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Intervi ewer I Kelley Mi l l er Place I Homer Mus eum

K. When did you f i r st come to Homer?

harbored
o come.

We came t o Homer in 1948, i n Augus t .L •.g
~ K . Why did you fir s t decide to come to Homer?

.~ ~~ . Well , my husQand had this dre~m, that he ~:.;a;.;d=--;;;:=-=-::-:::-::-=:-~.-::-.,-r\Jit:
~ 1~ny years and e JU eCl e fil S was net"l me- K. How did you f e e l about coming here?

L. I t just seemed the thing t o do ecause he ffint d to come so
badly. It 's not something I would had chosen for myself .

K. What did your husband do?

L. My husband was a drafts an . He had be en educa t ed i n electrical
engi nee ring , and he ha d worked as a draftsman for many years . But
he f elt like he wan t ed to change and Alas a appea l ed t o hi m. So we
took of f.

K. What did you do when you came here?

L. What di d I do?
K. Yes .

I ha a large
came . Liillna~as

K. Di d you have a homestead?

L. We filed on a homestead and the children ad I n lived in t own in m ~

rented house for a few mont hs while my husband got t he cabin started~ ~~ ~

On January 1st , ' 49 we moved out ~fo a cabin which we rented f rom a -\~ 000
neighbor ing settler, to be near my husband so I could cook his ~
mea l s and s o f orth . We moved ont o t he homes tead i n Mar ch of '49 .

K. Okay , wah sort of things did you r aise on the homestea d? Di d
you have a ga rden?

L. We always had a garden . We of course , ;had to clear land and
plant a crop as a requirement.· In - t h-ose days-, - e-ver y 0 y just Planted
. seed an<:f r eaped he-hay . - - - - - - - - - - :....-- - - ..:...-- ...:.---=-.
'- - ---~-----.:.-

K. And did you sell any of your products?

L. No , there was no market a t that t i me. Ther e rea~ly wasn't a
market for anything.
K. Wha t was Homer like when you first got here?
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L. Wel l , Homer was a very small village. They were just in the
pr oces s of putting in electricity . The house that we rented in
town did not have electricity. So we just got used t o t he coleman
lanter n . We traded the use of our electric sewing machine, for
t he use of a gas motor for our washing machine with our neighbor ,
Mr s . Herndon , who had electricity . We lived right next to the Herndon's
and they were very nice to us. Tha t lasted for about two years until
we got electricity on the homestead .

K. Oh , how did you get to HOmer?

L. We drove up on the highway , in 1948 . It was a time when auto-
mobi l es were unavailable , so we had to buy it on the black market .
We started out i n a brand new Plymouth Sedan and pul l ed a baggage
trailer. Vie had qu i t e some t ough times c oming o-e1' t1e lliC 1\ia ,
b_i ng unable to ge t up some hills. It took us three weeks . We
were held up by wa shouts on the road and different things . And
if you 'd l ike to know the reas on we chos e Homer ?

K. Yes.

L. Well , on the highway , we met ~tr . and ~rs . Lawrence , Gene and
Loi s Lawr ence . They were on their way to Homer t o se t up a f l y i ng
bus iness ; Gene was a bush pilot . He founded what is now Homer Air.
We got acquainted with t hem and they told us about Homer , h wonder-
ful it was. I ' ve always been grateful to them f Dr s t eer i ng us t o
Homer .

K. Did you f i nd that it was as wonderful as they sa i d i t was ?

L. Yes, I l i ked it ver y much. There 's no place i n Alaska that I
would like as much as Homer, I 'm sure . We had to come down by
bar ge because there was no road. So we l oaded our car and our
baggage trailer on a barge and we brought down Mr . Lawrence's car
a s part of our load because he had already rented a house here .
He of fe red us the use of his house until he could get down . So
we had a little house to move into until we coul d find a pl ac e of
our own. And then in a week, we found a place that we coul d r en t .
Whi ch was, like I said, right next to the Herndons. And we set up
hous ekeepi ng . My husband and t he boys would go out t o the homes t ead
and spend the good part of the week out there and maybe come back i n
t own two or three times a week.

K. Did you build your house on t he homestead?

L. Yes , my husband and our sons built a log cabin. They started
working i n January and i t was pretty cold. They were living i n a
tent . And i n t he morning they would have an inch or s o of hoar
f rost on the top of the i r bl a nkets . They didn 't have sleeping bags .

K. Just blanke ts?

L. They just had blanke t s and mattresses. They had a floor to the
tent and the usua l camp equipment.

K. How di d t hey go about bu ildLng t he hous e?

L. Wel l they didn 't even have a chainsaw then . They had a big
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L. two-man saw whic h they used t o cut down trees . We didn 't p~el .
t he logs becaus e we didn 't f eel we had the time . We had to have it
up by Mar ch .

