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“Frozen long Johns, one-room logging shanties with dirt floors and the ever-present threat of wildfires. Nostalgia does not waft in on lilac-scented breezes in Garry Ferguson’s recollections of life in Renfrew County a century and more ago. The reality is gritty, hard scrabble and realistic, filled with smoke from cooking fires and blocked flues.”

— Michael Joll— 

Author: Hacker and several other novels and Collections of Short Stories. 

“A pure joy to read, Garry Ferguson’s masterful writing blends nostalgia for a vanished world of wonder with the simple joys and challenges of growing up in rural Ontario. Frosty mornings give way to spring with its ‘bovine odors’ and calls of the first crow! A great read!”

—Heather Laltoo-Ferguson—
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“Backroads rumours, recollections and stories of a long-gone era abound in this follow-up collection by Garry Ferguson.”

—Ken Puddicombe— 

Author Down Independence Boulevard And Other Stories;  1st Prize Guyana Prize For Literature (Fiction) 2022.

GARRY FERGUSON

Garry Ferguson’s stories have appeared in numerous Anthologies such as Scrawl, Seed and Draw Up A Chair, a Renfrew County Millennium project to collect the works of thirty county story tellers.
Publications: his work has appeared in The Auction Fever, The Canadian Commissionaire, Huronia Sunday, the Heritage Old Time Country Music News Publication and The Madawaska Highlander.
Garry was the runner-up in a Leacock Humorous Short Story Competition. 
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“Stories have to be told or they die, and when they die, we can’t remember who we are or why we’re here.” 

Sue Monk Kidd (1948- ) 
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1 HAPPY BIRTHDAY CANADA
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No one, especially the author, assumes responsibility, blame or shame for the veracity—or lack thereof—regarding facts in the following article, originally written for The Madawaska Highlander’s celebration of Canada’s 150th. The author freely admits that his research was based solely on the gossip among the lads at the Friday-morning breakfasts in Griffith, Ontario. 

We’re not sure who sent out the invitations in 1864, but the political lead-hands from the Maritime British American Colonies had a little get together in Charlottetown, PEI, probably because the USA was again threatening invasion; this time as punishment for not joining their un-Civil War. However, battle-hardened Civil War vets, called the Fenians, did attack in 1866. The political ramrods from the United Upper/Lower Canada Colonies—including Sir George-Etienne Cartier and Sir John A. MacDonald— were not invited, but a party was a party, complete with a free bar it was hoped, so they showed up anyway. After a few rounds of brandy—MacDonald had himself a good head start—someone suggested that they make a country.

“Yes! Confederation!” someone else added.

“You want to name it after our bridge?” yelled the head lad from PEI.

After the laughter had died down, someone wheezed, “What you really gonna (chuckle) call this country?”

“How about the United Provinces of America?” someone ventured.

This was roundly rejected, because it was pointed out, the name UPA could be confused with a certain parcel delivery service or even a popular ale of the time.

When the last, “For shame!” and  “Nay!” had died down, Nova Scotia’s Charles Tupper, famous for his Tupper Wear, asked  Sir John A. for his opinion. 

Sir J., who always developed a slight attention problem at about eight or nine brandies, evidently assumed that the question was, “Where’re ya from, eh?”

“Canada,” he slurred. Everybody around, under and on the table liked it and cheered and so the name stuck. 

The lads then sat down to write the draft of a British North American Act (BNA). 

MacDonald, being a lawyer was asked to do the writing but shrugged and re-slurred, much louder this time, “Canada, dammit!” 

Fortunately, a literate newspaper fellow who had blundered into the gathering asking directions to a john—someone had pointed in Sir J.’s direction—was conscripted before he could escape. 

I seem to remember something about them nailing the finished document to a church door but I do know, for certain, that a few of the lads took off to visit the Imperial Esso Government in London. A week-long delay was created though, when they mistakenly took a train to London, Upper Canada. After the lads did finally get to present their idea to the Brits in the other London, the British Prime Minister growled something that sounded suspiciously like, “Good bloody riddance.”

