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Dedication

This account of my youth is dedicated

with love to our grandchildren

to help them understand the challenges

that my siblings and I experienced

in growing up on a farm in those

difficult but happy days
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Memories 



​ Prologue

This is a story about new beginnings and new
life in Saskatchewan, the province that was developed by newcomers
and that, in turn, enabled the development of newcomers. The
harshness of the climate and the austerity of the land dictated
that survival was literally a life and death struggle in the early
going.

For those strong and determined the land
brought forth multiple rewards. It permitted newcomers to prosper
in material ways, and to raise children and see their dreams for
their children fulfilled. Against unbelievable odds, including
limited personal resources, the severe economic conditions of the
30s and the harsh weather, these families established roots and
contributed to the economic and cultural mosaic which is Canada
today.

Peter Zrymiak migrated to Canada in 1926 from
a small Ukrainian village in eastern Poland, to escape the crushing
poverty and political instability in Eastern Europe. He was
followed by two brothers, Paul and Mike, and they began life in
this new land working for families who had previously immigrated
and who had established farming operations. Initially he was
understandably lonesome, a lifetime away from faces, language and
ways of life familiar to him. Eventually he met others in similar
conditions and slowly a new life developed.

Father met my mother, Mary Spilnik, in
Glenavon. Mary had migrated from Sokal in Ukraine in 1929. They
married in 1931and settled on a farm they rented six miles east of
Glenavon. In 1939 an opportunity arose to buy virgin land north of
Hubbard. The land was marginal, hilly and rocky with clumps of
poplar trees; however, it was reasonably priced and financing was
available. They took the plunge, influenced in part by the fact
that father’s brother Mike had recently married into a family in
that area.

Life was exceptionally difficult; they
developed much of that land by hand, with both sharing the heavy
load. Mom took pleasure in the work and learned to love the farm
very deeply. I can still feel her sadness when the family made the
move back to Glenavon in 1952, to enable the children to attend a
high school. Dad was more inclined to cerebral activity and loved
to read, to tinker and to visit.

In the course of twelve years on their farm
in Hubbard our parents developed a modest but solid economic base,
always frugal with their resources and careful with their machinery
and their animals. They also added to the family with two
additional boys, Jerry and Phillip, and, ultimately, the long
awaited girl, called Natalka by the parents and Nettie by everyone
else.

A family of seven was not uncommon; what was
different was the plan father had for our future. Father insisted
that we devote ourselves to our studies and, therefore, discouraged
any long-term interest in farming. He visualized an easier life for
us, one perhaps more in keeping with his own interests had he been
given the opportunity.

The result was that six of the seven siblings
completed one or more degrees at the University of Saskatchewan as
part of their professional training. John became a teacher and
progressed into the administration of education. Bill, Nick and
Phillip developed careers as successful engineers. Jerry trained as
a teacher, then seized an opportunity to become a professional
hockey player in the World Hockey Association. Nettie also went
into education, as a teacher and a guidance councilor.

Of the seven, I am the only one whose name is
not scribbled on the walls of that venerable institution of
learning in Saskatoon. During a visit to Regina in 1954, curiosity
drew me into the RCAF recruiting office. Before I knew it, I was on
my way to a career as a pilot with the RCAF, retiring some 34 years
later as a Colonel, Group Captain to the diehards. Life is like
that!

But it is the memories of life on that
wonderful farm north of Hubbard, the adventures in which my
siblings and I participated and the joys and sorrows we
experienced, that are the main focus of this book.
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In a T-33 over Glenavon



​ One Looking
Back

The small village of Glenavon Saskatchewan
suddenly appeared ahead, nestled among the golden rectangular grain
fields 15,000 feet below, bathed in the brilliant mid-September
sunshine. I rolled the T-33 Silver Star into a steep dive,
maneuvering into position as I focused on the familiar landmarks. I
began easing out of the dive at 1000 feet, having spotted the
school and the figures of the pupils spilling out on the steps and
the school ground. The time was exactly 3:35 in the afternoon and
classes had just been dismissed. Perfect!

