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Community Picnic at the old Salmon Valley school on 
Beauregard's Hill. This is the school that burned down. 

I fell in love with
Dick and Jane.



The New School

From a big wood burning heater at the front of the room, 
pleasant warmth greeted us as we settled into our new and 
updated desks on the first day back in class. This was an ex-
citing day. This school featured more and bigger windows 
and white painted walls. Now we could see to work on our 
lessons, even on the dullest and shortest winter days. It was 
bright and cheery. The teacher’s desk in a rural one-room 
school always held a place of authority at the front of the 
room. From here, she could keep an eye on what was hap-
pening with all the students. 

After the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953, Her 
Majesty’s picture hung at the front of the room also, cen-
tered above the blackboards. From her royal position on the 
wall, she seemed to keep an eye on us, too. She smiled as we 
sang “God Save the Queen” at the end of each day.
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As with our previous school, there was no plumbing or 
electricity. The bathrooms, one for the girls and one for the 
boys, were outdoors behind the schoolhouse. It was com-
mon on warm summer days for students with horses in the 
barn to take extra-long bathroom breaks. We would have to 
check on the horses, whether they needed checking or not. 
What a great excuse to get away from math class for a while. 

At the back of the room, beside the washbasin, we now 
had a brand-new crockery water cooler, still shiny from the 
store. It came complete with a tap and small paper cups in 
a dispenser hanging on the wall. This was rather high tech 
for kids who were used to each having their own cup in the 
cupboard. 

Every student was excited and perhaps in awe of the 
new piano which now graced the back wall of the room. Not 
every teacher played the piano; however, when they did, it 
would definitely liven up our music class and the piano was 
very enjoyable when played at social events. Several people 
in the community played piano. I also remember the won-
derful sound of Mrs. Amelia Cheramy’s autoharp. The music 
she coaxed out of this small, stringed instrument, was soft 
and smooth, and (to me) it was magical! 

The new schoolhouse had an attached residence for the 
live-in teacher. A connecting door from the classroom led 
into a small kitchen/living area, with another tiny, separate 
bedroom. I believe the young women who braved these ex-
treme living conditions, the isolation, and the loneliness 
were true heroes of their time. 
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Molly and the Kid (a true story)

When I was just a little kid, I rode a horse to school,
Just like all the other kids, to learn the golden rule.
First, I’d pack my lunch kit, then fetch a little grain,
Then head out to the barnyard—she’d hear me call her name.

Molly was a red-roan mare, a workhorse who was blind,
No longer fit to do the chores, I claimed this horse as mine.
We were friends as only a horse and a kid can be,
We shared a bond of love and trust, a bond of loyalty.

I would catch old Molly, she would meet me at the gate.
I climbed the fence to bridle her; patiently she would wait.
Quietly she’d stand there while I climbed upon her back.
I carefully arranged my lunch and hers, which I carried 
    in a sack.

When we both were ready, I would grab onto her mane,
Gently turn her out the gate, we’d head on down the lane.
I felt safe on Molly’s back, even though she could not see,
With voice and rein I guided her. Molly trusted me.

Sitting up so very proud on Molly’s soft warm back,
I steered her round the rocks and holes, to keep her 
    on the track.
School was just one mile away through the countryside.
Regardless of the weather, we both enjoyed the ride.

When we reached the schoolyard, I’d tie Molly in the barn,
Then leave her safe and happy munching hay,
With other horses for company, a snack of grain at noon;
This is how “school horses” spent their day.

Now Molly and my school days are memories from the past,
Memories of a special time and memories that last.
I like to go down memory lane, reminisce about things I did.
I like to go down memory lane, back to Molly and the kid.
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I was that kid, and what a great experience it was to ride 
a horse to the little white school in Salmon Valley. Often, I 
would have company riding to school. I remember Nancy 
and Sandy Harris, Virginia and Eileen Walski, Richard Miller, 
and, for a few years, the Doyscher children, Butch and Iona, 
who either rode a pony or drove the pony pulling a little cut-
ter in winter. Chosen for their gentle disposition, the school 
horses delegated for this most important job were usually 
older animals or smaller ponies who were not able to per-
form the hard work required on the farm. I was fortunate 
to have the privilege of riding a number of different school 
horses to school, with Molly being one of my favourites.

I have vivid memories of a pair of young small black hors-
es, Belle and Queen. These two were boarding at the farm 
one winter, so we had use of them to ride to school. Having 
no saddles, we rode bareback, as most of the kids did. It was 
safer this way, with no stirrups to get tangled up in, and nice 
in winter because it was warm sitting on their furry backs. 
The black ponies behaved perfectly in the mornings. They 
seemed to enjoy giving us rides to school, walking or trot-
ting along nicely as we asked them to. Their behaviour in the 
school barn during the day was faultless. Going home, their 
personalities changed like a Jekyll and Hyde duo. 

When school was over for the day, they were ready when 
we opened the school barn door. In fact, I am sure they were 
ready to go when they heard us walk down the front steps of 
the school. If we wanted a ride home, we had to mount them 
inside the barn, grab the reins tight, grab a hunk of mane 
even tighter, then they took the bit in their mouths, and it 
was full speed all the way. What a ride!

We usually managed to stay on when they turned onto 
the road from the schoolyard; the biggest challenge was 
staying on their bare backs when they turned into the farm 
driveway. Invariably, one, two, or sometimes three of us were 
chucked off in the snowbank. They dumped us on purpose; 
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we would land in a tangled heap, laughing like fools. A few 
bumps and bruises were part of the game.

School horses, as all horses ridden by children, some-
times developed their own little tricks and odd, stubborn 
behaviours. The young people who rode or drove them came 
up with their own tricks to compensate. In their day, school 
horses contributed greatly to rural education. Most of them 
were loyal, dependable and much loved. 

New Salmon Valley school, situated where the 
Gymkhana Grounds are today. 
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Mereline riding to school on the blind mare Molly. 

Riding to school. Butch Doyscher on pony, Richard 
Miller standing, Virginia Walske and Mereline on 
horse, Eileen Walske standing. 



Five Feet of Snow and 40 Below

Just as Grandma claimed, we really did get an average 
snowfall of 5 feet (1.524 metres) in Salmon Valley over the 
course of the winter season. Temperatures on the old Fahr-
enheit scale would often drop to 40 below or colder. Grow-
ing up in this harsh environment, kids still enjoyed winter, 
spending time outdoors every day helping with chores and 
playing winter games.

Active outdoor play helped keep us warm and we used 
up a lot of energy. A favourite game, requiring deep snow, 
was building our version of an igloo. Happy hours were 
spent digging into the high snowbanks left by the snowplow. 
We worked hard at this, and the finished product would be 
the equivalent of a winter playhouse, complete with snow 
benches and old rugs on the floor. Winter picnics, for kids 
and dogs only, were especially fun. Hot cocoa in a jar and 
Grandma’s cookies were regulars on the igloo menu.

The extremely high snowbanks also provided us a fun 
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game we called “snow-jumping.” From the very top, on the 
backside of the snowbank, we competed to see who could 
jump the farthest out into the cloud-soft fluffy cold snow. 
Often, we would go right under, and then come up gasping, 
blowing, and laughing. We had to pick our spots for this 
game as the barbed wire fences were close to the road, and 
by midwinter they would be snow covered and not visible. 

Our outdoor activities would be stepped up a pace when 
the chinook wind decided to blow in a winter thaw. Suddenly 
one morning the air would be warm. Snow would start to melt, 
roads would turn into slippery icy skating rinks, and the air 
would have a wonderful sharp sun-kissed smell. When night 
fell, the temperature would plummet, forming a hard crust 
on the snow. This provided the ultimate in winter fun as we 
joyfully walked, ran, and played on top of the snow. Walking 
to school, we challenged each other to see who could go all 
the way without taking one step on the road. 

Sometimes we would walk halfway to school, then cross 
the field on the north side and climb the ridge. You could eas-
ily slide all the way back down, dodging trees along the way. 
Sometimes we brought big pieces of cardboard to slide on. 
I remember Martin making a spectacular slide and crashing 
into a big tree halfway down. His lard pail lunch kit, having 
lost its lid in the crash, went sliding down the hill ahead of 
him, with an apple making it all the way to the bottom and 
winning the race. 

Teacher was usually quite lenient with us on these days. 
Seemingly, she understood that this natural phenomenon 
came only once or twice a year and always changed our 
morning schedule.

Martin and I also spent many fun-filled hours snowshoe-
ing. Grandpa De Grasse built us each a pair of snowshoes just 
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our size. We would have trails around the yard and through 
the bush. Once the trails were broken in and frozen, it was 
fun to see how fast we could go. We became quite proficient 
and could actually run on them. 

One snowshoe adventure I remember very clearly hap-
pened when I was about ten years old. One of the uncles 
had shot a moose across the field, just over the ridge. With a 
good snowshoe trail already packed and frozen, it was easy 
walking and Martin and I begged to go along to help bring 
the meat home. I remember playing out about halfway up the 
hill, but they all waited patiently for me. With the men ahead, 
Martin and I brought up the tail end of this procession. We 
did not notice that Lawrence Caron had come along to help. 
He arrived first and was hiding up in the tree branches right 
above the moose. With a huge growl like a bear, he dropped 
down almost on top of us! He scared the heck out of us and 
the guys all had a good laugh. If memory serves me right, 
Lawrence loved pranks. He definitely got us that time. 
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Uncle Nelson coming home after a successful moose hunt. 



She Saved the Guns

Having stopped at Grandma’s house on the way home 
from school, Martin and I were chatting with her over a 
snack of milk and fresh homemade bannock. Suddenly, in 
mid-sentence she stopped talking and said, “What is that 
noise?” We followed right on her heels as she headed into 
the living room. The noise, a slight crackling sound, was 
coming from above the ceiling, around a trap door over the 
big wood heater. There was fire in the attic, and this was an 
extremely dangerous situation. 

Uncle Nelson was logging about three miles away. Martin 
immediately set off on the run to get him, while I did ex-
actly what Grandma told me to do. “You run straight home 
to Mom,” she said. Having already witnessed the results of 
the recent school fire, Martin was determined to reach Un-
cle Nelson so he could come home and save the house. His 
epic attempt was heroic for an eight-year-old; however, he 
played out after running for about two miles in the cold win-
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ter air. A young neighbour, Mary Thue, saw him and recog-
nized that something was wrong. She intercepted him on the 
road, and, after hearing about the fire, she ran the rest of the 
way to alert the men working in the bush.

There was no hope for an elderly woman to fight this 
fire alone and save the house—but Grandma tried. Hoping 
to douse the flames from the roof, she quickly filled pails 
from the soft-water barrel by the kitchen door. Placing a 
tall ladder against the roof edge and making a quick sign of 
the cross, she bravely started up. One hand holding on, one 
hand carrying the water, her every step was hindered by big 
winter boots and a long skirt which flapped around her legs 
with every step.

Gaining the top of the ladder, she immediately realized 
that this was not going to work as the flames were already 
burning around the stovepipe and feeding greedily on the 
surrounding wooden shingles. Crawling back down the lad-
der she turned her efforts to saving as much as she could 
from the burning building. The first items she carried out 
were the guns hanging on the wall. Each one she threw far 
out into the soft, deep snow where they would land safe-
ly. Grandma’s comment later was, “The rifles put meat on 
our table many times when we needed it. They saved us so I 
saved them.”

She dragged three trunks, which held important docu-
ments, pictures and family keepsakes, out the door and off 
into the snow. Working as fast as possible, Grandma grabbed 
armfuls of clothing, quilts, a few kitchen items, even pictures 
off the wall. She dragged and threw things as far as she could 
to get them away from the house. Grandma tried desperately 
to save her precious spinning wheel, but to no avail. A loud 
crash as the flames brought down the kitchen ceiling and a 
strong blast of intense heat sent her running to save herself. 
With barely seconds to spare, her hand settled on a crucifix 
hanging by the door. It came off the wall in her hand, leaving 
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the top portion of the cross behind still nailed to the log. 
Moments after her escape, she turned to see the house now 
fully engulfed in flames. 

