
Q&A 

A Conversat ion w ith SSidura  Ludwig , author of Holding My Breath: A Novel  

1. What insp i red you to wr i te Holding My Breath ?  

There were a coup le of moments wh i ch led to the wr i t ing of Holding . One was a conversat ion I had w ith a cous in of 

m ine, the o ldest of my mother' s generat ion. She was te l l i ng me a story about grow ing up in her grandfather' s home 

i n the North End of W inn ipeg and ment ioned shar ing a bedroom w ith her  aunt. I wa s fasc inated by th i s concept. In 

my generat ion, i t' s obv ious l y common for s ib l i ngs to share bedrooms, but I wondered what k ind of re l at ionsh ip an 

aunt and n iece wou ld deve lop i f they not on ly l i v ed together, but s lept i n the same room.  

Then, later on I attended a wr i t ing workshop when I was l i v ing in Eng l and on h i stor i ca l f i ct ion. The wr i ter lead ing 

the workshop handed out a p i l e of o ld photos for us to choose from and asked us to p i ck one and start wr i t ing what 

w e sa w. The photo I chose wa s of a young g i r l , maybe 7 years o ld, stand ing by a pub l i c poo l watch ing a group of 

young women s w im. The g i r l  became Beth, the woman she wa s watch in g, her Aunt ie Sarah, and the short story 

wh i ch came out of that workshop became the s w imm ing poo l chapter i n the book. As I wrote more stor ies us ing 

these characters, and exp lor ing others, the book began to grow and take on a l i fe of i ts own.  

2. What is Holding My Breath about to you?  

To me, Ho ld ing My Breath i s about hav ing the courage to not on ly dream, but to take the steps neces sary to pursue 

that dream. Each of the ma jor characters - -Beth, Go ld ie, Carr i e and Sarah - -have amb it ions and for var ious reasons 

are he ld back from ach i ev ing them. Beth, in part i cu lar, has to learn not to be shack l ed by the i s sues that p lagued 

the generat ion before her so that she i s f ree to exp lore her own l i fe on her own terms. Th i s, I th ink, i s the 

un iversa l  aspect of the book - - l earn ing to be true to onese l f wh i l e st i l l  honour ing those who love you.  

3. Each of the characters - - Go ld ie, Carr i e, Sarah and Beth - - a re strong, un ique and memorab l e characters. Were they 

i n sp i red by peop l e in your l i fe?  

Yes and no. The more I exp lored these characters, the more I fe l t that each of them were a part of me, of my own 

strugg les and of my own story. I can comp lete l y re late to Go ld i e' s need to contro l, to Beth's des i re to both break 

a way and ho ld her fam i l y c lose, to Carr i e' s a lonenes s, to Sarah's amb it i on. At the same t ime, when I started 

wr i t i ng, each of these characters probab ly grew out of some story I had heard somewhere in my fam i l y. I cou ldn't 

p in po int exact l y what for each one, but I can say that I am a l w ays l i s t en ing to stor ies that peop le te l l  me. I am 

a l w ays eva luat ing s i tuat ions as to whether or not they w i l l  "be good i n a book one day". I am constant ly 

fasc inated by the way that peop le re l ate to one another and how our act ions af fect how other peop le respond to us. 

So when I start wr i t ing about a character, I start w ith an image, l i ke a snap shot, and I ask quest ions: Why i s th i s 

character do ing that? What i s she fee l i ng? What was she do ing before to get her to where she i s? And then the 

characters start to take on a l i fe of the i r own and they become the i r own peop le.  

4. Wh ich of the four ma in characters i s your favour i te and why?  

I  love Carr i e because she i s the qu ietest of the four and therefore was the most intr igu ing to me to wr i te about. 

Her story wa s a l so the hardest one to te l l  because the te l l i ng of i t needed to ref l ect her character. Sarah, who i s 

so dramat i c, was eas i er to wr i te because she wa s a l l  act ion. Everyth i ng she d id was seen by everyone. But w ith 

Carr ie, i t wa s a l l  under the surface and that was harder to dra w out, l i ke mak ing someone who i s shy ta l k to you. 

But then when i t d id come out, when the story te l l i ng fe l t r ight, i t was so grat i fy ing to me as a wr i ter.  

5. Many wr i ters have brought d i f ferent aspects of W inn ipeg to l i fe, such as Dav id Bergen, M i r i am Toew s and Caro l 

Sh ie l ds. How i s your nove l un ique? How i s i t s im i l a r? Has your wr i t ing been insp i red by these wr i ters or others 

from W inn ipeg?  

I  have long been insp i red by Man itoban wr i ters - - f rom Margaret Laurence, to Caro l Sh ie ld s to Margaret Sweatman, 

and others. Grow i ng up in W inn ipeg, I was exposed to the r i ch wr i t ing commun ity that ex i sts there. As an asp i r i ng 

wr i ter in my teen years, I a l w ays found i t insp i r ing to be surrounded by wr i ters who were mak ing my c i ty, and 

therefore my l i fe, come a l i v e.  

