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FORWARD

T he series Ethnocultural Voices presents the experiences of
individual immigrants and members of ethnic groups. Usually

the experiences narrated are those lived by their narrator. Unhappy
Rebel: The Life and Art of Andy Stritof, however, is told by a
fellow Slovenian who, through a fortuitous meeting with Stritof,
became interested in both his life and his art.

Andy Stritof was no typical immigrant. As his biographer
relates, he was one of the many young men who came to Canada
in the 1920s and had not had time to establish themselves before
the onset of the Depression. But he was unusual in that he became
an artist in a country not then hospitable to the arts, and that he
responded to rebuffs by refusing to sell his paintings. He was
probably also unusual in developing a strong if idiosyncratic
attachment to an adopted country in which his experiences were so
often bitter.

Cvetka Kocjancic has done a service in presenting the story of
an unusual man, and Dr. Gabriele Scardellato in editing the manu­
script for publication by the Multicultural History Society of
Ontario.

Jean Burnet
Multicultural History Society of Ontario

1993
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INTRODUCTION

I first met Andy Stritof in November 1981 when I was in
charge of an arts and crafts show held in Toronto by the

Radio Club Slovene Evening. Stritof, who was one of three
Slovenian artists exhibiting their work at the show, stayed in our
house for a few days, and during his visit he told me many
interesting things about his life and his creativity. At that time I
didn't know much about art, and, to be honest, I didn't even like
his more abstract paintings. As a writer, I was much more
interested in Andy's life story, but when he explained how his
paintings were related to his life, I realized that if I wanted to
understand his life I would have to learn as much as possible about
art. In the process of doing that, I gained some understanding of
modem art and even grew to like it. Andy was eager to talk to me
about his paintings, yet in a mysterious way, as if telling me too
much would rob his paintings of their magic power.

To understand Andy and his paintings, I had to listen to his
stories about the hardships of his early years in Canada. At first I
thought he was exaggerating, but after hearing similar stories of the
period between the wars from other Slovenian immigrants, I began
to take Andy's stories seriously. It was then that I decided to write
a book about him, because I believe that the story of our early
Slovenian immigrants in Canada has to be told and preserved for
future generations.

Andy's story typifies the experience of an entire generation of
European immigrants who came to Canada in the 1920s from war­
tom homelands, hoping to find peace and economic security, but
who soon found themselves in the middle of the Depression. Many
young men who had planned to spend only a few years in this
country had to stay indefinitely because they could not save
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Unhappy Rebel

enough money for return fares. Many married men who had
intended their wives and children to join them once they them­
selves were settled were unable to do so until the Depression was
over. These enforced separations put a great strain on marriages
and broke up many families.

For the first part of his life in Canada, Andy Stritof struggled,
as did countless other immigrants, to adjust to a new country. He
started in the forests of British Columbia and subsequently moved
to Windsor, hoping to fmd work in the flourishing auto industry,
but the Great Depression forced him to move on to the mining
country of northern Ontario, where he stayed until the outbreak of
the Second World War. Like many other immigrants in northern
Ontario, Andy moved south to escape the loneliness and the cold
winters. In 1941 he settled in Hamilton, Ontario, where he lived
until October 1986, at which time he returned to his homeland.

On the surface, Andy adapted quite well to his new land and
was soon able to make friends with other Canadians, to the point
that for a time he ceased completely to associate with his country­
men. However, his frustrated love for the family homestead, which
his mother had been forced to sell, and for the homeland he had
left behind caused him great mental suffering. Because of his love
for two countries, both of which underwent great changes during
his lifetime, it was impossible for him to settle into a normal life.
In my view, the strength of his feelings and his divided loyalties
were important reasons why Andy turned to art, for as an artist he
was able to sublimate his rebellious and revolutionary ideas.

Although it gave him great satisfaction to give artistic express­
ion to his innermost thoughts, it did not bring him public recogni­
tion, partly because his muse did not often lead him to the styles
popular at the time. If Andy had been willing to paint for the art
market, he might have had more success, but his fierce integrity
and pride would not allow any compromise. As an artist he
considered himself a moral guardian of society, and that principle
formed the basis of his whole philosophy of life. His passionate
morality and pursuit of perfection were both his blessing and his
curse. He willingly sacrificed hopes of personal happiness for his
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Introduction

art, with no assurance of success. Another reason for his lack of
success may have lain in a subconscious fear of it: not only would
he not go out of ills way to seek sales; after a certain point, he
stubbornly refused to sell ills paintings. Only in ills old age did he
realize that he had missed his opportunity both to succeed in the
art world and to propagate the message embodied in his paintings.
By keeping ills work private, he had buried all ills creative talent
in paintings that few people would ever see.

Andy was not a prolific artist: only about forty of ills paintings
have been preserved. But each of those pictures is a result of ills
internal struggle to transform hjs view of reality into an artistic
form that would transmit his ideas into the future. He invested
much of his soul in his paintings, willch he regarded as his
children. By refusing to sell them, he treated them as an
overprotective parent would treat ills or her offspring. He had the
same wish for them that Slovenian mothers have for their children:
he wanted them to remain together and enrich the Slovenjan­
Canadian community. Since Slovenes have no art gallery or art
club in Canada, he decided to place his collected works in a trust
fund, with the stipulation that an art organization be established to
assist Slovenian-Canadian artists and to provide an atmosphere
where they could meet and exchange ideas. Perhaps it was the
company of the artists of his cultural background that Andy missed
most in his life. With ills generous gift to the Slovenian community
he ensured that ills ideas would live on and perhaps inspire others
to express through art the beauty and hardsillp of human life.

Andy was more than eager to help me translate his messages
into written form, willch is much more understandable to ordinary
people than abstract painting. From 1982 to 1986 I spent countless
hours interviewing Andy, and I came to admire ills great wisdom.
I also cherish him as one of my dearest friends. I am happy to
have the opportunity to share what I have learned from him with
other Canadians. I am sure nothing would please Andy more than
to see his life story and reproductions of some of his paintings in
book form.
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For the preparation of this book, I relied mainly on interviews
with Andy, his notes on art, his personal correspondence with
friends and relatives, newspaper clippings, and art show catalogues.
From the books in his collection I was able to trace his intellectual
progress from naive fanner to intelligent artist. One book in
particular, Barry Lord's The History of Painting in Canada, gave
me an understanding of the struggle of Canadian artists to create
and preserve a Canadian identity.

To appreciate better how Andy was seen by other people, I
interviewed some of the people who knew him, including his long­
time friend, the gallery owner Bill Powell. His description of Andy
as an "unhappy rebel who lived at the edge of madness" captures
a complicated personality. In pursuit of knowledge and perfection,
Andy at times ventured beyond the edge of sanity to bring back
glimpses of a different reality. He is often thought of as an
eccentric who talks only about himself and his art; to those of us
who know him more intimately, he is a sensitive, compassionate
man who always wanted to take the pain of other people onto his
own shoulders and who rebelled against injustice on behalf of all
the suffering people of the world.

In general, I found Andy's memory to be reliable, but it was
impossible to check the accuracy of details, especially in the older
material. Partly because of the resulting gaps in my information, I
have chosen to present Andy's story in a semi-novelistic form
rather than as a conventional biography. I also felt that a biography
was too restrictive a form to convey Andy's personality, since I
needed to use dialogue and detailed narrative to allow his powerful
voice to be heard.

I have thus taken the liberty of recreating events, mostly on the
basis of what Andy himself has told me, and of filling in small
details and dialogue from my own imagination. As far as I was
able to determine, most of the people mentioned in this book
actually existed and all of the events described actually took place.
A note about names in this book: it is not surprising that at the age
of eighty Andy could not remember the full names of old-time
friends and acquaintances. Where a name appears in full, it is the

-XII-



Introduction

actual name of the person referred to. Where only a first name
appears, it mayor may not be the person's real name.

For the most part, this book recounts the true story of an
immigrant who was not quite able to adjust to a new way of life
as countless other immigrants did. Andy was tempted to hide in the
isolation of his private work, but as an artist he was compelled to
stand up and be counted when the future of Canada was being
built He was determined to contribute to the creation of a
Canadian national identity, because during his sixty years in
Canada he came to regard himself as a true Canadian.

A version of this book appeared first in a Slovenian edition,
published by Slovenska izseljenska matica. I wanted Canadians,
both those of Slovenian origin and others, to be able to share
Andy's story as well. I hope that some day all Canadians will
appreciate Andy's decision to leave his works of art to Canadian
Slovenes before returning to his homeland.
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To THE NEW LAND

T he old steamer Melita was already four days late for its
departure from Antwerp for Saint John, New Brunswick; the

passengers, mostly young, single men, had become agitated and
restless. The agent who had organized their emigration to Canada
had told them their long voyage across the Atlantic would begin on
March 24. Yet it was already the twenty-eighth and the ship gave
no sign of moving; nor did anyone offer any explanation for the
delay. So the eight Slovenes who shared a large cabin in the lower
part of the ship could do nothing but wait and wonder.

