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UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA 

Carl Strom 
214 4288 15th Avenue 
Prince George, B.C. 
V2M 5K6 October 16111

, 2002 

Subject: Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project Transcripts 

Dear Carl: 

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. At this time, we would like to request you to review this transcript and send us any changes that 
are required. 

If you have any questions or comments, 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 



Upper Fraser Historic:il Geography Project 
University of Northern British Columbia 
3333 University Way 
Prince George, B.C. 
V2N 429 

Carl Strom 
214 4288 15th A venue 
Prince George, B. C'. V2M 5K6 

Dear Carl: 

June 12, 2000 

It was a pleasure discussing the history of Willow River with you. Thank-you for taking the time to be 
interviewed. Ora l history is an important component of the Upper Fraser Historical Geography 
Project. Your me mories will greatly enhance the research project, as well as contribute to the telling of 
an important loc:1 I Iii story. It was pruticularly interesting to hear your recollections of the logging railroad 
built north of Giscome ~ind Willow River. We are also particularly greatful to you for lending the book 
Homemade Memories to our project. 

If you have any questions, comments or concerns feel free to contact the primary researchers or the 
Project Coordin:it or at the fo11owing numbers: 

Gail Fondahl, Associ:1 tc Professor, Geography 
Greg Halseth, As ...., xi ate Professor, Geography 
Aileen Espiritu, Assis t:int Professor, History 
Tracy Summervil le, 1\ssistant Professor, Political Science 
Laura Ryser, Project Co-ordinator 

Thank-you again. your help was greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

Aileen Espiritu, Rhys Pugh 

(250) 960-5856 
(250) 960-5826 

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

Assistant Professor, History Project Interviewer 
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April 10, 2000 

Carl Strom 

Upper Fraser Historical Geography Project 
Interview Summary 

Rhys Pugh 

I used one of our two tape recorders and the microphone that came with it. I had no 
technical problems. Carl's sister Evelyn was present during the interview, and occasionally 
said a few things. 

Carl was bom in Alberta but came to Prince George quite early and has moved around the 
region ever since. He worked for a variety of logging companies before serving in WWII. 
He is particularly reminiscent of a logging railroad built north of Giscome and Willow River. 
His interests outside of work have been-and continue to be-first aid and Ham radio. He 
now lives in Prince George. 

Carl drew a map of Willow River on two pages of blank letter paper. His stepmother (also 
interviewed for this project) still lives on the same property. 

Carl has a number of certificates and old photos he said he would be willing to lend us. He 
also lent me the book Homemade Memorie/ which is a compilation of Willow River 
reminiscences written by residents of Willow River. I think the book is quite useful and we 
should photocopy it, particularly since our library does not have a copy. Carl also told me 
that he has a homemade film (now transferred to video) that shows a sawmill being 
assembled and dismantled. Carl advised that we interview an Alice Neal, friend of his 
stepmother . 

I enjoyed this interview and it was particularly useful having his sister Evelyn there, to keep 
things moving . 

1 Eileen E. Walski ed, Homemade memories (Willow River, BC: Published by Willow River Heritage Preservers in 
conjunction with Willow River Recreation Association, 1985). ISBN 0-920739-08-3 
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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. 

N~~~~~ __ C_~ __ \ __ ~_~_r_o_-______ _ 

Place of interview: ~c,"""'t... --~-------------------
/ Carl E. Strom 

Mailing Address of Participan· 214 4288 15th Avenue 
Prince George a.c. v2M SK& j Ph. (250) 563.4431 

Date: ';)._ '( /_; ii /b'c) 

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. 

Signature of Participant Date 

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 

I agree to the 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 ~'\.> ~ vtl\., (name of interviewer will be inserted) and I can be 

reached through the above professor. 
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Interview 51 Karl Strom March 28, 2000 

Rhys: Good morning. It's March 281h. It's a nice sunny day. It's supposed to 
get cloudy this afternoon. This is Rhys Pugh. I'm doing the interview with 
Mr. Strom. You were from ... where were you born? 

I was born in Viking, Alberta. And I was the only one out of our family that was 
born out of the Province. 

Rhys: Oh really? Why was that? Were you the eldest? 

Well they moved to Alberta in Viking. Two uncles and my Dad had a farm in 
Viking. And my father was employed near Kamloops up the north Thompson. He 
was taking out poles and things like that. And they moved to Alberta for the 
winter after they were finished down there and that's the year I was born, 1921. 
And then the whole family moved from there to Prince George in 1922 and we've 
been here ever since. 

Rhys: Why did you come to Prince George? Do you know? 

Well the reason why the family came to Prince George, my uncle and my Dad 
were interested in the tie making industry which was ... like the railroad went 
through Prince George here in 1914 and when they built the railroad, they used 
anything they could get for railroad ties, you know, to put under the tracks. And so 
in 1921, the year I was born, that's the ... these things started to rot. So they had to 
replace all the ties right from Prince Rupert right to Jasper. 

Rhys: Oh wow! Oh Okay. They just took them [inaudible??] 

Well they just took out the ones that were rotten and they done the whole track 
right through. And my Dad and my uncle were tie contractors and they had a big 
tie camp at Isle Pierre which is close to Prince George here. For two winters they 
took out ties there for the railroad at Isle Pierre and then the summer of 19 ... was 
it '24 or '25 they moved to ... 

Evelyn: '24 I think it was. 

1924 we moved out to Willow River on a farm. 

Rhys: Do you mind if I close the window. It just occurred to me that those 
bells there .... that's better. The person who will be transcribing this thanks 
you for that. 
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Evelyn: Those things pick up. 

You could hear the vehicles going by. 

Rhys: That's right, yeah. Traffic noises. So what do you remember most 
about the time you spent in Willow River? 

Well I went to public school there and it was quite a small community. But we 
lived over on a farm about 2 Yi miles out of the village and that's where my sister 
was born, Evelyn here. And that was in 1925. And we lived almost right on the 
Fraser River, this farm was, where the Willow River meets the Fraser. And this 
was where they had one of the big scow landings that they used in the 
construction of the railroad. 