When Uncle Nelson arrived home with the logging crew, 
his home was reduced to a pile of smoking rubble. The 
fire had spared nothing. Smoke hung quietly in the air, an 
acrid smell of loss. He had put his heart into building this 
beautiful house. In just over one hour it was gone. He never 
did rebuild.

Within hours, word of the fire got around the communi-
ty. Friends and neighbours brought food, clothing, dishes, 
other necessities, and offered a place to stay for a few days. 
I imagine this was a hardship for many, but neighbours al-
ways supported each other in time of need. The next day, a 
Red Cross van came to the farm from Prince George, bring-
ing much-needed supplies of bedding, food, clothing, first 
aid supplies, and more. This organization helped so much. 

A few weeks later, renovations on a newly built work-
shop, situated directly across the road from the burned 
building, became the new “De Grasse house.” Here, the guns 
once again hung on the wall. 

Broken crucifix, pulled from the 
wall as Grandma De Grasse fled 
the burning house.
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Uncle Nelson's house in the winter.

Uncle Nelson's house in the summer.



Then There were Five

Five children were not an exceptionally large family in 
the 1950s, especially due to the post-war baby boom, but for 
a single mom it must have been a bit overwhelming bringing 
home another mouth to feed. Clifford Ronald (Ron) was born 
on April 9, 1951. He was a cute little guy with fine, dark hair 
and brown eyes. He enjoyed all the attention we gave him. 
All four of us were eager to help Mom care for our new baby 
brother. 

The baby was barely a year old when Mom’s new boy-
friend Art entered the picture. He came into our lives with 
his guitar and a song. In less than six months, all five of us 
kids were saying goodbye to Grandma, our uncles, and our 
school friends. We were moving away from the farm. Hard-
est of all was leaving our home, the house that Dad built. 
This was a highly emotional time for all of us, especially for 
Martin and I who were old enough to be aware that this 
move was a significant event in our lives, with nothing to 
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indicate that it was good. As Art’s old truck left the valley 
road and rumbled across the Salmon River Bridge heading 
toward Prince George, uncertainty followed us like a dark 
cloud. Even the river looked sad.

The quarter of land we moved to was situated about 
twelve miles from Salmon Valley along the old Hart Highway 
and approximately five miles from town. This may not sound 
like a far distance, but on that particular day it seemed like 
we had travelled a long, long way. Our new home was a 
rather small, rundown cabin. It did not have the capacity to 
sleep seven people, so a separate cabin became our sleeping 
quarters, bunkhouse style.

Although the old farmstead we lived on was pretty with 
hills, trees, and a field covered with white daisies, it was 
not a working farm, it was one quarter of poor land. There 
was, however, one milk cow and a few chickens. They pro-
vided us with milk, butter, a meager supply of eggs and a 
few kid-friendly chores to do. For a family with five chil-
dren, the animals were a blessing. This was the early 1950s, 
a time when the logging industry in BC had collapsed due to 
strikes. Work was extremely hard to find, and we were just 
one of many families struggling to get by. 

To give credit where it’s due, Art had a green thumb and 
grew a huge garden, while Mom worked hard canning, pick-
ling, and making jams and jellies. At a very young age, Mar-
tin was a crack shot with a .22 rifle and there were plenty 
of grouse to hunt, so along with Grandma’s care packages 
we managed. This experience brought home the reality of 
Grandma’s homestead stories about hard times and living 
off the land. 
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That fall, we travelled by bus to the Hart Highway School. 
This adjustment was difficult for us. Coming from a one-
room country school where we knew everyone to a new ru-
ral-urban fringe school close to Prince George was simply 
not a good fit for us. The fact that we did not want to be there 
likely contributed to the negative feelings we experienced at 
this school. 

One positive aspect was the reunion with our friends the 
Thue children. Mary, Lawrence, and Evelyn were previous 
schoolmates from Salmon Valley. They had moved away a 
few years earlier. For me, at this particular time, the renewal 
of our friendship is committed to memory and very special 
in my heart. We visited them at their home on several occa-
sions and I distinctly remember that Mrs. Thue had the big-
gest, brightest smile. She was a wonderful woman and made 
us feel welcome.

Unfortunately, we experienced bullying at this school, 
mostly by the bigger neighbour boys who rode the same bus 
as we did. For years, we teased Nelson over an incident that 
happened when these same three big boys came over on a 
day when we kids were alone. They said, “We came to beat up 
on you bush brats!” During the ensuing scuffle, Martin and 
I were holding our own, getting in a few good pushes and 
punches, while Nelson was lying on the ground crying. When 
the big boys finally left, Martin said to him, “You big sissy, 
what were you doing crying while we were fighting?” Nelson, 
always ready with an answer, even at a young age, replied 
smugly, “Well I heard the biggest boy say, ‘Hit them until they 
cry.’ So that’s what I did and I never got punched once!”





A Christmas Angel

Our good neighbour Arthur, a bachelor who lived close 
by, was a gracious and generous host. Walking over for visits 
to his small home was a highlight of the week for us kids. I 
believe he was lonely and enjoyed having us come over. His 
cheery greeting, “Hello, kids, come on in,” was a prelude to a 
whole lot of childish chatter we entertained him with while 
we ate the healthy snacks he offered us. 

I especially remember that he always had a bowl of the 
sweetest red apples. They were crisp and shiny. I asked him 
one day, “Arthur, did you just polish these apples?” “Yes,” he 
replied, “I polished them especially for you!” Such a simple 
comment, but it made me feel so important. 

Arthur helped our family in many ways when we were in 
need. I will never forget the day he came just before Christ-
mas carrying a big turkey. He then went back to his car and 
brought in two boxes full of groceries. Mom had everything 
she needed for a Christmas dinner. All he asked in return was 
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an invitation to enjoy the meal with our family. This man’s 
generous spirit left memories that are much more than lines 
and words on paper. His kindness, the shiny red apples, and 
that Christmas dinner are a special part of our life story. 

Although these were tough times for our family, they were 
good times, too, because we were together. Mom continu-
ally found interesting things to keep us entertained—card 
games, hide and seek, picking flowers, drawing, and singing 
together. Mom and Art were both excellent singers and, ac-
companied by the guitar, we would enjoy some great sing-
alongs. Mom was also an amazing storyteller. She knew the 
old classic children’s stories by heart. Much to our delight, 
she shared them with plenty of action and vocal expression. 



A Mean Bull

Seeing the neighbour's Holstein bull walking around the 
farmyard, tossing his head from side to side and pawing the 
dirt, we kids immediately grouped together. This huge black 
and white bull had a reputation in the community for his 
unpredictable temperament and aggressive behaviour. He 
had obviously escaped his pen again. Now he was in a mean 
mood, ready to punish anyone or anything in his path. One 
look from his angry eyes plus a step in our direction sent us 
scurrying for the cabin a short distance away, running so 
fast we were falling over one another, but still staying to-
gether. 

Grandma De Grasse was babysitting us that day, as Mom 
and Art were away and had taken baby Ronald with them. 
She was startled when we came dashing in at top speed, 
quickly slamming the door behind us. Talking excitedly, we 
told her, “The neighbour’s bull is here, he’s really, really mad, 
and he’s coming this way!” Grandma did a quick head count 
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to be sure all four of us were inside, then in her calm voice 
she said, “Stay still and be quiet.” Listening to the bull walk-
ing around and seeing him pass the kitchen window had us 
all terrified. 

Stopping behind the cabin, the bull lowered his head and 
looked through the small, low window. Seeing people inside, 
or possibly just seeing movement, seemed to make his anger 
escalate. The beady eyes and flaring nostrils of this huge an-
imal were fearsome. Dust and dirt flew up over his massive 
shoulders as he pawed the ground, while disgusting bits of 
slobber and mucous smeared the window with each mighty 
bellow. 

Martin, being well acquainted with guns, immediately 
took the big rifle off the wall. A 38-55, it was almost as tall as 
he was. Martin was prepared to shoot this dangerous animal 
if it should become necessary to keep us safe. 

With Grandma beside us, there was no crying, scream-
ing, or hysterics. We stood back and stayed quiet until Kar-
en, who was about five years old, dove under the bed and 
crawled to the back, seeking a hiding place. She was sure in 
her mind that this attack was her fault. “I believed the old 
story that claimed the colour red would make a bull mad and 
he would charge you. I was wearing a bright red shirt,” she 
told me later.

None too gently, I pushed Nelson under the bed as well, 
quietly telling him to be quiet and not move. Then I stood 
beside Grandma, who was deep in prayer. All I heard as she 
talked to God was, “Please, Father, please keep us safe …” 

Eventually the bull tired of this game. His pawing and 
bellowing became more subdued, and he wandered off to 
eat the lush, green grass around the yard. Not knowing if he 
was still nearby, Grandma kept us all inside. 

About an hour later, Uncle Emile stopped by to see how 
the babysitting was going. When he heard the story and 
saw the deep hole in front of the window, he drove straight 
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over to the neighbours and told them what he thought. “Why 
would you let a crazy, mean bull roam the neighbourhood 
terrorizing old ladies and little children? Come and get your 
bull—NOW!”

After facing off with a very angry little Frenchman, the 
farmer and his son came to take the bull home immediately. 
By then the massive beast had settled down. His rampage 
was over, so they herded him down the road with no trou-
ble at all. This was an extremely traumatic experience for 
all of us. Further to this, it was another life lesson. “Never 
trust a bull!”





Running Away

Our relationship with Art was never comfortable. He was 
moody and had anger issues, which we were too young to 
understand. By the following summer, Martin and I began to 
plot how we could get back home, to Salmon Valley. 

I have no recollection of our first attempt at running 
away. What Martin remembers is that we managed to make 
our way to Grandma’s house. He recalls Art saying, when he 
came to pick us up, “If you kids run away again, we’ll bring 
your clothes, and we will leave you here!” We were on the 
road again at 6:00 a.m. the next morning. I quickly became 
tired as we walked and walked. I have a vivid memory of 
Martin urging me on when I wanted to stop and pick flow-
ers along the ditches. Always the wise big brother, he said, 
“There is no time to pick flowers; it’s a long way to Grand-
ma’s house.”

After walking about three miles, we heard a truck coming 
behind us. We did not hear it in time to run off the road and 
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hide, so we just stepped off to the side, sure in our minds 
that we would have to go back and face the consequences. 
The truck stopped amid a big cloud of dust, and through the 
window we recognized our neighbour Mr. Wall. He was a 
kind man and I believe he had a good idea about what we 
were doing on the road, alone, so early in the morning. “So 
where are you kids headed this morning?” he asked,

“We’re on our way to Grandma’s house in Salmon Valley,” 
said Martin. 

“Oh my,” he said, “that’s a long walk. Why don’t you jump 
in and I’ll drive you there?” 

The sun shone a little brighter that day. Crossing the 
bridge really did feel like coming home. As promised, Mom 
dropped off our belongings at the farm and arranged for the 
two of us to stay. I am sure she knew that we would be better 
off there. 

To our good fortune, Grandma De Grasse, after raising 
a family of eleven children, took in two more to foster. She 
fit us into her heart and made us feel at home. Uncle Nelson 
agreed we could stay permanently on the farm. 

Our family eventually moved on to live at Summit Lake 
for a time when sawmill jobs opened up again. On Decem-
ber 29, 1954, a new baby brother, Peter Jansen, was born in 
the Prince George Hospital. Shortly after, the family moved 
again to Fort St. John, BC. Martin and I had very little oppor-
tunity to visit them after they moved. 

We did, however, keep in close contact by mail. We would 
exchange letters, cards and photographs, and Mom never 
forgot our birthdays or Christmas. We would receive parcels 
by mail. These parcels usually came wrapped with odd-co-
loured paper, tape and sometimes string holding them to-
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gether. They contained an assortment of items, none of which 
necessarily had a theme or were new. A pretty rock, a package 
of crayons, bubble gum, beads, comic books, and I remember 
tiny animal figurines that I believe came in the Red Rose tea 
packages. I treasured those little porcelain animals. 

It would be many years before I learned that Mom did 
not have money to buy gifts for us, so she sent what she had, 
wrapped in whatever paper, string, or tape she could find. I 
also learned “it’s the thought that counts.”

A tiny baby sister, Josephine (Josie) Marie Jansen, was 
born on February 17, 1958, in Fort St. John Hospital. She was 
not a strong baby and passed away from leukemia on May 
16, 1958. 

