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			Featured in “Feel-Good Books to Brighten Your Summer” —The Washington Post

			 

			
				“This is a feel-good story in every way, and [Elizabeth] Letts keeps the momentum lively, sprinkling in interesting historical tidbits that enrich the drama. The Ride of Her Life is an altogether quirky, inspiring journey that’s not to be missed.”

				—BookPage (starred review)

				“Letts (The Perfect Horse) inspires in this miraculous true story of one woman’s trek from Maine to California on horseback…. Letts’s attention to detail and clear admiration of her ‘funny, quirky, and bold’ subject light up the narrative and make it hard to put down. This story has it all: bravery, determination, and a whole lot of heart.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Heartwarming.”

				—AARP

				“Letts provides ample…historical context, bringing the people [Annie Wilkins] met and the places she visited to life on the page. A longtime equestrian herself, Letts touchingly communicates the connection between Wilkins and her horses…. The Ride of Her Life also serves up a hearty helping of Americana: Readers will enjoy a glimpse of the country at midcentury.”

				—The Christian Science Monitor Weekly

				“Thanks to deeply sourced research and her own travels along Wilkins’s route, Letts vividly portrays an audacious woman whose optimism, courage, and good humor are to be marveled at and admired. Upbeat and touching, Wilkins’s story is the perfect pandemic escapist read.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Twenty pages of notes and a Bibliography attest to the serious and thorough research by the author who travelled ten thousand miles to research this story…. What is so appealing about this nutball adventure is that the reader is taken on a trip across the United States.”

				—New York Journal of Books

				“Equestrian Letts (author of best-sellers The Perfect Horse and The Eighty-Dollar Champion) has documented another fascinating, little-known slice of history…. Skillful prose and meticulous research combine to create a rich narrative and captivating character portraits of both Annie Wilkins and the people and places of the 1950s. Considering the popularity of her other nonfiction titles, the latest by Letts is likely to be on many hold lists.”

				—Library Journal

				“The Ride of Her Life: The True Story of a Woman, Her Horse, and Their Last-Chance Journey Across America by Elizabeth Letts is the feel-good travel/adventure story we all need now…. Annie’s tenacity and humility will endear her to your heart.”

				—Saddle Seeks Horse

				“What sets Letts’s [books] apart is her ability to seamlessly weave narrative and research together, creating tomes that are absolute page-turners. She is foremost a storyteller, and flexes her talent once again in her latest horse book, The Ride of Her Life.”

				—Horse Network

				“Readers who’d love an easy, gentle story that’s entirely true will want to cozy up with this one for a long winter’s read. The Ride of Her Life is so good, you’ll never want it done.”

				—The Bookworm Sez

				“Elizabeth Letts’s gift is that she makes you feel you are the one taking this trip: selecting your route from a gas station map, enduring awful weather and accidents, hearing the creak of the saddle and the roar of the trucks that pass you by. Best of all, you are the one who sees not a country divided and mean-spirited, but rather one full of people eager to console, to care for, and to celebrate the spirit of a woman who would not give up. This is a book we can enjoy always but especially need now.”

				—Elizabeth Berg, author of The Story of Arthur Truluv

				“This poignant, inspiring story is not just about a woman choosing to live instead of die but also about an America that no longer exists. Annie Wilkins will never leave your heart. Her determination and homespun common sense make her a heroine for the ages. And thanks to this remarkable book, she’ll never be forgotten again.”

				—Melanie Benjamin, author of The Children’s Blizzard

				“Elizabeth Letts once again hits it out of the park with this triumphant historical tale of Annie Wilkins, ‘the last of the saddle tramps.’ A love story on so many levels—from the menagerie that was with her every step of the way, to the kindness of strangers who opened their homes to help Annie complete this ride of her life—this book will tear at your heartstrings from beginning to end. I loved it, and so will you!”

				—Robin Hutton, author of Sgt. Reckless: America’s War Horse

				“Annie Wilkins was an American original, and The Ride of Her Life gives her the tribute she deserves. Elizabeth Letts has created an indelible account of hope, loyalty, generosity, and sheer grit—and the power of a woman doing something just because she wants to do it.”

				—Matthew Goodman, author of Eighty Days

				“There is sly wisdom in Annie Wilkins’s simple journey: Keep faith in yourself and animals, trust in strangers, dismiss all the downers, and always live as if you just received a mortal diagnosis. Letts honors her subjects—Wilkins, 1950s America, and that moment when range gave way to road, and horse to car—with an author’s hand and a historian’s eye.”

				—Ken Ilgunas, author of Trespassing Across America
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					Faith is not the clinging to a shrine but an endless pilgrimage of the heart.

					—Abraham Joshua Heschel

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					A nickname is the hardest stone that the devil can throw at a man.

					—William Hazlitt

				

				Prologue

				Her nickname was Jackass Annie. No matter what else they said about her, everyone agreed on this. She got her nickname when she worked as a stitcher in a shoe factory and was so poor she had to ride a donkey to work. In a 1958 history of her hometown of Minot, Maine, she was described as “one of the so-called characters that provide the humor that makes towns of this type interesting.” Some said she had run off as a teenager and joined the circus, become a bareback rider, only returning home when she heard that her mother was sick. Others swore she’d lived in and around Minot all her life, a life that hadn’t amounted to much. She’d been married once, at least, and people said she’d sent the man packing when he’d tried to get the title to her farm. Her given name was Annie. Around Minot, Maine, it was Jackass Annie that stuck.

				In November 1954, Annie took her dog and got on a horse and started riding. Destination: California. From a modern perspective, her journey seems almost bewildering—imagine trying to navigate without the benefit of GPS, to travel with no cellphone, no credit or debit card, not even a bank account to draw from. In fact, when she first set off, Annie didn’t even have the kinds of tools that were available in 1954: road maps, a flashlight and batteries, a waterproof raincoat. Annie headed south, a Quixote in the company of her Rocinante, a run-down ex-racehorse, and her Sancho Panza, a little mutt. Society has called these people by different names: vagabonds and drifters, pilgrims, hoboes, and hippies. She called herself a tramp.

