
January 1, 2017 
 
Dear Family and Friends, near and far – 
 
As we enter a new year – trying to find hope in the midst of foreboding, I want to 
remember the blessings of 2016 and the spirits that we always carry with us. 
 
My dear brother Van offered us one last gift before he died in February: he brought 
together his four sisters to connect deeply during the seven days and nights that we 
watched vigil around his bed in the living room of sister Kathy and her husband Tom 
Brownfield. Colourful rainbows of streamers provided a perfect canopy for the memorial 
celebration of this amazing person.  Van lived beyond the life expectancy for those with 
Down Syndrome; his extra chromosome was a special jewel in our lives for 65 years. 

   

 

It was a year when other activist friends passed as well, among them Sheila Katz, 
Cathleen Kneen, Kerry Prebisch, Larry Olds and Fernando Cardenal, the Nicaraguan 
Minister of Education I worked with in the 1980s. !Presente! 
 

Happier family gatherings included the 
wedding of niece Katie Ruthenburg to 
Lauren Ruthenburg in Indiana.  
 
And the family reunion that my partner 
John Murtaugh organized with his 
siblings at the Muskoka family cottage 
was the perfect moment to welcome two 
new grandchildren:  
 



 
Anna and Adam’s son 
Theo and Patrick and  
Cayleigh’s daughter 
Neave…who provide 
endless tacile pleasures, 
along with the playful 
imaginations of 3 ½ year 
olds Katherine and 
Grayson…! 
 
 
 
 
My son Joshua is a constant source of inspiration, as coordinator of the Parkdale 
Neighbourhood Land Trust shepherding the purchase of the first community-owned 
land.  He worked with local grass-roots groups to create a multi-sectoral community 
plan, launched in October with a community mural and matching solidarity flags hanging 
from porches and bikes. His partner Karolina is a delight in our lives, and I’m so lucky to 
have them living a few blocks away, and dropping by from time to time. 
 

      



Joshua’s siblings, 
nieces and nephews, 
along with my cousin 
Aram Collier and family 
joined us for a holiday 
cookie-making party in 
early December, when 
he also orchestrated 
some dramatic play 
with costumes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To add to our eclectic collection of families, John and I have been blessed with a new 
family – an Iraqi refugee family with boys ranging from 6 to 18 years old. Over a year 
ago, we formed the Mujawara (meaning “neighbourly” in Arabic) refugee sponsorship 
group, and with the help of more than 50 friends prepared for the arrival of the family. 

Since August, we have fallen in 
love with this wonderful family, 
while helping them to settle 
through myriad tasks: raising 
funds, securing official 
documents, moving them into a 
furnished apartment, getting the 
kids into schools, and 
organizing an array of social 
and cultural gatherings, that 
have enriched our lives. (And 
offered a strong message to the 
country to the south.) 

  
 
 



 
While all the above family activities have taken much time, there was still space for 
creative projects, part of my ‘reinvention’ period since retiring in 2014. For one, I still 
supervise three seasoned filmmakers doing their PhDs and will teach a 2-week 
intensive course in May on “Environmental Arts and Food Sovereignty” at York 
University’s Las Nubes Eco-Campus in Costa Rica, collaborating with two local artists.  
 

   
 
My major undertaking this year is the Legacies Project, an intergenerational and 
intercultural exchange of communities transforming the food system. We received seed 
money for the first year to identify people, places and stories, and to begin an exchange 
between food activists, settler and Indigenous, Mexican and Canadian. We have 
travelled to BC and Quebec, northern and southern Ontario, and to Mexico (Michoacán 
and Guadalajara) to interview and film inspiring stories of these people passing on food 
knowledge that reminds us that food is sacred, as is our relationship to the land and 
water from which it comes. Our hope is to produce a multi-media platform of short 
videos for educational purposes and possibly a documentary. I am privileged to co-
direct this film project with a talented Colombian multi-media artist, and with former 
students as advisors. I’m in a process of deep learning – both spiritually and politically, 
aesthetically and technically! This is where my current activism lies: with Standing Rock 
and other struggles of Indigenous peoples and their allies to protect the Earth and all of 
us as part of it.  I urge all my loved ones to join whatever part of this struggle you 
connect with …for the sake of all living things..Todo es Vida (Everything is Life). 
 
I do not take any new day for granted, and hope the new year offers us chances to 
connect, hope and act. 
       Much love - Deb 


