John Frederick Oral Histomptrview
Octoberl3,2011

Debo:My name is Debo Powers and today is October 13, 2@ interviewing forthe first

time John Frederick, Jr. This interview is taking place at 25 Beaver Drive in Polebridge,
Montana. Thidgnterview is sponsored by the North Fork Landowners Association and is part of
the North Fork History Project. So Jghell us a little bit about your early background, like
where you were born, when you were born.

John:l was born in Columbus, Ohio, alsioin a taxiiMay 22, 1943] | dond think my dad was
calmenough to drive. He probably took a taxi. In fany mother said they pushed me back in
before the doctor got there. She ssidwas big as a barrel. This was in Columbus, Ohio, and
then | spenall my normal schooling in Marion, Ohiandat Ohio State University. | worked for

a social service organization. | was the camp caretaker, went out and fixed things téiat didn
work. It was an old camike the 1930s.

Debo:Thats great.

John was borrin Ohio in 1943, the first chiIdf ohn ty Frederick.

John: And then | met my future wif§SueKateg. We made a visit out west and went to Glacier
Park. | had never been to Glacier Park, and then the next year we moved here.

Debo:What year wasghat?

John: It would have to bd 975 was the tripand then inl976 | came back, but not ugereon

the North Forkquite yet.l needed to find a place to livandso | found a cheap $50 a month
place where the roof leaked, but it was chedmd to go ¢ Eureka to get the electricity turned

on. Anyway, it was just a basand then | had a catalof cand remember the name of the
company,but they used to have a catalog of the whole entire U.S. | feupdopertythat
interested me. & what | call the Loon House uqorth that belongs to Doug Barnédooked at

it, and then | found out my wife wanted to have a hostel. She had [lived in] them for four years
off and on, and so | came back and saw this fuokyy place, a big log cabinith the front

porch Therewas a porch to stand on, but it was just like a few logs sticking out. It was an
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unfinished porch. | saidiGod that place is ugly. | drove up sad fiThais ugly'o then trned
around and leftThen later thought about it anthoughtyeah, maybe | could do something with
it, and bought the place Halloween in 1978.

U.S. Army from 19&969. His final assignment was in Alaska,
GKSNB KS 1 GSNJ2LISNIGSR I O2FFSS aK2LE Y 2yRA]
Inlate 1970, he graduated from Ohio State University with a degree in English.

Debo: Where was that cabin?
John: That was théNorth Fork] Hostel.
Debo: The buildingwas there already?

John: Yes, it was there.&e never built anything new. 6 ve al wapjase andalétne n a
something to it.

Debo: What was it before you got it?

John: The fellow[Wally Nolan] had likefive [six] kids. You know, the kitchen is rather small,
maybe 16x 254 They lived, all of themone winter in the attic, which is not an attitdsijust

like a crawl spaceabove the kitchen dond know how they did itbut they did it | know they

did it, because | had to change the insulation from under the roof to the kitchen ceiling above.
Anyway, he had a lot of kid$le was a house movend he moved it ther@/Vally was married

to Tedand EstheRos s 6s JJdaught er

Debo: Where did it come from, do you know?
John: Glacier Park. It was on the McFarland Rafitie Quarter Circle MC Ranch]

Debo:What are some of your earliest memories ofNlbeth Fork John?



John: Kind of an odd one. It was winter timand | had been at thdostel for a fewdays. |
washed some clothes. | had a pair of red long joAngsion suit hanging in front of the stoye

and | had kind of a welcome wagon visit from Frank Evans. He came over and just welcomed
me thereand we talked for a bit. It was just kind of interesting. He was quite a character.

Debo: He was.
John: Heds hard to explain to other people, but

Deba Sao he was one of the first people you met up here?
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In 1975, John traveled back to Alaska with Sue Kates. They visited Glacier Park
on the way home to Ohio. In 1976, they married and moved to Montana permanently.

John: Yes, he was.
Debo:What was thélorth Fork like in the latd970s? That was quite a while ago.

