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Interview with Don and Alice McKee, April 12, 2003. W e  are meeting at the 
G eo rg e ’s house, 512 Herning Rd., Fairbanks, AK . (O ther voices heard are Bruth 
and At George.)

B: The first thing I alw ays want to know is, why did you com e to A laska?

D: W ell, w e ’ve been asked  that a lot of tim es and it goes back to— we were 
dating before I went into the serv ice and I w as drafted into the army and wound 
up over in Europe and followed Patton across Germ any. After the war, I w as in 
the arm y of occupation down in V ienna. W e  were correspond ing back and forth 
the whole time and she w as in nurses' training at M ounds-M idw ay in St Paul.
O ne night I wrote her a letter from V ienna and told her when I got out of the 
se rv ice  I wanted to go to A la ska  and two or three days later I got a letter from her 
saying when she  got out of nu rses ’ training, she wanted to go to A laska. Our 
letters had crossed. W e had never d iscussed  it before. So  I guess we were 
supposed  to com e to A laska.

B: So  you didn’t com e up here with the m ilitary?

D: No, I got out of se rv ice  in ’46 and we were married in ’47. Illegally.

A: Not illegally. I w asn ’t supposed  to be married when I w as in nu rses ’ training 
and I still had fifteen months. W e were married secretly, not illegally.

D: She 'd  gone to work nursing and I had a little shop in our hometown and we 
kinda abandoned the idea of going to A laska , too m any other things got in the 
way.

A: No money, for one thing.

D: O ne even ing I w as working on a fe llow ’s car, there in the shop on a Saturday 
night and we decided to go over to the pool hall and have us a beer before they 
c losed  up, about 11:30. W alked  in there and there w as a fe llow  standing there 
knew  my friend, Smitty, and the fellow  as trying to talk Sm itty into going to A la ska  
with him. Sm itty had no interest in going to A la ska  at all.

I d idn ’t know the guy, I d idn ’t butt into the conversation, and after they got done 
talking, I told Smitty, “Gee, I’d like a chance  to go to A la ska  like that.” “Well, why 
do you want to g o ? ” “A lw ays wanted to.” “W ell, if you go, I’ll go.”

S o  Sunday afternoon we went over to visit this fellow. W ell, the fellow was Bob 
Lindy. Bob had been up here the sum m er of ’50 and had m ade arrangem ents to 
drive two rigs back up here. Fie was driving up a brand new Pontiac Cata lina 
and a new Ford pickup. H e ’d gone back to get his fam ily and w as going to haul 
all the ir stuff up in the pickup. W ell, his wife flat refused to com e up here. She



w asn ’t going up there and live in any igloo. So  Bob w as looking for som eone to 
drive a car back for him. So  it wound up there were four of us fellows, Smitty, 
Bob and a fellow  name of Ray Ka ley  and I. W e drove the two rigs up. That’s 
how I got to A laska.

I just cam e up with a toolbox and a su itcase. G onna spend the sum m er and see. 
She  w as back there, our o ldest son w as born in '49 and we were expecting our 
daughter, June of ’51. So  she w as in no condition for traveling. I went to work in 
a serv ice  station, the old Star Se rv ice  Station and watched the Northward 
Build ing com e up out of the ground. It w as a hole in the ground when I was 
working across the street. I w as working there in the station one evening and a 
car pulled up. H ere ’s my sister and brother-in-law. They had decided to com e to 
A laska . W e had no idea they were even thinking about it.

He w as a body and fender man and went to work for Rudy Voigt. He and Rudy 
had their d ifferences of opinion, so Mel made friends with M ike Agbaba who had 
C hecke r Cab. My brother-in-law had run a Pontiac garage down in Princeton, 
M innesota and since M ike ran all Pontiacs and he w as real interested. M ike had 
control of a shop over on Fourth and W ickersham  that w as owned by Ern ie 
Sherm er. Ern ie had left here, gone to Seattle. M ike offered Mel that shop for 
seventy-five dollars a month, but num ber one priority was Checke r Cabs. He 
could do anything he wanted to in that shop, but Checke r C ab s  cam e first.

I quit Star Se rv ice  and went in with Mel in partnership in this garage and we ran 
that garage the rest of that sum m er and ’52. M ike Agbaba lived just up the street 
and he cam e in one morning and he asked me “A re  you m arried?” and I said 
“Y eah .” “W he re ’s your w ife?” “Back  in M innesota .” “Oh, sh e ’s got no business 
being there and you here.” So  we talked about it a little and M ike left. Little while 
later, M ike cam e back to the shop and he said “Hey, A l Po let down at the 
Norda le Hotel wants to talk to you.” “O kay.” I thought it was for a car repair job 
of som e kind so I went down to the Nordale Hotel and asked for A l Polet. “Oh, 
yeah, he ’s in the office there in the back.” I went back there. That w as the Pan 
Am  office. M ike had gone down there and signed a contract to fly now and pay 
later. W anted me to sign it and send A lice  a ticket. I’ve got a soft spot for old 
Mike.

A: W e  cam e up the day Kathy w as six w eeks old. A t that time, bab ies cou ldn ’t 
fly until they were six w eeks old. Cam e up in July.

