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A Note About the Text

Because the Hutterites, like the members of many plain groups, prefer to remain relatively anonymous, some effort, though not much, has been made to maintain the privacy of certain people in this narrative. This includes both Hutterite and non-Hutterite figures in this book, but only extends to the changing of a few names. All places and events in this book exist and took place to the best of the author’s recollection.
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For Duann, who also lived this way.

Have you had sight of Me, Jonas My child? Mercy within mercy within mercy.

–   Thomas Merton, “Fire Watch, July 4, 1952,”
The Sign of Jonas.
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Nightwatch, Starland Colony, Gibbon, Minnesota, December 1999.

At night, back when I was a communist, the place where we lived on the prairie of southern Minnesota took up a cloak of indivisible silence. In winter, this quiet was disrupted only by the wind. Because it seemed to last for months at a time, these gales that blew down from Canada and Lake Superior became another dimension of the same vast absence of sound.

But whenever the wind stopped, all perception was instantly restored – the creaking of a metal sign, the mailbox vibrating on its jittery post after someone tossed in a letter and slammed the hatch. Everything alive seemed to pause with the wind, listening to its sudden departure and puzzling over whether some vague disaster were about to strike.

Starland Colony, a community of the Hutterian Brethren – a Christian peace church that has been living in large farming communes for nearly 500 years, from eastern Europe to the plains of the United States and Canada – occupies about 2,000 acres in extreme northwest Sibley County. Within a short walk of the main community, with its houses, barns, a large communal kitchen, and a state-of-the-art metal working shop, were the bounds of two other counties, Renville and McLeod. These coincided a mile or two from our long, narrow section road. All told, we occupied a very small, distinctly confined corner of what most people would charitably call “nowhere.”

Our tiny mail town, Gibbon, was seven miles of right angles to our south and west. A locus of bars and a VFW hall and a large, imposing grain elevator, Gibbon is perhaps best known for a rambling klatch of buildings known as the Gibbon Ballroom. Each broad, low structure in the 12-acre compound had its own name – prominent among them the Boom Room and the Pumpernickel Room (noted for its frosty air-conditioning). There, each July the town hosted a long, perhaps mildly lost, weekend of beer and sausages and three-step dance music known as Polka Days. This revel was attended by hundreds of RV-driving cloggers from across the Great Plains, all dressed in costumes of bright, quarrelsome colors. One summer, a sign on one of the RVs, during a year when the future of Polka Days seemed in question, expressed the neighborly resignation of towns like this: “Old friends never die. They just polka away.” So it would be in Gibbon.

Each year, while the staid and plain-dressed Hutterites stood a resolute watch from only a few miles away, bands such as Chuck Thiel and the Jolly Ramblers, Ray Sands and the Polka Dots, and Becky and the Ivanhoe Dutchmen held court here.

This night, though, on the marquee outside the Boom Room, rocking tenuously in the steady northerly wind of December, the motto of Gibbon’s most popular establishment summed up the festival’s, and the town’s, prevailing rationale: “Stay Young, Go Dancing.” Underneath was a bitter footnote written by economics and the ice that often encased this land for nearly half the year: “Closed for the Season.”

Gibbon, it seemed, was a place where many diverse worlds crossed paths. In November 1997, during a four-day blizzard, the popular Minnesota radio show A Prairie Home Companion broadcast from the Ballroom, bringing all sorts of other strange-looking people to gawk at this faraway expanse of sky. The well-heeled appearance of these SUV-driving city people only reminded us locals of how austere, and of how separate, we all really were. One snowbound morning before the show aired, when I had gone to the Gibbon post office, I saw the program’s host, Garrison Keillor, emerging from Thorson’s Bakery across the street. The first time I’d seen Thorson’s, I’d thought it sounded like one of the hangouts in Keillor’s quasi-fictional Lake Wobegon, Minnesota. In downtown Gibbon – the glittering, snowy glare bouncing off the grain elevator – here was life reflecting someone’s vision of art.

