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    “Then followed... years in limbo: a precarious job in industry, parttime teaching when I could find it, fellowships, editing...A broadening time. The experience of marginality is good for the soul and better for the intellect. And throughout, the joy of watching my children grow...”


Chandler Davis, “The Purge.” Tablet, Oct 2, 2022. https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/history/articles/the-purge-chandler-davis
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I was a writer when we moved from Victoria to my spouse’s parents’ farm north of Edmonton. In addition to writing novels that got the nicest rejection letters ever, I wrote short stories and poems as well as book reviews and commentaries for newspapers and magazines. So it was natural that I would approach the local newspaper in Sturgeon County as a writer.

The editors at the Gazette turned me down, nicely enough that three years later I contacted them again. I’d written many stories and poems and articles and even another novel by then, but still had not had a novel accepted by a book publisher. My first nonfiction book, No Parent Is An Island, had just been accepted by a little press in Calgary, so that was terrific news worth sharing when I approached the local newspaper. But no, they didn’t need me as a writer and didn’t even run a review of my book.

I tried again three years later at the local newspaper, with added experience in the publishing industry as an editorial assistant. The Gazette editors turned me down again with a rejection letter nearly as nice as those sent by book publishers who turned down my novels. I kept on writing articles and reviews for radio and magazines and newspapers and books, and edited a couple anthologies of other people’s stories.

Then one day a phone call came while I was writing interviews and profiles for a career guide from a publisher in Montreal. On the phone was the assistant editor for the local newspaper in Sturgeon County. “We want you to write a column for the Gazette,” she said eagerly, and paused for my reply.

I laughed. 

“No, you don’t,” I said.

“Yes, we do,” she said, a little confused. She described how she’d heard my pieces on CBC Radio, and read my commentary “The Rooster” in The Globe and Mail, and found my book in the local library. “We would like you to send a resume and contact information for our files.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” I said cheerfully. “Look in your correspondence files. Your office has received my letters of application with resumes on three separate occasions, and turned them down.”

A pause. “We have?”

“You’re new here, aren’t you?” I said. “Your name has been on the masthead for only a few issues.”

“I don’t think you understand,” the assistant editor said, a little unsteady but still trying to turn the conversation in the direction she expected. “The Gazette is asking you to write an opinion column for us.”

“Well, isn’t that nice,” I said, which was close enough to an answer she expected so she could carry on to her next prepared statement.

“Your column will go on the page opposite the editorial and letters to the editor,” she explained brightly. “You’ll be one of our rotating series of writers for that spot. There are five of you, so you’ll be in the paper almost every month!”

“Nice location on the Op-Ed page. Are you looking for a consistent number of column-inches, or under a thousand words?”

There was a pause while she audibly blinked, before saying slowly, “Keep it between seven hundred and fifty and nine hundred words, if you can.”

“I can do that.”

“And we will pay you, too – forty dollars a column!”

I couldn’t help laughing again.

“Yes, we really will,” she said brightly. “Excuse me?” she asked, unsteadied again by my chuckles.

“You’re offering only forty dollars?”

“That’s what we pay all our column writers,” she said, a little bewildered.

“It’s half the going rate. That piece of mine you mentioned, “The Rooster” – The Globe and Mail paid me a hundred and twenty for it.”

“But they’re the biggest paper in the country!” she protested. “And the back page of their first section is the most read page in Canada.”

“And reading my piece there is why you want me to write for you.”

“Forty dollars is what we pay our columnists. It’s what we’ve always paid.”

“It hasn’t gone up in a while, has it?”

She paused, then rallied. “We’ll put your name at the top of your column every time,” she promised. 

“Of course you will. It costs more if there’s no by-line.”

“Send us your photo, a nice close-up of your face, and we’ll put it right by your name,” she offered.

It was my turn to pause and stare unbelieving at the phone. “No, I don’t want to get recognised when I go to town any more than I already am. No headshot.”

“But some of our columnists really like having their photo in the paper,” she wheedled.

