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Interview #50 Ken Sasaki May 30, 2000 

Sandra: My name is Sandra Baxter and we're interviewing Ken Sasaki, and 
James Squissato is our assistant interviewer today. We're at 2661 Carlyle 
Way and it's May 301

\ 2000. So Kenny, I didn't tell you very much about the 
project, did I? 

Not too much. 

Sandra: So I guess what I should explain first is just a little bit about what 
the project is. We're trying to gather information about that area, the whole 
east line area from Prince George right through to McBride, the people who 
lived there, the settlement of the area, some of the forest practices, some of 
the community life .... Some of the professors that are involved in the project 
are political science professors, a history professor and two geography 
professors, and as a consequence, they want to try and gather as much 
information in each of their fields. So what we're hoping you can tell us 
about is just the life that you had in Giscome, something about growing up 
there, what it was like? 

I was born in '62 in the area. I was born in Prince George, and one of the main 
modes of transportation was railway, the railway that goes right from east to west, 
and that was the main form of transportation for most of the people in the area. 

Sandra: Did your family live in Giscome? 

No, we actually had about 40 acres outside of Giscome itself so we were, I would 
say, about two miles outside of Giscome itself, and it was a strawberry farm. My 
Dad cleared off about 2-3 acres by hand and started a strawberry farm and people 
from all over the area would come over and place their orders for strawberries and 
all that. 

Sandra: So your father didn't work in the mill? 

Yes. 

Sandra: He worked in the mill as well? 

Yeah. 

Sandra: And then you lived on this acreage? 

Yeah, for [inaudible] 
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Sandra: So that must have been a fair bit of work for all of you. 

Yeah, pretty much everybody worked, all summer and all that. The good thing 
about it was picking up good work ethics and stuff like that. 

Sandra: So you have other siblings? 

Yup, I have an older brother and an older sister and they all still Jive in town. My 
Dad passed away in '94. My Mom still lives in town. What I remember about 
Giscome itself was black snow. 

Sandra: Why was the snow black? 

Because of the burners ... it was a sawmill town, right?, and I think at peak it was 
producing 145,000 board feet a day and that was from one of the biggest sawmills 
in northern BC. So as part of ... I'm sure the other professor can verify this, at one 
time it was the decision or whatever, Prince George was starting to grow up to 
what it is [inaudible??] to Giscome, and that's how close it was because at one 
time there was close to 1500-2000 people living out at Giscome and everybody 
somehow was participating in the sawmill itself. It wasn't ... it's wasn't the state
of-art, everything was manual labour back then. 

Sandra: I've seen photographs of the townsite. It's just amazing what a 
thriving little community it was. Well it wasn't little. It was actually quite 
substantial. 

It was. It was all owned, I would say 90% owned, by the company. It was a 
sawmill town. And when they shut down the sawmill in '74, '73 or '74, the 
houses went up for sale at 10 bucks a piece. All the houses were sold, all in one 
day. 

Sandra: So was it expected that you would move the house from Giscome? 

Yeah, because eventually ... well it was in about '65, Northwood ... '64-'65, 
somewhere in there, Northwood moved in. That's when they bought out Eagle 
Lake sawmills. 

Sandra: So they were there for that long? I didn't realize that. 

About '65 to about '74 Northwood operated it. Northwood owned everything, the 
sawmill, the bunkhouses, and the houses. So when they shut down the sawmill, 
they had to get rid of the town because if they kept the town, then they had to keep 
it up. So they sold the whole town for 10 bucks a pop. And some of the houses are 
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still floating around here. 

Sandra: I took a drive out to Giscome a few months ago, there's just nothing 
out there anymore. 

Oh, it's been like that for about ... well I would say close to 25 years. Because they 
tore the sawmill and the whole town down in one summer. The bunkhouse they 
auctioned off and it disappeared. So the people that worked there had a choice of 
either going to Upper Fraser or Houston. 

Sandra: Would they still have been employed by Northwood at that place? 

Yup. 

Sandra: And they had their own ... they had jobs for all the employees to go 
to? 

I'm pretty sure there was because back in that time, the sawmill industry was still 
growing and Houston was growing and Upper Fraser was still a major producer. 
But Dad moved into the area in ... well my Dad came to Canada in '33 and then 
the war started so he got sent into the internment camps in Blue River, Blue River 
area at [?Red Pass]. My Dad participated in building the railroads and the 
roadways going through the mountains. 

Sandra: Was that through the war time? 

Yeah, that was through the war period. After ... I would say pretty close to after 
December 7m. So he was in an internment camp for 3 years until the war was over 
and after that, I guess Giscome was hiring so a lot of the Japanese people ended 
up in Giscome. 

Sandra: He was single at that point? 

Yeah, he was single at that point and then he went back to Japan in '53 but my 
Mom couldn't come over because my Dad had to get his citizenship first. 