B: W here did you live?

A: W e lived in a hotel for ten days. Ta lk  about fun with two babies. DeLuxe 
Hotel, right across from the G re im ann building, on Noble.

D: I had made arrangem ents to rent a house from Dennis White, they called him 
“C opper,” little short red-haired kid. I’d befriended him working there at the
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station. He used to bring his car in there and I w as the only one he ’d allow to 
work on his car. He took a liking to me somehow. He had a house down on 
second  avenue, down by the old M atM aid Cream ery. W e ’d m ade arrangem ents 
to rent that house, but he cou ldn ’t get his tenants out of it so  we lived in a hotel 
the first week, ten days. F ina lly  got in that little cabin. W e  lived there about a 
year, then we got a little apartment out on Mary Ann and lived there just a short 
time. Then we bought a p lace on 23 rd—

A: No, we lived down at the rooming house—

D: Oh, right, that w as from old Cec il W e lls. He had a room ing house and cabin 
right bes ide  where the court house is now. There w as a little cab in with a big two 
story log room ing house behind. It’s been gone for a long time. They took it 
down and put a se rv ice  station in there first, then they moved the serv ice  station 
a c ro ss  the street. W e  lived there for awhile.

That w as in interesting enterprise, running a room ing house. The heating plant 
w as in the basem ent of this room ing house. To stoke the furnace you had to go 
down through a trap door. O ne morning I opened the trap door and I saw  a pair 
of feet. There w as an old chair down there and a pair of feet in front of that chair. 
I d on ’t like to walk into som ething like that cold and alone. W ell, Smitty, my 
buddy, had the first room in the rooming house. He drove cab nights and he ’d 
just gotten home. I went over and knocked on his door and I said, “Smitty, I 
m ight need a little back-up,” “Oh, yeah, yeah, okay.” So  we went down and 
he re ’s this guy passed  out in this old chair. W e woke him up and sent him out 
the door.

Ano the r morning, the bathroom w as right at the end of the hall and the door w as 
closed . W ell, that w as never c losed  un less there w as som ebody in there. I 
cou ldn ’t hear anything, no water running or anything, so  I got a little curious and I 
eased  the door open. The show er curtain w as pulled and here ’s a pair of feet 
stick ing out under the show er curtain. Again , I went and got Sm itty who said, 
“Now, isn ’t that co sy .” H e re ’s this guy all curled up on the floor in the show er with 
his jacke t under his head, sound asleep. Sm itty grabbed him by the co llar and 
hoisted him up and his bottle rolled out of his jacket. Sm itty ushered him out the 
front door. It was an interesting place.

B: You were in town for six years or so?

D: Yeah , cam e out here in ’57.

B: How ’d you find your place ?

D: W e  were living out on 23 rd St. and my brother-in-law had a shop on 19th and 
G illam  W ay. He and my sister split up, my sister took off with som e other guy 
and he w as kind of beside h im se lf and needed som e help so I went over and
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helped him with the shop. W e were needing a p lace to live right at that time so 
we m ade arrangem ents to live in his house and I worked with him in the shop.
W e  had decided we were going to leave A laska. Our kids were starting to go to 
school. Neither of us were city kids, we were country kids and we just cou ldn ’t 
hand le having these kids running back and forth all the time. W e  have no control 
over your kids. Your neighbors are either over here or your kids are over with the 
neighbor kids.

W ell, it got to be too much and we decided we were going to leave. W e  looked 
at going to Idaho. My folks were in California, her folks lived in M innesota and 
w e ’d kind of be between, so it w as all set up. In ’57, when schoo l w as out, she 
w as going down and find a p lace and I was going to try to get things together that 
sum m er. I went to work for the H ighway Department as a m echan ic and I’d been 
there about two w eeks when I w as sent out to the end of Chena  Hot Springs Rd. 
to se rv ice  a cat that w as clearing the right-of-way.

A t that time, the end of Chena Hot Springs Rd. w as at about 14 mile. So  I drove 
out the serv ice truck and spent the day with this operator going through his old 
E igh t1 and doing all the things he wanted done to it. It w as a beautiful day, just a 
beautiful spring day. I told this operator, old Francis, “Gee, it’s n ice out here, this 
is su re n ice .” “Oh, this is nothing. You ought to com e out where we 're putting 
the cam p in. That’s really n ice out there.” He kept on, so Sunday  we borrowed a 
Jeep  from a friend and drove out as far as we could go. W e  got as far as 16 mile 
and it d rops down into the lakes there, so we parked the Jeep  and put on our hip 
boots and had a sack  lunch with us, and took off walking, the two of us. The 
right-of-way was all c leared and we walked the right-of-way. W hen we broke 
over the hill by Bob H irn ’s, we could see  those big trees and I said, “That’s what 
F ranc is  w as talking about.” W e went down and walked on across the creek to 
the cam p and Francis cam e back with us. W e walked all up around the hill there. 
“W ell, if w e ’re going to file on this, where are w e?”

A: Not surveyed.

