Summary for H87-82-03
Lila Mae King and Lena Phipps are interviewed by Gayle Maloy in Fairbanks,
Alaska on 10/19/84

SIDE 1

Gayle Maloy interviews Lila Mae King and Lena Phipps in Fairbanks, AK, on
10/19/84. King came up in July 1924. She had a friend stationed in Grundler (Big
Delta). She’d been a schoolmate of his in Louisville, KY. She brought her son with her,
Robert Lauren Johnson (formerly Robert Griswald; changed his last name when King
married Walter Johnson), who was 5 at the time. King was 24 at the time (born in 1900)
and had come from Boston, MA. She stayed in Seattle for 2 years getting the courage
and money to come up. Ralph Mitchell was the man who she went to visit; he wrote her
wonderful descriptions of AK.

King took a boat to Seward, and the train to Fairbanks. She thought it was really
nice. Two months later she and Mitchell got married in Fairbanks by Commissioner
Growden (Mitchell had to get permission from the military). He was a radio operator at
Grundler. Two year later the stationed closed and they were moved to Seward. After 2
Y, years they got divorced; Mitchell stayed in Seward and King came to Fairbanks with
her son. A year and half later she was married to Walter Johnson, a miner and prospector
on the Goodpaster River. There were a lot of men around, but many of them were older.
Her son and new husband trapped in the winter. Her sister and sister’s daughter came up
to be with her.

In 1927, Phipps arrived in AK. Prior to this, she was waitressing at Highland Jinx
Restaurant in Jacksonville, FL. She was a widow with a young daughter. She took the
train to Fairbanks from Seward. She said if she’d had the money she’d have went back.
She says there were only about three streets and a lot of mud holes. She was wearing a
coat suit. Phipps says she never wore pants until she came to AK. She got her first pair
at the N. C. Co. She tried both women’s and men’s pants to see what fit her better. She
was picked up in a car with rumble seats. King had sent her a letter telling her what to
bring to wear, but Phipps never received it. One and a half years later the letter arrived.

They all lived up at Central on the Goodpaster River. They built a house together
and had fun doing it. Phipps felt lost at the time, but she got used to it. She says they had
beautiful gardens, did a lot of canning and berry picking and drying fruit, and had
chickens (so they had fresh eggs all the time). They did the laundry with a washboard.

Phipps came back to Fairbanks and put her daughter in school. She lived with
Roy Lund and his wife for 2 years, as their housekeeper. Then she sent her daughter to
Seattle to three schoolteacher friends. Her daughter then went to college in MI. She
became a nurse and went into the service for 4 years. Phipps went out to visit her every
2 years. King’s son was taught on correspondence by she and her husband. Only when
you had 8 or 9 kids would the government build a school for you. The parrot they had
also helped.

In the summer, if anyone came down the river, they’d visit. Their closest
neighbor was 20 miles away. King gave the weather 3 times a day on her radio
transmitter. She also took messages for ACS. She’d studied weather with Mr.
Thompson at the Weather Bureau. At first this broadcasting was voluntary; after her







