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A Farewell to Chuck Irwin

Martin Rossander

This is a little background on Chuck.
He was born on Feb. 16 on a fann in Alberta [in the Three Bias/Trochu area-MRI, and about 1917 or '18 the family came to

Vancouver. His schooling amounted to Grade 3. He worked in a livery stable caring for horses. When he was 14 or 15 years old, he got a
job working on a boom, rafting logs. He later worked in a mine in Alaska. He progressed from there to the logging camps which turned out
to be mainly his life's work. He digressed from there to fishing for a few years. And also on Hydro. He was 83 years of age when he passed
away. He played the banjo, mandolin, fiddle, and was learning the button accordion at his demise. He didn't know a note of music.

-Gar Irwin

As a one time member of the "Wobblies" (Industrial
Workers of the World), Chuck had a memory full of scores
yet to be settled about shootings, clubbings, and hangings
perpetuated against workers in earlier days of unionizing. "I
don't have much longer to live, and I'd sure like to take some
of those guys with me when I go." That is how he explained
his social agenda. Injustice didn't sit well with Chuck. I kind
of liked that, but somehow it's never quite that simple, and I
guess he knew it.

Chuck's younger brother Gar says Chuck never liked
being alone. He'd always bring with him a stepchild or grand-
child wherever he went. Living and working, earlier, with
coastal Natives, Chuck learned the skills of net mending and
fishing. Title of "chief" was fondly conferred upon him for his
good judgement. He brought fun and storytelling with him
wherever he went. In Vancouver during the Depression,
Chuck would say to Gar, "We have got to get hold of a dollar
somehow." They would pick up their guitar and banjo and
head for a waterfront cafe or restaurant, create a happy tune
while nickels and dimes tossed into an open guitar case might
sometimes add up to one whole dollar, of an evening.

The brothers remembered, too, the times of unrest in
Vancouver when the men of law and order moved in with
clubs and whatever to dispel the marches of the unemployed.
I have just loaned Gar my copy of The Great Depression by
Pierre Berton. I think Gar will find it of interest and
somewhat in keeping with his experiences, and much safer,
too, than living it in the raw.

As a regular commitment the Enjoyment Band plays at the
hospital Extended Care unit three Fridays each month. Band
members don't always take right off to go home when refresh-
ments are served. An attendant, thanking the band, had said
patients are better relaxed and in a good mood from exposure
to an hour or so of music. That is when guitar jockey Gar told
us how music had helped to restore his brother Chuck from
his hospital bed after being run over by a speeding taxi.

Chuck Irwin played a variety of instruments, had been
with the Band for 23 years and was known mostly for banjo.
Chuck had a pretty good voice, too, for lyrics and for quick
on-the-spot humor. During a bedside visit, Gar had found
Chuck crying "I don't want to die, 1 don't want to die."

"How would you like a little music?" asked Gar, to which
Chuck didn't say yes. Nor did he say no, so Gar scurried
about and soon managed to bring in Sonja MacLean with her
piano accordion, accompanied by Gar's guitar. They played.
Soon Chuck was smiling. Looking up, the players noticed
other patients edging into the room, and some of the hospital
staff as well. Gar says they played for about an hour and were
asked by the nurses to come again; this was better therapy
than any prescribed medicines. Next time Gar brought Donna
Redford, who also played piano accordion. This was for
Chuck's 83rd birthday.

Next day, Chuck was out of bed and on the phone to Gar.
"Bring some more music!" Two days later, Gar had a knock
at his door and there stood Chuck, maybe a bit shaky, and he
says, "Let's make some music now?"

Back in the Band, Chuck's last play was for a Seniors'
day at a shopping mall. He had a walker but was ashamed to
be seen using it. Gar supported him on one arm into the mall,
with his other arm helping his incapacitated wife Mary.
Following that gig, Chuck lay down at home on the chester-
field, where he sort of overstayed, until the doctor checked
him out and found nothing wrong. With that, Chuck stood up,
and moments later dropped to the floor, dead.

Such was Chuck's personality: magnetic, reassuring,
good humored, but concerned about justice, too. That was a
mark of the frontier, of which Chuck was a living personi-
fication. He'd think that was a pretty high-falutin' description,
and then laugh.

Old time music with a dance beat may seem irreverent at
a funeral service, but band members knew the pieces that
Chuck liked best, and they played them with vigor in a style
most fitting to Chuck Irwin's memorial.I first met Chuck at a seance. Days later, he phoned,

"Hey, come on over to Ralph's. We've got some music going.
Bring your viola." Chuck had a yen for all instruments. Resumifran{:ais, page 15.


