Leo Utter Memorial by Susan Holway
 

Leo Utter has not only been a stalwart member and leader of many Finnish-American organizations in the greater Seattle area, he has also fostered other Finnish-American activities like Finlandia Foundation as well as FinnFest USA. I also appreciated his support and encouragement for our Finnish-American Folk Festival in Naselle, Washington.  

 

Leo took a broad and long look at life. He concentrated on both the local and the region, state, country, and world. He focused on his own yard, neighborhood, and beloved city of Seattle in specific ways and also could see national and universal issues. On the FinnFestUSA board, he served many terms and attended every FinnFest. He was looking forward to FinnFest USA being held in San Diego in August 2011, something he had pushed for many times. He studied geography at the University of Washington and it was an apt subject for him. He traveled the country and made friends wherever he went. He especially enjoyed visiting Minnesota, Michigan including the Upper Peninsula, New York, Alaska, Florida, Canada, and Finland. At public events like FinnFest, people would “spot: him, the tall cheery “Santa Claus” figure that he presented, and come to greet him. His friendly engaging manner and interest in others and their lives made him a popular person. He encouraged dance groups and performers of all genres to believe they could “do it” and their participation was vital. He was expert at finding the best in people and making them feel good about themselves. He attended dances, lectures, plays, visited his friends at their summer or winter homes or in nursing homes. He was an enthusiastic participant in Finnish-American events, speaking both Finnish and English and bringing together people together from all walks of life. His fun-loving nature and light humor were always welcome. 

He also worked hard raising money and interest and awareness of Finnish-American organizations. He pitched in wherever he could, volunteering to carry things, to show people around, to help set up booths, to sell books and Finnish and Finnish-American mementoes. He helped organize the entire November bazaar as a fund-raiser for the Nordic Heritage Museum. He recognized the Pacific Northwest had its own beauty and wealth of Finns and Finnish-Americans. He helped to organize and work for FinnFestUSA to come to Seattle, Portland, and Naselle –Astoria as well as the FinnFest 2009 the cruise up the inland passage of Alaska. In this way, he welcomed a lot of people to our area and culture.

 

Leo sang   in both Finnish and English, all his life, joining in sing-alongs with groups in Hawaii and  Florida, from Marquette, Michigan  to Thousand Oaks, California, from his own Finnish Brotherhood and lodge to wider audiences and groups wherever he went. With his reverberating bass and enthusiasm, he would always liven up songs, especially those in Finnish. In fact, he loved to sing so much that he could  dance  with a partner to " The Western Logger" and sing along with the orchestra as well-- no easy feat!

During break time for his dance group, Tanhuajat, Leo would give a big whoop 
and run to the kitchen for water with the rest of the dignified dancers breaking up and running after him with the mad enthusiasm of children at recess. That troupe of dancers had fun and a great spirit, always. He treasured the times they traveled together, to dance at other locations, especially their tour of Finland.
But Leo also took  his study of Finnish and Finnish-American subjects seriously, 
subscribing to the Finnish-American papers, sending a column off monthly to 
the Finnish-American Reporter which ostensibly covered Seattle but also 
included many northwestern activities including Tacoma and Naselle. He also 
read books in both Finnish and English, buying, selling, and giving them to 
friends. He made time to attend lecture series at festivals and at the University of Washington and the Nordic Heritage Museum. He enjoyed the discussions and interplay back and forth between historians, intellectuals, and common folk; he was profoundly interested in the history of both his own time and that of his parents. He was also passionate about socials issues and interested in Finnish history in the historic, political, psychological and sociological sense.
            For Naselle’s Finnish-American Folk Festival, Leo was supportive from the beginning. The dance group he helped form, Tanhuajat, was also an early participant. Once they came, they encouraged us, saying, “Naselle is the best!”  They reserved every other year, the last weekend in July, to come to our festival. Their costumes, their carefully worked out dances, their joie de vivre, camaraderie, and eager participation were always great crowd pleasers. In addition, they let us know they did not like dancing on the asphalt black top of the “courtyard”; we recruited them and they worked with Leo Nallie (spelling?), they designed a dance floor for us that we used for many years.  In addition, they came early and stayed late—they performed and then they led dance classes. They went out on the dance floor early, dancing beautifully, and asked others to join in, also. These dance lessons and dances grew increasingly popular as our young people of Naselle wanted to know how to dance like them!  The afternoon dance instruction sessions prepared "our kids” for the dance at night so they could participate in a great way. Also at our request, Tanhuajat members began staying for the Saturday evening dance. Believe me, after a full day of festival when we are happy, excited, but also tired, it is wonderful to sit and watch the Tanhuajat couples dance in the crowd of dancers on the floor, setting an example by their ease and beauty. They also got our young people to mix in with the rest. It was a long drive for them to come down and although we paid them some, it surely did not equal what it cost them. Leo was a strong leader in their participating in our festival. 

