
Dear Johnny Boy 

Synopsis 

The longing for her has worn me down. I don't like to teach, I don't like to 
do any work at night in preparation. Ifeel life-less. But, for the sake of my 
boys I must rouse myself; yes, even forget myself, and carry on. They have 
as much right now as then to have a jolly, laughing daddy. They demand 
of me to be the same old pal I was. And that, of course, is not difficult, not 
to fine boys like mine. So I must act young and carefree; I must laugh and 
play; they mustn't be disappointed in their dad. They have all their lives 
before them; and I must not make them bitter or mar them in any way 
because I am sad. 

J O H N B O S C H M A N ' S J O U R N A L , I 4 S E P T E M B E R 1 9 4 O 

O n a s u m m e r day i n 1 9 4 0 , a y o u n g wife a n d m o t h e r was ins tant ly 
k i l l e d by a h i t -and-run d r i v e r w h i l e h e r h u s b a n d l o o k e d o n i n 
ho r ro r . T h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d i n Saska toon , Saska tchewan, o n 
what is n o w c a l l e d Idy lwyld D r i v e . Twen ty -n ine years o l d a n d six 
m o n t h s p regnan t , the w o m a n was t h r o w n twenty feet t h r o u g h 
the a i r by the force o f the i m p a c t . A c o r o n e r ' s j u r y la ter exone 
ra ted the dr iver , a t r ave l l i ng sa lesman f r o m T o r o n t o . 

T h e effects o f this t r a u m a o n the y o u n g h u s b a n d , a M e n -
n o n i t e c o u n t r y school teacher , beekeeper , a n d fa ther o f three 
y o u n g boys, c a r r i e d o n d o w n t h r o u g h three gene ra t ions o f the 
B o s c h m a n family . Because what J o h n B o s c h m a n d i d w i t h this 
e x p e r i e n c e was to seal it i n a w o o d e n b o x . I n this b o x w i t h its 
p rec i se dove ta i l co rners he n a i l e d shut eve ry th ing p e r t a i n i n g 
to M a r g a r e t a n d the i r r e l a t i o n s h i p : h e r w e d d i n g v e i l , b i r t hday 
b o o k , a n d b l a c k G e r m a n B i b l e ; l ega l c o r r e s p o n d e n c e a n d news
p a p e r ar t ic les r e p o r t i n g the a c c i d e n t a n d c o r o n e r ' s inques t ; a 
t h i c k c o i l o f b l ack h a i r t u c k e d ins ide a p a p e r bag; the i r j o u r n a l s , 
pho tos , eighty-seven love letters i n three languages . 

W h e n I first saw the b o x at the age o f ten , it a n d its contents 
were a r eve la t ion : o f a l ong -dead g r a n d m o t h e r , o f the love affair 
that b r o u g h t my fa ther i n to ex is tence , a n d o f the loss J o h n c o u l d 
never square w i t h the G o d he b e l i e v e d i n . A s a M e n n o n i t e , he 



b e l i e v e d a l l his l i fe i n a dei ty w h o makes n o mistakes , whose 
w i l l is i n v i o l a b l e . T h e s u d d e n dea th o f M a r g a r e t was f o r c e d in to 
this f r a m e w o r k even t h o u g h J o h n h i m s e l f c o u l d n o t poss ib ly 
c o m e to terms w i t h s u c h a G o d , a n d h a d wr i t t en o n Marga re t ' s 
gravestone words that e v o k e d wha t he c a l l e d a " r i dd l e " : " G o d 
A l o n e U n d e r s t a n d s . " 

F o r a year after the dea th o f M a r g a r e t , J o h n r e c o r d e d his 
bit terness i n the j o u r n a l they h a d shared , u n t i l a n o t h e r w o m a n , 
E d i t h M a r i e Ewer t , c a m e o n the scene a n d h e l p e d h i m salvage a 
l ife aga in . T h e n , s o m e t i m e d u r i n g the s u m m e r o f 1941 , o n e year 
after the acc iden t , J o h n sea led the b o x that w o u l d i n m a n y ways 
s y m b o l i z e the c o n t r a d i c t i o n he c a r r i e d i n h is hear t u n t i l his 
d e a t h at the age o f 62. W i t h E d i t h at his side i n the hosp i t a l , 
w h e r e he h a d b e e n a d m i t t e d w i t h a pe r fo ra t ed ulcer , his last 
words were "Tha t ' s e n o u g h . " 

I a m c u r r e n t l y at w o r k o n a c o l l e c t i o n o f p o e m s , a d o c u m e n 
tary film ( f o r t h c o m i n g i n 1 9 9 9 ) , a n d a b o o k abou t this story. In 
a l l th ree ways, I want to r econs t ruc t the l ives a n d events o f the 
B o s c h m a n s f r o m the archives b u r i e d i n the b o x fo r a lmos t thir ty 
years. A n d the story c o n t i n u e s to u n f o l d at the e n d o f the century. 
In D e c e m b e r 1998, i n a c rawlspace u n d e r n e a t h the Saska toon 
C o u r t h o u s e , a c l e r k f o u n d the C o r o n e r ' s r e p o r t o n the dea th o f 
M a r g a r e t . " W i l l a r d ' s D r e a m " is o n e o f the p o e m s f r o m m y p ro 
p o s e d c o l l e c t i o n . 

