
Interview #55 Buster Brown June 8, 2000 

Rhys: Hello. It's June 81h. This is Rhys Pugh and Laura Ryser and we're 
interviewing Buster Brown. So where were you born? 

I'm from Saskatchewan. 

Rhys: Whereabouts in Saskatchewan? 

Meadow IAke. I don't suppose you'll find it on the map. I was born in 1915, June 
2I51 which means I'll be 85 inside a week. 

Rhys: Oh, your birthday's coming up. Well happy birthday. So when did you 
first come to the Upper Fraser region? 

We came in 1924. My folks brought us here to go to school. 

Rhys: Why did your folks bring come here? 

The Giscome Mills were owned by Whitten Brothers from Big River where we 
lived. They were dismantling it in Big River and they ... part of the machinery and 
part of the crew came to Giscome, another part went to Churchill, Manitoba. 
That's the history of Whinton Brothers' (Le Pas) participation in British 
Columbia. 

Rhys: And Manitoba. 

And Manitoba. They came with the idea of doing an ice road [inaudible??] and 
sleigh trains, that was 1924. It was raining on Christmas day and that put an end to 
the ice roads. I can still see the Big Goose, which was the name they gave for the 
ice to make the tracks for the sleighs. So they tum around and they rented steel 
from the Canadian National, 60 lb. steel, and they put a locomotive on. And they 
had flatcars and they hauled their logs from the woods with the train, any of the 
timber which wasn't within sleighing distance to Eaglet IAke. 

Rhys: So that was their own railway? It wasn't owned by CN? 

Oh yeah, it was their own railway. [inaudible to background drumming noise]. 
They had pret near 4 miles of track. As a boy, I can remember going up and down 
the railroad track. It wasn't on the Canadian National. 

Rhys: And so they still had tracks then? 
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Yeah. When Harold Mann came to Giscome Sawmills, he put in trucking. They 
went to trucking logs with gas trucks. Three ton trucks with ten ton trailers. So of 
course most of the road was taken up. 

Rhys: What time about do you think hey switched from using the railroad to 
the logging trucks? 

That's a question I can't be positive with. It came in ... was it 1938? Something 
like that. I couldn' be positive of that. 

Rhys: Was it just before the war then? 

Yeah. The mills were ... now which war were you talking about? 

Rhys: The second world war. 

Yeah. I can give you some of the history of the first world war for that matter. 

Rhys: Could you remember that? 

My mother and father were here to pass it on. There was logging taking place in 
northwest Saskatchewan when the first world war broke out. 

Rhys: You mentioned the logging railroad. Do you remember what kind of 
engine they used on it? 

It was what they called the Number I. Now what size it was I do not know, but it 
was a small version of the present 2600's. I think it was a 1400 they called. 

Rhys: What was the model name? Was it a Shay or a Pacific? 

I can't remember. 

Rhys: What did your parents do out ... you mentioned your Dad. I guess your 
Dad worked in the mill eh? 

Yeah. When he came to British Columbia, when he came to Giscome, he went 
into working in the mill. He started out as a flunkie at the camp and then when the 
camps closed down, he went in as a molder at the planer. So that's ... there ain't 
molding anymore. It's all plastic. 

Rhys: They still have molding though, baseboards and that. 
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Yeah. 

Rhys: Did your Mom work for the mill? What was your Mom's job? 

Mother was a housekeeper. Mother kept us kids from getting into mischief. 

Rhys: Did you have a big garden? 

Yes. We used to have a big garden. 

Rhys: Any livestock? 

Chickens. Oh, when we came, we brought two goats with us and that was ... 

Rhys: You brought the goats on the train? 

Yeah, we brought the goats crated on the baggage coach. 

Rhys: Oh really? I'd like to try that some time. 

You had to bring crates. 

Rhys: Oh, in a crate. 

That was the way in those days unless it was freight haul. It was baggage coach 
you had. 

Rhys: So when you first came to Giscome, what kind of people were living 
here. Was it mostly families or unmarried men? 

Oh yes, all kinds. A Few unmarried men in the camps but Giscome itself had all 
married families. The Norwegians and the Swedes came as gyptos. 

Rhys: Gyptos? 

Do you know what a Gypto is? 

Laura and Rhys: No. 

He was mostly a contractor. He formed a crew of most times five. There was a 
teamster and bucker and all the falling was done by cross-cutting in those days, 
cross-cut saws. And a crew pulled the logs from the stump to the siding of the 
river. 

Interview #55 Buster Brown June 8, 2000 3 



Rhys: Oh, okay. So it was sort of a team. One gypto was like a logging crew. 

Yeah. And the French that came in were mostly teamsters. 

Rhys: You mean they drove horses, right? 

Drove horses. The barn at camp 3, which is up on the hill back a little, held over 
300 horses. 

Rhys: How did they feed them all? 

