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A FAMILY’S LIFE CHANGED TODAY, FOREVER

ames Wallace Baker: a son in a family 
of six children, a father to six children, 

a grandfather to two, a loving husband, a son-
in-law, a best friend. 

James was a family man whose children 
meant the world to him. He attended bas-
ketball games, pageants, school concerts; he 
taught them to drive, he taught them to fire 
a gun. He would send so many text messages 
… he was in constant contact with them all.

He loved farming from his quaint vegetable 
stand in Tilley, New Brunswick. He loved the 
peacefulness of the country life and he loved 
meeting new people. He loved to laugh and he 
enjoyed life.  

He loved hunting and the best memory I 
have is of the final moose season just before 
he left us. Jim and I had three days together 
to hunt for that one big moose. He was like a 
kid with a new toy. He was out doing what he 
loved, out in nature, getting to experience the 
ultimate hunt in our area. We did get a mas-
sive moose with huge antlers, which hang in 
my bedroom now. Never did I believe I would 

have moose antlers hanging in my bedroom, 
but they seem to belong there. Jim was ecstatic 
and proud of his accomplishment. Little did 
I know that would be the last hunt with my 
best friend. He was just beginning to become 
interested in bow hunting, and he spent some 
of his spare time practicing his shots – I have a 
garage door where his arrows went all the way 
through to prove it. I haven’t had the heart to 
repair those holes yet.  

He was a man who would pick up the guitar 
once in a while and if we were ever so lucky he 
would sing a tune and often make you laugh 
with the words he would sing.

He was a man the settlement loved.  He lived 
in Tilley his whole life, worked at the family 
farm and only went back out in the workforce 
as a bulldozer operator when things got tough 
– and things cost more to raise a family of six 
children. He was not used to being away from 
home or his family. At first it took us a long 
time to adjust. We would have tears, even my 
Jim. We were a very close family and him be-
ing away broke our circle.  

On October 26, 2014, my daughter and I 
drove our Jim to meet with his supervisor for 
a four-hour drive to Caroquet, where they 
were finishing up a job that should have been 
done but the three different companies had 
many differences which caused the project to 
take longer than expected. His last job was 
in a pit where they hauled old dirt from the 
highway and stored new dirt used to con-
struct the new highway. Jim was not looking 
forward to the pit work, but he knew that was 
the last job and then he would be home.

On October 27 Jim texted me at lunch 
time, as he did sometimes. We exchanged 
a few texts and then it went quiet. I did not 
think of anything being wrong. Mondays 
were generally busy and after lunch I would 
not hear from him till later in the evening.

So, on this day, what we thought would be 
a regular Monday: school times, work days. 
In the evening I had my regular house clean-
ing chores and my daughter Heather who 
was still in grade 12, had just arrived home 
from school activities.  

At approximately 8 pm, two police cars en-
tered my driveway. At first I was not alarmed. 
The three police officers asked to come in 
and asked if I was Pamela Baker. They told 
me there was a fatal accident and that Jim’s 
bulldozer had overturned in a body of water. 
It was not making sense to me at all. I was 
in total disbelief. People talk about the body 
purging fluids when one dies – this is what 
happened to me on the evening of October 
27, 2014. This is what happens when one dies, 
and that’s why I say a part of me died that 
night the RCMP told me our Jim was taken 
from us.  

Somehow I had to get myself cleaned up, 
manoeuvre to the phone, call my parents, and 
figure out how to get to my children before 
the social media went on a frenzy. We had 
one child in Grand Falls, three in Fredericton 
at different universities, and one in college in 
Saint John. And the clock was ticking – the 
accident had happened between 12:30 and 2 
pm, we were not notified until 8 pm. 

After the shock of hearing the news, we 
somehow planned a funeral and I walked 
around numb and knowing nothing but 
wanting to know everything.

I had so many things to take care of finan-
cially and legally. Jim and I were not prepared 
for this. We lived in an old farm house which 
was in his family for 100 years. How was I 
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going to take care of everything plus all the 
children?  

Somehow, I would put my feet on the floor, 
take care of things, continue to work, learn 
how to plow, do maintenance around the 
house and cry as I did it. But I had to. I found 
the strength to do each task as Jim did and 
continue to do all my tasks as well. All our life 
dreams were no more; all of our children’s is-
sues were not our issues, but my issues.

