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What do you do for a living? I asked.

I remember, she replied.

—ROBERT KROETSCH,
The Snowbird Poems, “Conversation #2”

~

Daut wia soo lang tridj, daut es meist nijch meea soo.

That was so long ago, it is almost no longer so.

—Russian Mennonite proverb
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PROLOGUE

NOW

˜

“Nu es et Tiet,” my mother would say in the Russian Mennonite Low German our family always spoke together. Now it is time. And my father would get up to wrap his bare feet in footcloths and pull on his felt boots with rubbers over them, hook his heavy mackinaw and fur cap off the pegs by the door and go outside with the neighbour we were visiting. They would lead Prince and Jerry out of the barn and hitch them to our bobsled and we would drive home to a rhythm of harness bells, always, as I remember it, in blue darkness and covered by blankets and stiff cowhide in the sledbox.

We are travelling between winter poplars, momentarily open fields, along massive black walls of spruce; the horses feeling in the snow the trail of their own hoofprints home like the narrow path of sky above us, bright heaven sprinkled with light but sometimes, abruptly, flaming out like an exploded sun, a shower of fire and frightening until it swims away into waves fading out in rainbows: there, God lives in such light eternally and so far away I may never get there beyond the stars. Though my mother certainly will, and also, perhaps, my father.

They are singing. My father’s favourite hymn, which they have carried with them from their Mennonite villages on the steppes of Ukraine and Russia to sing in Saskatchewan’s boreal forest:


Hier auf Erden bin ich ein Pilger,

Und mein Pilgern, und mein Pilgern währt nicht lang….

Here on earth I am a pilgrim

And my pilgrimage will not be very long….



In the crystalline cold my mother’s soprano weaves the high notes on “Pi-il-ger” back and forth into my father’s tenor like wind breathing through the leaves of summer aspen. My oldest sister, Tina, is married and my oldest brother, Abe, in Bible school, they are not there, and Dan is standing at the open back of the sledbox, tall and silent; but we four younger siblings are humming inside our layered clothes under the covers, Mary especially because she can already thread alto between Mam and Pah’s voices, make three-part harmony, and if only Dan would open his mouth, as Mary tells him often enough, we could have a family quartet even if Helen and Liz and I are too little for anything yet except melody.

We are driving home in the boreal forest that wraps itself like an immense muffler around the shoulders of North America; the isolated spot where once my particular life appeared. A physical place in western Canada not difficult to find: north of North Battleford halfway to Meadow Lake, west off Highway 4 where the Saskatchewan Official Highway Map is blank except for tiny blue streams beginning and running in every direction; not a settlement name north of Glaslyn, for ninety kilometres; in the space cornered by Turtle and Stony and Midnight lakes. The ground of whatever I was or would be, root and spirit.

There, before I could speak any language, I heard Psalm 90, a Prayer of Moses, read aloud, and recited at home and in church:


Herr, Gott, du bist unsere Zuflucht für und für….

Lord, God, you have been our refuge in all generations.

Before the mountains were brought forth,

or ever you had formed the earth,

from everlasting to everlasting you are God.

All our days pass away under the shadow of your wrath,

our years come to an end like a sigh.

The years of our life are threescore and ten,

or perhaps by reason of strength fourscore,

yet their span is but toil and trouble,

they are soon cut off, and we fly away.



Threescore and ten years ago my life began on the stony, glacier-haunted earth of western Canada. Seventy years of refuge, under the shadow of wrath. As my mother said, “Now it is time.”

—On board MS Dnieper Princess, the Black Sea, October 4, 2004


1.

HOMESTEAD

˜

An arc of water spouts from a steel kettle. It steams against the darkness under the roof rafters like a curve of light. And a scream. My sister Liz—she is five years old, or six—has stepped into the family washtub too quickly, at the instant Helen, certainly nine, began to pour boiling water into the tepid, slightly scummy bathwater I have just scrambled out of. The boiling water slaps down Liz’s leg, that’s her scream, and with a cry Helen drops the steel kettle to the floor, the water splashes out with the crash, pours over the bumpy boards as the kettle lid rings away and I am screaming too.

Our mother would have been there in a second. Kettles with long spouts are a dangerous story in our family; even as a baby I knew how in Russia my oldest brother, Abe, at six, ran in from play outside and inexplicably tipped the spout of the kettle boiling on the stove into his mouth for a drink and scalded his tongue and throat almost to the point of death. Steel kettles squatted on every kitchen stove, Russia or Canada, often steaming and dangerous, but they were as necessary as continuous fire in the grate.

