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 Living Off Grid? Been There, Done that - by Ernie Bies, April 10, 2020 

Remember the άback to the landέ craze of 

the late 1960s when hordes of hippies fled 

the comfort of their parentsΩ Toronto 

suburbia and moved to Killaloe, a quaint little 

town between the Ottawa Valley and 

Algonquin Park?  They joined the American 

draft-dodgers who had already moved to old 

farms in the nearby Hills of Wilno. No 

electricity, no indoor facilities, no problem.  

Many of them made a go of it and are still 

there, home-schooling their grand-kids, living 

on the crafts they make and food the land 

produces. Sure, there might have been some 

other cash crops to sustain their life style but they survived. 

Travel back another 40 years to the 1930s when my parents immigrated to 

Canada and joined a different generation of back-to-the-landers, settling in a 

small farming community south of Hearst. Back to the land was not an end in 

itself but the beginning of a new life in a new land and the ultimate goal was to 

make it back to the city. For some it took decades of hard work and sacrifice and, 

while they may not have enjoyed long lives of leisurely retirement, they set the 

stage for their children to have better lives.  What a difference there is between 

the expectations of the immigrants of those days and those of today. My father 

first came to Canada from Czechoslovakia in 1927 then went back home and took 

a bride, Anna Huckova, in 1932. He returned to Canada and bought a 75-acre farm 

in the new Slovak community being formed eight miles south of Hearst. My 

mother joined him in 1933 with Olga, their new baby girl. His brother, Michal, 

settled on the adjacent farm. 

The following is a brief history and a snapshot of life on the farm through my 

eyes. While I did borrow some of the stories from my older brothers and sisters, 

most of these memories are as I remembered them and may differ from theirs.  
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After years spent wrestling control of the land from the black spruce, the settlers 

survived on subsistance farming and whatever paying jobs they could find. 

Original clearing was done with an axe and a bucksaw with men and women 

doing their share of the labour. Houses, barns and outbuildings were built to 

accommodate growing families and livestock - horses, cows, pigs and chickens. A 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ¦ƴŎƭŜ aƛƪŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ мфоо ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀ ǎŜƭŦ-

contained unit to his house for the first teacher, Stella Drajanoff.  The Slovak 

community gained a post office and was officially named Bradlo in 1936.   

Dobie, Ontario: In the late 1930s, my father decided to move to Dobie Ontario to 

try his luck, now with Annie, John and Rudy added to the family.  He built a large 

building with plans to run a rooming house and restaurant. Leaving Bradlo in his 

rear view mirror, he sold his house to the school board to serve as a teacherage. 

¢ƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀƴ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ 5ƻōƛŜ ǎƻ ƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ to Bradlo n 1941, taking shelter in 

¦ƴŎƭŜ aƛƪŜΩǎ Ŏŀōƛƴ, where Bill was born. He continued working on the farm for a 

few years, building a new house and adding another girl, Martha, to the family.  

Geraldton, Ontario: The gold mines of Geraldton beckoned and he worked 

ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘǊƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ƘŜƭǇŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

being severely 

injured in a 

accident on 

October 2, of 

1944. The driller, 

Alex Heino, died 

in the accident 

and my mother, 

six months 

pregnant, attended his funeral with Bill. I 

was the last to join the family, three months 

later, while Dad recuperated in the hospital. 

Times were tough and baby pictures were 

not a priority but my sister Martha managed 

to find a picture of my sister Annie holding me in a family album on a trip to 
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Czechoslovakia. My sister Olga told me that her teacher gave her a Jersey Milk 

chocolate bar when I was born but she did not share it with me then. Years later 

she did give me my own Jersey Milk bar and shared that story. 

My memories of Geraldton come from my 

baby book courǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ bǳƎŜƴǘΩǎ 5ǊǳƎ {ǘƻǊŜΦ 

I was delivered by Dr. MacBurney and 

weighed in at 9 lbs, 10 oz. About 10 years 

ago, I met Nancy Nugent at an Ottawa 

Senators hockey game through a mutual 

friend. Her brother Dale has season tickets 

in the same section as mine. What are the chances that three babies born in the 

Little Longlac Hospital would reconnect 75 

years later? 

