
Interview Check List 

Interviewer: Cl--.M-i.{~ Loi: lo I A;(~ A-. k 5t> ,r:fv 
Interviewee: L-o../d,c,.. M..,-~e..r 1 3v.,lo 1-\c-rl(..Y\.s. 

';}q - '1'1 :). "'( 2,. '17 r .,.., 

Task Date Requested 

Consent Form 

Thank-you Letter 

Interview Summary 

Interview Tapes Copied 

Transcript 

Proofed Transcript 

Maps 

Pictures 

Date Received 

v' 

v' ])~c r / 'f1 

v i.w n Ai 1" .. 1-S:C:""' 

v' 



"\. ,. • ,I 

Two Oral History Interviews: 
The Lives of Two Women in Penny and Sinclair Mills 

Cheryl Loeb 
Pols 601 
000047501 
Dec. 7, 1999 



··, 

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. 

Nameoflnterviewee: {3~ ~/P 

Name of Interviewer: ~ \ \,,@ 

Place: ~riDfe 6~ 

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. The information 

that I provide to the project will be confidential. This means that my name will not appear 

on any research products unless I indicated otherwise. My participation in the research 

may be acknowledged but not directly linked with specific information. 

The recordings 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 purposes: 
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1. Scholarly and other Publications and/ or Presentations about the Project 

2. Project Reports 

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

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. 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 at the appropriate 

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

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

C)&u d f/ !t.f/ 
Signature of Participant Date 

ation according to the conditions stated above. 

~ t/· X1·91 
Date 

Signature(s) of Researchers 

For more information about the project, Dr. fJ){.ur, CE(ll r1k (name of Gail 

Fondahl, Greg Halseth, or Aileen A. Espiritu of UNBC will be inserted here, depending on 

interviewer and sub-topic) may ~ontac~O) 960- &b VY'. (correct extension will 

be inserted here). My name is ~~ (name of interviewer will be inserted} 

and I can be reached through the ab e professor. 
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AN ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW WITH BARB HARKINS FROM PENNY 

On November 24, 1999, I conducted an oral history interview with Mrs. Barb 

Harkins in the Prince George Public Library. Barb is currently residing with her husband 

Bob Hark.ins in Prince George, B.C, who entered the interview for the last fifteen 

minutes. Barb and her family moved to Penny, BC in 1940 because her father found work 

as a manager of the Penny Mill. Barb and her family spent thirteen years in Penny, and 

while Barb was only a young girl at the time, has memories of what life was like in 

Penny at the time, as well as memories of the general workings of the mill. Barb was 

educated in Penny until grade eight, when she attended high school in Prince George 

where she met her husband, Bob. Both Bob and Barb had lived in Penny, their mothers' 

best friends who would recite poetry to one another as they walked along the railway 

tracks. Although neither Barb or her husband Bob still live in Penny, they have fond 

memories of life in the town and have remained in close contact with hundreds of people 

from .Penny, attending a Penny reunion with five hundred other people a few years ago. 

In 1940 Barb Hark.ins moved with her family to Penny where she spent thirteen 

years of her life growing up. Her father moved his family to Penny because he was hired 

on by the Penny Spruce Company who asked him to manage the Penny Mill. 

Cheryl: Why did you move to Penny? 

Barb: My fathers job. 

Cheryl:And what did you father do? 

Barb: He ended up managing the mill. 

Cheryl:Managing ... was it the Penny Mill? What was it called? 

Barb: Ahh ... it went through several names, Penny Spruce, Penny 
[garbled] Timber. 



When Barb moved to Penny she recalls that the population, which was mostly 

made up of transitory populations of men and their families that worked for the mill, was 

around two to three hundred. Because millwork was seasonal, up to sixty men lived in the 

"Bunk house" where they lived when they worked for the mill. Before the mill came into 

operation in the 1930s, families that lived in the region farmed, hunted, and trapped for a 

living. 

Cheryl:So what was the main reason for people leaving Penny, or moving 
to Penny during that time? 

Barb: Employment. .. almost entirely. Earlier than that it would have been 
trapping and uh farming, but once the railway came in, and the mill 
was established. 

Living conditions were simple in Penny. The Penny Spruce Company made 

'company houses' where many of the families lived. These houses were frame houses, 

many looking alike, and did not have running water, plumbing, or electricity until later 

years. Because Barbs father worked a general manager for the mill, they lived in the 

Managers house, which was nicer than the standard 'company houses'. Her family had 

running water and electricity, although it was on and off intermittently. She remembers 

one story about the trials and tribulations of running water. 

Cheryl:Did you have running water or electricity when you were growing 
up? 

Barb: Our house did. Sometimes intermittent, sometimes ... there were 
some one or two interesting stories about running water in our 
place, but, ah, mainly due because it was direct current, and we had 
some repairs done on the house. The chap that did the repairs was 
putting up a mirror in the bathroom, he used a very large 
spike ... through the wall, touched the cold water tap, and the 
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electric wire. That was about the ultimate in [garbled] ... so we 
turned on the cold water and got steam. 

The community did not have telephones, but did have a telegraph machine at the 

railway station and a company phone at the mill office. 

The town of Penny consisted of a few miles of logging road. Few people had cars 

and often travelled by foot to their desired locations. The town had a graveyard, a church 

(which was built after her family had left), a general store, a post-office, a school, a 

pomicary for the mill, and a community hall. The family who owned the general store 

and post-office had a private home which was quite large. Because the town did not have 

a hotel, the owners of the post-office and general store sometimes turned their home into 

a boarding house for travelling salesmen and for visitors to the town. The community hall 

was built just after Barb and her family arrived in Penny with lumber donated by the mill 

and labour volunteered from the men in the town. 

The town did not have any medical doctors or law enforcement workers, so in 

times of trouble, had to catch the train to Prince George or McBride. At one time a nurse 

lived in Penny with her husband, who delivered babies and helped with community 

health. 

