INTERVIEWEE: Jeanette Masse and Leon Masse

INTERVIEWER: Elizabeth Duclos-Orsello, Salem State University with Elizabeth
Blood, Salem State University

DATE: July 19, 2011
LOCATION of INTERVIEW: Masse home, Salem, MA

LENGTH of INTERVIEW: 47:02

OTHER: Niece of Jeanette and Leon Mass/present to assist

00:00

EDO: So, the first thing I’m going to ask if for each of you to tell us your name. We can start
here.

LM: I didn’t hear.

EDO: Your name? Just your name.
LM: Leon Masse

EDO: And your name?

JM: Jean.

EDO: Jean?

JM: Jeanette

00:20

EDO: So, Jeannette, I maybe can start with you. Can you tell me a little bit about your family?
Your family history that you know. Anything about your parents, or their parents, and how they
came to Salem?

JM: Well, there was eleven of us and my mother and father were born in Canada and when my

oldest sister was a year old they moved to Salem. I lived in Salem till I got married. No—yeah.

No. I lived in Salem until I was about nine years old and we moved to Beverly and that’s where
we stayed till I got married and we came back to Salem. (coughs)

1:18



EDO: And why did your parents come to Salem?

JM: I haven’t got the faintest idea. (laughs)

EDO: (laughs) Okay. Do you know where they were from in Canada?
JM: Yes. Saint Hyacinthe.

EDO: Both of them?

JM: My mother but I’'m not sure about my father. Must be.

1:36

EDO: Okay. Now you had—there were eleven children in your family?
JM: My mother had eleven children.

1:39

EDO: Your mother had eleven children. And you—where are you in the order?
JM: Right in the middle. I had three brothers and the others were all girls.
1:54

EDO: Excellent. So can you tell me the same? A bit about your family? [question is directed at
Leon]

LM: Well, I don’t remember too much about it, but my memory is not as sharp as she is. When |
want to find out anything, I ask her. [They both laugh] I don’t quite remember anything. All I
remember is that we lived on St. Paul Street in Salem for quite a few years. That’s off of Canal
Street in Salem. And we lived on—my father built a house there, so we stayed there for quite a
few years. Beyond that, I can’t remember too much.

2:47

EDO: And you [speaking to Jeannette] lived in Salem, then, until you were nine?
LM: Right.

EDO: Jean—yup?

JM: [hesitates]

EDO: About nine?

JM: I was a [inaudible] when I got married.



EDO: Okay. When you were living in Salem when you were just a little girl—

JM: I was about eight or nine years old.

3:02

EDO: Do you remember where you lived?

JM: Yeah. We lived on Palmer Street.

EDO: On Palmer Street. And what was the neighborhood like? Do you remember at all?
JM: Huh?

3:12

EDO: The neighborhood. What was it like?

LM: It was South Salem.

JM: [ remember it was friendly. That’s about—

3:19

EDO: Were there a lot of other Franco-Americans?

JM: All French!

EDO: All French.

JM: They used to call it the French quarters. All French people lived in South Salem.

EDO: And your neighborhood as well [directing question to Leon]. Do you remember if it was
French?

JM: I think it was all French, too.

LM: Most of the time, most of them were French.
3:40

EDO: Where did you go to school in Salem?

JM: St. Joseph’s

EDO: Did you [directing question to Leon] go to St. Joseph’s as well?



LM: St. Joseph’s school. I graduated from the grammar school. That is how far we went. At the
end of the season, they took a picture of all of the students in that class. I couldn’t attend because
my family was so poor I was working for ten dollars a week—

JM: On a farm.

