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My name is Joan. As I reflect back on my first 90 
years, I cherish special times and wonderful 
people who filled my life with so much more 
than I could have ever imagined. While my 
memory bank is quite crowded, there are few 
special memories I would like to share with 
you. I must admit, my photographs help me to 
recall some of the specifics that may have 
otherwise been lost along the way. But there 
are also some memories that don’t need 
photographs.  I hope that the memories of my 
grandparents will live on in my memory bank, 
and my heart, forever. This is a book about 
some of my special memories of my 
grandparents. I hope these memories stimulate 
some of yours. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Oh, how wonderful it was to be young.  As a 
child, I spent most of each summer with my 
grandparents.  We lived in Toronto, and in the 
1930’s there was no air-conditioning and little 
opportunity to escape the heat of the city.  
Having said that, I must admit, I was lucky. My 
grandparents had a cottage on Lake 
Couchiching, near Orillia, Ontario.  My 
grandfather was a builder, and took pride in the 
fact that he had built his own cottage. It was 
that cottage that provided my cousin Frank and 
I an escape from the hot summer days in 
Toronto. Together, we had a multitude of 
adventures with our very strict, yet very loving 
and fun, grandparents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



When the summer arrived, my cousin and I 
could hardly wait to head north for the 
summer.  We always looked forward to staying 
with our grandparents. Grandad was a cranky 
sort, but we loved his sense of humour and the 
fun that we had when we spent time with him.  
Granny was strict, but we always found that 
sweet little old woman beneath the harsh 
crusty surface.  We knew she loved us. 
 
When school finally ended for the summer, we 
would head to the cottage.  Our grandparents 
loved having us. My parents and I would usually 
drive north with my grandparents, and my 
cousin and his parents would meet us there. 
We would head out of the city on the old 
country roads that would take us north towards 
cottage country.  
 
 
 



In the 1930’s there were only two lanes that 
travelled to the north from Toronto.  As we got 
closer to Orillia, we would have to head off 
onto the dirt roads. It was quite a ride! 
 
My grandfather owned a green Hewlett 
Packard. He was a horrible driver – with a quick 
temper.  I remember the bumpy ride as clearly 
as if it was yesterday. When my father came 
with us, he would ask Grandad to slow down.  
That advice landed on deaf ears.  In fact, it 
would encourage him to go faster. If another 
driver was going too slow, I could hear Grandad 
shout, “Get out of the way”.  Then he would 
push on the gas and the car started to roar. He 
would then try to pass that “ridiculous – and 
crazy – slow driver”.   
 
 
 
 



While Grandad normally passed other cars 
without an incident, there was one car that 
went into the ditch. While I was shocked, I was 
even more shocked when my grandfather 
blamed that man for the accident. It sure 
wasn’t Grandad’s fault – it was never his fault!   
 
When we travelled north to the cottage the 
luggage was strapped onto a carrier on the 
back of the car.  I’ll never forget the day that 
the carrier broke off.  Grandad was furious.  He 
had to head back down the road to pick up the 
things that were now scattered all over the 
road. It took quite some time for Grandad to 
figure out how to get all that luggage strapped 
safely back onto the car.  Wow was he mad! He 
grumbled all the way to the cottage.  While it 
all seems so funny now, it sure was upsetting at 
the time. 
 
 



When you think about this story, wouldn’t you 
think that we were headed north to the cottage 
so we could enjoy the lake and go swimming?  
It was years before I realized that Grandad 
hated the water. He would take my cousin and I 
down for a swim, but he never went in. We 
thought it was because he was old. I found out 
later it was something else! 
 
I discovered my grandad’s dislike for water the 
day he went to clean off a pipe he needed for a 
car repair.  He walked down to the shoreline 
and leaned over the dock to wash the pipe. My 
grandmother looked at me as he leaned 
towards the water and he fell in.  The words 
were so colourful that granny covered my ears. 
 
Now the interesting thing is that he loved going 
out in the boat, but, as I just said, he hated 
going into the water.  It was okay to be on the 
water, not in it.  He hated being wet! 
 



Grandad loved to fish – but only if others were 
doing the fishing.  He would row the boat, 
granny would stand on the shore under her 
umbrella, out of the sun, watching, and Frank 
and I would throw our lines into the water with 
the hope of catching a big fish.  We didn’t catch 
a lot of fish, but we sure had fun being in the 
boat with Grandad.   
 
One day Grandad made a “punt” – a small boat 
– for my cousin Frank and I to use in a boat-
rowing competition.  We were so excited to be 
in the race.  However, the town bully, who was 
very mean, told us we didn’t have a chance.  
My cousin and I were up for the challenge.  
 
Our boat was made by Grandad.  The bully 
rammed into our boat in an effort to win.  My 
cousin threw his paddle at that boy’s boat. 
What the boy didn’t know was that Grandad 
had taught us how to row to win, and he made 
sure we had an extra paddle.  



We were able to get ourselves organized to row 
again and we won the race! That goes to show 
you, bullies don’t always win! 
 
