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Abstract  

 

 Examining the amateur community theatre troupe, the Kersley Players, of 

Kersley, British Columbia, this dissertation is an ethnographic analysis of the community, 

as accessed by its theatrical play form. In short, I set out to document and analyze, so 

fully as possible, a contemporary, original, grassroots theatre and its context. This is 

especially significant considering that much prior folk drama scholarship has tended to 

focus on the text-centric documentation of vestigial traditional and/or religious forms to 

the general neglect of the emergent and the contextual. Further, by situating the field of 

research in the West, this Doctoral thesis addresses the underrepresentation of British 

Columbia in Canadian folklore studies. 

Contextualizing this emergent, vernacular theatre, this dissertation roots the plays 

and the Players in their community, analyzes the significance of the plays as texts and 

investigates the dynamics of enactment. Since plays do not write themselves nor do they 

form or perform in a vacuum, it is apparent that they reflect a place ï its people, history, 

culture, sensibilities and values ï and I provide an historical and contemporary 

understanding of the area in which these Kersley Player plays have developed and found 

form, not forgetting the fertile setting of the playwright himself, Roy Teed. Indeed, this is 

an area indelibly marked by its frontier placement and the consequent boom ónô bust 

development of rapacious colonial economics with its alienated workforce. Considering 

this setting, the playsô generic, textual form, namely, farce, and all the thematic elements 

and characteristics of a so-called ñRoyò play, are especially significant, since ï through 

their hyperbolic mirroring of the daily mechanization and routinization of an alienated 
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working class ï they cathartically release those fun-seeking workers. Pulling the spatial 

and textual contexts together, I finally assess the enacted reality of the playsô playground, 

looking at the physical and theoretical grounds upon which this play takes place, joining 

the Players themselves for the performative process and exploring the conflicting 

audience-performer dialectic over the years, a tense tug of war spurred on as the Players 

have increasingly moved beyond their roots. 
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Act I  

The Marquee 

 

Scene 1 ï A Playbill for a PhD 
In which ï in keeping with the nature of introductions ï the dissertationôs subject 

matter is duly introduced, the sections are outlined and the methodological guidelines 

are set forth.  

________________________ 

 

Lights up on an unadorned blank stage. A dishevelled character, BOOB, fritters around 

muttering incoherently to himself. Suddenly bursting onto the stage are 4 well-clad, but 

obviously confused, travellers: JOHN, PAUL, GEORGE and RINGO. Arguing amongst 

themselves and consulting maps, they finally take notice of BOOB. 

 

 BOOB 

Ad hoc, ad loc and quid pro quo. 

So little time, so much to know. 

 

 JOHN 

Look, can you tell us where weôre at? 

 

 BOOB 

(Offhandedly) A true Socratic inquiry that. 

 

 JOHN 

Oh yeah, and who the Billy Shears are you? 

 

 BOOB 

Who? Who indeed am I? (Takes out business cards and passes them around.) 

 

 JOHN 

Jeremy? 

 

 PAUL 

Hillary? 

 

 GEORGE 

Boob? 

 
 RINGO 

PhD? (pronounced FUDD) 
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 JOHN/PAUL/GEORGE 

Who?1 

 

 RINGO 

What? 

 

 BOOB 

Jeremy Hilary Boob, PhD (each letter pronounced separately as he gallantly bows). The 

meaning of this degree, a doctor of philosophy (turning to acknowledge the audience), 

ladies and gents, is that the recipient of instruction, i.e. moi, has been examined for the 

last time in his or her life, and been pronounced completely full. After this, no new ideas 

can be imparted to him or her.2 You see, Iôve developed a great reputation for wisdom by 

ordering more books than I ever had time to read, and reading more books, by far, than I 

learned anything useful from, except, of course, that some very tedious gentlemen have 

written books. This is not a new insight, but the truth of it is something you have to 

experience to fully grasp.3 Ad hoc, ad loc and quid pro quo. So little time, so much to 

know. 

 

The travellers look at each other blankly, shrug, and depart, as ñNowhere Manò begins 

to play. BOOB returns to his incoherent mumblings and excessive wanderings. Lights 

down. 

________________________ 

 

 Thereôs an old pithy observation, often attributed to Plato, that one can learn more 

about a person in an hour of play than in a year of conversation. This notion of the 

revelatory power of play is the basis of this work on folk drama, because, when it comes 

right down to it, this is a dissertation about play ï playgrounds, playwrights, players and 

non-players, and naturally, plays. It is about playôs liberating irreverence, its vital 

liminality and its potentially spoilsportive contestation and tedium. It is an ethnography of 

community dynamics ï dynamics reflected, mocked, challenged, reinforced through its 

dramatic play form. Since, as J.L. Styan astutely observes, ñthe activity of theatre is 

 
1 The preceding dialogue is from the memorable meeting of the Fab Four with Nowhere Man in The 

Beatlesô Yellow Submarine (1968).  
2 With a few minor additions, the preceding citation is from the preface to Stephen Leacockôs Sunshine 

Sketches of a Little Town (1912, viii-ix). 
3 Words of wisdom from the Rev. John Ames in Marilynne Robinsonôs Gilead (2006, 45). 
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designed expressly to touch and involve an audience, a segment of society, that audience 

and that society must in part control the kind of activity found in the theatre. Since 

society gets the theatre it deserves, its drama therefore tells us a great deal about the 

people who go there, why they go and what happens to themò (1975, 109; emphasis 

added). Indeed, as Johan Huizinga succinctly states, ñAll play means somethingò (1950, 

1; emphasis added). It is the meaningfulness of play ï individually, collectively, 

communally ï which this work intends to explore, specifically examining the amateur 

theatre troupe, the Kersley Players, of Kersley, British Columbia. 

 Situated in the north-central region of British Columbia known as the Cariboo 

(see fig. 1.4-1.8 for maps of the area), Kersley is a small, working-class, Anglo-Canadian 

community of approximately 400 people. The creation of the Kersley Players, an amateur 

theatre troupe, in 1987, marked the culmination of years of community merry-making. 

Everything from picnics to baseball games, potluck dinners to dances, Christmas skits to 

Halloween haunted houses, has been and continues to be a regular part of community life. 

Over the years, the local talent who have been drawn upon to perform in these plays has 

included everyone from teachers and electricians to millwrights and auctioneers, vacuum 

cleaner salesmen and stay-at-home mothers to high-school students and loggers. All plays 

performed are original, written by a local resident, Roy Teed, and tend toward the farcical 

and bawdier side of life. The cast of characters have included cuckolded husbands, 

ghosts, prostitutes, private detectives, assassins, drunken butlers, hunchbacks, pirates, 

transvestites, mad scientists, Viking Canadians, goldminers, wenches, flashers, and this is 
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just a sampling4 (see fig. 1.1-1.3 and Appendix I for an overview of all the plays, as well 

as <http://www.youtube.com/user/kersleyplayers#g/u> for a few audio-visual examples). 

The plays are performed annually every spring and/or fall at the local community hall,5 

and raise funds through the dinner theatres for various community organizations, 

including, among others, the elementary school, the volunteer fire department, the Girl 

Guides/Boy Scouts, the 4-H club, the Kersley Community Association, the Mudhens (the 

pottery/ceramics club) and the Womenôs Institute.  

 In order to gain an understanding of this dramatic form for human interaction and 

its meaning, I must cast a wide contextual net, situating these Kersley plays within the 

greater social, cultural, political, economic, historical and ideological processes at play. 

These dynamic processes are necessarily shaping the play form and its meaning, as 

anthropologist Victor Turner so keenly observes: 

[T]he aesthetic drama of an age can be only partially understood and 

hence appreciated if the social, political, and economic factors are 

overlooked. What we are looking for here is not so much the traditional 

preoccupation with text alone but text in context, and not in a static 

structuralist context but in the living context of dialectic between aesthetic 

dramatic processes and sociocultural processes in a given place and time. 

In other words, it would be necessary to do some homework on the 

history, social history, and cultural history of the ñworldsò which 

encompass the dramatic traditions we are considering. And also on the 

history and sociology of the ñideasò which impregnate these dramas. This 

does not mean any rejection of the pleasures of the text, but rather a 

refinement of those pleasures through the increased intelligibility gained 

by study of the cultures in which dramas aroseéthrough an understanding 

 
4 Please note that these categories are definitely not mutually exclusive. There have been flashing private 

dicks (pun intended) and cross-dressing assassins, among many more zany characters. 
5 This is not including the annual Christmas plays, which are entertainment at the communityôs Christmas 

party while kids await Santaôs arrival. Emically, these are not considered ñrealò Kersley Player plays, 

although they are still written by Roy Teed and often have recognizable and stalwart Players in them. 

Indeed, the first play Roy wrote, which got the whole thing started, was a Christmas one in 1986. Rest 

assured, these plays will receive much more attention than merely a footnote as the dissertation develops, 

although the main focus remains on the larger, ñofficialò spring/fall productions. 
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of the social and political processes to which the dramas bear direct or 

oblique witness. (1987, 28-9) 

 

Essentially using Turnerôs above-listed guidelines as a template for how to conduct a 

thorough folk drama study, this very long homework assignment (a.k.a. dissertation) sets 

out to provide a complete a setting as possible for Kersley, the Kersley Players and their 

plays, establishing a solid base upon which to ground any eventual interpretations. This 

has meant expeditions into the figurative, literal and, at times, very dramatic Canadian 

bush, philosophical sojourns contemplating the great doubled ironies of life, western-

moving quests for golden frontiers, investigations into folkloristic ur-motivations, 

odysseys, both personal and communal, and always, adventures and misadventures 

inherent to playful intercourse. Theorists consulted throughout this journey include, in no 

particular order, Victor Turner, Richard Schechner, Mikhail Bakhtin, Bertolt Brecht, 

Johan Huizinga, my dad, Gregory Bateson, Roland Barthes, Linda Hutcheon, Roger 

Abrahams, Northrop Frye, Michael Taft, Pauline Greenhill, Richard Bauman, Nowhere 

Man, Carole Carpenter, Sandy Ives and many, many more. My works cited is something 

of a procedural map. 

 Since it is expected of such an extensive PhD homework assignment to 

ñdemonstrate original scholarship that makes a significant contribution to knowledge in 

the candidateôs field of studyò (School of Graduate Studies 2001, 1), the attempt at 

significance with this dissertation lies in its desire to document and analyze, so fully as 

possible, a contemporary, original, grassroots theatre and its context. This is especially 

significant considering that much prior folk drama scholarship has tended to focus on the 

text-centric documentation of vestigial traditional and/or religious forms to the general 
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neglect of the emergent and the contextual ï a scholastic tendency that will be addressed 

in Scene 2 of this Act. Further, by situating the field of research in the West, this Doctoral 

thesis will address the underrepresentation of British Columbia in Canadian folklore 

studies. Indeed, as Edith Fowke acknowledges,  

Because western Canada was settled later, collecting there has been, and 

still is, very spotty. Before the 1940s, the only publications were some 

limited studies of minority groups, place-name collections, and articles, 

pamphlets, and books of pioneer life. Since then a few more significant 

items have appeared, although the coverage of Anglo Canadian material is 

still poor. Most collecting in the four western provinces has been of other 

ethnic groups. (1996, 119) 

 

So there is decidedly a place in the folklore scholarship for a BC-based study of an 

Anglo-Canadian community and its theatre. Indeed, folk drama is alive and well if willing 

to expand the traditionalist parameters and can be an invaluable point of access into the 

ethnographic dynamics of a community. 

 
Fig. 1.1. Fanny (Wanda Zacharias), the strip-o-gram from Buster Hipchekôs Matrimonial Two-Step 

 (1990), performing for an alarmed Miles Myers (Pete Drewcock). Photo courtesy of Roy Teed. 
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Fig. 1.2. The vampire, Julio Hugybudy (Gary Minnett, left), and the hunchbacked   

bellhop, Francis (Paul Nichols) from Hotel Hysterium (1998). Photo courtesy of Roy Teed. 
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Fig. 1.3. Basil Calhoun (Wayne Wark) exhibiting his sexual perversion in All  

Aboard the Marriage-Go-Round (1991). Photo courtesy of Roy Teed. 
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The Acts of the Dissertation 

In which the five Acts or parts and their ten Scenes or chapters are broken down and 

briefly summarized for hopefully helpful purposes. 

 

 Following loosely the thematic structure of the theatre critic Eric Bentleyôs book, 

The Life of the Drama,6 this dissertation comprises five parts which, in keeping with the 

dramatic and playful nature of this study, are called Acts. The Acts are further broken 

down into Scenes or chapters.  

 The Marquee, as the opening and currently being read Act, naturally has sought 

and seeks to introduce the subject matter of the thesis, outlining its objectives and goals 

and situating the work within general folk drama studies and folk drama definitions. 

Scene 2 of Act I, F the M-word!, examines the oft-times, myopic mummer-centrism of 

folk drama studies and its generic delineations, which have declared something of a 

widespread folk drama drought throughout the New World (especially in the newest part 

of the New ï the West), furthering the intellectual colonialism apparent in much of 

Canadian folklore studies.  

 Act II, The Setting: Where is Here?, provides an historical and contemporary 

understanding of the area in which these Kersley Player plays have developed and found 

form. Since plays do not write themselves nor do they form or perform in a vacuum, it is 

apparent that they reflect a place ï its people, history, culture, sensibilities and values. 

Indeed, Margaret Atwood notes that ñ[p]art of where you are is where youôve been. If 

youôre not too sure where you are, or if youôre sure but donôt like it, thereôs a tendency, 

both in psychotherapy and in literature, to retrace your history to see how you got thereò 

 
6 Divided into two parts, this book starts by examining the various aspects of a play, namely, plot, character, 

dialogue, thought and enactment. The second half looks at different kinds of plays: melodrama, farce, 

tragedy, comedy and tragic-comedy. 



 

 10 

(1972, 112). Providing such a historical retracing, Scene 1 of Act II, Kersley 

Unincorporated: An Anglo-Canadian Community, examines Kersley as a place, looking 

at its frontier placement and development, its geography and demographics, its social 

networks and theatrical endeavours, including the physical structure of its theatre/hall, 

and, finally, its pragmatic and ironic worldview, which is bred out of its alienated 

working conditions and colonial economics. 

 Act III , The Playwright and His Plots, is an analysis of the playwright himself, as 

well as his plays as texts, investigating the characteristics and ongoing themes of a so-

called ñRoyò play, illuminating the serious nature of farce and the cathartic pleasures of a 

good laugh. Following the contextualization provided in Act II, Scene 1 of Act III, Being 

Roy Teed, expounds upon the connection between the playwright, his plays and his sense 

of place. After a brief life history of the playwright, I analyze his clowning cusp position, 

his interstitial role, within the community, and how this threatening position ultimately 

reifies communal relations, even as it feeds the comic contrasts so evident in Royôs 

farces. Investigating the generic mechanics of farce ï its superficial stereotypes, its 

repetitive predictability, its hyperbolic speed and its aggressive relations ï Scene 2 of Act 

III, What a Farce!, situates this form within Kersley and the Cariboo, analyzing the 

contextualized and comic significance and meaningfulness of this exaggerated genre to 

the frontier, with its boom ónô bust mentality and reality. Act III, Scene 3, A ñRoyò Play, 

localizes the farcical form even further, as it investigates the emic characteristics of Royôs 

plays. Relying heavily upon textual examples from the plays themselves, I examine the 

eight qualities so defining a ñRoyò play, namely: (1) slow, nonsensical introductions, (2) 

off-the-wall shock factors, (3) contrasts, (4) language play, (5) the break-ups and make-
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ups of human relations, (6) going speedily in and out of doors, (7) cross-dressing and, 

finally, (8) their apparent Canadianness. During this textual examination of polysyllabic 

madness, drag queens and multi-doored realms, the significance of this particular farcical 

form to its locale is highlighted. 

 While the previous Acts have set the stage with spatial and textual context of this 

play form, Act IV, The Enactment, or, Everybody is in Everything, puts it on the stage, 

assessing the lived reality of the playsô playground, looking at the physical and theoretical 

grounds upon which this play-form takes place, joining the Players themselves for the 

performative process, including its aftermath, and exploring the conflicting audience-

performer dialectic over the years with its double vision. Heavy on the theorists, Scene I 

of Act IV, The Theoretical Playground, investigates play theory, especially as it meshes 

with performance theory and the theatrical arts. Act IV, Scene 2, The Players, examines 

just that, the players on this playground, as individuals and a collective, looking at how 

and why they got involved, what they have brought to the play, what they have taken 

from the play, and how and why they play. Following this investigation into the 

performative process of the Players, Act IV, Scene 3, The Audience(s), adds a key 

ingredient to any performance, namely those supporting, watching, avoiding and 

interpreting the play. It illuminates the controlling communal framework for the 

performances and demands for fundraisers and farces, which naturally lead to tension 

between an artistic playwright and his patron, and observes the simmering, intra-

community conflict between the Players and the Kersley Musical Theatre. Scene 3 further 

investigates the double vision of audience members and the dialogic discourse that occurs 

at performances as audience members see workmates, family members, neighbours, not 
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to mention all the props absconded from local homes and workplaces onstage doing and 

being used for very silly purposes. While this doubleness often creates comedic tension, 

as community roles and play roles juxtapose, it also has the potential to dangerously 

collapse into a monologic, tunnel vision, especially in the case of many female Players, in 

which a play role becomes equated with reality and the once playful discourse has very 

serious and real consequences. Expanding from the local audiences, Scene 3 also 

examines the Playersô increased involvement with Theatre BC and its professional 

audiences and how this interaction has changed the very play form itself, as well as the 

Players, uprooting a grassroots form, spawning a group schism and community tension. 

Countering this serious professionalization and apparent sophistication, Act IV ends with 

an analysis of the Kersley Christmas plays, a decidedly fun and rooted Kersley tradition. 

 Act V, Lights Down: Dissertational Conclusions and Directions, as the 

concluding section, acts as a summation of the research, drawing conclusions from what 

has been presented about this society and its play, and extending those observations more 

generally into ideas and suggestions for folk drama studies and ethnographic 

opportunities. 

Method in the Field Madness 

In which research strategies, fieldwork timeframes and ethical guidelines are 

discussed, along with all their hiccoughs, guffaws and vexations. 

 

 It is difficult to assess exactly when research for this project began. Seeing as the 

field of study, Kersley, is my hometown, it could be easy enough to argue that this 

dissertation has been thirty-plus years7 in the making. Every saskatoon berry consumed, 

pinecone thrown, Christmas concert performed, relay raced, work bee attended, Girl 

 
7 And, as the years have gone by, the number of plusses being added there has definitely increased. 
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Guide oath recited, figure skating lesson rejected, potluck dish cautiously eaten, parental 

story overheard, has been a part of forming my own personal sense of place. And this 

intimacy with Kersley, its environs and inhabitants, has naturally foddered this study. 

Indeed, my parents were founding members of the Kersley Players. My mother is 

communally considered the first and best Kersley Player and my father continues to play 

the perennial Grinch, Dr. Birdwing W. Bliffen, M.S. (Mad Scientist), for the annual 

Christmas plays. It is a role he has reprised for over two decades. As the playwright 

himself admits, ñThereôs only one Bliffen in the worldò (Teed 2004b). So, it is not just 

the place with which I am familiar, but also its theatre. I have rehearsed lines with my 

parents, helped cater the dinner theatres, loaned my clothes for costuming purposes, 

babysat cast membersô kids and even had a brief appearance, at the age of twelve, in a 

Christmas play opposite my bah-humbugging father. As is often the case with research 

based upon participant observation, this work is grounded upon years of prolonged 

observation and ongoing familiarity (although not officially recognized as a potential PhD 

project at the time), benefiting from an auto-ethnographic intimacy and knowledge. 

 All this said, it has certainly not just been upon past experience or fluid, ongoing 

project lines that this work relies. Having left Kersley very much as a girl of seventeen to 

attend university in Vancouver, I returned nearly a decade later, in December 2002, 

carting two university degrees and a third in progress. So, with more mature, 

folkloristically attuned eyes, I came home to live in my fatherôs house with my older 

sister, my youngest brother and a veritable pack of dogs. And, like any solid returning 

romantic hero, home was not the same as I had left it. For the next year-and-a-half, the 

rosy-hued, self-absorbed, pastoral memories of my youth yoked with a more critical, 
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nuanced picture of a communityôs dynamics, developing a multi-faceted appreciation of 

Kersley and its Players. Having spent my youth blissfully unaware of the adult world to a 

certain extent, I discovered a Kersley and a theatre, which were home to squabbles, 

divisions, hurt feelings, tensions, disloyalties and dissatisfactions as well as the 

generosity, compassion, communitas, fun times and dedication so glorified in my 

memories. 

 This process of discovery was greatly aided and abetted by my involvement, 

throughout much of 2003, in the compiling, editing and writing of a Kersley history book, 

Kersley: The Growth of a Community, 1867-2003. Eager to apply my folkloristic training 

in the real world after so many years of ivory tower isolation, I was ever so pleased when 

I was invited to join the ranks of the history-writing dames of Kersley. The idea of real 

women speaking for themselves was empowering. The reality of the project was muddier 

and uglier than I ever could have imagined and had me yearning for my clean, ivory 

tower.8 What to do when these real women were really racist, misogynistic, highly 

selective, editing out anything they felt was untoward in this ñcelebrationò of Kersley, 

including divorces, womenôs first names, untimely deaths, entire families and years, 

nearly all non-farming related settlement, and I could quite literally go on and on? I cried, 

they cried, and my father tried not to show his ñI told you soò face very often. An entire 

thesis could have been devoted to the Kersley Cleaners,9 as I have since dubbed them, 

and this history-edification process. It all ended, though, with the publication of the book 

 
8 I know, academics is not so clean either, but that is all forgotten when one is getting dirty someplace else. 
9 I have this vision of them working like the ñcleanersò in a Quentin Taratino film or something ï coming in 

to clean up after a botched hit. ñMess up your life? No worries, the Kersley Cleaners will make sure that 

nothing improper will be written down about you for posterity.ò Of course, their idea of what constituted a 

mess differed greatly from my own, and therein laid the conflict. 
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for the Kersley Reunion in August 2003, a mutual parting of the ways and, in retrospect, a 

solid source of information and research for this particular dissertation, not to mention 

some very entertaining stories. 