We had a new Ford tractor . There was no road beyond Fritz
Creek and s omeone loaned us a winch to put on the front of the tr ctor .
vie had t o winch our way up t o our homestead which was two miles
beyond the end of theroad . So it was pretty rough . But they used
the t r a ctor to haul in the logs and proceeded to build a si teen
by twenty log cabin . My husband put a porch on it afterwards, and
as soon a s he could, enclosed t he porch so we had a separate
ki t chen .

We went through eve rything in the way of peoneering includi ng
dipping water out of a wa t er hole and then for about a year , we hauled
water fr om Fr i t z Cr eek with a tractor . We put par rel s on the back
and the boys would go down and fil l t hem from the creek .

Act ua l l y , when we f i r s t moved into the cabin , we had a wel l and
pump in the corner of thecabin . f ha t was quite unusual at that time ,
so were considered qUite t he plut ocr a t s , because we had a well i n
our house. But it went dry in the middl e of the winter, as people
tol d us it woul d . But they sa i d, "Wel l it 'll come in again in May ,
when ever y t hi ng i s thawed , " but it did not c ome back . So , •• ••• ••

K. Did you have t o haul water then?

L. Wel l , we us ed the spring , but f or larger quantities like for
laundry and things , we hauled about two or three barrels at a time
from the creek . And then in ' 51, we dug another well outside . We
put a barrel up in the l oft of the kitchen . We 'd use a hand pump
to forcethe water ~e-e~-8~Rk-~R-tRe-k~teReR up ~nto · t he barrel and
we ' d ~8e-a-RaR4-~~m~ have r unni ng cold water to our sink i n the
kitchen . We had a hose by which we would fill the resevoir i n t he
end of our cook stove . I think we had about a twenty ga l l on
resevoir that was pr e t t y handy , we had hot water to dip out of the
r es evoi r .

K. Yeah , i t sounds like it . You didn 't have electricity yet a t that
time?

L. We got electricity in Sept ember of 1950. And we moved on there
in Mar ch of ' 49 , so we were about a year and a half without electri-
city.

K. Di d you mostly sta~ 'on the homestead during the winter?

L. Yes , we stayed on the homestead Q~P~Rg-~Re-w~Rtep~ year round .
~ In the spring , my husband would go out and work i n construction as
~~--¥e8T-we an electrician . And I was thre with the children . My
husband would ge t the garden planted before he left and then t he
children knew how to take care of it .

K. Did you have to go to town t o get supplies ve ry often?

L. We had to go to town , yes about once a month . We used the tractor
to go down to Fritz Creek , and get in our ca r to come into town.
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L. And by the way, they told us when we came i n tha t that was the
first new car that had ever c ome t o Homer . We were fre sh from the
East coast and we were kind of gre enhorns , and they thought , "uh~oh ,

here ceme the pilgrims ," they called us pilgrims . And,"well ,
when they leave , we ' ll go to their sale" , because alot of people did
leave . They would take bets on howlong we woul d stay and so forth .
They dubbed us the "l i mous i ne homesteaders . "

K. How did you stroe your food for the winter?

L. a~aWell , we canned our mea t and f ish and we made saurcraut .
We canned , rhubarb and I think that all I did in the way of canning .
We made alot of jams and jellies . We put cr anberries down in jars .
But whe first year or two we didn 't really have all that many Br pl us
bhings t o s ave for winter . The garden di dn' t produce all that much.
We had a root cellar, of course , for our potatoes and carrots and
cabbage .

K. Di d you ever have any really hard winters that would make you
want to go back to where you came from?

L. ellT-we ••••••no. Actually we di dn' t find the cold all that
gr ea t a hardship . We had a c oal and wood stove and our cabin was
pretty cozy . We rather enjoyed the winters, it was s o beaut i f ul
out there with the snow on the tree s . No, I can 't say that we ever
wanted to go vecause of the cold .

K. Wha t did you do during the wi nte r on the homestead?

L. WeI , we had the children on correspondence courses and that took
a good many hours a day . Plus which , the chores alone, cooking and
bkking and we had to do our own haircuts and that sort of thing . We
were just r eally busy , we would play che ckers and chess and twenty
questions and card games . We had a radio , but we didn 't have too
much social life. We had small children which kind ofkepp us
en tertained (laughter ) .

K. Yeah , I bet . Wha t kind of chores did they have on the home ww-
s t ead?

L. Wel l the usual bhopping woo, emptying ashes , hauling in water ,
or pumping water up into the tank and filling the lanterns and that
sort of thing .

K. - i d you make very many trips t o Anchoage ?

L. No . It was several years befor e we got to Anchorage . The road
wasn 't put through until 1950 . My husband went t o Anchorage , he
woul d fly on business trips or t o and fr om his jobs. But I can 't
remember , actually when I had my first trip to anchorage .

