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Thank God I’m a country boy  

A short story by Michael Hunter 

 

I was born April 7, 1965 Kincardine Hospital. Things went well as far as I know and I was off to a great 
start. Grandpa’s barn was interesting. There were a few cows, few pigs, some chickens, two dogs named 
Boots and Tippy, lots of cats and kittens. Dad had a job at Jim Reid’s Massey Ferguson dealership in 
Kincardine. Mom worked for Ikey Forbes grocery store also in Kincardine. My preschool years were 
spent following Grandpa’s rubber boots. One of the more entertaining jobs was grinding grain with the 
1941 International W-4 tractor with a belt driven John Deere mix-mill. This job was done upstairs on the 
barn gangway. Following Grandpa’s rubber boots up the steps I got a little tipsy falling headfirst into the 
pigpen. Grandpa rescued me, hosing me down before sending me to the house. I’m sure grandma was 
glad to see me. 

 

Dad and I were cleaning out the beef barn with our Ford Jubilee. There was a loader on the front and a 
blade on the back. The manure was sloppy, dad would drop the blade pulling as much out as we could. I 
was less than five years old and managed to stick my thumb in the top of the three-point hitch arm. 
When the blade went down my thumb was crushed. The blood soaked my favourite Charlie Brown 
sweatshirt. Off to my first trip to emerge in Kincardine. Still have a good scar from the ordeal. 

 

Not too long after my sore thumb our Jubilee did not want to start. This episode gives me nightmares. 
Dad was pulling it with the W-4.  My job was to steer the Jubilee until it started then put the clutch in. 
We were working down at my grandparent’s farm with a long laneway, a hill and a bridge at the bottom. 
The Jubilee was not cooperating until we got to the top of the hill when it suddenly started. I put the 
clutch in launching the Jubilee freewheeling down the hill. Tears filled my eyes as I feared running into 
the back of the W-4 killing my father. Dad stopped the W-4 on the bridge at the bottom of the hill 
jumped off running towards me. I can still see his work boots flying as he ran. It was a damp morning my 
rubber boot slipped off the well-worn clutch pedal. The transmission did its job, slowed the tractor 
down so my father could board and take over. No bloodshed that day. 

 

On May 15, 1969 a new love of my life was born. My sister Kerry Lynne arrived and reorganized my life. 
Dad took care of me for the first time as a single parent. We survived on bacon and milkshakes. When 
Kerry Lynne was a toddler she walked under the electric fence in the backyard. She reached up and 
grabbed on with both hands. She began yelling, “dad, dad!” I was sent to the shed to unplug the fence 
and find her something else to do. She got revenge on that fence. One afternoon she was sleeping in the 
back seat of our Pontiac Strato-chief while mum unloaded groceries from the trunk. She managed to 
crawl into the front seat, start the engine, put it into gear and drive through the fence before mother 
came to the rescue. 



My more fond memories were weddings. With four in my dad’s family and nine in my mum’s there were 
plenty of parties.  When my dad’s sister aunt Betty married uncle Ralph Tarr, I had the job of walking the 
neighbour girl, Ollie Liddle down the aisle. We practiced walking down the aisle of Barb Messenger’s 
kindergarten bus for weeks. 31 years later Ollie Liddle Regier was the head nurse in Kincardine Hospital 
and played a part in saving my life. 

 

Getting off the bus was not so much fun on an afternoon when my parents were delayed. Entering the 
house it was filled with an acrid heavy smoke. Too scared to use the phone, I decided to run the half-
mile to my grandparent’s house. Our neighbour Glen Boyd stopped on the road asking if I wanted a ride. 
Sobbingly I said I wasn’t allowed to ride with strangers. Funny thing was I knew Glen very well. I can’t 
remember whether he eventually convinced me to take a ride or if he followed me. Either way we 
ended up at my grandparents where through the tears I explained the house was on fire. Then the 
adults were panicked to investigate. They found the old penny in the fuse box trick was causing a lot of 
smoke. No damage done but I had enough exercise for one day. 

