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For Mom and Dad—my role models—who together
created a home filled with faith, grace, and love.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


I never knew two of the four main characters in this book. My great-grandfather Si passed away long before I was born, when my dad was only two years old. My grandfather Gordon also passed away before I was born, when my oldest sister, Leslie, was two years old. Between my great-grandfather Si’s tiny one-by-three-inch travel journal, my grandfather Gordon’s photographs and letters, the memory of my father, Don, and the more recent history as told by my brother, Steve, I have pieced together our family history from Canada to the United States, from rural to city living, from farming to small-business ownership, through four generations.


This is a work of nonfiction. I researched time periods; read books to find details; took a trip to Leduc, Alberta; and investigated land and business documents. As an author attempting to tell a true story, I struggled with representing individuals’ feelings, thoughts, and conversations when I didn’t know for sure if I could correctly interpret the situations. Of course, no one alive today was there in the early 1900s to account for the conversations that happened and the thoughts and feelings associated with the actual events. But the more I learned about my great-grandparents, the more confident I felt that the words I put into their mouths were chosen with the greatest amount of accuracy and truth possible given the gap in time.


None of us have a choice of where we are born. Of course, I am a product of my parents. I possess physical and emotional characteristics of both. But the longitude and latitude of where I took my first steps were not my choice; rather, they were the result of decisions made by my parents, my grandparents, and their parents. The house I grew up in and the community in which I was raised all had a positive and lasting impact on me, so much so that I am now raising my own kids in the same community. But what if my grandparents had never sold the farm in Canada? Or if the family business failed during the Great Depression, World War II, or the oil crisis of the 1970s? How different would my life be?


A recurring theme through each generation depicted in this book was the ambition of its members to do their own thing, separate and different from what their parents did or expected of them. I think we all have an innate desire to find our own piece of land—both literally and figuratively. But the paths we pursue and the places where we land and call home shape and provide structure not only for our own lives but for the generations that follow as well. The roads these twentieth-century boys chose—their searches, their successes and their failures—have all become part of my story.





CHAPTER ONE


1900–1902




Some journeys take us far from home.
Some adventures lead us to our destiny.


—C. S. LEWIS





THE DOOR AT THE END OF THE RAILCAR OPENED ABRUPTLY, and Si caught a whiff of lavender—a scent from home—that snapped him out of his spiraling thoughts. Within a week, he would likely be going to the church he’d grown up attending with his parents. For the first time since he’d boarded that train in Portage La Prairie, Manitoba, Si’s spirits lifted ever so slightly.


Two years earlier, Si had ridden the same rails in the opposite direction with the ambition of an entrepreneur and the confidence of a lion. He had left the family farm in Watford, Ontario, to follow his dream of starting a restaurant. Eli Silas Clark (Si, as he was called) had been raised on a farm with eight siblings. Their father, Thomas, who had immigrated to Canada from Yorkshire, England, on his own as a young man, had raised the Clark children on the ideal of autonomy. Si and his siblings were encouraged to seek their own destiny, to follow their own star, and to put down roots in a place of their choosing.


From an early age, Si had a passion for food. He loved mingling spices and pairing flavors cultivated from his garden. He regularly cut recipes out of newspapers, altered them to suit his palate, and jotted down ingredients he identified when trying new foods. He had chosen Portage La Prairie, Manitoba—1,200 miles away from his hometown—as the place to open his restaurant. It was a small town, west of the capital city of Winnipeg, and a Canadian Pacific Railway stop off the Trans-Canadian Highway. It had a local newspaper and a community fair, and its population was multiplying, which made it seem like a good place to start a restaurant. Two of his sisters had settled down with families there as well.


But not long after opening, the restaurant failed. Si knew food, but he wasn’t educated as a bookkeeper or manager. So, at thirty-seven years old, Si was headed back to his hometown with little to show for it except a failed attempt at his dream and a few notes scribbled into his pocket journal. When he arrived, he would be the only one of his siblings on the family farm. All eight of the others had spread out and gone on to follow their own callings.


