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Introduction


I have vaulted over an immense land which is both forbidding and beautiful and it took my breath away. There are no people more fortunate than we Canadians. We have received far more than our share.


~Marc Garneau, Astronaut


As Canadians, we love our winter. Oh we also hate it to be sure; we moan and groan about it — especially in February and March — but somehow we know Canada would not be quite the same without it. Certainly our lives would not be the same. The shocking extremes in temperature, from a steamy hot summer day to those frigid winter days, really help define who we are as a people. (Unless you live in Vancouver…) We’re tough. We’re flexible. We’re creative. We’re prepared. We have snow tires and Arctic parkas and hand warmers and warm fleece-lined snow boots. And of course, everyone has at least one toque. We ski, we skate, we toboggan, we curl, and we play hockey. We have central heating. And we LOVE to talk about the weather.


“Cold enough for you?” “Hot enough for you?” “Snowed enough yet for you?” are all standard greetings in any part of the country. We have a sense of humour about it all. For many Canadians, it’s a surprise to learn that people from other countries don’t talk about the weather with the same passionate obsession we do. Well, we have a lot of weather to talk about! And, of course, so often the kind of experience we’re going to have on any given day is directly dictated by the season and the weather.


All this weather, especially our winter weather, creates stories. As Canadians, we have amazing stories to tell — and frequently they are actually about the weather, or at least caused by it, like many of the wonderful stories in this book. When Canadians are confronted with extreme winter weather it usually brings out the best in us. We get creative. We get tough. We improvise. We help each other.


Consider Tanya Ambrose and her family, whose home in rural Eastern Ontario was in the centre of the Great Ice Storm of 1998. All the power lines came down, leaving them without heat or power for more than a week. In her story, “Surviving the Ice Storm,” Tanya takes us through her experience. First there were the challenges of simply keeping warm, making meals, and melting icicles to make water for drinking, cooking and “flushing” — which turned out to be a big part of their experience. But then it evolved into something else. People came together from all around to help each other. One man made the old well on his country property available to all his neighbours. With regular life at a standstill, community meals were planned and shared around fireplaces and mismatched candles and lots of laughter. People slowed down, read books, played games, went for walks under the stars… and talked to each other. When it was over, they were actually sad — and everyone was changed. I really love this story.


Difficult winter weather frequently brings out our sense of humour. After all, you can’t stop it — so you might as well laugh about it. In “The Harrowing of Hell,” Jon Peirce of Dartmouth, Nova Scotia had me laughing so hard I could barely see the words when I read his hysterical story about being disturbed in the middle of the night by a snowplow repeatedly scraping the pavement of a plaza across the road from his home. I cheered when the plow driver finally took off in terror of our incensed writer — and his imaginary Rottweiler Fritz. You’ll just have to read it.…


Then there is Ian Charter of North Gower, Ontario — who, in the grand tradition of those Crazy Canuks decided along with two buddies to go barefoot water skiing on the partially frozen Rideau River — on Christmas Eve! Oh yes, they were wearing wetsuits of course. And a Santa Hat! Those guys weren’t about to let a little cold water spoil their fun!


I think the biggest thing we know about the cold and the snow in Canada is — life doesn’t stop. It goes on regardless, and we’ve learned how to go along with it. Babies are born, teenagers learn to drive, and weddings go off as scheduled. When I first read the story, “The Winter Wonderland Wedding,” by Lisa Molinaro of Oshawa, Ontario my heart just opened right up. When a huge blizzard struck on the day of her wedding, the bride managed to tap into a deeper part of herself and resolve that nothing would dampen her day or her spirits. Not only did the wedding come off as planned, most of the guests made it and the story she tells us of love in the snow on her wedding day is simply delightful — and really touched my heart.


And then there’s hockey. What would winter in Canada be without hockey? According to one of our writers, Canada IS Hockey, and there are few here who would dispute that. So we have some GREAT hockey stories for you. From street hockey, to backyard rink hockey, to a small boy’s hockey dream, to “My NHL Dream” by Vinnie Lecavalier, who shares his experience of what it feels like to win a Stanley Cup — we have hockey!


Of course, an integral part of the winter months in Canada is Christmas — a season that brings out emotions and feelings that usually remain buried or in the background the rest of the year. We found some lovely Christmas stories, and then just as we were ready to finalize the manuscript, Gail Sellers of Aurora, Ontario sent us her story, “The Ultimate Gift.” It seems that several years ago, as Christmas was approaching, Gail learned she had an older brother she’d never known about — a full sibling — and she was able to meet him and his family for the first time. In this moving story about love and reunion, a family comes together at Christmas for the first time; it was a life-changing event that brought healing to everyone.


This book has been a lot of fun to create. The one thing I learned when I did Chicken Soup for the Canadian Soul was that from one coast to the other Canadians love Canada. I found the same thing again this time. Even in the depth of winter, we love this country, and we love the land. We love our Canadian experience, and that includes and embraces our frequently challenging weather. We hope these stories inspire you, touch your heart, make you laugh, and remind you how lucky we all are — to be Canadian.


~Janet Matthews
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Oh So Canadian!