K. Wha t was t he community of Homer like?

L. Oh , you mean the twon itself?

K. Yes .
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L. Well , there weren 't very many modern houses , t he Sam Pratt house
was about the most modern r esidence , then I think . They had the
little store then , and Sam Pratt was one of the first people that we
got acquainted with . He was very helpful with suggestions and point-
ing out different 1 itfalls that we should avoid and all that sort
of thing . And Howard Myhill and Berle were very helpful and I men-
tioned the Herndons. I remember Berle Myhill brought us a big bowl
of strawberries, when we first came to town .

We did go to church , we went to the Church of Christ . We
would come down to the creek on the tractor every Sunday and get in*
the car and drive into town . And course , that contributed alot toward
our social life, just get t i ng to church nnce a week .

K. How many churches were there?

L. Let 's see. There was the Church of Christ , and the Community
Church . The Catholic people had a visiting priest that came in and
held services. But as for organized churches in existence then, there
just the two that I remember .
K. You mentioned that your kids took correspondance . id they ever
go to a school in Homer?

L. Yes, they started school in 1954 . We had them on correspondance
COUBses until 1954 that was when the road was completed to the point
where they could send the bus out .

K. And what was the school system like?

L. When we first came the enrollment was about 100 - new buildings
were added as the population inQr ~ ' ~ ~ l .

K. Did their supplies come in by boa t or how did they get the
supplies?

L. Yes, they had freighters that came in .

K. Were there planes that als o brought supplies in very often?

L. You could have them brought in by plane, yes.

K. Yeah, how did you get yo r supplies while building your house,
like the windows?
L. There was a shipping strike on at that time and we couldn't
get windows when we first built out house , we got the heavy
plastic to put on the windows and it was a year before we really got
gl a s s windows in .

K. Oh, so it took a while for all the supplies to come in?

L. Well , we got the nails and things like that. We used the logs
for our building and there was a small saw mill operating where we
bought our sawed lumber for the, the roof and the floor .

K. Yes. How dm you feel that Homer has changed since you've gotten
here?
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L. Oh, well it 's just grown i n leaps and b ounds .
like it was t hen . We have all thesenwe buildings .
have a bank when we came .

Now, it 's nothing
We didn't even

K. Wha t did you use t hen?

L . We banked in Anchorage .
K. ~id you have to up there very often?

L . We l l not too often . I t was just a l i t t l e tonw then; the big
inf l ux of s e t t l e r s hadn ' t started . We were kind of in the fore-
f r on t of that settling movement . The next year , sever al people
came in and settled on East Hi l l Roa d . But i n ' 48 the pre&ailing
a t titude was , "what are t hey doing here , why did they come", and ,
" they won 't last long' and that sort of thing . I would say that new
se t t l er s weren ' t pa r t icul a r l y welcome at that t ime .

K. They didn 't help our n ewcomer s ?

L . Some people did . Yes some, as I already mentioned, were very
grac i ou s and very helpful . But by and large , the ~eww fealing was,
"why don't people buy l and in town" , what do you want to go out there in the woods
for"? That was the public feeling at that time.

K. How do you feel about the changes that have occured in Homer?

L. Well , I think that the changes were just bound to happen , they wer e mnevi tabl e .
And even now ,-tnere aresome-pe6ple tha don 't-like ill tliis subdividing and I'm
one of t~ I really wi sh it would j ust stay like it is . But you can 't come inand
'c ose t ne---gate behind- you . Peop!e are going to come for the same reason you were-
·-rt rac ed_hereill t hef irst place . I'm afraid that in another five or ten years,
i~ 11 be all urban , and it 'll lose i t ' s flavor altogetner.

K. Did your family change because you moved here?

L. Well, we al l changed . I didn 't have to i r on SO many broad-clothed shirts a week and
all that sort of thing . Mode of dress was entirely different . We had to go to shoe
packs and long johns and flannel shirts and that sor t of thing was a complete turn-
around from wher e we had lived bakk east.

~ . What is it that you liked most about living on the homestead?
. dJv?::q

r~ cl~ . 1Nhat do I like most about living on the homestead . Wel l , everything was new,
y~ f it was us a Qm e e turnaroung i n our est Ie . t beautiful , really
( ~ eautiful . We were just starting a w o e new life . And I think the challnnge was
~' ~ ggest thin .!.-.-.. -

K. So if you could do it allover agai n, would you come back to Homer?

L. Yes, I would definately do it al l over again. I've always like people, but the way
we lived back east, we were more or less}: provincial. Here we ' r e acquainted wi t h all
kinds of people and I love that . My horizons have widened , The family has benefited
from the paoneeri ng exper ience - they l earned a vari et y of skills whi ch come i n handy
and they have a hos t of happy memories to draw upon .