A Poem for Baby Josephine 

I never had a chance to see 
Your sweet baby smile,
Hear you laugh, watch you sleep,
Or just hold you for a while.
I never sang a song to you,
A soothing lullaby. At three 
Months old, you slipped away,
With the angels in the sky.
Precious baby sister, you’re my
Tiny shining star. I know you’re in
God’s loving care and 
Forever in my heart. 
Love, Big Sister Mereline 
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Mom and baby Josephine
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Ron, Peter, and Karen and their dog Frisky
Peace River, BC.





A New Normal

Returning to the valley was a bittersweet victory for Mar-
tin and me. We missed Mom and our siblings more than we 
ever thought possible. Our family was not only broken for 
the second time, now it had fallen apart. However, the strong 
sense of home and community we experienced in Salmon 
Valley enfolded us like a warm, safe blanket, helping to inte-
grate us into our new normal.

Going back to the Salmon Valley School was like a happy 
homecoming. We fit in as though we had never left. I soon 
became Grandma’s helper: cooking, cleaning, picking weeds 
in the garden, helping with the chickens, gathering eggs, and 
still sneaking away to spend time with the horses at every 
opportunity. Martin, a born farmer, was happy to be involved 
with the farm work. He also did his share of weeding the gar-
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den. His other chores were packing drinking water from the 
well (in buckets) and keeping the wood box full, all common 
everyday jobs for young farm boys of that era. There was still 
plenty of time for both of us to have fun. Rarely a day went by 
when we did not find new adventures to pursue. 

Both of us joined the Salmon Valley 4-H Club. This ex-
perience helped shape our lives. Through yearly club proj-
ects, meetings, field trips and club events, we learned about 
leadership, responsibility, and many other life skills. I be-
lieve the benefits of 4-H to rural kids were immeasurable, 
and still are today. Looking back, I realize just how much the 
motto “learn to do by doing” had a positive and long-term 
impact on my life. I have never been afraid to take on a new 
challenge. Regardless of the level of success or even failure, 
there has always been a reward in the doing.

Our 4-H projects for one or two years were poultry. On a 
specific date in the late spring, one of the 4-H parents would 
drive to Prince George, bringing home the baby chicks. Each 
member would receive a small cardboard box with small 
holes all around the sides. From each of the holes you could 
see a tiny beak or a bit of the softest, yellow fluff as the 
baby chicks moved around in the box. The sweet, persistent 
cheeping of twenty-five chicks told us they were hungry and 
ready for their new home. These new babies quickly adopted 
us and we adopted them.

With no electricity to plug into, our brooder, built by Un-
cle Nelson from rough lumber, was amazingly efficient. It was 
heated by two kerosene lanterns in the middle with Martin’s 
little flock in one end and mine at the other. It was our re-
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sponsibility to keep the chicks fed and watered as needed, 
then clean the pens carefully each day. Maintaining the lan-
terns was especially important to keep the tiny chicks warm 
for the first few weeks until they started to grow feathers. 

Martin was definitely a better chicken farmer than I was. 
This was most apparent when our birds reached the adult 
stage, and we showed them at the Prince George Fall Fair. 
Martin’s prize chicken adored him! Head up, eyes bright, it 
sat on his arm in perfect formation throughout the judging 
process. My chicken dozed off halfway through the show, 
which did not impress the judges. In defense of the chicken, 
my poultry showmanship skills were not what they should 
have been. Martin came home with shiny ribbons, and I was 
more excited for him than he was.

 After one or two years raising 4-H chickens, we chose 
beef as our projects. This was much more interesting to 
me. Not that we had prize winning livestock to pick from, 
but I loved the calves. I enjoyed grooming, training and just 
spending time with these special animals. 

Although not as sophisticated as the clubs of today, 4-H 
was an important aspect of community life in Salmon Val-
ley at this time. We learned, we helped each other, and we 
had fun. Parents and leaders were always there to assist 
and guide each member. When the fall fair was over, we all 
celebrated the success of our club members who brought 
home the coveted ribbons. We were especially proud when 
we won “Best 4-H Club.” 
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4-H Pledge

I Pledge
My Head to clearer thinking,
My Heart to greater loyalty,
My Hands to larger service,
My Health to better living; 

For my club, my community, and my country. 

(This may have changed slightly over the years.)



Little Bear Ranch

The Little Bear Ranch was solid bush when Bill and Erna 
Harris, along with their two young daughters, Nancy and 
Sandy, arrived in Salmon Valley. They settled on a quarter 
section of land which Bill, as an ex-serviceman, claimed 
under the Veteran’s Land Act. Clearing a small area in the 
trees to park their large, homemade camper gave the Har-
ris family a sense of belonging. With all their worldly goods 
jam-packed into the camper, they quickly made this beauti-
ful spot home. They named the ranch for Little Bear Creek, 
which flowed through their property during spring break-
up. They then began the daunting task of carving a farm out 
of this rough wooded quarter of land. 

A number of years later I happily stepped into the role 
of babysitter for the Harris children, who by this time had 
been joined by two new additions, Bill Jr. and John. Bill and 
Erna treated me like family; Nancy and Sandy became my 
best friends; young Billy and John kept me on my toes and 
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challenged me with their little boy antics at every turn. This 
babysitting job even had benefits! I have many fond memo-
ries of attending the Drive-In Theatre in Prince George with 
the Harris family. Bill drove a big van with plenty of room 
for kids. I also tagged along for ice cream cones at the Salm-
on Valley Esso Cafe. What a blessing this family was in my 
somewhat mixed-up childhood. 

When Erna’s sister Millie arrived from Hannah, Alber-
ta, trucking in a small herd of horses, the Little Bear Dude 
Ranch was established. Nancy, Sandy, and I were thrilled to 
have all these pretty horses around. We three girls tagged 
along after Millie wherever she went, and she patiently an-
swered our many questions. 

Millie soon became our most admired role model. Un-
der her capable supervision, the three of us helped with 
feeding, grooming, and cleaning tack. We were proud when 
she allowed us to name a few of the horses. There was Chi-
co, a big, gentle paint gelding we all loved, and a bay mare 
named Melody, who had more than her share of attitude. If 
you were not watching closely, Melody would reach back, at-
tempting to nip when you swung yourself up into the saddle. 
Cheyenne, a sorrel mare, had a habit of laying down when 
you crossed the river or any other body of water. If her rider 
was not paying attention, they were in for a surprise. A black 
mare called Darkie was Nancy’s favourite. The most-loved 
horse was Sandy’s gentle little gray mare named Kitty. 

Millie encouraged us to ride bareback to improve our 
balance and become more connected with the horse. Be-
tween Millie’s lessons and Bill’s pep talks each time we rode 
out of the yard, we learned well. We became very adept at 
bareback riding and loved it. This was before I had a horse of 
my own, so I rode whichever one was available at the ranch. 
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I believe the Little Bear Ranch was the first dude ranch 
in the Prince George area. They offered horse-riding enthu-
siasts a pleasant opportunity to experience a few hours or a 
day riding in the rugged backcountry. A series of well-used 
trails were developed along the road, branching off follow-
ing old cow paths through the trees in true western tradi-
tion. 

Riders looking for a bit more of a challenge could head 
up a trail, which zigzagged its way to the top of the north 
ridge of the ranch. This ride would bring them to an old 
abandoned trapper’s cabin hidden away in a small meadow 
across the railroad tracks. The cabin, restored to its former 
glory, welcomed them like an old friend. The name over the 
door read “Keewatin,” which I believe means “north wind” 
in Cree. Here, riders could dismount, making their horses 
comfortable tied to trees munching long, lush meadow 
grass and wildflowers. This was a favourite picnic spot—a 
quiet, private wilderness oasis, much like an early version 
of a retreat. 

The Little Bear Dude Ranch, closed now for many de-
cades, is part of the past. However, for a few of us, the soft 
clip-clop sound of horses’ hooves on a dusty trail, the squeak 
of saddle leather, or the soft jingle of bridle bits brings those 
memories back. We believe the Ranch, the riders and the 
horses have left an indelible hoofprint on the old riding 
trails through Salmon Valley. 
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Pretty Ponies

When I direct my thoughts way back,
I think of days gone by.
I can almost feel the summer sun,
I can see the clear blue sky.
Wildflowers blooming everywhere,
I hear a bluebird song.
I smile when I remember,
These memories are strong.
I feel the touch of a butterfly,
I smell the new mown hay,
The very essence of my youth
These images portray.
I loved the river, clear and cool,
Our favourite swimming hole.
The gentle sound of the Salmon River,
Forever fills my soul.
Most of all, when I look back,
My favourite memories
Take me back to “pretty ponies,”
To my friends and riding free.
Free—we rode the winding trails,
Wherever they might go.
Across the river, up the hills,
We just had to know—
What was on the other side?
What adventures waited there?
What animals might share the trail?
Coyotes, squirrels, or bear!
Our faithful steeds, ever patient,
Kind and gentle too;
With them we shared a special bond,
Like girls and horses do.
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They listened to our chatter,
They would never disagree.
They heard our girlish secrets,
Our fears and fantasies.
I still see them in my memory,
Sorrel, black and bay,
A Pinto we called Chico,
And a pretty little gray.
The sound of hoofbeats still remains
As memories that last,
Like pleasant dreams, they warm my heart,
They are echoes from the past.
And on a quiet summer day,
As I watch the clouds go by,
I still see those pretty ponies
As they run across the sky.





Always—the river

“Rivers are places that renew our spirit, connect us with our 
past, and link us directly with the flow and rhythm of the 
natural world.” 

~ Ted Turner

As the Salmon River quietly flows through the history of 
the Valley, so too does it flow through this memoir. Like the 
current, river thoughts gently pull me back to my childhood. 
I loved the energy of the water. Cold, clear, always moving, 
comfortably, purposefully, and in some places anxiously as 
though in a hurry to catch up with the bigger Fraser River, 
not far downstream.

Hot summer days would usually justify an evening trip 
to the “Old Swimming Hole.” This favourite spot was on the 
north side of the bridge along the Hart Highway. We kids 
would pile into the back of our uncle’s little Austin truck, with 
towels, swimsuits, and black rubber tire tubes. Grandma, 
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wearing her big pink garden hat and a smile, would ride up 
front. This was a special summer ritual that she never missed 
even though she never went in the water. 

Off we would go for a dip in the wonderfully cool, clear 
water of the beautiful Salmon River, just a few miles up the 
road. The Old Swimming Hole truly was a community trea-
sure. Swimmers would swim, kids would splash or float, 
each one doing their own version of a dog paddle, while old-
er folks would sit in a shady spot, visiting and catching up on 
the local news.

Compared to the upmarket water toys of today’s gen-
eration, our old patched-up inner tubes were rather plain; 
however, they helped keep us afloat and were loads of fun. 
Did someone say “tubing?” It was a highlight of every visit to 
the river. Each carrying a tube, we walked upstream, around 
the bend and as far as we could go, usually with Uncle Emile 
along to supervise. Then, like a gaggle of silly, noisy geese, we 
raced our vessels to the bridge, amid an impressive amount 
of splashing and screeching. Grandma and friends cheered 
us on as we floated past.

A close connection to the river inspired many of my most 
cherished childhood memories. It spoke to me. I believe it 
was here, by the water, where I developed a strong sense of 
place. A lifetime later, when I return to Salmon Valley, there 
is still a feeling of home. 
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Salmon River





The St. Lawrence Catholic Church

A single white painted cross adorns the steeple of the 
St. Lawrence Catholic Church in Salmon Valley. This pictur-
esque landmark building stands as a tribute to the strong 
faith of many Salmon Valley pioneers. Built in 1945 by the lo-
cal Catholic congregation, with assistance from neighbours 
and friends, this church exemplifies the exceptional skills 
of log builders of that era, who did all this work by hand. As 
testament to their skill, the church is still standing over sev-
en decades later. It is my understanding that Uncle Eddie De 
Grasse designed and built the steeple. 

