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Tape 1, Side 1 
1985 February 8 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Mrs. Alice Tomkins Fee in her home in the Vista St. Clair 

Apartments in Southwest Portland. The date is February 8, 1985. The interviewer is Rick 

Harmon for the Oregon Historical Society. This is Tape One, Side One.  

Mrs. Fee, I wanted to start off this morning just by asking you to state your full and 

complete name and then the date and place of your birth, if you would. 

 

FEE: Well, Alice Tomkins Fee, and I was born in the 11th of September, 1897 at Cascade 

Locks, Oregon. 

 

RH: Okay. What were the names of your parents, too? Let’s get that. 

 

FEE: My father’s name was Valentine Walter Tomkins and that’s spelled without a “p.” 

He was born in Cork, Ireland of Irish, English and Scottish parents. His father was an 

importer of sherry. There’s great trade between Spain and Cork and so — they lived in 

England but they moved to Ireland, and my father was born there. But he’s not Irish, and 

there’s no Irish anywhere in the family. And his mother was a Carnegie, a Scot.  

 

RH: I see. And what was your mother’s name then? 
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FEE: My mother’s name was Ouida O-U-I-D-A Bunker. Her father was a “Nantucketer” 

from Nantucket [FEE laughs]. His father was a whaling captain, and of course that was the 

principal industry out of Nantucket. And Grandfather was five years old before his father 

ever saw him because they followed the whales until they got their barrels full of sperm — 

that was the most valuable oil — and so he didn’t get home for five years. And the little boy 

was quite grown up when [both laughing] his father saw him. 

 

RH: Well, what were the circumstances that actually brought your parents together? 

 

FEE: Well, my father began working for the government. When he came from England in 

1889, he came to Newport, Oregon to visit his sister who lived at Tidewater on the Alsea 

River. She was married to an Englishman living there, and he just expected to visit. But he 

fell in love with the country. And then they were building the South Jetty at Newport, and 

he got a job as an inspector. He was a civil engineer, and he worked for the Army Engineers 

for 45 years. And that’s where it began, was Newport. Then another job was surveying the 

Columbia to the bar — you know, the bar of the Columbia River — and surveying the 

Willamette River, and he did that out of Portland. When the high water of 1894 came, the 

house that we later lived in at Cascade Locks had three feet of water in it. And he rode in 

the window in a rowboat to get his [Inaudible]’s papers out of a chest of drawers. Before 

they tore the Portland Hotel down, there was a marker on the side of it. I wished they’d 

kept it. It said, “That’s where the water came in 1894,” and that’d be Broadway and 

Morrison. I don’t know what happened to that sign.  

Well, Father was stationed at the Locks during construction from about 1891, and 

the canal was finished in 1896 and he was the inspector. And then he was in the office 

here with Army Engineers. And then in 1907 he was made the superintendent of the canal 

at Cascade Locks. That was an 85-acre enclave. We lived there for 27 years. We were like 

the people in Washington, D.C., we could only vote for the president. 
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RH: Let me stop you there for a second and ask you where he actually met your mother. 

 

FEE: At Cascade Locks. Mother was visiting. She came from The Dalles and she was 

visiting a friend there and she happened to walk past Father’s office, and he said, “Oh look 

at that beauty, I’m going to marry her.” [Both laugh] And in a week they were engaged. I 

always said to her, if we’d done that, she would have scalped us. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: So he was quite taken with her then? 

 

FEE: Yes. And they were married, and then — my father was asthmatic, and he didn’t die 

of asthma, but the last fifteen years of his life he didn’t have it, but the damage to his heart 

was being done. He died in 1937 in Ashland. Mother took him there because they thought 

that the difference in altitude might help him. And he had to retire of course at seventy, 

and he lived for two years after that.  

 

RH: Okay, then you were born in Cascade Locks in 1897. Tell me some of your early 

memories of life in Cascade Locks. 

 

FEE: Well, I moved to Portland when I was a year old. So, I don’t remember anything 

about that. But then I started school at the Holladay school, the old Holladay school.  

 

RH: How old were you then when you returned to Cascade Locks? 

 

FEE: Oh, I was ten. 

 

RH: Ten. Okay. Well let’s concentrate then on some of your early memories of Portland 

then between the time when you moved there as an infant and the time when you returned 

to Cascade Locks at age ten. 

 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

4 
 

FEE: Well, we lived at 9th and Schuyler. And Father would go to about 15th and Tillamook 

to cut the Christmas trees. The nearest streetcar was the Holladay Street Car, the one that 

runs up through, oh, that shopping center over there on the East Side where… 

 

RH: Lloyd Center? 

 

FEE: Yes, that from there is Ninth and Schuyler, and we — I had an older sister who was 

not quite a year older than I, and we did everything together. We had wooden sidewalks 

you know, planks. The family were Episcopalians but the church was too far away for our 

walking. Father was superintendent of the Sunday schools, but we went to the nearest 

church, which was Westminster Presbyterian. And I would lose my penny through the 

planks in the sidewalk and my very unselfish sister would always loan me her penny. 

Because we had, believe it or not, a scandalous high school teacher who would say, “All 

those who don’t have a penny, stand up.” Did you ever hear of anything so wicked? 

 

RH: Was this the penny for the offering? 

 

FEE: Yes! And of course, I just — my sister gave me the penny, and I just let my sister 

stand up every time and [Noise to indicate trouble]. [RH laughs] I should not have taken 

her penny. I just didn’t want to be a disgrace while I took her penny. And she stood up 

every time. But isn’t that a terrible Sunday school teacher to do that?  

And so, I was ten. But we had moved from that area to San Rafael and Union, and 

that’s where my brother was born. And he died in 1983. He was a heart patient, and he 

also worked many years with the Army Engineers, too. And we, of course, being snippy 

children, we felt very superior when we moved to Cascade Locks and had to go to country 

school. But we learned a lot. It was a very good school. 
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RH: Before you move on to talk more about Cascade Locks, what more could you tell 

me just about the sort of neighborhood you lived in, in Portland — the sorts of other people 

that were there in the neighborhood and… 

 

FEE: At Cascade Locks? 

 

RH: No, in Portland. 

 

RH: Oh, in Portland. Oh yes. We had a cigar factory right down the street; there was a 

family that spent all day rolling cigars, if you can imagine. There were, well, I remember a 

Chinese laundry across the street, and he sprinkled the clothes by filling his mouth with 

water and blowing it out. And Mother wouldn’t take Father’s shirts there because they 

smelled so of opium. But that’s a long time ago, of course, but I remember that distinctly.  

And, of course, everybody had roller skates. Well, we wanted roller skates, and 

there was a store down on, I believe on Mississippi Avenue or someplace that had roller 

skates for 49 cents a pair. And they let us each have a pair, but they had [Inaudible] wheels, 

and the first thing you know they were square instead of round, you know. The [Inaudible] 

just wore off, but that was it, we couldn’t have another pair. [RH laughs] But imagine paying 

49 cents for a pair of skates. [Laughs] We skated to school, we skated home. Being 

together, the two of us, we were almost like twins. You know, we did everything together.  

I think, for some time, in the Oregon Historical Society, there was a Mr. 

[McCormack?] who was… 

 

RH: He’s still there.  

 

RH: I think he went to our school for a time. And I knew Wade Newbegin did of the Wade 

Company. But, of course, a lot of those people are gone. And then I went through the 

fourth grade there, and I loved that school. And they had fine teachers, excellent teachers.  
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And when we moved to Cascade Locks, we weren’t used to having so many grades 

in one room. At the Portland school you two divisions, A and B — lower grade and upper 

grade, in the same grade. But when we got to Cascade Locks, it was either the fifth grade 

or — it was just the fifth grade, no divisions. [Inaudible] [RH laughs] 

 

RH: You mentioned the one sister that you had who was very close in age to you and 

then you mentioned a brother who was born in Portland some years later. 

 

FEE: My brother died in 1983. 

 

RH: Were there any other siblings? 

 

FEE: Yes, I had a younger sister, fourteen years younger than I, who lives out on 113th 

and Halsey. And she was the beauty of the family and looked more like Father. [Indicating] 

This is Father, by the way, right here. He certainly looks English, doesn’t he?  

 

RH: Oh yeah. 

 

FEE: And then my older sister lived at King City, and my brother died in 1983.  

 

RH: The older sister with whom you were very close growing up. And then the younger 

sister, then, she was born in Cascade Locks? 

 

FEE: No, I’m the only one born in Cascade. They were all born in Portland, and my two 

sisters were born in two different maternity hospitals. My brother was born in the house 

they were living in, but I was the one born in the Locks. And I wasn’t supposed to have 

been, but I just arrived early. 
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RH: I see. Well, what sort of home did you live in here in Portland? You lived in two 

different residences here in Portland? 

 

FEE: Yes, we [Inaudible] called the Cottage. It was on Ninth and Schuyler. Really all 

around us were woods. And that was before that they had built the streetcar line on 

Broadway [Inaudible] later on because you were out in the woods from [Inaudible]. And 

Father would take [Inaudible] and ax and he would walk out and say [Inaudible]. [RH laughs] 

[Inaudible], too. And I think probably East Portland was separate. It was a separate town. 

[Inaudible] 

 

RH: So, the time that you lived in what your father called the cottage, then, was it just a 

one-story home? 

 

FEE:  Oh yes, indeed. [Inaudible]. It was just the woods in the back of our home. But the 

interesting thing to me is, Father came across to the [Inaudible] office, [which is gone?] — 

it was clear across to [Inaudible], what was the original Burnside Bridge. He rode a bicycle. 

[Inaudible] [It really was?] kitty corner to all of the empty lots [Inaudible] Schuyler to the 

Burnside Bridge. [Inaudible] Other people walked and some people [Inaudible]. 

 

RH: What sort of home did you live in, the second residence? 

 

FEE: Well, [Inaudible] at the beach called South Beach. [Inaudible] Father made his 

lifelong friends. He bought this house, I think, [Inaudible], and he loaned it to Father. 

[Inaudible] It was the first house off of Union Avenue. Oh, that was pretty elegant, we 

thought, because it was two stories, you see. [Inaudible] That is where my brother was 

born.  

 

RH: How was that first home heated? 
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FEE: Oh, I think stoves.  

 

RH: Wood stoves. Plenty of wood around to use. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: I’m sure there wasn’t a furnace. The [Inaudible] that Mother cooked on was — 

Mother could open the oven door and put a [Inaudible] in and [Inaudible]. And I learned to 

make [Inaudible]. Finally got electricity in the house [Inaudible]. 

 

RH: Do you remember some of the furnishings that you had in your childhood home, 

the two different residences here in Portland? How some of the rooms were furnished 

and… 

 

FEE: There was always lovely piano. Mother taught piano. Father had a beautiful voice. 

He sang in [Inaudible] Cathedral in Cork and he sang in [Inaudible] before he came to this 

country. [Inaudible] but that was too far for our little legs to walk. Then he sang in Saint 

Davis before we moved to Cascade Locks. Then our nearest church was in Hood River. 

Now that was a great event to get there because the trains didn’t run by it. You would be 

late to church. [Inaudible] And the boats didn’t run on Sunday. Our transportation was free 

on the boats. We had a pass that we used [Inaudible]. And those boats were really 

something. [Inaudible] — all of those beautiful boats with stained glass windows; they were 

elegant. They are all gone, of course. There was quite a race up to the rapids to see who 

could get to the canal first. Charles R. Spencer and Lady [Inaudible].  

 

RH: When would that have been? About what year would that have been? 

 

FEE: Well, that would be 1907, almost. The railroad made money on the boats when they 

ran it. Congress passed a law that said that was parallel competition. You couldn’t have 

both a railroad and a parallel boat line. So the boats had to all be sold apart to people. And 

that really marked the beginning of the end. It is true we had little fish boats. At one time, 
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you scarcely would believe it but at one time they seined with horses on the sandbar 

between Cascade Locks and Stevenson.  

 

RH: Yeah, I’ve seen a picture or painting of that. 

 

FEE: It didn’t last very long. And of course the horses get awfully [pneumatic?] you know, 

from having their feet in water. They did that at Astoria, too. I’ve seen that at Astoria. That 

was a couple of years, they did that.  

 

RH: Tell me about your home in Cascade Locks and what the surroundings were like 

there.  

 

FEE: Well, of course the government, you know, will put 40 or 50 coats of paint on it 

before they will build anything. So I am sure our house, see our house was the 

headquarters for the officers during the construction, and it also had three feet of water in 

it in the high water of 1894, so in the dining room, especially, the floors went like this. 

[Indicates] 

 

RH: They were warped. 

 

FEE: Yes. And so the table couldn’t have casters. It had to sit up on blocks. And we had 

to remember never to put the guest on the certain [side?] or it would go over backwards 

so. [RH laughs] But we lived there for 27 years. It was quite a house with a hallway right 

down the middle and beautiful mahogany handrail on the long stairway. And windows to 

the floor on the first floor, from the ceiling to floor — and the ceilings were 15-feet high. 

Fireplace, we even had a furnace; it only worked in two or three rooms, but it was a 13-

room house. And [woman killer?] I remember one night we had about six nine-by-twelve 

rugs that we used to sweep with a broom with wet tea leaves or wet torn up paper over it 
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to keep the dust down, then just start sweeping it with a broom, because we had no 

electricity.  

 

RH: And did your mother do a great deal of housework too? 

 

FEE: Oh, well, we children did. [Laughs] We washed the dishes. Mother was a wonderful 

cook. Oh, she made magnificent cakes. And we made the bread. And then we used to 

have house parties — a lot of people from Portland would come up. They would be 

Mother’s age, you know, and Father’s age. We were too young for that. But we’d help get 

ready for them. And then after a while it was our friends who came. We’d have people stay 

for maybe, oh, five or six days, for a week. And I remember Mother making venison pie 

about this big around on the milk pan. And one year we had the world’s biggest pumpkin. 

It was so big that we carved three faces in it. And that was the year there was three 

candidates for president. Taft, and Roosevelt, and Wilson, wasn’t it? Anyway, there were 

three. I have forgotten who they are. They were all on our pumpkin, the three different 

faces. It was a big, big pumpkin. That was the centerpiece.  

 Of course, they loved to come because Mother was such a wonderful cook. 

 

RH: Well, I wanted to ask you a little bit more about what day-to-day life was like in your 

family, both in Portland and in Cascade Locks.  

 

FEE: Well, with father being asthmatic, we would have to have dinner at noon. And 

mother said it was just terrible to get up from the breakfast table and starting thinking about 

dinner because she couldn’t get in the mood for another meal so soon. But it was always 

at noon.  

 

RH: Was that because his asthma was more severe in the evening? 
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FEE: Yes. And then he burned what he called his condensed prairie fire. He burned 

[Inaudible]. I think it was and English remedy. We had saltpeter in it that would burn and 

that would relieve him for a while. But there were times when we had to have the doctor 

give him morphine. Not often, but I do remember. Then, I remember when I was a little girl 

living in Portland, here, that — I don’t remember all of it, but I suddenly was standing in the 

middle of my bed being dressed with a coat and hat on, and I said, “Where are we going?” 

 “We are going to The Dalles so Father can get his breath.” In other words, that much 

difference. So we rent a [Inaudible] and came back.  

 

RH: Did that problem affect his work on a day-to-day basis?  

 

FEE: No. And mother by trial and error discovered that it was entirely dietary. The last 15 

years of his life he didn’t have it at all. But the villains were chicken, spice cake, tomatoes, 

corn, shell fish. Every time he would go to a beach or any place like that. And so then she 

just never let him have those things and that was the end of asthma. Well, his mother died 

of it, of asthma, in England. 

 

RH: So, on a typical day then, would your father leave for work early in the morning? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Just walk down and walk. [It bothered his back?] but he was the 

weatherman. He had to elevate the monitors and the boxes, you know — the maximum 

and the minimum and the rain gauge and so forth. And that was one of his extra jobs. Then 

when they were expecting an eclipse, he had to go out and study the sky at two o’clock in 

the afternoon and send in reports by mail. And then another time he would have bottles 

with strings on them. He lowered them in the Columbia then screwed the top on and those 

would go in the mail. I think they were trying to test whether the sawmill was polluting the 

river. The word for polluting wasn’t born then, but that’s really what they were trying to 

accomplish doing. For two years, I remember Father doing that.  
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But you see, having to go away to school so early — I had go away to school [in 

1914?], to high school. And from then on I really was like a visitor. I was either in school or 

teaching school or working for Uncle Sam.  

 

RH: Yeah. Can you tell me some more about what his work as a canal inspector actually 

entailed? What does a canal inspector do? 

 

FEE: [It is really quite ludicrous?] when I think of it now, because he had these voluminous 

sheets that he had to record everything that went through the canal on. Well, you would 

think that it would be so many horses but it wasn’t it was so many pounds of horse flesh. 

[He would review?] everything in big columns. And when it came time for the famous 

annual report that you used to put gray hairs on his head, we children would [show him?] 

that we could add and subtract and so forth, you know? But I [literally?] always went over 

our figures afterwards. But he could have had an adding machine, but it never entered his 

head to ask for one, you see. All these big columns and figures, he’s just run them [run 

them up like this for?] himself. Pretty soon he worked alone. There was no one in his office. 

[Inaudible] in that office.  

 

 [End of Tape 1, Side 1] 
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Tape 1, Side 2 
1985 February 8 

 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, February 8, 1985, tape one, side two. 

 

FEE: We had a thrilling life. No movies. And Father was a great hiker. So Sunday we went 

hiking. And I brought along to show you, [indicating] this is what drove canal machinery, is 

the water from that waterfall, that is Dry Creek Falls, back in the woods, back at Cascade 

Locks. It is 90-feet high. And going to the falls was a big treat. Once in a while there would 

be a dead deer that had gone over the top you know, or something. And Father was the 

eternal hiker, you know. Well, he was supposed to, and then of course sometimes he had 

to send some of the lock men up because the canal had to be [kept?] ready. They are 

[Inaudible]. The only time when it wasn’t was when it was full of ice and one year two boats 

were frozen in it for several weeks. We all learned to dance because the steward was an 

ex-Swiss dancing team [member?]. [RH laughs] We did! Oh, Father just thought we were 

crazy to go walking through a foot of snow to learn to dance, you know. But we did. 

[Inaudible]. Everybody in town learned to dance. We didn’t have a dull life at all. I just loved 

it. It was a different kind of life. One thing, we didn’t have a library so Mother just didn’t 

want us to grow up in the blackest ignorance, so she subscribed to 22 magazines. A lot of 

them were in the war, like St. Nicholas and The Youth’s Companion — oh, I can’t remember 

— Argosy, McClure’s and these old-time magazines. We were constantly, our nose in a 

magazines, you know? Came time to wash the dishes, Mother would say, “Girls, what are 

you doing?” 

 And we’d put the books down and say, “Nothing.” 

 

RH: [Laughs] Was your father much of a reader himself? 
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FEE: Oh yes. We were all readers. And of course for a long time we had coal oil lamps, 

and we just learned to carry lamps around, you know. And then when we had electricity 

we thought that was really something. But Mother just boiled the clothes in a copper boiler 

and hung them out of doors. Great long linen table clothes, you know — three-yard 

tablecloths that had to be ironed with irons on the back of the stove — that kind of a life. 

And I suppose it seems primitive, but we didn’t think it was primitive. We didn’t know any 

better.  

 

RH: [Laughs] Well, you mentioned that your mother was quite a cook, and then you 

mentioned her doing some of the washing. What were some of the daily activities that your 

mother did?  

 

FEE: Well, she made all of our clothes. Oh, I make all of my clothes too. Mother began 

sewing when she was living in The Dalles. She made a dress that she was paid for when 

she was ten. She was a beautiful seamstress. Well, I’ll show you. Beautiful materials — she 

did all of her shopping at Olds & King when it was on the corner of 5th and Washington, 

where Frederick and Nelson is now. For years that was there. We were brought up with 

linen. Of course it was the days before any synthetics — brought up with linen and wool 

and silk and cotton. And Mother would sometimes come home with a bolt of something. 

We were very nicely dressed.  

 

RH: Yeah, it looks like it in that picture.  

 

FEE: I mean, she had good taste. I think that is what she was doing in Cascade Locks 

when Father first saw her. I think she went down there to make a dress for a friend who 

had moved to the Locks, because she didn’t live there then. She went back to The Dalles. 

And then he pursued her. And we were certain that we were not underprivileged. We had 

beautiful hats, everybody wore hats. Even as little girls when we went to Sunday school 
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we wore our gloves. And, of course, we didn’t have much money. Now in Father’s 45 years 

of government, I think his top salary got to a hundred dollars. 

 

RH: A hundred dollars per week? 

 

FEE: A month. Well, mother tells the story at Cascade Locks that she went into the meat 

market one day and a little boy came in from a family and said, “Mom wants 25 cents for 

something to fry,” and got it. For a family of six, 25 cents worth of meat was enough, you 

see. I mean, of course, we always had chickens. Well, Uncle Sam allowed us to have 12 

chickens and we were allowed a cow; we had a cow, but we couldn’t compete with the 

villagers, as Father said. He was always using that expression. And we couldn’t sell eggs. 

And then often times getting rid of the milk when the cow was fresh, so Mother made 

elegant cottage cheese and so forth. But, you see, the people on the reservation were a 

little more restricted. It was just like our not being able to vote like Washington, D.C. I never 

was interested in who was governor or senator or anything because we couldn’t vote for 

them. We didn’t care who it was. If you spent 27 years like that you get sort of non-political. 

[Laughs] 

 

RH: Were you looked upon with some suspicion by the villagers? 

 

FEE: Well, I’ll tell you. It doesn’t tend to friendliness when you lived behind the gate that 

is locked at nine o’clock at night. And then we had a watchman, that he walked with a 

lantern, which I thought was the [silliest?] thing I had ever heard of. But he did. That was 

when we first went there. The watchman had three of the fiercest dogs you ever saw. One 

of them, Old Queenie, took the arm off of a tramp. She wouldn’t get off. The tramp wouldn’t 

leave, and she just took his arm off. But that was old Joe [Schmidt?] — German.  

 

RH: The night watchman? Joe [Smith?] 
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FEE: He was a night watchman. But of course he finally left, and then after that we had, 

the people who didn’t have dogs. And then the morning watchman, who began, I don’t 

know, but sometime in the night, then when daylight came, he was the gardener. Mother 

planted a magnificent garden, took prizes at Hood River garden shows. She took what had 

been a chicken yard and had built a pool and cut some [Inaudible] trees down put a tub on 

top of the tree stump and made a beautiful arrangement of hanging things out of that and 

so forth. And she had very good green fingers. She could make — one Sunday I helped 

her transplant 250 snapdragon plants, [Inaudible]. We had an awfully big space, you see.  

 

RH: How close in age were your mother and father? 

 

FEE: My father was 13 year older. Mother was 20 years older than I.  

 

RH: I see. It seems like they fell for another very quickly. What sort of relationship as a 

child did you observe your mother and father having? Were they quite close and 

affectionate?  

 

FEE: Oh, yes. Just as you would be staring at cake he decided to kiss her on the back of 

the neck. [Both laugh] I do remember that. “Oh, get away!” She would say. Well, of course, 

when he was in his last illness at Ashland, the doctor said that he’d be more comfortable 

there. Because he had arthritis, not regular arthritis, but the arthritis that is a result of the 

heart condition. And it was a little higher there. So I took him down on the train. Now, you 

wouldn’t believe that you could go to Ashland on the passenger train, but we used to. And 

mother drove the car with the collie dog down and then that was in September, and Father 

lived until the next January. And he was better but there wasn’t very much hope for him.  

 

RH: It was just too far along. 
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FEE: Yeah, his heart condition was too bad. But he loved it because it was sunshine. I 

remember the last Christmas because he was, “Just imagine! Sunshine on Christmas day!” 

Because the Cascade Locks we didn’t often have that. But I do remember Christmas day 

at Cascade Locks that was so mild that we had Mother’s cut glass berry bowl full of roses 

and violets from our backyard, long-stemmed violets. And I don’t think we ever had another 

one like that. And we also we had, I’ve seen six feet of snow there. We had a 26-foot snow 

drift outside of Mother’s sewing room. We had double windows. Sometimes the snow 

would come between. There were two. All of the windows were double. [Inaudible] outside. 

And all the way to the ground, you see.  

 

RH: I’d like to get some feeling for the relationship between your parents and the 

children, that is, the way that discipline was handled and… 

 

FEE: Oh, Father thought we were angels, of course. He just went, “Oh Mother!” [Both 

laugh] [Mother] had the heavy hand. But the last time I got spanked was when I didn’t put 

my books away when I came home from school. And I was just too big, I was sure. I thought 

I was beyond all of that, you know. But Mother snatched me and spanked me. Oh, I was so 

humiliated.  

 

RH: That seems like a pretty minor transgression. Did she sort of make you toe the line, 

pretty much? 

 

FEE: Well, we just had — there were certain rules. For instance, you were supposed to 

put your books away when you came home. And I just scattered them around. I was kind 

of happy-go-lucky. I guess she had just had it that day. But Father, oh he wouldn’t touch 

any of us. He thought we were all angels. [RH laughs] We were his children, naturally. He 

was very sentimental. I remember Christmastime Mother would, of course he would get 

the Christmas tree, Father and my brother would go, and they would get any kind of a 

Christmas tree, it didn’t matter if it was nicely furnished or not because they would bring in 
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dozens of extra bows and drill holes in the main trunk and stick them in, you know. So we 

had the perfect tree with all of these branches, you know. But the thing about Father that 

was so sentimental, he built a Star of Bethlehem — I suppose he cut out the star with 

cardboard, and then covered it with, well, we called it tin foil in those days from his tobacco 

jar. When he first came to this country he still kept his English tobacco and sent back to 

England for his brand. But when the train started coming, well that was the end of the 

English tobacco because it was too expensive.  

 

RH: Was this pipe tobacco or chewing tobacco? 

 

FEE: Pipe, pipe tobacco. But every year that star hung in an eastern window. I don’t know 

what happened to it. But he was quite sentimental. He also was very, quite religious. I 

guess because he had started as a little boy, a choir boy, that he always hoped to get to 

church if he possibly could. Of course, the children, we never had a carriage for our cars. 

And we didn’t have a car until, oh, I think that was one thing that broke his heart, was that 

he couldn’t drive the car. They wouldn’t let him drive it because of his heart condition. But 

mother drove the car, and she was very good at it — the Ford, Model A, I guess that is what 

they called it. It was the only kind of car that I never drove, was a Ford.  

 

RH: What year would that have been when you got that first family car, approximately. 

 

FEE: Well, you see, Father had retired on his 70th birthday, which was 1934. He was born 

in 1864. I was working here in the Pioneer Building then. I just really don’t know.  

 

RH: That’s close enough. I just wanted to get a general idea.  

 

FEE: But see when I was teaching school, that was one thing, I could come in the summer. 

When I began working for the government we even worked Saturdays until, in the 

afternoon. Then Uncle Sam got big hearted and let us quit at one on Saturdays. In the 
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whole time I worked for the government there was never any Saturday off. I mean, that 

was just a working day.  

 

RH: That’s hard to imagine now. You mentioned as children you did the baking of the 

bread and I was wondering what other regular chores did you have? 

 

FEE: Well, we sort of divided it. My older sister became a very good cook. I wasn’t only 

interested in cooking. But I liked to clean the house. There were these six by nine 

[Inaudible] rugs to be swept, and it was a big house. I would sweep down the stairs and 

[counting] one, two, three, four, five bedrooms upstairs — is that right? Yes, five. And then 

there were these little cast iron stoves named Darrel or Bertha or something — you know, 

all of these little old fashioned stoves and they needed to be cleaned and fuel brought in 

to keep them going. And we had a furnace but it only just worked in little square radiators 

in the floor. It would only work in two or three rooms. That was a wood-burning furnace. 

Father had burned coal in his office; he had a coal stove there. His office was extremely 

interesting. It was a log cabin built for the contractors of New York — the first contractors 

building the canal. And I always loved that building. But I understand tramps got in and 

burned it down. 

 

RH: Was that building very close to your home? 

 

FEE: Well, it would be about, our house, down past the [thermometers?], oh, almost a 

block and on a raised sidewalk so rain could go through. And then, in the back, there was 

a very intricate room for cement testing, where these things that looked like briquettes 

were put in a machine and it registered a certain amount of tension before they would 

break. And Father was always doing that — that was one of the things, poured cement. But 

you see, the canal, as such, is not cement; it is stone. [Rustling as she find a photograph] 

There, that is all under water now, those gates are just lying on the bottom of the Columbia. 
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They were highest gates in the world until they built the Panama Canal. Now, you see, 

wherever you see any wherever you see any, could be slanted stone. 

 

RH: And is this the cut stone that was… 

 

FEE: The cut stone. They brought the masons from Italy and they had the stone mason’s 

cutting parlor, where they worked out of doors in this semicircle, almost like half of the 

locomotive roundhouse, like that. They worked in there, and they cut the stone. 

 

RH: So was your father supervising that aspect of the work too, the stone cutting? 

 

FEE: Well, only incidentally. He was inspector of the whole thing. And you see, they had 

— the canal wasn’t finished all at once. They, for instance, this wall, right along here was 

the last one built, and I was 14 when that was built. Because they didn’t need this. They 

had the rest of it, but this was just gravel and so forth, and then they finally dug up another 

four million dollars and built that wall. But the whole canal had cost fourteen million. See, 

this was all cut stone — that is cut stone; that is cut stone.  

 

RH: Did the Italian stone masons live in the same area that you did at Cascade Locks? 

 

FEE: You see, I, of course when they were first there, I wasn’t born. And when they 

finished this last unfinished wall, Mother wouldn’t let us hang around where they worked 

very much. We could walk by so that we could see what was going, but we couldn’t linger. 

And I presume they lived somewhere in the town. But they had sort of a half circle shed, 

with sort of niches where each man worked, you know, where he did his cutting. And you 

couldn’t, it wasn’t very far from the pasture where our cow was. And you couldn’t really 

miss it, but Mother wouldn’t let us hang around.  

 

RH: Were these known to be bachelors without families, primarily, or… 
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FEE: Oh yes. Very temporary. And they, I think they did the [work] at some other canals. 

You see, Father also was sent to run the canal at Lafayette, which is on the Yamhill, isn’t 

it? — The Tualatin River, the Tualatin River out here. When I was a year old he was sent 

there and stayed for a while. And I think at one time he had something to do with that canal 

at Oregon City, across from Oregon City, but just temporarily. They didn’t live there, I think 

he was sent there. Then there was a time when he was sent to the Snake River, and he 

lived on a houseboat on the Snake because there was something going on there.  

 

RH: So, he would be gone for certain periods of time, then.  

 

FEE: Well, there were just — I think the Snake River one was the only one during my 

childhood. I think the others were probably before I was, while I was an infant.  

 

RH: You mentioned the roller skating as you did as a child. What other kinds of games 

and play-type things did you do? 

 

FEE: Oh! Run Sheep Run — every night, Mother would say, “Girls, do the dishes.” Oh, 

well, we’d just tear through those dishes because everybody was going to be out. There’s 

so many empty blocks, you know. Run Sheep Run, and Tank, and Blind Man’s Bluff, and 

play, play, play until we were just exhausted. Well, you know, these were the days before 

there were movies, games were before the days of funny papers. You just can’t imagine. 

The newspapers meant nothing to us at all. They were for adults.  

 

RH: And those were games that required primarily just human activity. They weren’t 

games that had toys and implements, you know.  

 

FEE: No. Of course, we had beautiful dolls because Uncle Frank, who married mother’s 

younger sister, who was a captain, a lighthouse tender, who was in charge of the 
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lighthouses from San Diego to Alaska. And his headquarters were in Astoria, and they had 

no children. Well, of course they just thought we were it. So oh, he spoiled us terribly. Oh! 

We had the most elegant — I could just cow my younger sister by just telling her about it 

because he wasn’t even born then you know. [RH laughs] We had these wonderful dolls 

that could shut their eyes and had beautiful clothes and so forth. We didn’t have any of 

them left. Nobody saved anything. I guess we thought there was going to be no tomorrow, 

you know. We didn’t hang on to things. We also had nigger doll. Everybody in those days 

had a rag doll made of rags, and she was colored. We were very [proud?] of her. I think my 

sister at King City still has hers. Of course, mine just got torn to bits because I guess I 

played too [much?]. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: What sort of activities or outing did you have as an entire family? Do you remember 

anything of that time? 

 

FEE: Well, Mother hated the woods. She didn’t go to Dry Creek Falls. I don’t think she 

ever went. It made her blue. You what blue means. And she didn’t like the ocean because 

that make her blue. 

 

RH: Does that mean despondent, or cold? 

 

FEE: Yes, despondent. And we just couldn’t understand that. Of course, Father loved the 

ocean, but you know the shellfish just was too awful for him so we tried to keep him away 

from the beach, although his best friend lived at the beach, a man who was in the Army 

Engineers with him in 1890 and later became the head of all of the lighthouses up and 

down the coast — a Mr. [Maury?] who lived up on Portland Heights. And these two men 

roomed in the days that they had boarding houses, these two men roomed together. And 

Father was best man at Mr. [Roark’s?] funeral. Well, of course, that was really the family’s 

oldest friend, because he had known him since he had come from England. And this Mr. 

[Roark?] was a Scot, so they had lots to talk about. But no, we didn’t. We ate out of doors 
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a lot under the maple tree in our own yard. Once in a while they would hitch up the 

government [team?] of Princy and Maudie, who were each about a thousand years old; 

they could just barely pick their feet up, you know. And have a hayride and go out to 

Herman Creek. But there wasn’t much point in doing that because we could practically see 

anything in our front yard. And then Princy and Maudie died and that was the end of that 

too. But we didn’t, well, Mother just wasn’t a woodsy person. She just didn’t like that. And 

Cascade Locks, they have lots of it, you know. There wasn’t much else to do. I don’t think 

I ever saw my mother walk on the railroad tracks, but Father walked every Sunday. We’d 

go up after Herman Creek and so forth. And Mother would say, “Well, you run along.”  

 

RH: You mentioned your Mother’s cooking a few times and you mentioned a couple of 

things that she prepared at different occasions, but I was wondering if you could just give 

me a sense of the kinds of meals that you had on a day-to-day basis and the size of them 

and the variety of them.  

 

FEE: She made the most gorgeous Lady Baltimore cake that you had ever saw. Made 

gorgeous cakes. Of course, it was in the days that you made things. There weren’t things 

in packages. And Father, of course, was a porridge eater and was so disappointed, none 

of his children would eat oatmeal. And he spent his life trying to get us to eat oatmeal. Now 

I eat it. I often think, if Father could just see me. He kept saying, “It is so good for you.” But 

we couldn’t have bothered because he never quit drumming. Every morning, I think what 

we didn’t like was having to wash the pot afterwards. 

 

RH: Well, what did you eat instead of oatmeal in the mornings? 

 

FEE: Well, I suppose we had bacon and eggs. And maybe ham. Mother made, oh — do 

you know what a fluffy omelet is? The great-big kind? [Inaudible] I’ve seen her — you see, 

we had to entertain the Army officers when they came. They were always [disappointers?] 

there in charge. Once in a while Father would come tearing up to the house with his 
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coattails flying and saying, “The officer is here.” And mother knew that she had to have 

him for lunch. So, maybe they didn’t have a thing in the way of meat or anything. I know in 

the First World War our meat market was [drafted?] and we just wouldn’t have meat at all. 

We had chickens and had eggs and so on. But she made these omelets. I have seen her 

serve them to colonels and generals and everything else because that was it.  

 

[End of Tape 1, Side 1] 
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Tape 2, Side 1 
1985 February 8 

 
 

FEE: His great fondness was for golf. There was no golf course anywhere around so they 

used to play at a place later with my brother called Orchards over in Washington. You know 

where that is?  

 

RH: No I don’t. 

 

FEE: I think it’s on the outskirts of Vancouver, and by that time, of course, there was the 

bridge there.  

