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For the two Jacks—McClelland and Rabinovitch


When home is not where you are born, nothing is predetermined.

MASHA GESSEN



PART ONE
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Becoming Canadian



A Soft Landing
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MY FIRST GLIMPSE of Canada was the highway from the airport to Toronto, early-winter grey, barren, treeless, with squat industrial buildings. It was gloomy even for an outsider with no plans to stay. The turbaned driver tried jolly small talk about his busier friends in Montreal and, when he heard where I’d come from, sang a bit of “England Swings (Like a Pendulum Do).” Unlike the suspicious customs woman, he made no comments about the battered blue suitcase with no handle that contained all my worldly possessions. He deposited it in front of a gold-braided doorman outside the Royal York Hotel and accepted a meagre tip in shillings. I had nothing left for the doorman but he liked my outfit so much he didn’t care. Nor did the next chap in a less fancy uniform who hefted the suitcase onto his shoulder with one hand. He had come from Munich, via Zurich and London. Like me, he wasn’t sure where he would go next.

I had arrived after Expo madness, after Canada’s Centennial celebrations, just before the end of the sixties. I came from swinging London: Beatlemania, Bee Gees, Wimpy bars, Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, Trafalgar Square happenings, hippies and free love, weed parties, “mod” counterculture, and late nights on the King’s Road.

I wore my white vinyl knee-high boots, a mauve minidress, a short bunny-fur coat, ironed-straight long blond hair—all perfectly acceptable in London—and I thought I looked professional enough to rate being hired by the Canadian branch plant of the American publisher Collier Macmillan as a copy editor. I had worked for their London office as a college sales rep for a couple of years, travelling all over the UK and Northern Europe—none of which qualified me for copy-editing. Still, my erstwhile boss, the indomitable Fred KobrakI at Collier Macmillan International’s UK office, figured if I could pass for a college rep in Scandinavia, I could pass as a copy editor in Canada. He advised me to look earnest, not one of my obvious attributes, and try to fit in. If it didn’t work out, he said, he would arrange for an interview at the New York office, and if that too failed, I could go back to Scandinavia and sell more copies of Samuelson’s Economics.

Prior to Collier Macmillan I had put in a few months pretending to proofread at Cassell’s on Red Lion Square, while they pretended to pay me. I suspect the reason I had taken the proofreading job was that Cassell’s published Robert Graves, whose poetry and fiction had served me well during sleepless nights. Needless to say, he did not frequent the proofreading department, though I did see him once in the lift (elevator). He was tall, wore a rumpled raincoat under a rumpled face framed by wispy white hair, and like everyone else, was staring into elevator space. I was so excited I could barely mutter that I had been a fan for many years. He looked at me briefly and said, “Really?” Just one word from the great literary giant and a missed opportunity for this memoir.

My New Zealand passport listed my name as Anna Szigethy and place of birth as Hungary, where my family had lived for several hundred years, though some of our homes had found themselves in other countries after the First World War. The 1920 Treaty of Trianon had distributed more than half the country among its neighbours, leaving many former Hungarians feeling like emigrants or exiles. Though there were plenty of other traumas to talk about when I was a child, the tragedy of Trianon—a mere sideshow to the Versailles Treaty that ended the war—was still mentioned in tones of heavy mourning. It had been Hungary’s punishment for having allied itself with the Kaiser’s Germany.

As most of the beneficiaries of Hungary’s Trianon losses (Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and so on) became our fellow Socialist Republics after the Second World War, my grandfather Vili was careful not to mention the unfairness of the treaty unless we were outside our apartment. Inside, as he never tired of warning me, “the walls have ears.” He explained that in the late 1930s, our country had gone somewhat crazy and joined Nazi Germany in yet another world war. That’s why we were invaded in 1945 by the Soviets, who then stayed.

In keeping with our conquered state, Hungarian schools taught Russian from about grade one on, and children were ill advised to skip those classes, particularly those youngsters with politically suspect backgrounds, such as mine. Soviet-trained Communists, who were in charge after 1946, were bent on reversing the old social order and kept a wary eye on everyone who had owned anything in prior years. Vili had been a magazine and book publisher and had dabbled in liberal politics. My missing father had owned some sort of factory (I still have no idea what). He had been scooped up in 1945 by a gang of Soviet soldiers with orders to fill quotas for Hungarians to work in Siberia. We rarely talked about him.

Vili was my childhood hero. He was a tireless and inventive storyteller, an amateur magician, a former champion sprinter, a wrestler, and one of the best sword duelers in Hungary. He was so strong, he could lift two of his daughters at once, holding only one leg of each chair they were seated on. He had no trouble winning every race he ever invented for me, though he gave me ample handicaps.

Vili taught me to listen to stories, to love hearing them and, later, reading them.II

Stories became my passion. I had started to read soon after I started to walk. Fantastic folktales about witches and dragons (my grandfather had insisted that there was a particularly fiery dragon still living in Transylvania, where our family came from); wily Turks and heroic Hungarians; then books by Karl May, Zsigmond Móricz, Vörösmarty, Arany, Jules Verne, Flaubert, Balzac, Molnár (I was particularly fond of The Boys of Paul Street), Stendahl (after defeating an army of janissaries, I planned to become a musketeer); and, from the top shelves of my mother’s library, Maupassant. In time, my Russian and English, German and French education would add to the growing lists of books I loved.

*  *  *

AFTER SOME YEARS as a slave labourer in the Soviet Gulag, my father was sent home. My memory of his return is a bit hazy but I do recall that he ruined my Christmas by interrupting what promised to be a lighthearted occasion. A complete stranger, he was shabbily dressed; he stank of stale tobacco and horse manure. He had yellow teeth and broken knuckles. I was surprised during the night to find a revolver under his pillow. He did not seem happy to see me.

I was relieved when he left a couple of days later. I was discouraged from talking about him even to my friends. Not only had he been in the Gulag, he would now manage to cross the border illegally into Austria. My mother, Puci, and I (I was only about five, too young to make my own decisions) attempted to join him, but we were caught, interrogated, and jailed in Szombathely. That was the first time I was arrested.III I was there for only a few weeks but they kept my mother for eight months. Trying to leave a Communist paradise was punishable by jail.

Since we had failed to follow him, my father sent divorce papers and vanished from our lives. My mother tended to forgive him—he was so much older than she was, he had suffered in the slave labour camp, he could never hope to come home, and so forth. I had no interest, then, in seeing him again.

With such a suspect family history it was obvious that I had to shine in Russian classes in Hungary. My family wanted me to be seen as a perfect example of Communist youth, white shirt, blue kerchief, and all. Sometimes I could even carry the flag with the hammer and sickle. I was honoured to be hanging giant banners of comrades Stalin, Lenin, and Rákosi, our very own Communist leader. None of them was pretty, but Rákosi with his bald, sloping, neckless head and forced smile outdid the other two.

In spite of all our efforts to conform, the state caught up with Vili in 1954, tried him on trumped-up charges, and condemned him to eighteen months of hard labour. Though he and my grandmother were allowed to leave the country a few months after his release, I had become seriously discouraged about our future in Hungary. In 1956 when the anti-Soviet demonstrations began, I spent a lot of time in the streets with protesters. At first the crowds were jubilant, but then the shooting began. I was at Kossuth Square when the secret police shot into the crowd, and I saw one of my friends die. I saw Soviet tanks roll over people. In a doorway where I had hidden, a Russian soldier held my hand as he died.

