Joseph James

Seattle, Washington
December 28, 2000
for

Southwest Seattle Historical Society

by

JonLee Joseph



JonLee:

Joe James:

JonlLee:

Joe James:

JonlLee:

Joseph James

Interviewed by: JonLee Joseph
December 28, 2000
1st Oral Interview
Seattle, Washington

This is JonLee. I'm interviewing Joe James James of Ye Olde
Curiosity Shop, Seattle, Washington.

To get to West Seattle, where it’s not so much [tape stops and is
blank for approximately 17 minutes]

Okay.

On page 57 of Kate Duncan’s book, entitled 1,000 Curious
Things, Ye Olde Curiosity Shop and Native American Art, it tells
about the Chief Seattle hat that we have loaned to the museum.
This is by my grandfather ‘Daddy” Standley, noted on a Ye
Olde Curiosity Shop information card, history of Chief Seattle
and Princess Angeline. “| bought Chief’s old cedar bark hat from
Moses, the dwarf Bowleg. Moseswas Chief’s nephew, free rider
on all boats.” Apparently they gave him free passage on any
boat he wanted to ride.

That would also include where the headband came?
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JonlLee:

Joe James:

I'm not sure about that. It would be logical, but I'm not positive.
Anyway, where were we?

That's wonderful. That's exactly where we were.

It's kind of interesting. Because until Kate Duncan had done a
lot of research for this book, | learned many different stories. But
she was impressed with all the records we had kept, even
though we have moved so many times. We moved two or three
times, before we finally got on the ferry dock in 1904, we had to
move out to have the dock remodeled in 1917, and were out for
about a year. And then we moved in and out again in 1937.

In 1917, they rented Space on Second Avenue and were there
for about a year while they remodeled the dock. And then in
1937 we were up on First Avenue for 6 months while they again
remodeled the dock. We moved back in, in 1938. And then in
1959 we moved to the south end of Colman Dock which is
where Sunde and D’Evers, Ship Chandlers, were located for
many years. And gee, we had tremendous space there, it's what
we always needed. We were so Jam packed. Paul Thiry
designed the lights for us there. Paul Thiry was the chief
architect for the Seattle World’s Fair. He told us to paint the
ceiling gold, which we did. We fixed it up and it was a wonderful
location. We no sooner got in there than they talked about
redoing the dock, again. So, we were there only from 1959 to
1963. We were there during the Century 21 World’s Fair in
1962. Our business just tripled during the World’s Fair. It was
unbelievable, really something else. A wonderful space.
Anyway, in 1963, we moved to a long house on Pier 51. The
long house building that Paul Thiry designed. We were there for
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Joe James:

JonLee:
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twenty-five years, from 1963 to 1988, until we moved to where
we are now, adjacent to Ivar’s restaurant on Pier 54. We did, in
the early ‘80’s get a location on Pier 95, because we wanted to
protect ourselves with a waterfront location. So, we leased that
space in 1985 and built a very nice shop which we called the
Waterfront Landmark. It did overlap some of the things that we
carried at The Olde Curiosity Shop, but it had a lot of other
things too, and a little more space. And that shop is still in
existence. That's how we happened to end up with two places
on the Seattle waterfront.

Because | grew up in Seattle and | remember visiting your
shops at different times in my lite, just briefly would you talk
about the mummy, which most people remember? | remember
being fascinated with the shrunken heads.

Well, the shrunken heads were our top attraction up until the
time we got Sylvester the Mummy. [laughs] But we got the
shrunken heads in the late ‘30’s from George Heye, who was
the Curator and Owner of the Museum of the American Indian
then, in New York City. He was also a good friend and customer
of my grandfather.

And how are they made? Because we discussed this before,
but bone doesn’t shrink. Skin does.

No. No, they peel the skin off the skull and boil it in a solution of
alum and lime and then mold the features with their fingers. For
years nobody knew exactly how they did that. But by boiling it

and working it, it gradually shrunk the head. And they’'d pour hot
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Joe James:

JonlLee:
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sand in and out of the head. They sewed the eyes and the
mouths shut. A lot of people said it was to hold the ingredients
as they did the process. But also, they were very superstitious,
and they wanted to do away with a person so that he could
never come back to haunt them. This would keep him from
talking or seeing again. That's one of the theories, at least.

