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Introduction
As I scurry around shutting windows and doors against the blast of wind blowing dust down the street and touch the gritty layer on the window ledge, I am transported back to the landscape of my childhood during the 1930’s. The smell of dust, the feel of the grains of sand, and the sound of wind connect me to my roots on the Canadian prairie where my memories begin. We inherit our gene pool, but forge the tools for survival in the place and culture where we grow to adulthood. The landscape of my mind flourished in the shapes and colors of this particular place and time.
When I was five years old we moved from British Columbia, where I was born, to the Old Sun Indian Residential School on the Blackfoot Reserve near Gleichen in Alberta, Canada. My father had been hired as the farm instructor. The big brick school and its satellite buildings loomed over the treeless prairie a mile or so from the town. The Anglican Church, assigned the responsibility of educating the Indians by the Canadian government, administered this school. The Principal, the Reverend John Wheeler House was my mother’s brother, my Uncle Jack. My grandmother lived with him and his family in the residence attached to the School. We lived in a separate bungalow, but our family became part of this larger missionary community. Gram packed the manners and attitudes of the Victorian British Empire into her trunk when she left England. They served as the foundation for her world wherever she landed. Her daily visits to our house passed this legacy on to me.
I attended the public school in Gleichen, but shared holiday celebrations and church services with the Indian children who lived at Old Sun ten months of the year. The girls used the large area next to our house and yard as their playground. Living on the edge of three cultures, Canadian, English, and Blackfoot, but never quite belonging to any of them, I became a skeptical observer, picking and choosing the parts I wanted to keep, discarding some of the hypocrisy, scorning the ridiculous, questioning the ‘shoulds’ and ‘should nots’ of each.
Immigrants live with a memory of where they came from giving them an anchor. Old Country customs, language, and clothes hinder integration with the new culture and landscape, but help them retain a sense of who they are. Children born in the new country live in two worlds: the remembered past of their family and the reality of their present place and time. Words change meaning when not defined and visualized from the same perspective. The root language is the same, but the new place has reshaped the definitions into a different dialect; messages are transmitted on a different wavelength; the second generation becomes alien in the family, as the parents are aliens in the new environment.
In 1939, when Canada declared war on Germany, my father joined the army, and my mother and I moved to the city of Calgary where I survived the transition to city culture and also to five different schools in as many years.
In 1951, I married an American and became the immigrant. This was a short move, just over the border to Montana, but I was now the alien, the one with the accent, the one who drummed with a different cadence.
Memory is like a string of beads that’s been broken and scattered in tall grass. Only single beads catch the light and sparkle when we find them. We see each bead with all its facets and color separately, and it’s difficult to restring them in the sequence of the original. Some are lost forever.
As I sweep up the grains of sand driven under my door by the familiar wind, I welcome the memories they bring with them. As I turn them into words they leave a record of what it was like to live at that time, in that place, and with those people. Remembering the child I used to be will help resolve the riddle of who I am, where I came from, and how I arrived at my present time and place. Our lives shift like the grains of sand. In the end there are only memories and stories to connect us to the past.
Words that were never spoken
Understanding never reached
Separated by the years.
Now the space of time is gone
Eyes reflected back at me
Speak to pictures on the wall.
Transitions
The train chugged through narrow valleys crowded on one side by dark trees and on the other by rocky rivers cascading west to the sea. Our caterpillar of railroad cars twisted through dark tunnels, surfaced into sunlight, then ducked back into another mountain. The sudden blackness and the rock rushing by the window always startled me, and I held my breath until the sky came into sight again.
In 1932 our family moved east from British Columbia to a new home in Alberta. At the end of the journey my grandmother would be there with Uncle Jack, Aunty Vi, and my cousins, Young Jack, Margery, and Doc. We’d visited these relatives before. I didn’t care about our destination; the immediate moment of traveling enthralled all my senses. Five-year-olds live in the present, yesterday is gone, and tomorrow doesn’t exist.
