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Introduction

W hen I look at my fa ther’s portrait (Part VI), I am rem inded that I have only two 
m em ories o f  his Red Cross service in M oscow. The first is his m ention o f  auditing som e 
courses at the U niversity o f  M oscow  during relatively short periods o f  free tim e. The 
second is the purchase o f  a gold ring in the big Russian city, a ring he brought back via 
G aychur to Cam elot (Schoenfeld) for his intended, a wonderful lady who becam e my 
mother. (In C am elot the engagem ent ring also served as the w edding ring.)

No doubt I should have m ade inquiries about life in M oscow: the people, the m em orable 
sites, the politics, but apparently I did not seem interested, and for men to keep a diary I 
presum e was considered effem inate.

My children in future years will have a com pendium  o f  inform ation about their father and 
will have no reason to decry the paucity o f  know ledge about him. In Deuteronom y, Israel 
is adm onished to keep “these w ords’’ in their heart and to teach them  diligently to their 
children. A dm ittedly I have referred to the biblical passage out o f  context, but the advice 
is nonetheless well taken: parents, tell your stories to your children.

Som etim es when m y older siblings and I discuss an event from the past, we disagree 
on pertinent details about w hat actually occurred. For instance, we have salient 
disagreem ents on the G unning tragedy that took place in Ruthven in the 1930s. I draw  
several conclusions from our different opinions. First, m em ory itse lf does not establish 
a happening as fact because m em ory fades aw ay from w hat w as said and w hat occurred. 
Secondly, there may be several truths in an event, not ju s t one. Storytellers, like the 
m akers o f  m yth and legend, enjoy m orphing all the lesser truths into one heaping verity. 
Thirdly, is m em ory really history, the way P e le e  Is la n d , T hen  a n d  N o w , is history? The 
preceding doubts notw ithstanding, I have attem pted to tell m y story with honesty and 
integrity. Let others engage in telling tall tales.

In T here  Was A  B o y  I attem pted to explain and critique life as I had observed and 
experienced it in the decade o f  the 1930s. In m ost o f  my narratives there was little room  
for controversy (although som e insisted on it) because o f  my use o f  pseudonym s and a 
tim e fram e that for m ost readers was a distant past. In P u ttin g  A w a y  C h ild ish  T h in g s , a
reference to Paul’s adm onition to the C orinthians tow ard the end o f  the apostle’s nearly 
three-year stay in Ephesus, I write about recollections o f  the 1940s, and so pseudonym s 
will no longer be tolerated because tim e has m oved significantly forward. That presents 
a change with respect to the interpretation o f  certain events especially related to WWII.  
During the w ar I w as in high school and so my participation consisted m ainly in reacting
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to M ennonite pacifist view s and in w atching M ennonite men o f  m ilitary age com e to 
D ad’s office, in fact, the living room  in our house, to consult with him  about m atters 
relating to the war. (M y Dad w as pastor or som etim es referred to as the A e lte s te r  o f  the 
Leam ington United M ennonite Church on Oak Street from 1933-1958.) M y greatest 
shock was to see a M ennonite young man dressed in m ilitary uniform  com e to Dad and 
plead, “ Please get me out o f  the army. At heart I am a conscientious objector.”

In w riting about the war, I present various points o f  view including how  m y forebears 
in Ukraine cam e to grips with the issue o f  pacifism. I also include my non-M ennonite 
neighbour who went active and died overseas. I attem pt to play no favourites; the reader 
will be obliged to form his/her ow n conclusions.

I left Leam ington in the fall o f  1943 to attend N iagara Christian C ollegiate, graduating 
from grade thirteen in the spring o f  1946. In the fall o f  1 9 4 6 , I entered Bluffion 
U niversity (O hio), w here I w as bom barded by the John Dewey attitude to education; 
that is, progressive education, including learning by experience, not by rote. The Dewey 
invasion o f  C anada cam e later.

With respect to poetry, I have chosen selections that are understandable and hopefully 
entertaining for the m ost part. U nfortunately poetry generally does not have a good name 
in our society; nonetheless, perhaps som etim e in the future I will call out som e o f  the 
m ore obscure poem s in my collection.

Finally, it is my hope that this account o f  my life will be o f  interest and significance not 
only to m y own children but also to the general readership.

Age 79
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PART I
PEACE, THE GIFT OF GOD’S LOVE

Dirk Willems here turns around to save his persecutor’s life. 
Willems was then captured, imprisoned, and burned 

outside Asperen, A.D. 1569, by the papists.
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Mennonites And Peace
In the follow ing essay based on the notes o f  m y father and T.D. R egehr’s excellent book, 
M e n n o n ite s  in  C a n a d a  1 9 3 9 -1 9 9 0  (U niversity o f  Toronto Press 1996), I w ish to clarify 
the M ennonite position on w ar and peace.

M ennonites are a body o f  Christians, who separated from the Rom an Catholic Church at 
the beginning o f  the sixteenth century about the sam e tim e that the Church o f  England 
severed its ties with Rome. The M ennonite Church or the A nabaptist M ovem ent, as 
it was then called, originated in Sw itzerland, the founder being a young patrician and 
scholar nam ed Conrad Grebel. A num ber o f  other highly educated m en w ere am ong the 
first supporters o f  the M ennonites. They insisted upon a new church o f  truly com m itted 
and practising believers in contradiction to the prevailing concept o f  the inclusive church 
to which by birth and infant baptism  the entire population belonged. They dem anded 
Christian nonresistance, the com plete abandonm ent o f  the use o f  force and the taking o f  
hum an life.

The early M ennonites derived their faith solely and directly from Scripture, which they 
studied diligently. They soon realized that peace w as the will o f  God as found in such 
verses as:

“ and his nam e shall be called w onderful, counsellor, the m ighty God, the 
everlasting father, the prince o f  peace” ;
“peace I leave with you, my peace I give you” ;
“and on earth peace, good-w ill to all m en” (and w om en);
“seek peace and pursue it” ;
“blessed are the peacem akers, for they shall be called the children o f  G od.”

They also had the conviction that the Catholic Church itse lf had overtow ered the essence 
o f  C hristianity  with outw ard form alism  that lacked a w orship o f  God in spirit and in truth.

C onrad Grebel and his follow ers in Sw itzerland took an energetic stand in living their 
convictions and this started a separate church. The date o f  1525 is the birthday o f  the 
M ennonite Church.

But challenging the authority o f  the state church in religious m atters was unheard o f  in 
those days, and so these dissenters w ere declared the enem y o f  the state, which resorted 
to suppression by the harshest o f  m easures. A general search was m ade for the leaders, 
who w ere liquidated as soon as they w ere apprehended. W ithin tw o years the leading 
m em bers o f  the new  church in Sw itzerland had been executed; nevertheless, the church in 
Sw itzerland grew  in num bers.
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In 1530 the M ennonite faith first appeared in the N etherlands. As in Sw itzerland, severe 
persecution set in imm ediately. Between 1531-1597 about 1500 M ennonites w ere put to 
death in the N etherlands.

A lm ost all M ennonites know  the archetypal story o f  one Dirk W illem s, a sixteenth 
century M ennonite who ran across a frozen river when being pursued by his w ould-be 
captors. O ne o f  his pursuers also ran onto the ice but fell through. W illem s turned around 
and rescued his oppressor, only to be seized and im prisoned. A fter enduring torture and 
kangaroo court proceedings he w as burned at the stake.

The preceding story is the nutshell, the essence, o f  M ennonitism . It illustrates the risks o f  
living in accordance with Jesus’ teachings o f  love and nonresistance.

In 1530 a Catholic priest nam ed M enno Sim ons (1496-1561) jo ined  the new church 
and w as baptized on confession o f  faith. He becam e the prom inent leader o f  the 
M ovem ent, and m em bers o f  the new church becam e know n as M ennonites. M enno’s 
significance lies in the fact that he assum ed the responsibilities o f  leadership at a crucial 
tim e and succeeded in w inning large follow ings and creating new congregations. M any 
M ennonites today have his tom e T he  C o m p le te  W ritings o f  M e n n o  S im o n s  (H erald Press) 
in their libraries.

O ne result o f  the persecutions and oppressions o f  M ennonites w as the em igration to other 
lands. From Sw itzerland m any w ent to Pennsylvania, from w here a large num ber cam e to 
O ntario after the A m erican Revolution in 1776. O thers w ent to Prussia (Poland), w here 
they again experienced intolerance and unequal civil and religious liberties. M eanw hile, 
a favourable developm ent took place in Russia. The Russian Em press Catherine II (1762- 
1796) issued an invitation to foreign settlers from W estern Europe to settle the steppes 
o f  Ukraine. During the next h a lf  century about h a lf o f  the w hole Prussian M ennonite 
population im m igrated to the U krainian steppes. From here they eventually  cam e to the 
United States and C anada, but that is another story, a long story that encom passes W W I 
and the Russian Revolution. O ur im m ediate concern here is the M ennonites and their 
attitudes to peace and w ar and the im plications thereof.

A rticle 22 o f  “C onfessions o f  Faith in a M ennonite Perspective” states that “we believe 
that peace is the will o f  God. God created the w orld in peace and G o d ’s peace is m ost 
fully revealed in Jesus Christ, who is our peace and the peace o f  the w hole world.
Led by the Holy Spirit, we follow  C hrist in the w ay o f  peace, doing justice, bringing 
reconciliation, and practising nonresistance, even in the face o f  violence and w arfare.”

There are those who will insist that those are halcyon principles, com pletely unattainable 
in today’s violent world. The early M ennonites anticipated the objection. T. D. Regehr 
states that “ M ennonites did not expect those who had not voluntarily com m itted 
them selves to Jesus’ way to follow  and do all that he had taught. They recognized that
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secular and w orldly societies could not be governed by such principles. Regeneration, 
renew al, or rebirth involving a voluntary com m itm ent to the Jesus Way w as the 
prerequisite - the gate w hereby the believer entered into the new spiritual life based on 
love and nonresistance.” (p. 9). In short, the Jesus Way, even if  it looked foolish to others, 
had to be applied to all hum an situations including all conflicts. In m ore recent history, 
M artin Luther King is to have exclaim ed shortly before his death, “ We m ust not be 
intim idated by those who are laughing at our be lief in nonresistance.” (The fact that there 
are few er than one and a h a lf m illion M ennonites the world over indicates how  high 
M ennonites have set the bar for them selves.)

M ennonites attem pt to fulfil the second part o f  their Confession, nam ely bringing 
reconciliation and love, through aid and re lief agencies both locally, nationally, and 
internationally. Som e o f  the local ones include Shalom  Counselling, the Et Cetera 
Shoppe, the M ennonite Home; internationally the M ennonites are involved in M eat 
C anning endeavours, Christian Peacem aker Teams, M ennonite D isaster Service, 
M ennonite Central C om m ittee, etc; nationally, M ennonites enthusiastically support Food 
G rains Bank.

Hopefully, this essay will have supplied sufficient background for som e o f  the items that 
follow. A lm ost needless to say, not all M ennonites subscribe fully to the M ennonite peace 
principles, ju s t as not all C atholics subscribe to the be lief that the Church is the divinely 
appointed custodian o f  the Bible and has the final word on w hat is m eant in any specific 
passage.

True Evangelical Faith

True evangelical faith does not lie sleeping 
But it clothes the naked 
It com forts the sorrow ful 
It gives to the hungry food 
And it cares for the destitute

M enno Sim ons

12



Fitting Into The Community

I som etim es w onder who ow ns the m em ories o f  the past. I f  they belong only to the 
generation that actually lived the events, then clearly m em ories die with that generation. 
In this essay I propose to keep m em ory alive o f  those occurrences in the latter 1930s; 
in other words, ju s t before W W II. H opefully my effort will be an illum inated bridge 
betw een past and present. I adm it at the onset, though, that I w as hardly an active 
participant but had an excellent vantage point from w hich to observe and listen. 
Specifically I w ish to critique the apparent m indset o f  m any Leam ington M ennonites as 
they sought to fit into a new  com m unity.

Very im portant w as the fact that when the M ennonites arrived here beginning about 1924, 
there w as no articulate, English-speaking M ennonite spokesperson in the com m unity 
to explain to the m ainly A nglo-Saxon population who we w ere and w here we cam e 
from, and so we were the im m igrants, the “ M inkern ites”, w here children cam e to school 
with the funny lunches and clothes. Som e M ennonite adults reciprocated in kind, in 
private conversation o f  course, by referring to the A nglo-Saxons as "De E n g la e n d a " , a 
dem eaning term  that w as born out o f  the U krainian experience years ago. To M ennonites, 
the U krainian peasants were “d e  R u sse  ”, living on the perim eter o f  M ennonite estates 
and industrial holdings and regarded as unlearned, boorish and uncultured. As a point o f  
clarification my grandfather ow ned an estate o f  som e five hundred acres; my w ife ’s great 
grandfather ow ned tw o flour m ills situated on the Ignatievo colony, w hich at one tim e 
had been the estate o f  the Ignatieffs, great grandparents o f  the present Liberal politician, 
M ichael Ignatieff.

The parallel, however, betw een the A nglo-Saxons and U krainian peasants, did not apply 
here in Canada, for m any A nglo-Saxons w ere educated, entrepreneurial, and cultured. 
Still, regrettably som e o f  the old attitudes rem ained fixed like the colour o f  o n e ’s eyes.

But the living-in-closed-societies (shades o f  the European ghetto?) in U kraine also 
brought to the Leam ington M ennonite com m unity attributes o f  separateness and 
insularity. For instance, M ennonites chose to have their ow n burial area at Evergreen 
M em orial Cem etery. The old, abandoned gravel pit behind N ickels’ garage was the 
M ennonite skating rink. Since brides and groom s w ere M ennonite (interm arriage with 
other faiths was virtually unthinkable), w eddings w ere opportune tim es for exclusive 
socializing.

Som e fitting in and breaking dow n o f  barriers becam e necessary especially am ong 
M ennonite w om en w hose fam ilies had not had a farm ing background in U kraine. These
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w om en w ent to work as house-keepers for w ell-to-do fam ilies in Leam ington. My w ife’s 
grandm other, for exam ple, went to work for Mr. Paterson, the patriarch o f  the well- 
known Paterson family. In fairness, though, M ennonites w ere so preoccupied with eking 
out a living in the G reat Depression that intentional interactions w ere very m uch on the 
back burner o f  their existence.

But a fire-wall o f  separateness also existed because M ennonites spoke and conversed 
in G erm an at hom e, at church, and at social gatherings so anyone unfam iliar with the 
language w as autom atically an outsider. G erm an and religion w ere the tw in tow ers o f  
M ennonite faith. G erm an (and dialects thereof) was said to be the language o f  the great 
forebears and hence was w orthy o f  preservation at alm ost any cost. M oreover G erm an 
w as considered to be the language o f  culture, and w riters like G oethe, Schiller, and 
Lessing w ere presented as ones to be em ulated. (So far as I know, Shakepeare, Chaucer, 
M ilton, etc., w ere unheard of).

The tw o-tier society in Leam ington may have continued for m any years had it not been 
for unsettling events in Europe; nam ely the expansionist policies o f  G erm any including 
the invasion o f  Poland on Septem ber 1, 1939. Two days later Britain and France declared 
w ar on G erm any and few days later Canada cam e to the support o f  the m other country.

If  the three aforem entioned allies w ere ill prepared for conflict and historians agree 
that they were, the M ennonites o f  Leam ington in their own way w ere also unprepared. 
First, they had an incom plete and incoherent understanding o f  biblical nonresistance to 
war. There was no learned Harold Bender, the venerable M ennonite theologian, who 
in subsequent years form ulated a doctrine based on Jesus’ love and nonresistance and 
abandonm ent o f  violence, including the taking o f  hum an life.

Second, the Leam ington M ennonites had had various experiences with conflict and 
w ar in their Ukrainian hom eland especially during the Russian Revolution o f  1917 and 
m ore particularly the country-w ide anarchy that followed. In the M ennonite village o f  
Eichenfeld, for instance, eighty-five villagers w ere gruesom ely slaughtered in one night 
by m urderous bandits. It was probably inevitable that the doctrines o f  nonresistance 
w ould no longer be a guiding principle o f  life am ong som e M ennonite men. Thus 
they had organized them selves into a protective band for the purpose o f  offering som e 
resistance to w hatever dangers m ight threaten them  in the future. N ow  in 1939, those who 
had participated in the protective bands w ere prepared, I believe, to support a defensive 
w ar should Canada call upon them  to do so. O thers felt that even a defensive w ar was 
basically contrary to M ennonite religious tenets.

A third faction strongly supported participation in hospital units as had been the case 
in U kraine at the beginning o f  W W I. These units had included stretcher bearers who 
gathered the w ounded on the battlefield, and hospital trains that transported them  back to 
hospitals in M oscow. Som e one hundred and tw enty M ennonites lost their lives
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in this service. Indeed the entire expense o f  the hospital service had been m et by the 
M ennonites them selves w ithout governm ent participation. In 1943, a Canadian order-in- 
council m ade it possible for conscientious objectors to w ar to enlist in the M edical Corps 
o f  the Canadian arm y with all the duties o f  a soldier except they were not under any 
circum stances required to bear arm s. Som e chose this option.

In the end som e Leam ington M ennonites went into full active service, som e jo ined  the 
M edical C orps, and others served in various capacities on the hom e front as conscientious 
objectors.

A declaration o f  w ar at any rate dem anded that M ennonites com e out o f  the w oodw ork 
and give an account o f  them selves. In the fall o f  1 9 3 9 , I began my seventh grade and 
before leaving for school w as instructed by my m other to rem em ber who I w as and 
to walk aw ay from any argum ents and disputes. Since we had no radio at hom e and 
no new spaper o f  consequence, I failed the current events sessions but participated 
energetically in gathering m ilkw eed pods, scrap iron (I had to return D ad’s tire irons), and 
knitted scarves for the soldiers going overseas. In high school m y life was dreadful but 
that account rem ains to be told.

At this tim e I rem em ber the visit o f  the uniform ed Colonel Fred Jasperson, who cam e to 
interview  Dad concerning who the M ennonites w ere and w hat m ight be expected o f  them  
in the war. Dad reportedly replied that we were loyal citizens and would contribute what 
our individual consciences perm itted. That reply was typical o f  Dad; namely, in m atters 
o f  conscience, the genuine Christian is m ore obligated to be loyal to conscience than to 
any other calling.

Fitting in cam e about slowly, but as m ore m utual respect and trust developed betw een 
M ennonites and those who w ere already established here before the M ennonites cam e, a 
harm onious relationship evolved.

M ennonites are grateful to have been able to take their place as citizens in a great 
Canadian society that perm its them  to retain and cherish their culture. Today M ennonites 
participate in several levels o f  governm ent, in com m unity organizations, and w herever 
else service to others is required.
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Missing The Bull’s Eye
W hen I began high school in Leam ington, World War II had already w aged for several 
years. I have said in T here  Was A  B o y  that I was expected to go to high school even 
though once enrolled I often w ondered why I was being punished for being there. I never 
thought that book learning and boot cam p would be alm ost inseparable.

O ur principal w as an ultra patriot, and even though he never jo ined  the arm ed forces 
him self, he saw to it that his high school contributed a disproportionately high num ber o f  
recruits to the Canadian w ar effort. Thus basic training for everyone ranked alm ost equal 
in worth with academ ic endeavours. Basic training included arm y organization, route 
m arches, aircraft recognition, etc. On one occasion we m arched as an entire school all 
the way to the new cem etery on the Ridge and back again. Harry Turner, a grade eleven 
student, pounded his drum  to help us all keep in step. M ilitary service recruiters visited 
the school regularly and voiced the benefits o f  the military. Students were perm itted to 
leave class to speak to a recruiter. All students w ere expected to buy w ar savings stam ps 
and bonds.

I think I w as a good cadet, rising in the ranks quickly from private to lance corporal 
and beyond in my platoon. I had a natural sense o f  rhythm , and so m arching in step was 
second nature, and com ing from an authoritarian fam ily I found it easy to obey orders.

M y dow nfall cam e when at the beginning o f  winter, rifle practice began in the gym . I 
had never discharged a firearm in my life and now I was com pelled to participate in the 
activity. A lthough we w ere never told that we w ere practising to fire at people, I knew  in 
my heart that that was indeed the purpose.

My teacher saw that I w as hesitant to “belly dow n” and take aim , and so began 
brow beating, “ W hy you little coward! You’ll never be a soldier and fight for king and 
country. N ow  belly down and fire.”

I did exactly that but aim ed poorly so that the bullet m issed the target and em bedded itself 
in the bricks in the south end o f  the gym . W hat happened next is too terrible to report.

W hen I cam e hom e from school that day I unthinkingly said to mother, “ M om I m issed 
the bu ll’s eye!” By now I had decided to m ake light o f  my rifle experience and get on 
with my life.

“ I’m glad you m issed it!” (She had in m ind the E vans’ pesky anim al across the creek.)
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“No, M om, I shot a gun at school and m issed the target.”

“You mean you actually pulled the trigger on a loaded gun?”

“Yes, and luckily nobody got hurt.” (M om  w as still paranoid about those terrorist bands 
in U kraine, who terrorized and killed innocent people.)

“ Well, I d o n ’t think you should have done it!” (N ice for her to have said that.) “Anyway, 
w e ’ll have to speak to Dad about this.”

I sensed that really I would never be a soldier now.

Dad saw this as an opportunity to dem onstrate his (not entirely m ine) convictions to the 
com m unity at large o f  a peace-loving, nonresistant M ennonite people, and I w as to be 
the sacrificial lamb. He contacted his counterpart in the M ennonite Brethren Church,
Rev. I. T iessen, and together they asked to appear before the school board and request 
exem ptions from rifle practice for M ennonite students. The high school publication 
C e n te n n ia l C e le b ra tio n  1 8 9 6 -1 9 9 6  (p. 76) reports the following: “Som e M ennonite boys 
protested being com pelled to participate on the basis o f  their religious b e lie f in pacifism. 
The board countered with the threat o f  expulsion. O ne m ust suspect that this w as a 
contributing m otive for the founding o f  UM EI in 1945.”

I find it interesting now that only “ som e” boys protested. I assum e the other group was 
w ise enough not to have inform ed their parents about the issue or else their parents had 
no religious qualm s about rifle practice.

Soon after in gym  class the principal took m e aside and w hispered, “Jake, you will be 
exem pt from now  on from rifle practice.” W hat he did not say w as where I should be 
going during that tim e. If  at the range, I w ould surely be ridiculed by the others for not 
taking m y turn. I f  in the study room , I would surely raise the suspicion o f  the supervisor. 
In short, I becam e a fugitive during the practice, m aking m yself as inconspicuous as 
possible. M eanw hile, Dad had no idea w hat I was going through, and it w ould have been 
futile to tell him. The principal, for his part, saved my education by influencing the board 
to perm it me to stay in school.

