George Vobeyda and his three sisters were residents of the Alexandra Orphanage in Vancouver from 1929 to 1938.  Their father had deserted the family and their mother had a physical disability which made it impossible for her to look after  her children.  Each summer the entire orphanage and all the matrons came out to Camp Alexandra by train for a two week respite by the sea. George and one sister, Kay, arrived back at the Camp one afternoon in June 1993 for the first time in 55 years.



"We mostly came to Camp by train and it took the better part of the day to get here.  The train went over this big trestle over the Fraser River and then by hop fields.  When we got to Crescent, we'd all walk down to Camp from the station."


"Those of us who lived in the Orphanage used to have competitions at Camp with the 'outsiders'.  They were the people who came to Camp on welfare.  We lived in the orphanage and slept in the Nursery when we came to Camp - at least the girls did. We had indoor plumbing. The boys slept in tents and their plumbing was outdoor!   The 'outsiders' slept  upstairs in the Dining Hall.  We kids from the orphanage used to have competitions with the 'outsiders', picking berries.  There used to be woods all around here and a few gravel roads, but mostly trails.  We picked thimble berries, huckleberries, blackberries and salmon berries. There used to be a big bush of Saskatoon berries by the gate that led to the beach.  We'd see who could pick the most and the cooks would make them up into pies."


"Every morning they rang the triangle to get everybody up at 7am.  We always got porridge for breakfast and George would always eat everybody else's!  He loved mush!  They had a big pot on wheels to serve the tables.  We also had inspection every morning - clean hands, teeth brushed.  If you weren't clean, you'd lose points". 

"We had our own money at Camp that they kept for us and we would take out a nickel or a dime and go to the store for jawbreakers.  We'd all troop down there in a big group."


"In the orphanage and at Camp, the boys and the girls were separated. We only came together for meals, church and sports day.  Camp was always good, but still regimental. In the orphanage you were sent to the attic.  George had to scrub the floors with a toothbrush!  We all wore bloomers in those days and George didn't like short pants - he didn't want to bare his knees!  So up he went to the attic.  It got so the mice and rats in the attic would start saying 'What, you again?'  A favorite trick was making a pumpkin bed, where you put a pillow in as if you were sleeping, then you'd sneak out at night.  That didn't often happen here at Camp because we'd all be so tired we'd be welcoming our bed!"


  "We weren't abused in any way, but we got our just rewards!  Our clothes were always clean.  At Camp, we were responsible for our bathing suit and towel - they did the rest of our laundry for us.  They had an old hand fed wringer washer in the laundry room.  Since the whole orphanage came out to Camp at one, it must have been quite a job keeping up!    Once a week we had to treat our hair for lice. We used coal oil and a fine tooth comb. We never had lice and it didn't seem to do our hair any harm either!  We had straw ticks for mattresses on the old iron beds.  I guess they were quite comfortable, but when you're a kid you don't notice anyway."


"The weather was always good in those days, and much hotter than now.  We went to the beach everyday.  There were agates everywhere and we had quite a collection!  We used to walk on the dikes and pick little tiny sour apples. We'd eat them and get a bellyache, but never got sick."


"The Telford family supported the work at the orphanage and had a summer home at the beach.  One night they had been baking potatoes in stones.  Later, the house caught fire and burned to the ground.  I was walking there next morning and burnt both my feet on the hot ashes.  I was laid out in the Nursery, and they didn't believe in treating burns with cold water then.  I don't know what they put on, but it sure hurt!  There were a lot of benefactors like the Telfords and they were very good to us.  They'd take us on outings. Wherever we went in those days we walked, so when we got to ride in their cars - usually in the rumble seat -  we really enjoyed it."


"There was a traveling church that came to the beach - the Canadian Sunday School Mission.  We'd sing choruses on the beach and do flannel graphs - where you put the felt figure on the board as the stories go.  That was our first experience at hearing the gospel.  When the service was over they'd hand out candies."


"When they were closing the orphanage and shipping everyone to the orphanage in New Westminster, we were a bit older and our mum took us out.  We lived in a little house with no indoor plumbing. The bathroom was out back by the chicken coop!  George got a job at a bicycle shop collecting debts from people who hadn't paid yet.  It was 1938 and he got paid $7 a week.  That wasn't too bad when you think that ice cream and big horseshoe suckers only cost a nickel."


George joined the navy shortly after leaving the orphanage and was wounded in 1944.  At a small Canadian hospital near an English village, he was visited by the Queen.  George and all three sisters still live in the greater Vancouver area.