Were they from Ecuador?

From Ecuador. The J'lvaro Indians in Ecuador. Shrunken heads
were quite popular in the ‘20’s and ‘30’s and then the United
States passed a law prohibiting bringing them into the country.

But you still have some.

Well, we do. We've got several that were the original, | think
the law was passed somewhere in the ‘40’s, but we still have
the original group that we got from George Heye we still have.
Including a shrunken torso of a female Indian. And the man’s
head that we had was considered the smallest one that’s ever
been found in the world. And we've had people from Ecuador
say that this is one of the finest collections of shrunken heads
they've ever seen anywhere. Anyway, we've had those on
display ever since we got them. And | just happened to be

in the shop as a young boy. (I used to come and work a little bit
when | was fourteen, fifteen and sixteen years old, in the
afternoons and on Saturdays.) | just happened to be in the shop
when that shipment came in from George Heye. And | can see
my grandfather and father and uncle all standing around trying
to figure out how they were going to pay for them. They wanted
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them badly but of course, it was still during the Depression, and
they debated whether they could afford them or not. Well,
fortunately they bought them. And they’ve been some of our key
attractions ever since. But the torso’s, the head was broken off
from the shipment and my uncle had to repair it. | can see him
now, trying to figure out the best way to do that and make it look,
you know, as natural as possible.

How did he?

Well, [laughs] he used a combination of some kind of plaster, |
guess, or whatever it was to hold it on there. But, you could
probably detect that to this day if you look closely under her
chin. Anyway in, it was in 1955, Fall of ‘55 we got a letter from a
lady down in California that wanted to sell “Sylvester.” Her
father-in-law had found him. And when her father-in-law died, of
course it went to his son, and when the son died, which was her
husband, she didn’t want it in the house. | guess she had
enough skeletons in the closet. She was paying storage on it
and wrote us that she wanted to sell it. Well, we receive a lot of
crazy letters over the years, and we were weren't sure just
exactly what it was, but she sent us magazine articles and
clippings about him and we could tell that he was for real. So
we bought him from her and | remember when came in. It was
shipped in a long black metal box. Like just a plain coffin and
the railway express people who delivered it, were so interested
that several of them came with it to see what in the heck was in
this box. And then since then, we've had a case built for him
and he’s been in the shop since late 1955.
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JonLee:

Joe James:

Do you remember where he’s from? | mean the mummy, where
the mummy was from?

They found him in the Gila Bend Desert in Arizona. And the
story is that these two cowboys came across his body and he
had been shot. There’s a bullet hole in his stomach. He'd gotten
rid of a lot of blood, apparently. The heat of the sand and the
chemicals in the sand, that was either shifted or blown over him,
brought about that condition within 24 hours. Which prevented
any form of decay. Naturally, we were quite pleased to get him.
They were never able to identify him, which is probably a good
thing, because if somebody could, they might claim him as a
relative. He’s been a great source of entertainment for people.

Yes, when | mentioned Ye Olde Curiosity Shop people will say
to me, “That’s where the mummy is!”

We have another little mummy there called Gloria, who was a
species of Indian that lived in Arizona, several hundred years
ago. We had the Discovery Channel people come in and vdeo
tape, or record, a documentary on mummies. They showed us
packing her up and then sending her down to this mummy
expert in Arizona. He said that he thought she was about seven
hundred years old. But he couldn’t identify whether she was an
Indian or a white person. But it was a small girl. The original
story was that she was a species of Indian that averaged only
about 42” tall. But, I'm not so sure that that’s right after listening
to this expert. But he still wasn't able to identify her. He said it
was a little girl and not a full grown person, or a fully mature
person. But she has been a puzzle, too. This documentary, or
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this film appears on the Discovery Channel and also on the
Learning Channel, every once in a while. And it's extremely
interesting. It's an hour show and if you ever get a chance to
see it, | think you will find it fascinating.

