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At The Farm Gate

By Joanie Stiers

In the space beyond the farm shop doors

Grandpa would howl from the storage depths of the shed to rattle us grandkids. But the air compressor remained the only thing that consistently startled me as a kid in the farm shop. Like a jack-in-the-box, I glared at the 5-foot-tall cylinder and knew it would kick on to rebuild pressure a few minutes after the guys began using its air hose on farm equipment. Still, the abrupt start to its deafening, abrasive rhythm made me twitch as it muted conversation and the ever-playing radio.

From my earliest recollection, I swept the farm shop floor. I worked around the spots covered with a cat-litter-like rock used to absorb the oil puddle from mechanical work. At first, I swept the floor with speed and energetic stabs at the powdery dust and zigzag tractor tire trails. Dad or Grandpa would tell me to slow down as they waved their hands through the haze. I channeled the energy into slow sweeps, attempting to keep the bristles on the floor until pushing the dirt out an open, double shop door.

The activity in farm shops throughout the state soon intensifies as crop farmers prepare equipment for the spring planting season. Likely, some kids are present on school holidays and weekends, fetching tools, sweeping the floor or resting elbow deep in mechanical messes. I rarely helped more than fetching tools or sweeping, though I learned to wind a twist-prone air hose and steadily hold a flashlight’s beam on Dad’s mechanical work. 

As a kid, I watched planters, drills, tillage equipment and tractors take their turns for maintenance on the shop floor or the barnyard space just outside the south door. The guys walked to and from the tool corner. They talked through mechanical problems as they sat on rear-ends or knees to work beneath equipment. If I detected a maintenance pattern, I offered to speed their work by having the necessary parts and hardware ready. Otherwise, I eagerly volunteered to find a dropped nut.

By day’s end, their hands were black with grease and dirt, and Grandpa sometimes threatened to shake our hands. After some grandkid squeals, he walked to the wall-mounted supply of gritty, orange-scented hand cleaner and removed all but the stains in the lines of his hands and the blood blister beneath a thumbnail. Then we rested on chairs and overturned buckets and recapped the day on a clean shop floor. My next standoff with the air compressor would come another day.