The events ju s t described ended my m ilitary career, i f  indeed it even got started, but I was 
left with a few haunting questions about soldiering. First, how could D ad’s position be 
right w hen alm ost the entire school and the com m unity had the opposite view point? In 
fact, som e o f  m y teachers, both w om en and m en, left the classroom  and enlisted in the 
arm ed forces. Secondly, how could I stand back when m any o f  my schoolm ates were 
m arching o ff  to war? I felt guilty that I was not contributing to a cause that the popular 
song o f  the day beckoned, “This is worth fighting for!” The song recalls that the folk 
before us fought for this country long before the present generation w as bom .
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Lastly, I felt that we were creating m ore problem s for ourselves than w as necessary.
The im m igrant experience was bad enough w ithout adding and intensifying the hardships 
associated w ith it. These issues w ere to reappear after a few years. That spring I applied 
for farm leave, partly because it gave me an earlier exit from the school that I detested. 
Two decades later I returned as a teacher and faced the sam e principal. This tim e I 
was regarded not as a w orm y M ennonite but as one with high recom m endations from 
the district inspector. Further, I no longer felt the sting and loneliness o f  an outsider 
although I d idn ’t have the self-assurance o f  a C onrad Black in his princely days. In the 
alm ost three decades there as an English teacher, I breathed som e wonderful years o f  
quintessential satisfaction.
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PART II
But sometimes the adversary is unhearing 

Of our attempts to make peace 
It is then that we must act 

Vowing, however, that next time 
We’ll choose the better way

Pte. Rudy Wiens
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Those Who Served
For an account o f  the contributions o f  the M ennonites w ho entered alternative service in 
W W II, I refer the reader to the book, M e n n o n ite  P e a ce Perspectives published by the 
Essex-K ent M ennonite H istorical A ssociation and edited by V ictor Kliewer.

M ost M ennonites w ho opted for active service have passed on and the very few who 
rem ain I have not seen in public for years, I assum e because o f  failing health. Fearing that 
asking them  to recall their w ar experiences could agitate them  further, I have chosen to 
w rite about two non-M ennonite airm en that I knew, one who w as killed in action and one 
who returned to civilian life as an educator after the war.

M urray W iper was my neighbour on the second concession in the form er M ersea 
Township. I m et him at the annual threshing bee at the Lavender farm across the road 
from our farm. O ther farm ers participating in this event were the Evanses, the Danforths, 
etc. O ne thing I noticed about M urray w as that w hen we were pitching sheaves o f  grain 
onto the wagon, he w ould pause w henever a plane flew overhead, as i f  his future was 
already being crystallized. He had a strong work ethic with an appetite to m atch. His 
favourite food seem ed to be m eat and potatoes, w hile m ine w as dessert, especially  apple 
pie. M urray was the oldest o f  the boys in the W iper family. He volunteered long before 
he would have been drafted. M oreover, since he w as needed on the farm, he could have 
requested and obtained a deferm ent, but in m y conversation with his brother Dwain, he 
apparently told his father,

“ I am enlisting because I am needed.”

Perhaps there m ay have been som e m otivation to escape the drudgery and m undaneness 
o f  farm life, but Dw ain does not m ention that. I presum e that others volunteered because 
the arm y offered clean clothes and three good m eals a day. In the 1930s, for instance, 
hungry men in rags stopped at our farm and earnestly asked for food. They were never 
turned aw ay and despite M om ’s m isgivings about serving them  M ennonite m eals, 
these starved souls ate ravenously. I heard o f  other farm ers offering “tram ps” a place to 
sleep in the haymow. M urray did not fit the m ould ju st described - his m otivations were 
patriotically driven.

And so M urray left the security o f  the farm and the peace and quietness o f  rural life 
to confront and destroy w hat we w ere told w as the axis o f  evil on the other side o f  the 
A tlantic.
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W hen Johnny com es m arching hom e again 
Hurrah, hurrah
W e’ll give him a hearty w elcom e then 
Hurrah, hurrah
The men will cheer, the boys will shout 
The ladies they will all turn out 
And w e ’ll all feel jo y  
W hen Johnny com es m arching hom e.

A fellow  teacher at Leam ington High School who had piloted a Lancaster bom ber, 
the type o f  plane on which M urray W iper served, inform ed m e what the experience o f  
flying a sortie (m ission) was like. (D w ain explained that since M urray did not have the 
education to fly the bom ber, he trained as a rear turret air gunner.) The rear gunner served 
as the eyes o f  the pilot for behind view s, as well as those below. If  the enem y got the 
rear gunner, they got the plane. The “ Lancs” w ere the w orkhorses o f  the air force, but 
vulnerable to powerful G erm an gunfire. Five percent o f  the bom bers which set out each 
night failed to return, m aking service in bom bers the m ost dangerous field in the allied 
military. The w eapon o f  the rear turret gunner and other gunners w as the .303 m achine 
gun. Q uarters for all gunners were severely cram ped and frostbite w as not uncom m on; 
yet M urray flew thirty-five sorties over Europe. Dwain graciously perm itted me to read 
the letters that M urray sent hom e, and to have the inform ation about M urray published. 
Several random  excerpts from the letters follow:

June 29, 1942 (Hagersville, Ontario)
I ’m o ff  to the dance tonight. It will bring the crow d out and we can see the wom en folk. 
You never see any o f  the nicer girls there.

October 6, 1942 (Lachine, Quebec)
This place does not com e near O ntario for beauty. It is a rainy day and I still have not got 
a rain coat.

January 12,1943
I m anaged to hit the headlines in the paper over here. We had a couple o f  scraps one night 
over Berlin and I had som e hits.

May 9, 1943
The turrets are the biggest problem . Three different ones and all have different hydraulic 
system s.

September 2 1 , 1943
I suppose yesterday w as the first day o f  the Leam ington Fair and you will be arguing over 
who goes first.

I w onder now if  he knew  the song that I learned at Ruthven Public School:
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October 22, 1943
We have w om en drivers for our trucks over here and you can im agine w hat a beating 
those poor trucks take.

November 13 , 1943
You m ay borrow  m oney from my m onthly allow ance for the house or bam . It does me no 
good until I finish here, and betw een us I got a long, crooked road to travel.

November 29, 1943
I suppose Pop is busier than ever. By the way, say hello to the pigs. Ha ha ha.

December 12 , 1943
Thanks for the m aple syrup. That soup stu ff w as sure good, too, so you can send me a 
couple m ore cans. I put biscuits in it. You d on ’t realize how  good you have it until you 
can ’t get it anym ore.

December 19 , 1944
I sure can ’t figure out how things are running back hom e. T hey ’re calling up m arried men 
with fam ilies w hen I know a couple o f  single fellows who have dodged it ever since the 
w ar started.

M urray W iper did not com e m arching hom e, and the ladies did not turn out to w elcom e 
him back. In a foray over Germ any, he was shot down and perished, age tw enty-one, but 
for a tim e he had

...s lip p ed  the surly bonds o f  earth

...w h ere  never lark or eagle flew

...p u t out (his) hand and touched the face o f  God
...lin e s  from “ High Flight” (John M agee Jr.)

And so w hen I go up to Jackson Park in W indsor to the Lancaster bom ber* m ounted 
on the pedestal and see M urray W iper’s nam e on the bronze plaque, I take a m om ent to 
rem em ber him as the person he was.

Short days ago (he) lived 
Felt dawn, saw  sunset glow  
Loved and (w as) loved 
But now  (he lies) in ...

M urray W iper is buried in H anover War Cem etery, Germ any.

*In the spring o f  2005, the Lancaster was taken o ff  its pedestal and m oved to an enclosed 
area aw ay from w eather attacks.
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Soaring High
He is not dead 
but soaring higher 
than h e ’d ever clim bed 
far out o f  reach 
o f  m enacing m achines 
and sounds o f  quaking earth 
w here form no clouds 
or ever wind blows loudly 
in those ethereal valleys 
from which no flier 
ever longs for a return
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I first m et C harlie Cam pbell in the early 1950s when during the sum m er I was an early 
fruit and vegetable inspector at the Coghill receiving station in K ingsville. He 
im m ediately im pressed me as a gentlem an, friendly and not a trace o f  being overborne.
He spoke generally  o f  his World War II experience, but not in a boastful or annoying 
manner.

We interacted again to som e extent w hen we w ere both educators - he as vice-principal 
at K ingsville High School and I as English departm ent head at Leam ington High School. 
A fter our respective retirem ent, there was no further com m unication betw een us, but I 
read in the m edia that C harlie was very keen and active in establishing a m ilitary m useum  
in K ingsville as a tribute to those in the area who had served their country. The Charlie 
Cam pbell M em orial M useum  w as com pleted before C harlie’s death.

On a recent visit to the m useum , I learned from the chairm an o f  the curatorial com m ittee, 
Mr. Peter O ’Shaughnessy, that like M urray Wiper, Charlie Cam pbell had served as an 
air gunner, but in the m id-upper gun turret o f  a Lancaster bomber. He apparently  flew 
nineteen sorties and survived them  all. W hat I find interesting in his logbook is that on 
M arch 21st, 1945, they lost one o f  their aircraft, conducted a sea search, but his “no jo y ” 
com m ent euphem istically  expresses the result.

M ounted in the m useum  is this wall hanging:

We do not glorify the acts o f  w ar 
but rem em ber the consequences and 
the cost o f  freedom . Future generations m ust 
learn about m an’s inhum anity to man so they 
in turn will value m an’s hum anity to man
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Charlie Campbell's Logbook

A PART OF CHARLIE’S LOGBOOK

Date Hr Aircraft type 
and #

Pilo t Remarks Day Night

7/3/45 1 8 .3 5 Lancaster VR-P F/L Watts To Dessau - diverted to Ford Bomb 
load: 1 by 4000 - 7 clusters o f 
incendiary

8 .5 5

8/3/45 11.28 Lancaster VR-P F/L Watts Return from Ford 1.3o
12/3/45 13.00 Lancaster VR-P F/L Watts To Dortmund

B o m b lo a d  1 x 4 0 0 0  1 6 x 5 0 0  lbs
6.05

21/3/45 13.25 Lancaster VR-P F/L Watts Sea Search for V R -P
No Joy 6 .4 5

AVRO LANCASTER Mk 1



Rudy W iens originally  cam e from Reesor, O ntario, but he called Leam ington his hom e; 
in fact, Leam ington adopted him after he becam e adm inistrator o f  the M ennonite Hom e 
in 1980.

Like m any others his age, the announcem ent at the outbreak o f  w ar fazed him little 
because he had his education to be concerned about; he was not yet o f  m ilitary age and 
thought o f  h im self as a conscientious objector, w hatever that term  really meant. W hen, 
however, the first person from his church was called up, a new reality set in for him.

His Dad had shown him pictures and told him stories o f  how he had served in the Red 
Cross Corps during W W I in Russia. A t the beginning o f  that war, Russia was fighting 
with Britain and other countries against Germany.

His D ad’s influence inculcated in Rudy a desire to assist the w ounded on the battlefield 
should w ar service ever be required o f  him. Bishop Jacob Janzen o f  W aterloo approved 
o f  som e kind o f  alternative service in the Canadian M edical Corps, and R udy’s parents 
rather reluctantly agreed to abide by R udy’s intentions. There was also the possibility o f  
serving as a fire fighter during the G erm an air raids on London, England.

In 1943 Rudy w as w orking on B right’s Farm s in N iagara when he received his call to 
serve his country. With the assistance o f  Reverend K roeker he appeared in court and 
registered as a conscientious objector and in Septem ber he w ent to cam p in Banff, 
A lberta.

On Septem ber 16, 1943, however, there was a change in governm ent m ilitary policy 
regarding acceptable services; namely, the King governm ent issued an order-in-council 
m aking it possible for conscientious objectors to enlist in the Royal Canadian Arm y 
M edical Corps with all the obligations and duties o f  a soldier on active service with any 
unit or form ation o f  the A rm y except that he was not under any circum stances to bear 
arm s.

And so Rudy w as in B anff only a few w eeks before he enlisted. O thers in the cam p had 
thought to dissuade him , arguing that the order-in-council was a ploy that could easily 
be reversed with a w ink and a nudge. Besides, men like Rudy would be ridiculed if  they 
w ere carrying stretchers instead o f  a gun. N onetheless, the recruiting officer assured Rudy 
that he would not have to take up arm s and Rudy took him at his word.

T hroughout the rest o f  the war, the prom ise was kept, but since Rudy was fluent in
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G erm an, he w as strongly encouraged to jo in  the Intelligence Service, an offer he 
declined.

He trained in Calgary, Peterborough, Cam p Borden, and Listow el; and at the beginning o f  
the next June boarded the N e w  A m ste rd a m  and set out for overseas. On D-Day, he and his 
fellow  recruits w ere crossing the Atlantic. The ocean w as calm and only a few m en never 
got their sea-legs. Every seven m inutes the ship w as required to change course because it 
took that long for a U boat to take aim  at its target. The sleeping quarters o f  this ship w ere 
below  sea level and each section would autom atically  close if  a torpedo hit that area. The 
men spent m ost o f  their tim e on deck, but w hen the alarm  w ent o ff  there w as an orderly 
rush to their quarters. An alarm  signified that a U boat had been spotted.

A fter six days at sea, the men landed in Scotland near G reenock on the C lyde River. T heir 
introduction to Scotland w as a pleasant one with scenic hillsides and historic buildings.

R udy’s cam p near London had a round, steel ro o f and walls. M eanw hile V 1 m issiles (sent 
by rem ote control) w ere raining dow n on the big city. Then there was alw ays the dread o f  
a G erm an air raid on the city as well as the m ore sophisticated V2.

W hile o ff  duty in London, he enrolled in courses to im prove his orderly skills and raise 
his pay to boot. With the highest possible certificate for his rank, he w as now  assigned to 
the officers’ ward.

Late in the sum m er o f  1944, his group w as m oved to a hospital known as the 24th 
C anadian Hospital. It w as situated near Crowly, south o f  London, on the London- 
Brighton line. At first, m ost o f  the w ounded C anadians who arrived there had already 
received first aid, but that situation soon changed as the w ounded w ere carried in directly 
from the front. The extra training that he had had now  becam e very useful, though one 
never becam e accustom ed to all the m isery that one w itnessed.

They w ent w ith songs to the battle, they w ere young,
Straight o f  limb, true o f  eye, steady and aglow,
They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted 
They fell with their faces to the foe.

from “For the Fallen” by Laurence Binyon

In the first m onth o f  duty in the hospital, Rudy lost tw enty-five pounds. Som etim es he 
and other orderlies w ere ridiculed for not having gone active. On the other hand, som e 
were harassed for being too eager to act as evangelists in addition to perform ing their 
other duties. The m ost successful m ethods in relating to the w ounded w ere through love, 
care, and service.
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Rudy returned to C anada on the L a d y  N e lso n  in N ovem ber, 1945. On the ship he met 
another nursing orderly, Henry Epp from Harrow.

Unlike som e other veterans, Rudy served the M ennonite Church on his discharge. (The 
fault w as by no m eans all one-sided. The church could have been m ore accom m odating 
in integrating all returning M ennonite veterans.) In addition to serving in the choir,
Rudy held m any responsible positions in various church program m es and com m ittees. 
From 1980-1989 he served as adm inistrator at the Leam ington M ennonite Home and 
Apartm ents.

But he w as ever reluctant to acknow ledge that he was honoured with three m edals for his 
service to his country.

Rudy died in Leam ington on D ecem ber 14, 2003.

Vimy Ridge
Found in my open ditch 
continents rem oved from the killing fields 
a rusty arm y helm et rests 
in my basem ent storage

On R em em brance Day I m uster courage 
to w ear it briefly
and vicarious storm  the battlem ents 
o f  Vimy Ridge
weary, sullied, hom e-sick, rat-scarred 
oblivious o f  the shadow  - Death

The helm et o ff  I am m yself again 
a m arvel not accorded Vimy men

The stairs ascending I slip
and slither headdow n in slim e em bankm ent
into a fecal, m uddy brew
and cry in unabashed nauseation

Then far aw ay I seem  to faintly hear 
a som eone slow ly pulling down the w indow  blinds
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My Answer To Dad’s Letter 
When I Was At The University

(Fall 1946)
Dad, I too believe w ar to be w rong 
It is the avarice, fear, and hate 
In all hum ankind
That m akes such a horrible w rong possible 
And since this evil is so destructive 
We m ust use reason, persuasion, and love 
To settle our differences at every turn

But som etim es the adversary is unhearing
O f our attem pts to m ake peace
It is then we m ust act
Praying and resolving that next tim e
Insofar as is w ithin our sw ay
The other and better way will prevail

Here at the university I interact daily with seasoned veterans
I m arvel at their decency and probity
The w hite-haired sleeping vet in English class
The lusty tenor beside me in the vesper choir
N ew ly returned from O kinaw a, O m aha Beach, A rdennes
With secrets I can never know

I believe, Dad, that all o f  us
Have an instinct to resist evil w hen we see it
It m ay be less than righteous instinct
But it is there in m illions
O f m oral men and wom en
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Som etim es it is w ithin our nature to stand back 
Let others do the m ucky business for us 
You told me once that Russian peasants 
G uarded G randpa’s blue-ribbon m elon patch 
W hile his own sons stood back and sm iled

You thought the uninvolvem ent privilege rendered 
Well, those attitudes are here passe
O ur peace and freedom  w ere won with straight involvem ent 
No flights into the w ilderness or farm back forties 
Peace purifies itse lf in nursing w ounds and stretcher bearing 
N ot inconceivable in the use o f  ordnances

I know, Dad, I am not convincing
You’ll say that learning has obtund the m ind
But still I hope y ou ’ll try to understand
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*Kursk Gulag
Out from the depths they cried 
to an unknown god 
from the rancid reaches 
o f  their cold and breathless prison 
on the bed o f  the Barents Sea

Weep over your son, Valentina 
but reserve your love package 
for another famished boy 
and praise that Dimitri’s resting place 
is known and marked

Out o f  the depths they cried 
to Jehovah, their God
from the cramped coal pits, the endless taiga 
the icy hovels o f  the convicted exiles 
in the land o f  the prole paradise

Weep, Aganetha, for your 
tormented husband, Johann, lost 
wherever he lies 
forsaken and unknown

Let your ear be attentive 
To all suppliants, O God

*On August 12, 2000, 118 Russian submariners died when their submarine accidentally 
sank.
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Charity
Seek but to benefit thy fellow-man;
Let sm iles, not frowns, his rugged path assail,
Better with blinded eye his faults to scan 
Than let the sin o f  wrong and scorn prevail

O Charity! Unfold thy pure, white wings,
Teach us to suffer and to forbear;
To hurl no darts, no evil, bitter stings,
For life is mindful and full o f  care.

Then fold, fold us, in thy pure, white wings,
Shield us from ourselves, and let us see 
Only good in others, and the joy  that brings 
Peace to us in life and in eternity.

Lieut. Colonel J. R. Wilkinson 
Leamington, 1899
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PART III
When tillage begins, other arts follow.

Farmers are therefore the founders of human civilization.

Daniel Webster 1782-1852
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My First Real Paying Job
In the summer o f  1 9 4 2 , I received my first real job. Yes, I had had various jobs on our 
small farm, and had done some piece work such as picking strawberries, raspberries, etc; 
but now I was ready for a man’s job in the tobacco fields.

Perhaps a short history o f  tobacco growing in the Leamington area is appropriate here.
In Ontario, the tobacco growing industry was started in Essex and Kent Counties by 
the United Empire Loyalists. Emigrating from the Southern States during the American 
Revolution, they brought with them tobacco seeds for their new farms.

At first air-cured burley tobacco was widely grown, but then a new method o f  curing was 
developed that produced tobacco most suitable for use in cigarettes. The development 
revolutionized the Canadian tobacco industry.

William T. Gregory and his brother Francis were responsible for the development o f  
the flue-cure tobacco in Canada. William arrived in Leamington from South Carolina at 
a time when burley tobacco was being grown and decided to experiment with Virginia 
tobacco. Francis supervised the experimental plants and soon discovered that desirable 
soil types and a longer frost-free autumn made Leamington an ideal area for tobacco 
growing.

In time Norfolk County, particularly the Sim coe area, became the tobacco capital o f  
Ontario. The first successful crops were grown there in the 1920s, and so a new era began 
in the history o f  Canadian tobacco.

N o doubt some readers will be filled with dismay and consternation that good Mennonites 
were once good tobacco growers here. I don’t want to become too defensive here about 
the practice except to point out that tobacco was not a health issue in the 1940s. Men who 
smoked did so for either masculine pride or “smoking pleasure’’, as the English used to 
say. Nobody denied it was a dirty and foul-sm elling habit, but to accuse a father o f  child 
abuse for smoking in the family home was unthinkable. It is an indisputable fact, though, 
that income from tobacco paid o ff many farm mortgages and provided financial aid for 
worthy charities such as UMEI, CMBC, etc.

Tobacco ceased to be grown in the Leamington area many years ago, and what we know  
now o f  its negative impact on health, nobody is bemoaning its demise. Only the odd 
weathered and crumbling curing kilns are grim reminders o f  a once thriving industry. (I 
digress.)
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In its heyday, tobacco farming was almost an every season crop. In early spring the 
seed was sown in hotbeds, and when the seedlings were several inches tall, they were 
transplanted by machine into the field, then lovingly cultivated, hoed, and sprayed with 
insecticide. In summer the plant was topped so that the tobacco leaves would increase in 
size, for later on, size and colour o f  leaf would count for everything.

My job began with the harvesting, usually about the middle o f  August. A harvesting 
complement consisted o f  a minimum o f  fourteen workers, both men and women. Five 
others and I were primers, meaning that we were out in the field picking the leaves o ff  the 
tobacco plant, beginning with the mature ones at the bottom o f  the plant.

My harvesting day began very early because I had to bike several miles to work, carrying 
my lunch box and other paraphernalia. (No, I never walked to school bare-footed in two 
feet o f  snow.) By eight o ’clock at the latest, the primers were out in the field, stooped 
over like immigrant coolies as they picked the leaves from the tobacco plant dripping 
with morning dew, but macho men didn't wear raincoats or rubber boots. Soaked to the 
skin, the men would sing:

“Row, row, row your boat"
"Von der E rde  re iss  m ic h  l o s ” (from  this earth tear me aw ay)

“ We are gathering at the river”

After the sun dried the leaves, the heat became our adversary, baking our backs and 
slowing our gait. Furthermore, a dry plant exudes black, foul-smelling, sticky tar that 
besmirched not only the hands, but anything the tobacco leaves came in contact with.
One o f  the primers crowed that he never washed his clothes from the beginning o f  the 
priming season right to the very end. Then at the end o f  the season he used the pant legs 
from his trousers as stove pipes in his house. It should be noted too that once the harvest 
began in the morning, there was no turning back because o f  bad weather, for the curing 
kiln had to be full. It was economically unsound to stoke up a fire with the kiln only 
partly full.

Meanwhile, the tiers situated beside the kiln were tying the tobacco leaves onto a set 
number o f  wooden laths so that once these laths were full the tiers knew that enough 
tobacco had been tied to fill the kiln. Then the primers came in from the field and hung 
the full laths inside the kiln. At that point my day ended, and I was free to bike home.

For a full day’s work, I received three dollars, and that was a premium wage. That 
season I helped to fill twenty-seven kilns with my entire wage going to my parents.

Perhaps surprisingly, I never had the inclination to become a professional smoker, partly 
because I could not afford the cost and partly because o f  my experience in the tobacco
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fields. I reasoned if  the black tar inside my body was as black as the tar on my hands 
after a day o f  priming, I wanted no part o f  the habit.

The last cigarette I smoked was in August, 1964, on Bloor Street, just outside Varsity 
Stadium, Toronto. I had been marking Grade 13 English Department Examinations 
when near the end o f  the day I encountered a number o f  inferior papers that gave me 
a very sour taste. Instead o f  simply chewing gum, I asked my colleague for a cigarette 
on our way back to the dormitory. Before we got to our destination he said to me in an 
uncharitable tone very much unlike him, “Jake, your breath sm ells like sewaged socks.” 
That was all the comment I needed in order to butt out forever.