John: Actually, 18l have to jump to thd980s a little bif because | daih remember, bun those

days if you wanted to see somebody you went over and visitdike now, whensome of us
cane-mail each otheror wedve got a radier wecan call each otheEither you went that way,
or you dorit see your neighbordhere was a distinct difference at that tinbecause | moved
here in 1980 fultime. That first summer af979 was just a summetaying for a few months
thenl closed and started up in 1980 and gtsecutively since then.

But what was interesting is back themtil about1995 or sQ we had a post officeand that was
another way we met peopleecause we would go to the poffice, which was in the Polebridge
Mercantile and kind of hang out a little bit, read our mail and meet all our neighbors there and
have a little talk with themf) Wathabeen doin§ @nd so onThats distinctly gone now. We
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dond have that anymordaecause people knew about what time the mail went and came and all
that and they would come roughly about half an hafterthe mailpersonwas due. & sort of
ran into each other.

In October 1978, John and Sue purchased a home that Wally Nolarfastdoned
out of buildings he had moved to Polebridge from the former Quarter Circle MC Ranch
on Big Prairie. In 1979, they finished converting it into the North Fork Hostel and
officially opened for guests in 1980.

The otherthing | remembewasthe road. In the early to mitd80s | had a Volkswagen square
back which is kind of like a tiny statiomwagon | drove it to the borderand there \@sone big
pair of [ruts] Because the Volkswagen is narrow | could only put one wheehthit would be
kind of cockeyedand | drove it like that. & come a long way. People occasionally still
complain about the road. In facomebody came to visit somebody todaliey went out of
Columbia Falls a little waysand that part hagnbeen worked on mucfrhey just turned around
and wentack,even today. The northern part is quite nice. Clear to the boés@rétty decent.

Debo:There have been a lot of struggles about this road over the lyaeesit there?

John: Oh yes. Thats one of the reasons tiNorth Fork PreservationAssociationwas borid
onehalf of the reasonThe other reason for starting the Preservation Association was the coal
mines inCanadaFor something like 40 years they were threatening to putrono@s in therg

and they would do it in such a way that their tailings pond where they caught everiibneg

was so much water up there, so much snowfallithabuld just blow out. The debris would be

in the river Disregarding the problems of what th# does tofish breathingthey dord breed

well either because of the change in temperature. It would warm up a littlearnit the
temperatures they need for breeding would be not so good.

The road as we started talking about a minute ,ajeat was in1982. Bothwerein 1982,
although the coahine and the road issue was a lot older than that. Thergnalwasdfirst about
1974. It keptreappearing every so ofteeven until quite recently. But the roa@s a big one. In
a way its bigger than just somethitigat wouldlargely affect the riverand perhaps a little bit of
the air quality from burning coal to wash the coal and that kind of thing.
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Debo: So, the Preservation Association basically got started around the issuescobath@nes
and not paving thlorth Fork Road?

John: Yes. The threato it being pavedvasin 1982. There was a hearing on Batriclkds Dayin
March of1982, and people showed up in droves. | frthe statistics, but there were a lot more
that did not want it paved than wanted iv@d. And the road was not exactly favorable to drive
on in those daysdh sure all the tire companies just loves uphere Sarcastic lovebecause
our tires kept breakingnd we had to take them back dave them givels new ong

ﬂ@%ﬁ ﬂﬁ) Qssociation

P. O. Box 4 Polebridge, MT 59928

A nonprofit corporation dedicated to preserving the integrity of the North Fork of the
Flathead Valley on the western edge of Waterton/Glacier International Peace Park.

In 1982, John and likeninded North Forkers formed the North Fork Preservation Association
to draw attention to threats to water quality in the North Fork of the Flathead River and to
campaign to keep the North Fork Road unpaved to stave off unbridled depment.

Debo:When you first moved up hertell me about some of the etinerswho were around in
those days. | guess the homesteaders iiemeound anymore, but who were some of the people
whowere stillhere?

John: About 1984, maybe it wa$982, | met Ralph Thayer. He the Forest Servicguy who
laid out those trails that Debo Powers likes to walk.

Debo: Did he really? Hé the one that laid out all the trails on the WisteRange?

