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violence among us and work together towards becoming a church of peace.

Nora Pederberg, Master of Divinity student, Canadian Mennonite Univer-
sity, Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Ens, Sarah. Flyway. Winnipeg, MB:Turnstone Press, 2022.

Manitoba poet Sarah Ens’s most recent work, Flyway, is a meditation on
questions of inheritance, generational trauma, and what it means to attend
to the places we call home. Written as a long poem, Flyway attends to stories
of human and ecological upheaval, and traces the ways in which our ances-
tral stories are intimately connected to our understandings of the environ-
ments we call home. The collection comprises five sections in which Ens
creatively reimagines the story of her Oma Anni’s displacement within the
Russian empire in the early 20" century, and her family’s eventual resettle-
ment on the Canadian prairies.

Alongside her Oma’s migration story, Ens charts the migratory flight
patterns of grassland birds and laments their slowly disappearing popula-
tions from the tall grass prairie ecosystems of Manitoba. In an interview with
writer Nathaniel Moore about Flyway, Ens comments, “Poetry can connect
two seemingly disparate things—my Oma’ forced migration from Ukraine
during WWII and the destruction of the tallgrass prairie, for example—and
a long poem form can extend, complicate, and follow those connections in
ways I find exciting”

Flyway’s central theme is that of inheritance, and this idea is woven into
both the story and the long poem structure, in which Ens includes quotes
from other Canadian nature poets like Don McKay and Tim Lilburn, as well
as scriptural references and fragments pulled from letters and diary entries
from Ens’s ancestors. The poem’s five sections alternate between the story of
the migration of Ens’s grandmothers (Flight, Un / Settling), and psalm-like
meditations (Tallgrass Psalmody Parts One, Two, and Three). The medita-
tions are written from the writer’s perspective, as she observes the unsettled
grasslands and the complexities that come with inheriting a home that was
not originally her own. The psalmody that begins “How do you unfold bones
for flight?” (16) stood out for me in its poignant imagery:



284 The Conrad Grebel Review

“Not honestly—some
malice uplifts you.
For now, hold
still & till all under.
They won't last,
your puny roots.
Learn to put your

self in the
ending: lie
in the vanishing,
the bright eyes,
the sky lurch.

Swallows spiral against wind which wails into sky” (16).

One of the most striking lines in the entire collection, however, in terms of
the complicated meaning it connotes, is “What we did to survive” (14, 42).
I found this line haunted my reading of Flyway, as Ens uses it to complicate
the strict categories of the displaced versus the displacer. Indeed, the land
given to the Mennonite immigrants to till up and turn into farmland was
first a home to the Indigenous peoples of the prairies, to the Metis, and to
a vast number of grassland species, plants, animals, and birds. Ens’s poetic
voice is written in song-like lament, its sweeping “s” sounds lulling us with
melancholic imagery of the disappearing grasslands of the prairies. Perhaps,
we can read the entire collection as a lament, with rays of hope offered in the
invitation to look, and throw our confusion and questions into the wind, as
Ens does in her psalmodies: “How do you unfold bones for flight?” (16) “&
how do you sleep?” (17) “Will you get on your knees?” (10) and “Will you
stand in the switchgrass exalting?” (13).

Ens writes in a direct, albeit graceful style, and this is ultimately what
allows Flyway to succeed. Her poetic voice lifts the simplest gestures and
scenes off the page through elegant syntax and line breaks that allow the
poetry to breathe. On page 49, through her poem Flight, Ens transports us
to the mountainside of Lower Styria, against which she unfolds the scene of
Anni’s sister, Lida, learning Russian.

“To web a rainbow, Lida lifted her hand,
Let late morning light through.
A winter outside shredded by the mountain’s teeth,
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But inside, bright summer marigold plucked from the spool.

.z.};(.);/‘tyy she tried, then gelb, jal, unwinding colour,

Swirling it to the floor, sighing my latest lesson: yellow,
oh-yellow-oh, oh, oh” (49).

Flyway is a testimony to the grace found in the mundane moments, like a
young girl learning Russian, and ultimately lets these moments speak for
themselves. I was struck, in my reading, by the way Ens unfolds the larger
story of her grandmother’s displacement and eventual immigration primar-
ily through these small scenes; in the everyday noticing is where this story
hides.

The strength of Ens’s voice, as both poet and storyteller, is its desire to in-
vest a wide catchment of readers in the questions she is asking and the story
she is trying to tell. Flyway is not a project in catharsis, nor is it a poet’s effort
to divest herself of her own generational trauma. Rather, it is an invitation
to examine the threads of storylines that bring us to any place we might call
home. It is an invitation to look, and look again, and it is also a proposal that,
perhaps, home is not found within a place in and of itself, but within our
willingness to travel to that place through paying attention to it. This is no
easy invitation, as learning how to look means learning how to hold pain: the
witnessing of lost loved ones to war, of lives uprooted, of lost ecosystems, of
intricate forms of life paved over by monolithic industry and systems driven
by human greed. Ens’s invitation to look is a poet’s invitation in that it is also
a work of art. But it is the way that Ens invites her readers in, never alienat-
ing her audience through the medium, that speaks to her strength as both
writer and eco-thinker. In Flyway, Ens writes like a psalmist—for sound and
beauty, yes, but primarily to speak with truth and directness into pain’s hol-
low spaces, and to be heard.

Sara Krahn, Master of Fine Arts student, University of Saskatchewan,
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.



