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“Life loves the person who dares to live it” (Angelou, 1997)

Writing about women in the visual arts in Alberta can be difficult when few
stories exist of women’s experiences and even fewer are told in their own words.
Such stories are crucial to our understanding of what factors affect women artists.
Traditionally women inhabited the role of the muse, the inspiration, and the role of
men was clearly defined as creator. Today, we inherit conflicting ideas about what
women can and cannot do. On the one hand, women are told they have equal access
as artists, equal in every way to their male counterparts, while on the other, women’s
experiences are marked by inequities that reinforce male presence and vision through
historical precedence that leaves a heavy masculine imprint on art museums around
the world. The question of creativity, whether men or women can be on equal footing
in creative tasks, is never fully answered or it is dismissed amidst uncertainty. This
is why, as a visual artist in Alberta and a woman, I have struggled with this issue,
not knowing exactly why the shoes of the artist I was expected or wanted to wear
felt so uncomfortable. Part of this feeling may also stem from my French Canadian
background and the uneasiness that comes from belonging to this minority group in
the complexity of Alberta’s diverse society.

The question of how women artists fair today in Alberta is indeed complex.
More than once I have been told that artistically women can live up to their potential
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just as easily as men can, but there is little historical data for women to build upon.
What, then, are our stories? I have focused on the experiences of one woman, Ilda
Lubãne, whose gender and ethnicity played a role in the development of her career
in the visual arts in Alberta. While a larger study of women artists in Alberta could
potentially highlight social patterns and trends, it would do so, I believe, at the
expense of losing emotional content and knowledge of intuitive processes in lived
experiences. This seems particularly relevant in the life of an artist since creativity
stems from these processes under the colours of shared cultural patterns. The use of
open-ended questions during one-on-one interviews allowed my subject to focus on
what was important to her. Throughout Ilda’s text, I limited the number of intrusions
from other sources except to add clarity to the people or events in question. As an
exploration into the life of one individual this research aims to highlight a different
point of view and draw conclusions based on postcolonial, feminist and gender theory
to situate the individual within the context of today’s society.

Ilda’s story

Latvian-born Ilda Augusta Lubãne (neé Birzniece) has the distinction of
belonging to one of the smallest ethnic communities in Canada according to a 1980
study of this group (Janitens-Birzgalis). She came to Alberta from Germany in 1948 as
a political refugee with no more than a suitcase and no money. Her experiences from
her native Latvia, from the perilous journey from East to West to escape communism,
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and from eking out a life for herself in Alberta as a visual artist are inspirational. At
first, I thought that I would only focus on her life in Alberta but it became evident
as I came to know Ilda that her early life formed and still informs the woman she is
today. I came to understand Ilda’s passion and her dedication to art. Her passion she
has passed on to others—to her many appreciative students whom Ilda affectionately
calls her "geniuses" and to those in the broader Alberta Arts community who were
interested in her native land, her experiences and her art.

Ilda’s experiences define and exemplify how Alberta history was developed, in
part, by the drive of immigrants who wanted to express what it was to be Albertan
in a language that was not European but Western Canadian. Post-colonial theorists
remind us that identity is crucial in negotiating the border zones between cultures
and Ilda inhabits what LeBlanc refers to as “in-between-ness” of the dispossessed.
Carving out a new meaning for ‘home’ meant negotiating new surroundings and a
foreign culture without losing a sense of identity to the Latvia Ilda left behind. For
Ilda, her art was a way to merge a new existence with the rich traditions of her
past. Like many artists such as Rudy Wiebe, Ann Wheeler and James Keelaghan who
make “use [of] history to give expression to a specific Canadian existence” (Mouat,
1996, p. 245), Ilda’s past forged a unique frame that surrounded and informed her
artistic journey. In a similar vein to the Western Canadian artists mentioned above,
Ilda’s work provides “a vital antidote to the homogenizing images of contemporary
culture, which threaten to rob us of any real sense of ourselves as a distinct society”
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(Mouat, 1996, p. 245). Artists define societies at a more palpable level giving living
proof of unique identities in specific locales. This is particularly relevant today
given that such cultural products counteract “the dehumanizing and homogenizing
trends of an invasive global culture” (Mouat, 1996, p. 246). It was an understanding
of the Canadian esprit, and in particular Alberta’s unique soul, that captured Ilda’s
imagination even though, at first sight, she was fearful of this new land. Having lost
everything in her own country, Ilda needed to belong, to feel a connection to her new
home. “When you adopt something you love it more,” says Ilda. Socially Ilda can be
placed within what Leger-Anderson (2000) calls “the middle-rank leaders in public and
community affairs who are women and men of favoured ethnicity, culturally attuned,
well-educated, and middle class” (p. 283). As Leger-Anderson points out in her study
of the Telford family in Saskatchewan, research on this group is rarely conducted even
though understanding them is imperative to our understanding of society.

Ilda was born July 14, 1917 in Latvia on the family estate that was nestled
against the river Venta in the Rudbãnzi district. Latvians are an old race that date
back over 4000 years in the Baltic region. Their language is related to Sanskrit and
is older than the Latin or Greek languages. Her early years were spent in a period of
Latvian history where cultural rejuvenation flourished under relative freedom from
German and Russian occupation. Both these countries had a stake in the Baltic region
for economic and political reasons because of Latvia’s strategic placement on the
Baltic Sea. The Germans had established themselves as early 11th Century when the
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Teutonic Order invaded and took control of most of the land. Later, Russia would
become interested in Latvian resources to fuel their burgeoning industrialization.
When Latvians fought for and won their independence in 1918, they dispossessed
the Baltic German landowners. These lands were “distributed to small farmers and
veterans of the wars of independence” (O’Connor, 2006, p. 22). Two years after
becoming an independent nation, Latvia would secure recognition as such from the
international community by joining the League of Nations.

