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GRATITUDE TO THOSE WHO HAVE POSITIVELY INFLUENCED MY WORLD, NONE MORE DEEPLY THAN BIRGIT.





I : THE RAVINE
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As a painter, I rank green as one of my least favourite colours. But as a naturalist, I view green as soothing to the eye, especially that chlorophyll-laced green of the first leaves in spring. I liken this luminous lime-yellow colour, which the French call chartreuse, to a warm bath for the soul. And when I see that shade of green, I think of the ravine behind our Toronto house on Chaplin Crescent, in what was then the village of Forest Hill. The first forest I came to know, my own private woodland, my own The Wind in the Willows world.


Would I have become a painter and a naturalist had I not lived where I did as a boy? Hard to say, but that ravine enchanted me and drew me in from the time I could walk.


Imagine a day in May of 1940, when ten-year-old Bobbie Bateman descends the wooden steps at the back door of his family’s modest red-brick Georgian home, set on a regular city lot. He heads purposefully across the backyard, down the slanted lawn, past the rockery to a white picket fence and a rose arbour, and through his dad’s vegetable garden. He comes to a rudimentary wire fence, easily cleared over, fixed to a log retaining wall. Maybe the railroad company had constructed it to shore up the banks, protecting the rail line that runs down the centre of the ravine. Twice a day, a black steam engine chugs past with its freight-car loads of coal and ice and building supplies. The Belt Line Railway, as it was originally called at the end of the nineteenth century, was meant to link the old town of Toronto with the villages and communities sprouting on farmland to the north. Yet young Bob can imagine an Indian hunting party quietly stalking through these woods; the ecosystem remains much as it has been for centuries.


On the north side of the rail bed is a creek that massively overflows every spring, creating a body of water sizable enough to justify the building of a raft. The creek is home to water bugs and minnows, crayfish, pollywogs, frogs and painted turtles; the ravine, to foxes and skunks, raccoons and mice. There is the smell of damp earth, the ambrosia of composting leaves and pine needles, plus the fragrance of the blossoms of the plum tree that grows by a favourite solitary perch. The boy takes it all in. He can hear willows rustling in the breeze, insects stirring in the brush, the sound of water coursing. And the birds.


As a child, I regarded the birds as my neighbours and I was eager to learn their names. Before I was twelve, my parents had given me several bird books, including Roger Tory Peterson’s A Field Guide to the Birds of Eastern and Central North America and Birds of America, illustrated by Louis Agassiz Fuertes. I knew the calls, the colours and the place in the canopy preferred by particular predators and songbirds. In that ravine of mine (or so I considered it to be) were warblers, thrushes, flycatchers, Blue Jays and Baltimore Orioles, and at dawn, I would hear the squawk of pheasants. Especially in spring, when migration was in full swing, the ravine was a chorus of birds. I loved, and still love, that symphony.


The other book that I read and reread as a young boy was Ernest Thompson Seton’s Two Little Savages, whose subtitle says it all: Being the Adventures of Two Boys Who Lived as Indians, and What They Learned. Very early in the book, the narrator, a boy named Yan, describes his frequent visits to a nearby taxidermist’s shop. The boy gazes “spellbound” at the window display of some fifty birds, twelve of which are labelled. “Osprey. Kingfisher. Blue Jay. Rose-breasted Grosbeak. Wood Thrush. Scarlet Tanager. Partridge or Ruffed Grouse. Bittern. Highholder. Saw-whet Owl. Oriole.”


The boy thought it important to know the birds, their names and identifiers, and he saw that the taxidermist had erred in his labelling. The alleged Woodthrush was actually a Hermit Thrush. Furthermore, “The last bird of the list was a long-tailed, brownish bird with a white breast. The label was placed so that Yan could not read it from outside, and one of his daily occupations was to see if the label had been turned so that he could read it. But it never was, so he never learned the bird’s name.”