This must have happened on our CPR homestead before I turned three, certainly in summer when we had washtub baths on Saturday evening, though we washed our feet, dirty from running barefoot all day, every night before bed. First I hunkered down in the tin tub used for washing clothes, then my three sisters bathed in the order of their ages, just adding more hot water each time to what had already grown cold around the person washing before. Until Mary, thirteen with curly blond hair, who would sometimes seize the tub by its handle, drag it to the kitchen doorstep and dump it out, she’d rather wash herself in a cup than sit down in everyone else’s Schwienarie, piggish filth!

My first memory: water arcing and the length of Liz’s small leg scalded; which is not as dreadful as Abe’s throat, but why are the rafters there? Why would we bathe upstairs in the sleeping loft? Where is Mary? The extremely hot, very heavy kettle would have had to be hoisted up the ladder stairs you needed two hands to clutch and climb—hoisted somehow by Helen who was always sickly, never strong? This should have happened in our lean-to kitchen, as usual, beside the woodstove where Mary would simply swing the kettle around by its handle, off the firebox and tilt it over the washtub.

But in this, the first undeniable memory of my life, nothing is more fixed than that low, open jaw of roof rafters and three of us screaming. Childhood can only remain what you have not forgotten.

~

The pole rafters were in the log house our family built on our original Saskatchewan homestead. It stood on a quarter section of land my father acquired in 1934 from the Canadian Pacific Railway—the CPR owned every odd-numbered section in the area—by making a down payment of “Tien dohla fe daut wille Bosch,” he told me: ten dollars for that wild bush.

According to Gust Fiedler, my sister Tina’s husband for over sixty years, the first people to clear land for farming in the northernmost area of what would become the Speedwell school district were his cousins the John Lobes. The Lobe–Fiedler–Dunz clan were not Mennonites but ethnic Germans originally from Bessarabia (now in Moldova) who had emigrated to Harvey, North Dakota, before World War I. However, they were extremely poor there and wanted better land, closer together for their extended families, so several clan sons, including Gust, moved again, north into Canada to look for the “free” homesteads Saskatchewan was advertising. By 1925 they found what they wanted north of Glaslyn on the highway to Meadow Lake, west and north on the Jack Pine School Road: a whole township of land available for homestead settlement. Within the next five years they filed on some twelve to fifteen quarters north of Jack Pine School. As Gust said, “We were close together and the land really cost nothing, just work.”

“But solid bush wilderness?”

“We weren’t scared of work, clearing land! There was some good bottom land and hay sloughs and lots of big spruce and pine, so we Fiedlers set up a sawmill, John Lobe brought in a steamer and breaking plow to bust sod and Otto Dunz a good threshing machine. And in ’26 and ’27 lots of Mennonites were coming too, immigrants, everybody wanted land. Poplars can be chopped down and rooted out.”

Jack Pine School had been organized in 1920 by the Joe Handley (English) and Elie Nault (Metis) families for the few homesteaders who already lived in Township 52, northeast of shallow Stony Lake, but north beyond them, in Township 53, the Lobe–Fiedler–Dunz clan began settlement and Russian Mennonite immigrants from the Soviet Union followed them. Area population grew fast during the Depression because immigrants prefer to settle land in language and racial groups—a practice Canada has always encouraged for stability and development—and also because the Saskatchewan government wanted farmers in its aspen parkland north, away from the dried-out prairie south. As Maclean’s Magazine reported on April 1, 1932, in an article called “The Trek to Meadow Lake”:


Starting gradually in spring, the Northward flow of farmers increased as the failure of the 1931 [prairie area] crop became certain, until the movement became the greatest internal migration Canada has seen…. Before winter set in some 10,000 persons had moved from the prairies to find new homes in the Northern bush…. It was to a greater extent a pilgrimage of the middle-aged, beaten once but trying again. Number Four Highway of Saskatchewan was the main channel of the northward stream.



So Township 53, where the Speedwell School had been organized in 1930, grew quickly into a cul-de-sac community of log and mud-plastered houses, of sod-roofed barns and tiny fields surrounded by boreal forest west and north and east. A single trail led in, cleared more or less along the road allowance survey line over the esker hills and around the swamps north from the Jack Pine School corner. When my family arrived from the dusted-out Saskatchewan prairie in May 1933, every quartersection homestead along the only road between Jack Pine and Speedwell schools (see map, p. vii) was, except for Joe Handley, settled by the Lobe–Fiedlers or Mennonites. Dad found our “CPR quarter,” as we called our 160 acres, at the end of a bush track a mile and a half west of the main road.

