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Introduction

Somewhere within the vast cybernetic archives of the Globe and Mail, my former employer, a brief message is interred. It was sent to me from a much-coveted e-mail address—baldymonk@aol.com—the handle used for many years by Leonard Cohen. I had written to him proposing to organize an oral biography of his extraordinary life, a book based on interviews with his friends, family, bandmates, backup singers, record producers, monks, rabbis, and lovers—a book not unlike the one you now hold, literally or electronically, in your hands.

Cohen, infallibly sympathetic to even the most outlandish journalistic inquiries, responded with alacrity. It was, he allowed, an intriguing idea—I think he might have even used that word. But alas, he was then—this was about 2007—knee-deep in the miasmic swamps of litigation with his former business manager, who stood accused of relieving his bank account of some five million American dollars. It had been enough, he joked in interviews at the time, to put a crimp in his mood.

Therefore, as encouraging as he might have wanted to be, the prospect of his being able to sanction and then cooperate in what he probably would have called my little enterprise, had to be considered remote. Perhaps, he said, we could revisit the proposal when the smoke had cleared, though he would never have resorted to such a prosaic construct. It was as gracious a letdown as one could have hoped for.

Time passed, and Cohen was soon engaged in what would turn out to be the remarkable final chapter of his professional life: a worldwide concert tour that would span the better part of five years and solidify his rightful lease (had it ever been in doubt?) on the penthouse suite in the Tower of Song. Not incidentally, it would also replace the coin allegedly pilfered from the Cohenian coffers. Replace, and then some.

And then, in November 2016, Leonard Norman Cohen passed away, having endured, silently and stoically, the frightful pains and indignities of blood cancer. Not long after, it occurred to me to resurrect the oral biography. Cohen himself was gone, but scores, if not hundreds of people, who had been part of his life were still alive. Their stories were still untold, and they had powerful insights still to share.

And his was a life that deserved to be more closely examined. Not just a poet-novelist, not just a singer-songwriter, he functioned as a kind of seer, a magus. His songs were more than songs—they were hymns and psalms. Often writing in the hip, accessible, ironic vernacular, Cohen had matured into a master cartographer of the human heart and its many mysteries, commingling the sacred and the profane. A friend of his had once cautioned him: “Leonard, you have to decide whether you’re a lecher or a priest.” Well-intentioned advice, but wrong. He was both—we all are—and our challenge is to come to terms with that reality.

Cohen’s body of work, I was further convinced, would stand the test of time. Future generations would continue to read his poetry and novels, to savour his music, and honour his name. Cultural historians would pore over his archives, trying to connect the dots between the life of the man and the works he created. Although several very good biographies of Cohen had already been published, in various languages, I knew there was more to discover, that aspects of the diverse worlds in which he circulated—Jewish and Buddhist, literary and musical, to say nothing of his labyrinthine travels in the realms of romance—were still unexplored and could add significantly to our understanding.

And so I began. Like too much of the rest of my life, my process was largely haphazard and chaotic. But, perhaps inevitably, one interview typically led to two others, and stories, most of them entirely new, began to accumulate. By January 2020, I had completed more than five hundred separate interviews, visited Montreal, New York, Los Angeles, London, Tel Aviv, Austin, and Hydra, and accumulated thousands of hours of tape. By the time I finished transcription, the full manuscript ran north of half a million words, virtually a No Fly Zone for even the most intrepid publisher. It was my incredibly good fortune to find, in Simon & Schuster Canada, a publisher willing to contemplate and ultimately champion not one book but, as currently envisaged, three.

One cautionary note: This is, transparently, a book of recollected memories. But I cannot offer a blanket guarantee of their accuracy. Nor, in many instances, can the interviewees themselves, especially when recalling events that may have occurred decades ago. Moreover, although everyone spoke eagerly and candidly about Cohen, more than occasionally, their recollections and viewpoints were in conflict. I have largely refrained from adjudicating these disputes. That, I submit, is part of the virtue of oral biography; everyone gets to take the stand, and the jurors—readers—decide whose version of the truth they endorse. I cannot think of anyone more likely to embrace the implicit contradictions and ambiguities—this Rashomon version of his life—than Leonard Cohen himself.

And who knows? Perhaps he wasn’t simply being kind when he answered my exploratory e-mail thirteen years ago. Perhaps he really did intend, one day, to confer his priestly blessing on my little enterprise. And now, from whatever empyrean realm he inhabits, he has.

—Michael Posner Toronto May 2020






CHAPTER ONE The House of Cohen



I had a very Messianic childhood. I was told I was a descendant of Aaron, the high priest. My parents actually thought we were Kohenim—the real thing. I was expected to grow into manhood leading other men.

—Leonard Cohen

The one thing everyone—rich, poor, gentile, Jew, upper, middle, or lower—had in common was, notwithstanding Leonard’s success, an extreme anxiety over any sign their children showed that they wanted to emulate him.

—Barrie Wexler



It is appropriate that Leonard Cohen’s boyhood home—at 599 Belmont Avenue—was situated along the multiple lines of cultural and ethnic identity that would ultimately shape him. By the standards of Montreal’s verdant Westmount, the home was modest, located at the southern terminus of Belmont, the lower end of the neighbourhood’s socioeconomic spectrum. But it connected directly to aboriginal, French, British, and Jewish communities.

A brick, semidetached structure, the home backed onto what is formally known as King George Park, renamed for the former British monarch who visited the city in 1939. But in Cohen’s youth—and even now—it was popularly known by its original name, Murray Hill Park, in memory of William Murray, the Anglophone industrialist-turned-gentleman-farmer whose family sold it, after his death, to the city in 1920. Barrie Wexler, who grew up in Westmount, was a disciple and friend of Cohen’s for thirty years.

BARRIE WEXLER: Murray founded the Beaver Steamship Line. In 1759, he bought a tract of farmland from the Leduc family, which had owned it since 1723. Murray built a Victorian mansion and farmed the surrounding area. He named the house West Mount, which later became the town’s name. When the house was demolished, the lands were turned into Murray Hill Park—the green heart of Westmount, a place that still exudes entitlement.



Long before Murray, of course, the area had been settled by immigrants from France, like the Leducs. And for centuries before that, its fourteen acres—and everything for miles around it—had been the ancestral home of Canada’s aboriginal peoples, specifically the Iroquois. Indeed, local legend suggests that Iroquois graves still lie beneath the park’s grassy slopes.

Belmont Avenue itself may have been named by the French farmers who began arriving in New France in the seventeenth century: belle mont or beautiful mountain. But it was more likely named for Father François Vachon de Belmont, a highborn leader of the missionary Society of the Priests of Saint-Sulpice, which played the dominant role in Montreal’s development during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Belmont, also trained as an architect, built a fortified mission at what is now 2065 Sherbrooke Street West, known as the Fort des Messieurs, or Priests’ Farm. It was less than a mile from Cohen’s family home. Two of its original towers still stand. Belmont himself served thirty-one years—1701–1732—as superior of the Sulpicians. There was also a Belmont Street in the downtown core.

Cohen himself once described Westmount as “a collection of large stone houses and lush trees arranged on the top of the mountain, especially to humiliate the underprivileged.”

BARRIE WEXLER: You have to understand Westmount in context, especially its upper and middle sectors, which were then made up of affluent WASP and Jewish elites. The rest of Canada always had an uncomfortable relationship with Quebec, and vice versa. And the province has always been extremely wary of Montreal, where the maudits anglais lived. And Montreal, in general, always despised Westmount, an enclave of the rich and powerful. At the same time, Westmount’s rich and powerful gentiles distrusted the town’s emerging rich and powerful Jews, not to mention the fact that the not-so-rich-and-powerful residents of lower Westmount were not huge fans of the ones up the hill. The one thing everyone—rich, poor, gentile, Jew, upper, middle, or lower—had in common was, notwithstanding Leonard’s success, an extreme anxiety over any sign their children showed that they wanted to emulate him.

CHARLIE GURD: Westmount was not just a throwback to Victorianism, but to Edwardianism. Westmounters then controlled the economy of Canada. Poetry was about Yeats and the British Lake District Romantic poets.

BARRIE WEXLER: All the kids in upper Westmount and half of those in the middle went to private schools. Everyone I knew, except my family, owned summer homes in the Laurentians or the Eastern Townships. There were cotillion classes in grade school and coming-out debutante balls. Everyone’s mother volunteered at a hospital gift shop, and everyone’s father belonged to the Mount Royal Club, if they were gentile, or the Montefiore Club, if they weren’t.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: You can draw a circle of eight or ten blocks in Westmount and everybody knew everybody. Back then, Westmount had its own police department and school board, very small town, very close. And if the police saw you on the street after six o’clock, they would invariably pull you over and ask why you weren’t home.



To enter Westmount was not only to enter a moneyed, privileged enclave, but something of a time warp.

BARRIE WEXLER: Snow was whisked off the streets before the rest of the city had finished cursing. Even French-Canadian taxi drivers obeyed Westmount traffic rules—slowing to twenty miles an hour when approaching intersections. The town maintained all kinds of idiosyncratic regulations. At Westmount’s public library, books like J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye and Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar were considered obscene and kept on what they called “a closed shelf”—a locked room. You couldn’t skate on the rinks in any of the municipal parks on Sundays. And you couldn’t hail a taxi on the street, not even on its main thoroughfare, Sherbrooke. The cabs just wouldn’t stop. No one spoke French, of course.



In the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, when Leonard Cohen was growing up, Westmount was only beginning to witness an influx of Jewish families.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: Here’s what happened. There were no Jews in Westmount. When my family moved there, there were none. It was rabidly anti-Semitic. I could not get home from school without both fists going. Someone was going to get a bloody nose, me or them. There were no other Jews in my class of thirty people. I knew Morton [Rosengarten] before Leonard did. I’d been there for two or three years before he arrived, on Upper Belmont. Thank God he did, because then I had someone to fight those nasty gentiles with. They called us “dirty Jew” and “Christ killer.” Morton was my first friend—we were very close. If Cohen was in the neighbourhood, I didn’t know.

RUTH COHEN: My husband’s father, A. Z. Cohen [Leonard’s great-uncle], went to McGill in 1905. There were two Jews in the graduating class.



Apart from his family’s modified Orthodox practice in the home, Cohen’s principal Jewish connection was located a mere ten-minute walk away, at Shaar Hashomayim [Gate of the Heaven] Synagogue, at the corner of Kensington Avenue and Côte-Saint-Antoine. The name is taken from a passage in Genesis pertaining to Jacob’s dream. From the late nineteenth century, the extended Cohen family had a foundational relationship with the synagogue as donors and volunteer executives.

