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Virginia, I'd love to know about your background. Where were you born and when were
you born and when did you come to Stanley?
I was born in 1924 in Medicine Bow, Wyoming. My mother had come west to avoid
the flu scare. My dad was a local banker and shortly after | was born, the bank
went broke, and they learned how to live out in the oil fields together and
survive. And some of the stories that they told were scary, even now.
Really.
But man, it taught them to hang on to each other.
So, did they bring you to Stanley or did you come to Stanley later, on your own?
No, we got lucky. We were in Montana for 9 years and then Fink came down to
work for Simplot. Jack Simplot broke up the old Highball claim and gave 10 of his
men lots for S1 apiece.
Wow. So, you and Fink were already married when you came to Stanley?
Mmhmm.
And where did you live first? When you got to Stanley, what was your reaction when you
first saw it?
We lived in the old town of Custer at first, when we first went up there, because Fink
had always loved to fish, and he'd promised himself some time in the back
country if he made it home after some damn scary raids over Europe in Ploesti,
where they were being shot at. And we spent that first summer, we left our baby
with Granny Charlotte, and Fink and |, in our ‘35 Plymouth Coupe loaded to the
gunnels, headed for Loon Creek. And spent the summer in there on Dec Owen's
claim. We only then learned that he'd salted it pretty heavy.
Oh.
You could find damn near anything if it's been salted well enough. And we learned
a lot that summer, but we didn't get fat. We learned how to live off the land and
how to survive.
Did you enjoy it or were you...?
Oh, God, it was wonderful. We were alive, and there was so much to learn.
What were some of the things that you learned that made the biggest impression on
you?
How to get your finger uncaught when it got caught in the cable that swung
you across the canyon without saying what you thought or admitting that it's
40 miles over that goddamned hill to a doctor so you better learn how to take care
of it right here. And don't ball like a baby. And it healed. | still got all five of them or
10 of 'em. And | learned to suck on my thumb pretty hard too. You just don't
become a baby because you're not used to it. You learn little by little. And life goes
on and comes up the next morning whether you want it to or not.
And how long did you live in that place?



We were there one summer and then Fink decided to get to work. So, then we went
up to Montana, | guess. Went to work for the Anaconda Copper company. Spent
the next 9 years up there.

And then after that you came back to Stanley, to the place you have now?
No, it was quite a while before we got that place.

Where did you come back to when you...
Came back to run the Don Plant out here on the edge of town. It had been taken
apart by a man who felt he understood exactly what it should be done but he got it
apart and couldn't get it back together and work.

And where was that plant?
Right out here.

Pocatello?
The one that you call Big Smokey out there.

Uh-huh.
That's why we came to Pocatello.

| see. And then, and so...
Fink had gotten his master’s degree in metallurgical engineering working on
Simplot fertilizer. Somewhere or other there's a paper to that effect. And he was
making fertilizer for the Anaconda company he simply came down here and do the
same thing.

And did you go up to Stanley in the summers, or...?
Every time we had a chance to go fishing.

Ah, you did. And where did you stay? Did you camp out?
We tented out then.

Oh, you were.
Or went in... if we had enough time we'd go in and tent on Loon Creek or we used to
go down and stay in Dec Owen's old cabin which is, at that time I think it was 3
miles from the end of the road. And then that road slid, and then it was 6 miles
down. It's still a long hike now. And the walking trail.

And did you have, did you have to pack in your food?
Oh yeah.

Everything.
Unless you wanted to pick it off the bush or fish it for the stream. They didn't have
a store in there.

And the fishing was good in those days.
You bet. Sometimes you'd throw in a triple hook, and you'd have three fish.

Really?
It was exciting.

Ah.
In fact, you learned to take ‘em off the line very carefully and if they weren't hurt you
put them back in to swim away for another day.

Yeah.
And it was fun.



And when did you have, when did you have your kids? Did they, did you take them into

Loon Creek?
Oh yeah, when they got old enough.

They got old enough.
Sometimes you wanted to tie them up so they wouldn't fall off the creek (?) or you
know, kids are curious. But we never had anything worse than a fishhook in a finger
and you can freeze that with an ice cube and then if they're man enough to take it
like a man, you can cut it out with a razor blade that's sharp.

Ooh.
Yeah, it hurts. But when you're a man, you can take it. You do a lot of psyching up,
you get to that point.

