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Chapter 1.

One Big Scoop and a Wedding

May 2005

This could so easily have been where it all ended.

My wife, Anna, and I were on our way back to New York from the Bahamas. We’d spent ten days at the Ocean Club on our honeymoon and it was time to get back to work—or “the coffee cup” as we say in the Carter household.

I’m not what you would call the most relaxed flyer, and I tend to get to airports early because I don’t want to compound the stress by having to rush to the gate. At the airport, while I fretted about the flight ahead, Anna’s cell phone rang. I didn’t have a mobile back then, and calling Anna’s was the only way my kids or the office could get in touch with me. In those days I never left the house without a few quarters in my pocket for pay phones, along with a handkerchief (more about that later). Anna answered the call and handed me the phone. She whispered the words “David Friend!”

David, one of my deputies at Vanity Fair, where I’d been the editor for more than a decade, was indeed on the line. In the euphoria of marriage and honeymoon and all that, it had utterly slipped my mind that at ten thirty that morning Vanity Fair had released an article we’d been working on for the past two years. It revealed the identity of “Deep Throat,” the highly secret source Bob Woodward relied on during his Watergate reporting with Carl Bernstein. As the Post itself had noted, the identity of Deep Throat was “among the most compelling questions of modern American history, dissected in books, in films, on the internet, and in thousands of articles and hundreds of television programs.”

Two years of work and worry over a major story—at the time, the Holy Grail of journalism scoops—and here I was stuck on the day of its release in the tiny departure lounge of Nassau International Airport. I mouthed the words “Holy fuck!” to Anna. She mouthed back, “What?” David reminded me that, as we’d planned before my departure, he had called both Bob and Carl that morning at around nine thirty to tell them we were faxing them advance copies of our story naming Mark Felt, the former deputy director of the FBI, as Deep Throat. I asked what their reaction had been. David said they had thus far made no comment, but that word was trickling out and the phone lines at Vanity Fair were already jammed.

A more confident editor would probably have been elated at the news. I am not made of such vibrant stuff. My foremost worry was one that I’d had the whole time we were working on the article: that we had somehow gotten it wrong. The fact of the matter was, we weren’t 100 percent sure we had the right man. A mistake of such magnitude becomes the stuff of legend and winds up in the first paragraph of your obituary. Also, this was a rough period for journalists. It was during the George W. Bush administration, and if you got something wrong, armies of righteous nitpickers on the right—and the left—would descend to lay waste to your career and possibly your livelihood. Our main worry was that there was in fact no Deep Throat: that it had been a journalistic device, a composite of several sources—perhaps ginned up, some even said, by Alice Mayhew, who was Woodward and Bernstein’s editor at Simon & Schuster, to move the plot along in All the President’s Men. I never bought into that rumor. Alice was the preeminent nonfiction editor of political books in the nation. And an aboveboard and formidable person in every way. I had played tennis with her as her doubles partner a few times out on Long Island, and whenever I missed a shot, she wouldn’t say a word. She’d just give me a look that could have de-strung a racket on the other side of the court.
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Ten days earlier, Anna and I had stood at the altar of a small Episcopalian church a short walk from our home in Connecticut, about to get married. It was, as it is for so many grooms, aside from the birth of my children, one of the happiest days of my life. I felt incredibly fortunate to be marrying this smart, beautiful woman before my kids and our relatives and friends. There were a number of hymns, including “Jerusalem,” which I was told later had confused a number of our Jewish friends who were surprised to hear a hymn with that name in an Episcopalian service. Anna, in addition to having Scott as a surname, is a Scot, and her father, Sir Kenneth Scott, a distinguished former diplomat, and her brother Andrew both wore kilts. For the walk to our house, we thought bagpipers would be a nice touch and hired a group associated with the New York City Police Department. Along the way, Harry Benson, a Glaswegian whom I had worked with at Life and Vanity Fair, was taking some snaps. At one point he whispered to me that some of the tunes weren’t Scottish at all. They were IRA anthems.

The weather was decent, and the wedding party had assembled on our terrace and spilled out into the garden. After dinner, we made our way to our barn, which conveniently had a stage. There, Tom Freston and John Mellencamp had an incredible wedding gift for us: Otis Day and the Knights of “Shama Lama Ding Dong” and “Shout” fame, the band that had performed so memorably in the movie Animal House. When the night was winding down, Anna and I were about to drive off to the Mayflower Inn, not far from us, for the first night of our marriage when we found Fran Lebowitz sitting beside our driver in the front seat. Fran was a big part of our lives. We had first met in the men’s department of Bergdorf Goodman years earlier when she asked my advice on a tie she was buying for her father. A friendship developed and Fran became an integral part of our family, joining us for Christmas dinners as well as any number of trips to Los Angeles. But this was a bit more togetherness than we expected. It seemed that her ride to a friend’s house, a town away, had left early, and so Fran was hitching a ride with us. In the boisterous delirium of the moment, and with the need to get us to the Inn and Fran to her destination, the office and our big scoop seemed a million miles away.
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The identity of Deep Throat had been a guessing game in Washington and journalism circles for years. Everyone from Henry Kissinger to Diane Sawyer had been proposed as Woodward and Bernstein’s secret informant. Our evidence that Felt was Deep Throat was, we believed, close to conclusive, but it came from secondhand sources. We were 95 percent sure—but that last 5 percent was unnerving, the difference between great success and humbling failure. If we were incorrect, it wouldn’t quite be on a par with the London Sunday Times’s 1983 publication of the fake Hitler diaries, an episode that its editor, Frank Giles, never lived down. But it would be close. After David’s update, I realized I simply could not get on that plane unless I knew one way or another if we had the right man.

The journey to this moment had begun two years earlier, when I got a call from John O’Connor, a San Francisco–based lawyer. He said that he represented the man who was Deep Throat and that he and his client wanted the story to break in Vanity Fair. You get a lot of crank calls when you’re an editor of a magazine, but I had a general policy of always taking the calls and looking into leads when they presented themselves. O’Connor and I talked for a time. He wouldn’t reveal who his client was. But I was intrigued enough to say, “Let me have someone get back to you.” I asked David if he was free and if he could come down to my office. We had worked together at Life in the mid-1980s and I’d brought him to Vanity Fair a few years after joining it myself. David had sort of an oddball role at the magazine. Unlike the other editors there, he had few fixed writers. He was listed on the masthead as editor of creative development, a title I must have given him, though I was never sure what it meant. I’m not sure he did either. But David was a dogged hand and, more important, because he wasn’t always closing stories for the current issue, he was available. I told him about the phone call with O’Connor, gave him the number, and asked him to follow up.

Their conversations dribbled on for a few months. Eventually, we had a name: Mark Felt. Neither of us had ever heard of him. We learned that he had once been number two at the FBI. David and I would meet every few days about the story, but we had our doubts. Chief among them was Felt himself. He was in his early nineties by this time, he had suffered a stroke two years earlier, and he was starting to show signs of dementia. The evidence supporting his claim was strong but essentially circumstantial. He had said nothing about the matter for more than three decades. He had only acknowledged the truth to his family a year or so before O’Connor called me, after family members, having put various clues together, had confronted him. He admitted to them that, yes, he was Deep Throat, but he was reluctant to go public with the information. Felt was proud of his part in exposing the corruption and obstruction of justice he saw in Nixon’s White House during the Watergate cover-up, but he also remained loyal to the men and women of the agency.