When our tiny flat took a direct hit, my motherIV decided it was time to leave. This time we crossed the border on foot to Austria successfully. New Zealand eventually accepted us as refugees, as we were sponsored by my mother’s oldest sister, Sari, who had also sponsored my grandparents. It was her brilliant idea that shortly after our arrival I should be incarcerated in a Catholic boarding school, where I would quickly learn English. She was right about the English, but I also learned that the Communists weren’t all wrong about religion. Vili answered my sad letters from school and sent me a few stories about very brave Hungarians who endured hardship in battle and were rewarded by kings. But there were no kings in New Zealand.

I decided it would have been far easier to be a freedom fighter than a refugee.

*  *  *

MY MOTHER SOON married a Dutch New Zealander, many years her senior, with three children of his own and no interest in more. Alfons was a handsome, charming, opinionated, argumentative presence. He had spent the war years as a Japanese prisoner and never recovered from the experience. Nor had his children. Later, after overcoming our mutual suspicions, his daughter Ines and I became friends and still are. She was vivacious, funny, warm, and adventurous, though she too had spent her early childhood hungry and afraid. She and her two brothers had been with their mother in a Japanese prisoner of war camp in Java. She remembered scrounging for scraps of food in the garbage behind the guards’ quarters. They tolerated her because she was so tiny.

After surviving the Sacred Heart Convent School in Wanganui, New Zealand, I started university, supporting myself with a range of jobs. I took English literature from an indulgent professor at Canterbury University in Christchurch. He had been impressed with my morning job cleaning toilets at Princess Margaret Hospital and my afternoon job modelling clothes for department stores. I wasn’t particularly good at either job (my only experience of being fired was when the New Zealand Wool Board ended my modelling stint because of late-night carousing with a bunch of former ’56 Revolutionary Hungarian poets in my Wool Board–courtesy hotel room), but the jobs fed me while I struggled through Old English with Beowulf and Sir Gawain; discovered I could understand Chaucer and Shakespeare; and enjoyed Coleridge, Shelley, and other assorted Romantics, Austen, Thackeray, James, T. S. Eliot, Woolf, and Joyce. The truth is I loved them all. I took a few French and German courses because they were easy and, less enthusiastically, I took Russian as my minor because, unlike others in the class, I already had a good working knowledge of the language. At the end of my second year, I got a job stacking books in the large Whitcombe and Tombs warehouse and was promoted to also entering the retail price, giving change to customers, and wrapping.

Thinking back on my early New Zealand days now, I realize that the people I had most wanted to be with were all members of the large Ward clan. There were six blondish, fair-skinned siblings and a very motherly mother who worked two jobs to support them all. I used to spend hours drinking tea, eating biscuits, and talking with her when she returned from her night job. My best friends were Mary and Dunstan, but I loved the feeling of blending in to a large, functioning family.

It was Mary Ward who had found me the cleaning job on the mental ward of the Princess Margaret Hospital. She had an “in” because she also worked there while going to university. Her brother Dunstan introduced me to the works of e. e. cummings, Robert Graves, and Alice Munro. Dunstan lives in Paris now, teaching English literature, writing poetry and books about the work of Robert Graves—the man I met once in an elevator.

After graduation, Ines and I set out from New Zealand together to see if we could make it in London, which is where young Aussies and Kiwis went almost as a rite of passage to adulthood. My jobs at Cassell’s and at Collier Macmillan were stopgap measures, not career moves. As Ines remembered, the only reason we worked was so that we could eat, drink warm beer, and make friends.

I had now arrived in Canada with a New Zealand passport, a British work permit, and an American publisher’s guarantee of work in either Toronto or New York. I was full of the bravado that young people felt at the end of the sixties when the world seemed to offer us so many options.

*  *  *

AFTER A SLEEPLESS night surrounded by florid wallpaper and dim lights, I set out at seven a.m. to explore the area around the Royal York. The young trees along Front Street looked as forlorn as I felt with the sharp wind blowing about my legs, scrunched newspapers flying along the pavement, a few half-frozen birds hunched over the bare branches. There was a small triangular park near the hotel. A man in an army greatcoat spread out on one of its benches, humming to himself, offered to share his sandwich. “You’re gonna be mighty cold in that wee dress, young lady,” he said, and invited me to share his coat. He sounded Irish but told me he was from Newfoundland and trying to hustle up enough money to go home again.

Some years and many park changes later, he was still in Berczy Park—I have no idea why the city keeps remaking it—and still collecting bus fare for his return home. I had none to offer the first time we met but I used to give him money later. By then we had both stopped pretending it was for bus fare.

In no small part thanks to Fred Kobrak’s influence, Collier Macmillan decided to hire me despite my lack of experience. My beautifully printed degrees were not much help with adapting American children’s textbooks for use in Canadian classrooms, but they did need someone to do the job and, I assume, they figured I could learn. Sadly, my Russian was as useless as my knowledge of the Romantics.

I hadn’t the slightest idea what Canadian usage was, though replacing “as American as apple pie” with “as Canadian as maple syrup” was not very challenging. Such minor changes to an American reading series, I was told, would allow Collier Macmillan to submit the books for approval to departments of education in various provinces. If the selection committees liked the prototype, an “adoption” would follow. Adoptions meant that schools in an entire province would be obliged to buy the books, making the company a ton of money and providing bonuses all around.

As an assistant to the assistant editor I didn’t rate an interview with Vern, who ran the Canadian operation, but he did meet me on my way to the washroom one day and nodded acknowledgement that I had been successfully transferred. By then I had acquired sheets and pillowcases from a co-worker (Morty Mint, who years later would run Penguin Books Canada) and a small room in an apartment-to-share on Broadway Avenue across from North Toronto Collegiate, a high school celebrated for its vigorous sports and music programs. Even with my window closed, I rarely missed an evening practice.

The assistant editor was a transplanted Englishman called Peter. The “editor” was somewhere in New York: he had no interest in supervising our work in Canada. Peter found the whole notion of adding a u to or words such as harbor, changing sidewalk to pavement, eliminating all signs of gotten, and demanding changes in drawings of policemen and mailmen (different uniforms) utterly amusing. He encouraged me to insert the occasional shall just for the hell of it, though he was sure some “committee” would object on the grounds that certain words had fallen out of usage here. Peter had never met a member of any “committee” but thought of them as groups of exceedingly pretentious retired schoolteachers with British aspirations.

Wide-shouldered, pot-bellied, pink-cheeked, he was glad to be rid of the “old country” and its fusty ways. But he still had a lingering fondness for pubs with warmish beer and pianos they let him play. He was quite a virtuoso, singing along to tunes he remembered from his youth. He knew fine versions of “We’ll Meet Again” and “The White Cliffs of Dover” and played a toe-tapping, irresistibly tinkly “Greensleeves.” Late afternoons he would announce that we needed to do urgent research, so we went on pub crawls that included the Jolly Miller, the Black Bull, and sometimes the Brunswick House. Peter’s idea of a great pub was one teeming with people, bad bar food of the Scotch egg variety, and a piano. I knew all the words to “Farewell to Nova Scotia” long before I had any idea where Nova Scotia was.

Strangely, I had a formal letter of introduction to a Canadian journalist from a British character actor who had distinguished himself playing a Dalek in Doctor Who.V My actor friend, ironically, was a very tall, hefty guy with sandy hair and a mellifluous voice. He was optimistic that a part more interesting than a Dalek was bound to come along soon.

The Canadian journalist, David, another English expat, was a slim, cheerful man with sandy hair that curled above his ears, a narrow face that creased all the way up when he smiled, and opinions on everything, including parking tickets, public transportation, and the quality of food in the eatery he had chosen. He talked of the current political fiasco—as he saw it—of Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s over-the-top popularity, his suspiciously easy wit in two languages, his swift turns of phrase, his appeal to the ladies, and the certainty of his becoming Canada’s next prime minister.