Priming (pulling) tobacco leaves

The loose leaves are handed to the tier who ties them to wooden laths which w ill be 
later hung in the tobacco kiln. Eventually the tobacco will be sold as

flue-cured tobacco.
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Apple Pruning
M y sh a rp e n e d  sh ea rs  
B en t o n  e ffa c e m e n t 
O n  m y  fin g e rs
P rim o rd ia l im p u lse  fo r  d e s tru c tio n

I a tte m p t c iv ility  
W h isp e r c a u tio n  
W h ea t an d  ta re s  
G o ld  an d  p y rite

C o n flic t o f  sh ea rs  an d  m e 
A b u se  -  re m e d ia tio n

H av e  a  co ffee  
T ake a  w a lk  
G e t th e  m ail 
D e lay

A n d  so  I sh all
C e llp h o n e  A d a m  an d  m a id e n
P rim a l g a rd e n e rs
W ith  p ro fe ss io n a l in s tru c tio n

B u t c an  y o u  fa th o m  
T w o n a k ed s  in m y  a p p le  tree  
O ffe rin g  p ru n in g  le sso n s  101 
O n  C o u n ty  R o ad  18 
T raffic  a g o g  am u ck
N o se s  p re sse d  up  a g a in s t the  w in d o w  g la ss  
A n d  n o v ic e  p ru n e r  d iso r ie n ted  q u ite

N o , k eep  th e m  aw ay  
L e t m y  sh ee rs  g o  b a tty  
L e t th e re  be  flaw s
L e t th e re  be  o rd e r  o n  C o u n ty  R o ad  18
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The Farmall A
In th e  1930s, th e  In te rn a tio n a l H a rv e s te r  C o m p a n y  p ro d u c e d  a  tra c to r  th a t w as  to  
re v o lu tio n iz e  sm all fa rm  a g ric u ltu re . U n fo rtu n a te ly  W W II b e g an  in  th e  sam e  y e a r  an d  
h e n c e  p ro d u c tio n  lin es  re to o le d  to  m a n u fa c tu re  w a r m a te rie l.

A t th e  en d  o f  th e  w ar, h o w ev er, p ro d u c tio n  fo r th e  d o m e s tic  m a rk e t re s ta r te d  a n d  fa rm ers  
w e re  read y  b o th  a g ro n o m ic a lly  a n d  fin an c ia lly  to  re v o lu tio n iz e  th e ir  fa rm in g  o p e ra tio n s . 
F arm  p ro d u c e  h ad  so ld  w e ll d u rin g  th e  w ar, e a rly  p o ta to e s  se llin g  fo r th re e  d o lla rs  a b ag  
an d  ea rly  to m a to e s  e v en  h ig h e r  p e r b a sk e t, in e ac h  case  d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  tim e  th ey  w e re  
read y  fo r m ark e t.

T h e  tra c to r  o f  c h o ice  fo r m o s t fa rm e rs  w a s  th e  F a rm a ll A , a lth o u g h  A llis  C h a lm e rs  an d  
Jo h n  D eere  h ad  c o m p e titiv e  m o d e ls . T h e  F a rm a ll A  w as  in tr ig u in g  b e ca u se  th e  m o to r  
w a s  m o u n te d  to w a rd  th e  le ft so  th a t th e  d r iv e r  h ad  an  u n o b s tru c te d  v ie w  o f  th e  ro w  
ah ea d  o f  h im . H o w ev e r, th e  p o s itio n  o f  th e  e n g in e  c am e  a t a  c o s t a lle g ed  A llis  C h a lm e rs  
e n th u s ia s ts ; n am ely , th e  left s id e  o f  th e  tra c to r  c o u ld  n e v e r be  in th e  fu rro w  d u rin g  
p lo u g h in g . (In  rea lity , I n e v e r  s a w  o n e  e v e r  tip  o v er.)

S u rp ris in g ly , th o u g h , th e re  w e re  few  n e g a tiv e  a ttitu d e s  to w a rd  tra c to rs  g en era lly . A  few  
fe a red  so il c o m p a c tio n , an d  still o th e rs  fea red  a  re tu rn  to  fue l ra tio n in g , in w h ic h  c ase , 
o u r  d ead  h o rse , Kunta, w o u ld  h a v e  to  be re su rre c te d  a n d  h av e  th e  last lau g h .

B u t th e  m a jo rity  e n v is io n e d  a h o s t o f  a d v a n ta g e s . H e ad in g  th e  lis t w e re  th e  g re a tly  
re d u c ed  w o rk in g  h o u rs  fo r  th e  fam ily , a llo w in g  m o re  th an  a m p le  tim e  fo r v is itin g  
re la tiv e s , in te ra c tin g  w ith  n e ig h b o u rs , a n d  tak in g  fam ily  v a ca tio n s . A  W ig le  h o e in g  
a tta c h m e n t, fo r  in s ta n ce , m o u n te d  o n  th e  b ack  o f  a  F a rm a ll A  c o u ld  re d u c e  m an u a l 
h o e in g  tim e  by  a  n u m b e r o f  su n se ts . A  tra c to r  m a d e  h o rse s  v ir tu a lly  o b so le te , ag a in  
re d u c in g  c h o re  tim e , a lth o u g h  a  fe w  fa rm e rs  k e p t a  h o rse  m a in ly  fo r sen tim en ta l re a so n s . 
W ith  h o rse s  e v e n tu a lly  g o n e , p o o r  B e s s ie ’s d a y s  w e re  a lso  n u m b e re d  s in ce  it see m e d  
n o n sen s ic a l an d  c o u n te rp ro d u c tiv e  to  b e  a tte n tiv e  to  o n e  lo n e ly  cow .

T h e re  w e re  o th e r  a d v a n ta g e s  to o . T h e  t r a c to r ’s p u ll o n  a  to m a to  p la n te r  w as  sm o o th  
a n d  c o n s is te n t, p e rm ittin g  p e rfe c t sp a c in g  o f  p la n ts  w ith in  th e  row . F u rth er, a  fa rm e r’s 
e x p e r tise  w as  ju d g e d  in p a rt by  th e  s tra ig h tn e ss  o f  h is  to m a to  ro w s. A  tra c to r  o b liv io u s  to  
h o rse  flies an d  o th e r  d is tra c tio n s  m a d e  th e  to w n sh ip  a  m a th e m a tic ia n ’s feas t o f  p a ra lle l 
lines. T rac to rs  w ith  th e ir  c o m fo rta b le  sea ts  c h an g e d  fa rm in g  to  a  sed e n ta ry  o c c u p a tio n , 
an d  w a lk in g  b e ca m e  lim ited  to  a  s tro ll fro m  h o m e  to  m a c h in e  sh ed . M r. D ev o n  ev en  u sed  
h is  tra ile r  p u lle d  by a  P ony  tra c to r  to  g o  to  to w n  fo r g ro c e rie s .

T h e  first E C U M C e r to  buy  a  tra c to r  w as  m y  c o u sin , J. P. D ried g e r, w h o  o p ted  fo r an  A llis
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Chalm ers B, a sleek, sym m etrical orange-coloured m achine, that actually looked like 
w hat you m ight expect from a tractor. On the other hand, collective opinion has it that 
Mr. Jacob Ham m  Sr. ow ned the first Farm all A. (Jacob Founk concurs with that opinion.) 
Mr. Ham m  was a progressive farm er at the w orst o f  tim es, and the acquisition o f  a tractor 
chagrined his M ennonite com patriots, including my uncle who farm ed on H ighway 3. It 
should be noted here that w hen tractors becam e popular, dem and far exceeded supply, 
and the International dealer in Leam ington had his Farm all A’s sold before they could be 
displayed in the show room  and dealer’s lot.

My Dad, as usual, could not com pete for a new  tractor, even had his nam e been recorded 
at the top o f  the w aiting list, because m oney was an endangered species in our house. But 
several com passionate m em bers at ECUM C including Mr. Ham m  and Mr. Jacob Founk 
Sr., pooled resources for the purpose o f  buying Dad a used Farm all A should one ever 
becom e available. Sure enough, one day the im possible becam e reality, and the M atheson 
dealership in Leam ington w as put on notice to reserve it for the M ennonite consortium  or 
else there would be consequences. (So far as I know, the consequences were not spelled 
out. Surely not a business boycott!)

W hen the tractor arrived, the m oney w as transferred to D ad 's account and Dad paid 
M atheson 575.00 dollars for the tractor. It w as a Farm all A with the added feature o f  
having a hom e-m ade, w ooden cab on it. The latter we im m ediately dism antled because it 
blocked alm ost all sight lines.

The tractor w as a godsend for Dad. N ot that he drove it much! By now  his boys were 
doing the physical work on the farm and easily adjusted to any tractor work. D ad’s hole- 
in-one was the fact that he never had to touch a horse again, som ething he had alw ays 
detested.

So did the tractor bring on the anticipated utopian days on the farm ? Hardly. Instead 
o f  a shortened w orking day, the day was draw n out into the evenings because the great 
liberator cam e equipped with lights, never grum bled, and never got tired. Instead o f  
enjoying their leisure tim e farm ers were inclined to increase their production and 
avariciously com peted for the early vegetable m arket in Toronto, M ontreal, etc. In the 
end, the small producer, satisfied w ith his lot, w as elbow ed out to the sidelines.

One side effect, though, o f  the Farm all A had been totally unforeseen w hen the m achine 
w as introduced to the farm. H eretofore farm  w om en had been relegated to hoe-w ielding 
labourers, but the Farm all A w as so docile, so sim ple to operate that w om en took to it the 
way they went from rag m op to the vacuum  cleaner. From  that point on there w as ju s t a 
small step further to driving a car, a giant step in w om en’s liberation.

The Farm all A revolutionized farm ing in the M ennonite com m unity even m ore than 
did the m ulti-share b u k k e r  plow  and seeder on the M ennonite steppes in U kraine in the 
1880s.
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The John Deere B

W hen nags at last ran out o f  um pf 
No need for haw  and gee 
The verdant beast that took their place 
Was called the John D eere B

The nags at tim es would w ant a rest 
O r pause to have a pee 
The anthropod ju s t putted on 
It w as the John Deere B

It d id n 't eat, it d idn ’t gripe 
It w ouldn’t hee-haw -hee 
It never ever cam e in heat 
This m are, the John Deere B

The em erald beast ju s t w ou ldn 't quit 
It craved activity
The driver cried, “ My body’s flagged” 
“N ot m ine,” the John Deere B

W ith three short hours for food and sleep 
Putt-putt m onotony
The driver m oaned, “ I’ve had enough” 
And choked the John Deere B

And then a blessed tim e returned 
And even tim e for tea 
Two bodacious bods pranced in the field 
The B w as history.
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Heinz Ketchup

I sp en t m o s t o f  m y  su m m e rs  w o rk in g  o n  th e  h o m e  fa rm , b u t th is  y e a r  m y  c u p b o a rd  w as 
v ir tu a lly  b a re  as  u su al. T h e  H e in z  c o m p a n y  a p p e a le d  fo r w o rk e rs , it w a s  w ith in  easy  
w a lk in g  d is ta n ce , th e  w a g e s  so u n d ed  g o o d , a n d  e v en  th o u g h  I h ad  n e v e r  w o rk e d  in a  
fac to ry  b e fo re , I d e c id e d  to  s ig n  up.

I a p p lie d  o n e  day  a n d  s ta r ted  th e  n ex t. E ach  tw e lv e  h o u r sh if t p a id  s ix ty -fiv e  c e n ts  p e r 
h o u r  w ith  a  b o n u s  o f  a  n ick e l o n  th e  n ig h t sh ift.

I w a s  a ss ig n e d  to  th e  c o o k ro o m , m a k in g  k e tch u p , a n d  w h en  Tony, th e  co o k , saw  m y 
h o m y  an d  c a llo u se d  h a n d s , he  o rd e re d , “ J ik e , y o  v ill be  m in e  e lper. N o , d e re  ees  no  e x tra  
m oney . R e m e m b e r y o  e e s  v o rk in g  v o r  H e in z . G e u d  fa c to re e .”

A lo n g  o n e  s id e  o f  th e  c o o k ro o m  s to o d  a  line  o f  a b o u t ten  s ta in le ss  s tee l v a ts , e ac h  w ith  
a  c ap a c ity  eq u a l to  fo rty  d o z e n  b o ttle s  o f  k e tch u p . A b o v e  e ac h  v a t w as  a  d e v ice  th a t 
c o n tro lle d  th e  in flo w  o f  ju ic e  in to  th e  vat. B es id e  eac h , w as  a  s tee l le v e r a b o u t a  fo o t long  
th a t d e te rm in e d  th e  d ire c tio n  o f  th e  o u tflo w  o f  th e  fin ish ed  k e tch u p . M o v ed  n o rth , the  
le v e r  sen t th e  k e tch u p  o n  a  lo n g  jo u rn e y  p u rp o r te d ly  in to  L ak e  E rie . M o v ed  so u th , it w en t 
in to  th e  b o ttlin g  w o rk s . (O r  w as  it th e  o th e r  w ay  a ro u n d ? )  In  an y  c a se , I sh o u ld  p o in t 
o u t, th e  land  o n  w h ic h  th e  p o llu tio n  c e n tre  s tan d s  to d ay  w as  still b e in g  fa rm ed ; th u s  the  
d isp o sa l sy s tem  in th o se  d a y s  w as  n o t e n v iro n m e n ta lly  so u n d  a t b est.

T h e  d ay  sh if t w as  to le ra b le ; th e  n ig h t sh if t in h u m an . T h e  ro o m  w as  h o t an d  s team y  a t 
b est, b u t w h en  o u ts id e  te m p e ra tu re s  w e re  h ig h , th e  p u n ish m e n t o n  th e  b o d y  w as  e v en  
w o rse . A t n ig h t, th e  b o d y  b e g g e d  fo r s leep , an d  y e t th e  w o rk in g  e n v iro n m e n t re q u ire d  
fu ll a le r tn ess . A  fe w  w o rk e rs  a f te r  m id n ig h t s lu n k  aw ay  in to  h ib e rn a tio n  so m e w h e re , an d  
re a p p e a re d  to w a rd  m o rn in g , b u t I h ad  b een  b ro u g h t u p  o n  th e  P a b lu m  th a t “ th e  la b o u re r 
m u s t be  w o rth y  o f  h is  h ire ” , an d  so  I en d u re d .

O n c e  a m e a su re d  a m o u n t o f  ju ic e  h ad  flo w ed  in to  th e  v a t, a n o th e r  c o o k ro o m  e m p lo y e e , 
A b e  F rie sen , p o u re d  in a  c e r ta in  q u a n tity  o f  in g re d ie n ts  he  had  c a re fu lly  m ix ed . T h e se  
in g re d ie n ts  g a v e  th e  k e tch u p  th e  su p e r io r  an d  d is tin c tiv e  H e in z  f lav o u r an d  qu a lity . W h en  
th e  h ea t w as  p u t to  th e  v a ts , th e  c o o k  h ad  to  be  ca re fu l to  m o n ito r  th e  te m p e ra tu re  an d  to  
m a in ta in  it a t a  c e r ta in  lev e l un til th e  p ro d u c t w as  p e rfec t.

O n e  v ery  ea rly  m o rn in g  b e fo re  th e  h ib e rn a to rs  h ad  re tu rn e d , T ony  c a lle d , “C ’m o n  o v a  
h ea , J ik e . I 'm  g o in ’ v o ra  c o fee . Y er in  sh a rg e  ‘til I g it back . D o n ’t sch k ro o  o o p !”
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“H o lem  d i k u k u k "  (c u rse )  I m u tte red . W h at re sp o n sib ility !  T h e  w e ig h t o f  th e  w h o le  
fac to ry  o n  m y  in e x p e r ie n c e d  sh o u ld ers! I f  I b u n g le d , H e in z  In te rn a tio n a l w as  d o w n  th e  
d ra in .

I w e n t to  w o rk  re a d in g  th e  th e rm o m e te r  m o re  o fte n  th an  re q u ire d , sm e llin g  th e  h o t 
c a u ld ro n  to  co n firm  it sm e lled  lik e  rea l k e tch u p . T h e  tim e  c am e  w h e n  th e  k e tch u p  w as  
ready , b u t T ony  w as  still e n jo y in g  h is  co ffee . I b e g an  w o n d e rin g  i f  it w as  p o ss ib le  to  
h av e  k e tch u p  o v e rd o n e , a n d  w h a t w o u ld  be  th e  e ffe c t o n  th e  ta ste . T h e n  I re m e m b e re d  
th a t th e  ro ad  to  re so lu tio n  b e g in s  w ith  d o u b t. T h e  d o u b t I had  b een  th ro u g h , an d  n o w  it 
w as  tim e  to  ac t. I to o k  a  firm  h o ld  o n  th e  lev er; th e n  m o v ed  it all th e  w ay  to  th e  n o rth , 
an d  im m e d ia te ly  fe lt th e  su rg e  o f  s a tis fa c tio n  th a t o n ly  g re a t a c h ie v e rs  fee l, like  a n e w  
s tu d e n t’s e u p h o ria  w h e n  a tte m p tin g  h is  first a n sw e r  in c la ss  finds th a t h is  a n sw e r is 
flaw less .

M y tr iu m p h  w as  in te rru p ted  by  Tony, w h o  a f te r  s ta r in g  a t th e  lever, tu rn e d  p a le  a s  an  
u n d e r-rip e  to m a to . “ J ik e , y o  flo o sh ed  th e  ol —  k ro o d  d o w n  th e  sh o o r.”  T h e n  w h e n  he 
c a u g h t h is  b re a th  ag a in , “ D o n ’t y o u  e v a  te ll n o b o d y  n u ttin ' a b o u t d is . I t 'l l  c o s t y a h  y e r 
sh o b .”

I h ad  n o  in te n tio n  o f  ra ttin g  o n  a n y o n e , b u t to  ca lm  T ony  he an d  I sh o o k  h a n d s  as  the  
sea l o f  an  e v e r la s tin g  s ile n ce  p a c t . . .  b u t n o w  I th in k  th e  w o rd  m u s t be o u t o n  h o w  Jak e  
D rie d g e r  a lm o s t b ro u g h t th e  w o r ld ’s g re a te s t fo o d  c o m p a n y  to  its k n ees .

M y sh o rt s tin t a t H e in z  ta u g h t m e  so m e  im p o rtan t le sso n s . F irs t, u n le ss  y o u  n eed  an  eg o  
b o o s t, n e v e r a cc e p t a  p ro m o tio n  w h e n  it is an  e n d  in itse lf. T h e  a d d ed  s tre ss  is n o t w o rth  
th e  p ro m o tio n .

S eco n d ly , fa m ilia rity  b re e d s  c o n te m p t a s  n o te d  in th e  A e so p  fab le  “ T h e  F o x  an d  the  
L io n ."  I n m y  case , I d isc o v e re d  th a t th e  k e tch u p  sm ell is sy s te m ic , im b u in g  a ll fa ce ts  o f  
life , in c lu d in g  w o rk p la c e , h o m e , an d  c h u rch . O n e  S u n d ay  m o rn in g  a t c h u rc h  so m eo n e  
sa id  to  m e , “ I b e t I k n o w  w h e re  y o u  w o rk !”  I e m p a th iz e d  w ith  L ady  M a c b e th 's  cry , “ W ill 
th e se  h a n d s  n e ’e r  be  c le a n ? ”  I c am e  to  a b h o r  th e  sm ell an d  ta s te  o f  k e tch u p , p re fe rrin g  
in s tead  th e  c o m p a n y ’s m u s ta rd  an d  re lish  fo r  sea so n in g . O n ly  re c en tly  h av e  I b e g u n  to  
ad d  a  little  o n  m y  fo o d  ag a in , p a rtly  to  c o m e  to  te rm s  w ith  m y  H e in z  past. (In c id e n ta lly , 
th e  k e tch u p  e p iso d e  is s im ila r  to  th e  c h o c o la te  m ilk  e p iso d e  w h e n  I w o rk e d  p a rt- tim e  a t 
th e  L ic h te n b e rg e r  D a iry  in F o rt E rie . T h e re  I m is ta k en ly  flu sh ed  a d o z en  b o ttle s  d o w n  the  
d ra in .)

T h ird ly , d is lik in g  a  jo b  is a  s tro n g  in c en tiv e  to  look  fo r so m e th in g  better. F o rtu n a te ly ,
I w as  y o u n g , m o b ile , an d  a m b itio u s , s till lo o k in g  fo r a  c ity  se t o n  a  h ill. H o w ev er, I 
re sp ec t th o se  in th e  c o o k ro o m  w h o  had  to  s tay  a n d  p e rsev e re , an d  w a it fo r b e tte r  w o rk in g  
c o n d itio n s . H o p efu lly , th ey  to o  a re  e n jo y in g  a  re lax ed  re tire m e n t.
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the travails of the tomato farmer 1999
he m ilk e d  th e  em p ty  su m m e r c lo u d s  
u n til h is  a rm s  c o lla p se d  
he  lo a th e d  th e  ris in g  su n  
a b h o rre d  its  c lo u d le ss  se ttin g  
he  d re a m e d  u m b re lla  th o u g h ts  
an d  w a k e n e d  sm e llin g  ra in b o w s  
he  s ig h ed  a g a in  fo r ru tted  fie ld s 
an d  b u rie d  h a rv e s te rs

m e a n w h ile  h is  b ab y  p la n ts  
b ir th ed  th e ir  o w n  b a b ie s  
u g ly  an d  u n d e rn o u rish e d  
lo s t fo r  an  a d u lth o o d  
an d  d e s tin ed  fo r u n su n g  b u ria ls

w h e n  la s t see n  h o w e v e r  
he  b e d d ed  sm ilin g  lan d s  
w ith  sh in y  g re e n  m a ch in e  
fo r n e x t y e a r ’s b u m p e r y ie ld s
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The Rural Mailbox

One o f  the many bonuses o f  living in the country is having a m ailbox in front o f  one’s 
property on a scenic country road. Countrified m ailboxes are an extension o f  the rural 
personality. Ours is black, not because the world is a grim  and dreary place but because 
o f  our precautionary nature. O ur black box is a signal to the snow plow  to stay well clear 
o f  it. One o f  the worst country jo b s is setting up a m ailbox in the dead o f  winter. On the 
lid o f  our box is a horseshoe, a relic o f  our beloved Kunta, who would have been fifty- 
eight this summer. (M ay he rest in peace.) W hether K u n ta ’s  shoe alw ays brings good luck 
is an open question.

I have seen m ailboxes m ounted on an antique, horse-draw n plow; on a log chain, w elded 
so that the links d on ’t collapse. I have seen a farm er with a m ailbox so rigged up that he 
receives only air mail.

M ailboxes, generally speaking, have a short life span. As m entioned before, they are 
vulnerable to a snow plow  attack. Then on H allow e’en night, w hen all the tw o-holers 
have been flattened by the tow n 's idiots, the m ailboxes have to endure the next foray by 
the sam e blockheads. W hen I was still teaching, several Grade ten O ccupations students 
crow ed about how  they had chained a long, steel post to the front bum per o f  their pick
up. Then they extended the post about three feet to the right and proceeded dow n the 
concession roads, m ow ing dow n the m ailboxes as i f  it was haying tim e. It cost them  
dearly, though, to realign the front end o f  their truck. W hen I was grow ing up, we used to 
pasture our cow  on road property, and at the end o f  the day would wrap her chain around 
the m ailbox to interrupt her flight back to the bam . It seem s we w ere alw ays replacing 
posts.