Gram was there when I was born in a log cabin on the side of a mountain near Mission City in May of 1927. I was christened with her name, Florence, which immediately became Florrie. A second name, Mary, after my other grandmother who lived in England was vetoed by my father. A picture of Gram sitting on a large log in a field of flattened grass and wood chips with a round faced baby on her knee, a large dog sitting close to them, shows the reality of living in a logging camp. One tall weed with long seed pods is center front, skinny trees with bare branches and the rafters of a long building form a background. The aroma of cedar fills the air as trees become lumber and sawdust.
My memories began after we’d left this logged hillside and moved to the outskirts of Deroche, a small railroad town beside the Fraser River. I remember walking on the banks of streams looking for blackberries, trilliums, violets, and young nettles, which we cut very carefully with scissors into a paper bag. Why were we harvesting nettles which made my bare legs itch if I didn’t see them first? Boiled and served as a green vegetable they were considered a spring tonic, medicinal maybe, but not very palatable.
Mother cleaned the glass chimneys on the lamps we used to light this house. She also operated the washing machine that sat on the back porch by pushing a handle back and forth over the tub. There may have been running water, although I do have memories of pumping a handle up and down over an outside well at some house we lived in.
Our nearest neighbors, like my family, emigrated from England. This sister and brother team had a small chicken ranch. When we visited them we drank tea served in proper English bone china cups and saucers. When she was working outside with her brother or busy polishing her Sunday school van, she wore trousers and high laced boots. Cleaning the van with her and the older girl, whose identity escapes to the past, places me in the historical context of this era. They must have been part of the missionary program of the Anglican Church, bringing Christianity and civilization to the rural areas of Canada, a colony of the British Empire. The brother was a very quiet, soft spoken man who took me out to meet the hens. Placing my hand within reach of a hooked beak and mean black eye just to retrieve an egg didn’t appeal to my idea of fair play. The boiled egg I had to tackle at the breakfast table and open in the approved English manner sufficiently challenged my very latent curiosity.
To go anywhere we either walked or rode the train. My father worked for the railway so we had a ‘pass’ and traveled freely. Railway tracks were highways to adventure in the larger world that the train whistle extolled. I’d waken when it was still dark with Mother asking, “Do you want to go to Vancouver?” Of course I did! I even sat still while my ringlets were brushed out and curled around a finger. The walk to the station was scary in the dawn, especially when we passed the dairy barn where a monstrous black and white bull would bellow and charge us on the other side of a wooden fence. This bull haunted my dreams for years.
Railroad depots symbolized the mileposts of civilization and formed the nuclei of the towns and cities that marched in measured miles across the continent, connected by the long white plume of smoke and an echo of the whistle. Men measured the hours of the day by the departure schedules, pulling a large gold watch from pockets by the chains looped across their waistcoats, the face opened, time checked, the cover closed with a snap, back into the pocket. Trains traveled often between towns, early and late in the day. Catch one at breakfast and be home for dinner. Mail traveled in its own special car, where it was sorted and bagged. A letter posted early in the morning arrived in a town down the line later that day. Train tracks were the arteries feeding the life of communities.
Catching a train to spend the day in the city meant you were dressed in your best: a hat and gloves, shoes of patent leather twinkling in the lights, and socks pulled up so they didn’t sag at the ankles. We didn’t want to look like country cousins.
Small-town railway stations resembled each other. They even smelled the same from the coal burnt in the cast iron pot-bellied stove, damp wool clothing, and the old dog asleep in the corner. The mysterious dots and dashes of Morse code coming from the telegraph stuttered in the silence. When the shirt-sleeved agent with a green eyeshade changed into a coat and beaked hat, everyone started to stir, pick up their bags, and head for the door to wait on the wooden platform. The agent hurried outside holding a long pole with a bag suspended on the end. The engineer would reach out and grab the bag with his arm as he slowed the train to a stop.
Mother held my hand tightly as the huge wheels of the engine rolled past, brakes squealing, steam squirting from underneath the train, power waiting to be unleashed like impatient horses tied to a hitching rail. A sharp jerk started the wheels rolling. As they reluctantly picked up speed, the sound changed to a smooth melody accompanied by a rhythmic ‘clickity-clack’ as the wheels crossed the expansion joints.