“Two of them,” I said. “And they’re men who live in Morinville and Saint Albert. I live on a farm ten miles from the small town of Legal. I’ve already had one fan turn up at my farm un-expected, half a mile from the nearest neighbour.”

“Oh.” Then, in the most natural tone I’d heard from her so far, she said, “I can’t pay you any more than fifty dollars a column when I’m paying the others forty.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“You’re ... not?”

“I’ll write you three columns for forty dollars each,” I said. “You go ahead and read them, print them, and see what response you get in the next while, like letters to the editor and such. People like what I write. If I mention a book, they go to the library and bookstore and ask for it. You get response, you’ll start paying fifty dollars a column, but to all five of us columnists, not just me.”

She agreed, and kept her word. 

That’s how I started writing columns for the Gazette. The editor had me send in extra pieces of writing, for spares to use when other columnists missed their deadlines. It got so that weekly paper had two columns of mine nearly every month. Though most readers lived in the city of Saint Albert or the town of Morinville (home of The World’s Largest Toque), the paper served all of Sturgeon County. Farmland and acreages there were on quiet long dusty gravel roads and dark at night under the stars. The Big Dipper – called The Plow in England – wheeled in the northern sky, and the aurora borealis danced overhead, low enough to move when my spouse taught me to whistle at them.
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Name one electric appliance that is in almost every home in Canada. You’ll be wrong. No, it’s not the television! There’s an average of two of those in most Canadian households—at least for those people who want the jabbery things around.

No, the jabbery electric appliance I mean is the telephone. Not every home has one. Ten percent of Canadians have no phone.

I find life without a phone hard to imagine. That’s even after our first summer on the farm, half a mile from the nearest phone. There was a certain freedom from tyranny in knowing the phone was not going to ring. There was also a certain feeling that our children were sure to fall out of poplar trees and break their necks. I didn’t ever want to run half a mile to my in-laws’ place to call an ambulance. So we had a phone put in.

Easier said than done.

We made the call and were told the phone company’s truck would come to the farm next Wednesday. We gave the legal land description of the little white house: a mile north of the highway, south-east corner of the south-east quarter Section 56. Houses out here don’t have numbers by the front doors. Houses out here don’t even have stairs by the front door. Some of our neighbours don’t even have front doors at all, just a place where a front door will be put some day. Our little white house is the only house out here where the front door gets used. It’s the only door we have. But then we’re odd. Our neighbours are sure we’re odd because we use our front door and didn’t use to have a phone.

And we didn’t get one next Wednesday, either. Oh, we saw the phone company truck drive by several times without stopping. So the next day I hiked to my in-laws’ place and called the phone company. They said their driver couldn’t find the house.

This was hard to believe. There are only three houses on our stretch of road, of which one is both little and white. I promised to stand in our driveway with a large sign and they promised to come next Tuesday.

They didn’t show up. Instead, the truck stopped at our neighbour’s grey house. No one was home. So they broke into his house and forcibly installed a telephone.

Our neighbour didn’t like this at all. He was just getting used to having a TV set in his tiny house, behind the back door. His house had only one door, like ours, but his was definitely a back door. Now he had a phone he didn’t want. He didn’t like anyone breaking in, either. The phone company apologised to all of us and promised to install our telephone next Thursday.

Thursday we flagged down the phone company truck as it passed. It didn’t take long to have the phone installed. Before he left, the phone man carefully wrote the wrong phone number on our phone. He also left behind his screwdriver.

So next time we needed phone work done, my husband bought a book and all the wires and tools. He already had the screwdriver, eh? Then he installed our own new phone, right by the front door. Our only door.
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My morning routine of farm life is endlessly the same, winter and summer: breakfast and morning chores – feed the pigs, chickens and guinea pigs – start every day, whether the kids are scrambling to catch the school bus or I’m heading out to the garden to pull weeds. But occasionally the routine is punctuated by excitement which can be under or out of my control.