				Had she been a man, perhaps her independence, her eccentricities, her free spirit would have won her admirers, but the citizens of Minot, like much of small-town America in that era, valued outward conformity. In the postwar years, women’s roles were tightly circumscribed and largely defined by their relation to others—wife, mother, widow. The cult of domesticity was in full swing. A single older woman didn’t have much leeway if she wanted to be seen as respectable. The ideal unmarried older woman was devout, docile, and a bit dull. Annie was none of these.

				Her real personality—funny, quirky, and bold—had been buffed and sanded in memory to make her appear more conventional, more palatable to those who would judge a woman for any deviation from the straitlaced norm. Forgotten was her fondness for a good party, her two divorces, her stint as a vaudeville performer, the fact that she never set foot in a church. In its place was the respectable Widow Wilkins—folksy, kindhearted, and maybe a bit simpleminded. When I traveled to Minot and met people who had known her, that was how her former neighbors described her. They were proud of their famous citizen. They hesitated to tell me how poor she was, how mean her circumstances, how she’d never been considered part of polite society. They didn’t want to say a word against her. What struck me, though, was that in spite of their pride in her grand adventure, folks still remembered her as Jackass Annie. The pejorative had stuck like a burr on a shaggy dog’s coat. Annie deserved better.

				So this is her true story, and in this story I call her by the name she was born with—just plain Annie.
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				Winter is not a season…it’s an industry.

				—Sinclair Lewis

			

			 

			1954

			 

			
				CHAPTER

				1

				Living Color

			
			The sun rose bright over Pasadena, California, on January 1, 1954. All along Colorado Boulevard, people had lined up early, five or six deep, in preparation for the sixty-fifth annual Tournament of Roses Parade. Pasadena’s Rose Parade had originally sprung from the flowery imaginations of a committee of boosters who wanted to show off the beauty of California in midwinter, when most of the rest of the country was covered in snow. Now parade floats festooned with thousands of fragrant, bright-hued roses rolled past mop-top palm trees in the sparkly morning sun. But this Rose Parade was like no other. As the debut event of 1954, it was a fitting launch to a year that would mark many important transitions. This year, in addition to the palomino horses ridden by the Long Beach Mounted Police, the display of the crisp crimson-and-white uniforms of the Bellflower High School Marching Band, and the brilliant floats—Gulliver’s Travels, Cinderella sponsored by Minute Maid Orange Juice, flamenco dancers in sequined costumes whirling on the Mexican entry—each festooned with thousands of individual fresh flowers, there was an important new addition. Two state-of-the-art NBC television cameras scanned the procession, broadcasting the first live TV colorcast to twenty-one NBC affiliates.

			To show this first ever coast-to-coast color broadcast, the Radio Corporation of America had sent out a preproduction run of two hundred of their brand-new color receivers to RCA Victor distributors across the continental United States. A few of the receivers were put into strategic central locations, such as hotel lobbies in major cities, situated so as to attract the most attention for this newfangled invention. On New Year’s Day, a few thousand people in selected cities scattered across the country—Omaha, Nebraska, and Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, St. Louis and Toledo, Baltimore and New Haven—were able to see the golden shine of the palominos, the vivid reds and yellows of the roses, the crimson and white of the drum majorettes. Southern California, America’s land of perpetual sunshine, a mild and sunny sixty-two degrees that New Year’s morning, would never again seem quite so far away. It was a fitting start to 1954—the year the world suddenly accelerated.

			

			—

			Some three thousand miles away, in Minot (pronounced MY-nut), Maine, it was four degrees Fahrenheit and windy. Sixty-two-year-old Annie Wilkins and her elderly uncle Waldo did not have a color television—or any television, for that matter. They didn’t have electricity. Their water came from a pump, their heat from a wood-burning cast-iron stove. It might have been New Year’s Day, but there was no holiday from the endless chores that marked their days on the top of Woodman Hill.

			The winter of 1953–54 had started out promising enough. Annie believed that she and Waldo were just about to get ahead. A good harvest in ’52 had allowed them to invest in livestock—a few heifers, some gilts, and some old hens. Come spring, she calculated, they’d have enough to cover the feed and a bit to spare. All they had to do was make it through the winter. That, however, was easier said than done. Waldo’s eyesight was going. He had cataracts, but the hospital said he was too old and weak to risk the surgery.

			Waldo had always been a hard worker. When he’d been forced to retire from his job on a road crew for the WPA at age seventy-five, he’d set out to show them that he was not too old to work. He kept up doing day labor, whatever he could find.

			But now he was eighty-five and mostly blind. When the snows hit in November, he couldn’t see well enough to get to the barn. Too much glare. So Annie had to feed all the animals. He could gather firewood, but he couldn’t see well enough to split it. So Annie split the wood. With each passing day, she had to shoulder a larger share of the workload, carrying feed and buckets of water for the animals, cooking from scratch over an old iron cookstove. That New Year’s Day saw her standing at the open barn door, looking at the lowering, wintry sky, ticking off the months until spring. But then she chided herself. It was too early to get started on that kind of thinking. A lot of winter remained in front of her. A wriggling at her feet reminded her that she wasn’t alone. Her silky black-and-brown mutt sat beside her. He tilted his head, left ear cocked up, as if to say, What now? Annie leaned down to scratch him, and he thanked her by edging even closer, his weight a warm pressure on the side of her muddy boot.

			Her dog’s name was Depeche Toi (de-PESH twah), which is French for “hurry up,” a good name for the small bundle of energy with a pointed black nose, always aquiver with the scents of the myriad critters lurking in the Maine woods and fields that surrounded Annie’s farm—chipmunks, mice, voles, and lemmings, the occasional snowshoe hare, an abundance of gray squirrels, and sometimes a porcupine. He had floppy ears and, across his chest, a V-shaped bib of white, giving him the air of being all dressed up. Depeche Toi owed his highfalutin French name to the French American boys who lived down the lane. Originally, Minot had been settled by Anglo-Saxons, old English stock, but the nearby twin cities of Lewiston and Auburn, an industrial center powered by the mighty Androscoggin River, had a large French American population, and French was spoken in many homes. Annie thought the name suited him, so it had stuck. She doted on that dog, and he returned the favor. He was never far from her heels, except when he was in her arms or off playing with the stray cats in the barn—he loved cats.