That's a story by itself. Maybe we want to talk about that. Hay was shipped in in 
the woods. The fellow that took care of the barn, the barn boss and his helpers ... 
there was one fellow there that saved all the haywire and sent it back to his home. 
Most of the horses in this part of the country came from southern Alberta. What's 
the name ... I'm sorry, that escapes me. Somebody else may be able to help you on 
that one. 

Rhys: So it was mostly married people. Did the married people mostly stay in 
Giscome or did they move around a lot? Were people often moving out of 
town to another mill or something? 

Oh yeah, there was some of that but not too much. But you must remember that 
the only transportation was the railroad then, unless you owned a saddle horse. 
There was no road from here to Prince George except saddle horse. No pavement. 
And when they did finally get the roads punched through for motor vehicles, if a 
truck passed you you, had to wait until the dust settled. 

Rhys: So you could actually see something. And so you didn't have to grit 
your teeth for the next mile. 

There's that little idea [inaudible due to drumming sound] and when they did 
bring trucks and cars in, it became a universal idea. And we had a road from here 
to Giscome, most of it was planked. Planks laid so you could get over the mud 
holes and what have you. 

Rhys: It must have gotten bad in the spring even so, with frost heaves and 
stuff. 

Frost heaves, yeah. There was this frost heave right at the crossing between here 
and Giscome and we shoved a pole down 10 feet before it stopped going down in 
the frost heave. 
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Rhys: It must be partially swamp or something to do that, right? 

A little [inaudible??], yeah. 

Rhys: So when you were growing up, as a kid, what do you remember doing 
for fun? What was your entertainment? 

We played what you would call floor hockey now. We'd get out on the road with 
an empty milk can and everybody [inaudible??] a club and we formed teams and 
·put up a goal just like you have now and see who would get that can to the other 
goal without breaking somebody's ankle. 

Rhys: You must have heard hockey games· on the radio though, right? 

Hockey games on the radio? 

Rhys: Didn't you? 

No. It must have been 1945 before we ever heard of a radio. 

Rhys: Really? I'm surprised. I thought it was more wide spread than that. 

The first radio I heard was in Moosejaw when we came out here in 1924. It was at 
my uncle's place just out of Moosejaw and we sat around the table with a rig just 
like a distributor cap. And every fellow had earphones in and he was plugged into 
that and we were picking up a station 3 miles away. If you want to really get your 
interview in, you should read up on the history of installing the trans-Atlantic 
cable. 

Rhys: I have heard about that before. 

So you can see. Now you just pick up the phone, [makes some noise indicating 
pushing of telephone buttons] ... we've got one in the bedroom there, a wireless 
telephone. You can go anywhere with it. And you carry one in your pocket. But 
then if you wanted to get news from the Americans to Europe, it's [inaudible??]. 
It broke the first time off [inaudible??] banks and they picked it up [inaudible??]. 
Now that's obsolete. 

Rhys: Yeah. It's weird to think you didn't have radio until ... 

The first radios that came in were ones with ... we had no electricity. We ran them 
on batteries. I think there was 3 C's and 2 B's and an A battery to power your 
radio. 
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Rhys: What's a B and an A? I've never heard of those ones. I've never heard 
of a B or an A because I know they have double A's but not A's and they 
don't have B's. 

Your A is equivalent to your car battery. 

Rhys: Oh, so it's a big battery. 

Yeah. No, I'm getting that wrong. Yeah, that's right. 

Rhys: So what did your parents do for fun when you were growing up, for 
entertainment? 

Cut wood and ... 

Rhys: No, no, entertainment 

Play crib, play cards. There was country dances. There was always ... at Willow, 
there was always a Sunday church service including Sunday School. And oh, there 
was silent movies. 

Rhys: You had a movie place here? 

No, no but you could rent a projector and a film. Giscome had a hall, a dance hall, 
we could go into the hall and set up this projector. And the forestry had a program 
on. They came once a year and they had a railroad coach rigged up as a ... 

Rhys: As a cinema? 

Yeah. And they put films on and you never had to pay for that one. 

Rhys: That's good. 

Mind you, it was supposed to be educational entertainment. 

Rhys: Were the films any good? 

Well, yes they were to a point. It's pretty hard to remember back that far on that 
one. That's a little bit of a ... it was enjoyable because you only got to see it once a 
year and it was the only entertainment in that ways that you could get anyway. 

Rhys: I guess so. 
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It's like if something special comes to Prince, well you're all going to see it 
whether it's any good or not, right? 

Rhys: That's a good point. 

And we had heroes in those days. Babe Ruth. 

Rhys: But how did you know about Babe Ruth if you didn't have the radio? 
Was it just newspapers? 

Newspapers yeah. And we did have radio as I say. It was just in its infancy, the 
radio. And morse code was probably the original grandpa there, grandfather of 
communications, you know. 

