THE MOST UNFORGETTABLE CHARACTER IiVE MET
A I

Everyone, both young and 014, iIn this large Mennonite
community calléd him "Book Bear". In later years I undergtood
that his name was Bashr snd that he was a book peddler.
Obvinusly this was the rend~n for his nickname, instead of
1% having any relation to a ferncious animail 48 g0 many of us
cﬁildfén bresumed: Oiif parsits had instructsd us not to call
him "Bssk Bsar" t» his face; since that might meet with dis-
approval from this sensitive 01d man. Thus; whenevéer he wasg
within hearing distance, we used only oronoung referring to him,
since in our estimation he had no other name.

Noons seemad to know exactly where hé cams from nor when,
éxcept that originally he had migrated from Gérmany: The Ger-
mah language was véry dear o him; &nd that probably accounted
for this Gevman community's réadiness to adopt hinm: He wasg of
meéditim &taturs; had blus eyes and éurly blond hair,‘somewhat
graying: His appsarance was' that of a typlcal Gérmani: He ap-
paréntly had no rélatives and ns hotié, and no means of 1ivlihood
6ﬁﬁéf“thén bonk peddling. Hs had 1n some manner found his way
intn thé hearts »* thess pe-ble Whn trnk 1t upon themselves to
be reésp-nsible far his kreping.

His means of conveyance cnonsisted nf & pair of ponies
hiﬁéhéd to & top-buggy. To him thess ponies were not merely
animals; bd%%his dearest friends: I well Pemembep hearing him
8peak to these ponies as if they were human beings; spending

hoursg alo%g with them; and fondly carressing them with his
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arthritis erippled hands. They received expert care; and 1
wouldn't be surprised to kmow that the poof old man himself
ocoasionally missed a meal 6r two, but I feel confident héa
ponies were always well-provided for:

Hig personal belongings eonaisted of the clothes on his
back; a eouple of sultcases; a deck of well-woPn cards, and the
+bnoks he packed in his buggy in pasteboard boxesd.

Visitsrs at ~ur Pafm home weré iInfreauenti therefore; pros-

".pasts for overnight gueats ereated great éxcltément for the

chiidréen: We wers over-joyed to sée a buggy slowly coming down

o iohg dFivé way, but as we called through the kitcheén door;
"Mothes! Mother! Book Bear 1& comingl"; our mother did not always
shate our joys OShé was a busy woman with farm chores to tend to
besides & largs ramily to care For; &nd this océurrence meant

ah 6%tPa mMoubth to Fésd and an extra bed to bé made ups His
arrival on a Friday meant that he would be a wéek-énd guests My
parents wets plous people and tnok seriously the quotation, "What
y8 have done unto the least of thesé my brethern; ye have done
tunto #we", and never gave begrudgingly; though at tines inconweniently.
_ 2 He had gréat pride énd would never ask for a night's lodging:
Ny matter what thé time-of day ~r what the weather conditiona, if
there was ﬁo invitation forth coming; he would drive to the next
farm housss His greeting was alwayé the same, "Whoa! Hello!
Hello=6=64";, After a dlseussion on such géneral topies as the
weather and thé crops; my father ineévitably would ask him to 8tay
for dinner afd overnight. This invitation he always accepted after

a 8light hesitatioh, saying, "Well, if it sults you and you insist'.
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. He had a cheerful personality. He constantly whistlsd gay

tunes, repeating his faverits nnes until they became monotoﬁous;
but were so much & part nf hisg rers-nality we would have misaed
them had they been diserntinued: I alao vividly remember him
8inging; "Chingle Bells! Chingle Bells! Chingle all the way."
wlth his Germén accent.
Upon an occasion such &8 a holiday he would stay at one
- homé fof as much as two weeks at a time: AL these times he
éhowered thé ehildren with oranges; candy; and oecasionally
pisture §tory books:
, Hse arsse %éiy early each morning; his éirst thought being
to tare for his ponies. Fraquéntly ehildren played pranks on
. him; Sush &8 nailing the oats bin shut: This same about as &
‘.fééﬁiﬁ of parenta' remarks about the generous feédings he gave
his ponisss: They messed with the harness, and éven sawed the
tongue of his buegy in two: He must have bésn a wonderfully
good=natured man who loved children; for I never heard a com-
plaint from him: He came to church regularly and ipon oécasions
tﬁugh% a Sunday School élass.
T Hiwo Pavorits passtime consistéd of competitive games such
as cards or chéekers. He always carried a well-worn pack of
éards. Hs preferrsed to compste with &dults; but in their absénce
childrén would bé a weldome substitute. He played his games very
Serlously and became morose if at tha losing énd and be at the
height of gloty while winning: He sactrificed no gamés to children,
but always played tn the bést of his ability; GoﬂSequentiy;
I,fémémbér'b]aying game after game of Rnnk with him, losing

6ne hand after thé other, and feeling a real sense
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accomplishment if through soms streak of iuek I ¢hanced to
win one.
After dinner; oh, happy time! The cards wore laild away
and 211 the family gathered arnund the dining room table giving
“him an opportunity tn display his assartment oFf books. Always
we Tolt eonfidént that if we T~und ~ne particularly suited to
outr taste father would buy 1%; ~ut ~T a senss of responsibility
to help the old man: Theére were picture books For ¢hildren,
ficﬁion, ‘Bibis books; prayer and hymm books; and Chrigtmas ecards,
It was a wondérful evening for book-loving chiidren who knew
no sudh diversion as television or movies.
| Océasionally he would deeide to take a trip to another
states W wondered what had becoms of him, but always within
a Tow months tims he was back in the éommunity again bringing
delightful new tales of his experiences.
Recenitly; having been away Trom the f'&lrm for more than

fiftssn yJears; I made somé inquiriss concerning the fate of
our fiiéﬁé Book Bear, It secems as he grew older his book sales,
which had never proved profitablé; dropned and finallj he dis-
'7“icontinue& peddiing books; but 8t111 madé the rounds From farm

to farm in higs buggy as he had done for meny yeéars; even though

his method of conveyance belonged almost entirely to another age.

Finally his-health failed and he died in a distant old peoples'

homea Some of his benefactors attended his funeral; possibly out
6f\§ séﬁse of duty, but more likely because they had never lost this

fé&ling of being responsible for one of "these brethern” in need.

-- Ada Mae Goering




