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Preface & Acknowledgments

I have lived a rather ordinary life, most of it on a family farm, with very few milestones or accomplishments.

I’ve written a variety of short stories—all but two are true, and those two begin with a small amount of fact.

Some of the early events were told to me by my father or mother. I made a mental note of them.

Some of the events, after they occurred, became more humorous as I recounted them. I noted them as well.

In my seventies, often while Jeanie and I were relaxing on Kauai, I would take a notepad, walk to the picnic shelter on nearby Prince Kuhio Park and spend part of the afternoon writing.

On our first trip to Kauai we met Duke and Millie Wellington, long time island residents, who soon became good friends of ours.

Duke began writing in his seventies and he encouraged me to keep writing after I showed him a few of my stories.
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Early Years

Bruce, Alberta




The Julius Lutz Family’s First Christmas at Bruce, 1924

To start this story, I should give some background or a timeline of the Julius Lutz family coming to Canada.

In 1912 Julius Lutz and his two brothers, Ludwig and Fred, came to Canada, leaving their families behind in what is now Ukraine or Poland (then it was Russia). They came to find opportunity and work, to earn money to send for their families to join them later.

Julius worked on a farm at Theodore, Saskatchewan, Dad told me. By 1914 he had saved enough money to send for his wife Ernstina (Tina), daughter Otillia (Tillie), born in 1903, son Reinhold, born in 1905, and daughter Olga, born in 1910. However, in 1914 WWI had started, the money for the fare was lost and the family back in Russia had been displaced and were eventually sent to Siberia together with the other families from their predominantly German village.

I believe that displacement was very similar to what the Canadian government did to the Japanese-Canadians in 1942.

After World War I was over, in 1918, the displaced families were sent back, not to their now-inhabited homes and villages, but to Germany. Dad did not speak much about their experiences, the trip and their life in Siberia, but the few stories he told might be material for another story.

Through the Red Cross, contact with Julius was established, more money for the fare was sent and the family was reunited in Edmonton in 1922, ten years after Julius had come to Canada.

So my dad, Reinhold, was 17 years old when he came to Canada. He would have been seven when he had last seen his father.

Dad said that when travelling across Canada by train, they kept seeing the same letters or words in a sign, over and over. What did the sign say, what did it mean, how was it pronounced, they wondered. The sign was COCA-COLA.

Dad’s first job in Edmonton, which had become Julius’ home, was working in a packing plant or slaughterhouse, plucking chickens. His wage was a penny per chicken. But like everything else, Dad used to say later, if you do the same thing over and over, you get faster and faster doing it. Dad said he got as high as 60 chickens per hour. That’s 60 cents an hour or one minute per chicken.

Many years later, as a boy I remember seeing Dad pluck freshly scalded chickens. He rubbed the feathers from the hanging chicken’s body with both hands, wet feathers scattering around him. But Dad’s finished job wasn’t perfect. Mother or my two older sisters did the final touching up.

I don’t know if Dad’s older sister Tillie had a job in Edmonton or what work Julius had. Olga was born in 1910. She would have been 12 when they came, too young to work.

The family’s desire and aim was to have their own farm. Dad said there were a lot of German immigrants living at Millet and Leduc, including, I believe, a cousin of Julius’. However land in those areas seemed too expensive and out-of-reach for them. Julius had also made friends with some German-speaking families who were settling around Bruce. The land at Bruce, though less fertile, cost considerably less than at Millet or Leduc. I believe it was a Minchau from Bruce who encouraged Julius to come with his family to Bruce and begin farming there.

So in the spring of 1924 they rented a half-section of land, with buildings, two miles west of Bruce, the N1/2 of 26-48-15 W4. I believe the owner’s name was Sagert, also a German name. That farmyard is now gone.

By the fall, they had harvested a crop, they were milking four or five cows, and they had some pigs, chickens and four draft horses. They had planted a garden; the house had a cellar for storing vegetables and their summer jars of canning.

They made friends in their neighbourhood around the small village of Bruce. I’m not sure if the Bruce Lutheran Church had been built by that time, but the United Brethren Church, a German church 15 miles north on the correction line, was and drew German-speaking families from north and west of Bruce as well as from north of Holden and south of Vegreville.

The Julius Lutz family was invited to the Christmas Eve service at that church by one of their neighbours. That church, though the name has changed, is still in use today and still continues with its annual Christmas Eve service.

They decided to attend. This is the story, as Dad told me, of their first Christmas living on the farm near Bruce.

December 24, 1924 was a nice, though fairly cold, winter day. There was already some snow on the ground and sledding was good on the narrow, trail-like roads. There were very few cars around; none would have been used in the winter.

The evening chores were done early, well before dark, with an early supper. The 15-mile trip, with a cutter and team of horses, would take between two and three hours— the former if the horses trotted part of the way. It would be nearly Christmas Day when they would be home again.

They arrived at the church, unhitched and tied up their horses alongside other teams.

The small church had a basement where the heat from a big coal heater rose through large floor registers to the pews above. A row of five or six coal-oil mantle lamps attached to rods hanging down from the ceiling lit the church. As the evening progressed, one by one, the lamps grew dim and an usher would come with a long wooden dowel and hook, take down the dimming lamp, carry it to the rear of the church, pump it up, bring it back, and hang it up, shining brightly once more.

After the service had started, Dad said they could hear the wind begin to blow. Then the wind grew louder and stronger until, he said, the lamps began swaying back and forth. People grew anxious as they listened to the storm outside.

When the service ended, there was a raging blizzard outside. The men hurried to hitch horses to sleighs or cutters; mothers and children huddled with coats on inside the church.

Roy Schmautz, who lived with his family two miles north of the church, came over to Julius and Dad hitching up their cutter. He said it would be impossible and foolhardy to try to go home in the storm.

“You must stay at our place overnight,” he said. They reluctantly agreed.

Visibility was nearly zero, with waves of snow and wind and the temperature dropping. The Lutz team was soon tied with their halter ropes to the back of the Schmautz family cutter. Even in the dark and the snowstorm, their horses could find their way home and got there safely. The women and children rushed for the house; the men and older boys unhitched and stabled the horses.

The storm continued all night, Dad said.

They had Christmas morning breakfast with the Schmautz family and helped with their chores. Before noon, the wind and snow was abating and they had an unexpected and hurried Christmas dinner with their generous hosts. They hitched the horses to the cutter and started for home. The sun began breaking through the clouds and the wind was dying down, but it had become very cold.

Snowdrifts, large and small, were everywhere, many across the road. In some places, Dad said, the road ahead of them was so severely drifted they drove the horses and cutter off the road and went through fields to avoid the deepest drifts. There were few fences beside the surveyed road allowance in 1924, making it relatively easy to do that.

It was a long, slow journey home, tiring for the horses punching and pounding their way through the snowdrifts. It was late afternoon when they arrived home. Dad unhitched the horses while his mother, Tillie and Olga, started the fire in the cook stove of the house. The house was as cold inside as it was outside, a long way below zero Fahrenheit. Dad said a major concern was that the potatoes and vegetables in the cellar, their main winter food supply, would be frozen. They dared not open the cellar door to find out until the house had completely warmed up.

In the barn, the milk cows were bawling, not having been milked or fed or watered for 24 hours. In the pig barn, pigs were squealing. In the chicken house the water was frozen solid.

Soon the cows were fed and watered and milked by hand. The pigs got fed and watered and so did the chickens. The horses were happy to be in their own stalls with plenty of hay.

It took a long time for the house to warm up, even with the wood stove roaring. I don’t know what they had for a late Christmas dinner.

In the morning, they opened the cellar door. The potatoes and vegetables were not frozen.

It was a Christmas they would always remember.




Earliest Memories of Coming to British Columbia

In spring 1948 (March 24 to be exact) Dad and Mother had a Farm Auction Sale on our farm, four miles southwest of the tiny hamlet of Bruce, Alberta. The net proceeds of the sale were just over $9,600. Dad rented the farm to two brothers, Elwood and Art Willans who grew up on their family farm just a half-mile south of ours. They were “return soldiers,”—WWII veterans. One of the brothers, Elwood, had been Dad’s hired man from the end of the war in 1945 until then. Dad thought highly of the entire Willans family.

Our family—Dad, Mother, my two older sisters Gertie and Alice, my younger brother Ben and I—left for the Fraser Valley of British Columbia. Our grandfather, a widower, and two uncles and aunts, the Muiks and the Gabrish families had already relocated there several years earlier.

We left in Dad’s 1941 Ford—two adults, four children and a lot of clothes and linens. We got stranded and stuck in a severe spring blizzard near Three Hills. Dad left us all in the car while he walked to a neighbouring farm for help.

He seemed to be gone for a very long time. I remember being frightened and fearful. Eventually he and the farmer came back with a team of horses. They were soon hitched to the car and we were pulled to their farm where we had supper with them and stayed overnight.

We got to Three Hills and attended some sort of spring conference at the Prairie Bible Institute, hosted by its founder Reverend Maxwell, I believe. He had a far-reaching radio program that Mom and Dad listened to. We stayed there possibly another night or two.

When we started driving into the mountains from southern Alberta, I became very afraid of the high mountain roads, cliffs and steep embankments. I covered my head with a pillow and brother Ben told me when it was safe to look again.

We got to Aldergrove, B.C., the home of the Muiks and Gabrishes. I think we stayed with the Muik family and our cousins Violet, Howard and Morris, all of them older than I was. I know Ben and I attended Aberdeen School with Morris very briefly before Dad and Mother rented a house in Clearbrook. Then all of us children finished our school year there.

Dad and Mother purchased a house and barn on five acres at 522 Wellington Avenue in Chilliwack. I remember the address because I like how it rhymed!

The acreage was near the end of Wellington Avenue. Not too much further north of us was an Indian reserve and the Fraser River. Mother bought salmon from some Indigenous folks for about $2 for quite a number of fish in a washtub when they came to our door. I think it was illegal for us to buy fish from them.

I remember our two milk cows being very primitively “preg-checked” by Mr. Eckert, a dairyman that Dad had met. It was a big event for me watching Mr. Eckert. He stood alongside a cow in her stanchion, his back towards her head. One hand was on her back, the fist of the other hand palpating and pushing into her lower belly in front of the udder. He had a concentrated look on his face. After a minute or so, he would announce his findings.

“Yes,” he would say authoritatively, “she’s in calf.” Or, shaking his head and just as authoritatively, “No, she’s not in calf.”

He was probably correct half the time.

Our next door neighbours were the Shelongovsky family. They were Polish, had strong accents and were very friendly. Otto was the father’s name. He was a carpenter. They had three boys, Hank, Bill and Bob. I don’t remember if they had any girls or Mrs. Shelongovsky’s name. They attended the Alliance Church, which first my sisters, then later all of us, attended.

Hank and Bill were about my sister Gertie’s age or perhaps slightly older. Bill played the Hawaiian steel guitar standing up, with the guitar flat on its back as if it were an ironing board. His left hand held and moved a small steel bar; his right hand plucked the strings with steel thumb and finger picks attached to his fingers. His face, mouth and eyebrows moved and contorted as he played. I found him interesting to watch and the music was enjoyable too. Hawaiian steel guitar music was just becoming popular, I believe.

Bob was a bit older than Ben or me. He was creative, inventive and full of imagination. He made wooden swords for each of us (very nice ones) and taught us sword-fighting, which Ben and I had never seen, experienced, or even knew about.

His favourite expression was, “Take that, thou varlet!” as he parried our awkwardness and thrust his wooden sword toward our hearts. I didn’t and still don’t know what a varlet is. I believed he was some sort of bad person!

Bob also carved a little figure out of wood and painted it blue very carefully and distinctly. He made a cloth parachute, handkerchief size, with strings attached to the wooden figure, a pilot. He folded the little parachute carefully somehow on the back of the little wooden pilot and threw it hard, high into the air. When the figure began to fall, the parachute opened and the wooden pilot glided slowly to the ground or drifted a little in the breeze. He folded up the parachute and did it again, over and over. It was fun to watch.

Bob also liked to make fires in a small shallow hole he dug in the ground near the back of their property. One time he put potatoes into the fire and Ben and I helped him to keep the fire going for a fairly long time. Then we poked the potatoes out of the fire and tried to eat them, ash-covered and skins included. They were very hot, nearly all raw and not at all tasty.

Bob joined the Air Cadets in his teens. Right after high school graduation he joined the Canadian Air Force and became a jet fighter pilot. He was stationed in Germany and died when his jet crashed a year or two later, possibly 1958 or so.

The summer, late June actually of 1948, was the event of the big Fraser River flood of ’48. Apparently there was a heavy snow pack in the mountains, then a late, cold spring abruptly changing to several weeks of hot weather in late May and into June. Somehow Dad was conscripted to lay sandbags somewhere along the Fraser. He only worked for three days, then the dike (or the railway track which served as the dike) west of Chilliwack washed out.

The flat farmland around the predominantly Mennonite settlement of Greendale flooded very severely as well as all the Sumas flats farmland towards Abbotsford. It was a catastrophic event, though at 522 Wellington Avenue we only heard of the devastation not very far to the west. The city of Chilliwack itself was not flooded.

In September 1948 I started school at Chilliwack Central School. I was in Grade 4. Ben, in Grade 2, was at a different school in a different area, I believe it was called The Annex.

Ben soon made friends and was fine at the Annex. However it was a different story for me at Chilliwack Central. I felt lost, unsure and even afraid. I had no friends. So I just returned home after I had walked to school. Sometimes Dad drove me to school, then he went to the Post Office to get the mail. I was back home by the time Dad came home with the mail! I missed eight days of school in September 1948 and I wasn’t sick. I didn’t realize it then but I was missing Ben. We had been inseparable until then.

The Grade 4 teacher’s name was Miss Gillanders. She was quite strict as I recall and she taught us writing. She had beautiful handwriting. I tried hard to write like Miss Gillanders.

About that time, possibly through the Alliance Church, Dad got a job with Modern Building Movers of Chilliwack. I think the owner, or one of the owners, was a Mr. Enns. W.A.C. “Wacky” Bennett was the Premier and the Social Credit Party was in power in B.C. for quite a few years starting about then.

One of W.A.C. Bennett’s projects was a lot of road-building throughout B.C. Modern Building Movers got contracts to move houses, mostly, and other buildings out of the right-of-way of the new roads and highways. One of the bigger moves Dad helped with was moving a church somewhere in the Interior. Dad told us the church was jacked up onto blocks, then huge, long wooden beams were put under it and it was winched very slowly over wooden blocks that were soaped (for lubrication) and moved countless times from the back of the church to the front, by hand, as the church inched slowly along. To go perhaps even a quarter or half a mile would have taken several days. I think Dad liked that job he had for a brief period of his life.

Also through the church, I think, we got to know the Cabush family They lived just a few blocks south of us on Wellington Avenue.

Mr. and Mrs. Cabush were retired. Mr. Cabush had been a CNR conductor when they lived in Edmonton. He could name every stop along the main line from Edmonton east to Battleford, Saskatchewan.

They had a small house with a fairly large garden in the backyard. Some of the garden was between some hazelnut trees. Mr. Cabush sold hazelnuts (perhaps strawberries too) to the Safeway store in Chilliwack. They didn’t have a car; their small separate garage was storage for gardening things and tools. Perhaps he loaded the nuts onto a children’s wagon and pulled them to Safeway, I don’t know.

We, the whole family, visited the Cabushes quite often in the winter evenings, after supper. We walked there. There was a particular reason we went there. Mr. Cabush had a crokinole board and he loved to play crokinole. Remember, TV wasn’t around in 1948/49.

It was the men who played crokinole. The ladies visited and were in the kitchen mostly with Mrs. Cabush. I remember Mr. Cabush always wearing black suit pants, a white shirt and a black vest. The vest had a silver chain watch fob that looped down to a pocket that held a silver pocket watch. His suit pants were held up by a black belt with a silver buckle that had the letter “J” (for Julius) engraved on it.

Mr. Cabush would get the original cardboard box, with the crokinole board inside, out of a closet. He carefully pulled out the board and put it on a small, sturdy wooden table in the living room. We put four dining room chairs around it. He pulled out the cloth bag with all the checkers. He divided the 12 round black checkers in half. He divided the 12 white checkers in half. Then we chose the two teams.

When Mr. Cabush first showed us how to play the game, the rules of the game and the way to calculate the score, he also showed us how to shoot. The checker had to be placed just touching the outside line in your quadrant of the circle. You dared not ever move the board. You put your index finger alongside your thumb, palm of your hand down, and quite gently shot the checker at an opposing player’s checker to knock it out of play. At the same time, you tried to make your own checker slide closer to the centre of the board, ideally and rarely ending up in the exact centre checker-sized hole that counted for 20 points. Whenever someone made “a ringer” (of their own or, accidentally, their opponent’s checker) there was a loud exclamation! Mr. Cabush would ceremoniously take the checker out of the centre hole and place it on his right side for future counting.

Ben (as in other sports and games) caught on more quickly than I did and was soon a very proficient player. Dad and I didn’t use our index finger as the shooting finger, we used our middle finger. We often shot too hard and with less control and accuracy. Dad had large, knobby farm fingers; he mostly shot too hard and hit the pegs, his checker ricocheting off a peg or even off the table entirely.

Mr. Cabush liked to win at crokinole. He liked having Ben as his partner. There were three possible team combinations and we did change during an evening of four or five games that ended with one team reaching 100 points. But Mr. Cabush liked Ben as his partner the most.

At the end of each game, Mr. Cabush did the cancelling and adding up the score. If a “ringer” had been scored during the game, Mr. Cabush triumphantly held it up and the 20 points were counted.

After a number of games, Mr. Cabush slowly pulled his pocket watch out of his vest pocket. Soon after he did that, we put all the checkers back into the bag, then the board and checkers back in the cardboard box, which was then returned to the side of the closet. Then we put the chairs back into the dining room and we went back to the kitchen.

There the kitchen table was set with cups and saucers or glasses and spoons for everyone. Mrs. Cabush always wore a colourful dress and an apron. She would often be at the kitchen counter, slicing a brick of ice cream (a standard large size at the time which came in waxy cardboard) into perfectly equal pieces about a half inch thick. It was always Neopolitan—layers of vanilla, strawberry and chocolate. She spooned a tablespoon or so, not very much, of thawed, previously frozen strawberries from their backyard garden over the ice cream. There were cookies or squares on a plate in the centre of the table. Ben and I had previously been admonished to only have one, or at the most two, of the cookies or squares. There was always tea in a pretty teapot for the adults and glasses of milk for Ben and me.

Mr. Cabush always said a short grace before we ate. The Cabushes had lost a son in WWII—his framed, uniformed picture was on the sideboard of the dining room. Sometimes when they talked about him, they brought the picture from the dining room and set it on the kitchen table. Remember, this was 1948/49 and WWII had ended in 1945. Perhaps he was killed in 1943 or ’44 or ’45. That would only have been about five years earlier, his memory still fresh in their minds.

Soon my parents discovered that Mrs. Cabush’s (was her name Carrie?) maiden name was Fredericks. She was the sister of Herman Fredericks, Grant Fredericks’ father and a pioneer of the Bruce area. The Cabushes were Grant Fredericks’ uncle and aunt! They also had a daughter whose husband, I believe, started the Hope Mission for street people in Edmonton.

Visiting the Cabushes, playing crokinole, and eating Neapolitan ice cream at every visit are strong memories of living at 522 Wellington Avenue in 1948 and ’49.




Grandpa Liked Auction Sales

Grandpa came to Canada with his mother and two sisters in 1922, when he was 17 years old. The reunited family (because of WWI, they had been separated from Great-Grandpa for ten years) rented a house in Edmonton. Grandpa’s first job was plucking chickens at Swift’s, a meat plant. I don’t know what kind of work Great-Grandpa did, or if Grandpa’s sisters, one older (Tillie) and one younger (Olga) had any jobs like house-cleaning or perhaps washing clothes.

In 1924 the family rented a farm two miles west of Bruce, the Sagert farms, the N1/2 of 26-48-15 W4. It was hard to get started farming. All field work was done by horses. Grandpa told me that he and Great-Grandpa went to a draft horse auction sale held every spring at the long-gone CNR stockyards, west of the former row of grain elevators beside the rail siding at Bruce. They were built to load cattle and horses from the Bruce area onto rail cars to be shipped to slaughterhouses in Edmonton. Those corrals were also the site of the first Bruce Stampede (in 1914) until 1916, when the Stampede grounds were moved to their present location.

The horses that were brought for auction were mostly horses with bad vices or habits or physical faults. Some were rank, unbroken three or four-year-olds. Most of these horses sold cheaply, just barely above slaughterhouse prices. Grandpa said they often bought several horses. Once they bought a good-looking, gentle, grey Percheron mare, very obviously blind in one eye. They put her beside another good, gentle horse, with the new mare’s blind eye to the inside, alongside her guide horse. He said she worked out very well, relying on the guide horse on her blind side. They used her for a number of years and raised several good foals from her.

The vices of the other horses they purchased included hard to catch, sudden bolting or trying to run away, or kicking or biting. They were able overcome many of the problems, but some were incurable. Some of the unbroken horses they purchased also turned out really well.

I’m sure Grandpa and Great-Grandpa attended most, if not all, the spring farm auction sales within a 10- or 15-mile radius of our farm. They probably bought both miscellaneous items and farm machinery, as well as cattle or horses at some of these sales. It was also a time for visiting with, and getting to know, other farmers in the area. Back then, there was a free lunch provided at all of the farm sales; the farmer’s wife and neighbour ladies baked for days in advance. Grandpa and Grandma’s farm sale on March 24, 1948 had a free lunch. And one auction bill much later on read, “Free coffee on the grounds as long as the grounds last.”

For the 1948 auction sale when Grandpa and Grandma sold all their furniture, machinery and livestock, Grandpa chose a young, up and coming local auctioneer named Mike Zowtuk.

Then our family moved to Chilliwack, B.C. I don’t remember any auction sales or events until after Grandpa and Grandma purchased The Mayfair Auto Court in 1950. (Not long after Grandpa got a new neon sign that said Mayfair Motel, a trendy new term to describe the smaller new motel units being built. The old auto courts had full kitchens, large bedrooms and even car garages.)

Grandpa went to a miscellaneous and furniture auction sale every Saturday in Chilliwack. He bought various furniture items for the motel and other household items as well. Once, he purchased a chest of drawers for the motel. When we pulled out all the drawers, we found an old WWI letter, written in 1917 by a Canadian soldier in Europe to his family in Chilliwack. I sent a copy of that letter to CBC’s Peter Gzowski years and years later, and it was published in his book, The Morningside Papers.

You could view, on a Friday afternoon or evening, the items that would be sold on Saturday. One Friday, when I was about 15 years old, I went along with Grandpa, and found an old, pre-WWII, I believe 1937, British-made Villiers motorbike in not very good shape. You had to pedal it, with some difficulty, holding the hand clutch in, and then, when you had gained some momentum, you released the clutch, the engine turned over and hopefully it would start. The motorbike was black and white, it looked really old and it didn’t run. I was quite enthused about it and showed it to Grandpa, who didn’t seem interested at all!

The next day at the sale, I moved away from Grandpa, determined to bid on the old machine. It started at $10 or $15 and was going up at $1 per bid. I bid a couple of times. Then I moved so I could see who was bidding against me. It was Grandpa, to my surprise and horror. I quit bidding and Grandpa bought the old motorbike. I never told him that I had been bidding. I got a school friend, Lawrence Joiner, to help me get it running at the Chilliwack High School Farm Mechanics Shop.

It was a beast to pedal and start. It only had one forward speed (no gears) and from a standstill, with the engine running, you still had to pedal it for a little ways before you could release the clutch. I sold it to another young fellow from school a year or two later. I don’t remember the price.

In the fall of 1958 we moved back to the farm in Alberta. We had very little farm equipment—a Massey 44 tractor, an 8-foot tiller, a 12-foot, single-disc John Deere grain drill and a few harrows.

Grandpa started going to auction sales in earnest. Many of them would have been with Mike Zowtuk as auctioneer. He bought all kinds of older, used (and some abused) farm machinery, like a Case K2 pull-type combine, a cultivator, a plow, better harrows and a lot of miscellaneous items. By then, there were rarely farm sales that still included livestock. These were sold at Edmonton or at auction markets that had sprung up in Camrose and Vegreville, so Grandpa went mainly to Camrose for his livestock purchases.

We put side-boards on Grandpa’s red 1957 Chev pick-up truck. They were on the truck permanently. Then we made what Grandpa called “slip on stock racks” that fit over the permanent side-boards to make a rather weak and rather low compartment for two cows, or perhaps three yearling heifers. Grandpa went to the Camrose Auction Market with the slip-on racks lying on the bed of his pick-up. If he bought a cow or two, he could put on the racks in a few minutes. If not, he could unload them quickly at home.

The cows could almost put their heads over the racks, but none ever jumped out. Nearly all of the beef cows Grandpa was buying were well past their best before date. They were someone else’s culls. Once he came home with two Hereford cows. One, the gentler one of the two, had an udder with one huge, hard, parsnip-shaped teat that almost touched the ground. Ben and I named her Parsnip. The other one was so wild my brother and I later named her Wirestretcher because she ran through a lot of fences as soon as we unloaded her!

Then, perhaps a year after we were back on the farm, Grandpa figured we could remodel the old horse stalls in the barn into farrowing pens for some sows. We were going into the hog business. Four of the six double horse stalls (meant for a team) were crudely and roughly made into sow pens. Grandpa bought bred sows at the Camrose Auction Market, which we let go into the pig pasture beside the old pig barn. Then we put them into the horse stalls when they got close to farrowing. Ben and I were supposed to take turns at night to watch the sows during farrowing, especially when it was cold, to save the little newborn piglets. The sow farrowing business is a story best told by itself. It had some memorably funny incidents.

However, if you have sows, it won’t be long until you require the services of a boar. One Saturday, Grandpa went to Camrose specifically to buy a boar. Late in the afternoon, I saw a Volkswagen coming down the road, followed closely by Grandpa’s red pick-up truck. The Volkswagen, driven by Grandpa, drove into the yard, followed by his truck, driven by a neighbour, Harry Tkaczyk. There was no boar. Grandpa had bought the Volkswagen “because it was going too cheap!” I told him the shape of the VW was quite similar to that of a boar, but it just couldn’t do the same job. (For the continuing story of Grandpa’s Volkswagen, Aunty Alice should write it for her grandchildren.)

One time there was a farm auction north and east of Viking. There were always good directions on the sale bill to the farm location, as well as the legal land description. Grandpa and I wanted to go to the sale. Going to Viking on paved Highway 14 would have meant going much farther south than necessary. Grandpa knew how to figure out directions from our farm by the legal land descriptions. He looked at the legal land description and thought out loud. “We’ll go to Floyd’s corner, go north to the Gas Line Road at Starky’s, then go east over Highway 36 about four miles, then go another two miles north. I think that should be close.”

I drove. We crossed Highway 36 and drove for a ways. Grandpa said at the crossroad, “This looks like a good road, turn north!” We drove north, crested a hill and could see in the distance rows of vehicles parked along both sides of the road. Grandpa had a GPS in his head for auction sales.

In the 1960s, the local auctioneer Mike Zowtuk joined forces with two younger auctioneers from towns south of us: Russ Sheets of Camrose and Dave Hutchinson of New Norway. They became Zowtuk, Sheets and Hutchinson Auction Service. They likely had most of the farm auctions north and east of Camrose—the Holden, Viking and Daysland areas. They had a special white canopy made for the back of their white, four-speed manual transmission, half-ton Chev auction truck. The canopy was high enough for the auctioneers and clerks to stand up comfortably out of the wind or rain or snow, or to be in the shade. Both sides had wide openings that folded out and down to become a shelf for the clerks to write on, or the auctioneers to lean on. It even had a single mike for the auctioneer and a loudspeaker mounted on the cab of the truck.

Somehow Grandpa, who was in his sixties or early seventies, got the job of driving the auction truck. He drove and stopped along rows of miscellaneous iron and junk, and then larger farm machinery. It was warm and cozy in the auction truck. Often another older farmer (or two) sat on the passenger seat and visited with Grandpa and warmed up on cold auction days. The auctioneers would order coffee and a sandwich or doughnuts sold at the sale by local ladies or a church group. By this time, there was no free lunch. They would add “and bring the same for Reinhold.”

Grandpa was a careful auction truck driver. He would start very slowly while releasing the foot clutch so as not to jerk the auctioneers or the clerks with their clip-boards. He would pull ahead to the next piece of machinery as soon as the auctioneer hollered sold! If Grandpa wasn’t paying attention and didn’t pull ahead when an item was sold, the auctioneer said gently, “Pull ahead Reinhold,” or tapped once or twice on the roof of the cab with his cane.

Once, Grandpa didn’t pull ahead. No one was in the cab with him and he had fallen asleep. The farmers laughed a little when the auctioneer said, “Our driver is having a nap!”

One wet spring auction day Grandpa was driving the truck through a very soft, but not obviously muddy, area. The truck sank and bogged down. The wheels began to spin with no forward movement. Grandpa didn’t lose his cool, or rev the engine and throw mud back at the crowd. He just sat still. The auctioneer called for some of the farmers to give a push and in a minute, with three or four men on each side of the truck, Grandpa eased out of the wet ground slowly and surely.

Grandpa and Grandma fully retired and moved to Edmonton in 1976. Years later, at an auction sale in our area, Mike Zowtuk said to me “Your dad was the best driver we ever had! He never jerked the truck; he knew when to pull ahead and exactly where to stop. I miss him.”

But here’s the Grandpa Lutz auction sale story that got me thinking about his auction sale purchases. This event came shortly after the Volkswagen-instead-of-the-boar purchase.

Grandpa came home from Camrose with the stock racks on, so brother Ben and I could see he had had a successful trip. On the back of the truck was a ram. A very wooly, very old ram with a huge wide set of perfectly matched, curled horns. A ram!

We didn’t have any sheep.

Grandpa’s reason for purchasing the ram? “It came into the ring and nobody wanted to bid on it! Then Joe Duggan (a Camrose livestock buyer and dealer) bid a dollar. I couldn’t let him have it for a dollar, so I bid two.”

Obviously, with the ram on the back of the truck Joe Duggan didn’t bid again.

The gentle old ram was halter broke too. We tied him in horse stall #1 and put some nice hay on the floor because he couldn’t have reached it inside the horse manger.

To continue with this story, you will require a little knowledge of the layout of the old barn. A feed alley, about four or five feet wide, ran down the centre of the barn. The milk cows, in wooden stanchions in the lean-to side of the barn, faced the feed alley. The horses, in the horse barn, also faced the feed alley. It made feeding the loose hay, forked down from the hayloft, much easier. The centre of the barn was wide open; the cows could look at the horses a few feet away and the horses could look at the cows.

The cows had a wooden manger in front of their wooden stanchions. We were milking eight or ten cows, separating the milk, selling the cream and feeding the skim milk to the calves and pigs. We put chop, that is ground oats, in a pile, perhaps an ice-cream pail full in front of every stanchion. It enticed the cows to come into their own stanchions and gave my brother and me time to lock all the stanchions before they ate very much of the grain.

So, it was time for milking. The ram was tied in horse stall #1, eating hay. Ben and I put grain in the manger in front of the cows. We opened the barn door. The cows came in and put their heads into the stanchions. All was normal.

The old ram lifted his head up as high as he could and looked across at the cows. The cow in stanchion #1 (I believe her name was Rosy) looked up and saw the wide, horny head of the ram in horse stall #1 looking back at her.

Rosy freaked out!

She let out a loud cow sound I had never heard before. It meant evacuate now! Every cow immediately pulled their head out of the open stanchion and followed the order given by Rosy. And the cows, rushing madly toward the door, did just that, evacuating everything, emptying their bowels of green contents from the grass they had been eating all day.

They shoved and pushed through the door, ran out and stood in a semi-circle, eyeing the barn for the monster that was still inside.

The ram didn’t care. He was still quietly eating the hay in horse stall #1.

We tied him to the fence by the pump house about 200 feet from the barn. We put in more grain before the wary and suspicious cows could be herded, very reluctantly, back into the barn. They kept looking nervously toward horse stall #1.

There was a lot of scraping and sweeping before we could milk the cows. They gave noticeably less milk. Some didn’t let their milk down at all!

Grandpa said he was going to find a buyer for the ram.

He phoned the Tkaczyks, then Hugh Curry, who had sheep. They didn’t need or want the ram. Hugh Curry said to phone someone in Viking (long distance) but they didn’t need a ram either. Tkaczyks said to phone so and so in Ryley who had sheep (long distance) but the Ryley people said they didn’t want the ram. By now Grandpa was giving the ram away!

There were no takers. Anywhere.

We tied the ram to the fence by the pump house in the morning before we even put chop in for the cows.

The cows were edgy, but more normal. They all let down their milk. Only two or three crapped in the barn.

We repeated the process before the evening milking. The ram was getting really easy to lead to his spot by the pump house.

That night Grandpa said he had made a decision. We were going to butcher the ram tomorrow morning after milking.

Our closest neighbour, Elwood Willans, who had been quietly enjoying our predicament, came over and talked to Grandma.

“When you put a roast from the old ram into the pot, put an old shoe into another pot. Put some water and a few onions in with the shoe. When the roast ram is done, throw it out and eat the shoe!”

The next day, after milking, Grandpa butchered the ram. He cut off the head with the wide, unusual horns and I put it on a post in the yard. We skinned it, we gutted it, and crudely, unprofessionally, cut it into pieces. There were quite a few pieces.

Grandpa gave away most of the meat, to whoever was willing to take it. He gave an extra big roast to the neighbour who said it would be better to eat an old shoe.

Everyone who had some of the meat said it was “pretty good.” Ben and I thought it was “edible.”

Grandpa liked auction sales.

Ben and I like them, too.




By the Willows

Hilda nestled the baby into a more comfortable position in her arms as she walked along the road. The day was just too pleasant, too beautiful to leave the baby at home again with Grandma.

Next to the seeded field by the road, she could see the long strips of black in the stubble where her husband and father-in-law were plowing the summer fallow. It had been a good spring after a harsh winter. The crops were seeded in time, her husband had said; now the rest of the work had to be done as they waited for the first good rain.

It was a strange country, this Canada, this Alberta. It was almost too vast, almost too primitive for her. The weather could be harsh and cruel, or pleasant and rewarding. Even though she had been here less than two years, she had learned that. But the people were friendly and her new relatives were kind, although they seemed to live so far away, not like the distances between neighbours in the part of Europe she still referred to as back home. She was still not accustomed to the wide variety of nationalities.

She reached the approach to the pasture gate, turned in, and opened the barbed wire gate slowly with one hand because the baby was now fast asleep. The renting of this pasture for their cows had been necessary because of the newly plowed field that had just been seeded on their home quarter and on which so many of their hopes now rested. The pasture began one mile down the road and across from their own buildings and land. It became Hilda’s or Grandma’s job, starting when the grass began to grow, to drive the cows to the pasture each morning after milking, and get them home each evening. At night they stayed in the small night pasture close to the barn. Although the rented pasture itself was quite narrow, it ran along the road for another half mile to the quarter-section line-fence so that the cows could be one-and-a-half miles from home at the far end of the pasture.

That’s where they must have been today, for they were nowhere to be seen. Hilda followed the curving, well-defined path the cows had made past the first bush of willow clumps and stopped. Finding a comfortable shady spot at the base of one of the willows a little ways from the path, she laid the sleeping baby down carefully. “No need to carry the baby further,” she thought. The cows might be just over the next prairie knoll or behind the next poplar bush, and it would be only a few moments until she returned. The baby slept peacefully as she looked back again.

She crossed one prairie knoll after another where the thick mat of hard prairie grass had been violet with crocuses only a few weeks before, but the cows were almost at the furthest end, lying contentedly, chewing their cud. She called to them as she approached, but they only stared for a few moments before the old black cow with the white star on her forehead got up and started slowly for the path toward home.

She brought them together, six cows, two yearling heifers, and two steers that were to help pay so many bills, when she became aware of a new sound. The gentle nose-clearing snort of one of the horses, the creak and click of a buggy: someone was coming down the road. Not knowing why, she ran to a small thicket of poplars to hide until it had passed. It was old Billy Porter, a bachelor from down the road. She didn’t know him, but Reinhold had said he was harmless, even if he was odd. She had heard him talking out loud to himself twice before when he had passed the yard, once when she had been working in the garden, He seemed to be mumbling to himself again today, half-bent over the lines as the team and buggy moved slowly toward town. Once he even seemed to chuckle, almost oblivious of his surroundings.

She started the almost unwilling herd toward the gate again after he passed. Their full, bulging sides and the warm afternoon almost seemed to make the cows walk more slowly than usual.

Suddenly a new thought struck her—the baby. Could Billy see that small white bundle from the buggy seat? Perhaps the baby had awakened and was crying. Would he hear that different sound? What might he do?

She hurried the cows along, her heart beginning to beat anxiously. She could not see those willow bushes, or the buggy now. Other bushes and knolls obscured the view. Her ears strained to catch any sound above the rhythmic stepping of the cows’ feet, and the swishing of the tails, but she could hear nothing. He must have stopped. Perhaps this very instant he was carrying that small white bundle back to his buggy.

Further ahead lay another gentle rise. Surely she would be able to see at least the road from there. Anxiously she scolded the cows to walk faster, prodding them with a stick she had picked up. She could see the buggy now. It was past the gate, but not too far. He should have been further by now, shouldn’t he?

There was one more hollow with a slough to circle, one more knoll before the willows. She was praying now, half silently, half out loud. The cows were not used to hurrying; their same slow pace angered and frustrated her. Minutes seemed like hours before they crested the final knoll before the willows.

She ran past the cows, who stopped, but then, seeing the open gate ahead, began out of habit to continue leisurely toward home. Gasping as she reached the willows, a moaning cry of anguish escaped her. The baby was gone! She looked around hurriedly, yes this was the place. The baby was gone.

Running toward the road, she struggled to think of what to do. Moaning, crying, praying, she saw the buggy continuing well up ahead; he must have quickened his pace, he seemed too far ahead. Could she overtake him? Then what? Icy fear added to her anxiety.

Her husband. Across the seeding. Not too terribly far. He would know how to cope with this sudden unbelievable event.

She crossed the road and the fence and began running for the strips of black, far across the seeded field. She looked for the shortest way. Poplar branches clawed at her face as she hurried through bushes, buckbrush, and wild roses which scratched her legs and tore at her clothes.

The horses and plow were reaching the end of the field far ahead. Waving, shrieking, crying, almost exhausted, she ran toward her husband. He turned on the headland and stopped for a second. Sensing some emergency, he jumped from the seat of the plow and began to unhitch the horses.

“The baby—he took the baby,” she half-cried, half-shouted, in German as she neared him. Gasping, almost incoherent, she poured out her disjointed, scarcely comprehensible story to her puzzled, disbelieving husband.

He tried to calm her. Old Billy Porter wouldn’t take the baby, wouldn’t hurt her anyhow. Perhaps he had only taken her home to Grandma. They could overtake him soon; everything would be all right.

Quickly he unharnessed Flora and tied the other horses, while explaining to Grandpa their urgency. Reinhold lifted Hilda onto Flora’s broad sweaty back. Fastening the halter rope into the bridle and around Flora’s neck as reins, Reinhold jumped up behind Hilda, banged his heels into Flora’s sides, and they began bouncing back toward the gate by the road.

Reinhold dismounted when he reached the road gate and opened it, leading Flora through. To the north, the cows had reached home and were standing by the barn. Billy Porter and his buggy were out of sight. A quarter of a mile to the south was the pasture gate where this sudden, awful event had happened.

On a sudden impulse, and against the protests of his hysterical wife, he sprang back on Flora and headed south toward the pasture. He just wanted her to show him the exact spot first, he said.

As they reached the open gate, she sobbingly explained how the baby had been sleeping so soundly, how she had laid the baby in the shade of the willows just ahead. Almost simultaneously, they both sighted the patch of white at the base of one of the willow bushes to which she had just been pointing. Flora, too, perked her ears forward to that spot.

Hilda slid from the horse, and crying loudly with arms outstretched ran to the still-sleeping baby. Abruptly, almost roughly awakened, the baby began to cry too, as if she sensed the anxiety of her mother. A silent tear ran down Reinhold’s cheek as he watched his wife hug and kiss and squeeze and soothe the baby.

“The wrong willow bush, I was looking at the wrong willow bush,” she explained ashamedly as she turned to him. “It was on the way back, over there. It looked like the right one. I was hurrying.”

Reinhold smiled as he put his arm around her waist. It would take time for her to become more trustful of people again, to forget the hurts and horrors of the past. Then, leading Flora, they turned together toward the path that led to the dusty road and home.

A class of Grade 5 students was given the assignment to write the story

of the barn in this photograph. These stories were then given to Walter.

He responded with the following:

Dear students of Mr. Kauffman:

I enjoyed all your compositions. Some of you were very close in your ideas of the owner of the barn, some were rather far out, but I still enjoyed them all. Some of you have very fine imaginations and ideas and that’s good.

Anyhow, to answer all your remarks, I finally decided to let the old barn tell its story to you, at least as much of it as I know. So here goes:




The Barn Tells Its Story

Yes, I know I look old and dilapidated now, but I’ve felt the force of a thousand storms. The frost of over 50 winters has cracked my boards and loosened my nails, the hail has broken some of my windows, torn off my shingles and paint, and driving rain has rotted my west and north walls. But I can be proud of the service I’ve given. Once I was just like you are, young and strong, straight and healthy.

I was born, you might say, in 1919. A young fellow from somewhere in the States started me, came to Alberta to seek his fortune on a homestead. I was shorter then, just 16 x 24, with three double horse stalls, and storage for a buggy and a cutter. That was my purpose then. In 1925, my builder sold the farm to the grandfather of my present owner and returned to the United States. The rigours and discouragements of farming were just too much for him. In 1926, my new owner and his son tore out my north wall and doubled my length to 48 feet. Then they added a lean-to on the west side—16 feet more—a barn for milk cows and room for six teams of horses or five teams and a stallion stall. Times were hard then. They were immigrants from Europe just starting out in Canada, so they built the addition on stones, not cement. I knew it was a mistake then, but what could I do? But then I stood straight and tall, bright and proud with paint. On my north wall it said “J. Lutz and Son, 1926” and I was very proud.

Through the years I have seen much, for much has happened within my walls. I have been a refuge in storm for men and children as well as cows, horses, pigs at times, and even chickens, and that’s not counting kittens, cats, dogs, and pups.