Due east of Gibbon, down a straight, well-traveled highway, was a slightly larger town, Winthrop. Despite having no ballroom, or even very many bars, Winthrop seemed to be surviving slightly better than Gibbon.

The houses in Winthrop were orderly, and a public library actually seemed to thrive, despite the preponderance of well-read Westerns and romance novels. Even if they were not great literature, these were a fluffy intellectual staple for many on the lonely, snowy plains, where wind-ravaged hearts and minds either turned inward every winter, or drew people to congregate in the Legion Hall over languorous glasses of Grain Belt beer.

Winthrop also had a nursing home, where many of the women from the Hutterite colony went to help with sewing several times a month. This was where the old corn farmers and their sturdy, hard-working wives – finally forsaking land and crops and solitude for life in “town” – went to spend their fading dotage or to wait out whatever fatal illnesses would strike them down.

In the middle distance, down the highway that led eventually to Mankato and Rochester, flowed the steady plume of steam from a corn-fed ethanol plant, the only sign of substantial industry other than field crops for miles around.

To the north of Starland, on a razor-straight county road, was a pinpoint on the map known as Fernando, ubiquitous in its handful of white clapboard houses and an old Lutheran church, the slender steeple of which could be seen for several miles, surrounded by a stand of cottonwood trees.

Fernando, at some point, must have been terribly important to the local population because the nearest highway curves more than two miles out of its way to pass through there. Still, all but a few have moved away, and a tiny store where the colony children used to ride their bikes to buy ice cream on summer afternoons has long since closed.

Passing through this wide spot in the road, which one had to do to travel north from the community, we used to joke on the farm radio about entering the “greater Fernando metroplex” and the hostile risks of “central Fernando” late at night. There was not much else to joke about in such pristine isolation, so we made do.

North of Fernando was the place we usually referred to when we spoke of going to “town.” Hutchinson, the seat of McLeod County, had about 20,000 people and a regional hospital where most of the colony children were born, including two of our own. Every day, several trips from the colony, using one of the community’s several minivans or pickup trucks, would be made to Hutchinson. Medical appointments, assorted orthodontia, minor business needs, fishing, or just a need to escape the sometimes cramped routine of Hutterian existence for a few hours – all sorts of things called us, Siren-like, to Hutchinson.

Similar poles of attraction lay to our south, at New Ulm – a scenic German-themed town set in a valley along the flood-prone Minnesota River – and Mankato, a city of about 50,000 southeast of New Ulm across more rolling, tillable prairie. Two other Hutterite colonies, Neuhof and Elmendorf, which emerged from various colonies in South Dakota, lay outside the small town of Mountain Lake, a historically Mennonite town near the Iowa border.

To the east, about 80 miles away, lay the greatest attraction of all. Minneapolis and St. Paul blinked and hummed with life of an entirely different speed and dimension. Deep in the night, the red beacons of passenger jets on their final approach to the Minneapolis airport could be seen gliding above us in a steady, almost soundless stream. Some nights, they flew so low that the faint thunder of their turbines could be heard as their broad wings slashed at the thin, cold air.

Elsewhere, in the gently rolling prairie that was our universe, was total emptiness, field after field where feed corn, soybeans, sugar beets, sweet peas, and alfalfa grew in spring and turned our summers into a lush paradise.

A few farmers – nearly all of whom had town jobs to supplement the income from their 500-acre spreads – gambled with winter wheat. But the unpredictability of the snows – sometimes coming by Halloween and lingering until mid-April – made this a difficult proposition.

If the deep snow was not proof enough, the mailboxes along the main road reminded us this was Minnesota, with Norse and Germanic surnames – Bjorklund, Stark, Renner, Klukas, Jaeger, Fischer. These stood at the head of short drives leading to muddy dairies and hog farms, all arrayed in the landlocked precision of farms everywhere.

But this night, a few days before Christmas, the entire world was frozen, knee-deep in snow with a brutal, windblown cold that could keep the air far below zero for weeks at a time. By 10 p.m., the 120 people who lived in Starland Colony, in this “town” set apart from all the others by centuries of tradition and tenacious faith, were going to bed. All except for the night watchman, whose unthanked, often dismally lonesome duties had fallen to me on this brilliant, frozen, starlit evening.