With this newfound freedom came a great deal of political instability. During
the 1924 and 1928 elections, there were up to twenty-seven different political parties
vying for control of the government. As the battle raged over who would control
Latvia, Latvian creativity in “literature, music, and art blossomed” (Janitens-Birzgalis,
1980, p. 17). The chaotic democracy would be short lived and Latvia would succumb
to a bloodless coup when Prime Minister Karlis Ulmanis and his supporters took control
of the country, eliminating all political parties in the process. Largely, “Latvians were
in favour of this move,” says Ilda, “Latvians were free of foreign elements and could
focus on being nationalistic.” There had been so much dissent in the political arena
fuelled by members of different ideological groups that Latvia had been practically
impossible to govern. Though too young to understand the political ramifications of
these events, Ilda would reap the benefits of a rejuvenated Latvia, where culture
“flourished in the climate of freedom” (Janitens-Birzgalis, 1980, p. 25) during her
early years.
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Christianity was introduced by the Teutonic Order replacing folk cultural pagan
rituals. When the Swedes occupied parts of Latvia, they introduced the Protestant
religion but Ilda’s region would remain Roman Catholic. Very strong religious beliefs
helped sustain Ilda through difficult times in her life. She would never lose hope and
when faced with insurmountable problems would fall back on prayers. While early
pagan rituals persisted in Latvian culture, they were mainly woven into the cultural
identity of Latvians, in their folklore, their songs and their dances. Rich Latvian
narratives flowed from generation to generation through persistent oral traditions,
maintaining a strong sense of identity still evident today.

Located approximately 64 kilometres from the city of Liepãja, the family estate
was an idyllic playground for the young Ilda where an oak tree that was hundreds of
years old grew and storks greeted the estate’s residents in search of food. “I enjoyed
so much nature and listening to the nightingales and teasing the cuckoos.” Longer
than wide, this rich and well-cultivated estate would sustain Ilda’s imagination long
after her departure, more so than did the family’s urban home in Liepãja. Ilda
remembers many of her childhood experiences—vivid memories that have sustained a
strong bond she with her culture. Her father Otto Birznieks died when she was only
twelve. Otto was a World War I veteran who worked as a civil servant in Liepãja. “I
was very close to both my parents.” Ilda remembers going for drives with her father
around the harbours. These regular outings nurtured a strong bond with her father.
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As the daughter of an upper class family, Ilda was expected to be socially graceful
and have proper manners when out in public with her parents. “The pulse of the city
was the harbours,” says Ilda. The smell, sound and sight of the Baltic Sea and of busy
Latvia’s harbours left lasting impressions on Ilda that still evoke nostalgic emotions to
this day.

Ilda admits to not being particularly interested in art as a child and she was
immersed in it because of an incident in the garden of the Liepãja home. As a child,
she amused herself by drawing pretty patterns with a sharp stick in the oiled sand
paths by the fountain in the garden. The gardener was, of course, outraged that
his work was being destroyed by an unruly child and he threatened to leave if this
behaviour continued. At seven years of age, Ilda would bring this crisis to a head by
drawing on marble columns, which consequently
had to be sanded at great expense to remove all
traces of the “colour sticks” she had used. Ilda’s
parents decided to curb Ilda’s need to decorate
architecture by enrolling her in art classes with
the Latvian artist, Karl Hartmann. Ilda was only
eight. Her first day there, Ilda would be moved
by the sight of a female model being caressed
Ilda walking down the main street
of Liepãja with her younger sister
Marta in 1938.

by the glow from the fireplace. “The light from
the flame was playing all over the naked body,”
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says Ilda. As students and professional artists were busy at the front painting, Ilda
stood watching mesmerized by this vision. For one hour a day, five days a week after
school, Ilda studied with Hartmann for the next seven years. During this time, Ilda
would develop a deep understanding of the fundamentals of drawing, composition
and design and the proper techniques applicable to drawing, egg tempera, pastels,
mosaic, watercolour and oils. Hartmann’s teaching would have a lasting impact
and this knowledge would be the “only capital” left to Ilda to develop a new life in
Canada. For formal schooling, Ilda selected the Liepãja Commerce School largely
because of the hat that was part of the uniform. It was “a deep, deep green velvet,
like a beret” with a big gold stripe and an interesting gold star-like shape on top. Ilda
would later realize this choice of hat forced her to take five mathematics courses,
law, ethics (amongst the many others) and learn a new language, English, that she did
not like very much because of the funny alphabet. Today, Ilda is fluent in her native
Latvian language, in English and in German. She can also converse a little in Russian
and Spanish. Ilda’s upper class upbringing and her liberal education also involved the
consumption of many cultural products such as opera, theatre, poetry and the visual
arts. It was an education that would enable Ilda to move freely between different
social strata, drawing on strong linguistic skills whenever necessary and on her formal
social upbringing that fostered proper etiquette and social graces.

In 1941, Ilda married Peter Lubãns. Peter’s family came from the Lubãna
region, a region that could boast of having the largest lake in Latvia. Their marriage
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would be cut short when Peter and Ilda were separated during the family’s flight from
Latvia to Germany. Ilda retains her married name to this day although the ‘s’ was
replaced by an ‘e’ to reflect the feminized version of the name and she never found
another man to share her life. However, from her brief experiences with married
life, Ilda remembers that women were treated with great respect in Latvia. To Ilda
this can be summed up in an old saying, “The man is the head of everything, he is the
head of the household, everything, but the wife is the neck that turns the head.”

The permit issued by the Russians
during the occupation that allowed
Ilda to enter restricted harbour
territory. It indicates Ilda’s line of
work as an economist/accountant.
Ilda had been ordered to work but
this would only last a few months.
This document would save Ilda’s
life when Russian military police
arrested her at a train station in
Latvia because she was carrying a
camera in her briefcase.

The region would again become a battleground between German and Russian
forces during World War II. Prior to the German occupation of 1941 and 1944,
Russia had deported Latvians to labour camps in Siberia. It is estimated that over
200,000 people were deported from the Baltic States. Families were torn apart and
loaded into cattle cars; friends were never to be seen again; and many Latvians lost
their lives during this period. German occupation was seen as a salvation from the
encroaching Russian communist threat.
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The escape from Latvia to Germany was hastily conceived when it became
evident that the communists were going to take over Latvia. Through what Ilda
professed was a stroke of good luck, her sister Marta who was eight years younger was
home from school for a week. Although they were all expecting the telephone call
that would tell them they had to leave, they never thought it would come so soon.
“In fifteen minutes be ready and get Marta. It would be better in twelve,” is what Ilda
remembers Peter telling her. The family was fearful of being murdered or deported to
Siberia. They knew of reports of family members who had been taken away and never
seen again. Ilda remembers putting family photos and her mother’s braids wrapped
in silk―she had died a year earlier―in huge trunks along with other family possessions
that were subsequently buried in the fields by the servants. “She was the most
interesting sophisticated woman” is the image Ilda retains of her mother Klementina
Severina. A strong leader in her own right, Klementina had been named by her noble
Polish godmother. “If I had known that I would never return,” remarks Ilda, “I would
never have left behind my mother’s hair or the photos or a little rosebud that was
given to me when I was fifteen.” The dried rosebud represented a precious moment
experienced between friends.

