
 

The Last Best West: Three Promotional Posters 

 
1. 
 
Free 160 acres of farmland 
in western Canada! Homes 
for everyone, easy to reach. 
Nothing to fear. Protected 
by government. 
 
Wheat land, land for mixed 
farming, land for raising cattle. 
 
Rich virgin soil. 
 
Westward the star of the Empire 
makes its way. 
This is your opportunity. 
 
Why not embrace it? 
  



 

2. 
 
The country for agriculturalists! 
Free grants of land, good wages, 
Cheap provisions, light taxes, 
Free schools. 
 
Assisted passages are granted 
by the Government of Canada 
to farm labourers, domestic servants, 
 
and others. 
  



 

3. 
 
Why? Because no other country offers 
anything like it—a free farm, 
 
a fine climate, a fair charge 
 
for every man. 
  



 

Castle Mountain, Canada 

The posters promised farms, fields 
stencilled yellow against the stamp 
of sky burning blue. Red barn, 
woman in white, dress licked by wind, 
baby on one arm, the other raised in salute 
to a man imagined beyond the page. 
 
We’d not seen picture books, our own 
stories not illustrated but told, but we were 
lured by drawings like children. Tricked. 
We came and they took the men away 
from prairies surging with long grasses 
and into mountains of bald-faced rock— 
replaced unbroken horizons with wire. 
 
They gave them shovels and demanded 
they tunnel into rock until roads appeared, 
which would lead to peaks so beautiful 
they would be renamed castles—national 
treasures—and our men would be released, 
brittle as split rock and sent, not home, 
but to the prairie where our own skin 
was cracked, soles of feet as thick as leather. 
 
We became hardy with absence and when 
they returned, we danced and sang, 
our throats raw with gratitude 
as curdled as the milk we’d make into cream, 
sucked off spoons, our lips closed around 
the taste, mouths silent against words. 
 
What we didn’t say: we were the women 
from the posters, waving goodbye with babies 
plump in our arms, chicken fat at our feet, 
men unseen beyond the edge of the picture. 
The wind always bracing, clean. 



 

Beast Against the Yoke 

We can’t remember if we made it up, 
the bit about our grandparents’ early years 
on the prairie, how they were so poor 
they couldn’t afford a horse to pull the plough 
so Baba filled the part, acted as beast 
against the yoke, furrowed the stony plain 
with her own heat and muscle. 
 
Imagine the will to keep going, clear the land 
of rock and tree then seed rows with boot soles 
worn of ridges, turning dirt like dull spades. 
To watch crops of baptismal certificates, 
high school diplomas, university degrees, 
marriage and birth announcements split 
ground and sprout. See how the next yields 
broke the surface already printed on Kodak paper, 
framed and placed on the dresser, gleaming 
and scented with lemon balm, the grained 
wood as rich as newly wrought earth. 
 
We helped Gedo make his cigarettes, 
the rolling papers pealed from the bark 
of his limbs, tobacco sprouted from his beard 
then Baba would say Come and lead us 
into the master bedroom, lift a flowered tin 
from the dresser. We knew what was inside— 
the very best kind of cookies: store-bought. 
She placed them on our palms like communion 
and we knew it pleased her to offer us confectionary 
made by someone else after a lifetime of giving 
each of us her body, piece by perfect piece. 
  



 

Stupid Hope 

Baba preached about cutting hoes 
against fallow land, tossing seeds 
in frost, of watering dry ground 
with tears so bitter they burn. 
 
I allow my thoughts the weight 
of clouds leaden with autumn or, say, 
come up with spring, gold instead 
of grief. It’s the story I tell. 
 
I will become good at a shy smile, 
hum as I sway against the dark, 
then hold fast, unwaver, unravel, 
enliven until the pain is gone. 
 
I’m going to believe in flowers 
unfolding between the flinty crags 
of mountains as I bear this dread, 
these loads, as I refrain with ditties, 
 
lousy with lullabies against 
the long dark. I won’t close my eyes. 
I’ll smile instead, hopeless 
with the clamour of this stupid hope 
 
that silence is the best I can do. 
It’s not as if we don’t speak the same 
language; we do. It’s that not talking 
is easier. Lately, as quiet as I am, 
 
there’s the sound of the train, 
weltering across prairie, the scream 
of its whistle, the rumbling underfoot 
long after it’s gone. 
  



 

They Test the Bones 

Reduced to exhaustion and anxiety 
so distilled it’s like a drug, 
though this the opposite of an elixir. 
 
No tonic, if they steep their children 
in this mixture, or place it under 
their tongues; it will not inoculate them 
 
against fear, but placate them with a tincture 
of false courage, the brew both placebo 
and poison at once, but no cure. 
 
They test their bones against the strength 
of old visions, wake to rows of rough benches, 
the tables empty of food. 
 
To their wives taken from their sleep- 
warmed sides by the smooth hands of officials, 
the smell of tobacco staining their skin 
 
when they return. They wake to their children, 
cutting their teeth on the ragged edges 
of rations, playing with empty tins. 
 
They test the bone cage around their hearts. 
They test the bone helmet around their minds. 
They test themselves and find everything wanting. 
 