Boreal forest continued endlessly west of us, but walk on “our” land in any direction and aspen, black poplar, birch, clumps of spruce towered over you, here and there a ragged jack pine or a tiny hay slough rimmed by willows with spring water for singing frogs and mosquitoes. A quarter square mile of basically flat land—good to clear for fields—except for a long esker knoll that ran across our neighbour Louis Ulmer’s west field and over our eastern boundary to end in a shallow slough. A well beside a slough was always good for watering cattle: my father and brothers cleared that knoll of aspen to make our farmyard.

~

As the people of the Thunderchild Cree or Saulteaux Indian reserves might have told us, whose ancestors had hunted animals and gathered berries and roots and collected poplar sap on that land for hundreds of generations, we Russian Mennonite Wiebes were the first people since creation to build a house of wood on that place; to try and live there by farming. But the Cree and Saulteaux people were isolated by Treaty Six, restricted to live on their reserves twenty miles apart, in bush beyond Turtle Lake to the west and Midnight Lake to the east. I don’t know if anyone in my family ever met them, or even exchanged a word with one of them when they drove by on the road allowances in summer, their wagons filled with children. I know I never did. And though I waved, only the man driving waved back.

We lived on the edge of white settlement with only endless “empty” bush, as it seemed to us, west of our CPR land, but we never trapped wild animals or hunted them for food. My parents would not have a rifle in their house, not so much as a .22 for rabbits or the partridges that burrowed into the grain stooks when the snow caught us in fall before Otto Dunz’s threshing machine reached our place, and we had to haul the oats through the snow for cowfeed and wait with threshing what was left of the barley till winter was over. One spring we heard that Alex Sahar, a Russian homesteader beyond the Aaron Heinrichses near Highway 4, had shot four thousand rabbits that winter, sold the pelts for eight to ten cents each and fed the carcasses to his pigs, but no, our Pah said, we’re Mennonite farmers, we raise our food, we grow gardens, grain, raise chickens for eggs and meat, pigs for meat and cows for milk and cream. Daut Wille enne Wildnis es nijch fe uns, animals in the wild aren’t for us.

Nevertheless, like the Cree and Saulteaux, we did eat jackfish caught in Turtle Lake when we went there for summer picnics with the Fiedlers; we traded eggs and chickens for frozen fish when occasional pedlars came around in winter. And we certainly picked wild berries, especially blueberries and saskatoons, ate them with cream or baked them into Plautz, open-faced fruit pastry, or canned them for winter—though we did not know how to dry them and pound them into dried meat to make pemmican the way the Cree had once preserved their food. And, like them, we also dug seneca roots. We knew nothing about making medicines from them, but Voth’s or Schroeder’s store paid thirty cents a pound for dried seneca roots which, they said, a company bought from them to make into cough remedies. Robin Hood flour cost two dollars for a one-hundred-pound bag: if we found enough good seneca patches in early summer, Mam, Mary and Helen could maybe dig and sun-dry eight pounds in three days, or four. That was a burlap sack full of tiny sun-wrinkled roots, and Liz and I were too little to dig but I could find the plants as easily as anyone; their flowers were instantly recognizable, a ring of tiny white spears among all the green, like two hands cupped upwards together with flowers on every fingertip. And at their centre the unseen root: the thicker the flowers, the bigger the root.

Seneca plants grow best at the moist edges of aspen groves, and by the time I was big enough to dig them out, my brother Dan had made us diggers from the cut, sharpened leaf of a car spring bolted to the broken spoke of a wagon wheel. I have one still, though I have never found a seneca plant in the aspen forests I wander west of Edmonton. I know I would instantly recognize that ring of flowers, delicate white and low against the earth; it is an image painted on my memory like the face of my mother bent down, smiling, her broad fingers sifting the earth for every gram of root that will buy her one more handful of flour to feed her family.

~

[image: image]

Our CPR house was built of peeled spruce plastered with mud. The only complete photo of it is a distant side view from the south: a bare yard with the bush a ragged wall peering over its vertical slab roof. A man with his hands behind his back and wearing a hat stands against the left window; on the right five children and a woman wearing an apron are lined in a row up to the lean-to door; between them, stretched out on bare ground, two men lie on their elbows in the Russian Mennonite style of taking group pictures, a white-and-black dog at their feet. A two-horse cutter stands beside the willow fence in the right foreground, something we certainly used in winter, but I have no winter memory of that yard; everything is green summer.

The man with his hands behind his back is my father. The spot of white shirt farthest from him in front of the screen door is me, with my mother and her Sunday white apron beside me. Liz is almost invisible, her dress so dark against the butt-ends of the house logs. The taller girl in white beside her is Helen, who died too young. Her hands are folded up together at her lips as if in prayer.