LM: So I had to keep working, so I never appeared in that picture of those students. All I got
is—I got the diploma. I graduated from that grammar school and this is how far I went, as far as
my education is concerned. I worked ever since. And I never loafed. Not even one day during all
the Depression. I worked so hard that they didn’t dare lay me off because I was the hardest
working guy [laughs]. And my boss treated me almost like a son. If I happened to have to go out
he said, “Why don’t you put your coat [on]? It’s kind of cold out there today.” He treated me like
that. And I stayed there for quite a while in that department. It was in the rough department at
Pitman and Brown on Bridge Street. It was the best mill around, and there must have been
maybe twenty-five cabinetmakers of all nations. And I worked on the first floor in the rough
department. Planers and then at the back of the machine, receiving material. Finally I got sick of
that. I wanted to go in the cabinet shop on the second floor and I knew nothing about cabinet-
making. And I kept after them. My boss, “Get me upstairs.” He says, “I don’t think that you’ll fit
up there.” I got all upset. But I kept after him so much that finally he asked the foreman if he
could use me up there. And finally he got me up there. So I went up there. I’m a total stranger
[and] I’'m among first-class cabinet makers. I never saw anybody who could touch them. They
could do inlay work, engraving, carving. They were the best. And I was placed—my workbench
was placed alongside two Russians, the best. Those were the best workers. ‘Course, I knew
nothing about it, so the boss gave me—the first job he gave me was to make a cross, [crosses
forearms with palms facing in] an old cross sign that’s seen alongside of the highway half falling
off or something like that. So I made that and I didn’t have them exactly right, and I carved
through too much and I filled it with putty. I filled it and sanded it. Then the customer came to
get it and he said, “That’s the best-looking thing I’ve ever seen.” And when the boss gave it to
him, he saw what I had done. And boy, he called me after the customer was gone. He gave me
the holy business. He says “The next time you make a mistake like that—why didn’t you come
to me? We could have corrected it.” So I agreed that I would do that. And gradually I increased
my skill because of the two Russians. If I had a job to do and I’d make something wrong they
would notice it. They’d come over and say “Don’t do it like that. Do it like this” and then they
would run back to their bench to work on whatever they were doing.

7:40

EDO: Can I ask you a quick question? And then I’'m gonna ask Jean—I"m gonna ask you a
question as well. You mentioned at the beginning of the story that you were not able to be at
your grammar school graduation because you were working on a farm.

LM: Right.



7:54

EDO: Can you tell us a little bit about why you were working on the farm and where that farm
was?

LM: That farm was in Danvers. [MA]
EDO: It’s okay. Danvers is fine.

LM: I know it was in Danvers and I was weeding all day long, on my knees for ten dollars a
week.

8:16
EDO: That was during the school year?

LM: I never saw the check. It came in an envelope and I gave it to my mother because she
needed it so bad. That’s how I did it. As long as I was single. Then when I got married that
created a problem because now my—I was getting it on my own, but I gave her part of my salary
just the same. Took it out of us [indicates Jeanette]. That’s the way we lived at that particular
time.

8:48:

EDO: You had brothers and sisters?

LM: Yes I had—we were six in the family. We had—
JM: Two sisters?

LM: Two sisters, right. And four brothers.

IJM: I guess. [laughter]

LM: I’'m the only one in the family now.

EDO: Oh, goodness.

LM: [points to Jeannette] She’s the only one in the family.
JM: No, I’'m not the youngest one. I'm in the middle.
EDO: The only one.

LM: No, I mean, you’re left.

JM: Oh, I'm the only one left.



LM: We’re both the only one left. No, I’ve got one brother left. A younger brother.
9:30

EDO: And did your parents—what did your father or mother do for work? When you were
small?

LM: They used to work local.

JM: His father was a—

LM: My father used to work in Marblehead as a carpenter.

EDO: Okay.

LM: He was a first class—

JM: My mother never worked. She had enough to do with the kids.
EDO: Well, no. She worked a lot with the kids.

IM: Yes.

EDO: And did your [speaking to Leon] mother stay home and take care of the family?
LM: Right.

9:54

EDO: So, Jean, tell me a little bit about your parents and what they did.