Set back from the road on a slight rise, the church, shad-
ed by tall trees on the west side, claims a pretty, unobstruct-
ed view across fields to the east. A wide swathe of bright 
red Indian paint brush celebrates this holy place each sum-
mer with glorious undisciplined colour growing from the 
road right up to the steps. As childhood memories bring this 
scene into focus, peace and tranquility blend softly into the 
picture, and I am reminded of a beautiful old country gospel 
hymn, “The Church in the Wildwood.” 



VALLEY GIRL118 |

The Church in the Wildwood 
William E. Pitt, 1857

There’s a church in the valley by the wildwood
No lovelier spot in the vale
No place is so dear to my childhood
As the little brown church in the vale

Chorus (Oh come, come, come, come)
Come to the church in the wildwood,
Come to the church in the vale
No spot is so dear to my childhood
As the little brown church in the vale

How sweet on a clear Sabbath morning
To listen to the clear ringing bells
Its tones so sweetly calling
Oh, come to the church in the vale 

Chorus

There close by the church in the valley
Lies one that I loved so well
She sleeps, sweetly sleeps, ‘neath the willow
Disturb not her rest in the vale 

Chorus

There close by the side of that loved one
‘Neath the tree where the wild flowers bloom
When farewell hymns shall be chanted
I shall rest by her side in the tomb 

Chorus 
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St. Lawrence Catholic Church, 
watercolour painting by Nancy Mossop (Harris)





The Hat

I really have no excuse for my bad behaviour on a day 
when Grandmother De Grasse took me along to a church 
rummage sale in Prince George. A trip to town in itself was 
always an adventure. This trip was especially exciting be-
cause I was on a mission. It was a time in my life when I was 
obsessed with the “Cowgirl Look.” Hanging neatly in my tiny 
closet was a plaid shirt, a pair of jeans and a belt with a buck-
le. Cowboy boots were on my want list, and I was well aware 
of the difference between a want item and a need item. On 
this particular day, I needed a cowboy hat. This thought kept 
circling around in my head like a dog chasing its tail. Yes, I 
really, really, really needed a cowboy hat. 

As we rumbled along the bumpy, dusty Hart Highway 
on our way to Prince George in Uncle Emile’s pickup truck, 
I was firmly convinced that there would be cowboy hats at 
the rummage sale that would fit within the two-dollar bud-
get tucked safely away in the bottom of my pocket. As we en-
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tered the church hall, I quickly left Grandma behind when 
she stopped to visit a friend by the door. A good rummage 
sale always attracted a huge crowd and today the room was 
packed. Undaunted, I made my way up and down the rows of 
tables, squeezing in wherever I could to have a look. Finally, 
about halfway down the very last row, there it was! Above 
a table piled high with women’s wear, a faceless mannequin 
proudly displayed a wide brimmed black felt hat.

I recognized immediately that it would take only a fraction 
of my imagination to turn this black felt hat into my cowboy 
hat. For a long moment, I stood and smiled in delight. Then 
my delight smacked right into reality when a new and ambi-
tious group of women stopped directly in front of the man-
nequin! In typical rummage sale fashion, they were looking 
down at the table, sorting, sizing and visiting all at the same 
time. There was no time for strategy; at any moment, one of 
them could look up and the hat would be gone. Uttering a 
quick “’scuse me,” with the speed and agility of a little weasel, 
I darted around two big ladies, ducked under the arms of two 
more, and climbed right up onto the table.

The mannequin was suddenly bald, her smooth white head 
tipped at an uncomfortable angle. The hat was mine! A bright 
yellow flower just hanging on by a thread was quickly de-
tached; I proudly plunked that hat right onto my head.

For some reason the women were not upset that they had 
missed the best deal of the sale. They did not even mention 
my rude conduct. They did have a good laugh as they helped 
me down from the table, and did their best to straighten up 
the poor mannequin. The black hat cost me ten cents and 
Grandma had a good laugh too, as she admired it and sent 
me off to spend the rest of my money. “Bin va t’ach’ ter du 
linge,” she said. (Now go and buy clothes.)

Seeing that I wore my new hat every waking moment for a 
week, Grandma should have been prepared for my decision 
to wear it to church on Sunday morning. Now there ensued 
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a discussion on the proper attire to wear when attending 
church. “Mereline,” Grandma said, “that hat is good to wear 
around the farm; it is not so good to wear with a pretty dress 
to church.”

“But, Grandma,” I said in my most serious little girl voice, 
“all the ladies and some of the girls wear hats to church on 
Sunday, you wear a hat to church, so I’m sure that God will not 
mind if I wear my new hat, He will just be happy that I came.” 

“Well,” Grandma replied with a big sigh, “I guess even 
God needs to have a good chuckle now and then.”

Karen, Nelson, Mereline (wearing "the hat"), and Martin. 





The Mountain Man

Sometimes when the moon hangs low
By the light of a campfireglow—
My memory strays, back to those days,
And I remember Yukon Joe

Glowing eyes pierce the darkness surrounding a small 
clearing by the Salmon River. A brightly burning campfire 
sends orange flames skyward to play against the dark, 
creating soft moving shadows on a greyish white canvas 
tent. The solitary figure of a man sits comfortably by the fire, 
oblivious to the smoke wrapping itself around this primal 
scene like a blanket, slowly dissipating into the night air. 
This is the camp of a man known as Yukon Joe. His dogs in 
various sizes and colours are animals of unknown breeding. 
Tied around the periphery of the clearing, the dogs rest and 
watch. Joe’s rifle, always at hand, hangs in a nearby tree. 
This is my vision, created from memories of visiting Joe at 



VALLEY GIRL126 |

his campsite. I was about nine years old when I first met the 
mountain man. 

Some say that Yukon Joe was the last of the Northern 
Mountain Men who wandered the wilderness, trapping, 
hunting, searching for gold, and living off the land. When Joe 
camped in Salmon Valley, he set up his tent on the same site 
each time, on the bank of the Salmon River, about a half mile 
from the Hart Highway. 

I remember visiting Yukon Joe when he camped in the 
valley. He and my Uncle Emile were long-time friends. When 
Uncle Emile visited Joe in the evening, he would take Martin 
and me along. We kids were quite in awe of this longhaired, 
bearded, roughly dressed individual and his dogs. As the fire 
crackled, we would sit by the fire, big-eyed and spellbound, 
hanging onto every word. Joe was a master storyteller. He 
regaled us with true wilderness adventures. His stories were 
of long, lonely winters in the bush, living in small cabins, of-
ten with only his dogs for company. 

When he spoke of panning for gold and finding nuggets 
in a mountain stream, his eyes would light up with excite-
ment, giving us just the tiniest glimpse of “Gold Fever,” the 
phenomena which prospectors experience when they find 
gold. He even showed us samples. A few nuggets nestled 
amongst gold dust and flakes, which he carried in a “poke” 
deep down in his pocket for safekeeping. Yukon Joe’s tales 
of the north included dangerous encounters with wild ani-
mals and even a few scary encounters with humans. 

Joe usually camped in Salmon Valley for a few weeks at 
a time and he spent his daylight hours painting pictures. 
Amazingly, this mountain man was an accomplished artist. 
Most of his paintings were on natural material, such as tree 
fungus, moose antlers, or driftwood. I believe his medium of 
choice was oil. Joe’s work depicted his unique lifestyle, the 
beauty of northern British Columbia, the Yukon, and Alas-
ka coming alive through his art. Many of his works featured 
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the northern lights, small cabins, waterfalls, and deep, deep 
snow. Joe used his paintings as barter. I have memories of 
him visiting the farm and trading with my grandmother for 
homemade socks and mitts. She would usually throw in a 
loaf of homemade bread or sometimes eggs. Grandma was 
proud to display Joe’s paintings in her home and he was al-
ways welcome to stay for a meal. 

Uncle Emile would sometimes give Joe a ride into town. 
He told of sitting with him in the Prince George Beer Parlour 
where Joe would barter for drinks, share his stories and sell 
paintings to other patrons. 

Martin and I would often ride our bikes over to Joe’s 
camp in the afternoons. We were the only kids who visited 
as the valley folks were a bit uneasy around him and stayed 
away. He appeared to enjoy our company as long as we fol-
lowed his camp rules. The number one rule was “stay away 
from the dogs.” Joe’s traveling was done on foot and his dogs 
were working pack dogs. With the exception of his own pack 
board and his rifle, his dogs, each fitted with a handmade 
pack, carried all his gear. These dogs were part of the nat-
ural world that made up Yukon Joe’s life. They were loyal to 
him alone. 





Cabin Fever—
a Story Related by Yukon Joe

One of Joe’s stories told of spending a few years with a 
partner. This man worked with Joe on a joint prospecting 
claim one summer where they had some success, at least 
enough to pay for their winter grubstake. When the beauti-
ful northern fall gave over to colder temperatures and snow, 
the partners headed to the trapline where they settled into 
a small cabin, which would be their home for the winter. Joe 
claimed, 

I was not always comfortable with my partner. After about 
a month, he became irritable and always wanted to ar-
gue. Then he would stop talking for days and brood. What 
bothered me most was his habit of cleaning and polishing 
his rifle and his handgun for hours at a time, something 
he would do almost every day. It seemed he always had a 
gun in his hand. This gave me a strange feeling.
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Long winters in a small cabin when daylight hours are 
short, and the temperature drops to 40 or 50 degrees below 
can do strange things to a man’s mind. Joe claimed that he 
knew this from experience. 

Two people sharing a small space sometimes makes 
a man mean-tempered. This is what we call “cabin fever.” 
My partner’s strange behaviour had me spooked. 

By early spring, I was happy when my partner offered 
to make a quick trip out to civilization to pick up the mail 
and a few supplies to get us through the spring trapping 
season. While he was in town, he would take care of busi-
ness, including our gold claim, which we had decided to 
sell. It was with great relief that I saw him off down the 
trail. My dogs and I soon settled into our new daily rou-
tine, enjoying the warm spring-like weather. 

I kept busy trapping by myself, catching mostly bea-
ver and muskrats, but a sense of danger still followed me 
around. As the days went by, I found myself constantly 
watching over my shoulder and listening—never exact-
ly sure what I was listening for. When two weeks passed, 
then three, I was quite sure: my partner was gone for good, 
along with my share of the gold claim. Despite losing the 
money, this was a relief. I hoped never to see him again. 

It was about a year later on one of my trips to Prince 
George when I learned that my old partner had gotten 
himself in trouble with the law. The Mounties were track-
ing him down. I never heard the details and really did not 
want to know. I did know that I would be much more care-
ful next time I took a partner. 
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Painting on tree fungus by Yukon Joe (owned by 
Martin Solmonson)

Yukon Joe with his loyal dogs (photo provided by 
Gerry Sellars)





The Gift of Books

Walking slowly up the wide stairway of the Prince George 
Public Library was exciting. At the same time, I felt a bit un-
certain as I entered this big building all alone. My school-
teacher had recommended I pursue my passion for reading, 
even through the summer holidays. Going to the library was 
the first step. With errands of his own to run, my uncle had 
dropped me off with a promise to return in about an hour. 
Plenty of time for me to learn how the library system worked 
and hopefully to bring home a few books.

Standing just inside the front door and gazing around, I 
felt the quietness of this place. I sensed that this was a safe 
place, a special place. My uncertainties tiptoed right back 
out the front door, while the books lured me in. I could al-
most hear them whispering, “Pick me, pick me.” For a country 
girl whose only exposure to a library was a few short shelves 
of books at a rural one-room school, this place was incredi-
ble. Who would have thought there could be so many books 
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all in one room, row after row after row!
A tall, gray haired man wearing wire-rimmed glasses 

smiled and greeted me as I walked rather timidly up to his 
huge, wooden desk. The man wore a shiny nametag, which 
said he was the librarian.

“Good afternoon, young lady,” he said kindly. “How can I 
help you today?” 

Being quite shy, I answered him in a soft, rather hesitant 
voice, “Sir, I would like to borrow a book.” 

“Well, you have come to the right place,” he said. “I can 
register you today, and as a library member you may borrow 
up to eight books and keep them for one month. Care for 
them well, bring them back on time, and you may borrow 
more books next month.” 

This sounded like a super good deal to me, and after an-
swering a few questions, I told him my uncle would stop by 
in an hour and he would sign for me. I watched closely as he 
filled out my very first library card. It was blue with my name 
printed on the front in bold black ink. Holding it in my hand, 
I felt so proud. 