To Yan, it was sacrilegious not to know the names of the flora and fauna in his neck of the woods. My ten-year-old self shared that notion, though I had only a vague understanding of the concept of sacrilegious and certainly could not spell the word. I considered it my sacred duty to know, simply by the shape of the tail—rounded or square—whether the hawk circling overhead was a Sharp-shinned Hawk or a Cooper’s Hawk or a Red-tailed Hawk. To me, that detail, that particularity, mattered a great deal. And just like Ernest Thompson Seton, I capitalized each species of bird when I identified it, and still do.


MOST KIDS START DRAWING mammals and birds at three and quit before they’re ten. I never stopped. The habit of sketching the wildlife I was observing took hold when I was very young, and I remember having smallish brushes always at hand. Mom, in particular, saw my passion, and she actively encouraged me. One year, I presented her with a painting of a dignified Elk for Christmas. I had, of course, never seen a real Elk, but the pages of National Geographic offered a model, and for the landscape there were multiple sources: our own ravine, trees from a golf course, a photograph of a mountain for the background.


The focus of my art was most often the menagerie of pets in the household. There was a black cat called Shadow, so named because she was always following us around. If someone asked, we called our canine pets “mongrels.” There was a dog the same colour as a yellow lab we called Wink, and later, a Canadian farm collie cross called Ruff because of a shank of soft hair at the back of her neck.


Those were just the domesticated pets. I also had a pet crow (who went unnamed), a turtle called Buck, a raccoon known as Cooney, and two Screech Owls named Blink and Rombus. Owls, I knew even then, raise several young, but there’s usually a runt that gets sat upon and hen-pecked, and often there is not enough food for it. I found a nest containing four young, and I took the two smallest, telling myself that this was a rescue of sorts. I fed them mostly pieces of liver. I would hold one of the birds to my chest facing away from me, then force the lower beak open and use a toothpick to stuff a morsel of meat down its throat. I’d close its beak so it had no choice but to swallow the food. Later, I started mousetrapping and feeding whole mice to the owls. I knew that Screech Owls require bones and fur for calcium. Soon I was cutting up mice, frogs and grasshoppers as food for Blink and Rombus, and each time I fed them, I whistled in order to imprint on them the feeding like Pavlov’s dog. Eventually, they were on their own but came back to be fed for a few weeks when I whistled.


Years later, my friend Bristol Foster and I rescued another runt, a Short-eared Owl we named Howland, who was the object of many of my sketches. He lived in the basement of the Foster residence, a rather grand house, where Bristol’s parents looked after him for years. His mother was a dignified lady with a spark of mischief, and she would go to the top of the stairs and utter the scratchy owl call that Howland had come to recognize as the dinner bell. Howland would hop up the stairs and happily receive the mice she had for him. During dinner parties, the Fosters would set him on the fireplace mantel, next to the chinaware pheasant. More than one glass of sherry was spilled down a dress when someone spotted the owl, perfectly still to this point, rotating his head almost 360 degrees. Eventually, Howland was handed over to Toronto’s Riverdale Zoo, where he lived to a ripe old age.








[image: Images]







Some rough sketches of my pet Screech Owls. The oily stain on the left is from a critter I was stuffing.









[image: Images]







My buddies and I used to go looking for Saw-whet Owls, which are quite tame. You can grab them if you sneak up just right. This page from my sketchbook dates back to 1947, when I was seventeen.







We were free-range kids, virtually unsupervised. Across the tracks and up on the hill were the homes of the wealthy of Forest Hill, but their backyards held garden pools or smallish lawns that ended in fences. And where the fences stood guard, our world began. When the trees, bushes and shrubbery were in full foliage, the canopy was too dense on either side of the ravine to see through. Feral boys—Al Gordon, my younger brothers, Jack and Ross, and I—did what feral boys are wont to do. We made bonfires, roasted potatoes and jumped over the embers. On one occasion, when I was taking a run at the fire pit to make my leap, I caught my toes in an old page wire fence hidden in the leaves. I fell hands-first into the glowing coals. I remember my mother put my hands in cold water, then cold towels, and still the blisters rose like so much tapioca on the palms of both hands. Badges of honour.