JM: Well, my father used to work for a bakery in Salem. The name, I’ve forgot. And yeah, of
course, they had the horses. And during the fire my mother kept telling us, “Let’s start saving
some of this stuff.” And my father would say, “Oh, we’ve got plenty of time. It’s not gonna be as
bad.” And it got to be. So finally, she got a few things in a wagon and drove to Salem Common,
I think it was. And we stayed there for a while until we found a place in Beverly. I was a year old
then. About a year old then. And they were beautiful parents. My mother used to work all the
time. Baking, cooking, crocheting, braid rugs. They did everything. And knit. Sew. She made all
our clothes. She had to [laughs]. And we [points to Leon] got married during the Depression. It
wasn’t too easy.

11:13

EDO: So, I want to ask you each a question about school. And then, I want to ask you each a
question about food.

JM: About what?



EDO: Food.
JM: Food?
11:24

EDO: So [laughter]—you both went to St. Joseph’s? You just went there a bit. And you a bit
longer? Can you tell us what you remember about going to St. Joseph’s school?

JM: I remember the nuns. [laughs]
EDO: Tell us more. What about the nuns?

JM: Oh, some of them were very strict. You couldn’t do much wrong or you—your hand had to
go out [holds hand palm up in front of her] and they had a strap. Boom. [indicates someone
striking her hand]. Well, we learned a little bit of English. Not much. That’s about all I can
remember.

12:05

EDO: Did you have any little friends that you played with there at school or in your
neighborhood?

JM: Oh, I had a lot of friends.

12:12

EDO: What did you do for fun with your friends?
JM: Not much. I can’t remember. [laughs]

12:23

EDO: And one more question. When you were in your home with your parents and your family,
what language did you speak?

JM: French all the time.

12:31

EDO: Did your parents speak any English?

JM: My father did but my mother, not too much.
12:36

EDO: And when you left your home and you were out in Salem, what language did you speak?



JM: English. All the time.
12:47
EDO: And what do you [speaking to Leon] remember about St. Joseph’s School?

LM: Not a heck of a lot. All I know, I got up to the grammar class when I graduated from there
but I never appeared for the picture. From there on I just kept on working. Doing something. And
I know when I got off of the farm I went out to look for a job at Pitman and Brown on Bridge
Street. It was one of the best shops around.

13:26

EDO: And how old were you? Maybe fourteen, fifteen?

. LM: Oh, close to that.

JM: I think when you worked at Pitman and Brown you must have been sixteen.
LM: Sixteen.

JM: I think.

LM: Yeah. You couldn’t go to work unless you were sixteen years old. So I went right up there.
And that morning they were hiring youngsters. So there was about ten youngsters who appeared
for the job. And I was the last one that they talked to and they hired most of the youngsters due
to the questions that they asked. And he came to me and he said, “I suppose you’re looking for a
job too.” And I said, “Yeah, I’'m looking for a job.” And he asked me a few questions and he
said, “Okay, you’re hired.”

So I was hired and I worked in, on the ground floor where they do all of the rough work. Planers.
In back of it, take it out. Coming out of the machine sometimes, it was heavy. And I had to put it
on a wagon and then run like heck to catch the next piece. And the one that was feeding the
machine, he loved do that: push them on the back of the other to keep me going.

14:44
EDO: That was his fun, right? [laughs]

LM: But it was not fun for me on the other end. I had to work hard to do that. I took it. I never
swore. I never said anything. And that’s how I earned my living up there, but I wasn’t getting
much but maybe twelve dollars a week. Something like that.

15:06
























LM: And then we went to Saunders Street and then we moved to Richards.
Niece: [from off camera] It’s a good one.

JM: [to Leon] She asked me another question.

EDO: It’s okay. So, when did you move to this home?

JM: Well, my son was nine months old when we moved here. So you take it from there.
[everyone laughs]

EDO: That’s fine. And you raised your children here. Yes?
JM: Oh yes. We had two beautiful kids. [laughs]

30:56

EDO: And where did you send them to school?

