MY PIONEER GRANDFATHER
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	ARTHUR RICHARD TOWNDROW was born in Malvern Link, Worcestershire, England, February 28, 1879, one of 11 children, the 7th child born. He was above all else a survivor. I never really figured out why he called himself the 'black sheep' of the family, perhaps it was because he was the only one with wander lust or because he was a 'devil' as my father called him many times. Meaning he was an individual, willing to try and do anything new and interesting. Arthur, or 'ART' as he was called, was a wiry 5’8” 140 lbs., had the prominent Towndrow square jaw, a twinkle in his eye, and always smoked his favourite pipe. He had a very positive attitude, was easy going, with a great sense of humour, and as he proved, a great sense of adventure. He had little money but made every penny count. He lived life to its fullest. "I'm going to live to be 100", he often said. Sure beat that! He managed to live to the ripe old age of 105 and eight months.


Optimistic as he was Arthur Towndrow was not unrealistic as befitted the son and grandson of Richard Francis and William Towndrow, men who had been top businessmen and achievers in Malvern Link. Arthur was strong, healthy and capable of coping with anything that might be necessary. Although he was to live through times more trying than anyone could anticipate, he was never daunted or discouraged. His health remained excellent though his eyesight at age 90 failed.

At the age of 22 years Art felt the wanderlust, said his goodbyes, left his family and all the familiarity and security for the wild and woolly unknown West. He sailed for Canada in 1901. "It took 6 weeks to cross the Atlantic, it was a cattle boat, you know, a terrible crossing, by the time we arrived all the cattle were dead and most of the people wished they were!"  "Me! I loved it, never got sick once!"  Grandpa used to boast.

The Canadian Government sold homesteaders one-quarter section for $10.00. This was an enticement for people to inhabit the land. There were no western Provinces then, it was called the North West Territories. The pioneers had to break the land, and build a residence within three years. On July 1, 1907, a land grant was approved for Art on NE 1/4 of sec. 12-23-16W2nd. He was granted Homestead Number #247337, December 15, 1909. The land was approximately 60 miles North East of Regina, Saskatchewan, and approximately five miles in opposite directions from two small communities called Cupar and Dysart. Art cleared bushes and stones from his land, "The darn stones, he said, multiply like rabbits overnight." He built a small shack, dug for water, and fenced the property. He started out with an ox and a horse as a team to clear the land. The ox was far more powerful, and I can only imagine how difficult a team they would make. Later he managed to have a few cows and a good team of horses, which he named Tom and Bill, and had them for 21 years. He registered his own 'T quarter circle' brand with the government, and increased his land to a half section. The post office in Fort Qu'Appelle, was 30 miles away, he either rode horseback or caught a ride in a wagon or sleigh in the winter. The Indians by that time were not on the warpath anymore so he saw no live fighting Indians, but had a good many bloody struggles with the black flies and mosquitoes. It was a gut wrenching, bug-infested, lonely, sweaty, sun-baked labour.

Martha Alice Sugden arrived in Canada in 1908. Alice was 5'7" tall, and nursed in Malvern where they met before Arthur left for Canada. Alice may have been a head nurse, Matrons they were called then. Her picture shows her in a black nurses uniform. Art and Alice married in St. Peters Pro-Cathedral Anglican Church at Qu'Appelle, Saskatchewan, February 22, 1909. Alice was 32, Art 29 years of age. Alice commenced residence upon his homestead and that year he broke 35 acres and cropped 50 acres.  At this time he had 4 horses, a wood home 14 x 24 valued in 1908 at $600, a Stable and Granary with a value of $200. Everybody loved Alice when she arrived, she would attend births as a caring midwife and help the ill. Alice had waited for Art till he got himself settled in Canada. It must have been true love, eight years is a long time to wait. Little did they realize just how short their time was together? 

Alice died just three and half years after they were married. It is believed she haemorrhaged while being chased by a wild pig while expecting her third child. Art was heartbroken and devastated. He was left with the prospect of facing life on a farm with two small children and no one to care for them. My father Richard William was two and his sister Nellie Elsie was one year old. Norah her twin sister had died just six weeks after she was born. Art’s mother, who was in Malvern Wells suggested he contact Catherine Reading, whom Art knew quite well in Malvern. She had lived with the Towndrow family in Malvern and helped with the children and housework. She was a close friend of Carrie, Art’s oldest sister and Nellie's Godparent and was living in Ontario at this time with her brother. At that time you would not think of bringing a woman into your house without marrying her. Art asked her to be his wife and mother to his two infant children. They married Dec. 13, 1913. Art was then 34; Catherine was 48 years old.  The age difference of 14 years never seemed to bother the family, as she was a wonderful stepmother and wife. She died at the age 94, in Regina, Saskatchewan with her loving family all around her.

