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His favourite saying in the bush was “It’s all hardship 
and misery, boys.” And we found that the harder the hardship 
and the deeper the misery the happier he seemed to be.  A case 
of rural Québecois old-time Catholicism, Métis stoicism, and 
the austere conditions in which he was raised.  He liked the 
rough life.

On the farm at Mockingbird Hill
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 Acknowledgments

I was lucky to have spent my early years in the bush at 
a time when the old-timers were still there. Th ere were many 
of them bunked up in little cabins up and down the line: old 
men, many crippled by accidents, arthritis or age, fellows just 
waiting for the end. Yet they were still strong of spirit, content 
and pleased to share their story.

Th e vital times in the lives of these men were spent on the 
other side of the great historical hinge. Th eir experiences went 
back to the axe and cross-cut saw, the dog team, the raft and 
canoe, ice houses, salt pork, and rugged individualism—to trap- 
lines, logging, guiding, and the quest for gold.

Th ey saw the passage of time diff erently, worked very hard 
but rarely felt rushed.

With the perfection of nature as a foil, they were able to see 
the comic absurdities in their lives, and their adventures are a 
telling witness.

Th ey were all men with amplifi ed personalities, which is what 
happens when you spend a lot of time alone in the wilderness. 
You grow distinct and singular, you don’t care who sees it and 
make no attempt to bend to imposed conventions like city people 
do. You just can’t and, best of all, out there you don’t have to.

Th ey were diff erent.
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These old fellows shaped how I viewed and lived my own life 
in the bush and were my inspiration for writing these stories. 
And if my scribblings are just a little hand-hewn, hell, I know 
they wouldn’t care.

I also need to thank the men who were my primary partners 
at different times in the bush: Shoney, my brother Earl, and 
Silas. Their stories—although not their side of it, they might 
protest—are written here. It’s real tough to live in isolation with 
only another man as a partner. It’s a tribute to all of us that we 
remain the very best of friends many decades later.

My buddy, Tracy Mullins, was a big help. He’d done time 
working on the ACR track gang, is as good a drinker as he is a 
storyteller, and we had some great evenings swapping tales of 
life along the line. He helped me remember. Brian Latham did 
the same, encouraged me all the way, and sent me lists of things 
to think and write about.

Then there’s Susie who taught me how to use the computer 
when she realized I couldn’t write a legible or coherent thought 
otherwise and even if I did I’d lose the copy. She and my sister, 
Pat, also knocked a little of the roughest bark off my writing.

There are all the folks to thank that I stuck stories in front 
of when they visited in order to get a review, and even the near 
strangers I blind-sided in this effort. And towards the end I got 
lucky. I found the finest (pretty too) editor, renowned author and 
fashion designer Sally Melville. Sally stuck with me, accorded 
me the liberty that comes with grey hair, was patient, thorough, 
and kind-spirited.
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 Chapte r  1 

SCRIBBLING

My name is Robert Cuerrier, and I have lived on the 
land traditionally for most of my life. I was born on a small 
backwoods farm—a place where time was tethered. My father, 
Leonard St. Jean Baptiste, farmed, logged, and trapped and my 
mother worked just as hard. My fi rst memories are the sight and 
smell of muskrat hides on drying boards leaning on every wall 
in our home.

I have always felt so fortunate to live in a time when I was 
able to straddle both the horse-drawn and the computer eras. 
I’ve lived some in town and I’ve lived in the bush. Since I am 
a Métis, I can see life through the eyes of a white man and an 
Indian. My life has been an intoxicating, curious cocktail.

Over the years I have worked and played on the Algoma 
Central Railway that travels into the bush north of Sault Ste. 
Marie, Ontario. I have hunted for food, built wilderness log 
cabins on very remote lakes, logged, prospected, and guided. For 
the last thirty-fi ve years I have worked my horse-drawn farm at 
Mockingbird Hill, Mile 9 at the Odena fl ag stop on the ACR.
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JOURNALISTIC INTEGRITY

It has been said that I have such a high regard for truth that I 
use it with penurious frugality. I do allow I have been known 
to tell the occasional stretcher and that grand hyperbole is no 
small part of my persona. Some say that I’m a shameless and 
unrepentant media mooch. Others say that I would follow a man 
into an outhouse if he would listen to one of my stories. But I’m 
dyin’ if I’m lyin’ if anything that is said in this book isn’t so . . . 
although I am going to scatter a few words around promiscuously.

