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This is a transcript of the interview I (JV) conducted with Kenneth Hughes (KH).
Kenneth’s wife Jennetta (JH) was with us at the time of the interview, and added her
perspective at times. Kenneth Hughes is a pastor, and lives with his wife Jennetta on
Kenneth’s parents homestead in Big Lake. During the interview, I found out a great deal
of information about Kenneth’s life and the work he does with his ministry. I was
especially interested in hearing about how the Mat-Su valley has grown and changed over
the span of his life. He also expressed how important family is to him, and how those
values have impacted his life. I hope that this interview I conducted will be of use to
someone in the future. I had a wonderful time doing this interview and highly
recommend this kind of learning activity to anyone interested in the study of society.

The Interview

JV: All right, this is my interview with Kenny Hughes. What country did you, your
parents or grandparents consider your homeland?

KH: Well, the United States of course. But, one of my grandfathers was a German. My
great, great grandfather, I guess, came from Whales, and my dad came from
Pennsylvania and my mother from Washington.

JV: Why did they come to the U.S.?

KH: I am not sure about that. It was just the thing to do I guess. Everybody was going
west.

JV: O.K., and where did they initially settle?

KH: One set of my grandparents settled in Montana and the other on the West Coast.
JV: O.K.

KH: East Coast, excuse me, it was the East Coast. Pennsylvania.

JV: How would you describe the communities in which you lived with your family?
KH: In the early stages?

JV: Yes.

KH: How would I describe the communities? I was born here in Palmer. During the

colonist days. There were a few people. The first year was a big tent city along the rail
road track and everybody, most everybody had the same motives for being here. It was to
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develop the land, and build the place...a farming community. And so being a small
community, everybody knew each other and it was kind of like one big family that
worked together.

JV: Hmm, do you recall a favorite place as a child or a least favorite place?
KH: You mean in the community here?

JV: Yea...or did you have, like I don’t know, a spot you went to as a kid or that you
hung out?

KH: Well, uh, my early, we were Palmer for two or three years and then moved to
Valdez, and then back to Palmer in *45. I don’t know if there was a favorite place. We
built a road, from the Anchorage/ Palmer highway, up onto Lazy Mountain where we
built a Children’s home. And I guess my favorite place was the basketball court. I loved
to play basketball at school, but I never had a lot of time for it. Because we had a farm,
and in those days work came before play. So, I don’t know what my favorite spot would
be. I used to spend a lot of time in the woods fishing and hunting up there on Lazy
Mountain and walking back into lakes and whatnot. But, I don’t know that I had a
favorite spot where I hung out. We had too much work to do to be hanging out!

JV: Did you play on a team for basketball for school, or just solely for fun?

KV: We had basketball teams, but a bunch of us who had chores to do everyday, could
never stay for practice, so we had to develop our own intramural team, which we tried to
play once a week during school hours.

JV: Did you ever have competitions?

KH: We had lots of competitions. And actually in those days Wasilla was a very small
community, and they barely had enough people, enough kids for a basketball team. But,
Palmer had a good basketball team, which played Anchorage. I think Anchorage was the
only other high school that we ever played. It was the only other high school available to
play in the early days.

JV: How many brothers and sisters did you have in your family?

KH: In my immediate family I had one sister. But being that my mom and dad built the
children’s home up on Lazy Mountain, I had actually about 80 kids that I lived with
everyday in the same house.

JV: Do you recall a special relationship, with I guess you could say that those 80 kids you
lived with were your brothers and sisters in a way. Do you recall a special relationship
with one of them?
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KH: Yea. I developed a relationship, of course, with most all of them. But, one fellow,
one of the native boys that came from Sleetmute, out on the Kuskaquim River, I had
probably what you would call a special relationship in which we spent a lot of time
together, worked together, run around together. We slept in the same bedroom. He
probably was closer to a brother than the rest of them. His name was Wilfred Fredricks
who was president of one of the Native Corporations a while back. He still lives in
Anchorage, retired now.

JV: Going back, just a minute, I wanted to get this in there. How did your parents first
come to Alaska?

KH: My parents came to Alaska for the sole purpose of being missionaries. They weren’t
affiliated with any particular denominational group. They were non-sectarian,
fundamental Bible-teaching people and felt called of God to come to Alaska in
missionary work. My dad built a boat in Aberdine, Washington and put a set of sails on it
and an old Studebaker motor in it and they sailed to Alaska. And first stopping in
Wrangel, where my sister was born that winter. Then on, up to Palmer the next year. Of
course they didn’t sail to Palmer. They got into Palmer by rail out of Anchorage. And
they began missionary work here as well as working for the Co-op as a finish carpenter.
And they came up totally on their own...just a faith ministry.