It is interesting to observe people as they w alk w ith their mail from the m ailbox back to 
their house. Som e stand in the m iddle o f  the road as they peruse their pack. O thers run 
from the m ailbox to their house as if  they can ’t wait to read the m issive from a seem ingly 
lost friend. O thers return as if  w alking to the gallow s, head bent, leaving one to surm ise 
the reason for their dejection. Fortunately, the cars on the country roads are aw are o f  rural 
foibles and discreetly m ake allow ances.

I had one very bad experience with m ailboxes years ago. I should point out first, however, 
that one o f  the side effects o f  D ad 's being a pastor w as the disproportionately large 
volum e o f  letters we received com pared with w hat others were apparently receiving. In 
those days surface mail was the way to com m unicate. (We did not have a telephone until 
about 1941.)
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In o u r  h o u se  th e re  w as  no  p re c ise  p e ck in g  o rd e r  a b o u t w h o  w o u ld  g e t th e  m ail fro m  the  
b o x , b u t I th in k  I h ad  m y  tu rn  m o re  o fte n  th a n  th e  o th e rs . I m u s t c o n fe ss  I w as  so m e w h a t 
je a lo u s  o f  D ad  fo r a lw a y s  re c e iv in g  so  m an y  le tte rs , a n d  so  o n  o n e  o f  m y  trip s  fro m  th e  
m a ilb o x  I o p e n e d  o n e  o f  th em . I d id  n o t re m o v e  th e  c o n te n ts , b u t I c e r ta in ly  to re  th e  
e n v e lo p e . M y a c tio n  w as  n o t p re m e d ita te d  b u t im p u ls iv e . I su d d en ly  d e c id e d  th a t it w as  
u n fa ir  fo r o n e  p e rso n  in th e  h o u seh o ld  to  be  u n d u ly  s in g le d  o u t fo r  im p o rtan ce . A fte r  
I h ad  to m  th e  e n v e lo p e , I re a so n e d  th a t m y  c h a n c e s  o f  b e in g  e x p o se d  w e re  m in im a l 
b e ca u se  th e  o n ly  su sp e c t w o u ld  su re ly  b e  th e  m a ilm an .

T h a t n ig h t I s lep t as  so u n d ly  a s  th e  c a t b eh in d  th e  k itc h e n  s to v e . A t th e  n e x t d a y ’s 
b re a k fa s t, h o w ev er, D ad  so lem n ly  a n n o u n c e d , “ I ’ll h av e  to  m e e t th e  m a ilm a n  by th e  bo x  
today . H e h a s  o p e n e d  o n e  o f  m y  le tte rs , a  d e ed  y o u  m ig h t e x p e c t in C o m m u n is t R u ss ia  
b u t n o t h e re  in C a n a d a .”

“ A re  y o u  su re  he  d id  it? ” , a sk e d  M other.

“ O f  c o u rse , n o  o n e  e lse  w o u ld  e v en  th in k  o f  it.”

T h a t last c o m m e n t d id  it, an d  I c o n fe sse d  m y  tra n sg re ss io n . S ad ly , th e  p u n ish m e n t 
e x c e e d e d  th e  c rim e . I w as  fo rb id d en  to  g e t th e  m ail fo r an  en tire  m o n th . (I w ish ed  th a t 
G ra n d m o th e r  w o u ld  h av e  b een  a liv e . S h e  w o u ld  h av e  n e g o tia te d  a  le ss  sev e re  sen te n c e  
fo r m e .)

W h ile  I se rv ed  m y  tim e , I sp en t m o re  h o u rs  o n  o th e r  a c tiv itie s ; fo r  e x am p le , I w e n t o u t 
w ith  m y  o n e -w h e e le r  m o re  o fte n , a h o m e -m a d e , w o o d e n  c o n tra p tio n  sh ap e d  like  an  
u p s id e -d o w n  T, w h ic h  p u sh ed  a  s tee l r im  a b o u t a  fo o t in  d iam e te r .

A b o u t a  w e ek  a f te r  m y  se n te n c e  h ad  e x p ire d , I w e n t to  th e  m a ilb o x  an d  fo u n d  a  le tte r 
a d d re sse d  to  m e. I k n e w  it w as  fo r  m e  b e ca u se  th e  a d d re ss  w as  c lea rly  p rin ted , an d  I w as  
a  g o o d  reader.

I to o k  it in s id e  an d  h ad  m y  M o m  o p en  it. T h e  le tte r. M o m  sa id , w a s  fro m  A u n t A n n a  in 
W aterloo . U n fo rtu n a te ly  th e  le tte r w as  w ritten  in  G e rm a n , a n d  so  M o m  h ad  to  read  it to  
m e. F o r  so m e  re a so n  A u n t A n n a  w a n ted  to  te ll m e  th a t h e r  fa m ily  h ad  b o u g h t a  h o u se  o n  
C a ro lin e  S tree t. T h en  she  w e n t o n  to  say  w h a t th e  h o u se  lo o k e d  like .

I w as  n o t th a t m u c h  in te re s ted  in th e  le t te r ’s c o n te n t, b u t I w as  th r ille d  th a t so m e  o n e  h ad  
w ith o u t p ro m p tin g  s in g le d  m e o u t fo r  so m e  a tte n tio n .

T h e  ru ra l m a ilb o x  still h o ld s  a fa sc in a tio n  e v e n  th o u g h  m y  o w n  c h ild re n  h av e  left h o m e  
to  e s ta b lish  th e ir  o w n  h o u se h o ld s  a n d  m ail ro u tin e s . O f  th e  le tte rs  I re c e iv e  so m e  e v o k e  a  
sm ile  an d  so m e  a  fro w n , b u t o n e  o f  th e  b e s t le tte rs  I h av e  re c e iv e d  w as  fro m  A u n t A n n a . 
It e tch e d  m y  id en tity  in in d e lib le  ink .
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painting the mailbox

i p a in te d  th e  m a ilb o x  to -d ay  
b lack
an d  b e sm u d g e d  m y n am e  
an d  b e sm irc h e d  th e  flag

i sh o u ld  h av e  b een  m o re  c a u tio u s  
a b o u t d e n ig ra tin g  
m y  p ro sp e c ts  
m y  in teg rity  
m y  p a tr io tism

w ill p a sse rs -b y  u n d e rs tan d
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Mr. Reinhardt

W h en  w e  m o v e d  to  th e  fa rm  e a s t o f  L e a m in g to n , w e  o b ta in e d  o u r  w a te r  from  th re e  
so u rces : a d u g  w e ll, w h ic h  a lso  se rv ed  a s  a re fr ig e ra to r ; a  b a se m e n t c is te rn  in to  w h ich  
ra in  w a te r  from  th e  ro o f  w as  p ip e d  (ra in  w a te r  w as  u sed  m a in ly  fo r h a ir  w a sh in g ) ; an d  
S tu rg eo n  C reek . To d ra w  w a te r  fro m  th e  la tte r  w e  h ad  a p is to n  p u m p  in th e  b a se m e n t.

P is to n  p u m p s  w e re  n e w  to  D ad ; in fac t, a n y th in g  re la te d  to  m a c h in e s  w as  n e a r  th e  b o tto m  
o f  D a d ’s g if ts  a lo n g  w ith  h is  m a n a g e m e n t o f  fa rm  a n im a ls  a n d  so  w h en  re p a irs  w e re  
re q u ire d , D ad  su m m o n e d  M r. R e in h a rd t. M y  D ad  b e lo n g e d  to  th e  o ld  b o y s ’ sch o o l o f  
lo y a ltie s  - h ire  a p e rso n  th a t g o e s  to  y o u r  c h u rc h , let h im  b e  G e rm a n  sp ea k in g , an d  e n su re  
th a t h e  is a fe llo w  im m ig ran t. M r. R e in h a rd t fit a ll o f  th e  c a te g o rie s  a s  fa r a s  D ad  w as  
c o n c e rn e d .

I am  a lm o s t c e r ta in , th o u g h , th a t h e  w as  n o t a c h u rc h  m em b er, th a t he  a tte n d ed  
irreg u la rly , an d  th a t h e  w a s  n o t a R u ss ian  M en n o n ite . H e  w o re  th ic k -le n se d  g la sse s  th a t 
g a v e  h im  a w e ird  a p p e a ra n c e . W h en  h e  w o rk e d , he  w as  u su a lly  h u m m in g  an d  th a t led  m e 
to  b e lie v e  he  w as  lik e ly  a g o o d  sin g er. H is  tw o  g ir ls  a tte n d e d  o u r  S u n d a y  sch o o l b u t a g a in  
n o t on  a re g u la r  b asis .

M r. R e in h a rd t w as  a d e lib e ra te  in d iv id u a l, v e ry  p e rso n a b le , a n d  a lle g e d ly  g iv en  to  tim in g  
h is  a p p e a ra n c e s  ju s t  b e fo re  m e a ltim e , b u t I c a n n o t co n firm  th e  latter. M y  u n c le  g o ss ip e d  
th a t M r. R e in h a rd t sp en t a s  m u ch  tim e  c h a tt in g  a s  w o rk in g  an d  th e re fo re  it w as  b e tte r  to  
a b an d o n  h im  as so o n  as th e  p ro b le m  w as  e x p la in e d  to  h im .

T h e  n e x t tim e  o u r  p u m p  b ro k e  d o w n , D ad  c a lled  M r. R e in h a rd t ag a in , an d  c o in c id e n ta lly  
th e  jo b  w as  d o n e  ju s t  b e fo re  o u r  m e a ltim e . D ad  th o u g h t it in h o sp ita b le  n o t to  in v ite  o u r  
p lu m b er. H e g ra c io u s ly  a c c e p te d  o u r  in v ita tio n  a n d  b e g an  h u m m in g  ag a in . M o th e r  had  
m a d e  a s im p le  b u t n u tr i tio u s  m ea l c lim a x e d  b y  a p an fu l o f  S to lle n  (p a s try  filled  w ith  
fru it), fresh  o u t o f  th e  o v en .

A t th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  m ea l, o u r  fam ily  h ad  its u su a l r itu a l o f  s in g in g  a h y m n  fo llo w e d  
by  a ta b le  g race . T h u s  th ro u g h  th e  y e a rs  w e  h ad  c o m e  to  k n o w  v ir tu a lly  e v e ry  G e rm a n  
h y m n  th a t w as  e v e r  w ritten . W e tr ied  to  s in g  in fo u r-p a rt h a rm o n y , b u t w ith  M o m  an d  
D ad  an d  th re e  b o y s  th is  w as  an  a lm o s t in su rm o u n ta b le  c h a llen g e . (M y  s is te rs  h ad  m a rrie d  
an d  left h o m e .)

I d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t p o sse sse d  D ad  on  th is  o c c a s io n . D id  he  h a v e  a s e n io r ’s m o m e n t?  W as 
it h is  sen se  o f  h u m o u r?  I d o  n o t th in k  th a t h e  w as  o u t to  e m b a rra ss  h is  g u est. A t an y
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rate, Dad suggested we sing S e e le n b rä u tig a m  (the sou l’s Bridegroom ). Turning to Mr. 
Reinhardt, Dad asked if  this song was fam iliar to him. The plum ber nodded expansively 
as if  he hum m ed it every day and knew  all the ten stanzas from memory. At that m om ent 
I noticed a tw inkle in D ad’s eye.

The singing began, and we w ere all im pressed with the p lum ber’s resonant voice on the 
first word o f  the hym n. Then the voice died. Dad stopped the singing and em pathizing 
with Mr. Reinhardt suggested we begin again. Perhaps there had been a frog in our 
guest’s throat. This tim e Dad recited the entire first line. We began again and we were 
all im pressed with the p lum ber’s m elodious voice on the first line o f  the hym n. Then his 
m elodious voice died and we continued singing on our own.

It would be m ore accurate to say that we staggered to the end. By line three I was 
giggling, and then contagion set in. It is fair to report that by the end o f  the song only 
M om and Dad w ere still singing. The table grace follow ed, but I have no idea w hat Dad 
w as thankful for.

W hat saved the occasion, as had happened so m any tim es before, w as M om ’s S to lle n . 
The plum ber ate the first part o f  his meal self-consciously, but when he saw M om bring 
in her piping hot, heavenly dessert, his dem eanour changed and he like a robotic arm 
reached across and clutched three, know ing that S to lle n  have a very lim ited she lf life.

At the end o f  the m eal, we got up, Mr. Reinhardt thanked Mom for her S to llen , and told 
Dad there would be no charge for the plum bing work.

We w ho had been boors at the table feared, however, that this w as not the end o f  
the story. We expected and deserved retribution. The afterm ath w as inconclusive as 
som etim es happens. D ad’s m ethod o f  disciplining w as the silent m ethod. He knew that 
we knew  we had been ill-m annered children, and so there w as no need for a hue and cry. 
Perhaps he felt som e responsibility  h im self for what had gone wrong, but an appropriate 
guilt was necessary, a positive feeling that conduct would be im proved.

I som etim es w onder what happened to our plum ber in the m onths and years follow ing 
his visit. I believe our pum p had been repaired so well that it never needed a p lum ber’s 
attention again. Honest labour bears a lovely face.

In conclusion I should report that this giggling incident or a sim ilar one never repeated 
itse lf in our house.
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Teaching Dad English

W hen Dad becam e the pastor o f  his church in the early 1930s, he realized even then 
that sooner or later he would have to interact with the A nglo-Saxon com m unity around 
him, even if  only on a basic level. In Essex County there w as no such concept o f  a 
single solitude for M ennonites as there m ight have been for M ennonites in Ukraine. 
Furtherm ore, there was no regulated and organized assistance, as there is to-day, to 
encourage im m igrants in the language o f  the land: no ESL, no special evening classes, 
etc. Indeed, to som e extent the com m unity w as content to let the im m igrants w allow  in 
the im m igrant ghetto. I f  they craw led out o f  it, they would have to do so by their own 
labour and ingenuity, single-handedly.

And so I becam e an English teacher at a very early age. My qualifications were that I 
had a grade four education and counting. Som etim es after a meal Dad would say, “ Well, 
Jacob, it’s tim e for my lesson!” O ur text w as A esop’s fables, fables that Dad loved, for I 
think they rem inded him  o f  som e o f  the faith convictions o f  the H ebrew  people as seen in 
their m yths. (I use the word in the literary sense.)

D ad’s com prehension w as actually quite good, but it lacked correct expression, 
som ething that would alw ays trip him up in public. His absolute favourite piece was 
“A ndrocles and the L ion” .

“Een the great city o f  RRom e, dere leeved many many years ago a purr slav nam e 
Androklees. Very terrible tings he suffered at da hands o f  his krool m asta, until unable to 
beer it eny longa, he rran away and hid in da forres dat lay beyon the sity. Butt little could 
he find to eat in da voods, and he at last krrept into a kav to die. He feel into a deep sleep, 
but vas avakend by da rror o f  a lion vich vas lim pin and in grreat payn.

“A ndroklees saw  dat dere vas a tom  in the lion’s pa. Dough m uch afraid he tuk da pa in 
heez hands and vit a queck pool, droo out de tom . Rright avay de payn vas gon. Da lion 
leeked A ndroklees’ hand, rrubed hees hed aganst him, and lay don at hees feet. Dat night 
lion and slav slept sid by sid.

A fter quite a few readings I found a reason why Dad was draw n to the A ndrocles story. 
Dad too had been a slave to an oppressive governm ent back in U kraine. He and his 
contem poraries had suffered cruelly the ravages o f  hom elessness, fam ine, indignities, but 
after a self-im posed exile (em igration), he w as attem pting to put his life together again.

As D ad’s language im proved along w ith his skills (he never lost his accent) he becam e
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dictionary user-friendly by playing gam es w ith me. He would check the m eaning o f  a 
w ord in the dictionary, and then would ask, “Now, Jacob, w hat do you think this word 
m eans?” I gave him  my best definition.

“ Well, I think the word m eans this, but le t’s check the dictionary to be sure.” The 
definition, o f  course, was exactly as he had predicted. It took me a w hile to get on to his 
gam e, but I see now  that it w as a confidence builder for him and I have never regarded 
his act as duplicitous.

Eventually he graduated to the daily W indsor new spaper, w hich we received a day late 
from  our good neighbours. By now, reading aloud to me w as altogether too deliberate.

Dad never preached a serm on in English, but I distinctly rem em ber the first tim e he read 
the biblical text in his new language. It w as a text related to the Christm as season, and the 
response w as altogether affirm ing. All I could see was Androcles.

W hen King George VI died in 1952, an ecum enical m em orial service w as conducted in 
the United C hurch in Leam ington. Schools were closed in honour o f  the late King, and 
so I attended the service. Dad, having been asked to speak the closing prayer, w as up 
on the podium . It was ju s t the kind o f  assignm ent that he could fulfil - a short response, 
reasonably well read.

And so like A ndrocles, Dad had com e full circle. He w as interacting with A nglo-Saxons, 
he w as com m unicating publicly in their language, and w as respected during the rest o f  
his life in his ow n com m unity and the com m unity at large.
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Spook
(a farm dog)

Old and arthritic he leans against
his m asters knee otherw ise would
thum p over like a felled hog w hen i
approach no barking no tail w agging
no jum ping  up in greeting for som e m om ents
his plaintive eyes m easure me perhaps
hoping i am a m edicine-m an a m asseur
som e m iracle w orker at m ost to right
his m isery but he never enquires
and that gladdens me for i would
only disappoint i m arvel how  he
controls his feelings and passions
no sound against the dying o f
the light
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Who cultivates tomatoes still his Eden keeps 
Perennial pleasures plants and bountiful harvest reaps
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PART IV
NIAGARA CHRISTIAN COLLEGIATE

(formerly Ontario Bible School)
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Leaving Home
O n  S e p te m b e r 12, 1 9 4 3 ,  I le ft L e a m in g to n  fo r a  n e w  a d v e n tu re  in  ed u ca tio n . A c tu a lly  
th e re  w e re  tw e lv e  o f  us, a ll b o y s , all M e n n o n ite s  fro m  L e a m in g to n  an d  v ic in ity , all 
in sea rc h  o f  an  a lte rn a tiv e  e d u ca tio n a l e x p e r ie n c e . (A b o u t a  th ird  o f  th e  L ea m in g to n  
c o n tin g e n t d ro p p e d  o u t b e fo re  C h ris tm a s  fo r a  v a rie ty  o f  re a so n s .)

W e w e re  h e ad in g  fo r a  p riv a te  sch o o l a d v e r tise d  a s  th e  sch o o l w ith  th e  C h ris tia n  
a tm o sp h e re , s itu a ted  o n  th e  scen ic  b a n k s  o f  th e  N ia g a ra  R iv er, a b o u t h a lf  w ay  b e tw ee n  
F o rt E rie  a n d  N ia g a ra  F a lls . T h is  s ch o o l, o w n e d  an d  o p e ra te d  by  th e  B re th ren  in C h ris t 
C o n fe re n c e , o n e  o f  th e  h is to ric  p eace  c o n fe re n c e s  in O n ta r io , h ad  a lre ad y  fu n c tio n e d  
s in ce  th e  e a r ly  1930s, an d  w h e n  m y  D ad  h e a rd  a b o u t it a t a  p ro v in c e -w id e  m in is te rs ’ 
m e e tin g  h e  a tte n d ed , he  w as  e a g e r  th a t I e n ro ll th e re . A  m e e tin g  w as  a rra n g e d  b e tw e e n  
h im , Rev. Jo h n  W ic h e rt o f  V in e lan d , a n d  th e  sch o o l b o a rd , an d  an  a m ic a b le  a g re e m e n t 
w a s  re a ch e d  w ith  th is  in te re s tin g  p ro v iso  - B ib le  c o u rse s  fo r M en n o n ite  s tu d en ts  w e re  to  
be  ta u g h t in th e  G e rm a n  lan g u ag e .

O u r  g ro u p  o f  five  s tu d en ts  w a s  p a ck e d  in to  Jak e  D irk s e n ’s b ig  B u ick  an d  le ft L e a m in g to n  
in th e  e a r ly  m o rn in g  d a rk n e ss . W h en  w e re a c h e d  D e lh i, th e  to b a c c o  fa rm e rs  w e re  a lre ad y  
s tirr in g  in th e ir  fie ld s, d u tifu lly  h a rv e s tin g  th e ir  c ro p s . W e n o tic e d  th e  p rim ers , so ak e d  in 
dew , b e n d in g  fo rw a rd  lik e  w h ip p e d  a n d  c o n d e m n e d  c r im in a ls , m o v in g  a lo n g  th e  to b a c c o  
ro w s. It w as  a  jo b  I had  e sc a p ed  fro m , an d  I c o u ld  e m p a th iz e  w ith  th e ir  hu rts .

W e a rriv e d  a t th e  sch o o l, to -d a y  k n o w n  as N ia g a ra  C h ris tia n  C o lle g ia te , a t lu n ch  tim e . 
Ja k e  u n lo a d e d  o u r  b a g g ag e  o n  th e  b ack  s tep s  an d  h e ad e d  fo r h o m e  to  jo in  th e  navy , a s  he 
h ad  to ld  us h e  w o u ld  a lo n g  th e  w ay. A t an y  ra te , a t th a t m o m e n t an  e x p e r ie n c e  b e g an  fo r 
m e  w h ic h  I sh a ll a lw ay s  re m e m b e r an d  fo r w h ic h  I sh a ll a lw a y s  be  g ra te fu l.

I re a liz e  n o w  th a t th e  sch o o l w as  a  g e n e ra tio n  ah ea d  o f  its  tim e  in  e d u ca tio n a l th e o ry  an d  
p rac tice . F o r th e  first tim e  in m y  h ig h  sch o o l life  m y  sen se  o f  se lf -w o rth  a n d  se lf-e s te e m  
im p ro v ed . T h e  te a c h e rs  a c tu a lly  k n e w  m y n a m e  w ith o u t re fe re n c e  to  th e  sea tin g  p lan .
I w as  n o  lo n g e r to rm e n te d  by  th e  d o w n s ta irs -u p s ta irs  re g im e n . I w a lk e d  to  m y  c la sse s  
like  a  h u m a n  b e in g , n o t lik e  th e  d ise n fra n c h ise d  s in g le -filin g  to  th e  g u lag . T h e  b u rd e n  o f  
b e in g  s tig m a tiz e d  a s  an  im m ig ra n t w a s  lif ted  fo rev e r, a n d  th a t a ttitu d e  ra ised  m y  sp irits .
In m y  fo rm e r sch o o l th e re  had  b een  th e  m a n tra  th a t te a c h e rs  w e re  a u n iv e rse  a b o v e  
th e ir  s tu d e n ts , an d  so  th e re  w as  a  frig id  d is c o n n e c tio n  b e tw ee n  th em . H ere  th e re  w as  
in te ra c tio n  o u ts id e  o f  th e  c la ss ro o m . M y s in g in g  v o ic e  su d d en ly  re tu rn e d  an d  I jo in e d  
th e  sch o o l cho ir. (I h ad  fa iled  g ra d e  n in e  m u s ic  b e c a u se , a s  th e  re p o rt s ta ted , “ H e h as  no  
e n th u s ia sm  fo r s in g in g .” ) In  m y  g ra d e  tw e lv e  y e a r  I w as  e le c te d  p re s id e n t o f  th e  s tu d en t
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assem bly, a position that would have been difficult to attain at Leam ington. I would have 
been a spectator with nose pressed up against the glass.

