
INTERVIEW WITH B. LOISELLE 

The most s i g n i f i c a n t changes in the 1 i v e s of r u r a l -folks were 
brought about by the -formation of the Rural E l e c t r i f i c a t i o n Co. which 
d i s t r i b u t e d e l e c t r i c power to the county p e o p l e . In the general 
Athabasca area over one hundred m i l e s of power l i n e was b u i l t by one 
l o c a l c o n t r a c t o r , oyer a p e r i o d of 11 y e a r s . 

Imagine i f you c a n , u s i n g coal o i l lamps, which had to be f i l l e d 
and c l e a n e d every n i g h t before u s i n g ; the s t r a i n on the eyes of 
s t u d e n t s d o i n g homework, or p a r e n t s t r y i n g to keep up on c u r r e n t 
e v e n t s , i f and when a newspaper was a v a i l a b l e ; the danger of 
p r e p a r i n g meals on a woodburning c o o k s t o v e ; f u e l i n g a -furnace -wi th 
wood or c o a l . The danger of f i r e by overheated chimneys was always a 
source of worry . With the advent of e l e c t r i c i t y , h e a t i n g and 
l i g h t i n g in the r u r a l homes became most p l e a s u r a b l e i n s t e a d of a 
wor r i some nece ss i t y . 

When power l i n e s were put i n , people purchased automatic washers 
and d r y e r s . What a p l e a s u r e to put the c l o t h e s in the machine and 
w a i t f o r them to come out c l e a n i n s t e a d of s l a v i n g over a wash board 
<a d e v i c e w i t h a c o r r u g a t e d t i n base) on which the soaped a r t i c l e s 
were rubbed up and down u n t i l c l e a n or u n t i l the k n u c k l e s were 
b r u i s e d and b l e e d i n g . Often i t was an a l l - d a y job to do a complete 
washing f o r a b i g f a m i l y . Did you ever t r y to b r i n g a man's long 
underwear f r o z e n s t i f f from the c l o t h e s l i n e i n t o the house? Just 
l i k e a w r e s t l i n g match! Small wonder the country women began to f e e l 
1i b e r a t e d ! 

The p r e s s i n g of c l o t h i n g was 
k i t c h e n s t o v e . No never p r e s s in 
get the i ron heated at the proper-
c l o t h i n g was s c o r c h e d ; i f not hot 
w r i n k l e d than p r e v i o u s l y . What a 
s p r i n k l e d c l o t h e s as you i r o n e d 1 

done w i t h a f l a t i ron heated on the 
those days' It was d i f f i c u l t to 
temperature. If too h o t , the 
enough the a r t i c l e would be more 
joy to see an e l e c t r i c i ron that 

Many e l e c t r i c k i t c h e n gadgets made l i f e e a s i e r f o r the country 
housewife w i t h the a v a i l a b i l i t y of power. Less time and e f f o r t was 
needed to prepare meals w i t h the use of e l e c t r i c tea k e t t l e s , c o f f e e 
p e r c o l a t e r s , f r y i n g pans, m i x e t t e s , can openers and microwave ovens 
to say n o t h i n g of the e l e c t r i c r a n g e . 

The impact of r u r a l e l e c t r i f i c a t i o n on the farmer and rancher-
was a s t r o n o m i c a l . P i c t u r e these f o l k s going out to the barn w i t h 
l a n t e r n in hand, a b l i z z a r d in p r o g r e s s or j u s t a -40 degree 



temperature o u t s i d e , to check on baby p i g s , a new c a l f or a s i c k 
h o r s e . The ice had to be broken on the w a t e r i n g tanks each morning 
and the wood h e a t e r s r e - T i t be-fore i t was p o s s i b l e to water the 
a n i m a l s . E l e c t r i f i c a t i o n made i t p o s s i b l e to put l i g h t in the y a r d s , 
barns and s h e d s , and heat and water wherever n e c e s s a r y . 

P o u l t r y farmers t o o , enjoyed a b e t t e r l i f e . Brooder houses were 
equipped w i t h e l e c t r i c l i g h t s and h e a t e r s , i n s t e a d of the former coal 
or wood-burning s t o v e s and l a n t e r n and lamps. So there was much 
danger of f i r e and l o s s of baby c h i c k c ue to v a r i a t i o n in 
temperature. Many t imes the former h e a t i n g problem would be 
i n c r e a s e d because high winds and c r o s s d r a f t s caused the f i r e to be 
e x t i n g u i s h e d and s e v e r a l hundred c h i c k s would be l o s t . 

At harvest time when the g r a i n was brought from machine to the 
granary i t was a b a c k - b r e a k i n g job f o r the farmer or h i s h e l p e r or on 
some o c c a s i o n s , h i s w i f e , to unload the t ruckk box by s h o v e l l i n g the 
g r a i n . When power was i n s t a l l e d , the g r a i n was unloaded by the use 
of an e l e c t r i c motor . On happy day! 

A f t e r the end of World War II many changes came about in the 
f a r m i n g a r e a . The f i r s t combine, a p u l l - t y p e , was bought and used by 
a farmer in the South Athabasca area in 1945. The next year the 
f i r s t s e l f - p r o p e l l e d machine was a l o purchased by a farmer in the 
same d i s t r i c t . Now almost every farmer owns a combine or has h i s 
g r a i n combined by a custom w o r k e r . Thus the days of t h r e s h i n g 
m a c h i n e s , hay r a c k s and l a r g e crews were f i n a l l y at an end. However, 
t h i s m e c h a n i z a t i o n narrowed the scope of s o c i a l l i f e as w e l l as 
improving i t . Now one man c o u l d harvest s e v e r a l hundred a c r e s of 
crop by h i m s e l f . 