  

In 1975 I was 10 years old we had a 1600 Cockshutt. Leonard Reid was the original owner. Reid’s did a 
pretty good job of building a plywood cab. This was our first tractor with a cab so I was quite proud of it. 
The original colour was harvest gold. We spent one winter sanding it down painting it red and white to 
match the current model. In the spring I was pulling 12 feet of diamond harrows and a Turnco packer. 
Turned the corner a little too short, the diamond harrows caught the back tire slamming the harrows 
against the cab. Stopping the tractor, I jumped down running all the way home terrified convinced I 
destroyed the tractor. Upset I went to my room flopping down on the bed. Later grandpa Hunter came 
in consoling me with the story of when he did the same thing with a team of horses. Reid’s plywood cab 
likely saved my life. 

 

Birthday, April 7, 1977 I was 12 years old. When I woke up Steve Donaldson delivered a brand-new 2-85 
White tractor. It was our first tractor with a real factory cab. When summer came dad took me to see 
my favourite movie, “Smokey and the bandit.” We took Grandpa’s 1969 Mercury pickup to the drive-in 
theatre on the 12th of Huron. My sister, Kerry Lynne and I helped on the farm but found time to play on 
Dead Turtle pond. The Pine River formed a small oxbow lake in the flats at grandpa’s place. Oxbow lakes 
occur when a curve in a river erodes its way straight through.  There was a dead snapping turtle in the 
south end, hence the name. We raged battles on the open sea with homemade rafts. The Boyd’s, 
Lamb’s, Scott’s and our numerous cousins all took turns stirring up the mud. Remnants of those rafts still 
float around quietly on Dead Turtle pond today. In the wintertime it froze over for a couple good games 
of hockey. I was sure my dad was trying to kill us with the toboggan behind 1971 Snow Jet.  No 
bloodshed but great memories. 



 

Dead Turtle Pond August, 2014 

Every morning in grade five Ripley Huron Public School we took time out for current events. We went up 
and down the rows of classmates and heard everyone’s report of what was going on. Dan Smeltzer or, 
“Diesel Dan” told a story about chasing a rabbit with the snowmobile. Dan with a great big smile, his 
cheeks swollen until he had two little slits for eyes. “The jackrabbit ran around the tree,” Dan’s face got 
redder as the story intensified. With all the excitement the jackrabbit suddenly turned into, “the stupid 
jackass!” Dan continued as the classroom roared with laughter. Then our teacher, Robert O’Donahue 
asked Dan to choose between the pointer or le grand baton. 

 

Isabel Martin taught grade eight at Ripley District School. She ran a tight ship in a portable behind the 
school. One afternoon she slipped out for a coffee and left us to our own demise. John VanKooten sat in 
front of me.  Right after the door closed behind her John began a review of the joys of being in Isabel’s 
class. “Old Issy she’s a filth and foul filth and foul.” This went on and only got worse. Meanwhile Isabel 
returned only this time she used the back door as John continued, “filth and foul.” Gently I poked John, 
he snapped the F bomb back at me and continued his rant. Isabel stood at the back of the room and said 
nothing. Gently I poked him again and begged him to stop. As the filth and foul continued Isabel quietly 
walked to the front of the room. John finally stopped, the room was absolutely quiet. To our surprise 
she picked up the chalk and carried on teaching. John never said another unkind word about Isabel 
again. 



There was a lot of snow in 1979. We inherited an old Ski-doo Olympic snowmobile from my uncle Jack 
Pollard. Climbing hills was my favourite thing to do. Started down a cliff when the overhang broke off 
dropping the snowmobile about 10 feet. Unfortunately, I was only wearing a ½ helmet, my nose hit the 
windshield full force. There was blood everywhere, no cuts or bruises just a bad nosebleed. Two weeks 
later I went to the doctor complaining of swollen sinuses. Dr. Millin sent me home but before we arrived 
he called the house asking us to return. He diagnosed me with a septal hematoma sending me to 
emerge in London St. Joseph’s hospital. They packed my nose with metres of cotton. The pain was 
excruciating, my velour shirt was soaked with sweat. Two weeks later I returned devastated to find out 
the procedure did not work. They would have to do it all over again. The doctor assured my mother 
there would be no problem, they would reuse the surgical information from last time. We said, “What 
surgery?” The doctor called the previous physician to have a serious discussion as to why anesthetic was 
not used. They put me out the second time around but I ended up staying in the hospital for two weeks. 
I’ve been a strong advocate for full-face helmets ever since. 