For many outsiders, Canada appears to be a kind of gullible Gulliver of the North, an irrelevant hunk of geography on the fringes of civilization. But for those of us lucky enough to be Canadian, we know that this is a country blessed with the mandate of heaven, a land to build dreams on.


~Peter C. Newman




[image: chapter]


A Canadian Scrapbook Moment


Somewhere in our souls is a spiritual Canada. Most probably, its bedrock is snow and ice, winter and the land. And if we were to penetrate it a little deeper, chances are we would find a game.


~Ken Dryden


Recently I happened to pass a game of parking lot hockey and I stopped for a moment. It was a scene from the Canadian Scrapbook. It was also a scene out of my past.


The parking lot was fairly big and empty, so the players were making full use of the space. Two well-worn hockey nets were stationed at opposite ends of the “rink.” The play remained in one end, with all ten or twelve young boys madly chasing after the ball. It was difficult to determine how the teams were divided, if they were at all.


At the other end of the rink stood a lonely goaltender. He was wearing a set of goalie pads, a mask, and a baseball glove. It was this goalie’s intensity that held my attention, that made me pause for so long. He stood in the net, in the goalie’s crouch, with his stick on the pavement, glove hand extended, eyes fixed directly on the play at the opposite end. He stood there as if the play was in his end of the rink. He was ready. If someone happened to send a shot blistering out of the other end in his direction he would be there. He wouldn’t let his team down. I chuckled a little at the innocence of his over-zealous attitude.


Rolling down the window a little I got the sounds and the smells of the game. My mind filled with memories of these games in my childhood.


•••


These games meant nothing, but they were everything. Good friends liked to play together, on the same line. At the age of ten we understood that chemistry, friendship, and attitude were more important than talent. We played with heart. And when a big pass resulted in a big goal, it was as if we were playing before a crowd of thousands. I don’t remember winning or losing. Just playing. I know we kept score, but the next day, when the new game began, yesterday’s score was forgotten. Just as it should be.


•••


The play was still in the other end, but my friend in net remained ready. It was as if someone was standing ten feet in front of him ready to shoot. In two minutes I don’t think he had moved at all except for perhaps the odd shuffle from left to right as the play shifted at the other end of the parking lot.


•••


I recalled the winter that my dad put an ice surface on our property. Ice meant skates. Real hockey. After school our yard was the centre of the universe. One neighbourhood took on another neighbourhood in a challenge of pride. We played until dinner or darkness made us stop, and the next day we talked hockey all day at school in anticipation of the re-match that afternoon.


•••


I sat and watched those kids, mesmerized. Like a fire, the scene seemed to be ever changing, and yet always the same. I scanned the youthful faces, looking for my own. The scene looked so familiar. I wasn’t there, yet I knew I had been. More than once. The goalie still stood there, ready. Waiting.


Suddenly the ball drifted out towards the other end of the parking lot. A boy in a dark blue hockey jacket broke out of the pack chasing after it. My friend in net took a couple of steps forward and froze in position. The boy in the hockey jacket caught up to the ball and with one hand on the stick pushing the ball ahead of him, he raced confidently towards the net. The breakaway. Shooter versus goaltender. One-on-one hockey. My heart raced!


At about eight feet out, the shooter drew back his stick and with as much strength as he could he fired the ball towards the net, hoping to shoot past the outstretched gloved hand of my young friend, and into the upper right hand corner of the net. The goalie’s eyes alertly followed the shot. He slid out his left leg to extend his reach, and reaching up with his gloved hand, he watched as the ball smacked sharply into his baseball mitt.


Alone in my car, I cheered. Then smiling, I put the car in gear, and drove quietly back into the present.


~William Bell
Newmarket, Ontario
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A Snowstorm to Remember


Why don’t we embrace them (snow days) for exactly what they are; a rite of passage, a part of being Canadian. The snow day — it should be put on a stamp.


~Rick Mercer


It began as a typical January day. The grey skies were heavy with snow and a brisk northerly wind played havoc with the drifts in front of Valleyview School. I was in my first year of teaching and had no idea that this approaching snowstorm would change my life forever.


When gentle snow began falling the principal kept a careful eye on the brewing storm. It soon took on qualities of something more vicious. By mid-day he called the school buses back so the three hundred kids could get home safely before it was too late.


My students gathered their belongings. They were excited to be going home early. “Snow days” are not uncommon in the snowbelt region of southwestern Ontario. It’s “the lake effect” from Lake Huron, we’re told, which delivers more than our fair share of winter storms.


The buses arrived but the storm suddenly escalated before the waiting kids could board and it was quickly clear no one was going anywhere any time soon.


Snow fell relentlessly, whirling and whipping itself into treacherous whiteout conditions. Gusts of wind blasted the school windows with such a fury we feared they would shatter. Menacing snowdrifts wafted in silently under the doors.


By now the bus drivers and a couple of snowplow operators who’d been forced off the road were discussing the situation. There were over three hundred children, staff, bus and snowplow drivers barricaded inside the school.


As night approached and the storm showed no signs of abating, we realized we were prisoners until Mother Nature decided to release us from her grasp. None of us guessed it would be three days before the storm relented enough for us to finally go home.


We faced some basic questions. What would we feed several hundred children for dinner? Where would they sleep?