In the fall, the teams of threshers rested in my stalls while men slept in my hayloft. Yes, I heard coarse jokes, but the men were all good-hearted and hard-working. Some of them were only 16 or so and slept in my loft the first autumn that they became men and joined the threshing crew.

All summer, the wild prairie and slough hay was carefully pitched into my loft. What a lot of work that was. But inside my walls, the hay was always safe from the weather and ready for the long, long winter and the cows and horses below.

In stall #6 in the horse barn was the stallion, Percheron, black with a white star and two rear white socks. My, how he could scream and whinny when the other horses came or went. His stall had extra heavy 2 inch boards on the sides and he was tied with a heavy halter and rope. During the busy spring season, it was the job of the wife to do all the chores while the men were busy in the field. One of the chores was to lead the stallion to the water tank. How she disliked and feared this job: he seemed so big and powerful and he always whinnied a loud scream as soon as he finished drinking. He always frightened her, even though he was generally well-behaved.

I remember all the colts that were born and trained in my walls. But I remember some sad things, too, like that colt born in 1943 or ’44, I can’t remember which exactly. What a pretty filly—mouse-colored with white blaze and legs—but the legs splayed out in every direction. I saw the owner, now the son, help the colt to nurse, to help it stand, to make it walk, to no avail. I heard the children cry when they knew what must be done, and then I heard the report of the rifle on the west side, and I saw the mare paw the stall, quiver and cry as though she too knew what had happened. But Alberta can be very cruel; I’ve felt it, I know, and only the strong can survive.

I’ve seen men cry too within my walls. Cry in frustration at the hail that ruined their crops and spoiled their plans, especially the bad one of 1933. It hurt me too, but I cannot cry.

I was a castle and a fort and a playhouse for children throughout the years. Where’s a better place when it’s raining or when all the cousins come on Sundays? There were 50 good places to hide in me when they played hide-and-seek; they jumped on the hay in my loft, made forts and played their imaginary games there. It was a good place to hide from father’s or mother’s wrath too, at least till it subsided a little. It was also a good place to go by oneself just to think and contemplate, or even take a nap. My walls are full of writing— initials of school-time sweethearts, names of hockey players long forgotten, dates when cows were bred and calves were born.

Through the years, progress in agriculture changed my features. The slow demise of the horse meant some of the horse stalls became stalls for calves and pens for brood sows. I did not like the smell of pigs in me, and it was hard on my pride.

In 1952, electricity became available in my district and bulbs now clearly lit my stalls instead of the dim lanterns. Electricity milked the cows too, instead of the smoking, chugging troublesome engine, which once itself was a miraculous improvement over hand milking.

Then came bales instead of loose hay. Load after load of bales were stacked carefully into my loft. How I wished I could say something. Say that my walls and loft were never made, never built, for the tons of hay now stored there. Bales were breaking my back, slow but sure. I began to slide off some of the stones on which I was built. That vicious northwest wind began to push me to the southeast. There was nothing anyone could do. My shingles became thin and a few more were missing after every big storm. I was suddenly old, no longer a barn, just a shelter, just a sick bay in an emergency, a reminder of the past.

But I had done my share. I was shelter from rain and frost, wind and driving snow, shade from the burning sun, refuge from the ever-present mosquitoes and flies, storage for harnesses and saddles, hay and bedding. I may have even saved lives—impossible though you may think that may be. I remember that day in March 1946 or ’47. The children had gone to school two miles away in the cutter and horse as usual, when the storm struck in a frenzy shortly after dinner. All the children left for home, in a blinding blizzard. When it became impossible to see where they were going and to guide their faithful old horse, the children remembered their father’s instructions for a case like this: “Just let Goldie go where she wants to. She knows the way home.” And know the way home she did, because she remembered my warm walls and her dry stall. She remembered the sweet green hay in the manger and the oats in her chop box and so she brought home four frightened little souls to a joyful, crying mother and a grateful father. And I helped, I know I did, even though no one ever thought about it then.

But my time is over, my work is done, my usefulness is gone. I have no sad regrets. I only hope my present owner will spare me from a fiery, fiery end.

My boards and timbers are still useful, at least some of them. I wish I could live on somehow, as a granary, or perhaps a cattle shed—yes, maybe a cattle shed, another kind of barn, that is what I would like to be. It is no dishonour to be a barn, you know. The Greatest Teacher in all the world was born in one. Always remember that.

· · ·


[image: ]The old barn as it came down, board by board. Its lumber, still useful, went on to other work — just as it hoped.

· · ·


[image: ]Honouring the barn’s wishes, only the very last scrap boards were given to the fire.




Moving the Barn

We tore down the original barn on the farm in 1975. Built about 1919, it had been added onto, both lengthwise and a lean-to milking barn. The hip-roofed barn had sagged, partly due to the unanticipated weight of a full loft of small square bales. Its thin shingles were blowing off in each big windstorm. It looked old and weathered.

A collective of several young people and two leaders had moved into our small neighbouring town of Holden. They were part of some kind of rehabilitation experiment. They placed an ad in the local newspaper offering their services for jobs such as bale hauling, yard cleanup jobs and exterior painting. They called themselves The Holden Farm Society.

I called them up and one of their leaders and two young men came over to the farm and looked the barn over. They were very interested in the job of dismantling the barn, salvaging as much as possible of the 2x4s, larger planks and the siding, as I requested. I thought I could make some kind of smaller building out of the salvaged lumber.

We struck a deal: $150 up front, $150 at about half way, $150 at completion, I believe it was.

They started very soon after, a group of about six (one or two were girls) and a leader. They attacked the barn with vigour and enthusiasm, tearing off the siding.

We soon discovered that the 2x4s and the siding were fir. They split easily as they were removed and only a few were reusable.

After a few days, there was a large and rapidly growing pile of scrap lumber. The reusable pile was much smaller, but neatly stacked with the nails removed.

Also after a few days, their enthusiasm waned, they missed a few days, worked a day or two, missed more days.

I realized that they probably should have started at the top, removed the shingles and the spaced board strapping, then the hayloft floor and finally the siding and 2x4 studs.

It was clear that not very much of the old barn was going to be salvaged. When they felt they were about half done and were paid, their enthusiasm waned even more.

We pulled down the remaining skeleton of the barn with the tractor to enable the dismantlers to work from the ground. A week or so later, with scattered piles of lumber covering a large area, they felt they were done. I paid them, glad no one had been injured in the process that had not gone at all like I had anticipated.

I pushed all the scrap lumber into a large pile. We burned it safely a few weeks later. The small pile of salvaged material was moved somewhere out of sight. I eventually built a small chop bin, on skids, for the rolled grain we fed to the bulls during the winter.

I also built a good-sized dog house.

I cleaned up and levelled the old barn site. The yard looked different—sort of empty.

There were a lot of vacant, abandoned farm sites during that time as older farmers retired and moved to larger towns like Vegreville or Camrose. Younger, progressive farmers were increasing their farm size and did not require the older empty farm buildings.

We had not planned to build a new barn for an aesthetic, traditional farm look, but I kept my eyes open for barns in our area that weren’t too big and could possibly be moved.

A new farmer to the Holden area, named Chabot, bought the Joe and Vicki Hendel farm, a quarter section with a house and barn southeast of Holden. Mr. Chabot had the smaller, newer house moved to a lot in Camrose and sold it. My friend Lawrence Hurum told me there was a nice little barn left on the farm that he thought could be moved. Together we met at the farm and looked over the barn.

The barn was 20’ x 26’, built in 1950 by a local carpenter, Fred Laskoski. It was carefully and strongly constructed. It had a round roof made above curved, laminated 1x4s. It had a sturdy ladder leading up to the small hayloft. It still had roomy stalls for four teams of horses, even though horses were quickly becoming obsolete in the fifties. It had lots of windows for its size.

The barn appealed to me. Lawrence felt it could be moved on skids with a tractor, in the winter.

I went to see Mr. Chabot, who lived on the former Steve Kondrat farm, and asked if the barn on the Hendel place was for sale.

“Yes it is,” he replied, “$1,400 for the barn.”

I don’t know how he arrived at that number, but I didn’t haggle about the price. I gave him a cheque for $1,400 and said the barn would be moved off the yard before the spring of 1976. That was in the late fall of 1975.

We shook hands. There were no papers signed.

Lawrence and I went to the Hendel farm quite a few times in the next month or so after our daily winter chores were done. We got 2x4s and 2x6s from the lumber yard in Holden. We angle-braced all the corners and x-braced both ends of the barn. We got two used 35-foot power poles from the local Calgary Power stockpile in Holden. I think they delivered them to the barn site free of charge.

Lawrence, as a young man, had helped with the moving of a considerably larger barn his father had purchased, to his present farm. Lawrence knew what he was doing.

We got jacks, raised the barn, got the power poles under it. We had made four 6x6 beams of laminated 2x6s for the barn to rest on, with the beams across the power poles.

We had cut notches, with a chainsaw, under the thicker end of the poles for the towing cable to go into. We angle-cut the fronts of the poles to act as sleigh runners. We added a few more braces. Lawrence said the barn was ready to move.

He also said we needed a good fresh snowfall to make the barn slide more easily on the approximately four miles of gravel road. We had to wait, as it had been an open winter, with only a few skiffs of snow to that point.

Four inches of snow fell on January 16, 1976.

We moved the barn on January 17th.

It was cold and crisp but our older 5020 John Deere tractor started fine. The Calgary Power boys were told of the move and were ready where we crossed under the lines, in case they needed to lift the live wires.

I drove the tractor; Lawrence followed in his truck. The tractor pulled the barn easily but I could see the road gravel moving under the snow at the front of the skids.

The Calgary Power boys waited at each crossing under the power lines, I think there were three or four. They watched and signalled as I inched toward the lines. None needed to be lifted.

At the last crossing, I waved and they waved back before they returned to Holden. They did not send me a bill for their services.

I could easily go about five miles per hour on the four-mile trip to our farm.

Things were going smoothly. We were less than half a mile from home. It was early afternoon.

Suddenly there was a screeching sound and the barn stopped moving. I stopped too.

The towing cable under one of the skids had broken, worn through by the gravel as the pole skid itself wore down, also by the gravel.

Leaving the barn in the middle of the road, we drove to our farm. We got the chainsaw and a jack, drove back to the barn then jacked the skid up high enough to cut another groove for the now-shorter cable. That took about an hour, but we still got the barn home before dark.

In August 1976, while we were building an addition to our house, we also made the forms for the footings and floor of the barn. After the cement was poured and hard, we pulled the barn into place and fastened it down.

I made a small storage bin for rolled grain in part of one stall and a tack room in part of another. I fixed up a cow stall with a stanchion for our milk cow. A double horse stall became the storage area for our farm Honda trike ATV and the trailer I built for it.

In the hayloft I made a single, heavy rope swing with a large knot to sit on for Dale and Joyce (and later Sheena) and their friends and cousins. They launched themselves from correctly placed hay bales towards the outside hayloft door. There were a lot of swings made on that rope, then and since then!

Our nephew Michael and his wife Cheryl now own the farm. They covered the weathered wood siding entirely with red and white steel.

I got lettering on the east side of the barn made in Coquitlam and mounted it after the red steel siding job was completed.

The little red barn made the farm look traditional.




Taking Lunch to the Hayfield

I don’t know why Mother chose me to help her carry lunch out to the haymaking crew in the west quarter. She could have chosen either of my two older sisters, Gertie (Trudy) or Alice. Perhaps they were in charge of the house and my younger brother Benny. Maybe Benny was too young to carry something or to come along—I don’t remember. I carried a small metal calf pail. It had a handle and some things inside, wrapped in a towel. Mother carried a large galvanized milk pail. It also had things inside, wrapped in a towel, including a large two-quart sealer of coffee with cream and sugar, and some cups.

It was likely late July or August. I don’t remember how old I was—five or six or seven? Not more than seven because we left the farm for British Columbia in the spring of 1948, when I was eight.

It was almost a mile from the farmyard, along the road, to the northwest corner of the west quarter. As we walked along and got closer to the two large hay sloughs or hay meadows, separated by a grassy prairie knoll and a large poplar grove, we started seeing activity and horses moving.

First we could see Aunty Lydia. She was sitting on a horse rake, driving a team of horses and raking hay. She was making windrows, tripping the rake by stepping on a steel pedal that engaged a cog in the centre of the large-spoked steel wheels on each end of the rake. That lifted the row of semicircular steel rake teeth, dropping the hay it was carrying. Then the teeth dropped and the raking started over. When she judged a windrow to be long enough, she drove at a right angle to the windrow and made bunches of the windrowed hay, raking it toward the centre of the windrow into large mounds.

Now we could see Dad, standing on the back centre of the hay buck driving two teams of horses, each team hitched by a fairly long chain to one end of the hay buck. With one team on each side of the piles of hay that Aunty Lydia had rolled up, Dad soon gathered three or four piles in front of him and headed to the hay chute and the slowly lengthening stack of hay.

On top of the haystack were Uncle Arthur and another man. I thought the other man was Grandpa Lutz, but Grandpa Lutz moved to British Columbia in 1945, when I was five. So, if this event occurred in 1946 or 1947, the other man was likely Ed Bablitz.

We carried our pails past Aunty Lydia to the haystack on the prairie knoll, not far from the poplar trees. Soon Aunty Lydia drove her team and the hay rake toward the trees. Dad had pulled his last load of hay up to the haystack, one team on each side of the haystack. The hay slid up the hay chute, pushed up in the front of the stack to the topping men on top.

Then, Dad backed up both teams slowly at the same time until the hay buck rested on the ground. Now both teams made a sharp circle away from the haystack and stopped again, with the other side of the hay buck behind them. Dad climbed over the hay buck to stand on the back side. Then Dad drove both teams and the hay buck on the prairie, toward the trees.

Aunty Lydia was unhitching her team too. Dad led her horses and tied them to the trees as well.

The men on the haystack came down, leaving their pitchforks pushed into the hay at the top of the stack. Uncle Arthur liked to joke and tell stories and make people laugh. They were laughing as they walked with us to the trees. Uncle Arthur was a great storyteller.

The lunch consisted of large, thick homemade bread sandwiches and slightly-more-than-warm coffee. Mother and I, I’m sure, ate considerably less than the haymakers. There was cake or cookies or perhaps a jelly roll (Mother liked making jelly rolls) and more coffee in a quart jar in the pail I had been carrying. There was banter and laughter. Dad said they’d finish the two meadows by supper.

It wasn’t long before Dad was helping Aunty Lydia hitch her team to the rake again. Uncle Arthur and the other man had gone back and, using the hay chute, worked their way up to the top of the haystack and began levelling, tramping and topping the hay.

Aunty Lydia was off to rake hay and make more piles.

Dad got one of the teams and walked them over to the hay chute. It was a wooden ramp affair, sturdily built, about 10 feet wide, I believe, on skids. The solid, vertically boarded ramp went up from the ground at about a 30-degree angle, ending perhaps eight feet off the ground. The two side-end timbers or poles, made from carefully chosen, straight, thick, peeled poplars continued on about another eight feet past the solid ramp boards. The hay buck, was probably 14 feet wide. It could slide up on the sturdy, braced-from-the-bottom pole timbers, pushing the hay higher, up toward the topping men. Their job was to level, tramp or compact the hay and to top the stack with a nicely coned, rain-resistant layer. Dad told me years later that Uncle Arthur could really make a perfectly topped haystack.

Dad somehow hitched the team to the hay chute and pulled it forward about 10 feet. Then he unhitched and walked the team back to the hay buck. Soon both teams were hitched to the hay buck. Dad asked me if I wanted to ride on the back with him.

I was excited as I stood beside him, hanging on to the top board of the hay buck and watching as he easily manoeuvred and guided both teams, one with each hand. He picked up the piles, then headed for the stack with a large mound of hay in front of us. The horses had to pull harder as the weight of the load increased and sliding the hay over the grass became more difficult.

The horses knew the routine. With a team on each side of the hay chute, we started up the ramp. “Hang on!” said Dad, and I did. The hay slid up the ramp and dropped quietly and neatly into the hole below the chute—the empty area that had just been created when Dad moved the hay chute forward.

“Whoa!” hollered Dad loudly, at the precise second he pulled on the reins. The horses stopped. The hay had disappeared in front of us and we were high up on the chute! It was magical and exciting and smooth—a simple process designed to put up a lot of hay in a short time. (But a few months later, it would be much more difficult to pull and pitch the hay, one forkful at a time, into a hayrack on a bobsleigh parked beside the stack, possibly loading a hayrack every second day.)

Dad let the horses stand and rest for a minute. Then he said, “Back, back, back,” as he pulled on the reins. The hay buck slid slowly down the ramp as the horses backed up until it reached the ground and stopped. “Whoa,” said Dad. Then he pulled on the left rein of the left team and the right rein of the right team and said, “Giddup.” The horses circled tightly around, the heavy ring and chain on each end of the hay buck sliding around on the thick steel rod that was securely bolted to the bottom frame of the hay buck. The hay buck, which was built in the shape of about a five-foot-high triangle if you looked at it from the end, pulled and worked in the opposite direction.

“Whoa,” said Dad again and he turned as the horses had finished turning and straightened.

We were now standing on the front side of the hay buck. With the horses standing, Dad somehow held on to all the reins while we climbed over the hay buck to stand on the back side.

If you have been able to follow all of this, the former left-hand team was now the right-hand team, and vice versa.

We were ready to go again. I liked the smell of the curing hay, which sometimes smelled like mint from the wild mint growing among the slough grass. Years later, farming on my own, I enjoyed making hay, especially cutting hay and the smell of the grass. I said I was canning summer.

Aunty Lydia had several more piles—the last ones in the meadow—for us to pick up. She was tidying up, picking up small scattered bits of hay and dumping them on the flattened grass runway the hay buck took to the stack. Then she was off to the other side of the knoll and the poplar trees.

We gathered up the last three or four piles of hay and the small piles she had dumped on the runway and soon we were sliding the hay up the chute again. After it was unloaded and we had turned around once more, we headed up to the other slough where Aunty Lydia already had several piles of hay gathered.

Suddenly we heard shouting from Aunty Lydia. “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” A short person, she was standing up on the rake, pulling hard and sawing on the reins. Her team was trotting, their tails swishing straight up and down, running toward us.

“Wasps!” cried Dad. “She raked into a wasp’s nest!”

He turned our teams toward Aunty Lydia’s runaway rake and team. Dad brought his teams closer together and shouted, “Whoa!” Our now very alert and somewhat edgy teams stopped as Aunty Lydia’s team came toward us.

Dad and Aunty Lydia were shouting, “Whoa!” Aunty Lydia’s team was slowing down; the horses’ tails weren’t pumping anymore. She got them stopped not too far in front of us. Dad moved our teams and the hay buck slowly closer and stopped.

They conferred again. The wasp’s nest was somewhere in the area of the furthest pile that she had just come from, she told Dad.

“Leave out that part and rake on the other side of the slough,” said Dad, motioning beyond the still-standing tall green island of uncut grass in the very wet centre of the slough. It had been too wet to cut with the horse mower just a few days earlier.

“The horses should be good now,” said Dad, looking at the much more relaxed team. “If not, head them toward me or the haystack.”

Aunt Lydia nodded and off she went, in full control. She was a small, but strong and feisty, determined lady.

We left out the far pile where the wasp’s nest was and picked up the nearer piles. Dad began a new hay-sliding runway to the stack.

One or two loads later, something else happened. On our way back to the haystack with a buck-load of hay, a softball-sized stone got picked up by the hay buck. It began rolling along and sliding around just in front of my feet, in the centre, open part of the hay buck.

I began kicking and poking at the stone with my shoe. I don’t know why I wanted it out of there; it wasn’t bothering anything or anybody.

Suddenly, my shoe went under the flat 2x6 or 2x8 at the bottom of the hay buck. I hollered in pain, unable to pull my foot free.

“Whoa!” shouted Dad and the teams stopped. Dad could see my shoe and foot trapped under the hay buck. He lifted the heavy hay buck and it moved only very slightly, but I pulled my foot out.

“Are you all alright?” asked Dad.

I nodded, even though my ankle was hurting.

“Why did you put your foot in there?” he demanded.

“I was trying to get that stone out,” I said, pointing to it, not far from where my foot had been caught.

Dad picked up the stone and threw it underhand away from the runway. He gave me a quick cuff on the back of my head. “Don’t do that again!” he added.

“I won’t,” I said, blinking back tears as Dad started the horses again.

I don’t remember if I walked back home with Mother soon after that, or if Mother had already gone home and I walked home by myself.

The haying got done. There was no mention of the wasp’s nest or another near-runaway.

It had been a memorable afternoon.




The Sliver Removal

It was summer. Summer on the farm near Bruce, Alberta in 1944 or 1945. Brother Ben and I liked to play in the poplar trees that grew south of the farm house. We played close to the path that led to the outhouse, then it continued on to our Mother’s second garden spot.

We were barefoot. Likely Benny (as he was called when he was a boy) was about four and I was five. Our sisters Trudy (later she was called Gertie) and Alice were about eleven and eight.

Benny got a sliver in the bottom of his foot. He hobbled into the house to show our Mother. She had a good look at it, I looked too. It was a fair-sized sliver, like part of a toothpick but darker, under the skin. I don’t remember seeing any blood. Anyhow Benny wasn’t crying, maybe we even went back outside and played some more, I can’t remember.

After supper the kitchen table was completely cleared. Mother must have told Dad about the sliver, maybe he had a look at it. They were getting ready for the sliver removal. Like I said, it was summer, there was still lots of light.

I was becoming quite interested in the procedure. They took off some of Benny’s clothes. He began resisting somewhat. I seem to remember a pair of farm pliers on the table. I don’t remember seeing any other tools the ER surgeon had with him or within his reach.

They got Benny on the table and onto his back. Benny was now resisting fiercely. Mother was bent over his chest and trying to pin down his arms. Benny’s feet were pedalling an invisible bicycle, hard and fast. Dad was looking for an opportunity to dive in and restrain him. Benny was hollering too, loudly.

I don’t remember having any feelings of empathy for my brother, none. I was more interested in the event and the procedure. I was standing back a little out of the way but close enough for a good view. Our sisters were not around.

On the table, the hollering and kicking continued.

There was a muffled whirr coming from right behind us. Someone was coming down the stairs from the bedrooms very quickly. In a blur, Alice passed me, her arms raised. To my shock and horror she attacked Dad, pummelling his shoulder with both fists.

None of us would ever have even thought about attacking Dad! He was a strict but loving father. His punishment could be swift and sudden. You didn’t sing or whistle or misbehave at the table. You never complained and you never talked back. Any of these could have resulted in a quick unexpected cuff on the back of your head.

Alice was pummelling Dad! Benny immediately quit hollering and kicking. I got out of there, I shot back up the stairs where Alice had just come from.

It became quiet downstairs.

I never saw the sliver being removed. It was taken out, there were no after-effects, no medication was required. All was normal the next day, the incident was never mentioned and was soon forgotten.

Alice became a Registered Nurse, a good, caring one I’m sure. I believe she had a lot of empathy for her patients.

Dad passed away in October, 1999 at the age of 94. The evening before the funeral service, the immediate family gathered at the funeral home in a room with Dad’s open casket. It was a time of quiet reflection. We shared some of our memories. We cried a little. We had all loved and respected our Dad.

We left together. Alice was walking beside me. I don’t know why or what made me ask her, then and there.

I said, “Alice, there’s a strange memory in my mind from long ago. It seems to me that Dad was going to take a sliver out of Ben’s foot and you came flying down the stairs and attacked him. I’ve never mentioned it to anyone. I’m wondering if it even really happened.”

Alice stopped abruptly. She paused, and then she sighed deeply. “Yes it did, and I’ve been trying to forget about it for the past 55 years!”

We laughed a little and then we both cried a little.

Ben cannot remember the incident.




Sunday Dinner at Aunty Rosie’s

Aunty Rosie was our mother’s cousin. She was older than Mother, but they were close friends, going back to the old country where they had grown up together. Aunty Rosie was plump and she was cheerful. She loved flowers. She was superstitious too. She got married, later in life, to an older bachelor named Rudolf Raeder. We never called him Uncle Rudolf; we called him Uncle Raeder. It was always Aunty Rosie and Uncle Raeder. Uncle Raeder had been an underground coal miner in Drumheller, Alberta for part of his life. He often talked to our dad, in German, about his coal mining experiences.

They were possibly in their late fifties, I’m not sure, when they purchased a quarter-section farm two miles northwest of Holden, Alberta, about ten miles from our farm. They didn’t have any children, but they had somehow adopted, or taken in, a boy named Willy. Willy’s family had broken up, I think, and the children (at least some of the younger ones) had been farmed out, or temporarily given to friends or well-meaning people in the area. Willy’s brother Stirling was taken in by the Rudolf Steinwand family, one mile east of our farm. Stirling was older than me, probably my sisters’ age. He was older than Willy too.

Stirling walked the mile from the Steinwand farm to our corner, where he caught a ride with the four of us in the buggy or cutter. Then he could ride the next two miles to West Bruce School, the school we attended in the 1940s.

My oldest sister was in charge of driving Goldie, the gentle horse that our father had chosen as our school horse. But Trudy let Stirling drive as soon as we picked him up at our corner. I remember him standing tall and slender in front of us, holding the reins, while we sat together on the seat or huddled close together under the blanket in the cutter. Sometimes, if it was really cold, there was a big stone on the floor that Mother had put in the oven overnight, wrapped in a towel to help keep our feet warm. But Stirling stood outside, driving the horse.

Stirling could yodel like Wilf Carter, which he did sometimes. And Stirling could whistle songs or whistle like birds or just really loud. I liked Stirling.

We had been invited for Sunday dinner at Aunty Rosie’s. It was early summer, probably late June. The year was 1946, I think. Dad had a 1941 Ford car. Trudy would have been 12, Alice nine, I was six and Ben was five. I think we went to church first because we were wearing our Sunday clothes. Maybe it was at the Free Methodist Church in Bruce where Mother and Dad had been married in 1933.

We were all wearing our Sunday clothes, I remember that.

We got to Aunty Rosie’s place and they were all outside to meet us—Aunty Rosie, Uncle Raeder and Willy. Ben and I didn’t know Willy at all. He was about ten. He was wearing homemade blue-jean overalls that Aunty Rosie had made. Just like the Sunday clothes that we were wearing, made by our mother on the treadle Singer sewing machine in our living room.

There were two draft horses close to the barn with their heads over the fence looking at us when we got out of the car. There were quite a few chickens inside a fence beside a chicken house. The barn was small with a gable roof.

Dad and Mother greeted Aunty Rosie and Uncle Raeder warmly. Aunty Rosie and Mother hugged each other and Aunty Rosie hugged my sisters too. She patted Ben and me on our heads; she probably said how we were growing.

Dad and Uncle Raeder and Willy were walking to the

horses that had their heads over the fence. Ben and I

followed them.

Dad called one horse Flora. She was a big chocolate-

coloured mare with white stockings and a white blaze on

her face. He put his arm around her neck and scratched

her face with his other hand. It looked like they were old

friends. (I found out years later that Dad had sold or given

Uncle Raeder an older team of horses when they had

purchased their farm.) The other horse, Minnie, was black

with a white star on her forehead.

We went into Aunty Rosie’s and Uncle Raeder’s cream-

coloured house with white trim. It was one-and-a-half

stories with upstairs dormer windows. There were lots of

flowers along the path to the house.

We went up some stairs into the house, more stairs than

our house had on our farm. I remember there was a cellar

trap-door in the centre of the kitchen. When we came into

the dining/living room, I thought I saw another cellar door

there. I wondered why there were two cellar doors when

there was only one at our farmhouse. Were there possibly

two cellars in this house?

I don’t remember what the meal was, but likely it was

chicken. Every farm had some chickens and chicken was

always good for company on a Sunday. (Years later, when

Aunty Rosie and Uncle Raeder retired to a small house in

Holden, I heard Uncle Raeder tell Dad if a farmer’s wife

made chicken soup, either the chicken or the farmer was

sick!) Aunty Rosie kept a good-sized flock of chickens at

their farm.

Anyhow, I’m sure the meal and the dessert, possibly

rhubarb pie, were very good. Ben and I sat on one side,

Willy was on the other. We looked at each other, but never said anything. Right after dessert, Willy slipped away from the table. No one even noticed, but I did. A minute or two later he was standing quietly in the corner of the room. He was trying to get the attention of Benny and me, motioning c’mon with his hand and nodding his head to the outside. It didn’t take us long to figure out that Willy wanted us to go outside with him.

Quietly, Benny and I left the table together. We didn’t say “Thank you for the nice dinner, Aunty Rosie,” or even “Excuse me, please.” We just got up and left.

Outside, Willy talked to us for the first time.

“C’mon,” he said.“Let’s go! There’s lots to see! Do you have pigeons at your farm?”

We shook our heads and followed him to the barn. There were a few pigeons on the roof, some were white. The gable end of the barn was away from the house.

Willy pointed up to the hayloft door.

“See those boxes? They’re for the pigeons!”

There were two wooden apple boxes, on their sides, nailed to the wall of the barn, one on each side of the hayloft door. Each box was divided in half, making four nesting compartments. There were two narrow board perches on the sides of each box.

“I’ll show you the nests! One has babies, the other has eggs. Pigeons have two eggs. They’re white. Help me get the ladder.”

A homemade wooden ladder, with poplar poles for the sides hung on spikes on the long side of the barn.

“It’s pretty heavy, but I can get it off,” he said. “Get over to the end and grab it when I get it off the nails.”

We did. Willy was quite a bit taller than Ben or me. He

could lift and get one end of the ladder over the nail.

“I can do it by myself,” he said. “I’ve done it before when

he’s not around. I’m not supposed to do it without him, but

they can’t see what we’re doing from the house.”

We got the ladder up towards the boxes. A white pigeon

flew out when the ladder scraped up the wall of the barn.

Willy scrambled up the ladder.

“Yup,” he called down, “She’s still sitting on the eggs, and

the two babies are a lot bigger than they were a few days

ago.”

We took turns, cautiously, slowly climbing up the ladder,

having a look and slowly coming back down.

“Don’t need to worry,” he said. “I’m holding the ladder,

it won’t fall down. Nobody holds it for me when I’m by

myself. And we can’t take too long or the eggs won’t hatch

if the mother doesn’t sit on them soon—that’s what he told

me.”

We took down the ladder and man-handled it back onto

the nails on the side of the barn.

“Follow me,” he said.

There was a thick shelter belt of caragana trees on the

north and west sides of the house. They had probably

been planted there by the original homesteader. They were

thick and overgrown and clawed at our clothes, our arms,

legs and faces as we followed Willy through the tangled

undergrowth.

“There’s different kinds of birds in here,” he said. “I can

show you their empty nests because the babies are gone

now. They’ve already hatched and grown up and left the

nest.”

He made his way through, showing us a few empty nests lower down and pointing at some higher up on limbs too small to climb.

We emerged out of the trees and crawled through a fence. I caught my shirt on a barb and it tore a perfect right angle hole in the sleeve close to my shoulder. We were in a pasture. A few cows were grazing not far away.

“You guys seen a crow’s nest? There’s one in a tree in that bush over there. It’s easy to climb. I’ll show it to you.”

We ran to the bush and he climbed up a poplar tree close beside the one with a large round collection of small branches and twigs about 12 feet up. Soon he was high enough to look into the crow’s nest.

“See, it’s easy,” he said. “But they’re gone now, maybe two weeks or so. Baby crows make a lot of noise when they get bigger and the mother and father really got mad at me when I climbed this tree. But they didn’t attack me! They had four eggs and they had four babies. Crows’ eggs are kind of green with brown spots.”

He came down. “Climb up and have a look. It’s easy. And if you can reach far enough, feel the inside of the nest. Just feel how soft it is.”

We took turns, climbed up and looked inside the nest, but we didn’t reach out to feel how soft it was.

“Ever seen a magpie nest?” he asked after we were back on the ground. “Magpies make a different nest than crows do. It’s like a crow’s nest with a roof on top. It’s got a round hole on one side for the door. I can show you guys one. It’s not too far away.”

We made our way across the pasture through a clump of poplar trees, across more pasture to another group of trees.

“It’s up there,” he pointed. Even higher than the crow’s

nest was a very large, round, covered nest with a hole on

one side, just as he said. It almost surrounded the trunk of

the tree.

“Can’t climb this tree, not enough branches,” he said.

“Besides, how can you look inside if you’re climbing up

from underneath? And there’s no other tree close enough

to climb up either. But isn’t it a big nest? I think they had

four babies. They’re gone now too.”

We walked back toward the farmyard.

“If we go on the outside of the caraganas,” he said, “they

won’t be able to see us. We’ll go around to the big slough

by the road. There are a lot of birds in there—red-wing

blackbirds mostly, and ducks and mud hens. I know where

some of the nests are. I can show them to you.”

We got closer to the slough where there were a lot of old,

brown, last year’s cattails, with even browner, fuzzy tops.

“I’ll show you the duck’s nest first. Ducks make their

nests not too close to the water, but close enough so that

the little babies can walk to the water right after they’ve

hatched.”

The duck’s nest was just outside the big circle of cattails

that grew closer to the water, hidden in a thick growth of

old coarse grass.

“This nest was a Mallard duck. Mallard ducks are big.

They are brown if they’re female, and if they’re male they

have shiny green heads with a white circle underneath

the green. This nest had 12 eggs and they all hatched. See,

there’s still a few egg shells left around the nest. The nest

has feathers in it from the mother duck. The feathers help

keep the eggs warm. I saw the little babies swimming with

their mother right after they hatched, maybe the next day.

They’re sort of yellow and brown and black and really little. They know how to swim right away. They’re cute. Maybe we’ll see them swimming around in the water, but maybe not.”

We walked farther around and got closer to the water. The ground was getting really soft.

“Now I’ll show you a mud hen’s nest. Mud hens are black with a little white; they’re smaller than Mallard ducks. Mud hens run on top of the water and flap their wings when they start to take off. Here it is, closer to the water right by the old cattails. You’d never see it. I found it because I came so close that the mother flew off the nest! That’s how I found it. But that’s how I found the duck nest too. She flew off the nest when I came too close. This nest had seven eggs, but they all hatched too. But there aren’t any egg shells left around the nest. Maybe something ate the egg shells. Mud hen eggs are smaller than duck eggs.”

“C’mon, I’ll show you red-wing blackbird nests, but it’s going to get wetter where we’re going!”

The red-wing blackbirds had been singing their unusual song when we were still a long ways from the slough. Now there were a lot of red-wing blackbirds and all-black blackbirds around us. They were making a lot more noise as we got closer—angry noise. It was getting wetter too! The ground was soft and wet and our shoes were sinking as we walked. Muddy water started coming over our Sunday shoes and into our socks. Willy didn’t have rubber boots on either and the water was coming over his shoes too, but he still kept on walking and talking.

“The ones with the red wings are the males; the ones that are all black are the females. Actually the females aren’t really black. They’re almost brown—not like the shiny black on the males. Just take a look, you’ll see.”

There were blackbirds everywhere, flying, squawking, screaming at us. They were so close we could see their eyes—black with small yellow circles in the middle, when they landed on the cattails all around us.

“Here’s a nest!” called Willy. “Right here in the cattails above the water. Hey look! This one’s still got baby blackbirds inside it! Look, they’re pretty big, they’ve got a lot of feathers already. Are there three or are there four?”

Benny and I peered into the nest that was somehow attached to two or three cattail stalks. The baby blackbirds didn’t move. Their heads circled the nest and their bodies filled it. I counted, there were four of them.

Just then we heard voices coming from the farmyard. “You-hoo, you-hoo! Boys! You-hoo!”

“Walter, Benny! You hoo! We have to go home!”

The voices belonged to Aunty Rosie and our mother. “Shucks,” said Willy. “There are a lot of blackbird nests we still could’ve found. Shucks!”

We slogged out of the wet cattail mud and onto the dry grass. We shuffled our feet in the grass, trying to get the mud off our shoes. It didn’t want to come off. Our feet inside the shoes made a funny noise as we walked slowly back. Squansh, squansh, squansh, squansh. No one said anything. “Time to go home,” said Dad.

“Did you have a nice time with Willy?” asked Mother. She was looking at Benny and me. She didn’t wait for an answer. “Get in the car,” she said slowly and quietly.

We didn’t say goodbye to Willy or Aunty Rosie or Uncle Raeder. We got into the back seat beside Trudy and Alice who were already there. I sat down on the seat behind Dad and Benny stood on the centre hump in the middle like he always did. Dad turned the car around and Mother and Dad and the girls waved goodbye to the Raeders and Willy.

Partway down the long driveway, Mother turned around and looked carefully at Benny and me. I looked at Benny. He looked messy and dirty. Then I realized that I looked the same as Benny, except my shirt was torn too.

It was my Sunday shirt. We had been wearing our Sunday clothes.

I looked back at Mother. She had a strange look on her face and her lips seemed to quiver a little. It looked like she was going to cry, but she didn’t say anything.

We never saw Willy again.

It had sure been a fun afternoon.

EPILOGUE:

We don’t know what happened to Willy, or to Stirling. When they were about 15 or 16, they ran away together from their foster homes. We heard stories that they worked in logging or lumber camps somewhere in B.C. I was at both Uncle Raeder and Aunty Rosie’s funerals; Willy wasn’t there.

I hope they both did well in their lives.




Rusty

It was the spring of 1959. I was 19, my brother Ben, 18. We had been back on the family farm in east central Alberta for less than a year after growing up as city kids in the small city of Chilliwack, British Columbia. Our family had spent ten years in the centre of the famous and fertile Fraser Valley. Mother and Dad had purchased a motel and the whole family had helped with the business.

We had settled back into life on the farm where we were born. Ben was finishing high school in the tiny hamlet of Bruce, travelling there and home by school bus for the first time in his life. I was at home with Mother and Dad, doing farm things and deciding if I wanted to be a farmer for the rest of my life.

Ben and I both wanted a horse.

We had convinced Dad, who had been a good horseman when he was younger. So today, the three of us were setting out in the mid-fifties red International pickup truck with our somewhat crude, homemade stock racks on the back. We were headed for Kinsella—a hilly, cattle-country ranching area about 35 miles east of our farm. Dad had found out that the Olsenberg Ranch (which later became, and still is, the University of Alberta Ranch) often had horses for sale.

We found the ranch, north of Kinsella. It looked like a real ranch, not at all like our basic farm at Bruce. There were a lot of corrals past the house and yard. We could see a large livestock truck and men with cowboy hats walking around. Dad drove toward them.

The big truck was backed up to the loading chute. There were some horses milling around in a small corral. It looked like they were just about ready to load. Ben and I walked over to the corral, looking at the group of wild-looking horses still a bit shaggy with winter hair.

Dad soon joined us. All of the horses in the corral were for sale and about to be loaded onto the truck. They were all three-year-olds, only halter-broke. We could have our choice for $60.

Ben and I knew nothing about horses. Dad looked them over carefully as they circled and turned. A handsome cowboy with a black hat and steel-rimmed glasses came up.

“Well?” he said to Dad.

Dad didn’t answer right away.

“Well?” he said again. “Make up your mind. I’m ready to load.”

Then Dad didn’t hesitate. “We’ll take the bay gelding with the star,” he said, pointing to a dirty black-and-rust-coloured horse.

The cowboy turned around. In minutes, the bay gelding was left, frightened and alone in the corral. The other five or six horses hurried up the chute, one behind the other, onto the truck. The stock rack gate dropped and the truck moved forward a few feet. The black-hat-and-glasses cowboy got out of the truck, walked around to the back, secured the gate and checked the horses inside. He got back into the truck and drove off.

We put the stock racks on the pickup. They didn’t seem very high compared to the racks on the big truck. Dad backed up to the high chute. He left the tailgate up; the entire back width of the truck was open. He stood to one side at the back of the truck, holding the wide stock rack gate.

The gelding came roaring up the chute. He leaped into the truck and skidded to a stop when his front hooves hit the front of the box. His head and neck were completely over the racks, above the cab. The cowboy following grabbed the stock rack gate as Dad lifted it up to him and got it into place just before the gelding backed up solidly into it, then sprang forward again. He was wide-eyed, trembling, his feet stomping up and down. Another cowboy appeared with a halter and rope. With one cowboy on each side of the truck, they somehow, very quickly, got the halter over the gelding’s nose and buckled it behind his ears. Ben and I just watched, mesmerized. We thought the horse would jump out any minute.

One cowboy held the halter rope; the other talked to Dad. They decided there should be a rope on each side of the halter to prevent the horse from turning around or jumping. Another rope soon arrived. They fastened it to the halter and tied it to the opposite corner of the rack from the other rope. The cowboys conferred with each other.

“He should travel okay,” they said to Dad. “He hasn’t even tried to jump.”

Dad got three 20s from his wallet and gave them to one of the cowboys. The sale price must have included the halter and ropes.

“Has he been ridden at all?” Dad asked.

“The boys have been on him a few times,” was the answer. “He’ll make a good horse!”

The gelding was still shaking and wide-eyed, his feet prancing. But he wasn’t going anywhere.

Ben and I got into the truck with Dad. We were shaking a little too at the sudden events of the past few moments.

The gelding whinnied only once, just as we were leaving the ranch, like he was saying goodbye to his birthplace.

We drove home carefully and cautiously. The horse in the back stepped and moved, but he didn’t try to jump.

Back in our yard, we untied the ropes and turned him around on the truck. Then we stood, one on each side, with rope in hand, while Dad took off the end rack and dropped the tailgate. The gelding paused, put his nose down, sniffed, then jumped easily to the ground. We held him tight, rope around our thighs, with one hand in front and one hand back, as Dad had instructed us. He fought just a little, but we held him. We worked our way slowly to his head. We talked to him, touched him, stroked him.

A moment later, each of us led him with a halter rope. All around the yard we led him. We led him right into the barn and tied him in his new stall.

We had a horse. We named him Rusty.

We curried him, talked to him, touched him, fed him. We led him around the yard. We led him to the water tank twice a day. He seemed to be getting quieter, gentler. He was getting used to us. He was ready for the saddle and bridle.

We didn’t have either one.

Dad came home from Bruce one day with a saddle and bridle. A friend of Dad’s from north of town had a young daughter who had passed away from cancer. She had a horse. It had been her saddle.

It was really much too small for us. It was smaller than a regular adult saddle—maybe half-size or three-quarter size. It was too small.