RUTH COHEN: If there was a Jewish aristocracy, the Cohens were it.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: I don’t know if the Cohens were royalty, but they were very prominent, well connected, woven into the entire background of Westmount. Royalty connotes pomp and ceremony and overly due deference. I don’t think that was the case.



Canada’s second-oldest congregation, Shaar Hashomayim had broken away from the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue in 1859, in part because its congregants wanted to restore Western European musical traditions to the services. Among members of its 1,300 families are some of the most distinguished Canadians, including more than fifty recipients of the Order of Canada—Leonard Cohen, ultimately, among them. The shul even boasted an official coat of arms, presented by Queen Elizabeth II on its 150th anniversary. At Shaar Hashomayim, Cohen regularly attended Sunday school, holiday observances, and, in 1947, celebrated his bar mitzvah. Of course, synagogue attendance was also a ritual.

LEONARD COHEN: There was no choice in the matter. It wasn’t duress and it wasn’t choice. It was just something you did. But I never minded it. For one thing, I loved the language and I liked the music very much, and I liked my family. We were sitting there in that third row—my uncle Horace, my cousin David, and then me, and then Uncle Lawrence and then the cousins and then Uncle Sidney and the other cousins. There was a whole string of Cohens standing up there and singing our hearts out.

GIDEON ZELERMYER: The Cohens sat in row C. The [family prayer] books are there.



In fact, at services, the extended Cohen clan occupied two entire rows.

LEONARD COHEN: Through the long periods in the service when you couldn’t really get away with gossiping or talking, there was the prayer book in front of me, and it was fascinating. It was translated on one side. My Hebrew was almost nonexistent except for the liturgy. It was right-wing Conservative. I didn’t learn so much about this written tradition, but I learned a lot about the responsibility and the love of the tradition—because the people really loved it. These were real events—the Hebrew calendar that was celebrated, Hanukkah. A deep love was being manifested and these were the terms on which we met.



Still, Cohen was conscious of a vacuum at the heart of the observance, one that would evolve into a searing critique of how midcentury Jews practiced their religion.

LEONARD COHEN: What I missed in the tradition was that nobody ever spoke to me about methods, about meditations. I was hungry as a young man—I wanted to go into a system a little more thoroughly. I wanted to be exposed to a different kind of mind.



The Cohens, as the family name implies, were also Kohens—descendants of Moses’s brother, Aaron, members of Judaism’s priestly caste, whose ancestors had presided over the Temple in Jerusalem.

CAROL ZEMEL: Leonard was a Kohen, and he consciously lived that life. That was always central to how he thought of himself. He used to, semi-jokingly, refer to the pain in his penis, left by circumcision. Well, more delusions of grandeur. There was a sense of huge wisdom—the wisdom of the Kohenim.

LEONARD COHEN: I strongly felt that my family was conscious of representing something important. For example, my name, Cohen, means “rabbi” [it actually means “priest”]. I had the impression that my family took this literally, that they felt that in a way they were rabbis by heredity… They were conscious of their own destinies and of their responsibility to the community. They founded synagogues, hospitals, and newspapers. I felt like I had received a heritage that concerned my own destiny in the world.



Jewish observance and identity were effectively coded into Cohen’s DNA. His paternal great-great-uncle, Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Cohen (1862–1950)—born in Budwicz, Lithuania, and educated at the Volozhin Yeshiva—arrived in Montreal in 1889 and served as unofficial chief rabbi of both Montreal and Canada. An active Zionist, he was superintendent of the Talmud Torah schools, worked as the Jewish prison chaplain, and presided over efforts to resolve community tensions relating to kosher slaughter. His 1950 funeral attracted one of the largest gatherings of rabbinical and political leaders in Montreal’s history.

Zvi Hirsch Cohen’s brother, Lazarus (Leonard Cohen’s great-grandfather, for whom he was named), emigrated from Lithuania in the late 1860s. He established himself as a merchant and lumberman in Maberly, Ontario, a pioneer Scottish and Irish settlement, about a hundred miles from Ottawa. A few years later, his wife, Frayda Garmaise Cohen, and their three-year-old son, Lyon, followed. Another son, Abraham Zebulon (A.Z.), was born in Canada. In 1883, Lazarus relocated to Montreal, setting up L. Cohen and Sons, coal merchants. In time, his business interests expanded to include W. R. Cuthbert & Co., a brass foundry, in 1895, and in 1900, the Canadian Improvement Co., the first dredging contractor in the country. In fact, the family firm won government contracts to dredge most of the provincial rivers that fed into the St. Lawrence.

Lazarus Cohen, by any measure, was a pillar of the community and of the McGill College Avenue Synagogue (it later became the Shaar Hashomayim). He was treasurer of the Baron de Hirsch Institute, on behalf of which he helped establish agricultural settlements for immigrant Jews in western Canada, and was active in B’nai B’rith, the Hebrew Free School.

In 1894, Lazarus Cohen made a journey that few North American Jews in those days undertook—to visit Jewish settlements in Ottoman-ruled Palestine. He even acquired land there, it is said. Although he was sick for many years after 1900, the congregation continued to elect him president. As Rabbi Wilfred Shuchat later wrote, it “had more confidence in an ill Lazarus Cohen than in any other alternative.”

Born in 1868, Lazarus’s son, Lyon Cohen, was educated at the McGill Model School and the Catholic Commercial Academy, and was a medalist and valedictorian at graduation. Arguably even more entrepreneurial than his father, Lyon eventually handed off the coal business to his younger brother, A. Z. Cohen, and focused on the other family businesses: W. R. Cuthbert & Co.; Canadian Improvement Co.; and, in 1906, the Freedman Co., which he bought from Samuel Freedman and turned into one of the country’s leading wholesale manufacturers of menswear. It was located in what was then known as the Sommer Building, on what is now De Maisonneuve Boulevard in downtown Montreal.

ALAN GOLDEN: All kinds of nice things were said about Lyon, but I think he was a tough guy in business.

PETER KATOUNDAS: It seems Leonard’s grandfather [Lyon] was the entrepreneurial genius who put together this business empire and later passed it on to his sons to manage.

RUTH COHEN: Lyon was a tough guy, bossy. We bought coal from L. Cohen and Sons to heat our apartment. It was a household name. Lyon was the founder of everything and very well respected.



Lyon Cohen, as president of the Clothing Manufacturers’ Association of Montreal—and later, president of the Canadian Export Clothiers, Ltd.—was particularly tough on the then-fledgling trade union movement, resisting its efforts to unionize factories. At one point, in 1916, Lyon fired a union rep, claiming his union activity had affected factory production. Despite appeals that he be reinstated, Lyon refused. Soon after, three hundred Freedman employees went on strike. Lyon clandestinely arranged for his suits to be made by another manufacturer, but those workers then struck in solidarity; eventually, more than three thousand labourers from thirteen CMAM-affiliated companies walked out, joined by 1,500 employees from other shops. The strike lasted months, only ending when Lyon Cohen agreed to improve conditions on the factory floor.

In those years, the Montreal textile and clothing business was largely Jewish-owned.

HERSH SEGAL: The Cohens had the Freedman Company. There was Hyde Park Clothes—the Hershorns. The Guttmans had Progress Brand, the Beutels had Premier Brand, someone else had Empire Brands [Joseph Leibovitch]. My father and uncle had been very successful in that field as well.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: Every Jew was in the clothing business.



Montreal Jews were prominently represented at every level of the industry—as manufacturers, as union organizers, and as workers. As one historical account noted, it was ironic that inside their factories, owners did everything they could to frustrate union power, and to resist wage hikes, and an improvement in working conditions, while simultaneously funding and serving charities aimed at helping these same, largely impoverished workers.

Lyon was a prime example. Like his father, he was extraordinarily active in communal organizations—president of the First Canadian Jewish Congress in 1919; honorary president of the Young Men’s Hebrew Benevolent Society, the United Talmud Torahs, and the Montefiore Club; and a member of committees of the Child Welfare Exhibition, the Jewish Rights Committee, which lobbied for equal rights for Jewish children in public schools, B’nai B’rith, the Jewish General Hospital, and Congregation Shaar Hashomayim.

RUTH COHEN: Lyon was president of Shaar Hashomayim forever and ever.



In fact, he presided for twenty consecutive years. Later, the position of honorary president was created so that the synagogue could benefit from his wisdom.

GIDEON ZELERMYER: Among other things, Lyon presided over construction of the current shul.



It was Lyon Cohen who actually selected the site for the building, arranged for the down payment, and ultimately laid its cornerstone, in November 1921. He later said he spent more time at the construction site than at his office.

RABBI WILFRED SHUCHAT: Leonard’s family, they weren’t just presidents. They built this sanctuary. They weren’t architects, but they planned it. They had contacts with the chief rabbis in Great Britain and Germany.



In The Gates of Heaven, his 2003 history of the synagogue, Shuchat said of Lyon Cohen that “there was no one like him up to the time he appeared and no one like him has appeared after his passing. Where did his uniqueness lie?… Lyon Cohen possessed a great vision… a vision of what an ideal synagogue should be… of what an ideal community should be… and of what an ideal Jew should be.” Although he was obsessive in his dedication to the building itself, his main concern, Shuchat insisted, was with content, not form, with what happened inside its walls. To that end, despite his myriad obligations, Lyon Cohen not only sat on its various executive committees, but taught post-biblical history in its school.

NOOKIE GELBER: Horace Cohen, Lyon’s son, was also president. He was president for two years, then turned it over to his brother-in-law [Moses] Heillig, who was president for about fifteen years. But Shaar Hashomayim was what Leonard Cohen was all about.



In December 1904, during his presidency, Lyon Cohen donated a brass chanukiyah (menorah) to the shul on the occasion of his son Nathan’s bar mitzvah. The forty-by-thirty-two-centimetre candelabra was cast at his own company, W. R. Cuthbert. In addition, Lyon Cohen was honorary president of the New Adath Jeshurun Congregation; honorary vice president of the Zionist Organization of Canada; president of the Associated Jewish War Relief Societies of Canada; president of the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies; a governor of three Montreal hospitals; and a director of the Civic Improvement League and the Boys’ Farm and Training School in Shawbridge, Quebec. Indeed, there is scarcely a single Jewish agency or institution in which Lyon Cohen did not play a leading role, either backstage or up front. When Jewish dignitaries such as Chaim Weizmann, Solomon Schechter, and Rabbi Stephen Wise visited the city, it was in Cohen’s Rosemount Avenue home in Westmount that they were typically entertained.