D: So  we went down to the right-of-way and here were stakes with num bers on 
them, so we took num bers off of som e of those stakes and M onday morning, I 
went to work and my wife went down and talked to old T. U. W ilson, highway 
engineer, and old T. U. got his map out and projected out the section lines from 
one of the m aps and he said, “Now you go to stake num ber so-and-so, and you 
go 150 feet east and so m any feet south and that should be the corner of Section 
30, when it’s surveyed. So  with that information, A lice  went up and filed on that 
quarter section, p lus the wedge that ran between that and the road, so w e ’d have 
the road frontage. Then I got transferred up to Livengood and John Matson was 
working out at Chena Hot Springs Rd. so John and I sw itched p laces. W hen 
they sent me out here they sent an Eight with a sled behind it. A ll our household

1 D -8  C a te p illa r

4



and personal equipm ent was on the sled and I had a big old tarp and we spen t all 
day going down the old sled road. It had thawed enough that we were getting 
stuck and having quite a time with that sled. W e  got to camp, right on the east 
s ide  of Jenny M Creek, about four o ’clock.

B: This was the construction cam p?

A: Yes, they were building the road from 19 m ile back to 16 mile.

D: Anyhow , G len  Pruitt w as the head m echan ic out there and G len  met the sled 
and said, “W here  do you want to take your stu ff?” “W e ll,” I said, “R ight across 
the creek to that hom estead over there.” That night he invited me over to have 
d inner with him, he had a little trailer out there. Then I went back over and cut 
som e spruce po les and put up a frame work, pulled my tarp over and spread my 
sleep ing  bag and I w as home.

B: I guess this old school district map doesn’t extend out as far as your place.

D: No, but here ’s Ackerm an. And Charlie  M ay ’s. W hen we cam e back from 
Livengood, we stayed at Charlie  M ay ’s cabin, she  and the kids stayed there that
first week. W e ’ve known the Charlie  M ays for y e a rs   And R isse . Lee and I
served on So il Conservation  together. W e  were on an advisory board for the 
Un iversity at one time. That w as when Horace Drury w as head of the Farm  out 
there and he w as trying to get input on which direction to be going. Anyhow , Lee 
and I were both on that and there were peop le from Palmer, W as illa  and 
Anchorage. O ne of them w as Mrs. Atwood.

Then there w as one guy from back east. He w as affiliated with a university in 
Indiana, I believe, and he seem ed to be the guy that Drury really listened to.
Drury w as going off in a direction that Lee  and I d idn ’t think was quite the w ay to 
go and we cou ldn ’t get through to him. So  we were trying every way in the world 
to get next to this fellow. W e  had a meeting down in W as illa  and there w as a 
tour that afternoon and this guy from Indiana w asn ’t going on the tour so Lee and 
I d idn ’t go, but old Horace Drury kept the guy right under his thumb. W e never 
did get a chance  to talk to him. Som etim es you have to do things like that.

B: So  you had to get a house built, didn’t you? I rem em ber your old log cabin.

A: Yeah , we built it, you know, to live in for a year. Twenty years later I told him, 
that yea r’s just about up. O ne of the advan tages of a log cabin, you can pound a 
nail anywhere. And they are certain ly homey.

D: I tell you one thing, we sure learned how to ra ise kids out there. The kids had 
a good education.

B: W hat kind of heat did you have?
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D: W ood. W e had a dugout underneath and had a barrel stove down there. The 
first year we had the stove down there we took a fifteen gallon oil drum and cut 
the ends out and run the stovepipe through it and put that in the floor for a safety. 
Then we had a regular ch im ney safety through the roof. I’d go down and stoke 
that thing up at night and if I d idn ’t do it exactly right, and som etim es I d idn ’t get it 
just right, w e ’d lay there in bed and that stovepipe would start getting red. Well, 
then you d idn ’t s leep until the stovepipe cooled down.

W e moved into that cabin on Labor Day. W e had a b lanket hung over the door, 
but at least we had a roof over our heads and a floor under our feet. W e were 
out of that tent.

B: What were the dim ensions of your cabin?

D: S ixteen by twenty-eight.

B: You say you were country people.

D: I w as raised on a farm but I used to skip schoo l to work in the Ford garage.

A: W e  both grew up on farms in M innesota where you raised a bit of this and a 
bit of that, ra ised your meat, raised your eggs.

D: You  had your dairy cow s to get a cream  and milk check. The rest of it you 
raised.

That first winter out there, the road w asn ’t built but it w as passab le  and w e ’d 
have people com e out to visit us. W e were going to the Lutheran Church at that 
time and there w as John Save la  I worked for the Flighway Department and the 
Raaum s, Dufseths and Mays. They'd com e out and visit occasionally. They 
cam e at Ch ris tm as and brought a bunch of stuff for the kids. They kids still talk 
about that Christm as.

A: That was the best Christm as they ever had.

D: These  peop le would say, “W hy in the world do you want to live way out here? 
W hy do you want this worth less land way out h e re?” W e heard that so many 
times. I think som e of them wish they had som e of that worth less land.

