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LIVIL'X:;, LAUGHING, AND LANIPSHADES 

Mrs. Lilja Dressner is the kind of woman everyone sh011ld get to knew. 

She's a happy, healthy person-one who has led a very full life . Her gocd nature 

and extraordinary memory made her a spectacular candidate for an interview on 

the Great Depression. She was born in the t own of Jronwood , Michi gan , on 

January 3, 1899, which makes her 85 years young . He r vivid memories and her love 

of life made her a joy to interview . 

Mrs. Dressner did not remain in Ironwood, but luter moved t o Ishpuning when 

her father became secretary of the Finnish National Terrperance Society . So 

naturally she and her family belonged t o the Terrperc1nce Union and were f irm 

believers of prohib ition. 

Mrs. Dressner ' s education s t arted at th CleveL::md Sch(X)l where ;lie a ttendcxl 

the first, second, and third grades . He r education continued with gr;:unrnur schcx)l 

and then she moved on to Ishpeming High Sch 1 where she graduated i n 1917 . 

In 1928, Mrs. Dressner moved out t o California where she supportc•cl herself 

by designing lampshades . I had never heurd of anyone designing lampsl1c1clcs 

so I questioned her further about it . "Firs t I painted the designs ancl th n 

they were dipped in some kind of glue . After tha t little beads were th r0,,vn 

on them," she described ... 

Her interest in art and crafts beg,_m in high school. She was one of the 

favorites in her class and was allcwed t o go on Saturdays t o work at the 

school. Her ability in ar t and music eventaully l ed her t o develop her ac ting 

talents. Mrs. Dressner was even in a musicc:il comedy that played -on Broc::idwc:iy 

in New York! 

While designing lumpshades in Hollywood , Mrs. Dressner worked under a man 

who designed and made lapel o rnaments . She was his sample maker . Many of the 

jewelry pieces Mrs . Dressner made were nroeled by the late, great movie actress , 

Rita Hayworth. 

Even with her busy , exc iting life Mrs . Dressner still had time t o lis ten 

to the fireside cha t s . "They were more l i ke the modern t a lks no.v. The President"i's 

talk to the people t oo . But ah , before that eve rything had been so formal , it 

was really nice t o have the President t alking t o you ." 



The Depressi on affected family life in a variety of ways. The man 

of the house was usually ou t of work which led to a feeling of shame tha t he 

couldn't support his family . Mrs . Dressner said it was hard on her because she 

wasn't with her family a t the time. She also said it was diff icult for everybody 

because there was no work, but fortunately, fcxx:1 was very cheap. "Grapes you 

could get for a penny a pound and carrots a penny a bunch . But if you d idn't 

have the money it was just as bad . They could have been a mil lion," replied 

Mrs. Dressner. 

Although Mrs. Dressner wasn 't with h r family then , she told me about 

holidays when she was a child. "Well, holidays were wonderful when we were kids 

because we always had a bi g Christmas tr e and we had real candles . I can s till 

smell the candles," she said with a smi le . 

I then asked her about any hobbies she had and learned of her doll collection. 

She started collecting dolls in th 1940 ' s in Chicago. Not only does sli. collect 
,. 

them but she also repairs and makes her c,..,,n dolls . She has some German , Italian, 

and French dolls. She says she ha had almost every kind of doll . She has 

given quite a few away but still has many . When asked about a favorite she 

replied, "Well my favorite doll was a Fr nch fashion doll and ah , she was 

beautiful porcelain with a kid body . Sh had handmade lingerie and a full 

organza skirt and a taffe ta coat . If I would have kept her, she would today 

have sold for thousands of dollars." 

'Ihe afte rnoon I visited Mrs . Dressrw r we went into her work room and looked 

a t some old pictures. I remember the bedttiful wedding pictures and I decided 

to ask her what weddings were like then .md s he replied , "Weddings, I imagine 

were just like they are nc,..,,, they're very gay affairs . They 'd have outdoor 

weddings in the surrmer and beau tiful gc,..,,ns . I still remembe r the rustle of 

the taffe ta dresses and they w re lovel y "ff:::i ir s ." 

Mrs. Dressner said she walked t o a lot of places but she did mention the 

railroads. She talked about the L.S . I . Railroad and also, the train that ran 

to Chicago. 'Ihe L.S. I . went to Presque rsle and she of t en went on Sunday school 

picnics along with all her friends and siblings . 

Although Mrs. Dressner never had any children of her c,..,,n she says she ' s 

always enjoyed them. Na.v she has nieces, grand nieces , and great-grand nieces 

to help fill her ne d . 

Mrs. Dressner i s a very healthy lady for her age . I thought of asking her 

about any sicknesses or epidemics back then. "Yes , di phtheria was a pretty 



bad thing in those days . I remerrber going to see my friends when they were 

gone," she replied solemnly . 

I asked Mrs. Dressner if she had t o walk a l ot of places . She said her 

family had a car and sh replied , "Well , I~m sure th y had .:i car . I remember 

my kid brother writing to me1elling me of an accid nt he' d had with a car and 

he said it used t o have a top no.,.., it doesn't," she replied laughing hearti l y . 
) 

I'd like to thank Mrs . Dressner for sharing a part of her life wi th me . 

Her vivid memories , love of life , and enjoymen of people young and olcl mude 

her a joy to inte rview . ~ith a twinkle in her eye und a l augh in her voice she 

looks ahead as well as back with a smile. She ' s a great example of what more 

people should be like . 

JoAnn Anderson 