In 1897, with lawyer and future parliamentarian Samuel W. Jacobs and others, Lyon founded the Jewish Times, the first English-language Jewish-interest newspaper in Canada. The paper had a clear mandate: to help Canadianize the teeming influx of Yiddish-speaking Jews arriving from Eastern Europe, and to fight what it called the echo of European anti-Semitism expressed in other Canadian journals. Its first issue featured a front-page story on the controversial Dreyfus case in France. The newspaper’s name was changed in 1909 to the Canadian Jewish Times and, in 1915, merged with the Canadian Jewish Chronicle. Essentially, the journal sought to promote the adoption of mainstream, non-Jewish social customs that, religious observance aside, would make Jews indistinguishable from their gentile neighbours.

Like his uncle Zvi Hirsch, Lyon was considered a gifted orator and once wrote and produced a Purimspiel that was reviewed favourably in the mainstream press.

LEONARD COHEN: I remember reading speeches of [Lyon’s] where he spoke with great pride that the Jewish community of Montreal had absorbed refugees from Kishinev without ever asking the municipality or the government for a single cent. Montreal Jewry was very well organized. And I am proud to say that he was one of the organizers.



Coincidentally, the two brothers, A. Z. Cohen and Lyon Cohen, died within a month of each other in 1937, both in Old Orchard, Maine.

RUTH COHEN: We received an envelope with a fine black border announcing the death of A.Z. He dropped dead in a movie theatre [on July 19]. He died at fifty-seven. A month later—identical black border—Lyon Cohen died, also in Maine.



Lyon Cohen died August 15, 1937. Samuel Bronfman was one of the pallbearers at his funeral.

ANDREW COHEN: My father, Edgar, was twenty-two when his father, A.Z., died. His brother was not a businessman, and his sisters were unable [to run the business]. He ran the L. Cohen and Sons coal delivery company, rebuilt a moribund business, and sold it in 1959.

RUTH COHEN: When A.Z. died, they split the businesses. My husband wanted to be on his own. They tried to take advantage of this young man. He stood his ground. He fought. [When] coal was converted to oil, [it] became a very big business.



Meanwhile, Lyon’s marriage to the former Rachel Friedman in February 1891 produced three sons, Nathan, Horace, and Lawrence, and one daughter, Sylvia.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: I met Leonard’s grandmother, Nathan’s mother. She was a dowager. She reminded me of the queen—very aristocratic, a lovely woman. I imagine that when [the grandchildren] went to visit, they had to be very well behaved. She lived on Sherbrooke Street in a lovely apartment.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: His uncle Horace was a very interesting man. Extremely well dressed, well spoken, a dignified man children had to respect.

GORDON COHEN: Horace wore spats and a monocle.

LEONARD COHEN: [Horace] had a cane. He would go out with his service medals on his tuxedo. A very distinguished, wonderful figure. Very disciplinarian.



Horace and Nathan Cohen ran the clothing business, the Freedman Company. Playing Mr. Inside to Horace’s Mr. Outside, Nathan ran the factory, which manufactured suits, topcoats, and dress wear, while his young brother dealt with the retail enterprises that formed its customer base. Another brother, Lawrence, ran W. R. Cuthbert. Handsome and aristocratic, Lawrence was not considered a genius; within the family, it was whispered that he had failed the bar exam nine times.

Leonard’s father, Nathan—born December 1, 1891—had an affinity for military discipline. Even before the outbreak of the First World War, Nathan had served as a corporal in the Home Guard. Trained as a dredging engineer, he was drafted into the Canadian army in early 1918, joining the 4th field company of the Canadian engineers, and rising to the rank of lieutenant. His cousin, Herbert Vineberg, also served, as did his younger brother, Horace, who became captain and quartermaster of his battalion. As part of the Canadian Expeditionary Force, Nathan Cohen saw war action later that year, suffering injuries that affected him for the rest of his life. When the brothers returned from the war, they joined the family clothing business.

LEONARD COHEN: He [Nathan] was an army man, a patriarch, an Edwardian kind of gentleman… I always loved the army. My father had intended to send me to the Kingston Military Academy, actually. And if he’d have lived, I would probably have been in the Canadian army.



Although Leonard Cohen never joined the army, his life in myriad ways was lived according to what might be considered a military code. He had an iron discipline that extended to his work habits, his diet, and his meticulous dress, which in the 1970s included khaki military fatigues. He had a fascination with guns and maintained a Spartan decor for his homes. That discipline was also clear in his later monastic observance of Zen custom and ritual, In the early 1970s, he had famously dubbed his touring band the Army, christened a song, and also a later tour, Field Commander Cohen, and, in interviews, often compared life on the road to a kind of military campaign.

BARRIE WEXLER: Now that I think about it, he would often salute when saying good-bye to you as well.

RUTH COHEN: The [family] did not think Nathan was such great shakes as a businessman. They joked about him. But they all had a very good sense of humour. They used to joke about things.

ROBERT COHEN: Nathan was a jolly guy, certainly overweight, roly-poly. He always sat me on his knee. People said he was very dishonest. He had a reputation. My mother used to say, “You can’t trust anything he says.”



Cohen himself would later refer to his father as “the persecuted brother.” And in his novel The Favourite Game he would characterize him as “a fat man who laughed easily with everybody but his brothers.”

Cohen’s father’s family also disparaged his mother, Masha, a Russian immigrant who spoke with a distinct accent. But there was significant intellectual achievement on the maternal line as well. Masha Cohen’s father, Solomon Klonitzky-Kline—known as “Sar HaDikdook” or “Prince of Grammarians”—authored several scholarly works, including a dictionary of synonyms and homonyms, and the seven-hundred-page Ozar Taamei Hazal: Thesaurus of Talmudic Interpretations. The latter, published in 1939, was dedicated to Cohen’s father, Nathan, and mentioned his daughter and his then-five-year-old grandson, Leonard, in the introduction.

Believed to have been born in 1868 in Grodo, in what is now Belarus, Rabbi Solomon bar Leib studied under Yitzchak Elchanan Spektor, the chief rabbi of Kovno—among the most respected rabbis in Russia—and later taught at the Isaac Alchonon Institute, a leading centre of Hebrew learning before the First World War. When Reb Solomon Kline died, in 1958, he had been writing a dictionary without using reference books.

LEONARD COHEN: He was a little gone [by then], but nevertheless felt confident enough to sit… He was really one of those people who could put the pin through a page and know the letter it touched on the other side. He was one of those minds.



In Jewish lore, it is said that scholars would often challenge each other’s knowledge of Talmud by seeing to what depth of a pin’s emplacement they could identify the word it struck at the other end.

Fleeing the postwar chaos and anti-Semitism of Russia, Reb Solomon Kline emigrated to the U.S. from France in 1926, settling initially in Atlanta. There, his eldest daughter, Manya (Marian), married Atlanta lawyer Henry Alexander, a grandson of the first Jew of American birth to settle in the city. Alexander worked on the appeal in the notorious case of Leo Frank, a Jew convicted of murdering a thirteen-year-old factory worker, Mary Phagan, and later lynched by an anti-Semitic mob. His younger daughter, Masha, was born in Kovno (Kaunas) in modern-day Lithuania, in 1905—making her fourteen years younger than her future husband—and came to Canada as a nurse.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: I know how Masha met Nathan. She was a nurse with the Red Cross and he was in the war. Nathan had a heart condition.



When Masha Kline’s work permit expired, Reb Kline’s American son-in-law contacted Lyon Cohen for help in seeking an extension. It was through that connection that Masha and Nathan were ultimately introduced. They were married in 1927. It proved no simple matter for her to find acceptance in the more genteel Cohen family salons.

STEPHEN LACK: Let’s cut to the chase. Leonard’s mother was fabulous. The rest of the family, Westmount-wise, were snobs. And snobbish towards her. She had an accent and the Westmount crowd, they all had that British affectation. “I say… he’s a wonderful chap.” I even heard Leonard use that language. That’s all from the Westmount, anglophile attitude.

SOREL COHEN: They dumped on her; terribly, I thought. She just didn’t fit in. She was large, heavy. She had an accent. They would have considered her an outsider. I always felt sorry [for her]. I always thought they weren’t generous enough to embrace her.

MUSIA SCHWARTZ: It was a very strong family, very prominent, and to enter it was no easy thing. I remember Leonard saying, “She had no choice. She had to put up with that family.”

NORMAN ALEXANDER: Masha was a very interesting woman, very Russian.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: She was so Russian. If she was any more Russian, she couldn’t speak [English] at all. Cohen’s relationship with her—a respectful one, but not a close one.

STEPHANIE AZRIELI: Masha was quite a lady. A big woman, very handsome and very Russian.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: She had a voice. “Leonard, you must come and do this!” She was always very welcoming, though I don’t ever recall having a meal there, which is interesting, because he ate at my place.

ROBERT COHEN: The family was somewhat negative, but I thought she was wonderful and so did my mother, Marjorie, who was much more of a free spirit than the rest of the Cohens. She liked Masha. Masha was unique. I remember coming into their house at two or three in the morning, half-stoned out of my mind, with Leonard, and Masha coming down the stairs with her dressing gown flapping, saying, “Vat do you vant, dear? A leetle steak? Ve have steak, dear.” “No, thank you, Masha, we’ll just have some tea.” But she was always wanting to entertain Leonard and his friends. She was very nice, very, very charitable.

GORDON COHEN: She was a little too unconventional for them, but not bohemian. She was a lovely woman, very kind and very generous, not at all pretentious.

IRVING LAYTON: Here was the traditional Jewish mother and her only son, and she was certainly frustrated. So her eroticism was directed at Leonard, but, on the other hand, she felt she had to nag him, chivy him, reprove him, all those things Jewish mothers are supposed to do, but with more raw peasant energy and with little understanding of his talent and deep sensitivity. Leonard learned to deal with the world, which is essentially rough and philistine, by dealing with his mother. When it comes steamrolling over you, all you can do is utter a prayer. I can still hear Leonard’s voice, very patient and wonderfully compassionate, as he tried to explain [something] to his mother who was attacking him savagely, without falling into condescension—and that’s the ultimate act of charity.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: Leonard had a good relationship with Masha, but the pressure was on to go into the business.

AVIVA LAYTON: Masha and Leonard? Love and hate. Not hate, but a very complex relationship. He knew that she was totally toxic and yet she was his mother. Masha had a terrible crush on Irving. She would have jumped into bed with Irving. And in fact, neither Leonard nor I is very sure that she didn’t. She was closer to his age than I was. But Leonard, like Irving, had a thing about his mother. All poets do. It’s a very visceral, umbilical thing.

RUTH COHEN: I liked Masha a lot. The others weren’t so kind to her—they, the in-laws. I felt sorry for her and reached out to her. I had her for a breakfast [at the end of Yom Kippur]. I think she was shy about coming and she told Leonard—she called him “Leenard,” like a Russian—and he told her, “Go, Mother. You’re family.” And she came and had a wonderful time. She was an impressive-looking woman who wore big hats.