Sandra: So he didn't choose to go back to Japan? 

No, he went back to Japan for ... 

Sandra: To find a wife. 

Yeah, to find a wife. Came back but he couldn't bring my Mom over because he 
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didn't have his citizenship. 

Sandra: When he was a young man before the war, was he living with his 
family? 

No, he was working in the Vancouver area. 

Sandra: So he came as a young man to Vancouver. 

Yeah, he was born in 1914 so he would have been, I would say, 19 when he came 
to Canada and he worked in a greenhouse down in the Vancouver area and then ... 
actually he was sent over because on my Dad's side, his Dad - my grandad - had 
signed a guarantee to pay off someone's ... guaranteed some money for building a 
business and the business went bust so my Dad had to come to Canada to work it 
off. So when the war started ... 

Sandra: He got caught. 

Well when the war started he didn't have to work anymore. So that was the good 
side for him was that he was able to get out of it. · 

Sandra: So did he ever talk much about the camps, what they were like? 

Well the camps were ... it was no different than prisoner of war camps. And what 
happened is that all the people that owned property, it was all expropriated and 
sold at bargain basement prices just to get rid of it so that they can't come back. 
And all the people were ... everything was taken away from them as far as ... well 
actually [inaudible??] civil rights and all that. But cameras ... you couldn't take 
cameras or anything so once the war was over and he could get back to work, my 
Dad started taking up photography. 

Sandra: Did he? 

Yeah. So I wouldn't be surprised if some of his pictures are in the Citizen. 

Sandra: Yeah. That's something ... I am sorry, I should have asked you if you 
had any memorabilia, photographs or anything. 

Yeah, my Mom's got it somewhere. 

Sandra: Would she be able to be interviewed? Is she well enough? 

She won't be able to speak English. 
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Sandra: No. But would you be interested in sitting in on an interview with 
us? 

I'd ask her. I'd ask her if she's interested. But at one point in the next 5 or 10 
years I will find the negatives. It's large format negatives. It's the 75 mm. It's all 
black and white. 

James: Oh my goodness. I'd love to see that. 

And my Dad had a motion film done of the sawmill itself. It's in Northwood's 
archives somewhere. 

Sandra: Yeah, Northwood has donated a lot of material to this project. 
That's been documented and some of it has been scanned into .... There's a 
website, if you're ever interested. It's just sort of getting off the ground, but 
eventually all this information will be posted on the website, some of the oral 
histories, the photographs. So it is a big project. 

I caught the tail end of the episode because when I was 12, that's when Giscome 
was taken apart and actually Giscome itself dates back to ... reading some of the 
histories behind it in one of the books that I read, is that it goes back to an [eagle 
[inaudible??] a snake]. Anyway, he was a ... first of all up to the Klondikes, the 
gold rush, and he had stopped in the area and he was doing some [inaudible??]. 
And actually it wasn't called Giscome, it was Giscomb, with a 'b' on the end. As 
far as the logging, the logging itself was most... quite a bit of it in the beginning 
was done with horses and all that. So the actual impact on the forest industry isn't 
what you see today. I would say there was a lot more waste. There was a lot of 
waste. You weren't producing that much either, because at 140,000 or whatever 
board feet a day at maximum, say on the average day 110 or 120,000 board feet, 
some of the sawmills in town, [name of company inaudible] does about a million 
and a half a day. So you can imagine how much smaller it was. And there wasn't 
as many sawmills because that was a major operation that was going on that 
employed a number of people. But the other sawmills were all ... they used to be 
called pocket mills because it was run by a dozen people or whatever and they 
would produce lumber and all that. And they were spotted all over the place and 
you could probably still find some of the remains of some of the sawmills. 

Sandra: It's interesting how many little towns there are just on that short 
stretch of railway. One thing I've been asking people to do, which seems to 
lead into some interesting stories, is just to draw a little map of what they 
remember of the townsite. It leads to the things that you did. So if you'd be 
interested in doing that? You mentioned that your farm was outside. Was it 
on the road that goes into Giscome now, was it along that road? 
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Yup. 

Sandra: Do you know the Gobbi family? 

I can't say that I know them directly but the name is ... 

Sandra: I interviewed Leah Gobbi and she said they lived just outside of the 
townsite as well and I wondered if maybe you knew them. But Kate 
Anderson was also a longtime resident of Giscome and she had a black and 
white photograph of probably 50 or 60 men and your Dad was one of the 
people that she pointed out in the photograph. 

Well Dad lived there from '48 ... '45, right after the war. And the sawmill used to 
be situated in here, the townsite was in here. And the school was here. 

Sandra: What was life like for your Mom? Were there other Japanese living 
there? 

Yeah. There was ... see my Dad was the only person ... well him and another 
person bought the 40 acres in the early 50s. I think he bought ... it was all second 
growth timber on there and he bought it for 10 dollars an acre or something, for 
about $400. 