Trying to get my children back to their 
colleges and universities and trying to make 
sense of it all at the same time. My daugh-
ter asked me "what is the sense of it all, why 
should we carry on or go back?"  Deep down, I 
had no answer, but being a mother I looked at 
her and answered with all the strength I could 
"I am not sure, Hannah, but I do know that by 
going back you are going to help someone or af-
fect someone’s day which will make a difference 
in someone’s life someday…." They all went 
back and then in a short time they were home 
for Christmas. We didn't really have Christmas 
that year. There was no joy to bring to them, 
but we did put a tree up in the cemetery … so 
I guess we had a family gathering, just a little 
different than what we were used to. 

Grief is a terrible battle, especially dealing 
with such a tragedy. I not only had my grief to 
deal with but the grief of the six children and 
that is a treacherous road itself to have to go 
down. It’s an ongoing battle because our Jim 
is so missed in our lives. He was one of the 
good guys who still should be here.  

What happened that day? We know Jim 
was working his bulldozer to fill a hole in the 
pit which had accumulated approximately 10 
feet of water. We know he was working alone 
in that area. We know that we truly do not 
know exactly what happened in those final 
hours, other than a tragic accident. 

The owner of the pit brought concerns to 
the three companies involved about dangers of 
the water hole and he wanted it corrected. But 
no one listened. A pipe had 
been installed underground 
to drain the pit but it was not 
installed properly or deep 
enough, which led to the pit 
being as full as it was espe-
cially after a weekend of se-
vere rain storms. This made 
the pit very unsafe, and the 
ground where the bulldozer 
was operating even more un-
safe due to the contents of the 
soil that had been dumped 
there and there was reason to 
believe berms were not prop-
erly in place.  

We know that the RCMP would not go in to 
the site. We know the ambulance would not 
go in, nor the fire fighters. We know there was 
no rescue plan, and we know these companies 
were not prepared. 

The investigation and court proceedings 
lingered on and were very draining. We would 
have to travel to Caroquet and there would be 
delay after delay.  We are an English-speaking 
family, however the company chose the pro-
ceeding to be in French so a lot of times we 
would have to guess what was being said. 
The court proceeding went on until February 
2017. Two companies pleaded guilty and were 
fined, and the third was found not guilty. In 
March 2018, an inquest recommended in-
creased supervision for construction sites 
more than a kilometer apart from each other, 
and more oversight by WorkSafeNB of all 
construction sites, gravel pits and quarries. 
The chief coroner also recommended changes 
to regulations that would require the water 
depth to be posted at sites with water nearby, 
and require a joint health and safety commit-
tee on any construction site with two or more 
employers. 

Jim and I chose to have a big family, but we 
chose that together, and what occurred that 
day took away our future. He won’t be here 
for the birthdays or Christmases to come. He 
won’t be here for the weddings to come. His 

four daughters will have to walk down the 
aisle without their father. All the grandchil-
dren to come that he could have been crawl-
ing on the floor and playing with, we and they 
won't get to experience any of that because 

our Jim was taken from us. That day took all 
that away and so much more. My children 
were robbed of a very big part of their lives 
and their futures, and I was robbed of my best 
friend.

Our two sons returned to college and are 
finding their paths in this world. Three of our 
daughters are still in university. With coun-
selling they have done quite well and are on 
track with their education. Our other daugh-
ter, with her two children are moving for-
ward. We are living. We are learning to move 
forward without our Jim by our side.

We are learning to live with the pain of not 
having such a wonderful person in our lives 
but learning he watches over us daily. I still 
work, and have become a stronger person be-
cause I had to. Through my volunteer work, I 
hope to make changes to benefit families, so 
they have a better understanding of the sys-
tem and they don’t feel alone. Every time I 
hear of another life lost in the workplace, I get 
a gut-wrenching feeling in the pit of my stom-
ach and I always say aloud "another family's 
life is changed today, forever".
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Jim lived in Tilley his whole life, worked at 
the family farm and only went back out in the 

workforce as a bulldozer operator when things got 
tough – and things cost more to raise a family of six 
children.  He was not used to being away from home 
or his family.  