 

RH: Well, you mentioned earlier your father’s religious feelings. Did he and your mother 

try to encourage the children to have strong Christian sentiments too? 

 

FEE: Well, no we were all baptized, but I was six years old before I was baptized. My 

older sister and I — my older sister had a fit because she had beautiful hair bows and they 

got hers wet. [RH laughs] Right in the church, she just howled. But now, Virginia, my little 

sister was baptized in our house. The bishop came down. And that was the big family joke 

because they hadn’t decided — spent two years trying to decide what to call this baby. 

And they called her “it” and “she” and so forth and finally on the day that the bishop was 

due to come, I said, “Why don’t you name her Virginia Louise?” 

Well, Father, of course, had never heard that, and when they said, “What name do 

you give this child? 

And somebody spoke up and said, “Virginia Louise.”  

Father was a little surprised person, as you could imagine. He said afterwards, 

“Where’d you get that name?” 

And they said, “Oh, Alice suggested it.” [Laughs] 
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RH: Well, where did you get that name? 

 

FEE: Out of the blue. [Both laugh] Well, there were aunts, a lot of aunts around on the 

fringe who were hoping they’d be named. There were too many of them you know. It was 

just too competitive, so I said, “Let’s just cut it loose, you know.” So we did. 

But anyway, that’s my little sister who lives over on Halsey now. We’re very close. 

And Paul, I don’t remember when Paul was baptized, but we were all confirmed. But of 

course, that meant going to Hood River. Well, I was 24, I think, before I was confirmed. 

Mother was confirmed after she had been married a number of years. So we all ended up 

as Episcopalians.  

 

RH: What about the role of religion just in everyday life? Did you say prayers at meals 

or…? 

 

FEE: Oh, the oldest sister and I were taught to say grace. And we had grace. And I don’t 

know when it was discontinued. But Father, of course, had started with grace, and then we 

said it. And then I guess when we left — well we didn’t all leave the Locks at once, you see. 

The older sister married in 1920, and I was away at school, and then I left, and Paul didn’t 

leave because he worked for the government and stayed there. And then after he got 

married, he worked for the government in Pittock Block here in Portland. I don’t know how 

it ended. I think it just sort of, I don’t know if maybe when they just came down to Mother 

and Father, that they said it silently. I presume Father would have said it silently.  

 

RH: I see. Okay. 

 

FEE: I think it was quite ingrained in him.  

 

RH: You’ve talked a little bit about your early education and the difference that you 

perceived between your urban school here in Portland and the more rural variety there in 
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Cascade Locks. I wonder if you could tell me a little bit more about your early school 

experience here in Portland as far as the things that you were interested in, in school, and 

did well in. 

 

FEE: Mostly played. [RH laughs] I mean we — an awful lot of play. And, but of course I 

never went to school alone. My sister was a year older than I, but I always waited for her 

or she waited for me, or whatever, when we went. But, you see, I went through the fourth 

grade here and then started the fifth grade at the Locks. And that was very different 

because we were quite close to this school and you didn’t walk along city blocks. We just 

went at the back of the railroad station and climbed up a little path to the school. 

 

RH: You said that was the Holladay School? 

 

FEE: Here in Portland, Holladay, yes, that’s where we both started. But that was the old 

Holladay. I understand it’s been pulled down. There’s a Holladay now, but I think it’s like 

an administration building now. I don’t know. It’s over on the east side, not too far from, 

you know where the Bonneville building is? It’s not very far from that. It’s on Holladay 

Street; although, I don’t know really where it is.  

 

RH: So, you mentioned the magazines that you were reading as a child. Were there any 

books that you were especially fascinated with, either at school or at home? 

 

FEE: Well, finally they got some books in the library. And there were about six books. 

 

RH: Is this at Cascade Locks or Portland? 

 

FEE: Cascade Locks. Oh, I don’t remember. We had our own books. For instance, I 

remember being given by my school teacher for, I suppose, for something that I did that 

just normally should have done, but I won a prize that was a magnificent copy of Little 
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Women, with gold edges and so forth. I just nearly wore it out, you know, reading it. And I 

don’t know what I did to earn it, but anyway, I got it. But at home there was no library until, 

finally — Hood River of course, was the nearest library, and they sent down six books at 

first. And they were in a drug store, I think — what passed for a drug store. It had been a 

bar but it was a drugstore by the time we came along. And then we got a bigger shelf of 

books, maybe twelve. But you see I began going away after the ninth grade. I could take 

two years of high school at Cascade Locks called the ninth and tenth grades. Then I had 

to go away.  

 

RH: You went to school after that at Hood River? 

 

FEE: Hood River. My sister, my older sister lived with an aunt in Astoria and went to 

Astoria High School for two years. So, she was really ahead of the game. But even going 

to — you see when I was born, the town of Hood River was in Wasco County, which was 

the biggest county in the United States. 

 

RH: There was no Hood River County then? 

 

FEE: No, it was Wasco County, and it extended from the Cascades to the Rockies, all 

Wasco County. Three hundred and thirty thousand square miles. It was the biggest county 

in the United States. And out of it, seventeen counties were carved. And I actually can’t tell 

you when Hood River County was carved out. 

 

RH: Well, when you started to go to high school in Hood River then, did you live 

somewhere in Hood River? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, my older sisters and I worked for our board. You never know when you’ve 

earned it, you know, you just keep on doing things in this woman’s house where we were 

staying. But you never know when you can sit down and do something for yourself. They 
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were really nice people, and she was a good cook and so forth. And then too, we learned 

that our father had to pay tuition, eighty dollars a year, for us in our own county because it 

was Hood River we went to instead of our own school. There wasn’t any such thing as the 

union school or county school, or school bus or anything of the sort. We didn’t go back 

and forth. It was expensive to go on the train, and we went home for Thanksgiving and 

went home for Christmas, and we were only 33 miles from home altogether. But there was 

no highway. You could only go to the fish wheel two miles this way and two miles to the 

foot of Nick [Eden’s?] Hill is, and that’s all there was. There was no Columbia River Highway.  

 

RH: How did the education that you got at Hood River compare to what you had been 

getting at Cascade Locks? Was that a bit more advanced? 

 

FEE: Oh, well it was different. For instance, I took German because I had a very good 

teacher. I had three years of German, and of course, we all had Latin. I got through in three 

years simply because of the tuition. I was taking so many classes that the superintendent 

said to me, “Now there’s no point.” He said, “You’re just one credit short at graduation, no 

point coming back for another year and paying tuition for that one point. I will give you a 

book to read and then examine you on it.” And it was a book on Oregon history. And that’s 

how I skipped through high school. I got through college in three years too, simply by 

taking 22 hours instead of 15.  

 

RH: As far as your social life was concerned in Hood River, were you pretty well 

integrated with the rest of the students even though you were originally from Cascade 

Locks? Or did you feel separate from them? 

 

FEE: No, we had the favorites, for instance, of course I had a beau. I always had a beau, 

but our friends were some girls who sang in the choir at St. Mark’s Church with us. And we 

were very fond of them anyway, and we walked to school together and so forth. And then, 

when you’re working for your board, you don’t have much play time. [RH laughs] I mean, 
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you don’t skylark around. And these people that we lived with were crazy about movies. 

Well, you can imagine in 1914 what the movies were like. Well, you can’t imagine, but they 

were weird. [RH laughs] And one lasted all week, you know. I mean, you’d go one night 

and then you had to wait a week because there was no change. But we wouldn’t miss that 

movie for the world because this man and his wife took us, you see, and paid our way. 

Why, I think it was 15 cents or a quarter. 

 

RH: Were these mostly silent Westerns at that time? 

 

FEE: Oh, they were silent but I don’t remember, I suppose they’d be called Westerns, I 

don’t remember. Lots of trains rushing around and people tied on the track. [Laughs] Is that 

a Western? 

 

RH: Simon Legree-type themes. [Both laugh] 

 

FEE: You really can’t imagine how it was like in those days. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: Well, you’re giving a good description of it. I’m getting a better idea all the time. You 

mentioned earlier that during the First World War that you had the local meat market in 

Cascade Locks commandeered for government service. What other impacts from the First 

World War do you remember? 

 

FEE: I made 57 pairs of socks [RH laughs] and several sweaters. And they made helmets 

for the flyers because they flew in open cockpits and great long gauntlets. I was at normal 

school in the First World War and then [too, we bought bonds?] My very first school, I was 

the principal of school of Malin, and I had Bohemian children. I got $125 a month, which 

was an awful lot of money in 1919. And I just immediately began buying bonds. I think I paid 

$15 or $20 a month room and board. And I had to ride a horse five miles into school — you 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

31 
 

know, irrigation ditches and all that sort of thing. And then my Bohemian children turned 

out well. One of my pupils is now the potato king Klamath County, Jerry [Rimans?].  

 

RH: I’m going to ask you a bit more about that experience at Milan in just a minute. I 

want to go back a little bit and just ask you, what plans you had toward the end of your 

period at high school in Hood River? Were you consciously anticipating going to normal 

school, preparing to go to normal school? 

 

FEE: No, [Inaudible]. No, I didn’t want to be a teacher. But Father didn’t want me to be a 

steno and sit on the boss’s knee. He had very definite ideas. Teaching was respectable, 

but being a steno wasn’t. Well, I wound up doing both — well, not sitting on the boss’s 

knee, [both laugh] but being a steno. But that was, of course, his old — although Father 

was a beautiful shorthand writer. He wrote the English Pitman; I wrote the American Pitman, 

and you know, I could read his Pitman years after he’d written it. He just took it up for fun 

and of course nobody writes Pitman now; court reporters do but they are the last ones I 

knew. Most people took up Gregg.  

 

RH: These are shorthand methods? 

 

FEE: Yes. That’s the English method. And I have Father’s shorthand book that he learned. 

I didn’t want to be. That was Mother’s idea, too, that I should be a schoolteacher. And I 

wasn’t awfully fond of it, but I liked the children. But the thing that irked me about teaching 

school — this was the “eat an apple week” and this was the week “brushing your teeth” 

and that kind of stuff. 

 

RH: I’m curious, though, to ask you whether you felt any frustration at having your 

options reduced to either steno or teaching? Did you feel like maybe there things other 

than those two options that you might be interested in? 
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FEE: No, I wasn’t gifted. It’s true that we all played the piano, and I was a music major by 

the time I got to the university and gradually got a degree in music. But there weren’t many 

things to do. For instance, there was no place in the Locks to get a job.  

A man had the one store. Then there was a company store, the Mill company store, 

where everybody was supposed to shop, you know. But, well, that just seemed to be it, 

the thing to do. And then too, of course I always had to bear in mind that Father had a small 

income, and it was regular, but it was small. Going to normal school was cheaper than 

going to the university. I did eventually get to the university but that was on my own. 

 

RH: Did your father pay your tuition at normal school, then? 

 

FEE: Well, let me see. No, I think my older sister did. I can’t remember. I know that many 

a time in normal school after I paid my room and board — I lived in the dormitory, everybody 

lived in the dormitory — that once in a while I’d have 50 cents in my purse. And if I didn’t 

have 50 cents, I’d put a button in my purse to feel that I had money. [RH laughs] I’d heard 

that somebody did that, so I did it.  

It was before the days of candy bars. There weren’t candy bars. You would buy a 

half pound or a pound of candy or whatever like that, or a box of candy. Candy used to 

come in boxes. Beautiful boxes, you know. None of this candy bar and these quick-food 

things, Twinkies. There was just no such animal in my growing up.  

And another thing, we weren’t allowed to take our lunches to school. We came 

home for lunch. That meant hot soup and so forth. The only time when I was in grade 

school that I ever had lunch, I should have been suspicious that we were allowed to take 

a lunch. And when we came home, here was a stranger in bed with Mother — a little boy. 

That was my brother. And so we were allowed to take ours. And I said, “Who’s that in bed 

with Mother?” And it was my brother. [RH laughs] Isn’t that antiquated? But that’s how it 

was. We weren’t supposed to be around. 

 

RH: You knew that your mother was about to give birth? 
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FEE: No, we hadn’t any idea. And we said, “Who is that?” And we had to be convinced 

that that was a new member of the family.  

 

RH: You hadn’t noticed just the physical change in your Mother? 

 

FEE: Oh no. We were the greenest green children you ever saw.  

 

RH: So, after the child showed up, there was no truthful explanation for how it got there 

then? 

 

FEE: Oh, I was 21 before I knew where that child came from. Imagine. And imagine 

teaching, being that ignorant and going out to teach children. It really was cruel. The 

children knew more than I did in many instances.  

 

RH: It seems like you, at Cascade Locks though, you were around a certain variety of 

farm animal and dogs and that kind of thing. 

 

FEE: Oh, but when Father took the cow away we weren’t supposed to know it. And we 

didn’t know why they took the cow off the road. That was just absolutely not mentioned. 

And I imagine Father hated that too. Being an Englishman who didn’t grow up with animals, 

I imagine that didn’t appeal to him at all. He was probably very self-conscious about it. But 

we didn’t know anything about that. We didn’t know how the calf got there or why or 

anything of the sort. It was a wonderful chance for us to have learned, but it just wasn’t 

being done. I think when I come right down to it, that both my parents were really 

puritanical.  

 

RH: They just felt it was improper to expose you to that. 
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FEE: No, you just didn’t discuss that thing. And I remember one time when I asked Mother 

some leading question, she said, “Oh your little friends will tell you.” Well, my little friends 

didn’t tell me. And so I graduated from normal school before I knew where babies came 

from. I say I wasn’t fit to teach school, that I didn’t know more than that.  

 

RH: Do you feel a little bit of anger toward your parents? 

 

FEE: No. No, I just think that was the time. And my aunts were worse than Mother. I should 

have gotten on the good side of Grandmother. She was a dear old Southerner. I think 

Grandmother [laughs] would have enlightened me.  

 

RH: She would have told you about the birds and the bees, huh? [Laughs]  

 

FEE: It’s incredible that people lived in those times but they did, and it was an odd thing. 

And there’s one thing that stands out in my life in Cascade Locks I never will forget. Virginia, 

my sister, doesn’t remember it all. I guess she was too little or wasn’t born. But there was 

a terrible feeling of tension one day in school. And the school teacher, who was a married 

woman and a very good teacher — now this was Monday — she said, “All those who didn’t 

go to the dance yesterday, stand up.” And my older sister and I stood up. We were the 

only children in the room.  

 It seems that the Swedish people had a Swedish dance at the hall on Sunday. 

Nothing wrong with that except that it just wasn’t done. And I thought it was terrible of this 

teacher to make us so conspicuous because all the other kids went, and we didn’t even 

know there was a dance on. [Cough] I don’t know whether they ever had another one or 

not because, you see, I had to go away after I got out of the eighth grade. But I remember 

the embarrassment of being different. My sister and I were the only ones who hadn’t gone. 

 

RH: What was her purpose in pointing you out like that as not having gone? 
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FEE: I can’t understand. It’s like the Sunday school teacher I had at Westminster who said 

all those who don’t have a penny, stand up. Why? 

 

RH: It’s almost malicious, isn’t it? 

 

FEE: Yes, I mean she certainly didn’t know anything about the types of child psychology. 

It just seems like an outrage, really now, looking back on it. I didn’t have enough sense to 

be outraged. I just did what I was told. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: I want to get the name of the normal school that you attended.  

 

FEE: Oh, it was Oregon Normal School at that time, at Monmouth. There was just one. 

 

RH: What sort of training did you get there? Could you describe that? 

 

FEE: Well, of course they specialize in pedagogy, but you have all the things. For 

instance, you have a history teacher and a math teacher and an English [teacher]. I loved 

English because we had, really, a course that now we would call a good-books course, 

where I read 57 books. That was during the war. I’d knit and read, knit and read. Knit socks 

for the Army and read. She was a wonderful teacher. She later became an assistant to Dr. 

Thorndike at Columbia University. We were friends all the rest of her life. She’s gone now. 

She lived in Greenwich Village in New York later. And she really was an inspiration. They 

were all good teachers, but some of the things were more interesting than others.  

Then, of course, you had to belong to some kind of a literary society. That was sort 

of the sheep and the goats. You know, you had to belong to this one or this one. I don’t 

really know what the point of that was. I suppose to make you feel social. And of course, I 

lived in a dormitory and they had just a lot of grinding work.  

And of course when you get through, you have a teacher’s certificate. I have a life 

certificate, which hasn’t been offered for years. I’ve had a life certificate since the 1920s. 
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They don’t do that anymore. I decided some time ago I had to be awfully hungry before I 

used it. [RH laughs] Because, well, teaching was all right, I liked the children, but they watch 

how long your skirt is and who you went out with. I mean that sort of thing irked me. 

Especially when if you stay in a place two or three years, they do watch you pretty carefully. 

Not that I was being so wicked, but I just didn’t like the idea. 

 

RH: As far as your training at the normal school is concerned, I’m interested in getting a 

sense of the balance between instruction in subject versus instruction in just methods of 

teaching and how to deal with children and how to teach. Was there that distinction made 

in the instruction? 

 

FEE: Well, then of course you have to do your practice teaching under supervision. It 

makes you a little nervous at first and then you begin getting your feet under you. Then, of 

course, my very first job after I left, I was principal of the school down in Malin. 

 

RH: Where did you do your practice teaching? 

 

FEE: Across the street from the school building. It’s one of the schools in Monmouth. It is 

a model school and that of course is you take one month you’re here, and another month 

you’re in another room and so forth and you do your practice teaching. But where you 

really get it is when you get in your first job. I mean you’re on your own. 

 

RH: Baptism by fire. [Laughs] 

 

 
[End of Tape 2, Side 1] 

  



Fee  SR 1214 
 

37 
 

Tape 2, Side 2 
1985 February 8 

 
 

RH: What was the size of the school at Monmouth, the normal school at Monmouth? 

 

FEE: Of course it’s bigger now. It had one main building, which was quite old and Mr. 

Ackerman was the president. He, I think, had been the state’s superintendent of 

instruction. Then we had a gym. I remember one boy was expelled. We didn’t have many 

men. We had about 300 girls and seven men at that time. But one of these boys got into 

the gym one Sunday to shoot a few baskets, and they expelled him. 

 

RH: Was that just because he wasn’t supposed to be there at that time of day? 

 

FEE: Yes. But he happened to be my beau too.  

 

RH: Oh, I see. [Both laugh] 

 

FEE: I thought it was unjust. Well, I guess he broke a rule or something, I don’t know. But 

anyway, that was it. And of course, he left school. And I think that’s the negative way to 

start out. He shouldn’t have broken in, but you know, expulsion in teaching is a very definite 

act. It’s a punishment, and it also wrecks your record. It’s almost like a felony.  

 

RH: Did that end your relationship with him, too, when he was expelled from school? 

 

FEE: Oh, I think he wrote. He went up to Idaho to visit some relatives or something. I think 

he wrote for a while, but that was the end of that. And then of course when I left, I think 

that was the end of it. I don’t know what happened to him. It seems rather harsh treatment, 

but rules are rules, I know. But I sometimes think they’re made to be broken. I don’t believe 
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in jeopardizing somebody’s chances. Oh, I’ll show you a picture of me, picking wild flowers 

on the Acropolis. [Laughs] The one with the hat on over there.  

 

RH: That’s some years later. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: Our ship had landed at the Port of Athens, of Piraeus, and then we had climbed up 

to the top of the Parthenon, and there were some wildflowers growing in the rocks, and I 

was more interested in that then I was all the Doric and Ionic [RH laughs] Well, I’ll tell you, 

I think these guides are always telling you so much, you know. I think they ought to let you 

alone. 

 

RH: Let me get back just for a minute to the normal school. I have a couple more 

questions about that. You mentioned that one teacher that you had there that you liked 

quite a bit who had the great books course. And then you mentioned the president of the 

school. Do you remember some of the other administrators? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. I remember them all. There was one named Butler, and he was like, well, 

you aren’t old enough remember Irvin Cobb — roly-poly comedian. Well, he was a little like 

that. He’d say, “Oh, oops, there’s the bell.” He [didn’t mind?] difficulty. He loved to talk, and 

he’d be talking away, the bell would ring, and he hadn’t everything done that he wanted 

to do in class time, you know. But we had to live by the bell. So, “Oops, there’s the bell,” 

he’d say. I can just see him, and he’s B.V. Butler. They used to call him “B.V.D.” Butner, and 

B.V.D.s were the underwear at that time, and I think his son was a doctor here at the 

university’s hospital. And then Miss Green was the art teacher. All teachers are supposed 

to learn art. Well, I’m the kind that had put tissue paper over a picture and draw it. I couldn’t 

draw straight lines with a ruler, but I [RH laughs] had to take it because you had to. And I 

very carefully didn’t try to do anything with it afterwards because I didn’t know anything 

about it. I enjoyed it. I just loved school, all kinds of school. 
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RH: Who were some of your other teachers? 

 

FEE: Oh, Mr. Evendon. Mr. Evendon was a psychology [Coughs], and he went from 

Oregon Normal School to teach at Columbia. And oh, he was something. We were just 

crazy about him. And then Miss Kennon was an assistant to Thorndike at Columbia. I can’t 

remember all their names. I can see, I know what they look like. 

 

RH: In the administration, besides the president, was there a dean of students?  

 

FEE: Oh yes, the dean of women. She was a [Inaudible] lady, but she wore beautiful 

clothes. It’s the only place I’ve ever lived where silent grace was mandatory. We put our 

hands on the backs of our chairs and stood and looked. I was always counting the cherries 

in the bowls to see how many we each got. I often got gypped you know because I was 

the head of the table and you passed the bowl of baked potatoes around, there were eight 

girls and only seven potatoes and the head of the table was the one that was always left 

without. 

 

RH: So you’d have to, there was this mandatory grace at mealtimes then? 

 

FEE: Yes, silent grace. Whether you wanted — that was it. I can’t see why; it was a state 

institution. Didn’t hurt anything, but as I said, I spent my time counting the prunes or 

whatever it was.  

 

RH: Did you have a circle of friends there? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, oh yes. I had a roommate that I didn’t care for because somebody had 

picked her out for me. But I had lots of friends there. I still have a friend who lives at 

Terwilliger Plaza who was there when I was. Well, of course, my very closest friends have 

died. I’ve just survived most of my friends. One year I lost my five oldest friends all the way 
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from New York to Eugene. Well one of them was a Springfield girl. Did you ever hear of, I 

can’t think what her husband’s name is. He was a judge on the Court of Appeals. He was 

terribly burned because when he was a twin in his crib, a gas mantle lamp exploded and 

came down on his head. I ought to know his name. [Laughs] His wife and I were very great 

friends. She had developed multiple sclerosis. And that was awfully hard to see her 

degeneration. So I’ve lost a lot of friends. But you see, I’m 88 this year, and they didn’t all 

die young, by any means. But they just didn’t live as long as I have. The most recent one 

is the doctor who was killed out here on the street, Dr. Dahl. 

 

RH: Oh yeah, I heard about that. 

 

TF: He’s my dermatologist. He’s taken more things off of my face, moles and all kinds 

of things. He’s Carl Dahl’s brother, and he and I were in college together, Carl. I’d known 

him 62 years. But that happens you know.  

 

RH: As you are approaching the end of your period, your training at Monmouth normal 

school, was your intention then to look for a teaching job? 

 

FEE: Well, I wasn’t concerned about it. Mother was expecting me home. I got as far as 

Portland on the train, and my grandfather, Mother’s father, was in Portland on his way to 

Honolulu to visit my aunt, and we were staying in the same hotel. And I got a telephone 

call telling me I’d been appointed principal of a school at Malin, Oregon. And I said to 

Grandfather, “What’ll I do? Mother’s expecting me home.” 

He said, “Young lady.” Of course he was a Yankee, you know. “Young lady, you’ve 

been training to be a teacher. Now you have a job and you should do it.” Oh, he was kind 

of stern. So, I — oh, Mother took months to forgive me for that because she expected me 

home to help with the 13-room house, [RH laughs] with sweeping and so forth. He said, “I’ll 

settle with your mother, don’t worry.” [Laughs] 
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RH: Was that your mother’s father? 

 

FEE: Yes, [Laughs] but anyway, the funniest thing of all was — my sister and I still laugh 

because my sister lived in Klamath Falls and she worked for the broadcasting station there. 

Her husband was of the U.S. Bank. Mother said to her, “Why? Klamath Falls, the weather 

is so terrible; it’s so cold they can’t even grow potatoes.” [Laughs] This was a joke because 

they’re famous for their potatoes, you know. So every letter to Mother I was trying to 

excuse why I had taken this job. Well, fortunately — see I graduated in February; I was kept 

out with appendicitis and so that’s why I had to break in to the middle of the year, I 

graduated in February. And so I only had from February to May to teach down there, but 

Mother never did quite forgive me for not coming home.  

 

RH: So, even though you were on your way to Portland, as soon as you found out that 

you’d gotten the job, you turned around and went to Malin. 

 

FEE: My trunk did go home, and she had to send it back, [RH laughs] which was bad. 

[Laughs]  

 

RH: Had you formally applied for that job then? 

 

FEE: No. I didn’t apply for it all. They just needed a teacher. I think they were pretty 

desperate.  

 

RH: They were in correspondence with the school then, and the school had sent them 

your name. 

 

FEE: Yes, they called the school and they wanted someone who—and here I was just 

fresh bait out of school, and so they got me in Portland and said, “Turn around and go back 

to go to Klamath Falls.” Well, I’ll tell you. That was some trip because you took the train to 
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Weed and then you got on a little peanut roaster and went from Weed to Klamath Falls. 

And then I stayed overnight in a very elegant hotel, which has since burned down, and this 

county school, someone had arranged for me to drive 30 miles to my school with a car full 

of men that I never saw before. And you know, they spent the whole time telling me these 

awful lies. The schoolteacher that was going to be under me weighed 300 pounds, she 

was about as big as a pencil, you know. That they had rattle snakes for breakfast every 

morning and oh, he just filled me full of stuff and I swallowed it all. 

 

RH: Who were these men who were telling you all this? 

 

FEE: Oh, they were just going out to Malin too, but somebody said, “Oh, there’s 

somebody who’s going out to Malin.” So they stuck me in the car. 

 

RH: Were they people who lived there? Were they Bohemians from the community? 

 

FEE: Oh, I don’t know if they were sheepherders or wool men, or what they were, but I 

never saw them before. And I haven’t seen them since. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: They were pulling your leg though. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: They had a wonderful time. They knew I was the new teacher and was the victim. 

[Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well, did you come to consider this job that you acquired as kind of a distinction or 

did you? 

 

FEE: Never at any time. I liked the money because that was war bonds, you see. That 

was 1919. But, I’ll tell you, there were some problems because you see, some of these 

children, these Bohemian children, I’m not saying this with any disrespect for Bohemian 
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children, but some of them are so into their clothes for the winter. Now little Betsy coughs, 

had an awful time keeping her food down. And she would lose her breakfast, and I would 

send her home and she’d come back in the same dress. 

 

RH: So you had sanitation problems. 

 

FEE: No. She sat near the big round stove, you see. And it was all these kids in this room 

and all sewed into their clothes for the winter, and they never were changed, you see. I 

had to get used to them. But the thing that saved my life in some respects was the organ. 

They had an organ there, and I played and taught them to sing school songs and so forth. 

And this one little boy was so interested. Well, he wasn’t so little, he was about a seventh 

grader. He wanted to learn to play. And so I said, “All right, if you’ll stay a little while after 

school, I’ll teach you to play the organ.”  

So I did, and one night his mother came with a horse whip. It seems that she 

horsewhipped every teacher that didn’t do what she wanted to and she said, “You’re 

teaching my boy to play the — and he should be out working! We want to get him through 

school as fast as we can and then he can work.” So, I had to stroke her the right way.  

 

RH: [Laughs] At least until she put the whip down, huh? 

 

FEE: She didn’t whip me. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: Well, you mentioned the organ and playing the organ and also I know that you 

eventually majored in music, but when we were going through your childhood and your 

upbringing, we really didn’t talk too much about music. At what point did you get some 

training in music? 

 

FEE: Oh, we had to take piano lessons when we were little. And then I had to give them 

a recital at Cascade Locks. Mother invited all the people that still spoke to us. [RH laughs] 
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I think that she thought that was part of it, that I learned to play before people besides the 

family. Mother played. Mother took lessons herself from one of our teachers while we were 

growing up, she took lessons too. She didn’t do anything with it except that she could play. 

And we wished very much that Mother and Father would play something besides hymns 

on Sundays because they’d play hymns and sing them and we thought that was rather 

dreary.  

 

RH: Did you continue playing and practicing then right up through your early adulthood? 

 

FEE: Well, of course, then I was sort of launched, you know. I remember now. I was the 

organist at Christian Science Church while I was at normal school. I got 50 cents for a 

Sunday Service and 50 cents for a Wednesday night testimonial service. And that helped. 

Then when I went to University of Oregon, I was the organist at the Congregational Church.  

 

RH: Okay. Well, let’s go back to Malin now. I wanted just to ask you about the music 

because I’ve realized that we haven’t touched on that during your childhood. But, now I 

know you said that you were hired as a principal, but it seems like you did teaching the 

whole time too. 

 

FEE: Oh yes. I had, you see, there were only two teachers in that school. I think that’s 

right. The first four grades, and then I had the last four grades. I had five, six, seven and 

eight. And, of course, the eighth grade boys, they were all farm children. They were all 

Bohemians, you see, and their parents were expecting them to work. Get out and on the 

farm. You see, I even saw — there was a farm near the school. I looked out the window 

one day and here was a team, the horse, and on the other side the woman was hitched in 

the harness, pulling on the horse. Barefoot in February. But I guess they did that in the old 

country. They were really, their mother colony was in Nebraska. This was sort of an 

offshoot of that, and of course, now they’ve been very successful. They own tremendous, 

or have through the years, owned tremendous ranches. But they still, for instance, look just 
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like the peasants, you know, their heads tied up, and I don’t know whether their being 

sewed in for the winter was a European custom or not. It was my first experience with that. 

But they were definitely recently come over, the parents were. But the children have turned 

out surprisingly well. Of course, the parents were a little difficult at times because they 

didn’t want to do certain things. They thought it was a waste of time. They wanted their 

children to get so that they could earn money.  

 

RH: They didn’t really appreciate the education as such, it seems. 

 

FEE: I had that in Hood River with the Japanese boy. He refused to do the morning 

exercises, you know, and according to the school law, you’re supposed to have had ten 

minutes in the morning and ten in the afternoon of gymnastics. And he’d just stand there 

and glare at me. He was a big boy, and he was sixteen years old in the third grade because 

he’d graduated from school in Japan, but he was just there to learn English. He was 

somebody’s houseboy. And one morning he refused to stand up, and he was as tall as I 

was. And I for a moment thought, what will I do now? And finally I made him stand up, and 

then afterward he sat down and he wrote furiously, and he brought his book to my desk. 

“No time to play.” He thought it was play. So I pulled out the Oregon school law, and I said 

it was law. And everything was ducky when he found out it was the law. [RH laughs] Well, 

of course, he just had been here a short time, and he was a houseboy for a doctor in Hood 

River. And nice enough boy, but it was just a difference in the customs in his country and 

here.  

 

RH: So part of the job that you originally hired to fill, then, was assumed to be teaching. 

By your being principal, did you have administrative duties in addition? 

 

FEE: Oh, do you. For one thing, you have to get the eighth grade children passed. They 

have to pass a state exam or they can’t get to high school. That was the law then at that 

time; I don’t know about now. And, you have regular schoolwork five days, and it was 
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school began at 9:00 and lasted until 4:00. And a lot of those children rode horseback four 

or five miles. I had one little boy who was four years old in the school who was too young, 

but his mother said, “We don’t know what to do with him at home, and he likes school, so 

we just send him in on the horse.” He just kind of played around because the other children 

were around.  

And, a lot of them were just eager beavers that wanted to learn. For instance, they 

had no flowers, but one day I found a bunch of asparagus stuck in this vase. They brought 

that to teacher.  

But I made mistakes. I didn’t know anything about rattlesnakes, and of course it was 

rattlesnake country, I knew when I was riding my horse that if the horse started performing 

that he knew that there were rattlesnakes. The horse would try to kill the rattlesnake. But 

I, in an off-guarded moment, said something that rattle snakes didn’t have a backbone, and 

so they brought me his backbone the next day, which kind of showed me up. So you had 

to always keep just one day ahead of them, you know. [RH laughs] But they were smart 

children, and I enjoyed that school. I had an awfully good time. Of course, it was kind of 

tough when we danced all night Saturday night, and you’d go miles, you know, and dance 

over a blacksmith shop or something like that. It was just being done. They were both what 

they called the Bohemian dances and then there were the ones where all the 

sheepherders came. There were several thousand sheepherders there and none of them 

were married. They brought their sheep in from the lava beds around Mt. Shasta, and they, 

of course, weren’t married. And the schoolteacher was really something in their lives. They 

come up to ask you for a dance and ask you to marry them at the same time. [RH laughs] 

The way they asked you was, “Could I be putting my shoes under your bed?” [RH laughs] 

Oh, I know, that was a shock to me at Cascade Locks. [Laughs] 

 

RH: You got a lot of those proposals then? 

 

FEE: But you just learned not to take anything seriously. Of course you had a good time 

too, you know? I loved it. I had an awfully good time.  
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RH: And it seems like you found the children generally well behaved. 

 

FEE: Oh yes. They knew the voice of authority. They had had good teachers. The one 

who had taught before me had gotten married, left, and that’s why they needed somebody 

in a hurry, you see. It wasn’t the end of the school term or anything. She just got married. 

That also happened in Hood River. I was home after I had graduated from college, and I 

wasn’t going to work for a while but the superintendent came down one day from Hood 

River and he said, “Well measles and matrimony have hit the Pine Grove School. Would 

you help us out?” 

And I said, “Well I was going to take some time off and not work.”  

“Well, we just need somebody.” So that’s how I got teaching as head of that school. 

That was the principalship too.  

 

RH: Tell me where you lived in Malin. 

 

FEE: Well, I lived with a — they put it rather crudely down there. The school 

superintendent down there said to me, “Now you’ll want to be sure to live with a white 

family.” Because you see they classified the foreigners as not white. But I think the reason 

for that is that I don’t think the teachers ever lived with the Bohemians because a lot of the 

Bohemian’s houses’ were pretty windowless. They didn’t, I mean the children sewed into 

their clothes and so forth. They said it wouldn’t be very convenient. And so I lived at the 

Pickett Ranch, where teachers usually stayed, and that’s just a general ranch with alfalfa. 

They were starting a lamb collection. They wanted to get into sheep and so forth. They 

had alfalfa and so forth. 

 

RH: And you rode a horse to school then? 
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FEE: Yes, and if it was awfully stormy, then we had a horse and buggy with a sack of hay 

across your feet for the horse. Oh, it felt pretty good, too, you know at zero weather. 

 

RH: Sure. 

 

FEE: That gunnysack full of hay on your feet. But we fed the horse at noon. And, of 

course, the thing is that the children got there when they could. I always turned my clocks 

back to 9:00 even if it was 10 or 11:00 by the time I got to school. Because if the irrigation 

ditch was full, I had to go around the long way. If the irrigation ditch wasn’t full, I would go 

through the dry irrigation ditch, which was very large. So, the kids never went home, they 

just played around, and I turned the clock back to 9:00, and we’d start all over again. [Both 

laugh] Sometimes it would be dark before I’d get home. They liked it. They wanted to come 

to school. And some of them came miles and I was very fond of those children. They were 

smart and willing, and they liked me and we got along beautifully. 

 

 [End of Tape 2, Side 2] 
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Tape 3, Side 1 
1985 February 12 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee in her home in the Vista St. Clair 

Apartments in Southwest Portland. The date is February 12, 1985. The interviewer is Rick 

Harmon for the Oregon Historical Society. This is Tape Three, Side One. 

 Mrs. Fee, we ended up our last session with your telling me quite a lot about your 

experiences teaching down in the Bohemian Czech community of Malin. There are a 

couple of things that I wanted to follow up with on that. You described your experiences 

overall [as] a very good one and an enjoyable one and you enjoyed the children. But there 

were a couple of things that you suggested earlier in the interview that I wanted to mention. 