Dad was unwilling to resume work 

underground, and once again, he loaded the 

family and possesions onto a truck and 

returned to the farm in Bradlo. I was too 

young to remember the parting but I imagine 

it was like the Joad Family heading west in 

SteinbeckΩs ά¢ƘŜ DǊŀǇŜǎ ƻŦ ²ǊŀǘƘΦέ LΩƳ ǘƻƭŘ L 

got to ride in the cab of the truck .  
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 Every winter many of the men from 

the community, sought 

employment as teamsters or άbush 

whackersέ in the northern bush-

camps. At first snow they hitched 

up their horses and left their 

families to fend for themselves. 

They came home for a short 

Christmas visit and then were off 

again to the camps until spring. Like 

the other farm wives, my mother 

was left to tend to her children, 

manage the few head of livestock 

and chickens and survive the harsh 

winters of Northern Ontario. With the 

horses gone, she was without any means of 

transportation.  Before he left, Dad stocked 

up the pantry with provisions from town.  

Bags of flour and sugar and pails of lard and plum jam were hauled in.   Since the 
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empty flour bags became clothing, aprons, table 

cloths and pillow cases, they all had to be 

different. Empty lard pails were put to good use 

for storage in the shed, feeding the chickens or 

catching drops from a leaky ceiling. Nothing went 

to waste. In addition to supplying eggs daily, the 

chickens were also guests of honour at Sunday 

dinner and provided endless chicken soup that 

cured all ailments. The dugout under the house 

served as our root cellar and was stocked with 

ǇƻǘŀǘƻŜǎΣ ŎŀǊǊƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǊƴƛǇǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΩǎ 

harvest. Mom was a master at stretching her 

provisions to always ensure we were fed. I was 

surprised later to discover that hamburger and rice pudding were not normally 

made with bread filler.  My father did not do well on kitchen duty. I remember 

one time my Mom was hospitalized for a week and my Dad had to cook. He found 

ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ Ǉƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƻŦ ǇƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀƴǎΦ 

Supplemented with a couple of rolls of baloney and bread, we had all the basic 

food groups covered. We also learned about social distancing on the school bus. 

Most kids today have never enjoyed the delicacy of fried baloney.  

There really was no need to go to town on a frequent basis as the older children 

went to the one-room schoolhouse down the road.  Doctors from town would 

visit the isolated farm families in 

their horse-drawn cutter on 

routine or emergency calls. Even 

the animals got home visits as 

the Watkins salesman would 

appear on schedule to replenish 

the tins of salve and bottles of 

ointment that my father needed 

to treat the harness sores and 

aching muscles of the horses.  
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Gedeon Vermette provided a similar service with Rawleigh Products. Farmers 

usually had to take care of their own veterinary and calving issues. 

Mother was a natural gardener from the start. With the livestock producing 

unlimited fertilizer, and her tender care, we were never without vegetables. She 

even planted a beautiful flower garden that proved to be as hardy as she was. 

About ten years ago my wife and I were at the now abandoned farm and she saw 

ŀ ƭƻƴŜ Ǉƛƴƪ ǊƻǎŜ ƎŀƳŜƭȅ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜŘ ǾŜƎŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

have a shovel and, on the way back to town, she lamented not being able to 

salvage this poor, lonely rose. Finally, I pulled intƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ȅŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά5ƻ 

you have a shovel? My wife is driving me crazy.έ Without pause he produced a 

shovel and we went back to get the rose. We planted it at our cottage at Golden 

Lake and it liked the southern climate so much that, by the next year, it had taken 

over the whole flower bed. I gave shoots to my brother Bill and sister Olga and 

they said they had the same result.  

HYDRO NONE: Truly off the grid, we did our 

homework by the light of coal oil lamps.  

FETCHING WATER: In winter, the outdoor well 

often froze in the night and had to be thawed 

and primed with hot water in the morning. My 

oldest sister, Olga, recalls one winter, before my time, when our well went dry. 

Mom had to take a copper boiler on a sled next door tƻ ¦ƴŎƭŜ aƛƪŜΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ, to 

fetch water every day.  Mom pulled and Olga gamely pushed the sled as water 

splashed into her boots. By the time they got home her feet were soaked and 

freezing. This required several trips as the livestock consumed more water than 

the family.  Later my dad dug a new well by hand, with the older boys pulling the 

dirt out with pails on ropes. He lined the well with cinder blocks. One year my 

father hired a bulldozer to clear more of his land for planting. He envisioned 

growing wheat and oats but the season was too short so they became extra hay 

ŦƛŜƭŘǎΦ IŜ ŘƛŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƭƭŘƻȊŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛƎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇƻƴŘ ƻƴ ¦ƴŎƭŜ aƛƪŜΩǎ 

farm, to provide water for the livestock. In winter we had a mini skating rink, but 

did have to chop a hole to get water for the cows and horses who did not seem to 
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mind the ice-cold water. In the summer we tried to swim in it but it was just a 

mud-hole and we had to compete with the cows for swimming time. 

