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Wilson, Major John Victor 

Hyde 

1911-1992 

To my dad, with all my love and gratitude for your life and mine . . . 

 

I began writing this tribute on a cold grey February day in 1991, a north wind blowing hard, sitting at the din-

ing room table my father made from the scraps of the old oak living room floor of the big ranch house. I was 

there to help pack up the house he designed and lived in, surrounded by the gardens and fruit trees he and my 

mother cared for. 

I had the need to write about him for my own comfort. I did not know what to write until I realized that he had 

written it already. Victor Wilson saved all sorts of stuff, packed it away in envelopes and files filled with let-

ters, pamphlets, maps, speeches, diaries and poems. There were books and newspaper stories, photographs, 

slides and movies. 

This much we know for sure. 

He was born in England March 8, 1911 when his family was in London visiting the doctors on Harley Street 

hoping to cure his sister‟s polio. His mother recalled Nurse Paulet leaning over her, saying, “It‟s a boy – so it 

was worth all that pain.” Two months after he was born, the family returned to Okanagan Falls. He returned 

with his father William John Waterman, a mining engineer from Sheffield, England and mother Florence 

Baker Warren Waterman, daughter of Colonel Falkland George Edgeworth Warren and Annie Matilda (nee 

Victor). Their children were Ena, Ruth, Guy, and after my father, Pixie. The Waterman family had a big barn 

(on Waterman Hill) and raised horses, and Florence grew asparagus, fruits and vegetables for the railway. 

In 1915, W.J. Waterman joined up to fight in the First World War and Florence was left on her own. On Janu-

ary 2, 1916 she moved her family to Paradise Ranch, where she kept house for Matt Wilson. Florence eventu-

ally married Wilson in 1923. My dad lived at Paradise Ranch most of the time until 1960 when the ranch was 

sold. He liked animals, photography, popular mechanics, electricity, ham radio, poetry, history, music, educa-

tion, swimming, diving and the theatre. He was a competitive diver and swimmer when at university and in the 

Kelowna regattas. 

For years, the only image I had of my father as a boy was from an old photograph of him staring into the cam-

era and holding up a furry little kitten. He looked shy, serious and intense. 

He attended schools at Poplar Grove, Kelowna and Naramata before graduating from Summerland High 

School in 1930. Later, he studied to become a teacher at Victoria Normal School in 1932-33. He changed his 
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name from Waterman to Wilson around this time. 

He was principal at the Okanagan Mission School from 1933 to 1938. He boarded at the Mission and slept out-

side in a sleeping porch all winter long. While there, he participated in the valley‟s first drama festival held in 

Vernon, and met my mother Katharine Tunstall Haverfield at a skating party over the Christmas holidays. 

Eventually, he married my mom in Hamilton, Ontario on November 15, 1941, while on weekend leave before 

going off to war as part of the Duke of Connaught‟s Own Rifles. 

From 1940 to 1945, he served with the Westminster Regiment. He saw action in Italy and was awarded the 

Military Cross for leadership and bravery in capturing twenty-seven enemy soldiers. He was discharged with 

the rank of captain. From 1949 to 1959, he was squadron commander of the BC Dragoons (Reserve) in Pentic-

ton. 

After the war, he returned to Paradise Ranch where his mother and stepfather, my mother Kitty, and our eldest 

brother Brian were living. He delivered Guy Tunstall in a house on the wharf on cold December day in 1945. 

Then I came along, followed by Matthew, Elaine and Nonie. 

However, it did not work out at the ranch – a winter frost killed off the apple trees. There was never enough 

money, so dad decided to sell the ranch (1963) and return to teaching. He went back to university to upgrade 

his education. He was principal of Kaleden Elementary School from 1960 to 1968. Until he retired in 1972, he 

was vice-principal of Carmi Avenue Elementary School in Penticton. 

Dad became an active member of the Okanagan Historical Society in 1961 and for five years he served as 

president of the Penticton Branch. Later, he was president of the parent body from 1975 to 1976. He remained 

a branch director and member of the editorial committee. He was made a life member of the society in 1977. 