When I was 14 my uncle Barry Ireland signed a contract verifying I was 18 years old to finance a 1979 
New Idea round baler interest-free for 10 months. My grades went up because I had a new reason to get 
out of school early in June.  The machine was worth $8000 my friends at school thought I was nuts, we 
made 2200 bales charging $5.50 a bale. There was enough to pay for the machine and my operating 
expenses. Good thing because interest rates were 20% and borrowing money was not a good idea. 

 

My dog Bud was part St. Bernard but mostly stupid. We had him neutered but regardless whenever he 
was off his leash he was gone for two weeks. Eventually a neighbour would call and we would go drag 
him home. Day after day I would watch him yank and pull on his collar. We needed to do some work on 
the pump house where he was tied.  We tethered Bud to a set of diamond harrows. Later that night Bud 
decided to visit the Boyd’s dog Kelly. He dragged the diamond harrows down the road and made it to 
the bridge in Boyd’s laneway. The harrows were caught in the bridge, rather than give up Bud decided to 
jump over the edge of the bridge. Boyd’s had an orchestra and when they came home later that night 
they found Bud’s leash and collar dangling over the edge of the bridge. 

 

 One day I decided this was no way for a dog to live. I fed Bud a big bowl of dog food and took him for a 
ride to the vet. $20 later Bud was put to sleep and cremated. The Cover family lived up the road and had 
some puppies. Luckily they had one pup left. When my parents and Kerry Lynne came home from the 
Calgary stampede Kerry was elated with the new puppy. She rolled over the lawn spoiling the pop with 
hugs. Then she looked up and said, “where’s Bud?” I shook my head and said, “he’s gone.” For a while 
we had a hard time coming up with a name for the new pup. On a warm afternoon we took a soda 
break. Dad poured a little in a lid and put it down. The pup ran in circles licking the lid then licking her 
nose while barking. Instantly the pup earned the name, “Pepsi.” 

 

Pepsi was an awesome dog. If she wasn’t at our place she was at my grandparents next door. All you 
had to do was call her and she would come running. One warm October evening after the cottagers 
were long gone. Pepsi and I went for a run on the beach. She always ran a few paces ahead of me, when 



suddenly she ran back towards me totally silent. Next thing I was staring down a large German shepherd 
who was barking and showing his teeth. I stood my ground and called the dog down. Pepsi came running 
back in front of me snapping and growling at the shepherd almost twice her size. Fortunately the 
shepherds owner arrived and we calmed our dogs down. Kerry Lynne and Doug were married in the 
gazebo in the backyard of the farm. It was a busy day and Pepsi was scarce. When mum and dad walked 
Kerry down the aisle there was Pepsi at her side. The Hunter family celebrated Christmas 1995 at Grama 
and Grampa’s house next door. It was a cold day and I thought I would give Pepsi a ride home. When I 
called her she stopped in the driveway, looked back at me and wandered over the hill into the Pine River 
Valley. That was the only time she did not come to me and the last time we saw her. 

 

1982 was the summer of 17 for me. I was baling straw for Bob Blackwell’s beef farm on the 4th of Huron 
when a bearing wore out on the back of the machine catching fire. This happened while I was working in 
the middle of the field,  I was afraid the whole field would catch fire. We were fortunate enough to have 
two-way radios.  My mother’s call-sign was 488 Helen, I called home on the radio asking her to call the 
fire department. Raising the tailgate extracted the bale to slow the flames. Leaving the cab I unhitched 
the baler, a hydraulic line burst spraying everything with oil before I could disconnect the power shaft. 
When I drove the tractor forward the hitch dropped to the ground but the power shaft pulled the baler 
along behind me still in flames. Bruce County road seven was on the east side of the field. The firetrucks 
were coming south from Ripley, so I headed for Bruce County road seven dragging the flaming baler 
behind. Finally it unhitched when I drove through the ditch up onto Bruce County road seven. The hitch 
dug into the ditch bank breaking the power shaft in two. The taillights melted on the back of the 2-85 
White tractor the baler was destroyed. 