~

The earth along that house is packed grey and bare, especially around the screen door of the kitchen lean-to. And I know Onkel Fout, Mr. Wilhelm Voth, the storekeeper, is very close to me. There are neighbours standing on the yard grass that slopes down towards the barn and the hay corral, the scraggly jack pine beyond the pasture fence; they are laughing, telling stories, but Onkel Fout is crouched down low, staring at me. Slowly he pushes his right hand into his mouth.

So many people of all ages seem to be there, it must be Sunday afternoon, time for spezeare gohne, going visiting. Mennonites in Russia lived side by side in farm villages, but in Canada the Dominion Land Act requires homesteaders to live in a house built on the land they settle and so to us Speedwellers, isolated behind bush, visiting is as important as going to church on Sunday morning. I may still be wearing my Sunday white shirt and short black pants and Onkel Fout is the centre of attention. He owns a store filled with anything you could want to buy and also the only truck in the Speedwell–Jack Pine area; everyone has been listening to him talk about a place called Coaldale. Later I will understand that Coaldale is a town four hundred miles away in southern Alberta where many Mennonites live, where there is always good summer work which anyone can do for steady cash pay in sugar beet fields that stretch to the horizon, that Onkel Fout has taken a load of our young people, including my brother Dan, away to work there for the summer and has just come back, but now I understand nothing except “Coaldale,” a word I will never be able to forget.

It is a place where apparently no one has to raka, slave himself to death, clearing trees to finally create one small field, stump by rooted stump dragged out by a team of horses throwing its full strength against a chain wrapped high around the stump while someone chops furiously at the cracking, anchoring roots, Coaldale where there are no trees at all, nor so much as a rock or slough whose moss can swallow you slow as torture in its brown stinking water. People just grow sugar beets on a steppe like in Russia—but without the terrible Communists—with water running between rows of plants whenever you want to open your ditch, everyone has the right to an irrigation ditch full of mountain water all summer long and a huge cash crop every year, sugar, sugar, not like our endless poplars, nobody will ever sprinkle spruce sawdust on their porridge for breakfast! But in Coaldale, land of sugar, far away, the world is completely sweet.

Onkel Fout is shorter than my Pah, who is not as tall as my oldest brother, Abe, though broader, and I know my brother Dan is even taller: if Onkel Fout got into Dan’s clothes, more than half of Dan would be left over for sure. I know he has taken Dan away; Mam says Dan will be gone all summer. I watch Onkel Fout drink water out of our dipper from the pail standing ready for visitors on our best chair in the shade of the lean-to. Above the dipper rim his eyes shift, look through me, away south across our small stumpy clearing of potential grain field and the stones picked and already piled along its edges like walls. I say in Low German:

“Will Dan be different?”

“Na?” With a flip he throws the water beside me, so close I feel spray, and hooks the dipper back on the edge of the pail. Suddenly he looks down at me as if I were von jistre, born yesterday.

“Different,” I say, “when he comes home … you don’t look different.”

“Du tjliena Tjnirps,” he tells me: you little twerp. And he folds down onto his heels so close to me I see the grey sheen of his shaven whiskers. “Can you do this?”

One after the other he pushes his hands, all his fingers, into his gaping mouth. Then slowly he pulls out the inside of his face. Teeth and pink flesh, first the top, then the bottom. His wide fingers hold all that under my nose.

He says, “Can you do it?”

His face is caved in, his words hiss. Appalled, I can only scream. My mother comes quickly, the people all over the yard are staring at me and I burrow my face against her thigh. She shakes me, her big hands grip my head and shoulder shaking me.

“Be still, still! What’s the matter with you?”

She has to push me away, pull both my hands out of my mouth before my howling stops and she can understand me.

“Why can’t I do that! What’s wrong with my mouth!”

Behind me Onkel Fout is laughing. Mam looks up at him, all around us our neighbours are laughing and gradually she smiles just a little.

I ask, “Why can’t I take my mouth out?”

When she smiles my mother’s teeth do not shine white like the perfect curves in Onkel Fout’s hand. They are mostly brownish stumps, almost grey, with gaps; she cuts her meat very small and when she chews I have seen that she holds the food mostly at the front of her mouth, when it shifts back she grimaces. My stern and loving Mam always so afraid of sin for her children, arms warm and tight around me, is in dreadful pain when she eats, though she says nothing. Sometimes she says, “Nu mot etj wada beize,” now I have to again—but I don’t know exactly what beize means, she has never done it to me and I watch her place a lump of salt carefully in a particular spot inside her mouth and I do not know she is pressing it against an eroded stump to try and destroy its relentless pain, I only see pain move in waves between her hands as she clutches her head. Sometimes she even uses a cloth soaked in kerosene. This is poison, she tells me, never you do this! but she holds it inside her mouth with her finger until tears run down her cheeks and after that she spits it out, washes her mouth with water from our pail and spits: beize is something too horrible to ask about, or to explain. It means something like killing.

