
A Century of Dreams and Determination 

by Susan Turner 

Ralph Edwards had a vision.  A vision of the perfect homestead, where he would find 
peace and quiet and the freedom to live life on his terms.  There would be mountains, a 
lake and endless forests stretching into forever, bountiful land he could grow crops on, 
and trees perfectly sized for building.  Deer and moose and bears and birds of every 
sort would share this earthly heaven with him.  He would never go hungry again, as he 
had too often as a child.  But where was he to find this perfect piece of land?  As 
October 1912 drew to a close, he began to despair of ever finding it.  The places he 
looked at that were available all had something wrong with them.  Too many big trees, 
no good crop land, no views, or they just weren’t right. 

Until one day when a friend offered to show him a place at the head of a long, slender 
lake deep in the heart of the Atnarko Valley, twenty-five miles from the nearest neighbor 
and even farther from the nearest town, Bella Coola.  That late fall morning when they 
awoke in their camp on the shore of a big lagoon, mist covered the water and the air 
was alive with birds.  Geese, ducks, Trumpeter Swans, loons, every sort of bird Ralph 
could imagine.  He began to fall in love as they cooked breakfast and prepared to cross 
the river to the gently sloping land on the other side.  Ralph had found his vision, the 
more he explored, the better it looked.  His mountains, perfect soil, his lake, his private 
stream, his ideal building trees, it was all here! In a perfect ecstasy of peaceful solitude, 
he decided to name the lake Lonesome Lake.  My grandfather’s love affair with 
Lonesome Lake and the Atnarko Valley would continue for over fifty years. 

His time was his own, no one to boss him around and every day he could see more 
progress and fruits from his labors on his little farm.  The soil was phenomenal for 
growing crops and his garden produced more than he could possibly eat by himself.  If 
there was one fly in his oasis of contentment, it was the fact that he was by himself; he 
didn’t want to be. 

Perhaps it was time to try again to persuade his childhood sweetheart to move out from 
North Carolina and join him.  She had told him the wilderness was not for her, but he 
had harboured hopes she would change her mind.  Alas, it was not to be, not only had 
she not changed her mind, she had married someone else, she wrote to tell him.  
Disheartened, angry and rejected, he decided to join up for what turned out to be the 
last year of World War I.  He served in Northern France and I think he returned from that 
a sadder, older and perhaps wiser man, certainly even more appreciative of the quiet 
serenity of Lonesome Lake. 

Ralph must have wondered at times what all his work was really for, all alone on his 
homestead and no one to share his dreams, his triumphs or his tragedies.  I’m sure 
there must have been times he wanted to walk away from it all. But that changed on 



one of his supply trips into Bella Coola when he stopped in at one of the farms in 
Firvale.  Ethel Hober was a lovely young woman, very capable as a farmer’s daughter 
and she caught his eye immediately.  He must have caught hers, too, and she used to 
say with some pride and not a little wonder.  “Ralph used to walk 40 miles across frozen 
lakes and rivers just to court me!”  After a suitable amount of time to get acquainted, 
and her mother for a chaperone, Ethel made the trip in to Lonesome Lake to see the 
homestead she had heard so much about.  It must have met with her approval, for they 
were married in August 1923. 

 

 
Ethel sitting, second from the left, Ralph behind her. Before his trademark beard. Or perhaps shaved for the wedding. 

 

I often wonder how difficult that lifestyle change must have been for her, coming from a 
large family with three sisters and a brother, a close knit community and church every 
week, for her family belonged to the Seventh Day Adventist Church, as did Ralph’s, but 
he was somewhat lapsed, shall we say.  I think she was terribly lonely at times, but 
something kept her at Lonesome Lake anyway, whether it was the commitment to her 
marriage or her own love for the land, I have never been sure.  Children began to come 
along, their first son, Stanley Bruce in 1924, then John Earle in 1927 and my mother, 
Isabelle Gertrude in 1929.  Stanley was born in the hospital in Bella Coola, but the other 
two were born at the homestead.  A doctor friend of Ralph’s father was talked into a 
holiday at The Birches for John’s birth, and all went well. 

I wonder what fears and worries my grandmother kept to herself when she became 
pregnant with her third child.  When Ralph was away on his trapline, she would be left 
alone for days on an isolated homestead with a very rambunctious, imaginative five-



year-old and a no doubt busy toddler in the midst of his terrible twos.  That was on top 
of milking, cooking, looking after livestock, sewing, all the regular chores on a farm.  
There must have been days she would have given anything to have her mother and 
sisters around to help out or just for support. 