Earl, our school janitor, began working non-stop to keep the old groaning furnace running, but what if it quit? Concerned about the old pipes freezing, he wrapped them with whatever material he could find. With our hydro lines swaying under the increasing weight of ice and snow in heavy winds, what would we do if we lost power? A plan was definitely needed.


After every parent was called to reassure them their children were safe, a few silent prayers were said, and then people who lived close enough to brave the elements were called and asked if they could help. Soon, a handful of people had managed to wade through the heavy drifts and blinding snow bringing bags of sandwiches, tinned juices, blankets and a couple of board games.


One woman, who lived right on the edge of the school property, bundled herself up and trudged through the blinding snow with a huge kettle and enough ingredients to make tomato soup for at least half of the school. Those who didn’t get soup feasted on peanut butter and jam sandwiches delivered by someone else. There wasn’t a lot of food, but everything was shared, no one went hungry, and no one complained.


When night fell we worked out sleeping arrangements for the kids. Exhausted by the tensions of the day, most of them slept relatively well on the carpeted floors, drifting off to sleep under coats and donated blankets. I watched with a warm heart as three little first grade girls snuggled up under my own large, furry coat.


Some of the older girls acted like it was a huge pajama party, snuggling, giggling and telling stories as if nothing unusual was happening. Finally, they too gave in to sleep. It became an adventure; no one seemed homesick or even upset about having to stay at school overnight.


The next morning the treks down the long, cold hallway to the washrooms began early. On hall duty, I watched as two little boys in grade one walked down the corridor hand in hand. Jason turned to Jamie and said, “I wonder what we’re having for breakfast?” Jamie, in wide-eyed innocence replied, “Eggs and bacon, of course. That’s what I always have!”


Well, it wasn’t eggs and bacon, but instead a piece of soft toast broiled in the school oven with half a cup of lukewarm cocoa. The bread had been retrieved from a stranded bread truck and delivered to the school by several young men on snowmobiles who were eager to help out however they could. With their parkas and helmets and all those hungry children to attend to, I didn’t notice, but one of them noticed me as he trudged back and forth loaded with donations. My life was about to change.


Meanwhile, although the storm continued to bluster, it gradually began to diminish. As it did, some fathers began arriving on snowmobiles to collect their children. One man, well bundled against the elements, arrived on an open tractor pulling a small covered trailer to carry home his kids as well as every other kid that lived along his concession.


As the day progressed our numbers slowly dwindled. We kept those who remained busy playing basketball and volleyball in the gym, watching films or reading in the library.


On the morning of the third day we awoke to the sun shining in a clear blue sky. With the roads now plowed, the last of our students were soon safely on their way home, and all the staff breathed a sigh of relief. We had survived three days of the worst storm on record for our region in the past century. But what might have been a disaster had instead resulted in a strengthening of bonds — first between the community and our school, but especially between the teachers and students.


When the principal finally gave the teachers the “go ahead” to return home, I headed out to my car and went to start it. That’s when I was approached by one of the snowmobilers who had delivered bread from the stranded bread truck.


He opened my passenger door, introduced himself as Bob, and asked me if I was planning to go somewhere.


“Home of course,” I responded with a laugh.


“Well,” he said, “after three days of sitting in a raging blizzard, your car is not likely going to start.” Then he continued, saying that as he had been going in and out of our school bringing supplies, he had noticed me. He also admitted that by speaking with some of my co-workers he had learned I was “unattached.”


I had to admit that because I had been so busy with my young charges I hadn’t paid much attention. “Besides” I laughed, “most of the time your faces were totally covered with toques and helmets.”


Undeterred by my initial indifference he asked me if I would go on a date with him sometime. Whether I was too exhausted to say no to his boldness, or whether there was a certain twinkle in his deep blue eyes, I really don’t know. I accepted his offer, but it was June before we managed to go on that first date. When we finally did, we got along so well and shared so many common interests it seemed as if we’d known each other forever. Romance blossomed quickly. Soon we were engaged, and in November, less than five months later, we were married.


Throughout the years we have weathered many storms together, but that first storm was the one we both remember. Who could have guessed that the storm of a lifetime would have brought me the love of my life!


~Ardy Barclay
Sarnia, Ontario
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My NHL Dream


The Field of our Dreams is flooded and frozen, and has a net at either end.


~Joey Slinger


“Look Vincent!” said my fourteen-year-old brother Philippe, pointing at the photo. “That’s me playing with the Notre Dame Hounds. Look at that cool jersey! In this one you can see all the other kids in the stands cheering, and there’s our coach. Just think, in a few more years you can do this too!” I was nine years old, and from that moment on, I knew that when I was older I’d be going away to school in Saskatchewan to play hockey.


Growing up in Ile Bizard in Montreal, Quebec, I started skating when I was two-and-a-half, and my mom says that at eighteen months I was stick-handling with mini sticks in front of the TV. It was really then that I started falling in love with hockey. By age four I was playing hockey in a league.


My dad had played junior hockey until he was nineteen and was my coach as I went through the levels of minor hockey. Like every other boy, I dreamt of playing in the NHL, but for me it was really just a dream.