“The rooster hit me!” seven-year-old Lila wailed one autumn morning, running back from the chicken yard with bleeding bruises on her hands and legs.

“Was it Cock-a-doodle-doo?” I asked, looking around for our big Barred Rock Rooster, whose comb stood almost as high as Lila’s waist. He had rushed at the kids a few times the previous year, until we showed them how to “make themselves big,” then yell at him.

“He never bothers me,” Lila snuffled. “It was the little one.” That one was a gaudy rooster given to us by the neighbours with the dairy farm. The strutting little bantam fought with the big rooster several times, before each settled down to patrol his own area of the chicken yard trees and brush, inside the chicken wire fence.

Before going to Victoria for ten months to take a Fine Furniture Making course, Bernie had checked the chicken yard fence and assured me that it was solid. “The coyotes won’t bother getting in in the daytime,” he told me. “Just close the birds all in the chicken house at night and they’ll be fine.”

I never worried about coyotes getting the chickens, especially once they were shut into the chicken house Bernie had made out of an old granary. (In fact, I envied the chickens their 10’ by 10’ shed and coveted one like it for a writing office!) I never worried about the coyotes bothering the children, either. The only coyotes we had seen ran at any sight or sound of humans. We told the twins that if a coyote came close, to “make themselves big” and yell, like with the roosters. 

But now I worried about this rooster attacking the children. The bantam rooster weighed less than ten pounds, feathers and all, but he sported a pair of spurs as long and sharp as the Barred Rock rooster’s own heavy armament. In addition, he appeared to have either a wicked temper or something to prove. Maybe being Number Two meant he tried harder.

Egg collecting time comes every morning, and when Lila’s chatter to the laying hens broke off with yells and crying, I’d come running, clomping in my winter boots on the frosty ground. Ben came to her rescue too, but even together the twins couldn’t hold off that feisty rooster.

“Dad showed us how to kick the rooster if he hurts us,” Ben explained. I knew that trick too – slip a foot under the bird’s breastbone and loft the squawking rooster high into the air. This disoriented our other roosters in the past, and calmed their attacking behaviours. But Feisty must have been part football, because he bounced back ready for a fight.

Don’t ever close in for hand-to-hand combat with a rooster. Believe me, they are past masters at it, expert at darting and ducking and leaving an opponent bruised and cut with only a few feathers clutched in clenched jaws... excuse me, I did really get into the combat whole-heartedly. For this I went to University?

When Lila couldn’t collect eggs without being attacked, Bernie had intervened to show the rooster who was boss. He caught that feisty rooster and carried him upside-down to where she was putting brown, white, blue and speckled eggs into her basket. Thoroughly limp, the dangling rooster submitted to her petting and chiding, and for a month he behaved much better.

But after Bernie had been gone a while, the rooster turned mean again. Nothing would stop this powerhouse with sharp beak and spurs.

So I ate him.

All right. That’s a shameful admission for someone who is trying to be Vegetarian and gets away with it about 90% of the time. The latent Flower Child in me wants to live in peace with all creation. And as a teacher I try always to model co-operation and reconciliation.

But the gardener I am becoming knew exactly what the solution was, when to do it, and did it with confidence.

“That’s the last time that feisty rooster will bother any of us,” I told the kids as I washed my bleeding hands after shutting the chickens in for the night. “Tomorrow I’m going to put him in the stew pot.”

The kids left on the school bus before I opened the chicken house door. (I found out later from Lisa, the bus driver, that they proudly announced, “Our Mom is gonna kill that rooster today!”) The chickens were still groggy in the morning chill, but it took three rounds before I captured that little feisty rooster and held him upside-down by the feet. I let the others into the chicken yard and went back to the porch with my inverted enemy.

He was so much more placid hanging upside-down with his gaudy wings limp and his beady eyes staring blankly. If he could have stayed like that, I’d have kept him around for the winter.

Nothing doing. He gave all of us enough grief already. The last thing I needed while living alone with the kids on the farm in winter was to have to carry a rooster around by the feet whenever I did chores. You know, we never had days like these in suburbia or the inner city... Peaceful country life – Hah!