When David flew out to San Francisco to meet Felt in person, he found him in a diminished state. This meant we had to work around him to firm up the story. All we had to go on were sources at one remove: Felt’s daughter, a college teacher; his grandson, who had gone to school with O’Connor’s daughter; and O’Connor himself. They all confirmed earlier conversations in which Felt had described his role as Deep Throat. There was also Felt’s autobiography, published in 1979, which contained a number of subtle clues, as well as noncommittal but suggestive phone calls between Felt and Woodward. Felt’s daughter remembered that someone called Bob Woodward, whose name she didn’t recognize at the time, had come to visit her father in 1999, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Nixon’s resignation.

After about a year and a half of back-and-forth, we felt we had hit a wall. Then we came up with an idea that would allow us to publish Felt’s claims without the sort of guaranteed proof you want when you are wading into such a potential mess. We figured that O’Connor, like so many lawyers, might be a closeted writer. So we offered the story to him. We believed that it would give us a slight, gossamer layer of cover. O’Connor agreed and turned in an article that, after a number of rounds of editing, we thought worked. At that point, only a handful of people knew of the assignment: me; David; Chris Garrett, our managing editor, who had to sign off on the plan; and Robert Walsh, our legal editor.

We soon brought Susan White, the director of photography, in on the secret. In order to keep the circle as small as possible, she sent her husband, Gasper Tringale, a photographer, to San Francisco to shoot Felt. (I later got an earful from Annie Leibovitz, Vanity Fair’s principal photographer, who thought she should have shot it. I couldn’t disagree with her—although I did admire Gasper’s picture.) We set up a special room at the magazine, an office within the office. We papered the glass doors and kept it locked when not in use. We also put the story on a separate server, one that wouldn’t be accessible to anyone at Condé Nast, the parent company of Vanity Fair and a score of other magazines—and competitors—including Vogue, GQ, and The New Yorker. David Harris, our art director, joined the Felt gang. So did John Banta, our head of research, who oversaw fact-checking.

With our doubts continuing to linger—as doubts have a habit of doing in journalism—I knew that I could have settled the matter with a phone call to either Bob, who was still at The Washington Post, or Carl, who was on our masthead. I figured that if I called Carl, he’d call Bob, and Bob would get the revelation into the next day’s Post. And obviously if I called Bob, we’d get the same result. By this time, a dozen and a half Vanity Fair staff members were in on the plan. We had all worked together for more than a decade and the trust between us was rock-solid. We held the secret as closely as Bob and Carl had done since the early 1970s. The big trouble here was the lead time. This was before magazines had digital editions, so we had to edit the story, photograph the story, lay out the story, check the story, print the issue, ship the issue, and then wait for newsstand people all around the world to open their boxes of the magazine and start selling copies. With a monthly magazine, you have ten days to two weeks between the time it leaves the printer and when it appears on newsstands. During this period, the issue is completely out of our control, and we’d had problems before with printers tipping off someone else to a hot story. We’d also heard that The Washington Post had gotten wind of what we were up to. We couldn’t afford to wait until the magazine hit the newsstands, so we decided to release the story even before we shipped it to the printers.

In advance of printing and shipping any issue, the various top editors at Condé Nast were required to deliver a summary of each issue of their magazine at a grim affair called Print Order. Si New-house, the chairman, would be there. As would the president of the company and the heads of three or four departments. The editors stood at one end of the conference table with their publisher and anxiously tap-danced their way through a draft copy of their new issue. The publisher then reported on how many pages of advertising had been sold in the issue compared with the same month the previous year. The number of copies that were printed for each issue was dependent on the quality of the issue that was presented that day. Well, not quality so much as the perceived newsstand salability. I left the Mark Felt story out of my presentation for the July 2005 issue. I told Si after the meeting that it might be wise to print more copies than the look of the issue warranted. He nodded without asking a question.

In those days, you didn’t announce news with a tweet. You released it in successive waves to selected press outlets. Or you released it all at once and wide to the wire services, newspapers, and television news divisions. Which is what we did with our Deep Throat story. Just before we released it to the wire services, Beth Kseniak, our head of communications, gave the scoop to ABC News, which broke into regular programming with the story. By the following day, it was front-page news around the world. For the first seven or eight hours of that first day, though, all through the rollout, there was still no confirmation from Bob or Carl that Felt was indeed Deep Throat.

When David had told them about Vanity Fair’s plans to name Felt, they’d been cool, giving nothing away. What we learned later was that Carl had flown from New York to Washington to meet up with Bob and Ben Bradlee, their editor during the Watergate investigations. Ben was eighty-three and retired but still a dynamic force of nature. He called a meeting to decide how to respond. The three men were joined by Leonard Downie Jr., The Washington Post’s executive editor, who had been at a management retreat on the Maryland shore when he got the call to return to the office.

According to a front-page story in The New York Times, written by Todd Purdum and Jim Rutenberg, Bob and Carl stalled. They didn’t want to give their story away by simply confirming our reporting. And who could fault them? They’d kept the secret for three decades. (I suspect, though, that Carl might have shared it with his ex-wife, Nora Ephron; in Heartburn, her novel based on the breakup of their marriage, the husband is named Mark Feldman.) Ben spent all day trying to persuade Bob and Carl to confirm the news. Bob kept pushing back, because he had made a promise to Felt that he wouldn’t release his name until after Felt’s death or upon his request to do so. Bob questioned whether Felt was mentally capable of making the decision to go public and whether he was fit enough to release him and Carl from their promise. It turned out that Bob had a book ready to publish after Felt died, and our story would have doubly scooped him. Ben put his foot down. As Carl later recalled, Ben said, “Not even a close call. No way to go but to confirm it. We got beat on our own story.” Ben himself told The Times: “That story laid it all out, and it’s silly to say you have no comment and won’t even say whether the goddamn thing is right, when you know it’s right.”

I knew none of this that afternoon as the call for boarding was announced at the airport in Nassau. Anna and I kept moving to the back of the line, waiting for word about Bob and Carl’s statement. To make matters more stressful, the battery on Anna’s phone was about to die. After letting pretty much everyone else move into line ahead of us, we finally had to make our way toward the gate. Just as we were about to hand the boarding agent our tickets, David called.

“Please tell me something good,” I said.

He obliged: “Woodward and Bernstein just confirmed it was Mark Felt.”

Anna would later say she detected a tear in my eye.

Beth, meanwhile, was in the ABC News studios. She had booked O’Connor for Nightline, then the network’s premier late news show. Ted Koppel was the anchor. And he was a tough interrogator, badgering poor O’Connor with questions about how he could possibly know for sure that Felt was Deep Throat. Beth felt so sorry for O’Connor that she almost cut the interview short. As Koppel continued his questioning, her phone rang, and she got the news about Bob and Carl’s confirmation. Her eyes, too, began to water, both from relief and from the general tension of the days and months leading up to the moment. She watched as Koppel was informed of the news. He had been taping the show as if it was live; now he had only fifteen minutes left. Beth noticed that his manner changed dramatically: gone was the haughty, suspicious inquisitor. Koppel spent his remaining time trying to get all the questions out that he had avoided during the first part of his interview. Beth pulled O’Connor when the fifteen minutes were up and rushed him over to The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer on PBS. The next day, she rotated him among all three morning shows—a feat people in her trade consider a major trifecta. It was a wonderful moment for the staff and a great thing for a monthly magazine that was approaching its centenary.

I spoke to both Bob and Carl that week, and they could not have been more gracious. In the end, the Deep Throat revelation proved good for them too. Bob finished the book on Felt he had been working on, and The Secret Man was published that summer. Bob and Carl’s victory lap of the news cycle in the days that followed the Vanity Fair revelation was like seeing the journalistic equivalent of Watson and Crick, Martin and Lewis, or Brad and Jen back together, however briefly.
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Chapter 2.