BETWEEN 1939 AND 1945, from the time I was nine until my fifteenth birthday, the war shaped our play. My family listened to CBC Radio, and I remember hearing Lorne Greene, “The Voice of Doom,” as he came to be called for his rich baritone, delivering details of the disaster that was the Dieppe raid in 1942. Before that, on December 7, 1941, we had heard the Edgar Bergen/Charlie McCarthy radio show interrupted by news of the attack on Pearl Harbor. Fortunately, the horrors of the war never touched my close family, and we boys innocently incorporated its drama into our make-believe ravine battles.


We built forts, and not just because of the war. We had a legendary, almost mythical “enemy”—a group of boys called the Gilgorm Gang for the street they lived on to the north of us. They were a rough-and-tumble counter to our bunch. We were budding birders and naturalists who played at soldiers but were pacifists at heart. Down the rail track was a dump that we plundered for building material such as plywood to make a roof for our ground fort. We dug into the hillside and loaded up on “ammo”—old shoes from the dump, plus paper bags full of the fine powdery ash from our fire pit. These were mortars to be launched at imaginary foes. Boys love an enemy, for enemies bring excitement and dopamine. We never imagined that the Gilgorm Gang would actually attack. One day, we heard angry voices approaching along the tracks, but we hoped the boys would pass us by or not see us. Nothing was said, by them or by us, when the Gilgorm Gang spotted our fort, demolished it, and then went back the way they had come. We, of course, could not handle a violent encounter, so we sat passively to one side and watched. They thankfully ignored us.


A SINGLE EVENT IN CHILDHOOD can shape a life, and that was the case with an episode that affected all three Bateman brothers, especially the youngest, Ross. I was perhaps twelve, Jack nine and Ross six when a young House Sparrow landed on the lawn behind the house. What Ross remembers is that Al Gordon and I had been downgrading sparrows and starlings as invasive pests, which might have precipitated what happened. As many kids in those days, we owned a BB gun, the classic Red Ryder model that had long been advertised on the back pages of comic books. My parents had set down certain rules about the gun: Use it for target practice only and engage common sense.


Never imagining that he would actually hit the bird, Ross took a shot and struck the poor creature in the eye with one of the round brass pellets. I remember telling my brother, “Ross, finish it!” There were tears flowing down his cheeks when he finally did end the bird’s suffering. My mother got involved, and she, too, was horrified. Looking back, I can see that, as the older brother, I should have taken matters into my own hands, but I did not relish the prospect of killing the bird either. We were all traumatized by what we witnessed.
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The Walt Disney film Bambi had come out that year, 1942, and we had gone to see it as a family. There is a scene in the film in which the animals flee in terror, and when all is quiet and safe once more, Bambi asks his mother why they had run. She replies, “Man was in the forest.” Ross, just six, looked on in horror, uttered an “Oh no!” under his breath and fled the theatre, with my mother chasing after him.


Ross was utterly changed by that incident with the young bird and by seeing that film. He would grow up to become an ardent conservationist and social activist, fighting to protect Carolinian trees, natural habitat and heritage buildings, among many other things. He has always felt that “man in the forest” creates problems.


Bambi and its creator, Walt Disney, also had a huge impact on me as I continued to paint. Disney’s artists were incredibly skilled at capturing the way animals move, and that impressed me. Beyond that, however, the characters of this animated dram—Bambi, Thumper, Flower and the rest—entered the public consciousness. By the time I was sixteen, I was almost mass-producing 6"x 6" paintings of these characters for the baby rooms of my mother’s friends. A popular rendering was Thumper by a pool, looking over Bambi’s shoulder, with mushrooms at his feet.


But I was a typical jaundiced teen, and I would surreptitiously insert an evil eye into one of the toadstools or show a Grim Reaper figure reflected in the pool. No mother ever complained, and no baby was ever frightened, as far as I’m aware. Now and again, at a book signing or an exhibition, a grey-haired lady will introduce herself as an old friend of Annie Bateman, and from her bag she will pluck one of my paintings of Bambi or Thumper or Flower. I cringe, but a part of me is at peace with my sentimental past.


IF THE RAVINE WAS CENTRAL to my childhood, so, too, was a little cottage some 200 kilometres northeast of Toronto, to which the Bateman family travelled every summer starting in 1938. Al Gordon’s parents knew Lake Boshkung (an Iroquois word that means, depending on which source you believe, “place of grassy narrows,” “meeting of the waters” or “place of rest”) and had recommended it. There, in the Haliburton Highlands, a second, very different landscape entered my consciousness.


