alex, if you could just start, “My grandfather, Simeon, was the schoolteacher in St. Paul,” or —

Alexander Melovidoff:
On St. Paul Island, yes, he — after attending college in California, which —

Unidentified Woman:
Honey, you’re supposed to mention your grandfather’s name.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh.

Interviewer:
Yeah.  So the audience — we use that as a cut.  The audience would know who it was that you were —

Alexander Melovidoff:
I was talking about, yes.

Interviewer:
Yes.  It was a schoolteacher in St. Paul.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, my grandfather, Simeon, Melovidoff, became the schoolteacher on St. Paul Island after having gone to college somewhere in Central California, Pomona.  And I forget the name of the college.

Interviewer:
Oakmont College.  Oakmont.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oakmont College.  That was something I didn’t know about until later on in life.  During the year, my grandfather, Simeon, taught grade school to these students on St. Paul.  And then in the summertime he was involved in the fur seals as one of the workers.

That’s really about all I know about my grandfather, Simeon, and his activities.

Interviewer:
His grandfather, Simeon, was the teacher and he was part of the starting of the band on St. Paul Island.  And he played the violin.  Then his father took the violin as an instrument.  But Simeon had this sister, Alexandra, that married Henry Elliott.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Henry Elliott, yes.

Interviewer:
And —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Who was at time, working partly for the Smithsonian and partly for the treasury department as an agent for the treasury department in counting the number of seals on the island.  And he became quite controversial later on, from what I’ve read.  I met his daughter, Grace.

As a young boy here when we were living in Tacoma, my father took us to Seattle.  He went to visit his cousin, Grace Elliott, whom I’d had no idea at the time — I was only about so big — who she was other than the fact that she was a friend of my father’s, not knowing that they were cousins.

She had stayed back apparently.  What her history is, I have no idea.
Interviewer:
Did your father talk at all about what life was like growing up on St. Paul, and then going off to Indian school to study?

Alexander Melovidoff:
He had some weird tales, my father did about his early life on St. Paul.

Interviewer:
Let’s hear a couple of them.

Interviewer:
Let’s hear some.

Interviewer:
(Laughs)
Alexander Melovidoff:
He used to tell us of a story about how he built a canvas boat, a boat out of canvas and wood so he could to out to the supply ship that visited the St. Paul island and the other islands periodically, to sell what he could to make money from the sailors on these ships.  And that was one of the strange stories that he told about his early life on the island.

Other than that, I learned very little about his early life on the island before he left the island in 1912 to attend school at Chemawa.

Interviewer:
And he never went back?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Not until later in life did he go back.  He went back twice later in life; took one of the government boats from Seattle to the Pribilofs.  As a native of Alaska, apparently they gave free passage to St. Paul and St. George, and they only had to pay for their meals.

So he went back a couple of times.  I know very little about what occurred to him at that time.  I have some old videos that had been taken while he was on the island.  He was more or less just visiting.  But he mentions nothing about his early life.  He mentioned nothing about his grandfather, who was at that time an employee of the Russian American Company which was the Russian-sponsored fur seal company.

And then when the U.S. sold Alaska, he became an employee of the company that took over the business of the fur seals, which later on became the Northern Commercial Company.

Interviewer:
Did he say what he sold?  Did your father say what he sold when he went onto these other ships?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, little pieces of walrus tusks, fur seal bones, et cetera, that the kids had carved there on the island.  How successful he was, I never learned

Interviewer:
You’re talking about the penis bone on the fur seal?

Alexander Melovidoff:
(Laughs) Yes, that’s one of them.

Interviewer:
It was a big deal, I guess, then.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Then comes a gentleman by the name of Gustave Niebaum, which figured very prominently in my family’s history.  And I don’t know whether I should go into detail on that particular episode.
Interviewer:
I think you should tell the story, it’s part of the —

Interviewer:
Unless it’s embarrassing.

Unidentified Woman:
I think it’s mostly hearsay.  It’s nothing —

Alexander Melovidoff:
It’s only — yeah, it isn’t fact —

Unidentified Woman:
It’s not really history.  It’s just family gossip.

Interviewer:
Well, it’s written in a letter that Elliott wrote to —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Grace.

Interviewer:
To Grace.
Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Unidentified Woman:
Well she was the _____ pushing grandfather overboard —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, no —

Unidentified Woman:
— which just totally untrue.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Great-grandfather actually died a natural death on St. Paul and is buried on St. Paul Island.  But Gustave Niebaum was a ship captain.  His boat was anchored off of St. Paul Island at the time they were counting the seals for this treasury department to find out what they owed the Russians for the value of the seals.  There was a warehouse full of sealskins on St. Paul Island.