Don’t look for anything in my scribblings: grammar, spell-
ing, coherence, or good sense (which according to my wife I 
stopped making years ago). I’m not a writer folks, I’m more of 
a word butcher.

Throughout this book, I will use terms perhaps unfamiliar. 
You can look in Chapter 23, Campire Lexicon, for a GLOSSARY 
that may or may not make sense of the term.

THE MEN THAT DON’T FIT IN

Every man has his reason for a life in the bush. Some answer 
the call of the wild or have special skills that draw them there. 
Others find a need for solitude, adventure, a place to heal the 
bruises on a broken heart. For some, the wind just kind of blew 
them that way. Many are men who don’t fit in.

As a young fellow I was restless. I found out early that I 
couldn’t work for wages. After a few days as a schoolteacher I 
had an epiphany. You see, there was the rabid waving of little 
hands mostly asking to be excused to go to the washroom. The 
grand plans I had for life seemed diminished so I turned in my 
pencil. I determined that never again in life would I contractually 



9

CANADIAN BUSHWACKER

tie myself to the bowels, bladders, or wishes of another man so 
I headed north.

“There’s a race of men that don’t fit in,  
A race that can’t stay still; 

So they break the hearts of kith and kin,  
And they roam the world at will. 

They range the field and they rove the flood,  
And they climb the mountain’s crest;  
Theirs is the curse of the gipsy blood, 
And they don’t know how to rest.”

– Robert Service

THE GREAT MYSTERY

Most old men who spent their lives in the bush believe that 
religion is the land itself, the open sky and all that lives there. 
The Creator speaks through the birds, animals, and running 
water. All things are one.
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 Chapte r  2 

LEONARD ST. JEAN BAPTISTE

The old man was a rough-cut. After grade eight he 
went to the logging camps. He used to say, proudly, that he was 
illiterate in both offi  cial languages.

FIREWOOD [FARWOOD]

Perhaps the most important wilderness skill is being able to make 
and maintain a campfi re for cooking, warmth, and comfort. 
I have always prided myself with being able to do this with 
ease—scanning the bush with a glance to fi nd dry deadfall for 
wood, locating sheets of birch bark for tinder. My gifts were only 
a small spark next to the confl agration that was the huge talent 
of Leonard St. Jean Baptiste.

On the moose hunt one sodden autumn we were damp coming 
onto mean—day after day of driving rain. We were ranging 
further and further to fi nd dry wood and not very successfully. 
You couldn’t dry out around the fi re at night; the rain was too 
persistent. We were hunting and didn’t want to stop and work on 
the dry-out during the day. So we crawled into clammy bedding 
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each night but it was getting colder. The strong drink had run 
out days before. There was no comfort.

Coming in off the stand one night I could see a plume of heavy 
smoke behind the camp. The Old Man had found a towering 
standing dead white pine that was hollow at the bottom. He had 
loaded it up with large sheets of birch bark and put a match to 
it! The hollow acted like a draw, a chimney, and the fire raged 
like you could never expect in that weather. We stood well away 
from it. After a while the tree came down and shattered into 
thousands of bone-dry slabs, which we hauled back to camp for 
a fine dry-out fire.

Leonard had always had a particular flare for pyrotechnics 
that went back to his days busting out new land on the farm, a 
job the pioneers did largely with matches.

AN OLD BOOT

“If I’d a known I was going to have to make a life in the bush I’d 
have asked God for hooves.”

Leonard St. Jean Baptiste

FIRST AID

Old Leonard St. Jean Baptiste committed, for him, an unnatural 
act. He cut himself, and badly (with the bucksaw) between the 
thumb and forefinger. I looked at the wound and suggested 
we bail out. It was one hell of a deep and ugly gash. We were 
hunting, way down and off the Sand River, miles and many 
portages from the ACR track. There was a down train the next 
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day but nothing until a week after that. I figured that if we 
hurried, we’d make that train.