Once or twice a year my dad would take us to a hockey game at the Forum to watch the Montreal Canadiens. I was a huge Steve Yzerman fan so I loved it when Detroit was in town and I could watch him play. I was probably the only person in the stands wearing a Detroit Redwings jersey! As Captain he led the Wings to three Stanley Cup Championships, and he was really the one who inspired me when I was younger.


At some point my dad met a guy who was recruiting for Athol Murray College of Notre Dame in Saskatchewan. He learned all about the school, and Philippe decided to go there. While my dad may have dreamed of us making it into the NHL, his real goal was for us to get an excellent education first, and when I was fourteen, just like my brother, I left home for grade nine. This was tough for my parents — a real sacrifice because we are a very, very close family. But they wanted what was best for us and they felt strongly this was it.


When I arrived the very first person I met was Brad Richards who had the bunk right next to me. We were the same age, and became best friends. We were hanging out every day, and we were very, very close right from the get-go.


The Notre Dame school motto is “Struggle and Emerge” and I was really moved by it because, really, that’s what life is. When it came to hockey there were kids from all over Canada who were really good players. During that first month I was a bit afraid of not making the Bantam AAA team, which was coached by former Olympic Hockey player, Terry O’Malley. But Brad and I ended up being the only two first-year players to make it.


That year we won at the Bantam AAA level in the Edmonton/St. Albert tournament. There were a lot of big strong guys, and we were playing the best teams.


When I finished grade ten I was more confident and more disciplined, but I still didn’t know if I would go to college or play Junior hockey. After numerous discussions with my parents we decided that I would play Junior with Rimouski Oceanic, and finish high school there. I left Saskatchewan after grade ten while Brad Richards opted to stay.


Playing Junior Hockey is a very demanding life; you play seventy-two games — all by bus. You’re on the road all the time, and it’s very hard to keep your grades up. It’s more travelling than done in the NHL, and much harder. It was a tough year at age sixteen, but when the scaling lists came out in December I was startled to discover I was on top! It was then I realized I actually had potential. My dream was born — to make it to the NHL.


At the beginning of my second year in Rimouski Brad Richards joined me and it was great having him back as my teammate. In 1998 when I was only eighteen, I got drafted first overall by Tampa Bay. Back then only one or two guys were making the teams at eighteen so I had no idea if I could make it. Being rated number one I definitely felt that pressure, so that summer I really worked hard, and in September I made the Tampa Bay Lightning!


Realizing I had made it to the NHL was the best feeling in the world. Two years later Brad Richards also made it to Tampa Bay. Once again we were teammates and best friends, sharing the experience.


Over the years I’ve been proud to play with Team Canada, and in 2004 Brad and I played in the World Cup in Toronto and we won. What an incredible experience. In 2006, I went to the Olympics in Torino, again with Brad, and although we came home without a medal, it was a great experience.


In 2004 Tampa Bay won the Stanley Cup, and I can honestly say that nothing beats winning a Stanley Cup. It’s not just a two-week tournament, it’s a whole year and it starts at training camp. You build a team, then you’ve got your ups and downs during the season, and that’s almost the easy part, because after that you’ve got the play-offs, which is really a roller coaster ride. You’re winning a game, losing a game; losing game 5 you’re down 3-2, but then you come back and win game 6 and tie it up.


When you win a Stanley Cup there are so many emotions you’re just exhausted. When they started the countdown of ten seconds left I was on the bench and I just wanted to jump onto the ice. There was so much emotion. Watching the clock I couldn’t wait until it went to zero, because you just never know what will happen.


For me, winning the Stanley Cup was the ultimate realization of a lifetime dream. That night Brad Richards and I had a big Notre Dame “Struggle and Emerge” right above our lockers. It’s something we’ve taken with us wherever we go; when you’ve been to Notre Dame, it’s something that’s just always in you.


Today I’m living in Tampa with my wife Caroline and our three kids. Family is very important to me, and I’m still very close with my mom and dad and my brother and sister. So for me naturally, with my kids, family is everything, and nothing tops that — not even a Stanley Cup!


~Vincent Lecavalier
Canadian living in Tampa, FL, USA
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Editors Note: In 2010, through the Vinny Lecavalier Foundation, Vincent pledged $3 million to a children’s hospital in St. Petersburg, Florida, which was named The Vincent Lecavalier Pediatric Cancer and Blood Disorders Center in his honour. For more information and how you can help, visit: www.vinny4.org.
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Barefooting on the Rideau


Life is a great big canvas, and you should throw all the paint you can on it.


~Danny Kaye


It rarely happens. We had never seen it, but there it was — open water on December 24th on the Rideau River in the Manotick-Osgoode area near Ottawa. Not only that, it was open on a stretch where we often barefoot waterski.


We started to plan the adventure.


It was mid-morning when I got the call, the usually calm dentist-cum-barefoot water skier was asking the impossible-to-ignore question, “Ya wanna ski today?”


A joke I was sure, but he went on to explain: “The river is open, I’ll put my boat in the water, but we need a third.” To waterski legally you need a driver, a spotter and (in December) a fool to get in the water. In Marcel’s mind I immediately qualified for a third of that equation!


