
 
A quiet man who hatched some real surprises
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The farm in Belisle Creek, New Brunswick, where my father grew up, is less than 30 miles from the Atlantic coast, and often on summer nights, clouds of brisk sea weather blow over, banishing the day's heat and leaving the fields and woods awash with dew. 
You can't help but be charmed by the beautiful hilly scenery in that area of the province. In some of the valleys you can see ten miles over quilt-work dairy farms and glittering lakes and rivers. 
At our farmhouse, you can only see one hill, but it's a good one. It stretches up and away gradually for over a mile, reaching maybe a thousand feet, its surface furred over thickly with trees like the back of a great grizzly. 
I still remember the summer when I was six and Dad took me and my older brother Steve up that hill. It was morning, and the woods were wet from weeks of rain. Dad led the way. He was a big man, maple-solid, but sure-footed in the woods. We tramped behind him for over an hour, our pant legs getting soaked by the dripping underbrush. Then we stopped and he did something that surprised the heck out of us. 
He walked over to a tall birch, struck a match and set fire to the big rags of bark hanging from its sides. A blaze shot up to the forest ceiling. Amazed, we stood gaping. Dad watched, eyes twinkling with amusement. Up until then, we had known our father as the soul of responsibility, a cautious man who always drove with both hands on the wheel. For the moment, at least, that image had gone up in smoke. In a couple of minutes the little conflagration was over, and Dad, an experienced woodsman, quickly explained that because of all the rain, his fiery prank had been safe enough. That helped. Still, we were incredulous. But then Dad, as we grew to discover, was like that-quiet, but occasionally hatching some real surprises. 
*
Dad started surprising people soon after he entered his teens. At 15 he was a cabin boy on a merchant-marine vessel bound for West Africa, his shipmates, half of them hoodlums on the dodge, threatening to toss him overboard for leaving spots on the potatoes. 
He was not easily intimidated, and in time won the respect of his fellows. In his three years at sea he saw a lot. He saw things the fellows back in Belisle Creek could never have imagined. He walked the elegant old-world streets of Copenhagen, Paris, Antwerp, Naples. He trod carefully in the dangerous Third World ports: Cape Town, Dakar, Masquat, Karachi. He saw the floating log jams of bodies in the harbor of Calcutta during the infamous Great Famine. He saw the Chinese nationalists on the run from Mao. 
And one night on watch in 1945, in mid-North Atlantic, he saw a German U-boat rear up abruptly from under the sea. A Nazi gunner on its deck aimed a four-inch cannon straight at him. He felt all his blood run down into his feet, and he told me his hair actually did stand on end. But miraculously, a Canadian destroyer roared out of the fog just then. It had been tracking the U-Boat continuously for two days—ever since the German ship had sunk its sister destroyer. The destroyer now rammed the menace full-speed, sending it to the bottom before it could open fire. 

*
In between voyages he always returned home to the farm at Belisle. It was a pattern that continued his whole life. Every summer he made the pilgrimage from Ontario back to "N.B.," family in tow, to see his folks and friends, and relax in the gentler, simpler, Down-East lifestyle. 
Dad's taste for travel and adventure was not such a surprise, when you consider his family background. His parents had seen a lot of the world before they settled in rural New Brunswick. Dad's mother, a former public health nurse, came from a cosmopolitan Glasgow family of clergy and diplomats. Her sister, "Aunt Nell," who lived just a mile up the road, had been a missionary in Africa and knew several languages. Dad's father, also a Scot, had seen four years of front-line duty in World War I and had worked in Western Canada before settling in New Brunswick. 
At 17 Dad started a thirty-year correspondence with a California organization that offered to impart "The Wisdom of the Ancients: the Secrets of Cosmic Consciousness." He pored over their magazines and books at sea. He practiced their meditation techniques on the lonely watches. 
As a teenager he decided telecommunications was the coming thing. He set his sights on Radio School. By 18 he had saved up a good wad of money from his work at sea, and enrolled at the technical school in Saint John. 
The next summer, he went to sea as a ship's Radio Officer, and learned a peculiar trick from an old veteran of the trade. In monitoring Morse code transmissions, he learned to "tune out" all irrelevant noise. When I was growing up he would use this trick in our often noisy home. He could sit and read his paper, oblivious to the blaring TV and me and my brothers and sister raising a storm around him. 
After getting his diploma he startled his friends once more. The federal Department of Transport offered him a job in the Arctic and he took it. The position offered not only good money, but promise of a secure government career. It was an ideal opportunity for a man whose cherished aim was to raise a family. He served three years in a military outpost on the frozen shores of Hudson's Bay; then the welcome word came that Andrew Dickie should report for other duties at Head Office in Ottawa. After a one-month furlough in New Brunswick he moved to a little town 35 miles west of the capital-Carleton Place. 