The old man said that wouldn’t do and called for the first aid 
kit. Well, we rooted through the packs and couldn’t find it, so 
he took up the search all the while calling down his dumb-assed 
sons. When he brought it to hand, it turns out to be a small bottle 
wrapped in a rag. It was Holy Water from the Church, right out 
of the font where the entire parish had dipped their fingers. Hell 
and perdition! So he anointed his wound with this, all the while 
invoking the Spirit of the Blessed Virgin and pledging a Novena. 
He wrapped the near-amputation with his rag.

I let it all go and didn’t say a damned thing until a few days 
later when curiosity got the best of me. He could have had gan-
grene setting in, and yet he’d never blink and say so. I asked to 
have a look; see, I was camp cook, and doctoring was a part of 
that role, so he had to acquiesce. There wasn’t a hint of putrifica-
tion. It was knitting together perfectly. Amen.

CHILD REARING

You always knew the Old Man was out of patience when he spoke 
to you like he did the dogs. “Git and lay down!”

Leonard St. Jean Baptiste

TABOR LINE CAMP

Something seemed to come over the old man when he hit the 
bush. I came to understand through time that it wasn’t a complete 
metamorphoses but rather more of him just being himself in a 
way that wasn’t as apparent in town.
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First thing he’d do on arrival at his old trapper’s shack (that 
he adopted as a squatter) was to root in the trunk for a change 
of clothes—tattered vintage rags left over from his predecessor, 
stuff that had never been washed or patched in the last forty 
years. Changed everything but his underwear. It was just his 
nature to use everything up.

He also felt compelled to hike the whole trap-line even though 
we could have caught all the fish we needed and hunted, big and 
small game, right from the main camp, successfully and with 
little or no effort. Leonard had to walk the line—just because 
he felt it was the thing to do.

This need brought us time to time to the Tabor line camp about 
three or four miles way up on the Tabor Creek. The first time we 
were there I was still a kid and my younger brothers toddlers. It 
was mid-November, the snow too light for snowshoes, too deep 
to walk through without effort. Leonard thought nuthin’ of it.

The shack was about seven feet square and had a box stove way 
too big for it. The old man lit a fire and after a closer look around 
assembled us outside to show us the flames and sparks leaping 
out the short length of pipe on the rooftop outside the shack; 
we’d have to carefully bank the stove before sleeping in there.

We got moved in, and Leonard lit a candle, pushed away the 
cobwebs, and commented on how well-appointed the place was. 
Our dinner was light, since we didn’t have any luck with small 
game on the way in and didn’t have any time to fish or set snares 
before dark. The old man looked over the shelves and brought 
down a can of strawberries that I judged to have been better 
than twenty years old: opened it with his knife, stuck a finger 
in and licked it as a test before proclaiming it safe and offering 
it around. I shook my head negatively to the kids without him 
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seeing, and they understood. We watched Leonard enjoying 
his dessert. He had the stomach of a wolf and felt no ill effects.

We readied for bed. Leonard settled commodiously into the 
single bunk. The rest of us were left to circle and sniff like dogs 
deciding on a place to lie down. The kids slept with their legs 
crisscrossed over one another, one with his head under a bunk. I 
opened the door a bit and threw a rain poncho over my legs that 
stretched out into the weather. You know none of this seemed 
unusual at the time, but my brothers and I sure get a kick out of 
the memory today.

COUNTERFEIT PHILOSOPHIES

Leonard was old school and might even be called a regressive 
conservative. He found nothing more disturbing than the emer-
gence of the recent eco-bush cult that he considered goofy—the 
belief that the wilderness can only be truly experienced if there’s 
a certain degree of risk-taking. EXTREME! You swim an ice-
choked river, stay up for days, and tempt the fates at every turn. 
Maybe die. Have friends rationalize at the funeral “He died 
doing what he loved.” “This is nuts,” he thought.