But on this humbling trip home, Si was not in a hurry. He also loved to travel and wanted to experience the Great Lakes—Lake Superior, the Soo Locks, then Lake Huron—by steamship, instead of bypassing them by train. He hoped that the change of scenery on the six-day journey would lift his spirits and help him think about his next move, after a brief visit at home. Time was not on his side as a man of his age, and the one place he’d never imagined himself settling was the farm where he’d been raised.


On July 6, 1900, the wind blew hard. The iron-hulled steamship Algeria rolled from side to side as it plowed through the turbulent water of Lake Superior, creating a constant mist and causing an occasional sheet of water to curl over the bow. “The scenery is spectacular,” Si wrote in the tiny journal he kept in his pocket. He traveled alone most of the time. If he didn’t have a seatmate or other companion to chat with, he jotted down names of places, dates, and scenic details. In his journal he also kept the full names and birthdates of his parents, grandparents, and all his siblings. Family was important to Si.


“Two-thirds of the passengers are seasick,” he wrote. Si managed to maintain his composure while a stream of pale passengers rushed by him, holding their abdomens and tossing their most recent meal into the unforgiving lake. While others fought the motion of the boat, Si kept a steady eye ahead to whatever piece of land he could spot. But he didn’t focus on the horizon because he knew it would help his equilibrium, although as it turned out, it did. He focused on the landscape because he was deep in his thoughts.


Si thought about his life—where he had been, what kind of a man he was, and where he hoped he would go. He knew he didn’t have all the answers. After all, he had just failed to do what he thought he was meant to do. But he also knew he wasn’t done searching for his purpose, his calling, his place in the world. Having been raised in the Presbyterian Church, Si prayed silently. At that moment he wasn’t fearful of the storm gaining power, or the seasickness it might bring on, or even the fierce waters of Lake Superior, which had claimed the lives of many in years past. Instead, amidst the chaos, he had a strange sense of peace and gratitude. His feelings of hope were starting to squeeze out his feelings of despair.


Once he arrived in Watford, Si relished the familiarity of home. The fields of golden wheat, almost ready to harvest, were at the peak of beauty. He’d seen them hundreds of times, but this time, they seemed even more captivating. The white two-story farmhouse that his father kept so well maintained, the porch swing, and the cluster of trees in the yard were as familiar to him as his own footprint. Home was a good place to be. But as good as it felt, Si also felt the tug of forward movement. He didn’t want to let his restaurant failure define him. He still wanted to find something, somewhere to call his own.


One morning, a newspaper caught his attention: GOLD IN NOME, ALASKA, its headline read in bold black letters. It struck him instantly. He loved an adventure and could immediately visualize himself panning for gold right there on the beach in Alaska. But it wasn’t just the promise of gold; the United States President William McKinley had just extended the American homesteading laws to include the Alaska Territory. On top of that, Canadian homesteads were being made available in Ontario. That was the Canadian government’s plan for encouraging people to move out West. They were giving land away—free—in the areas they wanted to build up. Opportunities seemed to be beckoning him out west, and Si didn’t like letting a good opportunity pass him by.


Until then, Si determined, he would appreciate the time he had with his family. Knowing Si was in town, the Fairs, longtime neighbors and family friends, invited the Clarks over for a visit. Si knew the Fair family well, but it had been many years since he had visited their house. The weeping willow out front, in all its familiarity, stood quiet. The barely detectable summer breeze was not even able to ruffle its leaves. The Fairs’ two-story farmhouse with a wraparound covered porch looked exactly as he remembered. Si noted that the serenity and stillness of his hometown were so different from the clink and clang of restaurant work.


Sitting in the comfort of the shade on the porch with his parents and Mr. and Mrs. Fair, Si had a strange sensation of feeling caught between childhood and adulthood. He was in fact a grown man, but the scent of lavender and the low drone of bees buzzing around the stalks lining the white-spindled porch brought him back to his younger years and running with his friends. There was comfort in both the memories and the present.


The high-pitched squeak of the screen door as it opened turned Si’s head, and for a few moments he wondered who was this stranger carrying the tray of biscuits. Moments later, he realized it was Annie Fair.