Rhys: What's a scow? 

Scows! They transported stuff down the Fraser River from Tete J aune Cache. 

Rhys: Like a barge or something? 

Yeah, like a barge. They called them scows. And they had a big landing there right 
beside where ... 

Rhys: Oh just like a dock? 

Right by our farm there. Mind you, that was before they were using the railroad, 
before I moved there, but it was still there. The old dock and everything was all 
there. When we were kids we used to play around there. And it was quite a big 
camp they had there also. And they used to float all the materials from Tete Jeune 
down to Prince ... Fort George. And there was an episode one time there where 
they had a whole scow load of flour, 100 pound sacks of flour. And getting to the 
Giscome rapids just south of the Ruble Farm there, the scow upset in the Fraser 
River and all of the flour went into the river. And they just left it there. And a year 
later, they went back and they confiscated the whole works of it and it was still 
good. It formed a kind of a crust around it. Every sack of flour formed a crust 
around it about a quarter of an inch thick and the flour was still dry and everything 
inside. 

Rhys: That's amazing. The flour must have been in the river. 

It was in the river, yeah. 

Rhys: What kind of bags? Would it be in those ... 
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Just ordinary flour bags. 

Rhys: They're not paper, yeah. That's neat. When was that about do you 
think? 

Gee, I couldn't say. It was long before my time. It must have been in about 1917 
or something like that, 1916. 

Evelyn: When was the hospital built? 

Oh that was built during the construction days there, yeah. 

Evelyn: Because that's where it was. 

Oh we lived on ... the part we lived on the farm, they had a hospital for the 
construction of the railroad, and we lived in the nurses' residence and the hospital 
was across the creek and up on top of the hill. That's where they had the hospital. 

Rhys: So you mean by the construction time ... 

It was during the construction ... 

Rhys: During the First World War sort of thing, '14. 

Yeah, that's right. It was before my time anyway. But I knew all about it. And 
then in 1918 the Pas Lumber Company, which is the Pas Lumber Company 
today, they were called Whitten Brothers at that time, built a sawmill at Willow 
River, right on the river, a big sawmill. And they never turned the wheel in it or 
sawed a log. A couple of years later they moved the whole thing to Giscome, to 
Eagle Lake. That's where the mill comes from, from Willow River it moved to 
Eagle Lake. 

Rhys: How did they move the whole mill? 

They just took it apart and moved ... it's only five miles to get there. 

Rhys: Oh okay. They just took apart the saws and ... 

Yeah, they just took it apart. They left the concrete. They couldn't move that. The 
concrete was there for years and years. I can remember as a kid playing around 
and swimming in the river where these concrete abutments were, where the old 
mill was. 
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Rhys: Oh really? Why did they never use it? 

Because they were going to drive the Willow River for logs. They were going to 
use the Willow, and they found out that that river was so wild in the spring and 
changed it's course so many times that it was impossible for them to drive logs 
down the river. 

Rhys: Oh okay. 

So they moved it onto the lake at Eagle Lake Sawmills. 

Evelyn: And it has changed over the years. 

Oh yeah. This whole river, it's changed it's course every year pret nearly. 

Rhys: Did the river ever flood your farm or anything like that? 

Oh yeah. It used fo flood all the time, you know, for a few days you know. 

Rhys: But it wouldn't really flood? 

No,no. 

Evelyn: Nothing serious. 

Rhys: Didn't know it was such a wild river. 

And that sawmill was moved in 1918 to Giscome, to Eagle Lake, and it was 
reconstructed at the west end of the lake, of Eaglet La.ke, and then it operated 
there for years and years. They used all types of logging. Like they used horse 
logging, and in the winter time, they used sleighs to haul logs with, and they also 
had a railroad, a logging railroad in that area which I'm sure many of you people 
have never heard about it. 

Rhys: Tell me about the logging railroad. 

Well, I can remember it real well because it was seen at around 1929 and 1930, 
'31, just when the hard times had started. And where I went to school ... this was 
north of Giscome where ... they started the railroad in Giscome and it was north of 
Willow River actually where the railroad was operating. And it was only Yi mile 
from where I went to school in Willow River, and we could hear the train whistle 
... or the engine's whistle, you know. We used to sneak across there after school 
and watch them logging with the ... they logged a different type of logging then. 

Interview 51 Karl Strom March 28, 2000 4 



They logged right from the train, pulled the logs right ... they had a crane on the 
train, on the thing, and they pulled the logs in from the bush and loaded them on 
flatcars and that, and then the train backed up into Giscome and dumped them in 
the lake. 

Rhys: Oh I see. So it wasn't connected to any other railroad? 

No,no. 

Rhys: So it was just like a block of railroad line? 

That's right. 

Rhys: Was it real railroad? 

Oh yeah, standard. They had two engines. One was a Shay. I know that but I 
forget what the name of the other one was. 

Rhys: They used Shays for logging lots. I think they used Shays for logging 
lots. 

Yeah. 

Rhys: Was it a regular gauge or narrow? 

It was a regular gauge. But all the history that they wrote about Prince George and 
the logging, that's never been mentioned. 

Rhys: Really? 

Evelyn: What about the other mill that was in Willow River? 

I was just coming to that. 

Evelyn: I remember that one. 

Rhys: There was a mill there later on? We'll stick with the logging railroad 
for a second. What ever happened to it? 

Well the logging railroad operated for 5 years north of Giscome and Willow 
River, and they must have had about 14-15 miles of track. And most of it was 
built on trestle, you know, a lot of ravines and things like that. And they had 
camps which were numbered. The first camp they had out of Giscome was Camp 
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3 they called it and it was where they kept all their repair equipment and that for 
the ... 

Rhys: For the trains and the shops and that. 