			As Annie went about her grueling round of daily chores that January, she had a growing sense of exhaustion. But the sight of Depeche Toi trotting a few steps ahead of her, tail pluming in the air, nose eagerly sweeping in the wintry scent of pine, helped keep her cheer up and her mind off her troubles. Midway through the month, however, she began to feel dizzy and feverish. The doctor said it was flu and she needed to rest. But telling a farmer to rest is like telling her to give up her farm. Someone needed to break the ice on the water buckets. Someone needed to gather the firewood. Someone needed to split the logs. Annie rested when she could, though in a full day of farmwork, that wasn’t often. As she trudged from house to barn and back again, she thought about the promise of spring, when the heifers would go to sale and the hens would lay their eggs and the gilts would grow into fat sows. That was how she got along that year, and every year. You had to have hope.

			And maybe she would have been able to both keep up with the work and recover from her flu, but a Maine winter is a capricious mistress. Right then, a blizzard hit. It drifted over all the roads and covered the farm more than three feet deep with an undulating blanket of blue-white. At the top of Woodman Hill, they were completely socked in. Annie was too weak to shovel the path to the barn, so she tried to wade through the snow, only she kept slipping and falling. Although she managed to get the animals fed and watered, by the time she got back to the house, she was on the verge of collapse. Each time she inhaled, she felt stabbing pains in her lungs. Her teeth chattered. Her breathing was labored. She needed a doctor.

			But there was no way to get help. They were stranded a mile from the main road, and even that road wasn’t plowed yet. Of all the 144 miles of roads in Minot township, hers, a dead end, what Mainers called an end road, would be plowed last. She knew the law: main roads and mail routes first, end roads last, except in case of emergency. And this was an emergency, the two of them stranded there inside the silent, white, frozen world, only who would know? By now, she was too weak to get out of bed, and Waldo had neither the eyesight nor the strength to walk the mile to the main road through thigh-high drifts.

			She was lying in bed, half-delirious, when she heard shouting voices cut through the quiet. Depeche Toi sprang up and started wriggling in joyful anticipation. The French boys had snowshoed over to see how Annie and Waldo were holding up. After coming in long enough to recognize the dire conditions at Annie’s farm, one headed down to the main road to call an ambulance, while the other busied about doing farm chores. A few hours later, Annie heard the scrape of the plow. By the time the ambulance finally arrived, she was so weak they had to carry her out.

			When she was in the hospital, the decision was made to send Waldo, who was too frail to stay alone, to a nursing home. The French boys took Depeche Toi back to their own farm for safekeeping. The rest of her animals were sold off to help pay some of her hospital bills. Annie was still bedridden when she got the news that Waldo had passed.

			She was the only one left. The last of her line.

		

	
		
		
			
				You don’t know your neighbors until you’ve summered ’em and wintered ’em.

				—Annie Wilkins

			

			 

			
				CHAPTER

				2

				Live Restfully

			
			Minot, Maine, was not really a single town but more just an area made up of scattered farms, with several small clusters of businesses within its boundaries. Together, West Minot, Minot Center, and Minot Corner boasted one post office, two grocery stores, four churches, one feed store, one consolidated school, and a single country doctor. Right now, Annie was seated beside him in his big black Packard, bumping up the dirt road that led to her farm. He was giving her a ride back from the nursing home in nearby Minot Corner, about five miles away, where she’d been confined since January.

			She had left home during a blizzard but was returning in mud season. The monochrome white of winter had been replaced with a variegated landscape of retreating beige and emerging brown. Mud time was a rhapsody of running water: retreating icicles plinked from rooftops, and melting snow trilled a melody, tinkling into rivulets, harmonizing into burbling streams, crescendoing into the fast-swelling Bog Creek, until it rolled into the thundering Little Androscoggin, now overflowing its banks and crackling with branches and dead leaves.

			Earlier that day, worried about leaving the farm alone much longer, she had talked Dr. Cobb into letting her go by telling him she felt just fine. In fact, Annie felt a lot weaker than she was letting on. She could breathe more easily now, but each inspiration felt like inhaling shards of glass. Annie surely hadn’t fooled the doctor. Both of them knew the true state of affairs. She’d been treated for pneumonia, but an X-ray of her lungs had revealed a trouble spot—maybe her old run-in with TB acting up, maybe the beginning of cancer. It was too soon to tell. In the early 1950s, the medical community had finally started turning the tide on tuberculosis. Doctors had begun treating people with streptomycin. But the treatment was new, and patients and doctors still feared it wasn’t a long-term cure. Tuberculosis was a stealthy killer, lying dormant for years only to rage back again. The common wisdom about surviving active TB still prevailed: fresh air, sunshine, and, above all, rest. Annie didn’t get a solid diagnosis—but she did get a prognosis. Two to four years to live.

			Dr. Cobb passed a well-kept farm, slowed, and wheeled his Packard off the main road, onto the muddy unpaved lane that led past ragged stone walls, woods, and empty fields. Just a week or so earlier they couldn’t have driven; they’d have had to come up from the main road on foot. About a mile up the hill, they arrived in front of Annie’s empty house. Dr. Cobb cut the ignition and turned to her. “Remember what I said,” he told her. “You must live restfully. Do you understand me, Mrs. Wilkins?”

			Live restfully.

			To remember a time when she didn’t work from sunup to sundown, Annie had to go all the way back to her girlhood—to the few magical years her family had spent in the small town of Jackson, New Hampshire, a picture-postcard-perfect place in the foothills of the White Mountains. Her father had left Maine for Jackson, hoping to find work, and with her mother and father working, seven-year-old Annie had been allowed to go to school in a bright red schoolhouse prettily situated on the road into town. What a life that had been for her, with nothing more on her mind than learning to read and figure. Her time entirely her own. But the schooling time for Annie had been short. She’d left school for good at the end of sixth grade, and she’d worked hard every day since then.

			Dr. Cobb was waiting for an answer.

			Annie didn’t want to tell a bald-faced lie, so she settled on a half-truth.

			“I’m not one to pay for advice and then disregard it.”