Art made out pretty good for himself. Quite an accomplishment when you consider he started with nothing. During the ‘Dirty 30’s’ Saskatchewan was little more than a dust bowl; the wind never ceased to blow. It was the hardest hit of any of the Provinces. The farmers for some years received no money for all their hard work, other years they hardly made enough to plant seed for the next year. Saskatchewan at that time was a tough place to scratch a living to say the least. In the summer temperatures could reach well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit, and it was recorded in 1911 the temperature dipped to 56 degrees below zero Fahrenheit!   No electricity, nor indoor plumbing, the outhouse was a good distance from the house and at those freezing temperatures the old thunder mug under the bed came in mighty handy.  Eaton’s catalogue was like our bible, it had many uses, cut outs for the children to play with, dreaming of all the beautiful things you might buy, a cover for the thunder mug. We never had anything as nice as toilet paper in those days, but Eaton’s Catalogue sure came in handy!

Prairie fires came often. When dry lightening hit the growth of old grass it provided ideal conditions for the fires. It advanced at a terrifying rate. It was evil personified, remorseless, destructive, rushing forward in a wide, all-embracing erratic line. Dozens of terror stricken little creatures dashed ahead of the burning lines, intent only on escape – coyotes, gophers, birds, rabbits and prairie chickens all running for their life. Farmers would slap away with wet sacks as best they could, many times to no avail, hoping upon hope the wind would change or there would be a break in the line.

Gophers were dreadful pests on the prairies, and were destroying the crops. The government decided to pay a bounty of one-cent-a-tail. All children, including Dick and Nellie took an active part in the campaign. Trying to figure out which was the fastest way to catch the critters so they could get more money on payday was a keen competition among the children. 

Another scourge on the Prairies. ‘Grasshoppers.’ They looked like a black cloud in the distance covering the sun. As they came closer it sounded like rain or hail on the roof, soon everything was covered with a green, hopping, wriggling mess, devouring whole fields of grain in no time, and having their fill there, would rise in another black cloud and go on to another farm.

Art and Dick dug four wells, every well had poor water, even the horses refused to drink. One well went down 30 feet, and took weeks to dig by hand.  His dad would dig it out and Dick would haul the dirt up by rope, a pail at a time. Finally, the last hole they dug was a good one. The soil was very soft after they got past the topsoil. It was like quick sand. They had to crib the well so that the soil would not cave in. The morning after the crib was put in they found it at an angle and they had to figure out a way to anchor it, having done so, when the well was finished, it was the best water around there. The farmers would come for miles around to get barrels of water.

It wasn't all hard work. Dick managed to have some fun as well.  Especially on Halloween! "I would ride to Cupar on horseback, five miles from the farm, meet my school chums and all night long it was their night to go on a rampage," he said. School at that time was strict. If you spoke out of turn; used bad language; late more that once; talked back; got caught smoking; you got the strap. It was a hard leather strap. Depending on the misdemeanour it was used more than once and somehow managed to hit the soft spot on your wrists. Halloween night, the boys got back at the teachers. They would find the straps and cut them up; find a rope and tie it to the school bell and continually ring the bell; they took gates off many homes and hid them, or tie them to a post, soap windows, pushed over outhouses.......

Sometime during the ‘dirty thirties’ Art experienced trouble with a kidney. When the doctor told him he would have to have it removed in Regina as he had never performed that delicate of an operation before, Art told him he would put his faith in his old Doctor friend in Cupar. Luckily, the operation was a success.  Art contributed his long healthy life to the handfuls of sulphur he ate after the operation, the beer he drank, and his ever-present pipe.

In 1943, after 36 years of farming, Art at the age of 64, sold his farm and moved to a small house on 1314 Athol Street in Regina, Saskatchewan. The three of them, Aunt Nellie, Grandmother and Grandfather, obviously found it difficult to run the farm. Grandmother then was 78 years old. My Dad, I'm sure would have liked to have taken over the farm, but by then he was hospitalized with ruptured disks in his back, and still in Britain with the Army.  Grandpa worked with the Provincial Government in Regina for the next 15 years, for a time with the Court House but mostly as a landscape gardener where he took great pride in working with the flower gardens in the legislative grounds. He knew many of the flowers and weeds by their original Latin names, obviously taught by his father Richard Francis while he was growing up. Always, when he dressed in his Sunday suit he would have a flower in his lapel. Grandfather lost his eyesight, at age 91. Shortly thereafter at the age of 93, he moved to Extendicare where his daughter Nellie was living. He celebrated his 100th birthday in the Extendicare Home in Regina, and lived there for 13 years, from June 5, 1971 till Oct. 27, 1984. Nellie, unable to care for herself, was there as well. I am convinced that grandfather lived to the ripe old age of 105 and 8 months only because of the ever-loving care Nellie provided for him while they were together in the home.
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