He could hardly believe this was the same Annie—the youngest sister of one of his childhood friends. He remembered her as a playful child. Now, at seventeen, her rounded cheeks had thinned out, and her long braids were tied sophisticatedly on top of her head. She had an unfamiliar seriousness about her—a bit awkward, and perhaps shy. She was grown up, and Si was intrigued by her transformation.


After superficial conversation about the weather and the latest crops, the topic changed to what everyone was talking about: Nome, and the gold rush. Si told of his plans and explained that he would wait until June to start his journey to Nome since during the winter, the water would be frozen over and steamships couldn’t get close enough to land. An awkward silence followed and hovered over the porch. He saw the worry in his mother’s eyes and the hesitation in his father’s. Annie’s eyes fell to the ground and stayed there.


On July 1, 1901, Si stood on the deck of the SS Oregon along with 1,500 other passengers hoping to get rich on Nome’s gold beaches. The mood on board was jovial and contagious. Strangers stood shoulder to shoulder, patted each other on the back, smiled and laughed together, all with the same exhilarated anticipation of going for the gold. Friends, family members, photographers, and anyone else wanting to bid them farewell stood on shore, shouting and waving as the ship pushed away.


While a few people struck it big in Nome, most came home with just enough gold to pay for the treacherous journey and have a little left over besides. While Si was one of the latter, he brought back more than just the precious metal. He brought back an experience. On his Alaskan adventure, Si had learned that the ones who profit the most are the ones who first find the treasure or are on the early end of the discovery. It’s the explorers, the creators, the entrepreneurs who win. Although he didn’t quite know what to do with that revelation, he knew it was important, so he held on to it.


On his return trip back to Seattle, Si felt more than ready to get back to Watford. Annie had been on his mind. She would be nineteen by the time he returned. Settling down in Watford suddenly seemed like a better option than it had a year earlier. At thirty-nine, Si’s appetite for adventure was waning. He now hungered for what he had been pushing away for so many years—simplicity, security, and a home filled with family.


Back on the train, Si crossed the invisible border from the United States into Canada, marked by a wooden arch. He then traveled northeast over the Canadian Rocky Mountains. Tall and jagged, the Rockies were magnificent. But it was on the plains of Alberta that Si found the most beauty.


The Albertan plains were mostly unused land—not much to look at—but Si used his imagination. He painted golden wheat fields bordered by lines of equally spaced trees, blue skies, and glowing white farmhouses. In this picture, he even saw children playing and a wife for himself. He could likely have that in Watford, he thought. His parents were tiring of farm work and would welcome him home. Si knew he wanted that lifestyle now. But did he want it in Watford? On his parents’ farm?


Halfway home, the train slowed, then stopped at the railway station in Leduc, a small town in Alberta surrounded by prairies, between the bigger cities of Calgary and Edmonton. Si looked out the window and sat a little straighter as he caught his first glimpse of this small town bursting with pride. A water tank and windmill stood on one side of the tracks, while a town center flanked a main street on the other. Leduc reminded him of his fondness for Portage La Prairie, as it, too, was on the rail line and brimming with energy.


A flyer nailed to the wall at the station read, LAST BEST WEST. Si’s eyes widened as the wheels in his head started spinning. This was the Canadian government’s campaign for attracting people to the rich land made available for farming in Alberta. Homesteaders seeking fulfillment of their dreams were flocking to western Canada in pursuit of their piece of free land under the Dominion Lands Act.


Suddenly, Si wanted a piece of that land. Could this be it? he wondered—free land in a small town in the plains of Alberta. There was opportunity here. He had to find out more. He felt so compelled that, as he heard the hiss of the train getting ready to depart, he jumped up and dashed off the train in Leduc, Alberta, some two thousand miles from his parents’ home in Watford.


Outside the station, teams of horses pulled wagons full of wheat down the main street of town. Farmers lined up as the waiting train blocked their path to the grain elevator on the other side of the tracks. Both single- and double-story wood-frame buildings stood side by side down the main street block. Wooden sidewalks girdled the dirt road. The Pioneer Store, Leduc Hardware, Johnson’s Meat Market, Glanville General Store, and the Waldorf Hotel—the energy and urgency in that main street of Leduc was contagious. People were busy getting things done. It looked like this town was growing—a good place to be.