After guiding me to the children’s book section, the li-
brarian pointed out a table and chairs where I could sit and 
read. He then walked away quietly to sit at his desk. Now I 
was alone to decide which books I wanted to take home. 

Finding a row of mostly horse stories, I did not budge 
far from there. The hardest part was deciding which ones to 
choose. A number of volumes from the Black Stallion series 
written by Walter Farley came off the shelf first, followed by 
the classic story of Black Beauty. Although the teacher had 
read this book to us in class, I could not resist. This partic-
ular story was good for a second reading, and I considered 
how nice it would look on the shelf in my room for a whole 
month. Next, the cover of Misty of Chincoteague, featuring 
the picture of a cute Pinto pony, practically jumped off the 
shelf into my hands. This heart-warming story, and subse-
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quent books written by Marguerite Henry, became all-time 
favourites. I loved reading and learning about the feral po-
nies, especially the brave little horse called Misty. 

I came close to maxing out on my book quota for the 
month on that very first visit, bringing home six books! My 
passion for reading never weakened from that day forward. 
It was not too many months before I began to broaden the 
subject matter of my reading and I discovered the Trix-
ie Belden Mystery Series. Trixie, a young teenager, and her 
best friend Honey were continually seeking new adventures. 
Every story, based on exciting mysteries, carried me away 
to visit and learn about new places—beautiful mansions, 
dark sinister houses, spooky basements, and old abandoned 
barns. At ten years old, I was always ready to tag along and 
help Trixie and Honey solve their next case. 

After my brother Martin joined the library, we would 
sometimes share books, so we never ran out of something to 
read. Reminiscences of long, cold winter evenings reading in 
bed by the soft light of a coal oil lamp are extremely special 
to me. At a time when children created their own entertain-
ment, books were truly a gift. 

“Reading should not be presented to children as a chore, a 
duty. It should be offered as a gift." 

~ Kate Di Camillo





A Mad Moose

Though winter was gradually losing its bite, March had 
brought forth plenty of new snowfall. The month was des-
tined to go out like the proverbial lion, meaning cold crisp 
mornings in the valley.

It was just such a morning when I set out for school, 
dressed warmly, school bag over my shoulder, I enjoyed the 
sharp crunchy sound of my rubber boots on the frozen snow. 
Without big brother to chat or argue with or torment (he was 
sick that day), I was walking along at a good pace, wanting to 
be at school before the bell rang.

Close to a quarter of a mile down the road, I noticed a 
cow moose standing off in the field to the north. She ap-
peared very dark, almost black, which indicated she was 
healthy and had wintered well. Against the bright white 
snow, she looked very much a part of her natural environ-
ment. A moose, although not a pretty animal, has its very 
own unique look—sort of a combination of regal yet awk-
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ward. This moose sighting did not concern me overly; we 
lived in an area which had a large moose population and we 
were accustomed to seeing them, although usually at more 
of a distance as they would be closer to or up on the ridge 
browsing in the willows. I just continued on my way, keeping 
an eye on the cow moose, while she kept an eye on me. 

With the first swing of her big head, the bush smarts I 
had grown up with had me at a complete stop. As she start-
ed across the field swinging her big head the second time, 
I began a slow retreat, walking backwards towards home. A 
moose attack was rare; however, I was aware that it could 
happen, and this animal’s behaviour was appearing aggres-
sive. Any bit of bravery I may have had was now gone, re-
placed by cold, raw fear. I did not know that a heart could 
beat so fast. It felt like a small engine in my chest running in 
high gear. 

My frightened eyes never left the cow moose as I contin-
ued moving backwards, one—slow—step—at a time. Watch-
ing this large, hostile animal advance through the deep snow 
on her amazingly long, bony legs, I expected the worst. With 
the cold morning air turning each angry breath to smoke-
like clouds, the advancing moose projected an even more 
menacing presence. At this point, as the old cliché goes, I 
was scared stiff. When the hair on the cow’s neck stood up 
and she pinned her ears back, pure terror took hold of me. 
Dreadfully afraid, I now heard crashing in the bush on the 
opposite side of the road! I wondered, Could this bad situa-
tion possibly get even worse? 

The young calf moose who ambled out of the bush was 
small for a yearling; obviously, the cow was still mothering 
and being very protective of him. Paying absolutely no at-
tention to me whatsoever, he crossed the road, easily jump-
ing the three-strand barbed wire fence, making his way to 
his momma. 

Mother moose immediately began something like a ten-
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point checkup on baby and gradually her ears relaxed, then 
returned closer to a normal position. Her angry, beady lit-
tle eyes, however, were not at all forgiving as she followed 
my slow, quiet, backwards shuffle out of this picture. I made 
my way home with a pretty exciting story to share, totally 
convinced that it was not just “agate luck” that helped me 
survive this dangerous adventure; there must have been a 
Guardian Angel watching over me that morning. 





Rural Goodwill

Goodwill gestures were common in Grandma’s day. The 
exchange of good deeds was a necessary part of rural cul-
ture. The De Grasse house, situated extremely close to the 
Salmon Valley Road, was a stopping place of sorts, especially 
for anyone travelling on foot or on horseback. The tea was 
always hot, and you could count on a meal, if required, and 
sustenance for your horses. 

One man and his son would walk by on occasion, pre-
sumably on their way to Prince George. They always stopped 
in for a rest, a visit, and a meal. Grandma’s moose meat stew 
and bannock were staples in her farm kitchen, and she loved 
to share. If memory serves me right, this man was Mr. Keeler 
and his boy was Norman. They lived in a remote area along 
the Fraser River, beyond the east end of Salmon Valley. Nor-
man, who was a bit older than me, always wore coveralls and 
an old felt hat; he reminded me of the familiar picture of a 
boy on the Sunny Boy Cereal box who was dressed exactly 
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the same. No amount of discussion or argument could make 
me change my mind. I called my friend Norman “Sunny Boy.” 

Mr. and Mrs. La Casse and their young son Bernard would 
stop by on their way to Prince George on a regular basis. “Do 
you need anything from town, Mrs. De Grasse?” they would 
ask. This kind offer, gratefully accepted, often saved a trip to 
town. On their return trip, they would drop off the items and 
usually stay for a visit. 

While Mrs. La Casse and Grandma drank strong, black 
tea, which was always brewing on the back of the stove, Mr. 
La Casse and Uncle Nelson would have a glass of red wine 
or sometimes homebrew (homemade beer) and talk politics. 
I remember more than a few long and loud conversations 
about the Social Credit Party and/or the CCF (Cooperative 
Commonwealth Federation Party). This ongoing dialogue 
never seemed to get old with them. 

Bernard, without fail, would come from town with the 
most charming smile, carrying two boxes of popcorn. The 
two of us would visit and enjoy what we called a Cracker 
Jack Picnic. At the time there were special prizes in each 
box, which added an enjoyable surprise. 

A loud and rather urgent banging on the door one cold 
and stormy winter evening came as a surprise. Late night 
visitors were rare in winter and usually meant someone 
needed help. It was Lawrence and Elsie Caron from the east 
end of Salmon Valley. Elsie had gone into labour early and 
Lawrence was trying to get her to the Prince George Hospi-
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tal. They had just walked a half mile after their pickup truck 
became stuck in a snowdrift. Elsie was cold but calm; Grand-
ma gave her a warm blanket by the fire, and her cure-all for 
every challenge in life, a cup of hot tea. 

By the time the men got Uncle Nelson’s truck started, El-
sie was ready for the next lap of her journey. She delivered 
a healthy baby at the hospital in Prince George. This story is 
a good example of the courage and spirit of pioneer women. 
They had to be strong and resilient, and they were.

Due to the unavailability of details, I have presented the 
following tale of courage and survival with few words in free 
verse poetry. The poem portrays the unbelievable strength 
and bravery of women from this era. 

 It was early morning when a most unlikely visitor dropped 
by the farm. She did not arrive by car, or by road, nor did she 
come knocking on the door. Remarkably, she appeared like 
a slight, vulnerable, entity, moving slowly through the morn-
ing mist. I am so glad she found us, or we found her, as this 
story could so easily have had a tragic ending. It is an hon-
our to share her story and preserve this tiny piece of Salmon 
Valley history. 
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Lost

Alone, a small dark woman. Searching, reaching, 
grasping for something—someone.
Hungry, disheveled, stringy matted hair, she looks for help—
through eyes that cannot see.
A long  journey, six sunsets, fourteen miles, heavy bush,
a river to cross—she was lost in the wilderness.
The way was hard; mosquitos, black flies, hot sun. 
Walking, eating berries, plants, roots, 
In her native tongue, she prays to her God 
“Please Great Spirit—save me.”
Strong pungent odors. Farm animals, a log wall,
a rooster crows; there is hope.
Gentle voices, a strange language, guiding hands. 
Found at last. Food, water, shelter. 
A farm truck ride to Prince George; an RCMP escort 
to Shelley, BC—Home



I Remember the Watkins Man

I believe it would be safe to say that at one time Watkins 
products were a traditional part of rural Canadian culture. 
As I remember, the Watkins man was a welcome and much 
respected visitor when he made his rounds. He was the trav-
elling salesman who wore a suit and always had a big smile. 
Visiting door to door, the Watkins man brought news and 
views from across the region along with an extensive array 
of tried and true “remedies for what ails you.” Further to this, 
he always had lollipops in his pocket, just for me. 

Stopping by every few months during the summer and 
less often in the cold winter weather, he brought excitement 
as he came to the door carrying his sample case of merchan-
dise. This wooden case was obviously heavy as it bumped 
against his leg with each step, making a distinctive clinking 
sound. Entering the house, he always spent a few minutes 
visiting. Then he would take a seat at the kitchen table with 
the sample case on the floor to his left. I remember watching 
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in awe, wondering at how he could reach down and pick up 
exactly the bottle, tin, or package he wanted with barely a 
glance, placing them back in their respective compartments 
in his extremely efficient way. As the Watkins Man made his 
sales pitch, he explained the benefits of each item, answered 
questions, and introduced any new products since his last 
visit. 

The product I remember most would be the Petro-Car-
bo-Medicated First Aid Salve, good for bites, burns, scrapes, 
bumps, and bruises. Mom and Grandma both kept a tin 
handy for us. It had a weird smell, but it did the job! 

Well-known for its benefit as a relief for the pain of lum-
bago (rheumatism), Watkins Red Liniment was a favourite for 
most farmers. It was good for a wide variety of ailments. This 
reputable and highly acclaimed painkiller was a favoured 
item in most farm kitchen cabinets. I distinctly remember 
my uncle preparing a drink for his cold or flu. He mixed hot 
water, organic honey raised on the farm, and Watkins Red 
Liniment. He swore by this concoction and was never sick 
for long. 

The natural cooking products sold by Watkins were fa-
vourites of many farm wives—spices, soup base, pudding 
mix and extracts, and especially the vanilla. Grandma De 
Grasse would use no other vanilla in her baking. It had to be 
the Watkins brand, and many of today’s fine cooks still claim 
it is the best. 

After sharing news, enjoying a cup of tea, and completing 
the order in his neat handwriting, the Watkins man would 
go to his car and bring in the required items. It was just like 
going to the store only better; delivery was free, and every-
thing had a 100% guarantee. 
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Riding Double

I remember riding double, how I wished that
I could be

Sitting in the saddle, up in front where 
I could see 

But, of course, with just one horse, the small
kid sits behind

There you perch and hold on tight in the
seat you were assigned

There really is no glory, unless the reins are
in your hand

Your butt is in the saddle, and you are
in command

Then you can show your riding skills,
the horse knows “you’re the boss”

You are then the cowgirl, why you can ride
most any horse

When there is no saddle, picture this
if you would please

A little kid all scrunched up tight, 
a sweaty horse between her knees

There really is no dignity, the comfort’s
just not there

Your jeans get wet from the horse’s sweat
and all that horsey hair

You get that clammy feeling, where you are 
sitting in your britches

It bonds stiff like laundry starch, then
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you know what? It itches!

I’m wondering now if you have figured out—
this poem is all in jest

I’m just kidding, I’m pulling your leg, 
as you have no doubt guessed

Those really were the good old days—
the days of friends and fun

Just giggles, girls and horses,
blue skies and summer sun.