We slept in the Pullman car on the long ride to Alberta. The curved ceiling pulled down and became my bed. The seats underneath folded down flat and a white-coated porter made our beds, folding square corners in the crisp white sheets. Curtains pulled across, forming a private world. With a lot of wriggling, clothes could be changed, but I liked to use the public bathrooms before marching up and down the aisle in nightclothes. The water in the toilet flushed through a hole that opened directly onto the tracks. The hole wasn’t readily apparent, but my motion sickness gave me an opportunity to inspect the engineering from a more intimate viewpoint. We had an outside two-holer at home so this flush variety impressed me. I’m sure I embarrassed Mother by singing the ditty inspired by a notice posted in the bathrooms: “Passengers will please refrain from flushing toilets while the train is waiting in the station, I love you.”
Memory isn’t located just in the mind, it remains in all the senses; staggering and swaying from one coach to another; my fingers stroking the pile covering the seats; cinders that lodged in my eyes when I hung my head out the window; the smell of the burning coal lingering long after the window closed; constant motion churning my stomach; the changing sound of the wheels as they crossed a wooden trestle. My senses still remember when I walk along an abandoned railway bed today. Lay an ear on the track and the rumble of an approaching train is there—an iron time capsule making the air vibrate with a distant whistle.
This train taking our family to a new life in Alberta climbed higher and higher, up to the top of North America’s backbone, the Continental Divide, separating west and east. The land and the rivers became a visible map where they began the downhill journey ending in the Hudson’s Bay. This divide symbolized a watershed change in our lives. It marked the before and after of my memories, a division between dimly remembered incidents shaded by dark green trees, smelling of cedar and smudge pots, to the light and space of a wide-open landscape. The Canadian prairies gave me the reality and awareness of a world outside of myself.
Who would I have become if I had stayed in the soft sea air and gentle climate on the western side; if tree-covered mountains and the sea had formed my horizons; if the cosmopolitan culture of the coastal area had shaped my view of life?
The observation car at the end of the train opened onto an outside platform with a railing. The green tree-clad mountains with their rocky crags melted to rolling hills and flattened to grass and sky meeting in a circular horizon. The rails trailed behind us, the tracks and the past receding into a distant point, but never quite meeting.
My new world stretched from the Rocky Mountains, a pale blue ragged edge on the western horizon, east to where the land sloped endlessly down to the Atlantic. Above me spread the vast dome of sky. Lying on my back, watching an armada of cumulous clouds sail in the expanse of blue, the song of the meadowlark connected me to the earth and an awareness of the land and the world I lived in. Wherever I went this would be home.
Destinations
Bold white letters painted on the depot spelled my new address, GLEICHEN; hard to pronounce, hard to spell, a name that elicited raised eyebrows and one word, ‘Where?’ Surrounded by trunks and suitcases full of all we owned, our journey ended here. This depot on the edge of town functioned as the division point separating my worlds. I’d walk by it on my way home from school, balancing on the tracks, measuring the shortening distance between the wooden ties as my legs grew longer, then running through a grove of stunted trees to my side of the tracks.
Gleichen was our destination, the address written on our letters, but not our home. We moved onto the large Reserve of the Blackfoot Nation south of the town. The Missionary Society of the Church of England in Canada administered a residential school for the Indian children where my father worked as the farm instructor. Railway tracks cutting across southern Alberta delineated the northern border of the Reserve. I lived on the south side of the tracks. These neighbors wore different clothes from the people in town; they rode in wagons pulled by horses, not automobiles, and they talked to each other in the Blackfoot language. I attended the public school in town where Canadian English prevailed but spoke with the English accent and proper grammar I heard at home.
The school’s name, Old Sun, honored one of the historic leaders of the Blackfoot Tribe. The students lived here ten months of the year and received an education through the eighth grade regulated by the Province of Alberta, plus vocational training. Missionaries working here taught them the skills they needed to live in the white man’s culture imposed on them when the government took over their land. In 1877 the leaders of various tribes signed a treaty with the Government. In return for surrendering land, their children would receive an education. The students’ grandparents who attended that treaty signing 60 years before would weave those memories into the family stories.