For the sake of animal lovers, I draw a curtain over Feisty’s final moments. Suffice it to say that he never saw the machete when I took him behind the tool shed where a month earlier Bernie had killed chickens for me to pluck and clean.

It was ever so much easier to do only one chicken, instead of a freezer full. The pigs didn’t get as much of a treat in their trough though, as they began playing the Happy Snake Game with the intestines. Soon I was putting into my slow cooker something that could have come nicely wrapped in plastic from a supermarket. Seven hours of simmering yielded a fine chicken stew when the kids came home.

The news on the school bus the next day was: “Our mom made ROOSTER STEW for dinner last night!” It was also the news at the school and the mail box and the store in town. The legend grows.
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I was pregnant in 1984, and now my daughter is studying George Orwell. 

Orwell wrote a lot more than the novel 1984, but that’s the one people remember best, and it's the one studied in schools. These days, if you’ve read anything political, or sociological, you’ve read 1984. It’s one of the classics in our brave new world. 

It’s worth re-reading, which I’ve been doing inbetween back-to-school shopping and putting what harvest I can glean from our garden into Mason jars and the freezer. Oh, that and reading newspapers and Internet news services. It strange to read the novel of Winston Smith earnestly re-writing old press releases so that the enemies mentioned conform with the current Enemy of the State, and then turn to actual news stories from far away. Who is the real-life Enemy of the State this month? Is it a cowering figurehead, or one who stockpiles weapons? Is it the government leaders who oppress and starve their own citizens, or the prisoners held without trial by a democracy? And are they enemies of our state, or our state of mind?

I find it even more unsettling to read the news from closer to home. It’s always a lot easier to believe that a time of war will not destroy everything, once the harvest comes in. But the harvest isn’t bringing good news this year, except about the sharing that some people are doing. My friend’s Arabian horses will be boarded by a generous man, so that these gentle, imperial animals will not starve or be shot for dog meat. I thought about that while turning the pages of 1984. No animals appear in that bleak, totalitarian novel. There is no room for anything but the State.

At least our own government is sending experts from Winnipeg to Europe, where the Elbe River is flooding. The Great Flood in Manitoba was a reminder to us all, like the Ice Storms back East and the Blizzard of ’98 in Victoria, that there are great deeds to be done by soldiers and civilians alike in disasters. Heroes do not need to take up arms against our fellow humans to be heroes.

“The essential act of war is destruction, not necessarily of human lives, but of the products of human labour,” says Orwell. “War is a way of shattering to pieces materials which might otherwise be used to make the masses too comfortable, and hence, in the long run, too intelligent. Even when weapons of war are not actually destroyed, their manufacture is still a convenient way of of expending labour power without producing anything that can be consumed....” If that angered me half as immediately as the housefly which persists in landing on my right arm, I should summon up the resolve to remove War from the world as effectively as I have dealt with the housefly.

It’s hard to solve all the world’s problems, but I wonder just how much War would go on if everyone had a full belly and a safe home, as I do here in Canada, even in a year of lean harvest. I wonder how much fighting and terrorism is caused by greed and hatred, and how much is due to hunger and insecurity which are more easily cured. I’ve read some sociology texts and political works; pretty dry stuff in general. Far more accessible is Orwell’s novel, or one of the movies based on it. The newer film version of 1984 was filmed in England in the late weeks of August, 1984, just the time Orwell set his novel, which was as much about 1948 and the aftermath of World War I and II as it was about Orwell’s beliefs on sociology, politics and the future.

And now, in the late weeks of August 2002 when the children born in 1984 are old enough to vote and to serve in our Armed Forces, it really is time to look seriously into issues of war and wealth, peace and prosperity, and ignorance and strength. We can look in the national newspapers or in novels to see greed and dominance, but we will have to look into our hearts to find the confidence and industry needed by all people.
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“Who are you making that for?”

