Ben Fraser builds a House
By Rod Fraser

The Fraser house built on the Pickerel Lake Road in 1953.
It all started in 1944 when my grandfather, Ben
Fraser (known to us as ‘Papa’) noticed a farm for
sale in a Toronto newspaper. It consisted of 200
acres of land, a small shack and a few outbuildings.
The asking price was $300. Papa and his daughter,
Helen McIntyre, decided to buy the property, sight
unseen. Papa’s wife, Mary (known to us as ‘Nana’)
was an active participant in this acquisition.
The transaction was concluded by mail, and
shortly

after

closing,

the

family

set

out

by

automobile (from their home in Mimico) to take

-2possession of their new property, near the village of
Burk’s Falls. This was not an easy trip in 1944. It
was a grueling ten-hour drive, along a two-lane
highway north of the city ─ beyond Barrie and Orillia
─ to some 30 miles north of the town of Huntsville.
I don’t know why they decided to purchase a
rural property so far away from the city. I suspect
Nana and Papa were

thinking of

a

low-cost

retirement property ─ where taxes were low ─ and
the planting of a garden and the raising of chickens
could supplement their income.
Or it might have been Helen’s idea. Rural
property was a good place for her four kids to roam
each summer. It had rock outcroppings, paths
through the fields and forest, and a lovely lake just
down the road.
War bonds likely played a part. The war years
were good years for earning a income for those who
remained at home. And savings diverted to War
Bonds added some attractive interest earnings to
increase your capital.
The family’s first impression of the property was not
encouraging. The shack advertised in the paper was
only 12 feet square. It contained a camp cot, kitchen
table, several chairs and an old wood-fired cook
stove. A decrepit travel trailer, small woodshed and
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the advertisement. There was also a well nearby
(that worked just fine once it was cleaned out and a
hand pump installed).
Parts of the property had been farmed in the
distant past. There were a number of fields that lent
themselves to pasture and the foundation of a barn
existed on the property ─ the structure having
burned down many years earlier.
Modest though it was, Papa loved the place and
Nana thought the place would be just fine with a
number of improvements. Helen took a longer view.
She hoped to farm the property (together with her
husband) at some future time.
Over a number of weekends in that summer of
1944, the family traveled to Burk’s Falls and the
property was gradually improved. In the following
years, Nana, Helen and the two younger boys
(Bobby and Billy) stayed at the rural property all
summer. Papa drove the family to Burk’s Falls on
Victoria Day, and then returned each weekend to
visit ─ often accompanied by Peter and Mary (the
two older children).
Papa finally retired in mid-1950 at the age of 69. He
and Nana sold their home in Mimico and built a
proper retirement home on the Pickerel Lake Road.
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roomy, and built on a large rock outcropping some
15 feet above the road. It was a lovely home to view
from a distance.
Helen and her children helped Nana and Papa
move to their new home. Peter (age 20) refused to
stay for more than one night (and drove the moving
truck back to Toronto). Helen and Mary (age 21)
lasted only a month. The construction of the house
was largely completed by Nana, Papa and Helen’s
two boys ─ Billy and Bobby ─ who lived with their
grandparents and attended school in Burk’s Falls for
the next few years.
The construction started on a beautiful June day
shortly after their arrival. Papa’s design called for a
20-foot by 40-foot bungalow, and the first order of
business was the foundation.
Flat rocks were collected from the surrounding
fields ─ three to six inches thick and at least a foot
square. They were carried by wheelbarrow and
mortared in place under the watchful eye of Papa.
When the foundation was a little less than two feet
in height, Papa ordered the lumber.
The floor joists were cut, placed in position
straddling the foundation and firmly nailed in place.
The floor was soon to follow. Then Papa and the boys
used the floor as a platform to build the walls and
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nailed them to each other and to the floor. When the
walls were true, the rafters were lifted one by one,
to the top of the walls, waiting to be nailed in place.
During the construction, Papa finished each workday
by sharpening the saws and other tools.
Perched on top of the framed walls ─ like two
circus acrobats ─ Billy (age 16) and Bobby (age 11)
moved each rafter to its appointed place. Nana (age
70) held the rafter upright as firmly as she could with
a long pole from her position on the floor. Billy took
a heavy hammer and pounded a six-inch spike into
each end securing the rafter to the top of the wall.
As the second and third rafters were nailed in
place, Billy temporarily braced them to each other
with nails and wood. This process continued until all
the rafters were in place. It’s a miracle no one was
injured. Papa (age 69) ─ being a heavy man and
unfit for roof work ─ shouted encouragement from
the floor and assisted Nana in keeping the rafters
upright. Soon the rafters were covered with fourinch boards and the roof was shingled. Wood siding
was affixed to the exterior walls. The windows and
doors were installed and the outside shell was
complete.
This kept the house dry, so work on the interior
could continue while the boys, Nana and Papa were

-6sheltered from the elements. Over the summer
months and into the early months of fall, the
construction continued. Slowly, but finally the house
took shape. By late fall, the family moved into a
home largely complete. I am still in awe of those
unlikely builders in the summer of 1950.
Nana and Papa’s house was plain but functional.
The main floor consisted of a kitchen, dining room,
two bedrooms, a storage area and living room.
There were two wood-fired stoves to provide heat in
the cold winter months.
There was a large attic ─ standing room tall ─ a
window at each end and planking on the floor. Four
double beds placed on this makeshift floor providing
a sleeping area for grandchildren and visitors.
The concessions to modernity included electric
lighting, radio and television. There was also a
telephone in the house ─ albeit a multiple party line
with a number of neighbours sharing the service. A
large cistern at the back of the house collected rain
water from the roof, used for the washing of clothes
and bathing, each a weekly ritual, in keeping with
the times.
Papa enjoyed his retirement home for five years
and died in the fall of 1955. Shortly thereafter, Nana
invited her sister and brother to join her in a
communal living arrangement that was in every
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cooking and washing up. Their brother Gordon
fetched the water from the well, split the wood for
the fires and maintained the property. If there was
any hostility in that household, I never sensed it
during my frequent visits.
By the end of the decade Nana and her sister had
passed away. Gordon lived there ten years longer
until he died in 1970. The house on the Pickerel Lake
Road was in our family twenty-five years and it has
many happy memories. The initial cost of $300 laid
out in 1944 was money well spent.
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