Cheryl:Were there any doctors or nurses in the town? 

Barb: No. There was a lady who was a nurse, but she wasn't there 
because of that. She was there because her husband worked there. 
But ah, she was a godsend to a few people. Babies arriving ... 

The general store in Penny did not carry enough supplies for the townspeople, so 

I 
the families ordered supplies from the Eatons catalogue which sent parcels of clothing, 

household items, and other goods on the railway. Before the railway arrived in Penny, 
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Barb mentioned that the only way people living in the area received supplies was by the 

river. As well, townspeople took the passenger train to Prince George for supplies. The 

passenger train came one day from the East, and then the next day from the West. 

Supplies were also brought in on freight trains. 

Cheryl:How long did it take to get to Prince George, or? 

Barb: That depended, if you took the passenger or the way freight. 
Basically the only way that you could get there was by train. 

Cheryl:How often did they come? 

Barb: The passenger ... it also varied, but usually it was between 
one ... East one day and West the next. And the freight trains ran 
fairly often, but I guess that depended on ah, depended on ah, 
demand, freight and shipping. 

In order to keep busy as a child, Barb continuously borrowed books from the 

Prince George Regional Library which were shipped every six weeks by train to Penny. 

She specifically remembered reading fairy tales and Anne of Green Gables. As well, an 

innovative man in town showed movies once a week that he ordered from a movie 

catalogue. By doing this he made a little money on the side of working at the mill, and 

offered entertainment to the people in Penny. One of the main problems in the town was 

drinking, as alcohol quite often came in on the daily trains. 

Twenty to thirty children attended the school at one time, which was taught by 

one or two female school teachers, depending on the number of students enrolled. 

Cheryl: Were the school teachers women? 

Barb: Yes, the ones that I know from Penny, I don't think that was 
necessarily so everywhere, but, ah, quite often young ladies were 
shuttled off to a little place in the wilderness ... I think it must have 
been quite a bit of a culture shock for some of them. But most of 
them stayed, quite often they married. 
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The school only went up to grade eight, and then the students travelled to Prince 

George where they attended grade nine and upwards. The students from smaller 

communities lived in dormitories in Prince George, which their parents paid a small fee 

for. Both Barb and Bob attended th~ dormitories in Prince George, remembering one 

strong, matronly woman who looked after ninety or so children. They said she kept the 

students in control, with strong rules, that if broken, meant the children would most likely 

be expelled. 

Cheryl:Do you remember any students that couldn't go to, ah, to the 
dormitories because their parents couldn't afford it? 

Bob: Oh no, it was very affordable. The whole dorms, used to work on, 
the kids worked, they wouldn't allow it today. 

Bob: The point was that kid, uh, young people would have never have 
received any education, but it was very affordable. 

Cheryl : How many teachers? 

Bob: One lady. 

Barb: She was a matron, and there was a cook. 

Bob: And there was boys and girls, and an age of grade nine to twelve, 
and were pretty feisty in discovering one another. And yet it 
worked. 

Besides working as school teachers, the only jobs that existed for women were 

teaching piano or baby-sitting. 

Cheryl:Did women work outside of the home, or in the ... ? 

Barb: No, no ... one lady might have taught piano lessons a little bit, you 
know or babysat or something, but, no, there wasn't anything there 
for ... 
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More often than not, women did not work outside of the home. Working as house 

wives, the women looked after their children and families while their husbands worked 

for the Penny Mill or railway. In order to keep busy, women in the town belonged to a 

Parent Teachers Association (PTA). A group of women got together on a regular basis 

and organised dances and gatherings. In the fall they held a bazaar to raise funds for a 

yearly Christmas concert and to buy presents for the children. 

The ethnic make up of the town was varied, especially after the war. Barb 

remembers French Canadians, and different European families in Penny. She 

remembered her father hiring some Japanese men who came from Vancouver to work at 

a logging camp out of town, but the towns people did not have any interaction with the 

Japanese men. Conditions in the logging camps outside of town were terrible, with lice 

prevalent in the workers. At night, for entertainment, the men would have lice races. 

Bob: Conditions in the camps, for what the camps were, were terrible. 
They were just [garbled], bunkhouses, straw picks to sleep on, full 
of cooties and lice, you always, you always got lice when you 
were in the bunks, it was just part of the parcel ... To amuse 
yourself at night your lice would have races. 

During the last few minutes of the interview Bob mentioned the influx of French 

Canadian families to the Penny region who brought strong cultural traditions with them. 

Because they were grain fanners from St. Paul and small communities North of 

Edmonton, they fanned during the spring and summer, and logged in the region during 

the winter freeze. Bob talked highly about the French families, indicating that they 

integrated well into the community. 

The mill itself was built right near the town site. It employed workers for both the 

summer and winter season, many of which were illiterate and uneducated workers. Logs, 
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which were supplied to the mill, were shipped from up-river from the logging camps. In 

Penny they were processed and then shipped by rail to the United States. 

Cheryl:So, the mill, did the ship the, the logs down the river to Prince 
George, or? 

Barb: No, not in the days when my dad was running it, they had logging 
camps and they also logged around the Penny area, and logging 
camps upriver, and they would send them by river down to the mill 
at Penny, and that's where they cut them up. 

Cheryl:And they cut up, and then where did the materials from Penny got 
to? 

Barb: They were shipped mostly to the States. 

Cheryl:How did they ship them? 

Barb: By rail, box car. Everything was done by rail until the highway 
went through, you know of course there is a highway now, but it's 
on this side of the river. There's still talking, not really highway 
access. 

The mill did not provide any benefit packages to the workers until they began to 

strike, demanding better wages and safer, cleaner, working conditions. Barb did not recall 

the exact date striking occurred, and labour unions began operation in the mill, but 

remembers the date 1953. During one severe wind storm in Penny, the wind picked the 

debris up out of the burners that were open and landed them on the mill. The mill caught 

fire, and almost burnt completely to the ground. While the mill was being rebuilt, a 

replacement mill was brought into Penny for the workers. 