The year was 1925, and the men were part of the second
organized transport to western Canada of Slovenian workers
destined for jobs on fanns and railways. Since there was no
passage available from any closer seaport, Slovenian emigrants
were transported to Antwerp, where they joined other Europeans
bound for Canada. Since 1924, when the United States adopted
quotas for immigrants and effectively closed its doors to most,
Canada had become the land of hope for the thousands of young
Slovenian peasants. The homeland could no longer support all her
sons: some had to "go with an empty stomach in search of bread,"
as the Slovenian saying has it. They didn't much care where they
went; anything would be better than the knowledge that they were
a burden to their families and their native land.

The thirty or so Slovenian men bound for Canada on the
Melita had already had plenty of time to get acquainted. They had
gathered at Ljubljana railway station, where the conductor put them
in the same carriage, promising to take care of them until they
reached Antwerp. For working class passengers like them, there
were no sleeping and dining cars. The emigrants had come
prepared for their three-day journey as peasants often prepared for
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a long pilgrimage to some famous shrine: with home-made bread
and wine and dried smoked sausages. Food would be provided
once they reached Antwerp. When the whistle of the old steam
locomotive announced its departure from Ljubljana, the Slovenian
boys began to sing:

Farewell my friend,
Farewell my friend,
We'll soon be back
To our native land.

Only by singing could they suppress their tears as they gazed for
the last time at the relatives who had come to see them off. There
was sadness and solemnity in their farewell ritual. On the platform,
the young men's mothers and wives, dressed in their dark Sunday
clothes, their heads covered with colourful kerchiefs, wept silently.
Their fathers, too proud to cry, used all their strength to control
their emotions. The village boys who had come to see their friends
off positioned themselves in small groups under the windows of
the train, through which the departing men were leaning, and
joined in the singing.

The journey through Europe seemed an eternity. Most of the
passengers, who were not used to long train rides, found the hard
wooden benches very uncomfortable. There was no room to lie
down, and even if they dozed off sitting up they were soon
awakened by an abrupt stop or by a loud whistle as the train
approached a tunnel. As if to make up for the gloomy nights,
however, the journey offered beautiful views during the day as the
train rattled past small villages and towns and through majestic
cities rich in history. For the most part, the boys maintained their
good humour, and when they reached the great, bustling port of
Antwerp, their spirits rose. Full of hopes and expectations, they
boarded the ship that was to carry them to the promised land.

The boat is ready, holla dee dee,
To take us over this great big sea ...
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Let's set the sails, holla dee dee,
I hope my loved one is thinking of me.

Together they sang this old folk song, preparing themselves for
the long journey to the unknown world. But it seemed the ship was
not ready. The next day they were supposed to leave the harbour,
yet nothing happened. Rumours flew and grim forebodings began
to assail the waiting passengers. By the fourth day of waiting, they
were convinced that there must something wrong with the ship.
They were now in no mood for singing, and when they weren't
fretting about the seemingly marooned ship, their thoughts were on
the other side of the ocean. What would the new land be like?

"I wish we would leave today. I can't stand this waiting any
longer," said Andrej, pacing up and down the cabin between the
two rows of solid wooden bunks that were almost its only
furniture. The cabin was dark; through a small porthole, just
enough sunlight penetrated to allow the passengers to distinguish
day from night The cabin was also very cold, but the passengers
had been given plenty of blankets. Andrej was young and restless.
His tall, muscular body was built to work in the fields, not to sit
idly for days in a crowded little space. He was a talkative, good­
looking man with a round face, a little short moustache, and bushy
hair, a little wavy on top. Of all the passengers in the cabin, he
was the most impatient to leave the harbour.

"Patience is God's grace, the priest from Metlika often used to
say," Matija remarked.

"Yes, we Slovenes have been comforted with the promise of
grace ever since our ancestors moved to the Alps from behind the
Carpathian mountains. Our people waited patiently for God to save
them from the powerful nations of Europe, from the Romans and
Franks to the Turks and Germans. We don't have it any better now
under the Serbian kingdom of the Karadjordjevic' dynasty. The
rich at the top fill their pockets with gold, while the rest of the
nation suffers. If you don't like it you can leave. The door is wide
open," replied Andrej.
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"That's true," Ivan said with an air of authority. Having once
been to America, he had taken on the role of the expert. "Every
citizen of America has an equal opportunity to become the
president of the state. But he has to be extremely smart, capable,
and rich."

"What is the difference between Canada and America?" asked
a man with the heavy accent of the village of Ribnica.

"I suppose there are more Indians in Canada," said Andrej.
"They asked me at the ministry in Ljubljana, before giving me my
papers, if I wasn't afraid that Indians would attack me in Canada."

"Our priest from Metlika said the Slovenian missionary Baraga
went to America about a hundred years ago and lived among
Indians, and nothing bad happened to him. The Indians liked him
very much," Matija said.

"What are they like, the Indians?" inquired the man from
Ribnica.

Before Ivan could answer, Lojze chimed in, "They live deep
in the woods and support themselves with fishing and hunting.
They aren't too eager to work, but they sure like to dance."

"The Indians aren't DPs like Gypsies," Ivan added. 'They've
lived in Canada since before the white man came. Some people say
the Indians aren't bad at all. They just like to keep to themselves.
You don't have to worry. You probably won't have much to do
with them."

"What kind of people are Canadians, then?" the man from
Ribnica wanted to know. He had never thought about Canada
before. As far as he was concerned, everyone who lived on the
other side of the Atlantic Ocean was American. He had announced
in his parish that he was going to America, and for some months
the village boys had jokingly called him "American." Only now
did he realize that Canada was distinct from the United States.

Ivan tried to explain, 'There are many Anglo-Saxons in
Canada; that's why it is still a British Dominion. I learned at
school that there was a big revolution in North America and that
at that time many British Loyalists fled to Canada; their descend­
ants are still loyal to Britain. The British king is represented in
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Canada by the governor general, while the prime minister, who
rules the country, is elected by the people. There are also many
French people in Canada. The French came to Canada even before
the British. They claimed a big part of the country for the French
king and named the land New France. They were later over­
powered by the British, though. Their descendants still speak their
own language. They're very much like we Slovenes were under
Austro-Hungary, second-class citizens without rights."
That was about all Ivan knew about Canada. "It's been a long time
since I've been in America," he said a little defensively, when the
others clamoured for more information.

"I was only fifteen when we went back home to Notranjska.
We lived quite well in America, except that my mother was
homesick. She often cried in the evening. There was war back
home. The most painful thing for her was that her mother and
father were there alone, with nobody to take care of them. So my
father promised to take her home just as soon as the war was over.
When we got back, the house where my grandparents used to live
was empty. The neighbours told us they had both died during the
previous winter. The neighbours were jealous when my mother
came back to claim the fann. My father was bothered by their sly
remarks, but he bought himself friends with wine and brandy in the
local gostilna. Until he spent his last American dollar in there, that
is.

"From then on everything went wrong for us. My mother
worked in the fields and at home, while my father drowned his
sorrows. When his American savings were gone, he sold the fir
trees and oaks for timber. When there was no more timber to sell,
he started selling the land, piece by piece. After a few years, he
died in an accident." The boys listened attentively while Ivan
continued his story.

"One day my mother told me to take over the farm. She
wanted me to get married and bring some life into that lonely
house. A year later, Mici and I got married. She is a good and
industrious woman, my Mici. We were doing quite well, except we
couldn't payoff my father's debts. We could never save money.
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When I realized there was no hope of saving the farm, I decided
to go back to America. I figured it wouldn't be hard for me to fmd
a job, since I already knew the language a little. When they
wouldn't accept me in America, I decided to go to Canada. It
doesn't really matter where I go, as long as I can save up some
money quickly to return home."

"I decided to go to Canada for similar reasons," Andrej started
to reveal his story. "My father died when I was five. According to
his will I was supposed to inherit the house and farm. I guess he
didn't trust my mother to manage the estate. She came from a
family that didn't have much land of their own and no fann
animals. She and her parents worked for other farmers. My father
met her when she came to his house to help with the wheat
harvest. She was hard working and good-looking as well, so my
father decided to marry her, even without a dowry. He hired a
maid to help with the cooking, the house work, and the animals.
There was too much work for one woman at our fann, especially
with two kids around. My brother, Franc, was five years younger
than me.

