
It is not difficult to spot Leon Smith’s 
house in The Dalles. It is the one with 
the tractor sculpture in the front yard. 

Modeled after something his niece saw 
on a trip to the East Coast, Leon created 
a sculpture from an old mailbox, a trac-
tor seat, a muffler and scrap metal he had 
around the house. 

The spiffy red and gray model is a cel-
ebration of the machines he has enjoyed 
much of his life.

“I’ve always been a tractor man, either 
working on or with a tractor,” says the 
74-year-old.

The one-time city boy developed his 
love for tractors soon after moving to 
Wasco County from Vancouver, 
Washington, at age 12. 

He learned to repair tractors and 
other farm equipment while working on 
ranches in Wasco and Sherman counties. 

With his experience, he later landed a 
job with Caterpillar, hauling and setting 
up farm and heavy equipment through-
out Oregon, California and Washington. 

During his 29 years on the job, he wit-
nessed the development of highways and 
waterways, the destructive force of nature 
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and the inventions of man. 
Leon remembers hauling equipment 

to the crews working to expand the inter-
state highway system east of The Dalles. 

After the Christmas Day flood of 1964 
damaged the John Day Bridge, he was 
forced to maneuver the massive equip-
ment along the narrow roads beneath the 
dam while it was still under construction. 

He delivered D11 Cat tractors used in 
the relocation of the canal at Bonneville 
Dam, and equipment followers of the 
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh purchased to 
build their compound on the Big Muddy 
Ranch near Antelope.

Leon’s interest in tractors has not been 
limited to his job. He also enjoys fixing 
up antique tractors for his personal use 
and in service to the community. 

Through the years, his machines have 
won awards in parades around the county 
and have pulled more than a few floats.

“It’s been a good go for me all the way 
around,” he says. “After all the fun I’ve 
had with tractors, now I’m down to one.”  

Leon’s 1949 Ford 8N tractor was miss-
ing a front grill, and the hood was bent 
and rusted when he bought it from a 
local woman for $800 several years ago.  

He restored the parts and painted the 
tractor with the model’s signature color 
scheme: a red engine and frame and 

light gray hood, fenders and headlight 
housings. 

A dependable all-around tractor, many 
of the Ford 8N tractors from that era 
remain in use on farms today. 

For three decades, Leon has used his 
tractors to clear grass and weeds from 
the large lot he and his wife own, and to 
help his neighbors and others in town 
with similar jobs. 

When snow falls in winter, Leon 
climbs aboard to clear the streets in his 
neighborhood. He is a familiar sight 
to schoolchildren and their parents on 
snowy mornings as he clears the side-
walks and driveways across from Dry 
Hollow Elementary, where he lives. 

“If I get to the corner down the block 
and the city hasn’t come by yet, I’ll just 
come back up the street by the school 
and take care of their sidewalks, too,” 
says Leon. 

His good deeds on behalf of his neigh-
bors have earned him recognition by the 
city of The Dalles.

Since retiring 15 years ago, Leon says 
he has developed several other hobbies—
from woodworking and photography to 
making furniture. 

Despite his ever-broadening interests, 
he remains a guy who loves to play with 
tractors. n

Opposite page, Leon Smith takes a spin in his back 
field on his 1949 Ford 8N antique tractor.

Left, Leon’s tractor sculpture built from an old mail-
box, a muffler, a tractor seat and scrap parts. It 
stands in the front yard of his home. 

“I’ve always been a 
tractor man, either 
working on or with 
a tractor.” 

—Leon Smith, 
with the sign that hangs on his garage

 	 S E P T E M B E R  2011	 5


