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Interview #46 Bob Beeson July 13, 2000 

James: I'm with Bob Beeson. My name is James Squissato. We're in 
Valemount, British Columbia. It is the 13th of July, 2000. What is the thing 
you remember most about living in Valemount? 

Over the years there's been so many things. I don't know. A big surprise the night 
I arrived. 

James: What was that? 

Well the train was held up at a snow slide this side of Jasper for 8 hours. I arrived 
here about 3:00 in the morning. I got off the train. All I could see was the station 
with the word Valemount on it. I couldn't see a thing. I thought "What did I come 
to?" And I looked around and I saw a building ... after the train pulled out ... I saw 
a building off to one side. I think the word was Valemount Hotel on it. It was a 
little old building. And the runners with [inaudible??] down the track hollering 
my name. They expected me but I was so late. So the next morning I began to 
investigate. I came here to set up sawmills for a fellow. 

James: What year was that? 

1948, April the tenth. 

James: So there was a lot of snow in April? 

Yeah, oh yeah. Back then there was a lot of snow. I would say the population ... I 
think there was 5 families and maybe twenty bachelors. 

James: So maybe around 50 people. 

They were making ties, taking out poles. It was all concentrated right around the 
station. It was a nice looking station, half as big as it is now with the museum. 
But no agent. It was just a store place for the section men. There was no agent 
then. But the next day, we talked it over among us, set a sawmill for a man name 
of William Olexiuk. He's gone, he left quite a name in the valley. 

James: William ... 

Olexiuk. His wife is still living in the senior's home. She's not very well. His 
daughter Eileen is with the Canadian Embassy in Athens, Greece. I went to stay 
with her last summer for a couple of weeks. Anyhow, we went to see about setting 
this sawmill up and right then, [inaudible??] northern town in Alberta, Spur.field, 
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which was the headquarters of the Canyon Creek sawmills at the time. That was 
where Canyon Creek sawmills originated. And I was a night sawyer in the mill at 
the time and he asked me "can you run small sawmills". I said "that's all I ever 
worked in in my day", you know. Well he says, "my wife and I have saved some 
money. If we were to buy a little mill would you set it up for us", and I says 
"where?" "Well in BC. I know a place". "What would you buy?" And so we're 
having supper way up in the north. He kept writing down. I says, "Oh I'd buy a 
little mill, just T120 by Chrysler Boulder, and a little Briggs and Stratton trimmer 
and that's all you need". "How long would it take you to set it?" "Oh", I says, "I 
have set one in two days". "What?". I says "yeah". Well I guess it's possible so he 
sends me a letter from the Athabasca, "I buy just like you say .... will you come 
and set it up?" Boom! So I arrived in Valemount. And ... you didn't stop at the 
salmon spawning grounds at George Hicks park around the back? 

James: No. 

That's right when you cross the stream coming into town, at Swift Creek. 

James: Okay. 

Well that's George Hicks park. Well there was no road there, nothing there, no 
bridge. And that was the timber. The timber spruce was like that and George 
Hicks owned it. And the trees were felled and put in the creek by one horse, 
multiple cables and pulleys, they took them in and they floated them down where I 
had the mill set and we pulled them out of the water on a jackladder up on the mill 
and sawed all summer. Ten hours a shift, wages for a worker were 85 cents an 
hour then. And we camped under a little tent under a big tree to start with until we 
got bunkhouses built. 

James: So after you set up you stayed on for a bit? 

I stayed there that time for about a year or two. And the big tree where we camped 
under, they hired a cook at one time and the cook came down there and the cook's 
name was Dave Henry. Well Dave Henry, as soon as he found out my name was 
Bob Beeson, "you wouldn't be related to somebody by the name of Ed Beeson?" I 
said "that's my father. He went through this valley in 1909". 

James: No Kidding? The Canoe valley? 

Yeah. Well he came up by canoe and pack horse up here and that, in the early 
years. Well this Dave Henry was one year younger than my father and he started 
blowing about how great a man my father was. When he was a young fellow, he 
was a physical well built child and he said, "you see this big tree we're sitting 
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under tonight by the cookhouse", he says, "your father and I spent nights sleeping 
under this tree. This is where we brought our boats. When we brought them down 
from Golden we built the boats, up the Canoe, we packed the boats over a trail 
and the trail went over to there, this height of land. We put the boats in the 
McClennan river ... it was called differently then and went to the Fraser and we 
had the other out". This was the dividing point of the men that wanted to go down 
the Columbia into the Fraser system. My father didn't go into the Fraser system 
but he helped these guys move boats. Now these boats were moved right past 
through my land here and the old trail, there's not much showing of it, it was the 
only trail used when I came here and it's called the Golden-Tete Jeune trail. And 
I never knew why it was called the Golden - Tete Jeune trail til I took this land 
and then I got an old map. The trail was here before the railroad was here, 
therefore when the railroad come they had to put a public crossing in and the 
public crossing is out beyond my [inaudible??] house. Then all this has been 
moved and changed, right across this one up on the far side of my quarter and then 
they wiped out the public crossing. I had to pay on it for a few years for what they 
called a private pedestrian crossing so my children could go across to the bus and 
catch the bus. Well anyway, that's a bit of the old history. But setting a sawmill, 
this Bill Olexuik, none of us had much money. He had to borrow a cook stove 
and dishes and a few things and this cook stove and dishes were up beyond 
Cedarside, that's where we are now on the hill ... so there was 4 of us got together 
with a few horses to get these dishes and stove and they said there's going to be 
deep snow up there. It was wet and heavy. So away we went with a truck first and 
they got the horses hooked onto a stone boat and started up the mountain. Well we 
didn't go very far. The horses were plunging through 4 foot of wet snow, just 
jumping you know. We got awful close to the old cookhouse and then by hand we 
pulled this stonebolt up to the cookhouse and shoveled a hole under the eave so 
we could get down to the doorway. The snow was that deep and the four of us, 
we got the cookstove out, loaded it on this stonebolt and packed the dishes, such 
as they were, and down. And I remember, I'm no horseman, no cowboy, but I fell 
off one of the horses hanging on the reins and I slid into wet snow to my armpits 
and two had to pull me out of this wet snow and get me back on the horse. And 
we set the sawmill on George Hicks park, which is .. . it's George Hicks park 
today, Bill Olexiuk's place. He was a realist. Made some history in the village. 

