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• The following oral history interview was held on April 14, 1996. 

w1th Mr. Thomas Streb, a cement plant foreman. The interview w~s 

conducted over the phone between Anchorage and Kodiak~ The 

interviewer is Ginger Streb. student of Kodiak College. 

GS: Hello Tom. I'd like to thank you for doing this interv-ew 

with me. The first question I'd like to ask is how long 

have you lived in Alaska? 

TS: Since 1959. 


GS: Well why was it that you came to Alaska in the first place~ 


TS: I came with my aunt and uncle, I lived with them at the 


• 
time. 

GS: And why were they coming to Alaska? 

He was coming up here to become a member of the FAA.TS: 

GS: When you first came here where was it that you stayed? 

TS: Well we stayed in Anchorage. We got to Anchorage, and we 

stayed here for two weeks in a motel, and we flew to Nome. 

GS: What was it like living in Nome? 

TS: We 11 , it was a lot different than anything I had e 

experienced in my life. Nome was a very, very small to~ 

It was probably 75% native and 25% white. We lived outs1rle 

of Nome in government housing. We got to Nome in the middle 

of winter and it was dark, and stayea dark the whole tir1e, 

when all of a sudden it became summer and then it stayec 

light. Probably one of the worst beatings I ever got i~ ~. 

• life was when my aunt told us to come home before it got 

dark, and it never got dark. We didn't show up until t~e 



4lt next morning, she was kinda angry about that. 

4lt 


4lt 


GS: Were there many hardshiPs vou nad to endure, besides the 

1ight change? 

TS: Well not as a child, as the adults they has to order the1~ 

food a month in advance, so I imagine it must have been 

kinda tough trying to figure out meals for thirty days, 

because all food came in on a charter aircraft once a month. 

As a child it was one of the greatest places in the world to 

be. 

GS: Did you have flushing toilets? 

TS: Yes. In the government housing we had flushing toilets, but 

the town of Nome, and even the school I went to they had 

what was called honey buckets. Honey buckets were just a 

bucket that was dumped every day. The village itself didn't 

have any water, the water had to be all hand carried, but 

the government had all the modern amenities. 

GS: What were the schools like? Was it a one room, or did they 

have different grades? 

TS: We had different grades. There were twelve rooms, each room 

was a different grade. There was a cafeteria, there was a 

nice big gym, and the gym was probably one of the voca 

points of the community entertainment. Everybody in t~e 

school belonged to the basketball team, or something :1ke 

that. The school was split into two shifts, morning shif: 

and afternoon shif!. I went to the afternoon shift, I wer• 

to school at one o'clock and got off at four thirty. 

GS: It sounds like there was a lot of kids. What would yoL sa, 



• was the population was at that ~;me. 

TS: The population in Nome in 1 959 was probably about eight 

hur>d red ( 800). 


GS: Wow, a lot of that must have been kids. 


TS: Most of them, yes. 


GS: 	 What was it that you did ~or enterta1nment back then? 

T S : 	 We 1 l , 1 i ke I sa i d we a 1 1 be 1on g e d t o a basket b a 1 1 t e am o r 

something. oelonged to a team called the Nome Nuggets, 

and we took second place that year. 

GS: 	 In the whole state of Alaska? 

• 
TS: No. Just in the city of Nome, but that was quite an 

accomplishment for a bunch of people who didn't know what a 

basketball was . 

GS: 	 Do you remember much prejudice towards you or the 

natives? 

TS: 	 As a child, no. There was no preJudice among the 

children, we played, kids were kids. After I left Nome and 

grew older, then I had heard that there was prejudice 

between the adults, but as children I don't remember any 

prejudice between us and the na-t:1ve population. 

GS: Were there any gold miners left by that time in the city of 

Nome? 

TS: There wasn't a lot , but there was st1ll the gold cla1ms and 

the old miners that were out. They'd come in once a year 

and bring their gold in and ~a~e ,t assayed. We used to go 

• down to the beaches. One ot our f1eld trips was to go dowr 

to the beaches, and the beaches of Nome are rock beaches. 