 Besides embroiling myself in community and history-writing politics, as well as 

the everyday Kersley existence, I kept an eye specially focused on the local theatre 

milieu. With the Kersley Playersô 2003 production, The Unlikely Rapture of Bannock 

Muldoon, I attended all showings, spending time in the kitchen, the audience and 

backstage, taking notes and keeping a journal, an exercise that continued throughout my 

time in the field. I saw the joint production between the Kersley Players and the Kersley 

Musical Theatre for the Kersley Reunion, A Rousing Tale: The True Story of Kersley. I 

watched the Kersley Musical Theatreôs shows for 2003 and 2004, Annie and Wagon 

Wheels West, and the Quesnel Womenôs Centreôs 2004 production of The Vagina 

Monologues. Naturally, I participated in the community Christmas parties of 2002 and 

2005, appreciating, as always, the good doctorôs attempts to foil the holiday festivities. In 

early 2004, I attended rehearsals for the Kersley Playersô Dr. Broom and the Atomic 

Transmogrifier, and was nearly roped into playing Dr. Pernicious Broom, the wannabe 

recipient of the Bliffen Prize for Advanced Mad Scientistry, an apt role considering my 

parentage. As it was, a lack of actors forced the production to postpone until the fall, by 

which time I had relocated to Denmark to join my lonesome hubby. 

 All these ethnographic observations were supplemented with fifteen formal, tape-

recorded interviews, not to mention numerous informal conversations with various 

community members regarding the Players. Emails and telephone calls have also been 

used when necessary, especially after my European relocation. The formal interviews, 
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conducted in the spring of 2004, with follow-ups in early 2006, resulted in over eleven 

hours of conversations, a veritable goldmine of data, which has been invaluable to this 

work. I get all excited and tingly when I think of some of the incredible insights that have 

been shared. They are truly guiding this study. Recording these thoughtful kernels was a 

standard-issue RadioShack cassette recorder, Maxell UR position normal, IEC type 1, 

cassette tapes and a Realistic 33-2001A dynamic microphone. Granted, this was not the 

most modern or high quality equipment, but it did the job at a reasonable price and I have 

been satisfied with the end products. The resulting reams of transcriptions were, for the 

most part, transcribed using a Sony Transcriber BM-77 on loan from the University of 

Copenhagen. Later transcriptions were tediously done on a portable stereo.  

While not mindfully adhering to any transcription methodology, the basic intent 

with these transcriptions was to simply type out what my informants said. Since this 

dissertation is not a linguistic analysis of spoken language in its natural, nuanced rhythms, 

there has been ñcleaning upò of the texts for their representation and readability on paper. 

The housekeeping done on my part was essentially to add punctuation and to delete the 

standard speech pauses, the umming and uhhing, because I felt that it was detracting from 

the content when in written form. In general, I chose not to pepper the transcriptions with 

colourful phonetic renderings of local speech. Besides contributing very little to the actual 

content of this study, such renderings require more training in phonetics than I have and 

any attempts on my part to transcribe in such a manner would have been condescending 

and disrespectful to my informants and just plain ill-advised. Paralinguistic activity, such 

as gestures, were generally not noted, except when clarifying, interrupting and/or 

supplementing specifically what was being said, in which case they have been transcribed 
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using square brackets. Vocal nuances, such as laughter, ironic tones, accent mimicking, 

emphasis, tempo shifts, have again not been duly transcribed, except when deemed 

pertinent to an understanding of the content. In that case, square brackets and/or italics ï 

especially in the case of emphasis ï have been utilized. 

All that cleaning done, it has not been my intent to divorce my informantsô words 

completely from their initial speech context, purifying, standardizing and academicizing 

them to written blandness. I have chosen to allow the stuttered rephrasings so common to 

speech, as people search for how to say what they want, to remain, as well as all the little, 

personal extra words that are spotted throughout talk ï the likes, the rights, the or 

whatevers, the you knows.10 These inclusions represent well, I think, the conversational 

flow and the interviewing dynamics, indicative of a living, breathing, phrasing-on-the-

spot, average-Joe source and not an academic tome, capturing so evocatively the 

unrehearsed and unpolished nature of the responses, which reveal themselves in many 

instances to be, like you know, quite literally gems or whatever. 

These revealing gems occurred during my generally one-on-one interviews11 held 

usually in my informantsô homes (excepting two which were conducted at the informantsô 

workplaces). The formal, recorded portions of the interviews or conversations lasted 

anywhere from thirty to forty-five minutes, although some were over an hour and one 

even filled both sides of my ninety-minute cassette tape. The informal chitchat 

 
10 And I have not exempted myself and my stutterings, hanging sentences and like you knows from this 

process. I have read transcriptions where, in apparently punctuation-perfect, full-sentence English, a 

question is posed by the interviewer and the informantôs response is a nearly incomprehensible phonetic 

breeding ground of double eôs, zôs and apostrophes. 
11 I did one two-person interview, a husband and a wife (and a hockey game on TV), but otherwise any 

other persons (a spouse and a child in two instances) were basically periphery characters who seldom, if 

ever, said anything. 
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enveloping the interviews could last for some time, depending upon the gabbiness of 

myself and the informant and whether or not a house tour was deemed in order. While 

being open to going with the flow during the interview itself, I did have a standard 

question schema, which was continually tweaked with each new interview to suit the 

informant and often reflecting wonderings germinated from previous interviews. The 

general interview questions included ones regarding: personal background, especially any 

theatrical interests; the when, why, how of Kersley Player involvement; favourite plays 

and/or characters, as well as problematic ones; the definition of a ñRoyò play and 

thoughts on the man himself; the role of the Players in the community; changes over the 

years in self, troupe and community and what this has meant; any communal, familial or 

personal tension or conflict because of play involvement; and the possible existence of a 

Cariboo culture. 

 Selection of the fifteen interviewees was essentially done through my 

longstanding, personal network of neighbours, family, friends, classmates, workmates, 

and so on, noting that such categories are not mutually exclusive. As with many small 

communities, there were and are many overlapping, interwoven and strongly knit ties, 

which were touchingly apparent during the interviewing process. Nearly all interviews 

were bracketed ï over cups of tea, glasses of water and even dinner on one occasion ï 

with conversations testifying to these multiple communal connections. I saw wedding 

photos, heard of grandparental joys, shared life updates and felt of the genuinely tender 

concern for my own familyôs well-being. Indeed, these are people who know me as Jess 

or Jessie, the informal names used only amongst my familiars. In the few interview 

instances where prior personal connections were not present, selection and contact were 
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typically based upon referrals from my known informants and/or from the general 

communal sense that this is the person to talk to about that subject. Unfortunately, or 

fortunately, time restraints, natural research limitations and a non-PhD personal life did 

not allow me to contact and interview every referral and/or every Player that ever there 

was. To have done so would have made this dissertation untenable. As it is, I am satisfied 

that my chosen cross-section of formal informants represent well the dramatic dynamics 

over the years. This selection includes: a near equal distribution of gendered perspectives 

(seven women to eight men); nearly all the stalwart Players, who are basically 

synonymous with the troupe itself; some of those first Players, who chose not to continue; 

non-performing, backstage helpers; recent Player converts from the outside the 

community; and, naturally, the playwright himself. 

 All these formal interviews and ethnographic observations were complemented 

with photographs, home videos and archival material. Searches in the Quesnel Museum 

and Archives provided rich sources of historical material regarding the areaôs dramatic 

development. They also supplied historical photographs, which, coupled with the ones 

found through the Royal BC Museumôs online catalogue, lend an historical visual 

narrative to this work. Hundreds of Kersley Player photographs were loaned from the 

personal collection of Roy Teed, among others, and these have been scoured over, 

selected, scanned and utilized throughout this thesis. Seeing as performances are by 

nature ephemeral, there has been some detective work involved in tracking down as many 

grainy home video recordings of the plays as possible. Thirteen were eventually located 

(although there were rumours and sightings of more), thanks to various personal 

collections, and these have been digitalized onto DVDôs by my tech-wizard of a big 
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brother and a selection of these have been uploaded onto the internet (See 

http://www.youtube.com/user/kersleyplayers#g/u). While certainly not easy viewing, 

such recordings are invaluable in getting a sense of the performed reality of the words. 

Apropos the words, Roy Teed graciously provided me with his Semi-Collected Works, 

computer files containing his play manuscripts from over the years, as well as various 

other papers ï playbills, newspaper clippings, workshop notes, short stories, etc. So upon 

the talks and the observations, the photos and the clippings, not to mention all the books 

and their theories, this dissertation has been pieced together. 

 On the ethical front, I have sought to conduct myself and my research as 

respectfully and thoughtfully as possible. As someone intimately tied to Kersley and its 

people, it is not in my interest to jeopardize and completely sever those ties. Far from 

inhibiting or compromising my research, this respect for the ties that bind has, I feel, 

heightened my sensitivity to potential offences or taboo areas of investigation ï the ones 

often alluded to during interviews and expounded upon when the tape recorder was off. 

This does not mean that I have sugar-coated the research ï far from it. These hush-hush 

topics of sexual lines crossed and gossipy morsels of honest opinions were, quite 

naturally, of extreme interest to me, and feature illustratively in this dissertation, but I 

have sought to handle them confidentially and anonymously. This despite the fact that all 

my informants signed consent forms giving express permission to utilize their names and 

these interviews as I saw fit (See Appendix 4 for a sample consent form). I see no fitting 

benefits in reporting that so and so says x had an affair with y or that a says b is a prima 

donna. While the content is illuminating, it can continue to be informative without turning 
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into a gossipy, hurtful exposé. In short, I use my discretion, as it has been honed by my 

familiarity, respect and concern for the individuals and community involved. 

A Note on the PhD Process and Product 

In which all these italicized subtitles, rambling footnotes and cheeky vignettes are 

justified as fun, as the play necessary for dissertation-writing sanity. 

 

 All work and no play make Jack a dull boy. So goes the old adage warning of the 

effects of the tedium of life sans a playful balance. It certainly seems no coincidence that 

Jeremy Hilary Boob, PhD, stuck in his endless, tedious, half-life nothingness, is an 

academic, or that the aforementioned maxim should be the infamous repetitive rants of a 

frustrated writer turned psychopath.12 Indeed, the dullifying effects of the dissertational 

process compound, all too often, into a paralytic and parasitic stuck-in-the-mudness or 

madness.13 The brain is such a swirling eddy of chapter outlines, pithy citations, 

theoretical orientations, oven cleanliness concerns, potential party plans and split-end 

woes that one just does not know where to begin, or end, for that matter. Itôs the nature of 

the dissertational beast, I suppose. This is tedious business. And yet, as a plucky Mary 

Poppins sings, ñTo every job that must done, there is an element of fun. You find the fun, 

and snap!, the jobôs a game.ò  

 The element of fun in this work is not simply the subject itself, but also the style 

and structure. One simply cannot expound upon the subversive pleasures and liminal 

conflicts of play without granting these play elements room to jostle about a bit in oneôs 

own life and work. One cannot imprison irony, humour, farce, play, nonsense, 

 
12 Who can forget the horrifying, climatic discovery by Wendy Torrance (Shelley Duvall) of Jack 

Torranceôs (Jack Nicholson) ñmanuscriptò in Stanley Kubrickôs adaptation of Stephen Kingôs The Shining 

(1980)? 
13 For a brief, but apt and entertaining discussion on the woes of the vampiric, half-life of the so-called 

ABD (all but dissertation) PhD student, see Bodner 2003. 
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transcendental buffoonery, amphibology, alienation effects or dialogism in the cold realm 

of pure, serious, definitely-not-funny theory. Barbara Babcock argues ñthat criticism, 

whatever the discipline, should be considered as comedy, reminded of its playful origins, 

and reinvested with a comic perspectiveò (1984, 107). Indeed, such serious explorations 

of doubleness require their applied and equally important, although, at times, very silly, 

doubles. I cannot embroil myself in the serious pursuit of a PhD without also recognizing 

and embracing the utter ridiculousness of the endeavour. I must see both ï the seriousness 

and the silliness, the inherent ironic pleasures ï and I simply must come out and play. To 

that playful end, this dissertational drama is comprised of little, often irreverent, vignettes, 

which introduce every subsequent Scene, as well as potentially meta-narrative and auto-

ethnographic footnotes. There is language play, exclamation points, creative titles, wry 

comments and, hopefully, humour. I offer no apologies for all these decidedly non-

academic inclusions. And if the writing is considered stylistically uneven at times, 

jumping from levity one moment to jargonized seriousness the next, well, that is probably 

the schizophrenic and ironic and playful point. 

End Act I, Scene 1. 

In which the PhD student and author of this work promised to provide an in-depth 

analysis of a community and its theatre, casting a wide contextual net in order to capture 

the significance of this play-form, this playground and these players. The author offered 

no apologies for the rather untraditional structure and tone of her dissertation, asserting 

that it was integral for her to auto-ethnographically play herself when researching and 

writing about play.
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Scene 2 ï F the M-word!  

In which this dissertation is contextualized academically by the serving up of quick, 

digestible overviews of folk drama scholarshipôs biases and concerns, as well as folk 

dramaôs many definitions. By way of warning (if it is not already apparent by the title 

of this Scene), it is often with great vitriol that the m-word is mentioned. 

________________________ 

 

Lights up stage right, illuminating an archetypal study/personal library ï floor-to-ceiling 

oak bookcases, filled with beautifully bound tomes. (Think Masterpiece Theatre set) Rare 

and exotic antiquities are smattered about the room. A fire flickers in the hearth. Basking 

in the warming glow, a lone figure sits reading in a well-worn leather Chippendale wing 

chair. He is your classic la-tee-da gentleman ï pipe, corduroy, tweed, woollen knitwear, 

brandy glass, etc. The package is complete with a pretentious and glaringly put-on 

British accent. 

Distant crowd noises echo into the room. The man, STEPHEN, stands, placing his book 

on a nearby table, and leaning on the mantle with brandy in hand, begins his soliloquy. 

 

 STEPHEN 

(Pensively and pompously) If, on this winterôs evening, you were to step away from the 

Christmas festivities for a quiet moment of reflection at the window, you might wonder, 

gazing into the featureless dark, if you and your hosts and the other guests having such a 

gay time were not alone in the world. As a feeling of melancholy rose up in you, 

however, you would notice a faint glow appearing in the blue sky. Then from behind a 

cloud would slip the moon, and a silvery vista of hills and hedgerows would open before 

you ï and there, at a rise in the road, you would suddenly see them, as if they were 

apparitions, and a shiver would run up your spine. The clouds would soon again obscure 

the moon, but although the darkness would once more be all-embracing, your melancholy 

would be dispelled, for you would know that they were out there, and you would know 

that they were coming.14 

 

Lights down stage right. Crowd noises continue to rumble. Lights up stage left on a 

cluttered, chaotic mess. Books are scattered and stacked precariously around the 

cramped room. Papers, garbage and general disarray run rampant. Walls are invisible 

beneath the bric-a-brac ephemera stuck to them. Sitting at what must be a desk, if one 

could discern its structure under the junk, is a haggard-looking FOLKLORE PHD 

STUDENT15 madly typing away. She is generally unkempt, matching rather perfectly her 

hodge-podge surroundings. 

The crowd noises grow louder and louder, culminating in loud knocking at the door. 

 
14 Tillis 1999, 177. Despite all the ñrethinkingò and critical commentary, Tillis bizarrely brackets his book 

with the most condescending, saccharine schlock, vignettes of ñlivingò folk drama, reverting in his 

descriptions to the very 19th century Eurocentric romanticisms heôs spent the book railing against. One can 

hope that heôs being ironic, (because, really, who seriously says ñgayò meaning ñhappyò these days?) but 

somehow I doubt it. 
15 Any similarity to the author of this dissertation is purely intentional. 
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 ANONYMOUS VOICES  

(Offstage, ingressively) Any mummers allowed in?16 

  

FOLKLORE PHD STUDENT 

(Resoundingly) No! (Pause) And if I hear the m-word one more time, Iôm saying the f-

word!! 

 

Lights down. 

_________________________ 

 

 ñIôm Scottish and German and mad all the time!ò So yelled my sister one day, and 

I too could attempt to use such hereditary excuses to defend my knee-jerk reaction to 

mummering.17 I have nothing personal against mummers. I believe in equal opportunity 

mummering, mumming, belsnickling, janneying, guising, or whatever one wants to call it. 

People can dress up, slay dragons, revive Turks, snock hobby horse jaws, collect money, 

ingress, regress, progress, aggress, repress and get wasted all they want. But what I do 

have a problem with is when folk drama and mummering become synonymous, which 

seems all too often the case in the folkloristic realm. I take exception to scholars who, 

despite all their apparent ñrethinkingò of folk drama, revert to condescending and 

devolutionary ñOldò Worldly romanticisms of centuries past, reducing vibrant, alive, 

flesh and bone, living and breathing drama to mere shades, unrecognizable and 

unattainable and skulking about the very European hedgerows. So, despite being a 

 
16 The mummersô apparent opening line made famous with the 1984 hit song, ñMummers Song,ò by the 

Newfoundland group, Simani. For a discussion of the impact of this song on Newfoundland identity and 

culture, see Pocius 1996. 
17 I am assuming here that my academic audience knows of mummers and the mummering tradition. But, 

seeing as this dissertation is also possibly going to be perused by non-folklorists, I suppose I should give a 

brief overview of mummering. Taking place during the twelve days of Christmas, mummering traditions 

can comprise a formalized dramatic performance of a traditional play form and/or informalized house-visits 

and general carousing. Most common in Newfoundland is the house-visit, in which a group of disguised 

individuals travel around the community from house to house and guessing games ensue. The masked 

mummers act uninhibitedly, often in direct contrast to their normal behaviour, dance and/or perform in 

some manner, roughhouse, drink, speak ingressively, and all the while, the hosts attempt to guess the 

mummersô identities. 
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dissertation on folk drama, no mummers have been allowed in. That said, I do utilize 

some mummering theories and analyses, drawing parallels when appropriate, but, for the 

record, this is not a dissertation about mummers. I repeat: this is not a dissertation about 

mummers. For folk drama scholars and revivalists of the Old School of Text-Centrism 

and Ritual Origins, I have just blasphemed and declared my work irrelevant. 

Lolling in Academic Backwaters: A Brief Overview of Folk Drama Scholarship 

In which the ramifications of the general folkloristic ur-obsession are explored within 

the context of folk drama, revealing a decidedly m-word bias. 

 

  Inheriting an apparent Darwinian predilection to cultural evolutionist notions and 

survivalist perspectives, folk drama research and scholarship has spent, since its inception 

in the mid-nineteenth century, much of its time, energy and focus trapped in something of 

ñan academic backwater devoted to the investigation of the quaint and the curious,ò as 

Anne Burson so describes it (1980, 309), perpetually stuck ñin its somewhat static 

theoretical position [while] other areas of folklore have moved on to newer paradigms 

which fit and encourage newer concernsò (Burson 1980, 309). As such, it has remained ña 

minor area of the [folkloristic] fieldò (Burson 1980, 309), burdened with a legacy 

concerned primarily with deciphering ritualistic origins, assessing geographical relations 

and tracing textual genealogies à la golden Frazerian evolutionary anthropology. This 

legacy is perhaps best summed up with Edmund Chambersôs now somewhat infamous 

assertion in 1933 that ñ[i]t is, after all, the origin of the play, rather than its latter end, 

which is of interest to the folkloristò (12). Intently paddling upriver to find The Source, 

with Frazerôs golden boughs as orienting oars, blinkered folk drama scholars and 

revivalists sought and saw ñ[o]nly those forms of folk drama with credibly ritual 

featureséto the neglect of those not so endowedéIndeed, the major legacy of the ritual 
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origins theory, whatever its merits, is the neglect of the living traditions of folk drama that 

might have been observedò (Pettitt 1997, 208-9) and the ñseverely limiting and distorting 

effect on the study of the folk plays themselvesò (Pettitt 2005, 17). In essence, what folk 

drama scholars and revivalists saw was what they got. With sights and generic 

orientations attuned to devolving texts of ritualistic survivals, they found devolving texts 

of ritualistic survivals. This is why the use of ñcontemporaryò and ñfolkò in the same 

breath to describe drama, as in the title of this dissertation, could be considered by some 

Old School necrological folklorists to be a problematic oxymoron.  

 Since folk drama, for much of its scholastic history, has thus been contained 

within these survivalist, text-centric parameters, it is not terribly surprising that ñmuch of 

what we should be looking at as folk drama, we fail to seeò (Burson 1980, 309). 

Academic inquiries have been basically limited to British hero-combat plays, religious 

pageants and ritualistic calendar customs; that is, synecdochically speaking, the dreaded 

m-word, mummering. A certain mummer-centrism has not only ruled the field but defined 

the field, as Steve Tillis accordingly points out: 

What, if anything, is folk drama? The standard answer to this question has 

often been, either explicitly or implicitly, any performance that is like the 

Mummersô Playé.The scholars who offer a tripartite division of drama 

(folk, popular, and sophisticated)éhave no such scruples about defining 

the category of folk drama along the lines of the Mummersô Play and 

generally construct that category specifically on those characteristics of the 

Mummersô Play that have received the most scholarly attention ï an 

alleged association with ritual, a rural or village setting, and performance 

by amateurs. It is not surprising to see the category constructed upon these 

characteristics, for they are the primary concerns ï if not the obsessions ï 

of the Germanic and, especially, the English traditions of folkloristics that 

first took note of folklore as an aspect of culture that was worthy of 

investigationé.Any rethinking of folk drama will obviously need to 

encompass the Mummersô Play, but it should not be based, a priori, upon 

it. (1999, 194) 
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Since the traditional emphasis on ritual focussed attention ñon forms displaying 

satisfactorily ritual action (preferably a death-and-revival) to the neglect both of other 

varieties of the mummersô shows and of dramatic performances under other customary 

auspices (Christmas feasts, village festivals, harvest homes, lyke-wakes, etc.) which were 

not so endowedò (Pettitt 2005, 17), even the mummering so defining the field has been 

distorted. This distortion has been furthered by an all-consuming text obsession, which 

has left folk drama scholarship, despite its magnitude of research, with ñdesperately little 

information on who the mummers were, the character of the households they selected for 

their visits, what they were given in reward, and what they did with itò (Pettitt 2005, 17); 

in short, without a context. ñQuestions of creativity, innovation, and the interaction of 

person, community, and eventò (Burson 1980, 309) have been generally glossed over; 

holistic interpretations having been subsumed by the persistent, traditional ur-quest. 

 Such ñmummers-or-bustò definitions and concentrations have naturally left folk 

drama as a dying, if not already dead, line of academic inquiry ï ña closed accountò (T. 

Green 1981, 421) ï especially in the New World and even more especially in that lastly 

settled area, the West. Textbooks, anthologies and surveys of folklore in North America 

have, for the most part, focussed wholly on extant, regionalized anomalies/Old World 

survivals or overlooked the genre completely, with excuses on par (when given) with 

those of Tristram Coffinôs in his preface to Our Living Traditions (1968):  

It would have been useful, for example, to include a lecture on folk drama. 