Bitter Winters and a Lot of Hockey

Growing up, I worried at times that I was destined to become little more than one of those faceless, nameless men in the scenery of someone else’s better life. I was decent at sports, but nobody would have ever called me a jock. I read everything I could get my hands on, but nobody would have ever called me a scholar. I was clever, but nobody would have ever called me a brainiac. I was reasonably good-looking and could talk to girls and make them laugh, but nobody would have ever called me a Casanova. I had dreams, but nobody would have ever called me ambitious. Everything was impulse driven: toward sports, music, cars, books, films, and girls. It could also be said that my parents, and indeed a good number of my friends, thought that life, in the professional sense, had little in store for me.

As I regularly tell my kids, few people learn from success. A worthwhile professional life is built over a boneyard of failures. Early failures, as opposed to successes, are instructive. The trick is to keep them minor. And to figure out what went wrong and why. There is no school for editing, like there is for dentistry, cooking, or even real estate sales. Journalism is a lead-from-your-instinct business. You just have to be really curious, and care, about everything.

And so, somehow, in my case, with a lot of mishaps and a dollop of good luck along the way, things just worked out. It wasn’t easy all the time, but step by step I managed to achieve the four things the twenty-five-year-old me thought would bring me happiness in my adult years:


1. Living in New York. Greenwich Village specifically.

2. Becoming the editor of a big, general-interest magazine.

3. Being one half of a wonderful marriage.

4. Having a large, happy family and a dog.



All this came in time. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
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In the early 1950s, my parents packed up me and my younger brother, Gary, and we sailed from Canada to Southampton on an ocean liner, the RMS Scythia. It had been a Cunard Line workhorse during the war, serving as a troop and supply ship. Transatlantic flight was still relatively new back then, and most ocean crossings were done by sea. From Southampton we went to stay with my uncle Wallace, an otherworldly eccentric who lived on D’Oyly Carte Island, a family property on the Thames. We got there by means of a flat-bottomed skiff that was hauled across a bend in the river by chain. The house itself was enormous and dark and teeming with cats. Peter Cushing would have felt right at home. My uncle was, my mother told us later, a distant relation to Richard D’Oyly Carte himself, the producer of the Gilbert and Sullivan comic operas.

After a few weeks there, and then a stopover in London, we decamped to Zweibrücken, a small German town about an hour from the Luxembourg border. This would be our home for the next four years. My father was there with the Royal Canadian Air Force, training young pilots, and my mother had her hands full with my brother, who was not yet one. I was four years older and was on my own a lot of the time. I played in abandoned bunkers, learned a smattering of German, and spent hours with my Britains toy soldiers, the Fleischmann HO gauge model train I got for Christmas one year, and a small toy Royal Canadian Mountie. All of which I still have. We traveled constantly, and even though I was a kid, I remember the sight of European cities and towns that had been devastated by war. In the winter, my parents would head off to Chamonix and Méribel to ski, leaving us with our housekeeper, Frau Fleigga, a smoker of Promethean might. I had few close friends, and my brother was too young to be of much use to me, but I remember those days with great fondness. I was sorry to return home to Canada. Which we did, the year I turned seven.

Life in Canada for a boy pretty much revolved around skiing and hockey in the winter and fishing, canoeing, street hockey, and goofing off in the summer. There was little of the surfboard, bikini, and hot-rod glamour that American kids seemed to swirl around in. Family vacations were endurance contests that pitted inattentive yet restrictive parents against their captive children. Sitting in the back seat of a two-tone ’57 Chrysler—the one with some of the biggest tailfins Detroit ever put on a car—on a long, hot road trip with both parents smoking up front, and Perry Como and Percy Faith on the radio, was nobody’s idea of heaven.

My father had a number of skills, few of which could be turned to financial advantage. For example, he had the determination (and, as it happened, the bladder) to drive a full day in the car without a single stop. In the front seat he carried an empty mickey bottle that once held rye whiskey. This was for emergencies. When my brother or I had to go to the bathroom, he would hold on to the wheel with one hand and distractedly pass the bottle to the back seat with the other. We’d gingerly try to stick our little penises in through the neck to relieve ourselves. In most instances, there were some false starts, and when we were done, we’d screw the top back on, wipe our hands on our jeans, and pass the bottle up to the front seat. Peanut-butterand-jam sandwiches that had been made by my mother before we hit the road were generally eaten before 11:00 a.m. On one trip, to Niagara Falls, my father broke with tradition and decided to pull over to a roadside diner for lunch. By this time the mickey bottle was already full. My mother wanted to empty it in the bushes. But my father was starved and said he’d do it after we’d eaten. It was a hot day, so we left the windows rolled down and went in to eat. When we got back to the car after lunch, the bottle was gone.

Aside from his determination (and ability) to drive hours on end without peeing, my father’s abiding passion was wood. In all its forms. Especially firewood. Canadian winters are interminable and bitterly cold, and my father prided himself, as many Canadian dads did, on his way of being able to turn a crumpled-up page of newsprint, a bit of kindling, and a single match into a roaring inferno. He was also not one to part with a dollar unless he absolutely had to, and so the cost of firewood was a constant source of frustration for him. When we ran low, he’d wait until the sun went down and then throw my brother and me into the back of the car and venture out into the night.

My father would head directly for the wooded areas controlled by the National Capital Commission, the agency responsible for tending to the parklands around the capital city of Ottawa. The NCC’s woodsmen regularly cut up fallen trees and piled the logs by the roadside. My father had a big Coleman spotlight that he’d hold against the roof of the car to scan the side of the road for some freshly cut wood, much the way coast guard skippers do when they’re looking for survivors of a boating accident.

Once, as we skidded around a corner on the icy road, something caught his eye. “Now, that’s a yule log!” he shouted. And indeed it was. There in the snow by the side of the road was the log of my father’s dreams. It must have been a foot and a half in diameter and three feet long. We pulled onto the shoulder and padded into the snowbank. It took a while to chip away at the snow and ice.

Finally, we could fully see the prize. I was maybe ten at the time, and prying that log away from the snow was like getting a corpse out of the frozen ground. It was a bitterly cold night, and I could barely feel my fingers or toes. After a half dozen or so attempts, we dislodged the log and lugged it to the back of the car. My father opened the trunk and the three of us somehow managed to get it in, not without a fair amount of inventive blasphemy on his part. There were also a dozen or so smaller logs, and one by one we added them to the haul. Like moonshiners, we did all this in the near dark, with just the jerky movements of my father’s spotlight casting an eerie silent-movie aspect to the agony. By the time we were finished, the trunk wouldn’t close. My father pulled a length of twine out of his pocket and tied the latch under the trunk to the bumper. We jumped into the car after the heist, but the weight in the trunk brought the bumper almost to the road and our ’57 Chrysler fishtailed off into the night with the front wheels barely touching the ground.

Only another Canadian can begin to understand the level of cold experienced during the long winters of a 1950s childhood. This was before the days of goose-down jackets and fleece-lined boots. Winter uniforms both for sports and regular wear were composed of wool, flannel, and unforgivingly hard leather. It snowed for about five months of the year. After some storms, the snow almost covered the ground-floor windows of our house. My father would regularly howl at the heating bills that came in during the long winter months. At night, he would turn the thermostat down to 45 degrees. On particularly cold mornings, my brother and our sister, Cathy, and I would wake up with frost on the inside of our bedroom windows. Everyone had a frostbite story. My father used to say that he was skiing once with a man whose frostbitten ear had fallen off during a tumble. We were never quite certain whether that was true, but it went a long way toward ensuring that we always wore woolen caps outside. (Canadians call them toques. For you non-Canadians, we pronounce it “toooks.”) Most cars had electric heating coils that had to be plugged in at night to keep the engine blocks from freezing.