Cheryl:Can you remember any events, uhm, with the mill that had, caused 
problems in the town, or? 

Barb: Well, it burnt down one time. That caused a lot of problems. 

Cheryl:When was that? 
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Barb: Let me see ... so, again my dates, probably '47,'48, get a hold of 
that book, I know the library's got a copy of it, and those dates will 
be in there, I know they'll be right. So there was a terrible 
windstorm, and in those days they used open burners, not closed 
beehive ones, even now they pretty well got it. So it dumped up, 
picked up a lot of the burner and dropped it on the mill. And that 
was, extremely frightening. 

Cheryl:Did the entire mill bum down? 

Barb: Pretty much. I thought for a while the whole town would go. 

Cheryl:So you remember it quite clearly? 

Barb: Oh [garbled]. 

Cheryl:So was it at night time, or during the day? 

Barb: It was early in the, fairly early in the morning. A lot of us kids 
would, instead of going to school, went down to watch the mill 
bum. 

The mill was finally shut down because of economics in the 1950's. 

Cheryl:Do you remember when it [the mill] closed down? 

Barb: Ah ... not exactly .. .I think it was a few years after we left.. .and we 
moved from town in '53, [garbled section], so I suppose it would at 
least until the late 50's ... and then Northwood bought most of the 
mills and the timber along the east-line, and that was the big 
change. 

Cheryl:Do you know why, uhm, the mill in Penny shut down? 

Barb: Well the economics, and things were changing, small mills were, 
ah, not as profitable and the bigger companies, they were moving 
m. 

The forest service that worked in the town was comprised of only one man, rather 

than large forestry camps that existed up river. Logs would be floated down the river 

from logging camps, where they were processed in the mill, and then shipped by rail to 

the United States. 
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Barb met her husband Bob in Penny where he was working at the Penny Mill at 

that time. She spent two years living with friends in Prince George where she went to 

school, and then moved in the dormitories where Bob was living at the time. While both 

of them moved away from Penny and currently reside in Prince George, they have chosen 

to remain in close contact with small mill towns in the Upper Fraser. To this day they 

still remain in close contact with people that lived, and currently live in Penny. 
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Interview #2 Barb Harkins November 24, 1999 

Cheryl: It's Wednesday, November 241h. We're here in the Prince George Public 
Library with the interviewee, Barb Harkins, me, Cheryl Low, and Professor 
Aileen Espiritu, conducting an oral history interview. So my first question to you, 
Barb, would be what was the one thing that you remember most about your time 
spent in Penny? 

Barb: Well, I don't think there's any one thing because the kids growing up, went 
to school, one of those schools, sometimes [inaudible??], depending on the 
population up there. 

Cheryl: Were you born in Penny? 

Barb: No. 

Cheryl: How long did you live in Penny for? 

Barb: 13 years. 

Cheryl: And when did you move to Penny? 

Barb: Would have been 1940, '41. I think it must have been '40. We moved from 
[inaudible??]. I don't remember any of that. 

Cheryl: Why did you move to Penny? 

Barb: My father's job. 

Cheryl: And what did your father do? 

Barb: He ended up managing the office. 

Cheryl: Managing? Was it the Penny mill? What was it called? 

Barb: It went through several names. Penny Spruce, [inaudible ??] and Timber. 

Cheryl: Do you know what the approximate population of Penny was at the time 
that you lived there? 

Barb: It varied. 2-300. 

Cheryl: Now, were most of the people that lived there, did they work at the mill? 
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Barb: yes, most of them. 

Cheryl: So was it a male population or a female population, were they old people 
or young people? 

Barb: At that time, not a lot of old people. A few farmers that had been there for 
years but not many. Most of them were in that sawmill and logging. 

Cheryl: Was it seasonal? 

Barb: Some of it was. The logging. But there were a lot of families too. We had a 
school, post office, forestry, and a lot of mill people at that time. Always, as far as 
I can remember, enough to keep the school open. 

Cheryl: How many students were there going to school? 

Barb: At a time, oh, maybe 20 or 30 at a time. Of course over the years, hundreds. 

Cheryl: Did you find that the forestry [inaudible ??],was it linked to the mill? Was 
it owned by the same company? 

Barb: No, no, it was Forest Service. And there wasn't really a camp, a warden I 
guess it was called. 

Cheryl: Okay, so what was the main reason for people leaving, or moving to 
Penny during that time? 

Barb: Employment. Almost entirely. Earlier than that it would have been trapping 
and the odd farm, but once the railway came in, then the mill ~as established. 

Cheryl: Do you know when the mill was established? 

Barb: Not exactly, no. In the '30s. 

Cheryl: And you lived in the 1940s, is that correct? 

Barb: Yeah, the early 1940s. 

Cheryl: So why did your family leave Penny? 

Barb: Well, [work??] again. My father changed jobs. 

Cheryl: And did any members of your family stay in Penny or did your entire 
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family move? 

Barb: No, we all moved. My brother was already off to university. 

Cheryl: What did your family feel about living in Penny? 

Barb: Oh, probably a lot of mixed emotions. 

Cheryl: How come? 

Barb: Well, in 13 years, we had a lot of friends there. 

Cheryl: Did your father like his job at Penny? 

Barb: As far as I know in talking about it. He must have been good at it because 
even now there are people who remember working for him and speaking fondly. 

Cheryl: What kind of duties were included in this job? 

Barb: Like mainly like office managing, overseeing it, [inaudible??] some 
accounts. You know, meeting with lumber buyers. 

Cheryl: Usually how many people were working at the mill at one time? 

Barb: At the mill? I don't really know. But there was a large bunkhouse so there 
must have been at least a hundred, but I'm pretty vague on these kinds of 
numbers. 

