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This book is dedicated to my mother,

Ida Mae (Yoder) Wagler,

whose quiet inner strength sustained her through

the long and difficult journey that was her life.

She never wavered in her deep love for all her children,

even—and maybe especially—for her wayward sons,

who broke her heart again and again.

Her love was her sustaining strength.
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Prologue

One fateful, starless, April night, I got up at 2:00 a.m. in the pitch black darkness, left a scribbled note under my pillow, and walked away—all my earthly belongings stuffed in a little black duffel bag.

Seventeen years old, bound for a vast new world. In my eager mind, the great shining vistas of distant horizons gleamed and beckoned. A world that would fulfill the deep yearning, the nebulous shifting dreams of a hungry, driven youth. And it would be mine, all of it, to pluck from the forbidden tree and taste and eat.

I could not know that night of the long hard road that stretched before me. That I was lost. I could not know of the years of turmoil, rage, and anguish that eventually would push me to the brink of madness and despair.

And so I walked on through the night. Within a month or so, all five of my buddies would follow. And the shattered little community of Bloomfield, Iowa, would reel and stagger from the bitter blow. From the shocking scandal, the shame and devastation of losing so many of its young sons to the “world.”

My long journey had just begun.


Part 1
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No one seems to remember exactly what was going on at the old home farm that day. Can’t say I blame them. There is no particular reason they should.

The one thing everybody does seem to agree on is that it was a typical late August day. Stiflingly oppressive heat. Barely a wisp of a breeze. Not a cloud in the sky. Not that I could confirm or deny any of it. I wasn’t there. At least not when the day dawned.

Some of my older siblings claim the threshers were there—though it was awfully late in the season for threshing oats. The menfolk were probably clattering about in the barn loft, sweeping the old wooden granary bins where the oats would be stored. And soon enough, the neighbors would have come rattling in with teams and wagons to haul the bundled oat sheaves. The threshing machine would have been there too, pulled by an ancient hybrid of a tractor and set up by the barn before the first loaded wagons came swaying in from the fields. Sweating in the dust and heat, the men would have been pitching the bundles onto the conveyor belt that fed the belt-driven threshing machine, where they would have been chewed up, separated, and deposited into the barn as oats and straw. The late harvest was under way.

I’m guessing some of the younger kids were picking strawberries in the field out by the old hickory tree. Seems late in the year for strawberries, too, except for the Everbearing kind. Those plants produced from June until the fall frosts killed them. My father planted gobs of them every year to sell as produce—and to keep the children busy.

If Mom felt extra tired or stressed that morning, I’m sure she didn’t let on. After breakfast, she and my older sisters were probably doing what they always did: washing dishes, cleaning the house, and preparing the noon meal for everyone, which on that day would include the threshing crew.

But then, my sisters remember Mom abruptly stopping what she was doing. Stumbling to a wooden chair by the kitchen table, her face twitching with sudden spasms of pain.

“Go fetch your father from the barn,” she instructed Rosemary and Magdalena. And off they went.

“Mom said for you to come. Right away,” they gasped. Dad dropped his shovel and rushed to the house, the girls tagging anxiously behind him.

Mom was sitting there at the table, white faced. “It’s time,” she told him. He turned and dashed off to the neighbors’ place a quarter mile to the east. “English” people who had a car.

Moments later, my sisters stood silently by and watched as my mother—still sitting in her chair—was carried to the car by my father and one of the threshers. After easing the chair to the ground, Dad helped Mom shift into the backseat. Once everyone was situated—Dad, Mom, and the English neighbor—they headed off to the hospital in nearby Tillsonburg.

Except for Rosemary and Magdalena, I doubt the rest of my siblings had any clue what was going on. They may have noticed that Mom had gained some weight lately and that she seemed tired a lot. But in those days, in that setting, no one spoke of such things. Especially to young children.

Dad didn’t return home until supper time, and when he did, Mom was not with him. My sisters remember the children gathering round.

“Where’s Mom?”

“We have a little baby,” Dad announced, beaming. “A boy.”

They murmured excitedly. “A baby!”

“Mom is staying at the hospital tonight. We’ll go get her tomorrow.”