JV: Do you have memories of special births, weddings or deaths and the traditions
surrounding those events?

KH: Yes. Um...I thought I was going to have another sister at one time when I was

about five or six years old I guess, who was stillborn. And I remember that very well.
As far as deaths in those early days, I don’t recall anyone in our family other than that
baby who comes to mind.

JV: What do you recall as a typical day as a child?

KH: Typical day? Depending on how old I was. When I was real young a typical day
was getting into lots of mischief and getting a spanking and going to bed without my
supper and that was pretty much a typical day at one point. But, later on like when I was
10-11-12-13 years old, a typical day would be to get up, go to school, come home from
school, do the chores, either out milking the cows or cutting wood. All of us in the
children’s home had to do a certain amount of chores everyday. We each one of us had to
cut a certain amount of wood a day, and pack it in on our shoulder. And we burned wood
at the children’s home and cooked with wood and we heated our water with wood. And
eventually heated water with coal and um I guess that would be just about be a typical
day until the weekends. Then we worked I think four hours on a weekend and played the
rest.

JV: Also, what was a typical day when you were a teen, a young adult and please include
how your responsibilities shifted, you know, your responsibilities changed from the time
you were a kid to when you became more of an adult.
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KH: Things were a lot different then than they are now. Kids matured a lot quicker.
Mainly because they had more responsibilities and had to work. And as I mentioned
before to you at lunch, I was driving a school bus when [ was 16 years old. We lived on
the end of the route. We kept the bus at our house over night and picked up kids on the
way to school. School bus drivers were able to discipline kids at that point in life, and so
we grew up quick took responsibility fast and also that summer when I was 16 years old I
made a transition from working at home so much into running a dozer. My dad had a
International dozer, a TD18 International dozer that I operated for a living, and we did
land clearing for the people in the valley and road building, excavations and so on. And
then as I got to, a year after graduating high school, I took on the responsibility of a wife
at 19, who was still in school. Was it two years after? I was almost 20. Then I went to
work in a service station, pumping gas in Palmer. It was Kirk Sales and Service at that
time. And then after about a year there | went to work in the coal mines at Sutton, up on
the hill at Jonesville. I ran a dozer up there pushing over burden for Wes Edwards for a
while and then I worked for Copperrude Trucking, trucking coal off the hill down to
Jonesville to the grizzly. And that finished my teenage years, and then we started to raise
a family.

JV: So things were a lot different back then as far as responsibility goes.
KH: Yea. I worked for the railroad for a while too. I forgot about that.

JV: Ok. So now back to your childhood years. Who was your best childhood friend and
why?

KH: Oh, this fellow that I mentioned Wilfred Fredricks was probably my best childhood
friend. We had a lot of things in common, did a lot of things together. Uh, just a fun guy.
We never did get in any trouble together. And he finally left our home and joined the
military and shipped to Japan, so our time as teenagers didn’t last very long anyhow. I
don’t know why, he just seemed to be my type of a guy. Lot of things in common.

JV: What kinds of games or pastimes did you enjoy?

KH: I never was much for playing games. I liked to play baseball and basketball. But,
pastimes I think were more playing with horses, and hunting and fishing and hiking and
climbing mountains.

JV: Where did you get your schooling? Elementary up through High School?

KH: OK. Part of my elementary schooling I got in Valdez, where my Mom and Dad
moved in the 40s. We had a children’s home there with 90 kids. Then we moved out of
there in 45, and back to Palmer. And I did my 5™ 6™ grade through graduating high
school in Palmer in 1954.

JV: What do you remember were you expectations of life during your teen years?
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KH: Well, my expectations of life? I’ll tell you what they weren’t. My dad was a very
dedicated committed person, my dad and mother both to the ministry that they felt God
wanted them to be in. And they had no income except what they trusted the Lord for, and
God did supply all their needs throughout the time that they had the Children’s home and
even beyond, but he never had any money to spend on frivolous things, and that always
bothered me because I saw times when he would give me his last 25 cents to buy pencils
and papers for school and it made me kind of bitter and a little bit angry because
everybody at school had money, had things and we didn’t. And all of our clothing was
hand me downs. We seldom ever had anything new, and so my expectation as I was
growing up as a teenager, was to make money and to buy things that I wanted. And I was
determined that I was not going to be in the ministry like my dad. Because he worked too
hard and had too little. And I guess you become your emotional focus, because, what
turned out to be is I became like my father and went into the ministry. And became a
missionary with Artic Missions and then Interact Ministries and have been there ever
since. And God has blessed us in marvelous ways and has supplied not only our needs
but, a lot of our wants.