The roads were filled with political refugees and German army personnel,
some of whom were injured, all trying to get out of Latvia. Families were separated,
children lost, and parents left behind in the confusion following the entry of Red
Army. Ilda’s country estate was in the middle of this very active war zone and nothing
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remained of the home she knew and loved following this conflict. Peter’s brother John
was arranging the escape. “It was chaos and panic,” says Ilda. Ilda, Marta and Peter
met John and his family in a small settlement outside of Ventspil where the group
would spend the night because they could not leave until the following day. Peter
decided to return to see his mother who did not want to leave her home. He hoped to
be back later that day or early the following morning. However, his return would be
thwarted through the collapse of social infrastructures making travel in Latvia difficult
or nearly impossible. In a moving story involving a search for some milk for the young
children in their group, Ilda remembers being struck by how much she had lost. It
remains even to this today an overwhelming sensation of grief. On October 12,
1944, Ilda, her sister, sister-in-law, brother-in-law and their children set out from the
Latvian harbour city Ventspils. Their goal was to reach the Swedish island of Gotland
by boat, wait out the winter there, and return to their homeland in the spring when
the war was over. However, these plans were altered when a German convoy took
the group to Danzig (the modern-day Polish city of Gdańsk), which was under German
control during the Second World War. They landed there on October 14, 1944.

Ilda’s fluent German became her greatest asset as she negotiated with German
officials for asylum. Ilda freely signed the German documents that would make
her sister and her prisoners of war. They would spend two weeks in a POW camp.
Ilda remembers being marched with other women and children to a barbed-wire
enclosure. It is a memory that would leave a lasting impression on her that to this day
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evokes dread. She also remembers being led into a bunkhouse with rows of “plank
bunk beds” that had but a little bit of straw as bedding. She remembers seeing
people, all men, wearing tattered rags. “Like a moving rag,” says Ilda. The ghostly
people occupying the bunks that they were given were ushered out to make room
for them. When Ilda sat on the bed with her belongings, she could feel, emanating
from the straw, the heat from the bodies there only moments before. “That [was a]
creepy feeling, which I have never forgotten,” says Ilda. POW life meant that Ilda
experienced standing in line naked with other women while their clothes were being
fumigated to kill whatever vermin might be present. “I had a blue bouclé, wool
beautiful, imported from France I think...it was a deep sort of royal blue...when it
came out it was more like rusty.” Release from the POW camp finally came and the
Germans found accommodations for the Lubãns family group in the Niederschlag
district in the southeast German village of Giesmandorf.

Out of fear for their future amidst the chaos of the war-torn area they were in,
Ilda decided to make her way to the Western front and escape the communist invasion
once again poised to overtake them in their new locale. For the month that Ilda and
her sister were on the run trying to reach a safe place, Ilda recalls that they never
slept in a bed and never had a cooked meal. Raised as she had been with servants,
cooks, gardeners and nannies, Ilda knew very little about survival. “I did not even
know how to close a suitcase.” Somehow Ilda found the strength to learn and “to do
what needed to be done” to escape what she dreaded most—the communist regime.
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By the time Ilda set foot in West Germany at the end of February 1945, few of the
belongings she had hastily gathered at the beginning of her journey remained. Most
were lost in the confusion of a hazardous flight, by rail and other means, to safety and
an uncertain future.

Ilda would make contact with other Latvian political refugees during this
time. The well-known and admired Latvian artist, Voldemārs Tone, head of several
departments in the Latvian Academy of Arts between 1922 and 1944 (Riga Research
website), lived in the same house as Ilda. She became his student and Tone taught
Ilda how to get in touch with the inner person before creating a work of art. Ilda
remembers one of Tone’s comments—“Not the skin but the pulse under the skin
is what makes art.” Such techniques were later to be incorporated into Ilda’s art
teachings in Canada. Life in West Germany regained some normalcy. Marta, Ilda’s
sister would be recruited as a translator because of her perfect English and, later, she
would leave for England to study nursing. However, many Latvians found themselves
homeless and penniless with few options and even fewer prospects. Ilda began
working for the British Junior Red Cross in the tuberculosis sanatoriums and, while
working for this organization, met a doctor who suggested she consider immigrating
to Canada. He had facilitated the relocation of a number of other immigrants. At
the same time, Ilda befriended a Latvian woman with one young child and another on
the way whose husband was already settled in Edmonton. She was on her way to join
him and the two decided to travel together but this plan was derailed due to medical
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problems with the newborn child. Ilda took the boat alone, towards an uncertain
future, and she became determined to close the door on everything she knew as
European. As the boat left the shores of Germany, Ilda remained below deck, refusing
to look back on what she was leaving behind. She was even thankful that she had lost
her last suitcase in Germany because it meant she “had nothing more to lose.” She
had but a few pieces of jewellery left, whatever had been in her pockets or on her
person and her Swiss-made compact travelling Latvian typewriter (approximately 10
cm high, 25 cm wide and 22 cm deep). The typewriter became a makeshift table for
meals and for playing cards during the long trips. Before leaving Germany, Ilda would
purchase many Latvian books printed on cheap paper that is now yellow and brittle.
They are a reminder of a Latvia—a home—Ilda knew, loved and hoped one day to
return to1.

“The third phase of the Latvian immigration to Alberta started in
1946. These political refugees were not voluntary emigrants like the
peasants of a half-century earlier. Most likely, they would never have
left their homeland if it had not been for events that took place during
the Second World War. Conscious of the fact that they could not
return home, this last group of Latvian immigrants was determined to
become Canadian as quickly as possible, whatever the cost” (JanitensBirzgalis, 1980, p. 43).

Ilda arrived July 26, 1948 in Halifax, remaining only a few hours before heading
by train to Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu near Montreal, Quebec. Her box full of books was
opened because it was so heavy officials viewed it with suspicion. Ilda would stay
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only a week in Quebec, but it was long enough to realize that this province reminded
her too much of Europe―the red tile roof tops of the houses were a painful reminder
of her roots and her loss. At any rate, Ilda was bound by a Canadian Immigration
requirement, enforcing a one-year contract as a domestic helper. Not knowing what
to expect, she would travel by train with a group of political refugees and immigrants
bound for families who needed housekeepers or labourers in and around Edmonton.