I’d like to think my birth was an important event, and to some extent, of course, it was. But in Amish families, the arrival of a new baby isn’t treated the same as it is in English families, where everyone fusses rapturously. For the Amish, where it’s not at all uncommon for families to have upwards of ten children, a new baby just isn’t that big a deal.

By the time I came along, my parents already had eight children. Four boys and four girls. An even number of each. I broke the tie. Number nine.

I’d like to think, too, that the choosing of my name was the source of much somber thought and measured consideration. Serious weighing of various possibilities and combinations. Perhaps even reciting the finalists aloud a time or two, just to make sure the name would fit in the flow of all the others in the family.

I’d like to think it was an important ritual. But again, I know better.

Earlier that summer, Dad had hired a strapping young man to help with the farmwork for room and board and a couple of bucks a day. He was Dad’s nephew and my cousin, probably around twenty years old. He was a fine, upstanding fellow, by all accounts. Hardworking, too. His name was Ira Stoll.

And by the time Dad had fetched Mom and me from the Tillsonburg hospital the next day, someone—I suspect it was my two oldest sisters—had come up with the fateful suggestion: “Why don’t we name the new baby boy Ira?”

“After our cousin?” I can imagine Dad stroking his long black beard thoughtfully.

Mom, resting in bed, did not protest. In fact, I’m guessing she was even a little relieved. And so it was settled, in the most lackadaisical manner imaginable. With zero fanfare or fuss, I was saddled forever with the name Ira.

No middle name.

Just Ira.

Ira Wagler.

And thus began my life in the Old Order Amish community of Aylmer, Ontario.
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The Old Order Amish are a pretty exclusive group. And there really aren’t that many around. By latest official count, right at a quarter million worldwide. It just seems as if there are a lot more, because, well, the Amish are so different.

So visible.

So quaint and old fashioned.

And so ideal. At least from the outside.

It’s not their fault that English society finds them endlessly fascinating. Mostly, they just prefer to be left alone.

A few defining factors must exist for one to be considered Old Order. First, and most critical, no cars. Horse and buggy only for local transportation. Second, no electricity. Not in the house or in the outbuildings. Third, no telephones in the house. Old Order Amish fiercely and jealously defend these boundaries.

Of course, there are a few other defining characteristics. All Old Order women wear long, flowing, home-sewn dresses and some sort of head covering with chin strings. The men wear homemade trousers with no belt loops and no zipper, just a large, four-buttoned, horizontal flap across the front. Barn-door pants, we called them. And all the men have beards. At least the married men do. A full beard is pretty much a universal requirement. But no mustache.

Which makes little sense, really. If it’s biblical to grow a beard, one would think it’s just as biblical to have a mustache. It’s all naturally growing facial hair. But somewhere along the line, back during the Civil War, supposedly, the Amish decided that mustaches looked too militaristic. And since that time, the mustache has been strictly verboten.

Not that this issue hasn’t been a cause of much dispute and dissension over the years. Always, it seems, some wild-eyed heretic somewhere is spouting Scripture and publishing bombastic little pamphlets arguing in favor of the mustache. Such arguments, however logical, have always been rejected by the powers that be, with the mighty hand of the church forcing the heretic to either repent or be expelled.

Other than the facial hair thing, there is wide variation and a lot of inordinate fussing within Amish circles. Some groups use only hooks and eyes on their clothes; others use buttons and snaps. Some pull motor-powered machinery with their horses; others refuse to use motors at all, not even small gasoline engines. Some groups allow little phone shacks at the end of the drive; others have phones only at their schoolhouses. Still others have no phones anywhere and must bother their English neighbors in an emergency.

Most Old Orders use buggies with steel-rimmed wheels, though a few allow rubber-covered rims. In most communities, the men wear suspenders, or “galluses,” to hold up their pants, but no communities allow belts. The size and shape of the women’s head coverings vary greatly from region to region. As do the length and fit of their dresses. And so on and on.

Most Old Orders today have running water in their houses; only the plainest groups reject indoor plumbing. And some practice strict shunning of former members, while others are more relaxed about those who leave.