That sa id, what I have found w ith W inn ipeg, or Man itoba, wr i ters, we al l  focus on our part i cu l ar commun ity. I am 

do ing the same w ith Holding by wr i t ing about the Jew i sh commun ity. It i s not on ly what I know, but what I most 

w ant to exp lore both as a sett ing and as a commun ity dynam i c in wh ic h one grow s up. I have not recent ly read of 

someone of my generat ion exp lor ing my commun ity in W inn ipeg, and in  that way I th ink th i s book i s un ique 

amongst the wonder fu l company of other pra i r i e wr i ters.  

6. Fam i l y i s a dom inant theme in Holding My Breath , and the des i re to honour fam i l y and cu l tura l trad i t ion yet create a 

separate ident i ty from i t i s a l so a dom inant theme. How has th i s in formed your own l i fe?  

To a degree, I th ink th i s i s the strugg le everyone can re l ate to. I left Wi nn ipeg to move to Toronto for un ivers i ty 

when I was 18 years o ld. I am the o ldest in my immed i ate fam i l y, and w as the f i r st to leave. I have strugg led ever 



s ince then to reconc i l e between the gu i l t of l i v ing far a way from my fam i l y, and the joy I cont inue to exper i ence 

bu i l d ing my commun ity and my own fam i l y here. A l so, as a young adu lt , I made the dec i s ion to lead a more 

re l i g ious ly observant Jew i sh l i fe than I had been ra i s ed w ith. And even now, as I enter my ear l y -30s, I fee l  the 

strugg le between be ing true to myse l f and my l i fe, and want ing to honour my parents and fam i l y and the way I wa s 

ra i sed. That sa id, what I have d i scovered, and to a degree I th ink what Beth d i scovers in the book, i s that by 

bu i l d ing that separate ident i ty, by f ind ing out who I am, I am honour ing my parents. I am constant ly bu i ld ing on 

the foundat ion they gave me and us ing that as a reference to the foundat ion I hope to g ive my own ch i l dren.  

7. Set between the l ate 1950s and the ear ly 1970s, the b i r th and r i se of fem in i s m, fema l e empowerment takes many 

forms in th i s nove l. Can you expand on th i s?  

Th is i s one of the reasons why I th ink the book had to take p l ace dur ing the t ime that i t d id. Beth's mother's 

generat ion d id not have the freedoms that Beth is afforded later on in the book. We see the consequences of the 

strugg le of that generat ion through Go ld i e, Carr ie and Sarah (who rea l l y stradd l es two generat ions) and the 

cho ices that they make. I t i s then up to Beth to embrace the r i s e of femi n i s m, and honour these women's strugg les 

by choos ing the career path that she does. I have long been fasc inated and exc i ted by th i s t ime in our h i story, and, 

of course, I am gratefu l  for the advances fem in i s m has brought to my generat ion of women. Cho ices that we now 

take for granted, Beth cou ld not d i sm i s s. I rea l l y wanted to exp lore that strugg l e, maybe even as a way of not 

forgett ing where our current freedoms have come from.  

8. Holding My Breath a l so touches upon the d i f ferences between d i f ferent generat ions of women, wh ich i s a dom inant 

theme in many other nove l s. Why d id you make th i s a dom inant theme i n the nove l ? Why do you th ink th i s captures 

an aud ience's imag inat ion?  

I  never intended to make any theme a dom inant theme in the nove l. My purpose was a l ways, from the start, to 

exp lore the way that characters interact w ith one another and to be true to the stor i es that they needed to te l l . 

Whenever you wr i te about mothers and daughters, th i s theme of generat iona l  d i f ference i s go ing to come through. 

And I th ink i t i s un iversa l. As women, I be l i eve that at one t ime or another we have a l l  s trugg led to d i stance 

ourse lves from the s im i l a r i t i e s we may have w ith our mothers (or other women of that generat ion) as we try and 

carve our own paths and ident i t ie s. In th i s way, I'm not sure that i t matters what t ime per iod the book takes p lace 

because in any t ime you w i l l  f ind mothers who have expectat ions of the i r ch i l dren, and ch i l dren who have to 

strugg le to shed that.  

9. Wh ich authors have been most inf luent ia l  to your own wr i t ing?  

I  have been inf luenced by d i f ferent wr i ters at d i f ferent t imes of my l i f e. In many ways, I have been more inf luenced by 

certa in books than certa in wr i ters, but to start:  

�  Cha im Potok  

�  A l i ce Wa l ker  

�  A l i ce Munroe  

�  Caro l Sh i e ld s  

�  Cynth ia Oz ic k (For her short story "The Shaw l")  

�  Herman Wouk (for Marjorie Morningstar )  

�  LM Montgomery (for Anne of Green Gables)  

�  And many southern Amer ican women wr i ters, such as Fann i e F l agg and Sue Monk K idd, for the way that they te l l  

women's stor i es.  

 