The Alberta that greeted Ilda was a province that had a growing and expanding
economy following World War II and the discovery of oil. Both Edmonton and Calgary
were expanding rapidly with the influx of immigrants, and Canadians from other
provinces, in search of a better life. According to Palmer et al (1990) “Alberta
received 95,000 [immigrants]; roughly 10 percent of these were political refugees”
(p. 304) very much like Ilda. Ilda recalls impatiently waiting to see, from the train
window, the vast golden wheat fields she had heard so much about. The October
journey across the prairies would prove disappointing in this respect. Instead, the
sight of the jagged muskeg pines, with their lower branches draped with silvery
green moss, would frighten her―so dissimilar were they to the trees of Latvia! Nor
would Ilda’s journey end in Edmonton. Arrangements were made on route for her to
continue to Jasper to stay with a family with young children because her placement
in Edmonton was no longer available. Fresh off the train Ilda would see her first Royal
Canadian Mountie, whom she mistakenly took for a cowboy. She would also see some
of Alberta wildlife, a black mother bear and her cubs, roaming freely in the town. Ilda
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thought these beasts had escaped from the zoo. “Zoo open, zoo open,” exclaimed
Ilda to the dismay the Jasper locals. No one moved. Stories such as these indicate
how huge the cultural barriers were for Ilda and how foreign this rugged land felt to
her.

Ilda was to have room and board and some payment for her work but the latter
would only be given upon her departure and she would not ask for an advance from
her employers. However, Ilda’s entrepreneurial skills would prove invaluable when she
needed a stamp to mail a letter to Marta in England and had no way of purchasing it.
Ilda crocheted a pair of gloves and sold them to a local store for three dollars. This
would be the first real money Ilda made in Canada. After three months in Jasper, Ilda
would leave for Edmonton. Not only was Ilda lonely and homesick for her homeland
and her sister, she also could not accept her position as a domestic servant. “I had
never worked in my life,” says Ilda.

“Edmonton is ‘the most exciting city in Canada,’ Pierre Berton, article
editor of Maclean’s Magazine said here today” (taken from an excerpt
in The Edmonton Bulletin, May 21, 1949) (Byfield, 2001, p. 234).

Ilda resolved to make Edmonton her home. She recalls staying two nights with
the Dobelis family, who according to the Janitens-Birzgalis 1980 study were part of
the second wave of Latvian immigrants. They would provide her with a newspaper so
that she could find accommodation and employment. Ilda rented a furnished room
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for twenty dollars a month in a home that was renting three separate rooms with a
shared bathroom. Her neighbours were an English woman and two Latvian men who
shared the same room. Ilda’s next step was to look for work. However, when walking
past the Edmonton General Hospital on her way to an interview for a housekeeping
job, she would be drawn to the white Christ with outstretched arms that was in
the front flower garden. Ilda would say no to the housekeeping job and walk back
to the hospital to secure employment as a nurse aide—a position that may possibly
have fulfilled the mandatory immigration requirements of being a domestic for a
year. However, Ilda would never know since she did not ask anyone or tell anyone.
Ilda was already familiar with the needs of tuberculosis patients, capitalizing on the
experiences gained in Germany with the Junior British Red Cross. Nonetheless, the
work was daunting. On the fourth floor alone, where she was stationed, “there were
forty-four or forty-six open tuberculosis cases,” recalls Ilda. Only three days into the
job, Ilda would return to the sister who had hired her and ask for a raise, politely
informing her employer that she could not live on a wage of sixty-five dollars a month.
Ilda would receive a ten-dollar raise.

A primary concern for Ilda was to secure passage and entry into Canada for
her sister and her family. During the late night hours when there was little to do at
the hospital, Ilda would make Latvian national dresses, embroidering the fine details
through painstaking stitching. “Eaton’s department store had just the right colour of
wool material for the dresses.” It was important that the material to be historically
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correct with a specific number of threads. Ilda would make four of these dresses,
which she sold as commissions through ads taken out in the Toronto Latvian paper.
However, it was not only money to help with the cost of the trip that was needed.
There would be Canadian immigration requirements to contend with as well, and
with her limited resources, Ilda would have to rely on ingenuity to get proof that

Right and upper left photos: Latvian dress made by Ilda with heirloom handcrafted silver
decorative broaches that are over 200 years old. The wreath was purchased in Latvia when
Ilda returned in 1994.
Bottom right photo: Marta dressed in the traditional Latvian costume with Ilda adding the final
touches (photo taken in Germany in 1946).
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suitable accommodation awaited the new immigrants, proof of five hundred dollars in
a bank account to pay for their needs and proof that some kind of employment was
waiting for Ilda’s brother-in-law. Ilda would secure a two-room apartment with the
help of the Latvian befriended in Germany and who had finally made the journey to
Edmonton once her child was able to travel. John Muzis who lived across from Ilda
loaned her five hundred dollars long enough for her to open a bank account and get
the certificate she needed from the bank to prove that there were resources to help
the new immigrants settle in. (The next day, while John waited outside the bank
doors, Ilda withdrew all of the money and gave it back to him.) The last requirement,
employment for her brother-in-law, Ilda would secure through a Latvian family, the
Jenitens, who owned a greenhouse in Edmonton. They gave Ilda the certificate
required by the Canadian government. It would take almost a year before Ilda, her
sister, brother-in-law and their children were finally reunited in Edmonton on New
Year’s Eve 1949.

“[S]o many stories and no one had heard them.” (Anne Wheeler
quoted in Mouat, 1996, p. 259)

Ilda’s first Christmas in Alberta, she spent working alone on the night shift.
Though she is still amazed of having received such responsibility given her broken
English, Ilda was proving herself capable and valuable. Ilda credits her success to the
European manners and upper class standards that had been part of her upbringing.
Ilda would seize the offer of higher wages—one hundred and twenty dollars a month—
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from the Royal Alexandra Hospital. During her stay at the Royal Alex, Ilda would be
approached by Dr. Wheeler who questioned her about her experiences in the German
POW camp. Dr. Wheeler had been in a Japanese POW camps and was interested
in how others had survived and what psychological effects and trauma were later
experienced by prisoners. Outside of her employment, Ilda would become involved
with the local Latvian organization, Imanta. Ilda became secretary in 1949 and held
that post for three consecutive years. She was active in developing and producing
events that brought Latvian culture to life in Edmonton. One of these was a 1905 play
by Latvian poet Janis Rainis entitled Ugens un Nakts (Fire and Night) in which Ilda’s
roles included that of producer, director, set designer and actor. The Latvian group
was small and volunteers were not readily available. Such activities helped Latvians
stay connected with their culture2. “I did find sometimes that I felt foreign in my
surroundings,” admits Ilda, “I felt that I had no home, no country; I needed to belong;
if I adopt something then I adopt it whole.” Ilda became a Canadian citizen in 1953.

