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‘In the Merrimack Valley’ Review: Of Soil
and Soul

Jane Brox’s trilogy knitted together family history with a deeper reflection on the
connection between land and the people who farm it.

By Danny Heitman

April 25, 2025 at 9:35am ET

Jane Brox looks over a crop of apples with her father, John Brox, at their farm in Dracut, Mass,, 1995. PHOTO: MARK
WILSON/THE BOSTON GLOBE/GETTY IMAGES

Authors are often told to write what they know—advice that Jane Brox seems to have embraced.
Between 1995 and 2004, she published a trio of books about the farm where she grew up in
Dracut, Mass., a short drive from Boston. What could be more familiar to a writer than home?
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But as Ms. Brox considered the land where her
family grew apples and peaches, corn and
blueberries, tomatoes and other good things, she
realized how much was a mystery, even to her. As
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In the Merrimack Valley: A Farm Trilogy
- she investigated the entwined history of her family

By Jane Brox and the farm that has nourished them, Ms. Brox

created a multipart work that is more broadly
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gl especially when we leave them.
e e First published in 1995, “Here and Nowhere Else”

explored Ms. Brox’s decision to return to her
family’s farm after years away, a homecoming shadowed by her parents’ challenges with aging
and a brother’s personal troubles. In “Five Thousand Days Like This One,” which appeared in
1999, Ms. Brox traced her family’s earliest connection with the farm, which her Lebanese
immigrant grandparents bought in 1902. “God knows how they ever got the money together,” Ms.
Brox’s father recalls of the purchase. It was, like so many American dreams, wondrously far-
fetched. She rounded out the story in 2004 with “Clearing Land,” which placed her family’s
personal odyssey within the broader canvas of New England agriculture from the arrival of the
Pilgrims to modernity.

To read these three books, now gathered in one volume as “In the Merrimack Valley,” is to be
reminded that, regardless of Ms. Brox’s ostensible subject, her family’s farm is the lens through
which she considers what’s lost—and gained—when anyone leaves one home to start a new one.
As she writes, “all leavings are a questioning of what is left behind, the eternal questions of
immigration. To leave is to want change, however much you may want what is left behind to stay
the same.”

She begins her trilogy with a small lesson in the local geography, which is touched by ancient
glaciers and “waters redolent of balsam, and some of smoky tea.” She doesn’t have to go far to
find evidence of past lives displaced by new ones: “In the pathless woods you can read the history
of European settlement—cellar holes within shouting distance of each other, dry wells, metal
dumps, and wild asparagus.”
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In another nod to the region’s past, Ms. Brox sometimes quotes from the Merrimack Valley’s
most famous scribe, Henry David Thoreau, who dismissed the growing size of local farmhouses
as a form of “insane ambition.” But when she considers the complex of structures that once
made up her family’s farm, Ms. Brox thinks instead of “a sturdy, self-contained world that spoke
for hope.”

While Thoreau’s flamboyant certitude rests at the heart of his literary style, Ms. Brox is less
prone to glib conclusions. She sees how cropland gives way to modern residential developments,
but one shouldn’t look to “In the Merrimack Valley” for a 10-point plan to save family farms.
Instead, it offers a keen awareness of change as part of the human condition.

The title of “Five Thousand Days Like This One” comes from Ms. Brox’s maternal grandfather’s
wish for constancy, a desire many of us might share. She finds that it’s best honored through
routine, and in her descriptions the various chores on her family’s farm acquire a sacramental
quality, each day’s multitude of jobs hallowed by repetition. In “Here and Nowhere Else” she
writes that “perseverance is built into the work. It’s one of the reasons I love the long rows of
tomatoes to be trellised and the flats of seedlings to be planted.” Another passage makes a kind of
poetry out of her mother’s pie-making: “She cuts in the shortening with quick, efficient strokes,
and the water she uses is as cold as the brook that spangles my wrist when I plunge in my hands.”

Even at the roadside stand where Ms. Brox’s family sells the farm’s produce, small rituals of
commerce are formalized by habit and become a humble liturgy. “The strongbox was tucked in
the back. The scale, with its round face and white enamel pan, hung from a crossbeam,” she tells
readers. “Against the back wall, bushels of corn were stacked, and a grape box, hung as a shelf,
held half a dozen jars of honey, which I’'d arrange in a diamond pattern, then rearrange in
straight rows, and again in staggered rows. The honey always stood in shadow, and seemed a
solid chestnut color.”

Though “Clearing Land” was first published more than two decades ago, the author has opted
not to update the text of these books with additional insights she’s had since the project was
completed. But Ms. Brox does supply an afterword, in which she hints at one major development
that invites us to read these books at a different angle—the emergence of online culture, which
she calls “computer-also-connected-to-the-world.”

The internet was in its relative infancy when this trilogy first appeared. The gift of Ms. Brox’s
three memoirs is its evocation of a place made vivid precisely because it’s so tangible, a
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departure from the multitude of screens that often constitute our present reality. Ms. Brox’s
father was “used to the habits of the land,” she writes. “They were in his bones—the drainage
patterns and the cold spots where frost lingered, and where the marginal soil was only good for a
side crop of gourds. . . . It was the accumulation of his lifetime and of his father’s life, too.”

Through such clear-eyed specificity, Ms. Brox has restored a lost world. She closes “In the
Merrimack Valley” with two words: “Not yours.” It is a wink at the folly of trying to claim
anything for good. But through the beauty of her prose and the sharpness of her eye, Ms. Brox
has brought her vanished family farm back to life. This, she suggests, is what she owes to the
place that made her.

Mr. Heitman, a columnist for the Baton Rouge Advocate, is the editor of Phi Kappa Phi’s Forum
magazine.

Appeared in the April 26, 2025, print edition as "Annals of a Family Farm’'.
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