Hockey was everything—in part because there wasn’t much of anything else. We listened to hockey on the radio on Saturday nights, and on Sunday nights, we had dinner listening to Our Miss Brooks with Eve Arden. When we finally got a television, things changed, but only marginally. The addition of American programs like The Ed Sullivan Show and Bonanza sparkled up Sunday nights considerably. There was only one Canadian channel for much of my early years. Far and away the most popular show was Hockey Night in Canada. The evenings it was on, streets would be all but deserted. In the winter, we played ice hockey, and in the spring and summer, we played ball hockey, with a tennis ball instead of a puck. What baseball cards were to American kids, hockey cards were to Canadians. Americans had heroes like Mickey Mantle, Roger Maris, and Whitey Ford. Canadian boys had Gump Worsley, Maurice “Rocket” Richard, and Terry Sawchuk. At our Pee Wee league annual dinner one year, the great Detroit Red Wings forward Gordie Howe showed up to sign our sticks. The film Slap Shot, with Paul Newman, came out in 1977 and ran in Ottawa for months—much like The Rocky Horror Picture Show did at the 8th Street Playhouse in New York’s Greenwich Village.

The hockey rinks that most kids played on were outside and had sheds with potbellied stoves where players went to change or just warm their fingers and toes. Spending hours on the ice in the leather skates of the time could be a punishing ordeal. I still have a pair from those days and a young person who spotted them hanging on the wall of our garage not long ago referred to them as “vintage”!

Hockey was for weekdays. On weekends, we would go skiing at a club in Quebec about a half-hour’s drive away called Camp Fortune. It had been established before the war and had seen few updates since. There was a rotary wooden wall phone in the warming shed, and the only way to get up the hill was on a rope line powered by an old truck engine. Our skis were all wood, with primitive leather and metal bindings. Ski boots were low-cut and made of floppy leather and had less support than an average pair of basketball shoes does now.

I played organized hockey until I was about thirteen. There were no helmets or mouthguards then—no protection at all above the collarbone. And there was a lot of checking and roughhousing on the ice. Everyone I knew who played in their later teens was missing at least a few teeth. And something in the back of my mind told me that, whatever I was going to be doing in life, a complete set of teeth would be part of what I needed to get ahead.
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As I said, my father was a bit tight. For reasons that have always escaped me, we never had a pencil sharpener in the house. Pencils were sharpened with a penknife. At one point, my father decided that my brother, sister, and I were drinking too much milk. We switched to powdered milk for a few months. It was foul and undrinkable. My mother put an end to it simply because she thought we’d get rickets. Through my entire childhood, my father refused to buy a base for the Christmas tree. So every December we’d go out and chip away at the snow to find rocks that we would put in a pail that my father would arrange to hold the tree in place.

One year the government department where my father later worked after his spell in the air force decided to upgrade its storage system. In the course of this, they threw out hundreds of plywood shelves. This was old-fashioned plywood—as dense and as heavy as marble. The boards were about three feet long, two feet wide, and an inch thick. Two-inch notches were cut out of each of the four corners. Every day after work my father would bring four or five of these shelves home in his car, and then he and I would carry them downstairs to the basement. In the end, we must have had a hundred of them stored away. He had no real plan for them. He just loved the idea of having all that wood at hand.

I was in my early teens by this time, that brittle period when anything your parents said, did, or wore brought on serial waves of mortification. My father was oblivious to the embarrassment he caused me. In the summer he wore his World War II–era wide-legged khaki shorts. But he was rake thin, and even in my youngest years I knew that he didn’t have the legs for them. My mother and I would beg him to buy some newer Bermuda shorts, but he would have none of it. He was, it could only be said, also charmingly incompetent. In my father’s eyes, he was a misunderstood creator who could whip up anything on short notice. One Saturday morning, my mother came to my room, her face flushed and her eyes welling with tears. “Gray, Gray, you’ve got to come quickly! It’s your father!” I got out of bed and raced to the front door behind her. I don’t know what I expected. But what I saw was so unsettling that it caused me to hold my hand over my mouth.

It seemed that my father was feeling particularly expressive that morning and had decided to build a fence in our front yard. And for his fence he was using the shelves we had lugged down to the basement every day for the past few months. But he hadn’t dug holes for the uprights, or used a level or a plumb bob, or laid out the fence with a string guide, or done anything that a professional fence builder would do. With absolutely no planning or expertise in carpentry, he just hammered upright posts into the ground using a brick, and then nailed the shelves between them together one after another, the way you’d connect playing cards at their ends with a spot of glue. It was crooked and wobbly and went up and down with the terrain and just looked horrible. My mother and I stood there speechless. Neighbors began to stop their cars. Then other kids on the street came by. But my father kept at it, nailing one piece of plywood to another. Sometime before noon, he decided to take a break and went inside to get himself a beer. He brought a garden chair around to the front and sat there admiring his work. My mother and I hid inside and watched the scene through a break in the curtains.

A wind started to pick up and it got stronger. The first board broke away from the one it was attached to and fell to the ground. And then, without that as support, the second board broke and fell. And then the third and the fourth. And on it went, like dominoes. In a matter of minutes, the whole contraption had collapsed. One neighbor honked his horn as if in victory. Kids my age who were watching the scene simply lost control. I just closed my eyes at the shame of it all. My father was silent at the loss of his beloved fence. He sat there for a while and then went inside and up to bed. An hour later he emerged and called me and my brother to the front of the house. For the next two hours, before an audience of cheering neighbors and schoolmates, we lugged those heavy shelves back to their old resting spot in the basement, our legs ragged with scrapes from the open nails.

My father was good-looking in the way of David Niven. He was slim and had a wartime mustache that he kept his entire life. He was born in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan. His father had been an engineer in London who’d read Jack London’s The Call of the Wild and upped and moved his family to western Canada in order to go into business trapping beavers and selling their pelts. In time he had built up a decent-sized trading post. And that is where my father grew up, the brother of three older sisters. He was seventeen when he enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force at the outbreak of the Second World War and became a pilot, first flying Spitfires and then Lancasters, the British version of the American Flying Fortress. His mastery of these great warplanes at such an age gives credence to the adage that wars are fought by teenagers. Like a lot of his friends who signed up, he grew a mustache to look older. The rookies had another trick. They would sand down the collars of their light blue shirts to make it look as if they had been flying longer than they had. He loved to tell the story of a night of homemade entertainment during the war. A singing group that billed itself as the Four Redskins was to come out carrying signs with the words THE, FOUR, RED, and SKINS. But they got a bit discombobulated, and the signs came out reading THE RED FOUR SKINS. Not surprisingly, it brought the house down.

My mother, Margaret, had grown up in a leafy area of Toronto called Forest Hill Village. Her father owned a midsize industrial-soap company, and the family lived reasonably well. By reasonably well, I mean they had two Packards, a maid, and a summer lodge in the Muskokas, the lake district north of Toronto. My mother went to Havergal College, the private school for girls. And her brother went to Upper Canada College, the private school for boys. My mother was attractive and was going out with the captain of the University of Toronto football team when she met my father. Something clicked, and they began to see each other. One time, during the war, when he was home on leave, they went to the local movie house. As the theater began filling with young women and their dates—most of them in uniform—my parents found seats in the middle. They spotted friends here and there and waved. All of a sudden, my father broke wind. He did it so loudly that people in front of them turned around. He stood up immediately, turned to my mother, and said, “Oh, Margaret!” and proceeded to make his way across the other people to the aisle and left the theater.