Yeah, the shops and that. And then they had Camp 4 which was a little bit further 
north of Camp 3 and then they had another camp called Camp 7, and then the 
biggest camp was always the one that was closest to Willow River and that was 
called Camp 8. And they even had electricity in that camp. They had their own 
Delco lighting plant and they had a barn there. They used horses in their logging 
up in that area, and they had a. barn there, it must have been at least 200 feet long, 
where they kept the horses, you know. I can remember quite well, we used to go 
up there ... my Dad used to sell potatoes to the camp there from his fann down on 
the river and they used pretty well all horses in that area for logging. But in some 
parts there where the ground was flat and that, they logged right from the train. 
They had a crane and they pulled the logs in from the bush and then just loaded 
them right on the flatcars. 

Rhys: So your Dad sold potatoes. What happened to the tie business? 

Well that was only in the winter time that they could take ties out in this area. 
Nobody made ties in the summer time because they didn't have the facility. The 
roads ... there was no ... 

Rhys: I didn't realize that. So you could really only log in the winter time? 

In the winter time, that's right. 

Rhys: And you had to find something else to do in the summer time. 

Yeah, because the roads had to be frozen. 

Rhys: Oh okay. I really didn't know that. That's interesting. I think it's 
probably still like that but I just didn't realize that. 

It is that way still. These tie camps, they were pretty rugged you know. They were 
built of logs, all the cookhouse in the camp, the work houses for the men and all 
that. And usually the families lived right in the camp. It was quite a problem. Isle 
Pierre is not that far from Prince George but for travelling back and forth, there 
was no roads or anything, you know. You had to go on the train or go by ... walk 
or go by horses. 

Rhys: It's still fairly difficult to get there. It's still fairly difficult to get to Isle 
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Pierre now. You have to go all on the Chief Lake Road. 

Well no, you have to go ... actually there's no ferry across there anymore. There 
used to be. 

Rhys: Oh reaJly? So you have to go ... 

You have to go out towards Bednesti Lake. You go in that way by White Birch 
Sawmill. That's how you get into the village of Isle Pierre. 

Rhys: I'm just going to ask you a few questions about the town. How about ... 
imagine my questions for the 1930s, 1935 or something like that. What do 
you think the approximate population of Willow River was in the '30s? 

In the '30s? Oh, I'd say there was about 2 or 3 hundred people there. The school 
had 45 to 50 children going to school, in the public school there at the time. 

Rhys: Was it pretty evenly split between men or women or was it more men? 

Well in the school it was about half and half but there was a lot more men living 
around in the area, all the loggers and things like that. 

Rhys: Yeah, just in the area because of logging and stuff. 

Yeah, that's right. 

Rhys: How do you remember ... do you remember how guys spent their 
paycheques that they got, partying or anything associated with ... like how 
would you spend your money there? 

Some of them were loners ·and they didn't spend their money. They saved it. Some 
of them ... the first chance they got to get on the train in Willow River and get to 
Prince George to spend their cheques in the beer parlors, oh well that's where 
they went. And a lot of them used to ... there used to be people in the area that 
brewed whiskey. 

Rhys: Oh really? 

Bootleggers they called them and they sold the whiskey to the loggers, and the 
Indians, and whoever wanted to buy it. 

Evelyn: Whoever had the money. 
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Rhys: What did they make the whiskey with? 

They made ... most of it was made out of wheat. 

Rhys: Do you remember the population in the '30s being permanent or were 
people always moving in and out? 

Well there was a lot of people moving in and out, yeah. 

Rhys: Kids too or mostly just like labourers? Like did the families move in ... 

Well the families that moved in , they stayed longer than .. . they had a hotel there 
and two general stores, and they had a jail and a policeman, in the early days 
there. 

Rhys: Did they need a policeman? 

Oh yeah. It was a-provincial policeman. 

Rhys: Oh okay. Not the Mounties? 

And then the Mounted Police, if it was anything real serious like a murder or 
anything, then they brought them in. Same as [inaudible??]. The Provincial 
Police, they didn't have many things like that. 

Rhys: They were just interested in minor things. 

Yeah. 

Rhys: If I gave you a piece of paper, wold you be able to draw a map of the 
town in the 1930s? Do you think you can remember that at all? 

Yeah, I could. I could draw a map of approximately what it was like. 

Rhys: Okay. I'll give that to you later on, because we're trying to compile 
maps and see how things have changed over time. So why did you end up 
leaving Willow River? 

I went to work at Giscome at the Eagle Lake sawmills when I was 16 years old 
and that was in 1937. I was 16. 

Rhys: So why did you choose to go off to work? 
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Evelyn: Monetary. 

Yeah. Nobody had hardly any money you know. And there was big families and 
the families just couldn't survive with everybody at home so if you had a chance 
to go to work, you did. So I worked there until 1940, til the spring of 1940, and 
then I joined the Canadian Army and I was gone for 6 years. 

Rhys: It was actually the army, not the air force or anything? 

No, I was in the Army. Engineers, Royal Engineers. I was in the bridging end of 
it. I was a bridging instructor. We used to build these Bailey bridges and I was the 
instructor on how to build them. Over in England I done this. 

Rhys: \-Vere you ever stationed down on the Continent or anything? 

Yes. I was stationed in Belgium, Holland and Germany towards the end of the 
war, but I wasn't there all during the war in that part. I was ... most of my military 
service was done 1n England, being an instructor. 

Rhys: That's what you do. Instruct. 

But I did get over there towards the end of the war. 

Rhys: How did you pick ... or they pick, engineering and bridges? 

Just through ... they used to give you an aptitude test. Some kind of a test. I forget 
what it was now. 

Evelyn: They'd find out what you're interested in, what you can do. 

Yeah. And if they figured you were smart enough to be a constructor or 
something, they graduated it because they were short of that. So I spent three years 
in England doing bridging, as construction. 

Rhys: So it wasn't that you had previous bridging experience? 

No, I had no previous bridging experience whatsoever. 

Rhys: That's kind of weird. It just came out of the blue. 

We were trained on this one certain type of bridge, called the Bailey bridge. And 
we knew how to build that in our sleep. 
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Rhys: Is it like a floating bridge or ... 

Well we had Bailey floating and Bailey dry gaff they called it. 

Rhys: It must have come in sections. 

Oh, it's all in sections. The heaviest piece that they had in the bridge weighed 640 
pounds and it took 6 men to carry it. 