Actually—if the truth were told—
we really did not mind 

As long as we could ride a horse, 
in the saddle or behind.

Evelyn Shields riding double with Sandy Harris, MerelineSolmon-
son, Nancy Harris.
Background: Lawrence Caron's potato field.



Cowgirls Don't Cry

A basic knowledge of the equine species, above-average 
bareback riding skills, and a derring-do attitude: these were 
prerequisites for membership in the unofficial “Cowgirls 
Club” of Salmon Valley in the 1950s. A kinship with horses 
bonded us together and the friendships we shared are now 
pure vintage gold! Although riding horseback was a year-
round passion for us, long summer days in the valley were 
tailor-made for girls and horses. Riding filled our lives with 
the awe and wonder of nature untamed. Every road, path, 
and trail went somewhere; we followed each and every one. 
All we needed was a jacket, a sandwich, and Kool-Aid in a jar 
tied securely behind our saddles. 

Memories of lazy day summer rides down to the Salm-
on River Esso Cafe for ten-cent ice cream cones with Nancy 
and Sandy Harris are exclusive to a time when there was no 
power in Salmon Valley. Ice cream was a real treat not avail-
able at homes without freezers or fridges. The Esso station 
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used a huge generator to supply power. We were such good 
patrons at the Cafe they actually put up a hitching rail for us 
in the shady trees by the river. Likely their strategy behind 
this kind gesture had more to do with keeping our horses 
and dogs away from the Cafe door than good customer ser-
vice! It gave us distinct status and made us feel special.

Another popular day ride for the three of us would have 
us starting early, pointing our trusty steeds toward the east 
end of Salmon Valley to meet up with Evelyn Shields. Her lit-
tle sister Lorna sometimes tagged along, riding double with 
one of us. Because Evelyn did not have her own horse to ride 
for a few years, we would borrow from a few range horses 
pasturing on the river flats by Lawrence and Elsie Caron’s 
farm. 

“If you can catch them, get on and stay on, you can use 
them,” Lawrence would say with a wink and a grin. That of 
course is exactly what we did. All it took was a little sweet 
talk and a few handfuls of oats from our pockets. Riding 
bareback with a makeshift bridle made from twine, I remem-
ber a few interesting and entertaining rodeo rides across 
the potato field. A line from the Brooks and Dunn song, “If 
you fall, get back up again—cowgirls don’t cry,” could have 
been our motto. We did fall off and get back on many times, 
but there was no time for crying and we never told. 

Once we were all mounted, the promise of cool water on 
a hot day would draw us like a magnet to the Old Swimming 
Hole at the east end of the valley. To access this special place 
on the Salmon River, we would ride down a hill and right 
through the Cheramy family’s front yard. How fortunate we 
were that they generously allowed us to come and use the 
swimming hole any time, all summer long. Our much-loved 
and never neglected horses would drink deeply from the 
clear, pure water. Then, saddles and bridles removed, they 
would enjoy this beautiful place too. I smile when I remem-
ber big horsey sighs as they settled into the shady coolness 
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of the trees for a much-deserved rest, heads down, hips 
cocked.

The Cheramy girls, Lea and Rosalie, would often join us 
and sometimes other valley kids came along. We would enjoy 
a carefree afternoon of pure country fun. I remember Shir-
ley Campbell, who lived only a few miles away by the Fraser 
River, and the Caron kids, Lionel, Annette, and Larry. 

Our swimming skills were somewhat lacking in polish, 
but they got us from point A to as far as we wanted to swim 
and back. I recall our picnic lunches, sitting on huge drift-
wood logs polished by years of rushing spring run-off water 
and dried by the sun to a soft white. Placed naturally in the 
sand around the swimming hole, they served as our beach 
furniture. Beautiful, functional and free! 

Another memory I have is of Mrs. Cheramy working in 
her garden by the river. Playing in the water and having a 
good time, we did not even know we were being supervised. 

Never shy about borrowing horses, we sometimes asked 
old Mr. Beauregard if we could use his big bay gelding. We 
were not being disrespectful using the word “old” as he was 
the senior Mr. Beauregard, and that is how he was known in 
the community. Old Mr. Beauregard kindly shared his horse 
any time he was not using him, which, lucky for us, was most 
of the time. This young, athletic animal was quite a handful 
for young riders, especially bareback, but he did come with a 
bridle. We would take turns riding him, partly so Evelyn did 
not have to ride bareback all day and partly because he was 
a challenge to ride. 

We were always in awe of old Mr. Beauregard’s riding 
skills. He must have been over seventy years old, quite 
dinosaurian to us, yet he could mount his tall horse 
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bareback, right from the ground with one jump, then ride 
him like the wind.

Riding beyond the boundaries of what adults consid-
ered “safe” added a little edge and a sense of adventure to 
many of our trail rides. It was on just such an outing that 
Nancy, Sandy, and I discovered a special, magical place. Our 
morning ride started out like many others, with the sky bluer 
than blue and the sun promising a perfect day. We packed a 
lunch, saddled up and headed off following a favourite cow 
path through our back pasture.

Heading south, our horses splashed their way care-
fully over slippery rocks, fording the Salmon River on the 
old pipeline crossing where it was wide, shallow, and safe. 
From here, we followed an overgrown logging road which 
was barely visible; however, the horses seemed to know just 
where to walk. They set their own plodding pace as we ven-
tured deep into a mossy old forest. Rich with fairy-tale green 
foliage and the fresh organic smell of nature, the utter quiet-
ness of this place had us spellbound. We shared this peace-
ful solitude, for once without the need for girlish chatter. 

Adding bright spots of colour to the landscape, wild 
raspberries grew in profusion, hanging like jewels amongst 
old logging slash and dirt piles along the trail. Berries al-
ways taste best picked and eaten right off the bush, which 
was cause for a few stops to enjoy these tasty delights from 
Mother Nature’s store.

A few miles later, we noticed an opening in the trees 
ahead. The horses perked up their ears and we urged them 
on a bit faster, anxious to see what we would find beyond 
the tree line. Our first view was like opening a beautiful book 
and riding right into the picture. The focal point of this scene 
was a lovely old cabin. Its logs shone a warm brown in the 
sunlight; lonely window eyes extended a friendly welcome. 

Surrounded by a few other buildings in various states of 
disrepair, we recognized this as an old, abandoned home-
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stead. Machinery poking up here and there through tall 
grass and trees added a certain charm to this place. They 
appeared very much like weird and rusty sculptures dec-
orating the yard. Very typical to old, abandoned farms, we 
saw a huge rhubarb plant spreading its leaves above the tall 
grass. A rhubarb plant never gives up and competes for its 
own space for years. 

Tying the three horses to a broken-down wagon, we loos-
ened cinches, removed bridles, and as our horses happily 
settled into munching, we went off to explore. We pushed 
open a stubborn half door into the barn, and it complained 
loudly, scraping across the floor. Our excited voices echoed 
into the empty stillness, bringing life to the vacant build-
ing as we stepped inside. Allowing our eyes to adjust to the 
semi-dark interior, we were greeted by strong, musty odors 
of hay and old, sweaty harness while resident swallows 
made it known they were not happy with this intrusion. The 
stalls, standing empty for so long, had a thick dust covering. 
We stopped to admire the intricate network of spider webs 
spread about the barn in interesting and creative designs. 

Crossing the yard, our next discovery was a small log 
building almost hidden by tall trees and weeds. This defi-
nitely necessitated further exploration. Not surprisingly, 
the old, warped door refused to budge; however, with three 
strong young farm girls pushing and pulling, it grudging-
ly opened halfway, leading us into a dusty room where we 
discovered about a gazillion horseshoes! Mostly shoes for 
big horses, neatly arranged by size, they appeared to be 
waiting for the farrier to come home and resume his work. 
It took very little imagination or discussion to agree—we 
would call this place “Horseshoe Farm.” We hoped the own-
ers would approve.
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With the sun reminding us it was time for lunch, we 
climbed a small rise to the cabin where a huge tree offered 
cool shade for a perfect picnic spot, with a view of the se-
cluded meadow. Stretching beyond the outbuildings to the 
treeline, white daisies and yellow buttercups highlighted 
this landscape, nodding and swaying in the wind, seemingly 
dancing with the whirling dragonflies.

We felt a tangible welcome here. This wild and gentle 
place touched us. We somehow knew that our discovery of 
Horseshoe Farm was an incredible gift. This was a day to em-
brace, to enjoy and to remember. 



Bicycle Versus the Horse

As dedicated as I was to riding a horse everywhere I went 
in Salmon Valley, brother Martin was equally dedicated to 
riding his bicycle. Of course, I had an old bike and occasion-
ally he rode a horse, but the “horse versus bicycle” debate 
was an ongoing sibling difference of opinion. We were loyal 
to our favourite mode of transportation. 

Martin loved his bike and was very proud of it. The num-
ber of miles he logged on two wheels was phenomenal. His 
first bike was from the T. Eaton mail-order catalogue. In the 
old terminology, he bought the bike “on time.” As a minor, in 
order for him to establish an Eaton account, Grandma had 
to co-sign for him. The bike, a good quality CCM Two-Wheel-
er, cost $20.00. He picked bottles and did janitor duties at 
school to pay the required installments of $2.00 per month. 
He never missed a payment. 

Being a gentleman bike rider, Martin would often stop 
and pick up one of the smaller kids if they looked tired. When 
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snow melted in the spring, there were several places where 
water flooded over the road. Sandy Harris still remembers 
Martin giving her rides on the handlebars of his bike and 
wheeling her across the water. He was a regular “Bike in 
Shining Armor.”

As a young teenager, Martin would often ride his bike to 
the east end of the valley where he would visit his friends 
(and their sisters). One time he went riding with the girls and 
time slipped away. They got back very close to dark, and an 
irate papa, Everad Shields, sent him peddling home in a hur-
ry. The girls lost their bicycle riding privileges for a week. 
Their bikes were padlocked to a big tree with a chain.

Another of his late-night adventures from the same di-
rection found Martin riding home in the dark with enough 
moonlight that he could ride fast. On his way down the 
big hill by the Beauregard farm, his bicycle chain slipped 
off, wrapping itself around his back wheel. This caused an 
abrupt stop, toppling him into the ditch. 

In my mind’s eye, I can envision a very spectacular 
crash—painful skid down the gravel road, ending in a tangle 
of legs and wheels when his bike left the road. Adding insult 
to injury, he had to walk home pushing the bike. What a mess 
he was: road rash, bruises, wounded pride—the poor guy. 
That is about all the sympathy he got from his sister. I just 
told him, “You should have ridden a horse!” 



Christmas in the Valley

When nostalgia pulls me back to Christmas in Salmon 
Valley, I am reminded of the classic carol, “I’m Dreaming of 
a White Christmas” by Bing Crosby (1956). I see soft, white 
snow lying deep and cold across the fields and hills like a 
Hallmark scene, piling up on rooftops. The distinctive sound 
of a horse-drawn sleigh enters this picture with the jingle of 
harness, a soft, rhythmic clip clopping of horse hooves on 
hard-packed snow, and squeaky sleigh runners sliding over 
the frozen road. The good old team of horses would always 
start when the temperature dropped, even when it was so 
cold the truck refused to run. With heavy blankets and hay 
for the horses, away we would go for an evening of family 
fun, good food, and Christmas cheer with the neighbours, or 
to a community event at the schoolhouse. 

It was common when sleigh riding to get off the sleigh 
and walk or jog if your feet were cold. This was never the 
best or safest habit for kids, especially at night. Grandma, in 
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her common-sense way, would pull a pair of long, homemade 
wool socks (adult size) right over my boots and ski pants, 
whether I was in favour of them or not. Unfashionable and 
unforgettable, these socks came above my knees, helping to 
keep me warm and comfy under the blankets. 

Watching and waiting with great anticipation for the 
mailman to deliver the T. Eaton Christmas Catalogue brings 
back memories of running out to check the mailbox for the 
weekly postal delivery. Mail to our R.R. #2, Salmon Valley, BC, 
address came right to our mailbox by the driveway. When 
this special Eaton’s edition arrived, every member of the 
household took turns looking through the brightly coloured 
pages. The Christmas Wish Book, as it would be called in lat-
er years, would be well read, scribbled on, and dog-eared in 
the weeks leading up to Christmas. As it could take up to two 
weeks to order and receive parcels from a mail-order cata-
logue, this shopping model was slower than our modern on-
line shopping, but it worked tremendously well. The waiting 
time added to the anticipation of receiving parcels by mail.