As minister of justice in Lester Pearson’s Liberal government, Trudeau had introduced a bill in Parliament that decriminalized homosexuality. The papers, David said, had been full of Trudeau’s casual but clever statement that “there is no place for the state in the bedrooms of the nation.” I started to read the local newspapers and listen to CBC radio.

Trudeau’s reception at public appearances was somewhat like that of the Beatles: adulation, some screaming and shouting, a few tears, all of this met by his self-deprecating smile that succeeded in making his opponents seem fuddy-duddy. He would run for the leadership of the Liberal Party in April 1968 and win easily. A large number of us gathered in David’s living room to watch the Liberal Party Convention. The others were all journalists, some with spouses, who knew everyone vying for the top political job in the country. Needless to say, I knew none of the candidates, but it was easy to see that Trudeau was the star. He was charmingly superior in interviews, physically attractive, and a verbal gymnast.

He became the most dashing, least long-winded, most talked-about prime minister not only in Canada but in the world. When I travelled back to New Zealand, everyone wanted to talk about his many lady friends, his famous shrugs, his talk of “the just society,” his Marshall McLuhan quotes, the rose in his lapel, his sandals, his self-possession, his “cool” demeanour. Even cynical David found “Trudeaumania” enjoyable, and he thought that Trudeau was the man to put an end to Quebec separatism. He was, after all, a fellow Quebecer; he knew all there was to know about the province. He understood it instinctively.

It was David who first explained to me how different Quebec felt from the rest of Canada, but it took much longer for me to understand the ideas driving Quebec’s desire to be a country, or the notion of two nations in one. The country where I was born has one language—Hungarian. New Zealanders have only one country; and while the South Island may bitch about the North, they both bitch in unison about Australia with a combination of superiority and envy not unlike, as I learned, how English Canadians feel about Americans.

The 1970 October Crisis—the kidnapping of British Trade Commissioner James Cross and Deputy Premier Pierre Laporte by the FLQ and the murder of Laporte—would harden relations for years.

*  *  *

SOMETIME DURING MY first several months of Canadianizing American textbooks, I decided to look for another job. I am not sure where I learned about an opening for a researcher at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, but I suspect it may have been David who first mentioned it. Since I had no experience in television or research, my application must have been a work of art, because they offered me an interview.

I was interviewed by Moses Znaimer, a young man about my age, with longish dark, curly hair; soft brown eyes; and a fleeting, somewhat lopsided smile. He spoke so quietly you had to lean in to hear him. Thin, with stylish clothes, he was so laid-back that at one point I wondered whether he had stopped the interview and was thinking about something much more interesting. He seemed to have a short attention span; later he told me he had a low boredom threshold. As I went on about my education, I was sure I was losing him. He mentioned that he too spoke five languages, but unlike me, I assume he did so without resorting to a dictionary. One of them, luckily, was Russian. He had been born to Eastern European Jewish parents in Tajikistan; like me, he had been a refugee. Having come to Canada via Shanghai without much luggage, he had worked as a stevedore before getting a gig with the CBC.VI

He was working at that time for a show called Take 30, which I had not yet seen, but I swore it would become my constant study from that day on, if only he considered me suitable for a job.

He said that he was thinking about what television could and should be. He wanted a different way to use the new technology, one that would attract rather than repel viewers. He thought that most TV on offer in Canada was dull and that the CBC was particularly moribund.

We had tea in a Japanese tea place on Queen Street West where the waitress made a great fuss over tea pouring and even more fuss over Moses. It seemed like an odd ending to an interview, but I thought it best not to comment on it. After the tea, Moses drove me home in his Jaguar.

He said he’d let me know about the job.

I didn’t hear from Moses until much later. By then, I had resigned from Collier Macmillan; been to Mexico with my roommate, Lou; flown to Lima to visit an old boyfriend from London who had taken over managing his father’s liquor import business; gone up to Cuzco and Machu Picchu; contracted typhus; and flown home to Christchurch, New Zealand, to recover. Moses’s telegram to Christchurch suggested that there might be a job for me, but I was too ill to come back for another interview.

We stayed sporadically in touch after he left the CBC, while he was making plans for his new television channel.VIII

Launched in 1972, Citytv soon became the most innovative, most talked about, most imitated kind of television in the country. Moses went on to launch MuchMusic, CityPulse24, Bravo!, FashionTelevision, and MusiquePlus. Then he took over VisionTV, CARP, and Zoomer magazine and eventually incorporated ZoomerMedia. As his early media ventures had been aimed at boomers in their youth, the new venture aims at the same people, now older. Moses calls them “Zoomers” (Boomers with Zip). Marketing magazine named him one of the Top 10 Canadian Media Moguls of the Past 100 Years. His website features a tuxedoed Moses and, my favourite, a barefoot Moses with closed eyes and ponytail, meditating.

He never mentioned a job to me again and I had become so enmeshed in publishing that, except for a passing thought in 1978, I didn’t ask. But I sometimes wondered how life would have played out had I worked at Citytv. How long would it have taken before I stopped acting as if I had an abiding interest in television and applied again for work in publishing?

Some years after our first lunch, my journalist friend David invested a bit of his hard-earned dosh in a new board game invented by a couple of his equally impecunious fellow journalists. It was called Trivial Pursuit and it has a brilliant history of its own.



I. After he retired as president of Collier Macmillan International, Fred went on to work for the Frankfurt Book Fair. At last count, he had attended fifty-six Frankfurt Book Fairs, consecutively.

II. My book The Storyteller: Memory, Secrets, Magic and Lies is about Vili and his profound influence on my life.

III. The second time was in late 1956 when we spent two nights in jail.

IV. My mother, though she had married again after my father left, didn’t have any more children because of the political turmoil. Her second husband was a Communist engineer who arranged Vili’s release.

V. Daleks were the ubiquitous squat robots with mechanized voices proliferating in Doctor Who episodes.

VI. Moses also had many degrees, including an MA from Harvard.

VIII. Moses worked for a while for Ben Webster, an imaginative entrepreneur who believed in animal communication, holistic medicine, and the spirit world. Ben became a friend of mine and a millionaire.



Welcome to CanLit
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I AM NOT entirely sure why I didn’t love New Zealand. Though it was suspicious of outsiders, it had been kind enough to take me in when I was a refugee in 1957; it taught me English; it provided me with an education; it provided a very credible third husband for my mother, who had been without one for a few years. It had given a home to my beloved grandfather, though he believed he was only in exile, ready to return to Hungary as soon as the Soviets left. It had offered me two lifelong friends and taught me how to cook lamb; to serve oysters, crayfish, and beer; to do the haka; to appreciate rugby and the All Blacks, who were the best in the world. Its generosity extended to a free university education and a chance to be co-editor of Canta, the Canterbury University student newspaper. Despite all that, I had found the country insular, static, and lacking in curiosity. I couldn’t wait to leave the first time and now, again, I was eager to get back to Canada.

My roommate, Lou, had suspected I would be back and kept my bedroom and Morty Mint’s sheets and pillows more or less unoccupied on Broadway Avenue.

While job-hunting, I heard about an opening at McClelland & Stewart from a senior guy at an educational publishing house who had interviewed me and thought I was singularly unqualified for educational publishing. Jack’s publishing house, he told me, was much more likely to hire someone with my enthusiasm and lack of appropriate experience. Besides, it was an exciting place to be. The 1967 Centennial, he said, had produced a whole new wave of Canadian nationalism and a slew of Canadian books. Jack McClelland was at the centre of all that activity. As it happened, he explained, Canadians were even starting to like their own literature.