B i g machinery , whether f o r s e e d i n g , h a y i n g , h a r v e s t i n g or 
summerfal1owing, took the p l a c e of horses and small machines, thus 
e l i m i n a t i n g the h i r i n g of a famm h e l p e r . One man became almost 
s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t in " p u t t i n g in" and " t a k i n g off" the h a r v e s t . 

But the p r a c t i c e of p u r c h a s i n g l a r g e expensive machiery has 
taken i t s t o l l on the f i n a n c i a l p o s i t i o n of many f a r m e r s . Many f i n d 
themselves deeply in debt and some are even l o s i n g t h e i r farms 
because they can n e i t h e r pay t h e i r taxes nor make payments on 
machinery purchased from the machine companies. While taxes and 
machinery p r i c e s r i s e , the value of farm p r o d u c t s goes down. 

C e n t r a l i z a t i o n of l o c a l s c h o o l s had a d e f i n i t e impact on the 
l i f e of r u r a l people—some good and some bad. In a l l l o c a l school 
d i s t r i c t s the " L i t t l e Red School house" was the s o c i a l c e n t r e as w e l l 



as the e d u c a t i o n a l c e n t r e . The school was used not only as the "Seat 
o-f L e a r n i n g " but a l s o -for many s o c i a l a c t i v i t i e s , m e e t i n g s , school 
p i c n i c s , Hal lowe'en p a r t i e s , C h r i s t m a s c o n c e r t s , weddings, showers, 
e t c . A l l these a-f-fairs helped to keep the community t o g e t h e r , a 
"togetherness" wihch in most i n s t a n c e s , has been l o s t s i n c e 
c e n t r a l i z a t i o n . A f t e r c e n t r a l i z a t i o n a l l a c t i v i t i e s took p l a c e in 
the towns to which the p u p i l s wre bussed. 

But there were many p l u s e s , e s p e c i a l l y -for the young p e o p l e . By 
coming in c o n t a c t w i t h other groups o-f c h i l d r e n and t e a c h e r s , t h e i r 
o u t l o o k was broadened; they were taught to give and t a k e , t h e i r 
e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s were improved and thus they became b e t t e r 
prepared -for t h e i r - future. 

Because the country s c h o o l s were e l i m i n a t e d , the p u p i l s were 
taken by bus to the c e n t r a l s c h o o l s . T h i s n e c e s s i t a t e d the 
g r a v e l l i n g o-f roads and constant up-keep which had been g r a v e l y 
n e g l e c t e d p r e v i o u s l y . Much of the snow plowing which i s now done and 
p a i d -for by the county , was at one t i m e , done by l o c a l -farmers at 
t h e i r own expense. If the m u n i c i p a l roads were graded more than 
twice d u r i n g the y e a r , i t was c o n s i d e r e d a r e a l bonus. 

E x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r a c t i v i t i e s are a b i g part o-f the l i t e o-f a 
c h i l d , whether a e s t h e t i c a l l y or p h y s i c a l l y i n c l i n e d . These p l e a s u r e s 
were u n a v a i l a b l e in the country s c h o o l , p a r t l y due to the age and 
grade range o-f the pup i 1 s — p r o b a b l y one or two c h i l d r e n in each grade 
and age range -from s i x to s i x t e e n in grades -from one to e i g h t 
i n c l u s i v e . 

For many y e a r s , the Athabasca area was s e r v i c e d by a M u n i c i p a l 
H o s p i t a l . T h i s b u i l d i n g was once a m i n i s t e r i a l home and was added on 
to s e v e r a l t i m e s . It was a two s t o r e y b u i l d i n g , p o o r l y b u i l t , and 
p o o r l y l a i d o u t . The d o c t o r s and nurses were -forced to make many 
unnecessary t r i p s up and down the s t a i r s d u r i n g t h e i r d a i l y work. 
But t h i s h o s p i t a l served i t s purpose u n t i l 1952 when a new one was 
bu i 1 t . 

In the e a r l y y e a r s , a -farmer who wanted a telephone had to j o i n 
a r u r a l c o - o p e r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n . Each member was supposed to look 
a-fter h i s share o-f the l i n e , i . e . r e p a i r s , untangle w i r e s , e t c . T h i s 
was a n y t h i n g but s a t i s f a c t o r y as there was always someone too busy to 
arry h i s part o-f the l o a d . Since then, the government took over the 
system w i t h w i r i n g p l a c e d underground. T h i s method i s much more 
s a t i s f a c t o r y . Telephones were not o n l y used f o r b u s i n e s s purposes 
but many a s o c i a l a f f a i r was o r g a n i z e d over the phone. O c c a s i o n a l l y 
a b i t of g o s s i p was r e l a y e d . 



Often we hear f o l k s speak of the "good o l d days". Al though 
•folks worked h a r d , they a l s o had a l o t o-f f u n . I, f o r one, would not 
want to go back to the "Good Old Days". 

V i Kowalchuk'*' 