Old Sun School, built in 1931, was an imposing four story brick building jutting out of the earth a mile or so from town. No landscaping or trees softened the straight lines and sharp corners. A complex of buildings surrounded the school, a large dairy barn, an old church and our house. I spent many hours in this school attending chapel services twice a day, church services twice on Sunday, and special events and celebrations. My uncle’s family lived in the attached residential part of the building provided for the principal. The organization of a dozen or so missionaries and 100 students living together worked very efficiently. No need for me to become involved or learn to develop any social skills for acceptance. Standing in my mother’s shadow, watching the lines of people my own age march two by two, talking in a language I didn’t understand, even as they shyly smiled or made small waves with their hands, kept me apart and above the rules. There were places in the building I couldn’t go, especially on the boy’s side, but climbing up and down the stairs, listening to the echoes in the long hallways let my imagination turn it into a storybook castle. Just as I could close the covers on a book, I could always retreat to my bedroom and its familiar solitude.
When they were on duty, the staff wore stiffly starched white uniforms, cloaking them with authority and setting them apart from the rest of us. A veil encircled their heads, long sleeves covered their arms, white stockings hid their legs, shoes were polished to look like white chalk. A cluster of keys rattled as they marched to their duties, always locking and unlocking doors. The staff studied missionary training in a special school in addition to their education as teachers and nurses. They lived at the school for eleven months of the year. Elsie Powell, the lady seated next to Uncle Jack in the picture of the staff, came over to Canada from Wales. She taught the children in Grades five through eight, played the music in Church and trained a choir to sing at the services.
The principal of Old Sun, John House—my Uncle Jack—emigrated from England to attend the University of Saskatchewan where he trained to become an Anglican minister. When World War I began, his class joined the Canadian Army and they fought in France, where he was wounded with a bayonet. He married and had a son while he was in England, then returned to finish his schooling. His ambition in life was to help the Indians and lead them to his form of Christianity. His picture is in the Old Sun School brochure written by the Indian Residential School Commission. The stated goals are to “fully appreciate the physical and social needs of the Indians,” but the work of the School is determined by efforts to reach after God. “The whole race is gradually being transformed from pagans to worthy and responsible citizens of the Kingdom of God.” This missionary fervor spurred people to travel around the world taking their particular religions to primitive “heathens.”
Why did my family become part of this missionary community? The simple answer is that the School needed a farm instructor and John, my father, knew how to farm using draft horses and needed a job. The brochure states, “Since their future will be associated with the farm, they must learn agriculture in all its branches and such handicrafts as are essential to the operation of the same.” Horses, not tractors, were used by the Blackfoot to plant and harvest crops. A herd of Holstein cows provided milk for the school. John’s out-of-date skills fitted the school’s needs.
This move placed my Mother in a comfortable home (a Bungalow she called it on the picture she sent to her sisters in England) and the protection of her revered older brother. In British Columbia she had been treated by a doctor for a nervous breakdown, a condition that would probably be called depression today. The picture of her holding me as a baby shows how skinny and tense she looked. Old Sun provided a furnished house, an abundance of food and $50 a month salary. Maybe she felt some security for the first time since she married and left England where she’d had a responsible job with the telephone service since she was 16.
The children were enrolled in Old Sun School at the age of seven and nurtured through the formative period of their lives. They had to be taught English and how to live under modern conditions in an agricultural society. The brochure states, “Our work among these people means in actual fact that they might have Life, and have it more abundantly.” Under the supervision of the staff, the older students were taught the work needed to keep them fed, clothed, and clean. Cows had to be milked twice a day, food cooked, butter churned, bread kneaded, clothes washed and ironed, dishes for 100 students washed three times a day. These chores were rotated among them, so no school curriculum became forfeited, and all the students learned the practical skills required for ‘abundant life.’ Working in the residency, doing dishes for Uncle Jack’s family, was considered a privilege, one of the cushy jobs given to the oldest, most responsible girls. They were essentially working as servants but acted as if this was fun, giggling and making remarks that I couldn’t understand. Maybe they’d just been excused from an arithmetic class.