Others might be undone by the work, 
frozen hulks of lumber peeled by hand, 
cold stitching each finger, foot and limb first 
 
with pain then tied off in knots of unfeeling 
until there is nothing but bad weather 
and more wood, more work. 
 
Others might be undone, but they are not. 
Shrouded in thin air, thick skinned, 
they hold tight the ability to forget 
 
over and over each morning, each night 
another chance to plumb water or sky, 
nothing to break their fall. 
 
The last thing they recall before waking 



 

is the taste of their wives’ blood in their mouths. 
How the women bit their own lips to keep quiet 
 
during childbirth. How they bent to lick 
their faces as though they were animals 
birthing their common litters. 
  



 

Our National Parks 

Baba laughed when we suggested camping, 
the Rockies peaked with our hopes of clear minds 
and sculpted thighs, our high, round behinds 
as smooth as stone under glacier water. 
 
 Why you fools want to do that? 
 Your Gedo, he knew mountains, 
 he not want you to go to mountains 
 alone. Your Gedo he not want 
 you girls climb those mountains. 
 
And we laughed in return—we knew 
our grandfather had never been camping, 
had never left the farm. What could he 
know about our national parks? 
 
 Later, his name on the registry: 
 Banff/Castle Mountain 
 
He knew the mountains, his hands blistered 
with them, the frost slicing off a finger. 
He knew how he and the other prisoners lay 
on ground near hot springs but never felt the heat, 
waking stiff in tents iced by steam. 
 
When it warmed and his bones jutted against 
his thick skin he knew what it meant to be 
on his knees, laying perfect sod over tennis courts 
nestled in the crotch of mountains, 
the ease the greens would speak, 
 
how people would come from all over the world, 
majesty ringing their vision as they lobbed 
their balls over nets or spectated, 
parasols shielding their eyes. 
 
  



 

What She Carries in Her Chest 

I write again and again about what she carries 
in her chest while sailing across the Atlantic, 
as though I can preserve in verse those apples 
from her family orchard in Ukraine; 
 
as though she can keep them crisp and juicy 
even after weeks without light, banged up 
on the dock in Montreal, where her name 
is taken and she is given a new, English one. 
 
I write for her fresh fruit that travels by rail 
across the country to prairie pocked with stone, 
heaved with cold. I draft the perfect shape 
of ripe apples to share with her new neighbours. 
 
I colour changing leaves as red as her cheeks, 
her lips. I plump up goose down duvets, draw 
a kind husband to keep her warm. And every 
time you read these words, or think of apples, 
 
she will hold one out to you. Bite into it, 
break the skin. Will you sense the sweetness 
and the damage in each soft spot, bruised 
by distance; will you taste what she has carried? 
  



 

Still Hungry 

Our great-grandmothers were hungry 
when soldiers barked from the jowls 
of the new tsar and lined the streets 
with tables, communal bowls on each 
told the people to feast. 
      What a shame 
 
for the monarch when villagers were crushed 
 under feet and grinding jaws. 
 
Our great-grandmothers’ mouths were not filled 
with spoons of royal gruel. To celebrate, 
instead they were filled with more seeds to 
 populate the fields of the nation. 
 
Our grandmothers were hungry 
in the belly of boats that bucked them over 
the Atlantic. They could not hold anything 
 
down so they filled their heads with dark sky 
above water, lined their stomachs with 
   the sharp edges of stars. 
 
Our grandmothers’ mouths sang songs 
about the Old World and their hunger for it 
was older than they were, older than anyone 
could remember.  Their mouths gaped 
with a time when everyone was well-fed. 
 
Our grandmothers were hungry 
when their new husbands were taken, 
 boots pulled from the rutted soil of farms 
heavy with stone and filled with the forced 
labour of prison camps, while our grandmothers 
were left to work the land on their own, 
 till it unblemished, braid the dirt, 
 
fill the holes with menstrual blood and pray 
   enough for generations. 
 
Our grandmothers’ mouths became 
the mouths of our children, 
    wide open. 
 
Our aunties’ mouths left red marks 



 

on cigarettes and the rims of glasses. 
They held their mouths tight 
 
in prim smiles for the camera 
while their own mothers faced each lens 
with still-faced stoicism. 
 
Our mothers were hungry for the New World, 
for miniskirts and hot rods, riding 
with the top down, music tonguing the air. 
 
They were hungry for university classes, 
public transit, rooms in the basements 
of relatives in the city. 
 
Our cousins were hungry for something more, 
  
something less than their hips tight 
against jeaned pockets, their waists round 
over the tops of tight skirts. 
 
Their mouths wiped clean over and over 
after the nights they held cocks 
away from their teeth and thought 
of the Carpathians flushed with spring flowers. 
 
Our sisters were hungry for promotion, 
their mouths smiling graciously 
when department heads gave them 
 
one more committee to organize, 
just a bit more work because they were so good 
at remembering the food for meetings, 
 
so good at making people feel comfortable. 
 
We are still hungry when they tell us 
to lean in, lean in further, to flip 
up our skirts, open our mouths, 
 
     open 
 
them wider. Our lips move over the words 
and sometimes when we speak, we are heard. 
Often our hunger is the only noise in the room. 
  