James: Do you know the name of the mill that they set up? 

Bill Olexiuk, just called it Bill Olexiuk sawmill at that time. Later, Bill Olexiuk, 
myself, and the owner of Canyon Creek sawmills from the north, Bob Sterret, 
he's got this big sanctuary named after him, Bob Sterret Bird Sanctuary/ Wildlife 
Sanctuary and all this out here. That was about a thousand acres. It's a 
swamp. He bought a sawmill and started up which is owned by Slocan today, and 
he brought the name with him, Canyon Creek sawmills. And it was Canyon Creek 
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sawmills for years until Slocan Forest Products bought it out. 

James: Now he owned it and who else? 

Finally Bill Olexiuk went in as a partner. I was asked to go in. I didn't go in. I 
operated a little planer mill, that's what I operated. A little mill on the side. 

James: The fellow's name was ... 

Bob Sterret. And Bob Sterret originally was Sterrick Airlines. He started from a 
transportation fellow in the Hudson in northern Ontario and he had Sterrick 
Airlines which was the largest commercial airline at the time in Canada and it was 
taken over by Pacific Western. I got some history sitting there that I can show you. 
Well anyway, setting the sawmill, this Bill Olexiuk, he was dragging me up. He 
found out what a sawyer I was and he says he can set this sawmill in two days and 
there was a lot of bar room talk in those days. They've got bets going on this. No 
man can set a sawmill in two days unless he had lots of help. And we went at it 
and I couldn't think of why everything went just nearly wild trying to get me all 
the help he could. On the second day, we started the unit up and then packed the 
log and worked on the carriage and I sawed a board. Well he went running 
through the bush, into town ... the hotel man was Alec Grishner ... got his old 
truck, loaded it all up with a keg of beer or two. No, it was a case. It was all bottle 
beer in those days. Down they come [inaudible??], and I had to keep running this 
mill every hour during the night while they had a big feast and drank and 
everything else. Bill won this big bet that the mill could run in two days, in a sort 
of a way. It just sawed a board. And Bill did a lot of things here. He has one wing 
of the McBride hospital is named after him. Now It's the extended care unit. He 
died of cancer there himself. Him and I were on the hospital board off and on for 
20 years I guess. 

James: On the McBride hospital board? 

Yeah, and we were on Village Council together. We worked together quite a little 
bit in the village. It was built into the village. 

James: When you first were here, how long did it take before the town of 
Valemount started to take off like it did? 

It started to go a year after I came here. All it needed was a little bit of organizing. 
Myself, I've been in ... always have been a sort of an organizer of community 
affairs - like a community hall. So I mentioned this and that summer I got on a 
train and went to Victoria and found out through the government what do I do to 
start a community hall?, what are the regulations? And I got off the train coming 
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back from Victoria, and there was half of the population to meet me. We went to 
the only one room little school house, had a meeting, and we started to draw 
plans. In a matter of 48 hours we were pouring cement foundations to put this 
community hall up, all donation. Everything was donation, material everything 
was just pouring in. 

James: From the town ... 

From the town and from businessmen that bought lumber and suppliers of 
sawmill equipment, everybody just jumped in and in no time we had a community 
hall which was the nucleus for raising money for anything we needed in the 
village all through the rest of this hall. I was made second president of the hall and 
we had picture shows, dances, funerals, weddings, everything in this hall and it 
was really the nucleus of getting Valemount going. 

[Brief interruption as someone enters room] 

James: Now would you mind drawing a rough sketch, or a really good 
sketch, of the townsite, around that time? 

Boy, I wish I could. There's two trails that run on an angle through from 
Valemount to where the old boat landing was up to McKennon. 

James: Now which way was McKennon? 

McKennon is down this way. And this trail was also called the Golden-Tete Jeune 
trail on old maps. And I can show you three houses in town that that was our main 
artery to town. The houses were built on that angle and myself and two or three 
other fellows in town were ... said "let's get this town laid out". People are 
building in the jackpines any old angle, cutting a trail through the pines to their 
house. So we contacted ... I forget his name now. Wished I didn't .... Head of the 
department of Highways in Prince George and said we would like to lay out the 
town in a little village. He said, "I'll come down and see you". So he came down 
here and he gave us an idea that we shouldn't lay it out east-north-west. What was 
that? It was already laid out above the railway track. Leave it as it was on an 
angle. So we got three of us, we sat down and started deciding about where it 
would meet on a east-north-west according to our property lines then. And so it 
was therefore we had Fifth avenue, Forth avenue and we named all the streets, 
Ash, Birch, Cedar through to the part, and that was .... I had the only bulldozer in 
town. [inaudible??] after it was surveyed and laid out, jumped on the bulldozer, 
started pushing jackpines out in big streets. 

James: What year was this around? 
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I wouldn't be so sure of that. That would be about ... oh maybe '50-'51. About 
'51- '52, I think. I could be out a year there. 

James: You said there was a hotel and ... 

A little hotel ... it's all in the history books here. Pictures of it and the 
like. And it was run by Alec and Dora Cushner. They're both gone now. I'm 
related to Melvin Cushner. My older son married their ... well it's not their 
daughter. It's their daughter's daughter. They're in Prince George. 

James: Now was there a church in town eventually? 