Marcel has the boat, we all have dry suits, everyone has an axe, and we all live minutes from the river. We couldn’t find any reasons not to go. Of course my wife could, but I wasn’t going to be the one that missed this and then have to listen to the glory stories later.


Dropping whatever I was doing, I ran around the house pulling packed away ski gear and my dry suit out of the basement.


“Hon, can you pack something to eat? Have ya seen my ski rope? Can you pack some latex gloves? Wanna come?” Three yeses and a “NO” followed.


An hour later we all arrived at the Manotick boat launch grinning from ear to ear. “Here’s the plan,” began Ross, the engineer.


First we had to get the boat in the water, but in front of the boat launch the river was frozen out thirty to forty feet, and three to six inches thick.


Donning dry suits and neoprene gloves we cautiously tested the ice and sure enough we could walk on it. Axes in hand we began chopping slots down each side of the path needed to get the boat to open water. With a pry bar we were able to break the ice into large sections and slowly start them moving out to the open river. With a cheer we watched each one turn with the current and disappear downstream.


With the last piece gone and a clear path to open water, I heard Marcel laughing and looked up to see him holding our long ski rope encased in a solid block of ice, the result of having left it in the boat’s dry well — half full of water!


By this point several curious “Manotickians” had wandered by asking what was up, which led to curious stares, laughs of incredibility and guffaws, but we pressed on.


It was cold, and somewhat sunny; air temperatures were -4 to -6, and the water was 0.6 degrees Celsius. But we were riding on excitement. We’d skied here late into the fall, and again in early spring, but never in the winter.


With the boat in the water, engine humming and the gear stowed, we surveyed the half-mile stretch of water we would use for floating debris and ice chunks, and to make a final consideration as to if this should really be done. What? Did I say that? Of course it should be done!


What did we wear? Diving in extremely cold water is fairly common, and as an active scuba diver I knew that layering and staying dry would allow us to stay in the water safely. And of course, if you are truly skiing, not much time should be spent actually “in the water.” The technology of a dry suit is based on layers of trapped air, and most importantly — to keep the water out!


We pulled on thin wool gloves, then surgical rubber gloves provided by my wife, a nurse, to keep our hands dry but allow some feel for the ski rope and grip. We wore thin neoprene boots to maintain some feeling in our feet and protect them against any floating ice bits, but believe me they kept them neither dry nor warm.


At the center of the boat an aluminum “boom” pole extended out from the side. With great care we shinnied out on that pole with the boat at speed, and were thus able to start a ski run without having to do a “deep water start” (where your entire body and head are submerged.)


My first pass was like nothing I’d ever experienced! The sensations of skiing with the ice lined banks blurring by, the cold air watering my eyes, the crisp, dark water beneath my feet and my breath producing clouds of white, all joined to create a new, exciting, and unique ski. My hair hardened as it froze in the forty-mile-an-hour wind, and I executed tumble turns, one foot, the other foot, wake crosses and so on. It all leant itself to some new and unique hair molding!


A half-mile downriver I felt the water soften under my feet, the tug reduced in my hands, my shoulders relaxed. I knew it was coming. I inhaled to puff up my lungs, let the rope go and spread my hands and body as wide as I could in an effort to stay afloat. It was fruitless I knew, but still I tried — as I’ve tried before — to avoid my head submerging. Eyes closed, WHAM — it’s the feeling you get when you “over-slurp” a Slush Puppy — only from the outside in!


Bobbing to the surface, I scrambled into the boat laughing and grinning. My head was cold but the rest wasn’t too bad. The gloves held, no leaks in the suit; my feet were a little numb but okay, and a cup of hot tea from the thermos was being offered up.


We made pass after pass that afternoon, taking turns between the three of us, the noise of the boat and our shrieks of laughter bringing people to the ends of their docks to watch, waving, laughing, and of course shaking their heads in disbelief.


For several passes I wore a Santa hat, waving to the onlookers and laughing. As we paused between runs we were offered hot chocolate and asked questions. Even a Christmas duck came out and paddled around while we sipped on warm drinks and snacks.


Was it cold? Well, whatever stayed dry was warm, but the end of each run is the same, you always end up in the water, and no matter what we tried we could not find a way to stop our heads from submerging. That was cold, really cold, as we say in Canada “Brain Freeze Cold,” — and it hurt. We jumped into the boat, dried the hair as fast as possible, and got a hat on the cranium before trying to speak. Otherwise, our speech was likely going to be slurred. Nevertheless, we enjoyed ourselves for several hours before packing it in when the light began to fade.


I had fun telling friends and colleagues about our day and got some strange looks, a few laughs and some genuine disbelievers. About a week later, I stopped to grab a drink at a local corner store. The man across the counter looked at me, then looked again, and then burst out, “It’s you!”


I, of course, had no idea what he was talking about, and wondered if something from my chequered past was about to re-surface!


“It’s you in the paper,” he continued excitedly. “Look!”


He handed me a copy of the Manotick Messenger, the local weekly paper. To my surprise, there I was on the front page, gliding along the river on one foot wearing my Santa hat and a big grin, under the heading, “Frozen in time.”


Those were my fifteen minutes of fame!