Sandra: That must have been a tremendous amount of work for him to clear 
that land by hand. 

Yup, but the advantages of clearing the land is you don't lose the topsoil. You 
don't bum the topsoil off. So [inaudible??] about 6 inches of soil. 

Sandra: So he must have had to work hard to produce strawberries in this 
climate? 

Oh yeah, it was a lot of work. What I remember of it... the [name inaudible] is 
right there. We were there. The Tiani's lived over here. 

Sandra: I don't know the Tiani's. 

You definitely have to interview those people too. Antonazies. 

Sandra: So those are all Japanese names? 

No, no. Italian family. There's another Antonazies living right across from them. 
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Sandra: And these are the acreages going into town? 

Yup. And the school was here. There used to be a church. There used to be a 
restaurant across from the school at one time. 

Sandra: That's hard to believe. 

James: Did you go to the school? 

Oh yeah, I went there for 7 years. 

James: Is it an elementary school? 

Yeah, an elementary school. That's the second school. The original school was a 
two-storey school ... I think it got burnt down. So that's when they built this other 
school. 

Sandra: Is that the school that's there now? 

Yeah. 

Sandra: Oh really? That school actually looks in really good shape. 

No, it's not. It's got a very nice ... 

Sandra: With a quick drive by, it looks alright. 

I would say I drove by there on the Easter long weekend, I drove by there, and 
what I noticed was they're taking out all the ... the school used to have great big 
windows on ... the whole face of it was all glass, and it used to be one of the best 
distractions was to just look out the window for hours. There used to be a general 
store. I remember a general store, and the school board used to have houses in the 
back there where the teachers used to live. Right on the comer here is a big farm. 

Sandra: That's the farm that's still out there. 

Yeah, you can see some of the comer of the barn. That used to be all there when I 
was a kid back then. They had sheep and they had all the cows, sheeps and all 
that. I can't remember some of the people that lived there. I can't remember their 
names anymore. Willow River was over here, which was about 6 miles away. 
Willow River used to have a school itself but that one burned down so all the kids 
were bussed into Giscome. 
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Sandra: I think Willow River has a school now. No? So the kids that lived in 
Willow River would go to the Giscome school? 

Yeah, they' re still bussed there. 

Sandra: And yet there's still a number of people that live in Willow River. 

Yeah, and they say they're going to rebuild the Giscome school. I'm saying, why 
would they want to rebuild in Giscome? Just rebuild in Willow River. But the 
Tiani's pretty much own all of this now. I think they own all of this. 

James: comment inaudible 

Yup, and they own all of this now. I don't know if the [name inaudible] are still 
there. And the lake, the creek used to meander through here and then into the 
Willow River. I think the Willow comes in like this and then crosses where the 
Willow River is. I remember going fishing here quite a few times. 

James: What kind of fish did you catch? 

Mostly suckers. We were ... what was it? Back in .... Once the sawmill was gone, 
because I lived out there, the family used to live out there, til 1980. We stayed 
there 46 years. And what happened is there used to be a rock bluff on this side and 
they used that for ballast. They'd blow up the mountain, right? And crush it, and 
they used it for ballast and they used the ballast from Rupert and to Edmonton. 
And some of that greenish stuff that you see comes from Giscome. 

Sandra: I noticed when we drove out to the river that the pavement is green. 

That's right because they used ... 

Sandra: And that's from the rock? 

And there's rock outcrops here in this area here and they started blasting behind 
that. 

Sandra: Do they still use that rock? 

Yup. 

Sandra: in road construction? 

Yup. Because it's durable and as long as you pack it in properly, it was pretty 
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good material. 

Sandra: It looks like shale. Is that what it is? 

No, it's not shale, it's still rock. But it's easy to crush so that's why they used it. 
What else can I remember of the place? 

Sandra: Did your Dad go directly to the farm or just stay with the 
strawberry farming then after the mill closed or was he retired? 

He retired after that. 

Sandra: Oh he retired after the mill closed? 

No, he retired because of the mill closing. So he said he wasn't going to work. He 
had a stroke just the winter before so after that they ... 

Sandra: Did you ever work in the mill? 

Nope, my brother did. I was just a little bit too young. So my brother managed to 
work ... because they were always hungry for workers. When my Dad first came, 
all the single men were put into the bunkhouses and the families into the homes. 
And the bunkhouses were right in this area right here, right in front of the 
sawmill. The sawmill itself ... all the logs were dumped into the lake in the winter 
time ... 

Sandra: And they were brought to the lake ... how were they brought to the 
lake? 

Logging trucks. At the beginning it was all horses and stuff like that. Logging 
trucks and CATS, they used to ... they might dump it into the lake. The lake would 
be frozen solid so they would drive right on top of the ice. Soon as it melts it 
would go into the lake and then you can take it right to the sawmills. So most of 
the sawmills in the area ... like now it's all drydock logs where they take it off the 
truck to load it on the [inaudible??]. Out at Giscome they used the lake as they 
logged it, so they used to pull the logs out of the lake as they needed it. 