The whites of Rusty’s eyes showed as we started to put on the saddle. He was really nervous and edgy, humping his back as soon as we began tightening the cinch. The bridle was too small as well, but it fit using the very last hole of the headstall strap.

We took the saddle off and put it back on each day inside the barn for the next few days. We slowly got on and off the saddle too, sliding over from the side of the stall, not using the stirrups. Rusty certainly wasn’t calm. He moved around, frightened, seeming to hold his breath every time we got on or off. But he didn’t buck, which was good, as our heads would have banged on the hayloft joists. They touched even when we sat up straight in the small saddle.

We were ready for the big day. This was the plan. One of us would be in the saddle; the other would lead Rusty slowly around the yard. He was well halter-broke; he wouldn’t try to get away.

I don’t remember who was in the saddle and who was doing the leading. It wouldn’t have made any difference.

We got outside the barn. We stopped.

Rusty was apprehensive—edgy but calm, we thought. We took him a few steps, stopped and talked to him, petted him. Our plan was working! We took a few more steps.

Suddenly Rusty became unglued! He put his head down and bucked. By the second or third solid buck, the rider was on the ground. At the same time, the halter rope holder let go of the halter rope.

Rusty was bucking hard and steadily in a large circle. He had his head down, bucking, dragging the halter rope. He was making a noise—ka-rumff, ka-rumff, ka-rumff—exactly like the bucking horses at the Bruce Stampede did after they dumped their riders. Ben and I stood and watched the show.

The small saddle was sliding down his side. After a few more jumps, it was under his belly. In another buck, his back hooves caught the back of the cantle, sending the saddle flying sideways to the ground. After another buck or two, Rusty stopped.

He just stopped and looked at us, breathing hard.

We walked over to him, slowly and quietly. We picked up the halter rope and petted his neck.

We may as well have added, “Good job, Rusty!”

The cinch on the saddle was broken. It didn’t matter. We couldn’t get near him with a saddle for months.

“The boys have been on him a few times,” the cowboy at the ranch had said. Did any of the boys stay on him? Had they tried to make him buck as a show?

We decided to go bareback. Besides, we didn’t have a working saddle anymore.

We sat on Rusty in the barn for long periods of time. He was getting used to us on his back and getting on and off.

He lost his winter hair and was filling out. He turned almost completely black, except for a little brown on his legs, at the top of his head and on his nose. He had one white rear hoof with a very short white sock above it. He really was a fine-looking horse. His name suited him, summer or winter.

We took him into the small poplar pole circle corral that our father and grandfather had built many years earlier. He was used to that corral. We often put him there during the day and overnight.

We could ride him bareback in the corral. He was very alert, but fine. He didn’t buck. It was the saddle and cinch that he didn’t like.

We taught him the basics of “whoa” and starting and reining. But we were neither very good horsemen nor very good teachers.

One day, something startled him when he was tied by the bridle reins to a corral post. He pulled back hard, and broke both reins. After that, whenever he felt like it, or anything startled him, he pulled back and broke the reins or the halter rope or the halter itself. It was impossible to be sure something wouldn’t break when he pulled back hard and long.

By this time, we were riding him in the small night pasture, as Dad called it, for the milk cows. He was energetic, always ready to run, but we held him back, never venturing beyond a fast trot. Riding bareback, a fast trot is rather uncomfortable.

One day, I decided to let him gallop. And gallop he did! In a few powerful jumps, he was going incredibly fast. I tried to slow him down, pulling hard with both hands on the reins, shouting, “Whoa! Whoa!” Nothing fazed him or slowed him in the least. There was a fence coming up fairly soon and no hope of stopping him.

I let the reins go, grabbed his mane with both hands and slid over his side. I let my feet touch the ground and began running as fast as I could while hanging on to his mane. Then I let go. I fell hard and rolled as well. Shocked and shaking, I got up not more than bruised and dirty. My glasses were gone. I found them, bent, back where I first hit the ground.

Rusty had stopped before he hit the fence. He had turned around and was standing watching me as I walked slowly toward him. One bridle rein had torn off at the bit when he had stepped on it. I easily caught him. I found the broken rein as we walked back to the yard.

On Dad’s suggestion, we changed the leather chin strap on the bridle to a strong, flat-chain chin strap. He could still run away if he got into a gallop or if you were going home and he got away on you, but he always stopped hard at the barn door. We always left the wire gate at the yard wide open if we were riding in the pasture. Both Ben and I could recognize the point of no return if he started to gallop hard. After that, there was no stopping him. We got another bridle with a more severe bit, which helped to some extent. We could gallop, but still only to a certain point.

His bad habits were adding up. Can’t use a saddle. Can’t tie him outside anywhere. Can’t tie him with the bridle reins; that seemed to initiate a guaranteed pull-back. Can’t gallop very fast.

Our closest neighbour, school bus driver and good friend, Elwood, stopped by one day when Ben and I had Rusty outside the barn. He knew all about Rusty’s behaviour and bad habits and the problems we were going through trying to break him. Elwood was a good horseman.

“The first thing you boys have to remember when breaking a horse,” he said, looking soberly at us, “is you have to be smarter than the horse.”

Another horseman/cowboy neighbour, Harry, came over with a sure-fire pull-back cure. With Rusty tied in his stall, the cowboy put the large loop of a lariat over Rusty’s back, close to his rump, with the honda under his belly, at his flanks. He ran the lariat between his front legs, through the ring on the halter, and tied it, halter-rope length, to the large hole in the sturdy manger top plank. Rusty was nervous, apprehensive.

Then we gave the cowboy a sack. He waved it in front of Rusty. Rusty reared back hard, as usual. The lariat noose tightened suddenly under Rusty’s belly, in front of his back legs. A shocked and surprised Rusty leaped forward. A few seconds later, the sack was waved again. Rusty reared back, then sprang forward immediately. After a pause and the third sack wave, Rusty wouldn’t pull back. He stood wide-eyed and nervous, but he wouldn’t pull back. The cowboy rubbed the sack gently around Rusty’s head, neck and shoulders. He didn’t pull back. He rubbed Rusty all over with the sack. (We should have used the sack or blanket treatment when we first started breaking Rusty, but we didn’t know about it!)

We removed the lariat and tied him with just the halter rope. The cowboy repeated the sack treatment, but Rusty wouldn’t pull back.

He was cured! Rusty never pulled back when he was tied inside the barn again. Outside was a different story. He could pull back with so much strength and for such a long time that something had to break. We just didn’t dare tie him outside.

We got another saddle. I’m not sure how we found it, but we bought it from a real, southern Alberta cowboy who had moved north of Bruce. It was a heavy saddle, possibly from the twenties, with large cupped undercut swells and a high cantle, which was popular at the time. The steel saddle horn had been hacksawed off. Strong and well built, it had been used as a bucking saddle.

Perhaps because of the sack treatment or because he was now accustomed to us, Rusty let us get the saddle on him. We led him to the small corral behind the barn and took off the halter rope. Rusty walked around a little, then he bucked hard and stopped. He walked a little more, then he bucked hard again. The saddle hadn’t moved. Rusty gave up and we left the saddle on overnight. Dad said he couldn’t hurt that saddle even if he rolled.

The saddle was still on in the morning. He had rolled. We rode him with the saddle in the corral, then the yard, then the pasture. We got on and off using the stirrups. He didn’t buck. Rusty was saddle-broke at last.

The saddle gave us a lot more leverage when holding him back. I don’t think there were any more wild runaways, but we were always watchful, careful not to let him get wide open. If he did, the best you could do was aim him for home and the barn. Rusty always stopped at the barn door.

Rusty was now a good-looking, strong and mature horse. We used him and liked him, recognizing his characteristics and habits. We almost never let anyone else ride him. If we did, the rides usually ended with a wild-eyed, terror-stricken rider hanging on for dear life (or falling off at the abrupt barn door stop).

We often rode Rusty on summer Sundays. I don’t remember how another riding ritual developed, but it went like this: We rode slowly across the yard, then down the driveway to the road. We turned left, to the north, and galloped (under control) to the crossroads about one-eighth of a mile away. At the crossroads, we turned around, let him have his head and race wildly for home and the barn door, where he stopped short.

Rusty caught on to the game quickly. For the rider, the tricky parts were: (1) keeping him under control until you got to the road and were sure no cars were coming (unusual, but possible); (2) hanging on once you’d flown to the corner because Rusty knew this was where he turned around; (3) turning in to the shallow ditch just before the driveway after roaring home (here, you really had to hang on); and (4) coming to a hard stop in three or four jarring jumps in front of the barn door.

We never timed this event, but we did it quite often. Rusty could really turn. Perhaps he would have made an incredible barrel horse, but I don’t think he would have stopped after the final go-for-home run!

Mother and Dad, together with Aunty Rosie and Uncle Raeder, invited the German Baptist Church of Edmonton to come to Holden for a once-a-month program at the Holden Community Hall in spring, summer and fall. Only a very few other locals attended; Ben and I never went.

One summer Sunday, Mother and Dad invited the church group to the farm for a small picnic. The group brought food and ate it somewhere near the house with Mother and Dad. There was a carload of young people along, likely a musical or singing group.

Ben and I didn’t join in at all. It was a regular “ride Rusty” Sunday. We’d already done a few down-to-the-corner-and-back runs. Rusty was back in the barn.

Ben and I wore cowboy hats on ride-Rusty Sundays and at the Bruce Stampede, where almost everyone did. We weren’t cowboys, but we were wearing the hats that Sunday. We were at the barn when the picnic was over. The youth group came to the barn—possibly three young men and three young women. They could all speak perfect English and they could switch suddenly and easily from English to German and back again. They were a nice, friendly bunch.

They were interested in Rusty. One of the young men asked if he could ride him. He was familiar with horses and was an experienced rider, he said. He was self-assured and confident.

We got Rusty, still saddled, out of the barn. We cautioned the rider to go very slowly, holding him back, to the road, then turn north.

Okay, we should have added that Rusty would be turning around at the crossroads.

With the entire youth group watching—the older folks, too—the young man kept Rusty under control, prancing and ready, to the end of the driveway and turned north.

Rusty was anxious. He took off madly and raced north. Members of the youth group audibly drew in their breath. For a short distance, we couldn’t see Rusty through the trees, but we could hear his hooves pounding. As Rusty neared the corner, all of us standing by the barn could see horse and rider again.

Rusty came to a stop and wheeled around. The rider flew off, continuing north, arms flailing.

The youth group gasped. Rusty was now flying home again. He turned through the ditch, wide open, toward us. The group scattered out of his path. He put the brakes on at the barn, as usual. We put him back in the barn.

The rider came walking back. He didn’t limp; he wasn’t hurt very badly, just humiliated.

No one else asked to ride Rusty.

Somehow, we taught Rusty to rear. It started innocently enough. Once, when Rusty was prancing around, anxious to go, he lifted his front feet off the ground just a little, momentarily. A few days later, he did it again. Unwisely, we encouraged him, holding him back, touching our heels to his sides and saying, “Up, up.”

It didn’t take him long to learn to rear, on command, quite high and even hold that pose for a second or two. We pretended we were like the Lone Ranger and his mighty horse Silver, standing up, pawing the air just like the cover of a Lone Ranger comic book.

In the early sixties, we didn’t have very many cows on the farm. We had about ten milk cows and perhaps a dozen range cows. We had more pasture than we needed. Dad rented some of the pasture to John M., a farmer north of Holden. He trucked over about ten Shorthorn-Hereford cross cows with calves. The cows were mainly roan or white-faced roan, quiet and gentle. They ran together with our small herd of beef cows.

In the fall after the crop was harvested, John was ready to take his cows back home. He made arrangements with Dad. He would be coming with his son M., a freshly graduated RCMP constable. We were to have Rusty ready, so that M. could ride him and sort out their cows.

We saddled up Rusty and led him outside when John and M. arrived. We cautioned them about Rusty’s runaway habit.

John was not concerned in the least. M. was an RCMP constable who had taken horsemanship as part of his training in Regina.

M. didn’t say anything. He wore regular jeans, shoes and a ball cap. He also had a pair of gloves—yellow, leather and brand new.

He was relaxed and confident as he approached Rusty. We put the reins over Rusty’s neck and M. walked to Rusty’s side.

M. was carrying the new yellow gloves in his left hand and Rusty was eyeing them. M. put both gloves on the swell of the saddle, by the horn. He slapped down the gloves like there was Velcro on the saddle and they’d stick. Rusty jerked, then stood still.

M. gathered the reins in his hand, put his foot in the stirrup, grasped the horn and started to mount. In the process, the gloves were somehow brushed. They fell off.

Rusty didn’t buck. He just jumped quickly sideways, away from the falling yellow gloves. M., who had never got his right foot over the saddle, sprawled on the ground. He swore as he got to his knees, then stood up.

“I’m not getting on that SOB of a horse!” he said.

We put Rusty back in the barn. We walked out to the pasture and started bringing home all the cows. John’s cows were really quiet. By the time we got close to the yard, it was only his cows and calves left. We put them in the corral. Then, two or three cows and calves at a time, he hauled them back to his farm. We never saw M. again. I’m sure he became a fine RCMP officer.

As I mentioned, we were still milking cows. We separated the milk and sold the cream. In the winter months, most of the cows were dry and they stayed outside. Possibly four or five cows stayed in their stanchions in the cow barn overnight. Their manure was cleaned out daily and piled on the large stone boat that Dad and I had built.

Every farmer had one—two heavy 2x8 or 2x10 runners with 2x6, 2x8, or even 2x10 planks nailed across. Ours had the runners spaced the same distance apart as a bobsled. We used the heavy rod and hitch section from the rear half of an old bobsled to attach the stone boat, with a clevis, to the tractor. The sled was about five feet wide, seven or eight feet long. It was heavy and sturdy.

When the stone boat was full of manure, we chose a nice day to start the Massey 44 tractor and haul the manure to the field. Often it was frozen solid, making it very difficult to unload. Sometimes we used a crowbar to break off big chunks or even most of the load, leaving the large frozen piles on the field. In the spring, we would have to go around with a fork to spread the manure before the field could be cultivated.

Rusty was around, close by, outside. I came up with the idea that Rusty could pull the stone boat out to the field each day and I could unload the fresh manure easily and quickly.

Dad was opposed to the plan. “He’s not the right kind of horse and it’s not the right kind of sleigh. The stone boat will run into his heels on a downhill if the sledding is good. Or you’ll pull it into his heels when you’re standing on the sleigh and pulling on the lines. And you’ve got nothing to tie the lines to that would hold him while you’re unloading the manure. And that horse,” he shook his head. “It’s not a good idea.”

I didn’t listen to his advice. I built a sturdy front rack on the stone boat braced down to the sides. It had a 2x4 higher than the rack with a “V” cut in it to hold the reins, just like a regular bobsled or hay rack from an earlier era. I found an old singletree for the sleigh hitch at the front.

We didn’t have any harnesses. Harnesses were getting pretty scarce by the early sixties—collars too. They usually came in a set; no one wanted to sell only one harness. And the collars for draft horses were far too big for Rusty.

Dad said a breast collar harness would work. “A breast collar harness—a stud harness—is what you need.”

A stud harness was used on a draft horse stallion, usually together with a two-wheeled cart when someone with a draft stallion travelled around the country, usually in May or June, to service the farmers’ draft horse mares so they foaled in April or May. Heavy old stud harnesses were really hard to find. Someone said that the old bachelor cowboy Ed Dorin, east of Bruce, might have one. He did. He sold it to me for $15.

Breast collar harnesses are a lot easier and quicker to put on and take off than collar-and-harness harnesses. Slip the strap near the middle of the breast collar over the horse’s head, loosely buckle the belly band, toss the tugs over the horse’s back, snap the lines to the bridle and you’re ready to hitch up. Unharnessing was just as fast.

I put the breast collar harness on Rusty. Every strap and buckle was set for a much larger horse. I buckled the neck strap and belly band to the shortest hole. There was a different bit for draft horses. I had found a draft horse bit, which I attached to another headstall. Proper draft horse bridles have blinders, which keep the horse from seeing what’s happening behind it. The bridle I used had no blinders. Rusty could easily see exactly what was happening behind him when he turned his head.

I took Rusty to the little circle corral and tried driving him around, walking behind him. Rusty was confused and bewildered with the new concept. He wanted to turn around and face me. The steering was different too from the neck reining that Ben and I had eventually taught him.

After several days of walking behind him, turning left and right, stopping then starting again, even walking with the tugs and their chains beside and behind him, I felt he was ready to hitch up.

“You should wait until we have at least a foot of snow,” said Dad. “The stone boat will pull harder. It won’t run into his heels and there’ll be less chance of a runaway.” He shook his head again. “He should really be hitched beside a gentle old workhorse. That’s how you break a horse to harness.”

We didn’t have a gentle old workhorse. We just had Rusty. There was some snow—not a foot, but maybe enough to keep the stone boat from running into his heels.

After allowing him to sniff and examine the stone boat, I very cautiously hooked him up. I stood on one side of the sled, not on it.

I gave Rusty the signal to move ahead. He was startled by the thing following him. I stopped him immediately. I talked to him, petted him.

We went a few steps further again. Rusty looked ready to make a run for it. We stopped. We went ahead a few steps. We stopped. He didn’t like having something following him so closely. He was twisting his head from left to right, trying to see what was behind him. His eyes showed fear and his nostrils flared. He was on the edge of losing it.

Somehow, I got him back fairly close to where we had started. I unhitched him and led him to the front of the stone boat so he could look at it and sniff it again, touch it with his nose.

“A good, safe start for the first time,” I thought.

We did it again the next day, perhaps for a little longer. I only walked beside the stone boat.

He wasn’t happy with the change of routine and didn’t like the thing following him any more than he had the day before. But he hadn’t got away on me. I was pleased about that.

Several days and several more training sessions later, there was a small pile of manure on the stone boat. I walked beside the sled and only allowed Rusty to walk. We stopped often. We got to the field and slowly, ever so slowly and carefully, with Rusty watching behind him, I got the manure off. I had tied a knot in the lines; my arm was between the lines in front of the knot. It was very awkward to get that small pile of manure unloaded.

I stood on the sled. We circled the field, then zig-zagged our way home in a walk, with the lines tight at all times.

We made it home. Rusty was getting the idea that when we got to the barn and stopped, the thing quit following him.

I shared my growing feelings of success with Dad.

“Don’t get too confident!” he said. “You’re a long way from having him harness-broke. Just be careful and don’t let him run away on you.”

The very next day it happened.

While I was unloading the manure, Rusty stepped back. He stepped over the tug. The tug was now on the inside of his leg; before it had always been on the outside. When he moved ahead, the tug moved up on the inside of his leg. Surprised, he jumped ahead. I was off to the side, holding the lines. The sleigh jerked ahead too. When Rusty stopped, the singletree on the hitch bumped into his heels.

Rusty lost it.

He jumped ahead and kicked with both feet at whatever had bumped his heels. The singletree broke in half. He bolted ahead, now free of the thing. I was suddenly jerked forward, still holding tightly to the reins. In a few jumps, we were racing for the barn, Rusty pulling me with the bit in his teeth. I was plowing a furrow in the snow behind him, arms outstretched, still hanging on to the reins. My face, neck and clothes were covered with snow. Snow was being jammed into every opening, every crevice.

Still I hung on to the reins. Then I realized we weren’t heading for the gate into the yard. We were headed for the feed stack fence. Within a few seconds, we were there. Rusty leaped over the three-strand barbwire fence. I let go of the reins. Something in the tugs or the broken singletree caught the top wire. It screeched and broke.

I stood up, spitting out snow, brushing off my clothes and wiping my face. My glasses were still on, but almost completely covered in snow.

Rusty was standing at the far stackyard fence, looking at me. He looked fine.

Dad had been in the stackyard, feeding some square bales of hay to the range cows. He hurried over to me.

“What happened?!”

I explained.

“Why didn’t you let go of the reins?” he asked.

“You told me not to let him run away!” I said.

“Well, he was running away, whether you were holding on to the reins or not!”

I realized Dad was right.

We got the stone boat home with the tractor and used it to haul manure for a few days.

I got another singletree. It was stronger and heavier than the other one. It had a steel strap that reinforced the heavy oak, running all along the back of the singletree.

I hooked up Rusty again. We did the slow and cautious process again. No mishaps. Another trip. I thought perhaps he was getting better. I thought he was looking a bit more calm.

I could ride on the stone boat, but Dad was right. There was very little control over many things happening every day.

A few days later, we were heading home after unloading. I shouldn’t have let him trot, even just a little trot. I remembered how he could pull me with the bit in his mouth.

We were getting close to the barn and the stopping place. I wanted to slow Rusty to a walk. He continued to trot. I pulled on the reins, pulling the stone boat toward his feet. I backed off. I pulled the reins again and hollered, “Whoa!”

We were almost at the milk house, a small lean-to addition to the lean-to cow barn. We were too close and the stone boat was angling toward the corner of the milk house. Rusty was getting close to stopping, but the corner of the stone boat was going to hit the corner of the milk house.

With a loud crash, it did. The stone boat stopped immediately. The sudden stop carried through to the breast collar. Nothing broke, nothing gave way. The sudden stop dropped Rusty to his knees. I flew over the front rack I had built, squarely against Rusty’s rump. It was the best place possible to stop my forward momentum!

Rusty stood up, surprised and dazed. I struggled around to his side and unhooked him.

I could scarcely believe that nothing had broken—not the harness, nor the singletree, nor the front of the stone boat. I could see that the milk house was quite badly damaged.

I put Rusty in his stall. I took off the breast collar harness and hung it in its usual place.

I never harnessed Rusty again.

Dad was right. Rusty wasn’t the right kind of horse and it wasn’t the right kind of sleigh.

It took us both several hours to repair the milk house.

Ben and I decided we’d sell Rusty. We had purchased several other young horses. They all had a different temperament than Rusty and we knew a little more about horses.

Everyone in our area knew about Rusty and the problems we’d had with him. We’d be honest, but it wasn’t likely that we could sell him locally. But at a horse auction, anything goes. You don’t need to say very much about a horse, just as much as you want to say. There were no guarantees when you bought a horse at an auction. You bought it as is!

It was June. There was a big horse auction coming up on a Saturday in Stettler, a large town in a ranching area about 80 miles south of our farm. We decided we’d take Rusty to that sale.

There were no horse trailers at that time. In the four years we’d had him, Rusty hadn’t been loaded on a truck.

We dug two holes near the barn for the back wheels of the pickup. It made the back end of the pickup a lot lower to the ground. Rusty refused to step on to the truck, no matter how hard we tried and coaxed and pulled.

Dad came up with an idea. We tied one end of the lariat to the back of one side of the truck. Then the lariat went around Rusty’s rump, above his hocks. Dad and one of us pulled on the lariat at the other side of the truck. One of us was on the truck, pulling on the halter rope.

Slowly we made progress, one step then another. Now his back feet were getting closer to his front feet, which were almost against the lowered tailgate. Suddenly, easily and effortlessly, he jumped onto the truck. Good job, Rusty!

It was a long drive cross-country to Stettler with a saddled-up Rusty in the back of the truck. We had tied him just as he had been when he first came to the farm.

There were a lot of horses at the sale, a lot of good horses and real cowboys.

We signed Rusty in as a “well-broke, seven-year-old gelding.” That’s all we said. Earlier, we had decided that we should get $200, or close, for Rusty. Dad found someone he knew at the sale. He was going to bid in Rusty for us to try to get $200 or close.

Finally it was our turn, late in the afternoon. Ben rode Rusty into the ring. Rusty had a square, three-inch yellow tag with a black number on it glued on his rump.

Both Rusty, and Ben in his cowboy hat, looked good in the ring. Rusty was in his prime—a strong, well-built horse with neither a blemish nor a wire cut.

The auctioneer called out “seven-year-old gelding—well broke.” The bidding started at $125. It went up steadily. It reached $175.

Rusty was very nervous in the ring and he didn’t like the auctioneer’s voice. When Ben momentarily stopped moving him around the ring in circles and figure eights, Rusty reared.

“Well!” said the surprised auctioneer, stopping his chant. So Ben encouraged Rusty to rear, giving him the signal.

Rusty did a good Lone-Ranger-and-his-faithful-horse-Silver kind of rear. It was a real audience-pleaser!

The auctioneer started again. He tried and tried, but there wasn’t another bid.

“Sold!” said the auctioneer. “For $175!”

$175 was Dad’s friend’s bid.

We took Rusty back home. It was another long drive.

So we put an ad in the local paper. FOR SALE: SEVEN-YEAR-OLD BAY GELDING, WELL BROKE. $175.

We got one phone call. It was from a farmer north of Ryley, a town west of our farm. The man was interested. He would come and have a look at him.

A few days later, he came to the farm. We had Rusty all shined up and saddled and ready for him.

We told him about his behaviour problems, pulling back, running wild and rearing if you wanted him to. We didn’t tell him I had tried to break him to harness.

The farmer rode Rusty around the yard. He wasn’t just a farmer; I could see he was a horseman too. He was a horse trader as well. He took his time. He worked us down on the price. He was making about $30 an hour, an unheard-of wage at the time. I don’t remember the selling price exactly—$150 or was it $140?

We had quite a time loading Rusty on his pickup. We used the holes and the lariat-around-the-rump trick again.

I don’t think Rusty whinnied as he left the yard.

A few years later, I saw Rusty’s new owner at a farm auction.

“Quite a horse, that Rusty!” he said, not displeased. I felt he was pleased with Rusty.

“The biggest mistake I ever made with that horse,” he said, “was tying him up to the old hammer mill beside the hog house. I wouldn’t have believed a horse could pull that brute of a hammer mill, backing up all over the yard before he finally stopped. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes!”

He must have been pleased with Rusty. Rusty stayed on that farm until he died, many years later.

He really was quite a horse.




The Wood Chopper

The Air Canada jet from Toronto touched down rather hard, but was soon slowing down smoothly and quickly as the pilot announced, “Welcome to Edmonton, ladies and gentlemen, where the temperature is five degrees Celsius and the time is 10:17 a.m.”

A man sitting near the centre of the plane adjusted his watch, waited until the seat-belt light went off, then stood up with the rest of the passengers and retrieved two items from the overhead bin. One was a small carry-on bag, the other a violin case. He appeared to be in his sixties, medium height, slender, greying hair, well dressed. With the violin case and bag in hand, he moved alone, to the baggage carousel where his larger suitcase soon arrived. Then, carrying the case and bag and pulling the suitcase, he made his way to the well-marked car rental section of the airport. The pre-arranged car rental went quickly and smoothly. He signed the one-day rental agreement dated October 24, 1989. He received a map and detailed instructions to his questions from the friendly young agent, which he highlighted in yellow.

Moments later, he was headed north toward the city centre and soon turned east on the highlighted White Mud Freeway. It was cool, but the sun was shining and the temperature was rising. A beautiful day in sunny Alberta for the end of October, he thought, and smiled to himself as he turned on to Highway 14 East-Wainwright. He noted the well-tended farms and recently combined stubble fields, some with large round bales of straw waiting to be picked up before the snow arrived. The farms gave way to acreages with large new homes, some with small horse barns close by, still within easy commuting distance to the city he reckoned.

After the junction with Highway 21, north to Fort Saskatchewan, south to Camrose, the land became more rolling and more treed. Poplars and birch trees growing tall and straight, almost bare of the bright yellow fall leaves that, here and there, still clung stubbornly to the branches. Crew-cut hayfields wound between clumps of poplar trees or sat silently on straight rectangular fields bordered by more poplars.

After a sign that announced “Welcome to the County of Beaver” the highway straightened and more harvested stubble fields appeared. The fields were larger, the land more level and, a short distance from the highway, a lone red combine moved along, snail-paced, a grey-white cloud of dust trailing behind it.

Approaching Tofield, he became aware, as a long CN freight train drew closer, that the highway now ran parallel to, and right alongside, the railroad tracks. The railroad, he had found out, was completed in 1909. The highway was built much later, in the 1950s. The railroad was the catalyst that opened this part of Alberta to eager farm settlers from eastern Canada, the U.S. and all over Europe, with the promise of cheap, or even free, homestead land. The dangling carrot was the guarantee of abundant crops of wheat and other grains, now so easy to send to market on the railway's new main line.

He passed Tofield and the lone grain elevator on the siding at Shonts, then new elevators and a large bulk fertilizer complex beside the rail line at the small town of Ryley. Its sign proclaimed it to be the centre and headquarters of Beaver County, with the enticing ending to come and “Live the life of Ryley.” Now it was flat farmland interrupted by the occasional slough of water, mud, cattails, and slough grass. Here and there, beef cattle grazed in pastures or on recently combined stubble fields. There was little traffic and even less human activity that he could see as he drove.

“Poe” read the sign: one ancient, lone, faded, brickish-red, grain elevator complete with the plank walkway to the old, long-empty elevator agent’s office. Then a large cattail-circled, water-filled slough on both sides of the highway and a gentle curve brought the highway back alongside the railway tracks with more grain elevators visible in the distance.

It was the small village of Holden. He slowed down as he approached the flashing yellow intersection light and turned in towards its centre. He crossed two sets of railroad tracks; the first was the siding that passed beside a row of grain elevators located on both sides of the road leading to the village. A forlorn, long-vacant machinery dealership was on his left as he slowly crept along; another on his right, old, neglected, unused, forgotten. What had they been like in 1935 or earlier, when his parents would have driven here, right where he was driving? Driving with horses and a wagon just emptied of grain, or a horse and buggy to deliver and sell their eggs and cream. Likely he and his younger sister would have been along, looking around, excited at the prospect of an ice cream cone at the Chinese café, or perhaps a candy at Liden’s General Store. He knew it must have happened, but he couldn’t remember many distinct details. The rest were vague and cloudy memories.

He drove slowly to the end of town, past the empty lumber and hardware store, one still-used grocery store, and the much newer post office with the flag on the pole in front. The old theatre—he could see that that was what it used to be—was now, according to the new sign above its doors, the Regional Arts Centre. Further ahead was another large new complex, the town’s new skating, hockey, and curling rink. He turned around, then west at the war monument at the centre intersection, a monument of a soldier standing with a rifle in his hand. Names of the local men who died, casualties of both World Wars, were inscribed on two sides. He realized that even the monument would not have been there when his family lived here. He passed the white, onion-domed, Ukrainian Catholic Church, well kept and still in use, and on to the school. It was a small, newer complex built across from the old school. He turned around and drove back, again passing the cenotaph in the centre of town, and drove east. The Masonic Lodge of yesteryear had become the Holden Museum. There was the small United Church, freshly painted white, and more older, neat homes. At the end of the street, with farm fields in sight, he turned right and passed an original-looking farmyard with an old hexagon Venetian blind, wooden-slatted windmill head, just like the one that had been on their farm—he could still remember. Then a well-maintained, stuccoed Roman Catholic Church and, just a few houses further, the white Lutheran Church that their family had attended. He stopped the car and walked slowly to the door. It was locked.

Back on Main Street, he angle-parked the same as other cars and pick-up trucks in front of the Country Kitchen restaurant and went inside. Several tables of local men or women sat around the tables or in the booths along one wall. They all regarded the stranger with short-lived interest, then went back to their conversation about local events and people. There was considerable laughter.

He found a small table, sat down and studied the walls and his surroundings. On a high shelf, well above the booths, were old and antique pop bottles, but also some beer and medicine bottles. He recognized some and smiled as he remembered the unpleasant taste inside an old Buckley’s Cough Syrup bottle. It was a nice collection, possibly added to occasionally by some of the owner’s regular customers.

Soon the proprietor, cook, and waiter, who was about his age, was at his side with a single-sheeted, plastic-covered, somewhat-stained menu. “Passing through?” he asked.

“Here just for a short stop,” was the man’s reply. “My folks had a farm a few miles east of town, across from the old CN water tower. Left here in 1935, when I was 11, and moved to Vancouver.”

“Right in the middle of the Depression,” the waiter replied, “I don't remember everything, but those were tough years—the Depression. Well, the town hasn’t changed all that much. It’s dying, now. Everybody’s shopping in Vegreville or Edmonton or Camrose. No machinery dealers in town anymore and there’s good paved roads. It was probably a good move, going to Vancouver, instead of sticking it out here. Or maybe you’d have become the progressive young farmer and be farming a few sections around here now, farming with your son. Me, I’ve been here 18 years. Plan to sell soon. I’ll have enough for a little house in Camrose or Wetaskiwin or a town close by. Got relatives in Wetaskiwin,” he added.

The man glanced at the menu. There was only breakfast and lunch—no dinner at the Country Kitchen. He ordered the soup (beef vegetable) and a toasted cheese sandwich. He realized how hungry he had become since having breakfast in Toronto quite a few hours ago.

The soup and sandwich arrived, “I gave you extra because you’re a former local. Born here, right?” The stranger nodded a reply. The soup was hearty and good; the sandwich too was substantial. He ate, paid with a tip and went back to the car.

East of Holden was a gently rolling landscape also with harvested grain fields on both sides of the highway. Then he noticed the sign beside the highway. “Water Tower Road” it read. “That wasn't here in ’68,” he mused. That had been the year he had brought his own family, his wife and two daughters, the eldest just graduated from High School, to show them his birthplace and where he had spent the first 11 years of his life.

He turned right on Water Tower Road, which immediately crossed a small newer bridge. Was it a creek, or a man-made drain of the unusually large slough to the right, which supplied the water for the railroad water tower? Water that was needed to fill the tanks of the steam engines that pulled the trains, a water tower every 40 or 50 miles of railroad track. Likely he and his sister had played in that spot. It was very close to the old farmyard.

He pulled into the driveway leading to the old abandoned yard. The wire gate was closed. He left the car and, out of habit, locked it. He smiled and unlocked it. There was no one around anywhere. He closed the gate behind him.

There was really only one farm building, or part of it, remaining—the pump house. It was a small building with weathered grey boards and parts of the windmill tower frame, four broken and splintered 4x4s angling skyward together out of the roof. The windmill head with the slatted wooden vanes, like the one he had seen in Holden, was gone.

He walked slowly to where the house had been, not far from the weathered pump house. All that remained was the cellar hole, where his mother had stored the vegetables from her garden as well as all of her home canning. An old deep-freeze had been dumped into the cellar hole, tipped in at an angle. The lid of the freezer lay beside it, half covered with dirt. Beside the lid was a broken glass mason jar, almost certainly belonging to his mother. He contemplated retrieving it, looked around for a stick or pole but there wasn’t any. There were other jars, complete, unbroken, perhaps other relics also, but he had no shovel, and his shoes and clothes were the ones he planned to wear on the plane back to Vancouver in the evening, so he abandoned the idea of digging and searching.

Further away were two old wooden prairie granaries, weathered grey like the pump house boards, long unused. Certainly they were around since that era; perhaps they were built before he was born, in the 1920s when times were better, when it had rained, when the outlook was so promising. But where was the barn, or the hen house? Only prairie grass grew in every direction he looked.

He became aware of a freight train approaching from the east. He watched and waited. The engineer blew his whistle as he approached the crossing. The man waved at the engineer and the engineer waved back at the well-dressed man standing alone at an abandoned farmyard. It was a long freight train of grain and potash cars of various colours. He waited until the entire train had passed by.

He walked back to the car. He had planned to walk the mile and three-quarters to the school, just as he had walked it for the first year before his dad got him the pony. He checked his watch and decided to drive. Two farms lay between the old yard and the school. They both sported newer houses and painted buildings. One had a large 1940s or 50s hip-roofed barn, painted blue; both had large steel machinery storage sheds. Each had long rows of new shiny round steel grain storage buildings, replacing old wooden granaries like the ones back at the yard.

The road sloped gently up to the old school site. Only a right angle row of spruce trees bordered the southwest corner where the two gravel country roads intersected. Likely the trees were planted by one of the teachers, for the small teacher’s house or teacherage had stood in that corner. The almost square schoolhouse with the cottage-type roof and the sign above the door that had read “West Bruce School” was gone, as well as the teacherage. The school barn, the outhouses (one for the boys, one for the girls), the coal-shed—all were gone. Only the border of trees remained. He remembered the school barn where the boys or girls tied their ponies, or the horse that pulled the buggy or cutter if there were several children from one family attending school. Gone was the coal shed with its blocks of coal for the large potbellied stove that heated the school. He wondered how the coal had got there. There was no large grassy playing area where the baseball diamond used to be, just a recently harvested stubble field.

Then he noticed something new, more recent—a steel, black billboard near the corner of the intersection beside the spruce trees. It read “West Bruce School 1921-1955.” Below were the family surnames followed by the names of the children who attended. There were about a dozen family names and sure enough, to his surprise, there was his name in the correct alphabetical spot. He smiled, wondering who had put it up. He walked back to his car, brought back his camera and took a picture.

He drove back to the old farm site and parked the car again in front of the wire gate. He opened the trunk and took out the violin case, set it down on the ground, opened the gate, picked up the violin case and walked in, this time not closing the gate behind him. The farmyard was now part of a pasture—there were no cows around, and it wouldn’t take long. The day was still pleasant and the sun was still feebly warm, but soon it would be gone and the night would be a lot colder. But in two hours or so he would be back at the Edmonton Airport in plenty of time to have a meal and catch the last flight of the day home to Vancouver.

It was a plan that had come to him over time. His final concert with the Vancouver Symphony in Toronto, arranging a different flight back than all of his friends in the orchestra, a flight to Edmonton, a day for this trip, then back to Edmonton for the flight home. Retirement at 65, and still in fairly good health, he was planning to continue teaching violin at least for a while, but with both girls married and on their own and his wife still working, it wasn’t a necessity. Then more, wider travels with his wife, but first came this idea, this closing. It had been forming and growing in his mind. It was something he wanted to, had to, felt obligated to do.

He stood again with the violin case in his hand near the old cellar hole where the house had stood, and he remembered it all clearly.

· · ·

He had heard him before he had seen him, when he came riding his pony home from school. He put the pony into his stall in the barn and hung up the bridle carefully as his dad had taught him. He came back outside. It was the sound of the chopping of wood coming from their big, very recently sawn wood pile. It wasn’t his father, for today he was helping saw the poplar poles into firewood at another neighbour’s place, because it took three men to saw the poplar poles into a winter’s supply of wood.

The wood chopper was in his shirt sleeves, swinging his father’s axe easily, steadily, accurately. His heavy red-checkered mackinaw and his big canvas knapsack lay on the ground behind him. It was cold, mid-November, but he was working steadily so he didn’t need the mackinaw. He was stacking the chopped wood carefully into two rows, leaning slightly together for stability. The rows ended in a criss-cross grid pattern. Chopping and stacking. Chopping and stacking. He was on his third row.

The wood chopper saw him, stopped chopping, and smiled. He looked to be older than his father. He had a black toque, and a black beard, slightly sprinkled with grey. The boy didn’t smile back, watched him for a few more minutes, then turned and went into the house. His mother and sister had heard the wood chopper and had seen him too.

When his father came home, before he milked the cows, he came into the house and said to his mother, in German, “This one is different.” He was referring to the other transients or hobos who were riding the rails across Canada, looking for work. When the trains stopped for water at the water tower, they sometimes came to their house, asking politely for something to eat, before hopping on to the freight train again.

“This one's different,” Dad said. “He doesn’t ask, he doesn’t say anything. He just saw the new wood pile, took the axe and started chopping. And he’s piled the wood like I’ve never seen wood piled before.”

Then he said, “Come on, son, let’s go milk the cows.”

When we had finished milking, the stranger was still chopping. It was just starting to get dark and cold. Really cold.

We carried the milk back to the house for separating. Dad said to Mother, “l think we should give him supper. What do you think?”

Mother said, “I thought about that. I know that’s what he wants anyway.We’ve got enough.”

The stranger came into the house behind Dad, but when he talked and said, "Hello. Bonjour. From Quebec,” we knew he didn't speak English very well. But neither did Dad or Mother.

Dad said grace in German, as always. I saw the wood chopper make the sign of the cross and say something, almost silently, in French.

We ate. The man looked at Mother several times and said, “Good,” and nodded to her, smiling. He ate quite a bit. I was very quiet, so was my sister. Dad asked if he was from Montreal. “No,” he replied, “Nort village. Small village,” he said, with a different accent.

Right after supper, while Mom was clearing the table and starting to do dishes, the wood chopper pointed to the violin lying on the old couch in our little living room. He could have barely seen it with only the coal oil lamp on the kitchen table. It belonged to an old German fellow from Holden. It was one of his violins. He had just started giving me lessons a few weeks earlier, on Saturdays. The fee was two dozen eggs that Mom sent along with Dad and me. Dad really wanted me to learn to play the violin.

Dad tried to explain about the violin, in broken English, and pointed to me. The wood chopper nodded, then pointed to the violin again and then to himself, nodding, questioning. Dad understood, and brought the violin and bow to the wood chopper, sitting at the kitchen table. He took it and turned it over slowly, carefully. He smiled, plucked at the strings, and tuned them twice, tilting his head slightly, listening, thinking, tuning again, retuning.

Then the wood chopper stood up. The violin came up quickly to his chin. He smiled. The bow touched the strings and he played, his big black work shoes tapped, his body moved and he played. Just as easily and smoothly as he had handled the axe, his arm handled the bow. On and on he played as we all watched, transfixed and silent. Music and melodies we had never heard before. French-Canadian folk songs and reels and jigs and waltzes. On and on he played.

When he finally stopped and sat down, everyone was silent for a long moment.

“Very nice,” said my father, “Very nice, very gut. Now, can you play hymn? Play church song?”

The wood chopper looked confused, not comprehending.

“Church song. Hymn,” my father said again. Then he awkwardly made the sign of the cross, and he put his hands together in front of his chest, like an act of prayer. We were Lutherans. I had never seen my father cross himself.

Suddenly the wood chopper understood. He nodded and he thought solemnly. Then he stood up straight and tall and carefully tucked the violin under his chin and gently brought the bow up to the strings. He played a song, a melody, haunting and beautiful. Long and slowly and reverently he played it, a melody unfamiliar to us all.

When he was done, my father stood up and touched the stranger’s shoulder.

“Very, very nice, very beautiful,” he said gently. He paused, then said “Now you sleep here. You chop wood, you eat, you play violin very gut. Now you sleep here, on floor, in our house.”

Mother arrived with a heavy blanket and spread it on the floor where Dad had moved away the chairs. The stranger bowed to Dad and Mother. “Dank you, merci beaucoup, dank you,” he said quietly.

“Put more wood in stove,” Dad pointed and gestured. “Cold night outside.”