I tell her, reasonably enough, “I want them too. Coaldale teeth.”

Behind me Onkel Fout says quietly, “No no, you have all the luck. Born in Canada, the youngest, you’ll never need them.”

~

Before they leave for their own evening chores, our Sunday afternoon visitors will eat Vaspa with us—the Mennonite custom of “late afternoon tea,” which, Onkel Fout has told us, the fancy Englische do too only with a different name—taking turns crowded around the kitchen table where the screen door offers some protection from summer mosquitoes. Tweeback, doubled buns, to eat and Pripps, roasted barley brewed like coffee, to drink, probably with rhubarb stems cooked to a dessert puree, the first edible spring plant to sting your winter-blah mouth, but add a heaping spoon of sugar to your bowl, or even two—“Benjeltje! Dauts jenuag!” You little imp, that’s enough! and a slap hovering above my hard head—with a thick swash of whipped cream and you could never gulp enough.

Eaten with Vaspa Tweeback, those inexpressible buns baked of butter and flour, two cups of one to ten cups of the other and mixed between Mam’s powerful hands in milk and boiled-potato water, a food carried over four centuries from the Netherlands to Poland/Prussia to Russia/Ukraine, often roasted to preserve them for long journeys over land or sea, gnawed dry or dipped in Pripps or tea or coffee if there ever was any money to buy them. And now when neighbours visited here in bush Canada, Tweeback could be opened, parted completely, and both parts skimmed over with wild cranberry or pincherry jelly, blueberry jam. My first solid food: roasted Tweeback crushed to crumbs and mixed with warm milk: Tjreemel senn uck Broot, crumbs are also bread, and the enduring proverb of the poor: Broot schleit den Hunga doot: bread strikes all hunger dead.

~

Our house in the clearing on the CPR knoll was built of white spruce my father and brothers cut on our 160 acres of bush. They selected the trees tall and straight from various spruce stands scattered among the dense poplars, cut them down with a two-man crosscut saw and dragged them through bush to the knoll with our team of horses; nothing to pay but sweat. Peeling was easy: the trees were so strong with sap that a strip cut loose at one end could often be tugged off the complete length of log, round golden wood drying in the sun. It seems I was born while they were notching and stacking the cured logs up into walls, round by round, until they reached eight feet and could lay the ceiling beams across the width of them.

In a family photo taken several years later, the log ends of those ceiling beams protrude from the house wall, and clearly the roof rafters above these beams are thin peeled poles as well, probably black spruce or lodgepole pine. From the width of the two windows you can estimate the house was either twenty-two or twenty-four feet long, with an eight-foot lean-to kitchen added on the eastern gable end. No picture shows the width of the gable. The house is eleven logs high to the ceiling beams, and either two or three logs above that to the pole rafters and the roof of tarpaper and rough-cut slabs, so my bath memory could be right: there was plenty of space for sleeping under the roof, and with six children at home (Tina married Gust Fiedler and they moved onto his homestead the winter before our house was built) the two oldest boys at least would have wanted to.

My mother told me she bore me in a log hut, a temporary, first-summer shack with earth for a floor they built on the site before starting the house, so they could move onto the homestead in 1934 as fast as possible. The hut stood in the hollow west of the knoll and later, she said, was used as our chicken barn. My birth certificate states I was born at the Canadian geographical co-ordinates of “S. W. 31–52–17 West 3rd” on Thursday, October 4, 1934, and they must have been building the house very fast so late in the season, perhaps they just barely got the roof slabbed horizontally over the pole rafters, tarpapered and slabbed again vertically and the walls chinked with plaster in time to move in before winter hit. If they were very lucky the frost and snow came really late that fall, and my three sisters, aged ten, seven and three, would have helped make the mud plaster in the way my father had learned on the Russian steppes, how to mix water and clay with straw and cow manure and grass by tramping it out in a mud pit with their little bare feet, bare legs shivering under their skirts lifted in the autumn air of wet mud and coming cold. There is unbelievably much labour to building a house by hand in Saskatchewan bush, so you can live safely through the long northern darkness of winter with a daughter who is often ill and a final, squalling, son.