 

News spread throughout the community about my baler fire. Farmers with their baling done, some I had 
not even started yet, dropped by the farm to pay their bill. The fire insurance paid $6000, which made 
me quite happy until I found out the new machine would cost $14,500. Managed to push through 3000 
bales paying for the machine with a tidy profit. 

 

The 1983 season started out fun with the new machine and no problems, or so I thought. Just nicely got 
going when one bearing after another wore out. No one could figure out why. All I did was put out fires, 
fix shafts and bearings. Managed to finish baling Jim Needham’s crop, my fire extinguisher and water jug 
were empty. Driving home through Ripley, I looked back, smoke was pouring out of the baler. The fire 
department was a block away and I knew it would be all over by the time the firemen could get to the 
station. Looking up the street, I noticed a lawn sprinkler running. Parking on the lawn I jumped out 
wrestling the sprinkler off the hose dousing the fire before it got out of control. Relieved, there was a 
voice behind me, “could you use a beer Mike?” Wearing shorts covered in grease and grime I must’ve 
looked like a wild man. Only in a small town could you make a new friend by driving a flaming baler on 
their lawn. Eventually it was derived the shafts of the baler were manufactured too small. When the 
weight of the bale was in the chamber the shaft would turn inside the bearing creating heat, starting the 
numerous fires. The machine was dismantled to remanufacture the shafts. The experience was 
educational. 



 

Snow came early and stayed in 1986. There was not enough traction for our two wheel drive John Deere 
4640 tractor to pull the six furrow plow. We pulled the John Deere with two chains and a rubber tire 
between hitched to the 2-85 White tractor. Dad was driving the John Deere facing backwards most of 
the time to watch the plow. The 2-85 White I was driving out front got stuck in the snow. Standing up to 
grab the two-way radio microphone but it was too late. The John Deere smashed through the back 
window of the White. Fortunately the White had a well-engineered roll-bar stalling the John Deere out 
cold, likely saving my life. 

 

We started the trucking part of our business with the acquisition of a 1967 White 4000 highway tractor. 
Most of the winter of 1987 was spent rebuilding the old truck. In the summer we bought two 1979 Titan 
hopper trailers. My Lowry cousins helped out with a quick paint job on the trailers and we were in 
business. The inaugural voyage was a trip to Goderich elevators with a load of wheat. Leaving home at 
daylight, I headed south on Highway 21 before holiday traffic could swarm. The bridge over the Maitland 
River rises up, curving twice towards Goderich at the top of the hill. Entering the top curve I downshifted 
to my lowest gear putting my foot down on the accelerator. The torque made the old truck groan and 
bang, the driveshaft twisted breaking apart. The noise rung through the cab like a bell, I thought I ripped 
the drivetrain completely. A taxicab stopped offering to radio for help, no cell phone service at that 
time. There were no tow trucks strong enough to pull me up the hill. A police cruiser stopped and I 
asked if he could block traffic. The officer said they were all busy with crowd control for parades. A tow 
truck arrived offering to block traffic as I backed down the hill. It was tricky going backwards downhill 
around two curves without a driveshaft. Turned out the driveshaft was improperly replaced held 
together with very shoddy welding. Don’t know how we missed it during the rebuild.  It was a holiday 
weekend but somehow I managed to find parts and a machine shop. By sundown I climbed the hill 
successfully rolling down to the harbour. 

 

The following loads went a lot smoother. On a sunny afternoon I rolled down the hill to the harbor all 
you could see in the parking lot were trucks. There was a break at the elevator I was number 255 to 
unload. There was plenty of time to mingle with the other truckers sitting in the shade. Seemed like 
everyone had driven an old truck like ours at one time. Trucking was transitioning from a time when 
truckers purchased a permit to work in specific areas. This legislation was phased out allowing anyone to 
work anywhere they choose. Not every trucker was happy about it. Spent a restless night in the cab, no 
bunk. In the morning it was finally time for me to move forward in the lineup. Hit the starter and clunk, 
it jammed. Just something that happens from time to time with old engines. The other drivers were 
sitting in the shade watching me struggle. When I released the brakes the truck rolled two cm then 
stopped. Looking back in my mirrors all I could see were truckers lining both sides of the trailer. They all 
pushed, I dropped the clutch and the old diesel roared to life. Must’ve made some friends while I was 
sitting in the shade. 