LIONEL TIGER: I met his mother. She seemed very eagle-like, and fussy, and brisk.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: She made a wonderful roast beef. But I don’t think Masha ever felt she fit in. There was always a distinction. Masha was a very earthy woman, oh God, yes. Sexy. She had her mood swings. I saw a lot of mood disorder. I never understood it then, because I [as the stepdaughter] felt I was being rejected. On the High Holidays, I went to synagogue but I didn’t sit with them. I felt like a third-class citizen, actually. She’d get angry at me. I think [Leonard] might have lost his temper with Masha, but I don’t remember any of that. I remember Masha with groceries. She phoned the order in and [they] were delivered.

MUSIA SCHWARTZ: He took me home to meet Masha. She spoke Russian well. My impression was that she wasn’t much more than a Jewish mother who had to deal with a difficult son, who was not easy. An artist, every inch of him, in his unpredictability, in his certain coolness, because he was cool. There’s no doubt in my mind that he loved his mother more than any other woman in his life. Aside from his mother, I don’t think Leonard loved any woman. He needed them. Yes, there was friction [with Masha], but friction is not an unusual thing, nor does it affect the depth and strength of the feeling. Sometimes it sharpens it. I didn’t need to read The Favourite Game. I knew Masha. Was the relationship ambiguous? Yes. Was it ambivalent? Yes. She was not a warm person—that was my impression. Not self-confident.

ERICA POMERANCE: He took me to his mother’s house and I met Mom. She was really something, a bit like a hatchet woman, in a way. That’s not nice to say. She was a strong, dominant mother. And he was humouring her—“okay, Mother,” putting her in her place in an affectionate way. Or raising his eyebrows. But she kept the conversation going all the time, a real stereotypical Jewish mom.

FRANCINE HERSHORN: Leonard took me to meet Masha. She was very nice to me. She was not shy. That house was very antique-y. Years later, the 1960s, nothing had been done to it. The kitchen and the bathroom were old-fashioned, unchanged, but it was nicely furnished.

LENORE SCHWARTZMAN: I adored Masha. She was such a character. She was wonderful. One night, about ten of us were in his room and his mother came up to say hi and she stood in the doorway and started to sing a Russian song. She was just magnificent. It was a real Russian song. It was fabulous. She was very nice to all of Leonard’s friends.

PHOEBE WALKER: He told me she had had an incredibly tough life before she came to Canada and, because she was fighting against the fear of that life and the panic of it, there was something that didn’t flow. It didn’t flow with him and it didn’t flow with his sister. He said, “I have created this tragic Greek character, but she actually wasn’t.”

SELMA EDELSTONE: Masha was a force of nature, a character, very hands-on with Leonard and Esther.

TERESA TUDURY: He was very loved by women as a child—the mother, the sister, a nanny. That’s one of the reasons he was successful with women. He was at ease.

BARBARA MAGERMAN: My late husband, Alfie, was in that house in the early 1950s. He came from a [labour] union family, so Westmount was a real eye-opener for him. Leonard’s mother was ill at the time, but there was a maid to draw your bath and wash your back with sponges. Leonard was really pampered.

SOFIA HIDALGO: Leonard told me she was very authoritarian. It was her way or the highway. But she overcompensated with him in terms of indulgence or protection or advice and caring: smothering. I have Masha’s kosher dessert dishes, six plates and coffee saucers, two or three, all old, seriously old. I asked for them.

VIOLET ROSENGARTEN: He once took me and Morton to his mother’s house. He gave me something [of hers] a little, round wicker jewellery box, made of straw. It was obvious that he loved his mother and would never say anything bad about her. He seemed to be always praising her.

CAROL ZEMEL: I never knew him to say anything bad about his mother, which I thought somewhat odd.

RABBI WILFRED SHUCHAT: Masha came all the time to shul. She had European stories. If you mentioned the Vilna Gaon [Elijah ben Solomon Zalman, a brilliant leader of eighteenth-century non-Hasidic Jewry], she knew who that was and all the other [great rabbis].

PATRICIA NOLIN: Leonard, he had his shtick. He’s Masha’s little boy.

IVAN PHILLIPS: She was big and loud, Masha, big and tough.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: One time, he invited me for Friday-night dinner—just him and me and his mother. There was [hired] help in the kitchen. He came to pick me up. I knew he had some difficulty at home and I said, “Why are you inviting me?” And he said, “Because my mother wants to meet you.” I was surprised, given the inklings I got about his relationship with his mother. Why would she want to meet me? He said, “She’s fascinated with the idea that you decided to leave university and become a nurse. Because she was a nurse.” So I went for a typical Friday-night dinner, soup, chicken, whatever. I think I was shocked, because Masha was very welcoming, very accepting, very engaged in talking with me about my life, my interest in modern dance. She was much more worldly than I was prepared for. She was articulate. I expected to feel uncomfortable and I did not.



It is into this comfortable, established, and respected milieu that Leonard Cohen was born. He inherited a family name that resonated across the city and the country, evoking status, intellect, and high achievement, commercially and spiritually. And as a Cohen and a Kohen, he would inevitably carry the implicit burden of that distinguished pedigree.






CHAPTER TWO Lenny, Prince of Westmount



I always thought he would be someone.

—Roz Van Zaig

I always felt that in some way I would address the world. I always felt that.

—Leonard Cohen



On Friday, September 21, 1934, St. Louis Cardinal pitcher Paul Dean threw a no-hitter against the Brooklyn Dodgers, a typhoon struck Honshu Island in Japan, killing four thousand people, and Leonard Norman Cohen was born. In Hebrew, he was named Eliezer (Help of my God) Nechemia (comforter) Ha-Cohen. A future girlfriend, Linda Clark, a professional astrologer, would later read his chart.

LINDA CLARK: He was born at daybreak, about 4:45 a.m. He had late Venus rising, about 28 degrees. He had Venus opposite the moon—the Virgin and the whore. It was a real focal point of his chart.



A much-loved child, he was doted on by his mother, his nanny, and his sister, Esther Frayda Cohen, born four years earlier. By all accounts, Esther was very bright, with a fun-loving personality.

RUTH COHEN: Esther was lively, vivacious, very smart. Esther was a bit flamboyant, dramatic. She liked to dress up.

LENORE SCHWARTZMAN: I really liked her. Esther was fun… They all had very high IQs, let’s face it—bright and funny and clever. And she was one of them.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: She was very bright, graduated cum laude. She was a librarian.

MEGAN STUART-STUBBS: My mother went to library school at McGill with Esther, [who was] constantly overwrought about what would become of Lenny [as Cohen was often called in his youth]. Lots of wringing of hands. A poet! Not what the family had hoped.

PANDIAS SCARAMANGA: I met his sister—a different person, altogether. We all loved her, but she was totally crazy. She was dressing with loud colours.

GORDON COHEN: Esther wasn’t a nice person. She was extremely selfish. It’s kind of a trait that runs through our family, though Leonard didn’t have it.

ERIC LERNER: Esther was a warm, brassy, bleach-blond Orthodox-temple-going Jew, a wacky creature who loved her brother very much and was beloved by him… Esther had a droll wit. You were never quite sure if she was making a joke, or a cutting comment, or just some batty observation, though she wasn’t all that batty, usually right on point.

PERLA BETTALA: Esther was not somebody who would express her emotions. She just wanted to have a good time, be social.

BARRIE WEXLER: Esther was always the shortest person in the room, at least a head shorter than Leonard. What she lacked in height—and I’m afraid, looks—she more than made up for in personality. Outgoing, vivacious, joyful. I remember being struck by the huge psychological difference between brother and sister. Her exuberance was fluid and genuine.

KELLEY LYNCH: Esther was like Carol Channing. Cohen’s relationship with her was distant. [Later], she was relegated to becoming his ambassador. She’s kind of a tragic figure, very sweet. Their relationship was different when [her husband, who had the same last name], Victor Cohen, was alive, because he [Leonard] respected Victor. He didn’t want Esther knowing anything about his life, anything about his finances.



Some sense of the comfort and privilege of Leonard Cohen’s childhood can be discerned in the family movies that his father loved to shoot. Always impeccably dressed, the young Cohen was attended by a hovering mother, his elder sister, and an Irish nanny. In the early years, there was also a chauffeur, who doubled as a gardener, and a family dog, a black Scottish terrier named Tovarich (comrade), often called Tinkie, because of the sound made by his ID tags. He had been a birthday gift to [Leonard] from his parents.

LEONARD COHEN: He slept under my bed, followed me to school, waited for me. He was my closest friend. He died at age thirteen. He asked to go out one winter night and we never saw him again. It was very distressing. We put ads in the newspaper. We only found him in the springtime, when the snow melted, and the smell came from under the neighbour’s porch, where he’d gone to die.



Cohen in later life kept a framed picture of Tinkie on the dresser of his LA home, a gift from his sister, Esther. Other exposures from Cohen’s youth also left a mark. His Catholic nanny, Ann Smith, took him frequently to church, and to Christmas celebrations at her home.

MICHEL GARNEAU: He was a Catholic Jew. [Some of] his maids were French-Canadian and believers, and one of them took him to church and transformed his life—a typical French-Canadian church of that period, very theatrical, ornamental. It touched him a whole lot.

LEONARD COHEN: I never saw [the church] as oppressive… I didn’t have to feel antagonistic towards the church like the young French intellectuals I met. I only saw it as a continuation of the Vicar of Christ. I saw it in its purest form. I thought this was Christianity, the great missionary arm of Judaism. I saw this as absolutely within my tradition, nothing foreign to me. I always loved the church. There was something I always liked about the whole enterprise.



Among Cohen’s many childhood friends was Gavin Ross. Writing for the Westmount Independent in 2009, Ross recalled that he and Cohen went through the Westmount school system as classmates, from grade one to grade eleven.

GAVIN ROSS: In grade two and three at Roslyn [Elementary School], we were lucky enough to have a very special teacher, Miss Janet Kingsland. She was a real sweetheart and everybody loved her. She looked pretty old to us, but she was about twenty-one.

DAN USHER: I was six months older than Leonard and we were friends all through those years, Roslyn, Westmount, and Hebrew school. There was nothing at the time that I thought of as being extraordinary about him. Nothing I knew of foretold the career he would have. His career was destined to be something else. He was part of the Cohen family that ran the Freedman Company and he had every expectation of becoming an executive of [it]—hence the clothing he wore at his [later] concerts, straight out of the Freedman Company, including the fedora. Right out of the 1950s. I was not aware of his literary ambitions. We designed sets for a class play or skits. He was good at it. But I saw nothing extraordinary. He was just one of the kids. I took him for granted, as he did me.

JOHN FENWICK: I liked him. He was a very nice guy. We were good friends. We used to play together after school. We went through Roslyn together and split up at Westmount; he took Latin and I took science. I knew him well until McGill, when he went into arts and I went into science.