And that is the fact the one of the things that annoyed you about the experience was that 

sometimes it seemed like there wasn’t enough privacy as an individual or that your 

comings and goings were sort of being watched. Could you tell me a little bit more about 

that? 

 

FEE: Well, that’s true or it used to be true. I don’t know anything about teaching now. But 

who you danced with Saturday night and how long your skirt is. And usually in small 

communities, the teacher is a figure like the grocer and the undertaker and so forth. They 

want to know who you’re going with and so forth. Well, of course, they’re extremely 

interested that I rode horseback to school. Wasn’t my horse, someplace where I lived, 

boarded, had horses, and so we rode to school. Well, I didn’t think anything about it 

because we started in riding on the old government nags, Princy and Maudie, stand on top 

of the fence post and jump on the horse’s bareback. [RH laughs] I’ll tell you, we didn’t go 

very fast either because Princy and Maudie were in their thirties.  

 

RH: These were horses that you had up at Cascade Locks? 
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FEE: Yes, they were government horses. Well, Father didn’t want to work them to death 

because they were so near death anyway. So they were quite spoiled. In fact, they ate just 

the same kind that we did, rolled oats, because they had no teeth. [RH laughs] And then 

Uncle Sam didn’t realize what was going on, but then Father had to hire somebody harder 

hearted with a team because he didn’t want to work the government horses so hard. That 

always amused me, and they just lived on forever. Talk about horse heaven! [Both laugh] 

They were in it!  

 

RH: Well what where people concerned about in Malin as far as your riding a horse? 

 

FEE: Oh, some of the children came in. There was one little boy, he was four years old, 

and he was too young to come to school, but he wouldn’t stay home. His older brothers 

and sisters came and so here he was with his little legs just barely getting over the horse. 

He’d fall asleep in the morning you know. And he was such a child. But he didn’t want to 

miss it, so he came in. Here he was at four and it was against the law, of course, for a child 

to be that young. So I just pretended he wasn’t there. Then he’d go home with the other 

boys. Well, of course, that gave him a long day.  

Those children came from, well, of course now there are towns where they came 

from. They came from Merrill and Bly and places like that — various towns and then the 

countryside. There’s quite a settlement of Bohemians there. I was trying to think what it 

was they put on the top of the fried eggs and in the coffee, and that was poppy seed. And 

there was a failure that year in the Bohemian colony in Nebraska. There were a lot of them 

in Nebraska. And Malin shipped eighty pounds of coffee, poppy seed, to their relatives in 

Nebraska so that they could continue. I didn’t care for it on the top of anything. I like French 

bread with poppy seed on it. You know what that is like. But I wasn’t accustomed to putting 

it on top of things.  

 

RH: This characteristic then of being observed as a young teacher, was that something 

that you felt was generally true of all your teaching or just at Malin? 
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FEE: Absolutely, yes of course. I don’t think anybody cares any more. But it’s a great 

moment when you’ve brought something new, the whole town knew it, you now? But that 

was all right with me because I made my clothes, so I could boast. They couldn’t jump on 

me for having spent a lot of money because I made them. I have a suit now that I made. I 

went to the island of Harris and bought the Harris Tweed in the Outer Hebrides and made 

a suit for six dollars.  

 

RH: I’ll be darned. [Laughs]  

 

FEE: And of course when Mother sewed, we were taught to sew. I never felt self-

conscious about anything that I had made and wore. I thought it was pretty good that I got 

by with it. 

 

RH: Well, what compelled you to move on to your next job, then, after you finished up 

at Malin? 

 

FEE: Oh, well, I really wanted to get into a city school. But you have to have some 

experience. And I had a beau in Hood River. So I applied in Hood River. You’d think the 

way I talked that I had nothing but beaus. That isn’t true, but this was a high school, a 

hangover from high school. I might as well apply. I took a $35 a month decrease in income 

to get into a city school, but that was a graded school. I taught third grade, whereas I’d 

been a principal in the other school. But that started me on the Hood River teaching 

system, which was all right, except that if you are ill and you hire a substitute, she is paid 

by the day, whereas you’re paid by the month. And I remember one month when I had my 

nose operated on and the substitute got more than I did, because I got $90 a month and 

she got six dollars a day. But after all, you have to keep the school going. And I taught until 

I got a life certificate.  
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Then I was principal of another school out in Hood River Valley. That was my last 

job. And I loved that because I was living on an apple orchard ranch. Oh, we had lots of 

fun. We’d go to Grange dances, and you knew everybody in the neighborhood, you know? 

Lots of those children wrote to me for years after that.  

One day I was stopped down by Meier & Frank’s and a boy said, “Hi.” He was driving 

a truck. I looked at him, and he said, “Don’t you know me?” And I didn’t. It was one of the 

Lester boys. And I’d had to whip him when I was a principal, because a bunch of boys 

brought their — you could whip children if you used certain things. We had to use the short 

length of rubber hose. You couldn’t hit them with something sharp. They came early and 

they put their lunches on the playground for play, and some dogs came along and stole it. 

This was out in the orchard country. They grabbed the dog and painted him with lime and 

sulfur spray that they put on the trees — shaved the dog and then painted him with this 

stuff. And I was so incensed because the dog had to be destroyed that I whipped them. 

They boys were as big as I was. 

 

RH: Did you have other teaching jobs between that first third grade job in Hood River 

and then the principalship that you got later? 

 

FEE: No, I taught just third grade. Oh, I had everything. I had had cripples, a little girl with 

a glass eye, and a little girl who moved from Oklahoma and she had one dress and so 

every Monday, she was out of school because her mother had to wash her cotton dress. I 

could have wrung that woman’s neck. She should have got some material and made 

another one. But this little girl every Monday missed school. I paid no attention to it though, 

the fact that she should have been in school; it was her mother’s fault. There’s no telling 

what you get. I had one boy from Pottawatomie Kansas, and I said, “What are you doing in 

Hood River?” He was an [Inaudible] , if you know what I mean, his Father was an apple 

picker, an itinerate, they come with the season.  

“Well, Paul had asthma,” he said. “And where he caught his breath, we stopped.” 

He wasn’t a bad little boy, he just had no background at all. School didn’t mean anything 
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to him. Learning didn’t mean anything to him. He always had that to combat. I tried to teach 

them to want to learn. That was the difficult thing because the parents, in very many 

instances, were urging them to get out and earn something. I don’t think they have that 

battle anymore, but we had it.  

Then I went to the university.  

 

RH: Yeah. I want to ask you more about that. I just want to clarify a couple of things 

about your teaching at Hood River. Was that in a different school? You started teaching 

third grade at one school and then you became principal at another school? 

 

FEE: Yes. That’s at Pine Grove out on the east side. 

 

RH: That’s where you became principal? 

 

FEE: Yes. They said measles and matrimony had hit the school and would I come. And it 

was in the middle of February, and they just had to get somebody and I had just graduated 

from university and was home and expecting to do nothing for a while. The superintendent 

was a friend of mine, and he came down and just begged me to come, and I said, “Why I 

wasn’t going to start teaching until next fall.”  

“Oh, come now,” he said. So I went and stayed for several years. 

 

\RH: And did you have teaching responsibilities there too, in addition to being principal? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. I taught music in all the grades. Taught little fellas to sing. They loved that. 

They certainly would calm down if I played the piano for them. But they were wonderful 

children. They wrote to me for years afterwards and wrote and told me who they married 

and how many children they had and so forth. But of course what broke that up was when 

I moved to San Francisco. It really did break the thread. I was no longer a webfoot.  
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RH: Another thing that you eluded to last time we talked was a certain irritation with 

teaching because of its requirement that you follow certain patterns or certain programs. 

 

FEE: All the interruptions. That just irked me to death. For instance, we’d get these 

notifications from the county school superintendent or if it was city, it would be the city 

superintendent, that this was “eat an apple week.” Or it was “chew your food carefully.” 

[RH laughs] Oh, it just bothered me to death because I wanted them to be able to spell and 

to read and get out of there knowing something you know. And then another thing, when 

you’re teaching school, especially if you’re a principal in a grade school, you have to see 

that they pass the state exams. And I was so proud when all my four Bohemians came 

through with flying colors, because those with the parents who wanted to yank them out 

to the fields, you know. But they all graduated from the eighth grade. And I tried to instill 

in them the fact that they should have a definite target. Graduate from this school, go to 

the next school if you can and graduate from that. That they would never lose anything by 

it. So 0ur immediate goal was to graduate from the eighth grade, get a diploma. I kept 

thinking about all [Inaudible]. My youngest daughter said, after she graduated from 

Pomona and she came home, well, she got a job in the shipyard on the night shift. And her 

father said, “Doing what?” Well, she was a boilermaker’s helper. Well, she was about a size 

five and a little blonde on the midnight shift, you know, at midnight.  

Well, he said, “Lillian, did it ever enter your head that if there was a strike and you 

had to be on a picket line, that that matter might come before your father?” 

“Oh no, Daddy, of course not.” She hadn’t thought of that.  

Well, he said, “You wouldn’t want to embarrass me, would you? Why don’t you go 

down to Meier & Frank’s and sell costume jewelry?” [RH laughs] He got her out of the 

shipyards.  

Well, she wasn’t strong enough. She was a little bit of a thing, you know. She’s the 

one who had open-heart surgery. He said, “I just imagine her going to work at midnight.” 

It just bothered him terribly you know, in Vancouver. She was going where the girls all 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

55 
 

ended up, at Catlin School, and the thing to do was to get a job at the shipyard and go off 

to work at midnight, you know. 

 

RH: Was this during the war years? 

 

FEE: Yes. 

 

RH: Now during the years that you taught school then, what were your long-range 

plans? What were you looking forward to? 

 

FEE: Well, I thought there must be some other way to keep myself alive. So after I had 

won a life certificate… 

 

RH: Teaching certificate? 

 

FEE: Teaching. And I said to myself, “I hope I never have to use it.” And I came to 

Portland. I’ve had lowly jobs before when I was putting myself through the university. I was 

a barnacle on the ship of state in Salem, working in the lowest possible job in the State 

Industrial Accident Commission.  

 

RH: Let me just interrupt you here just for a minute. I’m a little bit confused on the 

chronology here. Now, your first teaching job at Malin was followed by Hood River and 

then where in this chronology did you attend the university? 

 

FEE: Oh, after teaching third grade in Hood River. And then I came to Salem where my 

married teacher lived, and I worked in the State Industrial Accident Commission in the old 

capital building that burned down. And that was $65 a month.  

 

RH: And then it was after that that you got the principalship at Hood River? 
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FEE: No, the principalship in Hood River was — yes. It was after I graduated from the 

university in 1924. 

 

RH: Okay. I actually meant to try to follow these things in chronological order, but I 

wasn’t quite sure what the sequence was. So, I think at this point we ought to talk about 

your experience at the University of Oregon. I was wondering to what extent in your early 

teaching jobs at Malin and your first teaching job at Hood River, you were consciously 

looking forward to attending the university. Was that your objective all along? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Yes. I was a music major. I got an A.B., or a B.A. I guess you call it, in music. 

But I was also in the Glee Club at the university and I, once again, was earning my way. So 

I earned it by playing accompaniments for the two faculty members that have to have 

accompaniments. That’s the violin instructor, and the voice instructors have to have 

somebody as accompaniments. And so I did that for the music school. And then one of the 

faculty members in the music school wrote a small opera and, they paid me so much an 

hour to write the whole score on the music class, you know. So I kept myself alive at the 

university and then I rented a typewriter and typed term papers. Then I got another job, I 

corrected all of the term papers for the music department. And that got me through school.  

 

RH: I was sort of under the impression that you had saved up quite a bit of money from 

your earlier teaching experiences, with government bonds and such. 

 

FEE: Well I, of course, haven’t mentioned the fact that when I was teaching I had to go to 

hospital for several operations. That took care of my money. 

 

RH: Oh, I see. 
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FEE: But I went to university with the big sum of $150 that I had saved. Board and room 

was $32. But you see, music fees are very expensive. They’re extra. Oh my, music fees — 

when you take any music, if it’s only music appreciation, your fees are terrific. That first 

year, mine were $81, which was an awful lot of money when you don’t have much. You 

see, I was working for two things. I was working for a degree and to get a music 

supervisor’s certificate, good in grades or high school for life, which I have somewhere 

down in the basement. So, I didn’t have much time. And then I played the organ in the 

Congregational Church in Eugene. And I played the piano in the Christian Science Church 

in Monmouth when I was there. And 50 cents an hour is 50 cents.  

 

RH: You had several part time jobs working at the university then, didn’t you? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. 

 

RH: Who were some of the faculty members that you remember? 

 

FEE: Oh, well Dean Landsbury was the head of music department and his sister, Anna 

Beck was the one who gave me the most employment. Mr. Seifert was the voice teacher. 

Rex Underwood was the violin teacher. John Stark Evans, who wound up here at Lewis & 

Clark, was in charge of the glee club when I was in it, and he was the most wonderful man 

that ever was. He could teach a statue to sing, you know. Then, of course, being in the 

glee club, we went on tour around the state — all the towns like Medford and Grants Pass 

and so forth. And to save money, we stayed with graduates. I was parked with Edison 

Marshall, the author. And the first thing he did was offer me a drink. Well, I hadn’t had a 

drink in my life, you know, and he fell downstairs, he had several. [Both laugh] Well, I held 

a glass until it got good and warm, you know.  

 

RH: Well, you must have been about what, 23? 
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FEE: I was 26 when I graduated from, 1923—I was 26. And I was 46 when I was married.  

 

RH: Yes. Okay. 

 

FEE: You can’t do everything at once, you know? [Both laugh] It takes time for all of this. 

 

RH: What were some of the other academic courses that you took at the University of 

Oregon? 

 

FEE: Well, the most ridiculous thing is that here I was, I was a graduate. You get a senior 

summary to see if you have made all the requirements because I was trying to get both a 

B.A. and a music supervisor certificate. And my horror, when I got one at the university, 

right across the front of it in red ink, it said, “deficient in high school science.” Well, it was 

a little late then to do anything about that. And I never did have chemistry or physics. I 

don’t know anything about science. I don’t even know what makes bread rise from yeast. 

I don’t know anything. That’s just an absolutely blank part of my life. But anyway, I crept 

through in various — and here was this summary. And I went to the registrar, and I said, “If 

you admitted me here as a junior after I’d graduated from Monmouth, that’s when you 

should have told me I was deficient in science, not in March before commencement.” And 

made it stick.  

 

RH: So, did they go along with that finally? 

 

FEE: Yes, they had to back down. They said, “Well we should have.” 

And I said, “Well of course, I’m deficient, but this isn’t the time to tell me, three 

months before commencement.”  

 

RH: Did you take other liberal arts courses, though, during the time, or were you taking 

all together music courses? 
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FEE: Well, we used to call that the University of Southern Oregon, it was so far out on the 

southern part of the campus that you had to allow extra time to get there. I wanted to have 

something on the main campus. And I also wanted to have something with the famous 

Mary Watson, who was a fabulous teacher of freshman English. So, when I was a senior I 

took freshman English. And I never regretted it. Mary just had them standing in the aisles 

in her classes, she was so wonderful. And of course, I’d had psychology and all those 

various and sundry things at normal school. I’m not very well-educated, because, you see 

I got through in three years in high school and three years in college, and that means that 

you just have to throw a lot of things overboard.  

 

RH: So you were admitted as a junior then and so then you took primarily music courses 

during those two years you were at the University of Oregon. 

 

FEE: I took the required ones and some of them irked me a little, like music appreciation. 

I think if you’ve been brought up in the musical household, you don’t have to take a course 

in music appreciation, but it was required. Then that was the department that gave me the 

most employment, so that was a lifesaver. And then I loved the glee club. Oh, that was 

marvelous. Oh, we sang ambitious things like the “The Blessed Damozel” and so forth, you 

know. John Stark Evans was just absolutely superior, and he said, “I’m going to give you 

things that are too hard for you.” And he did. It was a magnificent group because he 

worked with us. But, of course, I was carrying 22 hours when I was a senior. You see, I was 

trying to get through in that year and there was no time for frills. I don’t think I ever went to 

a rally, a football game or anything of any fun at school because I was doing all the things 

that had to be done.  

 

RH: And you were trying to graduate as quickly as possible just because your financial 

resources were limited? 
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FEE: Yes. I didn’t have very much. Well, I was living in the sorority house because my 

sister would have been heartbroken if I hadn’t joined the groups that she belonged to. But 

I just couldn’t turn the lights out at certain time, I had to work at night. So finally I moved off 

of the house and moved across the street and lived with a business administration 

instructor and his wife where I could type, type far into the night. They didn’t mind. But I 

didn’t want to lose all contact with the girls that I knew so I ate meals with them when I 

could. 

 

RH: Was your sister there at the same time that you were there? 

 

FEE: Oh no, that was my older sister. My younger sister came along later, but my older 

sister went to Oregon in 1917, but matrimony overtook her. 

 

RH: But she had belonged to this sorority then? What sorority was that? 

 

FEE: Gamma Phi Beta. Did you ever hear of it? 

 

RH: I think so, yes, yes. 

 

FEE: Well, and she married a man from Yale, a Yale graduate. Then my younger sister, I 

put through college when I was working. I put her through for two years and then her eyes 

failed and she couldn’t do any more. She didn’t have more than two years because she 

had trouble with her vision. 

 

 [End of Tape 3, Side 1] 
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Tape 3, Side 2 
1985 February 12 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee. February 12, 1985. Tape Three, Side 

Two. 

 

FEE: You have fun with that, don’t you? 

 

RH: [Laughs] Yes, I’m having fun. Let me ask you a little bit more about Mary Watson. I 

was struck by the enthusiasm with which you talked about her. What was it that people 

found so captivating with her freshman English class at the University of Oregon? 

 

FEE: Well, for one thing, it was required as a freshman. But everybody else was crazy 

about Mary Watson because she was such a good teacher. She gave you a great yen to 

read the things that she wanted you to read. But I didn’t actually need that because I had 

that kind of a teacher at normal school, who in one year had me read 57 books that she 

thought I should read. And that’s when I was knitting for the First World War and I’d just sit 

on my bed and knit and read. She was one of these wonderful teachers. As I said, she later 

became Dr. Thorndike’s assistant. You wanted to do the best you could for her. And Mary 

Watson, of course, I’d heard so much about her from my sister who had been there. 

Everybody went to Mary because you just about had to, but not starting Oregon as a 

freshman I didn’t have to. But I chose to and somebody said, “Taking freshman English 

when you’re a senior?” Well, I didn’t think it was a waste of time at all.  

 

RH: You had quite good academic success there at the University of Oregon, didn’t you, 

with your music courses and a few other courses that you took? 

 

FEE: Well, I guess we have to get into that, do we? 
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RH: Sure. 

 

FEE: [Laughs]. Well, I graduated Phi Beta Kappa. 

 

RH: That’s wonderful. 

 

FEE: And I belong to the Spanish honorary and the educational honorary, Phi Lambda 

Beta. But I think they had an extra place left over. [RH laughs] You see, I was very self-

conscious about being older in the house. The short time that I lived in the house. I was 

ten years older than one of the freshman. I felt like Methuselah. But it wasn’t a grim sort of 

thing. I was there and my family expected me to finish and I was determined to. I thought 

it would have been a great waste of time and effort if I hadn’t. And then you get interested. 

I was interested. I just loved everything I took. And 22 hours as a senior seems like a big 

load, but the thing that took time, it was the glee club practice and so forth.  

Now when I was at normal school and in music, you had to learn to conduct a school 

orchestra and learn to tune all of the instruments in a school. Now, of course, I don’t have 

any use for that, but we had to do it. A lot of people don’t realize, I think, that some of the 

things that you have to learn at normal school are not only basic, but well, they’re pretty 

elevating in a way. So, you just learn to tune all the instruments and you knew what each 

instrument was supposed to do. I never intended to be a professional musician or compose 

or anything like that. I had no ability for that. But I did enjoy the glee club.  

And, oh, Father wrote bursting with pride because of the four children, I was the 

only one who graduated. Paul had shot himself accidentally, my brother shot himself in the 

foot. He had to start school on crutches and so to get him out of damp Eugene, they sent 

him to the University of Idaho at Moscow. But he couldn’t keep going. And he had two 

years. I put Virginia through two years and then her eyes failed. My older sister had two 

years and then she got married. So, it’s just a fluke that I’m the only one that finished.  
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RH: What sort of contacts did you keep up with your family through these years when 

you first sort set out independently on your own to go to normal school and to teach at 

Malin and to go to the University of Oregon? Were you writing regularly to your mother? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, that’s one I’ll never forget. My dear beloved father took rolls of wallpaper 

and cut them into the size of the typewriter and then would feed them through and I’d get 

these great rolls where he’d written on the back of the wallpaper. And I haven’t one of 

them. I never kept them. Just, you know, kid-like, I just threw them away. I could curse 

myself many a time since that I haven’t a single one. Father had a marvelous sense of 

humor and, oh, he just poured himself out, taking two or three days to get one of these 

things and then it would come in a mailing tube you know. And, why didn’t I keep one? I 

don’t know. Oh, there was something more important. 

 

RH: Was it your father primarily who wrote or did your mother write too? 

 

FEE: Oh no. Well, of course it was a different kind of letter to Mother. She wanted to know 

if I was keeping my feet dry and if I had a sore throat and all that sort of stuff. But Father of 

course had an entirely different point of view. Mother was concerned with our physical 

welfare, but Father was, well, Father always played down the fact that he had more 

education than Mother. I didn’t know until after he’d died that he had been at Oxford. He 

just was so fond of Mother and she’d gone to school in The Dalles and then they got 

married at 18 and had two children by the time she was 20. He just played that down. He 

really was a scholar, and I remember at the table he would say, “Pass the bread” in French, 

or he’d say something else in Greek or something, you know. Just for fun.  

Well, of course, my dear beloved husband wrote some of his love letters in Greek 

and I couldn’t tell what in the world he was writing about because I never had Greek. [RH 

laughs] But, to the end of his life, he wrote a pi for plaintiff and a delta for a defendant. 

[Both laugh] But of course, that’s ancient Greek, they don’t use delta anymore. When we 

were getting ready to go to Greece, I said, “Well you’ve got to be able to read the street 
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signs and so forth,” and he was awfully let down to see what had happened to the Greek 

language [Laughs] since he’d had nine years of Greek. 

 

RH: So, your father’s letters reflected more his educated background? 

 

FEE: Well, not only that, but his marvelous sense of humor. And no worries. He did have 

responsibilities, but he didn’t pass them on. Everything, even to remind of us a fishing trip 

that he’d taken. He taught me to fish. He was always looking on the pleasant side of things, 

although he had lots of responsibility and very little money, and was the government mule 

for 45 years, you know. But I often wondered how he got the bills all paid, you know, shoes 

and things and so forth. He never complained. I think there were times probably when he 

just could give this one so much and that one so much in the bills each month because he 

couldn’t pay everybody on a hundred dollars.  

I remember one time when I hurt him terribly. It was after I was working and I’d 

forgotten which surgery that was, but I was in the hospital I think three weeks. You know, 

that’s what they used to do is keep you there forever. He was so upset, and he sent me a 

$100 check and I sent it back. And I’ve regretted it ever since. By that time I was earning 

money, and I was pretty cocky. I didn’t need any help. I told my brother in the last years of 

his life, I said, “I will always regret that terribly that I did that, because Father didn’t say a 

word.” I should have kept the money. 

 

RH: I’m going to ask you a question here and if you’d rather not answer, that’s fine, but 

I think part of what we’re trying to do here is just to get a sense of what life was like 

obviously in the time when you were growing up and when you were a young adult. And 

included in that is the kind of things that people suffered from physically and the kinds of 

problems that they had with their bodies. So, I was just curious about what sorts of things 

led to these surgeries that you had during those years. 

 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

65 
 

FEE: Well, of course, unfortunately it was in the days when nobody did anything about it. 

You just had one tonsillitis after another and so forth. I was 21 before I had my tonsils out. 

And missed an awful lot of school. I don’t know how I ever got through school. Three weeks 

at a time with tonsillitis. I had my first appendicitis attack when I was eight years old, and 

Mother put a bag of ice on me. Well, I wanted to play, so I pinned it to me with some safety 

pins, and that was the end of the ice bag. And Mother was furious. [Both laugh] Well, I was 

in the hospital in 1917, 1918, 1919 and 1920. And I was teaching two of those years. That’s 

when the substitute got most of the money. Then at one time, I was nine months a patient 

at Emanuel Hospital. I had an abscess in my back that came from being knocked down in 

the ocean when a bunch of us were jumping the waves, you know, and holding hands and 

jumping, and I got knocked down. And I knew I’d hurt my back but I didn’t think anything 

about it. Ten years later I began running a temperature. I was working then and terrible 

pain running down my leg and I thought, “Oh dear, I’m getting sciatica and so forth.” Well, 

to make a long story short, the famous Dr. [Dillahunt?], who was the head of the medical 

school up here, somebody got him, and he put me in the hospital. And I had three surgeries 

there. I’ve had about 15, I think. They collapsed a lung and a few things like that.  

 

RH: The surgeries that you had while you were teaching, were those related to finally 

getting your tonsils out and your appendix out or were they something different? 

 

FEE: No, yes they were. Then I had an operation on my nose, and I was put in the Hood 

River Hospital with an abscessed ear and that scared the family because an aunt had had 

a terrible time with a mastoid and that scared the family. But in those days, really, when 

you think of it, three weeks here and three weeks there, just imagine being in Emanuel for 

nine months. I think I built that hospital. [RH laughs] I had 25 roommates, I do know that. 

Some of them died and others were carried out and so forth and here I lingered, but they 

finally got the abscess drained and then I had to learn to walk over again. It took me a 

month in the hospital after I could hang my feet over the edge of the bed and to be able 

to walk. And my sister wanted me to go home with her. She lived up near the Multnomah 
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Club. You remember those last two houses that they pulled down to build the garage? 

Well, she lived in one of them. Those were the Hall houses and her husband was one of 

the Halls. I had to learn to go up and down stairs because the bathroom was upstairs. Well, 

the hospital sent a nurse home with me to teach me to do the stairs and then after a while, 

I went back to work. I get over everything. But now the doctors say, “Oh you’re just 

disgustingly healthy.” [RH laughs] 

 

RH: Well, good for you.  

 

FEE: But I have had some things happen in the night here. Strange things. Of course, in 

your eighties, what do you expect? But one night I had an excruciating pain. Oh, and I’m 

used to pain, but it was just terrific. So I get myself in a taxi and go over to the Good 

Samaritan Hospital. One of the house doctors said, “You have shingles.”  

I said, “Oh no I don’t, I had shingles fifty years ago in my mouth and all down my 

throat. So I know shingles. This isn’t shingles.”  

And another doctor said, “She has a hernia.” Well, I had. The tissues under a 65-

year-old appendectomy scar just got sick and tired of me and collapsed. And when they 

did, they picked up part of the intestinal tract. And that’s what the pain was. In other words, 

here I was just sleeping peacefully and so forth. Well, that’s what happens when you get 

older.  

I said to the doctor, “If I hear that word collapse any more I’ll be quite discouraged 

because everything seems to be getting tired of me.” [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well, let’s pick up the chronology again. Now, after you graduated from University 

of Oregon, that’s when you had your principalship in Hood River. We’ve already talked 

about that. So let’s go on to the next thing, which I think was your job for the State 

Industrial… 
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FEE: No. That was before I went to the University of Oregon. That was a summer job for 

a while. Then finally I was getting awfully low on money and I stayed until, it was a summer 

job, but I stayed until the beginning of the term, which I think was February in order to have 

a little more money. That’s how I happened to graduate at the wrong time of the year, you 

see, instead of graduating in June. Yes, that’s right. 

 

RH: Okay, well then what did you do after your second job in Hood River as principal?  

 

FEE: I came down and worked for J.K. Gill for $65 a month, which was quite a comedown 

from $175 as a school principal. But I wanted to prove to myself that I could keep myself 

alive some other way besides teaching. Then, one night, my married sister who lived over 

near Jantzen Knitting Mills, I lived with them, had a relative for dinner who was secretary 

to the famous Judge Gilbert, who was the original Court of Appeals judge here. What a 

marvelous man. She said, “What’s Alice doing now?”  

And she said, “Oh, she’s taking shorthand.”  

She said, “Is she ready for a job?”  

“No” she said. “She hasn’t finished her shorthand yet.”  

Well, there’s a vacancy in the Federal Court in the clerk’s office.”  

“Oh, but she isn’t ready,” my sister said.  

“Well, ask her to apply.” So I applied and I did a sneaky thing. I wore my Phi Beta 

Kappa key, which I never wear. [RH laughs] And Mr. Marsh, the clerk of the court, was a 

graduate of Pacific. He had a very exalted opinion of anybody who was lynch scholar, we’ll 

say. And, I got the job in the clerk’s office. I was a typist. 

 

RH: Okay. I want to ask you more about that whole period, the different jobs that you 

had in the clerk’s office. I want to go back for just a minute though and ask you a little more 

about your job working for J.K. Gill. What…. 
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FEE: I was not on the first floor, I was on the fifth floor, and I inherited the job from a gal 

who’d been my roommate at Oregon who got married. And she said, “Don’t you want my 

job?”  

 And I said, “I’m not sure that I do, but I want a job.” It was on the fifth floor getting 

books out to school libraries. We weren’t selling anything except when the day came 

where everybody rushes in the store to buy schoolbooks. Everybody all over the store is 

pressed into that, but we had nothing to do with that. We made up the orders that went 

out to the various school libraries. The thing I enjoyed about that was there’s a collection 

at the University of Oregon that’s kept under glass. It’s a memorial, I’ve forgotten just now, 

it was some gal that went to Oregon a long time ago. And this fund buys beautiful books 

for that, and they’re always kept locked up behind the glass. Well, the book that they 

choose that year was A Shropshire Lad in leather and the frontispiece and the back pages 

were a real tartan, a piece of the tartan. Oh boy, I could hardly put in it down, you know. 

And I handled such beautiful books there because — for instance, great books about the 

ships of the world and so forth. I’m afraid my mind wasn’t always on my work. [RH laughs] 

But, as I said, I got a chance to work in the Court and so that was it. Of course, Gill was 

famous for not paying. I got $65 a month, which was rather a comedown from a $175. But 

I was determined to try to keep myself alive in some way besides teaching because I 

already had the life certificate safe in the bottom of the trunk and hoped it would stay there, 

which it has. 

 

RH: It seems like you had pretty certainly decided that you wanted to go in a different 

direction from teaching and you would only fall back on that if you had to. 

 

FEE: I could, but I said I’d have to be awfully hungry before I would. 

 

RH: It’s funny because the experiences you’ve described as teaching sound like 

basically positive experiences. So what soured you so much on teaching that you didn’t 

want to have to go back to it? 
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FEE: I think it was meeting the community of criticism of teachers. I’ve mentioned that 

before.  

 

RH: Yes, you mentioned the scrutiny that teachers suffered. 

 

FEE: For instance, if I’d go to a Grange dance out in Hood River Valley, if you danced 

more than once with the same person, that was noted. Oh, you’ve no idea how in — not in 

a city, but out in, and of course, Hood River Valley is very sophisticated because it’s 

practically founded by Easterners you know. From Princeton and lots of Cornell people 

and so forth. And lots of educated people that were sent out not exactly as remittance 

men, but their families sent them out to learn the apple business and so forth. Some of 

them starved and others went back home, but a great many of them stayed and were 

pillars of society and still are. In fact, the chairman of my school board was one of them. Al 

Peters of the Peters Ammunition people who was sent out here. Well, he was one of the 

best friends I have had. I had his two daughters in school and Hood River was just full of 

people like that who really have had a good education, but they all wanted to have some 

land and grow something, you know? The place was full of Princeton people and 

Dartmouth and so on. 

 

RH: But overall, though, the community seems to have exerted quite a lot of pressure 

on a young teacher. 

 

FEE: Oh, they do. I don’t know anything about it now, but I’m talking about the 1920s. 

And you were certainly, well, one time I was coming home from the Malin School in a horse 

and buggy and the other teacher was driving. I had never driven a horse in my life, but she 

knew how. And suddenly a man on horseback went around and around just firing his gun 

in the air, you know, and scared me to death. And she said, “Oh that’s just one of the old 

[Heman?] boys who wants to meet the new teacher.” [RH laughs] 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

70 
 

 

RH: Well, did you ever meet him? 

 

FEE: Yes, but I made it as difficult for him as I could. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well, good for you. You mentioned the low pay working at Gills and some of the 

jobs that you had, that you had, that you were assigned to. What was the general 

atmosphere like working in that company? 

 

FEE: Well, I worked for Miss Barnes and that just says a lot. Miss Barnes was just 

absolutely wonderful. She was the head of that department and even Mr. Montgomery, 

who was related to the Gills who came around behind the counters and watched us you 

know, didn’t [Inaudible] watch her. She was so splendid, and she knew her business and 

she threw every advantage that she could in my direction. She knew that I was in love with 

all these magnificent books that came in that were special orders. Some were memorials 

and some were going to collections at the various colleges and so forth. Well, I guess that 

was because I wasn’t a kid, you see? I was grown up. And we were friends for years after 

I left Gills. When I left to work in the courts, she was very understanding. Of course, I had 

to go to secretarial school. I went to a private secretarial school, but I got the job before I 

ever finished. My shorthand, I never did finish it.  

 

RH: What was Miss Barnes’ first name? Do you remember? 

 

FEE: Oh dear, you’re asking me about 1927. 

 

RH: Yes, I realize that. I thought you might just remember, but it’s not that important. 

 

FEE: I don’t know that I ever knew what was her first name was. She was always Miss 

Barnes.  
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RH: Well, somebody interested would be able to trace her, I’m sure. Were you taking 

shorthand then at the same time that you were working at Gills? 

 

FEE: Well, for a while. But I was also teaching foreigners at night at the old Couch School, 

which was where the Portland Art Museum is. That was an old white schoolhouse and one 

of the big schools. That augmented my income. It gave me, I think we had to teach three 

nights a week, and I think you got $35 a month. But you didn’t teach on a holiday, but you 

were docked for the holiday too. 

 

RH: What were you teaching foreigners? 

 

FEE: Well, people that just came over. 

 

RH: But what were you teaching them? 

 

 
[End of Tape 3, Side 2] 
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Tape 4, Side 1 
1985 February 12 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee. February 12, 1985. 

 

FEE: He got his in May, and he was the only person who did. And the next naturalization 

was in November. And another man got his papers. But by the time I was working in 

naturalization, we had 300 at a time.  

 

RH: So, this teaching that you were doing with foreigners was specifically aimed towards 

their preparation for naturalization? 

 

FEE: Well, of course, some of them spoke [English]. Certain people, like the English and 

the Swiss and the people from Europe who’d had English as a second language, had no 

particular difficulty. And do you know what we used? We used the evening paper. They 

had a Journal then, and we’d use the ads and show them what something was and give 

the name and so that was very academic, but that’s the way we started. And then I don’t 

know what they did in the advanced classes, but I had the ones who had, “Yoost come 

over,” as they’d say. [Both laugh] And some of them were bewildered and others were 

frightened and some just pitched right in. 

Now this Swiss girl has just stuck in my memory. I have no idea what her name is 

because here she was doing housework all day and walking up here from Linnton to 

school, and then back again. And she was so earnest and tried. It was quite a big class 

probably 30 or 40. And some of them [were neighbors?]. I had one man who was trying to 

learn to write his name, which was John. Well, sometimes he started with a J and 

sometimes he started with an H and well I just let him write as long as I kept him supplied 

with a pencil because that’s all he could do. I don’t know whether he was simple-minded 

or what, but, “Now John, how would you like to write your name tonight?”  
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Oh, fine. And this had been going on, I suppose, years before I had come along. He 

didn’t seem to be abnormal, but he certainly must have been. 

 

RH: Who was your employer working at this job? Was this a county job or? 

