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Historical Note

Between 1931
and 1936, the Spanish Republic was a democratic country, like
Canada. In February 1936, the people voted for a left-wing
government. In July 1936, General Francisco Franco led a right-wing
military revolt against the government. This triggered the Spanish
Civil War that raged until 1939 and cost over half a million
lives.

The government side in the war included Socialists,
Communists, and Anarchists. They were supported in the war by
Communist Russia and Mexico and by thousands of volunteers from
around the world, including 1,600 from Canada. They were
called Republicans.

The rebel side included Fascists, the Army, rich landowners,
and the Catholic Church. They were supported by Fascist Germany and
Italy. They were called Nationalists, Rebels, or, simply,
Fascists.

Here’s what
the terms mean.

Left-wing political groups (in Canada today, the
NDP):

Socialists encouraged the common
ownership of property and factories and a classless society where
everyone was equal. In Spain in 1936, the PSOE and the
UGT.

Communists were similar to Socialists
but, when they took power in Russia, they set up a dictatorship
where one person, Joseph Stalin, had all the power. In Spain in
1936, the PCE or the PSUC. The POUM was a splinter group of the
Communists.

Anarchists believed that there should
be no organized government at all. In Spain in 1936, the CNT or the
FAI.

Right-wing political groups (in Canada today, the
Conservatives):

Capitalists believed that private
business should be allowed to flourish with little or no government
interference. Canada today is a Capitalist country.

Fascists believed in dictatorship
where the government controlled the economy, but it also allowed
large private businesses to flourish as long as they supported the
leaders. In Spain in 1936, the Falange.
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Tuesday, June
5, 1935

“I’d take you if I could. You know that!” Will Ryan stood on
the dusty railway platform of Salmon Arm in the center of British
Columbia. It was early afternoon. Around him milled a crowd of men
in cloth caps and ragged, patched clothes. Behind him a freight
train stood beside the platform. Steam hissed from the engine and
men hurried to clamber aboard the empty wagons. Facing Will stood
his son, Ted.

“Ted,” Will continued, “you have to understand that I can’t
take you any farther. It’s too dangerous. It’s going to get cold in
the mountains in these open wagons, and then there’s the cops.
Everyone says it’s ‘On-To-Ottawa,’ but I don’t think the police and
their bully-boys’ll let us get that far. There’s bound to be
trouble somewhere along the line.”

Down the
platform a whistle sounded. The train jerked noisily and began to
move slowly eastward. Men jumped aboard. Someone shouted, “Come on,
boys! You don’t want to miss the fun.”

Will glanced
over his shoulder.

“I have to go,” he said. “Get onto the road south and stick out
your thumb. There’s plenty of farmers who’ll pick you up. You’ll be
home before you know it.

“Take care, Ted,” he added, reaching out to ruffle his son’s
hair.

Will turned
and climbed aboard the nearest slowly moving wagon. Hands reached
down to help him into the crowded interior.

Ted waved at
his father. With his spare hand he smoothed down his hair. He hated
when Will ruffled it like that. Didn’t he realize Ted was fourteen,
almost a man? Hair ruffling was something you did to little
kids.

Ted turned and
shuffled slowly out of the station with the remnants of the crowd.
It was over, the best week of his life—seven days in Vancouver.

Vancouver was
the largest, most vibrant place Ted had ever been, so much more
exciting than the small, sleepy towns of the Okanagan Valley where
he lived. He had soaked up as much of the atmosphere as he
could—the busy harbour, Chinatown, the fancy cars and well-dressed
people downtown. Vancouver was a gateway to the world. Down by the
docks, Ted had walked about open-mouthed listening to sailors
talking, shouting, and singing in what sounded like every possible
language. One day, Ted promised himself, he would go and see that
world.

But there had
been work, too, and Ted had spent a lot of time accompanying his
father to political meetings—smoky, noisy, overcrowded halls filled
with angry men calling for violent revolution. One and a half
million Canadians were on government relief because of the economic
depression. Thousands of unemployed men had been herded into work
camps all over British Columbia. Tired of the bad conditions, the
men had gone on strike and many of them had gone to Vancouver to
decide what to do next.