The ravine behind our house in the city seemed to me wild and tangled and completely ours. The banks were steep, and in some places the giant willows in high summer were almost impenetrable. This ravine connected with others in the city, a ribbon of nature that led to the Don and Humber River valleys, promising almost limitless possibilities. But the truth was that an athlete with a good arm could throw a baseball from our backyard on Chaplin Crescent and hit one of the imposing Forest Hill houses on the other side, the area was that narrow and confined.


The land around the cottage, in contrast, offered wide open play space. The first year, we occupied a little hilltop cottage called Wildwood, but the next we rented a newly built unit, one of three closer to the lake. When I think of the early days at Boshkung Lake, this is the cottage I recall. Adjacent to it was a working farm with several hundred acres of pasture and all the animals then common on mixed farms: horses (plough horses named King and Queen), a cow, sheep, pigs, geese and a flock of black and white chickens. The Bateman brothers, pals Al Gordon, Don Smith, and Jack and Don Lowery, whose parents rented cottages alongside ours, had the run of the place. That farm had a deep influence on me.


I remember watching the farmer milk a cow by hand, aiming a squirt of warm milk into a cat’s mouth. I remember seeing chickens slaughtered, hanging by their feet and bled from the throat with a small but very sharp penknife. We watched the sheep being sheared and, when their time came, bled with a small butcher knife. The highlight of the summer was haying time, when we were encouraged to ride on the horse-drawn wagon and help the hired hands —or at least to try to stay out of the way. In the barn, ropes hung from the rafters, and we would swing like pirates and drop into the loose hay piled thickly below.


That barn, the surrounding pastures, the lovely sandy bay on Boshkung Lake, ringed by aspen, spruce and the odd white pine (then and still my favourite tree), was our playground. There were very few cottages on the lake, which lent it a pristine quality. The water was clear and pure, and we often watched as loons and Mergansers paraded past the dock with their young. And just as we did in the ravine, we built forts— first of bracken and then out of fallen logs. We played cowboys and Indians and commandos, and raided one another’s bastions. We made balsam beds in the style prescribed by Ernest Thompson Seton, and sometimes even slept in them. Because there was no electricity on the farm or in the cottage, there was no noise other than the sounds of animals, both domestic and wild. And the birds, of course.


In the evenings, my mother read us bedtime stories by the light of a coal-oil lamp. Often the selection was from Ivan T. Sanderson, a Scottish biologist who produced such classics of nature writing as Animal Treasure (an account of his expedition into the jungles of West Africa) and my favourite, Living Treasure (about similar treks in Jamaica, British Honduras and the Yucatan).


The landowner, Clayton Rogers, who would later become reeve of the township, had built several cottages on the bay and called his little enterprise Moorefield Acres, after the original owner of the property. It wasn’t just that Mr. Rogers possessed an entrepreneurial bent, though he did. It was more the case that by itself, farming in the Haliburton Highlands offered too meagre a return to support a family. He was then the virtual laird of this land, owning the entire south shore of Boshkung Lake and the hills beyond. You’d think he’d have been pleased when, many years later, I did my honours geography thesis at the University of Toronto on the future of the township (then called Stanhope, now called Algonquin Highlands). My conclusion was that the future of the township lay in tourism, but Mr. Rogers was none too pleased to hear this, for he thought the place deserved a grander fate, perhaps a more industrial one.


Every July during 1938 to 1945, when we lived at the cottage, we were in heaven. There was gas rationing in those days, and Dad had just enough fuel to drive up Highway 35, then a dirt road, and drop us off before returning to Toronto and his job at Canadian General Electric. Commuting was out of the question. Groceries meant a major walk or a row through Little Boshkung and Twelve Mile Lake to Mr. Rogers’ General Store in Carnarvon, though I remember an itinerant truck with red wooden panels driving up to the barn with supplies. When the truck didn’t stop by with bread, my mom or her sisters or her mother would bake it. And if we boys gathered small pails of wild raspberries, we got a pie out of the deal. “Go up over the hills,” Mom would say, for that’s where the berries were.