In the morning, when we got up, the stranger was gone. Gone without a sound. He had heard a train stopping for water, and in the dark he was gone to ride the rails west. I wished he still would have been there.

· · ·

The man standing beside the cellar hole reached down and took the violin out of the case. Facing the railroad and where the old water tower used to be, he stood straight and tall, carefully tucked the violin under his chin and gently brought the bow up to the strings.

“Thank you for the inspiration, my French Canadian friend. Thank you,” he said out loud. Then he played. Strongly and confidently he played the song. And for the second time in 55 years Ave Maria floated through the air, across a forlorn yard, over the highway, across the railway tracks and beyond—the music carried and faded away in the breeze. This time, no one else was around to hear it.

The man put the violin back into its case, picked it up, and walked slowly back to the car.




A Provincial Election Day in Rural Alberta

It was provincial election day in Alberta in the late spring of 1962 or ’63—I’m not sure.

Dad, Mom, Ben and I had been back on the farm for a few years after living ten years in Chilliwack, B.C.

It was going to be the first time I would be casting my ballot.

The election outcome was not in doubt. The premier, Rev. Ernest C. Manning and his Social Credit Party would very likely be elected again with a large majority. He was an honest and popular, though boring, politician.

The polling station or voting place (I’m not sure what it was called back then) was at Hugh Currie’s farm, only two-and-a-half miles from our farm. It had been the farm home of my Uncle Joe and Aunty Tillie Muik. Aunty Tillie was Dad’s older sister. They had sold their quarter-section farm to the WWII return soldier and moved to a 40-acre dairy farm near Aldergrove, B.C. in the Fraser Valley.

So in the early afternoon, with Dad and Mother in the front seat of the 1957 two-tone blue Oldsmobile that Dad had driven back from B.C., we drove to the Currie farm to vote.

I noticed that Dad and Mother had dressed surprisingly well for the occasion. Dad was wearing dress pants, shirt and tie. Mother was wearing a Sunday dress. It was like we were going to Church.

It was a nice, sunny day.

Hugh Currie was a bachelor and lived by himself. The farmyard had a small, white house, a small, reddish-coloured barn, and a small reddish pump house. It had a white, Venetian blind kind of windmill head on a wooden tower that protruded through the roof of the pump house about 10 or 12 feet. It also had a small, reddish garage not far from the house. Everything about the farm was small. There was even a small flock of sheep in a pasture behind the pump house, ewes with lambs frolicking around. Hugh Currie was of Scottish descent so maybe that’s why he had sheep. No one else in our area had sheep.

The yard was neat and tidy: the area around the house looked recently mowed. There was a car or two and a half-ton truck from the ’50s parked near the house. We parked there too.

Hugh met us at the door, smiling warmly.

“Come in, Reinhold and Hilda, come in. And this is your son, right?”

Dad said yes and told him my name.

I saw that Hugh was dressed up too—a dress shirt and tie. Hugh was wearing some shiny armbands just above the elbows, on the sleeves of his white shirt.

He pointed us to the small kitchen where his table had become the election registry desk. On one end was a larger, square, wooden egg-crate kind of box with a slot on the top, a hasp and small padlock on the side, for the ballots, I presumed.

Sitting on two kitchen chairs behind the table were the Deputy Returning Officer and his assistant, George and Phyllis McVige. I’m not sure who was the DRO and who was the assistant. The McViges were our neighbours.

They greeted Mother and Dad warmly too.

It didn’t take long to register us three. Then we voted, one at a time, in a very small bedroom, I believe, off the kitchen. We marked our ballots on a little card table and returned them to the DRO, as I recall, who put them in the slot in the locked wooden box.

The kitchen opened into the living room. Several other people who had already voted were sitting on the sofa or on kitchen chairs, visiting.

There was a wood and coal heater in the middle of the room, a wooden rocking chair with a folded blanket over the seat and back, and a small, really old-looking pump organ on one side of the room, pushed into a corner. Everything about the house—the rooms, the furniture, was all small, just like the buildings outside.

We sat down with the others. Dad and Mother seemed to know them all, even after being gone from the area for over ten years. The conversation was the same as at all rural events: the weather, the crops, the pastures, recent deaths or major mishaps.

I noticed everyone else was dressed well. It was obviously a special event in this rural part of east-central Alberta.

Some folks left, others arrived, voted, sat down, visited. I recognized some members of the Bablitz family as they came in.

Dad walked over to the little pump organ and sat down on the stool. He looked really big in front of the little organ. He started looking at a book on the shelf above the keyboard. I could see it was an old hymn book.

He was slowly paging through it. He stopped, studied the song, hummed a little. Then Dad put his feet on the pedals and pumped up the organ. He tried a few keys with one hand. Pleasant organ sounds came out.

Dad put his other big farmer hand on the keyboard, tried a few chords and sang the hymn. I don’t think Dad could read music, but he could follow the notes and he could play a few chords.

“Phyllis,” called Dad, “Come over and play the organ for a while. Maybe we’ll have a sing-song.”

Phyllis came over, sat down and pumped up the organ while she looked at the song. She looked like she knew what she was doing.

She put her hands on the keyboard and really nice gentle organ music filled the room. People stopped visiting, Dad and Phyllis started singing. Soon Dad, while he was singing, was motioning for Mother and me to join him and Phyllis. Then George came over and joined in. Did I say there was a lull in the voting?

Mother had a nice soprano voice, Phyllis sang alto, Dad preferred singing tenor, while George had a booming, powerful bass voice. I sang a very meek bass, an almost inaudible bass, standing between Dad and George.

The song ended. Dad immediately found another. The organ was pumped up again and the singing started over.

“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine O what a foretaste of glory divine. Heir of salvation, purchase of God, born of his spirit, washed in his blood. This is my story, this is my song, praising my Saviour all the day long. This is my story, this is my song, praising my Saviour all the day long.”

Soon Dad was trying to get the other voters to join us; only one or two ever did, briefly. Others said they just wanted to listen and enjoy the music.

“I come to the garden alone while the dew is still on the roses. And the joy I share as I tarry there, the Son of God discloses. And he walks with me and he talks with me and he tells me I am his own. And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other, has ever known.”

Hugh interrupted as we finished the verse, “There’s more voters here,” he said.

Phyllis and George returned to their chairs in the kitchen and processed the new arrivals. Mother and I sat down. Visiting had resumed.

Dad had stayed at the organ, sitting on the stool. I could see him slowly turning the pages, stopping, studying, then occasionally he carefully folded down the corner of the page before he turned it over.

The new voters were soon done voting and sitting with the rest of us in the living room. It was casual, friendly visiting. There wasn’t a word about the election or politics.

Dad got up and looked out the window.

“George, Phyllis,” he called, “There’s no one coming right now. I found some more good songs for us to sing! Let’s have another sing-song!”

Soon we were singing again, singing the songs that Dad had chosen, the folded pages in the old hymn book.

“Shall we gather at the river, the beautiful, the beautiful river. Gather with the saints at the river that flows by the throne of God.”

Dad turned a few pages, “The love of God is greater far than tongue or pen can ever tell. It goes beyond the highest star and reaches to the lowest hell.”

And so it carried on until Hugh announced that another vehicle had arrived, and the organist and the booming bass put on their other hats and returned to their paid positions at the table.

The visiting resumed, the new voters had voted, were seated and had joined the conversation.

Hugh interrupted again. This time he asked if anyone would like a cup of tea. “I think it’s time for a cup of tea,” he said.

People nodded and said, “Yes.”

Hugh went back to the kitchen, plugged in his electric kettle and got out his teapot.

Electricity had come to our rural part of Alberta about 12 year earlier. Now everyone had an electric tea kettle!

Hugh had a supply of store-bought cookies as well. Soon the people seated around the living room were having tea and cookies. Phyllis had brought some of her cookies too; they were passed around.

People left, thanking Hugh for his hospitality, the tea and cookies. Hugh was beaming, enjoying a new role as a congenial host. More neighbours straggled in. Hugh made more tea and washed some cups.

Between visiting, Dad was still studying the hymn book.

“George,” he called. “Let’s sing one more, at least one more. George, I found ‘Church in the Wildwood.’ It’s got a real good bass part in it. It’s perfect for you, George!”

The singing began again.

“There’s a church in the valley by the wildwood, a little brown church in the vale. No spot is so dear to my childhood as the little brown church in the vale.”

Then came the bass part in the chorus that Dad had mentioned to George. Now his booming bass vice sang out alone, “Oh come, come, come, come” (here the rest of us joined in) “Come to the church by the wildwood, come to the church in the vale” (here George and Dad kept singing “come, come, come, come”) while the rest of us sang, “No spot is so dear to my childhood, as the little brown church in the vale.”

The afternoon was wearing on. Most people had cows to milk, hogs to feed, chores to do. We did too.

George told Dad as we were leaving that he would stay a little longer, then go home to help Floyd finish the milking and return to help Phyllis close the poll and count the votes.

We said goodbye to Hugh and thanked him for the tea and the cookies. He thanked us for coming, thanked Dad for the singing.

We got home. Dad parked the car in front of the garage. We were walking back to the house.

Dad said, “That was a really nice election day we had!”

Ernest C. Manning and his Social Credit Party were re-elected.




Farming Years

The home place




John Zook

I was climbing the high, wide steps in front of the rural Salem Mennonite Church, southeast of Tofield, Alberta, probably in the late summer of 1963. I learned later that those stairs were rarely used, mainly for weddings or funerals. The two lower side doors—one side for the men and boys, the other side for the women, small children and girls—were the ones used regularly by church members.

But I was a first-time visitor, unaware of those practices. I was arriving, you could say, on an exploratory mission. It was several weeks after a blind date with Grace, a young woman from the church. It had been arranged by my sister Alice who at the time was a registered nurse at the Tofield Hospital. Grace was a nurses’ aide that Alice had become friends with and liked.

I reached the top of the stairs and opened the door.

The first person to meet me was an older man. He walked toward me and looked at me closely.

“Wa-wa-wa-what are you doing here?” he asked loudly.

The man had a speech impediment: he stammered, and he had a high-pitched, raspy voice.

I was taken aback. I struggled for a suitable response.

“Just visiting,” I stammered back, “Just visiting.”

“John Zook’s the name,” he replied strongly, extending his hand. “Wa-wa-wa-what’s yours, and wh-wh-where do you live?”

That was my introduction to John Zook. No one else at the Salem Mennonite Church, as I eventually got to know them all, had such a similar, forward attitude.

We developed a strong friendship and he soon became a special friend to me as I began to attend the church regularly. I met, then courted, and eventually married Grace’s sister, Inez Kauffman.

John was a widower who lived on his own in a small house close to Dodds, which was even smaller than a hamlet: just one elevator and a few houses beside a later-abandoned railroad branch line between Ryley and a few other small points like Dodds enroute to Camrose.

The next major event in our friendship came a few years after Inez and I were married in 1965. In July 1966, our son Dale was born. Our daughter Joyce was born in September 1968. That’s really when the following story began.

Inez was in the Tofield Hospital after having Joyce and recovering, about a week-long stay at that time. Dale was staying with his grandparents, my mother and dad, at their farm seven miles from ours. I was batching.

I went to church by myself on a Sunday evening. Salem, and most other churches at that time, had both Sunday morning and Sunday evening services.

John Zook was there, aware of the reason I was there by myself. He invited me to his house after the service for tea and a snack. He also invited Joe Lehman. Joe was a widower like John. I think he may have lived on the Lehman farm with his son and family—perhaps he lived in Ryley, I can’t recall.

John Zook, Joe Lehman and I were together in John’s house. They were both 45 or more years older than I was.

John Zook loved to sing. He wanted the three of us to sing songs, a cappella, from a hymnal he had in his house.

John had a wild, untamed voice that ranged from low to high, occasionally on key, but he sang with fervour, enthusiasm and volume. John did not stutter when he sang.

Joe sang on key, more quietly, restrained, subdued. I was somewhere between Joe and John.

It was a highly unusual trio, but a memorable event.

Then we enjoyed tea and a piece of pie that John said had been made by his daughter-in-law. We visited.

Somewhere in the conversation the subject of mules came up. John was knowledgeable and even experienced with mules from a long-ago, former life as a young man in Iowa or Nebraska.

I mentioned that there was a fellow not too far from our farm at Bruce who had mules and raised mules. The mules John remembered were draft mules. My friend Louie Holden’s mules were small—Welsh or Shetland pony mares bred to a donkey stallion.

The resulting small mule offspring were strangely coloured or mottled, some with stripes of white on their bodies or legs, but not the normal pinto markings of their mothers. I mentioned this during our conversation.

“I’ve never seen a spotted mule,” he exclaimed. “Never in my life have I seen a spotted mule. I don’t believe you could have a spotted mule.”

I assured him that the fellow at Bruce had spotted mules, and someday I’d show him.

“I want to see them!” exclaimed John again. “I want to see those mules.”

Inez and Joyce came home from the hospital, Dale came home from Mom and Dad’s, and not long after that, winter came to Alberta.

On a regular basis on Sundays, John asked me when we were going to see the mules, the spotted mules.

Inez often invited church people for Sunday dinner. A trip to visit Louie’s mules with John and other company didn’t seem to fit.

It was decided we’d have John, on his own, come on a nice winter Sunday.

Arrangements were made; the Sunday came. It was a cold, pleasant, sunny winter day.

John came home with us after church and we ate another fine Sunday dinner that Inez had prepared.

Right after dinner, because it was winter and the days were short, John and I drove to Louie’s farm north and east of Bruce, about 12 miles from our farm.

We drove into Louie’s yard and parked the truck. It was a large sprawling yard with a very small cream-coloured house—did I mention that Louis was a bachelor? It had a well-built, cream-coloured, mid-sized barn, a few other outbuildings and wooden granaries scattered here and there. There were animals, horses or mules in pens and corrals behind the barn.

No one was around. Then we heard a loud “HELLO!” coming from behind some bare poplar trees. Sleigh runner, horse and human tracks in the snow led between the trees to the area where the shouting was coming from. We walked through the snow following the tracks.

A bobsleigh with a wooden grain box had been backed up to the open door of the wooden granary. The front of the sleigh had a neck-yoke, pole and double-tree for a team of horses. I wondered how someone with a bobsleigh pulled by a team of horses could back it up perfectly, squarely to a granary door.

A man was standing in the door of the granary, leaning on a grain shovel. It was Louie. He was shovelling oats from the granary onto the grain box on the bobsleigh, feed for his horses and mules.

Louie recognized me, nodded, smiled as we got closer. He was looking at John to see if he knew him too.

I was thinking how I’d make the introduction, but John spoke first, loudly.

“Ya-ya-ya-you work on Sundaayy?” he called.

Louie was surprised, taken aback, just as I had been when I first met John.

Louie recovered in a second or two.

“Yes, yes I do,” he replied to the stranger. “I work on Sunday.” He paused, “But I rest the other six days!”

Well, John absorbed that for a second or two, then roared with laughter, slapping his knee.

They became immediate friends.

Soon, Louie was showing us his barn as we walked to the pens and corrals with horses and mules.

The walls of Louie’s unique barn were made of used railroad ties standing upright side by side. They were all from Torlea, south of Louie’s farm. On the outside of the ties was a horizontal layer of drop-siding that covered the ties and held them all together. It made strong, insulated walls. The barn was painted an attractive cream colour, the same as the house.

Pillars of railroad ties supported the full-sized hayloft and the gambrel or hip roof.

It was a remarkable, unique building. It would have taken days of back-breaking work to load, haul and place several hundred railroad ties into perfect position and create Louie’s sturdy barn.

John was impressed, and marvelled as he examined the careful construction and design. He commended Louie on his “wonderful barn.”

Soon we were looking at pens of small horses and mules of various sizes and a multitude of colours. John was excited, as gleeful as a child as he patted and stroked and talked to them. They were quiet and gentle. He was enjoying himself immensely.

Louie showed us his donkey stud, a small, rather ordinary, very donkey-looking animal. It was entirely greyish-brown, the regular donkey colour.

“But how can his foals be so different in colour?” John asked. “All the mules I ever knew were solid-coloured, large bay mules, with absolutely no white markings.”

Louie knew a lot about mules.

“That’s because the mares were all draft mares, solid-coloured, most likely black Percheron mares, bred to a large, ‘giant jack’ donkey sire. The offspring were solid-coloured brown mules with a black mane and tail, all of them. That made it more easy to match them up as teams, the same colour, size and confirmation. Those were the good-looking teams of mules that you remember.”

John pondered Louie’s remarks and nodded. He gazed lovingly at the little pint-sized animals.

It had been a thrilling, interesting and pleasant afternoon for John. It had been the same for Louie and me.

As we drove back to our farm, John didn’t stop talking about all that he had seen.

John stayed in the house with Inez, Dale and the baby while I did the chores. We had a light supper together before I drove him the 25-or-so miles west to his house. He thanked me for a very nice day.

When I got home, Inez showed me her guest book. All the people Inez had for Sunday dinner always signed her guest book; some added a comment or two.

The last entry had the date, and the writing that followed was beautiful, classical handwriting, like someone who had taken a calligraphy course had written it.

It said:

We had a very nice dinner, then the men went 2 see the mules.

Thank you.

John Zook.




The Hawk

I don’t remember when I first became aware of him, as an individual that is. There are countless hawks soaring above the prairie landscape, unnoticed, unheralded, unheeded. But every spring, when field work began in May and the cultivator stirred the mice from their winter burrows and their nests in the rows of combined straw, I noticed him.

Watching him broke the monotony of those long tractor hours. He was beauty in motion. Far above me, he would hover or soar in circles, watching, waiting, riding the wind or some unseen air current. But the movement in the clods and stubble of that small field mouse scampering for cover sent him into a dive that would have made a jet fighter shudder. Then, with the precision of a computer, he intercepted the mouse. He never missed. Just a few feet above the ground he came out of his dive, claws open, wings outstretched, and clutching his prey.

Sometimes he would land at the spot, settling and folding his powerful wings slowly and carefully. They were an essential part of his livelihood, like the arm of a quarterback, and it seemed as if he treated them with great care. Then he would eat his victim at his leisure, his hooked beak tearing the mouse from his claws into edible portions—sometimes almost inedible, if by chance I turned at the end of the field and came roaring by too close. With a final gulp and several long, constrictive neck-stretching swallows, he ungainfully began his ascent to the skies.

Sometimes he would carry his victim to some fence post or tree branch and eat it there, undaunted by the pestering and swooping crows who tried in vain to annoy him into leaving behind just one morsel.

“My hawk is back again,” I said at the supper table.

“Your hawk? What makes it your hawk?” my wife retorted.

“He’s the same one who was here last year,” l said, “I just know he is. Besides, he and I have a symbiotic relationship you know. We understand each other, too.”

“Hmph,” she said.

Then I described to the children his flight and, with gestures and sounds, I played the part of both the hawk and the mouse. I told them about his big bites that were really bad table manners. I told them that even if it seemed as though he was cruel, he was indirectly helping people, and sometimes life itself is cruel. They understood.

Day after day, during seeding, I would speculate on somewhat ridiculous thoughts about him. Did he circle clockwise or anticlockwise far above me? Did he always strike with his left claw, his right claw, or was he ambidextrous? Looking down from up there meant that one eye must be looking directly at the sun. Did he close it or change eyes, or look directly at the sun? Did he eat his mouse beginning at he head, or at the tail, or in the middle?

That spring, I also became aware that there were two of them. Perhaps only a little smaller in size—that was all the difference I could see in his mate. I was never sure which was which as they made their strikes, sometimes only a few feet from the cultivator. One day I saw him carry a mouse or two to her as she sat on a fencepost, preening her feathers. There I saw them mate, then they both rose to the heights where they were at home, graceful, strong, free, beautiful.

I had never discovered their nest before, but I did that year on July l. There is little wrong, I think, with spraying out a tankful of weed spray in the cool, still-dawning hours of Dominion Day. I felt a glow of history as I looked across the landscape. Besides, I was killing some weeds, and that made me feel good, too. Suddenly I saw the nest as I turned at a bush of poplar bordering the field, and its location made me chuckle out loud.

High atop a poplar tree that had once been struck by lightning, the very northwest edge of the bush, sat the unblinking female on her unpretentious nest of twigs. Not only to build a nest in a tree which had been split and partly killed by lightning, but also to bear the full brunt of the prevailing winds and rains seemed almost foolhardy. Perhaps its very location typified his nature—fearless almost to the point of recklessness. Or perhaps it was to instill the sound and feel and very taste of the wind into his offspring so that they could ride on its effort, conquer its force, feel its power.

During summer fallowing operations, he followed me to every field. Some days his pickings were slim, and I wondered how he managed on all the days he got no help from me at all, and how he managed to keep his family supplied.

Haying was better. Mice were more plentiful, especially when we baled slough hay. He seemed to know just where a mouse should be, as if he had waited all summer for just this opportunity. Sitting on some dead tree branch he would suddenly take off and, without even gaining height or circling, he could swoop down on his prey, knowing it would be there. He liked to sit on the pyramid stacks of bales, often eating there, or preparing his mouse for the flight back to the nest. Sometimes the children found one of his large feathers with their dull brown and white stripes, and pretended they were Indian braves, just as the real Indians had probably done with the feathers of his ancestors. He disliked our dog, Buddy, who despite my reprimands, chased him from the bales or interfered with his hunting just by being in the way. On the ground, or just taking off, the hawk was ungainly and awkward; once high in the air, he was king of the heights.

Near the end of the haying season, I saw his young. Only two, I think, not more than three. They sat on fence posts and waited for mother or father to bring them more. Their appetites were almost insatiable. Soon they were flying to the spot where either he or she had landed, and eating there. Once I threw a dead mouse to one of the young from the stooker, but it went without notice. Their eyes saw only, and they seemed to react only, to the movement of their prey.

In the beginning of September, I began swathing. On the first round of the first field, my mind was on the operation of the swather and on the stand of grain, but as I looked back to check the size and shape of the swath, I saw a mouse running toward the grass at the edge of the field. “Well boy,” I thought, ‘If you would have been watching now and seen me start swathing, you could have had a meal.” At that instant a shadow seemed to cross the sun. Looking back again, I saw him—feet and wings outstretched—standing on the headland, a triumphant gleam in his all-seeing eyes. His seeming omniscience and omnipresence sent a shiver down my back.

It was several weeks later, in the beginning of October, that it happened. It was the first day of the duck-hunting season. Farmers aren’t too fond of ducks eating their grain in the fall, but they aren’t too fond of hunters either. Ducks don’t open your gates, or dig holes in your fields, or scatter empty beer bottles around. I was coming down the road with the combine after finishing a field when I saw the car on the road—sporty, expensive, two hunters inside. Duck hunters always travel in pairs or parties. The driver got out, young, dressed and equipped to the letter, from the red cap to the new boots and ammunition belt. A wide friendly grin was on his face as he motioned me to stop. “Improving farmer-hunter relations,” I thought. “Good idea.”

“Hi,” he said as he mounted the ladder to the combine cab. “We’re looking for a good place to hunt. Ducks been doing a lot of damage around here?”

“Not very much this year,” I said, “but there are usually quite a lot of ducks gathering at that big slough three-quarters of a mile north. You could try out there.”

“Right. Thanks,” he said. “Incidentally, that chicken hawk won’t be getting any more of your chickens. We shot him just up the road and hung him on the fence. Sure was a big one.”

The realization was slow to hit me.

“That was no chicken hawk and I don’t have any chickens,” I said weakly. “Hawks are good. They kill a lot of mice and gophers every year.” I was talking like I do to my little girl Joyce, when I am trying to explain something as simply as possible. “You should never shoot a hawk—never. Hawks are good, always remember that.”

“Oh—sorry,” he said, taken somewhat aback. “Well, we’ll try that slough like you say.” And they were gone.

I drove home with the combine, my weakness turning to anger, scarcely glancing at the large form and wings fluttering feebly from the top strand of wire, like some grotesque crucifixion. I threw the spade into the back of the pickup and drove back. He was even larger than I had thought. I buried him near the centre of the large stubble field next to the nest. I wouldn’t remember exactly where, just which field.

Then I went home, and in my heart I felt a heaviness.




A Family Milk Cow

We needed a different family milk cow. Our family had quit milking cows, separating the milk and selling the cream, in 1967. I had built a small, 150-200 head feedlot that was going to take the place of the dairy herd and yet provide us with the cream sales income.

We had dried up and sold the oldest milk cows, they had gone to “The Golden Arches” as one of our farmer friends had put it. We kept one as a family milk cow, but she was a large, old cow, too old to be taught to lead and tether. Her calf nursed her when we didn’t need milk for the house. In the winter months, we bought milk from the grocery store.

When that cow passed on, we tried to teach a purchased beef heifer, an all brown shorthorn cross, to be the milk cow. She was fairly wild and stubborn and kicked fiercely when I tried to milk her after the birth of her first calf. She was a good mother, but would not let her milk down unless her calf was nursing while you were milking on the other side of the cow.

As the calf grew, it was a race between the calf nursing on the back teats and the milker on the front teats, to see who would finish first. One would think that, with two hands milking, it should be the milker finishing first, hands down, so to speak! But the calf nursed and sucked more quickly than the hand milker. It knew about the location of the front teats as well and tried, with the side of its head, to push the milker’s hands away. There was slobber and foam on its face. You didn’t want to get any in the milk pail, so you held it firmly between your knees further towards the front of the cow.

Sometimes without warning, Brownie would kick reaching forward with her back foot, hitting your leg or the milk pail. Either the milk pail was knocked over, or if some milk was still in the pail after the kick, it was often too dirty to use. The barn cats feasted on those days.

Brownie had recently given birth to her second calf. Technically she was no longer a heifer. At the birth of her second calf, she became a cow. Brownie didn’t want to be a milk cow; she wanted her calf running beside her and to be with the other range cows. Even with her calf locked inside the barn, hungry and bawling, she didn’t want to come inside and be stanchioned. I had to put a three-plank wooden corral panel, 12-feet long, beside the open barn door. Then I had to be right behind her as she called for her calf and put her head inside the barn. I shooed or literally shoved her into the barn, closed the door and coaxed her to put her head into the stanchion by having a small pile of grain in the manger in front of it.

It was a laborious, stressful and unpleasant chore to get milk for the house.

We needed a real family milk cow, a small, gentle Jersey or Guernsey cow that we could tether around the yard, lead to the barn or a new tethering spot. We needed an easy milker with enough milk for a calf and, once-a-day or every second day, a gallon of milk for the house.

It was hard to find such a cow in a relatively non-dairy area of east-central Alberta. As well, nearly all dairy farms have large, high-producing Holstein dairy cows. I didn’t want a Holstein cow; I preferred a Jersey.

It was probably early April in 1974. I found an ad in the Vegreville News – Advertiser.

FOR SALE JERSEY–SHORTHORN CROSS 1st CALF HEIFER EASY MILKER, GENTLE, $600.

I phoned. It was a farmer about 15 miles north of Vegreville, in total about 45 miles north of our farm. The heifer had lost her calf at birth. The farmer had been milking her, but didn’t want to keep her.

I got the directions and, after chores and supper just a few days later, I made arrangements to come and have a look at her. We laid the stock racks down on the back of the ’65 Ford pick-up, ready to use. Dale, our son, eight years old at the time, came along.

We found the farm. A friendly, young, hippie-looking farmer met us at the house and took us out to a small, old barn. There were two cows inside—correctly-speaking, they were both heifers—standing in steel stanchions.

The first heifer was small and an unusual colour. She was speckled and spotted, red, white and brindle. She turned her head around in the stanchion to look at us. Her head was small, but it looked almost too long. It was dished like a Jersey, and flat on top between two crooked stub horns angling upward at different angles. She had two big brindle-black ears. Her eyes were large. They bulged out like a real Jersey.

The other heifer was also a dairy-cross mix, a nice red and white colour, no horns. She had a live calf, but the roan and spotted and brindle heifer was the one for sale.

“Her mother was a Jersey,” the man explained. “Her father was a pure white shorthorn bull. She lost her calf. She’s an easy milker. Try her and see. I just don’t want to milk her two times a day for the next ten months.”

I tried her. She was an easy milker. Her front teats were somewhat longer than her rear teats. They were just the right size.

I looked at her closely, again. She was small, gentle, an easy milker, half Jersey. She was an unusual colour. She had a funny-shaped head with stub horns. Her eyes were too large and they bulged out.

Dale had noticed my serious interest in the young cow.

“I think she’s the cow we’ve been looking for,” I said to the young, back-to-the-land, laid back farmer.

“Dad, Dad!” Dale said to me, quietly but urgently, pulling on my sleeve. “Can I talk to you first?”

We took a few steps away from the farmer. I bent over. “But Dad,” Dale whispered seriously into my ear, “Don’t you think she’s kind of ugly?!”

“Well, she is kind of ugly,” I agreed, “but she’s got all the qualities we were looking for in a milk cow. I think we should take her.”

We went back to the owner. I offered $500. We settled the sale at $550.

She loaded easily up the small loading chute built for a pick-up truck. We got her safely home. Late, and in the dark, we unloaded her in the large, wooden-plank fenced yard behind the barn. We put out some of our best hay for her. She appeared to be completely at ease, and at home.

The next morning my wife Inez and our daughter Joyce, age six, looked out the kitchen window at our previous evening’s purchase.

“She looks like a ladybug!” said my wife.

Ladybug turned out to be everything we had hoped for. Brownie was immediately turned loose. She galloped through the open gate, her calf by her side, to join her friends and the rest of the range cattle.

Somehow, somewhere, we got a small beef calf to nurse Ladybug’s surplus milk, far more than we required for the house. We always had enough milk for a neighbouring family as well. Ladybug let down her milk readily, after brushing or washing her udder, without requiring the calf to nurse on the other side.

Ladybug soon accepted the new calf as her own, allowing it to nurse when it wanted. She didn’t kick. I purchased a small size, new nylon horse halter for Ladybug and we easily taught her to lead. When the grass grew lush and green around the farmyard, we tethered her to a 40-foot light chain, anchored to a steel peg we drove into the ground. We moved the peg to a new area every day. Overnight, she stayed in the large fenced barnyard. We separated the calf from her overnight if we needed milk, and always milked Ladybug in the morning. Inez or Dale or Joyce could lead Ladybug back from her daytime tethered spot to the yard after school or before supper if I was busy seeding or making hay or harvesting.

Ladybug was a low maintenance, easily handled, gentle little cow. We bred her to our Simmental beef bull, to calve in February or early March just before the rest of the cow herd began calving. We tried to leave her outside with the rest of the range cows when she was “dry,” probably beginning in mid-December. The larger range cows bossed and bullied her. She stood by the yard gate humped up, not able to take severely cold temperatures. We put her back in the yard, and into the barn if it was cold or stormy. We built a smaller open front shed behind the barn specifically for her. We also used it for a sick bay and special needs pen and shelter when the range cows began calving. She shared her space, with empathy it seemed, with any cow or cows we added. Besides, she was too small to fight or even boss any of the larger beef cows.

She needed some assistance when she calved for her second calf. It was a fairly large calf sired by the large beef bull, but it was born alive and well. She was soon up and licking and talking to her own new calf.

A year later, Dale and Joyce watched, close up, as Ladybug calved. It was their first full-length view of a cow giving birth.

Ladybug was half Jersey, and though Jerseys are a small-size breed of dairy cattle, they have a slightly different-shaped pelvis from the other breeds. In general, Jerseys are able to give birth more easily, and their calves are often smaller than other breeds as well.

We began to notice that Ladybug made a lot of noise as she entered the heavy labour period of calving. From a long distance away, from anywhere on the farmyard, you could tell that Ladybug was soon going to give birth. Long, loud, extended cow moans and cow groans could be heard, repeated over and over at every hard push.

I called it Ladybug’s histrionics. Some of the range cows moaned or groaned just before delivery too, but none could equal Ladybug! It stopped the instant the calf was born. Then like every other cow, she was standing up, turning around, licking, cleaning and talking to her new baby. It’s called “mothering up.”

When a mammal gives birth, the first milk from the mother is called colostrum. In cattle, it is dark yellow, thick, creamy, sticky and full of nutrients and antibodies for the new calf. Ideally, a new calf should receive colostrum 20 minutes to an hour after it is born, for the greatest benefit. The colostrum changes to regular milk in a few days.

Ladybug had a lot of colostrum. We were always able to save and freeze several ice-cream pails of colostrum to give to extremely chilled calves or weaker calves or calves who had difficulty standing after a hard pull. Ladybug’s colostrum saved or helped a lot of calves. Even neighbouring farmers sometimes got colostrum from us for their needy calves.

I enjoyed milking Ladybug. Her front teats were medium-carrot size, perfect for hand milking. The first few strong squirts into the bucket made a nice ringing sound. It slowly became muffled as more and more milk entered the pail. Then as milky foam began to build, it changed to a softer, deeper sound with every stroke. It was a satisfying and pleasurable experience. The gentle little cow was generously and freely giving all of our family useful, needed, healthy nutrition. Once or twice each summer, we made homemade ice cream with friends or family using Ladybug’s milk.

I had a radio in the barn. It came on when you flipped on the light switch. At that time, I listened exclusively to a small country and western station located in our nearest small city of Camrose.

One morning, while I was milking Ladybug, Johnny Cash came on the radio singing his popular hit song “I Walk the Line.” I discovered that “I Walk the Line” had the perfect beat and rhythm for milking a cow! No other song I heard before (or since!) was like it. Amazingly, it came on the radio coincidentally quite a number of times through the years while I was milking Ladybug. The song has four verses, then J. C. repeats and ends with the first verse. I could get enough milk for the house in one complete rendition of “I Walk the Line.”

One year Ladybug had a large light-brown and roan, white-faced heifer calf. As with all of Ladybug’s calves, they became pets around the farmyard. This calf liked to dance around Dale and Joyce, wanting to play and butt heads as calves did with each other. The children lifted their knees and used their knees to butt heads with that very playful calf. It became a regular, almost daily game.

One day Grandpa Lutz was at the farm when Ladybug and her calf were in the yard. The children showed Grandpa their pet calf and the game they played with the calf dancing and pushing its head against their knees or thighs.

Grandpa wasn’t impressed. “You’re going to be sorry you taught her that,” he warned. “If you keep her for a cow and she’s big and strong.”

We kept the calf as a beef heifer. She was a lot larger than her mother. She needed help calving with her first calf, though she was quiet and gentle like her mother. But when I was squatting or kneeling beside her, helping her newborn calf to nurse for the first time, I suddenly and unexpectedly received a strong hard bunt to my side. It came from the new mother! We named her Mean Jersey because as she grew older, she pushed anyone around after calving if you ventured too close or attempted to help her calf in any way. Grandpa was right—it wasn’t a good idea to teach a heifer calf to bunt, even playfully. Mean Jersey raised a lot of exceptionally large calves; the dairy genetics inherited from her mother contributed to the extra size of her calves.

Little changed for quite a number of years. Ladybug was a great cow and a member of the family.

Then one year, right after calving, she couldn’t get up. I recognized an ailment or disorder usually only occurring in dairy cows, called milk fever. The cow releases so much calcium, stored in her large, expanding udder before calving, she can’t get up. By this time, Ladybug always developed a very large udder prior to calving.

I called a local dairy farmer. He no longer had dairy cows, but he still had a few bottles of calcium that countered the loss. He came over, bottle and equipment in hand. He knew how to administer the calcium solution intravenously through a large needle inserted in the lying-down cow’s neck. The process required both knowledge and experience.

A few moments after the solution had emptied into her bloodstream, Ladybug stood up as though nothing had happened.

It happened again the next year, with the same neighbour, same process, same result.

Before Ladybug calved again, I got two bottles of the miraculous fluid from the vet. That year, she didn’t get up after receiving one bottle. We had to use two, then she got up.

The next year we administered three bottles, but she still couldn’t get up. I called the vet, who came over. I don’t remember exactly how, but eventually we got her up, shakily.

“You can’t keep this cow any longer,” the vet advised. “There’s a limit to how much calcium you can give her if she won’t respond. At the end of this lactation, she’s got to go!”

With heavy hearts, we sold Ladybug late in the fall. She had been part of our family for ten years.

In the spring, we found another small brown and white, dairy-cross cow. She was a good little cow, but she wasn’t Ladybug.




A Minor Mishap

It was December 23, 1969, I believe, at our farm seven miles from Holden, Alberta. There had been a fair amount of snow, but the weather had cleared. It looked like we’d have a somewhat cold, but clear Christmas.

The family, Inez and I, Dale, age three, and Joyce, 15 months, would be going to Inez’s side of the family for Christmas. She was from a large family; it would be a happy event.

Our own calves, as well as the purchased steer and heifer calves, were settled in and well on to dry feed in the fairly new small feedlot—my Canadian Centennial project of 1967. The range cows were home and required twice-a-day chores, the same as the calves. At that time, we were using small square bales so the chores were all manual, but straightforward.

Two days before Christmas, I came in for lunch at noon. Inez had received a phone call from our nearest neighbour lady, Evelyn.

“Could Walter get us some water from Foster’s well, even today? Fred is coming home from the hospital tomorrow. I don’t want him going for water and lifting those cans right after getting out of the hospital.”

I don’t remember why Fred was in the hospital. It wasn’t too serious. At the time of this writing, 46 years later, both he and Evelyn are still alive.

All of the deep wells in our area had salty water. If you grew up with it, you were used to it and could drink it and even drink the coffee made with the salty water. But if you weren’t, like both Inez and Evelyn, you didn’t like to drink the salty water or have salt-water coffee.

There were a few farms in the area that had shallow wells with good, sweet water. Foster’s, one-and-a-half miles away, had a shallow well. Quite a few neighbours got their drinking water from Foster’s well.

I put two cream cans on the back of the one-ton grain truck. (We didn’t own a pick-up truck at the time.) Everyone used the steel, obsolete, five-gallon cream cans for hauling water. I got the water.

On the way to deliver the water to Fred and Evelyn (they lived exactly a half-mile south of our farm), I noticed some coyote hounds on the stubble field of our quarter section, just across the road from Fred and Evelyn’s home quarter and the driveway to their yard.

“Harry’s out hunting coyotes today,” I thought to myself. “It’s a nice, quiet day, some snow; it’s a perfect coyote-hunting day.”

Harry Taschuk was a slender sixties bachelor, former outstanding cowboy, stockman and farmer, who lived five-and-a-half miles west of us. Ukrainian-Canadian, his parents were early settlers, the neighbours and good friends of my early-settler grandparents. Harry was a coyote hunter during the winter; he raised and trained his own dogs. It was a hobby that likely paid, from the sale of the coyote pelts, the costs associated with keeping his dogs and the cost of gasoline for his truck, driving slowly around the neighbourhood looking for coyotes. If he had a good year, and the price of coyote pelts was high, it probably paid more than the expenses.

I unloaded the two cans of water. Evelyn thanked me, reassuring me that she had had no trouble doing the chores on her own. Fred was a carpenter as well as a farmer; he didn’t have too many cows.

Pulling out of their driveway, I was looking for Harry’s hounds that I had seen a few minutes earlier. I concentrated on our stubble field across the road as I was leaving their driveway and turning right on to the road.

There was a loud crash. Simultaneously, almost in slow motion, hound heads were looking at my face from the edge of the hood. I think there were four of them. One seemed to be smiling. I could have reached out and touched them.

I had run smack into the side of Harry’s truck loaded with hounds!

I stopped the truck. I ran towards Harry’s stopped truck. The hounds looked at me nonchalantly. I could see Harry’s face in the rear view mirror. He was smiling.

I opened the truck door.

“Harry!” I said. “Are you all right?”

“Didn’t even knock my hat off,” Harry said slowly, smiling. Harry wore the same, black, smaller cowboy hat summer or winter.

He got out and we examined the damage to his truck. It was bad enough, but it could have been worse.

The driver’s door of Harry’s truck hadn’t been touched; the damage started right after the door. The back part of the cab, under the gas tank filling cap, was caved in severely. The damage continued into the side of the box. A big dent slowly turned into a smaller, scraping dent, then a wide scrape that stopped just short of the tail-light, which wasn’t touched.

We walked back to the blue 1965 Ford 350 one-ton with the red grain box and hoist. My dad had purchased it new, in time for the 1965 harvest. It was the only new truck we ever had at the farm.

The driver’s side fender was bad. The headlight and signal light were gone. The fender was pushed back hard, halfway to the tire. Most of the grill was damaged, part of the hood as well. The almond-coloured bumper was fine.

Both vehicles were completely driveable. We soon discovered that both trucks were insured with the same company at the same office in our small town of Holden. We decided we would both drive to Holden, Harry would drop off the hounds at his place on the way to town. I’d stop at our place, tell Inez, and meet him at the insurance office.

The lady at the insurance office was pleasant. She listened to my story of the accident. Harry didn’t say much more than hello.

She came outside and looked at both trucks.

“Oh dear!” she said. “I think the damage to the trucks will be well over $300 each! You’ll have to go to Viking and report the accident to the RCMP.”

It was mid-afternoon. We decided to drive to Viking right away. “I’ll drive,” said Harry. “Leave the one-ton at your place and we’ll drive together in my truck.”

He picked me up and we drove towards Viking, 16 miles away.

Harry’s truck had a strong, unusual smell and an unusual assortment of things on the seat and on the floor. There was a single-shot .22 rifle with the butt close to Harry. The barrel was pushed in between the seat and the backrest behind me. There were two knives on the seat, for skinning a coyote. One had some blood and coyote hair on it. There was a length of rope on the seat, a towing chain and a pair of rubber boots on the floor. There was coyote hair and blood on the floor as well.

We had a good visit, driving to Viking. Harry didn’t seem upset about the accident, or even peeved. I knew it was entirely my fault.

We came into the RCMP office together. There was a small white house dog in the office. Right after we were inside, the dog began barking excitedly.

“Be quiet!” said the officer to the dog. “How can I help you fellows?”

Harry looked at me. His look said “You tell the story.” I did. The officer listened. The little dog was barking again.

“Shut up!” said the RCMP to the dog. “I’m going to give each of you a pen and paper and each of you will write your own version of the accident.”

He got the pens and two sheets of lined paper. He gave one of each to Harry and motioned me down the counter away from Harry. The dog was barking again.

“Damn it, dog! What’s got into you anyhow?” He glared down at the dog, who slunk back somewhat.

Near the end of the counter, he gave me the other page and the other pen. There wasn’t going to be any cheating or collaborating in this class.

Harry leaned against the counter. He rolled the pen around in his fingers and looked at the paper.