I'll look for it.

And we were quite pleased with it.

Now, | just want to ask you in terms of looking ahead. Now that
you're no longer concerned with the day-to-day of the business.

Well, 'm concerned, but I'm not down there doing it! [laughs]

But your son is. Do you foresee that this is going to be held by
the family in the future, too?

Well, my son just loves the business so he’s not about to sell it,
you know what | mean? He loves it and he looks forward to
going to work everyday. And it is an interesting business.
There's so many different facets to it. And everyday is like
Christmas around there. Really, you're getting in different items
and people come who are interesting, people from all over the
world. Of course, there area lot more world travelers now than
there were right after the War. There were a lot of world
travelers before the First World War, but few during the ‘30’s
Depression. Andy has two sons. Now whether they’ll come into
the business, who knows? But, one of them, the older one,
when he was about six years old, he’s now ten, said to his
father one day he'd like to work in the shop when he gets big.
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- Joe James
Interviewed by: JonLee Joseph
December 28, 2000
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JonlLee: ThisisJonLee. I'm interviewing Joe James of Ye Olde Curiosity
Shop, Seattle, Washington.

a 7
Joe( m get to West Seattle, where it's not so much [tape stops and is
' blank for approximately 17 minutes]

JonLee: Okay.

Joz{%d ngn page 57 of Kate Duncan’s book, entitled 1,000 Curious Things, i
Ye Olde Curiosity Shop and Native American Art, it tells lﬂa;g about@
Chief Seattle hat that we have loaned to the museum. This is by my
grandfather Stanley, noted on a Ye Olde Curiosity Shop information
, & TANDLE \//m; of Chief Seattle and Princess Angeline. “I bogght

- ‘i — aill f? CwlLEGS
Vak - Chief’s old cedar bark hat from Moses, the dwarf e~ Moses

was Chief’s nephew, free rider on all boats.” Apparently they gave

him free passage on any boat he wanted to ride o, this-nephewot—
. : . -_7‘__~‘_‘

. T

JonLee: That would also include where the headband came?
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Joef I'm not sure about that. It would be logical, but I'm not positive.
Anyway, where were we?

JonLee: That's wonderful. That's exactly where we were.

™MJ
Joﬁwy It's kind of interesting. Because until Kate Duncan had done a lot of
L—ﬁ’/ri?f'tb MAKN Y le‘l’f-v ENT S (Tr21§5t
~Bu

she was impressed with all the records we had kept, even though

research for this book, |

we have moved many times. We hewe-moved two or three times,
eﬁg’rnaﬂy‘aﬁdl% wheftwe finally got on the ferry dock in 1904, we
had to move out to have the dock remodeled in 1917 and we were
out for about a year. And then we moved in and out again in 1937.

In 1917, they inhebited-a-place; is that the-word-inhabited? Fhey. /o (oq/

wefe—tn-a-ﬂace on Second Avenue and were there for about a year
lﬁ:tgaiﬂi they remodeled the dock. And then in 1937 we were up
on First Avenue for 6 months while they remodeled the dock oved
back in, in 1938. And then in 1959 we moved to the south end of
‘J vin 4 , ” 1}
Coifman Dock which is where Senny-a e ?) Ship
_— Lo €CATED Ferk M#awy Y EARS,
Chandlers were aned-they-moved-out-And gee, we had tremendous
space there it's what we always needed wes:mamspace wé were
SO jam packed. Ang-we had no-sechertixe T e
) Therfy(?) designed the lights for us iff there. Paul T fy was g
| Y gpeny TH
—nR_RY the chief architect for the Seattle World's Fair. He-designed-the
(H
- llghﬂngwehad;mdh'e told us to paint the ceiling gold, which we
did. We fixed it up and it was a wonderful location. We no sooner got
in there than they talked about redoing the dock, again. So, we were

oLy

there,from 1959 to 1963. We were there during the Century 21

World'’s Fair in 1962. Ang-we-did-have-that-tocationfor that Fair—
which-was tremendous-and ur business just tripled during the