Those of his ministers, who were not snoring, staged a group mutter with a clearing of throats and garbled utterances that were recorded as, “Mmm. Yes, by Jove! Quite.”

And so, on July 01, 1867, Canada became a country. And that’s the way it all came about 150 years ago.

P.S.  Unfortunately, because of the ensuing celebrations, the lads forgot the BNA in London and it didn’t turn up again for over a hundred years.
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2 THE SHANTIES
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Come all you jolly lumberjacks and listen to me song.

It’s all about the shanty boys and how they get along.

A bunch of jollier fellows I know you’d never find;

It’s how they spend the winter months

In hurlin’ down the pine.

Old Canadian folk song

Hurlin’ Down the Pine

The term logging shanty not only brings to mind a specific period in our history, but denotes a way of life. The hard life of the shantyman (not shanty man) spawned a pride, an attitude, a culture rich in song and legend. The Bunyan (Bunion) tales were lifted from this culture by U.S. writers. It’s said that the tales were carried to the U.S. when being Canadian was enough to qualify for a lumberjacking job in Michigan. I had a great uncle who would be hired for summer-time, timber-cruising work as well as winter logging and would spend several years in that State before returning home.

The shanties in my part of the country, Renfrew County, Ontario, were usually one-room log hovels with dirt floors. The builders used moss to chink the cracks as well as overlapped scooped logs to fashion a roof. In the centre of the room sat a rectangular platform of sand cribbed up with logs to make a camboose where a fire for cooking, heat and light burned twenty-four hours a day. Over the camboose, a large, wooden vent protruded through the roof. Though designed as an oversized flu, this opening probably served as a health feature as well by exhausting more than smoke from a room filled with men who went to sleep with bellies full of baked beans. One of my grandfathers who worked in the shanties, said that when the vent ignited, as it often did, it was every man outside to heave snow at the fire.

The straw-covered, two-man bunks made of poles, were used for more than just a bed. The men virtually lived on them. At mealtime they would heap their metal plates with sand-baked beans and salted beef or pork, fill their shanty tins with tea or soup, grab a chunk of pot-baked bread and head back to their bunks. Here they did a balancing act while they shoved ‘er back with a spoon and a knife. I wondered why the same grandfather used a knife to put food to his mouth instead of a fork until I learned that the shantyman was provided with a spoon only. He provided his own all-purpose knife which he learned to use with dexterity when it came to shoveling grub.

When it came time to hit the hay, the men peeled off down to their ganzies, (heavy combination underwear) often turning them inside out to foil the lice until they could get to sleep. Sometime during the night, after the little vermin had cuddled up to them again, they’d get up, turn the underwear right-side-out and go back to sleep. The only baths were suffered by those unlucky enough to fall through the ice of some lake or stream.

For six days a week, all hands would be up at four in the morning. Horses and men had to be fed so that the crews would be on the job at daylight. Logs were cut, skidded and hauled to waterways in order to catch spring floods when the log drivers would take over. In the earlier square-timber days, logs were scored and hewed into squared timber so that more could be stored on ships bound for markets in Britain. They knew it was quitting time when the sun went down.

By the time my father went to the bush, tar-papered camps with floors, stoves, plank tables and straw ticks on the bunks had replaced the shanty. Life was easier because the mechanized age meant that men were no longer as isolated but the folklore of the shanties survived. Legends, songs, work ethic and skills had all been inherited from the shantymen.

The mentality of men who went to shanty and the women who stayed behind to run homesteads and raise families was forged in the hardships of an unforgiving time in an unforgiving land. They took pride in self-sufficiency, mental and physical toughness. It’s not unusual to hear older folk talk of past privations with such pride that you might believe they’d do it all over again. Their values and traits became so entrenched in society that they are still an inherent
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