Amish life is made up of a mishmash of confusing rules about what’s allowed and what’s forbidden. Most of them make little sense, especially to those on the outside. They don’t have to, as long as they make sense to the Amish themselves. Which, I suppose, they do.

Despite the differences, almost all Amish are considered Old Order as long as they don’t allow cars or electricity or phones in the house. I say almost all, because some groups, like the Swartzentruber Amish and the Nebraska Amish of Big Valley, Pennsylvania, reject the Old Order label. For them, Old Orders are too modern.

* * *

I grew up in Aylmer, an Old Order community located about thirty miles southeast of London, Ontario. As Amish communities go, it was considered middle of the road, or somewhat moderate in its rules.

The Aylmer community was founded in 1953, after a small exploratory group, which included my father, traveled by Greyhound bus from Piketon, Ohio, to the Aylmer area to scout for suitable land to settle. Why they ever wandered into southern Ontario remains a mystery, at least to me. But they did. And for some reason—perhaps on a whim—they got off the bus in Aylmer, walked into the office of a local real estate agent, and asked if he knew of any farms for sale in the area.

After regaining his composure at the sight of the gaggle of plainly dressed, bearded men before him, he allowed they had come to the right place—and what do you know, it just so happened that he did know of a few farms for sale.

He squired them about the area for a few days. Was most gracious and attentive. Probably couldn’t believe the good fortune that had dropped out of the sky. Imagine it—a hapless pack of wayward Amish people emerging from the Greyhound and asking to buy land. An agent’s dream.

And the men were impressed. Their new buddy showed them several farms for sale, amazingly all within a two-mile range or so. They boarded the bus and returned to their families, singing the praises of this new land. In the following months, they returned and bought farms. The Aylmer Old Order Amish had arrived.

Most of the original Aylmer Amish settlers were young—in their thirties and forties—with young children. It was a rare and unusual thing back then to just up and move and establish a brand-new settlement, especially so far away, and in another country yet. A bold thing. Even a brazen thing. Who did they think they were?

But those concerns didn’t faze them. They were idealists, with their own progressive beliefs and newfangled ideas of how one should live. They were determined that this new settlement would be different from all the others. More pure. They would not tolerate the sinful habits and customs common in the older, larger settlements: smoking, drinking, or “bed courtship” among their youth. And their youth wouldn’t be allowed to “run around” wild, driving cars and partying. This they purposed firmly in their hearts. Dark and humorless, the men peered about suspiciously for the slightest hint of sin among them.

The Aylmer community considered itself an example for the lesser elements.

The perfect church.

The “shining city on a hill,” from which would come noble directives about how people should live. These were particularly harsh toward communities that allowed tobacco use and/or bed courtship. And toward fathers who worked away from home instead of farming. There were proclamations about not spending money eating out in restaurants and about how children should be raised and disciplined.

In time, people came in droves to see the place for themselves, the perfect church, the place that issued such grave and noble proclamations. They came from all over: from the small communities dotted about in the various eastern and midwestern states. From Michigan. From northern and southern Indiana. New York. Wisconsin. From the hills of Holmes County, Ohio. And, yes, even from the blue-blooded enclaves of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.

The visitors displayed a wide variety of dialects and dress. Daviess County people talked fast and sloppy, with many English words mixed in. Holmes County people conversed in a slow drawl, taking forever to get anything said. Even their English taxi drivers spoke Pennsylvania Dutch. And Lancaster, well, those people used old German words we had never heard before and had no idea what they meant. We thought the Lancaster people the strangest. They were certainly the most unlike us. The men wore wide, flat-brimmed black hats, and the women sported funny little heart-shaped head coverings. We even heard rumors that their buggies were quite distinct from those in most other communities. Rectangular, like a box, with straight sides. Not angled in at the bottom, like those in most communities. And rounded tops. Hilarious to us, and strange.

Guests frequently arrived unannounced, often just minutes before mealtime. Many of my early childhood memories include having strangers in the house, company from other communities who stopped by for a meal or for a day or for the night. Mom always scratched together enough food for everyone. Cheerfully. Only later in life did I ever consider how inconvenient that must have been for her at times. My sisters, too, have commented how they would bake a cake or some other delicacy, only to see it wolfed down by hungry guests they would never see again.