But also, there was a shipload of fur seals that Niebaum had aboard his ship which was not mentioned to either the government or the Russians that he had.  He was in cahoots with my great-grandfather.  They were partners on this — ‘cause at that time my great-grandfather was responsible for the warehouse full of sealskins.

They were going to split the money from the sale of the sealskins.  But my great-grandfather died before that was ever consummated.  Niebaum took his fur seals to San Francisco and sold them to a company — maybe you can help me.
Interviewer:
Hutcheson and Coal.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Hutcheson and Coal, and got $3.00 apiece for each of the sealskins.  And I think he had about 12,000 sealskins on board that boat.  Family history says that he was supposed to split that money with my great-grandfather, but as far as the family is concerned, none of that ever showed up other than about $5,000.00 that my great-grandmother got from some source which no one knows.  But we assume it came from Gustave Niebaum.

Now Niebaum went on to become a vice-president of Hutcheson and Coal, and founded what today is the winery in —
Interviewer:
Napa Valley.

Interviewer:
Napa Valley.

Unidentified Woman:
Inglenook.

Interviewer:
Inglenook.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Inglenook, yes, which is still in existence.  He founded that winery and I guess was quite successful with it.  And that’s really the gist of the story of Gustave Niebaum and my great-grandfather.
Interviewer:
Can you just repeat — tell us the story of, “Gustave Niebaum, my great-grandfather, Alexander —” is it Alexander Simeon?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Could you just say that part again?

Interviewer:
No, it’s Simeon.

Interviewer:
Simeon Alexander.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Simeon Alexander, yeah.

Interviewer:
And it’s Alaska Commercial — first it was Hutcheson and Coal.  Then he became vice-president of Alaska Commercial Company.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, uh-huh.

Interviewer:
Yeah.  And it’s the Alaska Commercial Company then that owed the money.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, I see.  So our family intertwined with my great-grandfather, Alexander Simeon, with Gustave Niebaum.
Interviewer:
Right.

Alexander Melovidoff:
There was a story that my grandmother, Alexandra Diachenoff, spent some time with Gustave Niebaum at his winery there in Napa Valley.  Now also there was a story within the family that Niebaum arranged a marriage between my grandmother, Alexandra Diachenoff, and my grandfather, Simeon Alexandra.

She was four years older than he was, which nobody knew at the time until later on.  She was born in Occitan shortly after the American Civil War, in 1874, if I’m not mistaken.  They were married in Onalaska; and I don’t know the date — no, 1851, 1861.
Interviewer:
Need a drink or anything?  You doing all right?  You need a little swallow of water?

Unidentified Woman:
Do you want some water?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, I think I probably could use a little bit.

Interviewer:
Okay.

Interviewer:
Anybody else —?

Alexander Melovidoff:
— involved in this searching of records on Captain Niebaum, and went to San Francisco and looked up the records in San Francisco City for Niebaum’s will to find out if there was anything in his will that he had supposedly left to my grandmother.  But neither one of them could find anything on that; ‘cause that was a part of the family story.

They tried very hard ‘cause they were convinced that (Laughs) Niebaum owed my family part of his wealth at that time.
Interviewer:
I’d at least get a free case of wine or briskets or something.

Unidentified Women:
Right.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Interviewer:
It’s Francis Ford Coppola that owns that winery now.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes, yeah.  He’s got his name all over the bottles, too.  Elizabeth and I visited the winery just to see what it was like.  We wanted to visit a Coppola’s house, but it wasn’t open to the public.  That was the house that Niebaum had built there on the winery grounds, quite an imposing edifice.
Interviewer:
Did you ever visit Fort Ross?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.  Yes, our trip through California.  Thank you.

Interviewer:
You’re welcome.

Unidentified Woman:
We were there — when were we there?  Early 1990s, but we didn’t know at the time that his grandmother had been there.  So we just went —
Alexander Melovidoff:
Great-grandmother was born there.

Unidentified Woman:
— was born there.  We just went there because we wanted to see it.  But it had a lot more meaning than after we —

Alexander Melovidoff:
I have a painting of Fort Ross that I picked up showing the old church.  That’s all that was left there.  But that was quite a community at Fort Ross.  But the Russians had tried to establish — they wanted to grow food for the people on the islands, and also for those who were station at Sitka.
Interviewer:
Could you just repeat that your great-grandmother was born in Fort Ross and she married your great-grandfather there —?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, her name was Alexandra, too.