As well, he was a member of the Pandosy Mission Restoration Committee and the Okanagan Similkameen 

Parks Society, where he and Harley Hatfield worked very hard for years to establish Okanagan Mountain Park, 

just north of Paradise Ranch. With Mr. Hatfield, he helped locate and preserve the Hudson Bay Brigade trails.  

This much we know from the names, dates and places that chart a man‟s life; but what do we know of the 

man? 

When he was soliciting support as a school board candidate, he wrote this about himself: 

I plan to be POSITIVE – FORTHRIGHT – outspoken and AVAILABLE. My decisions on your behalf will be 

considered and moderate. I support the College NOW.  I will work to involve the community in all phases of 

education. My children spent a total of 65 years in School District 15. 

I have the time, ability and desire to SERVE YOU. 

And so he did, because he was all those things. 

He was also a leader, capable of inspiring confidence and enthusiasm. He always seemed to be rescuing some-

one from drowning, gunshot wounds, runaways, broken hearts and other calamities. He helped lead the ground 

search party to the Canadian Pacific plane crash in a thick fog behind the ranch on December 25, 1950 and 

then brought the survivors out to the Chute Lake Road. He was a hero. 

A wonderful speaker, his talks and slide shows opened our eyes to the beauty around us and the need to pre-

serve it. He did this long before the environmental movement was established, and he did it for love, not 

money. 

There were many sides to my father, but I am his eldest daughter and so I knew him as dad. He was a very rea-

sonable father. His family meant everything to him. He was romantic and sentimental, yet fierce and direct 

when he had to be. If the Major „gave you heck‟ you knew you were in serious trouble! He could be stubborn 

and set in his ways, demanding and authoritative, but always kept the lines of communication open no matter 

what happened. 

My first memories of my father are the sound of his gumboots making a thwacking noise as he walked to the 

barn where he would turn on the radio and milk the cows. We would talk. He would put me to work opening 

and closing gates, collecting eggs, feeding the chickens, or giving the horses some oats. Then we would walk 

back to the big ranch house with two pails of milk, and we‟d separate the milk, clean the eggs and have break-

fast. We kids would fall all over each other to help him take off his gumboots and get his slippers.  

I felt like a princess when he would let me ride with him in the big ranch truck to take a load of fruit into the 

Wilson, Major John Victor 



3 

 

Naramata Packing House. Hoping maybe, that Jake Danderfer, Mr. Grant, Jack Buckley or Stu Berry, Don 

Salting, Bill Hardman or Percy Hancock would all see me with my dad – bouncing in the front seat, hanging 

out the window, feeling the breeze, proud to be Vic Wilson‟s daughter. And on the way back, he would let me 

ride on the empty flatbed of the truck, and I would sing and dance to the pine trees, a plume of dust flying up 

behind us. 

He was always doing something pur-

poseful and energetic. The days were 

organized with military precision. He 

had a big desk and an adding machine 

and a foolscap diary on a wooden clip-

board. He ran the ranch like the army. 

There was a gong that we would ring at 

meal times. There would be at least 

nine or ten people present at each meal. 

He said it was a time for regrouping. 

Good thing, too, because I remember 

we had complete freedom to wander as 

wished at Paradise. 

Anyone who has been to Paradise 

Ranch can attest to its heavenly quali-

ties. The long sandy beaches and steep 

clay banks, the coulees, gulches, gul-

leys, creeks, rock cliffs, mountains and ancient Indian paintings all give the place a magical romantic quality. 

It is splendid in its isolation, especially on long hot summer days with the lake smooth as glass reflecting a 

mirror image of the sky. Sandpipers, magpies, meadowlarks and swallows calling out; the smell of hot dust 

and sagebrush; the sound of sprinklers in the cool green orchards. 

Later, on those long summer evenings with a cool breeze off the mountains, we would go water skiing with the 

pickers or simply hang around the pickers‟ shacks, talking until the dot of eight o‟clock, when Dad would 

stand at the bend of the road and shout out: “SANDRA, BEDTIME!” 