I looked up from the laundromat counter, where my knitting was laid out, and saw the laundromat owner coming from her office. “That looks real pretty,” she said. “What are you making?”

I smoothed out the knitting, showing the stripes of pale green and varied baby-soft colours, with a heart in the biggest stripe. “I’m making it for the Knit-In Protest for the G8 Summit. It’ll be a little baby blanket when it’s done.”

“For the G8 Summit?” she asked, confused.

“Oh yeah. There are a lot of people who want to protest the G8, but aren’t allowed to go into Kananaskis with the journalists. Some can’t go to Calgary, either, so this is one of the alternatives that some people are doing.” I explained that during the G8, there are people knitting as part of the Knit-In Protest, wherever they are. Instead of a march or a sit-in, this is supposed to be a personal act, for people who aren’t comfortable with some of the more showy or aggressive ways of demonstrating.

“It’s a protest?” She seemed to be warming to the idea of this non-threatening protest, that couldn’t scare anybody. It might even be a little more productive than just marching – there’d be all these knitted projects to show for it when it’s done. 

The Knit-In Protest is not the only alternate demonstration. One band of demonstrators coming to Calgary from the USA were told by Canada Customs that they could not bring their costumes (with big paper machee heads) over the border. No costumes? For a peaceful gathering to protest The GAP store’s overseas work conditions? 

No Costumes became the new plan for that demonstration: the organizers did their protest naked, which strikes me as a peaceable, sensible alternative to pushing and shouting. Wearing tiny G-strings certainly beat the heck out of wearing black masks or riot gear. And the police responded just as peaceably and sensibly.

I had thought that since I was unable to get a press pass to Kananaskis, or afford the time away from my market garden, that I’d be unable to participate at all in the G8 Summit. But then I learned of the Knit-In, and resolved to participate. Out came my knitting needles and some baby-fine yarn from my closet, and I began work on a simple little blanket.

It’s not a complex project, just simple purling rows and knitting rows. It won’t change the world, but then neither does saying a rosary or meditating or reading a newspaper. What can change the world, though, are the thoughts we have while praying or meditating or studying – and the actions we take because of those thoughts. 

Taking the time to knit a simple baby blanket is not as practical as buying a machine-made blanket, but it put my spare time in a laundromat to some use. It got me talking with another person about peaceful ways to express opinions about government policies. And that can’t be a waste of time.
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Lately I’ve been taking breaks from news reports in the papers and on radio and television, to read books or watch films. I’ve often wondered where art comes from – great art, popular art, classic works and modern entertainment. The Lord of the Rings is a film that’s getting a lot of attention, even with only two of the three parts released so far. The screenplay went through countless re-writes, each time becoming more like the book it was based upon, a best-selling book by J.R.R. Tolkien.

Successful works of art seem seamless. It’s hard to see the innumerable tiny movements of pen or brush that go into a painting or the training of a painter. There’s a photograph of the artist Picasso in an old issue of the National Geographic magazine, a photo that shows the stocky man holding a small penlight in a dimly-lit studio. As the photographer held the camera’s lens open, Picasso drew the outline of a minotaur, tracing it in the air with his penlight. It took a second or so to draw, but all Picasso’s years of study to move his hand.

Tolkien wrote his most famous book, The Lord of the Rings, on request after the success of his earlier novel The Hobbit. Many authors would have rattled off a sequel much like the first, or perhaps a series which gradually takes the hero through a progression of adventures. Tolkien took seventeen years before he was ready to send “another hobbit book” to his editor.

He was right not to rush things. I’ve read some excerpts from the first drafts, and it’s clear that early on in the writing of this novel, Tolkien had no idea where he was going. Characters introduced in the first draft disappear in a re-write. Dialogue is stiff and clumsy. The very first appearance of a Black Rider changes the story completely. The image of a hobbit and the wizard Gandalf riding a horse is cut from the opening chapters, only to appear much later – with a different hobbit, a different horse and even the wizard is much changed by that point in the story.