To make sure I got a foot in the door, he called Frank Newfeld,I M&S’s vice president and art director, and assured him I would be worth an interview. Frank (thick black hair with bits of white, trimmed moustache, a military gait, very serious face) had an office at the far end of the low-slung, tin-roofed, warehouse-style building in an industrial hinterland of East Toronto where I would spend the next ten years of my life. I suspect Frank, in turn, recommended me to Jack McClelland because I spoke passable German, some French, reasonable Russian, and had an unpronounceable Hungarian name (Szigethy, my father’s only legacy). Frank mentioned that he was from Czechoslovakia. After the Second World War he had served in the Israeli army, was wounded in action in 1949, and eventually ended up in Canada. He looked like a man with a sense of fashion, with his well-cut vest, flared jacket.

Jack interviewed me in the dining room of the Westbury Hotel on Yonge Street, his usual lunchtime hangout in the sixties and early seventies. He had a corner table that, I discovered, was reserved for him whether he was there or not. It was a dark room with hovering waiters, white tablecloths, flowers in slender vases centred on each table—the perfect setting for a Second World War hero on his second martini and an ambitious refugee with a desperate need for a job.

He was tall and broad-shouldered with longish, floppy blond-white hair, blond eyebrows, light-blue eyes, and freckles; even his hands were freckled. He had a tanned face with white laugh lines, a rumpled grey suit, white shirt, blue tie, and great manners that spoke of English family traditions. He stood when I came to the table. There were four cigarette butts in the ashtray already and he was lighting a new cigarette. There was a pile of paper in front of him, several hundred typed pages that he had been reading before I arrived.

“Quite an outfit,” he said, appraising my London garb. “What will you have to drink?”

I said I’d have what he was having, which seemed to be the perfect answer, except that I had not known he was drinking a martini, not something I was used to at the time, though only a few months later, I could take two without losing consciousness. In London and Christchurch, I used to drink beer. It was cheaper. In Budapest I was too young to be drinking anything alcoholic.

Once I recovered from my martini-induced coughing fit, I started into a long, eloquent, and largely fictitious list of all that I had accomplished in my previous jobs.

“What have you been reading?” he asked after I had finished talking. I drank more of my martini and waxed eloquent about the merits of Russian and British classics, while Jack ordered food.

I told him I had just read a book by Alice Munro and another by Margaret Laurence. I had also read a Mowat but didn’t realize he was Canadian.

Jack was charming and polite, though keen on the liberal use of four-letter words, a hangover, he explained, from his years in the navy. This explanation was followed by his observation “I can’t imagine why the fuck Frank recommended you for this job.”

“I guess he thought I would be really good at it. I already know a great deal about production . . .” I warbled on, singing my own praises, inflating my few years on the fringes of book publishing. I even included stacking books at Whitcombe and Tombs in Christchurch, my short stint inscribing Dewey Decimal designations on the spines of books at the Royal Geographic Society library in Wellington (I had escaped to Wellington when my mother married Alfons), stacking more books in the Canterbury University Bookstore. Naturally, I inflated my Collier Macmillan stint. The waiters hovered and Jack appeared to listen, head to one side, blond eyebrows knitted—a look he had perfected for long, one-sided conversations.

Later he told me he had been delighted with my résumé. I had listed years of employment with a variety of firms, where I might, indeed, have worked, but not for long and not as an editor. He thought that inventiveness was what he needed, with M&S’s finances sinking and no new money on the horizon. Besides, publishing was a young person’s game. Creativity, he said, declines as you age and you are no longer capable of new ideas.

Jack had also started young, in 1946, after captaining a motor torpedo boat that harassed German U-boats in the North Atlantic. His father owned M&S then, a firm mainly in the business of distributing American books in Canada, though it did publish a few authors such as Lucy Maud Montgomery. Jack had a dream of publishing great Canadian writers. It was a huge risk, but he was young. Such risks, as he never tired of telling me, are for the young.

After lunch he decided to inspect sailboats in Toronto Harbour and invited me to come along. He spent a good ten minutes examining a single-masted wooden yawl, gleaming white in the sunshine, its long prow bobbing gracefully in the water. He talked a bit about line and thrust or some such. At the time I thought Jack knew something about sailboats. It was not until a few months later that Farley Mowat disabused me of that notion.

I am not sure what all he said but I remember he was excited about that season’s authors, and about Canada in general. The second martini had claimed most of my ability to speak.

He hired me after closely examining the second boat we had come to and deciding not to buy it. I didn’t care that he hadn’t mentioned exactly what the job was. I was ready to start any time. It seemed to me that being paid for reading was going to be an amazing gift from the gods.

The one condition of my showing up for work a week later was that I had to read all the books in M&S’s New Canadian Library. Jack thought my knowledge of Canada was deplorably minuscule and he was sure that the best way to learn about the country was reading Canadian writers. Of all his achievements, Jack said, he was proudest of the New Canadian Library. He had begun it in 1954 with the appointment of Malcolm Ross, a professor at Dalhousie University, as general editor. Ross had been Jack’s professor at a University of Toronto summer course.

Starting a series of paperback reprints of Canadian fiction was taking a leap into the dark, Jack explained. The initial public response had been cool. In the first year fewer than three hundred copies of each book were sold. But by the mid-sixties, with a new awareness of being Canadian and a new generation filled with self-confidence, the books had begun to sell.

I started with Gabrielle Roy, because Jack had said she was the most brilliant novelist, as well as the most beautiful woman in Canada, perhaps the world. He said he had been in love with her since the first time she looked into his eyes in Saint Boniface, Manitoba. “She was small, dainty, beautifully groomed, extremely bright and perceptive,” he said. Her first novel, The Tin Flute—Bonheur d’Occasion in the original French—had been awarded both the Governor General’s Award and the Prix Femina in France. It had sold about 700,000 copies in the United States alone, in large part owing to its wise selection by the Literary Guild book club.

I went on to Frederick Philip Grove (not one of his favourites and I could see why), Morley Callaghan, Thomas Haliburton, Sinclair Ross, Charles G. D. Roberts, Stephen Leacock, Ralph Connor, Mazo de la Roche (didn’t do much for me), Ernest Buckler (loved him), A. M. Klein, and Mordecai Richler’s Cocksure (funny, sardonic, takes a whack at swinging London), which was not in the New Canadian Library but Jack thought it would be a relief from Grove. I read about thirty books and enjoyed myself. I had never considered reading to be a chore.

A week later I arrived for work at 25 Hollinger Road, a grim stretch of warehouses in a quasi-industrial part of the city east of the Don Valley. Marge Hodgeman, Jack’s long-time secretary, walked me to a small office with a desk and a window overlooking the parking lot, and mentioned that this was where Jack had placed me. It was just outside the editorial compound, where there were no windows and only plywood partitions defining each person’s area. You could hear every cough and sniffle, throw paper darts over the partitions, share bits of manuscript, left-over sandwiches. There was the steady drone of manual typewriters. Editor Charis Wahl, who started her M&S stint in 1975, dubbed it the “Franz Kafka Memorial Suite.”

