
 

Churchwarden    By Wendell Beckon  

My grandfather farmed out of pragmatism and not a love of the land. He had grown 

bitter. It wasn’t that he didn’t love the land, but that the distraction of working 

within his section amidst the dominance of corporate agriculture swallowing the 

Saskatchewan prairies, stole from him his love of the natural order of things. This is- 

at least, how he put in it during quiet moments of refection when he’d stare across 

the yard at the cottonwoods smoking his pipe. While all around him farms had 

“turned chemical, enormous and were no longer about feeding people,” my 

grandfather held onto the ideals of growing food from the earth, sun and work that 

was shared and lived in his bones and his soul. He could do nothing else. He plodded 

on to make a living watching legions of modern machinery pass his fields blowing 

their seeds onto his land.  

In his youth he was handsome and loved sports. He played baseball in spring and 

hockey on the frozen ponds in winter. My grandmother met him at the dancehall at 

Estevan and said he was the finest dancer she ever knew. Like all farmers, my 

grandfather was up well before sunrise every day summer or winter.  He always 

smelled of aftershave in the mornings.  While I never knew him to attend church, on 

Sundays he would don a shirt a tie for a trip downtown to the local café for lunch. He 

was a man who believed in the grace of the Divine, but had little time for people who 

spoke of it.  I was to witness that impatience first hand only once in my life.  

To him, spirit was something quiet and personal yet pervaded everything. 

Something to be taught to your children in metaphors with nature being the notes 

from which the Creator played. To sell your soul for the love of money over the love 

of growing things was spiritual murder in my grandfather’s mind and so he could 

not forgive my father who he loved the most of all his children.             

“That son of a bitch!” pierced the air with a loud slap on his knee as Trudeau 

appeared on the TV asserting that all Canadians needed to embrace French as a 

second language. He disliked Eastern politicians and Trudeau especially, describing 

him as a “balding ferret with the arrogance of Caesar.” While my mom loved Trudeau 

believing- as many others, that he was a visionary fresh face, I am quite sure 

Grandpa would not have been the least bit sad had he met the same fate as Caesar 

although he wouldn’t have said it.  We’d watched the first debates with Tommy 

Douglas who my grandfather said was the true source of all of Trudeau’s “vision”. 

The last thing I ever heard him say on the matter was,   

“Why should we appease those who don’t give a damn about anything but 

themselves? That plagiarist is out to destroy the spirit of the West since he 

obviously has nothing but for contempt for our way of life!”    



 

While bitterness over the state of things was just below the surface for many years, 

my grandfather remained kind at heart and smiled with warmness when meeting 

friends or acquaintances. He felt overwhelmed by the powers that be in the greater 

wake of things, but to refuse to allow it to rob him of his composure in public.   

She was about to walk out the door to attend my step-sister’s marriage at the 

courthouse when the glass broke behind her on the dining room floor.  The crash 

made her jump and nearly drop the gift box she was holding. My mom turned slowly 

as if moving too fast might provoke a violent scene worse that the mess of broken 

glass on the oriental carpet.   

“If you step out that door, do not bother coming back,” he snarled between his 

teeth.   

Even though she had always forgiven the seething resentment that was ever below 

the surface by rationalizing that he had tried to be a decent provider, she seemed to 

have reached a place in her mind where she was no longer able to lie to herself. She 

turned back around and spoke while facing the open door.  

“I can either send someone for my things or you can step out while I collect 

them.  Whichever makes you more comfortable.”   

And quietly, she stepped out onto the steps and closed the door behind her.   

I was eleven. I somehow knew that my mother leaving was best and that the slow 

vapor she exhaled into cold winter air was filled with relief. She paused for a second 

on the steps and I saw her look downward to smile slightly like people do at church 

when they say amen. She moved to town and I only saw her after school at the café. 

She’d drive me home and drop me off at the head of the driveway without entering 

the yard. The next summer she moved to Regina to take a job working for the 

Government and we only got together on holidays. I wanted to go live with her, but 

she asked me to stay with Grandpa who she thought needed me more. She never lost 

her fondness of him, or him of her.    