But no matter how hard or long the work, you needed to buy almost nothing. You could even work at the Fiedlers’ sawmill to earn the floorboards and roof slabs, so only the windows, the tarpaper and nails and stovepipes actually cost money. And, Gott sei Dank, thanks be to God, there was also no need to build house walls from Pautzen, clay bricks, as my father did in 1917 after the Russian war offensive collapsed into disaster and he rode freight trains back to the treeless steppe of Romanovka village, and built, at the landless-worker end of the settlement, an entire house of sun-dried clay bricks for himself, Mam and their two infants. Though Canadian bush was hard labour to clear for grain fields, it did provide superb wood for farm buildings, endless fuel to keep you warm in winter and dense shelter from the wind and driving, white-out blizzards of the open steppe.

And here and there on our quarter square mile of mostly tall trembling aspen lay small water sloughs hidden by willows that nubbled into silver pussy willows in spring long before leaves appeared; and also clumps of paper birch. Birch, Pah said, like the great forests where he had served for three years as a Mennonite conscientious objector during the Great War on the Kiva River near Zurskoi Lienichstvo in central Siberia; cluster birch I would see all my Canadian life spraying up from the blue silence of snow, suddenly there, like hoarfrost spirits among the winter aspen.

~

The south wall of that CPR house on the knoll was the background for the first photograph of our entire family.

[image: image]

Angled against the logs so as to face into the light, Mam and Pah sit on high-backed chairs whose carved rungs are visible between their legs. We seven children circle around and between them under the overhang of the pole-and-slab roof. The slab door of the kitchen stands open behind my sister Helen’s left shoulder, beyond her face squinting into the evening sun. The heavy shadow of the photographer—someone who seems wrapped in a heavy cloak—is thicker than any of us; the shadow reaches across the bare foreground and up the right side of the picture, it cuts a black angle through Helen’s legs just above her ankles and the shapeless bump of its head blots the corner of her skirt. Helen will be the first of us to die, in late March when World War II in Europe is at last coming to an end, and thirty years before our father seated beside her, who will be next. The shoulder bulge of the long shadow barely misses Pah’s left foot so close to Helen’s right, but his large worker hands lying on his knees are already balled into fists, and ready.

The click of a box camera exposed my slightly unfocused family in a place and position no memory could retain so absolutely. An image to fit in your palm, several aged cracks across its surface. All proper in our Speedwell Mennonite Brethren Church best, Pah and Abe and Dan in suits and ties, Tina, Mary, Helen and Liz in dresses and stockings, Mam in a flowered dress with triangular dark collar and a black cloche hat whose buttons shine above her forehead lifted high into the sun. No one faces the low light as openly as she.

I stand at her knee. Or it may be I am being held tight against her knee, because my mother’s right leg is angled against my chest, her right arm tight around my back, her right hand grips my right elbow and her left hand holds my right hand down on her thigh as if, were she to relax for an instant, I would vanish. Aus du tjleen weascht, she often told me, when you were small you never crawled; you walked, you ran before eight months.


Tjleene Tjinja klunje o’pe Schoot,

Groote Tjinja klunje op’em Hoat.

Little children trample your lap,

Grown children trample your heart.



In our meagre photo collection from various times on two continents, this is the first in which I appear. It must have been an important event—someone’s first box camera?—because we have four photos taken on the same spot on the same day.

In the other three photos, all without the shadow, I have been released, small me, to stand on one of the ornate chairs. Once I am flanked by Abe and Dan, who are so tall that my head barely reaches the crooks of their elbows; then again I am surrounded by six girls, three of whom are my youngest sisters but the other three I do not recognize. All the girls look into the camera, except Helen, who is exactly my height on the chair and looking at me, her mouth open. Perhaps she is already telling me a story.

[image: image]

In the fourth photo taken that day, I stand alone on the chair. My mouth is opening, my right arm rising as if I am about to orate. Compared to the standard height of a chair, I could be seventy-five centimetres—thirty inches—tall. How old is that?

I contemplate the four photos; gradually I am drawn to my oldest sister, who appears only once, in the picture with the shadow. Tina stands at the back, so slender between Abe and Dan, her face tilted down and it seems her eyes are closed. Or it is possible, to judge from the angle of her head, that she is looking down over Mam’s shoulder at me, and it comes to me that memory in these images is like the ineffability of the love she and I gave each other, oldest and youngest, always separated except for a few days, or a few hours, of visit year after year; a love we felt that needed no comment or overt demonstration.