 

FEE: Oh, I can’t remember. Of course, that school’s been gone for years, you know, but 

they still have them, I think, around here. People that go through schools. 

 

RH: Adult education, kind of. 

 

FEE: We just used the classrooms and used the board. But the newspapers, they were 

all this great pile of complimentary newspapers that were given. Everyone had them, and 

you’d be surprised how quickly they’d learn the vocabulary. They’d see a picture of a wash 

basket. They knew what that was. Or some household article. Then, another thing, we had 

a very strict rule. Now, I could speak German, but we weren’t allowed to speak any 

language but English. And try to explain snow coming down to a German. You could have 

said schnee in one word and he would have known what you were talking about, but you 

had to try to explain it with gestures or some other way. We were never permitted to drop 

into there. Once I think I did drop into German because it was easier.  

 

RH: Let’s move on now to that first job that you had as a typist in the clerk’s office. You 

mentioned that for your interview, you actually felt a little bit at a disadvantage because 

you actually hadn’t finished your shorthand course yet. 

 

FEE: Oh, I told him, so when he started dictating, I said, “Wait a minute.” I didn’t get that.  

 And so he said, “Well, I’ll just learn to go slower.”  

 

RH: Was this when you were already on the job, or was this your interview? 
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FEE: I was in it, no. When I was [in the work?] He knew that I couldn’t, but he said, “At 

least you can spell.” And that’s why I got the job.  

 

RH: He was impressed by your overall general education, then. 

 

FEE: Well, I didn’t tell him a lot. 

 

RH: Well, you wore your Phi Beta Kappa key? 

 

FEE: Well, [Laughs] I could have borrowed it or found it in a pawnshop or something. 

[Both laugh] 

 

RH: Did you feel that the interview had gone well? Were you expecting to be hired? 

 

FEE: No, I think he was desperate, he needed somebody. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: You’re too modest. [Both laugh] So, how much were you paid in that first job in the 

clerk’s office? 

 

FEE: Ninety dollars a month. 

 

RH: So, it was more than you were getting at Gill’s, but still not as much as your teaching. 

 

FEE: Oh yes. But, then I started in a month before Judge McNary came. He came the first 

of March of 1927 and I began the first of February, 1927. Judge [Robert S.] Bean was the 

only judge because Judge [Charles E.] Wolverton had died and Judge Bean was running 

everything. Judge Bean, of course, was the most wonderful one that’s ever been here. 

He’s a glutton for work, but this nice woman who had suggested to my older sister that 

here’s a vacancy and I should apply for it was killed on the Columbia River Highway on 
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Armistice Day of 1928. And Mr. [Frank] Buck, who was the chief clerk in our office said to 

me, “Now you should apply for that job.”  

“Why,” I said, “she hasn’t even been buried yet.”  

“Well,” he said, “there’s been several people applying for it.” And he said, “If you 

don’t apply, you won’t get it.”  

And I said, “Well, I’m not going to apply until after her funeral because I think that’s 

savage.” And so as soon as the funeral was over, I went to Mr. Marsh and I said, “I’d like 

Mrs. [Marion] Lindsley job.”  

“You would?” he said.  

I said, “Why, yes, it’s $10 more a month.” That took him by surprise. That was writing 

journals, in great big books with a black border and you had to write inside the border and 

you couldn’t make a mistake and so forth. And it was an account of what happened in court 

each day and I did that from 1927 to 1939. I think I wrote on the bureau’s first typewriter. It 

was an old Remington, but it worked. But I had my own office, and it was an office that 

looked right out over the [mailing?] depot to the Portland Hotel across 6th street. And 

Judge [ James Alger] Fee came in 1931 and Judge McNary. Judge Bean had died. I was 

the clerk of the court then the last day that Judge Bean was in court. That was quite a 

famous case because he’d been hearing this case without a jury for three weeks. It was 

up in what we call the little courtroom on the third floor. At the end of the three weeks, he 

rendered a decision for the defendants, just like that. No written opinion or anything, and 

he went home and died in his sleep. He left nothing unfinished. There was nothing 

pending, no anything.  

 

RH: When would that have been? 

 

FEE: Oh, that was 1931.  

 

RH: Thirty-one, the same year that Judge Fee started. 
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FEE: Yes, I think it was January, but I’m not sure. But anyway I was the clerk for the court. 

Well, I was scared to death of Judge Bean because he was cross looking, but when I came 

back from major surgery one time, he lived out at Briarwood and had a garden and so 

forth, he came in my room with a great bunch of roses, and he said, “You should be home. 

You shouldn’t be here,” and then stomped out. [Both laugh]  

But, he had also reported me to the clerk when I was deputy clerk. You see, the 

minute I began writing journal, I was the deputy clerk for going to court. Before that I was 

just a stenographer. And I had a linen blouse that I had embroidered and the sleeves had 

worn out so I just cut them out and wore it. And I noticed he was glaring at me the whole 

time I was in court, and it was a big courtroom. Well, after I came out of the court, Mr. Marsh 

came to me and he said, “Now Judge Bean doesn’t want you to come in to court anymore 

in a ball gown.”  

I said, “A ball gown when it has no sleeves?” Of course, that was his vintage you 

know. And I cried, I just broke down. I said, “Why, that’s just an old blouse that I wear.” 

“Well, he doesn’t want it.” And so he said, “Do you have a jacket?” So I wore the 

jacket the rest of the day and never again would I ever go in the court without my arms 

covered because Judge Bean was horrified. It’s a laugh now, but. [Laughs] But I had great 

respect for Judge Bean. He’d been on the Oregon Supreme Court. He really was a 

marvelous judge, the best one I think they’ve ever had here. And then, of course, he died, 

and then in April, Judge Fee was appointed. 

 

RH: Let me stop you there for a second and move back again just a little bit to your first 

job as stenographer. How long were you actually in that job before this one opened up 

with the death of this woman? 

 

FEE: Well, I started in 1927 and Mrs. Lindsley was killed in 1928, and then she had been 

a deputy clerk, and it was her job I got and she wrote the journal. So, it was a year. 

 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

77 
 

RH: And the stenography job, what actually did that consist of? Or who were you dealing 

with? 

 

FEE: Oh, I worked in naturalization. I worked in bankruptcy. I helped issue passports. The 

passport office used to be in that office, you know. Besides the typing, there wasn’t very 

much typing. My problem was I didn’t know anything about legal terms. And here I was 

trying to read very poor shorthand, and Mr. Buck, who was the chief deputy who saved my 

life, he’d see me puzzling over something, “Well, what is it now?” he’d say.  

“Well, I can’t make this out.”  

“Well, what does it look like?”  

“Well, I said, it looks like the word prayer.”  

“Oh, the prayer, the complaint” he said.  

“Of course.”  

Well, I didn’t even know what a certiorari was; I didn’t know what a commitment was; 

I didn’t know what a writ of this or that or the other thing; I didn’t know legal terms at all. 

It’s just a whole different world and if these men hadn’t been so nice, you know Mr. Buck 

was wonderful. He was the chief deputy, and he’d say, “Well, what is it now that you can’t 

figure out?”  

“Well” I said, “it just looks like so-and-so.”  

“That’s the way it should be,” he’d say, because he knew legal expressions. But 

who’d think of a prayer as a complaint? And so he, oh, I’ll tell you, I was really boosted 

along [laughs] because they were so helpful. And, of course, you learn a lot in that job, and 

then I worked in bankruptcy and I worked in naturalization — sort of jack of all trades, you 

know. And then when I was a deputy, you can’t go into court unless you’re a deputy, you 

know, not as a stenographer — you don’t go into court. But when you’re a deputy, you 

have to be a deputy because you’re swearing someone in, you see. You’re swearing 

witnesses in, and you’re in charge of the exhibits. I’ve had many a jug of moonshine on my 

hip that I have had to carry back to the wall because it was the days of moonshining, you 
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know? One day we found a mouse in one of the jugs. [Both laugh] I don’t know how it got 

in there.  

 

RH: Let’s talk about some of the other judges. You described colorfully Judge Bean. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, Judge [William B.] Gilbert, I had the greatest respect for him, but 

then on the other hand, you must remember that my older sister married his nephew, so I 

knew him socially. His birthday was the Fourth of July, and he had this wonderful place 

down in Ridgefield, Washington, and we all went down to Judge Gilbert’s birthday. He was 

a darling. He was from Virginia and at one time he had been an explorer and especially in 

South America and there’s a plant named the [Gilbertania?] for him. Now, he was the only 

Court of Appeals. You see, having what they call a panel, that’s three Court of Appeals 

judges here, is very new. He spent most of his life in San Francisco because that’s where 

they met, and he was a member of the most famous panel they’ve ever had which was 

Judge [Frank] Rudkin of Montana, Judge [Frank S.] Dietrich of Idaho and Judge Gilbert of 

Portland. Those were the three most famous Court of Appeals judges there have ever 

been in the Ninth Circuit. And of course, they’re all gone. And Judge Gilbert lived in 

Portland in a lovely house up on Portland Heights. He’s kind of an unworldly person, he 

grew up in Virginia, and I presume that his family had slaves because when he wanted to 

get a messenger, you know, someone who carried things back and forth into the 

courtroom, he’d choose a great big Negro, you know — the famous Eugene Minor. 

Someone said when [Laughs] Eugene Minor would precede little Judge Bean, who was 

quite short, they didn’t know whether Judge Bean was pushing Eugene or Eugene was 

towing Judge Bean into the courtroom. [Both laugh] Eugene loved to eat. He was on a diet, 

but he’d go across the street to a little restaurant that was there and eat a great big meal 

and when he went home, why he couldn’t eat much, you see, and that was pleasing his 

wife. She didn’t know about all the big steaks he’d just gotten done.  

 

RH: What was this man’s formal role? 
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FEE: Court messenger.  

 

RH And you called him the “famous” Eugene Minor. Why did you use that word famous? 

 

FEE: Well, Eugene took three or four times, but he finally passed the Oregon Bar. And 

then he had a desk out in the hall down around the corner from me and most of his clients 

were white women getting divorces, which was of great interest, of course. But Eugene 

was quite always very big and pompous and so forth, he was [Inaudible], and anybody who 

knew the court in the old days would know about Eugene because he was certainly, shall 

we say, inflated in more ways than one. [Both laugh] But, of course, he’s one of the 

bygones. You see the awful part of this is that all the people that I knew and speak of 

affectionately and otherwise are all gone.  

 

RH: Yes. Well you mentioned this three-judge ninth circuit court panel of which Judge 

Gilbert was a part of as being the most famous one in its history. Why is known as the most 

famous one? 

 

FEE: Well, for one thing, they didn’t have any more than three, you see? In other words, 

they had a great responsibility and they had a great deal of problems that arose in early 

days — for instance, railroad problems, things that are settled now, and Indian problems, a 

great many things. And then they were all three excellent scholars. 

 

RH: So, they made many important decisions that are still drawn upon. 

 

FEE: Oh yes. And Judge Gilbert was, as I said, a Southerner, and Judge Rudkin of 

Montana was a great big man and a typical Westerner and Judge Dietrich of Idaho was a 

scholarly person. But anyway, they were [considered?]. Then, of course, the Court began 

growing. I believe there are 17 now. But for years, there were three. Then they jumped to 
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five. Then they jumped to seven. By the time my husband went on, there were seven. But 

when they had the memorial service for my husband in the Court of Appeals in San 

Francisco, they had to build the platform out because there were 15 judges.  

 

RH: Do you remember any other anecdotes of your own personal experience with 

Judge Gilbert or have you finished? 

 

FEE: Well, he was lots of fun. His birthday was the Fourth of July and we’d go down to 

Ridgefield, and he had this lovely old log cabin house. This was his country place, and oh, 

we just loved to go down there because we had so much fun. And then he had a whole 

row of bedrooms built on. He called those “the slave quarters.” They went out from the 

main cabin you see. Well, he was just family, you see. My sister was married to his nephew. 

We went to all the family things. 

 

RH: So these Fourth of July events, you attended those as family rather than as an 

employee? 

 

FEE: Well, I was living with that sister then, you see, on Main Street where the Multnomah 

Club garage is.  

 

RH: Well, let’s continue talking about some of the other judges on the Court. You 

mentioned Judge Wolverton. 

 

FEE: I didn’t know him, he had died. But then I had been there working just a month when 

Judge McNary came. He, of course, was the brother of Charles McNary who was the 

senator. And he was a Salem man, and we never saw his wife. She had pernicious anemia, 

and died. But he went home every Friday night to Salem. He took no part in anything in 

Portland at all. But I was many times a clerk in his court, and he was sort of a joker, you 

know? I’d hand him up a paper to be signed, and he’d say, “Do you think I ought to sign 
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this?” And he tried to keep a straight face. [RH laughs] But that was in the big courtroom 

and, of course, I knew the reporters and the bailiffs and all those people. That’s the part 

that seems to stick the longest, the people I knew first, because it was a very impressive 

court. The beautiful old place in furniture and the lawyers, for instance, there was so much 

admiralty in court then. We even had a case of piracy on the high seas, which I could just 

hardly tear myself away from some of those interesting cases. And then these sea ships 

during the war that had went in turn their crews. Well, that is a novelty for Portland, you 

know? And that was the Leme that ship and well, there was just never a dull moment. But 

it was all intriguing. It was so different from the way I was brought up and the sort of life I 

led, you see. I just felt sometimes that I was taking part in a book or a play or something.  

And it was so much more simple. There was no such thing as a probation officer. 

Everybody went to McNeil Island. I saw and made up many a judgment rule where the first 

thing was the indictment. And then the next paper was the arraignment. And then the next 

one was committing him to McNeil Island Penitentiary, which is no longer a federal 

penitentiary. And when they would get through with these proceedings, it would be about 

that much typing. I gave all of Judge Bean’s opinions, copies, to the University of Oregon 

because that was his law school. And for 30 years, there were 13 notebooks about him. 

Mostly his opinions were one paragraph. Once in a while there’d be two paragraphs. Very 

rarely, I can’t remember more than one or two that were over one page. 

 

RH: How do you account for the greater verbosity of our own time? 

 

FEE: They love to see themselves in print. I mean, I guess it was the simplicity of things 

of Judge Bean and Judge Gilbert that impressed me so because they never thought about 

themselves at all. They weren’t [coughs] ambitious men. They weren’t publicists, they 

weren’t trying to — they just were doing a job. Now Judge Gilbert was an extremely modest 

man. A lot of people didn’t know him at all. When Judge Fee and I went to his funeral at 

the First Presbyterian Church, he said, “Well, there’s just nobody here.”  
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And I said, “Nobody knew Uncle William.” They just didn’t know him. He was either 

in San Francisco on the bench or here working in his chambers or home. I don’t think he 

ever went to a social function in his life here.  

Well, as my husband said to me, when he went on the Court of Appeals, it’s the 

Ivory Tower. One day he said to me that “I haven’t spoken to anybody except my law clerk 

and my secretary for three days.” The only thing he disliked about the Court of Appeals in 

San Francisco, was they all ate lunch together and they all talked shop the whole time. 

That’s all they talked about was shop. 

 

RH: You mentioned that court proceedings in general were much simpler when you 

started in the clerk’s office. Did things get visibly more complex during your years? 

 

FEE: Well, you see, in those days the sentence read that he shall be imprisoned in such 

a federal penitentiary as the attorney general of the United States shall designate. That 

was it. It didn’t say—it usually turned out to be McNeil Island up here, you know, in Puget 

Sound. But it didn’t. For instance, counterfeiters usually went to Leavenworth. And women 

went to Alderson, West Virginia, which was a penitentiary for women. But it was the 

attorney general who designated where they went. And that was right on the page of the 

sentence and underneath the sentence, there were just two documents. One was the 

indictment and the other was the commitment — and the plea, the arraignment plea. It was 

so simple. The files, for years, weren’t any thicker than that. None of this appealing. For 

one thing, I suppose it didn’t enter their head, and it was expensive. One of my jobs when 

I was working in the clerk’s office was to help get an appeal record ready to go up as they 

called it. I didn’t do that very often, and I was glad because it was a rather tiresome job. 

But, you see, when the court was so much more simple when I was there. There was none 

of this stuff about — there were holidays, Washington’s birthday and New Year’s and so 

forth, and there was none of this thing of these long weekends. And there’s so many 

changes. There was no probation officers at all. I remember when the first one was 

appointed. His office was right under mine. 
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[End of Tape 4, Side 1] 
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Tape 4, Side 2 
1985 February 22 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee in her home in the Vista St. Clair 

Apartments. The date is February 22, 1985. The interviewer is Rick Harmon for The Oregon 

Historical Society. This is Tape Four, Side Two. 

 Mrs. Fee, I want to begin this morning by asking you to describe the Pioneer 

Courthouse back in the days when it was operating as the only federal courthouse here in 

Portland. I wonder if you could just tell me how it was set up in terms of the offices and the 

chambers and the courtrooms and so on back in those days. 

 

FEE: In the first floor lobby, which would be the entrance from Morrison Street, as you 

came in to the left, was the marshal’s office. And those were several offices, one or two, I 

can’t remember, marshal and deputy. That was in the days of the old open iron-grilled 

elevator, you know? Then, that’s about all that was along there that was used.  

Then, most activity was on the next floor. And the main courtroom looked down on 

5th Street. That was a beautiful courtroom, finished in I think it would be walnut, and a 

magnificent bench and a very handsome, long table. It was carved. That was the attorneys’ 

table. And then, of course, at that time each of the judges had a secretary who was also a 

court reporter. And that was permitted. That is no longer permitted for them to — because 

they made a great deal of money, you see, especially getting out what they called a daily 

transcript. You know, finishing the whole day’s testimony. I think that the Association of the 

Court Reporters probably objected to that. But anyway, that, I think, no longer is what’s 

being done.  

So that each judge had a chambers. Judge McNary, who came a month after I did, 

was on the corner of Yamhill and 5th and his secretary was Margaret Fleming. And then 

the library, which was quite a handsome building — the room in the middle. And then Judge 

Bean and his secretary, Mrs. Mary Bell, who was with him for years. Then the big chambers 

at the end, which looks down on Pioneer Square was then occupied entirely by Judge 

William Ball Gilbert of the Court of Appeals. It was his Portland office but he spent most of 
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his time in San Francisco because there was no such thing as a panel here. He was the 

only appellate judge here, so he had to travel a great deal to San Francisco because the 

appellate court always sits three at a time. At that time there were three. Now I think there 

are 23 on that court.  

One time I think it was President Carter [who] appointed 17. I don’t know when all of 

the others came along. They sort of crept in from three to five to seven. It always was an 

odd number and then they split off in panels. They always have to sit three, never less than 

that. And one time when there was a disabled judge who was not aware of the fact that he 

was disabled, the other two judges just quietly made a decision themselves. He had a 

physical disability that he couldn’t remember. The secretaries had to take him out to lunch 

and so forth. He looked just the same as ever but he had [Meniere’s?] disease. And he 

finally left the Circuit.  

It was a very simple procedure because there was so little work compared to now. 

For instance, in those days there was no such thing as a probation officer. Everybody went 

to McNeil Island. That was the one place that everybody was sent. But the commitments, 

which I wrote as a journal clerk, said such institution of penal servitude as the attorney 

general of the United States shall determine. And it was usually McNeil’s Island, which is, 

you know, in Puget Sound. But certain ones, I think counterfeiters, would go to a tougher 

prison probably and that was also in the days when Alcatraz was — my husband sent some 

very bad boys to Alcatraz. One of them, I don’t remember which one, was being taken on 

the train by the marshal and he jumped through the train window. That’s a double window 

and he cut his hand nearly off and he stuck his handkerchief in it and held it like that and 

he landed on the track and kept going. But his hand became so deformed he never could 

open it again. So I guess that was punishment. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: Well, do you remember, does that pretty much cover what was on the second floor 

of the courthouse then? You mentioned the chambers of the judges and the library. 
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FEE: Yes, you see, at that time they were just boxes. And you didn’t cut through to the 

entrance that’s now on 6th Street. That’s a modern thing since my day. That wasn’t there 

at all. It was just a long hall, this entrance and that entrance on Yamhill and Morrison. And 

there was a Marshal and there were other offices along there and they might possibly have 

been a secret service or something like that. For instance, it was the secret service who I 

think were the ones who were always called in for counterfeiting. Bill McSwain was the 

famous officer here for many years, and he told my husband one time, he said, “Since 

you’ve been sentencing them such tough sentences, there is absolutely no counterfeiting 

in Oregon.” And there wasn’t for a number of years because they really sent them up. And 

that was the end of counterfeiting. I understand that they’ve had some recently, especially 

paper money. But, you know, it’s just like everything else, it changes. The rest of it was 

post office. That was quite an important post office, you see? We didn’t have the big one 

at 7th and, I mean, at Broadway and Main. That wasn’t built. And there was one down by 

the depot and that was the other post office, you see? So that was very central, that was 

right across from Meier & Frank’s. Then on the second floor was the clerk’s office in the 

corner, and looking down on Morrison and 6th. And then the clerk’s private office and from 

that office the door opened into the big courtroom. Then, behind the courtroom were the 

judge’s secretaries’ offices so they could come right into the courtroom. And then there 

was a library, but really quite a small library between them. And then the very big chambers 

down over what we call the loading dock, you know where that is in the post office. But 

that was Judge Gilbert’s, a great big room. It extended from front to back. In the clerk’s 

office that took care of it.  

There was naturalization and they issued passports in the clerk’s office. And then 

they had the judgment rolls and they really were tied with red tape. I’ve got a piece of it 

somewhere that I kept. In the old days they rolled them up. They were blue covers rolled 

with red tape [RH laughs] and so when I left I just took a piece of the tape. I thought, well, 

I think I better have this. And then passports were issued in the clerk’s office then. Of 

course, now I think they can really be issued from San Francisco now. But in the old days, 

of course, I think they had to come from Washington. And they did a great deal of passport 
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work in the clerk’s office. I was often called into work and worked in bankruptcy and I 

worked in naturalization and I worked in the passports.  

And my real job, when I wasn’t in court, was to write the journal. Type it, everything 

that happens, you see. In great big sheets with a black border around it and nobody could 

make a mistake. It was supposed to be perfect and now, of course, I imagine everything is 

photographed or microfilmed or something else. But I understand those things are up in 

the attic at the building at Broadway and Main.  

 

RH: The old journals that you typed are there? 

 

FEE: Yes, miles and miles of them. And then I’d just be in the middle of something and 

they’d say, “You’re wanted in the courtroom.” And so off I’d go and leave it. Well the worst 

of that was that nobody else was trained to do that. And I remember one time when I went 

to the hospital for surgery for four weeks nothing was touched. And you can’t imagine what 

it was like when I came back. It was terrific to be writing what happened two months ago, 

you know. It was so stale you just had to go entirely from the notes. You could have no 

memory actually of what happened. 

 

RH: You were typing a formal record made from what the court reporter did in the court? 

 

FEE: No, not the court reporter. What the clerk did on what we called the blotter. The 

clerk to this day probably has a blotter, which is the big notebook that he takes into court 

and writes what happens. He puts the title of the case and the number, who represents 

the defendant, who represents the plaintiff. And if there were more than one defendant, 

how many were present and whether it’s arraignment plea, whatever it is. Then you write 

real fast and get that all in. Then you’d type that up for the record.  

 

RH: I see. So, in some cases you would have been doing the handwritten version in 

court and then typing in yourself later for the formal journal? 
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FEE: Yes, and sometimes I would be a week behind because I spent so much time in 

court. I didn’t mind at all, but it just meant that you did have to catch up. 

 

RH: The main part of your job really though was to type that formal journal. 

 

FEE: Yes, I was called the journal clerk. And the only reason I went into court was 

because they needed me. They needed somebody to go in. But Mr. Marsh was the clerk 

of the court at that time, and he would never let me, send for me or let me go into court in 

a Mann Act case, which was the white slave violation. 

 

RH: Why is that? 

 

FEE: Why, I think he thought it would be embarrassing and boy, by that time, you know 

you’d get pretty tough. You’d hear all kinds of things in court. 

 

RH: What sorts of things did those cases involve? Explain to me what kind of a case that 

was. 

 

FEE: White slave? 

 

RH: Yes. 

 

FEE: Oh, well don’t you know what white slave is? 

 

RH: Well, I want to get it on the record. 

 

FEE: Oh. Well it involves the commercialism of women. For instance, one was a Japanese 

who had 14 girls working for him. Well, by that time, you know you get, you’re just not 
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embarrassed at everything. But Mr. Marsh was a gentleman of the old school who just 

wasn’t accustomed to having women in embarrassing situations. I wasn’t embarrassed, but 

he wouldn’t let me go in then. Well that was all right, whatever he wanted. But now a days 

they wouldn’t pay any attention to that. 

 

RH: These were essentially prostitution cases then, weren’t they? 

 

FEE: Oh, well, they were …. 

 

RH: Organized prostitution? 

 

FEE: Well, yes of course it is organized prostitution, but then you see white slavery 

involves transporting a woman from one state to another for immoral purposes. That’s the 

way the law, the act, reads. It isn’t just the same as prostitution, it’s the transportation of, 

commercializing it. 

 

RH: Why do they call it—I still don’t really understand why they call it white slavery.  

 

FEE: Oh, I don’t either. Actually it’s the Mann Act. That’s a name for, I presume, a senator 

[James B. Mann] or somebody, M-A-N-N, and they presented the act. It is the violation of 

the Mann Act. And I don’t know whether they even bother with that sort of thing anymore, 

I don’t know. But I’m talking about the 1920s. He would look over the calendar for the day 

and see, and if he felt it was something that was liable to be embarrassing, or at least he 

thought it would be embarrassing, then he wouldn’t send me in. Or if I was in and 

something like that came up, why he’d take me out of the courtroom.  

 

RH: You’ve talked about the variety of tasks that you did in your job as deputy clerk of 

the court. 
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FEE: Well, I helped out. For instance, when I was writing journal and after ’33 we moved 

up to Broadway and Main, I always had a room by myself. It was a shuffle of everyone else 

because I had to concentrate on what I was writing and you couldn’t make any mistakes. 

It was supposed to be the final and no erasures business, you know? I forgot what I started 

to say. But anyway, I worked in that room and then, of course, when I left it to go into the 

court and I’d come back and nobody had touched anything because nobody else wrote it. 

But I was right next to the naturalization office up on Broadway and Main and when they 

had a day of a lot of people, Mr. [Astor] Salvon who was a very nice man from Astoria who 

ran that for years, he’d be just swamped. It would be maybe 50 people at the counter, all 

wanting to be waited on. So I’d just open the door and see how swallowed up he was and 

then go in and help him. And then very often I worked in Bankruptcy. I remember the fee 

at that time was $30.00 to file bankruptcy. And somebody brought it in in nickels and dimes 

one day. I think it was really to be mean and we had to count it out. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: You mentioned also last time very briefly that you did a certain amount of preparing 

appeal records. 

 

FEE: Yes. That was quite limited, but Mr. Marsh taught me all of the things that went into 

that. There were certain documents that have to go in every appeal at that time. Of course, 

I don’t know about the present time. It began with certain things and built right up so that 

it was quite a succession of papers and documents to get that off. And Mr. Marsh turned 

out a wonderful appeal record. And then later he asked me to help him. And so that’s how 

I — normally that was certainly not my task but in that small office at that time, I mean with 

few employees, everybody helped if they could.  

The one thing I never had anything to do with was making up the judgment rolls. 

Ross Demott did the judgment rolls. Now, those were the documents that were legal size 

paper with a blue paper cover and rolled up inside with the red tape. And then they were 

filed away in cans, sort of metal cans, these rolls and an index. And there was a great room 

at the far end. That would be on the corner of Morrison and 6th. Right on that corner. It was 
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on the second floor, from about the elevator beyond. This was entirely judgment rolls. What 

they did later, I don’t know. I think there’s no such thing anymore.  

 

RH: This man, Ross Demott, who was in charge of that, what was his job exactly? Was 

he a deputy clerk of the court? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, oh yes. He was a deputy clerk. Now Ross would never go into court at that 

time. Later they made him the clerk [of the] court because there had been changes. One 

or two of them had moved out of town, and Ross had been there. He started in as just a 

young boy. Then later he was clerk of the court entirely. Judge [Claude] McColloch made 

him clerk of the court. And then when Judge McColloch came on the bench in 1937. He 

was another Eastern Oregonian. He came from Baker, and that was interesting. His father 

was a judge and Judge Fee’s father was a judge too. And when Judge McColloch was 

sworn in, his own father was a guest on the bench that day too. And he was very fond of 

Ross Demott. He thought he had just been down in the lower brackets long enough that 

he should be finally promoted and so he was. It’s true, Ross had been there longer than 

any of the rest of us. But he was still sort of low man on the totem pole, and then finally he 

was made clerk of the court. By that time, of course, I wasn’t working in the clerk’s office 

anymore.  

 

RH: You said that the clerk’s office at that time was fairly small. Could you give me an 

idea of how many people made up the clerk’s office at that time? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Mr. Marsh was the clerk. Frank Buck was the chief deputy and Hal Kenyon 

was the courtroom clerk. Marguerite [Marion] Lindsley was the journal clerk. And it was her 

death on the Columbia River Highway in an accident that gave me that job. Then Miss 

Rogers was in the Bankruptcy forever. She was there until she retired. She died, but I think 

after, out of office, and then Ross in the clerk’s [office]. And Mr. Salvon, S-A-L-V-O-N from 

Astoria was in charge of Naturalization. Now the chief clerk, Frank Buck, was really an 
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attorney. He didn’t have any chance to practice, but to be in that position, he had to be an 

attorney. And he was an expert in getting out the applications for passports, and that was 

the counter where people came in to file papers and where the United States Attorney 

filed the things where indictments that came in from the Grand Jury. We had, at that time, 

some very good reporters on the papers. One day an indictment which was secret got 

among the regular indictments. But the newspaper reporter who discovered it was astute 

enough to realize that she shouldn’t be seeing it, you see? Because it was a secret 

indictment and so she just put it on the bottom and ignored it, which was very smart of her. 

We all appreciated that because it was just one of those things that shouldn’t have 

happened. And then, of course, those secret indictments stayed secret until the 

defendants were apprehended.  

 

RH: You mentioned there were some good reporters in town at that time. Did you 

remember either this woman’s name or some of the others? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Margaret Fleming and Miss Mary Bell — those two. Then later, oh we had 

these marvelous, you see each judge had a secretary who acted as a reporter. But I really 

don’t know enough about what happened, but I think that must have been forbidden that 

the people who were being paid by the government could also be paid for getting out the 

record for two attorneys and charge for it and so forth. In other words, the private court 

reporters in town may have lodged a complaint, I don’t know. But that system stopped. 

And then we had the very famous court reporter, Cloyd Rauch, R-A-U-C-H, and Alva W. 

Person, and they were in state court and in federal court and they were just known 

everywhere as just the very best. And they had them for years and of course they’re all 

dead now.  

 

RH: What made a court reporter good? I mean, what qualities? 
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FEE: Well, there were all in my day, they were Pitman writers. They all wrote with a pen, 

of course. That was before stenotypes. They all wrote that system. There was no Gregg or 

anything like that, they were the old-time reporters. That’s what my father learned in 

England, was Pitman. That’s what I learned in a private secretarial school was Pitman. 

Gregg shorthand hadn’t even come into being when these people were Pitman writers. 

The words just flowed out of them, you know. And then they had, for instance, if someone 

wanted the daily copy, I’m thinking of this case in Pennsylvania where my husband tried 

another federal judge who sold his opinions to whoever gave him the most money, quite 

a famous case. I told you about that the other day. 

 

RH: You told me about it off tape. Maybe you can tell me about it again later on when 

we get to that point. 

 

FEE: Well, they wanted the daily transcript. We had a very fine court reporter from the 

Philadelphia court. He was the head of all the reporters in the country. And he was 

excellent. He would sit there writing, he was what they call a manual operator, and then 

pretty soon someone came and sat beside him and started writing. And then he 

disappeared, you see? In other words, that’s the way they kept the flow for a daily 

transcript. And then it just went on until the day was over. Very often in an important case 

they want to see every word that was said in court that day and that’s what a daily transcript 

is. And of course it costs more than just a normal record because it was gotten out under 

pressure, you see. And of course that was one of the ways they made money.  

Well, we had these marvelous court reporters here who were not connected with 

this court. They were over in the county courthouse. They had offices over there. Alva 

Person and Cloyd Rauch for years were the kingpins, the excellent reporters. And, oh, their 

records were just beautiful. And then, of course, when we had visiting judges, very often 

we’d have a visiting judge from Idaho, and the court reporter who had been the judge’s 

secretary would have a little difficulty because she wasn’t accustomed to him, you see. 

And I remember Mary Bell saying, “Don’t go so fast.” [Both laugh] Of course, that was a big 
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joke to all of us, you know? We weren’t used to that, but this was Judge Cavanaugh from 

Boise who was an old dear, but he had a very soft voice. [Both laugh] It was nothing dull 

working in the court, ever. 

 

 [End of Tape 4, Side 2] 
  



Fee  SR 1214 
 

95 
 

Tape 5, Side 1 
1985 February 22 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, February 22, 1985.  

 

FEE: You see, the court setup was so uniformed, everyone had a place to sit, the clerk 

and the court reporter, just like the witnesses. Although when they built a new courthouse 

in San Francisco, they left no chair for the witnesses. [Both laugh] They had to bring in a 

chair on casters and roll it around. [Laughs] That was a big joke. And then there was always 

the press box, a place where newspapers occupied an important place, you see? They 

could be there. Then, of course, they could slip out and when they had to. We became 

very fond of all the people on the beat, you know. For instance, Alex Brown was a long 

time court reporter and then he took law and became city attorney of Portland. I don’t know 

whether Alex is still living or not. 

 

RH: Was he working for the Journal or The Oregonian? 

 

FEE: He worked for The Oregonian. And then there’s Jim Running and Jimmy McCool 

was the famous one for the Journal. And we had all these people, it was just like a big 

family. And when they’d hold court in someplace else, like Pendleton or Medford, their 

reporters would be there too. And, of course, it’s different now, there was only three places 

holding court in Oregon when I was connected with the court — Portland, Pendleton and 

Medford. Then I think it was my husband who instituted a session in Eugene when they 

began taking the land for irrigation dams down there on the Willamette. Then, finally, it 

always used to be that all Indian murder trials and so forth were brought from Klamath Falls 

to Medford over the old Green Springs Mountain road. And then later there was a regular 

session in Klamath Falls. And I think there are five, at least, official places now in Oregon 

holding court. But that’s a change since the days when I was in it. 
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RH: Well, you’ve talked now about many, many people who were associated with the 

federal court in your day. All the people in the clerk’s office and you even mentioned 

Eugene Minor last time and you’ve talked about the court reporters today. And you’ve 

talked about the judges from that time, too. Are there any other people that you can think 

of, that were associated with the court in that time — bailiffs or other court officials — that 

you can also mention at this time so we can just fill out the picture of…. 

 

FEE: Oh, bailiffs were usually veterans of, I suppose, Spanish American War veterans. I 

remember one who had only the use of one arm. Timmy was his name. And he had a 

speech difficulty too, but he did lead the jury in and out and so forth. There was nothing 

wrong with him. But, Timmy disappeared because, I suppose, he just was so old.  

And then my husband had Mr. Norman for years, was a bailiff. I think a Mr. Boivin of 

Klamath Falls had something to do for Judge McColloch. But everyone had a bailiff 

because he was quite important. They also had, well he has to open court you see. He’s 

called the crier. He opens court, and he handles the gavel. While there’s a gavel on the 

judge’s bench, that only was used in rare circumstances if there was no bailiff present, 

because the bailiff would be doing that, you see. If the judge would say the case was 

adjourned, he didn’t strike the gavel, but the bailiff did, when the case was over. And, of 

course, actually, well my husband said that the court was supposed to be open 24 hours 

a day. He meant “available.” For instance, one morning and to the indignation of a lot of 

people, he held court at 8:00 in the morning of New Year’s Day. And the reason for that 

was that an injunction would go into effect at the Union Stockyards out in North Portland 

at 8:00. And if something had to be determined to prevent, this from going into effect. So 

he held court on 6:00 on New Year’s Day. Well, of course, everyone was there, but 

annoyed because they’d had New Year’s before [both laugh], but it was a matter of 

something was going to happen whether it should happen or not. So, that was the theory.  

