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Life on the Farm 

My name is Lillian, and this little story is about living with Grandma Emily 
on a farm near a bush settlement known as Nenagh. Now if you try to find 
Nenagh on a map, you will, but the truth is it is no longer there. As for the 
farm, well the barn still stands, and one lonely gnarled old apple tree but that’s 
about it. The house that acted as the local post office and was the domain of 
Grandma Emily is gone, along with the little town that once stood nearby. 

As time marched on, he and Emily had nine children, five girls and four 
boys. Grandma Emily used to laugh saying “The big homemade cradle always 
had two babies in it, one at each end”. 

And then in 1893 tragedy struck, Thomas Crispin was killed in an 
accident while hauling milk for a local creamery. As a widow with nine 
children, Grandma could easily have given up, sold everything, and moved to 
a town. Instead, with the small amount of insurance money that was given to 



her and with help from Thomas ’s brother she built a house for her large brood 
electing to stay on the family homestead. 

Sadness again came to Grandma Emily, seven years after her husband’s 
death, when her youngest son, Tommy died in a diphtheria epidemic.  

Grandma once told me their lives weren’t the only ones touched by these 
illnesses. She spoke of a group of former slaves who made their way to Canada. 
They did not own land but helped to clear the bush and built a few cabins and 
a small church near the farm. After losing a large number of children in the 
terrible epidemic, they moved away, leaving a small graveyard in the corner of 
a field near Grandma’s house. 

 Eventually, Grandma Emily married William Nelson, and they carried 
on to create a profitable farm that boasted pigs, cows, sheep, a flock of hens, 
and three turkeys, including a miserable old Tom who chased everybody and 
everything. 

From the back of her house, she ran the village post office and often wrote 
stories for the local newspaper. 

 
How I came to Live with Grandma 

 
Grandma Emily (Woods) Crispin was my Grandmother on my mothers 

side. In many ways, she was like a mother to me. When I was just three, my 
own mother Norma (Crispin) Carmount took ill with typhoid fever. I was sent 
to live with Grandma Emily and William Nelson until my mother recovered. 
My mother did improve, and apparently, I returned home. But Grandma 
missed me so much, it was finally decided I should stay with her. Which I did, 
for the next twenty years. 

I had lived with Grandma  Emily for five years when Don Nelson showed 
up. He had been officially adopted by Emily and William. Don essentially 
became my brother, and most definitely, my partner in mischief. 

  
The Pirate 

 
A big challenge for Don and I was when Great Grandad Woods arrived. 

He was a tall man with a bushy white beard, sporting a gold ring in each ear. 
We felt sure he had been a pirate.  

Great Grandad Woods short visit became permanent, along with his 
horse Peggy, and a herd of rabbits. Peggy was a beautiful breed of horse  a 
“Hanover Morgan.” As for the rabbits, they ate all our school fair garden, so we 
let the old hound after them every chance we got. 



Great Grandad had Bible reading before every meal. The hungrier Don 
and I were, the more extended those sessions seemed. Looking back, I have to 
admit he was a talented man. He built beautiful furniture and grafted 
branches onto our apple trees so that one tree could produce different kinds of 
apples. I guess Don and I made life upside down for him. 

Time passed and Peggy, the horse, overate a bunch of frozen peas and 
died, the hound got rid of the rabbits and Great Grandad past away in his 
nineties. 

Those Infernal Machines 
 

In Nenagh the arrival of the automobile caused problems. Horses would often 
spook and run away from them. One evening an elderly Irish lady was walking 
to Grandma’s to pick up her mail. She ran into the house crying “The Devil 
Himself” was after her. We all saw those headlights coming up the road. I hid, 
feeling sure my days of mischief had caught up to me. 

Years later Uncle Will and I had our own frightening experience. We were 
in a buggy, on our way to visit my mom and dad at Orchardville. As we turned 
onto the highway, we met an oncoming truck with a white tarp flapping 
behind.  

Our horse spooked and took off. Uncle Will pulled hard on her lines, but 
something snapped on her bridle, and he had lost any control over her. She ran 
for almost two miles with us hanging onto each other, praying the buggy would 
hold together. When the horse came to Grein’s Mill, she turned full speed, and 
we all tumbled down over the bank.  

Uncle Will had a broken shoulder. My leg was hurt, and we both had 
many bruises. The buggy was wrecked, and the poor horse, it’s leg broken, had 
to be shot.  

A fond automobile memory was Uncle Herb showing up from the city 
driving a beautiful car. It was a Rio Grande sedan, Robin Egg Blue, with a 
plush velvet interior. Don and I were always kept away from that car. 