Rhys: Yeah, with the telegraph too. Was there a tavern or a bar in Giscome? 

Maybe there was. I don't know for sure. 

Rhys: Did your parents go there or did they know of anybody else? 

Well, you had ... a long time has gone by. Harold Mann, Roy Spurr, McFee and 
then there's all the woods crew, all the boys are gone. I'm about the only one 
that's left and I'm not really much good to you. 

Rhys: Yeah, yeah. I'm sort of curious about this though. Were there 
bootleggers in Giscome? Tell me some stories about that. 

[laughter here J Yes, there was lots of bootleggers. That's what they were. Well 
these weren't bootleggers. These were private enterprises, making moonshine or 
whiskey, whatever you like to call it. And about every ... well they pret near 
overlapped on each other too and sometimes what they made was pretty strong 
stuff. It was about 1935, there was a girl of the age of 8 ... or was it Newlands, I'm 
not sure. Anyhow, they gang raped her and a constable came out. He rounded 
them all up. It was still [inaudible??] and manufacture, whiskey manufacture 
straightened it out. And what became of it, I don't know but I know the basement 
... we know were all these are but as long as they behaved themselves you know, 
and don't cause trouble. But when they mistreated that girl, well of course we had 
to investigate. It was about 1942, I can't be positive on the dates, that a couple of 
children at Newlands got poisoned on wild mushrooms and the weigh freight 
came out and they dropped their train at New lands and they took the engine and 
took those two children back to the Prince George hospital. So that's the nearest 
we had to ambulance service in those days. 
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Rhys: Was the weigh freight yeah. So did you have a doctor or a nurse in 
town? 

Yes, there were doctors in Prince George at that time. 

Rhys: Oh in Prince George yeah but how about in Giscome? 

At one time there was a doctor in Giscome. Dr. Steel was a doctor in Giscome. 
He used to manage your cuts and bruises, deliver a few babies. Outside of that he 
wasn't too ... you must remember we're looking back 50 plus years. 

,. 

Rhys: So it must be hard to remember. 

And of course the horse is a thing of the past, as far as logging, as far as 
transportation. At one time, all the power was horses. 

Rhys: How long did you stay in Giscome? 

We never did stay in Giscome. I lived in Willow River all the time. My father 
commuted back and forth [walked]. 

Rhys: I didn't realize that. 

By walking to work. 

Rhys: I'm glad you mentioned that. 

I went to school there. My wife [inaudible??], she went to school there. We grew 
up together, married here. 

Rhys: That's kind of romantic. 

We were 62 years married now. 

Rhys: Did you get a thing from the Queen for your 60th anniversary? 

No, I don't think so. I don't think usually got a [inaudible??] thing like that, but 
we will ... when we reach 100, we'll get a plaque from the Prime Minister ... 

Rhys: I thought the Prime Minister was SO years, Governor General was 55, 
and the Queen was 60. 

Could be. 
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Rhys: I don't know, maybe you have to apply for it or something. 

Are you getting anything that's any value to you? 

Rhys: Oh no, this is all really good. Is this alright Laura? 

Laura: Yes, yes. 

Rhys: Is there anything else there? 

Laura: No. I'm here as an innocent bystander. 

The innocent bystander. You're on my side as much as his side. A referree. 

Rhys: Are there any stories about bootleggers or anything else that you 
might have? Do you have any other interesting things you could say about 
them? 

No, I don't think I better go in to deep into that. [comment inaudible]. Oh, you 
want a story about bootleggers. Well my cousin, he was assistant to the 
storekeeper at Giscome. That was what you call the general store. And there was 
one fellow came in to the store, he bought a bag of wheat and a gallon of 
molasses, put them on his saddle horse and went back home. So you can just 
guess what they were used for, what that produce was for. Being as he didn't have 
any chickens or any lifestock to feed the wheat to. That was the foundation to 
making ... 

Rhys: That's right. You sort of get suspicious. Like when people go into 
home hardware and buy ether or something like that, or lyesol. 

So if you want a story on bootlegging, that's one for you. 

Rhys: Okay. 

My father filled in as a night watchman one time at Giscome. A night watchman, 
he had to carry the clock and it was set up so that every time he came to a certain 
place, he took the key that was hanging there, but to change the clock and keep the 
time, he punched that clock in. And one night he caught a fellow going out of the 
planer, Giscome planer, with a fire bucket - which was a [inaudible??] in the shed 
where they took the hoses, you know, to grab the [inaudible??]. But the fire 
bucket was made with a handle underneath as well as a handle on top and Dad 
said to him, "where are you going with the fire bucket?" "Oh Jack", he said ... that 
was my father's name. "Oh Jack", he says, "this makes the best stile and they 
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can't find to track it down". He says, "you fill the pail with ice and you put your 
mix underneath on another pail, and ... " he says, "the vapour goes up and 
condenses on the ice bucket and you catch the real stuff'. That's all I'm going to 
tell about that. 