ANTON RAFF: I grew up on Murray Hill Avenue, a three- or four-minute walk from Leonard’s house. My brother and I spent much of our growing up time at Murray Park. We played a lot of sports. He was virtually never there—never. We never encountered each other. I read once that he was a hockey player. He never was a [serious] hockey player. But we went through Roslyn and Westmount together. He was a year ahead of me.

DAN USHER: I remember one odd event. To get to Roslyn School from my house, you’d walk through Murray Hill Park. I remember lying in the grass there with him looking at the clouds. In retrospect, it was the first time I’d ever looked at clouds or taken them seriously. And I remember Leonard proposing something to me which I accepted, though I considered it strange: that subsequently, when we grew up, if either of us found ourselves without a job, the other one would supply him with a job. We were very young, perhaps, nine or ten years old.

BYRON WOODMAN: He had a knack to bring people together. He was well liked. I didn’t know him as well as others, because I lived in Pointe Claire and took a steam train to Westmount every day, so I didn’t have much time for extracurricular activities.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: Our mothers were good friends. His mother called my mother and told her I was a terrible guy because I taught Leonard how to smoke cigarettes. I don’t know whether he taught me or I taught him, but I got blamed for it. That was maybe junior high.



Cohen would later cite his mother’s love for old Russian and Yiddish folk songs as a musical influence, but his musical tastes growing up were clearly catholic. He also responded to synagogue hymns and melodies, to pop music on the radio, and to the tunes force-fed in elementary school: “Rule, Britannia,” “Flow Gently, Sweet Afton,” and “The Maple Leaf Forever.”

LEONARD COHEN: Those rousing national hymns touched me… I was completely hooked on this stuff as a kid—the songs my mother sang, the liturgy, the pop music. There was a certain resonance when something was said in a certain kind of way, it seemed to embrace the cosmos. Not just my heart, but every heart was involved, and loneliness was dissolved, and you felt like you were this aching creature in the midst of the aching cosmos and the ache was okay. Not only was it okay, but it was the way that you embraced the sun and the moon.

BYRON WOODMAN: I was in Leonard Cohen’s class. He was a brilliant young man. One thing I remember, we had a math class together and our teacher was a Mr. Smith. We called him Daddy Smith. One year, Leonard wrote a play, based on a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, and he made Smith a character in the play.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: We also executed Mr. Smith with a guillotine one of the kids made. Leonard was involved with that. His nickname was “Squirt” because he was quite short. One day, somebody brought a soft drink called Squirt to school and left it on his desk. It brought a great deal of laughter to the group. I hung around with Leonard probably two or three nights a week, along with Morty Rosengarten, Harold Pascal, and Malcolm Lefcort. I saw no depression, no moodiness. He was a normal kid; we grew up doing normal things. It was a typical upbringing in our milieu, but he had more poetry, music, an artsy bent.

RONA FELDMAN SCHEFLER: At Westmount Junior High, probably grade seven—it may even have been Roslyn School, grade six—we were the shortest in the class and we were at the tail end of a group on our bicycles on a school trip to the Elmhurst Dairy. We kind of doddled along. We stopped and I remember sitting and talking with him. By the time we got to where the class was, the teachers were a bit frantic because they thought they had lost us. He was pensive, always pensive, always quiet. But he had this very, very appealing half smile, a crooked smile. He had that always, even up to the end. He never showed himself off. He was very close with Nancy Bacal and Mort Rosengarten.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: He always had that sort of smile on his face. Whatever came out of his mouth was brilliant. I said in the very early years, I always thought he would be someone. I never knew to [what] extent.



Cohen met Bacal and Rosengarten in 1944 at Camp Hiawatha, in the Laurentians north of Montreal. They would remain among his closest friends for the rest of his life.

NOOKIE GELBER: Everybody went to Hiawatha. Hiawatha was an institution. Leonard’s cousin David Cohen was also there. He was [later] the [head of the] Freedman Company, which collapsed.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: We talked a lot, rode our bikes, listened to a lot of music, folk music specifically. I remember Pete Seeger. The other guys played musical instruments—I didn’t. Morton played the trombone—he was his closest friend. I was with them all the time, but in terms of sharing confidences, [they were closer]. Leonard had a good sense of humour. He was a very intelligent guy, a very with-it person, always a good conversationalist, verbal, well liked, prone to entertaining. We had a lot of fun together. He was always well dressed. He could sweet-talk a girl, I’ll tell you. He always got their attention. He always had dates. The short guy always got the best-looking girls.

IVAN PHILLIPS: What was he like? I can’t remember what I had for dinner last night. But I was never part of his poetry world or his music world or his intellectual world. We were related—some degree of cousin, through the Cohen clan. We drifted apart, frankly.

STEPHANIE AZRIELI: My brother Malcolm Lefcort was good friends with Leonard in high school. Mostly, they hung out at Leonard’s house. Leonard was a good guy—skinny, cute, always very pleasant. I knew he played the guitar. My brother played the trumpet. My brother became an engineer, so their paths went different ways. [Romantically], Leonard didn’t interest me. I didn’t interest him.

NORMAN ALEXANDER: We hung out at each other’s houses. We wrote songs together, school stuff. He did most of the work. He was very popular. He played the ukulele and later the guitar. He was over at my house one day and picked up a guitar my brother had bought, and insisted on buying it. I don’t know if he had another one. And he did buy it—paid my brother five bucks. That was in high school. I was president of the Menorah Society, the Jewish club, and he was president of the student council, so there was a lot of interaction then.



Cohen’s father, Nathan, had never been in robust health. Overweight for most of his adult life, he nursed a heart condition from an early age, and carried the legacy of an injury sustained during World War I. It was the cardiac problem that would ultimately claim his life, in January 1944, at age fifty-two. He seemed to have known it was coming.

BARRIE WEXLER: I’m sure Leonard’s lifelong obsession with keeping his weight down was directly related to the obesity that contributed to his father’s early death.

ANDREW COHEN: My father, Edgar, was in synagogue one day—it must have been late 1930s or early 1940s—and Leonard’s father told him then, “I will not live to see Leonard’s bar mitzvah.” Once, Leonard began to recite the mourner’s Kaddish [normally said only by mourners], but Nathan didn’t stop him. He knew his son would be saying it soon enough.

BARBARA DODGE: He saw his father decline, as the first son and the only son. It had an impact on him.

HERSH SEGAL: Leonard was deeply affected by his father’s death.

STEPHEN LACK: You know, a lot of Leonard’s psychology—he and I never discussed this—is based on the early loss of his father.



Shortly before he died, Nathan Cohen bequeathed to his son an extensive leather-bound poetry library, as well as a book called The Romance of the King’s Army.

LEONARD COHEN: The quotation in the beginning of the book… that… really struck me, was “You would be surprised, my son, with how little wisdom the world is governed.” The quintessential religious position is that this world, the world that is governed without God, is a world of folly… To give that to a kid of eight. It was a very, very strong message.



The aftermath, described in detail in The Favourite Game, included an open coffin in the family living room, where the extended family gathered to mourn.

ROBERT COHEN: When Nathan died, I remember standing around with Leonard and Esther and saying, “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.” And Leonard saying, at nine years old, “Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s very difficult.” He was thinking about me, which is kind of interesting.

SOFIA HIDALGO: We were talking about our parents and our family. I said, “How did you feel when you lost your father?” And he said what affected him most was the sorrow other people displayed, the tragedy of this mother left without her young husband, with two young children. It was heartbreaking. He felt for the people.



Among friends, then or later, Cohen seldom mentioned his father.

LEONARD COHEN: I didn’t feel a profound sense of loss, maybe because he was very ill throughout my entire childhood.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: He did talk to me about it, but not in much detail, just a statement of the fact that his father had died and he was left to the [ministrations] of his mother. He was the first person I knew well who had lost a parent. Years later, when my husband died, and my son, fourteen, was alone with his mother, I thought about Leonard a lot. My friendship with him impacted… me and my understanding of losing a father.

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard rarely talked about his father. Once, after he’d written a poem for my twenty-first birthday with the line “I have green eyes in certain light,” I said to him, “I’ve been looking—you don’t have green eyes in any light.” He laughed and said, “Yeah, I’ve got my father’s eyes, but I’m three and a half inches taller.” On another occasion, during a walk in Old Montreal, we passed Bonsecours Market, close to the waterfront. He turned up a street, pointed to a building near the corner, and said, “That’s where my father and grandfather lived.” I was surprised he knew the building, because it always seemed as though he had walled his father off.

GORDON COHEN: It’s probably an oversimplification to say that Leonard was thereafter in search of a father figure: Irving Layton.



On the other hand, to the extent that The Favourite Game faithfully renders actual events, Cohen did attend Nathan’s funeral and, later, in a fit of anger, shredded pages from his father’s books.

GIDEON ZELERMYER: He told me he said Kaddish for his father occasionally, but he wasn’t so religious that way. They did come as a family for Yizkor [a memorial service].



After his father’s death, perhaps as early as the next day, Cohen later said, he wrote a poem or message of some kind.

LEONARD COHEN: I went upstairs and found a bow tie and cut a wing of it and wrote something, some kind of farewell to my father. And I buried it in the backyard. Some attraction to a ritual, a response to an impossible event.

PETER KATOUNDAS: Burying the bow tie with a poem in Montreal in January? I don’t think so.

SOFIA HIDALGO: The gesture could have happened when he began missing him in the spring… Maybe that was his symbolic burial.

BARRIE WEXLER: He didn’t make up the bow-tie story. The only urban legend is that this was the genesis of how he came to be a poet.



Whatever the truth of the bow-tie story, Leonard Cohen, not yet ten years old, effectively became the “man of the house.”

CAROL ZEMEL: He cut the roast and sat at the head of the table. The sense of his own place seems to have always been with him, and near the top of whatever he was doing. He was like a prince. He saw himself as a prince.

LINDA CLARK: He literally filled his father’s chair after he died? How metaphorical is that? He had to take his father’s place. I don’t think he ever takes the key out from under his mother’s pillow.



In Robert Bly’s best-selling book Iron John, only by retrieving the key can young men escape maternal bonds and achieve individuation and full actualization.

LINDA CLARK: He is so broken and violated he could never make a full commitment to a woman, because part of his heart still belongs to the mama. Any woman he’s with is a betrayal of the mother. It leads to a kind of impotent rage—I don’t mean physical—but resentment you can’t express, hostility or passive-aggressiveness. It explains Leonard [later] playing tricks on people or trying to get your goat, a devilish prankster, just to fuck with the other person.

GORDON COHEN: After Nathan died, the relationship between Masha and her in-laws was problematic. His mother was a Russian immigrant who spoke with a heavy accent, and the Cohens’ shit did not smell, okay?