Some guests left bigger impressions than others. Once, when I was about four years old, a couple stayed with us for the night. The man had salt-and-pepper hair, a sharp, pointy little beard, and piercing eyes. I was terrified of him for some reason and thought he looked quite evil. The next morning, as they were getting ready to leave, he looked right at me and asked if I wanted to go home with them. They needed another little boy, and I would be just the ticket. I was horrified and speechless, and wildly shook my head. He was, of course, only joking, but I didn’t know that. I learned to keep my distance from our guests after that.

Once, several couples from Lancaster stopped by for a late afternoon meal. Only Dad and Mom ate with them. The visitors requested cold peach soup, which consisted of cold milk, peaches, and soggy lumps of bread. Standard fare in Lancaster County, we had heard. We lurked behind the curtains and watched as the adults sat there primly, visiting and eating the cold, gooey mess as if they enjoyed it. Though we were relieved not to have to eat the atrocious concoction, nobody collapsed after eating it, so it must have been okay.

Occasionally single men would make the pilgrimage to Aylmer, emerging from the hills of who knows where, on a mission to find wives. Wild eyed and shock haired they came, sometimes lurking about the community for a week or two. None, as far as I know, were successful in their mission.

One such long-bearded youth stayed with us for a few days. The first day, he asked for a basin of water and towels; then he disappeared behind our large barn to “wash up.” I don’t know why he didn’t just use our bathtub. They probably didn’t allow indoor plumbing where he lived.

It was a good thing, I suppose, to be exposed to Amish people from other communities. It greatly broadened our experiences and our views, albeit still from inside the culture. Sure, we made fun of what we had not seen before and what we didn’t understand. But we absorbed it too. And eventually we came to respect others who were different from us.

It’s a strange but indisputable fact: Even among the Amish, other Amish seem odd.
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Few sights are cuter than Amish children. Little girls dressed in their bonnets and tiny, perfect, caped dresses; boys in homemade pants, galluses, and straw hats. Miniature adults are what they look like.

I was one of them. Probably not quite as perfectly coifed as Lancaster Amish children, the ones you see in picture books. I was a bit more ragged. Barefoot, mostly, in summer. Snot nosed and dirty from playing around the farm and on the muddy banks of our pond.

The ninth Wagler child out of eleven, I grew up amid the clamor and bustle of ten siblings. Five brothers and five sisters, each with his or her own unique quirks and personalities.

Rosemary was the oldest. Born while Dad was away doing service as a conscientious objector to World War II, she barely knew him. In fact, when he did make his rare visits home, she was afraid of him. He tried to calm her, and once he picked her up and playfully tossed her in the air. As he caught her, she broke her arm. She screamed in pain and remained terrified of him for months after that.

Rosemary was seventeen when I was born, and I have only faint memories of her in our home. When I was four years old, she married Joseph Gascho, a stern, hard-core Amish man, and they moved to a farm about a mile north and west of ours.

Magdalena arrived two years after Rosemary. She was a sensitive, softhearted child who loved animals and could not bear to see anything or anyone suffer. Once, after some stray cats arrived at our farm, the boys threatened to shoot them. (We already had enough cats.) Maggie, determined to find them new homes, fashioned paper signs with the words “Please feed me” on them and taped them to the cats. Then she tenderly carried the cats in a box over the hill to the east and released them by the road and quickly dashed back home. Surely, she thought, someone would pick them up and care for them. Sadly, the cats could run faster than Maggie and were awaiting her at home when she arrived.

My brother Joseph came next, the firstborn son. I’m sure my father secretly sighed with relief when Joseph came along. Now there was a son to carry on the Wagler name. Tall and lithe with a ready smile, Joseph was an admired figure in my childhood. Of all my siblings, his temperament is closest to mine. Brooding, melancholy, intense, but outgoing and friendly, too. As a young teenager, he once overworked a team while tilling the fields. One of the horses collapsed and died from the heat. Joseph struggled with the guilt of that for months.

Naomi was tall and dark, and she could sing. As a child, she sang with Dad almost every evening, just the two of them. She nicknamed me “Bobby” when I was little. Where she came up with that name, I don’t know. Didn’t make a lot of sense, but it didn’t have to. She was my older sister, and I loved her.