No, the church ... the first church was held in the community hall. No, in the 
school, and then a little bit in the community hall, and then they built a church and 
the first one being built would be ... I'm not sure, Anglican. It's called the Baptist 
now. And the next one that would be built would be the Catholic, and I think the 
next one built was the United which is now combined with the Anglican, and then 
there's the Lighthouse ... another one that's been built since. But when we first 
came, this school house was used as the church. 

James: Now the school house, what grades did ... 

I think they taught, I think, from grades ... sometimes from one to eight, 
sometimes one to seven, sometimes they went out .. . one teacher. And the year I 
came they were worried about keeping the teacher on account there were not 
enough pupils. Well it just mushroomed right away. It was almost more than one 
teacher could teach. One of them quit teaching and started cooking for me, 
Fem McCarty. She's still going. And it was awhile before the ... we built the 
school which is Crescent School and then they had it from one to eight and then 
only a year or two, they started to teach from one to twelve and then they 
expanded from two teachers to four. Now there must be a dozen teachers around. 

James: So what year did it became a highschool? 

It became a highschool after 1956 because I moved out of Valemount for a little 
while to Kelowna so my two elder children could get high schooling and while 
they were down there, this kept expanding til they were teaching grade 12 and I 
says, "hey, hey, come on back here". So I was working here all the time in the 
mills so I got them to move back and I had a log house built on what's Fifth 
avenue. It's long gone. My second son was born in the house. We couldn't get a 
doctor in or couldn't get out to a hospital at the time so Donny ... that's Donny ... 
he lives in that big white house that goes that ways. It's Don Beeson Logging 
now. He's taken over. 

Interview #46 Bob Beeson July 13, 2000 6 



James: When did things like electricity and running water and telephone ... 

Well when we first came here, there was one light plant, a Delco Light plant and it 
was owned by one sawmill, Bill Atkins and his manager Harry Partridge. And I 
put in a light plant about a year later, a Delco, sent to Saskatchewan. We bought it 
from one of the ... Hydro was going into the prairies and we were buying up cheap 
... they were battery plants, 32 volt. And I was the second one. And finally, I 
spearheaded the thing trying to get hydro brought in. There was 32 light plants by 
the time we were asking for power. Well the first ones we finally could get to 
come in was the Power Commission, the BC Power Commission. No, that wasn't 
the first. We tried to get them in and they couldn't come in because it wasn't 
feasible then. So there was a light plant in McBride that furnished power for the 
railway for years and his contract went out and he had no work, Mr. Flemming .. 
. It was an old style plant. Well we got him to move to Valemount and through 
donations we put up poles and went to the coal branch land in Alberta, get 
transformers and wire and we got him set up and he started furnishing power. 

James: What year was this around? 

Early '50s, mid '50s. Early or mid '50s. 

James: Now as far as telephone and plumbing and ... 

Well Mr. Flemming, finally he was quite aged running this. This was his last 
change. And in comes Northern Utilities from Alberta and bought him out. And 
they expanded in and put in a little more modem diesel plant and then Hydro ... 
then the Power Commission went into Hydro. No, Power Commission, they took 
over from Northern Utilities ... had to buy them out and then BC Hydro came into 
being and they took over and they put in very large diesel electric plants. Rail car 
plants. And because they needed the electricity to run the sawmill, but they're 
very expensive. 

James: Now what sawmill was this one? 

It was the Canyon Creek Sawmill. And the power was not economical at all. 
They had to subsidize quite a bit. It was very expensive to produce [by??] these 
rail cars. And then we had the high line come through. When the high line come 
through, that was a godsend. 

James: When did the high line come through here? 

Oh, golly ... we've had it quite awhile. High line came through, I think, in the 
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early '60s. I think the high line came through to McBride. 

James: Now as far as things like nurses or doctors for health services? 

Oh boy, that was something. We finally we're trying to get doctors in here .... 

James: When you first came was there any? 

No, the first doctor was the one in McBride and when the road was open you 
could get to him. 

James: When did the road open? 

Well the road was passable. There was a road but it wasn't always ... they never 
snow plowed very often and there was mud holes in the spring and things like 
that. And most of the time we'd go to Jasper because we'd catch the rail. We used 
to have to flag the train down in the early years. There was no agent. We stood out 
on the track with a lantern and you'd give two swings and we heard two toots and 
we knew that it would stop for us and we could get on and see the doctor in 
Jasper. And finally there was a doctor would come maybe twice a week to a room 
in the hotel and then we rented a building, a pipeline house, where the pipeline 
went through. We rented one of their houses to have a doctor. And you'd go to 
him too early in the morning, the water pail was froze and he had to run to the 
creek to get water and that wasn't very satisfactory. 

James: When was this around? 

That was in the '70s. And then I got quite involved with the health business. I was 
on the hospital board. I was chairman of the board for years when we built the 
new hospital in McBride. I was on the board when it was the old red cross 
hospital. Well there was a fund, the hospital had a fund that they were investing in 
3%. And one night when I was having a meeting there, they said "what shall we 
do with this fund? It's only bringing us in 3%". Well I said I would like somebody 
to make a motion that you would lend this money to the village of Valemount, 
$10,000, so we can build a clinic. Well, "Victoria told us you can't have a clinic", 
but I said if we had the money we'd build a clinic and we could run it ourselves. 
When the evening was finished, somebody made the motion, they all passed it and 
when I came back from McBride to Valemount, I had a cheque in my pocket 
made out to me to build a clinic for $10,000 payable in four payments at $2500 a 
year for the village. 