There were either twenty or nineteen years between us: twenty if you accept the “1914” written on Mam’s February 1930 German refugee camp identity papers, nineteen if you accept Tina’s personal word. “Anyways,” she shrugged, “what does it matter, a year so far back?” She was simply Katerina and Abram Wiebe’s first child, born in Village Number Eight, Romanovka, Orenburg Mennonite Colony, near the Ural Mountains in eastern European Russia, and I, their last child, was born in a place that was nameless but profusely numbered, the southwest quarter of Section 31, Township 52, Range 17, west of the 3rd meridian in Saskatchewan, Canada. Born on the same latitude, 53.5 degrees north, but on opposite bends of the globe, she October 25, 1914, and I October 4, 1934.

[image: image]

And there is, as well, a photograph of infant Tina standing on a chair. But taken in a studio, in Russia. She balances herself, not as I do against the chair back, but by hooking her right hand into the cummerbund of a woman who stands beside her in a floorlength dress trimmed with white lace, her hair and eyes black, her face calmly beautiful, someone I would never recognize as my careworn mother. But when I receive this picture in 1997 from the aged daughter of Mam’s half-sister, who has lived out her Soviet exile life in “stony Tajikistan,” as she calls it, she declares that this sweet, elegant woman truly is my mother at twenty, and the tiny girl on the chair my oldest sister.

Tina herself was staggered by the photo. She saw it for the first time in her memory the year before she died at the age of eighty-four. When we together pondered where our mother might have gone to get such a studio portrait—it must have been in the city of Orenburg over a hundred kilometres away, a journey possible only by horse and wagon—Tina thought it likely was taken to send to Pah, who served out the First World War in the Forstei, the Czar’s forestry service, and who had never yet seen his first child.

[image: image]

The young, handsome woman and man in these photographs were my parents, married in Romanovka on January 19, 1914; Tina was born there in October 1914, and she married Gustav Fiedler on January 15, 1934, in stony bush Canada. I was born the following October, so my mother must have conceived me about the time of Tina’s wedding. Seven children in twenty years, all evenly spaced with never a miscarriage or infant death: how did my mother, working ceaselessly and often ill with stomach, leg and teeth ailments, manage that? Most of her contemporaries who survived middle age gave birth fifteen times in twenty years with barely half their babies living past infancy. Mam was not one to talk about such things as birth control: the birth of children was not “controlled,” they were “a gift from God,” and after I became a parent myself and jokingly told her I thought that nevertheless she had had quite a bit to do with it, to say nothing of Pah, she turned to the potatoes frying on her stove with a curt, “Jung, sie doch jescheit.” Boy, do be decent.

Even Tina had no explanation when we talked about our varying ages years after our mother’s death. She did not remember Mam nursing any baby very long in Russia—there was never enough good food, and she knew she held the bottle for baby Abe when she was three, she thought, or at most four—but she did have one particular memory about me, from before I was born. The summer our mother was pregnant with me, Mam was ashamed.

“What?”

“Ashamed to go to church, to be seen. Here I was, her daughter, young and married seven, eight months and still thin as a stick, nothing, and here she was, an old woman and sticking out”—Tina’s hands shape an impossible mound over her lap—“you were big!”

“Old? She just turned thirty-nine.”

“It’s true.” Tina laughs high and quick. “So we had to get going.”

Gust snorts happily. “And we caught up, seven kids too!”

Tina’s smile fades a little. After a moment she says, “That wasn’t so easy. Five children under fifteen and then all of a sudden two more in a year and a half, when I’m close to forty.”

Gust’s elbows are propped on the table, his head in his hands. “Always good kids though,” he says quietly, “all seven.”

Tony was the first, born in late August 1935, nearly eleven months after me. But he is not in the family picture, nor is his father; only slender Tina standing between our broad brothers, her hair pulled severely back, her body angled away from the shadow reaching across the ground.

Judging by my size and the height of the ornate chair, I believe those first family pictures were taken in the spring or early summer of 1936, when I was one and a half years old. Gust clicked the camera—he would have bought it—in the low evening light and baby Tony, perhaps nine months old, was somewhere behind the window curtains thankfully already asleep.


2.

MOTHER TONGUES

˜

Saskatchewan tried, wherever possible, to ensure that all its children between the ages of seven and fifteen had access to a public school within three miles of their home, and so our cul-de-sac community off Highway 4, still being chopped as farmsteads and fields out of the forest, was divided into two school districts. The boundary between them was the east–west township road allowance: everyone living south in Township 52 attended Jack Pine School, while those who lived in Township 53 went to Speedwell School four miles north (see map, p. vii). Each school was a one-room building for grades one to eight, together with space for a playground, a horse barn for students driving or riding to school and a small teacherage where the teacher could live if she or he chose not to board with a local family.