Now the one thing that none of the judges liked and it was not supposed to be 

permitted, but people would do it, and that was peeking through the windows in the doors 

of the courtroom. They were supposed to come in because there’s a jury sitting up here. 
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That’s very disturbing and that is the reason for a lot of things. That’s why there hasn’t been 

any comeuppance until the time that I knew about it. There was no such thing as television 

or recording or anything because the jury paid no attention to anything but that. I 

remember the first time a stenotype came in. Very nice girl brought that in, and they were 

just fascinated. The jury didn’t pay any attention to the evidence at all. They just watched 

this tape unfolding and unfolding, you know. [RH laughs] The judges felt that it was 

distraction. It makes the judges sound awfully hard-boiled, but the jury was paying no 

attention. I’ve really seen that myself. Of course, now everything is recorded, I suppose. At 

that time, that was a novelty. Somebody sitting there clicking away and the paper folding 

out, and it was just too much. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: I’m sure you have memories of some stand out attorneys from those days, too. Why 

don’t you tell me a little about that? Some of the people that appeared over and over again. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, the thing is I always think of them in the terms of the term. 

[Inaudible]. Well, there isn’t one of them alive. Wood was Erskine Wood. I went to his 

funeral, and he was 104, and it’s his son who’s over there in the Indian costume. No, that’s 

Erskine himself when he was a 12-year-old boy sent to live with Chief Joseph. And Dick 

Montague has been gone for years and Mr. [Mathiason?] was a wonderful attorney. Then 

there’s Dey Hampson [&] Nelson and Clarence Young, the attorney for the Southern 

Pacific. And McGuire, Shields and Morrison were the attorneys for the Northern Pacific and 

The Great Northern. So, when I just remember them by the whole name, why there’s just 

nobody left in many of those firms. They’re just so changed that it’s very hard for me now. 

For instance, I went to a memorial service the other day and I said, “Why I’ve never heard 

of this firm.”  

“Oh, well this is so and so.” Well of course it isn’t a name I ever heard before; it’s a 

present firm. But now in San Francisco, they keep the names of the former attorneys, and 

in Oregon that is not the custom. For instance, of course, Mr. Wood had a son, Erskine 

Wood, Jr. So the Wood name appears. 
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RH: But the partners are different. 

 

FEE: Yes, but they’d never lose the firm name in California. But here they do. It’s against 

their principles to keep the names of people who are gone. 

 

RH: Well, tell me something more about some of these individual attorneys, just your 

perceptions of their prowess as attorneys. 

 

FEE: Well, John Collier was the wonderful attorney who defended criminals. A lot of 

people thought if you had John, you must be guilty. But John was an expert. And then 

there was Dan Malarkey who was expert too. He was an Irishman and somewhat of an 

actor. And there were, of course we all had favorites you know. The ones that — I had 

favorites because they made such a good record. Now, for instance, Roy Shields of 

Maguire, Shields and Morrison in the Pittock Block was one of my favorites because when 

they got through talking, their record was just perfect. They were so well-prepared and so 

able. I can just think of dozens of them who were all just wonderful. George Roberts of 

Medford and Raley’s firm was also Senator Steiwer’s of Pendleton. And all these little 

people think of them as little towns. They were a wonderful firm of attorneys in Baker, 

Oregon, and Coos Bay, and Astoria. They just sent their best into federal court.  

 

RH: Speaking of that Pendleton firm of Raley, Raley and Steiwer, a future federal judge, 

John Kilkenny, will soon become part of that firm. 

 

FEE: Well, he was just down in the lower brackets when I knew him because it was always 

called — it was Senator Steiwer’s firm, and then [Howard?] Raley was followed by his son, 

Jim Raley. And the Raleys of course were quite a prominent family in town. And so they 

usually called the firm by the first name or two. But they all had able attorneys. And I can’t 

quite — Jim Donald — and I can’t think quite of the other name of the wonderful firm from 



Fee  SR 1214 
 

99 
 

Baker. Now Baker seems as if it’s out of the line of traffic, but it wasn’t. It was a very capable 

firm. And then there were the Marsh twins, Eugene and Francis. One of them was assistant 

to the United States Attorney. And Bob [Montego?] and Otto Frohnmayer, Dave 

Frohnmayer’s father, is still a wonderful attorney in Medford. But you see the trouble is, 

we’d go in a place like that, and they were friends of mine, as well as friends of my husband 

and Mrs. Frohnmayer, Otto’s wife, [Veta?], David’s mother, would ask me for luncheon or 

dinner and my husband couldn’t accept invitations. “You could go, but I won’t go.” Blanche 

Roberts was a great friend of mine, and I spent a good deal of time at her house. But he 

wouldn’t go because he said, “I have George before me.” And those two were always 

opposed. Otto Frohnmayer was on one side and George Roberts on the other, and nearly 

every time a great many of their cases were railroad crossing cases because the railroad 

at that time went right through Medford. It was a passenger train, you see? There were a 

lot of crossing accidents and so forth. And so there was always this big joke, “Well you can 

have all the fun, and I’ll do the work.” [Both laugh] And that was it. His social life was quite 

limited in places where he knew everybody, and they knew him because he didn’t mix 

them — pleasure and business.  

 

RH: Was that a standard that that he held to himself or was that commonly held by 

judges. 

 

FEE: That was his and that was his father’s before him, too. His Father had been mayor 

of Pendleton and was in congress and so forth. And he just wouldn’t accept any social 

invitations when he had a case before him. 

 

RH: Do you remember any prominent women attorneys back in those days? 

 

FEE: Well, there were several. Dorothy McCullough Lee became mayor of Portland. And 

Ruth Rose Richardson. I think those are the two. You see, I was in court when we had the 

aftermath, or really the ongoing prohibition era. And we had so much work from that. Then, 
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we also had the war risk insurance cases from the First World War, where they had 

insurance contracts. One attorney who is now dead, Allan Bynon, a Salem boy who was 

here — he was at one time a United States Attorney — but when he was in private practice, 

I think he had two hundred of those cases. Barge Leonard had more than that. I think Barge 

Leonard had maybe three hundred of those war risk insurance cases. And, you see, the 

reward was, I think it was $25 a month for the rest of the life of the plaintiff. And the attorney 

got ten percent which was two-and-a-half, which isn’t very much. But you multiply it by two 

or three hundred a month for life, and it was quite a tidy income. So there was a great deal 

of that.  

And then the war risk insurance cases. I’ll tell you who was an awfully good attorney 

and that was [Inaudible] McCormick Snow; he later was on the state bench. He’s gone now. 

And his Father, [Sirius?] Snow, was also a very fine attorney. Arthur Geary. There’s so many 

attorneys I remember that have been gone such a long time, they’re outstanding. I think 

Arthur Geary was at Columbia University with my husband. Anyway, they both walked 

down from Portland Heights together every morning unless Arthur had something before 

my husband, then he wouldn’t walk with him. [Both laugh] It’s rather difficult being married 

to a character like that, but that was the way he was.  

 

RH: You knew Erskine Wood quite well. Did he appear in court many times where you 

were involved? 

 

FEE: Oh, admiralty. But, you see, there was a time when there was a great deal of 

admiralty, he was an expert on admiralty. And then shipping sort of dwindled. And then it 

revived of course in the Second World War and so forth. But at times, you know, the reason 

it was that even in the old days, this fresh water port of Portland was so far from the mouth 

of the river that the wooden hull ships lost their barnacles. While the ships were coming 

up, by the time they got to Portland, the barnacles were all off the bottom of the ship. And 

so that’s what made this a great port because they would come in here to get rid of the 

barnacles and then do their shipping from here. And that sort of put Astoria in the 
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background because Astoria was still salt water you see. Well, that’s just a detail. But 

anyway, admiralty was intensely interesting to me.  

Did I like Erskine Wood? How could you fail to like a man [who] when I came back 

from San Francisco one time, and I think John Kilkenny invited me to the very first session 

in the big courtroom — that’s what we called the big courtroom when it was Court of 

Appeals — and Erskine came up to me, and he said, “Why Alice, you’re just as gorgeous 

as ever.” [RH laughs] Now who wouldn’t love him? Why, I wouldn’t say a word against that 

man. [Both laugh] He was a darling really, he really was. He had a very dignified 

appearance in court, but he was so well-prepared, and he had plenty of underlings and so 

forth, but the cases that he took hold of himself were really difficult ones. He was so 

prepared that you couldn’t fail to be impressed.  

And then I had other favorites, too. The people who came in and knew what they 

were doing. Now the kind of attorney that I didn’t enjoy was the kind who said, “Well the 

girl in my office failed to notify me that I should have been here yesterday.” There was a 

lot of that. Passing the buck. I didn’t go for that. Oh, well, I was very fond of the Dey 

Hampson [&] Nelson firm, that was and Alfred Hampson was in that firm and that was the 

shock of my life. Don’t put this down. Is this being taken? Because his son is living.  

 

RH: There’s another retired federal judge, Gus Solomon, and I wondered whether you 

had any exposure to him when you were still in the court. 

 

FEE: He was an attorney when I was — I didn’t know him very well. My sister did, and he 

thought my sister was quite all right, before he got married. I’ve known Gus a long time. 

He was with Leo Levinson who had a wonderful reputation as a judge, but I don’t 

remember. I don’t ever remember seeing Gus in court. But you see, that’s a long time ago. 

I don’t think — Gus is younger than I. He was appointed in 1949. Well, by that time, of 

course, I mean as a federal judge, he was an attorney with Leo Levinson. And by 1949, of 

course, I was married, and I didn’t know much about him after that. 
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RH: In those early days he was involved in what would have been known at the time as 

quite a few left-wing causes. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, I knew some of the people who, for instance, Monroe Sweetland 

was a great friend of his and was responsible for this [beat?]. But I didn’t know Monroe 

Sweetland and of course, that may have tinctured Gus’s reputation a bit, the fact that they 

were such friends. But I don’t know, because by the time Gus went on the bench, I was 

just a housewife.  

 

RH: [Laughs] Okay.  

 

FEE:  I see him because things where all the judges should turn up very often, it’s only 

Gus who does. He lives right here, you know, kitty-corner. One of my husband’s ex law 

clerks is very nice about taking me to these things. I don’t really belong at them anymore 

because there’s so many people I don’t know, but she thinks I will be interested, and so I 

think it’s very kind of her to take me. Often I see Gus there. I didn’t even know, I saw him 

getting off the bus here one day, and I said to him, “I saw you on my corner.”  

He said, “It’s my corner too.” [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well in 1939 a judge joined the court with whom you were to become quite familiar, 

Judge James Alger Fee.  

 

FEE: 1931. 1939? 

 

RH: 1931.  

 

FEE: 1931, yes. 
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RH: 1931, right. What knowledge of or contact had you had with Judge Fee before he 

was appointed to the court in 1931? 

 

FEE: Oh, I didn’t know him at all. There was a firm called Fee & Fee in Pendleton. Father 

Fee, of course, was the judge before his son was. Father Fee used to appear — never 

before his son, did I ever see him in federal court. He always took anything that he had 

before Judge McNary. I don’t know that he ever did any business at all before his son. He 

made a point, he’d come down from Pendleton on Monday morning which was ex parte 

matters and very often I would be the clerk of the court in Judge McNary’s court, many a 

time. Mondays were very busy days with ex partes. And here would be Father Fee. You 

see, he had many interests because he was like a lot of people in Pendleton, he leased 

Indian lands. He was a wheat grower and horses. He wasn’t sheep at all. There was quite 

a division between people who had sheep and those who had horses. And he had, I don’t 

know whether you know that country. Cabbage Hill, which is out of Pendleton, the big hill 

where you go, Father Fee had property on Cabbage Hill, a lot of property up there. And 

then when his son came down here on the federal bench, he took a partner, a Mr. Randall, 

so instead of being Fee & Fee, it was Fee & Randall. And the one thing that I do know 

about Father Fee, was when my husband was in the First World War and he was stationed 

in the Presidio where he got his commission, the was city attorney getting $75 a month. 

And so when he went to war, his father took that job and sent him the $75 so he’d have 

something to live on while he was at the Presidio and working for Uncle Sam for free.  

 

RH: What sort of law did the firm of Fee & Fee specialize in in the 1920s? Was that 

apparent by the kind of cases Father Fee was involved in when he came to Portland? 

 

FEE: Was it what? 

 

RH: Was it apparent in the kinds of cases that the elder Fee was involved in when he 

came to Portland? 
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FEE: Well, it was typical of a great deal of property exchanges. And then as I said, he 

leased Indian land and grew wheat. Then he had horses on the range. I know that’s where 

my husband learned to shoot from each hip was when he was herding horses on what he 

called the Shoestring Ranch and Wild Horse Creek. Awful names, but they’re typical 

Eastern Oregon names. I said to him, “How did you happen to become a judge?”  

He said, “When I was nine years old, and I would be playing in the office and I got 

hold of Gladstone,” and he started reading Gladstone, he decided, “Someday I’m going to 

be a judge.”  

And I said, “At nine years old you should have been out playing baseball.”  

 

RH: You’re talking about your husband. 

 

FEE: Yes. I said, “You should have had more fun as a child than you did instead of being 

a little old man at nine.” 

 

RH: Well, I want to ask you a little bit more in a minute about what you know of his early 

years, his childhood and so on, but first I want to just ask what your initial impressions of 

him were when he joined the bench in 1939. 

 

FEE: Well, I remember he came in the clerk’s office, and I was in there. I’ll never forget it, 

because I’d worn a sweater that was getting awfully thin in the elbows and when I was 

introduced to him, I looked down and both elbows were out. [RH laughs] We were 

introduced to this new judge from Eastern Oregon, 6’2”. Oh, I was so worried [laughs] 

about the impression I’d made. Well, I don’t think he even thought. He wasn’t that kind. 

And the first time I was in his court, I knew that something different had arrived because 

he was extremely well prepared. You see, he had been a state judge. Well he had held 

court in every judicial district in Oregon. I’m speaking about state court. He was in the Sixth 

Judicial Circuit which was Umatilla County and so forth. And he held the court, the very last 
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court, in Jacksonville, Oregon in Southern Oregon before, to the indignation of 

Jacksonville, they moved the county seat to Medford. So he finished up in that court and 

began the first state court in Medford. Well, of course, that sort of marked the end for 

Jacksonville for a while because Medford was getting more legal business. But he sat in 

every district. And then one of the famous cases, of course, after he was a federal judge, 

was taking the land from Malheur Lake for a wild fowl refuge and… 

 

 [End of Tape 5, Side 1] 
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Tape 5, Side 2 
1985 February 22 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, February 22, 1985. 

 

FEE: I don’t know really who is responsible for pushing that because, of course, you see 

by that time I was married, but it was in the 1940s, I think it was 1948 that we went to Burns. 

It was the famous Otley case. It was the United States v. Henry Otley and then they didn’t 

name the others, but the others were three hundred. And they were all the people who 

wanted, when they took their land around the lake, then when he had to decide how this 

lake was to be divided, you see. Malheur Lake is very interesting because sometimes it 

was a mile of water and sometimes it was 35 miles of water. It was like pouring milk in a 

saucer. It was just the more the water, the thinner it got, you know.  

So there were all these people, of course, were losing their land. There were three 

hundred of them and then came after the verdict, he had to decide after the government 

had won, and he had to divide it up and everybody wanted some shore and it was like 

cutting up a pie into three hundred pieces. So, that’s one reason we kept going back to 

Burns. And, of course, it’s very important because it’s not only on the flyway, but it also is 

the breeding ground for birds that are almost extinct, like the whistling swan and trumpeter 

and millions of birds stopped there now. But they’d been having flooding and not only is it 

runoff from the snow, but the Eastern Oregon that I knew as a desert is just a whale of a 

lake. And it’s on top of an old lakebed and it has no outlet. There’s no way to get rid of it 

and they think that the government’s going to have to dig a canal and pull it off.  

 

RH: Well, I want to ask you more about some of the cases from that period that you 

know something about, some of the important cases that he was involved in. But I want to 

move back now again just a little bit to see if I can capture any more of some of the initial 

impressions that you had when he first came on. 

 

FEE: Oh, of course we were all on our best behavior. [RH laughs] 
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RH: You said you very soon got the feeling you were dealing something that was 

different from what you had been accustomed to. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, his reputation had come before him that he was a very good judge, 

but a very strict judge, which he was. There was, for instance, no knitting in the courtroom, 

no reading newspapers in the courtroom and a few things like that offended people. And 

another thing was, when they laugh at the wrong places, to tell them it wasn’t any 

Vaudeville. [Laughs] That was also Judge Bean’s. “This isn’t a Vaudeville,” so he’d say.  

But, he was just a hard worker. That, of course, was the thing that they had to get 

used to was, if he said a night session, they had a night session. If he held court on Saturday 

or whenever, or something that was required and extra, or to meet a deadline or to get 

under a deadline, you just did it. In other words, he was just quite a disciplinarian because, 

for instance, there have been judges in this court who have said to attorneys, “You’ll never 

appear in my courtroom again.” That can’t be done. It has been done, but it isn’t so. No 

attorney, who hasn’t been disbarred can be told, “Don’t come back in this courtroom” just 

because you’re mad at him. That happened to a woman attorney here one day. One of the 

judges said to her, “Get out and stay out.” And that just can’t be done.  

He [Fee] was extremely ethical, of course, he was taught that way, and he not only 

had his Father as an example, but he was a great admirer of the judges who had gone 

before him, for instance, Judge Bean and Judge McNary. And then too, he was the first 

Western judge who would travel to other districts. One time he went east for six weeks, 

and it was eight months before he got home. And he sat all over the country. Of course, it 

worked a hardship because then he had to work like fury on his opinions. Afterwards even 

if he took them with him on the trip, he still had an awful lot of writing to do. I was amused 

at this opinion from Judge Frye summoning a hundred cases. You should have heard the 

newspaper reporters the day that I turned over an opinion about the fish fields at Celilo. A 

26-page opinion! We’ve never had such a big opinion and now they’re just astronomical. I 
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was just so amused when I read about this huge opinion because I thought the reporter 

was going to hit me because it was a 26-page opinion.  

 

RH: Not just the length of the opinion, but the length of cases themselves are so much 

greater now. 

 

FEE: Well, times have changed and, of course, there’s so much law involved and so much 

more law. Every day, in fact, there’s more law. [Laughs] I was amused at the reporters who 

were so annoyed at having to read 26 pages. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Let’s talk a little bit more about your husband’s history, or at least what you know 

about it. Now I know he was born in Pendleton in 1888. Did he have brothers and sisters? 

 

FEE: He had one brother and two sisters. There were four children. His brother died of 

cancer in 1952. 

 

RH: Where was he in the succession of children? 

 

FEE: The brother? 

 

RH: No, where was Judge Fee in the succession? 

 

FEE: Judge was the oldest and Chet Fee is the one who wrote the definitive volume on 

Chief Joseph. He was an expert on Chief Joseph. And he also taught short story writing at 

the University of Oregon, his brother did. And his two sisters graduated from California at 

Berkley. And I don’t think they wrote, but they were artists. His mother was born at Fort 

Vancouver when it was Fort Vancouver. There was no military connection but it never was 

called just Vancouver at first. It was always started as Fort Vancouver. And, his father was 

born in Iowa. And his father graduated from school in California. And in those days they 
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did what they called reading. He read with Judge Anders of the State of Washington 

Supreme Court. He read law in his office and then they’d take an examination and that’s 

the way his father became — his father went to college, but he didn’t go to law school.  

 

RH: It was sort of like an apprenticeship before law school. 

 

FEE: He didn’t go to law school. 

 

RH: Is either of Judge Fee’s sisters still living?  

 

FEE: Yes, they’re both living in Southern California.  

 

RH: Now, a minute ago you said something about Judge Fee’s childhood that I’d like 

you to maybe expand on a little bit, if you could. It implied that maybe his, your impression 

of his childhood was one that was a little bit too much bookish and not enough…. 

 

FEE: Well, I got a picture [laughs] in a book over there of Pendleton pioneers, and he is 

standing on top of the fence. He’s part of the Water Street Gang, long black cotton 

stockings, and Cy Sturgis is there too. Cy Sturgis later became the chief of the surgical side 

of the University of Michigan Medical School, Ann Arbor. But when my husband was 

holding court in Detroit, he couldn’t have anything to do with Cy Sturgis because he was 

trying another doctor for income tax evasion. He said, “Well, you can play around with him, 

but I can’t.” He was quite a stickler for that. So after he went home, why we stopped on the 

way. Cy Sturgis was his great friend and of course our middle daughter went to University 

of Michigan because she had become interested in petroleum geology at Colorado 

College and went to Michigan to continue it. But matrimony overtook her. 
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RH: What more can you tell me about the judge’s childhood, then? The kinds of things 

that he did and just the way he grew up. What can you tell me about that? Your impressions 

of it. I mean, this is all secondhand, I realize. 

 

FEE: Well, he had these friends as a child that he kept all his life, you know. But, in a way, 

his upbringing was a little different. For instance, he never went to high school. He went to 

Pendleton Academy and then he went to Pearson Academy and then he went to Whitman 

Academy, which was a prep school for Whitman College. And then he graduated from 

Whitman, and he went to Columbia Law School and he was head of the board of visitors 

for the western states of Columbia University for years. His first job as a, after he graduated 

from law school, was with a firm of lawyers down on Wall Street. But Colonel Raley of 

Pendleton, who was a great friend of his father’s wrote and said, “Young man, you should 

come home and be with your father, he’s aging and New York can get along without you.” 

And so he, after a year, why he did come back and went into practice with his Father.  

 

RH: So he took the state bar exam for New York then before he did take it for Oregon? 

 

FEE: Oh, yes and let’s see, he was city attorney from before the First World War, and he 

was a state judge from 1927 to 1931. And then in 1931, he became federal judge.  

 

RH: Like I say, a minute you talked a little, you said something sort of suggestive about 

how he maybe spent too much time reading Gladstone and…. 

 

FEE: Oh, I was always kidding about that, a misspent life reading books when he should 

have been out playing, you know. But, of course, he did his playing later. He became, he 

played tournament golf and, of course, he was an expert rider because he had ridden 

horses all of his life. He ran his father’s ranch one summer on the Shoestring as they called 

it, the Shoestring Ranch. But when we got to San Francisco he really enjoyed life. He 

belonged to some interesting clubs, the Bohemian Club and the Pacific Union Club up on 
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Nob Hill. But he never gave up his connection with Columbia or with Whitman. He was 

chairman of the board of overseers of Whitman for about 30 years. And I get all of the 

publications of Whitman as a result of having given his library to Whitman. Except his law 

library, I gave to Willamette. And then I had Judge Bean’s opinions, and I gave those to the 

University of Oregon.  

 

RH: What are your impressions of his early childhood relationships with his parents? 

What kind of a household… 

 

FEE: Well, his mother was very intellectual and she founded all of the various, well, 

literature clubs and so forth in Pendleton. Thursday afternoons clubs and all these groups 

where they studied books and intellectual interests. She was like that. And, of course, they 

had quite a library. All of them were readers and this, of course, Chet started writing when 

he was at the University. Also, his brother was a decathlon star in the Olympics from the 

University of Oregon. So, they weren’t all one sided. They had other interests. My husband 

walked six miles every day. He walked from Portland Heights down to the courthouse and 

back. And when we lived in San Francisco we lived at the Stanford Court where the two 

cable cars cross on Nob Hill. He walked from there to the courthouse at 7th and Mission 

and then completely around the Embarcadero, the Fisherman’s Wharf and back up the 

cable car. So that was six miles he walked every night. He walked six miles the day he died 

in Florida. He died at the [Inaudible]. 

 

RH: Was he at all athletic in his early years, during the years he attended the academies 

and so on? 

 

FEE: [Laughs] He weighed 150 pounds when he was on the football team at Whitman 

and they called him “String Bean” and “Beanie” was his Whitman [name]. Here he was, 

6’2” and 150 pounds and just determined to play football.  
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RH: Why did he have the sort of education that he had, attending the academies instead 

of a more conventional public education, do you know? 

 

FEE: Well, I don’t know whether that was his father’s idea or his. I know he started, he 

did some writing when he was young. He always did that, he kept writing. He wasn’t 

interested in publishing it, he just liked to go up on the hill with a pad of paper and write. 

Sometimes poetry, sometimes prose. But, I suppose that that was an unnatural thing for a 

young person to do. But, he just enjoyed it. I don’t think he was a lonely child. He had 

friends, but he really was also quite self-sufficient. He wasn’t moody or lowly or that sort of 

thing. He enjoyed his friends immensely and kept them all his life. But, of course, so many 

of his friends outlived him. He wasn’t quite 71. He was a month short of 71 when he died. 

His father lived to be 85 and his mother lived to be 86. He should have lived longer than 

that. 

 

RH: What do you know about his higher education experience at Whitman College and 

Columbia University? 

 

FEE: He had nine years of Greek. I gave all his Greek books and all his classical books 

to Whitman, and he had a phenomenal memory which is a great help. I remember one time 

we were living in San Francisco, he picked up a [Inaudible] and he ruffled through the 

pages and he started reading out loud, and he said, “Well, I’m not so bad. It’s forty years 

since I’ve seen that page.” Reading Greek. So he seemed to be able to retain what he 

learned. And, of course, I presume that was a great help to him because he had very good 

training at Columbia. You see, he had all the academy trainings I’m telling you and then 

four years at Whitman Academy and four years at Whitman College and four years at 

Columbia before he launched himself. And then he was in the war and by that time, of 

course, he was a grown man and that interrupted his legal career a little bit. But then before 

he came back he was in charge of war sales after the First World War and he was selling 

nitro for the government. I think he was in Alabama selling government leftovers from the 
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war. And then he came back to Pendleton. And he enjoyed practice very much. But when 

he was, I think he took the place of a judge in Pendleton who died, Judge [Inaudible]. 

 

RH: On Circuit Court? 

 

FEE: Circuit judge. And then he was re-elected and he liked that and of course, that was 

the end of the civilian life.  

 

RH: Let me ask you if you know anything about how he and his father got along 

professionally in the law firm of Fee & Fee. What was your perception of their relationship? 

 

FEE: Oh, they were very fond of each other. He just adored his father but they weren’t 

demonstrative. But in the firm, Fee & Fee, the percentage was 60/40 percent because you 

see he was so new and his father had been in business for such a long time. And then, too, 

he had a great deal of respect for his father because his father was the more famous of 

the two at one time, because he was a judge. Now my husband sat in the same chair that 

his father had sat in forty years before in Pendleton. And so he just had this in his blood, 

how a judge should take his obligations, and was quite serious about that. 

 

RH: And he held his father up as a model then. 

 

FEE: Yes, he was very fond of his father. His father had a tragic death. He was just pulling 

a hose in the front yard in Pendleton and there was a wall and he didn’t realize he’d backed 

up and he went over the wall and hit his head. They took him to the hospital and he died 

of pneumonia, and Judge Fee was in San Francisco at the time. And his secretary, Adeline 

McIntyre had been Father Fee’s secretary and was my husband’s secretary for a number 

of years and is a very great friend of mine. I used to see her, of course, she lives in 

California. And that was an awful blow when he lost his father.  
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RH: Did he ever speak to you much about the brief period of time that he served as city 

attorney of Pendleton? What sort of experience that was for him? 

 

FEE: No, it was only, I think it was two years that he finished out for somebody and then 

four years. I don’t know much about that. 

 

RH: Okay, well, that’s fine. How about his military service in the First World War. You 

mentioned that he was involved in this selling for the federal government after the war. 

 

FEE: Well, you see, he went to officer’s training camp at the Presidio and his brother Chet 

was there in a different company. And they’d all meet out on the parade ground in the 

morning and during roll call they’d say, Fee, meaning Chet and no answer and so he found 

himself answering for his brother. Well, then he dug up his brother and he said, “I’ve done 

it once now and I’m not going to do it again.” “Next time, you get up.” [RH laughs] Then he 

was sent to Kelly Field in Texas where he got his wings, beautiful wings, and then he was 

sent to Toronto to teach air gunnery to the Canadians. And, of course, he was devastated, 

as all of the boys were who didn’t get overseas. That was the big goal, was to get to 

Europe. Well, he didn’t get to Europe. He was teaching Canadians to fly and lived in 

Toronto, and then he was stationed in Arkansas at one time. And then after he came back 

to Pendleton he joined the National Guard in 1920, and he was in the National Guard for 

twenty years. And then the attorney general of the United States knew a little bit that it was 

inconsistent for a federal judge to be in the Army, although he hadn’t cashed his checks 

all that time. And I said the government bookkeeping will be cursing you with all those 

piled up checks. But he didn’t take the money for it. But they ruled that he had to give up 

one or the other. Either his lifetime job. Well, a New York attorney who was a great friend 

of his said, “Well, there are plenty of soldiers, but they can’t just pick up a good federal 

judge anywhere. Now don’t give up your judgeship.”  

 

RH: He wasn’t seriously considering it, was he? 
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FEE: Well, I don’t know, I didn’t know him then by that time. But you see, he didn’t. 

 

RH: Do you know anything about his activity on the Pendleton board of education? 

 

FEE: [Laughs] Only a funny story. You don’t want funny stories, do you? 

 

RH: Sure. 

 

FEE: Well, he was playing golf, and you know how a golf course is. You’re on the fairway 

and it looks as if there’s a wall next to you, but the trees are thin and you can see through 

them, you know how it is. Well, he was playing with I think Bishop Remington who was a 

great friend of his. For my husband, two of his best friends were bishops. Bishop 

Remington and Bishop Dagwell here in Portland. And I said to him, “Well, it’s a wonder they 

don’t ask you why you don’t go to church.” But I don’t think they ever did [both laugh]. But 

anyway, they were playing golf and there were some girls playing on the next fairway, but 

of course, they couldn’t see him. Well, of course, he always wore, he was like my father, 

when you’re exercising, wear wool. So he had a terrible wool sweater he always wore 

when he played golf. Oh, it was a lulu [Both laugh] and one of the girls said, “Look at that 

poor old man with that terrible sweater. I’d like to do something for him.”  

And he stepped through and lifted his cap and said, “Miss Conklin,” he said, “I’d be 

delighted if you mended my sweater.” She was one of the teachers and he was chairman 

of the school board. [RH laughs] And her husband was later Lowell Stockman of House of 

Representatives from Pendleton, and he never let her forget about it. 

 

RH: Was that an experience, though, that he looked back on fondly, serving on the 

school board? 
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FEE: Oh yes, he enjoyed that very much. And he read all of the children’s schoolbooks. 

Every book, even their mathematics books. He wanted to know what they were learning. 

 

RH: So that was really the first elected office that he vied for then, was the school board. 

 

FEE: Yes, that’s right. He never lost his interest in education. 

 

 [End of Tape 5, Side 2] 
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Tape 6, Side 1 
1985 March 1 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee in her home in the Vista St. Clair 

Apartments in Southwest Portland. The date is March 1, 1985. The interviewer is Rick 

Harmon with the Oregon Historical Society. 

 Mrs. Fee, when we finished our last conversation we were going through the judge’s 

career, and we had reached the point when we were still talking about a period in his 

career before you had actually met him. And I want to pick up that discussion in a minute. 

But, before I do that I want to talk briefly about something else. During these interviews 

we’ve mentioned periodically the Great Depression of the late 1920s and of 1929 and into 

the 1930’s, and you said a few things about it. I’d like to ask you a bit more directly of what 

effect the Depression had on your life, the life of your family in those times. Can you tell 

me something about that? 

 

FEE: Well, let’s see, that would be 1929 to 1933? 

 

RH: Yes, that’s the period certainly of the certainly of the depth of the Depression. 

 

FEE: I was living in Portland then, and I had been teaching in Hood River and then I came 

to Portland and took a secretarial course. I thought there must be some other way to keep 

myself alive and then I just happened at a Sunday night supper to hear that there was a 

vacancy in the clerk’s office in federal court. Someone said, “Why don’t you apply for it?”  

And I said, “I haven’t finished my stenographic course.”  

“Well, go and apply for it anyway.” Well, I thought that was ridiculous but I waited a 

day or two and then did apply, and I think when Mr. Marsh asked me what I had been 

doing, I told him I’d been a principal of a school, and he decided that I could spell, and I 

got the job. Well, that’s my first connection with the federal court and that’s the 1st of March 

1927. So this is an anniversary today.  
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RH: Wow. But all that happened though, you say that was 1927? So that was all prior to 

the Depression. 

 

FEE: Well, in the Depression, of course, I was living here in Portland three years with an 

older sister who lived in one of those last two houses that was torn down to make the 

garage for Multnomah Athletic Club. There was two old houses on Main Street wherein 

her husband’s family and I lived with her there and then went into an apartment of my own. 

So by 1929, I don’t recall that it made very much difference to me because with a family of 

government employees, it didn’t affect us the way it would if we’d been in other 

businesses.  

 

RH: And you yourself had a federal job at that point. 

 

FEE: By 1929, yes, I had. I was working in the clerk’s office. 

 

RH: So you and your family were fairly secure throughout the period of the Depression.  

 

FEE: Yes. Of course, Father was still in charge of the reservation at Cascade Locks and 

that was an 85-acre reservation for the canal there. And when he was seventy he had to 

retire and that was in 1934.  

 

RH: Well aside from how well your own family fared during the Depression and your 

experience during the Depression here in Portland, do you have memories or observations 

of how the city might have changed or suffered during that period? Do you recall the hard 

times being evident? 

 

FEE: I remember very definitely a bank failure right across the street, across Morrison 

Street, from the clerk’s office and the chief clerk, Mr. Buck, it was right near his desk. And 

he said, “Oh there’s something wrong at the” — I’m trying to think what that bank was 
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called, right on the corner across from Meier & Frank’s on 6th Street — American Bank I 

guess it was called. And here were all these people, and there was a run on the bank, you 

see, and oh, everyone in a panic. But they had other bankers bring in dollars, and they had 

thousands of dollars, silver dollars, stacked up on the counter to show that they were still 

operating, you see. Every bank in town I think sent money over to them and it — but that 

was the nearest I came to it, and that’s just across the street from me. It was a rather 

terrifying feeling to see all these people, and it didn’t affect me personally because I didn’t 

have any money in that bank. But it’s the only time I’ve ever seen a run on a bank, the real 

terror of the people who were rushing up to the bank. I don’t recall exactly how they 

dissipated the crowds. I suppose they let them in. I just don’t recall. 

 

RH: Do you recall whether poverty was more evident during those years or during the 

course of the Depression in Portland? You hear about soup lines and so on in other major 

cities. 

 

FEE: No, you didn’t hear much about that. Of course, I never was used to a great deal of 

money, you know. And being a government employee and the child of a government 

employee, Father eventually had worked 45 years for the Army Engineers. It wasn’t called 

the Corps then, I believe it’s called the Corps of Engineers now, but it was called the Army 

Engineers and the heading of his stationery was “War Department.” Just flat out war 

department, and that’s what it was, of course. And, our world really didn’t go up and down 

with the times; it was quite a stable world that I grew up in. No raises and no cuts either. 

And also, we lived in government quarters, number one, and while they didn’t renew 

anything, they put paint on, I think several inches thick, before we left. [Laughs] They 

always were able to paint things.  

I think that I was really rather isolated from that, not having anything to do with 

business. But I do remember that bank thing because two of the men involved were tried 

in our court. And it was quite painful because they were tried by Judge Bean, and it was 

especially painful for him because he ate his lunch every day with these two men at the 
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Arlington Club. But, he said that wasn’t going to affect him at all. It didn’t. I think he was 

quite heartbroken but he just went by the head.  

 

RH: These were officers of the bank? 