James: You had a lot to do with building Valemount. 
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So the next morning I walked into the old log building you see in the town, the 
earliest log building, it was the bank then. The bank manager's name was Bob 
Smith. He was just crying his eyes out why we didn't have a doctor and clinic, so 
I walked into the bank with this cheque and I said "how would you like to be on 
my new health board of Valemount?" He said, "what are you talking about?" I 
said "we're going to build a clinic". "How are you going to build a clinic?" So I 
laid this cheque down to deposit that to the new health board in Valemount. In 
walks [inaudible??] and this is Clarence Johnson, they own the sawmill here, 
and she's a bookkeeper and I said "would you like to be our secretary -treasurer?" 
We just made it up to three of us. And before the week was out, I took the 
bulldozer, I dug a basement. I was on the council at the time. We got this piece of 
land from a fellow who wanted to sell it bad. We got a local ... he was a building 
inspector but he helped us lay out a little plan and between myself and two other 
sawmillers, we donated most of the lumber. It was built mostly by lumber. And 
we had it up and running in not much over 6 weeks, and out of the $10,000, we 
had $178 or $78 left over. This was buying all the equipment to run the clinic, a 
bedroom for the doctor, two bedrooms, stove, fridge, the works. And we got a 
doctor ... by the time we got a doctor from McBride to drive over twice a week and 
then we got a doctor to stay in it. It was a little building. Since that we've built a 
new big clinic now. 

James: Now what year did you build the original clinic? 

Oh it had to be before '78. It had to be in the early 70s. And we were informed 
from Victoria, when they found out how we were financing this through the 
McBride hospital, we really got our necks into it. "We told you you can't have a 
clinic". We says "we have one and we're doing fine with the finances", because 
we had to buy medical supplies through the hospital and the bookkeeper wasn't 
quite to their way of doing it but we had a clinic and we've had good doctors 
there. 

James: And still to this day? 

No, no. It sold as a private home now and we have quite a big clinic now. 

James: In McBride ... 

No, no, Valemount. We have a doctor here now. We have a hard time keeping 
doctors here. 

James: I don't know why, it's a beautiful place. 

Yeah, when I solved through the way it's financed, we were told we were to have 
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two doctors before the year is out. We have a fellow now. He used to live in 
Russia. He's a very nice fellow. He escaped out of Russia into Canada and went 
through as a doctor and he's doing alright, you know. It's his first job. 

James: Now I guess for the earlier part of the years, where did most people 
work when they lived in town? 

Well it was mostly ... when I first came here, there was up to 12 -13 sawmills. 
They all had little portable sawmills and we logged various valleys and we logged 
down the Canoe until the ... the Canoe river was flooded when the Mica Dam was 
made, and therefore we quit sawmilling and brought logs into one big mill. 

James: Which was the Canyon Creek? 

Yeah, Canyon Creek at the time. So that was the changeover in the way we did. 
Out of a lot of little mills it became one big mill and all of the sawmillers had a 
tum to be loggers then. 

James: What year did Canyon Creek start up? 

Oh, they started two years after I came. I came in '48- '49. Between '50 and '51 is 
when Canyon Creek started. 

James: And then you said, everyone became loggers? 

All the little sawmillers and except for one or two and they barely survived and 
they have since quit. They just went logging. There's quite a few of us now. I'm 
out of it. My son is in it. And now the logging has changed from the early way we 
did it, you know. A lot of high lead. My son runs a high lead now. 

James: So when it switched over to Canyon Creek, has that been the only 
mill pretty much throughout the years then or has there been another big 
mill in the area? 

Yes, there was Highstead Brothers and then there was ... they set a mill up and 
they had a big planing mill in a subdivision that's right in town and we had quite a 
bit of complaints about the big mill in town and the big burner and the ash. 
Women went to wash on Monday mornings and all their clothes would be covered 
with ash and soot. So they finally moved. And then there was the Clarence 
Johnson was a fairly big mill. In fact myself and this Ralf Lebins, we formed a 
working partnership, Beeson and Lebins sawmill here and we ran that for years. 

James: So you had a sawmill? 
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Yeah, I had that til we sold out to ... 

James: What did you say the name was? 

Beeson and Lebins. 

James: Now what years are these? 

They were from '51- '52. [brief interruption in interview while Bob finds 
something to show James] Here it is here. The Beeson and Lebin's sawmill Canoe 
River in BC. This is a famous artist now, [inaudible??]. He's got a big ... a year's 
tour of all his sketches are going all over BC and the Prince George museum has 

James: And you were right on the Canoe River? 

Yeah. We were the first mill to go up on the upper side of the tracks on the Canoe, 
Ralf and I. 

James: That's great. That's an awesome thing. 

We ran a good camp. In fact, people who come to work there always liked to get 
on our crew. 

James: How many people worked for your mill? 

Well I'd have ... I'd remember over 12. We logged and sawed and planed. We'd 
log in the winter time and when it became summer, I didn't saw. I was on the 
planer then and I planed for this company and then the deal was that every tenth 
car load, I was allowed to plane my car lumber. I did very well for those years. 

James: You said some of the mills had bunkhouses and this was for the single 
men? Did they have homes for the families you worked with? 

I run a camp in 1963, '62-'63, down the Canoe Valley before it was flooded and I 
could log up to the 2500 foot level and I had a sawmill there and that was the RA 
Beeson sawmill company then. That was some other .... 

James: And that was from what years? 

That was 1963, '62 or '63, and then I moved the mill to Cedarside and there 
is where the mill was, then by the side at red buildings. 
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James: Oh, okay, the buildings right there? 

Yeah. Now the little building on the little window end, that's 10 foot wide and 16 
foot long, that's what my wife and I and my son and daughter lived in until we 
built our ... we was in Valemount, until we built our log house. That was what we 
lived in. And I built that down where it was George Hicks park and I towed it 
with an old car I had from place to place until I built the log house. 

James: Now how long did this mill go for, RA Beeson? 

It went until ... I finally subdivided this quarter section and it's Beeson 
subdivision it was called, and in the early years when the government found out I 
was laying out streets and avenues and not quite according to regulations, it was 
called Beeson shacktown. When I got on the Regional District as a Director and 
then I had to start to abide by the rules and laws or we had to have certified 
surveyors come in and survey the town. As you come in here, I've laid out all 
those streets and that and stuff and all the buildings as you come in off of ... 