Jesse was shy and withdrawn and stuttered as a child. After the family moved to Aylmer, Jesse was befriended by the elderly English couple who lived on the farm just east of ours. Of all my brothers and sisters, he was their favorite. They called him Buster Brown. Jesse grew into a stocky, burly youth and left home before I was ten years old.

Rachel was vivacious and outgoing, always smiling or singing, or both. An outstanding cook, she tirelessly fed us all. She knew what was going on in and around the community, who was in trouble and why, who said what and where. Even today, if I need to contact someone from the distant past, someone I haven’t seen for decades, I notify Rachel, and she always gets it done.

Stephen was the only one of my father’s sons who could till the earth and make it produce. He worked hard and demanded the same efforts from us. He took the initiative while still a teenager and worked the home farm. Cleaned it up. Plowed and planted fields that had lain fallow for decades. A natural leader, he led his younger brothers on many an exciting foray. As an athlete, he was the most skilled hockey player in Aylmer Amish history.

Titus was my next-oldest brother and my friend. We got into many scrapes together. We played around our pond in the warm summer months, fashioned rafts out of old fence posts, and sailed the “great sea.” We shared books and dreams. Collected stamps. And fussed and fought a good bit as well. The three of us—Stephen, Titus, and I—formed our own clique. We were known as the “three little boys.”

I was just shy of three years old when my last sister was born. Rhoda displaced me as the baby. During our childhood days, she ran around outside with me, a tomboy to the core. Of all of us, she was the only one who could truly communicate with animals. Any animals—cats, horses, cows. She even tamed a Holstein steer and hitched it to a cart. Drove it around like a horse while the massive steer ambled along contentedly. Rhoda was the tenth child and once again evened out the boy/girl ratio at five each.

Nathan broke that tie for good. The last, the eleventh child, and the sixth son. He and Rhoda hung out together a lot, as I hung out with my older brothers. When Nathan was about a year old, he nearly died after he pulled a pot of boiling water from the kitchen stove onto his head. Suffering third-degree burns, he had a high fever and lingered between life and death for several days. My father, ever reluctant to go to a doctor, refused to take him to the hospital. Instead, my parents applied a homemade lard-and-dough poultice and wrapped the burns with gauze. Eventually Nathan recovered. The burns healed, but the scars still remain about his head and neck.

Me, I was a raggedy little boy with a mass of wild, uncontrollable, curly black hair and large, deep-set, brooding brown eyes. I was very softhearted and sensitive, more so than my brothers. And a bit shy. Not particularly manly traits in the earthy culture that had produced me.

Once I caught a young sparrow that was fluttering vainly against a windowpane in the barn. But instead of twisting its head from its body and throwing it to the lurking cats, as I’d seen my brothers and friends do countless times, I walked a few steps through the barn door to the open air and set it free.

I never told anyone.

As I would come to discover later in life, one shouldn’t be condemned for simply craving freedom.

* * *

My parents, David L. Wagler and Ida Mae Yoder, like most of the families in Aylmer, came from southern Indiana. Both Mom and Dad were born into old, established families in Daviess County, at that time a forlorn, backward place on the road to nowhere. Well established, but just different. Daviess is looked down on, ever so slightly, by staid blue-blooded folks in settlements like those in Holmes County, Ohio, and Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Like Nazareth in the Bible, nothing good can come from Daviess. Not much, anyway. People don’t actually say that out loud, at least not in my hearing. Blue bloods are way too polite for that. But I know they think it.

I’m pure Daviess County stock. About as undiluted as it gets.

Mom and Dad’s history did not particularly interest me growing up. My parents were my parents. They were just always there and always had been. Immovable, like the sheer rock face of a mountain cliff. And as indestructible.

It is difficult to imagine my parents as infants or young children because, being Amish, the family had no pictures. But they were children. In a time before penicillin, when diseases and plagues stalked the earth and infant-mortality rates were staggeringly high. Either could easily have succumbed at birth, or certainly well before reaching adulthood.

They were normal children, I suppose. Intelligent. Inquiring. Both were among the youngest in their respective families, welcomed by clans of clamoring older siblings.