Rhys: That's interesting. I'm going to try that at home then. 

For experiments. 

Rhys: That's right. For the science. You mentioned there were Scandinavians 
and French people. Were there any other nationalities that were in the area? 

Well, when the second world war broke out, they brought all the Japanese from 
the coast to the interior and we got several of them into Giscome and they were 
absorbed into the workforce, if that's the way to say it. And I worked on the lake 
there in Giscome and one of my crew was a Japanese that was brought in. He was 
a watchmaker from the coast and he came up ... he was brought up, and he was 
absorbed into the~orkforce there and he worked with me on the pond in 
Giscome. He was a good worker. He weighed about 100 lbs. but he could walk a 
log just like a squirrel, if you mind my saying. He was a good worker. Of course 
there was no such a thing as a racial discrimination in the workforce. If a man 
done his job, he was respected. When I got to be boom boss, foreman, he was still 
on there and every once in awhile, especially come Monday, I'd have to fill in a 
little bit for him because he was suffering a weekend hangover. The problem was 
the longer he stayed, the drunker he got. It wasn't until some time later in the 
course of employment that I learned that his thermos was filled with not coffee 
but .... But no matter how drunk he was, he could ride a log. And then after the 
second world war, a lot of Portuguese migrated to the west and of course they 
would enter ... well, learn a trade and were accepted. 

Rhys: Any East Indians? 

Yeah, lots of them. We've still got them here. 

Rhys: When did they come in as a group? 

After the second world war. The first ... during the first world war, they were 
almost all Europeans, outside of the Chinese. The Chinese came to build our 
railroads. A lot of Chinese were used in the construction of the Panama Canal. 

Rhys: I didn't know that. 

There were more lives lost building the Panama Canal than the two world wars. 

Interview #55 Buster Brown June 8, 2000 10 



Rhys: Really? That's really, really interesting. 

Malaria. 

Rhys: Oh okay, that makes sense. I thought it was the US Army corps of 
engineers that built it. So they just hired Chinese labourers separately? 

That's it. They tried to build the Panama Canal ... this don't fit our conversation at 
all. 

Rhys: That's alright. I'm curious though. 

They tried to build the Panama Canal without putting any locks in it. It proved an 
impossibility because when they dug down deep enough for to get the ocean 
water, they were too far ... the hills would keep coming down. And malaria, 
mosquito malaria, killed so many that they even laid off altogether the 
construction of it until ... like you said, the American engineers got to ... the 
Americans got control of the Panama ... the isthmus of Panama, and then they 
took over. But there is locks in it, and the ocean on the ... 

[brief interruption in interview] 

Rhys: You can understand how it wouldn't be world wide if people didn't 
have contact with each other. Like you mentioned no radio. 

But we would read the magazines, the Free Press and the Family Herald were 
the only communications, you know, for facts. And sometimes their facts were a 
few weeks late. 

Rhys: That tape recorder is screwed up there. that's what we have a back up 
tape recorder for. 

I out talked it ... or did you out-talk it? 

Rhys: Maybe. I don't know. I've been talking a lot. Do you remember any 
strikes or any problems with organized labour in the Giscome mill? 

Yeah. I don't remember exactly well. You have to remember the first idea of 
strike, it was not very successful. The strike was for higher pay of course, and the 
local storekeeper raised the price quicker than they raised the pay ... raised the 
price [based??] to the men's pay cheques. So that's how much good it did. 

Rhys: Was it a company store? 
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Not necessarily no. 

Rhys: What was it like during the Great Depression around here? How did 
things change? Were people laid off? 

Oh yes. There was unemployment. There was a welfare [inaudible??] institution 
that two sisters set up. People got $7 a month for family maintenance and they ... 
the government did put up a relief camp at Penny for single men. 

Rhys: How about if you were married? Would there be a relief camp for 
you? 

No, you'd be in your home. If you were [married??], you got $7 a month to 
maintain a family on. 

Rhys:Wasthatenough? 

[laughter] good question. Well it encouraged people to ... 

Rhys: Bootleg? 

Yeah. I was riding the [crummy??] at Newlands when I went to work for Eaglet 
Lake Sawmills. A newcomer climbed onto the crummy and he was riding down 
from the camp to where the work was. He said to Happy Brentnall, which is ... 
his son is already retired now so you know it's a few years back. He says, 
"where's the rabbits?" and Habby says, "oh there's no rabbits left". We ate them 
all during the depression. And he and his brother went to Prince and asked for 
help, family help, and they said, "well here's a rifle and here's a box of shells. Go 
get yourself a moose if you want one". And that's the way we got by. Now my 
folks, even after I was married and [inaudible??], we kept chickens and rabbits. 
And most families had a family cow and every year there was a calf to butcher, 
and there was a lot of moose and deer shot, most legally and illegally. And as I 
say, if there ... the game warden here, if the meat was utilized, there was nothing 
said. It was when somebody started to hoard meat or kill and waste, then they'd 
do something. 