"Coming from a poor family, my mother had a hard time
getting used to her responsibilities as a housewife and always
depended on my father to make decisions about the household.
That's probably why he left the estate to me, and not to her. He
was afraid if he left it to her she'd sell it after he died so she
wouldn't have the burden of managing it But, his plan didn't work
out. Somehow, with the help of the mayor of the village, my
mother managed to overturn my father's will legally. In return, she
sent me to live with the mayor, who had no children of his own.
I was to be his errand boy. My little brother stayed with mother.
After a few years I was allowed to move back home. But, life was
much different now. My mother neglected the farm and borrowed
money to support us. My father's estate lasted her for ten, maybe
fifteen years. During that time she mortgaged every piece of land,
the house, and the bam.

"When I came back from the army, she told me it was my tum
to manage the fann. I didn't want to take on her debts, but I also

-6-



To the New Land

didn't want my father's house to go to strangers. I kept remember­
ing my father, who had entrusted me with his life's possessions. I
wasn't even five years old when he put his trust in me to carry on
the family farm, the name, the tradition. When Mother said, "It is
up to you now," it sounded like a criticism. I was twenty-one years
old and fully responsible for my own life. If I turned my back on
the farm, it would be lost forever. Even the memory of the Stritof
name would disappear from the village. I wouldn't be worthy of
my name if I turned my back on my home, I thought. So one day
the idea of America popped into my head. I figured I should go to
America to save enough money to payoff the debts and in that
way fulfil my father's dying wish that I take over the family farm.
I had no money for the trip. I worked a whole year in the forests
of Stajerska to save enough money for this journey."

"It so happens that America didn't accept me. It was hard for
me to get the papers even for Canada. The agent had a long
waiting list of people wanting to emigrate to Canada. To me it's
really all the same where I go, as long as I have guaranteed work,
good pay, and a place to stay. Sixty dollars a month plus room and
board sounds pretty good. If I stay in Canada two years, I can save
enough to payoff all our debts and buy myself a pair of oxen on
top of it."

Suddenly Lojze interrupted. "Listen!" he cried. He was the first
to notice the deep thrumming he remembered from his earlier
ocean voyage. "Boys, the engines are starting! It looks like we're
about to sail!"

A strange silence filled the cabin. "Pooch ... pooch ... pooch ...
pooch" echoed from the big smokestack. To the passengers it
sounded like a pleasant song that would accompany them all the
way to the new world. A current of excitement swept over the
ship. The passengers gathered on the upper deck to say good-bye
to the old world. The women were weeping and the men waved at
the receding shore, even though no one was waving back. Their
gestures echoed those of thousands and thousands of emigrants
who had said their good-byes before them. One more shipload of
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people with fears, hopes, and dreams joined the great human river
flowing steadily from Europe to America.

Antwerp harbour soon disappeared from view. They had been
sailing for half a day before the Slovenes noticed some of the other
passengers pointing excitedly at land on both horizons. "There's
France on the left and England on the right," a sailor explained to
Ivan. "We're passing through the English Channel." Ivan translated
this information to his Slovenian friends, but the peasant boys
shrugged. England was as foreign to them as the moon, except that
they knew that the royal Karadjordjevic' family was friendly with
the British monarchy. France was merely a vague concept, though
they had heard tales of Napoleon's soldiers plundering their
homeland. That was as far back as history extended in their
peasant memories.

As the land disappeared, the ship began to roll on the more
open water. On deck the Slovenes watched the whitecaps glittering
in the sunset, but with nightfall they lost the last feeling of warmth
from their homeland. It became cold on the open deck; they
retreated to their cabins.

From the wicker travelling basket in which he carried all his
belongings, the man from Ribnica pulled out a bottle of home­
made slivovica and offered it to his companions. "There is no
better medicine for body or soul than the original home-made plum
brandy." The bottle passed from hand to hand, each man taking a
long swallow. At last the Ribnican corked it again and put it back
in his basket.

None of the Slovenian passengers intended to stay in Canada
permanently. Each of them had his own reason for leaving his
homeland, but they all had the same goal: to earn some money and
return to the land of their fathers and forefathers. They worked
hard all their lives and only at Christmas and Easter could they
afford meat and white bread. Otherwise their diet consisted mostly
of gruel, barley, potatoes, and sauerkraut. Yet it wasn't discontent
with their standard of living that was driving these peasant men to
a foreign land: it was the fear of losing their small patch of land.
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When, after a few days at sea, the Melita met a French ship
bound for Europe, the passengers became sentimental, thinking of
the day soon when they would be sailing proudly back to their
native land. With their minds full of rosy pictures of their trium­
phant return, the emigrants gave little thought to their life in a
strange new country. Canada was merely an intermediate stage.
Why bother with unnecessary details when everything was already
organized for them? At least that was what the travel agents in
Ljubljana had told them. The posters in the village taverns made
emigration to Canada seem so simple and organized. The only
requirements were good health, a freedom from military obligation,
the ability to pay the one-way passage to Canada, and twenty-five
dollars in cash in one's pocket. The travel agent would match
emigrants with prospective employers, who had stated in their
affidavits the working conditions they would provide and the
wages they were willing to pay foreign farm workers.

Andrej, Metod, and Ivan had work contracts with the same
farmer in a place called-they rumed the strange sounds in their
mouths-Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan. Lojze, too, was travelling to
Moose Jaw, but he was to work for a different farmer. Four other
Slovenes were going to Nova Scotia: at least that was what was
written on their affidavits.

At first the Slovenian passengers barely felt any seasick. As
long as their stock of slivovica lasted, they used it to cure head­
aches, stomach problems, and queasiness. When they fmally did
begin to notice how often they felt sick, each kept it to himself, a
little embarrassed; they put it down to the unaccustomed foods on
board ship. Instead of the familiar barley, potatoes, and black bread
they were given fish, carmed pork and beans, and salads made with
a strange, sweet dressing. But when the experienced world traveller
Ivan complained openly of being seasick, they all admitted to
suffering the same sickness. Once Ivan had explained that even the
strongest of men could be seasick, the boys were no longer
ashamed to vomit into their buckets.

Once the big passenger ship reached the open sea it was tossed
up and down in a violent rhythm; for days on end nothing could
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be seen but gigantic, foamy, green-white waves. The passengers
began to panic. Nor were the sailors much comfort; even they were
worried, for they had never known such a stonny voyage. For days
none of the passengers dared go on deck. The Slovenes kept to
their cabins most of the time, close to their buckets. From the next
cabin, they heard children crying and women shrieking. Eventually
the shrieks subsided, and the children were lulled to sleep by
women reciting the rosary.

On April 8, the sea was so rough that a mere glance through
the portholes made the passengers retch. The next day, the weather
was the same. The boys stayed in their bunks, in no mood even to
talk; each buried in his own thoughts. On this gloomy day Andrej
marked his twenty-second birthday.

As wave after enonnous wave battered the ship, the frightened
passengers could no longer accept the half-hearted reassurances of
the sailors. The Italian passengers gathered around Father Antonio,
who was travelling to Toronto to serve in an Italian church there.
The priest, seeing people's need to be calmed, invited all the
passengers to attend a special mass, which he celebrated in the
dining room. For this occasion, he read the passage from the
Gospels in which Jesus made the wind at sea die down. That
afternoon the stonn subsided. "You see, our prayers helped," said
Matija to his fellow Slovenians.

"Sure, they helped, just like those processions the priests
organized back home to ward off the hailstonns," said Andrej,
smiling. "I still remember the time I carried the big heavy cross
when I was an altar boy. I was walking the bumpy road and I
tripped on a stone and fell down. The cross dropped out of my
hands. I don't remember who picked me up or who carried on my
job. "Protect us from hail and drought, 0 Lord," the women
chanted, as the procession went up the hill where the chapel of the
Mother of God stood. I kept walking, as if I was in some kind of
trance. The next day there was a bad stonn. The hailstones were
as big as walnuts and all the crops were destroyed. ''This was
God's punishment on all of us," muttered the village women,
"because of that irresponsible kid who threw down the crucifix."
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"I wanted to ask the priest if there was any truth to those
accusations, but I was too scared to show myself to him after what
I'd done. "Don't make me be altar boy any more," I begged the
mayor, my guardian. 'I'd much rather tend the cows and the
sheep.' From then on, I went to the pastures at dawn every day
instead of going to church. When I was alone in the woods, I often
wondered why God had chosen to punish me. What had I done?
On his deathbed, my father had committed me to God's grace and
goodness. His last faint words to me had been, 'Be good and don't
forget God. May the Lord guide you and protect you when I am
no longer around to take care of you. '

"I desperately missed being an altar boy. All the little rituals
of church life-the cup of tea and a piece of white bread with the
priest after mass, the occasional small coins, and the priest's
friendly, comforting words---they had been like heaven's blessing
to me. Most of all, I missed the sense of closeness to God I felt in
the quiet morning church. My mother had promised me that I,
could be a priest too when I grew up. For a ten-year-old boy, it
was an exciting ambition. One day I would be able to read to
people from the important books; I would help them like my
uncle-he was a priest in some far-sunday.away village. But the
fiasco of the dropped crucifix crushed all my hopes of ever
becoming a priest."