I pulled the screaming jet up tightly into a
vertical climb directly over the school, at the same time applying
maximum power and beginning a vertical roll. As the T-33 hurtled up
at 450 miles per hour I looked back over my shoulder at the rapidly
receding school and the homes and buildings surrounding it.
Leveling out at 8000 feet I rolled over and began another dive,
coming at the small village from the west with the sun on my
back.

At 300 feet I began a tight, high speed, high
power turn during which I flew over my parent’s farmstead on the
edge of town and saw them and many of their neighbors standing in
their front yards. I completed the turn roaring back toward the
school, this time at no more than a 100 feet. Pulling up sharply
over the school I rolled the T-33 as I climbed eastward to
intercept the final leg of my navigation exercise, about 100 miles
east of the planned turning point over Weyburn, and from there to
RCAF Station Portage La Prairie.

As I flew what remained of the exercise, the
excitement of my private performance over my old school, with my
old friends watching, gave way to the nostalgic realization that
this was a personal farewell to my youth. I was only slightly
concerned about the RCMP being in the vicinity of Glenavon and
reporting the unauthorized low flying since this usually resulted
in immediate cessation of pilot training. However, it was important
to take the chance. I knew that once I received pilot wings and
began my career as an RCAF officer, my life would forever diverge
from that which I shared with family and friends for the first 20
years of my life.

In the years that followed, as the winds of
fate carried me along, my feelings for this province that my
parents adopted and where I was born, have remained intense. In
writing this personal account I have been able to journey back to
my youth and to uncover many of the reasons for this emotional
relationship.
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Entering Saskatchewan



​ Two. My
Saskatchewan

I stare at the Saskatchewan landscape,
mesmerized by a sense of space and feeling its impact on my whole
being, this land where I was born, nurtured and raised. The view is
endless, green fields of grain rolling into a flat horizon
punctuated by clumps of farmstead trees and changing into a sky
blending from the lightest blue at the horizon to a beautiful deep
blue overhead. The rows of brilliant white cumulus clouds
accentuate the blueness of the sky.

A strange, melancholy feeling washes over me.
I feel this way every time I face the prairie expanse of motionless
earth and sky, and the feeling always leaves me cleaner and more
peaceful.

I have no identity crisis; I was born a
farmer’s son and shall happily go through life with that tag and
the learned values. These have served me well through my life’s
journey - as an air force career officer, as a pilot to Queen
Elizabeth and Prince Phillip and the Queen Mother and as the
Canadian Forces Attaché in Czechoslovakia during the depths of the
cold war. Then, on retirement, as a nursery grower; an airport
manager in Langley; a fascinated student and backroom participant
in national politics, watching the politicians posture - many
confusing their parties’ agenda with the needs of the nation, and
as an observer of the strengths and weaknesses of my fellow man.
And seeing in them a mirror image of my own strengths and
shortcomings.

My upbringing has armed me with
resourcefulness and an ability to separate the seed from the chaff.
I have used these qualities to find solutions to life’s challenges.
Hopefully these will continue to serve me in this world. As for the
next, being an optimist helps.

At heart I am a poet and my soul feels
nature’s grandeur and people’s sensitivities. My emotions are close
to the surface and my eyes mist in happiness, in sorrow and in awe,
and I have been forced to hide this throughout my life. You would
too if you had five brothers! At heart my mother was a poet,
probably still is; those qualities must also be applauded in
heaven. But because she was a woman it was OK if her eyes misted
over, and especially if she was feeling happy or was at a wedding
or was listening to father read a sentimental Ukrainian tale.

Our trips to Saskatchewan are usually orderly
and Terry and I waste little time dawdling enroute. Having traveled
all the routes leading to Saskatchewan the objective is to arrive.
The urgency is to break out of the confines of the mountains and
foothills or the wooded areas of Ontario, to get by Calgary or
Winnipeg, and experience the calmness of the prairies. And the
sensation of arriving in Saskatchewan!

Our pilgrimages usually serve other purposes
as well, a family reunion on my side or on Terry’s side, a wedding
or a funeral. However, these supplement the hidden need to come
back - to break open a head of wheat or pick a bucket of saskatoons
or drive through the Qu’appelle valley or smell the smoky air
during the harvest season.