Yeah. What was their favorite thing to do? Was it fish or climb?
Fish. They were fishing fools. And Fink’s mother and dad were, too. And we used
to go up to... Fink's mother and dad had an old cabin up in Ketchum. And that was
a nice hideout.

Oh.
No telephone. | think they had... they had lights, some way. Not very bright but...
Anyway, it was just a unique fishing cabin and eventually somebody dozed it
down cuz they didn't want that relic over there.

Oh.

Well, it was... meant a lot to us. To the people who lived next door and had built this
spank and brand new one, they didn't want that trash out there. And it wasn't hard
to push over, either. They managed.

Did you, when you were at Loon Creek, did you ever go into Stanley, um to go dancing or

did you ever go to the Ace of Diamonds dance hall? Those places.

That was Casanova Jack. And yeah, manys the night we danced.

Were there ever any...?

With hob. The hobs you put when, in your boots to...so you can climb the
mountain. You finally take those off because you're going to ruin their floor and
you dance in your stocking feet. It works.

Ah.

If you're lucky, you remembered your moccasins. But I didn't always have time to
remember them. Stockings work fine.

What was the music like? Do you remember what... some of your favorite songs?
Usually just two or three people or anybody that wanted to join. It was eclectic to
put it mildly.

Do you ever, do you remember any barroom brawls or was there any...?

They were fairly regular.

Were they?

You tried to stay out of them. You know, I'd much rather be an observer than get
caught with somebody swinging. But yeah, it was an easy way for anybody who
was out of hand to signal that they were bigger, stronger, or whatever.

Yeah.



Maybe just dumber. You know, | never saw a fist that would settle anything very
well.

Yeah.
It's not a good convincer.

What did Stanley look like then?
Quiet. There weren't a lot of cars at... well Mountain Village was just starting to
be. No, it wasn't even there. We used to come into Lower Stanley if we wanted to
see a movie cuz they had a make-believe theater you could... there were some
benches that they showed movies. If you wanted popcorn, you brought your own.
And | can remember when in the years that we lived there in the gold dredge camp,
if we'd leave immediately after work, we could make it on the back road to Challis
and get our groceries and whatever essentials we could buy before the store
closed. It wasn't heavy duty shopping. We got enough flies to keep us going or
learned how to make them.

What was the gold dredge camp like?
It was an interesting collection of people. Hired because of their capability on that
dredge. It was an old Bucyrus Erie that had been trucked in, in pieces and
assembled on the spot and was slowly working its way up the draw. It was a noisy
thing. And they allowed Fink and me to live in the schoolhouse. And part of the
time we lived in a cabin up in Bonanza.

Huh.
First time | ever was lucky enough to have a cabin with floorboards that
you could sweep the dirt down between. | always wanted to go back and do a little
panning underneath. Cuz just shaking Fink’s clothes out, you'd see gold going
down. He was the gold man on the dredge.

Wow.
And the stern oiler. No, Tuff McGown was the gold man, the real gold man. And
Edna, Edna had the whole world in her fingers.

How do you mean?
She had learned to live up there and survive and know how to do it. Tuff was a
character if ever | knew one. He liked, he liked to dance, he liked to tell stories, and
he liked to give orders, too. And her daughter Ann was like Edna, her daughter Edna
was like Tuff. And they still are.

What were the winters like there?
It took tough people to survive, those who didn't ended up either buried under the
snow until such time as it melted enough to thaw out and bury them properly or
they were carted out. A lot of accidents happened. Roads were slick and
avalanches happened. It was just part of life. You celebrated the day you woke up
and everything was all right.

Were there, were there any doctors or midwives?
There were, there were people who were, | suppose, midwives. Anybody that, who
knew a little bit about medicine. That when we were up there, they were having a
scare of tick fever.

Mmm.



And | remember one of Fink's friends came up and they lived there in the dredge
camp with us up, and up in Bonanza. They had the little tiny 10-ft cabin and both of
them were 6 foot people. And there was a stove and a table and a bed. And
sometimes the four of us all in that little thing and we made it work. It didn't seem
crowded.

Did you ever just want out? Get cabin fever?
Not really. There were enough things to keep you interested that, and
curious and you were busy just, oh | suppose, just surviving.