Cheryl: And did your Mom work at the mill at all or did she ... 

Barb: No. She was a housewife. 

Cheryl: Did you have any neighbours close by or where did you live in Penny? 

Barb: We had some close neighbours, yes. It was a small street, most of which is 
no longer there. One or two houses are. 

Cheryl: What kinds of things did the town have? Like did they have a church or a 
graveyard? 

Barb: There is a graveyard. Still not many in it. And there was a church but that 
was after we moved. 
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Cheryl: Was there a general store? 

Barb: Oh yes, and a post office. And there was a commissary for the mill. 

Cheryl: What about a hotel or a ... 

Barb: No. There was one ... the people who had the store and post office, had a 
large house and it was sometimes used as a boarding house for [inaudible ??] 
salesmen are. 

Cheryl: Did you have any medical facilities? 

Barb: No. 

Cheryl: Did you have to come into Prince George? 

Barb: Or McBride, or wherever you could get to. 

Cheryl: Were there any doctors or nurses in the town? 

Barb: No, no. There was a lady who was a nurse. She wasn't there because of that. 
She was there because her husband was working. But she was a god-send to a few 
people. You know, babies arriving unexpectedly and that. 

Cheryl: Any kind of community houses where people could get together or for 
social gatherings. 

Barb: There was a hall. It was built, I guess, just after we moved there, about that 
time, with lumber donated by the mill, put up by volunteer labour, that sort of 
thing. It's still there. 

Cheryl: What kind of events did you have at the hall. 

Barb: Whatever, dances, [inaudible ??], whatever was happening, sponsors for the 
school. 

Cheryl: And was it run by the community members or did the mill help? 

Barb: I'm not sure. I guess there must have been a sort of a committee but I don't 
know really ultimately who was in charge of anything. 

Cheryl: Do you think that these were adequate for the community needs or could 
there have been more at the time? 
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Barb: That's really difficult to say. What most communities like that had ... 
probably consider themselves lucky because they could say they had an actual 
hall. 

Cheryl: How long did it take to get to Prince George? 

Barb: That depended. If you took the passenger, or the [freight??], because the 
only way you could get there was by train. 

Cheryl: How often did they come? 

Barb: The passenger - it also varied - but usually there would be a train going east 
one day and west the next. The freight trains ran fairly often. I guess that 
depended on demand, freight and shipping. 

Cheryl: How did you get supplies into the town? 

Barb: By the railway. On the freight train, or the local [inaudible??] because it 
would stop at every community along the way [inaudible ??]. Sometimes it was an 
[inaudible??], depending on what there was. 

Cheryl: How long did the school stay open until like? Could students go there 
until Grade 6 or Grade 7? 

Barb: It was grade 8 at the time. And then it's high school after that if you could 
find a way to get to Prince George or McBride. 

Cheryl: Did the students have to stay in Prince George or did they come home at 
night? 

Barb: No. You were lucky to get home on weekends unless it was a long holiday, 
or a long weekend. 

Cheryl: What was shopping like in Penny? 

Barb: There was a general store. That was it. There was also the Eaton's catalogue 
and Simpson's catalogue, which covered a lot of the household things. The 
general store was [ closer??] than the post office. 

Cheryl: So did you make most of your clothes purchases and stuff from the 
Eaton's catalogue? 

Barb: Mostly. Mostly through the catalogue unless you happened to go to Prince 
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George or Vancouver or something. 

Cheryl: Now what year did the train come to Penny? 

Barb: I'm terrible with things such as the year the railway went through. I should 
know. 

Cheryl: Well do you know how they got supplies before the railway? 

Barb: By river. Riverboat. 

Cheryl: So did most people work in the mill and the forest camps in Penny? 

Barb: There would be only one person in the forestry, it's not a camp. 

Cheryl: Okay. 

Barb: It's a forester. A forester. 

Cheryl: Oh, just one person. 

Barb: Most of the time, unless there was a fire or something. Yeah, so everyone, 
except for the railway was in forestry. And the school teachers would be 
[inaudible ??] 

Cheryl: How many school teachers were there? 

Barb: One or two depending on how many students were there? 

Cheryl: And was the mill owned by an American company, or a Canadian 
company, or would you have any idea? 

Barb: It was Canadian mostly. I don't remember [inaudible??] although they may 
have at one time. They sold shares [inaudible ??] 

Cheryl: Do you know what skills were needed to work at the mill? 

Barb: Just labouring skills. There were people there that probably couldn't read or 
write and [inaudible??] there were a lot of people that had very little English. 

Cheryl: So where did people come from? 

Barb: Things were quite transient in those days. 
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Cheryl: So did the mill hire immigrants? 

Barb: Quite often. 

Cheryl: Do you know who did the hiring for the mills? Would your Dad do the 
hiring? 

Barb: Probably, the majority of it at times. I'm not sure it was entirely up to him. 

Cheryl: Was the mill popular in town? Like were they really generous to the 
community? 

Barb: As far as I know. You know, as a family moving, on friendly terms with 
everybody so that it's not ... worried about the boss. 

Cheryl: So was the mill open in the winter and the summer? 

Barb: Yes. 

Cheryl: Did they have any benefit packages for the employees? 

Barb: Not in those days. 

Cheryl: What about labour unions? 

Barb: Well, that ... they came in about 1953. It was a very bitter strike in this 
company, which I don't know a lot about because I was kind of out of [inaudible 
??]. Before that there wasn't much. 

Cheryl: What did the workers complain about? 

Barb: I don't know. They didn't complain to me. By then I hadn't been at Penny 
much for the last couple of [inaudible ??] by this time. 

Cheryl: What kind of housing existed in Penny at this time? 

Barb: They were just frame houses. They called them company houses. 

Cheryl: Were they built by the mill? 

Barb: A lot of them. Some weren't and some, of course, were built by the mills. 