When we were kids, we did not have any telephones or television. We were seventeen miles from Penticton, 

living at the end of a dirt road, but we were never lonely. There was a steady parade of visiting relations, cow-

boys, gypsies, migrant fruit pickers, travelers and on occasion, the police and maybe a shipwrecked sailor or a 

beatnik. And there was Granny‟s house where she lived with Aunt Nell. 

We were forever lining up for inspection, and then marching off to school, square dancing, church bazaars, 

Christmas concerts, May Days or to see mom in a production of the Naramata Players. There were trips to 

town for a Saturday matinee at the Capitol Theater and skating at the Penticton arena, home of the Penticton 

V‟s. When my dad was parade marshal for the Peach Festival parade, we would see him whiz by on a motor-

cycle. On Armistice Day, he would be there in his uniform with his medals on his chest. 

Every Easter and during the Pacific National Exhibition, we would all pile into the station wagon (later the 

Volkswagen bus) and drive the Hope-Princeton to the coast. Three kids to a bed and Brian on crutches. We did 

it all with our visits to our big city relations or Stanley Park. We had special trips to see any new bridges, 

dams, tunnels or hydro plants. And that last holiday summer, we went to Expo 67 in a camper truck, driving 

across America to see the Passion Play in the Black Hills of North Dakota. Wonderful memories! 

There were always hikes. One time dad, Elaine and I were just reaching the summit of Okanagan Mountain, 

and he burst into song, “Climb every mountain, follow every dream,” and he meant it. So we joined in, and 

then we had a perfect cup of tea and lovely long walk and talk. 

Dad was an enthusiastic teacher, always interested in bringing out the best in his students and putting on a ter-

rific Christmas concert. I meet people all the time who want to tell me that he taught them, turned them 

around, or inspired them. They remember him with love, because he took the time to reach out and touch them. 
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He used to say, “Sandra, you‟re the eldest girl, so I expect you to show some common sense. Now go and look 

after the others.” It was as if we were partners. And so I did, happily, until I became a bit of a rebel in adoles-

cence. He said I was growing up too fast. If it was after midnight, and I was sitting in a car with a boy, he 

would come out in his red tartan dressing gown and tell me to get inside and he‟d have a few words with the 

young man. I would die. But he cared. He was so strong for us, fearless, always there, no matter what trouble 

we were in. And usually someone was in trouble. 

Even during the anti-establishment, mod, swinging 1960s and the hippy-me decades, dad kept the lines of 

communication open. He insisted on honesty, hard work, doing your level best and respecting the family, the 

land and Mother Nature. He asked a lot of us and we would gladly do it. 

Perhaps the hardest thing we had to do was look after him in these last few years as Alzheimer‟s and time took 

away his strength and his mind. Our thanks go out to the many doctors, nurses, care-givers and families and-

Shortly after he and mom moved to Penticton, during a cold snap in January, I took him to the Delta Lakeside 

for a cup of tea and asked him how he would like to be remembered. He was very lucid. He thought for a mo-

ment, and then he told me all he wanted was that we would think kindly of him when we were walking in the 

hills, among the pine trees and sagebrush here in the beautiful Okanagan Valley. 

We will all miss him terribly. He was part of a generation of men who gave to their families, their communi-

ties and their country. But dad always insisted that he did not want anyone to indulge in sorrow at his passing. 

Rather, he gave us orders to celebrate a long life fully lived, to recall the wonderful times we have been 

blessed with and rejoice in our own families and the future. He would want us to make ourselves useful, enjoy 

the great outdoors, be the best we can be and simply get on with it 

And so we shall. 

Wilson, Major John Victor 

Sandy Wilson 



5 

 

 

Wilson, Major John Victor 

Memoir of Katherine Wilson printed in the Penticton Herald. 

 

Right: Photo from the air crash above Paradise Ranch on 

December 25, 1950 in which Vic Wilson played a role ex-

tracting the survivors. 



6 

 

 

Wilson, Major John Victor 

Early draft of Vic Wilson biography by  Lorna Rounds. Lorna and Phil Rounds were keen to record Naramata history. 
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Submitted by Guy Wilson to the Naramata Museum Society 
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