Yeah.
You did... and there was an awful lot to learn. | was a farm girl, had been raised on
the, down on the flat. | wasn't used to the mountains and God, if I'd had the
knowledge Edna McGown had, life would have seemed so simple. As it was, | had
all of that to learn and pretty darn quickly.

So what years were you there? Do you remember, about?
Golly. To be accurate, when we first went up there Doug was a baby. In the back of
our Plymouth Coupe, there was a little place right behind where you would lean
back on the seat, and it would had a lip about that tall that kept him from rolling
down on us. And that was where he slept(?). Dave hadn't been thought of yet or
Chris. A lot of happy memories up there.

Did the kids go to school there or did they have homeschooling?
They had a schoolhouse and toward the end of the summer they let us live there.
And it had running water, that was a real step up.

Ooh, yeah.
We didn't have to carry water from... and when we were living in Bonanza, we had
the old cabin that is now a pile of boards right underneath the ranger station and
you can see it right up on the hill. And they had an old CCC camp up there and
there was a family living there that had come out, he was writing a book. And he
was from an eastern college, | have to stop and think of it. Anyway, a fascinating
family. Sorry, give you a name another time.

But you enjoyed them, you got to know them and...
He was writing a book and Fink always said he could write a whole essay from
hotel window.

Huh.
But his wife said if you'll go out and follow him, because she was worried about his
heart. And he was like a mountain goat out on the trail. And he was always out
exploring and picking rock. And then he'd go home and write about it. And he has
a number of very good publications that were based on the research he did that
summer. So, Doug had an extra grandmother and | got to follow Al.

Do you remember some of the things that he taught you that were particularly useful.

that...?
You always kept a rock hammer in your pocket. It was good to kill snakes or bring
home another sample that wasn't half the mountain. You learned to take small
pieces or else your pants fell down. It was, it was a simple way of teaching. And
then I graduated and got an extra fishing bag that | converted into my rock bag.



Ah.
And then | could sling it over my shoulder. That was one of my biggest buys that
summer in the Stanley store.

Was that the store where McCoy'’s is now?
McCoy’s. Uh-huh.

Ah, interesting. If you were to go back in time and mentor someone else there, what

would you teach them? Things that you see now so...
How to watch the people like Edna McGown. And how she worked with people
until she had them wanting to do what she had planned.

Interesting.
As an exact opposite from the lady who was a really organized woman and a good
nurse, but she had a tendency to tell you what to do.

That didn't work.
No, it usually didn't. We all got the hell out to the other side of the building where
we couldn't hear her, you know? It was relatively easy, you just had to set up an
escape pattern when you saw her coming. And we all did. That's not very nice, is
it?

It's very honest.
Well, when you get this old, you can be honest, or you didn't make it cuz it's hard to
keep track of your lies. It's damn near impossible.

Did you have electricity there?
Some of them did. | remember learning how to use a gas lantern that you pumped
up and | was always afraid of pumping it up too much or too...[unintelligible]. |
wasn't afraid of candles, but | was afraid of that gas light.

How interesting.
And there was never... you know when you're carrying your water from the nearest
pump, you're sure not going to be a very adequate firefighter.

Yeah, yeah.
So, you fear a fire.

Were there many fires?
I don't remember any that were terrible, but | think it was because we all lived with
careful anticipation that it could happen.

Yeah, yeah.
And that sagebrush was dry.

Yeah.
And at that time the, | don't know what... it was Red Kopp who had a little store
there. And we could buy coffee and candles and sometimes sliced bread. | think
bread was 10 cents a loaf then. You could always buy salmon eggs.

Really?
And fishhooks. You could buy the essentials. And I think they even had a gas
pump. But since Fink took the only car we had to work, | didn't have to worry
about that, | could walk or stay home. It was quite simple. Martha Killsguard (?)
and | used to walk and fish most anywhere. She was a big happy nurse from Texas.

Really. Did she stay there very long?



She was there all that summer. Thor was doing some work for the BLM, | think. I'm
not even sure... no he was doing it for the University of Idaho under Dr. Al Anderson,
and that's the name | was reaching for.

