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Gold Award Best Article:

Manitoba

Finalists:
% Come Together, Mark Reid (Canada's History)
w Going, Going, Gone, Matthew Kirby (Canada's History)

w Who is Canada's Greatest Explorer? Douglas Hunter, Jacques Lacoursiere,

Ken McGoogan, Bill Moreau & Victor Suthern (Canada's History)
wTrail of Dreams, Liz Bryan (Going Places)

w Rereading Trace, 25 Years Later, Alison Calder (Prairie Fire)



The Winning Entry is:

Canada’s History
Matthew Kirby

Going, Going Gone

e ).



About ‘Canada’s History’ magazine

w Founded in 1920 by the Hudson’s
Bay Company as “The Beaver’

wln 2010, it was rebranded to
‘Canada’s History’

w Circulation: 38,000

» Winnipeg-based

-

V‘\ Click here for Canada’s History magazine website

 CANADA'S t

PRISONER OF PARIS
+ A Canadian artist is trapped by the Nazis

i HOCKEY'S HIGH ROLLERS

The sharprise, then fall, of the Montreal Maroons



About the author: Matthew Kirby

w Matthew Kirby has a history and classical
studies degree and a bachelor of education
degree, both from Queen’s University, Kingston,
Ontario

w He also has a masters in education degree from

the University of Victoria, B.C.

wHe and his wife teach abroad, now in Cairo

w He started writing about his travel adventures,
such as hitchhiking in Algeria, as a hobby. Most

of the stories were written for his son, William



Story Idea

w Matthew Kirby’s in laws were in their late 80s

w They could no longer manage the family farm,
Emerald Farm, named after their Irish roots

w None of the kids wanted to run the farm

w It would be sold and all contents auctioned off;
Kirby’s wife suggested he write about the event.



Story Goal

"It was to honour William’s grandparents - and to
give William a sense of his father from a different
perspective. Emerald Farm was one of our son’s
‘touchstones” of Canada. So when he was 16, he
realized that he would never have another
Christmas at the farm and it was difficult.”

— Matthew Kirby



Story Query

w Kirby’s parents had had a subscription to
The Beaver for many years (the former name
of Canada’s History), so he was quite
familiar with the magazine

w He sent a query letter



The Story Query Succeeds

i< The author’s emotional connection came

through

“It was a persanal account that included fee[in 05 and
emotions, not just a dry history piece.”

— Nelle Oosterom,
Senior Editor of Canada’s History



Story Timeline

w March 2012: Auction at the Emerald
Farm, Sask.

w March/April 2012: Author writes in
University of Victoria library. 18 to 20

hours writing and rewriting time

w April/May 2013: Published in Canada’s
History



The Writing Process




Editor’s Thoughts on First Person




Departure from Usual Style

“I think what stands out is that this piece has a
nice ﬁrsi—persan perspective. Not every story lends
iz‘seﬁ fo that. Most af our stories are not written

in_first person, but in this case it worked really
well.”

— Nelle Oosterom
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Headline and Deck

N .



[Headline] Going, Going, Gone

[Deck] A city-bred son-in-law reflects on the
passing of a rural way of life



Lede

w The original lead had a history of farms, with
facts and figures. The editors asked to lead
with the auction



Lede

“The auctioneer'’s chant rolls across
my in-laws’ Saskatchewan

farmyard in a steady, unbroken
cadence:

‘What am I bid, what am I bid,
what am 1 bid?”
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Intographic

sx 'The information

from the original
lead was moved to

the infographic

George was also a master of his metal lathes. And he loved to
work with wood. He belonged to a highly capable generation who
could do seemingly anything, My skills don't compare.

Still, perhaps we should have bought a section and then rented
it. Call it son-in-law’s remorse.