I started writing. The words flowed. I didn’t want to leave out important details. I started telling why I was coming out of Fred and Evelyn’s driveway. Maybe I could have left that part out.

The little white dog had finally stopped barking. He had made his way around the counter and was very cautiously pausing, then advancing towards Harry.

Then it hit me. That’s why the dog was barking. It was Harry. Harry smelled like his truck. Like coyotes and hounds and blood and hair—coyote hair—all from skinning coyotes in that pair of like-new, possibly never-yet-washed jeans. That shiny, glazed, varnished-looking pair of denim jeans.

The officer was busy at his desk. Harry was studying the office and the walls. I kept writing. The words were flowing. The little dog was edging closer to Harry’s pant leg. He paused or backed up whenever Harry moved, even slightly. Harry was oblivious. The officer was unaware. I kept writing. The dog was getting closer. Now he was sniffing Harry’s boots, carefully, cautiously. Now his pant leg, sniffing and analyzing every inch.

I was watching, but I kept on writing. I thought I saw Harry write a little. The dog was almost done examining Harry’s leg.

Suddenly I saw the dog take a solid step forward. He cocked his leg and urinated generously on Harry’s pants! It ran down the glazed pant leg like water off a duck’s back. It made a puddle on the linoleum floor. The dog turned and took a step or two. He scratched the floor, alternating his back feet. It made a little noise. Nobody noticed.

The RCMP officer looked at his watch.

“Excuse me,” I said, “I’m almost done. Should I finish on the back of this page or start a new one?”

He sighed. “Come and get another page!”

I walked past Harry. I cheated. I took a quick look. I read Harry’s accident report. It was one line, six words. It said “was going south tried to couldn’t.”

The officer gave me another page. I went back to my place, past Harry. The officer got up and walked over to Harry. He picked up Harry’s paper and read it. He stared at Harry. He crumpled up the paper while he continued looking at Harry. He threw the crumpled paper ball towards the waste basket by his desk. He was still looking at Harry.

The little white dog was frightened by the flying paper ball. He shot under the desk.

Harry was expressionless.

“Come over here!” he said to Harry, as he walked back to the desk. “Sit down on this chair and tell me what happened.”

He got out another piece of paper. Harry sat down and started talking slowly. The officer began to write.

I was writing too. I got about halfway down page two and I was done.

I took my papers around to the desk. The officer and Harry were finishing up. The officer told us to wait at the counter.

He read my detailed account. He thought for a minute. He got up and walked slowly, solidly to the counter. He cleared his throat. He spoke in a low, serious voice, looking directly at me.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have a choice. I have to charge you with failing to yield the right of way to oncoming traffic.”

I looked at him and nodded.

“I’ll write up the summons. Wait here.” It only took a minute.

He came back with the summons, pointing out the date and time in January that I would have to appear in court in Vegreville.

“You boys can go home now,” he said. He looked at his watch. He seemed happy to see us leave. We had just caused him some extra paper work the day before Christmas Eve. He didn’t wish us a Merry Christmas.

We drove home. It was getting dark. I told Harry about the little dog’s actions and his dastardly deed.

Harry was unperturbed. “Some dogs do dat sometimes,” he said casually.

We had a good visit on the way home. I got to know Harry better than I did before. I liked him more, too.

He stopped at our farm to drop me off.

“Sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you, Harry. Merry Christmas anyhow!”

“Kristos Razdayetsya! (Christ is born!)” Harry said in Ukrainian. He was smiling.


Epilogue

I appeared in court later in January 1970. The judge called my name and read the charge. He shuffled some papers. I could see they were our accident reports. He read them silently. It took a little time. I thought, just for a second, I saw the hint of a smile. He asked how I pled. “Guilty, your honour.”

Then he asked me if I was married. I was surprised. “Yes, sir.”

“Any kids?”

“Two sir.” I replied.

“That’s a good start.” He paused. “Thirty-five dollars and five dollars court costs.”

“Thank you,” I said. Why on earth did I say thank you?

We got the one-ton fixed at the body shop in Vegreville. It looked good. They used a lot of body filler on the fender. Every time that fender got a scratch, it was chalk white underneath. There were quite a few white lines going in various directions when it was sold at the farm auction sale in 1996. It was a good truck!

It was a very long time before Harry fixed his maroon Chev pick up. There was really no need to fix it—the door worked fine and so did the tail light. On second thought, I don’t think he fixed it at all. He eventually just got a new truck.

I wonder how many people, looking at the dented side of his truck, were told that Walter Lutz had run into him at Fred Steinwand’s driveway, while he was going south.





A Major Purchase

When the young couple from Hong Kong purchased the old, run-down gas station and convenience store between the highway and the country cross-road leading to our small Alberta town in 1982, all the locals had their doubts. “Won’t last a year.” “No business left in that place.” “Too run-down to fix up again.” and “They’ll never make it,” were just some of the comments heard at the town’s coffee shop.

But Patrick and Rita were tireless workers and vigorous young entrepreneurs. The floors, walls and shelving were cleaned and painted. The shelves were re-arranged and re-stocked. A large, new, well-lit sign appeared on the front top of the roof, reading “P and R SERVICE and GROCERIES” and the small sign on the door read “OPEN EVERY DAY 7AM-10PM. CLOSED NEW YEAR’S DAY.”

Several loads of crushed gravel from a local trucker were brought in, carefully levelled out and packed on their driveway and around the gas pumps. A new above-ground diesel tank and pump were installed, as well as a large propane tank with a small weighing and pumping shed for refilling BBQ and small propane cylinders.

Business grew quickly. The new owners were friendly and greeted all customers warmly as they entered, in their good, but heavily accented English. The word was that Patrick had serviced bank machines in Hong Kong while Rita had a good position at the airport. They had come to Canada with their life savings to start their own business in a country they knew very little about. They chose an enterprise they knew nothing about. They were risk-takers.

I stepped in for a few items one evening. Patrick had previously asked my name and remembered it as he welcomed me.

“Good evening, Walter,” he said “How are you tonight?” I liked them, as did all the townsfolk.

“Hello Dwayne,” he called out as another customer’s entrance rang a little bell. “How is Dwayne tonight?”

It was Dwayne Taschuck, one of a set of local identical twins. It was hard enough for most people to tell Don and Dwayne Taschuk apart.

After he left, I commended Patrick. “Patrick,” I said, “You and Rita have been here less than a year! Now I see you call each customer by name as they come in the door. That is very, very good. That’s remarkable.”

Patrick glanced quickly around the store and over his shoulder. He sidled a little closer to me and whispered “At first, very difficult. Everyone looks the same!”

I nodded solemnly, and tried not to laugh. The previous owner’s small residence was back a short distance behind the store. They had cleaned and repaired it somewhat but it was too old and too small for any significant renovation. One morning, a bulldozer demolished the house and pushed the wreckage to the far end of their property. Several more loads of gravel arrived and were levelled out smoothly where the old house had been. In the afternoon, a new, long mobile home was delivered. It was set down on cement blocks, the wheels removed and steps to both doors of the trailer were put in place. Before nightfall, they were moving their furniture, dishes and clothing, which they had stored in the old small garage that they had left standing, into their new home. It had all happened in one day; everyone was amazed and talking about it.

We had always purchased our groceries at our local store and we didn’t want to change. But we stopped often for one or two items and to visit or to buy a lottery ticket. They soon got to know our entire family. On one visit, Patrick checked my ticket.

“Walter,” he said excitedly as he turned around with the ticket. “Very good news today! Nobody is going to kidnap your kids! Nobody is going to phone you middle of night! Nobody is going to ask you for money everywhere you go! Today you are a very lucky man! You didn’t win the lottery!”

One day I asked Patrick if he had any marmalade. “Every once in a while, I get a craving for marmalade. Do you have any?”

Patrick got a strange look on his face. “I have marmalade,” he said. “But it is very old. Was here when we buy store. Very poor seller. We have the marmalade in box in garage. Maybe it is very old. In garage it gets very hot every summer, gets very cold every winter. Maybe it’s no good.”

“Well,” I said, “I’ll try a jar. If it’s still good, I’ll buy the whole box. If it’s not, you and Rita come to my funeral.”

Rita was close by and had heard our conversation. “No Patrick, no!” she wailed. “Don’t sell old marmalade to Walter. No Patrick. That marmalade is too old.’’ I insisted. I’d just cautiously try it. Patrick returned from the garage wiping the dust off a small jar of Robertson’s Mixed Fruit Marmalade-Manufactured under Special Licence of Her Majesty the Queen, made in Edinburgh, Scotland. We couldn’t find a best-before date. Patrick gave me the sample jar. Rita wailed in protest.

The marmalade was just fine, and really tasty. Several weeks later I bought the whole case at a greatly discounted price. I kept all the matched empty bottles for small screws and cotter pins in my farm workshop. Marmalade apparently, can withstand extremes in temperature and never goes bad.

It was mid-February a year or two later when Patrick approached me in the store. He had a favour to ask of me. He explained the situation. The store was on county, not town, property. The town’s water supply was only available on the town property, just across the highway. For their trailer, they had installed an underground water storage tank that they filled with truck-hauled town water whenever it got low. For the service station and store, customers often asked for the use of a washroom. There was only an old, leaning, dilapidated outhouse sitting by itself about 100 feet from the store.

Patrick and Rita had contemplated building a small washroom addition to the store, but the unavailability of town water plus the extra cost involved with another cistern, pump, plumbing, and heating made the project too expensive. Patrick said that he and Rita had found a brand-new outhouse for sale in the Edmonton Journal. Where and how, in the Edmonton Journal newspaper, they had found a new outhouse for sale, I still don’t know!

Patrick said it sounded like what they needed to replace the original, Leaning Tower of Pisa outhouse. If they bought it, could I haul it home for them on my pick-up truck? It was mid-February, before calving started and the busy spring season on the farm. I couldn’t see why not, after chores, on a nice, late winter day.

A few days later Patrick phoned. He had arranged to meet with the seller and see the outhouse at the seller’s home in Edmonton on Thursday, right after lunch. Only the price was still in question. Could I go on Thursday after chores, arriving in Edmonton right after lunch? The weather sounded suitable, so I agreed.

Thursday, after the livestock was fed, I filled the truck with fuel, tossed some ropes into the pick-up box beside a six-foot length of 4x4 and drove to town to pick up Patrick. Patrick and Rita were in a serious discussion about which of them was going to accompany me on the trip, a situation I hadn’t even thought about. “Patrick, if you go,” said Rita, “you won’t get bargain! If I go, I’ll get bargain.”

“No,” said Patrick, “I’ll go! I’ll get a bargain.”

“No Patrick, you won’t get a bargain!”

Patrick was adamant. He was going and would “get a bargain.” He picked up a small cardboard box and we were off.

Edmonton was about one and a half hour’s drive from our town. We were just entering the long curve on the highway about one-quarter mile west of where we started. Patrick reached into the cardboard box. I heard a small snapping sound and then he was holding a bottle of Snapple up to my lips, some advance nutrient replenishment for the long journey ahead. I wondered what other goodies were in the box.

I don’t know Edmonton very well, but the address was on the north side of the North Saskatchewan River, not too far from Commonwealth Stadium, where I had been a few times before. The owner greeted us warmly, shook our hands and told us about his outhouse business. “I build outhouses for people for their cabins at the lake or wherever there’s no water and sewer. I custom build them to order, or I make ’em just like the one in the backyard. You might say it’s my show home model, completely finished. I’ve decided to quit the business—been doing it for 15 years—so I’m selling the floor model too. Won’t need it any more!”

He took us around to the backyard and there it was. A dark blue-painted outhouse with gleaming white corner trim boards. It was made of top-quality exterior ribbed plywood. Clear vinyl panels covered the low-pitched gable roof. Small square aluminum vents were above the door and on the back side. This was not your average outhouse.

Patrick opened a regular house door with a regular doorknob, a bathroom type that you could lock from the inside. We both looked inside. The walls were bathroom quality Barker board—a tile-looking finish—white squares with black outlines. The floor and seat area were covered with new, patterned, almond-coloured linoleum. It was a two-seater. The larger hole had a fancy-looking, greenish-coloured, unusual seat; the smaller hole had a regular white plastic seat. Expensive-looking chrome toilet paper holders were attached to the wall beside each seat. A brass coat hook was on the inside of the door. This was definitely not your average outhouse.

“Classy outhouse,” I said to the owner/builder.

“Well, I build ’em for doctors and lawyers for their getaway cabins. They like ’em a little fancy! They tell their friends and I get more business. I’ve never advertised. Kept me busy enough for an after-work hobby.”

Patrick had said nothing; he was busy checking and examining the outhouse. Finally he spoke to the owner.

“You say you want $400 for outhouse? 400 is a lot of money!”

“Well,” said the owner, “400 is my price. I know what I’ve got in it and the time it took. 400’s the price I quoted. I get $500 in the summer, plus a delivery charge, and they’re happy to pay it!”

Patrick paused. He pointed inside at the green toilet seat. “Crack and chip in seat,” he said.

“You’re right,” said the owner. “That seat came from some real fancy old Edmonton Hotel that they renovated. I think it’s pure marble—just feel the weight of it, see how heavy it is. You won’t find another one like it anywhere. But I can take it off and give you a white plastic one just like the other, if you want it.”

Patrick was silent for a few seconds. “Cobwebs in corners,” he said, pointing.

“Hell, that’s nothin’ ,” said the owner. “A broom or a mop’ll fix that.”

Patrick walked around the outside, slowly, searching. “There’s a bad crack in the roof,” he pointed.

“You’re right again,” said the owner. “We cracked it when we moved it. Bumped it against the garage. But I’ve got some leftover roof panels. I won’t need them anymore. I’ll throw in enough panels for a complete new roof, in case you crack another one on the way back to your place.”

Patrick was silent for a few more seconds. He looked around. “You have a fence in your backyard,” he pointed. “Hard to move the outhouse?”

“Not so hard,” said the man. “My son plays football for the Edmonton Huskies. He’s a couple of blocks away watching TV with his football buddies. I’d just give him a call and he and his friends will be here. Piece of cake.”

Patrick pondered. All were silent. “$300,” said Patrick.

“Nope,” the man said, “it’s $400, take it or leave it. I’ll get 500 for it in the summer, so you’re getting a deal already at 400. It’s 400, take it or leave it.”

Patrick thought some more. He took another long look at the little blue and white building. “I’ll buy the outhouse!” he said firmly.

Patrick slowly pulled out a wad of 20s and 10s from his pocket and started counting. I brought the pick-up around to the back lane. I took off the ropes, laid the 4x4 across the box of the truck and lowered the tailgate. A car arrived in the lane and four young football players got out. The owner brought out two 2x4’s about seven feet long. The football players laid the outhouse down, carefully, door up, on the 2x4s. Two football players on each side lifted, and like pallbearers, carried the outhouse casket to the small back gate. They lifted it up over the fence and put it on the truck over the extra roof panels the owner had already put out there. We placed the 4x4 I had brought along across the box of the truck so that the outhouse roof just cleared the cab, like a giant windjammer. The open bottom of the outhouse was just past and lower than the tailgate.

The pallbearers left.

The loading had taken about five minutes. The negotiations had taken considerably longer. We tied down the outhouse carefully and securely with the ropes I had brought along. Looking at the truck from the back, there was no doubt what kind of building we were hauling. We left just as the afternoon rush hour was starting. I drove slowly and cautiously. Everyone passed us, heads twisting around to look at us. “Just a farmer and a Chinese guy hauling an outhouse in the middle of winter.” I could read their lips.

Out of the city, back on our familiar highway, I speeded up. The outhouse rode like a — well, like a brick outhouse. We stopped once to check the ropes. They had really tightened up, but all were holding well.

I told Patrick what a well-built, wonderfully-finished outhouse he had purchased. It would be the very best in town.

Patrick was quiet. He opened the cardboard box again. It held chocolate bars, snacks, chips, peanuts, drinks. We indulged.

It was just about dark when we got back to the store. I backed the truck towards the old outhouse. We were untying the ropes when Rita arrived with a flashlight. She examined the outhouse. We slid it slowly down to the ground and set it upright. She examined it again. Patrick was quiet. “How much you pay, Patrick?” She asked, shining the flashlight in his face. Patrick didn’t answer.

“I told you. You would not get a bargain, Patrick! If I went I would get a bargain! But you didn’t get a bargain.”

I assured her it was a well-built, beautifully-finished outhouse. “There’s not a nicer outhouse in town,” I said.

Patrick was silent.

The next day, after chores, our hired man and I returned to P&R Service and Groceries. We moved the old outhouse well away from the hole and tipped it over. We drove in four pressure treated posts, sawed them off level and built a 2x6 frame around them. We manhandled the new outhouse into place and screwed it down very securely onto the frame. We went to the lumber yard/hardware store and got 120 feet of electrical wire, a switch and two light fixtures, one for the inside and one for the outside, above the door.

We said it was for the new outhouse at Patrick and Rita’s store. “Fanciest outhouse I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“Hmm,” said Milt, the manager. “I’ll have to have a look.”

We did the wiring and mounted the switch inside, by the convenience store door. We taped a small white cardboard sign above the switch. It read “OUTHOUSE LIGHT.” We were done before dark.

The P&R outhouse was the talk of the town for a few days. Folks stopped by at the store and went to look at the outhouse, even if they didn’t need to use it.

Everyone said it was the nicest one in town.




The Pancake Supper

The Holden, Alberta 4H Beef Club held their organizational meeting in the middle of October every year. By then, harvest was usually over, and the children were settled into school. At the first meeting, elections for the various officers took place. Often three or four year veterans were given the major positions. The "Club Reporter" sometimes went to a younger member. There was a parent advisory committee which informally chose a husband and wife team as club leaders.

The first meeting also set the date for the calf weigh-in. It was in the afternoon of November 11, Remembrance Day. That gave Club members and their parents about a month to find a suitable calf, perhaps a gentler one for the new, age ten, pee-wee members. The club membership varied between 12 and 20 boys and girls.

At the second meeting in November, following the weigh-in, the Record Books were handed out. The Record Books recorded the beginning weight of the calf, the weight of the grain and hay fed daily and any costs that might be incurred.

Also at the second meeting, there regularly arose the question of a fundraising activity. Club funds were needed for the Christmas party or a seasonal event in Edmonton. There was also a school break at Easter, when the club had another outing. There were additional expenses for Achievement Day in June. The year ended with a low bank balance.

Various fund raisers had been attempted over the years, with varying degrees of success. At this meeting, in 1979, one of the parents suggested a pancake supper. It was thoroughly discussed. No other organization or church group had claimed it. It wasn't close to the fall Turkey Dinner put on by the United Church and it fell between the November and the after-Easter perogie suppers of the two area Ukrainian churches.

A pancake supper would also involve all the club members in a wide variety of jobs, from selling tickets to table setting, mixing batter, making pancakes, serving and clean-up. The next Shrove Tuesday was chosen for the first Pancake Supper.

My wife and I were club leaders that year. Our two children were club members. They liked 4H and had made some good friends.

We found out that Byers Flour Mills of Camrose would donate the entire amount of pancake mix that we would require. The Viking Meat Market would sell us sausages at a special price. The local grocery store would give us a discount on pancake syrup, coffee, sugar and napkins. A dairy family would donate all the milk and cream we needed. Another family who had a large flock of laying hens would donate all the eggs.

It was coming together. We rented the community hall complete with a griddle, dishes, cutlery, tables and chairs. Two weeks before Shrove Tuesday we placed an ad in each of the County’s two newspapers. We set the price at $5.00 for a stack of four large pancakes, sausages, coffee or milk. Students were charger $2.50, six and under were free. Seconds were free. We set the time for 5:00–7:30 to allow for an earlier clean-up on a school night.

The Pancake Supper was a resounding success. About 100 people attended. We almost ran out of sausages and pancake syrup.

At the next club meeting, the Pancake Supper was the main topic. The members were enthused and had enjoyed the evening. Everyone co-operated and everyone had helped. It had been a fun, all-inclusive club event.

It was moved, seconded, and carried that we have an annual 4H Pancake Supper every Shrove Tuesday.

The supper grew every year. We put in larger newspaper ads. We lengthened the time to eight o’clock to accommodate late arrivals. We ordered larger amounts of supplies. We made job descriptions for the various jobs. I made a sandwich board sign "PANCAKE SUPPER TONIGHT" with a large arrow pointing to the community hall. I put it up in the middle of Main Street on Shrove Tuesday morning.

It became a well-supported annual event. It was our only fund raiser.

Several years later, possibly 1982 or ’83, we were finishing another successful supper. It was somewhat after eight, just a few people were still eating or just visiting. The pancake making crew had stopped making pancakes. Clean-up was underway.

Suddenly someone said, “Hey look, we're getting more people!”

Three men, all middle-aged farmers, were coming in towards the deserted ticket table. One was a bachelor, the married men were alone. They were all well-known locals. They had been drinking beer at the hotel bar.

Someone had to tell them that the pancake supper was over.

“Sorry fellas,” I said as I walked towards them, “You're just a little late. The supper’s over. You can see the 4H members are cleaning up.”

“Over?” said their burly spokesman,“Pancake Supper's over?!”

“Yup, all done!” I said “But there'll be another one next year,” I added cheerfully.

The burly one was a little unsteady and he was scowling. Lightning fast, his big farmer's arm was around my neck and my head was pinned tightly against his waist. His grip was like a pipe-vise. He bent over and growled loudly into my ear, “WE WANT SOME PANCAKES!” I felt a small drop of spittle, from the P in pancakes, land on my cheek. His lips were just inches away.

He released me just as quickly as he had grabbed me, his arms and legs now wide apart. I straightened up. I was wearing a wig at that time. It was down over my forehead. I pushed it back. “Yessiree boys!” I said. “Some pancakes for you! Fresh pancakes coming right up!” I turned to the kitchen and shouted “Can you mix another batch of pancakes for these gentlemen?!”

The three men looked pleased. They were smiling as they fumbled for their money.

The pancake crew mixed another batch of pancake batter. I suggested that they give each man five pancakes and an extra sausage.

It was, after all, well past eight. We cleaned up while they ate. They were the last customers to leave.

“Good pancakes!” the men said as they walked past me to the door.

The 4H Pancake Supper still continues every year.




An Auction Sale Worth Remembering

The knotter on our older Massey Ferguson small square baler had been missing more and more bales when we baled the straw behind the combine that fall. It was the late 1960s.

I am only somewhat mechanically inclined; I tried making some small adjustments to the needle arm on the side where the missed knots occurred. Following the baler instruction manual, I adjusted the twine finger too. A lot happens in the two or three seconds after the bale length metering arm is tripped and the knotting procedure started.

It didn’t help much. The troublesome side of the knotter missed about one out of six or eight bales. It was tiresome and irksome rebaling the mis-tied bale after picking up the wasted twine.

Sometime during the winter, Dad talked with Arch Kelm, a bachelor, farming in a big way, for the time, northeast of Bruce.

“You need a John Deere baler,” he told Dad, “A John Deere 24T baler! Never misses a bale and it will gobble up about twice as much as your Massey-Ferguson! Get one: you won’t be sorry!”

In the late winter, Auction Sale bills appeared on the windows or doors of fuel distributors, restaurants and machinery dealers. There were none listing a John Deere baler.

The farm auction sale season usually started in late March and continued through most of April, then stopped as spring field work and seeding began. In early June it started again, but with fewer sales.

There it was! A John Deere 24T baler in a sale south of us, south of the correction line, north of Daysland. I was determined to go; Dad was in agreement. It was about 20 or 25 miles from our farm, not too far to tow a baler home behind a half-ton truck.

Farm auctions follow a definite order. First to sell is the miscellaneous: tools, forks and shovels, chains, spare parts and junk from the workshop. Next come the household items and furniture, then the older or even obsolete farm equipment, then the main line of farm equipment and trucks. The tractor or combine is often the last item sold.

It was a beautiful spring day! Farmers are optimistic in spring, forgetting any bad weather events of the previous summer or fall.

I arrived at a grassy area near the farmyard, well-filled with mostly half-ton trucks. It was a tidy yard.

The auctioneers, having finished at the workshop, were near the house selling household items.

I walked closer, I couldn’t see the item he was selling but I could hear his auctioneer’s chant from the microphone he was holding.

“Last call on the old rocking chair, five dollars, Who’ll bid five, I’ve got four, who’ll make it five?”

We didn’t have a rocking chair. I liked the sound of “the old rocking chair” but I couldn’t see it.

But five dollars for a rocking chair?

I whistled loudly. The auctioneer stopped, looked my way. I held my hand up high.

“I’m bid five dollars,” he started again, “five dollars. Who’ll make it six? Six, do I hear six? I’m going to sell the rocking chair, last chance,” a pause, “I sold the chair for five dollars.”

I hurried to the clerk with the clipboard and gave my name.

Then I looked at my purchase. It was a large, very nice, very old-looking rocker, solid oak with wide, flat arm rests. It had a greyish-black upholstered seat which curved down in the centre like a large old enamel wash basin. The leather was worn and cracked. It looked like a map of China, the cracked lines like rivers running in every direction. There was a wide, padded, less-worn band of black leather partway up the back of the chair.

I tried it out and sank deep down in the worn-out seat. It was not comfortable at all, but the chair itself was sturdy, well-made, classy-looking. It would certainly need to be upholstered.

But five dollars for that nice old oak rocking chair? I was pleased.

I went to check the baler. It looked good, was well-maintained and had been kept in a shed. But the John Deere yellow paint on the pick-up was gone in the centre, worn-away by the hay and straw passing over it. It wasn’t like new but it was in good condition.

In the line of old and obsolete farm equipment I had walked past, I had noticed a small, light bobsleigh with a low narrow box and spring seat for the driver and one passenger. The spring seat was attached to a narrow wooden box that sat on the floor of the sleigh box.

The sleigh was old, weathered and beginning to rot in several places. The pole was missing or had broken, not far ahead of the front runners.

I didn’t have a team of horses, but the sleigh seemed smaller and was built more lightly than any bobsleigh I had ever seen. It looked cute and was built for a quick winter trip to town for a small load of goods.

The auctioneers had finished the household items and were starting on more miscellaneous things: posts, barb wire and some obsolete, horse-drawn pieces of farm equipment.

Soon they were at the bobsleigh. It wasn’t a hot item and started at five dollars, my bid. Someone bid seven-fifty. I bid ten. I had decided ten dollars would be the most I would pay. No one raised my ten dollar bid, so I bought the little sleigh.

As the auction progressed into the newer farm equipment I picked out the owner. He was an older, likely retiring, congenial-looking farmer, answering questions about his equipment posed by some of the bidders.

During a lull, I approached him to ask about the baler.

“Works fine, bought it new,” he replied.

“What about the knotter?” I asked.

“Knotter rarely ever misses a bale,” he said. “I only had about 30 cows so it didn’t get used too much.”

Dad and I had decided that $1500 would be the maximum we’d pay. I believe I bought it for $1300.

The auctioneer moved on.

So now to load my purchases and hook the baler to the pick-up.

The rocking chair was easy—I slid it to the front of the truck box behind the driver’s seat.

I backed up to the little bobsleigh. I stood looking at it and two farmers walking by offered to give me a hand.

“I think if we put the spring seat up beside the rocker,” I said, “then lay the box on its side next to it. I’ll have to separate the front and rear sleighs and load them, one at a time, beside the box. Maybe they’ll have to be piled on top of each other, but they’ll be OK. I bought the baler too, so I won’t be driving too fast on the way home to Bruce.”

The two farmers, one on each side, lifted, then jerked on the spring seat attached to the box. There was a sound like a bell jingle as the spring seat and the top board of the box was jerked up, exposing the inside of the wooden box.

We all looked inside. There were two straps of large brass sleigh bells inside the box. The leather straps were old, dry and cracked. The bells were tarnished, green. They weren’t a matched set: they were slightly different, but the same size, about like baseballs. They made a beautiful sound.

“Wow! I think you got a bargain when you bought the old sleigh!” said one of the farmers. “I’m sure the bells are worth more than the sleigh. I wonder how many years they’ve been lying in there!”

Even in the 1960s big old brass sleigh bells were rare. It was an amazing surprise!

We got the sleigh loaded. I put the bells on the passenger side of the cab.

I backed up to the baler after I moved the tongue into transport position. I got the pin into the hitch and put a hairpin through the hole in the pin. Farmers don’t often attach safety chains.

I got the baler, sleigh and rocking chair home safely.

Here are the results of the three purchases.

The sleigh never got used. It sat in the trees behind the fuel tanks and slowly deteriorated and rotted. However, I polished the tarnished brass bells and made them look like new on their old original leather straps.

Years later, after my brother Ben raised and broke to harness a very nice matched team of Belgians—Bud and Zeke I believe were their names—I gave the bells to Ben. He had a sleigh and hayrack and used them for giving people rides, especially around Christmas.

Bud and Zeke are long gone. I hope Ben still has the bells.

I heard there was a very good upholsterer, an older German or Austrian fellow, in Vegreville. I took the rocking chair to him and he examined it carefully.

“Dis is a ferry gut rockink chair,” he said, “und it needs da same kindt of ledder seat, chust like before. I make ferry gut ledder seat, all new sprinks, make new ledder backpacks— chair vill be chust like new. $80.”

The price took me aback—but I agreed.

He made a shiny new black leather seat with chrome or stainless steel buttons all around it and the new backpad. The seat curved up like a bread bun. It was very comfortable with perfect firmness.

As I write this on January 13, 2020, I believe that happened about 50 years ago. The rocking chair is in the small living room of our cabin west of Clinton, a few feet away from the wood stove. I like to sit on the still good-as-new leather seat in the evenings and rock while watching the fire or reading a book.

It’s still a beautiful chair.

Oh yes, the baler—the reason I went to the auction sale.

It baled and tied beautifully, but it certainly didn’t have the capacity that our friend Arch bragged that his baler had. It was an ordinary baler very similar to our Massey-Ferguson.

I saw Arch one day in Bruce. I told him we bought a 24T baler just like he had and it worked well but it certainly didn’t have the capacity he told Dad it had.

“A 24T baler? You got a 24T baler?! My baler is a 224T baler! It’s the heavy-duty, custom-operator baler, bigger and better than the ordinary 24T baler! You won’t find many around! I said 224T baler!”

So I bought the wrong baler.

But it wasn’t long before haying methods were changing. We traded the 24T baler for a John Deere 300 Stackwagon which made bread loaf-looking stacks of loose hay. However, they were very susceptible to blowing around in severe winds. John Deere quit making them in a couple of years.

Then big round bales became the way to make hay.

We ended our haying and straw baling days with a very good and fast John Deere 535 Big Round baler. That was 1995.

But I still remember the farm auction sale where I purchased an old rocking chair sight unseen, for five dollars.




Damper

It was near the end of May, 1977. I had finished seeding, all but the oats which I always seeded late for livestock feed near the middle of June. My neighbour and good friend, Bud Starky, was still seeding; he was a large farmer, for that time, in our area, with a lot more acres to seed than I had.

Bud also had an Appaloosa stallion. It was Bud’s horse but likely was purchased by Bud’s father, Beauchamp, who was of an earlier horse era and a good horseman in his own time. Though fully retired, Beauchamp still liked horses and the buying, then selling, of his purchased colts. Bud’s younger brother was more of a cowboy than Bud. Bud became a beef and grain farmer, though he had grown up riding and working with horses. Brian, 16 years younger, was then a cowboy and entrepreneur who was living near Osoyoos in the arid Similkameen part of British Columbia.

Damper, Bud’s Appaloosa stallion, was a sharp-looking horse. Though I wasn’t a big fan of the Appaloosa breed, Damper was a very well-built, fine-looking horse. He didn’t have the rattail characteristic of some of the Appaloosa horses of that time. Damper was a speckled black and white Appaloosa on his head, neck, and front quarters. But his hind quarters had the perfect Appaloosa blanket colouring: white rump and hind quarters covered with round black spots, perfectly spaced. He was a strikingly good-looking horse.

I talked to Bud about the possibility of getting a little stocky cinder-grey mare that I owned at that time, bred to Damper. He agreed without hesitating.

“Bring her over when you think she’s cycling and put her into the corral with Damper. Damper would enjoy some company.”

Bud smiled and winked.

I could tell that Cindy, (taken from Cinderella—that’s what I had named the grey mare) was cycling a few weeks later.

I phoned the Starky house at noon. Bud had been married for less than a year to Jean, a pretty B.C. city woman from Coquitlam. She was quickly adapting to life on a large mixed farm in east-central Alberta.

“Bud’s not home,” she said. “He’s still seeding up north on the section. I’m just going to take lunch out to him, then supper to the field tonight. He won’t be home until dark.”

I explained the situation.

“Well, if Bud said you could bring your horse over, if it’s OK with him, bring her over and put her in with Damper.”

Cindy loaded easily onto my 1965 Ford half-ton. I had found some used, heavy wooden custom-built stock racks advertised for sale in the Edmonton Journal by a horse lady in Edmonton. She had sold her horse, and her somewhat-newer-than-mine Ford truck, but still had the custom-built racks.

They were exactly what I had been looking for, including a short, heavy loading ramp that hinged up with considerable effort, to become the centre part of the rear section of the stock racks. Like I said, it was a very well made set of stock racks for a Ford half-ton truck.

There were very few horse or stock trailers around at that time.

I drove to the Starky farm, four miles from ours.

I parked the truck some distance from Damper’s corral and unloaded Cindy.

Damper immediately noticed us and whinnied loudly and lustily as I led Cindy to his wooden plank gate.

I could barely get the gate open as Damper was excited and anxious, wanting to come out. But I got her in with him and unsnapped the halter shank as soon as she was safely inside the corral with the now wildly-aroused stallion.

I knew very little about stallions and mares and their interactions at breeding. I still don’t.

Cindy resisted Damper’s advances, kicking hard and often at him with both back feet. Damper wasn’t easily put off. He was mean and fast. Even more mean and miserable to her than she was to him; he was determined too. They both made a lot of noise.

It wasn’t long before he had his way with her, ignoring any resistance. He covered her, I believe, is the correct term referring to a stallion-mare relationship.

In other words, Damper bred Cindy.

“That was easy,” I thought, “amazingly quick, easy, simple. I won’t need to leave the mare here for a few days or a week, I’ll just wait a few more minutes, catch her, take her out of the corral while leaving Damper inside, load her and take her home. The deed’s done; the job completed.”

Just as I was getting ready to go inside the corral with the halter shank, Damper mounted and bred her again.

I waited a few more minutes.

I went in and caught Cindy and led her to the gate. It wasn’t easy to get Cindy out of the corral by herself. Damper was very determined to come along with her.

Somehow I got her out and the corral gate shut while hollering and waving at Damper. I got the light chain around the gate and the snap closed into one of the links.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I led Cindy back to the truck and up the heavy loading ramp, then tied her to the front. Damper was whinnying and screaming, circling wildly in his corral. I lifted the loading ramp, got the pins in and locked it. I was ready to take Cindy back home.

I had contemplated stopping at the house and telling Jean that all had gone well, that I was taking my horse home, not leaving her with Damper.

But I changed my mind. Damper was angry, upset and still racing wildly around in his pen, screaming and whinnying. I decided to drive home immediately, get that mare out of sight and, hopefully, out of mind of the enraged stallion.

I hurried around to the driver’s side of the cab. There was a loud bang and crack at the corral. The gate burst open and Damper came thundering towards the truck!

I was stunned.

Damper reached the truck, reared and stood with his front feet touching the stock racks near Cindy’s head. She didn’t appear to be overly alarmed. He came down, hurried around the front of the truck and did the same thing on the other side, whinnying shrilly.

What to do? What should I do now?

There was no way I could catch or put a halter on that angry, out-of-control stallion.

He was now walking on his back legs around the cab and the front of the truck. His front hooves touched the hood, the wind-shield, then the stock racks again beside Cindy’s head. That’s the spot he seemed to like the best, standing completely erect, front hooves solidly on the racks of the truck.

Another member of his body was erect as well, fully extended, close to his belly.

My heart was pounding as my mind scrambled frantically for a solution to this unforeseen dilemma. Perhaps I should unload the mare and lead her back into the corral as quickly as possible with Damper beside her, take off the halter shank and leave her there with him. (Looking back now, that’s what I should have done.)

The problem with that idea was that when I dropped the ramp, exposing Cindy’s rear end, Damper would most certainly climb the ramp in spite of anything I could do to stop him, and try to mount Cindy. He could possibly injure himself, or even break one of his back legs in the process. Besides, the top 2x6 cross member of the rack’s back part could be a serious problem if Damper tried putting his head under the 2x6 before mounting Cindy. The same thing would likely happen if I drove the truck with Cindy, back into Damper’s pen and tried to unload her there.

I looked at the open corral gate, walked over and looked to see what had broken. The gate was fine, solid. He hadn’t tried to jump. The snap on the end of the chain was broken; it must have snapped when Damper leaned or pushed hard against the gate with his chest, with his head over the gate reaching toward his new girlfriend. He wasn’t going to be separated from her, now the love of his lonely life.

It was quite a long length of chain, long enough to reach around the gate and even tie a knot in place of the broken snap. Damper’s halter and rope hung on the fence close by. I took off the rope. I was going to use it as well as the chain to securely fasten the gate shut, if I could only get Damper back inside.

I hurried back to the truck. Damper had calmed a bit, content to stand on his back legs and have his head as close as possible to Cindy.

I got in the truck and started the engine. Damper was standing upright beside the cab, feet on the racks. I raced the engine and released the clutch for a split-second, jerking the truck ahead. Damper was surprised by the sudden movement and came down, standing on all fours.

I quickly drove around towards the partially open corral gate, stopping with the gate beside the truck just ahead of the driver’s door. Damper was on the opposite side, standing upright again.

I walked slowly in front of him and approached him, talking to him, my hand outstretched like I was going to catch him. He came down and quickly hurried around the back of the truck towards the gate that was almost touching the fender of the truck.

I was close behind. I hollered, took off my cap and waved my arms and cap.

Damper was startled and raced into his corral while I hurried to swing the gate shut. Soon he came roaring back to a closed gate and a shouting, waving, but frightened me.

He stopped, but he was very angry, whinnying like he was cursing me.

I took off my denim jacket and hung it over the gate while I tied the chain and rope around the gate and the gate-post, the chain higher, and the rope, long enough to go around twice, before I tied it as tightly and securely as possible. My heart was pounding. Then I took the long rubber floor mat out of the truck and hung it over the gate beside my jacket. I wanted a new obstacle, a new hindrance, a new diversion, to keep him from trying to jump or push against the gate.

He raced and circled around his pen, then roared back to the gate and put on the brakes, but he didn’t try to jump.

I got into the truck and drove slowly past the house, stopping where Damper couldn’t see the truck. I rolled down the window. I could hear him shrieking and whinnying.

I prayed Cindy wouldn’t answer back.

She didn’t.

I waited a long minute.

Then I drove out of the driveway south to the railroad crossing and the highway. I kept my eyes on the rearview mirror, praying I wouldn’t see a dust cloud behind a black and white Appaloosa stallion galloping and gaining on the pickup with his new love imprisoned inside.

I got to the railroad and the highway.

Damper wasn’t behind me. My heart was slowing down. I got home. My heart had returned to normal.

I unloaded Cindy and took the stock racks off the truck. I felt the dirty scuff-marks on the cab and hood. There wasn’t a dent, not even a scratch, where his hooves had been. Was he that dainty, or did only the heel of his hoof touch the metal on the truck?

The next April, Cindy had a beautiful little foal. She was light grey, almost white, with polka-dot round black spots, evenly spaced all over her neck and body.

She was the perfect picture of an Appaloosa, and she didn’t have a rat tail either.

I named her Scamper.

Bud saw her and liked her and he laughed. I had told him all about Jean’s and my episode with Damper on the day that Scamper was conceived.

I halter-broke Scamper late that fall and winter. She was high-spirited like her sire, but still completely manageable as a very pretty yearling filly.

I had acquired a good-looking, gentle Palomino gelding named Sandy that showed a lot of promise. I liked Sandy with his gentle nature, so I sold Cindy.

I kept Scamper until she was a very good-looking two-year old.

I didn’t really need Scamper and the fast-approaching additional work and the prolonged effort of breaking her to ride. I had increased my beef cow herd as well as grain farming acres, and my family responsibilities with a growing son and daughter had increased too.

I decided to sell Scamper.

I placed an ad in the local newspaper, The Tofield Mercury. It read: FOR SALE Two year old Appaloosa filly, well-bred, well-built, well-marked. Halter-broke. $200. Phone 688-2374.

A fellow from northwest of Tofield called the evening of the day that the paper came out. He said his name was Frank. His last name sounded French-Canadian—I can’t remember it. He was very interested, wanted to come soon and have a look at her.

He came the next day with his truck and racks. He looked Scamper over carefully but casually, almost disinterested—a usual horse buyer’s tactic. But I could tell Frank really liked Scamper.

He said he’d take her, didn’t haggle about the price and had $200 cash with him.

I sold Scamper to Frank and he took her home with him. I had a strong feeling she was going to a good home.

I had seller’s regret then and even today when I think about her.

Years later someone had a remuda of Appaloosa horses in a field west of Tofield beside Highway 14. I often wondered, as we passed by on our way to or from Edmonton, if some of them were the offspring of Scamper and Damper, but I didn’t stop to inquire.

My good friend Bud passed away suddenly and tragically in September, 1980.

Some time after Bud’s passing, Bud’s brother approached Jean and her son David, saying, “I’ll be glad to take that stallion of Bud’s off your hands.”

Surprised, Jean and David agreed. They didn’t have use for or plans for Damper.

Brian took Damper to the Osoyoos area of B.C. where he lived. Damper sired a lot of foals there and into the state of Washington as well. There some First Nations friends of Brian’s saw Damper, were impressed with him and wanted foals sired by him.

And as I write this I don’t remember even paying Bud a stud fee that he properly, legally and historically, was entitled to.

Ironically, I regret that too.

But I think that Bud probably would have laughed had I offered to pay.

Maybe he would have winked again.




Edelweiss

It was late for Easter that year, possibly 1976. We were over half-way through calving, a stressful time of the year on our farm but it had gone well with very few losses. The weather had turned quite spring-like in east-central Alberta, so I had recently turned out the cows, both those with calves and cows still to calve, into the second pasture from the considerably smaller night pasture. That’s what it was called many years earlier when my parents had milk cows but after I was married and stopped milking cows in favour of only beef cows, it became known as the calving pasture. It was small and ran parallel to the road, which made it easier to keep an eye on what was happening at calving, even from the road, during the daytime.