Willard's Dream 

H e sees h e r g o i n g o u t to the threshers , 
t he i r r i s i n g dust a n d c l o u d s o f spelt , 
e ach d i s h c o v e r e d w i t h a c l o t h . 
She felt sorry for t h e m , she wrote 
i n a le t ter to J o h n , S e p t e m b e r 
1932. " M y D e a r J o h n n y Boy, 
I've neve r seen such dust," b u t felt 
d r e a d abou t c o m i n g to the city 
to mee t h i m . She fea red 
Saska toon , its a l i e n rhy thms , 



a n d d i d n ' t k n o w w h e r e s h e ' d 
ever find a do l la r . B u t s h e ' d try. 
' Y o u w i l l mee t us at the s ta t ion, 
w o n ' t y o u , J o h n n y , cause i f M a r y 
doesn ' t k n o w m o r e a b o u t the city 
than I d o — w e ' d be lost i n n o t ime ." 
T h e y never a r r ived . A t d a w n 
o n the day o f the j o u r n e y i n t o t own , 
she was s t r i cken w i t h Qu insy , 
h e r t o n g u e a n d th roa t swo l l en so b a d l y 
she c o u l d n ' t even eat, "as Fate 
w o u l d have i t ." H e r cheeks went 
h o l l o w , h e r face a l l nose a n d eyes, 
"you w o u l d a lmos t be af ra id 
o f m e , i f y o u s h o u l d see m e now." 

W h e n they s t epped d o w n i n t o 
the m o r g u e , d o w n i n the basemen t 
o f the o l d C i t y H o s p i t a l , 
to l o o k at h e r e igh t years later, 
h e r h e a d res t ing o n a spl i t 
b l o c k o f w o o d , a n d J o h n n y 
g o i n g insane , the c o r o n e r sa id 
h e r d e a t h h a d b e e n ins tant 
bu t d i d n ' t speak o f the fetus, 
it was ju s t too m u c h . J a c o b , 
h e r father, a b u l l o f a m a n , 
was angry w i t h the dr iver , 
a t r a v e l l i n g sa lesman 



f r o m T o r o n t o . " I f I j u s t 
h a d the money , I w o u l d m a k e 
that m a n pay." $ 5 0 0 . 0 0 

went to the three boys, 
d i spe r sed by the m a n ' s i n su rance 
po l icy . 

M y father was two 
then , a n d w o u l d never r e m e m b e r 
Marga re t . H e f o u n d h e r 
h a l f a cen tu ry la ter 
d u r i n g that p e r i o d i n J u n e 
w h e n the l i l ac comes ou t 
i n Saska tchewan — 
as it mus t have b e e n d o i n g 
i n 1 9 4 0 o n the day 
she a n d J o h n d rove away 
f r o m Rev. N i c k e l ' s — 
a l l h e r letters a n d j o u r n a l s , 
B i b l e a n d b i r t hday b o o k , 
a b l u e l ea the r m a n i c u r e 
set g o i n g to powder , 
r e d a n d b l u e w i t h bits o f e n a m e l , 
a l l b u r i e d i n the b o x , a n d 
sea led shut w i t h two l i t t le nai ls . 

M y fa ther p h o n e d smi t t en 
w i t h M a r g a r e t , twenty years 
o l d i n h e r letters to J o h n , 
wr i t t en i n three languages , 
b u t wi th a s ingle pass ion: 



"I never, never want 
anyone else bu t y o u . " 
B e d r i d d e n w i t h Q u i n s y , a n d 
m i s s i n g J o h n ' s play, " T h e Gypsy 
a n d the Rover ," she h a d 
a h u n c h he w o u l d n ' t want h e r 
aga in . B u t he wrote back 
to say h o w w r o n g she was, 
w r o n g : "we w i l l 
always face whatever comes , 
together. B u t we ' re n o l o n g e r 
f r iends , there are too m a n y bonds . " 

M y fa ther h a d a d r e a m 
o n c e h e ' d o p e n e d the b o x 
for h i m s e l f i n 1992 

a n d r e a d a l l 87 letters intact . 
H e w o k e i n fear at 3 a .m. 
w a n t i n g o n l y to close it aga in . 
F o r h e ' d seen the g r o u n d b reak u p 
a n d a casket c o m i n g flush 
w i t h the g r o u n d . I n W i l l a r d ' s d r e a m , 
the casket l o o k s l i k e an 
u p s i d e d o w n b e l l , a great la rge u r n 
that is o p e n , a n d in s ide is his mother , 
Marga re t , 
w r a p p e d i n a b r o w n fur cape, 
h e r j e t b l ack h a i r l y i n g 
against the fur, h e r eyes wide 
a n d g a z i n g at the d reamer . 

R O B E R T B O S C H M A N 