This is such a contrast to the traditional bushmen, all of whom 
practiced cautious, deliberate thought and action. They often lived 
alone and harboured no testosterone-driven romantic illusions. 
Using an axe, traveling over varied terrain on foot and by canoe 
in all kinds of weather . . . well that can be risky enough.

Every time they put a foot down they knew where it was going. 
They didn’t have to look for trouble, for it sometimes came calling 
without invitation.
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Leonard St. Jean Baptiste Cuerrier voiced his credo with a 
litany of cautious admonishments that he toted out every time you 
left the shack. “It’ll be all hardship and misery!” or “ Mon Dieu, 
don’t even try that, you’ll perish!” And his favorite, delivered with 
just a hint of hysteria in his voice, “Don’t take no chances boys!” 
Yet he enjoyed the difficulties, dangers and the snarls—ever a 
Roman Catholic and a fine penitent. He even liked plenty of 
knots in the firewood he split.

TRADITIONAL PADDLING TUNE -  
Sung often by Leonard St. Jean Baptiste

“Au pres de ma blonde... 
Qu’il fait bon, fait bon, fait bon 

Au pres de ma blonde, qu’il fait bon dormir”

SOCIAL GRACE

Leonard liked his solitude. When he was in the bush he didn’t 
care to have it broken. Occasionally someone might drop by, and 
when they got back into their canoe he’d whisper his goodbye 
as an aside to me: “Come again when you can’t stay as long.’’ He 
often liked to work alone too. One day he was making firewood, 
a big log across the sawbuck and using a two-man cross-cut 
saw by himself. I saw this and came over to help him, when I 
noticed he’d placed a work glove on the handle of the other side 
of the saw. I asked him what that was about. I knew he was in 
one of those moods and left him alone when he spit out a wad 
of tobacco juice and said, “That glove is as good as any man I’ve 
ever had over there.”



17

CANADIAN BUSHWACKER

WAITING FOR THE END TO COME ALONG

In the end old Leonard sat in his chair given to vaporous remi-
nisces and thousand yard stares. You could see that he was drift-
ing back to when he was young and strong.

LEONARD ST. JEAN BAPTISTE, 
THIS WAS HIS EULOGY

Dad passed away a few days ago, Leonard St. Jean Baptiste 
Cuerrier. A proud member of the Métis Nation—his spirit now 
cradled in the arms of the Blessed Virgin.

Dad was tough and stubborn. I can remember long ago in 
1951. It was a rainy windswept November and he’d been plough-
ing with the horses every day. His shoulders swelled up double 
their normal size. The doctor paid a couple of visits (they did 
that then) and finally said to him, “Look Leonard, you’re going 
to have to buy a raincoat.” The old man looked back at him and 
said “Raincoats are for city people.” And that was how things 
were for him.

He had a strong faith. He was an old-time Québecois Roman 
Catholic. The chief tenets of his religion were obedience, suf-
fering, and hard work. “The farmer obeys the curé, the curé has 
his ear to the bishop, the bishop follows the Pope, and the Pope 
is spoken to by God.’’ He lived it.

Holy water from the Church had special powers for him. He 
dressed all his wounds with generous doses. He was thrifty—
used to go to the basement and pull his own teeth before he’d 
pay a dentist. All his faith healings were abetted by liberal doses 
of strong drink.



18

Robert Cuerrier

Leonard was the product of a different era. He was hardened 
and sometimes brutalized by very hard labor in the bush, the 
farm, and his trapline. We had no running water at home. He 
filled an icehouse with blocks cut from the creek. That was our 
fridge. He made firewood for the house and cleared new land 
for farming.

His view of women was old time and kind of funny. Women 
were cooks, child-rearers, and caterers. Leonard had the low 
mind of a lonesome lumberjack in his assessment of their beauty. 
He liked big, husky, robust gals. “Two axe handles an’ a plug 
o’ chewing tobacco wide across the beam” made a handsome 
woman, he said.