Ralph figured you could learn pretty much anything from books if you studied hard 
enough, and he had been a straight-A student, so perhaps there was a good reason for 
his confidence.  And because his father was a doctor and his mother a nurse, perhaps 
he had been around a few births, but at any rate, Ralph and Ethel decided they would 
have their third baby with Ralph acting as midwife.  I think of my grandmother as a 
young mother of 25 with two little kids to take care of, who want their Mom, while she 
was in labor with her third.  How do you deal with that?  How much stress she must 
have been under, worrying about her boys and terrified of something going wrong with 
her birth.  Family history doesn’t relate if it was a brutal labor or not but everyone 
survived and it seemed that Ralph being the baby catcher formed a close bond between 
father and daughter. 

I’m sure my poor grandmother had been overjoyed to have a daughter, being sadly 
outnumbered in a house of boys, but unfortunately for her, Trudy turned out to have no 
inclination at all to be a proper daughter, wearing dresses and helping around the 
house.  She far preferred to be out in the fields doing important interesting work with her 
father.  Had it been allowed, I think John, at least might have been happier helping with 
the more domestic chores.  He became a first rate baker and a meticulous housekeeper 
in later life.  Stanley was a born engineer and inventor and I think their father’s strict 
demanding style of parenting which seems to have been very unforgiving of mistakes 
and individual personalities, might have clashed horribly at times.  All three children 
were as determined and creative and all around tough and yet unexpectedly 
sentimental as you might expect from such a family. 

If I had to pick one single thing that made life at Lonesome Lake incredibly special for 
my grandparents and my mother, especially, I think it would be the swans.  For Ralph, 
they were one of the natural beauties of the world, “one of the things that made life 
worth living,” a direct quote from him.  My mother remembered lying in bed at night and 
listening to their wild, beautiful calls on moonlit nights, a swan concert, she called it.  
They are loud and yet very harmonious, the sound would be magical.  The feeding 
program Ralph was instrumental in starting made the swans much tamer and everyone 
loved going down to the river to watch them feed on the barley or wheat. 



 

 

 

No matter how well things are going, we always want more and Ralph was no 
exception.  The farm was well developed and prospering, even in the leanest years of 
the Great Depression they never went hungry, the land provided all they could need.  
Fruit and vegetables never failed them, they had all the milk, cream and butter they 
could want, the river was full of fish and the woods full of deer.  But Ralph had a 
powerful hankering for an airplane.  He longed to fly, always had from when he was just 
a boy and flight was just beginning.  In his usual do-it-yourself style he decided he 
would learn all he could from textbooks and build an airplane.  Why not, he had built a 
lot of other supposedly impossible things, often greatly aided by Trudy’s equally 
inventive brain as she grew up.  She was just as fascinated by airplanes as he was.  He 
would need to buy an engine, of course, and all the parts, but surely he could figure out 
the rest.  They both studied and planned and designed until Ralph thought he was 
ready to begin.  Various parts, including the engine, were bought with very hard earned 
money and horse packed in.  And then the crushing disappointment when they learned 
it could never be certified for flight, and even if it could be, that might take years.  Now 
what?  All that work and planning for nothing!  But where there’s a will there’s a way and 
no one subscribed to that philosophy more than Ralph and his family.  The solution 
turned out to be the second hand airplane they had been sure they couldn’t afford. 

Both Ralph and Trudy wanted so badly to learn to fly, I have no idea how they decided 
which one of them would learn first.  Perhaps they drew straws.  More likely my 
ruthlessly practical grandfather weighed the pros and cons and decided it made more 
sense for Trudy to be the first one to venture out to Vancouver and go to flying school.  
Besides, his being over sixty might keep him from getting medical clearance to fly.  It 
was all on Trudy now to get her licence, find and buy a plane and fly it home. 

It was a joyful day when Ralph and Ethel spied the little blue and yellow float plane 
swooping in over the trees and landing at their new dock!  Trudy had found the perfect 
plane for them, and the little Taylorcraft made many a flight over the mountains to the 



Chilcotin to take fresh Lonesome Lake produce to happy customers.  Soon Ralph had 
his licence too and the freedom of the air he had longed for all his life was his. 

The Birches couldn’t hold my mother.  I’m sure she got tired of working for her father 
and chafed at always being under his command, and she had her eye on a prime piece 
of real estate a half-hour hike up the river.  Or a fifteen-minute canter on her horse, 
which was her preferred method.  Soon, Lonesome Lake was almost a small 
community, at least in comparison, as another young man came seeking solitude and 
the freedom to live as he wished, far from the annoying restrictions of civilization.  Jack 
Turner and Trudy were made for each other and were married in January 1957 after a 
harrowing hike out to the minister in Bella Coola through a blizzard that they couldn’t fly 
through.  Young and full of energy they weren’t about to let a little thing like a blizzard 
get in their way!  Development and clearing on Trudy’s farm, Fogswamp, went much 
faster after that, and I was born two years later.  My childhood was much easier and 
more indulged than my mother’s had been, but that’s another story. 

