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Treherne, Nova Scotia by Silver Donald Cameron

“What was your mother’s maiden name?”

“Robertson.”

“Our best friends are Wayne and Lois Robertson, from

Treherne. I wonder if they’re related?”

“Probably,” I said.“Treherne isn’t very big. I’ll ask Aunt Carolyn

when I get to Winnipeg.”

And I did. At 84, my mother’s youngest sister is snow-haired,

full of fun and smart as paint.

“Oh, yes,” said Carolyn,“Wayne would be Uncle Merton’s son.

You’ve seen the family tree, haven’t you? No?”

She dug up a yellowing document dated 1935, and signed

“Hazel Cameron.” My mother, writing two years before I was

born, telling me about her family nearly 20 years after her death.

As I riffled through her work, I kept noticing the name“Braden.”

“Oh,” said Carolyn,“all the Bradens in Portage are descended

from Aunt Lizzie.” So not only were Wayne and Lois related to

me – but so was Karen.

Aunt Lizzie was a formidable woman. She married at 17,

Carolyn said, and homesteaded in Portage la Prairie. In 1882, the

rest of the Robertson family followed her out from Clinton,

Ontario. In 1886, when James Hay Robertson, my grandfather,

was 10, his schoolmates wanted him to come outside in the sub-

zero cold and play with them.

“I can’t,” said Hay.“I’ve lost my mittens.”

A new girl who had just migrated from Peterborough said,

“Here. You can use mine.” Her name was Edith Flack, and Hay

always said he fell in love with her at that moment. Fourteen

years later they were married at the Flack family farm, on a sunny,

warm, winter day, water dripping from the tips of the icicles. The

long driveway was lined with well-wishers waving their scarves

and hats. The newlyweds drove away in Hay’s cutter, drawn by

“two dashing horses.” They spent their wedding night at Aunt

Lizzie’s in Portage La Prairie, and lived happily ever after. A year

ago, on December 19, 2000, Carolyn and her late sister Lillian,

the last two of their eight children, celebrated the centenary of

their parents’ marriage.

Last February, Karen Braden and I were driving
through the frozen streets of Portage la Prairie,
Manitoba when I happened to mention that my
mother came from Treherne, only 30 or 40 miles
away. Karen, the executive director of the Portage
and District Community Foundation, looked at
me sharply.

There is really no compelling reason any more to
live in Arichat, or Tignish, or Treherne. Many such
places have already died, & others are in terminal
decline. But not all – & what the surviving rural
communities will have in common is that their
people simply loved them too much to leave.

In September, I was scheduled to speak in Brandon on

community economic development. Marjorie and I took a couple

of extra days and visited Treherne – my first time there since my

mother took me on a visit during World War II. On Louise

Road, where Wayne and Lois live, three farms stand side by side,

including Hazeldell Farm, where my mother grew up. All three

farms are still in the family, though Lois has a job off the farm.

Minutes after Marjorie and I walked in the door, we felt we had

known one another for years.

But farm life has changed beyond recognition. Our grandpar-

ents farmed 160 acres, largely wheat. Wayne and his son Mark

farm 3200 acres. I think there are nations in Europe smaller than

that. In addition to wheat, they now raise beans and endless miles
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of sunflowers, taller than a man, their heavy drooping heads the

size of a serving platter.

Farming is difficult, Wayne said. Markets are always chang-

ing, and you spend the winter studying what to do next. New

crops? New equipment? New chemicals? Farming takes an

enormous investment, and during planting and harvesting, the

hours are brutal. Just before we arrived, he and Mark had been

working long into the night for 42 days without a break. But he

loves it. It’s healthy work. You eat well. A farm is still a wonderful

place to raise a family. And he can’t imagine a more worthwhile

way to spend a lifetime than growing food.

It had rained the day before we arrived, so Wayne and Lois

had a day off to show us around. I had not expected the country

to be so beautiful, low rolling hills painted in swaths of black and

green and gold. Tiny bi-planes plummetted over tall windbreaks

of poplar, flattening their flight and opening their spray nozzles

just inches above the fields. Lying among the fields is Bethel

Cemetery, and there our ancestors lie – including Aunt Lillian,

who died early this year. Wayne chaired the committee which

cares for it.

It all seemed oddly familiar, and then I realized it reminded

me of the Maritimes, another region where no later immigrants

followed the original waves of settlers. The people who are there

now descend from those original settlers, and they are woven

together by kinship just as Maritimers are. Even the ethnic mix

– French, Scots, Irish – is familiar.

Treherne itself is about the size of Digby or St. Peter’s, a tidy

little grid of bungalows nestled on the edge of the Tiger Hills. It

once had four grain elevators and a railway station. Now the

station is gone, and the two surviving elevators are slated for

demolition. There is a vacant lot on the main street where Uncle

Stuart’s shoe store once stood. Treherne has lost its original

function as a grain-handling centre, but it remains warm,

neighbourly and comfortable, and it stubbornly hangs on.

For wheat, read codfish. For combines, read draggers. For

grain elevators, read lighthouses. Different landscape, but the

same issues.

When I spoke in Brandon, I opined that Treherne would

survive, just as Isle Madame will survive. And the reason is love.

There is really no compelling reason any more to live in Arichat,

or Tignish, or Treherne. Many such places have already died, and

others are in terminal decline. But not all – and what the

surviving rural communities will have in common is that

their people simply loved them too much to leave.
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(above) The landscape around Treherne, Manitoba courtesy of Manitoba

Agriculture and Food, Treherne, MB. (above, right) The family of Don

Cameron’s mother, circa 1915, with Lillian on her mother’s knee. Photo

courtesy of Silver Donald Cameron.