Ilda began to paint again on her own in the early 1950s. It was a time when
women artists such as Yvette Morin, Thelma Manarey and Margaret Chappelle were
involved with the Edmonton Art Club (EAC). Ilda first became aware of the EAC in her
search for some tangible cultural products similar to what she had been used to in
Latvia. The first exhibition Ilda saw was in an old school rumoured to house its very
own ghost3. “I remember so clearly Yvette,” says Ilda. Her first thoughts were that
Yvette had not had enough time to finish because of the white spaces remaining on
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the paper. “The drawing of the watercolour was beautiful, the spacing and design
was excellent and the colour relations really gave the feeling of the fall,” recalls
Ilda, “but it was foreign to me.” When Ilda later travelled to the US, she discovered
that this was the “American West coast style of watercolour.” This looser painting
style was very different from the approaches Ilda had learned under Hartmann, which
had emphasized following established classical rules of painting. Ilda would live in
Yvette’s home as a tenant for about four years, becoming very good friends with her.
“She was [a] very creative, very sensitive artist but she was too shy to send her work
out into the public,” says Ilda. Yvette Morin would become completely blind prior to
her death.

Acquiring a “feel” for Alberta art―an understanding of what was being produced
locally—would become a challenge for Ilda. Conscious that she needed to understand
“what was Canada; what was Alberta” in order to be able to paint from the heart,
Ilda would look at works by other artists. “The Edmonton Museum for the Arts,
founded in 1924 and later renamed the Edmonton Art Gallery, raised enough money
to establish itself in the Secord House at 98th Avenue and 105th Street” (Byfield, 2001,
p. 235). Living only one block from the Edmonton Art Gallery (EAG) gave Ilda an
opportunity to view the works of other artists and become acquainted with them
through various gallery functions. It was there that she met Thelma Manarey and the
two hit it off immediately. Manarey was to become a life-long friend. “She spoke
my language,” says Ilda. Thelma would pull Ilda, who was a loner at heart, into
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participating in the evening classes at the Edmonton Art Gallery. “To me it appeared
a very brutal handling, but it was exciting...there was something that talked to me”
was Ilda’s initial reaction to Thelma’s oils. Manarey was influential in the Edmonton
visual art scene although she is barely mentioned in the Alberta Society of Artists
(ASA) anniversary book written by Kathy Zimon and published in the millennium to
commemorate the ASA’s first seventy years or in Nancy Townshend’s A history of art
in Alberta: 1905-1970 published in 2005. Manarey received the City of Edmonton’s
Performing and Creative Arts Award in 1973 for her “outstanding contributions to
the cultural life of Edmonton” (quoted from an unknown source on the Alberta
Society of Artist website). Chappelle would suffer a similar fall into anonymity in
both publications although she is credited for being “one of the most active Society
members” (Zimon, 2000, p. 43). Ilda bemoans the fact that few people know that
Margaret Chappelle was the first Alberta artist to have work (a vase) bought by the
Smithsonian Institution in Washington D.C.

Ilda would sign up for one of Margaret Chappelle’s classes recalling that
Margaret questioned why Ilda was even in her class since she had already seen her
work. Over the years, Ilda would be dragged into many projects spearheaded by
Margaret. “A strong painter herself, [Margaret] dedicated herself to promoting the
work of Alberta artists, organizing exchange programs with artists across the continent
and helping bring famous Canadian painters such as A.Y. Jackson to speak with local
artists” (quoted from the Alberta Society of Artists website). Margaret lived only a
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couple of city blocks from Ilda’s home. In 1982, Margaret would come over to Ilda’s
and ask to borrow some of her paintings. Ilda agreed. The next day Margaret would
bring back the paintings she had borrowed and
congratulate Ilda for becoming a member of The
Alberta Society of Artists. Five years later Ilda
was made Life member of the ASA, an honour
that is reserved for only a few. This honour was
bestowed because of her contributions to the
visual arts community in Alberta. Through the EAC
Ilda would also meet and be impressed by artists
such as Robert Campbell and J. Gordon Sinclair
An inscription on the back reads:
An experimental exercise on
ivory. A miniature done from an
illustration in a magazine, The
Artist a third the size of the
original—Robert Campbell.

who were also ASA members. Ilda recalls Robert
Campbell as the “beautiful Scotchman” who gave
her one of his experimental watercolours on ivory.

In the mid-1950s, Ilda would begin to teach art informally to interested nurses
at the Royal Alex. The contacts she had made locally provided peer support but Ilda
realized that she “needed more than what Edmonton had” to offer. Ilda applied
to the Banff School of Fine Arts for accredited courses given by Charles Stegeman.
Previously, Thelma Manarey had taken a few of these classes and she recommended
them to Ilda. Both Charles and his wife Françoise André who was originally from
Belgium had classical art backgrounds. Ilda recalls that she did not feel foreign
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around this couple. Charles was the only one Ilda met in Canada who used the
classical under-drawing technique familiar to her. “You take cerulean blue or mix
together something brownish and with lots of turpentine; you go very fast over the
drawn charcoal lines...when this is done you get the biggest heaviest rag and you
beat it,” exclaims Ilda, adding that this process causes a chemical reaction between
the charcoal, turpentine and paint to seal the drawing and prevent bleeding through
subsequent layers of oil paint.

The Banff School of Fine Arts, later to become the Banff Centre, was created
in 1933 as an initiative of the University of Alberta “to bring the arts to western
communities” (The Banff Centre, p. 3). Alberta taxpayers had dug deep during
very hard times to fund the U of A and this could be repaid by making educational
opportunities accessible (Leighton, 1982, p. 13). Accredited adult courses were
devised, first in theatre, followed by the fine arts (specifically drawing and painting)
in 1935. Dance was introduced in 1948 and opera in 1950. Between 1939 and 1969,
Senator Donald Cameron was the director of the Banff School and he was instrumental
in these developments. Senator Cameron was to make a lasting impression on Ilda.
She first saw him in the form of a portrait in a University of Alberta student exhibition
held at Corbett Hall. By the time Ilda attended the school in 1959, most of the major
disciplines were represented. Charles Stegeman instructed Ilda that year and Ilda’s
memories of her early lessons with Karl Hartmann were rekindled.
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Major turning points would occur
in 1960 during Ilda’s second session at
the Banff School of Fine Arts. That year
her painting The thorns of Golgotha was
selected as the people’s choice in the
student exhibition and it was also a time
when marriage was a distinct possibility.
Ilda displaying the painting The
thorns of Golgotha.
Photo taken in Banff in 1960.