As he wrote the early chapters, Tolkien sent most of them to his son Christopher who was then fighting in France in the Second World War. While Christopher was facing his real-life challenges, J.R.R. was stuck with his hobbits and Strider in the village of Bree. At the time he had no idea of who Strider was, or why Gandalf had failed to meet them there. 

Some readers think that the gathering shadows of danger as the story moves on, and the horrors of battle and death, are a metaphor for the war that took place while the book was being written. But the author insisted this was not so: he had not written an allegory of Hitler or the war that seemed so necessary that even some Quakers volunteered for alternate service.

He did admit to a father’s worries for his son, and a veteran’s worries for his fellow servicemen and women. Tolkien had fought in the First World War, a generation earlier. It was shattering to experience war at a scale that killed more men than all the battles during the previous hundred years combined. From poison gases to croplands made barren, these are images that were the source of the story of hobbits barefoot in the wilderness, and the return of a King who brings unity and defense.

Tolkien lost all his closest friends, all fine young scholars and athletes, in what was called the Great War. So it is understandable that he could later write this book in which a team of talented companions try to save the world, and all survive – except for the one who was too proud to believe he could be tempted by great power.

It is not an easy book to read, in these days when news of war in a far-off dry land comes even to our own dry cropland. It is not an easy film to watch when shattered bodies can be seen on television without any special effects make-up or rubber masks. Works of art are metaphorical – or not – and can be re-written or revised as an artist approaches her or his vision. These days, works of art, like Picasso’s Guernica, are sometimes even covered up when world leaders gather, lest the sight of them bring too many questions to mind. But we can still hope that in the works of our hands, and the works of our friends and neighbours both near and far away, great power does not have to corrupt our actions into great evil.
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Each day, there are things not worth complaining about, and things worth complaining about. The hard part is not the decision whether to complain, it’s knowing who to complain TO.

An April blizzard sandwiched between two heat waves so unseasonably warm that I’m reaching for Popsicles in April? No complaint. The worst part for me was shovelling the driveway, unlike the 120 people whose vehicles went off the highway between Red Deer and Airdrie. And who would I complain to, anyway? Weather reporters aren’t responsible for my snow tires. At any rate, the best part of the heat wave was learning that the nearest convenience store 14 km from my farm stocks Mr Freezes in April. Bliss!

It takes understanding emotions and their impact to know when to complain, about what, and to whom, and most sensitively – how. If my blood pressure rises and my palms get sweaty in the supermarket, it may indeed be time to ask the produce manager “Am I just grumpy today, or are produce prices really getting unreasonable?” This opening led to the produce manager agreeing with me that even seasonal produce, such as asparagus, simply costs an appalling amount.

My blood pressure and heart rate went up again at the check-out counter, when I discovered that the plastic rods used to separate each customer’s purchases had been replaced – with new plastic dividers labelled with ads for a television news program. “It doesn’t even say anything about your store or special sales,” I said to the check-out clerk. “I know,” she sighed. “But what are you going to do?”

What I did was go to Customer Service, and explain to the manager that ads on these dividers were aggressive marketing that offended me as a customer. If the ads had been for the United Way or other charities, I would have kept my pounding pulse to myself. But when stores sell my attention to news shows, they can learn to cope with getting my attention.

I’ve been paying attention to the news for weeks now, about the war in Iraq, learning things to complain about, and the names of people to whom I should complain. It’s easy to find a Member of Parliament’s address and phone number in the phone book. With computers, it’s even easier to find @ddresses to send e-mail to Members of the Legislature and of Parliament. When I saw a newspaper photograph of a young boy whose arms had been blown off during the invasion of Iraq, I began typing e-mail letters, asking that Canadian resources be sent to help this child and others injured like him. But for my local MP – whose party leader won’t rule out approving the use of nuclear weapons, who wouldn't carry my disapproval to his party leader – I’m writing a hand-written letter, with the child’s photograph enclosed. And if my MP’s face goes red or pale when looking at that photo, that’s part of the reactions to expect when dealing with an invasion.
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