Rhys: So you could just drive a tank over it once it's done? 

Yeah. I done a demonstration for General Simmons, built a bridge for him, a 90 
foot bridge. I built it .. .I had 160 men, and I had half on each side, 80 men on each 
side of the bridge. And from the word go, all the material was piled there and 
everything. We built that bridge across that 90 foot gap and run a truck over it in 
20 minutes. 

Rhys: That's amazing. I guess you had a lot of men working, but that's 
amazing. 

Well every man had a certain thing to do and it was done by ... nothing else, just 
that one thing. 

Rhys: How long did you say? 

20 minutes, we built the whole bridge. 

Evelyn: Can't do that today. 

And run a truck across it. 

Rhys: So I guess you got a compassionate discharge from the army 
eventually. 

I was manied overseas. My wife was in the Royal Air force. 

Rhys: She was in the C.W.A.C's class or something. 

She was in the Royal Air force. She was a photographer in that. She just passed 
away here last May. That's her picture up there on the ... 

Evelyn: In her uniform. 
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That's her uniform. 

Rhys: She looks quite pretty. 

Evelyn: She was. 

Rhys: What did you do after the war then, after you were married? 

After the war I came back to this area. 

Rhys: To Prince George you mean? 

Yeah, to Prince George. [inaudible??] accident, went out to Willow River. Came 
to Prince George first. We practically lived in both places. The first winter I was 
home, I worked in the bush, so falling trees with a handsaw. I got 76 cents an 
hour. That was the pay that we got at that time. 

Rhys: I'm gettin-g $10 bucks an hour right now. 

Yeah, we got 76 cents but we could probably buy more than you can with the $10. 

Rhys: Yeah, I'm sure you're right. How did you get into falling trees? 

Well it was just something to do. And then I'd had experience before the war with 
tie making, falling trees and things like that. 

Evelyn: Well Dad was sort of in it then. 

Rhys: How about your family, back in Willow River. And I guess they're still 
living there. Did they eventually move out of Willow River? 

Well they're scattered all over now but my stepmother ... my mother died while 
we were living in Willow River and my Dad remarried and his second wife still 
lives in the old place out there. 

Rhys: I'm going to be along for that too. I'm not doing the interview but I'm 
going along with Sandra who's going to do it. So thinking back to ... I guess 
you grew up in Willow River in the '30s or so, what were some of the best 
aspects of the community's layout, how it was on the ground? Do you 
remember anything about it? 

You mean what they ... 
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Rhys: Just what did you like about it? Was the church close to your house, or 
something like that? 

There was a church close to our house, to our place there that we all went to 
Sunday School in and it was operated by a Baptist Minister that came from down 
in the States there. 

Evelyn: Down south, deep south or something like that. 

But our recreation out there, in the summer time was fishing mostly. The rivers, 
the creeks and lakes and that. The kids all were crazy to go fishing you know. 
Everybody liked that. And in the winter time, most of us, we took up skiing. We 
had our own ski jump we built ourselves in Willow River and we had a race track 
for cross-country racing. Like most of the people were Scandinavians. 

Rhys: I've heard that before too. So they were into skiing. A cross-country 
race track, that's .... 

Evelyn: They used to come from Prince George and Giscome. 

Oh yeah, they used to come from all over. And then we had a ski jump at Giscome 
also. I got all the write ups out of the paper for this, but they don't seem to ... they 
don't want to recognize that in Prince George there. 

Rhys: The ski jump? 

In 1932, they held the Western Canada championships in Prince George here, and 
my class ... I was in the 12 year old class, and I took first prize in jumping and 
racing. It's all in the paper there but they won't recognize it for the Prince George 
hall of Fame you know. And that was the only thing we done in those days here 
and that's sports history for Prince George. 

Evelyn: Before skating, before the skating became really popular. 

But they don't recognize it. I've put in my resume for this Hall of Fame three 
times now and they just throw it out every time. 

Rhys: Did you talk to anyone about why? 

Nope. I don't even know who's looking at it. 

Rhys: You should phone them and find out why they don't. 
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I don't know who to phone. I could find out I guess. Because something like that 
is history. 

Rhys: Yeah, it is history. 

Evelyn: It was [inaudible??] 

They'll recognize some guy that done something just in the last 2 or 3 years but 
that's all. Anything before the last war, they don't recognize anything. 

Rhys: Yeah it's weird. 

Yeah it is. 

Rhys: Well people don't have much of a sense of history a lot of the times. 
They don't realize that people in the past have done some really great things 
too. 

And I think a lot of the time they don't believe us, that we done what we did. 

Rhys: Yeah, without having electricity and something like that. 

Yeah. we used to make our own skis and everything else, you know. 

Evelyn: We had electricity here. 

In Prince George they had electricity, yeah. 

Rhys: Okay, yeah, you know what I mean. Where did you get electricity in 
Willow River, incidently? 

They never got electricity there until after the Second World War. They used coal 
oil lamps and gas lanterns. 

Evelyn: Wood for heat. 

Wood for heating, wells for water. 

Rhys: You mentioned that Willow River had a hospital? 

Yeah, it was a construction hospital. A hospital that was built when they 
constructed the railroad. It wasn't a hospital for the town, the village of Willow 
River. 
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Rhys: Oh, so what happened if you were in Willow River and you got sick? 

Well you'd come to Prince George. 

Evelyn: Or Giscome. Didn't they have a doctor in Giscome? 

Yeah, they did. They had a doctor in Giscome at the sawmill there. If it was 
anything serious, you'd have to come into Prince George. How they got you into 
town was ... trains were far and few between so you had to ... usually a section 
foreman at the station in the town, in the village, they had a gas speeder, you 
know. And they had facilities for putting stretchers on the side of them and they 
could get you into Prince George in half an hour from Willow River. 

Rhys: That's good. That's faster than driving. 

It's only 18 miles by railroad. 

Rhys: That's rigbt, exactly. I didn't realize that Prince George was actually 
so close to Willow River, on the train anyway. 

Yeah, it's 18 miles. I know, I walked it many times. 