JM: Pardon?

EDO: Where did they go to school?

JM: Well, they were on School Street. What was the name of that school? [asks her niece who is
off camera]

Niece: [from off camera] Pickering. Pickering School.
JM: Yeah. I guess that’s where they went.
EDO: So, you didn’t—

JM: And then they went to the one near the cemetery after a while. I don’t know the name. I
forget the name of that one. There were only four grades in that little school.

31:26

EDO: So you did not send them to St. Joseph’s?

IJM: No.

EDO: Or to a Catholic School?

JM: No. Then they went to high school. Both of them.
31:36

EDO: And then, you have grandchildren?

16



JM: Oh yes. We have nine grandchildren.

EDO: I'm sure they kept you busy.

EB: Any great-grandchildren?

31:53

EDO: And you have great-grandchildren also? Yes?
JM: Oh yes.

EDO: How many of those? I see three little boys in that photo [speaking of a photo in the room.
Not visible on camera]

JM: We have two children. We have nine grandchildren, right? [asks Leon]
LM: Great.

JM: Great. How many great, great have we got?

LM: Nine great

JM: Nine great.

EDO: Wow

LM: Great grandchildren. And we have six grandchildren.

IM: Hmm?

LM: We have six grandchildren. Don’t we?

JM: Oh, we’ve got more than that. Elaine’s got three. Laurie’s got three. Steven’s got two. And
there’s Michael. How much is that? That’s nine, right?

EDO: That’s nine. That’s a lot.

IM: Yup.

32:47

EDO: When you were raising your children, did you speak French with them?

IM: Yes. When Dick started going out to play and all the kids around here speak English, and he
couldn’t speak English. So they’d gang up on him and beat him up. So when he came home and
he started learning English, he never would speak French again. So that did it. But now, like my
daughter, she wishes she could speak French. But they never did. That’s the way it ended.

17



33:31

EDO: When you were living here in Salem and raising your family, did you have friends who
were also French Canadian or Franco American? Did you socialize with people who spoke
French?

IJM: Well, I had a girlfriend for a—till she passed away. And I met her in Beverly, met her in the
Beverly schools. She was French too. She was a very, very nice friend. And we did a lot of
things together. We went on trips together [gestures towards Leon].

EDO: What was her name?

JM: Annettte

EDO: Annette.

JM: And she married a guy by the name of Sigmund. And he was French too.
34:17

EDO: Now, when you were married—first, tell us how you met. Can we hear that story? How
did you meet? And how did you decide that he was the one or she was the one?

JM: Well, it was in Beverly, of course, and we always went to church. So on one Sunday after
mass we’re coming home and he came up to me and asked me for a date. [laughs]

EDO: At a church in Beverly?

JM: In Beverly. His grandmother had given him some tickets to go to a play or something like
that, a rehearsal. So he wanted me to go with him. That’s how we met. That was it.

EDO: [speaking to Leon] And why were you going to a church in Beverly?
JM: He was over his grandmother’s.

EDO: Oh, I see.

JM: He was visiting his grandmother for a while.

EDO: Okay.

JM: So, that’s how we met.

LM: She’s the one that kept after me. “Why don’t you ask one of those Soucy girls?”” And we
used to meet every Sunday and finally she had two tickets to go to a recital, I guess. And she
says to me, “There’s your chance. Go and ask one of those Soucy girls.” So that’s when I went

18



down and I asked her. So we—and I didn’t have a car then, so we walked. I think we walked to
Salem.

JM: We used to walk all the time.

LM: Yeah. But from Beverly to Salem, and we went to the recital and we enjoyed it but [makes a
somewhat indifferent face] like that. To me, it was all a bunch of kids dancing, whatever. Well
anyway, that was with her. [points at Jeanette] And we’ve been going together ever since. And
finally we got married after—what was that? After four years?