Rhys: How about that relief camp in Penny? What did people think about 
that? What did you hear about it? What do you know about it? 

I don't know very much, to be honest. I do know that one fellow, when he sat 
down at the table, he said "pass the bacon". He said "I've had enough moose meat 
to do me for awhile". That's one of the stories that came out of the ... as far as I 
know it was a relief camp but they were expected to do a certain amount of work. 
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And the same with the Japanese when they came. They put them into logging 
camps or whatever, but they gave them employment and they paid them a partial 
.. . you know, the big crime of Canada over that was that they give them back their 
equipment that they were confiscating when they left the coast. That fellow that 
came in, he was a watchmaker. He worked with me. And he didn't go back 
because he couldn't find where ... 

Rhys: Yeah, where everything was . 

... everything was, all his equipment. Shop and everything was all dismantled. That 
applied to many of them. They weren't ... the Canadian government didn't 
reimburse them for their losses. 

Rhys: How about native people? Were there any around here? Did you ever 
see them? 

Oh yes. Good people. Fine characters, willing to do a day's work. But the system 
we've got now is -altogether different. Do you want me to tell you why? 

Rhys: Yeah, for sure. 

One of the big mistakes our government has made was to open their fisheries up 
commercially. Now in 1938, when we went to the coast for our honeymoon, all 
along the north Thompson and the lower Fraser Valley there, the Indians had their 
smoke racks hanging up and the family was playing and they were all happy. And 
they were getting fish for their own use. Now they've opened up to the 
commercial, well they just sell it and drink the proceeds and they have no 
initiative to work for ... you know. In 1925 the government built every one of the 
natives in Shelley that needed a home, built them a home on the reserve. Nice 
little homes. They weren't big homes and they didn't teach them how to take care 
of their homes. Inside of three years, they'd take the siding off the houses and they 
used them for ... and they used to build their fire and cook their meals outside and 
the cookstove facilities in the [inaudible??], you know what I mean. Trying to 
move them from one society ... that's not the right word. What's the word I want? 
Anyway, from the native society into the white man's ideas. It don't work. But we 
mustn't go into politics here. 

Rhys: Well this is your interview so you can say what you want? 

So I can take the blame. 

Rhys: Well, you know. Well when we're doing the transcript later on, if you 
don't like it you can cross it all out. 
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Oh cross it all out eh. Well here, give me the pen. 

Rhys: No, no, no. Just wait until they've typed it first. What kind of housing 
was there in Willow River when you lived here? Did people mostly live in 
their own houses or ... 

Yup. 

Rhys: A bunkhouse maybe? 

No, no. Individual homes. We heated with wood and we lit with ... some are 
coal/oil lamps. I've got one up there. And then when the Aladdin came in, 
everybody went for the Aladdin. And then when you ... 

Rhys: Aladdin? What was that? 

It was a patent of coal/oil burning light. It had an air flute right through the middle 
so that it got air ofl all the wick. And it had a long wick in and over that was held a 
mantle, a regular mantle. And it throwed out a white light whereas a coal/oil lamp, 
it throws out a yellow light. 

Rhys: So it's brighter? 

Yeah, it burned brighter and it burned without a lot of smoke, carbon. Coal/oil 
bums, it kind of smokes up. 

Rhys: Did it still burn kerosene though? Or what did the Aladdin use? 

The Aladdin would bum kerosene. And then we got Coleman gas lights. You still 
had the Coleman manufacture. 

Rhys: That's right. So they burned white gas then? 

Yeah, white gas. And that was the only gas bill we ever got, 50 cents a gallon 
white gas. 

Rhys: That's not too bad. 

That's not too bad when you're paying ... what? 

Rhys: I think it's 67.9 cents. 

69.9, that just hogwash. That's one fifth of a gallon. 
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Rhys: In Montreal it's 89.9 or something. 

Now if you apply that by 5, you get the price of a gallon. 

Rhys: I see what you mean yeah. 

Sure, it's a manufacturers trick that your paying 69 cents and the old fellow looks 
over and he says, "69 cents a gallon. Well that's not too bad", but then when he 
goes to pump it and he gets 69 cents for less than a quart ... 

Rhys: That's the advantage to the oil companies. 

So it makes your brain ... if you're not really on your ball, you get lost in the wash. 

Rhys: It just sounds better, yeah. Exactly. 

Every family had their own wash machine and when the war was over, we were 
able to get gasoline washers, power washers. Otherwise you washed on the scrub 
board and a little square tub. 

Rhys: Did you ever get stuck in the wringer or anything? 

No, but there was some that did. It was possible to get stuck in the wringer. You 
turned it by hand. 

Rhys: Oh it was by hand? Oh I see. 