Sandra: Was that something you could watch from your big window from 
your school? 

[comment inaudible] I would say the bottom of that lake has probably got a ... . I 
would say they must have logged in that area for close to 40-50 years, so the 
bottom of that lake is just covered full of bark. I wouldn't be surprised if there's a 
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whole bunch of logs down there. 

James: The deadheads down there. 

Oh yeah, there's definitely some deadheads out there. That used to be quite an 
operation and the film that my Dad had takes it right from the trees coming out of 
the bush, loading it on to trucks and driving down the plank ... they used to plank 
their roads. They didn't build them out of gravel. It was build out of ... just like 

· what's on the pictures, cordoroy, qrive it down the road and it would be taken out 
to the lake .and then picked up, put onto the lake. And once the lake came off, the 
logs would be floating in the lake. 

Sandra: So what would they do through the winter with the logs? They 
wouldn't just wait ... so the surplus of logs, that's what you're saying? 

Yeah. 

Sandra: They would be ... 

Because the logs would be here and they'd be breaking up the ice to make sure 
they always had a steady supply through the winter. 

Sandra: So it was a year-round operation? 

Yeah, it was year-round. I don't know if they still have the cement tullers up there. 
They used to have cement tullers. That's where the headsaws used to ... the first 
saws that the logs that came in ... the carriage saws, or the headsaw, and splits it 
into the carriage before the [inaudible??] into lumber. Every once in awhile, when 
they do a demolition of old buildings, you'd come across shiplac and they'd have 
the flying eagle of Eagle Lake sawmills, because they used the start ends of the 
lumber, the old shiplac lumber. 

Sandra: So even now when you 're doing construction ... ? 

Oh yeah. I don't know if you remember Sprucelands, the old Sprucelands store, 
Overwaitee? 

Sandra: Vaguely yes. 

That was all built from that. When they tore it down there, well it was in '85 or 
whatever ... it's oh? Eagle Lake sawmill. The coming of power, I think BC hydro 
power, was I think '65 or something. The townsite itself had power because the 
sawmill produced power to run their saws and all that, they supplied it. For us 
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living on the very end, the coming of hydro power was a pretty big event too. 

James: So your three-way came in then? 

So imagine what life would have been before refrigerators? It really changed. 
When we left in 1980, we were still working on wood stoves. 

Sandra: Is that right? 

James: Right through the winter, still working on wood stoves? 

Oh yeah. It was a lot of work during the summer keeping a steady supply. You 
had a question? 

Sandra: I was just going to ask you about your Mom, you mentioned that she 
still doesn't speak English? 

Well she speaks English but not too much. She's 73 now. 

Sandra: Your older brother and sister, did they go to school at Giscome 
through their ... 

Yeah, I went to Giscome from Grade 1 to 7, then 8, 9, and 10 it was Blackburn 
Junior Secondary, and PGSS, the new PGSS ... it's about 30 years old now. But 
PGSS used to be the original ... the original name PGSS used to be Duchess Park. 
That used to be called PGSS at that time. 

James: Were you bussed in then? 

Oh yeah. I calculated that I've spent approximately 2 months of life on the school 
bus. So I know how to sleep on a moving vehicle. Back in the ... I would say back 
in the 50s and around that time period, any of the kids that wanted to go to past 
grade 7 or grade 8 had to go into town and live in town in dormitories. And that 
used to be in the old army barracks where the Alwood Place Senior Citizen's 
Home is. That's where the old army barracks used to be and that's where the kids 
used to live. 

James: Would they stay in there 5 days a week or right through? 

Yeah, 5 days a week. 

James: And then they'd come home on the weekends? 
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Come home on the weekends on the train. So kids back then also had a 
[inaudible] and some of the lucky people would have the [inaudible??], the money 
to ... money was back there back in those days. Parents used to buy their kids 
vehicles. Because a person working at the sawmill gets a lot of overtime so they'd 
get a lot of money too. So money was [inaudible??] 

James: It's a good thing your daughters aren't listening right now. 

Sandra: I'm just going to run through a few of these questions. We talked 
about why you moved away and some of the things - I don't know if you'd 
want to .... You talked about the electricity, the phone. You got the phone 
about the same time as electricity or did you ... 

No, actually we were a little bit behind in getting the phone, I would say. The 
telephone came in more or less at the same time but we didn't get a telephone 
until, I would say, '74, '75, something like that. We used the neighbours phone. 

Sandra: And a hotel? I guess there wouldn't have been ... outside of the 
bunkhouse. 

I don't remember a hotel. And as far as a pub, I can't remember a pub. 

[end of side one] 

Sandra: ... plumbing? 