JV: In what ways were dating and courtship similar to dating and courtship of your own
children.

KH: Similar? Um...well dating and courtship when I was young was more of a struggle
by far. Our dating was normally done through our church groups. Where we would go
together as groups. And it wasn’t until I was actually out of high school I guess that and
had a vehicle that I really dated as an individual with an individual and I don’t know.
Let’s see the similarities. I guess some of the similarities is that I lived a long ways from
town and had to drive quite a ways to pick up my date. And most all of my family were
girls. My kids were girls, only one boy. And so their boyfriends had to drive a long ways.
To pick up my kids out in Big Lake. I think one of the similarities is that my parents,
being Christians, had very high standards for who I should date and who I shouldn’t. And
uh were very concerned that I didn’t get too involved with the wrong person at an early
age. And my wife and I shared the same concerns with our kids and set standards for
them to live by. I guess those are some of the similarities. My parents wanted to see and
know and for me to bring my girlfriends home and that was one thing we required of our
kids that if they were going to be dating somebody, we wanted to know who they were
and know them personally to see if we approved of them dating that individual. Some we
did some we didn’t. So those are some similarities. I can’t think of any others.

JV: Who did you admire and respect while growing up and why?

KH: Well, I admired my Dad and respected him very much because of his honesty his
commitments to God. He didn’t have a lot of time for me,which kind of developed a little
bit of animosity, because at a young age I didn’t really understand. He had so many
children to take care of, that I was just one of them. And even though I was his own
blood child, he still couldn’t spend a lot of time with me, or much more time with me as
anybody else. That would have caused a problem with the rest of the kids. But I always
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admired him for his drive, his strong work ethics, his wisdom, his commitment to the
Lord, I guess I said that, his commitment to other people. And one of the things that has
always been a very cherished remembrance of him. He gave me two things to think about
that have really challenged me and have done a lot for developing my life or my life style
I guess I should say. He said, “ If you want to invest in anything, invest in people,
because they are the only thing that really last. Relationships are really the most
important things in life.”. And then he gave me another piece of advice which was very
wise, he said , “ To always keep short accounts with everybody. Open communication so
that misunderstandings are taken care of immediately, before they get all blown out of
proportion.” So I guess I have to say that I admired my father more than anybody else.
There were other people that I admired. One of them was our mission director, who was
also in Alaska doing missionary work and became a pastor of a church in Anchorage. His
name was John Gillespie. If I ever wanted a second mother, his wife would have been it.
I admired the both of them, but actually my admiration for them was exactly the same as
my admiration for my father, the same kind of commitment.

JV: During your childhood years, what type of communication did you guys have? Did
you have radio, and TV and telephone and all that kind of stuff?

KH: Uh we didn’t have telephones at that time. We had no TV we had no recorders and
boom boxes. And when I was a young fellow, our radios were free-standing radios on the
floor, big box, free standing radios. I wasn’t really all that interested in music, I was
totally uninterested in the news and so radio never became an obsession with me. But,
actually we didn’t have many types of communication then except by mail. By letter.
Then in my early days it was all by Alaska steamship which took a week or so to get state
side and we did have the use of telegrams. We were able to send telegrams all over the

country for a very nominal fee. We had a telephone in town and we could go to town and
make a call.

JV: What were the expectations regarding attending school?

KH: I think society’s expectations were varied. Because it was still fairly popular for
people to have strong work ethics and do anything they felt they were gifted at without
going to school. College in those days was not as expensive as compared to today. So, it
wasn’t that people couldn’t go to college but not near the percentage of people went to
college in those days as they do now. And I was totally uninterested in going to college
because I was gifted in areas where I knew I could make a good living. Those
expectations of no school kind of went by the wayside as I start getting my focus on life
together and realizing that God wanted me in a ministry, and so I took my family in 1959,
I took them all to Alberta Canada where I went to Bible school for four years to get
Biblical training along with college courses. And uh graduated out of there in *63. And
then I felt called to go into the flying ministry as well which entailed another two years of
training in Tacoma in a tech school where I got a air frame and power plant license to
maintain airplanes. And my dad had taught me to fly and so I didn’t get any real formal
training in flying except to get a commercial and instrument rating and stuff like that.
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JV: What do you remember most about the school you attended? Your favorite subjects?
Least favorite subjects?