However Southwestern drama, the Coloquios, Los Pastores, is Mexican, 

or Mexican-American at best and derive directly from medieval Spanish 

literature; British drama, the St. Georgeôs and Robin Hood plays, is for all 

practical purposes no longer found in America, in spite of the one or two 

remarkable discoverieséin Kentucky; and drama that has developed from 
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and developed into song, game, and festival is easily taken care of in 

essays on these subjects. (vii) 

 

Jan Harold Brunvand, in his The Study of American Folklore (1986), claimed that folk 

drama is ñrepresented only in the barest survivalò (211-12), not ñexhibit[ing] much oral 

vitality since the nineteenth centuryò (211), the only living traditions being those of the 

above-mentioned religious pageantries of the Spanish-influenced southwest and the 

commercialized, Old England mummers of Philadelphia (219). Indeed, according to 

Brunvand, ñ[n]o native American folk plays of any significance have developedò (1986, 

220). The pre-eminent Canadian folklorist, Edith Fowke, once went so far as to assert, in 

her Folklore of Canada (1976), that ñ[i]n Canada no form of folk drama has been very 

deep-rooted or widespreadò (153), with the exception, of course, of mumming traditions 

in Atlantic Canada. 

 With the shift of the folkloristic paradigm, in the late 1960ôs and early 1970ôs, 

away from a literary, diachronic system of inquiry towards a more ethnographically, 

synchronically and contextually endowed model, the lacks and distortions of the original 

folk drama parameters began to be somewhat addressed. Significantly, Herbert Halpert 

and G.M. Storyôs anthology, Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland (1969), focused 

attention on an often overlooked mummering form, the house-visit, providing much by 

way of contextualization of the tradition as found and practiced in Newfoundland. Henry 

Glassieôs All Silver and No Brass (1975) attempted a reconstructive ethnography of Irish 

mumming practices. Recontextualizations and re-evaluations of folk drama found form, 

ñturn[ing] aside from the unproductive search for the óorigins of the playôéconsider[ing] 

instead its contemporary meaningò (Pattison 1977, 5), ñfreeing the studyéfrom its 
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inherited myth/ritual overlayò (Cass, Preston and Smith 2000, 5) and basing the research 

ñin the context of the community in which it occurs and by reference to those taking partò 

(Pattison 1977, 11; see also Burson 1982, Fees 1984 and 1985, Firestone 1978, A.E. 

Green 1980, Harrop 1985 and 1986, Lichman 1982 and Russell 1981). Yet, tellingly 

enough, while operating under this new, emergent folkloric model, most of the forms 

studied continued to be those standardized under the old, survivalist paradigm, namely, 

the mummersô plays, the religious pageants, the life-cycle plays, the exotica of traditionôs 

refuse. Anne C. Burson complains in a 1980 article in the Journal of American Folklore 

that, despite all the apparent rethinking, ñour conception of what folk drama is remains 

locked in this earlier perspectiveò (306-7) of cultural vestiges and ur-form pursuits. She 

contends, though, that ñfolk drama is not a survivalistic phenomenon, but a vital, 

meaningful, and very contemporary part of the life of many groupsò (1980, 310). It is a 

sentiment echoed in the Canadian context by Pauline Greenhill: ñAnglo Canada is the 

locus of a great deal of vernacular symbolic expression [folklore], and much of it takes 

place in folk dramatic formò (1988, 197). 

 By 1981, a whole issue of the Journal of American Folklore was devoted to 

paddling folk drama out of its ñacademic backwater.ò Definitions were written and 

rewritten. Generic delineations were extended. And one might have thought that this 

ñminor areaò of study within folkloristics was finally coming into its own. Yet, despite 

the so-called ñnew directionsò in the folk drama scholarship with its contemporary and 

historical contextualizations, there has been little work done within the genre to include 

works outside its original m-word parameters. As Michael Taft argues in a 1989 article, 

ñThe only form of North American folk drama that has received extensive scholarly 
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attention is Christmas mumming in Newfoundlandéand [it] is not even a current 

tradition in Newfoundlandò (1989a, 17).18 Yet, interestingly enough (especially 

considering my Canadian context), there have been a few articles that have surfaced 

which are almost wholly Canadian in content and Anglo-Canadian at that, dealing with 

regions outside the normal ñfolkloreò zones of Atlantic Canada and Quebec, and 

examining dramas that are not vestiges of recognized ñtraditionalò forms. Both Michael 

Taft and Pauline Greenhill have written on the Anglo-Canadian tradition of mock 

weddings19 in such provinces as Ontario, Manitoba and Saskatchewan (Greenhill 1988; 

Taft 1989a, 1989b, 1997). The apparent ubiquity of folk drama in Anglo-Canadian 

culture is an understanding that meshes with my own observations concerning the role of 

drama in Kersley, British Columbia. 

Define Me, Baby, One More Time 

In which generic lines are drawn and a myriad of definitions attempt to sum up what is 

dramatic about this folklore and what is folkloric about this drama. 

 

 Afraid that ñfolk drama,ò as a term, was about to be ñrendered meaningless by the 

unwarranted extension of its boundariesò (T. Green 1978, 850) by social scientists and 

their very literal interpretation of ñAll the worldôs a stage,ò Thomas Green wrote an 

alarmist note in the Journal of American Folklore in 1978 summoning folklorists to a 

collective territorial pissing, a definitive demarcation of generic delineations. This 

preliminary call-to-arms resulted in his assertion that  

 
18 Although there certainly have been attempts at resurrection and revitalization, mostly for cultural heritage 

and tourist purposes. 
19 A wedding parody, often held in conjunction with anniversaries, bridal showers and even wedding 

receptions, in which community members play with gender roles and stereotypes, men dressing as women 

and women as men. 
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[t]he label ñfolk dramaòéshould be applied only to those performances 

which incorporate mimesis and role distribution among two or more 

players and are transmitted by traditional means among folk groups. Given 

the acceptance of these guidelines, nonperformance role-playing, such as 

formalized social interaction, would certainly cease to be confused with 

drama per se. Other forms, such as festival and ritual, that are also play 

activities and that incorporate many of the techniques of drama may be 

discussed in reference to folk plays. Since they do not function strictly as 

performances, however, they must not be confused with folk drama, 

strictly defined. (848-49) 

 

As the definitions and redefinitions, refinements and delineations, have accrued over the 

years, what has remained essential to a characterization and delineation of folk drama has 

been ñtwo issues: what is folkloric about this kind of drama, and what is dramatic about 

this kind of folkloreò (Greenhill 1988, 170). 

 In querying as to what is folkloric about this kind of drama, the typical response 

for many years, as has been duly noted, has been its association with ritualistic origins, its 

recognizably vestigial status. This ritual derivation is just one characteristic of a trio often 

drawn upon to classify folk drama, the other two being: (2) a rural or village setting and 

(3) performances by amateurs, as opposed to professionals (Tillis 1999, 131-35). 

Consider a folk drama definition put forward by Jan Harold Brunvand: 

Folk drama includes plays that are traditionally transmitted, usually for 

regular performance at such occasions as initiations, seasonal celebrations, 

festivals, and religious holidays. Traditional transmissionémay in this 

case include handwritten manuscripts. The folklore justification of such 

texts is that they are variable from region to region and generation to 

generation, and that they originate in an unselfconscious folk milieu rather 

than from a sophisticated artistic background. (1986, 219) 

 

What is emphasized here is traditional transmission of traditional works under customary, 

ritualistic auspices within an unsophisticated folk context. As Roger Abrahams states, 

ñFolk drama exists on a village or small group leveléThe dramas are given on special 
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occasions only, most commonly a seasonal festivalò (1972, 354). This emphasis on a 

seasonal, customary context is one that has been more recently reiterated by Thomas 

Pettitt, who defines folk drama as ñ[p]erformances deploying recognizably dramatic 

techniques in the presentation of traditional materials under the auspices of a recurrent 

social activity of which they are a regular but subsidiary featureò (1997, 205). Utilizing 

ñtraditional dramaò interchangeably with ñfolk drama,ò he contends that ñit is the 

relationship to context that is definitive of traditional dramaò (1997, 207). Elaborating on 

what he means by context, Pettitt clarifies: 

Traditional drama is traditional primarily by virtue of its context and 

particularly its subservient relationship to that context. The context is 

recurrent: a set of circumstances whose occurrence prompts a dramatic 

performance but that do not reoccur for the sole sake of the performance; 

the drama is therefore subsidiary to the context. A series of dramatic 

performances, however repetitive in contentédoes not qualify as 

traditional if its auspices are specifically theatrical, that is, if the social 

activity concerned (going to the theater, sitting on the beach in front of a 

Punch-and-Judy stall) is for the sake of the dramatic performance itself. 

Traditional drama is always part of something else that would live (if less 

vitally) without it. (1997, 207) 

 
According to Pettitt, folk drama never exists for its own sake; its drama being folkloric by 

the very fact it is often housed under recognized customary auspices, reflecting 

calendrical, seasonal and human life cycles and rhythms. This is a sentiment echoed by 

Thomas A. Green, who states that ñ[f]olk drama is customarily associated with festivals ï 

those events that commemorate points of special significance to a celebrating community 

(for example, Ramadan, Christmas, and Passover)ò (2009, 215). 

 What is folkloric about this drama? Utilizing the phrase, ñ[d]rama in folk 

communitiesò (1972, 351), Roger Abrahams once implied that what constitutes folk 
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drama is, simply stated, drama performed in a folk group. While definitions regarding 

ñfolkò and ñdramaò have been anything but simple, the kernel of this statement, the 

notion of an intimate, dramatic performance within, for and/or about a community with 

its shared reference point(s), a folk group with its common factor(s), has become an 

integral part of many, if not most, definitions of folk drama. Consider Anne C. Bursonôs 

definition of folk drama as ña mimetic performance whose text and style of presentation 

are based on traditional models; it is presented by members of a group to other members 

of the same reference groupò (1980, 316). Michael Taft asserts that folk drama, as ñ[a] 

theatrical performance given for a specific and cohesive group of peopleédemands a 

certain intimacy between actors and audienceò (1996, 208). He also contends, not unlike 

Abrahams, that ñany form of community drama performed by locals and directed toward 

members of that community is folk dramaò (1996, 209), whether Shakespeareôs 

masterpieces, popular musicals or original works. Pauline Greenhill states that ñ[f]olk 

drama has no pretensions to universality; unlike other forms of dramatic literature, it is 

not intended for broad, general consumptionò (1988, 172; emphasis in original), just local 

enjoyment. Again, this closeness is integral, because, as Taft ultimately suggests, ñ[a]ll 

drama lies on a continuum of intimacy, with ópureô folk drama being the most intimate 

and ópureô popular drama being the most distantéWhile the boundaries of folk drama 

might be unclear, at the center of this tradition is an intimacy and shared consciousness of 

purpose among actors, directors, writers, stagehands, and audienceò (1996, 210). This 

close connection between audience and performer(s) leads to some interesting dramatic 

performances and real-life repercussions, as will be investigated in this dissertation. 
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 What is dramatic about this folklore? The obvious answer to this second query is, 

as already mentioned numerous times, its mimicry, its mimetic devices and its role-

playing. According to Abrahams, ñ[d]rama of any sort calls for the creation of a play 

world by the playersé[and] is primarily recognizable as a play activity, and therefore is 

closely related to game, dance, and ritualò (1972, 352). With this play model in mind, 

Abrahams thus defines ñfolk drama as traditional play activity that relies primarily on 

dialogue to establish its meaning and that tells a story through the combination of 

dialogue and action, the outcome of which is known to the audience ahead of timeò 

(1972, 353). While the knowingness suggested by Abrahams is not unique to folk drama 

per se, again what is being put forward here is the notion that what unites folk drama is 

ñ[t]he relationship between the audience and the text, between the community or group 

and the traditional conventions of the playò (Greenhill 1988, 172). Anne C. Burson refers 

to these givens or knowns, these traditional conventions, as traditional patterns, asserting 

that ñ[a] specific inherited text is not the determining factor that makes an event folk 

drama; rather, it is the traditional pattern on which the event is basedò (1980, 316). 

Indeed, the folklorist and medievalist, Thomas Pettitt, argues that the textual stability, so 

heralded in much of the mummering scholarship, is actually ñsymptomatic of the 

traditionôs loss of vitalityò (1997, 206), since vitality means new plays every year, plays 

based, though, on traditional/time-tested forms, structures, plots, characters and tones 

(Pettitt 1997, 2000). Thomas Green, in his refined definition of folk drama, incorporates 

both the play elements and this idea of known traditional patterns: ñfolk drama is a 

scripted performance which incorporates mimesis and role-distribution among two or 
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more players and which adheres to the traditional aesthetic and communicative models of 

the performing communityò (1981, 428). 

 What is dramatic about this folklore? Michael Taft suggests that there are three 

common, dramatic features in all folk dramas: ñ(1) at least one role-playing performer, 

(2) a plot, storyline, or coherent scene, and (3) an established ódistanceô between actors 

and audience, such as a stage or a space specifically cleared or marked for the theatrical 

productionò (1996, 208). Again, these characteristics are not specific to folk drama. Taft 

continues, arguing that  

[t]he form that the drama takes varies, the most common being 

performances by human actors; but folk dramas also rely upon pantomime, 

puppetry, shadow figures, or any combination of these forms. These 

dramas range from informal, even spontaneous, performances to highly 

elaborate, well-planned, and rehearsed productions; from one-person 

monologues to large casts; from improvised lines to written dialogue. The 

more elaborate forms of folk drama include songs, costuming, and stage 

props, while the simplest are little more than a single actor in street clothes 

ad-libbing to a one-member audience. (1996, 208) 

 

These folk dramatic performances, whatever their form, ñmust use a wide variety of 

techniques to focus the attention of the audience on the performance. Consequently, one 

encounters clowning, dancing, singing, instrumental music, bombastic speeches, and 

other highly stylized types of performanceò (Abrahams 1972, 354). Since, as Abrahams 

contends, ñsubtlety is very limitedéthe dominating moods are melodramatic or farcicalò 

(1972, 354). Characters and costumes, according to Pettitt, ñtend to the unusual or the 

spectacularò (1997, 211). Thus highly stylized, Pettitt observes that the dramatic 

structures found in folk drama performances ñinvolve fairly simple but striking patternsò 

(1997, 211), namely confrontations, contrasts and antagonisms. Indeed, he writes that the 

resurrection commonplace so beloved by ritual origins theorists ñmay owe its ubiquity, if 
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not its origins, to a simple dramaturgical circumstance: A figure falling down and getting 

up is the most striking visual effect that can be achieved in traditions whose theatrical 

resources are largely confined to the bodies of the performers and what is done to themò 

(1997, 211). As Thomas Green notes, the characters in folk drama often ñexist to bring 

together jarringly the cultureôs traditional polarities: male and female, human and animalò 

(1978, 847). 

 Dramaturgically, folk drama is said to be ñpresentational rather than 

representationalò (Greenhill 1988, 170), that is, because of ñthe dominance of context 

over mimesisò (Pettitt 1997, 211), folk drama ñis audience-centred rather than stage-

centred, and the actors perform about the characters and events in the play rather than 

becoming themò (Greenhill 1988, 170; emphasis in original). The role never completely 

engulfs the person performing; ñthe actors and the audience are conscious of both their 

roles in the performance and their shared identity as group membersò (Taft 1996, 208). 

Writing on this consciousness, Petr Bogatyrev observes that ñthe audience in folk theater 

continually confronts the role which an actor-peasant plays with the actorôs own private 

lifeò (1976b, 47). The collective intimacy remarked upon previously as being apparently 

central to folk drama creates ña constant juxtaposition of fictive and mundane rolesò (T. 

Green 1978, 847), and this ñawareness of context and relationship to the audienceò 

(Pettitt 1997, 212) consistently breaches any dramatic illusion. Frame breakages are 

common and forms are not predetermined. The folk dramaôs form will necessarily ñbe 

affected by the players, the observers, and the circumstances in which it is performedò 

(Greenhill 1988, 173). As such, folk drama has very much a transactional or dialectic 

quality.  
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 While this notion of shared consciousness, presentational performance and role 

juxtaposition remains salient in folk drama definitions, Steve Tillis argues that such 

characteristics cannot be used to distinguish folk drama from other types of drama. He 

observes: 

Indeed, even on Broadway the same juxtaposition often obtains: in 

musicals especially, when the star makes his or her first entrance, there is 

almost always a moment of applause. Obviously this applause is not for 

the fictive character, since the character has, as of yet, done nothing. 

Rather, the applause is for the mundane person of the actor, who is being 

honored as a person. It would be jejune to imagine that, after this applause, 

the actorôs person is utterly forgotten. As these examples demonstrate, the 

juxtaposition of fictive and mundane roles is in no way indicative of folk 

drama as a kind of theatrical activity that can be contrasted with 

sophisticated drama. (1999, 123) 

 

His own definition for folk drama, though ï attempting as it does to deal with the two 

primary concerns of folk drama definitions, namely, what is folkloric about the drama and 

what is dramatic about the folklore ï still mentions communal consciousness, a collective 

identity and intimacy drawn upon and enhanced through performance: 

Folkloric drama and dramatic folklore: depending upon oneôs perspective, 

one might emphasize one or the other term, one or the other relationship of 

modifier and noun. A full definition of folk drama must account for both 

termséI offer the following definition: folk drama is theatrical 

performance, within a frame of make-believe action shared by performers 

and audience, that is not fixed by authority but is based in living tradition 

and displays greater or lesser variation in its repetition of this tradition; 

its performance, enacted over time and space with practices of design, 

movement, speech, and/or music, engenders and/or enhances a sense of 

communal identity among those who participate in its delivery and 

reception. (1999, 140; emphasis in original) 

 

Because of the broadness, vagueness and generality of Tillisôs definition, which seems to 

be the nature of definitions sometimes, it does little to clarify what exactly folk drama is. 



 

 38 

One can certainly see how much easier it would be to simply point to the m-word and say, 

ñThis is it! This is folk drama.ò Period. End of discussion. 

 It is not the point of this dissertation to muddy the definitional waters of folk 

drama any more than they already are. I will offer no new, all-encompassing definition. 

Indeed, like Edith Fowke, I am ñdistrust[ful] of supposedly scientific definitionsò (1997, 

46). She continues, ñThe desire to turn folklore into a science has led to attempts to coin 

technical terms and definitions. Folklore genres are very difficult to pin down, and some 

apparently exact definitions sound more precise than they areò (1997, 46). Such a 

definition intended to cover all of folk dramaôs culturally diverse forms would be 

imprecise, lacking, as Greenhill notes, ña satisfyingly concrete characterò (1988, 173). 

And along with Anthony Cohen, I find it more beneficial to ñseek not lexical meaning, 

but useò (1985, 12; emphasis in original). As it usefully is, Greenhill opts, in her work on 

Anglo-Canadian folk drama, to list characteristics of Anglo folk drama. Not intended as a 

definitive checklist or template to determine the authenticity of a dramatic form, the 

descriptors are guideposts, since ñlived reality will conform only to one degree or 

anotherò (Pettitt 1997, 205). Drawing upon the thirteen ñelements of folk dramaò set forth 

by David Buchan et al (1983) and utilizing many of the characteristics heretofore listed, 

she describes Anglo-Canadian folk drama thus: 

The text involves two or more performers in contrasting roles. Its narrative 

plot is conveyed more by dialogue than by movement; its outcome is 

known, yet there is also unexpected improvisation. Though set in a fantasy 

world, much of its humour is created by incongruous references to 

familiar, modern objects and topics. The performers are in costume or 

masked, and used stylised movements. They portray symbolic rather than 

realistic characters; they may break frame and speak to the audience or to 

individuals in it in personae of their everyday selves. Costumes, masks, 

and movements are traditional and thus familiar to the audience; the 
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players, though disguised, are also known to the audience as members of 

the community. The performance circumstances are variable and affected 

by the audience; the play is taken to them, rather than their coming to the 

play. The stage is not fixed and the action occurs on space cleared in a 

home or on the street, and often prepared by the players themselves 

immediately beforehand. The performance style is melodramatic or 

farcical, with clowning, pomposity, and other exaggerations. Folk plays 

are usually associated with particular seasons of the year. (1988, 173) 

 
While drama in Kersley and the works of the Kersley Players certainly do not follow 

these Anglo-Canadian characteristics to every jot and tittle (nor should they), they remain 

pertinent to this study. The Kersley Playersô own characteristics will be explored in 

greater depth in Act III and their constantly shifting position along the dramatic folk-

popular continuum in Act IV.  

 On a final note, there is the naming issue, an issue which has reared its head 

consistently since the paradigm shift in folkloristics as disciplinary labels and genres are 

considered too loaded and burdened to continue. What do we call this? Folk drama, with 

its ritualistic history and vestigial connotations, has been considered inappropriate in light 

of the new folkloristic perspectives. Hence, in the 1970ôs and 80ôs, traditional drama was 

suggested as a viable replacement and used extensively and interchangeably20 with folk 

drama, although the name does suggest a more time-tested continuity, whereas folk 

emphasizes the community context. Customary drama has been put forward as a name for 

the subgenre of traditional drama, the subsidiary which covers those dramatic forms that 

are ñpart of seasonal or occasional customsò (Pettitt 1997, 208). Courting the idea of the 

localized context, indigenous theatre has been touted. With its ñconnotations for the local 

and the useful ï not to the mention the underprivileged ï for those who see traditional 

 
20 A Traditional Drama Research Group was founded in 1980, and along with it, their own newsletter, 

Roomer. In my opinion, ñtraditionalò is just as loaded a term as ñfolk.ò 
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drama as essentially different from and opposed to the theatrical traditions of the social 

and cultural eliteò (Pettitt 1997, 208), vernacular drama has been played with.  