For a $10 administration fee, Si received a 160-acre piece of land that sat about twenty-five kilometers southwest of the town center of Leduc. Then, per the Dominion Land Act Agreement, he had three years to build a suitable dwelling and make the land farm-ready, in order to receive the title to the property.


Just a few days later, Si stood at the corner of his square plot of land southwest of Leduc. He knelt down and touched the soil. Sand, silt, and clay—ideal for growing wheat. But his plot also grew dozens of trees. After walking and surveying the whole property, Si thought about where the house would sit, and the barn, and the field. Finally, Si felt he had arrived. Here was his land—a blank slate for him to build on and make his own. He’d explored, and now he would create.


The first thing he needed to do was to erect a livable structure. Most initial structures were constructed of rough, hand-cut logs and a sod roof. The homesteaders didn’t have much money at first to buy finely milled lumber for a more comfortable wood-framed house with windows. Part of the homesteading requirement was that the land had to be occupied for at least six months of the year. So until the dwelling was built, homesteaders either slept in tents on their land, or in a rooming house nearby if they could afford it.


Si looked around at the nearby plots of land. The energy he’d felt in town carried over here. Neighboring farmers got to know each other by pitching in to help in work parties called “building bees.” Homesteaders took advantage of every hour of daylight to get their homes up and ready before the dark and freezing temperatures of winter brought outside work to a halt. The soil would harden under a blanket of ice and snow from November through March. Having arrived in early September, Si wouldn’t be able to get a livable structure up until spring. But he had time. Getting back to Watford for the winter was what he had planned before this diversion anyway.


At the train station in Leduc, Si recalled that just a few weeks ago, when he’d jumped off the train there, he only had hope. Now he stood waiting to get back on the train with hope and land. He looked around at his fellow passengers waiting to board. There were men in three-piece suits and top hats, and others in working clothes—dark pants, long-sleeved button-up shirts, suspenders, and well-worn boots. But what drew Si’s attention was a family that traveled together. The mother held the hands of a boy and a girl, one on each side, while the father spoke to the porter who stood next to a stack of trunks, presumably theirs. Si wondered if one day he would be traveling with a family—his family.


Si had always been independent, but more and more lately, strangers who became travel companions were not able to fill the void of his loneliness. Thoughts of Annie made his heart beat faster. He no longer wanted to be a single traveler. He wanted someone to enjoy life with, to stay in one place with. He hadn’t left Watford with any promise to Annie, but he hoped she was still available. This journey had changed him. He was ready for the next phase of his life.





CHAPTER TWO


1902–1929




There is no value in life except what you choose to place upon it, and no happiness in any place except what you bring to it yourself.


—HENRY DAVID THOREAU





WHILE MANY THINGS OVER THE YEARS HADN’T GONE HIS WAY, finally Si felt his life was coming together. As he had hoped, Annie was still single, and a few months after arriving back in Watford, they married. At the end of the winter, the newly married couple planned to move to Leduc, build their home, and start their life together there.


But soon following the wedding came hints of the reality that waited for them in Alberta. Stories of the pioneer life had reached Annie. The hardships included families living in tiny log cabins with leaking roofs and dirt floors, and women having to endure long, laborious work in the fields alongside the men. Although Annie liked a bit of adventure, the prospect of leaving her family and the comforts of the life she had known for the conditions she had heard about frightened her.


Si also didn’t really know yet what he was in for. At this point, he didn’t even have a shelter on his land. Taking risks like this hadn’t fazed him as a single man. But now he had Annie to think about. He wanted the life he’d envisioned for them, but he didn’t necessarily want to drag her through the mud to get there. Finally, it was decided that come spring, Si would go back to Leduc to get started on proving up his land while Annie stayed with her parents.