These acts bring me back to my roots and I am
a young boy once again digging Seneca roots in the Parkerview
summer grazing reserve or snaring rabbits in the winter or trudging
to my first institutionalized place of learning called Hard Rock
School. Here I was taught by the best teacher God placed in
Saskatchewan by the name of Stanley Zawitkowski, a son of Polish
immigrants, who was so effective that everyone liked and respected
him, in spite of the historic old-world animosities. Most of the
settlers in this farming community were recent Ukrainian
immigrants. There were others nationalities as well, including a
few Germans and the odd English family. But the vast majority were
of Ukrainian descent, like my father and mother, who farmed in the
area approximately seven and a half miles north of Hubbard.
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Nature at peace
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The endless view



​ Three. In the
Nest


The early years of my generation were
difficult for all families on the prairie, but we as youngsters did
not notice the poverty. Being born and cradled in the ‘30s was not
our problem and our immigrant parents were used to hardships. After
all, most newcomers were equally poor and there was no television
to encourage comparisons. In that respect how easy my parents had
it! Apart from that nothing else came easy for them, and here my
story begins.

Like so many immigrants from Eastern Europe,
abject poverty and political repression of one form or another
compelled the lucky ones to take a boat to Canada. In father’s case
he hailed from a small country village called Opariwka in the
southeast sector of Poland, where children of Ukrainian ancestry
were not permitted to attend school beyond the sixth grade. Mother
hailed from Sokal, a small city north of Lviv, also under Polish
rule at the time.

Having served as a conscript in the
Austro-Hungarian army on the eastern front and having assessed the
futility of any kind of meaningful future, father borrowed whatever
money he needed to supplement his partially sponsored passage and
bid his ancestral land a wrenching farewell. Sponsored for their
labour, he and two brothers came individually to work on farms near
the village of Glenavon, which they always referred to as
Glenawoun.
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Father
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Mother

Meeting mother, and marrying in 1931, they
rented a quarter section farm six miles east of Glenavon and
proceeded to eke out an existence, and produce a family. In those
years nothing else grew, as the droughts and the grasshoppers
decimated the land.

Whatever was produced, apart from children,
was marketed at ridiculously low prices; even the children may not
have fetched much, being offspring of immigrants. Life was indeed a
struggle, as the first four boys arrived into their care.

My initial memories of that farm include a
vague vision of a gray two-storey frame house and chickens all over
the yard. The chickens I remember looking at in some puzzlement,
from an upstairs bedroom window, and wondering as to their
relationship to me. I also remember the big blocks of “relief”
cheese which mother sliced on the kitchen table; however, I do not
remember whether or not I liked it. It seemed to me that the
weather was always sunny, perhaps because we were only let out when
the sun shone.

My most vivid early memory is associated with
the 1938 Beeston school Christmas concert at which time I was three
and a half years old, having been born in May of 1935. I remember
not the concert itself, having slept through most of it, but being
awakened in my Uncle Mike’s arms by the noise of Santa’s arrival.
Obviously my name was called and my Uncle hastened forward with me
to see Santa, who scared me half to death before presenting me with
a red toy truck. I have liked trucks and have been leery of
longhaired men ever since! We lived in our home until the spring of
1940 at which time my parents bought a 320-acre tract of virgin
land from the Hudson Bay Company, seven and one half miles north
of
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The older four

John Mike

Nick Bill
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The young three

Nettie Jerry Phillip

Hubbard. Where is Hubbard, you ask? Half way
between Goodeve and Ituna, or to locate it another way, about 100
miles northeast of Regina.

The new land had not seen a plough. The
neighbors had pastured cattle on it over the years, otherwise not a
tree had been cut nor a stone picked. All this was about to change.
But first a house had to be built to shelter six people, mother and
father and four rapidly growing boys.

I recall the move of our belongings and
cattle to a farm in the neighborhood where father was allowed to
use an old abandoned house about four miles from the new farm.
Here, the family was to stay while our home was being put up.