			She would not disregard his advice; she would keep it in mind. In truth, however, Annie had no idea how she was supposed to live a restful life. The farm wasn’t going to take care of itself, and she had to eat. As a country doctor, Dr. Cobb would have known that his prescription was unlikely to be followed. Most likely from pride, she’d turned down his offer of a place in the county’s charity home. He must have hoped that Annie had some relations who would step in to take care of her. It was evident that she couldn’t survive on the farm, but Mainers are known for being independent, and he wouldn’t have wanted to pry. Surely, friends and neighbors would be watching out for her. In any event, he left her there and drove off.

			In spite of the awakening nature around her, the farm seemed unlike itself. The barn stood empty—the cows, the pigs, the chickens all gone. The only thing of value they’d left behind was the pile of composted manure next to the barn. Her truest companion, Depeche Toi, was still with the French boys. And, of course, the biggest difference was that her uncle Waldo was gone. He wasn’t really her uncle—he’d moved in with them a few years after her father died in 1922, first as a hired hand; later, he’d taken up with her mother, and Annie had started to refer to him as Uncle Waldo. Annie was a grown woman by then, and had lived on her own before moving home to help her mother on the farm. Waldo had been an eager farmer, though not an especially skilled one. Waldo had encouraged Annie and her mother to go into Lewiston to work in a shoe factory, to earn cash to help keep the failing farm afloat. That factory was most likely where Annie had picked up TB. Annie had clashed with Waldo when she was younger—he’d thought that because he was a man, the women should defer to him, and that had never set right by Annie, since the farm belonged to her mother. But Sarah had let him make all the decisions, and Annie had had little choice but to go along. Still, he was a good sort, and for the last twenty years, since her mother had died, he’d been her only human companion.

			Although Annie had plenty of grit, the prospect of finding her way from where she stood now—still seriously weakened from her lung troubles, nearly broke, and with an empty barn—would have daunted anyone.

			In 1954, a single older woman without family or employment faced few and stark choices. Annie had no bank account, no savings, and no relatives to rely on. She didn’t have any siblings or children. And there was no state welfare program for her to draw on, because she had not yet turned sixty-five. Her only significant asset was her farmland—land that had been passed down from her grandfather, and that for three generations had been their family’s primary source of wealth.

			Yet, as long experience had proven, the farm was always hungry—hungry for seeds and fertilizer, rubber buckets and baling wire, straw and wheelbarrows, chicken feed and seedling plants. Any farmer knew that a farm demanded tribute. In lean times, you had to go off the farm to work, to earn money to put into the farm, in the hopes that down the line, the farm would pay you back with enough left over to allow you to purchase what you needed for the following year—but it seemed that every year something unexpected happened, and just when you thought the farm was about to go into the black, you’d be forced to start the cycle again. Annie had been caught up in that cycle since 1934, when her mother had died and Annie had inherited the farm in the depths of the Great Depression. Somehow, she’d managed to keep it going with an unceasing cycle of on-and-off-the-farm labor. She was a strong woman, and willing, but now it was just her alone, and she was worn out.

			At least in the bleak landscape of Annie’s new life, there was one spot of joy. You couldn’t keep a secret in Minot, Maine, for long. That very afternoon, Depeche Toi came barreling up the road, pink tongue hanging to the side, zipping along as if he were chasing a snowshoe hare, the French boys tagging along behind him. As soon as they’d seen Doc’s car passing by, they’d set out to check on their neighbor and to return her pup, who was now fourteen months old. Annie, still walking a little unsteadily, reached out to greet him, happy to let the dog bathe her tear-wet face with his tongue. She buried her face in his warm fur to hide her tears; she was a stoic woman, and wouldn’t want to let on how much it meant to her to see her best friend again.

			

			—

			That night, her first night home, her first night alone, before she went to sleep, Annie surveyed the contents of her small living room. The woodstove was warm, with wood stacked carefully alongside. An oilcloth covered the table. Through an open doorway, you could see her cot, neatly made, covered with plaid woolen blankets and a quilt that bore the tiny stiches of some past female relative with more womanly skills and defter fingers than Annie had ever had. Her light came from a kerosene lantern. Her little home was tidy and warm, but she knew the neighbors whispered about her—living in a shack that was nothing more than an old outbuilding. Her grandfather’s big square farmhouse had burned down years ago. All that was left of the house was a grown-over indentation where the cellar used to be. The attached barn, with its corncrib and spacious hayloft, had burned along with it. This building—an old smokehouse, or maybe the icehouse—had been sturdy enough to convert into the home where she now stood, but its clapboard walls still didn’t do much against a stiff winter wind. With her feet in ancient woolen slippers, she shuffled to the door and pushed it open a crack, shivering as the cold night air swept in.

			Annie coughed, cleared her throat, and coughed again. She ran her fingers through her short gray hair. She squinted up at the night sky. Not a star in sight and a crisp bite in the air that smelled like snow. Her little dog ran outside, circled in the darkness, and then, his business finished, ran back in.

			She started to close the door behind him, but on second thought, left it slightly ajar.

			Depeche Toi looked at her, his eyes alert and soft.

			“I’m leaving the door open for you, buddy.”

			He gazed at her attentively, as if speaking a silent question: Why?

			“I just don’t know if I’ll make it through another night. I don’t want you trapped in here with me. If I die, you run down to the neighbors. They’ll know something’s wrong and come looking for me and I guess they’ll not let a little dog starve.” Annie shivered at the thought of her own still body, alone in the house, slowly turning cold. She shook the thought away, stooped down to pick up her little mutt, and pressed his warm, furry body firmly against her heart.

			“Live restfully,” Annie thought. “But how?”

		

	
		
		
			
				But in this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.

				—Benjamin Franklin

			

			 

			
				CHAPTER

				3

				Tax Money

			
			After a few days back at the farm, Annie felt a little stronger and started to take stock of her situation. Even after selling off all of her animals, she was still in the hole, without enough cash on hand to settle her debt. And it was the very worst kind of debt: she owed back taxes on the farm. She needed to find a way to do something that was pretty near to impossible: to extract a cash crop from her land when she had no capital, and had only her own highly compromised womanpower to do it. By nature, she was an optimist, and honestly, what else could she be? She spent some time surveying her possible courses of action, of which there were few. Replacing the animals was too expensive. She needed to figure out what kind of cash crop she might be able to plant—especially since she had no money for hired help, or even for seeds. But doing nothing wasn’t an option. After running through the scant list of possibilities several times, she decided to stake her entire future on Cucumis sativus—or, more specifically, the pickling cucumber.