My mother, bless her heart, found this incredibly funny and joined him outside. They got married soon after. My father was a great whistler and a great farter, and he could carry a tune from either end. He swore to friends that he could fart the “Colonel Bogey March”—the theme song from The Bridge on the River Kwai. He never performed that feat in my presence, but he did have a way of letting off air in the most unfortunate of public circumstances. My mother would just shrug, with an exasperated “Your father!” The one time she put her foot down was when he wanted to name our thirty-six-foot sloop Passing Wind.

When the war ended, my father opened a shop selling Parker pens. He shared the space with a man who made hand-rolled balls of rat poison. My father was a man of endless unambition and was simply not cut out for the world of high commerce, and the shop lasted a year. My father’s only real professional skill was as a pilot. And he loved flying. So he eventually reenlisted in the air force and stayed there for a good part of his career.

After returning from Europe, we had settled in Ottawa, Canada’s capital. Our neighborhood was called Manor Park, not far from the center of town. Only later did I realize how pretentious Manor Park sounded. And the roads there all had names redolent of English aristocracy: Arundel, Blenheim, Lonsdale, and the like. Canadian names were ripe for ridicule from non-Canadians. The name Avenue Road in Toronto even then seemed slightly ridiculous. (Years later, when I was working at Time, John Leo, one of the magazine’s columnists, loved to rib me over the fact that there were nine professional football teams in Canada, and that two of them were called Rough Riders—something he attributed to a national lack of imagination.) But we were happy in Manor Park. Kids left the house after breakfast and just monkeyed around until dinnertime. My parents weren’t alone in essentially letting their kids loose on the world with little in the way of supervision. After the war, many of them just did what they were supposed to do: come back, get married, get educated, and drop a few kids to replace them when and if. Childhood was not the spectator sport that it is today. If today’s parents can be labeled helicopter parents, ’50s-era parents were largely submarine parents: there, but not really in evidence. I played all manner of sports when I was in school—football, basketball, track, hockey—and not once do I ever remember my mother or my father showing up for a game or a meet. I didn’t hold it against them. Nobody’s parents came to watch their kids.

Ottawa itself was a quiet, post-Edwardian capital of moody stone-and-brick government buildings. The main department store, Ogilvy’s, sold thick clothing, and almost all of it was in tartan. There were few restaurants, and when a pizza parlor opened, the news of its arrival made the local paper. Kids rode their bicycles everywhere. Weather aside, it was a comfortable place for servicemen to settle after the war and raise their families. There were really only two major movie theaters, the Elgin and the Capitol, and these were where my friends and I would flock to on Saturdays for matinee showings of the latest David Lean epic, one of the Carry On or Ealing Studios comedies, or the first Bond films.

My parents’ life revolved largely around skiing, playing golf, sailing, and weekly bridge games with their best friends, Ian and Nina Maclennan, who lived not far from us. Ian and Nina were a big part of our family life. Ian had been a decorated flying ace during the war and then had become a leading architect in Canada. Nina was an eccentric English beauty. Their son Bruce was and still is one of my closest friends. The Maclennans were more sophisticated than us, more glamorous than us, more worldly than us. Our house was filled with modern Swedish furniture. Theirs was cooler and more bohemian. They had something on their walls that nobody I knew had—modern art. On bridge nights, my dad and Ian wore jackets and ties and my mom and Nina wore cocktail dresses and pearls. They would have highballs, then dinner, and then the card table would come out. Mantovani might be on the hi-fi. When Chubby Checker came out with “The Twist,” I remember looking over the banister and seeing my parents and the Maclennans dancing this new dance. I thought it all was the most glamorous existence in the world.

On evenings when others would come over for dinner, my father, who had limited interest in late nights, would make his way over to my mother at about 10:00 p.m. and whisper just loud enough for others to hear, “Marg, we really can’t keep these good people any longer.” He had a way of shaking hands at the door that gently steered guests toward their cars. Because he was charming and funny, other men adored him and women were tickled by his attention. When he was at the Maclennans and needed to refill his drink, he’d ask Ian where he should put his empty glass. If he harbored any professional dreams, he never displayed them, and he seemed content and relatively happy for most of his life. He was devoted to my mother, and never, to be honest, showed any particular interest in his kids. Like many parents of their generation, mine were benign and largely absentee.

And also like many of his friends, my father enjoyed a glass of rye whiskey at the end of the day. He mixed his rye with ginger ale. When I reached drinking age—actually, before I reached drinking age—I began to siphon off his rye into a hip flask. My father liked to mark his bottles with chalk, and when the surface of the whiskey dropped below the chalk line, I simply filled it up to the level with ginger ale. My thinking, such as it was, was that since he mixed it with ginger ale anyway, he wouldn’t notice the dilution. The result was that my father was drinking seriously watered-down cocktails at home. One night my parents went out to a dinner party and the next morning my mother said that my father had gotten so woozy that he almost drove into a tree on the way home. She said that she couldn’t understand it, because he didn’t have any more to drink than usual. I realized that he had become so accustomed to drinking my concoction that he could no longer handle the real thing. I put my own alcohol consumption on hold until I could buy the stuff myself.

In high school, I was a dreadful student. Constantly distracted, constantly daydreaming, and always just following my own interests. If Beowulf was being taught in class, I was reading Hemingway. Or Mad. If science homework was assigned, I spent the evening reading comics or building small models of Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome out of balsa-wood sticks, rubber tubing, and tiny nuts and bolts. I read a lot—just not what I was supposed to. In those days, kids watched TV lying on the floor on their stomachs. I always had a book on the floor with me—a rare case of being able to multitask.

On the learning front, I had a problem then that I still have now: spoken instructions for just about anything come at me like random words. I can only describe it as a form of oral dyslexia. In order to absorb anything, I have to read it. I am also unable to follow a map or follow any sort of simple directions. I simply panic. I remember getting lost up near Lenox Hill Hospital, in Manhattan, one day. Even though the streets and avenues run in a grid pattern and are numbered, I simply couldn’t find my way to Lexington Avenue and the subway.

I listened to rock ’n’ roll like any kid my age, but my true passions were jazz and folk music. There was a coffeehouse in Ottawa called Le Hibou, and my great friend Dave Caldbick and I would sneak out of our homes with jackets and ties under our arms. We’d put them on outside and would then talk our way into Le Hibou to listen to musicians like Ian & Sylvia and Buffy Sainte-Marie—always in a haze of cigarette smoke. Dave was a friend I carried through into adulthood. His father was the Queen’s doctor when she visited Canada. And Dave and I would spend hours poring over his medical books, terrified always by pictures of men who had contracted elephantiasis that caused their scrotums to swell up to the size of duffel bags. Bedtime until I was into my mid-teens was 9:00 p.m. I would regularly stretch it an hour, reading under the covers with a flashlight.

My family loved watching football on the weekends in the fall, although our local team, the Ottawa Rough Riders—not to be confused with the Saskatchewan Roughriders—specialized in dashing the hopes of its fans. Hockey was, as I have mentioned, a serious passion. As was boxing. On weeknights when there was a major prizefight, I’d listen to the bouts on the radio. Westerns were dominant in the ’50s and ’60s, and I watched them all. But my true love was The Phil Silvers Show, which was centered around a motor pool run by Ernie Bilko at an out-of-the-way U.S. Army base called Fort Baxter. I tell my kids that everything I learned about parenting or running an office, I learned from Bilko.

Decades later, when Tom Freston was the head of MTV, a network called TV Land that ran old programs from the ’50s and ’60s fell under his direction. The Bilko show was on the network until research showed that it was largely being watched by retired servicemen—not the ideal demographic for advertisers. Tom sent over a gift that became a part of the Carter lifestyle—a complete set of Bilko videocassettes. We had a stone fishing camp on Lake Waramaug, up in Connecticut, by that time. There was no cable, so I set up an old twelve-inch television in the living room by the huge fireplace and connected it to our videocassette player. For the next two decades, anytime one of the kids or I wanted to watch television at the camp, the only thing to watch was Bilko.