The common custom of sending and receiving Christ-
mas cards made checking the mail even more fun. Families 
could easily expect a few dozen cards coming to their rural 
address. Signed with traditional XOXO for hugs and kisses, 
cards and letters were often the only communication from 
loved ones for the entire year. Adding colour and tradition 
to the holiday decorations, cards were commonly displayed 
by stringing them neatly on a wire across the wall. Letters, 
written mostly in French in the De Grasse family, brought 
exciting news of weddings, new babies, travels, and plans 



CHRISTMAS IN THE VALLEY | 159

for upcoming visits. Occasionally, letters brought sad news 
of family or friends passing away. Grandma, who liked to re-
read the letters again later, would bundle them up and tie 
each bundle with a ribbon or a strip of pretty cloth. These 
would be safely stored away in her trunk for another day.

Accompanying Grandma to Midnight Mass on Christmas 
Eve was a spiritual adventure. One of the uncles would drive 
us to church and come back for us later. I wondered why 
they never stayed for the service. I guessed they were just 
not up to an adventure on Christmas Eve like I was.

As I walked up the narrow, shoveled pathway, soft lamp 
light reflecting on the snow from each window reminded 
me of the pictures on our lovely Christmas cards. It gave the 
church a welcoming feeling. Stepping in, we felt a pleasant 
warmth from the big wood burning heater centered in the 
room. As we reached a bench close to the front, Grandma 
would bend down on one knee, genuflecting before taking 
her seat with a gentle sigh. Honouring the nativity of Jesus 
at Midnight Mass was a highlight of the Christmas season 
for her.

Gas lanterns hanging around the room created a soft hum, 
adding to the godly feeling I experienced as I gazed around 
the room. I noticed how the nativity set seemed to glow. The 
baby Jesus doll in his crèche appeared almost life-like with 
flickering candlelight reflecting off his pink face. The priest, 
a big, tall man wearing flowing robes and standing on the 
raised pulpit, moved slowly as he celebrated Midnight Mass. 
With big eyes, I followed his movements, paying close at-
tention to his misshapen shadow as it played on the wall. 
My eyes followed the shadows, wishing they would stay in 
the dark corners. With mass presented in Latin and French, 
I did not understand all the words; however, the priest and 
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his shadow kept my attention right through the service. The 
same did not seem to be true for the men sitting in the back 
row, who appeared to be resting their eyes most of the time.

As on most farms, chores came first on Christmas morn-
ing. Each animal would receive extra portions and extra spe-
cial care. Only then did we gather around the tree to open 
gifts at Grandma’s house. I remember Grandpa’s face light-
ing up when he unwrapped a new pocketknife. It had a faux 
pearl handle with a Mountie on it. He whittled constantly, 
so he could not have too many knives. One year we walked 
Grandma blindfolded across the room to sit in a new wood-
en rocking chair. Her old one had burnt in the house fire. 
She had tears in her eyes and a smile on her beautiful face as 
she rocked back and forth expressing her joy to have a rock-
ing chair again. Martin and I always looked forward to a few 
new clothes wrapped up under the tree, along with books, 
board games, or .22 shells. Our uncles would be pleased with 
Grandma’s home-knit socks and mitts, with a package of tai-
lor-made cigarettes wrapped up inside. 

Gathering around the table for a traditional turkey dinner 
was a much-awaited part of Christmas day. From the depths 
of Grandma’s trunk came a white embroidered tablecloth, 
and from the top shelf of the cupboard would come fancy 
wine glasses, along with a few pieces of crystal. This gave the 
kitchen table a special, once-a-year, farm-formal look. To go 
along with the basic turkey, dressing, and garden veggies 
from the root cellar, a special white bowl, a three-genera-
tion family heirloom, was heaped high with creamy mashed 
potatoes. Traditional desserts served were fruit pies and 
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Christmas Pudding (possibly called Suet Pudding back then) 
and, always a treat for kids, jello with ice cream. 

The noisiest Christmas I remember was when our family 
was still together in Salmon Valley. Dad sent us each a set 
of cap guns, complete with a good supply of caps. We had 
the most awesome gunfights, outside of course. Each shot 
from a cap gun made sparks and a puff of smoke, which had 
a nasty sulfur smell. The new guns made our games so much 
more exciting. These metal toy guns lasted for a long time. 
Even when we ran out of caps, or the guns would not shoot 
caps anymore, we were never shy about creating our own 
sound effects. 

“Put your hands up!”
“No way, bang—bang, bang, bang.” 
“You are under arrest!”

Christmas in the community of Salmon Valley was a time 
of caring, sharing, and spreading good cheer. Neighbours 
made a special effort to get together, to visit and to ensure 
that every person would feel the spirit of goodwill during 
the Christmas holidays. This was most apparent at the 
Annual School Christmas Concert, where everyone was 
welcome and the whole community attended. About one 
week before the big event, parents would come to install 
a giant Christmas tree and a stage across the front of the 
room. With great excitement, the children would decorate 
this tree from top to bottom with special handmade 
decorations, colourful garlands, a big star at the top, and 
tinsel. Lots and lots of tinsel. 

When the big night arrived, traditional Christmas carols, 
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poems, skits, and always the re-enactment of the Nativity 
Scene would happen on stage. The teacher would ensure 
that each child had a special part to play amid much clap-
ping from a full house audience. 

Then—a bit of Christmas magic would bring the sound of 
sleigh bells and a hearty “Ho, Ho, Ho” to the door, with Santa 
Claus entering the school in one gigantic cloud of cold air. 
He would take centre stage, holding court for as long as it 
took to visit each child, then present them with a wrapped 
gift and a goodie bag. The bag held a Christmas orange (or 
Jap oranges, as we called them), peanuts, and hard candy. 
Oranges never tasted so good as the ones from this Christ-
mas offering. I believe the Salmon Valley Farmers Institute 
were sponsors of this special event. They did an amazing 
job, remembered with the greatest appreciation all these 
years later. 

A Christmas Concert Practice

One particular Christmas Pageant I have never forgotten. 
In a one-room, multi-grade school it was common for older 
kids to help the teacher. On a day when the teacher had to 
leave early, she asked the class to continue concert practice 
for the final hour of school under my direction! Well, what 
an honour. I was definitely up for this challenge. The first 
rehearsal of grade ones, twos, and threes went off without a 
hitch. They sang “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” and “Jin-
gle Bells,” complete with sound effects as they rang tiny bells 
to the appropriate lines. This performance earned them loud 
applause from the student audience as they practiced their 
little bows and curtsies. 

By now, I was feeling quite comfortable in my duties, and 
perhaps a bit smug about playing teacher, as I called up a 
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trio of grade four girls to sing. Their performance also went 
over well, except for a few hoots and hollers from the bigger 
boys. This time, the applause was a bit loud and, yes, you 
could say exuberant.

The next act required a bit of effort on my part to coax a 
small, shy Mary to share the stage with a rather obnoxious 
Joseph. The ensuing scene was definitely not in the script. 
Performing a previously unrehearsed dance, Joseph and the 
three wise men took over the stage. We rescued the poor 
baby Jesus doll just before the cradle crashed to the floor, 
while Mary sobbed her little heart out. 

Finally, the bigger boys, who had created their own ad-
aptation of the nativity story, took their bows and left the 
stage in an orderly fashion amid a rather weak smattering 
of applause. As they returned to their seats, most of them 
appeared a little sheepish. 

As the assumed substitute teacher who had lost control 
of the class, I was more than a little embarrassed, now feel-
ing extremely awkward standing up in front of the room. My 
own personal lesson for the day was “pride goeth before a 
fall.” What could I say except “class dismissed!” 



VALLEY GIRL164 |

Vintage tree in Grandma's original De Grasse 
homestead house. Grandpa's carvings decorate the 
tree. The crucifix on the wall is the one that broke in 
Uncle Nelson's house fire. 



The King of Rock and Roll!

You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,
Cryin’ all the time
You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog
Cryin’ all the time
Well, you ain’t never caught a rabbit
And you ain’t no friend of mine

It was the 1950s; Elvis Presley was rockin,’ rollin’ and 
crooning his way into the hearts of young people across 
North America with his unique style of singing and perform-
ing. His beautiful voice and his music fit into a new genre 
called “Rockabilly.” He brought an energy and excitement to 
music that was both shocking and appealing. Young people 
loved him! 

Despite intense public disapproval over his shaking, 
grinding, and sexually suggestive dance moves, Elvis was 
magic to the younger generation. In his flamboyant costumes 
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featuring tight flared pants, belts, chains and plenty of bling, 
Elvis was unstoppable. He created a niche for himself that to-
tally captured the spirit of teenagers, especially girls, raised 
the hackles of parents and mortified the older folks. 

As a young teenager, I adored Elvis right along with the 
rest of the girls my age, and after seeing him in his film de-
but Love me Tender, I was a fan for life. I believe it was Elvis 
Presley movies which initiated the screaming phenomena 
at movie theatres. I remember overhearing a group of girls 
in the washroom of the Strand Theatre in Prince George, 
coordinating their plan to ensure there would be plenty of 
screaming in all the right places throughout the show. 

We dressed in poodle skirts or rolled-up jeans, striped 
shirts with collars raised at the back in Elvis Presley style, 
bobby socks and saddle shoes. Many of us wore the new 
Presley hairstyle called the Duck Cut. It was short, sassy and 
made a statement. Dragging the (often) unwilling boys onto 
the dance floor at community school dances we jived to El-
vis tunes like “Hound Dog,” “Blue Suede Shoes” or “Jailhouse 
Rock.” If the boys would not dance, we danced with each 
other. The very noticeable raised eyebrows and frowns on 
the faces of parents at these events urged us on. Possibly not 
so much for the teacher, whose popularity in the community 
may have dropped a few points for allowing this question-
able performance by her students. Our teachers were most-
ly young women and good sports. They likely would have 
joined in if they could. 

Elvis Presley was a notable figure in my youth. Known as 
the “King of Rock and Roll,” it has been said that he was one 
of the most celebrated artists of the 20th century and one of 
the bestselling artists in the history of recorded music. His 
music lives on. 



Honouring the Space Dog

After a restless night of anxiety, my emotions were in tur-
moil. As I headed off to school, walking fast to keep warm, 
grief, sorrow and, yes, anger, bounced around in my head, 
somewhat like the erratic zig-zag tracks in the fresh snow 
left by a rabbit crossing the road. On this day, November 3, 
1957, in the early morning hours, a small innocent dog, all 
alone, was launched into space on the Soviet spaceship 
Sputnik 2. She never returned. Her name was Laika, translat-
ed from Russian, “barker” or “to bark.” My dog-loving teen-
age heart was broken. 

In the news she was described as a small friendly mon-
grel who had roamed the streets of Moscow as a stray. Ap-
parently, street dogs were preferable for the role of “flight 
dogs” because of their level of fitness and adaptability. Ac-
cording to daily news reports on the radio, Laika would be 
the first living creature to orbit the earth. Her flight was to 
test the safety of future space travel for humans. 
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In the weeks preceding the space launch, our teacher 
had kept us up to date on this major international story as it 
unfolded on the radio. She told us, “This will be an exciting 
moment in history.” A number of us girls were not convinced; 
we found nothing to applaud in this story. In fact, we found 
it heart-breaking. The significance of Laika’s sacrifice to fur-
ther the development of space travel was totally lost on us. 
There was no comfort in her rise to fame in the weeks fol-
lowing her demise.

Following Laika’s send-off into space, it was reported 
that she had died a week after take-off. New evidence later 
revealed that she might have lived only 5-7 hours and died 
from stress and heat. I have since read that her space cap-
sule circled the earth 2,570 times before it burned up in the 
earth’s atmosphere in April 1957. Less than four years after 
the launch of Sputnik 2, the first human was sent into space 
and returned safely.