JM: About three and a half years.

LM: Yeah, three and a half to four years, we got married. And we still didn’t have any money.
When I came back from my honeymoon I think we had about fifty dollars between us. Between
the two of us. So we couldn’t go on a long trip. We decided to go to Boston at a hotel. And my
brother-in-law took me. He says, “I’ve got a nice hotel up there where I go often.” So we went
there. We stayed there one day or two days because that’s all we could afford, you see. Then we
came back. We came back home and I had fifty dollars to my name. That’s all I had. And we
worked from that. Between her and me, we combined our sources and we paid all our bills and
whatever we had left over we put it in the bank right away. And finally, we just decided we were
going to see if we could buy a home. And homes were cheap then, so we visited a real estate
guy. He took us everywhere. And he took us over here, and we sort of liked it a little bit and the
prices were fairly fair around in this neighborhood. You wouldn’t believe it. We paid forty nine
hundred dollars for this house. You could have bought any house on this street, whether it was a
two family or one family, for less than six thousand dollars. That’s the way it was. But we didn’t
have forty nine hundred dollars. We had, say, maybe a couple of thousand dollars by then that
we had accumulated. So we bought it on the basis of that and my uncle, I think it was, he said,
“I’ll lend you some money so you can buy the house and pay for it.” So he lent me the money so
we paid the price—forty nine hundred dollars. So we owned the house. But I owed my uncle
money so I told him—I promised him I would pay him so much a month with interest. So he
won’t lose any money from the bank. And the interest was high at that time. Maybe around
fourteen or fifteen percent.

So, it didn’t take us too long to pay him off. He wouldn’t accept the last payment. He said, “No,
you’ve been pretty good paying me back.” He says, “Don’t pay me for this month. You’re
done!” Well, he told me that he had lent money to grandchildren. Probably four of them. And
nobody ever gave him back any money that they borrowed from him. He told me that. He says,
“You’re the only one that paid me back.” And I felt pretty good about that. And we’ve been here
ever since.

And the neighbors, they greeted you as if you were part of their family. They came over and they
greeted us ‘cause we were all young. We had young kids. And they were elderly. Now we’re the
elderly and surrounding us is all the younger generations.
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EDO: Maybe I'll come buy a house across the street.

LM: Yeah. They’re all younger. Just the opposite. But it’s the way we came here. And we’re
famous—we’re favored with everybody around here the same way. I mean, they’ll do anything
for us.

EDO: That’s so nice.
LM: So we enjoyed the neighborhood.
40:02

EDO: You said you went to—you kept most of your money in a bank. You were very good at
saving money. What bank did you use?

LM: Salem Five.
40:12
EDO: Why did you choose Salem Five?

LM: I don’t know, but at the time that’s the bank that we chose. And, of course, as I say, the
interest was high. We were accumulating. Whatever we could save we put it in the bank right
away. We wouldn’t spend foolishly.

40:26

EDO: When you were living here in Salem did you read any of the French newspapers? Did you
ever read a French newspaper?

LM: No. No. It was always the Salem News. And that’s what we’ve been getting ever since. But
the—We’ve done very well. I think we’re pretty satisfied with what we did. We didn’t
exaggerate. We didn’t spend foolishly. We didn’t buy anything unless we both agreed that that
was the thing to do. And if we had disagreed, we agreed to disagree. And that’s how we got
our—I used to put my pay, give it to her. She’d take that pay and we’d take what we needed to
eat for the week or whatever, and the rest we’d put it in the bank. That how we [inaudible]. We
never loafed. And whatever we bought, we’d pay cash. We never bought things on payment.
‘Cause we never believed in that. Except, I think, I borrowed money one time and I always paid
the bank a dollar a week. I was paying part of the thing and the interest. And after that we said,
“We’re not going to buy on payment anymore. We’re going to buy it if we can afford it. If we
can’t afford it, we don’t buy it.” That’s it. And we’re still acting the same way today.