About the temporary home, I recall that
mother put in a garden, this being springtime, which she tended, as
well as taking care of the cattle and looked after the four of us.
I retain a vivid memory of a huge snake being found under the
kitchen table one afternoon and Mom chased it out of the house with
a broom before disposing of it in the front yard. We were sure it
was a big rattlesnake or some sort of a kid-eating snake and were
relieved to see its’ hide nailed to the wall, in a manner of
speaking. In fact, we threw that snake at each other and startled
mother with it enough times to have killed it ten times over, and
aged mother ten years. I believe she eventually buried it to get us
off the subject. I dreamt of snakes for sometime afterward and rate
them next to, or maybe ahead of, men with long hair on my “dislike
list”.

In the meantime, father was busy putting up
our prairie log cabin. Every week or two the four boys and Mom
would be taken out to the site. Mom would help with the
construction or clear brush and the boys would watch the progress
and get in the way. Father had hired a local, a member of the Milo
family into which Uncle Mike had recently married, to help with the
construction. Joe was a glib talker and enjoyed a joke but was not
the fastest worker on earth. Nor the best carpenter. Whether or not
we were underfoot is beyond my memory; however, I do recall that he
always addressed Nick, the youngest of us four, as Pan Meister.
This can be safely translated to Boss. Nick was two and small and
chubby. Come to think of it, he has not changed all that much since
then. Anyhow, Nick was the Boss and we kept an eye on him to make
sure he did not get in the way all the time, as we wanted our turn
as well. It was fun to explore the site, watch the construction and
try to help.

The new home was being constructed of local
product as much as possible. The prairie poplars were felled,
peeled, cut to size, notched, flattened where necessary and put up
as walls. The floor was Saskatchewan prairie clay, leveled and
tamped hard. The roof consisted of a frame of poplar saplings
covered with thatch, yes, a thatched roof woven by mother and
father from local grasses, cut by sickle in the farm sloughs. Only
the single door and the windows were bought, two windows in each of
the two small rooms. These were single paned which, in the fierce
prairie winters, frosted over thickly and gave us hours of
enjoyment as we scraped the beautifully patterned hoarfrost to
develop our personal peeping holes. It was the television of the
era.

The two rooms were small, a
kitchen-eating-living area of about 15 feet by 20 feet and a
bedroom for all about the same size. The chinks in the log walls of
the house were filled with a mixture of local clay and straw, which
adhered and hardened and had a tendency to get wet and fall out
during major rainstorms. The inside was similarly finished, then
whitewashed with a lime whitewash coating. For winter heat we had
the cook stove in the kitchen and what was known as a box heater in
the bedroom. This was a cheap, hazardous, oval shaped, front loaded
wood burner made of very thin gauge metal, which glowed red when
the fire was stoked up. Many a pioneer tragedy was caused by this
flimsy excuse for a heating system which certainly put out the
BTUs, but just don’t let anything touch it when it’s glowing red
and no one is looking... As for power, we used coal-oil lamps for
light and elbow grease in lieu of household appliances, with
batteries for amenities such as radios, which by the way, did not
arrive in our household until about 1942. Everything was done for
an immediate purpose, namely, shelter, clothing and food.

We moved in late summer and the battle to
prepare for winter began. There would be no grain that year
therefore the garden in our temporary home had to yield enough to
keep the family through the winter, and the cattle had to be housed
and fed. Barns with leaking roofs and drafty walls were put up,
chicken-coops were built and wood was cut and split. Chickens were
killed, placed in jars and preserved, and saskatoon berries, wild
raspberries and cranberries were made into preserves for winter
consumption. Not as a thick berry fruit for spooning over ice cream
or cake but as a fruit dessert consisting of 70 percent liquid and
30 percent fruit. It was a wonderful winter dessert and we ate it
with relish, with a slice or two of bread.

Speaking of bread, Mother baked every three
days or so. We would eat it as fast as it came out of the oven and
her secret was to get far enough ahead to permit it to age at least
two days. At this point it lasted longer because it was harder and
less tasty. Mostly it was white bread but every so often she did a
whole-wheat batch. That always lasted longer; we preferred the
white.
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