MEL SOLMAN: When I went to Masha’s shiva in 1978, I remember hearing how Leonard’s aunts hadn’t been very pleasant to his mother. They resented her for being the prettiest of the sisters-in-law. There was a falling-out after the father died.

RUTH COHEN: Masha had enough [money], but she did not have a lot. But they supported Masha, because where would she get income?

GORDON COHEN: Her two brothers-in-law were the executors of her late husband’s estate. Every time she needed money, she had to go to her brothers-in-law and say, “Lawrence, could you please send me a cheque?” And the kids too. They were not very happy about that. Esther always resented that. Leonard didn’t resent it.

BARBARA MAGERMAN: There may have been some bitterness directed at the uncle.

ROBERT COHEN: Horace really had nothing to do with the estate. It was all Lawrence. He took over Leonard’s family and he became Leonard’s mentor. Horace was anti-Leonard, in fact, until Leonard became famous, at which point Horace turned around and became an incredible supporter.



One summer, Cohen went to Camp Bayview, a Spartan camp on Lake Archambault in Saint-Donat, in the Laurentians.

LENORE SCHWARTZMAN: I met Leonard there. His sister, Esther, was my counsellor, and we became friends, and she invited me to visit her in Westmount. I was talking to her when down the stairs came this young man playing the guitar.



Schwartzman may be confusing the guitar, which Cohen did not begin playing until the age of fifteen, with the ukulele, which he did play earlier.

HELAINE LIVINGSTONE: Later, my sister [Lenore Schwartzman] had dance parties. They’d roll up the rug in the dining room and push the table aside and dance to music. He’d notice me hiding behind doors at my house. He was the first person who ever asked me to dance. I was eight or nine. I’m sure I almost fainted. Nobody else would have paid attention. Leonard was always gracious and kind. As time went by, I realized that he was an exception to the rule. When he’d bump into my mother downtown, he used to bow. Extremely polite.



Beginning in 1946, Cohen spent several summers at Camp Wabikon in northern Ontario. The camp sits on Lake Temagami, about 250 miles north of Toronto. Getting there from Montreal involved a train ride to Toronto, a second one to North Bay, then a bus to Temagami, and finally a boat ride to Temagami Island. On one of those trips, the young Cohen met another Westmounter destined to become a lifelong friend, Bernie Rothman.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: It was the best camp I ever went to. He was eleven. It was a real rugged camp. You couldn’t have had a better time. Cohen and I were great friends, immediately. We were there two summers. There is one adjective I’d apply to Cohen more than anybody in the world: he was very interesting. A fascinating man, even then. And he was at Wabikon. There was nobody I’d rather have a conversation with than Leonard Cohen. Our conversations were unbelievable. We were talking about things kids don’t talk about. He did read a lot, yes. But it wasn’t just that. His perceptions were remarkable. He was a romantic at Wabikon. Its manifestations were talk. Romance is all about talk. Esther was there too. We called her Peppy. She was very peppy.

HERBERT SAMUELS: I remember him as “Lenny.” Lenny was the undisputed leader of the cabin. It was not due to his forcing his way into the role. It was rather by the warmth and magnetism of his personality that made you want to follow him. Not athletically inclined, he was physically quite strong. A lot of that strength came from force of will. At a relatively young age, he would swim the length of the pool [twenty-five yards] underwater. Someone read that you could not hold your arms straight out perpendicular to your body more than a certain length of time. He took that as a challenge and proceeded to do it.

ROBERT COHEN: Leonard was not an athlete. He was deceptive. I always was amazed at how he could do things, because he did not do sports like Gordon [Cohen] and I did. How facile he was. How good he was with his hands. How he carried himself. He was deceptive. We did spend a lot of time in Murray Hill Park.

HERBERT SAMUELS: One summer, we became superheroes with towels tied around our neck as capes. Lenny’s idea was instead of saying “shazam,” like Captain Marvel, we say our names backwards. By his saying “Dranoel Nehoc” or, in my case, “Trebreh Sleumas,” we were transformed. He taught me how to comb my hair to achieve the same pompadour he had. Somehow, it didn’t attract the girls to me like the way they gravitated to Lenny. He was a magnet to boys as well as girls, but being a chick magnet was something I took note of, especially [since I was] quite the opposite. One summer, my parents visited and brought water pistols for the cabin. [The Samuels family owned a toy company.] We had a short time playing with them before they were confiscated by our counsellors.

ANTON RAFF: We were in the same cabin for a number of years. Again, he was a quiet leader type. He wasn’t an athlete, but he was a storyteller, so he would regale us at night, and they were often risqué, especially when we were teens. And he was always a bit of a ladies’ man, even at twelve, thirteen, fourteen.



Years later, Samuels ran into Cohen in New York.

HERBERT SAMUELS: We shared a taxi into Manhattan. On the way, Lenny said offhandedly that he often thought of me. Nonplussed, I asked why. He said one of his favourite pastimes, particularly in a new place, was to go into a variety store and leisurely poke around. He often felt he should buy something, and many times, it was a water pistol. I laughed. That was Lenny. Gracious, friendly, down-to-earth, and full of stories. Little would it have occurred to me that my boyhood friend of many summers would become the international superstar. Now that I look back, I’m not at all surprised.

GORDON COHEN: I was close to him as a cousin. We went to Wabikon together. He was charismatic, even as a teenager. Oh, yeah. He was a little guy, very nonathletic, but he had a big smile and he knew how to talk, and he said the right things, and when he smiled and put his arm on your shoulder, it was special. He was a special guy, Leonard. He wasn’t an ordinary guy. Anybody who met Leonard Cohen knew that he was special.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: The three of us had the most wonderful time together. We played with guns and we played with girls. Between those two things, that was enough. Rosie is a fabulous man. I always called him Rosie and Leonard always called him Krantz. Robert Hershorn came later. Hershorn was an oddball, but there was a sweetness to him.

HERBERT SAMUELS: He was a storyteller. One night, after lights were out, he spun a tale for what seemed like a half hour. He related how he was waiting for a bus during a heavy Montreal snowstorm. He described the scene, the street name, and bus number in full detail. A passing motorist offered him a ride home, but first had to stop at the driver’s first-floor apartment to pick something up. He invited Lenny to come with him out of the cold. His host momentarily left the room and returned holding a knife. He came at Lenny, who evaded him, momentarily, and tried to escape through an open window. We were on tenterhooks. As Lenny was partially out the window, the man “grabbed me by the leg. He started pulling my leg, pulling my leg, just like I’m pulling yours.”

BERNIE ROTHMAN: Leonard was very ambitious, you bet. He had the calling at Wabikon. He was already, “do I hear something?” What took him a while was making money.

ANTON RAFF: There was an episode. We pulled a prank, either raiding the girls’ camp or stealing one of these big sausages, the kind that hang in a butcher’s shop. After that, we were called to task by the owner, a fine man, Irwin Haladner. He called us into his office and gave us a talking-to. We had overstepped. After that, Leonard wrote an abject apology, promising that we’d all do so much better in the future. We’d strive to be ideal campers. He wanted all his cabin mates to sign it. I was the only one who refused—I’m by temperament a rebel. I said it’s got to be unanimous. And we ended up having a fight. The fight was no contest. I just pinned him down, slid his head under one of the cots, and waited for him to surrender. There was no animosity. We were friendly after that.



After his twelfth birthday, Cohen started to study with Samuel Lerner for his bar mitzvah. His Torah portion, or Parshah, was B’reisheet, the first chapter of Genesis.

MARK BERCUVITZ: We started out in Hebrew school together, at seven years old. We were a group. Our Hebrew class was maybe ten guys. I was at his house many times. His family was the standard-bearers for the synagogue. It was a very special Jewish community. You met everybody. I remember when he first got his guitar. I remember him telling me the facts of life.

JACK LAZARE: I knew him then, around the bar mitzvah years. On the rare occasions when I’d go to shul, I’d see him with his uncles in their top hats. The Cohens were the establishment. He and Mort Rosengarten eventually divorced themselves from Westmount Jewry. Westmount Jewry did not go to [the plateau]. It was a race to get away from [there].



On October 11, 1947, Cohen celebrated his bar mitzvah at Shaar Hashomayim Synagogue. Rabbi Shuchat officiated. Reportedly, because of his short height, the shul set up a footstool so that he would be able to see over the podium. Among the gifts Cohen received that day was a siddur (prayer book) from the family of Mr. and Mrs. J. Cohen. Years later, Cohen would loan the book to his friend Steve Sanfield, who, with another friend, Michael Getz, used it to teach Hebrew to Jewish boys in Northern California. Getz still has the siddur in his possession.

RABBI WILFRED SHUCHAT: An interesting thing. That bar mitzvah class decided to stay in touch and call each other on [the anniversary of their] bar mitzvahs, including Leonard. In their fifth year, they came to synagogue and had aliyahs. In their fiftieth year, they gave a kiddush for the whole shul. The bar mitzvah was a serious matter for them. In 2017, they celebrated their seventieth year. They didn’t realize how ill Leonard was. They were hoping he’d be primary spokesman. But in the intervening years, he’d be called to see if he was interested in being contacted. His answer was always yes. He said, “I travel all the time. I can’t really commit. But don’t leave me out.” Where in the world would you get a group like that?



Years later, after Cohen had achieved fame, Shuchat would invite him to appear or lecture at the shul.

RABBI WILFRED SHUCHAT: I wanted him to speak for various purposes. He said, “Look, I’m a pretty good Jew—not the best. But I’m not a spokesman for the Jewish community. Your community knows more about Israel than I do. I can’t do what you want me to do. I feel embarrassed to do that.” At that point, I stopped inviting him. He was basically asking me not to invite him.



In the same years as his bar mitzvah, 1947, Cohen also served as den master to a Cub Scout troop.

ALAN GOLDEN: He was my den master, he and Danny Usher. I had passed all of my tests for the second star, everything except skipping. I couldn’t skip. Leonard said, “Alan, you come to my house and I will teach you how to skip.” And for an hour and a half, he taught me how to skip in his basement. I made a lot of noise and his mother was screaming at us, “Boys, let’s have a little quiet down there.” He was the essence of a good den master. He imposed discipline in a relaxed way. He was very creative in the things we had to do, turned dull things into slightly more interesting things—the perfect model.

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard loved skipping. He was probably the best skipper in the history of the art. There’s a scene in the music video we later shot, I Am a Hotel, where he skips while executing a kind of half turn, a move almost as difficult as an extra half rotation in figure skating.



Famously, in his final years on tour, Cohen would skip off the stage at the end of each concert. By his early teens, Cohen had developed another esoteric interest—hypnotism—and had bought books on the subject. In one now-famous story, he managed to hypnotize the family’s maid.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: But I remember him telling me he tried. I know he was intimate with one of the maids and it was one of his first experiences. He also tried to hypnotize me and that didn’t work. I think he used a pen or something, in the kitchen.