My uncle, who also liked to come to the 
cottage, was a lot of fun.  He had a mid-sized 
boat and was always happy to take us out in it. 
One day we were on the lake and the waves 
were getting bigger and bigger. He told me to 
lay down to stay safe.  The wind blew and 
flipped the boat over.  We stayed in the safe 
space under the boat until the storm passed.  It 
was frightening – but oh what a great story to 
tell my cousin – and then my kids, grandkids 
and great grandchildren. Some of our most 
frightening adventures end up being the most 
memorable ones! 
 
 
 
 



The waters of Lake Couchiching were often 
rough and dangerous. On another day, I was 
with a friend and we decided to go out in the 
boat. That time when the water stirred up, we 
couldn’t manage the enormous waves. The 
boat flipped and sank and we swam to safety. 
We ended up stranded on the lighthouse in the 
middle of the lake.  We stood on the small edge 
of the lighthouse and held on tight, hoping 
someone would come.  We were scared. And in 
those days, we didn’t wear life jackets. When 
we didn’t return, Granny called the water 
patrol in Orillia and they sent out a search boat. 
When they finally arrived, we were relieved to 
see them.  Thank goodness Granny had been 
worried. She was very happy to see us when we 
returned safe and sound.  
 
 
 
 



Frank and I would often take our bikes down 
the Black River Road with a can of beans, a 
bottle of pop, matches and a pot. We would 
gather twigs and small pieces of wood, make a 
tripod and then cook the beans over the fire. 
One time, when we were on one of our 
adventures, we decided to go down the rocks 
to the water. While we were making our way 
down the rock, we slipped on the moss and fell 
in!  We were laughing so hard we nearly 
drowned.  We had so much fun!  When we 
returned, Granny just said, “You’d better go get 
into some dry clothes”.  She never got mad at 
us.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In those days we didn’t have the amenities we 
have today.  Granny would cook on a wood 
stove. There was a tank attached to the side of 
the wood stove that would heat water. My 
cousin and I would fetch the water from the 
lake, and it was our job to pour it into that tank.  
The oven was also heated by the wood stove 
and there was a warming area on top that 
Granny used regularly. Granny showed me that 
it was easy to keep things warm when you have 
a wood stove.  The stove had to be polished 
regularly, to prevent it from rusting. I was 
happy to help her with that. Since Granny was 
always cooking something, we had a very hot 
kitchen during those hot days of summer.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



And of course, there was no running drinking 
water like we have today. There was a pump 
beside the sink in the kitchen that was 
connected to an artesian well.  The water was 
so refreshing – so cold – on those hot summer 
days. I remember watching my tiny 
grandmother pump that water into pots and 
jugs and kettles. She was small but mighty! 
 
We all had chores in those days.  There was no 
television or radio in the cottage to entertain 
us, but there were many chores that would 
help to fill our days.  My cousin and I would be 
expected to bring in the wood that Grandad 
chopped. We would put the big pieces of wood 
beside the stove and the small pieces would go 
into a special basket.   
 
 
 
 



My cousin Frank was also expected to help 
Grandad with the garden.  He pulled weeds and 
helped in any way he could.  He loved spending 
time with Grandad so he didn’t mind helping.  
When they returned from the garden, my 
cousin would always have some funny stories 
about Grandad to share with me. 
 
After we were done our chores, Grandad would 
slowly pull out his wallet. Open the clasp.  Pull 
out a dime.  Start to hand it to us and then pull 
his hand back and say, “I think it best that we 
put that back into the old wooden chest, safe 
and sound for another day”.  While we were 
disappointed, we also knew that he would give 
us that dime soon enough, and send us off to 
the corner store to buy some ice cream or 
candy.  Grandad never wanted anyone to know 
that he had given us money, so he would 
always say, “Now, don’t tell anyone!” 
 



Grandad also loved to play tricks on people. Did 
anyone ever do the “Two little black birds 
sitting on a tree” riddle for you?  Fly away black 
bird, fly away black bird and then “Come back 
black bird, come back black bird”.  He would 
put a tiny piece of tissue on his pointer finger 
and when the fingers returned (the black birds), 
they would be gone.  And then he would tell 
them to come back, and there they were again. 
We were amazed.  All he did was change the 
finger that he showed us – the tissue was not 
on the middle finger that “came back”!  We 
loved the fact that we thought he was magical. 
 
Grandad played many tricks on us. When he 
was in in 90’s I remember many of our 
grandkids thinking he was the funniest person 
around. He was short and stout and had a dry 
sense of humour, with a British accent.  
Everyone just loved him. 
 



Let’s go back to the time at the cottage.  Each 
morning the train, which was coming south 
from North Bay, would go by at 7:00 a.m.  The 
conductor would throw a copy of the 
newspaper to my grandfather. It had been read 
by one of the passengers first – but Grandad 
wouldn’t care.  In those days it was a treat for 
him to have the newspaper to read, as there 
was no extra money for such luxuries. 
 
My grandfather came from England.  He grew 
up with very little, and struggled to survive.  He 
met my grandmother at a harvest fest in 
Oxford, England.  He came from Yorkshire, but 
was working in Oxford as a builder. He started 
out as a painter, an artist and sculptor.  Sadly, 
when he was still quite young, he fell down a 
set of stairs and lost his sight for colours.  He 
had to change what he did for a living.  So, he 
became a builder.   
 