I walked the pasture once or sometimes twice a night with a hand-held powerful lantern. That was until I got a trike, a used Honda three-wheeler with a dim and bright front light that made checking the cows, especially at night, but in the daytime as well, faster and easier. With a trike the job became much easier. But this was before the era of the trike.

When the calving peak ebbed the small calving pasture became more crowded. As the weather improved and the snow slowly disappeared from the second pasture, I gave the cows some additional space and freedom just by opening the gate.

Opening the gate to the second pasture was a spring’s really here kind of ritual; I loved it, and the cows with their little calves loved it too. They all galloped to the far end, to the closed gate leading to the Dorin Quarter pasture. That gate was at the very centre of our section, approximately a half mile from the farmyard.

The second pasture had several prairie knolls, some grassy sloughs, water-filled in the spring from the winter snow-melt, and clumps of poplar here and there with willows growing near the sloughs. At this time of the year, the trees and willows still didn’t have any leaves but provided some shelter if there were colder, windy days.

The cows were fed their hay on the knolls of the second pasture, and if it was mild, they spent the nights, with their calves beside them, on the knolls. Some still preferred to return to the calving pasture at night, or, if it became windy, all the herd came back to the large, straw-bedded area on the southeast side of the wind-break slab-shelter fence.

It was almost Easter. The weather had stayed spring-like, April weather. Our family, Inez and I, Dale, about 10, Joyce about 8, had been invited to my sister Gertie’s in Edmonton, for Easter Sunday dinner. It would be a fairly large dinner with my sister’s family, my brother Ben’s family, my family and both my parents who had retired to Edmonton—eighteen of us in all. It would be a nice happy family get-together.

Easter Sunday dawned cloudy, cooler and windy. I got up really early to feed and do all the chores. We planned to go to church at Tofield, then drive on to Edmonton for dinner, probably around one o’clock.

When I fed the cattle I also checked for any cows showing signs of calving; there was one. A large cow in the early stages, restless, eating some, then moving away from the rest. One mature cow: it was mid-April, there shouldn’t be a problem.

There wasn’t a good weather forecast on the radio at breakfast. Colder weather, windy conditions, and snow beginning in the morning and continuing until late evening.

We went to church, and when we were dismissed it was snowing very lightly. We drove to Edmonton where Aunty Gertie, as always, had a wonderful Easter dinner for the large, cheerful family. I’m sure it was most likely ham with all the trimmings, including pie and ice cream. Aunty Gertie never asked anyone else to bring something.

Outside it was snowing harder. Soon everything was white. The snow grew higher on the car roofs, the sidewalk and lawns. Everyone began leaving earlier than normal, in the daylight, even though it was April and the days were getting long. But it was snowing as though it was winter again.

We got home fine on the snow-covered highway. I changed clothes and hurried to do the feedlot chores. I walked through the calving pasture to the windbreak shelter. Sure enough, all the cows and their calves were behind the slab-fence windbreak.

The month-old, even week-old calves were strong and able to stand the snow and wind. The very young calves were uncomfortable, lying down in the snow, their mothers standing close beside them. Uncomfortable for sure, but they’d be fine till morning when the snowfall would likely be over and perhaps even melting.

I checked the bedded, cattle-filled area twice; the snow-covered cows were hard to distinguish. No, the cow that showed signs of calving in the morning wasn’t there with the others.

I checked the entire calving pasture on my walk out. She must have calved somewhere in the second pasture during the day.

I hurried through the snow into the second pasture, ziz-zagging around, checking the poplar bluffs and willow clumps. Everything was white and covered with snow. It was still snowing, but it seemed to be easing.

It was taking quite a while, checking the treed areas, criss-crossing the larger pasture. I was almost at the end, at the Dorin Quarter, where there were several small clumps of poplar, when I saw a dark shape in the trees. I picked up my pace and hurried towards her.

She had calved; the calf was lying in front of her. She talked to the calf with her nose down to it as I got closer.

The calf wasn’t lying normally with its legs tucked under its body. Its head wasn’t up; the calf wasn’t moving. It was lying flat on its side, legs spread out, head stretched out.

I knelt beside it. It was still alive! Not good, not good, but alive, alive!

I rolled it upright and tucked its legs under its belly, but it could not hold its head up. It had been licked perfectly clean and mothered, but it hadn’t stood up, hadn’t nursed. Hypothermia had set in.

It was going to be close — it was a long way home to the warm porch of the house.

She was a good mother, talking to her calf and circling me as I picked it up and began walking towards the yard as fast as I could.

It was an average-sized calf, so it likely wasn’t a long or difficult birth, it just hadn’t got up. Perhaps it had slipped on the snow and fallen down over and over as it tried to get up on the slippery ground. It needed to have stood up and have nursed, standing beside its mother, its body away from the cold, snow-covered ground. If it just would have stood up, and nursed, it would have been fine.

I kept trudging toward the farmyard, the cow following close behind. The calf ’s head hung down weakly, unnaturally. It wasn’t a big calf, probably 75 or 80 lbs. But it was a long way walking through the snow and I was tiring, but I still tried hard to hurry.

I was almost at the gate to the calving pasture when I realized that the calf was dead, had died in my arms.

Hypothermia caused by the snow, the goddamn snow, had caused its death. The goddamn mid-April snow.

The calf seemed to get heavier after it died. I knew it didn’t get heavier, but it felt like it. And the cow quit following too, gave up, just quit following. Maybe she went back to the trees where she had calved or else she had headed for the windbreak shelter and joined the rest of the herd. I didn’t turn around.

I slogged on toward the yard. I cursed and I cried. I cursed Easter Sunday that had obligated us to go to Edmonton. If I’d been at home, I’d have saved that calf. The calf that should have been alive was heavy and wet and limp in my arms, its head dangling and swaying by my side.

Goddamn the snow, goddamn Easter Sunday, goddamn the cow, goddamn farming!

I made it to the barn, got the horse barn door open with the calf in my arms and laid it on the railroad tie floor of the first horse-team stall.

I laid down beside it, panting and thinking. Should I try to find a replacement calf to graft onto the mother? Where would I find another recently-born calf? Maybe one of all the beef farmers I knew between Bruce and Tofield recently had a cow with twins and would be willing to sell one. The chances were slim.

Then I’d have to skin this calf, tie the entire hide on to the new calf, get the cow home and into the barn. That could be easy, or it could be difficult. Then to go through the process of getting the new calf to nurse, getting the cow to accept the calf, possibly totally restraining the cow. It would be a five or six day process—if I could find a calf.

GODDAMN THE SNOW.

I got up and went back outside. It was dark. The snow had stopped.

There were still the bulls to feed their daily evening meal of grain. The bulls were in their winter bull pasture which also had a small shed and shelter. They were in the Porter Quarter, just across the road from the house.

I filled a five-gallon chop pail with rolled oats from the chop granary, carried it across the road and opened the barb wire gate. I carried the buckets to the grain trough and poured out the oats.

The bulls were there waiting for me, glad to see me.

I closed the gate and was walking back on the driveway carrying the empty pail past the house to the granary.

Music was coming from inside the house, piano music. I put down the bucket and listened.

Joyce was practising her piano music. She was playing Edelweiss.

I was too exhausted to stand for very long. I walked over to the fieldstone fireplace chimney and leaned against it.

Joyce had finished the piece and was starting again.

“Edelweiss, edelweiss, every morning we greet thee …” I only knew some of the lyrics. She continued playing.

“She’s good,” I thought. “She’s really good for only a year or so taking piano lessons; that little girl’s got a knack, a gift, for playing the piano.”

I think she played it three times. Then the music stopped abruptly.

I stayed there, leaning against the fieldstone chimney. The fieldstones were cold and hard, my coveralls were cold and damp.

The fieldstones were the ones my father and grandfather had picked and pulled and loaded and hauled off the fields of our farm when they were breaking the land. I had hired a stone-mason from Edmonton to select them, split them and place them correctly to make the colourful stone chimney only a year earlier. I liked the result.

Still leaning on the chimney I thought Grandpa and Dad must have had some hard days too, and hard years as well, when they were starting from nothing to build the farm. But they made it.

I stayed another silent minute. Then, leaving the empty bucket by the chimney, I walked around the house to the back door into the warm porch and started taking off my wet boots and coveralls.




Several Skunk Stories

There have been a few skunk encounters in my lifetime, both in Alberta and B.C. The first one I remember is when I was five or six years old on the farm in Alberta. It was likely late summer. Dad was going to move one of the 12’ x 14’ wooden granaries to a new location where the threshing machine was going to be set up. The threshed grain from the machine would slide directly into the rear window-sized opening of the wooden granary. This was very common on the prairies in the 1920s, 30s, 40s, and even 50s.

Dad took me along on the tractor; we had a heavy chain or two, blocks of wood and a crowbar. When we got to the granary, Dad soon had the skids lifted out of the ground with the crowbar and put the short pieces of 2x6 or 2x8 under the skids.

Our farm dog (perhaps it was Ted) was along, running around and sniffing, appearing very interested, with his nose and head under and all around the granary.

The fairly long chain was attached to the short pieces of pipe or steel bar that went through a hole in the front of each skid and then to the clevis in the drawbar of the tractor.

Very slowly, in the lowest gear, Dad released the clutch and the granary began to move, following the tractor. I was on the ground watching.

Suddenly there were black and white animals, like large cats, scurrying around and circling behind the moving granary.

Ted was barking madly and rushed in to attack the skunk family and was immediately sprayed full in his face by the mother skunk. The smell was strong, powerful and overwhelming.

Ted tried to rub his nose and head in the grass, leaving the mother skunk to gather her family of three or four half-grown young ones to amble off together, all with their tails straight up. I remember Dad laughing at Ted’s antics.

Dad stopped and put the crowbar, blocks of wood and me back on the tractor and we moved the granary, without incident, to a new location he had chosen on the west quarter.

Ted smelled bad for days, if not weeks. He wasn’t petted by anyone in our family and was avoided by all. The unmistakable smell of skunk became strongly ingrained in my mind.

In 1948 we moved to British Columbia, living first in a rented house in Clearbrook. Then Dad and Mother purchased a house and barn on five acres at 522 Wellington Avenue in Chilliwack. We only lived there for about two years when our parents purchased the Mayfair Auto Court at 611 Yale Road East, also in Chilliwack. All of the family worked in various aspects of the motel business from 1950 to 1958.

During one of our first years there, I remember that my older sister Gertie saw a skunk disappear under the back porch stairs, putting the fear of God in the whole family. She phoned the RCMP to tell them there was a skunk under the back porch. “Lady,” the officer told Gertie, “I just want you to know that we are just as afraid of skunks as you are.”

The skunk quietly moved away.

My sister Alice’s boyfriend at the time, quite a likeable fellow, took Alice on a date one Saturday night in his dad’s car. Somewhere in their travels or on the way home, the car hit a skunk. It must not have been very late at night because I remember getting our garden hose hooked up close to the car in our backyard. The car very strongly smelled of skunk as her boyfriend laid on the ground squirting water under the front end of the car. The car would have been needed by his family to go to church the next day. Though he washed it very diligently, I’m sure the smell was still there on Sunday morning.

In about 1955, when I was 15, I began taking Vocational Agriculture in high school. Part of taking Agriculture required the student to have an “Ag Project.” Most of the boys were from farms, so their projects had titles like “Six Market Hogs” or “Raising a Dairy Heifer” or “Five Acres of Market Corn.”

What could I have at an eleven-cabin motel?

Dad found a small garden shed or perhaps it was already a chicken house, about 8 feet x 10 feet, which was hauled to the very back corner of the motel, between cabins #9 and #10. We fixed it up to accommodate 20 chickens. My project was called “20 Laying Hens.” I kept records of expenses and income from the sale of the eggs that were sold to the neighbours and the eggs that we used.

I also had a rooster for a time (a rooster at the back of a motel is not a good idea), some Bantam hens and, over time, quite a few pigeons of various kinds. The Bantams’ and pigeons' feed became part of the expense account of the “20 Laying Hens.” I also had some rabbits in two good-sized rabbit hutches close to the chicken house. One year, as another project on the empty lot next to the motel, I had “1/10th of an Acre of Carrots,” but these could all be separate stories.

I noticed what appeared to be rat-type activity under the chicken house. I got a regular, old fashioned gopher trap from someone. Perhaps it was old Mr. Krause, who sold us milk from his Guernsey cow and who also got me started with the pigeons.

I set the trap beside the opening under the chicken house. Looking back, no self-respecting, average-intelligence rat would ever have walked into that trap.

But a skunk did!

The next day there was a skunk with one front foot caught in the trap. It was facing me, trying to pull back, its tail up high.

I watched and thought I could very slowly and cautiously get close enough to step on the trap and set the skunk free— after all, he was facing me and his back end was pointing the other way. I slowly edged closer and closer, reaching forward with my leg to step on the trap. I was just about there when the skunk turned around and sprayed across my pants about knee height.

I backed away, the smell overpowering, overwhelming, nauseating.

I got a ladder and a longer piece of 2x4 and after several attempts was able to push down on the trap, and set the skunk free. It limped away.

The skunk had sprayed across my pants, the stench was powerful. I walked back toward our house and hollered for help, or advice, or I don’t know what! Mother and my sisters came out. I wasn’t allowed to come into the house and had to stay well back. I took off most of my clothes and left them on the lawn. (I think we threw them away or we were told to bury them). I soaked and washed in the tub with lots of soap. The house smelled like skunk, and perhaps I did as well for several days. It was an unpleasant but memorable experience.

We moved back to the farm in Alberta in the fall of 1958. I was 18. We soon had a dog, cat, chickens, pigs, milk cows and later, a horse or two. I even had a pet crow that I brought home from its nest when it was fully feathered, but before it could fly.

It ate bread soaked in milk and table scraps and followed me around or sat on my shoulder. It cawed loudly and a lot. A second cousin, Rudy Hoffman, and his wife Anne, from British Columbia, came to our farm on their honeymoon. They slept in a small tent on our front lawn. Early the next morning, I quietly put Blackie (an especially unique name for a crow!) into their tent. It caused some excitement and a lot of laughs. That incident on their honeymoon was never forgotten.

But Blackie, when he was full grown, flew away and joined his relatives in the wild.

Our closest neighbour, Elwood Willans and his wife Hattie (who was my cousin) lived half a mile south of our farm. They had a tidy yard. Hattie had about 100 laying hens and sold the eggs.

A skunk had somehow got under the floor, I believe, and into the chicken house. It didn’t bother or kill the hens, but ate some of the eggs. The skunk was quite accustomed to Elwood and Hattie and had become quite tame, but Elwood felt they’d had enough.

One day Elwood brought an empty, open-at-one-end, 45-gallon barrel and put it in the chicken house. When the skunk was close to the barrel, Elwood, who had to have been very brave, reached down, picked up the skunk by its tail (apparently skunks don’t let go when they’re picked up by the tail, but I’ve never tried it) and gently put it down in the barrel. He put the barrel on the back of his truck and drove to our place. He jokingly asked me if I wanted a skunk.

“You could take it to the vet clinic in Vegreville; he’d deodorize it for you and you’d have yourself a pet skunk!”

We put the skunk-in-the-barrel on the back of our Dad’s pick up truck and I drove to the Vet Clinic in Vegreville.

I was told they could do it; the cost would be $7.00 (that was in about 1961, and no vet would do that job now, for various reasons. I agreed.

The vet tied a large wad of cotton batten to a hook he made at the end of a piece of wire about four feet long. He poured ether on the wad and put it down near the skunk’s nose. The fumes from the ether were bothering the vet and me peering down, as well as the skunk. It kept trying to move and turn away from the wad. After some time, the skunk seemed to relax and fall asleep. The vet reached down and began to pick it up. The skunk came alive and started to struggle, eyes wide open!

“I think it still needs more ether,” said the vet as he resoaked the wad and put it back near the skunk’s nose.

Finally the skunk was totally limp and unconscious. We laid it on a small table the vet had placed near the back of the truck and he began the operation. My job was to be ready with the ether wad if the skunk began to move or wake up, which it did several times.

The opening of the scent glands is beside the rectum of the skunk. The vet made some small incisions, tied off the tube leading to the scent gland, then removed the scent gland itself. It was about the size of a small hazelnut.

“Boy, I’m glad that’s over!” I exclaimed when he got it out.

“Didn’t you know there's two of them? One on each side of the rectum?” The vet laughed, “If I had known you thought there was only one, I’d have left the other and you’d sure have been in for a surprise!”

He removed the second little bag and put both of them in a small jar of alcohol with a screw-on lid and gave it to me. I took it home and put it on a shelf in the old garage at the farm where it stayed for several years. Then the jar began to smell very strongly, so I buried it somewhere.

I took the deodorized skunk home and made him a pen in the corner of the old farmhouse porch that we had converted into a garage. I named him Jake, he was male but I don’t know how I chose that name. A small wooden nail keg laid on its side, a square piece of plywood with a 5” round hole in the centre was nailed to the open end. I put in quite a bit of straw. The keg became his home and sleeping quarters. A sardine can full of water was always there. As for food, Jake ate just about anything: bread scraps, table scraps, eggs, bacon, and sausage. Jake really liked garlic sausage.

But skunks are nocturnal, so they sleep during the day and are up scavenging or hunting for food or exploring at night. Jake spent most of each day sleeping in his nail keg and most of each night trying to escape or claw or even chew his way out of his pen. He was an adult so he never really got very tame. I used welding gloves to handle him or pick him up because he could really bite.

One day, somehow, Jake got out of his pen and escaped. He was gone. I didn’t mourn his disappearance too much; he was certainly capable of managing on his own.

A few weeks later Elwood Willans contacted me again. He knew that Jake had escaped.

“There’s a skunk under the railroad tie floor in my horse barn,” he said. “He’s got quite a hole and I’ve seen him a couple of times. I think he could be your skunk. Do you want to come over and have a look and see if he’s yours?”

There’s not a lot of difference, colour-wise, between skunks. And to tell if a skunk has been deodorized or not could be a problem.

“I’ll come over and have a look,” I said. “I think I’ll be able to tell if it’s Jake or not.”

I went over and looked at the hole under the ties. I had a plastic bag with me and my welding gloves.

“Jake loves sausage, especially garlic sausage,” I explained to Elwood. “I’ll put a little piece of garlic sausage just inside his hole. If it’s Jake, I think he’ll come and get it.”

Sure enough, very soon a pointy black and white nose appeared inside the hole, then disappeared with the sausage. I put another larger piece of sausage further out from the hole. Jake soon came brazenly out and reached for the sausage. I picked him up.

Elwood laughed hard.

I took Jake back home and fixed up his pen.

Jake liked to lap milk, just like a cat, from the cat’s dish in the barn. With all the barn cats circled around the dish lapping fresh warm milk, I brought Jake to the cow barn and let him loose a few feet from the dish. Jake approached the cats, walking sideways, tail up high. The cats all scattered as he got closer and he lapped the milk by himself, undisturbed. Even the farm dog somehow respected him and kept well out of his way as he approached.

He became gentle and we considered him a pet, but he was not an affectionate or pettable pet. He did not smell skunky, but he had an unpleasant odour and his cage needed to be cleaned every few days.

I got tired of Jake. One day I put him in a box and put the box on the back of the pick-up. I drove to Art Ham’s quarter-section (now it belongs to us) near a large bush area and let Jake loose.

This is the reason vets won’t deodorize a skunk nowadays: people get tired of them, release them and the skunks don’t have their ultimate weapon of defence.

But Jake always continued to act as if he was fully armed, around the dog or cats or me. I think Jake could have bluffed his way out of any situation.

We never saw Jake again, but I hope that he lived to a ripe old age.




The Late-Night Visitor

The knock on the door was sudden, loud, urgent. I jumped out of bed and in the dark started pulling on my jeans. I glanced at the clock—1:30. I put on my shirt. The knock came again, louder and longer. I went to the bathroom and put on the light. Whoever was on the porch would see that the bathroom light went on. My wife was behind me. She was concerned. “Can you see who it is?” she whispered.

I hurried to put on my socks. “No! And I can’t figure out why Kaiser isn’t barking. Must be too cold. Probably sleeping in the barn. Didn’t hear the car.” I put on the light in the kitchen. It was one of the coldest nights of the winter so far, minus 30 degrees in the middle of December.

I switched on the outside porch lights. They revealed a big, dark shape through the frosted door window. I opened the door. A large Moses-bearded figure was standing there — frost around his mouth and in his full, dark beard, dark moustache and black bushy eyebrows. A plaid winter cap with the earflaps down was visible under his dark parka. The parka was attached to a heavy, insulated jacket. His pants were black. The apparition spoke, loudly. There was no hello. “Phone the Fire Department, my damn truck’s on fire!”

“Step inside,” I said and closed the door. It was John M., a 50-some-year-old bachelor who lived about six miles south of our farm. “Where’s the truck?” I asked.

“A mile west, close to the old, empty Steffan farm. Phone the Fire Department!”

My mind raced. The truck would be about a mile and a half from our yard. John would have had to walk. “Was it burning when you left?”

“Big time! Damn engine on fire, then the floor mats. The whole &#@^ cab when I started walking to your place. Then the &#@^ gas tank lit up when I got to the corner! Like a damn fireball!”

“Is it any use phoning the Fire Department?”

“Phone them anyhow. Get the bastards out of bed!”

I went into the kitchen, opened the phone drawer and looked for the number. I apologized for not having the phone number ready close to the phone and made a mental note to do it. The phone rang and rang, but there was no answer. “No answer,” I said.

“The bastards. Try ’em again!”

Again there was no answer.

“The lazy rotten bastards!”

“I’ve got a pretty big fire extinguisher in the shop,” I said. “It’s probably too late, but we can take it along.”

I went back into the porch and put on my heavy sweater and overalls. The frost had disappeared from John’s full beard and eyebrows. One or two pellets remained in his moustache below his nostrils. John took off his right mitt, pulled his hand down over his face and beard and flicked the contents on the floor of the porch. He wiped his hand on the black pants. I put on my winter cap, sat down on the porch bench and pulled on my winter boots. John took off his left mitt, started at his eyebrows and wiped his face, moustache and beard again. He flicked his hand at the floor and wiped it on the left side of his pants. I picked up my mitts and the flashlight and we started for the shop. Wow, it was really cold.

Kaiser came out of the barn and let out a weak, tardy, half-hearted bark. He looked apologetic as he came, then his neck and shoulder hairs stood up as he got closer to John. “It’s OK,” I said.

We had a heated shop on the farm for the chore tractor, the pick-up, and the grain truck. There wasn’t a question as to whether the pick-up truck would start. I walked past the welder and took the large fire extinguisher off its wall bracket and put it in the centre of the truck seat.

“Nice shop,” said John as he got into the truck. “I always said I’m going to build a heated garage one of these damn years.”

We drove quickly down the recently snow-plowed rural road. We didn’t say much. When we got closer to the one-mile corner, we could see the flickering flames.

“Lookit that,” said John. “The bitch is still burning.”

I stopped the truck in the middle of the road about 20 feet behind John’s truck. The lights shone on the blue Ford tailgate, the rest of the truck was mostly smoking or steaming. John jumped out, taking the fire extinguisher with him. He ran towards the cab of the smoking wreck. The hood was open. Smoke and steam drifted out of the engine compartment. There wasn’t much still burning, just the front tire on the driver’s side and the spare tire lying on the box close to the cab. John pulled the pin on the fire extinguisher and aimed the nozzle at the half-burned front tire. “You son-of-a-bitch, son-of-a-bitch, son-of-a-bitch,” he repeated as he moved his arm and sprayed. “You dirty rotten son-of-a-bitch!” The flames were gone almost immediately, but he kept on spraying and swearing.

He turned his attention to the tire on the back of the truck, which was still burning. He walked back a few steps and smothered it with more powder. “This will fix you, you old whore, you son-of-a-bitch, son-of-a-bitch!” There were no flames left to extinguish, just a smoking, steaming hulk. Besides, the fire extinguisher was now empty. The back tires and the passenger side hadn’t burned.

He opened the driver side door and I shone the flashlight inside — only the skeleton of gray or brown seat springs and steel remained. The cloth headliner, sun visors and door panels were all gone. More than half of the vinyl steering wheel cover had melted.

Suddenly he shouted, “Gimme the flashlight!” He grabbed it even before I could hand it to him. “My keys! My damn keys! I left my damn &#@^ keys in the ignition!” He shone the flashlight at the dash beside the steering wheel. “My damn &#@^ keys are gone and my house key is on the damn key ring!”

Sure enough there were no keys in the ignition. “They melted!” he cried. “The damn ignition key was pot metal. My damn Ford keys melted and they’re gone too, somewhere under all the ashes and shit on the floor.” He was shining the light on the floor, there were no keys to be seen — and the ashes were still very hot.

“Hey!” I said, “there’s some barbed wire on the back of my truck. We could cut a piece, make a hook at one end and fish around for them.”

“Helluva good idea!” he said. He held the light. I cut off a piece of barbed wire about three feet long and made a small hook at one end with the fencing tool that was in the back of the truck by the wire. He handed me the flashlight and he took the wire. I shone the light while he fished around the floor. In about ten seconds he found them, hooked them, and held them up. “I’ve got the bastards!” he declared triumphantly.

He looked at the truck. “You old bitch,” he said. I noticed that the truck was more feminine than masculine. He kicked the driver’s door twice, hard. “Might as well go home,” he said resignedly.

I put the empty fire extinguisher on the back of my truck, the flashlight on the seat, and we drove towards John’s farm. “Was on my way home from visiting my girlfriend in Tofield,” he said.

“Oh,” I said casually. I didn’t know John had a girlfriend.

“Looks like I might have found myself a woman.” He was smiling as he looked at me. It was the first time since his appearance at our door that he had smiled.

“Good for you,” I said enthusiastically.

We drove in silence.

Then John recounted how the fire had started. “First the bitch started sputtering back about a quarter of a mile. I could smell smoke too. I put the pedal to the floor and pumped it to give her hell, but it didn’t help any. Sputtered and farted and stopped, the old bitch. I got out and opened the hood. As soon as I did the &#@^ flames were all over! The old bitch was on fire.”

A thought struck him. “If I’d a had a damn fire extinguisher in the truck, a big bastard like you've got, maybe I could’ve got it out.”

“You probably could have,” I agreed. “It wouldn’t have solved the problem that caused the fire, but you probably would have saved the truck.

“I’m buying a damn fire extinguisher and I’ll keep it my next truck! A big &#@^er just like yours, it could have saved me a lot of &#@^ trouble!” He paused, “Wonder how much shit I’ll have to go through with the insurance company, the bastards!” He was thinking ahead, contemplating.

“Shouldn’t be too hard,” I said encouragingly. “You’ll have to phone the police, report it. Maybe you could take a picture of the truck.”

“Good idea, good &#@^ idea! But who can I get to take a picture? I don’t have a &#@^ camera.”

We were almost at John’s farm, which he had inherited or purchased from his parents. I turned in the driveway towards the old house.

A new thought struck him. “I hope the damn house key still works or else I’m up shit creek!” He paused momentarily. “No I’m not. Piss on the key; I’ll just break the damn window in the door.” His voice sounded triumphant again.

John got out of the truck and slammed the door. He walked to the door of his house and put in the key. The door opened and John stepped in. A light went on; the door closed.

I waited a few seconds, I’m not sure why. I guess I was waiting for John to wave a good-bye, or say good night, but he didn’t come back out. I backed up the truck, turned around, and drove home.


Epilogue

1. I discovered the phone number I had called was incorrect or obsolete. I made a business card out of white cardboard, wrote FIRE DEPARTMENT on it with the correct number, and put it in the phone drawer.

2. It cost $30 to re-charge the fire extinguisher.

3. John got another used Ford pickup. It was black.

4. I don’t know if John bought a fire extinguisher.

5. The woman from Tofield didn’t pan out.





On the Road

Highways & hitchhikers




Several Interesting Hikers

After Jeanie and I were married in 1989, I began making several trips each year from Coquitlam, my new home, to the Alberta farm and back again. I could make a one-way trip in a long 14-hour day; it seemed like less travelling from Alberta to B.C. because of the time change at the provincial border.

I was alone in the farm pick-up truck so I started picking up hitchhikers. In some cases I really helped them out, and they helped keep me awake and entertained. I told Jeanie, who was not at all happy with the practice, that I could make a four-second character analysis to decide if I should stop. I believe I’ve only picked three obnoxious hikers of the many that have sat beside me since 1989.

Here are a few of the stories of my brief acquaintances.




The Black Hat Cowboy

It was the big black cowboy hat that I noticed first, but the rest of his clothes were blue denim—jacket and jeans. He was carrying a medium-sized duffel bag, smaller than a hockey player’s. He wasn’t a 20 km hiker.

The underside of the big black felt hat was curved, almost moon-shaped. It reminded me of Hoss, the middle brother in the 1970s TV series Bonanza.

He was native. He smiled as I passed, already slowing down. I stopped. He ran to the truck, slung his bag easily into the box and got in. He looked to be in his late 30s, he was wearing cowboy boots too. He was average size but well built, fit looking.

I extended my hand and said my name as I always did.

“Harvey,” he replied gripping my hand.“Everyone calls me Harv. I’m from Chetwynd, hikin’ to Hope. Goin’ that far?” he asked hopefully.

I said I was. “But exactly where’s Chetwynd? Close to Dawson Creek?”

“North of Prince George, west of Dawson Creek. The Creek is where we go for a city.”

Harv was on the second day of his trip from Chetwynd to Hope. He had stayed overnight in Williams Lake, he didn’t say where. He hoped to get to Hope before nightfall. It was early afternoon when I picked him up at Cache Creek. I’d take him right to Hope. We’d be there in three hours, so he’d easily make his destination in only his third ride of the day.

He explained his car had broken down at Hope— transmission—on his way back to Chetwynd from the Cloverdale Rodeo, close to the Washington border at the West Coast of B.C. He had left the car at his friend’s place and was going back to Hope to pick it up.

The Cloverdale Rainmaker Rodeo is always on the May 24th long weekend. This was the last week of October.

“So you’ve been without a vehicle all summer,” I said.

“Oh no,” he replied, “found a nice used Chev pickup in The Creek after I got back to Chetwynd. Been using it all summer, Alberta and Saskatchewan, down into the States; I’m native,” he smiled, “no problem crossing the border. Been to rodeos in Idaho, Montana, Washington, Oregon. Good truck! Just hiking to Hope to get my car back to Chetwynd.” He smiled again.“My friend’s getting tired of it sitting in his yard.”

“So it’s all fixed and ready to go?”

“Nope, but he’s found a transmission and somebody who’ll help me get the old one out and the new one in for a hundred bucks. Maybe he’ll take 80 if I help him and it don’t take too long. Should only take a couple of days.”

I changed the subject. “You’re a rodeo rider, a competitor?” I asked.

“Well, only partly,” he replied. “I try to get on a wild horse race team. Takes three guys. I’m the middle guy, it’s the easiest job, but you gotta be strong and fast and know what you’re doing. And I shape cowboy hats too, for any cowboy who wants a special look.”

“I saw your hat right away,” I said. “Maybe it was your hat that made me stop.”

He laughed as he took off his hat and turned it around, proudly. He was a good-looking fellow with long, neatly combed black hair.

“It’s a great-looking hat, you look just like Hoss in that hat. How do you shape a hat like that?”

He moved the hat around again.

“You need two things,” he said. “A steam kettle and a hair dryer, that’s it. But you got to know what you’re doing too. Carry a kettle and dryer with me all the time, they’re in the back in my bag. Never know when I might need them.”

“So you charge cowboys to shape their hats. How much?”

“Ten bucks,” he said. “Ten bucks and I’ll work it until you’re satisfied. Some cheap felt hats don’t shape good or keep their shape good, the felt’s too thin, but most cowboys don’t wear cheap hats. And I can do a real good job on the good ones, makes the cowboy really happy.”

He was smiling again. I was really starting to like this fellow.

“How did you start? Who showed you? How did you learn?” I was inquisitive.

“Somebody told me, showed me, then I just started doing it. Then I got pretty good at it. Then I started charging at stampedes and rodeos. Then the other cowboys saw the hats I shaped. Wanted theirs done. Sometimes do four or five right after the rodeo’s over, or in the evening sitting round the campfire if it’s a two or three day event. Word gets ’round.”

“And if I’m lucky in the wild horse race, split the prize money, I pick up a few more bucks. Keeps me going, gas, and stuff to eat, to the next rodeo. Don’t smoke or drink, just chew some,” he smiled.

“Sleep in your truck?”

“Yup, got a little old camper on the back, everything works, just like home. Go to rodeos all summer long. I like it.”

“Say,” I said suddenly as a thought struck me. “I come from a little place in Alberta, a little town called Bruce, but it’s got a big stampede every year. Ever heard of the Bruce Stampede?”

“Yup, heard about it and been there a few times. Bruce Stampede, that’s a good stampede!” he said enthusiastically.

“Then you’ve probably heard about our home-town cowboy Ernie Dorin,” I said.

“I know Ernie Dorin, know him good!”

“He does the Wild Horse Race too,” I added.

“Yup, he sure does, but I never been on his team. Everybody wants to be on Ernie’s team! He’s good, he’s fast, he’s tough and he’s been doing it a long time. You gotta be tough, damn tough, to be the ear man in the Wild Horse Race!”

“I don’t know too much about the Wild Horse Race,” I said,“Tell me how it works.”

“It’s easy,” he said. “Three guys: ear man, middle guy, saddle guy. You got a wild horse, never halter-broke. They put on the halter in the chute, long, heavy halter rope, three guys on the rope. They open the gate and the clock starts going. The horse comes out, wild and crazy! First thing, the three guys holding the rope gotta do is turn the horse’s head to face you. If he comes out hard and starts running away, you’re gonna lose him! Get him facin’ you, he’s pulling back, jerkin’ his head, rearin’ and pawin’ the air with his front feet. The ear guy, that’s Ernie’s job, that’s the dangerous job, works his way up the rope while he’s still helpin’ to hold him too. The middle guy, that’s me, gotta be strong and leanin’ back and diggin’ in and holdin’ the horse, keepin’ him facin’ you. The saddle guy, he’s holdin’ the rope too but he’s gotta carry the saddle besides.

“The ear guy gets closer to the wild horse’s head, but he’s gotta watch those front feet pawin’ and the horse tryin’ to rear up, pull away. Get his chance, the ear guy’s gotta grab the horse’s ear and bend it, hard! Used to be, they’d bite the ear, but that’s too dangerous—you can lose your teeth or get knocked out cold! So now most of the guys just bend it with their hand, real hard. That makes the wild horse stand still, nearly always. Then the saddle guy quick carries the saddle to the horse and throws it on, catches the cinch underneath the horse an tightens it real fast, but it still gotta be tight enough so the saddle stays on. Then the saddle guy gets on, holdin’ onto the horn and sometimes the cinch strap too. Then the ear guy lets go the ear, the middle guy lets go the rope and the two of them try to shoo the horse or wave their hats to make the horse go over the line not far away where the flag man’s waiting. Mostly that horse ain’t gonna buck too hard, he’s not a real buckin’ horse, he’s just a wild, not halter-broke horse. That’s the Wild Horse Race!”

“Sounds like a lot of things could go wrong,” I said.

“Yup, that’s the thrill of the Wild Horse Race. And some rodeos, they don’t let out one horse and the team and time them. They let out three or four horses and teams at the same time and see who makes it to the finish line first, second or third. I don’t like it that way, too much commotion, too many chances to get hurt or tangled up with somebody else’s horse. And the audience don’t know where to look and see the best action! One atta time is better, the crowd likes it more; the wild horse race lasts longer, too.”

“And you like being the middle guy?”

“Yup, less chances to get hurt, more chances to get on a team, don’t need a saddle, don’t need to ride, just pay one-third the entry fee and get one-third the prize money if you win. But you gotta be strong and fast to get a job. Word gets ’round. ‘He’s strong, he’s fast, let’s get him on our team.’ And you might even get on more than one team—better chance to win something.”

We stopped to fuel up at Boston Bar. Harv looked hungry, we had a hamburger and coffee each. I paid. He thanked me.

Back on the road, we talked about the Bruce Stampede again. He mentioned the annual Horseshoe Tournament. He said, “And I know the native guys from the Saddle Lake Reserve north of Bruce who come every year, win all the time! The Frying Pan brothers, or maybe cousins, I think. Good horseshoe players, them guys!”

I told Harv I wished I had my cowboy hat along so he could shape it for me.

“But we don’t have a plug-in,” I said.

“We’d find one,” he replied, giving his head a nod.

I took him to his friend’s place in Hope.

He spotted his car. “Right where I left it,” he said laughing.

We shook hands. I wished him luck. He thanked me, got his bag from the truck box and gave me a wave.

It had been a shorter drive than usual between Cache Creek and Hope.




To Get to Winfield

I was leaving Hope, I had just finished my usual clam chowder with a bun at Rolly’s Restaurant. I crossed the bridge over the now much wider and slower-moving Fraser River on Highway #1 East. The highway was actually now going north through the spectacular and winding Fraser Canyon to Lytton. At Lytton, where the big Thompson River joins the mighty Fraser, #1 follows the Thompson north-east to Spences Bridge, skirting Ashcroft then to the junction in Cache Creek with #97, which proceeds north through the Cariboo all the way to Prince George. Meanwhile #1 turns more easterly towards Kamloops.

He was scrambling up from the side of the highway, scrambling hurriedly, waving his arm, hitchhiking in the same motion. He didn’t have a bag or a suitcase or even a backpack, he was obviously a short-haul hiker, likely going to Yale, the next small hamlet, or to Boston Bar, the next larger town. Short-haul hikers don’t carry a bag.

I didn’t have time to make my three second-character-analysis that I use to help me decide whether or not to stop.

I stopped. He got in; looked to be in his 50s with unkempt hair and a few days growth of beard. He had slept, or been lying on the ground in the clothes he was wearing.

He didn’t extend his hand or give his name or any customary greeting in response to my gesture and name.

“Going to Calgary, I hope!” he said.

“No, not Calgary,” I replied. “But I can get you to the junction with 97 at Cache Creek. I’m going to Clinton.”

“I’m going to Calgary,” he said, “I’m a drywaller. Can’t find a job in Vancouver. Heard there’s lots of work for drywallers in Calgary, lots of construction going on.”

“There’s lots of construction in Vancouver too,” I said. “All around Vancouver and down into the valley—Abbotsford, Chilliwack, lots of construction and new houses everywhere you look.”

“Not like Calgary!” he said. “Won’t be any trouble getting a job drywalling in Calgary!”

“You must have clothes and tools and drywalling stuff. Coveralls, boots. Where are they?”

“They’re on the bus, probably in Calgary now, waiting for me at the Greyhound Bus Depot in Calgary.”

“But you’re hikin’, ” I said. “How come you’re not on the bus with your tools and clothes?”

“Well, got on the bus in Vancouver on Friday, Friday morning. Driver put the suitcase with my clothes and a bag with my tools in the baggage compartment under the bus. Don’t need too many tools for drywallin’. ”

I silently wondered about that. And this was Sunday, Sunday afternoon. What happened?

“What happened?” I asked him aloud.

“Well the bus stops at quite a few places even though it’s the bus to Calgary—Coquitlam, Abbotsford, Chilliwack, Hope. Lot longer stop at Hope—half an hour, I think. So had some time, went down to the bar, had a few beers with the local boys and missed the bus. Bus was long gone when I got back to the depot. But they’ll keep my bag and tools in Calgary, they’ll be there when I get there.”

This guy’s situation didn’t arouse a lot of empathy in me.

“But that was Friday, Friday noon. Today’s Sunday!?”

“Ya, spent most of Saturday at the bar. Used up almost all my money. Don’t have enough left for another bus ticket to Calgary, that’s for sure! But I’ll make it to Winfield by tonight, got a friend in Winfield, stay with him tonight, maybe he’ll loan me a few bucks to get to Calgary, get started long as I get to Winfield tonight.”

“Winfield,” I said. “That’s close to Kelowna. It’s not on #1. You won’t get to Winfield staying on this highway.”

“Damn right I will! This highway goes right through Kelowna, right through Winfield. Been on this highway lots of times, goes right through Winfield, I know!”

He was more than assertive.

“I’ve been on this highway lots of times too,” I said assertively, “but it doesn’t go through Winfield, or Kelowna. After Kamloops it goes to Salmon Arm, Sicamous, Golden, Revelstoke, Banff and then to Calgary. But you’ll get to Calgary if you just stay on this highway.”

“And it’ll get me to Winfield too! G.D. right it’ll get me to Winfield. Know G.D. well, it goes right through Winfield!”

His tone had turned disagreeable, argumentative, like he was looking for some sort of confrontation.

I was silent, but I was thinking. I didn’t like this fellow and didn’t enjoy his company at all. He was obnoxious.

If our daughter Sheena, when she was younger, was with me she would have made an “L” with the index finger and thumb of her right hand as she held them against her forehead. This guy was a LOSER. There was a reason he couldn’t find or keep a drywalling job in Vancouver, probably several reasons.

I wanted him out of the truck.

We were almost at the 60 then 50 KPH speed zone in Boston Bar.

I had an inspiration.

“You know,” I said, slowing down, “I know somebody in Boston Bar. Haven’t said hello in a few years. Think I’ll do it today. I’ll turn around and go back after I drop you off across from FAS GAS just ahead. It’s still in the 50 K zone, changes to 90 up ahead there before the long hill. Best chance to get a ride in the 50 zone. Maybe even some trucker.” I tried to sound hopeful. (Truckers don’t pick up hitchhikers any more.)

He looked surprised, but didn’t say anything as I slowed down and stopped. He got out, shut the door hard. He didn’t have anything in the back of the truck. It didn’t take long.

I signalled out, but I didn’t turn the truck around. I accelerated, rather hard.

I looked in the rearview mirror—he hadn’t said thanks for the ride but now he was holding his arm and hand up in a farewell wave.

But no, it wasn’t a wave. He was giving me the finger.




The Piece of Cardboard

The farm auction date was set for April 16, 1996. There were only two days left, but we were almost ready. The farm equipment was all cleaned up, lined up and looked good. The weather forecast sounded good, too. We had waited as long as possible before we put the appliances, furniture and household items outside in a row on the lawn beside the driveway.

Today we were cleaning out the pump house. Besides the windmill tower and well, it stored the old wringer washer, garden tools, some winter clothes and boots, and a lot of items from years ago. There were old wooden egg crates, an old doll carriage, a rusty tricycle that used to be green—stuff.