Leo also contributed personally to our festival over the years. Perhaps the biggest public example was for our FFUSA 2006/ Finnish-American Folk Festival. Then he contributed $750.00 to have our postcards made for our festival, something that became as ubiquitous as hemlocks in our forests. He quietly supported other parts of our festival privately and anonymously for years also.

 

And most of all, everywhere he went, he told people how wonderful Seattle and the Northwest are and also the Naselle Finnish-American Folk Festival. Whether he was in Lake Worth/ Lantana, Marquette, Seattle/ Tacoma, Portland, or San Diego, he spread the word about our corner of the world and also our small festival. Along with several others on the FFUSA board he lobbied to have Naselle sponsor the national festival. He always believed we would do well. If a national FFUSA site had trouble with coming “out in the black “for the budget, he did not dwell on that but instead picked out the good things, what fun it had been, what a great job they had done on programming or some other aspect. He was positive and a joy to be around.

It is not that he did not see the problems; it seemed to be instead that he consistently emphasized the positive. 

Although he was not on our board of advisors for our festival, he was a “guide on the side”, coaching us through the details of all a festival entails, asking the right questions, and encouraging us. He participated in many large and small ways, from sending sauna photos to the contest to having his friends and relatives send them to simply admiring all that went on. He never asked any credit or accepted any payment. He just seemed to take joy in all we were doing and knew first hand what hard work it was.

When he went off the FFUSA board, he encouraged new board members and old, offering a listening ear, rides to and from events, and companionship and encouragement as the festivals unfolded.  He got on well with men and women, with young and old, liked hearing the old stories and telling new ones, too. He would humbly stand in a booth for hours, handing out information to people and encouraging them to come to our Naselle festival; he also sold books and manned the booth for many other organizations, patiently enlisting volunteers, hauling the tents, books and paraphernalia to the booth, and greeting and serving the customers. It never seemed to matter if the “take” was big or small; he was happy not only for the contributions but to see the bigger picture of how this was spreading the word of Finnish-American heritage.

Leo worked hard, respected his heritage, taught it in many large and small ways to many Finns, Finnish-Americans and just plain Americans, made friends wherever he went, and most of all added a spark of liveliness and childlike fun and wonder to so much that he did. With his humility, he would be the first to say “No” to an award and avoid a fancy dress banquet or reception where he might get recognition. He hoped it went to some other deserving person who had worked hard. But there is no one who deserved honors more than he did and he was pleased to be recognized by the Finnish government and also the different ethnic heritage councils.

Leo grew up on Beacon Hill in Seattle, his father off logging and his mother hard at work keeping the home and family together, Leo was especially fond of and close to his mother. He remembered on warm days in June when the strawberries were at their peak, she would bake shortcake biscuits and they would have fresh strawberry shortcake for their entire dinner! He learned gardening at his mother’s knee. He loved flowers, gardens, nurseries, visiting and supporting the gardens of the Seattle area, including the Bellevue Botanical Garden, the Arboretum, the Conservatory on Capitol Hill, the Japanese garden in south Seattle, Swanson’s nursery, the tulip and daffodil fields in bloom in the Skagit Valley and his friend Joan’s beautiful rose garden in Tacoma. He grew a wide variety of flowers in his home in Kenmore and had a particularly lush hosta garden there. 

In the tropical sunshine of Florida and Hawaii, Leo enjoyed orchids, palm trees and the lushness and colorful beauty of the life there. He loved walking and particularly staked out the beaches of Waikiki, Hawaii, Oceanside, California, Palm Beach, and Lantana, Florida as some of the best. Exercise was essential to him and he encouraged everyone to get out and move. 

Leo was relaxed in the “big city” of Seattle, adjusting to the changes, often embracing them including recycling. He was often the escort or van driver for friends and groups. He was kind and generous, a true gentleman, and particularly enjoyed escorting his friend Hera Owens with her unforgettable hats and stylish ways to events. 

            At Christmas time, friends could look forward to his letters he put together with pictures of his travels and often gifts he made such as note cards full of flowering bougainvillea (spelling?). He was generous in his gifts to others and enjoyed books and had a large collection of glass vases and figures, many designed by Finnish artists.

            He was a liberal democrat, pleased at President Obama’s election, and one who stayed in touch with current events, even when it was painful to hear them. 

            When he was diagnosed with myasthenia gravis, he was often weak but not defeated and eventually “bested it”. When he learned he had pancreatic cancer and a short time to live, he turned to his trusted friend and executor Liisa Mannery and nephew Jeff Utter and tied things up as neatly and as quickly as he could. He was not a quitter but courageous in facing his end.

            Most of all, he was a teacher for those who would listen, showing a way to embrace being American as well as Finnish, being firmly rooted in his own home town and people while traveling to and embracing far places and wherever he was, showing by example how to live with joy and gusto, quietly enjoying the tender beauty of flowers and old friends. He embraced his Finnish roots, shared them with such panache, and was as rich as any of us in the friends he had and places he loved. 
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