Will hadn’t
been in the work camps—he was getting by on the family’s small farm
and by doing whatever odd jobs came along—but he was a Socialist
and supported the men on strike. When the strikers had decided to
ride the trains to Ottawa to present their grievances directly to
the government, Will had decided to go along. But he had refused to
take Ted past Salmon Arm.

Ted kicked the
ground in front of him and trudged south. Ted admired what Will was
doing, but why did he have to miss out on the adventure? Didn’t
Socialists say that everyone should be equal? What was equal about
being abandoned in Salmon Arm?

As Ted walked,
he stuck his thumb out every time he heard a vehicle approaching.
There weren’t many, but the third time Ted tried, he heard the
distinctive groan of an engine going down through the gears. He
turned, but his smile died when he recognized the old Ford A truck.
It belonged to Jim Thomas who owned the shoe store in town and
disagreed with Will on almost everything, but what was worse was
that Mr. Thomas’s son Henry was in the cab as well. Henry was the
same age as Ted and the pair were always getting into trouble at
school for fighting.

“Howdy,” Mr. Thomas said as the truck wheezed to a stop in a
cloud of dust. “You wantin’ a lift to town?”

Ted swallowed
his pride. “Yes, please, Mr. Thomas.”

Henry smirked
as he opened the cab door to let Ted in. “Your Dad can’t afford a
truck, then,” he said unpleasantly. “I guess that’s what Communism
means—everybody’s equal, but nobody has a truck.”

“Will’s a Socialist, not a Communist,” Ted said. He knew he
should keep quiet. There was no point arguing with Henry, but it
was hard to let him spout his nonsense.

“Socialists, Communists, all the same as far as I can see.” Mr.
Thomas said as he jammed the truck into first gear and they jerked
down the road. “Now take Germany, them Fascists know how to
organize a country. Hitler’s given them good roads, full
employment, and cars for everyone. He’s given the Germans their
pride back. That’s what we need here, more pride, not whining about
what the government owes you.”

This was Jim
and Henry Thomas’s favourite topic, how wonderful things were in
Germany and Italy under their Fascist dictators. Ted had tried
telling Henry it wasn’t like that, that Germany was a dictatorship
where no one could say what they wanted, where people who disagreed
with the government were beaten and thrown in prison and where Jews
had their shop windows smashed and obscenities painted on the walls
of their homes. It did no good. Henry just said that it was the
Communists and Jews who were causing the trouble and that they
deserved to be put in prison or have their shop windows
smashed.

“Soon as we get a Fascist government here in Canada, things’ll
be better, you wait and see,” Mr. Thomas said,
confidently.

“’Cept for you and your Communist dad,” Henry leered and dug Ted
painfully in the ribs with his elbow.

Ted bit his
lip and kept silent. Will said that the Thomases weren’t really
Fascists, they were just too stupid to see that Fascism meant no
freedom for anyone. He said the real Fascists in Canada were Adrien
Arcand and his Blue Shirts attacking Jews in the streets of
Montreal. They were dangerous, but there weren’t many of them yet.
That’s what made people like Jim and Henry Thomas dangerous.

“The biggest enemy is silence,” Will often said. “Not everyone
has to go and break a Jewish shopkeeper’s window, but anyone who
doesn’t stand up and say ‘This is wrong,’ is just as much to blame.
If we don’t stand up to the Fascists, we’re just as bad as
them.”

But there was
no point in saying any of this to Henry, all Ted’d get back would
be insults and another painful elbow in the ribs. The two hours
until they reached town were the longest of his life. Things didn’t
improve much when he got home.

“Where’s your father?” Ted’s mother, Catherine, asked as soon
as he stepped through the door.

“He’s gone to Ottawa to help present the strikers’ case to the
government,” Ted said.

Ted’s mother
slammed the bowl she was carrying loudly onto the counter, sending
a white puff of flour into the air. “Ottawa! He’s not unemployed!
He’s got a job here, running this farm. Instead he goes
gallivanting off on some wild goose chase, leaving me to do all the
work.”

