
   

About 130 years ago, Daniel Young, a farmer and contractor from Lan-

ark County, Ontario, moved to Chippewa County and built at least two 

barns,  square -hewing the supporting post and beams with a broad -axe 

from a straight length of tamarack  and connecting the frame -work with 

wooden pegs. The barns were big, capable of holding a hundred ton of 

loose hay. He was 30 years old when 

he built the first across the road from 

his farm on 10 Mile Road in Dafter 

just east of the Mackinac Trail. He 

was 32 when he built the second 

barn, now on the farm owned by Stan 

and Joyce Atkinson on Tuori Road in 

Dafter.   

His barns were among those going 

up throughout the EUP where would -be farmers moved because they 

could get land free by homesteading it. We know which ones he built 

because he put his initials and the date and his signature star in a wall 

near the peak. Anything you put your name on like that is bound to be 

built for permanence.   

We know that Daniel farmed 80 acres with his wife Agnes on the south 

side of 10 Mile Road. In 1892 when Methodists of  Stephensburg, now 

Dafter, wanted a church, he deeded them a piece of his land. The 

church is still there. Then in 1900 he got out of farming, sold his land 

and moved his building contracting business to the Soo where he 

worked until his death in 1928. He was a member of the Masons.  

The writer Eric Sloane refers to òan abandonment of an enthusiasm for 

permanence,ó referring to modern barns which are built to be tempo-

rary, constructed of metal and even more impermanent, plastic. Not so 

the barns of D. Young and other builders whose wood remains as solid 

as the day the trees were cut from U.P. wetlands, light in weight and 

resistant to rot. These barns were capable of standing at least 127 years 

and with a good roof, much longer.  

His first barn is surrounded by  abandoned fields now, grown up in red 

willow and aspen. Boards are falling from the side so D. Youngõs name 

is missing letters and the date now reads only ò82ó.  Unless restored, it 

seems destined to join the collapsed barns throughout the EUP,  piles of 

rubble increasingly obscured by brush.   
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The 1880s were boom times for Chippewa 

County. Construction of the Poe Lock and 

Edison Sault Power Canal brought men look-

ing for work, laborers like James Atkinson. 

When the work ran out James homesteaded 

80 acres a couple of miles west and south of 

Dafter, clearing space for a  house and fields 

from the tamarack and pine that grew thick in 

the sandy lowland. He felled spruce and pine, 

dynamited the stumps. A road was built to 

the homestead named Big Pine Road for a 

pine tree that towered above surrounding 

trees visible from as far away as Brimley. 

James farmed summers and lumbered the 

forests near Tahquamenon Falls winters.   

The closest settlement was Larch, now a 

ghost town. It was named after the trees, also 

called tamarack, that were so plentiful. There 

was a school and community house with 

room underneath for horses to be hitched when farm families got to-

gether for neighborhood events.  

James went into dairy farming. His son, Robert, continued and so did his 

son, Stan, who married Joyce Vanderstar from Larch. They own the farm 

today.  

In 1925 there were 1,730 farms according to the Chippewa East Macki-

nac Conservation District. The 1930s depression hit dairy farming hard. 

Robert got by separating cream in his basement, shipping it by train to 

creameries in Wisconsin é his wife carried trays of eggs on the train to 

the Sault to get money for flour and sugar. Robert sold a hog to buy a 

high school graduation suit for Stanõs brother.  He sent a cow to the 

livestock auction and got $3 for it. Property taxes were high and a lot of 

people lost their farms.   

In the mid -1940s his neighbor, Johnny Smith dismantled one of the 

barns D. Young had built in 1884, piled it onto a sled and hauled it over 

the snow from near 12 Mile Rd and east of M 129 to its present location 

next door to Stanõs home. It was cheaper to move a well-built barn than 

build a new one.  Johnny stored loose hay there and his kids played in 

the dusty shafts of sunlight that gleamed in through the loose slats and 

words òD. Young Builder 1884ó  carved into the wood near the peak.   

Later Stan bought the barn and put on a new roof. These were good 

days for farming. Stan remembers that servicemen newly home from 

WWII were encouraged to enter farming. Government programs helped 

young families buy farm machinery. But most didnõt stick to it. Working 

out was easier than dairying seven days a week. In the mid -1950s the 

Atkinson farm was one of 120 dairy producers in the area.  