• We'd go down there and d1g aro~nd and we'd find gold, and 


that was one of our f1eld trios. 


GS: What other kind of field tr1ps d1d you take? 


TS: Well whenever the whaling captains would go out and beach a 


whale the school would let out and we would go down there. 


Of course as a white person we weren't involved, but w~·a 


watch the natives butcher the whales. 


GS: Where the native children invo~ved in the butche~1ng 


process? 


TS: Defirntely, they all had their ;obs to do. 


GS: Do you remember the native children living a lot differently 


• 
than you did, like friends that didn't have the clothing 

that you wore? 

TS: Back then they wore more or less the native traditional 

clothing where we wore the store bought. In fact, actuallf 

we were kinda jealous because they had a lot better looking 

coats and stuff than we had. They had the furs and the 

mukluks and we just had old brogan boots. 

GS: 	 I'd like to stop and go back for a minute, and find out how 

you came to Alaska? 

TS: 	 Well like I said, we came :o Alasha because my uncle was 

employed with the FAA, and his duty assignment was go1ng to 

be Nome Al ask a . We 1eft f r· o .n whe r e he went t o s c h o o l 1 n 

Ok:ahoma city. We left Oklahcm:a clty dr1ving a 1956 for' 

two door coup . t he r e was t i v e c h 1 : d ;·en and t w o ad u lt s 

• that car. 


GS: It must have been pretty crowded. Did it cause an~; 




• problems? 

TS: It was very, very crowded. Three c h' 1 d r en sat i n the b a c 1. 

seat, and one child sat on the floor, ::tnrj one sat up front 

with the two adults. 

GS: Have you driven the alcan since then? 


TS: Many, many times. 


GS: What change have there been since you did it the first ti~~' 


TS: A tremendous amount. When I first came ~P the alcan it was 


• 

a little biddy two lane dirt road. 

came up in November so it was all snow and ice. It was a 

little biddy, just a trail thr·ough the woods. There were no 

stores, gas stations were very, very far and few between. 

You never passed a gas stat,on without getting gas, cause 

you didn't know how far the next one was going to be. 

GS: Did you have to carry gas in cans so you wouldn't be afraid 

of running out? 

TS: Yes, well we were pulling a homemade litt1e tra11er that we 

carried a few gas can on just in case. It was very col~ 

that winter, as I've said we came 1n November and I remembe·· 

40 below to 50 below zero temperatures. When we left 

Oklahoma, of course we knew we were coming to Alaska so we 

bought some winter coats. We' 1, ~n Oklahoma w1nter coats 

are probably equal to about s p r 1r1 o (;oat s 1 n A l as k a . 

c . time my uncle was tired of d~·ivHlg, there was no hate~ 

motel to stop at so we JUSt r;ul :eli .'t':.-:-ltie the .-·oad anCi ""'"' 

• took a few hour nap . Even w1t'i ~·e '.ar icl1ng the 

radiator froze up. I remember h::ivilg to take a water uq 



• up the road a little ways to a farm ~ouse. By t r1 e t i me I 


got back it was cold my nose was b~eedinq. 


G-S: Were you by {Ourself? 


TS: 	 Yes. it was only about maybe a quarter of a mile up the 

road. ActJally it was backwards, we had passed the farm 

house, and I had to walk back to 1t carrying the water jugs. 

GS: How old were you at the time? 

TS: Nine 

GS: So what were you expecting Alaska to be like at the age ot 

nine? 


TS: The greatest wilderness in the world. 


GS: And did it disappoint you? 


• TS: No it sure didn't. It would be probably the mos~ 

magnificent thing I've ever seen in my life. The mounta1ns 

reach 	the sky. Nobody will ever drive the alcan like I seen 

it. It was a pure untouched wilderness, it was gorgeous. 

GS: Did you see many animals on the trip? 