Branching out of the folklore realm, there has been a longstanding tradition of 

calling this amateur, local theatre little theatre. Emphasizing the oppositional, political 

characteristic, alternative theatre has been used to label theatre which ñdefines itself as a 

consciously posited parallel to th[e] mainstreamò (Usmiani 1983, 1). Perhaps the most 

common terms utilized outside the folkloristic realm within theatrical circles are 

community and community-based theatre, that is, theatre performed by, for and on behalf 

of a localized group, generating grassroots performances. In fact, grassroots theatre has 

been mooted as a descriptor for this locally rooted dramatic form, a theatre, which 

according to Michael Kirby, is ñrural, non-urbanénon-commercial, does not stage 

traditional scripts and is oriented toward a wide and generally theatrically-naïve, rather 

than an educated and special, audienceéIt is intended for a specific audience ï the 

people of the locale or region in which it was developedò (1983, 2). And if I allow my 

informants to emically label this play form themselves, they are apt to refer to it as 

community theatre, little theatre and grassroots theatre, all terms emphasizing the local 

and self-generated:  

What Roy Teed started doing was the epitome of little theatre. Itôs the 

grassroots of little theatre, when you have somebody who writes a play, 

encourages people to come along, which your mother did very well ï 

Bobbi was greatéItôs the epitome of grassroots theatre that weôre looking 

at. I mean, who could get better than what weôve done in Kersley or what 

Royôs done in Kersley, your mother, everybody around here? (Gunn 2004) 
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Indeed, the notion that ñeverybody around hereò has contributed in some way to this 

Kersley play form, even if by abstaining from it, is the germinating idea and driving force 

behind this rooted examination of the Kersley Players. 

 

 
Fig.1.4. A cartographic overview of ñthe true north, strong and free.ò 
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Fig.1.5. Map of Canadaôs westernmost province, British Columbia. 
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Fig.1.6. Map of the central interior region of British Columbia, the Cariboo. 
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Fig.1.7. 1896 map of the northeast Cariboo. Kersley is located approximately halfway between Alexandria 

and Quesnelle along the east side of the Fraser River. Source: Elliot 1958, 31. 
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Fig.1.8. Map of the community of Kersley, British Columbia. Source: Crocker-Teed and Grant 2003, 8. 
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Fig.1.9. Kersley sign along Highway 97 heading south. 

 

End Act I, Scene 2. 

In which a brief overview of folk drama scholarship has highlighted its mummering bias, 

its focus on recognized, ñtraditionalò forms. It was argued that despite the apparent new 

directions in folk drama scholarship ï which arose with the general shift in folkloristics 

in the 1970ôs from literary, diachronic studies to ethnographic, synchronic ones ï 

emergent, non-traditional folk dramatic forms have continued to be mostly overlooked. 

And the swirling eddies of folk drama definitions and redefinitions have reflected this 

shift. In attempting to define the folk drama genre, definitions have concentrated on how 

this play-form is folkloric and/or how it is dramatic. So most definitions have focussed on 

its ñfolkò nature, meaning its amateur, unselfconscious, rural setting to some scholars or, 

simply, its performance within a folk group with its common factors, whatever those may 

be, by other scholars. Shared by all, it seems, is the notion that folk drama is 

contextualized by communal intimacy, indeed, intimate with a communityôs traditions and 

situating itself within those traditions. Dramaturgically, folk drama is a role-playing, 

mimetic play-form, but one, it is often argued, that is stylistically simple, relying upon 

stereotypical contrasts. Because of the communal intimacy, folk drama often is 

presentational or audience-centred ï its context more significant than its mimesis ï and 

this means performances marked by the juxtaposition of fictive and mundane roles. The 

author sets forth no new all-inclusive folk drama definition, but intends, instead, to situate 

the Kersley Players and their plays on the ever-shifting, dramatic continuum between 

ñpureò folk and ñpureò popular. Lastly, suggestions abound concerning as to what to 

call this play-form, especially as ñfolkò has become increasingly viewed as highly 

problematic. Informants, themselves, tend to refer to this Kersley play-form as 

community, grassroots and/or little theatre, all terms emphasizing the locally intimate 

and self-generated and an emphasis ultimately informing this study. 
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Act II   

The Setting: Where is Here? 21
 

 

Scene 1 ï Kersley Unincorporated: An Anglo-Canadian 

   Community22
 

In which a broad ethnographic look at the local community is attempted, examining 

historical developments, demographics, geography, industrial growth, social structures, 

theatrical endeavours, theatrical venues and worldviews. 

_________________________ 

Lights up on kitschy painted backdrop of a standard 1850ôs eastern Canadian township. 

A steady stream of men dressed for traversing a continent (backpacks, pickaxes, bundles, 

trundles, etc.) walk from stage left to stage right. A rather desperate looking woman, a 

POOR LONE GIRL, weaves through them, attempting to entice any of them into noticing 

her, but to no avail. All the while, she sings ñThe Poor Lone Girl of Ontario.ò The steady 

stream of men begins to become less and less, and she grows more and more desperate in 

her antics to keep them here, until at last she sings the final verse. 

 

 POOR LONE GIRL 

Iôll sling my goods in a carpet sack, 

Iôm off to the West, and wonôt come back. 

Iôll have a husband and a good one too, (picking up carpet sack and slinging over 

shoulder) 

If I have to follow him to Cariboo!23 

(Looks around, there are no men left) 

Hey wait! Iôm coming too! (Exits stage right running) 

 

Lights down. 

_________________________ 

 Travelling on Highway 97 ï the only road connecting northern and southern BC ï 

Kersley24 is a blink-and-youôll-miss-it, two-bit-nowhere place in the central interior 

 
21 Famous question posed by Northrop Frye in The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian Imagination 

(1995): ñIt seems to me that Canadian sensibility has been profoundly disturbed, not so much by our 

famous problem of identity, important as that is, as by a series of paradoxes in what confronts that identity. 

It is less perplexed by the question óWho am I?ô than by some such riddle as óWhere is here?ôò (222). 
22 Title and subsequent structure loosely borrowed from Horace Miner, St. Denis: A French-Canadian 

Parish (1939). His chapter outline includes: History, Land and the People, The Society upon the Land, 

Kinship and the Family Cycle, The Role of Religion, The Mass, The Control of Nature, The Yearly Round, 

Childhood, From Marriage to Mourning and Old and New. 
23 Lyrics found in Taft 1983, 26-27. 
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region of the province known as the Cariboo (see fig. 1.4-1.8 for situational reference). 

An unadorned, government-issue highway sign simply states: Kersley Unincorporated 

(see fig. 1.9). Its approximately 400 unincorporated inhabitants straddle the highway, 

with the majority pooling in the western-lying subdivision surrounding the local 

elementary school. If one were to take in the thirty-plus kilometres of highway, which the 

school and the local volunteer fire department service, the population jumps to 

somewhere around 800 people. Thereôs not much to catch the attention of a speeding car, 

except maybe the promise of gas at the Alamo, the local truck-stop/gas station/greasy 

spoon/motel/RV park. A small store, the Kersley General Store, quietly does business, 

assuredly remaining afloat through its sale of stimulants (tobacco, alcohol, junk foods, 

DVDs, daily rags) and not its anaemic produce (see fig. 2.1-2.12 for a brief photographic 

tour of Kersleyôs amenities).  

 Although, as Yi-Fu Tuan suggests, it is only the visitor/tourist who ñhas a 

viewpoint; his [her] perception is often a matter of using his [her] eyes to compose 

picturesò (1974, 63), there is not much in Kersley considered aesthetically viewable 

enough from the etic eye to even consider a picture. Yet for those calling Kersley home, 

familiar with its intricacies and nuances, a more ñcomplex attitude [is] derived from [the] 

immersion in the totality of [their] environmentò (Tuan 1974, 63). Kersley, to the 

Kersleyite, is remarkable precisely ñbecause it is home, the locus of memories, and the 

means of gaining a livelihoodò (Tuan 1974, 93), an understanding and appreciation of its 

note-worthiness enduring because ñit is mixed with the memory of human incidentsò 

(Tuan 1974, 95). It is this sense of a place, this topophilic coupling of ñsentiment with 

 
24 Location: 52°49'00" N, 122°25'00" W; Elevation: 671 m. 
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placeò (Tuan 1974, 113), this assessment of here, which this section explores, setting the 

stage for the playfully dramatic works of the Kersley Players. 

 
Fig. 2.1. Southern end of Edwards Road ï the ñbusinessò quarter of Kersley with The Alamo and the 

General Store. Signs are visible from Highway 97 running just to the left (east) of the picture. Photo 

courtesy of Jules Grant. 

 

 
Fig. 2.2. The Alamo Grill or Diner, as it is now called. Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 
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Fig. 2.3. The Alamoôs motel. Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 

 

 
Fig. 2.4. The Kersley General Store, formerly The Kersley Kupboard. It is still called the K&K by locals. 

Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 
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Fig. 2.5. Kersley Elementary School, as looking northwest from the mailboxes at the junction of Edwards 

and Arnoldus Roads. Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 

 

 
Fig. 2.6. New fire hall of the Kersley Volunteer Fire Department, as viewed from the south. Photo courtesy 

of Jules Grant. 
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Fig. 2.7. Entrance to the Kersley Community Complex from Edwards Road, looking south, with the hall to 

the left (east) and the fire hall in the distant right (south). Due to pine beetle kill, many of the trees that once 

stood in the park have now been felled. Photo courtesy of Becky Dale. 

 

 
Fig. 2.8. Looking southeast, the Kersley Community Hall in 2004. Notice the number of trees that once 

stood in the park, as compared to the photo above. 
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Fig. 2.9. The Mud Hut or Pottery Shack for the Kersley Mudhens as situated in the Kersley Community 

Complex. The Kersley Hall is to the right (south), Highway 97 runs behind (east) and the tennis court, ball 

diamond, former fire hall and arena are to the left (north). Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 

 

 
Fig. 2.10. The arena and former fire hall, as seen from the south across the parking lot from the hall. Roy 

Teedôs truck is parked in front of the complex to the right. The third flag flying atop the complex, besides 

the Maple Leaf and the provincial one, is the local, yellow and green Kersley one, as designed by a local 

resident, Wolfgang Musslick. Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 
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Fig. 2.11. Park, hall and arena of the Kersley Community Complex, as viewed from the south. Photo 

courtesy of Becky Dale. 

 

 
Fig. 2.12. The snowed-in hall during a good winter blow. Photo courtesy of Becky Dale. 
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History: Frontier Settlement & Boom ónô Bust Development 

In which a brief overview of European settlement and industrial development of the 

Cariboo frontier is provided, looking at its former fur-trading economics, its past 

goldmining glories and its current forestry industry dependency. 

 

There is something of magic appeal in the rush and movement of a óboomô 

townéLife comes to a focus; it is all here and now, all present, no past 

and no outside ï just a clatter of hammers and saws, rounds of drinks and 

rolls of money. In such an atmosphere every man seems a remarkable 

fellow, a man of exception; individuality separates out and character 

blossoms like a rose.  

   ï Stephen Leacock, ñMy Remarkable Uncleò 

  

 Konaway tillicums klatawa kunamokst / Everyone was thrown together / klaska 

mamook okoke huloima chee illahie. / to make this strange new countryò (Lillard and 

Glavin 1998, 27) writes the BC poet Terry Glavin in his Chinook25-English poem, ñRain 

Language.ò As Canadaôs far western front, British Columbia ñhas always been a land of 

immigrationò (Taft 1983b, 3), forming ña society which even today can be characterized 

as the most unsettled and immigratory in North Americaò (Evans 1983, 9). As Michael 

Taft notes, ñ[i]t is a common joke that no one was actually born in the province ï they 

simply came hereò (1983b, 3). With so many ethnically diverse immigrants simply 

coming here and being thrown together, it is not surprising that the resulting settlement 

patterns and culture should ñdisplay a characteristic uniquenessò (Carpenter 1979, 106) in 

relation to general Canadian settlement patterns. The relatively homogeneous village 

communities of eastern Canada never materialized in British Columbia, an area 

essentially settled during the urbanizing, globalizing industrial era. For much of the 

nineteenth century, foreign settlement in BC was limited to fur-trading outposts and later 

 
25 Chinook was the creole language of much of North Americaôs northwest coast, comprising several 

distinct aboriginal languages along with French and English. It was a much-utilized tongue of discourse in 

nineteenth century BC and remnants of it are still found today in colloquialisms, slang terms and place 

names. 
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goldmining encampments. As such a resource-rich frontier, British Columbia initially 

attracted get-rich-quick schemers, drifters, ñsocial misfits, renegades, losers, and 

opportunists. Many of the early arrivals in British Columbia had settled elsewhere, failed, 

and moved on in search of new horizonsò (Carpenter 1979, 107). Golden dreams and 

disappointments created the most mythic, cinematographic ñwild westò that one is going 

to find in peace-order-and-good-government-extolling Canada. Boomtowns were the 

norm as the resources were availed of. And, as with most boomtowns, they went bust 

with resource depletion. The frontier camps and their inhabitants continually jumped to 

the next big thing. Seeing as ñ[t]he frontier both shapes our characters and tests our 

mettleò (2002, 381), as Salman Rushie puts it, that lands and people are marked, 

physically and psychically, by frontiers ï their progressions, regressions and remains ï it 

stands to reason that the little British Columbia community of Kersley has been 

irrevocably affected by its frontier positioning and the consequent boom ónô bust 

development patterns. And if I am going to examine how the community functions 

through its theatre, it is necessary to examine how the community came to be, came to 

function, in the first place ï just how and why people decided to settle here. 

 Describing his local workplace in the late 1960ôs and early 1970ôs, the sawmill 

worker and poet, Glen Fillmore, wrote: ñThereôs a place called Kersley Lumber, / Where 

we local boys all go, / To try to earn a living / But the wages are quite lowé / And if 

someone should ask you / What theyôre using for a crew, / Thereôs herring chokers and 

Frenchmen / And Englishmen and a wooden shoeò (see Appendix III for the whole poem, 

along with a couple of other Fillmore poems). The promise of earning a living, whether 

through pelts, gold, trees, natural gas pipelines or farmland, has always lured a mixed bag 
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of immigrants to the Cariboo and, specifically, to the Kersley-Quesnel area. The area has 

seen its share of fur-trading explorers, men whose names have indelibly attached 

themselves to the place, namely, that North West Company great, Alexander Mackenzie, 

in 1793, whose encounter with members of the Chentsitôhala Carrier Nation along the 

banks of the Fraser River, twenty kilometres south of current-day Kersley, irrevocably 

changed the course of his historic journey,26 and other notable North West men, 

including, Simon Fraser and Jules Quesnelle, in 1808. These explorations, coupled with 

George Vancouverôs coastal ones, opened up this northwest section of the New World for 

business ï the fur business. In 1821, the North West Company erected Fort Alexandria at 

the spot along the Fraser River where Mackenzie had followed aboriginal advice and 

turned around (see fig. 2.13). It became a strategic point for the Hudsonôs Bay 

Company,27 the shipping and receiving hub of New Caledoniaôs interior fur trade.28 Yet, 

by 1867, the fort was permanently closed, overshadowed by the discovery of another 

resource and ill-placed to meet the needs of the golden dreaming hordes.29 

  It was the discovery of gold that made the Cariboo the stuff of folksongs and 

poetry and the destination of not only poor lone girls from Ontario, but people from all 

 
26 On a Sunday morning in June 1793, Mackenzie was deep in counsel with the local aboriginals about the 

proposed course of his journey. Indeed, his transcontinental expedition hung in the balance. Consistent 

reports of an unnavigable river (dubbed the Fraser fifteen years later) and hostile ñNativesò worried him. 

Time was running short and he had to think about the return trip. But to turn back would be disheartening ï 

explorers are supposed to go onward, ever onward. The aboriginals pressed their case, insisting that there 

was another way to the sea and that it only required a little backtracking. Mackenzie ultimately heeded their 

advice, becoming the first European to cross the North American continent by land. 
27 The North West Company and the Hudson Bay Company amalgamated in 1821. 
28 Prior to 1858, the BC Mainland was referred to as New Caledonia, so dubbed by the North West 

Company explorer, Simon Fraser, in 1808. In 1858, Queen Victoria officially granted the region colonial 

status, and with the new status, came a new name: British Columbia. In 1866, Vancouver Island, which had 

been its own separate colony for years, merged with the mainland. 
29A memorial cairn along the highway, a small ranching community with its abandoned, yet still standing, 

one-room schoolhouse, and a First Nations reservation mark Alexandria today. Location: 52°38'00" N, 

122°27'00" W 
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over the world. The Fraser River Gold Rush of 1858 had gold-fevered hordes pouring 

into British Columbia, scouring the Fraser and its tributaries from Fort Vancouver to Fort 

George.30 Hanging a right to explore the Quesnelle River, prospectors discovered gold 

and the rush was on, the Cariboo31 Gold Rush. Following the Quesnelle eastward, the first 

ñcityò (it was really more of a permanent camp) in the region was erected at the point 

where the river divides south to Quesnelle Lake and north to Cariboo Lake (see fig. 1.7). 

Quesnelle Forks, Quesnelle City, the Forks, or simply Quesnelle,32 as it was variously 

known, was born. The HBC fort of Alexandria thrived for a brief time as the major 

supplier to the goldfields, but was quickly superseded by the construction of stores at the 

mouth of the Quesnelle River. Situated as it is at confluence of the Quesnelle and Fraser 

Rivers, Quesnelle, Quesnelle City or Quesnellemouth33 was an ideal location for the 

distribution of supplies to the Cariboo goldfields (see fig. 2.14) and visionary and 

 
30 Fort George is, in present-day, called Prince George ï the largest city in northern BC, with approximately 

80,000 inhabitants. Situated about 120 km to the north of Quesnel along Highway 97, Prince or P.G. (as it 

often called) is the commercial hub of the north. It is the junction of the Nechako and Fraser Rivers, the 

point where the north-south railway line meets the east-west line, and the joining point of Highway 97 with 

the Yellowhead Highway 16, the 3500-kilometre long east-west connector which can take one from the 

north coast of BC at Prince Rupert over the Rockies and all the way across the Canadian Prairies to 

Winnipeg. 
31 The etymology of this word is rather sketchy. ñCaribooò is often considered an apparent 

Anglicization/frontier d®class® misspelling of the French, ñcaribou,ò which itself is a French appropriation 

of the Algonquian word ñxalibu,ò meaning the pawer or scratcher. There were said to be many elk and 

caribou herds in this region during the mid-nineteenth century, but not anymore. While there is an 

indigenous ñWoodlandò Caribou found in the Cariboo Mountains east of Quesnel, in the Barkerville area, 

their numbers are dwindling due to habitat loss from clearcutting. Clearcuts suit other ungulates, namely 

deer and moose, quite well, so theyôre thriving, attracting more predators, who, in turn, donôt balk at eating 

a caribou. While this Anglicized misspelling seems logical enough, ñcaribooò is, according to the colonial 

governor at the time of the Cariboo Gold Rush, Sir James Douglas, a derivation of ñcariboeufò or 

ñcarboeufò ï yet another apparent French word for elk. In much literature from the Gold Rush days, 

ñCaribooò is mentioned without the now prerequisite ñthe.ò 
32 Location: 52°40'00" N, 121°40'00" W 
33 Location: 53°00'00" N, 122°30'00" W; Elevation: 474 m. The post office tired of all these various 

spellings and names, so in 1900, the name and spelling were standardized and Anglicized to simply, 

Quesnel. In terms of pronunciation, the ósô is silent. An outsider can always be marked by its 

mispronunciation (that is, pronunciation of the ósô), although many locals will knowingly mispronounce it 

for ironic purposes. 
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enterprising Chinese immigrants, who faced perpetual prejudice from suppliers who 

refused to sell goods to so-called ñCelestials,ò 34 set up shop.  

Quesnel blossomed as the goldfields thrived. Following the north arm of the 

Quesnel River, many miners struck it rich. And the boom ónô bust town construction ï 

that perennially moving frontier ï which characterized so much of the Gold Rush, was 

seen over and over. Quesnelle Forks died as gold was discovered in Keithley Creek (see 

fig. 2.15-2.16). Keithley petered out when the yellow stuff was found in the Swamp 

River. Swamp River gave way to Antler. Antler was abandoned following gold 

discoveries on Great Lowhee Creek, Cunningham Creek, Lightning Creek, Van Winkle 

Creek, and the most famous of all, Williams Creek. The land east of Quesnel and Kersley, 

in the foothills of the Cariboo Mountains, was absolutely teeming with gold. In 1861, it is 

estimated that nearly 2.7 million dollars in gold was extracted from the Cariboo. Then, in 

1862, a man by the name of William ñBillyò Barker sunk a fifty-two-foot shaft along 

Williams Creek and pulled out $1000 in gold two days later. Barkerville was born.35 

 Barkerville joined the towns of Camerontown and Richfield along Williams 

Creek, but soon eclipsed them both. In its heyday, Barkerville was said to be the largest 

town west of Chicago and north of San Francisco (see fig. 2.17-2.18). Approximately 

10,000 people ï prospectors, missionaries, tradespersons, merchants and hurdy gurdy 

girls ï called Barkerville home for a time. These were heady times. Fortunes were found 

and lost in a day. The mighty triumvirate of wine, women and song pretty much saw to 

 
34 In 1865, its population was divided between 100 ñCelestialsò and 100 whites, with an unknown 

aboriginal population. 
35 Location: 53°04'45" N, 121°30'30" W; Elevation: 1265 m. Barkerville is about 85 km east of Quesnel and 

its open air museum is pretty much the tourist draw to the area during the summer months. Every July, 

Quesnel holds its annual Billy Barker Days Festival ï a four-day-long party celebrating its golden past. 
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that, pinching many a minerôs poke. Yet, like many booming towns before it, Barkerville 

busted. By the mid-1860ôs, the great Cariboo Gold Rush was essentially over. In 1868, 

Barkerville was destroyed by fire. Although rebuilt, many of the gold-seekers had already 

moved on to more promising prospects. 

 While Fort Alexandria thrived pre-Gold Rush and Quesnellemouth blossomed 

supplying the Rush, Kersley was simply a place in-between on the vital Cariboo Wagon 

Road (see fig 2.19). The first recorded attempt at settlement in what is now the Kersley 

area was in 1862, when two men by the surnames, Wing and Phillips, pre-empted some 

property, hoping to ranch and farm, and thereby, supply the greedy goldfields. The 

venture presumably failed as the land was deemed abandoned by 1867, when one Charles 

Kersley filed for the pre-emption of the property, 160 acres sixteen miles south of 

Quesnel on the Wagon Road. Kersley had serendipitously found its founder. And after 

nine years of clearing and working the land, the mysterious36 Charles Kersley sold the 

property in 1876 to Samuel Hall Bohanon, a former Maine farmer, who, along with his 

associates, was amassing an extensive 1200-acre ranch from Australian37 to Kersley. Two 

decades on, Bohanon sold the northern part of his ranch, the part popularly known as 

ñThe Kersley,ò to a former farmhand, James Shepherd.  