B: O f course, the roads are a little better now.
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D: The story I like to tell about the roads was when they rebuilt it in ’62, ’64. P K  2 
had the contract and they started down here by Loud ’s and tore that up and it 
rained and rained, turned to quagm ire and they moved on out and started to tear 
that up and it rained som em ore. It w as just a total quagm ire all the way. There 
were days when I would leave hom e at four o ’c lock in the morning and be late to 
work at eight. Had to be dragged through. I’ll never forget Jim  Turner, lived out 
in the A  frame at 20 mile, 21 mile. He drove a Ford station wagon, a pretty n ice 
car at that time. They were towing him through the mud, going home, he heard 
something, things d idn ’t seem  right, and they ’d punched a hole in the floorboard 
right behind the front seat. That station wagon w as acting just like a can, 
scoop ing  up mud. The whole back end of that station wagon w as plum full of 
mud.

A: You mentioned the K im m els. Our kids rode the schoo l bus, Carl Herning w as 
the driver, and Kathy said Becky  K im m el w as a lways getting into trouble and Carl 
would just pick her up and give her a few swats on her behind. Can  you im agine 
a bus driver doing that now?

D: It worked, you know, so  they had to quit it. No, our little cabin, when we got it 
c losed  in, A lice  p icked m oss out of the w oods and ch inked the logs and then we 
cut little birch po les and laid in there to hold the chinking in.

A: W e  had lanterns for light and you ’d be outside and look through it and it 
looked just like a corn crib.

B: How long before you got pow er out there?

D: W e  d idn ’t get power until ’61, I think. In this cab in we d idn ’t have any lumber 
to work with. W e  cut it right out of the w oods or we d idn ’t have it. Except I got a 
real good buy on a bunch of tongue and groove cedar. Tha t’s what our floor 
was. But it w as a V  groove. That w as fun to keep clean. And our ce iling— I got 
all the crating material I could from the highway camp. It w asn ’t m uch— 1x4’s, 
1x6’s and we stripped the ce iling with those 1-by’s and then we went down to 
Nerland ’s and got those big cardboard furniture boxes and that w as our ceiling. 
Then A lice  pulled m oss and she  and the kids covered the whole thing with m oss 
up there. Ta lk  about a fire trap.

That first w inter we decided  we cou ldn ’t fire that barrel stove enough to keep it 
warm. I woke up one morning when it w as 50 below outside and it w as about 
zero  in the house. I got ahold of a roll of v isqueen and I covered that cardboard 
ceiling with v isqueen. W hat a d ifference that made.

Then the next year Tim  Morrison hom esteaded there by the lakes and he worked 
out at the base. They were tearing out all of the old w ardrobes at the barracks
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and putting in metal. These  were all wood w ardrobes and they were hauling all 
that stuff to the dump. Well, Tim being a hom esteader he saw  a use for that 
stuff. He started passing the word around out there so they m ade a deal that any 
of that stuff that went to the dump we could get for a penny a pound. Well, Tim 
had a flatbed truck and we brought a whole load of wardrobe doors and those 
doors are between six and seven feet long and about 13 inches wide. That 
whole ceiling is wardrobe doors.

A: W e  finally got rid of the tongue and groove floor, too.

D: G o rd ie  Dufseth had a cab inet shop on Co llege  Rd. so he told me one time, i f  
you need kindling w ood”— he knew we were burning green wood all the time, he 
said “-w h y  don ’t you com e by every week and clean up behind my bandsaw  and 
you can have that instead of me hauling it to the dum p.” So  every week I’d go 
over with the p ickup and I’d load on every s ize  and shape description of plywood, 
som e half-inch, som e three-quarters, som e five-eights, I mean everything, Well, 
we sorted it out when we got home and we sorted all the three-quarter into one 
pile, so  then at night she and I would take this three-quarter plywood and that 
cedar is all covered with scraps of plywood from that cab inet shop. And there 
are p ieces in there that a ren ’t over an inch or two square. But they fit. And also 
at that sam e time Gord ie  had a box full of nails and Gord ie  says, "Why don ’t you 
take that out of he re?” Th is w as a box the guys emptied their nail aprons in at 
night. And here again, all different kinds of nails. She  and I would sit there at the 
kitchen table and sort nails at night. This floor w as all nailed down with head less 
fin ishing nails.

B: So  what kind of a stove did you go to from a barrel stove?

D: W ell, we had it all the time, but then we got a cookstove, an old wood cook 
stove. It m ade the best bread. Then in ’62, our barn burned. That was 
Thanksgiv ing Day, just before Karo le was born. W e don ’t know to this day what 
the effect was but A lice  had convu ls ions after that. W e tried everything here, 
cou ldn ’t find any cause  or reason for it, so about a year later we went down to 
M innesota and went through Rochester.

A t that time Dale was probably 14, 15, the kids were in school so there was no 
one to keep the fire going so we bought an e lectric heater. W e set its thermostat 
up at about 45 degrees so the kids could com e home from schoo l and the house 
would be som ew hat warm but it wou ldn ’t be warm enough they wou ldn ’t have to 
build a fire. W e  had that for back up heat for a long time.

B: When did you finally get phones?

D: Oh, boy. I don ’t remember, w e ’ve got that som ew here in our records. But 
that w as another thing. That bunch out there w as a lw ays fighting for something. 
Like when they had the road all torn up, we wrote a letter to the commanding
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genera l at E ie lson. They had a Ba iley  bridge across the river and we were 
ask ing perm ission  to go that way. W e  never got an answ er to our letter, but they 
rem oved the Ba iley  bridge.