Interviewer:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Could you just —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Alexandra —

Interviewer:
Kaminski.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Kaminski —

Interviewer:
Yes.

Alexander Melovidoff:
— was born in 1852 at Fort Ross.  Now how she met my great-grandfather, I have no idea how that came about.

Interviewer:
Alexander Simeon?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, Alexander Simeon.
Interviewer:
They met on shore in Sitka because her family left Fort Ross and went to Sitka.  At that time, your great-grandfather was working for the Russian Fur Company out of Sitka.  So that must be where they met.
Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
Because Anton — no he was born in Kodiak County.

Alexander Melovidoff:
He was born in Kodiak.

Interviewer:
Yeah, right.  But they had to go to Kodiak as part of their trade.

Interviewer:
Something has just happened.  The way you’re holding your head, I’m getting a catch light all of a sudden in the glasses.  If you could just look right — come back this way right here.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah.  Yeah, I’d like to find out a little more about my great-grandmother, Alexandra Kaminski.  She could hardly speak Spanish.  But that’s where my Aunt Margaret got the idea that she was part Spanish, and used to tell everybody that she was Spanish rather than say that she was Allute.

My family did not admit to being Allute when they were living in California.  They always said they were either Russian, or my aunt says Spanish.  So it wasn’t under later in my life that I knew anything about being part Allute.  I have no compunction about that myself.

But apparently, amongst the older generation, they felt it was a stigma to be called a Creole, which is half Russian/half Allute.  At least that’s what they were called at that time.  They considered it a stigma and wouldn’t admit that they were of Allute descent, which was common, I guess, among certain elderly people.
Interviewer:
Do you remember your grandfather sending you this book?

Alexander Melovidoff:
No.  That was sent to my half sister.  She acquired that book from someone, and where she got it, I don’t know.  She visited the island, St. Paul, at the same time my father, Alexander, visited the island later on.  She became quite interested in the Allute.

Interviewer:
What was your sister’s name?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Pardon?

Interviewer:
Your sister’s name.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Her name was Charmayne.

Interviewer:
Charmayne.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Okay.

Alexander Melovidoff:
She actually was my half sister.  She was 13 years younger than me, but has since passed away.  So there’s only my older sister, Marjorie, who’s three years older than I am, and a cousin in San Diego, and another cousin that lives in Coos Bay, Oregon, that are left of the original descendents of my grandfather, Alexander’s, children, Margaret, Frank, my father, Alexander, and Simeon, who was the youngest.

Simeon had a daughter, but she died.  So there’s only three of us of the original Alexander — four?  Who’s the fourth?  No, there’s Marjorie — oh, you’re right.

Interviewer:
(Laughs) 
Alexander Melovidoff:
Four of us left, my sister, I think, being the oldest.  She will be 83 this month.  My cousin, Beverly, who lives in San Diego, and my other cousin, Dolores, who was born five years after I was born, born in 1929.  Our family was not one to communicate.  The older folks were very tight-lipped.

So us children knew very, very little of the early life of either my grandfather, Simeon Alexander, my grandmother, Alexandra Diachenoff, or the relatives.  In fact, it wasn’t — except through the book of Hunt for the Silver Fleece by Frederica Martin, that I learned that my grandfather, Simeon, had an older sister by the name of Alexandra.

I think I repeated that.  That’s an interesting book, The Hunt for the Silver Fleece.
Interviewer:
Did you have communications with Frederica Martin?

Alexander Melovidoff:
No.  She had died when I found out about the book.

Interviewer:
Had anybody in your family, do you know?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, my grandfather, Simeon, communicated with her in the early 1940s.  They used to exchange Christmas cards, which Betty was kind enough to find me copies of, of which I have, and some of the letters that they exchanged.  It’s interesting to note that Frederica Martin contacted members of the Henry Elliott family who were living back east.

He had ten children.  And she wrote to them regarding their mother, Alexandra, who was my grandfather, Simeon’s, oldest sister.  Apparently, from the words in her letter, they also did not recognize the fact that their mother was part Allute.  So she never got any information from them about Henry Elliott and his wife, Alexandra, which if found rather interesting.
Interviewer:
When I was read —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, that rang a bell.  But it was the part about going to St. Paul under sponsorship of the government.  I didn’t know that, even though I know he had gone up there with the intent of —

Interviewer:
So then, they quote in here, and they say, “’Their talent extended to desire to learn,’ said Melovidoff, ‘and after only eight month of instruction, we had an orchestra going with the players reading the notes.  Some of the Allutes were more ambitious than others.’”