We wrestled out the wringer washer. It was new in 1965. It had been put there in working condition, replaced by an automatic washer in the 1970s, when our kids were small.

A piece of cardboard had been pushed between the washing machine and the wall. I lifted it up, turned it over. There was some writing on it. I looked at it and the memories came flooding back.

Nineteen-eighty-eight, eight years earlier, had been a tragic year for our family. My wife Inez had died very suddenly and unexpectedly in June. The rest of the summer was a whirlwind blur of grief and turmoil. Our son Dale, fresh from university, had moved to his first permanent job in Vancouver. Our daughter Joyce was in Clearbrook, B.C. attending college before entering nurse’s training in Edmonton. My mother, who lived in Edmonton, became severely depressed. She said she should have been the one to have died, not her daughter-in-law, whom she loved dearly. Finally out of hospital that included shock therapy, she was home again with Dad, recovering slowly but steadily.

That was mid-October. I hadn’t had too much time to visit them recently during the busy fall harvest season, but that also was over. It was the second Sunday in a row that I had gone to visit them. We had a good visit together.

It had been a very cool, rainy, drizzly afternoon. I still had a few evening chores to do, and I had given our hired man Virge the day off. I left my parents’ home after Mother prepared a light lunch for us. It was around 5:00 or 5:30 P.M.

About 15 miles east of Edmonton, towards Cooking Lake, I caught up to someone walking on the right side of the road. He was wearing army dress, carrying a duffle bag in his right hand. He wasn’t hitchhiking, he was just walking, trudging, not turning around, not looking back.

There was a big army base at Wainwright, but that was a long ways down the highway.

YES, he was hitchhiking! His left hand, hanging by his side had a closed fist, with the thumb extended; had it moved out from his body slightly as I passed?

I stopped. At first he didn’t notice me. Then he saw the truck and hurried.

“Thanks!” he said as he opened the door. “Thanks a lot! Thought I’d never get a ride!” He sighed deeply.

He was fairly short, slender. He had a small, round, boyish face. He wore glasses. They were like the bottoms of two coke bottles, making his blue eyes look really big. He was a soldier.

“I’m Walter,” I said, extending my hand across the seat.

“I’m Charles,” he said, gripping my hand as he put his bag on the seat between us. “Everybody calls me Charlie.”

I started driving.

“Going to Wainwright?” he asked hopefully.

“Not to Wainwright,” I said “But about half-way there.”

“I gotta get to Wainwright, really bad! Gotta get to Wainwright before midnight. You’re the first ride I’ve got since Edmonton.”

“Since Edmonton?” I asked incredulously. “You’ve been walking all the way from Edmonton?”

“Yeah, a long ways. Nobody stopped to pick me up. Can you turn the heat up a little? I’m really cold and wet.”

I turned up the heat and the fan. I changed it from the “feet” position only, to “body and feet.” I was thinking and I was getting upset. I was getting angry with Albertans, Canadians, for not picking up a soldier, a Canadian serviceman who was hitchhiking alone on a cold and rainy October Sunday afternoon.

“You started hiking in Edmonton?” I asked again.

“The Bus Depot in Edmonton. I missed the bus to Wainwright,” he said resignedly.

“Where were you coming from?”

“Calgary. But I started in Canmore. Early. I took the bus from Canmore to Calgary. Then I got on the bus to Edmonton. But I missed the bus to Wainwright,” he stated again, flatly.

“Canmore,” I said, “that’s close to Banff.”

“Right. Had a weekend pass to visit my wife. She lives on a Reserve not too far from Canmore. Have to be back in Wainwright before midnight.” Then he smiled. “We’re going to have a baby in February!”

“That’s good,” I said. “Congratulations!”

I wanted to ask him how or why he missed the bus to Wainwright. Then I thought it didn’t really matter. His problem now was to get to Wainwright before midnight. If he wanted to tell me why he’d missed the bus, he would, on his own.

“Have you got any water in the truck, or pop?” he asked.“I’m really thirsty. All that walking.”

How could he be thirsty on a cold rainy day? It had to be because of all that walking.

“No, sorry I don’t,” I said. “But we’re coming up to a gas station soon. You could get something to drink there.”

“That would be great! I’m really thirsty.”

We drove on. I pushed the speed limit. The truck was getting really warm and damp and humid.

At the Ministik Gas Station he got out and hurried inside. He was soon back at the truck carrying two cans of “Five-Alive Orange.” He got in the truck. I thought the second can was for me and I was about to say thanks but I don’t need a drink. But the second can wasn’t for me, it was for him too. He put it in the passenger seat console drink compartment beside him. He drank the first can, only stopping once. He put the empty can on the floor by his feet and popped open the second can. He sipped it more slowly.

“What happens if you don’t get to Wainwright by midnight?” I asked.

“I’m in big trouble, really big trouble!”

“You could get to Wainwright, but it might be tight. And you’d have to be a little lucky, maybe.”

“I’m not lucky,” he said “I missed the bus and I won’t get to Wainwright before midnight.” His voice was whimpering. “I’m in deep, deep trouble.” He was almost sobbing.

We drove.

“I could drive you to Wainwright,” I said. “I don’t want to drive you to Wainwright, but I could. I’ve only got a few chores—maybe half an hour, maybe less. Then we’d hit the road, be in Wainwright by 11. Could be done.”

“You don’t need to drive me to Wainwright,” he said, but it sounded like it wouldn’t take too much to change his mind.

We drove. He began to nod.

“I’m really getting tired now,” he said. “Do you mind if I have a sleep?”

I told him how to put back the seat. He leaned back, shuffled around and was soon asleep.

I looked at him as I drove. He was a gentle soul, a gentle soldier. He wasn’t a smoker, the humid air coming from his body told me that. I couldn’t smell liquor either. He wasn’t a loud, smart-alecky, swearing soldier, he was a short, slender, near-sighted Canadian Serviceman. I smiled to myself. I wanted to say to him in a very low, very serious voice, “Our Nation’s Security Lies in Your Hands.”

Charlie was sleeping very soundly. He looked a bit funny, the round 20s face, the coke-bottle glasses. He looked like a young boy. He wasn’t really a soldier, Charlie was a Canadian Armed Forces Peacekeeper. He was even more than a Peacekeeper. Charlie was probably a Peace-Maker!

I was thinking hard. I didn’t want to drive to Wainwright and back to the farm in the dark, more than an hour each way. Probably 12:30 till I got home.

The rain stopped between Tofield and Ryley. It always did, in the summer and in the fall.

How could I get Charlie to Wainwright? I got an idea.

Maybe it would work, but maybe not.

We were nearing our town of Holden. I pulled into P&R Service and Groceries and stopped the truck—not by the gas pumps—close to the door. Charlie was stirring, waking up.

“Go back to sleep,” I said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Patrick, the Hong Kong-born, friendly Chinese-Canadian owner was at the counter. He greeted me warmly, “How’s Walter tonight?”

“Good,” I said. “Patrick I’ve got a hitchhiker in the truck.”

“Phone Police?” Patrick interrupted, his eyes widening.

“No, Patrick, no!” I said, “He’s a soldier, stationed at Wainwright! Has to be back by midnight. I want to make a sign for him, a sign to help him get a ride. I need a piece of cardboard and a black felt pen. A black marker. As quick as you can!”

“Cardboard! Marker!” repeated Patrick as he hurried to the back of the store.

He was back in a few seconds with a small cardboard flap, torn off the top of a small box.

“No, Patrick.” I said, “I need a BIG piece of cardboard. Really big. Like this.” I held my hands apart and then up and down. Patrick hurried back and returned with a large cardboard box. I cut out one full side of the big box with my jackknife. Patrick brought a black marker.

I printed “WAINWRIGHT” in heavy, black capital letters, a little above the centre of the cardboard. I double lined the letters. Underneath, in large handwriting, I wrote “Please.” I added a big exclamation mark. I double lined “please.” I held up the cardboard and showed Patrick.

“Good sign,” said Patrick.

I thanked Patrick and left him to clean up the cardboard pieces on the floor.

Charlie was sitting up, awake. I showed him the sign, then I put it on the seat between us.

“Here’s the plan,” I said. “The road to our farm is just a few miles ahead. I’m going to drop you off right by that road. You’re just going to stand there. Don’t walk. You’re going to hold out the sign so every car that goes past you will see it.”

Charlie looked at me, dubiously.

“I’m going to the farm to do the chores, half an hour, three-quarters tops. I’ll come back here, right to this spot. If you get a ride to Wainwright, leave the sign right by the highway. If you don’t, just wait here and I’ll come back, I promise. I’ll take you to Wainwright.”

Charlie picked up the sign and his bag and got out of the truck. I did too. He put down his bag and held out the sign with both hands.

“Like this?” he was smiling.

“Maybe a little higher,” I said. “And maybe turn with the sign towards the car as they’re going by. And smile a little, just like you’re smiling now. Good luck, Charlie.” I held out my hand and he shook it. “And I hope I don’t see you soon.”

He laughed. “Thanks for the ride. Thanks for everything.”

It was getting dusk. Maybe half an hour, maybe an hour and it would be dark. No one likes to pick up a hitch-hiker in the dark.

I looked both ways down the highway. Not a car in sight. It was a long, lonely, perfectly straight, uninhabited stretch of Highway 14 between Holden and Bruce.

I hurried home and changed my clothes, leaving my Sunday clothes on the bed. I brought in Brooksie, our little family milk cow and her large calf from where she was tethered behind the machine shed. I separated her calf and put him in the small corral behind the barn. Virge and I were going to need milk; I had taken a gallon of milk along for Mother and Dad. Dad liked farm milk. I gave Brooksie some grain; I put some hay out for her too. It was October, there wasn’t much grass left for her.

Virge and I had culled a few of the beef cows when we had moved the main herd to a big, recently combined stubble field. Their calves were back in the big calf pen, getting weaned and started on hay and grain. I fed them in a couple of minutes.

If I was going to drive to Wainwright and back again, I’d probably need more fuel in the pick-up. I drove to the diesel tank and filled up.

I didn’t change from my chore clothes. I drove two miles straight north of the farm towards the highway. It was getting dark. I passed McMorran’s corner. I got to the highway.

I didn’t see anyone standing there. I swung the truck slowly around to the right. No one there. The headlights shone on the cardboard lying right beside the pavement.

I stopped, got out and put the cardboard on the seat. I was getting a funny feeling. Relief, other emotions. I wanted to cry, I don’t know why.

I drove home. I took the cardboard and the two empty Five-Alive cans out of the truck and walked to the pump house. I put the cans in the returnable box. I looked at the cardboard sign, then I pushed it behind the old wringer washing machine.

Eight years later, in 1996, I found the sign again. It made me want to cry. I still don’t know why.




Danny Boy, the Commonwealth Hiker

It was early November, 1990. Jeanie and I had been married for a year and three months. I was driving back to Coquitlam after a long fall stretch at the farm east of Edmonton. The crops were harvested, the cattle feed was all hauled home and stacked, and the calves were weaned and started on their winter rations. Virge, our hired man, was dependable and trustworthy.

I left Edmonton early, after spending the night and having breakfast with Mother and Dad. It was a cold and windy, winter-like morning. I would gain an hour, travelling west, when I reached the B.C. border. Conversely, you would lose an hour at the border going east. Going back to my new home in Coquitlam always seemed shorter.

I had some side-board racks on the box of the truck with a strapped-down tarp somewhat sheltering a sack of wheat for grinding into flour and several bags of potatoes and carrots from our local Hutterite colony to share with family and friends. An old, opened-up insulated sleeping bag covered the potatoes and carrots. My older Chev diesel pick-up just had a regular cab with a bench seat; there were no “quad-cabs” or four-door pick-ups at that time, so my suitcase of clothes was in the back too.

I had fuelled the truck up in Hinton, not too far from Jasper, so I was good for a long distance before needing fuel. I’d likely fuel up again in Kamloops and call Jeanie; it had become the agreed-to phone call spot, about four hours away from Coquitlam.

I got to the Jasper turn-off.

He was standing on the west side of the junction of 16 and 93, the Ice-fields Parkway coming from Banff to Jasper. He was hiking west, my way.

He looked shorter than average, but his head, covered by a new-looking winter cap with the ear-flaps down, was pulled down into his neck. It may have made him look shorter than he was. He had a very large, soft-covered black bag beside him.

He didn’t have gloves and wasn’t wearing a heavy winter jacket. He looked desperate and cold. I could see him shivering as I slowed down and stopped.

“Thanks mate, thanks a lot!” he exclaimed as he opened the passenger door. “Thought I’d never get a ride—I’m almost frozen through and through! Thanks mate!”

The voice was British, or perhaps Australian, and he said “mate.” He’s probably an Aussie, I thought.

“Let’s put your bag in the back of the truck under the tarp,” I said. “Not much room in the cab for your bag and us.”

I got out, put on my winter jacket and began unhooking the rubber straps holding the heavy canvas tarp down over the tailgate. He was standing there beside his big black bag, shaking, in the cold northwest wind.

“Mind if I sit in the truck?” he asked. “I’m just freezing— thought I’d never get a ride—wondering what I was going to do.”

“Sure,” I said. “Sit in the cab and warm up. I’ll put in your bag and hook the tarp back down.”

“Thanks,” he said, like he meant it.

I lifted the heavy black bag into the box and pushed it towards the potatoes and carrots.

I pulled the tarp back into place and started hooking down the tarp straps. The wind was strong and felt really cold.

A sudden thought struck me.

The truck was idling. My wallet with considerable cash was in the glove compartment. I was wearing my winter cap and jacket, everything else was inside the truck. If he just slid over on the bench seat and pulled the lever into drive he’d be gone, with all his stuff and mine too, and the fuel tank was full. I’d be left standing where he was a couple of minutes earlier.

I imagined trying to explain the situation to the Jasper RCMP, perhaps an hour from now.

But I didn’t rush the tarp-hooking job. I took my time and got back into the truck. He was warming up, jacket and cap still on, rubbing his hands together.

“Thanks again,” he said, extending his hand. “Name’s Danny, people call me Danny Boy. Home is London, London England. Going to be home for Christmas is my aim. Vancouver’s my last stop. You wouldn’t be going all the way to Vancouver, would you?” he asked hopefully.

“My name’s Walter,” I said as I shook his hand. It was still cold but a solid, firm handshake. I had a good vibe. “And I am going to Vancouver. Well, the outskirts of Vancouver. My wife and daughter and I live east of Vancouver in a city called Coquitlam. And it’s going to be a lot warmer there than it is here right now! But you’re a long way from your home, London! What are you doing here in the Rocky Mountains at this time of the year?”

“I’m on the last leg of my world trip,” he said. “Been gone almost two years, travelling the world. I’ve had a wonderful time, travelling around. Now it’s time to go home, maybe settle down. Got the idea from my brother. He got home from his world trip two years ago. Got the idea from him.”

“That’s how it started?” I asked.

“That’s how,” he said. “He was 24 years old when he started, 26 years old when he got home. I’m two years younger, so it will be just the same. I was 24 years old when I started, I’ll be 26 when I’m home. But I’ll tell you how it got started for me.

“When my brother got back to London after his trip, just before Christmas two years ago, my parents had a big dinner for his homecoming... invited all the family and some friends. After dinner, he told stories of his travels. We all laughed at some of them and asked a lot of questions. It was a wonderful evening.

“That night I couldn’t sleep. Something inside me wanted to do the same thing as he had done. But I had a good job as an accountant at a good firm, was engaged to be married; we were just making plans to buy a flat and were close to buying one. I had purchased a new car just a year or so earlier and still had a lot left to pay.

“But I couldn’t sleep, I really wanted to do it. In the morning I called my fiancée and told her about my plans, and the engagement was off! By noon, the flat purchase was cancelled, I had quit my job and I had sold my car—all by noon the next day!

“And I followed his basic plan—travel in the former British colonies and in the British Commonwealth around the world and work at any job to pay my way. I started by flying to Hong Kong, it’s British. I lived and worked there for about six months and really got to know my way around. It’s a very interesting, modern city.

“Then to Singapore and Malaysia and Indonesia, really interesting countries. I stayed as long as I found it interesting and exciting and fun. Every day was an adventure! There are still some Brits left in all the former colonies. If you find them, they’ll ask around and you’ll probably get a job for a few weeks or a few months. I tried my hand at a lot of different jobs from picking fruit to wheeling cement. You can go to a temp agency too, they’re in a lot of countries, to get a short-term job.

“My last countries were New Zealand and Australia. Beautiful countries, beautiful people. Spent a lot of time there, especially Australia! It’s a big country; it’s a whole continent! I met a lot of very nice people in those two countries.”

He went on about his recent adventures and I’ll try to remember two of them.

“I wanted to travel all across Australia, from east to west. The outback. I wanted to see Alice Rock. I wanted to visit some sheep stations, really large ones that my brother had mentioned.

“I hitched a ride on a big rig, a lorry pulling two large trailers—it’s called a caravan. They drive across the continent on not really roads, just trails across Australia. There are quite a few of those, long, lonely roads with no traffic, no cars.

“I remember sitting with the driver at night and seeing distant headlights coming towards us. The driver dimmed his lights; 20 minutes later, the other lorry passed us!

“Most of them pulled two trailers, and if they’re hauling sheep, there are three levels of sheep in each trailer. That’s a lot of sheep on each load!

“The driver told me I might be able to get a job for a day or two at one of the big sheep stations. I was really interested so he dropped me off at one he knew. “Good folks here,” he said.

“They were handling sheep, they could use extra help. My job was to lift lambs onto a large, slow-moving circular table, and fasten down their legs with strong rubber straps already mounted on the table. The rotating table had just a roof over it to provide some shade. It was 30 degrees celsius that day.

“Eight things happened to each lamb while it was on the table: tails docked, castrated if they were males, vaccinated more than once, treated for worms and insects—stuff like that.

“I was told to drink water, often and lots. It wasn’t cold and it didn’t need to be.

“Just drink lots of water and keep the table full of lambs!” the boss said as he showed me how to catch and lift the lambs.

“There were quite a few men involved, bringing in more lambs sorted from their mothers, then getting them back to their mothers when they were done.

“There was a lot of noise of bleating sheep,” he said. “I would get 15 cents Australian for every lamb I put on the table.

“It was a long day; I was tired and dirty and I’d drunk a lot of water!

“When the day was over, the foreman said, ‘Boys we’ve had a good day! We did 1,100 lambs today!’

“I’m an accountant and I knew in a flash I had made 165 Australian dollars.

“We cleaned up, had a good meal with a lot of laughter around the table. Nice bunch of chaps! Slept well, was bone tired but we did just under 1000 the next day. I was all done in by then but had made most of the money for my flight to Vancouver! It was an amazing experience, one I’ll never forget.”

His stories had kept me wide awake and I hadn’t yawned once. I liked this young man.

We ate lunch at Jim’s Truck Stop at Little Fort. The next stop was Kamloops to fuel up the truck and phone Jeanie from the Petro-Can on Copperhead Drive.

“We’ll have dinner ready when you get here,” she assured me. “So drive safely and don’t pick up any hitchhikers!”

“It’s too late,” I said, “he’s here with me now, just buying a snack. I picked him up at Jasper… I was just going to tell you about him and ask if he could come for dinner.” I told her all about my new friend Danny Boy.

“I know you will like him, I just know!” I stated. “He's a very nice person.”

There was a long pause on the phone.

Then she said, “Just give me the license number of the truck so I can give it to the police if you don’t show up.”

We drove the Coquihalla Highway mostly in the dark.

He told me more stories.

After he arrived in Vancouver from Australia he looked around for a few days then decided to go to the United States for a look at America before coming back to Canada. He wanted to see Banff and the Canadian Rockies on a circle route, then back to Vancouver before returning to England.

Back in 1990 it was much easier to cross the border into the United States for a few days than it is now. So Danny hitchhiked around Washington and even into Oregon before crossing back into British Columbia about a week later.

He told me the story of being picked up somewhere in Washington by a very large man driving a very large, older Cadillac.

They had driven several miles and were having a good normal conversation when the driver slowly reached under his left thigh, pulled out a revolver and pointed it at Danny.“It was the biggest revolver I had ever seen,” said Danny.

He pointed it right at my chest and said, “I just want you to know this gun is loaded and I’m not afraid to use it.” Then he pushed it back under his thigh.

“You know,” said Danny, “it was really hard to carry on a conversation after that!” I asked him to drop me off when we got into the next town.

“People think that picking up a hitchhiker is risky, but getting into a stranger’s car as a hitch-hiker is risky too. You don’t have any idea of the kind of person the driver may be.”

Then he told me of several strategies he had come up with during his two years of hitch-hiking.

“I like to use a cardboard sign with the name of the next town written on it with a black felt pen. Don’t write the name of a city 400 or 500 miles away. If you feel comfortable with the driver you can say, actually I’m going to—and name the city—if you’re going that way too.”

“Writing the name of the next town gives you an out if you don’t like the driver; and people are more likely to pick you up for a few miles than a long distance even if they are going that far. I carry some pieces of cardboard and a felt pen with me. I didn’t use one when you picked me up because I didn’t know the name of the next town and it was so cold and windy!”

I’ve passed that hint along to some of the other hikers I’ve picked up through the years. One hiker, whose story is included in this book, also carried along cardboard and a felt pen.

We arrived safely in Coquitlam where Jeanie and Sheena, perhaps cautiously, welcomed us. We had a very nice meal together with Danny, who shared more of his travel adventures. He was a fine storyteller. Sheena, aged 11, quietly listened carefully.

His manners, demeanour, and likeable character must have impressed Jeanie. Danny spent the night in the spare bedroom and he had breakfast with us. Then we drove Danny into downtown Vancouver to a temp agency whose address Danny had jotted down during his earlier stay in the city.

He thanked us warmly for our hospitality, and we wished him well. He planned to earn enough money for the flight back to London in time for Christmas with his family.

I was glad that I had stopped that cold November morning.




A Short-Haul Hiker on a Long Haul-Trip

He was short and stocky, wearing black and white striped, farmer-style overalls. The top half was covered by a red and grey checkered mackinaw. He was wearing brown-sugar yellow leather boots. He was wearing yellow leather gloves and a checkered winter cap that may have matched his heavy jacket. It probably had a tucked under flap to cover his ears and neck in very cold weather. Grey hair protruded from under the cap over his ears. He had two pieces of luggage: a large black nylon suitcase and a fairly long, heavy-looking duffel bag, the kind that young hockey players have.

It was early October in the early 2000s. I was on my way to our cabin at OK Ranch west of Clinton, B.C., for the annual cattle roundup, culminating on Thanksgiving weekend. That’s when the cows with their calves and the yearling heifers would all be brought to the large corrals and loading chute complex at the “Green Buildings,” the headquarters of the large and sprawling OK Ranch. I wasn’t really a wannabe cowboy, I was actually a retired Alberta beef and grain farmer who lived in Coquitlam, a suburb of Vancouver, with my wife Jeanie and daughter Sheena.

I would be staying at the cabin that Jeanie and I had recently built on a one-acre leased property belonging to the ranch. I loved puttering around at the cabin, and in the fall, helping with the cattle handling, sorting, loading the calves, and preg-testing the cows, all part of about four days of hectic activity.

So here I was, heading for roundup, by myself. I had had lunch in Hope and would arrive at the cabin in daylight and in time to fix myself a sent-along-left-overs dinner. The back of the truck was pretty-well empty.

He was standing at the entrance to Lytton and the junction of highway 97 and highway12 hiking north.

I gave him my careful three second once-over. My mind said, “He’s OK, looks like a farmer.” I slowed down and stopped.

I watched in the rear-view mirror. He hurried towards the truck, carrying the suitcase but dragging the duffel bag. He swung the suitcase over the tailgate and threw it into the back of the truck. He lifted up the long duffel bag with both hands, over the tail-gate and dropped it into the box. I could see he was taking off his gloves as he walked around the truck. I didn’t think he really needed gloves yet: the weather was still fairly mild and we were at Lytton, often the hottest spot in Canada in the summer.

He opened the passenger door.

“Hello,” I said, “my name is Walter.”

He smiled, extending his hand. But the voice that replied wasn’t a he.

He was a she!

“Hello, I’m Anna from Iowa—that’s how folks remember me—Anna from Iowa.”

I was stunned, surprised and shocked, for two reasons. One, I never thought or imagined for a moment he was a woman, and two, I had promised Jeanie I’d never pick up a lone female passenger. I had kept that promise.

She was talkative. “On my way from Iowa, to Dawson Creek, British Columbia, Canada!” She stretched out Ca-na-da. “And I’m almost there! Maybe less than two more days if I’m lucky! You headed up that way?” she added hopefully.

“Afraid not, sorry,” I answered, “Not very far north of here’s a town called Clinton. I turn off the highway just north of Clinton and go west about 60 kilometers to my friend’s cattle ranch. It’s fall roundup time on the ranch.”

“I’m going to a cattle farm 24 miles north and west of Dawson Creek. It’s a grain farm mostly, but my job is going to be looking after and feeding 60 cows for the winter. The owners are driving to Arizona for 3½ months while I feed the cows—December, January, February and half of March. I’m looking forward to it!”

“I had a grain and beef cattle farm too, in Alberta, for most of my life. You must have some cattle experience too, but how did you ever find this job way up in Dawson Creek?”

“The internet, on-line,” she smiled. “Everything’s on the internet now! And I know more about horses than cows but I know quite a bit about cows too. I’ve worked on dairies in Indiana and Illinois milking cows, and this farm I’m going to has both—horses and cows! I’ll be feeding the cows using a team of Belgians—I can’t wait!”

“Wow!” I said “With horses! I didn’t think there were any farmers left in Canada feeding cattle with horses anymore— small square bales of hay?”

“Nope, large squares!” she replied. “They load them with a tractor in the yard onto a wagon or bob sleigh if there’s a lot of snow, on a flat-rack. Then they hitch up the team, haul the feed out to the cows and feed ’em.”

“How can you feed big square bales by hand?” I wondered out loud.

“Well, they said they load the big bales with a tractor, with the twines on the side...when you get out to the field, you stop the team, cut the twines and put them in some big container. Then you push off flakes of the baled hay with a fork while the team is walking along.”

“The team’s walking along, by itself? No one driving or holding onto the reins?” I asked.

“Nope! They just tie the reins loosely to the front of the rack. The horses walk along and the person on the rack— that’ll be me—pushes off the flakes of hay! Can’t wait!” She added, “And Belgians are the quietest, most gentle of all the draft horses. They don’t spook easily.”

“You’re right,” I said. “My brother had a team of Belgians— they don’t spook easily.”

I rolled all this around a bit and some questions about the entire procedure entered my mind.

“You’re not that tall,” I noted. “How are you going to get that heavy harness over those big Belgians?”

“I’ve told ’em they’d have to build me a couple of steps up to a small platform, like the farm women have behind their houses in the mid-west to stand on to hang clothes on their clothes lines. You seen ’em in Canada?”

“Maybe I have, seen them,” I said, thinking.

“Just a couple of steps, seven inches each to a platform, that’s about 21 inches high—plenty high enough and sturdy—strong but light enough for me to drag it around if I need too. I used one before when I worked with draft horses. The farmer in Dawson Creek said he’d build one for me just like I wanted after I got there. I got almost a month and a half before they head to Arizona, enough time for me to learn all the ropes.”

“You said they have beef cattle, beef cows. Do you know the breed?”

“Yup,” she answered confidently. “Black Baldies, all Black Baldies, breed ’em to some French breed—Limousin or Maine Anjou, I think. Sell all their calves in the fall so there’s just the cows and a couple of bulls to feed in the winter. They buy their replacement heifers from a friend or neighbour who uses Black Angus bulls on his first-calf Hereford heifers. That’s how they get their Black Baldies.”

This woman, in her 50s I guessed, was very knowledgeable about cattle as well as horses.

“You said you worked on dairies or horse farms in Iowa?”

“Horse AND dairy farms, not just in Iowa. Indiana, Illinois, even Nebraska and Ohio too. Got so’s I didn’t really care for the milking part of the dairy jobs. Always wet, and sometimes cold and wet too. That’s why I wear gloves a lot now. She held up her hands. “My hands can’t take the cold.”

“But it’s going to be cold in Dawson Creek in the winter,” I pointed out.

“Yup, I know, and I’m ready! I’ve got lots of winter clothes in the back,” she mentioned. “Winter clothes, winter boots, winter mitts, all back there. They told me to bring good winter clothes. I’ve got everything with me I’ll need, all but my dog. Didn’t bring my dog. Hard to hike all this way with a dog along. Nobody wants to pick up somebody, and a dog. So I left the dog with a friend. She’ll look after Suzie real good. That’s all I have is a dog. Used to have a horse too, but had to have it put down a few years back. And it’s even harder to find a job or move to a new job with a horse. And expensive too! Somebody told me I should have married an Amishman; could have worked with horses and had my dog too! But usually Amish women don’t do the horse work: they stay home and cook and bake and sew. Maybe they look after the hens. But I didn’t marry an Amishman, didn’t marry anybody. It’s just me and my dog and some friends. Besides,” she added, “if this job pans out like I think it will, becomes permanent like I hope it will, maybe they’ll let me go back to Iowa for my dog before next winter, if I can show them I’m the one they’re looking for! I think I’m the one,” she added.

She was enthusiastic, confident, likeable, probably reliable and dependable. She said she worked on dairy farms. You’ve got to be reliable and dependable to work on a dairy farm.

“Have you worked or travelled a lot all over the U.S.?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said, “just those states I mentioned mainly. Worked in Arizona for a time and I’ve been to California, that’s all, not worked there. I liked California, it’s a big state and it’s got a lot of vowels.”

“Did you say vowels?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes, I said vowels. I like states with a lot of vowels. California’s got five vowels, that’s a lot, but California’s a big word. Arizona, it’s not as big as California but it’s got four vowels. But take Iowa or Ohio—four letters each but three of them are vowels! Three out of four are vowels! How can you beat that? Nice states too, both of ’em, Iowa and Ohio!” she affirmed, “and Indiana and Illinois, four vowels each, they’re nice states too. I like them both! But I’ve lived a lot in Iowa, born there. Now I’m moving to British Columbia—two pretty big words but only six vowels altogether. But Canada,” she added emphatically, “Canada,” she repeated, “has three vowels, all “As”, and every second letter is a vowel! I like the sound of it…Ca-na-da.”

“Well, I hope you like Canada,” I said, thinking about my vowel geography lesson. “And I hope your new job will work out really well for you. I think you will fit that job! And the people of the Peace River area will be good, welcoming people.”

We were almost at the village of Clinton.

“Clinton’s a nice little western town,” I said, “a few motels and restaurants. It’s ranching and logging country. Not too many hours before dark, if you want to spend the night here.”

“Don’t very often stay in motels,” she replied. “I’ve got a big, heavy, quilted, waterproof sleeping bag with some other stuff in my duffel bag. I can sleep outside if I have to. but I don’t like to be wet…cold and wet. I was planning and hoping to get to a place called 100 Mile House tonight—crazy name, isn’t it, for a town or a city?”

“It’s a small city,” I said. “It’s called 100 Mile House because it started as a stopping place 100 miles from Lillooet, which was mile zero. That was the start of the Cariboo Road leading to the gold fields—Barkerville was the centre. There was a gold rush in British Columbia in 1858, nine years after the California gold rush in 1849. That’s how 100 Mile House got its name.”

She nodded, absorbing the new information.

“I’m turning off the highway to the OK Ranch about 10 or 12 kilometers, seven miles north of Clinton. There’s a rest stop and truck pull-out right at my turnoff. 100 Mile House is only 70 km from here, less than an hour, you’ll probably get a ride.”

I stopped at the rest area across from Big Bar Road, my turnoff.

“You know,” I said, “some of the long-distance hitchhikers I’ve picked up say they like to use a piece of cardboard with their destination town written on it, when the town’s not too many hours away.”

She smiled, “I use cardboard too, and a marker. It’s in my suitcase.”

I put down the tailgate. She pulled back the big black suitcase, got out the piece of cardboard from a zippered pocket on the top. She found the marker too. She didn’t even need to open the suitcase.

This woman was prepared.

“How am I going to get 100 Mile House on this little piece of cardboard?” she asked me.

“Just print 100 MILE on it, as big as you can. People around here will know.”

I wished her luck, we said goodbye, and she thanked me for the lift.

I turned onto Big Bar Road, the Big Bar area, the OK Ranch and our cabin. “BIG BAR,” I thought, “Six letters, two vowels.”

I didn’t tell Jeanie about the hitchhiker—until now.




The Native Short-Haul Walker

It was raining steadily sometime in the summer as I drove through Boston Bar and the Fraser Canyon. Summer rain in the canyon and beyond, is needed and welcomed, dampening the forests for a few days or a week and lowering the danger of fires.

He was walking in the steady rain, on the right side of the highway. His thumb wasn’t out, he was just walking along in the rain.

I stopped—who enjoys walking in the rain? There were no houses or any buildings along that stretch of highway. He wasn’t carrying a bag or suitcase, I surmised he was a local.

He opened the door and got in. He was Native, in his sixties, perhaps early sixties.

“Wasn’t really hikin’, ” he said, “just walkin’ on the side. If somebody stopped to pick me up, good, if not, only got a couple of miles to walk home. And I’m pretty well soaked now anyhow,” he laughed.

He was a good-looking, clean-shaven fellow dressed in jeans, denim jacket and dripping ball cap.

“Is your house right beside the highway on the right-hand side up ahead?” I asked.

“Ya, the green one, first house after the band cemetery.”

“I know the house!” I said,.“You got a nice house with a big deck on the west side looking down over the Fraser.”

“That’s it,” he said proudly. “Built most of it myself after I retired. I worked on the tugs for 25 years.”

“On the tugs!” I said. “I bet you’ve got a lot of stories working on tugs in the ocean for that long.”

He was very wet and his dampness was filling the cab. He wasn’t a smoker: I could tell if a hiker was a smoker within 15 seconds after I picked him up. He was a good walker, a retired tugboat crewman who probably saved his money and built his own house, on the spot of his choice, on the reserve. He appeared to be in good health. I liked him already.

“That’s what I do,” he said, laughing. “I tell stories to my friends from the reserve at the service station and coffee shop a couple of miles back. Walk there and home again just about every day. Good exercise.”

We passed the old, fenced Native cemetery.

“My place is coming up right ahead,” he pointed, “just pull over. Don’t need to drive in.”

I could see a row or more of split and stacked firewood under the deck against the house. A large pile of wood blocks lay in front of the row of stacked wood, still not split and stacked. The large deck covering the wood didn’t have railings.

“It looks like you heat with wood and you’re already working on your supply for next winter,” I said as I slowed down and stopped in his driveway. A car and pickup truck were parked closer to the house at the end of a short, fairly steep, curved driveway.

The house had been built on quite a steep slope. The west-facing deck was accessed by a patio door on the main floor. The deck floor was the roof above the wood. The deck would have had a nice view overlooking the Fraser.

“I like heating with a wood stove and I like to get my wood ready for winter when it’s still summer. Thanks for the ride.”

He walked up his driveway in the rain.

I signalled and pulled back on the highway.

I often think of him as I drive past the green house with the deck overlooking the Fraser on my way to our cabin each summer.




The Coat of Many Colours

A large backpack was on the ground beside him, but it was his coat that caught my attention. It looked like it was made of old, heavy, faded brown canvas, the kind of canvas used for tents in an earlier generation. The coat had large patches of blue denim as well as red and green material sewn, I guessed, over some of the holes in the canvas. It made me think of Joseph’s coat of many colours.

He was standing at the junction of Highway 97C leading to Ashcroft and the Trans-Canada Highway just south and west of Cache Creek, B.C.

I stopped. He ran toward the truck but brought his backpack inside with him instead of putting it in the truck box.

“I’m Walter,” I said, reaching out my hand.

“Yurgi,” I think he said (or was it Yuri?), shaking my hand, “Hope you’re going all the way to Vancouver.”

“Well, almost all the way,” I said, “I’m going to Coquitlam and if we can get along and you don’t smoke you can ride all the way with me.”

“I smoke,” he said, “but I won’t smoke in your truck, I promise!”

He was in his late 40s, I guessed. He had a few days’ growth of a stubbly beard with a touch of grey. He wore a baseball cap, but I could see his hair was dark above his ears. He had an unusual odour, a smell of fire, of being in wood smoke. He had a white cloth in his left hand, about handkerchief size. I noticed he dabbed at his left eye occasionally, then I saw that his eye was puffed and red.

“So you’re going home to Vancouver,” I said. “Where have you been, how long have you been gone?”

“Oh, just been gone for the long weekend, I wanted a holiday,” he said, “but I had an accident at Loon Lake, so I’m going home a day early. Hurt my eye.”

“I see that,” I said, “How did it happen?”

“I was camping, camping close to the lake,” he said. “I found some wood, was going to make a fire. Didn’t have an axe so I was using a big, piece of wood like an axe to break some smaller pieces that I had leaned against a rock. Worked good until a small piece flew up and hit me in the eye. Really hurt, my eye wouldn’t stop running, but I made a fire, cooked some food and stayed overnight. But this morning I decided to go back home.”

Loon Lake was about 20 km north of Cache Creek and about 20 km east of the highway. It was about 50 km from where I’d picked him up.

Just about then I noticed a nice long black tarp strap with both hooks attached lying on the highway. I slowed down and stopped.

“I forgot to tell you,” I said, “I like to pick up tarp straps that I find on the highway. We just passed a good one. Do you mind running back and getting it?”

“Sure can,” he said. He got out of the truck, ran back and picked it up.

I watched him in the rear view mirror. He came walking back but he didn’t toss the tarp strap into the truck box. He opened the door and laid it, neatly coiled up, on the hump in the centre of the cab.

“Here you are, sir,” he said as he laid it down. It was like a retriever bringing back a duck to his master’s feet.

“Thanks,” I said as we started moving. “So you caught a ride from Loon Lake back to the junction there.”

“Oh no,” he said, “got a ride from Loon Lake back to the highway but they were going north. I was going south, but not very long after, an RCMP stopped and picked me up. He heard my story about my eye and took me right to the hospital in Ashcroft. Then he waited until they looked at my eye. They put some drops in it and gave me some more to put in. Told me it should be OK in a few days but to see my doctor in Vancouver if it isn’t.”

“And the RCMP brought you back and dropped you off at the junction where I picked you up?”

“No he didn’t, cause I was getting hungry because I didn’t have any breakfast at the lake, so he took me back to the A&W in Cache Creek. Dropped me off there.”

“So after you had breakfast in Cache Creek, your next ride was only a few kilometers to the junction back there.”

“Right,” he said.

“And I just had lunch a little while ago in Cache Creek, but you just had breakfast.”

“Yup, spent almost all of the last of my money for breakfast,” he said. “I was really getting hungry. Don’t even have enough left for a SkyTrain ticket home. Guess I’ll have to hike as far as I can and walk the rest of the way.”

It was the Labour Day weekend, the beginning of September. It had been a chilly morning at the cabin a few hours earlier, I had made a fire there. It would have been just as chilly at Loon Lake.

He was still wearing his coat of many colours.

“I noticed your coat when I picked you up,” I said. “I’ve never seen one like it before.”

“Made it myself,” he said proudly. “Made it from an old tent. I’ve had it for a long time. Made it big for when I spent three years in Mexico living in the desert. Wore it every night in the desert. Gets really cold at night living in the desert.”

“In the desert in Mexico?” I said with awe in my voice. “What were you doing in the desert?”

“Just living, just living out in the desert by myself. Just wanted to see if I could live in the desert by myself, and I could. Was there for three years. That was quite a few years ago but I still got the coat. Can wear lots of clothes under this coat. Keeps the rain out too. I like it.”

“Smells like smoke,” I said. “Smells like you slept in it lying beside the fire at Loon Lake.”

“I did. Slept in it beside a fire at night a lot of times! And that’s what they said at the A&W in Cache Creek, said I smelled like smoke. Just sitting there after I had my breakfast, nice and warm just sitting there. Then the manager guy came over and told me I should move along, get outside the restaurant, people were complaining, telling them I smelled like a smokey old fire. So I went outside and started hiking again.”

We were getting closer to our friends at Hilltop Gardens, an orchard and fruit stand run by the Rice family a few kilometers north of the small village of Spences Bridge. The orchard, mostly apples, was on one side of the highway; their house, more orchard and gardens, were on the other side of the highway. I told Yuri or Yari or Yurgi I was stopping there, we knew the people. They let us pick windfall Macintosh apples. Would he like to help me? He nodded.

We stopped. Yuri got out with me. I introduced him to some of the Rice family; they are a nice family. They looked him over and allowed us to cross the highway into the MacIntosh area of their orchard. I made applesauce with those apples after I got home.

Yuri helped me enthusiastically, picking the best of the apples on the ground, filling a large box and a 20-litre pail. It was getting a lot warmer. He took off his coat, he was wearing regular jeans and clothes underneath.

I told him to choose a nice apple or two and eat them. He did, again with enthusiasm. He really liked the apples. He had a smoke in the orchard too, and put the butt out carefully. I watched him.

Back on the road he told me more about himself and his life. He was born in Toronto of Hungarian refugee parents who came to Canada after fleeing the revolution in Hungary in 1956. He said he graduated from high school in Burnaby, so they must have come west some time after he was born. He said that as a teenager he didn’t get along with his parents, his dad especially. He left after high school and began hiking and travelling around. He didn’t have an occupation or training, he worked at a variety of jobs. He said he liked bricklaying. He worked for a temporary work company, worked when he felt like it or needed the money. He said he lived in a subsidized apartment but still needed to make at least $350 a month for groceries, cigarettes and the balance of his rent.

I tried to figure him out. Yurgi was intelligent, but, I believe, unemployable. He lived mainly a transient lifestyle, he was unmotivated with no aims or objectives in life. He wasn’t mean or objectionable, he had some basic manners and didn’t appear to be a drug user. He was just a loner, a drifter and a survivor. He said he was broke and needed to make some money before September 15.

He told me of his weekend “vacation.” He had started in Vancouver on Saturday morning with $20. He took a bus to Horseshoe Bay. That cost $2.50. He hiked to Whistler, had a snack and drink that he had brought with him. Hiked to Pemberton, got a hamburger there but couldn’t get a ride so he slept beside the highway overnight. Sunday morning he caught a ride to Lillooet and bought some groceries there— potatoes, an onion, a few carrots, some meat, a loaf of bread. He ate about half the loaf for breakfast and hiked to Loon Lake, arriving in the afternoon. That’s when he hurt his eye while making a fire to cook his dinner. He stayed at Loon Lake Sunday evening. He got up on Monday morning and decided to go home.