All this to say, cold doesn’t stop us in Canada. It’s just part of the equation when planning how to get the job done. Who said you need a hill and skis to ski in Canada in December? In fact we went back out January 1st, a week later, and did it again. Although I have checked every year since the Rideau River has never again remained open in the middle. As usual it becomes a ski doo super highway, littered with ice shacks and pickup trucks.


Many may not believe my story, but I have a copy of the newspaper to prove it!


~Ian Charter
North Gower, Ontario


[image: logo]




[image: chapter]


Canadian Winter Commandments


Whether it’s cold, or whether it’s hot, we’ll have weather, whether we like it or not.


~Percy Saltzman, CBC’s first on-air Weatherman


I can’t believe how many people have no clue how to act during winter, especially since it comes around every year and seems to last for eight months in this country. As soon as you get a few flakes on the ground, people seem to lose their minds.


For their benefit, I’ve assembled the following Commandments of Winter:


Thou shalt wear boots, hat and gloves. Running shoes in winter are an abomination, and are wont to slideth thyself under a passing car. A hat will cover thy frozen head. Yes, it messeth thy hair and looketh goofy, but it will keep thee from having to explain why thine ears art missing.


Thou shalt not spin thy wheels if stuck in thy car. Thou polisheth only the ice and getteth no traction. Thou shalt rock thy car gently or use sand or litter from thy kitty to escape a rut or snow bank. Otherwise thou art an idiot in my sight and going no place fast.


He who does not brush off his car shall be cast into the deepest pit, for it is a great offence to drive with only a small hole on the windshield out of which to look. Thou shalt clean thy entire windshield, and yea, even thy back window, for it is as important to see where you have been as where you are going.


A man who shovels snow with a broom shall be marked as a fool when snow shovels can be had for less than ten shekels at Canadian Tire.


When thou shovelest thy snow, do not shovel it into the road for it is a sin and a traffic hazard. Pile it on the side or your lawn, for by the snow thrown in the road shall ye know who is virtuous and who is a jerk.


Driveth not thy car on ice faster than thou can think. Thy neighbour’s rear bumper is sacred in my sight and needeth not to be hit by you as thou canst not stop on a dime in winter. Patience is a virtue, and ’tis better to be late than dead lest ye discover too soon that there is no ice in hell.


Honour thy mother and father, and heed their advice to use the facilities before zipping up your snowsuit.


The man who throwest his snow unto his neighbour’s property is an ass, and if caught shall be buried in the white stuff until the birds of Spring cheepeth, and all shall know him as a wicked man.


Salt and sand may be a gift from heaven, but not when there is more of it than there is snow upon the ground. Too much salt rottest thy shoes and pant cuffs and eats holes in thy car. Too much sand will be tracked into your abode and will vex your hardwood floors.


Listen not to those who sayest “Cold enough for you?” for they art fools and are in need of a good anointing with snowballs.


Runnest thou not thy snow blower before eight in the morning on Saturday, for even though it is not the Sabbath, it is a day of rest for those who have partied the night before.


Blessed is he who shovels his neighbour’s walk. He shall surely not have to shovel in front of the Pearly Gates.


Whine not about the cold and snow, for ’tis Canada and wintertime. What didst thou expectest?


~Stephen Lautens
Toronto, Ontario
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Disaster Strikes Vancouver


When it snows on the West Coast, ignore it. Maybe it will go away. No matter how many years in a row it snows, no matter how deep the snow is, remember, it does not snow on the West Coast.


~Miro Cernetig, The Vancouver Sun


My city, Vancouver, British Columbia, is completely shut down by a natural disaster as I write this. No, we haven’t had an earthquake or a hurricane. Tornadoes are not dropping out of the sky onto unsuspecting trailer parks. On the radio this morning, the disc jockey is doing his show by telephone from home, as is the lady who normally flies over the city looking for traffic jams. She has little to report because few people have ventured out of their homes. Many of those who did never made it to their destination.


We have 20 centimetres of snow on the ground.


Seriously, it’s very bad. Some Starbucks outlets haven’t been able to open. And one of my sons has been hit with a cruel irony. His school ski trip was cancelled due to the snow.


I live in Canada, don’t I? Snow shouldn’t be a problem, right? I should just go out and build myself a new igloo; hook up my faithful dog to the sled and head off into the storm. The trouble is, I don’t know how to build an igloo and my dog, a cross between a Cocker Spaniel and an Airhead, is still trying to figure out how to… well, you know… in the snow.


In Vancouver it snows once or twice a year or not at all. A five-centimetre snowfall causes major problems. Twenty centimetres is a disaster. We are more prepared to deal with an earthquake or a tidal wave than a couple of inches of snow. A white Christmas occurs maybe six or seven times each century.


So, on this day, major streets have not been plowed during the night. The City Engineer for Vancouver was on the radio announcing with some sense of pride that they had plows on the road by 4:00 a.m. (Twelve hours after the snowfall started). And just how many plows did the third largest city in Canada get out on the roads? Fourteen! The actual preferred method of snow removal here is to sit drinking double double latte cappuccino espressos and wait until it rains.