My life paralleled the children’s at Old Sun. I escaped the schedule of ringing bells getting them up every morning, but I had to get dressed and catch a ride with my Uncle and cousins to the school in town, no matter how much I hated it. I knew the language but had to get rid of my English accent. Turning ringlets into braids, or pigtails, helped prevent teasing, too. There were household chores for me to do as well as piano lessons and practice, practice, practice. The Old Sun students had an advantage that I envied—no walk home after school with the wind blowing tumbleweeds or snow across the road. No stamping of frozen toes encased in overshoes, or hands to cry over as they thawed out in a bowl of warm water. The distance between town and home seemed to increase the lower the mercury fell in the thermometer.
Trains left the Gleichen station as frequently as they arrived. Quick footsteps in the morning and a run over the tracks, and we could catch the westbound going to Calgary. Slower steps in the evening took us home, carrying parcels and satisfied smiles, savoring the contrast between city bustle and the everyday life on the Reserve.
Old Sun School
When we moved from British Columbia to Alberta, my landscape expanded from tall trees and mountain slopes to short grass prairie rolling between the horizons. Old Sun School changed my concept of home. I lived with my parents in a house where I had my own bedroom, a more or less autonomous spot in the world that I controlled. In contrast, the many roomed school with its hallways, staircases, and closed doors formed an exciting labyrinth. Each member of the staff shared the communal sitting and dining rooms, but made a home in the privacy of their bedrooms. I could visit them, feel welcomed, and be accepted as a guest. In my high school years Mother worked at Old Sun as the kitchen matron, and I became a resident student at St. Hilda’s School for Girls in Calgary. During school vacations my home became the bedroom I shared with her in this community.
My Uncle Jack lived in the attached residence and we often shared dinners and holiday celebrations with his family. His younger brothers, my Uncles Tom and Harold, stayed with him on long visits, making his home a family gathering place. The study, the room where sermons were written, lured me in with its desk and shelves of books. A large wasp’s nest lodged in one corner of the ceiling. The smell of Prince Albert pipe tobacco flavored the air. Uncle Jack never seemed to mind finding me curled up in a chair reading one of his books. He’d grin and take down an Edgar Rice Burroughs or Rudyard Kipling for me to borrow, maybe “The Princess of Mars” or “Kim.” Tarzan was more exciting than the “Reddy Fox” I had at home. By sharing his adventure stories with me, he gave me permission to spend my life reading a book.
The heavy door entering the school from this residence always gave a sigh as it closed behind me. It opened into a long, high-ceilinged, dark corridor with closed and locked doors on either side. My shoes made loud noises on the hard, terrazzo floors of polished white stones. A hollow echo answered back from the other end of the hall. At five years old, I happily clung to my mother’s hand.
If I felt trapped and alien, what must a six or seven year old Blackfoot child have felt whose mother had just driven off in a democrat wagon and left her behind? The hand welcoming her to this building emerged from a starched white sleeve, the long white veil would appear as a headdress of authority, not unlike the eagle feathers on a chief’s head. This would be in September and the child might have spent the summer in a tipi next to her small frame house, with the sun and moon shining through the canvas and a floor of soft earth under her moccasins.
The boys lived on one side of the school and the girls on the other. The children were further separated into two age groups.Their bedrooms were communal dormitories. The rows of beds, covered by white spreads appliquéd with a red cross, had squared corners that would have passed military inspection. There were two classrooms for the 100 or so children with four grades being taught in each. Primary students needed to learn English before the basic skills of reading and writing. In the older grades students rotated to different jobs that kept the school clean and fed, teaching them the vocational skills of farming and household chores. The academic work had to meet the Provincial standards of the Department of Education.
Ringing bells regimented the daily schedule of meals, classes, chapel, and bedtime. Rows of Indian girls continually marched up or down the flights of stairs separating each floor, laughing and talking softly in Blackfoot. Their language and easy fellowship with each other isolated me.
The school came alive on the lowest level where the work places were located. The good cooking smells of roasting meat and baking bread created an atmosphere of laughter as people hurried around talking with each other. The girls’ playroom had lockers and a big bathroom. The large dining room turned into a party room at Halloween or any special event. Meals served in the staff dining room were rather formal requiring my best manners.