			The land that crested Woodman Hill in the township of Minot had been in her family for three generations. At three p.m. on November 24, 1875, sixteen years before Annie was born, her maternal grandfather, forty-three-year-old George Libby, stood before the justice of the peace in a foursquare white building in Minot Center that served as the Registry of Deeds. Libby had recently returned from a foray out west, to Wisconsin and Iowa, where his father and several of his siblings had gone seeking land and fortune. Having done well for himself in trade, Libby decided to return home and invest in land in his hometown. For the sum of $2,800, Libby purchased 240 mostly wooded acres along the crest of one of the highest hills in Androscoggin County, high above the Little Androscoggin, a tributary of the main river, which ran through the valley to its west. Married, with four children to help him clear the land and cultivate the fields, he must have believed that his prosperity was assured.

			George Libby could not have known that Maine’s golden age of farming had already passed. The economy that favored small Maine farms had peaked in the 1820s and 1830s. By the 1870s, when Libby bought his farm, the descendants of many of Maine’s original settlers had already pushed toward the western frontier in search of more fertile soil. One early Maine settler, Benjamin Tibbetts, who was interviewed in 1877 on the occasion of his one hundredth birthday, bragged that his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren had scattered far from Maine—some landing as far away as California.

			When the Libby family acquired their acreage, the amount of deforested land in Maine, cleared painstakingly by hand, was already shrinking, with second-growth forest resurging over much of the land that had proven too difficult to farm. The growing season in Maine was short, the weather fierce, and the soil remained stony no matter how much one worked to refine it. The underlying motor of the economy had decisively turned toward manufacturing. The nearby twin cities of Lewiston and Auburn, powered by the Androscoggin River, which flowed between them, were filled with textile mills and shoe factories, crowded tenement housing, and a bustling economy of industrial labor. Farmers, desperate for cash to pay for seeds, equipment, and hired labor, began sending family members into town to work in the factories in order to keep their farms afloat. Twice the labor, in factory and field, did not lead to twice the profit, but the revolving door from farm to paid labor and back to farm became a mandatory way of life for many of those trying to eke out a living from the land.

			When Annie was a girl, every small farmer grew corn for canning. They called it “canning gold” because it was a surefire cash crop, reliably producing enough to pay their property taxes. By 1954, the old corn factory had shut down, but there was still a pickle factory over in Mechanic Falls, just a few miles away. The owners would spot you the seed, and then come pick up your cucumbers as you harvested. They paid in cash. So this was the plan Annie settled on in the spring of 1954: she’d spend the summer growing pickling cucumbers. Not restful. But maybe doable. She’d paid off her doctor’s bills. Now she just needed a little extra for Uncle Sam.

			In Shakespeare’s The Tempest, King Alonso asks, “How camest thou in this pickle?” He might have asked the same of Annie Wilkins. How did it happen that a sixty-two-year-old woman just out of the hospital could find no better alternative than to stake her bet on pickles? The truth was, though Annie did not know it, she camest in this pickle—almost penniless, with a prognosis of two to four years to live—through no fault of her own. For Annie Wilkins, along with thousands of rural farmers all over America, the early 1950s was not the beginning of a new era of suburbanization but the bitter tail end of a long, steady decline. Annie was the last member of a family of Yankee farmers, descended from people who had fought in the American Revolution, fought for the belief that every man deserved his own plot of land, people who were willing to work ceaselessly in the harshest possible conditions to see that dream through. Annie had inherited that land, her family’s tradition, and a strong work ethic. What she hadn’t inherited was any money.

			George Libby had died in 1902, twenty-seven years after signing that title deed. Four years later, his widow mortgaged their land for $850. When she died, she left her land equally between her two living daughters. One sold it back to the bank for $400. The other held on to it, until she passed it to her sole living heir, Annie Wilkins. Currently, by the county’s calculation, the Libby property was worth exactly $54.36: the amount of back taxes due, plus one dollar, the amount that her neighbor had offered in exchange for her land.

			

			—

			The cucumber seed packs came in the mail. Annie collected empty cans from a pile in the corner of the barn, filled them with soil, pressed three seeds into each, and arranged them so that they would catch the sunlight through the windows. She sprinkled them with water and waited. She watched as the tiny seedlings emerged, pale green shoots, curled as if in prayer, tiny signs of hope, pushing up from dented tin-can planters, her entire future held in their delicate tendrils. She waited for the exact right moment to transfer them to the ground. If she planted too early, a late frost would knock out the entire crop.

			For the last few days, she’d been taking the seedlings outside to harden them off. Then, in the first week of June, on a mild morning that followed a cloudy, starless night, she felt in her bones that it was the right time. Annie might have had only a sixth-grade education, but the number of things she knew about her little patch of ground would take stacks of books and years of study for an outsider to learn. She watched for signs: songbirds in May, gnatcatchers when the trees started to leaf out. Clear nights often brought frosts. Two cloudy days in a row or a spring rain portended warmer weather. She looked for rings around the moon, waited until it was waxing, and watched its color to make sure it looked neither sallow nor red. She even checked her bones—an ache in that leg that got crushed in a horse-and-wagon accident years ago always eased up as the frosts ended. The time was right. But she wondered how she would get all the seedlings into the ground—a backbreaking job for a woman alone, much less for one who was still frail from her winter illness.

			Around Minot, people looked out for one another. When people needed help, word got around. Just as the French family down the road had helped her out before, somehow people knew that Annie was fixing to plant cucumbers and that she’d need help putting them in.

			Almost no one had everything they needed, so people got in the habit of sharing—one farmer had a truck, another had a reaper or a plow; people helped each other put their hay in, and they paid each other back with shares. Annie was grateful but not completely surprised when an old friend from a neighboring town stopped by to check in and promised to help get her seedlings in the ground.