The conveniences at the cottage were few—except for a coal-oil lamp—but that only made the place feel more exotic. Instead of a flushing toilet, there was an outhouse behind the cottage. We hauled drinking water a pail at a time, using a hand pump located over a well near the farmhouse. An ice house at Mr. Rogers’ barn contained blocks of ice cut from Boshkung Lake the winter before. Getting ice meant making a trip to the ice house, digging a block out of the insulating wood chips, grabbing tongs, hoisting the heavy block into a wheelbarrow, conveying it to the lake to wash off any remaining sawdust, and hauling it to the cottage, where two boys or Dad would lift it onto the veranda and drop it into the icebox.
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All those raspberry pies made by my mom, my maternal grandmother or my aunts were baked in the wood stove. Towels and linens were vigorously scrubbed over a glass washboard, hung on the line to dry and then pressed, using irons heated on the same wood stove. The only phone was a crank-up unit at the farmhouse. And with only coal-oil lamps for light, we tended to rise at dawn with the sun and slide into bed not long after sunset. We would drift off to sleep to the sound of the waves lapping the shore, or the haunting call of a loon or a Whip-poor-will.


In 1946, Dad bought the cottage next door, the one that the Lowery family had rented since 1930, and we set about making it our own. Ross remembers being conscripted for that project. For a local history published years later, he wrote, “We gathered flagstones from the woods and lake bottom and built a rustic fireplace. ‘Grab aholt,’ Dad intoned, as we dragged old pine logs from the lake and cut them into firewood with a Swede saw; Jack and I did this, I should specify, or a cousin or two. Bob was off in the woods or over the hills, painting.”


The bay, the pastures, the forests—all seemed alive with wildlife. There were water snakes, hognosed snakes and five-lined skinks at Blueberry Hill. (For a while we called it Lizard-Up-the-Pant-Leg-Point, after one was observed running up into my brother Jack’s pants.) There were many chipmunks; one year our cat Shadow caught one, and only by tossing both predator and prey into the lake was the cat convinced to release her victim. It worked out well for the chipmunk. Bluebirds nested in boxes on the cedar rail fence behind the cottage, and one year I found a Whip-poor-will’s nest and a Nighthawk’s nest on Blueberry Hill, the only two members of the nightjar family found in eastern Canada.
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We all felt an allegiance to the place, in no small part because of the many comforting rituals that arose out of being there for so many summers. When, for example, our dad would return to the cottage and stay for the last two weeks of July, we would take out a flat-bottomed rowboat and troll for lake trout. Dad liked to fish; me not so much. In those days, you fished not for sport but in expectation of breakfast. It would be slow trolling with a copper line and a spinner.


But there were reasons other than fishing to man the oars. The family would pile into that rowboat and follow the west shore of the diamond-shaped lake until, after almost an hour of rowing, we stopped at the mouth of the Boshkung River. A walk upriver took us to a place where the rocks were flat: the Buck Slides rapids and falls, named after one Daniel S. Buck, who had built a log mill on that spot in 1862 (long ago burnt down), as well as a wooden flume to enable logs to move from Kushog Lake down to the mill. This mecca, where the water drops about 120 feet over a 100-foot stretch from Kushog Lake into Boshkung Lake, became our familiar picnic spot.


The water rushed down the falls at a wicked pace, but there was a spot at the bottom of the falls where a swimmer could safely sit in the water, with his back to the current, while the turbulent foam tumbled over his head and shoulders and offered the most pleasant massage.


For many decades, that landscape offered refuge. It was to become part of my family’s future.


I LIKEWISE FELT A SENSE of refuge in the unheated, glassed-in sunroom at the back of our house on Chaplin Crescent, a space that became my studio spring through fall. That’s where I liked to be, with my friends and brothers chirping at me while I painted. My brothers, both self-taught painters, also took up art, but neither had the single-minded drive to paint that I did. Jack was dragged along to my woodcarving classes in the 1940s, and he still has a few bird carvings that he pronounces “decent,” but as for painting, he says, “I started in 1945 and stopped in 1945.” For some thirty-four years, Ross made his living in commercial art as illustrator, designer and art director of an educational publishing company. Then he became head of a high school art department. His particular skill is gesture caricature. He has also done paintings of the scenery at his home and cottage that sell in the limited edition market. He’s very good, but he paints only one piece every few years. “It’s too hard,” as he puts it now.