Rhys: Walked it? 

Walked it, yeah. I skied it and I went on dog sleigh on it. I had a dog that used to 
take me all over the country on it. · 

Rhys: Did you go off into Prince George very much as a kid, to go shopping? 

We more or less walked into Prince George ... it wasn't that frequent but when 
we did, we went in to stay with relatives. We stayed with relatives in Prince 
George. 

Rhys: How often? A few times a year maybe? 

Evelyn: Summer vacations we spent with them. 

Yeah and things like that, and Easter. 

Evelyn: You know, the families were so close. 

Well even 20 miles in those days was a long ways. 
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Rhys: I guess so. 

Evelyn: The stations were very close together then. There's two stations between 
Willow River and Prince George. 

The stations were around 10-12 miles apart, all the railroad stations. Some of 
them closer than that even. 

Rhys: So you went to school in Willow River then too, right? 

We had an old log school ... an old log building that they used for a school. One 
room and one teacher, and a janitor. 

Evelyn: And eight grades, eight classes. 

Yeah, they had from grade one to grade eight. 

Rhys: So you got up to Grade 8? 

Yeah, in Willow River there, yeah. 

Rhys: Did you go anywhere else for Grade 9? 

I went to school in the army. I got as high as Grade 11. 

Rhys: I didn't know the army did that? 

Oh yeah, you could take night school in the army so they'd give me the equivalent 
of grade 11. 

Rhys: Did you enjoy your army experience? 

Oh yes, very much. 

Rhys: Can you describe the social life of young people in Willow River, like 
dating or going to parties or meeting each other? 

Well pret near every Saturday night they had a dance and the local people used to 
gather at the place and they'd dance until midnight. Everybody brought a lunch 
with them, or something to eat, and then they had a supper after 12 o'clock at 
night. And sometimes they used to have box socials, where you bid on the ... the 
ladies brought the box and ... 
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Rhys: You bid on both the lady and the box? 

Yeah, that's right. We used to do a lot of swimming in the summer time. 
Everybody learned how to swim. 

Evelyn: Oh yeah, we lived at the river. 

Rhys: Did you have a pool hall at all? 

There was a pool hall there in the early '20s but it closed down and they didn't 
have it after that. 

Rhys: What would your parents do for fun, when they went out like by 
themselves? 

Well most of the times they used to ... well they used to have card games and 
things like that, you know. 

Rhys: Like go off and play bridge or something? 

Play bridge and they had ... they used to have parties where they consumed 
alcohol and things like that. 

Evelyn: House parties, in people's homes. 

Yeah, in people's homes. 

Rhys: How did you get alcohol then? Was there a liquor store in Willow 
River? 

Evelyn: In Prince George. 

There was a liquor store in Prince George and you could bring it out from Prince 
George out to Willow River but there was also bootleggers in Willow River. 

Rhys: Oh that's right. Could you order stuff on the train and have it sent out 
on the train and delivered to you? 

Oh yes. They'd load it in the baggage car they called it, on the train that was going 
to Jasper. And it stopped at Willow River and they would unload everything on 
the railroad platform at Willow River but you had to be there to pick it up. And 
they done that all the way down the line right to McBride, from Prince George. 
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Evelyn: You'd get furniture or anything that you bought. 

Anything you bought, they'd take it. 

Rhys: How often did trains go through town? 

Three times a week. 

Rhys: That's not very often. 

No, they used to go on the ... there used to be a weigh freight Monday and a weigh 
freight on Thursday, and another one on Saturday. 

Evelyn: Yeah, and that's sort of the local. Then there's the main train that started 
at night from Prince George. 

Yeah, from Prince George to Jasper, or Prince Rupert. 

Rhys: So you would just take the weigh freight in a passenger car. 

Yeah, that's right. Most of the local people, that's the way they travelled in those 
days was on the weigh freight and they had a passenger car hooked on the end of 
it like, you know. 

Rhys: How much would it cost to go from Willow River to Prince George? 

70 cents, something like that. Maybe less than that. 

Evelyn: Probably. I think so. 

Rhys: I think now it would cost about 12 dollars. 

Oh it would cost that anyway. And it would cost you 12 dollars to take a taxi from 
Prince George to the airport. 

Rhys: Yeah, that's true. Where did most people work when you lived in 
Willow River? 

Where did they work? 

Rhys: Yeah. 

Evelyn: At the sawmill. 
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Well after ... in 1927, they built a big sawmill right in Willow River and it was 
built by Vetern McDougall they called it. There was two people that owned the 
mill and they built that in 1927 and they ... what was I going to say. They called it 
Willow River sawmills, and it operated for about 2 or 3 years and then it closed 
down. 

Evelyn: Didn't it burn? I thought it burned down. 

Well it burned down after it had closed down. They usually always do. Somebody 
sets them on fire. 

Rhys: I thought they had [inaudible??] where so many sawmills seemed to 
burn down. I guess it's because they're full of wood but it's people setting 
them on fire. 

Well they have parties in there and kids play around with matches and smoking 
and things like that. 

Rhys: I wondered about that. It's good to know actually. I guess when there's 
sawdust and that. 

Well sawdust, fire can start in sawdust and it can burn for weeks and weeks and 
weeks before it actually got to the buildings or something like that. 

Rhys: I guess so, because it's burning so slowly. 

So slowly, yeah. 

Rhys: I bet it's full of oil. Sawmills are probably full of oil. 

Well sawdust has it's own ... what do they call that? It has it's own oil in it. It's 
kind of a ... 

Evelyn: You can smell it. 

You can smell it, yeah. 

Rhys: It has a different smell yeah. 

The pitch, you know what I mean. 

Rhys: I like it, it smells like Christmas trees. Was it mostly men who worked 
or did women have jobs, when you were growing up? 
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Well there were very few women ever worked in those days. They were 
housekeepers. 

Evelyn: Homemakers, yeah. 

Homemakers, yeah. 

Evelyn: Wasn't it during the depression that they had this law that only one ... the 
wives weren't allowed to work if they were married. Like I know people who ... 