Mother worked temporarily as the kitchen matron when some emergency left this important position vacant. She allowed me to hang out there, probably getting in the way, but making me feel part of the life of the school. Mother planned and supervised the preparation of meals for the 100 children, plus a staff of twelve. Older girls helped with the preparation, serving, and cleanup as part of their training. An island in the center of the kitchen with large pots hanging overhead was the command post. A coal-fired range filled one wall. Butchered animals, hung in a walk-in freezer, waited for Mother’s knife to cut them into roasts. The store room shelves held a three month supply of sacks of flour, sugar, and canned goods.
Bread making had its own room and oven. A sponge prepared the night before from hard dry cubes of yeast started the fermentation process. A machine kneaded it with flour early the next morning, and by noon the dough had been shaped into loaves and baked. The smell as they cooled created hunger pangs then, and its memory keeps me baking bread today, many years later.
The dairy produced butter to spread on the bread. Milk, carried across from the barn in buckets twice a day, went into the separator to have the butterfat removed. Turn the handle and cream poured from one spout and watery blue skim milk from the other; a physics lesson in the use of a centrifuge. When enough cream accumulated, it was poured into a large wooden barrel and churned to butter. Twice a day the separator, with its endless number of metal discs coated with a slimy residue, had to be washed beyond clean to sanitary. The spilt milk mixed with mud (or worse) needed to be scrubbed from the floor and flushed by a hose down the center drain. The room always smelled damply of sour milk and manure despite the scrubbing and liberal use of disinfectant.
The noisy laundry room had two large washing machines rotating round and round, swishing steaming water and Fels Naptha soap into the dirty clothes before they were loaded into an extractor that spun out the water. When the weather was freezing all those sheets dried on racks suspended from the ceiling. An electric mangle smoothed the sheets and anything flat. Sad irons, heated on a small stove to just the right temperature, banished wrinkles from the uniforms and clothes. Water from the machines vanished down the drain in the middle of the floor. The clean smell of soap drifted with the steam into the halls.
Down in the bowels of this building, two huge coal-fired boilers heated all the water for baths, laundry and the radiators that kept the school warm. This dark room smelling of coal smoke, challenged me as we crossed it to an outside door. The furnaces roared and pipes rattled: a place where monsters and goblins could lurk. If I held my breath and ran as fast as I could down the stairs, across the short distance to steps up the other side, I evaded the clutches of whatever skulked in the dark and escaped to the path leading to our house.
The playground for the Blackfoot girls was on the other side of the fence that confined me to our yard. They watched me drawing house plans in the dirt, populating the rooms with a doll, a kitten, or sticks and stones, and asked if they could play with me or if I could come out and play with them. Mother generally had a reason to say no when I asked permission to join them, so we visited over the fence. Maybe Mother felt the soft, sibilant sounds of Blackfoot or the lilting tones of the girls’ English might imperil my proper accent, already corrupted by Canadian pronunciation and slang.
The girls beaded headbands, belts, or bracelets and taught me how to make a loom from a cardboard box. They shared their needles and beads with me, showed me the traditional colors and designs. Today I knit and design sweaters using charted patterns that could easily be translated into beadwork. The basic skills of counting colored stitches or beads to form designs bridged the two cultures. The language of craftsmanship needed no translation. Decorating a buckskin shirt with beads or knitting a Fairisle or Fisherman’s sweater produced the same result—beauty and shelter from the elements. Traditional designs connected the generations in both countries on two continents.
The staff worked long hours from breakfast to bedtime. A dedication to bringing Christianity to the natives and helping them adapt to white Canadian culture brought them to this windswept landscape. For eleven months of the year they lived and worked in the school. Town was a mile away and a picture show on Saturday night offered the only recreation.
In the evening, after the girls had washed every dish, the staff gathered in the brightly lit kitchen, drinking endless cups of tea and eating freshly baked cakes. Without their starched white uniforms and veils they changed into real people, casually gossiping about the happenings of a small insular community. The comfortable sitting room for the staff on the main floor, with armchairs and reading lights, lacked room for the laughter and teasing and even some flirting that took place around the cast iron cook stove.