 
An Infernal Machine We Enjoyed 

 
On one of those visits to the farm, Uncle Herb and Aunt Laura delivered an 
amazing contraption called a radio. It was the first of it’s kind in the 
community and every Saturday night the neighbours came to listen to W.L.S 
Chicago old-time music by ‘Bradly Kincaid’.  It was Don’s responsibility to run 
the radio. It was a real monster with the sound eminating from a  big horn.  

If Don and I had our winter barn chores done, and the supper dishes 
finished by seven o’clock we could listen to "Amos and Andy". The radio was 



one thing Don, and I would look after, for Grandma although she loved it, found 
all its buttons confusing.  

It was a pleasure she would enjoy the rest of her life, for Uncle Herb, and 
Aunt Laura kept her in new radios. Of course, they were run by batteries for 
the old farm never did get hydro, or a car, or for that matter an indoor toilet. A 
warm newspaper to lay on the seat sure came in handy, when you had to visit 
the old outhouse in sub-zero temperatures. 

  
Chores 

 
When you live on a farm, there are always daily chores like mucking out 

the stalls, gathering the eggs, milking the cows and feeding the animals. 
When it came to milking the cows, Don and I named each one. There was 

Pinky, Daisy, Tootsie and so on. If one was mean and upset our milk pail, we 
renamed her after someone we did not like. As a result, some were hailed as 
Tom, Jake and Old Ruby (after a teacher Don disliked). Taking care of the cows 
involved milking (by hand), separating the milk, feeding the calves, and 
skimming the milk twice a day. 

Every season on a mixed farm added chores. Our seasonal efforts were 
diverse, some we looked forward to, others we dreaded, but all were necessary. 

The year would begin by cutting the wood for the following year. There 
was no wood left on our farm as every inch been cleared, the giant trees that 
once stood burned in massive fires. Standing maples were purchased from a 
neighbouring farm, cut to the proper size, and finally piled in the woodshed. 
Winter chores included keeping the three wood boxes in the house topped up. 
Three stoves kept the kitchen cooking, and the house heated. 

After the wood was cut, a big Irishman, Christopher Ryan, joined us for 
butchering day. Two big pigs were killed, scalded, scraped clean, and hung up 
by block and tackle. Chris turned this chore into a party with his fun, and 
laughter. On these frosty days, he would cut up the hams, and roasts. Later 
the hand-ground meat was stuffed into the casings that Grandma had 
prepared. The result was tasty sausage, a real treat when canned in jars for 
summer use. Head cheese was made, and all the fat was rendered into lard for 
all her pies and bread. This process was repeated in the fall with just one pig. 

The cold winters allowed us to preserve beef and lamb. Uncle Will always 
bought two kegs of herring fish preserved in salt brine. When soaked overnight 
in clear water, and cooked the next day, they were a real treat. Many fat hens 
became Grandma’s famous chicken and dumplings, a million dollar meal for 
our guests.  



The next job was making soap. This was done outside by Grandma in two 
big sugar kettles. All the grease and fat saved all winter was used along with 
Gillette lye, borax and other secrets. Adding the lye was a dangerous job. It 
foamed and boiled to the top of the kettles. Grandma’s snow white soap was 
used for cleaning, laundry and dirty hands. It was cut in cakes and stored in 
wooden boxes in the woodshed to season.  

One day I went to the shed to get a cake of soap and as I exited the Old 
hound grabbed it and swallowed it in one gulp. I was terrified he would die. 
"You are a dead dog, Buster” I cried, but the next morning he was out chasing 
those rabbits, howling from one end with soap bubbles flying out the other.  

Early spring meant making maple syrup from the shade trees around the 
house. Don and I gathered the sap every morning before school, and again 
when we came home. Grandma boiled it in two big sugar kettles to the perfect 
amber consistency. Our reward was a flavourful treat. 

Another job was shearing the sheep and dipping them for ticks. Every 
second year we would take the collected wool to the Chesley Woollen Mill. A 
portion would be traded for yarn and wool blankets. Everyone knitted, 
including Uncle Will who made beautiful socks and mitts.  

For Uncle Will, spring meant a lot of work. The crops had to be planted 
by him and his team. The grain was put through the fanning mill removing the 
weed seeds and giving us the best grain to sow. Then Don and I would treat it 
to prevent smut. Uncle Will planted a variety including grain, hay, corn, 
turnips and mangels for the Cows.  

A big garden was planted with a large variety of vegetables and flowers 
including new potatoes and Grandma’s favourite "Heart of France", a 
beautiful, deep red-flowered aster. Her asters and dahlias and vegetable 
collection often garnered first prize at the Ayton Fall Fair.  

Spring was a wonderful time on Grandma’s farm, wee lambs, calves, little 
ducks and chickens. There were daffodils by the dozens, tulips and apple 
blossoms.  

