THE GIFT
By Yvonne Garson
    My parents and are from the old country, they are Polish, and met in London, England after World War II.  My Babcia ran a boarding house for Polish ex-officers, and that is where my mother met and married my father. Tatus, my father, heard from a good friend of his that Canada was a good place to live and to find a job. So Tatus decided that we would move to Canada.
     Tato went ahead to Canada to find a job and a place to live.  Mama stayed behind to look after us four kids and to pack.  Mama didn’t have boxes, so she bundled up our belongings in blankets and quilts and sewed them up, “just like gypsies”, she jokingly said.  We took only our clothes and personal possessions and Mama’s dishes and pots and pans.  Everything else was sold.
     We stayed with Babcia and Dzadio, our grandmother and grandfather until it was time to leave.  I loved spending time with Babcia.  She told the most wonderful stories of life in Poland, back on the farm, before the war.  She really missed Poland.  She had a special picture she kept on the dresser in her bedroom.  It was a picture of her standing in a field of wildflowers with a butterfly on her arm.  The picture was taken on their farm in Poland, before the war.  She said the butterfly landed on her arm just as the picture was taken.  I kept thinking about how much I would miss Babcia.     
     Babcia and Dzadio, Wujo Tolo, and Ciocia Cezia, our uncle and aunt came to the airport to see us off.  Babcia and Dzadio brought gifts for everyone.  Krys, my oldest sister, loved to read so she received books.  Dzadio had carved my brother Richard a beautiful wood horse.  You see, back in Poland Dzadio had raised horses, and loved them with all his heart.  My little sister Dorothy was only three and Babcia had made her a raggedy doll with button eyes and embroidered mouth.  Her name was Lala.  Babcia gave me something special too.  “Something to remember me by”  Babcia said.  It was the picture of Babcia and the butterfly.  
     “Are you sure you want to give me the picture, Babcia?”  I asked sadly.  Babcia just pressed the picture into my hand and nodded. I put the picture carefully into my little leather satchel.
     We all hugged and kissed and cried, said our goodbyes, hugged and kissed and cried some more, and then it was time to board the big jumbo jet.    It was a bit scary, being on that big jumbo jet, especially at take-off time.  But the stewardesses were all very nice.  They  shoed us the throw-up bags and to put our heads between our legs if there was an emergency. They brought us coloring books and crayons and these sugary sweet little biscuits called cookies. We’d never had cookies before. Mama bought us lunch; we had sandwiches for the very first time.  The bread tasted a bit salty. We’d never had sandwiches like that before.  Then my brother had to go to the washroom.  He thought the outer door was the bathroom door and tried to open it.  A stewardess quickly stopped him.  
     When we got to the Toronto airport, Tatus, our father took us to our new home, on Labelle Street in Orillia.  We stayed in a government house.  “It’s just temporary”, said Tato, until we can afford to buy our own house.
     It was a long cold winter, that first winter in Orillia.  Mama sewed rabbit fur into the lining of our Burberry, navy blue English coats to keep us warm.  The kids at school laughed and made fun of our funny coats and they laughed and made fun of our accent.  And my 2nd grade teacher gave me the strap for standing inside the door of the school to keep warm.  I didn’t like it in this cold, unfriendly, new country and I missed Babcia.  I wished I was back in London England with her.  I would lie on my bed with my picture propped up against my legs, and imagine that I was in Poland, on the farm, in that wonderful field of wildflowers and butterflies with Babcia.   And even though the picture was in sepia color, I imaged the colors of the wildflowers and the hundreds of butterflies.  I daydreamed about their colors:  orange and black, blue, red, green, or maybe even rainbow colored.  I had a good imagination.
     Finally spring arrived.  Buds started appearing everywhere.  Beautiful apple and cherry trees in full bloom lined the streets.  We would go for long walks in the country.  Then one day we found a field, full of wildflowers.  It was just like the one in my Babcia’s picture.  And there, before my eyes, I couldn’t believe it:  hundreds of butterflies. “Look at them all,” I cried.  And then I whispered as if Babcia could really here me “They’re here Babcia.  The butterflies are here too.  And they like it here in this new country.” 
Butterflies and the Douchat – by Anna Kerz
This has not been a good summer for butterflies, so when a brilliantly coloured monarch fluttered through my garden I stopped to watch as it drifted from flower to flower.  It looked so fragile. I wondered then at the communal strength that allows monarchs to migrate across the hemispheres.  We know that thousands of these delicate creatures are grounded on their journeys by rough winds and enemies; their colours dimmed and their wings shredded. Luckily some survive.  Some survive and continue their cycle of life.

I suppose it’s like that for people too.  We go along day by day and if life throws some hardship or challenge our way we struggle to deal with it and hope that the generations that follow can live on in peace.

What came along for my family was the Second World War and that changed everything.

Now you should know that by the time I was born the war was over.  Bombs no longer came whistling out of the sky forcing people to run and hide in the dark places below ground. A truce was declared and treaties were signed.   But there is a huge difference between the end of fighting and the beginning of peace; the peace that puts food in your belly, the peace that reunites your family and allows you to find a home, the peace that provides work for people.  That peace takes time.  And that is why I spent the early years of my life in a D.P. Camp located in a small farming valley in Austria.