John: Almost all of them. There might have been a few like Indraiis that he jussort of
picked up, but I think he was the guy who didntfact the Whitefish DivideTrail is the Ralph
ThayerMemorial Traib Trail 26. | met him and he was an interesting fellow, a reatially
nice guy. | asked him aboabnstruction of the Mercantilbecause | heard something about him
doing what would amount to the rafters in Merc as yo@e down below looking up. Qfrom
above they were floor joists. He saiyell, if | had an ax | would show you how | diddt.
Anyway, he was living at théeteraris Home at that tim@in Columbia Falls]and he didé live

a whole lot longer than that.

Debo: Did he build the store?



John: | got the impression he helped a little bit, but I think he built RadgerStation andhis
cabinwas thethatoneNancy Hubblenow has so | assume he did that as well, because in those
days there wrenot too many people who had money to pay somebody like they do now. Either
you dd it yourself or it ddn& happen[Yes, Nancy Hubble and heusband John bought the old
Ralph Thayer homestead, and that was his original homestead Nawnowned by Chuck
Luddenr

Debo: He was a surveyptoo. Didnd he do a lot of surveys up here?

John: Yes, he surveyed the trails. In those days if tliegnd have what they call a boundary
treg they would have a boundargle. That was kind of an odd marke§x46x 46 There was a
hole in the groundn each corner, [and the marker went in the middle of the sqltas@yild be
hard to walk into irthe woodsl| think. I think it wasi@ done too much, but that was one of the
things they used if nothing else worked.

| also met Ruth and Loyd Sondreson. When | met Loyd he had,lspuse couldé@ converse
very well because he was starting to lose his vddoé Ruth was around a long time until just a
few years ago. It was 2@ when she died. This was quite a while before that. In $het gave
me an old military jegpand they are really sturdy. | looked atand it was all bent and | asked
her what happened and she sd&@h, a couple was spooning and they hit a &r&a thafs
wherethespare parts for m941 military jeep came from.

Debo:Anybody else you remember at that time?

John: I mentioned Frank Eves because he wrote for the pap¢ungry Horse Newsand then |
followed him for two yearsas the North Fork columnist. But with tipelitical situation, | was
expendable and they kicked me off and Larry Wilson stametthg the columnHe was nice
abaut it. He told me it was happeninghich is more than the editor did of thlingry Horse
News.

Debo:What was the political situation?

John: Tom Ladenbirg and another fellow were complaining abowg, to the point that they
kicked me off the papebasically.

Debo: Because of your perspectjygobably.

John: Well, truly there was nothing in the paper that | wrote that | was awarérofure there

were subtle little thingswhere you could infer something but | didré@ put anything in there
delibeiately. But it was just you have a reputatianatever it might beand people will assume
that rather than necessarily wiséreally happening. It happens all the time.

Debo: Yes, it does. Spwhen you first moved up to the North Fork it was prelifferent from
daily life in other places.

John: One big difference nows thatl have a solar home.&t wonderful, herén Polebridge. But
backthen if you wanted water yowore your arm oubn a pump or had a system like | did
whereyou wore your arm outising thepull cord on your generatorYou would have a lot of
racket becausén my casd filled up a 500 or 60@allon tank in theéHostel upstairs. Did that if |
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was alone once a week or so, but when | had a busy summer it was every day. Pébpéeedon
much water, unless you live up hefehenyou have a tendency to do that more than other
places.

Debo:You do. Thatodos true. No telephones, no el e
John: Oh yes.
Debo:Old stove, lots of thinghuh?

John: | forgot to mention the outhouses. That was a big difference. Some ps®ygde quite got
on to thatbut | hadouthousegor 20 yearsor longer,until | moved into this house.

Debo: Now youwve got a solar house and flush toilets and electricidg, too.
John: Not necessarily a solar toilet though, a solar outhouse.
Debo: Sa tell us about what the social life was like up here in the North Fork.

John:Well, as | was saying earlier you went to somé&ose h bwest ¢o Frank Vitaleand
Ellen HorowitZs house abowgvery weekendand we would make ice cream. We would crank it
out. My job wasl got lots of icicles on theélostel| so | would pull off the icicles and that was the
ice for the ice cream makewhich is kind of a bucket with a crank on the side. | wodldtfup

with ice. | provided the ice cream makto, and they provided the rest to make the ice cream.
And it was a little more personal in those days. We had one recipe that caltedefeggs. |
think now wed all have real cholesterol problems & wad very mchof that.