One year after we were married, we grew a big crop of peas and we wanted a 
shortcut to shell peas so we put them through the wringer. It worked. You just 
spread the pods into the wringer, kept turning the handle and it worked so your 
wash machine got food ... 

Rhys: Well it turned green too I guess. 

Yeah, filled up with peas. You want anymore improvises with [inaudible??]? 

Rhys: Definitely, go ahead. 

I can't think of any. You'll have to ask the question and give me a starter. 

Rhys: So people in Willow River, did they own their houses or rent them? 

Most of them were all owned [inaudible??]. 
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Rhys: Could you get a mortgage back then? 

I suppose you could have. I don't know. People were more dependent on 
themselves in those days. 

Rhys: So you'd save up your money in a mattress or something? 

Yeah. 

Rhys: What did you like most about growing up in Willow River? 

You had a good time. You didn't have to have a fishing license in those days to go 
fishing. You could leave school at 3:00 in the afternoon [inaudible??] walk a mile 
and a half, two miles to the creek, catch [inaudible??] trout, come back before 
dark. You didn't worry about a fishing license. There was lots of fish. At one 
time, the [inaudible??] was a creek was so full of salmon in early August in 
running time that you couldn't see the bottom of the river. And nowadays you 
don't even hear about the salmon, you know, the fish [inaudible??] so bad. They 
catch them all down at Hell's Gate down there in the Fraser Valley. And now 
they're starting to scream, "repopulate" but they pret near waited to long. 

Rhys: What were the most negative aspects of growing up here in Willow 
River? 

Well when the depression was on, all the young teenagers growing up, there was 
always a concern "was there going to be something for me to do". I was fortunate 
that ... well I and my brother went hacking ties before I was 18. We hacked ties for 
... and then when the spring time came, he took the team and went to work 
[inaudible??]. And I went to work on the section, maintaining the survey 
department. So I was very fortunate in getting a job. [Employment was??] 
scattered employment. One boy went to Wells. He worked in the mine which went 
broke eventually. One boy went to work for ... dam ... Quesnel sawmill there. It 
was scattered. 

Rhys: These were your brothers, right? 

No. Just pals. My brother, he went to Dome Creek and worked in the sawmill 
after we got through here. 

Rhys: And your sister, didn't she become a housekeeper or something? 

Yeah, housewife and housekeeper. 
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Rhys: Housekeeper and then housewife right? 

She used to serve meals ... 

[end of side one] 
I 
Rhys: So you worked for the CN then? 

Yeah. 

Rhys: How long did you work for the CN? 

I worked into the second world war. 

Rhys: That would be '40-'41? 

Yup, '41. And we were getting 8 or 10 years, I'm not sure now. And then I went 
to portable sawmtlls and [inaudible due to background drumming sound]. When I 
finally landed up in Eaglet Lake sawmills. I worked there as a sawyer for the 
portable, [inaudible] and then we went from there, I went to operate the donkeys 
on the [inaudible??]. 

Rhys: Donkey? 

Donkey - two 120's. It's a drum machine, you know what I mean by a drum 
machine? 

Rhys: I think so. Like a winch? 

A winch, that's the idea. It's a double winch. One is putting through the line so 
that one drum pulls the rating back and the other one pulls the load up. We 
decked. Oh! you should get a hold of the Giscome sawmills film. You can apply 
to it from the Giscome school and run it through your projector, and it will give 
you an insight on logging. They follow the log from a stump right through to my 
grandson is signalling the train to pull the boxcar out. 

Rhys: Really? 

Yeah. 

Rhys: Neat, okay. Watching the whole process. 

Watching the whole process. The only sad part is it's a silent film, you know what 
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I mean. When you listen to it, you'll miss that back music or whatever. That'll 
give you something. That'll give you some insight. 

Rhys: So that's at the Giscome school then? 

Yup. I'm sure you can get it from the secretary at the Giscome School. 

Rhys: Sure. It's probably in their library or something. 

And you can probably put it through at your class at school so everybody can get 
the benefit of it. 

Rhys: That's neat. I'll check that out then. 

That was logging during the '40s, '50s. I don't know what else I can tell you. 

Rhys: Are there any people you think that we should interview for this 
project? 

That would give you any insight? 

Rhys: Yeah. 

What's the title of your interview? 

Rhys: It's the Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project. So we're just 
looking at how places like Willow River and Giscome have changed over time 
and why people came in and why people left. 

I was thinking about the [inaudible??] at Giscome. When these sawmills began to 
be more mechanized, the crews weren't as big and the machine took over. [A lot 
of them??] went into agriculture. That's where I [inaudible??] being here raising 
cattle. I and my wife used to sell 40 quarts of milk a day at Giscome. Do it every 
night and every morning in glass bottles. And regulations, it got so the regulations 
- it was too much. That's why I shifted from dairy to beef. And of course you 
can't sell raw milk anymore. 