 
36 Not much is known about Charles Kersley ï who he was, where he came from or where he went ï which 

naturally leads to all sorts of speculations, some very hotly contested, especially amongst the history-

writing dames of Kersley. One particularly hackles-raising tale is that he was a black man, possibly a 

former slave out of the Carolinas. In recent years, an amateur genealogist from England, by the name of 

Roy Kersley, has been attempting to trace the Kersley lineage ï Kersley is not a terribly common name ï 

and he has found many English-born Kersleys immigrating to the Carolinas and Australia, but has found no 

evidence of a Charles Kersley. So, whether Charles was an expat Brit, a former slave, an Aussie, is 

anyoneôs guess. 
37 A small community about ten kilometres south of Kersley, called Australian because of the roadhouse-

building Swede, Andrew Oleson, who had arrived in the Cariboo after golden disappointments in Australia. 
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As new owners of The Kersley, James Shepherd and his wife (and cousin!), Sarah 

Barlow ï both natives of Lancashire, England ï were responsible for constructing and 

running Kersley House, one of the last roadhouses before Quesnel (see fig. 2.20). Sarahôs 

culinary acumen and general hosting skills are the stuff of familial legends. It was not 

long before teamsters and stagecoach passengers were enjoying her hospitality, despite 

some initially very primitive conditions.38 Quickly, James Shepherd began construction of 

an impressive two-storey log house with seven bedrooms and three reception areas to 

meet the demands. Indeed, local Quesnel historian, Branwen Patenaude, notes: 

So great was the demand for the Shepherd brand of hospitality that it 

became necessary to add a dairy and to extend the kitchenéThe need for 

more help to operate the roadhouse and farm encouraged other members of 

the Barlow family to emigrate [sic] to Canada. Amongst them were 

Sarahôs sisterséand several brothersémost of whom spent the rest of 

their lives in the Quesnel area. (1996, 191-2) 

 

The creek was dammed, allowing for an efficient irrigation system, not to mention a great 

swimming hole in summer and a natural hockey rink in winter (see fig. 2.21). The 

outbuildings grew more extensive. Hay and grains were harvested. Blueberry pies 

consumed. And the wee nips from James Shepherdôs still warmed the insides of many a 

teamster on a cold winterôs day.39 By 1900, the front parlour was acting as the local post 

office, and as early as 1910, The Kersley had the only phone for miles and miles. Indeed, 

The Kersley became the social hub of a growing farming and ranching population. The 

Dale family, out of North Carolina, had pre-emptions at the mouth of Kersley Creek and 

at Dog Prairie. Torontonian, Fritz Menzinger, had land south of The Kersley. Various 

 
38 Their first year, they lived in a sod-floored, sod-roofed cabin, presumably erected by Charles Kersley. 
39 Branwen Patenaude, in her book, Trails to Gold (1996), goes on to describe how mash from the 

moonshine-making process inebriated farmyard pigs and chickens, in one memorable incident, actually 

turning the pigs a fluorescent pink. 
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Shepherd relatives were settling in the area. The Durrell family, out of Ontario, pre-

empted on Dog Prairie. The Zschiedrich family, from Germany, put down roots on land 

neighbouring north of The Kersley. The Russian, Jim Moriss, settled at Australian. The 

Grays arrived from the States. The Arnoldus family arrived from Holland, settling on land 

west of the Cariboo Wagon Road on the bluffs above Sisters Creek. And so it goes. In the 

Quesnel area, there were people coming from every province40 in the Dominion of 

Canada, from the eastern seaboard and Midwestern states, from the British Isles, from 

Europe (east, west, north, south), from South Africa, from China, from New Zealand. A 

Kersley native, Nettie Dale Durrell, recalls, ñMrs. Zschiedrich was midwife when I was 

born. She couldnôt speak English and Mother couldnôt speak German but they got along 

real goodò (qtd. in Tribute 1985, 117). German hands helping an American woman to 

birth a Canadian in the Cariboo. Truly, everyone was thrown together to make this 

strange, new, hard country. 

 Opening up this strange, new, hard country even more was the construction of the 

Pacific Great Eastern Railway (PGE),41 which rolled into Quesnel in 1921 and brought 

with it a steady stream of settlers looking for land. By the 1930ôs, though, the PGE was 

chugging thousands upon thousands of gold-seekers to the Cariboo, after Frank M. Wells 

discovered gold near Jack oô Clubs Lake in 1932. The Second Cariboo Gold Rush was 

 
40 Including Newfoundland, even though it would not be an official province until 1949. 
41 The PGE was a major political bone of contention and all the accusations of mismanagement and fraud 

and illegal contracts ultimately ousted a provincial government (not that such scandals are rare in BC ï BC 

politics is notorious for its government-ousting scandals, flamboyant leaders and pendulum swings between 

the socialist Left and the free-enterprising Right). Many Lower Mainland pundits claimed that the PGE was 

the railway line to nowhere and the PGE was popularly and variously dubbed ñthe Provinceôs Greatest 

Expense,ò ñthe Please Go Easyò and ñPrince George Eventually.ò It finally made its way to Prince George 

in 1952, after three decades of Quesnel being the last station. 



 

 63 

officially on and the town of Wells was born.42 This new Rush, though, required heavy 

machinery for hard rock quartz goldmining and a lot of upfront capital. It was methodical, 

organized and technologically advanced ï a far cry from the heady capriciousness of 

Quesnelle Forks and Antler and Barkerville and all those other nineteenth-century gold-

booming towns, when any yahoo with a gold pan could participate. Would-be prospectors 

found themselves working for larger, richer, gold mining companies. As historian, 

Gordon Elliot, notes, ñthe lure of gold, as it had seventy years earlier, attracted all types 

of people, including those who tried to take it away from the ones who had acquired it by 

hard work. Like Williams Creek of old, Jack of Clubs Lake attracted its share of 

bootleggers, gamblers and sharpies, as well as the solid citizens required to promote a 

lasting communityò (1958, 58-59). Despite hopes for a lasting community, with the 

advent of WWII, Wells became a ghost town, just like its immediate neighbour to the 

east, Barkerville. And the whole Quesnel area might have also gone bust had it not been 

for the development of one significant industry ï forestry. For years, the arborous giants 

of the coast had been commercially cleared, while the scrawny bush of the interior had 

sustained local need and nothing more. Gordon Elliot explains: 

The advent of war brought about a change. Britain, in her search for a high 

speed, manoeuvrable, cheap fighter-bomber, had developed the Mosquito, 

the fastest in the world. It was made of plywood. Ideal for the building of 

these laminated aircraft, Quesnel birch was fairly free of knots and could 

be glued effectively. It was cut, shipped to New Westminster, processed, 

and sent to Britain. Promoters began taking an interest in Cariboo forests. 

(1958, 60) 

 

 
42 Wells is about 5 km west of Barkerville. A boomtown built in the 1930ôs, it eventually went bust, 

although it has had something of a resurgence of late, branding itself as haven for artists and artisans. 
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So while gold may have originally brought people to this strange, hard land, it has been 

the wealth of the green gold which has sustained the Cariboo for the past seventy-plus 

years (see fig. 2.22-2.23). 

 The growing need for domestic and export lumber fuelled many forays into the 

lumbering business in the Kersley-Quesnel area. Initially, many of the farms had small 

mills for personal use. During the 1930ôs, however, the first commercial sawmill opened 

for business in Kersley, supplying local need. By the 1940ôs, international demands were 

growing and needing to be met, so sawmills and planermills began popping up all over. 

By 1958, there were over one hundred sawmills and planermills operating in the Quesnel 

area. In the 1950ôs, Kersley Lumber was constructed, becoming a local workplace staple 

for decades, along with logging on Kersleyôs eastern-lying mountains. By 1954, the 

Cariboo Wagon Road had been paved, solidifying the infrastructure necessary for the 

construction, in 1957, of a pumping station for the extensive Westcoast Transmission 

natural gas pipeline43 and, later, an oil pipeline at Australian. A real company community, 

ñthe Pumping Stationò or ñWestcoast,ò as the place is locally known, provided 

employment and housing to as many as twenty-five families in the Kersley area,44 that is 

until the jobs were automated out of existence in the 1990ôs, resulting in yet another 

Cariboo ghost town.  

 
43 Later called Westcoast Energy and currently Duke Energy ï the pipeline runs from Fort Nelson to 

Huntington, at the BC-Washington border, and beyond. With subsidiaries throughout the province, it 

provides natural gas to much of BC. 
44 Kersley Elementary, for the years that the Pumping Station was an actual community, always had a kind 

of Pumping Station gang, kids from the south whose fathers all worked for Westcoast. An informant recalls 

how other Kersley kids, who essentially lived in tarpaper shacks with outside johns, figured the Westcoast 

kids to be slightly haughty ñbrats because we had indoor plumbing and sidingò (Grimm and Grimm 2004). 
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In the forties and fifties, though, the Cariboo was booming, thanks to the 

pipelines, the reopened goldmining and the lumbering. Between 1941 and 1951, the 

population of Quesnel had more than doubled, and it more than doubled again by 1956. 

Jobs were aplenty, so many Canadians from back east (namely Nova Scotia, Ontario and 

Saskatchewan) and BC Lower Mainland dwellers found themselves heading to the 

Cariboo and settling in Kersley. The initial agriculturally based population began to be 

overrun by plain old industrial workers, just wanting houses in which to live, not land to 

till. With the construction of Cariboo Pulp & Paper (CPP) in 1972, the first of Quesnelôs 

two pulpmills, Kersleyôs fate as a satellite bedroom/residential community of Quesnel 

was increasingly sealed. 

 Prior to the seventies, Kersley, while always intimate with the bigger town of 

Quesnel, did operate quite self-sufficiently. It had its own farms, ranches, sawmills, 

schools, gas stations, stores, cafés, railway station, post office ï all the necessities for a 

rather isolated community. Recollecting her youth growing up at the Pumping Station and 

attending Kersley School during the 1960ôs and early 70ôs, one of my informants recalls:  

DG: No, we didnôt go into Quesnel very much. I remember not joining 

track and field and stuff like that, ôcause I figured my mom wouldnôt drive 

all the wayéAnd she might have, but it was just ï you just didnôt ask. 

And I know like living down at Westcoast, we never asked to go into the 

pool or anything like that. It was just ï people just didnôt do it. Whereas 

now, you just do it, right. People just do it. I donôt think people travelled 

then as much. And I think a lot of the women, like the older women my 

age now [late forties/early fifties], didnôt drive ï like a lot of them didnôt 

driveé 

 

JGJ: So they were basically stuck in Kersley. 

 

DG: Raising all these kids. (Grimm and Grimm 2004) 
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When Highway 97 was rerouted to its current course and generally improved upon in the 

early 1970ôs, town was not quite so far away. Daily commutes became viable and 

necessary ï the forty plus kilometres a matter of mundane life. Work became more 

centralized. Kersley Lumber closed, along with hundreds of other local, Ma ónô Pop 

lumbering operations in the Cariboo.  

 Starting in the mid-1960ôs, the BC forestry industry became more and more 

conglomerated in the hands of multinational corporations, thus increasing the annual cut. 

In the Quesnel area today, there are two pulpmills, the aforementioned Cariboo Pulp & 

Paper and Quesnel River Pulp,45 five large sawmills, a plywood plant, an MDF plant46 

and several smaller, so-called ñvalue-addedò manufacturing operations, including 

Pinnacle Pellet, a locally owned plant manufacturing wood pellet fuel and pet supply 

products, located on Dog Prairie.47 The majority of the mills and plants in Quesnel, 

excepting two sawmills, are currently owned by West Fraser Mills Ltd., a company which 

sits in second place in the North American lumbering industry in terms of ownership and 

control. This has turned Quesnel into something of a one-horse town, as the locals will 

say, although such a status is open to change at any moment with international mergers, 

economic agglomerations and stock market whims.48 Over 3,000 people are directly 

 
45 QRP opened for business in 1981. 
46 MDF stands for medium density fibreboard. Itôs the stuff they use on all the home renovating shows. 
47 Dog Prairie is about 5 km north of Kersley along Highway 97. Pinnacle Pellet was established in 1988 by 

the brothers, Jim and Rob Swaan. It burned to the ground in July 1999 in a rather spectacular fire, which 

drew throngs of onlookers and was considered more exciting than the grand finale fireworks later that night 

at the annual Billy Barker Days festival. The wood dust smouldered for months. It was the Kersley 

Volunteer Fire Departmentôs largest fire to fight thus far. The Swaan brothers rebuilt and reopened in 2000.  
48 And now, in 2009, with an international finance crisis, a recession is in full swing and Quesnel mills are 

being hit hard. Many are going bust, shutting down, and those still solvent are running on a very part-time 

basis. CPP has been forced to fuel the mill using high quality wood chips, instead of all the refuse it 

normally uses from the sawmilling process. 
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employed in these mills, some of who make their homes in Kersley. It is not uncommon 

for local ranchers and farmers to work two jobs, one in a mill and one on the land. 

 While The Kersley was situated on the east side of the highway, the current 

residential community, often considered Kersley proper, is now located about one to two 

kilometres north and on the other side of the road. The development of the western side 

began in the 1950ôs, when Stewart and Anne Leflar, former Wells gold-seekers, donated 

land from their Sisters Creek Ranch for the construction of Kersley Elementary School, 

the centralized school, which combined the three one-room schools in the area into one. 

The Leflars also sold off land for what was to become a minor subdivision around the 

school, housing the local millworkers. By 1960, there was a café with a gas station and a 

newly built community hall situated a stoneôs throw from the school. But again, it was 

during the 70ôs that this Kersley really blossomed, thanks in large part to one man, John 

Grimm. 

 The Grimm family emigrated from Colorado in 1970, purchasing the old 

Arnoldus farm just west of the school. John Grimm promptly saw the potential and began 

subdividing his newly purchased farm, building split-level houses and selling to a 

growing non-farming, Quesnel-commuting community. By the late 1970ôs and early 80ôs, 

much of the former Grimm farm was subdivided into one-acre-plus lots, and the current 

Kersley was born. While farms with their certified, disease-free, seed potatoes and 

ranches with their cattle continued to operate on the outskirts, the more heavily populated 

Grimm Subdivision became Kersley. It has been a development not wholly welcomed by 

the old farming families in the area. To them, Kersley has been urbanized. This, despite 

the fact that many of these one-acre-plus lots housed and house chicken coops, pig sties, 
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horse stables, extensive gardens, dog kennels, woodpiles, barns, home sawmills, 4-H 

projects, rusted-out cars and other evidence of a residentially rural lifestyle.  

 Commuting twenty minutes up the highway into ñtown,ò the suburbanizing 

sprawl of Quesnel has increasingly moved southward, on top of the hill, in local parlance. 

Before descending Dragon Lake Hill into the downtown, one is met with the giant 

superstores so typical of postmodern North America ï Walmart, Extra Foods, Canadian 

Tire ï with their acres of asphalt and reams of stuff. Their appearance has turned the two 

local shopping centres, Maple Park and West Park, both constructed in the 1980ôs, into 

virtually ghost malls, and spelled the ruin of many small-town, family-run businesses, 

although some continue to survive. Upon descent of the hill, one is quite literally hit, 

nasally, with the distinctive odour of pulpmill ï an unforgettable combo of sickly sweet 

wood sap and rotten eggs. As mentioned before, Quesnel boasts two pulpmills, both 

siphoning the waters of the Quesnel River and effusing into the murky waters of the 

Fraser. It is not unheard of for salt cake ash to ñsnowò on the city, yet another reminder ï 

in case the smell wasnôt enough ï that there are two pulpmills in town. 

 The Quesnel amenities servicing Kersleyites are many. There are two high 

schools, Quesnel Secondary School (QSS) and Correlieu Secondary School (CSS),49 a 

satellite campus for the Prince George-based College of New Caledonia (CNC) and 

University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC), two arenas, a library, a recreation 

 
49 There was a third, a junior secondary school (grades eight to ten), Maple Drive Junior Secondary, located 

on top of the hill, that is south Quesnel, but it was closed in the early 2000ôs because of cutbacks and a 

general population decline. There was a longstanding joke about the three schools claiming that Maple 

Drive was the suburban school (situated as it was on the city outskirts and near the ñposhò suburb of 

Southhills), QS was the urban school (since it is right downtown) and Correlieu was the turban school 

(since it is located in West Quesnel, on the other side of the Fraser, in an area which is emically considered 

ñPaki-town,ò that is the section of town where there is a visible community of so-called ñEast Indians.ò). 
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centre with swimming pool, a museum, a hospital, an airport, numerous baseball 

diamonds and soccer pitches, rodeo grounds, a movie theatre, radio station, newspaper, 

shops, restaurants, homes for seniors, dentists, shrinks, hairdressers, and the point is 

made. What Quesnel cannot provide, Prince George, Kamloops or Vancouver can. A 

Kersleyite thinks nothing of travelling the near 300-km return journey to Prince George 

for a movie, a bite to eat, a baseball game or a tour in Costco. 

 
Fig. 2.13. Fort Alexandria. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections ï call number: G-05983. 
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Fig. 2.14. Facing north, the confluence of the Fraser (left, west) and Quesnel (right, east) Rivers  

at Quesnel, BC. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections ï call number: I-27110. 

 

 
Fig. 2.15. The abandoned remains of the busted Quesnel Forks. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives  

Collections ï call number: I-05013. 
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Fig. 2.16.The scars of hydraulic mining at Quesnel Forks in 1895. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives 

Collections ï call number: A-03843. 

 

 
Fig. 2.17. The famous Cariboo boomtown of Barkerville before the fire of 1868. Notice the clearcut 

mountainsides. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections ï call number: A-00355. 
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Fig. 2.18. Pre-fire street scene in Barkerville. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections  

ï call number: A1-02050. 

 

 
Fig. 2.19. Cariboo Wagon Road near Quesnel in 1912. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections 

ï call number: C-09949. 
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Fig. 2.20. Kersley House. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call number: P1981.173.1. 

 

 
Fig. 2.21. Hockey at The Kersley. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call number: 

P1998.49.6. 
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Fig. 2.22. Lumbering operations in Quesnel in 1967. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections  

ï call number: I-21215. 

 

 
Fig. 2.23. Skidding logs after a clearcut in the Quesnel area in 1952. Photo courtesy of the BC  

Archives Collections ï call number NA-12911. 
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The Land & the People 

In which a description of the geographic and demographic landscape of the Cariboo 

and Kersley/Quesnel is provided, emphasizing the importance of the boreal forests and 

the male-dominated forestry industry, which tends to reify traditional gender relations. 

 

 There is a closing scene in one of Royôs plays, The Unlikely Rapture of Bannock 

Muldoon (2003), during which the apparently genteel heroine, Molly, a relative 

newcomer to the Cariboo and now spousal eliminator, states: ñEarlier today Ezekial told 

me this was a hard country. He was right, it is a hard country and it makes the people who 

live here hard as well.ò This hard, Cariboo country sits on the Interior Plateau of British 

Columbia with the 3000-metre peaks of the Coast Mountains in the west and the 2400-

metre peaks of the Cariboo Mountains in the east, precursors to the Rockies (see fig. 

2.24). Kersley is situated about 200 metres above the Fraser River, on a natural clearing 

and relative flatland referred to as Round Prairie. There are a series of three so-called 

ñprairiesò or natural meadows of which Round is the middle; Grande Prairie lies to the 

south and Dog Prairie to the north. All are brief plateaux before the eastern mountains 

begin. Kersley lives in the shadow of the slopes of Green Mountain. Round Prairie is cut 

by the chasms of two creeks emptying into the Fraser, Kersley Creek in the south and 

Sisters Creek50 in the north, which essentially demarcate the boundaries of Kersley itself. 

Buffering Sisters Creek and the Fraser and, hence, bordering Kersleyôs northern and 

western edges is 500 acres of bush, the locally dubbed ñLease Land.ò51 Travelling twenty 

 
50 Sisters Creek begins as one creek, but splits, hence the name, thus creating two parallel gullies on 

Kersleyôs northern edge. 
51 So called because the province granted the land to BC Rail (formerly the PGE), who never found a use 

for it themselves, but used to make some money on it by leasing it out for the running of cattle. This leasing 

practice stopped about two decades ago, when some clever BC Rail bureaucrats, looking at prospects on 

paper, decided to up the rent, making it economically unviable to lease the land for cattle. While not used 

commercially, it is still very much in use. Kersleyites consider it their land and use it routinely for much of 

their recreational pursuits, be it burning old cars at the gravel pit, target practice, dumping garbage, daily 
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kilometres north on the highway, one descends the 200-metre bluff, known as Dragon 

Lake Hill, into the river valley of Quesnel. This descent causes an increase of 1.7º C in 

the average annual temperature of Quesnel in comparison to Kersley.52 So, while the 

average annual temperature in Quesnel is about 5º C, Kersley is hovering around 3.3º C.  

 The Cariboo climate, in general, is deemed continental. For the Kersley-Quesnel 

area, this means an average summer temperature of around 16º C and an average winter 

temperature of -5º C. It snows, approximately, 178 cm per year and rains 39 cm. There 

are 179 frost-free days a year, leaving a rather short growing season from late May to 

September. Winters are typically long, cold, snowy and dark, ending in the muddy 

season, known as spring break-up, when the snow pack melts. Summers tend to begin 

rainy, but can be balmy and sunny come late July/August. Early September is often 

characterized by a lovely, so-called ñIndian Summer,ò which is short-lived before the 

days turn rainier, colder, darker, and winter begins again. It is quite commonly remarked 

upon and joked about that winter takes up half the year, or the whole year for that matter, 

as one of my informants quipped: ñYeah, four seasons: winter and winter ï no, coldest, 

colder, cold and not quite so coldò (Arnoldus 2004). There has been much concern of late, 

though, regarding the effects of global warming on local climate, which, while often 

 
walks, camping, bush parties, tobogganing, dirtbiking, hunting, 4Xing, berrypicking, picnicking, 

etcéEvery once and awhile, there is some concern that the land will be logged and/or sold for private 

interests, but it still remains the collectively used Lease Land. 
52 And, I must say, this discrepancy was duly complained over every winter, especially when the official 

weather readings, taken at the Quesnel Airport in the valley and applicable for Quesnel and area (which 

means Kersley) were read over the radio and it wasnôt quite cold enough for school closures. Only if it was 

colder than -32º C would the schools close, but that near 2º C difference between Kersley and Quesnel 

would mean that Kersley kids were being forced to go to school even though it was -33º C or colder in 

Kersley, but not, unfortunately, in Quesnel. Oh, the injustice of it all. I cannot convey the anxious 

anticipation of listening to morning weather reports and praying and hoping and praying some more that 

school would be closed. 
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making for shorter, milder winters, is having a very marked effect on the land. The cold 

snaps, the dips into the -30º C range, have become less and less, resulting in pine beetle 

larvae surviving Cariboo winters with more and more ease, thus resulting in great swathes 

of pine beetle kill. The standing, reddening, rotting, dead wood is tinder for forest fires 

and a perennial portent of yet another resource potentially about to go bust. 