[some off camera quiet discussion between EDO and EB]

42:09
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EDO: Okay, we just have a couple—Is there anything—? Our time is about running out. Is there
anything that you want us to know about being Franco-American or being French-Canadian that
we didn’t ask about? Is there anything else that you want to say?

[Both LM and JM shake their head’s “no™]

EDO: Well, we are very, very, very thankful for you both for being able to talk to us. You have a
story and a perspective that’s really important for us to have been able to hear. So, thank you so
much for your time. I know it’s a hot day and I know it’s a long time to talk and answer
strangers’ questions, but thank you so very much. You’re just lovely. You are a lovely couple.
I’'m going to start crying. You are a lovely, lovely couple and you have a beautiful home and—
really, I'm going to start crying. This is so sad. And it is really just so wonderful to hear your
stories, and to know that you have all of these things that you have done, and to have raised such
a nice family, and to be sitting here together.

LM: When we first bought this house, this house wasn’t like this.
EDO: I'm sure it wasn’t. ’'m sure you’ve done a lot of work.

LM: The ceilings were ten foot high and we found out the heat was costing us so much money. I
said there’s got to be a reason. So one day I was painting one of the rooms and all the heat was
up there. So I decided to lower the floors. See, all the floors on the first floor was ten feet high.
So I lowered them that much [indicates approximately eighteen or twenty four inches with
hands].

EDO: Very smart.

LM: Put new ceilings. Plastered the whole thing. The same thing in—The only one I didn’t do—
I framed everything in the kitchen. I had to plaster that. Outside of that, we changed everything. I
added a stair in the front there. I added that. I changed the balustrade going up. I changed the
doors in here. They had the six panel doors. You could close the whole room. That didn’t appeal
to me. So I took all the doors out and bought new doors. And we did everything else that’s in
here. I built all these cabinets in there.

EDO: It’s beautiful.
LM: I built the sunroom out there.
EDO: Yeah, I see that.

LM: If we go down there. The blinds are all down because the sun keeps coming in and it gets
close to a hundred in there.

EDO: Goodness. But I guess it’s nice in the winter.
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JM: Yeah.

LM: In the winter, we can go down there and it might be twenty degrees outdoors, but when the
sun gets in there it gets about seventy five to eighty in there. So we go and sit down there in the
winter when everybody’s cold. We don’t add on any heat. We open the two doors we have there,
and that heat heats part of the kitchen. So, we do very well here.

45:24

EB: So, you’ve been married for seventy-six years? How long have you been married for?
What’d you say, 1935?

LM: She would know that. Her mind is different.

EDO: Nineteen thirty-five is when you were married?

IM: Yes.

EDO: You’ve been married seventy-six years almost?

LM: Yes, seventy-six.

45:43

EB: Do you have any words of advice?

JM: Huh?

EB: For your descendants who are going to watch this video?
EDO: Do you have any words of advice—

EB: About how to have a long-lasting marriage?

JM: Don’t get mad at each other. [Jeanette and Leon laugh]
EDO: Do you have any advice about how not to get mad at each other? [laughter]
IM: Well, I don’t know.

LM: Oh, I wanted to show you—

JM: He wants to show you the book.

LM: See, I’'ve worked over forty years in my workshop and whatever I do I give away. I don’t
keep—I don’t sell anything. And I don’t keep anything.

EDO: Okay
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LM: Did I say I made lighthouses? I must have made forty or fifty of them. And, what else did I
make? [looks at Jeanette] Oh, I made those Cracker Jack [inaudible] Right, this door right here.
On the other side.

EDO: Oh, on the other side.
Niece: [from off camera]: Oh, the soldiers.
EDO: The nutcrackers?

LM: I might have made about twenty-five of those. They were all like [holds hands about three
or four feet off of floor to indicate height]. I had plenty of wood.

JM: You made the [inaudible] ones too.
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