Rhys: Yeah, it has to be pasteurized. 

Yeah, which would kill most of the babies, pasteurizing milk. 

Rhys: What do you mean by that? 
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The reason we have so much sickness now is because your individual immune 
system has not got a chance to build up immunity to the diseases that go around. 
When the white man came to America, small pox came with him. The natives, 
especially in the North, were so lacking in immunity that nearly 30% of them died 
of small pox. Sometimes a whole village was wiped out and Eskimo and northern 
Indians were just died out. There wasn't anybody left to bury those that were dead. 
There was no immunity. That's just an illustration of poor immunity. And going 
back to Panama Canal, it wasn't until they discovered how to control the mosquito 

Rhys: The malaria. 

Malaria, that they were able to put it through. 

Rhys: So how do you think that relates to the pasteurized milk? Does that 
spread disease or no? What do you mean by that? 

No, it just knocks-down your immunity. 

Rhys: Oh, I see. 

W used to drink pasteurized milk [inaudible??] but if you're raised on it, your 
body gets immune to it, you know what I mean. You get the idea? 

Rhys: Yeah, I see what you mean. So you build up defenses against these 
things. 

It wasn't until 30 years ago that you heard about cancer everywhere - cancer, 
cancer, cancer. Sure people died. Maybe they did have cancer. Nobody knows. 

Rhys: People are living longer now than they ever have been. 

Oh yeah, that's true. That's because medical science is keeping them alive. 

Rhys: Yeah, that's true. Would you be able to draw for me a map of Willow 
River when you came here in like the early 30s or something. 

It lies east of the Stewey [inaudible??] Mill. It lies on the north side of the 
Canadian National. And it's bordered by the Willow River on the west and on the 
north and east, it's bordered by forest. But the original town of Willow River was 
laid out to be a divisional point for the Canadian National Railroad. And 
consequently, up on the hills here, for about 2 to 2 Y2 miles, it was all at one time 
surveyed out as lots when the promoters in New Yark had big buildings drawn 

Interview #55 Buster Brown June 8, 2000 19 



and real production, you know. But that description I gave you is Willow River 
now and it consists of about 4 city blocks with suburbs around it. But there's 
about 140 post office boxes in the post office down here. But that's from people ... 

Rhys: Driving in. 

Driving in there. 

Rhys: Do you think you could do it? Would you be able to draw a map from 
the early 30s, just putting in like where the railway goes and where a church 
was, a store was, that sort of thing. 

The railroad had a hospital at what they called Hospital Creek. 

Rhys: I've heard that. 

Where their employees could get some medical attention which wasn't very 
modem. A tent for a hospital. 

Rhys: A tent? So it wasn't actually a building? 

I don't think so but it may have been a [squared??] under a canvass. 

Rhys: Somebody mentioned that he used to fish ... he was much younger than 
you ... he used to fish on the foundations of the hospital out at Hospital Creek. 
Maybe it was just a square there. 

I'm not sure. There might still be a remnant of a building out there. Have you 
heard of Fred Burdent, Ernie Burdent? 

Rhys: I don't think so, no. 

He's the surveyor that laid most of this country and he ... Fred Burdent ... until 
very recently, they still had a surveying company in Prince. I don't know if 
anything else is any good to you. 

Rhys: Can you think of anything else? 

Laura: No. Thank you very much for your time today. 

Rhys: Thanks very much. 

No problem. [inaudible] I couldn't fence today. 
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Rhys: Like put up a fence? 

Fencing, yeah. There's approximately 4 miles of fencing on this piece of property. 

Rhys: Do you still have cows and everything? 

No, I just rent the pasture. I left my cows. Semi-retired. 

Rhys: But keeping busy. 

The logging has changed a lot of course. There are no more horses in the woods, 
consequently there's no teamsters. There's no [inaudible??] hauls but you do get a 
hold of that. 

Rhys: Yes, I'll get a hold of that. I'll ask my Dad about that. 

I've got your name and number. 

Laura: Good. 

If I can find a homecoming, it might give you some pictures to look at. 

Laura: That would be great. 

Rhys: We have the thing from your last homecoming, the Willow River 
Memories or something, an orange book. 

You've already got that one? 

Rhys: Yup, we've already got that one. 

Well that's the one I'm referring to. 

Rhys: Yeah, I got that ... I think it was from your sister. No, it's from Carl 
Strom I got it from. 

From Carl? 

Rhys: Yeah, and photocopied it. Strom. 

Oh, oh yeah. I get you now. Well there's probably a few more things that might be 
interesting but I can't think of it now. 
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Rhys: Whatever. We'll be back with the transcript so if you have stuff then, 
you can do it then. Maybe you 'II think of new stuff. 

[comment inaudible] 

Rhys: You'll be fine. [comment inaudible] Well great. Thank you very much 
for the interview. 