TS: Many, many. We saw wolverines. wolves, fox, moose, caribou. 

dr'1\/eand bears. Back then there wasn't enough travel to 

the animals off the road corridor. We stopped many t1mes 

with a bear sitting in the middle of the road. He wasr'"'" 

about to move and we weren't about t0 make h1m. 

GS: 	 How was it that you ended up go~nc; by; did you just have t: 

wa1t till he got off the road? 

: t was t i me t .· ­·1 S : Wa i t , we ' d i u s t wa i t t i 1 1 r1 e :J e c i ~-~ e u t h at 

• him to move on, and then he'rl walk away and we'd dr1ve past . 

GS: Were you H1e only one out ot tfle entourage that thought ·t 



• was fun or did everyone enJOY the tr1p? 

TS: 	 Well. a 1 1 the ch1ldren erJOYPd ~he exc1tement of the 

wilderness trio and the adv~nture. I th1nk my uncle Nas 

orobal)i't cur'CB(ned and worned about be1ng out in t'le ,,:1,, 

o f now' 1e r· e wi t h f 1 v e c h i 1d t• en , b u t as a c h 1 1 d i t was one "' , 

the greatest experiences of my life. 

GS: What d1d you have to eat on the way up the alcan? 

TS: Well, we'd stoo at some of the, if vou'd want to call therr, 

lodges. There was no menu, you'd go into a lodge and they'd 

maybe have moose stew or what ever they had available. 

There was no menu's you just ate whatever they had cooked 

for the day. For breakfast somet1mes they'd have pancakl 

• There were no eggs, cause eggs were a prem1um . you couldn't 

hardly get an egg on the highway then, but we'd have 

pancakes and coffee. If we had milk it was always powered, 

because there was nothing fresh along the road. 

GS: Had you been used to eating wild game? 

TS: Something we'd had to get use to. I had never eaten moose 

before. I'd never had no idea what it was like. When i'o 

first tasted it, it was a little strange, but I liked 

We ate bear too. I remember one place had bear st~~ 

another place had moose steak. For a child it was v'er·v 

chal ~en-1ing. 

• 
GS: lou had s: at ed before that you nave t rave 1ed t t~e a 1can n:a'iY 

times since. Dia you ever cons1der leaving Alaska 

permanently? 

TS: Not Permanently, no. I've always left knowing that I'd 



• came back. This is the place that I love. I imagine some 

day when I retire 0( somethinq that .naybe I'll qo out f o r 

the winters and be what they call a snow bird, but no I'll 

be back. 

GS: 	 A.fter the two years you sPent in Nome where was it that 

you went? 

• 

TS: We left Nome, came back and we lived north east of Anchorage 

in a Placed called Eagle river. I lived t~ere oas1cally 

until I went into the army. Way back then it was just a 

t1ny little place. There was one little shopping mall and a 

little ice cream stand. I was the first grade that every 

went to Eagle River Elementary. It was pretty primitive 

back then. we had no running water. We had running water, 

lfthat'swhat you want to call running to get it. It was 

verv nice. It was 14 miles into Anchorage which was qu1te a 

long ways to go back then with the transportation that we 

had. My uncle was still working for the FAA. After liv1ng 

in Nome it was totally different, because Nome didn't have 

any trees. It was a barren country, and then come back and 

live in Eagle River, and it was ali wo.o·d. It was the first 

place that I ever went moose hGnt1ng. In fact the olac9 

that I shot a moose, ther~ 1S a shopping center built there 

today. 

GS: When you say that you went to the war, was that Vietnam·? 


TS: Yes I went to V1etnam. I was one of the few young men that 


• went to Vietnam from Eagle River· area. Contrary to the r·est 

of the country, Alaska was very patr1otic. I was held on a 



• pedestal because I did qo, and when 

V i e t n am , I was t rea t e d v e r y we ; l . A iot of my fr1ends 

GS: 

TS: 

• 

GS: 

TS: 

• 


-rhat went back to Los Anoles and other olaces l1r<e that. 

we r·e t r·eat ed 1, ke 1t .vas wrong. When I came home I was 

treated extremely well, and thanked that I did my Juty for 

my country. 