Matija from Metlika interrupted Andrej's story. "What kind of
Catholic are you, if you don't believe in miracles?"

"I didn't say I didn't believe in any miracles," Andrej
answered. "I just don't believe in all those stories of miracles
people make up. Would you like to hear the story of a so-called
miracle at the church of Vodice?" He didn't wait for their answer:
Andrej was a good speaker and everyone enjoyed his stories.

"There was a young girl, Johanca, who went to church every
day and claimed to be God's chosen one. Every Sunday during
mass, the blood would pour down her forehead, just as Jesus had
bled from the crown of thorns. The news of this miraculous
happening quickly reached every remote comer of Slovenia. People
came in great multitudes to worship Johanca of Yodice, who soon
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became an expert on all heavenly matters. Of course the naive
peasants were most interested in how their deceased loved ones
were doing, and they would ask Johanca about them. 'Your mother
is suffering very much in purgatory. By paying for six masses you
can save her,' she told a worried pilgrim.

"To a pilgrim who seemed more prosperous, she suggested ten
masses for the salvation of his deceased father. To a grieving
widow, she suggested a donation of a dozen candles to the church.
She had instructions handy for just about anyone. One day, a
young man asked her about his mother. 'Your mother is still in
purgatory.' Before she could advise him how much to donate to
the church to save his mother's soul, the man said, 'You are badly
mistaken. My mother is at home, cooking breakfast.'

"Johanca was confused. Suddenly, there was a great commo­
tion in the church. The young men were furious at the way she had
exploited the religious beliefs of simple, devout people. They
grabbed her and pulled back her thick chestnut hair to reveal
tubing filled with calf's blood, cunningly arranged so that one
single touch to her head could start the blood flowing.

"This immediately became the gossip of the village, especially
when the butcher admitted he supplied Johanca with fresh blood.
The young priest of Yodice insisted he'd never known that the
miracle wasn't authentic. The only people who believed in his
innocence were some religious old women; but the authorities
didn't want to charge a priest, out of respect for the church, so his
part in the miracle making was hushed up. Johanca disappeared
from Yodice. I heard she went back to a French circus she'd been
with some years earlier."

With better weather, cheer returned to the cabin of Slovenian
passengers. By the second week, they had become used to the
rolling motion of the ship. They had even become used to the
spaghetti with spicy red sauce that was often served for lunch or
dinner. Lojze and Metod gravitated to the canteen, which became
their favourite spot on the ship. Metod, in particular, could not
seem to stop drinking. His friends warned him to watch his money,
but he did not stop until it was all gone. He needed alcohol to
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conquer the fears that beset him. Everything was changing in his
life. In his twenty-three years, he had not travelled much. Occa­
sionally he had gone to the fanners' market at Sentjemej, some
thirty kilometres from his home, and a few times he had made a
pilgrimage to the Mountain of Sorrow, the shrine dedicated to the
Mother of God. These had seemed like expeditions to a boy who
spent most of his days in the small village to which he had been
sent as a child to tend the cows and help around the farm. And
now he was going to the other side of the world! He never talked
much about his reasons for going to America. He didn't even want
to think about it: drinking helped keep his mind off the great
unknown waiting for him.

It was a beautiful Sunday morning in mid-April when Ivan and
Andrej noticed brown patches on the horizon. At first, Andrej did
not believe his eyes, then he screamed at the top of his lungs,
"Look! Dry land! America!"

"Canada!" Ivan corrected him. Before Saint Jolm was clearly
visible, all the passengers had gathered on deck to greet the land
that offered them work and good pay at a time when poverty had
forced them to leave their homelands.
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W earing their Sunday suits and identical black velvet hats and
carrying their wicker travelling cases, the Slovenian

immigrants disembarked. "Boys, get your money and your
affidavits ready," Ivan translated the instructions of the immi­
gration official. From the inner pockets of their overcoats they
pulled out money and documents. Metod, who could not fmd more
than five dollars, wondered of he would be sent back in ignominy
before he could even enter Canada. Now he bitterly regretted
having spent his money so carelessly on alcohol.

Andrej and Ivan, who had a few extra dollars, came to the
rescue, so that Metod too could show his twenty-five dollars. The
official checked all the documents, and nodded: everything in
order. Ivan, the only one of the group who spoke any English,
became their unofficial leader and spokesman. From the official
they received helpful instructions for finding the train station. The
rest of their questions, such as how to get to Moose Jaw, not even
he could answer. "I've never heard of Moose Jaw," he admitted.
"It sounds like a little town somewhere in Saskatchewan. Didn't
your agents back home give you directions?"

"Not really. But I guess we'll find it somehow, if we keep
asking," said Ivan, before thanking the official.

"Safe journey and good luck in your new country," the
uniformed man added with a smile. "I hope you'll like it in
Canada."

At the train station, the Slovenian immigrants split into two
groups. For almost a month they had lived so closely together,
sharing stories and confidences, suffering common hardships and
fears, that they had come to feel like a close-knit family. It seemed
unthinkable that they should have to go separate ways, but,
abruptly, the time for their separation had come. Lojze, Ivan,
Andrej, and Metod, would still have a few days together while
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crossing Canada by train; the other four were almost at their fmal
destination. There wasn't much time to say good-bye. They shook
hands and embraced, promising to meet again soon, God knew
where or when! Having little sense of the distances in Canada, the
peasant boys took it for granted that once they were settled they
would visit each other.

The train station was very crowded, seemingly with all the
ship's passengers, who tried to converse, mostly in sign language,
showing their affidavits to the officials in hope of getting direc­
tions for their journey. While Ivan went to inquire about their train
trip, the other three boys waited in front of the restaurant, where
they were soon found by a sandwich vendor, who urged them to
prepare for the long trip. "Good, inexpensive sandwiches! Buy
here! No food on the train!"

"Yes, sir!" Lojze replied promptly, showing him a ten-dollar
bill. In exchange, the vendor handed him ten sandwiches,

"Boys, we're in luck! The Trans-Canada train is leaving for
Saskatchewan tonight," announced Ivan when he returned.

"Everything's going so well," said Lojze, "In the meantime,
I've already taken care of our supper. Here, look at these sand­
wiches. There's plenty for all of us,"

"Don't worry, I'll take special care of you," said the friendly,
grey-haired conductor, when they finally found the right train. "In
about two hours, the train will make a one-hour stop so that you
can buy yourselves some supper at the restaurant. Should I let you
know when we're about to stop?"

"That won't be necessary. We've already bought sandwiches,"
said Lojze.

"I see. Those unscrupulous salesmen have already got to you,"
sighed the conductor. "How much did you pay for them?"

"A dollar each."
"For ten dollars, you could get almost as much food in the

store as you could carry. Be careful, boys. There are so many
swindlers here. They'll do anything for money and don't care if
they squeeze the last dollar from an ignorant victim." The boys
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looked at each other, a little abashed that they had allowed
themselves to be cheated as soon as they set foot in this country.

"They won't trick us so easily again," muttered Andrej.
"Never mind. In a few days we'll have some real food for a

change," prophesied Lojze. "Bacon and eggs for breakfast, and
roast beef for supper. There's always plenty of meat and eggs on
an American fann."

"What about wine?" asked Metod, who looked somewhat
depressed.

"They drink mostly beer in America. And whisky. Whisky is
their national drink, like plum brandy in our country," explained
Ivan.

Visions of sumptuous food and drink, as well as the monot­
onous motion of the train, lulled the young men to sleep; they slept
sitting up, leaning on each other, until the next morning. They had
expected to reach their destination in one day, but the trip took
several days. They found the train ride extremely monotonous
compared to that from Ljubljana to Antwerp. In Europe, there were
small villages along the train tracks, and the workers in the fields
would straighten their stooped backs to wave to the train passen­
gers. Every patch ofland-fields, meadows, and even woods-was
carefully cultivated. In Europe everything was green at this time of
year and the air was filled with the smell of freshly ploughed fields
and early spring flowers.