Stepping into the steady wind, I was bundled in a bulky denim barn coat that my wife said made me resemble a hobo – while I preferred to believe I resembled a convict, belonging to what some of our friends deemed a religious Alcatraz. I picked my way across the packed snow to the watchman’s truck, a small blue Ford left in front of my house by the previous night’s protector. This came along with a flashlight that was the watchman’s badge, and a set of keys that would open nearly every door on the place. Not that very many doors were kept locked. In fact, it was just the opposite.

This night, it was nearly 20 below zero but the truck started right away as I felt my beard and nostrils thaw in the slight shelter of the cab.
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Aside from a few lights in some of the houses, and the scattering of tall tungsten lamps wobbling in the wind near some of the main buildings, the entire community had fallen into shadow. Even the 70-foot leg on the community’s feed mill, once festooned with a large blue star during Christmas until a spring tornado blew it cartwheeling away, seemed to recede into the total, absorbing darkness.

As I drove away from our house and toward the long, narrow metal shop, where our lives and livelihoods were mostly centered, the watch had begun.
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The place where I grew up, and where my life’s inquiry into loneliness and solitude began, lay in a long, broad hip of the Mississippi River in northeastern Arkansas. Wilson, in Mississippi County, was about 30 miles from the Missouri Bootheel. Our town came up adjacent to Island No. 35, a large cutoff formed in part by the devastating New Madrid earthquakes of 1811-12. These quakes changed the course of the Mississippi in numerous places and sent sandblows, small volcanoes of liquefacted silt, spewing all over that stretch of the Delta.

New Madrid, Missouri, which was then part of the Louisiana Territory, was the general locus for the series of strong quakes, which began in December 1811 and continued through February 7, 1812, when the greatest jolt of all fell like some divine sledgehammer. According to legend passed off as historic certainty, the big quake rang church bells in Boston and cracked sidewalks in Washington, D.C., both of which seem rather fanciful.

Nonetheless, the apocalyptic effect of the quakes on the local region, and on the entire middle Mississippi and Ohio Valley regions, is well established. In northwestern Tennessee, a massive shift in the terrain caused the Mississippi to flow backwards for a time and fill in present-day Reelfoot Lake.

On the shores of Reelfoot, seismograms still detect constant tremors, most so faint they cannot be felt on the surface. Other tremors, though, none of which has exceeded 5.2 on the Richter scale since the 1812 quake, deliver a significant shock, reminding everyone that a major fault system fractures the Earth below their feet.

The New Madrid Fault is said to run far beneath the surface from just outside Marked Tree, Arkansas, to far southern Illinois. Along its length, small quakes and temblors have bloomed throughout modern times, bringing a growing concern that another big shock would deal a tottering death blow to large cities such as Memphis and St. Louis. Living under such a threat, though it seldom sprang to mind except when another tremor struck, only enhanced the sense of isolation I felt as a child.

Visible evidence of the historic quakes could be found only a short distance from the house where I grew up, in a place that played a big part in my childhood. There, along the deep curve of Dean’s Island, a large peninsula that juts into the main channel of the Mississippi, the river’s ancient bed was still visible. It was amid the oxbows and diversion channels that I went fishing nearly every day of my life, from the time I was eight or nine until I was nearly 14.

In a culture that essentially had no middle class – only an upper strata and a desperately low-income labor and sharecropper society – our family was quite well off. My two younger brothers and I attended private schools in West Memphis, Arkansas, and Memphis, Tennessee. We were members of hereditary organizations such as the Children of the Confederacy, a rather patrician group that took as members the descendants of those who fought for the South in the Civil War. We drove around in broad, overweight Chryslers and Cadillacs with little thought for the fuel they consumed or the pollution they belched into the environment.