David Wagler was a little boy in homemade denims and galluses and tiny rumpled shirts, with coal-black curly hair. Ida Mae Yoder, a little girl who stood about shyly with hands clasped before her like a protective shield. Amply mothered by her older sisters.

At age six they went to school with their peers. Swinging their lunch pails, they trudged the dirt roads to the one-room, public country schoolhouse where they learned their letters and figures, and to read and write and cipher.

They graduated from elementary school after the eighth grade, but Dad hungered for more. More knowledge. More education. So he was allowed to complete a mail-order course and receive his high school diploma, a rare and odd thing at the time. He was the only one among his peers who had the slightest inclination to do so. And he was the only one who did.

The years passed, and David and Ida Mae grew into young adulthood. Dad was a sturdy, handsome young man. And Mom developed into an astonishingly beautiful young woman. I take Dad’s word on that. No photos of her from that time survive.

They married on February 3, 1942, when he was twenty-one and she was five months shy of her nineteenth birthday. From the start, Dad did not get on well with Mom’s family. The Yoders were laid back, more relaxed about things like church rules, and they viewed my father with some suspicion. This man, who had stepped in and snatched one of their most beautiful eligible females, came from a long line of strident hard-liners. You were Amish, or you were nothing. In Amish society, the wife takes on the husband’s identity, not vice versa. So the Yoders had reason to somberly reflect on what the future might hold for their daughter.

My father maintained an uneasy truce with Mom’s extended family for about five years. Then a group broke away and left the Old Order. Founded a new church that allowed cars and electricity. And telephones in the house. Lured by the prospect of modern conveniences, my mother’s parents and all but one of her siblings left and joined the new church. This deeply grieved and angered my father.

After an exploratory trip to Piketon, Ohio, where a small new Amish settlement was struggling to life, my father decided to move there. And so he bought a farm in Piketon, and within a few months, they sold their farm and many of their possessions and left Daviess. My mother was sad. And pregnant with her third daughter. But she had little, if anything, to say in the matter. She went along dutifully, as was befitting and expected of an Amish wife. From that day on, she was pretty much separated from her close family ties and her roots in Daviess County.

* * *

Our farm in Aylmer was located along the main drag, toward the eastern end of the settlement. It was a functioning farm, of course, with wagons and horse-drawn machinery parked here and there around the buildings and in the pasture. The barnyard was home to a herd of ragtag, mixed-breed draft and driving horses; twenty or so head of beef cattle; and a couple of cows that kept us supplied with fresh milk.

Dad usually had a few hogs around, and Mom kept a flock of chickens in a coop in the barn for fresh eggs. Tack on our collie dog and a half dozen wiry, half-wild mouser cats that were responsible for feeding themselves, and there you have it.

That was home.

Rambling and unkempt, but home.

Because Aylmer was somewhat progressive, we were allowed to have running water in the house. There was one lone bathroom, with a toilet and bathtub, and once a week, on Saturday night, each of us took a bath.

In winter, Mom cooked on a wood-burning stove in the kitchen. In summer, she used a kerosene stove. In the mid-1960s, Dad added a concrete-block wing to the south side of the house. A summer kitchen and washhouse, we called it. During summer months, we set up the large table and pretty much ate all our meals there.

Most mornings, all of us would sit around the table eating toast and eggs and Mom’s homemade biscuits covered in dark, rich gravy. After the meal was finished, we would sit quietly as Dad took up the German Bible and read a passage of Scripture.

Then we would kneel while he prayed aloud one of the old High German prayers from the little black prayer book. It was always comforting and calming to hear Dad pray. Over the years, he developed a singsong rhythm in his delivery, a cadence that easily lulled a sleepy child into slumber. I can’t remember any particular concept of who God was from those early years. Obviously, though, he was a force who could be addressed only by reading words from a little black book. Never informally.

After the five-minute prayer was over, we all scattered to our separate ways.

The children to school.

The older boys to work in the fields or the barn.