My grandmother was petite, pretty and blonde.  
She was born in the late 1800’s into a poor 
family, and at the age of 12 was sent off to be a 
maid for a wealthy family.  When my Grandad 
met her, he immediately had a fancy for her, 
and asked to meet with her.  They met a 
number of times before he met her parents. 
They later married, and she gladly left her life 
of service.   
 
During the first few years of marriage, Grandad 
was short on work, and money. When an 
opportunity came up to go to Florida to help 
with building new homes, he took it.  He 
wanted to make enough money to move to 
Canada with his wife and 5 children, 4 girls and 
one boy.  Granny didn’t argue.  She just told 
him to go.   
 
 
 



My grandmother was a strong woman.  When 
he mailed to say he was ready to move to 
Canada, Granny packed everything up and 
boarded a boat with 5 children. The plan was to 
meet up with my grandfather in Toronto.  She 
survived 10 days in Storage Class, where she 
had to cook her own meals and live and sleep 
together with other families in an open space. 
 
Granny was so happy when she set foot in 
Canada.  Grandad was supposed to meet her at 
Union Station in Toronto - but she couldn’t find 
him. There she was with all her luggage and 5 
children who were tired, hungry and weary.  
The Porter took her to a diner across the street 
and paid for their meals.  She was so grateful.  
They ate, but my grandfather still did not show. 
As you can imagine, my grandmother was not 
very happy.  Where could he be? And what 
would she do now? 
 



The Porter found a horse and buggy that was 
going north on Yonge Street.  They found their 
way to my Aunt Mary’s, Grandad’s sister.  
Eventually, Granny learned that my grandfather 
had been sitting in a bar drinking beer!  Oh my. 
Was he in trouble!  Granny often told that story 
with such frustration – and reminded us often 
that she didn’t talk to him for 2 weeks. 
 
A year later the war broke out and my 
grandfather was gone for 4 years – and there 
was little to no money for her to raise the 
children.  Finally, he started sending money 
home to support his family.  Women had to be 
resourceful in those days. Granny made the 
clothes for the children – and for herself.  Those 
were difficult days.   
 
 
 
 



My mom would recall stories from that time, 
but she often spoke about the good things that 
happened during those difficult days. She 
would tell me how they would play games, 
learn to knit and sew and the boys would learn 
to build and repair things.  She would recall the 
jobs they all had to do – and no one 
complained!  There are many people today that 
could learn a lot from the strong people who 
survived tough times not so long ago. 
 
Grandad was a bit of a tyrant at times, but 
would recover quickly.  Granny would simply 
say, “Do you want me to go back to England?”  
He would straighten himself out quickly when 
that little wife of his would make such threats. 
 
 
 
 
 



While Grandad always favoured his son, he 
often treated all the kids same.  When the 
children were young, he would send them 
outside to play.  When it would rain, he would 
make them stay outside because he wanted 
some peace and quiet.  My grandmother would 
be furious.  When they got sick, Granny would 
become the doctor.   
 
Granny was an herbalist, as was her mother in 
Oxford, England.  She learned what was needed 
for illnesses when she was very young, and this 
helped her when she moved to Canada.  I wish I 
had paid attention to what she did.  She had 
many different jars of herbs. In fact, my 
grandparents were never ill. Grandad lived to 
be 99 and Granny passed away at 97.   
 
 
 
 



Grandad was actually quite healthy and strong 
well into his old age. When grandad was 87, he 
was up on scaffolding repairing a chimney, 
acting like he was a young man.  In fact, he also 
helped to build the Atherly Hotel in Atherly, 
just outside of Orillia after he reached the age 
of retirement.  He believed in hard work, even 
when he was an old man. 
 
My children used to love visiting Granny and 
Grandad.  They often say they remember the 
smell of the cigar that filled the air and they 
remember how adorable their bedroom looked 
with two single beds with fancy linens and a 
dressing table that was covered with lace 
doilies.   
 
 
 
 
 



We also love to remember the paintings that 
Grandad was working on in the kitchen.  That is 
how he spent his retirement. He painted – 
beautiful paintings. Now remember I said he 
had to switch his occupation because he fell 
and lost his vision for colours? He fell again in 
his 60’s and his sight for colours came back. 
What a miracle! While Grandad wasn’t able to 
have a professional career as an artist, he was 
able to showcase his talents in his old age, after 
his vision came back.  Many of us still have his 
art hanging in our homes.   
 
I am very lucky that I had grandparents that 
spent so much time with me.  I now have many 
grandchildren and great grandchildren and 
even a great-great grandchild and I cherish 
each visit and telephone call.  I love to share my 
stories of my adventures with my grandparents 
with my family – and I hope in the future they 
will share their stories of the times they spent 
with me. 



Post Script: 
 
Joan Jeffrey’s grandparents were John (his 
Knick name was Jack) and Maybel (pronounced 
May Bel) Meddings. Joan’s cousin was Frank 
Lewington. This book is in memory of Joan’s 
and Frank’s grandparents. 
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