SOFIA HIDALGO: He told me the story. We were sitting on the staircase from the kitchen to the basement, and he shows me this box he got—how to hypnotize, with all the instructions. It was like a time capsule. Everything was saved, perfectly. He opened the box and showed me and there was a drawing of the eyes. He said the nanny had an incredible bosom and he wanted to put his hand on it. One day his mom was out, so he asked her, “Could I try to hypnotize you?” And she said, “Okay, but make sure you bring me back.” And he said he hypnotized her. He said at first he thought, “Shit, I did it—how do I undo this? Oh my God.” So he woke her up and they did it again, and the second and third time, he completely hypnotized her and she took her shirt off and the whole thing. I said, “Yeah, she pretended to be hypnotized.” And he said, “Of course, but I didn’t care. I was dying to touch her.” I said, “How was it?” And he said she had beautiful nipples, round and big, curved and plump, like when you suck on a bottle. I was laughing hysterically.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: He was having issues with his mother and her control, and this was his way of dealing with the subject of control.



In the fall of 1948, Cohen began attending Westmount High. Its motto was dux vitae ratio: reason is the guide to life. Soon elected to its student council and later its president, he sat on the school’s board of publishers, competed—or claimed to compete—in cycling, cross-country skiing, swimming, sailing, and hockey, chaired the drama club, and published a short skit, written for the Christmas season.

ANTON RAFF: He was always a quiet leader.

GAVIN ROSS: I was on the Westmount High student council and Leonard was president. We were on the school’s drama club executive and did a few silly things together. My dog and I delivered his mother’s morning paper each day and I’d often walk with him to school. Each year, our high school yearbook, Vox Ducum, published a few selected short stories. In the 1950 edition, Leonard had a story, “Kill or Be Killed.” It was a good story, and may just be his first published work.

ALAN GOLDEN: I remember once seeing him in the school library. He showed me what he had just written, a composition, something about “the trees quivering tremulously.” Later, I saw how [he was so] adamant… that it took a long time… to craft the words he wanted to appear—I saw that in him in retrospect.

GAVIN ROSS: In 1951, when President Harry Truman fired General Douglas MacArthur, we drove around the schoolyard in the Morris Minor convertible of our classmate David Hogg, with Leonard dressed as MacArthur, complete with corncob pipe, standing in the back yelling, “I shall return, I shall return.”



Around this time, Cohen and Bernie Rothman competed for the favours of a young woman, Dundi Weinfeld.

BERNIE ROTHMAN: She went to Westmount High, a very cute Hungarian trollop. I really had a crush on her, as did he. And he got her. But allegedly, she wasn’t the first. The Cohen family maid was first.



Both Weinfeld and Lenore Schwartzman make a fleeting appearance in “The Jelly,” a poem included in Death of a Lady’s Man. Dundi is described as “untouchable as the other telephone.”

BERNIE ROTHMAN: Cohen got a bad rap as a woman chaser. He was not. Women were Cohen chasers. They never left him alone for a minute, poor darling. He was so poetic and very charming, elegant. But we both loved women. That was a very important part of our lives.



Three, perhaps four, significant events occurred in Cohen’s life in 1949–50, the years during which he turned fifteen and then sixteen. The first, although its precise timing is unknown, was his now-well-known encounter with the work of Spanish poet, playwright, and composer Federico García Lorca, murdered during the Spanish Civil War in 1936. Lorca’s writings, he said, influenced him more than any other poet. Cohen recounted various versions of his introduction.

LEONARD COHEN: I stumbled on a book of his in a secondhand bookstore… and I found something in there that just resonated in my own heart… the evocation of a landscape that you really felt at home in… It was a universe that I already inhabited, so I claimed him as my brother. Once I knew that there was this landscape that he’d established, I wanted to stay there most of the time.



Cohen reportedly carried the Lorca book with him everywhere, “until the book began to lose its pages.”

LEONARD COHEN: I read these lines. “I want to pass through the arches of Elvira, to see your thighs and begin weeping.” I began my own search for those arches and those tears. Another line: “the morning threw fistfuls of ants at my face”—this was a universe I understood thoroughly and I began to pursue it… follow it… live it. What can I say about a name that… changed my way of being and thinking in a radical way?… I’ve never left that world.

DAVID SOLWAY: We had a discussion about Lorca once. I can see the attraction for him. The darker side of Lorca, the duende thing—you can hear that in Leonard’s last CD, You Want It Darker. Lorca had a dark, romantic, doomsday side, and so did Leonard.



Lorca himself, citing Goethe, described duende as “a mysterious force that everyone feels and no philosopher has explained.” For Cohen, it would become a critical element of his art in song, “not a question of skill,” as Lorca wrote, “but of a style that’s truly alive.” Reading Lorca likely opened the door to the poetry of other foreign writers. Cohen, for example, read Chinese poetry in translation, which also left a deep impression.

LEONARD COHEN: Certainly one of the images I had of myself came from reading Chinese poetry at a very young age. There was a kind of solitary figure in… poems by Li Bo and Tu Fu. A monk sitting by a stream. There was a notion of solitude, a notion of deep appreciation for personal relationships, friendships, not just love, not just sensual or erotic or the love of a man or a woman, but a deep longing to experience and to describe friendship and loss and the consequences of distance… Thirty years later, I found myself in robes and a shaved head sitting in a meditation hall. It just seemed completely natural.



Almost inevitably, Cohen soon started writing himself.

LEONARD COHEN: I do remember sitting down at a card table on a sun porch one day when I decided to quit a job. I was working in a brass foundry [the family’s Cuthbert operation] and one morning I thought, “I just can’t take this anymore,” and went out to the sun porch and started a poem. I had a marvellous sense of mastery and power, and freedom, and strength, when I was writing this poem.

ROBERT COHEN: Leonard spent a brief time at W. R. Cuthbert, my father’s [foundry]. He did a little bit of sales work. He made it sound like he spent a lot of time there, but it was just a couple of weeks, actually.



The second major event of 1949 occurred in February, when Cohen’s mother, Masha, remarried Montreal pharmacist Henry Ostrow.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: My father owned a drugstore at Saint-Francis and Saint-Matthew. My mother had a stroke when I was five and died when I was thirteen. She was thirty-eight. My father was a difficult man, though he was wonderful to my mother. But I always felt like I was an albatross. I didn’t have the greatest relationship with him, and he didn’t communicate. I think he and Masha were introduced by a friend of Masha’s. I only sensed what was happening because Masha had slept over and left some lingerie, and I found it. The wedding was a very small ceremony. So we moved in—to 599 Belmont Avenue. I had Leonard’s original bedroom, and he moved into a huge book-lined study, next to me. We were the same age. He had a lot of friends. Our housekeeper, Cecile, came to work for Masha, but it didn’t last very long. His sister, Esther, was there. Esther was not easy. She did not like my father. There was a lot of tension. She showed disrespect. But my father did not earn respect. He was a difficult man with a terrible temper. She was still at university. She had already met her future husband, Victor Cohen, and he would come from New York to visit. I didn’t really get to know him or Esther.

RUTH COHEN: Because Masha married him, we thought we’d use him as our pharmacist. For years, he delivered. The marriage was okay—not a great love affair, not meaningful.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: The chauffeur was gone by 1949. Was the marriage forced on her by her need for income? It’s a good question.

KELLEY LYNCH: Leonard thought that’s why Masha married him, for his money. Cohen had a mixed relationship with his mother, love/hate, and the stepfather was part of that.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: There was a lot of tension in the house. There was an intellectual gap, a culture gap. It was an intellectual discussion at dinner. They talked about writers. Masha was very bright. There was really a huge lack of respect and I can’t totally blame her. I didn’t like my father. I was afraid of his temper and I was ashamed of him.



It did not help that Ostrow either came into the marriage with multiple sclerosis or developed it soon after. The sole positive in the house for Van Zaig was Leonard Cohen.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: Leonard was the only one who was really kind and good. He was very sensitive. He wasn’t judgemental. We never really had personal conversations, but I never had any issues with him. He always treated me nicely and we were [at] a very difficult age. He’d lost his father. I’d lost my mother, but in those days, we just didn’t talk about it. Leonard was fun. He would love to do things. There was a fire once and it was the middle of the night and he asked me, “Do you want to go?” I was thrilled that he asked me. I don’t remember how we got there—downtown, somewhere—but I went with him. He had his guitars and he strummed—that’s what he did. He had books of music. He was meticulous. He would scrutinize his work. He’d get hungry late at night and make salami and eggs at twelve or one o’clock. And he was a good cook. He was not ostentatious, a class act in so many ways. We were in separate cocoons. We never discussed schoolwork or literature. He was busy with his friends. But Leonard was not vain. With all his intellect, he was always humble.

GORDON COHEN: Leonard was always very gracious. He would never knowingly say anything to hurt anybody or stick it to anybody, or speak disparagingly of anyone. He was just a warm, wonderful guy.

ROZ VAN ZAIG: Leonard was bookish, but Leonard was everything. He read, he wrote, he strummed his guitar, he sang—a lot of Josh White, in those days. It was rare if we did things as a family. We went out to eat, probably at Ruby Foo’s, but not often. But living there was not easy. I felt like the stepchild. The marriage was not healthy. I was aware of it. There was a lot of fighting, open fighting, a lot of dissension, a lot of it caused by Esther’s dislike of my father, and my father not dealing with that very well.



The third seminal event occurred during the summer of 1950. Cohen got a job as a counsellor at Camp Sunshine, a Jewish community camp for children from poor and working-class families, sponsored by the Baron de Hirsch Foundation. It was located at Sainte-Marguerite-du-Lac-Masson in the Laurentian Mountains, north of Montreal.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: Leonard was meeting all kinds of kids that summer, not just the fishbowl of Westmount, where everyone felt the same way. He was meeting people from different backgrounds.

LILI SHATZKY: I met him there. He was fifteen and I was eighteen. We were both counsellors [Cohen may actually have been a counsellor-in-training]. He looked after the younger kids. It’s where Leonard really started to sing. He came with his guitar. We used to sit around and sing, usually with the other counsellors.