James: So Seventy-first and the other streets ... 

Yeah, I laid all that out but it worked out good. I had surveyors had to come out 
and survey each of the lots. What I did survey, they checked my pins, just wooden 
pins, and I was very little bit out. So the only thing that I had to take two lots to 
make one because I had my lots too small. And they kept making lots bigger. I've 
got big lots here now, like all these are all 2 hectares and that's ten acres there, my 
older place was. 

James: You said that some of the mills, the Canyon Creek, did they have 
bunkhouses? 

Yeah, in the early years we had bunkhouses. Like later when Ralf Lebins bought 
my share out of the Beeson and Levins he became RM Lebins Sawmill and I was 
already RA Beeson sawmill and we ran camps down in the valley and we had 
bunkhouses and big cookhouse. 

James: What were the bunkhouses like to live in? 

In later years, I could even show you today some of the last bunkhouses. 

James: They're still around? 

Oh yeah, there's some down just the valley a little ways. Ralf Lebins, he's in 
Vancouver now. He has Alzeimer's. The farm has been sold where they're sitting 
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on but they were all built ... nearly all we're built ten by twenty I think it was, and 
all portable .. We had big ones in the early years that weren't portable. Then we 
started building them portable because we moved them as we moved our sawmill 
to new limits. 

James: And the guys would just rent them? 

No, no. If a guy worked, he paid so much ... no rent to be in the bunkhouses. 
They were all double bunks and as the years went on, we began to put fewer men 
in each bunkhouse. They were kind of crowded at first. There was always a big 
cookhouse and then men only paid their meals. I think we charged $2.75 a day for 
meals. Well fed. I had some very high class cooks. I had one German cook that 
used to cook for the Waldorf Astoria in New York and he cooked ... he'd 
come from Kelowna and he came and he'd cook for one year. And the meals that 
man put out! We had tourists ... wanted to see the valley before it was flooded, all 
over Europe they were coming and they'd end up at my cookhouse. I was feeding 
more tourists than I was workers. 

James: At the time, or throughout the years, what have labour relations been 
like between ... like say between Canyon Creek, was there ever strikes or 
walkouts or things like that? 

Very minor. Strikes were very minor and I happened to run sawmills and stuff 
non-union myself and I didn't have much trouble because I kept the wages usually 
just slightly above theirs and my conditions were pretty good. Finally, when I did 
shut down I was having complaints from union guys and they were coming in to 
unionize and I had a little sawmill setting here, a portable, and they said I was 
supposed to put in toilets and this and that and what not and I had outdoor biffies. 
So about that time I decided enough sawmilling and I shut her down. 

James: And what year did you shut it down do you remember? 

I have to look through some of my old time sheets and stuff I have in there. 
Anyhow, I got called back the odd time to work for the company when they 
became union ... 

James: Canyon Creek? 

Yeah, it was still the last Canyon Creek. I had a trade ... they called me "saw 
doctor". It was welding and fixing band saws, running band saws and stuff, so 
once in awhile ... it's a job that not too many do so once in awhile they'd have 
trouble and I'd be called back and I had to work a little bit fixing their saws but I 
couldn't stand it. It was becoming highly unionized and I found the men would 
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laugh about how the saw would run into a piece of steel and the sparks were 
flying, all this you know. They didn't seem to have their heart in the job. It was 
just ... you know. My nerves, I had to leave it. I just had to walk. My heart goes 
into my job and I worked many hours to get a band saw and you'd just get it so 
it's petfect and then you'd see young fellows come on the night shift and it runs 
into a piece of steel and completely damages the saw and then laughs about it. So 
I don't think ... the unions have done a lot for the country and for the men and 
stuff here but people do not have their heart in their jobs like they used to. Few are 
dedicated, except some of the ones that's saw to hammers, saw tensioners, guys 
who look after the saws and things like that. They're old timers, their hearts are in 
the job. But most of them now, it's a matter of "if I can get my 8 hours in and get 
home and somebody can't see me during the time off', that's all of it. The spirit is 
not there like it used to be but we run a contract. 

James: Why do you think that changed? 

I don't know. I think maybe the union is educating the workers a little more but it 
seems like they want ... they have to keep good high wages and working 
conditions and stuff but just to have a person proud of his job or something, you 
know ... I think if they get a little more training into each person's job and he's 
proud that this is my trade, this is my job, I'm proud of that, I'm proud of my 
production, and this and that, that spirit is ... 

James: Going away, gone. 

Because I went into a school on graduation once and I was asked at the school to 
go in there and help them with their graduating class and I said "what are you 
going to do when you get out" to one lad. "Oh", he says, "I'm going to go in the 
sawmill" and that. The other one, "you're going too?" "No, no, I'm going to go to 
the truck drivers". The other guy says "no, I'm going to that .... " I says "why all 
the different choices?" Well he said their union pays more than the other union 
pays. So whatever union pays the top price, that's what I want to go into. So the 
idea ... what the profession of the job was, that wasn't in their heart at all. That's 
when the union come in. Of course the parent talk was what you were getting. So 
they were losing that whole idea of ... 

James: You should be doing what you like to be doing? What are some of the 
most pleasant aspects of living in Valemount? 

Oh, I think some of my biggest things ... well a little bit, when we got the town 
laid out into streets and avenues, that was one thing, and I think what the second 
thing is is when we got that clinic going. I felt kind of proud of myself when that 
happened. And then in 1978 I worked an awful lot to get the first seniors' citizens 

Interview #46 Bob Beeson July 13, 2000 14 



home here, the Golden Years Lodge and I worked on that. And I think they 
appreciated it quite a little bit because ... well after that I finally got that one. 