Oh.
And he was from Cornell. But he spent every summer out west. Good for his
health... and fun. Years later we visited with him up in Salmon. Spent a couple
weeks with him, he and his, he and his wife. By then the kids were grown.

| gather there were some real characters in Stanley in those days. Are there any that

stand out in your memory?
There were some damn fools. But you know, you just kind of got used to those and
worked around them. There'd be groups of people that would come in from over on
the other side, from the Diamond D... or packers. You could, you could go into
Casanova Jack’s and find a completely different group of people there anytime.
You happened to go in, you never knew.

That they, maybe they were just visiting in town, or they worked in different areas and...
Various reasons. And all sorts of... from conman on up or down, | guess.

Were there any, were there any terms or names for things that people used there that

um, that generally don't people use, people don't use now? Like | heard one gentleman

call, I think it was Bill Sullivan, called whiskey “road shortener.”
Say again.

Bill Sullivan called whiskey “road shortener.”
Oh well, there are always some fools that take shortcuts. Sometimes disastrously.
And you know when you've done something like that, nobody ever forgets it. They'll
remember and tell the details and elaborate on them until their dying day. And it's
always especially good when it's somebody who was a little too, a little too wise to
make a dumb thing happen. But it happens to the best of us. We just, if we're
alone, we forget it, very conveniently.

Right.
But if there's anybody around to help pull us out, it... it'll get around town so that
when you come downtown weeks from then, they'll say that's the one. Yep, that's
the one.

Do you remember any incidents like that?
Unfortunately, yes.

Not in your life, necessarily.
In my lifetime.

We all do those things.
Yes. I'm not sure whether it was just because | was naive or stupid or both. All of
the above, probably. You know, but boy those are the ones you remember.

You were, didn't you tell me you were a pilot?
Yeah.

When was that?
It was after we moved down from Anaconda. Fink had gotten his license and the
only quick way we could get to where we wanted to fish was to fly. Took too long to
drive and he didn't have much time. And for a long time, he was always pilot in



command. And then it, as it became more important that sometimes his heart
wouldn't let him fly like he wanted to. Then | needed to be there in case anything
happened, | needed to bring it on in. So, | became a pilot. And | loved it.

What kind of plane did you fly?
Little Tri-Pacer. Simplot provided them. Anytime the men weren't using planes
on business, we could check them out and fly. It was, it was one more of Jack's
very gracious ways of saying we're glad you're here, stay happy.

Oh, nice. Where did you land up there?
Right out here at the airport.

Did you land up around Stanley and the...
No, right out here. | learned to short field fly...

Yeah.
... so that I could land in any of these little boondoggles where the fishing is good.

Right.
You slip it in and... you've got one shot you usually don't have the, like go
around [?]. So, you'd better be careful, better know what you're doing. And |
remember Grant Kilbourne was Fink's boss out at the plant he also was Fink's
mentor about what he should or shouldn't do when | was learning. And Fink did
hear him, and he didn't say “Jesus Christ, Virginia” but he did hang on to my knee
with his left hand. And the next day, | thought, wow, he really was scared. It was his
handprint.

Oh no.
If you ever want to show men living proof of terror, that's it. Anyway, what |
remember when | was learning how to... you had to take so many, what do you
call it, field trips into different areas where you call the radio and just learn protocol
on how to do it. Anyway, we'd gone down to Twin Falls and over to another field in
behind Oakley, I think, and then came back up and it was, we were late getting in. It
was right at dusk and Stoney was in charge of the all the airplanes out there. And
he said, “Well I've waited for you kids to come in and worried about you for the last
time, now we're going to learn how to fly in the evening.” Fink said, “I already...”
Stoney said, “l know, she needs it.” | was already tired, but | tell you after another
hour and a half | was morsel.

Oh yeah.
But by the time they were through, he said “Well, sloppy but you'd be safe enough.”
And it was a long time before | knew | should have kissed him, said thanks. Cuz
usually, you know, when shit happens you are that tired.

Yeah, yeah.
It isn't when you're all fresh and everything's geared up right.

Right. Right.
But he took time to make darn sure.

What's your... tell me again your story about the train.
That wasn't one of my better days.