After living in this mild climate for thirty-one years, driving in snowstorms is now a thing to be feared. I once watched a driver’s panic-stricken face as he skidded out of control down a steep hill toward a busy intersection. He was driving the truck that was supposed to be putting sand and salt down on the road.


This latest snowstorm has brought another concern. I hope that people in more wintry climes will have pity on me. After all, this latest snow covered my tulips and crocuses.


~Gordon Kirkland
Pitt Meadows, British Columbia
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From Darkness to Light


Through it all, I knew I would continue to think of the vast, lonely spaces that reached up above me, and I would wish that I could pucker up my lips and whistle down the northern lights for all of us to see.


~Peter Gzowski


Crunch, crunch, crunch. My bicycle tires sounded like they were running over fortune cookies. The snow was extra crunchy, and the temperature was eighty degrees below zero with the wind chill.


After cycling down the frozen Mackenzie River from Inuvik, which was as far north as roads go in Canada, I was now riding directly on the frozen Arctic Ocean. High in the Canadian Arctic, it was January, and the sun doesn’t come up during the day like it does in my hometown of Hamilton, Canada. There were no streetlights, nor even ambient light from a nearby city. The pitch-black darkness during the day was darker than any night I’d ever seen.


I was on the home stretch of the first journey in history under one’s own power, from the bottom of mainland Canada, 6,520 kilometres to the top of Canada. My journey was called the TO THE TOP CANADA Expedition, and while en route I had done media appearances and rallies all across the country, asking Canadians to answer just one important question: “What will you do to make Canada a better country than when you found it?” I felt strongly that if all Canadians were working towards making a better Canada with a personal project of their choice, the synergy would take Canada “to the top” of its potential. Now, it was time for me to walk-my-talk, or “cycle-my-talk,” through the toughest conditions I’d ever faced in my life!


Riding on the frozen ocean I was totally focused on watching for holes or cracks in the ice. I had to remain vigilantly conscious of changing tides every twelve hours that would break it up. If I went into that water even once my life would be over. The freezing temperature of salt water is about -21 degrees Celsius, far below that of fresh water, making this the coldest water on the planet. Suddenly I noticed something that caused me to instantly stop my bike. Directly crossing my path was a fresh set of polar bear tracks, and the size of those paw prints was enormous! I was wearing large Arctic boots on my size twelve feet, and when I placed one of them into a bear paw print it was not as long as the polar bear’s paw was wide! The thought of the huge paws on that dangerous animal made me shiver. Wanting to quickly put as much distance between myself and the polar bear, I remounted my bike and began cycling harder and faster than I’d ever cycled in my life!


My tires had metal studs that grabbed the ice like the teeth of the bear I was trying to avoid. I was covered from head to toe like an astronaut to keep warm. Inside all that protective gear my body was sweating as I kept up the relentless pace. A balaclava covered my entire head including my bike helmet and toque, with the exception of my eyes, which were covered with ski goggles. Unfortunately my goggles had iced up and I couldn’t see, so I had to remove them. In only a few moments I could feel frostbite “like a bad sunburn” around my eyes and cheeks. But then I remembered my old football mantra, “no pain — no gain,” and I pressed on. This was the point where the rubber hit the road — or in this case the ice — and I was determined to finish and not give up on Canada. Making a nation better is not easy, and I wanted Canadians to know they will always face obstacles, obstacles that can break your heart and slam you down, or obstacles that will freeze your face off! We have a choice; we can give up or we can get up, we can press on and try again. Persistence and perseverance make the victory of achieving your goal that much sweeter. I wanted Canadians to know that you never fail in life unless you stop trying.


I had left Point Pelee, Ontario, Canada’s most southern mainland point, ten months before on March 1, 1997, and now I was just hours away from successfully completing my journey. The joy and excitement of this long anticipated moment sent adrenaline pumping through my body.


The storm clouds had cleared and allowed me to see the sky for the first time in days. As I watched in awe, spectacular northern lights danced in the heavens. Glorious neon green curtains shimmered and waved at me as I cycled onward to my final destination.


Suddenly I was not alone. An armada of snowmobiles was heading towards me! The people of the Inuvialuit community of Tuktoyaktuk had heard of my imminent arrival on CBC North radio and decided to come out to greet me. I stopped to receive their grand welcome and, after posing for some pictures, with a full escort, I rode my tired bike on the final leg of my long journey, straight into the hamlet community of Tuktoyaktuk. The biggest full moon I had ever seen in my life hung low in the clear skies directly over Tuktoyaktuk, guiding me safely off the Arctic Ocean.


Because they had not known my exact arrival time, a welcome ceremony was scheduled for the next day in the Mangilaluk School. The entire community would be in attendance. However, for the time being, my first priority was shelter, so I cycled over to the Tuk Inn and checked in, leaving the darkness behind.


After stripping off all my gear my body gratefully drank in the warm air now surrounding it. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world!


The only phone in the small motel was in the office, so I called home and asked my wife, Carol, if she would receive a collect call from Tuktoyaktuk! Carol and our son James both screamed with excitement when they heard my voice and learned I was safe and had successfully completed my mission for Canada. I spent the next two hours on the telephone fielding calls from radio stations, newspaper reporters and television newscasts celebrating this Canadian achievement.