 

FEE: Yes, officers of the bank. Mr. [J.E.] Wheeler and a Mr. [Emery] Olmstead and that 

was the name of the trial, the Wheeler-Olmstead trial. And that was pathetic to see 

because, of course, they were on the defensive and desperate and they were sentenced 

to McNeil Island Penitentiary. 

 

RH: Do you recall what their crime was? 

 

FEE: Well I know kiting was one thing, kiting checks. That was stuck in my memory and I 

really don’t know the… 

 

RH: They weren’t using the bank’s funds lawfully was what it boils down to. 

 

FEE: I don’t think it was, I don’t remember the word embezzlement. But anyway, that 

closed the bank, you see. And it ruined the men. And I presume that they served their time. 

They’re not living now, either one. 

 

RH: Okay, well let’s go back to the progression of the judge’s career that we were 

following last time. Now I know that, or we mentioned last time, that he was appointed to 

the state Circuit Court in 1927 when there was a death of a sitting judge. 

 

FEE: Yes, that was following the death of the current judge in Pendleton. Then he was 

elected. 

 

RH: Elected in 1928, right? 
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FEE: Yes and then when that term was up he was elected again. So, he had been a state 

judge before he was appointed by President Hoover in 1931. 

 

RH: Right. Did you ever get a sense of how he might have striven for that appointment 

to the Circuit Court when that death occurred or how much he wanted that appointment? 

 

FEE: Of course, I didn’t know him then.  

 

RH: Yes, I know, but I mean just talking retroactively about the appointment, I wondered 

whether you just never learned anything about it. 

 

FEE: I think there were senators and enthusiastic friends who were urging him to take it. 

But I’m sure that his father, who was a retired judge by that time, kept his hands off entirely. 

And then that was in 1931, and Judge Bean had died suddenly. Judge Bean had died in 

January and Judge Fee was appointed in March and was sworn in on the 6th of April, 

which was a date that he never forgot because the sixth of April was when the First World 

War began. The sixth of April was in 1917, was when his oldest daughter was born, and 

when he went on the federal bench and also the same date when he went on the Court of 

Appeals. So the sixth of April was quite a day. 

 

RH: An important day in his life, huh, yeah. I’m going to ask you something more about 

when he was appointed to the federal bench in 1931, but I just had one more question 

about the state appointment just to determine whether you found out anything about this 

or not. Did he ever talk about just what the experience was like running for that office as 

opposed to — I mean being appointed is one thing, but actually having to appeal to voters 

is something else again. 
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FEE: The thing that he talked to me about were the types of cases that he tried as a state 

[judge]. For instance, I was horrified to hear that there was a lot of cases of incest. And, of 

course, divorce and a lot of things, of course, that he never had to deal with later. The 

variety of things in state court seems to be so much more varied. It’s so restricted in federal 

court. And so he had this background — of course, he was also in his own community, 

which makes a difference. But he also had the slight handicap of following his famous 

father who was a very well-known judge. But his father just kept his hands off. I know when 

he went on the federal bench, Judge Fee, Senior, still was practicing but he never 

appeared before his son. He always went before Judge McNary. He’d come down every 

Monday from Pendleton for some ex-parte matters, but it was always before Judge 

McNary. He never went before his son.  

 

RH: Did Judge Fee himself talk about following in his father’s footsteps being a handicap 

in some way? 

 

FEE: No, no. He was a great admirer of his father. In fact, I said to him when he told me 

that when he was a little boy, he used to play around his father’s office and that’s where 

he began reading Gladstone. And I said, “You should have been out playing baseball. [RH 

laughs] 

 

RH: Well let’s move on to the federal appointment. He was appointed in 1931 by Herbert 

Hoover. Did he ever say anything to you just about at what point he decided he wanted to 

be a federal judge? 

 

FEE: No. He never did. I actually think that it was started by a group of friends. And then 

too, you see, he was active in the American Legion. In fact, when he was in Pendleton, he 

was the head of the Oregon National Guard Company that was there in Pendleton when 

he lived there. So, he kept up his interest in the military and of course, was in the military 

until he went off to encampment at Fort Lewis every year and had lessons every Friday 
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night and all that sort of thing until he it was ruled that he had to give up one or the other 

because they were incompatible. 

 

RH: Yes, you mentioned that in another taping how the attorney general made that 

ruling and he had to make a decision. 

 

FEE: And of course we were really on the brink of war with Japan and all these exercises 

that they had with the Guard, the enemy was always considered to be Japan. They felt that 

is where it would come from. It was awfully hard on him, and he just didn’t want to give it 

up. But an older friend, an attorney in New York, said, “Well, they get lots of soldiers, but 

they can’t pick up a good federal judge on any corner.”  

 

RH: He especially hated to give it up because he saw the war looming, then? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, he was very unhappy about that of course. But, fortunately he didn’t do 

anything about it. He just stayed where he was. 

 

RH: You mentioned that you had the feeling that maybe a group of friends might have 

been influential in drumming up support for his appointment in the early 1930s. Do you 

know what friends in particular or from what walks of life these people were from? 

 

FEE: Well, a great friend of his was Bill Douglas and you see, he was chairman of the 

Board of Overseers of Whitman College for a great many years. There were Seattle 

attorneys and New York attorneys and soldiers. He didn’t make these efforts himself, but 

his friends got very busy, and that also was true when the next appointment came out. 

 

RH: It’s pretty well established that in order to gain an appointment to a federal 

judgeship, the support of the senators of your state is very important. Do you know whether 
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and to what extend he had the support of the two Republican senators of Oregon at that 

time. Senators McNary and Steiwer? 

 

FEE: Senator Steiwer was the head of that firm and… 

 

RH: The head of what firm? 

 

FEE: In Pendleton, the Raley firm, the famous Raleys and the Streiwers were both very 

important people, and it was Colonel Raley who said to him when he was practicing in New 

York after he graduated from Columbia. And he wrote to him and said, “Alger, you better 

come home, your father could use you.” And he said, “Why do you stay in New York?” And 

that’s why he left and came home. 

 

RH: So you assume that McNary and Steiwer were supporting his appointment, but you 

don’t know for sure? 

 

FEE: Of course, it’s all hearsay as far as I’m concerned, you know. But, I’m sure he did. 

They were lifelong friends. And, then of course you see he had friends in the military too. 

He was on the council of American Law Institute and an officer in the American Bar and he 

always kept an interest in college affairs. For instance, he was head of the visitors 

committee for the West Coast of Columbia University in New York at one time, when we 

lived in San Francisco. He just always had an interest in college things. And then of course 

there were the regular things like the American Law Institute, and he was the head of the 

judiciary for American Bar administration of justice. That was what he was appointed to the 

day he was stricken in Miami, Florida. 

 

RH: Well in that period between 1931, when he was appointed, and 1939 when you 

became his secretary, you were still working in the federal court and he was now a judge 

in the federal court. I wonder if you recall any specific cases from that 1931 to 1939 period 
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that Judge Fee might have been involved in that you either observed first-hand or learned 

about second-hand that might stand out. 

 

FEE: Well, one of the important ones, of course, was the big fish case with the Celilo 

Canal. I remember that because I told you before, the newspaper boys made such a fuss 

because it was a 26-page opinion.  

 

RH: Oh yes. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: But, one of the other very interesting cases was over the Vanport Flood, and I, 

somewhere in my possessions, I have a picture of him walking along what was the place 

that [water] broke through. Everybody thought that it was a like a dike, that it [was] solid 

like a dam. But it happened to be a trestle that was filled with dirt and when Smith Lake 

broke, it just came right through, you see, and just took out Vanport. You know about this? 

 

RH: Yeah. I’m actually talking, though, about the period between 1931 and 1939, so the 

Vanport Flood was considerably later, wasn’t it? 

 

FEE: Well, whenever it was, he tried it and took the jury to see where it broke, where it 

came through. And so I think that was in the 1940s.  

 

RH: Yes that was in 1948, I think. 

 

FEE: Because, you see, he, yes I know, because he began sitting in other districts in 1946. 

Chief Justice Stone of the Supreme Court had been one of his teachers at Columbia, and 

they were very good friends, and he would assign to New York and all the Districts of 

Philadelphia and Jackson, Mississippi and Detroit and so forth. Some of the judges 

wouldn’t travel, and some of the very good judges just refused to travel and some of them 

wanted to travel. But it had to be someone who could try the case and whose calendar 
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would permit him to be away. And Judge Stone assigned him many times. Then, I think it 

was the first time that he was assigned to the East was in 1943. And he was assigned to 

Newark, New Jersey. But he stayed in New York. Bill Douglas got him a room at the Yale 

Club, and he stayed in New York and commuted by train to Newark. And then later he tried 

many cases in New York and Detroit. Unfortunately, when he was trying a case in Detroit, 

he was trying a doctor for income tax evasion and his very best friend from Water Street 

Gang was the head of the University of Michigan Medical School and he couldn’t have 

anything to do with him.  

 

RH: Yes, you mentioned that once before. During this 1931 to 1939 period another 

important event in Judge Fee’s life, of course, was the death of his first wife, Frances Louise 

Waldo.  

 

FEE: She died in 1935. 

 

RH: Did you know her? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. 

 

RH: Tell me something about how you knew her and what she was like. 

 

FEE: I was engaged to a man from Maine, and we belonged to the same dancing club 

that the judge and Frances did. And she was a very accomplished; she’s a graduate of 

Syracuse University in New York and a very accomplished musician. In fact, she came west 

to teach in St. Paul’s School in Mollala, school for girls, and then she went from there to 

Seattle and gave piano lessons. And she had so many students that she had two different 

studios. Very accomplished, but battled high blood pressure for years. She was a very 

brilliant woman and a marvelous sense of humor. And of course, she’s the mother of his 

children, you understand. Of course, she’s gone and then the middle daughter, the one 
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who became a lawyer, is gone now too. And one in Arkansas, the oldest one. The youngest 

one, Pomona graduate, lives in Mission Veijo.  

 

RH: She was quite active in civic affairs too, I understand? 

 

FEE: Well, she was very much interested in musical affairs and theatrical affairs at the 

Civic Theater and so forth. But of course her health didn’t permit her to do a lot. You see, 

her mother lived with them all her married life, and she lived with us until she died at age 

93. She lived with us for ten years after we were married. The children’s grandmother — 

we called her Grandmother. She was a brilliant little woman who came from Germany when 

she was nine. She had a brother in New York State and that graduated from Syracuse. 

 

 [End of Tape 6, Side 1] 
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Tape 6, Side 2 
1985 March 1 

 
 

 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, March 1, 1985. 

 

RH: From somebody in your position, that is, working in the clerk’s office of the federal 

court, and with the kind of, I suppose, casual relationship or acquaintance you had with the 

judge at that time, were you able to observe what sort of impact his wife’s death had on 

him in 1939? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. It was really tragic. It affected all of us because she died so suddenly. Judge 

[Bert Emory] Haney, who had been sworn in for the Circuit Court of Appeals, he followed 

Judge Gilbert. He was the attorney for Meier & Frank’s. And there was a dinner at the 

Arlington Club, and he went to that that night, and he came back and was sitting on her 

bed talking to her. She had to spend a great deal of time lying down because of her blood 

pressure problems. And she had a stroke and lived three days. And it was a terrible blow, 

of course.  

Well, right away Judge — that was in 1935, and that would be, Judge McNary was 

the chief judge — and he sent him to Medford and he held it was just about time for a 

session in Medford which was in the fall, you see, and Pendleton was always in the spring, 

in April. So, he just went to Medford then and played golf with the marshal and his court 

reporter — not any of the attorneys there because he knew them all and they were always 

appearing before him. But he played with the crews, he called it. That helped some, well, 

he was a widower for eight years. Of course, I don’t think you ever get over anything like 

that. 

 

RH: Well, you became the judge’s secretary in 1939. 
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FEE: I followed Adeline McIntyre. She had taken a civil service examination. She had to; 

they gave her an appointment if she didn’t take it by — it expired, you see. But it was to 

the geodetic survey in Washington. Well that had nothing to do with law and her father 

was the D.A. of Umatilla County and she was just brought up with law, you know. But she 

took this appointment and a $400 a year in cut in order to have tender, you see. Then she 

was Civil Service and at that time the judge’s secretaries were neither, we weren’t 

anything, Social Security or Civil Service or — you could be fired and hired at the behest 

of — I’ve never had any Social Security, you see. It’s a job I’ve never worked for, so I don’t 

qualify for Civil Service, see, and I’m not Civil Service. My brother and all of the Army 

Engineers people were Civil Service, but I never worked for them. And, so Adeline said to 

me, “How would you like my job?”  

And I said, “Never.” [RH laughs] 

 

RH: Well how were you convinced otherwise? 

 

FEE: [Laughs] One day he said, “How would you like to come up to the house and take 

care of Grandmother?”  

And I said, “What’s the matter with Grandmother?”  

And he said, “I’m proposing.”  

 

RH: Well, that didn’t come till later. I want to know how you were convinced to take the 

job as secretary. 

 

FEE: Oh, it was $10 a more a month. I was putting my younger sister through the 

university and I needed the money. Very mercenary.  

 

RH: Well, did the judge himself ask you to be his secretary or did Adeline McIntyre ask 

you? 
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FEE: Oh no, she didn’t tell me about it. He came in and he said, “Well, Adeline is gone.” 

And he said, “How would you like to take her place?”  

And I said, “Huh.” I didn’t want that job. And then I got to thinking, $10. Why I could 

have a wonderful time on that $10. 

 

RH: Why was your first impulse not to take it, before you realized that it was $10 more? 

 

FEE: My real reason was, of course, I later had to do what I was objecting to, was the 

secretary always had to work when he could. He was on the bench all day very often, and 

he got off just about quitting time, and then he would have to dictate and get his letters 

and work done and I was too free a soul for that. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: You didn’t like the hours, then, huh? 

 

FEE: No, but then of course my mother who disliked them more than I, she’d say, “Well 

you work Easter and you work Fourth of July.”  

And I said, “Mother, I have to work when the judge works. And he’s in court all day 

for a week.” I said, “He has to have some time to work.” And I was understanding when I 

went to work that I would be available, and I was living at Campbell Court Hotel, that’s now 

the Rajneesh Hotel. That was a lovely hotel, it breaks my heart to see where it is now. 

Anyway… 

 

RH: You were living there by yourself? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. That’s just four blocks from the building, very convenient. And before that I 

lived with my sister up by the University Club, but moved to the Campbell Court Hotel, and 

I lived there for five years. It was very convenient. 

 

RH: Were you surprised when the judge asked you to be his secretary? 
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FEE: Well, I felt terribly inadequate stepping into the shoes of Adeline McIntire. She’s the 

best secretary I ever saw. For one thing, she wrote simply beautiful shorthand and 

everything about her — she set up the whole system in the office; everything was just the 

last word in efficiency. I was very fond of her and admired her greatly. But, oh, did I ever 

hate to follow in her footsteps because I never had finished my shorthand, and I was just 

— so he dictated most of his things directly to the typewriter. He liked that. It was triple-

spaced and then he could write all over and up and down the margins and type it all up, 

you see and then put it together. And he very often dictated to the typewriter.  

 

RH: Now I realize that that job paid $10 more than the job that you had at the time in the 

clerk’s office, but were there prospects of you rising higher in rank in the clerk’s office? 

 

FEE: Oh, well, the big thing was that I had trips to Medford and to Pendleton and you got 

$6.00 a day per diem, which was [Inaudible] because my hotel in Pendleton was $2.00 a 

night. And I had lots of friends there who fed me and so I just loved the trips, and I had very 

good friends in Medford, too. And so the chance to go on the trips was very appealing; 

otherwise, you just sat and worked.  

 

RH: Well since you had that advantage, then there probably wasn’t really $10 difference 

between the job you took and the job you had. 

 

FEE: Oh, no, that’s just what the government paid. [Both laugh] I still had no tenure, you 

see. Now, of course, they wouldn’t stand for that. I imagine everybody that has anything to 

do with court is covered by something, Social Security or something. 

 

RH: Well, what about the prospects of rising higher to another position in the clerk’s 

office. Did you see that as a possibility? 
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FEE: No. 

 

RH: Why? 

 

FEE: Oh, you mean in the court? 

 

RH: In the clerk’s office of the court. Did it seem possible to you that you might rise 

higher in the clerk’s office? 

 

FEE: Well, I thought so until one day Mr. Marsh said, “You’ve gone as far as you can 

because there’s no future in this stuff.” 

 

RH: What did he mean by that? 

 

FEE: Well, the salaries were just so much. They didn’t have automatic raises. Later I 

understand that they did have certain times of the year they had sort of a survey, and you 

were either excellent or good and you were rated, you know. But at the time that I was 

working, it wasn’t so. 

 

RH: Well what about the possibility of rising to another job entirely in the clerk’s office? 

 

FEE: I was as high as I could go. 

 

RH: Why were you as high as you could go? 

 

FEE: I was a deputy clerk. 

 

RH: Yeah, but why couldn’t you be clerk? 
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FEE: Well, because Mr. Marsh lived so long. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: Well, you didn’t know that at the time. I mean, do you feel that being a woman was 

an obstacle in your advancing? 

 

FEE: Oh no, that never had any — I never had any feelings of inferiority complex or 

anything of the sort. 

 

RH: Well, you wouldn’t have had to feel inferior, they might have felt you were inferior. 

It’s not what you felt; it’s what they felt. 

 

FEE: No, but I was quite content. I had a devoted beau and I was going fishing and just 

having an awfully good time. Really, I was getting along very well. I knew that you could 

only go just so far in that office and it really was a step up from being a stenographer or a 

typist to become a deputy. You had to be a deputy to be able to go into the court, and I 

was writing a journal. When I was in my office I just typed all day what was called a 

permanent record to which I’m sure they don’t do anymore. I think everything’s on 

microfilm. The journal clerk had to have a room by herself. I wasn’t out in the main 

stockyard. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: You say you were doing very well at the time, but you weren’t doing so well that the 

extra $10 a month didn’t seem attractive to you. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, you can always use more money, and I was getting along all right. 

[RH laughs] I guess you think I’m not ambitious. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Okay. How would you compare the status and the responsibility of the job that you 

had in the clerk’s office with the one that you took as the judge’s secretary? 
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FEE: Well, of course, a very great difference. For instance, we could discuss things in the 

clerk’s office all we wanted to, but you don’t discuss things when you’re working for the 

judge. And that’s one of the things that’s the hardest things for the law clerks to 

understand. Especially about my husband. He said, “Now there are certain things that 

aren’t to go on. No one is discuss with anyone else what we’re working on. You’re not 

going to say or let anyone know what we’re working on or what stage of any particular 

case we’re on. Whether we’re getting ready to give an opinion or whether it will be a week 

from now or what.” He said, “There’s to be none of that. And you’re not to discuss it with 

the other boys.” Well, of course, most of them had someone.  

 The thing that started that was, one of the judges had a law clerk, a visiting court of 

appeals judge met Judge Fee in the hallway one day and he said, “I reversed you this 

morning.” Well, that didn’t go over very well. [RH laughs] Well, the thing that he disliked 

was the law clerk had given away the fact that he was writing the judge’s opinions, which 

he thought was very disloyal. It wasn’t the fact that he was reversed. It was suspected that 

the law clerk was writing the judge’s opinions, but he didn’t have sense enough to keep 

his mouth shut. Oh, he was furious.  

 And so that’s what brought that about. He said, “You are not to discuss with anyone 

what we are working on. That’s between us. That’s why I have a responsible law clerk who 

is in my confidence.” Well, of course, the law clerk thought he was a harsh old man and so 

forth and so on. And another thing that he didn’t endear himself to the law clerks because 

he said, “Now when I come off the bench, I may have to change something or have a short 

opinion written or something, and I want to find you here. I don’t want you on a coffee 

break or something because that’s why you’re here.” And that, of course, was very 

unpopular but it didn’t bother him because he said, “I have to do my work the way I feel I 

must do it.” And very often he’d have to go off the bench and would have been about the 

middle of the morning and issue a short order. And he said, “I want my law clerk and my 

secretary available.”  

 

RH: Can you tell me what actually your work consisted of as the judge’s secretary? 
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FEE: Well, reminding him of his engagements of course. Keeping his two calendars, his 

business engagements and other social engagements. And that would include 

appointments with the dentist and the doctor and things like that. And, also, well one of 

the things, the only thing that ever bothered me were the ex-convicts who would come in. 

I had a difficult one, one morning who said, I asked him what he wanted to see the judge 

about, and he said, “I want him to give me a job.”  

And I said, “Oh, I think you’re in the wrong office and so forth.”  

And he said, “Well, he’s given me a job the last so many years.” And oh my heart 

sank.  

And I said, “Oh I know exactly who you should see. Down on the floor below is the 

Assistant United State Attorney. He’s the person for you to see.” So down he went and 

they took care of him, but I had several of those. 

 

RH: You started to tell me the range of your duties and you mentioned the appointment 

calendars. What other duties there did you have? 

 

FEE: Well, of course, a great deal of the correspondence. You see he belonged to all 

these, well, things like Phi Beta Kappa Associates and college committees and American 

Bar and Oregon Bar. He kept up his membership in the Oregon Bar until the last day of his 

life. Even if we weren’t living here, he’d come back to go to the meetings because after he 

got on the Court of Appeals, he felt so isolated from the Bar. You see, he said, “All I do is 

read and write, read the briefs and write opinions.” Because you see maybe some attorney 

might be speaking for 25 minutes before, and so he had no contact with the bar on the 

Court of Appeals, which was awfully hard on him. He’d just been a lawyer and a trial judge 

so long that he missed that very much. He only lived five years after he went on the Court 

of Appeals.  
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RH: So there was the calendar, the appointments and his correspondence and what 

other duties? 

 

FEE: Well, things like luncheon engagements. One thing he liked about the University 

Club was there was everything. Insurance salesmen and doctors and dentists and people 

besides the ones who talk shop, you know. When he was on the Court of Appeals in San 

Francisco, all the judges ate their lunch together every day. He felt it was very stultifying 

because he said they just talked shop the whole time. He said, “I’d like to be with some 

other kind of a group.” Well, of course, you don’t want to isolate yourself too much either. 

He didn’t want to be so different from the other judges. But he really was a very well-

rounded person and he found it on the Court of Appeals hard to keep it so. To keep his 

various and sundry interests because everybody sort of narrowed down to talking shop. 

Well, I like shop talk myself; in fact, I miss it very much. [RH laughs] Because he used to 

come home and tell me what he called “the outrages of the day.” [RH laughs]  

He had a wonderful sense of humor. I said to him, “If they could hear you singing 

[ode?] to your undershirt in the morning, they wouldn’t be so impressed.” [RH laughs] Oh, 

he couldn’t carry a tune in a basket, you know. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: Well I’m still trying to fill out this picture of your duties as secretary. 

 

FEE: Well, and of course, trying to sift through the people that came in the office, you just 

had to see. And then the poor, while he was a trial judge particularly, and then these people 

who didn’t want to serve on the jury and had a thousand reasons, you know. But that was 

simply taken care of. If they were seventy, they didn’t have to serve. I would very 

diplomatically find out if they were seventy and tell them they could be excused.  

 

RH: How would you do that? 

 

FEE: Well, I would them see him. 
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RH: I mean how would you find out how old they were? 

 

FEE: I would ask them.  

 

RH: Diplomatically. 

 

FEE: Diplomatically. [Both laugh] And then people trying to sell things, insurance and oh, 

you know, all the interruptions, you know, you have to be the buffer. Very much the buffer 

and then, of course, he had friends all over the country and so they would be coming in 

once in a while. And then he would be getting ready to go on a trip he was being assigned 

so many places. One time we went, after we were married, we went east for six weeks, 

and we were gone eight months.  

 

RH: Yeah, yeah, you mentioned that case. 

 

FEE: And, of course, he held court in every court in Pennsylvania, and they often sent 

him to Seattle. He commuted for six weeks to Seattle. He gave Portland Friday night, 

Saturday and Sunday and flew Sunday night to Seattle and tried this big P.U.D. case. Do 

you know what a P.U.D. is? 

 

RH: Public Utility District, yes. 

 

FEE: And there was a woman foreman with that jury and a $14 million-dollar verdict. It 

was quite interesting. It was six weeks and my job as the secretary was to get out in the 

car to the airport and bring him back to the office, and he’d work like fury for that evening 

and the next day. And then he’d go back to Seattle visiting. And so he took care of his 

Portland District and tried cases in Seattle, tried this one big case in Seattle.  
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RH: I see. 

 

FEE: Of course it worked me but it worked him too. Of course he didn’t feel as grieved 

about having to work but I had a vote. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well you certainly did a lot of dictation and that sort of thing too in your job, didn’t 

you? 

 

FEE: Well, not a great deal. Oh no, he did a great deal of longhand writing. He wrote pads 

full of things and handed them over to me, and he wrote many opinions in longhand.  

 

RH: Didn’t you tell me a minute ago that he liked to dictate directly onto the typewriter? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. And it was triple spaced so that he could write things in and pin writers on 

and go around the borders and so forth. And then I had to figure out what his writing was. 

 

RH: How was he as a boss? 

 

FEE: Oh, he was a very good boss. He was very definite and very businesslike and — but 

he was a worker, and you had to admire the amount of work he turned out. A terrific amount 

of work. And then he was always, of course the law clerks only stayed a year because they 

want to get into business for themselves, you know. And he was very much impressed if 

his law clerk, when he’d get a new law clerk, if he knew how to go to the source of things. 

Learn digests and that sort of thing, and he had some very good law clerks. One of them 

is now the head of the Army Reserve in the United States. He’s a splendid boy from Cal.  

 

RH: Yes, you’ve mentioned him a couple of times. I’d like to get some idea of what some 

of your interests and activities were outside your work during that period. 
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FEE: Well, I was a fisherman. Of course my husband wasn’t the least bit interested. That 

just ended when I got married. But my father was a fisherman, and then I went for nine 

years with this man from Maine who was interested in the outdoors and so forth. And I had 

a license for the state of Washington, so I fished in Wind River and Kalama River and the 

Cowlitz and the Lewis River and all the rivers over there. And, then I’d run up to British 

Columbia for my holiday, and I had friends up there. But, of course, you know, when I 

started working for the government, you had to work for a whole year before you got a 

week’s vacation. And then after you worked for a year you got two weeks’ vacation. And 

all that was on hold with the judge. For instance, the first year I worked for him I worked 

Saturdays and Sundays and whenever he [did], but I very often would have Monday off, 

you see. Which was very convenient because the stores were open and so forth instead 

of having everything on the weekends. Maybe he’d be leaving town, and I’d get him out of 

town and then I would, well, and then I had other duties. Then I had the use of his car to 

take the girls to dancing school or to the symphony or the art museum and take 

Grandmother various [places] — to church and to wherever she wanted to go. 

 

RH: These were all things that you were doing as his secretary before you were married 

then.  

 

FEE: That’s right. Yes. When he was out of town, there was the car. Because he would 

be flying, and the car would be sitting in the garage. But he wanted the family to be taken 

around, and so I did that. I did that for four years. You see the youngest child, Lillian, was 

eight, is that right? Ten, ten when her mother died. And they went to Catlin School but each 

one had to have a year in a regular high school because he didn’t want them to think boys 

were so wonderful. At Catlin, he was afraid they’d just be boy crazy. So each one had a, 

two of them went to Lincoln and one went to Grant.  

 

RH: He figured if they had a little exposure to boys, then they wouldn’t be so anxious. 
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FEE: You know the girls at Catlin, the old Catlin up on Cumberland Road, they’d come 

out of school and sit down on the curb and put their lipstick on when it wasn’t permitted 

before that. And then off they’d go. [RH laughs] 

 

 [End of Tape 6, Side 2] 
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Tape 7, Side 1 
1985 March 1 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, March 1, 1985, Tape seven, side one. 

 

FEE: Well, you just learned to be very discrete. You don’t even give a clue of what it is 

that’s working on. But because the press, of whom I am quite fond, always wanted to know 

when they could expect an opinion in a big case, you know. They would be hanging around 

and hanging around. Well, we just weren’t supposed to give any hints. I think that is only 

reasonable.  

 

RH: You mentioned to me earlier that growing up in Cascade Locks wasn’t really 

conducive to your developing the sort of political habits and passions that many people 

had growing up, for instance, where you could vote. 

 

FEE: We couldn’t vote except for president.  

 

RH: But did you begin to develop more of a political outlook later, for example, during 

these years? Could you say something about the way you looked at things politically? 

 

FEE: I was at normal school when I was able to, old enough to vote. And oh, that was a 

big event. Of course there is a great deal of rivalry in the school too. I mean, schools are 

just as political as any other body, you know. They work awfully hard at all of what they are 

going to put over. But I didn’t feel any great lack. Of course, Father having been an 

Englishman, became the very best American there ever was, you know. For instance, we 

were taught very young never let the flag touch the ground. When this great big flag came 

off the government flagpole at night we often helped Father gather it up, you know. We 

were taught from when we were just little children that you never let the flag drag over the 

ground. I think that is true of naturalized citizens, a lot of them bend over backwards with 
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a feeling for their new country. I think that I have told you that my father was the one person 

who was naturalized in, I think it was 1905. It was at the Pioneer Courthouse. And the next 

person who was naturalized was in November — a Hmong person. And I worked in 

naturalization, and I swore them in in a courtroom. When I was a deputy clerk, one morning 

I had three hundred.  

 

RH: Well, tell me more about how your political instincts began to develop.  

 

FEE: Oh! I voted the way my father did, of course! 

 

RH: And what was that? 

 

FEE: Oh, he’s a Republican.  

 

RH: And was that pattern consistent throughout the period of the Great Depression, 

when a lot of people were voting for Roosevelt? 

 

FEE: Well, when you can only vote once in four years, you know, you are not awfully 

busy. You see, he couldn’t vote except for president. And we were great newspaper 

readers, all of us. We were brought up — oh, it was a disaster if the train was late, which 

brought the papers from Portland, because there was no roads, you see. And then the train 

was frozen in at Multnomah Falls with all the newspapers on it, it was just a disaster. It 

would mean we had to wait two days before we could get our newspaper and that sort of 

thing, you know. But of course, Father always had the newspaper first. And he would 

spread it out in the office and read it and he would bring it home for us to read. But we 

were brought up with newspapers.  
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RH: The point I am getting at here is that many people who were otherwise Republicans 

did vote for Franklin Roosevelt during at least one or more of his terms, his three terms, as 

president. And so, I was trying to get your… 

 

FEE: Oh, I had a friend and her husband, who had been lifelong Republicans who 

changed and made no bones about it. They just wanted to get on the bandwagon. It is like 

one of the judges on the Court of Appeals — it just astonished me at a dinner party one 

night. He said, “I will never vote against the government because I was given a lifetime 

[job?].” He is dead now, so I mention it. And I was just dumbfounded that a federal judge 

would talk like that.  

 

RH: What did he mean, “Vote against the government?”? 

 

FEE: I mean, in his decisions. He never would rule against the government. 

 

RH: Oh, I see. I see. You didn’t mention who that was, though. You don’t want to mention 

who it was? 

 

FEE: No. 

 

RH: You said he was dead. 

 

FEE: He’s gone. And he wasn’t from Oregon. But that hit me pretty hard.  

 

RH: You remained Republican through the Roosevelt years, though. 

 

FEE: Oh yes. I have been a Republican always. I have missed voting sometimes. I was in 

Emanuel Hospital for nine months once and I know I couldn’t vote then. Then I have been 
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on the ocean on Election Day too so I have missed voting, but not because I wanted to. 

Now we vote in our lobby here. We are one of the election places.  

 

RH: You married the judge in December of 1943.  

 

FEE: On my mother’s wedding anniversary.  

 

RH: I see. Can you tell me a little bit about the history of that decision?  

 

FEE: Oh, well we were married by Bishop Dagwell. My husband, two of his best friends 

were bishops. Bishop Remington of Eastern Oregon was his golf partner. And also rented 

his house after he moved from Pendleton to Portland. He and Bishop Dagwell were very 

great friends. Of course, Trinity was my church and it is now. But I don’t go to church 

because I have difficulty with my knee, and I can’t sit a long time on those hard benches. 

But I support the church.  

 

RH: But Bishop Dagwell married you and Judge Fee.  

 

FEE: And it was a toss-up of which of the two bishops, the Pendleton bishop who was his 

golf partner or the Portland bishop that he ate lunch with at the Arlington Club. But my 

older sister said, “Oh, but you don’t want two bishops at the wedding. That would be 

ostentatious. [Both laugh] He had to choose between them. 

 

RH: The ceremony took place here in Portland? 

 

FEE: Yes, at Trinity.  

 

RH: So you were married in December of 1943. When did the judge ask you to marry 

him? Do you remember? How long before that? 
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FEE: Why, I think it was in July. I am not sure. I remember the day that he bought my ring 

very well. They were launching the, at the shipyards, they were launching the ship, Robert 

S. Bean, cargo ship. And Judge Fee was making a speech. And Bill Douglas’s wife was 

christening the ship. And I was there, as his secretary, holding his speech in case he forgot 

it, but he didn’t. He could always improvise. And I looked her up, and I remember I thought, 

if all of these people knew what I knew, what a surprise. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: That he had proposed to you? Is that what… 

 

FEE: Oh, no. No. That’s the day he bought the ring. 

 

RH: What did you mean by, when you said, “if all of these people knew what you knew”? 

 

FEE: That he was going to buy the ring after he got through speaking. 

 

RH: Well, when he asked you to marry him, were you surprised? 

 

FEE: I said, “What? And give up my good job?” [RH laughs] I took ten days to think it over. 

I had always worked. I always had my own check every month. I couldn’t imagine it. He 

was rather wounded because he was considered a catch, you know. I didn’t feel that way. 

I had plenty of beaus. I mean, realize, I was 46 years old. I took about ten days to think it 

over. 

 

RH: It was a difficult decision for you to make.  

 

FEE: Yes it was! I liked working, and I didn’t know if I wanted to start living up on the hill, 

or not. It was a big house — 16-room house on four floors of [woman?] clutter, a beautiful 

house but an awful lot of house.  
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RH: What finally made you decide to do it? 

 

FEE: Well, I couldn’t work there anymore after that. If your boss falls in love with you, you 

can’t keep on working there. Actually it was a sacrifice on my part.  

 

RH: You felt like it wasn’t so much that you actually wanted to get married, but you 

couldn’t continue working in the same job. 

 

FEE: No! I think I would have had a good recommendation, but then all of the 

circumstances are so changed. It was quite a surprise.  

 

RH: There hadn’t been events leading up to his asking you that made that seem 

anticipated, or was it a complete surprise? 

 

FEE: Well, of course there was a good deal of kidding, I think, around the building, very 

discreetly kidding. Even so, I have been around a long time unmarried, you know. I really 

did think it over.  

 

RH: Yes. The kidding that you mentioned. Was that because you and the judge seeing 

each other socially? 

 

FEE: Oh no. No indeed. It was just. One of them said, “You are too particular. You have 

been married long before.” 

 

RH: Oh I see. They were just kidding about your being still being single. 

 

FEE: Finally falling off the pedestal.  
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RH: So you and the judge hadn’t been seeing each other at all before he asked you to 

marry him? 

 

FEE: Oh, yes. As I said, when I was engaged to this man from Maine, we all belonged to 

the same dancing club, his wife and he.  

 

RH: But that was back in 1935. 

 

FEE: That was in 1935, yes.  

 

RH: I mean, had you been seeing each other socially, just the two of you, before he 

asked you to marry him? 

 

FEE: No, I think — not very much — once in a while, maybe, at a symphony. See, he was 

out of town an awful lot. He never took a secretary out of town while he was a district 

judge. I mean, out of the state — he never took a secretary when he sat with a circuit. And 

he very often sat with a circuit when he was a district judge. One year he sat 23 times with 

the circuit. But they furnished his secretary for him. So then I had the holidays. And then, 

too, we were both mature people, you know.  

Then of course there is always the question of, are you a fit person for a stepmother. 