World’s Fair. It was unbehevablevd@euqe really something else. A
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JonlLee:

N

JonlLee:

)
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Jo Well, the shrunken heads were our top attraction up until the timeé s Ul %

wonderful space. Anyway, in 1963, we mO\;\/ a long house on
Pier 51. The long house building that Paul T)e#;fdesigned. And e
were there for twenty-five years, “rom 1963 to 1988, until we moved 77
where we are now, adjacent to Ivar's restaurant on Pier 54. We did,
in the early ‘80’s get a location on Pier 55, because we wanted to
protect ourselves with a waterfront location. So, we leased that
space tﬂépp in 1985 and built a very nice shop fhets which we

called the Waterfront Landmark. ¥nidlit did overlap some of the
things that we carried at The Olde Curiosity Shop, but it had a lot of
other things too, and a little more space. And that shop is still in
existence. That's how we happened to end up with two places on
the Seattle waterfront.

Because | grew up in Seattle and | remember visiting your shops at
different times in my life, just briefly would you talk about the
mummy, which most people remember? | remember being

fascinated with the shrunken heads.
R

g éu«"‘u

we got Sylvester the Mummy. [laughs] But we got the shrunken

heads in the late ‘30’s from George Hight2) who was thm;;m of
<,
L

the American Indian. 77z, 4H & 7“':,- « W _eathaft él
/ » 4 o] — 7?' { ]

L

HE ALSe Whas 4 coey FRIEND AND C vsToMER OF My CRaERTER
And how are they made? Because we discussed this before, but

bone doesn’t shrink. Skin does.

7
J oq:ﬁmﬂ No. No, they peel the skin off the skull and(t@y boil it in a solution of

\

alum and lime and@@mold the features with their fingers. For

years nobody knew exactly how they did that. But by boiling it and
Pove

working it, it gradually shrunk the head. And they'd 'rmtﬁot sand in
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and out of the head. M»(ﬂﬁ sewed the eyes and the moutrZ A lot
of people said it was to hold the ingredients as they did the process.
But also, they wer(; very superstitious, and they wanted t@o
away with a person‘that he could never come back to haunt them.
i%é*would keep him from talking or seeing again. That’s one of
the theories, at least.

JonlLee: Were they from Ecuador?
(a v aro S HRUNIKEM HEADS
Joé From Ecuador. The Hebre(?) Indians in Ecuador. Argthsy were
quite popular in the ‘20’s and ‘30’s and then the United States
passed a law prohibiting them-frem bringing them into the country.

i i oo s

JonlLee: But you still have some.

¥
% Well, we w % lwé ve got several that were Ltbe oglgllrlmaL7 Ir Epnnk
the law was passed somewhere in the ‘40's, buy the original group
that we got from George ﬁ'rgﬁ(’?) w@-@tﬁ?have— Including a shrunken
torso of a female Indian. And the manAthat we had was considered
the smallest one that's ever been found in the world. And we've had
people from Ecuador say that that—was one of the finest coliections
of shrunken heads they’ U’ ever seen anywhere. Anyway, we've had
those on display ever since we got them. And | just happened to be
in the shop as a young boy.a used to come and work a little bit when
| was fourteen, fifteen and sixteen years old, in the afternoons and
on Saturday§) | just happened to be in the shop when that shipment

came in from George vatL And | can see my grandfather and father
and uncle all standmg around trying to figure out how they were

going to pay for daweﬁhmgs They wanted them ré(badly but of
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course, it was still during the Depression, and they debated whether
théf/ séga%;othem or not. Well, fortunately they bought them. And
they've been some of our key attractions ever since. But the torsq_::‘
the head was broken off from the shipment and my uncle had to
repair t[:m» I can see him now, trying to figure out the best way to do

that and make it look, you know, as natural as possible.

JonLee: How did he?