DAN USHER: Leonard as a kid had studied clarinet. He took up the guitar at camp. As far as I know, he didn’t play the guitar at all until he got to camp. He was reasonably proficient. At least more proficient than I was.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: My boyfriend that summer was Alfie Magerman, and he and Leonard became extremely close friends. He is the first person I’m aware of that taught Leonard how to play the guitar. Alfie spent a large part of his free time teaching Leonard how to hold the guitar, play chords, fingering, timing. Leonard was a rank beginner when Alfie started teaching him. At that time, Leonard could barely carry a tune. [Alfie] taught him songs from The People’s Songbook. Songs Pete Seeger sang, the Weavers, Paul Robeson, songs about Negro problems, not Negro spirituals, songs of wrecked lives. I don’t know that Leonard led sing-songs, but he certainly participated. He half sung and half spoke. Union songs. “There Once Was a Union Maid.” Songs of the Spanish Civil War, which for my generation was like the Vietnam War. Our heroes were people like Norman Bethune, who went to Spain to fight fascism. This exposure for Leonard at age fifteen to the [political] currents was something quite new to him. The camp experience crystallized things for him and became a jumping-off point on many levels.

BARBARA MAGERMAN: Alfie was not an accomplished guitarist and he had a problem keeping a tune. But he loved folk music, particularly songs about social justice, and the Spanish Civil War, the Weavers and Peter Seeger, Josh White. Leonard picked up on all these songs.

DAN USHER: The extraordinary thing about the camp was partly the folk music and partly that [camp director] Irving Morton was a Communist or perhaps a fellow traveller. His glorification of the Soviet Union was extreme. There were no sermons, but it was somehow there, in the air. We later bought The People’s Songbook at the People’s Bookstore on Mount Royal, near the park.

LILI SHATZKY: I liked him right away. He was mellow, but not depressed. He was always very nice. We had a nice friendship for the whole summer. We took our days off together, took a canoe out, or went into Sainte-Marguerite. We used to go there to buy cigarettes, though we sometimes smoked at camp, though we weren’t supposed to.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: I taught dancing and there was no actual rec hall where it was possible to do indoor activities on a large scale, so the dancing was done outdoors on a big field. Leonard used to like to watch me teach dancing. Occasionally, he’d dance, but mostly he was a watcher. He hated the beachfront activities because he was very self-conscious, even at that age, about his body. He was short-waisted, and he pointed to his chest and said, “I have a pigeon chest and I don’t look wonderful in a bathing suit.” So he’d wear T-shirts and avoid waterfront duties as much as he could. He had a wry, impish sense of humour. I’d say to him, “You’re so smart, so sharp, you’re creative and have such a winning way about you. People aren’t looking at whether you are short- or long-waisted.” I was a kind of sister figure in his life. Because even then, he was very smart, very intuitive, psychologically. I knew it from how he behaved, reacted to people, his remarks about people. He had a lot of insight into people’s behaviours. He was a very tolerant, very forgiving of, accepting of people’s behaviours and somehow understood where people were coming from. I felt that about him immediately. In many ways, he was mature beyond his years.



That’s precisely the conclusion senior camp officials came to. A formal evaluation of the young Cohen noted that, despite his youth, he was “very mature in many ways. Needs more training and skills. Watch for traces of skepticism. Suggest rehire with training and supervision and winter experience. Had full counsellor responsibility which he took seriously. Conscientious and sincere.”

LILI SHATZKY: It was the summer after his mother remarried and we talked about that. All of a sudden he had a stepsister, Roz. He was at a place where he didn’t know quite what to do with her. He was not unhappy that his mother had remarried, but having a younger sister affected him. He was someone I could talk to because I was going out with someone who had proposed marriage to me on the first date and my father was quite ill. Leonard was very sweet and a good listener. He was just about to finish high school and really wanted to get out of the house, as did I. I said to him, “You’re such a kid,” and he said, “This is fine for camp, but when we get back to Montreal, you’re certainly not going to want to be seen with me, a young kid.”

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: He was having a rough time with his mother. On one of our days off, he asked me if I was going into Montreal because he wanted to go with me. I said, “No, I’m going to visit my mom and baby sister at my parents’ cottage.” It was about half an hour away, in Prefontaine. In those days, we hitchhiked. I knew he was not happy about spending an evening at home. Home was not where he wanted to be at that time. So he asked me if he could come along. I said, “Fine, absolutely. But I want to warn you there’s no guest bedroom. You may have to sleep on the sofa in the kitchen.” He loved that—anything that was strange, out of the norm. He was very open to life and to challenges and new experiences. It was all part of the game. So off we went, hitchhiked to my cottage. Then we arrive and I go in to see my baby sister and she needs her diaper changed and he says, “Can I watch?” So I started changing the diaper, and he says, “Can I do it?” I said, “Lenny, have you ever diapered a baby?” And he sort of giggled and said no. So I showed him how to hold your hand so you don’t stick the baby with the pin, and he ended up diapering the baby. It was a little bit loose, so I fixed it, but he was thrilled that he had diapered the baby. He saw the humour in everything. He had a very quirky sense of humour, and he was genuinely this way—it wasn’t put on. Even in tricky situations, he’d find an aspect that was ironic. He had a very strong sense of irony. It came out in his use of language, in how he interpreted various situations. He was not a superficial person. He had a very penetrating mind in terms of what makes people tick. That was part of his charm for me. Other counsellors had very fixed value systems. Leonard was sort of floating. He was open and more responsive.



That summer, Cohen again put his talent for hypnotism to use.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: It was announced that the counsellors were getting together because Lenny was going to hypnotize somebody. He created a certain atmosphere—the room was semi-dark, there were candles around, and he instructed this person that when he put her into a trance, he would read something to her and, when he gave her a signal, she would repeat it verbatim. I don’t know if it was staged or spontaneous—I never was quite sure—but this is what happened. He picks up a box of shoe polish and starts reading all the directions, on the four sides, including the manufacturer, and he repeats all this to his subject and then he says, “I want you to repeat exactly what I’ve just said to you.” And she did. The whole thing, all the instructions, in the right order. He’s all of fifteen years old. That was part of the appeal for him, being in that kind of control of the situation and giving someone directions. He was like a puppeteer. But Lenny was extremely popular. There was something very soft about him.



Cohen had at least one romantic dalliance that summer.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: I don’t think the person would want it to be publicly known because there were complicating factors. That person was engaged to be married. He did not break up the relationship because she ended up getting married. There was no public phone at camp. If you wanted to speak to family or anyone, [you] had to go into a phone booth in town. So Leonard would be in the phone booth with her and she would sit on his lap with his arms wrapped around her while she called her fiancé. He was quite a Romeo. He also had friendships with a couple of other people—a secretary in the office. I don’t know if it was a romance. I know he liked her. Some were quite a bit older.



The guitar Cohen used at camp must have belonged to a friend because Cohen later said he purchased his first guitar that fall, just before his birthday.

LEONARD COHEN: I bought [it] in a pawnshop in Montreal… I’d spent a summer at a camp that happened to have a left-wing director, who introduced me to the protest song and, through that, the folk song. The heroes were Paul Robeson, Leadbelly, Pete Seeger, and others like them.



Cohen returned to Camp Sunshine the following summer as a junior counsellor. His follow-up assessment was also positive. “He proved himself very original in many endeavours which his bunk undertook and made ample use of his imagination. His interests were many and varied. He often led the camp in singsong, and made good use of his guitar as an accompanist. A good knowledge of camp crafts was very useful in pioneering and overnight hikes. He also served as assistant to Peter Starke at the waterfront, and directed the Counsellors’ show. This impressive list of achievements did not cause him to become swell-headed. He was on excellent terms with the rest of the staff and did much to undermine the efforts of a few members of the staff who tended to exert influence in the wrong direction. Though young in years, Len has shown himself to be quite mature. His interests and activities are not frivolous, but tend to be associated with the finer aspects of our culture. He is an intelligent boy who can fully understand the responsibilities of a bunk counsellor. He was very often entrusted with tasks above the bunk counsellor level, and carried these out in a satisfactory manner.”

DAN USHER: The camp influenced us both greatly. It influenced Leonard because it gave him music in a way he never had [it] before. I became interested in politics in a way I never was before.



Cohen stayed in touch with several friends from his camp days, including Marilyn Regenstrief.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: I left McGill to go into nursing school and I’d see him occasionally. We’d walk around the hospital or go to a movie. Leonard would come over to my house and have a meal. He enjoyed my family. We were on the same wavelength in terms of politics and religion. My father was an artist by profession and had a creative bent. My parents were very iconoclastic and it was that aspect of me and my family that Leonard was attracted to, that openness to life and to the world.



Their relationship eventually petered out, as their spheres of interest diverged, but not before one other memorable encounter.

MARILYN REGENSTRIEF SCHIFF: We kept in touch for about two and a half years after camp. One Saturday afternoon, he came over to my house and I was talking about our mutual friend Alfie, bemoaning the fact that [Alfie was in Toronto] and 396 miles was a long distance to [conduct] a romance over, and he said something I’ll never forget. He was like a wise old man giving advice. “You are behaving like there is only one person in the whole world you are meant to be with and to love. You know, the world is full of people and who knows? This is how you feel now, but that may not persist. You may meet someone else.” He was very clear in his analysis. And I looked at him because this was his close friend too, and I adored Alfie and was very romantically involved and I thought to myself, “Leonard is being so presumptuous that I can even think about someone else at this point.” But he was, of course, right and, when I think back, he was a year younger than I was, and hadn’t yet had a lot of the life experiences I was having, in terms of responsibility, my life-and-death situations in nursing. But he was absolutely right. His take on people in general, their personality and situations—he could sum them up with a very neat phrase, sometimes sarcastically, sometimes humourously. He could encapsulate a thought quickly, with a word or a phrase.



A fourth pivotal event is thought to have occurred in 1949 as well.

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard told me that an uncle of his took him to a barbershop in an old downtown hotel. There was a Japanese barber with a shaved head who talked to him about Zen. Leonard liked talking to the guy, and used to go back by himself, timing his visits at off-hours when there weren’t other customers so he could engage him in conversation. I recall him saying that the barber would expound on Zen practice for a while, then suddenly break off and say, “Now it’s time to cut your hair,” and not say another word. Leonard later spent decades involved with Zen Buddhism, but his first encounter with the practice was with a Japanese barber.



According to his high school graduation yearbook, Cohen was also a cheerleader, a member of the Menorah Club, the Art Club, the Current Events Club, and the YMHA. His ambition, he wrote, was “World famous orator.” His “Probable Destination: McGill Cheerleader.” Cohen listed his prototype as “the little man who is always there.” His pastime was “leading sing-songs at the intermissions.” Interestingly, his yearbook profile begins with prose by nineteenth-century British writer and poet Walter Savage Landor. The lines published in the yearbook—“We cannot conquer fear, yet we can yield to it in such a manner as to be greater than it”—are actually incorrect. The actual quote reads, “We cannot conquer fate and necessity, yet we can yield to them in such a manner as to be greater than if we could.”

But Cohen also found time for girls: on the back of his 1950–51 student-council card are the hastily written names and phone numbers of two female students. By his midteens, likely seeking escape from 599 Belmont, Cohen had already become something of a night owl.
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