Cheryl: Did the workers have to pay rent on them? 
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Barb: I really don't know. 

Cheryl: Did your family live in a company house? 

Barb: It was kind of the manager's house. It was a little more substantial but still 
[inaudible ??]. 

Cheryl: So were all those houses similar in design or was there much variance? 

Barb: I think the company houses were pretty much similar in design. There were 
a lot of [inaudible]. There was no running water or electricity in most of the 
houses. 

Cheryl: What was the quality of housing? 

Barb: I think they were adequate. 

Cheryl: Did you have running water or electricity when you were growing up? 

Barb: Our house did. Sometimes intermittent, sometimes ... there were some 
interesting stories about the running water in our place but mainly because it was 
direct [inaudible??] and we'd had some repairs done on the house. The chap who 
did the repairs was putting up a mirror in the bathroom. He used a really large 
spike, through the wall, touched the cold water tap and the electric wire. At least 
[inaudible??] so we turned on the cold water [inaudible??]. 

Cheryl: That would have been quite funny I think. 

Barb: It was. 

Cheryl: Maybe not at the time. 

Barb: We had to do something about the spike [inaudible]. So we mostly had 
running water and electricity but there were some complications on our side. 

Cheryl: That would have been, I think, funny. When did you get telephones in 
Penny? 

Barb: They still don't have telephones. 

Cheryl: I never knew that. 

Barb: There was a telegraph at the railway station. I remember there was a phone 
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at the office but I'm not sure what the logistics were at the time because 
[inaudible]. It wasn't a radio phone. Some people later on had radio phones. 

Cheryl: Did you even have cars? ·what kind of equipment was around? 

Barb: The odd person had a car but there were only a couple miles of road and a 
few miles of logging road. There wasn't much need for a car. 

Cheryl: Did most people rent their homes? Or did they own their homes? 

Barb: Most people wouldn't own.their own homes if they were company homes 
but I don't know what their arrangement was with the company. We're actually 
part of the [inaudible]. 

Cheryl: Did women work outside of the home? 

Barb: no, no. One lady might have taught piano lessons a little bit or you know, 
babysat. There wasn't anything there. 

Cheryl: Were the school teachers women? 

Barb: Yes. The ones that I know from Penny were. I don't think that was 
necessarily so everywhere but quite often young ladies were [inaudible ??] in 
school, to a little place in the wilderness. I often think it must have been a bit of a 
culture shock for some of them. But most of them stayed. Quite often they 
married. 

Cheryl: Mill workers? 

Aileen: Did you yourself take music lessons when you were growing up? 

Barb: Yeah, I had a few yes. 

Aileen: In Penny? 

Barb: In Penny, yeah. Not that it did much good. I'm not very musical. 

Aileen: You took piano lessons? 

Barb: Yeah. 

Aileen: Were there many children who did that? 
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Barb: No. Not many. I think the piano was not the easiest ... There was one family 
that supplied most of the music for the dances and I don't know how Bessy got 
her piano in there in the first place because ... [inaudible] ... but it still took a lot of 
manhandling to get it in there. 

Cheryl: Was it the women who organized the dances and the get-togethers? 

Barb: Yeah, mostly. They did [inaudible??] PTA and put on a fall bazaar to raise 
money for Christmas gifts and concert. 

Cheryl: Were there any donations from the mill for that? 

Barb: There most likely were. I don't really know. 

Cheryl: Were there any organizations for women at this time in the community? 
Any kind of support for women? 

Barb: No. [inaudible] I mean they joined the PTA, and I think the women there 
played a lot of bridge, that sort of thing. 

Cheryl: Were there any single parent families that you can remember in Penny? 

Barb: Well there was one, but I don't remember them too well because they didn't 
stay long after the [inaudible??]. There was a father who had lost his wife in 
childbirth. It was a large family. The baby that was born at that time was adopted 
by a lady who raised it but the rest of them, they all kept together. And both the 
baby and the lady went back to our reunion. 

Cheryl: That would have been something. 

Barb: It was, yeah. But aside from that, that's a rare story. But ifthere was, people 
in the community would pitch in and help. 

Cheryl: So it was a really connected community? 

Barb: Yeah. 

Aileen: would you remember that woman's name? The one who adopted the 
child? 

Barb: No. I don't remember offhand. 

Aileen: Is she from around here? I mean Prince George. 
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Barb: No, well, she was originally from somewhere [inaudible??], but probably if 
you looked in the library in that Penny for your Thoughts book, I think their story 
is in there. 

Aileen: Oh, great. 

Cheryl: Were there any day cares or babysitting services? 

Barb: No. If you needed a babysitter, you'd go to someone who had a daughter of 
the right age come and visit. But there was nothing [inaudible ??J. There wasn't in 
those days anyway. At least the years I'm thinking about. 

Cheryl: So where did most people in the community come from if they weren't 
from Penny. 

Barb: Just about anywhere. 

Cheryl: Do you remember the ethnic makeup of the community at that time? 

Barb: It was pretty mixed. There'd be French Canadians in the community and 
after the war there were a lot of Europeans. 

Cheryl: Did they integrate well into the community? 

Barb: Mostly. Pretty small places. 

Cheryl: Did you remember any of the newly arrived immigrants? 

Barb: Do I remember any of them? Some of them. 

Cheryl: Were they friends of the family? 

Barb: Some of them. A lot of them worked in the mill and we didn't know them. 

Cheryl: Did they live in any special part of town? 

Barb: If they were single, they probably lived in the bunkhouse. 

Cheryl: How many men would live in a bunkhouse at one time, do you think? 

Barb: It depends. Could be 60. I'm not pretty good at remembering numbers. 

Cheryl: Did community members treat them well? 
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Barb: I think so. 

Aileen: During the war do you remember any war efforts in the community, 
whether that was from the women ... 