I remember when he was, after we were married, he was holding court in Medford and I 

had a bad case of flu in the hotel, and I was in bed and the manager’s wife came up to see 

me, and she said — oh I think Lillian was there, the youngest daughter. She said, “Did you 

have children too?” 

 I said, “No, I wasn’t married.” 

 “You weren’t married before you married the judge?” 

 I said, “No.” 

 Well she said, “You were an old maid, weren’t you?” 

 I said, “Yes indeed, I was.” 
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RH: You were used to people making cracks like that.  

 

FEE: Forty-six, of course. If I wasn’t an old maid, where are they going to find any, you 

know. You are definitely an old maid if you are not married by 46.  

 

RH: After you decided to get married, did you at all consider working, at some other job, 

was still an alternative? 

 

FEE: Never. No.  

 

RH: Why? 

 

FEE: Because I didn’t want to do all of my working first. I didn’t want to work after I — I 

never did work after… 

 

RH: You just didn’t want to work? 

 

FEE: No. I had been working since a long time. You see, when I was working in the 

Pioneer Courthouse building, I also was teaching foreigners at night school in what is now 

the Portland Art Museum was a big old school there, the Ladd School, and I taught three 

nights a week there.  

 

RH: But you implied earlier that your decision whether to get married was difficult 

because you had been working so long and enjoyed getting your checks. I thought maybe 

after you were married that you would still maybe have an interest in working. 
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FEE: I always expected my husband to support me after I was married. And I had all of 

my time as a free person, or lance, whatever you want to call it beforehand. And I didn’t 

want to work after that. So, I never have been tempted to work since then.  

 

RH: You mentioned the house that the judge was living in at the time that the two of you 

were married. Can you tell me a little bit more about where that house is and what the 

circumstances were, what his living circumstances were at the time that you were married? 

 

FEE: Oh, it is up on Buena Vista Drive. It is between Vista Avenue and Montgomery Drive 

after the big curl goes around like that in this little doglegged street in there. It is a beautiful 

house. From 17 of the windows we could see four snowcapped mountains. And just before 

we left, after we sold the house, I counted the lightbulbs. There were 90 lightbulbs in the 

house.  

 

RH: When did you sell the house?  

 

FEE: It was sold — let’s see, what year was that? 

 

RH: Was this before the judge died?  

 

FEE: Oh yes! He died when we were living in San Francisco. No, we sold the house in 

[pause] 1949, I think. I think it was 1949. And immediately got in the car and drove to 

Pittsburg because he was assigned to Pittsburg. And when we came back from that we 

lived in the Sovereign Hotel, which is still there, kitty corner. And we lived there for two 

years. And we moved in and out of the Portland Towers, I mean, it is down the street here, 

King Tower — moved in and out of that place 11 times and had the same apartment every 

time. In those days they rented apartments by the week or the month or however you 

wanted. And so we would come back from an assignment somewhere, and we’d move in 

there. They were furnished, you see. But we got awfully sick of that because the heat was 
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in the floor, and it was very disturbing. Your feet were always too warm. He didn’t really 

like it there anyway. So we rented a house up on Montgomery Drive, an older house, but 

we wanted three bedrooms so that we could have a library because we had a lot of books, 

you see, several thousand books because he not only had his books but his brother’s 

library and Father Fee’s library. Then we were in that house up on Montgomery Drive when 

we got word, or the newspaper people called [Inaudible] that he had been invited to the 

Court of Appeals. And President Eisenhower sent word that he wanted to see all of the 11 

judges he had just appointed, to see what they were like. So it was March of — [pause] I 

can’t seem to remember what year it was. But anyway… 

 

RH: 1954, wasn’t it? 

 

FEE: 1954, yes. And so back we went to — although it was 48 degrees when we left 

Portland and 78 when we got off the plane in Washington, D.C. And then I had to come 

home because my nephew was going up to Whitman, and I had promised to take him and 

I didn’t want to disappoint the boy, so I came home to drive him up there. Then we moved 

to, we had to get out of our house on Montgomery Drive because somebody else had the 

following lease on it. Then we started for San Francisco. 

 

RH: I wanted to ask you a couple of other things about that first house. Was that the 

house that the judge had lived in with his previous wife? 

 

FEE: Well yes, they bought it when he first came from [Inaudible] in 1931 they lived on the 

east side near Dolph Park, it was called. That would be near Grant High School, not very 

far from Grant High School. And they lived there a year, I think, because Louise, the oldest 

girl, went to Grant for a year. And the other children went to Fernwood School. And then 

they bought this house up on the hill — that was in 1932, and Frances Fee died in 1935. 

 

RH: Were any of the children still living at home then, when you married the judge? 
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FEE: Oh, no. Louise, the oldest girl, had graduated from Whitman and had gotten her 

master’s at Syracuse and was assistant dean of women at Syracuse and then got a job in 

choosing the personnel for Social Security in Washington. She was in Washington, D.C., 

when we were married. And Margery was home. Lillian was at Pomona.  

 

RH: You said Margery was at home. 

 

FEE: Margery was at home, between high school and going to Colorado College, 

followed by the University of Michigan.  

 

RH: So she was still living in that home when you were married? 

 

FEE: I think she was the only one at the wedding. I think that is right, Margery. She is the 

one that died.  

 

RH: Yes, and was she living there, then, when you moved in to the house? 

 

FEE: Oh, yes. Because Grandmother was living there too, you see. And Grandmother 

kept that house going for eight years, you see. He was a widower for eight years. She took 

care of the children and saw that their clothes were taken care of and so forth.  

 

RH: There was, I am sure, some sort of household help, too.  

 

FEE: Oh yes. Yes, they had — those were the days that you could get Scandinavian help. 

They had a Norwegian girl that they lost to the shipyards later, you see. They had lost 

several of them to the shipyards. And of course when I got married we didn’t have any 

help. I finally got a woman by the hour — a woman from Mississippi, a colored woman — 

at times because I was having a battle with asthma and the doctor wouldn’t let me make 
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beds or anything that raised the dust. He said, “You have to get some help.” So I had her. 

But you see, a lot of the time we were gone and Grandmother, of course, was about 85 

when we were married, I think. She lived to be 93.  

 

RH: What happened to her when she was still alive and when you and the judge left 

town for a visiting appointment somewhere? 

 

FEE: Oh, you don’t mean after we moved to San Francisco. 

 

RH: No, when he was just traveling to sit on another district court. 

 

FEE: Oh, she ran the house. 

 

RH: She continued to just… 

 

FEE: Oh yes. She ran the house the whole eight months that we were in Pennsylvania.  

 

RH: I see. Now, had you ever met his children before you got married? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. I took them to… 

 

RH: Oh that’s right. You told me you drove them as secretary.  

 

FEE: And Grandmother Waldo also belonged to a church called Unity, which was in a 

beautiful stone house over here somewhere. And I used to take her to church and take 

the girls to dancing school.  

 

RH: So you knew them quite well, then. Now, where were you living at the time that… 
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FEE: At Campbell’s Court.  I lived there five years. 

 

 [End of Tape 7, Side 1] 
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Tape 7, Side 2 
1985 March 1 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, March 1, 1985. 

Off and on during these interviews, you’ve mentioned that you had, during the 

course of your life, several beaus at different points. Then you mentioned today for the first 

time, a man with whom you were actually engaged, a man from Maine. For nine years you 

went with him. And I was just curious whether you had considered marriage at other points 

of your life and how close you had got to getting married. 

 

FEE: Well, I was engaged before that once, but [pause] well, you see, after I got through 

school, I put my younger sister through, and I didn’t, I never expected my husband to do 

that, so I kept on working while my younger sister was in college. And I suppose that 

affected my life somewhat. And [pause] I don’t know, I just like to work, I guess. I never 

minded work and the work in the court was so extremely interesting because I actually 

went into court at a very intriguing time. For instance we had admiralty cases. I don’t they 

have any admiralty at all anymore. That was quite a feature in Portland, when you stop and 

think it was one hundred miles of river way that founded Portland, actually — the fact that 

the deep water ships could come this far. We had a great many — well, we even had piracy 

on the high seas. They had the famous Leme case where an Italian ship was interned here 

during the war and they kept marshals aboard all the time as guards. And I don’t suppose 

they have anything like that now. Maybe they do, but I never hear anything about them. 

 

RH: You mentioned you had an earlier engagement. At what point in your life was that? 

Earlier than the one you had later with the man from Maine? 

 

FEE: Well, let’s see. That was in the 1920s. About 1925, I think, 1925.  
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RH: What detoured you from getting married at that point? Just that you wanted to keep 

working? 

 

FEE: Well, I think it was because the man was disabled, and I came to the conclusion that 

it was sympathy more than anything else. But I was afraid that it wouldn’t work. 

 

RH: Yeah. It wasn’t the right kind of basis on which to make a marriage. 

 

FEE: We were fond of each other, but I just didn’t think it was the right foundation. 

 

RH: And the man that you mentioned from Maine with whom you were engaged for nine 

years. How did you meet him originally? 

 

FEE: Oh, I met him at my home. Father had met him, and he asked him to come in the 

evening [Inaudible]. And I think I was teaching at Hood River, and I came home and I met 

him. And then his sister and I became great friends, and she had a house at the beach, and 

I used to visit her a lot, and he was a fisherman, although the fish aren’t as good here as 

they are in Maine, I’ve learned. Or as big or anything else.  

 

RH: Was he a professional fisherman? 

 

FEE: No. 

 

RH: What was he professionally? 

 

FEE: Oh, well, I really don’t, I think he was in some kind of, oh he had a string of boats, of 

towboats. And he graduated from Colby College in Maine. He was a very nice person. He 

married his cousin years later. 
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RH: So this engagement went on for nine years. Were you still engaged to him at the 

time that you… 

 

FEE: Oh no. Of course we weren’t engaged at the beginning, and then I just felt that it 

wasn’t the right arrangement. There was nothing wrong, he was a very nice person, and I 

think he lived to be about 78 and then he died. He did marry his cousin from Maine who 

died, and I knew all of his family, his mother. I knew his mother and his two brothers and 

sister and his nieces and nephews and so forth. We spent a good deal of time at their 

beach house. 

 

RH: The beach house was where? 

 

FEE: At Twin Rocks. 

 

RH: Well, I wanted to ask you then how you managed to adjust to your first year of 

marriage or so. We’ve talked about some of the obvious changes that took place in your 

life at that time. 

 

FEE: Oh, of course that was a big house and no help. But Grandmother, of course, was 

wonderful, but after all you can’t expect a woman of 85 to run a big house you know. But 

she did very well. We had to leave her alone a lot, but she was very self-sufficient. She was 

really quite remarkable. She was really more remarkable than you can imagine because 

she’d had terrible arthritis and her fingers were ankylose. They were straight out and 

couldn’t be bent. And she knitted and she could iron and her fingers were just stiff like 

boards. She was a remarkable woman. She had put her one daughter, who was my 

husband’s first wife, through Syracuse University by being a housemother on the fraternity. 

She was a German who came to this country when she was nine years old to visit a brother. 

She lived in New York State, and she really was just phenomenal that should do as much 

as she could, as crippled as she was.  
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RH: It sounds like you had to work quite hard maintaining that household too. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, I couldn’t have done it without Grandmother Waldo. She just ran it 

and we would go out of town and come back and [pause] she just kept the household 

running. 

 

RH: What does it mean to run a household of that size? I’ve never lived in a house that 

large myself. What kinds of things do you have to see to? 

 

FEE: I remember in the terrible winter of, February of 1950. It was five below zero up 

there and we had a gas fireplace in our bedroom, a great big room. And I was sitting 

reading in front of it and the gas just went out. It was the first I knew that there was water 

in gas and it could freeze. When I called the plumber, he said, “Oh the gas was frozen.” 

And so of course I turned it off. “Oh” he said, “that happens.” But that was the first time in 

my life that I’d ever had it happen. It was a terrible winter. My husband walked both ways, 

you know, to work. Three miles down and three miles up. He walked; there’s a little trail 

down through the woods that everybody who walked used. But not anybody else walked 

home, but he did. And he’d walk home carrying a briefcase full of cans of tomato soup 

because there were no deliveries, and he couldn’t get out of our street. We were 

snowbound because the snow plow came down and we were a little dog-leg street with a 

sidewalk on one side and he doesn’t want to throw the snow on the sidewalk, so they 

threw it on us. We had great walls in front of our garage and in front of our house, so we 

couldn’t get out of the garage. So, he said, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll go to the University 

Club and just call a taxi.” So, he did.  

And the taxi said, “Where to?”  

And he said, “Portland Heights.”  

And the man said, “Uh uh.” And he wouldn’t go, so he got out and walked.  
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And I said, “Everybody thinks you’re working so hard and the briefcase is full of 

canned soup.” [Laughs] 

 

RH: He was bringing that soup home for supper? 

 

FEE: Well, he just liked canned tomato soup and he didn’t want us to run out [both 

laughs], he didn’t know any other way to get it. He carried it. But we decided after that 

terrible winter that we had so much damage from leaking — coming through the ice backed 

up out of the gutters, you see, and then the rain came down through the plastered ceiling, 

and we had tubs standing around on the hardwood floors taking care of the leaks — we 

decided to sell the house. So we spent a fortune fixing it up and then sold it. And an 

attorney friend of mine lives there now. Bill Palmer. He thinks it’s a wonderful house, and 

I’m glad he has it. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well, we’ve pointed out that you knew the children quite well by the time you were 

married. How did you get along with the children after you were married? 

 

FEE: Oh, very nicely. Now the youngest one, of course, is the one I hear the most from. 

She and her husband, we have awfully bad news about her husband, but then I’m trying to 

get them, she’s a musician. She’s very musical. She went to Pomona. And Margery, the 

one who died, was interested in petroleum geology, and she went to Colorado College 

and then to University of Michigan. Then matrimony overtook her. The man that she 

married is now the chief counsel for the Highway Department of California. And Margie 

had five children, but she died in her kitchen of a heart attack. And the baby, the grandchild 

that was named for me, drowned in the family swimming pool. 

 

RH: Oh, that is a shame. How did you adjust to not having your own career? Did you find 

that it was something that you missed? 
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FEE: How did I adjust to what? 

 

RH: To not having your own career. 

 

FEE: Oh that didn’t bother me at all. I was just so busy cooking and keeping things going 

and going and getting ready for the next trip. You see, when he was a trial judge he was 

just sent all over the place. And sometimes with little warning. The first few years that we 

were married we had no car. You see, he did not have any ration stamps. He thought that 

he might have to have the question of the constitutionality of the rationing before him, so 

he had no ration stamps at all. Or anything to do with rationing during the war, and so he 

didn’t have to worry about gasoline because he had sold his car with the understanding 

that after the war, we would like to have the first car that the Oldsmobile people got in and 

so we did. But we had been married three years before we had a car. 

 

RH: You mentioned earlier that one of your favorite recreational activities had been 

fishing and that you no longer fished after you got married. I’m wondering, what were some 

of the things that you did do after you got married of a recreational nature. 

 

FEE: Well, of course, my husband was a great opera fan. That was from his years at 

Columbia. He said he spent all his time in the two Mets — the Metropolitan Opera and the 

Metropolitan Art Museum. And then, he was a great golfer. He played tournament golf 

and… 

 

RH: But what did you do, though? 

 

FEE: Well, I made my own clothes. I made my clothes since I was about ten.  

 

RH: But that’s not what you’d consider recreational, you know. 
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FEE: Well, I just liked to sew. And we were great walkers. He walked six miles every day; 

he walked six miles the day he died. 

 

RH: And you did a lot of reading too, on your own, didn’t you? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, great readers. Of course, I’m having a little difficulty now because I had an 

eye operated on. For instance, I have difficulty seeing signs on trucks across the road, 

across the street. It’s not my reading vision, it’s my distance vision that’s affected. As a 

doctor very kindly says, “It’s just too many birthdays.” [RH laughs] That’s the answer to 

everything. Doesn’t make any difference what I tell him.  

 

RH: You mentioned that the judge, during the war years, kept himself remote from all 

rationing because he thought he might have to consider that legally. I’m wondering what 

other effects the years of the Second World War had on your life, you and the judge. The 

kinds of activities that you did and the sorts of… 

 

FEE: Well, of course, actually my war was the First World War. 

 

RH: We talked about that, though, and I want to focus on this one right now. You know, 

if you have memories associated with it. 

 

FEE: Let me see, that was in 1941. 

 

RH: Yes, 1941 to 1945. So, you got married during the war. 

 

FEE: Oh yes, don’t I know. I had the ugliest wedding dress anybody ever had [RH laughs] 

You just couldn’t get good material. Oh, I threw it away after the wedding. [RH laughs] It 

was just terrible. It just was one thing or the other, and [pause] but we managed of course. 

I remember [laughs] he just wondered why I complained so bitterly about that. I’d go to get 
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something and I couldn’t get it anymore. Well, he wore a certain kind of shoes, I’ve 

forgotten what they were now. I think French Shriner, Earner, or something like that. Well 

he went to get them of course and they didn’t carry them. Oh, he just took it as a personal 

affront that his shoes that he’d always worn weren’t available. He said, “I see what you 

mean now.” [Both laugh] Shortages. Well, then when I started going so much to England, 

these people were still rationing, years after the war ended, you know. And to hear them 

say that well it was really something that you’d stand in a line for two hours and then you 

could get one tomato for a family of five, you know. By then, you just thought you hadn’t 

had any war at all. I really did get that affect and not from my English father — of course, 

he was gone long before that war, but from what the people went through that we don’t 

really know anything about. We didn’t have that kind of [deprivation?] here. It’s true we had 

inconveniences, but our rationing ended long before theirs did. 

 

RH: Many people on the West Coast, during the war years, actually feared that the 

United States would be invaded by Japan. Do you remember some of the atmosphere of 

that time? 

 

FEE: We had a real episode at Cascade Locks. Father went down to the canal one day, 

and here was a young Japanese sitting, sketching the canal — the locks and the gates, 

where the machinery was — and nothing was said about it. But shortly after that, Father 

received instructions from Washington, D.C., that a Lieutenant Ulio, U-L-I-O, was to be in 

Cascade Locks and was to be quartered with us at quarters number one, and that we were 

to feed and house him and no questions were to be asked. And so he came. Well, it 

happened that our meat market was drafted during the war and Mother had to improvise 

and this man lived at our house for six weeks.  

 

RH: Are you talking about the First World War now? 

 

FEE: [pause]. No. 
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RH: Because you weren’t living there during the Second World War. 

 

FEE: Yes, I guess I am talking about that, yes. 

 

RH: Well, go ahead and finish the story. 

 

FEE: We think that that had something to do with, or Father thought it had something to 

do with the man who was, the Japanese who was drafting diagrams of the canal. And he 

took them away from him. He said that he wasn’t supposed to draw pictures of the canal, 

and so the Japanese bowed and left. Then when something blew up one day, of course, 

that’s the first thing they thought of. Well, the big joke was it wasn’t that at all, but one of 

the steamboats had several of these long cylinders that they use in an ice cream parlor for 

the carbonated ice cream sodas that rolled off and into the canal and blew up. Oh, big 

excitement. [RH laughs] 

 

RH: Well, if I could bring you up to the years of the Second World War again. I mentioned 

that there was a great fear of the Japanese invading the West Coast. Do you remember 

what the atmosphere was like here in Portland at the time during the Second World War 

and the attitude about it? 

 

FEE: Well, of course, the most significant thing about it was the group out in the 

southeastern part of the state who were, I can’t quite recall, it seems to me there was a 

missile fired from the ship or something that went into Eastern Oregon. 

 

RH: Well, I think there was, Fort Stevens was bombarded by the Japanese during the 

Second World War.  
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FEE: Well Father was stationed at Fort Stevens at one time, but it was long before that. 

There was something about a group of people out in Eastern Oregon who had some kind 

of something come down. I think it was a missile, a bomb of some kind. Nobody was hit, 

but they made a big fuss about it at the time. But, of course, we just sort of lived day by 

day. As I remember, we, of course, thought that our defenses [would] keep anybody out. 

But I don’t know that it would.  

 

RH: Do you remember when the Japanese residents of the western states were 

relocated and sent to camps? 

 

FEE: Well, of course I remember that but [pause], let’s see, I was trying to think I was 

living here. I didn’t have any contact with any Japanese. But, when we moved to San 

Francisco, we were still hearing the indignation of the people who had lost their Japanese 

help. They’d gone off. Because they knew their help so well, they would have trusted them 

with anything. 

 

RH: Do you ever recall Judge Fee commenting on that whole issue of Japanese 

American citizens being deprived of their rights and taken to relocation camps from the 

legal point of view? 

 

FEE: Well, of course he had the famous Yasui case. Minoru Yasui lives in Hood River. I 

think he was a pupil in one of my third grades when I taught school. 

 

RH: Is that right? 

 

FEE: He, of course, was very indignant. And he was stalked on the street for violating 

curfew. 

 

RH: He intentionally got himself arrested. 
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FEE: He [didn’t?] intentionally did it. He wanted to prove that it was — he’s somewhat of 

a rebel, but, of course, he’s also a perfectly good citizen in Hood River. He doesn’t cause 

any trouble, but I think he really didn’t mind the publicity when you come right down to it. 

But, of course, I’ve seen this family’s burial plot in the Idlewild Cemetery in Hood River and 

they put offerings of food on the grave and candy bars and so forth, you know. I can 

remember that in the Chinese cemetery. It was right at this end of Lone Fir Cemetery over 

on Belmont when I was a little girl because here were the bowls of food and we wanted to 

stop and Mother yanked us away. [RH laughs] It was a little embarrassing because, as I 

said, I’d had some of these children in my school in Hood River. But I don’t think they ever 

were going to do anything very dangerous to those that were here. I think at heart they’re 

orchardists, but I don’t think they’re anarchists at all. But, I think that Minoru Yasui didn’t 

mind having his name in the paper. But, of course, the thing is, it went through the courts 

and to the Supreme Court and, of course, Judge Fee looked at it as strictly a judicial matter. 

He didn’t have any association whatsoever with any of the Yasui and, of course, they just 

picked the ball up and ran with it. [Laughs]  

 

RH: How did he look at it as a legal matter? Was that ever clear in your own mind? 

 

FEE: Well, it’s just something that had to be handled. But he, of course, had previously 

told me that in their Guard exercises that the enemy was always the Japanese. It was years 

before 1941. All through the 1930s and the 1920s, he was in the Guard for twenty years, 

from 1920 to 1940 and it was always the reds against the blues and the invasion was always 

coming from Japan. I don’t know what they based it on, but that — I don’t know whether it 

was just suspicion or [Inaudible]. I had heard that from other people, too. I suppose 

proximity, that they were — you don’t hear anything about the Russians coming, the 

Bulgarians or anybody else coming.  

 

RH: You do now. [Both laugh] 
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 [End of Tape 7, Side 2] 
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Tape 8, Side 1 
1985 March 8 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee at her home in the Vista St. Clair 

Apartments in Southwest Portland. The date is March 8, 1985. The interviewer is Rick 

Harman for the Oregon Historical Society.  

Mrs. Fee, I think I want to start this morning by making an observation and just 

seeing what your reaction to it is. It seems to me that when you went from being the judge’s 

secretary to being his wife that your relationship to his work and your knowledge of his 

work must have changed in some important ways. In a way you were farther from his work 

since you weren’t in the office every day. On the other hand, you were closer to the man 

since you were married to him.  

 

FEE: I was rather close to the work too. 

 

RH: You were? 

 

FEE: For instance, keeping the calendar still went on at home. 

 

RH: Oh, is that right? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. For instance, if there were visiting judges, or he if was going to some other 

circuit, of course that made a great, I always went with him. We drove across the country 

32 times, I think. And, where he would be assigned, you know. And then, twice I drove 

alone across and well, when we walked off to, when he tried Judge Johnson, a federal 

judge in Pennsylvania who sold his opinions to whoever gave him the most money, you 

know — we went for six weeks; we were gone eight months. Everything at home just sort 

of fell apart except the children’s grandmother kept things going and forwarded the mail 

and that sort of thing. But that was a long absence from home. 
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RH: That trial just lasted much longer than it was expected to last? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Well, you see, the judge who was being tried also was being tried with his 

two lawyer sons and one of them was in the Philippines, and they couldn’t find him. And 

they waited and waited while we were in Scranton, Pennsylvania. He didn’t want to try the 

case in Scranton because the Scranton Times had won the Pulitzer Price for digging this 

case up. So he took it to Harrisburg. And he tried — we, as he called it, “cased the joint” 

and later on looked at all the various courtrooms to see which one would be most 

satisfactory as far as sequestering the jury and so forth. And he chose to try the case in 

Harrisburg, although it began in Scranton. And we were there for weeks and weeks. 

 

RH: It seems like the judge was very meticulous about the standards that… 

 

FEE: Well, yes, he just commandeered some people from Portland. For instance, he took 

the probation officer Loren Cochran from here to be a United States Marshal, and he took 

the court reporter from Portland because he didn’t know who to trust back there because 

several people were under suspicion. They were not indicted; they were under suspicion. 

And then he also took the [Turk?] of the court, [Level Mundorff?] who acted as his law clerk, 

and they discussed things together in the middle of the street at night. They walked down 

the middle of the street every night for a walk — because it was rather difficult because he 

was considered a foreigner, and they resented the fact they brought in an outside judge. 

But he just went ahead anyway and the bailiff had to inspect all of the newsprints that the 

jury read. It was a sequestered jury and the bailiff’s job was to, it was a Portland man, of 

course, who just knew exactly what the jury shouldn’t be seeing or talking about. For 

instance, when Easter Sunday came, they wanted to go to church, and he said, “All right, 

but you’ll all have to go to the same church.” And they couldn’t agree, so nobody went to 

church. And, of course, my husband had nothing to do with that, except the jury had to be 

kept together.  



Fee  SR 1214 
 

168 
 

 

RH: You mentioned that on these cross-country trips that you would make that you 

always drove. Was there some reason why you didn’t fly later on? 

 

FEE: Well, I arranged that because he was a man who never took a vacation at all. He 

just worked all year, and I thought that a good way to get a day or two off was to wind him 

around, up through Canada and around, make a long trip out of it. 

 

RH: Ah, that was your strategy then. 

 

FEE: So, that was always my job to route the trip.  

 

RH: So it seems that after you became the judge’s wife, you retained some of your 

secretarial duties, then. 

 

FEE: Well, I didn’t have all of the detail of the secretarial work, but of course, I had a lot 

of other responsibilities such as visiting judges coming through town and had to be 

entertained. And then he still kept up his membership in all these legal organizations and 

getting him off to this, that and the other thing.  

 

RH: What sorts of professional concerns did he bring home as far as, was he one to 

share… 

 

FEE: You mean did he talk shop? 

 

RH: Yes, at home. 

 

FEE: Yes, that’s the thing I miss the most since he’s gone is the shop talk, what he called 

“the outrages of the day.” And, they were always very interesting having been in the court 
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myself. And then I knew a lot of the people, you see. Of course, during the years they 

changed and every year, of course, he went to the Judicial Conference and the American 

Bar meeting and he was on the Council of the American Law Institute and he belonged to 

all these things and so those were periodic trips, usually to Washington, D.C., or New York 

or someplace, sometimes Florida. We were in Florida when he died, you know, at the 

American Bar. 

 

RH: Could we dig up some of those outrages of the day that he shared with you? 

 

FEE: Oh, [laughs] of course, some of the outrages were funny, of course, but that was his 

name for them, “the outrages of the day.” 

 

RH: Oh, it’s a wonderful term. 

 

FEE: They weren’t always outrageous however, but he could hardly wait to get home to 

tell me about them. He had a very good sense of humor.  

 

RH: Were there specific cases that you remember him being especially preoccupied 

with and wanting to vent his frustrations about at home? Anything stand out in your mind? 

 

FEE: Well, yes, of course. He was one judge who never minded being reversed. He said 

the Supreme Court is often wrong and so it didn’t bother him at all. Now that’s difficult with 

new judges. They’re afraid to act for fear they’ll be reversed, you see. And one of the 

judges here who came after my husband delayed making his decisions because he was 

afraid they’d be reversed. And my husband said to him, “Go ahead and decide the case 

and don’t worry about Supreme Court, they’re often wrong.” He said, “You have all the 

facts and the law, now go ahead and decide it, and let the chips fall.” Because that’s what 

you have to do, somebody’s going to be stepped on always in every case, you know. And 
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it’s no place for anyone who’s timid because you do have to decide. That, of course, is 

apparent. Even the layman knows that.  

 

RH: Did he ever discuss particular opinions that he was involved in writing or consult 

you on language? 

 

FEE: Of course he worked at home. He did a great deal of writing at home. I always knew 

what he was working on. But, he never discussed how he was going to decide it. And that 

was one thing that he taught his law clerks. Don’t discuss with anyone what you’re working 

on, and he never let the law clerks know what his decision was going to be because he 

didn’t want them to announce it first, as has been done here, long ago. So he was rather 

cagey about that. But he, I was doing some writing at the time, and so we were both writing. 

I was writing on the things I was interested in, and he was writing on his opinions and so it 

[may] have seemed like a dull evening’s work to an outsider, but it was interesting to us.  

 

RH: You mentioned some of the duties you had as the wife of a federal judge already 

this morning, but I was wondering, what were some of his expectations of you as far as 

what your role should be as the wife a judge. 

 

FEE: Just be there, [laughs] be there, and he always wanted me to travel with him and of 

course, it made it easier for him if I did because then he had somebody to, especially in a 

controversial case like the Johnson case in Pennsylvania. We had a suite of rooms, and 

we had dinner in our room nearly every night because when we first went there, when 

we’d go in the hotel dining room, you could hear someone say, “There’s that judge.” You 

see, he was a foreigner. And so we began eating in our room and then we’d sit and either 

discuss it or something else. Of course, he was a great opera fan, you know, and so records 

were a great help. Well, I knew pretty well what was going on. I didn’t always know what 

the outcome was going to be because he sometimes didn’t know, too, until the last minute. 
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RH: I think you mentioned to me off tape once that he had strong feelings about your 

keeping your name out of the paper. 

 

FEE: Oh yes, well this was in the paper that when he was a trial judge, he was in every 

time he turned around he sentenced somebody or all this sort of thing. You see, coming 

on the bench when he did in the 1930s you see, that was in the days of prohibition and 

between states and all kinds of various interesting laws. And newspapers really were very 

devoted. They had the same reporters from each newspaper every day. And, of course, 

they wanted to write something. And he didn’t mind that at all, but he didn’t want me to put 

my name. Well I wasn’t doing anything but keeping house. There wasn’t anything to put in, 

but he said, “Don’t put your name in the paper.”  

 

RH: You’ve talked to me about some of the judges that you observed while you were 

associated with the court back in the days when the District Court was located in the old 

Pioneer Courthouse, and I’m wondering now what you could tell me about Judge Fee’s 

relationship with some of the judges that he worked with as colleagues on the Oregon 

District Court. For example, Judge McNary and Judge McColloch and Judge Solomon.  

 

FEE: He, of course, had known Judge Bean but he followed Judge Bean. Then there was 

an interval there where there’s just one judge. And he and Judge McNary were very good 

friends, but Judge McNary had a very sick wife who had pernicious anemia, and he had no 

life in Portland at all. He never moved from Salem, and he went home every Friday 

afternoon. And so, of course, we had no connection with him over the weekend, but my 

husband was very fond of Judge McNary. And then when Judge McColloch was sworn in, 

in 1937, that was quite interesting because both of the judges then had had fathers who 

were judges. And so Claude McColloch’s father, a retired judge from Baker, sat on the 

bench when Judge McColloch was sworn in. And he was very proud of that occasion. And 

of course there’s a great feeling about us Eastern Oregonians; we have to hang together, 

you know. Of course, it was quite remarkable that there were two judges from Eastern 
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Oregon. That was the first time that that had happened. You see Judge Bean was a Eugene 

man. Judge McNary was a Salem man and Oregon had a monopoly there for a while, 

Eastern Oregon had.  

But, oh they got along fine, I think, as far as I know. I don’t know of any — of course, 

you see, after Judge McNary died, my husband was chief judge. They didn’t use the word 

senior, they use the word senior now for a retired judge, but it was, chief judge was the 

title. And he was the chief judge of the Oregon court for about, oh 20-something years, I 

think. And, of course, there was a great deal of administrative work in that particular 

position. You know, you had [Inaudible] eternally reporting to Washington and complaining 

to Washington. I remember [laughs] what a time he had getting a dictating, a Dictaphone 

for his then-secretary. Washington just raised [the dead?] because it cost so much money. 

After that, they never did get it, because the secretary resigned instead. She was used to 

a Dictaphone and wanted one. Petty economy.  

 

RH: So he was colleagues with Judge McColloch for a good many years, then? 

 

FEE: From 1937 to 1954. That’s 17 years and Judge McColloch was in the nursing home 

up on 24th and Lovejoy when I came back from the services in Arlington for my husband. 

And, I knew he was very ill, and so I went to see him and by that time, he could just move 

his eyes and his head and that’s about all. And he listened to me while I told him what had 

happened in Miami and in Washington. And then he said very quietly, “Well he died with 

his boots on.” And poor Judge McColloch was in the nursing home for years. His wife was 

in the same nursing home in the room not far away, but they couldn’t see each other. It 

was a tragic situation. That’s what he meant, I’m sure.  

 

RH: Now Judge Fee overlapped with Judge Solomon for five years too because he was 

appointed in 1949. 

 

FEE: I forgot when Judge Solomon came. 
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RH: 1949. 

 

FEE: Forty-nine. Oh yes, I do remember that too. That was an interim appointment too. 

And in those days, if the president made an appointment while Congress was adjourned, 

they got paid. But my husband’s appointment in 1931 was during an adjournment and 

there’s ten months he didn’t get paid at all. Nothing. And so in Christmas of 1931 came, 

there was just one Christmas present and that was a check from the government on the 

Christmas tree. [RH laughs] They don’t do that anymore, but they, well we just had to 

borrow money for ten months.  

 

RH: There was quite a bit of controversy at the time that Judge Solomon was appointed 

to the District Court. There were accusations even of his being a Communist from various 

sources. 

 

FEE: I never heard that. 

 

RH: Oh you didn’t. 

 

FEE: Do you recall any of Judge Fee’s reactions to Judge Solomon’s appointment or his 

feelings about him as a colleague. 

 

FEE: No. He had been before him as a lawyer and knew him, and he got along all right. 

There’s no feeling at all. In spite of the fact, everyone has his particular politics and my 

husband had his. It was the same with his law clerks. He never made any difference, never 

asked the law clerks what their political parties were. He didn’t think it was any of his 

business how they voted. Any judge who came along to work with him, why he worked 

with him. There’s one of them in San Francisco that he had a rather difficult time with 

because he was an arrogant man. That was Judge Denman who’s been gone some years. 
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But every time my husband went on assignment he’d go in and say goodbye to Judge 

Denman and tell him where he was going because the appointments didn’t come through 

Judge Denman, but through the Chief Justice of the United States. And, so he went in one 

time and told him that he was going to sit, I’ve forgotten where, and Judge Denman stood 

up and shook hands with him and said, “Well Fee, it’s been nice to know you.” And went 

home and shot himself. And they found his desk blotter had the word “Farewell” written 

on it. The green blotter. That just upset my husband terribly because he’d known Judge 

Denman when he was the famous admiralty lawyer and he used to come up here and 

argue with the Wood Firm, Erskine Woods’ firm in an admiralty case, you know. Everybody 

in the law business in Oregon knew the famous admiralty lawyers in San Francisco. But, 

Judge Denman had lost his wife about six months before and he just couldn’t take it and 

killed himself. 

 

RH: He was actually the chief of the Ninth Circuit at one time, wasn’t he? 

 

FEE: Yes, he was. A very brilliant man. A little theatrical but, brilliant. And of course that 

was very disturbing. My husband was the last person who had talked to him, you see. And 

I think it must have been very hard on his Chinese houseboy that the judge killed himself. 

And then, you see, he was connected with the court so many years. He had these high 

points and low points when good things happened and then things that weren’t so good. 