Unidentified Woman:
When was that, Betty?

Interviewer:
Well, this article was in The Tacoma Tribune, June 9, 1957.

Unidentified Woman:
That’s about when we — the videotape that we have.

Interviewer:
You have tapes taken on the island during that time?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Is it film or videotape?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Film

Interviewer:
It’s film.  It’s —

Alexander Melovidoff:
The old film

Interviewer:
Oh.

Unidentified Woman:
Put on videotape.  Alex’s —
[Break in Recording]
Unidentified Woman:
When he went to St. Paul, I told Alex, I said, “My gosh.  This little airplane must have been filled with suitcases for his clothes that he took out there.”  (Laughs) 
Alexander Melovidoff:
My father was not a smoker, but —

Unidentified Woman:
He smoked for show.

Alexander Melovidoff:
He smoked for show.  He would take a puff — (Laughs) He never inhaled.  And he had this cigarette holder he’d always have.

Unidentified Woman:
He’d look —

Interviewer:
Yeah, _____.
Alexander Melovidoff:
Something like Franklin Roosevelt.  (Laughs) 
Unidentified Woman:
— looking for those tapes.

Interviewer:
Are you ready?

Interviewer:
Oh, yeah.  Anytime.  We’ve already got — we actually recorded some of that.

Interviewer:
Oh, okay.  Well let’s talk —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Can I talk about Alexander Simeon’s experience on the Orfume circuit on the vaudeville stage?  He had organized an orchestra that appeared as American Indians.  They were all dressed in Indian costumes.  My father had the most beautiful Indian headdress that you ever saw.

On stage, he was called Chief Minawakataw.  (Laughs)  It was billed as the American Indian band, and there wasn’t an Indian in the bunch.  (Laughs)  But my father was black-haired, dark-complected, and could pass, I suppose, as an American Indian.  And he played all through the east coast on the circuit that was in the Orfume Theaters for a couple of years, then the band was disbanded.

I have a picture of it somewhere.  The band was dismantled and he — I don’t know what happened to him then.  But as I say, he was a showman.  In fact, when he was in Los Angeles appearing with a group, he had gotten a notification from Paul Whiteman.

My father played violin and saxophone, so he was a double.  And at that time, that’s all Paul Whiteman used, the musicians who could double on two instruments.  My father, Alexander, got word from Paul Whiteman’s group to come and join him back east and become a member of Paul Whiteman’s group.

This was a time that Bing Crosby was a part of Paul Whiteman’s group in the early days of — Crosby, Al Rinker.  In fact, that’s when Crosby got his start, was with Paul Whiteman.  But my father had to turn the job down because he was already employed and there was a contract with another group.  So he had to turn Paul Whiteman down.

I often wondered in my mind, what kind of a career he would have had, had he gone and joined Paul Whiteman back east.  All kinds of things could have happened.
Interviewer:
We need to turn the furnace off.  Just pop the furnace.  The furnace kicked on.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, it did?

Interviewer:
And so —

Alexander Melovidoff:
Making noise?

Interviewer:
Yeah, pretty loud in the mike.

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh.

Interviewer:
What a character.

[Background Talk]

[Break in Recording]
Interviewer:
Would you talk about your father’s involvement with the symphony in Tacoma?
Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, the junior symphony?  Yeah.

Interviewer:
He started this symphony, did he not?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes, Alexander Simeon started (Laughs) the Tacoma Junior Symphony from a group of his pupils, actually.  He had quite a large group of pupils who played the violin.  And since I was also playing, (Laughs) I was drafted as part of the symphony, although I wouldn’t call it a symphony as such, because they were all junior high kids, high school students, and were really amateurs.

But he organized them into a group which he called the Tacoma Junior Symphony and used to put on performances at the local hotel here in Tacoma and various churches.  He recruited a number of music students throughout the city to play in his group.

We were considered just a group of students.

Interviewer:
What about the Tacoma Conservatory of Music?

Alexander Melovidoff:
That was his idea of starting what you would call a conservatory.  It never really developed into an academic conservatory that you’ll find on the east coast.  But he liked the name and thought that would be a drawing card.  So he called it The Tacoma Conservatory of Music.  Nobody took it seriously.