 



Agriculture has been good to me. Managed to travel East and West Germany before the wall came 
down, Switzerland, France and Austria during a five-month excursion. Skiing the Olympic men’s downhill 
runs in Switzerland and Austria was beautiful.  The Europeans sing, dancing to traditional songs in the 
chalets. The food was delicious I ate everything I could and still lost weight.  In a five-month trip to 
Australia and New Zealand I drove 13,000 km travelling the Gold Coast and the outback. Snorkeling on 
the Great Barrier Reef was amazing. My best man Laird Currie and I drove my uncle Barry Ireland’s 
Freightliner to Calgary, Alberta. We rented a pickup truck then skied Sunshine Village and the Olympic 
men’s downhill at Lake Louise, Alberta. John Deere hired me to teach Global Positioning Systems for 
agriculture in Melfort, Saskatchewan. During my free time I visited Lake Louise and skied the Olympic 
men’s downhill again. 

 

The 90s rolled in with a lot of change for us. Getting married was a big change which I highly 
recommend. We had an awesome wedding celebrated with lots of relatives, good friends, great music, 
fantastic food. The land we rented to grow crops changed ownership the new owners farmed it 
themselves. Suddenly I needed a job. 

 

 The Cooperators advertised for an insurance agent. I studied and wrote exams for a license to sell 
insurance. Then in late April when farmers were getting ready to go to the field, I got a phone call from 
the manager of the Amberley branch, Cooks division of Parrish and Heimbecker. Their latest salesman 
turned in his resignation and they were looking for a replacement. My first instinct was to decline, I 
passed it along to a friend of mine. Then I had a sleepless night lamenting between agricultural sales and 
selling insurance. Cooks had a revolving door of salespeople, nobody stayed there for very long. 
Originally the branch only received grain. When Parrish and Heimbecker purchased Cooks they inherited 
sales of seed, fertilizer and chemicals. The staff were given more responsibilities without a pay increase, 
morale was low. Product inventories at the branch were not maintained. Salespersons would sell 
products and the branch was not able to deliver them in a timely fashion. Farmers were working their 
land when product application equipment was not at the branch or ready to function. Frustrated 
salespersons would quit and find other work. The previous salesperson met with me strongly advising 
me not to take the job. Despite the wisdom being offered to me I took the job convinced I could work 
with it and be content. Wrong, after four months of putting up with the shortcomings I set about to 
motivate change. The people working there were doing their best and it was not my job to restructure 
the culture. After 18 months my superiors in the head office heard enough of me and asked me to resign 
or be fired. In hindsight it would’ve been much cooler to do my best to work with what was there until I 
could find work that suited me best. 

 

Working sales for Cooks division of Parrish & Heimbecker was good experience. The best part was 
delivering cheques for crops farmers sold. It was a sweltering hot day when I rapped on a farmer’s door 
there was no answer. Lying panting in the shade of some shrubs was an Australian blue healer. When I 
moved away from the door it jumped latching onto my knee. Blood ran out as I tried to pry its jaws open 
with my hands. With no luck I dragged it along as I tried to get to my truck. In the back of my truck was 
my shovel, swinging it hard I knocked the dog off my knee. The dog rolled over, preparing to lunge at me 



again. Swinging the shovel overhead, I landed it right between the dog’s eyes. It rolled over twitching 
just as the farmer’s door opened. The farmer’s daughter answered the door wearing a towel having 
heard the commotion outside while in the shower. Fortunately she did not like the dog inviting me in to 
bandage the wounds. By the time I left the dog recovered wandering off with a bad headache. 