THE FACILITIES: We had the benefit of two gender-neutral outhouses, our own 

and the one next door at the teacherage. No need for reading material in those 

days, as time spent was minimized when the temperature dropped to 40 below 

and the icy cold winds blew up to greet you, or when your older brother was 

banging on the door. 

WOOD HEATING: No electrical service meant the small farmhouse had to be 

heated with a woodstove in the kitchen and a box stove in the living room. These 

were connected to the chimney by a plain stove pipe suspended from the ceiling. 

We would sit around the box stove that was so hot our faces could be sweating 

ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ōŀŎƪǎ ŎƘƛƭƭŜŘΦ  ²ŜΩŘ ƎŜǘ ŀs warm as possible and then dash to bed under 

huge homemade comforters that were stuffed with chicken feathers. The 

ǎǘƻǾŜǇƛǇŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƭŜŀƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ōǳǘ ŀ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŘƛŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎƻŦǘ 

wood caused a significant buildup of soot and, with it, the constant danger of a 

chimney fire. On some cold nights the stove pipes became so hot they glowed 

red.  My mother and older brothers and sisters frantically soaked towels and 

potato bags in cold water and threw them over the red-hot pipes until they 

coolŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ǇŀǎǎŜŘΦ 9ǾŜǊ ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴǘΣ aƻƳ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ ƴƛƎƘǘΩǎ ǎƭŜŜǇΦ 

Today, we have a three-season cottage and often go out for a few days in the 

winter. The plumbing is drained so we have to use outdoor facilities. Coupled with 

having to bring our own water and hauling wood from the woodpile for heat, it 

seems like we are reliving my early days on the farm but at least it is by choice, not 

of necessity. 

 

ah¢I9wΩ{ .9!w 9b/h¦b¢9w: One night my mother was going to the barn when 

she came face to face with a black bear who was investigating the chicken coop. 

She let out a shriek and the bear stood on his hind legs, probably more afraid than 

she was. She ȅŜƭƭŜŘ άWŀƴΣ Wŀƴέ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ 5ŀŘ, coming out to investigate the 

commotion, found a stand-off, with both the bear and my mother standing frozen 

and staring at each other. Dad ran for his 303 rifle and returned to the yard to find 
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that the bear had run off behind the house into the potato field.  There was 

enough light from the moon for my 

Dad to get a good shot and end this 

ōŜŀǊΩǎ ƳŀǊŀǳŘƛƴƎ ŘŀȅǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

day he skinned it and hung the 

carcass in the chicken coop.  The 

chickens, who had been bear food 

the day before, proceeded to pick 

the carcass clean. Surprisingly 

enough they produced some very 

tasty eggs for the next few weeks. 

Dad loved to regale people with this story and each time he would tell it he would 

embellish the parts that got the biggest laughs till finally, as he told it, he was 

standing there, gun in hand with  the bear and Mom bellowing at each other and 

ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻƻǘ. Untanned, the bearskin did not survive the 

summer heat. 

THE GREAT FRUIT TRUCK INCIDENT: Isolation on a small farm in the 1940s in 

Northern Ontario can lead to fantasies in the mind of a four-year old boy resulting 

in desperate measures. The cold winters shut us in for long dark months.  The 

older ones escaped to the one room school down the road for the day, coming 

home to chores and homework by the light of coal oil lamps.  

Spring brought some respite from our shut-in status but muddy roads and fields 

limited our excursions. Summer, that brief interlude between last winter and next 

winter, finally brought total freedom. Raspberries, strawberries, black and blue 

berries, and even hazel nuts were in abundance and my mother would take us on 

picking patrols. We probably ate more than we picked but she was a purposeful 

picker and we always had home-made jams to supplement the pails of plum jam 

she bought from West and Company. Picking on abandoned homesteads brought 

stern warnings to avoid the open wells and to watch for hungry bears who also 

wanted these berries. We never did see a bear on these trips and I think the 

warnings were just to keep us within her sight. I was told that the closest 

encounter to wildlife we had was when my brother ate a frog on a dare and, on 
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another occasion, stepped in a hole where a mother garter snake was raising her 

writhing brood. 