And before we had electricity out there, w e ’d been working on Go lden  Va lley  and 
I’ll never forget, Kenny D ynes went down there one time when they had their 
dem o kitchen at the G o lden  V a lley  office and Kenny told them one day, he w as 
going to send his w ife in to check  out their laundry service. They knew we were 
alive out there. And we did the sam e with te lephones. W e  worked with the city 
and with North Po le. W ell the city said, “Oh no, it’s im possib le  to go out there” 
but North Po le  says, “Yeah , we can do it.”

I credit this group out there with doing a lot of these things. W hen we first went 
out there we had to go over to North Po le  to vote. Our voting precinct was 
Badger Rd. So  we jumped on that one real hard and we got our own precinct.

B: You’ve m entioned som e nam es already, but who else  was out there?

D: The first w inter we were there, there w as Bob Hirn who w as a bache lor at that 
time, and the Longw iths. W e  were the only ones beyond the Little Chena bridge 
that winter.

A: The Longw iths had about the sam e age children as ours, so  we both home 
schooled . Just that one year.

D: The w inter of ‘57-58 we hom e schooled, ‘58-59 they went to town, in ’59 we 
had the school, fall of ’59. There again, that’s som ething the com m unity did out 
there. They told us they were sure there w eren ’t enough children to warrant a 
school. The board felt there were not enough perm anent type houses and the 
peop le would m ove away once cold weather set in. W e  were told if we lost any 
students, the schoo l would be closed. W hen schoo l opened, there were sixteen 
students in g rades 1-6. W e  m aintained the num bers so  the school w as never 
c losed.

(looking at album s) The D av is ’ were mentioned, W atsons hom esteaded what 
w as L indsay ’s place, the log mill. They never proved up. So ld  their cla im  to 
L indsay. D ynes were right this side of the school.

A: They lived in a tent for seven  years. He w as a carpenter.

D: M orrison ’s were right by the lake.

B: Tell me where the lake was.

A: You  know w here Two R ive rs Lodge is. Those  lakes.
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D: W hen we moved out there our intention w as dairy. W e cou ldn ’t afford to buy 
cows, cow s were expensive. I’d go buy ca lves. I’d get ca lves from the 
University, ca lves from C ream ers and we were trying to build up a herd that way. 
In ’62 we bought a cow  from the University that they ’d surplussed. S h e ’d lost 
one quarter of her bag, but she w as good stock. Nothing wrong with the cow.

In ’62 when our barn burned we lost five cows, they burned up in that fire and at 
the sam e time we had a sow  and a boar and a bunch of fattening pigs that were 
about 100 pounders. The only an im als that survived that fire were the boar and 
the sow. That boar was a registered boar that we picked up down in W ash ington 
and after the fire cooled down— w e ’d just moved the pigs in from an outdoor 
she lter— and after the fire cooled down, about daybreak, I heard a no ise down 
there in the old pig pen and here w as this boar and sow. They ’d broke out of the 
fire and gone back home. W e ’d lost everything else.

That old boar had been burned, his whole rump. H is tail had been burned off, big 
ho les rump and the sow  w as burned all down the back, just blistered full length of 
her back. W e  had a dugout I’d put som e silage in so I tunneled into there and 
got a bunch of straw, put up a framework, covered it all up and put those two pigs 
in that shelter. A fter a coup le days the boar cou ldn ’t get up. So every morning 
I’d go out and feed them and turn him over. I’d turn him twice a day. I’ve got a 
nurse here— bedsores, you know. So  I kept turning him and working him and lo 
and behold one day I cam e home at night and he w asn ’t where he ’d been in the 
morning. H e ’s moving on his own. Short time later that sow  dropped a litter of 
seven  pigs. She  still had a strip of hide about four inches w ide full length of her 
back that w as loose. Just fastened at each  end. Here these little pigs nursing 
would get around behind her and they finally pulled that flap loose. So  we cut it 
off.

B: What started your fire ?

D: It w as pretty cold and I had a spare battery for my car in the barn and a 
battery charger. The ca rcass of one of the cows was not where she belonged 
and I think she'd gotten loose and gone up there to get in the feed bin and 
shorted out the battery charger. That’s  the only thing I can figure.

About that time the cream ery had folded up so there wasn't any p lace to market 
milk, so  why have cows. W e started raising pigs. Then we were back-yard 
butchering and selling ha lf-ca rcasses to friends in town.

A: W e  probably got more into pigs because  of 4-H. Dale had a pig and did well 
with it so  the K iw anis bought him a pig, a registered sow, or gilt, out of 
W ashington. She  w as part of the backbone of our herd.

B: W hen d id  you  start ra is ing  p ig s?
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D: In ’68 the state hired a meat inspector and we cou ldn ’t m arket any meat any 
more. It had to be slaughtered in an approved slaughterhouse. The nearest 
s laugh terhouse w as Palmer. So, we were either out of the pig business or into 
the p rocessing  business. W ell, Stan M uchew icz w as the meat inspector and 
Stan w as about as strict and tough a meat inspector a s  you could find, but he 
w as fair. He w as reasonab le and you can work with a man like that. Lot of 
peop le condem ned Stan for being so strict but it w as in the book. He w asn ’t 
doing anything he shou ldn ’t have done. It w as the sam e everyday. W ith his 
gu idance, we built a slaughterhouse.