This time, when the train pulled into the Leduc Railway station, Si felt a combination of urgency and tranquility instead of curiosity and wonder. He had a lot to sort out, a lot to learn, and a lot of work ahead of him. But seeing the main street and the grain elevator, he felt a sense of pride in this place. His heart felt at ease and filled with affirmation that this would be the best place to start his family. He was getting closer to his dream. He had a piece of land and a possibility. He only hoped the reward would be worth the effort.


Si’s property had about equal parts timber and open space. Typically, the process of homesteading followed a specific order of events. First, he needed a livable structure—just good enough to sleep in, to protect against the elements, and to procure the certificate of ownership. With the help of neighboring farmers and a few hired hands, Si had his livable structure up within a month.


The typical next step would be to clear the rest of the land for farming. Depending on the amount of timber on the land, this could take several years. The timber could be sold to the lumberyards, where it would be milled and readied for use in building a second, more refined farmhouse on the property. This was the goal for most homesteaders with families—and Si was no different. He wanted a nice house for Annie to come home to. But once Si got started selling timber, he realized there was yet another opportunity here.


Si had learned the value of timber, and the lot adjacent to his was densely forested and still available. One of the stipulations for homesteading was that if you followed the regulations and lived on your property for the required six months per year, you could also apply for another 160-acre section. By the end of his first six months, just before it was time to travel back to Annie in Watford, Si received the rights to the adjacent section of property.


Back in Watford, Si’s plan to move Annie to their new homestead the following spring was thwarted by the impending birth of their first child, Gordon Fair Clark, who was born in June, 1903. That year, Annie stayed in Watford again while Si spent another six months working in Leduc.


Life for Si and Annie went on like this for the next three years, with Si spending half the year in Leduc while Annie stayed with her parents. During those years, Si never lost sight of his goal—bringing his family to the homestead. Leduc was still growing and developing into a nice community to raise a family. There, Si poured his heart into his work—selling timber, leasing parts of his land, and improving his homestead by building a more refined farmhouse—not just one good enough for shelter, but one good enough for his wife and child.


Finally, by the fall of 1905, Si had a farmhouse, a barn, and farmable land. In January of 1906, Annie gave birth to another boy, Russell Lawrence, and a few months later, the young family took up residence on their homestead in Leduc. Gordon and Russ would soon attend school in Leduc, and six years later, Si and Annie would welcome a third son, Harold Raymond, whom they would call Ray.


Si couldn’t imagine a better mother of boys than Annie. She had become queen of her domain inside the house. She was not rattled by the rough-and-tumble nature of boys, but in any given minute, if the boys became quarrelsome, her calm yet firm voice could shape them up within seconds.


Life in Leduc was turning out to be not only pleasant, but prosperous. Between 1914 and 1918, wheat prices nearly doubled. Leduc was thriving, and celebrations were in abundance. In fact, the celebrating might have been too much. Excessive drinking had become such a problem in rural Alberta that Leduc joined the temperance movement, outlawing alcohol.


But despite the prohibition, the community still had a jovial spirit. Settlers threw community picnics complete with activities for the kids, such as horse races, and a pole merry-go-round at the nearby Conjuring Creek. A Leduc annual sports day included baseball, football, and hockey games for all ages.


The Clark boys were growing up happy and healthy on the farm. Gordon, at sixteen, resembled his father, with a long forehead and ears that stuck out slightly. He had an easygoing personality and liked getting to know people. He had a knack for maintaining the agricultural equipment and enjoyed engineering contraptions that made work on the farm more efficient. He was a peacekeeper and a caretaker.


Russ, at thirteen, had a rounder face and resembled his mother. He had a seriousness about him and was the most independent-minded of the brothers. A classic middle child, Russ tended to do things his own way, and he often reminded Si of his brother Ira, who had left the family farm at seventeen and never came back. Russ was more of a thinker than a doer. He preferred using his mind to solve problems, instead of his hands on the farm. He didn’t like to be told what to do, but preferred figuring things out on his own.


Ray, at eight, was the true baby of the family. He bore a strong resemblance to Gordon. But unlike his oldest brother, Ray was more trouble than help on the farm as a young boy. He was possibly the brightest of the three, but with his playful personality, he frequently found mischief. “Where is Ray?” was a common phrase around the Clark farm. Ray would often be found on a neighboring farm running around with boys his age.