The first person to emerge from the compound to greet me was Pamela Fry. Speaking with the remnants of an English accent, she told me that she herself had written a couple of British-style mysteries. She had short dark-red hair and wore long, loose dresses and shawls. Her specialty was fiction, but she also worked on children’s books. She was the oldest among the editorial staff, most of whom were my age or younger. A few years after she left, she was replaced by Lily Poritz Miller, small, feisty, opinionated, and usually right. Unlike Pamela, whose general approach to Jack was to humour him, Lily engaged him in written debates, some of which she even won. She worked with some of our most interesting and most challenging authors—Leonard Cohen, Sylvia Fraser, Michael Ondaatje, Alistair MacLeod, to mention a few. In 1975–76 she edited Alistair’s The Lost Salt Gift of Blood and, ten years later, his As Birds Bring Forth the Sun.

Peter Smith, thin, serious, bespectacled, was the senior non-fiction editor.II Sam Totten, who had the office next to mine, was the formidable head of education, a balding older man who wore tailored suits and spoke with great deliberation about “juveniles” and ministries of education. When I hired Linda McKnight as “education editor” I had to seek Sam’s approval. Linda managed to impress him with her very precise diction and her ability to listen without interrupting. She would rise through the ranks to director of publishing and president. She was the best and brightest at a time when we were all at our best and brightest.

Once, while looking for a pencil sharpener in Sam’s desk, I discovered a well-thumbed copy of William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch, a book then still considered scandalous, though no longer banned. After that, I was no longer terrified of him.

It took me a while to figure out what everybody did and how they all felt about my sudden appearance. One person I know was pleased was the overworked reader of “the slush pile,” manuscripts that arrived unbidden at the rate of about eight or nine per day. It was a job held by a long succession of people, most of whom couldn’t take it for longer than a year. Philip Marchand, who had the job at the time, was sure that no matter what other duties I had, I would share his reading burden. Clearly, he needed help. Phil went on to be the book columnist at the Toronto Star.

Frank Newfeld’s art department was at the end of the long corridor leading to the warehouse. It was Frank who came up with the title of “production editor” for me. He had a fierce temper, unlike Jack, whose usual mode of expressing displeasure was sarcasm. I didn’t know that most of the walls in the building were plywood until Frank put his fist through a wall of my office in the middle of an argument about a book cover he had designed. Frank felt compelled to show me how strongly he felt about the original design. That may have been the first inkling I had that an art director was a powerful figure at a publishing house. As time went on, I learned that Frank was the king of book designers and that he picked his fights carefully and usually won.

Bob Wilkie, a distinguished Scot with a pleasant burr who ran marathons, was production manager. He was a bit surprised by my appointment as production editor but, unlike Frank, he was easygoing and didn’t mind. A few weeks later, perhaps inadvertently while dictating a letter to someone he wanted to fob off on another person, Jack made me “managing editor.”

Scott McIntyre was head of advertising, promotion, and publicity. A cheerful guy with light brown locks and a ready smile, he had been at M&S for a couple of years already and seemed very much part of the high-voltage excitement of the place. Scott left midway through 1969 to join Jimmy Douglas’s firm selling our books in the West, but our paths would intertwine for years.



I. Frank won more than 170 international awards during his long career. His fascinating memoir, Drawing on Type, was published by Porcupine’s Quill in 2009.

II. Peter ended up working for the National Gallery and the federal government after leaving M&S. Many M&S graduates went on to prestigious jobs in the arts.



The Rosedale Radical

[image: Image]

ONE OF MY first jobs at M&S was printing multiple copies of Scott Symons’s Civic Square, a manuscript typed on the wax paper of a Gestetner duplicating machine. It’s hard to explain how the damned thing worked: there were inked rollers that sometimes relieved themselves of superfluous ink, making the paper copies messy and virtually unreadable, so that each sheet had to be inspected and replaced if necessary. My hands and arms all the way to the elbows were covered in ink. Scott Symons was there for part of the arduous process but kept himself away from the infernal Gestetner.

He was about my height with muscular shoulders and arms, a tanned face with intense brown eyes that he would focus, squinting to make sure I knew he was serious—very serious, even when he appeared to be kidding about some parts of his personal story. He talked about growing up in a big house in Rosedale, a Red Tory, grandson of Perkins Bull, a famous bulwark, he said, of Toronto society; as expected of him, he had married into the upper class. His wedding, he told me, had been a disaster. Since then, I have heard various versions of the event, but irrespective of who made the nastiest speech and who shouted “Shame, shame!” it was Scott who was at the centre of this story, a rebel among the respectable, loathsome Protestant gentry of his day. By the time of Civic Square, he had left his wife and son to begin his journey of self-discovery.

While he talked incessantly and with great passion about his life, we made three hundred sets of the 848-page beast, then stacked each one into a blue Birks-style box. (Birks was a very chic, expensive downtown Toronto jewellery store.) Scott personalized the top sheet of each set of pages with a red felt-tipped pen, drawing stylized testicles, penises, flowers, decorative curlicues, and signing his name. We then closed the boxes and wrapped a Birks-style white ribbon around each one. Civic Square was heavy-handedly anti-Toronto-establishment, so the packaging served to attract attention to the story inside. Scott was planning to deposit one of the blue boxes in an offering plate at St. James Cathedral, his father’s church.

Originally, Scott told me, the book was to be called The Smugly Fucklings but Jack had objected, as he objected to the overall length and repetitions in the manuscript, though he decided to publish it anyway. John Robert Colombo,I an experienced freelance editor Jack often entrusted with difficult manuscripts, had done his best with Civic Square, but it was never going to become a big seller.

Jack, Scott assured me, admired his flourishes of inimitable prose, his clear-eyed view of the milieu he had been born into, and his absolutely honest rejection of it. Scott loved Jack’s courage in publishing his first novel, Place d’Armes, in 1967, and now Civic Square. Place d’Armes had been a call to arms, he told me, a statement of such brilliance that Canada’s bloodless establishment quavered in its pristine sheets. While Jack was not the only person who recognized Scott’s brilliance, he was in a position to publish and promote what Scott wanted to say about Canadian society’s stultifying, emasculating ways.

Since we had to spend many hours with the Gestetner and the boxes, I came to know Scott reasonably well. Trinity College School in Port Hope, he assured me, had failed to break his spirit, though it had broken his body. Scott had been a brilliant gymnast: gymnastics suited his solitary ways, he said. He had practiced every day to keep his muscles tuned. One day he flew off the high bar, fell, and broke his back. That was not the only reason he had hated Trinity. Despite its appreciation of his intellectual abilities, despite the scholarships and suggestions he should go to Cambridge, he saw it as a hidebound place where future elite leaders learned their limp ways. At the University of Toronto he became a stellar member of the Zeta Psi fraternity—the erudite, wild boys—who thought they had a chance to discomfort the comfortable.

Scott went on to study at the Sorbonne, was appointed a curator at the Royal Ontario Museum, and enjoyed occasional bouts as a journalist. His first love, he told me, had not even been his wife (I never understood why he had married) but a fellow male student with whom he had stopped short of enjoying sex. He was still too much infected by “the disease of society’s mores.”

His best friend (not a lover) since early school days was Charles Taylor, a brilliant journalist who would later manage the considerable estate, including thoroughbred racehorses left by his father, E. P. Taylor.II Charles’s 1982 book Radical Tories: The Conservative Tradition in Canada would look back at the ideas of Scott and other Red Tories, including philosopher George Grant and poet Al Purdy. Charles’s definition of a Red Tory: “a conservative with a conscience.”

Charles saw Civic Square as a kind of testament: Scott’s break with conventional society and a rejection of all its comforts and traditions. Charles admired his courage.

When I met him, Charles had already published a book about China, based on his experiences as The Globe and Mail’s man in Beijing. We became friends over my trying and failing to persuade him to write another, about thoroughbred racing. As far as I could tell, horses and horse breeding were the only things Charles liked about his father’s activities. He looked splendid in his formal Kentucky Derby garb. His Windfields Farm had been the birthplace of Northern Dancer, one of the most famous thoroughbreds in racing history.