 The forests in the heavily timbered Cariboo are lodgepole pine, spruce, small fir, 

birch, cottonwood and poplar (see fig. 2.25).53 To the east of Quesnel, in the mountains 

with higher rainfall, cedar and larger spruce make an appearance. This is the boreal and 

sub-boreal landscape, described so evocatively by Brian Fawcett, a native PGer (one from 

Prince George): 

[A] country of rivers and mountains without end; of chilly, dappled lakes 

and streams filled with trout and salmon; of abundant moose, bear, and 

wolves gracing pristine forest meadows; of tall skies, beneath which the 

hillsides are choked with wild lupines, daisies, and Indian paintbrush. 

Surrounding and infusing all of this are the dense forests local people call, 

with a deliberate lack of poetry, ñthe bush.ò Calling the boreal forest ñthe 

bushò is an acknowledgement that the things you become intimate with in 

the northern forest arenôt centuries-old tree-giants looming over bunny-

festooned carpets of green moss, with trout-filled brooks ambling gently 

by as if it were some dope-smokerôs sentimental greeting card. The 

northern forests are pine and spruce and balsam firs, none of them very 

large or picturesque. The forest flora runs from alder to thickets of Russian 

willow to spine-laden devilôs club that grows two metres or more high. 

And donôt forget the clouds of blood-sucking bugs, because they wonôt 

forget about you. Only crazy people and loggers willingly enter the 

northern boreal forest. Sensible people live on the margins, in the 

clearings, along the streams, rivers, and lakes. They screen their porches 

and windows when they can afford to, and they buy insect repellent in 

gallon jugs whether they can afford to or not. (2003, 8-9) 

 

 
53 Brian Fawcett argues that these northern BC forests ñare among the least glamorous on the continent. The 

dominant species grow slowly, theyôre neither noble nor grand, and they arenôt characteristically covered in 

the kinds of picturesque mosses and lichens that attract nature photographers or professional ecologistsò 

(2003, 46).  
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The dense thickets of bush shelter foxes, coyotes, wolves, cougars, black bears, grizzly 

bears, jackrabbits, grouse, moose and mule deer. Saskatoon berries, raspberries, minute 

strawberries, hidden caches of blueberries ï all grow wild. Streams, creeks, springs, 

rivers, ponds, swamps and lakes are home to beavers, ducks, trout, salmon. Bald eagles, 

hawks, owls, chickadees, mosquitoes and no-see-ums patrol the skies. The bush is very 

much alive. The first hardy people to avail themselves of the unglamorous fecundity of 

BCôs hard Cariboo Interior were members of the Chentsitôhala Carrier Nation or Western 

Dene People, who had been, for millennia, hunting, fishing, foraging and living in the 

region. Today, there are four First Nations bands in the Quesnel area: Alexandria, 

Kluskus, Nazko and Lhtako Dene (Red Bluff), with aboriginal populations making up 

roughly 9% of the approximately 24,000 people in the extended Quesnel area,54 an area 

which is 21,766 km². This equates to a population density of about 1.1 persons per square 

kilometre.  

In the whole of the Cariboo, with its land total of 80,626 km², the population is 

65,659 people, a whopping 1.7% of the BC population. Twelve percent of this population 

is identified as aboriginal, tripling the 4% listed for the whole of BC. Visible minorities 

(not including aboriginals) account for 5% of the population, a considerable decrease 

from the BC percentage of twenty-two. Of these visible minorities, an overwhelming 

percentage is of South Asian origin (63.4%), while only 10.5% are Chinese. Immigrants 

make up 11% of the population, much lower than the 26% of BCôs total, and of those 

immigrants, those coming from the USA lead with 21%, followed by Germany (15.2%), 

 
54 The new population numbers from the latest census (2006) have just been released, but none of the other 

statistics, so I will continue with the complete 2001 census numbers. The latest population poll does show a 

decrease, however, of 8%, the population now sitting at around 22,500 people in the greater Quesnel area. 
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the UK (13.6%), India (13.6%) and the Netherlands (5.2%). Any recent immigrants (a 

whole 580 people in the past ten years) are coming from Germany (31%), the USA 

(17%), India (5%) and the UK (4%). It seems the Asia-based immigrants who account for 

so much of BCôs recent immigrant population are just not making their way into the 

Cariboo. Seventy-five percent of the population are BC-born Canadians, compared to the 

66% in BC. Eighty-eight percent have a single mother tongue of English, in comparison 

to the 74% in BC. Of those with a non-English mother tongue, German (24.6%) and 

Punjabi (19.5%) are the major languages being spoken. Of Canadaôs two official 

languages, 95% only have knowledge of English, with 98% only speaking English. Of the 

population over twenty years of age, nearly 34% are without a high school graduation 

certificate. And on the religious front, 40% are espousing no religion. 

 Localizing these statistics even further, in the Quesnel area, where the city itself is 

has approximately 10,000 inhabitants,55 but services an extended area of 24,000, 90% of 

the population is Canadian-born. Of the 10% foreign-born, most immigrated before 1991. 

Four percent of the population are identified as visible minorities, with the vast majority 

of South Asian descent (65%), followed by Chinese (14%) and Latin American (6%). 

Language-wise, 89% claim English as their mother tongue. On the spiritual front, 43% 

declare no religious affiliation, while 53% assert a Christian denomination. The most 

significant non-Christian religion to make an appearance is Sikhism with 3%. 

Educationally, 31% of the over twenty population never graduated from high school, 

while 29% have a high school certificate and/or some post-secondary. Only 10% have a 

 
55 The 2006 census has listed the population under 10,000 at approximately 9,300 ï a population decrease 

of 7.1%. 
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university degree, while the remaining 30% is comprised of those with trade certificates 

and college diplomas. Generally speaking, women tend to have higher educations than 

men, except in the trade certification department. Economically, the area is based on the 

bush, that is to say, the forestry industry, which is predominated by male employment. Of 

the experienced labour force, 40%, mostly men, find direct employment in resource-based 

industries, as well as manufacturing and construction ï the trades ï while the service 

industries of sales, health, education, arts, etc. are filled by women. Men are typically 

tradesmen, trained in fixing, constructing, operating, while women assist, serve, teach. 

The trades pay more, so a woman with full-time employment in the Quesnel area is 

making, on average, $17,000 less annually than the full-time employed male.56 

 Bringing all these stats together, the Kersley-Quesnel area is predominately 

comprised of a white, English-speaking, Canadian-born population of mixed European 

descent. Gender divisions remain traditional, for the most part, with men as the manual-

labour-performing, primary breadwinners. Womenôs work, including that in the home, 

remains those vocations traditionally associated with the ever-helpful female of the 

species ï nurses, assistants, cashiers, sales associates, secretaries, teachers, social 

workers, etc. This one-industry area is built upon menôs work ï men going into the bush 

and the mills to cut and process and manufacture ï while much of the secondary service-

related industries, sprouting off of the wood, are staffed by lesser-paid women. As one of 

my informants noted, ñThe whole townôs full of millworkers and truckdrivers and 

 
56 A full -time employed man makes, on average, $48,000 per year, while a full-time employed woman 

earns $31,000 a year. 
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cowboys and farmers and ranchersò (Minnett 2004), and this hardy, testosterone-driven 

living permeates the Cariboo.  

 
Fig. 2.24. Looking east, an aerial overview of the landscape in the Quesnel area ï bush, lakes, rivers,  

streams, mountains. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives Collections ï call number: I-27114. 
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Fig. 2.25. The boreal forest of the Cariboo surrounding Quesnel. Photo courtesy of the BC Archives  

Collections ï call number: I-64925. 

 

The Society upon the Land & Its Theatre 

In which we examine the historical and current social networks formed in this region 

of the Cariboo, especially in Barkerville, Quesnel and Kersley, emphasizing the theatre 

being performed and its venues. A structural description of the Kersley Playersô venue, 

the Kersley Community Hall, is given and along with an analysis of the calendrical 

placement of the plays.  

 

Hectic schedule at Kersley Hall 

Quesnel Cariboo Observer, 19 September 1984 

 

 The Kersley Community Hall, built in the late 1950ôs, is busy just about 

every day, especially during the winter, and vibrates with energy, like the 

town itselféResidents enjoy community activities such as dances, pot 

luck suppers, aerobics, ceramics, skating, hockey, broomball, cross 

country skiing, tennis, softball and organized childrenôs parties. ñPeople 

get together often. Thereôs something of interest to everyone,ò says Bobbi 

Grant, secretary of the Kersley Community Association. Work bees are a 

common way of getting things done in Quesnelôs satellite 

communityéThe goal is community spirit and community involvement. 

ñWeôve built everything through community effort and have no debts at 

the community hall,ò says Mrs. Grant. The complex, hall, arena and tennis 

courts, were built by the people, from donations made by the people. 

ñWeôre far enough from town (Quesnel) that a lot of entertainment is here. 

People that live here have the same ideals.ò People want their children to 
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grow up with some rural philosophy around them. At one time, says Mrs. 

Grant, everyone had a garden, some chickens or a cow, but now the 

community is becoming more urbanéA lot of people work in Quesnel, 

use its facilities and do a fair amount of shopping there. ñWe donôt try to 

be separate from Quesnel but we try to keep an identity.ò 

 

 When The Dinner Party, the first official Kersley Playersô piece, was performed 

in the spring of 1987 in the Kersley Community Hall, it was part and parcel of an ongoing 

and well-established communal social activity and entertainment network, a network that 

had been in development for nearly a century. With construction of Kersley House by the 

Shepherds, a social hub was created for the blossoming ranching community, the 

ñaccommodating facilities [becoming] the scene of many weddings, anniversary parties, 

and community dancesò (Patenaude 1996, 192). There were tea parties and May Day 

celebrations, picnics and pick-up hockey. In the midst of the remoteness and wildness of 

the frontier, a wildness fanned by gold-fevered quests, there was, according to BC 

historian Chad Evans, ñthe pioneersô desire for social organization, for humaneness, 

which is reflected in their societies that strove against the primitiveness of nature and 

menò (1983, 90-1), seeking permanency and purpose. Theatre, both amateur and 

professional, has been used extensively to show this stamp of civilization. 

 In his exhaustive history of frontier theatre, that is theatre in British Columbia, 

Chad Evans argues that the BC frontier and its culture have been indelibly shaped by the 

interplay between raucous Republican Yanks, with their manifest destiny mindsets and 

perennial pursuits of Eldorado, and stiff-upper-lipped Victorian Brits, with their colonial, 

imperialist worldviews and laudations of all things Olde England. As early as 1853, 
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gentrified British naval officers in Victoria were performing farces57 for their own ranks, 

as well as selected colonists, with hopes of impressing British decorum ñon an 

environment that was predominately green, prehistoric and [apparently] indifferent to 

human cultureò (Evans 1983, 15). With the influx of gold-seekers in 1858 and the 

subsequent stock professional theatrical troupes who followed, ñBritish amateurs pitted 

themselves against this American presence, forming societies and constructing theatres to 

assure their survivalò (Evans 1983, 17). Chad Evans observes regarding the development 

of British Columbia theatre: 

During the nineteenth century amateur entertainment appeared 

spontaneously in every urban scene in British Columbia, but what defines 

the early amateur theatricals is the British sense of class and elitism 

inherent in patronage and philanthropy of club performances. Financial 

benefaction was also the measure of moral improvement which such 

events bestowed upon society. After 1858 the colonists were somewhat 

garrisoned amid an American populace characterized by its self-seeking 

materialism. But while the exploitative, republican Americans came and 

went with the economic tide, the British persisted in their amateur tradition 

during the ñdull wintersò and depressed years. Amateur theatricals were 

social events that could revive strong images of ñhomeò for the colonists. 

This was the conservative function of ñprivateò theatricals, but in the Far 

West we see that this soon falls under frontier influences, and there is a 

constant shift from the private to civic purpose. The officers of the Royal 

Navy performing in music-halls; the Royal Engineers reaching outside of 

their garrison to the New Westminster citizens; the civil amateurs 

introducing topical material and non-professional women on stage in 

benefits for public institutions; all these egalitarian adaptations suggest a 

movement away from insular colonialism. (Evans 1983, 27-8) 

 

Despite the theatrical impediments so typical in Canada ï the climatic and geographic 

extremes, the small populations, the anti-theatrical prejudice ï ñWestern Canadians in the 

nineteenth century were keen theatregoersò (Benson and Conolly 1987, 25) and amateur 

theatre performers. Indeed, as Canadian theatre historians Benson and Conolly simply 

 
57 An adjective commonly and easily assigned to plays featuring all-male casts and female roles. 
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state, ñ[t]heatre was extremely important to communities large and small in the Westò 

(1987, 28). Structuring much of their public theatre work under the rubric of charity and 

ñfor a good cause,ò amateur theatre groups encouraged society ñto extract some positive 

benefits from the production of playsò (Benson and Conolly 1987, 6). Such an apparently 

moralistic, beneficent raison dô°tre was integral in demarcating conservative British 

traditions and rule from materialistic ñCalifornians.ò58 

Having come before the gold rush, the British colonists ñhad settled with a 

religious determination to create in the new world the quality of life they had aspired to in 

Englandò (Evans 1983, 69). Theatre, to them, ñshould aspire to the state of the art back 

óhomeô, in Englandò (Evans 1983, 67). The miners, on the other hand, had arrived in BC 

with get-rich-quick dreams, which included heading home as soon as they had struck pay 

dirt. The mining culture brought ñcharactersò from the world over to BC, and ñeach 

person [was] spurred on by a romantic vision of their [sic] existence. The theatre did 

everything within its power to represent this romantic vision; and in this sense, 

melodrama and its complementary, unnatural and dreamlike staging, was close to the 

collective soul of the peopleò (Evans 1983, 69-70). Nostalgic songs performed by 

children, Shakespeareôs most rhetorical tragedies, particularly Hamlet, farces on British 

manners, variety shows and action-packed, paranoid, self-pitying melodramas were the 

theatrical favourites of the BC mining population. Dubbed ñthe poor manôs catharsisò by 

Eric Bentley (1965, 198), a melodrama had the potential to provide the miners with a 

release from the toiling work-a-day existence, the genreôs over-the-top mawkishness 

 
58 According to Evans, ñ[t]he denomination óCalifornianô refers more to a state of mind than any racial 

samenessò (1983, 59). 
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emphasizing the uncontrollable, fateful elements of life. Tellingly, this melodramatic 

release has links to the farcical one now found in the Cariboo community of Kersley ï a 

link to be explored in Act III. 

 In the Cariboo boomtown of Barkerville, the miners ñput great value in fraternityò 

(Evans 1983, 90). With its deep diggings, Williams Creek gold mining could be 

attempted year round, although, what with the long, hard, cold winters, many opted to 

return to the coast when the snow came. Yet, since it was possible to work year-round, 

the stereotypical American placer miner, who drifted from strike to strike, was replaced 

by ñmany British and Canadian middle-class men who had become miners by chance as 

much as choiceò (Evans 1983, 90). And the fraternal organizations they were forming 

ñseemed to gain strength from the remoteness of the communityò (Evans 1983, 90). With 

ñthe brutal quest for riches, and the forsaking of civilized behaviourò (Evans 1983, 90) on 

the one hand and the desire for social order, civility  and humanity on the other, Cariboo 

culture becomes this constant interplay between two apparent oppositional forces. 

Theatrically, this ñmanifested [itself] in the coexistence of two dissimilar theatrical forms, 

saloon entertainment [with its gambling, boxing bouts, dancing girls and travelling 

showmen, generating profits for bar proprietors] and amateur theatricals [with their 

communally beneficial aims]ò (Evans 1983, 91). 

 The Cariboo Amateur Dramatic Association (CADA) formed in the spring of 

1865, becoming ñthe most important social group in Barkervilleò (Evans 93). By 1868, 

they had purchased a saloon and converted it into a theatre, the Theatre Royal. Opening in 

May 1868, CADA presented two farces to a packed and appreciative house. 

Unfortunately, the Theatre Royalôs life was short-lived. On September 16, 1868, 
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Barkerville was destroyed by fire, and the hastily rebuilt town no longer included a 

theatre in and of itself. Barkervilleôs ñcitizens needed a firehall more than a theatre, so 

they decided to erect a two-storey, 60 by 30 foot structure to serve both C.A.D.A. and the 

Williams Creek Fire Brigadeò (Evans 1983, 95; see fig. 2.26). Such a multi-functional, 

theatrical venue was the norm in western Canada, as theatre historians Benson and 

Conolly so note: ñCreating theatre in the absence of conventional theatre facilities became 

a Western virtueò (1987, 26). Warehouses, skating rinks, fire halls, barns ï all were 

potential theatres. Truly, the ñ[a]ccounts of poor facilities in theatres in Western Canada 

are legion, and are not entirely figments of the prejudiced imagination of easternersò 

(Benson and Conolly 1987, 27). That said, the big BC cities, like Victoria and Vancouver, 

had their ñrealò theatres, but one could argue that the predominant theatrical space in the 

west was one of multi-functionality, described by Benson and Conolly: ñThe theatres 

were unlike any other in Canada, before or since: multi-purpose buildings used for 

gambling, drinking and dancing, as well as for theatrical productionsò (1987, 26). While 

Benson and Conolly refer here specifically to the grand theatres with even grander names 

commonplace to Dawson City during the Klondike Gold Rush, it is a description which 

could easily be extended to include theatres constructed in gold rush towns throughout 

British Columbia. 

 In their inventive theatrical spaces, CADA presented light comedies and farces, 

ñalthough full length Victorian dramas were sometimes ventured. Spectacle was out of 

the question on the humble stage; and overtly serious plays were avoided, the miners 

having their share of gravity from the mining life itselfò (Evans 1983, 97-98). Evans does 

also suggest that comedies were frequently chosen because ñthe untrained actors could 
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turn to caricature when their abilities were taxedò (1983, 98). Interlude performances 

included songs (usually sentimental ballads concerning separation and loss, although 

parodies did make an appearance as well) and poetry recitations (often written and 

performed by the so-called ñPoet Laureate of Cariboo,ò the Scotsman, James Anderson), 

followed by a burlesque afterpiece. The performance of a satirical melodrama, written by 

a local man about a topical subject, as an afterpiece in December 1869 bombed and 

CADA ñreturned to their repertoire of British playsò (Evans 1983, 100), performed every 

other Saturday night. Indeed, Evans contends that the two superimposed parent cultures 

of BC ñwere long in begetting any distinctly Canadian drama (indeed, it could be argued 

that, until recently perhaps, we have had a rather bastard culture in the Canadian Far 

West, which has failed to resolve its ambivalent parenthood or attain any measure of 

sophisticated individuality)ò (1983, 71-72). 

 While CADA was staid in its British play content, it was far from staid in its 

membership. Despite consisting mainly of well-educated miners, mercantilists and civil 

servants ï men who ñwanted to arrange their entertainments in the traditional manner of 

amateur theatricalséand develop a measure of legitimate theatrical respectability which 

would be in accord with their middle-class, often British backgroundò (Evans 1983, 92) ï 

CADA was bisexual in the sense that, from its beginning, it was open to female 

membership. This is especially significant considering the fact ñthat during the 1860ôs 

ladies seldom performed on the amateur stage. In Barkerville however, a place likened to 

a ópenal settlement,ô such effete propriety was pointless. This was, after all, the wild 

frontierò (Evans 1983, 98). It was, therefore, not an uncommon sight in Barkerville to see 
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local women, both married and single, on the stage ï a decided frontier distinction and 

liberating aberration from the norm. 

 By 1870, Barkerville was going bust. The gold was essentially gone, so the 

miners were moving on to more promising prospects or simply heading on home. 

Audience members and actors dwindled, along with the number of annual performances; 

there were only two in 1873. As Barkerville emaciated in the throes of its demise, CADA 

lingered around in various forms, even enlarging its mandate to include athletics. It was 

declared extinct by 1902, after ongoing squabbles with the Fire Brigade about 

management of the shared venue. Deemed unsafe, the Theatre Royal was demolished in 

1937. Yet, even as Barkerville rapidly deteriorated, other Cariboo settlements, namely 

Kersley and Quesnel, began to steadily grow. 

 Supplying the goldfields, Quesnel naturally needed the amenities necessary to 

service the migratory mining populace and the increasing local population. Quesnel 

sported two large hotels, the Cariboo Hotel and the Occidental Hotel (see fig. 2.27-2.28), 

both of which had their entertaining spaces ï pool halls, gambling rooms, bars and dance 

halls. Shows travelling to and from Barkerville spent their lay-overs in the Quesnel 

hotels, providing entertainment for the locals. Yet, the locals also provided entertainment 

amongst themselves, developing a societal infrastructure in their desire to civilize the 

frontier and come together in this strange, new, hard country, as Branwen Patenaude 

explains: 

Quesnel essentially has been known as an area where people come and go 

all the time ï terribly transitional ï and so you never could really zero in 

on any population number for a long time. But then more cultured people 

and more highly educated people began coming and, of course, people of 

that nature, who donôt have to scratch and keep their noses to the 
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grindstone all the time to survive, began to think of more cultural activities 

[JGJ: Right.] ï and reading and libraries and things like that. (2004) 

 

As the years wore on and more families settled in the area, more and more clubs, 

societies, associations, auxiliaries, organizations and groups were formed. There were 

sporting clubs: horseracing, swimming, tennis, lacrosse, baseball, shooting, curling, 

skating, lawn bowling, badminton, basketball and, of course, hockey. There were church 

and hospital auxiliaries, farming collectives, scouting troops. Cards were dealt, funds 

raised, picnics consumed, dances held, concerts performed, variety shows organized. 

Customary calendar events were celebrated annually ï New Yearôs, Valentineôs Day, St. 

Patrickôs Day, Easter, May Day, Dominion Day, Independence Day (especially when 

there were many Californians pre-1865), Labour Day, Christmas ï as well as the general 

household visiting throughout the year. And it seems distance was never an issue when it 

came to entertainment: 

The distance travelled to attend a ball was of no importance. Quesnel 

people were known to drive by team to attend the annual Clinton Ball and 

the Lac La Hache Potlach. The BX steamer ran ñexcursion ratesò for the 

dance at Soda CreekéWith the increase in ownership of cars, weekly 

dances were held in rotation at Dragon Lake, Kersley and Bouchie Lake. 

Attendance at these dances always increased after the arrival each 

September of about fourteen area teachers on the P.G.E. ñSchool Marm 

Specialò. Some of the young ladies remained in the area, trading the 

blackboard for a wedding ring. The hospital nursing staff was also 

vulnerable. The home grown girls were not overlooked either. Many a 

spark was ignited by a dance. (Tribute 1985, 304-5) 

 

Fighting off the isolation inherent to remoteness, people did what they could to mingle, 

and that meant organized gatherings. 