I know of at least three marriages resulting from a romance begun at Old Sun. My Uncle Harold spent one summer with us recovering from rheumatic fever. He eloped with the girls’ supervisor, who became my Auntie Kay. My cousin Harold (always called ‘Doc’) married one of the school teachers. Jim Plante left his job at the School and the nurse he met there to join the Royal Air Force. His bomber was shot down early in World War II, and he survived as a Prisoner of War in Germany. His fiancée joined the Nursing Corps, served in Africa and Europe, and they married when both returned after the war ended.
Onward Christian Soldiers
The rituals of the Anglican Church permeated the fabric of my life as a child. The prayers I spiraled up to God on my knees every evening connected with those being sent by children around the world, or so I believed. The Blackfoot children in their dormitories and the missionaries who taught them also closed their eyes and bowed their heads over folded hands. I’d even glimpsed my Uncle Jack on his knees one evening when his bedroom door was ajar.
My religious life centered on the chapel in the School. The students waited in the hallway and marched in two by two as the doors opened. Boys and girls were segregated, and I felt isolated from them, waiting for our family’s turn in the procession. We sat behind the girls and in front of visiting parents. Rows of long windows on both sides of the room gave only a view of the sky with its pattern of clouds. God lived up there in heaven and knew everything we thought or did. I imagined Him keeping an eye on us as He peered through those windows.
Short morning and evening prayer services bracketed the days, with longer formal rituals on Sundays. We crossed the school grounds to attend most of these services as a part of the daily routine. My grandmother provided the music for the marching and singing on an organ whose pedals she pumped with her feet. The ceremony and dogma of the Anglican Church provided me with a first class ticket to Heaven, a serious destination. Answers to my questions about where Heaven was located were very vague and left me to use my own imagination. Lent meant six weeks without candy, the biggest sacrifice I could make. Fasting for six weeks gave me an insight into a control more powerful than my own cravings, a power within myself that I could access. My vows during Lent became a personal contract with God not discussed with anyone else, from which I derived much satisfaction, whether God noticed it or not. My pride at accomplishing this may have offset any gains I made on the road to sainthood, however.
Sunday services required more than just grabbing a hat and running to the chapel to get there on time as we did for evening prayers. Saturday night baths ended with freshly washed hair and the painful removal of tangles before the strands were wound around a long rag and tied up close to my head. This resulted in tight ringlets the next morning after an uncomfortable night. Dressed in our best clothes we went across to the school early enough to spend time visiting with the Blackfoot families waiting in the room provided for them. This room always smelled of wood smoke, leather, and the tobacco they grew in secret places, a smell that today permeates my memories of the landscape of home.
The standing, kneeling, sitting ritual of an Anglican service kept me busy, but when the readings in the archaic language of the King James Bible bored me, I’d squirm around and stare rudely at the visitors behind me with their babies and young children. The ladies tied a kerchief over their heads, and their braided hair hung down over their shoulders, the ends wrapped in cloth. Long skirts almost covered the beaded leather moccasins laced up to their knees. These moccasins made soft, shushing noises in the halls. A blanket wrapped their shoulders and sometimes enclosed a baby who stared back at me. Small babies were tightly bundled in a blanket with large safety pins marching down one side, making them easy to hold. I wrapped my dolls, and later my own babies, in imitation but could never achieve as secure a package. Toes always managed to poke out.
When Mother made me turn around and stop being rude, I could always play with the coin knotted into the corner of my handkerchief so it wouldn’t be lost before putting it onto the collection plate. When I got really bored, I’d slump down onto my neck and kick the back of the pew in front of me or pick up the hinged kneeling rail with my toe and let it plop loudly. Out from Mother’s pocket would come a hard, shiny flattened sphere of peppermint or a small hard nugget from a tin of Meloids. Scotch peppermints, as we called them, were very strong, sweet enough to make me want one, but spicy enough to make tears. Concentration was required to really enjoy them. Meloids were for sore throats, and their strong licorice flavor also made me sit up straight and look pious. Eventually everyone would stand and, if I was lucky, the hymn would be one I knew, maybe Onward, Christian Soldiers or another stirring militant tune.
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