Rhys: They weren't allowed to. [inaudible??] 

Evelyn: No, because jobs were so scarce that one person would have to .. . the 
husband usually, would be the breadwinner. But then the mother had lots of things 
to do at home, took care of the garden and stuff like that. · 

And as kids, we all ... that was part of our job in the summer time was to weed the 
gardens, because everybody had gardens, growing carrots and turnips and beets 
and parsnips and things like that, you know, and cabbage, for your own use. And 
then they used to store it. In the fall, they'd take this all up, the potatoes, and they 
had root cellars, they called them, where they used to store this stuff and they 
could keep them for quite awhile. They wouldn't last all winter but some of it 
would but cabbage wouldn't last that long. Like most people made sauerkraut out 
of the cabbages and then that lasted all ... 

Rhys: Yeah, well preserved yeah. Did women work in sawmills during the 
war when all of the men were off fighting? 

Evelyn: I think so. 

I don't know because I wasn't here. 

Rhys: I guess you're the wrong person to ask. 

Evelyn: I know I didn't because I was going to school here in town. I was one of 
the fortunate ones ... 

Women never started to work in the sawmills much in this area until after the 
second great war. 

Evelyn: After even the '50s I think. 

Yeah, even after the '50s. There was a few of them that work in the mills now but 
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there isn't that many. There's mostly men. 

Rhys: This is sort of incidental, did you know your member of Parliament at 
all when you were growing up? Did you know who he was or ever see him 
around town at all? 

Evelyn: They changed regularly didn't they? 

Well I knew some of the provincial ones but I couldn't name them right now. 

Rhys: I don't mean can you name them now but did you know them at the 
time? Did you know their face around town, like the guy who was your MP 
in Ottawa or your MLA in Victoria? 

Well not until after the war. 

Evelyn: You only saw them anyway when there was an election. 

The people we voted for in this usually was very few in this area. There was one 
called John McGinnis. He was an NDP. He got in as an NDP. 

Evelyn: CCF they called it. 

They called it CCF at that time. And then they had Harry Parry, he was a 
Liberal. 

Evelyn: I guess Frank's still here. 

Frank's still here. He's some lawyer. He's a lawyer. 

Rhys: His name should be Harry. Harry Parry. 

Evelyn: And then there was John Hart. When was he ... 

Hart, yeah. 

Rhys: He built the Hart Highway? 

Yeah, that's right. But he didn't live in Prince George. Provincial. 

Rhys: Do you remember any labour disputes to do with the sawmills in 
Willow River? Like strikes or anything? 
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Well they had a big labour dispute here in 1929 or '30. I'm not quite sure. It 
wasn't ... actually it was ... do you remember they had that big trek to Ottawa? 
You heard about that? Well at the same time they had a dispute right in Prince 
George here. 

Rhys: Was it unionized when you worked at the mill at ... was it Eagle Lake? 

No. I wasn't even unionized when I worked at the mill at Eagle Lake sawmills in 
Giscome up until 1939-40. It wasn't unionized. The union didn't start in this area 
until after 1940. They started to organize then but really there was no unions here 
until after the war, no regular unions. 

Rhys: Why do you think that was? 

Well it wasn't necessary. 

Rhys: Just like employers treated their employees well? 

The employees and the employers got along good together and the employee knew 
he had to do a certain job and he done it. I mean it wasn't ... I mean they weren't 
covered by anything you know. 

Rhys: There was a good labour climate? 

Yeah, it was a real good labour employer relationship. I hear our schools are out 
now here. 

Rhys: That's right, yeah. My Dad is a psychologist for this school district. He 
can't cross the picket lines. Yesterday and today, and my sisters are at home, 
getting two extra days on their spring break. 

Your home is here is it? 

Rhys: Yeah, I live up in the Hart. So when you lived in the Willow River in 
the '30s, did most people have houses or did they live in bunkhouses or ... 

They were in houses. 

Evelyn: Nice houses too. 

Yeah, some of them had quite nice homes for those days you know. Like our 
family, we had a real nice home. 
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Evelyn: It was a bit modern for those days. 

Early modern home yeah. 

Rhys: Did your Dad make lots of money, was that it? 

No, he didn't. 

Evelyn: He was always working. 

He was always working but he never worked for anybody else. He just worked for 
himself. He was self-employed like. 

Evelyn: He used to work in the summer times sometimes. 

Sometimes he worked out in the summer for the ... he worked out on building 
those concrete culverts on the railroad. He done that in the summer time. In the 
winter time he made ties. 

[end of side one] 

Potatoes he grew. He grew carrots, cabbages. He used to sell potatoes to 
Edmonton. We used to load them in boxcars down on the siding. 

Rhys: How big was your farm? 

It was 80 acres, under cultivation. 

Rhys: I was thinking it was like a two acre farm, like a soccer field over 
there. 

He had 80 acres under cultivation and they used to haul the potatoes in bulk down 
to the siding in Willow River in Model T Ford trucks and they loaded them in 
the boxcars, not in sacks, just like they do grain. They had doors in there and they 
all went to Edmonton, and they went to a processing plant there that made potato 
chips and powdered potatoes. 

Rhys: I didn't know that. 

And no word of lies, some of those potatoes were that big and they were solid 
right through, you know. I've never seen potatoes grow like that again. 

Rhys: I didn't know it was so fertile there. 
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Evelyn: Very. Even at the house. 

Rhys: It sounds like you had a pretty good garden right, if you had cabbages 
and ... 

Evelyn: Oh yeah, always. We had one at the house that we used for our own self 
for the winter. 

What was that? 

Evelyn: A garden. 

Oh yeah. 

Evelyn: A[??] garden. Out on the farm that was more of a ... 

That was a commercial... 

Evelyn: commercial. 

What he grew out there, my Dad, it was all sold commercially. What we used for 
our own family was growing right around our own home. 

Evelyn: Our stepmother still has a pretty good size garden out there. 

Yeah. 

Rhys: That must keep you pretty busy. 

Evelyn: Very good soil. 

You'll see ... you're going out there with them are you? 

Rhys: Oh yeah. 