 Lacking a community hall, Quesnelites often utilized the accommodating spaces 

of the large hotels as their gathering venues. The Cariboo Hotel, owned and operated by 
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the Norwegian carpenter, John Strand, and his English wife, Mary Barlow,59 was an 

elaborate, three-storey building, continually beautified by the talented Strand since his 

purchase of the property in 1900. The hotel also had an adjoining barbershop, butcher 

shop and theatre, the Empress Theatre, which in common parlance was referred to as the 

Strand Theatre (see fig. 2.28). It was in the basement of the Strand that the January fire of 

1916 started, destroying both the Cariboo and Occidental hotels, two stores and a bank. 

While the Cariboo Hotel was rebuilt, the theatre and the Occidental Hotel were not. 

Fortunately, the Rex Theatre, which had opened for business in July 1914, was unscathed, 

so Quesnel still had a gathering point (see fig. 2.29-2.30). The Rexôs proprietor, Alex 

Windt, was apparently  

exceptionally liberal with his theatre. He removed the seats when anyone 

wanted to use the building for a dance, and, when the dance was over, he 

screwed the seats to the floor once more. The building itself was used for 

meetings, musical evenings, lectures, travelling musicians and for 

theatricals. After the Occidental Hall was closed to entertaining, the theatre 

became the community hall. (Elliot 1958, 75) 

 

As a privately owned community hall,  

[t]he Rex was more than an ordinary movie-houseéIt was the meeting 

place for every conceivable kind of gathering in town. Concerts, 

badminton, speeches, masses ï every kind of meeting was held there. 

Many prominent people spoke at the Rex in its heyday, and all the B.C. 

premiers who visited the Cariboo delivered their speeches in Quesnelôs 

lone theatre. (McNeil and Stavrum 1977, 20) 

 

In 1948, the multi-functionality of the Rex was ended when renovations installed a 

sloping floor and secured row seating. No longer were chairs quickly ñhustled against the 

wall to clear the floor for dancingò (ñRex Theatre Has Long Historyò 1953, 21) after the 

film had ended. Since it is hard to play badminton and dance on a sloped floor covered in 

 
59 Sister of Sarah Shepherd, operator of Kersley House. 
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rows of seats, this was the end of the Rex as a community hall. Besides, the Legion Hall, 

complete with a stage, had already been constructed and in use since the 1930ôs (see fig. 

2.31). A ñrealò movie theatre, the Carib Theatre,60 opened for business in 1953, spelling 

the death of the newly renovated Rex. Having remained abandoned for years, the Rex was 

torn down in 1977. 

 Community spaces crave community use, and one of the popular uses was for 

amateur theatrical productions. Quesnel historian, Gordon Elliot, notes:  

Theatricals have always been popular in the community. The dramatic 

society received its first impetus in 1910 and has continued to produce 

plays although it has undergone many changes in both name and policy 

since its inception. It has, however, steadfastly held to the idea that the 

legitimate stage is of importance to a Canadian culture and for this reason 

Quesnel has been referred to as the ñdrama city of the interior.ò (1958, 75) 

 

Indeed, in the local newspaper, The Cariboo Observer, from January 29, 1910, it simply 

announces: ñAn Amateur Dramatic Association is being formed in Quesnelò (1). The 

productions were often fundraisers for some communal good cause ï the various sporting 

clubs, the hospital, the Canadian Red Cross, the Canadian Legion, etc. The early plays 

performed, as one can glean from the newspaper reports, tended to be complicated British 

comedies or farces, with promises for ñunlimited merriment on the part of the audienceò 

(ñDandy Dickò 1915, 1). Post-play festivities often continued with music and dancing, as 

a 1916 newspaper article notes: ñAfter the performance the floor was cleared, and 

dancing was indulged in, until about 2.30 a.m.ò (ñDramatic Club scores another successò 

1). Along with the plays of the drama club, vaudeville and minstrel shows, comprising a 

 
60 I say ñrealò but in todayôs age of stadium seating, the Carib Theatre is decidedly quaint. There is a 

notorious dip in the sloped flooring, so there is one row about midway where you are actually lower than 

the row in front of you, making for rather annoying viewing. Locals recognize the dip and avoid it as much 

as possible. 
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multitude of community members and benefiting various charitable causes, were also 

popular, as remembered by Quesnel locals: 

The old-time minstrel show was a favourite in the pre-twenties and 

required much time in the preparations. A variety show, long remembered, 

contained a nervous actor who had resorted to ñHiramôsò for courage. He 

came on stage, determined to do it his way. When others in the cast tried to 

subtly manoeuvre him, his retorts and off-script dialogue produced 

unexpected comedy. (Tribute 1985, 304) 

 

With most of the newspaper reports documenting these theatrical productions dating from 

December, with the prerequisite Christmas concert naturally, to March (and sometimes 

into April and May), one can deduce that dramatic activity was essentially a winter to 

spring pastime.  

 The steady interest in theatre had earned Quesnel the label, ñthe drama city of the 

interior,ò by the time of Gordon Elliotôs history writing in the late 1950ôs. While a long-

forgotten descriptor nowadays, it does indicate, along with the myriad of newspaper 

articles, the extent to which Quesnel citizens had embraced amateur dramatics since the 

formation of the first dramatic association in 1910. By the mid-1920ôs, the local theatre 

was benefiting from the relocation of the Guy sisters, Flora and Josephine, from 

Minneapolis. Caring for their ailing great uncle, Sam Bohanon, Flo and Jo were 

apparently community sparkplugs, initiating many theatrical productions, the best 

remembered of them being Leap Year Follies in 1924. Hosting an all-female cast, the 

variety show script ñwas contrived by Josephine Guyò (Patenaude n.d., n.p.), having been 

inspired after an annual visit to Vancouver during which she saw a production featuring 
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the Dumbells.61 According to local historian Branwen Patenaude: ñFlo Guy played a male 

part, dressed up in a pair of Mr. Maclureôs fawn coloured corduroy trousers. During the 

performance Mrs. Hutchcroft Sr. giggled aloud when the footlights revealed Floôs 

unbuttoned flyò (1981, 15). Despite the good times, it seems that the theatrical activity 

had petered out by the late 1920ôs, perhaps due in large part to Jo Guyôs departure in 

1927. 

 In the fall of 1930, the Quesnel Amateur Dramatic Society reformed under the 

capable direction of Charles Edkins, an expat Brit and newcomer to the Cariboo via 

Saskatchewan, and as the 1931 newspaper recruitment announcement states: ñThere is no 

valid reason why Quesnel should not have a very live Dramatic Club ï there is abundant 

talent in the town and a number of worthy causes that the Club could work for. Further, 

the meetings hold for the members plenty of fun and a good social timeò (ñQuesnel 

Amateur Dramatic Societyò 1). Charles was ñthe guiding light and spiritò (Patenaude n.d., 

n.p.) of the Quesnel Amateur Players for over two decades, a talented actor, director, 

coordinator, sound effects man, set designer and make-up artist. He was also a founding 

member of the Cariboo Drama Association, an organization formed under the direction of 

Major Bullock-Webster and under the auspices of the Ministry of Education, to promote 

Little Theatre development in this area of the province.  

 The Welshman, Major Llewelyn ñBillò Bullock-Webster, was ñone of B.C.ôs most 

energetic and ubiquitous theatre personalitiesò (Hoffman 1987, n.p.), a British remittance 

 
61 A popular Canadian vaudeville troupe from 1917-1932. Initially formed during WWI by members of the 

Canadian Armyôs Third Division for the purpose of entertaining the troops, the Dumbells post-war, civilian 

existence included criss-crossing Canada twelve times for the next thirteen years and releasing twenty-

seven recordings (Kaffmann and Moogk n.p.). 
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man who had arrived in the province in 1901. He founded the BC Dramatic School in 

1921 in Victoria, where his high (read: British) standards were readily embraced by ña 

town that was more and more measuring its persona in the rhythms of graceful Olde 

Englandò (Hoffman 1987, n.p.). By 1932, his school had come to a Depression-induced 

end, but since the Little Theatre movement was in full swing across North America, with 

its mission ñto create theatrical art rather than to passively receive or duplicate the 

commercial enterprises of other nationsò (Benson and Conolly 1987, 51), Bullock-

Webster was quickly hired as the director of ñSchool and Community Dramaò for the 

Department of Education to further Canadian drama. Appertaining to that position, the 

Major began ñtravell[ing] the province organizing drama workshops and festivals, 

screening adjudicators, dispensing theatre pamphlets he had written, and making the 

Departmentôs substantial theatre library, begun with a collection from his Dramatic 

School, available to anyone interestedò (Hoffman 1987, n.p.), and the provincial amateur 

theatre association, the BC Drama Festival Association or Theatre BC (as it is now 

called), was born. This regional offshoot became part of a national theatrical network, the 

Dominion Drama Festival (DDF), which was in operation from 1932 to 1970, when it 

was succeeded by Theatre Canada. As the national theatre, the DDF organized regional 

amateur theatre competitions throughout the country, bringing in professional 

dramaturges/adjudicators ï usually from one of Canadaôs parent countries (which is to 

say, France or Great Britain) ï to travel around to the various provincial competitions to 

judge and ultimately recommend plays worthy of competing on the national stage, at the 

DDF itself.62 

 
62 The argument, naturally, is that despite all the apparent patriotism and nationalism, the DDF and its 
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After the DDF-proselytizing visits of Major Bullock-Webster in the late 1930ôs, 

which ñhad no small share in arousing latent community interest in the dramaò (ñTwelve 

plays entered in 2nd drama festivalò 1940, 1), the Cariboo Drama Association formed, 

armed with the mandate to organize regional drama festivals. The first Cariboo Drama 

Festival was held in 1939 in Quesnel, with the Legion Hall as the venue, and brought 

entries from Williams Lake, Prince George, as well as the local contingent. Preparations 

for these festivals had drama companies touring all over the region, honing their 

performances for the forthcoming competition. A 1940 newspaper article, reporting on 

the preparations for the second annual Cariboo Drama Festival, which was also held in 

Quesnel, states that  

vigorous rehearsals have and will be undertaken, and it is reported that all 

of these plays have been developed to a point beyond the amateur 

standard. Reports from Williams Lake, Wells and Prince George indicate 

that the same efforts are being applied by the groups in those towns, and 

the predications are that the Festival audiences will be treated to a standard 

of acting hitherto not achieved in the Cariboo. (ñFestival notesò 1) 

 

Quesnel apparently excelled that year in their increasingly professionalized effort for the 

high standards touted by the Major, winning for best play, best actor and best actress. 

 The awards and laudations piled up over the years, with the 40ôs and 50ôs being, 

arguably, the golden age of Quesnel Little Theatre. In 1946, Quesnel Little Theatre, with 

its membership of fifty-five, was ñsignally honoured by an invitation from the executive 

committee of the First International Drama Festival, to be held in Victoria, to represent 

the northern part of the provinceò (ñLittle Theatre Players here receive honorò 1). That 

 
standards were always imported, never indigenous, and therefore perpetuating the colonial mentality so 

prevalent in Canada, that understanding which ultimately ñsets the great good place not in its present, nor 

its past nor in its future, but somewhere outside its own borders, somewhere beyond its own possibilitiesò 

(Brown 1971, 38). 
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same year, Quesnel cleaned up once again at the regional drama festival, taking top 

honours for J.M. Barrieôs play, The Old Lady Shows Her Medals, directed by Charles 

Edkins, and for the playôs main performers, Ella Ferguson Dixon and Peter Gook. This 

play was subsequently taken, in 1950, to the provincial drama festival in Victoria, which 

ended up bringing ñhonours to both Mr. Edkins as best director, and to Ella Ferguson 

Dixon as best actressò (Patenaude 1981, 69). In 1956, Quesnel won best play at the 

Cariboo Regional Zone Drama Festival, and so it goes. Over the years, there were the 

annual melodramas for Billy Barker Days and the Monty Python dinner theatres, the 

small productions and the large ones.  

 Performing typically a selection of Samuel French63 catalogue comedies, dramas, 

musicals, English farces and melodramas, Quesnel Little Theatre lost audience and 

participant interest as the years wore on, especially as key or ñstarò64 members moved 

away or stopped performing, culminating in the dissolution of the troupe in the mid- to 

late 1990ôs. It has yet to be reformed. This is not to say that amateur dramatics have 

ceased in Quesnel ï far from it. But the stalwart, card-carrying membership in Theatre 

BC, with its Major aims, seems to no longer be a part of the local theatrical milieu. ñHigh 

standardsò have been swapped for a good time and a worthy cause. The Womenôs Centre 

 
63 Samuel French Inc. is probably the English-speaking worldôs most renowned theatrical publisher, play 

licenser and leaser, in business since the mid-1850ôs and named after its cofounder, the American, Samuel 

French. The company has a massive database/collection of copyrighted plays from which to choose and at a 

price, naturally, one orders manuscripts. 
64 ñStarò members, as explained to me by Mary Beningfield, a former QLT member, were those who were 

already well-known and liked in the community at large, as she explains: ñWe [QLT] didnôt have a 

following per se, unless it would be a particular director that ï óOh, I know that person, so Iôll go see their 

play!ô ï which was kind of unfair to the rest of us who direct. And so, you had your stars in Quesnel Little 

Theatre that people would go and see and it wasnôt really fair because they might not try out for your play. 

Well, okay, so my play didnôt make as much money because I didnôt have the star in it, you know. And so, 

you did have that kind of thingò (2004). 
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celebrates International Womenôs Day with a production of Eve Enslerôs Vagina 

Monologues. Christmas concerts, school productions and campfire skits continue to be 

performed. Any groups forming, though, are often based on the energy and commitment 

of one or two ñstarò individuals and/or ñstarò causes, and when those stars burn out, the 

group clustering around them tend to also fade away. Yet, as the history of amateur 

theatre in Quesnel shows, there always seems to be a new star on the horizon to reform 

the troupes in some way or another. Currently, much of Quesnelôs amateur theatre 

activity is centred about twenty kilometres south, in its satellite community of Kersley. 

 As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the formation of the Kersley 

Players, a point accordingly stressed by one of my informants, was ñnot something that 

just happened with Roy Teed. This is something that this community has always done. 

Itôs just part of community. Thatôs how community worksò (Koning 2004). Kersleyites 

have been coming together to socialize and humanize, to make an imprint on this frontier 

and form a community, since the settlementôs early days. As the farms and ranches spread 

out around The Kersley, people began to gather and to organize. And the main gathering 

point for Kersley over the years has been its community hall.  

 The first Kersley Hall gathered its initiatory crowd in the spring of 1924, with the 

wedding of Hans Zschiedrich to Liesel Semmler. The hall was constructed on the 

northern section of the Zschiedrich property by Hansôs father, Paul, as a home for Paulôs 

parents, who never did live there. The house stood empty for a number of years until the 

wedding, when the unused building gained a new communal purpose. The Kersley 

Farmersô Institute ï one of the first formalized organizations in the community, founded 

in January 1925 ï was the first to begin regularly utilizing the space for its meetings and 
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sponsored social events. The hall soon became the hub of Kersley social activities ï 

school concerts, dances, weddings, church services, anniversary parties, potluck suppers, 

you name it. Rent was five dollars and included heat, light and janitorial services. A large 

wood heater in the basement would be ignited early in the morning to make sure the hall 

was warm. Coleman lanterns lighted the rooms. And in the upstairs portion of the hall, 

bedding was provided for the children who accompanied their parents. Many children, 

now long since grown up, have fond memories of spying on the adultsô socializing below 

through cracks in the floorboards. During the 1930ôs, the hall was expanded upon, 

doubling in size, in order to accommodate the growing need for a communal meeting 

place, especially as moving pictures began being presented there (see fig. 2.32-2.33).  

 Just as the hall grew, so too did the community and its social infrastructure. With 

a farming-based economy, it is not surprising that most of the early clubs being formed 

were agricultural in nature, with many directed towards keeping children on the land. To 

this end, Kersley of the 1940ôs is full of a myriad of Junior Farmersô Clubs ï a Potato 

Club, Alfalfa Club, Beef Club, Calf Club, all precursors to what would become the 4-H 

Club. With the effects of WWII being felt even in little Kersley, women of Kersley and 

Australian formed a Sewing Circle in February 1941, armed with the mission to knit 

socks, gloves, mittens, toques and scarves for ñthe boys,ò as well as make quilts for 

bombing victims. Funds were raised through whist and crib tournaments/parties. It was 

during the 1940ôs, as discussed earlier, that the Caribooôs lumbering potential was 

noticed, and this discovery prompted an industrial explosion, bringing many to Kersley 

post-WWII. In 1946, the communityôs first store, the Kersley Store, was constructed by 

two recent immigrants to the area, Archie Thompson and Bill Jones. The partnership 
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didnôt last long, and by the end of the decade, Bill Jones had constructed his own store, 

the K.H. Store, just up the road and across from the Kersley Hall (hence the storeôs 

name).65 These stores were gathering points for shooting the breeze, passing the time and 

community chitchat. The presence and viability of these stores testifies to the growing 

number of non-ranching Kersleyites and the economic boon affecting the area.  

 And the boon and boom continued into the 1950ôs. February 1950 saw the 

foundation of the Kersley Womenôs Institute (WI), an organization of women who did 

just that; they organized and continue to organize ï Halloween parties, bridal and baby 

showers, Christmas concerts, dances, Motherôs Day teas, picnics, food preservation 

workshops, a travelling library, sewing clubs, babysitting courses, cribbage tournaments, 

community speakers, reel-to-reel film showings, student bursaries, classroom fieldtrips, 

fundraising auctions, among many other things, including, interestingly enough, skits and 

plays. Under the direction of Mary Robins, a post-WWII British immigrant to Kersley, 

the WI began performing at both the halls in Kersley and Australian66 to much 

community enjoyment. Husbands were even encouraged ñto join the fun by taking on 

supporting rolesò (qtd. in Crocker-Teed and Grant 2003, 85). This off-shoot of the WI 

was called, by 1955, Kersley Little Theatre. Not much is known or remembered about the 

group, but it can be presumed to be a very local and informal community theatre created 

and performed for Kersley eyes only. The extent of its existence is also unknown, but one 

can surmise that, as a socially relaxed, fluid group, it formed when entertainment was 

 
65 Both stores had closed for business by the mid-1970ôs. The Kersley Store dwindled out of business by the 

early 1960ôs, while the K.H. lasted into the 70ôs until it was destroyed by fire one cold day in early January 

1975. Kersley was without a store until March 1982, when Saskatchewan emigrants, the Gessner and 

Samoleski families, opened the Kersley Kupboard (K & K), which now sports a Gold Rush-era façade and 

a new name, the Kersley General Store, although locals still tend to call it the K & K. 
66 Constructed in 1957 and torn down in the 1970ôs. 
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wanted for a Christmas party or community barbeque or what-have-you and then 

dispersed again afterwards. Like Quesnel entertainment, this too was contingent upon a 

ñstar,ò namely the energy, enthusiasm and creativity of Mary Robins. One well-

documented theatrical performance, which included Mary Robins and many more, took 

place in 1967 to celebrate Kersleyôs and Canadaôs centennial. Long Long Trail, as the 

show was called, was a retrospective of Kersleyôs development, showcased through dance 

(can-can, Charleston, square, go-go, etc.), music and song. Apparently, the packed hall 

was especially delighted with the ñ[f]our lovely [can-can] óladiesô, two of whom wore 

beardsò (qtd. in Crocker-Teed and Grant 2003, 92), and after the show, Kersley was 

declared to be ñone of the closest knit, hard working districts in the areaò (qtd. in 

Crocker-Teed and Grant 2003, 92). 

 Working to become an active, close-knit community, Kersley residents founded, 

in 1954, probably the most important organization in Kersleyôs history, the Kersley 

Community Association (KCA), which is essentially the municipal governing body of 

this unincorporated place. In patriarchal Cariboo fashion, this is an overwhelming male-

dominated ñgovernment,ò67 with women filling such supportive roles as secretaries and 

treasurers and enlisted to organize communal social activities. The ancestor of the KCA 

began on May 23, 1954 with the initial aim of being a local athletic club, the Kersley 

Athletic Club (KAC). Terry Toop, Lower Mainland immigrant, logger, prospector and 

proprietor of the Torches Café,68 was president, with Elsie Haroldson, the local 

 
67 There has been one female president in the KCAôs entire history, a one-year term by the above-noted 

community ñstar,ò Mary Robins, in the early 1960ôs. 
68 The first caf® in the area, built in the early 1950ôs by Terry and Marj Toop, who had arrived in Kersley in 

1947. 
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schoolmistress, as secretary/treasurer. The idea was to form a baseball club, but it quickly 

morphed into more, especially after the women got involved. There were no objections 

when, five days after its inception, a social committee was formed. Dinners, dances, 

parties, picnics, turkey shoots and even some baseball games followed. Emphasis on the 

importance of healthy recreation, spurred on by the KAC, helped to establish local packs 

of Lord Baden-Powellôs worldwide organization of cubs, scouts, brownies and guides. 

Sports Days were held, teams formed and tournaments played. And people continued to 

enjoy the great outdoors ï fishing, hunting, camping, prospecting, swimming, ice skating, 

snowmobiling, skiing, tobogganing, etc. 

 By 1959, the KAC had reformed itself into the Kersley Recreation Commission 

(KRC), a registered organization under the auspices of the British Columbia Recreation 

Association. Members began to attend regional courses and provincial conventions on 

recreation management, obviously keenly interested in advancing their associationôs 

scope and capacity. In 1958, Walter and Betty Edwards, local ranchers, essentially 

donated a parcel of land to the community, drawing up a 99-year lease contract, in which 

the KRC was required to pay the hefty sum of one dollar a year.69 Upon this communal 

land, the KRC laid the groundwork for what has become the Kersley Community 

Complex. The first major development for this land was the resolution to construct a new 

community hall. In November 1959, the last rites of the first Kersley Hall were celebrated 

in the same way as its initiatory ones, with a wedding. The new Kersley Community Hall 

opened its doors in 1960. It was the same year that Jean and André Arnoldus opened the 

 
69 In 1997, the land was sold for one dollar to the Cariboo Regional District, making it officially Kersley 

communal property. 
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Alamo, a local diner and gas station, located almost directly across from the newly 

constructed hall.70 It became something a community staple, providing morning coffee 

gab sessions, poorly paid employment to many a local and babysitting for many a waiting 

child. The school, the hall and the diner began concentrating community development in 

their proximity. The next major development for the KRC was a rather ambitious project 

ï the construction of a covered arena. 