Bruce Maclennan and I and all the other boys we knew looked much the same—especially in the summer: checked short-sleeved shirts, blue jeans, and brush cuts with butch wax to make the fringe at the front stand on end. Bruce accessorized this look with a face full of freckles. When we were eight or nine, he and I would take the bus downtown to the YMCA to go swimming. Bus tickets were made of thin, red cardboard and were the size of postage stamps. They cost a quarter for a sheet of four. We’d gingerly split the tickets in two and with a black pen mimic the design on the other side. This way we got eight rides for the price of four. Swimming at the Y was not for the faint of heart. This was largely because we had to swim naked—along with all the other men, who ranged in age from teens to ancient. We saw hair in places we’d never seen hair before. Afterward we’d go to the Y cafeteria and, with the money saved from the bus tickets, get large bowls of french fries that we would drown in salt and vinegar. By the time we left, our lips were swollen and blue.

If we could scrape together fifty cents, we would go swimming at the Château Laurier, the big railroad hotel in the center of town. At the Château’s pool, we were allowed to wear bathing suits—which was a major part of its appeal. The Château Laurier was home to the studio of Yousuf Karsh, an Armenian photographer who had settled in Ottawa before the war. He shot mostly in black-and-white and took a number of iconic portraits of the celebrated figures of the day, including Winston Churchill, Mother Teresa, George Bernard Shaw, and Ernest Hemingway. Karsh was not just Ottawa famous to us. He was world famous.

My mother was a gifted Sunday painter and she urged me to paint and draw, which I did and continue to do to this day. As it happens, my ability to draw people would lead by chance to the beginning of something that became my professional life. I was eager without being particularly ambitious, if that makes any sense, about not only art but about what I wanted to do in life. I wanted to become something, but I had no idea what to become or how to become it. When I was about fourteen, my mother gave me two books she thought I’d like. The first was Moss Hart’s theater memoir, Act One. No book has ever touched me quite the same way. It showed me that you could achieve your dream if you found out what your dream was—and were blessed with a bit of talent and good fortune. The other book was Youngblood Hawke, Herman Wouk’s massive novel about a young writer trying to make it in New York after the war. Both had familiar themes of yearning. And yearning along with daydreaming were two things I excelled in. They were pretty much all I did.

After reading Act One and Youngblood Hawke, I knew that I wanted my adult life to be in New York, in the world of magazines or the theater. The city, that shimmering vessel of opportunity and reward, was where I wanted to be. It figured large in the movies I loved, like Sweet Smell of Success, The Naked City, and God knows how many screwball comedies. In those days before videocassettes and streaming, movies would be shown during the day a few times a week on television.

I would scan the newspaper to see what was playing. When something caught my eye—His Girl Friday, say, or Double Indemnity—I’d plot out my operation to stay at home. A gentle “cough” would arrive the night before. In the morning, I would be listless. My mother would jam a thermometer in my mouth at the slightest indication of sickness. On those mornings, when she left the room, I’d put the thermometer against a light bulb, checking it regularly until the temperature read just above 100 degrees. She’d come back in, check it, and suggest I spend the day in bed. Movies and the magazines I read were my guideposts to the more glamorous world outside our frosted, snowy windows. I wanted an adult life of cocktails, cigarettes, bridge games, witty banter, and clothes that weren’t tartan.

My one taste of being in charge of anything ended up in flames. And I don’t mean that in a figurative way. Pretty much every year, from the age of ten onward, I was shipped off to Camp Pontiac, a Canadian summer camp run by the Anglican Church. This camp, like so many others in those days, was intentionally austere—a mess hall with bad food; a tuck shop that sold thin, colored plastic cord that could be woven together to make key fobs and bracelets for parents; and bunks with scratchy bedding. When I turned sixteen, I was made a counselor, in charge of a bunkhouse with a dozen or so twelve-year-old boys. I was settling in on the first day of my first job and found a copy of Mayfair magazine from the summer before tucked under my mattress. Mayfair was a distant English sibling to Playboy. The women were a bit pastier and more fully dressed than the wholesome, otherworldly naked creatures in Playboy, but because there were almost no articles, there were more pictures. One of the kids spotted the magazine and asked if I could tear out a page for him. Which I did. Word spread, and by the end of the first day, the magazine was down to a few ads and photos of women in actual clothing. I used these semipornographic pages to keep control. Anyone stepping out of line got theirs confiscated for a day.

As I have said, I had modeled my management skills on those of Ernie Bilko. Strict, fair, but conspiratorial—that was the Tao of Bilko. I was a model of leadership command through the first few weeks. But a surprise announcement of a thorough bunk inspection on the penultimate day of camp threw me off my mark and into a panic. This was a Christian summer camp, after all, and I thought the fathers would be horrified by my housewarming gifts for the boys. I worried that I’d be thrown out of camp, my parents would be livid, and it would be a black mark on my record into adulthood. I gathered my charges and told them that they’d have to return the pages. The first kid I had given one to—who fancied himself a card and had clearly become the leader—said he’d give it back, but that it would cost me a dollar. I huffed a bit but paid him, and then one after another, the others came to me with their tattered pages in return for a dollar. By the end, I was down $12 and had a pile of photos and nowhere to hide them. I couldn’t put them in the trash—someone would find them and turn me in. Even if I tore them up and threw them away, anyone, even an Anglican priest, would know in a second what they were.

I crumpled them up, put them in a pile, and with a match set them on fire. God knows what I was thinking. Within seconds, the flames were half a foot high and I could see that the fire was beginning to char the bunkhouse floor. I stamped it out. A few of the boys looked on in horror. The rest, led by camper number one, were enjoying the whole performance. I managed to sweep the ashes out of the bunkhouse. I found some sandpaper and got rid of the singed area. The next morning, there was some sort of drama in another part of the camp and the inspection was called off.
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Chapter 3.

A Lineman for the Railroad

Decades ago, and probably extending well before that, there was a custom among middle-class Canadian families in the East to send their sons out West to work on the railroad for a spell. The parents’ intention was not only to get the boys out of their hair for a while but also to toughen them up and introduce them to the ways of the world outside their comfort zones. As it happened, one of my father’s sisters, Aunt Irene, was a vice president of the Canadian National Railway, a sprawling transportation network of trains, steamships, and grand hotels. It was as much a part of the national identity as the actor Lorne Greene, the star of Bonanza, and Hockey Night in Canada. Aunt Irene was a tall, thin, dignified woman. I don’t think I ever saw her when she wasn’t wearing a twinset and pearls. Family lore had it that during the final chapter of World War II, she had been the wire operator who sent word of Hitler’s death to news organizations across Canada.

Afterward, she went to work for the Canadian National Railway, also as a wire operator, and rose through the ranks. I was just out of high school. Egged on by my parents, I wrote to her, asking for a job. As she described it in her letter back to me, there were two types of positions available. I could be a groundman at $2.20 an hour. Or I could be a lineman at $2.80 an hour. Like any sane person, I had a fear of heights and said that I’d like to get a groundman’s job, which I was told entailed lugging equipment to the linemen, who would be climbing telegraph poles all day. She told me to report to the Symington Yard in Winnipeg. And with few prospects for the future, little in the way of resources, and only a dim idea of what I was about to get into, I found myself on a train heading thirteen hundred miles west to the capital of Manitoba.