Plumbing? We had a nice beautiful ... my Dad built a nice beautiful two hole 
outhouse. We had running water back in '72. I remember that. But I remember 
Dad had to build a two ... 

Sandra: Before that? 

Yeah, the two holers. That's what everybody had back then. 

Sandra: '72 doesn't sound that long ago but ... 

But some of the places back ... I betcha if you go to some of the places they still 
have them. 

Sandra: Oh, I'm sure. One thing we haven't talked about is what you did for 
fun, social activities. 

Well being 12 years old, it was usually just riding a bike around the neighborhood. 
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That was most of the things that happened. I know there used to be a guy that 
bootlegged booze out there. 

Sandra: Someone who lives out there or someone just sort of brought it out? 

No, no, they actually had a house and they had half the house. Him and his wife 
and the rest of them, the rest of the family, couldn't get to that place and that's 
where he kept all his booze and he used to bootleg it to the whole town. 

James: Did he sell it door to door or just ... 

No, no. People come to him and ask for whiskey or rum or whatever. 

James: Nobody's going to go all the way to Prince George, that's for sure. 

Especially if they have a liquor store there. They had a general store there but it 
couldn't sell booze because the rules were different back then. 

Sandra: So was there no liquor sale because of being a company town, the 
company didn't want liquor sales or ... 

Nope, nope. I don't know why. 

Sandra: Yeah, because I've heard similar stories from the Willow River 
people that they got their liquor ... it was bootlegged and I wondered why 
they wouldn't have someone with a liquor license so they could sell liqour. 
Interesting. 

I don't know. Because the liquor stores in town, to this day, are still run by 
government except for the small communities like Hixon and Bear Lake. They 
liquor store license some of the stores to operate I think. But they had to keep their 
booze in a separate room. But back then they didn't have that rule. So the only 
way to get to that booze was to come into town and to buy the booze in the liquor 
store, and most people didn't even come into town because they had the grocery 
store in Giscome and Eaton's catalogue and Sears catalogue, so you bought 
everything out of those catalogues and it would be COD'd to this post office so 
they never came into town. 

Sandra: So a trip into town was something. 

Yeah, big event back then because the road was all gravel and it would be about 
an hour expedition which takes ... well half an hour or 35 minutes now. 
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James: By train? 

I don't know. I never got a chance to ride the train in the summer. 

Sandra: So when you were little they dido 't have the passenger service or 
was it something you dido 't ... 

No, they had passenger ... I'm pretty sure they had passenger service but as I was 
growing up, my Dad had bought a vehicle, so that's for all the people that didn't 
have a vehicle. And there was quite a fe.w of them that didn't have a vehicle, 
would have to take the train into town, or start hitchhiking and hope somebody 
picks you up. And there was a lot of that because you knew your neighbours and 
you knew everybody, right? So if you saw somebody that you know that's 
walking, you'd drive by them and then stop and pick them up and all that. 

James: So you had all the essentials you needed though, in Giscome? 

Yeah, in Giscome itself because we had a grocery ... well a general store which 
had everything. The Post Office, postal service was a lot better back then too. You 
think back and the postal service, it would go across the country in about 5 days 
and you can't get that in the province of BC by itself. So for the value that you got 
back then, and that was the main form of communication ... 

Sandra: Was the post? 

Was the post office, because the telephone, not everybody had telephone either so 
you depeneded heavily on the post office and COD's and the old Eaton's and 
Sears catalogue was shopping. 

Sandra: So did your Mom make a lot of your clothes or did she ... 

Actually, she knitted quite a bit. As far as clothing itself, it was mostly from Sears. 

Sandra: I've noticed talking to other people that most families had more than 
one job. They were very resourceful. They would do trapping or as you say, 
your family had the strawberry farm. And people seemed to be able to keep 
up a variety of forms of income. 

Oh yeah. every once in awhile the sawmills would go on strike or the unions 
would declare a strike and back then it would be a strike, you don't know when 
you're going to go back, and their strike pay was minimal so you always had to 
make sure you had a separate source of income somehow. There was a lot of 
people that had ... well everybody [inaudible] they could survive because you had 
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your own livestock or you had whatever. 

Sandra: Did you have animals as well? 

I think the biggest animal we had was a chicken because my Dad didn't want to 
kill pigs or cows. So we had those chickens and he never killed those chickens. 
The chickens would live until about 15 years old and then drop dead one day, so 
my Dad would have to go out and dig a hole and bury it. Yeah we used to sell 
eggs and vegetables. We used to sell all the vegetables. 

Sandra: Oh, you grew vegetables as well? 

Yeah. Carrots and flower seedlings and stuff like that. 

James: So most of the people who lived in Giscome you sold the produce to? 

Yeah, I would say most of them. People who wanted to buy bulk or whatever, 
instead of going to the grocery store and buying 3 pound s or 5 pounds of potato, 
they'd come in to see my Dad and buy 200 pounds of potatoes. 