 By 1967, the Kersley Community Hall had added kitchen and bathroom facilities, 

the WI had purchased a kiln, housing it in the Australian Hall and thus starting the local 

ceramics club, and the KRC was drawing up plans for an arena. It was in that centennial 

year that the Kersley Community Association officially formed, with Tony Selzler, owner 

of the K.H. Store, as its first president. It appears to have run concurrently with the KRC 

until 1971, when the two amalgamated into the current association. The arena was 

finished, after much hard work, in 1972, although additions and improvements have been 

made to it almost annually since its ñcompletion.ò There was, naturally, a big party to 

celebrate its construction.71 In that same year, Kersleyites voted yes to the implementation 

of a Kersley Recreation tax, an extra property tax to support and sustain their communal 

recreational facilities. A local referendum in 1987 reaffirmed this special tax, 

reconfirming the sense of communal propriety and pride for Kersleyôs community 

complex. 

 
70 With the rerouting of the highway, the first Alamo was bypassed, so a new Alamo was constructed in 

1972 about 500 metres south of the first, right alongside Highway 97. 
71 The Kersley parties of the 60ôs and 70ôs, both in the bush and at the hall, are legendary ï lots of dancing, 

drinking, hash-inhaling, drag racing and fighting.  
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 By the end of the 1970ôs, Kersleyites were enjoying the amenities of a hall, a 

fitness park, a pottery shack,72 a ball diamond and an arena. With so many facilities and 

activities, it was deemed prudent in 1980 to hire a fulltime recreation director, namely 

Roy Teed. By 1983, the complexôs parking lot had been paved and a tennis court added. 

By 1985, the arena was expanding to include two fire hall bays, a racquetball court, 

weight room and an apartment for the recreation director, which he briefly used. By 1987, 

the farceurs, the Kersley Players, had formed, performing their risqué plays and finding 

their initial good cause in supporting the Cariboo-born and raised Rick Hansen73 and his 

ñMan in Motionò world tour (see fig. 2.34). By 1990, the hall was being renovated with 

new kitchen and bathroom facilities, more storage rooms and wheelchair accessibility 

and, notably, a green room for the Players. In 2001, a new fire hall was constructed and, 

in keeping with the seeming cooperation between fire halls and theatre troupes that has 

been established since Barkerville days, the two old bays now house Roy Teedôs office, a 

community meeting room and Studio P, the soundstage/rehearsal space/storage room of 

the Kersley Players. In 2002, a new theatre group made its first appearance on the Kersley 

scene ï the Kersley Musical Theatre. Under the leadership of Janice Butler, a recent 

emigrant from southern Alberta, this so-called ñfamily-orientedò theatre has met with 

resounding success. The cast and crew of over one hundred, consisting of people from all 

over the Quesnel area and beyond,74 perform annually every February/March their classic 

 
72 The former teacherage was relocated to the communal grounds to house the kiln, which the WI had 

donated to the community, and be the clubhouse of the Kersley Mudhens. 
73 He hails from Williams Lake. 
74 During a recent production, one of the actors was actually commuting from Prince George every evening 

to perform. 
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musicals75 to sell-out crowds for a week. The implications of this ñotherò group for the 

Kersley Players will be examined at a later point. Thus far, though, Kersley and its hall do 

seem to be big enough76 to support two separate theatre troupes, although not without 

some toes being stepped on and egos bruised. 

 When, in November 1986, Bobbi Grant was organizing once again the annual 

community Christmas party, she wanted to do something different. For years, the 

entertainment had been reel-to-reel movies and cartoons along with Santa Claus,77 of 

course. But to spice it up, ñBobbi Grant said, óLetôs do a Christmas play. Roy, write us a 

Christmas play.ô The play was written, the cast was found, lines rehearsed and when it 

came time to name ourselves Bobbi said in her inimitable way, óHey, weôre the Kersley 

Players,ô and so we wereò (Lace Drakes Playbill 1997, n.p.). Thus began the Kersley 

Players, as one of my informants relates:  

In fact, it was out of community spirit that the Kersley Players evolved. It 

was fun. It was ï I think we got involved actually before there was video 

games and all that. You know, it was entertainment. It was entertainment 

for the community and for the people involved. And it was funéThe 

whole thing ï I mean, I donôt even know if you remember ï we started off 

with ï well, we did that one play78é.Then we got involved with bringing 

movies and stuff into the community and showing them at the hall. And 

Roy, you know, has always kind of written plays. You know, we got ï 

weôd started doing things at Christmas and at Halloween and that sort of 

 
75 Since 2002, the Kersley Musical Theatre has performed Anne of Green Gables, Annie, Wagon Wheels 

West, Fiddler on the Roof, Oliver and Wizard of Oz. 
76 In 2008, the hall underwent renovations yet again, with an extension being added on the stage end (the 

east side) to theatrically accommodate the two theatre troupes with a larger stage and expanded backstage 

space. I have not seen the results personally. 
77 I remember telling kids at school that my mother had Santaôs telephone number. The Santa of my youth 

was a storyteller extraordinaire, who could tell fantastic tales about exploits with his reindeer and deftly 

handle any prying questions from suspicious youngsters. In later years, he was accused of child molestation. 

But his stories, coupled with the sleigh and deer tracks in our yard (put there by my father, I rationally 

realize now), fed my sense of wonder, the sense that led me into folkloristics. 
78 The silent movie, Shoot Out at the Kersley Saloon, from 1972. 
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thing. And it all kind of evolved out of that. And yeah, so thatôs kind of ï 

and it was fun. (Jack Grant 2002)  

 

The Kersley Playersô creation gelled because of the agar provided by decades of 

socializing and humanizing of the frontier. Years of community get-togethers and 

organizing and generating fun were the culture medium from which this theatre troupe 

could grow and evolve. 

 Emerging from such a communal network, it seems apropos that the Players 

perform only plays written by a local community member, with the majority of monetary 

benefits being generated going to local groups ï the elementary school, the volunteer fire 

department, the community association, the Womenôs Institute, the Girl Guides/Scouts, 

the Mudhens, the 4-H club, and so on. Tens of thousands of dollars have been fundraised 

over the years through the catering of the many dinner theatres, and the provision of such 

ñan opportunity for local groups to raise money with only a small investment in time and 

effort is a very important part of being a Kersley Playerò (Crocker-Teed and Grant 2003, 

89). Along with their annual fundraising plays, the Kersley Players ï well, a kind of 

offshoot of them anyhow (itôs not formally the Players) ï have stayed true to their origins 

and perform a Roy Teed Christmas skit for the annual community Christmas party, just as 

they did back in 1986.  

While still yoked very much to the local, the Kersley Players joined, in 1990, that 

provincial community theatre organization, Theatre BC ï a regional member of Theatre 

Canada ï and soon found themselves thrust onto foreign stages performing in front of 

outsiders. The repercussions of this decision resound today, as the apparent 

ñprofessionalizedò direction of the troupe caused a group schism. Many former Players 
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claim that the fun died when the troupe left Kersley and got ñserious.ò An in-depth 

investigation into this serious versus fun imbroglio, this professional versus amateur 

brouhaha, will be undertaken in Act IV, but in acting away, the Kersley Players have 

increasingly honed their craft under professional direction and guidance, not to mention 

the Majorôs standards, and changes have, quite naturally, resulted. Since their 

membership in Theatre BC, the Kersley Players have won over forty awards (individually 

and collectively) at regional drama festivals in the Central Interior Zone (CIZ),79 which 

includes the towns of 100 Mile House, Williams Lake, Quesnel and Prince George (see 

fig. 2.35). They have been regaled with laurels for best actors and best actresses, best 

ensembles and best backstage crews, best costumes and best scripts (see Appendix I for 

an overview of all the plays and their honours). They have been selected as scene 

development or workshop plays on several occasions, earning berths to Mainstage, the 

provincial drama competition, and thus bringing their performances to a truly wider 

audience. In 2000 with The Ghost of Donegal Hetch, Whee-hee and again in 2008 with 

The Good Game, the Kersley Players were selected as the Central Interior Zoneôs best 

production, chosen to represent the zone at Mainstage. On both these occasions, Roy 

Teed has received merits for his original scripts and recognition of his talent. His scripts 

are now actually making their way into the repertoire of other theatre troupes around the 

province, so it is not a complete aberration to see what was once a Kersley Player play 

being performed by a whole new set of players in Maple Ridge or Williams Lake or 

Prince George. 

 
79 The province is divided into ten regions or zones. There are currently seventy member clubs of Theatre 

BC province-wide, according to the member list for 2006-2007. 
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Fig. 2.26. Barkervilleôs Williams Creek Fire Brigade Hall and Theatre Royal, home of CADA.  

Photo courtesy of the BC Archives collection ï call number: A-03761. 
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Fig. 2.27. Occidental Hotel in Quesnel. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call number: 

P1982.8.1. 

 

 
Fig. 2.28. New Cariboo Hotel in Quesnel ï the Empress Theatre, commonly called the Strand Theatre, is to 

the left. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call number: P1998.3.1.1. 
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Fig. 2.29. Quesnelôs Rex Theatre on the right. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call 

number: P1992.100.5. 

 

 
Fig. 2.30. Dance inside the Rex Theatre, Quesnel, circa 1920ôs. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum  

& Archives ï call number: P1986.101.1. 
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Fig. 2.31. The Legion Hall in Quesnel. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & Archives ï call number: 

P5975.491.1. 

 

 
Fig. 2.32. Expansion on the original Kersley Hall, circa 1930ôs. Photo courtesy of the Quesnel Museum & 

Archives ï call number: P2000.4.1. 
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Fig. 2.33. The old Kersley Hall, as it currently stands disused and abandoned today. The snowy slopes of 

Green Mountain loom in the background. Photo courtesy of Jules Grant. 

 

 
Fig. 2.34. Rick Hansen receiving the proceeds from The Dinner Party performances, along with a VHS of 

the play (it is in his hand). KCA president, John Grimm (right) did the honour, while Ted Melanson 

(centre), principal of Kersley Elementary School, held the megaphone. April 1, 1987 in the Kersley 

Community Complex parking lot. Photo courtesy of Kathie Ardell Prentice.  
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Fig. 2.35. Map of British Columbia showing the ten regional zones of Theatre BC. The Kersley Players 

belong to the Central Interior zone. Source: Theatre BC, http://www.theatrebc.org/bckgrndr/TBCmap.htm 

(accessed September 20, 2009). 

 

The Theatrical Season of the Kersley Community Hall 

In which the significance, or lack thereof, of the calendrical placement of the plays is 

explored and in which the tangible structure of the Kersley Community Hall is 

described, highlighting the structural modifications made in order to accommodate the 

Players. 

 

For those scholars of the ritual origins theoretical persuasion, just the fact that 

these plays are typically performed in the spring would be enough to elicit an ejaculatory 
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whoop, inseminating the plays with some calendrical fertility rite explanation. And while 

it is perhaps significant that these plays are, generally speaking, annual spring customs for 

Kersleyites, there are no magico-religious overtones or undertones as to their seasonal 

placement. Indeed, as Jack Santino points out, astrological and calendrical plottings 

cannot account completely for customary practices: 

The turning of the seasons (and the chores this brings) along with the 

journeys of the sun, moon, and stars, while they may have been the 

primary inspirations of many of our feasts, festivals, and celebrations, are 

in themselves not enough to explain them. One can only speculate about 

some prehistoric time and place where festivals of the solstices were that 

and only that, pure and simple. In any recorded history, no matter how 

ancient, festivals are dressed up in religion, politics, commerce, and 

society. That is, festivals, as they are understood by their celebrants, are 

culturally specific: they honor deities, commemorate significant historical 

events, and solidify social ties. (1994, 23) 

 

Solidifying social ties seems to be something of a pragmatic and practical imperative for a 

Caribooite during the long, dark, cold winters, and being a part of a ñRoyò play aids in 

this process of social connection, as one of my informants so states: ñItôs definitely ï it 

definitely helps in the winter-times to get over those winter blahs, you know. We start 

rehearsing around January-February, you know, and itôs a great time to get busy on 

something. [JGJ: Cabin fever.] Yeah, yeah, cabin fever, thatôs rightò (Drewcock 2004). 

Living in a northern clime, with its extensive winters and the isolation that such cold and 

darkness succour, there is a basic human compulsion for contact, for sociality, for 

connections to overcome those winter blahs and curtail that cabin fever. Theatre has 

fulfilled this winter social function in the Cariboo area since the first settlements and 

pioneers began organizing themselves. That said, though, getting together for playtime 

during these winter months and working towards a grand unveiling in the spring is, in a 
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way, echoing the very process of the earth itself during its hibernating months. Truly, 

ñ[s]pring begins in the dead of winterò (Santino 1994, 47) and the preparations for and the 

anticipation of its arrival start in the darkness and help stave off the cold. 

 Seasonally and symbolically, spring is a time of rebirth, and as such, is a time 

fecund with customary practices and folkloric traditions. Simon J. Bronner, in his 

examination of student folklore, notes this human predilection for spring festivities: 

Spring seems to bring out the most hilarity in students. Spring festivals, 

known as ñriots,ò ñrites,ò ñflings,ò ñfevers,ò and ñstorms,ò serve notice 

that the school year is almost over, the days are longer, and the sun is 

shining once again. Typically, the festivities are meant to release tension 

shortly before finals. Thereôs pattern to this release in folklore. One source 

is ancient: the connection of spring with birth and renewal. People come 

out of their womb-like homes and emerge outside to flourish. Spring is 

also a time when the ground becomes fertile, and many college festivities 

respond with tree and flower planting ceremonies. Spring to the ancients 

was also a time of reversal. The light replaces the dark, the green replaces 

the brown, the warmth replaces the cold. In keeping with this idea, many 

spring festivities feature comic reversals. Men dress as women, students 

act as faculty, adults act as children. (1990, 93-4) 

 

Thematically, ñRoyò plays certainly follow these patterns of comic reversals, temporarily 

replacing the culturally codified Cariboo norms with jesting, farcical nonsense, as will be 

explored in the next Act. In this sense, the performance of these plays in the spring very 

much fits with this ancient, archetypal release into the light and the subsequent 

celebratory license.  

 While it may be tempting to interpret the placement of these plays along such 

symbolically cosmic and calendrical lines and times, the timeframe truly affecting and 

enforcing the playsô placement is much more dependent upon the arbitrary human 

delineation of time and schedule coordination. Autumn, late spring/early summer 

productions have become increasingly common, especially as considerations are made for 
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Playersô lives outside of the play realm. Involvement with Theatre BC and its zone and 

provincial competitions, which typically take place in June, have pushed, in some cases, 

the play rehearsals into spring itself, the final productions happening in May or June. This 

lessens the time committed to play development, a welcome respite for the Players, 

acknowledging life duties and responsibilities outside the playground. One simply cannot 

play all the time. The creation of the Kersley Musical Theatre, with its February/March 

productions, have also initiated scheduling conflicts for those Players acting in both 

troupes, as well as tensions regarding the sharing of spaces and amenities. The intensity 

of play involvement often requires some downtime, so with the two Kersley troupes 

acting too closely in conjunction with one another, there can be Player and community 

exhaustion. And exhausted Players often do not want to come out and play, and their 

absence is felt deeply in a small troupe that needs as many Players as it can scrounge up 

and is often scrambling for more. So, for those scholars of the ritual origins persuasion, 

the ejaculatory jubilations are a bit premature. The time of the season for the Kersley 

Player plays is primarily dependent upon human schedules ï playwright whims, Player 

availability, venue bookings and the like. 

 The ludic venue, always booked for the Players, is the local community hall. 

Since its construction in 1960, the current Kersley Community Hall has been the 

communal gathering point (see fig. 2.36). With a decidedly pragmatic and basic 

architectural design, the hall is essentially a rectangular box, once clad in plywood, 

painted brown, and now covered in light blue and white aluminium siding. Like many 

community halls, it is a dark, cold space, with little natural lighting except from the few, 

small, wire-meshed windows placed high up near the ceiling along its southern side. It 
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sports a practical hardwood floor with increasingly faint red lines of athletic boundaries 

from the time when it was utilized as the local school gymnasium. It smells, quite 

naturally, of hall, that cold, slightly musty odour of shut-in spaces being opened up after a 

period of abandonment. The walls are painted a muted dusty rose colour and bare the 

cracks and incisions, the wear and tear, of perpetual hall-decking for all manner of 

occasions. A wooden chair rail skirts the hall walls separating the complementary muted 

grey colour underneath from the pink above.  

 One enters the hall through double doors from the western end into a drafty 

vestibule. Walking briefly through the vestibule, one passes through yet another set of 

double doors into the great space itself. The stage is positioned directly in front, across 

the expanse of floor, at the far, eastern end of the hall, framed by its burgundy velveteen 

drapes. Clusters of rooms, mostly new additions and renovations, hedge the hall space 

along the western and northern edges. A storage room housing tables and chairs and other 

bits and bobs lies on the right side of the vestibule, while the cloak and boot room lies on 

the left side. Running up along the left, northern side of the hall are four doorways, the 

first two being the former bathrooms, which now house a storage room and the liquor 

room ï there is a window into the room for the selling of wares. Next comes the expanded 

kitchen, with its industrial dishwasher and two gas ranges, large freezer and even larger 

commercial refrigerator, making it one of the best hall kitchens, if not the best, in the 

Quesnel area.80 It too houses windows into the hall, one for the delivery of dirty dishes 

and the other, larger one for serving food, and even has an actual window and door 

 
80 This assessment comes from experience. I am the daughter of the caterer who pretty much designed the 

Kersley Hall kitchen to be her dream catering kitchen ï lots of counter space, a whole area for washing up, 

multiple sinks, just all the facilities necessary for smooth-running food service.  



 

 118 

looking north across the parking lot towards the arena, tennis courts and ball diamond. 

The last doorway, up near the stage on the left, leads to a mini hallway with branches 

leading to the various toilet facilities and a hall exit. Along the stage end itself, there are 

two doorways; the one on the left heads to the basement and the furnace and more 

storage, while the one on the right leads up to the stage (see fig. 2.38-2.42).  

 Never constructed with real theatre in mind, the stage, for years, was more of a 

place for bands to set up and/or kids to run around and jump off of. Again, access to the 

stage was only from the front, and there was no backstage space excepting a broom closet 

and a slightly bigger pantry-like closet. This made for some close quarters during those 

early Kersley Player plays, as the actors huddled and sweated behind the backdrops, 

desperately having to urinate, as some of the stories go. With the increasing development 

of the Kersley Players and their plays into an annually anticipated event and the groupôs 

dramaturgical growth through its involvement with Theatre BC, their operating space also 

began to develop as well. Instead of a shabby, white and grey walled stage with brown, 

plywood flooring, all is now painted black. Stage extenders have been built. And the 

ceiling of the hall now sports mounts for professional theatrical lighting (see fig. 2.40-

2.41).  

 The hall renovations in 1990 took the needs of the Players into consideration and 

a ñgreen roomò was built onto the hallôs northeast corner with backstage access and, more 

importantly, bathroom access (See fig. 2.37 and 2.43-2.45). The green room is a small, 

windowless room, its walls today cluttered with the paraphernalia of plays past ï scraps 

of wallpaper from various productions, lines of paint, framed certificates of theatrical 

awards, the miscellaneous, material bric-a-brac of memories. There is also a trapdoor in 
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the floor, since the room is level with the stage, and that underneath space is utilized for 

storage and/or for when it is necessary to wet down an actor whoôs supposed to have 

fallen into a stream, as was the case in Strangers on a Glade.81 Indeed, the spatial 

accommodations mirror the increasingly slick productions, in which one finds headsets 

and electronics backstage instead of hand signals and manual light switches. Further 

accommodating the Players and refining this playground, a former fire hall bay has been 

granted as a practice space or studio by the Kersley Community Association. With the 

construction of a new fire hall south of the hall in 2001, two bays were left empty, and 

have since been renovated into a community meeting room and Studio P, the sound stage 

of the Kersley Players (See fig. 2.46-2.49). Studio P has a small raised platform or stage, 

again painted black, and contains all the costumes, props, lights, wall flats, stage 

extensions and memorabilia collected and constructed over the years. This space has 

allowed the Kersley Players to move out of the hall for rehearsals, also giving them a 

room of their very own for pre-production preparations and warm-up (putting on make-up 

and costumes, drinking beer, etc.) before walking across the parking lot to the hall, where 

they can now sneak in backstage through the bathroom entrance. No more mucking about 

in hall bathrooms, private homes or arena rooms. In 2008, for the first time ever, the 

Kersley Community Hall became the venue for Theatre BCôs Central Interior Zone 

Festival and the Kersley Players the hosts. In preparation for this event, an extensive and 

expensive82 renovation of the hallôs stage was planned and completed. With funding 

secured through recreation grants, the whole eastern end of the hall, which is to say, the 

 
81 This was done with cold water during the final showing, much to Deleenia Lovellôs shock and the 

backstage crewôs delight. 
82 It cost approximately a quarter of a million dollars. 
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stage end, has been expanded, creating a much larger backstage area, including an 

increased basement space. There are now dressing rooms and proper toilet facilities for 

performers. 

 Despite all the refinements to this playground and the accommodations for its 

players, the hall remains a hall and not a theatre. It still smells of hall. It still lacks risers 

and good acoustics. It continues to be used daily for a myriad of community affairs and 

life-cycle markers ï meetings, marriages, parties, memorials, reunions, craft sales, 

dances, potlucks ï not unlike those multi-functional western theatre spaces so typical of 

the Gold Rush and its frontier towns. The Players themselves have performed on real 

stages and in real theatres throughout the province now, and yet, they remain tied to this 

rectangular box plunked down in the middle of nowhere. There is just something about 

the space, as one of my informants notes:  

I mean nothing against the Kersley Hall, but I mean for as many people ï I 

mean, they sell out all the time ï I mean, they could go to the Correlieu 

theatre, right, and have a proper stage and everything, but they donôt 

because it seems like itôs a Kersley thing. Itôs the atmosphere of the tiny, 

little hall. Youôre going in. You sit. Itôs all hot and crowded. (Grimm and 

Grimm 2004) 

 

ñA Kersley thing,ò the Players are irrevocably yoked to their hall and their community, 

and it is this communal proprietary air and close-quartered atmosphere which envelops 

the performances and makes them successive successes ï a point to be elaborated on in 

Act IV. 
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Fig. 2.36. Kersley Community Hall, as seen looking southeast. 

 

 
Fig. 2.37. Addition to the Kersley Hall in 1990, as seen from the north. Photo courtesy of Roy Teed. 