* 
When I was young, I knew my father as a quiet man: patient, methodical, goodnatured, not given to many words-much less to controversy or argument. He happily embraced the role of the family man-prudent, church-going, community-serving. 
One of his prize possessions was a family car he acquired during my first years of grade school. It was a huge black Ford station wagon, used, but in mint condition. Only two thin red and chr,~~e stripes running along its sides saved it from being an undertaker's dream. It sloped upward noticeably to the rear, as if built to bear a heavy weight of household cargo in back. He loved it, a perfect emblem of family responsibility . 
We lived at the end of a quiet lane populated by several families. Dad would putter along home in the big wagon, maximum speed, 8 m.p.h., both hands planted firmly on the wheel, his dark bushy eyebrows furrowed as he scanned the street for youngsters who might stray in front of him. When he reached our driveway he'd usually sit a few minutes, noting his mileage and listening to the engine. Then he'd get out and circle the car, inspecting the tires and lights. Finally, the car well parked, he would march deliberately into the house. 
• 
When he moved to Carleton Place, Dad worked hard to establish himself in his new job and community. He put in a long day-up before dawn to commute to the city, not home till 6, then almost always out at night for meetings of community groups (church Elders, Masonic Lodge). He worried about making ends meet for his growing family. As the years went by, the burden began to tell: he became overweight, and looked like a man with too many cares. 
But then, in the late 60s, he surprised us all and changed his life around. Perhaps it was partly the growing number of young guys in the office, making him feel out-ofdate. Perhaps he felt the shock-waves of flower power. Something made up his mind. The first thing I remember is that he switched from his usual drab, semi-military working attire to colored shirts and sport coats. At the same time, he went on a diet, stoically refusing my Mum's hearty cooking-which he loved---often eating little more than salad for supper. With only a little inspiration from his number-two son (me), he started jogging. He shed 30 pounds in 6 months. 
With his encouragement, my Mum, feeling stifled after a decade of unrelieved housewifery, began to go out and get involved in the community. She got elected to Town Council. Their relationship renewed, they started taking more time to enjoy each other's company. They would often go for bike rides together after supper. Dad even started helping with the dishes. He bought her a fur coat with a union pay settlement. 
He stayed at home more in the evenings. When he did go out, it was often to drive my sports-loving younger brothers, Brian and Keith, to hockey or baseball events-a parental chore he delighted in. Next winter he began taking the whole family to the local ski club. He took lessons himself, and before long could zig-zig the hills like a pro. 
Around the time I went off to college, home had become a different place. In his growing fulfillment, I sensed that Dad's sense of at-homeness in Carleton Place had finally rivalled or even surpasses that of his beloved New Brunswick (though the annual trip to the farm, happily, continued). And I believe his happiness doubled in the process. 
* 
I used to worry about my father's love of talking about the weather. It began when I was just starting into high school. One Sunday our minister invited a former member of the church, now a political activist, to be guest preacher. To everyone's dismay, the goa teed young man sternly lectured the aging congregation for the lack of political "relevance" in their conversation and in their lives. It caused him great distress that the chief topic of discussion on the streets of our town was not the exploitation of the working class, not the plight of minorities, not environmental destruction, but the weather, for god's sake. The insight impressed me. Then I realized with a start that my Dad was one of the worst sinners. When talking to friend or foe alike on the telephone (after establishing their basic location) his first question was, "How's your weather?" He always knew the previous day's temperatures in London, Vancouver and Acapulco. 
This bothered me in my teens. But as I grew from my 20s into my 30s, I started to feel differently. I began to see political involvement as only one way to justify drawing breath on this planet. Service to family and community, a useful career, even just happiness itself, all gained "relevance" for me. I realized that Dad, who was always doing things for other people, and cheerfully, was doing all right-even if he did spend a fair amount of time assessing the current condition of the earth's atmosphere. 
One night several years after I had moved away I called home from Iowa. I hadn't visited often after I left home, but much enjoyed keeping in touch. Hearing their voices was as good as a toni~. to me. 
We had been chatting along for several minutes when my younger brother Keith realized a vital question had not yet been asked of his far-away sibling. He gleefully stole Dad's line: "How's your weather?" We all roared. 
* 
Dad was not much of a jokester himself, but he was one of the best appreciators of humor I've ever known. He laughed easily. He never failed to see the funny side of a joke, even a lame one. And he could always take a joke. 
He had unshakable self-confidence. At home, whenever faced with adversitysuch as a challenge to his authority from occasionally rebellious offspring-he would sit back in his easy chair, hands folded behind his head or bridged in front of his nose, completely nonplused. He was impossible to pressure, as many frustrated salesmen who came to our house found out. My mother sometimes teased him that he thought he was perfect. He would smile broadly, amused. He never denied it. 
He also had a broad sense of respectability. He, more than any person I've known, enjoyed good terms with all people. He liked people. I can't remember him ever speaking ill of anyone. He always looked for the good, and found it. He didn't seem to have to work at it much. It was just a natural ability of appreciation he had. 