Barb: I don't particularly remember anything. There probably was but it must 
have been small at the time. Kids barely knew that there was even a war on. 

Cheryl: But you knew? 

Barb: I knew that there was something and then by the time it was over, it was in 
Life Magazine. 

Cheryl: Did you discern a lot of the younger men in the community because of the 
war? 

Barb: No. 

Cheryl: No? That's interesting. 

Barb: Not that I remember. 

Cheryl: I have some general questions for you about the mill, if you can remember 
any of them. 

Barb: Well, I may not be too good on that. 

Cheryl: Anything you can remember. So your father was the general manager, 
right? 

Barb: Yes, he was. After we moved. 

Cheryl: Do you know how long the mill stayed open in Penny, or when the mill 
began operations? 

Barb: Not really. But I know it had been going for a few years when we moved 
there. It would have been late '30s. And I think there had been a mill there before 
that but I don't know much about it because it was pretty well gone when we 
moved there. 

Cheryl: So the mill had closed down when you left? 

Barb: No, the mill that we all know now had been going for a few years but there 
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had been a small mill, something before that. 

Cheryl: Is the mill still in operation? 

Barb: No. 

Cheryl: Do you know when it closed down? 

Barb: Not exactly. It was a few years after we left I know. (comment inaudible]. 
At least the rest of the family did. So I suppose it was at least until the late '50s 
and then Northwood bought most of the mills and the timber allotment on the East 
Line and that was the [inaudible ?:], and I don't know exactly when that 
happened. 

Cheryl: Do you know why the mill in Penny shut down? 

Barb: The economics. Things were changing. Small mills were not as profitable 
and the bigger companies like Northwood were moving in. 

Cheryl: Do you remember the layout of the town of Penny? Would you rather help 
me draw a diagram of the town? 

Barb: In a very rough way. 

Cheryl: You said there was one main street in Penny? 

Barb: Sort of, yeah, because the railway went from east to west. 

Cheryl: Because you had the railway. 

Barb: Yeah, that would be the big thing. 

Cheryl: And did the main road ... 

Barb: pretty well paralleled it, yes. And the only thing at this end was the post 
office, the general store and there were some houses. 

Cheryl: Was it just off the main road? 

Barb: Well, actually it was across the [inaudible??] 

Cheryl: Were the post office and the general store connected? 
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Barb: [indicates affirmative] 

Cheryl: And you said there's some houses here as well? 

Barb: There were a few houses there yes. 

Cheryl: Just behind the post office or beside it? 

Barb: Well kind of behind it, over here. Further down here there's one or two 
farms. 

Cheryl: What about the east side of town? 

Barb: Well this is ... 

Cheryl: ... out of bounds. Not very good with directions. 

Barb: Well, I'm not great either. So then about halfway along, well the school 
would be about ... see the hall would be probably ... just a little x there, and we'll 
put it on the school. Well then the mill was here and there was another sort of a 
street here. And there were houses on both sides of that. Across the tracks there 
were a few houses over there and a big farm over there. But the main chunk of the 
mill would be in here, and heading down to the river. 

Cheryl: And was the river ... 

Barb: Just down here. The burner is still there. Not in the best shape but it still 
stands. And you can walk through the old mill yard and see where things have 
fallen down. But now they're so fallen down, but.you can go with somebody who 
knows what was there. 

Cheryl: So they didn't tear the mill down. They just let it decay. 

Barb: Well some of it was probably salvaged but mostly just left. 

Cheryl: Now did a lot of people leave the town when the mill shut down. 

Barb: I don't know if they left. Probably. Like I say, I wasn't there. 

Cheryl: Can you think of any government actions that were responsible for 
shutting down the mill, or any kind of government actions at the time. 

Barb: No. [inaudible ??] deal with the Government and Forest Service. I think it 

Interview #2 Barb Harkins Nov. 24, 1999 14 



was more just economics. 

Cheryl: [comment unclear]. 

Barb: Well, Northwood moved in and they didn't want to run the mill. They just 
wanted it. 

Cheryl: [inaudible??] Prince George. Is that the time when Northwood came in? 

Barb: Yeah. They had a mill at McGregor too which they just closed [inaudible 
??]. 

Cheryl: So the mill, did they ship the logs down the river to Prince George? 

Barb: No, not in the days when my Dad was working there. They had logging 
camps and they also logged around the Penny area, and they had logging camps up 
river and they would send them by river down to the mill at Penny. And that's 
where they'd be cut up. 

Cheryl: And then where did the materials from Penny go to? 

Barb: They were shipped mostly to do the States. [comment unclear], I suppose. 

Cheryl: How did they ship them? 

Barb: By rail. Boxcar. Everything was done by rail, until the highway come 
through. Of course, there's a highway now but it's on this side of the river, 
[inaudible ??] with not really highway access. 

Aileen: Do you remember when the highway was? 

Barb: No, I don't remember. I was doing other things, raising a family. So I 
remember it going through but not the year. 

Aileen: It must have been back [inaudible ??], you would have been young. The 
60's maybe? 

Barb: Somewhere around there. They used to promise it every time there was an 
election. They'd say, of course, proposed road. And I think they started doing that 
some time during the 20s. 

Cheryl: Did you have any politicians in the town? 
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Barb: No. 

Cheryl: What about security. Did you have any RCMP members? 

Barb: Well, they would come from McBride usually. 

Cheryl: So the town solved the problems by themselves, mostly? 

Aileen: Was there much crime? 

Barb: Crime? No. 

Aileen: Did you hear of anything? 

Barb: No, I mean there would be .. . 

Aileen: brawling or whatever? 

Barb: A little bit of the dancing hall, this sort of thing, see. 

Cheryl: Did you have any pubs in Penny? 

Aileen: Was alcohol bought during these dances? 

Barb: Oh yeah. 

Aileen: We've been hearing a lot about that on the Friday night trains. 

Barb: On the train, that's right. And usually the dance didn't start until after the 
train had stopped. 