You'll see where it's at. 

Rhys: So was there an adequate supply of housing in Willow River? Like 
most of the single men who were working on the logging and stuff ... 

They all built themselves ... 

Evelyn: They all built their own houses. 
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They built their own shacks they called them. They were one-room bungalos with 
an airtight heater in it and a table ... 

Evelyn: and a wood stove. 

Stove ... done their own cooking and things like that. 

Rhys: What's an airtight heater? 

You haven't heard of one of them? 

Rhys: No. 

Evelyn: They were wood heaters. 

They were ... well it's hard to explain now but they were heaters, a stove that was 
just built of tin, of metal, in a circle like that, and it had a bottom in it where you'd 
put ashes to hold the wood and stuff like that, and then it had a top on it and it was 
airtight. It had a little screw on the bottom where you could let air in if you wanted 
to, and they called them airtight heaters. 

Rhys: I always thought it was a brand name. 

Yeah. 

Evelyn: It would keep the heat for a long time. 

Oh yeah, if you closed it right off, that heat would stay in them for hours but if 
you'd open that up, they'd run away. The stove pipe used to get red hot right from 
the top to the bottom. 

Rhys: I guess so. You could light the roof on fire if you 're not careful. 

Yeah. There wasn't that many fires though in those days. People were very 
cautious, because when it's 50 below in the winter time, we had lots of days, and 
months, in the winter at 50 below zero and you had to make sure you had some 
place to stay. So you watched pretty close, your fire regulations and all that. 

Rhys: What were some of the most pleasant aspects of living in Willow River? 

Well it was more or less ... 

Evelyn: I think the family atmosphere with the whole town. 
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Like we had our own friends and that, we used to ... in the summer we'd go 
swimming together ... 

Evelyn: Made your own fun . 

... have parties together and in the winter time we'd ski and skate and things like 
that together. 

Evelyn: Ad played ball in the summer time a lot. We played ball a lot. At the 
school. 

At the school we used to play ball but it wasn't a real big thing in those days. 
What we played at school was football, mostly. It was, you know, run over from 
the old European way of ... in Europe they still play football. 

Rhys: You mean soccer. 

Yes, soccer. That .. s what we used to play. And then we played ... 

Evelyn: Softball. 

Softball, yeah. but there was very little baseball, very few hardballs. They had one 
at Giscome, a hardball. 

Evelyn: And that was the men that worked in the sawmill. 

Rhys: What were some of the negative aspects of living in Willow River, 
things that you didn't like or things that could have been improved upon? 

Evelyn: No theatre. 

That's hard to say because we didn't know too much like everybody else. 

Evelyn: Nobody else had one. Well there was on in Prince George. The Strand 
Theatre. 

We used to have dances. We always looked forward to the weekend because we 
always had some kind of a party going somewhere. 

Evelyn: And people visited a lot during the ... on Sundays. 

And visited each other. 
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Evelyn: On Sundays and that, made Sunday dinner. 

And we used to use the school for dances. In those days they allowed us to use the 
schools for holding dances, things like that. They used to have volunteer 
orchestras, people that ... they had real good music too. 

Evelyn: People were pretty talented, you know. 

Rhys: Do either of you play an instrument? 

Evelyn: No. tapped a little on the piano but our older brother ... 

Yeah, he played the accordion, he played the violin, he played piano. He was just 
a natural. But I didn't. 

Rhys: You guys must have sang and stuff like that? 

Evelyn: Well I dia. I sang. I think mother thought I was going to be some great 
singer or something but when she died, I was only 7 so a lot of things changed. 
But I used to sing at the school concerts. I think I started when I was about 5, by 
myself. I remember one day, one time, it was Danny Boy and when I think about 
that now, I think my goodness, that was quite a feat for a 5 year old. 

Rhys: Yeah, when you're a kid. 

Evelyn: Yeah, you'd just do it. We used to have great Christmas concerts, didn't 
we Karl? 

Yeah. 

Rhys: Did you guys go to church every week? 

Yeah, we went to Sunday School on Sundays. 

Evelyn: Sometimes we would take our 5 cents and go to the store, go up the track, 
walk, instead of going to Sunday School. We got caught at that. 

Rhys: Were there any single parent families in your community that you can 
remember? 

Evelyn: I don't remember any. 

Nope, I don't remember any. 
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Rhys: So all kids had a mother and a father? 

Yeah, because in those days, single parents ... 

Rhys: I guess you had a single parent family for a little while? 

Evelyn: Oh yeah, after mother died, for about 4 years I think. 

But we were pretty well old enough that we knew we could look after ourselves 
too. 

Evelyn: You and Al had to look after me. 

Yeah. 

Evelyn: Yeah, sometimes we were alone for a short while but we had 
housekeepers. 

Rhys: Really? Who was that? 

Evelyn: We used to have a housekeeper that would take care of us when Dad was 
away. 

After our mother died, we always had someone. After a year or so, we started 
having somebody because we pretty well had to. We were going to school. 

Rhys: Who was the housekeeper? Just a girl in town? 

Evelyn: We had different ones. A Swedish ... very close friend of theirs, stayed 
with us when their mother was in the hospital and then when she died, she stayed 
for a few months. And then we had different ones. And then my stepmother was 
the last one. That's how that started. 

Rhys: What is your heritage? 

Evelyn: Swedish and Norwegian. Our father was Swedish and our mother was 
Norwegian. And the brother that lived in town was married to our mother's sister. 

Yeah, there was two brothers that married two sisters. 

Rhys: There's an awful lot of Strom's in town. 

Yeah. 
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Evelyn: There used to be a lot more. 

Rhys: The principal at Kelly Road, I van ... 

He's my cousin ... my second cousin. He's my cousin's son. 

Evelyn: His Dad is our cousin. 

His Dad lives in North Vancouver but he was here ... actually he was born in 
Alberta. 

Evelyn: He was born in Viking, too. 

Viking, Alberta where I was born. 