KH: Well, my favorite subjects were Math and Science and Biology. And I enjoyed
Geography. My worst subjects that I hated were English and History. And so
consequently, did real well in the ones that I enjoyed, and barely scraped by in the ones
that I didn’t.

JV: OK, You’ve answered this question in some of your other ones, but did you attend
high school, college, or receive any type of schooling after elementary school?

KH: Yes, I went to Palmer High School, and graduated there. And then I went to Prairie
Bible Institute for four years and graduated there. And then I went to Clover Park Tech in
Tacoma for two years and graduated there.

JV: What was your first job you held? How old were you and how much money did you
make?

KH: My first job that I ever had was when I was about 7 years old and I worked for the
city of Valdez raking rocks off the airport for a dollar a day plus two bottles of pop. And
just about everybody in our town, all the young kids in town did that during the summer
time. And of course that was lots of money to us. And to give you an idea of how much
money that was to us, the first bike that I bought with my own money was $7. A used
bike, but a good bike. And then of course being raised on a farm, I started raising some
chickens and calves and made a little bit of money that way until well, every fall, when I
first got into High School, we did several things. I drove school bus, I harvested
potatoes. We worked hard every fall, we got a couple weeks off of school every fall. And
harvest potatoes for people, making real good money. And in the summer time, the year I
was 16, I started running a dozer, building roads and excavating and clearing land for the
farmers and whatnot. I guess those were the first jobs I had.

JV: Did you enjoy working around farms when you were a kid?

KH: Yea, I did. I liked animals. And you know cows tie you down and I never did like
that. You were always tied to the cows you could never leave them. You had to be there
in the morning and the night all the time. Um, but I enjoyed that. I enjoyed running
heavy equipment probably a whole lot more, and I did that for quite a few years.

JV: Did you ever wish that you had grown up in a big city?

KH: No. I had no use for the cities whatsoever. I was a country boy. And I still have no
use for cities.

JV: Good Answer! Ha Ha! Um describe your work career. Which job was most
satisfying and least satisfying and why?
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KH: Oh Boy, I’ve had so many different varied types of work. Well, sure. Um. I enjoyed
working with heavy equipment, and as I got into the building trade, I really enjoyed
different types of building construction, and all of them had their benefits and I can’t
think of a real downside of that kind of work except in the winter time when running
dozers shoving overburden in a coal mine at 30 below and 30 knots of wind was not fun.
Pretty hard to keep warm. But, the most exciting work that I’ve ever done, which has
given me gratification as far as joy and contentment and a real satisfying experience is
what I’ve been doing since 1966 and that is working with people in ministry, presenting
the gospel to them and seeing lives changed and transformed by God’s message, and
there has been nothing that has given me more satisfaction than that. That has been my
ultimate work.

JV: Great! When did you decide to get married? When were you married? What do you
remember of that special day? And were there any special traditions?

KH: Ha! When did I decide to get married? I decided to get married when I was probably
12 years old. But, I had to grow up a little. But, something I always prayed for was that I
would live long enough to have a wife and a family. I was a family type of a person and 1
love people and kids. And, actually, I never was real serious about getting married until I
was probably 17 or 18. My wife was my girlfriend for a short time when she was in the
4™ grade and I was in the 6™ grade in Palmer. But we never really started a serious
relationship until she was a freshman in High School, which would have been ’52. And
then I left in *54 to go to the University of Washington. And uh, I left the University
within a few weeks because I didn’t like it, I didn’t like their policies at all. And I moved
to Seattle Pacific which was a much better school for what I wanted and ended up coming
home early and marrying my wife, because it was just too difficult to stay away. As far as
what I remember, about that situation, I remember many times of driving down to her
home on the Springer System, in my little open cab jeep, in terrible snow storms and I
always felt it was worth all the struggles getting there and back. And we finally set a date
to get married. We got married the day after Christmas in 1955. We had a huge wedding.
And have lived happily ever since.

JV: That sounds very nice! Where did you guys live? Describe your home.