Ilda was engaged to a RCMP officer who
had an eight-year old daughter. However,

the prospects of becoming a wife and
stepmother conflicted with the artistic
plans that were emerging and one of her
paintings (labelled “Greek loneliness”
by her classmates) confirmed Ilda’s
ambivalence towards these traditional
roles. Ilda would title this oil painting
Alone. “That’s the dead tree,” says Ilda,
“I still fall in love; I still can hear the
sound. How the water was coming and
sweeping” around the tree on a flooded
little island on the Bow river by Canmore.
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Ilda painted Alone in 1962 using a painting
knife to accentuate the textural and brutal
quality of the flooded Bow River.

This image was not of loneliness for Ilda but of fortitude in being alone in space where
“the whole world is mine.” This series of events made Ilda realize that she needed
to and wanted to focus on her artistic career instead of pursuing roles traditionally
taken by women―marriage and motherhood. Five years would pass, however, before
Ilda would break off her engagement. Being single was problematic socially because
a woman was expected to be seen in the company of a man. A woman alone was an
outcast. On the other hand, the artistic milieu offered an opportunity, a haven, for
Ilda because artists were more tolerant of differences. In this circle, Ilda felt she
belonged.

Ilda returned to the Banff School in 1964 and in 1965 taking longer and longer
sabbatical periods from her work until she finally asked her employers at the Royal
Alex for a whole year off. In her heart, Ilda knew that she would never return. 1965,
Ilda recalls, “was spectacular.” It was a year when her strengths as a teacher would
be recognized by Senator Cameron and when an opportunity arose to demonstrate her
talents. Ilda and two other artists were there as professionals primarily for the Banff
School’s facilities in 1965 but space to work independently was limited. The three
were therefore assigned to a small space at the back of Stegeman’s class where they
could work without much interference from the students. As head of the summer
sessions for the Banff School, Stegeman would often be called away from his class
to resolve disputes or deal with urgent school matters. Ilda recalls the frustrations
of students left suddenly without instructions. Without hesitating Ilda would take
- 28 -

matters into her hands by, at first, answering students’ questions and, then, by
stepping in and teaching for Stegeman. “I had been with him [Stegeman] all the time
so I know exactly,” says Ilda. This would happen quite a few times and eventually
Ilda would be summoned to Senator Cameron’s office. She recalls being frightened
to death. Senator Cameron would give Ilda her tuition back and tell her that she was
now teaching as Stegeman’s assistant.

Ilda had her first one-woman exhibition at the Banff School of Fine Arts in 1965.
Senator Cameron would encourage Ilda, requesting at one point that she show twenty
works in Banff out of the fifty-five pieces she exhibited in Edmonton. At the opening
Ilda would give a speech, apologizing
to the audience when some of her
sentence structure came out skewed.
Ilda remembers Senator Cameron telling
her “don’t ever apologize when you
say something backwards.” It was one
Ilda standing besides the flagpole carrying
the Latvian flag at the Banff School of Fine
Art in 1968 with Senator Cameron who had
raised the flag. A member of Imanta had
given Ilda this flag (woven in Latvia) so
that their national colours could fly freely
alongside the flags of other countries.
“Many Latvians visited Banff and when they
saw their flag proudly flying, they would be
in tears,” says Ilda.
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of the reasons he thought her students remembered her lessons so well. Yet another
reason was her less-than-conventional approach to teaching while instructing from a
classical perspective. “Til I could make them see and feel a different language” says
Ilda, “they could not find their voice.” Ilda would take her class into the woods and
ask them to lie down on the ground, to close their eyes and feel their surroundings in
relation to their own bodies, thus, sensitizing her students to the sounds, fragrances
and textures of the subjects they wanted to paint.

The following year, 1966, Ilda was recruited as instructor by the University of
Alberta to teach at the Banff School of Fine Arts, though she emphasizes that she
never applied for this position. Senator Cameron had suggested her for the post and
Ilda was one of only two women on staff. The other was Françoise André and the two
would become very
good friends. As a
result, Ilda’s workload
increased and in
1968, Ilda would learn
that women were
paid less for their
work. “It took me I
don’t know how many
years before I realized

L to R: Charles Stegeman, Françoise André, H.G. Glyde, Ilda
Lubãne and Robert Heinemann at the Banff School of Fine Arts.
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[that] I’m not equal when I came to Canada,” says Ilda. This inequality would shock
Ilda. When asked by Senator Cameron to instruct more classes for the winter session,
Ilda expected to receive more wages, at least, the same amount as her colleagues
were receiving. It was a humiliating experience to be told, “The University doesn’t
pay women the same [amount] they pay men.” Being a woman proved financially
disadvantageous.

Ilda with her students at
the Banff school of Fine
Arts in 1972.

Ilda was accustomed to taking risks. On one occasion, Ilda would be awakened
early by the ring of the telephone on her only day off. It would be Harry Wohlfarth
asking her to stop in Edson. “For you Harry, anything,” would reply Ilda, without
knowing that she would agree to teach twenty classes on design and composition and
twenty in drawing. Ilda would pack her bags and head out to Edson for, at least, five
consecutive years. “Grande Prairie, Weslock and Camrose I like very much,” divulges
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Ilda. She would teach in many small communities mostly in central and northern
regions of Alberta. Fort McMurray was particularly vivid in Ilda’s memory. In 1968,
Ilda had two students with formal art training in her Banff class. They would invite
Ilda to Fort McMurray to give some instruction in February. The bus trip north was
fraught with mishaps. Their vehicle would become stuck on the poorly kept unpaved
northern road and on one occasion, the road was blocked for hours by a herd of
caribou.