Scott absconded with a seventeen-year-old boy to Mexico, where he was chased by federales determined to return young John to his distinguished family in Montreal. John’s parents had charged Scott with inducing a minor into immoral acts.

After they returned from Mexico, Scott and his lover used to visit our apartment in the late evening, when he was sure no one had followed them. They made quite the pair: John, with long legs and red hair, sleek as a young colt; Scott in his trademark soiled black sweatshirt and his large silver medallion on a silver chain. Scott would be whispering stories about narrow escapes from the federales, his attempts to keep writing in impossible circumstances, assuring me that he was still—as far as Canadian society was concerned—“a very dangerous man,” a revolutionary who could change the world. He fulminated about the “death-dealing puritanism that lies at the base of the Canadian identity.”

I tried to like Civic Square because I liked Scott, but I found it wearying, shrill in tone, and, as Jack had told Scott, unrelentingly repetitious. Given that the late sixties were still anxious about sex, that there were banned books and homosexual behaviour was just being decriminalized, Scott was brave to have written his books, and Jack was brave to have published them. But I didn’t think they were good books. Still don’t. Yet, looking back, I admire Scott’s courage to challenge society, and his belief that words can be dangerous: that’s why tyrants are always eager to imprison or kill writers who confront them with words.

*  *  *

I WOULD WORK with Scott again in 1971. This time, it was a huge book called Heritage: A Romantic Look at Early Canadian Furniture. He knew his subject well and loved each piece he described. His only problem was that he couldn’t bring himself to sit and type, so we developed a working pattern where Scott marched about my small office glaring at the parking lot, talking, and I typed. Then I edited what he had said and read it to him. I remember Scott pacing, smoking his pipe, dribbling ash down his black sweatshirt, standing still for a moment, starting again, never missing the continuity of his words, though he did stop now and then to tell me about his love for “the boy” and how he had been liberated at last from the stultifying social strictures of this country, a country he had loved enough to try to change.

In the finished book each chunk of copy, except for the introduction, is accompanied by one of John de Visser’s stunning photographs.III Despite the strange way we produced it, I think Heritage is Scott’s best writing.

We stayed in touch while he was in BC with his lover, doing odd jobs for a living. When they broke up, he came to Toronto again, looking sad and dishevelled but determined to continue with “his mission.” Though he was openly and proudly homosexual, he insisted he was not “gay.” He was seeking a “new kind of man,” sentient, not effeminate, a male ideal that he thought might exist in other countries.

He chose Morocco.

His last book, Helmet of Flesh (1989), a novel set in Morocco, was neither scandalous nor a critical success, and no amount of editorial attention could save it from its author’s overwrought prose.



I. John had been one of M&S’s best book doctors before he became famous for his books of quotations. Now his website lists more than two hundred books.

II. E. P. Taylor, the former brewery king, had become one of the richest men in Canada and, later, in the Bahamas.

III. John de Visser’s photographs are some of Canada’s defining images. I had a chance to work with him on a number of books, including Winter with Morley Callaghan and Canada: A Celebration.



The Unfortunate Incident of Ted’s Name
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A FEW WEEKS after I was hired at M&S, I discovered how to spell Ted Allan’s name. Unfortunately it was too late. We had been preparing a revised edition of The Scalpel, the Sword, the biography of iconic doctor Norman Bethune, by Ted Allan and Sydney Gordon. It had been an arduous task, as Ted and his co-author no longer spoke to each other and both wrote longish, abusive letters complaining about each other’s lack of professionalism. Several times the project dropped off the schedule and was revived only after Jack’s mollifying talks with both authors. Sydney lived in East Berlin at the time and Ted lived in London. Both had been die-hard Communists. Sydney was still a true believer,I but Ted had wobbled after Soviet troops attacked Hungary in 1956.

I had okayed for press the redesigned (several times, because the authors couldn’t agree) cover of the book. It was not until Ted Allan received his author copies and yelled on the phone at me that I discovered the mistake. His name was misspelled. The books had rolled off the press with “Ted Allen” on the cover.

Ted was a celebrated playwright, novelist, and short story writer (he had been published in The New Yorker), a Communist-Republican journalist and volunteer in the Spanish Civil War. He’d been on the Hollywood blacklist during the 1950s McCarthy era and was a close friend of Jack’s close friends Mordecai and Florence Richler. One of Mordecai’s early novels, A Choice of Enemies, draws on the people both he and Ted had known in London’s world of expat Canadians eking out a living. Ted had been the most successful of them all.

Ted had every reason to assume that editors and designers at M&S would be familiar with his name, especially as this was a revised edition of an already successful book (I confess I had not previously heard of the famous doctor). Bethune had also been a Communist and a surgeon who, like Ted, had volunteered to help the Republican side during the Spanish Civil War. He operated close to the front, perfecting a method of blood transfusions for the critically injured. It was the same method he used later in China, operating on Mao’s soldiers in 1938 and in 1939 during the Sino-Japanese War.

Ted was apoplectic. He demanded to talk to Jack.

Jack ordered me into his office while the two of them talked on the phone. As was his habit, Jack leaned as far back in his chair as the back wall would allow, his feet planted on his desk, his shirtsleeves rolled up, his top button undone, tie askew, a full ashtray close to the hand holding a cigarette. The office was clouded in blue smoke.

After patiently listening to Ted for what seemed to me at least twenty minutes, Jack inhaled deeply and said, “Ted, I have just shipped twenty thousand copies of your book and I can tell you we are not about to reprint because of one small mistake. Perhaps you could change your name.”

Then he laughed. Ted, a future winner of the Stephen Leacock Memorial Medal for Humour, did not laugh. He kept talking and shouting so loudly that I could hear him where I sat meekly near the door.

Jack listened. Then, astonishingly, he said, “Picky, picky, picky, Ted,” and hung up.

Later, when I saw the Academy Award–winning film Lies My Father Told Me, I understood Ted better. It’s a warm, delightfully quirky heartbreaker of a story based on Ted’s long-ago childhood in Montreal. Ted wrote the original script, and he even played a bit part as Mr. Baumgarten, one of the old Jewish characters. I felt a connection: both our grandfathers had been storytellers.

I spent hours with Ted to see if he could turn the film’s story into a novel, but he was too busy on scripts—he was working on four or five at the time—so the novelization was ultimately written by his son, Norman. You can read the whole novel on Norman Allan’s website. There you can also find Ted’s delightful children’s book about a squirrel-mouse who is a retired acrobat, Willie the Squowse.

*  *  *

YEARS LATER TED used to visit me at Key Porter Books, the company I would co-found. He complained about the 1990 Bethune film based on his book and screenplay, about Donald Sutherland’s ego, and about the damage done by the Cultural Revolution in China. He had found Mao’s wife, the actress Jiang Qing, terrifying when she was in power and pathetic afterwards. He liked to talk about the difficult story of his life.II He had been shocked by Nikita Khrushchev’s so-called secret speech at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party in 1956, the speech that revealed some of Stalin’s purges, the murders of fellow Communists he no longer trusted. Ted still felt terrible guilt about testifying against a comrade at his trial by fellow Communists in Spain in the 1930s. He had sworn false testimony in the belief that his words would help heal a rift in the Party.