[brief interruption when Mr. Beeson retrieves something to show James] 

James: Wow. Right now I'm holding up a plague Mr. Beeson was awarded 
for building the first senior citizens home. 

[end of side one] 

James: So you won the Citizen of the Year more than once. 

Yeah, well they gave me many more. I did put out a lot towards that between the 
health, education, the hospital and senior citizen's ... and I had 20 years as the 
President of the Senior Citizen's Association of BC, Branch 106 here and I'm just 
on the board now. I'm not ... I'm trying to get others worked into it. 

James: That's amazing. That's a good thing to get done. It looks like you've 
had a hand in building the town from the ground up. 

Yeah, a little bit. There were a couple of very good heads. 

James: It sounds like you did a lot here, more than you give yourself credit 
for. Were there any negative aspects of living in the town? 

Oh, I'm not one to think of very many negative things. I've always looked forward 
and tomorrow is going to be a wonderful day. I don't know what it's going to be 
but it's a great day. I had, health wise, a couple of close calls, this and that and I 
had open heart surgery and a multiple bypass and whatnot and I figure every day 
is a new day. That's the way I live it now. I don't think I know of anything 
negative. I'm just sorry that a couple of things that we had chances of doing in the 
early years, we did not do. 

James: Like what? 

Well one was when we were laying out the town, the first water system, we could 
have done a little better. We've had to advance it now. And another thing was the 
sewer setup. Well we got it in but if we would have thought a little ahead of time, 
we'd have saved a lot of money, and things that were offered to us at a price and 
some of them thought it was so very pricey, but we would have saved ourselves 
thousands of dollars if we'd have done it then. Now we can't do all those without 
digging up water lines, sewer lines, telephone lines, anything underground. If it's 
thought out early enough and it would have been done, we would have had a 
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wonderful laid out little town. And we got to the point now that we didn't build to 
the future too much on our water system. Now we're running into a problem and 
we're going to have to upgrade it. Well what are we going to upgrade it too? Is it 
just going to be upgraded from 15-1800 up to only 3000 or are we going to go to 
5-8,000? We will see. And this is ... Valemount has talked about being the 
Gateway Village now. We have hotsprings down the valley. Now they're being 
developed. There's an outfit that came in the other day and they want to put $90 
million in to draw a portion of the [inaudible??] hotsprings. Another outfit came 
in and they want to put in $48 million if offered, to put a gondola up to our ... 

James: Terry Fox Mountain there? 

No, no, Mt. Thompson. We call it Canoe Mountain. For sightseeing up there. 

James: How far is it down to the hotsprings? 

Down the valley? 

James: Yeah, how far down? 

Oh, it's about 20 miles now. But they're covered with water and now they have an 
outfit went with a seisimography and he ... they found the source and they're 
going to drill and get a pipe in and they're going to be piping it this way to this 
flatter ground to build a motel, hotel and a golf course and all this. Because the 
hotspring is ... there's very little flat terrain. 

James: So this town might really grow due to tourism? 

Well this is what the word is now. From the present mayor and alderman, they 
figure it's just a matter of five years, we're going to just triple in size at least. And 
the old-timers of course are definitely opposed to this. They just want them to 
leave it the way it is. 

James: And what do you think? 

Don't mess it up. It's got to be and that, an orderly development for the people to 
live here. That's fine and dandy and maybe it could grow a bit so we can be 
assured of medical, educational things to support it. We have a tax base enough to 
support those few things. To be a second Banff, no way! Anything like that, no 
way! Something has given us this beauty we've got around us, as long as it's not 
just spoiled. But there can be development without the spoiling. Another thing up 
here, we had helicopter skiing. 
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James: Oh Blue River, that's right. 

Well not Blue River, Valemount has. Mountain Holidays. Well, myself and I had 
a partner, Bob Wise, we had heavy machines, we built the road up there. We did 
the excavating for them and then I did the maintenance for quite a few years for 
that outfit. They have another big ... it's not a [inaudible??] but it's a big thing 
above that when I was a one car driver getting the road up and this and things like 
that and when they built it, they were very proud of it. 

James: In the early years, I guess in the '50s, and '60s and '70s, was there 
much difference between rich and poor residents? 

Oh no, I'll tell you Valemount was one big family. When we first came here, you 
didn't walk by anybody's house and they'd say "hey, come on in and have a 
coffee". Or on a Sunday, "hey call the kids over. We're going to have a wiener 
roast". It was just one big family. Our community hall was one big ... drew 
everything together. Only after it got a little bigger and there's a slight division ... 
well it didn't do too much. After we got about the 4th or 5th church, that made a 
little bit ... segregated a little bit of people that .... but now the ones we have 
ministrating the churches now, they're trying to bring it together into one big 
family again. Like quite often, when an old-timer goes, we have a memorial 
service for him. We have all denominations together. We still have that spirit yet. 

James: As far as women working outside the home, in the earlier years, the 
'50s and '60s say, did you see many women working outside the home? 

Very few women worked outside the home in those years. We had the odd one 
that made a big name for themselves. There's a book or two written about them 
here. And there were ... 

James: Do you know any of their names? 

Well Ella Fry for one. She was a trapper, she was a pole maker, she was a ... she 
died here in our seniors home. There's a wonderful book for you to read sometime 
about her here. 

[brief interruption while Bob gets book] 

I just can't find it right now. Her brother wrote this book up and it sells all over 
here. But most of them, they're the ones that raised children. If a woman taught 
school... well like the wife and I, we babysat her children until they were of the 
age to go to school, things in town, things like that. Very few worked out .... It 
was only when the first little plywood mill went over here, we had a veneer mill, 
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well they employed a lot of women. 

James: Oh they did? What year was that? 

That was Hedberg Plywood Mill. Hedberg, one of them is still living over there. 
He hired quite a few women. There were very few married women, of course the 
mill was giving them a job and they worked in the ... it was a veneer plant and it 
could use women. 