Many years ago, and long after the rail line ceased to function as such, the city offered homeowners the right to buy the pieces of land that extended from their backyards into the ravine—indeed, smack dab into the middle of the ravine. Had that plan gone ahead, the ravine would have been lost altogether. A public space would have been cut up into so many private domains. But an activist named Kay Gardner got a petition going and saved enough of the ravine to create a crushed gravel path atop the old rail bed for walkers, joggers and cyclists. My mom helped get signatures for that petition.
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Me drawing in the sunroom of our house on Chaplin Crescent.







Two doors down from our old house is the Robert Bateman Parkette, set in the right of way that people use to access the ravine. There are benches here, and plaques declaring the Kay Gardner Beltline Trail. Another plaque, dated 2010, honours the tenth anniversary of the creation of the park, and carries some reproductions of my early paintings. I was fourteen when I made those, in that old sunroom with my pals looking on.





II : CHAPLIN CRESCENT
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Chaplin Crescent Winter, 1948. A Brown’s bread wagon on delivery to my house.







My father, Joseph Wilberforce Bateman, grew up on a farm near Tweed (Cookston was the closest village), in Hastings County in Southeastern Ontario. The family had come from Ulster, a province in Ireland, in the 1840s. Both sides of the family can be described as Ulster-English. When I was a boy, Dad would tell me stories about “being a small boy on a big farm,” so rural life was deeply imbedded in my consciousness from the time I could fathom language.


My time as a child spent on the farm at the cottage in Haliburton taught me to value the bucolic. A traditional farm, where the land and humankind coexist, where the touch of Homo sapiens is light, has always been an ideal for me. I lived in the city of Toronto for some thirty years and tolerated it well enough, but I have spent the other fifty-four years of my life so far on various country properties in Ontario and British Columbia. I am a champion of the countryside.
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My paternal grandfather, Joseph L. Bateman.
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My maternal grandfather, Clemens DeBryers McLellan.







I arrived in the maternity ward of Toronto General Hospital on the 24th of May, Queen Victoria’s birthday. (The timing makes a kind of sense, for I have been an ardent monarchist all my life.) When she bore me, my mother was thirty years old, considered late for childbirth in that era. My parents lived in a modest house at the corner of Craighurst Avenue and Duplex Avenue, and we stayed in that house until I was six. My mother’s mother and sisters, Agnes and Elsie, the latter as cheerful as the former was serious, lived just a few blocks away, so there was much visiting back and forth between the two houses—for Sunday dinners, for Thanksgiving, for Christmas and Easter and birthdays. We also had a “mother’s helper,” a woman named Marguerite, who helped Mom with child care. As I recall, we had two Ednas and one Pauline, who played similar roles throughout the early years. All these women in my life. I must have thrived in their care, for childhood seemed blissful to me.


Dad was a taciturn, gentle man, often with his nose inside a newspaper or a book. He had come from a long line of farmers in eastern Ontario; the men in that line said little and the women did all the talking. He had graduated from the University of Toronto with a degree in electrical engineering and was later employed by Canadian General Electric, first at its plant in Peterborough and then as head of the lighting service department at the Toronto facility. If you wanted professional advice on lighting your stadium, school or church, you went to my father. He met Mom when they both lived in the same Toronto rooming house, one floor apart.


My mother, Annie Maria McLellan, was born in Windsor, Nova Scotia. The McLellans, like the Batemans, were from Ulster, but my mother’s family had originated in Kirkcudbright, Scotland. The family seat is McLellan Castle (now a ruin), which was also the early home of John Paul Jones, the best-known American revolutionary naval fighter. The McLellans arrived in Kings County, Nova Scotia, in 1775. Coincidentally, both the Bateman and McLellan Irish roots are in Derry.