In the quiet of my room I said some personal prayers to thank God for bringing me safely to the end of the TO THE TOP CANADA Expedition. I opened my Good News Bible, and when I read these words they hit me like a baseball bat: When that time comes, there will no longer be cold or frost, nor any darkness. There will always be daylight, even at night time. When this will happen is known only to the Lord.


It felt like God was telling me I no longer had to fight the freezing cold or the total darkness. God would make the light shine twenty-four hours a day, and here I was in one of the only places in the world where this could happen — Tuktoyaktuk, the Land of the Midnight Sun!


I had now passed from the darkness to the light. It is my hope that my example will inspire Canadians to realize that all goals, even those challenging ones that will make Canada better, are possible with determination and love for Canada.


The simple lesson I have learned is that “hope” is like riding a bicycle. If you just keep pedaling it will take you anywhere you want to go!


~Chris Robertson
Stoney Creek, Ontario
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Surviving the Ice Storm


According to Environment Canada, the ice storm of 1998 directly affected more people than any other previous weather event in Canadian history.


~Susan Munroe


I remember the heartbreak of the first morning. I woke before dawn to complete darkness — no nightlight from the bathroom, no yard light from the driveway. Rain was drumming on the metal roof of the house, small branches were scratching at the windows and it was cold. I felt my way downstairs to the kitchen to add logs to the embers from last night’s fire in the woodstove. I pulled up a chair, wrapped myself in a quilt and watched the logs catch and the flames flicker.


The relative quiet was broken with the first crack of a branch succumbing to the weight of the freezing rain. Seconds later came the crash as it smashed into the frozen ground, and just as quickly came the next crack, the seconds of delay, followed by the next inevitable crash.


There was a row of mature maples that had been planted when our children were small and we had moved to the country to grow our own food and enjoy the natural surroundings. Near the house were several old elms that had survived disease and drought and were particular favourites. Along the front were poplars and spruces, now full-grown and providing a barrier between the house and the road. Now, on this frightening winter morning, I sat alone in the darkness for two hours, listening to this relentless, still invisible destruction. Seven crashes per minute. I wept.


At daybreak my husband came downstairs and we went outside to survey the ruined landscape. Branches carpeted the ground around the house. The poplars were virtually without limbs and bent in half, their tops touching the ground. The remaining branches of the maples also touched the ground. Every piece of vegetation, every branch, every twig, every wire, was encased in ice the thickness of my wrist. It was an astonishing sight. Under other circumstances it would have been the winter wonderland of song, but now it was a terrible beauty.


We learned that day what it is to feel helpless. When the power goes out and there is no water and the house is getting colder and you have no idea how long this situation will continue and you have no way of finding out because there’s no radio or television, and the phones are dead too, you quickly adapt. With a woodstove in our country home, plenty of accessible firewood, and a freezer full of food, we were among the fortunate.


Water was our most serious problem. We live in the country, and our water comes from a well. But electricity is required to run the pump that carries the water from the well to the house. We needed water to drink, wash and use the toilet. Early efforts to visit the edge of a field for the last purpose proved comedic. Hardhat perched on head, I slid across the uneven surface of solid ice littered with the debris of fallen branches towards my chosen destination behind a tool shed. I was dismayed to discover that the ice was too thick to break through in order to dig a hole that could later be covered. Compromise was required.


Mission accomplished, I crawled back to the house, optimistic that our power would be restored within a day. It wasn’t. Out came the buckets. We collected the smashed tubes of ice that had broken off the branches when they hit the ground, and melted them to fill the kettle. On the third day, when the sun finally came out, huge sheets of ice slid from the roof. We filled the large canning pot that now stood on the woodstove to provide us with warm water to clean dishes and to take “bucket baths.” Dishes were washed in the largest pot that had been dirtied that day. We didn’t waste water by rinsing. A “bucket bath” was accomplished by half filling a plastic bucket with heated water, placing it inside the tub and then squatting beside it for a speedy, soapy wash in a bathroom that had reached a temperature suitable for refrigerating perishable foods. This dirty water was used for the next “necessary” flush. We believed each day would be the last without power. Meanwhile, life revolved around the basics of survival; planning the next collection of ice, arranging containers near the stove to melt the ice and saving dirty water to flush.


And then suddenly life changed through the generous spirit of a neighbor. Fred and Edith lived in a lovely house on a piece of land where they grew vegetables and raised pigs and chickens. Situated behind this new house was the old homestead, which Fred had converted to a workshop. Beside its uneven porch stood an old-fashioned outdoor hand-pump. Because this pump was still in good working order, Fred had been able to haul water to their new house right from the start.


Once the road had been cleared of debris and the surface sanded, Fred climbed into his truck and drove from house to house, inviting all his neighbours to help themselves to water from his well. Like everyone else we gratefully accepted his kind offer, and soon a steady stream of vehicles travelled up his lane to fill containers. In addition, Fred put out a large hand-lettered sign inviting any passers-by to help themselves to his water. How quickly we change our definitions of what is important. Clean water, which we normally take for granted, made all the difference. We could now cook, wash dishes and bathe easily. The baths were still conducted with a bucket, but now it was full and we could enjoy the luxury of feeling clean. We could flush.
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