A nother big change unheard o f  at the tim e w as that the student, not the curriculum , 
w as the ra iso n  d ’e tre  for a school’s existence. In the 1940s and far beyond, the O ntario 
D epartm ent o f  Education decreed what every student in the province would be studying 
at a particular time. (An overstated com m ent was that in the first w eek o f  February 
every grade thirteen student in the province would be studying the third act o f  a 
Shakespearean play.) In other w ords, there w as no consideration given to dem ographics, 
etc. My experience w as that teachers “covered the course” regardless o f  how  that was 
achieved. At NCC teachers went out o f  their way to m ake a lesson interesting instead 
o f  plodding along and ticking o ff  the topics as they were “covered” . In English, for 
exam ple, we dram atized scenes from Shakespeare in front o f  the class so that the script 
becam e a living docum ent instead o f  only a study in vocabulary. We had class debates 
on topics that arose from literary them es; for instance, w hich is m ore im portant in a 
character’s developm ent - heredity or environm ent. M ost im portantly, m em orization was 
secondary to creative thinking and understanding, and w hen a “purple passage” had to be 
m em orized, it had to be understood first. O f course, we still had to m em orize one hundred 
and fifty lines per year as prescribed by the Departm ent. In fact, w riting out a passage 
from m em ory w as alw ays the first question on the English D epartm ental exam ination.

Service in the com m unity w as not a requirem ent for graduation. N onetheless, it happened 
because serving others was part o f  the school’s m ission statem ent. W hen I w as in grade 
eleven, a call cam e to the school requesting a singing group travel to the boondocks and 
serve at a funeral. It was a type o f  funeral I was not used to, but we perform ed a service 
and felt better for it.

Field trips were a part o f  the curriculum  long before the practice w as in general use 
and abuse. M ost o f  our trips w ere not extravagant but no-frill excursions to historic 
places in the N iagara region. Old Fort Erie w as often our destination. O ur longest 
trip was to Pennsylvania by train for the purpose o f  touring the capital. The reason 
for that destination w as that our supervisor had a brother there, who supplied us with 
accom m odation gratis. O ur choir trips took us to m ore distant places in Ontario.

Independent study w as in com m on use. Since I w as the only student in grade 13 G erm an,
I studied largely on my own.

In sum m ary, I found that my education had been m ore o f  an experience than a set o f  
courses to be com pleted, m ore o f  an approach rather than a body o f  facts. It cultivated 
a sense o f  w holeness which includes the intellectual, the spiritual, and the personal, 
and recognized the fact that relationships are a large part o f  the educational journey. 
Supervision was not too strict and students who w ere not self-disciplined and
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self-m otivated had an uneasy tim e adjusting. Tough love w as not part o f  the m ission 
statem ent.

Som e o f  those that w ere with me m aintain today that the school lacked high academ ic 
standards. I disagree with that opinion. I received all o f  my grade 13 credits, including 
top m arks in G erm an. (I still w onder if  the exam iners in Toronto could even read my 
G othic letters and in frustration sim ply gave me a perfect.)

My education at NCC prepared me well for life, and really that is w hat education is all 
about. Leaving hom e w as a good m ove.
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The conversion w as initiated by a heightened sensitiveness o f  sin follow ed by a glorious 
freedom  after the burden o f  sin w as lifted. I noticed that an able evangelist aided by songs 
rich in appealing im agery could aw aken in his audience a dreadful feeling o f  having 
done w rong and the consequent desperate need for forgiveness o f  those wrongs. A lm ost 
invariably the song chosen w as “Just As I A m ” and to a lesser degree “ I 'm  C om ing 
H om e.”

An exuberant sense o f  gratitude and peace follow ed the sin-forgiveness syndrom e 
resulting in a strong desire to give a public testim ony o f  the transform ation from “ being 
lost” to being “saved” . A singing group m ight affirm  the transform ation w ith “T here’s A 
N ew  Nam e W ritten Down In G lory.”

A rather restrictive rigid code (lifestyle) follow ed the new life, related to Sunday ice- 
skating, w earing o f  jew elry  and m ake-up, dress code, etc. A further rew ard o f  the new  life 
w as the gift and ritual o f  speaking in tongues, but only a very few reached this pinnacle. I 
stayed out o f  that issue entirely because I w as skeptical o f  it and had nothing to contribute 
to the discussion.

Every Thursday evening w as prayer m eeting, an event I looked forward to because it 
m eant a decrease in hom e-w ork assignm ents for Friday. My first Thursday w as an eye
peeling event that will linger in my consciousness forever. The hom ily w as traditional, 
but the testim onies that follow ed inspired awe and wonder. I m arvelled at the confidence 
and eloquence o f  the speakers and knew  that neither I nor my fellow s could ever reach 
that high standard o f  articulation, and so w hen som e one in my group from Leam ington 
volunteered a testim ony I w as both relieved because we were actually participants now 
but also em barrassed because I sensed a dism al im m inent disaster. I can still quote the 
testim ony virtually verbatim :

My m other lost her box o f  m atches 
required to light the coal-oil lamp.
She prayed that she would find 
it. H er prayer was answ ered all right 
but inside the box she found a m ouse 
that alm ost m ade her faint w ith shock.

The m erciful w orship leader nearly lost his earnest com posure but controlled it long 
enough to thank the speaker for his unusual testim ony.

I think I adjusted well to my new  religious environm ent even though I ventured only 
one testim ony on which I gave m yself a failing grade. (Brevity and sincerity I generally 
assum ed w ere not highly valued.) H ow ever I participated in a street m eeting in town, 
distributed tracts at tim es, and sang in various m usical groups.
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To N C C ’s credit, my faith and culture were never condem ned or ridiculed as deficient or 
inferior. They never targeted me for aggressive predatory tactics. (Those cam e from other 
sources w ithin the school.) A t no tim e did I feel confined or bound in by the school’s 
adm inistration or policies, and had my education stopped there I probably would have 
becom e a life-long advocate o f  w hat the school stood for and sought to attain.

It w as at the university w here I hit the slough o f  paradox w hen I realized that the 
literalism  o f  the fundam entalist interpretation o f  the Bible w as no longer tenable in 
explaining E arth’s origin, etc. C ourses in philosophy o f  religion, geological science, 
ancient literature dem anded alternative m ethods to show  that the old truism s were 
dynam ic enough to perm it further interpretations.

The preceding perspective occurred as a deliberate and serene developm ent, not abrupt 
and traum atic as, for instance, Karen A rm strong’s m etam orphosis from devout Catholic 
to firm secularist as described in her book The S p ira l S ta irca se . Finally, I respect NCC 
for providing me with an excellent grounding in the Bible, a grounding that gave me an 
advantage in the study o f  literature. W ho, for exam ple, can study M ilton w ithout som e 
know ledge o f  the Scriptures, or T.S. Eliot for that m atter? Again, from all aspects NCC 
w as good for me.
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The staff 
1943-44

Left to right: Mr. E lm er Steckley, principal; Rev. John W ichert; M iss Phyllis Sherk; M iss
Ruth Zook; Mr. George Dyck; Mr. A rthur Pye.

Note: M iss Dorothy Sherk (below ) was not on s ta ff on my first enrolm ent.
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Mr. George Dyck
I still see him  clearly - em barrassed and abashed com ing dow n the steps and into the 
basem ent cafeteria as insecure as a first-serm on preacher. Fortunately, the faculty table 
w as ju s t o ff  to his left at the bottom  o f  the stairs; so unless you were looking in that 
direction, you would have m issed him. I was one o f  the few that noticed him, and that 
observation was my introduction to Mr. Dyck.

It w as the day before classes began, and he, like us Leam ingtonites, was late for lunch 
because locating the cafeteria w as like an Easter egg hunt - difficult to find but rew arding 
w hen you finally took the taste test. First you w alked through the vestibule, then the 
chapel, then a small office, and finally dow n the steps.

Mr. Dyck w as in many w ays a perfect fit for the student body. He had served a stint as a 
conscientious objector, and therefore his peace position w as in harm ony with the m ission 
statem ent o f  the school. He w as a recent graduate o f  O ntario A gricultural College in 
G uelph, and thus w as capable o f  teaching the science courses. He w as a m em ber in good 
standing in the M ennonite Brethren Conference, a faith well represented in the school 
body, and finally he was youthful, handsom e, and clothes conscious.

Unfortunately, the teaching facilities were m arked w ith privation. Lab equipm ent could 
have been stored in an oversized m edicine cabinet. Hence he conducted chem istry 
experim ents on his ow n desk w hile we students observed. H ands-on experience was 
m inim al and so we w atched w ith fascination what occurred on his desk. One advantage 
o f  this m ethod was that there w ere few m ishaps and the results w ere usually w hat Mr. 
Dyck had anticipated. C lass tim e w as also conserved, giving us m ore opportunity to 
do our w ritten chem istry problem s in class. Yet he never com plained about his austere 
w orkplace but patiently soldiered on.

Science w as his specialty, but he also w as obliged to teach a potpourri o f  other subjects, 
including book-keeping, math, and phys. education. Years later I too found m yself 
teaching a m edley o f  courses w hen I w as hired as English teacher at UM EI. My add
ons w ere geography, history, phys. education, and art. Beyond his teaching duties, Mr. 
Dyck was also a chapel speaker, but his reserve m ade him uncom fortable behind a 
podium . Then he took his turn supervising the study hall in the evening and periodically 
took charge o f  a section o f  the dorm itory. A lthough he had a m elodious voice, he never 
participated in the school choir as did his com patriot. M iss Phyllis Sherk. Occasionally, 
however, he lent his second tenor to our m ale quartet w hen our regular was absent.

M any years later w hen I too was in the overload m ode, I could get away from school and 
relax at hom e. Mr. Dyck did not have that escape because he room ed with Mr. W ichert,
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the G erm an and religion teacher. There in his room ette he did his m arking and lesson 
preparation. (Actually, Johanna, Mr. D yck’s widow, inform ed me recently that they were 
m arried on Septem ber 8, 1945, and lived in N iagara Falls so that in Mr. D yck’s third and 
last year at the school he too enjoyed respite at the end o f  the school day.)

One day, in the fall o f  1945, com ing into his G rade 13 chem istry class, we saw  a 
charm ing young lady sitting on a chair several feet behind my regular place. My first 
thought w as that she had to be the district inspector and that w e’d better be up to snuff 
in our work. On the other hand, district inspectors, I had learned in public school, were 
not given to sm iling, but this young lady had a sm ile that glow ed with friendliness and 
com eliness. I thought surely Mr. Dyck would introduce her to the class and put us all 
at ease, but nothing happened and we alm ost forgot about her. Well, not quite alm ost. I 
thought it inappropriate not to introduce a stranger, and so I steeled my courage and at the 
suitable m om ent I asked, “Mr. Dyck, would you please introduce the lady behind us?”

“ Yes, class, that is my new  wife. I should have acknow ledged her earlier.” I thought 
it a fine gesture that he should bring his w ife to class and show  her his w orkplace. I 
have never heard o f  a sim ilar circum stance, and I 'm  sure my principals would not have 
allow ed it.

Mr. Dyck had only one character flaw as a teacher and that w as his gentle nature - we 
were young, energetic students expected to be self-disciplined and self-assured, but when 
we fell short o f  expectations, he never gave us a w ithering glare, a raised voice, or a 
reprim and. I once overheard him  saying to a colleague, “The evangelistic services will 
do w onders in straightening out these students.” I am  still w ondering if  that attitude is an 
abuse o f  religion.

A fter the D epartm entals in June o f  1946, our paths diverged. I 'm  told that he went to the 
O ntario C ollege o f  Education, and I crossed the border to continue my education.

In the sum m er o f  ‘46 I briefly considered chem istry as a major, but then opted for English 
so that I could experim ent w ith words. I had had an excellent English teacher at N iagara, 
and my English professors turned out to be pre-em inent. English was the right choice for 
me.

I learned from Johanna Dyck that her late husband had taught in various schools, 
gradually changing his specialty from science to com m ercial. He taught for thirty-six 
years including the three at N iagara Christian. He died o f  cancer at the age o f  eighty-six.

Going Home
Entering he treads lightly 
M otions with his hand 
Transports us on eagle w ings 
Hom e to Canaan land
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My Favourite Teacher
O nce in a while, I see a few o f  my Leam ington contem poraries from  the heady school 
days o f  the early 1940s. Sadly, m any have passed on and others have established hom es 
and vocations elsew here.

Recently, Don G illan o f  D on’s A ppliances w as over to m easure the space for our new  
dishwasher. Don and I w ere in the sam e year at Leam ington High School and our 
conversation inevitably turned to the good o l' days, or w as it the bad o l' days, depending 
on one’s perspective. I believe we agreed that we had been served an education on a 
platter o f  ruthless discipline.

To m eet the ideal teacher then, I had to leave Leam ington and com plete my high school 
education at N iagara Christian Collegiate. Here I encountered a very ordinary-looking 
lady w ith her hair com bed straight back and coiffured. She cared less about appearance 
than getting students all fired up about “The Rime o f  the A ncient M ariner.” (A ctually, my 
first encounter with her w as in the library w hen she volunteered to help m e find a book.
I cou ldn 't believe that teachers were so benevolent.) Her classroom  w as a place where 
students found understanding and encouragem ent.

M iss Dorothy Sherk lived in a single room  that also served as her kitchen. I think she 
could have eaten in the cafeteria like the rest o f  the sta ff m em bers, but I heard from 
others that she required a special diet. On one occasion w hen she knew  that she would 
have to be absent from classes all day, she asked me to teach her G rade E leven class, an 
experience I found rew arding and may have been a factor in choosing my ow n vocation. 
W hen I went to her room  for instructions, and she opened the door, I w as astonished at 
her spare and spartan living quarters. Here was one person who had her priorities clearly 
in order.

Periodically she cam e dow n into the vestibule and played the piano while som e students 
gathered around and sang. I presum e she could sing, though I never heard her. On one 
occasion, she accom panied us on a sleigh ride into Fort Erie and although she interacted 
with us, we knew  there would be no nonsense on board. So far as I know, she had no car, 
so I have no idea how  she spent her w eekends, probably in her room  preparing lessons. 
The only m inus m ark I can give her is that som e o f  her counselling w as too intrusive, but 
I know  she w anted the best for us.

On the basis o f  having been in her class and from my ow n years o f  experience as an 
English teacher, I have form ulated an ultim ate aim  for the study o f  literature:
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The study o f  literature is that act by which the student (som etim es w ith the aid o f  the 
teacher) enters into the fram e o f  m ind o f  the successful creative writer. That fram e o f  
m ind is the soul o f  every w orthw hile w riting, no m atter w hat the genre. Everyone know s 
it is easy to read w ithout getting below  the surface o f  a book. Teaching above the surface 
is the place w here poor English teachers teach: vocabulary study, reading betw een the 
lines, etc. But a genuine study enables a student to enter into com m unication w ith the 
great m inds and great im aginations o f  hum ankind - not that the process will ever be 
perfect, but as near to perfection as a non-artist can get. The study o f  literature involves a 
m ental process as coherent and progressive as the study o f  science.

Said in another way, a student or any reader is touched by a work o f  art only as he enters 
into it and tries to com prehend it sym pathetically. The good literature teacher points the 
way, but the student m ust experience the journey  for him self.

A fter my graduation from  Grade Thirteen, I have seen M iss Sherk on two occasions.
The first w as in Toronto w hen we w ere both m arking English Departm entals. She 
asked me if  we could have dinner together and o f  course I agreed. The occasion seem ed 
rather strange. First, I too w as an English teacher now, having taught the sam e English 
curriculum  as she; second, we were now  equals pursuing the sam e ends.

The second m eeting w as the fiftieth anniversary o f  my graduation. I introduced my wife 
to her w ith, “M argaret, this is M iss Dorothy Sherk, best English teacher in O ntario .” I 
hear via the scuttlebutt that the fall o f  2005 will m ark her ninetieth birthday. She deserves 
to live a long life, but she probably would counter that it’s not the years in your life that 
count as m uch as the life in those years.

Teaching is a wonderful profession with only one frustration; namely, one never know s 
the full results in any kind o f  ultim ate sense, and so I am acknow ledging M iss Sherk’s 
good teaching was not lost on me.
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Mr. Wichert
I m entioned before that when the NCC board agreed to accept M ennonite students 
into their school, it w as gracious enough to affirm  that religious courses for M ennonite 
students would be taught in Germ an. Mr. John W ichert w as the one hired to im plem ent 
this proviso.

He was a congenial person, well liked and know ledgeable. I f  he had a fault, it w as that 
his disposition was too m ild, a quality that is som etim es a hindrance when dealing with 
unruly and ram bunctious young people. He had been a teacher, I believe, in U kraine, and 
so som e o f  his attitudes w ere rooted in the Old World. He was, for exam ple, a stickler for 
m em orization, even m ore so than required by the D epartm ent o f  Education. For instance, 
we m em orized a good part o f  D a s L ie d  vo n  d e r  G lo c k e , (“The Song o f  the Bell” ), w ithout
having a clear idea o f  its m eaning.

But it never occurred to us to initiate him. I say this because w hen I began as a teacher, 
my neighbour at hom e told me that as a youth in the village o f  N ikolaipol he had helped 
to initiate the new  teacher by setting him on top o f  the stove. (I digress.)

W hen we arrived at the school in Septem ber o f  1943, we were som ew hat nonplussed 
by the fact that the fourth floor accom m odations w ere not ready for us; in fact, they 
would not be ready until well into the m onth o f  Novem ber. In the interim , we w ere to 
be accom m odated at the M iller cabins, a short distance from the school. Mr. W ichert 
received the task o f  supervising the com plex o f  seven individual cabins each housing four 
students. To ensure that supervision would be thorough, he lived by h im self in one o f  
them .

One cabin w as cloned after the other and the w hole com plex w as laid out in the form o f  
a U with the open end facing the boulevard. Each cabin had ju st enough room  for two 
double beds, a w ashstand w ith running water, and an entrance space the size o f  a boot 
tray. The toilet for them  all was a tw o-holer behind the M iller garage. Suitcases had to be 
stored underneath the bed, except for the large trunk which was too high to hide.

The cabin that my group chose w as right at the top o f  the U, next to the W ichert cabin.
My group consisted o f  tw o S c h o e n fe ld e r  and tw o Tiegenhagener: Bill Dick and I, and Art
Rempel and Fred W illms, respectively.

The m ain educational draw back at NCC w as that it had a weak athletic program m e, 
partly because the school did not have an athletic tradition and partly because interests 
lay elsew here, such as m usic. Consequently, som e students looked for their own w ays
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to expend their energies. These w ays w ere alw ays creative and engaging. Ironically, Mr. 
W ichert w as also our phys. ed. teacher, but when his O ld World exercises were belittled, 
he seconded several senior students that had som e experience in physical training in 
public and high school program m es.

Several nights after our arrival at the cabins, the occupants o f  our abode decided to have 
a house-w arm ing party am ongst ourselves in the tradition o f  O p p a  F o rs te i. Pizza had not 
yet been created and pop w as too expensive. We therefore celebrated w ithout food by 
doing headstands on the beds, using pillow s as projectiles, etc. We were ready for a w ater 
skirm ish w hen we heard a knock on the door.

“ Is the rum pus com ing from here?” (N o response.)

“ I said is the rum pus com ing from here?” (A long pause w hen we recognized Mr. 
W ichert's voice.)

“ We w ere all fast asleep!” w as the reply in unison. We rationalized that indeed we had 
been asleep, but that w as the night before.

A bout a m onth after the headstand episode, we returned after dark to our cabin, having 
w orked late in study hall on D a s L ie d  vo n  d e r  G lo cke . As we crossed the cabin grounds, 
we walked by Mr. W ichert’s ‘36 Chev parked beside his cabin. A m ischievous inspiration 
struck us all at the sam e tim e. Three o f  us lifted the back bum per o f  his car, while the 
fourth put blocks under the rear axle so that the back w heels were barely above the 
ground. Then retreating to our ow n cabin, we knew  that nothing would happen until the 
next m orning.

Early the next day, we heard an interm ittent but agonizing and ungodly revving and 
groaning o f  a car engine, a sound that did not dim inish, leading us to believe that the 
car was not m oving. Shortly after the sound had died, there w as a knock at the door, and 
w hen we answ ered, there w as Mr. W ichert.

“ W ould you fellow s m ind doing me a favour? Som e Tore (idiots) have blocked my car 
and it w on’t m ove. Perhaps you could help .”

We graciously consented to help, a bit puzzled though that he had com e to o u r  cabin 
door. All in all, he took the prank w ith good hum our and w as his usual congenial se lf  in 
class that day.

In religion classes he w as at his best and we pum ped him hard for answ ers to questions 
that nagged us.

“ W hy are religion classes conducted in G erm an?”
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“ W h y  d o  m en  an d  w o m e n  in th e  w o rsh ip  se rv ice  s it a p a rt fro m  o n e  a n o th e r? ”

“ W hy is fighting a ju st w ar w rong?” (W orld War II w as still raging.)
Mr. W ichert resigned at the end o f  the year to becom e the A e lte s te r  o f  the Vineland 
United M ennonite Church, but despite his having served only one year, he left a notable 
influence. First, his kind and diplom atic nature healed over potential rifts betw een the 
M ennonites and the Brethren in Christ. Secondly, his having been exposed to a strong 
evangelical presence in the NCC setting had a long-term  salutary effect on the General 
C onference M ennonites in Ontario. Thirdly, his exam ple o f  teaching the Scriptures 
as well as living their m essage alm ost led me to the m inistry m yself. Fourthly, in the 
sum m er o f  1944, my hom e com m unity called a m eeting to determ ine w hether a private 
high school was feasible in Leam ington. Mr. W ichert w as invited to be the guest speaker.

For one o f  the m eals betw een gatherings, Dad invited Mr. W ichert to our home. W hen 
he arrived, we o f  course recognized each other imm ediately. During a lull in the 
conversation, Mr. W ichert quietly observed, “Teachers are som etim es assigned alm ost 
im possible jobs. Last fall I was asked to supervise som e students in a cabin c o m p lex ...” 
Then he looked tow ards me and seeing my pleading look continued, “but tim e sm ooths 
and soothes everything.”

Mr. W ichert had had the last word and the last chuckle.
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The Turkey
The partly d eaf girl
in the grade nine art class
m isheard the final exam  instruction
and drew  a turkey
not a turtle
and predictably
bom bed the course

Curriculum  is strictly set 
each jo t and tittle m ust be met 
verbatim  is the epithet 
no need to whine and w eep and fret

W hat did you say - eh
repeat the course next year, you may
for now  knuckle under and obey
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Hitch-hiking Home For The Holidays

The tim e was D ecem ber 18, 1944, on a Friday afternoon. The Christm as exam inations 
were alm ost over and my grade 12 classm ate, Rudy Rem pel, and I had earlier decided 
that as soon as the exam s w ere finished, we were heading hom e to Leam ington.

We were not hom e-sick, only hungry for fam iliar food such as Z u c k e rzw ie b a c k  (sugar- 
buns), P la tz  (fruit-topped pastry), and my all-tim e favourite, S to lle n . We could have taken 
the train, I suppose, but trains cost money, and then there w as the inconvenience o f  poor 
connections. Thus foolishly we decided to hitch-hike after the English exam  was over.