Inthe distance, I see three whitetail deer, their tails erect, leaping
off into a copse of poplar. It brings to mind the time I saw a nine-
point buck eying me fearlessly in the centre of the road. At other
times [ saw a badger bustling along a field of peas, fox kittens peak-
ing out from their roadside den, and skunks galore. Some creatures
I have seen in the past are rarely seen now. Hungarian partridges
used to burst from the stubble, but they seem to be gone. I haven't
seen prairie chickens in years. Meadowlarks, with their piercing
sweet trills, have gone silent.

I'm almost home now, nearing the access road, and the sun is
setting in a swirling haze of molten apricot and mauve.

“Very low kilometres on this 1998 Chevy half ton. Eighty-one thousand
complete.”

he twentieth century belonged to the Brehon
family — former Prime Minister Wilfrid
Laurier was right on their count, at
least. The family was part of
the massive immigration of home-
steaders in the first decade of
the centry. It was part
of World War I,
where one

of George's uncles died at the front. It was part of the boom times
and farm mechanization of the 1920s, when Alex Brehon hung on to
his beloved horses for longer than economics would dictate.

Then came the grim years of the 1930s dust bowl — the Great
Depression. The families of George and Gladys were luckier than
some. Because they had arrived in the early 1900s, the Brehons and
the Parkers were more firmly established than many who came
later. The families had pigs, beef cattle, and dairy cows to keep
them going, as well asenormous vegetable gardens. And, unlike the
drought-stricken Palliser’s Triangle in the southwest of the prov-
ince, the west central region of Saskatchewan received enough rain
for crops to grow.

‘The outbreak of World War 11 led to dramatic changes. Young
men of the area signed up with the navy and the air force. Glad-
ys lost two cousins in Bomber Command. Young women left to
earn steady paycheques in cities like Saskatoon, Vancouver, and
Toronto. Gladys went to Vancouver in 1947, when she was twenty
one, and found work at Bartram’s Printing Company. The com

pany made printed paper bags, and the women who worked
there were known as, you guessed it, “Bartram’s Bags.”

She stayed less than a year. Upon the death of her
mother in 1947, Gladys returned to her par-

ents’ farm to help raise her younger
sisters. The 1950s and 1960s were
times of plenty. Improved
farming methods and
high grain prices
allowed

BIGGER FARMS,
FEWER FARMERS

In 1921, the Canadian census counted a total of 711,090 farms in Canada. Forty years later that number had dropped to
480,877, and by 2011 itwas down to 205,730. Canada’s population has quadrupled since 1921, while the number of farms has
dropped by over seventy per cent. Since the total area being farmed in the country is significantly larger than itwas ninety years
ago, these numbers beg the question: Why are farmers leaving their land behind?

TECHNOLOGY

The single largest factor has been the
arrival of more efficient technology that
allows farmers towork more land with less
manpower.

“Doing things with one big piece of
equipment run by one guy gets as much
done as ten small pieces of equipment
did thirty years ago,” said Derek Brewin,
an assodate professor in the University of
Manitoba’s agribusiness department.

The trend is most pronounced in Atlan-
tic Canada, where the number of farmers
has dropped by almost seventy per cent in
the last fifty years.

April - May 2013 Canada’s History

ECONOMIES OF
SCALE

Where many farmers have to take what
they can get for their product, large-scale
farming operations can use their size to
negotiate better deals.

“The reason for the big farms is that
they become so big that they can make
better deals with their input suppliers and
make better arrangements with the grain
elevators to meet consumer demand
because they have so much on-farm
capadty,” said Brewin.

In the last twenty years, the number of
farmers under the age of thirty-five has
dropped by almost seventy per cent.
Because the start-up costs are so high
(a combine alone can cost upwards of
$300,000), many potential farmers are
moving into other fields instead of car-
rying on the family tradition.

“The guy that survives is the guy
who's paid down his debt and has some
capaaty to expand,” said Brewin. “Soas
we go from two thousand to five thou-
sand acres the guys who survive will be
the older ones.”




Use of Details

s The address of the Emerald Farm

s 'The dates and timelines

w The models of the farm machinery

w The descriptions, e.g., “the white and green
clapboard home”



Desctiptions

“The kitchen cupboard is
gone for fifteen dollars.
Forty dollars takes the
dresser. Five bucks on
that blue table. You

bought it, ma’am, for two
dollars.”