James: So he grew quite a bit then? 

Yeah. It's amazing what ... 

Sandra: It's hard to imagine that that soil would produce that kind of ... 

It was no gravel, and it was clay and topsoil. It was good topsoil because wherever 
you see pine, that's where you're going to find gravel. If you find spruce, you're 
going to find topsoil because spruce likes wet grounds and wet grounds are 
predominantly topsoil. Same with cottonwood and stuff like that. 

Sandra: So did your Mom take part in the gardening as well? 

Yeah. It was a family effort. 

Sandra: So you must have bad great gardening skills to grow an orchid 
garden. I've just got a little bit of experience with gardening in Prince 
George and have bad abysmal failures. I can only grow about one carrot and 
a couple of leaves of lettuce. 

Lettuce is hard up here. You can grow carrots, you can grow potatoes. Celery I 
wouldn't recommend. Cabbage you can. Peas, you can grow a lot of peas up here. 
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James: Beets? 

I've never tried beets. 

Sandra: So do you still garden, Kenny? 

Nope. The only gardening idea is to put all my house [inaudible??], where we 
built there. Every year I make sure I plant petunias. I've still got the same 
strawberry plants. My Dad got it back in the 40s, the late 40s and I've still got 
some strawberry plants. 

James: Really? You just brought them in ... 

Yeah, well my Mom has them so I also grow [inaudible??] in front of the house. 

James: It must have been a good berry. 

Oh yeah. the seeds itself are very small and it's good berries. 

Sandra: Oh really, gee I wonder if I could grow strawberry plants? 

You could try. Lots .of fertilizers. You've got to have chickens. The main purpose 
for my Dad having the chickens wasn't for the eggs. It was for the other stuff 
coming out the other end. 

Sandra: Not the eggs, the manure. Well I guess I can't talk to you about 
being employed in Giscome since you weren't. 

Nope. 

Sandra: Did your Mom ever work ... she probably had plenty to do on the ... 

She had three kids. 

Sandra: Three kids and the gardening. Can you think of any questions 
James? 

James: I was just thinking, what was it like for ... it sounds like a bit of a 
melting pot. Was there any problems or were your families completely 
welcome as well as the other families as well? 

Yeah, there was no problems. Everybody had to look after everybody when you're 
in a situation like that. Everybody just pitched in. 
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James: That's good to hear. I guess in that sort of small town ... 

Yeah, it's a community and everybody worked together. 

James: I was raised in a small one too so it was the same idea. 

Sandra: I found it interesting the people I talked to have just such positive 
things to say about that, about the community. Because as you mentioned, 
everybody knew each other or tended to be more supportive. 

Some of the people you knew [inaudible??] around social services right, so 
everybody would pitch in and make sure that they're all fed and all that. 

Sandra: Really? Well that's great. 

James: Just bringing the community closer together. 

Yup because when the person was injured or had health problems and couldn't 
work or whatever, so everybody would make sure that they were taken care of 
instead of having to depend solely on social services. 

Sandra: I think that's the difference between a small community and a big 
centre. You don't have that. 

I don't know if that still exists in the ... say if you pick a place like Vanderhoof or 
whatever, or Hixon ... well it might happen in Hixon but I don't think it would 
happen in a place like Vanderhoof or whatever because .... But I would say in 
some place like Hixon you might still see that. Everybody knows each other. 

Sandra: Well and I think people are just so much more transient. Even if 
they live in a small community, they don't necessarily stay there for that 
long. One thing ... I always like to ask this question and I love the responses, 
about gender issues. If you can think of any examples of ... I suppose as a 
child you wouldn't ... 

I didn't notice anything but I would say ... 

Sandra: Did you know of any women who worked in the mill, for example? 

No. 

Sandra: it was pretty much all men that worked in the mill? 
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It was pretty much all men unless it was office staff or something, or first aid or 
something. I don't know ... no, I can't even comment on it. 

James: What was your best memory there? 

Well one of the things, well living on 40 acres, there's walking through the forest 
and you know the lake, you'd look out the windows, and it's just pitch black and 
all you see is stars and tall trees. Or in the winter, on a nice sunny winter day, the 
snow on the trees and all that. 

James: It's beautiful. 

Yup, there was always black snow. 

Sandra: That's interesting. So how far away from the mill would you need to 
go before the snow wasn't black? 

I don't know. 

Sandra: Because you were ... you said you were about ... 

We were about 2 miles away and it was still black snow. Naturally it was worse as 
you got closer but being a kid there, in the winter time, you didn't travel that much 
so you only travelled from the house to the school and all you saw was that the 
snow was a lot darker at the school than it was at home. But I would say that if 
you were probably out say somewhere around Willow River, you probably didn't 
see that black snow. But it would travel quite a bit. There used to be a ... these old 
sawmills would always catch on fire too and that was another reason why 
everybody made sure that they had some form of secondary income. 