It is im portant to rem em ber that 1944 was a w ar year, the significance being that fuel 
and tires were rationed. Consequently, few vehicles w ere on the road, highw ays were 
m inim ally cleared o f  snow; indeed, patriotism  dem anded that Canadians stay at hom e, a 
small sacrifice in contrast to the dreadful sacrifices that the boys were m aking overseas 
- at least that was w hat C anadians were told. (I shall return to the issue o f  roads and 
patriotism  in a subsequent narrative.)

We took the bus to Fort Erie, and then w alked straight to C anada C ustom s at the foot o f  
the Peace Bridge. O ur hope w as that a com passionate custom s officer would arrange a 
ride for us with som eone travelling from Buffalo to Detroit. Surely, such a traveller would 
be driving through Leam ington. We knew  that sim ply standing beside the road would be 
utterly futile.

We soon found the type o f  officer we w ere looking for, one who looked as though he 
loved his children and would do anything to protect them . Fairly soon he had a ride for us 
with a gentlem an going to Sarnia, not Detroit. It w asn’t exactly what we wanted, but we 
cou ldn 't be selective. Besides, perhaps we could persuade him to take the picturesque and 
historical route through Leam ington. I had been successful with that ploy on a previous 
occasion with a different driver.

The heater was defective in our d river’s car, or else it w as m eant not to distribute heat to 
the back seat, and so the three o f  us huddled in the front seat. We talked little because the 
driver had to concentrate on keeping his car on the highway. We did determ ine that he 
was a salesm an, but never discovered w hat his product was. N ow adays that would be a 
m atter o f  great concern.

We bulldozed through snow banks and follow ed the ruts, but surprisingly never got stuck. 
W hen the road was bum py because o f  packed snow, our heads sw ayed side to side in 
sm ooth rhythm. M eanw hile, darkness had set in hours ago.
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Eventually we reached Talbotville, and I knew  instinctively that the scenic option through 
Leam ington w as out. One can request only so m uch o f  even good people. This m an was 
going straight north to Sarnia.

He dropped us o ff  at the four com ers o f  Talbotville w ithout saying a word - we 
unenthusiastically thanked him and found ourselves on our ow n again. Talbotville was as 
dead as a cem etery with one forty w att street lamp.

We had no alternative but to start w alking w est to Leam ington guided by the stars. The 
air w as solem nly still, the m oon in near fullness and unusually bright, and with the snow  
on the ground we barely knew  it w as night. But the tem perature w as bitterly cold.

We encountered only one vehicle that night. It stopped and picked us up and drove us a 
short distance west. The driver explained that he had gone to St. Thom as to fetch som e 
m edicine for his ailing wife. He did not offer to take us in, and I was too civil to ask, 
aw are he had his ow n problem s. Perhaps his w ife w as expecting a baby and we had no 
gift to bring.

W hen we reached the head o f  his lane, he let us o ff  and, w arm ed up a bit, we continued 
w alking. Finally, after what seem ed a m arathon tram p (we d id n 't have a w atch), we 
trudged into the dim ly-lit ham let o f  Shedden, w here I said to Rud, “Just past the light 
on our right there is a small church”, and then half-jokingly, “ if  we becom e m em bers in 
spirit, we surely w ould have som e claim  to seek shelter there for the night.”

“ W hat would your Dad say to that?”

“ Listen, Rud, leave Dad out o f  this. H e’s sleeping in a warm  bed, w e ’re not! Follow  m e!”

I w ent up to the church door, tried the latch, and pulled gently. The door opened, we 
stepped inside, and groped our way to a pew. H aving found it, we slipped in, and alm ost 
instantly fell asleep; at least I did.

Soon after, I was visited by the m ost terrible nightm are I ’ve ever had.

I dream t that I had entered a strange church, com pletely packed, except for one em pty 
chair at the back on w hich I seated m yself. Then I waited and waited for the service 
to begin, but nothing happened. Surprisingly, the people were like robots. They d idn 't 
whisper, d id n 't fidget, d id n 't yaw n, not even frown that nothing w as happening. Finally, 
som eone m echanically arose (I presum ed it w as the chair o f  the church council) and in 
a m onotone announced, “ Because o f  the extrem e tem perature, the pasto r’s radiator is 
frozen, and hence will not be com ing to-night. Fortunately we have a guest preacher in
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our m idst, the one at the back, w earing the green toque. I am pleased to call on him  now 
to deliver the evening serm on.”

I got up very slowly and shuffled my feet forward, desperate for a text, any text. Nobody 
looked at me while I was m oving down the aisle. I w as alm ost even with the front 
pew and still no text. A little beyond the front pew  I heard a small voice that sounded 
authentic, “Preach about foxes having burrow s, birds o f  the air having nests, but the son 
o f  m an having now here to lay his head.”

W hen I had lifted one leg ready to m ount the pulpit steps, I froze in my track, a paralysis 
o f  sorts, but before I could feel foolish and em barrassed, a fem ale robot got up and 
shrieked, “This church is bone-chilling cold, and the guest preacher a in ’t no m ore a 
preacher than is a farm rooster. He is a green-toqued fraud. I ’m going hom e to have som e 
hot chocolate and Stollen." With that she started to leave and the other robots followed. 
W hen they w ere gone, the paralysis vanished.

W hen I aw oke, I could see the daw n filtering through the east w indow s. Rud was already 
on his feet and ready to soldier on. W hen I asked him  if  he had liked my serm on, he 
replied, “You m ust have been dream ing.”

We cancelled our m em bership and stepped outside. The only sound we heard was the 
purr o f  the G reyhound bus going by and the sight o f  its taillights o ff  to the right, heading 
hom e to Leam ington. We were not overly disappointed because every m issed bus was 
m oney in our pockets, and so we continued w alking and thum bing until we reached home 
on Saturday afternoon. S to lle n  and hot chocolate have never tasted so good since.

If  I ever have to give up my m em bership at LUM C for w hatever reason, say for 
singing too loud in the congregation, I know exactly w here I ’m going - to rekindle my 
m em bership at Shedden U nited Church.
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S hedden  U nited  C h u rc h  
as seen in 2006
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Rudy Rempel and Jake Driedger 

on their graduation from Grade 12, Spring, 1945
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Hugo
In my first year as a student at N C C , Hugo and I knew  each other, but no one would have 
said we w ere close friends. He was in a h igher grade and several years older than I, and 
therefore was already m ore confident and self-assured in the presence o f  girls. He lived 
near St. Davids in the N iagara district, and so w ent hom e for w eek-ends. A s I said, our 
relationship w as neither close nor distant until one evening after study hall.

“Jake”, he began, “ I know  a girl in St. C atharines that I would like to take roller skating 
this Saturday night. There is a big problem  though - her parents w on’t allow  it unless her 
sister com es along, and as you see I need a partner for the sister."

“ But I n e v e r ...”

“ Really, all you have to do is show  up. and I’ll take care o f  everything else.” (W hat he 
d id n 't say was that the sister was quite a good skater while I had cut my eye teeth at the 
Bob-Lo roller rink at the annual youth outing.)

I was in unfam iliar territory here. A t Leam ington High School close relationships 
betw een boys and girls rarely existed. Indeed at school prom s, etc., the principal had set 
dow n rules for what contact on the dance floor would be tolerated and what would be 
disallow ed. All o f  that o f  course m ade no difference to me, for I was not perm itted to 
attend those social functions anyw ay because I m ight run into som e unregenerate souls 
on the gym  floor.

I never had had a date in my life. I had never even touched a w om an other than my 
m other and grandm other, but in a m om ent o f  blind w eakness I agreed to H ugo 's request. 
He acted as though he had won a m ajor lottery.

On Friday after school his father w as w aiting for us in one o f  the last new  cars 
m anufactured before industry was retooled into m aking w ar m ateriel. W hen we got to 
St. Davids, I discovered that our plans would have to be changed because H ugo 's brother 
also needed the car on the sam e night, but he w as w illing to com prom ise w ith us; in other 
words, he would take us to St. C atharines and then we would have to find our own way 
hom e. The change d idn ’t bother Hugo, who apparently did not m ind w hat m ight happen 
after the roller skating. I discovered too that we would leave early for St. Catharines and 
have supper at the g irls’ hom e.

We arrived at the St. Catharines house in tim e for the m eal. My partner seem ed to be 
pleased with me despite my aw kw ardness and reserve. For my part, I w as im pressed w ith
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her ease and social graces. I decided to confess right there that I was not a good roller- 
skater because Leam ington had no rink and the Bob-Lo experience hardly counted.

For supper a lovely meal had been prepared for us with potato salad, my nem esis, as the 
centre piece, but since there w as other delectable food I w as partly successful in working 
around it.

A fter supper we m ade a short walk to the roller rink and stopped by the counter to pay the 
adm ission and rent for our skates. Then we had to stand in line and wait for som e room 
to be available on the benches to clam p the skates onto our shoes. Suddenly I noticed 
that Hugo, who was to look after everything, had disappeared with his girlfriend. I had 
counted on him to be my role m odel in fastening the skates. For exam ple, would my 
partner affix her own, or would I, or would we both work at it? I was on my own and 
functioning by sheer trial and error.

My first m istake was that I d id n 't wait for a vacant spot on the benches, but like a good 
M ennonite, I decided to im provise.

“ I f  y o u 'll let me take hold o f  your ankle, I could lift your foot and slide the shoe into the 
skate,” I volunteered.

No response, w hich I interpreted as an affirm ation, and so I clutched her ankle and began 
lifting, but her foot d id n 't m ove. A pparently her lack o f  response had m eant a negation.

I next tried persuasion. “ If  we put on our skates while we are standing here, we w on’t 
need the benches and therefore will have m ore tim e on the floor.”

“ You put yours on first!”

That w as easy because my foot knew  exactly what I w as thinking and so all elem ents 
were co-ordinated. In a short tim e I w as standing tall on my skates.

“N ow  you may clam p m ine.”

The situation this tim e w as different. I w as standing taller, my feet were m obile, and 
w hen I went for her ankle I lost my balance and slipped dow n on my patootie.

“ W hy don’t we ju st w ait for a bench?” she observed, looking dow n on me, and those 
around agreed.

Once we were on the floor, it was apparent that I desperately needed her. I needed her like 
an old man needs a cane for steadiness; I needed her like an inexperienced pastor
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needs a pulpit to lean on; like a drow ning sailor reaching for the lifeline. We were too 
preoccupied to attem pt a conversation.

The conclusion cam e sooner than expected. A rink supervisor tapped me on the shoulder 
and w arned, “E ither speed up or get o ff the floor.” We were going our speed limit, but 
that w as apparently too slow, and so we pulled o ff  the road and spent the rest o f  the tim e 
on the bench.

Settled on the bench. I tried to initiate som e dialogue.

“ Do you like Latin?” I ventured.

“ I d on ’t take Latin .”

Does your school have a glee club?”

“ Yes, but I 'm  not in it. I d o n 't sing.”

Her efforts at m aking conversation w ere equally futile, and so we sat back and watched 
the skaters go in circles. The Hugos were part o f  the crow d and were scoring touchdow ns 
and extra points.

At the end o f  the evening we returned the skates and w alked the girls home. At the 
door, I said, “Ann, I had a wonderful tim e to-night. I shall rem em ber this forever.” Her 
sentim ents w ere m ore charm ing.

Hugo and I w alked to the Queen Elizabeth Way. N ow  that the event was over, Hugo 
w as bereft o f  further plans, and so we ju s t kept on walking. We did get a few short rides, 
thanks to the fact that Canada was at war, and picking up hitch-hikers w as alm ost a 
patriotic duty. M ost o f  the journey nonetheless w as by shank’s pony.

We reached H ugo 's house far past m idnight only to find the door locked, a practice 
ingrained into every Russian M ennonite family. We gained entrance, however, through a 
window, and with Hugo in the lead felt our way to the bedroom .

On M onday we were back in school again and Hugo never asked a favour o f  me again, 
m ainly, I think, because he and his partner eventually decided not to travel the sam e road. 
W hen I heard the news, I w anted to leap up and celebrate as if  I had won a lottery, but 
my feet were fastened to the floor because I suddenly realized that my roller skating days 
with Ann were over. I continued with my Latin and my singing in the glee club. I felt that 
I had not been a saint but that I had kept my agreem ent; that I had not prom ised m ore 
than I could perform .

7 6



Whipper Billy Watson
One winter, posters along main street in Fort Erie announced that W hipper Billy W atson, 
British Em pire w restling cham pion, was com ing to town and would perform  in the local 
arena. I had never seen a professional w restling m atch, not even an am ateur one, since 
high school w restling w as considered to be im m odest in an age o f  prudery and moral 
strictness.

To attend the Fort Erie m atch, I had to consider the distance from school to tow n, the fact 
that the m atch w as in the evening, and m ost im portantly, getting a study hall exem ption 
from the presiding supervisor.

But as the night o f  the m atch approached, my determ ination galvanized and I persuaded 
my two room -m ates to go with me. Persuasion is probably too strong a word in the 
context. (I digress.) In any event we still needed a convincing alibi to be excused from 
study hall.

Here a quirk o f  fate was on our side, for on the day o f  the m atch we had fish puree for 
supper, a dish that was generally unw elcom ed for it purportedly caused stom ach cram ps. 
And so, som e m inutes into study hall the three o f  us w ent to the supervisor and pleaded 
severe stom ach cram ps, a plea that w as answ ered with, “ Well, go to your room , lie down 
a bit, and return w hen you are feeling better.” She had an unm istakable tw inkle in her 
eye. Had she also read the poster as she w alked by?

W hen we got to the boulevard, we were fortunate in getting a ride. A fter all, who would 
drive by three young lads going to a w restling m atch? That an evil person m ight stop for 
us never even entered our m inds.

The arena w as packed with people, but before we entered we paid our adm ission, and 
then a red stam p was thum ped on the back o f  our hand. Since there was no assigned 
seating, we m ade our way as close to the ring as possible.

There w ere two prelim inary bouts, and it d idn’t take us long to discover that professional 
w restling is a colossal fake. The big brutes were like a small nursery o f  childlike 
actors. We could see that the outcom e had been predeterm ined, that the w restlers were 
co-operating instead o f  com peting, and that the participants seem ed to be acting out 
characters. A slap to the face never squarely landed. It only sounded that way because the 
w restlers slapped their hands while the v iew ers' attention was focused on their faces.

The story line set out feuds and rivalries; “good” characters and “bad” characters. In
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a way, we w ere w atching a m orality play such as we are all fam iliar w ith in the Old 
Testam ent.

The m ain event w as the breath stopper. W hipper Bill bore a close resem blance to C lark 
G able, only taller and m ore m uscular. Twice he escaped his ugly opponent by a clever 
hand-over-hand m ovem ent along the low est rope, and then in a flying leap his body hit 
his opponent’s chest, throw ing him  backw ards, and Billy pinned his shoulders to the mat. 
We locked our eyes on B illy’s sw eet, sw eating biceps, and then noticed not a strand o f  his 
black hair had m oved during the bout.

This tim e the perform ance w as m ore real. The m oves the w restlers m ade on each other, 
however, d idn ’t hurt as badly as the w restlers pretended, I ’m sure, but there w as m ore 
authenticity this tim e. They w ere good athletes perform ing difficult stunts. Since we were 
so close to the ring, we could hear the w restlers w hisper to each other so that the action 
that follow ed would be anticipated, thus barring aw kw ard m om ents.

G enerally speaking, we concluded that professional w restling is pure entertainm ent. The 
fact that the w restlers w ere not pum m elling each other into oblivion was a re lief to us 
nonresistant M ennonite boys.

A t the end o f  the show, I noticed a knot o f  adm irers near the ring looking for autographs, 
but we headed for the exit and then hitch-hiked hom e.

Back in our room  we found everything in order, no sum m ons having been slipped under 
our door, and no fellow  students having enquired about our w hereabouts. That night I 
had five terrible nightm ares: first, W hipper Billy had to w ithdraw  from the m ain event 
because o f  an overdose o f  fish pureée; secondly, W hipper Billy w as hiding under my bed; 
thirdly, W hipper Billy w as my study hall supervisor; fourthly, W hipper Billy w as called 
to the principal’s office; fifthly, W hipper Billy preached the serm on at my funeral using 
Gen. 32: 24 as his text.

The next day I felt m uch better. The m ark o f  Cain, however, w as still on my right hand, 
and so I answ ered questions by lifting the left. W hen I m et the previous n igh t’s study hall 
teacher, she had a tw inkle in her eye again, but our eyes never com pletely locked.

A fter a w hile the w restling event becam e dim m er and dim m er in my memory. I 
rationalized that it had been an educational field trip, a trip that illustrated m any biblical 
them es: w heat and tares; pride and fall; deception them e; an eye for an eye, etc.

In conclusion, I have never attended another w restling m atch, no m atter at w hat level o f  
com petition.
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Moon over the Niagara
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Cruising Down The River
M achiavel in M arlow ’s J e w  o f  M a lta  says that there is no sin but ignorance. O scar W ilde
is m ore poignant w hen he observes that there is no sin except stupidity. M y dictionary 
defines stupidity as “ lacking in good judgem ent” and I certainly cannot im prove on that 
definition.

Recently CBC radio ran a contest in w hich it invited listeners to subm it a story about 
the stupidest thing each listener had ever done. One person adm itted going up the dow n 
thoroughfare and being caught and fined. A nother told o f  buying a final-sale C hristm as 
tree and finding it w as too big for the doorway. Still another reported that he had slept 
in on the very day he w as to be evaluated at his w orkplace. I did not enter the contest 
because I w as afraid o f  w inning and then all o f  Southw estern O ntario w ould know  about 
my stupidity.

Stupidity is born w hen ill-conceived and thoughtless actions m ore often than not m ature 
into bitter consequences. For exam ple, partying and im m oderate drinking, and then 
driving hom e after the special event; harsh words, quarrel and irreconcilable schism s; 
speed, black ice or fog, and disaster w hile on the 401. The exam ples are legion and 
require no further listing.

Before I explain what happened to m e, I should delineate the circum stances I found 
m yse lf in. N iagara Christian C ollegiate is situated on the photogenic banks o f  the N iagara 
River. Indeed, am ateur photographers w hen I w as there m ade pocket m oney by selling 
spectacular prints to their fellow  students. The best view  o f  the river w as from  the 
w indow s o f  the school library. From  here, on calm  m oonlit nights one could see a band 
o f  golden light stretch all the way from  the Canadian shoreline to the city o f  Buffalo.
The river had a m esm erizing and inescapable draw  to it like the Siren song that lured the 
sailors to the rocks on w hich they perished.

I intim ated on a previous occasion that my com ing to N iagara w as my first extended 
period aw ay from  hom e. It w as an altogether liberating experience since now  I had to 
develop my ow n regim en albeit w ithin lim its, and still allow  tim e for out-of-school 
adventures. The first week, for instance, I hitch-hiked to N iagara Falls and took in the 
unacknow ledged eighth w onder o f  the world. A nother tim e I hitch-hiked to Old Fort 
Erie, near the foot o f  the Peace Bridge. The visit opened my eyes to an im portant chapter 
in Canadian history. W ith others I took the bus to C hurchill’s Tabernacle in Buffalo and 
jo ined  in the singing, said to have been broadcast on area radio. In short, I felt entirely 
unencum bered and confident, ready to confront alm ost any challenge.
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Every night after study hall in the school, we w alked along the boulevard, the river to 
our right, back to the M iller cabins to our sleeping quarters. M y com panions were Art 
Rem pel, Bill D ick, and Fred W illms.

One evening I casually verbalized, “You know, guys, if  we had a boat we could row  
across the river and back in h a lf an hour and still have tim e for a snack o f  pepperm int 
cookies.”

“ W e’d have to w ait for a perfect night - warm , quiet, and a laughing m oon.” Bill alw ays 
used his im ages carefully. He once described one o f  our teachers as a glass full o f  warm  
chocolate m ilk. (B ill and I w orked at the L ichtenberger Dairy on Saturdays.)

A t this point A rt w ashed his hands clean o f  the w hole proposal. Being the youngest, Art 
w as still several years away from  being “cool”, to -day’s over-used expression. He also 
m issed the unforgettable W hipper Billy W atson perform ance.

“ W here would we get a boat?” Fred w orried. “A m otorboat would be too noisy. Anyway, 
i f  conditions w ere perfect as Bill said, the ride should be as easy as slicing baloney.” 
(Fred w orked behind the m eat counter o f  A & P in Fort Erie on Saturdays.)

The m atter o f  the boat w as easily solved because Mr. M iller had oars and a row boat tied 
to his little dock in front o f  his business, and since we trusted him , we felt no need to ask 
his perm ission. Taking is not stealing w hen you know  ahead o f  tim e that the ow ner will 
gladly and graciously com ply w ith your request.

Perfect conditions finally prevailed on a certain Thursday in the m onth o f  October. We 
unfastened the rope that tied the boat to the dock and pushed o ff  into the river. I took 
com m and o f  the oars, w ith Bill in the bow  and Fred in the stem . We m oved slowly at first 
because we had to traverse an arm y o f  bulrushes grow ing in the shallow s near the shore.

O nce we were beyond the bulrushes the row ing w as easy and enjoyable. Had our 
situation been slightly different we would have “ fortissim oed” :

Row  row  row  your boat 
Gently dow n the stream  
M errily m errily m errily m errily 
Life is but a dream

In the distance the harbour lights beckoned us onward. We w eren’t even into the current 
yet w hen som ething dreadfully w ent awry - my left oar snapped and we were adrift w ith 
ju s t one paddle. Had our lot been less serious we m ight have m ourned:
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You are drifting far from  shore 
Leaning on a broken oar 
You are drifting slow ly drifting 
D rifting dow n

That w as the song we som etim es sang at evangelistic m eetings at the school. The 
distinction w as startling - reality and surrealism .

There w as no tim e, how ever, to dw ell on the niceties o f  language. We w ere m oving 
slow ly but aim lessly tow ard the distant Falls.

O ur first assignm ent w as to get the boat turned around so that the bow  w ould face 
upstream . To that end Bill instructed that I rest my oar w hile he and Fred each used both 
hands as a paddle on the port side o f  the boat. O nce we had the boat headed back to port 
the sam e m ethod continued except I used my paddle to feather the w ater on the starboard 
side. Since the m oon w as bright we had no difficulty locating M ille r’s dock.

Back in our cabin I got out M om ’s pepperm int cookies, but they d idn ’t have the same 
taste as heretofore. I cannot account for the difference in taste.

W hat puzzles and fazes m e still is that I d on ’t have a com pelling reason for the breaking 
o f  the oar. Probable causes exist, and so I ’ll let my readers decide w hich is the m ost 
plausible.

First, the oar w as riddled w ith rot to begin w ith and so could not w ithstand the vigorous 
pulling that youth exerted on it.

Second, as on at least one previous occasion, my loving grandm other interceded for m e at 
the celestial courts o f  justice.

Third, my guardian angel hovered over me w ith its “ah! bright w ings".

Fourth, the L ord’s intervention: “the Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy com ing

Several w eeks before C hristm as we m oved into our new  quarters on cam pus, and the 
M iller experience w as put behind us.

How ever, one day the principal said to a group o f  us gathered in the vestibule, “ I settled 
the account w ith M iller yesterday including one strange billing. He billed m e for a broken 
oar. I d on ’t understand it, but I w on’t let it becom e an issue betw een us.”