Just to show  you what kind of a guy Stan was, he had other responsib ilities and 
he had to go to Delta and we were going to butcher that day, so we did what w as 
ca lled  a delayed inspection. He would com e out and check  our an im als in the 
holding pen and be sure they were all up and healthy, then we would tattoo the 
pigs. W hen we butchered them we had to save  the tattoo on the carcass. W e  
sk inned the p igs and we had to leave that tattoo on the ca rca ss  so we could 
identify it. W e  had to save and tag all the entrails and everything to match the 
ca rca sses .

W ell, Stan w asn ’t going to be back that evening but he had a m ilitary friend, 
w ho ’d cover for him. So  D ick cam e out that even ing to do the delayed 
inspection. It w as cold, the kids had a 4-H meeting that night and we were in a 
hurry to get done. W e ’d used all our ava ilab le  hot water to get the p lace c leaned 
up. D ick showed up to do the inspection and said, “You got a sterilizer go ing?” 
“No.” “W ell, I can ’t inspect w ithout a sterilizer go ing .” Well, yes and no. If you 
run into an ab sce ss  or something, yes, he ’d have to sterilize his knife but if you 
never run into one, you don ’t have to. But he w ou ldn ’t touch it until he had that 
sterilize r going. W ell, I d idn ’t have any really hot water, 100 degrees or so, so I 
put it in the sterilizer and plugged it in and they’re kind of slow. W hen it got up to 
160 degrees we went and did his inspection. W ell, w e ’d sat there for thirty 
m inutes waiting for that sterilizer to get hot. He never did use it.

Everyth ing w as fine. He w as out in the office doing his paper work while I w as 
back in the plant taking care of all the entrails and s tu f f . W hen I cam e out to the 
office, there ’s a b lack lab dog laying there on the floor. I said, “W hat in the world 
is that, D ick? ” “Oh, I had my dog with me out in the car and he got cold so I 
brought him in to let him warm up while I did my paperwork.” I d idn ’t say  a word.

The next morning I got on the phone and called Stan. I said, “Stan, what’s the 
rule about an im a ls around a p lan t?” “Abso lu te ly  none, inside, and if you have 
anything outside— what are you asking me for? You  know that.” “I just wanted to 
hear you say  it. D ick had his b lack lab in the office last night.” “He W H A T ? ” I’ve 
never seen  D ick to this day. And that’s the way Stan operated. If you ’re right, 
you ’re right, if not, you ’re wrong. I’ve had peop le say, “How can you get along 
with S tan le y? ” If you do things right you don ’t have any problem. If more of our 
bureaucrats were like that w e ’d all be better off.

11



W hat finally got us out of the hog business was the idea we had to have a big 
plant. That put us plumb out of it. The state had a program going where they 
were going to deve lop agriculture throughout the state. They had good sound 
p lans but we have a limit on our adm inistration and when it changed that w asn ’t 
part of the new plan. You can ’t deve lop agriculture on an eight year plan. It 
w on ’t work.

W hen we were in the hog business, we had a setup with Market Basket where 
they ’d take so many ca se s  of loins, every week, so many ca se s  of hams, so 
m any ca se s  of shoulders. W e were buying pigs from Bannen down in Delta, 
twenty p igs a week besides our own to supply that. A ll of a sudden they quit and 
boy, our freezer started filling up real fast. W e went in to find out why. “Well, 
Fa rm lands cam e in and beat your price.” “W hat do you mean, beat our price? 
Y o u ’re the ones set the price and I just said I could produce it for that.” “Well, 
Farm land cam e in and cut your price by ten cents.” Well, I asked  them, “Did you 
g ive us a chance to com pe te?” “No, we just figured you cou ldn ’t do it so we went 
with Farm land.”

Well, what Farm land did w as package it up down in Seattle or wherever, 
pumping the air out and pumping in nitrogen into these p lastic conta iners and 
send ing it up here under refrigeration. Now it’d be a week or ten days getting 
here, but it wou ldn ’t age because  there was no oxygen. So, it w as “fresh pork” 
but it w as ten days old and that w as what we had to com pete with. Well, they did 
the sam e thing with milk. Anytim e we can produce anything here, the west coast 
will figure out how to beat it.

B : So  what's going on with your place now?

D: W ell, the state wound up with all the frontage, our build ings and everything. 
W hen this big deve lopm ent cam e about, they insisted that we had to have a big 
plant. I argued and argued about that. I said, “Our plant will hand le anything 
there is for a long time.” W e  d idn ’t even subm it a bid, the first go-round. They 
threw them all out, then cam e back to us and wanted to know why we d idn ’t bid. 
“B ecau se  for one thing,” I said, “there ’s no guarantee there will be any product to 
run through that big plant. I can ra ise enough to keep this one busy but a big 
plant I can ’t guarantee to have enough an im als to keep it busy.” “Oh, no 
problem. W e'll take care of that.” W e  have a contract that says, in 1988 there 
would be 11,000 hogs ava ilab le  for slaughter. And payback on this plant will be 
based on the number of an im a ls availab le. Including cattle and everything else.