Cheryl: How many dances would they have a year? 

Barb: Oh gosh, I don't know. 

Cheryl: Do you remember them? 

Barb: Some of them. I was either too little or away out of town. It was a lot of fun 
though. Mostly old time dances and folk dances. 

Cheryl: So was the music locally provided? 

Barb: Yes, by the family that lived on the farm up here, the lady that ... well, their 
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family was musical. 

Aileen: Do you remember their names? 

Barb: Oh there's lots of them around. The Boudreaus. 

Aileen: Oh? When you were growing up, do you remember what occupied your 
time, as a child? I mean, did you do a lot of skating and skiing and that sort of 
thing? 

Barb: Not too much. I did some skating on the river, tobagganing. I didn't get into 
skiing then. I don't know. It was a wonderful place to grow up because as a child 
you felt very secure. 

Aileen: And in the summer did you swim in the river? Did people swim in the 
river back then? 

Barb: Probably a few did and there was a little muskeg lake, some swam in it. I 
didn't. There wasn't a lot of swimming. I fished and things like that. I like to go 
fishing. 

Cheryl: Did your Dad do any trapping or hunting to provide ... 

Barb: No, no he wasn't into those things. 

Cheryl: Do you have any siblings? 

Barb: I have an older brother. 

Cheryl: And did you both go to school in Prince George? 

Barb: Well, somewhat. He went a little in Prince George. 

Aileen: Does he live in Victoria, now? 

Barb: No, no. He lives in the Vancouver area. 

Aileen: I'm going to try and get an interview. 

Barb: He's not too close. 

Cheryl: Can you remember any events with the mill that had caused problems in 
the town or ... 
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Barb: Well, it burned down. 

Cheryl: When was that? 

Barb: Let me see. I think it was in ... so again, my dates ... probably '47, '48. Get a 

hold of that book. I know that the library has a copy of it and those dates, they' 11 
be right in there. In fact, there was a terrible wind stonn and in those days they 
used open burners, not closed bee-hive ones. And even now they're pretty 
[inaudible??]. So it dumped up a lot of those burners [inaudible]. That was 
extremely frightening. 

Cheryl: The entire mill went down? 

Barb: Pretty much. They thought for awhile the whole town would burn. 

Cheryl: So you remember it quite well. 

Barb: Oh really well. 

Cheryl: Was it at night time or during the day? 

Barb: It was early in the ... it was fairly early in the morning. The kids, instead of 
going to school, they went down to watch the mill bum. 

Aileen: So did everyone get together to help fight the fire? 

Barb: Anybody that was able-bodied was. 

Cheryl: Did they lose any houses near the mill? 

Barb: No. 

Cheryl: How long did it bum for? 

Barb: I don't know how long it took to get it out. I don't remember. Probably not 
long because things were fairly dry. 

Cheryl: It was in the winter or ... 

Barb: No, it was ... I suppose it was in the fall. I don't know. It was not snowing. 

Cheryl: Did anybody lose their lives in the fire? 

Interview #2 Barb Harkins Nov.24, 1999 18 



Barb: No, no fortunately not. 

Cheryl: And they had shifts 24 hours a day that worked there or were they closed 
down at night. 

Barb: I don't think they went 24 hours. It could have been at times but I don't 
remember. 

Cheryl: You mentioned that the company rebuilt the mill. 

Barb: Yes, it was rebuilt. 

Cheryl: How long did that take? 

Barb: Quite a while probably. I know they brought in a portable mill. [inaudible 
??] to get them through the interim until the actual building of the mill, probably a 
couple of years. It would take a while because they put a lot of bricks and things 
in the new mill. Most of which is still there because they are a little heavy to pack 
up. 

Cheryl: Did they have to get any equipment and ... 

Barb: oh yeah. 

Cheryl: And was the equipment from Canada or did they ship it up from the 
States? 

Barb: Wherever they could buy it. I don't know. Probably both. I don't remember 
who was supplying the mills then. 

Cheryl: Was anybody out of work when the mill burned down, like in the stage 
between rebuilding it? 

Barb: Probably. It's hard to say because I don't think they were actually logging at 
the time. Maybe not too many to put out of work [inaudible??] would be. 

Cheryl: Can you remember anyone leaving town because of it? 

Barb: Not that I can remember. I don't have memories oflosing friends and 
playmates because of it. Seeing it from a kids point of view, it just went on. 

Cheryl: And what year was it that your family left Penny? 
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Barb: '52. 

Aileen: We were talking to Louise Lemueller, she suggested that there were some 
Japanese who were brought in from this other part of British Columbia during the 
war to work in the mill. Did you notice the same thing? 

Barb: Yeah, well there was a camp down stream, [ guess. 

Aileen: Was it an internment camp there or was it ... 

Barb: Well, I suppose that's what it was. I don't like to think ofit in those terms 
because my Dad hired them but ... 

Aileen: Right. Oh, I see. 

Barb: or some of them. He was one of the few people that ... but they were given 
work at this camp. 

Aileen: So how long after they had moved that ... Oh I guess you wouldn't 

Barb: I really don't ... well there were a few families that stayed. They're still 
[inaudible ??] . 

Aileen: Oh, who was that? 

Barb: His name was Taketa, I think. It's probably in the phone book. They're still 
around. Like he's closer to my age. 

Cheryl: And he moved to Penny or to work there? 

Barb: No, no. [inaudible??], but he would remember a lot of that because his 
father [inaudible ??] 

Aileen: So he's born in Prince George? 

Barb: I don't know. 

Cheryl: What was the camp called where the Japanese were stationed? 

Barb: It was just a camp. I think it was down at [Hungry??] Creek or something. 

Cheryl: Like was it a town or a community or was it just a logging camp? 
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Barb: Just at the mill. Probably pretty rough. (comment unclear] 

Aileen: Was it just a camp for them or was it a camp of [inaudible??] 