Another great family mystery started in the early ‘60s when Ralph began talking about 
selling The Birches and moving to Prince Rupert and buying a commercial fishing boat.  
This seemed at the time, and still does when I think about it, completely out of 
character, whatever would have possessed him to suddenly give up his beloved 
Lonesome Lake?  Ethel was appalled and flat out refused to leave, saying she would 
not be separated from her cows.  She loved those cows, loved seeing the new calves 
born every year.  In the end, he left, she stayed.  It must have been so very lonely for 
her on her own there to take care of the farm, of course I never noticed this as a child, it 
seemed normal to me.  She was a terrible cook, but an amazing baker, she used to 
make me pies and cakes that were so good.  I called her Grandma Apple Pie. 

Sadly, with Ethel on her own to do the work of several people at The Birches, the farm 
slowly began to languish into disrepair.  Stanley did what he could to help her out, but 
he had his own life to consider, with a full-time job at Ocean Falls as the head 
electrician at the pulp mill there.  All her kids had their own lives going and no one could 
spare the time to help out as much as was really needed.  Still, she hung on there for 
another twelve years, and I do believe she was mostly content.  A battery powered 
telephone system between The Birches and Fogswamp meant we could all chat back 
and forth, at least.  As I became old enough to ride down to The Birches, I would help 
her out sometimes with chores, or just to visit and borrow books from her extensive 
library.  I never really got to know her nearly as well as I now wish I had, family politics 
created a strained atmosphere between the two households.  There are so many 
questions I would have for her now if I could sit down with her over a cup of Postum, her 
favorite beverage.  My grandfather I never really knew at all, he seemed very gruff and 
scary to a little kid. 

Ethel left Lonesome Lake in 1977, packed up her beloved cows and departed the same 
way the original cow had come to Lonesome Lake over fifty years earlier, carried down 
the lake on a raft.  She moved to Bella Coola and began to put together a new life there 



with Stanley, now retired, to help her.  Life at The Birches had become just too much 
work for a lady in her later years, and at least she could see her sisters and get 
reacquainted with her family after a lifetime away. 

 
The Birches  

 

This left The Birches empty, but not for too long.  John had a vision too, like his father 
before him.  His vison was to restore the homestead to its former glory before time, 
nature and lack of energy and resources had begun to wear away at it.  And perhaps he 
threw his considerable ingenuity, resourcefulness and engineering skills into the 
restoration partly in the hope of finally doing something his father might have been truly 
proud of him for.  Approval and recognition for a job well done seem to have been sadly 
lacking from Ralph and all his children felt the hurt of that, the boys most of all.  A 
brilliant man, incredibly talented in so many ways, but also flawed like all of us, and I 
think his own childhood must have been mighty hard, hard times make hard people. 

Working almost entirely by himself, John set out to reroof all the major buildings, 
including the massive sprawling barn, once covered with cedar shakes, now redone in 
metal.  I have no idea how he wrestled the sheets of roofing onto that immense, steep 
roof, but Edwards ingenuity won out as it did so often at The Birches.  He didn’t stop 
there, foundation rebuilds came next and all this while he gardened, put up hundreds of 



jars of canned vegetables, fruit and meat and even found time to grow beautiful flower 
beds.  He had his mother’s green thumb and love of flowers. 

 

The Birches was slowly coming back together, buildings tight and good for another 
eighty years, gardens flourishing and the farm was prospering again when the story of 
Lonesome Lake was to come to a tragic end. 

On the 20th of June, 2004 a small fire was started by a lightning strike near Hunlen 
Falls.  After a short failed attempt to extinguish it, nothing further was done.  Every day, 
John watched it creep closer, getting bigger and hungrier, hoping and praying for rain, 
and no doubt cursing the Wildfire Service for not actioning it. 

On July 24th winds came up and the fire took off.  By the next morning everything was 
gone.  The homestead had burned to the ground. 

John had barely escaped the evening before, snatched to safety by helicopter.  
Fortunately, he hadn’t had to use his backup plan, sitting in the river until the fire had 
passed. 

That was sixteen years ago now, and time heals all.  Nature reclaims her own and 
Lonesome Lake is green again, just like it was when Ralph first came to fall in love with 
it, a century of dreams ago. 

Perhaps it’s time now for a sequel to the story of Lonesome Lake. 

 