James: Do you remember what year this was around? 

That would be ... it started in the early '50s because my daughter worked in it .... 
No, it started in the mid '50s and it closed down in the early '60s, burnt down. 

James: Was there ever any women's groups here at all that women just got 
together by themselves? 

Well we had the Women's Auxiliary, when it was the Auxiliary. Now it is the 
legion so it's all one, and the Lion's Club, there was the Lionness but now it's all 
Lion's. And I don't know ... there is a women's group in town now that had a 
little group, and in somebody's health wise ... exercise club, that's a women's 
club. But outside of that, I don't think there's any. 

James: Was there ever a men's club or things like that? 

Well the Lion's Club we had. We had a couple that started and died. The Lions 
club is about the only one. And the men and women now, now the Lion's is men's 
and women's now. But it was always a men's club in town. 

James: Now where did most people come from that lived in Valemount? 

Mostly prairie. Mostly came from the prairie. And the nucleus, when I came, in 
the one sawmill here, came from one place in Alberta, Vilma, Alberta. They were 
all Ukrainian and this town was noted ... 50% Ukrainian at least, through the 
years. And they all came to work for this mill Olexiuk near me. There are quite a 
few Ukrainians in town here yet. The Basserabis' and ... a lot of Basserabis', 
Osajuk's and all those. Even on the council and stuff. Even our mayor, she's 
Ukrainian. She's from the prairies. There is a large Ukrainian from the old-timers. 

James: Was there many foreign immigrants from other countries moving 
into town? 

Yes, right after ... when I came in here in '48, a lot of people were coming from 
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Europe. Young ones were getting out. We called them the DPs, Displaced People 
and a lot of it was from Germany. And at one time, half of my crew, from Beeson 
and Lebins, were Germans, young Germans. Some of them weren't that young. 
They had just been in the army and that's it. And wonderful workers and they 
went ahead and they saved their money and they bought farms, they bought 
businesses, they're all .... Carl ... I forget his last name, he owns more buffalos in 
western Canada and whatnot. 

James: In this area? 

No, in Edmonton now. When he worked for me he wouldn't cash his cheques til 
spring. Saved up, worked in Thompson, Manitoba for years and he made a fortune 
and he went into a ... every time a war broke out, he was building these armoured 
vehicles in Germany and Britain and that and then he pulled out and he lives in 
Alberta now. 

[brief interruption - someone at the door] 

James: How did people treat the German people or foreign immigrants in 
town? 

Oh, they assimilated very well here, very well. Because there'd been a little mixed 
... it was between Swedes, Germans, Ukrainian. This is earlier you know. People 
were very tolerant of other races and we have a few native people that settled here 
early years and they're all assimilated in with ... in fact the sawmill has quite a few 
working. 

James: Oh really? Still now? 

Yeah, now. They assimilated and inter-married so that sort of ... 

James: So there was no real racial or ethnic tension or anything like that? 

No, this was pretty good here. There used to be little flare-ups ... oh one time 
when they cleaned the valley, a lot of people came from Quebec here, the French 
Canadian and they did not want to ... well they didn't have the language and they 
grouped together and we had a little place down the valley, we still call it little 
Montreal, and they cleared the valley and it took a while before ... well they got 
the language and whatnot and assimilated in but they sort of isolated themselves a 
bit at first. But now, those people learned the language, married into ... live in 
Vancouver in business and they're back buying the land here now. The place we 
call Little Montreal, that was the old Couster farm. A nice fellow from 
Vancouver has bought it out, Dave [inaudible??]. 
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James: We're putting a list of names together of people we can interview. Do 
you know of any other people that we could interview who've spent some 
time in the area? 

Well, now you could interview any ... like the McKurdie Family. The 
McKurdie's ... senior McKurdie and my father came in here in the early 1900s, 
just to make a trip. He stayed and he's raised a family and they've got many 
families ... and his children live here yet. 

James: Do you know any of their names? 

Now Jim McKurdie is one. Jim could be interviewed. His brother Angus, I don't 
think you could see him but Angus ... it takes awhile to break in to talk to Angus. 
Margaret McKurdie, that was my partner's sister. She's married to ... both of 
them was married to McKurdies's and she writes articles and that. She's a little 
negative on this advancement stuff but she writes in the papers and what not. 

James: What paper? 

Valemount Sentinel. 

James: Anybody else? 

I'm trying to think ones that still ... the old - timers. There's one having 
a birthday in awhile but I don't think ... she gets mixed up a little bit in her stories. 

James: That's alright. 

Marie Ford. You want to ask her about the old sawmill days. She likes to talk 
about the sawmill days because she was a cook in one. 

James: Now is she in the senior ... 

No, she's in a little house by herself right on Sixth avenue. She just loves to talk. 
I'll try to think of some other old-timers. There's Ernie Williams if you want to 
have a beer. 

James: I don't mind having a beer once in awhile. 

He'll be in the legion in another two hours. He was practically born here. He was 
an old vet (veteran), an outfitter and outfitters for the Robson Valley and this and 
that. 
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James: Is there anything else you'd like to add, anything you feel should go 
on tape that you think is important about Valemount or your life? 

Oh I don't want [inaudible??]. I don't know, I think you covered it pretty well. 
Just one picture says more than a thousand words. 

James: Anything you'd like to ask me. 

That's my 50th wedding anniversary. That's what I'm responsible for. 

James: Now how many do you have? 

Three boys and one girl. The girl never married. 

James: That's a good looking family you've got there. You did well. Is there 
anything you'd like to ask me? 

How many of these interviews have you done? What other areas have you done? 

James: I've done ... I think you're my 241
h. And I think ... I'm getting a little 

better at it now. Well I don't know, maybe not. Well see. But I've been in 
Dunster, McBride, Lamming Mills area, Loos and Crescent Spur area, Dome 
Creek, Giscome, Shelley, Upper Fraser, Aleza Lake and Sinclair Mills, and a 
few up in Pineview, just outside of Prince George there. A lot of the people 
you probably know. 