And Mom and the older girls to their cooking, canning, sewing, and seemingly endless stream of housework.
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From the outside, it might seem that Amish kids must be bored. Nothing to do but work and play around the home and farm. No TV, no video games. No computers. Not even so much as a bicycle in most communities. Children have only their imaginations, homemade toys, and maybe a little red wagon. But I can’t recall ever being bored.

We were always tackling some project—building dams across the little creek behind the barn after a hard rain, chasing some adventure in field and woods and pond. And working, of course. From about age three, each of us had our own chores to do.

With all that going on, we didn’t have time to be bored, although there was one possible exception: church, where we had to sit, silent and still, on wooden, backless benches for what seemed like an eternity.

And it quite nearly was, because Amish church services are long affairs, usually lasting around three hours, sometimes longer. Services are held in homes, a practice dating back to our Anabaptist roots during a time when the authorities actively hunted and prosecuted those they deemed heretics. In an effort to avoid unwanted attention, our forefathers were forced to hold church services secretly in their homes.

In Aylmer, it was always a big deal to host church at your house. Around eight thirty in the morning, buggies would begin to trickle in. After letting the women out at the house, the men would proceed to the barnyard to park their buggies. After unhitching the horses, they always spent time at the barn, standing around and visiting in somber, black-clad groups.

Eventually, the preachers would slowly amble toward the house, followed by the older men, then younger men, and so on, all the way down to the teenage boys. (Seating was ordered strictly by age. It was considered an insult to step ahead of someone even one day older than yourself.) After everyone was seated on the long benches, one of the married men started the first song.

Amish songs sound a lot like Gregorian chants, but they are absolutely unique in flavor and tone. Written in old Lutheran German, the tunes are mournful, slow, ponderous, mellow, beautiful, melancholy, swelling, and up to twenty minutes long.

Legend has it that these songs date back to the time when our nonresistant Anabaptist forebearers were persecuted and burned at the stake by authorities of the Catholic church. Tradition says that they sang hymns as they were led to the stake in the public square and as the fire crackled at their feet. As they sang—or so the story goes—the worldly bystanders would dance to the faster upbeat hymns, stopping only after the flames and heat had extinguished the song. To combat such blasphemy, our plucky ancestors developed tunes that were much slower—so slow that dancing would be impossible. I have never been able to verify that such dancing actually occurred. In fact, I seriously doubt that it did. But it made for fascinating legend, and I believed it for years.

Like the German hymns, the rest of Amish church services are slow and somber and measured throughout. And stiflingly boring for the kids.

After several hymns, and after the preachers returned from their Obrote conference, the first preacher would stand and deliver a “short” sermon, as in twenty to forty-five minutes long.

After the first sermon, we’d all kneel for prayer. Next, the deacon would stand and read a passage—usually a chapter—of Scripture.

This would be followed by the main sermon, which was delivered by the second preacher. The main sermon could last from one to two hours. Needless to say, long-winded preachers are unanimously unpopular with the children, and probably with the adults, too. Not because of content, necessarily, but because it’s hard for children and adults alike to concentrate after three hours or more have passed.

The sermons mostly consisted of a mixture of Scripture, gospel, and Amish rules. We heard from earliest memory the old Bible stories, spoken in intimate detail. From Adam, through Abraham and the patriarchs, all the way to the life of Jesus. And his death on the cross. It was all there, and it was all preached. And yet, somehow, the preachers all managed to weave the story into some strange brew of Amish context, the Amish rules and Ordnung. We were convinced, as children, that the Amish way was the only right way, the only true way. And that all those who were not Amish probably would not make it to heaven. Not that such a message was explicitly preached. But messages were preached in such a way that we could reach only that one stark conclusion. At least back then, that’s how it was.

Aylmer had the normal contingent of three preachers: Peter Yoder, the bishop; Nicholas (Nicky) Stoltzfus; and Jacob (Jake) Eicher.

Nicky Stoltzfus was my least favorite. A tall, gaunt man with a long, majestic beard that curled out at the tip, well below his chest, he had hollow eyes hidden under bushy brows. The real theologian of the three, he preached by far the deepest sermons.

Barefoot he stood, preaching in a bone-dry voice.

Paying little heed to the time.

As a child napping with my head on my father’s lap, I often wished Nicky would just shut it down and sit down.