I heard a car pull into the driveway as I laid on my bed looking up at my posters of 

Bobby Orr and Gordie Howe. I reached down and pulled out a Playboy magazine 

that I had hidden between my mattresses. I flipped to Miss September who was a 

brunette with big breasts and was wearing only white stocking with her legs slightly 

open as she sat on a leather ottoman. I pulled the magazine close to my face to 

examine her black pubic hair, when I heard the thumping of someone ascending the 

stairs and quickly shoved it back under the mattress. My grandpa’s voice called my 

name from the other side of the door and I replied, “I’m coming grandpa, just wait a 



 

sec.”  I opened the door and he stood there with a grim expression. “What is it?” I 

asked. “Your uncle is here and I don’t want to be alone with him. He will prattle on 

about joining his damn church and I need you to help distract things if needed,” 

grandpa spoke in a hushed voice.  

We crossed the gravel driveway where my uncle was leaning against his white 

Chevy Impala looking across the yard towards to crabapple trees that were loaded 

with ripe apples.  

“Are you planning to give some of those away this year Dad? I know a few 

people at the church who’d love to make jam with them?”  

“Sure, help yourself. There’s an ice-cream bucket in the garage if you want.”  

“Not today. I’ll ask some folks if anyone is interested. Maybe someone will come 

by next week.”  

Grandpa crossed his arms, pursed his lips and glanced at me turning his head only 

slightly knowing this was a warm-up to what my uncle really was here to talk about. 

He and my aunt Bess had become born again Christians and in his new found 

religious enthusiasm, wanted everyone he knew who wasn’t either atheist or 

Catholic to join his church. Knowing grandpa was obviously not the latter, my uncle 

had deluded hopes of luring him there.  

“It’s a nice community dad. They’re good people and I know you’d like them. You just 

need to ask Jesus into your heart and ask for forgiveness.”  

I could feel grandpa’s temper churning like when you hear a kettle rumbling and 

expanding over the heat of the element below. “On my knees I swear, it is the only 

way to heaven,” my uncle said smiling and holding his arms in the air as if to touch 

the spirit of Jesus.  

My grandfather spoke in a punctuated growl that ricocheted like bullets 

throughout the yard;  

“THE God of this universe does NOT require us to fall to our knees before him! 

HE is not so petty and vain or in need of groveling! Those are the desires of 

ignorant men! Those are projections of self worship and opposite of that which 

connects us to the infinite without saying.  

Yes, we should acknowledge our failures, our sins as a matter of recognizing 

our fallibility because frailty exists within everyone. To humble ourselves in 

truth so as to be silent enough to hear the divine voice within our hearts.  



 

But God does not bloody well require devotion or affected gestures!  

Never has. Never will. God- just- is!”  

My uncle stared down at his feet looking as though he’d been handed a felony. 

Embarrassed, he looked up and smiled at me from one side of his cheek, nodded to 

grandpa before he turned and walked to his car, opened the door and backed out of 

the driveway without looking at us. I knew my grandfather felt bad. He didn’t want 

to hurt anyone’s feelings, but he just couldn’t take being preached at. He had his own 

way of living and wasn’t about to be told that it was not satisfactory in the eyes of 

the Creator. 

We walked back to the porch without speaking and my grandpa sat down in his 

chair and stared across the yard.     

Later that winter my father took his life in the tool shed.  Rage and liquor escorted 

him to the precipice where he finally met his end.  None of us barely spoke of it or 

were even very surprised. Silence permeated the house. My grandfather was 

heartbroken many years earlier, believing my dad had died long before he actually 

left this world. We tore down the toolshed the next spring and planted a willow tree 

in its place.  

The summer passed into another autumn and the harvest moon sat orange over the 

horizon. My grandfather passed away one evening sitting on the porch chair with his 

churchwarden pipe still smoldering in his hand. In the other he held a piece a paper 

with his handwriting on it.  “Through Cottonwoods,” it said at the top.  

 

A cello moans through cottonwoods. 

Omniscient dreamer dreaming leaves and sprig. 

I grew here by chance or by the grace of her nature. I know not. 

Starved in parched winters and bathed in the spring rains that smell of dust.  

The soil of memory and lives spent through to the end.  

Standing limbs stretched as far as my imagination can take me.  

My roots are unseen even to me. I know not where they go or from where they 

are feed. 

Into the depth of an unknowable world drawing itself.  



 

And yet I am here.  

I stand in spite of the demand for my flesh.  

A silhouette on the event horizon. Time itself.  

Patient in its devouring. Shameless and absolute.  

I service the air and the exuberant young who climb me.  

The old who stare though my spaces to see the past.  

Imagine the future.  

I was here before I was born. Planted in a farmer’s dream.  

For love of living things that stand above us.  

Or the winds that pass though cottonwoods.  

 

    

 