I regret now  that I d idn’t step forw ard to m ake an explanation, but then I thought I had 
valid reasons for rem aining silent. N ow  I have som ething to expiate, no m ere pettiness.
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PART V
You shall know the truth 

And the truth shall make you free
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On The Move Again
A fter my graduation from grade thirteen in the spring o f  1 9 4 6 , I was again confronted 
with an alternative: to find a perm anent jo b  or to continue my education. On the side o f  
the latter was the reality that I had had a taste o f  education and now I w anted the whole 
m eal. Furtherm ore I had becom e som ew hat o f  a misfit am ong my peers. They had opted 
for instant m oney by getting a job . in m ost cases a jo b  related to farm ing, and in those 
days farm ing and education were at loggerheads.

To continue my education required financial resources, which my parents did not have. I 
suggested nearby A ssum ption College (eventually U niversity o f  W indsor), but my Dad 
thought it unthinkable that a M ennonite pasto r's  son would attend a Catholic college. The 
entire congregation would m orph into fits o f  hysterics. W estern was briefly considered, 
but Dad had heard som ew here that it was intended for elite A nglo-Saxon students, and 
that o f  course left me out on two counts: m oney and the elite factor. M eanw hile Dad 
had conferred by letter with influential conference people in N ew ton, Kansas, and they 
suggested that Bluffton (O hio) m ight be the answ er for me.

Bluffton U niversity is a M ennonite institution despite the fact that m ost o f  its students are 
non-M ennonite. To-day its enrolm ent is about 1200 students. (In 2005, it ranked 34th out 
o f  107 “com prehensive” universities in the A m erican M idw est.) It is situated on a 234 
acre cam pus ju st o ff  1-75.

Since it was a M ennonite school, it kept D ad’s hopes alive that perhaps som e day I 
would follow in his steps to a M ennonite pulpit. On further inquiry we discovered that 
the exchange rate on Canadian funds w as very favourable; nam ely that I would gain ten 
percent on my Canadian money. W hat really clinched the decision to attend Bluffton. 
though, was their very attractive bursary, em ploym ent on cam pus, and a very good rating 
on my G rade 13 marks.

On Septem ber 3, 1946, we crow ded into our ' 36 Ford and set out for the unknown. Dad 
w as the navigator with map in hand, periodically estim ating how  far we still had to go.

We arrived shortly before lunch and drove directly to University Hall, where I went 
through the registration regim en and com pleted it with relative dispatch. My big 
disappointm ent occurred when I heard that I would be living o ff  cam pus because all the 
dorm itories were occupied to capacity. Then during registration I w as asked what subject 
I would likely be m ajoring in, an issue that I had been very naive about heretofore. I 
thought I was sim ply going to university. The A m erican students seem ed to know exactly 
w hat slot they fitted in. N ot to be outdone by them . I blindly ticked o ff English, a decision 
I have never regretted. (I discovered later that my decision had not been altogether 
binding.)
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Having decided to throw  in my lot with English studies, I was advised to take som e 
courses that would stand an English teacher in good stead should I decide to enter the 
teaching profession, and so I studied Oral Interpretation and Dramatic Expression and 
voice training in addition to the required English courses.

I decided early that I would participate in as m any extracurricular activities as was 
prudent for me, and therefore I jo ined  the school choir, the gospel team , and dram a.
The choir experience took me to places I would otherw ise have never seen, including 
Philadelphia and N ew  York City.

Socially I w as a misfit, partly because o f  my living o ff  cam pus the first year, and partly 
because o f  my social inexperience. In the fall o f  1946 the A m erican G Ts w ere beginning 
or continuing their college education, and here I w as an innocent boy from Leam ington 
am ong those who had been everyw here, seen everything and had done every thing. One 
young m an. hair as white as an old m an 's, w as in my English class but usually fast asleep. 
I learned from others that he had been a prisoner o f  w ar in Stalag 344 and now was 
m aking up for som e o f  the sleep he had lost. He never participated in class discussion and 
according to the Alum ni Directory died not long after leaving school.

There w ere also CPSers (A m erican COs), but they w ere in the minority. As an incidental 
observation, by far the m ajority o f  young M ennonite men in the Bluffton First M ennonite 
Church went into the active service during the war. I w as in the Sunday m orning service 
when the pastor apologized to the congregation for his languid support o f  the peace 
principle during the war. I had acquaintances from both groups, and I never noticed any 
anim osity am ong them . Both groups influenced my attitude to w ar and peace.

The school’s m ission statem ent that the truth m akes free cam e to play early in my 
education. For exam ple, I was freed from my long-standing prejudices tow ard others; 
namely, I discovered that Catholics too were considered to be Christian. The G erm an 
language was not the only language that God understood. African A m ericans could be 
C hristian ju st as m uch as white Am ericans. Practising the gospel was far m ore im portant 
than m em orizing its tenets. Finally, a literal reading o f  the Bible raised m ore questions 
than it answered.

In my religion class the issue o f  evolution was one o f  our topics, and since my respected 
professor subscribed to it I becam e a convert up to a point. I affirm ed (and still do) G od’s 
role in creation, but science explains the history o f  the universe. This tim e, however, I had 
the good sense not to inform my Dad about my opinion. W hat surprised me in my class 
was the nonchalance o f  the university on this m atter as if  that issue had been settled long 
ago. All o f  the above did not am eliorate my re-entry into my hom e com m unity.

Bluffton days were eye-peeling and barrier-breaking tim es in my life. In later years they 
continued at Western Ontario, W indsor U., Westham College (England), and Laurentian U.
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Bob Amstutz
In my studies o f  English Literature, John M ilton w as not my favourite writer, especially 
not his “ Paradise Lost.” As far as the doctrine goes, the poem  is overw helm ingly 
Christian. Perhaps therein lies my problem : Satan is the best draw n o f  M ilton 's characters 
and speaks the m ost poetic lines. For instance,

“The m ind is its own place and in itse lf 
Can m ake a heaven o f  hell.”

In other words, o n e’s attitude to a certain situation determ ines how one will deal with it, 
and this brings me to Bob A m stutz.

W hen I arrived in Bluffton in the fall o f  1 9 4 6 . I w as a stranger in a foreign land, unversed 
in the custom s and conventions o f  A m ericans, never m ind their at-tim es peculiar spelling 
and pronunciation. I soon found that A m ericans are m ore self-assured and confident than 
C anadians while the latter tend to be reserved and som ew hat cautious.

I w as sw ept into the A m erican m ainstream  when I responded to an ad on the college 
bulletin board calling for farm help on Saturdays and other days provided the applicant 
was available. It doesn 't m atter that I was the only applicant; what m attered was that I 
m et Bob A m stutz, my new boss and mentor.

Bob w as running his m o ther's  farm near Bluffton that year but was also a student - in 
fact the sam e year I was in although throughout our university years we were never in the 
sam e class because his interests were in politics, m ine in literature. At any rate there was 
plenty o f  work to do on the farm that fall, m ainly harvesting corn and soyabeans.

Bob had served in C ivilian Public Service during the war, a program m e fashioned by the 
Historic Peace C hurches for conscientious objectors. There were a num ber o f  services 
one could enter, all aim ed how ever to keep COs isolated from the public. The m ost 
challenging service was at health experim ent centres, w here COs acted as hum an guinea 
pigs to test new  drugs for averting pandem ic diseases. (I digress.)

In brief. Bob had accum ulated a wealth o f  know ledge that I could never rival. Added to 
his know ledge w as a delightful sense o f  hum or that m ade w orking with him a pleasure. 
He had an old John Deere D tractor that was as perverse and obstinate as to -day’s Joe 
Clark. It had to be started by rotating the flywheel by hand and then getting out o f  the 
way as fast as possible when you heard the putt-puttings. W hen our efforts could not 
elicit a putt-putt we serenaded the engine with a fine duet o f  “ You are my sunshine” .
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Som etim es that m ethod w orked, som etim es not. On Saturdays, B ob 's m other provided us 
with a delicious lunch, a pleasant change from cafeteria food.

Bob and I both sang in the vesper choir, never in the sam e section though because he had 
a resonant baritone voice that could have sung any solo part except that Professor Lantz 
preferred Law rence B urkholder’s voice. My tenor voice was a voice from out o f  the 
desert. O ur director w as very fastidious in choir m atters; for exam ple, at the beginning o f  
the year we had to affirm that we were non-sm okers; otherw ise we were out o f  the choir. 
Regrettably m any war veterans with good voices were barred from the choir because they 
had becom e addicted to nicotine in the service. The d irec to r's  rationale had nothing to do 
with health hazards but with the negative impact on public relations when the choir went 
out to sing in conservative church com m unities. The regulation was a non-issue for me, 
not an issue for Bob either because he sm oked a pipe only on Saturday, and he reasoned 
that the regulation applied only to school days.

Not only was Bob a good em ployer but a generous one. He ow ned a ' 41 Chev. Coupe 
which from tim e to tim e he put at my disposal so that I could take my dorm -m ate Glenn 
K aufm ann to the theatre in Findlay, about fifteen m iles distant from Buffton. Glenn was 
a very conservative fellow  and also pious. There w as a theatre in Bluffton but Glenn 
thought being seen in the Bluffton theatre would devalue the opinion he thought others 
had o f  him. Besides, since I had a car to drive I thought we m ight ju st as well put some 
m iles on it. (I should point out too that even in those days two male students attending the 
theatre received looks o f  askance from the others.)

My m ost m em orable m om ent with Bob occurred w hen four o f  us, including M arvin 
Dress, decided to drive to C olum bus, Ohio, to hear N orm an Thom as, six tim e Socialist 
candidate for president (1928-48). His speech was eloquent, advocating a m oderate brand 
o f  socialism  that included an anti-w ar stance. For us m iddle-of-the-w ay students his 
w ords were appealing; however, m ost A m ericans were distrustful o f  Thom as, thinking he 
had ties with C om m unist Russia.

On the way hom e we picked up a lady hitch-hiker who it turned out was a lady o f  the 
night w hose proffered services we dem urred. Her fragrances were overpow ering and 
could have felled a stable o f  oxen. Her conversation was Canadian Tire talk, a language 
that any sim pleton could understand. We dropped her o ff  at Kenton and proceeded on our 
way.

By now Dress was gasping for fresh air and so Bob stopped the car until Dress had 
clim bed onto the hood, straddled it and flapped his arm s as if  they were eagle wings. We 
reached Bluffton with Dress feeling woozy and light-headed.

I would prefer to discontinue my account here, for what follow s is the stu ff o f  G reek 
tragedy and only B ob 's attitude o f  m aking a “heaven o f  hell” enabled him to overcom e.
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Bob becam e interested in a very bright and quite attractive jun io r called M yrtle and to 
quote the Bard:

no sooner looked but they loved
no sooner loved but they sighed
no sooner sighed but asked each other the reason
no sooner knew  the reason
but they sought the rem edy

Bob tells me now that he had m isgivings about the relationship, for M yrtle had a m ental 
disorder in her family, but being a man o f  honour and because o f  her insistence they 
m arried. M arried life w as copacetic at first, and when the issue o f  children arose their 
counsellor, w ell-versed in these m atters, advised that their children would exhibit the best 
o f  both parents. The child ren’s arrival was a celebratory event, but sadly one o f  their two 
boys was schizophrenic and as a boy died by his own hand. M eanw hile M yrtle becam e 
m ore psychotic and avaricious and w iped clean their life savings and college education 
fund. About that tim e she wrote me a letter explaining her situation, and I im m ediately 
discerned that this was not the M yrtle that I had know n in Bluffton. A dissolution o f  their 
m arriage follow ed solely at her request.

A few years later Bob rem arried only to have his new wife die o f  cancer a few years later. 
W hen he called me after a long tim e lapse he said he had m arried Cathy and now  lived in 
Vermont.

Bob is the only Blufftonite I still interact with consistently. W hen I called him recently 
he w as grateful and cheerful about his lot in life. He is not especially devout and so for 
a person who has w alked through the valley o f  the shadow  I often w onder what is the 
source o f  his strength and buoyancy.
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Winnifred Fett
W innifred w as one o f  those A m ericans that Rick M ercer likes to ridicule on his television 
program m e - daft on Canadian geography and Canadian politics. A lm ost anything 
Canadian in fact. For instance, in the 1940s global w arm ing w as still Buck R ogers’ 
science fiction, but she thought it would be a boon to Leam ington farm ers, for an early 
ice m elt would lengthen the grow ing season for them . She thought that C anadians should 
stop subsidizing the English queen and spend the subsidy on w orthy Canadian ventures 
instead. For my part I w as under the illusion that the A m erican electoral college is indeed 
an establishm ent for higher education and that the A m erican Senate is as superfluous an 
ornam ent as is its Canadian counterpart.

G eography aside, W innifred w as a know ledgeable, gregarious, confident sophom ore. We 
were in the sam e year but never in the sam e class, her interests being in sociology and 
the like. She w as not part o f  the Vesper choir, she did not jo in  the gospel team , in fact 
she d idn ’t even attend the M ennonite Church, and yet our paths crossed m any tim es. The 
explanation for the latter is that w hen Bob A m stutz had no w ork for me on Saturdays 
I w ent to w ork on the Fett farm. That way I had a fairly steady incom e paid out in 
A m erican dollars.

My work began, as w ith A m stutz, w hen I answ ered an ad on the bulletin board. I was 
fairly sure the jo b  w as m ine even before I w as contacted, for returning G I’s received a 
tidy governm ent education grant, ex-C PSers looked for som ething m ore exciting than an 
undertakers’ convention, still o thers were w ealthy in their ow n right. Besides I had years 
o f  farm experience.

On Saturday m orning she knocked on the dorm itory door with the conventional, “ Well 
Jake, no sacking in this m orning.” (She had notified m e during the w eek that I had the 
job .)

“ Right on, first farm w ork and then my term  paper on M athew  A rnold’s “H ebraism  and 
H ellenism .” M athew  A rnold kept us going until we reached the farm.

In those days Ohio roads even in the boondocks were asphalted, farm buildings exuded 
wealth, and farm ers w alked w ith the loping stride o f  entitlem ent. The latter how ever did 
not apply to Mr. Fett. He was a gentlem an and everything about him was tickety-boo.

My first jo b  was one that I had never done before and one o f  the loneliest because I was 
the only undertaker at this solo convention in a strange field. I believe that this w as a 
deliberate test assignm ent to see if  this foreigner w as up to the job . In any case I m orphed 
from a noun to a verb.
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It w as com  harvest tim e before the days o f  the com bine, and the m achine o f  choice was 
the com  binder. Before the binder could m ake a clean pass in the field a sw ath o f  com  
had to be cut w ith the sickle. This sickled com  had to be gathered and arranged in com  
shocks, w hich were then tied together by a single flexible stalk near the top o f  a shock.

I w ondered where the end o f  the row  m ight be, how  far it m ight be from hom e, and what 
M om and Dad w ere having to eat. My w ondering stopped w hen I heard footsteps behind 
me and there w as W innifred inviting me in for lunch.

The afternoon w ent better because during my noon hour I had w alked to the end o f  the 
row  and now  knew  w hat lay ahead. Besides, Mr. Fett had tested the flexible stalks around 
the shocks and found them  satisfactory.

For the evening meal W innifred had gone all-out to m ake a culinary im pression. She 
had prepared hom e-m ade ice-cream , the best garden vegetables and a kind o f  m eat I 
had never seen before. (I felt better w hen I saw  that the potato salad w as m issing.) The 
Fetts did not say grace, so I felt a bit heathenish when I too abstained. W hen I had finally 
finished battling the m eat on my plate, W innifred m ischievously asked if  I would like 
another helping o f  squirrel. I asked instead for ice-cream  to m ove the anim al dow n and 
out o f  my throat. Mrs. Fett explained that squirrel w as not a unique meal in the fam ily 
and apologized for a poor choice to com plem ent this one. To m ark their sincerity M r.Fett 
gave me a surprise bonus before W innifred drove me back to my lodging.

The next year I never saw  her on cam pus, but then I w asn’t looking for her either. 
A dm ittedly I w ondered at tim es w hat m ight have happened to her. Then to my 
astonishm ent I noticed in the latest A lum ni directory that tw enty-tw o percent o f  my 
graduating class had already gone the way o f  all flesh, but W innifred was not am ong the 
deceased. A further page revealed that she now  lives in Reston, W yoming, U .S.A.

W hen I contacted her by telephone, she dubbed me as a m arketeer at first and w as about 
to hang up, but she finally recognized my nam e and then w as eager to converse. Her 
fam ily w as in the m idst o f  harvest, and so we review ed only life’s basics. She concluded 
w ith a glow ing testam ent about B luffton, a university that alm ost transform ed her into a 
M ennonite and now  she w as influencing her husband to adopt the M ennonite way, a type 
o f  m odern-day Lydia, not in Philippi but in Reston, W yoming.

The telephone connection was follow ed by a letter in w hich she described their farm ing 
operation: sheep and cattle and alfalfa, the latter grow n with the aid o f  irrigation. The 
fam ily picture that cam e with the letter revealed her as a lady that had endured som e lusty 
w inters, frosty, but kindly.

I am  pleased that I cam e to know  W innifred Fett.
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Is this the promised end?

Time

Time the old earth orbiter 
W itness to generations 
Rem ains unsentim ental, m ute 
To passing affinities 
All invariably duplicates 
And yet, w hat’s past. Time, 
The com m on arbitrator 
Will bless and crow n
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Dr. Paul Shelley
In the book, B lu ffto n  C o lle g e  a n  A d v e n tu re  in  F a ith  1 9 0 0 -1 9 5 0 , the authors explain the 
ideal attributes o f  a Bluffton professor.

Bluffton faculty m em bers m ust be com m itted 
to a deep Christian faith. They need not be 
M ennonites, but they should be sym pathetic 
to the unique beliefs o f  the M ennonite Church.
Little progress can be m ade in teaching these 
beliefs unless the staff is w holeheartedly 
com m itted to them . N ot only should the faculty 
m em bers be sincere Christians personally, but 
they should take an active part in the work o f  
the church.
It is also im portant that faculty m em bers understand 
youth and appeal to young people. The ideal faculty 
m em ber is perpetually a youth insofar as his 
ability to understand the view point o f  youth is 
concerned. This m eans that he m ust be able to 
m ake legitim ate adjustm ents in both his m ethods 
and view points as tim es change.
K now ledge o f  subject m atter is a necessity.
C lever handling o f  young people is essential, but it 
cannot be a substitute for know ledge o f  o n e’s 
specialty. Furtherm ore, he m ust keep up to date, 
not only in his own field, but in general inform ation.
The Christian college teacher m ust have a broad 
social outlook. He m ust be som ething o f  an idealist; 
otherw ise he cannot inspire youth to idealism . On the 
other hand, he m ust be practical; otherw ise he 
cannot help to prepare youth for the rigours o f  
life.

I can say w ithout reservation that Dr. Shelley possessed all o f  the preceding attributes. He 
w as especially attuned to the ways that young people are constituted. He could play ping- 
pong with the best o f  them  but also offered them  counsel in a non-threatening manner. 
W hen his brother, Andrew, w as on cam pus, the two w ere invariably asked to provide 
entertainm ent at a post-dinner hour in the cafeteria. T heir duet o f  " The G rum bles" was 
alw ays well received. O ccasionally A ndrew  w as asked to lead the “fight” song before a 
football gam e, and Dr. Paul would be in the crow d adding his voice to the pandem onium .
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I w as also im pressed with his disinterest in m aterialism  and consum erism . The only suit 
o f  clothes I ever saw him w ear w as a black, double-breasted suit w ith very baggy, shiny 
pants, a suit not even to-day’s Et C etera Shoppe would accept. He did not ow n a car and 
I som etim es w ondered w hether he ow ned a razorstrap.

One o f  the requirem ents for graduation w as com pleting a religion course, a requirem ent 
that som e veterans (and a few others) objected to, and so a com prom ise w as reached by 
which a religion course could be audited (no credit and no hom ew ork or final exam ). As 
a result o f  the com prom ise, there were students in class that had no desire to be there, 
and thus m ade Dr. Paul’s long row  even harder to hoe. But he never lost his tem per and 
alw ays held his own, for religion w as his elem ent. His trade-m ark response was, “ Well, 
is the m atter that you describe good or bad?” That gave him a m om ent’s breathing room , 
and w hen he caught his breath, his response w as lucid and substantive.

It took me a long tim e to get used to his style and m anner because subconsciously, I 
think, I was com paring him with my Dad, who cam e from the Old School o f  form ality 
and tradition and who had his m ind m ade up on m ost religious m atters. Dr. Shelley 
astonished me w hen he asked me to attend an interview  regarding a sem inary education 
after graduation. I attended but felt it w as not the school for me.

One o f  his last m em orable statem ents that I rem em ber w as that we would appreciate our 
education m ore in the future than now, that it would enable us to think critically, to m ake 
ethical assessm ents, and to realize w hat was taking place in a religious historical context.

A fter my graduation I lost touch with Dr. Paul, but years later I read in the alum ni new s 
that he had died a very painful death.

O f one thing I am certain - there were flights o f  angels singing him  to rest.
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PART VI
Where there are Mennonites 

there is a church

Essex County United Mennonite Church, Leamington, 1951

9 6



And There Were Added Unto Them
245 Souls

My sum m er sojourns in Leam ington in the latter 1940s enabled me to w itness the 
rem arkable influx o f  M ennonite refugees from Europe.

I will say at the outset that other w riters have w ritten extensively on this subject, 
including Peter D yck, T.D. Regehr, M arlene Epp, and many contributors to M ennonite 
papers. My purpose is to confine my observations to M ennonite refugees o f  the Second 
W orld War here in Leam ington generally and at my church on Oak Street in particular.

N .N . D riedger estim ates in his book The L e a m in g to n  U n ite d  M e n n o n ite  C h u rc h  that 
o f  the approxim ately 8000 refugees sponsored by Canadian M ennonites, 245 becam e 
m em bers o f  LU M C; the latter figure represented about 20%  o f  the m em bership. (The 
survey took place in 1971 and included children who had becom e m em bers.)

The challenge o f  integrating Canadian M ennonites and postw ar M ennonites w as 
considerable. Very im portant w as the establishm ent o f  trust betw een the tw o groups.
In the 1930s and beyond there had been virtually no letter exchange, let alone sending 
m oney regularly to relatives in the Soviet Union. Letters in fact were unw elcom e because 
it raised the suspicions o f  the Soviet authorities o f  collaboration with the enemy. Trumped 
up convictions were many and could result in exile for those having received mail from 
abroad. That the C om m unist ideology was a godless one w as well docum ented. It forbade 
the preaching o f  the Christian gospel. C hildren w ere indoctrinated in anti-religious values 
and isolated from Christian traditions. This inform ation was received by relatives in the 
late 1930s when com m unication was still relatively risk free.

The worry o f  my parents as well as others w as to what extent the C om m unist ideology 
had tainted and infected the religious attitudes o f  the new im m igrants. W ould they still be 
genuine M ennonite C hristians? Indeed, would they still be interested in religion? Some o f  
the new com ers m ust have received looks o f  askance w hen they arrived. In hindsight, the 
postw ar M ennonites, so far as I interacted with them , laid dow n a testim ony every bit as 
w holesom e and virtuous as we Canadians. M any preachers and others had in fact given 
their lives for the cause o f  Christianity in the Soviet Union.