In 1991 it was very dry. The grain elevator just started receiving corn when the dryer caught fire. We 
needed lots of trucks to haul corn from Amberley to Centralia. My best man, Laird Currie needed to get 
his truck driver’s license. His driven test was in Walkerton, but the examiner refused to ride in our 1967 
White 4000 because there were no seatbelts. We could not make another appointment for months. 
With no other options I threw up my hands exclaiming as I left the office, “I guess you are without a job 
because we have no use for someone without a truck driver’s license!” A few minutes later, Laird came 
out of the office with an appointment for 7 AM the following day. Problem was all our trucks were busy. 
Fortunately my friend, Ted Weishar loaned us a truck. When checking it over at 6 AM we learned it did 
not have seatbelts either. Frantically we cut seatbelts from a wreck tying them into the loaner truck. 
Laird successfully completed his test grinning every time he touched the brakes. 

 

The sales experience included meeting my unreserved good friend and mentor Mervyn Erb. He leads by 
example teaching me the finer crop consulting skills. Developing those skills helped me meet some great 
families enjoying every day. My first season as a crop consultant was 1992. It rained and rained, when it 
didn’t rain the sun did not come out. Crop consulting turned into crop insulting as field after field were 
destroyed. Hay rotted, wheat sprouted, beans did not develop pods and corn did not mature. I began to 
doubt whether I could make a career crop consulting. 

 

George Maxwell at Chesley, sold our wet, mushy corn to his neighbour Jim Barfoot. Then of course it 
started to snow plugging the combine sieves. We were harvesting at night when the snow was cold 
enough to blow through. Early one morning I was delivering a load with our 1981 International Eagle to 
Barfoot’s beef farm. The farm was on a gravel road but it was covered with ice. Driving down through a 
valley gathering speed to climb a hill, almost at the top I spun out. Climbing down out of the cab to take 
a look I slammed the door falling immediately on my butt. Sitting on the ice contemplating life thus far 
the truck began to slide back down the hill ever so slowly. The idea of letting it slide down the hill, crash, 
collecting the insurance crossed my mind. However it was still cold and I knew dad would be waiting for 
the truck. Foolishly I climbed back into the cab managing to slide down to the bottom without incident. 
A school bus radioed for help then a road grader arrived to give me a tow. The experience roused my 
determination to make crop consulting work. 

 

Early spring 1993 while scouting wheat I got my 1979 Ford pickup stuck on a sideroad near Brussels. 
Fortunately my Polaris four-wheeler was in the back of my truck so I rode it up to the main road. There 
was a trailer with smoke coming out of the chimney with a dog on the front stoop. When I walked in the 
driveway the dog came running to me with a stick of wood in his mouth. He would’ve clipped me at the 
knees had I not grabbed the wood. Playfully we wrestled in the driveway dragging him towards the 
door. With my free hand I knocked at the door wrapping a few times before the door opened a few 



inches. A warbly voice said, “Hello.”  Introducing myself and my problem wondering if he knew anyone 
who could give me a tow? He said he would call his neighbour closing the door leaving me to wrestle 
with the dog. 

 

 Eventually the door reopened, he was having trouble with the phone cautiously inviting me in. Inside 
there was fast food packaging, newspaper and medication bottles everywhere. There was a rotary dial 
phone with a party line like we had when I was a kid so I figured it out. When the neighbour answered 
they asked where I was calling from.  When I replied they hazardly assured me they would be right over. 
My host was a man of few words making conversation tedious. Looking around I noticed a tuba. When I 
asked where he played there was a long pause. He pointed towards a picture of an orchestra saying he 
played with the Stratford band. Abruptly, he remarked, “Until #X#X#X#X#X slept with my wife and 
ruined my life!” 

 

The saga went on, the longer it went the more agitated he became. Becoming a little more aware of my 
surroundings, I faintly heard another voice. Listening closer I deciphered it was telling the same story. 
Cautiously I moved towards the door catching a glimpse of the kitchen. In a cage hanging from the 
ceiling was a parrot. There were droppings and newspaper deep enough it bent over to stand. Tuning in 
a little more, I realized the parrot’s story was one sentence ahead my friend. Promptly my tow arrived. 
They apologized for the delay I said there was really no problem. Just another soul struggling to make it 
through this world with his parrot and tuba. 

