Herb Popkie’s Early Years
By Rod Fraser

Village of Calabogie in Eastern Ontario

My name is Herb Popkie. I was born in Eastern
Ontario in late 1905, just ten months or so after my
parents ─ Fred Popkie and Annie Schisan ─ were
married on January 2, 1905. It was not a happy
marriage, though it produced two healthy baby
boys. My brother, Reuben, was born two years after
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Reuben Popkie (1907 -1988)

I mention Eastern Ontario as the place of my
birth, rather than the small village where it actually
occurred, because that part of Ontario is full of
charming little villages, all with distinctive names.
Since I intend this story to be entertaining, rather
than true in every particular, let’s just say I was born
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many years and have some fond memories.

A Village in Eastern Ontario ─ much like Calabogie.

Much of my early life was tainted by unpleasant
memories of my father, mother, and later my stepfather – Charlie Murphy. But I am pleased to report
my adult life has been much better, in that I found
happiness with my wife (Anna Deslaurier) of many
years, and my three children.
Although I left school after completing grade six,
I found I was blessed with high energy, a good mind
and a conscientious nature. I read widely as an
adult, became a well-informed individual and was
able to provide adequately for my family, even in the
darkest days of the depression.
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room of the house where we lived, and I made and
repaired shoes at the rear of the house. Coupled
with a large garden and root cellar (and a deer or
two shot during hunting season), my family never
went hungry or in want of clothing in those years ─
although my wife was not well for most of her adult
life. Excess cash was seldom available for things
other than medical bills.
But that’s enough about my adult life. I started this
article to tell you about my childhood and early adult
years and I now intend to do exactly that.
My earliest memory at age five (Reuben was
three at the time) was our being shipped off to live
with our maternal grandparents (William and Matilda
Schisan) at their farm at Lot 3, Concession 12, in the
Township of Lyndoch (near Renfrew).
My grandparents had eight children of their own
to raise, so to say we were unwelcome would be an
understatement. Nevertheless, they did the best
they could for us. In turn, Reuben and I did our best
to fit it.
This upset to our lives came about as a result of
our father (Fred Popkie) vanishing from our home
one morning, never to return. Our mother (Annie
Schisan Popkie) was forced to move to Ottawa to

-5find work, and we became wards of our grandparents. Our paternal grandmother (Hannah Popkie)
was widowed, old and impoverished, so it was never
an option to live with her.
My mother, an attractive woman, soon found
another man, a fellow by the name of Charlie
Murphy to hook up with, and they were married at
the end of December in 1910.
Within a couple of years, Reuben and I were sent
to live in Ottawa with our mother and stepfather.
There we remained for the next ten years, while I
completed my education (grade six), after which I
was sent out to work. Reuben suffered a similar fate.

My memories of those years were not good ones.
Charles Murphy turned out to be a drunk and a wife
beater. At one point, he lost his job at the railroad,
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that calamity, my mother died in 1922 from a heart
attack. I laughed at that one: a broken heart is a
more likely diagnosis. I loved my mother, but her
taste in men was awful.

Herbert Popkie (1905 – 1980)
I have two indelible images in my mind from
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is his straddling my mother on the floor, beating her
senseless, and the other is his obsession with
checkers. He loved the game.
I was the one appointed to be his opponent in
checkers and we played night after night for hours
at a time. Since his concentration on the game,
reduced his need for drink, and tempered his violent
nature, I was only too willing to accommodate him.
After our mother’s funeral, Charlie Murphy sent us
back to the farm of our grandfather, William
Schisan. Since we were young and strong, Reuben
and I were now welcome on the farm, given that our
labour was valued … and free for the most part. I
was sixteen at the time. We remained on the farm
long enough for us to come of age, when we could
make our own way in life ─ independent of family.
Earlier I mentioned the disappearance of our
father (Fred Popkie) from our lives when we were
quite young. If he had only stayed, we told
ourselves, everything might have worked out. Our
mother might have lived beyond her 38 years, and
we might have had a better chance for happiness.
Alas, it might not have been so. It seems Fred
Popkie suffered from schizophrenia and paranoia,
never married again, and worked as a carpenter up
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1921 census, he is shown as living with his brother,
Edward, in Madawaska Township.
Fred Popkie, was committed to a mental hospital
sometime after 1931, where he continued to live as
a patient, until dying of a heart attack in 1943, at
Woodstock General Hospital. Perhaps in one of his
rational moments when we were but children, Fred
understood we would be better off in his absence,
given his mental problems.
There is plenty of irony in life. And here is a good
example. I spent the majority of my early life
resenting the man who was my father, only to later
learn he was fighting his own demons, and little
wished to impose them on me or Reuben. I hope I
am wiser for this knowledge.
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