In the end he was just waiting on the Judgment Day. Old as 
he was, there’s not much sorrow in his death. As a family we 
celebrate his life for the good that was in it and for what inspira-
tion we can draw for fulfillment in our own.
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 Chapte r  3 

BLOWIN’ ‘ER OUT

BUSHED

Bushed is what happens if you stay too long in the bush alone 
or even in camp with others. Th e symptoms are melancholy, 
irritation, lassitude, loneliness, and anxiety. Unchecked, a man 
can devolve to the craziness of a loon. It can happen after an 
hour or a near lifetime.

You can help yourself. You do little things, cook well, keep a 
tidy camp. Saturday nights I would festoon the camp with maple 
or pine boughs and bath in a steel wheelbarrow in front of the 
stove while smoking a cigar, drinking wine, and listening to the 
Toronto Maple Leafs hockey game on radio. Sundays, I just did 
light chores, read, washed my clothes, and darned my socks. 
Being busy and self-contented is the best defense.

Failing that, you have to go “downtown” on a spree. Long ago, 
a man on his way to a spree would whittle a spruce club, smash 
it on the fi rst bar he came to, and announce his intention. He 
bought every man in the house a drink or, if he didn’t drink, a 
cigar. If he neither drank nor smoked, he was beneath contempt, 
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and that was what the club was for. He would go from bar to bar 
leading the drunken, staggering crowd with his club.

Now I never did have the resources for such a spree but tried 
to uphold the mystique. We rode in the baggage car on the way 
to town—too restless for the coaches. The doors would be open, 
and we’d swing out on the overhead bar whenever we crossed 
a bridge, hanging on with one hand while banging on the roof 
of the car with the other calling for more speed. A spree always 
sorely tested the Christian forbearance of my wife to whom I 
am fortunately still attached.

ON BEING BUSHED

I will not wash my hair 
I will not brush my hair 

I pig about the place  
There’s nobody to care  

Nothing but rock and tree  
Nothing but wood and stone  

Oh, God it’s hell to be  
Alone, alone, alone

– Robert Service, The Telegraph Operator

SYMBIOTIC

Back in the horse-logging era, the boys from the bush would 
come downtown on the Algoma Central Line—primed for the 
hurly burly, drink, and women. Before discarding prudence, they 
did a couple of things: got their teeth fixed, and then headed over 
to Davis Clothing next to the station to buy a suit for their spree.
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There they would settle last season’s bill and leave a good 
deal of their cash in the impeccably honest hands of Isaac Davis 
for safekeeping.

They knew everyone was going to peel them. Honky Tonks! 
Davis would help them moderate their spree. He ran accounts, 
bailed them out of jail, paid their fines. and doled out their money 
a few dollars at a time. How much was based on his assessment 
of their immediate sobriety. They felt free to call upon him in a 
pinch, even on Sundays or the middle of the night. He was their 
angel, confidant, and banker.

They returned the respect. When it came time to go back in, 
they went to Davis for an outfit. He sold top of the line, quality, 
sturdy work-wear at fair prices. Of course by this time they 
were broke, and they had to put it on the tab. Davis charged 
no interest. They never stiffed him. It was a mutual, honorable 
business and on a personal level that is rarely seen nowadays.

HANG DOG HOTELS

There were a few hotels around the Algoma Central train station 
in the Soo that would cater to the bush trade. They were the 
Algoma, the Central, and the Grandview. They were well-run, 
tidy but rough. You’d think you’d have to swear, puke, and flash 
a knife to get in. Fellows would come, belly up to the bar, and 
begin what was sure to become a considerable investment in 
cheap liquor. And if a man arrived in late afternoon just after 
the train had come in, he could usually find a woman, currently 
on her feet, to take up to his room for a diversion at matinee 
prices. The whole idea in these joints was to get blinded, bathed, 
and bedded.
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Some couldn’t take the madding crowd, and even though they 
were starved for company they’d sadly lock themselves in a room 
with their bottles and beer, passing oblivious days.

The gregarious often used the barroom as a stage, a place 
to show off. Oscar Boyer would lift a fully loaded four-legged 
bar-room table by grasping a leg at floor level. He would often 
bend dimes between his thumbs on a bet. On occasion, to deter a 
challenger who might want to fight (some guy always wanted to 
be the Bull of the Woods), Oscar would order wine, drink it off, 
then bite into the glass, chew, swallow, and glare at the pretender.