My father, Bentley Rhodes, the son of a millionaire lumber baron from south Arkansas, owned an insurance company and traded stocks and bonds, as well as owning some lucrative farmland. Because our family was well provided for and I went to parochial school away from Wilson, we were relatively remote as children. This especially was the case for me, not only because I had virtually no friends my age in town, but because of my strange and often annoying intellectual curiosity, which erected walls even harder to breach than those built by money or life’s other unfair circumstances.

We also had servants in our home. At various times, these “housekeepers” or “maids,” as polite society called them, did all our cooking and cleaning and helped look after us children. The woman who worked for us the longest was Josephine Polk, an older black woman. Josephine had lived much of her life about two miles north of Wilson off Highway 61 in a red tar-paper house with holes in the floor. Though too large to be thought of as a shack, that was what it was.

Josephine was a short, round woman who, like many of her generation, resembled a living stereotype, with tightly-braided pigtails and a dark, pressed bandanna wrapped around her forehead. She did not read, nor could she write. If she ever completed more than a year or two of grade school, which would have been sometime in the 1920s, I never heard her speak of it and I certainly never asked, having been taught that such intimate, much less interracial, inquiry was rude.

Josephine came to us in a rather serendipitous manner. When my father saw her walking to another family’s house some distance from town one morning in the summer heat, he stopped his car and told Josephine to get in. In his usual manner, he got down to business straight away.

“If you’ll come and take care of my boys and my house, I’ll come get you and take you home again at night.”

They also discussed some matter of pay, which apparently was more than Josie was getting on her present job. It was paid in cash, too, so as not to interfere with the welfare checks and food stamps that kept the many children and grandchildren she supported from the virtual certainty of starvation, or at least malnutrition.

According to the story, Josephine was not quick to accept my father’s offer, and for good reason. Our reputation as roughnecks and undisciplined rogues, even at such a young age, was well known.

“Mr. Bentley, I’ve heard about those boys of yours,” she told my father, speaking not only of my younger brothers and me, but of four older brothers, including one who had Down syndrome and lived in what was then still called an institution. All of this older crop of boys had wreaked their share of havoc as well.

Still, she came to stay with us the very next day and was part of our family for a good many years. My father usually went to fetch Josephine about 6:30 in the morning, and my mother would take her home around 5:30 p.m. Driving down the long dirt road to Josephine’s house, surrounded by cotton fields and with a small white church almost directly across the road from the stand of trees that offered her house its only shelter from the heat, I always felt ashamed.

Riding in our shiny green and white Cadillac with the electric windows and door locks and leather upholstered seats that were far better than anything Josephine owned, I believed even as a child that I was committing a grave offense. Showing ourselves, parading down one of the poorest roads in Mississippi County, was a terrible affront, I felt, and I could hardly bear not to hide myself in the back seat, where Josephine’s family and neighbors couldn’t see me, even though they knew I was there and would welcome me with strong, lingering hugs whenever we arrived.

Only once did I go into Josephine’s house. The gaps in the old cypress flooring revealed the house’s dark, fetid underside where dogs and cats ran and ancient weeds and tree roots were bleached ghostly white by the shifting darkness. The furniture was threadbare and seemed to double as beds for some of the dozen or so adults and children sheltered there each night. In her crisp, starched maid’s uniform, which fit her like a snug nurse’s smock, Josephine looked like a visitor in this place herself, someone sent from afar to establish order. But she was the matriarch of all there was to see, the illiterate woman who earned money to feed the hungry mouths and who never seemed to complain about her lot in life.

Though I did not think she could read, I would see her occasionally thumbing through an old black Bible, which she spread out on her soft and substantial lap. Even if she could not make out the words, she obviously gained something from the book she held in her strong, rough hands. She never quoted the Bible to us when we were children, but she was a churchgoing woman and would brook no unrighteousness from any of us, in language or deed. She did not smoke or drink, and never swore that I heard, though these practices were well-known – especially smoking and swearing – among the adults in our house.

She also maintained, in the most natural way possible, the required decorum that arrangements like ours called for in the South. From the time I was seven years old until I left home and never saw her again, Josephine always addressed me, no matter the situation, as “Mr. Bob.” My father, her benefactor and defender whenever conflict arose, was “Mr. Bentley.” But my mother, her critic and taskmaster, was always “Ms. Rhodes” and “Ma’am.”