But as soon as the Canadian train left the station, it entered a
vast. unpeopled landscape, still covered in snow which was almost
black along the tracks. The forests seemed like a jungle where no
one had bothered to thin the trees, cut the underbrush, or rake the
leaves. What would they do with leaves, anyway? No one here
seemed to think that cattle need nice soft litter to sleep on. When
the forests gave way to open country, they saw gigantic ranches
where countless cattle roamed free in the snow, grazing. "Poor
animals!" exclaimed Andrej. "How badly they treated them here.
Back home we were so careful to protect them from getting cold,
and here the cows are lying in the snow."
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A few miles farther on, they saw another huge ranch, and some
distance away a third. The Slovenian boys soon realized that the
fanns in Canada were different from those in Europe. Here, the
fanner had all his land around his house. And how much land! In
Europe all the houses were in the village, clustered around the
parish church like chicks around a hen. On one side of the village
were vineyards, on the other, forests and fields, divided into
separate lots that belonged to each farm. People lived together and
went to the fields with their neighbours; each family was self­
sufficient, but they also felt a sense of community.

"Life must be terribly lonely on these farms," said Metod.
"There aren't any neighbours around. At home, the village boys
get together in the evenings to sing under the linden tree, and the
men would go to the gastUna for a drink. What on earth can
fanners do here to entertain themselves?"

"If there's no tavern nearby, at least you won't be tempted to
spend your money on booze," Lojze teased him. Ivan and Andrej
just smiled. Neither of them was interested in entertainment They
thought only of saving money; the less chance to spend it, the
better.

As the train made its way through the prairies, the passengers
began to thin out. There was enough room on the train now for the
boys to lie down to sleep. When they awoke, it was a beautiful,
sunny morning, though the endless plains on each side of the
tracks were still covered with snow. This flat land seemed very
dull. How often at home had they sworn when the plough hit a
stone or a tree, or when they had had to guide the hay wagon
down the twisted road? Here the land was beautifully flat, but there
seemed to be no people to cultivate it. They travelled miles and
miles before finally reaching a settlement. What could a farmer do
with so much land, not even divided into separate fields?

"This is the land of wheat," said Ivan.
"But this much land couldn't be ploughed by a hundred

horses," Metod objected. "How they harvest the wheat and thresh
it is beyond my imagination."
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"Oh well," said Lojze cheerily. "If everything goes well, we
won't have to guess for long." The last time they had asked the
conductor, he had told them they would finally reach Moose Jaw
early that night There was just one long stop before their fmal
destination. While the train was stopped at Regina, they went to
the station restaurant for a bite to eat. Metod, who could not afford
any lunch, pretended he wasn't hungry but was persuaded by his
friends to get off the train anyway, to keep them company.

"Four times pork and beans," ordered Ivan, winking at Lojze
an~ Andrej to mean that the three would split the cost of Metod's
meal. After travelling together for six weeks, sharing everything
they had, they would not let Metod go hungry now. It was true
that he had frittered away his money in the ship's canteen, but his
friends could sympathize with the nervous boy.

Not that Metod seemed nervous now. As soon as he had
reached dry land he had regained his confidence. He could believe
once more that in a few years he would be on his way back to his
homeland and the girl who had secretly pledged her love to him.
She was the only one to believe in him and his plan for winning
his independence with Canadian dollars. If he worked two or three
years as hard as he had worked for the farmer at home, he could
earn enough money to buy himself a nice farm in Slovenia and
marry Barbara. He would raise his children on his own land and
would never be forced to send them away to strangers who cared
nothing for them.

Metod had not told his companions his life story until they
were on the train but his spirits were immediately raised by this
self-revelation, and for the first time in his life he knew the mean­
ing of friendship. His own mother had never understood him so
well as these three men who had entered his life only four weeks
before.

This was their last meal together, to celebrate, they treated
themselves to a glass of beer. Their next meal would be with their
new landlords. Right now, they thought, the landlady was probably
deciding what to prepare for the people who had come from a far­
away European country to work on their farm. She would probably
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serve them a holiday meal on their first day. They were slowly
sipping their beer when Andrej realized the train had disappeared.
"Damn you and your English!" he screamed at Ivan. "You told us
the train was staying for three hours."

"That's what I was told."
"Are you sure you didn't misunderstand?"
"If only I had stayed on the train," said Metod.
"Now we're really in trouble," added Lojze. "We'll have to

stay here overnight. And worst of all, the fanner will be waiting
for us at the train station today, not tomorrow. If we aren't there,
he might get somebody else."

"He can't get anybody that fast," Ivan assured them. "If he
could, why would he bother bringing us all the way from Europe?
If he doesn't come to pick us up, we'll find the way to his place
somehow."

"That's all very well," grumbled Lojze sulkily. "But it may not
be so easy."

"Look, I'm sorry," said Ivan. "But I'll do what I can to get us
back on our journey. I'll make sure we all get to where we're
going."

"All right," muttered Andrej. But the mood of celebration had
vanished.

Before Ivan had a chance to ask a station official what could
be done, he heard the announcement: "All passengers for Moose
Jaw and Medicine Hat please board now." Running back to his
friends, he announced triumphantly, "Get on the train fast, it's still
at this station." There was no time for questions or explanations.
Later they learned that during the stop at Regina, which was one
of the largest railway junctions in Canada, the train had been
moved to a siding, dismantled, and reassembled. Their luggage was
still as they had left it.

Though no one apologized to Ivan, it was understood that his
knowledge of North American ways was vindicated and that he
was still the leader of the little group. They remembered with
regret their abandoned half-full glasses of beer, but they consoled
themselves with the thought that there would soon be plenty of
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beer and food. The sun was about to set when they got off the
train at Moose Jaw, the only passengers to do so. How should they
address Mr. Green, the farmer who had contracted their services
and who was to pick them up at the station? Master? No, that
would mean they considered themselves his servants. Surely they
had not come thousands of miles just to become servants to a rich
man who didn't know their language, their way of life. No, they
would not be mere servants. They would be considered farm
workers. That was written on their affidavits. Yet they must show
respect to the prosperous farmer who would give them work and
a place to live in this new land. The difficulty was resolved by
Lojze, who suggested they call him "boss."

They looked around the train station. Where was their new
boss? There was nobody in sight except a slovenly man sitting in
a horse-drawn buggy. His red hair, which reached almost to his
shoulders, was partly covered with a knitted hat suitable for a
child. His thick red beard had evidently not been washed or
trimmed for some time. His coat had probably once been green but
was now an indeterminate mud colour. He wore dirty rubber boots.
"Could this man be Mr. Green's driver?" Andrej wondered.

"I doubt it," said Ivan. "Surely he would come himself." So the
four sat down on their baskets and waited patiently for the boss
who had sent for them. After watching the newcomers for a time,
the red-haired man climbed down from his buggy and walked
towards them.

"Are you looking for work?"
"Yes! Yes!" exclaimed all four. "We are waiting for Mr.

Green," Ivan told him in his broken English.
"Who do you think I am?" the man asked sarcastically. Then

he turned to Andrej, who seemed to be the strongest of the four:
"You want to work for thirty dollars a month?" When Ivan
translated this. Andy was speechless with rage and disappointment.

Ivan answered for him, "You promised us sixty dollars a
month. It says so on our affidavits. You signed them, and the
Canadian government approved them."
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"I don't give a damn about the Canadian government," the man
said. "I'll pay him thirty dollars, and that's my top price." Andy
was overwhelmed by shame and anger at this shoddy treatment In
a rush, all the feelings of childhood came back to him. How often
he had been cheated and treated as a thing of no importance! As
a child he had borne his fate with patience, knowing he could
change nothing, and dreaming of the future. But now he was a
grown man. He had chosen freely to come to this new land in
search of freedom and respect and had fallen straight into the trap
of a calculating swindler.

"No!" he cried. "Even if! starve to death, I will not sell myself
for such low pay to this dishonest man." When Ivan translated
Andrej's answer, Mr. Green just shrugged.

"What about you?" he asked. "Would you like to work for me
for twenty-five dollars?"

"You just said thirty dollars."
"That was for him. He's bigger and stronger. To you I can

only pay twenty-five." At that pay Ivan would have to stay in
Canada not two years but five to earn the money he needed.

