


Christmas on the Prairie (A true story)


The world suddenly turned around with the entrance of Santa Claus. Big snowflakes swirled and the howling wind whipped the door to and fro. The chinook had been a prelude to the blizzard which now raged in force. Everyone scurried through the remaining festivities of our Christmas concert and we were soon outside under blankets on the bobsled – Mom, Dad and eight of us ranging in age from pre-school to grade eight. My father stood tall at the reins, buffalo coat ruffling in the biting northwest wind and the rapidly falling temperature.


We passed the first mile and a half with the horses feeling their way on the trail as the swirling snow and darkness made it impossible to see our hands in front of our faces. As we crossed the slough three quarters of a mile from home, the worst began. On this very ice last week, on our way to school, we had witnessed the rigors of this life and death winter when a snarling pack of coyotes, turned to cannibalism, caught and devoured their weakest member a mere ten yards from the sled. The howl of the ensuing spectacle sped the horses dangerously along the trail that offered thin snow coverage over the icy surface.


Now all semblance of trail was gone. My father with a flashlight, facing half into the wind, led the horses in the general direction of home. As we left the ice, the deep snow piled in the sedges made it impossible for the horses to pull the sled with the ten of us on it. Dad shone the light behind us now, searching for a trail. The waist-deep snow of the bulrushes stopped us for the first time. The lighter horse Tiny, the standard bred, who had been brought in from the sparse winter range earlier in the day, fell for the first time.


Cries of, “Daddy! I’m so cold” turned to whimpers as time seemed suspended. “We’re in God’s hands now,” my father said. Somewhere to the east there was a light in a window and Grandma watched and prayed. I know my mother was storming heaven with her prayers as we waited in the howling wind. My father tried unhooking the exhausted Tiny, but there was no way of removing him. Dad tried leading the Clydesdale Sully with two of the older boys pushing the sleigh. The great horse plunged ahead, in part dragging Tiny along with the sleigh.


Our toes and fingers were frostbitten. Under the blankets we whimpered and prayed. The short rest and the power of the hugh draft horse kept us moving intermittently. “What is man that God is mindful of? And what is God that man is mindful of?” My dad’s words came back to me as I pondered the mysteries of life and death. Sometimes the prairie taught courage, but always there was a profound awe that inspired deeper thought.


Just at the point when I couldn’t stand it, when the pain started leaving my hands and feet, there was a shout from my father. A light to the east was visible, intermittently. Like the Bethlehem star we followed it to life. The horses, sensing the nearness of barn and fodder, picked up their pace on the newly found trail, and we started up the hill to our farm.


The crying and stamping of feet eventually gave way to the balm of warming toes and fingers, an after-glow that would last into Christmas. Along with the joy of surviving came the renewed hope that next spring there would be a great run-off. Dried sloughs would fill, wells would be replenished, and there would be hope for a crop.


Journeying together as a family in faith somehow made the challenges of life a little easier. The prairie that taught patience in summer had tested us again and given us hope. In the silence before sleep I was becoming aware that beyond the security of huddling with siblings under the blanket and clutching warming toes, there was an adult world unfolding around me. Strong people fulfilled their destinies and left their mark on the land and on the souls of their children.
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