My own feelings about Stalin and Khrushchev (and Lenin and Marx and even Engels) had been consistent since I’d first heard their names as a child in Hungary. My mandatory lessons about the birth of Communism, about the Great Leader, Stalin, and the shiny-headed Mátyás Rákosi failed to improve my first impressions. Vili and his friends joked about them all, but only where they were sure no informer would overhear them. I suspect Ted liked to tell me about his own Communist sympathies because he felt he needed to explain himself to someone who had witnessed the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.



I. Andreas Schroeder wrote in Founding the Writers’ Union of Canada that Gordon came to Canada every year for the AGM to take notes and, presumably, report back to the Stasi. He stopped coming in 1976 after a union motion condemning the Soviets for persecuting writers.

II. Ted’s story in This Time a Better Earth is worth a serious read. It describes his difficult childhood, and his guilt about having taken his beloved sister to an asylum for the insane. It evokes a time of heroes who fought for a cause they believed was right and worth dying for. Not enough has been written about the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion of Canadian volunteers in the International Brigades that fought against Franco in the Spanish Civil War.



Assembling a Book on the Linoleum Floor
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MANAGING EDITOR WAS only the first of my five or so titular promotions. I was executive editor for a few months, then editorial director, then editor-in-chief, with vice president added for extra spice. Each time, I think Jack figured a new title meant he didn’t have to give me a raise. He was right. Those days at M&S were so jam-packed with new faces and manuscripts that I barely had time to think about money. Jack, on the other hand, thought about it most of the time. The firm was running out of cash, he said, and what was left wouldn’t be wasted on staff stipends. If anyone felt it was not enough, he or she could leave. He considered it a privilege to be at M&S with the country’s best authors. And it was, indeed, a privilege.

With two notable exceptions, Jack was unable to fire anyone. The closest he came was clipping printed advertisements for suitable jobs and placing them on the desks of those he wanted to be rid of. One notable exception involved one of our many vice presidents, who told Jack he had to make a choice between himself and me. I stayed. The second firing would rock the entire company, but more about that later.

Periodically Jack would complain about the general incompetence of people who worked for him, as when he announced to a roomful of booksellers at the company’s annual big fall list launch party at the Royal York Hotel that he was, sadly, “surrounded by idiots.” We, his senior staff, dutifully arrayed behind him on stage, took it reasonably well, though someone had to restrain Peter Taylor, our director of marketing, from grabbing the mic and making a few observations of his own.

Peter was irrepressibly witty, always full of ideas for how to sell books, never lost for words, friendly to newcomers like me. He was thin, wiry, and almost completely bald. His novel Watcha Gonna Do Boy . . . Watcha Gonna Be? was published by M&S before he came on board. We became friends as soon as we met.I

The building itself, at 25 Hollinger Road, was cruel and unusual punishment for even the most dedicated employees. Brick with a tin roof, it was perishingly cold in the winter and nightmarishly hot in the summer. Some days in mid-winter the snow-removal crews would leave out most of East York or decide not to de-ice the roads off Eglinton Avenue, east of the Don Valley Parkway, so that even showing up for work was an act of courage in face of civic indifference. Midsummer, the place turned into a sauna. Jack would sometimes be shirtless, as would a few male staff; the women wore as little as possible and hovered over fans. The floors were covered in linoleum that sweated as we did.

*  *  *

IN THE EARLY summer of 1969, in preparation for the publication of Harold Town’s Drawings, after an excruciatingly sweaty debate in the boardroom, I laid out the sticky, curling, damp photostats of Harold’s drawings along the continuous corridor. The line started before reception, went past Jack’s office, turned the corner, carried on past Sam Totten’s office and the editorial bunker, all the way to the door of the art department. Since I spent most of the day on my knees, arranging drawings, I was glad that I had given up my London miniskirt and worn long cotton pants—rather than my new quite fashionable, beige imitation-leather pants—that didn’t ride down when I was bent over.

Frank Newfeld had already planned the design of the book; Robert Fulford, art critic and columnist for the Toronto Star and recently appointed editor of Saturday Night magazine, was writing the text.

It’s hard to overstate Harold Town’s fame at the end of the 1960s. In 1968 alone he had had eight one-man shows and been part of many others featuring the work of his generation’s best-known artists, Painters Eleven. He had represented Canada at the Venice Biennale; he was profiled everywhere, revered, collected, and discussed; he won international awards; he reviewed other people’s work, appeared on talk shows, debated, fought, argued, and lambasted those who dared to criticize or contradict him.

He was not only one of the country’s most celebrated artists but also a man given to great flights of belligerent verbal abuse with a full lexicon of sexual and scatological references, including some I had not heard even in the company of American servicemen stationed in the United Kingdom. My London boyfriend had been a captain in the US Air Force, a veterinarian in civil life, and delightful company. Some of his less gentle-hearted friends, however, did manage streams of interesting invective.

Harold’s drawings were even more eclectic than his language. He had experimented with a variety of styles and media: heavy blacks, light pencil sketches, pastels, gouache, charcoal, brush, ink, in a wide range of colours and surfaces. He did soft portraits, such as one of Allen Ginsberg, figures in motion, dancers, and the surreal Enigmas—grotesque figures with temples for heads and objects sticking out of their asses—Picasso-style nudes, horses, ancient warriors, queens, and some pure whimsy, such as “Michelangelo Composing a Sonnet by Candlelight.”

He was a lanky, broad-shouldered man, pale, with soft mousy-brown hair and grey sideburns that ran down the sides of his face all the way to his chin. He had an intense, fixed look with a pair of long lines between his eyebrows that made him seem angry even when he was not. That day, he wore white pants and some sort of pleated twill jacket in defiance of the heat.

Jack had warned me about Harold’s insatiable ego, his inability to compromise, and the likelihood that we would be sorting through pictures for the rest of the day, the night, and maybe the week. Harold considered each drawing to be of such superior quality that leaving out even one was an insult to his genius.

While Bob Fulford admired Town’s prodigious talent, he did not think that everything he had ever produced was a work of unparalleled brilliance. One of his ways of dealing with Harold’s flights of verbal fancy was to listen, chew on his pipe, nod sagely, and postpone the decision until it had become obvious, even to Harold, that the book could not accommodate all his drawings.

Bob’s experience as editor of the venerable magazine Saturday Night must have taught him a great deal of patience. The eighty-two-year-old magazine was an institution but, according to Jack, in a very precarious financial state. One wrong move and this could be its last year. In a strange way, Jack both delighted in and sympathized with Saturday Night’s plight, as M&S was in a similarly precarious situation.

Balding, with black-framed glasses that had a habit of slipping down his nose while he was in contemplation, Bob also had a smiling, thoughtful, and cheerful attitude to the whole improbable day. Frank had, surprisingly, held his temper in check for the better part of an hour, then left. Harold and Bob appeared not to notice the heat or the dampness. Each was determined to wrestle the other into submission—Harold to include more than the designated number of works, Bob to urge discernment.

My job was to get down on the floor and move the sheets of sticky paper in and out of order, or just onto a pile of what Harold bitterly called “rejects.”

Harold didn’t directly address me while I was squatting or kneeling, but he did have a few choice words he urged me to pass on to my boss when the “son of a bitch” dared show his face again. Jack had mentioned that he loved Harold but did not much like him. He was tired of the tirades and of picking up the tab every time they went out for drinks. He thought Harold was depressingly cheap when it came to paying his own way.

Jack was also critical both of the fact that Harold had a “lady” in addition to his wife and annoyed that Harold often reneged on paying her for her research work. I met Iris Nowell, Harold’s lady, one evening when the four of us had dinner in a restaurant on King Street. Harold harangued Jack for his lack of attention to the quality of paper in Drawings and the amount of promotion he felt entitled to and didn’t get. For some mysterious reason, then, Harold sang “Bye, Bye Miss American Pie,” with its anti-Vietnam overtones and unforgettable image of “the day the music died.”