I stayed with my aunt the first night and reported to the railroad’s headquarters at 7:00 the next morning with a duffel bag of my belongings: a few pairs of shorts, jeans, a jacket, a couple of shirts, a pair of Kodiak work boots, and some Richard Brautigan and Jack Kerouac books, acceptable reading matter for a pseudo-sophisticate of the time. The Symington Yard was a vast complex, one of the largest rail yards in the world. On some days it held more than seven thousand boxcars. Half that many moved in and out on a single day. Like other young men my age, I was slim, unmuscled, and soft. In the hall where they interviewed and inspected the candidates for line work, I blanched as I looked over a large poster that showed the outline of a male body and the prices the railroad paid if you lost a part of it. As I recall, legs brought you $750 each. Arms were $500. A foot brought a mere $250. In Canadian dollars.

There were about ten of us, and we were led to a room where a severe-looking nurse peered down our throats, checked our hearts, and then asked for urine samples. I filled the beaker to the very top by accident and when the nurse attempted to pick it up off the table, she couldn’t help but spill a bit down her hand. Two of the tougher-looking recruits behind me thought this was funny and one patted me on the back.

By the afternoon, I was on a train to a small town out on the endless Saskatchewan prairie—my head leaning against the window, my stomach aching from hunger—trying to figure out a way that I could get out of this in a few weeks and get home. This was my parents’ idea of what I should be doing. Certainly not mine. A man with the big, meaty hands of someone who used them in taxing labor was sitting beside me. He had brought his own food, and out of a small pouch he pulled a roll that had been wrapped in waxed paper. His sandwich was like nothing I had ever seen before.

To me, a sandwich was something made of white Wonder bread, with baloney or peanut butter and jam inside. But this was a round, soft roll and the meat was thick and breaded. The man noticed me looking at the sandwich and quietly brought another one out of his pouch. He indicated that I should take it. I made a gesture to say, No, no, I couldn’t. But he just smiled and put it into my hand. I wasn’t sure if he spoke English. I unwrapped the waxed paper and bit in. To this day, I don’t think anything I have ever eaten was as welcome or delicious. It was breaded chicken on a roll with a glorious sauce. I thanked him profusely over and over and he just kept nodding and smiling.

We pulled up to a siding where the conductor said I had to get off. I did as I was told and stood by the tracks as the train pulled away. When it was gone, I looked around. The land was as flat as a billiard table and stretched for miles in every direction. On the siding was a collection of boxcars. A man waved to me in a menacing manner, indicating that I should get over to him chop-chop-ish. I looked behind me and then turned back to him and gave a Who me? gesture. He nodded and I hurried over and introduced myself. He said nothing. He was in his midforties and built like a refrigerator. His blond hair was short on the scalp. Enormous veins ran down his forehead and around his nose. He had terrifying bright blue eyes and hands the size of catchers’ mitts. His incisors were pointed, and one of his uppers was enameled in gold. He looked through me, pointed to one of the boxcars with windows on the side, and left. I walked over to the boxcar, climbed the steps, and opened the door.

It was a Saturday, not only the day off but also the day of new arrivals. Men of various ages and sizes were stretched out on the wooden bunks or settling in. There were eight beds on one side of the door and eight on the other. Nobody said a word, but a fellow who was lying down pointed a nicotine-stained finger in the direction of a bottom bunk at the back of the car. I thanked him and sat on the bed and looked around. I was the youngest in the group. Everybody was smoking. Everyone had a mustache. And everyone looked a lot tougher than people I was used to. The bed was as hard as the floor. There was a single pillow and a gray, worn blanket that lay folded at the foot of the bed. As I was to learn in the coming days, all but one of the men had some sort of record—breaking and entering being on the bottom rung of achievement and grand theft auto at the top. Petty thievery and criminal mischief were almost entry-level accolades. Working on the railroad may have been a way to toughen up doughy middle-class boys; for others it was a sort of French Foreign Legion waystation between prison gates and semicivilized society.

We ate in the reefer car, which was broken up into three parts. One part was the cold box, where ice and frozen meat and other provisions were stored; one part housed the kitchen; and the last part held a long communal dining table. I sat down at the end of the table and was joined by a tall, fair-skinned fellow with curly red hair and a decent mustache. His name was Craig Walls. He wanted to be a writer and was taking a year off to pay for his tuition at the University of Winnipeg. Canadian kids in those days tended to pay their own way through school. Annual college tuition was in the $1,200 range, and therefore within striking distance if you worked in construction or the railroad during the summer. There was a certain pride in the deepness of the blue in the blue-collar job you took to pay for school. Construction was good. The railroad was better. Working in the oil fields of northern Alberta was the deepest blue of all.

Two others at our end of the bunk car became part of our circle, if you could call it that. One was a short, funny, wiry kid named Ernie, who had grand theft auto on his résumé. And the other was Errol, a darkly handsome lady-killer. He had syphilis and said that it required him to have a small whisk device inserted into his penis at regular intervals to remove the thin scabs that formed there. I don’t know if he was kidding or not, but when he told us this, Walls and Ernie and I could barely speak. But it did make Errol seem awfully cosmopolitan to us.

The next morning, the new arrivals were called out by the fellow who had waved to me from the siding. He never announced the fact, but he was the foreman, and his name was Herb Harzbeck. He was German and there was some talk among the vets on the crew that he had been in the war—on which side was up for debate. The vets called him “squarehead” behind his back.

On the ground were piles of equipment for the newcomers. We were told to grab a set each. There wasn’t much to the gear. There was a big leather belt about four inches wide with slots for tools. There were also spikes attached to braces with leather straps to hold them to your legs. These were called pole gaffs. The braces went from the instep to just below the knee. They strapped around the top of the calf and at the ankle, and there was a leather strap that went under the boot. After a few false starts, we managed to get the pole gaffs on and hobbled around a bit, the way skiers do with a new pair of boots. There was a pile of leather gloves with long gauntlets that came up almost to the elbow. We sifted through the lot trying to find a pair that matched and fit. When we were suited up, Herb brought us over to one of the telegraph poles to show us how to climb. Hands on either side of the pole, lean back, but not too far. And then drive the first spike into the wood. When that was set, drive the next spike in a little higher. Then the next one, and so forth. He was essentially walking up the pole, but vertically. He made it look easy.

It was anything but. I’d seen telephone repairmen back home climbing poles that had metal footholds all the way up, almost like ladders. But they wore safety belts that allowed them to lean back and fix whatever needed fixing. Here there were no foot grips. I asked Herb where the safety belts were, and he gave me a dismissive look. There were no safety belts. We took turns trying to climb the pole. There were a number of false starts and tumbles. I could get up maybe three steps before my arms gave out or one of my spikes didn’t dig in deep enough and I fell to the ground. This was all a terrible mistake, I kept thinking to myself. At the end of the demonstration and my own feeble attempts, I worked my way over to Herb and said that there had been some sort of error—that I had signed on to be a groundman. “No groundmen,” he barked. “Just linemen.”

Over the next couple of days, my general fear of heights and my more specific fear of falling off a telegraph pole began to subside. I managed to climb a twenty-foot pole. And then a thirty-foot pole. I began to get cocky, and in an attempt to scramble up one of the higher poles, I slipped near the top and shot straight down. In my shock and embarrassment, I hadn’t noticed it at first, but I had torn the front of my shirt and ripped big patches of skin off my chest. One of the patches held the few chest hairs I had grown by this point in my life. Herb took me to the reefer car. He cleaned off the blood and put a block of ice on my chest, which eased the pain. Then he wrapped my chest in a bandage. The skin began to heal in a couple of weeks, and within months was back to normal. And, lo, where there had been a few sprigs, something approaching actual chest hair began to appear.