"No, I will not work for you for twenty-five dollars," he
answered. Lojze, too, refused to be cheated out of over half of his
promised wages. Finally, Mr. Green turned to Metod, the smallest
and weakest-looking of the four. "If you are prepared to work for
twenty dollars a month, you can come with me. You will get free
room and board." Metod, who had no money left, agreed even
before Ivan could translate the sum offered. After all, what choice
had he? He had no money left; he knew that his friends were short
of money too, and he did not want to be a burden to them any
longer. He would have worked for nothing, just for decent food
and a roof over his head. He swallowed his disappointment; having
lived with poverty and poor treatment all his life, he supposed his
fate had followed him to this new land. Mr. Green gestured to
Metod to put his travelling basket on the buggy and to sit beside
him. A whip cracked, and the horses started off. Metod half turned
to wave to his friends and watch them recede from sight. Lojze,
Ivan, and Andrej had become like brothers to him. He wanted to
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embrace them and tell them how much he was suffering. But now
he was snatched away with no chance for a proper farewell. If only
he could shake hands with them as Slovenian custom called for! It
seemed that this land took away even those small comforts. "He
must be an awful man," said Ivan after the buggy had disappeared
from sight "How dirty and unkempt he is! If he doesn't care for
himself, how can he care about anybody else?" In Slovenia, the
peasants washed and dressed in their best clothes when they went
to buy oxen at the county fair.

"He behaved as if he was buying slaves," said Lojze. "He
acted as though he was doing us a favour. Maybe he thought he
wouldn't have to negotiate at all. He probably thought we wouldn't
understand any English and would be totally at his mercy. No, we
won't sell ourselves as slaves!"

"Poor Metod," said Andrej. "We sold him out the way Joseph's
brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt" The biblical story he had
heard so often as an altar boy had come to his mind. In all the
confusion, they forgot that Lojze had been supposed to work for
another farmer, who hadn't come to the train station. Perhaps it
was just as well, thought Lojze.
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N ow the little band of Slovenes who had arrived in Canada so
hopefully a week ago had dwindled to three. A month of

weary travelling and their hard-earned savings had brought them
to this little town in the middle of the vast plains of Canada. Their
money was almost gone, and they had gained nothing except a
hard lesson about the vulnerability of immigrants to mistreatment.
But what now? Where could they go and what could they do? It
was Lojze who first had an idea. He had the address of a man
from his village who had emigrated to Canada a year before and
was living in a town called Cranbrook. It was a slim connection
but better than none. They agreed to stick together and to try to
fmd Lojze's acquaintance. The stationmaster told them they could
easily get to Cranbrook by travelling some five hundred miles
farther in the same direction. A month ago five hundred miles had
seemed like an enormous distance, but what was distance in this
immense land?

On the hard wooden benches in the waiting room they dozed
a little, and at two o'clock in the morning they continued their
journey across Alberta and into British Columbia. In the thirty
years since the railway had been built, even this remote part of
Canada had become attractive to immigrants, especially those from
Scandinavia, Germany, Holland, and the Ukraine, who flocked to
this land to make a living for themselves and their children.

From Lethbridge on, the countryside became gradually more
rugged and hilly, until the young men found themselves among
imposing mountains that made them homesick for the mountains
of Europe. When they finally reached Cranbrook, they followed the
other passengers toward the centre of town. From his days in the
United States, Ivan knew that everything in a small town happened
in the saloon. After strolling about the quiet town for a while, they
came to a small glass-fronted building, from which they heard
raucous shouts in several languages. They entered a dimly lit room,
filled with strong young men. It was a pool hall, the small-town,
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western Canadian equivalent of the saloon or the gostilna of their
own country. Because the owner was a Ukrainian, by the name of
Shopka, it had become the gathering place of Slavs. Shopka
immediately recognized the name that Lojze showed him.

"He used to come here, but I haven't seen him for more than
six months," he said. "I can introduce you to two other Slovenians,
though. They're sitting in that comer. Ask them, maybe they can
help you." Lojze, Ivan, and Andrej went over and introduced
themselves. The men were excited to meet compatriots, and
demanded news from the homeland.

Then Andrej asked, "How come you aren't working? Is today
a holiday or something?"

"How come we aren't working?" They seemed surprised, as if
sitting idly in the tavern was their everyday routine. "Where do
you think we would get work? There's no factory here...no farms
...no work at all."

"How do you live then?"
"We're waiting."
"For what?"
"To find some kind of job."
"How do you live without work?"
"We saved some money last year by working in the forests.

When the winter's over, we'll probably be able to find logging
work again."

"I've only been in Canada for a year, and I have no money
saved," said one young man. "But I get some money from my
sister in the States."

"Why don't you join her?" Andrej asked.
"I'm not allowed to. America wouldn't accept me. There are

some agents here who smuggle you across the border-for a good
price, of course."

"There are rumours," interrupted the second man, "that some
of these unscrupulous agents will rob you and throw you into the
water, instead of getting you across the border. Anyway, life in
America isn't much better than here. There are huge numbers of
people out of work there. Thousands of Americans have come to
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British Columbia in the last few years. Some were looking for gold
in the Fraser Valley; others wanted to get work on the railway or
in the forest industry. Right now things are very bad, but they'll
pick up in the spring, when it gets warmer." The three friends
looked at each other, confused and anxious. They had planned their
arrival in Canada for the middle of spring, yet it was almost May,
and these men were talking about "the spring when it gets
warmer." When does the Canadian spring start, they wondered?
With only a few dollars left in their pockets, they could not afford
to wait in pool halls and boarding houses for the snow to melt.
They needed work right away.

They were advised to inquire at the Canadian Pacific Railway
office. Early the next morning, after spending the night at Shopka's
boarding house, they went to the CPR office, where they were told
that there might be work for two men. They were excited to hear
of work, but what about the third man?

"Better something than nothing," said Ivan.
"Where do we go?" they inquired.
"We're building new railway tracks not far from here. You

take the train to the village of Yahk. The Kingsgate work camp is
just past the village, right by the U.S. border. There you will get
a place to stay. Tell the foreman I sent you."

"When does the next train leave?"
"Well, the passenger train for Seattle goes through every

morning, but you've missed today's train. There's a freight train
taking materials to Kingsgate. I might be able to get you a ride on
that train this afternoon, if you don't mind travelling freight"
Three hours later they were sitting on their wicker travelling cases
while the train slowly made its way through the valley of the
Moyie River. Thick dark forests rose up on both sides of the
valley. The tall, straight pines seemed to reach to the sky. Except
for a few yards cleared back from the tracks, the dense forest lay
untouched.

At Kingsgate, the tracks, following the river, made a wide left
tum and the camp lay before them: a mere cluster of old, rusting
rail cars in a raw clearing. The Slovenes easily found the
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foreman's office, in a car in the middle of the temporary settle­
ment. ''I'll take you and you," said the foreman, pointing to Lojze
and Ivan. "But we only need two guys. The other guy will have to
leave. This isn't a hotel."

Ivan pleaded with the foreman to hire Andrej as well. "We
travelled thousands of miles together and we can't just abandon
him now." Eventually the foreman conceded that Andrej could stay
with the other two in the barracks, even if there was no work for
him. Andrej was touched by the generosity of his friends. Never
before had he been so dependent on the charity of other people.
Even as a child he had earned his living by doing chores for the
mayor. Now, at twenty-two, at the peak of his physical strength, he
was about to live off friends who were willing to share their
barracks and their hard-earned wages. But what else could he do?
Support himself by stealing and cheating, or by gambling? It was
unthinkable: honesty was too deeply ingrained in him. Besides,
without knowing the language, he couldn't cheat even ifhe wanted
to.

"At least I can wash, cook, and clean for you," he said.
Railway car no. 10 was covered with a thick coat of rust and dirt.
When they opened the creaking door, the stench that rushed out at
them almost made them faint. The barracks appeared to have never
been cleaned. Two dirty mattresses lay on the floor; a wooden box
served as a table. One bench remained from the days when the car
ran on rails. The only other furniture was a small iron stove. A
window opening on the other side was covered with wooden
planks. Through a gap in the planks came a cold draft.

The young men put their travelling cases down and stared.
Surely this filthy car couldn't be their home! After all their eager
speculations about life in the promised land, it was hard to realize
that this was to be home in Canada; but the sooner they accepted
it, the better, thought Andrej. He was too tired to care much. His
head was buzzing with so many thoughts and impressions that he
couldn't hold anyone for long. All three were hungry, but the
nearest store, the foreman had told them, was some two miles
away, on the American side. Andrej volunteered to start his
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household duties right away by going shopping. Ivan offered to go
with him, but Andrej refused. "You need to rest for work tomor­
row. I'll manage somehow. Just tell me the words to say."

"Eggs, milk, coffee, bread...•" Andrej kept repeating all the
way to the store, where he recited the foreign words to the salesgirl
all in a rush as if they were a magic formula. When she just
looked at him strangely, Andrej realized he must not have
pronounced the words correctly. The girl. who knew all thirty men
at the camp. knew immediately that Andrej was a newcomer. She
showed him a few essential things. and Andrej just nodded. With
the groceries he returned proudly to the barracks, where Lojze and
Ivan were already sleeping. Andrej. too. was tired. He curled up on
the wooden bench and fell asleep.