Through the summer Don and I cleaned and repaired the racks on fifteen 
beehives. But when it came time to remove the honey, we would make 
ourselves scarce. A lot of bee stings went along with that job. We were proud 
to see the Nelson name on the sides of five and ten-pound pails destined for 
sale in Hamilton. It was "choice" clover honey, nice and white and creamy. 
They called the honey money, "found money", for there was no cost in feeding 
the bees. 

 
 



Fall was a time for harvesting, this included following Uncle Will as he 
ploughed out the potatoes. It was hard work, but later, in the winter, a hot 
potato baked in the oven and slathered with melted butter made it all 
worthwhile. 

Next came haying. Uncle Will never had hay baled as long as he farmed. 
It was all cut with a team and mower, raked in long rows, and made into stacks 
they called "coiling hay", we called them "hay doodles". Once forked onto the 
wagon by hand, it was taken to the barn and pitched into the hay mow. In the 
winter months, it was pitched down a chute to feed the livestock.  

Grain harvest came next. It was cut with a binder and three horses, set 
up into stooks - sheaves sat on their ends in groups of six and dried. Once dry 
it was again, moved into the mow to await the arrival of the water and wood 
guzzling, steam threshing machine.  

In something they called "changing hands", many men took turns 
threshing one another's fields. It was a very dusty and dirty job, but Grandma 
always had a clean tablecloth and loads of food. 

In the Fall Uncle Will would use a “walking plough” on the land. One 
furrow at a time, straight as the lines in this story. The miles he and his team, 
"Jessie and Minnie", walked in a day was astonishing.  

Grandma would pick the apples to be stored for the winter. With a local 
girl, she selected and packed all the apples in the cold cellar. Snow apples and 
Tomlin Sweets to use first, Kings (a delicious apple), and Brown Russets next, 
and finally Spies. All packed in barrels in orderly rows. The Spies were pie 
apples and were good until late spring the following year.  

From the time the first apple was picked, we ate apples. The whole school 
munched apples. One teacher (a city girl) called us all "walking cider barrels" 
and told us "no more apples in school". A lot of good it did her, it sure didn’t 
stop us. 

Another treat was apple butter made at the mill in Ayton. Preparation 
required bags of cider or juice apples and peeled and quartered cooking apples 
for thickening. Apple peeling parties included neighbour girls and boys. Two 
people would run the apple peeler, and the rest cut the apples. The next day 
Grandma was kind of cranky when she had to clean up, she often said “no more 
peeling parties”, but the next year would see another.  

Ayton Cider Mill ran day and night. Now “doctored up cider” became a 
very potent drink, and that spelled trouble. I remember one man known to 
Grandma, came in and asked if he could have some apples. She told him “she 
had better use for them than to make him drunk.”  

 "Oh, Mrs Nelson, I never gets drunk. I know just when to stop. I puts my 
cap on the doorknob, and when I sees two caps, I’ve had enough.” 



 After all the harvesting, storing and canning we would look back, 
thankful for the bounty our farm provided. 

  
City Slickers 

 
When relatives and their children arrived from the city Don, and I would 

switch into mischief mode. One time we taught Georgie and Elmer Moore to 
play “cat”. When milking, we would shoot the milk into the mouths of barn 
cats, sometimes from a distance and quite often missing. Great fun until Uncle 
Will caught us. 

I remember one year there was a significant stack of barley straw outside. 
Barley straw was very itchy and stuck to everything. The three Moore boys 
(Norman, George and Elmer) arrived from Hamilton dressed "just so" in wool 
sweaters, wool pants called "knickers", wool socks and caps. They decided it 
would be great fun to jump out of the barn into the pile of barley straw. Don 
and I warned them, but what did we know, we were just “hicks” and didn’t 
know "soup from nuts". Don left quickly to clean the chicken coop, and I beat 
it to the house, claiming I had work to do.  

After an hour or jumping in that barley straw, they tried to brush it off. 
Well, I never saw such a mess in all my farm days. Covered from head to toe 
that barley straw was there to stay. Their fancy wools were ruined, and they 
broke out in a rash. Aunt Nettie was ripping mad at us for not warning them. 
We shrugged our shoulders, “we tried, but they wouldn’t listen.” The truth is 
we didn’t try very hard 

  
Christmas at Grandma’s 

 
The Holiday season was always fun. Every school and Sunday School had 

a Christmas concert, and we all attended, arriving in sleighs with lots of bells 
on the horses.  

Then there was Christmas itself when the children would return to 
Nenagh with their families. They arrived by train at Ayton where Uncle Will 
greeted them with a team and sleigh. By Christmas day there were often fifty 
of us.  

The tree was set up Christmas Eve, not a day before. When all the kids 
got up Christmas morning, Santa had decorated it through the night. It was 
beautiful, with real candles which Grandma lit for a short time at supper. 
When I think of us kids yelling and tearing around Christmas morning, I don't 
know how Grandma kept her sanity.  