Joﬁ: Well, [laughs] he used a combination of some kind of plaster, |
guess, or whatever it was to hold it on there. But, you could
probably detect that to this day if you look closely under her chin.
Anyway in, it was in 1955, Fall of ‘55 we got a letter from a lady
down in California that wanted to sell"Sylvester". Her father-in-law
had found him. And when her father-in-law died, of course it went to
tﬁf‘son, and when the son died, which was her husband, she didn't

want it in the house. | guess she had enough skeletons in the cces=7

house. W $She was paying storage on !’t and shewrote us ancssaigk—
that she wanted to sell it. Well, we hgze a Iot of crazy letters over the
years pﬁﬁl’b‘m and we were weren't sure just exactly what that-was,
but she sent us a<e+et-magazine articles and clippings about him
and we could tell that he was for real. So we bought him from her
and | remember,\he came p in, It was shipped in a long black metal
box. Like just a plain coffin and the railway express people who
delivered it, were so interested that several of them came with it to
see what in the heck was in this box. And then since then, we've
had a case built for him and he’s been in the shop ewsk since late
1955.
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JonLee: Do you remember where he's from? | mean the mummy, where the
mummy was from?
%»M 4 in Fenp
Joe/ They found him in the_tlaﬁabi/nZ?) Desert in Arizona. And the story is
' that these two cowboys came across his body and he had been
shot, Jhere’s a bullet hole in his stomach. ?ﬁ(d Re’d gotten rid of a lot
of blood, apparently. #nd #p&i{The heat of the sand and the
chemicals in the sand, that was either shifted or blown over him,
fheysdid, brought about that condition within 24 hours. Which
prevented any form of decay. 'XS‘J%SM were quite pleased to get
him. They were never able to identify him, which is probably a good
thing, because if somebody could, they might claim him as a relative,,

_guess—He's been a great source of entertainment for people

Jonlee: Yes, when | mentioned Ye Olde Curiosity Shop people will say to
me, “That's where the mummy is!”

species of Indian that lived in Arizona, several hundr

W
Joe: We have another little mummy there called Gloria, that was a i{’{l///( '
¥ We had the

2 CHANNE L . Vibes TAPE
Dlscovery,{:oeople come in and photogeaph, or record, a

documentary on mummies, som Ang They
showed us packing t;vs up and then sending ﬁown to this

mummy expert 38®I in Arizona. Abd He said that he thought she

was about 700 years old. But he couldn’t identity whether she was

an Indian or a white person. But it was a small girl. The original story
was that she was a species of Indian that averaged only about 42~

tall. But, I'm not so sure that that's right aﬂW
But he still wasn't able to identify her. He said it was a littie girl and

not a full grown person, or you-know a fully mature person. But she
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A PuZZLE r/P“ UME TR RY)
has been interesting: too. Ang This.artieteappsars, or this film
— appears on the Discovery Channel and also on the Learning
Channel, every once in a while. And it's extremely ir}terels;t’isg It's }
an hour show and if you ever get a chance to see it, +te-ven=y Yoo wik

intekesting. (M) (T CASCINATIIG,

JonLee: [l look for it.

Joﬁwﬁind we were quite pleased with it. WM

JonlLee: Now, |just wantto ask you in terms of looking ahead,(you’re no
longer concerned with the day-to-day of the business.

Jo{ ?WMWell, I'm concerned, but I'm not down there doing it! [laughs]

JonLee: Butyour son is. Do you foresee that this is going to be held by the

family in the future, too?
%ww

Jog Well, my son just loves the business so he’s not about to sell it, you
know what | mean? He loves it and he looks forward to going to
work everyday. And it is an interesting business. There’s so many
different facets to it. And everyday is like Christmas around there.
Really, you're getting things in afe- different items and people come

Mmtsgestmg to-4eilete’'people from all afauhd-the world. Of
THERE A

course, a lot more world travelers now than there were right after the

War. There were a lot of world travelers before the First World War
Fuei Few DuvainGe THE Tos Depressicy .

3

AHNDY i i |
@d-% ha o sons. Now whether they'll come into the business,
who knd But, one of them, the older one, when he was about six

years old, he’s now ten, said to his father one day he'd like to work
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