Yeah, from all those places you mentioned, you know, I just ... names jump away 
from me. A year or two back I'd have named people that you've seen in each one 
of them. Now names escape me. 

James: Well these are some new names. Someone gave us your name and 
they gave us the McKurdie's but I haven't heard of Fords yet and I haven't 
heard ... 

Marie is the last ... she quit a few things the other day as I remember. She's having 
her 85th birthday here. She's having her 85th birthday on July 25th. She's always 
after me because I'm a bit ahead of her all the time. I never can catch you. 

James: Is your birthday coming up then? 

No, no, no but I had my 85th last spring. 

James: I'm going to turn this off now but thanks very much. 
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Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project 
University of Northern British Columbia 
3333 University Way 
Prince George, B.C. 
V2N 4Z9 

Mr. Bob Beeson 
Box 227 
Valemount, B.C. 
VOE2ZO 

Dear Mr. Beeson: 

July 31, 2000 

It was a pleasure discussing the history of Valemount with you. Thank-you for taking the 
time to be interviewed. Oral history is an important component of the Upper Fraser 
Historical Geography Project. Your memories will greatly enhance the research project, 
as well as contribute to the telling of an important local history. It was particularly 
informative to hear your recollections of the sawmills in the area, as well as your role in 
the layout of the town. 

If you have any questions, comments or concerns feel free to contact the primary 
researchers or the Project Coordinator at the following numbers: 

Gail Fondahl, Associate Professor, Geography 
Greg Halseth, Associate Professor, Geography 
Aileen Espiritu, Assistant Professor, History 
Tracy Summerville, Assistant Professor, Political Science 
Laura Ryser, Project Co-ordinator 

Thank-you again, your help was greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

(250) 960-5856 
(250) 960-5826 
(250) 960-6684 
(250) 960-6637 
(250) 960-5320 

Aileen Espiritu, 
Assistant Professor, History 

James Squissato 
Project Interviewer 



Bob Beeson: Summary 
Interviewed on 07/13/00 

By J runes Squissato 

Mr. Beeson first caine to the Valemount area in 1948 to set up a sawmill for William 
Olexiuk. At this time, the population of Valemount was roughly 50 people. Mr. Beeson's 
father had traveled through the Valemount area in 1909 by canoe and packhorse. His 
father stayed in the area helping other individuals along the Tete Jaune Trail, between the 
Columbia River system and the Fraser River system. Mr. Beeson set up another sawmill 
in 1950 called the Canyon Creek Sawmill for Williain Olexiuk and his partner Bob 
Sterritt. Mr. Beeson stated that in the early 50s, there were at least 13 small mills in the 
area. He also owned a mill called the Beeson and Lebans Sawmill Company from 1951-
1956. Mr. Beeson owned another mill from 1962-1975 called the R.A. Beeson Sawmill. 
He recalls that the Headburg Plywood company of Valemount employed many women in 
the mid 50s. 

Mr. Beeson was greatly involved in the development and growth of Valemount, as he 
helped design the layout of the town in 1951. He also helped in obtaining the first light 
plant (electricity), facilitated in developing the first medical clinic for Valemount, as well 
as the first senior's home. He also served on the McBride hospital board, and the 
McBride Village Council. Mr. Beeson also helped with the construction of the Alaskan 
Highway. The interview went well as both Mr. Beeson and myself were at ease. 

Additional Contacts 

Jim McK.irdy in Valemount 
Margaret McK.irdy in Valemount 
Marie Ford in Valemount 
Ernie Williains in V alemount 



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. 
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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: 

1. 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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permission to the researchers to deposit copies of my recordings to the appropriate archival 

depositories to be mutually agreed upon by the researcher(s) and me. 

Approval B: If you do not want to release your interview and the information you have provided 

for public use immediately and to protect your privacy, transcripts of this interview will only be 

made available to public archives after a ten year period has elapsed from the time of completion of 

the project. 

I give permission to the researchers to deposit copies of my recordings only after this period to the 

appropriate archival depositories to be mutually agreed upon by the researcher(s) and me. 

Signature of Participant Date 

use of information I provide according to the conditions stated above. 

Signature(s) of Researchers 

For more information about the project, Dr. Aileen A. Espiritu (name of Gail Fondahl, Greg 

Halseth, Tracy Summerville or Aileen A. Espiritu of UNBC will be inserted here, depending on 

interviewer and sub-topic) may be contacted at (250) 960-6684 ( correct extension will be inserted 

here). My name is -s" ~ \..,)-(.'$C;.~ame of interviewer will be inserted) and I can be 
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reached through the above professor. 

2 



=-- )'~~t(b _ <~ CLbiiu/ -;/;JfMJ-t.J~ 
= -~f£J-u1r1' a lo/ 95 tJ w(ft-_=-=-----
- _ --lfft_'E_ti'/(_~-j;/jJJe1>fYvififi-~l:~,_ .f __ 

=-=~ - -lfa{lJ_ 6_~_-#i__e_ _ ti651 ~¢£!_ Tua ;J) ~ _ 
=-- --4;{,)T- -_J Oi/l.Lle5 !Jhpt i/,-J!e/lA-;C/dt'c/ ~ 
-~--~r w tJM-- -Vcdu/1,,ff)___llflt-- - - - -l d ~ -- - - -- - - - --

----------- --- --- ---- ---- ------ -- - -- - -

---· --- - -- -- - --

- - - - - - - - -- ----- -



UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA 

Bob Beeson 
Box 227 
Valemount, B.C. 
VOE 220 September l 61

h, 2002 

Subject: Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project Transcripts 

Dear Mr. Beeson: 

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, please do not hesitate to contact me at: (250) 962-5320 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 