He had an A&W breakfast in Cache Creek after his hospital check in Ashcroft.

He had about $0.50 left in his pocket.

We stopped for gas in Boston Bar and had an ice cream cone each, I paid. He had another cigarette.

We had another apple each and some cookies that I had in the truck when we passed Chilliwack.

I took him right to the SkyTrain station at Braid Street in New Westminster. I parked the truck in the drop-off area. He put on his big canvas coat outside the pickup while I shoved some apples and cookies into his pack. I gave him $5.

A lady had just parked her car beside the truck. Her eyes widened as Yurgi (or Yuri), dressed in the large tattered and patched, multicoloured canvas coat threw his arms around me before he picked up his backpack and walked into Braid Station.
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A Chimney Fire

It was an ordinary mid-December Sunday morning in 1991 at 571 Berry Street, Coquitlam. The three of us—my wife of two years, Jeanie, her youngest daughter Sheena, age 12, and I were just finishing breakfast. It was Vancouver December weather, chilly with a light rain falling. I had a nice fire going in the family room fireplace, it warmed the family room, dining and kitchen area. I liked having a fire in the fireplace every winter morning since we were married.

I got up to stoke the fire and add another piece of firewood. Jeanie and Sheena began clearing the table and doing the dishes. I added a piece of wood.

There was a small cardboard Girl Guide cookie box on top of the remaining wood. We had bought the Girl Guide cookies earlier in the fall, then I attached the empty box to my bike handlebars in place of a proper rear bike carrier, which I didn’t yet have. The box had got wet, soft, and was virtually useless. I had taken it off and put it by the fireplace to dry. Its life as a bike container was over.

I put the entire box into the fireplace. I returned to the kitchen to help dry dishes. A few seconds later, when I glanced at the fireplace, I saw that the cookie box was burning fiercely, but it was only momentary, then it was dying down.

ln another few seconds, there was a dull, gentle roar that all of us heard simultaneously.

“That’s a chimney fire!” exclaimed Jeanie. “l told you the chimney should have been cleaned.”

“Couldn’t be,” I said. I hurried out into the backyard and looked up at the chimney.

Sure enough, orange flames about twelve inches high were coming out of the chimney, just like an old fashioned blowtorch. Orange embers were coming out too, as well as small black pieces of soot. The light rain was dampening them down and putting out the glowing embers. I ran back to the house.

“We’ve got a chimney fire!” I hollered.

“l told you,” Jeanie replied almost nonchalantly as she finished the dishes.

Sheena had retreated to the piano in the living room. She was practising her music lesson, playing with gusto and emphasis. I had a brief flashback to Nero and his fiddle.

“l’ll hook up the hose,” I told Jeanie. “I think it’ll reach the chimney.”

I hurried back outside and attached the put-away-for-the-winter garden hose to the outside tap. The flames were still coming out of the chimney.

I turned on the tap. No water. The outside tap had been turned off for the winter and drained. The shut-off tap was under the kitchen sink.

“Turn on the outside tap under the sink!” I shouted to Jeanie.

“Which one?” she called back. “There are about three or four taps under the sink!”

I came into the house with my shoes on and turned on the correct tap.

“I’m going to phone the Fire Department,” said Jeanie.

“No, don’t! Please don’t. Not yet! I’m sure I’ll get it out with the hose.”

I hurried back outside. Water was pouring out the end of the hose onto the lawn. But there was no nozzle on the end of the hose to restrict the flow and make it reach up to the chimney, which was over and beyond the glass patio roof.

I couldn’t find the nozzle in the garden shed where l thought it was.

Jeanie came out, looked at the chimney where the same amount of flames and the dull roar was continuing. She noticed my feeble efforts.

“I’m phoning the Fire Department!” she said decisively as she went back into the house.

She couldn’t immediately find the number.

Sheena called from the piano, “Phone 9-1-1, Mom. Phone 9-1-1.”

“l don’t need 9-1-1,” said Jeanie, flustered. “l need the FIRE DEPARTMENT!”

“Just phone 9-1-1, Mom,” Sheena said. “That lS the FIRE DEPARTMENT!”

Back outside, I got a short ladder to put up to the patio roof so that when I was up the ladder, I’d be closer to the chimney with the end of the hose. The full stream of water still didn’t reach the top of the chimney. I went back down and looked again, but I still couldn’t find the nozzle.

I went back up the ladder with the flowing hose. I put my thumb partially over the end of the hose. A much longer, rainbow of spray was now reaching the chimney. I redirected, re-aimed. The water was reaching the chimney top. ln a few seconds, the flames were dying down.

I called to Jeanie, “I’ve got it! It’s under control. Don’t phone the Fire Department. I’ve got it!”

“Too late,” she called back, “they’re on their way.”

“Call them off!” I said, “I’ve got it!”

“Too late,” she said, “they’re coming.”

Sure enough, I could hear the sirens, getting louder, getting closer. There was more than one truck coming. It sounded like there were sirens coming from Maple Ridge, Port Moody, New Westminster and Burnaby. I kept aiming the rainbow spray. Finally, there were no more flames.

The sirens stopped in front of the house. I got down off the ladder.

A fireman dressed like Neil Armstrong in his full, white, moon-walk attire was striding towards me. He had a very large, portable cell phone (new at the time!) in his gloved hand.

“Green,” he was saying into the phone. “Looks like we’ve got a green here.”

Behind him, two yellow-clad firemen were dragging a big red hose toward the chimney. Another two firemen were following with a large aluminum ladder.

I explained the situation as quickly and coherently as I could to Neil Armstrong. “We’ll still have a look,” he said.

The firemen got the ladder against the chimney and extended it. A fireman got on the ladder; the two others were just going to hand him the big red hose.

“Please,” I begged. “Please don’t turn on the big hose down the chimney. It’ll make a huge mess. I think it’s out. Please, just use the garden hose!”

The firemen paused. The one on the ladder said, “Hand me your hose.”

He took the running garden hose with him up the ladder. One of the firemen stood by the open patio door looking inside at the fireplace. Another stood at the corner of the house.

“No water yet,” called the patio door fireman to the one at the corner of the house.

“No water yet,” called the one at the corner to the fireman at the top of the ladder.

“Some water coming down,” called the patio fireman.

“Some water coming down,” repeated the corner fireman to the chimney top.

Neil and I were standing and watching from the lawn. “Fire’s out,” called Fireman #1.

‘The fire’s out,” called #2 to Fireman #3 at the top of the ladder.

Fireman #3 dropped the hose and started coming down the ladder. I turned off the tap.

“What’s in that room?” asked Neil, pointing to the upstairs window around the corner from the chimney.

“The main bedroom,” l said.

“I’d better check,” said Neil. He paused momentarily at the patio door and looked down at his moon-lander rubber boots. He only paused, then he walked inside with his boots on. He went up the carpeted stairs to the master bedroom. I followed with stocking feet.

The head of our queen-size bed was against the outside, chimney wall. He strode to the front of the bed and leaned across, putting the palm of his hand on the wall. He held it there.

“We just painted the bedroom yesterday,” I said truthfully. We had just painted the bedroom yesterday. He had no comment.

He went around to the other side of the bed, leaned across and put his other palm on the wall above the centre of the headboard and held it there. He made no comment.

We went back downstairs and outside. The other firemen had rolled up the hose, loaded the ladder, and were sitting inside the fire truck. The second truck had gone back to their own station shortly after their arrival at our home.

Neil Armstrong got into the passenger front seat of the truck. I thanked them all profusely. They drove away.

I firmly believe Girl Guide Cookie boxes start chimney fires. However, now we clean our chimney every year anyhow.




The Dog-Walking Service

It was the start of school summer vacation, early July 1990, at 571 Berry Street in Coquitlam, B.C. Sheena, the youngest in our year-old blended family was ten. She had a school friend Carmella, a dark-haired girl about the same height as Sheena. They were sitting at the kitchen table, working together, making posters. There were frequent disagreements and brief arguments, arguments that appeared to resolve just as quickly as they began.

“We're starting a Dog Walking Service,” Sheena announced cheerfully to her mother. “We're going to walk dogs for people and we're going to raise money for charity,” she added with the name of the charity.

The finished, colourful posters were soon put on several telephone poles in the neighborhood. The girls made smaller, notebook-size hand-outs that they put into the mail slots of people they knew had dogs. They said the proceeds would go to the charity. They put both of their phone numbers on the posters and hand-outs. They waited for the phone to ring. No calls came. A few days passed with no response. The girls decided they would need to be more proactive. They would appeal directly to the neighbours who had dogs.

Our next door neighbours, Al and Eleanor, had an older tricoloured Sheltie named Rascal. I had previously taught Rascal to respond to a gentle, short, two-note whistle. He would come to a certain spot in the six-foot solid-board fence separating our two properties. That particular spot had about a three inch gap at the bottom of the fence, above a square railroad tie. It was lower on Al and Eleanor’s side than ours.

Rascal put his nose through the gap into our side very shortly after the two-note whistle. The whistle meant I had a table scrap treat for him. His black-with-a-white stripe, skunk-like nose and mouth awaited the tasty morsels, like small pieces of meat.

Rascal especially liked pancakes. He could easily devour two pancakes broken into smaller pieces and placed in his waiting mouth. My wife cautioned me about the procedure, which was never mentioned to Al or Eleanor, but Rascal didn't get sick and he ate whatever I gave him.

I liked Rascal. But Rascal was rarely taken for a walk.

Here I will digress for a moment. Sheena actually wanted and would have loved a dog, but our frequent absences and trips to Alberta made it unfeasible to keep a dog. I came up with a solution: a dog one-third owned and shared equally by three adjoining neighbours, all with fenced backyards. We were in the middle. l'd make access openings in the two fences so the dog could freely and easily “commute” to all three backyards.

I even had the responsibilities assigned. One neighbor would feed the dog on their side, Sheena would romp and play with the dog in our yard, and he could do his business at the other's. The dog would fiercely guard and protect all three properties. The other two would look after the dog whenever we were away. It was a great plan, but strongly frowned upon by Jeanie and Sheena, and I never presented it to the neighbours.

But now back to the proactive searching for clients, for the recently formed Dog Walking Service.

Sheena approached Eleanor about the dog walk for charity business. Eleanor agreed. Carmella approached her aunt about walking their dog for charity. Carmella's aunt agreed.

The next day, Carmella arrived at our house with her aunt's black lab on a leash. They walked over to Eleanor’s to pick up Rascal. They put a leash on Rascal. Sheena led him.

Rascal led well enough. He was an older dog, but it was a new experience for him—going for a walk with a somewhat unfamiliar little girl.

The girls were planning quite a long walk to Como Lake Park, around the small lake once, then back home, possibly three kilometres.

About 45 minutes later, Sheena burst into the house. She was sobbing and distraught. “Rascal's gone!” she cried to her mother. “He got away from me at the lake! He pulled his head right out of the collar and ran away and he's gone!” Sheena held up the collar and leash.

Jeanie calmed her down and reassured her. “First, you'll have to go over to Eleanor's and explain,” she said. “Maybe they'll go driving around looking for Rascal. We'll drive around too. We’ll find him!”

Reluctantly, frightened and anxious, Sheena walked over to Eleanor's house. She went around to the back door. Rascal was lying under the deck in his usual spot, his head, with the white line down his nose, protruding.

Sheena talked to Eleanor and gave her the collar and leash. We don't know what was said. Sheena came home smiling, triumphant and relieved, charity money in hand.

The girls decided not to continue with the Dog Walking Service. The posters came down the next day. They gave their money to the charity; it survived without their help.




An Unexpected Guest

The little brown and white rabbit seemed to come out of nowhere, hopping casually around our backyard one morning before breakfast. It was spring in 1990.

“Isn’t it cute? Where did it come from? Who does it belong to?” were some of the comments from the fascinated window watchers.

The rabbit was certainly at ease, even brazen and cocky and showed obvious symptoms of ADD, pausing briefly here and there, moving on, pausing, nibbling. It was also a fussy eater.

It must have found some hiding place to call home for it was soon spotted regularly, everywhere, at all times of the day. We watched its moves and antics as it cavorted happily around, showing no concern about the possibility of predators.

“I don’t think it’s a baby rabbit,” I said, “I think it’s an adult, dwarf-type of rabbit. It acts like a mature rabbit,” I added with some knowledge.

I had raised rabbits when I was an early teen, not just as pets. I had actually sold the large New Zealand white rabbits for meat at a butcher shop in Chilliwack in the mid 1950s. At about three or four months of age, a good meat rabbit dresses out around three pounds. It brought 42 cents per pound as I recall, about $1.25 per rabbit. Rabbits are prolific: does, female rabbits, have eight to twelve babies in a batch. It was both a hobby and a paying enterprise.

So we had regular fascinating rabbit entertainment over the next week or so.

Then the love affair began to fade.

“That rabbit’s been eating my flowers,” Jeanie stated emphatically one day. “I see signs of it. It’s been chewing on my flowers all over. I don’t like it!”

Sure enough, a day or so later we caught it in the act. It was standing on its back legs, reaching up as high as it could (which wasn’t too high) nibbling on some flowers.

Jeanie hurried to the patio door, opened it, clapped her hands.

“Hey you! Quit that right now!” she said loudly. The little rabbit hopped away nonchalantly, not alarmed in the least.

Over the next few days, Jeanie became more and more upset with our new guest. That brazen, impudent bunny was definitely damaging her well-cared-for and well-loved plants. The rabbit had become less loved.

“That rabbit has got to go,” she said one day as she watched it eating another flower. “I don’t care how or when—just get rid of that rabbit!”

I made a few futile attempts to capture it, but it could make a quick right or left at high speed. It wasn’t a dumb bunny.

Jeanie was working at the Coquitlam Public Library, Sheena was attending Vanier School in grade five.

I came up with a plan. When frightened or trying to escape, the rabbit always went between our backyard cabin and the solid board fence between us and our neighbour. There it could make an easy get-away circle from any pursuer and eventually show up on the other side of the cabin.

I found a fairly large piece of plywood wide enough to wedge between the wall of the cabin and the fence. It was a snug, rabbit-tight fit.

I waited for the opportunity. I didn’t need to wait long. The rabbit was soon poking around and in the right position. I rushed it.

It quickly hopped into the escape route with me following. The rabbit reached the plywood barrier, stymied for a split second. By the time I was upon it, it was digging furiously at the bottom of the plywood.

I caught the rabbit. I had thought I might just transport the rabbit a few blocks away and release it, but I didn’t.

I dispatched the rabbit.

By its back feet, I hung it on a eye-level branch of the large pine tree at the front of the cabin. I skinned it and dressed it carefully. Only a small carcass remained. I saved just the four leg quarters and buried the rest of the rabbit in a hole that I dug in the treed area back of the lane in our backyard. I put away the plywood and cleaned up.

It looked like nothing had happened and no one had seen a thing.

I put the four quarters in a freezer bag and put it deep down in the freezer.

A day went by.

“I haven’t seen our rabbit,” said Jeanie.

“I took care of it,” I replied.

She understood.

The rabbit wasn’t mentioned again, by anyone. The flowers flourished.

Time passed.

One day I bought a box of Shake ‘n Bake at the grocery store. I put it at the back of the cupboard.

Time passed.

Then one day while Jeanie was at work I decided ‘today was the day.’

I rarely made dinner on my own for all of us when Jeanie was working. It was often pancakes. I really like pancakes; but Jeanie and Sheena not as much. It’s hard to vary pancakes a lot or add side dishes or even change the toppings much.

Tonight I was going to prepare Kentucky Fried ‘Chicken.’

The rabbit pieces were thawed and I put them into a bag with a large amount of Shake ‘n Bake and shook it, following the directions. I knew just when Jeanie would arrive home from work. I was working diligently preparing the potatoes in the kitchen.

Sheena had come home from school and was likely reading upstairs in her room. She must have heard the activity in the kitchen and came down.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked, looked around the counter.

“Fried chicken,” I said enthusiastically.

“Yummy!” she said, and disappeared.

The rabbit pieces, smothered and covered liberally in Shake ‘n Bake, were in the pan, sizzling. The potatoes were boiling. The can of creamed corn was in a pot warming slowly. Jeanie came home right on time.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

“Fried chicken,” I said enthusiastically, “Fried chicken, potatoes and creamed corn.”

She got a strange look on her face. She looked in the pan. She looked up into my eyes. She continued looking as she talked.

“Sheena,” she called loudly. “Sheena, please come here quickly.” She had an urgent tone in her voice. Sheena hurried over.

“Sheena, you and I are eating out tonight,” she said with determination in her voice.

“Why?” asked Sheena, surprised.

“Don’t ask why; we’re eating out! Just you and me. So put on your coat. We are eating out. I’ll tell you why.”

I tried meekly to diffuse the situation, to change her mind. It was in vain. They left. Jeanie called back, “I hope you choke on it!” as she closed the door.

The rabbit was tough. I couldn’t believe how tough and untasty it was, even covered with all that Shake ‘n Bake.

It wasn’t fun eating alone either. I threw it all out. The potatoes were good though, covered with all the creamed corn.

I cleaned up the kitchen.

Someone tossed out the remaining Shake ‘n Bake at a later date.

The girls came home quietly. It looked like Sheena had been crying.

We found out months later that the rabbit had probably escaped from a renter up the street who had some kind of very large pet snake. The rabbit was meant for the snake.

Well, at least it had enjoyed a short reprieve with a different kind of ending.

No rabbit has been served in our home since.




On Island Time

Kauai, Hawaii




Limpy (aka Gimpy)

There are a lot of wild chickens on Kauai, of different colours, shapes, and sizes. There are two main reasons for this. One was the hurricanes, especially Iniki in 1992, that blew away the flimsy chicken coops and pens, releasing and scattering their inhabitants. The second is the absence of mongooses, weasel-like predators imported from Asia to do away with the rat problems on all the Hawaiian Islands. It didn’t work: rats are nocturnal, while mongooses hunt in the daytime—rarely did their paths cross. Instead, the mongooses feast on the eggs and chicks of all ground-nesting birds, including many endangered species, as well as the eggs and chicks of the wild chickens. But when the crate of imported mongooses arrived at Kauai, the deck-hand put his fingers into the crate to pick one up and was immediately bitten. Incensed, he threw the mongoose crate overboard. That simple act saved Kauai from the mongoose which, with no predators of its own, soon over-ran and populated all of the other islands. What a blessing the angry deck-hand was to Kauai!

I like the wild, resourceful, crafty, brave and smart wild chickens. They remind me of the brave, resourceful and smart first Hawaiians who journeyed here from so far away, so long ago.

The next morning after we arrived on Kauai, I took note of the chicken flock gathering in beautiful little Prince Kuhio Park from our lanai overlooking the park. We lived for part of the winter in the centre of the Prince Kuhio Condos, an older, completely renovated former hotel, built in the 1960s. I counted seven adults—five roosters and two hens, one with two teen-age daughters, soon to be on their own. There were no little chicks for the second year, likely because of the feral cats we had seen around the complex last year.

One of the roosters, a typically coloured golden yellow, red and black Kauaiian rooster, was limping badly, his bum leg scarcely touching the ground as he limped along. We named him Limpy and wondered what sort of accident or mishap had injured his leg, and if it would get better soon.

In the trunk of the condo-owner’s car that we were using, I found some mouldy chicken feed in a rusted can, left over from last year. (I keep chicken feed in the car, just in case we run into needy chickens while driving around the island.) I put out about one-half the first evening, after it got dark, on a gravel mound in the park just below and to the right of our lanai. I put it out at night because, apparently, management doesn’t like people feeding the chickens around the condos. The chickens found the mouldy but obviously still palatable feed in the morning. The second morning they were all below our lanai at 7:12 a.m. daybreak, for the newfound though somewhat mouldy feed supply; the last of the left-overs. You’d never DARE to feed mouldy grain to horses; perhaps a little to cattle, but chickens can handle it.

Limpy was there, too, but he was chased away by the other roosters whenever he seemed to get too close.

That day we drove to Kalaheo to get some chicken scratch from the hard-to-find feed store located in a back lane behind the Brick Oven Pizza. I bought a ten-pound bag for six dollars and put some feed out that night in two spots: the gravel mound and along a rock wall in the park.

In the morning, at dawn, I could watch all the chicken action silently and secretly from behind the patio door leading to the lanai. They certainly liked the new, fresh-from-the-mainland grain. Now I could see a definite pecking order: the boss rooster, a second-in-command, and down the line to the hens. Limpy was at the very bottom and no one cared about the teen-age girls—just yet!

When they were done, in ten minutes or less, the roosters, loudly and often, thanked me, or the Omniscient Overnight Provider of the Manna from Heaven.

I was enjoying the drama, but my wife said the roosters were much too close and far too loud, and I was asking for trouble. There was a high probability, especially during full moon, of someone catching me, reporting my activities and having me (but not her!) cast out ignominiously and forever, from the P.K. Condos!

Perhaps I was too close and too easily spotted on my nightly chicken feed run. So I moved further away, finding a somewhat bare sandy area in the grass to scatter the feed. I put a smaller amount on the gravel mound and a larger amount on the sandy area. The next morning, the chickens were all done at the gravel mound in less than a minute, but one hen found the grain on the sandy spot and within 30 seconds the rest of the flock were all there too. The after-breakfast thank you crowing was somewhat diminished from further away and I could still take in all of the action. Limpy was consistently picked on, but I noticed he could still crow, and did, fairly often.

One day a neighbouring couple from the mainland in a condo close to ours called to my wife and me as we were having our lunch on the lanai. “Have you noticed that there’s one limping rooster? We’ve named him Gimpy.”

They also liked the chickens and were among the very few who knew about my nightly chicken-feeding routine which had started the previous year. Their son, who was an incognito US Air Marshal on overseas flights, was visiting with them for a week. Sitting silently and alone on their lanai in the dark, he noticed and watched me. When I was done, he went back inside and told his parents, “There’s a strange guy sneaking around in the park—I think he’s spreading somebody’s ashes!”

I had to get more chicken feed about ten days later. I asked for a bigger bag but the fellow said the boss wasn’t in and he didn’t know where the next size bigger bag was kept. Another six dollars.

He also told me there were two kinds of people: the chicken lovers and the chicken haters. “So we’ve got chicken feed for the chicken lovers and we’ve got chicken traps for the chicken haters.” He knew where I stood.

The feeding was going well, the sun was rising earlier and the chickens were arriving at 7:04 a.m. One morning, Limpy arrived first, remembering the story of the early bird and the worm, and got a goodly portion before the rest showed up. But it didn’t happen again: it’s hard to sneak out of the tree without waking the rest of the flock.

A few days later, one of the roosters made a determined effort to rid the flock of Limpy, now and forever. He chased Limpy in a circle, Limpy running on one leg, flapping his wings to get more speed. The malicious pursuing bully was close behind, running hard, but no wings needed for speed. Limpy then made a big arc, but the rooster behind him wouldn’t stop. So Limpy tried a big figure eight pattern, a last ditch, never-been-used-before attempt to confuse or tire out bully rooster. It worked; bully gave up and went back to eating with the others.

Limpy was left out, standing alone, on one foot, away from the flock. He got his wind back; he ruffled his feathers, then he crowed, standing on one foot. He looked around, crowed again, and again in quick succession. He looked like he was just going to keep on crowing, so I looked at my watch. Limpy kept on crowing, on and on. My close estimate was that he crowed six times in one minute: that’s one crow every ten seconds.

If there was a Guinness Book of World Records category for the number of consecutive crows in one minute by a one-legged rooster, Limpy would hold the record hands down— well, foot down.

So I spread the feed still further, ending with a long thin line that Limpy could find (which he did) farther away from his fine-feathered foes. He didn’t improve any, limp-wise, over the next six weeks, but his crowing enthusiasm continues every morning and throughout the day. Limpy has a great Pavarotti tenor crow, ending with a fine, long, Hawaiian finish. I can recognize his crow any time of the day.

And I bought more chicken scratch: $14 for a 25 pound bag.

It would do until we went home—$26 worth.

“It’s only chicken feed,” I told my wife.

So what can we learn from this funny little Kauaiian chicken story with the feisty little Kauaiian rooster? An injured, one-legged, but very determined rooster, unable to do at all what roosters enjoy doing, a lot! A handicapped outcast, reviled, despised and rejected by his fellow flock members, living from foot to mouth. He’s barely getting by, unable even to scratch, with only one foot, for bugs and other high protein stuff that wild chickens need.

Could we say “If life gets you down, if the going gets really rough, sing. Lift your head and your heart, and your voice and be happy. Be thankful for life, even though it may be harder than it ought to be. And it may not be fair either.”

Could we say that even on one leg you can still stand and sing. You can shout to the flock or to the world, “You just ain’t gonna get me down!”




The Plaque Remover

Our new friends, fellow Canadians and also temporary residents of the Prince Kuhio Condos right alongside Prince Kuhio Park on the island of Kauai, were leaving. They had used Hawaii as a midway stopover on their annual winter trip to New Zealand. Two refreshing weeks on Kauai, then a short hop to Honolulu and just six more hours in the air to New Zealand.

We enjoyed their company. On their last day, they kindly gave us a small box of their leftover groceries. My wife sorted and put them in the cupboard and refrigerator. Some were usual groceries, some more unusual. "Here," she said. “You can try this. Put it in your drawer in the bathroom.”

She handed me a whiskey-bottle-shaped plastic bottle, half full of an aqua-coloured liquid. “PLACKS” read the label in large print. “The refreshing way to REMOVE MORE PLAQUE than brushing alone.” I read on. “Clinically proven - soft mint flavour - advanced formula - plaque loosening rinse.” I put the bottle by my toothbrush.

The next morning, just before brushing, I read the instructions on the back of the bottle. Just three easy steps:


1) RINSE BEFORE BRUSHING. Use approximately one tablespoon. Rinse vigorously for 30 seconds.

2) BRUSH THOROUGHLY. By brushing your teeth in the normal manner with toothbrush and toothpaste.

3) RESULT: CLEANER, BRIGHTER, FRESHER TEETH. Use before every brushing.



I followed the instructions. Definitely a strong, pleasant mint flavour. I brushed my teeth. “Not bad,” I thought.

I read to the bottom of the bottle:


Advanced formula PLACKS is clinically proven to remove more plaque.

Plaque build-up can lead to dull-looking teeth, bad breath and an unpleasant film in your mouth.

Pleasant-tasting PLACKS helps loosen and detach plaque.

PLACKS can help you achieve a brighter smile and fresher-feeling teeth.



I looked in the mirror, smiled and decisively felt fresher-feeling teeth.

I read the list of ingredients: water, sorbitol solution, alcohol (8.7%) tetra sodium pyrophosphate, benzoic acid, flavour, poboxmer 40T, sodium benzoate, sodium lauryl sulphate, sodium saccharin, xanthan gum, FD+C BLUE #1, FD+C YELLOW #5.

I reread the list of ingredients. I decided I didn’t require, at age 75, a solution with those ingredients to “loosen or remove plaque leading to dull-looking teeth, bad breath or an unpleasant film in your mouth,” even though it promised to “help you achieve a brighter smile and fresher-feeling teeth.”

I decided not to use the remaining contents of the bottle. But what to do with it? I was reluctant to throw it away. lt stayed on the vanity in the bathroom for several more days.

Then one evening, as I spread chicken scratch quietly and covertly in the dark, in the park where I could watch from our lanai the feral roosters and hens gather at dawn, I had an idea. Perhaps a tablespoon of PLACKS drizzled over their measured amount of chicken scratch that I refilled every evening and marinated for 24 hours, could help me get rid of the remaining contents in the bottle. And each morning, as I watched the rooster-chicken-flock interaction, I might be able to see what effects PLACKS would have on the chickens.

I started with one tablespoon. The chickens devoured the treated grain as usual. There appeared to be no ill effects whatsoever. On the third day, I doubled the dosage to two tablespoons over the chicken scratch. Again, no apparent side effects. But by the fifth day, I began to notice slight changes in the hen’s and rooster’s behaviour. They were feeding, and allowing each other to feed, in closer proximity than previously. And as the sun rose, I noticed slight, sparkling glints of reflected light from the beaks of both roosters and hens. Obviously PLACKS was working, removing the plaque from their bills. Their dull-looking bills were being changed into sparkling, attractive, more appealing bills.

Other behavioural changes took place as the days progressed. The hens became more tolerant, almost attracted to the roosters. Could PLACKS be freshening the rooster's breath? Very possibly, bad rooster breath would be a turn-off to a hen the first thing in the morning. The hens were more compliant, receptive, submissive; squatting down readily to any rooster's advances.

By now the roosters' bills were gleaming, plaque free. There was less fighting, more love-making. The roosters crowed louder, longer and more often. They fought less among themselves, letting the shiniest beaks and the lack of bad rooster breath decide the winner of any hen's affection.

It was a remarkable transition. Copulating and crowing increased; bickering, fighting, chasing and bullying decreased. PLACKS was the reason, solely and entirely, for the change.

I read the list of ingredients again. Was it the 8.7% alcohol content causing the change? Could it be the tetra sodium pyrophosphate? Maybe it was the benzoic acid or perhaps the mint flavour, or even the sodium lauryl phosphate? Was it a combination of all the ingredients?

I had been so fascinated by their behaviour, I failed to notice the bottle of PLACKS was almost empty. A decision would have to be made—two more days of two tablespoons per day and then stopping—cold turkey. Or should I try to extend the withdrawal period over several days, perhaps even longer?

I chose the cold turkey. Two more days of gleaming, sparkling, plaque-free beaks. Two more mornings free from rooster breath. Two more fun-filled days of promiscuous rooster/hen activities. Two more days of enthusiastic, repeated, louder and longer crowing. The PLACKS bottle was empty.

The end came quickly. Within days of the discontinued use of PLACKS, the beaks of roosters and hens alike returned to their unappealing, dull colour. Rooster breath returned with a vengeance, turning off all of the hens, who again strongly resisted, fleeing from any rooster's advances. Fighting, bickering and bullying returned. Crowing diminished.

All that remained were the wonderful, happy memories of that one magical week at Prince Kuhio Park in January 2015—thanks to PLACKS!




The Wahine Roper

It was Saturday, February 23, 2019, the final day of the Waimea Town Celebration, a week-long west island event that’s getting better every year. It consists of an outdoor stage with shade seating for a large audience and featuring different Hawaiian musical groups and solo artists, a film festival, outrigger canoe races, lei-making competitions, slow-pitch ball tournaments, ice-cream eating contest, ukulele playing contest and the largest Hawaiian-style rodeo in all the Hawaiian islands. It was this week-long celebration that made us lengthen our stay a few years ago so we could take in this uniquely Kauaiian event.

It was also the final day of the very popular Kauai Paniolo Showdown Rodeo. Paniolo is the Hawaiian word for cowboy.

Hawaiian rodeos differ in several ways from North American rodeos. There are no bucking events or the usual calf roping or steer wrestling competitions. Their rodeos emphasize roping skills, horsemanship, sportsmanship and co-operation. As well, there are as many female as male contestants.

It had been another fine rodeo with good officiating, an experienced announcer and quality food trucks. The rodeo grounds were in flawlessly perfect condition. The weather was perfect too, sunny but not too hot for the horses, steers and competitors.

It was late afternoon, the final event of the rodeo, the Ladies (Wahine) Breakaway Roping. She was the last contestant of the Wahine Breakaway Roping. She was the last contestant of the last event.

The announcer noted that the time to beat for this contestant was 4.2 seconds, a very fast time.

An attractive local wahine was “in the box.” My wife and I had noticed her earlier sitting below us in the grandstand with her smaller children (keiki) and her family (ohana). She had been part of several previous team roping events, with some success, as I recall. She had left her family, going quietly and in plenty of time to participate, then returning quietly after putting away her horse each time. We could see she was a gentle, caring mother.

She had a unique hairstyle, five braids emanating from long, thick black hair that had been pulled tightly back from around her face.

She was the last contestant.

We didn’t catch her name, we did hear she was from Anahola, a small village and area on the northeast part of the island.

She was having trouble with her strongly-built chestnut horse in the box. He was over-anxious, excited and nervous. Suddenly he reared up and at a 45-degree angle, on his back legs, came out of the box. He broke the barrier causing the buzzer to sound loudly. Horse and rider swirled into the arena.

She didn’t lose her cool.

She talked to her horse, petted his neck. They did a figure-eight. She kept talking to him, she calmed him down. They did another figure-eight. She took her time.

The crowd was getting restless, some were leaving for the free entertainment going on at the main stage downtown.

She got back in the box with her horse, causing the buzzer to sound again as they re-entered.

She got the noose of the lariat coiled under her arm just the way she wanted.

Her horse was now calm, but alert and focussed.

She was focussed too.

Now the steer was acting up in the chute, twisting and trying to turn around, his head not pointing in the right direction.

It was beginning to take a long time. More of the spectators were leaving. But she stayed calm, she stayed focussed, she didn’t lose her cool.

Finally, exactly when she felt everything was right, almost imperceptibly, she nodded her head.

With a clang the gate opened and the steer shot into the arena. Her horse leaped forward but he didn’t break the barrier.

There was no time for many loops, one, maybe two and she threw her rope. It landed cleanly over the steer’s head. Quickly she jerked the noose more tightly around the galloping steer.

With one fluid motion she threw the rope away from her as she slowed down her horse and brought it to a stop. The rope uncoiled quickly behind the steer and finally, so it seemed, broke free from the saddle horn, the white tassled end arcing into the air as the flagman brought down his arm.

Most of the fans had now left for the entertainment at the old sugar mill stage. Those that were left cheered and whistled. They knew it would be a good time.

She knew it was a good time too, she patted her horse on his neck as they trotted to the catch-pen to retrieve her lariat.

It was going to be a good time, but would it be enough to beat 4.2 seconds?

The rodeo announcer’s voice came back loud and clear.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said and his voice was rising, “we have a new leader in the Ladies’ Breakaway Roping with a 3.9! And that also means we have the winner of the Ladies Breakaway Roping in the arena right now!”

Those of us left in the grandstand were now standing and cheering.

He said her name and asked her to take the customary victory lap.

Anahola Granola! (The name of a popular breakfast cereal made on Kauai.) Anahola Granola, she did it! The wahine with the five braids in her long black hair did it!

She retrieved her rope and coiled it up casually and expertly as she had done a thousand times before. Then she loped her horse slowly and modestly in front of the grandstand, nodding her head slightly, looking straight ahead as she passed her standing, cheering ohana.

The remaining fans and my wife and I were standing and cheering too.

I saw her reach forward and pat her horse’s neck again as they rode out of the arena.

We never got her name.




Random Poetry

Four poems




The Grassland Bugler


In early spring when melting snow has slowly cleared

And from the mountain grasslands disappeared

He comes to sit on fence posts, there he makes his perch

To seek a summer mate, his single serious search.

Though not in brilliant plumage is he dressed

Just feathers gray with mottled yellow chest.

With head held high, from deep within his throat

Through open beak he sings his song, a sweet and clarion note.

He whistles loud and whistles shrill

A strong and clear refrain, until

She comes to him on wings so fleet

In answer as his calls repeat.

In clumps of grass they make their nest

Then feed their young on grassland pest.

They rise at dawn, he sings till dark,

The common Western Meadowlark.





Thanksgiving Prayer

First used October 10, 2003


Come Lord Jesus be our guest

May this food to us be blest

And may we choose the path that’s best

Before we take our heavenly rest.



Life, we know is not a jest

Nor a mere material quest

Help us then, to pass your test

While we line our earthly nest.



Forgive us Lord, when up we’ve messed

Or been a most disheartening pest.

Now here we bow at this great fest

Just as the sun sets in the west

May we partake of it with zest

With ne’er a spill upon our vest.



Amen.





The Doxology Amended


Praise God from whom all blessings flow

Praise Him all creatures here below

Praise Him above ye Heavenly Hosts

Praise Father Son and Holy Ghost.

Amen



Praise God for farmers everywhere

Who toil in weather foul or fair

We eat our fill, we do not care

About their plight or their welfare.

Amen



Praise farmers for the crops they grow

Above the ground, in earth below

Each cob of corn, each loaf of bread

Throughout our lives they keep us fed.

Amen



Praise God for farmers here below

Praise them for all the food they grow

Enough to feed the Heavenly Host

And Canada from Coast to Coast.

Amen





Growing Pumpkins

In the late 1970s the Viking, Alberta Co-op Store sponsored a combined pumpkin-growing and pumpkin poetry contest. When you registered you received some giant pumpkin seeds and a Pumpkin Poetry Contest entry form. Here’s what I entered in the contest: ¹

Growing Pumpkins


To grow our pumpkin large, I thought,

We’d need the nicest garden spot.

A place with shelter north and west,

Sun to the south, and soil the best.

And so, with tender, loving care

We planted our seedling there.

We added fertilizer too,

We did the best that we could do.

But that small pumpkin would not grow,

The reason why I do not know.

Changed little from the day before,

That pumpkin needed something more.

So every day, beside its root

I squatted down and took a poop.

And even though it sounds absurd

That pumpkin stayed a little turd.


¹ Neither the pumpkin nor the poem won a prize.




Beyond the Book

After the book




Meal Prayer

Not in the book — a table grace that came later


For family dear, for friends far and near,

For birds that sing, for each living thing,

For bread and more, from your heavenly store,

We thank you Lord. Amen





Walter’s World Famous Ginger Bends

Not in the book — the recipe handed out at his memorial service in Alberta


[image: ]Walter with the last batch of ginger bends he ever made — with a little help from his grandchildren.

Walter made these tirelessly for roughly the last thirty years of his life. The recipe below is exactly as the family shared it.


In medium size bowl cream together: 1 cup butter and 1 cup white sugar. Add 1 egg and ¼ cup molasses and beat well.

In small bowl, stir together 2 cups flour (Walter used whole wheat; others use 1 cup white flour and 1 cup whole wheat); ½ tablespoon ginger; 1½ teaspoons cinnamon; ½ teaspoons salt; 2 teaspoons baking soda.

Add dry ingredients to the wet ingredients. (Walter used his hands but a mixer works too!)

Chill slightly in fridge if dough is extra sticky.

Using your hands, form the dough into walnut size balls (Walter was very precise on this!) Roll each ball in sugar coating thoroughly and place on ungreased cookie sheet. Bake in preheated 350 degree oven for 8 minutes and 43 seconds if you want a slightly chewy/bendy cookie, 10 minutes if you want a more “snappy” cookie.

Cool. Store in ice cream pails and have ziplock sandwich bags ready to individualize portions. Serve with a smile to neighbours, friends, family, and strangers.






The Stew Pot

Not in the book — told aloud in a recorded conversation, December 2017

During the First World War, my dad — with his mother and two sisters — was shipped deep into Russia, along with the other German families from their village. Grandpa Lutz was already in Canada; there was nothing he could do but wait for word.

Dad told me one time how the meals were served where they stayed. They were on a farm with some people, and at mealtime there would be one pot — a stew — set out and passed around. Each person dipped in and had a spoonful, and it went all the way around, so everybody got the equal amount.

Then, when the head of the house tapped on the pot with a wooden spoon, that meant everybody could dip down and get one piece of meat. That was the main part — the prize at the end of the meal.

That’s how the meal was served. That’s what he told me one time.




Uncle Arthur’s Goodbye

Not in the book — told aloud in a recorded conversation, December 2017

My mother was fourteen when her mother died, in October 1927, back in Poland. She had hurt herself lifting the big potato bags onto a wagon — her appendix burst — and within days she was gone. She lay in the porch for three days, and they buried her on a Saturday afternoon.

Her brother, Uncle Arthur, was away in the army, and it took him a long time to get home. The way my mother wrote it down, he arrived just when sundown came, as they were about to close up the grave. So they dug her open again, because he wanted to see her and to say goodbye.

The way she told it to her grandson, years later, Arthur came in the night, after his mother was already buried — and he and her father opened the grave so he could say his goodbye.

Either way, it was all very, very sad. Those were her words.




My Bees

Not in the book — told aloud in a recorded conversation, December 2017

In June of 1954, when I was fourteen, a swarm of bees came through our yard while a neighbour happened to be there — a German-named neighbour, Mr. Kraus. There were two pear trees fairly close together at the back of the yard, and when we saw the bees going around we banged on pots and pans, because he said that would make them land. I don’t know if it had anything to do with it, but land they did: the queen settled on a branch maybe six feet off the ground, and all the bees clustered around her.

Kraus found a bee box somewhere and came back, and we set it up on some sawhorses and blocks. Then he gave the branch a big whack with a stick, and the whole cluster of bees went — whomp — down onto the bee box. We left them alone, they crawled inside, we put the lid on, and he said: “You’ve got a hive of bees. There’s your bees.”

So then they became my bees.

Not long after, I went to check on my beehive. I was a beekeeper now, so I had a veil on. I also had no idea whatsoever what I was doing, and did everything wrong. As I found out later, some hives are much more aggressive than others, and this hive was extremely aggressive. They got after me — got in the back of my jacket, up under the veil, in by my head and my glasses. They were locked in with me, eight or ten or a dozen bees buzzing around my ears, and I knew it was only a matter of time before every one of those bees was going to sting me.

I lost my cool and started to run. The bees followed. I ran, discarding clothes as I went, dropped everything, lost my glasses, and crawled in by some blackberry bushes, where I lay real quiet until they all went away — or until the few stragglers went away, let’s put it that way. Then I went back and picked up my clothes.

The next day my sisters counted the little red bumps — on my wrists, my ankles, around my forehead and the back of my head and neck. Forty-three. I can still remember the number.

The amazing thing is that I didn’t notice any side effects. In August I went out to Alberta and stayed with my cousin Otto, and one day he said, “Hey, you’ve got a bald spot on the back of your head” — the size of his thumbnail; I couldn’t see it myself. Before I came home there were two or three more, close together. Then they grew, and others came, and by May of 1955 I didn’t have any hair at all.

It wasn’t until many years later — around the time Jeanie and I got married — that I was donating blood, and the nurse interviewing me looked at my bare head and asked: “Were you ever severely stung by bees?” Ding, ding, ding. She had known a girl in nurses’ training who lost her hair after being badly stung. And when I got thinking about it: stung in June, bald spots by the end of August. We had never pieced it together until then.

It’s an immune-system reaction, apparently — it can happen from other causes too. It isn’t that you will lose your hair if you get stung by bees. But it’s possible. You can google it.
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