Writer’s Voice: Why this worked

w Author was very emotionally connected to
this piece

i< That emotional connection creates an added
experience for the reader



Photos

w Kirby’s wife Leslie says, “We had masses of
pictures, but it was very difficult to choose one to
move the story along”

w The Kirbys worked together to choose
historical pictures and pictures from the
auction day to advance the story



Above:
Household
effects are ready
to beauctioned
at the Emerald
Farm in October
2011

Below: George
Brehon pur-
chased this war
surplus Ansom
MK II plane for
parts in 1946.
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day. The road also led to Saskatoon, an hour’s drive east, for
the wildly anticipated twice-yearly visit to the dentist. And,
of course, the same road took them into Maymont, where
the family banked, checked in at the grain elevator, picked
up groceries, saw the doctor, went to sporting events, and
attended Sunday services at Sharon United Church.

‘The church, built in 1911, was central to life in the com-
munity. During the week, young people went to meetings
of the church equivalent of Girl Guides — Canadian Girls in
‘Training (CGIT) — and Boy Scouts — Tyros for the younger
boys. This same church waswhereall the Brehons — includ-
ing my wife and I on one windy, hot July day — were mar-
ried.

“What do I hear, whatdo I
hear, what do I hear? We have a.
bid of five dollars...”

I hear the wind chimes
in Gladys’s flower garden.
remember how beautifully
it bloomed in summer. How
did she get the peonies to
grow so luxuriantly and get
those cheerful orange prai-
rie lilies to bloom along the
north wall? I recall that even
in midwinter’s darkness,
the single string of multico-
loured Christmas lights that adorned the trimmed cotoneas-
ter hedge called out a cheery welcome.

Inside the home are more memories that sing of fam-
ily fun: of games of kaiser, crazy eights, cribbage, and
crokinole, and Scrabble; of supper at six o’clock sharp, din-
nerat noon, and “lunch” late at night after another round of
cards with visitors; of wiener roasts by the brick fire pit; of
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well water well mineralized;
of “outside only” kitty cats
crying for leftovers. If you
listen carefully, you will hear
the barking of the ghosts of
farm dogs Pal and Mike and
Jack. The latter was a Ger-
man shepherd who lived to
be seventeen years old —
three times tumbling from
the back of the pickup truck
obviously did wonders for
Jack’s constitution.

“Lot number thirty six,
have alook at it gueys, 4.3 litre,
V6 engine, boy, would it be
wodongas...”

I walk along the wind-
break of western maple and
poplar that Alex planted
long ago and linger awhile
at the machinery graveyard.
‘There’s a 1970s Mercury
Marquis 500, resting and
rusting amidst waist-high wild oats and thistle. There’s a
formidable old snow blower that George, the consummate
handyman, built by himself. There’san old tractor, a Massey-
Harris, before it was Ferguson. There’s a venerable Co-op
International combine. And, my favourite, an ancient wooden
grain wagon. Here lies the twentieth century in repose.

“You set the price on it, fellers. Six thousand dollars to go. How
*bout it, eh? How “bout six thousand sic hundred, now seven thou-
sand.”

1 pass what remains of an old tree fort built by my son,
William, and me. We built snow forts, box forts, hay bale
forts, and one fort built from the remnants of a World War Il
plane. William grew up here
on our many visits. [ cross
the east field, where I can
see clearly for five kilome-
tres before the horizon fades.
Skeing of Canada geese fly
overhead. A muskrat swims
across the soon-to-befrozen
dugout — I remember how
one Christmas Eve we all
played a game of shinny
there by the light of the
Chevy half ton.

From the distance, to the
southeast, [ hear the woofing
of acoyote, followed by yips and barks, and then the whole
family joins in for a mad how! — the coyotes’ requiemn fora
day well spent as the daylight begins to fade.