 

All-terrain vehicles are a necessary evil of crop consulting. Despite using a Four-Wheeler extensively I 
really don’t like them and believe they are poorly engineered. One afternoon the Four-Wheeler I was 
using had a flat front tire. Sitting in the back of my truck you would never know it. Unloading went fine I 
began to scout the field. Fortunately we scout fields very slowly, however when I leaned forward to get 
a closer look, the front wheel deflated, the rim dug into the earth. Instantly the handlebars wrenched 
throwing me in front of the Four-Wheeler on my back. The front wheel popped up the machine 
bouncing over top of me. Survived that one with a bruised behind and shattered ego. Hence my dislike 
of Four-Wheelers. 

 

When the kids were born I needed to cover more ground in less time. Hiring some help while using a 
2000 Honda XL 650 motorcycle to scout worked great. Until during an afternoon scouting beans in Port 
Elgin it rained, immediately the wheels were covered in mud. Leaving the field I drove through the ditch 
my wheels picking up small stones as I crossed onto the pavement. When I turned it was like riding on 
ball bearings so down I went. Fortunately there was no traffic learning another lesson the hard way. 

 

Another lesson learned while scouting with the motorcycle was to always leave the field the same way 
entered. There was a beautiful sunset, I was scouting near Lake Huron. The entrance of the field crossed 
an open ditch with long grass growing. Following wheel tracks I entered the field with no problem. 



Driving into the sunset to leave, I drove two feet to the right of my entrance track.  Instantly learning the 
grass had been cut 30 feet wide on a 15 foot culvert over the ditch. The bike dropped from beneath me 
launching me over the handlebars onto the ditch bank. My calculator, notepad and cell phone were 
strewn all over. The ditch was dry managing to collect myself lifting the bike out one wheel at a time.  

Crop consulting was going fine until nutrient management became an issue in the late 90s. Farmers in 
the south end of the province were building large livestock barns. Neighbours would get upset 
organizing protests. My instinct was to stay out of it as there were no winners. However the trend 
progressed north and eventually some of my clients needed to build barns. I hired some help and the 
first few barns were built with not too many problems. When a large tract of land near Amberley owned 
by the Beyer’s family was sold, I knew there would be barns built. 

 

The local municipality called to discuss their nutrient management bylaw with me. They needed to know 
what credentials I carried qualifying me to prepare nutrient management plans. My accreditation was 
Certified Crop Advisor, Michigan State. At that time the Certified Crop Advisor program was just getting 
started in Ontario. When the Ontario program was in place I attained the Ontario accreditation as well. 
Ontario had an existing program known as the Professional Agrologist. It was unclear which credential 
the government of Ontario would accept for doing nutrient management plans, so I advised the 
municipality to include both designations in their bylaw. Instead they combined the two designations 
into Certified Professional Advisor. 

 

We worked for months preparing a meticulous plan for the Amberley project, knowing there would be 
strong opposition from local cottagers. The cottagers organized a protest at the farmers’ home. They 
assembled at night outside the farmer’s doorstep. Only the farmers’ four children all under 14 were 
home. Eventually a provincial court quashed the farmers’ building permit because I was not a Certified 
Professional Advisor which didn’t do my ego any good. It did not matter there was no such thing as a 
Certified Professional Advisor. We resubmitted our plan on my friend’s letterhead, it was passed as 
meeting the municipality’s requirements and the farmer received his building permit. In hindsight I 
would’ve been better off sticking with crop consulting letting someone else experiment with the 
legislation. 

 

Sunday, September 8, 2002 was my best before date. On that day I was diagnosed with Guillain-Barré 
syndrome an illness affecting one in 100,000 people each year. It attacks the nervous system by 
dissolving the sheath covering the nerve tissue. Friday, I presented my findings regarding nutrient 
management regulation to the Ontario Minister of Agriculture Food and Rural Affairs during a public 
meeting in Clinton, Ontario. Coming home I felt really tired going straight to bed. My sleep was restless, 
Paulette took the kids to my sister-in-law on Saturday while I tried to rest. Paulette’s band was playing at 
the Legion in Kincardine. The drummer was a doctor and encouraged her to take me into emerge. When 
she came home at dinner time I was ready to go because I knew something was wrong. Tiredly I hobbled 
to the passenger door of my truck. My vision was blurry and I was not safe to drive. Dragging my feet I 



made it inside the hospital door sitting in the first chair I could find. Paulette went to get pizza as I was 
starving. The doctor on call noticed I was struggling. They called me to the front of the line. 