These berry picking trips made us look forward to the arrival of the Fruit Truck 

from Southern Ontario. I had no idea 

where it had come from or where it went 

later but the high-light of the year was to 

see this huge truck come rumbling down 

the dusty road. He stopped at each farm to 

sell bushel baskets of fresh apples, 

peaches, pears and tomatoes. While we 

could grow peas, beans and root 

vegetables, the short season did not favour 

above ground veggies. We were amazed to see this huge truck packed floor to 

ceiling with bushels and bushels of fresh produce. My father could only afford a 

limited supply but he made sure we had apples, peaches and pears.  With no 

electricity on the farm we could not keep these special treats for long periods, or 

so we told ourselves, till our aching tummies made us slow down.  I watched the 

fruit truck drive off and wished I could go with it. What could be better than 

driving a fruit truck? 

Mom made pies and canned a supply of fruit for the winter pantry. The reaction 

to the arrival of the fruit, with the happiness and joyful activity it created, did not 

go unnoticed to these four-year-old eyes. The next week Mom was preparing to 

go to town to buy her regular groceries when she discovered that her grocery 

money was missing. She was in a panic as money was extremely limited and even 

accused the truck driver of robbing her as he was the only stranger to have come 

through recently. Lamenting near the top of her Slovak άhȅ Yoy Boje aƻƛέ scale 

no-one knew how to console her until my sister Olga noticed that L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ 

at this group grief encounter. She found me hiding under the porch and putting 

two and two together, she asked what I knew about the money. I burst into tears 

and admitted that I had taken it. When asked why, I blubbered, άL ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳȅ 

ŀ CǊǳƛǘ ¢ǊǳŎƪέΦ 
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THE LADIES: We always had a pair of dairy cows that went by names like Bossy, 

Bessie or Elsie. One of the last ones we had was named Colette after a new 

neighbour that my mother was not too fond of. These girls provided the milk for 

our daily consumption and butter which the younger ones spent countless hours 

churning. Sour milk was converted to cottage cheese, some of which was sold. 

¢ƘŜ Ŏƻǿǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

process. When the time was right, my mother tied a rope around the neck of one 

of the cows and they would set off on foot down the road. That evening they 

would return, both looking exhausted, but Bossy with a big smile on her face. The 

nearest bull was several miles away, so it was quite a long hike for both of them. 

bƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿŜΩŘ ōŜ ōƭŜǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎŀƭŦ, hopefully female.  

Veterinarians were only called in drastic situations and the farmers had to take 

care of the birthing themselves. When the calf was mature and producing milk, 

poor Bossy made the ultimate sacrifice to provide meat for the winter. Some 

meat was taken to the merchants in town to help pay the bills.  

We always had a hefty tab at West and Co. My mother would phone in an order 

for the items she could not produce on the farm. No need for milk, eggs, butter, 

chicken or vegetables but she needed bags of flour, sugar, coffee and hardware 

items. One day she asked for the English name, for an insect bomb, and, not 

realizing I was pranking her, she very seriously ordered άƻƴŜ I-.ƻƳōΦέ  I wonder 

what the grocery clerk thought knowing those foreigners were now under 

Communist rule back in the old country. LΩƳ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

the RCMP.  
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Because the younger children treated the cows and calves as pets, we were not 

allowed in the yard during the 

butchering process. We had to stay 

in the attic and amuse ourselves 

until it was over.  One of my duties 

was to go and fetch the cows from 

the fields at night and put them in 

their stalls. It seemed like miles 

walking through grass almost as 

tall as I was but when I saw the 

farm as an adult it was only a few hundred feet.  

HEAVY HORSES:  From the 1930s, my father always had a pair of work horses with 

names like Tom, Prince, and 

Mike until he finally bought a 

Case Tractor in the mid-

fifties.  Horses were major 

contributors to any ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ 

success. They hauled the 

logs, pulled the stumps and 

the stone boats when 

clearing the fields for 

ploughing. When their 

domestic chores were done, they were called on to haul pulp to the railway 

sidings or work in the bush 

camps. In addition to this 

heavy work they were pets 

and companions for the farm 

children. These massive 

animals were extremely 

patient with little children who 

wanted to be cowboys. Their 

stalls in our barn offered very 