I'm now at the grid road, the artery of all farming com-
munities, and am off on a four-miler. We're not in metric
country here; the pattern of roads is etched into the land in
mile-long blocks. Each square mile is a section, and each sec-
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tion is 640 acres. The average Saskatchewan farm nowadays
is a little over two sections in size — about three and a half
times bigger than when George and Gladys were growing
up. Bigger farms mean fewer farms and fewer people living
on them. And those left on the farm tend not to be young.
The average age of a farm operator in Canada 2011 was
fifty-four, up five years from the previous decade.

These realities, combined with changes in farming prac-
tices and transportation trends, have had a huge impact on
villages like Maymont. Maymont was never big, Its popu-
lation peaked at 239 in 1961. The census of 2006 listed its
population as one hundred and thirty. [ have witnessed its
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slow decline.

Maymont once had three grain elevators. Now it has
none. I recall watching as the last one was dismantled for its
wood. Then the bank went. And the grocery store packed
up. Now the gas station is gone. Even the seniors centre is
closed. Not everything is gone, though. You can still get cof-
fee at the local hotel. And the school remains open, taking
students from other districts whereschools have been closed.

As | pass by the entrance to the home yard, I read a sim-
ple plaque proclaiming that the farm has been in one family
for more than a hundred years. It reads: “The Brehon Fam-
ily Farm, Established 1904, Saskatchewan Agriculture and
Food, Hon. Mark Wartman, Minister.”

Every time [ read it, I'm darned proud. And 1 think, once
again, about the farm and my place in the scheme of things.
‘Through the years, Leslie and I had thought, fleetingly,
about the possibility of buying the farm, or at least part of
it. But what do Leslie and [ know about farming?

Itwould be hard to equal George. He was agreat farmer,
who grew cash crops of wheat, barley, and canola. In addi-
tion, he raised a hundred and fifty head of cattle, plus fields
of oats and hay grown to feed themn.

And as much as he was good on the land, he was an even
better engineer. He could repair anything, He was furnace
fixer extraordinaire for the RM and beyond — a fundamen-
tally important job when a furnace cuts out at minus thirty.

George was endlessly resourceful. Need a shop? No
worries. Buy a filling station with its own shop, hydraulic
lift included, put up for tender by the Saskatchewan Depart-
ment of Highways. George got it to the farm himself, and
for the next forty years the shop was his second home.

THE BREHON FAMILY FARM
EETUBLIHED /504

Canada’s History ~ April - May 2013

8
g
a
g
g
E
£
g

Left: Alice
Parker and
George Brehon
pose at their
wedding in
1952,

A Saskatchewan
government
plaque recog-
nizes the Brehon
farm for being
in the same
family for more
than a hundred
years.

39



Ending

w The editor thought writer’s first ending was
too abrupt

w She asked him:

wto create more feeling

wto create more of a sense of place



Editing Process

w According to both the author and the
editor, the editing process was minimal

w The first draft returned had 22-23 editing

comments, some of them small, some of
them lengthier comments to explain the
reason for the suggested edit

w About three drafts went back and forth



Writer/ Editor Relationship

"Ldit away, slash and burn, and I'l] have a look

at what youve done. I don't have an ego, my
only agenda was to honour my parents-in-law
and if it could be published in a magazine they
subscribe to, that would be fantastic.”

— Kirby



Breaking the Style Book Rules

w “Sometimes you have to break the rules to get a
better end result,” said Nelle Oosterom, editor
of Canada’s History on use of iza/ics to
signal each time the auctioneer is speaking

w Editors felt it signalled to the reader the
story was in the present



Advice for Other Writers

"It was a delight to show the beauty and artistry of
being a farming family and I think thats so
important when youre writing - that you see and
you feel the beauty of the situation. Whatever the
story 1s, you hawe to feel it and know that its a story
worth telling, and that it touched your soul - I think
that's so important.”

— Kirby



Final Note:
George and Gladys Brehon

w As of January 2015,
Emerald Farm owners
George and Gladys Brehon
are both 89 years old and
happily living in their

townhouse in Saskatoon
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