So  we went ahead and built the plant. By the time we got the plant built, 
Ham m ond was out of office and Sheffie ld w as in and they shut down everything. 
W e  got the plant all done and ready for operation and called in Hal Ward, the 
loan agent, and the D irector of Ag  Bill Heim. Anyhow, I took them into the plant 
one day and they said, “Oh, yeah, this is nice. W hen you going to start
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butchering?” i ’m not. H ere ’s the keys. You  can have it. There a ren ’t enough 
an im a ls in this state to pay the electric bill on this p lace .” And accord ing to the 
Agricu lture Report in 1988, there were 600 head of hogs in the entire state of 
A laska .

Hal W ard, he got real hot over that and he decided if we were going to g ive him 
that plant in town, he w as going to take our farm  out here. W e had m ade up the 
paperwork properly so that the farm and plant w eren ’t tied up together that tight 
but we did owe som e on the plant w e ’d built and the barn so they started 
pushing, adding interest to penalties and pena lties on interest. Finally, when we 
got the next D irector of Ag, Frank Milke.from Eag le  River, he and I got together 
and our bill to the state w as $230,000 something and the Borough tax appra isa l 
on our property w as over $600,000. The state w as trying to take the whole 
place. NO, huh-uh. So  he and I worked this out. They w ou ldn ’t go for the 
Borough ’s appraisa l, we had to get a separate appra iser in, and we finally agreed 
to settle for a do llar value. By that time the total debt had grown to over 
$300,000.

W ell, the kids were all gone— they had to go out and m ake a living. David and 
Donny had been working full time on the farm. So  we sat and looked at it. W e  
could keep the road frontage and the build ings and get rid of most of the 
acreage, or we could go the other way. W ell, what’s going to be worth more in 
ten years, these old build ings or a bunch of acreage?  So  we let the State have 
the house and the barn and the slaughterhouse and all the road frontage, and we 
kept the land behind it.

B: It m ust have hurt.

D: Hey, there were a lot of s leep le ss  nights in that house.

A: It w as such  a relief when it w as over, it w as just like a load lifted. Looking 
back, I think they did us a favor. W e  would have been working there, the two of 
us alone, not ab le  handle it, not ab le to travel. S in ce  then, w e ’ve m ade four trips 
to Europe, w e ’ve been to every state in the Union and m ost of the Provinces.

(Looking at A lice ’s  scrapbooks) H ere ’s a picture of Pau l Shoen  and his cabbage. 
He bought Henry ’s potato equipment.

D: Ano ther nam e of interest is old Curtis Roberts. He worked for the H ighway 
Departm ent and w as an operator. He retired in ’57 and hom esteaded down at 
the end of w hat’s now G range Hall Rd. He w as a w idower and he used to com e 
up to our p lace and w e ’d tease  old Curtis. The w inter before he retired he ’d been 
working in the welding shop, sharpening a ch ise l and som ehow  it caught and run 
into h is hand and tore up a joint and he had a stiff finger. W ell, the next sum m er 
he w as driving a D8 cat and the guys would yell, “W hat’re you pointin ’ a t? ” So  he 
had it cut off. Then there w as Don Roberts in that e lection picture, that’s Curtis,
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his son, then there w as another son, Dee Roberts. He still lives here in town.
H is wife, Ann, is Horace D rury’s daughter.

O ld man Roberts wanted to ra ise quail, pheasants, gam e birds and have hunters 
out there. He wrote to a seed com pany in Iowa and wanted sam p les of gra ins to 
ra ise for these birds. He wrote to them in January or February and ordered seed 
and wanted it sent by air freight. He come up to our p lace one day to pick up his 
mail and here w as this letter. Th is com pany said they figured there was som e 
m istake because  the air freight was going to be more expensive  than the seed. 
Well, Curtis sat down and wrote a letter and said they ’d better get it on the way or 
he ’d m iss the whole grow ing season . A  few days later he cam e up to our p lace 
and he w as hot. He w as fuming. He had this letter from the seed com pany with 
his check  in it. It says, “Sorry, we can ’t do business with a foreign country.” O ld 
Curtis w as about to have a tizzy.

A: (about Bob Hirn com ing to their house telling about h is new litter of puppies) 
The kids still rem em ber how excited he was about that. Bob Hirn w as a fireman 
downtown. He w as one of the most kind-hearted men I ever met.

D: Th is old Curtis Roberts, he w as by himself, lonely old man, he ’d com e up to 
get the mail, had to com e up to Chena Hot Springs Rd from down at the end of 
the road. It w as c loser to com e over to our p lace than back down to his so he 
cam e once or tw ice a w eek at least. Our kids were sm all and had these little 
Go lden  Books. They got him started reading to them. There w as a story about 
the an im als talking to each other. Curtis would read that and this one animal 
would say, “You don ’t say .” “But I DID say.” And this w as repeated over and 
over and old Roberts would get to laughing and tears would roll down his cheeks. 
A fter that, w henever old Curtis came, the kids would get that book and want him 
to read it.