KH: We started out with a very meager home. Neither one of us had any money. She had
more money than I did! She had a little bit of money in the bank. But, my dad bought an
acre of ground on the Springer system and gave it to me for a wedding present. To try to
make a home in a hurry, I bought a trailer house. And I borrowed $400 dollars from my
wife and built a full length lean to on the side of it. And uh on this piece of property we
had a well drilled. And we were pretty poor in those days and we cooked on top of a ...to
start with. We had no electricity to start with. And we cooked on top of a gas lamp on a
little grill that I had put on top of it. Remember that? And then forty days after we got
married, that place burned down. We had a little basement in it and uh we don’t know to
this day exactly what happened. But, I was working at the service station when I learned
that my house was on fire and I didn’t get there in time to really save anything. So, we
had a chance to get rid of all of our belongings, all of our wedding presents, some that
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hadn’t been opened yet and uh start all over brand new again after forty days. And
uh...what was the question again?

JV: It was where did you live and describe your home.

KH: Ohyea. Anyway it was a very meager home. We moved there we moved from
there that winter into an apartment in Palmer and lived in an apartment for what Mom
about six or eight months? And uh then that summer, that coming summer I dug a
basement and we built a concrete basement which we lived in for that next year planning
to build a house on top and then it was the next year that we... we left and went to
Canada to go to school and so we sold the place to get money to go to school on. So that
was our that was our first home. And then two years after that we built a place in Big
Lake. It was a very humble dwelling. It was a military quansit hut on my Dad’s
homestead. But we just needed a summer home at the time until we finished school.
And then when we finished school in 1966 we went to Grayling out on the Yukon River,
where we had a nice framed home and we built a church right next to it. And then we
began our Big Lake home in 1970. Where we still live.

JH: It was our twenty-second move in sixteen years when we moved into our home in
Big Lake.

JV: And that’s where you guys are today still?
JH: Yes.

KH: Twenty second move?

JH: Yes.

KH: Wow. That wasn’t fun for my wife, moving all over. It was fun, finally when she
settled down. Had her own little place. It wasn’t a little place, a big place.

JV: So would say that there was a reason why you guys moved around so much?

KH: Well, we were chasing around going to school. Riding back and forth to Canada
each year. I’d come home and run a dozer during the summer and make enough money
to put us through school the next winter. We’d make all these moves, you know we
counted all these moves back and forth to Canada.

JH: And from one apartment to another.

KH: Yea.

JV: Um...what things did you carry over from your childhood in bringing up your own
children?
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KH: Oh...a lot of things. A deep commitment to the Lord, strong work ethics. I tried to
develop responsibility with my kids at an early age. What Mom?

JV: We had very strong family ties.

KH: Ohyea. We had very, very strong family ties. And even today we try to eat
together, the whole family tries to eat together once a month. Uh excuse me...once a
week. So every week our whole family gets together and eats together which has kept us
very strong and very close and um and that has been a wonder thing...a real blessing and
there is about 30 of us now in our family. Um...what else can I think?

JV: What types of community activities did you participate it? Church organizations etc?
KH: When I was young? After I was married before or what?
JV: Let’s go with after you were married since we’re kind of going that way now.

KH: Ok. Just a quick run down. Before we were married we had what we called
a...well we went to church in the United Protestant Church in Palmer. And we had a
fairly strong youth group there...what was it called?

JH: We called it Young Life.

KH: Young Life...yea. And that is where Jeanetta and I really got going together again,

was out of that group...yea. And then after that...after we got married, we always had an

active part in any church that we were in. In teaching Sunday school, in adults in

teaching kids, leading the songs. Actually, being kind of a part time pastor. We actually

started a church in our house in Big Lake, then when we moved into Wasilla here and

built this church here, um, I headed up the building program in the Wasilla Bible Church, |
and built the original church, with all volunteer help. And um we both taught Sunday

School, and she taught Bible Studies, during the week, still does. And we’ve always

been active in our church, wherever we have been, taking some kind of a part in it.

JV: What was it like...shortly after you got married just back then? As far as the
placement of the towns and roads and things?

KH: OK. Well, there were very... and this is even up until we got married. Um...there
were certain amount of road improvement even by the time we got married, but as we
grew up, there were few roads. There was a dirt road between Palmer and Wasilla that
was very crooked, very hilly and in the springtime got so muddy you couldn’t travel it.
Her dad in those days, had the mail route. And in the wintertime he had his track vehicle
often because of the snow, and not getting plowed and the drifts and whatnot. And um
there was a railroad between Anchorage and Seward and Anchorage and Fairbanks. And
to get from Palmer to Big Lake you rode the train to Houston, and then walked on a cat
trail from Houston to Big Lake, because there was no road. And um let’s
see...Anchorage in the early days when we were here, there was no road to Anchorage.






