			With this neighbor’s help, Annie cultivated a sizable plot. The cucumber, being a viny plant that proliferates rapidly, needs a good bit of space. Her friend planted three seedlings per mound, three feet apart, in long, straight rows. Annie followed along behind, kneeling on the dirt, placing her handmade wax-paper cones around each fragile tendril, hoping that the plants would stay warm enough to survive. At first, the entire endeavor looked as if a stiff wind might put her plan to rest.

			When her friend left, he wished Annie luck. He’d been kind enough to give her a whole day’s work. But this was just the bare beginning. All the hoeing, picking, and grading would be up to her.

			These Boston variety seedlings would produce a cucumber that was nicely rounded, with a thin, bumpy skin. The word “pickle” comes from the Dutch pekel or the northern German pokel, meaning salt or brine. Annie knew that the ideal pickling cucumber was freshly picked, about four to six inches long, and relatively uniform in shape. A good example of the way industrialization had affected farming, pickling cucumbers had been specially cultivated to grow to a size that would fit nicely in a Mason jar.

			And if all went well, and her plants weren’t attacked by cucumber beetles, or burned by a dry spell, or iced by a late frost, if all went well, she’d signed herself up for a summer of work—picking, grading, hoeing, sorting, every day, over and over again. That she didn’t have the strength to do it was immaterial. Annie surveyed her young crop with a combination of hope and resignation. The way she saw it, she and her cucumbers would live and thrive or wither and die, together.

			Three weeks after the seedlings went into the ground, each mound was covered with a profusion of vines. The little heart-shaped leaves were a vibrant green, and there was no sign of mildew or the scourge of the cucumber beetle. Annie threw her hoe over her shoulder and headed to the fields, where she weeded around the vines, attacking the fibrous quack grass that wanted to carpet the entire field. As the weather grew warmer, she was starting to feel stronger, but she was still easily winded and couldn’t do more than a few minutes of work before she had to stop and rest.

			By late July the vines were flowering. By now, the mosquitoes and blackflies were thick over the fields. Annie wore men’s dungarees and a long-sleeved man’s shirt when she worked, but she spent almost as much time swatting at bugs as anything else. She kept up her routine, out early in the morning to weed, while Depeche Toi chased field mice or napped in the shade. At noon, she leaned up against an old fence post in the shade and split her lunch fifty-fifty with her dog. Her energy kept improving, as long as she paced herself. In the evening, completely pooped, Annie went to bed early, with Depeche Toi curled up beside her.

			About two weeks later, she spotted small fruits, like tiny thumbs, sprouting from the flowers. By early August, some of the cucumbers were ready to pick. Annie was able to spend the entire day in the field, relying on their packed lunch and a pail of water to sustain them through the long summer afternoons. If she didn’t pick fast, the cucumbers would grow too big, and she’d be paid less money for them. When the light grew too dim to allow her to pick, she carried the cucumbers back to her house, and under the glow of the kerosene lamp she graded them, sorting them into piles by size and shape. Finally, for the first time since she’d returned from the nursing home, she was sleeping soundly, too tired to worry or even think much. Sometimes when she fell, bone weary, into bed, she would remember her doctor’s admonition to live restfully, but she couldn’t stay awake long enough to dwell on it.

			As the calendar turned from August to September and then to October, Annie was still picking cucumbers with Depeche Toi at her side. They’d had a spell of unseasonably warm weather—hitting eighty degrees in early October. The farms at lower elevations had already gotten frost, but the particular location of Annie’s hilltop farm kept it a little warmer, and her vines were still producing. By now, the pickle company was paying top dollar, as most of the other farms had already exhausted their crops. The roll of bills she kept wrapped in a rubber band was growing.

			When the last of the cucumbers were picked and graded and sorted and carted away, Annie couldn’t quite believe it. She had taken Dr. Cobb’s orders and turned them upside down. Instead of resting, she’d never worked harder in her life. Yet, miraculously, she was still standing, and most of all, she had amassed over a hundred dollars—enough to make it through the winter. Not enough, however, to sustain herself through the winter and set the farm right.

			In 1950, twenty million Americans lived on family farms, a number that was still robust, though there’d been a slow decline since the beginning of the century. But the number of farm families was about to go into a precipitous dive, leaving only half that many by 1970. Zoom out ten miles from Woodman Hill and you’d find the cities of Lewiston and Auburn, with their factories and supermarkets, car lots filled with chrome-covered American-made sedans with fat rubber tires, and appliance stores where you could buy televisions and refrigerators, hi-fis and air-conditioning units. Zoom out to a hundred-mile radius from where Annie stood and you’d find highway workers constructing the extension of the Maine Turnpike, a four-lane highway built in 1947 to accommodate the increasing amount of car traffic from Kittery, on the southern New Hampshire border, north to Portland and now being extended all the way up to Augusta. Zoom out even farther and you would find the modern cities along the Eastern Seaboard, connected by an increasingly sophisticated system of highways, clotted with cars and trucks, quickly extending outward to the suburban areas of single-family homes rapidly expanding along the edges of the great cities. Zoom out once more and you’d see a country that had radically changed in the past ten years—a landscape that was quickly moving from agrarian and rural to urban and suburban—and a world that was smaller than ever, thanks to commercial transcontinental air travel.

			But now narrow your focus back in to Annie’s world, bordered by the familiar lanes she had always passed on foot, on the back of a donkey, or sometimes, when she was lucky, in a horse and wagon. Its boundaries didn’t extend far—as far as the small hub of Minot, down to the mill town of Mechanic Falls. Remember, she had no telephone, no television, nothing to tell her that the quiet universe of her farm and her town no longer represented the norm for the rest of the country.

			Even if Annie did not have the full picture, she could still see that she was losing the battle to hold the farm, and for the first time in her life, she wasn’t sure she wanted to keep up the struggle. She also realized that she had no appetite for living alone. The memory of those frightening days when she and Waldo had been stranded up here was still fresh in her mind.

			When she was a girl, Annie remembered, every year, without fail, at some point her mother would stare through a frost-spattered window with a hungry look in her eye.

			“You know, we should just quit this place,” she would say. “Hitch a horse up to a buggy and head west. Out to California. I would love to see that Pacific Ocean at least once in my life.”