Fort McMurray would welcome Ilda into a small warehouse with only two small
windows, a dirt floor and one forty watt bulb to light the work area. The place reeked
of musty old vegetables since it previously had been used for cold storage. At first,
Ilda would be apprehensive about teaching an eclectic group from vastly different
social and educational backgrounds including some Cree high school students and
University graduates. “We didn’t have enough light, we didn’t have enough paint,
and we didn’t have enough proper brushes,” says Ilda. Despite these drawbacks, “We
painted and we had an exhibition too. That was quite an experience.” She witnessed
her students “become one” in the process and bridge gender, cultural and economic
differences. Ilda would go to Fort McMurray for close to eight years, at times,
bringing her own works into the small community. Her first art exhibition featured
Ilda’s portraits and partly abstract paintings in oil and acrylic in a local furniture store.
Other exhibitions would follow. Being single meant that Ilda could easily leave her
home and travel to these small Alberta communities.
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Left: Traditional Madonna icon executed with traditional materials of egg tempera and gold
leaf, techniques Ilda learned when she was around ten. As a child, she disliked breaking the
egg in her hand to separate the yoke from the white. “Italian technique,” says Ilda, “it is the
hardest.” This technique allowed Ilda to push herself artistically.
Right: The Confessor, 1990, egg tempera and gold leaf (model E. Ross Bradley). Ilda would
often use people she knew as models always trying to capture their essence in the process.
This icon was damaged during a solo exhibition in St. Albert.

llda working on a mosaic
commission in Banff in 1969
based on Haida symbols.
The piece was done with
Venetian mosaic (which
consists of glass squares),
Alberta quartzite and
welded copper. When
finished, it weighed
approximately 900 lbs.
- 33 -

Ilda would stress classical schooling throughout her career and the importance
of knowing the chemical properties of the different media available to the artist. An
insurance company, planning to build a new plaza, was interested in having a mosaic
created for the site and Ilda had been requested for the commission. When new
media emerged, such as synthetic media, which changed the properties of grouts
for mosaics, Ilda undertook to learn more about its properties. She would travel to
the University of the Americas in Mexico City in 1967 to study new techniques for
this commission and capitalize on this opportunity to take other courses, refreshing
her egg tempera techniques for icons in the process and learning techniques in the
restoration of art works. Although the company went bankrupt cancelling the need
for the commission, Ilda’s Mexico experience would make her take new interest in
acrylics. “I really fell in love with acrylics,” says Ilda. Producing icons, mosaics,
drawings and acrylic paintings made Ilda an eclectic and multi-faceted artist.

Ilda would end her teaching affiliation with the Banff School of Fine Arts in 1973
but continued to teach at the Faculty of Extension at the University of Alberta. She
would also continue teaching in small communities that requested her help, such
as Palette Pals in Grande Cache (The Grande Cache Mountaineer, 1977). Many of
the images and memories Ilda has of the Banff School of Fine Arts would irrevocably
change under the direction of David Leighton, Ph.D., who turned the facility from a
teaching centre to a research and development centre in the late 70s and 80s. Ilda
perceived these changes as a washing away of Senator Cameron’s time and the efforts
- 34 -

that had been dedicated to building an accredited
school. French instruction disappeared and
even the portraits and paintings disappeared, in
particular, three portraits of Senator Cameron,
one painted by Françoise André, one by Robert
Heinemann and the other by Ilda.

Ilda’s paintings reflect her experiences.
“When I paint, I only paint myself.” After
observing open heart surgery performed by Dr.
Colin A. Ross, Ilda painted a series of acrylic

Pulse of Life III, acrylic on linen,
1980, 33” x 22”

paintings expressing her emotions on how patients gave their complete trust to their
doctor. In the Pulse of Life III, the roots of
the lily are the anatomical arteries of the
heart held in the hands (these are Dr. Colin
A. Ross’s actual hands stresses Ilda) of the
cardiac surgeon. The lily depicts Western
philosophy that focuses on looking outwards,
on expanding beyond the inner self towards
others. There is spirituality and mystical
quality to the work Ilda produces informed
Dr. Colin A. Ross, acrylic on linen,
1973, 48” x 30”

by many of the classical symbols found in
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Western society. Portraiture would be an important subject matter for Ilda, not only
because the commissions were lucrative, but also because Ilda thrived on capturing
the soul, the human spirit. This can best be exemplified in the portrait of Dr. Colin
A. Ross, an acrylic on linen painted in 1973. Dr. Ross is depicted wearing a seal fur
coat in a northern landscape to represent his exploits in performing surgery under
dire circumstances in Canada’s north. Ilda always places her subject facing the right
because this means they are looking towards their future instead of looking back at
their past.

Ilda would continue to teach and lecture through various community groups,
including volunteering her time when a person with a disability needed one-on-one
instruction. The last time Ilda taught was in 2002, the spring senior studies class for
the Faculty of Extension, U of A. If there are regrets today, it is that Ilda did not
have enough time to work for her own art because so much of her energy went into
the needs of her students. Even so, Ilda takes credit for having produced twenty
one-woman exhibitions and of participating in numerous group exhibitions. Every
solo exhibition invitation would carry Ilda’s motto “I dare to be different; I dare to
be myself.” under the title. As a single woman, she supported herself comfortably
through art sales and teaching contracts. She would enjoy immense satisfaction in
seeing the metamorphosis in her students when at the end of a session they realized
they had gone beyond themselves. This feeling was priceless. Many of her students
became her life-long friends.
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With strong ties to her native land of Latvia still evident, Ilda set out to see
what her former country had become. “When I went back to Latvia in 1994, I found
that there were three Ilda’s—the one who was, the one who lived, who crossed from
East front to West front in one month without in the month, never having a meal,
cooked meal and never slept in a bed, and then there’s the third Ilda, the one in
Canada.”
The orthopaedic surgeon Dr.
Stan Lubãns (Peter’s brother
who was not able to escape
from Latvia) standing with
Ilda in front of the Lenas
Catholic Church in Latvia
(built in 1756) where Ilda was
baptized.
Ilda’s mother was baptized
and married in this church.
Photo taken in 1994.

Each of these experiences marked Ilda and they would persist in her dialogue
as a constant reminder of “what had been, what was now, and what could be.” Ilda
credits her survival to her unwavering faith and optimism. However, her strong
will enabled her to negotiate a certain amount of power as a woman. “I ruled with
my weaknesses.” When Jean Richards, an ASA member and Ilda’s long-time friend
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compiled Ilda’s reflections on the state of Alberta’s art scene for an issue of the
Alberta Society of Artists’ newsletter Highlights, Ilda had this to say:

“I felt that the latter part of the 60’s were wonderful. Artists were
so eager to learn, to experiment. Now seems such a dead silence—no
communication, as if they have frozen blood in their veins. Oh, there
are some not like this, but the overall scene seems to lack feeling.
For me a painting is not a wall decoration, but a substance for inner
self communicating your passion, there must be a message.
To my mind, the art world is standing still. I miss the skills, the living
line. What are they feeling? What are they saying? What sense does
it make in our modern world?”