Debo: Nine eggs in the ice creamuh?
John: Yes.

Debo: Wasrit there a whole group of people that hung out up there aroundetggitborhood
like Peter Moore and Greg Ouellette.

John: Peter Moore, and there was a Matt. | forget last name right noisbell]. And from

time to time there would be other people up haye. They would be here for a year or so and
disappear, | mean move someplace else. They decided they cou)dudbnitaybe they didih
want to do it because itag kind of rough on the edges, especially in winter. Even now a lot of
people liveelsewheren the winter like | do.

Debo:You used to do a lot of hiking up heteo, | remember.

John: | did, just about every popular trail, and some were not even tMysfriend Jack

John® hewas in his 80s, 78omething, like 75 years old or so when | met.Hinvent hiking

with him. There weremany trails that we decided to go upt Akakola, here used to be a
lookout up there once upon a tina@d we went up there and tried to follow thap The Forest
Service maps in those days were even worse than today. They would have a trail and you
couldn even find it. You could@ even begin to knowhere it wentbut there was a trail going

up, so we decided if we went down that trail it would be a lot better than going up. At least we
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would end up in the right placbecause you just basically went downhill and you would hit a
road, and there was nmil. It was ahalf a trail and then went down where there was no trail.
We ran intodevilé club. Thats nasty stuff th& as tall as you are and really had some kind of
huge barbs on it. It just made it really hard to kick through that, and gostverent down the
creek bottom and left it. Th@treal interesting. We did the Review Mountain Loop. We went up
TuchuckCreek on the leftand theré a trail going that wayWe went up to Review and came
back which is a better way to gbecause gointhe other way you just wonder where the trail

went Going the way | just mentioned you can find your way. Even ifdyewever been there
beforeyou can do it
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In his younger years, John was an avid hiker and backpacker, logging hundreds
of miles in theWhitefish Range and Glacier National Park.

Anyway, we did decidéo hike | think it was a Saturdaynd on Monday was his 8%irthday
and thafs when he died. It was one heck of a hied he did itHe did just what he loved until
almost the lasminute and | respect that.

Debo: | remember hiking with him in th&980s.
John: 1 bet you do.
Debo: His Montana Wilderness Association hikes.

John: Yes, | went with him for 10 years or sand then when | started going to Costa Rica |
couldri@ get it inmy schedule properly. |1 dé@nthink we had email in the earliest days, at least |
didnd, so | kind of had to drop it. They wantpdtential hikesnuch earlier while | was in Costa
Rica and | just could@ get ahead enough to do it regularly. | remembeng with you up to
Nasukoin.You took your own way and went up real highd your muscles were shaking.

Debo:A big snowfield waghere

John: You went on the snowfield.



Debo: Yes.

John: | got to hold the pretty French gigl hand and help her acrossstsnowfieldwhile you
were up high shaking. You found your way back just fine. We just waited a couple of minutes.

Debo: So tell me about some of the fires around here that have happened in your lifetime in the
North Fork.

John:Well, the biggest one for me personally was @88 Red BenchFire, which was
memorable for a number of reasons. The overhead peligteveredit about 2:30in the
afternoon. Richard Hildner can tell you a little bit about that. He was the observer with the
district ranger Tom Hopevho wereboth up there looking at this firdheywould call it,fi tbs a
quarter acre, @ a half acre, @& an acr@ just like tha® boom boom boomThat nightthey met

at theHostel because it was the biggest place cl8smewtere bBre got a picture of the chief

fire person for thePark signing over thePark to the Forest Service for purposes of fire
suppression. He couldnfind the superintendent that weekeond whatever it was. He coul@n

find him, and he had to do it anyway. He was a bit nervous about that. He had only a year or two
left, so he did@ care; he did it and it worked out fine. | think it was the raagt that the fire
came through Polebridge.
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by John Frederick

gardens around and the Northern
Lights Cafe will feature fresh veggies

Friday through Monday it was diffi-
cult to believe that spring is here. The
snow kept falling and I would wake up
each morning to a light skiff of snow on
the ground. At about 4,200 feet

and salad greens again this summer.
Planting in the North Fork won't take
place until sometime in May. I always
bury seeds in my miniscule garden
when Karen plants her large ones.