Sandra: Oh, the mill would burn down and then you don't go to work? 

That's right. 

Sandra: So I don't suppose there wasn't much in the way of fire protection 
then? 

I don't think there was probably too much. So there would probably be ... I know 
that the sawmill burned down once because my Dad was unemployed for a bit 
there. They'd hired some guys that worked in the mill to come in and rebuild the 
sawmill but not everybody had to get employment [inaudible??] so everybody 
shared the work and all that. 
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Sandra: One thing I can ask you about is the medical ... where there ever any 
medical situations that ... 

Yeah, that was probably one of the reasons why my parents finally decided to 
move into town was because they were getting older and they realized that they 
didn't want to be sick out there. It was a long ways from the hospital. I don't think 
there was a hospital in Giscome. There may have been a nurse but that was 
probably the extent of it. 

James: No doctor? 

No doctor. 

Sandra: Even when the town was larger? 

I don't think there was. When I was 10 or 12 years old, the town itself was only 
about 3-400 people. Because as the mode of transportation got better and better, 
so people were moving further and further out. Just like Bear Lake. A lot of 
people commute to work. 

Sandra: I think one other thing we could talk about is crime and police 
protection. Did you ... 

I honestly don't ... well being 12 years old I can't comment on it but I would say 
probably .... I bet crime was petty crimes because everybody knows everybody so 
you can't get away with too much. I don't think ... I don't ever remember my 
parents talking about police being there. I'm sure they would visit but never ... 

Sandra: Any big criminal scandals going on? 

No, not that I can remember. 

James: Now you live in Prince George? 

Yeah. 

James: Do you prefer it or if you had to go back ... 

Oh, I'd never go back. If I do, it would be out to a small town community like 
that. It's nice to have a small community where everybody knows everybody but 
the fact of the matter is everybody knows everybody. There's no anonymity at all. 

James: You found that kind of hard? 
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Well, being 12 or whatever, when Giscome actually went down, but thinking back 
on visiting some of these smaller communities like Mackenzie or all these other 
places and you look around, I don't ever want to get caught in a situation like that 
where everybody knows everybody. 

Sandra: I guess there are pros and cons. 

Yeah, you talk to some of the people that actually lived there and if you live in a 
small community, you can get yourself trapped in a situation where you start 
thinking smaller, and smaller and smaller, and you sometimes miss out on the big 
picture. But there's a lot of people [inaudible??] when you talk to people, you'd 
talk to the people in the 50s and 60s and the number of people that's gone through 
that town .... There's a lot of people. Here in Prince George·. 

James: Was there quite a transient population? 

Yeah, because of being a sawmill [inaudible], they'd run one shift eh, but if 
[inaudible], they'd run a separate shift. Once people found that there's work there, 
they'd come running to you and they'd work for 3 or 4 months and live in a 
bunkhouse or whatever and once the work run out, they'd move on. 

James: So families like Tiani, they still live out there? 

Yeah, they still live out there. 

James: What are they doing out there, do you know? 

They're farming. They pretty much own most of this now. 

James: What type of farm? 

Cattle. They used to be [inaudible??]. I wouldn't be surprised if it's just hay now. 

Sandra: I did see some cattle but not a lot. 

It's pretty run down now. Like I said, I drove by there about a month, a month and 
a half, ago and it's pretty run down. 

Sandra: So can you think of anything else you'd like to tell us about it? Some 
of the things that are interesting to hear about are social activities that you 
did, school of course, employment but I guess you were never employed 
there ... 
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My father used to play quite a bit of hockey and there used to be an old skating 
rink out in Willow River where you used to go and play there. 

Sandra: Was it an indoor rink? 

No, outdoor. So hockey was very popular back then. 

James: So was there a Giscome team then? 

Yeah, there used to be a Giscome team. Giscome and Willow River used to 
compete against each other quite a bit. Once the population in Giscome dwindled, 
then there was no more competition. 

James: Did any of the other towns along the line participate at all? 

Not too much. It was pretty much Giscome and Willow River. I don't know what 
happened further down the road, Aleza Lake and Upper Fraser and stuff like that, 
but I think there used to be a sawmill in Aleza Lake. I'm not too sure. 

Sandra: I think so. 

I think there was a pocket mill. 

Sandra: And Sinclair Mills. 

Bob Harkins would probably ... 

Sandra: Apparently he has been spoken to and he has provided quite a bit of 
information as well. And Roy West has also taken quite a few photographs 
that he's loaned to the project as well. 

There's some people still living out in the [inaudible??] creek, Dome Creek area, 
and that area that's been there forever and a day. I think it's the Humphreys. 

Sandra: I should ask you to write those down. Any names of people that ... 
because that's the other thing we're looking for is contacts. And you say the 
Humphreys are in Dome Creek? 

Yeah, Dome Creek area. 