Over time, the space dog cause was exhausted and left in 
the past; however, the story still holds a place in my child-
hood memories. To commemorate the brave sacrifice of this 
small canine hero, we named a sweet brown puppy after Lai-
ka. This unpretentious act of goodwill eased my grief some-
what. With gentle eyes and perky ears, this pup was much 
loved. She lived a long and happy life on the farm in Salmon 
Valley. Many decades later, I honoured the space dog once 
again, by writing this poem.
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Her Name was Laika

The United States of America versus 
the Soviet Republic of Russia.
From Moscow, Spaceship Sputnik 2 
launched on November 3, 1957.
On board, a small dog; overheated, 
cramped, frightened, alone.

She rode a rocket into Earth’s orbit, 
two thousand miles above the
familiar streets of home. Her name was 
Laika (Barker in Russian). 
History claims she was a common street dog, 
a stray with kind eyes.

Laika was chosen for her strength 
and a gentle, willing temperament. 
Concerns about animal rights had not yet 
reached 21st century levels. 
Although there was great opposition 
to Laika’s ordeal, it was not enough. 

She made history as the first living creature 
to orbit the earth. Her flight,
a precursor to future human space missions. 
The street dog, Laika, was
claimed by space science. A tiny canine hero, 
never forgotten. 

(2021)





The Rose

Hi there Dad, it’s me—thought I’d chat with you awhile,
    I have a bit of special news I thought would make you smile.
Just for a moment, visualize—a perfect summer day,

 When through the early morning mist, sunbeams come to play.
With flowers just awakening and flirting with the breeze,
    As they join the Robins Choir, sung with gusto from the trees.
The roses are so fragrant, petals soft with morning dew,
    Reaching out to meet the sun and blooming just for you.
These are memories of your garden, Dad, that I recall from long ago,
    I remember all the love and care you gave to make it grow.
Well, today, I checked my Rosebush, an offshoot from your own,
    That we dug so very carefully. Yes, I brought your roses home.
Now they grace my garden, and I just had to share,
    The fi rst bud opened up today—as softly as a Prayer.

(2012)

In memory of my Dad, Clarence Edward Solmonson, 
and stepmother, Francis (Ma) Solmonson





My Salmon Valley

There is a crispness in the air today, a discernable 
change in the season. After heavy frost last week, summer 
has slipped away gracefully and Salmon Valley is now show-
ing off her new autumn wardrobe. Colours straight from na-
ture’s palette, rich vibrant yellows and blazing oranges and 
reds sweep across the valley giving the landscape a sharp 
new look. 

I hear the geese before I see them. In sharp contrast 
against a pure cobalt sky, they fly in classic V-formation. The 
leader dropping back allows another to take his place in 
front, helping to preserve energy for the flight. Taking their 
cue from the environment, geese are moving south to escape 
the bitter cold of a northern British Columbia winter. The 
timeless beauty of their haunting call reaches down to touch 
my heart. “Goodbye, geese, have a safe flight,” I tell them.

My collie pup, Pal, trots over, bumping my hand with his 
nose for attention. Possibly his doggie intuition can sense 
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my thoughts about what a perfect day it is for a horseback 
ride to the river. No need for a saddle or bridle today, I just 
snap a lead rope onto Danny-Boy’s halter and ride bareback. 
This is my favourite way to ride. Without a saddle, sitting on 
his soft, warm coat, I feel as one with the horse. As I ride past 
our house, Grandma steps out the door, handing me a coat. 
She reminds me that fall is here and the weather is getting 
cooler each day. I give her a big smile and wave as I snuggle 
into the warm jacket, sending a silent “Thank-you, God” for 
Grandmother’s presence in my life. 

The gentle rocking motion and the soft clip-clop of un-
shod hooves are so familiar it is like a slow and easy ride 
through a dream; it takes me back to my first ever solo walk 
down this road. I was five years old and so excited to be skip-
ping along, going to Grandma’s house all by myself, picking 
rocks and flowers along the way.

Passing the Little Bear Ranch, Danny-Boy automatically 
turns in at the gate. He likes to visit here, as I do, but they 
are not at home today. We continue on while I admire Uncle 
Emile’s crop of oats growing in the field west of the Harris 
farm. Salmon Valley is renowned for growing bumper grain 
crops. Across the field closer to the ridge is the old De Grasse 
family homestead, now owned by the Sponaugle family. Un-
cle Emile’s small log cabin is on the opposite side of the road, 
set back in a small clearing. It looks cozy and warm. 

Arriving at our favourite spot, Danny-Boy walks to the 
river’s edge, drinking his fill of the cool, clean water. Pal, 
tongue hanging out and a grin on his handsome face, has 
managed, at top speed, to investigate every bush and rock 
along the way, chasing falling leaves, harassing the birds and 
enjoying a great adventure. He laps up his share of water, 
then, in his gangly, loose-jointed puppy way he ungraciously 
flops down for a nap 

I slide off the horse, allowing him to doze in the late af-
ternoon sun. Sitting on the riverbank listening to the water 
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makes me smile. The river always sounds happy. Actually, to-
day all of nature seems to be in an exceptionally good mood. 
What a perfect day to dream, to ponder, to wonder about 
where my life journey will take me. Will I always remember 
the beauty, the spirit, the reality of this moment, this place? 
Will I always and forever recall my two loyal, trusting animal 
companions who share this special day? The answer is all 
around me—how could I ever forget?
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Mereline and Danny Boy. Backgroung: Lawrence and 
Elise Coron's house in Salmon Valley. 



Epilogue: Summer—2016

The young bear looked surprised as he popped up onto 
the road directly in front of us and scooted across the as-
phalt, disappearing like an early morning shadow into the 
tall, lush grass on the opposite side. Likely he was not accus-
tomed to early morning human visitors invading his home 
territory at 6:30 A.M.

Camped for a few days at the Salmon Valley Campground 
by the river, my sister-in-law Sheila and I were out for a brisk 
walk along the Salmon Valley Road. The pure, sweet taste of 
morning air was like an energizing elixir, and the bear en-
counter for me was pure déjà vu. 

Living close to what was known as Little Bear Creek when 
I was growing up in the valley, and having spent so many 
happy times at the Harris’s Little Bear Ranch, I remembered 
a previous walk along this very same stretch of road with my 
Uncle Emile, more than half a century ago. I was possibly on 
my fifteenth little girl question of the day when I asked, “Un-
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cle Emile, why do they call this Little Bear Creek when there 
is no water?” 

Stopping by the dry creek bed and tipping his hat back 
just so, he told me the story. “You see, a long time ago in the 
springtime, when the snow was melting, water was run-
ning in this here creek, just like it runs every spring. A man 
and his boy were walking by one day; they saw a little bear 
right here. Ever since that day, this has been called Little 
Bear Creek.” 

I shared this bit of local pioneer history with Sheila as we 
continued walking. As we passed by the spot where our old 
clapboard house once stood, I felt a few fleeting tugs on my 
heartstrings as time stopped and memories took me back to 
happy times as a kid. I could almost hear our voices laugh-
ing, squabbling, and creating mischief. 

Nostalgia caught up with me again as we passed the site 
of our old childhood home, the De Grasse house. Sadly, only 
vacant memories abide here now. Turning around at the 
old Nesbit place to head back to the campsite brought back 
memories of babysitting for the Nesbit children. I am proud 
to say that the oldest Nesbit girl, Lyn, became part of our 
family in later years when she married my younger brother 
Nelson. As we approached Little Bear Creek again, a bit of 
noise from the left side of the road brought us to an abrupt 
stop. Once again, directly in our path, the same small bear 
scrambled up from the ditch, dashed across the road and 
quickly disappeared into the bush, leaving only wet tracks 
on the hard road surface.

As we continued on, a friendly man driving past stopped 
his truck. Rolling down the window and leaning over with a 
concerned look he said, “Good morning, ladies. Just thought 
you should know that a few black bears have been hanging 
around this area. You may want to keep an eye out for them.” 
Thanking him warmly, we went on our way. It was comfort-
ing to know that folks in Salmon Valley still looked out for 
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one another. I smiled to myself, secretly pleased that adven-
tures still happen along the Salmon Valley Road. 

I dedicate this Epilogue in memory
to my brother Nelson Emile Solmonson, 

who never stopped believing in this book 
but never got to read the published copy. 

Miss you, Nellie.  xoxo





Writing in the time of the Pandemic

Four months into COVID-19, I penned the following 
poem. The inspiration for this piece came from a lovely pic-
ture posted on Facebook bearing the caption, “The Crocus-
es are Blooming!” In Northeast Alberta, we wait in anticipa-
tion for the brave crocus to poke its pretty face through the 
cold, sometimes snow-covered ground. Crocuses are like 
the green light of spring—a promise of warmer weather and 
hope for the coming season.
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Hope

A faceless enemy,
uninvited, unwanted,
silent as the mist.
Laughing—
in the face
of a world 
brought to its knees.
And yet—
The crocus bloomed today.

The Pandemic,
deadly, insidious,
a dark entity.
Waiting—
For the weak,
the vulnerable
and the foolish.
And still—
The robin sings.

A chapter in history,
cruel, dark, oppressive,
relentless as a storm,
moving, mocking.
Challenging—
humanity,
modern medicine,
Government and God.
And then—
A newborn baby cries.

(2019)



Acknowledgements

This manuscript has rested on and off a quiet shelf many 
times before it finally left my hands. When the publishing 
wheels began to turn, I was ready to run!

Even after encouraging comments and suggestions from 
my wonderful beta readers, even after a very positive re-
view by my publishing team, it was still hard to let the man-
uscript go.

I played the “What If” song. Like an old scratched 78 vi-
nyl record, it kept going round, and round and round in my 
head. I am pleased to say, this nerve-jangling song has grad-
ually faded away. For this, I express my sincere gratitude to 
Siretona Creative publishing. 

A huge note of appreciation to my siblings, Martin, Nel-
son (in memory), Karen, Ronald (in memory), and Peter, for 
allowing me the privilege of writing and sharing our stories. 
Although our life was never perfect, the reminiscences in 
these pages reflect mostly on the positive. Many of my most 



VALLEY GIRL184 |

cherished childhood memories are about how we always 
had fun when we were together—we still do. 

To beta readers, Paul-Emile and Gladys Boisvert, and Su-
zanne Wood. Thank you for taking the time to read my man-
uscript. Paul-Emile, your comment “the poetry feeds the soul 
of your story” is a gift! Gladys, knowing that you enjoyed the 
epilogue was important to me. I am glad you not only read 
the epilogue, I believe you felt it. Suzanne, your comments 
and suggestions always inspire me to move forward with 
new energy. Thank you, my friend.

To Nancy Mossop (Harris) and Sandy Harris, my best 
friends, my followers, “remember when we almost did the 
blood-sister thing?” I am so pleased that at least some of our 
Salmon Valley horseback riding adventures are reborn and 
preserved in these pages. Thank you both for your input into 
the Little Bear Ranch feature. Nancy, your artistic talents are 
valued and greatly appreciated. Sandy, I am truly grateful 
for your profound belief in my storytelling. 

Many thanks to the Shields family for your endorsement 
of Evelyn’s unique Jerry-Horse story. Roy, your anecdote 
about Granny Caron (a sweet lady, whom I remember well,) 
is a special bonus. I hope the Jerry-Horse saga will bring 
back many good memories for each of you. 

To special friends, Jeannette Raby and Marilynne Lam-
bert. I appreciate your ongoing encouragement with bits 
and bites of literary expertise shared along the way. 

To Alberta author, Doug Nelson, in appreciation for the 
review and professional advice. Many thanks.

I am proud to be a member of the Bonnyville Under-
ground Writing Cohorts. Thank you for your inspiration and 
your friendship. 





About the Author

From growing up on a small farm in Salmon Valley, Brit-
ish Columbia, to a second generation ranch in Northeastern 
Alberta, Mereline has always lived a western lifestyle. Her 
writing reflects a passion for horses and a great love for na-
ture and adventure. Here cowboy life has been captured in 
two published chapbooks of cowboy poetry, Tales and Trails 
and There’ll Always be a Cowboy.

In retirement, Mereline lives with her husband Bill on 
the shores of beautiful Moose Lake in Alberta. A children’s 
book, The Secret of Shay Cho Bay, was inspired by life on the 
beach and published in 2014. 