“I’ll help,” Ted said.

“I know you will.” Ted’s mother’s face relaxed. “It’s not you
I’m angry at. And I’m glad you’re back safe.” She gave him a hug.
“It’s just that sometimes I think your father has no sense of
responsibility. He’s full of good ideas and high ideals, but
sometimes he needs to focus on the farm rather than going off and
trying to change the whole world.

“But come on, wash up and go get some apples from the cellar.
I’ll make us a pie for supper.”

As Ted walked
to the water pump outside the back door, he was torn. Part of him
wished he was in an open railway carriage heading through the
mountains for unknown adventures. Another part was proud that he
was home and able to help his Mom. Who was right, his father or his
mother? Ted smiled to himself. At least he could be certain of one
thing, Henry Thomas was wrong.


Tuesday,
September 3, 1935

Ted approached
the school gates deep in thought. The long summer was over. He had
managed to avoid Henry Thomas since the lift back from Salmon Arm,
that was good, but life at home had been strained.

As Will had
predicted, the On-to-Ottawa trek had been stopped. The men had been
removed from the trains in Regina and, on July 1, the police had
attacked a peaceful meeting in Market Square. Fighting had raged
for four hours. One trekker and one policeman had died and dozens
had been injured. Will had arrived home four days later, depressed
and sporting a large bruise on his right temple. Ted had been keen
to hear the story of what had happened, but his mother was not so
enthusiastic.

“Sometimes, Will, you behave like an irresponsible child,”
Ted’s mother had said, almost as soon as Will had come through the
door. “Taking Ted on the train in the first place, dropping him off
in Salmon Arm, miles from home, and then deserting us for weeks. On
top of it all you could have been killed, then where would we have
been? I was worried sick.”

“But Catherine,” Will had responded in an annoyingly calm
voice, “that’s exactly why I sent Ted home— so he would be out of
danger. I can look after myself.”

“That may be, Will Ryan, but your responsibilities are to look
after your family and this farm as well.”

That night
there had been a big fight. Ted had lain, swamped by confusion,
listening to the raised voices through the wall. He understood his
father’s passion, his need to do something to try and make the
world better, but he agreed with his mother about Will’s
irresponsibility, too. The weeks Will had been away had been hard
work for both of them.

The fight had
cleared the air a bit and Will had stayed home for the rest of the
summer, but every time he read the newspaper, he got into a black
mood about the trouble Canada and the world were getting themselves
into. Catherine kept telling him to forget the world and just
concentrate on the little patch of land that was the family’s
world. Ted found himself walking a fine line between his parent’s
views.

“Well, the cops showed your dad and his cronies this time, eh?”
The voice startled Ted from his thoughts. “Cops in Regina knew what
to do with troublemakers.”

Ted looked up
to see Henry Thomas standing in front of him, a self-satisfied grin
on his face. Ted tried to ignore the challenge, but Henry blocked
his way.

“Ain’t gonna be no revolution here,” he said triumphantly.
“Commies like your dad are just gonna learn why cops carry billy
clubs.”

“He’s not a Communist, he’s a Socialist,” Ted said, tiredly. He
changed direction again but Henry moved with him.

“So you say. But they’re all the same ’far as I can see.
Troublemaking riff-raff, and the worst is old Will
Ryan.”

Ted ducked to
try and weave past.

“Pity we ain’t in Germany. I reckon old Hitler’d know what to
do with the likes of your dad.”

Ted gritted
his teeth and tried to push past Henry.

“Push me, will you?” Henry pushed back hard and Ted staggered a
couple of steps. A small crowd was beginning to gather.

“You’re a wimp, Ted Ryan,” Henry spat out, “just like your
father.”

“Hit him, Ted,” someone in the crowd shouted.

Ted stepped to
the side. He didn’t even see Henry’s fist coming. All he felt was a
stinging blow to his chin and suddenly he was lying dazed on his
back as Henry Thomas circled him with his fists balled.

“Come on, get up and fight,” Henry said through clenched
teeth.