Oh, then we don't have to go there.
It was, well it was, it was a learning experience. | had... it was June 8™, | think or



10"... 8. | was flying an air race on the 10". Anyway, I'd given the children their
jobs for the morning and gotten dressed and ready. | knew exactly which headings
we were going, we were going to practice the real air race by doing it a little ahead
of time, make sure that we could do it smoothly when it came up the next couple
days. Anyway, | was taking the shortcut into town... and about a half mile,
somewhere between a quarter and a half mile, | was thinking about the air race,
when | saw the train coming. It was a freight train and they... takes them quite a
while to stop. | was applying the maximum amount of brake and was skidding.
And | derailed, | think it was seven or eight cars. Seven for damn sure. | remember
counting’eim before the man came back said where did you come from? And |
said... | got out of the back seat, climbed out the window and he started to cry. He
said | didn't think anybody’d ever get out of that. | said I didn't either, but I'm sure
glad I did.
But you did.
Anyway...
More things to do.
It gave me a real firm believer in God takes care of damn fools and little old ladies.
And to this day, my stomach hits bottom of my shoes when | go over a railroad
track. But | sure know when to stop. Carefully and slowly. Life teaches you a
whole bunch of things.
Yeah.
And it's sure nice to wake up in the morning, know the kids are alright, you didn't
have a kid or a dog or anything in the car except yourself and you’re safe.
Yep.
But | don't take that for granted anymore.
Yeah. Do you remember in Stanley when you got there or in Custer Bonanza, were
there any churches there, or was there a lot of talk of politics or the things that we're so
concerned with today?
They talked about what happened at the mine last night, or if there had been a
snowslide or or or. It was eclectic according to which group you were listening to.
So, they were not...
Which swing shift they were on.
So, they were not very um concerned about what was going on in the outside world?
They were a whole lot more concerned about what they were doing hands on.
Yeah. Makes sense.
Whether they went home and listened for the radio, | don't know. We, we had so
little outside contact...
Yeah.
And with the way we live now, that seems strange, but you know even, we had a
battery radio that worked at times, but you'd conserve that because batteries were
expensive, and it was still, you were still living on not very high wages.
Yeah.
I don't re... | could pull figures and find out what Fink made, but it sure wasn't a rich
summer. We didn't think about buying a new car. We kept the old one running



and hope you had enough gas and the money to buy new tires.

Yeah.
Cuz those roads were rough. Pan...what do you call them wash boarding.

Washboard, right. Well and if you got a flat tire...
It was a fur piece to get a new tire.

Oh.
You could learn to put a boot in it. And that was an oddly shaped piece of rubber
which would go whomp, whomp, whomp as it came around.

At least you can move forward a little.
Well, it would get you in. To probably where you could buy some more.

Wow.
And after we did live up there and have our cabin, | remember one morning when |
had come over... whatever that pass is... when you're coming up from Blackfoot and
go, get ready to go into Challis, there's a cut off.

Yup.
Anyway, | had taken that, and | was going to go in and cook at the Diamond D during
their hunting season. Anyway, it was rough road and | know that. But I didn't expect
to have a flat tire at 2:30 in the morning. But it was a moonlit night, | was on a side
hill so I rocked it up effectively so it wouldn't roll... | thought. | cramped it so | would
be headed into the hill if for some reason the brakes gave. | thought I'd done all the
things. Anyway, | finally got that blessed tire changed and made it on into the cabin
and | was sitting there thinking okay lady you made it this far you've got a job, but
it's over on the other side of Loon Creek Pass and how are you going to get there.
There weren't any telephones. In fact, we just got a telephone 2 years ago. And |
still don't have electricity up there. But that day | was sitting there thinking now
where, how do |, | guess | start hitchhiking or put a note out on the gate saying |
need help. And in drove Tom Demerest with four new tires.

Oh.
He said Virginia I've worried about you going over that pass.

Amazing.
He had four big old heavy-duty tires.

Wow.
And you think | don't love that man. He thought ahead.

That is something.
It really was.

That really is amazing.
How he could anticipate...

The timing.
The timing I've, I've been blessed. Every day is a new experience, and you just say
thank you God.

But all the things that you've accomplished and succeeded at are awfully impressive.
Well, some of them have worked out right, and some of them you came a cropper.
And picked yourself up from wherever depth you'd fallen. Did the best you could
the next day.



Yeah, maybe that's why so many people have learned from you.
It's been good, all of it. And when you have a real, real cropper, it's because you
need it.

Mmhmm.
You might not be able to know it then. | can remember thinking, oh Lord | didn't.
But evidently that's when you learn the most.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E7qC_kXJ2B4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E7qC_kXJ2B4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E7qC_kXJ2B4