The road connecting the two schools was the busiest in the community, not only because there were settlers on every quarter section but also because the Speedwell Mennonite Brethren Church, the Speedwell post office—which served both school districts—run by the postmistress, Lucille (Mrs. Joe) Handley, and also Schroeder’s (later Harder’s) and Voth’s general stores were on that road. At the Jack Pine corner the road turned either east to the highway or continued south through the Clarkville School District, past homesteads and the Evangelical Mennonite Brethren Church, which we sometimes attended for harvest and mission services, to the hamlet of Fairholme on the Canadian National Railroad with almost a hundred people, two elevators and a tiny red passenger station, nine miles of twisting road allowance from Jack Pine School, thirteen from Speedwell.

Our CPR homestead was half a mile south of the school district boundaries and so, beginning in spring 1934, Helen, Mary and Dan attended Jack Pine. By the time I grew to consciousness Liz would soon be going too, but Dan was no longer at school: he was nine when they arrived in Canada and when he turned fifteen on January 26, 1935, he was a six-foot bony boy, struggling and uncomfortable in grade five. And Pah said now the Canada school law was passed, he could leave and go work. And he did: John Lobe had a government contract for cutting railroad ties and he received a relief grant of $15 a month for every man he hired: $7.50 was to pay the wages for the worker and $7.50 his keep. So Dan joined Lobe’s crew; they chopped down spruce in the snow, sawed them into eight-foot tie lengths and then flattened them on two sides with a flat-face broadaxe: nineinch face for a grade 1 tie, seven-inch face for a grade 3. Exhausting, heavy labour for a fifteen-year-old, but John Lobe was a good man: he paid Dan the whole grant and fed and boarded him besides, so Dan had the whole fifteen dollars to bring home to our family.

Dan never attended school again. “But I wrecked my back lifting logs, always the heavy end,” he tells me, retired from a lifetime of ranching in northern Alberta. “I had a lot of trouble. I went to chiropractors till I was about seventy-five years old, then my back must have fused, now I have no back problems, praise the Lord.”

The language in both schools was of course English, but no one spoke it at home except Joe Handley’s family and perhaps the Metis Brieres and Naults—and Old Man Stewart who lived alone in his cluttered shack and, it was said, talked very fancy English to his dog and had been seen walking back and forth preaching something incomprehensible to the trees. The Fiedler–Lobe–Dunz clan from Bessarabia spoke mostly High German—or sometimes Swaebisch between the elders—but everyone else in a community of about three hundred people was Mennonite, 1920s immigrants or refugees from the Soviet Union and their day-to-day language was the one we Wiebe children spoke to our parents all their lives: Russian Mennonite Low German.

A comic, self-deprecating poem brought from Russia was sometimes recited in our homes when neighbours visited each other on long winter evenings, heard always with laughter and more laughing stories. I remember one verse:


MIENE MUTTASPROAK

Daut disse Sproak dee baste es,

Wea haft duat wohl besträde?

Sest haud dee Mutta gaunz jewess

See mie nie leahd too räde.

MY MOTHER TONGUE

This language is the very best,

Who ever could dispute it?

Or else my mother certainly

Would never have taught me to speak it.



The Mennonite variation of European Low Country German is rooted in Old Saxon and was carried by our ancestors from Friesland, Holland, where the Mennonites originated during the religious disputes, wars and martyrdoms of the early sixteenth century. Die Wereloose Christenen, the “Defenseless Christians,” as they called themselves for their committed discipleship to the teachings of Jesus and their pacifism, carried their language with them on their journeys—which were often flights from persecution simply to stay alive—along the European Lowlands of the North Sea, always borrowing more vocabulary and practices from surrounding languages over four centuries, from the Netherlands to Poland/Prussia to Ukraine and Russia, and eventually to North and South America. It grew into a distinct language as closely related to English as it is to modern Dutch and German.

In the spring of 1938, when I was three, our family had been in Canada for eight years, but my parents had learned only a few words of English. Like many other Canadian immigrants, they had always lived in communities of their own people: several months with relatives in Didsbury, Alberta, when they arrived in 1930, three years working on the dryland farm of my mother’s uncle Henry Knelsen in the Kelstern dust bowl of southern Saskatchewan, and now five years in Speedwell. In all the strangeness of Canada and “de Englische,” the English, which to them meant anyone who did not speak Low German, they found groups of Mennonite people they could live and work with and, even more important, a church where they could worship. This was the most powerful way in which they came to feel at home in Canada.
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