Ted was close
to tears. He knew he could probably beat Henry Thomas. Though
small, Ted was wiry, quick, and surprisingly strong. Henry, on the
other hand, was a bullying tub of lard who would cave as soon as
someone stood up to him. The problem was, Ted was more afraid of
disappointing Will than he was of Henry or the taunts of his
friends.

“If you hit back,” Will had said the last time the problem had
arisen, “you are descending to his level of violence. You become no
better than Henry Thomas. There is a man in India—Gandhi—who is
standing up to the entire might of the British Empire with
non-violence. He and his followers don’t fight back when they are
attacked by the police. They stand and let themselves be beaten.
And do you know what? Often the police stop. It is very difficult
to hit another human being if he is unarmed and
unresisting.”

Unfortunately,
Henry Thomas had never heard of Gandhi. It seemed that the less Ted
responded, the more he encouraged Henry. Ted was getting a
reputation among his friends as a coward, and that hurt. Ted tried
to explain pacifism, but words that sounded strong and noble from
Will sounded like weak excuses when Ted said them.

The crowd
parted and two teachers came through.

“Ryan and Thomas, fighting again,” one of them said. “Come on,
principal’s office for you.”

As usual, they
both got detention for fighting. It seemed horribly unfair to Ted,
who hadn’t started the fight, or even fought back.

Ted’s parents
disagreed about the fights. Will was proud of Ted for not backing
down or resorting to violence. Catherine was worried that Ted was
getting a reputation as a “bad kid” who wouldn’t be able to get
good grades and make something of his life.

Ted worried
that it was impossible for him to get anything right. There were
too many choices. Should he be a pacifist, like Will wanted, or
fight back like everyone else thought he should? Should he be a
Socialist like Will and believe that everyone was naturally equal,
or a Communist who believed that the government should control
everything and make everyone equal, or even an Anarchist who
believed there should be no government at all? The only thing he
knew for certain was that he wasn’t a Fascist.

* * *

Ted struggled
through the rest of the day, trying not to think how long the year
was going to be. When he headed out of the school on the way home,
he was surprised to see the tall figure of his Uncle Roger standing
on the sidewalk.

Roger was
Catherine’s younger brother who had stayed in Britain when she had
moved to Canada after their parents had died in the influenza
epidemic of 1919. Catherine had married Will and dedicated her life
to raising Ted and making a go of their small farm. Whatever dreams
she had of the wider world, she kept to herself.

Roger had done
very well for himself in something he mysteriously called “the
import/export business.” He had visited them a couple of times on
his travels around the world, the last time only a year ago.

Ted was in awe
of the elegantly dressed man with prematurely gray hair and a ready
smile. Roger looked the opposite of Will—the knees and seat of his
trousers lacked the broad shiny patches on Will’s only suit, his
shirts were always white and pressed, his sweaters had no darn
patches, and he wore bright ties that seemed to emerge in endless
profusion from the depths of two polished, leather suitcases.

“Hello, Scruff,” Roger said, using the affectionate nickname he
had given Ted. “How’s life in the wilds of Canada?”

“Good,” Ted replied with a grin. “Why are you here?”

“Just passing through and thought I’d drop in and see my
favourite nephew.”

“I’m your only nephew,” Ted said.

“Just because the competition’s weak doesn’t make winning any
less sweet. How are your Mum and Dad?”

“They’re fine,” Ted said as the pair crossed the street toward
a sleek car that was drawing admiring glances from
passersby.

“That’s a new Pierce-Arrow Silver Arrow!” Ted
exclaimed.

“Just last year’s model,” Roger said.

“It’s yours?”

“No, rented,” Roger said with a smile. “I had get something to
get me to this Godforsaken place you live in.”

“Where are you on your way to?” Ted asked as he climbed into
the plush leather front seat, thrillingly aware of the gaze of
several of his school friends across the road.

“I’m catching a steamer in Vancouver for Japan.” Roger said as
the car’s engine roared into life and it pulled smoothly away from
the kerb.

“But they’re Fascists in Japan.”