In 1956 the Soil Bank Program paid farmers to take their croplands out 

of production and plant trees and many farmers got out of farming alto-

gether. Then came the requirements for refrigerated bulk milk tanks. 

That took out some more of the older farmers. Now, Stan estimates, 

there are less than 20 farms left in the area.  

Stan and Joyce had three daughters to raise so weathered the down -

times, buying up land around them and putting in refrigerated bulk milk 

tanks. About 1989 Stan got out of dairy farming altogether, tired after a 

lifetime of milking cows twice a day every day. He wanted to do other 

things like attend his daughtersõ school activities. He bought some beef 

cattle, keeping an 80 -head herd for the next ten years. His daughters 

have married now and moved away, not interested in taking over the 

farm.  

On the Atkinson farm cows were bawling piteously on the cool fall day I 

visited. Earlier that morning their calves had been shipped to Lake Lee-

lanaw for the winter and in a few days the trucks would be back to pick 

up the mothers. Theyõd return in the spring to graze on the lush U.P. 

grass, growing fat and raising a new crop of calves.  The Atkinsons were 

getting ready to head south to Florida for the winter. Occasionally they 

sell off a little property. A couple from Grand Rapids built a week -end 

get -away place further down the dirt road past their farmhouse.  

Contact Me  -   Leslie Askwith  

leslieaskwith@hotmail.com      906 -635-2921     
4626 Nicolet Road, Sault Ste. Marie, MI 49783  

 

Local Goods From 

Local Growers  

Home Grown is published annually and distributed free at local businesses 

and Farmersõ Markets in Chippewa, Mackinac and Luce Counties and at 

food co-ops throughout the U.P. and northern lower Michigan. To inquire 

about advertising, to order copies, to submit stories or poems or comments 

or to inquire about re-printing individual stories, contact me.  

This publication promotes local foods, products and endeavors 
that support wise use of the land and earth.  

Overseeing A  

Century of Change  

Barns satisfy a desire for simple permanence, straight clean lines square until the barn 
begins to sag, leaning against a growth of trees left uncut around the base as though to 
cradle the old building as it leans away from the wind, still part of the landscape as only 
weathered wood can be.  
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Breezes still blow through the D. Young Barn on Stanõs farm. The barn is re-

markably good condition. As we walked around it Stan said heõd need to pull 

away some of the brush growing up around the foundation.  In the 1970s when 

farmers started switching to round bales, the big hay barns werenõt needed as 

much. Round bales shed rain -water and can be stored outdoors. Hay is plentiful 

and cheap so it doesnõt matter if the outer few inches are spoiled by weather. 

Now pigeons roost above the machinery that have replaced the hay, old wooden 

and multi -cogged relics of farming as it once was.  

Stan hates to see the old barns falling apart and fields growing up to brush. 

òSomethingõs disappearing with those old barns,ó he said. òItõs something I donõt 

like to see but I can see why it happens because it just costs too  much to keep 

them up. Thereõs a lot of them around that are just falling down. It makes you 

think more of it that way  - when you see how much work went into it  - when 

you think how hard those older people worked clearing that land  - it makes you 

think about it. ò  

A couple of miles south and west at  7402 

Twelve Mile Road in Dafter, the Norton 

barn rises like a citadel from the cleared 

fields around it, tall and still straight, pro-

tected by a new green metal roof. It sits 

behind a farm -house that  hasnõt changed 

much since 1907 when Alfred James Nor-

tonõs grandparents moved their nine chil-

dren in. The stern bearded visage of the 

familyõs ancestor Alfred Norton, who was 

the first to emigrate from England to North 

America to settle in Owen Sound, Ontario, 

stares from the old striped wall -paper in the living room. Alfredõs sons, Alban 

and Alfred James, took advantage of the U.S. governmentõs offer of land for 

farming, moving to Dafter and homesteading 160 acres. Alban Norton got ty-

phoid fever exacerbated by  living in his damp log cabin according to family lore. Alfred James took over the farm. He put up  a machinery barn in 

1897, so strong that it still stands, leaning only slightly away from the wind near the big barn. He cleared the land with ox en because theyõd eat 

the bull grass that grew wild and thick in the marshes.  

Then in 1904 he built  the big barn, putting up a 60 by 40 foot foundation of two -foot cedar logs cut from the swamps across the  road. Rock for 

foundations was scarce in the flat clay country so people used cedar because it didnõt rot. James Alfred cut the timbers from tamarack and hired 
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