Evelyn: They stuck together, the two families. You know it started to splinter a bit 
after our mothers died because they died within a year of each other. Norwegian 
sisters, so both the Swedish side, the two brothers, had families to take care of by 
themselves. There was three in our family and four in Uncle Lars' family. They 
both remarried. 

Rhys: So where do you think most of the people in the community came 
from? 

Most of them came from the Ukraine, Sweden, from the Scandinavian countries 
and from England and Scotland. 

Evelyn: And Hungary. 

And Hungary yeah, when they had that ... in 1929, there was quite a big bunch of 
Hungarians moved into Willow River. 

Evelyn: We had 10 families I think, or eleven families that lived there. 

They had a revolution over in Hungary or something. 

Rhys: What did you think of all the Hungarians coming? 

Evelyn: They were great. 

They were all good friends. We all went to school together and everything and a 
lot of them still live here and we still are friends. We go out for lunch together and 
dinner lots of times. 
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Rhys: Were there any people who weren't [inaudible??] there? Like you 
mentioned Indians earlier. 

Evelyn: They were at Shelley. There's a reservation there, right? 

Yeah, there was a lot of Indians but most of them were on the reserve at the town 
or lived on the reserve. They could live off of the reserve if they wanted to but 
most of them stayed on the reserve because it was a bigger ... they got a better 
quality of life because they were more or less looked after. 

Rhys: How about any black people or like East Indians? 

Evelyn: No. I don't remember none. 

Well there is a long story about Giscome. 

Evelyn: That's right! 

It was a black man that they named it after, that town. His name was Giscome. 

Evelyn: He worked out of the university here. 

Yeah, he was here for awhile. 

Evelyn: He did a professor or whatever from the States and he did some history on 
that. What was his name? His last name was Giscome. 

Giscome, yeah. 

Evelyn: Spelled a little differently. 

That's how they got the name of Giscome. 

Rhys: That's interesting. Do you know the story at all? 

Evelyn: No, but you can find it out. 

It wasn't him that was here, it was his forefathers that came through here. They 
came through on the ... what did they call those people with boats ... when 
Alexander Mackenzie came through here. That's when ... 

Rhys: That's a long time ago. 
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Oh yeah. 

Evelyn: This fellow that was here at the University, I think he was about third 
generation down. 

Yeah. They had a homecoming, they called it, at Willow River some years ago and 
he come all the way up to it. 

Rhys: Were there any Chinese people there at all? 

Evelyn: No. 

Very few. 

Evelyn: In Prince George. 

Chinese people had a tendency to congregate where there was more civilization. 
Like in Prince G~orge there was lots of Chinese people but there was very few of 
them lived on their own out by themselves somewhere. 

Evelyn: I don't remember any. Do you? 

No. 

Rhys: Civilization being a relative term. I think a lot of people wouldn't have 
called Prince George civilization in the '30s. 

Evelyn: There was about 2500 people. 

It was the only place that was any. 

Rhys: Was it a city then? 

Yes. It's been a city since 1915. 

Rhys: Really? How many people were in Prince George then? 

Evelyn: Well there was more at one time. 

When we come to Prince George in 1922, there was about 1500 people in the 
whole area, that's all. 

Evelyn: When war broke out, there was 2500 in Prince George, the second world 
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war, because I came in then to go to highschool and we had 7000 soldiers 
stationed here. 

Rhys: Which must have been massive for a town. Amazing. Like you 
couldn't go anywhere without seeing soldiers. I guess it was good for money 
and stuff. 

I never seen any of them. I wasn't even here. 

Evelyn: They stayed [inaudible??] when they were coming to town ... 

A lot of them married the girls here, the local girls. And some of them were still 
around here. 

Rhys: Where's the army place in Prince George? 

Do you know where the multiplex is? 

Rhys: Yes. 

They're right behind here. And that's where ... the army barracks were on the 
foothills on that end. It was all army barracks and they had the rifle range there 
and everything, and ammunition dump. 

Evelyn: Yeah, the 100 steps where they used to do [inaudible??]. Like my kids, 
they played there. 

Rhys: Apparently that silver building, in the middle of the Multiplex parking 
lot, goes back to army days. 

Yeah, that was an army drill hall. 

Rhys: I was just standing in the sun about 2 hours ago beside that building 
looking at it. It's got wood underneath the metal siding. 

They had 5 ... 4 or 5 of them, those buildings there in a row there. And then they 
had barrack blocks that were all joined together. Like the washroom would be in 
the centre and then they'd have probably 6 barrack blocks going out from each 
washroom like. I don't know what it was like here in Prince George because I 
wasn't here but that's the way they used to build them in the army. 

Rhys: That's right. I'm sure it was standard all across Canada. Did different 
ethnic groups, like people from different countries, live in any special part of 
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Willow River or did they all live everywhere? 

Well Willow River was more or less ... the Hungarians all lived in a special part. 
But the Scandinavian people and the English and the Scotch and that, they all 
were more or less mixed up. But the Hungarians seemed to .. . when they came 
over, they stuck pretty well close together. 

Rhys: After I turn off the tape, if you'd still like to, I'd like you to draw that 
map that I asked you about earlier. 

Evelyn: [comment inaudible] 

What? 

Evelyn: A map? 

No, he just wants me to draw it. 

Rhys: Just a hand drawn one. 

Evelyn: Oh okay. 

Rhys: And put on a few things like that. Is there anything else you'd like me 
to ask you about, that you think is interesting and I haven't really come close 
to yet? 

Evelyn: I know one thing, I thought it was a great place to grow up, when I look 
back. 

Yeah, it was, you know. There was no crime. Absolutely no crime. 

Rhys: Well you had a police officer there and you said you needed it. 

Evelyn: But that was only for the people that were ... 

The older people that were drinking and that, that's all that was for. But there was 
no crime there, absolutely no crime. 

Evelyn: Well I guess the construction crews too, they needed that kind of thing, 
for the construction. They had all those people. 

But he was only there ... that policeman was only there for a very short time. 
When we grew up in Willow River, there was no policeman there. 
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Rhys: Oh I see. Well great. Thank you very much for the interview then. I 
think I'll shut off the tape. 

[end of interview] 
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