Iris was blond, with soft grey eyes, quiet, smart, and very attentive to Harold. When she expressed an opinion about something, he berated her:II I think the subject was dogs or cats. Harold hated all pets but especially dogs and cats. He wanted Iris to write a book about the dangers they posed to humans. He talked about movies he hated, about Toronto landmarks slated for destruction by bureaucrats who knew the value of nothing, about critics—particularly art critic Clement Greenberg, who had promoted the work of Jack Bush, a Canadian artist whom Harold despised—and about a proposed book on his own famous Christmas trees. They were miracles of lights and construction displaying hundreds of fabulous old things he had collected over the years. Even after a tree toppled under the weight of its decorations, the surviving objects remained treasures in Harold’s studio.

But back to the linoleum floor. Bob Fulford, who must have appreciated my efficiency in placing damp paper in straight lines and my dumbfounded diplomacy about the final choices in Drawings, invited me to lunch a few weeks later. He was then, and is now, the most interesting and erudite conversationalist, one of the most quoted people in the country. He discussed art, museums, Jane Jacobs’s ideas for cities, Expo 67 and why it was such an important event, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation and what it should be broadcasting, movies, and filmmakers. Unlike some of the writers I met later in Toronto, Bob was an anti-Communist, and we found we shared a suspicion of the Soviet Union verging, at least on my part, on vehement dislike.

To my great relief, we did not talk about Harold’s drawings.

Bob had been writing a movie column for some years as Marshall Delaney. I tried to persuade him to write a book about films and filmmakers for M&S. Though I failed to convince him, eventually he did publish his Marshall Delaney at the Movies, but not with us.

*  *  *

DRAWINGS WAS PUBLISHED in time for Christmas, 1969. It was a handsome book but suffered a little from “show-through”: some of the strong blacks were showing through the paper under the finer drawings on the reverse side of the page. Harold was, predictably, unhappy. Jack, in a mischievous moment, assured him that the choice of paper would have been a part of my job. Harold raged and shouted and refused to speak to me for a while. Perhaps because of my childhood, I am not comfortable around violence, whether physical or verbal, and Harold, as I said, was very good at invective.

I knew I had been forgiven when he set me up for a date with his close friend Sig Vaile. Siggy was quiet, restrained, and charming. He told lovely stories about his growing up in Ontario along with a few amusing Harold tales, but we were, clearly, not destined for each other. We belonged to different worlds, though we managed to have a couple of very pleasant dinners at rather swish restaurants. At the time, I was still somewhat involved with a young Jewish lawyer named Harvey, whose parents actively disliked gentiles, particularly Hungarians.

Harold was disappointed but not discouraged. He assumed that my relationships were of a temporary nature and that eventually I’d be looking for someone he would find acceptable.



I. Years later, Key Porter published his still very funny Bald Is Beautiful. (With so many balding boomers, surely it’s time for a new edition.)

II. Iris Nowell has written several books, including Hot Breakfast for Sparrows: My Life with Harold Town and Harold Town.



All Those Glorious Manuscripts
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WE USED TO get an average of fifty manuscripts a week, more in early January when would-be authors delivered on their own New Year’s resolutions. Of that lot, few made it to a second reading, and maybe one was eventually published. Reading them was disheartening but Jack felt it was perfect for editors-in-training. I can’t remember all our slush-pile readers, but I know Philip Marchand was succeeded by a coterie of equally talented young people: David Berry, who remembers that every inch of the floor-to-ceiling shelves was filled with manuscripts, most of them barely readable; Patrick Crean (later at Somerville House, Key Porter, Thomas Allen, HarperCollins); Greg Gatenby (founder of the International Festival of Authors); and Wailan Low, who married poet Earle Birney, went on to study law, and became a judge.

Everyone was encouraged to take home manuscripts from the slush pile, in case we missed an important new voice we should be publishing. One of Jack’s many stories of missed opportunities was Sheila Burnford’s The Incredible Journey. The way he used to tell the story, he had read the manuscript and thought who in hell would believe such an incredible tale. Three spoiled pets traversing the wilderness in search of their home. Five million copies and a movie later . . .

My own best slush-pile find was Dennis T. Patrick Sears’s The Lark in the Clear Air; he was an original voice and a formidable new talent. Not a young writer, he had already lived a couple of hard-working lives, and his next book, Aunty High Over the Barley Mow (1977), was his last. The multi-talented Jennifer Glossop (she could edit fiction, non-fiction, illustrated books, and children’s stories) finished editing Dennis’s second manuscript after he died. Jennifer was one of my first hires. Without dwelling on the irony, she mentioned years later that she had started at M&S on April Fool’s Day, 1970.

Every evening I took home a couple of huge white canvas bags full of manuscripts and read till the early hours. Some we had already decided to publish; others had been recommended for a second read. It was the beginning of a habit that lasted for my entire life in the book business.

That’s where I read Rudy Wiebe’s huge manuscript of Big Bear in one night. I had planned to stop for a couple of hours’ sleep, but couldn’t put the damned thing down. It was riveting then and is still riveting now, though other books have been written about the great Cree chief and his defiance of white authority. Charis Wahl was appointed Wiebe’s editor, but the copy editing was farmed out to a meticulous freelancer. I had the unenviable task of presenting the author with the marked-up manuscript in Calgary. Rudy thanked me, then went to his room, and returned a few hours later with all the pencil marks rubbed out. Charis, who had disagreed with the copy editor’s work, was pleased, and Big Bear was published with Rudy’s long sentences intact.

I read Gabrielle Roy’s slender Windflower under the dim lights of our Broadway Avenue balcony. It was almost word-perfect. I read Margaret Laurence’s The Olden Days Coat and her short-story collection A Bird in the House, Brian Moore’s The Revolution Script and Catholics, Eric Arthur’s text for The Barn: A Vanishing Landmark of North America, and hundreds, no, thousands of other manuscripts during those years.

Everyone at M&S seemed to be imbued with a sense of mission, as if part of a magnificent experiment, with Jack as the exalted master magician, and the rest of us inspired apprentices. The experiment was publishing Canadian authors: novelists, poets, academics, children’s writers, historians, anthropologists, journalists, and politicians.I We published anthologies, essay collections, reprints in the New Canadian Library, art and photography books, memoirs. Despite the financial problems, we continued to publish more than a hundred books a year, and we were wildly optimistic about the fate of every one of them.

During the summer, the warehouse, which occupied most of the building, was slightly cooler than the rest of the building because it had a lot of large fans: we were anxious to preserve the books. They were the only things of real value in the building, Jack used to say. The books, unlike the rest of us, were insured.

Our editorial meetings were endurance tests. They took place in the brown-walled corner boardroom of the building, where it was almost impossible to open any windows. The marketing staff brought notepaper and the editors filed in and talked about what they were editing; they tried to get sales projections from the marketing people, who were, at best, defensive. They didn’t want to commit themselves to predictions. Peter Taylor was usually quite direct and merciless in assessing a book’s sales potential. Paul Dutton, M&S jacket and advertising copywriter (and, with bpNichol, Steve McCaffrey, and Rafael Barreto-Rivera, one of the sound poetry group The Four Horsemen), often attended because he had to come up with copy.II

When Jack was there, the whole room focused on what Jack said and very few of us argued with him. One time when he was lauding the virtues of a long piece of what he considered “commercial fiction” and I suggested it was crap, he left, sweeping his papers off the table. He didn’t come back that day but he insisted we publish the “crap.”III
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