			At night, quilts piled high on top of her, Annie would imagine that blue expanse of ocean, sparkling under the sun. But there was always something stopping them: plowing to do, chickens to feed, hay to bring in, seeds to plant, another plan to earn a little more money to get them through another day.

			Annie had no children, no husband, and her parents were gone. The people who had once populated the small world of her childhood now all lay at rest under the Libby headstone. As she gazed out at the familiar world outside her door, Annie knew that her family’s time on this land was coming to an end. Three generations had split wood, sown seeds, mucked stalls, slaughtered hogs, canned preserves, picked apples, loved, toiled, cried, exulted, looked up at the sparkling expanse of stars splattered across a black winter sky.

			She’d held on. As tight as she knew how. Hadn’t she?

			But that was the thing about Maine. Seemed like every year, about this time, people started to talk about leaving. The frost crept in, the jagged V’s of Canada geese honked past, the light blue endless summer sky put on its winter coat of gray, the mercury dropped, and the days got shorter, making the familiar slow, silent march toward the deep frozen heart of January. No chance you could think about going then. By then, there’d be drifts of snow up around the eaves and black ice on the roads, fires roaring in fireplaces, crossword puzzles and knitting in the chairs, and you just knew you’d have to stay put and wait for the thaw.

			But before that happened—there was always a moment. A moment when people got the urge to leave, when they looked up at the Canada geese and thought maybe they could just go with them.

			Her mother never made it to California. Never traveled farther than New Hampshire. Right now, on this cold October afternoon, Sarah Libby Stuart lay in the graveyard at Mechanic Falls, just a couple miles as the crow flies from the doorway of the helter-skelter farmhouse where Annie now stood. Her mother had been gone for twenty years. Annie was well past the age her mother had been back when Annie was a girl—and yet here Annie still was.

			But she had some money, and she had her furry companion, and the more she thought about it, the only thing she truly lacked was courage. The courage to follow the plan that was starting to form in her mind.

		

	
		
		
			
				Horses raise what the farmer eats, and eats what the farmer raises. You can’t plow the ground and get gasoline.

				—Will Rogers

			

			 

			
				CHAPTER

				4

				The Search

			
			
				WANTED:

				
					Looking for a tough horse. Sex and disposition unimportant, with looks I wouldn’t be ashamed of, and wearing the lowest possible price tag.

				

			

			Annie Wilkins spread the Lewiston Evening Journal out on top of the oilcloth-covered table in front of her. She flipped past the headlines: “6 More Accused Communists Arrested,” “Four Cases of Polio Confirmed,” “Traffic Fatalities Increasing.” She skipped over an advertisement for Northeast Airlines—tickets for flights to New York City were available for twenty-one dollars. The supermarket touted modern conveniences such as “tasty, thrifty frosted foods,” instant pudding, and Sylvania lightbulbs “for longer evenings.” On page 4, there was a floor plan for the “home of the week,” a postwar-style suburban house with two bedrooms, a modern bathroom and kitchen, a utility closet for the water heater, and a carport. And just below it, a Maine Electric ad described the latest “all electric home.”

			As she turned the newspaper’s pages, she read about a world that was right outside her door, one she had never had a chance to join. The Journal conveyed an America focused on the emerging Cold War, fears of Communist infiltrators, and a buoyant, humming economy, none of which had yet been felt on Annie’s rural hilltop. She flipped past the Magnavox and Mercury ads, past the crossword and the funny pages, to the very back of the newspaper, where the classified ads still catered to the needs of rural farm folk—baling wire and chicks, Guernsey cows and hay, used farm equipment. Apples by the bushel (but you had to come to the farm to pick them up). Sometimes, at the bottom of the classifieds, there were small human-interest articles, and today there was a brief article titled “Wheelchair Traveler Dies in California,” about a woman whose husband, unable to pay for the health-care treatments she needed, had pushed her in a wheelchair all the way from Boston to California to raise money and attention for her plight.

			Most days, the classifieds had listings for puppies and kittens, and livestock for sale—sheep and milking cows, and poultry, too, a going business in the area at the time. But there were few ads for horses. Farmers were more likely to get around in cars and trucks these days. Only a few old-timers still hitched a horse to a plow.

			However, on this day, Annie was lucky. Among the ads for musical instruments, refrigerators, electric supplies, and help wanted was a single listing that looked promising: “Saddle horses for sale at all times. We also buy meat horses. Davis Stables Winthrop, 205-4 or 214-1.”

			We also buy meat horses.

			That one sentence was enough to alert Annie that this was the right kind of place. “Meat horses” were the ones that no one but the butcher wanted, the kind that sold cheap.

			Since Annie didn’t have a telephone and couldn’t afford a toll call from a pay phone, she addressed a two-cent postcard to Davis Stables in Winthrop, Maine, a small town about thirty miles northeast of Minot. On its back, she carefully inscribed a brief description of the qualities she was looking for in a horse. She included her home address, walked into Minot, dropped it with Mrs. Slattery at the post office, and waited.

			For Annie, the waiting wasn’t so bad. She knew nothing of instant gratification. If she wanted to talk to someone, she could write a note and wait for a response, or she could go for an in-person visit, on foot. With her postcard sent, Annie went about her business, figuring that some kind of answer would present itself in due time.

			Due time turned out to be about a week, when a young man showed up on her doorstep and introduced himself as Richard Davis, the owner of Davis Stables. A gangling fellow who looked more like a schoolboy than a business owner, he assured her that he was in fact the proprietor and that he had a horse in his stable that was perfect for her in every way. He seemed eager to sell her on this unseen horse’s merits—which only made Annie suspicious. The more questions she asked, the more his description of the horse in question seemed to change, like a chimera, always shifting form. But he offered to give her a ride up to Winthrop so that she could give him a try, and Annie figured she could trust her own eyes better than any description.

			Richard Davis ran a typical rental stable of the time. During the warm months, he rented hacks to vacationers who came to the Winthrop Lakes region. Davis would buy a horse from pretty much anywhere. He loved horses and would rather give one a home than let it go to the local butcher, who was always looking to buy. But Maine winters weren’t a good time for a rental stable. So as much as Annie might not have seemed like a prosperous buyer, he was still eager to find a horse he could figure out how to package to match her needs.