Inevitably, bad times come along with good. One afternoon during the winter of 1918, Si came home from town with a copy of the Leduc Representative. He dropped it on the table, folded to show the page on top that read, “Deaths of the Week.” Two of the fifteen names listed were neighboring farmers—a mother and child.


The Spanish flu had hit the community hard. It was awful to hear of the epidemic taking any lives in their community, but a mother and child in the same family, just a few farms away, made it all too real. Si couldn’t imagine what he’d do without Annie. She had become the glue to their household.


The provincial board of health posted fliers all over town encouraging people to stay away from public meetings and crowds and including instructions on how to make a mask. Annie tended to stay close to home most of the time anyway. So when Dr. Woods, the town doctor, mentioned it might be a good idea to keep the boys home from school, Annie didn’t hesitate to comply. As independent a thinker as she was, she was also a rule-follower. Fortunately, either by the grace of God or because of Annie’s diligent corralling—or both—the Clark family made it through the epidemic without contracting the virus.


But their troubles weren’t over yet. The heyday of high wheat prices had come to an end. Between 1919 and 1922, the price of wheat plummeted from $2.31 to $0.77 per bushel. The weather hadn’t helped. A severe drought, which ended up lasting most of the decade, made for small crop yields.


By the mid-1920s, more than half of the farmhouses surrounded by the once-golden wheat fields had been abandoned, their families gone in search of better luck somewhere else. Those that remained survived on snared rabbits for meat, savored the few vegetables their gardens provided, and spent any extra pennies on flour for bread. Farming was hard work in general. But when the hard work brought little reward, it made life on the farm close to miserable. To make ends meet, Gordon and Russ—now twenty and seventeen, respectively—went to work at the nearby coal mines.


By then, the coal miners in Alberta had been through several strikes and had come out the other side, having arranged for better working conditions. Mining was still backbreaking, hard, and dirty work. But it paid nearly $7 per day, and between the two of them, Gordon and Russ were able to provide significant help to the family during difficult times. While other farmers were barely making it, the money they brought in not only allowed the Clark family to keep their farm, but also afforded them a few luxuries.


On one occasion, Gordon and Russ arrived with a new gramophone. It was a gift for their parents—one that brought Annie to tears. Si knew she didn’t love the idea of her boys working in the mines, but they had made their own choice. Every night when they arrived home, Annie was visibly relieved. She loved having the whole family together, and now the mood was elevated even more by the magic of music.


The gramophone wasn’t the only thing playing music. American radio was making its way to rural Alberta, glamorizing a more modern life in America. Neighbors gathered around one radio to listen to stories and to advertisements that highlighted products they had never heard of in Leduc. Si noticed that Russ was particularly fascinated with anything American, so it wasn’t a huge surprise when Russ announced his plan to move to Seattle at age seventeen.


Si had always known Russ wasn’t going to stick around the family farm for very long. He recognized in him the wanderlust, the independent streak, and the desire to chase an opportunity he’d felt himself as a young man.


Russ’s quick departure affected the whole family. Whether they were sad, nervous, or envious, the day-to-day energy on the farm felt different. Si noticed that it was Gordon who’d seemed the most hurt when Russ announced his plan. Gordon was more of a pleaser than Russ. He had always just done what needed to be done on the farm, without question or complaint. As the oldest, Si expected him to adopt more and more of the responsibility, and now that Russ was gone, Si needed Gordon more than ever.


To make matters worse, the drought continued. Over the years, Si had learned not to fret too much about things he couldn’t control—mainly the weather. But the drought had become a seemingly unending threat, and he couldn’t help but worry. On top of that, wheat prices hadn’t yet rebounded. The first half of the 1920s had been grim both economically and emotionally, and unfortunately, 1926 did not start out any better.