James: So do you still go out that way occasionally? 

Not too much, not too much anymore. 
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James: Just to go back for a nice drive or ... 

Yup. 

Sandra: So you said, James, that you went out for a drive out that way? 

James: Yeah. I went down to Longworth. 

Actually you should talk to Tak Takada. I think he works at Lakeland still. And 
he was one of those kids that went to school in town. He would have caught some 
of the heydays. 

Sandra: Oh? Tak Takada. And he's ... how old would you think he is? 

55, 60, somewhere around there. 

Sandra: Now he wouldn't be working with the mill shut down, would he? 
This might be a good time to catch him. 

At Lakelands, could be. 

Sandra: Yeah, Lakeland Mill burned down. 

Well not really, just the building .... They just had a little fire in the planer mill. 

Sandra: Oh, I thought quite a few people were laid off. 

Yeah, I know quite a few people were laid off but I would think they should be up 
and running by now because the building's still standing. So I would so they 
would only put down for a couple of weeks. 

Sandra: And you think your Mom wouldn't mind being interviewed? 

Yup. I'd ask her. 

Sandra: I just find it so interesting that these young women who come from a 
foreign country, they don't speak the language, it must have been such a 
hardship. 

Yeah, but there was other Japanese people that she can talk to and learn how to 
get things done and all that but I know, talking to her, she didn't really like it 
because she was out there for 23 years, 24 years. 
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James: So when your Dad moved back to Giscome, when was that? 

He left for a year or so eh. 

James: And then your mother finally came in ... 

In '56. 

James: So quite awhile they were apart then. 

Well she couldn't come over because he had to get his citizenship. 

James: That's a long time. 

Sandra: One lady I spoke to is Italian and she was the only Italian woman in 
Giscome, and I expected her to say that it was difficult and hard. She said, 
no, it was wonderful because the other women were so kind to her and they 
made all kinds of efforts to include her in whatever was going on and teach 
her English. But I think there must have been hardships for her. To leave 
your family behind and know that there's a good chance you won't see them 
again. Did your mother ever get back to Japan? 

Yup. She did. I sent her back in '88 during [inaudible??]. I said you've got to get 
back. [comment inaudible]. Mom and Dad went back and the comments they said 
was, they don't want to live there anymore. Because the Canadian life is very 
different from back in Japan where everything is on the edge and all that. They 
said Canadian life is way better because everybody's laid back. 

Sandra: So how long do you think it took her, and your Dad, to adjust to get 
to so they felt at home here? 

Well my Dad was here in '33 so he was already accustomed to Canadian life and I 
would say ... I don't know, I can't speak for them but I would say it's ... well 
where my mom came from, they had electrical power, they had everything, right? 
It was modem day 1954-55 right? Whatever was in North America, everything 
[??] movies, it was all there and it's like for us to be taken and sent up to Resolute 
Bay. 

Sandra: In a primitive lifestyle. 

Yeah, a primitive lifestyle where you're scraping to survive. You're working off 
of oil lamps, right?, kerosene lamps, lanterns, a wood stove. Everything was wood 
heat and you've never been working off .... The food itself would have been ... 
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you didn't have a refrigerator right, so you had to be working everything out of 
canned products or dry goods. Or even ourselves, like tomorrow, if there was no 
more electrical power. 

Sandra: It would be a major adjustment. 

Everything in this room won't work. You won't have a refrigerator. Your 
dishwasher won't work. Your ... there'd be no water coming out of the taps 
because in the background there's electrical power because somewhere along the 
line there's an electrical pump. So you'd be doing everything by hand, a hand 
pump, and in order to get a water well, you'd have to dig it by hand. So there was 
a lot of hardship back then. 

Sandra: Yeah, a big adjustment. 

James: So what do you thing made your Mom and Dad go through it all 
then? Why do you think they went through it all to do that? 

Well there was steady employment, right. There was employment most of the year 
round. It was a good place to work. If you wanted ... if you have a steady job 
you're not going to move because if you have a family you're not going to start 
moving the family around, hoping to find work. 

Sandra: No, it wasn't as if you could go on the internet and find out where 
the next job is. Well Kenny, I think you have had a good interview. Is there 
anything else you can think of maybe or if you have any other names of 
people that you might ... 

Well definitely talk to the Tiani's because they pretty much own all of this now. 
You should talk to the Antonazi's. There's Kathy Antonazi. 

Sandra: Would she live here in Prince George? 

Yup. She'd live in town now. 

Sandra: Does she go by that name? 

I think she does. 

James: Her mom is still .. 

Yup. 

Interview #50 Ken Sasaki May 30, 2000 24 



Sandra: Can you think of any other questions James? 

James: No, not really. Not off the top of my head. 

End of interview. 

Transcribed by: Regine Halseth Date: December 28, 2000 
Corrected by: Date: 

Interview #50 Ken Sasaki May 30, 2000 25 