In the morning. Andrej rose first, prepared breakfast for his
friends, and packed a lunch for them to take to work. "This shack
will look better when you get back," he promised. As soon as they
left for work. Andrej started on his chores. In the woods behind the
camp he gathered some dry branches, and along the railway tracks
he found some pieces of wood. When he lit the little black stove.
he was almost suffocated by the thick smoke that poured out of it.
Once the smoke cleared he threw himself into the cleaning. He
cleared away the litter of papers. tin cans. and bottles from the
floor. and scrubbed the walls, floor, and bench in the hope of
avoiding infection from those who had occupied the place before
them. By the time his friends came home, he had imposed a rough
orderliness on the old car. For supper he served them tea and
canned pork and beans.

Day after day Lojze and Ivan would come home bone-tired
from their day's work, but what they found hardest to bear was the
lack of comradeship in their work. The bosses were calculating
strangers, and their co-workers mostly immigrants competing with
each other in fear of losing their jobs. "I work like a horse and I'm
treated like an animal," complained Ivan. "Even worse. Here. they
don't tell you to stop working if it starts to rain. Nobody cares if
a worker catches cold. There are thousands of people ready to take
his place." In the evenings the men talked about their work. about

-29-



Unhappy Rebel

the small events of the day. They never mentioned their homeland,
as if the long journey had erased it from their memory. But at
night, when everything was quiet and their bodies rested on the
dirty mattresses, their souls often wandered back home.

"Mici! Mici!" cried Ivan in his sleep. "Look, I'm coming home
to you. This place is hell."

On another mattress Lojze murmured, "Mother! Mother! Mary,
don't you recognize me?" Night after night Andrej listened to the
unconscious laments of his friends, tom between two countries,
between two continents. He himself lay sleepless, slapping at the
bedbugs and brooding about his homeland.

One day he bought paper and a pencil and suggested that they
all write home. Ivan notified his wife of his safe arrival in Canada
and his work on the railway. Lojze told his wife he was happy
with his work and the place where he was staying with two other
Slovenes. He complained only of the long Canadian winter.
Andrej, with no job to brag about, found it hard to know what to
write. Unable to tell his mother that he was out of work and living
on the generosity of his friends, he told her only that he had
arrived safely in Canada and had made very good friends.

By the middle of May the weather had become a little warmer.
The snow had almost melted in the lowlands, and the smell of
spring was in the air. Almost overnight the grass turned green, and
the songs of birds could be heard from every tree. The rebirth of
nature was visible everywhere. But life by the railway tracks was
as dull and lonely as ever, and from day to day Andrej became
more depressed. He had no words with which to comfort his
friends, who revealed their grief only at night, in their dreams. He
began to blame himself, seeing himself as a heavy burden for
them. He tried to think of a way out of his dependency, but
without work there was nothing he could do.

When he received a letter from his childhood sweetheart, who
had emigrated to America a few years earlier, he thought he saw
a glimmer of hope. As a teenager, 20fi had been passionately in
love with Andrej and had written him embarrassing love letters.
But her letter from the United States expressed the thoughts of a
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grown woman. She invited him to visit her in Oeveland, where
she was living with her uncle. America! Andrej was there almost
every day, every time he visited the store on the American side. He
wondered what would happen if he were simply to board the train
on the other side of the border. But he didn't want to risk a
confrontation with the authorities, since if he were caught, he
would be sent back to his homeland, disgraced and humiliated.

He remembered the stories of agents who would smuggle
people over the border. But that route was dangerous; besides, he
didn't have the money. Yet America had a powerful attraction for
him. He imagined that everything would be different there. One
evening, while he was standing by the river thinking about Zofi,
he was seized by a sudden urge to jump into the water and end his
painful life. "You are a failure, Andrej!" an inner voice told him.
"All your life other people hav.e had to take care of you. Even now
you are a burden to others. How hard Lojze and Ivan work while
you, the youngest and the strongest, sit at home all day!" He could
not shake off these bitter thoughts. The white-blue water of the
Moyie River roared by, untouched by Andrej's suffering. Suddenly
he jumped into the icy water. But at the threshold of death, the
image of Zofi entered his mind. He kicked and pulled against the
current until he reached shore and was able to haul himself out. He
was on the opposite bank of the river; he slipped quietly into the
forest.

He felt as if he had been reborn; as if the cold water had
cleansed him of all his tortured thoughts. He had no time to think
about his past or his future. The troubled life he had almost thrown
away on the other side of the river suddenly became beautiful. He
was buoyed up by a sense of great victory, the victory over his
own death. His thoughts were now as clear as the water of the
Moyie River: life is worth fighting for.

In the thick forest he found a path: surely it would take him
south. When the path disappeared, Andrej kept walking in the
direction he assumed was south. Though he was shivering from his
wet clothes, he felt an uncanny strength, as if he could walk all the
way to Cleveland if he only knew where that was. Now that he
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was in America he would surely fmd the place somehow. Soon
night covered the woods; only here and there the faint moonlight
penetrated through the thick trees. Andrej's euphoria vanished with
the light He lost all sense of direction. He heard the piercing cry
of a coyote, and an eerie feeling swept over him. He tore a branch
off a tree as a weapon in case he needed to defend himself against
wild beasts. When he found himself on the shore of a lake he
didn't know which way to tum.

"Help! Help!" he shouted, although he could not believe that
his voice would be heard by a living soul. His voice echoed along
the surface of the water in all directions. For a moment he thought
he heard a dog barking; once again he shouted for help. This time
there was no doubt: the dog was barking in reply, as if it had
recognized the human voice. Tired and freezing cold, Andrej held
onto the thought that where there is a dog there must also be
people. Slowly he walked in the direction of the barking. He had
no idea how long he had been walking when he became aware of
the presence of an animal. He tensed, and then sighed with relief
when the dog came up to him and nuzzled his hand, barking in a
friendly marmer.

Then Andrej made out a human form in the darkness; a man
addressed him in a strange language. On the ship coming to
Canada, and later on the train, Andrej had heard many strange
languages, but nothing like this one. Finally, the man took him by
the arm and guided him into a hut, which appeared to be made of
bark. A fire was burning in the centre. The man gestured to Andrej
to sit close to the fire. On the other side a woman and two girls
were sitting on a bearskin rug. The man and his family had black
hair, long and unkempt, and dark eyes. Their complexion was dark,
almost bronze, much darker than the summer tans of the farmers
that Andrej knew.

Suddenly Andrej realized who these dark people
were-Indians! He was gripped by an unreasoning fear. He had
heard vague stories about the godless Indians. "Aren't you afraid
the Indians will kill you?" a civil servant had asked in Ljubljana.
Now he was in an Indian hut, at the mercy of these strange, though
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friendly-looking, people. Was the Indian too friendly? Had he
walked into a trap?

The woman made him a kind of tea with an odd but pleasant
taste and offered him some rabbit meat Meanwhile the girls were
talking and giggling. They must be talking about him, Andrej
thought, embarrassed. He was a curiosity to them. Unable to speak
their language and casting about for a way to converse with them,
he picked up a piece of thin wood and a stump of charcoal lying
beside the fire and began to draw a picture. Excited, the girls
offered him more wood for drawings, and soon they had found a
common language. After the girls fell asleep, the old Indian drew
a picture of a canoe and showed it to Andrej. He lay awake in the
hut all night dreading what might happen to him in the morning.
Next day, the Indian got into his canoe with Andrej and began to
paddle steadily. Andrej did not realize they had entered the Moyie
River until the Indian tied up his canoe at the Canadian-American
border, in front of the familiar grocery store. The salesgirl ran out
of the shop, wide-eyed, and began gesturing to the Indian. Andrej
understood that she was assuring the Indian that Andrej would be
all right now.

When Andrej returned to his barracks, he was astonished to
fmd it unchanged. Burying his head in the mattress, he reflected on
the meaning of his life, on the grace of God that had brought him
back into this awful place to cleanse him of his sinful thoughts and
make him respect life again.

God! As a child he had believed that God dwelled in the
village church, but his simple faith had ebbed away over the years.
In the two months since he had come to Canada he hadn't heard
the name of God, except in the many-tongued curses of the railway
workers. Yet the day before he had felt extraordinarily close to
God. It seemed that God had ordered him to swim after his mad
leap into the river and had guided him through the middle of the
forest for help. For these Indians, whom he had feared as blood­
thirsty savages, were surely messengers of God's goodness, of the
affection and help that a man can offer his fellow man. Slowly he
awoke from his daydreaming, lit the stove, and cooked supper.

-33-



Unhappy Rebel

"Where were you yesterday?" asked Ivan when he came home
from work.