For those of you who don’t know about D.P. camps, I can tell you that ours was a large rectangular patch of flat land filled with rows of long wooden barracks standing at right angles to more rows of barracks.  Near the front was an open space of hard packed earth and a cemented square with a water tap.  The women lined up there with their buckets whenever they needed water for cooking or laundry or the Friday night bath.

Along the back of the camp there was a long row of chicken coops and pigpens.  

In the spring the chicks arrived as balls of fluff and they often spent the first week popping in and out of a box that was stored under the kitchen stove to keep them warm. The piglets provided all kinds of entertainment as they squealed and snorted and snuffled. They were cute.  But by the middle of summer they were cute no longer.

No, by the time summer rolled around the hens The early morning squawked proudly to advertise the laying of their daily egg. The roosters ran raucous competitions to announce the arrival of dawn hours before the sun actually rose, and the pigs snorted and grunted and slept and wallowed and ate, and ate, and ate and they produced piles of manure! 

Now some people will tell you that pigs are the cleanest of animals and I won’t argue with that but I’m here to tell you that the waste they produce creates an odor capable of bringing tears to your eyes in the warm days of summer.

I know that I complained about the smells until my aunt said, “A place that stinks is a place with food.”

 “What do you mean?  Why does it have to stink to have food?” I asked.

 “When we left our homes in Yugoslavia,” she explained, “we packed our wagons with whatever we could carry and we began to walk.  When all our food was gone we had to stop to buy or beg for more.  We soon learned that the only places that had food were the places that smelled.  The stink is the price you pay if you want to fill your belly with meat.”

I thought about that for a while and then I stopped complaining about barnyard smells.  

Around the sides of our camp people tended small kitchen gardens and put up their laundry lines.

The most elegant feature of our camp was a brick gatehouse that stood beside the front entrance but in all the years we lived there the gatehouse stood dust covered and empty.  

“What is the gatehouse for?” I finally asked my father.

He looked at me for what seemed a long time and I began to think that this was another question he wouldn’t answer.  There were a lot of questions that he shrugged away with, “I don’t know,” or, “You’re too young to understand.”

But after a long silence he said, “This camp was built during the war for foreign workers.  The whole camp was surrounded by a chain link fence then and the people who lived in these barracks were marched out to work each morning and in the evening they were marched back in.  The gates were locked then and no one was allowed to leave. The gatehouse was used by the soldiers who stood on guard.”

“Those people were prisoners?”

“Well, they weren’t allowed to leave until the war was over.  That’s when the barracks were divided into living quarters and they moved in people like us; people without homes. ”

“Will they lock us in?”

“There is no reason to lock us in.  Nobody cares if we leave.  They’ll be happy when we’re able to go.”

“Are we going?”

“Some day, some day we’ll go.”


And we did.  In 1954, almost 10 years after the war we finally prepared to leave the camp behind and sail for Canada.


Butterflies travel more lightly than people do.  I know that it took a long time before we were ready to leave.

What do you take when your belongings have to fit into one old wooden trunk?

My father’s sewing machine went in first. He needed that for his job so it had to come, but other belongings led to lengthy discussions.

“We’re taking the duchat,” my mother insisted as she lifted our large feather-filled bed covering.  This duchat is filled with the feathers of generations of geese from home.  I knew each and every one of those geese!

 “I wish you could have seen them,” she said to me.  “Your Oma would sit on a stool, in the yard behind the kitchen each spring and she would clutch a goose firmly between her knees, and pull out the softest, downiest feathers from the breast.” 

“Didn’t it hurt the goose?” I asked.

“I don’t think so.  In the spring geese pull out their down to feather their nests.  It helps to keep the eggs warm.  So the feathers must have been loose then.”  

Then she laughed.  “They looked so raggedy until their new feathers sprouted.  They stretched up their necks and tried to look dignified as they walked around but the pink goose flesh showed through in bare patches and stray feathers stuck out at funny angles.  They looked about as elegant as a beggar woman dressed in a ball gown from a refuse bin.” 

“We’re not leaving it behind,” my mother insisted defiantly, as she sat, the billowy duchat overflowing her arms like so much bread dough. “Do you know how many geese gave up their feathers for this?  Do you know how many years my mother collected them? It’s coming with us!”

“The duchat will take up far too much space,” my father tried to argue. Surely they have feathers in Canada.  It can be replaced.”

“It squishes down into almost nothing if the air is squeezed out.  And it will protect everything else we pack,” was my mother’s hopeful reply.  “Besides,” she ended, tears beginning to fill her eyes, “It was part of my trousseau.  I’m not leaving it.”

So the duchat went into the chest with the embroidered table cloth and the woven bedspread; the only reminders of her Yugoslavian home.  

I began to understand my mother’s pain as I gave away my sled and my doll’s cradle because they were both too big to come along.  

The duchat did come in handy because it provided a soft, warm space for my doll, the only toy that would travel with us. 

We used that duchat for years, and then, when I got married, my mother bought some new ticking and stitched together a more modern duvet, a duvet with neat, straight lines but she filled the duvet with the downy feathers of the geese from her home in Yugoslavia.

That duvet covers my granddaughter’s bed now and when I tuck her in I often tell her the story of the duchat and its journey.  

People make their journeys for almost the same reasons that butterflies do; to find a place they can call home, a place with food and shelter, a place to raise a family, a place of peace.   When we find that place we settle down and turn our past into stories.  

Doesn’t it make you wonder what stories a butterfly could tell?

