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 I cannot remember my father ever saying “Good bye” to anyone. Those 
words just were not in his vocabulary.  Even in his final years when strokes 

had taken his sight, and his rough hands had become soft and smooth from 
lack of use, and we both knew every conversation might be our last - he 

would say, “So long for now”,  as we parted.  It wasn’t that he was naive....  

after all he’d attended the funerals of many comrades from World War Two , 
and he had added his poppy to the red heaps on each casket, knowing full 

well that a sea of red poppies would one day honour him in death. 

 “So long for now” - my brother spoke the words at his funeral and I’m 
sure Dad had said them  to my mother as he went off to war. Perhaps they 

summed up my father’s theology. I like to think so. 
 

 
 

 A Sacrament in Brass 

 
 My Dad was not a demonstrative man,  but we knew he loved us even if  

he didn’t say so. Dad seemed more accessible to his many friends and 
acquaintances than he did to his own children.  And he seemed to have so 

many associations wherever he went.   Once, while visiting my home in 
Toronto, he went downtown to check out the shops of the gun collectors.  He 

came back that day, rather surprised and disappointed. He hadn’t seen 

anyone he knew downtown. And he wasn’t joking - he fully expected to find 
an old friend wherever he happened to go in the world, and he usually did. 

 Through all the years of our growing up, he was a remote figure, 
coming and going in and out of our lives.  As a small child, I once 

complained to my mother that he seemed to “go” more than he “came.”  I 

adored him, admired him and was a little in awe of him - with his deep 
voice, powerful hands and imposing height..... and I waited for signs of 

affection from him.  I trailed along after him to auction sales, and waited 
through his interminable conversations with his cronies.  I hung over him, at 

the kitchen table, watching him repair clocks, or radios, fetching things for 
him and delighting when he would ask me to use my small fingers to 

manipulate a part too small for him to handle. 
 Dad was surely a man of few words with his family - although he was 

renowned for his story-telling in public.  But in the absence of words, my 
Dad gave me one sign-act that drew me forever into a loving embrace that 

had been long in coming. This is how it happened..... 

 Each November, Dad spent a week at a hunting camp deep in the 
woods north of Madoc.  To get there, the deer hunters drove over dirt tracks 

until the road disappeared in the bush.  Then they hiked another four miles, 
carrying in supplies on their backs or with a borrowed horse and wagon.  

 One autumn my sister and I,  along with two other teenagers whose 
fathers were also hunters, decided to go in to the camp for a visit. We took 
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along the mail for the men and some home-cooked offerings from their 
wives.  There was already snow on the ground and more threatening when 

we trekked in through the woods, following the overgrown trail. The day 
went by quickly.  We inspected the Big Eddy River that splashed by the 

cabin, and felt the revulsion of seeing slain deer and moose hanging on a 
rack, and stiffening in the frosty air. Finally, after enjoying the closeness and 

warmth in this all-male haven and filled with venison and beans, we 
prepared to head for home.  It was not yet four o’clock, but shadows were 

already lengthening in the cold November woods.  As we left the warmth of 

the cabin, my Dad, wordlessly slipped a long, cold object into my hand.  I 
knew exactly what it was by feel alone, and I understood immediately why 

Dad had given it to me.  No words were exchanged, but his eyes met mine 
knowingly.  The brass case of a spent rifle cartridge picked up the heat of 

my hand clutching it in my pocket.  If need be, lost in the woods with night 
coming on and snow falling, I could raise the tube to my lips and blow across 

the opening.  The vibrations would sound out an S.O.S. that would carry to 
alert and loving ears. That moment was like an epiphany for me.  Somehow 

that simple act of fatherly care symbolized all the loving and closeness and 
meeting of minds that had always existed between my quiet Dad and me... 

but that he had never been able to express in conventional ways. 
 Dad is gone now, and so is the cartridge.  But that simple sign-act is for 

me a sacrament - and I remember the love of a good, strong man, my 
father. 
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