He always supported us in any endeavor that promised some progress and happiness, even ifit was new and different to him. When my brother Keith started spending most of his waking time on the local golf course, Dad was skeptical. Golf had been almost an unknown thing in New Brunswick. Only a few members of the wealthy elite had dabbled in it. But when Keith stuck at it for a season, obviously enjoying the sport and getting good at it, Dad surprised me by digging deep, helping him get properly outfitted. His support held steady even when his son played golf all winter long in the southern U.S. two years in a row. But vindication came when Keith won a golf scholarship to the University of South Carolina and later became a certified Club Pro. 
And despite the appearance of being a traditionalist regarding the role of the sexes, when my mother wanted to run for town council, he backed her. He had always seen an underutilized genius in his clever wife, and knew it was a good move. He withstood all the sniping small-town comments without complaint. In victory, he was as happy as she. 
He spoke little but felt deeply. A main mode of communication at home was the expression on his face and the feeling he could create. Ifwe did poorly on a report card, the dimmed twinkle of greeting in his eye when he came in the door from work was far worse punishment than any lecture. 
He had the most wonderfully simple but effective diplomacy. Once in the early 70s a wild cousin came to visit for a few days. He was an overworked computer programmer with hair down to his shoulders, and a love of beer and pot. An enthusiastic conversationalist, he regaled us with his off-beat insights into the global situation, such as his fear that A.T.&T. might soon take over the world. After all, they had their fingers on all the international communications lines. My Dad listened to it all, enjoying it, skillfully concealing his skepticism. One night Harold invited Dad to join him for an evening at the local watering hole, "The Queens." My sister Liz and I nearly choked when we heard this proposal. Dad would no more deign be seen in this infamous center of local culture than he would crawl down Main Street at high noon barking like a dog. But his response to the well-meaning invitation was astonishingly tactful. He replied straight faced-only the faintest hint of a smile"Not tonight, Harold. Maybe another time." 
*
As I grew older, I began to better understand the source of his unshakable selfconfidence. It carne from self-respect, gained naturally from a lifetime of selflessness and obedience to the voice of conscience. 
When I would visit in my 30s, I'd occasionally see something in him I never appreciated before. When dealing with a major question, his face seemed utterly composed, like granite. At such times I sensed something deep and ancient in him. 
He had a well-developed rader. He always knew in advance of the major events in his life. In times of major life transitions, his deep spiritual roots gave him solacing insight. I noticed this most keenly when he developed the cancer that took his life. 
He had never been one to question expert medical advice. But when our family doctor of three decades suggested he undergo chemotherapy, he surprised us by flatly refusing. He had considered the marter, seen the usually devastating effects of this kind of treatment, and had made his decision. He preferred to live the life that was left to him with his full faculties. 
It was clear the last thing on earth he feared was death. His main concern was for those who he would leave behind. I think he knew his time had come. He calmly told me that if the Lord was calling him home, he was ready. 

In his last few years, I began to learn more about the extent of his capacity to feel and to experience above and beyond the ordinary. The last time I saw him, he told me some remarkable stories. 
He told me about an experience he had while working in the North. One clear night he was on duty at the weather station, looking up at the dancing Northern Lights. He thought of his Aunt Liz. She had written the Dickies in Belisle for decades as she traveled around the world with her diplomat-husband, and had long been one of his favorite people. He realized she must be getting very old. Then he began to feel a gentle, caring presence. The feeling grew stronger. It was as if he were being embraced in a cocoon of white light. There was "no feeling like that," he said, eyes alight. He sensed it must be her, stopping in to say farewell on her way to a better world. A few weeks later he received word she had indeed passed away. 
And he told me about how he once heard the music of the spheres. It happened while he was a young man, while he was horne at the farm between voyages. One evening his parents and brother all went out into the twilight after supper, leaving him alone in the house. He retired to read in the quiet of the parlor. It was so quiet and peaceful, he said the atmosphere as if "hushed down." Then he began to hear musicmusic like he had never heard before. It carne from nowhere and everywhere, and it was absolutely enchanting. He sat entranced. It was like synthesizer music, he said, but it rose and fell in spirited fashion, like the tidal waves of sound created by a great orchestra. Then it was over. The next evening he hastened back in anticipation to sit in exactly the same spot, but the music did not return. 
I had thought that Dad's celestial symphony made this one and only appearance. But Mum tells me there was a second occasion. It happened on their last visit to the farm together. One evening they were sitting outside, just the two of them, looking up at the stars. After almost 40 years, Dad began to hear the music again. (Mum says she couldn't hear it; even so I could tell from the hushed, hesitant way she told the story that being there with Dad while he did was one of the high points of her life.) Obviously moved, he could only say to Mum in a loud whisper, "Listen! ... " 