			Annie chatted amiably with Davis as they drove toward Winthrop, but just like her uncle Waldo, who always talked more when he was nervous, Annie commented on the weather, the landscape out the window, anything she could think of to mask the fact that she had no idea what she was getting herself into. She hadn’t sat on a horse in at least thirty years. Was she about to make a fool of herself? Or possibly lose her nerve? She didn’t exactly know what she was looking for in a horse. What kind would be suitable for her purposes? A sturdy one, for sure, one that was reasonably calm. She had a hip that bothered her with rheumatism, and the last time she had weighed herself down at the drugstore, she’d clocked in at a sturdy 170 pounds on her five-foot frame.

			The horses at Davis’s stables were ragged-looking, and most were a little thin. Their coats were already grown shaggy, and while the animals were not outright neglected, each one was already becoming a burden to the owner—an expense of hay and grain, shoeing and veterinary care—with no way to earn it back as winter set in.

			When they went out to the stables, Davis pointed out a plain, solid-looking fellow. Annie could see that he was a gelding, his color a shade she described as rusty black—a dark seal brown without a single mark of white anywhere on him. Maybe his coat had been shiny in summer, but now it was long and dull, obscuring the angles of a body that appeared strong but a bit too lean.

			When they approached, he looked half-asleep, but as he turned his head to regard Annie, she noticed his lively brown eyes. This one was no plug—he had some fight left in him. His long forelock, black between his ears and tinged a rusty red toward the ends, swept across his forehead at a jaunty angle—it reminded Annie of the way the racier village boys used to style their hair when they went out courting. The horse flicked his ears forward, then let them flop to half-mast again as he looked away, as if to say, I don’t need to please anybody. Proud. A Yankee horse.

			But not as proud as all that, because when she pulled a carrot out of her pocket, he let out a soft nicker and reached his head forward, nuzzling it up, sweet as you please, from the palm of her hand.

			Davis slipped a halter made of twisted rope over the horse’s head, led him out of the stall, and pointed out some of his finer features. According to his teeth, he was “aged”—meaning at least nine years old. He was about fourteen hands (four inches to one hand, so technically he qualified as a large pony). He had solid bones and good depth through the chest, allowing ample room for his lungs; a short back, which is good for a saddle horse; and rounded, muscular haunches—a quality much prized in Maine for plow horses working on hilly pastures.

			Right away, Annie got a good feeling. With his coloring, stature, and build, he looked like a local horse, a Maine horse, like the kind she used to see in the trotting races at the county fairs when she was a girl. When Annie mentioned this to Davis, he didn’t deny that the horse might have raced a few times, might be a castoff from the track, might have done some trotting in his day. When Annie replied that she needed a quiet horse and an ex-racehorse might not fit the bill, Davis quickly insisted that this one was gentle enough for a baby to ride and had just come straight from a children’s summer camp.

			Humph. Annie wasn’t buying any of it. As far as she was concerned, a horse trader was just one step away from a horse thief, no matter how nice this young man seemed, and unfortunately, Annie knew something about horse thieves. No matter. She didn’t need anyone to sell her on it. She was planning to use her own judgment.

			The gelding gazed at her with friendly interest, not unlike the way she looked back at him. Both smallish and square, both Maine-bred, both a little past their prime and a bit scraggy around the edges—and both needing a new home. And Annie recognized the flash in his eyes. He was down, but he wasn’t done.

			His name was Tarzan. Annie remembered the famous movie horse who belonged to the actor Ken Maynard. Seemed like a good name to her.

			Davis had saddled the horse up and thrown a bridle over his rope halter. Why not, he suggested, get on and give him a try?

			Annie looked Tarzan in the eye, as if to say, Don’t try anything, brother. She was worried she was going to make a darn fool of herself.

			Even though Tarzan wasn’t too tall, she didn’t think she could heave herself into the saddle from the ground, so Davis led him over to a mounting block. Feeling a bit foolish, she swung a leg over his back, settled her ample backside in the saddle, and kicked her feet, clad in lumberman boots, into the stirrup irons.

			Annie liked the view from up here. Tarzan had nicely formed ears, the tips pointing inward toward each other. He stood completely still as she got her bearings and stepped forward only when she gave him a nudge with her heels, letting the reins slide out between her fingers to give the horse a free head. Tarzan stepped right forward as if he’d love nothing more than to go on a long walk. Annie and Tarzan circled the field next to the barn several times before she pulled up in front of Davis.

			“I feel right at home,” she said.

			“When you feel like that on a horse,” Davis said, “then he is the horse for you. You could ride ten thousand and not find a better one.”

			Now Annie worried that she’d made herself a sucker. It was so easy to tell that she was smitten. She clambered off, looked Davis in the eye, and asked, “How much?”

			Sure enough, he quoted a price that was steeper than she’d hoped for.

			She was gearing up to say no, to tell him this horse was out of her price range, to figure she could keep on waiting, or maybe see if there was another, cheaper one in the barn when Tarzan reached out and nudged his muzzle against her hand.

			She turned to look at him, and his two soft brown eyes were studying her with a gentle curiosity, as if he could read her mind.

			“He likes you,” Davis said, and as if on cue, the shaggy gelding reached over and rubbed his head against her shoulder and took a couple of side steps over, so that he stood next to her.

			Annie shrugged, then smiled broadly.

			Looked like he’d chosen her. Didn’t seem like she had much say in the matter.

			Annie had spent some time at the races in her day, and though she didn’t consider herself a gambling woman, she’d cast a bet or two, won some and lost some on the Maine trotters. Now she was about to take the biggest gamble of all. She was farm-born and farm-raised and she knew that you didn’t bet the farm on a horse, and yet here she was looking at this horse with the intention of doing just that.

			Annie named a lower figure, but the wily horse trader could surely see that her heart was already taken. He shook his head as if facing the gravest possible sorrow and started to lead Tarzan away, but Annie held up her hand to stop him. She knew that this was her horse.

			It wasn’t until she’d parted with a sizable chunk of all her money that she realized she could have asked a few more questions. Had he ever
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