My mother’s paternal grandfather, Ebenezer Cox, built thirty tall ships in tiny Kingsport, Nova Scotia. Those ships sailed the world, and their number included Canada, the largest wind ship ever built in this country. My Cox ancestors arrived in Massachusetts at the very beginning of the seventeenth century. My great-great-great-great- grandfather, Captain John Cox, was born in 1719 and moved with his parents to Falmouth, Mass., at the age of ten. He later met and married Sarah Proctor, whose grandfather had been executed for witchcraft in Salem in 1692.


As Loyalists, John Cox and his family were persecuted, yet they still raised the old flag. Then in 1782, under the threat of death from an American mob, the family piled into a boat one night and safely made it to Nova Scotia. Family lore has it that John Cox founded the village of Kingsport. His gravestone stands in Habitant Cemetery.


The family built ships in Spencer’s Island, Nova Scotia, across the Minas Channel from Kingsport. We have a treasured picture of Mom from 1916, a girl of sixteen christening a sailing ship for the lumber trade, The Minas Princess. Spencer’s Island is where my ancestors built and sailed the famous ghost ship the Mary Celeste, which was found adrift in the south Atlantic with all its accoutrements, even heaped dinner plates, undisturbed and no one aboard. No passengers were ever found.


Riverine waterpower, tidal shores, plentiful oak, tall timbers and special skills ruled both the shipbuilding industry and the waves. When coal-driven, ocean-going steamships could rival the speed of tall ships under canvas, the supremacy of Nova Scotia and its small but worldly ports came to an end.


My grandfather, a ship’s carpenter, moved his family to where the coal was—Spring Hill, Nova Scotia, where he designed and built schools and churches. One of the latter still stands in Windsor, where Mom was born during construction. Mom travelled as a girl by horse-drawn carriages and cutters. Then her father bought the first car in Spring Hill, a Gray-Dort.
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Uncle Frank, my mother’s brother, who built our house on Chaplin Crescent.







Eventually most of that side of my family drifted to Upper Canada (as they called it).


An impressive member of the bunch was my mother’s brother Frank. At the age of sixteen, he went to sea on a commercial sailing ship; during the First World War he flew a biplane in the Turkish theatre. He described how he would sight a target below, reach to his feet to retrieve a bomb, and then drop it over the side of the plane. He was a successful dog-fighter against enemy aircraft, and was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross of the British Empire. His medal and other regalia were loaned to a private museum in Oshawa. When it closed (unknown to the McLellans), all the items were auctioned off and lost to the family.


Uncle Frank trained as a chiropractor, but that proved a poor choice for Spring Hill. He hung out his shingle and waited and waited for clients to appear, but none did—except one, who was referred to him in error. The story of that career was fodder for family mirth for decades.


Between 1934 and 1935, Uncle Frank built our house at 287 Chaplin Crescent. By then, his brothers and sisters and widowed mother had all gathered in the environs of Toronto and Oshawa. His maritime family had all responded to his note home: “The future,” he had counselled, “is here!”


My Aunt Agnes lived with Grandma McLellan a few blocks away; Aunt Elsie, for a time, lived just a few doors up, on Russell Hill Road. Aunt Agnes eventually married Charlie Browne, a George Burns type whose observations on the news or modern times would have even youngsters laughing. Uncle Charlie earned the ire of Grandma; it was the poor fellow’s luck to live in the same house with a teetotalling mother-in-law who pestered him. He was a connoisseur of fine tobaccos and renowned sherries, unlike our grandma.


My mother’s other brothers were Newman, who sold building products in Saint John, New Brunswick; and Cyril, who retired to Huntsville, Ontario. Victor, the youngest, was a garage mechanic. Another brother, Jack, was killed while serving in the army during the First World War. He was killed not in combat but during a baseball game, when a line drive struck him in the heart.


The genealogy of my parents’ families did not reveal much in the way of artistic ambition or accomplishment; when I looked into it, all I could uncover was an aunt who liked to paint pansies on tin plates. This made Aunt Elsie’s husband, Bill Sennett, an especially welcome addition to the family. Soft-spoken with an English accent, sensitive and cultured, Uncle Bill was a top watercolourist in the advertising department of the Eaton’s store, where he produced tasteful renderings of dining room suites and bedroom furnishings for newspaper and magazine ads.