From February 1983 to March 1985, Joterwed as the correspondent for the
North Fork, writing a weekly column for thélungry Horse News

Debo:That fast?

John: It may have been the day aftéut it was quick enough. Ron Wilhelm said Wwas up

there with his smallCAT helping to see if they couldndo something to stop thérd from

spr eadi ng.tthat&ind ofifite. Itwassomedf thosehere youjust get out of the way

and hope for the best kind of fires. He said hiskinsghicle would gosevenmiles an hog and
thatwasthe speed of the fire. He was right at it; he just stayed ahead of it. He was a very nervous
fellow and he alsdncidentally, | forgot to mentionwas the fellow who was the host for the first
meeting of the North Fork Preservation Assborawhen people voted to have it called that. He
was the fellow moderating it. He used to be here all the time. Some time ago he moved south to
Columbia Falls.



Debo: So when the fire came into Polebridgénl sure you were pretty scared that yoere
going to lose your place.

John: Well, | thought because we had a ball field to tbeth and the fire wasoming west to
east that the big yard of tiéostel, and in fact it was mostly cottonwood tfeeghich it still is
today on that sid® would pretty much protect thdostel from any real problemSome guy
decided to spend the night with n@ad he gotwo what they calthakeandbaketents We had
them, so if we had to we would go in the middle of the yafd.rtther big for being callea
yard, but we would just get in there if it came to tHatio Forest Service guys came by and
squirted theHostel with some water just before the fire hit there.

When we went in thélose | dvge tbrough the kitchen and then close the door to theekitch
and go into the other pafecause it was better breathing there. The kitchen was a little too
smoky. In factthe fire was close enough thabrowned a curtain that was facing the fire.

John helped fight a number of wildfires over the years,
including the 1988 Red Bench Fire and the 2001 Moose Fire.

Debo:lt was that close?

John: Yes. It was the garage that belonged to the Sondresons down there, it a@islowhich

is where | had my horses for a short time. An acre is just too,dmoéllrats what | had at the
time, and it allburntup. FrankVitale had a tractor; | called it Big Red because | had Little,Red
thelittle red tractor. He put the logs together to make it.

Debo: What happened to your horses?

John: My wife Sharon at that time, had taken them to town. Sbust disappeared with the
horses.

Debo: When you heard the fire was happening she just took the horses?
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John: Well, Inéverdeen around them in a fire, but as | understamursesget really stupid
around fies. They go right into it. If a barn is on fire they will go into it anyway, so she took
them south and they all got kennel cough. Like dmgsget kennel coughthe horses got some
variation of thatso they had to be treated.

Debo: So, the fire came riggt through here and could have taken kherc and theNorthern
Lights Saloon

John: Well, actually if you look on top of thMerc youdl see theré one or two sheets of metal
that are newer than the reahd thals becausef the fire They figure thathiere was a firestorm.

In other wordsité kind of a blowup, the air is really rushing, that the firestorm lifted a little bit
of the roofing just enough to get a spark in th&tee fellow who was the night manager for the
fire saw that it was on firddlow he saw it | do@ know, because it was such minimal damage,
but anyway he broke in the front of therc and went up there and hosed it down with a fire
extinguisher He coughed a lgtl think, and saved th#&lerc. Will Hamme r q ufatherrepasred

it. He was a craftsman, a carpentes fixed the roof quite a long time ago.

Debo: S, the fire went through a lot of Polebridghidnd it? Didnd it take someof the cabins
in Polebridge?

John: It did. There vere3 or 4 or 5 here that bued during that ime, justgone In the whole
fire, out of 1000r so,there were 20 that got med

Debo: And the bridge burned, thmole bridge.