 

When it comes to healthcare I have learned being called to the front of the line is bittersweet. The nurse 
and doctor Roth helped me to the examining room. Dr. Roth suspected I had Guillain-Barré syndrome 
wanting to send me straight to London. However, because we live in Bruce County I had to go to Owen 
Sound. Owen Sound did not have a bed for me so I remained in Kincardine overnight. The next morning 
my childhood neighbour Ollie Liddle-Regier was the head nurse. She took one look at me then said, “I’m 
getting you the hell out of here!” Off to Owen Sound I went by ambulance where a neurologist did a 
lumbar puncture to confirm Guillain-Barré syndrome. While waiting for the test results he began making 
arrangements for an air ambulance to London. Breathing became difficult I recall begging them to help 
me breathe. I spent the next year on life support and the year after in rehab. My family and friends took 
turns coming to see me every day. 

 

When I was in the London intensive care unit my good friend Mervyn Erb came to visit. The head nurse 
told him only family were allowed. Merv said he was my partner and she let him in. Normally my care, 
was exceptional but after Merv left I noticed staff were a little abrupt. Eventually I learned the head 
nurse understood Merv to be my same-sex partner. She was appalled I would cheat on my wife and 
children. There were 152 nurses working in the ICU I think every one of them wanted to pull the plug on 
me.  It took a few days to set everybody straight. 

 

A long day in the hospital was brightened when Paulette arranged a visitor. Jim Cuddy from the band, 
“Blue Rodeo” to drop by. He brought his guitar playing for at least an hour. It was clear something 
special was planned when the nurses took turns putting on more makeup and doing their hair. 

 

Many people with Guillain-Barré syndrome recover almost fully. Damage to my nervous system was 
extensive leaving me a quadriplegic with very limited vision. When I was in London my sister Kerry Lynne 
borrowed books on CD from the library for me. One afternoon I was listening to a book that should’ve 
been rated XXX adult entertainment. All I could do was sit and listen to it when Sister Bernadette walked 
in to pray. “Mind if I turn your radio down Michael,” she said reverently. She asked if there was anything 
I wanted to pray for. Feverishly I prayed for everything I could think of while the raunchy story 
continued faintly in the background. When we finished praying she turned the CD player back up, bid 
me good day and left as eloquently as she arrived. 

 

February 2003 I was on life support when a photocopier exploded catching fire. The firemen cut the 
power shutting off the machine giving me life. A young therapist rushed in with an ambu bag pumping 
life into my lungs. The air filled with smoke when a fireman came to the door ordering everyone without 
a respirator out due to chemical concentration in the air. The young therapist said he could not leave 



me. He remained while someone brought him a respirator. You never know when you’re going to meet 
a real hero. 

 

In May 2004 I was in Wingham hospital. Paul Keelan and Rob Lowry from my hockey team, “The 
Amberley Cornhuskers” came to visit. Rob convinced me people were looking for ways to help our 
family and wanted to have a benefit dance. Paul did a lot of work. “Soundsation,” a community choir 
Paulette and I sang with performed. My neighbour Glen Boyd’s band, “Boyd’s Orchestra,” played. Dave 
Schmidt and Mike MacLean, “Double Trouble,” also performed. Our four-year-old daughter, Brontae 
sang in public for the first time. Two of my intensive care nurses from London, Jenny Carson and Liz 
Burke were guests of honour. Over 1500 people attended, it was a fantastic night. 

 

During my stay in London I was given my last rights five times. Without the love and support of my 
family I would not have survived. My mother Antje and aunt Kathleen took turns making sure family 
were at my bedside every day. Paulette became a single parent with a three-year-old and a year-old. 
She managed to bring the kids to see their dad on weekends. We had two Christmases in the hospital. 
Today caregivers manage my daytime needs. My mother-in-law, Elaine Lippert and Paulette tend to me 
every four hours through the night. Paulette fights insurance companies, doctors and red tape of every 
kind for me. 

Paulette defines unconditional love and to whom I dedicate this story. Love Mike. 