The boys sat on long benches behind the big main table. In the centre of 
it sat a three-legged stool decorated with Aunt Clara Spencer’s red and white 
paper roses. On top sat a three-layer Christmas fruitcake. Adorned with a  
jolly-faced Santa Claus complete with a red suit, white fur and long black boots. 
As soon as Christmas Day was over, Santa was rolled in tissue paper and boxed 
up for another year.  

In preparation the week before was spent making doughnuts by the pail 
full, pudding, cakes, and cookies. The meat was goose, chicken and pork pies. 
No turkey, they were hard to raise and hard to get back then. In all her years 
at Nenagh, Grandma never went away for Christmas. It must have been sad 
for her when we all grew up and did not hang a stocking at her house on 
Christmas Eve. 

Grandma did not go too far in her later years, her legs gave her trouble. 
Still, we always had a house full of company every weekend. I often had to set 
the table twice to feed them all supper. As I grew older, I took over a lot of the 
housework. 

Grandma taught me how to bake bread, pies, cakes and all the "goodies", 
including how to make butter. It had to be salted just right and put in a crock 
in the cellar. She made shopping lists, and Uncle Will would drive me to Mount 
Forest to do the shopping. Things were not charged to your account, “If you 
don’t have the cash, you don’t buy it.” It was a good lesson. Her cream and eggs 
were sold or bartered to buy her food.Over the years I was glad to have learned 
all these things from her.  

Eventually, Don got a job on a dairy farm at Woodbridge milking cows by 
hand. It was a sad day for us when he went away, but there was no future for 
him at the farm. I missed Don the most as we had grown up and got into plenty 
of mischief together. Grandma shed tears as well when she thought no one was 
looking.  

Grandma never wore short dresses or had her hair cut. It was always 
done in a roll or bun and looked nice. She never smoked a pipe like so many of 
the Irish Grandmothers in Nenagh did. They wore aprons with big pockets that 
held their clay pipe or a plug of black tobacco and a dainty little knife. After 
they had dinner with Grandma, and the "tidy up" was done they would fill their 
clay pipes and have a smoke.  

Now the English Grandmothers would drink tea and turn their noses up 
at the "clay pipes". Those little old Irish ladies looked like "apple dolls", 
wrinkled and brown. They had come direct from Ireland and told tales of fairies 
and witches to the children.  

 



Things were slowing down on the farm due to the aches and pains 
brought on by age for both Uncle Will and Grandma. I was married in 1934, 
and being alone meant a significant change for them. Other grandchildren took 
turns helping some. Then Uncle Walter Crispin and his wife separated, and he 
came home to live, so they had help again. 

Grandma Emily was almost eighty years old when she made her first trip 
to a hospital. Her health was failing, and Aunt Laura took her to Hamilton to 
see a specialist and have some x-rays taken. They found that she had cancer, 
but she returned and spent the rest of her life in her own home. During the 
last year, Uncle Walter along with help from my mother gave her excellent 
care.  

I was with her a day or two before she died. She scolded me, “Don’t climb 
up the windmill anymore.” Ever since they had built the big windmill, I had 
my bottom spanked for climbing it when I pleased. I guess she wondered who 
would watch over me when she was gone. (Of course, I was twenty-eight and 
married when she told me this.)  

She did not go into the hospital or take drugs, she finally just said she 
was tired and went to sleep. So ended the incredible life of a pioneer 
grandmother on Aug. 30, 1941. 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 



Seeds on the Wind – Paul Hock 

Now this old farm has been here, more than 100 years 
And my great granddad cleared the land, with blood and sweat and tears 
And I can feel him walking, through the tall corn and the rye 
He worked the land & built the Barn, and made the widow cry 

And he, still walks beside me, he speaks to my soul 
Although, he's gone from my world, a long long time ago 
Like seeds, upon the winds of time, his spirit, touches me 
I will always know him, he still walks with me 

And she lived in a house here, with the seeds they had sown 
Raised eleven children, though two were not her own 
Helped many more into this world, from that little town 
She did her best in troubled times, and wrote their stories down 

And she, still walks beside me, she, speaks to my soul 
Although, she's gone from my world, a long, long time ago 
Like seeds, upon the winds of time, her spirit, touches me 
I will always know her, she still walks with me 

Like seeds upon the wind their children grew and crossed this land 
And their children's children far and near, now do you understand 
The dream they dreamed so long ago, in a town no longer there 
Do you feel them by your side, do you even care 

That they still walk beside you, they speak to your soul 
And if you listen closely, in your heart you'll surely know 
That they, have in their own way, Like seeds, upon the wind 
Reached across these many years, to be, with us again. 

Like seeds upon the winds of time, they’re here with us again 

Words & Music – Paul Hock 
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