Because I had two younger brothers, I was not entirely without companionship, but even in my choice of friends I was quite eccentric. Around the time I was nine, I became friends with Aurora Finn, a girl my age who lived nearby and who enjoyed fishing as much as I did. In time, we became inseparable. The fact that we were of opposite genders never entered into our calculations at that age. We were friends, and we shared a childhood as oddly idyllic as it was sometimes lonely.

My mother, Betty, had been a child prodigy on classical piano and organ, performing in public at a very young age in Chicago. Crimson-haired and slim as a girl, photographs of her show a serious youngster seated at the keyboard. As an adult, she was quite accomplished, playing in several churches over the years. Unfortunately, because of her rather broad intellectual interests, she often found herself bored and frustrated living in such a small town. Observing her in daily life was a study in loneliness, tempered only at times by the odd musical distraction. Working with my father in his rather hectic and, at times, high-stakes insurance business was not fulfilling, either.

My mother was most herself when she was performing, with or without an audience, and so our home was often filled with classical music. The 20th century organ works of Olivier Messiaen, along with the Baroque classics of Bach, were her forte. The large Hammond concert organ we had in our house, in a soundproof room specially constructed to accommodate it, could be heard down the street if a window were left open. In addition to Sunday church services, my mother also played at weddings and funerals. And I recall several occasions when professional musicians from Memphis, lured by tales of a top-drawer organ hidden away in this remote river town, appeared at our door at strange hours, usually brought by someone who had visited before. More than once, my mother, dressed in her nightclothes, ran the instrument through its paces in some impromptu recital. Still, this was not enough for her.

My mother was desperately bored and, in many ways, would remain so for the rest of her life. Aside from hymns and her classical repertoire, the only other music I heard her express appreciation for was that of the Beatles, which she simply said was “put together rather well.” She told me once that when she had seen the Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show in 1964, a few weeks after I was born, she had become smitten with Paul McCartney. I always thought this said a lot about the deeply musical person who raised me.

To my dismay, Mother was not overly fond of Aurora, thinking her too much of a tomboy. (My father teasingly called her “Huck,” which Aurora politely disliked). To me, this did not matter. When my mother criticized Aurora because of her appearance or the tattered jeans or cowboy boots she favored, I always defended her.

“Please don’t say that, Mother,” I pleaded when I was 11 or 12, afraid her remarks would wound my closest friend. Aurora was bright and pleasant and outgoing, the total opposite of the taciturn, sometimes profane brood I was part of. At times, my defenses of Aurora surprised and confused even me. “I think she’s beautiful,” I told my mother more than once.

All I knew was that I felt empty and alone when I did not see her, and that the days we spent together, wandering the woods and waterways of our isolated part of the world, meant everything to me.

Aurora was the only person who almost never heard the debilitating stutter I developed in early grade school – a vocal perplexity that drove me even further inward. For some reason, I never stuttered when I was alone with Aurora. With others, however, especially in school or among my family, I spoke with great fear and reticence. Because of this, I still don’t like to speak on the telephone, though my stammer gradually disappeared in my teens, reviving only rarely now.

My life would undergo a sudden and injurious change one afternoon in August 1977, when I was 13 years old. It would be a turn of events that probably had as much to do with the future course of my life, including our encounter with the Hutterites, as anything else. I often have wondered what course my life might have taken if it had not been so suddenly and violently derailed. I certainly doubt I would have arrived at the same ideals, or gained the spiritual curiosity that eventually led us to the colony if I had not spent several years laid up and isolated by these unforeseen developments.

Like many sudden changes of course in life, something weird and nearly ridiculous had its role to play. In this case, it was Elvis Presley. Because of the rock ’n’ roll icon’s sudden death in Memphis the week before, my mother, brothers, and I had gone up to southeastern Missouri on the Saturday afternoon when Presley’s funeral was to be held. Usually, we did our grocery shopping in Memphis on Saturday, not far in fact from the Graceland mansion, which until Elvis’ death was in a relatively quiet part of town. But because of the heat and chaos and crowds that had taken over the city, we decided instead to visit my maternal grandmother overnight in the small town of Chaffee, Missouri, where my mother and her sister and brother had been born and grew up and where my uncle still lived.