He would play classical music recordings to entertain us, but insisted that the piece be listened to with respect for the music and the composer. If the room broke into chatter, he would lift the stylus off the record. When someone asked, “What happened to the music?” he would say, “Oh, I thought you weren’t interested.” Then he would delicately drop the stylus back down. But the minute conversation resumed and the music became background, not foreground, he would repeat the manoeuvre. (It was a technique I would later adapt to good effect in the classroom and at the podium.)


IN 1946, THE BATEMAN FAMILY embarked on a trek “down home,” as my mother called it. Gas rationing had made such a trip impossible during the war years, and my mother was aching to get back to Kingsport and Spencer’s Island, places on the Bay of Fundy that she once called home. I was the principal driver on that mission; I was allowed to drive most of the way as a “learner” as long as Mom was in the car. (I eventually got my licence on the third try, after being done in first by nerves, then by a missed stop sign.) We rented a cottage overlooking Minas Basin on the Bay of Fundy and spent the summer there. For me, it was a rare summer of idleness—playing poker for matchsticks with my cousins and not doing much of anything.


My only accomplishments were some sketches I made of relatives and their homes, and a watercolour of a fishing vessel anchored on a great expanse of beach at low tide (see art on contents page). I sketched the latter en plein air that July, and later made the sketch into an oil painting that still hangs in my brother Jack’s house.


MY FATHER WAS QUIET and steady and level. He sometimes liked to wrestle and roughhouse with his young boys, but it wasn’t until the grandchildren came later in life that one might have described him as playful. My mother, on the other hand, was bright and light all her life, and unlike my more withdrawn father, she was a political animal who had opinions on everything.


She believed herself lucky and often said so: She felt blessed to have married into the Bateman clan, blessed to have given birth to three sons. She had attended finishing school at Acadia University in Wolfville, Nova Scotia, then secretarial school, and was working in an office when she met and married my father. Once I arrived on the scene, my mother became a full-time homemaker. My brothers, Jack and Ross, were born precisely three years and six years later.


As young boys, we cherished our mother’s cooking, which was not always haute cuisine. The entire family went to church on Sunday morning, and Mom would put a roast in the oven beforehand. We’d have the major meal of the day after church. Then we’d be out of doors, on a hike through the ravine or a place nearby we called Woodland Glen; three kilometres to the east was Sherwood Park, at Lawrence and Yonge. Fall through spring, we would hike in these places, returning in the late afternoon to make a fire in the fireplace and haul out card tables and white tablecloths. Then came the treat: Velveeta cheese mixed with mayonnaise on white bread, broiled with bacon strips and topped with a slice of tomato. From time to time, Mom made what we called Grandma’s brown bread. It contained cornmeal and molasses and glutinous flour. Moist and slightly chewy, it was always a treat, and a must with homemade baked beans.


Mom was the innovator in the family, always with a project in mind. The Protestant work ethic had a firm grip on her, and she frowned on indolence and lying about. She led by example rather than talk. Even in her later years, she was always doing something, whether at home or on a visit—reupholstering the couches at the cottage, cleaning the kitchen stove at my house. She rarely sat down. That instinct was passed on to me, as my children and adult friends would discover; I conscript them for work detail much as my mother conscripted her offspring. She was always pressing Dad, who seldom wanted to spend money, for one home improvement or another. If her family could not fulfill my mom’s plans—at least the ones requiring funding—the plans were stalemated.


In the house on Chaplin Crescent, we prized ritual, and never more so than at Christmas. Dad would hang little red wreaths in five windows of the house, including one in my bedroom, and one of my most cherished memories is of falling asleep while staring at the red glow from a single bulb at the base of the wreath. Another tradition was the front yard rink Dad made. Trees eliminated the possibility of hockey, but the three Bateman boys would skate there, circling the trees as we went.


On Christmas morning, we would assemble at the top of the stairs and sing a special song, one that perhaps my mother had brought with her from the Maritimes. It went,
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