All of them were prone to geographical bipolarity. In camp 
they spoke of all the wonderments that would ensue when they 
hit town. Once there they sat around bar-room tables talking 
about their exploits in the bush. Go figure.

LONELINESS

There’s a long distance train  
Pullin’ through the rain 

Tears on the letter that I write  
There’s a woman I long to touch  

And I’m missin’ her so much  
But she’s driftin’...

– Bob Dylan

GOING BACK IN

Most of the bucherons along the ACR track could be said to be 
good and responsible men but would readily admit that in town 
they were no good for dog dirt. Leaving the Soo and making it 
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back to their camps showed it. Take old Rochefort. One time 
while detraining he couldn’t decide whether he was coming or 
going and repeatedly fell onto the side or under the train. The 
exasperated train crew drove him into a snowdrift, liberated one 
arm, stuffed his bottle into his hand, and left. They had spotted 
Eddy’s pick up man snowshoeing towards the track and knew 
he’d be all right.

And then there was “Cinci” who trapped on the Batchewana 
River and caught the train up at Searchmont. The train crew, 
knowing when he was coming back in, would watch for him 
and slow the train to a crawl so as not to run him over as they 
approached the station. They’d round up a bunch of us to help 
pour him into the baggage car. He had to stay put, since he was 
never allowed to ride the coaches as a result of past indiscretions. 
I used to wonder how he lived because many times the only thing 
he had with him was the Cinci Suitcase: a case of beer with one 
missing and a pair of wool socks tucked into the empty socket.

Going back in, men were often sick, sullen, and quarrelsome. 
Some were overwhelmed with sadness at the thought of leaving 
their families again. For many, going back in was a blessing, for 
they would soon be themselves again.

TITLES

Once a man winters in the bush he earns the sobriquet 
“Sourdough” or “Homme du nord.”

SPRUCE HAVEN BAR

My buddy John Wilson owned The Spruce Haven Lodge. I was 
headed out on a spree when we met at the track and he told me 
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his problem. His dad was dying, and he needed to go downtown 
to the Soo. Would I run the lodge and guide a university art 
class for a week? He would pay me, but the contract was a little 
lean. John had hoped to make up some ground by having me 
run a bar in the evenings. He’d stocked it right up, figuring on 
a thirsty synergy between the college kids and an exploration 
outfit that was also staying there.

And so it began. I sold the first round and collected the dough. 
But Hell! I had a better marketing strategy: self-serve and a 
wide-open bar. We’d take up a collection at the end of the week. 
John would do well, and I wouldn’t have to be counting quarters. 
The bar was dry in three obscure days and nights.

I never knew how it turned out exactly. I told John that I had 
drunk my wages while turning over the collection that I thought 
covered the booze but might be a little light on the profit side. 
Nothing was said, and our friendship endures to this day. Each 
of us learned something: bartending wasn’t my calling, human 
resources management not his.

STRONG DRINK

Cinci had just come in off guiding a moose hunt where he had 
been constrained to sobriety by his employer. “How’s it going, 
Cinci?” one of the boys said. “Dry, very dry,” he said. “ Yesterday 
I had to resort to water.’’ He was finished for the season anyway, 
so the boss said “Well, come on in and we’ll give you something 
to wash the taste out of your mouth.”

That started it, and with Cinci there was no end. The next 
day we decanted him into the baggage car on the down train. 
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Someone ragged the train crew saying, “How about that, you’re 
getting him back this time the same way you deliver him.”

SOCIAL ENGINEERING

Wolves eat sporadically, and when they do can gain up to one 
hundred pounds at a sitting. Long ago Indians did the same: they 
might stay in one place alternately eating and sleeping until they 
were pot-bellied after making a kill. They were eating against 
a time of hunger: times could be lean before it occasioned to 
plenty again. Maple syrup time saw them bingeing and on outra-
geous sugar highs. I believe the bucheron may have absorbed 
this behavior, and that’s why they have to divest themselves of 
money, energy, and good sense on any trip downtown. They’re 
storing up for future need.