A: The G range w as an exam ple of a community working together. W e always 
thought it was so important for the community to work together, espec ia lly  being 
way out in the country like that. W e were ab le to buy the land from the State so 
we have a patent on that property. The D avises donated the logs, all volunteer 
labor.

D: W e  were officially a G range by ’60 or ’61. W e started the building in ’62. 
F in ished  it in ’67.

A: He says “fin ished.” It’s still not finished.

D: It w as usable. Talking about Holmes, we were pushing som e agricultural 
program  and John Ho lm es w as opposed to it. He w as the vo ice  of agriculture, 
legislator, you know. A  bunch of us got together and wrote letters, m ade phone 
ca lls and did everything we could. O ne morning I w as getting ready to go to
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work, the phone rang and here w as John Holm es. He says, “For G o d ’s sakes, 
ca ll off the dogs." Well, we got his attention.

A s  to Bert S tim p le— I love the story he used to tell about butchering his pig. He 
had the ca rca ss  wrapped in a sheet, laying on the back seat of his car. He w as 
going to take it into the locker plant3 in town. He w as com ing down past 
Ra inbow  Va lley  and saw  Pau l Zozu la  walking along the road. Bert stopped there 
and put his head down on the steering wheel. Pau l cam e by and wanted to know 
if there w as something wrong. No, no, nothing he cou ldn ’t work out. W ell, P a u l’d 
like to help him if there w as som ething. No, no. And they kept on and kept on. 
F ina lly  Bert says “W ell, I just gotta work this out. I did something wrong and I 
gotta work it out.” Pau l wanted to know what it was. “W e ll,” Bert says, “I just 
killed my wife. S h e ’s on the back seat, there." Pau l looked in there and here ’s 
th is b loody sheet on the back seat of the car. He w as going to call the 
authorities, right now. I guess they d idn ’t speak for quite awhile.

W e  were tallking about Curtis Roberts being down at the end of G range Hall Rd. 
That w as a “haul” road. W hen we were building Chena  Hot Springs Rd. we were 
looking for gravel and they went down toward the river and found a good source 
so they built that road to haul the gravel. And at the end of construction, as far 
a s  anyone w as concerned, that w as not part of the system . To haul gravel over 
it, they had to build it up pretty good to stand the traffic so the road actually has a 
real good base. So  it was known as “the haul road” for years. Then the G range 
bought that p iece of property right up at the end of it and built the hall there and 
now it’s officia lly the “Ha ll” road. W ent from a haul road to a hall road.

B: D id you put in a well on your place?

D: W e  did, later on. But the water supp ly for the whole Two R ivers area for 
years w as Jenny M Creek. That w as the water and it w as good water. D rank it 
and everything. Now beavers have gotten in there and it isn ’t worth sw imm ing in.

A: W e  were told that years ago our property had been logged over and they 
hauled the logs and floated them down the river.

D: Je ff S tudded  told us that. O ld man C ream er told me that they used to go out 
to the springs on the w inter trail and som ebody had a cabin up Jenny M Creek, 
up above Chena  Hot Springs Rd. H e ’d com e through there and there ’d be a note 
in a tin can, hanging on a bush and m oney and a grocery list. S o  his next trip out 
he ’d bring out the groceries and put them there by this bush. He said he never 
knew  who it was.

A: Andy  Schw aesda ll had a cabin up Chena  Hot Springs Trail. He cam e down 
and visited us a coup le times.

3 B e fo re  home fre e z e r s ,  you could re n t space in a pub lic f re e z e r .
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D: He w as a character. Little bitty man, long white beard. W hen we first knew 
him he lived in a cabin two, three m iles beyond us, up by Va lley  Center. He had a 
cabin where D ixon ’s were at, anyhow, w e ’d see  his old red Jeep  and a trailer with 
building material on it, old tin and such. W e were down at the creek getting water 
for our garden. Here Andy com es, and he stops and he says, “You folks like 
bear m eat?” You don ’t know, w e ’ve never eaten bear meat, but meat is meat. 
“W e ll,” he says “I shot a bear today. A ll I want is the hide. If you want the meat, 
I’ll go back and get it.” So  he went back and got this n ice young cub and we took 
it hom e and hung it in the crawl space  under the cabin.

Andy told us how he got that bear. H e ’d gone out that morning and the blamed 
bear had gotten into his cache  and got all his groceries. So  he decided before he 
got anym ore groceries he ’d better get a bear. He strung a wire out around the 
yard and ran it in through a hole in the end of the cabin and hooked it on to 
c lo thes hangers up over his bunk. “I figured, pretty soon those hangers would 
go, so I dozed off. I woke up and those clothes hangers were just agoin'. I 
jum ped up, grabbed my rifle and a s I stepped around the corner of the cabin, 
here ’s that bear. He saw  me and he raised up like this, m ade a perfect shot. I 
guess that bear w as just as surprised as I was. He probably never saw  a man 
w ithout clo thes on before.”

Transcribed and edited by Bruth George

We agree to share this information with other 
interviewees and others interested in local history.

Date
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