MUSINGS ON A DES ERT ED FARM
1.

NORM AN SM1TH

THE RE is a desert ed farmh ouse in your part of the countr y
that stands starkl y wretch ed agains t the peaceful and
graceful horizo n. It is an eyesore that peoplo wish had been
pulled down altoge ther. That shiftless farmer ! Why do these
fellows alway s fail to "make a go" of things and leave their
wrecks to jar the eye!
I came upon one of these monum ents to failure amid a
gorgeous tapest ry of autum n color about a hundr ed miles up
the Gatine au. The moun tains away back had tapere d off to
hills, and just where the hills qecam e a curvin g slopo some man
with no thoug ht for contou r had left a crump led house and the
crazy chaos of a broken barn. Short yards away was the blue
water of a lake, sparkl ing in the sun behind the twinkl ing of
scarle t maple lea-ves and the orderl y uprigh tness of a small
stand of birch. But here- this drab unpain ted skeleton, Man's
blot on Natur e's best!
The path to the lake led right beside the house. In the
jagged pile of fallen timbe r lay the remna nts of a baby's crib,
painte d a cheery white. And a few feet beyon d the house,
alone among long grass and spread ing sumac , were some stray
shoots of rhuba rb.
I t was too brisk a day to swim, but the warm sun and a
friend ly log provid ed a good place to sit down. Funny how a
cigare tte tastes h8tter in the open like that. Two more days,
two days of freedo m to walk the trails or loaf on logs. Odd
about that baby's bed! It had lost its origin al whiten ess but
seemed spotless in contra st, everyt hing else being so old" so
forlorn. Must have been fifteen years since anyon e had lived
there. How many in the family ? Only one crib visible.
I went back to the old farmh ouse, and somehow a trace of
life had moved into the spraw ling debl'i8. There was an old
stove, looking rather silly becaus e of weeds growing up throug h
the openings. It wasn' t a big stove. Mayb e just one child? the
planks and boards had never been pain ted, but the door was
once a pale blue with white sash. Proba bly French . The Frenc h
go for blue doors.
I began to wonde r how long they had lived here. For
there was now a "they " who had lived here, to whom this was
home. Today it is an eyesore, but it was once a little farm.
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Yes, little. That was obvious. This never had been a big farm.
The house stood in the centre of a fair sized field cleare d of
trees and rocks, and down the slope a bit was anoth er field
about the size of two tennis courts . That was all. Not enough
to wrest a living from, but this is a good timbe r area and a man
can make money in the camps during the winter month s.
I exami ned the board s of the house, partic ularly the door.
It was old but not worn. The handle hadn' t that sough t-after
look that old farmh ouse door-h andles get. No dog had scratc hed
away the paint at the bottom . No childr en had kicked at it
or carved initial s. So it was with the others, lying there with
that aband oned look a board gets when its nails are turned to
the sky. They were old, paintless, weath erbeat en. But they
weren 't life-marked, bore few signs of rubbin g, hadn' t magaz ine
piotures and calend ars all over them.
This home appare ntly, was lived in only a few years; by
a Frenc h-Can adian couple who had a baby. He must have
cleared his little handk erchie fs of land himself, for you could see
aroun d the larger stump s neat piles of rocks and stones , and
smalle r stump s lined the edge of the field to make a fence. She
had starte d a kitche n garden , with rhuba rb. An old plow with
a home made cedar- bough handle told of his effort on the soil
but the barn was a mean one and he must have relied on woodcuttin g and fishing and huntin g for what cash he could earn.
Yet farmin g must have been the object, else why these
welve miles from the neares t town, by these rolling fields that
could be cleare d of a light second growth! Yes, farmin g was the
long view; and with what ambit ion and enterp rise! The waggo n
trail from the concession road, a good mile in, had been tough
breaki ng. Stream s were bridge d with tree trunks that had
each to be chopp ed and drawn ; boulders were moved where
possible, or circled. N ow that trail is overgr own with weeds
and moss has grown on what looks to have been a sort of half-w ay
bench . But the woods have not yet reclaim ed his swath .
N or have the woods reclaimed his fields. But to him, at
any rate, they are lost. There 's some certai nty in the stillness
aroun d this old farmh ouse that says they left and left for good.
Mayb e illness overto ok them? Mayb e there was to be anoth er
child and her burde n of raising two childr en and sharin g the
work on that unyiel ding farm was too great? Or did the decision
came sudden ly only after a year or more of heartb reak and
disillusion? ...t Was it just that hope and sweat and willingness to
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try were not enoug h to make a farm out of this beauti ful but
unfrui tful land?
I could n't answe r all my questi ons. Yet one thing was
certai n-this couple had worke d hard at man's nobles t task.
They had tried to open up a piece of land, to push back the rock
and the brush and the tree. They had carried their water (no
sign of a well) a hundr ed yards, they had cleared their fields
and opene d their road, they had hewn and sown, they had
invite d the kind of unrem itting hardsh ip and discomfort that
city folk can scarcely under stand.
You can image the start of it all, the high hope of a young
man and his bride determ ined that their hearts will beat down
the odds of the back countr y, determ ined to win to happin ess
and comfo rt the hard way. Of course the rude remain s of their
one-ro omed house breaks the loveliest line of the countr yside!
Why do you suppo se they put it there? But it would n't be
alway s there. No, this was merely a beginning. Once the farm
got going and they could afford a well, the place to build a real
home was on that little ridge overlooking this valley. That's
why there are alread y a few trees felled up there; not enoug h to
indica te any real beginn ings but just the evidence of a young
couple strolli ng up on a Sunda y and playin g at facing their
house to. the South and watch ing the sun go down off the end
of the verand ah.
Oh yes, you can imagin e the beginning. It has about it
the challenge and myste ry of all beginnings. But can we fill
in the details of what followed? Can we, do we apprec iate the
struggle? Not only the strugg le with the land and the wind and
the rain and the snow, not only the strugg le agains t hunge r and
aloneness. But are we sensiti ve to their strugg le with themselves,
with the slow dawni ng of failure, with the first outspo ken
resent ments agains t the earth and the world and-p erhap seach other? Will we let ourselves or make ourselves feel what
deep cynici sm and emptin ess must spring up in a man's heart
when he sees that to be willing to strive is not enough? Would
any of us have liked to have been at the main road when that
Frenc h-Can adian came out the last time? Would we have
sa"iel, what we often say to ourselves in our comfo rt and smugness,
"this is Canad a, a land where any man may win his place if he
has but the heart and the courag e"?
The story of what followed their beginnings is not a story
we can fill in unless we have lived it; and I have not lived it.
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But, standi ng there by that old homesite, I think I learne d a
little about desert ed farms and about people who curse the
deserters. I could n't begin to imagin e all they had been throug h
but I could imagin e enoug h to fell humb ler-an d perhap s that
is something. And- one more thing -I could imagin e the end.
The wagons pullin g away for the last time, leavin g half a cord
of cut wood over in the little bush, leavin g what we sometimes
mockingly refer to as the best years of their lives, the deares t
hopes, the deepe st faiths. The last creak of that last wagon,
I like to think, is a sound I shall never forget.