Were you in Alaska durinq t:le "64.'' earthquake? 

Absolutely, 1t was quite something. When it first hit, we 

didn't know, we thought it was kinoa funny for a second O! 

two then it got a little stronger and stronger, dishes and 

things started falling off the walls. Eagle river didn't 

get hit like Anchorage did. At that time I was no longer 

living with my aunt and uncle, was living with a friend . 

She was a HAM radio operator at the time, and she became 

Governor Egan's personal mob1le HAM. There was no 

communication with the outs1de world except for the HAM 

radio. It was quite thrilling and scary. Every day after 

we kept expecting another one tr1at would be even worse, but 

it never did come. As a chi :d I .d1dn't realize the damage 

and the destruction that it had caused. It was just 

something that I had remembered to be very awesome, and tn 

this very day I am kinda a litt ;e scared of earthquakes. 

Did it cause destruction as i r· 1o s s o t r u n n 1 n g wat e r· , 

electric1ty, or any th1ng of the1t ~-:r'u;. 

Yes. we had no electricity fo ~~o0t a week or so. L 1 k e 

said we hacl no water anyway, W8 .,a,j to carr·y our own water 

There were no suppl1es, the only food that was available 



• was what was in the l1ttle grocer·y stor·e at the time, which 

was c a 1 1 e d P i g g 1e y W1 g g ' e y , tH<>'t u s :e u 1 e .'! - g rl wa v wa s 

completely destroyed between Ancnoraqe and Eagle Fi~er. 

wi t h i n a rna t t e r of h ou r s t n e r e was no: r~ i n '-; 1 e f t i n t h to 

<;;tore, because everybody went uot~n ;:-;.nd r;rabDea everyth1rg 

It wasn't as bad as some peoplethey could get a hold of. 

We had plenty to eat, we were warm, wemake it out to be. 

had no problems. 

GS: What did you do when you returnee from vietnam? 

or so ~ JuSt kinda bummedTS: Well, I guess for a couple months 

around, and didn't really have ac1y meanirg or nothing to my 

I was just trying to get ·<1y head straightened out 

• 
1 i f e. 

I was o~fered a job a the Borough r1reafter Vietnam, when 

Department, to be a fireman. I guess every boys dream is to 

be a fireman. so when I got the ooportunity I joined the 

fire department. 

(iS: Do any calls when you were w1tn the f1re department 

out in your mind? 

TS: Yes. one in particular. I was work1ng out of the E:qle 

~e had a ambulance there.River fire station, and of course 


and I was a trained Emer·ger·cv ~v1o:d1.:.di Technician. 


a call that came 

_,a 1 l came 1n. eve r y f ' ,- ·~ That particular night 

station was giv1ng a class on ~,-st ,~,d to any civil1an tr~:l~ 

trle rad'O tr-ansrni;s-y;wanted to come to it. Of cou r ''"' " 

• are monitored in ever·y stattc:,, ~nc at that time the 

oorough had seven fire statlOt'S. >';e clspatC'led tt1e 

http:v1o:d1.:.di


• ambulance; I was driving. and mv oartner was ~n the back . 

We arrived on the scene, ana 1t was a oretty bad accid~n~. 

• 


this lady had defin1telv made hamiJurger of this moose. S·'e 

wasn't ~urt very badly, but she def1nitely needed to qo to 

t f1 e h o s p 1 t a 1 . we p u t h e r i n t h e b a c k o f t h e am b u ~ an c e , a;~ d 