Ilda’s story gives only a glimpse at the difficulties of being a political refugee
forced to adapt to new surroundings and of attitudes towards women in Alberta’s
workplaces. Being an artist was not
a career that attracted many women
during the 50s and 60s, but Ilda’s
cultural background and education
made it easier for her to fit into this
group. Still her fate was similar to
other Alberta women who worked
“longer hours than men, [were] paid
less, [had] less job security, and less

Ilda at ninety.
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Left: Photos of Ilda working on the mural
called Tribute to the pioneer woman, at the
Royal Alexandra Hospital in 1970.
Above right: Ilda in 1991. The mural took two
months to produce and it was mostly painted
at night. It depicts a woman nursing her baby while the husband is ploughing the fields.
Although painted with acrylics, an egg tempera technique was used on the figures particular
on the skin of the characters. “You can see every line on the skin,” says Ilda.

leisure” (Wilson, 2001, p. 237). Many of these challenges remain the same today for
women artists. Women may have narrowed the “income gap,” but Wilson points out
that this is largely due to “the decrease in men’s wages” (p. 236). As an artist whose
career depended on being known, Ilda would not have the same opportunities as men.
Laura Allsop’s caption for her short article “Female Trouble” reads: “Women remain
sorely underrepresented in the artworld power stakes, so how do a chosen few get
where they are, what is keeping the rest back and what does powerful really mean
anyway?” (p. 202). This article reaffirms that inequities in recognizing the value and
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importance of women’s works are just as prevalent today as they were when Ilda was
first exhibiting.

Women’s experiences are often erased from history because their stories appear
to have less value. Gail Vanstone (2007) echoes similar concerns in her look at the
women behind Studio D who allowed women a voice in the Canadian film industry
through the production of documentaries. Vanstone emphasizes that her work
“focuses on the value of women’s stories as history, or more precisely, as counterhistory” (p. 19) even though it highlights conflicts and power struggles of the shortlived Studio D. In her concluding remarks, Vanstone questions the erasure and the
disappearance of the name Studio D “from the credits” of the films they produced
while others “are simply no longer listed”
(p. 188). It is important to question why so
many women have no voice or are slowly
erased from the records of our society and
why so many become small “two-liner”
fillers in history books. As I interviewed
Ilda, it became clear to me that her
experiences were valuable glimpses of
Alberta history from the unique perspective
of woman forced to reinvent herself in a
foreign land. Like many displaced persons
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Ilda at fifty-eight.

(Albert Camus and Edward Said are prime examples), Ilda would be “caught between
a longing for home and a sense of its elusiveness” (LeBlanc, 2002, p. 242). The
images of Latvia and of “home” are frozen within the girl and woman who enjoyed the
benefits of an upper-middle class existence. Both Ilda’s art and her life reflect this
longing, the former through a steadfast focus on traditional imagery and techniques
and the latter through the many evocative stories she tells.

In Bain’s 2005 study on the construction of the artistic persona, she indicates
that being perceived as a professional “is derived largely from the construction and
maintenance of an artistic identity and its effective communication to others” (p.
25). Although Ilda Lubãne never considered herself a feminist artist, she fought
to be treated as an equal with her male peers. Her works would not deal with the
feminist political ramifications “about art, the body, the relationship between the
viewer and the artwork, and the standing of the various media” that Nochlin (2003)
argues “changed the way we think about art” (p. 141). Ilda painted herself, her
emotions. Given that there are so many views (Nochlin; Fraser; Andrea et al., 2003)
about what constitutes feminist art, the movement may have had very little direct
impact on Ilda whose primary concern remained centred on teaching the basics (based
on traditional European methods) in a developing visual arts sector. Nevertheless,
Ilda’s contributions add to our understanding of the “other” because Ilda valued her
Latvian cultural capital enough to express it freely among Albertans. Being an artist
may have grown out of ‘privilege’ in her early life in Latvia but Ilda would choose
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to democratically share this knowledge with others, particularly in rural Alberta.
Ilda’s understanding of what Bain (2002) rightfully describes as the artist’s “fulltime commitment to a distinctive way of life” (p. 41) would be inextricably bound to
her past. Fortunately, her distinctiveness, coloured by her very own set of cultural
crayons, could not be removed as easily as the crayon drawings she had made on
the marble columns in the garden of her Liepãja home long ago. Alberta’s history is
richer for it and Ilda’s story is an important reminder of the individuals who recreated
“home” with different meanings than the ones we might possess and have grown up
with.

Ilda Lubãne was awarded the Alberta Centennial Medal4 in 2005 in recognition of
her many contributions.

Notes:
1)

The independent Latvia that Ilda remembers is best described in

a book she brought to Canada that she still treasures deeply. It is a Latvia
that is best described in the following passage:
“In connection with the very high degree of education there was
in Latvia the least number of criminals in the world.
Latvia belongs to those happy countries which practically never
have had any unemployment.
The Latvians were brought up in a humane spirit, for their leaders
taught them to strive for a mutual understanding with other
nations based on friendly relations in a cultural sphere of action.
Thus they were taught to further Peace and peaceful work. The
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statistical summary given above proves that this statement is
right. The Latvian nation, though small, is brave, peace loving,
democratic and industrious” (Švãbe et al., 1947, p. 10).
The statistics referred to are high levels of education in a liberal democratic
system that allowed different nationalities to have “their own schools at
which they could teach in their mother-tongue” (p. 9).
2)

An important element to Latvia culture is the annual Song Festival,

where life is celebrated in song, dance and through all sort of art including
the visual arts.
“Latvian folksongs, or 'Dainas', have a centuries old history
and is estimated that over 1.2 million exist—making Latvian
oral tradition one of the richest in the world. Dainas are
characteristically made up of quatrains, or four-lined stanzas,
and their topic usually include philosophies on life, love and the
world order and the important rites of passage surrounding birth,
marriage and death” (quoted from Riga-Life.com website).
Latvian immigrants in North America established Song Festivals. Ilda took
part in three of them in the late 70s and 80s. Her works toured major
centres in the United States and Canada, winning a recognition award in
Cleveland on one occasion. She was invited to a Latvian drawing show
that toured internationally. One of her two drawings won an award in San
Francisco.
3)

The original school was built in 1881. “Edmonton’s oldest surviving

brick schoolhouse also served as Alberta’s first Legislature” in 1906
(Heritage Community Foundation website). “In 1904, McKay Avenue School
replaced that original school house and the imposing red brick structure
began to earn its own place in the political and educational history of
Alberta” (Smith, 1996, p. 2). The McKay Avenue School was rumoured to
have ghosts and one, in particular, made contact with a technician, Ron
Hlady during restoration of the school in the early eighties.
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4)

“The Alberta Centennial Medal celebrates Alberta's first 100 years

by paying tribute to Albertans whose achievements have benefited their
fellow citizens, their community and their province” (Alberta Government
website).
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