Barb: Probably, just them, I suppose. 

Aileen: And your father hired them? 

Barb: Well, he was one of them. There were several mills and I have no idea how 
many there were. 

Aileen: Do you remember how the town interacted with them? 

Barb: We didn't. 

Aileen: They just came to work and then left. 

Barb: Well, they weren't actually working in town, just down stream and so they 
were just logging. 

Aileen: Oh, I see. 

Cheryl: Were there any Japanese working in Penny? 

Barb: [comment inaudible] 

Aileen: ; When you went to school do you remember any kids ... well you said 
there were other European immigrants to Penny. Did you notice specifically 
which countries? Was it the Ukraine or Yugoslavia? 

Barb: Just about anywhere in Europe I can think. 

Cheryl: Because of the war. 

Barb: Well, some of them because of the war, yeah, and of course there were a lot 
of [inaudible ??], some that are Europeans but before that are French Canadians. 
Quite a few French Canadians. 

Cheryl: To come and work in the mill? 

Barb: Yeah. 

Cheryl: Were they seasonal workers and they stayed? 
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Barb: Well, a lot of the French Canadians were [inaudible] 

Cheryl: What kind of work did they do at the mills? 

Barb: I mean there's a ... 

Cheryl: just a labour camp. 

Barb: It's labour, yeah. 

Cheryl: Do you remember any classmates from Sweden or Germany or Eastern 
Europe, Poland or ... 

Barb: I didn't think of them that way at that time. The kids that I went to school 
with are French Canadians, and some were Scandanavian and English, but a lot of 
those were not newcomers to Canada. 

Aileen: Oh, I see. Did you do a lot of reading when you were there? 

Barb: I did. 

Aileen: Did you have access to books there? 

Barb: Oh yeah. There was a regional library in Prince. 

Aileen: Okay, and so you ... 

Barb: It's a ... I'm not sure if that was the actual proper name was but they would 
check books out every 6 weeks or something, either to your house, or quite often 
they would send a bunch to the school and you could [inaudible??]. 

Aileen: Oh that's neat. That's interesting. 

Barb: I don't know if all children up there read as much as I did, I'm fond of 
books. 

Aileen: Is there a particular book that you remember quite well from your 
childhood, that you sort of identify with? 

Barb: No, not that I identified with. I enjoyed all the standards: fairy tales and the 
Anne of Green Gables books. 

Aileen: Do you remember if Canadian authors were emphasized at that time as 
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they are now? 

Barb: I didn't. 

Aileen: It didn't matter. 

Barb: No, just whatever was there. 

Cheryl: How long could you keep the books for? 

Barb: I think, ifI remember, it was 6 weeks. 

Cheryl: .And did you send them back on the train? 

Barb: Yeah. 

Aileen: So what kind of service [inaudible] 

Barb: Yeah, and it was wonderful. 

Aileen: That's amazing. 

Barb: You got to read books that you wouldn't otherwise. There were for a time 
movies once a week. 

Aileen: There were? 

Barb: Yes, there was a fellow that decided he'd do it himself. He'd bring in a 
movie and show it and charge admission. 

Cheryl: Was it held at the community hall? 

Barb: at the hall. 

Cheryl: What kind of movies did they show? 

Barb: Oh, just about anything but I seem to remember all the westerns. 

Aileen: How long did that last - you said he did it in his spare time. 

Barb: Yeah, he did it for quite a few years. [inaudible ] he was still doing it. 

Aileen: Oh I see. So it was a span of time. 
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Barb: Yeah. 

Aileen: Do you remember what he charged? 

Barb: No, I don't but it was not much in those days. Nobody had much money I 
don't think, anyways so. 

Aileen: Was there a sense that a lot of these movies were very [inaudible??], I 
mean or was there .... 

Barb: Well, there wasn't anything else available. 

Aileen: A lot of British ones came. 

Barb: In the '40s or '50s. [inaudible??] because he'd get all the books that we'd 
order from. He'd go through these books and looking at what movies were out 
there. 

Cheryl: So he ordered magazines that had ... 

Barb: Not magazines. They were like a catalogue or something that he got from 
whoever was distributing. 

Cheryl: Did he do this out of his own pocket? 

Barb: More into his pocket. I mean he was not making a lot of money but he was 
doing ... I guess [inaudible ??], a little money. 

Cheryl: Was that his job or did he work at the mill or ? 

Barb: [comment inaudible] 

Cheryl: Oh, that's innovative. Do you remember his name? 

Barb: Yeah. His daughter is my [inaudible ??] 

Aileen: Oh? Did you know her in Penny? 

Barb: Yeah. 

Aileen: And what is her name? 

Barb: Her name now is Jean May. 
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Aileen: That's interesting. And what was her name before she got married? 

Barb: [comment inaudible] I keep saying that but we did this reunion about 4 
years ago. 

Cheryl: In Penny? 

Barb: In Penny. It was really was successful. [inaudible] 

Aileen: Really? How many showed up. 

Barb: There was almost 500. 

Aileen: Wow. 500. 

Barb: Yeah, and the little valley that's all... by this time [inaudible]. There's still 
no electricity. No running water. And we pulled it off. 

Cheryl: So would the 500 people that had all lived in Penny? 

Barb: Yeah, you know, over the years. And of course a lot of the families came. A 
lot of people came. There were a lot of people who said "I lived in Penny" 
[inaudible]. Might have been only a week or two. So that's how the Penny book 
came about. 

Aileen: So a large migrant population. 

Barb: Yeah, it was like that always. 

Aileen: So who have you kept in touch with [inaudible??] best friends. I guess 
my understanding is that perhaps in school, kids would come in and then go, there 
was a lot of movement in schools as well. 

Barb: There was some of that as well. But a lot of those were the families that 
were there and stayed there. 

Aileen: Oh? Stayed for long periods of time. 
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