I'm driving down the road ana the next thing I ~<:now I hi~ a 

moose. I called the dispatch, which was called fire Dat'o~ 

and said, 'fire oatrol this is rescue 11, and o1ease be 

advised that I just collided with a :noose, but I am 

continuing to the hospital with the patient, and cou!d yo~ 

please have the fire chief meet me at the hospital to fill 

out the papers because I had an accident'. So we get to the 

hospital, and this lady is a little slightly hysteric 

because she just hit a moose and then all of a sudden the 

ambulance she was riding in h1t a damn moose. I filled O•.H 

the paper work, and then on the way back I had to stop and 

wait for the Alaska State Troopers to get there to fill our 

an acc1dent report at the scene. We pulled up and there 

were military police cars sitting t~ere. We drove a b1~ 

white ambulance with a red cross on the side. We culled ~a 

there and the MP comes walkirg over and he says, 'are y~_. 

the Salvation Army, or the Red Cross come to p1ck ~o 

dead moose?'. We said no, we··e tne dummies that hit 

Then a l l of a sudden he j us t s rL:; •:J ,. ·: ~ s ; e ad and went b a c , 

h1s car and then the State ~tearers c0lled up behind me ~~ 

• he wal~ed up and says, j u 31 1 n :he wo r 1 d ~ .s 

ambu·ance doing Wlth a dead ~oose?'. Ne had to expla1n ~~ 



• happened. 

a' 1 C• r 

Glact?. every body in the city had heard.t a~- t? n 

fr)( • r •) i '• g V¥ r I en up 	 sornt-:bO(iy 

in the (the "::he ·v s t , ,__: k e ,~ ,:) , : t r: e big c!e11t ambL.la.•1ce. kind 

schoo' they'veg:ve Ol.t to hids at 

"A, 1 :iS--·· a 
Cor-sequent~ y ~here is a rnagazine called tre 

~ r: at ~e were involved w1th. Thev got a hold of 

lacy's name 't- sa1d, 'after+he and next to 	 the 1 ­

n1tt•ng a ··noose, wn1le being transferred to the hospi":al, 

a! so hit a moose. It then gave me and 

• 
tr.e ambulance 

wouldn'tand sa1d that she probably 

any more moose for at 1east a month·n:erested in see 

:wo'. 

GS: So you gat to be famous for awhile? 

TS: I believe the word is infamous. 

GS: So Tom, what changes have you seen -n Alaska s1nce vo~ fir~t 

came nere? 


We l 1 , when I first carne ne ·-e. 1t tJas w1lde:·ness, and
TS: 

change 1n modern1zaticnbackwards. I've seen a 

I mean, when I was young people lived ;ntechnology. 

~·~e··e was very ~ ·ittie DJr;c. a o ,r1 s wi t h o u t r u n n ~ n g wat e t­ • 

service. 

s~ate ..:itl!.i the S1ZB of POPtJ. at 1 •yl. 

• ever·yoodylast frontier.be 1 nc. the 



• c'L> ba.s·ca1'pioneering spirit. 

an-do a: t 1 t lA:!P- .T 

pr.::o'e;-ns a 1ot qu•cker than 

Jther cit,es are doinq. When I was young ;;,·e 

If somebodtnever loc~ed doors, and left keys 1n the car. 

11eeded to use UH~ car all of a sudden you'd ~ook out the 

w i r I{J ow an d t h e c a r wo u l d be go n e , bd t a h a 1 f an ~10 u r 1at 

Ifwou 1 d be back, and the 'Jc'!S tar-1< would be fi 1lecJ up. 

• 
it 

you came home to fird that the l1ghts were ~n and somebody 

the Loouse, you didn't worry, because 1t wasn'': was in 

it was _:ust a neichbor need1ng sometn1ng. 

got caught up w~ththen the times have changed and we all 

I think ,t nas changed from a very rura.the 20th century. 

state to a metropolitan state. 1t's been very traumatic. 

Peop~e are not quite use to 1t • but I th1nk the1r learn1ng. 

GS: Have you seen a change in peoples att1tudes? 