That summer, I had been trying to grow my hair long. I wanted to be a hippie—or at least look like one. But one day, Herb motioned to me and Walls and made us sit down in front of him. He pulled an electric shaver out of his vest and shaved us to the scalp. So much for my dream of being a Canadian Abbie Hoffman. Aside from the lack of a criminal record, which in this group was like working in a hospital without a medical degree, I wanted to stand out. There is nothing more parochial or bland than being a soft, white Anglican kid from Ottawa. I feigned being something of a Jewish intellectual. In this crowd, the mere fact that I had brought books singled me out as a great thinker. A few of the tougher hands took to calling me “professor.”

[image: ]

Those telegraph poles you see alongside train tracks served two purposes back then. One was for actually sending telegrams. The other was to enable dispatchers to know where the trains were at any given moment. The telegraph wires would eventually wear out, and our job as linemen was to haul fresh wire up the pole on our shoulders, remove the old wire, let it drop to the ground, and then connect the new wire to the glass insulators on the horizontal wooden arms or spars. Once we had mastered the fine art of climbing, we were ready to be put to use. We were awake at 5:00 a.m., and after breakfast we suited up and stood around anxiously. Even in late spring, it was cold on a Canadian prairie morning, a few degrees above freezing. We would wear two or three layers on top to stay warm. A group of us would climb onto a motorcar—not one of those contraptions from silent movies, with hand-operated seesaw locomotion, but a motorized cart with benches big enough for five or six men on either side. We would be dropped off a half mile apart, on the assumption that we could each cover a half mile of track before lunch.

On that first morning, I jumped off the motorcar. There was already a climber a half mile behind me. And in minutes, one would be deposited a half mile in front of me. Other than that, where I was, it was just me and an endless ocean of prairie. The new telegraph line had been laid out alongside the track. The poles up ahead looked to be no taller than twenty feet. It took me two or three attempts to make it to the top of the first pole. Like all the others, it was covered in creosote, a black, sticky, coal-tar coating that preserved the wood but stuck to gloves, jeans, and skin. I survived the first pole. I survived the second pole. In four hours, I made it to the spot about a half mile up where the next climber had been dropped off earlier in the day. The temperature had climbed thirty degrees between sunrise and noon, and I had started gradually to remove layers of clothing.

The motorcar appeared in the distance and came my way. It stopped to pick up other climbers, and then every few hundred yards or so, we’d stop and grab the clothes we had all discarded as the temperature rose. This was in the days before bottled water, and by the time we were picked up, we were parched. There was a big cooler on the motorcar and a ladle. I opened the top and saw that it indeed contained water, but not just water. The surface was awash with dead flies and bits of grass. I dipped the ladle into the cooler and gingerly managed to get it out without picking up any extras. The water was warm and fetid. But it was wet, and I learned to appreciate it. We returned to the railcars for lunch, then went back out for another four hours.

One morning Herb threw a bunch of canvas hats on the ground. “Take them,” he said. We each grabbed one. The hats came with a fine mesh that fell from the brim onto our shoulders. They were mosquito hats. We were heading into a patch where the black flies were horrendous. Black flies are not like house flies. Canadian black flies are the size of a thumb tip and they bite. For three days we lived in those hats. We never took them off. We lifted the netting when we were eating to make way for food. We slept with them on too. At night, the sound of black flies smacking against the mesh screens was unnerving.

Evenings were spent smoking, drinking, playing cards, and reading. Then the whole ordeal started again the next morning. Weekends were different. At sundown on Friday, we were given passes on the Canadian National trains and could travel as far as we wanted, as long as we were back at work and ready to climb at 5:00 a.m. sharp Monday. On one of the first weekends off, Walls and I decided we’d try to make it to Winnipeg, about six hundred miles to the east. I decided to clean up, and resolved to take a shower before leaving. The routine for this was highly labor-intensive. It involved chipping off a chunk of ice about half the size of a cinder block from the reefer car and carrying it to the bath car. You put the block of ice in a pail and then onto a stove to melt it. Then you took the pail and poured the water into a contraption that looked like a watering can and hooked it on the ceiling over the shower area. You pulled the nozzle down a bit, wetted yourself, soaped, and prayed there’d be enough water left to rinse off.

There were no sleepers available on that trip to Winnipeg, so they put us in the mail car near the end of the train. We slept on sacks with the Royal Mail Canada logo on them. Old locomotives in those days had bunks right in the engine, and on a subsequent trip, Walls and I were allowed to sleep there. Meals were taken in the dining car. We were a pretty scruffy lot, so they usually sat us in the back, near the kitchen, where big muscular men cooked up meals on long grills heated by gas jets.

By most Fridays, though, we were too worn out to travel on the weekend. Saturdays were for writing home, reading, and the occasional water fight. The siding was equipped with dozens of fire extinguishers. They were big red canisters that you filled with water and then strapped to your back. There was a pump that you compressed with one hand, and a hose for the other hand. We’d load them up with water and divide into teams. Often it would escalate. During one fight, we climbed to the roof of the boxcars and scampered across the tops the way gunfighters did in old Westerns.

During one such water battle, we noticed an enormous machine off in the distance. As it approached along the track, we realized that it was a vehicle maybe two stories high and two or three times as long as a boxcar. It crept ahead slowly, deliberately, replacing old track with new track. Half of its very large crew loosened the rails in front of the machine. And the other half tightened the new rails down in its wake. As the machine got closer, it became apparent that this was a much rougher-looking crew than ours. We put away our water cannons and just watched as this army made its way slowly by us. In the distance, I thought I saw someone I knew, and as he got closer, I shouted out, “Bruce! Bruce!” He looked my way and ran over. It was Bruce Maclennan. We had only a few minutes to chat before he was called back to his crew. I was lonely for home by this time. Seeing Bruce and then watching as he headed back off gave me a lump in my throat—although knowing someone on this much-tougher line gang gave me a certain amount of cred among my own bunkmates.

The water cannons were always filled for emergency use. Often this involved putting out brush fires that started in the midday sun when what were called “hot boxes” went by. These were engines that spewed burning oil and accidentally set the brush on fire. We’d be sent out on motorcars to extinguish the flames. On my first fire call, a wind picked up and the flames licked skyward and singed my eyebrows down to almost nothing. They grew back, but never as thickly as they had been before the fire.

We were advised to stand well clear of the ditches that border the rails when the Super Continental, the railroad’s gleaming passenger train, whisked by every day. One rookie hadn’t heard this bit of useful information, and on his first day, as the train sped through, he got too close. He was soaked and a bit more: someone had flushed a toilet. Back then, there were no holding tanks on trains; when you flushed, the waste just emptied onto the tracks. The Super Continental came by at the same time every day. Often we’d make a pact to have our pants pulled down and moon the passengers.

Our cook got sick at one point and was sent home to Saskatoon. Herb announced that we’d each take turns cooking a meal. We had complained about the food when the cook was there. But with him gone, it deteriorated rapidly. I had never cooked a thing in my life. When my time came, I went to the reefer car to scout the provisions. There was a large leg of something, so I brought it to the kitchen. A coating of green covered parts of it, and I cut those sections off with a knife. And then I put the meat in the oven. I had no idea what temperature to set the oven at or how long to leave it in there. I didn’t want to burn it, so I set the oven at medium heat and left it for three hours. I told Walls about this, and he told me I was out of my mind. We raced to the kitchen and opened the oven door. The meat had barely cooked at all. And given that it was about a foot thick, he told me that we would need another four or five hours at high heat. Dinner was late that night, and as we picked through the stringy, undercooked meat, I kept my head low to avoid the looks coming my way from my fellow diners.
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