My Dad often rem arked that integrating them  may have been easier all around had the 
postw ar M ennonites com e directly to C anada instead o f  sojourning in Germany. A s it 
was, the stopover in Germ any resulted in som e sym pathy for G erm an nationalism .
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M oreover, G erm any w as regarded to som e degree as the liberator from  Soviet harassm ent 
and persecution. The G erm an language therefore had to be retained at all costs, this at 
a tim e w hen LU M C w as considering the use o f  som e English in w orship services. A t a 
church m em bership m eeting on that subject one irate long-established church m em ber 
blurted out, “The im m igrants are the real trouble m akers!” (A bout ten years later those 
clam ouring for English form ed the Faith M ennonite Church; however, a G erm an serm on 
is still an option at LUM C on Sunday m orning to this day.)

Som e im m igrant m en had served in the G erm an arm y although this inform ation w as 
kept largely under w raps in order not to m inim ize the service o f  LUM C young m en who 
had served as COs. (O n February 2, 1943, the Soviet arm y defeated the G erm an arm y 
at S talingrad, and thus the latter began retreating w estw ard. A bout 35,000 M ennonites 
in U kraine w ere rem oved from  their hom es and taken w estw ard under G erm an m ilitary 
escort in the fall o f  1943. W hen the evacuees reached Germ any, all refugee m en over 15 
were com pelled to serve in the G erm an arm y in order to save the R e ich . A fter the war, 
m any o f  the G erm an arm y m en em igrated to C anada.) In my case, it raised the question 
w hether the nonresistant stance w as still valid. These decent-looking G erm an veterans 
prodded and com pelled me to rethink the w hole peace principle, a process that is still 
ongoing, for I do not have all the answ ers yet.

I sadly rem em ber that the im m igrants w ere som etim es view ed w ith condescension by the 
M ennonites that had put dow n roots here in the 1920s. The label o f  DP (displaced person) 
w as in itse lf  a derisive label. That they w ere generally cliquish w as docum ented but in 
hindsight understandable.

O ne huge advantage, though, that the new com ers had over earlier im m igrants w as that 
im proved econom ic tim es in the latter 1940s offered an im m ediate access to the job  
m arket. That w as the sticking point for the established M ennonites, who had barely 
survived the G reat D epression and had required years to pay o ff  their travelling debts.
The new com ers paid o ff  that R e ise sc h u ld  (travel debt) in short order. O f  course the
w ork w as m enial, labour-intensive farm  work, but that sam e fare also applied to their
counterparts. N o w ork could be m ore degrading than w orking in tobacco fields, and both
groups did plenty of that. V

H aving em ploym ent, how ever, w as not enough to m ask the fears and isolation that som e 
postw ar M ennonites felt. O ne lady rem arked to my Dad,

“I am  alw ays afraid in this com m unity.”

“ W hat are you afraid of?”

“There is no visible police presence. This is a law less country.”
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A nother incident involved a young couple who w alked around their hom e at night to 
ensure there w ere no eyes and ears lurking in the shadows. O bviously som e haunting 
m em ories could not be repressed.

M any o f  the fam ilies that im m igrated to C anada were fragm ented ones; that is, a m em ber 
or tw o still lived in the Soviet Union w hile the others were here in Canada. One can 
only speculate on the em otional shocks that resulted from this separation. A group o f  
friends and I were canoeing on C edar Creek w hen from around the bend ahead we heard 
som eone singing “ F lieg e  m it m ir  in  d ie  H e im a t!"  (Fly with m e to my hom eland). There 
w as an intense longing and desire in that voice.

I asked tw o m em bers o f  LU M C, who belonged to that group o f  postw ar M ennonites, to 
briefly relate their experiences. Both kindly consented and their paraphrased accounts 
follow.

Johanna Dyck wrote:

M y first jo b  in this new  land w as at the Boese factory in St. C atharines, where I 
w as well treated. The pay w as so good that I could pay o ff  my travelling debt by 
the end o f  the canning season.

But I longed to see my boyfriend, Bernhard D yck, who lived in Leam ington, and 
so at the first opportunity I went to see him. On that occasion, Ben and I w ent to 
see Rev. N .N . D riedger and asked him  to announce our engagem ent on Sunday. (I 
still rem em ber the w arm  hug I got from Mrs. Driedger.) O ur w edding took place 
on N ovem ber 27th , the first LUM C w edding o f  postw ar im m igrants.

I regretted that M ennonites in Canada had a superior attitude tow ard C atholics 
w hereas my experience with C atholics in G erm any w as that they w ere tolerant o f  
others and treated me as an equal.

On one occasion here I was asked if  I had com e from Germ any, and w hen I said 
yes, the questioner replied, “ I thought you cam e from Europe.”

I am  still thankful to G erm any for saving m e and m any others from  the 
Com m unist regim e.

Edward Penner voiced sim ilar sentim ents:

My first jo b  in Leam ington w as pruning apples at Point Pelee O rchards ow ned 
by Franklin Anders. Mr. A nders had advanced to a high rank in the U.S. m ilitary 
in World War II; in fact, had been im prisoned and brutally m istreated by the 
Japanese in the Pacific theatre o f  war. How ever, he regarded us w orkers, both m en
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and w om en, w ith dignity and respect even though I had served in Europe w ith the 
G erm any army. M y staying on the jo b  at the Point for ten years is testim ony o f  the 
good treatm ent I received there.

A ssisting in am eliorating disagreem ents betw een new com ers and im m igrants o f  the 
1920s w as A e lte s te r  Henry W inter Sr., a m odest and m uch-respected gentlem an. He had 
served as A e lte s te r  o f  M ennonite churches in U kraine until 1943 and was h im self fam iliar 
w ith severe hardship and exile in his native land. He considered h im self a shepherd 
am ong his fellow  refugees. My Dad valued his w isdom  and friendship very highly.

The im m igrants also reinforced an already hostile feeling o f  m any Leam ington 
M ennonites tow ard the Soviet U nion and com m unism . That feeling too eased their entry 
into local Leam ington society. Both groups had experienced persecution but at different 
tim es.

The arrival o f  each postw ar im m igrant becam e an occasion in the life o f  LUM C. Each 
new  arrival received public recognition at the beginning o f  Sunday m orning worship.
That acknow ledgem ent signalled that we now  all belonged to one church family.

W hen we m oved to our farm  hom e m any years ago, our A nglo-Saxon neighbour said to 
m e, “Since we are neighbours, we m ight ju s t as well get along.” Then as a follow -up he 
offered m e his M assey-H arris tractor to pull out an old stum p, w hich my ‘54 Ford 
w ouldn’t budge.

I believe my neighbour’s form ula w as also the form ula that brought us together at 
LUM C. We decided we w ould get along and together build the K ingdom  o f  God. O ne o f  
the first signs w as a large expansion to the church building in 1948. Then since we were 
neighbours in the faith we recruited church w orkers regardless o f  their arrival tim e in 
C anada, and so the old and som etim es unloving distinctions o f  the late 1940s slowly 
dissolved.
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Many Are Named But Few Are Chosen
Before I left for school in the late sum m er o f  1949, a m ost extraordinary proceeding took 
place in our church; namely, an election o f  lay m inisters. Up to this date there had been 
som e nine lay m inisters serving from  tim e to tim e, but none w as fluent in the English 
language and all were past their salad days. N ow  it was tim e, the leadership thought, to 
add younger m en to the m inistry team.

A ccording to D ad’s notes, Spiritual Council and Church Council had a m otion passed in 
w hich each m em ber, m ale or fem ale, w as to subm it a nam e on a ballot. The nam es on the 
ballot w ere then to be tabulated and the top three vote receivers w ere to be affirm ed as lay 
m inisterial candidates. These three were then expected to preach on a trial basis w hen the 
A e lte s te r  deem ed the occasion appropriate, and at the end o f  a successful trial period (two 
years) consent to have their nam es stand for ordination to the lay ministry. O rdination 
w as synonym ous w ith a life-long prom ise o f  service to the church.

The follow ing nam es (alphabetical order) were publicized after tabulations were 
com plete:

Jacob B arkovsky
W illiam  Dick (son o f  W illiam  and Justina)
Jacob N. D riedger
John D riedger (w hich one, not specified in the notes)
A rthur Epp 
Peter A. Epp 
David Janzen
Jacob Janzen (son o f  Rev. Jacob Janzen)
Henry N eufeld (A lbuna)
Jacob C. N eufeld
A rthur Rem pel
W illiam  Schellenberg
Cornelius Toews (form erly o f  Reesor)
Henry W arkentin 
Peter W arkentin 
Peter W iens 
A lfred W illms

Out o f  a m em bership o f  over 800, there w ere 476 that participated in subm itting a name. 
The top three candidates w ere Jacob N. Driedger, A lfred W illms, and Jacob C. Neufeld. 
Ironically, a few m en on the list who had expressed an interest in lay m inistry before the
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w hole process began, w ere not am ong the finalists. A s o f  this w riting, five m en on the 
original list o f  seventeen are still alive to-day. (N o correlation betw een life expectancy 
and call to m inistry intended.)

By the tim e the finalists w ere announced, I w as already back in school, my graduating 
year, and so at the end o f  Septem ber I received a letter from M om  telling m e w hat had 
transpired during my absence. (M om  w as m ore adept at breaking sensitive news to her 
children than Dad.) In any case, the perturbation w ould have been the sam e. Sim ply put, 
since I had never show n any apparent public interest in m inistry, I sim ply assum ed that 
my nam e w ould be passed over; that w as not to be.

W hen the distress had som ew hat subsided, I began contem plating the issue o f  what 
constituted a calling. Was there a specific call to m inistry or a call to C hristian service 
generally? Were som e o f  the dram atic calls as noted in Scripture still valid thousands o f  
years later? Was a call to m inistry by the congregation purely m otivated, or did ulterior 
m otives factor in? For instance, David Rem pel com m ents in his book A  M e n n o n ite  
F a m ily  in  Tsarist R u ss ia  a n d  th e  S o v ie t  U n io n  1 7 8 9 -1 9 2 3  that “the farm ers accepted the 
selection o f  their preachers from  the teaching profession, as m uch because they believed 
they had already paid the teacher for his services as through a sense that the teachers 
were learned.” (R 59) W hen I w as on s ta ff at UM EI in the 1950s one board m em ber 
m used, “ Ideally, we w ould like teachers who are financially w ell-established in their own 
right.” In both cases the concept o f  a higher calling to C hristian service w as tainted w ith 
M am m onism .

Som e years prior to 1949, Dr. A braham  W arkentin o f  Bethel College spoke in our church 
on the subject o f  C hristian calling. He nam ed three prerequisites: converted, sum m oned, 
and gifted. To me his serm on could have applied to any Christian service endeavour, to 
m inistry as well as to social w ork, to teaching, to M ennonite D isaster Service, nursing, 
etc. Dr. Paul Shelley had essentially the sam e opinion as W arkentin’s.

On one occasion he sent me to Dr. S.F. Pannabecker, president o f  our M ennonite 
sem inary, but his opinions w ere quite barren o f  an instant fix; namely, that I would have 
to w restle through the issues m yself, perhaps by enrolling in appropriate courses at 
seminary. In the end I decided to forgo the m inistry as such and to pursue som e other 
avenue o f  service. W hat probably tipped the scales decisively w as having w atched my 
Dad w eighed dow n with unending responsibilities and grim  privations.

In later years there were other slates o f  candidates put forward, but by then I was 
no longer closely involved in the selection process. A few  final words: to-day’s 
congregations m ust find w ays to help people, even early in life, to explore the ministry. In 
that way they can test their gifts and develop them.

Note: Jacob C. N eufeld w as ordained in 1951 and served until his death in 1974. A lfred 
W illm s declined but serves as a m inisterial assistant to this day.
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Apples
Yesterday the m etronom ic pulpit trainee 
Presented a cracker barrel serm on 
On the church as the apple o f  G od’s eye

Today I pick apples 
In my new  neighbour’s orchard 
Bows bent heavy w ith fruit 
B lushing and shapely 
But yet deficient
Scabbed, w orm -tunnelled, bird pecked
Cam ouflage aflame
At tim es only surgical slit
Reveals the rotten core
A seductive w orm
Has punctured the blossom  end
Leaving scarcely a trail
O f its trophy

I w onder in w hose orchard 
The trainee w as picking
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Passing On The Faith
W hile I w as pursuing my education out o f  the country, an unusual educational endeavour 
w as struggling to be bom  here in Leam ington - to be precise, a private, church-related 
high school. M any Russian M ennonite im m igrants that had com e to Essex County in 
the 1920s had received an excellent education in such a school; thus the ardent desire to 
duplicate the old-w orld experience in their new ly-adopted land.

In the w inter o f  1944-45 a three-m onth day school opened in the church basem ent o f  the 
old clapboard United M ennonite Church. The instructor, Mr. Jacob A. Dyck, o f  N iagara 
had been hired by the church for that period and in the first year o f  operation Mr. Dyck 
had tw elve students under his tutelage.

In 1945-46 G rade nine and ten  subjects w ere added to the curriculum  o f  the Bible school. 
Enrolm ent now  increased to tw enty-five w ith Mr. Dyck continuing as principal and Mr. 
John C. N eufeld hired to assist in academ ic instruction. The follow ing year G rade eleven 
w as added and so to m eet the increased academ ic load M iss Helen Braun o f  M anitoba 
jo ined  the staff. By now  enrolm ent had reached an im pressive sixty-tw o.

M eanw hile a new  school w as being built on the sixth concession o f  M ersea Township.
It is not the purpose o f  this paper to delve into the variety o f  site locations that had been 
considered. Suffice it to say that the dynam ics o f  choosing the sixth concession site were 
rather typically M ennonite for that tim e. First, the school had to be situated well away 
from  tow n in order to m itigate the alleged evil influences o f  the latter. (Subsequently, as 
a result, transportation for som e students becam e a problem .) Secondly, a rural setting 
would influence and rem ind students o f  the fine agrarian past that m ost o f  their forebears 
had loved so dearly.

Soon after the war, building m aterial w as as scarce as the w orld’s peace had been, and so 
cinder building blocks had to be hauled from  W indsor to the building site. Since bricks 
w ere out o f  the question, the blocks w ere stuccoed and painted white.

So far as I can determ ine, no architect had draw n up building plans (too expensive), 
and so the finished building w as a m ixed stew  o f  unplanned space: a library /staff room , 
a cubicled principal’s office, a w indow less vestibule. (M inutes reveal that tw o hundred 
dollars w as spent on blue prints prepared by a local carpenter but one would be hard- 
pressed to find evidence o f  careful foresight.) But it w as a school, and it w as our own.

The G rade eleven class m oved into the unfinished building in the w inter o f  1947, and in 
the fall o f  the sam e year the school officially opened, offering a four-year high school
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experience approved by the D epartm ent o f  Education. In the fall o f  1947 A rm in Saw atzky 
o f  A ltona, M anitoba, had assum ed the principalship w ith Rev. J. A. Dyck consenting to 
teach Bible courses until Christm as at w hich tim e he would enter full m inistry in N iagara. 
Rev. A bram  Rempel and Elder J.H. Janzen o f  W aterloo would take turns com pleting Rev. 
D yck’s term .

The school was called the United M ennonite Bible School until 1948 at w hich tim e it 
becam e U nited M ennonite Educational Institute, a nam e that gave prom inence to the 
academ ic pursuits o f  the school.

I continue with a topic that has received little attention in UM EI historical accounts; to 
wit, the school and the A nglo-Saxon com m unity. Even though a m ission statem ent o f  
sorts is found in the original constitution, this statem ent was never publicized so that the 
com m unity did not have a fundam ental explanation for w hat the M ennonites w ere up to 
on the sixth concession. A s a consequence rum ours and disparaging tales abounded to 
the point w here som e im petuous young people thought it necessary to defend the UM EI, 
in case o f  H allow e’en shenanigans. As the school w as being built, John A. C am pbell, 
insurance agent and popular “pencil m an” am ong school children, stopped, asked 
questions, and rem arked, “ W hat’s w rong w ith Leam ington H igh School?” Had he know n 
that part o f  the school’s m andate w as to preserve the G erm an language, his d isbe lief 
and shock would have keeled him  over into the treacherous quicksand on the north-east 
com er o f  the footings.

Som e years later w hen it becam e apparent that M ennonite fam ilies were shrinking in 
num bers, the board called an inform al m eeting to consider inviting non-M ennonites to 
UM EI as if  years o f  m utual estrangem ent could suddenly be reversed. My Dad to his 
discredit sum m ed up the sentim ents o f  the assem bly w hen he rem arked, “ W hen you put 
a sparrow  and a canary in a bird cage, the canary (M ennonite) will eventually adopt the 
song o f  the sparrow  (non-M ennonite).” A young m an after the m eeting ventured, “ We 
could be trading up, not dow n, if  we accept o thers.”

In conclusion, UM EI through the years has done yeom an w ork in passing the faith 
to Leam ington young persons as well as to persons from other regions. In this day o f  
antagonism  betw een Christian and M uslim  in som e lands, in this day o f  the casualization 
o f  the church generally, we need a steady stream  o f  w om en and m en who have been 
instructed in the faith tradition in order to retain its identity. I f  there are aspects o f  our 
heritage w orth preserving, then we need a UM EI.
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Spring 1947

1944-45 Dayschool Class
Back row: l to r - George N eufeld, Herm an Dick, Jacob Baerg, A bram  A. Driedger, 
Henry Janzen, Abram  J. Driedger, John Bergen, G eorge Baerg
Front row: 1 to r - M ary Toews, Mary Bergen, Elder N.N. Driedger, Rev. J.A. Dyck, Mary 
Ham m
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PART VII
Poetry, not for children 

but for adults only

Dad in Moscow in 1916 
in Red Cross uniform
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Terror on Highway 77 (2005)

Forget the terror in the East 
T here 's  plenty here at hom e 
On the m ain road to Tom atoville

Potholes, not cham ber sized 
But bom b craters too deep 
For pothole platoons to putty over

Potholes like crack terrorists 
Sneak up on you 
D isguised as civil m andarins 
H arm less but cleverly im bedded 
In the roadscape
Only to strike with shock and awe 
Like exploding road m ines 
On being struck
C atapulting the victim  into unintended cartw heels

The vehicular genocide inflicted by
Pothole terrorism  on innocent m otorists
Defies exaggeration
Call it the road to perdition on
The road on w hich you fall
N ot am ong thieves
But headlong into the dark abyss

Desist the carnage in the East 
And target pothole alley now 
Before we float the J im a a n  into town
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The Fog

Like an execu tioner’s hood
The fog descends on a helpless land
“From  H illm an m arsh to M cG eachy pond
From  Zug island to Sinclair bush and beyond”
I am trapped in my car
Seeing and not seeing
M oving and not m oving
My w ipers are agitated and restless
M eaning well
But like a pop gun in a tank attack 
The guiding line alm ost obliterated 
A nother H arris’ conservation

I should have stayed at hom e
We cannot choose our father and our m other
We cannot choose our birthplace
But we can choose our duties
Duty is above all choices
At tim es pitched overboard
Despite som e highbrow  m oral verbiage
That looks im pressive on a tom bstone
HE D IED  D U TY  B O U N D
I could have done my duty at another tim e
A colossal sacrificial act at lesser risk
But here I am
No turning back
On Frost’s equivocating road not taken 
No m atter
They were all fog bound 

My only hope
That I will m ake a difference 

At the end
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A Hound’s Premonition
(O n January 17, 2005, eight hunters boarded a C essna Caravan at Pelee Island airport. 
Shortly after take-off the C essna plunged onto Lake Erie ice and disappeared, killing all 
ten people aboard.)

he refused to board
om nibus excuses
peed against the wheel
long after his supply w as em pty
then sniffed the icy air
and snorted an opinion
away he dashed
dislodging phantom  pheasants
hesitation, avoidance and delay

at last
blind, forced obedience
pulled him  aboard
w him pering in the aisle
as the C essna Caravan roared into the fog
and reached the Rubicon
at w hich high m om ent
the pilot having tossed
upon his chance
uncom plaining saw h e 'd  lost
set free the helpless Icarus

now  out there in cold and ice
with only traces o f  the ghastly deed
serene, com posed surrounded
by its icy whelps
nature in neanderthalic stare
is still the ruler o f  the latitudes
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I Just Want To Hide In A Cave (Post Sept. 11)
I think o f  m yself as a grow n-up 
Responsible, thoughtful, and brave 
But w hen I cast nervous eyes skyw ard 
I ju s t w ant to hide in a cave

The papers show  ads for vacations 
“Sign up for a cruise now  and save!”
I d on ’t want to sleep in a cabin 
I ju st w ant to hide in a cave

I w ent to a service for com fort 
And crouched at the back o f  the nave 
I sensed that the ceiling w as falling 
I ju s t want to hide in a cave

I w ent to a clinic for counselling 
And liked the advice that they gave 
“ Your case is a trifle abnorm al 
Just hide at the back o f  a cave”

I long for the days ere Septem ber 
W hen pleasures engendered a rave 
But now  when so m any feel guilty 
‘Tis better to hide in a cave

W hen Jezebel stalked the great prophet 
To lodge in a cave he would crave 
The prophet survived the incursion 
So why couldn’t I in a cave

I have haunting fears o f  bin Laden 
The jihad  and Sunni enclave 
I exult that the M uslim  fanatics 
M ust also hide out in a cave
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bypass maniac
cru isin ’ on the bypass 
feelin ’ unsublim e 
forced a tw it right o ff  the road 
now  i’m m akin ' tim e

got this slow  poke ’head o f  me 
tak in ' in the sight 
i’ll jis t wake him up a bit 
pass im on the right

tail-a-gatin’s quite the sport 
this here road is m ine 
and if  need i’ll run the light 
at the a rner line

down at w ork i 'm  proud to be 
by-pass m aniac 
and they w onder every day 
that i 'm  alw ays back

where the cops are i dunno 
m aybe parked and flossy 
at som e essex eatin ’ jo in t 
gettin ' pum ped with coffee

i’m against a four-lane road 
costin ’ scads o ’ m oney 
alw ays som e tw erp in the crow d 
out to kill w hat’s funny
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In conclusion, I am reminded o f  Jaques' delightful stages o f  m an speech in Shakespeare’s 
m em orable “As You Like It” . Jaques speaks o f  seven stages, including the lover sighing 
like a furnace and the soldier that seeks the bubble reputation even in the cannon’s mouth. 
I have w rapped the lover and the soldier into one and called it the putting-aw ay-childish- 
things stage. Let there be no m istake, though, I have no quarrel w ith the Bard o f  A von’s 
seven ages.

In this book I have been on a voyage o f  rediscovery. At tim es I w as som ew hat surprised 
how  readily the memory o f  places, people, and occurrences o f  long ago crystallized in 
the m ind’s eyes. Someone once said that a good school lights a spark w ithin its students 
that is never extinguished, and so w hen for exam ple I speak with individuals that once 
attended N iagara Christian Collegiate, we inevitably recall som e cliquish experience or 
event that was dear to us years ago. We are cliquish in that respect m uch to the annoyance 
o f  those w ho have no “Fort Erie” connections. The same effect applies to o ther places 
that left me with the gift o f  a small flame.

There is no way o f  knowing what my children and grandchildren will m ake o f  the forks 
in the old roads that I travelled, but I w ant them  to know that the roads are there so that 
they can travel their unknown roads ahead sure o f  the roads behind.
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