“I see you’re growing up like your father,” Roger said with a
laugh. “Actually, it’s not quite that simple in Japan, but never
mind that. Even Fascists need to buy and sell things and that’s
what I do. I can’t afford to worry too much about
politics.”

“Will says it’s wrong to do business with people like
Fascists.”

“I know he does. He’s told me so on several occasions. But the
world’s more complicated than your dad thinks.”

They drove in
silence for a while. Ted felt like the most important person in the
world, being driven along in such a magnificent car.

“Why do you always call Will by his first name?” Roger asked
eventually. “Why don’t you ever call him Dad or Pop or
Father?”

“It’s what he wants me to call him,” Ted explained. “He says
people are all equally important. If you use someone’s title, like
Sir or even Father, then you are acknowledging that they have a
different status from you. Names are equal.”

“Your dad’s quite important among the Socialists, isn’t he?”
Roger asked, thoughtfully.

“Yes,” Ted answered, proudly. “He knows Tim Buck, the leader of
the Communist Party in Canada and he went on the On-to-Ottawa trek.
He took me with him to the meetings in Vancouver.”

For the rest
of the drive to the farm, Ted told Roger about his adventures in
Vancouver and on the trains. Roger listened quietly.

* * *

When they
arrived at the farm, Catherine flew out the door as soon as Roger
stepped down from the car and flung her arms around her
brother.

“Roger, what are you doing here? Why didn’t you let us know you
were coming? How long are you staying? I don’t have anything for
supper.”

“Calm down,” Roger said, swinging his sister around. “I came to
visit my favourite sister. And nephew,” he added with a wink at Ted
over Catherine’s shoulder. “I couldn’t let you know because you
don’t have a phone way out here and it’s a flying visit, I can only
stay until tomorrow. But,” Roger hurried on to stop Catherine’s
protestations, “if Scruff there looks in the trunk of the car,
he’ll find a small icebox with a nice plump goose I picked up from
the butcher in Salmon Arm, all drawn and plucked and ready to go
into the oven.”

“Ted, bring the goose,” Catherine ordered, suddenly
businesslike, “and then go and pull some potatoes and carrots. It’s
so good to see you, Roger. Come and tell me your news while I’m
lighting the fire in the stove.”

Supper that
night was the best meal Ted could remember—the goose was succulent
and Roger had brought a bottle of wine to go with it, and some
chocolate for dessert—but the main thrill was that Catherine was
happier than Ted had seen her in months. Her eyes sparkled as
Roger, in his humorous easygoing style, made them all laugh with
tales of castles in Europe, princes and elephants in India, and
exotic strangers on South Sea islands.

Ted was
convinced that one day he would visit all these places but, for the
first time as he watched his mother absorb Roger’s tales, he
wondered if she, too had dreams. What had she given up to live on
this small farm in this out-of-the-way valley while Will raced
around trying to change the world?

When the last
glass of wine was drained and the final square of chocolate eaten,
Roger sat back from the table. “I wish I had thought to bring some
good brandy with me,” he said, “but I have these.” He pulled out
two long cigars from his jacket pocket. “It is a pleasant evening.
Will you join me outside for a smoke, Will?”

“I don’t smoke, myself,” Will replied, “But I shall keep you
company.”

“And try and change my politics, too, no doubt,” Roger said
with a smile.

Will laughed.
“I gave up on you long ago, Roger. You are an unrepentant
capitalist, married to the almighty dollar. But I shall put in a
good word for you when the revolution comes.”

“That’s all I ask. Shall we go?”

Roger and Will
stood.

“Can I come?” Ted blurted out.

“Afraid not, Ted,” Will said, ruffling his son’s hair. “Roger
and I have some grown-up things to discuss.”

Ted was
confused. Will had taken him to all kinds of “grown-up” meetings
and introduced him to all sorts of people. Never once had he
suggested that there were topics of conversation that Ted couldn’t
be a part of. What could he be talking about with Roger?

“Don’t worry, Scruff,” Roger said. “You help your mother tidy
up and when your dad and I have finished our talk, I’ll tell you
the story of the battle of Vimy Ridge in the Great War and of the
vast memorial that is being built on the hill there.”
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