John: It certainly did. Usually bridges d@rburn butthis one happened to be wood on top of a
couple of hugemonstrous beams and they caught on fire. Everything was so dry. In, fat
the Hostel | had skylights, just little bitty things. Actualithey were designed for a van. We
were so cheap. | put them in because&hathat | could affordand there were burnt pine
needles in there. In fadhe back of thedostel has kind of a crawl space, an open spHuere
was some in thereoo, and there were little bitty fires in the yard that just legraut because
there was no grass to speak of, just a little bit ofgilegd alittle smoke and it would bgone.
Yes, | remember thdire better than any of the more recent griesobvious reasons.

Debo: Because it was right here.

John: We were threatened by it. | think | was the only,ami¢h another guywvho spent thenight
with me that stayed inPolebridge. Everybody else was evacuated. |dlikimow that until the
next day.

Debo: But there were firefighters here, right? Or were they all evacuaie?l

John: It depends. They do what they can before the dinel thiskind of fire they jusiget out of

the way and put themselves in a safe situation. | think they were n&arbywould think they

wereright here; thefre not. They would be in a field maybe to #mth, the old hay meadow
there at Hay Creek or Moran Ckeer something like that.

Debo:Sa what made you decide to stay rather than evacuate?
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John: Well, at that time there was a guyarlier there was Mt. St. Helenshereone guyrefused
to leave. | think he died. But anyway, whatever his name thags what Larry Wilson called
me because | stayefiThais stupido Maybe t sdstupid but | got away with it. Thergvasno

problem, so | was the only one here.

Debo: | would think that would be pretty scary.

John: Well, | had never seen trees explode befbrg,| had thought if théemperatures around

the tree is such that the sap turns to a \@fmrom! | saw one blowin half from halfway up,

more than halfway up. | had never seen that before. And | discovered that the cottonwoods may
not burn very wellbut the branches burn off and you just have the trunk left, a charred trunk
probably.

Debo: Is that what happened to the cottonwoods?
John: Yes.
Debo: But they were still alive.

John: We | | they were down in the r ootelse,Theyes, S
didnét all get that way, but some of them did

Debo: Sqg after the fire moved througthere was probably stidipot fires around for a while?

a0

John partiipated in man Mountain Man Rendezvous events over the years,
and officiated at the marriage of Cheryl Watts and Michel Peretiako during
the rendezvous held in Sondreson Meadow in 2001.

John: Yes. Actually | had one of the baplck sprayersidn trying to remember the rkname

they have for them. had to go aroun@nd squirt some of the trees, like the sprudten. If
nobody would cut any limb®ff they would go right to the ground and they would be
smoldering, or | would see a little something smoldering and | would just go squirt them to keep
the wind from blowng it up, because there often is a back burn. There was nothing much of
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anything hergbut there could have been, not because | did anything but it just Hapen to
happen.

Debo: So thafs fire. Therés also been water, a big flood.

John: In 1995 yes. My two dogs and | left when it came in the front door. | canoed ovireto
Merc.

Debo: You could canoe all the way to tierc from theHostel?

John: Well, the Merc propertyis pretty close, 100 to 200 feet away. The water was right down
the road, buit was a little deeper over there for canoeihgyorked better.

Debo: Did you know it was coming?

John: No , I d inatth &@mebodyUige Jon Elliotimust havehad a radiophone or
something because he managed to call the county disaster guy laidriea lot of water was
coming down the river. He was much further npltt they didd@ believe it. | mean there was
no reason to think thabecause nothing they had in the U.S. picked up on that.Gddhance
done something so that they can tels@dmething like that happens again, but at that time it
wasré there. I6 in place now. | think it has something to do with the Doppler effect. But
anyway theyd Ikdow itGs coming in the futurebut at that time they didhknow, and the guy
who was thalisaster coordinator for the counityturned out, was slowly dying of cancer and he
just wasiit functioning very well. A separate issue. | @ahink theyre particularly related

Bear spray and coffee? A number of bears were known to visit the Hoste
FYR W2KyQa t2f SONARIS LINRPLISNI & ®

Debo: So the water started rising on the rivand thafs when you first noticed igr it was just
coming up into your yard?

John: Yes

Debo: How fast was it, just in a day?
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