[end of transcript] 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA 

William Buster Brown 
Box 25 
Willow River, B.C. 
VOJ 3CO October l 61

'\ 2002 

Subject: Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project Transcripts 

Dear Mr. Brown: 

We are pleased to enclose a copy of a transcript from your interview with the Upper Fraser Historical 
Geography Project. We apologize for the delay in getting this copy to you. There was a lack of 
funding that caused delays in the progress of this project. We appreciate your patience and we thank 
you again for your interest in this project. We have very much enjoyed meeting so many people with 
ties to communities along the upper Fraser River. It has been very interesting learning from the stories 
people have told us. We hope to stay working on the history of these communities for many years to 
come. 

If you have any questions, comments, or additional changes to this transcript, please do not hesitate to 
contact me at: (250) 960-5320 or by e-mail: halseth@unbc.ca. 

Greg Halseth, Associate Professor 
Geography Program 
University of Northern British Columbia 
3333 University Way 
Prince George, B.C. 
V2N 429 

Upper Fraser Historical Geography Website: http://web.unbc.ca/upperfraser 
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,1c telling of an important local history. It w:,s particularly interesting to hear your 
:crnmcnt req uirements for pasteurizing milk, and how this influenced your 

1,)\'C to c:111Jc farming. 
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CONSENT FORM 

The Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project is examining the history of the communities along 

the Upper Fraser river, and how they have changed over time, especially with changes in the forest 

industry. The purpose of this interview is to better understand how these transformations 

affected the everyday lives of people who lived and worked in these communities. 

NaineofParticipant: ,J/-d~~.,,, ~u ~&C 

,;/)J-J!~ ,1] • I/ /?_ ~ 
Place of interview: --"~=-----~ ...................... ~"-"-'--~-----1J-+-+PJ--+-l.t»v __ f -'--/A-_· _6!v.;:1-(./\,_/ .. 

Mailing Address of Participant ~ :;s kJd&u:J rR~ voJ-)C°o 

My participation in this research is voluntary. I may end my participation in the project at any time 

and withdraw my information from the project at any time. Within the research project, my 

participation may be acknowledged but not directly linked with specific information. 

Resulting from my participation in this community based research project whether they are audio, 

video, or photographic, and the resulting translations and/or transcriptions and/or images (e.g. 

maps, calendars, timelines, genealogies) will be used for the following research purposes: 

I. Scholarly and other Publications and/or Presentations about the Project 

2. Project Reports 

3. Poster(s), Web Page(s), and/or Display(s) 

Approval A: I understand that recordings, transcriptions and/or images may be used by other 

scholars and/or researchers interested in the history of the Upper Fraser River region. I give 
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June 15, 2000 Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project 
Interview Summary 

Buster (William) Brown 

Rhys Pugh 

I interviewed Buster Brown on June 81
\ 2000 in his home at Willow River. He can 

be reached at Box 25, Willow River, BC, VOJ 3CO. 

Laura Ryser sat in during the interview and made occasional remarks. The interview 

was comfortable throughout. Buster lives with his wife in a wood-heated cabin on a farm at 

Willow River. Both Laura and I were impressed with their very small black and white dog. 

There were no outside disruptions in the interview. I used two cassette recorders 

simultaneously, one of which was borrowed from EMS. I think there may have been 

something wrong with the tape recorder from EMS because the tape in it finished at least 

twenty minutes before the tape in our own recorder. 

Buster Brown was born in Meadow Lake, Saskatchewan in 1924. His family came 

out to Willow River in 1924 so his father could work at the tnill there. Buster tried different 

tnill jobs but eventually settled on dairy farming. After the government began requiring that 

all tnilk be pasteurised, Buster switched to beef farming. Buster can recall the 1935 gang 

rape of a woman by some bootleggers from Aleza Lake, but he prefers to remember many 

of the smaller details of his past. For example, he can remember cheering for Babe Ruth 

and poding peas with his Mom's ringer washer. He can also remember when the Aladdin 

Lamp revolutionised interior lighting by using a circular wick that allowed more oxygen to 

enter the flame 

Buster never directly suggested any interview candidates, although he did mention 

that Ernie Burden was the surveyor who laid out the proposed Willow River Settlement. He 

also suggested that we get hold of a silent film at the Giscome Elementary School that shows 

the building of a sawmill. Buster drew a one page map of Willow River as it now is. 

Both Laura and I enjoyed this interview quite a bit. Buster's house has a friendly 

campfire smell to it, and he seemed to enjoy our company, as well as our interest in his past. 

Although Buster no longer keeps cattle he seems to keep busy enough taking care of his 

farm. He is the brother of another person interviewed for this project, whose name is Ruth 

Cunningham. He is also a friend of Laura's uncle, both of whom were going to a farming 

convention in McBride on the weekend after we interviewed him. Buster is friendly and 

cordial person, who is thoughtful and well-read. 