One spring day, Annie couldn’t get out of bed. She didn’t often get sick, and rarely complained of pain, so when she couldn’t stand up without doubling over, Si called for Dr. Woods. By the time he arrived, Annie was hot with fever and had a swollen belly. Dr. Woods’s diagnosis was appendicitis, but since their small hospital in Leduc did not do surgeries, she had to be rushed to the closest city, Edmonton, about twenty miles away. Annie spent more than a week in Edmonton after surgery, then was then sent home to recover under the care of Dr. Woods.


Once home, Annie seemed to be recovering slowly, until one morning, she wouldn’t wake up. Si called for Dr. Woods immediately. Annie still had breath, but she had slipped into a coma, likely the result of a blood clot—a complication from surgery. A day later, on July 17, 1926, Annie passed away in her home. She was forty-six years old.


Grief flattened Si. He couldn’t function on the farm, or in the kitchen, or as a parent. Annie had been the family’s anchor. She held everything together, and everyone in their place. She had brought life onto the farm when before it was just a piece of land. She was life on the farm, and now Si didn’t know how he would continue without her.


On top of his grief, Si was now in his sixties. Work on the farm had stolen his energy. He was tired. Over the prior few years, he had been delegating more of the responsibility to Gordon. After Russ left, Gordon had taken over the bulk of the work anyway, but now Si didn’t even feel like helping. Ray wasn’t much help either. He had continued on to high school—unlike his older brothers who had stopped after eighth grade—but now, perhaps due to his mother’s absence, Ray was becoming more difficult, and Si didn’t know what to do with him. It felt like an impossible situation.


Then one day, Ray’s school teacher visited. “Si, Ray has been drinking at school again. He is causing a lot of trouble.” Si hung his head low with guilt and regret. He didn’t know what else to say or do. He knew Ray missed his mother terribly. He’d been only fifteen when she died, and Si had failed to give him the same nurturing care as Annie had. In his sadness, anger, and boredom with rural life, Ray, now eighteen, had turned to drinking.


Later that evening, Gordon approached Si about the situation. “We have to do something about Ray,” he said. “This isn’t working anymore. I can’t keep up with the work. Something needs to change.”


“I know.” Si felt defeated. He missed Annie during times like these.


“I think it’s time to sell the farm. Ray needs a change. We all need a change.” Gordon spoke with gentle authority, as if he’d been rehearsing the conversation. Si had considered selling the farm, too, but in his grief, and given his age, the thought had overwhelmed him. But this was Gordon’s idea. Once Gordon spoke the words, Si let out the breath he had been holding for years. For the first time in a long time, he felt a huge sense of relief. It was time for a fresh start.


As a homesteader, Si had brought his family out West for the open space, the opportunity, and the freedom to run. The same thing that had satisfied his own wanderlust was now inhibiting or proving detrimental to his sons. They deserved to have their own dreams. They deserved to make their own way without feeling the guilt of leaving the family farm. His three sons possessed differing amounts of courage, perseverance, and loyalty, but they had the same ambitions that he recalled in himself at their age.


Si knew that through no one’s fault, no one’s failures, it had come to this. Life was changing, and they needed to change, too.


It was time to sell the farm.





CHAPTER THREE


1929




Making a decision was only the beginning of things. When someone makes a decision, he is really diving into a strong current that will carry him to places he had never dreamed of when he first made the decision.


—PAULO COELHO





GORDON HAD ALWAYS BEEN GOOD AT FARM WORK AND HADN’T thought about any other life for himself until after Russ announced his exit plan. He felt cheated at first, as if his younger brother had cut in front of him in line at the bank. Then the letters started coming, describing Russ’s life in Seattle, with opportunities so plentiful they could be picked up at the corner newsstand.


But even if Gordon could have mustered up the courage to go, he felt stuck after his mother’s death and his father’s advancing age. He could certainly envision a different life for himself—maybe in business—but Gordon was loyal. He had responsibilities—family responsibilities on the farm he couldn’t leave behind.


The trouble with Ray was the catalyst that allowed a daring but perfect plan to come together. It was a way to keep the family intact and put Gordon in a place where he could explore a non-farming way of life. He was twenty-six years old, and it was time for him to take charge of his life. Just like his father, Gordon wanted to find that something to call his own. He would just need to take Si and Ray with him.
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