Early that morning, before we left, I had gone on my daily bike ride, typically a 25-mile run that took me from our house all the way to the Mississippi at San Souci Landing, an industrial port about 12 miles to the north. These bicycle rides, though I could not articulate it at the time, were periods I would spend in a kind of deep meditation. Because the landscape around me was so empty and flat, my attention usually turned inward with the miles. I nearly always rode out of town through several miles of cultivated farmland seeded with cotton or soybeans. First I went past a small settlement, really just a gathering of pleasant, shaded houses, known as Carson Lake, where a family named Cullom lived.

Then I rode a meandering path beyond an abandoned cotton gin to another town called Driver, where the Lowrance Bros. plantation was headquartered, and finally up Highway 61 toward the county seat, Osceola, which had a large bronze-domed courthouse like many Southern county seats. Although most of my route was smooth and paved, there was a significant levee to climb just before reaching the port complex, which had a shady park where you could watch the tugs propel the barges laden with soybeans from the sprawling Bunge International processing plant. Next to Bunge, also on the river, was a Union Carbide graphite factory.

When I got back home about 10 a.m. that day, just as the stifling August heat was beginning to shriek and swelter, I did not know that I would never ride a bicycle again. Shortly after dinner, we drove to Chaffee, a railroad town about two hours from Wilson and 90 miles south of St. Louis. That afternoon, my uncle, Tom Davenport, and I went to throw a Frisbee around the backyard before supper. With the heat still at full smolder and lightning bugs starting to flicker in the honeysuckle, I made a running, flying leap to pull down a wild throw. During the next three or four seconds, the course of my life changed forever, in ways I still cannot always comprehend.

Landing hard at a sharply broken angle, my right knee and lower leg shattered, leaving me with a compound fracture and a knee not only crushed but shredded of most of its soft tissue. My uncle lifted me into the back of my mother’s Coupe de Ville, which was broad enough for me to stretch out to nearly full length, and rushed me to the hospital in Cape Girardeau, about 20 miles away. I scarcely remember the trip other than the horrid jolts whenever we crossed railroad tracks. My skin became cold and pale as I went into shock, enduring the most intense and indescribable pain of my life.

At the hospital, I remember my uncle running into the ER to get a nurse before I evidently passed out. Meanwhile, the doctors twisted and set my leg back into shape and dosed me with an exuberant amount of morphine that kept me in kind of an ecstatic, slightly nauseated fog for the next few days. Two days later, on Monday, I was still hovering in semi-shock when I was taken to the main Methodist Hospital on Union Avenue in Memphis, a place that would become a second home for me in the years to come.

After I was seen by an orthopedist, and had preliminary repairs conducted and my right leg encased in a massive cast that ran from my hip to my big toe, I set out on a course of further operations, excruciating bouts of rehabilitation, and seemingly endless hospital stays that would dominate my life for the next five years. When I wasn’t in the hospital, I was either confined to bed at home or occupying a wheelchair at school. By the time I was 18, I had probably spent a solid four or five months in three hospitals in Memphis, and despite all the medical attention I received, was still told I would never walk normally, if at all. During all this, because of the injuries to my knee, my back began to deteriorate as well, causing even more pain and further impeding my progress.

At first, I accepted this, because it seemed that even though I was a young and relatively strong person, I had sustained an injury I could neither understand nor overcome. The glowering cracks and bulges on the X-rays revealed only destruction, and my withered, unmoving leg showed little of the wherewithal it would need to function properly. In those days, most orthopedic procedures were still conducted with considerable trauma to the body, not like today when arthroscopic surgery makes many procedures outpatient and greatly reduces recovery times. For weeks following the first couple of surgeries, I was not allowed to get out of bed, much less attempt to walk, even on crutches.
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