Once somebocy's oeen in the State for aTS: A little bit. 

y e a r s , an d t h e y k i n d a c a t c '' tr1 e A 13. -=; •• a n s p ' r i t , I t h - r k 

I .nean, lt'lts face it, alltheir attitude changes. 

y'Ot~ ''v ..., 

time your att1~~... ~eoeen up ••ere for a cert a.• n .j;•:cur t ·Jf 

• the wo r ~ ci . are srooab1y some of the 

tell y'OU thd.-.I r' "'::i c ~ , y ') u as 1< any tour i .~ t , - ·· •j ~ r• e y ' 1 l 



• They say t hat we r e t he ' -- s : c • , e r· ·:! ~ y , c,) l o ! f ;..~ I p eo ;J , e : ~- • ~. e 

~: l';d 0' wo r 1d , u n 1e s s yo ~' me ~-:: c: ,... s o ~ 1 t ' e r <J ~ d ·:i ' , j t ; ' ~ r~ ' t ' s 

,_, ::, : wt, ""· ~- ;:::, · ., v c 0 d o i n y n ow ~o ''~' I 

now I am UH~ fore•nan of t<1e :Jn'y cernent plant 11~ t,~We; 1 

I've been ttler·:::: "'·)t' 15 vear·s. 

to foreman. I have f ou ,­way 00 froM JUSt a general laborer 

: enjoy my job, but _ a.~: 
~ore yea~s before 

lool<ing forward to ret i remer·,t because there is a lot of 

There's probab 1 y some •ouristAlas~a that I haven't seen. 

When 

• 
that have seen more of Alaska than I have. 

plan on doing a lot more t1unting hncj f1s~1ing, and going all 

~ight now I'm marriesover the state and seeing thi•1cs . 

She CO>t"lr;s t~·om t~e village of Sleeomut:o,an Alaskan Native. 

on the KuskoKw,m, one of the greatest fishing spots 

hope to get up there and spend some time,world. I 

learn a lot more about the native culture than I know now. 

place .,, A~aska thatIs there any special 

retiring in? 

· e t i · e. I have someTS: Yes, I'm thinking about whet' 

I've owned for 20 years.or·operty up in Talkeetna area ~h::1t 

As a matter a fact, this is t'·~e a,,,,-versary of the 20th vear 

I wo u l d k ~ '1 ci d : , ;, e t o g o u p t h e r e m a y b e ,':: ~' .-:I've a><>Jned it. 

; 1 'l e r..._, f .;.· t f·; e :and, and o13.:for a few years, 

garc8n . f<. 1 n d a 11 k e 

• 
 gone by.

wren I was 

do YOL< think Alaska. ~~.::s ,;n ,~tore for the "ut,_·.,:,.
GS: So what 



• economically and pol~t~ca'~·~? 

o •.) t I see A l as k a as aa seer of tne fut~re.
~S: We l l , I'm not 

lt ~a; tremenao~s oooo~tunities to- CG" 

I see Alaska as try1nq to g1ve ooportu01t1esyoung peoo~e. 


towards old":lr oeople arzd ret1;·~e's. 


ooy, most oeople when they got a little older they ~e-~ • 


state. I see Alaska try1rg tu ket:c; t·•>:· .• ~ ier DeOP,.... ~r2. 

Po 1 ' t i c a 1 l yI'm p1ar,ning on staying f'ere 

o u r· go v e r nmen t of f 1 c i a l > t · ,.,. '·'' · ~1 : · · e t) e s-::: : hat t hey c a ·· 

I cJot''t always agr"ee w1th wh-::t.t tr'8Y sav. but I thirk Alaska 

s~~ great opportunities for o~rhas a trem~nrlous future. 

levelin tr'1e state. with higher 

• 
young people to stay 

:~.vi:: g t 0 e a v e t f; e s r a : e .available w1thout 

t h e v c an t u r n a r o u n d a r~ ;j u " t 

educ.atior 

see where 

I s e e A 1 a s k a a s ri ' · "' , • • (; s · 3. •· .in Alaska. 

GS: Thanv you Tom for you coooer~: 'C" w~th ., - :·· 

wish you many rnor·e hapuy /e<t 1 " 

TS: It was my pleasure . 

• 
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