
Todd Therringer, Mary Bel-langer Loon’s grand-
son, thinks that Mary may very well possibly be 

the oldest living member of the Leech Lake Band of 
Ojibwe. She is 95 years old and was born on May 11, 
1908 in Onigum, Minnesota. Mary now lives in Ake-
ley, Minnesota with two of her sons and one daugh-
ter. 

Because Ojibwe is Mary’s primary language, Helen 
Cummings, another Leech Lake elder, who is flu-
ent in Ojibwe, and gracious enough to assist, came 
with me to conduct the interview with Mary. Mary’s 
grandson, Todd says, “She comes to life when she 
hears Ojibwe.”

 Mary seemed to be in very good shape physically 
and was very cordial with Helen and I. However, 
when Helen and I went to interview Mary, we were 
unable to get much information from her because 
unfor- tunately, Mary’s memory has begun to fade 
and she could not remember a lot of her past. So 
much of Mary’s story has been contrib-
uted by Todd. A special thanks goes 
to him for his help. 

Born as an only child to John 
Bellanger and Mary King, 
Mary’s parents hid her from 
authorities and never sent her 
to school because they didn’t 
trust the teachers. Todd was not 
sure why Mary was kept hid- 
den, and when Mary was asked 
she was not able to recall 
why either. Consequently, 
Mary never attended school. 
She grew up speaking 
only Ojibwe, although 
she did pick up some 
broken English over 
the years. Mary was 
lucky enough to have 
many extended fam-
ily, that she has con-
sidered like brothers 
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and sisters, as her parents took in other children in 
need in the Onigum area. That was the way things 
were done in those days. Some of you may remem-
ber Leech Lake elder, Josette Johnson, who passed 
away recently. Mary’s parents raised Josette.

Mary gave birth to her first child, a son, when she 
was very young, then later gave birth to a daugh-
ter, Luella. In her late teens, she married Lawrence 
Loons who was originally from Fond du Lac. Law-
rence died in 1985. She says, “I still miss him once 
in awhile, he helped me all the time.” Together they 
had their children, Cecilia, (who was named after 
the St. Cecilia Catholic Church in Onigum that is 
now burned down), Louise, David, George, John, 
Jim, Joann, Dorothy, and Robert. She has outlived 
her husband and five of her children. Mary has been 
blessed with 27 grand children and 5 great grand 
children. 

Mary was able to recall her experience with her old-
est daughter, Luella, who was born with a 

cleft palate. Mary said she had a hard time 
feeding her daughter as a baby and little 

girl because of this. When the Doctor at 
Onigum sent Luella to St. Paul for sur-
gery, he told Mary she would not be able 
to accompany Luella to the hospital. 
Mary was devastated that she was not 
able to go and be with her daughter. 

Unfortunately, alcoholism destroyed 
the lives of many of Mary’s other 
children. Todd says, “Alcoholism 
shouldn’t be viewed as an individual 

weakness, because it takes a village 
to provide the conditions that 

contribute to an individual’s 
alcoholism and the spread 

of the disease. It starts out 
a societal problem, but 

ends tragically as an in-
dividual problem.” 
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Mary, as a young woman, used to run to the St. Ceci-
lia Catholic Church whenever it started thundering 
during a storm. Incidentally, during a thunderstorm 
this past summer in Akeley, Mary went outside her 
trailer home and made an offering of tobacco and 
said some Indian prayers and to the surprise of ev-
eryone in the trailer, the thunder stopped. Mary’s 
daughter, Louise, said, “the thunder quit just like 
that!” 

As we mentioned before, Mary comes to life when 
she hears the Ojibwe language being spoken, her 
eyes light up and she becomes very talkative, which 
was proven during the interview that took place be-
tween Mary, Louise, Helen, and I. Todd says she is 
normally very reserved when it comes to speaking 
English. 

Mary recalled how she used to take care of her 
grandmother. Mary says, “I used to wash her up and 
comb her hair.” She said she took care of her grand-
mother, who couldn’t walk, off and on during the 
years that she was growing up. Mary says, “That’s 
why I’m so old now, and can’t walk.” Mary injured 
her leg in a fall and now, quite often, has trouble 
with walking. Being raised in a log home where it 
was nice and warm is Mary’s memory o f growing up. 
She said, “My Dad watched me, took care of me, he 
was nice to me.” 

She has lived in Akeley since the early 1960’s. Mary 
lives with her sons, David, and Robert, and daugh-
ter Louise, (who take care of her) in a substandard 
single trailer home that, sadly, has holes in the floor 
and ceiling, that could easily collapse with a strong 
wind. Mary is very adamant about staying in the 
trailer though and does not want to move. Mary’s 
children have plans to move but fear for her safety, 
so they dare not leave her alone. Recently, while boil-
ing potatoes on the stove, the sleeve of Mary’s blouse 
touched a burner and caught fi re. Mary’s arm was 
burned extensively which required a stay in the hos-
pital for several days and a skin graft. Doctors took 
skin from Mary’s leg to repair her arm. Louise said, 
“She gets up at 4:00 in the morning and starts cook-
ing and then I have to get up too to watch her,” for 
fear of Mary burning herself again. Mary kept re-
peating, “Robert knows how to cook, he can cook for 
me.” I believe this was Mary’s way of reasoning with 
her children so she could remain in her trailer under 
the watchful eye of her son, Robert. ■
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