I liked it much better when Jake Eicher preached. A fiery man with flat, straight-hanging hair and a bushy beard, Jake preached in a powerful, high-strung voice that invaded the last crevice in the remotest corner of the largest house. I’ve heard it said of Jake, perhaps unkindly, that he had one good sermon in him and we heard it many times. Probably true. But the man could keep the children awake and alert. He was my favorite, and the favorite of most children. We never napped when he rose to take the floor.

After the main preacher finally wound down, there was another long prayer—more kneeling. And finally, one last song, which could go on for another agonizing ten minutes or so.

Then—and only then—was church finally over.

I don’t remember learning very much in church, mostly just wishing that it were over. Truth be told, the greatest lesson I ever learned in church actually came from my sisters.

One Sunday morning when church was at Alva Eicher’s place, a family of strangers—probably relatives of somebody or other—had come in for the service. The father was really slick and cleaned up. Even his beard was trimmed. I heard later that they were from Nappanee, Indiana.

As we tied up the horses and prepared to go into the house, I noticed a couple of young boys hovering close to the slicked-up man from Nappanee. One of the boys was about my age and inordinately rotund. I stared at him, fascinated. His body was almost as round as it was tall.

All throughout the service, I watched this family, still marveling at this boy’s size. I’d never seen anyone so young quite so large. When church finally ended and the children were released, we all excitedly rushed out to play.

Somewhere in the course of our play that afternoon, I approached the little boy. Round cheeked, he wore glasses perched on his pudgy nose. We stood there, sizing each other up. Hands in pants pockets. Awkwardly scuffing the dirt with our bare feet. At least, I was barefoot. He probably wore shoes, coming from Nappanee and all.

We stood there, face-to-face. I was on my home turf. He was a stranger in a strange land. He smiled hesitantly.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Ernest,” he said shyly. He smiled again, almost pleadingly.

Ernest. Never heard of a name like that before. I looked him up and down. Then into his eyes. “You are fat,” I said. Flatly. Matter-of-factly. Little rancor involved.

His face fell. The smile vanished. His eyes widened with dismay and pain. He seemed to shrink into himself. Without a word, he turned and lumbered away.

I walked off. Didn’t really think anything more about it. I didn’t despise him. Or laugh at him. He was just different. He was, well, fat.

That afternoon, after we had returned home, my sisters talked of the strangers from Nappanee. And of the little boy. Ernest.

“Did you play with him?” one of them asked. Probably Maggie. She was always admonishing us to be nice.

“A little,” I answered innocently. “He was fat.”

Maggie looked sharply at me, startled and suspicious.

Utterly unaware of the effect my words would have, I blithely prattled on. “He was fat. I told him he was fat.” It was a huge mistake.

My three sisters reacted with expressions of great horror and disbelief.

“You did what?” they shrieked, practically in unison. And right there, on the spot, an impromptu school session was called to order.

Three screeching teachers. One poor, unwilling little four-year-old student.

The tumultuous clamor of their voices echoed through the house in loud, overwhelming waves. I wished they would stop before they woke Dad from his nap. That wouldn’t be good for anyone. I stood there, perplexed. I honestly wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about.

“You can’t do that, make fun of someone because of how he looks,” Naomi lectured sternly. “It’s not kind.”

Kind? What did that have to do with anything? Truth was truth. Unwilling to concede without making a defense, I bristled.

“But he was fat,” I said stoutly.

Alas, my rock-solid reasoning was promptly smashed and swept aside like so much dust. My retort triggered a cascade of even more anguished screeching. Many ominous scenarios were trotted out. What if people made fun of the way you look? laughed at your curly hair? How would you like that?

Although failing to see any connection between my hair and my apparently unforgivable sin, I nonetheless made a hasty tactical decision to not say anything more.

Shut up and retreat.

The screeching eventually subsided. Soundly admonished and feeling very chastised, I was released at last. Relieved, I dashed off to play.

My sisters’ lecturing must have sunk in somewhat. I’m sure I committed countless childish transgressions in the ensuing years. But none even remotely approached the level of my stark, pure cruelty to a poor, overweight boy named Ernest on a long-ago summer Sunday afternoon in Aylmer.
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