"I got lost," Andrej answered. His friends did not bother him
with further questions. They had too many problems of their own.
But Andrej was sure that the salesgirl at the store knew the whole
truth. His eyes must have revealed it to her the day the Indian
brought him back: his despair, his contrition, even his shame at
failing in his suicide attempt. What else is left to a man who can
neither live nor die?

Andrej always believed it was this young woman who
interceded with the foreman to find him his first job in Canada,
because a week later he was offered work at a new railway
construction site. He was delighted to get a job, even though it
meant being separated from his friends. Perhaps they would meet
again, perhaps not. He had begun to accept such changes as the
fate of an immigrant. Back home things were different; people
lived close together from birth to death. Here, friendship was just
a brief encounter.

Though the work was hard, and the pay low-Qnly twenty-five
cents an hour, life at the second work camp at first seemed better
because the camp had a cook who made three hearty meals for the
railway workers every day. But the workers at the tracks were
mostly Italians, and the Italian foreman gave preferential treatment
to his countrymen. "Hurry up," he often shouted at Andrej. "Work
faster, or else I'll find somebody else!" The years of patiently
suffered injustices all seemed to crowd in on him. The man who
had left his homeland to escape corruption, who never had a harsh
word for anyone, was now overcome with rage and felt ready to
kill. He grabbed the first thing at hand, a large chunk of wood, and
flung it at the foreman, who ducked just in time. His co-workers
just watched.

When he returned to his barracks in the evening, Andrej felt
unwell. Barely conscious of his surroundings, he thought he was
still at the construction site. He saw his foreman lying in a pool of
blood and the workers pointing at him and calling him a killer. The
room began to spin. Andrej was no longer a grown man. He was
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a child, holding onto the priest's robe and reciting the strange
foreign words: "Mea culpa! Mea culpa!" As a child, even when he
had been beaten and humiliated, he had been comforted by the
hope that somewhere there was a better, more just world, where
people were like brothers and sisters, where there was no differ­
ence between rich and poor, where all people were respected
equally. As an altar boy, Andrej had often heard those sweet words
about justice and goodness and had longed to find this better place.

Today he came to believe that there was no justice for him in
this world. The most humiliating thing for him was his own loss
of control. "You became like a wild beast," an inner voice kept
telling him in the moments of relative lucidity. "Die like a dog in
this foreign country! It will be no great loss!"

All through the night Andrej drifted in and out of a delirium.
When he regained consciousness he was terribly ill, and there was
nobody to help him. In fear of death he panicked. When the cook
came into his room the next day, Andrej did not recognize him.
Perhaps he thought the man was a priest administering the last
rites, for he kept repeating the prayer of his childhood: "Mea
culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa."

"Wake up, Andrej! Wake up and eat. I brought you some
soup," the cook said. "For God's sake, Andrej, wake up and eat!"
The cook's rough voice and gentle words brought Andrej back to
reality. He took the cup and drank the soup in order not to offend
God, who had sent a saviour into his barracks. Over the next few
days, the cook visited many times, bringing soup or hot tea. His
words, although spoken in a foreign language, were filled with
compassion and warmth and were like balm to Andrej's soul.

What had the cook said? "For God's sake, eat!" Andrej took
those words literally: the cook was God's messenger. In his close
encounter with death he had stood alone before his rightful judge,
repenting his second sin. Love your neighbour as yourself, was
God's word. Yet hadn't he hated himself when he rejected life and
jumped into the water? Hadn't he failed to love his neighbour
when he struck out against another human being? Hadn't he lost
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faith in both himself and humanity when he locked himself in his
barracks to die like a dog?

"Where is your faith, Andrej?" the inner voice asked him. "I
am your God: life, hope, love. We've travelled a long way
together, suffered many injustices together...and we still have a
long way to go. Don't look for me in the golden vessels of the
church. Find me, rather, in the soup of the compassionate Italian
cook or in the tea of an Indian woman. Even through this rough
worker's hands 1 am giving you new strength for life: even in a
strange language 1 am speaking to you of hope and love."
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A few days later, Andrej received a letter from his mother
informing him that she had been forced to sell the farm

because he hadn't sent her any money. On reading her words he
almost fell into despair again. He struggled to hold on to his
sanity. He had to accept the fact that the farm he had dreamed of
returning to was gone. He had no home and no reason to return.
"Good-bye my home, lost forever!" he said to himself. "Good-bye,
my homeland. This Canadian land is big and wide. This is going
to be my new homeland. I'll become a Canadian-just as French­
men, Englishmen, Ukrainians, Italians became Canadians."

They were brave words, but time and again he was almost
incapacitated by a wave of homesickness. Eventually it was anger
that finally helped him cast off his sadness, for he blamed his
mother bitterly for selling the homestead-his home. All his child's
love for his mother turned to hatred, and she seemed to him to be
the source of all the evil in his life. Had she not sold the property
that for generations had belonged to the Stritof family? Had she
not forced him to emigrate, because she favoured her younger son
over the elder? Even as a child, Andrej had had to live with
strangers, while Franc was allowed to stay with his mother.
Although the story of his childhood was, in truth, a common one
in Slovenian families at the time, to Andrej it now assumed the
proportions of a tragedy. Gradually his anger turned against his
brother as well. In his mind he disowned them both, his mother
and his brother. It was easy for him to break the connection: he
simply stopped writing. Even if they wanted to get in touch with
him, they would have no way of finding him.

It was better that way, Andrej thought It was better to receive
no letters from home than to suffer the pain of receiving bad news
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from his mother. At least now his scars were beginning to heal,
and with the farm gone he no longer felt he had to earn money as
fast as possible to payoff the mortgage. Now he was responsible
for himself and his own future.

Fed up with his job on the railway, he quit and went back to
Cranbrook, where he stopped in to have a few drinks at Shopka's
pool hall and to inquire about the news from the outside world.
The real money, he was told, was in forest work, and the place to
get work was farther north. In the company of three young
Slovenes Andrej took a train to the town of Golden, which lay on
the Columbia River, nestled between the Rocky and Selkirk
mountains.

At the first tavern in Golden they inquired about jobs. "The
coal mine I work at is looking for two strong men," said a man
sitting at the bar. Two of Andrej's companions disappeared from
the tavern and ran straight to the mining office; two hours later
they were back at the tavern with good news.

"There must be some work in the forests," said Andrej to his
new friend, who was still looking for a job. "All these huge
forests...." They were advised to see the owner of a big logging
company, who when he heard they were experienced woodsmen,
hired them immediately. A shrewd man, he offered the newcomers
a flat rate to log a certain area. After inspecting the forests, Andrej
and his friend decided they could earn good money. The lower part
of the woods would be hard going, but they could make up time
on the upper part. Andrej was quite happy with this arrangement.
At least there was nobody to push him. They were working for
themselves now, and the faster they worked, the more they would
earn.

They decided to get the worst part of the job out of the way
first. The lower section was rough ground and dense with tangled
underbrush. The work was heavy and dangerous. They had to
handle their axes with great care. At the end of the week, the
owner paid them for the first half of the job, praising them for
clearing in one week an area that would have taken some workers
a month. Next week, when they returned to clear the upper part of
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the woods, they found someone else working on that piece of land.
"You guys made a mistake," said Andrej. "This is our place to
work." The men insisted there was no mistake. The owner had
showed them exactly this spot.

"We had a contract with you for the upper part as well as for
the lower part," Andrej remonstrated with the owner.

"I changed that contract last Saturday," replied the owner
calmly. "Those men are going to clear that lot for a quarter of
what I would have to pay you." They had been cheated because
they were too honest and too eager to work, thought Andrej. They
should have finished the easier part first But he shrugged off his
anger and disappointment; he would have to roll with the punches
if he wanted to get along.

"I have another job for you if you want," offered the owner.
"We don't want piecework any more. We'll work if you pay

us by the hour."
"I'll pay three dollars a day."
"Fine," answered Andrej for both of them. He liked the new

job because he didn't have to push himself too hard. He easily kept
pace with the other workers. The owner soon realized he could get
more work out of Andrej.

"Do you know how handle horses?" he asked him.
"Of course," said Andrej. "I drove a team for years on the farm

back home."
"Good. I'll have you work with horses from now on. You will

move logs down from the mountains." Next day Andrej reported
for work at the stable.

''I'll give you the best working horses," said the stable boy
with an unpleasant grin. He brought two sturdy horses from the
stable. When Andrej touched their bridle, the horses went wild,
lifting him up like a rag. The stable boy looked on, laughing. "You
still like horses, greenhorn?" he sneered.

Anger and the threat of danger gave Andrej a burst of great
strength. He grabbed their bridle and hit each horse on the nose;
surprised and frightened, the animals lowered their heads and
became submissive. "Good horses!" Andrej murmured, stroking
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