I don’t think he always approved of some of the judges that came on the bench, but the 

ones that were unprepared for work would be the ones that would get his disapproval. 

And there were one or two that weren’t qualified, really. Not on this bench, but I mean on 

the circuit, on the Ninth Circuit. 

 

RH: What can you tell me about Judge Fee’s reputation as a trial court judge among 

lawyers and other people in the court? 
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FEE: Tough. Just one word, tough. Tough, but fair. I remember Dick Montague of the 

Wood firm. Dick was very fine attorney, and he said one time, “Well, sometimes he’s with 

you and sometimes he’s against you, but he’s always fair.” And my husband took that as 

real compliment because that was really the dean of the lawyers speaking.  

 

RH: What was thought about his philosophy of sentencing? 

 

FEE: What did you say, please? 

 

RH: What was thought among people associated with the court about his philosophy in 

sentencing, sentencing convicted people? Was he thought of as somebody typically gave 

harsh sentences or lenient sentences? 

 

FEE: Well, I know the head of the Secret Service came one day and said, “I’m running 

out of a job, we don’t have any counterfeiters in Oregon anymore because you’ve given 

them such long sentences.” And that was true. And I know this now that they’ve been 

having some counterfeiting problems in Oregon because there was a time that there was 

just none here. And, of course, I think a lot of the lawyers who do nothing but criminal work, 

and there are those, you know, who don’t do that, they are going to win some and lose 

some. But they always, of course, worked hard for their clients and they may have thought 

the sentence was steep, but then, the sentence has to be in between the minimum and 

the maximum, according to the circumstances. And that’s true, of course, in state court, but 

sometimes maximum doesn’t seem enough for the sort of crime. Of course, you see, the 

types of crime in the criminal court are very limited. Piracy on the high seas and 

counterfeiting and robbing a building that is used in whole or in part as a post office. Even 

a little corner grocery store if it has a post office in it is considered a federal building. And 

there are all these types of things, and yet, there are a lot of things people said, “Well, does 

your husband grant divorces?”  
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And I said, “No, they don’t have that sort of work in federal court.” It’s matters of 

Constitution and differences between citizens of two different states. But that has to be 

over a certain amount of money, you know, before it comes into federal court. So it’s a 

rather tight little group of jurisdiction. 

 

RH: Yeah. Yeah. How did you feel about his own reputation? I mean, I’ve heard the term, 

even as strong a term as “autocrat” applied to the way that he managed the court. 

 

FEE: Well, there’s just one word that I won’t stand for and that was said by a woman 

lawyer, that he was a martinet. And I said, “You look up the word in the dictionary and see 

what a martinet is, and you will see that it does not apply to my husband.” Because a 

martinet is, of course, someone who is unfair. And there’s a difference between being strict 

and being unfair. But, of course, I don’t think anyone wants to be disliked or anything of 

this sort, but he always felt that he was just doing his duty. He had a strong feeling about 

that.  

 

RH: I’m interested in the difference between the public and private side of people. And 

we’ve just talked for a few minutes now about the public side of Judge Fee. And I can’t 

think of anybody who would be in a better position to talk about the private side of him 

and how it either was similar or different from the way that people saw him in public 

settings. What can you tell me about that? 

 

FEE: I think he was more gregarious than most people realized. For instance, he liked to 

have his lunch at the University Club, because he said, “I eat with all kinds of people.” 

Insurance salesmen, doctors, bankers and college professors and everything you could 

think of like that. But after he went on the Court of Appeals in San Francisco, those judges 

always ate their lunch together, the court of appeals judges, talking shop the whole time. 

And it bothered him. He said, “I would like to talk to some other businessmen and people.” 

And, of course, on the other hand, he didn’t want to be, he was fond of the men who were 
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with him, but some of them were a good deal older than he and some were younger. But, 

he always liked to come down off the bench when he was a trial judge and wander around 

the courtroom during recess and talk to the lawyers. He’s the only judge I’ve ever seen do 

that. Of course, the thing he disliked about the Court of Appeals was that he was cut off 

from the bar. He said they talked so many minutes and then you read the briefs and that’s 

all there is. He said, “You really don’t have any contact with the bar.” And he said, “I was 

brought up with lawyers and am very fond of lawyers.” But it just didn’t work like that. 

 

 [End of Tape 8, Side 1] 
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Tape 8, Side 2 
1985 March 8 

 
 

RH: This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, March 8, 1985. 

 

FEE: I think I should tell you that when the Ninth Court of Appeals had a memorial for him 

in the courthouse in San Francisco, Judge Chambers was the chief judge and he said, 

“Who would you like to have to be the speakers?”  

And I said, “Judge [Hall] Lusk and Bob McGuire.” Of course, they’re both gone now. 

One represented the bar and the other represented the Oregon judges. They were both 

great friends. Well, they had very fine speeches, but Judge Lusk’s speech was considered 

so moving that they printed it in the University of Oregon Law School [Inaudible]. It was a 

very fine speech. Of course, he was a great loss to Oregon, the death of Judge Lusk. Did 

you ever hear about those? 

 

RH: Oh, yes, sure. 

 

FEE: Well he was one of my husband’s great friends, because when my husband was a 

state judge in Pendleton there wasn’t a great deal of work to do. So that’s how he 

happened to sit in every other circuit, and he was often assigned to Portland. He’d sit here 

for months at a time while he was still living in Pendleton. And Judge Lusk was always his 

great buddy and Judge Evans who later became the Judge of the customs court. I think 

Judge Crawford, Judge [Inaudible], all these judges that he used to know, he was very 

fond of all of them. Of course, they were all gone too. 

 

RH: Do you recall anything about the speech that Judge Lusk gave at the memorial 

service? 

 

FEE: Oh, I have it here somewhere. I’m afraid it’s down in the locker.  
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RH: But you just say it was very moving? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. It was very moving. He was a Georgetown man, and his family grew up in 

Washington, D.C., and he was a wonderful lawyer, and then he was on the Oregon 

Supreme Court and then he was in the Senate. And, huh, but he’s gone too. 

 

RH: Well, Judge Fee was nominated by President Eisenhower to the Ninth Circuit Court 

of Appeals in 1954. Was that an appointment that you feel Judge Fee wanted badly? To 

become a circuit court judge? 

 

FEE: Well, I’ll tell you exactly what he said. He said, “When you get a promotion, 

sometimes you kick yourself if you take it, but if you don’t, you kick yourself, because you 

didn’t get it.” But he never failed to comment about how he was estranged from the bar by 

going on the Court of Appeals. It wasn’t the fact that we moved to San Francisco; it wasn’t 

that. It was just that he didn’t have contact with the bar, although he knew a lot of his 

lawyers in San Francisco and all the judges here, you see. He used to go to San Francisco 

to appear before the Court of Appeals because there weren’t any here. Well, there was 

Judge Gilbert but Judge Gilbert died and then Judge Haney was appointed and he died. 

And my husband was the next circuit judge. But, you see, now they don’t have to go to 

San Francisco. They have three circuit judges because Judge [John] Kilkenny is a retired 

circuit judge, and he can still sit. A retired judge can keep his chambers and his law clerk 

and his secretary as long as he does some work. And they do, if they physically are able 

to. And that keeps them with their hands in. But [pause] it’s just so different from trial work 

you know that I think he missed the trial work. He didn’t make any bones about it, he said, 

“Trial court is so much more dramatic.”  

 

RH: It’s a lot more contact with people. 
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FEE: What did you say? 

 

RH: It’s a lot more contact with people, trial court. 

 

FEE: Oh yes.  

 

RH: Had Judge Fee been in the running for a circuit court appointment earlier than the 

1954 appointment? Had he gotten close before? 

 

FEE: Well, one time his friend Bill Douglas said to him that you will be up next. But it didn’t 

work out that way. I think it was the change of president. I’ve forgotten exactly when that 

was. But I know that Bill Douglas was pushing for him.  

 

RH: Who was Bill Douglas? I’m sorry, I don’t know. 

 

FEE: On the Supreme Court of the United States, William Douglas. 

 

RH: Oh, William Douglas, okay. [Laughs] William O. Douglas. So, the two of them were 

friendly? 

 

FEE: What? 

 

RH: Judge Fee and Justice Douglas were friendly? 

 

FEE: Oh, not only that, they were fraternity brothers, and they were both on the board of 

overseers of Whitman College. My husband was chairman for 36 years and Bill Douglas 

was on that board. And Bill Douglas’ brother, Arthur, who was the head of a hotel chain in 

Washington, D.C., was also on that board. Well, he’d known Bill since 1910. That’s quite a 

while ago. 
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RH: Well there’s an example of some pretty major philosophical and political 

differences. Still… 

 

FEE: Well there was a lot of things they didn’t agree on, my word! Most of the time they 

didn’t agree, but they were very fond of each other. And they just came from different 

poles, you know. Bill was a minister’s son and [pause] but he was quite a fellow. Used to 

have him up at the house a lot, but he was a little unpredictable. You’d invite him for dinner, 

and he’d be three hours late, you know. Well, that’s hard on a dinner. [Both laugh] We 

weren’t the only ones, though. He had quite a time keeping his engagements.  

 

RH: How did your husband make his desire for a circuit court appointment known? Or 

how did the momentum build for his appointment? 

 

FEE: Oh, he had nothing to do with it. He was holding court in Seattle, and one of the 

circuit judges called me and wanted to talk to him, and I said, “He isn’t here, he’s in Seattle.”  

“Well,” he said, “There’s going to be a vacancy. Judge —” I can’t remember which 

judge, it was a judge from Arizona, “is going to retire the first of July.” He said, “I think you 

should tell the judge.”  

I said, “Well, I won’t see him. Why don’t you tell him?” But anyway, then when he 

came back from Seattle, I told him, I said, whatever this judge’s name was — I knew him so 

well, but I can’t think of it — is going to retire. And so then, of course, he didn’t work for 

him, but his friends did. 

 

RH: Well, how did his friends know that he would want it? 

 

FEE: Oh, the grapevine. It got around, you know, everybody knew that Judge Matthews 

was going to retire. 
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RH: But somebody at some point must have talked to Judge Fee, and said, “Are you 

interested in this.” 

 

FEE: I don’t think that’s the way they do it. They know very well they’re interested. 

 

RH: [Laughs] Okay, okay. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: I don’t think they have to twist anybody’s arm but, on the other hand, there are some 

of them who have refused to go up. They don’t want it, just wouldn’t have it for anything. 

But, you see, in my husband’s case, his progress seemed to have been up from the state 

bar and then to the, though I wouldn’t say he really was a political animal, but he did have 

to run for the second term as a state judge. And then you don’t really run for federal court. 

You’d be surprised as to the groups that volunteer that you say, “Well, now we think you 

should have it.” For instance, like the American Legion and the various and sundry things 

that you belong to, for instance. Now Mrs. C. S. Jackson, who was the head of the Journal, 

do you know the Journal? Well she was one of my husband’s staunchest friends because 

they used to live in Pendleton, the Jacksons did. When he was a little boy he knew Mrs. 

Jackson, and she immediately just started moving heaven and earth, and she could do it, 

you know. She was quite a powerful person. 

 

RH: Was this at the point of his district court appointment or his circuit court appointment 

that Mrs. Jackson…. 

 

FEE: Circuit. I don’t really know about — you see, in 1931 I didn’t know him at all.  

 

RH: Yeah, that’s right. 

 

FEE: And that was in 1954. 
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RH: Well, what other groups or individuals were helpful in 1954? 

 

FEE: Oh, Columbia University and the newspapers. All the newspapers were for him. 

[Pause] Well I guess most people were for him. 

 

RH: Wasn’t Senator [Guy] Cordon, Republican senator from Oregon…. 

 

FEE: What’d you say? 

 

RH: I say, wasn’t Senator Cordon, the Republican senator? Yes. 

 

FEE: I’d forgotten about him, the guy’s been gone some years. Yes, he was the one who 

turned his name in. And then, you see, the first appointment, Senator Steiwer was the 

moving person. But, I don’t know about John McNary, I mean Charlie McNary. John McNary 

was on the bench but I don’t know whether Senator McNary was working for my husband 

or who else was working for him. 

 

RH: But in 1954, though, Guy Cordon was helpful? 

 

FEE: Yes, Guy Cordon was just very, quite an influential person. And then, oh there was 

a group of, well educational people also were for him because he was always tangled up 

with some college or other, you know — Columbia and Whitman, Willamette. The president 

of Willamette was a great friend of his. I don’t know, they just seemed to come from all 

directions. I know when he died I had 680 letters to [Inaudible], from all over the country.  

 

RH: Well, I know your husband was a Republican. Was he very active in Republican 

political circles at all? 
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FEE: Well, he voted, but that’s all that I know about. He wouldn’t go to a political meeting 

for anything, he’d be bored stiff. [RH laughs] That wasn’t his dish, really, and you have to 

be something, you know, either one thing or the other. And he was Republican, I suppose, 

because his father had been. And, Pendleton was a Republican town for a long time, and 

then I suppose somewhere along the line, it changed. And then too, he was always being 

endorsed by the Eastern Oregonian. And that was Mr. and Mrs. Jackson for a long time. 

Mr. Jackson died and then Mrs. C.S. Jackson was very powerful. She was the one who 

worked so hard for him for the Court of Appeals. She was running with the Journal then. 

And they’d known each other for a long time. 

 

RH: Would you say that his Republicanism had any sort of consistent philosophical 

basis? I mean, aside from the fact that he’d grown up as a Republican, why did he remain 

a Republican? What was the basis of his Republicanism as far as you’re aware of? I mean, 

anything particular sort of attitude about government or the way that government should 

be run? 

 

FEE: Well, I don’t know. I know that he was for Bob Taft. He was a very conservative 

Republican. And, I suppose because when he was at Columbia, he debated with Bob Taft 

from Yale, and they were friends from 1910 on. That might have made a difference. But, of 

course, Bob Taft didn’t win and so, so he had some wins and some losses, my husband 

did, you see. But after he went on the bench he really took no active part in politics. He 

voted, but he wouldn’t make a speech for anybody, ever. I’ve never known him to do 

anything. 

 

RH: I read an article where the Judge said at the time of his circuit court appointment 

that he considered this case that involved a ten-year reorganization of the Portland Electric 

Power Company as perhaps the most important case that he dealt with as the district court 

judge. Does that coincide with your memory? 
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FEE: Oh yes. For instance, when he was trying Judge Johnson in Pennsylvania, he was 

eternally flying home to the pet company because it was such a long drawn out thing. 

He also had a [sealer?] case at the power company, involving the P.U.D. in Seattle 

that went on and on for weeks and weeks and months. And he commuted from Portland, 

he came back Sunday night and he gave Seattle Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and 

Thursday and then Portland the other days and he kept the two courts going. And that 

was, I think, a $14 million case with a jury and woman foreman, and he considered that had 

something to do with the P.U.D. And, of course, he always considered the P.E.P. an 

important thing because it lasted such a long time, and it took so much work. I remember 

he appointed the trustees who were sort of watchdogs on it, and we lived with that for 

quite a while, that P.E.P. case. But then you just do live with them. Everyone got wound up 

in them. You just couldn’t fail to be interested yourself. Even if you didn’t know anything 

about it, which was my role most of the time. I didn’t know a lot of the time what he was 

talking about. 

 

RH: You were a good listener though? 

 

FEE: I managed to hide that from him. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Do any other cases stand out in your mind that involved the Pacific Northwest that 

he dealt with? 

 

FEE: Well, the thing that was so very interesting was taking the lakes for the Malheur 

wildlife. 

 

RH: Yes, you talked about that one a couple of sessions ago. 

 

FEE: The [Inaudible]. That was very interesting because it involved so many people and 

of course, that brought us out of town which was what I liked.  
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RH: Yeah. [Laughs] 

 

FEE: And we’d find a motel that had a kitchen — he got very tired of eating out in hotels 

every time. That was my function, was to find someplace where I could cook. But, well, of 

course, he tried the Vanport case, that was a great moment because so many people were 

uprooted, you know. Lost everything they had in the Vanport flood, and that was a jury 

case and he took the jury out to see. He always went with the juries when they went to 

view the premises involved in the case. Some of the counterfeiting cases were interesting. 

And, although he really didn’t particularly enjoy the criminal work, he had to do it, but he 

was glad to get his teeth into something with real meat in it. 

 

RH: How about cases involving American Indians, were there any? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, of course there was Celilo Falls. That had to do with the natural waterway 

that the Indians had used for years. But, [supers?] were claiming that they had cut this 

channel, so there were a lot of Indians, I was in court for that a good deal when I was 

working in the court. And, they’d sit out in the hallway, flat on the floor with their backs 

against the wall and their feet straight out, by the hour, you know, waiting to be called as 

witnesses. And I remember I was swearing an Indian woman in one day, and she had a 

beautiful beaded bag in her right hand and I asked her to raise her right hand. And so she 

very deliberately changed it over to the other hand, and we were asking her about if she 

knew this waterway.  

“Yes.” 

“Well, how big was it?”  

And she shrugged her shoulders and we said, “Well, was it as wide as a man is tall?”  

And she said, “All men not the same.”  

Well, the next question which I thought was rather dumb, they said, “Well could you 

jump across it?”  
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“Well, I never did”, she said. [RH laughs] It just went on and on and [FEE laughs] and 

it was just a battle. I was kind of cheering for her because I thought she was the smarter of 

the two. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: Was Judge Fee trying that case? 

 

FEE: Uh, no, I think, no. I think that was Judge McNary. Did I tell you about the 

counterfeiter before McNary, the 65-year old man that went before Judge McNary asking 

him if he had anything to say before he sentenced him, and he said, “Well just this. The 

only thing I’m sorry for is that I taught so many young people my trade.” [Both laugh] And 

so Judge McNary really sent him up. [Both laugh]  

 

RH: Well, of course, when Judge Fee was appointed to the Circuit Court in 1954, that 

meant that the two of you had to move to San Francisco.  

 

FEE: We got the word at 7:00 in the morning, and I’ll tell you, the fur was flying from then 

on. [RH laughs] It was a Washington call at 7:30, and it was his fatal day, the 6th day of 

April. The day when everything happened.  

 

RH: Right. 

 

FEE: Well, in those days, now it just sounds like before the flood, but we simply couldn’t 

get a straight flight to Washington. We could get to Chicago and there they furnished — 

and then we could only get coach from there on with a boxed lunch to Washington. I 

remember that, a terrible boxed lunch. A piece of gingerbread and a hard apple and that 

was it. [RH laughs] It was 40 when we left Portland, and it was 78 [degrees] when we got 

off the plane in Washington. 
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RH: You were going to Washington because President Eisenhower wanted to meet his 

appointments. 

 

FEE: President Eisenhower wanted to see them all. He’d appointed 11 judges, and he said 

he “wanted to see the men I’ve appointed.” So back we went, and then he was sworn in 

by the chief justice later. I wasn’t there when he was sworn in because I had promised a 

nephew of mine that I would take him to Whitman, and I didn’t want to disappoint the young 

man, so I came home. 

 

RH: Well, you told me a bit about what Judge Fee missed about being a trial court judge 

and some of the difficulties and maybe the isolation and loneliness of being an appellate 

judge. Other than that factor, how did the two of you adjust to life in San Francisco? 

 

FEE: Oh, well of course San Francisco was a wonderful place to visit, but it was a very 

different place to live. We lived at the Stanford Court. It was where the two cable cars cross 

on Nob Hill, with the Paramount across the street. And where we lived was an apartment 

house and it’s now a hotel, the Stanford Court Hotel, but it was the Stanford Court 

Apartments and that was built on the side of Leland Stanford’s home. And that, of course, 

pleased the judge. Oh, he didn’t even see it. I found it while he was at some kind of a bar 

meeting in Georgia, I think. And when he got off the plane he said, “Where do I live?”  

And I said, “Well, I’ll show you where you’ll live.” And when he saw it, he was 

delighted because if he walked to work down Powell Street, it was only eight blocks. But 

if he walked down California to the Ferry Building and then up to 7th and Mission, then 

why it was a great deal more. And he always wanted a walk. He walked six miles a day and 

then at night, he walked completely around the Embarcadero and up Powell Street. And 

so he got his exercise. He walked six miles the day he died. Of course, you see, that’s the 

trouble. After he went on the Court of Appeals, that was the end of his golf because he 

was either holding court someplace else, and he lost his foursome and so he didn’t have 

any regular exercise except walking. And, of course, we had sold our house on the hill 
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before that and we were living in an apartment house here and so we just had to get 

ourselves together and go. I think it was hard on him. You see, most men don’t start a new 

job at 65. They’re just beginning to taper off. He didn’t know the words taper off, of course. 

And he only lived five years after he went on the court.  

 

RH: Did he have diagnosed health problems during those last few years of his life? 

 

FEE: No, not at all. He didn’t have heart trouble at all. He died of the arteries leading to 

the heart — just closed off and failed but there’s nothing wrong with his heart and his doctor 

both — here was a friend of mine — and one in San Francisco. And after it was all over and 

I came back from San Francisco, I told him what had happened, and he said, “I’m not 

surprised. Because,” he said, “the valves, the arteries leading to his heart were very 

clogged.”  

 

RH: So then that doctor here in Portland did know about that condition? 

 

FEE: No, this was San Francisco.  

 

RH: Well okay. The doctor in San Francisco knew about that condition of clogged 

arteries prior to Judge Fee’s death? Or was this just something that he got from an 

autopsy? 

 

FEE: Well, if he knew, I didn’t know it. If the doctor knew, he didn’t tell me. He did tell me, 

he said, “The judge is working too hard, he’s going to have to slow up.”  

And I said, “You slow him up, I can’t.”  

And he said, “Well, he’s just doing too much work. It isn’t that it’s so much work, but 

it’s so much stress.” And, of course, by that time, he was getting older. But he had been in 

remarkable health. He walked both ways downhill to work and uphill, day after day. Snow 

and ice and everything else, you know. But, and he walked in San Francisco, but well at 
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least he wasn’t an invalid. That’s one thing. I thought of that when I saw Judge McColloch. 

Of the two men, he was luckier. 

 

 [End of Tape 8, Side 2] 
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Tape 9, Side 1 
1985 March 8 

 
 

RH:  This is an interview with Alice Tomkins Fee, March 8, 1985.  

Judge McColloch’s problems, you said, impressed your husband a great deal. 

 

FEE: Oh yes, they were very fond of each other. Not demonstrative. There was just, well, 

he went across, you see there was a chambers here and a chambers there and the library 

in between. And he went across every day to talk to Judge McColloch. And, of course, 

when he was in San Francisco, why, he didn’t get back to Portland very often, and I think 

he felt that loss. For instance, he lost a great deal of his contact with the rest of the bar 

here too.  

 

RH: The night at the A.B.A. convention in Miami when the judge died, didn’t he receive 

some sort of recognition? 

 

FEE: What did you say please? 

 

RH: Did the judge receive some sort of an award or recognition that night in Miami? 

 

FEE: Oh yes, he was made the head of the judicial section of the American Bar. And he 

was sitting at the head table next to, oh, the Supreme Court Justice who’s retired, I can’t 

think what his name was. And I looked up and I thought, my, he looks awfully gray. I was 

sitting with the wives, you know down around the way. And [pause] this Supreme Court 

justice was speaking, I know well who he is, he’s been in the paper lately, but they both 

were hauled over the coals together with the senator from one of the Dakotas who was 

head of the judiciary committee that was judging all these judges that had been nominated 

by the president. 
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RH: You’re talking about Justice Potter Stewart now? 

 

FEE: Yes, and my husband. And so that was a bond, they admired each other and were 

great friends. Well, they were having cocktails before dinner at the bar meeting in Miami, 

and he was talking to Potter Stewart, and a drunk came up and pushed in his way in front 

of us and he said, “I’m just as good as you are. I could be on the Supreme Court.”  

And it made my husband furious, and he pushed the drunk away and after it was all 

over, I told his doctor and he said, “Well, that didn’t do him any good.”  

 

RH: Getting upset about that. 

 

FEE: That’s what triggered it, you see. But, after the banquet was over, I looked up and I 

was talking to the wives, and he was still sitting there and everyone else was gone. And I 

rushed up to him, and I said, “Why did you stand up when Potter Stewart was speaking?”  

And he said, “Well I didn’t want him to think I disagreed with what he was saying.” 

But that, you see, is when he had this massive heart attack. But, I still think he was better 

off than Claude McColloch when — and a lot of other people.  

 

RH: Could you say something about the services that were that were held for your 

husband at Arlington National Cemetery? 

 

FEE: Well, I was trying to get the daughters there. One of them I knew I couldn’t locate 

because she was moving and the oldest girl in Arkansas was there already visiting her 

husband’s relatives. And one girl, the daughter who has since died, flew. But that was 

rather tragic, too, because she left a two-year-old boy in the hospital with spinal meningitis. 

And, of course, the judge died so suddenly that they just, I had to get ahold of them, you 

know, and it was difficult getting ahold of them. The service was very moving because, of 

course, they used the same, the coffin was on the caisson and the horses have their 
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hooves painted black, you know. And the last military funeral before my husband’s was 

the, Mr. Dulles. 

 

RH: John Foster. 

 

FEE: What was his first name? 

 

RH: John Foster. 

 

FEE: Oh yes, John Foster. And, so I knew what it was going to be. And then Tom Clark 

of the Supreme Court offered his car to me, but I went in an Army car instead because it 

had already been called for and, of course, there were all kinds of people [who] came up 

to me — judges and the head of the court system, the administrative offices of the U.S. 

Court. And it was in August, the 31st of August, and I had asked for an Episcopal Chaplain 

and this man began reading poetry from our little black book, which took me by surprise 

because we were all out under a green cover, you know. And when it was over, I said, 

“You know, if there’s anything my husband hated, it was crossing the bar.” And they read 

that. But it had nothing to do with the burial service at all. It was just poetry, one after the 

other. Well, there was nothing I could do, but it began to rain, and it rained so hard that it 

just flipped the flowers into [mits?] — a terrible [summer?].  

Well then the soldier guarding the car that I was in had an umbrella and he got me 

in without being too wet and then I went back to the hotel. We were staying at the 

Mayflower, my daughter, the middle daughter and I. And so then I, and friends came from 

Pennsylvania and New York, several flew down from New York. One of them was a man, 

an attorney with whom my husband began practice with in 1914 after he graduated from 

Columbia, Mr. [Door?] of a famous New York firm. He had just come in a few hours before 

from South America. He’d been on an errand for the president. He was there. And then a 

friend from Pennsylvania and her husband drove down, and they wanted to know what 

they could do for me, and I said, “I’d like to come up to your place for a week.” They had 
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165 acres of beautiful Pennsylvania countryside. And then I decided that I didn’t want to fly 

home, that I’d take a long way, by train. The longest way I could go. And finally got home. 

Well, of course, you know, you get along all right because — you are actually in quite a 

state of shock. And that just sort of sustains you. And then afterwards, it hits you. 

 

RH: Yeah. Did you feel like you wanted that time alone, the time that it took you… 

 

FEE: I didn’t want to fly home. We had such a strenuous time. You see, he flew up to 

swear in John Kilkenny and the commission hadn’t come, so we went back to San 

Francisco. We just barely got back when the commission came to swear John in, you see. 

So, we flew back. That’s the last time he wore his robe, and so I gave his robe to John and 

said “Keep it for a visiting fireman sometime, when there’s some, an appellate judge comes 

and he doesn’t have his robe with him.” And that happened on the 15th of August, and my 

husband died on the 25th. We left on the 19th for Florida, and it was all very strenuous, this 

back and forth, you see. And then flying in those days, that doesn’t sound true, but it took 

us all day to get to Miami. You fly so far and change planes. You fly so far. Now, not 

anymore. There wasn’t any non-stop. And every time we came down it was a letdown. It 

was 1:00 in the morning when we got in, and we had left San Francisco at 7:00, and we 

were both just dead tired, of course.  

And, so I didn’t want to fly home; I came by train. And then I stopped in Portland to 

start the probate at the estate and to see my family and then finally got home. But, a friend 

from New York, a lawyer said to me “Now Alice, you just remember that your bank 

accounts froze.”  

And I said “Oh no, it’s an either/or.”  

And he said, “It didn’t make any difference, it’s still frozen.”  

So, Judge Chambers handed me $2,600 and he said, “Alice, you’re going to need 

some money.” Because I had traveler’s checks, and my husband had traveler’s checks, 

and I couldn’t use his, you see. And I used mine to get home, and then as soon as they 

took the — well, I couldn’t drive the car either for a while because the car was in his name. 
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It took me about three weeks to get the title to the car. You just don’t think of all those 

things, those little messy details. Everybody goes through that. I’m not the only one.  

 

RH: Well, you’ve lived a good many years beyond your husband’s death now. And I’d 

like to— 

 

FEE: Twenty-six years.  

 

RH: I’d like for you to give me a sense of what your life has been like since then. First of 

all, how long did it take you to move from San Francisco back to this area? 

 

FEE: How long did it take me to what? 

 

RH: How long did it take you to move from San Francisco back to this area after your 

husband’s death? 

 

FEE: Oh! Well, he died in 1959 and I’ve been here seven years. 

 

RH: You’ve been back in Portland just for seven years? 

 

FEE: Seven years. 

 

RH: Oh. So you lived in San Francisco? 

 

FEE: Oh yes. Well, that’s where I hung my hat, but I went around the world on a ship for 

a year, ships, and I went all the kinds of places he wouldn’t like to go to — like Iceland and 

Newfoundland and [Inaudible] and Iceland, and all kinds of places.  

 

RH: Were you traveling alone during these? 
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FEE: Oh yes! I was my own travel agent, and I made all my reservations. I wrote to the 

Bank of Scotland and asked them if they wouldn’t like to have me as a customer. And I 

sent them a check on Wells Fargo to start a checking account, and then I just paid my way 

all the way for six months on Bank of Scotland checks. Because if you stay six months, your 

number of traveler’s checks would choke a cow, you know. You just couldn’t. [RH laughs] 

That’s a long time to stay, so I just started — and then I kept that account for years. And 

then I had an account in the Bank of Montreal, and when I’d spend a lot of time in Canada, 

I’d pay all my bills from Bank of Canada checks. But I made all my own reservations 

everywhere, my own travel agent.  

 

RH: The place, as you said, where you hung your hat in San Francisco, was that the 

same place that you lived with the judge? 

 

FEE: Well, I stayed there for, let’s see, I stayed there for a year. And then I put everything 

in storage. Then you don’t have any overhead except just that little bit of storage. And then 

I started out. And that was a big apartment, enormous apartment, six rooms, you know. 

Huge. My living room was 33-feet long and I didn’t need that much space. I gave my 

youngest daughter my grand piano. We’d already given my husband’s grand piano to 

somebody else and so I just began sort of lightening things up a little. And then after you 

get the travel bug you really are bitten, you know. It’s awfully hard to stop. You just want 

to keep going someplace else.  

 

RH: You’ve done a great deal of traveling then. 

 

FEE: Well, yes. 

 

RH; And why did you move back to Portland then seven years ago? 
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FEE: My brother was a heart patient. My younger sister is a heart patient. I lost my brother 

two years ago. He died in a nursing home, and my sister lives ten miles east, and she’s a 

heart patient. And, of course, I don’t have a car. It’s quite a taxi ride, but we get together 

quite often. I at least talk to her every day. But the loss of my brother was an awful blow. I 

remember when he was born, of course. He’s younger than I and so is my sister, younger 

than I. But he had been a heart patient for years, and that, you see — my father, my husband 

and my brother, that’s all the men in my family, you see. I have no cousins. There aren’t 

any men, they’re gone. My two sisters are widows. And I’m the third widow. And I haven’t 

any uncles or any men anywhere. So my brother and I, of course, had been close. He shot 

himself accidentally in the foot when he was a 19-old boy and that, of course, was a 

handicap, but he was with Army Engineers for a number of years, as Father had been. And 

he also was a radio ham and built his own set and talked all over the world. And he was a 

very interesting boy, but his heart condition just finally got him. 

 

RH: You mentioned earlier some writing that you had done on some of these evenings 

at home with the judge, that he would be working on opinions or on some aspect of a case 

and you would be writing. Is writing something that you have continued to be interested 

in? 

 

FEE: Oh, I haven’t done much writing since I came here, but in San Francisco I wrote 

children’s stories. And then I used to write quite luminous journals about my travels, but I 

don’t even know where they are. I suppose I kept them. A friend of mine who was on the 

faculty of the University of Oregon said I was foolish not to publish them, and I said, “No, 

they’re of no interest to anyone but me.” And I feel that way. They were just sort of an 

outlet.  

 

RH: How about your children’s stories. Have you ever published any of your children’s 

stories? 
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FEE: No. I just gave them to the children of friends and children of my children. Friends 

of my children. 

 

RH: How are you spending most of your time these days? 

 

FEE: Cooking. 

 

RH: Cooking for yourself? 

 

FEE: I’ve eaten out so many years that I want to tell you that when I used to have a kitchen 

— I lived in a women’s club in San Francisco. Do you know San Francisco? 

 

RH: A little bit.  

 

FEE: Well, I lived on Sutter Street, across from the Marines’ Memorial. I lived there for 

fifteen years and even worked up to being a member of board of directors — a very 

dignified job. [RH laughs] But you still are eating out, three times a day. And oh I have a 

wonderful time. I get up at 4:00 every morning, and I start cooking, and I have to learn to 

cook things that don’t smell too good or too bad around here, because I don’t want to 

wake other people up [RH laugh]. I started to make brownies this morning, and then I 

thought that’ll wake up the whole neighborhood up if they smell brownies at 5:00, so I 

didn’t go ahead with it. And you would have had some brownies to eat. 

 

RH: Oh. Well, I’m disappointed. 

 

FEE: Oh, they’d be bad for you. 

 

RH: And you’re still doing quite a lot of recreational reading too, aren’t you? 
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FEE: Oh, I read all the time. I read and re-read. For instance, I’ve been reading Pritchett. 

Do you know Pritchett? 

 

RH: Oh yeah. 

 

FEE: I’ve been re-reading him, and I was particularly interested in this, which is a child’s 

book because illustrations are by Nathaniel Wyeth and I’m very much interested in Andrew 

Wyeth. I met his artist sister in Delaware on one of my visits there. And, so a lot of this is 

re-reading. I read the Passage to India three or four times. And then, of course, the 

Smithsonian keeps me busy, and I’ve got shelves of books over there about England, 

Scotland, Wales. I spent a lot of time in Wales. But I’m just awfully busy doing nothing. [Both 

laugh] 

 

RH: Well, I want to thank you for sharing your memories with me. 

 

FEE: I can’t imagine anything more uninteresting. [Laughs] 

 

RH: Haven’t I convinced you it was interesting by now? 

 

FEE: What? 

 

RH: Haven’t I convinced you I was interested? 

 

FEE: Well, I know it’s a job with you, but then I’ve lived such a quiet, uneventful life that I 

can’t imagine how anyone would be interested. In other words, everything about me is in 

the past tense, you see. What I used to do and who I used to know. Of course, that’s the 

trouble when you get older, you lose everybody, you know. It just seems to me after I’d 

gone to three or four funerals, after I came back to Portland, I thought, I’m not going to 

spend my time like that. There’s Walter Evans and Mr. Wood and Hall Lusk and so forth, 
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it’s just all the time. And then my dermatologist was killed right down here, Dr. Dahl. And I 

thought, I just will not spend all my time going to funerals. 

 

RH: Well, that’s how historians make their living, with the past tense. 

 

FEE: Well, mine is definitely past tense. It was an interesting life, I must say. When you 

are married to Judge Fee, you don’t have a dull moment. [RH laughs] But, a lot of work too, 

you know. Suddenly getting ready to be away for what you think is six weeks and it turns 

out to be eight months and up on the hill a gardener would write to me and say, “What do 

I do now?” [Both laugh] He didn’t know what to do when the boss was gone. [Both laugh] 

 

RH: Well, thank you very much. 

 

FEE: Well, it’s been nice having you. I don’t know what I’ll do on Fridays now. 

 

 

 [End of Tape 9, Side 1] 
[End of Interview] 
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