But he played in the Elks band here in Tacoma.  He was part of the Shrine band here in Tacoma.  And at one time, my father, Alexander Simeon, was asked to lead a group of union musicians in a band.  And he became the conductor one summer of this group of union musicians, and performed within the city.

So he had quite an active musical life here in Tacoma City, what with his teaching and his performing.  And I became a very small part of it, trailing along, performing with whatever group he wanted to think.  In fact, he drafted me into join in a dance band for a New Year’s Eve dance in one of the downtown halls.

Interviewer:
What instrument did you play?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Pardon?

Interviewer:
What instrument did you play?

Alexander Melovidoff:
I started out on the violin.  But my father said, “Technically, you’re just fine.  But you don’t have a feel for the violin.”  (Laughs)  So I never really became an accomplished violinist.  So I switched to the clarinet and was a little better at that, and started playing the clarinet and the saxophone.  I performed in his groups in that capacity all during my junior and high school days here.
Interviewer:
I can’t think of any more questions other than getting the real detail on —

Interviewer:
You can ask a couple of detailed questions _____.  There’s nothing else you can recall about Elliott at all?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Only what I’ve read.  I got a hold of a couple of his books that he wrote, and also the controversy that he had over the killing of the fur seals, the pelage killing of fur seals, how he was very instrumental in — I understand — in getting an international group to agree to the stopping of pelagic sealing.

He became the enemy of the fur seal business ‘cause they wanted full authority to kill as many seals as they could.  But Elliott was the champion of limiting the number of fur seals that would be harvested, rather than killing, harvested during the sealing season on both St. Paul and St. George Islands.

Interviewer:
But anyway, he was your great uncle by marriage?  Is that how —?
Alexander Melovidoff:
He was my great uncle by marriage, yes.

Interviewer:
Would you say that, “Henry Elliott was my great uncle”?  (Laughs) 
Alexander Melovidoff:
Yes.  I finally realized that Henry Wood Elliott was my great uncle, which I hadn’t thought about, really, in context of things.  He was just an individual who was very active in the Alaska fur seals.  From what I read, he was quite an interesting character.

And I understand, also from Betty, that there were a number of Elliotts who settled in Seattle and are buried, I understand.  Now where, I haven’t the slightest idea.  But until Betty told me that some of the Elliotts settled in Seattle, I had no idea that they did other than Grace Elliott.

Now she was one of the daughters.  Now how old she was, I don’t know.  But with ten children, there must be a mess of Elliotts around.
Unidentified Woman:
Why don’t you talk about during the years when things were really tight, that your dad would play for dinner at the —?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, yes.  During the Depression —

Unidentified Woman:
— could get a meal for free?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, during the Depression when we were living in Chemawa, my father was enterprising enough to contact one of the hotels in Salem, Oregon.  I think was the Governor Hotel.  He made a deal with them that he would play with a companion for Sunday dinner, during Sunday at dinnertime, if they would supply our family with Sunday meals.

So every Sunday we would go into Salem, Oregon and go to the hotel and have a very fine Sunday dinner while my father, Alexander, played the violin.  And he had a piano player with him.  And they would entertain during dinner hour.  He was somewhat of an entrepreneur in that respect.  He would arrange for that.

That impressed us kids, my sister and I, having dinner every Sunday at a hotel, especially in those days.  This was in the late 1930s during the Depression.  And my father was also very enterprising.  When he was unable to find work, he would sign on as a short-order cook in some restaurant in Tacoma just to get some money rolling in.

So he fancied himself as a cook.  But he usually didn’t last very long because he wasn’t used to the goings of a commercial restaurant.  But at least he tried.
Interviewer:
What kind of foods did he like to cook, or were there any favorites that he —?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Oh, he liked spaghetti.  He was a spaghetti cooker.  And on Sunday morning, he would cook coffeecake.  He considered that his specialty.  Outside of that, he really didn’t do — ‘cause my stepmother was a home economics teacher and was a pretty fine cook in her own right.  So he really didn’t have to spend too much time in the kitchen.
Interviewer:
Anything else _____?

Unidentified Woman:
_____, taco.  Was that your father, Chief Minnie Camataco?
Alexander Melovidoff:
(Laughs) Minawakataw.

Unidentified Woman:
Minawakataw?

Alexander Melovidoff:
Yeah, how he came up with that name, I don’t know.

Unidentified Woman:
Well, he performed.

Alexander Melovidoff:
He performed, yes, as an Indian chief.

[End of Audio]
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